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For Emily & George. Hardly ever on the naughty list.










December, 1940


The war has reached its second winter, bringing deadly bombing campaigns to Britain’s cities, and a terrible loss of life. Morale is low among the beleaguered Allied forces, and on the Home Front there is increased rationing, shortages of essentials and inclement weather to contend with. Meanwhile, a small village in Kent prepares for the Christmas festivities as best it can in the bleak midwinter, unaware of the coming magical chaos that will make this a Yuletide like no other…










DREAM A LITTLE DREAM



Faye knew she was dreaming because she was in the woods. Despite the foggy night, she was wearing nothing but her blue-and-white-striped jim-jams and the fluffy pink slippers she got last Christmas.


Faye knew she was dreaming because somewhere unseen in the depths of the wood a gramophone was playing ‘I’ll See You in My Dreams’, the singer’s heartbroken voice drifting between the trees.


Faye Bright knew she was dreaming because she was floating just a few inches above the ground.


At least, she hoped it was a dream, otherwise she’d clearly gone completely doolally.


Faye had learned to fly quite recently – and she was a dab hand at it, thank you very much – but floating this close to the ground was just showing off, and she wasn’t the sort to go drifting about when she was in possession of two perfectly good legs. This was definitely, most assuredly, a dream.


The singer continued to pine about tender eyes shining and lighting the way. This was the third night in a row that she’d had this same dream, though it always stopped too soon.


The fog was starting to clear, and Faye found herself on the path to the hollow oak at the centre of the wood. The bitter-cold air nipped at the skin between her slippers and pyjama legs. The tip of her nose was numb and her eyes were streaming. Faye wondered if she should be able to feel the cold so vividly in a dream.


Snowflakes began to tumble silently through the empty trees. As the fog melted away, it revealed a blanket of snow a foot deep covering the whole wood, though this December had been damp and grey, with not so much as a drop of sleet, let alone snow.


The snow made everything bright. The light of the moon reflected off every flake, and Faye could find her way easily.


A heavy rustling and scraping filtered through the trees. The sound of something being dragged across the ground, accompanied by a constant groan. Someone in pain.


Faye leaned forward, heart racing as she floated faster through the wood, picking up the pace to find the source of the noise. Every night for the last three nights she had done the same. She couldn’t help herself. She had to know.


Somewhere in the wood the gramophone got stuck, and the words I’ll see you… I’ll see you… I’ll see you… repeated over and over.


A new sound of exhausted huffing and puffing dared Faye to come closer. She took the dare, weaving through the trees. Up ahead, a figure was dragging what looked like a stretcher along the path, silhouetted against the bright snow. There was a body on the stretcher, held in place by leather straps. The figure pulling it wore a winter coat with a fur-lined hood.


I’ll see you… I’ll see you…


The groans came from the person on the stretcher. A young woman with light brown skin and long black hair that tumbled away in shiny waves, she grimaced in agony with every bump on the path.


‘I’m hurtin’ real bad,’ the girl on the stretcher hissed through gritted teeth. She spoke with an American accent, and Faye was reminded of a gangster’s moll from the movies. ‘Give a girl a break, honey. Please. I can’t take the pain no more.’


The figure pulling the stretcher glanced back, though the fur of the hood obscured her face.


‘Pearl, don’t you dare die, you silly girl. Not yet. We’re so close.’ The voice was female, and oddly familiar to Faye. A villager, maybe. About her age.


I’ll see you… I’ll see you…


This was where the dream had ended the last three nights. Faye would wake up, desperate to know more. Tonight, she willed herself to remain in the dream.


Faye flew faster, though she began to feel a creeping sensation of dread. Maybe she woke at the same time each night for a good reason. Did she really need to know who the girl in the fur hood was? Mysteries are much more enjoyable before the truth is revealed. Faye recalled a night before the war when a travelling conjuror had to be turfed out of the pub for having one too many, but not before he insisted on showing her how to pluck a coin from behind someone’s ear. The disappointment had lingered for days. Yes, Faye determined she was better off not knowing. She would wake herself up and this would all be forgotten by breakfast.


But try as she might, she could not wake.


As Faye turned a bend, she could suddenly see the girl more clearly. She was wearing an old-fashioned red velvet dress under the winter coat. She pulled back her hood, revealing nut-brown hair, a pale face and red lips. It was like looking in a carnival mirror.


‘M-Mum?’





Faye woke in the darkness of her room, the tip of her nose still cold. She pressed the palm of her hand against it to warm it up.


The only noise was the gentle tock of the longcase clock downstairs. Faye’s heart gradually slowed to a steady beat, her head still light as a feather.


‘Blimmin’ ’eck,’ she whispered.


Summer and autumn had given Faye plenty of time to get used to the idea that, like her late mother Kathryn, she was a witch. During those turbulent months she’d had more than a few opportunities to learn how to harness her powers, and after a few close shaves with the occult in which she’d saved the village – and, arguably, the country – she’d finally felt like she’d earned the right to call herself one. Then along came one dream to make her realise just how little she knew.


She’d had dreams about her mother before, of course, but they were little more than snatches of childhood memories jumbled through a filter of grief and love. This one had arrived like a gatecrasher at a party, and Faye wasn’t sure if she liked it. Each night it had teased her with a little more, and she had feared what tonight might bring. She didn’t much enjoy the idea that her own mind was winding her up and made a note to discuss it with her mentors in witchcraft, Mrs Teach and Miss Charlotte. Perhaps they knew how to control dreams? After all, it played in her head like a big Hollywood Technicolor movie, so who’s to say she couldn’t whizz forward to the final reel and see the ending?


The only person she’d told about the dream so far was Mr Paine. They’d been on ARP duty the night before and it had been fairly quiet, so she’d decided to describe the whole thing to him in detail, all while sucking on a succession of his sherbet lemons. He’d shuffled about as she spoke, avoiding eye contact, and Faye had realised with a start that perhaps the dreams of an eighteen-year-old girl weren’t as interesting to a respectable middle-aged man as she’d first thought they might be. They hadn’t spoken much after that, and it had all been a bit awkward. She also got the feeling he was annoyed that she was so quick to take his sherbet lemons. Faye recalled she had a bag of Liquorice Allsorts from Bertie. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that they gave her wind, so she would offer them to Mr Paine as a peace offering on their next ARP shift.


Faye shook her head clear. Her thoughts turned to tea. There was no way she was getting back to sleep after that, so why not enjoy a cuppa and clear her mind?


There was a new noise from outside. Boots splashing through puddles.


Faye popped her glasses on, wriggled her feet into the pink fluffy slippers waiting for her on the rug, then shuffled over to the window, hands tucked into her armpits for warmth. The glass was wet with condensation, so she used a finger to wipe a clear patch on one of the panes. She peered through the criss-cross of the window’s anti-blast tape to the Wode Road beyond. As she suspected, it was the village postie, Eric Birdwhistle, out on his rounds in the dark morning’s mizzle. Faye smiled to herself, happy to see that some things remained the same in all this madness.


She still had an hour or so before Dad got up, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t put the kettle on. Faye wrapped herself in her dressing gown and made her way downstairs. Which was a shame. If she had just waited at the window a few moments longer, she might have noticed that Eric’s postbag was much lighter than usual. She might even have seen a telltale flicker of dread on Eric’s face and realised something was terribly wrong, and perhaps Faye could have saved Eric and the village from the series of Yuletide disasters to come.










SPECIAL DELIVERY



Save the mail, Eric thought over and over as his boots splashed through deep puddles at the top of Gibbet Lane. Save the mail.


Save the mail had become a clarion call for Royal Mail workers since the war started. Not only did they have rain, fog and sleet to deal with this winter, but now also bombs falling from the sky, pillar boxes smashed by debris, and parcels and letters charred and mangled. But it didn’t matter how much damage had been inflicted, it was a matter of pride for any postie – not least Eric Birdwhistle – to save the mail. Delivering the Royal Mail was his calling, and one he could not resist, even at four o’clock in the morning.


At this time of day, the village was all his, like a stage before the curtain went up. All the scenery was in place, the players in the wings anticipating their cues, the orchestra waiting for the baton to move.


In the distance came the urgent whistle of a train and the growl of Merlin engines as Spitfires and Hurricanes patrolled overhead. The wind toyed with telephone wires, and somewhere a cat screeched, disturbed by Eric’s footfalls.


The others would come later. Doris on her milk round, the whistling newspaper boys, the shovellers of coal into rattling buckets, dogs let out to bark at shadows.


A Birdwhistle had delivered the letters and parcels in the village of Woodville for three generations, and Eric wasn’t about to let a little something like bombing raids stop him. Not that anyone in the village gave a tinker’s cuss. They all took him for granted. Four deliveries a day when it was busy, up before the sun and never late. Eric considered himself to be the hardest-working man in the village, but did he ever get any gratitude? Not a sausage. All right, there was the odd cup of tea and some cakes on special occasions, but just the other day Mr Paine, who owned the newsagent’s in which the letters were sorted and collected, had referred to Eric as ‘part of the furniture’ of Woodville. It was a compliment, apparently, but Eric wondered how Freddie Paine would like to be compared to a footstool or an armchair.


A chill wind danced around Eric, biting at his nose and ears. Last year had been bitterly cold. Ice had been the real enemy then. Far more threatening than that loon Adolf Hitler and his goose-stepping Nazis. It had burst pipes and left little rinks for Eric to slip on. He hated ice, but he didn’t mind the cold and grey winter they were having now. No snow, no ice, just a bit dull and damp. He could put on a few layers and stay snug and dry.


As he left the road by Gibbet Lane, the silent shadow of a barn owl slid over the path and into the wood. Eric’s destination.


This morning’s delivery was a peculiar one. Truth be told, he wasn’t strictly on Royal Mail business. He had risen earlier than usual, careful not to wake his wife Shirley, then gone about his usual ablutions. There had been no need to go to the Post Office in the newsagent’s as the package had been waiting for him by the front door.


Eric had stood and stared at it, unblinking, arms limp, wondering how it had arrived there. For some time, a tiny hollow of dread gnawed at his belly and there was a peculiar ringing in his ears. But a sweet voice whispered to him, and any fear was soon washed away by a welcome sense of serenity. Eric had popped the package into his sack and headed for the woods.


Of course, he was curious to know whose package this was. There was no name on the box. Simply a destination. The hollow oak.


Eric knew precisely where that was. Everyone in the village did. It was one of the few fixed points in the wood, at its very centre. No one ever talked about this openly, but the wood had a habit of shifting around as you passed through it. Trees would shuffle in the corner of your eye. The sun would mysteriously set in the east. You could walk in a straight line for an hour and end up exactly where you started.


There was none of that this morning. Other than the splish-splosh of Eric’s boots in the occasional puddle, the wood was silent, still and dark.


Of course, the wood did have one permanent resident. But Miss Charlotte Southill collected her letters and parcels directly from the Post Office, and those occasions were very rare. She corresponded infrequently with someone in Folkestone, and she would sometimes take deliveries of exotic pipe tobaccos from around the world, but other than that she barely got a postcard.


Eric was certain this parcel wasn’t for her.


As he moved deeper into the wood the canopy above offered a little more cover from the bone-chilling wind, but the waning moon was still bright enough to show him the way, and Eric recognised the path. He was close. It wouldn’t be long now.


A little part of his brain was wondering just what the blazes he was doing here, treading through the leaf litter of the wood. He should have been warm in bed with Shirley. But that sweet voice had whispered in his ear while he slept. This was one delivery that could not be late.


The house was so much colder now their son Sidney was away serving with the army. The last thing Eric had heard was that Sidney was back in England, training in Salisbury. And he’d been promoted. A lance corporal, no less. Perhaps Sidney would be allowed home for Christmas. Shirley kept talking like it was a certainty, but Eric knew the odds were slim. The best they could hope for was a card. One that Eric would take delivery of personally.


All that would come in its own time. Eric still had his regular morning round to do after this. No rest for the wicked.


He spotted the hollow oak’s clearing up ahead and stopped.


The lonely silence was such that he could hear the blood rushing in his ears. He gripped the strap of his sack a little tighter and cleared his throat.


‘Hello?’ The sound of his voice was muffled by a sudden rumbling wind. He stepped into the clearing and announced, ‘Special delivery.’


No one answered.


The roots of the hollow oak wound across the clearing. Eric tried to recall if they had stretched that far before. The tree’s hollow was at its base, and he instinctively knew that was where he should leave the parcel. Yes, get that done and then head back home to Shirley as soon as possible. Eric needed his porridge and a cuddle from his beloved.


He took a deep breath and marched to the hollow, crouching down and feeling a twinge in his right knee and a slight spasm in his back. Too old to serve in the forces, Eric had stayed in the village as an essential worker. He would do his bit the way he always had. By getting the post through, come rain, snow or bombs. Save the mail, indeed.


He placed the parcel in the hollow. The box looked about the right size for a hat. One with a wide brim. He nudged it a little further in to protect it from the damp. Normally that would be it for any delivery, but Eric had one more task. The voice had told him to bring a mirror. Any mirror would do. It whispered to him now as he took his little round shaving mirror from inside his coat and angled it at the moon. Its light reflected off the glass and fell onto the box, giving it the same chilly glow. Done. Eric felt complete. He tucked the mirror away, dusted off his hands and stood carefully, so as not to set off another back spasm. That was the last thing he needed with such a busy week ahead—


The ground trembled, tickling the arches of his feet.


Eric wondered if he’d imagined it, but then it happened again. The whole wood groaned. No. It was more like an old man’s yawn.


Something was awakening beneath the roots of the hollow oak.


A cracking noise came from deep in the earth. Eric spun to find dirt and dust tossed into the air as the oak’s roots stretched and extended, breaking free from the earth, flexing like muscles.


As a low growl erupted from below, Eric had a brief and panicked debate with himself about whether to run like the clappers or stand firm and see what was making that ungodly racket. Fear gripped his spine, making the decision for him. He simply couldn’t move. He watched, paralysed, as the tree’s roots rolled back and a fissure cracked open in the ground.


Something burst from the jagged fracture, knocking him onto his backside. A wooden box, twice as long as a coffin, was hoisted into place by creaking, writhing roots.


Made from oak streaked with reds and pinks and carved with the most ornate decorations of oak leaves, acorns and mighty trees, it was possibly the most beautiful thing Eric had ever seen (and he had been to the sorting office at Mount Pleasant one halcyon summer). He spied intricately chiselled fauns and pixies peering out from behind the lattice of leaves and entwined branches. It told a story – a kind of fairy-tale Bayeux Tapestry whittled in wood – but its twists and turns were beyond his understanding. It looked brand new, though there was something about its design that felt ancient and unknowable. A sarcophagus from another time.


For a moment, there was silence.


Then the lid juddered.


‘Ow, nuts.’ The voice came from inside the sarcophagus. Eric chuckled despite himself. He was completely terrified, but the voice made him think of a gangster’s moll he’d seen in a movie. There followed some huffing as the voice’s owner struggled to heft the lid open. Never let it be said that Eric was anything less than a gentleman and a public servant – if there was a lady in need of assistance, it was his duty to help her. On legs of jelly, he staggered over to the sarcophagus and heaved. The lid hardly budged.


Gritting his teeth, Eric got a better grip on the lip of the lid and was able to shove it off in one go.


In that moment he started to lose his mind.


What lay beyond was an iridescent infinity. A swirling mass of light and dark matter, leftovers from the birth of the universe idling on another plane. Eric’s thoughts and senses abandoned him. His eyes vibrated as they struggled to cope with new colours, his ears throbbed numbly at frequencies from other dimensions, and his brain snapped and flipped like a cheap brolly in a storm.


It was all so beyond his understanding that when a pretty girl with light brown skin and silver shimmering wings fluttered out of the sarcophagus, he wasn’t remotely surprised.


‘Thanks, sugar,’ she said, whizzing around the clearing. She glowed like the rising sun, and her translucent wings left a trail of glitter as they flapped. She wore a long dress of gossamer lace, white stockings and black Balmoral lace-up boots. Her ears were pointed. Eric felt like she belonged at the top of a Christmas tree, albeit one that had been abandoned in a dark cellar and left to rot. There was something distinctly un-Christmassy about this fairy. Not least that she was a good six inches taller than he was. She darted about, looking into the darkness of the wood, before hollering, ‘All clear!’ back into the morass of interstellar dust.


There was a drawn-out pause, then a gnarled hand gripped the edge of the sarcophagus with a thud. Eric’s heart hammered. A figure ten feet tall with limbs of hoary wood eased itself out of the ancient coffin. Creaking legs strode over him as the thing moved to the centre of the clearing. As it stepped into the moonlight, he was able to get a better look at the creature. It was a tree that looked like a man. Or a man that looked like a tree. He couldn’t be entirely sure. It arched its back, bellowing at the distant moon. Its branch-like fingers bunched into formidable fists.


This was an unfortunate moment for Eric to make an involuntary noise from his bottom.


The creature’s head – a tangle of branches and bark twisted into a ball – snapped around towards him. Its inhuman eyes were infused with amber.


‘Oh blimey,’ Eric said.


The oak man stalked across the clearing in a few strides, arm extended, twiggy fingers splayed out. Eric found to his horror that he had quite lost the use of his limbs. His legs in particular were impotent, seeming to weigh several tonnes each. He stood among the roots, utterly helpless, as the creature advanced. He wished he could see his son at Christmas, yearned to hold Shirley one more time.


Eric cried out as one of the oak man’s legs slammed down on his chest, breaking his little shaving mirror, pinning him to the ground, crushing every rib and snapping his spine.










ENTER THE HOLLY KING



Eric couldn’t feel anything below his neck. He’d had a few near misses in the Great War, but he was done for now, that was for sure. He thought he ought to be panicking, but a strange acceptance seemed to have come over him. He thought again about Shirley and his son Sidney, and wondered if they would ever know what had really happened to him.


The creature’s hand reached past Eric, grasping the parcel and lifting it from the oak tree’s hollow.


The clearing fell silent once more as the oak man stepped off Eric and contemplated the cardboard parcel, much like Hamlet looking at the skull of that Yorick chap. Eric had been dragged to see the play once, but after a week of early starts found himself nodding off throughout, much to Shirley’s annoyance.


With a delicate touch that belied its bulk, the creature peeled back the lid of the box. It reached in and removed a wooden crown laced with oak and holly leaves.


Eric recognised it immediately. He flinched, confused. His wife Shirley had spent the last month making it. He had told her it looked a bit like a crown, but she insisted it was a fancy Christmas wreath for the front door. It had taken up every spare minute of her time, and whenever she worked on it her eyes had glazed over as if in a trance. Every now and then, she would nod and mutter as if she was listening to instructions. Eric had put her behaviour down to the peculiar changes that a woman went through in middle age. For years his mother had been prone to staring into space for long periods of time, before becoming her old self again. Eric had simply assumed it was something that happened to all women in their fifties.


Shirley must have left the package by the door. Had the sweet voice been talking to her, too?


The oak man’s mouth creaked into a smile as it raised the crown high. Like a child on Christmas morning, it admired its new toy from every angle, savouring its beauty, brushing its hands over its surface.


‘It’s here!’ The hush was broken as the fairy called back into the coffin, and suddenly Eric recognised her sugary-sweet voice. She had been the one whispering to him in his sleep. ‘The crown is here. He has it!’


There was no immediate reply, though the oak man swiped a mighty hand at the fairy, who spiralled up out of range.


A chill wind rushed through the clearing, rattling the sparse branches. Lightning flashed high above.


‘Ow!’ Eric felt something scratch against his ear. Holly leaves whipped through the air from all directions as if summoned by some clarion call. Countless little pointy darts of dark green swirled around the oak creature. It roared, swatting at them with one hand, gripping the crown with the other. Eric was now reminded of that King Kong film. He’d definitely stayed awake through that one. He instinctively wanted to cover his face, but his limbs were still useless. He could only look on as something incredible began to happen.


One by one, the holly leaves started to stick to the oak man. Some stabbed into his mouth and eyes. Others slipped between his joints, shivering as they formed clusters, working to prise him open.


The oak man dropped the crown, using both hands to paw at the leaves that now covered him from head to toe, infesting him completely. Each handful that he tossed away was replaced by twice as many. The holly leaves knitted together, forming their own limbs. An arm reached around the oak man’s neck, throttling him. His legs snapped as ropes of holly tightened around them, first at the thighs, then at the shins. He collapsed in a heap, his now-feeble fingers clawing at the air.


The wood trembled as lightning struck. A direct hit on the hollow oak issuing a deafening crack. The tree spat glowing slivers of bark across the clearing. The fairy squealed and dived behind a bush.


Eric snapped his eyes shut, streaks of white light darting over his retinas.


The ground trembled as a new sound emanated from within the oak sarcophagus. A deep, bellowing laugh that rattled Eric’s skull. It was all he could do to force his eyes open as a new creature clambered out of the box and stood in the clearing.


This one looked more obviously like a man, apart from standing nearly twice as tall. Impressive antlers erupted from his head. His face was as wrinkled as bark and his eyes as red as berries. His hooded cloak was Lincoln green, and his beard was the biggest that Eric had ever seen – a bib as white as snow, peppered with vivid green leaves and scarlet berries. His antlers were decorated with holly and ivy, twisted around like tinsel.


Eric held his breath as the holly man stooped and picked at the remains of the oak creature. What only moments ago had been arms and legs were tossed aside like firewood. The holly man paused when he found the oak creature’s head, still attached to neck and shoulders. Crouching, he gripped it and, with a sharp twist, snapped it free. He pressed his gloved hands against his foe’s temples, gritting his teeth.


Eric watched in horror as the oak man’s eyes opened and his jaw moved about. He was still alive! The oak man emitted a wordless wail of agony before his skull caved in, crushed between the holly man’s hands. What remained was carried away on the bitter breeze.


Satisfied, the holly man stood and strode back to the sarcophagus, reaching with a massive, black-gloved hand into its depths. With a heave, he pulled out a giant sack, half his size and tied shut with thick rope. He tossed it onto the ground where it wriggled and kicked. There was something – some things – inside it.


The fairy bobbed out from her hiding place and flew to the holly man, covering her mouth and whispering in his ear. Every now and then their eyes darted to Eric. The postman had a well-developed sense of paranoia. He knew that many of the villagers made disparaging comments about him, especially when something arrived late or damaged, and he had a sixth sense for when someone was gossiping about him. However, he suspected this was the first time any of the gossips had wings or antlers.


‘Eric Birdwhistle.’ The holly man’s voice made every branch on every tree tremble as he raised himself to his full height. ‘Come hither.’


He beckoned to Eric, who wanted to shrug, but could only bobble his head from side to side.


The fairy whispered in the holly man’s ears again. He nodded.


‘I see my clumsy brother has broken you, Eric Birdwhistle. That will not do.’


He strode over to Eric, tugging at the fingers of a black glove before resting a surprisingly warm giant hand over Eric’s face.


What happened next would baffle Eric for the rest of his life. He would never speak of it to anyone, not even Shirley. A pleasant tingle spread through him, rising like hot water, healing cuts and bruises, knitting broken bones together. His fingers twitched, his toes wiggled, and that twinge in his shoulder blade that had been annoying him for weeks was suddenly gone. Eric was whole again. Even his little shaving mirror. He felt better than ever before. He hopped to his feet and the holly man stood back, chuckling as he held his belly.


‘Thank you,’ Eric said, tears springing from his eyes. ‘A thousand thank yous!’


‘Think nothing of it, Eric Birdwhistle. You delivered the crown. Where is it?’ the creature asked. ‘I must have it now.’


Eric shuffled in a circle. He recalled the crown being dropped by the oak man and—


‘Here… here it is,’ Eric stammered as he scuttled to where the crown rested by the hollow oak. The tree had a fresh lightning scar, embers glistening inside. It remained standing, though it looked like it had been stripped by bark enthusiasts on a bender.


Eric carefully picked up the crown, surprised by how heavy it was. His Shirley had done an incredible job. A solid ring of holly and oak wood intertwined and decorated with the leaves, berries and acorns of both trees. He never knew she had it in her to make something so beautiful.


‘Bring it to me, Eric Birdwhistle,’ the holly man said, with a trace of excited impatience. ‘Bear witness to my coronation.’


The fairy hovered over his shoulder, motioning for Eric to come closer. Behind her, the giant sack continued to undulate and make muffled, angry noises.


Eric’s fingers tightened around the crown. Its immense power slowed his heart to a sluggish pace, and he feared that it would become so heavy it might fall through him. Eric was not a particularly pious man. Oh, he went to church, of course, and heard others talk about feeling the presence of God… but surely they didn’t mean this? An exhausting sense of inevitability washed over him. A bleak dizziness accompanied a growing darkness at the edge of his vision. All compelled him to complete one simple task. Deliver the crown.


Eric moved as close as he dared, offering the crown in a way that he hoped was sufficiently ceremonial.


The holly man knelt, bowing his head and very nearly poking Eric’s eyes out with his antlers. Eric didn’t need to be told what to do next. There was a space between the antlers that was perfect for the crown. With all care and deference, he put it in place.


Thunder rumbled and lightning once again split the clearing with dazzling white light. The excited fairy clapped her hands and beamed.


Eric found himself weeping tears of joy, a bright and shining happiness abruptly coursing through him. He knew now what his purpose in life was. To worship this bringer of light.


The holly man’s white hair writhed, entangling itself in the branches of the crown and holding it firmly in place. With a deep growl of satisfaction, he stood. It might have been Eric’s imagination, but the creature looked even taller than before.


‘Behold!’ it bellowed. ‘The Holly King!’


The waning moon glowed intensely, like a light bulb about to burst, and the whole world shook.


The Holly King looked down at Eric, who had by now quite lost his mind.


‘You have done well, Eric Birdwhistle. God Jól.’


Eric twitched with blissful incomprehension.


As they stood together, snow began to tumble gently into the clearing. Fat flakes, heavy and ready to settle, silvery white in the rays of the moon.


The Holly King leaned forward, voice growling, ‘Merry Christmas.’










CHRISTMAS CANOODLING



Faye Bright and Bertie Butterworth could not keep their hands off one another. Since their first kiss in August – a hurried smacker grabbed just before Faye flew off to save her fellow witches – they had taken every opportunity to indulge in heavy petting.


Growing up, Faye had never had much interest in boys, nor the accompanying hanky-panky that might ensue, but over the summer something inside her had changed. It wasn’t just the blossoming of her magical powers. She found she wanted to get all up close with Bertie. She couldn’t help herself. Every time she saw his big smile, freckled cheeks and ever-curious eyes she wanted to grab him by the ears and plant one on him. Perhaps it was the magic? Had it stoked some passionate fire in her belly? She didn’t care. All Faye knew was that whenever she was with Bertie she lost track of time, didn’t have a care in the world, felt warm and safe. She liked it. And now, with Christmas around the corner, they’d managed to find even more opportunities for smooching by liberally hanging mistletoe from every available ceiling.


‘Oh dear, Bertie. Would you look at that?’ Faye and Bertie stood on the threshold between the Green Man pub’s lounge and saloon bars, where a sprig of mistletoe was pinned to a beam. ‘Who put that there?’ Faye asked, all innocence.


Bertie’s freckles reddened. ‘Can’t imagine,’ he said with a shrug.


Faye glanced around. It was early. Long before opening time. Dad was in the cellar sorting the barrels for the day. She and Bertie were supposed to be sweeping and dusting, but they had a bit of time to spare.


‘It would be rude not to.’ Faye’s eyes rose suggestively to the mistletoe.


‘It’s tradition,’ Bertie agreed. ‘And traditions should be— mmf!’


His last words were lost as Faye pressed her lips against his. She wrapped her arms around him, and he did the same to her. It was clumsy and a little uncomfortable, but this was why they needed to practise. How were they supposed to do this sort of thing properly if they didn’t put the hours in?


Faye’s heart quickened as Bertie pulled away to take a breath. She gave him all of half a second before pulling him back.


‘Ooh, Bertie,’ she said between kisses. Her eyes were closed but the heat from his blushes radiated on her face. ‘Whatever shall we do with you?’ They kissed again. The glass of Faye’s specs began to mist at the edges, and she felt a welcome and familiar excitement building within her as she yearned for—


‘Will you two pack it in?’ Terrence’s voice was like a bucket of cold water. ‘This is a pub, not a knocking shop!’


With a swiftness that somehow managed to contradict many of Professor Einstein’s theories about the speed of light, Bertie was on the other side of the bar, pushing a broom, concentrating on gathering dust into a neat pile, and avoiding eye contact as if his life depended on it.


It was Faye’s turn to blush. She hurriedly cleaned the mist off her specs on a bit of blouse that was poking out of her dungarees for just this purpose. ‘If you meet your beloved under the mistletoe, you have to kiss them, Dad. It’s tradition.’


‘Is it really?’ Terrence’s voice was heavy with unseasonal cynicism. ‘All I know is your dear departed mother was always suspicious of mistletoe. Wouldn’t have it in the house.’


‘Really?’ Faye looked up again at the sprig of green leaves and white berries. ‘Why’s that?’


‘It’s poisonous for a start,’ Terrence said as he wandered over, eyeing the cutting like he would an intruder. ‘And it’s a parasite. When other trees shed their leaves and look as good as dead during the winter, mistletoe moves in and lords it over them. That always used to irk her. That, and it also gave licence to any Tom, Dick and Harry to try and kiss her.’


Faye shuddered a little. She’d dodged a few attempts at unwanted pecks from a couple of worse-for-wear punters last Christmas, and the threat of a bunch of fives if they did it again had soon put an end to that.


‘Your mother was always curious about why we did things. Especially if it was some old tradition. Most people don’t know or can’t be bothered to know, but Kathryn would always dig a little deeper.’ Terrence trailed off for a moment as if remembering something. ‘She was a wise one, your mother. A wise angel.’


‘She married you, so how wise was she really, eh?’ Faye chuckled and kissed her dad on the cheek. ‘Last one. Promise,’ she said with a bold smile, getting back to dusting the pub. The task had become much more difficult ever since the Christmas decorations had gone up. Every dado rail was draped with colourful paper chains or strings of Christmas cards. Terrence had discovered a knack for sketching jolly snowmen with top hats and cob pipes, which he drew in chalk on the blackout boards placed over the windows. Bertie had made a two-foot-high Christmas tree from a broken beer crate, which he’d painted green and decked out with little glass baubles. The pub was as festive as it had ever been. Christmas in Woodville was always jolly, but after the shenanigans of the past year the villagers felt they had earned the right to a bit of knees-up. Or as much of a knees-up as they could afford, what with shortages of almost everything – the sugar allowance down to eight ounces, tea down to two ounces, margarine now on the ration books, and a penny on a pint.


Terrence wiped away the wet patch Faye had left on his cheek, then made his way to the bar. Faye noticed that he was limping.


‘Your war wound playing up again, Dad?’


Bertie jerked upright, eyes wide in admiration. He all but saluted at Terrence. ‘I didn’t know you fought in the Great War, Mr Bright.’


‘I didn’t.’ Terrence patted his left leg by the knee. ‘Tore a ligament in a football match before the war, and it flares up whenever it’s damp or cold. I failed the medical and spent most of the war in the catering corps in Dover, serving slop to Tommies before they went to France.’


‘I call it his war wound because it kept him out of the war,’ Faye told Bertie. ‘And thank gawd it did, otherwise I might not be here.’


‘We should start a double act,’ Bertie said with a grin. He got puzzled stares in return. ‘You’ve got a limp, and I’ve got a limp. We should do something for the Christmas cabaret. We could call it “Two Left Feet”!’


Terrence’s eyes rolled around their sockets. ‘Back to work, Bertie.’


The lad flashed a nervous smile. ‘Yes, Mr Bright.’


Faye couldn’t help but notice that Bertie had begun using more formalities around her dad ever since they started stepping out.


Her dad had clearly noticed, too. ‘Mr Bright,’ Terrence repeated softly to himself with a chuckle. He nudged Faye. ‘Watch this. Bertie!’ Terrence had developed a strong sergeant major voice since joining the Home Guard, even if he was still only a private. ‘When are you going to make an honest woman of my daughter?’


‘Dad!’ Faye slapped her father on the arm.


Bertie stiffened, his cheeks crimson and knuckles white as he gripped his broom so hard it was close to breaking.


‘She’s… quite honest enough,’ he managed, sounding as if he was constipated.


‘You don’t have to answer him, Bertie,’ Faye told him. ‘Dad, stop winding him up.’


Terrence gave a throaty cackle and moved to return to the cellar, but as he glanced at the pub’s doors something occurred to him. ‘We had any post yet?’


Faye shook her head.


‘Not like Eric to be so late,’ Terrence mused. Mr Paine’s newsagent’s shop with the village Post Office inside was just up the road, and the Green Man was usually one of Eric’s first stops.


‘He’ll have loads of Christmas cards,’ Faye reasoned. She was about to suggest that their mail might turn up in the second post when a scream pierced the air. It echoed from the direction of the Wode Road, followed swiftly by another, then a crash and the clatter of running footsteps.


Faye was quick to unlock the doors and rush outside. Terrence, with his dodgy knee, and Bertie, born with one leg shorter than the other, shuffled after her.


The morning sun reflected off puddles in the street, and the brightness made Faye’s eyes throb. A few folk were already braving the chill to queue outside the butcher’s and baker’s for their ration. It was Mrs Marshall, clutching a wicker basket, who was screaming. She pointed down the road.


Faye followed her finger and stopped short at a peculiar sight.


Eric Birdwhistle, village postman, was staggering up past the war memorial. He was naked as the day he was born, apart from a cloak of what looked like holly leaves.


‘He is coming!’ Eric cried in a voice that wasn’t entirely his own. It was deep, rumbling like a bass drum. ‘Shed no tears, good people. Rejoice, for it is time. The Holly King cometh!’










THORNY CLOAK



Faye heard the clatter of a bicycle. Reverend Jacobs rattled to a stop outside the baker’s and hurried towards Eric.


Eric continued bellowing, regardless. ‘Celebrate, good people, for He has defeated the Oak King and taken his crown.’


‘Now, now, Eric old chap,’ the young Reverend said, breath puffing in the cold as he wriggled out of his long winter coat. ‘I don’t know what all this nonsense is about, but let’s see if we can cover you up, hmmm?’ The Reverend held out the coat like a matador facing a bull.


‘Don’t touch him!’ a familiar and commanding voice cried.


All heads winched around to find Mrs Teach stepping out of her terraced house, arms raised. She was immaculately turned out in her green Women’s Voluntary Service woollen coat and hat with its distinct red band. As she strode towards Eric and the Reverend, the onlookers in her path took an instinctive step back to clear her way. She might not dress like a witch from a fairy tale, but she didn’t need to. The residents of Woodville knew who was in charge here.


All except one, perhaps.


‘Ah, Mrs Teach, yes, thank you for your contribution,’ the Reverend said with a nervous smile. ‘But I rather think we should first—’ Reverend Jacobs laid a hand on Eric’s forearm. Faye felt the tremor right through her boots as a shock wave sent the poor Reverend flying through the air. He landed in a heap by his bicycle outside Mrs Yorke’s bakery. The sound made Faye’s ears ring, and rainwater fell from gutters all around. Eric looked at his forearm with a puzzled expression.


‘Don’t say I didn’t warn him,’ Mrs Teach shrugged as folk splashed through the puddles to help the Reverend to his feet. ‘Next time, good Reverend, you would do well to heed my advice.’ She turned to the watching villagers. ‘Blankets!’ she cried, and a dozen women snapped to attention and dashed away to their homes, leaving the men gawping in their wake.


Faye instinctively hurried to Mrs Teach’s side. ‘Morning, Mrs Teach. Any clue why Eric the postie is wandering about in nary but a cloak of holly?’


Suddenly Eric cried out in pain. He began to writhe as the holly leaves dug themselves into his cold, bare skin.


Faye noticed little clumps of snow on Eric’s head and feet. Had it snowed last night? She glanced around, but the village looked as grey and damp as before. It had been a miserable winter so far, and a little Christmas snow would do wonders to put a smile on the villagers’ faces.


‘The Holly King will tolerate no defiance,’ Eric said between gasps. ‘All who transgress will be punished come Yuletide. The wood belongs to my master now. All who trespass shall face His wrath.’ Blood began to seep from tiny wounds between the leaves.


Faye started to rush forward to help him, but Mrs Teach took a firm grip on her arm. ‘Don’t,’ she warned.


‘The poor fella’s in pain.’ Faye tried to shake her off, but the older woman’s grip only tightened.


‘Don’t touch him until we know what we’re dealing with.’ Mrs Teach spoke low enough that only Faye could hear. ‘If I’m right, and I sincerely hope I’m not, it appears that our Eric has become the emissary of a demigod, which makes no sense whatsoever.’


‘A demigod? Is that this Holly King he keeps harping on about?’


‘The Holly King is a myth. He’s not real, at least…’ Mrs Teach pursed her lips as she thought. ‘Whatever this is, Eric is protected with some very old magic. Reverend Jacobs got off lightly, and I suspect the next to interfere won’t be as lucky, so keep your distance. Ah, here we are.’


The first of the women returned with blankets and bedsheets.


‘Ladies, form a circle, please,’ Mrs Teach directed them, and they obeyed.


More came with sheets, an eiderdown and bath towels. They stood shoulder to shoulder, creating a barrier around Eric, Faye and Mrs Teach, averting their eyes from Eric’s nakedness.


‘Do not fear, good women,’ Eric said, his voice trembling as he shivered. ‘The Holly King will reward the just and the good. He healed me, and now I worship Him, rightly. He can heal us all. Only those who have committed an egregious sin should fear Him.’


‘That would be most of us, then,’ Mrs Teach muttered as she stood before Eric, Faye right behind her. The poor man looked like the last turkey in a butcher’s window. All goosebumps and fatty folds. His belly covered his nethers and his knees were pink. His fingers trembled, blue at the tips, but his eyes burned like a zealot’s. Unblinking and wide.


‘Eric, look at me.’ Mrs Teach’s voice softened.


Eric’s gaze drifted to her. ‘Philomena Teach,’ he said, an eerie smile creeping across his face. ‘You are named in the Holly King’s scroll of sinners, I am sad to report.’


‘Am I indeed? Why am I not surprised.’


‘Come the reckoning you will be punished.’


‘Yes, we’ll discuss that later, Eric. For now, I need you to look at me here.’ Mrs Teach raised a red-painted fingernail to her right eye. The effect was immediate. Eric’s grin dropped and his eyelids became heavy. The cloak of holly leaves began to shake, as if in a strong wind, and fall away.


‘Whatever you’re doing, it’s working,’ Faye whispered.


‘Stand by, girl.’ Mrs Teach tensed her shoulders. ‘We need to—’


‘Eric!’ a voice cried from outside the circle. ‘Where’s my Eric?’


It was enough to break Mrs Teach’s spell. Eric glanced up and his eyes darkened once more as the cloak of holly tightened around him, the points digging deeper into his flesh. He grimaced, as if in pain, but let out a gasp of ecstasy.


‘Eric! Let me through!’


‘It’s Eric’s Shirley,’ Faye told Mrs Teach, who regained eye contact with Eric. His face contorted in confusion and pain.


‘Go to her, Faye. Keep her out. Do not let her in.’


‘Righto.’ Faye ducked under the wall of blankets to find Shirley Birdwhistle being held back by her dad, Bertie and Captain Marshall of the Home Guard. The three men were struggling to keep a grip on the woman as she reached out for her husband.


‘Eric! What’s going on?’


‘Yes, indeed,’ Captain Marshall snapped at Faye. ‘What is the meaning of this hullaballoo, young lady?’


‘Captain, whatever happens, don’t let anyone in there.’ Faye jabbed a thumb back beyond the circle of blankets. ‘Mrs Teach’s strict orders.’


‘Mrs Teach?’ Captain Marshall grimaced. ‘Who’s she to be giving orders?’


‘Oh, she’s Mrs Teach,’ Bertie said, as Mrs Birdwhistle once again made to lunge forward.


‘I find life’s far less complicated if you do as she says,’ Terrence added.


Captain Marshall grunted in reluctant agreement.


‘Let me through!’ Shirley cried.


‘Shirley, it’s me, Faye Bright.’ Faye gently took the woman’s hand. Mrs Birdwhistle rarely came into the pub. She much preferred to be helping others, being one of the first in the village to sign up to the Women’s Voluntary Service, and always ready to run a raffle, knit a cuddly toy or bake a cake. She made an incredible Victoria sponge. She also worked in the Post Office with Eric and was always very proper and neat, so it was odd to see her hair so unkempt this morning, her floral housecoat and heavy winter coat clearly thrown on in a hurry.


‘Faye, he wasn’t there when I woke this morning.’ Mrs Birdwhistle gripped Faye’s shoulders. ‘Where’s he been? What’s going on?’


Faye decided that the whole possessed-by-a-demigod explanation would only make things worse. ‘He’s… he’s had a funny turn, that’s all.’


‘Funny turn? What do you mean? Eric doesn’t have funny turns.’


‘Mrs Teach is helping him,’ Faye began. ‘So there’s no need to—’


An agonised cry came from behind the wall of blankets, straight from the depths of Eric’s soul. The air above him and Mrs Teach shimmered like heat haze on a summer’s day.


‘Eric!’ Shirley Birdwhistle broke free from Terrence, Bertie and Captain Marshall, shoved Faye aside, and ploughed through the wall of quilting.


What she found had her sobbing in heavy gulps.


Eric was on his knees on the wet cobbles, surrounded by holly leaves and with countless scratches and pinpricks of blood all over his back. Mrs Teach crouched beside him, covering him with a blanket, but still the blood seeped through.


‘Shirley?’ Eric looked up at his wife. His eyes and voice were his own again, but his mind seemed addled, as if he had woken from a bad dream. ‘Oh, Shirley,’ he said, before collapsing into Mrs Teach’s arms.










Interlude: The Trees Awaken


Across the wood, the trees stir. The hollow oak is singing. A low note, pulsing through their roots. A song of warning. He has returned. And it will only be a matter of time before He calls on them. They must prepare.










MISS CHARLOTTE ATTEMPTS A LIE-IN



Miss Charlotte Southill slept alone.


Not that this was unusual. For decades, centuries even, she had been used to sleeping solo. The life she had chosen meant moving from place to place and grabbing a bit of shut-eye wherever she could – in ditches, trees, carts, barns and, on one memorable occasion, a palace in Lucknow.


She had always been a light sleeper, even as a child. Memories of her early life were stretched thin these days, but she could recall her mother Ursula staying up all night creating explosive concoctions. The young Charlotte had learned it was wise to sleep fully clothed, boots on, and within dashing distance of the nearest exit. As she grew older, she preferred to sleep in the nude, but in the winter she wore a bright red men’s all-in-one union suit. Snug and practical, it kept her warm from neck to ankles, and was all she needed. She still wore her boots to bed, though. Some habits die hard.


Of course, she had shared her bed on many nights in the past. Mostly for one night only, and on the understanding that afterwards they would never see one another again. Though there had been exceptions. Lizzie in Pudding Lane. That was a very long time ago, but the memory was a pink, glistening scar.


Most recently, Charlotte had shared her bed with Martine de la Barre. The rambunctious events of the summer had culminated in her unexpectedly finding herself completely infatuated with the tempestuous French scryer. Their autumn affair was as fiery and passionate as one might expect, but each night had ended with them gently holding one another in bed, and Charlotte had become rather used to having Martine around. It was the little things she enjoyed. The scent of Martine’s Gauloises mingling with her own pipe smoke. The way she cursed in French. The hours of consensual, happy silence. The warmth of Martine’s hand in hers. Waking each morning to find her still there.


Last week that had all changed. Martine had received a coded communiqué from the Conseil Français de la Magie, summoning her to join the magical resistance effort in occupied France. Martine felt compelled to fight for her country’s freedom and Charlotte knew there was nothing she could say or do to stop her.


Neither wept on her departure – they both agreed that tears were a waste of time and energy – but nor could they find the words to say a proper goodbye. Charlotte saw Martine off at the train station, returned to her cottage in the middle of the wood and slept alone once more.


Which was a bugger because this morning was bloody freezing and the fire had died hours ago.


Charlotte was in dire need of some shared bodily warmth. Even the goat would do.


It had been a long night. Charlotte had been hearing whispers on the aether from a voice she did not recognise. It was a woman, American. A New Yorker, if she wasn’t mistaken. Not anyone she knew, but still oddly familiar. Not wanting a repeat of Mrs Teach’s disastrous summoning of the demon Kefapepo earlier that summer, Charlotte had put aside her yearning for Martine and thrown herself into finding out who this mysterious voice belonged to. For the last week she had stayed up till dawn, dabbling in divination, haruspicy, augury, mirror magic, and even Tarot, to discover the owner of the voice, but whoever it was remained elusive.
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