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        Welcome to Hartshome.

      

      

      Noticed your possessions being moved in the other day.         

      We have lived in the village all our lives. Can we offer a word of warning?

      Everyone thinks Roman Hardy is the villain here, but there are many more dangerous people in Hartshome. Do not allow the woman living opposite to you over the threshold—she's a witch.

      We call her Poison Ivy.

      And as for the creature living next door to you—she's suspiciously pale, and only comes out at night...

       

      "No wonder my fellow witches threw down their broomsticks in despair," Davina firmed her jaw. "I've read enough mother. When do I leave for Hartshome?"
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        For everyone who believes in the power of Christmas, with my love xx.
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      “Christmas is never easy.”

      Christmas was one of the busiest times of year for white witches, and this Christmas was going to be busier than most, thanks to a pandemic that had kept everyone in isolation for over a year. Tempers were frayed, and one village in particular had come to the attention of the White Witch Academy run by Davina Blunt’s mother, Dorothea Blunt.

      “I’ve identified a village in the north of England that’s in real trouble,” Dorothea explained from her airy office in the city of London.

      “But Hartshome looks lovely,” Davina exclaimed as her mother’s mind images shot up on Dorothea’s vast white wall. The village in question ticked every box on Davina’s wish list when it came to chocolate-box perfection.

      “It might look that way, but Hartshome has a dark past.”

      “Dark, as in…?”

      “Old mine shafts leading to tunnels where the undead can hide,” Dorothea explained as coolly as if they were discussing new bedding plants at the local garden center. “And I’m afraid there’s more bad news…”

      “Go on,” Davina prompted, thoroughly hooked by now.

      “I’ve detected magical ley lines that are being used to trap the villagers within their bounds.”

      Davina frowned. “I thought ley lines reflected the magical energy of our world, in which case, shouldn’t they be full of positive energy?”

      “Unless they’re subverted by dark forces,” Dorothea confirmed in an ominous tone.

      “Are you saying the people of Hartshome can’t leave the village?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. They’re corralled, trapped, and there can only be one reason for that.”

      “A feeding station for the undead?” Davina guessed.

      “Correct,” Dorothea confirmed grimly. “Although so far, the undead have remained quiet and inactive. I think this is forward planning on their part. They do move around, you know.”

      Davina hummed agreement. “But you wouldn’t think Hartshome in any way sinister,” she puzzled as she studied the quaint stone cottages and tiny individual shops lining the main street. Attractive bow-shaped frontages with lead-paned windows twinkled invitingly in the thin winter light. “Everything looks so conventional—if a little old-fashioned,” she conceded, “but surely that’s part of the village’s charm?”

      “Looks can be deceiving.”

      All looks? Davina wondered as something else caught her attention. “Can I have a close-up, please?”

      “The man?” Dorothea guessed.

      “Just wondering if I recognize him.”

      “You recognize him. The whole world recognizes Roman Hardy. That’s his office building over there…” Pointing out the window, Dorothea indicated a distinctive bullet-shaped structure towering over all the other impressive buildings in London’s financial district. “He owns the entire block.”

      “What’s he doing in Hartshome?”

      “He owns that too.”

      “Oh, I remember now,” Davina murmured, fixated by the image of a man whose steely gaze had rampaged through her body as if they were standing face-to-face. “He’s that rapacious developer who made his money in tech. How does he move around freely, leaving the village whenever it suits him?”

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” Dorothea admitted.

      “He doesn’t have the appearance of a vampire, with that deep tan and blazing steel-gray stare, though he’s good-looking enough to be one.” The undead could be deceptively attractive, and exuded lust like a silken noose that soon tightened around their victim’s neck.

      Davina’s heart thundered a tattoo as she stared at a man built like a kickboxer. Roman Hardy didn’t look in the least sepulchral. Quite the opposite, in fact. He was a brutal example of what she would describe as educated muscle. “I remember the article about him buying up an entire village as well as the ancestral home that had supposedly been in his family since vampires walked the earth—”

      “As we both know, vampires still walk the earth,” Dorothea interrupted. “And as for Roman Hardy boasting an illustrious background? Nothing could be further from the truth. He’s as rough as—”

      Davina didn’t need to hear any more to know that Roman Hardy was exactly her type of man. The mystery surrounding him was an added bonus. “I’ll do it,” she said. When Dorothea looked at her with surprise, she added, “Whatever it is you need sorting out in Hartshome, I’m your gal—um, witch.”

      Dorothea shook her head. “Absolutely not. You’re only an apprentice witch. How many of your spells work out?”

      Fair comment. The last time Davina had cast a spell, she’d magicked up an outfit without resorting to needle or thread, which resulted in a scene from The Emperor’s New Clothes at a highbrow play, when the outfit in question disintegrated during the interval.

      It couldn’t get worse than that. “If I don’t try more magic, I’ll never improve.”

      Dorothea hummed.

      “Could you zoom out, please?” Even shrunk down to mouse scale, Roman Hardy bestrode the wall like a gladiator.

      “With an expression to match,” Dorothea agreed as she read Davina’s mind.

      It was Davina’s turn to hum. “Is Roman Hardy the real problem in Hartshome, or are the undead stirring?”

      “Who knows?” Dorothea admitted. “The village only came to my attention when the changes there were noted in the magical journal. There’s a rumor Hardy’s coming home for Christmas so he can wait out the festivities in total seclusion on his vast estate, but who knows, there may be some other reason for his appearance in the village.”

      “Such as…?”

      “Such as, there’s more to him that meets the eye,” Dorothea suggested.

      “More?” Davina gulped. “And what do you mean by wait out Christmas? Who doesn’t like Christmas?”

      “Not everyone shares our enthusiasm for the celebration.”

      “He’d miss an opportunity to get together and share warmth and friendship? Doesn’t he know that’s the best thing for fighting evil there is?”

      “There’s no warmth and friendship in Hartshome, Everyone’s suspicious of everyone else, and as for strangers in their midst?” Dorothea’s heavy sigh said it all.

      “You make this mission sound so appealing,” Davina remarked with a wry smile in an attempt to lift her mother’s mood.

      “I wish I could share your optimism,” Dorothea admitted as she adjusted the pencil securing her updo, “but Hartshome is a village at war, and only going to get worse if the ley lines remain in place, trapping the villagers while the undead gather. If you accept the challenge, I think I should come with you. That’s how seriously I take this.”

      “Backup won’t be necessary,” Davina stated firmly. “I have to fledge from the nest at some point.”

      “But not into the jaws of a wolf like the man you’ve got on your mind,” Dorothea assured her.

      Davina brushed this off. “I doubt I’ll even encounter him.” But she hoped she would.

      According to the article she’d read about Roman Hardy, he’d been abandoned as a newborn and rescued by Romanies who’d found him wrapped in newspaper under a bush. Having worked his way up from tearaway to scallywag, Roman moved on to rescuing broken computers from trash bins, which he taught himself to rebuild.

      “The rest is history,” Dorothea agreed, reading Davina’s thoughts. “Roman Hardy runs a billion-dollar corporation—when he isn’t ripping up the local countryside and throwing everyone who lives in Hartshome into a state of uncertainty and confusion. And just before Christmas too.” Dorothea waggled her chin. “Dreadful man.”

      Davina was prepared to reserve judgment on the dreadful man until she learned firsthand what she was up against. “Could I have a close-up of the village, please?”

      Dorothea obliged.

      “Wow. This doesn’t make sense. Now I’m seeing everything in close-up, I can’t understand why, if Roman Hardy is such a wealthy man, there’s peeling paintwork and some of the gutters are hanging off?”

      There was a general air of dilapidation in Hartshome Davina hadn’t expected, which would be easily remedied if the man with the money would fork out some cash to put things right.

      “Ah, that’s better!” She sighed with relief as Dorothea moved on to the next image. The countryside surrounding Hartshome was absolutely beautiful. Rolling green hills and a sparkling river. There was even a forest complete with drifts of bluebells, and an abundance of wildlife. “There’s so much promise here. Who could possibly find fault with this?”

      “That was a snapshot of springtime in Hartshome,” Dorothea explained, before relacing one image with another. “This is Hartshome today.”

      Davina pulled a face. Gone were the rolling hills, and in their place was a ramshackle building site with a line of ugly portable buildings completely shielding the sparkling river.

      “And that’s not the least of Hartshome’s problems,” Dorothea said grimly.

      Him again.

      When the next image flashed up on the wall, Davina felt as if her body had been plugged into a power socket. Billionaire property developer and absentee landlord Roman Hardy glared back as if they were staring at each other through a window.

      When better to try out one of her spells?

      Setting her thoughts to invading his mind, she waggled a disapproving finger. “Set your alarm, Mr. Big-Time Developer. White witches bring everyone together for Christmas, and I will not fail in my task.”

      Dorothea shook her head. “You’re wasting your time. Roman Hardy has some way of blocking the messages I send him. Which is strange, as I can’t find him anywhere on the magical register. As far as I can tell, he’s just a regular human.”

      “Call that a regular human?” Davina exclaimed as she studied the hostile face. Even mouse-sized, the force of the man threatened to leap snarling off the wall.

      Dorothea slowly shook her head. “I don’t like to admit defeat, but I’ve already sent my best recruits to Hartshome to heal the village and persuade Hardy to demolish those ugly buildings, only for them to return with their tails between their legs.”

      “Because his magic is stronger?”

      “I don’t even know if he has magic, or if this is just some anomaly in his human genes. He could be a strong dark force—”

      “Or a light one,” Davina countered hopefully.

      “You be careful. He could be in league with the undead. I just don’t know,” Dorothea admitted, frowning.

      “Perhaps the old spells don’t work on a place where the ley lines are acting strangely. Maybe a new approach is needed.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Dorothea confirmed.

      “Go on.”

      “Just before you arrived this morning, I arranged for a notice to be posted in Hartshome village hall to bring people together for a choir. That will make a bright start to Christmas, don’t you think? I’ve added your contact details so people can get in touch. I hope you don’t mind?”

      It was a bit late if she did.

      “You’ve always liked music,” Dorothea’s cornflower-blue eyes twinkled with motherly pride.

      Did windchimes count?

      “So,” Davina concluded, “in spite of your concerns about the scale of the task, and my inadequacies as a spell caster, you’ve announced my arrival to the village.”

      “Not as a witch, dear, but I have let them know you’re arriving, and—”

      “And?” Davina’s voice tightened with anxiety as to what might be coming next.

      “And I’ve rented a property for you.”

      “What on earth for?”

      “Well, you won’t put the village right overnight.”

      Davina lowered her head so she could stare into her mother’s evasive eyes. “You’ve been planning this for months, haven’t you?”

      Dorothea adopted her best I-don’t-have-a-clue-what-you’re-talking about expression.

      “No way am I qualified to lead a choir. Motherly pride won’t change the fact that I have a voice like a corncrake, and the best I can do is stamp my feet in time.”

      She felt bad now Dorothea looked crestfallen. Her mother was kind to a fault, but had a habit of underestimating problems and the time it would take to sort them out.

      Davina checked her phone, and confirmed with relief. “I’ve heard nothing from Hartshome yet. And I don’t want to disappoint you, but it might take more than a notice in the village hall to get people out of their houses after so long in isolation.”

      “Which is why I’m sending you, as our newest and most enthusiastic recruit, to undertake this most prestigious of tasks.”

      “You’ve changed your tune,” Davina observed dryly. “Prestigious task” rang a definite warning bell. Historically, this phrase described a mission no one else was prepared to undertake. “What else aren’t you not telling me?”

      “There is this,” her mother admitted as she brought another image up on the wall. “It was delivered to your Hartshome address this morning…”
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      Welcome to Hartshome.

      Noticed your possessions being moved in the other day.

      We have lived in the village all our lives. Can we offer a word of warning?

      Everyone thinks Roman Hardy is the villain here, but there are many more dangerous people in Hartshome. Do not allow the woman living opposite to you over the threshold—she’s a witch. We call her Poison Ivy.

      And as for the creature living next door to you—she’s suspiciously pale, and only comes out at night…
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      “No wonder my fellow witches threw down their broomsticks in despair,” Davina firmed her jaw. “I’ve read enough mother. When do I leave for Hartshome?”
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      His carefully laid plans had gone to hell in a bucket!

      Roman’s face set in a grim mask as he surveyed the scene of devastation. He’d left instructions before leaving Hartshome, but it seemed the curse on the village had raised its ugly head while he was occupied fighting evil elsewhere.

      With extensive knowledge of curses, sorcery, and dark powers, thanks to his adoptive Romani mother and a particular gene inherited from the father he’d never known, he was well acquainted with strange events, but this village broke the mold. There were more sinister occurrences in Hartshome than in any other community he’d visited in his role of enforcer for the three realms. Only a concentration of absolute evil could subvert ley lines, the power markings of planet Earth, turning them into invisible bars that prevented the villagers from leaving. Things were getting biblical. Sinkholes appeared without warning, rockfalls and floods were a regular occurrence. A plague of flying maggots had descended on his building site, giving his team no option but to abandon work. What had been designed by one of the world’s top architects to be a discreet and charming addition to the village was now a putrid eyesore. The dense mist that fell each day at dusk concealed the activities of the undead. They weren’t just stirring, they had arrived, and in force.

      “What do you plan to do about this mess?”

      “Angel.” His guardian angel never missed a drama. Angels weren’t just myths, and they came in all shapes and sizes. Roman’s angel was a street-savvy Romani, long since dead. “Are you to be my conscience for the rest of time?”

      “For the rest of your life, so I advise you to listen to a Romani’s promise.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “Make things right in Hartshome before Christmas. Root out and destroy the undead. Restore the ley lines to their original purpose so the villagers are free. I’ll make sure you have all the backup you need.”

      “You think I need backup?”

      “I think you need the type of backup I’ve got in mind. People here resent you for buying up their village, then disappearing to live your life of luxury, as they see it, because they don’t know who you really are. By my reckoning, you’ve got less than a month before the big day to prove them wrong and prevent evil from taking over completely.”

      “Life of luxury? Cleaning out the pus of hell. Yeah, I suppose that might qualify. I do get a certain satisfaction out of my job, though luxury has very little to do with it.”

      “You’ve been away so long, people are worried you might sell the village. You won’t, will you?” Before he had chance to reply, his angel continued. “How would that fit with your reputation as a big-time developer? Roman Hardy buys a village one month and bails the next?”

      “Like I made a shrewd, hard-hitting business decision? But you and I both know, that’s never going to happen. There’s work for me in Hartshome that goes way beyond bricks and mortar.”

      “The undead,” his angel confirmed.

      “Who may not be alive, but who are certainly active.”

      “If I could arrange for something truly magical to happen before Christmas, would you stay on after you defeat them?”

      “The fact that I’m establishing my headquarters here should answer that.”

      “So, you’ll be here for Christmas?”

      “I’ll escape Christmas like every other year, but I’ll be here. Don’t judge me for choosing not to revel in the mythical magic of a so-called special day. Tinsel and candles and spiced mulled wine rate as low as carol singing in my opinion. Give me privacy and quiet any day of the week.”

      “And a chance to howl at the moon?”

      “I’ll howl at your moon if you don’t get out of here, and then I’ll snap it right off.”

      “I’m still going to leave you with a piece of advice. Spend more time in Hartshome. Get to know the village and its people. Merry Christmas, Roman. Enjoy the festive season on your own. Or throw a party. Your choice.”

      “A party?” he queried with incredulity. “That would really cheer me up.”

      “Has it occurred to you that you might be able to cheer up your neighbors?”

      “They’ll have to be content with me cleansing the ley lines and destroying the undead. I’ll be working twenty-four seven to repair things here. I’ve no doubt that sending a plague of maggots was simply an entertainment for the vampires before they start feeding. They must be destroyed before that happens. I’m sorry, angel. Restoring this village remains my priority. There’ll be no Christmas for me—and a good thing too.”

      “Good luck with everything, Roman. I advise you to buckle down for some rocky times ahead.”

      “Why?” He frowned. “This is nothing I haven’t dealt with before. I’ve got excellent teams working for me, and now I’m here to protect them, I’ll bring those teams back.”

      “I wasn’t thinking of rocky times in connection with your work.”

      “What, then?”

      “Wait and see, Roman Hardy. Wait and see…”

      “What do you mean? Come back here! I haven’t finished talking to you—”

      Barely had that conversation closed down than another voice entered his head. Angry and female, it came straight to the point. “Set your alarm, Mr. Big-Time Developer. White witches bring everyone together for Christmas, and I will not fail in my task.”

      Was he going crazy? Voices in his head? If he confessed that out loud at a board meeting, the share price of his companies would drop like a stone.

      He respected his guardian angel and occasionally took his advice, but a party was an ask too far. A solitary Christmas beckoned, which was perfect for the task at hand. Protecting Hartshome took precedence over everything.

      There was only one thing missing, and that was the nurturing presence of some gentle, softly spoken woman—the polar opposite of the shrew who’d briefly invaded his head. He was tired of shallow gold-diggers with dollar signs in their eyes. What was it about money that made people so cravenly obvious? He’d come to think of wealth and success as more of a curse than a blessing. There had to be a woman somewhere who displayed all the virtues he sought.

      “Shall I play my violin?”

      “Angel? I thought you’d gone!”

      “I’m always available for a merry quip, or a much-needed reminder.”

      “What aren’t you telling me? What else have you got up your sleeve?”

      “My shroud, don’t you mean?”

      “Angel,” he warned tensely. “Spit it out—”

      Too late. His guardian angel had moved on, leaving Roman with the dubious pleasure of considering the unthinkable, which was to throw a Christmas party at Hardy Hall.

      He’d sooner party with the undead, a celebration he guaranteed the vampires would not enjoy.
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