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December 21st

Winter Solstice

Rain and hail lashed against the already-sodden ground, turning it to mud, and the smell of burning charcoal coalesced with the damp air. Shielded from the harsh wind by a stand of tall silver birch trees, three women in long, black velvet cloaks, with hoods over their heads, stood huddled around a bubbling cauldron.

‘Morwenna is dead; she has passed over to the Shadow Land!’ Morrigan exclaimed, staring down into the cauldron.

Only her luscious red lips were visible under the cover of her hood.

‘I hear the trees whisper it. They speak of more killings to come. As if our people haven’t endured enough already.’

The anger was evident in her voice, even after all these years. She shuddered as she recalled the time when their older sister succumbed to the dark magic and banished them from Aecleti.

‘She may have slipped over, but that doesn’t mean her spies aren’t still watching, waiting ...’ whispered Lena, the youngest of the three.

She was feeling on edge, as the words she spoke resonated with her own fears.

‘Shush,’ Morrigan commanded her sister. ‘Do not talk of such things. We will cast the spell tonight as arranged. King Vortigen is planning an attack on Willow Creek which, in case you don’t know, is in the Earth realm. He wants to destroy “the boy they saw in the stars”.’

She reflected on this for a moment as she gazed up at the night sky. The sisters were quiet now, and all three looked up into the inky blackness.

‘Venus, it is time,’ she whispered, as the cloud parted, revealing the full moon.

Filled with excitement, she turned back to face Lena.

‘We must not waste another precious moment of this moon energy! With every murder of a witch, he is gaining power. Soon we will have no magic left to stop him.’

Her voice rose an octave, as a shrill, icy wind cut through and blew back her hood. Quickly, she clutched at her long, black hair, and drew her hood over, tucking her windswept locks back in.

‘Even darker times are coming, sisters,’ she said, desperately trying to conceal her smooth, silky skin from the brutal force of the westerly winds.

She sighed heavily; bracing herself for what she had to say next.

‘We will need to call upon our ancestors, and the old magic. Are you sure we’re alone?’ she asked, taking the wooden spoon from the pot and giving it a stir.

Venus, who was much shorter and more rotund than Morrigan, held on to her hood and looked around the forest. All seemed quiet, except for the rustling of leaves, and the rain smacking against her hood.

‘Yes, we’re fine. Let’s hurry this up, shall we?’

She slipped her hand into a small, purple pouch resting on her chest, and pulled out an object, holding it tightly in her palm.

‘There’s no turning back after this,’ she said; her grey eyes fixed on Morrigan’s – they almost seemed to glow in the moonlight.

‘Is this what you really want to do – go against the King who had a helping hand in banning us from Aecleti?’

‘All the more reason to,’ Morrigan said briskly.

She turned to the pot of steaming hot liquid that was bubbling over the sides.

‘Lena, are you ready?’ she asked her younger sister, who was standing nervously next to her.

Lena calmed herself, smiled and nodded. She too, took something from her purple pouch. All three women held out their clenched fists over the pot.

‘Remember, you must enunciate every word correctly,’ Morrigan instructed. ‘This is the most important spell we have ever cast. It’s vital it goes according to plan, as there will not be another opportunity.’

‘Understood,’ Lena enthused, bobbing her head up and down. ‘But I do have one question.’

‘What would that be?’ asked Morrigan, getting a little impatient.

‘Are we trying to interfere with the retrieving of the stones?’ 

‘Of course we are,’ she sighed, exasperated at having to repeat herself. ‘Now, are we ready?’

‘Ready,’ they both replied, excitedly.

‘When the west wind blows

It shall be known

The King of Aecleti will be overthrown.’

As the last word was spoken, they opened their fists and, one by one, released the wishbones into the boiling liquid, to seal the spell. A purple mist emanated from the cauldron, swirling into the wind. It rose into the darkness, illuminating the women’s wicked grins as it did so.

Morrigan exhaled, relieved her plan to perform the spell tonight had worked, but there was a niggling feeling she could not shake off.

‘Oh, it is done!’ Venus said excitedly, as her voice carried with the whistling wind.

‘We did it, Morrigan. Finally, someone has stood up to The Kingdom and the King,’ enthused Lena. A sudden streak of lightning flashed, followed by another. For a few brief seconds, the entire woods became as bright as daylight. Lena and Venus danced around the pot, whooping, and laughing, oblivious to their sister’s growing concerns.

‘Sisters, please, control yourselves!’ Morrigan yelled, standing and staring hard into the darkness around her.

The sisters ceased abruptly, exchanging confused glances at each other, and then at Morrigan.

‘What is it?’ Venus whispered, sensing alarm from Morrigan.

‘Shush.’ Morrigan pressed a finger to her red lips.

In her mind’s eye, she could sense someone lurking, watching their every move. Plodding slowly through the squelching mud around the band of trees encircling them, she flinched as another clap of thunder roared, and a great white flash revealed her suspicions were accurate. Directly in front of her was a tall, slender, shadowy figure, watching and waiting in the darkness.

Anger flicked across her face. Standing straight and full of rage, Morrigan waved her sisters over.

‘See, there?’ she said, pointing towards the clearing.

The wise women of the forest pulled down their hoods, their grey eyes following in the direction of Morrigan’s finger.

‘See what?’ Venus said, looking beyond Morrigan’s shoulder to see what lurked in the darkness.

‘Someone has been watching us.’ Morrigan whispered, inching towards the gap between two tree trunks.

Venus and Lena followed closely behind, eyes darting around in all directions.

‘Are you serious?’ Lena gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. ‘I said it was a bad idea to channel magic from nature, didn’t I?’

‘Of course I’m serious. This is not the time for jokes,’ Morrigan spat. ‘He was there, right in front of me.’

A smaller lightning flash appeared and, standing by the undergrowth, was indeed the outline of someone, now walking towards them, clutching a wooden staff in its right hand.

‘Oh my ...’ Lena was about to scream, when Venus clamped her hand over her mouth, muffling her voice.

Morrigan stepped back fearfully, yet angry that the spell casting had just been witnessed, as it was usually a private affair within covens.

‘It cannot be. He is not welcome in these parts,’ Venus whispered, backing away slowly towards the cauldron.

‘Nobody ever, ever comes here. It is forbidden.’

Lena stomped her foot, then quickly regretted it, as cold mud splattered, then trickled down her leg.

‘Welcome or not, Venus, if he is who I think he is, he has a right to be here. We shall hear what he has to say.’

Morrigan stepped forward, her pale face now aglow under the silvery light of the moon.

‘If he sways us to act in his best interests, it’ll be on your head, sister, remember that.’ Venus whispered.

Slowly, the figure walked towards them, a long dark hood pulled over his face. Only his thin lips were visible with a hint of stubble across his jaw.

‘Ladies, Sisters of the Night, Crones of the Olde Ways, what brings you out on a night like this may I ask?’ he asked. His voice was young, silky-smooth, and not local. This heightened Morrigan’s suspicions. Nobody ever came to these woods, as they had been sealed off from Aecleti by Morwenna many centuries ago. If anyone had any sense they would not dare to pass by, let alone speak with the sisters.

‘We’re not up to anything, sir. But what are you doing in these parts then, eh? It’s awfully bad weather to be taking a casual walk through the Forest of Acerbrus ...?’

‘Yes,’ Venus interrupted. ‘You must have been told all those scary fairy tales as a child? This place is steeped in darkness.’

She laughed, but the strange man never acknowledged her; instead, he raised his head from the cauldron to Morrigan. A crooked smile drew across his face. 

‘Casting spells?’ he asked, with a smarmy grin. ‘You know it’s prohibited. Aecleti is falling, and so is its power. By law, I ought to have you three strung up by your boots,’ he snarled.

Then his mouth softened into a smile.

‘Unless ...’

The witches shifted their feet uncomfortably.

‘Unless what?’ Lena said, quite sternly.

‘Well, put it this way. I’d spare you all if you wonderful women could do me a small favour in return?’

This did not settle too well with Morrigan who already had a sneaky feeling who this boy was.

‘What do you want from us?’ she asked, eyeing him up and down suspiciously. ‘We don’t like being blackmailed – especially by the son of King Vortigen. Isn’t that right, Prince Eoghan?’

She smiled.

The other sisters gasped at the revelation.

‘So, you know who I am? I’m quite surprised you remember your nephew, after being stuck here so long.’

‘Oh, a witch never forgets a thing, my prince – particularly when he is one half of the spawn of her dead sister.’

Morrigan folded her arms across her chest.

‘So, come on, tell us what business it is you have. Quickly now, we were in the middle of something important!’

‘But not as important as this. I need you to keep an eye on someone for me. So how about it? I’ll keep quiet about your ... spell casting, in exchange for information.’

Lena nudged Morrigan in the ribs and glared up at her. ‘I told you this would happen,’ she muttered quietly.

Morrigan ignored her sister’s dig, believing as she did that she knew best, and swallowed hard.

‘Fine. You have a deal. Who is it you want us to watch?’

‘It’s a young boy from Willow Creek, a small town in Carmarthen. That’s in Wales, in the Earth realm. I want to know where he is at all times, OK? Which means you will have to follow him to the Stones.’

Venus raised an eyebrow and looked archly over at Lena.

‘That boy?’ she said to Eoghan. ‘Isn’t he the one who killed the sorceress Morwenna?’

‘Yes, that boy.’

‘Very well. We will be in touch,’ Morrigan said through gritted teeth.

With a cold parting stare, Eoghan proceeded to walk through the clearing, until he disappeared into the darkness.

‘I cannot believe you. Whose side are we on, exactly?’

‘Conversing with the enemy is such a foolish act,’ Lena spat. ‘Especially considering the spell we have just cast.’

‘It was either agree with him or risk being sent to the gallows. You know Aecleti is in great danger. What would you have done?’

‘I would’ve turned him into something horrid!’ Lena spat, annoyed she didn’t get to use a Trickster spell tonight.

‘Nephew or not, we have no idea whose side he is truly on. After all, he and his twin Arlan have caused us no end of trouble in the past.’

‘With the recent restrictions on the use of magic, it is somewhat surprising our little visitor did not give us away there and then. I wonder what his game is?’ Venus asked thoughtfully.

‘Now we have to do as we’ve been asked. I don’t like this, not one bit,’ said Lena, petulantly.

‘Time to pack up. We’ll talk this over at the cottage,’ decided Morrigan.

‘Are you serious? What could we possibly talk about? It is done. Nothing more to be said.’ Lena argued, flapping her arms about in disgust.

Morrigan turned sharply towards her.

‘Have you forgotten one simple thing? We witches bow to no one. Aecleti is at war. We choose no side but our own.’

She winked.

‘Ahhh.’ Venus looked smug.

Agreeing to disagree, the sisters picked up their brooms and, with a swish of their wands –  little more than gnarly twigs – the cauldron, and their belongings all disappeared into a small black bag that appeared in the palm of Morrigan’s hand. She slipped the bag into her pocket, and the women set off, down the rocky path from whence they’d come.

‘Best not to teleport or use the brooms tonight,’ Morrigan said. ‘There is something nasty brewing in the air. There’s no telling where we’ll end up what with the King’s clampdown on magic.’

‘Yes, decrees like these are best not to be messed with,’ Venus said, walking grumpily behind Morrigan. ‘Oh my feet do hurt, though,’ she moaned, wanting to use her broom to get home out of the dreadful weather.

‘Oh, do stop whining.’ Lena snapped.

Then she glanced up at Morrigan curiously.

‘What do you see? I know when you see things, you do that look; one eyebrow raised; staring into nothingness.’

Morrigan opened her mouth to speak, but her horror remained unspoken.

‘Come on, out with it!’

‘Terrible times for our homeland. Terrible, terrible times ...’ she whispered, pressing on ahead of her sisters.

Meandering through a pathway choked with bushes and brambles, the sisters came out on a narrow leaf-strewn path that led up a small hill. Turning around, Morrigan sighed; her chest felt heavy with worry and concern. In the far distance, on top of another hill, the castle of Aecleti stood proudly lit up, as though it had not a care in the world, while below, its city was brooding, dark, dank, and devoid of happiness. A mist had circled around the moat, and the outer curtain walls, which separated the town were heavily guarded by bowmen – centaurs –instructed to kill on command.

No wonder it’s now referred to as the Dark Lands, she thought, reminiscing about the old days, before her sister took over from Ambrosius.

‘Come on, Morrigan!’ Lena called. ‘There’s nothing much we can do now. We have to hope the spell will be effective and we will gain a new King. A good one, at that.’

‘Hope? I guess that’s all we can do,’ she whispered, as she carried on walking back up the hill towards a wooden cottage covered by an overlay of thick branches from the trees surrounding it. An overgrown footpath, with thick, lichen-covered steps led up to the red wooden panelled door. Pushing the door open, Lena carefully poked her head around, making sure nobody had followed them back.

‘It’s fine, nobody here.’

She stepped in and clicked her fingers. Three candles ignited on the table, and a surge of heat blasted out into the room from the coal fire. The room smelled of cinnamon, and a string of pine cones were hung across the fire with a pentagram made of twigs positioned in the centre.

‘Let’s keep magic to an absolute minimum from now on,’ Morrigan said, untying the cord on her cloak. Her long, silky black hair fell to her shoulders. ‘I don’t want the King’s people tracing us here.’ She hung her cloak on the back of the door and then walked over to her small bookshelf beside the small arched window covered in cobwebs.

‘Perhaps we should leave it until the morning, Morrigan. It’s our winter solstice after all.’ Venus said, noticing how riled up her sister was.

‘And what better time than now?’ she replied, rifling through a dusty bookshelf.

Venus rolled her eyes at Lena, who stood with her arms folded beside the fire, blonde hair tied behind her back.

‘She never gives up,’ she whispered.

‘Here.’ Morrigan said, rolling out a brown parchment on the crooked table. ‘The alignment of the planets will soon correspond with the exact time the Aurora came to Earth. It is no wonder there is pandemonium in Aecleti.’

‘Which means?’ Venus asked, feigning a little more interest.

‘What it means, sisters, is that King Vortigen has been waiting for this event to happen for two thousand years. It is believed that if the stones containing the power of the Aurora come together again at the exact spot on Mount Cader Idris, on January the tenth, he will become so powerful he’ll be able to execute his plan to rule not just Aecleti, but Earth itself. But, reading this ancient scroll, I believe there will be a new king crowned in the very near future.’

‘A new King? So it is true,’ they gasped in unison.

‘Yes, I see now ... Vortigen must stand down – his time as a leader is coming to an end.’

‘What of the boy, the one they saw in the stars?’ Venus asked. ‘What makes him so special, that’s what I want to know?’

Morrigan pulled out a wooden chair, and sat down, relieved to take the weight off her feet. She gazed thoughtfully into the amber flames of the roaring fire.

‘I remember Ambrosius’s speech at the Great White Hall when I was a little child. He said when he was on top of Mount Cader Idris, he looked up to the stars and it became known to him that a boy would come, to save this land. I used to think it was just a story. But you know how powerful stories are, don’t you, sisters? They have the potential to change a person. And not always to the good of mankind either. Morwenna truly believed in these stories, and by the time she reached eighteen she had already shown tremendous skill in witchcraft, and an unhealthy interest in the dark magic. The story about the stones containing all known power turned her into a raving lunatic. It became her mission in life to find them. I should have put a stop to this when I had the chance.’

Lena poured a tumbler of mulled wine and handed it to her sister.

‘It is not your fault our sister was fixated on power, Morrigan. Vortigen ought to have seen this when he married her. Don’t you think he should’ve done something?’

‘He was just as bad as her. But, as the second eldest, I should’ve stepped in when I had the chance.’

‘We can’t go against Ambrosius, Morrigan. Not after he saved us from those wretched witch hunters. Let’s just forget we were ever asked. I don’t know if Prince Eoghan is trustworthy or not, but we shouldn’t meddle in affairs that have nothing to do with us. ’

Feeling torn between doing the right thing or not, Morrigan clasped her head in her hands.

‘We have to do what we can to survive this war, Venus. We must protect who we are, what we are. We did it once at the trials on Earth. I did not come back here to face this all over again.’

‘None of us did, Morrigan. But working with the enemy is bad news. I will have nothing to do with it.’

‘But we have everything to do with it. Our people across those borders are being tortured and their power manipulated. It is only right we step in. Whether for good or bad, I’m sure the outcome will be to our advantage, if we only believe it.’ Morrigan tried to assure her sisters.

‘We’ll have to be discreet then. Don’t mention this to anyone. Not even to Ambrosius, do you promise me?’ Venus asked, taking a seat by the fire.

‘Promise  – but where is Ambrosius these days?’ Lena asked.

‘The last I saw through the crystal was that he had been keeping a low profile. It seems that not even his skills are effective against Vortigen right now.’

‘Oh, what a terrible shame, eh. Poor man.’ Lena said, sipping her drink.

‘Why, yes it is, because a mere two nights from now things will be shaken up in Willow Creek.’ Morrigan replied, ominously. ‘The life of that poor boy they saw in the stars will change for ever.’
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December 24th

The cool night air whipped against the skeletal branches of the old, mangled oak at the bottom of the garden. Since Hallowe’en, the ghastly overgrown state, which the garden had succumbed to, had been de-cluttered and preened. Although, to any passing traffic, it still retained its menacing Gothic, feel. Not that many passed the black, crooked house on top of the Willow Creek hill anyway, as most of the time the passers-by would take a detour down Farmer Jenkins’ lane just to avoid it. Now, even with a thin layer of snow, and strings of multi-coloured Christmas lights covering the least attractive features, the building wasn’t done much justice.

A lone brown owl, perched on a branch of the old oak, flicked its inquisitive yellow eyes down at the block of artificial light from the arch-shaped door. A young boy, tall, with shaggy dark hair stood by the doorway; his shadow stretched across the wooden porch. He took a sip of his hot chocolate from a red ceramic mug and leaned against the doorframe, slipping his other hand into the back pocket of his denims. The sweet, mint-flavoured smell rose to his nostrils, encasing his face in hot, thick, chocolatey air, as he stood listening to the other members of the household arguing over what was for dinner.

‘I want pizza,’ Molly, the youngest member of the household yelled, ‘with cheese and sausages on top!’

‘Oh no, not again,’ Danny grumbled to himself, as he picked up his acoustic guitar that was propped against the garden bench. He walked across the porch and leaned over the wooden fence overlooking the garden and the town of Willow below it.

‘Not again, no. I’m making spaghetti, madam!’ Fran yelled back.

‘Wait for it; Molly will change her mind,’ he murmured to himself, amused by the whole conversation.

‘But ... but that’s all you cook, Mum. And it is Christmas Eve.’

Danny shook his head, as he knew Molly had already won.

‘She’s done it again – wrapped Mum round her little finger.’ He snickered into his mug, taking another gulp as his gaze fixed on the snowy peaks of the Mystic Mountains beyond the town. The sky was a bruised blue with streaks of pink; the remainder of what had been a sunny, wintry day.

‘No, I do not cook just spaghetti, young lady. You must have a pizza monster living inside your tummy.’

He turned around to glance through the kitchen window. Molly was sitting on the kitchen worktop, her back turned towards him. And Fran was standing in front, with her hands on her hips, not looking pleased she was being outsmarted by a six-year-old.

The usual routine: Molly went on and on until her mother gave in to her demands. Fran threw her hands up in the air in defeat.

‘OK, OK, I’ll make the pizza. Now stop going on.’

Just as he was about to take another sip, there came a scratching sound from across the garden. He lowered the mug from his lips, sensing something or someone watching him. It wasn’t unusual to see the odd dark shadow lurking in corners. The house attracted them. Yet his new-found sixth sense allowed him to communicate with animals, and Danny knew some creature was trying to get his attention tonight. He stood up, and moved towards the steps to get a better look. Screwing his eyes up, he could make out the familiar guest perched on the branch. Once Danny had acknowledged him with a nod and smile, the owl took flight into the night sky leaving with a parting “Who-oo”

‘See you later, Maris,’ Danny said, taking a seat on the steps. He rested the guitar across his lap, and then took his mobile from his pocket to check the time, just as the battery died. It was almost 6 o’clock and, as if on cue, a colony of flapping bats flew across the full moon that had settled directly behind the oak. Just like every other night, they dispersed and scattered about the branches – silhouettes in the night sky.

This did not bother Danny in the slightest. He would often sit outside with his father’s old acoustic guitar and enjoy the nocturnal activities of the closest living things that would dare come here. He was no ordinary teenager either, as he had found out last Hallowe’en when his mother relocated the family here after her divorce. Discovering he was a shapeshifter and could take on the form of animals was not exactly an easy transition, though he had suspected for years that his family was different. It came as no real surprise that he and his family turned out to be relations of the only surviving witch of the 1656 witch trials in Wales, Georgina Halloween.

So far, the evening had been pleasant, and after helping his mum wrap the rest of the Christmas presents, he came outside to practice, and to enjoy a bit of ‘alone’ time. There hadn’t been any strange occurrences in Willow for months, which had been a blessing, not just for the residents but also for him. The life-changing events of Hallowe’en still had a traumatic effect on him, especially after losing three of his good friends to the sorceress Morwenna.

As he started strumming, he began to think about Vortigen’s parting words to him in Aecleti. Danny had an inkling things were going to change around here soon. The last few days he had been restless with a horrible sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. His mother reassured him it was just nerves about going back to school after the holidays, but he knew differently. He hadn’t told her about the nightmares.

So much had changed for him in a short space of time, but he found he adapted well to the physical challenges. It was not as if he had any choice in the matter anyway. Still thinking about his last visit to Aecleti, he instinctively glanced over at the woods, his stomach tense. He sat up straight, heart beating madly against his chest.

No, it couldn’t have been, Danny thought, as he messed up the chord he had been playing.

Then a sound he had not heard in a while – a howl; piercing the stillness of the night.

In his peripheral vision, he saw the familiar blue glow floating along the treetops. This could only mean one thing. Supernatural activity taking place in the Willow Creek woods again. He stood up to get a better look when he sensed someone approaching from behind. The front door creaked open, but it didn’t take much to guess who it was.

‘Danny, look at the stars.’ Molly pointed towards the night sky. ‘Aren’t they pretty?’ Danny swung around, took a deep breath, and sat back down on the step. He would have to deal with the woods later.

Molly had noticed a change in him lately too and been constantly following him around the house, much to his annoyance. Sometimes she would just sit and stare at him, which really freaked him out.

Wearing only a red jumper and denims, she shivered and rested her head on Danny’s shoulder.

He put his guitar down by his feet, glanced up at the unpolluted sky then back again to his little sister snuggling up to him for warmth.

‘That’s Polaris, the North Star,’ he said. ‘If that’s what you’re referring to.’

Molly scornfully looked up at him with her big, brown eyes.

‘No,’ she shook her head, her dark curls bounced across he cheeks. ‘It’s the shape. Don’t you see it?’ She was most insistent, and jabbed the sky with her index finger. 

‘What shape, Moll?’ Danny asked, looking around the patch of sky above him.

He squinted at a tiny cluster of white lights, wondering if this was what she meant. Molly had recently had a tendency to talk about things that nobody could see. This behaviour had Danny thinking his sister was showing signs of her witch heritage, though Fran, their mother, was not sure when this should start happening. He had decided to keep an eye on her irrational outbursts.

‘They look like you,’ she said, with her head held high.

‘What?’ Danny laughed. ‘Have you been eating those poisonous berries we found earlier?’ he joked, deep-down hoping she hadn’t.

Molly was not amused. She sat up straight, folded her arms across her chest, and frowned at him.

‘Why so serious?’ Danny smiled, looking at her fondly.

‘You always think that because I am younger than you, I don’t know things.’ She raised a brow.

‘That’s not true, and you know it,’ he said calmly, trying not to laugh at her comical look.

She glared at him and pursed her lips. ‘You’re spiteful, Dan.’ She got up, and stomped across the porch to the front door.

He shook his head, still laughing at her as he watched her storm through the front door yelling for her mother.

Kids.

Danny pulled the sleeves down of his sweater over his cold fingers and took a curious glance up at the stars again.

What is she talking about?

One star in particular struck him as peculiar. It was the second star from the left on Orion’s Belt. A yellow glow emanated from it, as though it was pulsing. This was really unusual and had him wondering even more if Molly might be right.

‘Dan!’ Fran yelled from the door. ‘For the second time, Paige is on the phone.’

His thoughts quickly shifted to that of his new girlfriend and enthusiastically got up.

He stepped into the brightly lit hallway. The peeling wallpaper had been stripped and repainted cream, and photos of the family cheerfully hung across the walls. A green garland with tiny white fairy lights was wrapped around the baluster, emitting a warm, welcoming feeling, and red candles flickered from the white radiator cover. Danny walked to the end of the hallway, and tucked in a small alcove was an oak bureau. He picked up the receiver of his grandmother’s old black dial phone, and turned to Fran. His mother, wearing her purple pyjamas, was sifting through the pile of unopened mail blissfully unaware how embarrassed Danny was.

‘Mum,’ he said, glaring at her. He covered the mouthpiece with his hand. ‘Give me some privacy will you.’

‘Oh sorry, Dan.’ She smiled, putting the letters into her dressing gown pocket, and walked into the kitchen.

Danny made sure she closed the door behind her before he removed his hand from the speaker.

‘Sorry about that. Mum was hanging around the phone.’

‘No worries. I couldn’t get hold of your mobile, so I called the house instead. I just wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas,’ Paige said, sounding a little glum.

‘Merry Christmas to you too.’ he said, feeling his cheek flush with embarrassment. He checked his hair in the glass of the photo frame and swept it back.

‘I miss you,’ she said. ‘Mum is making me stay home to help her bake. I’m getting really fed up now. She has already burnt two lots of gingerbread men.’

‘Two? I’d ban her from the kitchen,’ he laughed, before adding, ‘I’ll be seeing you soon.’

He continued. ‘My mum has been fussing over me ever since Hallowe’en. I think she’s expecting something to happen again.’

‘You think?’

‘Or rather, I know. Don’t say anything to anyone, but strange things have been going on in the woods tonight.’

‘Oh no. What are you going to do? Want me to come and check it out with you?’

‘No, I can’t risk you getting hurt. I may go if Morgan doesn’t turn up with news.’

‘Well, I’m always here if you need me ... oh I’ve got to go, Dan. Mum is calling me for dinner.’

Danny laughed.

‘Good luck with that, her shepherd’s pie was a bit undercooked the last time.’

‘I know, right? I’ll be ordering a pizza on the sly later.’ She chuckled. ‘Bye, Dan. Have a nice Christmas and let me know if you hear of anything.’

The phone clicked, and Dan put the receiver down when he heard a heated unintelligible conversation coming from the kitchen over Slade’s Christmas hit.

What’s going on in there? he wondered, considering how happy his mum had been earlier.

Between the gap in the doorway, he could see his mum’s hands flinging in all directions and fiancé Mike standing by the sink, arms folded, unable to get a word in edgeways.

‘What’s going on?’ Dan asked, as he pushed the kitchen door wide open, waiting for a response. He strolled across to the old 1950s green refrigerator. Fran glared at Mike, who shrugged his shoulders as if to say he wasn’t sure how to respond. Neither of them wanted to say anything.

‘Oh it’s nothing, Dan,’ Fran said curtly, turning around to stack the dishwasher. ‘Pizza is almost ready, OK. Then we have home-made mince pies,’ she said, hoping he wouldn’t ask more questions. All she wanted was a nice, peaceful Christmas. How difficult was that?

‘Fine.’ He opened the door, grabbed the carton of orange juice, and set it on the worktop. ‘But it didn’t sound like “nothing” from the hallway, Mum,’ he said, taking a glass out of the cupboard above the kitchen worktop.

There was an angry clatter of Fran’s cup hitting the work surface. She bent down and opened the oven door, taking out the pizza.

‘Danny, just drop it, please.’ Fran pleaded, plating up the pizza.

Mike, who thought it best to stay out of the conversation, uncrossed his tattooed arms and took a deep breath. He knew Fran would not admit her feelings to Danny, so he decided on a very bold move, which might cost him a rollicking from her later.

‘You know how it is, Dan. There was a lot of stress over Hallowe’en, and lately your mother has been a bit concerned, you know, with it being Christmas and all. She’s just fretting, hoping that nothing is going to spoil another holiday.’

He bit his lip, hoping he had not crossed the line and upset Fran. She finished stacking the dishwasher and turned around. Tears rolled down her rosy cheeks.

‘I’m being an idiot, that’s all. Just ignore me, all of you,’ she said, untying her red apron covered in flour. ‘It’s just, ever since I’ve been on this Witch’s path, I’ve been more aware of things; things beyond my level of understanding at the moment.’ She flung the apron on top of a basket of clothes beside the sink.

Mike, who was also a witch, slipped his hand in hers. ‘It takes time, Fran. You really need to ground yourself; you’re absorbing everyone’s energy and it’s making you upset like this. It’s not good.’

Thinking this was not the right time to admit that what she felt was partly true; Danny stood awkwardly sipping his juice.

‘Dan,’ Mike said, ‘just go easy on your mum, eh? She’s just worried, that’s all.’

‘I know she is “just worried,” Mike. But I’m sixteen now, and I’ve accepted all that has happened since we arrived in this town.’ His eyes rested on Fran’s. ‘Just like she has accepted her, what do you call it? Witchy-ness?’ He grinned, hoping to ease the tense atmosphere.

A smile swept across Fran’s face.

‘Witchy-ness?’ Fran laughed, drying her tears with a tea towel. ‘You’re a cheeky sod.’ She playfully flicked the towel across his head.

Mike breathed a sigh of relief, and patted Dan on the back.

‘Yeah, I guess you are old enough to know what’s what. Still, I am here if you need any help, all right?’ He gave Dan a reassuring look.

‘And me, Dan. I’m always going to be here for you. Just please come to me if there’s anything wrong. Like, if you see anything ... weird.’ She shrugged, turning back to the oven. She fussed with the dial, wishing she had not said anything, as the thought of something odd happening again made her uncomfortable.

A bit taken aback by his mother’s comment after what he had witnessed tonight, Danny decided to keep his cool, and not spoil the Christmas holidays for her by saying anything. ‘Sure, thanks. I’m just going out for a bit.’

‘Out?’ she shrieked, almost burning her hands on the boiling pan. ‘Dan, it is Christmas Eve. Where could you possibly go at this time of night?’ But as she turned around, he was already halfway out the front door.

‘Just out, Mum. I won’t be long,’ he hollered from the hallway, closing the front door behind him.

Flakes of snow were falling hard again. Since the Elemental Wizards had been defrosted from the Mystic Mountains, it hadn’t stopped snowing in Willow. Walking along, deep in thought at what he’d seen in the woods, Danny noticed the abandoned white van of a TV news channel parked up on the side of the lane, now deep in eleven inches of snow. The early and excessive winter weather had drawn much unwanted attention, and since Hallowe’en the town had become besieged by the media. Only this time it was international. A group of tourists and news crew from Japan had descended on Willow to witness the rare spectacle. Despite it being an annoyance to the older residents, local businesses have been lapping up the much-needed financial help it brought along. This was especially true of his mother’s cousin, Mel, who owned a restaurant on the High Street. Zipping up his jacket, Dan walked across the lane to the opening of the woods, putting on his black beanie and gloves as he did so.

‘I’ll never complain about hot summers again,’ he grumbled, looking up to the sky as though he were making a wish. He had only walked a quarter of the way when he stopped. The entrance to the woods had become aglow with a green-blue light, like he had seen earlier. Itching to find out what was happening; he threw a quick glance behind him to check nobody was around and walked toward the trees, nervous and excited at what he’d discover.

Keeping in step with the dark shadows cast by the overhead branches along the pristine sheet of snow, he made a quick decision to take refuge behind a thick tree-trunk, hoping it would give him some vantage point to see what was happening inside the woods, but no such luck, the bushes had grown quite thick from the sides of the path, so he would have to enter.

Walking further and further into the depths of the woods, he felt a tingling sensation over his skin. He knew this was the presence of something otherworldly, and it was close. So close. As he was about to turn back, something dark passed him. Gasping, he stood still with fright.

‘You should go back, Danny. This is no place for you tonight,’ a woman’s voice spoke with a resounding echo.

‘And
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