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THE TROUBLE WITH PIXIES

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'Used to live here?'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'Ah.'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'You won't believe me.'

'I'll be the judge of that.'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'They're pixies!' she screamed back.

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

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

'Well, I'm sorry but pixies?'

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

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

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

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

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

'Fine.'

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'What something? These pixies of yours?'

Hattie nodded.

'Well, I can't see them.'

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

'3D glasses?'

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

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

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

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

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

'Now what?' Michael asked.

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

'You're not going to kill them?'

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

'Well what are you going to do?'

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

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

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

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

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

'There's five of them?' Michael asked, in a surprised tone. 'There's five pixies in my attic?' He knew how ridiculous he sounded but this whole evening was turning out to be a ridiculous farce, anyway.

'Not for long,' Hattie said. The gun went off again. Success first time. The pixie that had been scrambling across the sloping ceiling, fell to the floor with a thud and covered in blue. It lay there, making incoherent noises, though Michael was sure he heard the odd swear word coming from the throaty voice.

She caught another one pretty soon after. This one got hit full in the face. Grumbling, it went to join its blue-armed companion. To Michael it seemed as if the paint had some sort of mild tranquilizer mixed into it, to make the pixies give up once they were caught.

'Hedgehog!' Hattie barked, spinning round with her gun momentarily aimed at Michael. He jerked out of her range, puzzled at what she'd just said. But a moment later, he found a small, brown hedgehog nudging against his feet. Michael felt somewhat relieved at something normal being in the attic. Though quite why a small woodland creature would be running around in the top of a three-storey, urban dwelling, he couldn't possibly say.

'Don't let the bugger out,' Hattie said, aiming the gun at the thing which seemed to sense the danger it was in and desperately tried to push against Michael's feet.

'Jesus, you can't do that to a hedgehog!' Michael exclaimed, bending down to carefully lift the quivering animal up, making sure not to brush against the sharp quills. Holding it in his arms like the times he held his children as babies, Michael looked up to discover the gun was still trained on the hedgehog and himself. 'Seriously, what has he done to you?'

A red eyebrow rose for a moment then fell. 'Seriously, put the hedgehog down. Unless you want to be covered in blue paint, that is.' Hattie replied.

'Why?'

She gave him a hard glare and then drooped slightly. 'Because pixies can turn into hedgehogs when they feel they're in danger, or just want to go unobserved by humans.' She held up a hand before he could speak. 'Don't ask me why hedgehogs. I haven't got a clue. I'm not some walking encyclopedia of supernatural creatures, you know.'

Michael looked down at the hedgehog who stared back up at him with dark, beady eyes. He held the thing close, unsure whether to believe Hattie's words. That was until the hedgehog let out a distinct cackle. Michael threw the hedgehog from his arms and in mid-flight, the creature got barraged with the ammo of paint. Once it hit the floor, it made to run to the safety of the corner of the attic again but only took a few steps before seeming to give up and lay down for a sleep.

Time seemed to pass quickly as Hattie took down the rest of the pixies. Michael wasn't sure if the minutes had really flown by or if it was because he'd been caught up in the whole scenario. Nevertheless, soon a small cluster of blue sat despondently in the centre of the room. Occasionally, the hovering blue hand gave Hattie and Michael a  gesture which Michael assumed was supposed to be rude. Hattie flicked her hair out of her eyes and beamed at Michael. 'All done,' she said brightly, throwing him the paintball gun which he caught one-handed.

'Now what?' he asked, afraid she was just going to leave them there.

'Now this,' she replied, digging a hand into her jacket pocket and fishing out what looked like a small ball of silver wiring. Whatever it was, it had all five pixies staring at it with alarm, though none, Michael noted, scrambled to get away from it. 'Unbreakable chain. Once this is used to tie someone up then they can't escape. Doesn't matter if they use the sharpest axe in the world to chop it, or a small explosive. Only the person who does the tying up can untie it again. Again, don't ask me how it works exactly.'

Michael thought it sounded horrendous as various images flashed before him, but he did not air his views.

'It's very rare and not many people have access to these,' she said as she slowly unwound the chain. 'I've only got it as I can be trusted not to misuse it.' There was a hint of pride about her voice.

As she made the pixies and hedgehog stand up in a line, Michael watched her, holding the paintball gun at arm's length. She carefully started winding the wiring around the group, tightening it only enough for the creatures not to escape.

'Does the paint come off?' Michael asked, as she tied the wiring into a double-knot.

She glanced at him briefly. 'Of course it does. The poor things don't want to be constantly visible to others now, do they? Once I find out why they came to the city in the first place, I'll drive them down to Devon, to the countryside, where they belong.' She frowned. 'I'll have to stop off at a petrol station on my way there. Don't want to the car to conk out and have to explain myself to the AA.'

'You're letting them go?' said Michael, feeling a little confused.

Satisfied, the creatures couldn't escape, Hattie stood up and faced Michael. 'Well, I don't have any right to keep them or whatever you were thinking.'

'So you're not some sort of,' he paused, trying to find the right word, 'law enforcement officer for pixies?' He could see she was trying not to laugh. 'Well what are you, then?' he asked, slightly rattled at her reaction.

'Human. Just like you are.'

'But you know about pixies.'

'And the rest.'

'The rest?'

She nodded. 'Pixies are just one of a thousands of creatures out there that most humans can't normally see.' She explained. 'And they're just pranksters, the pixies. Harmless, really. It's the Ice Giants in the Highlands or -'

'Ice Giants? What?'

Hattie placed a hand on her hip, and looked at Michael pointedly. 'Are you just going to repeat everything I say?'

Michael thought about this. 'Quite possibly,' he answered.

'Look, all you have to know is that all those supposed mythical creatures that you heard or read about as a child, they're real. They're as real as you and me.'

'And you're someone who can see these creatures and protect us - humans, I mean - from them?'

She smiled. 'God, no. Well, not exactly. I'm not some superhero or anything. I've not got any special powers or magical swords. Sometimes humans can come up against the creatures but more often than not, it's creature against creature. Actually, I've just come back from spending six months with the Ice Giants helping them find somewhere to live, out of the way of humans.'

'Why you?' Michael asked. 'Is it only you? Or are there others like you, that can see these creatures?'

Hattie shrugged. 'No idea. I think there's still some out there. There must be, come to think of it, or I'd always be asked to go to this place or that place. And why me, you ask? Why not? As I said before, due to these babies -' She pointed up at her eyes. '- I can see these creatures. So I can help them.'

Michael stared down at the floor, shaking his head. 'This is a lot to take in.'

'Then don't,' Hattie told him. She stepped forward and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. 'No one's asking you to. Just go back to your wine and your children and forget this ever happened.'

'I... I don't think I can,' he said honestly, looking into those strange eyes of hers. She stared back for a moment and then beamed, giving his shoulder a squeeze.

'Great! Then you won't mind me calling on your help now and again,' she said, happily. She sauntered back over to the pixies and lifted up the end of the wiring, keeping a tight grasp of it as she started pulling the group forward.

'Hang on, what do you mean "my help"?' Michael asked, with a frown.

She stopped in front of him, the little band of visible pixie body parts stopping inches from her. 'Oh, you know - looking after my house if I'm called away, picking up my post. That kind of thing.' She regarded him with a smile. 'Why, did you think I meant something else? You did, didn't you? You thought I meant help out with the actual creatures.'

'No,' he lied. 'Your house, your post - fine. I'll do that, no problem. Shall we go?' He glanced at his watch. It was just past half eight and he'd told the kids to be back before 9pm. He didn't fancy trying to explain why a red-haired woman was dragging a bound group of blue splattered creatures through their new house.

With a bit of a struggle, Michael and Hattie, between them, managed to get the pixies down the stairs and into Hattie's car which was parked outside her house. The car was an old-style, yellow mini and, despite the pixies' small stature, there wasn't enough room in the boot for them to go so they were bundled into the back seat instead.

Once the creatures were in and a seatbelt pulled across them, Hattie pushed the front seat back again and closed the door. She and Michael were stood underneath a street lamp and both had streaks of blue paint on their skin and clothes from where they'd come up against the pixies.

'Good job this stuff does come off,' Michael remarked, looking down at the left sleeve of his jumper which had got much of the paint on it.

Hattie smiled at him. 'Well, thanks for your help, neighbour.'

'I would say "anytime", but...' he replied, in jest.

She took no offence at this. 'I'll maybe see you around, then.' She opened the car door again and slid into the driver's seat. Michael came round and leant an arm over the door frame, and looked down at her.

'You're driving all the way to Devon tonight?' he asked.

'No time like the present,' Hattie said breezily, fishing the car keys from her pocket. She took off the hat Michael had grabbed from the bannister on their way down the stairs, and flung it onto the passenger seat next to her. 'Besides, if I keep them in the house tonight, they'll only keep me awake with their swearing and grumbling. Unless, of course, you have them for the night. We can easily put them back in the attic.' Michael must have looked alarmed at this. Hattie laughed and shook her head. 'Just teasing. No, these guys are best off away from here. Thanks again, Michael.'

'That's quite all right,' Michael replied, stepping away as Hattie pulled the door closed. Giving him a little wave, she started up the car and drove off. Michael watched until the mini disappeared from view and then he casually walked back into the house, still getting his head around these past few hours.

Tom, Ben and Ingrid returned just a few minutes after nine, carrying two large boxes of pizza. Ingrid had a big bottle of lemonade cradled in her arms. They found Michael sitting in the kitchen, on his laptop, sipping a coffee.

'Hello, you lot,' he said, turning in his stool and smiling at his children. 'So how was Edinburgh?'

'Great!' Ben exclaimed, opening one of the pizza boxes and taking out a slice of what looked like ham and pineapple topping. 'We walked along Princes Street then went bowling. I won, of course.'

'Once,' Ingrid, the youngest of Michael's children, corrected her brother. 'Tom won three times.'

'Ah, but you nearly beat me,' Tom said, tickling his little sister under the chin and making her giggle. 'Thought you'd be hungry, dad, so we got pizza.'

'So I see,' said Michael. The smells were making his mouth water. He dismounted the stool and retrieved some plates from a cardboard box sitting next to the sink. 'And you're right, I'm famished.'

'Did you enjoy your peace and quiet while we were away?' Tom asked, pouring the lemonade into four tumblers. 'Bet you had a nice, boring evening.'

Michael glanced  at the laptop screen which was showing an article about pixies, complete with an illustration of the creatures. 'Yes,' he went on, taking a tumbler from his son, 'nice and boring.'
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As the clock on the office wall heralded the end of another working day, the staff in the Accounts department of Halpin, Green and Buckley, one of the larger law firms in the Scottish capital, started to trickle out of the open-plan office. Most thoughts were on the night ahead where many of them would be spending their time, and money, in the pubs and clubs in nearby Grassmarket, it being the last Friday of the month and, thus, pay day. Cheryl Millican was one of the last to leave as she logged off her computer and waited for it to shut down. She put on her coat draped around her chair, and lifted her handbag from beneath the desk. Someone passed her on the way out and asked if she'd changed her mind about coming for a drink. Cheryl smiled apologetically and shook her head. She had other plans that evening, plans that needed a clear, sober head.

Her flat in the Dalry area of the city was only a fifteen minute brisk walk in the autumnal climate so she had plenty of time for a leisurely shower and some dinner before readying herself for the night ahead.

The house had been chosen by the usual method: A map of Edinburgh spread out on the kitchen table, a closing of the eyes and then the random dropping of an index finger onto the map. She'd visit the chosen street the next day and case the area, picking the building that seemed of most value. When Cheryl had first come to this street, a few days earlier, one of the houses had immediately caught her attention. It didn't look exactly prosperous compared to its neighbours but Cheryl just had a good feeling that she would be foolish to ignore. As if to prove she had made the right decision, Cheryl had spotted the owner of the house - a young red-headed woman - left the house with a suitcase, as if departing for a weekend break somewhere. The house would be empty. Cheryl would not need to rush.

The actual break-in had been very simple, laughably simple, in fact. A window on the first floor landing was left open just enough for Cheryl to slip her latex-gloved fingers through and raise the old, wooden frame. Once she'd climbed through, thankful there were no tricky tables or suchlike making her descent awkward, she took out the flashlight from the rucksack on her back and headed up the stairs to the third floor. As Cheryl moved through the rooms of the house, realisation dawned that she had been right to go with her gut feeling about coming here. The place was chock full of interesting and exotic items and artefacts. Many were locked in display cabinets but that didn't deter Cheryl. She only felt sorry that she couldn't take everything she wanted.

It was in the bathroom, of all places, that she caught sight of the necklace. Of course she'd had no intention of looking through this room, not expecting to find anything worth stealing. But it was the glow from the piece of jewellery, reflecting the city lights coming in from the bathroom window, that forced her attention. As she stepped into the lino-floored room, she discovered that, just like the other treasures, this necklace was contained in a glass case. It sat on a short wooden shelf above an old-fashioned bath tub with brass taps on the end. Cheryl bit her lip and shone the torch over the bathtub. There was no way she could successfully lean over the tub and fiddle with the casing. She would have to step into the bath.

The owner had used plenty of bubble bath, judging by the amount of soap suds clinging to the white enamel, so Cheryl was careful not to slip as she climbed aboard. Steadying herself, she took her rucksack from her shoulders and unzipped it to take out her tools. But then she paused and regarded the glass, narrowing her eyes as she mused upon the same instinctive feeling she'd had when choosing the house. Raising her fingers to the glass box, she gently pulled on the lid. To her surprise, the front panel swung open without a fuss.

Idiot, she thought as she carefully took the long neckwear out, never make it easy for us thieves.

Gripping the necklace in her left hand, she cautiously climbed out of the bath again before having a good look at it with the flashlight. It reminded Cheryl of a necklace she'd once seen in a painting, being worn by some old goddess; all glistening gold with a rotund piece of amber set into the middle of it. As she gazed at the gold, Cheryl decided she would keep this one for herself. Obviously wear it underneath her clothing when around others. The rest of her haul would be sold on, as usual. Eventually, she tore her gaze away from the necklace, placing it into the rucksack with the other items, and continuing with the burglary.

The flashlight zipped around the living room as Cheryl walked in, noting all the bohemian-style rugs, furniture and art around the place. If truth be known, it wasn't a style she liked but her personal tastes never got in the way of a good theft. But before she could begin to rifle through the room for valuables, the unmistakable sound of a door being unlocked echoed in the hallway. Cheryl slipped along to the staircase and climbed the steps. Opening the first floor landing window again, she raised the frame and left the building.

Hattie chucked the brown leather handbag onto the side table next to the front door, relieved to be back home and able to take those bloody heeled shoes off. Not a huge fan of parties, she felt obliged to attend at least one a year, and it being a St Andrew's Day party - despite the event being held a full week before the actual day - she said yes to the RSVP. She headed for the living room and switched the purple-tasseled table lamp on, slumping into the battered-but-comfy orange armchair next to the fireplace. Mere seconds passed before her stomach made her realise she'd not eaten anything at the party. Getting to her feet before she became too settled, she decided to make herself some toast and jam.
'Jesus Christ,' she said, a small echo to her voice as she stood, mouth agape, in the kitchen. If anyone else had been looking into the room they would see nothing untoward. But Hattie saw that the drawer next to the sink wasn't completely closed and that the stainless steel bin by the back door was half an inch more to the left. Someone had been here. Someone uninvited. Stomach rumblings ignored, she went to check that nothing had been taken.

An hour later she was sitting on the doorstep, nursing the hand she'd used to punch the garden's sole tree; a willow. Things had been taken, though only one of the stolen items was of any true value: The Brisingamen, a sparkling gold necklace which had been forged by four dwarves in ancient times, and that had been displayed in Hattie's bathroom ever since she'd moved to Edinburgh. As soon as Hattie had realised the necklace was gone, she'd calmly went downstairs, left the house and taken out her stupidity out on the tree trunk. Why the hell had she put the necklace in the bathroom? The best place to hide something is in plain sight, a voice from long ago reverberated in her head.

Hattie stood up to go back inside and put an ice-pack to her busted hand when someone opened the iron garden gate. It was Michael and his three children - teenage Tom, twelve-year-old Ben and seven year old Ingrid. Michael was leading the way, holding his daughter's hand. Ben was behind them, peering at Hattie's hand, and Tom was bringing up the rear, stealing frequent glances at the mobile phone in his hand.

'Hi,' Michael said. 'Thought I saw someone sitting here. Locked yourself out?'

'Not quite,' Hattie answered. She gazed down at Ingrid who was giving her a shy look in return. 'Hello.'

'Hi,' the little girl answered, moving behind her father a little, in a shy manner.

'Getting settled in Edinburgh, now?'

'What's wrong with your hand?' Ben asked bluntly, staring at her bloodied knuckles.

'Oh, a tree annoyed me,' Hattie answered, giving the hand a customary glance. This only made Ben frown.

Michael, used to Hattie and her oddness, seemed unperturbed. 'We're going to order something from Pizza Hut,' he said. 'You're more than welcome to join us.'

'Dad always orders too much anyway,' Tom added, looking up from the glowing screen of his phone.

Hattie was tempted. She wasn't one to pass up free food and her stomach was making some disturbing-but-quiet noises. But she did have to get that necklace back. Glancing at the house, she said, 'I've been burgled.'

All four faces turned as one to look at her. 'What? When?' Michael asked. 'Are you all right?'

She nodded. 'Yeah, apart from my self-inflicted messed-up hand. They'd gone before I got back.'

'Thought you'd said this area had the lowest crime rate in the city,' Tom muttered to his father, as he finally put the phone in his jacket pocket.

'You've called the police, I assume,' Michael asked, ignoring his son's remarks.

There was a shake of red hair from Hattie. 'No point. You've been in my house. You've seen some of the things I have.' She noted the smirks being exchanged between Michael's sons but said nothing. The children knew nothing about Hattie, other than she was a kind and eccentric woman living across the street. They didn't have a clue about the pixies she and Michael had shifted from his attic, or that Hattie spent more time with giants and forest gods than she did with humans.

'All right,' said Michael, but Hattie could tell he thought she should have rang 999 by now. 'Need a help tidying up?'

'No. Thank you for the offer, though.'

Michael pursed his lips together for a moment then looked at the house. 'Still, I'd like to check that the burglar's still not hanging around. You never know.'

'Aw, our dad the hero,' teased Tom.

'Be my guest,' said Hattie, as she led them into the house. 'But I'll be fine, I'm sure.'

Once inside, Michael climbed the staircase, telling them he'd start from the top and work his way down. Hattie took the others into the living room to wait. When he'd finished his investigation, his appearance in the living room was accompanied by a look of puzzlement.

'You were actually burgled, weren't you?' he asked, glancing around the tidy room.

Hattie nodded. 'Oh yes.'

'Well,' he said slowly, 'there doesn't seem to be anyone but us lot here. And I've checked the attic.' This last bit drew out a smile from the redhead.

'That's something, I suppose,' she went on to say. 'Something has been taken. A few things, actually, but only one I need to get back.'

'All the more reason to call the police,' said Ben, his gaze fixed on a golden apple sitting solitary on a shelf next to the mantelpiece.

'What is it that you need to get back?' asked Ingrid, almost in a whisper.

'A necklace, sweetie,' Hattie told her. 'A very precious necklace.'

'Sentimental value?' Michael asked.

A pause. 'Yes.' Her belly gurgled loudly at that moment, causing Tom and Ben to snigger. Hattie looked across to Michael, smiling. 'I think that's a yes to your invitation.'

Cheryl caressed the gold chain around her neck as she stared into space. Every time someone passed by her desk, she hid the jewellery beneath her navy blue blouse, and pretended to work. It was foolish to bring the stolen item to work but she couldn't bear not to wear it. Ever since she had slipped it around her neck and fastened the clasp, there was a desire to keep it there, despite the growing sense of unexplainable sadness she felt while wearing it. Even now she could feel the sting of oncoming tears in her eyes. Before she could make a fool of herself in front of her work mates, she shot up from her chair and hurried to the ladies' toilets, making sure her chain was back beneath her clothing again.
Both hands on the edge of the granite sink counter, Cheryl stared at her reflection through water-filled eyes. She was sure the necklace was the cause of this unfathomable sadness; crying and being generally depressed were not things Cheryl normally did or felt. The best thing to do was to let the tears fall and clean the running mascara from her face before returning to the office.

It was while she stood before the row of sinks, weeping, that she heard a brief but gentle noise, like the proverbial pin dropping onto hard flooring. She looked down and, wiping her tear-stained eyes, picked up a small piece of metal; gold, to be precise. She picked it up carefully, wondering if it had fallen from someone's earring or necklace. She'd take it back to the office and ask around, see if it belonged to anyone. Placing it back on the counter for a moment, she went into one of the cubicles, returning moments later with a few sheets of toilet paper to dry her face once she'd washed it. As she turned on the tap and leant towards the mirror, she noticed a tear slowly pass by the corner of her mouth on its way down to her chin. She watched, transfixed, as it reached the curve of her chin and clung on, precariously, for a moment before falling. And that's when Cheryl saw the impossible: the teardrop hit the counter and solidified into gold. It lay mere inches from its twin.

A laugh escaped from Cheryl as she tried to comprehend what she'd just witnessed. She must have been mistaken. There had been two bits of gold there to begin with and she just hadn't seen the second one, that's all. Another tear was slipping slowly down the side of her nose. Impatiently, she wiped it with a finger and then smeared it onto the counter. Stepping back, her gaze lingered on the surface of the counter. Her mouth grew into a grin at the absurdity of it. Golden tears?

Just to confirm that she wasn't going mad, Cheryl forced herself to think of something utterly heartbreaking until the tears started to flow again. She held her palm out, below her chin to catch the drops. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she looked ridiculous but, to be honest, she didn't really care. There was no one around to see, and there was a desire to find out just what the hell was going on. When she had worked herself into such a state, with her face blotchy and wet, she was dismayed to find her tears stayed the same, so she took the test again but this time stood over the counter again, her hands by her sides.

When a well-meaning and concerned colleague went to check on Cheryl, they discovered her standing in front of the toilet mirror, laughing manically, with tiny bits of gold dotted around the sinks.

Ten days since the break-in and Hattie was nowhere near getting back the Brisingamen necklace. Contact had been made with those she thought could help, but no one had yet returned with any news. In the meantime there wasn't much she could do. Something she had done, however, on the morning after the burglary, was call upon the city's coven of witches and take them up on their frequent offer of setting up security charms and spells on the house. It was all very Harry Potter and something Hattie had resisted up until now. She wished for the house to remain as normal as possible, despite some of the more exotic things it contained. But she had been foolish to think the place would be safe, even though the street had the least amount of crime in all of Edinburgh.
That Friday, she sat at a table in The Elephant House on George IV bridge, sipping an iced tea. This had been the place where JK Rowling had written many of the boy wizard's exploits, and thus had become a must-see for tourists. Hattie had been lucky to find a free table.

Two women, both dressed in formal attire, occupied the next table, chatting too much to have their lunch. Hattie couldn't focus on anything but the loudness of their voices, so gave up and listened in. The topic of discussion seemed to be about men, making Hattie wish she'd brought her ipod and earphones along with her. By the time she'd finished her own lunch and was ready to leave, she had intimate knowledge of the women's respective boyfriends: how much sexual prowess they had as lovers, how romantic they were, how much they earned. There had even been talk of how long it would be before the women dumped their beaus for better models. By the way the women were speaking, Hattie hoped the boyfriends would dump them first.

'Oh god, I almost forgot,' said the pale brunette whose hair was in a sleek bob, striped with a dark shade of purple. 'Did you hear about Cheryl Millican?'

'God yeah,' answered her friend, with a gasp. This one was clutching a half-eaten baguette. 'Totally weird, huh? Half the company don't believe it but Alison from Accounts was the one who saw it with her own eyes and she's not someone who'd lie like that.'

Hattie rolled her eyes. These office types were always scandalised over the most trivial things.

'I mean they were definitely gold,' continued the brunette. 'Harry Cookson swiped a couple of them to get checked out. Definitely gold.'

'Paul reckons she should contact the media. Bet she'd get paid thousands for her story,' said the friend. 'Lucky cow. God, if my tears were gold, I'd be straight to the newspapers.'

Hattie twisted round in her seat and smiled at the two women. 'Sorry, I couldn't help overhearing but did you just say tears of gold?'

The two office workers exchanged looks before the baguette woman leant forward conspiratorially. 'Yes! Someone we work with -'

'Cheryl,' Hattie offered, remembering the name.

'Yeah. Quiet girl. Keeps herself to herself. Aloof, you know. Well, she was found in the ladies toilets at work, crying, with all these tiny gold things everywhere. Someone saw the tears fall and hit the sink, and they turned into gold! How mad is that!'

'The tears turned into gold, she means,' said the brunette. 'Not the person that found Cheryl.'

'Yeah, I gathered that,' said Hattie. 'The counter, was it made from some sort of rock?'

'Granite, I think,' the brunette went on. 'Why?'

'Oh, no reason,' Hattie said cheerfully. She stood and pulled on her brown corduroy jacket. 'I hope your friend Cheryl gets all that she deserves.' She left the cafe and lingered by the bus shelter outside. She presumed the women were on their lunchbreak and would be heading back to their workplace soon. If this Cheryl woman did have the Brisingamen necklace then Hattie would be finding out all she could about the thief, and that meant starting by finding out where she worked.

Some people were the kind to get tired of visitors very quickly and wish their guests could sense this and have the decency to leave shortly afterwards. Cheryl was this kind of person, especially when it came to her sister Natalie. The elder of the two Millican sisters was busy talking or, rather, telling Cheryl what to do, as usual; some idiot at Cheryl's work knew her sister and revealed all about the golden teardrops. As soon as Natalie had heard, she'd come calling.
'I'm just surprised the news hasn't spread,' said Natalie, with a sniff. 'I mean, you cry gold and not one person on Facebook or Twitter mentions it? Sorry, but in this day and age, that's just weird.'

'Not really,' countered Cheryl. 'Only one person saw it with their own eyes, but she didn't film it. There's no proof. Nobody really believes it, anyway.'

'No proof. What about the man who got the tears analysed?' Natalie asked, still grasping the lukewarm cup of tea now forgotten in her hand.

'They could have come from someone's necklace. Again, no proof,' Cheryl replied.

Natalie rolled her eyes and shook her head. 'You're mad not to go to the media about it, that's all I'm saying.'

Yeah, right, thought Cheryl, grumpily.

'Oh, that's new. I've not seen you wear that before.' Natalie was staring at the necklace still hanging around her younger sister's neck. Cheryl had been absently stroking the jewellery while she and her sister had been speaking. Quickly, she put it beneath her jumper again.

'Oh, it's just something I got at a car boot sale ages ago,' she explained before hastily changing the subject.

As the maroon-coloured Lothian bus trundled along the outskirts of Edinburgh, Hattie discovered she had never been to this part of the city before. She had lived in the capital for the best part of ten years and despite it being a relatively small city, she was still surprised that there were areas she'd not yet ventured through. The rows of houses on either side were typical identi-kit affairs; grey slated roofs, and well-kept gardens. It was like Scotland's version of the 1950s American Dream home.
Hattie glanced at the back of her left hand where she'd used a pen to scribble down the number of the house Cheryl was planning to burgle that night. For over a week now, Hattie had been following the woman, from work to home and then out to where she would case prospective homes to steal from. Last Friday she'd burgled an address in the New Town. Hattie had waited at the end of the street, deliberating whether or not to call the police. But before she'd made up her mind, Cheryl had appeared outside the house and hot-footed it out of the area. For the past week, Cheryl had come to this street after work, dressed in a grey tracksuit and white trainers. She would start jogging as she turned into the street, then when she reached the soon-to-be-burgled house, the jogging would cease and Cheryl would stand looking as if she was out of breath and with a stitch in her side. Hattie had stood at the corner of a nearby house, watching this evening ritual.

The house, a thin two-up-two-down, was in total darkness. Being a Friday night, the occupants were probably out for the evening. Hattie walked up the garden path then round the corner to the back door. One of the Edinburgh witches had given her a charmed key that would fit in any lock she desired. Pulling the modest-looking key from her pocket, she paused; she had asked the witch what good this key would be if the door already had one in the keyhole. The witch had repeated what she'd originally told Hattie - the key would work on any door. Here goes nothing, though Hattie, sliding the key into the lock. So far so good.

Almost half an hour she had been waiting in the living room in the dark, before a noise was heard from the kitchen. Hattie leapt to her feet, panic filling her senses. What if she'd got the wrong house? What if it was the occupiers coming back? She had no magic spells to make her invisible. If it wasn't Cheryl, Hattie would just have to make a run for it.

The door joining the two rooms was wide open so Hattie caught sight of the glow from a flashlight as it ran across the kitchen wall. She froze, her heart racing with adrenalin. Eventually, after a couple of seconds which seemed like hours, the light made its way into the living room, following by a dark figure holding the torch. The light landed on Hattie. It blinded her for a moment but she daren't look away and give Cheryl, if it was she, time to escape.

'Hello, Cheryl,' she said instead, in a casual manner.

The figure stood there, unmoving. Hattie tensed up, ready to make a grab for the thief if she tried to run but Cheryl remained where she was, in the doorway. Wanting to move things forward, Hattie leant across to the light switch on the wall and flicked it on. The figure switched off the torch, pulling off the balaclava with her free hand.

'Who are you?' She finally asked, her cheeks red from the woollen mask. 'You don't live here.'

'Neither do you, though judging by your attire that's pretty much a given,' Hattie said.

'How do you know my name?'

Hattie folded her arms. 'I'm one of your previous victims.'

There was no reaction. Eventually, Cheryl spoke. 'So what are you doing here, then? Oh, wait. Are you trying to be a hero and stop me continuing my dastardly deeds?' she asked, in a mocking voice.

'Well, I wasn't planning to. I'm just here to get back what's mine.'

'Listen, lady, it's not like I always carry around everything I take,' Cheryl snorted. 'I don't exactly keep an inventory of what I steal and from which house.'

'I'll make it easy for you then. There's only one item I want back: The Brisingamen.'

Cheryl made a face. 'What's that, a painting or something?'

Hattie looked directly at the woman. 'It's a necklace. A very special necklace, and I think you know which one I'm talking about.'

Subconsciously the hand not holding the flashlight rose to her throat. 'That's... yours?'

'Not mine exactly. But I'm the curator of it, for the time being,' Hattie said truthfully. 'And you need to give it back. For your own safety.'

'My own safety?' Cheryl laughed at her. 'I don't think I'm in any danger from it. Why should I be worried about my tears turning to gold? Thanks for the concern, though.'

'Yes, yes, I know - Cry upon a rock, your tears become gold. Cry in water and your tears turn to amber. I know what the necklace does,' Hattie said dismissively. 'I'm not talking about the necklace. I'm talking about the people - the creatures - who would be only too happy to bind you to a rock somewhere no one can find you and force you to cry for a long, long time. Just like they did to the last wearer.'

'Oh yeah?' said Cheryl, still with the dubious look in her face. 'And what happened to the last wearer, then? Did their tear ducts dry up? How terrible.'

'He killed himself. Having to wear the necklace for so long eventually drove him suicidal.' Hattie said bluntly. 'His body's in some graveyard in Canada.'

'Yeah, well, tragic story and all that, but if you're not planning to call the police, would you kindly piss off and leave me to it?'

'Necklace first,' said Hattie, holding out her hand. 'You're wearing it right now, I can see it through your top.'

'Sorry, but I think I'll keep hold of it. You can get it back when I've got enough gold. Hey, I'll even deliver it myself.'

Hattie lowered her hand again. She took off her coat, tossing it onto the leather sofa, and began rolling up her shirt sleeves. It had been a while since she'd fought with anyone, even longer a human.

'What are you doing?' Cheryl managed to say before dropping her rucksack to the ground to ward off the punch Hattie had tried to land on her face.

'You wouldn't listen,' Hattie told her, stepping towards the other woman. 'So I'm taking it back by force.'

Cheryl looked her up and down, laughing bitterly. 'You look like too much of a hippy to be violent.'

Hattie had to agree with the remark. But it didn't stop her swinging her leg back and kicking Cheryl in the shin. The thief toppled to the floor. 'Ow!' Cheryl roared, rubbing her leg. 'That's how you fight, is it? Like a five year old?'

'Why not? You ever been attacked by a five year old?'

Snarling, Cheryl stood up and launched herself at Hattie, aiming for the throat with both hands. Hattie attempted to kick out again but her opponent was ready. Cheryl dodged the kick and took hold of the outstretched leg, twisting it violently. Unfortunately, Hattie wasn't skilled in the ways of ninja-fighting and so crashed into the coffee table, sending a bowl of polished pebbles flying across the room. She jerked her head up in time to see Cheryl swoop down to retrieve her rucksack, intent on leaving.

'Oh no you don't,' Hattie cried, adrenaline helping her to her feet. As Cheryl moved towards the kitchen, Hattie shoved an elbow into her back. The woman stumbled forward and fell through the doorway, smacking her face against the floor. Wasting no time, Hattie straddled Cheryl's back, her fingers scrambling for the top of the polo neck, trying to find the necklace and unclasp it.

'Get off me!' Cheryl shrieked. She wriggled her body wildly from side to side. Her arms flapped behind her, trying to swat Hattie away like a fly. And then fingers found Hattie's long red hair. A hand wrapped itself around a thick strand before Cheryl yanked her arm to the side.Hattie was sent toppling onto the black and white linoleum.

The red head rolled away in time to escape an aimed punch to the stomach, and rose to her knees next to the washing machine. Cheryl aped her movements and they glared at one another, three feet apart, both catching their breath.

'Are you ever going to bloody give up?' Cheryl asked, feeling around her mouth with her fingers. Her top lip was bleeding. 'Jesus, I think you've knocked out a tooth!'

'What, this one?' asked Hattie, holding a small, red smeared molar between her fingers. She'd caught sight of it when the woman had forced her to the floor.

'Oh, thanks. Now I have to go to work missing a tooth,' complained Cheryl.

'My pleasure,' Hattie said, then peered at the tooth. 'Mind you, I could always leave it lying around for the owners to find when they come back. DNA, and all that.' Cheryl lunged forward to grab it but Hattie kept it out of her reach. 'Uh-uh. Necklace first and then you can get your tooth back.'

'Sod off.' Cheryl folded her arms and looked away in disdain.

'Fine,' Hattie shrugged. 'Just expect a nice visit from the police in a day or two.'

Cheryl looked back at her, staring for such a long time, Hattie tensed up, ready to continue the fight. But instead, much to her relief, the thief's shoulders sagged and she took off the necklace. 'You can have the stupid thing back,' she muttered. 'The gold pieces were too small anyway. I'd be in my sixties before I had enough to make me rich.' She tossed the piece of jewellery at Hattie, who caught it with her free hand. True to her word, Hattie duly handed over the tooth which Cheryl slipped into her trouser pocket. 'What now?' Cheryl asked, her breathing returning to normal.

'Well, I'm going home and having a cup of tea, maybe watch a film on TV,' said Hattie, placing the necklace in her bra for safe-keeping. 'Maybe you should do the same. Not my home, though. You've already been there once. And I suggest you stop with the stealing. I've seen your pay slip. I know how much you earn.'

Cheryl's eyes widened. 'How the hell do you know that?'

Hattie smiled and headed towards the back door. 'Really. Stop robbing people.' She opened the door and paused before leaving. She didn't want to say this next bit but she had no option. 'I know where you live, Cheryl. I know a lot about you. And I know some... people... who could make things very uncomfortable for you if you carry on like this. Now you'd best leave soon. You don't want to get caught when you've just turned over a new leaf.' She headed out into the bitter Edinburgh night and decided to make for the nearest bus stop. She wanted to get home as soon as possible and put the necklace under lock and key - and a few spells for good measure.

As the days passed, Hattie received word that Cheryl had stopped robbing houses in the city, and had become a little paranoid around strangers. Probably thinking they were spies for Hattie. The necklace was back in the bathroom, back in the same glass wall-mounted box, but it had enough charms and spells cast over it to protect it from a nuclear blast. Hattie was putting the rubbish out for the bin collection the next day when she saw Michael come out of his house opposite.

'Did you get your necklace back at all?' he shouted over, heading towards the blue range rover parked on the roadside.

Hattie nodded. 'Oh yes.' She smiled.

'Good. Your hair looks nice like that, by the way.' Even from this distance, she could see his cheeks begin to redden. To save his embarrassment, she patted the mass of red hair piled on top of her head in a big, messy bun.

'Well, hair-pulling can be sore on the old scalp after a while,' she called back.

'Sorry?'

Hattie chuckled and shook her head. 'Doesn't matter.'
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THE LAND OF THE ICE GIANTS
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When Hattie opened the boot of her car, the last thing she expected to find was a man curled up below an old tartan throw, gently snoring. His green-hued beard was in need of a comb. A pair of battered brown boots peeked out from below the throw.
'Hey,' Hattie called out, giving him a big-enough shove to wake him from his slumber.

He blinked a couple of times, muttering incoherently before jolting upright, nearly hitting his head on the raised roof of the boot.

'What do you think you're doing in my car?' Hattie demanded. This was the last thing she needed.

'Having a picnic with squirrels. What do you think I'm doing?' The reply was gruff and of Eastern European stock.

'But why my boot?'

The man shrugged. 'Why not?'

'Vik, I don't have time for this. Get out.'

Vik glared at her but pulled the throw aside and clambered out of the small space. 'You should have more respect when talking to a God.'

Hattie laughed wryly. 'Spirit. You're a Forest Spirit. Not a God. Don't go giving yourself airs and graces.' She nudged him aside and grabbed the torch Vik had been lying on. She flicked the switch a couple of times to check the batteries still worked.

'It's cold,' Vik said, rubbing his arms.

'Tends to be a side-effect of winter,' Hattie replied, closing the boot again. She chucked him the tartan throw. He wrapped it around his narrow body as he took in their surroundings.

'You woke me up mid-winter? Are you mad, woman? I should not be woken until the spring time. You are crazy.'

'My car, my rules. Besides, you never even asked to use my car.'

'You would have just said no.'

'Exactly. Look, I need to abandon this heap of junk. At least until I reach the next village. It conked out. The car, I mean. Not the next village.'

Her bad attempt at humour was lost on him. His expression was blank.

'I am hungry,' he declared, giving the back of his trousers a good, indiscreet scratch. 'We go to village. You get me food.'

'You give me money, I'll give you food.'

With the throw hanging from his shoulders, the forest spirit patted his trouser pockets. 'Oh no, I appear to have left my wallet at home. In the forest. Where there's nowhere to spend money.'

'Alright, smart arse.' Hattie made sure the car was locked, and switched on the torch. She started walking away from the car and her unexpected passenger. Moments later, she heard footsteps trudge behind her.

'My footwear is not equipped for dealing with this pointless weather,' he said, not a minute after they'd started walking, following the beam of the torch. 'What shoe size are you? Ten? Eleven?'

'Six, thank you very much. And I'm not about to give you my shoes.'

'You are a very rude woman. If I was in one of my forests -'

'You're not in one of your forests, though, are you, Lesovik? You're on a snow-bound road in the Scottish Highlands, at the height of winter, with one pissed-off woman. Now, if you don't shut up and stop moaning I'm going to leave you here and you can make your own way back to your bloody forests.'

'Fine. This is where we part company,' said Vik, grumpily.

Hattie didn't stop. Instead, she offered a brief back-handed wave and continued along the road. Sod him. She had plenty on her plate without adding the Slavonic spirit to the list.

It felt like forever before the distant glow of a village came into view.  Hattie picked up her pace, intending to reach the local pub – what village didn't have a pub? – and get a drink and cooked food inside her before sorting out the car.

Diana Dinky, the proprietress of The Wrinkled Farmer Inn, was all concern and kind words when Hattie walked through the doors.  The landlady pushed a glass of whisky into Hattie's gloved hands, and mentioned that the village mechanic would be in soon for his daily after-work pint. Hattie gladly accepted the dram, ordering a hearty meal from the menu at the same time. Afterwards, she weaved her way through the busy bar and into a small side room. All but one of the tables  were occupied. The old boys nursing their drinks gave her a customary glance.
She took the last table, happy to be indoors. The fire in the hearth across the room was big and healthy. She could feel the warmth from where she sat.

As she slipped off her jacket and gloves, she thought of Vik. For all that he annoyed her, she hoped he was alright. He was a creature of Autumn, not Winter, preferring to hibernate during the coldest season. Their initial encounter happened during a particularly violent clash with a kelpie down in Epping Forest. Vik was touring the British woodlands at the time, and had reluctantly helped out. 

Her eyelids felt heavy. The whisky was warming her like a winter duvet. She stared into the hypnotic flames of the fire, feeling herself begin to drift off. 

'There you go, sweetheart.'

Hattie woke with a start. How long had she been asleep for? She looked up into the welcoming face of the landlady who placed a plate of steak and ale pie on the table before her.

'Oh, thank you. Smells wonderful,' said Hattie, as she was handed a fork and knife. She cut into the pie. The gravy bled out, making Hattie's mouth water. Her stomach groaned impatiently.

'My son's the chef here,' Mrs Dinky explained. 'Gets his cooking skills from me.'

'Gaw, datsh lu'ly,' Hattie said with a mouthful of the pie. She nodded appreciatively .

The landlady smiled at the garbled compliment. 'I'll let him know. Oh, and Carl, the mechanic I was telling you about, is here. He's having a quick drink then he'll be through to see you.'

'Thanks. I really appreciate it,' Hattie replied. With another smile, Mrs Dinky headed out the room.

Hattie felt herself relax considerably as she continued her meal. The stresses of why she had come up to the Highlands in the first place dissolving as the whisky coursed through her. At one point she needed to visit the bathroom and did not hesitate to leave her half-eaten meal and drink on the table while she was gone - not something she would easily decide to do back in Edinburgh. There was something... safe... about village pubs in the Highlands, despite what old horror movies would have you believe.

She regretted her decision on her return from the bathroom, though, when she found someone throwing back the last of the whisky, the plate having already been licked clean. The old boys nearby were casting the newcomer wary looks. Hattie slid into the seat opposite and glared at the man.

'What are you doing here?' She watched as Vik put down the now-empty glass and licked his cracked lips.

'Having a baby, what does it look like?' He said, in that deadpan tone of his. 'I was hungry. Someone left food and drink here. I did not want to see it go to waste.'

'I left them there. Momentarily.'

Vik met her hardened gaze for a moment. He looked on the verge of apologising. Instead, he stifled a burp and patted his belly, taking in his surroundings with mild interest.

With a little more force than she intended, Hattie placed the cutlery and empty glass onto the plate and carried the lot back through to the bar. The mechanic, still dressed in his oil-stained blue overalls, was just finishing his drink. He introduced himself with a warm smile and an appreciative once-over at Hattie. He was handsome enough, with longish dark hair and the look of someone used to the outdoors. 

'Diana tells me your car needs looked at,' he said. Hattie could have listened to that soft Highland lilt all evening. 

'Aye,' she replied, her own Lowland voice thickening slightly. 'It's a heap of junk but it more or less gets me from A to B.'

Carl smiled. 'Point me in the right direction and I'll get my tools and take a look for you. Are you staying here for the night?'

Hattie glanced at her watch. It had just gone 8pm. 'If there's a room going spare.'

The landlady had been half-listening to the conversation during a lull in the bar, and spoke up. 'Take your pick, sweetheart. It's the winter season after all. All my profits come from the locals at the moment.'

'Thanks.' Hattie unzipped her handbag and took out her purse.

'Oh, don't worry about money just now. Pay tomorrow. I'll put your meal and drink on the bill. Breakfast is included in the room price,' The woman told her.

Hattie thanked her again, and put the purse away. Vik took that moment to wander up to them, giving the landlady a steely stare. 'Give me drink. Whisky.'

'Manners cost nothing,' she replied frostily, arms folded.

Before Vik could say anything else, Hattie butted in. 'Excuse my uncle,' she said hastily. 'Jet lag.' She insisted on paying for another whisky and practically shoved it into Vik's hand when it came.

While the forest spirit stood there, quaffing his drink, Hattie found herself the centre of Carl's attention. He kept casting her interested glances as he ordered them both a drink. Obviously he was in no hurry to fix her car, though she noted he had ordered an orange juice for himself. Hattie wasn't that bothered. She wasn't going anywhere tonight and welcomed an evening of drink, good banter and the company of a handsome guy.

She still had the company of Vik, though. He'd finished his whisky and was now looking expectantly back at her. Not wishing to have a drunk spirit to deal with, she ignored him and shifted in her seat so she had her back to him. When a table became free in the bar, she and Carl claimed it. Unfortunately so did Vik.

'So what are you doing up here then?' Carl asked, stretching his legs after sitting down opposite Hattie. 'Winter holiday?'

'Something like that,' Hattie answered. She was feeling so relaxed now, even with a disgruntled Vik sitting next to her. 'I'm off to see the Ice Giants.'

Carl had been taking a swig of his orange juice, but paused and watched Hattie over the rim of his glass. He lowered the drink slowly, his demeanour suddenly deflated. 

Vik stared at Hattie. 'Ice Giants?'

'You're not one of those weirdos, are you?' Carl asked.

'Weirdos?' Hattie countered.

'You know, the Nessie hunters. People like that. The Ice Giants are just myths. And they're not even Scottish myths, anyway.'

'Scandinavian,' Hattie said.

'Yeah, Scandinavian. And you still get the odd nutter passing through, thinking they will actually find them.' Carl cast his gaze towards Hattie, and smiled. 'Not that I'm calling you a nutter.'

'Course you're not.' Hattie blamed the whisky. She should have kept her mouth shut. 'Anyway, I'll be trying to disprove the myth. For the paper.' She wasn't sure what was coming out of her mouth but decided to shut up before she said anything else.

'Paper? You're a journalist?' Carl shifted forward in his chair.

'Yeah, why not,' Hattie answered. 'Though we're a small regional paper. You won't have heard of us.'

Carl shifted and brought out a touch-screen phone from his trouser pocket. 'I'll look it up. What's the name of the paper?'

Hattie floundered. She looked to Vik, more out of inspiration than anything else. But the spirit surprised her.

'It is called Cry Wolf.'

'Cry Wolf?' Carl repeated. 'Strange name for a paper.'

'Do you know the story of the boy who cried wolf?' Vik asked the mechanic, his green eyes glowing ever so slightly . Had Carl noticed?

The mechanic looked bemused. 'He pretended there was a wolf when there wasn't one, and when there really was one nobody believed him. What of it?'

Vik held the man's gaze until even Hattie felt uncomfortable. Then he leaned back in chair, nonchalantly, and finished his drink. 'Oh, nothing. I just wondered if you knew.'

Carl stared at the forest spirit for a moment and then laughed nervously, unsure what to make of the bearded man. Hattie didn't even bother trying to explain the enigma that was Lesovik.

'I hope my wee car is alright out there,' she said, adopting a worried expression. It worked. Carl met her eyes then downed the rest of his orange juice in one go, slipping his phone back into his pocket.

'Aye, I'll go and and get my truck and then tow it to the garage.' He stood up. 'I'll need your keys.'

'Of course.' Hattie had her bag open and the keys in his hand within a few seconds.

'I will go with you,' said Vik. He got to his feet and Hattie could swear he looked taller. She shot him a dark look.

'You really don't need to, uncle' she said. The forest spirit was infamous for leading travellers astray and getting them lost. True, they wouldn't be in a forest but Hattie wouldn't put it past Lesovik to misbehave here. 'It's getting late. You must be tired.' She realised then that she would have to pay for second room.

'I shall show the boy where the vehicle is,' declared Vik.

Carl didn't look to enthused to the company of this strange man but he tried to hide his disappointment. 'That's fine,' he said. 'I'll go and get my truck and wait for you outside. I'll be five minutes.' Without waiting for an answer, Carl left the inn. Hattie grabbed Vik by the wrist.

'Don't try anything clever, Vik.'

He yanked his arm away. 'I don't know what you are talking about, woman.'

'Yes you do.'

Vik smirked and left the inn, leaving Hattie to order another whisky and sit in the bar waiting.

When Vik finally returned an hour later, Hattie was currently losing a game of dominoes with a couple of the old boys of the bar. She finished the current game, made her excuses and then took Vik over to an empty table.

'Where's Carl?' She asked.

'Who?'

Hattie sighed irritably. 'The mechanic? The man who was going to be fixing the car?.'

Vik shrugged. If he had intentionally  got the mechanic lost then Hattie was going to scream. But before she could round on the forest spirit, the door to the inn swept open again and Carl wandered in, shaking the snow off himself.

'You should trust me more, huh?' Vik muttered in her ear.

Carl approached them. Snowflakes beginning to melt in his hair. 'Ah, there you are. Well, I've towed the car to the garage but since you're staying put for the night I thought I'd make a start on it first thing tomorrow morning. It shouldn't take that long to fix.'

'What's wrong with it?' asked Hattie. In the past year she'd had nothing but trouble with the damn thing. Soon it would be time to buy a new one.

'It's your petrol gauge. Thing's not working properly.'

'You mean... it's just run out of fuel?' 

Carl smiled. 'Not just that.'

'How much is it going to cost?' Hattie asked with a wince.  She hadn't yet been paid for this job she was doing, and her bank account was running low. 

'Don't worry about it,' said Carl, waving her question away.

'Carl, I can't let you work for free. I have about thirty pounds in my purse. I know it's not much but -'

'Honestly, it'll be my pleasure. Just swing by after you've seen those giants and have a drink with me.'

Ah, so that was the price. Hattie gave him a lavish smile. 'It's a date.'

An hour later she was settling down to sleep in a rather cosy double bed, complete with around half a dozen home-spun blankets. Vik had settled himself on the red armchair in the corner. He'd swiped the top cover from the bed and draped it around his lank frame. Although he had begun to snore, it wasn't loud or irritating. In fact, Hattie found it somewhat relaxing and listened to it until she fell asleep herself.

A shrill sound woke Hattie what seemed like only minutes later, though the bright morning sky told her she must have had several hours sleep. The piercing noise was emanating from the travel alarm she had picked up at petrol station before leaving Edinburgh. Hattie slammed her finger against the Off button and lay there for a moment to get her bearings. Ah yes. Car, Vik, Ice Giants.
She had a quick wash and since her rucksack with the rest of her clothing was lying on the back seat of her car, she dressed in yesterday's clothes and followed the smell of fried eggs and bacon down to the bar.

Mrs Dinky was sitting having a coffee at one of the tables, gazing at the morning news on the portable TV behind the bar. The only other person in the bar was at another table, tucking heartily into the cooked breakfast. Vik.

'Oh you're up.' The landlady finished off her coffee then moved around the table. 'Eggs, bacon and beans okay for you?'

'Mm, yes please,' said Hattie, taking a seat opposite Vik.

'Beans? Why do I not get beans?' Vik asked, turning in his seat to glare at Mrs Dinky.

'Because you're a rude man. Honestly,' she shook her head and looked at Hattie. 'Its a damn shame you can't choose your family.'

'Beans make you fart anyway,' muttered Vik, returning to his food but the landlady had disappeared round the back.

'Has Carl fixed the car yet?'

Vik looked at her then set down his fork and knife, then placed his fingertips over his temples. 'Hmm, let me check using my amazing psychic abilities. Um...' He closed his eyes in concentration.

'Okay, smartarse. I just wanted to know if he's been in.'

'I haven't seen your boyfriend, no.'

'Shut up' Hattie said, and stared at the entrance to the inn, willing the mechanic to suddenly walk in. She wanted to be on the road as soon as possible.

Just as Mrs Dinky returned with Hattie's breakfast, Carl dropped by with the keys. He'd fixed the car and even filled it up with petrol. Hattie had tried to give him some money for his trouble but he refused, saying that he was looking forward to their drink.

Once their lodgings, meals and drinks had been paid for, she and Vik said their goodbyes and went on their way.

The car went like a dream as they travelled up hills, past glazed frozen lakes and along lonely, uneven roads. The gear-stick was smoothly manageable and the previous grinding, painful noise of the engine was non-existent.
One thing that remained constant, however, was Vik's complaining. Now that he had been upgraded to the passenger seat (she couldn't very well have him back in her boot), he had decided that silence was no good thing.

'I still don't understand why you want go see the Giants for. They're... They're...'

'Giant?'

'They're just stupid, overgrown oafs,' Vik finished, folding his arms to define his point.

'No, they're not. I bet you've never even met one before.'

'I do not have to meet a duck to know it quacks.'

Hattie frowned, eyes glued to the road ahead. 'What does that even mean?' She shook her head. 'They're beginning to come down from the mountains. Their kingdom seems to be expanding, and soon they're going to be encroaching on habited land.'

'Habited by who?'

'Humans.'

'Of course. And the humans would be scared of this.'

'Well, wouldn't you be scared if you came face to face with a fifty foot giant?'

'Pah, that is not scary.'

Hattie glanced at the man from the corner of her eye, as he began to drum his spindly fingers against his knees. If I lit a match in one of your forests you'd be scared, she thought darkly.

Eventually, as the sun reached its peak in the clear blue sky, they arrived at the National Park where Hattie brought the car to a stop. She hauled the large rucksack from the back seat of the car and headed towards the row of toilet cubicles nearby. There were many empty vehicles sitting in the car park. It was certainly a good day for a climb.

When she returned to the car, Vik was leant against the side, appearing to have nodded off. His head hung back, his mouth open. Hattie cleared her throat then threw him the rucksack when he opened his eyes.

'There, make yourself useful,' she said, checking the clothes she had changed into – thermal everything – were on snugly enough. She glanced at what Vik was wearing then, with a sigh, pulled him into the large store opposite the car park.

When they stepped out of the store, Hattie's wallet was almost empty and Vik was dressed in similar clothing to her own. He was not happy at having to change.

'I still don't know why I have to come with you,' Vik said, as they set off.

'Because I'm not leave you alone with strangers, that's why.'

'Your concern is sweet but I would be alright.'

'It's not you I'd be worried about. You lead people astray. It's your thing, as a spirit of the forest. I understand that. But if I left you alone with the good people of the Highlands then goodness knows where they would end up. And I sure as hell am not getting the blame for that.'

'I can do what I like in my own domain,' countered Vik. 'If humans are stupid enough to get lost then that is their problem.'

'Shut up.' Hattie had stopped listening to Vik and was now unfurling a map she'd pulled from the backpack. 'Right, so we are... here.' She tapped an area on the map. 'And we need to reach... here.' Her finger trailed two-thirds up the map. She thrust the paper into Vik's hand then took out a circular glass object from her jacket pocket. She led him back across to the car and laid the map on the bonnet.

'What is that?' Vik nodded towards the glass object.

'Glad you asked.' She held the object over the map and slowly moved it upwards. Now and again, a faint blue path would appear through the glass, though it didn't appear on the map itself. 'This baby,' she explained, 'shows us a secret pathway to the Giant's Kingdom.'

'Very handy.'

'I thought so. And not only does it show us the way, it also leads us away from any snow drifts or dangerous areas.'

'Dangerous areas... Like the giant's kingdom?'

Hattie ignored him. 'Well, I hope it does or we're screwed.'

Vik watched he through narrow eyes. 'You have not used this device before?'

'No,' she confessed, then said in a chirpier voice. 'We'll be fine. Come on, lets go.'

As it was, they had nothing to worry about. Despite having to go a longer route, sometimes almost having to double-back, the blue path kept them safe. Having faith in the glass object, Hattie was able to take in the sheer beauty of the snowcapped mountains and hills that surrounded them. The sun was strong in the cloudless blue sky, casting its rays onto the cold terrain. The snow sparkled under the light and both Hattie and Vik resorted to donning their sunglasses, bought back in the store.

As the day wore on, bars of dark chocolate were shared, to keep up their energy, and a flask of home-made broth soup Hattie had made for the journey was soon emptied.

Despite the sharing of food and drink, the two barely spoke. Hattie was in front with the map, busy following the blue path with the glass object. Vik trailed behind, weighed down with the rucksack, and occasionally muttering to himself. The silence was a little awkward and both were conscious of it. But it was inevitable. Neither knew the other that well enough to hold a prolonged conversation. The most Hattie knew about Vik, other than being a forest spirit, was that he was a grumpy git. She could only guess what Vik knew or thought about her.

During their trek, they had stopped only twice, for five-minute rest-bites each time, taking discreet toilet breaks or to quaff more of the food and drink from the rucksack. The third time they stopped, though, was down to neither hunger nor bladders.

'Now what?' asked Vik, peering down into the large, deep chasm before them. He dropped the rucksack by his feet and massaged his shoulders while Hattie consulted the map again.

'The path goes straight along, look.' She held the glass up to the map and, right enough, the thick blue line crossed the space. 

Vik peered at it then looked at the gap in the land again. 'It must be faulty.'

'Maybe.' Hattie lowered the map and gazed at the other side of the chasm. 'Or maybe not. Maybe the path is there. We just can't see it.'

'You want to walk off this ridge on a maybe?' Vik asked her. 'Go ahead. I shall sing at your funeral.'

Hattie crouched down and opened up the rucksack. It was amazing the amount of things stored in there. Amazing but not surprising. The Morningside witches had charmed the bag the eve before she'd left Edinburgh. And whether because of foresight or something else, they had given her something else to take with her.

She took the slip of paper from one of the side pockets and went across to the edge of the ridge, fighting the sudden feeling of vertigo.

'Your suicide note?' Vik asked, as Hattie unfolded the paper.

'Nope. Now shush.' She cleared her throat and mouthed the words. She could feel Vik's confused stare and even noticed him clear out his ears as if testing to see if he had gone deaf. But the witches had been very specific - do not speak the words out loud. Hattie had never asked why. She'd trusted them wholeheartedly. Trust that was slightly ebbing away as she finished the incantation and watched as the gap before them stayed exactly the same as before.

'Crap,' she said, doubts creeping in. She at least thought the pathway would become visible. Had she mouthed the words correctly? Had the witches got it wrong?

'Was that you being crazy again?' Vik asked.

Hattie's gaze bore into the crevice. She took a deep breath. 'No. This is me being crazy.'

She took a step forward into nothingness.

And fell...

But before she could scream or mentally rewind time, her feet hit something hard and invisible. The relief was immense and Hattie quickly wiped the tears in her eyes before her companion noticed.

She looked across the gap before her and watched as an uneven, narrow and icy walkway became visible. Not knowing how long the ledge would remain solid, she urged Vik to follow her lead. As soon as he dropped the six feet to the walkway, Hattie carefully but, at a steady pace, crossed the chasm. Vik staying close behind her all the way.

Though they could not see what was on the other side before, now it came into view and it was breathtaking. On either side of a deep crevice cutting right through the middle of the mountain were two huge statues made entirely of ice. One was male with an expertly detailed beard. The other was female with equally finesse, long flowing locks. Both looked ready for battle with swords and shields in hands. Both wore severe looks on their faces.

'The entrance to the Kingdom of the Ice Giants,' Hattie said outloud. At least now she could cross it off her bucket list. Vik must have been impressed with the sight as there were no sarcastic comebacks. She smiled at him. 'Let's go.'

They'd taken no more than a few steps when a tremendous sound rang out around the vista. Hattie and Vik could only watch as the heads of the statues moved to get a better look at the two interlopers. Shards of ice fell as they moved. Vik began stepping back, but Hattie grabbed his arm. 'Come on,' she insisted.

Still keeping hold of the spirit, Hattie walked towards the kingdom entrance, and kept on going. Passing the statues was unnerving but it was best in these situations not to show fear. The statues watched them – their eyes following them – but made no attempts to stop them.

The path through the mountain went on for a good mile or so, by Hattie's reckoning. The light there was faint as they took their time, not knowing what lay ahead of them. The snow also fell heavier and it was a struggle to see.

Eventually they found themselves out of the mountain and on a slope leading down into the snowy terrain of the giant's realm. Snow-capped hills and peaks greeted them everywhere in the bright sunlight. It was a skier's dream.

'So where are they then?' Vik asked. 'Seems quiet.'

'They're all around us,' Hattie replied, as they purposely slid down the gentle slope towards several conifers at the bottom. 'We're walking on their ancestors, by the way.' She smiled at Vik's grimace as he looked at the ground as if expecting to see an arm or a knee. 'The giants live for eons but once they pass away they lay down and let nature consume their bodies.'

'Where are the living ones, then?'

'All in good time. Look, we're here now so let's set up camp and rest for a bit.'

Vik dropped the rucksack and stretched his arms. 'Good. I need sleep. Remember, I should not be awake in winter time.'

'Don't start that again,' Hattie warned him. 'Help me get the tent set up, then you can sleep.'

They set up the tent in amongst the trees. Hattie was glad she had wanted the space a 2-man tent could offer, though they would have to take turns using the sole sleeping bag. Pretty soon Vik was in the bag, in the shelter of the tent, snoring. He still wore all his walking gear. Hattie laid out the camp stove and cooked herself some beans and sausages, all the time keeping an eye out for any sign of the giants.

As far as she was aware, there were five giants left in the kingdom. The youngest was about a millenia old. The race was simply dying out. The males were sterile, according to the report Hattie had received, and pretty soon the giants would go the way of the dinosaurs and dodos. It annoyed Hattie that had they been small, cute creatures that humans were aware of, they would have been put on the endangered species list and a concerted effort would be made to making breeding possible. But she knew the government were willing the end of the giants, probably assuming they could then access the kingdom afterwards.

The baby blue sky gave way to a navy hue as the day turned into evening. Hattie sat outside the tent. With the snow fall now down to a trickle, she was reading from what was left of the remaining light. Vik had not yet emerged from the tent though the snoring had mercifully stopped.

Hattie was just enjoying an indiscreet, wide-mouthed yawn when the tent was unzipped and a bleary-eyed Vik poked his head out. His hat was gone and his hair stood up in all angles. 'I don't like this place,' he declared.

Hattie refrained from rolling her eyes. Instead, she lowered her book and looked at him. 'You're of the autumnal persuasion, that's why. If you were a snow spirit,' - she paused, wondering if there was such a thing – 'then you'd be having a whale of a time.'

The Earth moved.

Literally.

Hattie was thrown sideways, colliding with one of the trees. Vik disappeared into the tent, swearing in Slavic.

'What is happening?' he yelled in English. 'Earthquake?'

'No. Giants,' Hattie called back, crawling forward to extinguish the small fire she'd not long made. 'We need to pack everything away right now, or we may end up losing the lot.'

Expecting an argument, Hattie was surprised when Vik shot out of the tent, dragging the sleeping bag and his hat. They shoved everything back inside the rucksack. The ground trembling  continuously, making their endeavours difficult to do.

Eventually everything was packed. Hattie put the rucksack at the opening of the mountain they had come through for safe keeping. Then she and Vik stood watching as the side of a mountain in the distance broke away, forming into a figure. As the figure – they couldn't tell if it was male or female – began moving about, three more giants emerged from the land around them.

'I guess these are what you're looking for,' said Vik, fingers massaging his chin through his beard.

Hattie counted four of them. One was missing. Immediately, she had a horrible feeling. No, surely not...

'Vik, I suggest you grab hold of a tree as soon as possible,' she said in a calm voice.

'Why?'

She shot him a look that said don't argue.

They both wrapped their arms around a tree trunk each. Vik looked cynically at her. 'You have finally gone crazy. I don't know why-'

Beneath their very feet, the ground shook violently, almost buckling their legs. This shut Vik up. He wrapped his legs around the tree trunk for good measure, pressing his right cheek against the bark. It would leave an impressive imprint later.

'Whatever you do, don't let go,' cried Hattie, gripping the trunk with her thighs.

'I don't intend tooooooo!'

The ground rose, taking them with it. An intolerable rumble grew as the land cracked and tore itself apart. Hattie found herself and Vik suddenly vertical, the trees taking their weight.

Vik took to shouting in his mother tongue. Hattie didn't know what he was saying. He could have been reciting a recipe for a Victoria sponge but she doubted it. Meanwhile, she had her mouth shut, more out of not wishing to vomit everywhere as everything became a blur, than having nothing to say. She swallowed down a little sick and grimaced.

Finally the sky and land were the right way round again. The rumbling had more or less stopped. Hattie's ears were thankful. Vik's cries had ceased, too. The forest spirit's eyes were closed. His face paler than normal. Huh, so much for not being scared of the giants.

Another surge and the panic rose in Hattie. Upside down, they now clung desperately to the trees. Don't look, don't look, Hattie repeated to herself. The jolt had been so sudden that her legs had lost their grip and now hung uselessly in the air. She wished she hadn't been wearing gloves. She could feel her hands begin to slide. She risked a look above her to the churned ground. Fifty foot above her. If she fell now...

'Oh gods,' groaned Vik.

'Just hang tight, Vik. We'll get through this.' Hattie looked across at him. He was still attached, koala-like, to his tree but he was looking upwards. Hattie followed his gaze and swore. An avalanche of snow, ice and god knows what else was rushing down to meet them.

'Bol-' was all she managed to say before they were engulfed.

It was like being hit by a train. Not that Hattie had ever been hit by a train. She had been hit by a troll once. It was like being hit by a troll. A hundred, super-strength, rather miffed trolls.

She held on desperately against the barrage, feeling her hands begin to slip from the gloves. If she could just keep a grip. It would be over soon.

Something particularly hard hit the crown of her head. Her hands slipped and she joined the falling snow and ice. This was it. Death by a crap load of snow. How embarrassing.

Her face was numb and all around her was an eerily quiet darkness. A great weight on her back pressed her against the snow beneath her. Hattie couldn't move. She didn't think she was paralysed, just packed tightly within the snow. Luckily she had landed with her face to the side and there was a small air pocket that allowed her to breath. But for how long, she wasn't sure. The ground trembled. The giants must have been near which worried her. They could crush her with one step. She tried in vain to push against the snow above her.
'Vik!' Her throat was dry and sore, and it had come out more of a croak. She coughed and tried again, hoping the forest spirit wasn't lying under piles of snow, too. 'Vik! Help!' She listened out for a reply but none came. How far down was she?

Something touched her back through the snow and ice. It was fleeting but it gave her hope. She yelled again for Vik and finally she got an answer.

'Keep calm' came a muffled voice. 'I will get you out.'

She felt his hands drag the snow from her back.

'I see you' he said. 'Hold on.'

Hattie waited. Well, there was nothing much else she could do. Eventually, when she was just starting to feel the teeniest bit impatient, hands grasped her sides and she was hauled out of the grave.

'Thank you,' she gasped, never so glad to see the sky before. The stars were out in force, joining the new moon to cover the sky. She lay staring up at it, while Vik fussed over her. He took her tingling hands in his and rubbed them, letting the circulation flow again.

'You are lucky I saw where you fell,' he was saying. He leaned over her, getting in the way of her view of the stars. 'Your pupils are dilated. You are in shock.'

'Oh. That's nice,' Hattie muttered, happy when he changed position and she could see the sky again.

'Not really. It is the last thing we need when we have giants roaming the land. Here, eat this.' He handed her a bar of chocolate, half-unwrapped, and already with a small chunk missing from it.

With his help, Hattie sat up and took a hearty bite of the chocolate, letting out a contented sigh as the familiar sweet taste brought her back to the present. Vik watched her until she'd finished the bar then helped her to her feet.

'Okay?' He asked.

'You... You saved my life, Vik.'

'Ye-es.'

'I suppose that means I have to be nice to you now.' She met his gaze and smiled.

Vik clapped his hands together and beamed. 'Ah, crazy lady is back.'

'I hope so.' Hattie's legs felt like jelly so she kept hold of Vik as she looked back to the dug-up area where she had been rescued from. 'How far down was I?'

Vik led her over and she peered down. The snow was all churned up and her tomb was caved in but it looked like a good seven or eight feet. Jesus, if Vik hadn't found her when he did...

'We'd best keep moving, before my limbs go numb again,' she said, then looked around in puzzlement. 'Where did the giants go?'

Vik looked around them. 'That way, I think.'

'You think? Cos it's so easy to lose sight of fifty foot men and women.'

'I was busy, rescuing a certain someone.'

Hattie offered him an apologetic smile then looked to where he'd pointed. From the glare of the moon, she could make out a spiky mountain to the right. Had they all gone off to hide on her and Vik? She dismissed that idea almost instantly. Why would great figures like the giants hide from small, insignificant things like them?

'Please don't say you want to go after them,' said Vik.

'I don't think I can go anywhere right now. My legs are tingling.' Hattie started stomping her feet and shaking her arms. She felt faintly ridiculous but she had to get the blood pumping again. 'Where did you get that chocolate? I thought we ate it all.'

Vik shrugged, though avoided making eye contact. Instead, finding great interest in Hattie's feet. 'I found it. On the ground.'

'No you didn't. It's the exact same kind I had in my rucksack.'

His gaze flitted about the place. 'I borrowed it. Took it from your rucksack when you weren't looking.'

Hattie wasn't about to go mad because of a chocolate bar, but she did enjoy teasing him. 'Borrowed, you say? Well, I -'

She cut herself of as another thunderous rumble of the earth made them stumble where they stood. Intending not to get buried again, Hattie grabbed Vik's hand and they ran for safety. Granted, there wasn't many options of hiding places but finding the trees they'd been camping amongst – now upturned with roots reaching into the air – they crouched between the branches and watched, necks craned, as the first of the giants came into view.

With the moon behind them now, they could see clearly. This giant was male, evident by its naked form. The entire body was devoid of hair and a sheen of ice covered the figure in places. There was an unsurprisingly slight blue tinge to the giant, though that could have been down to the effect of the moon light. The giant walked Hattie and Vik's way but Hattie doubted they could be seen from this far away. Giants were known for their poor eyesight, and she doubted this one was any different.

The giant stopped walking and looked around him as if searching for something or someone.

'What now?' whispered Vik, though he had no need to speak quietly.

'I need to talk to them,' said Hattie.

As if hearing Hattie, the giants opened his mouth and a ear-shattering roar echoed around them. Both Hattie and Vik clamped their hands over their ears. Then they noticed another giant emerge from beyond the mountain. It too was roaring in response to the first giant.

'What's wrong with them?' yelled Vik, above the din.

'Nothing,' replied Hattie. 'They're just talking to each other, but because their voices are so deep and loud it sounds like a roar.'

'So how are you supposed to speak to them, then?' asked Vik, taking his hands from his ears as the sound ended.

'Carefully,' she replied. 'Now, shush. I need to concentrate.' She emerged from amid the trees, eyes staying on the giants. She was ready to run if this went wrong but she wasn't feeling 100% yet.

'Where are you going, crazy woman?' hissed Vik, staying put.

'I said shush' Hattie hissed back. She cautiously took a step forward, then another, then another.

The roars started again between the two giants and to Hattie's surprise the one nearest threw a punch at the other one. Sharp blades of ice plummeted to the ground as contact was made. The second giant staggered back and roared, before coming forward, arms raised, and grasping the other around the neck.

Oh great, thought Hattie, that's all I need.

She walked at a quicker pace, hands over ears, towards the two fighters though wary enough not to get too close. When she felt she was close enough, she stopped.

Oi! You two! Quit fighting! She screamed in her mind. God, she hoped the whole telepathy thing was correct or she was going to try and find another way to communicate with them.

She watched but still the giants fought. Maybe she wasn't close enough. Maybe she wasn't loud enough, though it was hard to gauge the loudness without properly hearing it.

Hattie moved a couple of steps forward and tried again. HEY, YOU PAIR OF UGLY GITS! FIGHTING TO SEE WHO'S THE MOST GROSS-LOOKING? I'LL SAVE YOU THE TROUBLE - YOU BOTH ARE!

There, if you wanted someone to hear you, always go for an insult, even if it is a lie.

The first giant had the second one in a head-lock but he looked up for a moment. He roared briefly to the other one then let him go. Hattie guessed she'd been heard. The giant, who Hattie had nicknamed Tom, looked around him and roared.

Down here! Hattie waved her arms until Tom locked onto her. The other giant, Jerry, was looking at Tom as though he had lost his marbles. Yeah, down here. And please, let's speak via our thoughts. Your voice is too loud for me.

Tom moved forward. Hattie stood defiant as the ground shook with his steps. He stopped fifty yards away from her then dropped to his knees. This nearly knocked Hattie off her feet.

'What are you doing? You'll get yourself killed!' Vik said, from among the trees.

'No, I won't. I know what I'm doing,' replied Hattie. 'Now, shush!'

Who are you? Tom asked with his mind. The voice she heard was deep and aged, not unlike Gandalf from Lord of the Rings.

My name is Harriet Turner. I come to you on friendly terms.

Human?

Yes.

I wish to see no human today. Leave my kingdom, Harriet Turner. You have had a wasted journey.

No, please wait, Hattie stepped closer, her neck aching now. I have been asked to speak with you on behalf of the British government. They are worried that you are not keeping your part of the deal to stay within your own realm.

Tom brought his face up close. His steel blue eyes were the size of cars. It is of no concern of theirs what we do. They have no authority over us.

Of course they don't. But you - your kind - have been spotted by humans. The minsters are worried you are encroaching on human land.

Human land? 

Uh-oh. Hattie could kick herself as she watched Tom get to his feet. She was normally neutral when it came to acting as a go-between with humans and whatever creature they had a dispute with. Just then, she had sounded like a government lackey.

I'm sorry!

Tom, now his full fifty-foot height, glared down at her. He opened his mouth and roared. Jerry, who had by that time, sat down against the mountain, turned and looked. Hattie clamped her hands once more over her ears, for all the good it would do. She felt the throb of an oncoming headache.

Human land? Tom's angry voice reverberated around her head. My kind were living on that land while you humans were at the bottom of the food chain! We were making that land our home while your kind were stupid monkeys. How dare you say that land is yours when it was the humans who drove us up here!

'What's going on? Some sort of staring contest?' Vik had emerged from his hiding place and was standing next to Hattie.

'Vik, it's fine. I'm handling this.'

Another one? Tom asked. How many more have you with you? You plan to drive us from here, too?

There's no one else. Just me and him... and that's only because I found him in my car, Hattie explained quickly. Please, just give me your word you will stay within your kingdom. If you persist on wandering outside then your safety will be compromised. Human governments are quick to use weapons these days. Just give them the least bit of excuse and they'll invade your realm and take whatever resources they can find.

While Hattie had been communicating with Tom, Jerry had got to his feet and stomped over to stand next to the other giant. Tom barely took any notice of him, instead his steel blue eyes stayed on the humans.

Your race is small and weak. I could crush one human with my little toe.

Hattie looked down at his feet. They were about the length of the Edinburgh Festival Theatre with a covering of ice over the hairy toes. The nails were overgrown and brown. She didn't doubt his claims.

'Are you speaking telepathically? Is that what you're doing?' Vik persisted. ''What is he saying? What are you saying?'

Wait a moment, Hattie said to the giants before turning to Vik. 'I'm asking them not to wander outside this kingdom or the humans will react... Well, you can guess how they'd react. Anyway, Tom says he could crush them with his little toe.'

'Who's Tom?'

'This one,' said Hattie, with a nod of the head towards the taller of the two giants. 'It's not his real name. Well, it might be. I can't say for sure. I just gave him the name. Up to speed now?'

'I think so. So Tom and his friend here -'

'Jerry.'

'So Tom and Jerry think they could crush all humans?'

'Well, not quite but you're generally there.'

Vik faced the giants and screamed at the top of his voice. 'The stupid humans have lasted this long, while you big, fat snowmen are dying out. Maybe they're not as easy to kill as you think!'

'Well done, Vik,' Hattie muttered.

What did this thing say? asked Tom. It speaks too quietly.

I said there are billions of humans and just a small, tiny, insignificant amount of your lot. If anyone is going to get crushed then I wouldn't bet on the humans, Hattie heard VI's voice say.

She leant in to the forest spirit. 'Oh, so now you can join in with the chat?'

Vik shrugged. Then suddenly he shoved her hard. She felt clumsily to the floor, and out of the way of the massive, clenched fist that smashed against already-churned ground.

Oh crap, she thought.

And then she found herself rising upwards. Tom or Jerry, one of them, had a hold of the back of her coat and was hauling her upwards. No, it wasn't the giants. They were both standing before her, looking at whoever was lifting her up. One of the other giants must have crept up when they were talking, though the words "giant" and "crept" weren't usual bed-fellows. She hoped Vik had got out of the way of the fist. He had saved her yet again. She was going to have to buy him a lot of whisky. If they got out of this debacle alive, that was.

She turned within the giant's grasp, praying that he wasn't just going to drop her. There was no way she would survive a fall like that.

But just before she was enveloped by darkness, she caught sight of the giant's face. In the surprise, she hung there, limply. The face was familiar, alright and it belonged to Vik.

Once again Hattie found herself entombed, but this time instead of snow and ice, she realised the now-enormous Vik had slipped her into the breast pocket of his jacket. The smell of polyester was overpowering. It almost made her gag. Pushing her arms out against the pocket, she created some room for herself.

'Vik, what the hell's going on?' She cried, but he either couldn't hear her or chose to ignore her. As he moved, Hattie clung onto the pocket, and tried to stay on her feet. She was thankful the forest spirit had put nothing else in there. Vik! Answer me! What the hell happened?

The roars of the giants started up. Hattie winced at the loudness but had to keep hold of the pocket as she was flung this way and that. By the horrendous noises she guessed that Vik was fighting Tom and Jerry. The silly fool.

Hattie had to see what was going on so she reached up and climbed awkwardly up the inside of the pocket, trying to stay steady against Vik's jerky movements. Finally, she reached the top and peered out. Jerry was nowhere to be seen. Only Tom was fighting with Vik, lunging forward, fists clenched. Hattie had never seen such an angry look on someone's face before. She looked up at Vik, who was dodging the blows with a smile on his face. The two were conversing in those deafening tones of theirs. Hattie sensed that Vik was teasing the giant, who tried to land a punch after every utterance.

Amid the fighting, another sound reverberated around the kingdom. This once was louder, more primal, than any other that had been heard. It was enough for Tom to stop attacking Vik and look behind him, towards the mountain. Vik spoke to Tom, and the giant replied distractedly before stomping away.

Once he was out of sight, Vik brought his hand up, open-palmed, to the pocket. Hattie climbed onto it and Vik gently lowered her to the ground. She stood on the snowy terrain, and watched as the forest spirit decreased in size until he was back to normal. Well, almost normal. He looked a good two inches smaller than his usual height, but Hattie kept quiet.

'So now you can change height all of a sudden?' She asked him.

Vik, who was tentatively patting his chin where the giant had caught him, glanced at her. 'No. Not all of a sudden,' he said. 'I have always been able to do this.'

Damn, she really should have done her homework on him after their last encounter. 'Oh, really?' She asked, redundantly.

'Yes.'

'So what happened to make Tom run off like that? And what was that noise?'

As if on cue, the same primal scream could be heard again. Hattie hoped it wasn't the war cry of the giants.

'That,' answered Vik, pointing beyond the mountains as the giants could be seen in the distance, approaching a gathering of snowcapped hills.

Hattie and Vik watched spellbound as jagged piece of land appeared into existence. The contours looked like the profile of a face. Hattie could see the bits which could be mistaken for the mouth, nose and forehead.

'Oh my god' she gasped.

'What?'

'Vik, I think we're witnessing a miracle.'

The newly-formed land moved slowly until it was sitting upright , and now there was no mistaking it. For the first time in many years, a new ice giant had been born. Unlike a newborn human baby, a baby ice-giant was born fully-formed but without the blue tinge to its currently pink skin. That would come through time.

Hattie watched as Tom approached the child and leant down to give it a kiss on the forehead before helping the mother carefully into an upright position and embracing her. Hattie felt herself tearing up a little at the family scene playing out before her. No wonder Tom had been aggressive; he had just been protecting his family. Perfectly understandable.

'I thought you said they couldn't reproduce anymore,' said Vik.

'Guess I was wrong.' Hattie shrugged.

'Now what? Slip away quietly?'

'No. I still need to speak to them about keeping inside their kingdom, for the sake of the child, if nothing else.'

'Think they'll listen now?'

'I can at least give it another go, but maybe not stick my foot in my mouth this time. Well, Vik, fancy staying another day?'

Vik looked around at the new dawn. 'Suppose so.'

Hattie smiled. 'Good. Now let's go and say hello to the baby.'

As it turned out, Hattie and Vik stayed a lot longer than a day. It took six months for the giants to agree to a compromise. The giants would keep to their kingdom, and Hattie would not reveal the existence of the child. Still, she had enjoyed her time in the giant's kingdom, hearing stories from Tom and Jerry (they had never revealed their actual names) and spending time with the baby who was now the height of Edinburgh's Scott's Monument.
When it was time to go, they left at first light so it was still daylight when they reached the car, now under a mound of snow. Vik wiped the outside of the front and back screens while Hattie warmed up the engine.

'Shall we stop off at The Wrinkled Farmer Inn again, on the way back?' Hattie asked, once they were on the road.

'So you can see your boyfriend?' Vik asked.

'He's not my boyfriend,' Hattie said with a sigh. 'It's been months since I last slept in an actual bed. And I do owe you several drams of whisky.'

'You do?'

'Of course I do. You did save my life. Twice.'

'Two life-savings deserve at least a couple of bottles of whisky.'

Hattie grinned. 'I think I can stretch to that.'
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The man stood with his back to Hattie, facing the empty house. At least, she thought it was a man. The hood and the rest of the dark blue waterproof jacket and bottle green trousers gave nothing away. A cold caller would have cut their losses by now. But the figure had been standing there for a good few minutes now. Hattie hesitated by the gate, despite the onslaught of rain. Unannounced visitors always unnerved her. Human ones, especially.

She cast a glance across the street at her neighbour Michael's town house. Through the kitchen window she saw him standing at his kitchen sink, doing the washing up and speaking to someone out of view. It isn't you, she thought.

As her attention returned to her visitor, her hand had slipped inside her bag, bringing out a hairbrush. She must have expected trouble. Either that or her subconscious was telling her she needed to brush her hair immediately. This was ridiculous. She was being ridiculous. Why didn't she call out? Find out what he wanted?

It hit her. Jesus, what an idiot. She knew who it was. Bloody hell, if she hadn't spoken to him on the phone an hour earlier. It must be her lodger, here for the festival. He said he'd arrive later tonight. Her watch read 5:05pm. Maybe he’d caught an earlier train.

She put away the brush, laughing at her paranoia. 'Mr Tate?' she called out, taking a step forward. 'Early, aren't you?'

The figure faced her. It was a man, but not the one she was expecting.

'Hello, sweetheart,' he said. 'Surprise.'

'Ed?' Hattie found her voice as she raced into the man's open arms. 'Dad!'

She brought two striped hand towels from the bathroom cupboard and handed one to her father as he warmed up by the fireplace. His coat hung on a hook by the door, that day’s newspaper catching the droplets on the floor below. He gave his silver hair a quick but thorough once-over with the towel, making stand up in tufts.

'Thanks.' He put the towel down next to him. Hattie sat next to him on the floor and did the same with her own red locks.

'I've stuck the kettle on,' she told him. 'How do you take your coffee? I can't remember.'

'I'm on the tea, now. Caffeine’s bad for me, according to Angelique. She wasn't too pleased when I told her there was more caffeine in tea than coffee.'

'You're still with Angelique?' Hattie asked.

'Did she not come with you?'

'We're not together anymore. She worked away a lot. I’m busy with own stuff. We grew apart, that's all.'

'Sorry to hear that. I liked her.'

'So did I. Still -’ his lips curved into a warm smile - ‘I'll forever be in her debt for bringing us together again.'

Hattie squeezed his hand. 'Better late than never, eh?'

'Exactly.'

'I'd better get the tea made’ Ed called out 'milk and two sugars, thanks' as she entered the kitchen. Leaving the door ajar Hattie wiped away the threatening tears as she busied herself with the drinks.

Since the age of seven, she’d thought Ed had left because of her claims about seeing "magic people". That's why she went along with her mother's demands about visiting a psychiatrist. To find out that her father had believed her, and that her mother had cut him out of their lives was a kicker. She still wasn't used to having a father again.

She swept back into the living room minutes later with a suggestion. 'Let’s eat, then find something to do. The Fringe's just started. There'll be loads to see.'

'I'm up for that. But please can we take a taxi? I've had enough rain to last me a lifetime.'

Hattie handed him the red cup. 'The rain's obligatory in Scotland, remember?'

'Ah, but the sun appears now and again. I'm sure of it. Unless I dreamt it.'

'I'll change first. It gives me a chance to get dolled-up.' She frowned. 'Were you planning on staying here? You're more than welcome.'

'If that's alright with you?'

'Yeah, fine. I'm renting out one of the spare rooms over the Festival. You can have the other one.'

'Yet you're still frowning,' Ed noted.

'Are you travelling light?'

'What do you mean?'

'Where's your luggage?'

Ed aped his daughter's frown and then scrambled to his feet, almost spilling his tea. 'I've left the bloody things out in the rain!'

Michael sat browsing the day's copy of the Edinburgh Evening News and half-listening to the 6 o'clock news on the TV screen in the corner. The kids were watching a Pixar movie in the living room and the kitchen was Michael’s haven for the next hour. Since his eldest son Tom’s arrival with his girlfriend Zoe, Ben and Ingrid had not left their side. The young couple were in charge of Tom’s younger siblings right now. Zoe, confessing to being a Pixar fan, was happy to mind them.
Her shyness disappeared as the day progressed. A little too much black eyeliner and mascara, thought Michael, but the girl was perfectly decent. According to Zoe, they'd been dating for a month. Tom having met her parents (both lawyers from the Stockbridge area) the previous week.

On the television screen, a reporter stood in the midst of the Royal Mile as a procession of tourists and natives passed by, every set of eyes glancing at the camera. During August, the ancient thoroughfare became a hub for the Fringe Festival. Performers plied their trade or gave out leaflets begging people to attend their show. It was a real eye-opener for Michael the first time he’d ventured along that street..

The reporter mentioned the festival being the biggest on record, with more performers than ever. Michael fancied seeing a couple of shows. He didn’t want to go alone, though, and as sad as it was, he had formed no real friendships yet.

The only person he could almost call a friend was the crazy woman across the road. No, that was unfair. Hattie wasn't crazy. Eccentric, perhaps. If he hadn't seen those pixies himself, he would have thought she should be sectioned.

He remembered back to his first evening in Edinburgh, finding himself paint balling a gang of pixies in his attic. In truth, Hattie had wielded the paintball gun. Michael had just stood there, transfixed as shots of blue paint revealed the small creatures. It turned out Michael’s new neighbour could see magical creatures. They were rife in Britain, never mind his attic, but invisible to most people. Since then, Hattie had never visited his house again, but they had chatted if they saw one another in the street. The kids had never found out about the pixies in the attic. It’s not like they’d believe their father anyway.

Michael turned to the review page in the paper. Today's feature was the Forth Floor Restaurant - an upmarket eatery on the top floor of Harvey Nichols in the town centre. Michael’s work had booked the restaurant for networking dinner later in the month. His invitation had been informal; arriving as an email with a voting button included. The email, sent from Marketing, mentioned bringing a Plus One. Michael didn’t have a Plus One, not since the death of his wife four and a half years ago from cancer. He wasn't looking forward to the dinner. Corporate events were dull, but since it was his department that was doing the networking, he’d clicked on the Attend button.

Folding the newspaper, he dumped it in the recycle bin before getting a glass of water. The lights were on in Hattie's house, now. Maybe he should invite her across for a coffee sometime. Across the road, the front door opened, spilling light into the garden. Two people emerged. Hattie’s striking red hair sat high in a ponytail. The other person’s hood concealed much of their face. The pair linked arms as they headed down the path towards the taxi that had just pulled up. Michael stood there, staring out the window as the rain trickled down the glass. Did everyone have a Plus One except him?
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CHAPTER TWO

Hattie sat stony-faced in the small, dimly-lit club, one hand holding her Gin and Tonic as she tried desperately not to yawn. After their meal at Garfunkel's, she let Ed decide what they should do next, and now she was regretting it. Out of all the comedians why did he have to go for Lyle bloody Sanders? The forty-something Manchurian comedian was not only not funny, it amazed Hattie that anyone could laugh at him. Humour was subjective, she knew that, but his jokes didn't make any sense. The audience here were in stitches. Even Ed wiped away tears of laughter. She just didn't get it.
'He's great, isn't he?' Ed grinned at her. 'So glad I've got to see him live.'

Hattie wore an insincere smile. 'Yeah, brilliant.'

Eventually, the gig ended to rapturous applause. Sanders stood there, smugly taking in the adulation, sweeping a hand through his long dark hair. Thank god that's over. Hattie got to her feet. Ed remained seated.

'Not staying for another one?' he asked, draining the remains of his glass.

'That's not in the spirit of a pub crawl,' said Hattie, slipping on her brown leather jacket.

'Pub crawl? I didn't know we were on one.'

'We're not,' admitted Hattie, 'but we could go to the Conan Doyle next. It's not too far from here. We'll have to head back after that. My temporary tenant will be gracing us with his presence tonight.'

Ed stood and zipped up his coat. 'I still wonder if it was a good idea, you renting out your room to a strange man.'

'I'm a big girl, you know. Besides, the money always helps.'

They carried on their conversation as they made their way out of the small venue. The rain had dropped as they made their way along York Place. A tram passed full of people.

'If it's money you need, you only have to ask,' he said quietly as they continued on their way.

'Don't be silly. I'm fine. Honestly.' The topic of conversation appeared to have ended, but Ed wouldn’t let it go.

'Is it wise to have a stranger in a house full of magical objects? What if he gets nosy one day when you're out?'

'I've told him if I'm out, he needs to be out, too. Not that I had any plans, anyway. Well, not until you showed up,' she added, nudging him. 'I'm getting something tomorrow that should make all the objects invisible to everyone but me. You can come with me if you like.'

The Conan Doyle on York Place, busy at the best of times but absolutely packed that evening. After a quick scan of the room they decided all the seats were taken. Hattie suggested a pub she knew in nearby York Lane.

Entering the smaller pub, they got their drinks and take a seat at a table near the corner. This time, Hattie chose an orange juice, wanting to keep a clear head for her tenant's arrival. Ed had quickly changed his order from a beer to match her own.

'Oh, look who it is.' They had just settled into their seats. Ed was staring across at the booth in the corner where a man, sporting aviator-type sunglasses, was nursing a pint. Hattie recognised him instantly. Her heart sank. 'Should we go across and say hello? Mention we were just at his gig?'

'No!' Hattie said, in a low hiss. 'Celebs don't like being hassled when they're off-duty.'

'Yeah, you're right.'

Hattie watched her father and then glanced at the comedian. Wearing sunglasses indoors was an obvious look-at-me act. And from the looks Sanders was getting from the other drinkers, it was working. No one had dared approach him, though. He would only tell them to get lost, if they did.

'I'll just say a quick hello.' Before she could stop him, Ed was standing at Sanders’ table. With the noise of the pub, she couldn't hear what was being said between the two men. Ed pointed back to Hattie, at one point, with the comedian's gaze following. The sunglasses were taken off and Sanders said something back to Ed. Seconds later, Ed was standing over her.

'He wants to speak to you.'

'Me?' She watched as Sanders beckoned her over. 'Why does he want to speak to me?'

'Go and find out,' said Ed.

Reluctantly, Hattie went over to where the comedian was slipping his sunglasses atop his head, and stood patiently.

'Hi there,' Sanders said, reaching out a hand. Hattie didn't even want to touch it, but Ed was beaming, as if proud that he and his daughter were speaking to someone famous. She reluctantly shook his hand, and felt his thumb move back and forth over her skin. Either the man was a Freemason or this was something he did to all women. The leer on his face told her which one was correct.

'Sit down, sit down,' Sanders said, patting the empty space next to him. Ed sat down. A flash of annoyance showed on the comedian's face before he grinned at Ed and offered her the stool on his other side. But Hattie was in no mood to suffer the man's presence. She remained on her feet.

'Actually, I just wanted a quiet drink with my dad, if you don't mind.'

'Daddy's girl, are you?' Sanders enquired, grinning before taking a healthy swig of his alco-pop.

Whatever he was implying, Hattie let it slide. Instead, she walked back to the other table and sat down. Ed joined her moments later.

'Sorry,' she said, staring down at her drink.

'It's alright. I wouldn't want to spend time with someone I couldn't stand, either,' Ed told her.

She raised her eyes to meet his. 'Damn, and there was me thinking I was doing a good job of pretending to be a Lyle Sanders groupie. Was it that obvious?' 

'You have the look of your mother when you don't like something.'

'Sorry.'

'Don't be. I still enjoyed myself.'

'Good.' Hattie glanced back at Sanders. He'd replaced the sunglasses and was sat back in the booth, probably thinking how cool and laid-back he was. When he spotted Hattie watching him, he sat straight and lowered his shades a little, giving her a wink. She grimaced and looked away again.

They never gave Sanders a second glance as they enjoyed their drink and got caught up on each other's lives. Hattie told him all about the death of her neighbour Elsa and her new neighbour Michael and his kids. Ed talked about life in London. When they were ready to leave, they passed Sanders trying to chat up some young women at the bar. Better you than me, thought Hattie.

The 10 o'clock news was just beginning when Hattie and her father arrived back at the house. She left Ed flicking through the channels while she stuck the kettle on again. While she waited for the tea to brew, she went to give her tenant's room a final once-over. She'd never played landlady and wanted to make a good impression. The room was immaculate and a smell of apples still lingered in the air from where she'd used a scented carpet cleaning liquid. The pillows were suitably plumped and the purple and silver bedspread was without creases. Yes, it would do.
She'd just closed the door and made her way down the first set of stairs when someone knocked on the front door. Hattie readied herself and went to answer it.

'Mr Tate, how lovely - Oh, Michael.' Hattie frowned. 'Is something the matter? Those pixies haven't reappeared, have they?'

'What? Oh, no. Not at all.' The tall, prematurely greying man laughed. 'Your light was on so I thought I'd pop by.'

'Right, I see,' said Hattie, uncertainly. Apart from his very first evening in Edinburgh, he'd never set foot inside her house. She'd always been meaning to invite him around but something always came up and it would slip her mind.

'Is this not a good time?'

'Actually, no. I'm sorry. My dad turned up earlier and I've got someone staying with me during the Festival. It was him I was expecting.'

'Ah, so it's your father you were with earlier,' Michael said. 'Not that I was watching you or anything,' he added hurriedly.

'I didn't think you were. Maybe we can do something another time? Bring the kids, too, if you want.'

'Well, thank you. Sounds good. Well, I'll leave you in peace.' But instead of leaving, he asked: 'Would you like to go to dinner with me?'

Hattie stared at him. Did he just ask her out? 'Pardon?'

'It's a work's thing. At the Forth Floor Restaurant. Networking. For the clients. It'll be utterly boring,' he stuttered. Then he paused, and said more calmly: 'The invitation was for me and a ... friend. And, well, I don't have a ... friend. I was going to go on my own but, well, everyone else is bringing someone -'

'And you don't want to be the odd one out?'

'Something like that. I understand if you say no. I'd say no, too, except that I have to be there.' 

Hattie bit the inside of her lip for a second. 'How posh is it going to be?'

'Quite posh. Not horrendously so, but trainers are a no-no.'

'Can I think about it? When is it?'

'Yes, of course you can. It's not for another couple of weeks.'

'Okay, I'll let you know.'

'Great. Bye for now.'

Hattie caught the the relieved look on the man's face as he left. She chuckled to herself and closed the door. Ed was standing in the living room doorway.

'Go on, say yes,' he said. 'When was the last time a man took you to dinner?'

'Tomorrow, when you'll be treating me to a slap-up meal somewhere,' she answered, en route to the kitchen. He followed her and sat down at the kitchen table. 'Anyway, you heard him. It's a thing for his work. It's not like it's a date, or anything.'

'Would it be so bad if it was?' Ed asked.

Hattie folded her arms. 'Don't even think of trying to fix me up with Michael or anybody else, for that matter.'

'Scouts honour,' her father replied, holding his hand up.

'Hmm.'

The front door went again. This time, the rarely-used bell rang out an electronic version of Swan Lake.

'That'll be Michael to say he's changed his mind,' Hattie told Ed, and stuck out her tongue.

But instead of her neighbour, the last person she wanted to see stood before her. Sunglasses sitting on his head, grin in place.

'Well, well. Small world, babe,' he said.

'What are you doing here?' Hattie asked, as she clocked the suitcases by his feet. She was filled with dread.

'I'm your tenant, sexy. I'm Mr Tate.'

Oh crap.

Michael yawned as he kicked off his shoes and sat on his bed to undress. With it being the summer holidays, the kids demanded to stay up later than usual, meaning he didn’t get to bed until after Ben and Ingrid were tucked up and asleep. Tom, now eighteen, did his own thing though after taking Zoe home, he’d come straight back and gone to his room where he’d been ever since.
He unbuttoned his shirt and noticed the curtains were still open. Pulling them shut, he spotted Hattie inviting letting a man into her house. Another family member? Boyfriend?

He stood in the middle of his room and got undressed down to his boxer shorts. It was a balmy night. Too warm for tops. His mind wandered back to his seemingly popular neighbour. Should he have invited her to his works do? He didn’t think she’d ever been to such an event, and probably wouldn’t enjoy it. Maybe she would say no, anyway. Save the embarrassment of bringing her to something that would bore her. Maybe she found him boring, and would say no. Now she had a young man visiting her, she wouldn’t want to bother with boring old Michael.

He’d been standing there, thinking about Hattie for a full five minutes, according to the wall clock. God, anyone would think he fancied the woman.

‘I do not fancy Hattie Turner,’ he said outloud. 

‘Yeah, right,’ came a voice. Michael jerked his head round as Ben passed his room on the way to the toilet.

‘No, I don’t,’ Michael called after him.

‘Yeah, Dad. Whatever.’

Ed was reading a crime thriller in his room when Hattie tapped on the door, bringing him a cup of tea. He took it gladly and took a sip as she sat down on the end of the bed.

‘Thanks for making a quick getaway, by the way,’ she berated him, gently. ‘And leaving me with him.’

‘Sorry, love. I was halfway up the stairs when I realised who it was,’ Ed explained. ‘I didn’t want to be hanging around while you showed your tenant around.’

‘Well, I haven’t. Shown him around, that is. He paid for the month. I showed him to his room and then made you a cuppa. God, the man is so sleazy.’

‘He didn’t try anything, did he?’

Hattie laughed at the man’s solemn expression. ‘No. It’s just what he says. Thinks he’s flirting but he’s coming across as some pervy old uncle.’

‘So you had no idea it was him when he arranged to rent your room?’ asked Ed.

‘No. He said his name was Lyle Tate. I didn’t have any reason to not believe him. The cheque he sent - you know, for the deposit - was signed Lyle Tate. I didn’t know that Lyle Sanders was a stage name, did I? Why couldn’t he have just stayed in a hotel? I know they bump their prices up during the Festival but it’s not like he can’t afford it.’

‘At least it’s not forever. The month’ll fly by.’

‘I hope so. How long are you staying for?’

Ed laughed. ‘Want rid of me already? I thought you said you didn’t like Mr Sanders?’

‘I don’t! And if you want to stay, say, until the end of the Festival, then that’s fine with me.’

‘You want me to be your protector while he’s around?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t go quite that far. It’d be nice to have you around longer, though.’

‘To be honest, sweetheart, I was going to stay until you got sick of me.’

‘Sick of you? Oh, that would never happen.’

‘Liar.’

‘So, still coming with me to pick up the charms for the house in the morning?’ Hattie asked, getting to her feet.

‘Sure.’

‘Good. I’ll make sure Sanders leaves the house first, then I’ll lock up.’
––––––––
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CHAPTER THREE

Michael was regretting his decision. There was hundreds of coffee shops in the city, so why on earth did he choose a chain of MoonDough when it was obvious the place would be packed. Especially so near 9am. But he was in that precarious situation of being slap-bang in the middle of the queue, now. He had waited this long (eight minutes and counting), and he would reach the top and be served, at some point. But his need for a caffeine fix wasn't that great. He nodded his head as he made his decision and stepped out of the queue, heading towards the door. 

A woman in brown aviator-type sunglasses and a black trouser suit had just joined the end of the queue. 'Resisting the lure of a MoonDough?'

'There's probably cheaper, more pleasant coffee elsewhere, where you don't have to book time off work to wait to get served,' he replied, dryly.

'You know of such a place?' she said, pretending to sound shocked.

Michael grinned. 'Not yet but I'm going to find out.'

The woman took off her sunglasses, revealing large blue eyes, and hung them from the red shawl around her shoulders. 'I think I'll join you.'

'Are you sure? It's going to be dangerous,' Michael joked.

'I love danger.'

Michael's grin widened. She was flirting with him. Wasn't she? God, it had been a while. He stepped towards the door and held it open for his new friend.

She introduced herself as soon as they stepped outside into the muggy air. 'I'm Nicole, by the way.'

'Oh, um, Michael.' They shook hands briefly as they crossed over to the corner of Shandwick Place and up Queensferry Street. Michael recollected seeing a small, unassuming coffee shop on a previous jaunt around the city.

'Are you here for the festival, too?' Nicole asked.

'I live here. Moved up from England almost a year ago. You?'

'I'm performing. I'm a singer. Jazz and Blues. I’ve got a week’s residence at The Queen’s Hall. Do you like jazz?’

‘I do now,’ Michael replied.

‘Good. You should come along. I’ll dedicate a song to you. My Coffee Man.’

‘Is that an actual song?’ Michael teased.

‘It is now,’ Nicole countered.

The humble coffee shop sat between a printer’s and a British Heart Foundation. By the time Michael and his new friend had bought their drinks he was late for work.

‘Well, it was nice rebelling against the big corporation with you,’ he said, as they stood outside the shop.

‘We should do it again sometime.’

Michael smiled. He was going to get jaw ache if he didn’t stop soon.

‘Enjoy the coffee, Michael,’ Nicole said, donning her sunshades again.

‘Wait,’ he called out, almost reaching out to touch her. Perfectly-shaped eyebrows rising from behind the frames of her glasses. ‘Can I... see you again?’ he asked.

The glamorous singer lips curved and she held out a hand. ‘Give me your phone.’

Michael thanked whatever God that he’d remembered to bring his phone with him. He slipped it from his trouser pocket and handed it over.

With one hand, she rapidly pressed buttons and then pressed some more and then gave the phone back. ‘There. Now you’ve got my number.’

‘Thank you,’ Michael said, taking a glance at the screen. It had gone onto screensaver mode, showing a picture of his children pulling faces for the camera. His favourite photo.

‘I expect you to call. Tonight, maybe. Around eight.’

‘Oh, I will.’

‘Good. Now, I need to get going. And so do you, you don’t want to be too late for work.’

Michael glanced at his watch. ‘Oh shit. Sorry.’ He turned heel and dashed back along Queensferry Street, grinning like a mad fool.

Hattie had just finished putting the breakfast things on the table when the kitchen door opened and Lyle Sanders walked in. He was dressed in a black pullover, dark blue jeans and black boots. His hair was brushed back, revealing slivers of grey on each side of his temple. His sunglasses sat atop his head.
‘Morning,’ he said, before sitting down at the table and reaching for the box of cereal.

‘Morning. Breakfast costs extra, by the way. Like I mentioned already.’

‘Fair enough.’ Lyle shrugged his shoulders and continued pouring the cereal into the bowl before him. ‘I’ll square up before I leave.' He yawned. Hattie glanced across and caught sight of a mouth full of fillings.

'Did you have a good sleep?' she asked, when the silence got too much.

'I think so. The bed was comfy. Big. Room enough for two, easily.'

Hattie had by that point sat down opposite the comedian and refused to look him in the eye. 'So what are your plans for the day?'

'Going to catch up with some mates who're doing the Festival, too. Then get ready for my show tonight.'

'Right, well starting tomorrow you can kick around the house if my dad and I go out. I'll leave you the spare key,' Hattie told him. She'd take the opportunity while he was away to get the charms in place.

'Making sure all the bodies are hidden?' Lyle winked.

'Yeah, something like that,' she said, monotone.

'Morning all.' Ed swept into the room, showered and dressed. He kissed Hattie on the forehead as he took the only empty seat at the table.

'Morning, Edwin,' said Lyle, crunching on his cereal open-mouthed.

'Er, Hattie, are you alright?' Ed asked.

'Yes, why?'

He kept her gaze for a moment and then shook his head. 'Nothing. Well, this breakfast looks lovely. You didn't have to go to all this trouble, sweetheart.'

'I don't mind.'

'Hattie's taking care of her boys,' said Lyle, not noticing the scowl being thrown his way.

‘Still going to see the witches later?’ Ed asked, reaching for the butter to spread on his toast.

‘Witches?’ Lyle asked, bemused.

Hattie stared at her father wide-eyed. ‘He means The Witchery,’ she explained to Lyle. ‘The restaurant near the castle. I thought I’d take him there for a meal.’

‘The Witchery.’ Lyle’s eyes narrowed. ‘I think I’ve been there. Years ago. Quite expensive, if I’m not mistaken.’

‘No, you’re not. But I can afford it,’ replied Hattie. Especially since you’re paying all that rent.

‘It’s a good place. Great food. Maybe I’ll have to join you.’

‘I’m afraid it’s just a family get-together,’ Hattie told Lyle.

Lyle flashed her another of those wolfish grins. ‘Maybe I’ll have to become part of the family.’

‘I don’t think dad’s ready to get married again,’ Hattie shot back and then changed the subject onto more mundane matters concerning the aged pipes in the house. Lyle left soon afterwards. Hattie and Ed finished their breakfast and readied themselves to leave the house. Outside, the sun casting a bright glow over the city, and there was a nice breeze in the air.

‘So, these women we’re going to see -' Ed began.

‘The Morningside Witches, yes,' said Hattie.

‘Real witches, or are they just a bunch of girls in long flowing dresses, with an aversion to artificial light?’

‘They’re real witches.... in long flowing dresses, with an aversion to artificial light.’ Hattie gave her father a sideways glance. ‘Honestly, you have nothing to worry about. They’re good people.’ She winced. ‘Just don’t flirt with them.’

‘Flirt? Me?’

‘Yes, you,’ she replied, nudging him gently with her shoulder. ‘You’re a charming old rogue, and you know it.’

‘Talking about charming rogues,’ Ed began, but Hattie gave him a look which stopped him from saying more.

‘God, don’t. I don’t think I’m going to be able to cope with him for a month. I’ll probably have slapped him before the week is through.’

‘Really? I mean, the amount of smiling at him you were doing at the breakfast table, I thought you’d had a change of heart.’

‘What? I wasn’t smiling at him!’

‘You were. You were gazing at him, too.

Like you were in love.’

‘Oh, you’re just teasing now. Stop it, Edwin.’

‘I’m not teasing you. But if you don’t want to admit you’re getting a bit of a crush on Lyle Sanders, then I’ll shut up.’

Hattie shook her head. Lyle Sanders was the last man she would fancy. ‘Listen, what are you planning to do after we visit the witches?’

‘I’m not sure. I did get a text from Bobby Ritchie, you know my old tennis partner. Wants to meet up while I’m in town.’

‘Well, the alternative is traipsing after me while I try on outrageously expensive dresses,’ said Hattie.

‘Ah. Decided to say yes to your neighbour, then?’

Hattie shrugged. ‘Well, it’s  not like I have a hectic social life and if it helps him out...’

Ed squeezed his daughter’s hand briefly. ‘I’m happy for you, sweetheart. He seems a nice man.’

‘He is.’ Hattie’s smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. ‘It’s not a date, though. So you can get that thought out of your head right now.’

‘I’m not saying a word. It’s just nice to know my daughter has her admirers.’

‘Obviously he doesn’t have anyone else to ask. I was probably his last resort.’

When they were making their way along Morningside Road, they passed an Oxfam shop. Hattie made a mental note to check out their dresses. If she could get an expensive-looking dress for a fraction of its original price, she would be happy.

Turning off into Miller Crescent, they stopped outside a block of flats with a green front door. Hattie gazed up at the top flat. 

‘They live here?’ Ed asked.

‘Yes. You sound surprised.’

‘Well, I thought -’

‘You thought because they’re witches, they live in some creepy old mansion somewhere?’

‘Well...’

‘Come on. Let’s hope they’re in.’ Hattie stepped forward and pressed one of the buttons on the panel.

A slightly muffled and tinny voice came from the speaker below the buttons. ‘Yes?’

‘Hi. It’s Hattie Turner. Donna told me to come round today.’

The tinny voice was replaced by a quiet buzzing tone as they were let in.

‘Thank you,’ Hattie called out as she and Ed entered the building.

Directly ahead of them was a lift. Ed looked apprehensively at it as Hattie pressed the button next to it. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘It works. Donna and the girls make sure it does.’

The lift itself was clean, spacious and had a ceiling-to-floor mirror opposite the doors. Hattie noticed Ed check his reflection.

The doors opened with a ping and they stepped out into the top floor. Only two doors occupied this level. Hattie crossed over the white door on the left and knocked. Ed was beside her, adjusting his collar and patting down his trousers.

The door opened slowly to reveal a pitch-black hallway.

‘You were right about them not liking electricity,’ Ed remarked in a whisper.

‘Come on,’ Hattie told him, then stepped into the gloom.

Hattie saw nothing but blackness. She kept her arms by her side, not wanting to knock anything over. She felt Ed close behind her, muttering under his breath. Then he cried out.

‘You okay?’ Hattie asked.

‘Something touched my leg!’ he hissed. ‘Something... slimy. I don’t like this, Hattie. This is too weird.’

‘You’ll be okay. I need those charms, dad.’

‘God, what was that?’ he said suddenly.

‘What was what?’

‘That... groaning. No, it’s liking crying. Someone crying. What is going on? I thought you said they were nice people.’

‘I can see light. We must be near a door. Come on.’ She fumbled for the handle and then pushed it open.

They were a room with a circular table. Three old candles, their wax melted and hardened down the sides, sat in a candelabra on the table. A figure sat there. ‘Sit,’ the voice said, breathlessly.

Hattie did so, and urged her father to do the same. In his haste to find a seat, Ed nearly knocked over the candles.

‘Bugger!’ he cried, and then quickly apologised. ‘Sorry.’

With them both seated, the figure grabbed their hands tightly, and spoke in tongues. Hattie was calm. She’d gone through this once before, but she could tell Ed was freaking out. If this didn’t end soon, he was going to do something silly.

Thankfully, before things got to absurd, the place was suddenly basked in light. Hattie blinked several times, her eyes adjusting to the brightness.

‘Oh for goodness sake!’ A woman had entered the room. She brought her wheelchair further into the room and glared at the figure who still held Hattie and Ed’s hand. It was a young blonde woman in jeans and a black jumper. Her towel-wrapped hair sat atop her head like Carmen Miranda.

‘What’s going on?’ Ed asked, yanking his hand away from the girl.

‘I’m sorry,’ the woman in the wheelchair said. ‘For some unknown reason, they love to do this to new visitors to the flat. I’ve warned them before not to, but do they listen? Hello, I’m Donna.’ She held out a hand. Ed hesitated for a moment before shaking it.

‘Ed Turner.’

‘Nice to meet you, Ed.’ Donna flashed him a smile before casting a dark look at the blonde woman who had unwrapped her hair and was drying it. ‘Stick the kettle on, then get out of my sight.’

‘I was just having a laugh,’ the girl protested.

‘Except it’s not funny,’ said Donna.

‘Fine,’ the girl pouted, and went to fill the kettle with water.

‘Anyway, Hattie,’ Donna went on, ‘it’s nice to see you again. How are you doing?’

‘Good, thanks. Can’t complain. You?’

‘Same old, same old. Caught much of the festival this year?’

‘A little bit.’

‘We saw Lyle Sanders last night,’ said Ed.

‘The comedian? I loved that show he did in the 90s.’

‘Hattie can’t stand him. Or so she says. He’s staying at the house until the end of the month.’

Donna’s brown eyebrows rose. ‘Really? Nice. He’s quite sexy, in a certain light.’

Hattie grimaced. ‘Maybe I should send him here instead.’

‘The girls would have him for breakfast.’ Donna laughed. ‘Anyway, to business. Your charms.’ She picked up the small velvet bag from her lap and placed it on the table.

‘Thanks,’ Hattie said, slipping the bag into her handbag.

‘So they’re supposed to make all the magical objects in the house disappear?’ asked Ed.

‘Not quite,’ said Donna. ‘More that they shift people’s focus away from the objects.’

‘I don’t get it,’ he confessed.

‘I’ll show you later,’ said Hattie.

The kettle clicked and Hattie made them all a drink. Donna and Ed struck up a conversation about Morningside - Ed used to frequent a pub in the area - and they were soon reminiscing about the Edinburgh of yesteryear. By the time Hattie brought across the teas, they were chatting like old friends.

‘Hattie, you never asked what the payment was for the charms,’ said Donna. ‘I’ve decided.’

‘Yes?’ said Hattie, ready to take out her purse.

‘I’d like the use of your father for the day. If that’s alright with you, Ed?’

‘Depends on what I’d have to do,’ said Ed, dimples appearing on his cheeks..

‘Well, all this talk of Edinburgh and the festival has made me want to experience it for myself. Now, usually one of the girls accompanies me when I go out. Not everywhere is wheelchair friendly, sadly. But my coven are all busy, and Shona - that’s the silly one you met earlier - she has to stay in for something that’s being delivered later.’

‘Well, dad, it’s up to you,’ said Hattie.

Ed’s eyes sparkled. ‘It would be my pleasure.’

––––––––
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CHAPTER FOUR

He couldn’t stop smiling. And laughing. Ever since the phone call he’d been on a high. It was ridiculous. He felt like a giddy teenager. He was just glad the kids weren’t around to see him acting like this. Tom was out with Zoe, and - perfectly timed - Ingrid and Ben were on their annual stay with Michael’s brother, Phil and his wife Bo, down in Carlisle. So, Michael was footloose and fancy free for the evening. He’d felt a pang of excitement as he rang Nicole’s number at exactly eight o’clock. Nicole had answered on the first ring, as if she’d had her finger hovering over the answer button, just waiting for him to call.
The gig started at half eight. She told Michael if he showed up before the end, he could buy her a drink afterwards. Michael said he was looking forward to it. Nicole told him she knew he was. After the world’s quickest shower, Michael had dressed in brown corduroy trousers and a pale pink shirt and gone a little overboard in the Hugo Boss aftershave he’d bought himself on a whim the previous week. Leaving a note for Tom - who had his own key - Michael left the house and hoped he’d catch a bus that would take him straight along Clerk Street where Queen’s Hall was.

'Hi, Michael. In a rush?’ It was Hattie. Across the street, the redhead was stood by the gate to her house, laden with carrier bags.

'A little. Good shopping trip?’ he asked, crossing over to her.

She nodded. 'It was okay. Bought a couple of dresses for your work do. Can’t decide which one’s best. What are you going to be wearing? We don’t want to clash.’

Oh god, thought Michael. 'You didn’t spend a lot of money, did you?’

She hesitated before answering. 'No, course not. What’s wrong? You look...’

'I didn’t think you’d say yes, so... I’ve asked someone else,’ Michael confessed, remembering back to the phone call with Nicole.

'Oh. Right.’

'I’m sorry. I just didn’t think it would be your thing.’

'It’s alright. I’m sure I can put them to good use. The dresses, I mean.’

'God, I’m sorry,’ said Michael.

'It’s fine.’

He didn’t believe her. What a balls-up. Should he reimburse her for the dresses? He felt awful. ‘Are you doing anything at the moment? I’m off to see a singer at The Queen’s Hall. You’re welcome to join me.’ He’d asked before he’d knew what he was saying. But now he’d said it, he couldn’t back out. He mentally kicked himself. She’d probably say no, anyway.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked, a slight shyness to her voice.

‘Yes, of course. To make up for messing you around with the invite.’

Hattie glanced at her house and then  at her beige trousers, lilac camisole top and black cardigan for a moment. ‘Do I need to get changed?’

‘No, you’re fine. It’s only a gig, anyway.’

He waited as Hattie disappeared into her house, coming out five minutes later. He’d noticed she’d applied some lipstick and a touch of eye make-up. She looked good. But not as good as Nicole, a voice in his head said.

‘What time’s the gig start?’ Hattie asked, reaching him.

Michael checked his watch. ‘About five minutes ago.’

‘Oh right. Well, let’s go.’

They caught a No. 22 bus at the end of the street and managed to get the last two empty seats near the driver of the double-decker.

‘Has your father gone now?’ asked Michael, checking the time on his phone.

‘No, he’s been spending the day with a witch,’ explained Hattie.

‘A witch? Are there witches in Edinburgh?’

‘You’d be surprised.’

‘Actually, after meeting you nothing surprises me.’

‘I’m not sure if I should take that as a compliment or be insulted,’ Hattie replied.

‘Best take it as a compliment. So, how is the magical world doing these days?’

‘Fine. Pretty quiet, actually. I did have to have a little word with a shape shifter in Princes Street Gardens the other day.’

‘A shape shifter? What had he shape-shifted into?’

‘An old man.’

Michael watched her for a moment. ‘Are you sure it wasn’t an actual old man?’

‘Definitely. Though with some of the sights you see during the Festival it’s sometimes difficult to tell who’s human and who’s not. So, how’s things with you?’

‘Good, thanks. Tom’s got a girlfriend. Zoe. Seems nice. Ben and Ingrid are away to my brother’s for the week. They stay their every august before going back to school.’ 

‘The house will be a little quieter, then. But as much as it’s good to hear about the kids, I was asking how you were doing.’

‘Not much to say. Ploughing away at work. Still paranoid those pixies are going to return.’

‘Well, to paraphrase a certain movie song: if there’s something strange in your attic, who you gonna call?’

‘Hattie Turner!’ Michael finished, then laughed. ‘I’ve also met someone.’

‘Oh Michael, that’s great! Is she someone from your work?’

‘No. I just met her this morning, actually. In MoonDough, of all places.’

‘You just met her today?’

‘Yes. I know, I’m probably being silly. But you know when you get that feeling?’

‘And she’s the one you asked to your work thing,’ said Hattie.

Michael nodded. ‘Yes. I still feel awful about that. I’m sorry.’

‘Stop apologising. To be honest, it doesn’t sound the most fun thing to do. No offence.’

‘None taken. It probably will be boring.’

‘So why didn’t you invite this woman to the gig?’

‘I didn’t need to,’ said Michael. ‘She’s going to be there, anyway. She’s the singer.’

The Queen’s Hall had a capacity for 900. When Hattie and Michael reached the building and paid for their tickets at the door, the hall was a quarter filled with audience filling only the ground floor, while the balconies and upper levels remained in darkness. The audience were applauding as the dying notes of a song echoed around the room.
‘Nicole Daria,’ said Hattie, trying to recollect if she’d heard the name before. ‘Real name or stage name?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Michael. Their seats were at the end of row three so they quietly made their way along the aisle and sat down. Nicole was standing centre stage having just finished a song, a band of five around her. She wore a gold floor-length gown and her hair sat in a high bun.

‘Thank you,’ Nicole said into the microphone. ‘That’s one of my favourite songs. A timeless classic, I think you’ll agree.’

‘Michael, she’s gorgeous,’ said Hattie, giving him the thumbs up. Michael nodded in agreement.

‘Now, ladies and gentlemen, this next song is an exclusive. We’ve never performed it anywhere before, but we thought the fabulous Edinburgh Jazz and Blues Festival was the place to debut it.’ The band struck up the intro to the song; a jazzy number with saxophone and trumpets, as Nicole continued. ‘And I’d like to dedicate this to my new friend, Michael, who is with us tonight. This is for you, handsome.’

‘Song dedications already?’ Hattie teased Michael, who was gazing transfixed at Nicole.

And then Nicole sang.

By the time Ms.  Daria reached the chorus (‘Hey now baby I got something inside, don’t you know I’m not Jekyll but Hyde/You say I’m an angel of pure virtue, but this little devil is gonna get you), Hattie was not impressed. She was far from a music expert but even she knew when someone sounded off and half the notes Nicole hit sounded like the wrong ones. Surely Michael heard how off-key she was. But he still had that transfixed look. Eyes following Nicole as she moved about the stage. Hattie checked the people around her. Every one was smiling and moving to the music. Either they didn’t care about Nicole Daria’s singing or they were tone-deaf. This worried Hattie. Was there something wrong with her? First she seemed to be the only person in the world not to find Lyle Sanders hilarious, now she appeared to be the only one in the audience to find problems with the singer.

After sitting through eight more murdered songs, Hattie was ready to leave, but Michael pleaded with her to stick around so he didn’t make a fool of himself with Nicole. Hattie agreed but said she had to visit the bathroom. Really, she was going to leg it. She didn’t want to be a gooseberry while her neighbour drooled over a bad singer.
But just as she left Michael to order their drinks from the bar, she spotted Lyle Sanders heading her way. That’s all she needed.

‘That was quick,’ Michael said, as she reappeared by his side.

‘I didn’t need after all.’ She hoped Lyle’s attention had been taken by something - or someone - else.

‘So, what did you think?’ Michael asked. ‘Wasn’t she great? Such a sexy voice.’

‘Yeah, great.’

‘You don’t agree?’

‘I said great, didn’t I?’

‘You made a face.’

‘What? No, not about that. I just saw someone I don’t want to see.’

Michael frowned. ‘Oh, okay. So, you enjoyed the gig?’

‘The musicians were good.’ Jesus, what was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she just lie and say his girlfriend was amazing.

‘But not Nicole.’ Michael’s pleasant expression had hardened a little.

‘She... She was a little out of key,’ admitted Hattie.

‘What?’

‘Sorry, Michael. But she was. She’s still glamorous, sexy, whatever. But she was just a little off-tune, that’s all.’

The barman appeared and Michael placed their orders. ‘Look, I know what this is about.’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘I don’t want to say this but... well, I think you’re jealous.’

Hattie laughed. ‘What am I supposed to be jealous of?’

‘Nicole.’

‘Oh god, you sexist pig!’ she exclaimed. ‘A woman is less than enthusiastic about another woman and it must be because she’s jealous? Give me a break!’

‘I just think that you wanted to go to this dinner thing and were a little put-out when I told you I’d asked someone else. Which is understandable,’ he said hurriedly. ‘But trying to bring Nicole down just because she’s -’ he stopped himself from saying more, which was a good thing as Hattie was ready to slap him.

‘Because she’s what, Michael? Were you going to say because she’s beautiful, a goddess, where I’m just some plain-jane?’

‘You’re far from a plain jane, babes. You‘re a foxy lady.’ Lyle had appeared by her side, shades sitting atop his head. A pint glass in his hand. ‘Is this fella giving you trouble?’ he asked, sizing Michael up.

‘Who are you?’ Michael asked.

‘This,’ said Hattie, grabbing Lyle’s free hand, ‘is my boyfriend. So, I’m afraid you’re sadly mistaken if you think I’d ever be jealous of any woman who catches your eye. A woman who’s tone-deaf and a guy who’s up his own arse. You’re a match made in heaven. Goodbye.’

––––––––
[image: image]

CHAPTER FIVE

Hattie was still angry when she and Lyle got back to the house. On the bus, she’d received a text from Ed saying that he would be back around eleven as he and Donna had booked a table at a restaurant. She hadn’t texted back.
‘Just forget him,’ Lyle said, as Hattie flopped down on the sofa. He stood behind her and massaged her shoulders. She didn’t stop him. ‘He’s some wrinkly old fart who thinks he’s god’s gift to women.’

‘He’s the same age as you,’ Hattie pointed out.

‘Yeah, but I’ve got less grey hair than him. Honestly, babes. You don’t need men like that in your life. You need someone who’ll treat you like a goddess. Someone who has eyes only for you.’ The massage stopped as Lyle joined her on the sofa.

‘I’m not even interested in men -’

‘Oh, so you’re... You know...’

‘No, I’m not gay. I’m just not bothered about men at the moment. Jesus, women’s lives do not revolve around men, you know!’

Lyle raised defensive hands. ‘Alright, babes. I was just saying, though.’

‘Hang on, I thought you had a show tonight?’

‘I felt ill so cancelled it. Don’t worry, the punters will get refunds.’

‘So ill you had a pint in your hand?’

‘It’s one of those strange illnesses which only beer can cure.’

Hattie found herself smiling. ‘Well done,’ she said.

‘Well done for what?’

‘I think that’s the first time you’ve ever made me smile.’

Lyle shifted closer to her. ‘I can think of something else I can make you do,’ he said, his voice low and husky.

Hattie shook her head and laughed. ‘Behave. Oh, and that’s the first time you’ve made me laugh. You are doing well, tonight.’

‘I can do even better if you give me a chance.’ He took her hand and kissed her fingertips, watching her as he did so.

Bloody hell, Hattie, careful or you’re going to let yourself be seduced by Lyle bloody Sanders.

Michael and Nicole sat in a bar in the west end of the city. She had a cocktail with a rude name, he was nursing a pint of beer. He hadn’t been talkative much. He was still in shock at Hattie’s outburst. And who was that guy? She’d never mentioned a boyfriend before. His face was familiar, though.
Nicole was staring at her drink, a look of boredom on her face. He needed to snap out of it, or she’d end up leaving and he’d never see her again.

‘Thank you,’ he said.

She met his gaze. ‘Sorry?’

‘Thank you. For the song. Jekyll and Hyde, I think it was called.’

‘Yes. Glad you liked it.’

‘I loved it.’

‘Good.’

‘You have a beautiful voice, too. Very sultry.’

She grinned. ‘I’ve had years of practice to perfect it.’

‘Exactly. You’re a great singer.’

‘You said already. Is everything alright? You’ve been pretty quiet since I met you in the bar.’

‘I... I had an argument with someone.’

‘The girl you arrived with?’

‘Yes. She’s just a friend,’ he said quickly.

‘Was the argument about me?’ Nicole asked, running a finger around the rim of her glass.

Michael nodded. ‘I told her she was jealous.’

‘I bet she loved hearing that.’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Well, from what I saw of her, I have nothing to worry about. But next time we arrange to meet up, try not to bring her with you.’

‘I won’t. I promise.’ He broke into a smile. ‘So we’re doing this again?’

‘Sure,’ she shrugged. ‘You have... potential.’

‘Potential for what?’

‘For anything,’ she said, and winked at him.

He rested his chin on his hand. ‘God, you’re amazing. I could stare at you all night. That sounds creepy, doesn‘t it?’

‘The staring bit, yes. All night? Now, that sounds more fun.’

When Ed returned, Hattie was in the kitchen, fixing some supper for herself. Lyle had gone to his room. She still felt odd about kissing the man. Heck, it had been a bit more than just kissing. Whether it was still the anger about what Michael had said, or just the need for intimacy, after Lyle had kissed her fingertips she had grabbed him and kissed him, causing him to off-balance and sprawl back on the sofa. They’d been so close to the point of no return, Hattie had seen sense and sprung apart from him. She’d apologised profusely and thankfully he had not tried anything. Instead, he had just mumbled he was going to bed and he hadn’t come down since. One thing in his favour, though; he was a very good kisser.
‘Hello, sweetheart.’ Ed was all smiles as he went to stick the kettle on. ‘Good day?’

Hattie didn’t want to tell her dad about Michael. He’d only do the protective father thing. ‘Yeah, it was fine, thanks. Pretty quiet. How was your day?’

‘Good. Great, in fact.’

‘Well, I guessed it was going well when you said you were taking Donna out for dinner.’

‘She’s some woman,’ said Ed. ‘I totally forgot she was a witch, too.’

‘It’s not like she wears a sign around her neck, or anything,’ said Hattie, putting in another round of bread into the toaster.

‘I know, I know. One thing I don’t get is why she’s in a wheelchair, though.’

‘She told you about the car accident?’

‘Yes, but I mean. She’s a witch. Can’t she just, I don’t know, magic her legs better?’

‘It doesn’t work like that. She explained to me when we first met that she can’t fix things like that, or else she would have the moment it happened. But you had a good time, yes?’

‘So good we’re meeting up again later in the week.’

‘You sly old dog,’ Hattie teased.

‘I thought I was a charming old rogue?’

‘You’ve been promoted.’

‘I feel honoured. Oh, did you manage to find a dress for your neighbour’s thing?’

‘Yes and no.’

‘Yes and no?’

‘Yes, I found a dress. A couple of dresses, actually. But they’re not going to be for Michael’s work thing.’

‘You haven’t changed your mind, have you?’

‘Not quite. He’s asked someone else.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Ed sat back in his chair. ‘Well, I suppose you didn’t give him a definite answer, so he probably thought you would say no.’

A small part of Hattie thought: Yeah, you side with him. All men stick together, eh? But she didn’t say it out loud. Instead, she added a teabag to two cups and poured in the boiling water from the kettle. ‘We had a row.’ She said, without thinking.

‘You and Michael?’

‘He said I was jealous of the woman he asked. As if. At least I can hold a note when I sing.’

‘Well...’ Ed began, but shut up when Hattie spun to look at him. He changed direction. ‘So what did you say when he said you were jealous?’

‘I told him he was a sexist pig.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘Yeah, well, he’s off my christmas list, now,’ she joked. ‘I’m going to have my supper in my room, if that’s okay.’

‘Sure. Don’t mind me.’

She finished the drinks and passed a cup to her dad before putting her toast, cereal and cup of tea onto a tray and headed for the door. Ed gently touched her arm as she passed.

‘Are you sure you’re okay, sweetheart?’

‘Yeah, you know me. Nothing fazes me.’

Michael woke with a start. It took him a full minute to adjust to the dark and realise where he was. He had no recollection of how he got back to his house, or into his bed. Someone stirred next to him. How terrible that he couldn’t remember bringing Nicole home, nor what they had done. All he knew was that he was extremely tired and whole body felt heavy as if something was pressing down on him. It had been a while, he supposed. His body wasn’t used to bedroom antics, anymore.
The alarm clock said it was gone 2am. At least he had a lie-in to look forward to know it was the weekend. Hopefully Nicole would stick around. Maybe go for lunch somewhere. There were so many places in the city that he’d never visited yet.

When nature called, he lethargically got out of bed and knowing his children weren’t about, walked naked along to the bathroom. It was when he glanced at himself in the bathroom mirror, he noticed fresh scars across his chest and shoulders. The same was on his back. He couldn’t remember Nicole doing that, either. He made a mental note visit the doctor. The last thing he needed was lose his memory.

He returned to the bedroom. Nicole was still asleep. The air was stifling so Michael crossed over to the window. Glancing through the curtains, he noticed a couple of lights were still on in Hattie’s house. Was she still up? With her boyfriend? Then it clicked. The man was Lyle Sanders, the comedian. Michael owned a couple of his DVDs but hadn’t watched them in years. Why would Hattie be interested in Michael when she had someone like Sanders as her lover? God, what a mess. He would have to go and see her later that day. Apologise. 

He had been so deep in thought that he didn’t realise Hattie had been standing at the window, too. Just as he did and gave a weak wave, she moved away from view and the light went off.
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CHAPTER SIX

Hattie stared at herself in the mirror. She didn’t know why she had to get dressed up. It was only dinner, for god’s sake. She didn’t even want to go, and would have torn up the invitation with Ed none the wiser. But when she had found the invitation sticking through the letter box that morning, she had opened it in front of him.
The hastily-scribbled note had apologised for the row and invited Hattie, her “boyfriend” and Ed around to Michael’s for dinner at seven. She told Ed she wasn’t going. Ed told her she was going and not to be so childish.

‘And anyway, who refuses a free meal?’ he’d added.

‘I do,’ she’d shot back.

He’d just shook his head and went to phone Donna. Hattie had huffed and puffed... and then gone to her room to choose something to wear. Okay, so part of her was intrigued to meet Nicole in person. She was probably a perfectly nice woman, if a little tuneless. But if Michael expected an apology from her, he’d be waiting forever.

Later, when they were out buying some groceries from a nearby Tesco, Ed piped up: ‘Why did the invite mention a boyfriend?’

Hattie, who had been retrieving half a dozen tins of peas from a low shelf, stood up and put them into the trolley Ed was pushing. ‘I told Michael that Lyle was my boyfriend.’

‘May I ask why?’

‘It was a sheer moment of madness. In hindsight. I mean, the man was saying I was jealous of his girlfriend. Lyle appeared, and I just said it.’

‘And are you jealous?’

‘Don’t you start.’

The conversation turned to Ed and Donna’s newly-formed friendship. As Hattie listened to her father describe his day with the head of the coven, she knew he was smitten.

‘You know, we could always forget about Michael’s dinner and invite Donna over to ours tonight,’ Hattie suggested, once Ed had finished.

‘Coward.’

‘Oh, so you don’t want to Donna to come round to the house?’

‘You can’t get out of it that easily, madam,’ said Ed. ‘The man apologised, didn’t he? In that note? And anyway, I had a word with him when I put the rubbish out this morning and told him we’d be there.’

‘I wondered why you were taking so long,’ said Hattie.

‘Anyway, I’m taking Donna out tomorrow night. You’re invited, of course. In fact, she suggested you come along as well.’

‘Ha, she probably wants a chaperone. Doesn’t want to be left alone with you,’ Hattie said as they made their way along the freezer aisle.

‘A chaperone for Donna? More like a chaperone for me. She’s quite a forward lady,’ Ed confessed, though he didn’t seem troubled by the claim.

‘Dare I ask in what way?’ Hattie winced, scanning the rows of ice-creams and ice lollies.

‘She pinched my bum as I was leaving her flat.’

Hattie laughed outloud, getting a few looks from fellow shoppers. She ignored them. ‘Admit it, you loved it.’

‘It’s been, well, many decades since someone did that. It took me back to my school days where some of the bad girls would go around pinching boys’ bottoms.’

‘Oh, the rebels,’ said Hattie, choosing a tub of Neopolitan ice-cream.

‘I’ve never been the same since.’

‘That explains things,’ quipped Hattie.

At half past six Michael was in a panic. The food seemed to be taking forever to cook, Tom had opted out of the dinner and decided to stay over at Zoe’s (‘Don’t worry, dad. I’ll be in the spare room. Her parents will be there, anyway.’) and Nicole had said she’d arrive at six and he’d not heard a word from her. And to top things off, the clothes he’d chosen to wear for the dinner were now bunged into the washing machine after Michael had tripped over his own feet and spilled his glass of wine all over him. Now, he was in his underpants and socks and frantically searching his wardrobe for something to wear. All he need now was the doorbell to go.
The doorbell went.

Muttering a string of expletives under his breath, Michael dashed downstairs and yelled. ‘Come in!’ before bolting back up to his room and chucking on a pair of grey chinos and a black polo-neck sweater. He heard the voices rise from the ground floor.

‘Hello?’ An aged, gravely voice called out. That would be Hattie’s father, Ed. Michael prepared himself for facing Hattie as he rushed downstairs, reaching the lobby where his three guests stood and panting slightly.

‘You okay?’ Ed asked, clutching a bottle of wine. Then both men took in what the other was wearing. Ed, too, was dressed in grey chinos - the same grey chinos as Michael. Thankfully, the man had chosen a black v-necked sweater, though. ‘We obviously have the same tastes,’ chuckled Ed, before holding out the bottle.

Michael took the gift from Ed and then greeted Hattie and her boyfriend. Michael had to admit, Ms Turner scrubbed up well. The black and white polka-dot dress fitted her perfectly. Her hair was brushed back into a retro style; the hairband matched the dress. And he was sure this was the first time he’d ever seen her in high heels.

‘Hattie, glad you could make it,’ said Michael. ‘And you must be Lyle. Pleased to meet you properly.’ He held out a hand and noticed that Lyle didn’t shake it until Hattie nudged him.

‘Yeah, you too,’ Lyle muttered, before slipping the same hand around Hattie’s waist, pulling her closer to him. If he wasn’t mistaken, Michael thought Hattie seemed a little awkward.

‘Come through to the kitchen,’ Michael said, leading them through to where he’d set the table for five. ‘The food’s not quite ready yet, though there’s some breadsticks if you’re peckish.’

‘Sorry we’re a bit early,’ said Ed.

‘You’re the one who said we should arrive early,’ Hattie told her dad. ‘I was all for leaving at seven on the dot.’

‘It doesn’t matter. You’re here, which is the main thing,’ said Michael. He put Ed’s bottle on the counter and checked the oven.

‘Wow, that smells wonderful,’ said Ed. ‘I’m glad I had a light lunch.’

‘It’s just a roast chicken. I’ve roasted the potatoes and sprinkled them with rosemary. And the veg is roasted, too.’

‘Lovely,’ Ed sat down at the table as Hattie and Lyle sat on the other side. ‘And what’s for pudding?’

‘Dad,’ said Hattie. ‘You’re being a bit presumptuous. Michael might not have a dessert.’

‘No, no. It’s fine. Well, Ed, you have a choice between a Strawberry Sorbet or a Lemon Cheesecake.’

‘Home-made?’ Lyle asked, helping himself to the wine on the table. He went to pour some in the glass by Hattie put she shook her head.

‘Afraid not,’ Michael admitted. ‘Shop-bought. I’m afraid I’m not a great baker.’

Michael joined the trio at the table, checking the food every five minutes. The conversation moved on to Ed and Lyle’s thoughts on Edinburgh, and Michael was heartened to find Hattie relax a bit more as she joined in the chatter.

When the doorbell rang again, Michael was almost annoyed at the intrusion before he remembered Nicole. He excused himself from the table and went to answer the door.

‘Hope I’m not too late,’ Nicole said by way of greeting as she stepped into the house, air-kissing Michael and slipping off her shades. Despite himself, Michael couldn’t help comparing his two female guests. Where his neighbour was quite literally the girl-next-door, Nicole just had an air of sophistication and oozed sexiness without effort. She unpinned her shawl to reveal a deep pink jumpsuit Michael remembered seeing in the shop window of Harrods. Curious of the price at the time, he remembered the outfit cost several hundred pounds.

‘You look stunning,’ Michael said, hanging up the shawl and taking her hand, ready to show her off. He hadn’t told her who was going to be at the dinner, but hoped she wouldn’t mind Hattie’s presence.

Michael walked into the kitchen, still holding Nicole’s hand. ‘Everyone, this is Nicole Daria. Nicole, this is Ed, Hattie and Lyle.’

Several things happened at once. And with Michael keen for everyone to have a good time, he noticed every occurence. First, he felt Nicole’s hand tighten in his grip. Hattie, who had just been sharing a joke with her dad and boyfriend, stared down at the table. Ed beamed at Nicole, his eyes giving her the once-over. But the strange thing was Lyle’s reaction. He swore, not quietly enough to not be heard and then folded his arms as if he’d just been insulted.

‘Hello there.’ Ed was on his feet and extending his hand. Nicole moved passed Michael and slipped her hand into the older man’s.

‘Hello yourself,’ she simpered.

Michael watched the two with bemusement. Was Nicole flirting with the old guy? Ed did seem the kind who appreciated female attention.

‘Hi,’ Hattie said awkwardly, once Nicole had let go of Ed’s hand and sat in the chair next to him.

‘Hello.’ There was a coolness to Nicole’s voice as she replied.

Lyle just nodded at Nicole. ‘Nicci.’

‘Lyle,’ Nicole said, her tone changing completely. She reached across and took his hands in her own. ‘How lovely to see you again. How are you, my darling?’

‘Fine,’ Lyle replied, through gritted teeth before extracting his hands. ‘Didn’t expect to see you here.’

‘No?’ Nicole said. ‘Well, Michael and I are dating.’

‘Is that what you call it?’ Lyle said tersely.

Michael watched the exchange with a frown. Oh god. Were they ex-partners? That would explain Lyle’s reaction upon seeing Nicole. Maybe she had dumped him and he hadn’t got over it.

‘You two know each other?’ Ed asked, saving Michael the trouble.

‘Unfortunately,’ Lyle muttered, before pouring more wine into his glass.

Nicole laughed. ‘Lyle and I go way back, don’t we Lilac?’

The comedian lay a hand across the back of Hattie’s chair. ‘Doesn’t Hattie look great?’ He said, to no one in particular.

‘She gets her looks from me,’ joked Ed.

‘I meant the dress,’ Lyle went on. ‘Not bad for a fiver from Oxfam.’

The kitchen descended into silence. Michael caught Hattie blush. His heart went out to her.

’I’ve bought the odd top or trousers from a charity shop. You can get some nice things there. The kids love looking through the books.’

‘Yes, it’s amazing what you can get in charity shops,’ said Nicole. ‘From what I hear.’

‘Oh, I bet you don’t need to bother with second-hand shops,’ said Ed, oblivious to the expression on his daughter’s face. ‘Where did you get that impressive outfit from?’

‘Harrods, of course. It’s the only place I shop,’ said Nicole. ‘I’m just glad this town has a store, or I would have had to order from London. Have you ever tried shopping in a Harrod’s store, Hattie?’ She asked. ‘Hmm, Hattie. Hattie. What exactly is that short for?’

‘Hat-stand,’ Ed joked and then gave his daughter an apologetic look as Nicole laughed.

‘It’s Harriet, actually,’ the redhead said in a quiet voice.

‘Then shouldn’t you be called Harry, instead?’ Nicole asked.

‘We did for the first few years,’ admitted Ed. ‘But she said she didn’t want to get mistaken for a boy so Hattie it was.’

This made Nicole laugh again. Michael thought the teasing was getting a bit much. To save her further embarrassment, he asked Hattie to help him serve up. Silently she got up from her seat and followed him across the room to the where the fan-assisted oven sat.

‘Thank you for coming,’ he said, as they set about putting the food onto the plates.

‘Like dad says, who refuses free food,’ she replied. Michael laughed but she wasn’t smiling.

‘Don’t listen to them,’ he went on. ‘You look fantastic. Very retro.’

This brought a small smile to her face. ‘Thanks. This was one of the dresses I bought for your work thing. I’m guessing it would have been too much.’

‘Totally,’ Michael deadpanned. ‘Far too fun for that po-faced lot. And Lyle seems to like it, which is all that matters.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Do you think they used to go out? Lyle and Nicole, I mean. There’s definitely a history between them.’

‘I think you’re right.’

‘What are you two whispering about?’ Lyle called over from the table.

‘The fact that you’re a rubbish comedian,’ Hattie replied. Then she leant towards Michael and said in a low murmur. ‘He is rubbish. I don’t know why I’m the only one to see it.’

‘Ha, she’s got a great sense of humour,’ said Lyle.

‘At least one of us has,’ Hattie shot back.

Lyle laughed again. ‘Brilliant!’

Michael and Hattie got the rest of the food dished up and soon everyone was tucking into the steaming roast dinner. With everyone eating the delicious food, conversation was kept to a minimum. Not long after the main course had been replaced with the desserts, Lyle declared he needed to leave as he was due on stage in less than an hour. He threw his sorbet down his throat and stood.

‘Thanks for the grub, Mikey,’ he said to the host.

‘Michael,’ Michael said, rising from his chair. ‘It was my pleasure. Good luck with the show.’

‘Cheers.’ Lyle looked down at Hattie who was tucking into a slice of cheesecake. ‘You wanna come watch?’

Hattie’s face said it all, thought Michael, and  he wondered if the pair had had an argument. ‘No, I’ve seen it before,’ Hattie replied.

‘We went to Lyle’s first show,’ Ed explained for the benefit of the guests.

‘You poor things,’ said Nicole, dabbing the sides of her mouth with her napkin.

‘Once seen never forgotten, eh?’ Hattie asked her.

‘Something like that,’ replied the other woman.

With reddening cheeks, Lyle bent down to kiss Hattie goodbye. He was obviously aiming for her mouth but she turned away at the last minute and Lyle ended up colliding with her ear. Definitely an argument, thought Michael.

The remaining foursome stayed in the kitchen once the desserts had gone, and finished off the wine. Being the host, Michael refrained from drinking too much. Ed, on the other hand, had attacked the wine with gusto and was swaying a little in his chair. His words slurring as he spoke.

‘So you’ll be the lucky lady Michael’s asked to his work’s dinner, then?’ Ed said, addressing Nicole.

‘Yes, I am,’ she replied.

‘See, Hattie wouldn’t have liked it,’ Ed went on. ‘These corporate things are as boring as hell, and I should know. Did you know Michael asked Hattie first?’

‘No. He didn’t tell me.’ Nicole’s tone was ice-cold.

‘Dad,’ Hattie warned. ‘It was before you two met,’ she explained to Nicole. ‘He didn’t know anyone else to ask.’

‘Exactly,’ Michael injected. Considering he was now the topic of conversation, he felt he should at least join in. ‘I didn’t think she’d say yes, anyway.’

Nicole shot a look at Hattie. ‘You said yes?’

‘No.’ Hattie shook her head. ‘I definitely didn’t say yes.’

‘It’s true,’ said Michael, racking his brains and trying to think of a different conversation topic.

‘But she bought some dresses anyway,’ added Ed, pouring the last dregs of the wine into his glass.

‘Like the little frock you’re wearing this evening?’

‘No,’ said Hattie. Well, that was a lie, thought Michael. ‘Anyway, I think dad’s had enough to drink. I’d better take him home.’

‘Hey,’ protested Ed.

‘Thanks for the dinner, Michael,’ she continued, moving across to help Ed up.

‘It’s still early. Stay for a coffee. Both of you,’ said Michael.

‘We’ve got a busy day tomorrow. Need to be up early.’

‘Do we?’ Ed asked with a frown.

‘Well, I’ll see you out,’ Michael told them, and pushed back his chair to stand.

‘No need,’ said Hattie quickly. ‘It was nice meeting you, Nicole.’

‘Likewise,’ the other woman muttered.

Michael checked the time on the wall clock. It had just gone ten o’clock. Well, that had been a quick dinner party. At least Nicole was still there. He moved across to the sink and ran the hot tap, ready to soak the plates and cutlery.

‘I need to go, too,’ Nicole declared, after he suggested they go through to the sofa and watch a movie.

‘What?’ He said, turning off the tap. ‘Why?’

‘I have another gig,’ she explained. ‘One that starts at eleven.’

‘You never said.’

‘You never said about asking her out before me,’ Nicole countered.

‘I didn’t ask her out out. And like she said, it was before you and I met. I’d much rather take you, anyway.’

This time Nicole’s eyes crinkled as she smiled. She crossed the room and wrapped her arms around Michael. ‘You just can’t get enough of me,’ she remarked.

He reached around her and grabbed a towel to dry his hands before slipping his hands around her waist. ‘I’m your slave,’ he murmured before leaning in for a kiss. When they finally broke apart, Michael only had one thing on his mind. ‘Don’t go,’ he said. ‘Stay the night.’

‘I’d love to, but people have paid for the tickets. I’ll maybe call by afterwards. We should be finished by half midnight. Then you can have me all to yourself.’

‘Mmm, I look forward to it, Hattie.’

He realised his mistake a second after Nicole. Her grin vanished and she moved away from his reach. Her voice sounded cold when she spoke. ‘Seriously, Michael. Decide who you want and then give me a call, huh?’

He stood there, mentally kicking himself. Why on earth had he called her “Hattie”? ‘I want you!’ he cried, but Nicole had already made a swift exit. Her only reply was to slam the front door shut.

Michael thumped the kitchen counter in self-disgust, swore at the pain spreading through his hand, and then went to see if there was any wine left.

Someone was tapping on Hattie’s bedroom door. Her headache made the sound seem much louder than it was and she told her visitor to come in. Ed had probably woken up from where she’d left him sprawled on the sofa and come to apologise for his behaviour. She was annoyed at him for mentioning the whole work dinner fiasco in front of Nicole. The woman had given Hattie nothing other than dirty glances throughout the meal. She knew it had been a mistake to even go.
The door opened and Lyle popped his head round the door. Hattie immediately pulled the duvet closer.

‘Hi. Can I come in?’ he asked.

‘What is it?’ She hoped he didn’t want a replay of the other day on the sofa.

He stepped into the room and sat by her on the bed. ‘It’s about Michael.’

‘Michael? What about him? Has something happened?’

‘No. Not yet, anyway,’ Lyle said. He shook his head. ‘It’s been playing on my mind all night. Even when I was on stage, I was mulling things over. Couldn’t concentrate on what I was doing.’

‘Lyle, stop talking in riddles. It’s late and I’ve got a banging headache.’

‘Sorry.’

Hattie watched him. He wasn’t his usual louche, over-bearing self. She adopted a gentler tone. ‘Just say what you want to say.’

Lyle shifted slightly. ‘Nicole’s bad news. Don’t ask me how I know. I just do.’

‘She’s a bit up herself but it’s Michael’s choice. He’s a grown man.’

‘It’s not that. Just... trust me. He’s in danger if he carries on with her.’

Hattie watched the man. ‘What do you mean, Lyle? How is he in danger?’

Lyle shook his head and stood up. ‘I’ve said too much.’

‘You bloody have not,’ Hattie replied. ‘You can’t just say that and then go!’

‘I’m sorry.’ He headed for the door. Hattie leapt out of bed and pushed the door shut, glaring at the man.

‘I’m not letting you out of here until you explain things,’ she told him.

Lyle stared at the door and then looked at her. ‘You don’t want me to be in your room. Especially with you looking like that.’

‘Tartan pyjamas do it for you, do they?’ she quipped.

‘Look, I - Please, Hattie, just let me leave.’

There was a glint in his eye that unnerved her. She pulled the door open and watched him leave. As soon as he stepped into the hallway, he seemed to relax. ‘Just keep an eye on Michael, okay?’

She waited until Lyle had disappeared down the set of stairs to his own room and then closed the door. She stood there, in utter confusion. What the hell just happened? And why was Michael in danger?
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Over the next two weeks, every time Hattie tried to corner Lyle to get him to explain what he’d said, the man had made his excuses and left the house, not returning until very late and claiming he was too tired to chat. She hadn’t told Ed about Lyle’s warning. Her father was spending more and more time with Donna, even staying away the occasional night. He’d reappear in the morning, offering her a sheepish greeting.
She hadn’t seen Michael much, either. The only time she’s seen her neighbour was when he’d brought his kids home from their holiday. The youngest, Ingrid, had waved at Hattie as she waited to get unbelted from the back seat of the car. Hattie hadn’t seen any sign of Nicole. She wondered if Michael didn’t want the woman around while the kids were about. Tonight was Michael’s work dinner at the Forth Floor Restaurant on the roof of the Harvey Nichol’s store in the centre of town.

Hattie stirred a large pot of stew. It was her turn to be dinner host, after Ed had asked Donna over for a meal. The festivals were coming to a close and that meant Ed would be leaving soon. She hoped he and Donna would stay in touch.

Ed had left the house at five to choose some wines for the meal, including some non-alcoholic beverages since Donna was tee-total. That had been forty-five minutes ago. Donna was due to arrive at six. She hoped Ed would be back soon. Hattie heard the creak of the stairs. She knew it was Lyle. She put down the cookery book she was reading and dashed into the hallway to catch him before he left.

Lyle jumped at her sudden appearance, but regained his composure quickly. ‘Just off out,’ he said, intending to pass her. She barred his way.

‘You’re more than welcome to stay for the meal, you know,’ she said. ‘Dad said he did ask you, since you’ll be leaving at the weekend.’

‘Yeah,’ Lyle said, awkwardly. ‘Thanks but I’m -’

‘Busy, yes,’ said Hattie. ‘You seem to have been busy ever since you were in my room that night. Strange that. Anyone would think you’re avoiding me.’

‘Avoiding you, babes? Not at all.’ He was a bad liar as well as a terrible comedian.

‘Good. Then you’ll stay. You can set the table, then. Follow me.’

She did expect him to bolt, but he surprised her by meekly following her into the kitchen. She showed him where the tableware was and left him to it as she returned to the stew pot.

‘Smells nice,’ he remarked, unfolding the red table runner.

‘Thanks.’

‘I meant the stew,’ Lyle added.

Hattie glanced around at him, bemused. ‘Yes, I know.’

Ed came back minutes later. Bottles clattering in the two carrier bags in his hands. ‘We have wine,’ he declared. ‘And not-wine. Oh, hello, Lyle.’

‘Ed,’ Lyle nodded an hello as he placed the coasters and mats around the table.

‘Lyle’s decided to accept your invitation. He’s staying for the meal,’ explained Hattie.

‘Great,’ said Ed, putting the drinks down on the counter. ‘The more the merrier. Right, what time is it?’

Hattie checked her watch. ‘Donna’s due in five minutes.’

‘Christ!’ Ed exclaimed. ‘I didn’t think I’d be that long! I need to shower and change.’

‘You showered this morning and you don’t need to change. It’s just an informal gathering,’ Hattie told him.

‘But I bought some clothes especially for tonight.’

‘Well, you’d better hurry up, then,’ said Hattie.

Ed rushed out the room and stomped up the stairs. Satisfied at how the stew was coming along, Hattie gave the pan of boiling vegetables a stir.

‘So, who’s Donna? His girlfriend?’ asked Lyle, who’d finished setting the table and was sat on one of the chairs facing Hattie.

‘Yeah. Well, I think he’s hoping she’ll be his girlfriend. It’s sweet. He’s like a teenager.’

‘What about your mum? Is she around or -?’

‘She’s around,’ said Hattie. ‘I don’t like to talk about her. Not when I was to have a good day.’

‘I had parents like that, too. My mother always favoured my sister over me. Barely tolerated me. But I had the last laugh when I became successful, despite her saying I’d amount to nothing.’

‘You proved her wrong, then,’ said Hattie, realising this was the first time Lyle had mentioned anything personal about himself.

‘Yeah. Hey, remember what you said the other week, about me being a rubbish comedian? You were joking, weren’t you?’ Lyle asked. ‘I mean, I think it’s pretty obvious that I’ve done well for myself. I can’t be rubbish if I’ve won awards now, can I?’

Hattie had wondered if he’d bring it up. It must have been playing on his mind. She left the vegetables and joined him at the table. ‘Look, humour is subjective. Two people can watch the same comedian. One may find him absolutely hilarious. The other might find no humour in the jokes.’

Lyle frowned. ‘Sorry, are you saying you don’t find me funny?’

‘Hey, what does it matter?’ Hattie replied. ‘I’m just one person. You seem to have an army of fans. What do you care what I think?’

‘But... you should find me funny.’

‘Oh really? I think it’s up to me what I should and shouldn’t do.’

‘No, you don’t understand -’ Lyle began, but there was a knock at the front door. Donna had arrived.

Michael gazed at Nicole as she held centre-court at the dinner, regailing the diners with tales of all the countries she had sung in. He was so glad he’d met her. She was beautiful, interesting, kind and, if truth be known, the sex was amazing. Yes, he seemed to tire quickly after they had made love and been left feeling rather weak but he put it down to getting older. If anything, Nicole made him feel young.
All his male colleagues sat forward in their seats, entranced by Nicole. None of the women seemed too pleased at the attention his date was getting, but that was probably because Nicole was the best-looking woman in the room. The others just couldn’t compete.

After the dinner, there was dancing. Michael and Nicole swept around the room in time to the soft jazz music. The singer - a young black woman - was good but her voice was nothing compared to Nicole’s.

As one song ended and the audience applauded politely, Michael led Nicole out onto the balcony of the restaurant that looked over the gardens of St Andrew’s Square where several tents were still erected from the Blues Festival which had been held there. The air was muggy outside and Michael undid the buttons of his dinner jacket. Nicole, who was dressed in an Harrod’s exclusive; a black, one-shouldered mini-dress from Versace, threw back her hair and raised her chin a little, fanning her face with her black clutch bag. She was a goddess. And he would follow her forever.

‘I love you,’ he found himself saying, as she leaned against the balcony.

‘I know,’ she whispered.

Michael laughed. ‘I have an urge to get down on one knee and propose. It’s silly, isn’t it? We’ve only known each other for a month. You haven’t even met my children yet.’

Nicole reached out and pulled his tie, bringing him closer to her. She kissed him. Her hands ran through his hair as she pressed herself to him. Any thoughts he had about his colleagues catching them, disappeared as he lost himself to this exceptional woman.

The dinner was going well. Far better than Michael’s had. Donna had arrived by taxi, with the taxi driver helping her into her chair and opening the gate for her. Ed had fussed over her until Donna had given him a look that said I’ve lived with this for years. I don’t need nannying. She and Lyle had been introduced, and Donna had confessed to being a fan, which perked Lyle up a bit, though Hattie noticed he was very quiet.

‘Do you think you should have invited Michael over?’ Ed asked, in the middle of dinner, when the conversation had lulled. ‘You know, as a thank you for his dinner.’

Hattie shook her head and swallowed the wine she’d just supped. ‘He’s not in. He’ll be at the Forth Floor Restaurant with Nicole. His work thing, remember?’

‘Oh yes, of course,’ said Ed.

Lyle sat up in his chair. ‘That’s tonight?’ he said, his eyes darting around the table.

‘Yes. Why?’ Hattie asked, wondering what on earth it had to do with him.

Lyle pushed back his chair and got up, slipping his phone from out of his pocket. ‘I need to make a call. I’ll be back in a minute.’

‘Is he alright?’ asked Donna.

‘Don’t mind him, he’s a bit strange,’ said Hattie.

‘It must be because he’s magical,’ remarked Donna as she ate another chunk of the stew.

Hattie and Ed exchanged looks. ‘Excuse me?’ said Hattie, lowering her fork and knife. ‘What do you mean? That is Lyle Sanders, you know.’

‘Yes,’ nodded Donna, smiling. ‘I sensed it when I shook his hand. I’m not sure what he is. But he’s not human.’

‘You sure you haven’t slipped some vodka into her drink, dad?’

Ed held up his hands in protest. ‘Not guilty.’

Donna frowned. ‘You didn’t know?’

‘Um, no,’ said Hattie. ‘Why would I? Lyle Sanders is human. I would have known. That’s my usual schtick; knowing when magical beings are around.’

‘Well, you must be having an off-day or something, because that man is not what he says he is.’

The table was quiet when Lyle returned. ‘Couldn’t get through,’ he explained, through gritted teeth. He put his phone on the table next to him and kept glancing at it.

Hattie knew it was up to her to make the comedian - or whatever he was - tell the truth. She kept her voice calm. ‘You need to tell the truth, Lyle. Or bad things are going to happen.’

Lyle laughed uneasily. ‘What?’

Hattie slammed the table. ‘What are you?’

‘Well, according to you, I’m a bad comedian,’ he said.

‘And?’ said Donna, then she pointed to herself. ‘Real-life witch. So don’t try anything silly.’

‘Witch?’ he laughed and picked up his fork. ‘Are you lot drunk?’

It happened in a flash. One second Lyle was making to pierce a cube of carrot, the next he held the fork dangerously close to his eye. ‘What the hell?’ he cried.

‘Witch, remember?’ Donna said, staring at him. ‘You need to start talking or that fork is going through your eyeball.’

‘This is crazy!’

‘Lyle, seriously!’ Hattie yelled, sick of the man.

‘Alright!’ he yelled. ‘Just call the witch off.’

Hattie nodded towards Donna and the fork clattered on the table.

‘Thank you,’ said Lyle. ‘God,’ he exclaimed.

‘I think for your own safety, you need to start talking,' Ed told him.

Lyle chucked back the rest of his wine and then wiped his mouth. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘You’re right. I’m not just a comedian. Bad or otherwise. I’m what you’d call an Incubus.’

Whatever Hattie was expecting, it was not that.

‘A sex demon?’ asked Ed, in his usual blunt way.

‘That’s not all,’ Lyle continued. ‘Nicole is my half-sister. She’s a Succubus.’

The food had gone cold. The dessert remained in the fridge. Everyone sat in silence as Lyle explained everything.
‘I was the black sheep of the family. I didn’t want to be - what did you call it, Ed? - a sex demon. I liked making people laugh so I left my family and that life behind and started living amongst humans. But I wasn’t very good. In fact, I was terrible. But I loved it. Being on stage, being the focus of attention by a room full of people. So, I... used my abilities to make myself popular.’

‘You glamoured people,’ said Donna.

Lyle nodded. ‘Yeah. At first, I just did it with the small audiences in the tiny clubs I’d play. But I suppose I got greedy. And the more people thought I was good, the bigger the places I got booked and so I just glamoured everyone I came into contact with. When I started winning awards and getting my own TV shows, I knew I couldn’t stop. I daren’t stop.’

Realisation hit Hattie and if Ed and Donna hadn’t been there, she would have thumped Lyle. What had happened between them on the sofa that night, he must have glamoured her! How dare he! She felt... violated.

‘And when Hattie didn’t succumb to the glamour, I thought she was of magical origins, too. Well, all the magical objects in the house was a massive hint, anyway.’

Hattie was open-mouthed. ‘You can see them? The objects?’

Lyle nodded. ‘Yeah. But you never mentioned them so I left them alone.’

‘So the charms didn’t work?’ said Ed.

Donna bristled. ‘The charms work. But just on normal humans.’

‘Hang on, you said Nicole was your sister and that she’s a Succubus. Has that something to do with what you told me? About Michael being in danger?’

Lyle frowned. ‘What do you know about our kind?’

Hattie shrugged. ‘Just what’s been written on the net and in books. I’ve never met one until now.’

‘Well, my sister has a habit of tiring of the man she has her claws into, very quickly. Likes to get rid of them after a while, in what she calls a “fun way”.’

‘And what kind of way is that?’ asked Hattie, afraid of the answer.

His look was all she needed. She got up from her chair. ‘We need to get to Michael. Now.’
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Hattie had been in a panic as to the best transport to use to get to the city centre that Donna had ordered a taxi in the meantime. She must have known the driver as the man - bald-headed and wearing a Scotland rugby shirt - drew up in his cab less than ten minutes later. As everyone left the house, the driver got out of his large cab and opened the back door and then lifted up the boot. As Ed and Lyle helped Donna out of her chair and into the car, Hattie got into the front passenger seat tried not to be impatient. She wish she had Michael’s mobile number. She had his landline number - the same one the previous occupant of the house, Elsie, had - but that was of no use.
Once everyone in the car and the wheelchair folded up and in the boot, the driver - “Call me Dave” - took off. Donna told him not to mess about and to take them to Harvey Nichols straight away, so Dave forewent the scenic, more expensive route, and had them outside the department store in the space of five minutes.

The area was busy. With the gardens still home to the Blues Festival and the shops still open, plenty of people were milling about. Hattie went to make for the entrance to the store, but she happened to glance up.

‘He’s going to fall!’ she cried, as the others followed her gaze.

Ed, who had paid the driver, was the last to look up. ‘What’s he standing on the ledge for?’

‘It’s Nicole,’ explained Lyle. ‘She’s glamoured him. Has done from the start. That’s how she gets rid of the men once she tires of them. Makes them kill themselves.’

With the four of them looking skywards, people nearby did the same. Soon a small crowd were watching. Hattie noticed several held their phones towards Michael, like ghouls, ready to catch the moment he fell.

‘Jesus christ,’ said Ed.

’Bloody demons,’ said Donna. She still sat in the back of the taxi as the driver tried to unfold the chair while glancing towards the balcony.

‘We need to get up there,’ said Hattie.

‘Too late!’ cried Donna

They stood helpless as Michael stepped forward and fell. Several people cried. One or two cameras clicked. Hattie cried out. Someone said they were calling for an ambulance.

Michael’s body landed on the pavement below. The crowd scattered back. Traffic came to a crawl. A tram trundled past. Faces appeared at the windows, eager to catch sight of whatever was going on.

Hattie raced forward and knelt by Michael. He’d landed on his back. She wouldn’t be surprised if he’d broken it. She heard Donna yell to someone to let her past and a second later the witch was beside her, sitting in her wheelchair.

‘I did a quick spell,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Slowed down his fall a bit. I don’t know if it’ll have done any good.’

Hattie stared at the poor man’s body. Blood ran from the back of his head down into the cracks in the pavement. Above them, dozens of faces peered down from the balcony in shock. None of them belonged to Nicole.

The waiting room was empty. Rows of old, plastic chairs sat unoccupied before a small table of months old magazines. Hattie had picked up some of them but couldn’t focus. She had gone in the ambulance with Michael, but since she wasn’t family, she was told to stay in the waiting room. Ed had gone to Michael’s house. He’d seen Michael leave the house earlier and the three kids wave him goodbye. Hattie didn’t envy her father the job of telling the children, especially the younger two. Donna said she would get Dave to drive her to the hospital, though she hadn’t appeared yet. Lyle was god knows where.
What a mess, Hattie thought, leaning back on her chair. Why hadn’t she known about Lyle and Nicole. That was her thing, to sense when magical folk were about. Was she losing her abilities? If she had known, she could have warned Michael, instead of making him think she was jealous of his girlfriend.

But would he have believed you? a voice in the back of her mind asked.

‘Probably not,’ she said out loud. Her phone beeped.

‘Dad,’ she said, answering it.

‘I’m bringing Tom and the little ones over,’ he said. ‘We’re in the taxi now. Any news?’

‘They won’t tell me anything. I’m not family.’ Hattie told him what ward Michael had been taken to and then Ed said they’d be there soon.

She hung up and got up from the chair, glancing at the different posters on the walls as she paced the floor. She hated hospitals. Hated waiting, too. A nurse passed by and gave Hattie a tight smile before disappearing through the double doors.

The next time the doors opened, Ed and the children arrived, followed minutes later by Donna. Ben and Ingrid were quiet, both had red, blotchy eyes. Tom was pale.

‘How is he? What happened?’ he asked Hattie.

A tall man in a long white coat and thick-rimmed glasses followed them in. ‘Are you Mr Mason’s family?’ he asked, his gazing shifting from Hattie to Ed then to Tom and the kids.

‘I’m his son,’ said Tom. ‘Is he okay?’

The doctor regarded Ben and Ingrid. ‘There’s some toys across over there if you want to play with them. Some colouring pens and paper, too. Why don’t you draw your dad a picture?’

‘We don’t want to,’ said Ingrid, sadly.

‘Go on, you two. You can see dad soon, okay?’ said Tom.

Silently, the two youngsters crossed the room to where a table of toys sat. They started playing with them half-heartedly.

‘Your dad’s in a serious but stable condition,’ said the doctor. ‘With the distance he fell, it’s a miracle he didn’t break his back. He‘s unconscious at the moment and we‘re running tests but we‘re not duly concerned at the moment.’

Hattie mouthed “thank you” at Donna.

‘Can I see him?’ Tom asked.

‘Of course,’ said the doctor, glancing across at Ben and Ingrid. They had heard Tom ask to see their father and come running over. The doctor led Michael’s children out of the waiting room. ‘Now, don’t be alarmed at the tubes. They’re just precautions...’ his voice cut off as the door closed behind them.

‘Anyone want a drink?’ Ed asked, checking the amount of change in his wallet.

‘A double-whisky,’ said Hattie.

‘Not sure hospitals offer that. I can stretch to a tea of coffee. Or if the canteen’s still open, I can get you a soft drink.’

‘A coffee will be great, thanks.’

‘Donna?’

‘The same. Thanks, Ed.’

Donna wheeled her chair across to the table with the magazines and picked up an old copy of Hello with a minor royal on the front cover. ‘It’s not your fault, you know,’ she said to Hattie, once it was just the two of them. Hattie said nothing, just sat back down. ‘If I know you, you’ll wonder why you didn’t realise Nicole was a demon. Lyle, too.’

‘I could have warned Michael.’

‘He wouldn’t have believed you, though, would he? He lands himself a sexy woman but he’ll dump her because you say she’s a demon. Come on.’

‘I wonder where she is,’ Hattie said.

‘Probably gone to hunt down another man.’

‘Did you see what happened to Lyle?’

Donna put the magazine down. ‘No, but he looked pissed off. Swearing and calling Nicole all sorts of names.’

‘Probably an act. Succubi and Incubi, they usually work together, don’t they?’

‘Usually, yes. But you heard him, he didn’t want to be that.’

‘Hmm.’

The double-doors opened again.

‘Speak of the devil,’ said Hattie. ‘Pun intended,’ she added, as Lyle joined them in the waiting room. ‘Not off with your sister?’

‘I searched for her, but she’d left the restaurant by the time I got up there,’ he said, slipping off his sunglasses and pocketing them.

‘This is your fault,’ Hattie said, unable to hold back. ‘If you’d be honest in the first place, we’d know about Nicole and prevented all this from happening. God, I could thump you!’

‘That won’t help,’ said Donna.

‘Yeah, but it’ll make me feel a bit better,’ Hattie retorted.

‘What can I say? I’m sorry. I’ve not seen Nicole in decades. Then when I found out she was in Edinburgh, and a singer, I thought she’d had a change of heart like me. Decided to forget being a succubus and join the human world.’

‘Well, you were wrong,’ said Hattie, arms folded.

‘I know.’ Lyle gazed down at the floor for a moment. ‘How is Michael?’

‘Alive, thanks to Donna,’ Hattie told him.

‘I slowed down his fall a bit,’ Donna explained when Lyle gave her a confused look.

‘Listen, I think I might know where Nicole is,’ the comedian said. ‘But you’re not going to like it.’

The back of Michael’s head ached. It was like someone had attacked it with a hammer. He reached round with his fingers. It was even painful to the touch. The restaurant was empty and badly-lit giving off a dull, gloomy colouring to the room.
He came over with a sudden thirst and went to fill the glass before him but the wine bottle was empty. All the other tables were empty.

‘Drink?’ Nicole sat opposite him. She held a glass of wine in her hand and passed it across to him.

‘Thanks,’ he said, and swallowed it in one. ‘Has everyone gone home?’

‘It’s just you and me,’ she said, gazing at him with her chin resting on her palm.

‘Did I blackout or something?’ He asked. ‘I can remember being outside.’ The balcony was in darkness. ‘What time is it?’

‘No time.’

Michael laughed. ‘I think I’m drunk.’

‘No, it’s not that.'

Michael leant forward. ‘What is it, then?’

Nicole moved towards him. ‘It’s probably the effects of your soul being taken from you.’

Michael laughed. ‘You’re wonderfully mad, sometimes, you know that?’

‘And don’t you just love it,’ she whispered and climbed onto the table, knocking the bottle and glass. Michael heard them smash but seemed as unconcerned as Nicole was. ‘Make love to me here and now.

Michael scanned the room, making sure they were alone and people weren’t hiding. ‘The kids are at home. Why not book into a hotel -’

Nicole slid off the table and sat astride him. ‘No. Here and now,’ she repeated and kissed him.

Hattie laughed. It was more a hysterical laugh than a genuine, fun-filled one. Lyle had backed away after telling them what he knew. Probably ready to make a run for it if she decided to slap him, which she was tempted to do.
‘So, he’s screwed, then?’ said Hattie. ‘Pardon the pun. I mean, I don’t know about you guys but I have no idea how to enter someone’s dreams and defeat a succubus.’

Lyle sat slumped in one of the chairs opposite Hattie. ‘There isn’t a way. If she’s in there -’

‘Exactly,’ piped up Ed. ‘If. You don’t know if she’s in there.’

‘She’ll want to finish the job. Take all his energy. She’ll be in there,’ Lyle replied.

A couple of nurses passed, talking in low tones. Hattie heard one say to the other: ‘His boss phoned to see how he was. Everyone’s in shock. They just saw him climb the balcony, stand there for a bit, and then jump.’ The other nurse shook her head.

Tom came into the waiting room. ‘He doesn’t look as bad as I thought he’d be. They reckon he’ll be okay, but want to keep him in for the night. I need to get him some pyjamas. I’ll see the shop’s open downstairs. I’m sure they sell nightclothes.’

‘You’ll do nothing of the sort,’ said Ed. ‘They’re pricey as hell. Listen, the little ones will need to sleep. Why don‘t I go back with you, pick up your dad’s things and bring them back here.’

‘Yeah, Ben and Ing’ have school tomorrow, too. Oh god, they’re not going to want to go. Not with dad in hospital,’ said Tom. ‘And I’ve got work in the morning.’

‘Hattie and I will look after them for you. They can have a day off school. Stay at Hattie’s until you finish work, then we’ll bring you across to see your dad. He might be ready to leave by then,’ said Ed.

‘Are you sure?’ said Tom. ‘That’s really kind of you.’

‘No problem,’ said Hattie. ‘I’m sure we can keep them occupied. Maybe take them to the zoo. I’ve not been in ages.’

‘Me neither,’ said Ed. ‘Then it’s settled?’

‘Thank you,’ Tom said. He went to get his siblings and soon they had left with Ed.

As soon as they had gone, Donna moved across to Hattie. ‘I think there is a way to get into someone’s dreams. But it’s a bit dicey. If they wake up before you can get out again, you can be stuck in there forever.’

‘Is there an alternative?’

‘Not unless you don’t mind Michael’s soul being devoured by his sister,’ Donna said, nodding towards Lyle who was listening to the conversation.

‘I’ll do it,’ he said. ‘She’s my sister.’

‘But Michael doesn’t know you,’ said Donna. ‘Apart from on the telly. He’s not going to listen to you. But he’ll listen to Hattie.’

Hattie faced her friend. ‘What exactly do we have to do?’

There was no time to lose. Lyle was told to stay in the waiting room and explain to Ed what was happening.

‘What if he gets angry? Blames me?’ said Lyle.

‘You’re a demon and you’re scared of one old man?’ Hattie replied. ‘Just tell him not to worry, and give him this.’ She passed him her house keys. ‘Just in case.’ She regarded Donna. ‘Are you sure you want to do this? If we get trapped, you have to live inside his dreams forever.’

‘If it means not paying council tax or rent, I’m all for it,’ Donna joked. ‘Come on, let’s go save a soul.’

In the end it was easy to sneak into Michael’s room without being noticed. He was in a single room at the end of the ward. No one was at reception when Donna and Hattie passed. Hattie let the witch enter the room first and cast a furtive glance behind her as she closed the door.

Whatever mass of tubes had been connected to Michael, had now been reduced to single one going into his right arm. An empty catheter bag hung on the side of the bed, peeking out from below the blankets.

‘You better get yourself comfy,’ Donna told her, wheeling round to the other side of Michael, next to the window. ‘We might be here a while.’

Hattie sat down on the grey, high-backed chair next to the bed. ‘Now what?’

‘We need total silence, and you need to close your eyes unless you want to arrive in his dream cross-eyed.’

Hattie settled back in the chair and closed her eyes.

‘Take his hand,’ Donna told her. ‘You need to connect physically with him.’

Hattie opened one eye and sought his hand. Donna did the same. Michael’s skin was worryingly cold. ‘Okay, what now?’

‘Now, I need to say the incantation. I need total concentration. So just focus on Michael.

Picture him in your head. Him and only him.’

Hattie stayed silent. She brought to mind her first memory of Michael. She never knew he had moved in. Didn’t know her friend Elsa had died and her family had quickly sold the house. Hattie heard Donna recite the incantation. She refocused on Michael.

After a minute or two she felt sick, but didn’t want to say anything that would interrupt Donna. Maybe this was part of the spell.

‘Hattie, you can open your eyes now,’ Donna whispered, ‘but don’t let go of Michael’s hand in the real world.’

Hattie’s eyes opened. She was no longer in the hospital room. She could make out several tables in the gloomy room. Half the lights on the walls were out and it was hard to see. Donna was across the room for her, sitting down like herself. But when Donna moved towards her she was still in her wheelchair.

‘I can’t see Nicole,’ Hattie said.

‘Ssh,’ said Donna, holding a finger to her mouth. ‘Listen.’

Hattie did so and heard heavy breathing and gasping. She could feel her face burn, though she sought out the source of the noise.

It was coming from the balcony. Nicole sat on the short wall, legs entwined around Michael’s hips as he thrust between her legs. He was naked from top to bottom.

‘Oh god,’ said Hattie.

‘Looks like we arrived just in time,’ said Donna, before shouting in a loud voice. ‘Oi, demon. Want to put the nice man down now?’

Michael turned around at the sound and moved away from Nicole. In an instant he was clothed. The succubus, however, remained naked. Hattie grimaced.

‘Put it away, love,’ she said.

‘Hattie, what are you doing here?’ asked Michael, coming back into the room. ‘I thought everyone had gone home.’

‘He doesn’t know what happened,’ Donna told Hattie in a quiet voice.

‘Michael, are you okay?’ Hattie asked.

‘Yes, fine. A bit tired, but okay. Who’s your friend?’

‘She’s a witch.’ Nicole followed Michael in, and was dressed now in an expensive-looking gown.

‘A witch?’ laughed Michael. ‘That’s not very nice.’

‘It’s true,’ said Hattie. ‘Donna’s a witch. A good one. She’s here to help you. We both are.’

‘Help me?’ Michael looked puzzled. ‘With what?’

‘Michael, your girlfriend’s not what she says she is,’ Hattie told him, getting up from her chair.

‘Oh, not this again. Look, I realise you have a problem with Nicole, but -’

‘She’s a bloody demon!’

‘Now, just hold on.’ Michael said, folding his arms and sitting on the edge of one of the tables. ‘You’re going too far, Hattie.’

‘This isn’t going to work, Donna.’

‘You’re right it’s not going to work,’ Michael told her. ‘Whatever childish game you’re playing has to stop, now.’

‘Hattie, you’re going to lose him. Making him angry is not going to help,’ said the witch.

‘So what should I do?’ Hattie said, desperately.

‘He’s still glamoured. You need to break the spell,’ the witch said.

‘Yeah, I’ll just click my fingers,’ said Hattie dryly.

Donna regarded Nicole for a moment and then laughed. ‘Look at her hands.’

Hattie followed her gaze. So did Michael. Nicole raised her hands, peering at them. The fingers were gnarled. The nails long, jagged, with a yellow-ish colouring.

‘So what? No one’s perfect.’ Michael said after a moment.

‘You can see that? You can see her fingers?’ asked Donna.

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Maybe all is not lost,’ said Donna. She started chanting words in an unknown language.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Michael. ‘What is she saying?’

‘Don’t you dare, witch,’ warned Nicole, before taking Michael’s hand. ‘Come on, my love, let’s leave them. I want you. Don’t you want me?’

‘Oh please,’ said Hattie, in disgust. ‘We didn’t do all this just  to watch you two rutting away like rabbits.’

‘I think you should leave,’ said Michael, taking Nicole’s real hand, warts and all.

‘A bit difficult at the moment,’ said Hattie.

At that moment, Donna finished reciting the spell. Hattie watched with glee as Nicole transformed before them. Her whole body twisted and shrunk a little. Her hair, once sleek and full, became thin and brittle. Her clothes disappeared, revealing a scarred, scaled body. Breasts sagging heavily.

Michael had watched the transformation too. He didn’t speak, just frowned. Confusion clouding his face.

‘That’s what she truly is, Michael,’ Hattie said. ‘You can see for yourself.’

‘I... I don’t... She’s...’ he stuttered.

Nicole - or whatever her real name was - leant closer to Michael, who didn’t shy away from her form. ‘She’s jealous, my love,’ she whispered into his ear, her voice unchanged. ‘She wants you for herself.’

Michael’s face change. It softened somewhat and he took a step towards Hattie, as he locked eyes with her.

‘Whatever you’re doing, Hattie, keep doing it,’ said Donna. ‘Love spells may not work in real life, but they’re potent in dreams. I know an incantation that should work.’

Oh god, thought Hattie, I have to pretend to want him? Feeling utterly self-conscious, Hattie moved towards him, ready to lash out of the demon tried anything. Nicole looked surprised as she watched Michael leave her side.

‘No!’ she cried in frustration.

‘I want you, Michael,’ Hattie said, trying not to die of embarrassment. Jesus, if this worked, she hoped he wouldn’t remember this. ‘From the day we met.’

‘The pixies,’ said Michael, smiling nostalgically.

Hattie nodded. ‘I think about you all the time.’ She reached him and gazed into his brown eyes. She got a flash of him lying on the hospital bed and knew she had to do anything to save him. ‘I’ve fallen for you, Michael.’

‘You have?’ his soft tone matched her own.

’Get away from him, you freak,’ spat Nicole. She rushed forward to push Hattie away but just as her gnarled fingers touched Hattie’s shoulder, Nicole jumped back as if being electrocuted. ‘What have you done, witch?’ she hissed, turning on Donna.

‘I’ve not done a thing. It’s Michael’s dream. He obviously don’t want Hattie harmed.’

When Nicole had yelped, Michael’s attention had flitted back to her, full of concern.

‘Hattie, you’re losing him again. Remember, you’re competing with a succubus,’ said Donna. ‘Remember what they are. Make it more... intimate. Sexual.’

Dear god, Hattie thought before reaching up and whispering something that burned her skin with embarrassment.

‘Yes, I want that, too,’ he whispered, moving a hand up to stroke her cheek. ‘More than anything.’

‘Do you still love Nicole?’ Hattie asked.

Michael regarded the demon for what seemed like a long time. Finally, he moved towards Nicole, whose jagged teeth gleamed as she smiled victoriously at Hattie.

‘He’s still glamoured,’ said Donna, irritably.

‘Good try, girls,’ said Nicole, as Michael took her hand again, standing beside her. ‘But you should run along now. Leave Michael and I alone, now.’

‘I’m sorry, Hattie,’ Michael said. ‘But I should be with Nicole.’

That was it. Michael was lost to the succubus. She and Donna would be stuck there forever, too. Well, until Nicole had devoured his soul, and then what would happen to them?

As Nicole and Michael kissed again, Hattie moved back next to Donna. ‘Now what?’

‘You need to do that,’ she said, nodding towards the passionate couple.

‘What, kiss him?’ Hattie said, making a face. ‘Is this all it takes to defeat a succubus? Flirt with the guy you’re trying to save?’

‘It’s a bit more complex. He has to have feelings for you in the first place, even if he doesn’t realise it. But, like I said, entering someone’s dreams in the first place is fraught with danger. And if I’m not mistaken, he’s starting to wake up.’

‘What?’ Hattie’s eyes widened. Sure enough, cracks were forming all around them. The dream was fracturing. ‘What do we do?’ she cried.

‘Grab him,’ said Donna, hurriedly. ‘Kiss him, make sure you’re in each other’s arms. Focus just on him, like before. Don’t open your eyes again until you know for sure you’re back in the hospital.’

‘What about you?’ Hattie asked.

‘Just go!’

‘Donna!’

‘I’ll be fine. I’ll ... contain the demon. Hurry, you don’t have much time left!’

Taking one last look - maybe forever - at her friend, Hattie bound across the room and yanked Michael’s arm, pulling him out of Nicole’s arms. ‘Sorry, Michael. Hope you don’t remember this when you wake up,’ she said, before wrapping his arms around him tightly and covering his mouth with her own.

Focus on Michael. Focus on Michael, she thought to herself. This is insane. Focus on Michael. Focus on Michael -

She remembered what Donna has said, about being in each other’s arms. So she brought Michael’s limp hands up and around her hips. This action appeared to spur Michael on and he seemed to come alive, deepening the kiss.

‘Er, excuse me, love. Are you okay?’
This was a new voice. Hattie felt the hospital chair beneath her. She realised it looked like she was french-kissing air. Beyond embarrassed,  she opened her eyes, her tongue vanishing back inside her mouth. A petite woman in blue scrubs stood before her. Her glasses made eyes look like an owl’s.

‘Yes, thank you,’ Hattie said, trying not to appear like a crazy person. ‘Must have been dreaming.’

‘Haha, must have been some dream. Well, visiting hours ended ages ago,’ the nurse said. ‘Still, I won’t tell if you don’t. Your friend’s fast asleep.’

Donna lay slumped in her wheelchair, her chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm.

‘You’ll have to leave before they do the rounds in the morning, though,’ the nurse told her. ‘Oh, your husband woke up just now, but he’s fallen asleep again. Thought I’d let you know.’

‘Thanks,’ said Hattie. She waited until the woman left the room, then got up from her chair and checked Donna.

‘Donna,’ she said quietly. She wasn’t sure if she should wake her friend or not. What if she was still in Michael’s dream?

‘You know, pretending to be asleep is quite tiring,’ Donna muttered. She opened her eyes and grinned.

‘Oh thank god.’ Michael looked peaceful as he slept. ‘Is Nicole gone, or is she still in there?’

‘She’s gone. I made sure of it,’ said Donna. ‘There’s no way she can take anyone’s soul again. Trust me.’

Hattie was going to ask what she meant but then the door opened again. She spun round ready with an excuse as to why she and Donna were there. But Ed and Lyle walked in.

‘The nurse said you’d woken up,’ said Ed, crossing over to Hattie and hugging her.

‘What happened?’ asked Lyle.

‘She’s gone,’ said Hattie. ‘We saved the day. Yay.’

Lyle seemed surprised. ‘Well, glad you guys are okay.’

‘Come on,’ said Hattie. ‘Let’s go before we get thrown out.’

‘Sure you don’t want to kiss him goodbye,’ Donna teased. Hattie stuck her tongue out at her friend and followed Ed and Lyle out.
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EPILOGUE

Michael stayed in hospital a further two days before he could sign himself out. Hattie and Ed helped him home, while the kids were at school. Tom was there to welcome him home and had even had a turn with the vacuum and duster. To Hattie’s eternal gratitude, Michael claimed to have no recollection of what had happened in his dream. He did ask after Nicole, but didn’t seem that concerned when he was told she’d left town.
The hospital had been reluctant to let Michael leave. The words Psychiatric Report had been bandied about, due to the staff thinking he had been attempting suicide. However, once several people had claimed that the woman he’d brought to the dinner had been the one to push him, he was free to leave. The police had visited his hospital room not long after to ask about the woman, but Michael’s memory of that evening was hazy.  He told them it had been an accident. That they were fooling about.

On the Saturday before Ed was due to leave for London, Hattie decided to hold a BBQ. She was tempting fate as the weather leading up to the weekend was cold and miserable, but the sun shone in the cloudless sky and Hattie decided that luck was on her side that day.

She’d invited Michael, Tom, Ben, Ingrid, Donna and Lyle, who had meant to leave the previous week but Hattie had suggested he stay on so he could travel down south with Ed. Lyle had seemed more than happy about that.

Ed took over BBQ duties in the garden, striped apron sitting around his waist. Michael sat on the bench beneath the living room window. The walking stick he had to use until his leg was better lay next to him. Hattie brought him a glass of fresh orange juice. He wasn’t allowed alcohol until he was off the medication he’d been prescribed.

‘Your dad seems to be enjoying himself,’ Michael remarked, taking the drink from Hattie as she sat down next to him. Ed was busy chatting to Donna as he flipped the burgers over the grill. He tried to flip one too high and it landed on the grass.

Hattie laughed. ‘Yeah, I think it’s official. Him and Donna.’

‘Wedding bells?’

‘I don’t think dad wants to go through another marriage. I’m not sure how they’re going to manage a long distance relationship, though.’

‘Maybe he’ll stay.’

‘He’s not said anything, though he does have a habit of making spur-of-the-moment decisions,’ Hattie admitted.

‘I never thanked you,’ Michael said, taking a sip of the orange juice. ‘You went to the hospital with me.’

‘It’s okay. Had nothing better to do,’ she joked.

‘I know, by the way,’ he continued. ‘About Nicole. What she was.’

Hattie frowned. ‘How?’

‘Well,’ said Michael, shifting to stretch out his injured leg. ‘I got a visit from your dad, defending you to the hilt, as all good dads should. Telling me that you weren’t jealous. That Nicole was a “bad ‘un”, as he put it and that you were worried for me. And then I got a visit from Lyle Sanders of all people. He was the one who told me about Nicole being an Incubus -’

‘Succubus,’ Hattie corrected him.

‘Oh, yes. I get the two mixed up. A succubus, and that he was her brother. He even transformed in front of me to prove what he was saying was true.’

‘I bet that gave you a shock.’

‘A bit. But I’d just taken my medication and they make me a bit woozy, anyway, so I put it down to that. And then - oh, this all happened on the same day, by the way - and then, your father’s paramour, Donna, phoned me. We had a good long chat. Her phone bill will be astronomical. She confirmed everything your dad and Lyle told me.’

But I bet she didn’t tell you where she put Nicole, thought Hattie and shuddered. She caught Donna’s eye and the two friends shared a smile. Who would guess you had a Succubus trapped in the recesses of your mind.

‘She even told me about you both entering my dreams, in the hospital.’

‘Oh god,’ groaned Hattie.

Michael briefly touched her knee. ‘Thank you. If you hadn’t done what you did, my kids would be orphans.’

Hattie watched as Ben pushed his little sister on the old tree swing at the bottom of the garden. Tom was sharing a joke with Lyle over a can of beer. ‘Did she tell you everything that happened?’

‘Oh yes,’ nodded Michael. ‘She went into great detail about finding me butt-naked. But apparently I have the bottom of a twenty year old, so the embarrassment is balanced with a sense of smugness.’

Hattie laughed.

Michael continued. ‘And I’m aware the things you said to me in the dream were just said to try and break the spell. So, I hope there’s no awkwardness between us.’

‘Not at all,’ said Hattie.

‘Even after the stuff you whispered to me,’ Michael added.

Hattie jerked her head round and stared at him. ‘Please say you can’t remember that.’

‘Annoyingly no,’ he admitted. ‘But Donna did say you went a really interesting shade of red afterwards. So it must have been good.’

They sat there for a moment, sipping their drinks.

‘I suppose I should have stuck with my first decision,’ Michael said, after a moment. ‘I asked you first, I should have honoured that.’

Hattie was going to disagree, but then she thought about it and nodded instead. ‘Yeah, exactly. How rude of you. I mean, I spent at least twenty pounds on four dresses. Money down the drain.’

‘I’m a terrible, inconsiderate man. No -  a sexist pig, wasn’t it?’

‘Well, you were. At the time.’

‘I can only humbly apologise and suggest that we make use of those dresses,’ Michael said lightly.

‘Sorry, Michael, but I don’t think they’d fit you,’ Hattie told him.

‘Well, since that lovely polka-dot dress has been worn, there’s three more dresses to test-drive. So that’s three places I’ll have to take you - as an apology, of course, for my misguided sexism - to try them out.’

Hattie watched him for a moment. ‘Just to clarify, it’s not a date.’

‘Of course not,’ said Michael. ‘They’re just three apologies taking place at three different venues, possibly including meals or movies or even bowling.’

Ed took that moment to declare that the burgers were ready. The plates were still sitting in the kitchen. She stood up. ‘I’ll let you know,’ she told Michael.

‘Don’t take too long about it or I might ask a demon instead,’ he called after her.

She paused by the back door. ‘Well, then, I’d better say yes.’
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