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Foreword


by Sir Elton John and David Furnish


The first thing I noticed about Stephen was his smile. 


Stephen was one of those completely transparent people. When he smiled, his sweetness, gentleness and kindness shone out of him. He also had a huge love of life and whenever he appeared in the doorway with his dimples and infectious laugh, we all new we were going to have fun, fun, fun. From the moment we met, Stephen and I were great friends. 


Friends are people who are on your side, even when you are in the wrong. Both Stephen and I have had times when we’ve been down, and I was very glad to help him in the period after Boyzone split up. He said he missed the guys, and I think he may have worried he was losing their friendship. Of course, he wasn’t, and by the time of his tragic death, Stephen, Ronan, Mikey, Shane and Keith, were reunited.


As well as being highly sensitive, Stephen was also incredibly brave. He was described in the Times as ‘A hero of gay rights’, being the first ever boy band member to come out. David and I are very proud that we introduced Stephen to Andy, who was to become his life’s partner, at a party in 2002. We are also very proud of Andy because, despite his terrible loss and grief, he has seen this book’s publication through to the end, knowing that this is what Stephen would have wanted. 


Stephen often talked about his childhood. He was proud of the backstreets of Dublin, where he was raised by loving parents. The family was very poor, but Stephen would always laugh about the times he had to sell firewood door to door at 10p per bag, or walk to school in shoes stuffed with cardboard to keep the rain out. Stephen never forgot what it was like to be a child, and it was perhaps this quality that made his star shine so brightly. He and I shared a love of the films of Disney and The Wizard of Oz, and both of these are big influences on the magical story that is The Tree of Seasons.


I miss Stephen. I miss him so much. But his book reminds me of many of his best qualities, and just thinking about it makes me smile too.










Chapter 1


strange happenings in grimsville woods
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The first time Josh saw the lights flaring like a beacon above Grimsville Woods, he decided he was suffering from one of three things. He was hallucinating. He was dreaming a particularly vivid dream in green and purple colours. He needed to have his eyes tested . . . and fast. There was a fourth option, of course. The lights casting those eerie, grotesque shadows across the dark sky were real. But that was so unbelievable he’d had to wait until last night to check it out.


The checkers-out were Michael and Beth. Needless to say, they’d not believed their older brother when he described what he’d seen. Why should they? Lights over Grimsville Woods in the middle of the night! Get real, Josh. Or get glasses. Oh, they scoffed and laughed but last night they were standing by his bedroom window when the time came, waiting just as eagerly to see for themselves if he was suffering from delusions – or if a mystery really was unfolding right in front of their eyes.


Josh had used his binoculars to see exactly what was going on. But everything was a blur, colours swirling at such speed that he’d staggered back from the window, suddenly dizzy and nauseous. It was the same sensation he used to get when he spun for too long on the spinners in the playground. It was a long time since Josh had been on a spinner but he remembered the sensation only too well, and Michael had had to hold him steady until the bedroom furniture stopped swaying.


Beth had been the timekeeper. She announced that the colours flashed for thirty minutes. Then, just like the previous night, they abruptly stopped. The sky and the woods merged back into darkness and the children were staring into an inky-black landscape. It still seemed like a dream but Josh had heard Michael’s gasps of wonder, and Beth’s whimpers of fear (understandable as she was only eight years old and the lights had been awesome to watch).


This morning, with the sunshine spilling into his bedroom, Josh had no difficulty using his binoculars. He leaned out the open window and adjusted the lens. Apart from a few bobtail clouds, the sky was blue, the sun was up, and birds were singing their hearts out in the garden. Suddenly Grimsville Woods rushed towards him. The trees waved their branches and he could make out each distinct fluttering green leaf.


Merryville Woods was the proper name for the woods but Josh had nicknamed them Grimsville because there was nothing merry about the Trespassers Will be Prosecuted notices that had appeared over the past year, nor the thorny hedges growing around the perimeter.


Apart from the waving branches, nothing was stirring this morning in Grimsville Woods. There were no birds flitting from bough to bough, no small creatures scurrying between the trunks. The narrow path that led from the back of their house to the woodlands glinted with flecks of mica but the trees looked as they always did, grim, mysterious, unwelcoming and, now, definitely worth exploring. Big problem. The woods were out of bounds since Great Aunt Graves had had the threatening trespassing notices erected. Josh figured she must have poured gallons of plant food over the hedgerows because they looked even more thorny and vicious that usual. Like rolls of barbed wire, he thought, lowering his binoculars and glancing across the room at his sleeping brother.


This was the first day of their school summer holidays and Michael wouldn’t rise before noon. Beth’s bedroom door slammed. Her light footsteps sounded as she ran across the landing and down the stairs. Josh wondered if she was also thinking about last night. Probably. She was the one who had suggested they break the number-one rule and investigate. Below in the kitchen, he heard the clinking, clunking morning sounds as his mother set the table for breakfast. But the sounds were leisurely instead of the usual hurried footsteps and loud voices as everyone rushed to beat the clock. Josh sighed with absolute contentment. Freedom. Such a wonderful word. Freedom from lessons, homework, school rules and, most importantly of all, freedom from Johnny Welts.


 Unable any longer to stand the sight of his sleeping brother, he shook Michael’s shoulder. “Wake up!” he said. “You can’t lie in bed all morning.”


Michael opened one eye then closed it again just as quickly. “Why not,” he growled. “I’m on holidays. I can do what I like.”


“But what about the woods?” Josh said. “We decided last night that we’d investigate.”


“Nothing to investigate.” Michael pulled the duvet over his head and snuggled deeper into his bed. “It was probably just kids setting off fireworks in the village.” His voice was muffled but determined. “Leave me alone. I’m not getting up for hours and hours.”


Josh sighed as he put on his jeans and laced his trainers. He rummaged in his drawer for a tee-shirt and pulled on his favourite black one with the Superman symbol on the front. Last night had nothing to do with fireworks. Fireworks mean celebrations and illuminations scattering like stars across the sky. This was different, more like laser beams, and, anyway, the village of Merryville was nowhere near the woods. As for the noises . . . that was really scary. The first time Josh hadn’t heard anything but last night mysterious clashes and thuds had carried clearly on the wind.


Unable any longer to watch his brother sleeping when they had so much to discuss, he grabbed a pillow and jumped on Michael’s bed.


“Get up,” he yelled. “Get up! Get up!” He swatted the duvet with the pillow until Michael emerged from underneath it and grabbed his own pillow. The light of battle banished the sleep from his eyes and the fight was on in earnest.


“Cut out the racket, you two!” their mother yelled from the bottom of the stairs. “You’ll bring the ceiling down on top of us.”


“What about the woods?” Josh collapsed on Michael’s bed. “Do you really believe it was fireworks?”


“What else could it be?” Michael threw his pillow to one side and placed his hands behind his head. “Fairies?”


The two boys guffawed at the thought of fairies playing with lasers in the middle of Grimsville Woods.


“Not fairies,” said Josh. “Elves, maybe?”


This made them laugh even louder.


“Goblins?” said Michael, not to be outdone. “Pixies, leprechauns, brownies?”


“Demons?” retorted Josh. “Ghouls? Sea witches?”


“Vampires?” Michael hissed in mock-terror.


“Werewolves?” Josh arched his hands into claws and dived on his brother. They wrestled for a few minutes until the breakfast smells drew them downstairs, shouting, as they always did, “Last one down is a rotten egg!”


“Ah! The samurai wrestlers have decided to join us at last.” Mr Lotts lowered his morning newspaper and stared over the top of his glasses at his sons.


“Sorry, Dad,” said Josh, pulling his chair to the table. “We were just messing.”


“Well, mess a bit quieter in future.” Their father returned his attention to his newspaper and Mrs Lotts – still in her dressing gown – placed a platter of pancakes in front of the boys. Easy knowing the summer holidays had started. Their mother, who was a school teacher, never had time to make pancakes in the morning. She had also made Josh’s favourite breakfast – a soft-boiled egg with toast soldiers – and as she bustled about the kitchen she looked as happy and carefree as her children whereas Mr Lotts, gloomily reading the property pages, was dressed in his suit and tie.


“Mum, did you see anything strange last night?” Josh finished his egg and reached for a pancake.


“Strange?” Mrs Lotts paused, teapot in hand. “What do you mean by strange?”


“Flashes of light from Grimsville Woods.”


“You mean Merryville Woods?” she replied.


“Yeah . . . whatever.” Josh shrugged. “Did you see anything?”


“Why on earth would there be flashes of light coming from the woods?” said Mr Lotts. “No one ever goes there.”


“You must have been dreaming, Josh,” said Beth, spreading her third pancake with a thick layer of maple syrup. She shot him a warning look. “You always have such weird dreams.”


“I guess so.” Josh squeezed lemon over his pancake and took the first delicious bite.


“Flashes?” said Mr Lotts, folding his newspaper and placing it in his briefcase. “Maybe your great-aunt was inspecting her property.”


At the mention of Great Aunt Graves, the three children pulled faces at each other across the table.


“You’re spoiling my appetite,” said Michael.


“Mine too,” said Beth, reaching for another pancake. “I don’t want to visit her horrible house ever again.”


 “You can’t refuse an invitation when you haven’t been invited.” Mr Lotts sighed heavily and picked up his briefcase. “Unlike me. I’ve to go there tonight for another meeting.”


 “I’m not going with you,” said Josh.


“Me neither,” chorused Michael and Beth.


Mr Lotts raised his eyebrows and stared at the three mutinous faces. “As it happens, I’m going there as her estate agent, not as her nephew. So it’s not a family visit.”


“Whew!” Josh dramatically wiped his forehead.


“Double whew!” Beth’s long hair swung forward as she tried to grab the maple syrup from Michael. She and Josh were blonde like their mother while Michael, with his brown curly hair, was the image of their father.


“Is she still determined to start felling the woods as soon as planning permission comes through?” asked Mrs Lotts.


“She’s ready to roll,” replied Mr Lotts. “Before we know it, there’ll be new houses stretching as far as the village.”


“Cut down the woods?” Josh gasped. “When she bought them, she told me she wanted to turn the woods into a conservation area.”


Mr Lotts nodded. “That was last year, Josh. But things have changed since the trees became diseased.”


“The trees are not the only things that are diseased,” muttered Michael.


“Enough of that kind of talk, Michael.” Mrs Lotts, knowing exactly what he meant, frowned. “Your great-aunt was very ill. Let’s be thankful she’s recovered her health.”


“Recovered?” Beth swallowed loudly and pushed her plate to one side. “She’s turned into a horrible old witch. I don’t like her any more.”


“Me neither,” said Michael and looked across at Josh for support.


“She’s a weirdo.” Josh always felt disloyal when they said nasty things about their great-aunt. He had loved her once but Michael and Beth were right. She was horrible, rude and crotchety, and always made them feel so unwelcome when they called to visit.


After Mr Lotts drove away, the children stacked the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher and tidied their rooms. From the window Josh watched his mother, now dressed in her gardening trousers and a straw hat, enter the garden shed. She’d spend the summer working in the garden, preparing her fruit and vegetables for the annual Merryville Horticultural Festival. Until Great Aunt Graves had turned into the most unpleasant person Josh knew, she and his mother used to compete in the gardening section. Sometimes Great Aunt Graves won first prize for her tomatoes and courgettes, sometimes his mother was the winner. But it never mattered who won or lost. The two women had been the best of friends until last summer when the accident happened and everything changed.


Suddenly, thinking about Great Aunt Graves, the idea of exploring the woods became less attractive. Those noises last night . . . the more Josh thought about them the more he became convinced there had been a fight going on. Sticks and knives and spears and maybe even guns, because now he could remember a popping sound, and blasts, as if bolts of electricity were being released.


When the chores were done, Beth, her hair tied in a ponytail and dressed like her brother in jeans and a tee-shirt, rushed into their bedroom to discuss the woods.


“We have to find the way in first,” Michael reminded them. “That hedge is like a fortress.”


 “We could crawl underneath it,” said Beth. “We’ve never really tried, not seriously, I mean.”


“If Great Aunt Graves finds out we’re on her property, we could end up in jail,” warned Josh. “And I’ll be blamed . . . as usual.”


Being the eldest was tough going at times. If his parents found out, he’d be grounded and have his pocket money cut while Michael and Beth would probably get off with just a warning. “There’s some really weird stuff going on there,” he continued. “I think we should go to the lake for a swim instead.”


“What!” Beth looked disgusted. “Last night we said—”


“I know what we said. But there could be gangsters in the woods.”


“They’re not gangsters,” said Beth. “I think it’s magic.”


“Magic!” Josh snorted. “Don’t be daft. There’s no such thing.”


 “Please, Josh. You promised.” Beth folded her arms and gazed challengingly at him. “I bet you’re scared.”


“I am not. But I’m responsible for you—”


“You’re not in charge of me,” Michael interrupted him, indignantly.


“Or me,” said Beth. “I really want to do something different and exciting today. I vote we go to the woods right now.”


“I’m the eldest.” Josh was determined to keep his cool. He knew what Beth was like when she wanted her own way. She would say, “please . . . please . . . pretty please . . . ” until he felt like gagging her, and Michael would sulk for the rest of the day. But Josh was twelve and a half years of age (the extra six months was important as they added to his authority) and he was expected to be fearless. Like Superman. He touched the ‘S’ symbol on his tee-shirt. Superman wouldn’t have hesitated for an instant. But then Superman had the ability to fly and watch danger from a safe distance whereas he, Josh Lotts, would have to crawl through a spiky hedge and probably be caught by Great Aunt Graves, who was far worse than any enemy Superman ever had to confront. But, despite Josh’s uneasiness, the woods beckoned and he was just as anxious as the others to find out what lay behind those extraordinary lights.


“OK, this is the plan,” he said in his best Superman voice. “We don’t let on we’re going near Grimsville. If either of you tell Mum and Dad, I’ll never speak to you again. Ever. Understood?”


They nodded and Beth solemnly crossed her heart.


“We’ll go to the woods the long way. That means walking to the village and entering from the far side,” he said. “Maybe the hedges won’t be so thick there. We stick together. No splitting up and going off on our own. And at the first sign of trouble, we run like hell. Agreed?”


Again, Michael and Beth nodded, their eyes shining with excitement.


When they emerged from the house, their mother stopped digging and leaned on the handle of her spade. “Where are you going?” she asked.


“To the village,” said Josh. Strictly speaking, this was not a lie. They’d have to walk through West Merryville Street but, as usual, Beth could not help embroidering the truth.


“We’re going to the playground and then to the lake and then to the park,” she said. “So we’ll be gone for ages and ages.”


“Sounds like a busy morning,” replied Mrs Lotts. “Just make sure you’re back by lunchtime.”


 “We will . . . we will,” said Beth, who just knew the day was made for adventure. And how right she was.


The sun was high in the sky and the day promised to be a scorcher. Their house was set in a Wicklow valley, surrounded by wild meadows and lush green fields. After a fifteen-minute walk, they reached Merryville. This small, busy village had shops lining the main street and a playground on the outskirts. They hurried through the village and passed Merryville Lake, which was in the centre of Merryville Park, so, to be fair, Beth had not been lying either.


 When they left the village behind, Grimsville Woods appeared like a thin black line on the horizon. They climbed through the bars of a gate into a field. The sheep stopped grazing and gazed after the children as they ran across the grass. When they reached the end of the field they climbed over a stile. The narrow road they entered twisted and turned along the lie of the woods. But they were unable to find an opening in the dense hedgerow. Usually, at this time of year, the whitethorn was heavy with white blossom but all they could see were thick branches of thorns trailing the ground and spiking the air.


“Look!” After they’d been walking for some time, Michael pointed into the distance where the outline of a roof had become visible. “That’s Great Aunt Graves’s house,” he said. “We’d better not go any further.”


In the same instant, Josh noticed a small arched opening in the hedge. From where they stood it looked like it could form a tunnel into the woods. Their footsteps slowed. They’d been warned about the woods so often. The trees were diseased, the ground was full of hollows and slippery dead tree trunks, and it was easy to get lost in the labyrinth of dark, narrow trails.


“We don’t actually have to go into the woods.” Doubt entered Beth’s voice for the first time. “We could just get close enough to see what’s actually going on.”


But Josh was in full Superman mode. “You two can stay outside. I’ll do the exploring and report back to you if I find anything.”


“Oh no you won’t,” said Michael. “If you go, we all go. Right, Beth?”


“I guess . . . ” She gripped Josh’s hand and walked a little closer to him as they approached the hedgerow. Thorns tugged at their clothes, dragged at their hair. Josh was stung by nettles but he was too excited to notice the pain. They emerged into a dusty trail, just wide enough for them to walk in single file. But the trees remained impassable. Even Beth, who was slight and wiry, was unable to force her way between the gnarled trunks. The sun shone through the rustling, leafy canopies and cast dappled shadows before them as they continued along the trail.


 “Well, looks like there’s nothing here.” Josh didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. “Come on, let’s go back and find the opening.”


“Wait!” Michael stopped, abruptly. “Someone’s coming.”


Josh listened intently but was unable to hear a sound. “It’s your imagination,” he said. “Now come on, let’s go.” He turned back, hoping the others would follow. One part of him wanted to continue exploring. Somewhere, there had to be an opening between the grim, silent trees. But the more sensible part of him – the part that belonged to being twelve and a half years old and responsible for their safety – wanted to leave this mysterious green space where brilliant lights shone at dead of night and eerie noises suggested that Beth could be right and magic was afoot. He’d only taken a few steps along the path when he heard a voice behind him. And, before he turned, he knew it didn’t belong to either Michael or Beth.










Chapter 2


the arrival of forester
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Josh blinked. Unable to believe his eyes, he blinked again. Earlier, he’d laughed uproariously with Michael at the idea of supernatural creatures. He’d scoffed when Beth mentioned magic yet here he was, only a few hours later, staring down at a little man who most definitely belonged to the enchanted underworld. Josh was unsure if he was an elf, pixie, brownie or leprechaun. Not that it mattered. No such creatures existed . . . apart from fairy stories. The obvious answer was that the sun, now at its height in the noonday sky, had got to him. He was suffering from severe sunstroke. But one look at Michael’s stupefied expression, and Beth’s delighted smile, forced him to face reality. Somehow, he, Michael and Beth had stumbled into the realm of magic.


The air was still and hushed as the children and this strange little man stared curiously at each other. The little man stroked a bushy, russet-brown beard. His hair was the same rich shade – and a green hat with a pointy tip sat jauntily on the side of his head. He was dressed in tight black trousers and a moss-green jacket. Two brown patches on either side of his hat were so carelessly stitched on that they waggled every time he moved his head.


“Hi, there,” said Beth, as if it was perfectly normal to meet such an unusual creature in the course of her day. She hunkered down until she was almost eye level with him. “Who are you?”


“Never mind who I am,” he replied as he removed a satchel from his shoulders. It was made from hemp and had a thick rope strap. It looked heavy but that did not bother the little same. Despite his size, he looked tough and brawny, and his skin was ruddy from the outdoors. His eyes were most extraordinary. They glowed with a purple sheen and, right now, they were busily scrutinising each of the children.


“Are you allowed in the woods?” he asked. “Haven’t your parents warned you that it is a dangerous place?”


“We were . . . eh . . . we were looking for our dog,” said Beth.


 “He ran off into the woods,” added Michael.


“You won’t find any dog in these woods,” the little man replied. “Canines sense danger and no sensible dog would venture any further than the spot we’re standing on now.”


“What kind of danger could be in there?” asked Beth, pointing at the trees. “It’s only Grimsville Woods.”


“So, that’s what you call it?” said the man. “Grimsville Woods?”


“That’s the name Josh gave it,” said Michael, sitting cross-legged on the ground. “But it’s really called Merryville Woods.”


“Once upon a time Merryville was an apt name,” the man replied. He looked directly at Josh, who felt so awkward standing before such a small person that he also hunkered down. “But you named it wisely, Josh,” continued the little man. “There is nothing but grimness and decay here now.” Then he turned to Beth and asked, “Do you really have a lost dog?”


Beth hated being caught out in a lie but there was something so compelling about the man’s gaze that she lowered her eyes and said, “Actually, no. We don’t even own a dog.”


“I thought so much. Why did you lie?”


“Because we’re not allowed in the woods,” she replied. “I’m sorry for lying. I said the first thing that popped into my head.” She paused and moved a little closer to him. “Can I ask you a personal question?”


“By all means,” the little man politely replied.


“Are you a leprechaun or a pixie?”


“My name is Forester.” He made a slight bow to each of the children and continued in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’m the gatekeeper and protector of these ancient woods. What is your name?”


“I’m Beth and this is my brother, Michael.”


Forester shook hands with each of them in turn. His hand was tiny yet it fitted comfortably into their own hands, which made no sense, as far as Josh was concerned. Or it made as much sense as anything else that was happening.


The little man continued talking. “Keeping humans from entering the woods is one of my tasks so I command the trees to shelter us. I also protect them with my spells so that they grow strong and tall.”


“You haven’t protected them very well,” said Michael. “They’re all diseased.”


“Is that a fact?” Forester sounded indignant. “Are you suggesting that I don’t know how to care for my trees?”


“It’s what we’ve heard,” said Josh. “A man from the county council did an inspection and said they were suffering from some kind of weird mildew. And you said yourself that the woods are decaying.”


“I said there is decay within the woods, not within my trees.” He glanced around, checking that no one could overhear. “Appearances can be deceptive. And enemies come in many guises. I would lay down my life rather than let anyone harm my trees. No humans can penetrate these woods—”


“But the man from the council—”


“Hush!” Forester put his finger to his lips. “Sound carries in the wind and our enemies have sharp ears.”


“Who are the enemies?” Josh whispered.


 “You’ll be in danger if I tell you,” the little man whispered back. “Be sensible and do not venture any further along this trail.”


“But we want to know about the lights,” said Michael. “We saw them last night and Josh saw them the night before.”


Forester tilted his cap to one side and scratched his head in astonishment. “How could you see the lights?” he asked. “No one in the mortal world has the vision to see such sights.” He stepped back from the children and closed his eyes. He seemed to be concentrating, his forehead furrowed. He uttered an occasional word, then nodded, as if someone had replied.


“What’s he doing?” muttered Michael, shifting uneasily on the dusty ground.


“I think he’s communicating the way we do on the phone, only he’s doing it through his mind,” Josh whispered back.


Forester gave a final nod and opened his eyes to stare directly at Josh. “Did you also hear noises?” he asked.


“We did,” Josh replied. “Like spears clashing. And we heard blasts as well.”


 “You heard correctly.” Forester settled his hat back on his head again. “There have been skirmishes taking place in the woods these past few nights. Oh, nothing too serious . . . as yet . . . but the time will come . . . ” he stopped at the sound of dead wood snapping. This was followed by a rustling noise, as if someone or something had brushed against leaves.


“Go now,” he whispered. “Go quickly back to the safety of your home. You can’t be seen here.”


 The children scrambled to their feet and stepped backwards, uncertain what to make of the little man’s strange behaviour. “Will we see you again?” Josh asked.


“Perhaps . . . ” Forester waved them away with his hand. “But you must leave immediately. I say this to protect you. You have entered a dangerous space.”


His urgent tone added to their nervousness. Without another word the children turned back towards the opening. They had only taken a few steps when Beth spun round. “I want to ask him about the lights,” she whispered but Forester had disappeared.


They stared at the spot where he’d been standing just seconds ago.


“How strange is that?” asked Michael. He bent forward, half expecting the little man to be still standing between the burgeoning roots.


“Really weird,” agreed Beth.


“You heard him,” said Josh. “Danger! Let’s get out of here.”


 They hurried along the trail. Sunshine no longer filtered through the branches and the shadows grew mottled and dark. The trees groaned and tossed their green, heavy crowns.


To his relief, they found the opening and climbed back to the road.


“Did we imagine that?” asked Michael.


“Of course we didn’t,” said Beth. “He’s the gatekeeper and protector of the woods. I told you it was magic.”


“But magic doesn’t exist,” said Josh. “At least, it didn’t until today.”


“You looked really scared,” said Michael.


“You were shaking in your shoes,” retorted Josh.


“I wasn’t scared at all,” said Beth, smugly. “That’s because I believe in magic. And I liked Forester. He’s got a cute little face.”


 “There’s no accounting for taste, especially if you’re into little green men,” said Michael.


Beth punched his arm and ran ahead. He chased after her, shouting, “Beth’s got a boyfriend.”


By the time they arrived home, they were out of breath and still amazed by their encounter.


“Mum, who said the trees in Grim . . . I mean Merryville Woods are diseased?” Josh asked.


“A tree specialist,” replied Mrs Lotts. “Apparently, he’s a very famous expert on tree diseases.”


“Mmm.” Josh cut his pizza into triangles and wondered if he was treading on thin ice by even mentioning the woods. His mother had an uncanny knack of picking up on her children’s thoughts. Between that and the eyes in the back of her head, very little escaped her attention. But magic was too serious, or too crazy, for adult discussion.


“Why do you ask?” she said. “I hope you children weren’t hanging around the woods?”


“Of course we were,” said Beth in her merriest voice. “We had a really interesting conversation with a tiny little man in a green jacket and a high pointy hat.”


Mrs Lotts laughed and shook her head, despairingly. “Beth Lotts! Some day your tongue will tie you up in knots. Eat your pizza and stop telling whoppers.”


 When lunch was over, they escaped to the garden and sat on the wall.


“Very funny, Beth.” Josh stared sternly at his sister.


“I told Mum the truth.” Beth giggled so much she almost fell off the wall.


The morning’s sunshine had disappeared. Dark rain clouds swept across the sky. “I want to go back to the woods tonight,” said Michael. “We know the way in now.”


“But Forester said it was extremely dangerous.” Josh tried not to sound too alarmed. “And that was during the day. Night-time must be even more dangerous.”


“But he said there were skirmishes going on,” said Michael. “I want to see one up close.”


“What’s a skirmish?” asked Beth.


“It’s what happens when Josh and Johnny Welts get together.” Michael grinned and ducked when Josh pretended to cuff his ear.


The last person Josh wanted to think about was Johnny Welts. He tried to avoid doing so whenever possible but Johnny Welts was the bane of his life, his torture, his torment, his nightmare. Josh had once enjoyed school, now he dreaded it. He’d liked his teachers and was a reasonably bright student so school should not have been a place where trouble lurked. But it did – and it lurked in the shape of Johnny Welts who never missed an opportunity to pick a fight and usually chose the schoolyard as the boxing ring. Josh had lost count of the number of detentions the two of them had received, not to mention his ballooning eyes, grazed fists, aching ribs, duck egg bumps on his head. He sighed and forced Johnny Welts from his thoughts. There’d be time enough to think about him when school started again and that, thankfully, was not for two whole months.


“But Josh and Johnny Welts fight with their fists.” Beth was unconvinced by Michael’s definition of a skirmish. “The little people sounded as if they were fighting with spears.”


“That’s why we can’t go back to the woods tonight,” argued Josh. “What would happen if you got a spear plunged straight into your heart?”


“I’d pull it out,” said Beth. “It’d be so tiny it’d be just like getting an injection.”


“That’s where you’re wrong,” said Josh. “Did you notice how Forester’s hand seemed to fit into ours yet it was much, much smaller. It would be the same with the spears.”


Beth looked thoughtful but Michael was determined to get his own way. “If it’s anything bad then we could call the police and report it.”


“Oh, yeah,” said Josh, putting on a mock-official voice. “Please, Mr Policeman, I want to report a skirmish in the woods. The elves, or maybe it’s the leprechauns, are to blame. Arrest them immediately.”


But Michael refused to be amused. “Nothing ever happens around here, ever. I think this would be a really exciting adventure. We can’t back off now.”
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