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Prologue
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Carmarthen, Wales, 1656

‘I must do this, I must. There is no other way, Seamus.’

The woman’s voice quivered, as she paced restlessly around the overgrown footpath.

Sarah, a tall, lean woman, holding a brown wicker basket, glanced down at her white Yorkshire terrier, who looked up at her with his muddy strands of hair down his mouth. He whined, and sat down on a pile of decaying leaves.

‘What’s wrong, Seamus? She’s just an old lady.’ 

She bent down and patted the dog on the head.

‘Come on, it’s only down there. I promise no harm will come to you,’ she said softly, trying, but failing, to coax the dog to walk further.

Seamus growled, and refused to get up.

‘OK, fine. Stay there. I’ll collect you after I have spoken with her.’

Sarah looked down the path where an old dilapidated cottage stood, and got to her feet. She looked over her shoulder at Seamus and waved goodbye, hoping the dog would change its mind and follow behind.

The dog covered his eyes with his paws and cried as Sarah carried on walking. The nearer she got to the cottage, the more she panicked. As she came to the gate, she gave one last look up the path, but there was no sign of Seamus. Her heart sank, and she knew she had to go it alone.

She wiped her dark, sweat-slicked hair away from her face and nervously pushed open the wooden gate, careful not to drop the severed pig’s head she had slit only half an hour ago from her father’s farm. It was not something she was proud of, but times were desperate. She closed the gate behind her and looked up at the imposing thatched cottage.

Thick, black smoke billowed from the crooked chimney, forming a cloud that stretched across the moors and into the neighbouring village of Willow Creek. The hens clucked madly around the garden as if they had contracted some infectious disease and in the centre of the lawn was a large black cauldron spitting out yellow sparks.

Whatever could it be used for?

Her mind raced with the most disturbing thoughts, and her chest began to feel tight with anxiety, but she knew she could not turn back now, not having got this close. Tentatively, she walked up the cobbled footpath towards the red front door, propping the head on her hip. Blood stained her dress, and left a trail along the path and the country road behind her.

With her free hand, she tapped the door and quickly stepped away. To her right, she saw two skinny black cats sitting on the window ledge, staring at her with their green, glinting eyes. She quickly turned her head, fearful of the local lore that Mrs Halloween’s cats could see into the future. How they could ever communicate to Mrs Halloween was anyone’s guess, so she pushed that idea to the back of her mind. Cats simply do not predict the future. The scrawny felines, surprised by the striking visitor, jumped off the ledge and walked towards her.

‘Oh Jesus, go away.’

She suppressed a scream, and faced the door, wishing it would hurry and open so she could get it over with and go home.

Their inquisitive nature was making her uncomfortable. Her pale, heart-shaped face scrunched in horror as she felt the cats rub against the back of her legs. She tapped the door again, only this time with a bit more persistence. Because, where Mrs Halloween was concerned, you did not want to second-guess a thing.

There was a thunk of the latch opening from the inside, and Sarah looked up to the sky, silently whispering a prayer to her God. The door opened ajar and between the crack in the doorway, a blue eye appeared.

‘What do you want?’ the voice said brusquely.

Sarah had not expected the sharpness in the woman’s voice and was a taken aback. Her hands shook uncontrollably with nerves, and her nails dug into the flesh of the pig. Blood seeped down her fingers, staining her arms. She stared at Mrs Halloween, fear ablaze in her dark brown eyes.

‘I really need your help,’ she said, but it was barely a whisper.

‘Speak up, I can’t hear you. What is it that you want? I need specifics.’

‘It’s my son. He’s been missing since yesterday. I wondered if you could help, please, I beg you.’

‘Why should I help you?’ she spat, scrutinizing the woman in front of her.

She did not like the villagers disturbing her and her patience was now wearing thin.

‘I heard you were a witch, and I can p-pay,’ she stammered, holding the bloodied head of the pig in front of her.

Mrs Halloween levelled her eyes to the pig’s head, raised a brow, and thought it would come in useful.

‘Very well,’ she said, and opened the door. ‘What is your name, dear, and the name of the child?’ she asked, gesturing for Sarah to enter.

‘Sarah, and my son is called Thomas.’

The older woman snatched a quick glance outside and closed the door firmly behind her.

Sarah swallowed hard, and placed the offering on the wooden table, which was covered with pheasant feathers. Next to them was a platter full to the top with dissected birds, and another bowl full of their organs.

Sarah grimaced, and turned around to face Mrs Halloween.

The little old lady, barely five feet in height with long, silver hair, hardly looked threatening. She offered a wooden stool to Sarah beside the roaring fireplace, and then took a seat opposite her. She bent down and picked up a ceramic bowl from the grate. Sarah noticed she held something in her hand, and wondered what she was about to do.

Sarah watched the woman the entire time, and saw that her fingernails were long and pointed. Mrs Halloween looked her directly in the eyes. Sarah squinted, and wondered how it was possible that she could have two different coloured eyes. One was blue, and the other green. She clutched her apron tightly, wishing she had heeded the advice of her friend and not come here.

‘You know who I am, don’t you, my lovely, and what I do?’ Mrs Halloween asked, looking at Sarah as though she was seeing deep into her soul. Sarah felt as though all her dark, inner secrets were exposed and struggled to get the words out of her mouth.

‘You’re M-Mrs Halloween, a sorceress,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard much about you. Folk around here say you can see into the future.’

The woman smiled, and nodded in agreement at her.

‘That is correct, my dear. I also know what people are saying about me.’ She raised her eyes to Sarah. ‘But they are all wrong.’

She opened her left hand and dropped six round stones into the bowl.

There were a few seconds of uncomfortable silence as Mrs Halloween looked intently at the small grey stones with black, odd-shaped markings on them.

Sarah’s heart thumped against her ribs, wishing the old witch would speak, then she noticed for the first time the pendant that hung from her neck.

Mrs Halloween closed her eyes and inhaled. It was almost as if she were drifting into a trance-like state. This began to unnerve Sarah, now perspiring and swaying uncomfortably on her chair. Just as she was about to run out of the door, the room became dark, as though a shadow had passed over them.

‘I don’t like this,’ Sarah whispered, looking around the drab, grey room.

‘Ah,’ Mrs Halloween said, making the poor girl flinch. ‘It seems the boy was taken by his father.’

‘Him?’ Sarah clamped her hands over her mouth and shook her head. ‘No, no, this can’t be happening. He’s a bastard to him,’ she cried.

‘They are far from Carmarthen. I see they are heading south. The boy is quite weak, too, my lovely.’

‘No-o!’ she screamed. Tears ran down her face, and she began to convulse.

Mrs Halloween was stricken with fear. She stood up, and held the woman by her shoulders.

‘Oh no. Please don’t let this happen to me.’

Sarah’s eyes rolled back into their sockets, and white foam dripped down the corner of her mouth.

Mrs Halloween lifted her off the chair and laid her down on a soft bed. She rushed to her wooden cupboard and took out a brown bottle labelled ‘Black Snake Root’. She was pouring the contents into the woman’s mouth when the door flung wide open. This was not good. Discreetly, she yanked down her necklace and tucked it into the woman’s palm.

Mrs Halloween turned around – facing her were two men.

They were tall and fierce-looking, with white beards, and wore long, dark cloaks that fell to the floor in folds. In their left hands, they each held a wooden staff capped with a clear quartz crystal. Mrs Halloween dropped the bottle in fright when she realised who they were. The men walked into the house, and the one nearest the door slammed it shut. They both looked at the old woman, then at the young one lying still on the bed with her eyes open, dead.

‘Apprehend her,’ the closest one to Mrs Halloween said. ‘Take her to the town square.’

His voice was cold and calculated.

‘Terra, I did nothing wrong. She came to me for help.’

‘That is not for me to be the judge of. You will face trial for practising witchcraft, intending to cause harm,’ he sneered.

‘But I caused no harm. Please, Terra, she came to me to find her son.’

‘Then why is she lying dead, and why are you holding a bottle of potion in your hands, hm?’

Mrs Halloween sank to her knees, begging to the man to help her, even though she knew it was fruitless.

‘I’ll take her,’ the other spoke, and bent down to pick her up.

The town square was heaving with people of all ages. Some were local, some had travelled from the neighbouring towns. Hangings were a rare spectacle, an event not to be missed. They surrounded the wooden stage like a quilt of drab green and brown patches, chanting excitedly.

‘Hang them, burn them at the stake!’ An old man raised his gnarled fist in the air.

Terra meandered through the crowd, feet squelching in the mud, dragging Mrs Halloween along by her heels.

Arthur Sneed, a rotund man in his early thirties, with dark hair to his shoulders, noticed the tall wizard coming towards him. His steely grey eyes narrowed like slits, and his thin, cracked lips widened with joy. He clicked his fingers to the four hunched men behind him, shrouded in black cloaks.

‘We have another.’ He snickered, staring at Mrs Halloween.

Terra looked down at Sneed rather smugly, as though the capture of Mrs Halloween were a defining moment of his career.

‘Word got around that this witch had made a young boy disappear. Also killed his mother,’ he said, pushing her towards him. ‘Do you have room up there,’ his light purple eyes looked over to the stage, ‘for this one?’

Mrs Halloween was exhausted and could hardly stand. She stood limp in front of Sneed, and spat at him as he approached her. He wiped his cheek with his sleeve, then smiled, enticing her to lash out even more.

‘Nice work, Terra. Of course, there is always room for another. The more witches we kill off, the better our world will be.’ He patted Terra on the arm. ‘Perhaps we can work together after all,’ he said, rubbing his hands with glee.

Terra wrinkled his nose. He was not amused with Sneed’s little outburst, as he hated him more than he hated the witches.

Mrs Halloween swung her arm to hit him across his face, cursing him as she did so.

‘How can you do this? I am merely an old woman with gifts, an insight you can only dream of. And you,’ she turned to face Terra. ‘An Elemental Wizard from Aecleti killing off his own, you bastard!’ she screamed, noticing the three other women hanging from nooses. One of them was her best friend, Mary Applegate.

‘Oh no, not Mary,’ she cried. ‘Mary,’ she screamed, ‘I will save you!’

‘Too late, Georgina,’ Terra said. ‘These witches will die.’ He began laughing. ‘And so will you.’

A speck of rain ran down Mrs Halloween’s face. She looked up and, sensing a storm approaching, thought it would be a good opportunity to create a diversion.

Mary struggled to break free of the rope tied to her hands. The crowd laughed, but it was only when she began yelling in a different tongue, they quietened down. Hushed whispers, and exchanged looks of horror followed as they began stepping away from the stage. Mary kept chanting the same words in Latin over, and over. An elderly man in the crowd hollered for everyone to get moving. Terra knew she was calling upon the Realm for help and became angry.

‘Enough!’ Terra yelled.

He raised his staff as a thunderbolt of lightning struck the church’s steeple, sending it forth to the ground. The crowd scattered, screaming. Terra, with a look of hatred in his eyes, yelled for the hangmen to pull the nooses on the women immediately. Mrs Halloween broke free of the other wizard’s grip and ran towards her friend, Mary, whose eyes were full of tears. But it was too late, because as she got to the raised wooden stage, Mary took her last breath.

‘No-oo,’ she sobbed into her apron. ‘Why did you do this?’ she said, turning around sharply towards Terra. Her eyes were now black, and her arms outstretched as if invoking a darker force.

‘You bloody bitches thought you could take us for fools. Together we would have made an invincible force, but you betrayed us for your earthly darlings. Foul-smelling, filthy dogs,’ he spat. ‘For your disobedience, you will suffer for all eternity in this stinking realm you call ‘home’, never to cross over to Aecleti again.’ His voice subdued by an angry clatter of thunder.

Anger raged through her, and she continued to draw down the energy from the storm brewing above her head. Dark clouds swirled, faster, and faster until the strands of lightning coalesced down from the heavens through her fingers. She tilted her head forward, and a large, satisfied grin beamed across her face.

Terra looked up and saw what she was about to do. He raised his staff and directed it towards her, when a howl was heard and charging feet approached him from behind, hitting him to the ground. The spell bounced off the ground into the dark, looming clouds overhead.

Mrs Halloween fell to the floor in a heap, relieved and drained of energy.

Sneed saw this as an opportune moment to escape. He ran towards the church wall and crouched down, just as a fork of lightning struck him. He fell backwards onto the cold, hard ground, clutching a golden dagger in his hands.

Two huge wolves stood by the side of Georgina. Their lips curled back, exposing their pink gums and long, sharp, pointed canines.

A deafening roar and thunder pounded the sky again, followed by torrential rain that smacked against the already sodden ground.

‘Well, well, well, the dogs would turn up when things were about to exciting around here,’ Terra said.

‘It is time you left Willow, Terra. You will not hurt my family,’ the wolf said, walking towards him.

Terra raised his staff, then had second thoughts and lowered it. Beside him, three other men appeared.

‘Ambrosius once spoke of a young boy who will be born into the Halloween family. He will be strong, and will one day reclaim all the lost stones of Aurora and overthrow King Vortigen. I am here to make sure it will not happen.’

Sneed overheard this and curiously peeked over the wall.

‘You can do what you like, but you will never claim the Stones of Aurora, Terra, and neither will Morwenna. The Earth has been protected from King Vortigen for the safety of humans. You will not be the one to undo this.’

‘Then,’ Terra said, lifting his chin. ‘I will find another way.’

‘Not so fast, Terra,’ Georgina said, standing up. ‘You cannot do anything buried in ice.’ She laughed, as a streak of lightning hit the ground, binding the four wizards.

‘We’ll take them to the mountains, Georgina,’ the wolf said.

The others mounted a wizard each on their back, and ran across the muddy field towards the mountains beyond the woods.

‘Edward, be careful!’ she yelled.
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Carmarthen, Wales, 2014

The rain hammered against the roof of the battered 1980s red Chevrolet. For the fifth time that day, the engine spluttered and finally cut out on an unlit country lane, leaving its occupants stranded. They had travelled for a grand total of two hundred and forty miles in many weather, but as they arrived on the outskirts of Willow Creek, their new hometown, a severe thunderstorm erupted that showed no sign of stopping.

‘This is just bloody fantastic,’ Danny said sarcastically, glancing up at his stressed-out mother behind the wheel. ‘This trip’s taken hours longer than it should’ve.’

‘Tell me about it, Dan. You’re not the only one who’s tired and annoyed.’ She yawned into the back of her hand.

Danny brushed back his long, dark hair, and closed his book, “Welsh Myths and Legends”. He’d been reading for the past two hours. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw something dark flying past the window.

‘What the heck was that?’ he whispered, opening the window to inspect.

Mind is playing tricks, he thought, and put his headphones in.

‘What’s what?’ Fran asked, looking over her seat.

‘It was nothing, Mum. I thought I saw movement.’

‘It’s lack of sleep, honey,’ she said morosely.

Fran sighed heavily, then slumped over the steering wheel. She hoped to see a glimpse of the town where they were heading, but the dark night and looming trees only threw back her own, tired reflection. Exhaustion now kicked in as she turned the key in the ignition, inwardly praying the battered old car, courtesy of her divorce settlement, would start one more time so they could make it home.

‘Please, please bloody start,’ she whispered, as the engine choked and hacked before cutting out again. She slammed her hands on the steering wheel, cussing under her breath that nothing ever went damn well right for her. Giving up, and on the verge of a breakdown, her green eyes settled on the rain streaming down the windshield.

‘Is it completely knackered this time?’ Danny asked.

‘Nah, I don’t think so.’ She sighed. ‘Don’t worry OK, I’ll get us there.’

Yeah, she thought. Good old Mum will get us out of this mess – unlike your father who is too busy with his new family to give a shit.

‘Do you want me to look for you?’

‘No, Dan, not in this rain,’ she said, watching the rain bounce off the bonnet. ‘You’ll get soaked.’

‘OK, we’ll give it a few minutes then.’

‘Yeah, a few more minutes won’t hurt. The sodding car is a load of crap,’ she said, folding her arms.

Danny snickered and went back to his book. Fran sat still for a while just admiring the rain and enjoying the peace from the kids when something pricked her senses.

She noticed a shadow pass by the beam of the headlights. She sat bolt upright, and squinted to see through the rain, hoping the lack of sleep was making her delusional, but there was nothing. Now the gentle tapping on the driver’s door was confirming her worst fears.

Her whole body went rigid, and she felt the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. She slowly turned her head to see; her eyes half closed to shield her from the horror that awaited outside.

Again, nothing.

She was physically tired. It had been a long journey.

‘OK, I really need some sleep before I lose it completely.’

She gripped the steering wheel tightly as her palms began to sweat, and her mouth became dry. This was not the time to have a panic attack, she thought, trying taking a deep breath. She glanced towards the empty passenger seat, and saw her mobile lit up.

Relieved to have some contact with the outside world, she picked it up, only to find there was no signal.

‘Damn thing,’ she said, casting it aside.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Danny, noticing how jittery his mother was.

Fran shrugged.

She looked through the window again, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw no sign of anyone, only branches waving in the stiff breeze that had picked up and was now hammering against the car door. Another deep breath, and a mental telling off for being pathetic, she relaxed, and gave the engine one more try.

Danny pressed his nose against the window; his eyes tracing the rain as it ran down the glass like spidery veins.

‘Twenty-five,’ he counted, as he watched the last drop hit the bottom. It was just then the car miraculously started, much to the relief of his mother.

‘Here we go.’

Fran feigned a smile, looking over her shoulder at the twins. Jane was asleep, head propped against the window, and Danny, who preferred to listen to his heavy metal music on the headset, was looking out of the window, about to doze off too. Molly, her youngest, was asleep in the car seat completely oblivious to it all.

Great kids, she thought.

As the car pulled away, Danny’s dark eyes veered up towards a wooden sign on the roadside. In large blue letters it said, “Welcome to Willow Creek.” As if on cue, the rain ceased, and the clouds parted, revealing the waxing crescent moon.

‘We finally made it,’ she said. ‘No thanks to this useless car of your father’s. I should have asked for the van in the divorce.’

Danny took out his earphones and leaned forward between the two front seats.

‘So this is home now, Danny. Hopefully, it will be a new start for all of us,’ she said, trying, but failing miserably, to rouse enthusiasm from her son. Fran was a thin woman with red, out-of-control hair. She wore exuberant clothes, mainly sourced from the local charity and vintage shops. Her choices were mix-and-matched, era and all, not a pattern too bold, or a colour too colourful.

‘Mum, you do realise this is a conservative town, and we are not the conservative type?’ he said.

She looked up at the rear-view mirror, and smiled. Danny was her first child, born four minutes before Jane. His long, dark hair fell to the shoulders of his black leather biker jacket, adorned with badges of his favourite rock groups.

‘How do you know this?’

‘I looked it up on the Internet. This place is really, really odd. Apparently, this is the village where three witches were sent to be hanged, but one of them escaped. According to the site I read, she still haunts the town.’

‘What? Seriously, Dan, you need to stop believing all you read. Anyway, people say we’re odd.’

She sighed.

‘Well, it’s irrelevant right now. This is only a temporary solution until we can sell the house and hopefully buy another one back in Oldetown.’

Danny hoped that would be true. He looked out of the window, then felt a tingle along his neck. He could not find any rational explanation, but he had been on edge as soon as they arrived in the village.

He picked up his book, hoping it would take his mind off the nervousness. But as he tried to focus on the words, he dozed off.

It was quite unusual, because he had slept for most of the journey. In an attempt to keep himself awake, he put the music back on, then noticed his fingernails looked longer and sharper than they did normally.

Strange.

He shrugged off these thoughts, and carried on reading.
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‘The boy has arrived in Willow,’ the hoarse voice said. ‘You will need to bring him to me, do you understand? I will not allow the ancient prophecy to come true.’

The silhouette of the tall woman turned from the window to two men standing opposite her. Their faces concealed by the darkness in the hollow room.

‘Yes, your Highness. We will kidnap him and bring him to you,’ said one of them, spoken in an Irish accent.

‘Good,’ she said, rather pleased with herself. ‘I have sent the Crows to watch over him in the meantime.’

She stepped into the beam of moonlight shining through the window, and swished her cloak over her shoulder. ‘You may leave now.’ She shooed them away with her long, elegant hand covered with a black velvet glove.

The rushed footsteps of the two Rangers echoed throughout the hall, and down the corridor of the castle. Morwenna, the dark sorceress of the Dark Lands, laughed wickedly as she gazed down at the city raging with fire. It was once known as Aecleti, a beautiful haven with lush green hills, and white buildings. Now it was charcoal black, and all that was left of its past were the torn remains of its flag lying in a pool of witches’ blood.

‘Soon, all this will be mine. All mine,’ she said, coldly, turning sideways, facing the body of a man lying down on the cold, stone floor.

In her hands, a red spherical light appeared that cast a glow over her pale, slim face. Her grey, almond-shaped eyes glared unforgivingly at the lifeless body. She bent down, kneeling on one knee beside him, and ran the back of her hand across his jaw. His long, dark hair fell across his shoulders, down to the golden medallion of a dragon’s wing resting on his chest. This was the symbol of King Vortigen, and once the proud symbol on the flag of Aecleti.

‘Poor you,’ she laughed mockingly. ‘Looks like I fooled you all, but never mind now, my love, sleep.’

She turned her attention to the blue light in her hand, as it swelled, sucking her in. The light in the room dimmed until it all went dark.

Danny woke up shivering. He looked over at his sleeping sisters, then turned his gaze to the window, out into the inky blackness.

‘That was so real.’

He did not remember falling asleep, but whatever he saw, he was certain that it was a vision, and not a dream. He looked over the passenger seat and, from what he could make out from the beam of the car headlights, they were travelling along a narrow country road. The skeletal tree branches hung overhead, shielding the night sky. There was a rasp again, and Danny could now feel the pounding of his heart.

‘Mum, stop the car!’ he demanded, shaking and cowering behind the passenger seat.

‘What?’ she said. ‘Why would I do that? I haven’t long got the bloody thing started again.’

‘You don’t hear that voice?’ he asked, looking astounded.

‘I hear nothing, Dan, but your sister’s snoring back there.’

‘Sure?’ he said, checking out the back window.

‘Yeah, now settle down, will you? We’ll be there in another twenty minutes.’

His mouth felt dry, so he took a bottle of water from his rucksack. His head was spinning with so many thoughts and possibilities. He unscrewed the cap, and took a swig, when he noticed Fran peering out of the window.

‘Oh yeah, what is that noise?’ she said. ‘It’s like whistling, do you hear that, Dan?’ she asked.

Danny lowered the bottle from his mouth. His eyes darted around the interior of the car.

‘Yeah, it sounds a lot like ... birds.’

He knew he had to calm down, as. after all, what he saw was just a dream, right?

The road was void of traffic and the sound of birds whistling grew louder. Fran held on to the steering wheel with a tight grip, nervously looking from the passenger window to hers.

Danny pressed his hands against his ears. The farther they were going in the car, the louder the whistling became. A pain seared from his right temple to his left and back again, as if someone had jabbed a hot poker through his head. He winced in pain, but was afraid to release his screams for fear of scaring his mother.

He closed his eyes, concentrating on his breathing, when a yellow eye appeared in his thoughts.

‘They’re watching me,’ he said. ‘Just like the dream.’

‘What was that, Dan?’ Fran asked.

‘Nothing, Mum,’ he said.

As they came towards the end of the road, the flapping of wings became apparent. Danny wound down the window, and looked out. Along the road, the trees swayed violently, and the whistling intensified.

‘Mum, stop the car. Now!’ Danny yelled.

Fran looked over her shoulder.

‘What is it this time?’

‘Mum.’ Danny pointed towards the windshield.

Fran turned back around, when a horde of crows flew out of the bush, causing her to slam her foot on the brake. The car came to an abrupt halt, flinging Fran and Danny forward.

‘Damn birds. The buggers came out of nowhere,’ she said, as they sat and watched them fly past the windscreen.

‘Yeah,’ Danny said, thinking about the eye he had seen.

The pain in his head had stopped, but he was shaken up badly.

Jane woke up in fright, throwing the blanket off her and Molly. She brushed back her dark, wavy hair and glanced around her surroundings.

‘What’s happened?’ she asked, rubbing her eyes.

‘Some birds came out of the tree, so I had to slam the brakes. All is fine, no panic,’ Fran said, starting the car up again.

Jane looked over at Danny, resting his head against the window.

‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Nothing,’ he retorted, slinking down in the seat, worried about who could want to kidnap him.

‘Oh fine, I was only asking. Miserable git,’ she muttered under her breath. ‘Where are we, Mum?’ she said, hugging Fran from behind the seat.

‘We just got into Willow, honey. Damn car broke down, again.’

‘Again? Oh, Mum, you should have asked Uncle David to check it out before we left.’

Fran sighed.

‘I should have, but never mind, we’re here now. ’

Where the country road ended, and the town began, Fran turned left up another lane. The hedges had been cut back, and they were able to look out across the hills dotted with lights that made up the town of Willow Creek.

‘We’ll go into the town tomorrow OK, but right now all I want to do is get some sleep,’ she yawned.

‘Have you been to Nanna Georgina’s house before?’ Jane asked.

‘The last time I was here, I was six years old. My memories of this place are very vague, to be honest.’ She shrugged, looking solemnly ahead.

The road had no street lights, and the car headlights were failing.

‘Do you see that, Danny?’ she asked, pointing ahead.

Danny did his best to pull himself together, and looked out of the window. He narrowed his eyes and could see the tip of a chimney in the mist.

‘Yeah, Mum, straight ahead. Looks like a house.’

A house he was already not keen on.

She leant forward to look out of the windshield, frowning at the outline of a house that appeared from the heavy mist. She stopped the car, undid her seatbelt, and got out.

Beyond the rusted metal gate was a dark three storey building with a steepled roof. The glimmer from the jack-o’-lanterns that lit the path towards the front door glinted off the arch-shaped windows. Danny and Jane stepped out of the car and stood beside Fran. The branches from the oak trees interwoven above the gate broke the moonlight that rested beside the crooked chimney.

‘What is this place, Mum? It isn’t what I expected,’ Jane said, linking her arm in Fran’s.

‘No, me neither,’ she said, walking towards the gate.

A gnarled metal fence entwined with black bramble vines encircled the whole of the dilapidated old house. In the pale moonlight, the perimeter appeared almost alive, the wet sinew-like branches sliding and tightening over each other. It was disgusting. Fran stared quite nauseated, wondering if they had wrapped themselves around the railings, almost protectively, to show the separation between the world beyond the gates and the town. Or rather, she had another disturbing thought; that it was to keep whatever was in there from getting out.

Her gaze came to rest on a small bronze plaque, its uppermost corner protruding from behind the mass of undergrowth. She held her breath and tentatively pulled back the brambles, careful not to impale her flesh on the razor-sharp thorns. The plant felt wet, cold, and dead.

Fran shivered.

The plaque was dirty
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