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December 2023





Morgana Cornelius added another herb to the large pot simmering on the hob top and uttered the final words of the spell. 

The deep purple potion began to bubble, releasing a peppery-sweet scent that she inhaled with pleasure. Perfect. It needed to simmer for an hour, and then she could decant it into the waiting jars. Another job almost done.

She wiped her hands on her apron, surveyed the large, ground floor kitchen, and winced. Wow. It was a mess. She’d been so caught up in preparing the potion that she hadn’t cleaned as she worked. The gorgeous room with its high, Gothic windows, black-tiled walls, and state of the art appliances looked grubby. This particular potion, good for truth seeking and clarity, demanded exact timing on everything. It didn’t help that the next day was Yule, she had a long list of things to do, and she was listening to jazzy Christmas songs. They had added to her distraction. Well, she had no excuses left now.

She started to clear away the jars of dried herbs, fresh cuttings, crystals, and other spell ingredients, and closed her large kitchen grimoire. She had started this book as a teenager, and it bore traces of all the spells within it. Scents filled its pages, as well as sticky fingerprints, scrawled notes in the margins, and the occasional dried crumb.

The grimoire contained spells for potions, food, teas, tinctures, and balms. The cinnamon rolls that were cooling on the tray was a recipe she had refined over the years. Food that would cheer their visitors and put them in the Yuletide mood. Not that they would need much help with that. Yule was always a big event at Moonfell, and very much looked forward to.

A flurry of activity beyond the window caught her eye. Hades, Birdie’s Savannah cat, was stalking the pigeons again. He was a huge beast. Twice the size of a normal domestic cat, his beautiful, silver-spotted coat was bright against the winter garden. 

She rapped the glass, and he looked up at her with his intelligent, amber eyes. Morgana shouted at him. “Hades! Behave.”

The pigeon fluttered off and Hades gave her a disdainful look. Morgana accepted that cats killed wildlife, but she didn’t particularly like to watch it happen. There was plenty of garden where Hades could track and kill to his heart’s content. He swished his tail and vanished into the shrubs.

“Honestly, Morgana,” Birdie said from behind her, making her jump, “I don’t know why you bother. He’ll just catch it later.”

Morgana turned to her grandmother, annoyed. “There is no need to be so quiet. You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“I wasn’t quiet. You have your music up at a ridiculous volume.” Birdie turned the sound down with a flick of her wrist. “That’s better. And you’ve made cakes. Lovely.”

“They’re for this afternoon!”

“But I should test one, just in case!” She smiled as she pinched one and took a bite. “Delicious.” With her other hand, she pushed her long, grey hair back behind her ear, her messy bun not really holding much of her hair in place at all.

Morgana smiled as she took in her grandmother’s appearance. “I still can’t get over how you look. It’s incredible! You look amazing!”

Birdie considered her reflection in the window. “I know. I can hardly believe it myself.”

It had been only days since the Goddess had gifted Birdie twenty years or so of her life back. A gift given while they were exorcising a splinter of the Fallen Angel, Belial, from a woman called Olivia. An exorcism that had been very difficult. More so than they had let on to Olivia, Harlan, and Maggie, who had been involved at the time.

Maggie Milne was the Detective Inspector of the Paranormal Policing Division, and Olivia Jameson and Harlan Beckett were collectors for The Orphic Guild, an organisation that found occult items for their wealthy clients. Over the course of one such acquisition, Olivia had found jewels belonging to a Fallen Angel. Like anything attributed to the Fallen, it was powerful, beautiful, and quite toxic. Olivia had been lucky that Odette, Morgana’s cousin, had spotted the splinter so soon.

The exorcism’s one unforeseen consequence was that the Goddess had been unexpectedly generous. All of the witches had been granted a more youthful appearance. For Odette, the youngest at thirty-one, the effects were less noticeable, but Morgana was forty-three and had noticed a tightening of her own jawline, a smoothness to her skin, and a fresh bloom across her cheeks. There was even a bounce to her long, dark hair—although, she was grateful that she still had the grey streak. She liked it. It reminded her of the spell that went wrong.

However, for Birdie, the change had been startling. She was no longer a bent and wizened 88-year old, with cataracts and arthritis. She appeared to be a vibrant sixty-something, with great hair, skin, and teeth—and her sight fully restored. She still had silvery-grey hair, but it was thick and luscious, making Birdie look regal, especially wearing a dark red dress as she was now.

“There will be a cost,” Birdie added, referring to her appearance. “And it will come soon.”

“Not necessarily. The Goddess is no fan of the Fallen. And Olivia is pregnant with a Nephilim’s child. She wanted to save her and the child. This was our reward.” But even as Morgana said it, she felt uneasy.

“You are not that naïve,” Birdie said, crossly. “There is always a price.”

“It’s Yule tomorrow. We’ll give thanks like we always do. Well, more than normal, obviously, as we’re celebrating the anniversary of owning Moonfell!” Just the thought of it made Morgana re-evaluate her list. She had a mountain of baking and cooking to do. More of their family were turning up, either later that day or tomorrow morning. The normally calm atmosphere of Moonfell would be completely turned on its head.

Birdie brushed the crumbs from her fingers and leaned against the counter to look at Morgana. Her grandmother was a force of nature, even when only days ago every bone in her body creaked and she could barely see. Her magical energy was huge. Now that she was back to her formidable self, Morgana could feel the power rolling off her. “Five hundred years of owning Moonfell. I wonder if Sibilla ever thought it would be in the family for that long? I mean, I know she bound the house to the family, but anything could have happened! A whole generation might have died in a freak accident!”

“Or a fight with demons.”

“Or witch hunters,” Birdie added, her expression brooding.

“But we’re still here, despite all of those possibilities.” Morgana finished stacking the washed dishes and started to hunt out the ingredients for the beef stew for that night’s meal. 

“Not just possibilities! Actual events. It’s a good job we are such powerful witches.”

“I sometimes think that brings its own issues.”

“You cannot have light without the dark,” Birdie pointed out. “By the way, did I mention that your father is arriving tomorrow?”

Morgana groaned. “You kept that quiet!”

“No, I only found out this morning. He said he’d rearranged his schedule so he could attend our celebrations after all. He said it was too important to miss.”

“Sure, he did.” Her father, Armstrong, was not averse to drama. “Did you tell him about all that?” Morgana gestured at her, taking in her face to her feet. 

“No. I thought it would be a nice surprise.”

“You just love to see people’s reactions!”

“Wouldn’t you?”

“I guess so. There’ll be a lot of them. I hope you’re prepared.” 

Her great-aunt Hortense, Birdie’s sister, who was commonly called Horty, and Odette’s father, Uncle Ellington, were also attending. Horty would arrive with her grandson, who was called Giacomo, later that afternoon. 

“I also have news,” Morgana informed her as she grabbed some onions from the fridge. “Lamorak is coming.” Lamorak was Morgana’s son, named after one of King Arthur’s knights. As she had been named after the witch in the King Arthur tales—her father was a huge fan, and had called her younger brother Merlin—it seemed only right that she kept the tradition in the family. It had been a big name for a baby. The original Lamorak was Pellinor’s son, and was one of Arthur’s strongest and most fierce knights. At the age of twenty-one, he had finally grown into his name.

“Lam’s coming? Now who’s keeping secrets!”

Morgana walked over to the copper pot on the hob and stirred the potion widdershins. The colour was changing to a rich pink now. Perfect, so far. “I only found out this morning, too. He phoned to say he wanted to celebrate Yule with us. I admit, it was unexpected. His father is going away, and he didn’t want to go with him.” Morgana kept her eyes on the pot, hoping the next few days would be everything she hoped, and unable to meet Birdie’s eyes. 

Birdie swept behind her, arms wrapping to encompass her in a swift hug. “It will be fine. Lamorak is his own man now, able to make his own decisions, and not listen to his father’s bleating. He’ll be finishing university next year, and then, well, who knows what he might do.” Birdie turned Morgana to face her, and her eyes were bright. “Everything will be fine. He asked to come here. He could have gone anywhere else. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, true. But…”

“No buts. You and his father may be at odds, but that’s old news. It will be a chance to see how his magic has developed.”

“If he wants to talk about it. He often doesn’t.”

“People change. And we’re celebrating a special occasion! This could be the perfect time to discuss it.”

Morgana only had one child. She had never wanted more—odd, perhaps, for a woman who helped others with their fertility issues, but one child was enough for her, and she was happy with her decision. But when she split from Lewis, his father, Lamorak had been only eight years old, and he had opted to spend more time with him than at Moonfell. She couldn’t blame him. The place was overwhelming. Moonfell was something you either embraced wholeheartedly or ran away from. It was too much for some family members—even children, who had lived there for years. For her it was the only home she had known, apart from a few years spent at university a long time ago. Lamorak’s father was not a witch, and Moonfell and magic had been too much for him eventually. 

Morgana focussed on the present. “Perhaps he does wish to embrace his magic. We shall see.”

“That’s my girl. Now, where is Odette?”

“I believe she’s at the New Moon Gate.”

“Then I’ll leave you to your potion and go see her. And then I suppose I should make sure all of the rooms are ready for our guests,” she said, heading to the door on the far side of the kitchen that led to the glass house.

“Have you finished dressing the Christmas trees?” Morgana called after her. 

But Birdie had already vanished, leaving Morgana to her thoughts.


      [image: image-placeholder]One of Odette’s responsibilities at Moonfell was care of the four moon gates that were situated around their sprawling garden. It was a job she adored. 

The moon gates roughly aligned to the four main points of the compass, but were named after the phases of the moon. They all offered tantalising vistas into other areas of the garden. 

The gates were constructed out of different materials—some of stone, some of plants—but the Waning Moon Gate that lay to the west was made of bronze. It was an enormous construction, with thick pieces of metal wrapped and bound together to make interesting shapes—owls, faces, animals, flowers. The whole thing had a rich patina bestowed by time, and was covered in jasmine that cast its scent far and wide in the summer. It was this that she was trimming, as well as cutting back the thick planting around it. Those were night-blooming flowers that would glow in moonlight. 

The view through the New Moon Gate was either of the west side of the house through a glimpse in the thick shrubbery, its towers reaching into the sky, or the pond that was situated between the gate and the far perimeter, the summer house on its far bank. In the summer, the pond was thick with birdlife, insects, and plants, but it lay like a dark glass now, reflecting heavy, thick clouds that promised more snow. A flurry had already fallen overnight. 

But the gates didn’t just offer framed views of the garden. They provided glimpses to other things, too—if you knew how to look, and she did. Odette could see to the truth of things. Sometimes it was a dark gift. Intrusive. She couldn’t help it. It had been granted to her by the Goddess, a gift at birth, and nothing Odette could ever do would make it go away. But at other times, the gift was fun—like seeing Nahum the Nephilim’s wings as clear as day when he visited Olivia at their house. That was funny. It wasn’t so funny, though, to see Belial so clearly when they banished him. 

Her gift meant that sometimes the moon gates offered her flashes of things: the future, the past, spirits, different seasons—as if time shifted within them. They weren’t portals, though. She couldn’t step through them into another place or time, which was obviously a good thing. Nothing good ever came of meddling with the past.

Odette clipped off the last of the wayward strands of jasmine, dropped her secateurs on the ground, and pulled her gloves off. She stepped back to assess her work, noting the symmetry of the plants and the ancient moss that climbed over part of the gate. 

And then she blinked as the air shimmered, and the view seen through the gate shifted. A woman stood on the other side, with soft blonde hair and a simple, long gown—Medieval, Odette was sure. She was hurrying towards the moon gate, her face creased in concentration, something clutched in her hands. 

Odette’s breath caught in her chest. The woman was indistinct—a shadow cast on the present, as was the garden behind her, but it bore only a faint resemblance to the garden it was now. A thick grove of trees was behind her. This was a glimpse of the house from a long time ago. 

Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the shimmering vanished, and the pond and the summer house returned. A few seconds later, Birdie moved into view on her right.

“You saw something,” Birdie said softly, as if scared of breaking the mood.

Odette stared through the gate for a while longer and then faced her grandmother. “A woman wearing an old, Medieval-style dress. The garden was different. Lots of trees.” She filtered through images of past witches she was familiar with. Not all had paintings displayed in the attic, but many did, especially the important ones, the ones who had made a difference to Moonfell.

“Who was it? Was there a message?” Birdie asked, hands clasping the scarf around her neck.

“No message, but she looked busy. Furtive, perhaps. I think I know who it was.” Odette considered the light blonde hair, the gentle features. “I think it was Sibilla. In fact, considering what we’re celebrating, it must be.”

“The witch who was gifted Moonfell?” 

Odette smiled. “The very same.”

“It’s a sign! Fancy you seeing that far back.”

“You know time has no meaning through the moon gates. It could have been a thousand years ago, and yet I would still see if the gates willed it.”

“The gate must be trying to tell you something…or she is.”

“Perhaps. But first, let’s go to the attic to see if I’m right.” 
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November 1523





Sibilla Selcouth stood at the end of the drive, gazing at the manor, thinking that Baroness Catherine Montague must be joking. 

“You can’t possibly gift this to me!”

“Of course I can. Well, my husband can.” Catherine turned to her, eyes shining. “And he’s happy to. You can’t possibly understand what pressure we’ve been under. What a relief the birth of a son has given us.”

“I understand only too well, Catherine.” She had spent a lot of time with Baroness Montague over the past months, and despite their vast difference in social standing, they had formed a fast friendship. So much so, that the Baroness had insisted that she call her by her first name. 

Catherine started to walk up the long gravel drive, trees and shrubs thick on either side, masking the grounds that lay beyond them. “Honestly, I don’t think you do. You have four children, and I know you understand how hard it is for women who can’t conceive, or who lose babies, but you will never understand the upper class’s need for heirs. The way they look at you when you don’t produce them. When your husband argues with his family. When he starts looking at other young women and wondering if he made a mistake marrying me… Oh, he loves me, but he must have an heir…” She trailed off, stopping to look at Sibilla. “And you gave us one—after losing child after child, and nearly dying myself.” She choked back a sob. “Everything has changed because of you.”

Perhaps she was right, Sibilla reflected. How could she, in her lower-class position, really understand those pressures? Catherine was in her mid-twenties, ten years younger than Sibilla, with the pressure of high royal society that Sibilla, thank the Goddess, had never had to endure. Sibilla now had four children herself, and a husband who was a successful carpenter. They had enough money to sustain them—just—thanks to Sibilla’s special skills. 

Her witchcraft.

Not that the word “witch” was ever mentioned, of course. Sibilla was called a wise woman. Well-respected in the community, especially for her healing and fertility skills. That was what had brought her to the attention of Baroness Montague. A helpful whisper from her lady’s maid who knew a woman who might be able to help. After long months of herbs and potions and spells, here they were.

“But even so, Catherine, a house? Not just any house either, but a manor house!” She had been following Catherine up the drive, both of them enjoying the brisk winter morning, but now she stopped as the house came fully into view. The sprawling, Gothic building with towers and huge, arched windows demanded her attention. “Look at it!”

Catherine dragged her by the hand up the drive. “I have looked at it, many times. There’s something unusual about this place, Sibilla. Uncanny—just like you. James doesn’t like it. Says it’s odd! He never has. One of his many inheritances, and he barely maintains it. It’s such a waste.”

It was hard to tell that Catherine had only given birth three months previously. Her figure had come back quickly, and her energy. She glowed as she quickened her pace and Sibilla almost had to run to keep up, as did the two lady’s maids who trailed behind them. The carriage was waiting at the foot of the drive.

“That is no reason,” Sibilla remonstrated, “to give it to me! It’s been in his family for generations.”

“James doesn’t care. It will save him from having to look after it! And you deserve it.”

“But there are other practical things to think of. Like upkeep!” Sibilla was sure that Catherine had never had to worry about money in her life. 

“Which is why there is also a gift of gold. From me. I’m not so cruel as to give you a house you can’t afford.” Catherine stopped on the turning circle in front of the house, looking at the heavy wooden door set within a pillared porch. “This is perfect for you.”

“You’re giving me more money?” She floundered. “But you’ve already paid me!”

Catherine smiled. “It wasn’t enough. Consider all of this a Christmas present, and an advance payment, too. I want more children, Sibilla. You must help me.” She folded her arms. “You’re seeing more and more rich women, aren’t you now?”

“Yes, that’s true. Thanks to you, again.”

“No. Thanks to you and your skills. I just spread the word a little. You can’t continue to see them in your little cottage. No, that won’t do at all.”

That was true. Sibilla and her family lived in a small cottage in a nearby hamlet, and they were attracting unwanted attention, even though their rich customers turned up after dark for discretion. No matter how many precautions she took, gossip could and would surely spread. Maintaining her clients’ privacy was of the utmost importance. She could certainly do that here.

Still, she hesitated.

“What’s wrong?” Catherine asked with a trace of impatience. As a baroness, she wasn’t used to anyone questioning her. Despite her youth, she’d been brought up to run a household and manage servants. She tapped her booted foot, hands on her hips.

“Nothing’s wrong, but,” Sibilla lifted her arms wide and spun around as she took it all in, “it’s too much! Too big a gift.”

“Never mind, you’ll get used to it. I’m not backing down, Sibilla. This is your house now.”

Alice and Frances, the two lady’s maids, caught up with them. Both were young women who liked to giggle, and Alice’s mouth was already twitching into a smile. “You should know better than to argue by now, Sibilla. Accept your fate. The house is yours.”

For the next few hours they walked through the enormous house, Catherine pointing out ceiling heights, windows, suggesting decorating, and fabrics. It was far bigger than it appeared from the front, as it stretched back into the capacious gardens. Catherine was in her element, and Sibilla knew she had just become a new project. The house was cold at the moment, but the fireplaces were huge, the rooms well proportioned, and the light streaming in through the tall, arched windows was magnificent.

And yes, Catherine was right. The house was a little uncanny. Nothing sinister, though. It felt gentle, welcoming. And watchful. It had stood empty for too long, and it needed company. Life. Although some rooms were empty, others were filled with furniture, and dust lay thick upon the fabrics at the windows. Despite her initial doubts, Sibilla was excited. Very excited. 

This belonged to her.

“Who built this place?” Sibilla asked when they stood in the top floor room of one of the towers. The gardens spread below them like a green eiderdown. Thick hedges and walls formed the boundary, and stands of trees stood within it. There were traces of formal gardens, but they had long become overgrown. Bare earth marked some patches. She was itching to explore them. There were also curious archways emerging from the greenery, all around the grounds. 

Catherine shrugged her slim shoulders and pulled her cloak firmly around her. “I have no idea. Does it matter?”

“Not really; I’m just curious.” She laid a hand on the wall, hoping it would whisper its secrets. “Your husband is right. It does feel a little odd. It has a presence.”

Frances, dark-haired, and wide-eyed, took a shuddering breath and stepped closer to Alice. “Ghosts?”

Sibilla smiled. “Perhaps, but there are more things than ghosts that walk this earth, Frances. I have always believed that houses absorb the energies of those who lived within them. Their hopes and fears, joy and despair. And violence. Especially violence. Strong emotions leave an imprint on most things. This house has seen many strange things, I think—not bad, just different. Or perhaps it’s just the forceful personality of the person who built it.”

Frances had always regarded Sibilla with a mixture of suspicion and awe. Her reputation as a wise woman and healer daunted her. Plus, perhaps the fact that Sibilla cared little for convention. She may be married with children, but that was as conventional as she became. She didn’t wear the latest fashions, or dress her hair in current styles. Why should she? She lived on the edge of the woods. Her children, three girls and one boy, were witches just like she was. Even her youngest, at eight years old, showed magical skills. Her husband wasn’t a witch, but he practised the old ways. Some people feared them, but not many, and that came only from ignorance. From the minute Frances had stepped inside her cottage, she had viewed it through large, wary eyes, her lips tight. 

Sibilla, however, liked Frances, and as she watched her now, she experienced a flash of her future. Her middle-aged husband, who was tight-lipped and joyless. But there were lots of children, and they made Frances happy, even if her husband did not. Sibilla blinked the insight away and smiled at her. “Don’t worry, Frances, houses cannot hurt you. There is a way to cleanse them, chase out the ill-will that sometimes resides within walls, and also banish ghosts. I don’t think I need to do that here, though. A routine cleansing, perhaps—for a fresh start. For the house and for my family.”

Catherine beamed. “So you’re warming to the idea?”

“Of course. How couldn’t I? It’s wonderful.” Her future in the house unfolded before her. She would set up her spell room in this tower. The children could all have their own bedrooms, for once. She could also expand her selection of plants and herbs…and who knew what might be growing there already. “You better show me the garden! Especially those,” she said, pointing to the curious structures almost hidden by greenery.

Her boots and the hem of her skirt were sodden by the time they reached the final arched gateway at the rear of the house, but she was too excited to care. The garden had potential. Lots of potential. It would take a lifetime of work to shape it, and it would keep giving, generation after generation. She knew this. Could feel it. This house would always belong to her family—if they looked after it properly. And maybe a spell would make sure of it, too.

However, these archways were something else. The one before her was constructed of worn stone blocks, fitted snugly together, damaged by the elements, and smothered with ivy and moss. Runes were carved into them, some worn almost completely away. They would take time to decipher, but she could do it. Or her children could. A game, perhaps.

“The view through them looks different, don’t you think?” Alice asked, cocking her head as she peered through the verdant greenery hanging from the curve of the arch, and casting a teasing glance at Frances. “Like Fairyland. I feel like the Fairy Queen could ride past at any moment.”

Frances edged back, but Catherine laughed and marched straight through it. “And yet, my dear Alice, I’m still here! Or…” And then she shrieked and ducked to the side, vanishing from sight.

Frances screamed. “Catherine!”

A giggle came from the other side, and Sibella rolled her eyes. It was tempting to cast a spell to make her vanish better than that, but that would be far too naughty, and Frances might never speak to her again. When Catherine reappeared, she had ivy in her hair and mud on her dress. After years of disappointment that had drained her physically and mentally, in which she had become haggard and worried, it was a pleasure to see her so carefree. She had done that, Sibella reminded herself, and through Catherine, the Goddess was giving her a gift she couldn’t refuse.

The three young women were suddenly seized with mischief, and they all took off across the garden, skirts slapping on the long grass as they shrieked and chased each other. That was good. It gave Sibilla a few moments of peace. She turned her attention to the gate again.

All of them were old. Perhaps older than the house. She suspected that this one had either been made from stone that had once made another old building, or the gates had been standing somewhere else for years before finally being brought here. They were all beautiful, and carried a quiet power. Sibilla knew they were moon gates, named after their shape, made to offer tantalising glimpses of whatever lay beyond. This one resonated with elemental earth. They must have had a purpose for the previous owner, whoever it was—unless, of course, she was seeing something when there was nothing. However, she could repurpose them now, and the garden could grow around them. 
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