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REVENGE OF THE WITCH




CHAPTER I
A Seventh Son

WHEN the Spook arrived, the light was already beginning to fail. It had been a long, hard day, and I was ready for my supper.
“You’re sure he’s a seventh son?” he asked. He was looking down at me and shaking his head doubtfully.
Dad nodded.
“And you were a seventh son, too?”
Dad nodded again and started stamping his feet impatiently, splattering my breeches with droplets of brown mud and manure. The rain was dripping from the peak of his cap. It had been raining for most of the month. There were new leaves on the trees, but the spring weather was a long time coming.
My dad was a farmer and his father had been a farmer, too, and the first rule of farming is to keep the farm together. You can’t just divide it up among your children; it would get smaller and smaller with each generation until there was nothing left. So a father leaves his farm to his eldest son. Then he finds jobs for the rest. If possible, he tries to find each a trade.
He needs lots of favors for that. The local blacksmith is one option, especially if the farm is big and he’s given the blacksmith plenty of work. Then it’s odds on that the blacksmith will offer an apprenticeship, but that’s still only one son sorted out.
I was his seventh, and by the time it came to me all the favors had been used up. Dad was so desperate that he was trying to get the Spook to take me on as his apprentice. Or at least that’s what I thought at the time. I should have guessed that Mam was behind it.
She was behind a lot of things. Long before I was born, it was her money that had bought our farm. How else could a seventh son have afforded it? And Mam wasn’t County. She came from a land far across the sea. Most people couldn’t tell, but sometimes, if you listened very carefully, there was a slight difference in the way she pronounced certain words.
Still, don’t imagine that I was being sold into slavery or something. I was bored with farming anyway, and what they called the town was hardly more than a village in the back of beyond. It was certainly no place that I wanted to spend the rest of my life. So in one way I quite liked the idea of being a spook; it was much more interesting than milking cows and spreading manure.
It made me nervous though, because it was a scary job. I was going to learn how to protect farms and villages from things that go bump in the night. Dealing with ghouls, boggarts, and all manner of wicked beasties would be all in a day’s work. That’s what the Spook did, and I was going to be his apprentice.
“How old is he?” asked the Spook.
“He’ll be thirteen come August.”
“Bit small for his age. Can he read and write?”
“Aye,” Dad answered. “He can do both, and he also knows Greek. His mam taught him, and he could speak it almost before he could walk.”
The Spook nodded and looked back across the muddy path beyond the gate toward the farmhouse, as if he were listening for something. Then he shrugged. “It’s a hard enough life for a man, never mind a boy,” he said. “Think he’s up to it?”
“He’s strong and he’ll be as big as me when he’s full grown,” my dad said, straightening his back and drawing himself up to his full height. That done, the top of his head was just about level with the Spook’s chin.
Suddenly the Spook smiled. It was the very last thing I’d expected. His face was big and looked as if it had been chiseled from stone. Until then I’d thought him a bit fierce. His long black cloak and hood made him look like a priest, but when he looked at you directly, his grim expression made him appear more like a hangman weighing you up for the rope.
The hair sticking out from under the front of his hood matched his beard, which was gray, but his eyebrows were black and very bushy. There was quite a bit of black hair sprouting out of his nostrils, too, and his eyes were green, the same color as my own.
Then I noticed something else about him. He was carrying a long staff. Of course, I’d seen that as soon as he came within sight, but what I hadn’t realized until that moment was that he was carrying it in his left hand.
Did that mean that he was left-handed like me?
It was something that had caused me no end of trouble at the village school. They’d even called in the local priest to look at me, and he’d kept shaking his head and telling me I’d have to fight it before it was too late. I didn’t know what he meant. None of my brothers were left-handed and neither was my dad. My mam was cack-handed, though, and it never seemed to bother her much, so when the teacher threatened to beat it out of me and tied the pen to my right hand, she took me away from the school and from that day on taught me at home.
“How much to take him on?” my dad asked, interrupting my thoughts. Now we were getting down to the real business.
“Two guineas for a month’s trial. If he’s up to it, I’ll be back again in the autumn and you’ll owe me another ten. If not, you can have him back and it’ll be just another guinea for my trouble.”
Dad nodded again and the deal was done. We went into the barn and the guineas were paid, but they didn’t shake hands. Nobody wanted to touch a spook. My dad was a brave man just to stand within six feet of one.
“I’ve some business close by,” said the Spook, “but I’ll be back for the lad at first light. Make sure he’s ready. I don’t like to be kept waiting.”
When he’d gone, Dad tapped me on the shoulder. “It’s a new life for you now, son,” he told me. “Go and get yourself cleaned up. You’re finished with farming.”
When I walked into the kitchen, my brother Jack had his arm around his wife, Ellie, and she was smiling up at him.
I like Ellie a lot. She’s warm and friendly in a way that makes you feel that she really cares about you. Mam says that marrying Ellie was good for Jack because she helped to make him less agitated.
Jack is the eldest and biggest of us all and, as Dad sometimes jokes, the best looking of an ugly bunch. He is big and strong, all right, but despite his blue eyes and healthy red cheeks, his black bushy eyebrows almost meet in the middle, so I’ve never agreed with that. One thing I’ve never argued with is that he managed to attract a kind and pretty wife. Ellie has hair the color of best-quality straw three days after a good harvest and skin that really glows in candlelight.
“I’m leaving tomorrow morning,” I blurted out. “The Spook’s coming for me at first light.”
Ellie’s face lit up. “You mean he’s agreed to take you on?”
I nodded. “He’s given me a month’s trial.”
“Oh, well done, Tom. I’m really pleased for you,” she said.
“I don’t believe it!” scoffed Jack. “You, apprentice to a spook! How can you do a job like that when you still can’t sleep without a candle?”
I laughed at his joke, but he had a point. I sometimes saw things in the dark, and a candle was the best way to keep them away so that I could get some sleep.
Jack came toward me, and with a roar got me in a headlock and began dragging me round the kitchen table. It was his idea of a joke. I put up just enough resistance to humor him, and after a few seconds he let go of me and patted me on the back.
“Well done, Tom,” he said. “You’ll make a fortune doing that job. There’s just one problem, though. . . .”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“You’ll need every penny you earn. Know why?”
I shrugged.
“Because the only friends you’ll have are the ones you buy!”
I tried to smile, but there was a lot of truth in Jack’s words. A spook worked and lived alone.
“Oh, Jack! Don’t be cruel!” Ellie scolded.
“It was only a joke,” Jack replied, as if he couldn’t understand why Ellie was making so much fuss.
But Ellie was looking at me rather than Jack, and I saw her face suddenly drop. “Oh, Tom!” she said. “This means that you won’t be here when the baby’s born. . . .”
She looked really disappointed, and it made me feel sad that I wouldn’t be at home to see my new niece. Mam had said that Ellie’s baby was going to be a girl, and she was never wrong about things like that.
“I’ll come back and visit just as soon as I can,” I promised.
Ellie tried to smile, and Jack came up and rested his arm across my shoulders. “You’ll always have your family,” he said. “We’ll always be here if you need us.”
An hour later I sat down to supper, knowing that I’d be gone in the morning. Dad said grace as he did every evening and we all muttered “amen” except Mam. She just stared down at her food as usual, waiting politely until it was over. As the prayer ended, Mam gave me a little smile. It was a warm, special smile, and I don’t think anyone else noticed. It made me feel better.
The fire was still burning in the grate, filling the kitchen with warmth. At the center of our large wooden table was a brass candlestick, which had been polished until you could see your face in it. The candle was made of beeswax and was expensive, but Mam wouldn’t allow tallow in the kitchen because of the smell. Dad made most of the decisions on the farm, but in some things she always got her own way.
As we tucked into our big plates of steaming hot pot, it struck me how old Dad looked tonight—old and tired—and there was an expression that flickered across his face from time to time, a hint of sadness. But he brightened up a bit when he and Jack started discussing the price of pork and whether or not it was the right time to send for the pig butcher.
“Better to wait another month or so,” Dad said. “The price is sure to go higher.”
Jack shook his head and they began to argue. It was a friendly argument, the kind families often have, and I could tell that Dad was enjoying it. I didn’t join in, though. All that was over for me. As Dad had told me, I was finished with farming.
Mam and Ellie were chuckling together softly. I tried to catch what they were saying, but by now Jack was in full flow, his voice getting louder and louder. When Mam glanced across at him, I could tell she’d had enough of his noise.
Oblivious to Mam’s glances, and continuing to argue loudly, Jack reached across for the salt cellar and accidentally knocked it over, spilling a small cone of salt on the tabletop. Straightaway he took a pinch and threw it back over his left shoulder. It is an old County superstition. By doing that you were supposed to ward off the bad luck you’d earned by spilling it.
“Jack, you don’t need any salt on that anyway,” Mam scolded. “It spoils a good hot pot and is an insult to the cook!”
“Sorry, Mam,” Jack apologized. “You’re right. It’s perfect just as it is.”
She gave him a smile, then nodded toward me. “Anyway, nobody’s taking any notice of Tom. That’s no way to treat him on his last night at home.”
“I’m all right, Mam,” I told her. “I’m happy just to sit here and listen.”
Mam nodded. “Well, I’ve got a few things to say to you. After supper stay down in the kitchen, and we’ll have a little talk.”
So after Jack, Ellie, and Dad had gone up to bed, I sat in a chair by the fire and waited patiently to hear what Mam had to say.
Mam wasn’t a woman who made a lot of fuss; at first she didn’t say much, apart from explaining what she was wrapping up for me: a spare pair of trousers, three shirts, and two pairs of good socks that had only been darned once each.
I stared into the embers of the fire, tapping my feet on the flags, while Mam drew up her rocking chair and positioned it so that she was facing directly toward me. Her black hair was streaked with a few strands of gray, but apart from that she looked much the same as she had when I was just a toddler, hardly up to her knees. Her eyes were still bright, and but for her pale skin, she looked a picture of health.
“This is the last time we’ll get to talk together for a long while,” she said. “It’s a big step leaving home and starting out on your own. So if there’s anything you need to say, anything you need to ask, now’s the time to do it.”
I couldn’t think of a single question. In fact I couldn’t even think. Hearing her say all that had started tears pricking behind my eyes.
The silence went on for quite a while. All that could be heard was my feet tap-tapping on the flags. Finally Mam gave a little sigh. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Has the cat got your tongue?”
I shrugged.
“Stop fidgeting, Tom, and concentrate on what I’m saying,” Mam warned. “First of all, are you looking forward to tomorrow and starting your new job?”
“I’m not sure, Mam,” I told her, remembering Jack’s joke about having to buy friends. “Nobody wants to go anywhere near a spook. I’ll have no friends. I’ll be lonely all the time.”
“It won’t be as bad as you think,” Mam said. “You’ll have your master to talk to. He’ll be your teacher, and no doubt he’ll eventually become your friend. And you’ll be busy all the time. Busy learning new things. You’ll have no time to feel lonely. Don’t you find the whole thing new and exciting?”
“It’s exciting, but the job scares me. I want to do it, but I don’t know if I can. One part of me wants to travel and see places, but it’ll be hard not to live here anymore. I’ll miss you all. I’ll miss being at home.”
“You can’t stay here,” Mam said. “Your dad’s getting too old to work, and come next winter he’s handing the farm over to Jack. Ellie will be having her baby soon, no doubt the first of many; eventually there won’t be room for you here. No, you’d better get used to it before that happens. You can’t come home.”
Her voice seemed cold and a little sharp, and to hear her speak to me like that drove a pain deep into my chest and throat so that I could hardly breathe.
I just wanted to go to bed then, but she had a lot to say. I’d rarely heard her use so many words all in one go.
“You have a job to do and you’re going to do it,” she said sternly. “And not only do it; you’re going to do it well. I married your dad because he was a seventh son. And I bore him six sons so that I could have you. Seven times seven, you are, and you have the gift. Your new master’s still strong, but he’s some way past his best, and his time is finally coming to an end.
“For nearly sixty years he’s walked the County lines doing his duty. Doing what has to be done. Soon it’ll be your turn. And if you won’t do it, then who will? Who’ll look after the ordinary folk? Who’ll keep them from harm? Who’ll make the farms, villages, and towns safe so that women and children can walk the streets and lanes free from fear?”
I didn’t know what to say, and I couldn’t look her in the eye. I just fought to hold back the tears.
“I love everyone in this house,” she said, her voice softening, “but in the whole wide County, you’re the only person who’s really like me. As yet, you’re just a boy who’s still got a lot of growing to do, but you’re the seventh son of a seventh son. You’ve the gift and the strength to do what has to be done. I know you’re going to make me proud of you.
“Well, now,” Mam said, coming to her feet, “I’m glad that we’ve got that sorted out. Now off to bed with you. It’s a big day tomorrow, and you want to be at your best.”
She gave me a hug and a warm smile, and I tried really hard to be cheerful and smile back, but once up in my bedroom I sat on the edge of my bed just staring vacantly and thinking about what Mam had told me.
My mam is well respected in the neighborhood. She knows more about plants and medicines than the local doctor, and when there is a problem with delivering a baby, the midwife always sends for her. Mam is an expert on what she calls breech births. Sometimes a baby tries to get born feet first, but my mother is good at turning them while they are still in the womb. Dozens of women in the County owe their lives to her.
Anyway, that was what my dad always said, but Mam was modest and she never mentioned things like that. She just got on with what had to be done, and I knew that’s what she expected of me. So I wanted to make her proud.
But could she really mean that she’d only married my dad and had my six brothers so she could give birth to me? It didn’t seem possible.
After thinking things through, I went across to the window and sat in the old wicker chair for a few minutes, staring through the window, which faced north.
The moon was shining, bathing everything in its silver light. I could see across the farmyard, beyond the two hay fields and the north pasture, right to the boundary of our farm, which ended halfway up Hangman’s Hill. I liked the view. I liked Hangman’s Hill, from a distance. I liked the way it was the farthest thing you could see.
For years this had been my routine before climbing into bed each night. I used to stare at that hill and imagine what was on the other side. I knew that it was really just more fields and then, two miles farther on, what passed for the local village—half a dozen houses, a small church, and an even smaller school—but my imagination conjured up other things. Sometimes I imagined high cliffs with an ocean beyond, or maybe a forest or a great city with tall towers and twinkling lights.
But now, as I gazed at the hill, I remembered my fear as well. Yes, it was fine from a distance, but it wasn’t a place I’d ever wanted to get close to. Hangman’s Hill, as you might have guessed, didn’t get its name for nothing.
Three generations earlier, a war had raged over the whole land, and the men of the County had played their part. It had been that worst of all wars, a bitter civil war where families had been divided and where sometimes brother had even fought brother.
In the last winter of the war there’d been a big battle a mile or so to the north, just on the outskirts of the village. When it was finally over, the winning army had brought their prisoners to this hill and hanged them from the trees on its northern slope. They’d hanged some of their own men, too, for what they claimed was cowardice in the face of the enemy, but there was another version of that tale. It was said that some of these men had refused to fight people they considered to be neighbors.
Even Jack never liked working close to that boundary fence, and the dogs wouldn’t go more than a few feet into the wood. As for me, because I can sense things that others can’t, I couldn’t even work in the north pasture. You see, from there I could hear them. I could hear the ropes creaking and the branches groaning under their weight. I could hear the dead, strangling and choking on the other side of the hill.
Mam had said that we were like each other. Well, she was certainly like me in one way: I knew she could also see things that others couldn’t. One winter, when I was very young and all my brothers lived at home, the noises from the hill got so bad at night that I could even hear them from my bedroom. My brothers didn’t hear a thing, but I did, and I couldn’t sleep. Mam came to my room every time I called, even though she had to be up at the crack of dawn to do her chores.
Finally she said she was going to sort it out, and one night she climbed Hangman’s Hill alone and went up into the trees. When she came back, everything was quiet, and it stayed like that for months afterward.
So there was one way in which we weren’t alike.
Mam was a lot braver than I was.



CHAPTER II
On the Road

I WAS up an hour before dawn, but Mam was already in the kitchen, cooking my favorite breakfast, bacon and eggs.
Dad came downstairs while I was mopping the plate with my last slice of bread. As we said good-bye, he pulled something from his pocket and placed it in my hands. It was the small tinderbox that had belonged to his own dad and to his granddad before that. One of his favorite possessions.
“I want you to have this, son,” he said. “It might come in useful in your new job. And come back and see us soon. Just because you’ve left home, it doesn’t mean that you can’t come back and visit.”
“It’s time to go, son,” Mam said, walking across to give me a final hug. “He’s at the gate. Don’t keep him waiting.”
We were a family that didn’t like too much fuss, and as we’d already said our good-byes, I walked out into the yard alone.
The Spook was on the other side of the gate, a dark silhouette against the gray dawn light. His hood was up and he was standing straight and tall, his staff in his left hand. I walked toward him, carrying my small bundle of possessions, feeling very nervous.
To my surprise, the Spook opened the gate and came into the yard. “Well, lad,” he said, “follow me! We might as well start the way we mean to go on.”
Instead of heading for the road, he led the way north, directly toward Hangman’s Hill, and soon we were crossing the north pasture, my heart already starting to thump. When we reached the boundary fence, the Spook climbed over with the ease of a man half his age, but I froze. As I rested my hands against the top edge of the fence, I could already hear the sounds of the trees creaking, their branches bent and bowed under the weight of the hanging men.
“What’s the matter, lad?” asked the Spook, turning to look back at me. “If you’re frightened of something on your own doorstep, you’ll be of little use to me.”
I took a deep breath and clambered over the fence. We trudged upward, the dawn light darkening as we moved up into the gloom of the trees. The higher we climbed, the colder it seemed to get, and soon I was shivering. It was the kind of cold that gives you goose pimples and makes the hair on the back of your neck start to rise. It was a warning that something wasn’t quite right. I’d felt it before when something had come close that didn’t belong in this world.
Once we’d reached the summit of the hill, I could see them below me. There had to be a hundred at least, sometimes two or three hanging from the same tree, wearing soldiers’ uniforms with broad leather belts and big boots. Their hands were tied behind their backs and all of them behaved differently. Some struggled desperately so that the branch above them bounced and jerked, while others were just spinning slowly on the end of the rope, pointing first one way, then the other.
As I watched, I suddenly felt a strong wind on my face, a wind so cold and fierce that it couldn’t have been natural. The trees bowed low, and their leaves shriveled and began to fall. Within moments, all the branches were bare. When the wind had eased, the Spook put his hand on my shoulder and guided me nearer to the hanging men. We stopped just feet away from the nearest.
“Look at him,” said the Spook. “What do you see?”
“A dead soldier,” I replied, my voice beginning to wobble.
“How old does he look?”
“Seventeen at the most.”
“Good. Well done, lad. Now, tell me, do you still feel scared?”
“A bit. I don’t like being so close to him.”
“Why? There’s nothing to be afraid of. Nothing that can hurt you. Think about what it must have been like for him. Concentrate on him rather than yourself. How must he have felt? What would be the worst thing?”
I tried to put myself in the soldier’s place and imagine how it must have been to die like that. The pain and the struggle for breath would have been terrible. But there might have been something even worse. . . .
“He’d have known he was dying and that he’d never be able to go home again. That he’d never see his family again,” I told the Spook.
With those words a wave of sadness washed over me. Then, even as that happened, the hanging men slowly began to disappear, until we were alone on the hillside and the leaves were back on the trees.
“How do you feel now? Still afraid?”
I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I just feel sad.”
“Well done, lad. You’re learning. We’re the seventh sons of seventh sons, and we have the gift of seeing things that others can’t. But that gift can sometimes be a curse. If we’re afraid, sometimes there are things that can feed on that fear. Fear makes it worse for us. The trick is to concentrate on what you can see and stop thinking about yourself. It works every time.
“It was a terrible sight, lad, but they’re just ghasts,” continued the Spook. “There’s nothing much we can do about them, and they’ll just fade away in their own time. In a hundred years or so there’ll be nothing left.”
I felt like telling him that Mam did something about them once, but I didn’t. To contradict him would have gotten us off to a bad start.
“Now if they were ghosts, that would be different,” said the Spook. “You can talk to ghosts and tell them what’s what. Just making them realize that they’re dead is a great kindness and an important step in getting them to move on. Usually a ghost is a bewildered spirit trapped on this earth but not knowing what’s happened. So often they’re in torment. Then again, others are here with a definite purpose, and they might have things to tell you. But a ghast is just a fragment of a soul that’s gone on to better things. That’s what these are, lad. Just ghasts. You saw the trees change?”
“The leaves fell and it was winter.”
“Well, the leaves are back now. So you were just looking at something from the past. Just a reminder of the evil things that sometimes happen on this earth. Usually, if you’re brave, they can’t see you and they don’t feel anything. A ghast is just like a reflection in a pond that stays behind when its owner has moved on. Understand what I’m saying?”
I nodded.
“Right, so that’s one thing sorted out. We’ll be dealing with the dead from time to time, so you might as well get used to them. Anyway, let’s get started. We’ve quite a way to go. Here, from now on you’ll be carrying this.”
The Spook handed me his big leather bag and, without a backward glance, headed back up the hill. I followed him over its crest, then down through the trees toward the road, which was a distant gray scar meandering its way south through the green and brown patchwork of fields.
“Done much traveling, lad?” the Spook called back over his shoulder. “Seen much of the County?”
I told him I’d never been more than six miles from my dad’s farm. Going to the local market was the most traveling I’d ever done.
The Spook muttered something under his breath and shook his head; I could tell that he wasn’t best pleased by my answer.
“Well, your travels start today,” he said. “We’re heading south toward a village called Horshaw. It’s just over fifteen miles as the crow flies, and we have to be there before dark.”
I’d heard of Horshaw. It was a pit village and had the largest coal yards in the County, holding the output of dozens of surrounding mines. I’d never expected to go there, and I wondered what the Spook’s business could be in a place like that.
He walked at a furious pace, taking big, effortless strides. Soon I was struggling to keep up; as well as carrying my own small bundle of clothes and other belongings, I now had his bag, which seemed to be getting heavier by the minute. Then, just to make things worse, it started to rain.
About an hour before noon, the Spook came to a sudden halt. He turned round and stared hard at me. By then I was about ten paces behind. My feet were hurting and I’d already developed a slight limp. The road was little more than a track that was quickly turning to mud. Just as I caught up with him, I stubbed my toe, slipped, and almost lost my balance.
He tutted. “Feeling dizzy, lad?” he asked.
I shook my head. I wanted to give my arm a rest, but it didn’t seem right to put his bag down in the mud.
“That’s good,” said the Spook with a faint smile, the rain dripping from the edge of his hood down onto his beard. “Never trust a man who’s dizzy. That’s something well worth remembering.”
“I’m not dizzy,” I protested.
“No?” asked the Spook, raising his bushy eyebrows. “Then it must be your boots. They won’t be much use in this job.”
My boots were the same as my dad’s and Jack’s, sturdy enough and suitable for the mud and muck of the farmyard, but the kind that needed a lot of getting used to. A new pair usually cost you a fortnight’s blisters before your feet got bedded in.
I looked down at the Spook’s. They were made of strong, good-quality leather, and they had extra-thick soles. They must have cost a fortune, but I suppose that for someone who did a lot of walking, they were worth every penny. They flexed as he walked, and I just knew that they’d been comfortable from the very first moment he pulled them on.
“Good boots are important in this job,” said the Spook. “We depend on neither man nor beast to get us where we need to go. If you rely on your own two good legs, then they won’t let you down. So if I finally decide to take you on, I’ll get you a pair of boots just like mine. Until then, you’ll just have to manage as best you can.”
At noon we halted for a short break, sheltering from the rain in an abandoned cattle shed. The Spook took a piece of cloth out of his pocket and unwrapped it, revealing a large lump of yellow cheese.
He broke off a bit and handed it to me. I’d seen worse and I was hungry, so I wolfed it down. The Spook only ate a small piece himself before wrapping the rest up again and stuffing it back into his pocket.
Once out of the rain, he’d pulled his hood back, so I now had the chance to look at him properly for the first time. Apart from the full beard and the hangman’s eyes, his most noticeable feature was his nose, which was grim and sharp, with a curve to it that suggested a bird’s beak. The mouth, when closed, was almost hidden by that mustache and beard. The beard itself had looked gray at first glance, but when I looked closer, trying to be as casual as possible so that he wouldn’t notice, I saw that most of the colors of the rainbow seemed to be sprouting there. There were shades of red, black, brown, and, obviously, lots of gray, but as I came to realize later, it all depended on the light.
“Weak jaw, weak character,” my dad always used to say, and he also believed that some men wore beards just to hide that fact. Looking at the Spook, though, you could see despite the beard that his jaw was long, and when he opened his mouth he revealed yellow teeth that were very sharp and more suited to gnawing on red meat than nibbling at cheese.
With a shiver, I suddenly realized that he reminded me of a wolf. And it wasn’t just the way he looked. He was a kind of predator because he hunted the dark; living merely on nibbles of cheese would make him always hungry and mean. If I completed my apprenticeship, I’d end up just like him.
“You still hungry, lad?” he asked, his green eyes boring hard into my own until I started to feel a bit dizzy.
I was soaked to the skin and my feet were hurting, but most of all I was hungry. So I nodded, thinking he might offer me some more, but he just shook his head and muttered something to himself. Then, once again, he looked at me sharply.
“Hunger’s something you’re going to have to get used to,” he said. “We don’t eat much when we’re working, and if the job’s very difficult, we don’t eat anything at all until afterward. Fasting’s the safest thing because it makes us less vulnerable to the dark. It makes us stronger. So you might as well start practicing now, because when we get to Horshaw, I’m going to give you a little test. You’re going to spend a night in a haunted house. And you’re going to do it alone. That’ll show me what you’re really made of!”



CHAPTER III
Number Thirteen Watery Lane

WE reached Horshaw as a church bell began to chime in the distance. It was seven o’clock and starting to get dark. A heavy drizzle blew straight into our faces, but there was still enough light for me to judge that this wasn’t a place I ever wanted to live in and that even a short visit would be best avoided.
Horshaw was a black smear against the green fields, a grim, ugly little place with about two dozen rows of mean back-to-back houses huddling together mainly on the southern slope of a damp, bleak hillside. The whole area was riddled with mines, and Horshaw was at its center. High above the village was a large slag heap, which marked the entrance to a mine. Behind the slag heap were the coal yards, which stored enough fuel to keep the biggest towns in the County warm through even the longest of winters.
Soon we were walking down through the narrow, cobbled streets, keeping pressed close to the grimy walls to make way for carts heaped with black lumps of coal, wet and gleaming with rain. The huge shire horses that pulled them were straining against their loads, hooves slipping on the shiny cobbles.
There were few people about, but lace curtains twitched as we passed, and once we met a group of dour-faced miners who were trudging up the hill to begin their night shift. They’d been talking in loud voices but suddenly fell silent and moved into a single column to pass us, keeping to the far side of the street. One of them actually made the sign of the cross.
“Get used to it, lad,” growled the Spook. “We’re needed but rarely welcomed, and some places are worse than others.”
Finally we turned a corner into the lowest and meanest street of all. Nobody lived there—you could tell that right away. For one thing, some of the windows were broken and others were boarded up, and although it was almost dark, no lights were showing. At one end of the street was an abandoned corn merchant’s warehouse, two huge wooden doors gaping open and hanging from their rusty hinges.
The Spook halted outside the very last house. It was the one on the corner closest to the warehouse, the only house in the street to have a number. That number was crafted out of metal and nailed to the door. It was thirteen, the worst and unluckiest of all numbers, and directly above, there was a street sign high on the wall, hanging from a single rusty rivet and pointing almost vertically toward the cobbles. It said watery lane.
This house did have windowpanes, but the lace curtains were yellow and hung with cobwebs. This must be the haunted house my master had warned me about.
The Spook pulled a key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and led the way into the darkness within. At first I was just glad to be out of the drizzle, but when he lit a candle and positioned it on the floor near the middle of the small front room, I knew that I’d be more comfortable in an abandoned cowshed. There wasn’t a single item of furniture to be seen, just a bare flagged floor and a heap of dirty straw under the window. The room was damp, too, the air very dank and cold, and by the light of the flickering candle I could see my breath steaming.
What I saw was bad enough, but what he said was even worse.
“Well, lad, I’ve got business to attend to so I’ll be off, but I’ll be back later. Know what you have to do?”
“No, sir,” I replied, watching the flickering candle, worried that it might go out at any second.
“Well, it’s what I told you earlier. Weren’t you listening? You need to be alert, not dreaming. Anyway, it’s nothing very difficult,” he explained, scratching at his beard as if there was something crawling about in it. “You just have to spend the night here alone. I bring all my new apprentices to this old house on their first night so I can find out what they’re made of. Oh, but there’s one thing I haven’t told you. At midnight I’ll expect you to go down into the cellar and face whatever it is that’s lurking there. Cope with that and you’re well on your way to being taken on permanently. Any questions?”
I had questions all right, but I was too scared to hear the answers. So I just shook my head and tried to keep my top lip from trembling.
“How will you know when it’s midnight?” he asked.
I shrugged. I was pretty good at guessing the time from the position of the sun or the stars, and if I ever woke in the middle of the night, I almost always knew exactly what time it was, but here I wasn’t so sure. In some places time seems to move more slowly, and I had a feeling that this old house would be one of them.
Suddenly I remembered the church clock. “It’s just gone seven,” I said. “I’ll listen for twelve chimes.”
“Well, at least you’re awake now,” the Spook said with a little smile. “When the clock strikes twelve, take the stub of the candle and use it to find your way down to the cellar. Until then, sleep if you can manage it. Now listen carefully—there are three important things to remember. Don’t open the front door to anyone, no matter how hard they knock, and don’t be late going down to the cellar.”
He took a step toward the front door.
“What’s the third thing?” I called out at the very last moment.
“The candle, lad. Whatever else you do, don’t let it go out.”
Then he was gone, closing the door behind him, and I was all alone. Cautiously I picked up the candle, walked to the kitchen door, and peered inside. It was empty of everything but a stone sink. The back door was closed, but the wind still wailed beneath it. There were two other doors on the right. One was open, and I could see the bare wooden stairs that led to the bedrooms above. The other one, that closest to me, was closed.
Something about that closed door made me uneasy, but I decided to take a quick look. Nervously I gripped the handle and tugged at the door. It was hard to shift, and for a moment I had a creepy feeling that somebody was holding it closed on the other side. When I tugged even harder, it opened with a jerk, making me lose my balance. I staggered back a couple of steps and almost dropped the candle.
Stone steps led down into the darkness; they were black with coal dust. They curved away to the left so I couldn’t see right down into the cellar, but a cold draft came up them, making the candle flame dance and flicker. I closed the door quickly and went back into the front room, closing the kitchen door, too.
I put the candle down carefully in the corner farthest away from the door and window. Once I was satisfied that it wouldn’t fall over, I looked for a place on the floor where I could sleep. There wasn’t much choice. I certainly wasn’t sleeping on the damp straw, so I settled down in the center of the room.
The flags were hard and cold, but I closed my eyes. Once asleep, I’d be away from that grim old house, and I felt pretty confident that I’d wake just before midnight.
Usually I get to sleep easily, but this was different. I kept shivering with cold, and the wind was beginning to rattle the windowpanes. There were also rustlings and patterings coming from the walls. Just mice, I kept telling myself. We were certainly used to them on the farm. But then, suddenly, there came a disturbing new sound from down below in the depths of the dark cellar.
At first it was faint, making me strain my ears, but gradually it grew until I was in no doubt about what I could hear. Down in the cellar, something was happening that shouldn’t be happening. Someone was digging rhythmically, turning heavy earth with a sharp metal spade. First came the grind of the metal edge striking a stony surface, followed by a soft, squelching, sucking sound as the spade pushed deep into heavy clay and tore it free from the earth.
This went on for several minutes until the noise stopped as suddenly as it had begun. All was quiet. Even the mice stopped their pattering. It was as if the house and everything in it were holding their breath. I know I was.
The silence ended with a resounding thump. Then a whole series of thumps, definite in rhythm. Thumps that were getting louder. And louder. And closer . . .
Someone was climbing the stairs from the cellar.
I snatched up the candle and shrank into the farthest corner. Thump, thump, nearer and nearer, came the sound of heavy boots. Who could have been digging down there in the darkness? Who could be climbing the stairs now?
But maybe it wasn’t a question of who was climbing the stairs. Maybe it was a question of what.
I heard the cellar door open and the thump of boots in the kitchen. I pressed myself back into the corner, trying to make myself small, waiting for the kitchen door to open.
And open it did, very slowly, with a loud creak. Something stepped into the room. I felt coldness then. Real coldness. The kind of coldness that told me something was close that didn’t belong on this earth. It was like the coldness of Hangman’s Hill, only far, far worse.
I lifted the candle, its flame flickering eerie shadows that danced up the walls and onto the ceiling.
“Who’s there?” I asked. “Who’s there?” My voice trembled even more than the hand holding the candle.
There was no answer. Even the wind outside had fallen silent.
“Who’s there?” I called out again.
Again no reply, but invisible boots grated on the flags as they stepped toward me. Nearer and nearer they came, and now I could hear breathing. Something big was breathing heavily. It sounded like a huge carthorse that had just pulled a heavy load up a steep hill.
At the very last moment the footsteps veered away from me and halted close to the window. I was holding my breath, and the thing by the window seemed to be breathing for both of us, drawing great gulps of air into its lungs as if it could never get enough.
Just when I could stand it no longer, it gave a huge sigh that sounded weary and sad at the same time, and the invisible boots grated on the flags once more, heavy steps that moved away from the window, back toward the door. When they began to thump their way down the cellar steps, I was finally able to breathe again.
My heart began to slow, my hands stopped shaking, and gradually I calmed down. I had to pull myself together. I’d been scared, but if that was the worst that was going to happen tonight, I’d gotten through it, passed my first test. I was going to be the Spook’s apprentice, so I’d have to get used to places like this haunted house. It went with the job.
After about five minutes or so I began to feel better. I even thought about making another attempt to get to sleep, but as my dad sometimes says, “There’s no rest for the wicked.” Well, I don’t know what I’d done wrong, but there was a sudden new sound to disturb me.
It was faint and distant at first—something knocking on a door. There was a pause, and then it happened again. Three distinct raps, but a little nearer this time. Another pause and three more raps.
It didn’t take me long to work it out. Something was rapping hard on each door in the street, moving nearer and nearer to number thirteen. When it finally came to the haunted house, the three raps on the front door were loud enough to wake the dead. Would the thing in the cellar climb the steps to answer that summons? I felt trapped between the two: something outside wanting to get in; something below that wanted to be free.
And then, suddenly, it was all right. A voice called to me from the other side of the front door, a voice I recognized.
“Tom! Tom! Open the door! Let me in!”
It was Mam. I was so glad to hear her that I rushed to the front door without thinking. It was raining outside and she’d be getting wet.
“Quickly, Tom, quickly!” Mam called. “Don’t keep me waiting.”
I was actually lifting the latch to open it when I remembered the Spook’s warning: “Don’t open the front door to anyone, no matter how hard they knock.”
But how could I leave Mam out there in the dark?
“Come on, Tom! Let me in!” the voice called again.
Remembering what the Spook had said, I took a deep breath and tried to think. Common sense told me it couldn’t be her. Why would she have followed me all this way? How would she have known where we were going? Mam wouldn’t have traveled alone either. My dad or Jack would have come with her.
No, it was a something else waiting outside. Something without hands that could still rap on the door. Something without feet that could still stand on the pavement.
The knocking started to get louder.
“Please let me in, Tom,” pleaded the voice. “How can you be so hard and cruel? I’m cold, wet, and tired.”
Eventually it began to cry, and then I knew for certain that it couldn’t possibly be Mam. Mam was strong. Mam never cried no matter how bad things got.
After a few moments the sounds faded and stopped altogether. I lay down on the floor and tried to sleep again. I kept turning over, first one way and then the other, but try as I might, I couldn’t get to sleep. The wind began to rattle the windowpanes even louder, and on every hour and half hour the church clock chimed, moving me closer to midnight.
The nearer the time came for me to go down the cellar steps, the more nervous I became. I did want to pass the Spook’s test, but, oh, how I longed to be back home in my nice, safe, warm bed.
And then, just after the clock had given a single chime—half past eleven—the digging began again. . . .
Once more I heard the slow thump, thump of heavy boots coming up the steps from the cellar; once more the door opened and the invisible boots stepped into the front room. By now the only bit of me that was moving was my heart, which pounded so hard it seemed about to break my ribs. But this time the boots didn’t veer away in the direction of the window. They kept coming. Thump! Thump! Thump! Coming straight toward me.
I felt myself being lifted roughly by the hair and skin at the nape of my neck, just like a mother cat carries her kittens. Then an invisible arm wrapped itself around my body, pinning my arms to my sides. I tried to suck in a breath, but it was impossible. My chest was being crushed.
I was being carried toward the cellar door. I couldn’t see what was carrying me, but I could hear its wheezing breath and I struggled in a panic, because somehow I knew exactly what was going to happen. Somehow I knew why there’d been the sound of digging from below. I was going to be carried down the cellar steps into the darkness, and I knew that a grave was waiting for me down there. I was going to be buried alive.
I was terrified and tried to cry out, but it was worse than just being held in a tight grip. I was paralyzed and couldn’t move a muscle.
Suddenly I was falling. . . .
I found myself on all fours, staring at the open door to the cellar, just inches from the top step. In a panic, my heart thumping too fast to count the beats, I lurched to my feet and slammed the cellar door shut. Still trembling, I went back into the front room to find that one of the Spook’s three rules had been broken.
The candle had gone out.
As I walked toward the window, a sudden flash of light illuminated the room, followed by a loud crash of thunder almost directly overhead. Rain squalled against the house, rattling the windows and making the front door creak and groan as if something were trying to get in.
I stared out miserably for a few minutes, watching the flashes of lightning. It was a bad night, but even though lightning scared me, I would have given anything to be out there walking the streets; anything to have avoided going down into that cellar.
In the distance the church clock began to chime. I counted the chimes, and there were exactly twelve. Now I had to face what was in the cellar.
It was then, as lightning lit the room again, that I noticed the large footprints on the floor. At first I thought they’d been made by the Spook, but they were black, as if the huge boots that made them had been covered with coal dust. They came from the direction of the kitchen door, went almost to the window, and then turned and went back the way they’d come. Back to the cellar. Down into the dark where I had to go!
Forcing myself forward, I searched the floor with my hand for the stub of the candle. Then I scrabbled around for my small bundle of clothes. Wrapped in the center of it was the tinderbox that Dad had given me.
Fumbling in the dark, I shook the small pile of tinder out onto the floor and used the stone and metal to strike up sparks. I kindled that little pile of wood until it burst into flame, just long enough to light the candle. Little had Dad known that his gift would prove so useful so soon.
As I opened the cellar door, there was another flash of lightning and a sudden crash of thunder that shook the whole house and rumbled down the steps ahead of me. I descended into the cellar, my hand trembling and the candle stub dancing till strange shadows flickered against the wall.
I didn’t want to go down there, but if I failed the Spook’s test, I’d probably be on my way back home as soon as it came light. I imagined my shame at having to tell Mam what had happened.
Eight steps and I was turning the corner so that the cellar was in view. It wasn’t a big cellar, but it had dark shadows in the corners that the candlelight couldn’t quite reach, and there were spiders’ webs hanging from the ceiling in frail, mucky curtains. Small pieces of coal and large wooden crates were scattered across the earthen floor, and there was an old wooden table next to a big beer barrel. I stepped around the beer barrel and noticed something in the far corner. Something just behind some crates that scared me so much I almost dropped the candle.
It was a dark shape, almost like a bundle of rags, and it was making a noise. A faint, rhythmical sound, like breathing.
I took a step toward the rags; then another, using all my willpower to make my legs move. It was then, as I got so close that I could have touched it, that the thing suddenly grew. From a shadow on the floor it reared up before me until it was three or four times bigger.
I almost ran. It was tall, dark, hooded, and terrifying, with green, glittering eyes.
Only then did I notice the staff that it was holding in its left hand.
“What kept you?” demanded the Spook. “You’re nearly five minutes late!”



CHAPTER IV
The Letter

“I LIVED in this house as a child,” said the Spook, “and I saw things that would make your big toes curl, but I was the only one who could, and my dad used to beat me for telling lies. Something used to climb up out of the cellar. It would have been the same for you. Am I right?”
I nodded.
“Well, it’s nothing to worry about, lad. It’s just another ghast, a fragment of a troubled soul that’s gone on to better things. Without leaving the bad part of himself behind, he’d have been stuck here forever.”
“What did he do?” I asked, my voice echoing back slightly from the ceiling.
The Spook shook his head sadly. “He was a miner whose lungs were so diseased that he couldn’t work anymore. He spent his days and nights coughing and struggling for breath, and his poor wife kept them both. She worked in a bakery, but sadly for both of them, she was a very pretty woman, and some pretty women can’t be trusted.
“To make it worse, he was a jealous man and his illness made him bitter. One evening she was very late home from work and he kept going to the window, pacing backward and forward, getting more and more angry because he thought she was with another man.
“When she finally came in, he was in such a rage that he broke her head open with a big lump of coal. Then he left her there, dying on the flags, and went down into the cellar to dig a grave. She was still alive when he came back, but she couldn’t move and couldn’t even cry out. That’s the terror that comes to us, because it’s how she felt as he picked her up and carried her down into the darkness of the cellar. She’d heard him digging. She knew what he was going to do.
“Later that night he killed himself. It’s a sad story, but although they’re at peace now, his ghast’s still here and so are her final memories, both strong enough to torment folks like us. We see things that others can’t, which is both a blessing and a curse. It’s a very useful thing in our trade, though.”
I shuddered. I felt sorry for the poor wife who’d been murdered, and I felt sorry for the miner who’d killed her. I even felt sorry for the Spook. Imagine having to spend your childhood in a house like this.
I looked down at the candle, which I’d placed in the middle of the table. It was almost burned down and the flame was starting its last flickering dance, but the Spook didn’t show any sign of wanting to go back upstairs. I didn’t like the shadows on his face. It looked as if it were gradually changing, as if he were growing a snout or something.
“Do you know how I overcame my fear?” he asked.
“No, sir.”
“One night I was so terrified that I screamed out before I could stop myself. I woke everybody up, and in a rage my father lifted me up by the scruff of my neck and carried me down the steps into this cellar. Then he got a hammer and nailed the door shut behind me.
“I wasn’t very old. Probably seven at the most. I climbed back up the steps and, screaming fit to burst, scratched and banged at the door. But my father was a hard man, and he left me all alone in the dark and I had to stay there for hours, until long after dawn. After a bit, I calmed down, and do you know what I did then?”
I shook my head, trying not to look at his face. His eyes were glittering very brightly, and he looked more like a wolf than ever.
“I walked down the steps and sat there in this cellar in the darkness. Then I took three deep breaths, and I faced my fear. I faced the darkness itself, which is the most terrifying thing of all, especially for people like us, because things come to us in the dark. They seek us out with whispers and take shapes that only our eyes can see. But I did it, and when I left this cellar the worst was over.”
At that moment the candle guttered and then went out, plunging us into absolute darkness.
“This is it, lad,” the Spook said. “There’s just you, me, and the dark. Can you stand it? Are you fit to be my apprentice?”
His voice sounded different, sort of deeper and strange. I imagined him on all fours by now, wolf hair covering his face, his teeth growing longer. I was trembling and couldn’t speak until I’d taken my third deep breath. Only then did I give him my answer. It was something my dad always said when he had to do something unpleasant or difficult.
“Someone has to do it,” I said. “So it might as well be me.”
The Spook must have thought that was funny, because his laughter filled the whole cellar before rumbling up the steps to meet the next peal of thunder, which was on its way down.
“Nearly thirteen years ago,” said the Spook, “a sealed letter was sent to me. It was short and to the point and it was written in Greek. Your mother sent it. Do you know what it said?”
“No,” I said quietly, wondering what was coming next.
“ ‘I’ve just given birth to a baby boy,’ she wrote, ‘and he’s the seventh son of a seventh son. His name is Thomas J. Ward, and he’s my gift to the County. When he’s old enough we’ll send you word. Train him well. He’ll be the best apprentice you’ve ever had, and he’ll also be your last.’
“We don’t use magic, lad,” the Spook said, his voice hardly more than a whisper in the darkness. “The main tools of our trade are common sense, courage, and the keeping of accurate records, so we can learn from the past. Above all, we don’t believe in prophecy. We don’t believe that the future is fixed. So if what your mother wrote comes true, then it’s because we make it come true. Do you understand?”
There was an edge of anger in his voice, but I knew it wasn’t directed at me, so I just nodded into the darkness.
“As for being your mother’s gift to the County, every single one of my apprentices was the seventh son of a seventh son. So don’t you start thinking you’re anything special. You’ve a lot of study and hard work ahead of you.
“Family can be a nuisance,” the Spook went on after a pause, his voice softer, the anger gone. “I’ve only got two brothers left now. One’s a locksmith and we get on all right, but the other one hasn’t spoken to me for well over forty years, though he still lives here in Horshaw.”
By the time we left the house, the storm had blown itself out and the moon was visible. As the Spook closed the front door, I noticed for the first time what had been carved there in the wood.

The Spook nodded toward it. “I use signs like this to warn others who’ve the skill to read them or sometimes just to jog my own memory. You’ll recognize the Greek letter gamma. It’s the sign for either a ghost or a ghast. The cross on the lower right is the Roman numeral for ten, which is the lowest grading of all. Anything above six is just a ghast. There’s nothing in that house that can harm you, not if you’re brave. Remember, the dark feeds on fear. Be brave and there’s nothing much a ghast can do.”
If only I’d known that to begin with!
“Buck up, lad,” said the Spook. “Your face is nearly down in your boots! Well, maybe this’ll cheer you up.” He pulled the lump of yellow cheese out of his pocket, broke off a small piece, and handed it to me. “Chew on this,” he said, “but don’t swallow it all at once.”
I followed him down the cobbled street. The air was damp, but at least it wasn’t raining, and to the west the clouds looked like lamb’s wool against the sky and were starting to tear and break up into ragged strips.
We left the village and continued south. Right on its edge, where the cobbled street became a muddy lane, there was a small church. It looked neglected—there were slates missing off the roof and paint peeling from the main door. We’d hardly seen anyone since leaving the house, but there was an old man standing in the doorway. His hair was white and it was lank, greasy, and unkempt.
His dark clothes marked him out as a priest, but as we approached him, it was the expression on his face that really drew my attention. He was scowling at us, his face all twisted up. And then, dramatically, he made a huge sign of the cross, actually standing on tiptoe as he began it, stretching the forefinger of his right hand as high into the sky as he could. I’d seen priests make the sign before but never with such a big, exaggerated gesture, filled with so much anger. An anger that seemed directed toward us.
I supposed he’d some grievance against the Spook, or maybe against the work he did. I knew the trade made most people nervous, but I’d never seen a reaction like that.
“What was wrong with him?” I asked when we had passed him and were safely out of earshot.
“Priests!” snapped the Spook, the anger sharp in his voice. “They know everything but see nothing! And that one’s worse than most. That’s my other brother.”
I’d have liked to know more but had the sense not to question him further. It seemed to me that there was a lot to learn about the Spook and his past, but I had a feeling they were things he’d only tell me when he was good and ready.
So I just followed him south, carrying his heavy bag and thinking about what my mam had written in the letter. She was never one to boast or make wild statements. Mam only said what had to be said, so she’d meant every single word. Usually she just got on with things and did what was necessary. The Spook had told me there was nothing much could be done about ghasts, but Mam had once silenced the ghasts on Hangman’s Hill.
Being a seventh son of a seventh son was nothing that special in this line of work—you needed that just to be taken on as the Spook’s apprentice. But I knew there was something else that made me different.
I was my mam’s son, too.



CHAPTER V
Boggarts and Witches

WE were heading for what the Spook called his Winter House.
As we walked, the last of the morning clouds melted away and I suddenly realized that there was something different about the sun. Even in the County, the sun sometimes shines in winter, which is good because it usually means that at least it isn’t raining; but there’s a time in each new year when you suddenly notice its warmth for the first time. It’s just like the return of an old friend.
The Spook must have been thinking almost exactly the same thoughts, because he suddenly halted in his tracks, looked at me sideways, and gave me one of his rare smiles. “This is the first day of spring, lad,” he said, “so we’ll go to Chipenden.”
It seemed an odd thing to say. Did he always go to Chipenden on the first day of the spring, and if so, why? So I asked him.
“Summer quarters. We winter on the edge of Anglezarke Moor and spend the summer in Chipenden.”
“I’ve never heard of Anglezarke. Where’s that?” I asked.
“To the far south of the County, lad. It’s the place where I was born. We lived there until my father moved us to Horshaw.”
Still, at least I’d heard of Chipenden, so that made me feel better. It struck me that, as the Spook’s apprentice, I’d be doing a lot of traveling and would have to learn how to find my way about.
Without further delay we changed direction, heading northeast toward the distant hills. I didn’t ask any more questions, but that night, as we sheltered in a cold barn once more and supper was just a few more bites of the yellow cheese, my stomach began to think that my throat had been cut. I’d never been so hungry.
I wondered where we’d be staying in Chipenden and if we’d get something proper to eat there. I didn’t know anyone who’d ever been there, but it was supposed to be a remote, unfriendly place somewhere up in the fells—the distant gray-and-purple hills that were just visible from my dad’s farm. They always looked to me like huge sleeping beasts, but that was probably the fault of one of my uncles, who used to tell me tales like that. At night, he said, they started to move, and by dawn whole villages had sometimes disappeared from the face of the earth, crushed into dust beneath their weight.
The next morning, dark gray clouds were covering the sun once more, and it looked as if we’d wait some time to see the second day of spring. The wind was getting up as well, tugging at our clothes as we gradually began to climb and hurling birds all over the sky, the clouds racing one another east to hide the summits of the fells.
Our pace was slow, and I was grateful for that because I’d developed a bad blister on each heel. So it was late in the day when we approached Chipenden, the light already beginning to fail.
By then, although it was still very windy, the sky had cleared and the purple fells were sharp against the skyline. The Spook hadn’t talked much on the journey, but now he sounded almost excited as he called out the names of the fells one by one. There were names such as Parlick Pike, which was the nearest to Chipenden; others—some visible, some hidden and distant—were called Mellor Knoll, Saddle Fell, and Wolf Fell.
When I asked my master if there were any wolves on Wolf Fell, he smiled grimly. “Things change rapidly here, lad,” he said, “and we must always be on our guard.”
As the first rooftops of the village came into sight, the Spook pointed to a narrow path that led away from the road to twist upward by the side of a small, gurgling stream.
“My house is this way,” he said. “It’s a slightly longer route, but it means we can avoid going through the village. I like to keep my distance from the folk who live there. They prefer it that way, too.”
I remembered what Jack had said about the Spook, and my heart sank. He’d been right. It was a lonely life. You ended up working by yourself.
There were a few stunted trees on each bank, clinging to the hillside against the force of the wind, but then suddenly, directly ahead was a wood of sycamore and ash; as we entered, the wind died away to a distant sigh. It was just a large collection of trees, a few hundred or so maybe, that offered shelter from the buffeting wind, but after a few moments I realized it was more than that.
I’d noticed before, from time to time, how some trees are noisy, always creaking their branches or rustling their leaves, while others hardly make any sound at all. Far above, I could hear the distant breath of the wind, but within the wood the only sounds to be heard were our boots. Everything was very still, a whole wood full of trees that were so silent it made a shiver run up and down my spine. It almost made me think that they were listening to us.
Then we came out into a clearing, and directly ahead was a house. It was surrounded by a tall hawthorn hedge so that just its upper story and the roof were visible. From the chimney rose a line of white smoke. Straight up into the air it went, undisturbed until, just above the trees, the wind chased it away to the east.
The house and garden, I noticed then, were sitting in a hollow in the hillside. It was just as if an obliging giant had come along and scooped away the ground with his hand.
I followed the Spook along the hedge until we reached a metal gate. The gate was small, no taller than my waist, and it had been painted a bright green, a job that had been completed so recently that I wondered if the paint had dried properly and whether the Spook would get it on his hand, which was already reaching toward the latch.
Suddenly something happened that made me catch my breath. Before the Spook touched the latch, it lifted up on its own and the gate swung slowly open as if moved by an invisible hand.
“Thank you,” I heard the Spook say.
The front door didn’t move by itself, because first it had to be unlocked with the large key that the Spook pulled from his pocket. It looked similar to the one he’d used to unlock the door of the house in Watery Lane.
“Is that the same key you used in Horshaw?” I asked.
“Aye, lad,” he said, glancing down at me as he pushed open the door. “My brother, the locksmith, gave me this. It opens most locks as long as they’re not too complicated. Comes in quite useful in our line of work.”
The door yielded with a loud creak and a deep groan, and I followed the Spook into a small, gloomy hallway. There was a steep staircase to the right and a narrow flagged passage on the left.
“Leave everything at the foot of the stairs,” said the Spook. “Come on, lad. Don’t dawdle. There’s no time to waste. I like my food piping hot!”
So leaving his bag and my bundle where he’d said, I followed him down the passage toward the kitchen and the appetizing smell of hot food.
When we got there I wasn’t disappointed. It reminded me of my mam’s kitchen. Herbs were growing in big pots on the wide window ledge, and the setting sun was dappling the room with leaf-shadows. In the far corner a huge fire was blazing, filling the room with warmth, and right in the middle of the flagged floor was a large oaken table. On it were two enormous empty plates and, at its center, five serving dishes piled high with food next to a jug filled to the brim with hot, steaming gravy.
“Sit down and tuck in, lad,” invited the Spook, and I didn’t need to be asked twice.
I helped myself to large slices of chicken and beef, hardly leaving enough room on my plate for the mound of roasted potatoes and vegetables that followed. Finally I topped it off with a gravy so tasty that only my mam could have done better.
I wondered where the cook was and how she’d known we’d be arriving just at that exact time to put out the hot food ready on the table. I was full of questions, but I was also tired, so I saved all my energy for eating. When I’d finally swallowed my last mouthful, the Spook had already cleared his own plate.
“Enjoy that?” he asked.
I nodded, almost too full to speak. I felt sleepy.
“After a diet of cheese, it’s always good to come home to a hot meal,” he said. “We eat well here. It makes up for the times when we’re working.”
I nodded again and started to yawn.
“There’s lots to do tomorrow, so get yourself off to bed. Yours is the room with the green door, at the top of the first flight of stairs,” the Spook told me. “Sleep well, but stay in your room and don’t go wandering about during the night. You’ll hear a bell ring when breakfast’s ready. Go down as soon as you hear it—when someone’s cooked good food he may get angry if you let it go cold. But don’t come down too early either, because that could be just as bad.”
I nodded, thanked him for the meal, and went down the passage toward the front of the house. The Spook’s bag and my bundle had disappeared. Wondering who could have moved them, I climbed the stairs to bed.
My new room turned out to be much larger than my bedroom at home, which at one time I’d had to share with two of my brothers. This new room had space for a bed, a small table with a candle, a chair, and a dresser, but there was still lots of room to walk about in as well. And there, on top of the dresser, my bundle of belongings was waiting.
Directly opposite the door was a large sash window, divided into eight panes of glass so thick and uneven that I couldn’t see much but whorls and swirls of color from outside. The window didn’t look as if it had been opened for years. The bed was pushed right up along the wall beneath it, so I pulled off my boots, kneeled up on the quilt, and tried to open the window. Although it was a bit stiff, it proved easier than it had looked. I used the sash cord to raise the bottom half of the window in a series of jerks, just far enough to pop my head out and have a better look around.
I could see a wide lawn below me, divided into two by a path of white pebbles that disappeared into the trees. Above the tree line to the right were the fells, the nearest one so close that I felt I could almost reach out and touch it. I sucked in a deep breath of cool fresh air and smelled the grass before pulling my head back inside and unwrapping my small bundle of belongings. They fitted easily into the dresser’s top drawer. As I was closing it, I suddenly noticed the writing on the far wall, in the shadows opposite the foot of the bed.
It was covered in names, all scrawled in black ink on the bare plaster. Some names were larger than others, as if those who’d written them thought a lot of themselves. Many had faded with time, and I wondered if they were the names of other apprentices who’d slept in this very room. Should I add my own name or wait until the end of the first month, when I might be taken on permanently? I didn’t have a pen or ink, so it was something to think about later, but I examined the wall more closely, trying to decide which was the most recent name.
I decided it was billy bradley—that seemed the clearest and had been squeezed into a small space as the wall filled up. For a few moments I wondered what Billy was doing now, but I was tired and ready for sleep.
The sheets were clean and the bed inviting, so, wasting no more time, I undressed, and the very moment my head touched the pillow I fell asleep.
When I next opened my eyes, the sun was streaming through the window. I’d been dreaming and had been woken suddenly by a noise. I thought it was probably the breakfast bell.
I felt worried then. Had it really been the bell downstairs summoning me to breakfast or a bell in my dream? How could I be sure? What was I supposed to do? It seemed that I’d be in trouble with the cook whether I went down early or late. So, deciding that I probably had heard the bell, I dressed and went downstairs right away.
On my way down I heard a clatter of pots and pans coming from the kitchen, but the moment I eased open the door, everything became deathly silent.
I made a mistake then. I should have gone straight back upstairs, because it was obvious that the breakfast wasn’t ready. The plates had been cleared away from last night’s supper, but the table was still bare and the fireplace was full of cold ashes. In fact, the kitchen was chilly and, worse than that, it seemed to be growing colder by the second.
My mistake was in taking a step toward the table. No sooner had I done that than I heard something make a sound right behind me. It was an angry sound. There was no doubt about that. It was a definite hiss of anger, and it was very close to my left ear. So close that I felt the breath of it.
The Spook had warned me not to come down early, and I suddenly felt that I was in real danger.
As soon as I had entertained that thought, something hit me very hard on the back of the head; I staggered toward the door, almost losing my balance and falling headlong.
I didn’t need a second warning. I ran from the room and up the stairs. Then, halfway up, I froze. There was someone standing at the top. Someone tall and menacing, silhouetted against the light from the door of my room.
I halted, unsure which way to go until I was reassured by a familiar voice. It was the Spook.
It was the first time I’d seen him without his long black cloak. He was wearing a black tunic and gray breeches, and I could see that, although he was a tall man with broad shoulders, the rest of his body was thin, probably because some days all he got was a nibble of cheese. He was like the very best farm laborers when they get older. Some, of course, just get fatter, but the majority—like the ones my dad sometimes hires for the harvest now that most of my brothers have left home—are thin, with tough, wiry bodies. “Thinner means fitter,” Dad always says, and now, looking at the Spook, I could see why he was able to walk at such a furious pace and for so long without resting.
“I warned you about going down early,” he said quietly. “No doubt you got your ears boxed. Let that be a lesson to you, lad. Next time it might be far worse.”
“I thought I heard the bell,” I said. “But it must have been a bell in my dream.”
The Spook laughed softly. “That’s one of the first and most important lessons that an apprentice has to learn,” he said; “the difference between waking and dreaming. Some never learn that.”
He shook his head, took a step toward me, and patted me on the shoulder. “Come, I’ll show you round the garden. We’ve got to start somewhere, and it’ll pass the time until breakfast’s ready.”
When the Spook led me out, using the back door of the house, I saw that the garden was very large, much larger than it had looked from outside the hedge.
We walked east, squinting into the early morning sun, until we reached a wide lawn. The previous evening I’d thought that the garden was completely surrounded by the hedge, but now I realized that I was mistaken. There were gaps in it, and directly ahead was the wood. The path of white pebbles divided the lawn and vanished into the trees.
“There’s really more than one garden,” said the Spook. “Three, in fact, each reached by a path like this. We’ll look at the eastern garden first. It’s safe enough when the sun’s up, but never walk down this path after dark. Well, not unless you have very good reason and certainly never when you’re alone.”
Nervously I followed the Spook toward the trees. The grass was longer at the edge of the lawn, and it was dotted with bluebells. I like bluebells because they flower in spring and always remind me that the long, hot days of summer are not too far away, but now I hardly gave them a second glance. The morning sun was hidden by the trees and the air had suddenly gotten much cooler. It reminded me of my visit to the kitchen. There was something strange and dangerous about this part of the woods, and it seemed to be getting steadily colder the farther we advanced into the trees.
There were rooks’ nests high above us, and the birds’ harsh, angry cries made me shiver even more than the cold. They were about as musical as my dad, who used to start singing as we got to the end of the milking. If the milk ever went sour, my mam used to blame it on him.
The Spook halted and pointed to the ground about five paces ahead. “What’s that?” he asked, his voice hardly more than a whisper.
The grass had been cleared, and at the center of the large patch of bare earth was a gravestone. It was vertical but leaning slightly to the left. On the ground before it, six feet of soil was edged with smaller stones, which was unusual. But there was something else even more strange: across the top of the patch of earth, and fastened to the outer stones by bolts, lay thirteen thick iron bars.
I counted them twice just to be sure.
“Well, come on, lad—I asked you a question. What is it?”
My mouth was so dry I could hardly speak, but I managed to stammer out three words: “It’s a grave. . . .”
“Good lad. Got it first time. Notice anything unusual?” he asked.
I couldn’t speak at all by then. So I just nodded.
He smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s just a dead witch, and a pretty feeble one at that. They buried her on unhallowed ground outside a churchyard not too many miles from here. But she kept scratching her way to the surface. I gave her a good talking-to, but she wouldn’t listen, so I had her brought here. It makes people feel better. That way they can get on with their lives in peace. They don’t want to think about things like this. That’s our job.”
I nodded again and suddenly realized that I wasn’t breathing, so I sucked in a deep lungful of air. My heart was hammering away in my chest, threatening to break out any minute, and I was trembling from head to foot.
“No, she’s little trouble now,” the Spook continued. “Sometimes, at the full moon, you can hear her stirring, but she lacks the strength to get to the surface and the iron bars would stop her anyway. But there are worse things farther off, there in the trees,” he said, gesturing east with his bony finger. “About another twenty paces would bring you to the spot.”
Worse? What could be worse? I wondered, but I knew he was going to tell me anyway.
“There are two other witches. One’s dead and one’s alive. The dead one’s buried vertically, head down, but even then, once or twice each year we have to straighten out the bars over her grave. Just keep well away after dark.”
“Why bury her head down?” I asked.
“That’s a good question, lad,” the Spook said. “You see, the spirit of a dead witch is usually what we call ‘bone-bound.’ They’re trapped inside their bones, and some don’t even know they’re dead. We try them first head up and that’s enough for most. All witches are different, but some are really stubborn. Still bound to her bones, a witch like that tries hard to get back into the world. It’s as if they want to be born again, so we have to make things difficult for them and bury them the other way up. Coming out feet first isn’t easy. Human babies sometimes have the same trouble. But she’s still dangerous, so keep well away.
“Make sure you keep clear of the live one. She’d be more dangerous dead than alive, because a witch that powerful would have no trouble at all getting back into the world. That’s why we keep her in a pit. Her name’s Mother Malkin, and she talks to herself. Well, it’s more of a whisper really. She’s just about as evil as you can get, but she’s been in her pit for a long time and most of her power’s bled away into the earth. She’d love to get her hands on a lad like you. So stay well away. Promise me now that you won’t go near. Let me hear you say it.”
“I promise not to go near,” I whispered, feeling uneasy about the whole thing. It seemed a terrible, cruel thing to keep any living creature—even a witch—in the ground, and I couldn’t imagine my mam liking the idea much.
“That’s a good lad. We don’t want any more accidents like the one this morning. There are worse things than getting your ears boxed. Far worse.”
I believed him, but I didn’t want to hear about it. Still, he had other things to show me, so I was spared more of his scary words. He led me out of the wood and strode toward another lawn.
“This is the southern garden,” the Spook said. “Don’t come here after dark either.” The sun was quickly hidden by dense branches and the air grew steadily cooler, so I knew we were approaching something bad. He halted about ten paces short of a large stone that lay flat on the ground, close to the roots of an oak tree. It covered an area a bit larger than a grave, and judging by the part that was above ground, the stone was very thick, too.
“What do you think’s buried under there?” the Spook asked.
I tried to appear confident. “Another witch?”
“No,” said the Spook. “You don’t need as much stone as that for a witch. Iron usually does the trick. But the thing under there could slip through iron bars in the twinkling of an eye. Look closely at the stone. Can you see what’s carved on it?”

I nodded. I recognized the letter, but I didn’t know what it meant.
“That’s the Greek letter beta,” said the Spook. “It’s the sign we use for a boggart. The diagonal line means it’s been artificially bound under that stone and the name underneath tells you who did it. Bottom right is the Roman numeral for one. That means it’s a boggart of the first rank and very dangerous. As I mentioned, we use grades from one to ten. Remember that—one day it might save your life. A grade ten is so weak that most folk wouldn’t even notice it was there. A grade one could easily kill you. Cost me a fortune to have that stone brought here, but it was worth every penny. That’s a bound boggart now. It’s artificially bound and it’ll stay there until Gabriel blows his horn.
“There’s a lot you need to learn about boggarts, lad, and I’m going to start your training right after breakfast, but there is one important difference between those that are bound and those that are free. A free boggart can often travel miles from its home and, if it’s so inclined, do endless mischief. If a boggart’s particularly troublesome and won’t listen to reason, then it’s our job to bind it. Do it well and it’s what we call artificially bound. Then it can’t move at all. Of course, it’s far easier said than done.”
The Spook frowned suddenly, as if he’d remembered something unpleasant. “One of my apprentices got into serious trouble trying to bind a boggart,” he said, shaking his head sadly, “but as it’s only your first day, we won’t talk about that yet.”
Just then, from the direction of the house, the sound of a bell could be heard in the distance. The Spook smiled. “Are we awake or are we dreaming?” he asked.
“Awake.”
“Are you sure?”
I nodded.
“In that case, let’s go and eat,” he said. “I’ll show you the other garden when our bellies are full.”



CHAPTER VI
A Girl with Pointy Shoes

THE kitchen had changed since my last visit. A small fire had been made up in the grate and two plates of bacon and eggs were on the table. There was a freshly baked loaf, too, and a large pat of butter.
“Tuck in, lad, before it gets cold,” invited the Spook.
I set to immediately, and it didn’t take us long to finish off both platefuls and eat half the loaf as well. Then the Spook leaned back in his chair, tugged at his beard, and asked me an important question.
“Don’t you think,” he asked, his eyes staring straight into mine, “that was the best plate of bacon and eggs you’ve ever tasted?”
I didn’t agree. The breakfast had been well cooked. It was good, all right, better than cheese, but I’d tasted better. I’d tasted better every single morning when I’d lived at home. My mam was a far better cook, but somehow I didn’t think that was the answer the Spook was looking for. So I told a little white lie, the kind of untruth that doesn’t really do any harm and tends to make people happier for hearing it.
“Yes,” I said, “it was the very best breakfast that I’ve ever tasted. And I’m sorry for coming down too early and I promise that it won’t happen again.”
At that, the Spook grinned so much that I thought his face was going to split in two; then he clapped me on the back and led me out into the garden again.
It was only when we were outside that the grin finally faded. “Well done, lad,” he said. “There are two things that respond well to flattery: boggarts and some women. Gets them every time.”
Well, I hadn’t seen any sign of a woman in the kitchen, so it confirmed what I’d suspected—that a boggart cooked our meals. It was a surprise, to say the least. Everyone thought that a spook was a boggart-slayer, or that he fixed them so they couldn’t get up to any mischief. Who would have credited that he had one cooking and cleaning for him?
“This is the western garden,” the Spook told me as we walked along the third path, the white pebbles crunching under our feet. “It’s a safe place to be whether it’s day or night. I often come here myself when I’ve got a problem that needs thinking through.”
We passed through another gap in the hedge and were soon walking through the trees. I felt the difference right away. The birds were singing, and the trees were swaying slightly in the morning breeze. It was a happier place.
We kept walking until we came out of the trees onto a hillside with a view of the fells to our right. The sky was so clear that I could see the dry-stone walls that divided the lower slopes into fields and marked out each farmer’s territory. In fact, the view extended right to the summits of the nearest fell.
The Spook gestured toward a wooden bench to our left. “Take a pew, lad,” he invited.
I did as I was told and sat down. For a few moments the Spook stared down at me, his green eyes locked upon mine. Then he began to pace up and down in front of the bench without speaking. He was no longer looking at me but stared into space with a vacant expression in his eyes. He thrust back his long black cloak and put his hands in his breeches pockets. Then, very suddenly, he sat down beside me and asked questions.
“How many different types of boggart do you think there are?”
I hadn’t a clue. “I know two types already,” I said, “the free and the bound. But I couldn’t even begin to guess about the others.”
“That’s good twice over, lad. You’ve remembered what I taught you and you’ve shown yourself to be someone who doesn’t make wild guesses. You see, there are as many different types of boggart as there are types of people, and each one has a personality of its own. Having said that, though, there are some types that can be recognized and given a name—sometimes on account of the shape they take and sometimes because of their behavior and the tricks they get up to.”
He reached into his right pocket and pulled out a small book bound with black leather. Then he handed it to me. “Here, this is yours now,” he said. “Take care of it, and whatever you do, don’t lose it.”
The smell of leather was very strong and the book appeared to be brand new. It was a bit of a disappointment to open it and find it full of blank pages. I suppose I’d expected it to be full of the secrets of the Spook’s trade—but no, it seemed that I was expected to write them down, because next the Spook pulled a pen and a small bottle of ink from his pocket.
“Prepare to take notes,” he said, standing up and beginning to pace back and forth in front of the bench again. “And be careful not to spill the ink, lad. It doesn’t dribble from a cow’s udder.”
I managed to uncork the bottle. Then, very carefully, I dipped the nib of the pen into it and opened the notebook at the first page.
The Spook had already begun the lesson, and he was talking very fast.
“Firstly, there are hairy boggarts, which take the shape of animals. Most are dogs, but there are almost as many cats and the odd goat or two. But don’t forget to include horses as well—they can be very tricky. And whatever their shape, hairy boggarts can be divided up into those that are hostile, friendly, or somewhere between.
“Then there are hall knockers, which sometimes develop into stone chuckers, which can get very angry when provoked. One of the nastiest types of all is the cattle ripper, because it’s just as partial to human blood. But don’t run away with the idea that we spooks just deal with boggarts, because the unquiet dead are never very far away. Then, to make things worse, witches are a real problem in the County. We don’t have any local witches to worry about now, but to the east, near Pendle Hill, they’re a real menace. And remember, not all witches are the same. They fall into four rough categories—the malevolent, the benign, the falsely accused, and the unaware.”
By now, as you might have guessed, I was in real trouble. To begin with, he was talking so fast I hadn’t managed to write down a single word. Secondly, I didn’t even know all the big words he was using. However, just then he paused. I think he must have noticed the dazed expression on my face.
“What’s the problem, lad?” he asked. “Come on, spit it out. Don’t be afraid to ask questions.”
“I didn’t understand all that you said about witches,” I said. “I don’t know what ‘malevolent’ means. Or ‘benign’ either.”
“Malevolent means evil,” he explained. “Benign means good. And an unaware witch means a witch who doesn’t know she’s a witch, and because she’s a woman that makes her double trouble. Never trust a woman.”
“My mother’s a woman,” I said, suddenly feeling a little angry, “and I trust her.”
“Mothers usually are women,” said the Spook. “And mothers are usually quite trustworthy, as long as you’re their son. Otherwise, look out! I had a mother once and I trusted her, so I remember the feeling well.
“Do you like girls?” he asked suddenly.
“I don’t really know any girls,” I admitted. “I don’t have any sisters.”
“Well, in that case you could fall easy victim to their tricks. So watch out for the village girls. Especially any who wear pointy shoes. Jot that down. It’s as good a place to start as any.”
I wondered what was so terrible about wearing pointy shoes. I knew my mam wouldn’t be happy with what the Spook had just said. She believed you should take people as you find them, not just depend on someone else’s opinion. Still, what choice did I have? So at the top of the very first page I wrote down Village Girls with Pointy Shoes.
He watched me write, then asked for the book and pen. “Look,” he said, “you’re going to have to take notes faster than that. There’s a lot to learn, and you’ll have filled a dozen notebooks before long, but for now three or four headings will be enough to get you started.”
He then wrote Hairy Boggarts at the top of page two. Then Hall Knockers at the top of page three; then, finally, Witches at the top of page four.
“There,” he said. “That’s got you started. Just write anything you learn today under one of those four headings. But now for something more urgent. We need provisions. So go down to the village, or we’ll go hungry tomorrow. Even the best cook can’t cook without provisions. Remember that everything goes inside my sack. The butcher has it, so go there first. Just ask for Mr. Gregory’s order.’
He gave me a small silver coin, warning me not to lose my change, then sent me off down the hill on the quickest route to the village.
Soon I was walking through trees again, until at last I reached a stile that brought me onto a steep, narrow lane. A hundred or so paces lower, I turned a corner and the gray slates of Chipenden’s rooftops came into view.
The village was larger than I’d expected. There were at least a hundred cottages, then a pub, a schoolhouse, and a big church with a bell tower. There was no sign of a market square, but the cobbled main street, which sloped quite steeply, was full of women with loaded baskets scurrying in and out of shops. Horses and carts were waiting on both sides of the street, so it was clear that the local farmers’ wives came here to shop and, no doubt, also folk from hamlets nearby.
I found the butcher’s shop without any trouble and joined a queue of boisterous women, all calling out to the butcher, a cheerful, big, red-faced man with a ginger beard. He seemed to know every single one of them by name, and they kept laughing loudly at his jokes, which came thick and fast. I didn’t understand most of them, but the women certainly did, and they really seemed to be enjoying themselves.
Nobody paid me much attention, but at last I reached the counter and it was my turn to be served.
“I’ve called for Mr. Gregory’s order,” I told the butcher.
As soon as I’d spoken, the shop became quiet and the laughter stopped. The butcher reached behind the counter and pulled out a large sack. I could hear people whispering behind me, but even straining my ears, I couldn’t quite catch what they were saying. When I glanced behind, they were looking everywhere but at me. Some were even staring down at the floor.
I gave the butcher the silver coin, checked my change carefully, thanked him, and carried the sack out of the shop, swinging it up onto my shoulder when I reached the street. The visit to the greengrocer’s took no time at all. The provisions there were already wrapped, so I put the parcel in the sack, which was now starting to feel a bit heavy.
Until then everything had gone well, but as I went into the baker’s, I saw the gang of lads.
There were seven or eight of them sitting on a garden wall. Nothing odd about that, except for the fact that they weren’t speaking to one another—they were all busy staring at me with hungry faces, like a pack of wolves, watching every step I took as I approached the baker’s.
When I came out of the shop they were still there, and now, as I began to climb the hill, they started to follow me. Well, although it was too much of a coincidence to think that they’d just decided to go up the same hill, I wasn’t that worried. Six brothers had given me plenty of practice at fighting.
I heard the sound of their boots getting closer and closer. They were catching up with me pretty quickly, but maybe that was because I was walking slower and slower. You see, I didn’t want them to think I was scared, and in any case, the sack was heavy and the hill I was climbing was very steep.
They caught up with me about a dozen paces before the stile, just at the point where the lane divided a small wood, the trees crowding in on either side to shut out the morning sun.
“Open the sack and let’s see what we’ve got,” said a voice behind me.
It was a loud, deep voice accustomed to telling people what to do. There was a hard edge of danger that told me its owner liked to cause pain and was always looking for his next victim.
I turned to face him but gripped the sack even tighter, keeping it firmly on my shoulder. The one who’d spoken was the leader of the gang. There was no doubt about that. The rest of them had thin, pinched faces, as if they were in need of a good meal, but he looked as if he’d been eating for all of them. He was at least a head taller than me, with broad shoulders and a neck like a bull’s. His face was broad, too, with red cheeks, but his eyes were very small and he didn’t seem to blink at all.
I suppose if he hadn’t been there and hadn’t tried to bully me, I might have relented. After all, some of the boys looked half starved, and there were a lot of apples and cakes in the sack. On the other hand, they weren’t mine to give away.
“This doesn’t belong to me,” I said. “It belongs to Mr. Gregory.”
“His last apprentice didn’t let that bother him,” said the leader, moving his big face closer to mine. “He used to open the sack for us. If you’ve any sense, you’ll do the same. If you won’t do it the easy way, then it’ll have to be the hard way. But you won’t like that very much and it’ll all come down to the same thing in the end.”
The gang began to move in closer, and I could feel someone behind me tugging at the sack. Even then, I wouldn’t let go, and I stared back into the piggy eyes of the leader, trying hard not to blink.
At that moment something happened that took us all by surprise. There was a movement in the trees somewhere to my right, and we all turned toward it.
There was a dark shape in the shadows, and as my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I saw that it was a girl. She was moving slowly in our direction, but her approach was so silent that you could have heard a pin drop, and so smooth that she seemed to be floating rather than walking. Then she stopped just on the edge of the tree shadows, as if she didn’t want to step into the sunlight.
“Why don’t you leave him be?” she demanded. It seemed like a question but the tone in her voice told me it was a command.
“What’s it to you?” asked the leader of the gang, jutting his chin forward and bunching his fists.
“Ain’t me you need to worry about,” she answered from the shadows. “Lizzie’s back, and if you don’t do what I say, it’s her you’ll answer to.”
“Lizzie?” asked the lad, taking a step backward.
“Bony Lizzie. She’s my aunt. Don’t tell me you ain’t heard of her. . . .”
Have you ever felt time slow so much that it almost appears to stop? Ever listened to a clock when the next tick seems to take forever to follow the last tock? Well, it was just like that until, very suddenly, the girl hissed loudly through her clenched teeth. Then she spoke again.
“Go on,” she said. “Be off with you! Be gone, be quick or be dead!”
The effect on the gang was immediate. I glimpsed the expression on some of their faces and saw that they weren’t just afraid. They were terrified and close to panic. Their leader turned on his heels and immediately fled down the hill, with the others close behind him.
I didn’t know why they were so scared, but I felt like running, too. The girl was staring at me with wide eyes, and I didn’t feel able to control my limbs properly. I felt like a mouse paralyzed by the stare of a stoat about to pounce at any moment.
I forced my left foot to move and slowly turned my body toward the trees to follow the direction my nose was pointing, but I was still gripping the Spook’s sack. Whoever she was, I still wasn’t going to give it up.
“Ain’t you going to run as well?” she asked me.
I shook my head, but my mouth was very dry and I couldn’t trust myself to try and speak. I knew the words would come out wrong.
She was probably about my own age—if anything, slightly younger. Her face was nice enough, for she had large brown eyes, high cheekbones, and long black hair. She wore a black dress tied tightly at the waist with a piece of white string. But as I took all this in, I suddenly noticed something that troubled me.
The girl was wearing pointy shoes, and immediately I remembered the Spook’s warning. But I stood my ground, determined not to run like the others.
“Ain’t you going to thank me?” she asked. “Be nice to get some thanks.”
“Thanks,” I said lamely, just managing to get the word out first time.
“Well, that’s a start,” she said. “But to thank me properly, you need to give me something, don’t you? A cake and an apple will do for now. It ain’t much to ask. There’s plenty in the sack and Old Gregory won’t notice, and if he does, he won’t say anything.”
I was shocked to hear her call the Spook “Old Gregory.” I knew he wouldn’t like being called that, and it told me two things. First, the girl had little respect for him, and second, she wasn’t the least bit afraid of him. Back where I came from, most people shivered even at the thought that the Spook might be in the neighborhood.
“I’m sorry,” I said, “but I can’t do that. They’re not mine to give.”
She glared at me hard then and didn’t speak for a long time. I thought at one point that she was going to hiss at me through her teeth. I stared back at her, trying not to blink, until at last a faint smile lit up her face and she spoke again.
“Then I’ll have to settle for a promise.”
“A promise?” I asked, wondering what she meant.
“A promise to help me just as I helped you. I don’t need any help right now, but perhaps one day I might.”
“That’s fine,” I told her. “If you ever need any help in the future, then just ask.”
“What’s your name?” she asked, giving me a really broad smile.
“Tom Ward.”
“Well, my name’s Alice and I live yonder,” she said, pointing back through the trees. “I’m Bony Lizzie’s favorite niece.”
Bony Lizzie was a strange name, but it would have been rude to mention it. Whoever she was, her name had been enough to scare the village lads.
That was the end of our conversation. We both turned then to go our separate ways, but as we walked away, Alice called over her shoulder, “Take care now. You don’t want to end up like Old Gregory’s last apprentice.”
“What happened to him?” I asked.
“Better ask Old Gregory!” she shouted as she disappeared back into the trees.
When I got back, the Spook checked the contents of the sack carefully, ticking things off from a list.
“Did you have any trouble down in the village?” he asked when he’d finally finished.
“Some lads followed me up the hill and asked me to open the sack, but I told them no,” I said.
“That was very brave of you,” said the Spook. “Next time it won’t do any harm to let them have a few apples and cakes. Life’s hard enough as it is, but some of them come from very poor families. I always order extra in case they ask for some.”
I felt annoyed then. If only he’d told me that in advance! “I didn’t like to do it without asking you first,” I said.
The Spook raised his eyebrows. “Did you want to give them a few apples and cakes?”
“I don’t like being bullied,” I said, “but some of them did look really hungry.”
“Then next time trust your instincts and use your initiative,” said the Spook. “Trust the voice inside you. It’s rarely wrong. A spook depends a lot on that because it can sometimes mean the difference between life and death. So that’s another thing we need to find out about you. Whether or not your instincts can be relied on.”
He paused, staring at me hard, his green eyes searching my face. “Any trouble with girls?” he asked suddenly.
It was because I was still annoyed that I didn’t give a straight answer to his question.
“No trouble at all,” I answered.
It wasn’t a lie because Alice had helped me, which was the opposite of trouble. Still, I knew he really meant had I met any girls, and I knew I should have told him about her. Especially with her wearing pointy shoes.
I made lots of mistakes as an apprentice, and that was my second serious one—not telling the Spook the whole truth.
The first, even more serious one was making the promise to Alice.



CHAPTER VII
Someone Has to Do It

AFTER that my life settled into a busy routine. The Spook taught me fast and made me write until my wrist ached and my eyes stung.
One afternoon he took me to the far end of the village, beyond the last stone cottage to a small circle of willow trees, which are called withy trees in the County. It was a gloomy spot and there, hanging from a branch, was a rope. I looked up and saw a big brass bell.
“When people need help,” said the Spook, “they don’t come up to the house. Nobody comes unless they’re invited. I’m strict about that. They come down here and ring that bell. Then we go to them.”
The trouble was that even after weeks had gone by, nobody came to ring the bell, and I only ever got to go farther than the western garden when it was time to fetch the weekly provisions from the village. I was lonely, too, missing my family, so it was a good job the Spook kept me busy—that meant I didn’t have time to dwell on it. I always went to bed tired and fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
The lessons were the most interesting part of each day, but I didn’t learn much about ghasts, ghosts, and witches. The Spook had told me that the main topic in an apprentice’s first year was boggarts, together with such subjects as botany, which meant learning all about plants, some of which were really useful as medicines or could be eaten if you had no other food. But my lessons weren’t just writing. Some of the work was just as hard and physical as anything I’d done back home on our farm.
It started on a warm, sunny morning, when the Spook told me to put away my notebook and led the way toward his southern garden. He gave me two things to carry: a spade and a long measuring rod.
“Free boggarts travel down leys,” he explained. “But sometimes something goes wrong. It can be the result of a storm or maybe even an earthquake. In the County there hasn’t been a serious earthquake in living memory, but that doesn’t matter, because leys are all interconnected and something happening to one, even a thousand miles away, can disturb all the others. Then boggarts get stuck in the same place for years, and we call them ‘naturally bound.’ Often they can’t move more than a few dozen paces in any direction, and they cause little trouble. Not unless you happen to get too close to one. Sometimes, though, they can be stuck in awkward places, close to a house or even inside one. Then you might need to move the boggart from there and artificially bind it elsewhere.”
“What’s a ley?” I asked.
“Not everybody agrees, lad,” he told me. “Some think they’re just ancient paths that crisscross the land, the paths our forefathers walked in ancient times when men were real men and darkness knew its place. Health was better, lives were longer, and everyone was happy and content.”
“What happened?”
“Ice moved down from the north and the earth grew cold for thousands of years,” the Spook explained. “It was so difficult to survive that men forgot everything they’d learned. The old knowledge was unimportant. Keeping warm and eating was all that mattered. When the ice finally pulled back, the survivors were hunters dressed in animal skins. They’d forgotten how to grow crops and husband animals. Darkness was all-powerful.
“Well, it’s better now, although we still have a long way to go. All that’s left of those times are the leys, but the truth is they’re more than just paths. Leys are really lines of power far beneath the earth. Secret invisible roads that free boggarts can use to travel at great speed. It’s these free boggarts that cause the most trouble. When they set up home in a new location, often they’re not welcome. Not being welcome makes them angry. They play tricks—sometimes dangerous tricks—and that means work for us. Then they need to be artificially bound in a pit. Just like the one that you’re going to dig now. . . .
“This is a good place,” he said, pointing at the ground near a big, ancient oak tree. “I think there should be enough space between the roots.”
The Spook gave me a measuring rod so that I could make the pit exactly six feet long, six feet deep, and three feet wide. Even in the shade it was too warm to be digging, and it took me hours and hours to get it right because the Spook was a perfectionist.
After digging the pit, I had to prepare a smelly mixture of salt, iron filings, and a special sort of glue made from bones.
“Salt can burn a boggart,” said the Spook. “Iron, on the other hand, earths things: Just as lightning finds its way to earth and loses its power, iron can sometimes bleed away the strength and substance of things that haunt the dark. It can end the mischief of troublesome boggarts. Used together, salt and iron form a barrier that a boggart can’t cross. In fact, salt and iron can be useful in lots of situations.”
After stirring up the mixture in a big metal bucket, I used a large brush to line the inside of the pit. It was like painting but harder work, and the coating had to be perfect in order to stop even the craftiest boggart from escaping.
“Do a thorough job, lad,” the Spook told me. “A boggart can escape through a hole no bigger than a pinhead.”
Of course, as soon as the pit was completed to the Spook’s satisfaction, I had to fill it in and begin again. He had me digging two practice pits a week, which was hard, sweaty work and took up a lot of my time. It was a bit scary, too, because I was working near pits that contained real boggarts, and even in daylight it was a creepy place. I noticed that the Spook never went too far away, though, and he always seemed watchful and alert, telling me you could never take chances with boggarts even when they were bound.
The Spook also told me that I’d need to know every inch of the County—all its towns and villages and the quickest route between any two points. The trouble was that although the Spook said he had lots of maps upstairs in his library, it seemed I always had to do things the hard way, so he started me off by making me draw a map of my own.
At its center was his house and gardens and it had to include the village and the nearest of the fells. The idea was that it would gradually get bigger to include more and more of the surrounding countryside. But drawing wasn’t my strong point, and as I said, the Spook was a perfectionist, so the map took a long time to grow. It was only then that he started to show me his own maps, but he made me spend more time carefully folding them up afterward than actually studying them.
I also began to keep a diary. The Spook gave me another notebook for this, telling me for the umpteenth time that I needed to record the past so that I could learn from it. I didn’t write in it every day, though; sometimes I was too tired and sometimes my wrist was aching too much from scribbling at top speed in my other notebook while trying to keep up with what the Spook said.
Then, one morning at breakfast, when I’d been staying with the Spook for just one month, he asked, “What do you think so far, lad?”
I wondered if he were talking about the breakfast. Perhaps there’d be a second course to make up for the bacon, which had been a bit burned that morning. So I just shrugged. I didn’t want to offend the boggart, which was probably listening.
“Well, it’s a hard job and I wouldn’t blame you for deciding to give it up now,” he said. “After the first month’s passed, I always give each new apprentice the chance to go home and think very carefully about whether he wants to carry on or not. Would you like to do the same?”
I did my best not to seem too eager, but I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. The trouble was, the more I smiled the more miserable the Spook looked. I got the feeling that he wanted me to stay, but I couldn’t wait to be off. The thought of seeing my family again and getting to taste Mam’s cooking seemed like a dream.
I left for home within the hour. “You’re a brave lad and your wits are sharp,” he said to me at the gate. “You’ve passed your month’s trial, so you can tell your dad that, if you want to carry on, I’ll be visiting him in the autumn to collect my ten guineas. You’ve the makings of a good apprentice, but it’s up to you, lad. If you don’t come back, then I’ll know you’ve decided against it. Otherwise I’ll expect you back within the week. Then I’ll give you five years’ training that’ll make you almost as good at the job as I am.”
I set off for home with a light heart. You see, I didn’t want to tell the Spook, but the moment he’d given me the chance to go home and maybe never come back, I’d already made up my mind to do just that. It was a terrible job. From what the Spook had told me, apart from the loneliness, it was dangerous and terrifying. Nobody really cared whether you lived or died. They just wanted you to get rid of whatever was plaguing them but didn’t think for a second about what it might cost you.
The Spook had described how he’d once been half killed by a boggart. It had changed, in the blink of an eye, from a hall knocker to a stone chucker and had nearly brained him with a rock as big as a blacksmith’s fist. He said that he hadn’t even been paid yet but expected to get the money next spring. Well, next spring was a long time off, so what good was that? As I set off for home, it seemed to me that I’d be better off working on the farm.
The trouble was, it was nearly two days’ journey, and walking gave me a lot of time to think. I remembered how bored I’d sometimes been on the farm. Could I really put up with working there for the rest of my life?
Next I started to think about what Mam would say. She’d been really set on me being the Spook’s apprentice, and if I stopped I’d really let her down. So the hardest part would be telling her and watching her reaction.
By nightfall on the first day of my journey home, I’d finished all the cheese the Spook had given me for the trip. So the next day I only stopped once, to bathe my feet in a stream, reaching home just before the evening milking.
As I opened the gate to the yard, Dad was heading for the cowshed. When he saw me, his face lit up with a broad smile. I offered to help with the milking so we could talk, but he told me to go in right away and speak to my mam.
“She’s missed you, lad. You’ll be a sight for sore eyes.”
Patting me on the back, he went off to do his milking, but before I’d taken half a dozen paces Jack came out of the barn and made straight for me.
“What brings you back so soon?” he asked. He seemed a little bit cool. Well, to be honest, he was more cold than cool. His face was sort of twisted up, as if he were trying to scowl and grin at the same time.
“The Spook’s sent me home for a few days. I’ve to make up my mind whether to carry on or not.”
“So what will you do?”
“I’m going to talk to Mam about it.”
“No doubt you’ll get your own way, as usual,” Jack said.
By now Jack was definitely scowling, and it made me feel that something had happened while I’d been away. Why else was he suddenly so unfriendly? Was it because he didn’t want me coming home?
“And I can’t believe you took Dad’s tinderbox,” he said.
“He gave it to me,” I said. “He wanted me to have it.”
“He offered it, but that didn’t mean you had to take it. The trouble with you is that you only think about yourself. Think of poor Dad. He loved that tinderbox.”
I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to get into an argument. I knew he was wrong. Dad had wanted me to have the tinderbox, I was sure of it.
“While I’m back, I’ll be able to help out,” I said, trying to change the subject.
“If you really want to earn your keep, then feed the pigs!” he called as he turned to walk away. It was a job neither of us liked much. They were big, hairy, smelly pigs and always so hungry that it was never safe to turn your back on them.
Despite what Jack had said, I was still glad to be home. As I crossed the yard, I glanced up at the house. Mam’s climbing roses covered most of the wall at the back and always did well even though they faced north. Now they were just shooting, but by mid-June they’d be covered in red blossoms.
The back door was always jamming because the house had once been struck by lightning. The door had caught fire and had been replaced, but the frame was still slightly warped, so I had to push hard to force it open. It was worth it, because the first thing I saw was Mam’s smiling face.
She was sitting in her old rocking chair in the far corner of the kitchen, a place where the setting sun couldn’t reach. If the light was too bright, it hurt her eyes. Mam preferred winter to summer and night to day.
She was glad to see me all right, and at first I tried to delay telling her I’d come home to stay. I put on a brave face and pretended to be happy, but she saw right through me. I could never hide anything from her.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
I shrugged and tried to smile, probably doing even worse than my brother at disguising my feelings.
“Speak up,” she said. “There’s no point in keeping it bottled up.”
I didn’t answer for a long time because I was trying to find a way to put it into words. The rhythm of Mam’s rocking chair gradually slowed, until at last it came to a complete halt. That was always a bad sign.
“I’ve passed my month’s trial and Mr. Gregory says it’s up to me whether I carry on or not. But I’m lonely, Mam,” I confessed at last. “It’s just as bad as I expected. I’ve got no friends. Nobody of my own age to talk to. I feel so alone—I’d like to come back and work here.”
I could have said more and told her how happy we used to be on the farm when all my brothers were living at home. I didn’t—I knew that she missed them, too. I thought she’d be sympathetic because of that, but I was wrong.
There was a long pause before Mam spoke, and I could hear Ellie sweeping up in the next room, singing softly to herself as she worked.
“Lonely?” Mam asked, her voice full of anger rather than sympathy. “How can you be lonely? You’ve got yourself, haven’t you? If you ever lose yourself, then you’ll really be lonely. In the meantime, stop complaining. You’re nearly a man now, and a man has to work. Ever since the world began, men have been doing jobs they didn’t like. Why should it be any different for you? You’re the seventh son of a seventh son, and this is the job you were born to do.”
“But Mr. Gregory’s trained other apprentices,” I blurted out. “One of them could come back and look after the County. Why does it have to be me?”
“He’s trained many, but precious few completed their time,” Mam said, “and those that did aren’t a patch on him. They’re flawed or weak or cowardly. They walk a twisted path, taking money for accomplishing little. So there’s only you left now, son. You’re the last chance. The last hope. Someone has to do it. Someone has to stand against the dark. And you’re the only one who can.”
The chair began to rock again, slowly picking up speed.
“Well, I’m glad that’s settled. Do you want to wait for supper or shall I put you some out as soon as it’s ready?” Mam asked.
“I’ve had nothing to eat all day, Mam. Not even breakfast.”
“Well, it’s rabbit stew. That ought to cheer you up a bit.”
I sat at the kitchen table feeling as low and sad as I could ever remember while Mam bustled about the stove. The rabbit stew smelled delicious, and my mouth began to water. Nobody was a better cook than my mam, and it was worth coming home, even for just a single meal.
With a smile, Mam carried across a big steaming plate of stew and set it down before me. “I’ll go and make up your room,” she said. “Now you’re here, you might as well stay a couple of days.”
I mumbled my thanks and wasted no time in starting. As soon as Mam went upstairs, Ellie came into the kitchen.
“Nice to see you back, Tom,” she said with a smile. Then she looked down at my generous plate of food. “Would you like some bread with that?”
“Yes, please,” I said, and Ellie buttered me three thick slices before sitting at the table opposite me. I finished it all without once coming up for air, finally wiping my plate clean with the last big slice of freshly baked bread.
“Feel better now?”
I nodded and tried to smile, but I knew it hadn’t worked properly because Ellie suddenly looked worried. “I couldn’t help overhearing what you told your mam,” she said. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as all that. It’s just because the job’s all new and strange. You’ll soon get used to the work. Anyway, you don’t have to go back right away. After a few days at home you’ll feel better. And you’ll always be welcome here, even when the farm belongs to Jack.”
“I don’t think Jack’s that pleased to see me.”
“Why, what makes you say that?” Ellie asked.
“He just didn’t seem that friendly, that’s all. I don’t think he wants me here.”
“Don’t you worry about your big mean brother. I can sort him out easily enough.”
I smiled properly then, because it was true. As my mam once said, Ellie could twist Jack round her little finger.
“What’s mainly bothering him is this,” Ellie said, smoothing her hand down across her belly. “My mother’s sister died in childbirth, and our family still talks of it to this day. It’s made Jack nervous, but I’m not bothered at all, because I couldn’t be in a better place, with your mam to look after me.” She paused. “But there is something else. Your new job worries him.”
“He seemed happy enough about it before I went away,” I said.
“He was doing that for you because you’re his brother and he cares about you. But the work a spook does frightens people. It makes them uneasy. I suppose if you’d left right away it would probably have been all right. But Jack said that on the day you left, you went straight up over the hill into the wood, and that since then the dogs have been uneasy. Now they won’t even go into the north pasture.
“Jack thinks you’ve stirred something up. I suppose it all comes back to this,” Ellie went on, patting her belly gently. “He’s just being protective, that’s all. He’s thinking of his family. But don’t worry. It’ll all sort itself out eventually.”
In the end I stayed three days, trying to put on a brave face, but eventually I sensed it was time to go. Mam was the last person I saw before I left. We were alone in the kitchen, and she gave my arm a squeeze and told me that she was proud of me.
“You’re more than just seven times seven,” she said, smiling at me warmly. “You’re my son, too, and you have the strength to do what has to be done.”
I nodded in agreement because I wanted her to be happy, but the smile slipped from my face just as soon as I left the yard. I trudged back to the Spook’s house with my heart right down in my boots, feeling hurt and disappointed that Mam wouldn’t have me back home.
It rained all the way back to Chipenden, and when I arrived, I was cold, wet, and miserable. But as I reached the front gate, to my surprise the latch lifted on its own and the gate swung open without me touching it. It was a sort of welcome, an encouragement to go in, something I’d thought was reserved only for the Spook. I suppose I should have been pleased by that, but I wasn’t. It just felt creepy.
I knocked at the door three times before I finally noticed that the key was in the lock. As my knocking had brought no response, I turned the key, then eased the door open.
I checked all the downstairs rooms but one. Then I called up the stairs. There was no answer, so I risked going into the kitchen.
There was a fire blazing in the grate and the table was set for one. At its center was a huge, steaming hot pot. I was so hungry I helped myself and had almost polished off the lot when I saw the note under the salt shaker.
Gone east to Pendle. It’s witch trouble, so I’ll be away for some time. Make yourself at home, but don’t forget to pick up this week’s provisions. As usual, the butcher has my sack, so go there first.
Pendle was a big fell, almost a mountain really, far to the east of the County. That whole district was infested with witches and was a risky place to go, especially alone. It reminded me again of how dangerous the Spook’s job could be.
But at the same time I couldn’t help feeling a bit annoyed. All that time waiting for something to happen, then the moment I’m away the Spook goes off without me!
I slept well that night, but not so deeply that I failed to hear the bell summoning me to breakfast.
I went downstairs on time and was rewarded with the best plate of bacon and eggs I’d eaten in the Spook’s house. I was so pleased that, just before leaving the table, I spoke out loud, using the words that my dad said every Sunday after lunch.
“That was really good,” I said. “My compliments to the cook.”
No sooner had I spoken than the fire flared up in the grate and a cat began to purr. I couldn’t see a cat, but the noise it was making was so loud that I’ll swear the windowpanes were rattling. It was obvious that I’d said the right thing.
So, feeling right pleased with myself, I set off for the village to pick up the provisions. The sun was shining out of a blue, cloudless sky, the birds were singing, and after the previous day’s rain the whole world seemed bright and gleaming and new.
I started at the butcher’s, collected the Spook’s sack, moved on to the greengrocer’s, and finished at the baker’s. Some village lads were leaning against the wall nearby. There weren’t as many as last time, and their leader, the big lad with the neck like a bull’s, wasn’t with them.
Remembering what the Spook had said, I walked straight up to them. “I’m sorry about last time,” I said, “but I’m new and didn’t understand the rules properly. Mr. Gregory said that you can have an apple and a cake each.” So saying, I opened the sack and handed each lad just what I’d promised. Their eyes opened so wide that they almost popped out of their sockets and each muttered his thanks.
At the top of the lane someone was waiting for me. It was the girl called Alice, and once again she was standing in the shadow of the trees as if she didn’t like the sunlight.
“You can have an apple and a cake,” I told her.
To my surprise she shook her head. “I’m not hungry at the moment,” she said. “But there’s something that I do want. I need you to keep your promise. I need some help.”
I shrugged. A promise is a promise and I remembered making it. So what else could I do but keep my word?
“Tell me what you want and I’ll do my best,” I replied.
Once more her face lit up into a really broad smile. She wore a black dress and had pointy shoes, but that smile somehow made me forget all that. Still, what she said next set me worrying and quite spoiled the rest of the day.
“Ain’t going to tell you now,” she said. “Tell you this evening, I will, just as the sun goes down. Come to me when you hear Old Gregory’s bell.”
I heard the bell just before sunset, and with a heavy heart went down the hill toward the circle of willow trees where the lanes crossed. It didn’t seem right, her ringing the bell like that. Not unless she had work for the Spook, but somehow I doubted that.
Far above, the last rays of the sun were bathing the summits of the fells in a faint orange glow, but down below, among the withy trees, it was gray and full of shadows.
I shivered when I saw the girl, because she was pulling the rope with just one hand yet making the clappers of the big bell dance wildly. Despite her slim arms and narrow waist, she had to be very strong.
She stopped ringing as soon as I showed my face, and rested her hands on her hips while the branches continued to dance and shake overhead. We just stared at each other for ages, until my eyes were drawn down toward a basket at her feet. There was something inside it covered with a black cloth.
She lifted the basket and held it out to me.
“What is it?” I asked.
“It’s for you, so that you can keep your promise.”
I accepted it, but I wasn’t feeling very happy. Curious, I reached inside to lift the black cloth.
“No, leave it be,” Alice snapped, a sharp edge to her voice. “Don’t let the air get to them or they’ll spoil.”
“What are they?” I asked. It was growing darker by the minute, and I was starting to feel nervous.
“They’re just cakes.”
“Thank you very much,” I said.
“They’re not for you,” she said, a little smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Those cakes are for old Mother Malkin.”
My mouth became dry, and a chill ran down my spine. Mother Malkin, the live witch the Spook kept in a pit in his garden.
“I don’t think Mr. Gregory would like it,” I said. “He told me to keep away from her.”
“He’s a very cruel man, Old Gregory,” said Alice. “Poor Mother Malkin’s been in that damp, dark hole in the ground for almost thirteen years now. Is it right to treat an old woman so badly?”
I shrugged. I hadn’t been happy about it myself. It was hard to defend what he’d done, but he’d said there was a very good reason for it.
“Look,” she said, “you won’t get into trouble, because Old Gregory need never know. It’s just comfort you’re bringing to her. Her favorite cakes, made by family. Ain’t nothing wrong with that. Just something to keep up her strength against the cold. Gets right into her bones, it does.”
Once again I shrugged. All the best arguments seemed to belong to her.
“So just give her a cake each night. Three cakes for three nights. Best do it at midnight, because it’s then that she gets most peckish. Give her the first one tonight.”
Alice turned to go but stopped and turned to give me a smile. “We could become good friends, you and me,” she said with a chuckle.
Then she disappeared into the deepening shadows.



CHAPTER VIII
Old Mother Malkin

BACK at the Spook’s cottage, I began to worry, but the more I thought about it, the less clear I was in my own mind. I knew what the Spook would say. He’d throw the cakes away and give me a long lesson on witches and problems with girls wearing pointy shoes.
He wasn’t here, so that didn’t enter into it. There were two things that made me go into the darkness of the eastern garden, where he kept the witches. The first was my promise to Alice.
“Never make a promise that you’re not prepared to keep,” my dad always told me. So I had little choice. He’d taught me right from wrong, and just because I was the Spook’s apprentice, it didn’t mean I’d to change all my ways.
Second I didn’t hold with keeping an old woman as a prisoner in a hole in the ground. Doing that to a dead witch seemed reasonable, but not to a live one. I remember wondering what terrible crime she’d committed to deserve that.
What harm could it do just to give her three cakes? A bit of comfort from her family against the cold and damp, that’s all it was. The Spook had told me to trust my instincts, and after weighing things in the balance, I felt that I was doing the right thing.
The only problem was that I had to take the cakes myself, at midnight. It gets pretty dark by then, especially if there’s no moon visible.
I approached the eastern garden carrying the basket. It was dark, but not quite as dark as I’d expected. For one thing, my eyes have always been pretty sharp at night. My mam’s good in the dark, and I think I get it from her side. And for another, it was a cloudless night and the moonlight helped me pick out my way.
As I entered the trees, it suddenly grew colder, and I shivered. By the time I reached the first grave, the one with the stone border and the thirteen bars, I felt even colder. That was where the first witch was buried. She was feeble, with little strength, or so the Spook had said. No need to worry there, I told myself, trying hard to believe it.
Making up my mind to give Mother Malkin the cakes in daylight was one thing, but now, down in the garden close to midnight, I was no longer so sure. The Spook had told me to keep well away after dark. He’d warned me more than once, so it had to be an important rule, and now I was breaking it.
There were all sorts of faint sounds. The rustlings and twitchings were probably nothing, just small creatures I’d disturbed moving out of my path, but they reminded me that I’d no right to be here.
The Spook had told me that the other two witches were about twenty paces farther on, so I counted out my steps carefully. That brought me to a second grave that was just like the first one. I got closer, just to be sure. There were the bars and you could see the earth just beneath them, hard-packed soil without even a single blade of grass. This witch was dead but was still dangerous. She was the one who had been buried head downward. That meant that the soles of her feet were somewhere just below the soil.
As I stared at the grave, I thought I saw something move. It was a sort of twitch; probably just my imagination, or maybe some small animal—a mouse or a shrew or something. I moved on quickly. What if it had been a toe?
Three more paces brought me to the place I was looking for—there was no doubt about it. Again there was a border of stones with thirteen bars. There were three differences, though. First the area under the bars was a square rather than an oblong. Second, it was bigger, probably about four paces by four. Third, there was no packed earth under the bars, just a very black hole in the ground.
I halted in my tracks and listened carefully. There hadn’t been much noise so far, just the faint rustlings of night creatures and a gentle breeze. A breeze so light that I’d hardly noticed it. I noticed it when it stopped, though. Suddenly everything was very still and the woods became unnaturally quiet.
You see, I had been listening to try and hear the witch, and now I sensed that she was listening to me.
The silence seemed to go on and on forever, until suddenly I became aware of a faint breathing from the pit. That sound somehow made it possible to move, so I took a few more steps till I was standing very close to its edge, with the toe of my boot actually touching the stone border.
At that moment I remembered something the Spook had told me about Mother Malkin. . . .
“Most of her power’s bled away into the earth. She’d love to get her hands on a lad like you.”
So I took a step backward—not too far, but the Spook’s words had set me thinking. What if a hand came out of the pit and grabbed my ankle?
Wanting to get it over with, I called down gently into the darkness. “Mother Malkin,” I said. “I’ve brought something for you. It’s a present from your family. Are you there? Are you listening?”
There was no reply, but the rhythm of the breathing below seemed to quicken. So, wasting no more time and desperate to get back to the warmth of the Spook’s house, I reached into the basket and felt under the cloth. My fingers closed upon one of the cakes. It felt sort of soft and squishy and a bit sticky. I pulled it out and held it over the bars.
“It’s just a cake,” I said softly. “I hope it makes you feel better. I’ll bring you another one tomorrow night.”
With those words, I let go of the cake and allowed it to fall into the darkness.
I should have gone back to the cottage immediately, but I stayed for a few more seconds to listen. I don’t know what I expected to hear, but it was a mistake.
There was a movement in the pit, as if something were dragging itself along the ground. And then I heard the witch begin to eat the cake.
I thought some of my brothers made unpleasant noises at the table, but this was far worse. It sounded even more revolting than our big hairy pigs with their snouts in the swill bucket, a mixture of snuffling, snorting, and chewing mixed with heavy breathing. I didn’t know whether or not she was enjoying the cake, but she certainly made enough noise about it.
That night I found it very hard to sleep. I kept thinking about the dark pit and worrying about having to visit it again the following night.
I only just made it down to breakfast on time, and the bacon was burned and the bread a bit on the stale side. I couldn’t understand why this was—I’d bought the bread fresh from the baker’s only the day before. Not only that, the milk was sour. Could it be because the boggart was angry with me? Did it know what I’d been up to? Had it spoiled the breakfast as some sort of warning?
Working on a farm is hard, and that was what I was used to. The Spook hadn’t left me any tasks to do, so I’d nothing to fill my day with. I did walk up to the library, thinking that he probably wouldn’t mind if I found myself something useful to read, but to my disappointment the door was locked.
So what could I do but go for a walk? I decided to explore the fells, first climbing Parlick Pike; at the summit I sat on the cairn of stones and admired the view.
It was a clear, bright day and from up there I could see the County spread out below me, with the distant sea an inviting, twinkling blue, way out to the northwest. The fells seemed to go on forever, great hills with names like Calder Fell and Stake House Fell—so many that it seemed it would take a lifetime to explore them.
Nearby was Wolf Fell, and it made me wonder whether there actually were any wolves in the area. Wolves could be dangerous and it was said that in winter, when the weather was cold, they sometimes hunted in packs. Well, it was spring now, and I certainly didn’t see any sign of them, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. It made me realize that being up on the fells after nightfall would be quite scary.
Not as scary, I decided, as having to go and feed Mother Malkin another of the cakes, and all too soon the sun began to sink into the west and I was forced to climb down toward Chipenden again.
Once more I found myself carrying the basket through the darkness of the garden. This time I decided to get it over with quickly. Wasting no time, I dropped the second sticky cake through the bars into the black pit.
It was only when it was too late, the very second it left my fingers, that I noticed something that sent a chill straight to my heart.
The bars above the pit had been bent. Last night they’d been perfectly straight, thirteen parallel rods of iron. Now the center ones were almost wide enough to get a head through.
They could have been bent by someone on the outside, above ground, but I doubted that. The Spook had told me that the gardens and house were guarded and that nobody could get in. He hadn’t said how and by what, but I guessed it was by some sort of boggart. Perhaps the same one that made the meals.
So it had to be the witch. She must have climbed up the side of the pit somehow and begun working at the bars. Suddenly the truth of what was happening dawned inside my head.
I’d been so stupid! The cakes were making her stronger.
I heard her below in the darkness, starting to eat the second cake, making the same horrible chewing, snuffling, and snorting noises. I left the trees quickly and went back to the cottage. For all I knew, she might not even need the third one.
After another sleepless night, I’d made up my mind. I decided to go and see Alice, give her back the last cake, and explain to her why I couldn’t keep my promise.
First I had to find her. Straight after breakfast I went down to the wood where we’d first met and walked through to its far edge. Alice had said she lived “yonder,” but there was no sign of any buildings, just low hills and valleys and more woods in the distance.
Thinking it would be faster to ask directions, I went down into the village. There were surprisingly few people about, but as I’d expected, some of the lads were hanging about near the baker’s. It seemed to be their favorite spot. Perhaps they liked the smell. I know I did. Freshly baked bread has one of the best smells in all the world.
They weren’t very friendly considering that last time we’d met, I’d given them a cake and an apple each. That was probably because this time the big lad with piggy eyes was with them. Still, they did listen to what I had to say. I didn’t go into details—just told them I needed to find the girl we’d met at the edge of the wood.
“I know where she might be,” said the big lad, scowling fiercely, “but you’d be stupid to go there.”
“Why’s that?”
“Didn’t you hear what she said?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. “She said Bony Lizzie was her aunt.”
“Who’s Bony Lizzie?”
They looked at one another and shook their heads as if I was mad. Why was it that everyone seemed to have heard of her but me?
“Lizzie and her grandmother spent a whole winter here before Gregory sorted them out. My dad’s always going on about them. They were just about the scariest witches there’ve ever been in these parts. They lived with something just as scary, though. It looked like a man but it was really big, with too many teeth to fit into its mouth. That’s what my dad told me. He said that back then, during that long winter, people never went out after dark. Some spook you’ll be if you’ve never even heard of Bony Lizzie.”
I didn’t like the sound of that one little bit. I realized I’d been really stupid. If only I’d told the Spook about my talk with Alice, he’d have realized that Lizzie was back and would have done something about it.
According to the big lad’s dad, Bony Lizzie had lived on a farm about three miles southeast of the Spook’s place. It had been deserted for years, and nobody ever went there. So that was the most likely place she’d be staying now. That seemed about right to me, because it was in the direction that Alice had pointed.
Just then a group of grim-faced people came out of the church. They turned the corner in a straggly line and headed up the hill toward the fells, the village priest in the lead. They were dressed in warm clothing, and many of them were carrying walking sticks.
“What’s all that about?” I asked.
“A child went missing last night,” answered one of the lads, spitting onto the cobbles. “A three-year-old. They think he’s wandered off up there. Mind you, it’s not the first. Two days ago a baby went missing from a farm over on the Long Ridge. It was too young to walk, so it must have been carried off. They think it could be wolves. It was a bad winter, and that sometimes brings them back.”
The directions I was given turned out to be pretty good. Even allowing for going back to pick up Alice’s basket, it was less than an hour before Lizzie’s house came into view.
At that point, in bright sunlight, I lifted the cloth and examined the last of the three cakes. It smelled bad but looked even worse. It seemed to have been made from small pieces of meat and bread, plus other things that I couldn’t identify. It was wet and very sticky and almost black. None of the ingredients had been cooked but just sort of pressed together. Then I noticed something even more horrible. There were tiny white things crawling on the cake that looked like maggots.
I shuddered, covered it up with the cloth, and went down the hill to the very neglected farm. Fences were broken, the barn was missing half its roof, and there was no sign of any animals.
One thing did worry me, though. Smoke was coming from the farmhouse chimney. It meant that someone was at home, and I began to worry about the thing with too many teeth to fit into its mouth.
What had I expected? It was going to be difficult. How on earth could I manage to talk to Alice without being seen by the other members of her family?
As I halted on the slope, trying to work out what to do next, my problem was solved for me. A slim, dark figure came out of the back door of the farmhouse and began to climb the hill in my direction. It was Alice—but how had she known I was there? There were trees between the farmhouse and me, and the windows were facing in the wrong direction.
Still, she wasn’t coming up the hill by chance. She walked straight up toward me and halted about five paces away.
“What do you want?” she asked. “You’re stupid coming here. Lucky for you that those inside are asleep.”
“I can’t do what you asked,” I said, holding out the basket toward her.
She folded her arms and frowned. “Why not?” she demanded. “You promised, didn’t you?”
“You didn’t tell me what would happen,” I said. “She’s eaten two cakes already and they’re making her stronger. She’s already bent the bars over the pit. One more cake and she’ll be free and I think you know it. Wasn’t that the idea all along?” I accused, starting to feel angry. “You tricked me, so the promise doesn’t count anymore.”
She took a step nearer, but now her own anger had been replaced by something else. Suddenly she looked scared.
“It wasn’t my idea. They made me do it,” she said, gesturing down toward the farmhouse. “If you don’t do as you promised, it’ll go hard with both of us. Go on, give her the third cake. What harm can it do? Mother Malkin’s paid the price. It’s time to let her go. Go on, give her the cake and she’ll be gone tonight and never trouble you again.”
“I think Mr. Gregory must’ve had a very good reason for putting her in that pit,” I said slowly. “I’m just his new apprentice, so how can I know what’s best? When he gets back I’m going to tell him everything that’s happened.”
Alice gave a little smile—the sort of smile someone gives when they know something that you don’t. “He ain’t coming back,” she said. “Lizzie thought of it all. Got good friends near Pendle, Lizzie has. Do anything for her, they would. They tricked Old Gregory. When he’s on the road he’ll get what’s coming to him. By now he’s probably already dead and six feet under. You just wait and see if I’m right. Soon you won’t be safe even up there in his house. One night they’ll come for you. Unless, of course, you help now. In that case, they might just leave you alone.”
As soon as she’d said that, I turned my back and climbed the hill, leaving her standing there. I think she called out to me several times, but I wasn’t listening. What she’d said about the Spook was spinning around inside my head.
It was only later that I realized I was still carrying the basket, so I threw it and the last of the cakes into a river; then, back at the Spook’s cottage, it didn’t take me very long to work out what had happened and decide what to do next.
The whole thing had been planned from the start. They’d lured the Spook away, knowing that, as a new apprentice, I’d still be wet behind the ears and easy to trick.
I didn’t believe that the Spook would be so easy to kill or he wouldn’t have survived for so many years, but I couldn’t rely on him arriving back in time to help me. Somehow I had to stop Mother Malkin from getting out of the pit.
I needed help badly and I thought of going down to the village, but I knew there was a more special kind of help near at hand. So I went into the kitchen and sat at the table.
At any moment I expected to have my ears boxed, so I talked quickly. I explained everything that had happened, leaving nothing out. Then I said that it was my fault and could I please be given some help.
I don’t know what I expected. I didn’t feel foolish talking to the empty air because I was so upset and frightened, but as the silence lengthened, I gradually realized that I’d been wasting my time. Why should the boggart help me? For all I knew it was a prisoner, bound to the house and garden by the Spook. It might just be a slave, desperate to be free; it might even be happy because I was in trouble.
Just when I was about to give up and leave the kitchen, I remembered something my dad often said before we went off to the local market: “Everyone has his price. It’s just a case of making an offer that pleases him but doesn’t hurt you too much.”
So I made the boggart an offer.
“If you help me now, I won’t forget it,” I said. “When I become the next Spook, I’ll give you every Sunday off. On that day I’ll make my own meals so that you can have a rest and please yourself what you do.”
Suddenly I felt something brush against my legs under the table. There was a noise, too, a faint purring, and a big ginger cat strolled into view and moved slowly toward the door.
It must have been under the table all the time—that’s what common sense told me. I knew different, though, so I followed the cat out into the hallway and then up the stairs, where it halted outside the locked door of the library. Then it rubbed its back against it, the way cats do against table legs. The door slowly swung open to reveal more books than anyone could ever have read in one lifetime, arranged neatly on rows of parallel racks of shelves. I stepped inside, wondering where to begin. And when I turned around again, the big ginger cat had vanished.
Each book had its title neatly displayed on the cover. A lot were written in Latin and quite a few in Greek. There was no dust or cobwebs. The library was just as clean and well cared for as the kitchen.
I walked along the first row until something caught my eye. Near the window there were three very long shelves full of leather-bound notebooks, just like the one the Spook had given me, but the top shelf had larger books with dates on the covers. Each one seemed to record a period of five years, so I picked up the one at the end of the shelf and opened it carefully.
I recognized the Spook’s handwriting. Flicking through the pages, I realized that it was a sort of diary. It recorded each job he’d done, the time taken in traveling and the amount he’d been paid. Most importantly, it explained just how each boggart, ghost, and witch had been dealt with.
I put the book back on the shelf and glanced along the other spines. The diaries extended almost up to the present day but went back hundreds of years. Either the Spook was a lot older than he looked or the earlier books had been written by other spooks who’d lived ages ago. I suddenly wondered whether, even if Alice was right and the Spook didn’t come back, there was a possibility that I might be able to learn all I needed to know just by studying those diaries. Better still, somewhere in those thousands upon thousands of pages there might be information that would help me now.
How could I find it? Well, it might take time, but the witch had been in the pit for almost thirteen years. There had to be an account of how the Spook had put her there. Then, suddenly, on a lower shelf, I saw something even better.
There were even bigger books, each dedicated to a particular topic. One was labeled Dragons and Wormes. As they were displayed in alphabetical order, it didn’t take me long to find just what I was looking for.
Witches.
I opened it with trembling hands to find it was divided into four predictable sections. . . .
The Malevolent, The Benign, The Falsely Accused, and The Unaware.
I quickly turned to the first section. Everything was in the Spook’s neat handwriting and, once again, carefully organized into alphabetical order. Within seconds I found a page titled “Mother Malkin.”
It was worse than I’d expected. Mother Malkin was just about as evil as you could imagine. She’d lived in lots of places, and in each area she’d stayed, something terrible had happened, the worst thing of all occurring on a moss to the west of the County.
She’d lived on a farm there, offering a place to stay to young women who were expecting babies but had no husbands to support them. That was where she’d gotten the title “Mother.” This had gone on for years, but some of the young women had never been seen again.
She’d had a son of her own living with her there, a young man of incredible strength called Tusk. He had big teeth and frightened people so much that nobody ever went near the place. But at last the locals had roused themselves, and Mother Malkin had been forced to flee to Pendle. After she’d gone, they’d found the first of the graves. There was a whole field of bones and rotting flesh, mainly the remains of the children she’d murdered to supply her need for blood. Some of the bodies were those of women; in each case the body had been crushed, the ribs broken or cracked.
The lads in the village had talked about a thing with too many teeth to fit in its mouth. Could that be Tusk, Mother Malkin’s son? A son who’d probably killed those women by crushing the life out of them?
That set my hands trembling so much that I could hardly hold the book steady enough to read it. It seemed that some witches used bone magic. They were necromancers who got their power by summoning the dead. But Mother Malkin was even worse. Mother Malkin used blood magic. She got her power by using human blood and was particularly fond of the blood of children.
I thought of the black, sticky cakes and shuddered. A child had gone missing from the Long Ridge. A child too young to walk. Had it been snatched by Bony Lizzie? Had its blood been used to make those cakes? And what about the second child, the one the villagers were searching for? What if Bony Lizzie had snatched that one, too, ready for when Mother Malkin escaped from her pit so that she could use its blood to work her magic? The child might be in Lizzie’s house now!
I forced myself to go on reading.
Thirteen years ago, early in the winter, Mother Malkin had come to live in Chipenden, bringing her granddaughter, Bony Lizzie, with her. When the Spook had come back from his winter house in Anglezarke, he’d wasted no time in dealing with her. After driving off Bony Lizzie, he’d bound Mother Malkin with a silver chain and carried her back to the pit in his garden.
The Spook seemed to be arguing with himself in the account. He clearly didn’t like burying her alive but explained why it had to be done. He believed that it was too dangerous to kill her: once slain, she had the power to return and would be even stronger and more dangerous than before.
The point was, could she still escape? One cake and she’d been able to bend the bars. Although she wouldn’t get the third, two might just be enough. At midnight she might still climb out of the pit. What could I do?
If you could bind a witch with a silver chain, then it might have been worth trying to fasten one across the top of the bent bars to stop her from climbing out of her pit. The trouble was, the Spook’s silver chain was in his bag, which always traveled with him.
I saw something else as I left that library. It was beside the door, so I hadn’t noticed it as I came in. It was a long list of names on yellow paper, exactly thirty and all written in the Spook’s own handwriting. My own name, Thomas J. Ward, was at the very bottom, and directly above it was the name William Bradley, which had been crossed out with a horizontal line; next to it were the letters RIP.
I felt cold all over then, because I knew that they meant Rest in Peace and that Billy Bradley had died. More than two thirds of the names on the paper had been crossed off; of those, nine besides Billy were dead.
I supposed that a lot were crossed out simply because they’d failed to make the grade as apprentices, perhaps not even making it to the end of the first month. Those who had died were more worrying. I wondered what had happened to Billy Bradley, and I remembered what Alice had said: “You don’t want to end up like Old Gregory’s last apprentice.”
How did Alice know what had happened to Billy? It was probably just that everybody in the locality knew about it, while I was an outsider. Or had her family had something to do with it? I hoped not, but it gave me something else to worry about.
Wasting no more time, I went down to the village. The butcher seemed to have some contact with the Spook. How else had he gotten the sack to put the meat into? So I decided to tell him about my suspicions and try to persuade him to search Lizzie’s house for the missing child.
It was late in the afternoon when I arrived at his shop, and it was closed. I knocked on the doors of five cottages before anyone came to answer. They confirmed what I already suspected: The butcher had gone off with the other men to search the fells. They wouldn’t be back until noon the following day. It seemed that after searching the local fells, they were going to cross the valley to the village at the foot of the Long Ridge, where the first child had gone missing. There they’d carry out a wider search and stay overnight.
I had to face it. I was on my own.
Soon, both sad and afraid, I was climbing the lane back toward the Spook’s house. I knew that if Mother Malkin got out of her grave, then the child would be dead before morning.
I knew also that I was the only one who might even try to do something about it.



CHAPTER IX
On the Riverbank

BACK at the cottage, I went to the room where the Spook kept his walking clothes. I chose one of his old cloaks. It was too big, of course, and the hem came down almost to my ankles, while the hood kept falling down over my eyes. Still, it would keep out the worst of the cold. I borrowed one of his staffs, too, the one most useful to me as a walking stick: It was shorter than the others and slightly thicker at one end.
When I finally left the cottage, it was close to midnight. The sky was bright and there was a full moon just rising above the trees, but I could smell rain and the wind was freshening from the west.
I walked out into the garden and headed directly for Mother Malkin’s pit. I was afraid, but someone had to do it, and who else was there but me? It was all my fault anyway. If only I’d told the Spook about meeting Alice and what she’d told the lads about Lizzie being back! He could have sorted it all out then. He wouldn’t have been lured away to Pendle.
The more I thought about it, the worse it got. The child on the Long Ridge might not have died. I felt guilty, so guilty, and I couldn’t stand the thought that another child might die and that would be my fault, too.
I passed the second grave, where the dead witch was buried head down, and moved very slowly forward on my tiptoes until I reached the pit.
A shaft of moonlight fell through the trees to light it up, so there was no doubt about what had happened.
I was too late.
The bars had been bent even farther apart, almost into the shape of a circle. Even the butcher could have eased his massive shoulders through that gap.
I peered down into the blackness of the pit but couldn’t see anything. I suppose I had a forlorn hope that she might have exhausted herself bending the bars and was now too tired to climb out.
Fat chance. At that moment a cloud drifted across the moon, making things a lot darker, but I could see the bent ferns. I could see the direction she’d taken. There was enough light to follow her trail.
So I followed her into the gloom. I wasn’t moving too quickly, and I was being very, very cautious. What if she was hiding and waiting for me just ahead? I also knew that she probably hadn’t gotten very far. For one thing, it wasn’t more than five minutes or so after midnight. Whatever was in the cakes she’d eaten, I knew that dark magic would have played some part in getting her strength back. It was a magic that was supposed to be more powerful during the hours of darkness—particularly at midnight. She’d only eaten two cakes, not three, so that was in my favor, but I thought of the terrible strength needed to bend those bars.
Once out of the trees, I found it easy to follow her trail through the grass. She was heading downhill, but in a direction that would take her away from Bony Lizzie’s cottage. That puzzled me at first, until I remembered the river in the gully below. A malevolent witch couldn’t cross running water—the Spook had taught me that—so she would have to move along its banks until it curved back upon itself, leaving her way clear.
Once in sight of the river, I paused on the hillside and searched the land below. The moon came out from behind the cloud, but at first, even with its help, I couldn’t see anything much down by the river because there were trees on both banks, casting dark shadows.
And then suddenly I noticed something very strange. There was a silver trail on the near bank. It was only visible where the moon touched it, but it looked just like the glistening trail made by a snail. A few seconds later I saw a dark, shadowy thing, all hunched up, shuffling along very close to the riverbank.
I started off down the hill as quickly as I could. My intention was to cut her off before she reached the bend in the river and was able to head directly for Bony Lizzie’s place. I managed that and stood there, the river on my right, facing downstream. But next came the difficult part. Now I had to face the witch.
I was trembling and shaking and so out of breath that you’d have thought I’d spent an hour or so running up and down the fells. It was a mixture of fear and nerves, and my knees felt as if they were going to give way any minute. It was only by leaning heavily on the Spook’s staff that I was able to stay on my feet at all.
As rivers went, it wasn’t that wide, but it was deep, swollen by the spring rains to a level where it had almost burst its banks. The water was moving fast, too, rushing away from me into the darkness beneath the trees where the witch was. I looked very carefully, but it still took me quite a few moments to find her.
Mother Malkin was moving in my direction. She was a shadow darker than the tree shadows, a sort of blackness that you could fall into, a darkness that would swallow you up forever. I heard her then, even above the noise made by the fast-flowing river. It wasn’t just the sound of her bare feet, which were making a sort of slithery noise as they moved toward me through the long grass at the stream’s edge. No—there were other sounds that she was making with her mouth and perhaps her nose. The same sort of noises she’d made when I’d fed her the cake. There were snortings and snufflings that once again brought into my mind the memory of our hairy pigs feeding from the swill bucket. Then a different sound, a sucking noise.
When she moved out from under the trees into the open, the moonlight fell on her and I saw her properly for the first time. Her head was bowed low, her face hidden by a tangled mass of white-and-gray hair, so it seemed that she was looking at her feet, which were just visible under the dark gown that came down to her ankles. She wore a black cloak, too, and either it was too long for her or the years she had spent in the damp earth had made her shrink. It hung down to the ground behind her, and it was this, dragging over the grass, that seemed to be making the silver trail.
Her gown was stained and torn, which wasn’t really surprising, but some were fresh stains—dark, wet patches. Something was dripping onto the grass at her side, and the drips were coming from what she gripped tightly in her left hand.
It was a rat. She was eating a rat. Eating it raw.
She didn’t seem to have noticed me yet. She was very close now, and if nothing happened, she’d bump right into me. I coughed suddenly. It wasn’t to warn her. It was a nervous cough, and I hadn’t meant it to happen.
She looked up at me then, lifting into the moonlight a face that was something out of a nightmare, a face that didn’t belong to a living person. Oh, but she was alive all right. You could tell that by the noises she was making eating that rat.
But there was something else about her that terrified me so much that I almost fainted away on the spot. It was her eyes. They were like two hot coals burning inside their sockets, two red points of fire.
And then she spoke to me, her voice something between a whisper and a croak. It sounded like dry, dead leaves rustling together in a late autumn wind.
“It’s a boy,” she said. “I like boys. Come here, boy.”
I didn’t move, of course. I just stood there, rooted to the spot. I felt dizzy and light-headed.
She was still moving toward me and her eyes seemed to be growing larger. Not only her eyes; her whole body seemed to be swelling up. She was expanding into a vast cloud of darkness that within moments would darken my own eyes forever.
Without thinking, I lifted the Spook’s staff. My hands and arms did it, not me.
“What’s that, boy, a wand?” she croaked. Then she chuckled to herself and dropped the dead rat, lifting both her arms toward me.
It was me she wanted. She wanted my blood. In absolute terror, my body began to sway from side to side. I was like a sapling agitated by the first stirrings of a wind, the first storm wind of a dark winter that would never end.
I could have died then, on the bank of that river. There was nobody to help, and I felt powerless to help myself.
But suddenly it happened. . . .
The Spook’s staff wasn’t a wand, but there’s more than one kind of magic. My arms conjured up something special, moving faster than I could even think.
They lifted the staff and swung it hard, catching the witch a terrible blow on the side of the head.
She gave a sort of grunt and fell sideways into the river. There was a big splash, and she went right under but came up very close to the bank, about five or six paces downstream. At first I thought that that was the end of her, but to my horror, her left arm came out of the water and grabbed a tussock of grass. Then the other arm reached for the bank, and she started to drag herself out of the water.
I knew I had to do something before it was too late. So, using all my willpower, I forced myself to take a step toward her as she heaved more of her body up onto the bank.
When I got close enough, I did something that I can still remember vividly. I still have nightmares about it. But what choice did I have? It was her or me. Only one of us was going to survive.
I jabbed the witch with the end of the staff. I jabbed her hard, and I kept on jabbing her until she finally lost her grip on the bank and was swept away into the darkness.
But it still wasn’t over. What if she managed to get out of the water farther downstream? She could still go to Bony Lizzie’s house. I had to make sure that didn’t happen. I knew it was the wrong thing to kill her and that one day she’d probably come back stronger than ever, but I didn’t have a silver chain, so I couldn’t bind her. It was now that mattered, not the future. No matter how hard it was, I knew I had to follow the river into the trees.
Very slowly I began to walk along the riverbank, pausing every five or six steps to listen. All I could hear was the wind sighing faintly through the branches above. It was very dark, with only the occasional thin shaft of moonlight managing to penetrate the leaf canopy, each like a long silver spear embedded in the ground.
The third time I paused, it happened. There was no warning. I didn’t hear a thing. I simply felt it. A hand slithered up onto my boot, and before I could move away, it gripped my left ankle hard.
I felt the strength in that grip. It was as if my ankle were being crushed. When I looked down, all I could see was a pair of red eyes glaring up at me out of the darkness. Terrified, I jabbed down blindly toward the unseen hand that was clutching my ankle.
I was too late. My ankle was jerked violently and I fell to the ground, the impact driving all the breath from my body. What was worse, the staff went flying from my hand, leaving me defenseless.
I lay there for a moment or two, trying to catch my breath, until I felt myself being dragged toward the riverbank. When I heard the splashing, I knew what was happening. Mother Malkin was using me to drag herself out of the river. The witch’s legs were thrashing about in the water, and I knew that one of two things would happen: either she’d manage to get out, or I’d end up in the river with her.
Desperate to escape, I rolled over to my left, twisting my ankle away. She held on, so I rolled again and came to a halt with my face pressed against the damp earth. Then I saw the staff, its thicker end lying in a shaft of moonlight. It was out of reach, about three or four paces away.
I rolled toward it. Rolled again and again, digging my fingers into the soft earth, twisting my body like a corkscrew. Mother Malkin had a tight grip on my ankle, but that was all she had. The lower half of her body was still in the water, so despite her great strength, she couldn’t stop me from rolling over and twisting her through the water after me.
At last I reached the staff and thrust it hard at the witch. But her own hand moved into the moonlight and gripped the other end.
I thought it was over then. I thought that was the end of me, but to my surprise Mother Malkin suddenly screamed very loudly. Her whole body became rigid, and her eyes rolled up in her head. Then she gave a long, deep sigh and became very still.
We both lay there on the riverbank for what seemed a long time. Only my chest was rising and falling as I gulped in air; Mother Malkin wasn’t moving at all. When, finally, she did, it wasn’t to take a breath. Very slowly, one hand let go of my ankle and the other released the staff and she slid down the bank into the river, entering the water with hardly a splash. I didn’t know what had happened, but she was dead—I was sure of it.
I watched her body being carried away from the bank by the current and swirled right into the middle of the river. Still lit by the moon, her head went under. She was gone. Dead and gone.



CHAPTER X
Poor Billy

I WAS so weak afterward that I fell to my knees, and within moments I was sick—sicker than I’d ever been before. I kept heaving and heaving even when there was nothing but bile coming out of my mouth, heaving until my insides felt torn and twisted.
At last it ended and I managed to
stand. Even then, it was a long time before my breathing slowed down and my body stopped trembling. I just wanted to go back to the Spook’s house. I’d done enough for one night, surely?
But I couldn’t—the child was in Lizzie’s house. That was what my instincts told me. The child was the prisoner of a witch who was capable of murder. So I had no choice. There was nobody else but me, and if I didn’t help, then who would? I had to set off for Bony Lizzie’s house.
There was a storm surging in from the west, a dark jagged line of cloud that was eating into the stars. Very soon now it would begin to rain, but as I started down the hill toward the house, the moon was still out—a full moon, bigger than I ever remembered it.
It was casting my shadow before me as I went. I watched it grow, and the nearer I got to the house, the bigger it seemed to get. I had my hood up and I was carrying the Spook’s staff in my left hand, so that the shadow didn’t seem to belong to me anymore. It moved on ahead of me until it fell upon Bony Lizzie’s house.
I glanced backward then, half expecting to see the Spook standing behind me. He wasn’t there. It was just a trick of the light. So I went on until I’d passed through the open gate into the yard.
I paused before the front door to think. What if I was too late and the child was already dead? Or what if its disappearance was nothing to do with Lizzie and I was just putting myself in danger for nothing? My mind carried on thinking, but, just as it had on the riverbank, my body knew what to do. Before I could stop it, my left hand rapped the staff hard against the wood three times.
For a few moments there was silence, followed by the sound of footsteps and a sudden crack of light under the door.
As the door slowly swung open, I took a step backward. To my relief it was Alice. She was holding a lantern level with her head so that one half of her face was lit while the other was in darkness.
“What do you want?” she asked, her voice filled with anger.
“You know what I want,” I replied. “I’ve come for the child. For the child that you’ve stolen.”
“Don’t be a fool,” she said. “Go away before it’s too late. They’ve gone off to meet Mother Malkin. They could be back any minute.”
Suddenly a child began to cry, a thin wail coming from somewhere inside the house. So I pushed past Alice and went inside.
There was just a single candle flickering in the narrow passageway, but the rooms themselves were in darkness. The candle was unusual. I’d never seen one made of black wax before, but I snatched it up anyway and let my ears guide me to the right room.
I eased open the door. The room was empty of furniture, and the child was lying on the floor on a heap of straw and rags.
“What’s your name?” I asked, trying my best to smile. I leaned my staff against the wall and moved closer.
The child stopped crying and tottered to its feet, its eyes very wide. “Don’t worry. There’s no need to be scared,” I said, trying to put as much reassurance into my voice as possible. “I’m going to take you home to your mam.”
I put the candle on the floor and picked up the child. It smelled as bad as the rest of the room, and it was cold and wet. I cradled it with my right arm and wrapped my cloak about it as best I could.
Suddenly the child spoke. “I’m Tommy,” it said. “I’m Tommy.”
“Well, Tommy,” I said, “we’ve got the same name. My name’s Tommy, too. You’re safe now. You’re going home.”
With those words, I picked up my staff and went into the passageway and out through the front door. Alice was standing in the yard near the gate. The lantern had gone out, but the moon was still shining, and as I walked nearer, it threw my shadow onto the side of the barn, a giant shadow ten times bigger than I was.
I tried to pass her, but she stepped directly into my path so that I was forced to halt.
“Don’t meddle!” she warned, her voice almost a snarl, her teeth gleaming white and sharp in the moonlight. “Ain’t none of your business, this.”
I was in no mood to waste time arguing with her, and when I moved directly toward her, Alice didn’t try to stop me. She stepped back out of my way and called out after me, “You’re a fool. Give it back before it’s too late. They’ll come after you. You’ll never get away.”
I didn’t bother to answer. I never even looked back. I went through the gate and began to climb away from the house.
It started to rain then, hard and heavy, straight into my face. It was the kind of rain that my dad used to call wet rain. All rain is wet, of course, but some kinds do seem to make a better and a faster job of soaking you than others. This was as wet as it got, and I headed back toward the Spook’s house as fast as I could.
I wasn’t sure if I’d be safe even there. What if the Spook really was dead? Would the boggart still guard his house and garden?
Soon I had more immediate things to worry about. I began to sense that I was being followed. The first time I felt it, I came to a halt and listened, but there was nothing but the howling of the wind and the rain lashing into the trees and drumming onto the earth. I couldn’t see much either, because it was very dark now.
So I carried on, taking even bigger strides, just hoping that I was still heading in the right direction. Once I came up against a thick, high hawthorn hedge and had to make a long detour to find a gate, all the time feeling that the danger behind was getting closer. It was just after I’d come through a small wood that I knew for certain that there was someone there. Climbing a hill, I paused for breath close to its summit. The rain had eased for a moment and I looked back down into the darkness, toward the trees. I heard the crack and snap of twigs. Someone was moving very fast through the wood in my direction, not caring where he put his feet.
At the crest of the hill I looked back once more. The first flash of lightning lit up the sky and the ground below, and I saw two figures come out of the trees and begin to climb the slope. One of them was female, the other shaped like a man, big and burly.
When the thunder crashed again, Tommy began to cry. “Don’t like thunder!” he wailed. “Don’t like thunder!”
“Storms can’t hurt you, Tommy,” I told him, knowing it wasn’t true. They scared me as well. One of my uncles had been struck by lightning when he’d been out trying to get some cattle in. He’d died later. It wasn’t safe being out in the open in weather like this. But although lightning terrified me, it did have its uses. It was showing me the way, each vivid flash lighting up my route back to the Spook’s house.
Soon the breath was sobbing in my throat, too, a mixture of fear and exhaustion, as I forced myself to go faster and faster, just hoping that we’d be safe as soon as we entered the Spook’s garden. Nobody was allowed on the Spook’s property unless invited—I kept telling myself that over and over again, because it was our only chance. If we could just get there first, the boggart would protect us.
I was in sight of the trees, the bench beneath them, the garden waiting beyond, when I slipped on the wet grass. The fall wasn’t hard, but Tommy began to cry even louder. When I’d managed to pick him up, I heard someone running behind me, feet thumping the earth.
I glanced back, struggling for breath. It was a mistake. My pursuer was about five or six paces ahead of Lizzie and catching me fast. Lightning flashed again, and I saw the lower half of his face. It looked as if he had horns growing out of each side of his mouth, and as he ran he moved his head from side to side. I remembered what I’d read in the Spook’s library about the dead women who’d been found with their ribs crushed. If Tusk caught me, he’d do the same to me.
For a moment I was rooted to the spot, but he started to make a bellowing sound, just like a bull, and that started me moving again. I was almost running now. I would have sprinted if I could, but I was carrying Tommy and I was too weary, my legs heavy and sluggish, the breath rasping in my throat. At any moment I expected to be grabbed from behind, but I passed the bench where the Spook often gave me lessons and then, at last, I was beneath the first trees of the garden.
But was I safe? If I wasn’t, it was all over for both of us, because there was no way I could outrun Tusk to the house. I stopped running, and all I could manage was a few steps before I came to a complete halt, trying to regain my breath.
It was at that moment that something brushed past my legs. I looked down, but it was too dark to see anything. First I felt the pressure, then I heard something purr, a deep throbbing sound that made the ground beneath my feet vibrate. I sensed it move on beyond me, toward the edge of the trees, positioning itself between us and those who’d been following. I couldn’t hear any running now, but I heard something else.
Imagine the angry howl of a tomcat multiplied a hundred times. It was a mixture between a throbbing growl and a scream, filling the air with its warning challenge, a sound that could have been heard for miles. It was the most terrifying and threatening sound I’d ever heard, and I knew then why the villagers never came anywhere near the Spook’s house. That cry was filled with death.
Cross this line, it said, and I’ll rip out your heart. Cross this line, and I’ll gnaw your bones to pulp and gore. Cross this line, and you’ll wish you’d never been born.
So for now we were safe. By now Bony Lizzie and Tusk would be running back down the hill. Nobody would be foolish enough to tangle with the Spook’s boggart. No wonder they’d needed me to feed Mother Malkin the blood cakes.
There was hot soup and a blazing fire waiting for us in the kitchen. I wrapped little Tommy in a warm blanket and fed him some soup. Later I brought down a couple of pillows and made up a bed for him close to the fire. He slept like a log while I listened to the wind howling outside and the rain pattering against the windows.
It was a long night, but I was warm and comfortable and I felt at peace in the Spook’s house, which was one of the safest places in the whole wide world. I knew now that nothing unwelcome could even enter the garden, never mind cross the threshold. It was safer than a castle with high battlements and a wide moat. I began to think of the boggart as my friend, and a very powerful friend at that.
Just before noon I carried Tommy down to the village. The men were already back from the Long Ridge, and when I went to the butcher’s house, the instant he saw the child, his weary frown turned into a broad smile. I briefly explained what had happened, only going into as much detail as was necessary.
Once I’d finished, he frowned again. “They need sorting out once and for all,” he said.
I didn’t stay long. After Tommy had been given to his mother and she’d thanked me for the fifteenth time, it became obvious what was going to happen. By then, about thirty or so of the village men had gathered. Some of them were carrying clubs and stout sticks and they were muttering angrily about stoning and burning.
I knew that something had to be done, but I didn’t want to be a part of it. Despite all that had happened, I couldn’t stand the thought of Alice being hurt, so I went for a walk on the fells for an hour or so to clear my head before walking slowly back toward the Spook’s house. I’d decided to sit on the bench for a while and enjoy the afternoon sun, but someone was there already.
It was the Spook. He was safe after all! Until that moment I’d avoided thinking about what I was going to do next. I mean, how long would I have stayed in his house before deciding that he wasn’t going to come back? Now it was all sorted out because there he was, staring across the trees to where a plume of brown smoke was rising. They were burning Bony Lizzie’s house.
When I got close to the bench, I noticed a big, purple bruise over his left eye. He saw me glance at it and gave me a tired smile.
“We make a lot of enemies in this job,” he said, “and sometimes you need eyes in the back of your head. Still, things didn’t work out too badly because now we’ve one less enemy to worry about near Pendle.
“Take a pew,” he said, patting the bench at his side. “What have you been up to? Tell me what’s been happening here. Start at the beginning and finish at the end, leaving nothing out.”
So I did. I told him everything. When I’d finished he stood up and looked down at me, his green eyes staring into mine very hard.
“I wish I’d known Lizzie was back. When I put Mother Malkin into the pit, Lizzie left in a bit of a hurry and I didn’t think she’d ever have the nerve to show her face again. You should have told me about meeting the girl. It would have saved everybody a lot of trouble.”
I looked down, unable to meet his eyes.
“What was the worst thing that happened?” he asked.
The memory came back, sharp and clear, of the old witch grabbing my boot and trying to drag herself out of the water. I remembered her scream as she gripped the end of the Spook’s staff.
When I told him about it, he sighed long and deep.
“Are you sure she was dead?” he asked.
I shrugged. “She wasn’t breathing. Then her body was carried to the middle of the river and swept away.”
“Well, it was a bad business, all right,” he said, “and the memory of it will stay with you for the rest of your life, but you’ll just have to live with it. You were lucky in taking the smallest of my staffs with you. That’s what saved you in the end. It’s made of rowan, the most effective wood of all when dealing with witches. It wouldn’t usually have bothered a witch that old and that strong, but she was in running water. So you were lucky, but you did all right for a new apprentice. You showed courage, real courage, and you saved a child’s life. But you made two more serious mistakes.”
I bowed my head. I thought I’d probably made more than two, but I wasn’t going to argue.
“Your most serious mistake was in killing that witch,” the Spook said. “She should have been brought back here. Mother Malkin is so strong that she could even break free of her bones. It’s very rare, but it can happen. Her spirit could be born into this world again, complete with all her memories. Then she’d come looking for you, lad, and she’d want revenge.”
“That would take years though, wouldn’t it?” I asked. “A newborn baby can’t do much. She’d have to grow up first.”
“That’s the worst part of it,” the Spook said. “It could happen sooner than you think. Her spirit could seize someone else’s body and use it as her own. It’s called possession, and it’s a bad business for everybody concerned. After that, you’ll never know when, and from which direction, the danger will come.
“She might possess the body of a young woman, a lass with a dazzling smile, who’ll win your heart before she takes your life. Or she might use her beauty to bend some strong man to her will, a knight or a judge, who’ll have you thrown into a dungeon where you’ll be at her mercy. Then again, time will be on her side. She might attack when I’m not here to help—maybe years from now when you’re long past your prime, when your eyesight’s failing and your joints are starting to creak.
“But there’s another type of possession—one that’s more likely in this case. Much more likely. You see, lad, there’s a problem with keeping a live witch in a pit like that. Especially one so powerful, who’s spent her long life practicing blood magic. She’ll have been eating worms and other slithery things, with the wet constantly soaking into her flesh. So in the same way that a tree can slowly be petrified and turned into rock, her body will have been slowly starting to change. Gripping the rowan staff would have stopped her heart, pushing her over the barrier into death, and being washed away by the river might have speeded up the process.
“In this case, she’ll still be bound to her bones, like most other malevolent witches, but because of her great strength, she’ll be able to move her dead body. You see, lad, she’ll be what we call wick. It’s an old County word that you’re no doubt familiar with. Just as a head of hair can be wick with lice, her dead body is now wick with her wicked spirit. It’ll be heaving like a bowl of maggots and she’ll crawl, slither, or drag herself toward her chosen victim. And instead of being hard, like a petrified tree, her dead body will be soft and pliable, able to squeeze into the tiniest space. Able to ooze up someone’s nose or into his ear and possess his body.
“There are only two ways to make sure that a witch as powerful as Mother Malkin can’t come back. The first is to burn her. But nobody should have to suffer pain like that. The other way is too horrible even to think about. It’s a method few have heard about because it was practiced long ago, in a land far away over the sea. According to their ancient books, if you eat the heart of a witch, she can never return. And you have to eat it raw.
“If we practice either method, we’re no better than the witch we kill,” said the Spook. “Both are barbaric. The only alternative left is the pit. That’s cruel as well, but we do it to protect the innocents, those who’d be her future victims. Well, lad, one way or the other, now she’s free. There’s trouble ahead for sure, but there’s little we can do about it now. We’ll just have to be on our guard.”
“I’ll be all right,” I said. “I’ll manage somehow.”
“Well, you’d better start by learning how to manage a boggart,” the Spook said, shaking his head sadly.
“That was your other big mistake. A whole Sunday off every week? That’s far too generous! Anyway, what should we do about that?” he asked, gesturing toward a thin plume of smoke that was still just visible to the southeast.
I shrugged. “I suppose it’ll be all over by now,” I said. “There were a lot of angry villagers, and they were talking about stoning.”
“All over with? Don’t you believe it, lad. A witch like Lizzie has a sense of smell better than any hunting dog. She can sniff out things before they happen and would’ve been gone long before anyone got near. No, she’ll have fled back to Pendle, where most of the brood live. We should follow now, but I’ve been on the road for days, and I’m too weary and sore and need to gather my strength. But we can’t leave Lizzie free for too long, or she’ll start to work her mischief again. I’ll have to go after her before the end of the week, and you’ll be coming with me. It won’t be easy, but you might as well get used to the idea. But first things first, so follow me. . . .”
As I followed, I noticed that he had a slight limp and was walking more slowly than usual. So whatever had happened on Pendle, it hadn’t been without cost to himself. He led me into the house, up the stairs, and into the library, halting beside the farthest shelves, the ones near the window.
“I like to keep my books in my library,” he said, “and I like my library to get bigger rather than smaller. But because of what’s happened, I’m going to make an exception.”
He reached up and took a book from the very top shelf and handed it to me. “You need this more than I do,” he said. “A lot more.”
As books went, it wasn’t very big. It was even smaller than my notebook. Like most of the Spook’s books, it was bound in leather and had its title printed both on the front cover and on the spine. It said Possession: The Damned, the Dizzy, and the Desperate.
“What does the title mean?” I asked.
“What it says, lad. Exactly what it says. Read the book and you’ll find out.”
When I opened the book, I was disappointed. Inside, every word on every page was printed in Latin, a language I couldn’t read.
“Study it well and carry it with you at all times,” said the Spook. “It’s the definitive work.”
He must have seen me frowning, because he smiled and jabbed at the book with his finger. “Definitive means that so far it’s the best book that’s ever been written about possession, but it’s a very difficult subject and it was written by a young man who still had a lot to learn. So it’s not the last word on the subject, and there’s more to discover. Turn to the back of the book.”
I did as he told me and found that the last ten or so pages were blank.
“If you find out anything new, then just write it down there. Every little bit helps. And don’t worry about the fact that it’s in Latin. I’ll be starting your lessons as soon as we’ve eaten.”
We went for our afternoon meal, which was cooked almost to perfection. As I swallowed down my last mouthful, something moved under the table and began to rub itself against my legs. Suddenly the sound of purring could be heard. It gradually got louder and louder until all the plates and dishes on the sideboard began to rattle.
“No wonder it’s happy,” said the Spook, shaking his head. “One day off a year would have been nearer the mark! Still, not to worry, it’s business as usual and life goes on. Bring your notebook with you, lad, we’ve a lot to get through today.”
So I followed the Spook down the path to the bench, uncorked the bottle of ink, dipped in my pen, and prepared to take notes.
“Once they’ve passed the test in Horshaw,” said the Spook, starting to limp up and down in front of the bench, “I usually try to ease my apprentices into the job as gently as possible. But now that you’ve been face-to-face with a witch, you know how difficult and dangerous the job can be, and I think you’re ready to find out what happened to my last apprentice. It’s linked to boggarts, the topic we’ve been studying, so you might as well learn from it. Find a clean page and write down this for a heading . . .”
I did as I was told. I wrote down How to Bind a Boggart. Then, as the Spook told the tale, I took notes, struggling to keep up as usual.
As I already knew, binding a boggart involved a lot of hard work which the Spook called “laying.” First a pit had to be dug as close as possible to the roots of a large, mature tree. After all the digging the Spook had made me do, I was surprised to learn that a spook rarely dug the pit himself. That was something only done in an absolute emergency. A rigger and his helper usually attended to it.
Next you had to employ a mason to cut a thick slab of stone to fit over the pit like a gravestone. It was very important that the stone be cut to size accurately so as to make a good seal. After you’d coated the lower edge of the stone and the inside of the pit with the mixture of iron, salt, and strong glue, it was time to get the boggart safely inside.
That wasn’t too difficult. Blood, milk, or a combination of the two worked every time. The really difficult bit was dropping the stone into position as it fed. Success depended on the quality of the help you hired.
It was best to have a mason standing by and a couple of riggers using chains controlled from a wooden gantry placed above the pit, so as to lower the stone down quickly and safely.
That was the mistake that Billy Bradley made. It was late winter and the weather was foul and Billy was in a rush to get back to his warm bed. So he cut corners.
He used local laborers, who hadn’t done that type of work before. The mason had gone off for his supper, promising to return within the hour, but Billy was impatient and couldn’t wait. He got the boggart into the pit without too much trouble, but he ran into difficulties with the slab of stone. It was a wet night, and it slipped, trapping his left hand under its edge.
The chain jammed so they couldn’t lift the stone, and while the laborers struggled with it and one of them ran back to get the mason, the boggart, in a fury at being trapped under the stone, began to attack Billy’s fingers. You see, it was one of the most dangerous boggarts of all: cattle rippers that had got the taste for human blood.
By the time the stone was lifted, almost half an hour had passed, and by then it was too late. The boggart had bitten off Billy’s fingers as far down as the second knuckle and had been busily sucking the blood from his body. Billy’s screams of pain had faded away to a whimper, and when they got his hand free, only his thumb was left. Soon afterward he died of shock and loss of blood.
“It was a sad business,” said the Spook, “and now he’s buried under the hedge, just outside the churchyard at Layton—those who follow our trade don’t get to rest their bones in hallowed ground. It happened just over a year ago, and if Billy had lived, I wouldn’t be talking to you now, because he’d still be my apprentice. Poor Billy, he was a good lad and he didn’t deserve that, but it’s a dangerous job and if it’s not done right . . .”
The Spook looked at me sadly, then shrugged. “Learn from it, lad. We need courage and patience, but above all, we never rush. We use our brains, we think carefully, then we do what has to be done. In the normal course of events I never send an apprentice out on his own until his first year of training is over. Unless, of course,” he added with a faint smile, “he takes matters into his own hands. Then again, I’ve got to feel sure he’s ready for it. Anyway, now it’s time for your first Latin lesson. . . .”



CHAPTER XI
The Pit

IT happened just three days later.
The Spook had sent me down into the village to collect the week’s groceries. It was very late in the afternoon, and as I left his house carrying the empty sack, the shadows were already beginning to lengthen.
As I approached the stile, I saw someone standing right on the edge of the trees near the top of the narrow lane. When I realized that it was Alice, my heart lurched into a more rapid beat. What was she doing here? Why hadn’t she gone off to Pendle? And if she was still here, what about Lizzie?
I slowed down, but I had to pass her to get to the village. I could’ve gone back and taken a longer route, but I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of thinking I was scared of her. Even so, once I’d climbed over the stile, I stayed on the left-hand side of the lane, keeping close to the high hawthorn hedge, right on the edge of the deep ditch that ran along its length.
Alice was standing in the gloom, with just the toes of her pointy shoes poking out into the sunlight. She beckoned me closer, but I kept my distance, staying a good three paces away. After all that had happened, I didn’t trust her one little bit, but I was still glad that she hadn’t been burned or stoned.
“I’ve come to say good-bye,” Alice said, “and warn you never to go walking near Pendle. That’s where we’re going. Lizzie has family living there.”
“I’m glad you escaped,” I said, coming to a halt and turning to face directly toward her. “I watched the smoke when they burned your house down.”
“Lizzie knew they were coming,” Alice said, “so we got away with plenty of time to spare. Didn’t sniff you out, though, did she? Knows what you did to Mother Malkin, but only found out after it happened. Didn’t sniff you out at all, and that worries her. And she said your shadow had a funny smell.”
I laughed out loud at that. I mean, it was crazy. How could a shadow have a smell?
“Ain’t funny,” Alice accused. “Ain’t nothing to laugh at. She only smelled your shadow where it had fallen on the barn. I actually saw it, and it was all wrong. The moon showed the truth of you.”
Suddenly she took two steps nearer, into the sunlight, then leaned forward a little and sniffed at me. “You do smell funny,” she said, wrinkling up her nose. She stepped backward quickly and suddenly looked afraid.
I smiled and put on my friendly voice. “Look,” I said, “don’t go to Pendle. You’re better off without them. They’re just bad company.”
“Bad company don’t matter to me. Won’t change me, will it? I’m bad already. Bad inside. You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve been and done. I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ve been bad again. I’m just not strong enough to say no—”
Suddenly, too late, I understood the real reason for the fear on Alice’s face. It wasn’t me she was scared of. It was what was standing right behind me.
I’d seen nothing and heard nothing. When I did, it was already too late. Without warning, the empty sack was snatched out of my hand and dropped over my head and shoulders, and everything went dark. Strong hands gripped me, pinning my arms to my sides. I struggled for a few moments, but it was useless: I was lifted and carried as easily as a farmhand carries a sack of potatoes. While I was being carried, I heard voices—Alice’s voice and then the voice of a woman; I supposed it was Bony Lizzie. The person carrying me just grunted, so it had to be Tusk.
Alice had lured me into a trap. It had all been carefully planned. They must have been hiding in the ditch as I came down the hill from the house.
I was scared, more scared than I’d ever been in my life before. I mean, I’d killed Mother Malkin, and she’d been Lizzie’s grandmother. So what were they going to do to me now?
After an hour or so I was dropped onto the ground so hard that all the air was driven from my lungs.
As soon as I could breathe again, I struggled to get free of the sack, but somebody thumped me twice in the back—thumped me so hard that I kept very still. I’d have done anything to avoid being hit like that again, so I lay there, hardly daring to breathe while the pain slowly faded to a dull ache.
They used rope to tie me then, binding it over the sack, around my arms and head and knotting it tightly. Then Lizzie said something that chilled me to the bone.
“There, we’ve got him safe enough. You can start digging now.”
Her face came very close to mine, so that I could smell her foul breath through the sacking. It was like the breath of a dog or a cat. “Well, boy,” she said. “How does it feel to know that you’ll never see the light of day again?”
When I heard the sound of distant digging, I began to shiver with fright. I remembered the Spook’s tale of the miner’s wife, especially the worst bit of all when she’d laid there paralyzed, unable to cry out while her husband dug her grave. Now it was going to happen to me. I was going to be buried alive, and I’d have done anything just to see daylight again, even for a moment.
At first, when they cut my ropes and pulled the sack from me, I was relieved. By then the sun had gone down, but I looked up and could see the stars, with the waning moon low over the trees. I felt the wind on my face, and it had never felt so good. My feeling of relief didn’t last more than a few moments, though, because I started to wonder exactly what they had in mind for me. I couldn’t think of anything worse than being buried alive, but Bony Lizzie probably could.
To be honest, when I saw Tusk close up for the first time, he wasn’t quite as bad as I expected. In a way he’d looked worse the night he was chasing me. He wasn’t as old as the Spook, but his face was lined and weather-beaten, and a mass of greasy gray hair covered his head. His teeth were too big to fit into his mouth, which meant that he could never close it properly, and two of them curved upward like yellow tusks on either side of his nose. He was big, too, and very hairy, with powerful, muscular arms. I’d felt that grip and had thought it bad enough, but I knew that he had the power in those shoulders to squeeze me so tightly that all the air would be forced from my body and my ribs would shatter.
Tusk had a big curved knife at his belt, with a blade that looked very sharp. But the worst thing about him was his eyes. They were completely dull. It was as if there was nothing alive inside his head; he was just something that obeyed Bony Lizzie without even a thought. I knew that he’d do anything she told him without question, no matter how terrible it was.
As for Bony Lizzie, she wasn’t skinny at all, and I knew, from my reading in the Spook’s library, that she was probably called that because she used bone magic. I’d already smelled her breath, but at a glance you’d never have taken her for a witch. She wasn’t like Mother Malkin, all shriveled with age, looking like something that was already dead. No, Bony Lizzie was just an older version of Alice. Probably no older than thirty-five, she had pretty brown eyes and hair as black as her niece’s. She wore a green shawl and a black dress fastened neatly at her slim waist with a narrow leather belt. There was certainly a family resemblance—except for her mouth. It wasn’t the shape of it, it was the way she moved it; the way it twisted and sneered when she talked. One other thing I noticed was that she never looked me in the eye.
Alice wasn’t like that. She had a nice mouth, still shaped for smiling, but I realized then that she would eventually become just like Bony Lizzie.
Alice had tricked me. She was the reason I was here rather than safe and sound back in the Spook’s house, eating my supper.
At a nod from Bony Lizzie, Tusk grabbed me and tied my hands behind my back. Then he seized me by the arm and dragged me through the trees. First of all I saw the mound of dark soil, then the deep pit beside it, and I smelled the wet, loamy stink of freshly turned earth. It smelled sort of dead and alive at the same time, with things brought to the surface that really belonged deep underground.
The pit was probably more than seven feet deep, but unlike the one the Spook had kept Mother Malkin in, it was irregular in shape, just a great big hole with steep sides. I remember thinking that with all the practice I’d had, I could have dug one far better.
At that moment the moon showed me something else—something I’d have preferred not to see. About three paces away, to the left of the pit, there was an oblong of freshly turned soil. It looked just like a new grave.
Without time even to begin worrying about that, I was dragged right to the edge of the pit, and Tusk forced my head back. I had a glimpse of Bony Lizzie’s face close to mine, something hard was jammed into my mouth, and a cold, bitter-tasting liquid was poured down my throat. It tasted vile and filled my throat and mouth to the brim, spilling over and even erupting out of my nose so that I began to choke, gasping and struggling for breath. I tried to spit it out, but Bony Lizzie pinched my nostrils hard with her finger and thumb, so that in order to breathe I first had to swallow.
That done, Tusk let go of my head and transferred his grip back to my left arm. I saw then what had been forced into my mouth—Bony Lizzie held it up for me to see. It was a small bottle made out of dark glass. A bottle with a long, narrow neck. She turned it so that its neck was pointing to the ground and a few drops fell to the earth. The rest was already in my stomach.
What had I drunk? Had she poisoned me?
“That’ll keep your eyes wide open, boy,” she said with a sneer. “Wouldn’t want you dozing off, would we? Wouldn’t want you to miss anything.”
Without warning, Tusk swung me around violently toward the pit, and my stomach lurched as I fell into space. I landed heavily, but the earth at the bottom was soft and although the fall winded me, I was unhurt. So I turned to look up at the stars, thinking that maybe I was going to be buried alive after all. But instead of a shovelful of dirt falling toward me, I saw the outline of Bony Lizzie’s head and shoulders peering down, a silhouette against the stars. She started to chant in a strange sort of throaty whisper, though I couldn’t catch the actual words.
Next she stretched her arms out above the pit, and I could see that she was holding something in each hand. Giving a strange cry, she opened her hands and two white things dropped toward me, landing in the mud close to my knees.
By the moonlight I saw clearly what they were. They almost seemed to be glowing. She’d dropped two bones into the pit. They were thumb bones—I could see the knuckles.
“Enjoy your last night on this earth, boy,” she called down to me. “But don’t worry, you won’t be lonely because I’ll leave you in good company. Dead Billy will be coming to claim his bones. Just next door, he is, so he’s not got too far to go. He’ll be with you soon, and you two have a lot in common. He was Old Gregory’s last apprentice, and he won’t take kindly to you having taken his place. Then, just before dawn, we’ll be paying you one last visit. We’ll be coming to collect your bones. They’re special, your bones are, even better than Billy’s, and taken fresh they’ll be the most useful I’ve had for a long time.”
Her face drew back, and I heard footsteps walking away.
So that was what was going to happen to me. If Lizzie wanted my bones, it meant that she was going to kill me. I remembered the big curved blade that Tusk wore at his belt, and I began to tremble.
Before that I had Dead Billy to face. When she’d said, “just next door,” she must have meant the new grave next to the pit. But the Spook had said that Billy Bradley was buried just outside the churchyard at Layton. Lizzie must have dug up his body, cut off his thumbs, and buried the rest of him here among the trees. Now he’d be coming to get his thumbs back.
Would Billy Bradley want to hurt me? I’d never done him any harm, but he’d probably enjoyed being the Spook’s apprentice. Maybe he’d looked forward to finishing his time and becoming a spook himself. Now I’d taken what he once had. Not only that—what about Bony Lizzie’s spell? He might think I was the one who’d cut off his thumbs and thrown them into the pit. . . .
I managed to kneel up and spent the next few minutes desperately trying to untie my hands. It was hopeless. My struggles seemed to be making the rope even tighter.
I felt strange, too: light-headed and dry mouthed. When I looked up at the stars, they seemed to be very bright and each star had a twin. If I concentrated hard, I could make the double stars become single again, but as soon as I relaxed, they drifted apart. My throat was burning and my heart pounding three or four times faster than its normal pace.
I kept thinking about what Bony Lizzie had said. Dead Billy would be coming to find his bones. Bones that were lying in the mud less than two paces from where I was kneeling. If my hands had been free, I’d have hurled those bones from the pit.
Suddenly I saw a slight movement to my left. Had I been standing, it would’ve been just about level with my head. I looked up and watched as a long, plump, white, maggoty head emerged from the side of the pit. It was far, far bigger than any worm I’d ever seen before. Its blind, bloated head moved in a slow circle as it wriggled out the rest of its body. What could this be? Was it poisonous? Could it bite?
And then it came to me. It was a coffin worm! It must be something that had been living in Billy Bradley’s coffin, growing fat and sleek. Something white that had never seen the light of day!
I shuddered as the coffin worm wriggled out of the dark earth and plopped into the mud at my feet. I lost sight of it then as it quickly burrowed beneath the surface.
Being so big, the white worm had dislodged quite a bit of soil from the side of the pit, leaving behind a hole like a narrow tunnel. I watched it, horrified but fascinated, because there was something else moving inside it. Something disturbing the earth, which was cascading from the hole to form a growing mound of soil.
Not knowing what it was made it worse. I had to see what was inside, so I struggled to get to my feet. I staggered, feeling light-headed again, the stars starting to spin. I almost fell, but I managed to take a step, lurching forward so that I was close to the narrow tunnel, now just about level with my head.
When I looked inside, I wished I hadn’t.
I saw bones. Human bones. Bones that were joined together. Bones that were moving. Two hands without thumbs. One of them without fingers. Bones squelching in the mud, dragging themselves toward me through the soft earth. A grinning skull with gaping teeth.
It was Dead Billy, but instead of eyes, his black sockets stared back at me, cavernous and empty. When a white, fleshless hand emerged into the moonlight and jerked at my face, I stepped away, nearly falling, sobbing with fear.
At that moment, just when I thought I might go out of my mind with terror, the air suddenly became much colder and I sensed something to my right. Someone else had joined me in the pit. Someone who was standing where it was impossible to stand. Half his body was on view; the rest was embedded in the wall of earth.
It was a boy not much older than me. I could only see his left-hand side because the rest of him was somewhere behind, still in the soil. Just as easily as stepping through a door, he swung his right shoulder toward me and the rest of him entered the pit. He smiled at me. A warm, friendly smile.
“The difference between waking and dreaming,” he said. “That’s one of the hardest lessons to learn. Learn it now, Tom. Learn it now before it’s too late. . . .”
For the first time I noticed his boots. They looked very expensive and had been crafted from best-quality leather. They were just like the Spook’s.
He lifted his hands up then, so that they were at each side of his head, palms facing outward. The thumbs were missing from each hand. His left hand was also without fingers.
It was the ghost of Billy Bradley.
He crossed his hands over his chest and smiled once more. As Billy faded away, he seemed happy and at peace.
I understood exactly what he’d told me. No, I wasn’t asleep, but in a way I’d been dreaming. I’d been dreaming the dark dreams that had come out of the bottle that Lizzie had forced into my mouth.
When I turned back to look at the hole, it was gone. There never had been a skeleton crawling toward me. Neither had there been a coffin worm.
The potion must have been some kind of poison: something that made it difficult to tell the difference between waking and dreaming. That was what Lizzie had given me. It had made my heart beat faster and made it impossible for me to sleep. It had kept my eyes wide open, but it had also made them see things that weren’t really there.
Soon afterward the stars disappeared and it began to rain heavily. It was a long, uncomfortable, cold night and I kept thinking about what would happen to me before dawn. The nearer it got, the worse I felt.
About an hour before sunrise, the rain eased to a light drizzle before fading away altogether. Once more I could see the stars, and by now they no longer seemed double. I was soaked and cold, but my throat had stopped burning.
When a face appeared overhead looking down into the pit, my heart began to race because I thought it was Lizzie come to collect my bones. But, to my relief, it was Alice.
“Lizzie’s sent me to see how you’re getting on,” she called down softly. “Has Billy been yet?”
“He’s been and gone,” I told her angrily.
“I never meant for this to happen, Tom. If only you hadn’t meddled, it would have been all right.”
“Been all right?” I said. “By now another child would be dead and the Spook, too, if you’d had your way. And those cakes had the blood of a baby inside. Do you call that being all right? You come from a family of murderers and you’re a murderer yourself!”
“Ain’t true. It ain’t true, that!” Alice protested. “There was no baby. All I did was give you the cakes.”
“Even if that were so,” I insisted, “you knew what they were going to do afterward. And you would’ve let it happen.”
“I ain’t that strong, Tom. How could I stop it? How could I stop Lizzie?”
“I’ve chosen what I want to do,” I told her. “But what will you choose, Alice? Bone magic or blood magic? Which one? Which one will it be?”
“Ain’t going to do either. I don’t want to be like them. I’ll run away. As soon as I get the chance, I’ll be off.”
“If you mean that, then help me now. Help me get out of the pit. We could run away together.”
“It’s too dangerous now,” Alice said. “I’ll run away later. Maybe weeks from now when they ain’t expecting it.”
“You mean after I’m dead. When you’ve got more blood on your hands . . .”
Alice didn’t reply. I heard her begin to cry softly, but just when I thought she was on the verge of changing her mind and helping me, she walked away.
I sat there in the pit, dreading what was going to happen to me, remembering the hanging men and now knowing exactly how they must have felt before they died. I knew that I’d never go home. Never see my family again. I’d just about given up all hope when footsteps approached the pit. I came to my feet, terrified, but it was Alice again.
“Oh, Tom, I’m sorry,” she said. “They’re sharpening their knives. . . .”
The worst moment of all was approaching, and I knew that I only had one chance. The only hope I had was Alice.
“If you’re really sorry, then you’ll help me,” I said softly.
“Ain’t nothing I can do,” she cried. “Lizzie could turn on me. She don’t trust me. Thinks I’m soft.”
“Go and fetch Mr. Gregory,” I said. “Bring him here.”
“Too late for that, ain’t it?” Alice sobbed, shaking her head. “Bones taken in daylight are no use to Lizzie. No use at all. The best time to take bones is just before the sun comes up. So they’ll be coming for you in a few minutes. That’s all the time you’ve got.”
“Then get me a knife,” I said.
“No use, that,” she said. “Too strong, they are. Can’t fight ’em, can you?”
“No,” I said. “I want it to cut the rope. I’m going to run for it.”
Suddenly Alice was gone. Had she gone to fetch a knife, or would she be too scared of Lizzie? I waited a few moments, but when she didn’t come back I became desperate. I struggled, trying to pull my wrists apart, trying to snap the rope, but it was no use.
When a face peered down at me, my heart jumped with fear, but it was Alice holding something out over the pit. She dropped it, and as it fell, metal gleamed in the moonlight.
Alice hadn’t let me down. It was a knife. If I could just cut the rope, I’d be free. . . .
At first, even with my hands tied behind my back, I never had any doubt in my mind that I could do it. The only danger was that I might cut myself a bit, but what did that matter compared to what they’d do to me before the sun came up? It didn’t take me long to get a grip on the knife. Positioning it against the rope was more difficult, and it was very hard to move it. When I dropped it for the second time, I began to panic. There couldn’t be more than a minute or so before they came for me.
“You’ll have to do it for me,” I called up to Alice. “Come on, jump down into the pit.”
I didn’t think she’d really do it, but to my surprise she did. She didn’t jump but lowered herself down feet first, facing the side of the pit and hanging on to the edge with her arms. When her body was fully extended, she dropped the final two feet or so.
It didn’t take her long to cut the rope. My hands were free, and all we had to do was get out of the pit.
“Let me stand on your shoulders,” I said. “Then I’ll pull you up.”
Alice didn’t argue, and at the second attempt I managed to balance on her shoulders and drag myself up onto the wet grass. Then came the really hard part—pulling Alice out of the pit.
I reached down with my left hand. She gripped it hard with her own and placed her right hand on my wrist for extra support. Then I tried to pull her up.
My first problem was the wet, slippery grass, and I found it hard to keep myself from being dragged over the edge. Then I realized that I didn’t have the strength to do it. I’d made a big mistake. Just because she was a girl, that didn’t necessarily make her weaker than me. Too late I remembered the way she’d pulled the rope to make the Spook’s bell dance. She’d done it almost effortlessly. I should have let her stand on my shoulders. I should have let her get out of the pit first. Alice would have pulled me up without any trouble.
It was then that I heard the sound of voices. Bony Lizzie and Tusk were coming through the trees toward us.
Below me I saw Alice’s feet scrabbling against the side of the pit, trying to get a hold. Desperation gave me extra strength. I gave a sudden heave, and she came up over the edge and collapsed beside me.
We got away just in time, running hard with the sound of other feet running behind us. They were quite a long way back at first, but very gradually they began to get closer and closer.
I don’t know how long we ran. It felt like a lifetime. I ran until my legs felt like lead and the breath was burning in my throat. We were heading back toward Chipenden—I could tell that from the occasional glimpses I got of the fells through the trees. We were running toward the dawn. The sky was graying now and growing lighter by the minute. Then, just as I felt I couldn’t take another step, the tips of the fells were glowing a pale orange. It was sunlight, and I remember thinking that even if we were caught now, at least it was daylight and so my bones would be of no use to Lizzie.
As we came out of the trees onto a grassy slope and began to run up it, my legs finally began to fail. They were turning to jelly, and Alice was starting to pull away from me. She glanced back at me, her face terrified. I could still hear them crashing through the trees behind us.
Then I came to a complete and sudden halt. I stopped because I wanted to stop. I stopped because there was no need to run any farther.
There, standing at the summit of the slope ahead, was a tall figure dressed in black, carrying a long staff. It was the Spook, all right, but somehow he looked different. His hood was thrown back and his hair, lit by the rays of the rising sun, seemed to be streaming back from his head like orange tongues of flame.
Tusk gave a sort of roar and ran up the slope toward him, brandishing his blade, with Bony Lizzie close at his heels. They weren’t bothered about us for the moment. They knew who their main enemy was. They could deal with us later.
By now Alice had come to a halt, too, so I took a couple of shaky steps to bring myself level with her. We both watched as Tusk made his final charge, lifting his curved blade and bellowing angrily as he ran.
The Spook had been standing as still as a statue, but then in response he took two big strides down the slope toward him and lifted his staff high. Aiming it like a spear, he drove it hard at Tusk’s head. Just before it made contact with his forehead, there was a sort of click and a red flame appeared at the very tip. There was a heavy thud as it struck home. The curved knife went up in the air, and Tusk’s body fell like a sack of potatoes. I knew he was dead even before he hit the ground.
Next the Spook cast his staff to one side and reached inside his cloak. When his left hand appeared again, it was clutching something that he cracked high in the air like a whip. It caught the sun, and I knew it was a silver chain.
Bony Lizzie turned and tried to run, but it was too late: The second time he cracked the chain, it was followed almost immediately by a thin, high, metallic sound. The chain began to fall, shaping itself into a spiral of fire to bind itself tightly around Bony Lizzie. She gave one great shriek of anguish, then fell to the ground.
I walked with Alice to the summit of the slope. There we saw that the silver chain was wrapped tightly about the witch from head to toe. It was even tight across her open mouth, hard against her teeth. Her eyes were rolling in her head and her whole body was twitching with effort, but she couldn’t cry out.
I glanced across at Tusk. He was lying on his back with his eyes wide open. He was dead, all right, and there was a red wound in the middle of his forehead. I looked at the staff then, wondering about the flame I’d seen at its tip.
My master looked gaunt, tired, and suddenly very old. He kept shaking his head as if he were weary of life itself. In the shadow of the slope, his hair was back to its usual gray color, and I realized why it had seemed to stream back from his head: It was saturated with sweat and he’d slicked it back with his hand so that it stuck up and out behind his ears. He did it again as I watched. Beads of sweat were dripping from his brow, and he was breathing very rapidly. I realized he’d been running.
“How did you find us?” I asked.
It was a while before he answered, but at last his breathing began to slow and he was able to speak. “There are signs, lad. Trails that can be followed, if you know how. That’s something else you’ll have to learn.”
He turned and looked at Alice. “That’s two of them dealt with, but what are we going to do about you?” he asked, staring at her hard.
“She helped me escape,” I said.
“Is that so?” asked the Spook. “But what else did she do?”
He looked hard at me then, and I tried to hold his gaze. When I looked down at my boots, he made a clicking noise with his tongue. I couldn’t lie to him, and I knew that he’d guessed that she’d played some part in what had happened to me.
He looked at Alice again. “Open your mouth, girl,” he said harshly, his voice full of anger. “I want to see your teeth.”
Alice obeyed, and the Spook suddenly reached forward, seizing her by the jaw. He brought his face close to her open mouth and sniffed very loudly.
When he turned back to me, his mood seemed to have softened, and he gave a deep sigh. “Her breath is sweet enough,” he said. “You’ve smelled the breath of the other?” he asked, releasing Alice’s jaw and pointing down at Bony Lizzie.
I nodded.
“It’s caused by her diet,” he said. “And it tells you right away what she’s been up to. Those who practice bone or blood magic get a taste for blood and raw meat. But the girl seems all right.”
Then he moved his face close to Alice’s again. “Look into my eyes, girl,” he told her. “Hold my gaze as long as you can.”
Alice did as he told her, but she couldn’t look at him for long, even though her mouth was twitching with the effort. She dropped her eyes and began to cry softly.
The Spook looked down at her pointy shoes and shook his head sadly. “I don’t know,” he said, turning at me again. “I just don’t know what to do for the best. It’s not just her. We’ve others to think about. Innocents who might suffer in the future. She’s seen too much and she knows too much for her own good. It could go either way with her, and I don’t know if it’s safe to let her go. If she goes east to join the brood at Pendle, then she’ll be lost forever and she’ll just add to the dark.”
“Haven’t you anywhere else you could go?” I asked Alice gently. “No other relations?”
“There’s a village near the coast. It’s called Staumin. I’ve another aunt lives there. Perhaps she’d take me in . . .”
“Is she like the others?” the Spook asked, staring at Alice again.
“Not so you’d notice,” she replied. “Still, it’s a long way and I ain’t ever been there before. Could take three days or more to get there.”
“I could send the lad with you,” said the Spook, his voice suddenly a lot kinder. “He’s had a good look at my maps, so I reckon he should be able to find the way. When he gets back, he’ll be learning how to fold them up properly. Anyway, it’s decided. I’m going to give you a chance, girl. It’s up to you whether you take it. If you don’t, then one day we’ll meet again, and the next time you won’t be so lucky.”
Then the Spook pulled the usual cloth from his pocket. Inside it was a hunk of cheese for the journey. “Just so you don’t go hungry,” he said, “but don’t eat it all at once.”
I hoped we might find something better to eat on the way, but I still mumbled my thanks.
“Don’t go straight to Staumin,” said the Spook, staring at me hard without blinking. “I want you to go home again first. Take this girl with you, and let your mother talk to her. I’ve a feeling she might just be able to help. I’ll expect you back within two weeks.”
That brought a smile to my face. After all that had happened, a chance to go home for a while was a dream come true. But one thing did puzzle me, because I remembered the letter my mam had sent the Spook. He hadn’t seemed that happy with some of the things she’d said. So why should he think my mam would be able to help Alice? I didn’t say anything, because I didn’t want to risk making the Spook have second thoughts. I was just glad to be away.
Before we left, I told him about Billy. He nodded sadly but said not to worry because he’d do what was necessary.
As we set off, I glanced back and saw the Spook carrying Bony Lizzie over his left shoulder and striding away toward Chipenden. From behind you’d have taken him for a man thirty years younger.



CHAPTER XII
The Desperate and the Dizzy

AS we came down the hill toward the farm, warm drizzle was drifting into our faces. Somewhere far off a dog barked twice, but below us everything was quiet and still.
It was late afternoon, and I knew that my dad and Jack would be out in the fields, which would give me a chance to talk to Mam alone. It was easy for the Spook to tell me to take Alice home with me, but the journey had given me time to think, and I didn’t know how Mam would take it. I didn’t feel she’d be happy having someone like Alice in the house, especially when I told her what she’d been up to. And as for Jack, I’d a pretty good idea what his reaction would be. From what Ellie had told me last time about his attitude to my new job, having the niece of a witch in the house was the last thing he’d want.
As we crossed the yard I pointed to the barn. “Better shelter under there,” I said. “I’ll go in and explain.”
No sooner had I spoken than the loud cry of a hungry baby came from the direction of the farmhouse. Alice’s eyes met mine briefly, then she looked down, and I remembered the last time we’d been together when a child had cried.
Without a word, Alice turned and walked into the barn, her silence no more than I expected. You’d think that after all that had happened, there’d have been a lot to talk about on the journey, but we’d hardly spoken. I think she’d been upset by the way the Spook had held her by the jaw and smelled her breath. Maybe it had made her think about all the things she’d been up to in the past. Whatever it was, she’d seemed deep in thought and very sad for most of the time.
I suppose I could have tried harder, but I was too tired and weary, so we’d walked in silence until it had grown into a habit. It was a mistake: I should have made the effort to get to know Alice better then—it might have saved me a lot of trouble later.
As I jerked open the back door, the crying stopped and I heard another sound, the comforting click of Mam’s rocking chair.
The chair was by the window, but the curtains weren’t fully drawn, and I could see by her face that she’d been peering through the narrow gap between them. She’d watched us enter the yard, and as I came into the room, she began to rock the chair faster and harder, staring at me all the while without blinking, one half of her face in darkness, the other lit by the large candle that was flickering in its big brass holder in the center of the table.
“When you bring a guest with you, it’s good manners to invite her into the house,” she said, her voice a mixture of annoyance and surprise. “I thought I’d taught you better than that.”
“Mr. Gregory told me to bring her here,” I said. “Her name’s Alice, but she’s been keeping bad company. He wants you to talk to her but I thought it was best to tell you what’s happened first, just in case you didn’t want to invite her in.”
So I drew up a chair and told Mam exactly what had happened. When I’d finished she let out a long sigh, then a faint smile softened her face.
“You’ve done well, son,” she told me. “You’re young and new to the job, so your mistakes can be forgiven. Go and bring that poor girl in, then leave us alone to talk. You might want to go upstairs and say hello to your new niece. Ellie will certainly be glad to see you.”
So I brought Alice in, left her with my mam, and went upstairs.
Ellie was in the biggest bedroom. It used to belong to my mam and dad, but they’d let her and Jack have it because there was room for another two beds and a cot, which would come in useful as their family grew.
I knocked lightly on the door, which was half open, but only looked into the room when Ellie called out for me to go in. She was sitting on the edge of the big double bed feeding the baby, its head half hidden by her pink shawl. As soon as she saw me, her mouth widened into a smile that made me feel welcome, but she looked tired and her hair lank and greasy. Although I glanced away quickly, Ellie was sharp and I knew she’d seen me staring and read the expression in my eyes, because she quickly smoothed the hair away from her brow.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Tom,” she said. “I must look a mess—I’ve been up all night. I’ve just grabbed an hour’s sleep. You’ve got to get it while you can with a very hungry baby like this. She cries a lot, especially at night.”
“How old is she?” I asked.
“She’ll be just six days old tonight. She was born not long after midnight last Saturday.”
That was the night I’d killed Mother Malkin. For a moment the memory of it came rushing back and a shiver ran down my spine.
“Here, she’s finished feeding now,” Ellie said with a smile. “Would you like to hold her?”
That was the last thing I wanted to do. The baby was so small and delicate that I was scared of squeezing it too hard or dropping it, and I didn’t like the way its head was so floppy. It was hard to say no, though, because Ellie would have been hurt. As it was, I didn’t have to hold the baby for long, because the moment it was in my arms its little face went red and it began to cry.
“I don’t think it likes me,” I told Ellie.
“She’s a she, not an it,” Ellie scolded, making her face all stern and outraged. “Don’t worry, it’s not you, Tom,” she said, her mouth softening into a smile. “I think she’s still hungry, that’s all.”
The baby stopped crying the moment Ellie took her back, and I didn’t stay long after that. Then, on my way downstairs, I heard a sound from the kitchen I hadn’t expected.
It was laughter, the loud, hearty laughter of two people getting on very well together. The moment I opened the door and walked in, Alice’s face became very serious, but Mam carried on laughing aloud for a few moments, and even when she stopped, her face was still lit up with a wide smile. They’d been sharing a joke, a very funny joke, but I didn’t like to ask what it was and they didn’t tell me. The look in both their eyes made me feel that it was something private.
My dad once told me that women know things that men don’t. That sometimes they have a certain look in their eyes, but when you see it, you should never ask them what they’re thinking. If you do, they might tell you something you don’t want to hear. Well, whatever they’d been laughing at had certainly brought them closer; from that moment on it seemed as if they’d known each other for years. The Spook had been right. If anyone could sort Alice out, it had to be Mam.
I did notice one thing, though. Mam gave Alice the room opposite hers and Dad’s. They were the two rooms at the top of the first flight of stairs. Mam had very sharp ears, and it meant that if Alice so much as turned over in her sleep, she would hear it.
So for all that laughter, Mam was still watching Alice.
When he came back from the fields, Jack gave me a really dark scowl and muttered to himself. He seemed angry at something. But Dad was pleased to see me, and to my surprise he shook hands with me. He always shook hands when greeting my other brothers who’d left home, but this was the first time for me. It made me feel sad and proud at the same time. He was treating me as if I were a man, making my own way in the world.
Jack hadn’t been in the house five minutes when he came looking for me. “Outside,” he said, keeping his voice low so that nobody else could hear. “I want to talk to you.”
We walked out into the yard and he led the way around the side of the barn, close to the pigpens, where we couldn’t be seen from the house.
“Who’s the girl you’ve brought back with you?”
“Her name’s Alice. It’s just someone who needs help,” I said. “The Spook told me to bring her home so that Mam could talk to her.”
“What do you mean, she needs help?”
“She’s been keeping bad company, that’s all.”
“What sort of bad company?”
I knew he wouldn’t like it, but I had no choice. I had to tell him. Otherwise he’d only ask Mam.
“Her aunt’s a witch, but don’t worry—the Spook’s sorted it all out and we’ll only be staying for a few days.”
Jack exploded. I’d never seen him so angry.
“Don’t you have the sense you were born with?” he shouted. “Didn’t you think? Didn’t you think about the baby? There’s an innocent child living in this house, and you bring home someone from a family like that! It’s beyond belief!”
He raised his fist and I thought he was going to thump me. Instead, he smashed it sideways into the wall of the barn, the sudden thud sending the pigs into a frenzy.
“Mam thinks it’s all right,” I protested.
“Aye, Mam would,” said Jack, his voice suddenly lower but still harsh with anger. “How could she refuse her favorite son anything? And she’s just too good-hearted, as well you know. That’s why you shouldn’t take advantage. Look, it’s me you’ll answer to if anything happens. I don’t like the look of that girl. She looks shifty. I’ll be watching her carefully, and if she takes one step out of line, you’ll both be on your way before you can blink. And you’ll earn your keep while you’re here. She can help around the house to make things easier for Mam, and you can pull your weight with the farmwork.”
Jack turned and started to walk away, but he still had more to say. “Being so occupied with more important things,” he added sarcastically, “you might not have noticed how tired Dad looks. He’s finding the job harder and harder.”
“Of course I’ll help,” I called after him, “and so will Alice.”
At supper, apart from Mam, everyone was really quiet. I suppose it was having a stranger sitting at the table with us. Although Jack’s manners wouldn’t let him complain outright, he scowled at Alice almost as much as he did at me. So it was a good job Mam was cheerful and bright enough to light up the whole table.
Ellie had to leave her supper twice to attend to the baby, which kept crying fit to bring the roof down. The second time she fetched it downstairs.
“Never known a baby to cry so much,” said Mam with a smile. “At least it’s got strong, healthy lungs.”
Its tiny face was all red and screwed up again. I would never have said it to Ellie, but it wasn’t the best looking of babies. Its face reminded me of an angry little old woman. One moment it was crying fit to burst; then, very suddenly, it became still and quiet. Its eyes were wide open and it was staring toward the center of the table, where Alice was seated close to the big brass candlestick. At first I didn’t think anything of it. I thought Ellie’s baby was just fascinated by the candle flame. But later Alice helped Mam clear the table, and each time Alice passed by, the baby followed her with its blue eyes, and suddenly, although the kitchen was warm, I shivered.
Later I went up to my old bedroom, and when I sat down in the wicker chair by the window and gazed out, it was as if I’d never left home.
As I looked northward, toward Hangman’s Hill, I thought about the way the baby had seemed so interested in Alice. When I remembered what Ellie had said earlier, I shivered again. Her baby had been born after midnight on the night of the full moon. It was too close to be just a coincidence. Mother Malkin would have been swept away by the river about the time that Ellie’s baby had been born. The Spook had warned me that she’d come back. What if she’d come back even earlier than he’d predicted? He expected her to be wick. But what if he was wrong? What if she’d broken free of her bones and her spirit had possessed Ellie’s baby at the very moment of its birth?
I didn’t sleep a wink that night. There was only one person I could talk to about my fears, and that was Mam. The difficulty was in getting her alone without drawing attention to the fact that I was doing it.
Mam cooked and did other chores that kept her busy most of the day, and usually it would have been no problem to talk to her in the kitchen because I was working close by. Jack had given me the job of repairing the front of the barn, and I must have hammered in hundreds of shiny new nails before sunset.
Alice was the difficulty, though: Mam kept her with her all day, really making the girl work hard. You could see the sweat on her brow and the frowns that kept furrowing her forehead, but despite that, Alice never complained even once.
It was only after supper, when they’d finished the clatter of washing and drying the dishes, that I finally got my chance. That morning Dad had gone off to the big spring market in Topley. He could conduct his business, and it gave him a rare chance to meet up with a few of his old friends, so he’d be away for two or three days. Jack was right. He did look tired, and it would give him a break from the farm.
Mam had sent Alice off to her room to get some rest, Jack had his feet up in the front room, and Ellie was upstairs trying to grab half an hour’s sleep before the baby woke again for feeding. So, wasting no time at all, I started to tell Mam what was worrying me. She’d been rocking in her chair, but I’d hardly managed to blurt out my first sentence before the chair came to a halt. She listened carefully as I told her of my fears and reasons to suspect the baby. But her face remained so still and calm that I’d no idea what she was thinking. No sooner had I spat out my last word than she rose to her feet.
“Wait there,” she said. “We need to sort this out once and for all.”
She left the kitchen and went upstairs. When she came back she was carrying the baby, wrapped in Ellie’s shawl. “Bring the candle,” she said, moving toward the door.
We went out into the yard, Mam walking fast, as if she knew exactly where she was going and what she was going to do. We ended up at the other side of the cattle midden, standing in the mud on the edge of our pond, which was deep enough and large enough to provide water for our cows even through the driest summer months.
“Keep the candle high so we can see everything,” Mam said. “I want there to be no doubt.”
Then, to my horror, she stretched out her arms and held the baby over the dark, still water. “If she floats, the witch is inside her,” Mam said. “If she sinks, she’s innocent. Right, let’s see—”
“No!” I shouted, my mouth opening all by itself and the words just tumbling out faster than I could think. “Don’t do it, please. It’s Ellie’s baby.”
For a moment I thought she was going to let the baby fall anyway, then she smiled and held it close again and kissed it on the forehead very gently. “Of course it’s Ellie’s baby, son. Can’t you tell that just by looking at her? Anyway, swimming is a test carried out by fools and doesn’t work anyway. Usually they tie the poor woman’s hands to her feet and throw her into deep, still water. But whether she sinks or floats depends on luck and the kind of body she has. It’s nothing to do with witchcraft.”
“What about the way the baby kept staring at Alice?” I asked.
Mam smiled and shook her head. “A newborn baby’s eyes aren’t able to focus properly,” she explained. “It was probably just the light of the candle that caught her attention. Remember—Alice was sitting close to it. Later, each time Alice passed by, the baby’s eyes would just have been drawn by the change in the light. It’s nothing. Nothing to worry about at all.”
“But what if Ellie’s baby is possessed anyway?” I asked. “What if there’s something inside her that we can’t see?”
“Look, son, I’ve delivered both good and evil into this world, and I know evil just by looking at it. This is a good child, and there’s nothing inside her to worry about. Nothing at all.”
“Isn’t it strange, though, that Ellie’s baby should be born about the same time that Mother Malkin died?”
“Not really,” Mam answered. “It’s the way of things. Sometimes, when something bad leaves the world, something good enters in its place. I’ve seen it happen before.”
Of course, I realized then that Mam had never even considered dropping the baby and had just been trying to shock some sense into me, but as we walked back across the yard, my knees were still trembling with the thought of it. It was then, as we reached the kitchen door, that I remembered something.
“Mr. Gregory gave me a little book all about possession,” I said. “He told me to read it carefully, but the trouble is, it’s written in Latin and I’ve only had three lessons so far.”
“It’s not my favorite language,” Mam said, pausing by the door. “I’ll see what I can do, but it’ll have to wait until I get back—I’m expecting to be called away tonight. In the meantime, why don’t you ask Alice? She might be able to help.”
Mam was right about being called away. A cart came for her just after midnight, the horses all in a sweat. It seemed that a farmer’s wife was having a really bad time of it and had already been in labor for more than a day and a night. It was a long way as well, almost twenty miles to the south. That meant that Mam would be away for a couple of days or more.
I didn’t really want to ask Alice to help with the Latin. You see, I knew the Spook would have disapproved. After all, it was a book from his library and he wouldn’t have liked the idea of Alice even touching it. Still, what choice did I have? Since coming home, I’d been thinking about Mother Malkin more and more, and I just couldn’t get her out of my mind. It was just an instinct, just a feeling, but I felt that she was somewhere out there in the dark and she was getting nearer with each night that passed.
So the following night, after Jack and Ellie had gone to bed, I tapped softly on Alice’s bedroom door. It wasn’t something I could ask her during the day because she was always busy, and if Ellie or Jack overheard, they wouldn’t like it. Especially with Jack’s dislike of spook’s business.
I had to rap twice before Alice opened the door. I’d been worried that she might already be in bed asleep, but she still hadn’t undressed and I couldn’t stop my eyes from glancing down at her pointy shoes. On the dressing table there was a candle set close to the mirror. It had just been blown out—it was still smoking.
“Can I come in?” I asked, holding my own candle high so that it lit her face from above. “There’s something I need to ask you.”
Alice nodded me inside and closed the door.
“I’ve a book that I need to read, but it’s written in Latin. Mam said you might be able to help.”
“Where is it?” Alice asked.
“In my pocket. It’s only a small book. For anyone who knows Latin, reading it shouldn’t take that long.”
Alice gave a deep, weary sigh. “I’m busy enough as it is,” she complained. “What’s it about?”
“Possession. Mr. Gregory thinks Mother Malkin could come back to get me and that she’ll use possession.”
“Let’s see it then,” she asked, holding out her hand. I placed my candle next to hers, then reached into my breeches and pulled out the small book. She skimmed through the pages without a word.
“Can you read it?” I asked.
“Don’t see why not. Lizzie taught me, and she knows her Latin backward.”
“So you’ll help me?”
She didn’t reply. Instead she brought the book very close to her face and sniffed it loudly. “You sure this is any good?” she asked. “Written by a priest, this is, and they don’t usually know that much.”
“Mr. Gregory called it the definitive work,” I said, “which means it’s the best book ever written on the subject.”
She looked up from the book then, and to my surprise her eyes were filled with anger. “I know what definitive means,” she said. “Think I’m stupid or something? Studied for years, I have, while you’ve only just started. Lizzie had lots of books, but they’re all burned now. All gone up in flames.”
I muttered that I was sorry, and she gave me a smile.
“Trouble is,” she said, her voice suddenly softening, “reading this’ll take time, and I’m too tired to start now. Tomorrow your mam’ll still be away, and I’ll be as busy as ever. That sister-in-law of yours has promised to help, but she’ll mostly be busy with the baby, and the cooking and cleaning will take me most of the day. But if you were to help . . .”
I didn’t know what to say. I’d be helping Jack, so I wouldn’t have much free time. The trouble was, men never did any cooking or cleaning, and it wasn’t just that way on our farm. It was the same everywhere in the County. Men worked on the farm, outdoors in all weathers, and when they came in, the women had a hot meal waiting on the table. The only time we ever helped in the kitchen was on Christmas Day, when we did the washing up as a special treat for Mam.
It was as if Alice could read my mind, because her smile grew wider. “Won’t be too hard, will it?” she asked. “Women feed the chickens and help with the harvest, so why shouldn’t men help in the kitchen? Just help me with the washing up, that’s all. And some of the pans’ll need scouring before I start cooking.”
So I agreed to what she wanted. What choice did I have? I only hoped that Jack wouldn’t catch me at it. He’d never understand.
I got up even earlier than usual and managed to scour the pans before Jack came down. Then I took my time over breakfast, eating very slowly, which was unlike me and enough to draw at least one suspicious glance from Jack. After he’d gone off into the fields, I washed the pots as quickly as I could and set to drying them. I might have guessed what would happen, because Jack never had much patience.
He came into the yard cursing and swearing and saw me through the window, his face all screwed up in disbelief. Then he spat into the yard and came around and pulled open the kitchen door with a jerk.
“When you’re ready,” he said sarcastically, “there’s men’s work to be done. And you can start by checking and repairing the pigpens. Snout’s coming tomorrow. There are five to be slaughtered, and we don’t want to spend all our time rounding up strays.”
Snout was our nickname for the pig butcher, and Jack was right. Pigs sometimes panicked when Snout got to work, and if there was any weakness in the fence they’d find it for sure.
Jack turned to stamp away and then suddenly cursed loudly. I went to the door to see what was the matter. He’d accidentally stepped on a big fat toad, squashing it to a pulp. It was supposed to be bad luck to kill a frog or a toad, and Jack cursed again, frowning so much that his black bushy eyebrows met in the middle. He kicked the dead toad under the drain spout and went off, shaking his head. I couldn’t think what had got into him. Jack never used to be so bad tempered.
I stayed behind and dried up every last pot—as he’d caught me at it, I might as well finish the job. Besides, pigs stank and I wasn’t much looking forward to the job that Jack had given me.
“Don’t forget the book,” I reminded Alice as I opened the door to leave, but she just gave me a strange smile.
I didn’t get to speak to Alice alone again until late that night, after Jack and Ellie had gone off to bed. I thought I’d have to visit her room again, but instead she came down into the kitchen carrying the book and sat herself down in Mam’s rocking chair, close to the embers of the fire.
“Made a good job of those pans, you did. Must be desperate to find out what’s in here,” Alice said, tapping the spine of the book.
“If she comes back, I want to be ready. I need to know what I can do. The Spook said she’ll probably be wick. Do you know about that?”
Alice’s eyes widened and she nodded.
“So I need to be ready. If there’s anything in that book that can help, I need to know about it.”
“This priest ain’t like the others,” Alice said, holding the book out toward me. “Mostly knows his stuff, he does. Lizzie would love this more than midnight cakes.”
I pushed the book into my breeches pocket and drew up a stool on the other side of the hearth, facing what was left of the fire. Then I started to question Alice. At first it was really hard work. She didn’t volunteer much, and what I did manage to drag out of her just made me feel a lot worse.
I began with the strange title of the book. Possession. The Damned, the Dizzy, and the Desperate. What did it mean? Why call the book that?
“First word is just priest talk,” Alice said, turning down the corners of her mouth in disapproval. “They just use ‘damned’ for people who do things differently. For people like your mam, who don’t go to church and say the right prayers. People who aren’t like them. People who are left-handed,” she said, giving me a knowing smile.
“Second word’s more useful,” Alice continued. “A body that’s newly possessed has poor balance. It keeps falling over. Takes time, you see, for the possessor that’s moved in to fit itself comfortably into its new body. It’s like trying to wear in a new pair of shoes. Makes it bad tempered, too. Someone calm and placid can strike out without warning. So that’s another way you can tell.
“Then, as for the third word, that’s easy. A witch who once had a healthy human body is desperate to get another one. Then, once she succeeds, she’s desperate to hold on to it. Ain’t going to give it up without a fight. She’ll do anything. Anything at all. That’s why the possessed are so dangerous.”
“If she came here, who would it be?” I asked. “If she were wick, who would she try to possess? Would it be me? Would she try to hurt me that way?”
“Would if she could,” Alice said. “Ain’t easy though, what with you being what you are. Like to use me, too, but I won’t give her the chance. No, she’ll go for the weakest. The easiest.”
“Ellie’s baby?”
“No, that ain’t no use to her. She’d have to wait till it’s all grown up. Mother Malkin never had much patience, and being trapped in that pit at Old Gregory’s would have made her worse. If it’s you she’s coming to hurt, first she’ll get herself a strong, healthy body.”
“Ellie then? She’ll choose Ellie!”
“Don’t you know anything?” Alice said, shaking her head in disbelief. “Ellie’s strong. She’d be difficult. No, men are much easier. Especially a man whose heart always rules his head. Someone who can fly into a temper without even thinking.”
“Jack?”
“It’ll be Jack for sure. Think what it’d be like to have big strong Jack after you. But the book’s right about one thing. A body that’s newly possessed is easier to deal with. Desperate it is, but dizzy, too.”
I got my notebook out and wrote down anything that seemed important. Alice didn’t talk as fast as the Spook, but after a bit she got into her stride and it wasn’t long before my wrist was aching. When it came to the really important business—how to deal with the possessed—there were lots of reminders that the original soul was still trapped inside the body. So if you hurt the body, you hurt that innocent soul as well. So just killing the body to get rid of the possessor was as bad as murder.
In fact that section of the book was disappointing: There didn’t seem to be a lot you could do. Being a priest, the writer thought that an exorcism, using candles and holy water, was the best way to draw out the possessor and release the victim, but he admitted that not all priests could do it and that very few could do it really well. It seemed to me that some of the priests who could do it were probably seventh sons of seventh sons and that was what really mattered.
After all that, Alice said she felt tired and went up to bed. I was feeling sleepy, too. I’d forgotten how hard farmwork could be and I was aching from head to foot. Once up in my room, I sank gratefully onto my bed, anxious to sleep. But down in the yard the dogs had started to bark.
Thinking that something must have alarmed them, I opened the window and looked out toward Hangman’s Hill, taking a deep breath of night air to steady myself and clear my head. Gradually the dogs became quieter and eventually stopped barking altogether.
As I was about to close the window, the moon came out from behind a cloud. Moonlight can show the truth of things—Alice had told me that—just as that big shadow of mine had told Bony Lizzie that there was something different about me. This wasn’t even a full moon, just a waning moon shrinking down to a crescent, but it showed me something new, something that couldn’t be seen without it. By its light, I could see a faint silver trail winding down Hangman’s Hill. It crept under the fence and across the north pasture, then crossed the eastern hay field until it vanished from sight somewhere behind the barn. I thought of Mother Malkin then. I’d seen the silver trail the night I’d knocked her into the river. Now here was another trail that looked just the same, and it had found me.
My heart thudding in my chest, I tiptoed downstairs and slipped out through the back door, closing it carefully behind me. The moon had gone behind a cloud, so when I went around to the back of the barn, the silver trail had vanished, but there was still clear evidence that something had moved down the hill toward our farm buildings. The grass was flattened as if a giant snail had slithered across it.
I waited for the moon to reappear so that I could check the flagged area behind the barn. A few moments later the cloud blew away and I saw something that really scared me. The silver trail gleamed in the moonlight, and the direction it had taken was unmistakable. It avoided the pigpen and snaked around the other side of the barn in a wide arc to reach the far edge of the yard. Then it moved toward the house, ending directly under Alice’s window, where the old wooden hatch covered the steps that led down to the cellar.
A few generations back, the farmer who’d lived here used to brew ale, which he’d supplied to the local farms and even a couple of inns. Because of that, the locals called our farm Brewer’s Farm, although we just called it home. The steps were there so that barrels could be taken in and out without having to go through the house.
The hatch was still in place covering the steps, a big rusty padlock holding its two halves in position, but there was a narrow gap between them, where the two edges of the wood didn’t quite meet. It was a gap no wider than my thumb, but the silver trail ended exactly there, and I knew that whatever had slithered toward this point had somehow slipped through that tiny gap. Mother Malkin was back and she was wick, her body soft and pliable enough to slip through the narrowest of gaps.
She was already in the cellar.
We never used the cellar now, but I remembered it well enough. It had a dirt floor, and it was mostly full of old barrels. The walls of the house were thick and hollow, which meant that soon she could be anywhere inside the walls, anywhere in the house.
I glanced up and saw the flicker of a candle flame in the window of Alice’s room. She was still up. I went inside, and moments later I was standing outside her bedroom door. The trick was to tap just loud enough to let Alice know I was there without waking anybody else. But as I held my knuckles close to the door, ready to knock, I heard a sound from inside the room.
I could hear Alice’s voice. She seemed to be talking to someone.
I didn’t like what I was hearing, but I tapped anyway. I waited a moment, but when Alice didn’t come to the door, I put my ear against it. Who could she be talking to in her room? I knew that Ellie and Jack were already in bed, and anyway I could hear only one voice, and that was Alice’s. It seemed different, though. It reminded me of something I’d heard before. When I suddenly remembered what it was, I moved my ear away from the wood as if it had been burned and took a big step away from the door.
Her voice was rising and falling, just like Bony Lizzie’s had when she’d been standing above the pit, holding a small white thumb bone in each hand.
Almost before I realized what I was doing, I seized the door handle, turned it, and opened the door wide.
Alice, her mouth opening and closing, was chanting at the mirror. She was sitting on the edge of a straight-backed chair, staring over the top of a candle flame into the dressing-table mirror. I took a deep breath, then crept nearer so as to get a better look.
It was a County spring and after dark, so the room had a chill to it, but despite that there were big beads of sweat on Alice’s brow. Even as I watched, two came together and ran down into her left eye and then beyond it onto her cheek like a tear. She was staring into the mirror, her eyes very wide, but when I called her name she never even blinked.
I moved behind the chair and caught the reflection of the brass candlestick in the mirror, but to my horror the face in the mirror above the flame didn’t belong to Alice.
It was an old face, haggard and lined, with coarse gray-and-white hair falling like curtains across each gaunt cheek. It was the face of something that had spent a long time in the damp ground.
The eyes moved then, flicking to the left to meet my gaze. They were red points of fire. Although the face cracked into a smile, the eyes were burning with anger and hate.
There was no doubt. It was the face of Mother Malkin.
What was happening? Was Alice already possessed? Or was she somehow using the mirror to talk to Mother Malkin?
Without thinking, I seized the candlestick and swung its heavy base into the mirror, which exploded with a loud crack followed by a glittering, tinkling shower of falling glass. As the mirror shattered, Alice screamed, loud and shrill.
It was the worst screech you can possibly imagine. It was filled with torment, and it reminded me of the noise a pig sometimes makes when it’s slaughtered. But I didn’t feel sorry for Alice, even though now she was crying and pulling at her hair, her eyes wild and filled with terror.
I was aware that the house was quickly filled with other sounds. The first was the cry of Ellie’s baby; the second was a man’s deep voice cursing and swearing; the third was big boots stamping down the stairs.
Jack burst furiously into the room. He took one look at the broken mirror, then stepped toward me and raised his fist. I suppose he must have thought it was all my fault, because Alice was still screaming, I was holding the candlestick, and there were small cuts on my knuckles caused by flying glass.
Just in time, Ellie came into the room. She had her baby cradled in her right arm and it was still crying fit to burst, but with her free hand she got a grip on Jack and pulled at him until he unclenched his fist and lowered his arm.
“No, Jack,” she pleaded. “What good will that do?”
“I can’t believe you’ve done that,” Jack said, glaring at me. “Do you know how old that mirror was? What do you think Dad will say now? How will he feel when he sees this?”
No wonder Jack was angry. It had been bad enough waking everybody up, but that dressing table had belonged to Dad’s mam. Now that Dad had given me the tinderbox, it was the last thing he owned that once belonged to his family.
Jack took two steps toward me. The candle hadn’t gone out when I’d broken the mirror, but when he shouted again it began to flicker.
“Why did you do it? What on earth’s got into you?” he roared.
What could I say? So I just shrugged, then stared down at my boots.
“What are you doing in this room anyway?” Jack persisted.
I didn’t answer. Anything I said would only make it worse.
“Stay in your own room from now on!” Jack shouted. “I’ve a good mind to send the pair of you packing now!”
I glanced toward Alice, who was still sitting on the chair, her head in her hands. She’d stopped crying, but her whole body was shaking.
When I looked back, Jack’s anger had given way to alarm. He was staring at Ellie, who suddenly seemed to stagger. Before he could move, she lost her balance and fell back against the wall. Jack forgot about the mirror for a few moments while he fussed over Ellie.
“I don’t know what came over me,” she said, all flustered. “I suddenly felt light-headed. Oh! Jack! Jack! I nearly dropped the baby!”
“You didn’t and she’s safe. Don’t worry yourself. Here, let me take her. . . .”
Once he had the baby in his arms, Jack calmed down. “For now, just clear this mess up,” he told me. “We’ll talk about it in the morning.”
Ellie walked across to the bed and put her hand on Alice’s shoulder. “Alice, you come downstairs for a bit while Tom tidies up,” she said. “I’ll make us all a drink.”
Moments later they’d all gone down to the kitchen, leaving me to pick up the pieces of glass. After about ten minutes I went down there myself to get a brush and pan. They were sitting around the kitchen table sipping herb tea, the baby asleep in Ellie’s arms. They weren’t talking and nobody offered me a drink. Nobody even glanced in my direction.
I went back upstairs and cleared up the mess as best I could, then went back to my own room. I sat on the bed and stared through the window, feeling terrified and alone. Was Alice already possessed? After all, it had been Mother Malkin’s face staring back out of the mirror. If she was, then the baby and everyone else were in real danger.
She hadn’t tried to do anything then, but Alice was relatively small compared with Jack, so Mother Malkin would have to be sly. She’d wait for everyone to go to sleep. I’d be the main target. Or maybe the baby. A child’s blood would increase her strength.
Or had I broken the mirror just in time? Had I broken the spell at the very moment when Mother Malkin was about to possess Alice? Another possibility was that Alice had just been talking to the witch, using the mirror. Even so, that was bad enough. It meant I had two enemies to worry about.
I needed to do something. But what? While I sat there, my head whirling, trying to think things through, there was a tap on my bedroom door. I thought it was Alice, so I didn’t go. Then a voice called my name softly. It was Ellie, so I opened the door.
“Can we talk inside?” she asked. “I don’t want to risk waking the baby. I’ve only just gotten her off to sleep again.”
I nodded, so Ellie came in and carefully closed the door behind her.
“You all right?” she asked, looking concerned.
I nodded miserably but couldn’t meet her eyes.
“Would you like to tell me about it?” she asked. “You’re a sensible lad, Tom, and you must have had a very good reason for what you did. Talking it through might make you feel better.”
How could I tell her the truth? I mean, Ellie had a baby to care for, so how could I tell her that there was a witch somewhere loose in the house with a taste for children’s blood? Then I realized that, for the sake of the baby, I would have to tell her something. She had to know just how bad things were. She had to get away.
“There is something, Ellie. But I don’t know how to tell you.”
Ellie smiled. “The beginning would be as good a place as any . . .”
“Something’s followed me back here,” I said, looking Ellie straight in the eyes. “Something evil that wants to hurt me. That’s why I broke the mirror. Alice was talking to it and—”
Ellie’s eyes suddenly flashed with anger. “Tell Jack that, and you certainly would feel his fist! You mean you’ve brought something back here, when I’ve got a new baby to care for? How could you? How could you do that?”
“I didn’t know it was going to happen,” I protested. “I only found out tonight. That’s why I’m telling you now. You need to leave the house and take the baby to safety. Go now, before it’s too late.”
“What? Right now? In the middle of the night?”
I nodded.
Ellie shook her head firmly. “Jack wouldn’t go. He wouldn’t be driven out of his own house in the middle of the night. Not by anything. No, I’ll wait. I’m going to stay here, and I’m going to say my prayers. My mother taught me that. She said that if you pray really hard, nothing from the dark can ever harm you. And I really do believe that. Anyway, you could be wrong, Tom,” she added. “You’re young and only just beginning to learn the job, so it may not be quite as bad as you think. And your mam should be back at any time. If not tonight, then certainly tomorrow night. She’ll know what to do. In the meantime, just keep out of that girl’s room. There’s something not right about her.”
As I opened my mouth to speak, intending to have one more go at persuading her to leave, an expression of alarm suddenly came over Ellie’s face, and she stumbled and put her hand against the wall to save herself from falling.
“Look what you’ve done now. I feel faint just thinking about what’s going on here.”
She sat down on my bed and put her head in her hands while I just stared down at her miserably, not knowing what to do or say.
After a few moments she climbed back to her feet again. “We need to talk to your mam as soon as she gets back, but don’t forget, stay away from Alice until then. Do you promise?”
I promised, and with a sad smile Ellie went back to her own room.
It was only when she’d gone that it struck me. . . .
Ellie had stumbled for a second time and said she’d felt light-headed. One stumble could be just chance. Just tiredness. But twice! She was dizzy. Ellie was dizzy, and that was the first sign of possession!
I began to pace up and down. Surely I was wrong. Not Ellie! It couldn’t be Ellie. Maybe Ellie was just tired. After all, the baby did keep her awake a lot. But Ellie was strong and healthy. She’d been brought up on a farm herself and wasn’t one to let things drag her down. And all that talk about saying prayers. She could have said that so I wouldn’t suspect her.
But hadn’t Alice told me that Ellie would be difficult to possess? She’d also said that it would probably be Jack, but he hadn’t shown any sign of dizziness. Still, there was no denying that he had become more and more bad tempered and aggressive, too! If Ellie hadn’t held him back, he’d have thumped my head off my shoulders.
But of course, if Alice were in league with Mother Malkin, everything she said would be intended to put me off the scent. I couldn’t even trust her account of the Spook’s book! She could have told me lies all along! I couldn’t read Latin, so there was no way to check what she’d said.
I realized that it could be any one of them. An attack could occur at any moment, and I hadn’t any way of knowing who it would come from!
With luck, Mam would be back before dawn. She’d know what to do. But dawn was a long time off, so I couldn’t afford to sleep. I’d have to keep watch all night long. If Jack or Ellie were possessed, there was nothing I could do about it. I couldn’t go into their room, so all I could do was keep an eye on Alice.
I went outside and sat on the stairs between the door to Ellie and Jack’s room and my own. From there I could see Alice’s door below. If she left her room, at least I’d be able to give a warning.
I decided that if Mam wasn’t back, I’d leave at dawn; apart from her, there was just one more chance of help. . . .
It was a long night, and at first I jumped at the slightest sound—a creak of the stairs or a faint movement of the floorboards in one of the rooms. But gradually I calmed down. It was an old house and these were the noises I was used to—the noises you expected as it slowly settled and cooled down during the night. However, as dawn approached, I started to feel uneasy again.
I began to hear faint scratching noises from inside the walls. It sounded like fingernails clawing at stone, and it wasn’t always in the same place. Sometimes it was farther up the stairs on the left; sometimes below, close to Alice’s room. It was so faint that it was hard to tell whether I was imagining it or not. But I began to feel cold, really cold, and that told me that danger was near.
Next the dogs began to bark, and within a few minutes the other animals were going crazy, too, the hairy pigs squealing so loud you’d have thought the pig butcher had already arrived. If that wasn’t enough, the row started the baby crying again.
I was so cold now that my whole body was shaking and trembling. I just had to do something.
On the riverbank, facing the witch, my hands had known what to do. This time it was my legs that acted faster than I could think. I stood up and ran. Terrified, my heart hammering, I bounded down the stairs, adding to the noise. I just had to get outside and away from the witch. Nothing else mattered. All my courage had gone.



CHAPTER XIII
Hairy Pigs

I RAN out of the house and headed north, straight for Hangman’s Hill, still in a panic, only slowing down when I’d reached the north pasture. I needed help, and I needed it fast. I was going back to Chipenden. Only the Spook could help me now.
Once I’d reached the boundary fence, the animals suddenly fell silent, and I turned and looked back toward the farm. Beyond it, I could just see the dirt road winding away in the distance, like a dark stain on the patchwork of gray fields.
It was then that I saw a light on the road. There was a cart moving toward the farm. Was it Mam? For a few moments my hopes were high. But as the cart neared the farm gate, I heard a loud hawking cough, the noise of phlegm being gathered in the throat, and then somebody spat. It was just Snout, the pig butcher. He’d five of our biggest hairy pigs to deal with; once dead, each one took a lot of scraping, so he was making an early start.
He’d never done me any harm, but I was always glad when he’d finished his business and left. Mam had never liked him either. She disliked the way he kept hawking up thick phlegm and spitting it out into the yard.
He was a big man, taller even than Jack, with knotted muscles on his forearms. The muscles were necessary for the work he did. Some pigs weighed more than a man and they fought like mad to avoid the knife. However, there was one part of Snout that had gone to seed. His shirts were always short, with the bottom two buttons open, and his fat, white, hairy belly hung down over the brown leather apron he wore to stop his trousers from getting soaked with blood. He couldn’t have been much more than thirty, but his hair was thin and lank.
Disappointed that it wasn’t Mam, I watched him unhook the lantern from the cart and begin to unload his tools. He set up for business at the front of the barn, right next to the pigpen.
I’d wasted enough time. I had started to climb over the fence into the wood when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a movement on the slope below. A shadow was heading my way, hurrying toward the stile at the far end of the north pasture.
It was Alice. I didn’t want her following me, but it was better to deal with her now than later, so I sat on the boundary fence and waited for her to reach me. I didn’t have to wait long because she ran all the way up the hill.
She didn’t come that close but stayed about nine or ten paces away, her hands on her hips, trying to catch her breath. I looked her up and down, seeing again the black dress and the pointy shoes. I must have woken her up when I’d run down the stairs; to reach me so soon she must have gotten dressed quickly and followed me straightaway.
“I don’t want to talk to you,” I called across to her, nervousness making my voice wobbly and higher than usual. “Don’t waste your time following me either. You’ve had your chance, so from now on you’d better keep well away from Chipenden.”
“You better had talk to me if you know what’s good for you,” Alice said. “Soon it’ll be too late, so there’s something you’d better know. Mother Malkin’s already here.”
“I know that,” I said. “I saw her.”
“Not just in the mirror, though. It ain’t just that. She’s back there, somewhere inside the house,” Alice said, pointing back down the hill.
“I told you, I know that,” I said angrily. “The moonlight showed me the trail she made, and when I came upstairs to tell you that, what did I find? You were already talking to her, and probably not for the first time.”
I remembered the first night when I went up to Alice’s room and gave her the book. As I went inside, the candle had still been smoking in front of the mirror.
“You probably brought her here,” I accused. “You told her where I was.”
“Ain’t true, that,” Alice said, an anger in her voice that matched my own. She took about three steps closer to me. “Sniffed her out, I did, and I used the mirror to see where she was. Didn’t realize she was so close, did I? She was too strong for me, so I couldn’t break away. Lucky you came in when you did. Lucky for me you broke that mirror.”
I wanted to believe Alice, but how could I trust her? When she moved a couple of paces nearer, I half turned, ready to jump down onto the grass on the other side of the fence. “I’m going back to Chipenden to fetch Mr. Gregory,” I told her. “He’ll know what to do.”
“Ain’t time for that,” said Alice. “When you get back it’ll be too late. There’s the baby to think about. Mother Malkin wants to hurt you, but she’ll be hungry for human blood. Young blood’s what she likes best. That’s what makes her strongest.”
My fear had made me forget about Ellie’s baby. Alice was right. The witch wouldn’t want to possess it, but she’d certainly want its blood. When I brought the Spook back, it would be too late.
“But what can I do?” I asked. “What chance have I got against Mother Malkin?”
Alice shrugged and turned down the corners of her mouth. “That’s your business. Surely Old Gregory taught you something that could be useful? If you didn’t write it down in that notebook of yours, then maybe it’s inside your head. You just have to remember it, that’s all.”
“He’s not said that much about witches,” I said, suddenly feeling annoyed with the Spook. Most of my training so far had been about boggarts, with little bits on ghasts and ghosts, while all my problems had been caused by witches.
I still didn’t trust Alice, but now, after what she’d just said, I couldn’t leave for Chipenden. I’d never get the Spook back here in time. Her warning about the threat to Ellie’s baby seemed well intentioned, but if Alice were possessed, or on Mother Malkin’s side, they were the very words that gave me no choice but to go back down the hill toward the farm. The very words that would keep me from warning the Spook, yet keep me where the witch could get her hands on me at a time of her own choosing.
On the way down the hill, I kept my distance from Alice, but she was at my side when we walked into the yard and crossed close to the front of the barn.
Snout was there, sharpening his knives; he looked up when he saw me and nodded. I nodded back. After he’d nodded at me, he just stared at Alice without speaking, but he looked her up and down twice. Then, just before we reached the kitchen door, he whistled long and loud. Snout’s face had more in common with a pig’s than with a wolf’s, but it was that kind of whistle, heavy with mockery.
Alice pretended not to hear him. Before making the breakfast, she had another job to do: She went straight into the kitchen and started preparing the chicken we’d be having for our midday meal. It was hanging from a hook by the door, its neck off and its insides already pulled out the evening before. She set to work cleaning it with water and salt, her eyes concentrating hard on what she was doing so that her busy fingers wouldn’t miss the tiniest bit.
It was then, as I watched her, that I finally remembered something that might just work against a possessed body.
Salt and iron!
I couldn’t be sure, but it was worth a try. It was what the Spook used to bind a boggart into a pit, and it might just work against a witch. If I threw it at someone possessed, it might just drive Mother Malkin out.
I didn’t trust Alice and didn’t want her to see me helping myself to the salt, so I had to wait until she’d stopped cleaning the chicken and left the kitchen. That done, before going out to start my own chores, I paid a visit to Dad’s workshop.
It didn’t take me long to find what I needed. From among the large collection of files on the shelf above his workbench I chose the biggest and roughest toothed of them all. Soon I was filing away at the edge of an old iron bucket, the noise setting my teeth on edge. But it wasn’t long before an even louder noise split the air.
It was the scream of a dying pig, the first of five.
I knew that Mother Malkin could be anywhere, and if she hadn’t already possessed someone, she might choose a victim at any moment. So I had to concentrate and be on my guard at all times. But at least now I had something to defend myself with.
Jack wanted me to help Snout, but I was always ready with an excuse, claiming that I was finishing this or just about to do that. If I got stuck working with Snout, I wouldn’t be able to keep an eye on everyone else. As I was just his brother visiting for a few days, not the hired help, Jack wasn’t able to insist, but he came very close to it.
In the end, after lunch, his face as black as thunder, he was forced to help Snout himself, which was exactly what I wanted. If he was working in front of the barn, I could keep an eye on him from a distance. I kept using excuses to check on Alice and Ellie, too. Either one of them could be possessed, but if it were Ellie, there’d not be much chance of saving the baby: most of the time it was either in her arms or sleeping in its cot close to her side.
I had the salt and iron, but I wasn’t sure whether it would be enough. The best thing would have been a silver chain. Even a short one would have been better than nothing. When I was little, I’d once overheard Dad and Mam talking about a silver chain that belonged to her. I’d never seen her wearing one, but it might still be in the house somewhere—maybe in the storeroom just below the attic, which Mam always kept locked.
But their bedroom wasn’t locked. Normally I’d never have gone into their room without permission, but I was desperate. I searched Mam’s jewelry box. There were brooches and rings in the box, but no silver chain. I searched the whole room. I felt really guilty looking through the drawers, but I did it anyway. I thought there might have been a key to the storeroom, but I didn’t find it.
While I was searching, I heard Jack’s big boots coming up the stairs. I kept very still, hardly daring to breathe, but he just came up to his bedroom for a few moments and went straight down again. After that, I completed my search but found nothing, so I went down to check on everyone once more.
That day the air had been still and calm, but when I walked by the barn, a breeze had sprung up. The sun was beginning to go down, lighting up everything in a warm, red glow and promising fine weather for the following day. At the front of the barn three dead pigs were now hanging, head down, from big hooks. They were pink and freshly scraped, the last one still dripping blood into a bucket, and Snout was on his knees wrestling with the fourth, which was giving him a hard time of it—it was difficult to tell which of them was grunting the loudest.
Jack, the front of his shirt soaked in blood, glared at me as I passed, but I just smiled and nodded. They were just getting on with the work in hand and there was still quite a bit to do, so they’d be at it long after the sun had set. But so far there wasn’t the slightest sign of dizziness, not even a hint of possession.
Within an hour it was dark. Jack and Snout were still working by the light of the fire that was flickering their shadows across the yard.
The horror began as I went to the shed at the back of the barn to fetch a bag of spuds from the storeroom.
I heard a scream. It was a scream filled with terror. The scream of a woman facing the very worst thing that could possibly happen to her.
I dropped the sack of potatoes and ran around to the front of the barn. There I came to a sudden halt, hardly able to believe what I was seeing.
Ellie was standing about twenty paces away, holding out both her arms, screaming and screaming as if she were being tortured. At her feet lay Jack, blood all over his face. I thought Ellie was screaming because of Jack—but no, it was because of Snout.
He was facing toward me, as if he were waiting for me to arrive. In his left hand he was holding his favorite sharp knife, the long one he always used to cut a pig’s throat. I froze in horror, because I knew what I’d heard in Ellie’s scream.
With his right arm, he was cradling her baby.
There was thick pig blood on Snout’s boots, and it was still dripping onto them from his apron. He moved the knife closer to the baby.
“Come here, boy,” he called in my direction. “Come to me.” Then he laughed.
His mouth had opened and closed as he spoke, but it wasn’t his voice that came out. It was Mother Malkin’s. Neither was it his usual deep belly rumble of laughter. It was the cackle of the witch.
I took a slow step toward Snout. Then another one. I wanted to get closer to him. I wanted to save Ellie’s baby. I tried to go faster. But I couldn’t. My feet felt as heavy as lead. It was like desperately trying to run in a nightmare. My legs were moving as if they didn’t belong to me.
I suddenly realized something that brought me out in a cold sweat. I wasn’t just moving toward Snout because I wanted to. It was because Mother Malkin had summoned me. She was drawing me toward him at the pace she wanted, drawing me toward his waiting knife. I wasn’t going to the rescue. I was just going to die. I was under some sort of spell. A spell of compulsion.
I’d felt something similar down by the river, but just in time my left hand and arm had acted by themselves to knock Mother Malkin into the water. Now my limbs were as powerless as my mind.
I was moving closer to Snout. Closer and closer to his waiting knife. His eyes were the eyes of Mother Malkin, and his face was bulging horribly. It was as if the witch inside were distorting its shape, swelling the cheeks close to bursting, bulging the eyes close to popping, beetling the brow into craggy overhanging cliffs; below them the bulbous, protruding eyes were centered with fire, casting a red, baleful glow before them.
I took another step and felt my heart thud. Another step and it thudded again. I was much nearer to Snout by now. Thud, thud went my heart, a beat for each step.
When I was no more than five paces from the waiting knife, I heard Alice running toward us, screaming my name. I saw her out of the corner of my eye, moving out of the darkness into the glow from the fire. She was heading straight toward Snout, her black hair streaming back from her head as if she were running directly into a gale.
Without even breaking her stride, she kicked toward Snout with all her might. She aimed just above his leather apron, and I watched the toe of her pointy shoe disappear so deeply into his fat belly that only the heel was visible.
Snout gasped, doubled over, and dropped Ellie’s baby, but, lithe like a year-old cat, Alice dropped to her knees and caught it just before it hit the ground. Then she spun away, running back toward Ellie.
At the very moment that Alice’s pointy shoe touched Snout’s belly, the spell was broken. I was free again. Free to move my own limbs. Free to move. Or free to attack.
Snout was almost bent in two, but he straightened back up, and although he’d dropped the baby, he was still holding the knife. I watched as he moved it toward me. He staggered a bit, too—perhaps he was dizzy, or maybe it was just a reaction to Alice’s pointy shoe.
Free of the spell, a whole range of feelings surged up inside me. There was sorrow for what had been done to Jack, horror at the danger Ellie’s baby had been in, and anger that this could happen to my family. And in that moment I knew that I was born to be a spook. The very best spook who’d ever lived. I could and would make Mam proud of me.
You see, rather than being filled with fear, I was all ice and fire. Deep inside I was raging, full of hot anger that was threatening to explode. While on the outside I was as cold as ice, my mind sharp and clear, my breathing slow.
I thrust my hands into my breeches pockets. Then I brought them out fast, each fist full of what it had found there, and hurled each handful straight at Snout’s head, something white from my right hand and something dark from my left. They came together, a white and a black cloud, just as they struck his face and shoulders.
Salt and iron—the same mixture so effective against a boggart. Iron to bleed away its strength; salt to burn it. Iron filings from the edge of the old bucket and salt from Mam’s kitchen store. I was just hoping that it would have the same effect on a witch.
I suppose having a mixture like that thrown into your face wouldn’t do anybody much good—at the very least it would make you cough and splutter—but the effect on Snout was much worse than that. First he opened his hand and let the knife fall. Then his eyes rolled up into his head and he pitched slowly forward, down onto his knees. Then he hit his forehead very hard on the ground, and his face twisted to one side.
Something thick and slimy began to ooze out of his left nostril. I just stood there watching, unable to move as Mother Malkin slowly bubbled and twisted from his nose into the shape that I remembered. It was her all right, but some of her was the same, while other bits were different.
For one thing, she was less than a third of the size she’d been the last time I saw her. Now her shoulders were hardly past my knees, but she was still wearing the long cloak, which was trailing on the ground, and the gray-and-white hair still fell onto her hunched shoulders like mildewy curtains. It was her skin that was really different. All glistening, strange, and sort of twisted and stretched. However, the red eyes hadn’t changed, and they glared at me once before she turned and began to move away toward the corner of the barn. She seemed to be shrinking even more, and I wondered if that was the salt and iron still having an effect. I didn’t know what more I could do, so I just stood there watching her go, too exhausted to move.
Alice wasn’t having that. By now she’d handed the baby to Ellie, and she came running across and made straight for the fire. She picked up a piece of wood that was burning at one end, then ran at Mother Malkin, holding it out in front of her.
I knew what she was going to do. One touch, and the witch would go up in flames. Something inside me couldn’t let that happen because it was too horrible, so I caught Alice by the arm as she ran past and spun her around so that she dropped the burning log.
She turned on me, her face full of fury, and I thought I was about to feel a pointy shoe. Instead she gripped my forearm so tightly that her fingernails actually bit deep into the flesh.
“Get harder or you won’t survive!” she hissed into my face. “Just doing what Old Gregory says won’t be enough. You’ll die like the others!”
She released my arm, and I looked down at it and saw beads of blood where her nails had cut into me.
“You have to burn a witch,” Alice said, the anger in her voice lessening, “to make sure they don’t come back. Putting them in the ground ain’t no good. It just delays things. Old Gregory knows that, but he’s too soft to use burning. Now it’s too late. . . .”
Mother Malkin was disappearing around the side of the barn into the shadows, still shrinking with each step, her black cloak trailing on the ground behind her.
It was then that I realized the witch had made a big mistake. She’d taken the wrong route, right across the largest pigpen. By now she was small enough to fit under the lowest plank of wood.
The pigs had had a very bad day. Five of their number had been slaughtered, and it had been a very noisy, messy business that had probably scared them pretty badly. So they weren’t best pleased, to say the least, and it probably wasn’t a good time to go into their pen. And big hairy pigs will eat anything, anything at all. Soon it was Mother Malkin’s turn to scream, and it went on for a long time.
“Could be as good as burning, that,” said Alice when the sound finally faded away. I could see the relief in her face. I felt the same. We were both glad it was all over. I was tired, so I just shrugged, not sure what to think, but I was already looking back toward Ellie, and I didn’t like what I saw.
Ellie was frightened, and she was horrified. She was looking at us as if she couldn’t believe what had happened and what we’d done. It was as if she’d seen me properly for the first time. As if she’d suddenly realized what I was.
I understood something, too. For the first time I really felt what it was like to be the Spook’s apprentice. I’d seen people move to the other side of the road to avoid passing close to us. I’d watched them shiver or cross themselves just because we’d passed through their village, but I hadn’t taken it personally. In my mind it was their reaction to the Spook, not to me.
But I couldn’t ignore this, or push it to the side of my mind. It was happening to me directly, and it was happening in my own home.
I suddenly felt more alone than I ever had before.



CHAPTER XIV
The Spook’s Advice

BUT not everything turned out badly. Jack wasn’t dead after all. I didn’t like to ask too many questions because it just got everybody upset, but it seemed that one minute Snout had been about to start scraping the belly of the fifth pig with Jack, and the next he’d suddenly gone berserk and attacked him.
It was just pig’s blood on Jack’s face. He’d been knocked unconscious with a piece of timber. Snout had then gone into the house and snatched the baby. He’d wanted to use it as bait to get me close so that he could use his knife on me.
Of course, the way I’m telling it now isn’t quite right. It wasn’t really Snout doing these terrible things. He’d been possessed, and Mother Malkin was just using his body. After a couple of hours Snout recovered and went home puzzled and nursing a very sore belly. He didn’t seem to remember anything about what had happened, and none of us wanted to enlighten him.
Nobody slept much that night. After building the fire up high, Ellie stayed down in the kitchen all night and wouldn’t let the baby out of her sight. Jack went to bed nursing a sore head, but he kept waking up and having to dash outside to be sick in the yard.
An hour or so before dawn, Mam came home. She didn’t seem very happy either. It was as if something had gone wrong.
I lifted her bag to carry it into the house. “Are you all right, Mam?” I asked. “You look tired.”
“Never mind me, son. What’s happened here? I can tell something’s wrong just by looking at your face.”
“It’s a long story,” I said. “We’d better get inside first.”
When we walked into the kitchen Ellie was so relieved to see Mam that she started to cry, and that set the baby off crying, too. Jack came down then and everybody tried to tell Mam things at once, but I gave up after a few seconds because Jack started off on one of his rants.
Mam shut him up pretty quickly. “Lower your voice, Jack,” she told him. “This is still my house, and I can’t abide shouting.”
He wasn’t happy at being told off in front of Ellie like that, but he knew better than to argue.
She made each one of us tell her exactly what had happened, starting with Jack. I was the last, and when it was my turn, she sent Ellie and Jack up to bed so that we could talk alone. Not that she said much. She just listened quietly, then held my hand.
Finally she went up to Alice’s room and spent a long time talking to her alone.
The sun had been up less than an hour when the Spook arrived. Somehow I’d been expecting him. He waited at the gate, and I went out and told the tale again, while he leaned on his staff. When I’d finished, he shook his head.
“I sensed that something was wrong, lad, but I came too late. Still you did all right. You used your initiative and managed to remember some of the things I’d taught you. If all else fails, you can always fall back on salt and iron.”
“Should I have let Alice burn Mother Malkin?” I asked.
He sighed and scratched at his beard. “As I told you, it’s a cruel thing to burn a witch, and I don’t hold with it myself.”
“I suppose now I’ll have to face Mother Malkin again,” I said.
The Spook smiled. “No, lad, you can rest easy, because she won’t be coming back to this world. Not after what happened at the end. Remember what I told you about eating the heart of a witch? Well, those pigs of yours did it for us.”
“Not just the heart. They ate up every bit,” I told him. “So I’m safe? Really safe? She can’t come back?”
“Aye, you’re safe from Mother Malkin. There are other threats out there just as bad, but you’re safe for now.”
I felt a big sense of relief, as if a heavy weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I’d been living in a nightmare, and now, with the threat of Mother Malkin removed, the world seemed a much brighter, happier place. It was over at last, and I could start to look forward to things again.
“Well, you’re safe until you make another silly mistake,” the Spook added. “And don’t say you won’t. He who never makes a mistake never makes anything. It’s part of learning the job.
“Well, what’s to be done now?” he asked, squinting into the rising sun.
“About what?” I asked, wondering what he meant.
“About the girl, lad,” he said. “It looks like it’s the pit for her. I don’t see any way around it.”
“But she saved Ellie’s baby at the end,” I protested. “She saved my life as well.”
“She used the mirror, lad. It’s a bad sign. Lizzie taught her a lot. Too much. Now she’s shown us that she’s prepared to use it. What will she do next?”
“But she meant well. She used it to try and find Mother Malkin.”
“Maybe, but she knows too much, and she’s clever, too. She’s just a girl now, but one day she’ll be a woman, and some clever women are dangerous.”
“My mam’s clever,” I told him, annoyed at what he’d said. “But she’s good, too. Everything she does she does for the best. She uses her brains to help people. One year, when I was really small, the ghasts on Hangman’s Hill frightened me so much that I couldn’t sleep. Mam went up there after dark and she shut them up. They were quiet for months and months.”
I could have added that, on our first morning together, the Spook had told me that there wasn’t much to be done about ghasts. And that Mam had proved him wrong. But I didn’t. I’d blurted out too much already, and it didn’t need to be said.
The Spook didn’t say anything. He was staring toward the house.
“Ask my mam what she thinks about Alice,” I suggested. “She seems to get on well with her.”
“I was going to do that anyway,” said the Spook. “It’s about time we had a little talk. You wait here until we’re finished.”
I watched the Spook cross the yard. Even before he reached it, the kitchen door opened and Mam welcomed him over the threshold.
Later, it was possible to work out some of the things that they’d said to each other, but they talked together for almost half an hour, and I never did find out whether ghasts came into the conversation. When the Spook finally came out into the sunshine, Mam stayed in the doorway. He did something unusual then—something I’d never seen him do before. At first I thought he’d just nodded at Mam as he said good-bye, but there was a bit more to it than that. There was a movement of his shoulders, too. It was slight but very definite, so there was no doubt about it. As he took his leave of Mam, the Spook gave her a little bow.
When he crossed the yard toward me, he seemed to be smiling to himself. “I’ll be off on my way back to Chipenden now,” he said, “but I think your mother would like you to stay one more night. Anyway, I’m going to leave it up to you,” said the Spook. “Either bring the girl back and we’ll bind her in the pit, or take her to her aunt in Staumin. The choice is yours. Use your instinct for what’s right. You’ll know what to do.”
Then he was gone, leaving me with my head whirling. I knew what I wanted to do about Alice, but it had to be the right thing.
So I got to eat another of Mam’s suppers.
Dad was back by then, but although Mam was happy to see him, there was something not quite right, a sort of atmosphere like an invisible cloud hanging over the table. So it wasn’t exactly a celebration party, and nobody had much to say.
The food was good, though, one of Mam’s special hot pots, so I didn’t mind the lack of conversation—I was too busy filling my belly and getting second helpings before Jack could scrape the dish clean.
Jack had his appetite back, but he was a bit subdued, like everyone else. He’d been through a lot, with a big bump on his forehead to prove it. As for Alice, I hadn’t told her what the Spook had said, but I felt she knew anyway. She didn’t speak once during dinner. But the quietest one of all was Ellie. Despite the joy of having her baby back, what she’d seen had upset her badly, and I could tell it would take some getting over.
When the others went up to bed, Mam asked me to stay behind. I sat by the fire in the kitchen, just as I had on the night before I went away to begin my apprenticeship. But something in her face told me this conversation was going to be different. Before, she’d been firm with me but hopeful. Confident that things would work out all right. Now she looked sad and uncertain.
“I’ve been delivering County babies for nearly twenty-five years,” she said, sitting down in her rocking chair, “and I’ve lost a few. Although it’s very sad for the mother and father, it’s just something that happens. It happens with farm animals, Tom. You’ve seen it yourself.”
I nodded. Every year a few lambs were born dead. It was something you expected.
“This time it was worse,” Mam said. “This time both the mother and the baby died, something that’s never happened to me before. I know the right herbs and how to blend them. I know how to cope with severe bleeding. I know just what to do. And this mother was young and strong. She shouldn’t have died, but I couldn’t save her. I did everything I could, but I couldn’t save her. And it’s given me a pain here. A pain in my heart.”
Mam gave a sort of sob and clutched at her chest. For one awful moment I thought she was going to cry, but then she took a deep breath and the strength came back into her face.
“But sheep die, Mam, and sometimes cows when giving birth,” I told her. “A mother was bound to die eventually. It’s a miracle that you’ve gone so long without it happening before.”
I did my best, but it was hard to console her. Mam was taking it very badly. It made her look on the gloomy side of things.
“It’s getting darker, son,” she said to me. “And it’s coming sooner than I expected. I’d hoped you’d be a grown man first, with years of experience under your belt. So you’re going to have to listen carefully to everything your master says. Every little thing will count. You’re going to have to get yourself ready as quickly as you can and work hard at your Latin lessons.”
She paused then and held out her hand. “Let me see the book.”
When I handed it to her, she flicked through the pages, pausing every so often to read a few lines. “Did it help?” she asked.
“Not much,” I admitted.
“Your master wrote this himself. Did he tell you that?”
I shook my head. “Alice said it was written by a priest.”
Mam smiled. “Your master was a priest once. That’s how he started out. No doubt he’ll tell you about it one day. But don’t ask. Let him tell you in his own good time.”
“Was that what you and Mr. Gregory talked about?” I asked.
“That and other things, but mainly about Alice. He asked me what I thought should happen to her. I told him he should leave it to you. So have you made up your mind yet?”
I shrugged. “I’m still not sure what to do, but Mr. Gregory said that I should use my instincts.”
“That’s good advice, son,” Mam said.
“But what do you think, Mam?” I asked. “What did you tell Mr. Gregory about Alice? Is Alice a witch? Tell me that at least.”
“No,” Mam said slowly, weighing her words carefully. “She’s not a witch, but she will be one day. She was born with the heart of a witch, and she’s little choice but to follow that path.”
“Then she should go into the pit at Chipenden,” I said sadly, hanging my head.
“Remember your lessons,” Mam said sternly. “Remember what your master taught you. There’s more than one kind of witch.”
“The benign,” I said. “You mean Alice might turn out to be a good witch who helps others?”
“She might. And she might not. Do you know what I really think? You might not want to hear this.”
“I do,” I said.
“Alice might end up neither good nor bad. She might end up somewhere in between. That would make her very dangerous to know. That girl could be the bane of your life, a blight, a poison on everything you do. Or she might turn out to be the best and strongest friend you’ll ever have. Someone who’ll make all the difference in the world. I just don’t know which way it will go. I can’t see it, no matter how hard I try.”
“How could you see it anyway, Mam?” I asked. “Mr. Gregory said he doesn’t believe in prophecy. He said the future’s not fixed.”
Mam put a hand on my shoulder and gave me a little squeeze of reassurance. “There’s some choice open to us all,” she said. “But maybe one of the most important decisions you’ll ever make will be about Alice. Go to bed now, and get a good night’s sleep if you can. Make up your mind tomorrow when the sun’s shining.”
One thing I didn’t ask Mam was how she’d managed to silence the ghasts on Hangman’s Hill. It was my instincts again. I just knew that it was something she wouldn’t want to talk about. In a family, there are some things you don’t ask. You know you’ll be told when it’s the right time.
We left soon after dawn, my heart down in my boots.
Ellie followed me to the gate. I stopped there but waved Alice on, and she sauntered up the hill, swinging her hips, without even once glancing back.
“I need to say something to you, Tom,” Ellie said. “It hurts me to do it, but it has to be said.”
I could tell by her voice that it was going to be bad. I nodded miserably and forced myself to meet her eyes. I was shocked to see that they were streaming with tears.
“You’re still welcome here, Tom,” Ellie said, brushing her hair back from her forehead and trying to smile. “That’s not changed. But we do have to think of our child. So you’ll be welcome here, but not after dark. You see, that’s what’s made Jack so bad tempered recently. I didn’t like to tell you just how strongly he feels, but it has to be said now. He doesn’t like the job you’re doing at all. Not one little bit. It gives him the creeps. And he’s scared for the baby.
“We’re frightened, you see. We’re frightened that if you’re ever here after dark, you might attract something else. You might bring back something bad with you, and we can’t risk anything happening to our family. Come and visit us during the day, Tom. Come and see us when the sun’s up and the birds are singing.”
Ellie hugged me then, and that made it even worse. I knew that something had come between us and that things had changed forever. I felt like crying, but somehow I stopped myself. I don’t know how I managed it. There was a big lump in my throat, and I couldn’t speak.
I watched Ellie walk back to the farmhouse and turned my attention back to the decision I had to make.
What should I do about Alice?
I’d woken up certain that it was my duty to take her back with me to Chipenden. It seemed the right thing to do. The safe thing to do. It felt like a duty. When I gave Mother Malkin the cakes, I’d let the softness of my heart overrule me. And look where that had gotten me. So it was probably best to deal with Alice now, before it was too late. As the Spook said, you had to think of the innocents who might be harmed in the future.
On the first day of the journey, we didn’t speak to each other much. I just told her we were going back to Chipenden to see the Spook. If Alice knew what was going to happen to her, she certainly didn’t complain. Then on the second day, as we got closer to the village and were actually on the lower slopes of the fells, no more than a mile or so from the Spook’s house, I told Alice what I’d been keeping bottled up inside me; what had been worrying me ever since I’d realized just what the cakes contained.
We were sitting on a grassy bank close to the side of the road. The sun had set and the light was beginning to fail.
“Alice, do you ever tell lies?” I asked.
“Everybody tells lies sometimes,” she replied. “Wouldn’t be human if you didn’t. But mostly I tell the truth.”
“What about that night when I was trapped in the pit? When I asked you about those cakes. You said there hadn’t been another child at Lizzie’s house. Was that true?”
“Didn’t see one.”
“The first one that went missing was no more than a baby. It couldn’t have wandered off by itself. Are you sure?”
Alice nodded and then bowed her head, staring down at the grass.
“I suppose it could have been carried off by wolves,” I said. “That’s what the village lads thought.”
“Lizzie said she’s seen wolves in these parts. That could be it,” Alice agreed.
“So what about the cakes, Alice? What was in them?”
“Suet and pork bits mostly. Bread crumbs, too.”
“What about the blood, then? Animal blood wouldn’t have been good enough for Mother Malkin. Not when she needed enough strength to bend the bars over the pit. So where did the blood come from, Alice—the blood that was used in the cakes?”
Alice started to cry. I waited patiently for her to finish, then asked the question again.
“Well, where did it come from?”
“Lizzie said I was still a child,” Alice said. “They’d used my blood lots of times. So one more time didn’t matter. It don’t hurt that much. Not when you get used to it. How could I stop Lizzie anyway?”
With that, Alice pushed up her sleeve and showed me her upper arm. There was still enough light to see the scars. And there were a lot of them—some old; some relatively new. The newest one of all hadn’t healed properly yet. It was still weeping.
“There’s more than that. Lots more. But I can’t show ’em all,” Alice said.
I didn’t know what to say, so I just kept quiet. But I’d already made up my mind, and soon we walked off into the dark, away from Chipenden.
I’d decided to take Alice straight to Staumin, where her aunt lived. I couldn’t bear the thought of her ending up in a pit in the Spook’s garden. It was just too terrible—and I remembered another pit. I remembered how Alice had helped me from Tusk’s pit just before Bony Lizzie had come to collect my bones. But above all, it was what Alice had just told me that had finally changed my mind. Once, she’d been one of the innocents. Alice had been a victim, too.
We climbed Parlick Pike, then moved north onto Blindhurst Fell, always keeping to the high ground.
I liked the idea of going to Staumin. It was near the coast, and I’d never seen the sea before, except from the tops of the fells. The route I chose was more than a bit out of the way, but I fancied exploring and liked being up there close to the sun. Anyway, Alice didn’t seem to mind at all.
It was a good journey, and I enjoyed Alice’s company, and for the first time we really started to talk. She taught me a lot, too. She knew the names of more stars than I did and was really good at catching rabbits.
As for plants, Alice was an expert on things that the Spook hadn’t even mentioned so far, such as deadly nightshade and mandrake. I didn’t believe everything she said, but I wrote it down anyway because she’d been taught it by Lizzie and I thought it was useful to learn what a witch believes. Alice was really good at distinguishing mushrooms from poisonous toadstools, some of which were so dangerous that one bite would stop your heart or drive you insane. I had my notebook with me and under the heading called Botany, I added three more pages of useful information.
One night, when we were less than a day’s walk from Staumin, we stayed in a forest clearing. We’d just cooked two rabbits in the embers of a fire until the meat almost melted in our mouths. After the meal Alice did something really strange. After turning to face me, she reached across and held my hand.
We sat there like that for a long time. She was staring into the embers of the fire, and I was looking up at the stars. I didn’t want to break away, but I was all mixed up. My left hand was holding her left hand and I felt guilty. I felt as if I were holding hands with the dark, and I knew the Spook wouldn’t like it.
There was no way I could get away from the truth. Alice was going to be a witch one day. It was then that I realized Mam was right. It was nothing to do with prophecy. You could see it in Alice’s eyes. She’d always be somewhere in between, neither wholly good nor wholly bad. But wasn’t that true of all of us? Not one of us was perfect.
So I didn’t pull my hand away. I just sat there, one part of me enjoying holding her hand, which was sort of comforting after all that had happened, while the other part sweated with guilt.
It was Alice who broke away. She took her hand out of mine and then touched my arm where her nails had cut me on the night we destroyed Mother Malkin. You could see the scars clearly in the glow from the embers.
“Put my brand on you there,” she said with a smile. “That won’t ever fade away.”
I thought that was a strange thing to say, and I wasn’t sure what she meant. Back home we put our brand on cattle. We did it to show that they belonged to us and to stop strays getting mixed up with animals from neighboring farms. So how could I belong to Alice?
The following day we came down onto a great flat plain. Some of it was moss land and the worst bits were soggy marsh, but eventually we found our way through to Staumin. I never got to see the aunt because she wouldn’t come out to talk to me. Still, she agreed to take Alice in, so I couldn’t complain.
There was a big, wide river nearby, and before I left for Chipenden, we walked down its bank as far as the sea. I wasn’t really taken with it. It was a gray, windy day, and the water was the same color as the sky and the waves were big and rough.
“You’ll be all right here,” I said, trying to be cheerful. “It’ll be nice when the sun shines.”
“Just have to make the best of it,” Alice said. “Can’t be worse than Pendle.”
I suddenly felt sorry for her again. I felt lonely at times, but at least I had the Spook to talk to; Alice didn’t even know her aunt properly, and the rough sea made everything seem bleak and cold.
“Look, Alice, I don’t expect we’ll see each other again, but if you ever need help, try to get word to me,” I offered.
I suppose I said that because Alice was the nearest thing to a friend I had. And as a promise, it wasn’t quite as daft as the first one I’d made her. I didn’t commit myself to actually doing anything. Next time she asked for anything, I’d be talking to the Spook first.
To my surprise, Alice smiled, and she had a strange look in her eyes. It reminded me of what Dad had once said about women sometimes knowing things that men don’t—and when you suspect that, you should never ask what they’re thinking.
“Oh, we’ll meet again,” Alice said. “Ain’t no doubt about that.”
“I’ll have to be off now,” I said, turning to leave.
“I’ll miss you, Tom,” Alice said. “Won’t be the same without you.”
“I’ll miss you, too, Alice,” I said, giving her a smile.
As the words came out, I thought that I’d said them out of politeness. But I hadn’t been on the road more than ten minutes before I knew I was wrong.
I’d meant every word, and I was feeling lonely already.



I’VE written most of this from memory, but some of it from my notebook and my diary. I’m back at Chipenden now, and the Spook is pleased with me. He thinks I’m making really good progress.
Bony Lizzie’s in the pit where the Spook used to keep Mother Malkin. The bars have been straightened out, and she certainly won’t be getting any midnight cakes from me. As for Tusk, he’s buried in the hole he dug for my grave.
Poor Billy Bradley’s back in his grave outside the churchyard at Layton, but at least he’s got his thumbs now. None of it’s pleasant, but it’s something that just goes with the job. You have to like it or lump it, as my dad says.
There’s something else I should tell you. The Spook agrees with what Mam said. He thinks that the winters are getting longer and that the dark is growing in power. He’s sure that the job’s getting harder and harder.
So keeping that in mind, I’ll carry on studying and learning—as my mam once told me, you never know just what you can do until you try. So I’m going to try. I’m going to try just as hard as I possibly can because I want her to be really proud of me.
Now I’m just an apprentice, but one day I’ll be the Spook.
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THE CURSE OF THE BANE




CHAPTER I
 The Horshaw Ripper

WHEN I heard the first scream, I turned away and covered my ears with my hands, pressing hard until my head hurt. At that moment I could do nothing to help. But I could still hear it, the sound of a priest in torment, and it went on for a long time before finally fading away.
So I shivered in the dark barn, listening to rain drumming on the roof, trying to gather my courage. It was a bad night, and it was about to get worse.
Ten minutes later, when the rigger and his mate arrived, I rushed across to meet them in the doorway. Both of them were big men, and I barely came up to their shoulders.
“Well, lad, where’s Mr. Gregory?” asked the rigger, an edge of impatience in his voice. He lifted the lantern he was holding and peered about suspiciously. His eyes were shrewd and intelligent. Neither of the men looked like they would stand any nonsense.
“He’s been taken badly,” I said, trying to control the nerves that were making my voice sound weak and wobbly. “He’s been in bed with a bad fever this past week so he’s sent me in his place. I’m Tom Ward. His apprentice.”
The rigger looked me up and down quickly, like an undertaker measuring me up for future business. Then he raised one eyebrow so high that it disappeared under the peak of his flat cap, which was still dripping with rain. 
“Well, Mr. Ward,” he said, an edge of sarcasm sharp in his voice, “we await your instructions.”
I put my left hand into my breeches pocket and pulled out the sketch that the stonemason had made. The rigger set the lantern down on the earthen floor and then, with a world-weary shake of his head and a glance at his mate, accepted the sketch and began to examine it.
The mason’s instructions gave the dimensions of the pit that needed to be dug and the measurements of the stone that would be lowered into place.
After a few moments the rigger shook his head again and knelt beside the lantern, holding the paper very close to it. When he came to his feet, he was frowning. “The pit should be nine feet deep,” he said. “This only says six.”
The rigger knew his job all right. The standard boggart pit is six feet deep, but for a ripper, the most dangerous boggart of all, nine feet is the norm. We were certainly facing a ripper—the priest’s screams were proof of that— but there wasn’t time to dig nine feet.
“It’ll have to do,” I said. “It has to be done by morning or it’ll be too late and the priest will be dead.”
Until that moment they’d both been big men wearing big boots, oozing confidence from every pore. Now, suddenly, they looked nervous. They knew the situation from the note I’d sent summoning them to the barn. I’d used the Spook’s name to make sure they came right away.
“Know what you’re doing, lad?” asked the rigger. “Are you up to the job?”
I stared straight back into his eyes and tried hard not to blink. “Well, I’ve made a good start,” I said. “I’ve hired the best rigger and mate in the County.”
It was the right thing to say, and the rigger’s face cracked into a smile. “When will the stone arrive?” he asked.
“Well before dawn. The mason’s bringing it himself. We have to be ready.”
The rigger nodded. “Then lead the way, Mr. Ward. Show us where you want it dug.” 
This time there was no sarcasm in his voice. His tone was businesslike. He wanted the job over and done with. We all wanted the same, and time was short, so I pulled up my hood and, carrying the Spook’s staff in my left hand, led the way out into the cold, heavy drizzle.
Their two-wheel cart was outside, the equipment covered with a waterproof sheet, the patient horse between the shafts steaming in the rain.
We crossed the muddy field, then followed the blackthorn hedge to the place where it thinned, beneath the branches of an ancient oak on the boundary of the churchyard. The pit would be close to holy ground, but not too close. The nearest gravestones were just twenty paces away.
“Dig the pit as close as you can get to that,” I said, pointing toward the trunk of the tree.
Under the Spook’s watchful eye I’d dug lots of practice pits. In an emergency I could have done the job myself, but these men were experts and they’d work fast.
As they went back for their tools, I pushed through the hedge and weaved between the gravestones toward the old church. It was in a bad state of repair: There were slates missing from the roof and it hadn’t seen a lick of paint for years. I pushed open the side door, which yielded with a groan and a creak.
The old priest was still in the same position, lying on his back near the altar. The woman was kneeling on the floor close to his head, crying. The only difference now was that the church was flooded with light. She’d raided the vestry for its hoard of candles and lit them all. There were a hundred at least, clustered in groups of five or six. She’d positioned them on benches, on the floor, and on window ledges, but the majority were on the altar.
As I closed the door, a gust of wind blew into the church and the flames all flickered together. She looked up at me, her face running with tears.
“He’s dying,” she said, her echoing voice full of anguish. “Why did it take you so long to get here?”
Since the message reached us at Chipenden, it had taken me two days to arrive at the church. It was over thirty miles to Horshaw, and I hadn’t set off right away. At first the Spook, still too ill to leave his bed, had refused to let me go.
Usually the Spook never sends apprentices out to work alone until he’s been training them for at least a year. I’d just turned thirteen and had been his apprentice for less than six months. It was a difficult, scary trade, which often involved dealing with what we call “the dark.” I’d been learning how to cope with witches, ghosts, boggarts, and things that go bump in the night. But was I ready for this?
There was a boggart to bind, which, if done properly, should be pretty straightforward. I’d seen the Spook do it twice. Each time he’d hired good men to help and the job had gone smoothly. But this job was a little different. There were complications.
You see, this priest was the Spook’s own brother. I’d seen him just once before, when we’d visited Horshaw in the spring. He’d glared at us and made a huge sign of the cross in the air, his face twisted with anger. The Spook hadn’t even glanced in his direction because there’d been little love lost between them and they hadn’t spoken for over forty years. But family was family, and that’s why he’d eventually sent me to Horshaw.
“Priests!” the Spook had raved. “Why don’t they stick to what they know? Why do they always have to meddle? What was he thinking of, trying to tackle a ripper? Let me get on with my business and other folks get on with theirs.”
At last he’d calmed down and spent hours giving me detailed instructions on what had to be done and telling me the names and addresses of the rigger and mason I had to hire. He’d also named a doctor, insisting that only he would do. That was another nuisance because the doctor lived some distance away. I’d had to send word, and I just hoped that he’d set off immediately.
I looked down at the woman, who was dabbing very gently at the priest’s forehead with a cloth. His greasy, lank white hair was pulled back from his face and his eyes were rolling feverishly in his head. He hadn’t known that the woman was going to send to the Spook for help. If he had, he would have objected, so it was a good job that he couldn’t see me now.
Tears were dripping from the woman’s eyes and sparkling in the candlelight. She was his housekeeper, not even family, and I remember thinking that he must have been really kind to her to make her get so upset.
“The doctor’ll be here soon,” I said, “and he’ll give him something for the pain.”
“He’s had pain all his life,” she answered. “I’ve been a big trouble to him, too. It’s made him terrified of dying. He’s a sinner and he knows where he’s going.”
Whatever he was or had done, the old priest didn’t deserve this. Nobody did. He was certainly a brave man. Either brave or very stupid. When the boggart had got up to its tricks, he’d tried to deal with it himself by using the priest’s tools: bell, book, and candle. But that’s no way to deal with the dark. In most cases it wouldn’t have mattered because the boggart would just have ignored the priest and his exorcism. Eventually it would have moved on and the priest, as often happens, would have taken the credit.
But this was the most dangerous type of boggart we ever have to deal with. Usually, we call them cattle rippers because of their main diet, but when the priest had started meddling, he had become the boggart’s victim. Now it was a full-blown ripper with a taste for human blood, and the priest would be lucky to escape with his life.
There was a crack in the flagged floor, a zigzag crack that ran from the foot of the altar to about three paces beyond the priest. At its widest point it was more a chasm and almost half a hand’s span wide. After splitting the floor, the boggart had caught the old priest by his foot and dragged his leg down into the ground almost as far as his knee. Now, in the darkness below, it was sucking his blood, drawing the life from him very slowly. It was like a big fat leech, keeping its victim alive as long as possible to extend its own enjoyment.
Whatever I did, it would be touch-and-go whether or not the priest survived. In any case, I had to bind the boggart. Now that it had drunk human blood, it would no longer be content with ripping cattle.
“Save him if you can,” the Spook had said as I prepared to leave. “But whatever else you do, make sure you deal with that boggart. That’s your first duty.” 
I started making my own preparations.
Leaving the rigger’s mate to carry on digging the pit, I went back to the barn with the rigger himself. He knew what to do: first of all, he poured water into the large bucket they’d brought with them. That was one advantage of working with people who had experience of the business: They provided the heavy equipment. This was a strong bucket, made of wood, bound with metal hoops and large enough to deal with even a twelve-foot pit.
After filling it about half full with water, the rigger began to shake brown powder into it from the large sack he’d brought in from the cart. He did this a little at a time and then, after each addition, began to stir it with a stout stick.
It soon became hard work as, very gradually, the mixture turned into a thick goo that became more and more difficult to mix. It stank as well, like something that had been dead for weeks, which wasn’t really surprising seeing as the bulk of the powder was crushed bone.
The end result would be a very strong glue, and the longer the rigger stirred, the more he began to sweat and gasp. The Spook always mixed his own glue, and he’d made me practice doing the same, but time was very short and the rigger had the muscles for the job. Knowing that, he’d started work without even being asked.
When the glue was ready, I began to add iron filings and salt from the much smaller sacks I’d brought with me, stirring slowly to ensure they were spread evenly right through the mixture. Iron is dangerous to a boggart because it can bleed away its strength, while the salt burns it. Once a boggart is in the pit, it will stay there because the underside of the stone and the sides of the pit are coated with the mixture, forcing it to make itself small and stay within the boundaries of the space inside. Of course, the problem is getting the boggart into the pit in the first place.
For now I wasn’t worrying about that. At last the rigger and I were both satisfied. The glue was ready. 
As the pit wasn’t finished yet, I had nothing to do but wait for the doctor in the narrow, crooked lane that led into Horshaw.
The rain had stopped, and the air seemed very still. It was late September, and the weather was changing for the worse. We were going to have more than just rain soon, and the sudden, first, faint rumble of thunder from the west made me even more nervous. After about twenty minutes I heard the sound of hooves pounding in the distance. Riding as though all the hounds of hell were on his tail, the doctor came around the corner, his horse at full gallop, his cloak flying behind him.
I was holding the Spook’s staff, so there was no need for introductions, and in any case the doctor had been riding so fast he was out of breath. So I just nodded at him, and he left his sweating horse munching at the long grass in front of the church and followed me around to the side door. I held it open out of respect so that he could go in first.
My dad’s taught me to be respectful to everyone, because that way they’ll respect you back. I didn’t know this doctor, but the Spook had insisted on him so I knew he’d be good at his job. His name was Sherdley and he was carrying a black leather bag. It looked almost as heavy as the Spook’s, which I’d brought with me and left in the barn. The doctor put it down about six feet from his patient and, ignoring the housekeeper, who was still heaving with dry sobs, he began his examination.
I stood just behind him and to one side so that I had the best possible view. Gently he pulled up the priest’s black cassock to reveal his legs.
His right leg was thin, white, and almost hairless, but the left, the one gripped by the boggart, was red and swollen, bulging with purple veins that darkened the closer they were to the wide crack in the floor.
The doctor shook his head and let out his breath very slowly. Then he spoke to the housekeeper, his voice so low that I barely caught the words.
“It’ll have to come off,” he said. “That’s his only hope.”
At that, the tears started running down her cheeks again and the doctor looked at me and pointed to the door. Once outside, he leaned back against the wall and sighed.
“How long before you’re ready?” he asked.
“Less than an hour, Doctor,” I replied, “but it depends on the mason. He’s bringing the stone himself.”
“If it’s much longer, we’ll lose him. The truth is, I don’t really give much for his chances anyway. I can’t even give him anything for the pain yet because his body won’t stand two doses and I’ll have to give him something just before I amputate. Even then, the shock could kill him outright. Having to move him straight afterward makes it even worse.”
I shrugged. I didn’t even like to think about it. “You do know exactly what has to be done?” the doctor asked, studying my face carefully.
“Mr. Gregory explained everything,” I said, trying to sound confident. In fact, if he’d explained it once, the Spook had explained it a dozen times. Then he’d made me recite it back to him over and over again until he was satisfied.
“About fifteen years ago we dealt with a similar case,” the doctor said. “We did what we could, but the man died anyway, and he was a young farmer, fit as a butcher’s dog and in the prime of life. Let’s just cross our fingers. Sometimes the old ones are a lot tougher than you think.”
There was a long silence then, which I broke by checking something I’d been worrying about.
“So you know that I’ll need some of his blood.”
“Don’t tell your grandfather how to suck eggs,” the doctor growled, then he gave me a tired smile and pointed down the lane toward Horshaw. “The mason’s on his way, so you’d better get off and do your job. You can leave the rest to me.”
I listened and heard the distant sound of a cart approaching, so I headed back through the gravestones to see how the riggers were getting on.
The pit was ready, and they’d already assembled the wooden platform under the tree. The rigger’s mate had climbed up into the tree and was fixing the block and tackle onto a sturdy branch. It was a device the size of a man’s head, made out of iron and hanging with chains and a big hook. We would need it to support the weight of the stone and position it very precisely.
“The mason’s here,” I said.
Immediately, both men left what they were doing and followed me back toward the church.
Now another horse was waiting in the lane, the stone resting in the back of the cart. No problems so far, but the mason didn’t look too happy and he avoided my eyes. Still, wasting no time, we brought the cart around the long way to the gate that led into the field.
Once close to the tree, the mason slipped the hook into the ring in the center of the stone, and it was lifted off the cart. Whether or not it would fit precisely, we’d have to wait and see. The mason had certainly fitted the ring correctly, because the stone hung from the chain balanced horizontally.
It was lowered into a position about two paces from the edge of the pit. Then the mason gave me the bad news.
His youngest daughter was very ill with a fever, the one that had swept right through the County, confining the Spook to his bed. His wife was by her bedside, and he had to get back right away.
“I’m sorry,” he said, meeting my eyes properly for the first time. “But the stone’s a good ’un and you’ll have no problems. I can promise you that.”
I believed him. He’d done his best and had worked on the stone at short notice, when he’d rather have been with his daughter. So I paid him and sent him on his way with the Spook’s thanks, my thanks, and best wishes for the recovery of his daughter.
Then I turned back to the business in hand. As well as chiseling stone, masons are experts at positioning it, so I’d rather he’d stayed in case anything went wrong. Still, the rigger and mate were good at their job. All I had to do was keep calm and be careful not to make any silly mistakes.
First I had to work fast and coat the sides of the pit with the glue; then, finally, the underside of the stone, just before it was lowered into position.
I climbed down into the pit and, using a brush and working by the light of a lantern held by the rigger’s mate, I got to work. It was a careful process. I couldn’t afford to miss the tiniest spot because that would be enough to let the boggart escape. And with the pit only being six feet deep rather than the regulation nine, I had to be extra careful.
The mixture keyed itself into the soil as I worked, which was good, because it wouldn’t easily crack and flake off as the soil dried out in summer. The bad thing was that it was difficult to judge just how much to apply so that a thick enough outer coat was left on the soil. The Spook had told me that it was something that would come with experience. Up to now he’d been there to check my work and add a few finishing touches. Now, I would have to do the job right myself. First time.
Finally I climbed out of the pit and attended to its upper edge. The top thirteen inches, the thickness of the stone, were longer and broader than the pit itself, so there was a ledge for the stone to rest on without leaving the slightest crack for the boggart to slip through. This needed very careful attention because it was where the stone made its seal with the ground.
As I finished there was a flash of lightning and, seconds later, a heavy rumble of thunder. The storm had moved almost directly overhead.
I went back to the barn to get something important from my bag. It was what the Spook called a bait dish. Made out of metal, it was specially crafted for the job and had three small holes drilled at equal distances from one another, close to its rim. I eased it out, polished it on my sleeve, then ran to the church to tell the doctor that we were ready.
As I opened the door there was a strong smell of tar and, just left of the altar, a small fire was blazing. Over it, on a metal tripod, a pot bubbled and spat. Dr. Sherdley was going to use the tar to stop the bleeding. Painting the stump with it would also prevent the rest of the leg from going bad afterward.
I smiled to myself when I saw where the doctor had got his wood from. It was wet outside, so he’d gone for the only dry kindling available. He’d chopped up one of the church pews. No doubt the priest wouldn’t be too happy, but it might just save his life. In any case he was now unconscious, breathing very deeply, and would stay that way for several hours until the effects of the potion wore off.
From the crack in the floor came the noise of the boggart feeding. It made a nasty gulping, slurping sound as it continued to draw blood from the leg. It was too preoccupied to realize that we were close by and about to bring its meal to an end.
We didn’t speak. I just nodded at the doctor and he nodded back. I handed him the deep metal dish to catch the blood I needed, and he took a small metal saw from his bag and laid its cold, shiny teeth against the bone just below the priest’s knee.
The housekeeper was still in the same position, but her eyes were squeezed tight shut and she was muttering to herself. She was probably praying, and it was obvious she wouldn’t be much help. So, with a shiver, I knelt down beside the doctor.
He shook his head. “There’s no need for you to see this,” he said. “No doubt you’ll witness worse one day, but it needn’t be now. Go on, lad. Back to your own business. I can deal with this. Just send the other two back to give me a hand getting him up onto the cart when I’ve finished.”
I’d been gritting my teeth ready to face it, but I didn’t need to be told twice. Full of relief, I went back to the pit. Even before I reached it, a loud scream cut through the air, followed by the sound of anguished weeping. But it wasn’t the priest. He was unconscious. It was the housekeeper.
The rigger and his mate had already hoisted the stone aloft again and were busy wiping off the mud. Then, as they went back to the church to help the doctor, I dipped the brush into the last of the mixture and gave the underside of the stone a thorough coating.
I’d hardly time to admire my handiwork before the mate came back at a run. Behind him, moving much more slowly, came the rigger. He was carrying the dish with the blood in it, being careful not to spill a single drop. The bait dish was a very important piece of equipment. The Spook had a store of them back in Chipenden, and they’d been made according to his own specifications.
I lifted a long chain from the Spook’s bag. Fastened to a large ring at one end were three shorter chains, each ending in a small metal hook. I slipped the three hooks into the three holes close to the rim of the dish.
When I lifted the chain, the bait dish hung below it in perfect balance, so it didn’t need that much skill to lower it into the pit and set it down very gently at its center.
No, the skill was in freeing the three hooks. You had to be very careful to relax the chains so that the hooks dropped away from the dish without tipping it over and spilling the blood.
I’d spent hours practicing this, and despite being very nervous I managed to get the hooks out at my first attempt.
Now it was just a question of waiting. 
As I said, rippers are some of the most dangerous boggarts of all because they feed on blood. Their minds are usually quick and very crafty, but while they’re feeding they think very slowly and it takes them a long time to work things out.
The amputated leg was still jammed into the crack in the church floor and the boggart was busily slurping blood from it, but sucking very slowly so as to make it last. That’s the way with a ripper. It just slurps and sucks, thinking of nothing else until it slowly realizes that less and less blood is reaching its mouth. It wants more blood, but blood comes in lots of different flavors and it likes the taste of what it’s been sucking. It likes it very much.
So it wants more of the same, and once it works out that the rest of the body has been separated from the leg, it goes after it. That’s why the riggers had to lift the priest up onto the cart. By now the cart would have reached the edge of Horshaw, every clip-clop of the horse’s hooves taking it farther from the angry boggart, desperate for more of that same blood.
A ripper’s like a bloodhound. It would have a good idea of the direction in which the priest was being taken. It would also realize that he was getting farther and farther away. Then it would be aware of something else. That more of what it needed was very close by.
That’s why I’d put the dish into the pit. That was why it was called a bait dish. It was the snare to lure the ripper into the trap. Once it was in there, feeding, we had to work fast, and we couldn’t afford to make a single mistake.
I looked up. The mate was standing on the platform, one hand on the short chain, ready to start lowering the stone. The rigger was standing opposite me, his hand on the stone, ready to position it as it came down. Neither of them looked in the least bit afraid, not even nervous, and suddenly it felt good to be working with people like that. People who knew what they were doing. We’d all played our part, all done what had to be done as quickly and efficiently as possible. It made me feel good. It made me feel a part of something.
Quietly we waited for the boggart. 
After a few minutes I heard it coming. At first it sounded just like the wind whistling through the trees.
But there was no wind. The air was perfectly still, and in a narrow band of starlight between the edge of the thundercloud and the horizon, the crescent moon was visible, adding its pale light to that cast by the lanterns.
The rigger and his mate could hear nothing, of course, because they weren’t seventh sons of seventh sons like me. So I had to warn them.
“It’s on its way,” I said. “I’ll tell you when.”
By now the sound of its approach had become more shrill, almost like a scream, and I could hear something else, too: a sort of low, rumbling growl. It was coming across the graveyard fast, heading straight for the dish of blood inside the pit.
Unlike a normal boggart, a ripper is slightly more than a spirit, especially when it’s just been feeding. Even then, most people can’t see it, but they can feel it all right, if it ever gets a grip on their flesh.
Even I didn’t see much—just something shapeless and a sort of pinky red. Then I felt a movement of the air close to my face and the ripper went down into the pit.
I said “When” to the rigger, who, in turn, nodded to his mate, who tightened his grip upon the short chain. Even before he pulled it, there came a sound from the pit. This time it was loud, and all three of us heard it. I glanced quickly at my companions and saw their eyes widen and mouths tighten with the fear of what was below us.
The sound we heard was the boggart feeding from the dish. It was like the greedy lapping of some monstrous tongue, combined with the ravenous snuffling and snorting of a big carnivorous animal. We had less than a minute or so before it finished it all. Then it would sense our blood. It was rogue now, and we were all on the menu.
The mate began to loosen the chain and the stone came down steadily. I was adjusting one end, the rigger the other. If they’d dug the pit accurately and the stone was exactly the size specified on the sketch, there should be no problem. That’s what I told myself—but I kept thinking of the Spook’s last apprentice, poor Billy Bradley, who’d died trying to bind a boggart like this. The stone had jammed, trapping his fingers under its edge. Before they could lift it free, the boggart had bitten his fingers off and sucked his blood. Later Billy had died of shock. I couldn’t get him out of my mind, no matter how hard I tried.
The important thing was to get the stone into the pit first time—and, of course, to keep my fingers out of the way.
The rigger was in control, doing the job of the mason. At his signal, the chain halted when the stone was just a fraction of an inch clear. He looked at me then, his face very stern, and raised his right eyebrow. I looked down and moved my end of the stone very slightly so that it seemed to be in perfect position. I checked again just to make sure, then nodded to the rigger, who signaled to his mate.
A few turns of the short chain, and the stone eased down into position first time, sealing the boggart into the pit. A scream of anger came from the ripper, and we all heard it. But it didn’t matter because it was trapped now and there was nothing more to be scared of.
“Job’s a good ’un!” shouted the mate, jumping down from the platform, a grin splitting his face from ear to ear. “It’s a perfect fit!”
“Aye,” said the rigger, joking drily. “It could’ve been made for the job.”
I felt a huge sense of relief, glad that it was all over. Then, as the thunder crashed and the lightning flashed directly overhead to illuminate the stone, I noticed, for the first time, what the mason had carved there and suddenly felt very proud.

The large Greek letter beta, crossed with a diagonal line, was the sign that a boggart had been laid under it. Below it, to the right, the Roman numeral for one meant that it was a dangerous boggart of the first rank. There were ten ranks in all, and those from one to four could kill. Then, underneath, was my own name, Ward, which gave me the credit for what had been done.
I’d just bound my first boggart. And it was a ripper at that!



CHAPTER II
 The Spook’s Past

TWO days later, back at Chipenden, the Spook made me tell him everything that had happened. When I’d finished, he made me repeat it. That done, he scratched at his beard and gave a great big sigh.
“What did the doctor say about that daft brother of mine?” the Spook asked. “Does he expect him to recover?”
“He said he seemed to be over the worst, but it was too early to tell.”
The Spook nodded thoughtfully. “Well, lad, you’ve done well,” he said. “I can’t think of one thing you could have done better. So you can have the rest of the day off. But don’t let it go to your head. Tomorrow it’s business as usual. After all that excitement you need to get back into a steady routine.”
The following day he worked me twice as hard as usual. Lessons began soon after dawn and included what he called practicals. Even though I’d now bound a boggart for real, that meant practicing digging pits.
“Do I really have to dig another boggart pit?” I asked wearily.
The Spook gave me a withering look until I dropped my eyes, feeling very uncomfortable.
“Think you’re above all that now, lad?” he asked. “Well, you’re not, so don’t get complacent! You’ve still a lot to learn. You may have bound your first boggart, but you’d good men helping. One day you might have to dig the pit yourself and do it fast in order to save a life.”
After digging the pit and coating it with salt and iron, I had to practice getting the bait dish down into the pit without spilling a single drop of blood. Of course, because it was only part of my training, we used water rather than blood, but the Spook took it very seriously and usually got annoyed if I didn’t manage to do it first time. But on this occasion he didn’t get the chance. I’d managed it at Horshaw and I was just as good in practice, succeeding ten times in a row. Despite that, the Spook didn’t give me one word of praise, and I was starting to feel a bit annoyed.
Next came one practical I really enjoyed—using the Spook’s silver chain. There was a six-foot post set up in the western garden, and the idea was to cast the chain over it. The Spook made me stand at various distances from it and practice for over an hour at a time, keeping in mind that at some point it might be a real witch I’d be facing, and if I missed, I wouldn’t get another chance. There was a special way to use the chain. You coiled it over your left hand and cast it with a flick of your wrist so that it spun widdershins, falling in a left-handed spiral to enclose the post and tighten against it. From a distance of eight feet I could now get the chain over the post nine times out of ten, but as usual, the Spook was grudging with his praise.
“Not bad, I suppose,” he said. “But don’t get smug, lad. A real witch won’t oblige you by standing still while you throw that chain. By the end of the year I’ll expect ten out of ten and nothing less!”
I felt more than a bit annoyed at that. I’d been working hard and had improved a lot. Not only that, I’d just bound my first boggart and done it without any help from the Spook. It made me wonder if he’d done any better during his own apprenticeship!
In the afternoon the Spook allowed me into his library to work by myself, reading and making notes, but he only let me read certain books. He was very strict about that. I was still in my first year, so boggarts were my main area of study. But sometimes, when he was off doing something else, I couldn’t help having a glance at some of his other books, too.
So, after reading my fill of boggarts, I went to the three long shelves near the window and chose one of the large leather-bound notebooks from the very top shelf. They were diaries, some of them written by spooks hundreds of years ago. Each one covered a period of about five years.
This time I knew exactly what I was looking for. I chose one of the Spook’s earliest diaries, curious to see how he’d coped with the job as a young man and whether he’d shaped up better than me. Of course, he’d been a priest before training to be a spook, so he’d have been really old for an apprentice.
Anyway, I picked a few pages at random and started to read. I recognized his handwriting, of course, but a stranger reading an extract for the first time wouldn’t have guessed the Spook had written it. When he talks, his voice is typical County, down to earth and without a hint of what my dad calls airs and graces. When he writes, it’s different. It’s as if all those books he’s read have altered his voice, whereas I mostly write the way I talk: If my dad were ever to read my notes, he’d be proud of me and know I was still his son.
At first what I read didn’t seem any different from the Spook’s more recent writings, apart from the fact that he made more mistakes. As usual, he was very honest, and each time explained just how he’d gone wrong. As he was always telling me, it was important to write everything down and so learn from the past.
He described how, one week, he’d spent hours and hours practicing with the bait dish and his master had gotten angry because he couldn’t manage a better average than eight out of ten! That made me feel a lot better. And then I came to something that lifted my spirits even further. The Spook hadn’t bound his first boggart until he’d been an apprentice for almost eighteen months. What’s more, it had only been a hairy boggart, not a dangerous ripper!
That was the best I could find to cheer me up: Clearly the Spook had been a good, hard-working apprentice. A lot of what I found was routine, so I skipped through the pages quickly until I reached the point when my master became a spook, working on his own. I’d seen all I really needed to see and was just about to close the book when something caught my eye. I flipped back to the start of the entry just to make sure, and this is what I read. It’s not exactly word for word, but I have a good memory and it’s pretty close. And after reading what he’d written, I certainly wasn’t going to forget it. 
Late in the autumn I journeyed far to the north of the County, summoned there to deal with an abhuman, a creature who had brought terror to the district for far too long. Many families in the locality had suffered at its cruel hands and there had been many deaths and maimings.
I came down into the forest at dusk. All the leaves had fallen and were rotten and brown on the ground, and the tower was like a black demon finger pointing at the sky. A girl had been seen waving from its solitary window, beckoning frantically for aid. The creature had seized her for its own and now held her as its plaything, imprisoning her within those dank stone walls.
Firstly I made a fire and sat gazing into its flames while gathering my courage. Taking the whetstone from my bag, I sharpened my blade until my fingers could not touch its edge without yielding blood. Finally, at midnight, I went to the tower and hammered out a challenge upon the door with my staff.
The creature came forth brandishing a great club and roared out in anger. It was a foul thing, dressed in the skins of animals, reeking of blood and animal fat, and it attacked me with terrible fury.
At first I retreated, waiting my chance, but the next time it hurled itself at me I released the blade from its recess in my staff and, using all my strength, drove it deep into its head. It fell stone dead at my feet, but I had no regrets at taking its life, for it would have killed again and again and would never have been sated.
It was then that the girl called out to me, her siren voice luring me up the stone steps. There, in the topmost room of the tower, I found her upon a bed of straw, bound fast with a long silver chain. With skin like milk and long fair hair, she was by far the prettiest woman that my eyes had ever seen. Her name was Meg, and she pleaded to be released from the chain. Her voice was so persuasive that my reason fled and the world spun about me.
No sooner had I unbound her from the coils of the chain than she fastened her lips hard upon mine own. And so sweet were her kisses that I almost swooned away in her arms.
I awoke with sunlight streaming through the window and saw her clearly for the first time. She was one of the lamia witches, and the mark of the snake was upon her. Fair of face though she was, her spine was covered with green-and-yellow scales.
Full of anger at her deceit, I bound her again with the chain and carried her at last to the pit at Chipenden. When I released her, she struggled so hard that I barely overcame her, and I was forced to pull her by her long hair through the trees while she ranted and screamed fit to wake the dead. It was raining hard and she slipped on the wet grass, but I carried on dragging her along the ground, though her bare arms and legs were scratched by brambles. It was cruel, but it had to be done.
But when I started to tip her over the edge into the pit, she clutched at my knees and began to sob pitifully. I stood there for a long time, full of anguish, about to topple over the edge myself, until at last I made a decision that I may come to regret.
I helped her to her feet and wrapped my arms about her, and we both wept. How could I put her into the pit, when I realized that I loved her better than my own soul?
I begged her forgiveness, and then we turned together and, hand in hand, walked away from the pit.
From this encounter I have gained a silver chain, an expensive tool that otherwise would have taken many long months of hard work to acquire. What I have lost, or might yet lose, I dare not think about. Beauty is a terrible thing; it binds a man tighter than a silver chain about a witch.
I couldn’t believe what I’d just read! The Spook had warned me about pretty women more than once, but here he’d broken his own rule! Meg was a witch, and yet he hadn’t put her into the pit!
I quickly leafed through the rest of the notebook, expecting to find another reference to her, but there was nothing—nothing at all! It was as if she’d ceased to exist.
I knew quite a bit about witches, but had never heard of a lamia witch before. So I put the notebook back and searched the next shelf down, where the books were arranged in alphabetical order. I opened the book labeled Witches, but there was no reference to a Meg. Why hadn’t the Spook written about her? What had happened to her? Was she still alive? Still out there, somewhere in the County?
I was really curious, and I had another idea; I pulled a big book out from the lowest shelf. This was entitled The Bestiary and was an alphabetical listing of all sorts of creatures, witches included. At last I found the entry I wanted: lamia witches.
It seemed that lamia witches weren’t native to the County but came from lands across the sea. They shunned sunlight, but at night they preyed upon men and drank their blood. They were shape-shifters and belonged to two different categories: the feral and the domestic.
The feral were lamia witches in their natural state, dangerous and unpredictable and with little physical resemblance to humans. All had scales rather than skin and claws rather than fingernails. Some scuttled across the ground on all fours, while others had wings and feathers on their upper bodies and could fly short distances.
But a feral lamia could become a domestic lamia by closely associating with humans. Very gradually, it took a woman’s form and looked human but for a narrow line of green-and-yellow scales that could still be found on its back, running the length of its spine. Domestic lamias had even been known to grow to share human beliefs. Often they ceased to be malevolent and became benign, working for the good of others.
So had Meg eventually become benign? Had the Spook been right not to bind her in the pit?
Suddenly I realized how late it was, and I ran out of the library to my lesson, my head whirling. A few minutes later my master and I were out on the edge of the western garden, under the trees with a clear view of the fells, the autumn sun dropping toward the horizon. I sat on the bench as usual, busy making notes while the Spook paced back and forth dictating. But I couldn’t concentrate.
We started with a Latin lesson. I had a special notebook to write down the grammar and new vocabulary the Spook taught me. There were a lot of lists, and the book was almost full.
I wanted to confront the Spook with what I’d just read, but how could I? I’d broken a rule myself by not keeping to the books he’d specified. I wasn’t supposed to have been reading his diaries, and now I wished I hadn’t. If I said anything to him about it, I knew he’d be angry.
Because of what I’d read in the library, I found it harder and harder to keep my mind on what he was saying. I was hungry, too, and couldn’t wait until it was supper time. Usually the evenings were mine and I was free to do what I wanted, but today he’d been working me very hard. Still, there was less than an hour before the sun went down and the worst of the lessons were over.
And then I heard a sound that made me groan inside.
It was a bell ringing. Not a church bell. No, this had the higher, thinner note of a much smaller bell—the one that was used by our visitors. Nobody was allowed up to the Spook’s house, so people had to go to the crossroads and ring the bell there to let my master know they needed help.
“Go and see to it, lad,” the Spook said, nodding in the direction of the bell. Generally we would both have gone, but he was still quite weak from his illness.
I didn’t rush. Once out of sight of the house and gardens, I settled down to a stroll. It was too close to dusk to do anything tonight, especially with the Spook still not properly recovered, so nothing would get done until morning anyway. I would bring back an account of the trouble and tell the Spook the details during supper. The later I got back, the less writing there’d be. I’d done enough for one day and my wrist was aching.
Overhung by willow trees, which we in the County call withy trees, the crossroads was a gloomy place even at noon, and it always made me nervous. For one thing, you never knew who might be waiting there; for another, they almost always had bad news because that’s why they came. They needed the Spook’s help.
This time a lad was waiting there. He wore big miners’ boots and his fingernails were dirty. Looking even more nervous than I felt, he dashed off his tale so quickly that my ears couldn’t keep up and I had to ask him to repeat it. When he left, I set off back toward the house.
I didn’t stroll, I ran.
The Spook was standing by the bench with his head bowed. When I approached, he looked up and his face seemed sad. Somehow I guessed that he knew what I was going to say, but I told him anyway.
“It’s bad news from Horshaw,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “I’m sorry, but it’s about your brother. The doctor couldn’t save him. He died yesterday morning, just before dawn. The funeral’s on Friday morning.”
The Spook gave a long, deep sigh and didn’t speak for several minutes. I didn’t know what to say so I just kept silent. It was hard to guess what he was feeling. As they hadn’t spoken for more than forty years, they couldn’t have been that close, but the priest was still his brother and the Spook must have had some happy memories of him—perhaps from before they’d quarreled or when they were children.
At last the Spook sighed again and then he spoke.
“Come on, lad,” he said. “We might as well have an early supper.” 
We ate in silence. The Spook picked at his food, and I wondered if that was because of the bad news about his brother or because he still hadn’t got his appetite back since being ill. He usually spoke a few words, even if they were just to ask me how the meal was. It was almost a ritual because we had to keep praising the Spook’s pet boggart, which prepared all the meals, or it got sulky. Praise at supper was very important or the bacon would end up burned the following morning.
“It’s a really good hotpot,” I said at last. “I can’t remember when I last tasted one so good.”
The boggart was mostly invisible but sometimes took on the shape of a big ginger cat; if it was really pleased, it would rub itself against my legs under the kitchen table. This time there wasn’t even so much as a faint purr. Either I hadn’t sounded very convincing or it was keeping quiet because of the bad news.
The Spook suddenly pushed his plate away and scratched at his beard with his left hand. “We’re going to Priestown,” he said suddenly. “We’ll set off first thing tomorrow.”
Priestown? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The Spook shunned the place like the plague and had once told me that he would never set foot within its boundaries. He hadn’t explained the reason, and I’d never asked because you could always tell when he didn’t want to explain something. But when we’d been within spitting distance of the coast and needed to cross the River Ribble, the Spook’s hatred of the town had been a real nuisance. Instead of using the Priestown bridge, we’d had to travel miles inland to the next one so that we could steer clear of it.
“Why?” I asked, my voice hardly more than a whisper, wondering if what I was saying might make him angry. “I thought we might be going to Horshaw, for the funeral.”
“We are going to the funeral, lad,” the Spook said, his voice very calm and patient. “My daft brother only worked in Horshaw, but he was a priest: When a priest dies in the County, they take his body back to Priestown and hold a funeral service in the big cathedral there before laying his bones to rest in the churchyard.
“So we’re going there to pay our last respects. But that’s not the only reason. I’ve unfinished business in that godforsaken town. Get out your notebook, lad. Turn to a clean page and make this heading . . .”
I hadn’t finished my hotpot, but I did what he asked right away. When he said unfinished business, I knew he meant spook’s business, so I pulled the bottle of ink out of my pocket and placed it on the table next to my plate.
Something clicked in my head. “Do you mean that ripper I bound? Do you think it’s escaped? There just wasn’t time to dig nine feet. Do you think it’s gone to Priestown?”
“No, lad, you did fine. There’s something far worse than that there. That town is cursed! Cursed with something that I last faced over twenty long years ago. It got the better of me then and put me in bed for almost six months. In fact, I almost died. Since then I’ve never been back, but as we’ve a need to visit the place, I might as well attend to that unfinished business. No, it’s not some straightforward ripper that plagues that cursed town. It’s an ancient evil spirit called the Bane, and it’s the only one of its kind. It’s getting stronger and stronger, so something needs to be done and I can’t put it off any longer.”
I wrote Bane at the top of a new page, but then, to my disappointment, the Spook suddenly shook his head and followed that with a big yawn.
“Come to think of it, this’ll save until tomorrow, lad. You’d better finish up your supper. We’ll be making an early start in the morning, so we’d best be off to bed.” 



CHAPTER III
 The Bane

WE set off soon after dawn, with me carrying the Spook’s heavy bag as usual. But within an hour I realized the journey would take us two days at least. Usually the Spook walked at a tremendous pace, making me struggle to keep up, but he was still weak and kept getting breathless and stopping to rest.
It was a nice sunny day with just a touch of autumn chill in the air. The sky was blue and the birds were singing, but none of that mattered. I just couldn’t stop thinking about the Bane.
What worried me was the fact that the Spook had already nearly been killed once trying to bind it. He was older now and if he didn’t get his strength back soon, how could he possibly hope to beat it this time?
So at noon, when we stopped for a long rest, I decided to ask him all about this terrible spirit. I didn’t ask him right away because, to my surprise, as we sat down together on the trunk of a fallen tree, he pulled a loaf and a big hunk of ham from his bag and cut us a very generous portion each. Usually, when on the way to a job, we made do with a measly nibble of cheese because you have to fast before facing the dark.
Still, I was hungry, so I didn’t complain. I supposed that we’d have time to fast once the funeral was over and that the Spook needed food now to build up his strength again.
At last, when I’d finished eating, I took a deep breath, got out my notebook and finally asked him about the Bane. To my surprise he told me to put the book away.
“You can write this up later when we’re on our way back,” he said. “Besides, I’ve a lot to learn about the Bane myself, so there’s no point in writing down something that you might need to change later.”
I suppose my mouth dropped open at that. I mean, I’d always thought the Spook knew almost everything there was to know about the dark.
“Don’t look so surprised, lad,” he said. “As you know, I still keep a notebook myself and so will you, if you live to my age. We never stop learning in this job, and the first step toward knowledge is to accept your own ignorance.
“As I said before, the Bane is an ancient, malevolent spirit that has so far got the better of me, I’m ashamed to admit. But hopefully not this time. Our first problem will be to find it,” continued the Spook. “It lives in the catacombs down under Priestown cathedral—there are miles and miles of tunnels.”
“What are the catacombs for?” I asked, wondering who would build so many tunnels.
“They’re full of crypts, lad, underground burial chambers that hold ancient bones. Those tunnels existed long before the cathedral was built. The hill was already a holy site when the first priests came here in ships from the west.”
“So who built the catacombs?”
“Some call the builders the Little People on account of their size, but their true name was the Segantii. Not that much is known about them apart from the fact that the Bane was once their god.”
“It’s a god?”
“Aye, it was always a powerful force, and the earliest Little People recognized its strength and worshipped it. Reckon the Bane would like to be a god again. You see, it used to roam free in the County. Over the centuries it grew corrupt and evil and terrorized the Little People night and day, turning brother against brother, destroying crops, burning homes, slaughtering innocents. It liked to see people existing in fear and poverty, beaten down until life was hardly worth living. Those were dark, terrible times for the Segantii.
“But it wasn’t just the poor people it plagued. The Segantii’s king was a good man called Heys. He’d defeated all his enemies in battle and tried to make his people strong and prosperous. But there was one enemy they couldn’t beat: the Bane. It suddenly demanded an annual tribute from King Heys. The poor man was ordered to sacrifice his seven sons, starting with the eldest. One son each year until none remained alive. It was more than any father could bear. But somehow Naze, the very last son, managed to bind the Bane to the catacombs. I don’t know how he did it—perhaps if I did, it would be easier to defeat this creature. All I know is that its way was blocked by a locked Silver Gate: Like many creatures of the dark it has a vulnerability to silver.”
“And so it’s still trapped down there after all this time?”
“Yes, lad. It’s bound down there until someone opens that gate and sets it free. That’s fact and it’s something that all the priests know. It’s knowledge passed down from generation to generation.”
“But isn’t there any other way out? How can the Silver Gate keep it in?” I asked.
“I don’t know, lad. All I know is that the Bane is bound in the catacombs and is only able to leave through that gate.”
I wanted to ask what was wrong with just leaving it there if it was bound and unlikely to escape, but he answered before I could voice the question. The Spook knew me well by now and was good at guessing what I was thinking.
“But we can’t just leave things as they are, I’m afraid, lad. You see, it’s growing stronger again now. It wasn’t always just a spirit. That only happened after it was bound. Before that, when it was very powerful, it had a physical form.”
“What did it look like?” I asked.
“You’ll find out tomorrow. Before you enter the cathedral for the funeral service, look up at the stone carving directly above the main doorway. It’s as good a representation of the creature as you’re likely to see.”
“Have you seen the real thing then?”
“Nay, lad. Twenty years ago, when I first tried to kill the Bane, it was still a spirit. But there are rumors that its strength has grown so much that it’s now taking the shape of other creatures.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean it’s started shape-shifting and it won’t be long before it’s strong enough to take on its original true form. Then it’ll be able to make almost anyone do what it wants. And the real danger is that it might force somebody to unlock the Silver Gate. That’s the most worrying thing of all!”
“But where’s it getting its strength from?” I wanted to know.
“Blood, mainly.”
“Blood?”
“Aye. The blood of animals—and humans. It has a terrible thirst. But fortunately, unlike a ripper, it can’t take the blood of a human being unless it’s given freely—”
“Why would anyone want to give it their blood?” I asked, astonished at the very idea.
“Because it can get inside people’s minds. It tempts them with money, position, and power—you name it. If it can’t get what it wants by persuasion, it terrorizes its victims. Sometimes it lures them down to the catacombs and threatens them with what we call the press.”
“The press?” I asked.
“Aye, lad. It can make itself so heavy that some of its victims are found squashed flat, their bones broken and their bodies smeared into the ground—you have to scrape them up for burial. They’ve been pressed, and it’s not a pleasant sight. The Bane cannot rip our blood against our will, but remember we’re still vulnerable to the press.”
“I don’t understand how it can make people do these things when it’s trapped in the catacombs,” I said.
“It can read thoughts, shape dreams, weaken and corrupt the minds of those above ground. Sometimes it even sees through their eyes. Its influence extends up into the cathedral and presbytery, and it terrorizes the priests. It’s been working its mischief that way through Priestown for years.”
“With the priests?”
“Yes—especially those who are weak-minded. Whenever it can, it gets them to spread its evil. My brother Andrew works as a locksmith in Priestown, and more than once he’s sent warnings to me about what’s happening. The Bane drains the spirit and the will. It makes people do what it wants, silencing the voices of goodness and reason; they become greedy and cruel, abuse their power, robbing the poor and sick. In Priestown tithes are now collected twice a year.”
I knew what a tithe was. A tenth of our farm’s income for the year, and we had to pay it as a tax to the local church. It was the law.
“Paying it once is bad enough,” the Spook continued, “but twice and it’s hard to keep the wolf from the door. Once again, it’s beating the people down into fear and poverty, just as it did to the Segantii. It’s one of the purest and most evil manifestations of the dark I’ve ever met. But the situation can’t go on much longer. I’ve got to put a stop to it once and for all before it’s too late.”
“How will we do that?” I asked.
“Well, I’m not sure I rightly know just yet. The Bane is a dangerous and clever foe; it may be able to read our minds and know just what we’re thinking before we realize it ourselves.
“But apart from silver, it does have one other serious weakness. Women make it very nervous, and it tries to avoid their company. It can’t abide being near them. Well, I can understand that easily enough, but how to use it to our advantage needs some thinking about.”
The Spook had often warned me to beware of girls and, for some reason, particularly those who wore pointy shoes. So I was used to him saying things like that. But now I knew about him and Meg I wondered if she’d played some part in making him talk the way he did.
Well, my master had certainly given me a lot to think about. And I couldn’t help wondering about all those churches in Priestown, and the priests and congregations, all believing in God. Could they all be wrong? If their God was so powerful, why didn’t He do something about the Bane? Why did He allow it to corrupt the priests and spread evil out into the town? My dad was a believer, even though he never went to church. None of our family did, because farming didn’t stop on Sunday and we were always too busy milking or doing other chores. But it suddenly made me wonder what the Spook believed, especially knowing what Mam had told me—that the Spook had once been a priest himself.
“Do you believe in God?” I asked him.
“I used to believe in God,” the Spook replied, his expression very thoughtful. “When I was a child I never doubted the existence of God for a single moment, but eventually I changed. You see, lad, when you’ve lived as long as I have, there are things that make you wonder. So now I’m not so sure but I still keep an open mind.
“But I’ll tell you this,” he went on. “Two or three times in my life I’ve been in situations so bad that I never expected to walk away from them. I’ve faced the dark and almost, but not quite, resigned myself to death. Then, just when all seemed lost, I’ve been filled with new strength. Where it came from I can only guess. But with that strength came a new feeling. That someone or something was at my side. That I was no longer alone.”
The Spook paused and sighed deeply. “I don’t believe in the God they preach about in church,” he said. “I don’t believe in an old man with a white beard. But there’s something watching what we do, and if you live your life right, in your hour of need it’ll stand at your side and lend you its strength. That’s what I believe. Well, come on, lad. We’ve dawdled here long enough and had best be on our way.”
I picked up his bag and followed him. Soon we left the road and took a shortcut through a wood and across a wide meadow. It was pleasant enough, but we stopped long before the sun set. The Spook was too exhausted to continue and should really have been back at Chipenden, recuperating after his illness.
I had a bad feeling about what lay ahead, a strong sense of danger.



CHAPTER IV
 Priestown

PRIESTOWN, built on the banks of the River Ribble, was the biggest town I’d ever visited. As we came down the hill, the river was like a huge snake gleaming orange in the light from the setting sun.
It was a town of churches, with spires and towers rising above the rows of small terraced houses. Set right on the summit of a hill, near the center of the town, was the cathedral. Three of the largest churches I’d seen in my whole life would easily have fitted inside it. And its steeple was something else. Built from limestone, it was almost white, and so high that I guessed on a rainy day the cross at its top would be hidden by clouds.
“Is that the biggest steeple in the world?” I asked, pointing in excitement.
“No, lad,” the Spook answered with a rare grin. “But it’s the biggest steeple in the County, as well it might be with a town that boasts so many priests. I only wish there were fewer of them, but we’ll just have to take our chance.”
Suddenly the grin faded from his face. “Talk of the Devil!” he said, clenching his teeth before pulling me through a gap in the hedge into the adjoining field. There he placed his forefinger against his lips for silence and made me crouch down with him while I listened to the sound of approaching footsteps.
It was a good, thick hawthorn hedge and it still had most of its leaves, but through it I could just make out a black cassock above the boots. It was a priest!
We stayed there for quite a while even after the footsteps had faded into the distance. Only then did the Spook lead us back onto the path. I couldn’t work out what all the fuss was about. On our travels we’d passed lots of priests. They hadn’t been too friendly, but we’d never tried to hide before.
“We need to be on our guard, lad,” the Spook explained. “Priests are always trouble, but they represent a real danger in this town. You see, Priestown’s bishop is the uncle of the High Quisitor. No doubt you’ll have heard of him.”
I nodded. “He hunts witches, doesn’t he?”
“Aye, lad, he does that. When he catches someone he considers to be a witch or warlock, he puts on his black cap and becomes the judge at the trial—a trial that’s usually over very quickly. The following day he puts on a different hat. He becomes the executioner and organizes the burning. He has a reputation for being good at that, and a big crowd usually gathers to watch. They say he positions the stake carefully so that the poor wretch takes a very long time to die. The pain is supposed to make a witch sorry for what she’s done, so she’ll beg God’s forgiveness and, as she dies, her soul will be saved. But that’s just an excuse. The Quisitor lacks the knowledge a spook has and wouldn’t know a real witch if she reached up from her grave and grabbed his ankle! No, he’s just a cruel man who likes to inflict pain. He enjoys his work and he’s grown rich from the money he makes selling the homes and property of those he condemns.
“Aye, and that brings me to the problem for us. You see, the Quisitor counts a spook as a warlock. The Church doesn’t like anyone to meddle with the dark, even if they’re fighting it. They think only priests should be allowed to do that. The Quisitor has the power of arrest, with armed churchwardens to do his bidding— but cheer up, lad, because that’s just the bad news.
“The good news is that the Quisitor lives in a big city way to the south, far beyond the boundaries of the County, and rarely comes north. So if we’re spotted and he’s summoned, it would take him more than a week to arrive, even on horseback. Also my arrival here should be a surprise. The last thing anyone will expect is that I’ll be attending the funeral of a brother I haven’t spoken to in forty years.”
But his words were of little comfort. As we moved off down the hill, I shivered at what he’d said. Entering the town seemed full of risks. With his cloak and staff he was unmistakably a spook. I was just about to say as much when he gestured left with his thumb and we walked off the road into a small wood. After about thirty paces or so my master came to a halt.
“Right, lad,” he said. “Take off your cloak and give it to me.”
I didn’t argue; from the tone of his voice I realized that he meant business, but I did wonder what he was up to. He took off his own cloak with its attached hood and laid his staff on the ground.
“Right,” he said. “Now find me some thin branches and twigs. Nothing too heavy, mind.”
A few minutes later I’d done as he asked, and I watched him place his staff among the branches and wrap the whole lot up with our cloaks. Of course, by then I’d already guessed what he was up to. Sticks were poking out of each end of the bundle, and it just looked like we’d been out gathering firewood. It was a disguise.
“There are lots of small inns close to the cathedral,” he said, tossing me a silver coin. “It’ll be safer for you if we don’t stay at the same one, because if they came for me, they’d arrest you, too. Best if you don’t know where I am either, lad. The Quisitor uses torture. Capture one of us and he’d soon have the other. I’ll set off first. Give me ten minutes, then follow.
“Choose any inn that hasn’t got anything to do with churches in its title, so we don’t end up in the same one by accident. Don’t have any supper, because we’ll be working tomorrow. The funeral’s at nine in the morning, but try to be early and sit near the back of the cathedral; if I’m there already, keep your distance.”
“Working” meant spook’s business, and I wondered if we’d be going down into the catacombs to face the Bane. I didn’t like the idea of that one little bit.
“Oh, and one more thing,” the Spook added as he turned to go. “You’ll be looking after my bag, so what should you remember when carrying it in a place like Priestown?”
“To carry it in my right hand,” I said.
He nodded in agreement, then lifted the bundle up onto his right shoulder and left me waiting in the wood.
We were both left-handed, something that priests didn’t approve of. Left-handers were what they called “sinister,” those most easily tempted by the Devil or even in league with him.
I gave him ten minutes or more, just to be sure there was enough distance between us, then, carrying his heavy bag, I set off down the hill, heading for the steeple. Once in the town I started to climb again toward the cathedral, and when I got close, I began my search for an inn.
There were plenty of them, all right; most of the cobbled streets seemed to have one, but the trouble was that all of them seemed to be linked to churches in some way or other. There was the Bishop’s Crook, the Steeple Inn, the Jolly Friar, the Miter, and the Book and Candle, to name but a few. The last one reminded me of the reason we’d come to Priestown in the first place. As the Spook’s brother had found to his cost, books and candles didn’t usually work against the dark. Not even when you used a bell as well.
I soon realized that the Spook had made it easy for himself but very difficult for me, and I spent a long time searching Priestown’s maze of narrow streets and the wider roads that linked them. I walked along Fylde Road and then up a wide street called Friargate, where there was no sign of a gate at all. The cobbled streets were full of people, and most of them seemed to be in a rush. The big market near the top of Friargate was closing for the day, but a few customers still jostled and haggled with traders for good prices. The smell of fish was overpowering, and a big flock of hungry seagulls squawked overhead. 
Every so often I saw a figure dressed in a black cassock, and I would change direction or cross the road. I found it hard to believe that one town could have so many priests.
Next I walked down Fishergate Hill until I could see the river in the distance, and then all the way back again. Finally I came round in a circle, but without any success. I couldn’t just ask somebody to direct me to an inn whose name had nothing to do with churches because they’d have thought me mad. Drawing attention to myself was the last thing I wanted. Even though I was carrying the Spook’s heavy black leather bag in my right hand, it still attracted too many curious glances my way.
At last, just as it was getting dark, I found somewhere to stay not too far from the cathedral where I’d first begun my search. It was a small inn called the Black Bull.
Before becoming the Spook’s apprentice I’d never stayed at an inn, never having any cause to wander far from my dad’s farm. Since then I’d spent the night in maybe half a dozen. It should have been a lot more, for we were often on the road, sometimes for several days at a time, but the Spook liked to save his money, and unless the weather was really bad he thought a tree or an old barn good enough shelter for the night. Still, this was the first inn I’d ever stayed in alone, and as I pushed my way in through the door, I felt a little nervous.
The narrow entrance opened out into a large, gloomy room, lit only by a single lantern. It was full of empty tables and chairs, with a wooden counter at the far end. The counter smelled strongly of vinegar, but I soon realized it was just stale ale that had soaked into the wood. There was a small bell hanging from a rope to the right of the counter, so I rang it.
Presently a door behind the counter opened and a bald man came out, wiping his big hands on a large dirty apron.
“I’d like a room for the night, please,” I said, adding quickly, “I might be staying longer.”
He looked at me as if I were something he’d just found on the bottom of his shoe, but when I pulled out the silver coin and put it on the counter, his expression became a lot more pleasant.
“Will you be wanting supper, master?” he asked.
I shook my head. I was fasting anyway, but one glance at his stained apron had made me lose my appetite.
Five minutes later I was up in my room with the door locked. The bed looked a mess and the sheets were dirty. I knew the Spook would have complained, but I just wanted to sleep and it was still a lot better than a drafty barn. However, when I looked through the window, I felt homesick for Chipenden.
Instead of the white path leading across the green lawn to the western garden and my usual view of Parlick Pike and the other fells, all I could see was a row of grimy houses opposite, each with a chimney pot sending dark smoke billowing down into the street.
So I lay on top of the bed and, still gripping the handles of the Spook’s bag, quickly fell asleep.
Just after eight the next morning, I was heading for the cathedral. I’d left the bag locked inside my room because it would have looked odd carrying it into a funeral service. I was a bit anxious about leaving it at the inn, but the bag had a lock and so did the door, and both keys were safely in my pocket. I also carried a third key.
The Spook had given it to me when I went to Horshaw to deal with the ripper. It had been made by his other brother, Andrew the locksmith, and it opened most locks as long as they weren’t too complex. I should have given it back, but I knew the Spook had more than one, and as he hadn’t asked, I’d kept it. It was very useful to have, just like the small tinderbox my dad had given me when I started my apprenticeship. I always kept that in my pocket, too. It had belonged to his dad and was a family heirloom—but a very useful one for someone who followed the Spook’s trade.
Before long I was climbing the hill, with the steeple to my left. It was a wet morning, a heavy drizzle falling straight into my face, and I’d been right about the steeple. At least the top third of it was hidden by the dark gray clouds that were racing in from the southwest. There was a bad smell of sewers in the air, too, and every house had a smoking chimney, most of the smoke finding its way down to street level.
A lot of people seemed to be rushing up the hill. One woman went by almost running, dragging two children faster than their little legs could manage. “Come on! Hurry up!” she scolded. “We’re going to miss it.”
For a moment I wondered if they were going to the funeral, too, but it seemed unlikely because their faces were filled with excitement. Right at the top, the hill flattened out and I turned left toward the cathedral. Here an excited crowd was eagerly lining both sides of the road, as if waiting for something. They were blocking the pavement, and I tried to ease my way through as carefully as possible. I kept apologizing, desperate to avoid stepping on anyone’s toes, but eventually the people became so thickly packed that I had to come to a halt and wait with them.
I didn’t wait long. Sounds of applause and cheers had suddenly erupted to my right. Above them I heard the clip-clop of approaching hooves. A large procession was moving toward the cathedral, the first two riders dressed in black hats and cloaks and wearing swords at their hips. Behind them came more riders, these armed with daggers and huge cudgels, ten, twenty, fifty, until eventually one man appeared riding alone on a gigantic white stallion.
He wore a black cloak, but underneath it expensive chain mail was visible at neck and wrists, and the sword at his hip had a hilt encrusted with rubies. His boots were of the very finest leather, and probably worth more than a farm laborer earned in a year.
The rider’s clothes and bearing marked him out as a leader, but even if he’d been dressed in rags, there would have been no doubt about it. He had very blond hair, tumbling from beneath a wide-brimmed red hat, and eyes so blue they put a summer’s sky to shame. I was fascinated by his face. It was almost too handsome to be a man’s, but it was strong at the same time, with a jutting chin and a determined forehead. Then I looked again at the blue eyes and saw the cruelty glaring from them.
He reminded me of a knight I’d once seen ride past our farm, when I was a young lad. He hadn’t so much as glanced our way. To him we didn’t exist. Well, that’s what my dad said anyway. Dad also said that the man was noble, that he could tell by looking at him that he came from a family that could trace its ancestors back for generations, all of them rich and powerful.
At the word noble, my dad spat into the mud and told me that I was lucky to be a farmer’s lad with an honest day’s work in front of me.
This man riding through Priestown was also clearly noble and had arrogance and authority written all over his face. To my shock and dismay I realized that I must be looking at the Quisitor, for behind him was a big open cart pulled by two shire horses and there were people standing in the back bound together with chains.
Mostly they were women, but there were a couple of men, too. The majority of them looked as if they hadn’t eaten properly for a long time. They wore filthy clothes, and many had clearly been beaten. All were covered in bruises, and one woman had a left eye that looked like a rotten tomato. Some of the women were wailing hopelessly, tears running down their cheeks. One screeched again and again at the top of her voice that she was innocent. But to no avail. They were all captives, soon to be tried and burned.
A young woman suddenly darted toward the cart, reaching up to one of the male prisoners and trying desperately to pass him an apple. Perhaps she was a relative of the prisoner—maybe a daughter.
To my horror, the Quisitor simply turned his horse and rode her down. One moment she was holding out the apple; the next she was on her side on the cobbles, howling in pain. I saw the cruel expression on the Quisitor’s face. He’d enjoyed hurting her. As the cart trundled past, followed by an escort of even more armed riders, the crowd’s cheers turned to howls of abuse and cries of “Burn them all!” 
It was then that I saw the girl chained among the other prisoners. She was no older than me, and her eyes were wide and frightened. Her black hair was streaked across her forehead with the rain, which was dribbling from her nose and the end of her chin like tears. I looked at the black dress she was wearing, then glanced down at her pointy shoes, hardly able to believe what I was seeing.
It was Alice. And she was a prisoner of the Quisitor.



CHAPTER V
 The Funeral

MY head was whirling with what I’d witnessed. It was several months since I’d last seen Alice. Her aunt, Bony Lizzie, was a witch the Spook and I had dealt with, but Alice, unlike the rest of her family, wasn’t really bad. In fact she was probably the closest I’d ever come to having a friend, and it was thanks to her that a few months back I’d managed to destroy Mother Malkin—the most evil witch in the County.
No, Alice had just been brought up in bad company. I couldn’t let her be burned as a witch. Somehow I had to find a way to rescue her, but at that moment I didn’t have the slightest clue how it could be done. I decided that as soon as the funeral was over, I’d have to try and persuade the Spook to help.
And then there was the Quisitor. What terrible timing that our visit to Priestown should coincide with his arrival. The Spook and I were in grave danger. Surely now my master wouldn’t stay here after the funeral. A huge part of me hoped he’d want to leave right away and not face the Bane. But I couldn’t leave Alice behind to die.
When the cart had gone by, the crowd surged forward and began to follow the Quisitor’s procession. Jammed in shoulder to shoulder, I’d little choice but to move with them. The cart continued past the cathedral and halted outside a big three-story house with mullioned windows. I assumed that it was the presbytery—the priests’ house—and that the prisoners were about to be tried there. They were taken down from the cart and dragged inside, but I was too far away to see Alice properly. There was nothing I could do, but I’d have to think of something quickly, before the burning, which was bound to take place soon.
Sadly, I turned away and pushed through the crowd until I reached the cathedral and Father Gregory’s funeral. The building had big buttresses and tall, pointy stained-glass windows. Then, remembering what the Spook had told me, I glanced up at the large stone gargoyle above the main door.
This was a representation of the original form of the Bane, the shape it was slowly trying to return to as it grew stronger down there in the catacombs. The body, covered in scales, was crouching with tense, knotted muscles, long sharp talons gripping the stone lintel. It looked ready to leap down.
I’ve seen some terrifying things in my time, but I’d never seen anything uglier than that huge head. It had an elongated chin that curved upward almost as far as its long nose, and wicked eyes that seemed to follow me as I walked toward it. Its ears were strange, too, and wouldn’t have been out of place on a big dog or even a wolf. Not something to face in the darkness of the catacombs!
Before I went in, I glanced back desperately at the presbytery once more, wondering if there was any real hope of rescuing Alice.
The cathedral was almost empty, so I found a place near the back. Close by, a couple of old ladies were kneeling in prayer with bowed heads and an altar boy was busy lighting candles.
I had plenty of time to look around. The cathedral seemed even bigger on the inside, with a high roof and huge wooden beams; even the slightest cough seemed to echo forever. There were three aisles—the middle one, which led right up to the altar steps, was wide enough to take a horse and cart. This place was grand, all right: Every statue in sight was gilded and even the walls were covered in marble. It was worlds away from the little church in Horshaw where the Spook’s brother had gone about his business.
At the front of the central aisle stood Father Gregory’s open coffin, with a candle at each corner. I’d never seen such candles in my life. Each one, set in a big brass candlestick, was taller than a man.
People had started to drift into the church. They entered in ones and twos and, like me, selected pews close to the back. I kept looking for the Spook, but there was no sign of him yet.
I couldn’t help glancing around for evidence of the Bane. I certainly didn’t feel its presence, but perhaps a creature so powerful would be able to feel mine. What if the rumors were true? What if it did have the strength to take on a physical form and was sitting here in the congregation? I looked about nervously, but then relaxed when I remembered what the Spook had told me. The Bane was bound to the catacombs far below, so for now, surely, I was safe.
Or was I? Its mind was very strong, my master had said, and it could reach up into the presbytery or the cathedral to influence and corrupt the priests. Maybe at this very moment it was trying to get inside my head!
I looked up, horrified, and caught the eye of a woman returning to her seat after paying her last respects to Father Gregory. I recognized her instantly as his weeping housekeeper, and she knew me in the same moment. She stopped at the end of my pew.
“Why were you so late?” she demanded in a raised whisper. “If you’d come when I first sent for you, he’d still be alive today.”
“I did my best,” I said, trying not to attract too much attention to us.
“Sometimes your best ain’t good enough then, is it?” she said. “The Quisitor’s right about your lot, you’re nowt but trouble and deserve all that’s coming to you.”
At the Quisitor’s name I started, but lots of people had begun to stream in, all of them wearing black cassocks and coats. Priests—dozens of them! I’d never thought to see so many in one place at a time. It was as if all the clergymen in the whole world had come together for the funeral of old Father Gregory. But I knew that wasn’t true and that they were only the ones who lived in Priestown—and maybe a few from the surrounding villages and towns. The housekeeper said nothing more and hurriedly returned to her pew.
Now I was really afraid. Here I was, sitting in the cathedral, just above the catacombs that were home to the most fearsome creature in the County, at a time when the Quisitor was visiting—and I’d been recognized. I desperately wanted to get as far from that place as possible and looked anxiously around for any sign of my master, but I couldn’t see him. I was just deciding that I should probably leave when suddenly the big doors of the church were flung back wide and a long procession entered. There was no escape.
At first I thought the man at the head was the Quisitor, for he had similar features. But he was older, and I remembered the Spook saying that the Quisitor had an uncle who was the bishop of Priestown; I realized it must be him.
The ceremony began. There was a lot of singing and we stood up, sat down, and knelt endlessly. No sooner had we settled in one position than we had to move again. Now if the funeral service had been in Greek I might have understood a bit more of what was going on, because my mam taught me that language when I was little. But most of Father Gregory’s funeral was in Latin. I could follow some of it, but it made me realize I’d have to work a lot harder at my lessons.
The bishop spoke of Father Gregory being in heaven, saying that he deserved to be there after all the good work he’d done. I was a little surprised that he made no mention of how Father Gregory had died, but I suppose the priests wanted to keep that quiet. They were probably reluctant to admit that his exorcism had failed.
At last, after almost an hour, the funeral service was over and the procession left the church, this time with six priests carrying the coffin. The four big priests holding the candles had the harder job because they were staggering under their weight. It was only as the last one passed by, walking behind the coffin, that I noticed the triangular base of the big brass candlestick.
On each of its three faces was a vivid representation of the ugly gargoyle that I’d seen above the cathedral door. And although it was probably caused by the flickering of the flame, once again its eyes seemed to follow me as the priest carried the candle slowly by.
All the priests filed out to join the procession and most of the people at the back followed them, but I stayed inside the church for a long time, wanting to keep clear of the housekeeper.
I was wondering what to do. I hadn’t seen the Spook, and I had no idea where he was staying or how I was supposed to meet up with him again. I needed to warn him about the Quisitor—and now the housekeeper. I also needed to talk to the Spook about Alice. I hoped he’d know what to do.
Outside, the rain had stopped and the yard at the front of the cathedral was empty. Glancing to my right, I could just see the tail of the procession disappearing round the back of the cathedral, where I supposed the graveyard must be.
I decided to go the other way, through the front gate and out into the street, but I was in for a shock. Across the road two people were having a heated conversation. More precisely, most of the heat was coming from an angry, red-faced priest with a bandaged hand. The other man was the Spook.
They both seemed to notice me at the same time. The Spook gestured with his thumb, signaling me to start walking right away. I did as I was told and my master followed me, keeping to the opposite side of the road.
The priest called out after him, “Think on, John, before it’s too late!”
I risked a glance back and saw that the priest hadn’t followed us but seemed to be staring at me. It was hard to be sure, but I thought he suddenly seemed far more interested in me than in the Spook.
We walked downhill for several minutes before the ground leveled out. At first there weren’t many people around, but the streets soon became narrower and much busier, and after changing direction a couple of times we came to the flagged market. It was a big, bustling square, full of stalls sheltered by wooden frames draped with gray waterproof awnings. I followed the Spook into the crowd, at times not far from his heels. What else could I do? It would have been easy to lose him in a place like that.
There was a large tavern at the northern edge of the market with empty benches outside, and the Spook headed straight for it. At first I thought he was going in and wondered if we were going to buy lunch. If he intended to leave because of the Quisitor, there’d be no need to fast. But instead he turned into a narrow, cobbled blind alley, led me to a low stone wall, and wiped the nearest section with his sleeve. When he’d got most of the beads of water off, he sat himself down and gestured that I should do the same.
I sat down and looked around. The alley was deserted and the walls of warehouses hemmed us in on three sides. There were few windows and they were cracked and smeared with grime, so at least we were out of the way of prying eyes.
The Spook was out of breath with walking, and this gave me a chance to get the first word in.
“The Quisitor’s here,” I told him.
The Spook nodded. “Aye, lad, he’s here all right. I was standing on the opposite side of the road, but you were too busy gawping at the cart to notice me.”
“But didn’t you see her? Alice was in the cart—”
“Alice? Alice who?”
“Bony Lizzie’s niece. We have to help her. . . .”
As I mentioned before, Bony Lizzie was a witch we’d dealt with in the spring. Now the Spook had her imprisoned in a pit, back in his garden in Chipenden.
“Oh, that Alice. Well, you’d best forget her, lad, because there’s nothing to be done. The Quisitor has at least fifty armed men with him.”
“But it’s not fair,” I said, hardly able to believe that he could stay so calm. “Alice isn’t a witch.”
“Little in this life is fair,” the Spook replied. “The truth is, none of them were witches. As you well know, a real witch would have sniffed the Quisitor coming from miles away.”
“But Alice is my friend. I can’t leave her to die!” I protested, feeling the anger rising inside me.
“This is no time for sentiment. Our job is to protect people from the dark, not to get distracted by pretty girls.”
I was furious—especially as I knew the Spook himself had once been distracted by a pretty girl—and that one was a witch. “Alice helped save my family from Mother Malkin, remember!”
“And why was Mother Malkin free in the first place, lad, answer me that!”
I hung my head in shame.
“Because you got yourself mixed up with that girl,” he continued, “and I don’t want it happening again. Especially not here in Priestown, with the Quisitor breathing down our necks. You’ll be putting your own life in danger—and mine. And keep your voice down. We don’t want to attract any unwelcome attention.”
I looked about me. But for us, the alley was deserted. A few people could be seen passing the entrance, but they were some distance away and didn’t so much as glance in our direction. Beyond them I could see the rooftops at the far side of the market square and, rising above the chimney pots, the cathedral steeple. But when I spoke again, I did lower my voice.
“What’s the Quisitor doing here anyway?” I asked. “Didn’t you say that he did his work down south and only came north when he was sent for?”
“That’s mostly true, but sometimes he mounts an expedition up north to the County and even beyond. Turns out that for the last few weeks he’s been sweeping the coast, picking up the poor dregs of humanity he had chained up in that cart.”
I was angry that he’d said Alice was one of the dregs, because I knew it wasn’t true. It wasn’t the right time to continue the argument, though, so I kept my peace.
“But we’ll be safe enough in Chipenden,” continued the Spook. “He’s never yet ventured up to the fells.”
“Are we going home now, then?” I asked.
“No, lad, not yet. I told you before, I’ve got unfinished business in this town.”
My heart sank, and I looked toward the alley entrance uneasily. People were still scurrying past, going about their business, and I could hear some stallholders calling out the price of their wares. But although there was a lot of noise and bustle, we were thankfully out of sight. Despite that, I still felt uneasy. We were supposed to be keeping our distance from each other. The priest outside the cathedral had known the Spook. The housekeeper knew me. What if someone else walked down the alley and recognized us and we were both arrested? Many priests from County parishes would be in town, and they’d know the Spook by sight. The only good news was that at the moment they were probably all still in the churchyard.
“That priest you were talking to before, who was he? He seemed to know you, so won’t he tell the Quisitor you’re here?” I asked, wondering if anywhere was really safe. For all I knew that red-faced priest outside the cathedral could even direct the Quisitor to Chipenden. “Oh, and there’s something else. Your brother’s housekeeper recognized me at the funeral. She was really angry. She might tell somebody that we’re here.”
It seemed to me that we were taking a serious risk in staying in Priestown while the Quisitor was in the area.
“Calm yourself, lad. The housekeeper won’t tell a soul. She and my brother weren’t exactly without sin themselves. And as for that priest,” said the Spook with a faint smile, “that’s Father Cairns. He’s family, my cousin. A cousin who meddles and gets a bit excited at times, but he means well all the same. He’s always trying to save me from myself and get me on the path of ‘righteousness.’ But he’s wasting his breath. I’ve chosen my path—and right or wrong, it’s the one I tread.”
At that moment I heard footsteps and my heart lurched into my mouth. Someone had turned into the alley and was walking directly toward us!
“Anyway, talking of family,” the Spook said, totally unconcerned, “here comes another member. This is my brother Andrew.”
A tall man with a thin body and sad, bony face was approaching us across the cobbles. He looked even older than the Spook and reminded me of a well-dressed scarecrow, for although he was wearing good-quality boots and clean clothes, his garments flapped in the wind. He looked more in need of a good breakfast than I did.
Without bothering to brush away the beads of water, he sat on the wall on the other side of the Spook.
“I thought I’d find you here. A sad business, brother,” he said gloomily.
“Aye,” said the Spook. “There’s just the two of us left now. Five brothers dead and gone.”
“John, I must tell you, the Quis—”
“Yes, I know,” said the Spook, an edge of impatience in his voice.
“Then you must be going. It’s not safe for either of you here,” said his brother, acknowledging me with a nod.
“No, Andrew, we’re not going anywhere until I’ve done what needs to be done. So I’d like you to make me a special key again,” the Spook told him. “For the gate.”
Andrew started. “Nay, John, don’t be a fool,” he said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t have come here if I’d known you wanted that. Have you forgotten the curse?”
“Hush,” said the Spook. “Not in front of the boy. Keep your silly superstitious nonsense to yourself.”
“Curse?” I asked, suddenly curious.
“See what you’ve done?” my master hissed angrily to his brother. “It’s nothing,” he said, turning to me. “I don’t believe in such rubbish and neither should you.”
“Well, I’ve buried one brother today,” said Andrew. “Get yourself home now, before I find myself burying another. The Quisitor would love to get his hands on the County Spook. Get back to Chipenden while you still can.”
“I’m not leaving, Andrew, and that’s final. I’ve got a job to do here, Quisitor or no Quisitor,” the Spook said firmly. “So are you going to help or not?”
“That’s not the point, and you know it!” Andrew insisted. “I’ve always helped you before, haven’t I? When have I ever let you down? But this is madness. You risk burning just by being here. This isn’t the time to meddle with that thing again,” he said, gesturing at the alley entrance and raising his eyes toward the steeple. “And think of the boy—you can’t drag him into this. Not now. Come back again in the spring when the Quisitor’s gone and we’ll talk again. You’d be a fool to attempt anything now. You can’t take on the Bane and the Quisitor—you’re not a young man, nor a well one, by the looks of you.”
As they spoke, I looked up at the steeple myself. I suspected that it could be seen from almost anywhere in the town and that the whole town was also visible from the steeple. There were four small windows right near the top, just below the cross. From there you’d be able to see every rooftop in Priestown, most of the streets, and a lot of the people, including us.
The Spook had told me that the Bane could use people, get inside their heads, and peer out through their eyes. I shivered, wondering if one of the priests was up there now, the Bane using him to watch us from the darkness inside the spire.
But the Spook wasn’t for changing his mind. “Come on, Andrew, think on! How many times have you told me that the dark’s getting stronger in this town? That the priests are becoming more corrupt, that people are afraid? And think about the double tithes and the Quisitor stealing land and burning innocent women and girls. What’s turned the priests and corrupted them so much? What terrible force makes good men inflict such atrocities or stand by and let them happen?
“Why, this very day the lad here has seen his friend carted off to certain death. Aye, the Bane is to blame, and the Bane must be stopped now. Do you really think I can let this go on for half a year more? How many more innocent people will have been burned by then, or will perish this winter through poverty, hunger, and cold if I don’t do something? The town is rife with rumors of sightings down in the catacombs. If they’re true, then the Bane is growing in strength and power, turning from a spirit into a creature clothed in flesh. Soon it could return to its original form, a manifestation of the evil spirit that tyrannized the Little People. And then where will we all be? How easy will it be then for it to terrify or trick someone into opening that gate? No, it’s as plain as the nose on your face. I’ve got to act now to rid Priestown of the dark, before the Bane’s power grows any stronger. So I’ll ask you again, one more time. Will you make me a key?”
For a moment the Spook’s brother buried his face in his hands, just like one of the old women saying her prayers in church. Finally he looked up and nodded. “I still have the mold from last time. I’ll have the key ready first thing tomorrow morning. I must be dafter than you,” he said.
“Good man,” replied the Spook. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down. I’ll call for it at first light.”
“This time I hope you know what you’re doing when you get down there!”
The Spook’s face reddened with anger. “You do your job, brother, and I’ll do mine!” he said.
With that, Andrew stood up, gave a world-weary sigh, and walked off without even a backward glance.
“Right, lad,” said the Spook, “you leave first. Go back to your room and stay there till tomorrow. Andrew’s shop is down Friargate. I’ll have collected the key and will be ready to meet you about twenty minutes after dawn. There shouldn’t be many people about that early. Remember where you were standing earlier when the Quisitor rode by?”
I nodded.
“Be on the nearest corner, lad. Don’t be late. And remember, we must continue to fast. Oh, and one more thing: Don’t forget my bag. I think we might be needing it.” 
My mind whirled on the way back to the inn. What should I fear most: a powerful man who would hunt me down and burn me at the stake? Or a fearsome creature that had beaten my master in his prime and, through the eyes of a priest, might be watching me at this very moment from the windows high in the steeple?
As I glanced up at the cathedral, my eye caught the blackness of a priest’s cassock nearby. I averted my gaze, but not before I’d noted the priest: Father Cairns. Luckily the pavement was busy and he was staring straight ahead and didn’t even glance in my direction. I was relieved, for had he seen me here, so close to my inn, it wouldn’t have taken much for him to work out where I might be staying. The Spook had said he was harmless, but I couldn’t help thinking the fewer people who knew who we were and where we were staying, the better. But my relief was short-lived, for when I got back to my room there was a note pinned to the door.
THOMAS,
IF YOU WOULD SAVE YOUR MASTER’S LIFE, COME TO MY CONFESSIONAL THIS EVENING AT SEVEN. AFTER THAT IT WILL BE TOO LATE.
FATHER CAIRNS
I felt a sickening unease. How had Father Cairns found out where I was staying? Had someone been following me? Father Gregory’s housekeeper? Or the innkeeper? I hadn’t liked the look of him at all. Had he sent a message to the cathedral? Or the Bane? Did that creature know my every movement? Had it told Father Cairns where to find me? Whatever had happened, the priests knew where I was staying, and if they told the Quisitor he could come for me at any moment.
I hurriedly opened my bedroom door and locked it behind me. Then I closed the shutters, hoping desperately to keep out the prying eyes of Priestown. I checked that the Spook’s bag was where I’d left it, then sat on my bed, not knowing what to do. The Spook had told me to stay in my room until morning. I knew he wouldn’t really want me to go and see his cousin. He’d said he was a priest who meddled. Was he just going to meddle again? On the other hand, he’d told me that Father Cairns meant well. But what if the priest really did know something that threatened the Spook? If I stayed, my master might end up in the hands of the Quisitor. Yet if I went to the cathedral, I was walking right into the lair of the Quisitor and the Bane! The funeral had been dangerous enough. Could I push my luck again?
What I really should have done was tell the Spook about the message. But I couldn’t. For one thing, he hadn’t told me where he was staying.
“Trust your instincts,” the Spook had always taught me, so at last I made up my mind. I decided to go and speak to Father Cairns.



CHAPTER VI
 A Pact with Hell

GIVING myself plenty of time, I walked slowly through the damp, cobbled streets. My palms were clammy with nerves, and my feet seemed reluctant to move toward the cathedral. It was as if they were wiser than I was, and I had to keep forcing one foot in front of the other. But the evening was chilly, and luckily there weren’t many people about. I didn’t pass even one priest.
I arrived at the cathedral at about ten minutes to seven, and as I walked through the gate into the big flagged forecourt, I couldn’t help glancing up at the gargoyle over the main door. The ugly head seemed bigger than ever and the eyes still seemed wick with life; they followed me as I walked toward the door. The long chin curved up so much that it almost met the nose, making it unlike any creature I’d ever seen. With its doglike ears and a long tongue protruding from its mouth, and two short horns curving out from its skull, it suddenly reminded me of a goat.
I looked away and entered the cathedral, shivering at the sheer strangeness of the creature. Inside the building it took a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the gloom, and to my relief I saw that the place was almost empty.
I was afraid, though, for two reasons. Firstly, I didn’t like being in the cathedral, where priests could appear at any moment. If Father Cairns was tricking me, then I had just walked straight into his trap. Secondly, I was now in the Bane’s territory. Soon the day would draw in, and once the sun went down the Bane, like all creatures of the dark, would be at its most dangerous. Perhaps then its mind might reach up from the catacombs and seek me out. I had to get this business over with as quickly as possible.
Where was the confessional? There were just a couple of old ladies at the back of the cathedral, but an old man was kneeling near the front, close to the small door of a wooden box that stood with its back to the stone wall.
That told me what I wanted to know. There was an identical box a bit farther along. The confessional boxes. Each had a candle fixed above it set within a blue glass holder. But only the one near the kneeling man was lit.
I walked down the right-hand aisle and knelt in the pew behind him. After a few moments the door to the confessional box opened and a woman wearing a black veil came out. She crossed the aisle and knelt in a pew while the old man went inside.
After a few moments I could hear him muttering. I’d never been to confession in my life, but I had a pretty good idea of what went on. One of Dad’s brothers had become very religious before he’d died. Dad always called him Holy Joe, but his real name was Matthew. He went to confession twice a week, and after hearing his sins the priest gave him a big penance. That meant that afterward he had to say lots of prayers over and over again. I supposed the old man was telling the priest about his sins.
The door stayed closed for what seemed an age, and I started to grow impatient. Another thought struck me: What if it wasn’t Father Cairns inside but some other priest? I really would have to make a confession then or it would seem very suspicious. I tried to think of a few sins that might sound convincing. Was greed a sin? Or did you call it gluttony? Well, I certainly liked my food, but I’d had nothing to eat all day and my belly was starting to rumble. Suddenly it seemed madness to be doing this. In moments I could end up a prisoner.
I panicked and stood up to leave. It was only then that I noticed with relief a small card slotted into a holder on the door. A name was written on it: FATHER CAIRNS.
At that moment the door opened and the old man came out, so I took his place in the confessional and closed the door behind me. It was small and gloomy inside, and when I knelt down, my face was very close to a metal grille. Behind the grille was a brown curtain and, somewhere beyond that, a flickering candle. I couldn’t see a face through the grille, just the shadowy outline of a head.
“Would you like me to hear your confession?” The priest’s voice had a strong County accent, and he breathed loudly.
I just shrugged. Then I realized that he couldn’t see me properly through the grille. “No, Father,” I said, “but thank you for asking. I’m Tom, Mr. Gregory’s apprentice. You wanted to see me.”
There was a slight pause before Father Cairns spoke. “Ah, Thomas, I’m glad you came. I asked you here because I need to talk to you. I need to tell you something very important, so I want you to stay here until I’ve finished. Will you promise me that you won’t leave until I’ve said what I have to say?”
“I’ll listen,” I replied doubtfully. I was wary of making promises now. In the spring I’d made a promise to Alice, and it had got me in a whole lot of trouble.
“That’s a good lad,” he said. “We’ve made a good start to an important task. And do you know what that task is?”
I wondered whether he was talking about the Bane but thought it best not to mention that creature so close to the catacombs, so I said, “No, Father.”
“Well, Thomas, we have to put together a plan. We have to work out how we can save your immortal soul. But you know what you have to do to begin the process, don’t you? You must walk away from John Gregory. You must cease practicing that vile trade. Will you do that for me?”
“I thought you wanted to see me about helping Mr. Gregory,” I said, starting to feel angry. “I thought he was in danger.”
“He is, Thomas. We are here to help John Gregory, but we must begin by helping you. So will you do what I ask?”
“I can’t,” I said. “My dad paid good money for my apprenticeship, and my mam would be even more disappointed. She says I’ve a gift and I have to use it to help people. That’s what spooks do. We go round helping people when they’re in danger from things that come out of the dark.”
There was a long silence. All I could hear was the priest’s breathing. Then I thought of something else.
“I helped Father Gregory, you know,” I blurted out. “He died later, it’s true, but I saved him from a worse death. At least he died in bed, in the warmth. He tried to get rid of a boggart,” I explained, raising my voice a little. “That’s what got him into trouble in the first place. Mr. Gregory could have sorted it out for him. He can do things that a priest can’t. Priests can’t get rid of boggarts because they don’t know how. It takes more than just a few prayers.”
I knew that I shouldn’t have said that about prayers and I expected him to get very angry. He didn’t. He kept calm, and that made it seem a whole lot worse.
“Oh, yes, it takes much more,” Father Cairns answered quietly, his voice hardly more than a whisper. “Much, much more. Do you know what John Gregory’s secret is, Thomas? Do you know the source of his power?”
“Yes,” I said, my own voice suddenly much calmer. “He’s studied for years, for the whole of his working life. He’s got a whole library full of books and he did an apprenticeship like me and he listened carefully to what his master said and wrote it down in notebooks, just like I do now.”
“Don’t you think that we do the same? It takes long, long years to train for the priesthood. And priests are clever men being trained by even cleverer men. So how did you accomplish what Father Gregory couldn’t, despite the fact that he read from God’s holy book? How do you explain the fact that your master routinely does what his brother could not?”
“It’s because priests have the wrong kind of training,” I said. “And it’s because my master and I are both seventh sons of seventh sons.”
The priest made a strange noise behind the grille. At first I thought he was choking; then I realized I could hear laughter. He was laughing at me.
I thought that was very rude. My dad always says that you should respect other people’s opinions even if they sometimes seem daft.
“That’s just superstition, Thomas,” Father Cairns said at last. “Being the seventh son of a seventh son means nothing. It’s just an old wives’ tale. The true explanation for John Gregory’s power is something so terrible that it makes me shudder just to think about it. You see, John Gregory has made a pact with hell. He’s sold his soul to the Devil.”
I couldn’t believe what he was saying. When I opened my mouth, no words came out, so I just kept shaking my head.
“It’s true, Thomas. All his power comes from the Devil. What you and other County folk call boggarts are just lesser devils who only yield because their master bids them do that. It’s worth it to the Devil because, in return, one day he’ll get hold of John Gregory’s soul. And a soul is precious to God, a thing of brightness and splendor, and the Devil will do anything to dirty it with sin and drag it down into the eternal flames of Hell.”
“What about me?” I said, getting angry again. “I’ve not sold my soul. But I saved Father Gregory.”
“That’s easy, Thomas. You’re a servant of the Spook, as you call him, who, in turn, is a servant of the Devil. So the power of evil is on loan to you while you serve. But of course, if you were to complete your training in evil and prepare to practice your vile trade as master rather than apprentice, then it would be your turn. You, too, would have to sign away your soul. John Gregory hasn’t yet told you this because you’re too young, but he would certainly do so one day. And when that day arrived, it would come as no surprise because you’d remember my words to you now. John Gregory has made many serious mistakes in his life and has fallen a long, long way from grace. Do you know that he was once a priest?”
I nodded. “I know that already.”
“And do you know how, just fresh from ordination as a priest, he came to leave his calling? Do you know of his shame?”
I didn’t reply. I knew that Father Cairns was going to tell me anyway.
“Some theologians have argued that a woman does not have a soul. That debate continues, but of one thing we can be certain—a priest cannot take a wife, because it would distract him from his devotion to God. John Gregory’s failing was doubly bad: Not only was he distracted by a woman, but that woman was already betrothed to one of his own brothers. It tore the family apart. Brother turned against brother over a woman called Emily Burns.”
By now I didn’t like Father Cairns one little bit and knew that if he’d talked to my mam about women not having souls, she’d have flayed him with her tongue to within an inch of his life. But I was curious about the Spook. First I’d heard about Meg and now I was being told that, even earlier, he’d been involved with this Emily Burns. I was astonished and wanted to know more.
“Did Mr. Gregory marry Emily Burns?” I asked, spitting my question right out.
“Never in the eyes of God,” answered the priest. “She came from Blackrod, where our family has its roots, and lives there alone to this day. Some say they quarreled, but whatever the case John Gregory eventually took another woman, whom he met in the far north of the County and brought south. Her name was Margery Skelton, a notorious witch. The locals knew her as Meg, and in time she became feared and loathed across the breadth of Anglezarke Moor and the towns and villages to the south of the County.”
I said nothing. I know that he expected me to be shocked. I was, at everything he’d said, but reading the Spook’s diary back in Chipenden had prepared me for the worst.
Father Cairns gave another deep sniff, then coughed deep in his throat. “Do you know which of his six brothers John Gregory wronged?”
I’d already guessed. “Father Gregory,” I answered.
“In devout families such as the Gregorys, it is the tradition that one son takes holy orders. When John threw away his vocation, another brother took his place and began training for the priesthood. Yes, Thomas, it was Father Gregory, the brother we buried today. He lost his betrothed and he lost his brother. What else could he do but turn to God?”
When I’d arrived, the church had been almost empty, but as we’d talked I’d become aware of sounds outside the confessional box. There’d been footsteps and the increasing murmur of voices. Now, suddenly, a choir began to sing. It would be well after seven by now, and the sun would already have set. I decided to make an excuse and leave, but just as I opened my mouth I heard Father Cairns come to his feet.
“Come with me, Thomas,” he said. “I want to show you something.”
I heard him open his door and go out into the church, so I followed.
He beckoned me toward the altar where, led by another priest, neatly arranged in three rows of ten, a choir of altar boys was standing on the steps. Each wore a black cassock and white surplice.
Father Cairns halted and put his bandaged hand on my right shoulder.
“Listen to them, Thomas. Don’t they sound like holy angels?”
I’d never heard an angel sing so I couldn’t answer, but they certainly made a better noise than my dad, who used to start singing as we got near to the end of the milking. His voice was bad enough to turn the milk sour.
“You could have been a member of that choir, Thomas. But you’ve left it too late. Your voice is already beginning to deepen and a chance to serve has been lost.”
He was right about that. Most of the boys were younger than me and their voices were more like girls’ than lads’. In any case, my singing wasn’t much better than my dad’s.
“Still, there are other things you can do. Let me show you . . .”
He led the way past the altar, through a door, and along a corridor. Then we went out into the garden at the rear of the cathedral. Well, it was more the size of a field than a garden, and rather than flowers and roses, vegetables grew there.
It was already beginning to get dark, but there was still enough light to see a hawthorn hedge in the distance with the gravestones of the churchyard just visible beyond it. In the foreground a priest was on his knees, weeding with a trowel. It was a big garden and only a small trowel.
“You come from a family of farmers, Thomas. It’s good, honest work. You’d be at home working here,” he said, pointing to the kneeling priest.
I shook my head. “I don’t want to be a priest,” I said firmly.
“Oh, you could never be a priest!” Father Cairns said, his voice filled with shock and indignation. “You’ve been too close to the Devil for that and now will have to be watched closely for the rest of your life lest you slip back. No, that man is a brother.”
“A brother?” I asked, puzzled, thinking he was family or something.
The priest smiled. “At a big cathedral like this, priests have assistants who offer support. We call them brothers because, although they can’t administer the sacraments, they do other vital tasks and are part of the family of the Church. Brother Peter is our gardener and very good at it, too. What do you say, Thomas? Would you like to be a brother?”
I knew all about being a brother. Being the youngest of seven, I’d been given all the jobs that nobody else wanted to do. It looked like it was the same here. In any case, I already had a job and I didn’t believe what Father Cairns had told me about the Devil and the Spook. It had made me think a bit, but deep down I knew it couldn’t be true. Mr. Gregory was a good man.
It was getting darker and chillier by the moment, so I decided it was time to go.
“Thanks for talking to me, Father,” I said, “but could you tell me about the danger to Mr. Gregory now, please?”
“All in good time, Thomas,” he said, giving me a little smile.
Something in that smile told me that I’d been tricked. That he had no intention at all of helping the Spook.
“I’ll think about what you’ve told me, but I’ve got to be getting back now or I’ll miss my supper,” I told him. It seemed a good excuse at the time. He’d no way of knowing that I was fasting because I had to be ready to deal with the Bane.
“We’ve got supper for you here, Thomas,” said Father Cairns. “In fact, we’d like you to stay the night.”
Two other priests had come out of the side door and were walking toward us. They were big men, and I didn’t like the expressions on their faces.
There was a moment when I could probably have gotten away, but it seemed silly to run when I wasn’t really sure what was going to happen.
Then it was too late because the priests stood on each side of me, gripping me firmly by my upper arms and shoulders. I didn’t struggle; there was no point. Their hands were big and heavy and I felt that if I stayed in the same spot too long, I’d start to sink into the earth. Then they walked me back into the vestry.
“This is for your own good, Thomas,” Father Cairns said as he followed us inside. “The Quisitor will seize John Gregory tonight. He’ll have a trial, of course, but the outcome is certain. Found guilty of dealing with the Devil, he will be burned at the stake. That’s why I can’t let you go back to him. There’s still a chance for you. You’re just a boy and your soul can still be saved without burning. But if you’re with him when he’s arrested, then you’ll suffer the same fate. So this is for your own good.”
“But he’s your cousin!” I blurted out. “He’s family. How can you do this? Let me go and warn him.”
“Warn him?” asked Father Cairns. “Do you think I haven’t tried to warn him? I’ve been warning him for most of his adult life. Now I need to think about his soul more than his body. The flames will cleanse him. By means of pain, his soul can be saved. Don’t you see? I’m doing it to help him, Thomas. There are much more important things than our brief existence in this world.”
“You’ve betrayed him! Your own flesh and blood. You’ve told the Quisitor we’re here!”
“Not both of you, just John. So join us, Thomas. Your soul will be cleansed through prayer and your life will no longer be in danger. What do you say?”
There was no point in arguing with someone who was so sure that he was right, so I didn’t waste my breath. The only sound to be heard was the echo of our footsteps and the jangle of keys as they led me farther and farther into the gloom of the cathedral.



CHAPTER VII
 Escape and Capture

THEY locked me in a small damp room without a window and didn’t bring me the supper they’d mentioned. For a bed there was just a small heap of straw. When the door closed I stood there in the dark, listening to the key being turned in the lock and the footsteps echoing away down the corridor.
It was too dark to see my hands before my face, but that didn’t worry me much. After nearly six months as the Spook’s apprentice, I’d become a lot braver. Being a seventh son of a seventh son, I’d always seen things that others couldn’t, but the Spook had taught me that most of them couldn’t do you much harm. It was an old cathedral and there was a big graveyard beyond the garden, so that meant there would be things about—unquiet things like ghasts and ghosts—but I wasn’t afraid of them.
No, what bothered me was the Bane below in the catacombs! The thought of it reaching into my mind was terrifying. I certainly didn’t want to face that, and if it was now as strong as the Spook suspected, it would know exactly what was going on. In fact it had probably corrupted Father Cairns, turning him against his own cousin. It might have worked its evil among the priests and been listening to their conversations. It was bound to know who I was and where I was, and it wouldn’t be too friendly, to say the least.
Of course, I didn’t plan on staying there all night. You see, I still had the three keys in my pocket, and I intended to use the special one Andrew had made. Father Cairns wasn’t the only one with tricks up his sleeve.
The key wouldn’t get me beyond the Silver Gate, because you needed something far more subtle and well crafted to open that lock, but I knew it would get me out into the corridor and through any door of the cathedral. I just had to wait awhile until everyone was asleep and then I could sneak out. If I went too early, I’d probably be caught. On the other hand, if I delayed, I’d be too late to warn the Spook and might get a visit from the Bane, so it was a judgment I couldn’t afford to get wrong. 
As darkness fell and the noises outside faded, I decided to take my chance. The key turned in the lock without a hint of resistance, but just before I opened the door I heard footsteps. I froze and held my breath as, gradually, they receded into the distance and everything returned to silence.
I waited a long time, listening very carefully. Finally I drew in a slow breath and eased open the door. Fortunately, it opened without a single creak and I stepped out into the corridor, pausing and listening again.
I didn’t know for sure that there was anybody left in the cathedral and its side buildings. Perhaps they’d all gone back to the big priests’ house? But I couldn’t believe they wouldn’t have left somebody on guard, so I tiptoed along the dark corridor, afraid to make even the slightest sound.
When I came to the side door of the vestry, I had a shock. I didn’t need my key. It was already open.
The sky was clear now and the moon was up, bathing the path in a silver light. I stepped outside and moved cautiously. Only then did I sense somebody behind me, someone standing to the side of the door, hidden in the shadow of one of the big stone buttresses that shored up the sides of the cathedral.
For a moment I froze. Then, my heart pounding so loudly I could hear it, I slowly turned round. The shadowy figure stepped out into the moonlight. I recognized him straightaway. Not a priest, but the brother who’d been on his knees tending the garden earlier. Gaunt of face, Brother Peter was almost totally bald, with just a thin collar of white hair below his ears.
Suddenly he spoke. “Warn your master, Thomas,” he said. “Go quickly! Get away from this town while you both can!”
I didn’t reply. I just turned and ran down the path as fast as I could. I only stopped running when I reached the streets. I walked so as not to draw too much attention to myself, and I wondered why Brother Peter hadn’t tried to stop me. Wasn’t that his job? Hadn’t he been left on guard?
But I didn’t have time to think about that properly. I had to warn the Spook of his cousin’s betrayal before it was too late. I didn’t know which inn the Spook was staying at, but perhaps his brother would know. That was a start because I knew where Friargate was: it was one of the roads I’d walked down while searching for an inn, so Andrew’s shop wouldn’t be too difficult to find. I hurried through the cobbled streets, knowing that I didn’t have much time, that the Quisitor and his men would already be on their way.
Friargate was a wide, hilly road with two rows of shops, and I found the locksmith’s easily. The name above the shop said ANDREW GREGORY, but the premises were in darkness. I had to knock three times before a light flickered in the upstairs room.
Andrew opened the door and held a candle up to my face. He was wearing a long nightshirt and his face held a mixture of expressions. He looked puzzled, angry, and weary.
“Your brother’s in danger,” I said, trying to keep my voice as low as possible. “I would have warned him myself, but I don’t know where he’s staying. . . .”
He beckoned me in without a word and led me through into his workshop. The walls were festooned with keys and locks of every possible shape and size. One large key was as long as my forearm, and I wondered at the size of the lock it belonged to. Quickly I explained what had happened.
“I told him he was a fool to stay here!” he exclaimed, thumping his fist down hard on the top of a workbench. “And damn that treacherous, two-faced cousin of ours! I knew all along he wasn’t to be trusted. The Bane must have finally got to him, twisting his mind to get John out of the way—the one person in the whole County who still poses a real threat to it!”
He went upstairs, but it didn’t take him long to get dressed. Soon we were heading back through the empty streets, taking a route that led us back in the direction of the cathedral.
“He’s staying at the Book and Candle,” muttered Andrew Gregory, shaking his head. “Why on earth didn’t he tell you that? You could have saved time by going straight there. Let’s hope we’re not too late!”
But we were too late. We heard them from several streets away: men’s voices raised in anger and someone thumping a door loud enough to wake the dead.
We watched from a corner, taking care not to be seen. There was nothing we could do now. The Quisitor was there on his huge horse, and he had about twenty armed men at his command. They had cudgels, and some of them had drawn their swords as if they expected resistance. One of the men hammered on the inn door again with the hilt of his sword.
“Open up! Open up! Be quick about it!” he shouted. “Or we’ll break down the door!”
There was the sound of bolts being drawn back, and the innkeeper came to the door in his nightshirt, holding a lantern. He looked bewildered, as if he’d just woken up from a very deep sleep. He saw only the two armed men facing him, not the Quisitor. Perhaps that was why he made a big mistake: He began to protest and bluster.
“What’s this?” he cried. “Can’t a man get some sleep after a hard day’s work? Disturbing the peace at this time of night! I know my rights. There’s laws against such things.”
“Fool!” shouted the Quisitor angrily, riding closer to the door. “I am the law! A warlock sleeps within your walls. A servant of the Devil! Sheltering a known enemy of the Church carries dire penalties. Stand aside or pay with your life!”
“Sorry, lord. Sorry!” wailed the innkeeper, holding up his hands in supplication, a look of terror on his face.
In answer the Quisitor simply gestured to his men, who seized the innkeeper roughly. Without ceremony he was dragged into the street and hurled to the ground.
Then, very deliberately, with cruelty etched on his face, the Quisitor rode his white stallion over the innkeeper. A hoof came down hard on his leg and I clearly heard the bone snap. My blood ran cold. The man lay screaming on the ground while four of the guards ran into the house; their boots thumped up the wooden stairs.
When they dragged the Spook outside, he looked old and frail. Perhaps a little afraid, too, but I was too far away to be sure.
“Well, John Gregory, you’re mine at last!” cried the Quisitor, in a loud, arrogant voice. “Those dry old bones of yours should burn well!”
The Spook didn’t answer. I watched them tie his hands behind his back and lead him away down the street.
“All these years, then it comes to this,” muttered Andrew. “He always meant well. He doesn’t deserve to burn.”
I couldn’t believe it was happening. I had a lump in my throat so big that, until the Spook had been taken around the corner and out of sight, I couldn’t even speak. “We’ve got to do something!” I said at last.
Andrew shook his head wearily. “Well, boy, have a think about it and then tell me just what we’re supposed to do. Because I haven’t a clue. You’d better come back to my place and at first light get as far away from here as possible.”



CHAPTER VIII
 Brother Peter’s Tale

THE kitchen was at the back of the house, overlooking a small flagged yard. As the sky grew lighter, Andrew offered me some breakfast. It wasn’t much, just an egg and a slice of toasted bread. I thanked him but had to refuse because I was still fasting. To eat would mean I’d accepted that the Spook was gone and that we wouldn’t be facing the Bane together. Anyway, I didn’t feel the slightest bit hungry.
I’d done what Andrew had suggested. Since the Spook had been taken, I’d spent every single moment thinking of how we could save him. I thought about Alice, too. If I didn’t do something, they were both going to burn.
“Mr. Gregory’s bag is still in my room at the Black Bull,” I suddenly remembered, turning to the locksmith. “And he must have left his staff and our cloaks in his room at the inn. How will we get them back?”
“Well, that’s one thing I can help you with,” Andrew said. “It’s too risky for either of us to go, but I know someone who could pick them up for you. I’ll see to it later.”
While I watched Andrew eating, a bell started to ring somewhere in the distance. It had a single dull tone and there was a long pause between each chime. It sounded mournful, like the tolling of a funeral bell.
“Is that from the cathedral?” I asked.
Andrew nodded and carried on chewing his food very slowly. He looked as if he’d as little appetite as I had.
I wondered if it was calling people to an early morning service, but before I could say as much Andrew swallowed his piece of toast and told me, “It means another death at the cathedral or at some other church in the town. Either that or a priest’s died somewhere else in the County and the news has only just got here. It’s a common sound here these days. I’m afraid any priests who question the darkness and corruption in our town are swiftly dealt with.”
I shuddered. “Does everybody in Priestown know it’s the Bane that’s the cause of the dark times?” I asked. “Or just the priests?”
“The Bane’s common enough knowledge. In the area closest to the cathedral, most folk have had the doors to their cellars bricked up, and fear and superstition are rife. Who can blame the townsfolk when they can’t even rely on their own priests to protect them? No wonder congregations are dwindling,” Andrew said, shaking his head sadly.
“Did you finish the key?” I asked him.
“Aye,” he said, “but poor John won’t be needing it now.”
“We could use it,” I said, speaking quickly so that I could finish what I was saying before he stopped me. “The catacombs run right under the cathedral and presbytery, so there could be a way up into them. We could wait until dark, when everyone’s asleep, and get up into the house.”
“That’s just foolishness,” Andrew said, shaking his head. “The presbytery’s huge, with a lot of rooms both above and below ground. And we don’t even know where the prisoners are being held. Not only that, there are armed men guarding them. Do you want to burn as well? I certainly don’t!”
“It’s worth a try,” I insisted. “They won’t expect anyone to come up into the house from below with the Bane down there. We’ll have surprise on our side and maybe the guards will be asleep.”
“No,” Andrew said, shaking his head firmly. “It’s madness. It’s not worth two more lives.”
“Then give me the key and I’ll do it.”
“You’d never find your way without me. It’s a maze of tunnels down there.”
“So you do know the way?” I said. “You’ve been down there before?”
“Aye, I know the way as far as the Silver Gate. But that’s as far as I’d ever want to go. And it’s twenty years since I went down there with John. That thing down there nearly killed him. It could kill us, too. You heard John: It’s changing from a spirit, shape-shifting into God knows what. We could meet anything down there. Folk have spoken of ferocious black dogs with huge, gaping jaws and bared teeth. The Bane can read your mind, remember, take the shape of your worst fears. No, it’s too dangerous. I don’t know which fate is worse—being burned alive at the stake by the Quisitor or pressed to death by the Bane. They’re not choices a young lad should be making.”
“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “You deal with the locks and I’ll do my job.”
“If my brother couldn’t cope, then what hope have you? He was still in his prime then, and you’re just a boy.”
“I’m not daft enough to try and destroy the Bane,” I said. “I’d just do enough to get the Spook to safety.”
Andrew shook his head. “How long have you been with him?”
“Nearly six months,” I said.
“Well,” said Andrew, “that tells us everything, doesn’t it? You mean well, I know that, but we’d just be making things worse.”
“The Spook told me that burning’s a terrible death. The worst death of all. That’s why he doesn’t hold with burning a witch. Would you let him suffer that? Please, you’ve got to help. It’s his last chance.”
This time Andrew didn’t say anything. He sat for a long time, deep in thought. When he did get up from his chair, all he said was that I should stay out of sight.
That seemed a good sign. At least he hadn’t sent me packing. 
I sat in the back, kicking my heels, as the morning slowly wore on. I hadn’t slept at all and I was tired, but sleep was the last thing on my mind after the events of the night.
Andrew was working. Most of the time I could hear him in his workshop, but sometimes there was a tinkle from the doorbell as a customer entered or left the shop.
It was almost noon before Andrew came back into the kitchen. There was something different in his face. He looked thoughtful. And walking right behind him was someone else!
I came to my feet, ready to run, but the back door was locked and the two men were between me and the other doorway. Then I recognized the stranger and relaxed. It was Brother Peter, and he was carrying the Spook’s bag and staff and our cloaks!
“It’s all right, boy,” Andrew said, walking up and laying his hand on my shoulder in reassurance. “Take that anxious look off your face and sit yourself back down. Brother Peter is a friend. Look, he’s brought you John’s things.”
He smiled and handed me the bag, staff, and cloaks. I accepted them with a nod of thanks and put them in the corner before sitting down. Both men pulled chairs out from the table and sat facing me.
Brother Peter was a man who’d spent most of his life working in the open air, and the skin on his head was weathered by the wind and sun to an even shade of brown. He was as tall as Andrew but didn’t stand as upright. His back and shoulders were bent, perhaps with too many years working away at the earth with a trowel or hoe. His nose was his most distinctive feature; it was hooked like a crow’s beak, but his eyes were set wide apart and had a kindly twinkle. My instincts told me that he was a good man.
“Well,” he said, “you were lucky it was me doing the rounds last night and not one of the others, or you’d have found yourself back in that cell! As it was, Father Cairns summoned me just after dawn and I’d a few awkward questions to answer. He wasn’t happy and I’m not sure that he’s finished with me yet!”
“I’m sorry,” I said.
Brother Peter smiled. “Don’t worry, lad. I’m just a gardener with a reputation for being hard of hearing. He won’t bother himself for long about me. Not when the Quisitor’s got so many others ready for burning!”
“Why did you let me escape?” I asked.
Brother Peter raised his eyebrows. “Not all priests are under the control of the Bane. I know he’s your cousin,” he said, turning to Andrew, “but I don’t trust Father Cairns. I think the Bane may have got to him.”
“I’ve been thinking as much myself,” said Andrew. “John was betrayed, and I’m sure the Bane must have been behind it all. It knows John’s a threat to it, so it got that weak cousin of ours to get rid of him.”
“Aye, I think you’re right. Did you notice his hand? He says it’s bandaged because he burned himself on a candle, but Father Hendle had an injury in a similar place after the Bane got to him. I think Cairns has given that creature his blood.”
I must have looked horrified because Brother Peter came over and put an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry, son. There are still some good men left in that cathedral, and I may just be a lowly brother, but I count myself one of them and do the Lord’s work whenever I can. I’ll do everything in my power to help you and your master. The dark hasn’t won yet! So let’s get down to business. Andrew tells me that you’re brave enough to go down into the catacombs. Is that right?” he asked, rubbing the end of his nose thoughtfully.
“Somebody has to do it, so I’m willing to try,” I told him.
“And what if you come face-to-face with . . .”
He didn’t finish the sentence. It was almost as if he couldn’t bring himself to say “the Bane.”
“Has anyone told you what you could be facing? About the shape-shifting, and the mind reading and the . . .” He hesitated and looked over his shoulder before whispering, “Pressing?”
“Yes, I’ve heard,” I said, sounding a lot more confident than I felt. “But there are things I could do. It doesn’t like silver. . . .”
I unlocked the Spook’s bag, reached into it and showed them the silver chain. “I could bind it with this,” I said, staring straight into Brother Peter’s eyes and trying not to blink.
The two men looked at each other, and Andrew smiled. “Practiced a lot, have you?” he asked.
“For hours and hours,” I told him. “There’s a post in Mr. Gregory’s garden at Chipenden. I can cast this chain at it from eight feet away and drop it clean over it nine times out of ten.”
“Well, if you could somehow get past that creature and reach the presbytery tonight, one thing would be on your side. It would certainly be quieter than normal,” Brother Peter said. “The death last night was at the cathedral, so the body’s already here, rather than out of town. Tonight nearly all the priests will be in there keeping a vigil.”
From my Latin lessons I knew that “vigil” meant “awake.” It still didn’t tell me what they’d be up to.
“They say prayers and watch over the body,” Andrew said, smiling at the puzzlement on my face. “Who was it who died, Peter?”
“Poor Father Roberts. Took his own life. Threw himself from the roof. That’s five suicides this year already,” he said, glancing at Andrew, then staring right back at me. “It gets inside their minds, you see. Makes them do things that are against God and against their conscience. And that’s a very hard thing for a priest who’s taken holy orders to serve God. So when he can’t stand it any longer, he sometimes takes his own life, which is a mortal sin, and the priest knows he can never go to heaven, never be with God. Think how bad it must be to drive them to that! If only we could be rid of this terrible evil before there’s nothing good left in the town for it to corrupt.”
There was a short silence, as if we were all thinking, but then I saw Brother Peter’s mouth moving and I thought that he might be praying for the poor dead priest. When he made the sign of the cross, I was sure of it. Then the two men glanced at each other and they both nodded. Without speaking, they’d reached an agreement.
“I’ll go with you as far as the Silver Gate,” Andrew said. “After that, Brother Peter here might be able to help . . .”
Was Brother Peter going with us? He must have read the expression on my face because he held up both hands, smiled, and shook his head.
“Oh, no, Tom. I lack the courage to go anywhere near the catacombs. No, what Andrew means is that I can help in another way: by giving you directions. You see, there’s a map of the tunnels. It’s mounted in a frame just inside the presbytery entrance—the one that leads directly to the garden. I’ve lost count of the hours I’ve spent waiting there for one of the priests to come down and give me my duties for the day. Over the years I’ve gotten to know every inch of that map. Do you want to write this down, or can you remember it?”
“I’ve got a good memory,” I told him.
“Well, just tell me if you want me to repeat anything. As Andrew said, he’ll guide you as far as the Silver Gate. Once through it, just keep going until the tunnel forks. Follow the left-hand passage until you reach some steps. They lead up to a door, beyond which is the big wine cellar of the presbytery. It’ll be locked, but that should cause no problem at all when you’ve a friend like Andrew. There’s only one other door that leads from the cellar, and it’s on the far wall in the right-hand corner.”
“But can’t the Bane follow me through into the wine cellar and escape?” I asked.
“No—it can only leave the catacombs through the Silver Gate, so you’re quite safe from it once you’ve gone through the door into the wine cellar. Now, before you leave the cellar there’s something you should do. There’s a trapdoor in the ceiling to the left of the door. It leads up to the path that runs along the north wall of the cathedral—the deliverymen use it to get the wine and ale down there. Unlock it before you go any farther. It should prove a faster escape route than going back to the gate. Is that clear so far?”
“Wouldn’t it be a lot easier to use that trapdoor to get down?” I asked. “That way I could avoid the Silver Gate and the Bane!”
“I only wish it were so easy,” said Brother Peter. “But it’s too risky. The door is visible from the road and from the presbytery. Someone might see you going in.”
I nodded thoughtfully.
“Although you can’t use it to get in, there’s another good reason why you should try to get out that way,” Andrew said. “I don’t want John to risk coming face-toface with the Bane again. You see, deep down I think he’s afraid—so afraid that he couldn’t possibly win—”
“Afraid?” I asked indignantly. “Mr. Gregory’s not afraid of anything that belongs to the dark.”
“Not so as he’d admit it,” continued Andrew. “I’ll give you that, all right. He probably wouldn’t even admit it to himself. But he was cursed long ago and—”
“Mr. Gregory doesn’t believe in curses,” I interrupted again. “He told you that.”
“If you’ll let me get a word in edgeways, I’ll explain,” insisted Andrew. “This was a dangerous and powerful curse. As big as they ever get. Three whole covens of Pendle witches came together to do it. John had been interfering too much in their business, so they put aside their own quarrels and grievances and cursed him. It was a blood sacrifice, and innocents were slaughtered. It happened on Walpurgis Night, the eve of the first of May, twenty years ago, and afterward they sent it to him on a piece of parchment splattered with blood. He once told me what was written there: You will die in a dark place, far underground, with no friend at your side!”
“The catacombs . . .” I said, my voice hardly more than a whisper. If he faced the Bane alone down in the catacombs, then the conditions of the curse would be fulfilled.
“Aye, the catacombs,” Andrew said. “As I said, get him away through the hatch. Anyway, Brother Peter, sorry to have interrupted. . . .”
Peter gave a bleak smile and continued. “Once you’ve unlocked the hatch, go through the door into a corridor. This is the risky part. There’s a cell at the far end that they use to hold prisoners. That’s where you should find your master. But to get to it, you’ll have to pass the guardroom. It’s a dangerous business, but it’s damp and chilly down there. They’ll have a big fire blazing away in the grate and, if God’s willing, the door will be closed against the cold. So there you have it! Release Mr. Gregory and get him out through the trapdoor and away from this town. He’ll have to come back and deal with that foul creature another time, when the Quisitor’s gone.”
“Nay!” said Andrew. “After all this I wouldn’t have him coming back here.”
“But if he doesn’t fight the Bane, then who can?” asked Brother Peter. “I don’t believe in curses either. With God’s help, John can defeat that evil spirit. You know it’s getting worse. No doubt I’ll be next.”
“Not you, Brother Peter,” Andrew said. “I’ve met few men as strong-minded as you.”
“I do my best,” he said, shuddering. “When I hear it whispering inside my head, I just pray harder. God gives us the strength we need—that’s if we’ve the sense to ask for it. But something has to be done. I don’t know how it’s all going to end.”
“It’ll end when the townsfolk have had enough,” said Andrew. “You can only push people so far. I’m surprised they’ve stood the Quisitor’s wickedness for so long. Some of those for burning have relatives and friends here.”
“Maybe and maybe not,” said Brother Peter. “There are lots of people love a burning. We can only pray.”



CHAPTER IX
 The Catacombs

BROTHER Peter went back to his duties at the cathedral while we waited for the sun to go down. Andrew told me that the best way into the catacombs was through the cellar of an abandoned house close to the cathedral; we were less likely to be noticed after dark.
As the hours passed, I began to grow more and more nervous. When talking to Andrew and Brother Peter, I’d tried to sound confident, but the Bane really scared me. I kept rummaging through the Spook’s bag, looking for anything that might be of some help.
Of course, I took the long silver chain that he used to bind witches and tied it around my waist, hidden under my shirt. But I knew it was one thing to be able to cast it over a wooden post and quite another to do it to the Bane. Next were salt and iron. After transferring my tinderbox to my jacket pocket, I filled my breeches pockets—the right pocket with salt, the left with iron. The combination worked against most things that haunted the dark. That was how I’d finally dealt with the old witch Mother Malkin.
I couldn’t see it being enough to finish off something as powerful as the Bane; if it had been, the Spook would have dealt with it last time, once and for all. However, I was desperate enough to try anything, and just having that and the silver chain made me feel better. After all, I wasn’t planning to destroy the Bane this time, but to fend it off long enough to rescue my master. At last, with the Spook’s staff in my left hand and his bag with our cloaks in my right, I was following Andrew through the darkening streets in the direction of the cathedral. Above, the sky was heavy with clouds and it smelled as if rain wasn’t very far away. I was learning to hate Priestown, with its narrow cobbled streets and walled backyards. I missed the fells and the wide open spaces. If only I were in Chipenden, back in the routine of my lessons with the Spook! It was hard to accept that my life there might be over.
As we approached the cathedral, Andrew led us into one of the narrow passages that ran between the backs of the terraced houses. He halted at a door, slowly lifted the latch, and nodded me through into the small yard. After closing the yard door carefully, he went up to the back door of the house, which was all in darkness.
A moment later he turned a key in the lock and we were inside. Locking the door behind us, he lit two candles and handed one to me.
“This house has been deserted for well over twenty years,” he said, “and it’ll stay like this, too, for as you’ve realized, those like my brother aren’t welcome in this town. It’s haunted by something pretty nasty, so most people keep well away, and even dogs avoid it.”
He was right about there being something nasty in the house. The Spook had carved a sign on the inside of the back door.

It was the Greek letter gamma, which was used for either a ghast or a ghost. The number to the right was a one, meaning it was a ghost of the first rank, dangerous enough to push some people to the edge of insanity.
“His name was Matty Barnes,” Andrew said, “and he murdered seven people in this town, maybe more. He had big hands and he used them to choke the life from his victims. They were mainly young women. They say he brought them back here and squeezed the life from them in this very room. Eventually one of the women fought back and stabbed him through the eye with a hat pin. He died slowly of blood poisoning. John was going to talk his ghost into moving on but thought better of it. He always intended to come back here one day and deal with the Bane and wanted to make sure this way down into the catacombs would still be available. Nobody wants to buy a haunted house.”
Suddenly I felt the air grow colder, and our candle flames began to flicker. Something was close by and getting nearer by the second. Before I could take another breath, it arrived. I couldn’t actually see it, but I sensed something lurking in the shadows in the far corner of the kitchen—something staring at me hard.
That I couldn’t actually see it made things worse. The most powerful of ghosts can choose whether or not to make themselves visible. The ghost of Matty Barnes was showing me just how strong it was by keeping hidden, yet letting me know that it was watching me. What’s more, I could sense its malevolence. It wished us ill, and the sooner we were out of there the better.
“Am I imagining it, or has it suddenly gotten very chilly in here?” asked Andrew.
“It’s cold, all right,” I said, not mentioning the presence of the ghost. There was no need to make him more nervous than he already was.
“Then let’s move on,” Andrew said, leading the way toward the cellar steps.
The house was typical of many terraced houses in the County’s towns: a simple two rooms upstairs and two rooms down, with an attic under the eaves. And the cellar door in the kitchen was in exactly the same position as the one in Horshaw, where the Spook had taken me on the first night after I’d become his apprentice. That house had been haunted by a ghast, and to see if I was up to doing the job the Spook had ordered me to go down to the cellar at midnight. It wasn’t a night I’d forget; thinking about it now still made me shiver.
Andrew and I followed the steps down into the cellar. The flagged floor was empty but for a pile of old rugs and carpets. It seemed dry enough, but there was a musty smell. Andrew handed me his candle, then quickly dragged the rugs away to reveal a wooden trapdoor.
“There’s more than one way into the catacombs,” he said, “but this is the easiest and the least risky. You’re not likely to get many folk nosing about down here.”
He lifted the trapdoor, and I could see stone steps descending into the darkness. There was a smell of damp earth and rot. Andrew took the candle from me and went down first, telling me to wait for a moment. Then he called up, “Down you come, but leave the trap open. We might have to get out of here in a hurry!”
I left the Spook’s bag, with the cloaks, in the cellar and followed him, still clutching my master’s staff. When I got down, to my surprise I found myself standing on cobbles rather than the mud I’d expected. The catacombs were as well paved as the streets above. Had these been made by the people who’d lived here before the town was built, those who’d worshipped the Bane? If so, the cobbled streets of Priestown had been copied from those of the catacombs.
Andrew set off without another word, and I had a feeling he wanted to get the whole thing over with. I know I did.
At first the tunnel was wide enough for two people to walk side by side, but the cobbled roof was low and Andrew was forced to walk with his head bowed forward. No wonder the Spook had called them the Little People. The builders had certainly been a lot smaller than folk were now.
We’d not gone very far before the tunnel began to narrow; in places it was distorted, as if the weight of the cathedral and the buildings far above were squashing it out of shape. There the cobbles that also lined the roof and walls had fallen away, allowing mud and slime to seep through and ooze down the walls. There was a sound of dripping water in the distance and the echo of our boots on the cobbles.
Soon the passage narrowed even further. I was forced to walk behind Andrew, and our path forked into two even smaller tunnels. After we’d taken the left-hand one, we came to a recess in the wall on our left. Andrew paused and held his candle up so that it lit part of the interior. I stared in horror at what I saw. There were rows of shelves, and they were filled with bones: skulls with eyeless sockets, leg bones, arm bones, finger bones, and bones I didn’t recognize, all different sizes, all mixed up. And all human!
“The catacombs are full of crypts like this,” Andrew said. “Wouldn’t do to get lost down here in the dark.”
The bones were small, too, like those of children. They were the remains of the Little People, all right.
We moved on, and soon I could hear fast-flowing water ahead. We turned a corner and there it was, more a small river than a stream.
“This flows under the main street in front of the cathedral,” Andrew said, pointing toward the dark water, “and we cross there. . . .”
Stepping-stones, nine in all, broad, smooth, and flat, but each of them only just above the surface of the water.
Once again Andrew led the way, striding effortlessly from stone to stone. At the other side he paused and turned back to watch me complete my crossing.
“It’s easy tonight,” he said, “but after heavy rain the water level can be well above the stones. Then there’s a real danger of being swept away.”
We walked on, and the sound of rushing water began to recede into the distance.
Andrew halted suddenly, and I could see over his shoulder that we’d come to a gate. But what a gate! I’d never seen one like it. From floor to ceiling, wall to wall, a grille of metal blocked the tunnel completely, metal that gleamed in the light of Andrew’s candle. It seemed to be an alloy that contained a lot of silver, and it had been fashioned by a blacksmith of great skill. Each bar was made up not of solid cylindrical metal, but of several much thinner bars, twisted around to form a spiral. The design was very complex: Patterns and shapes were suggested, but the more I looked the more they seemed to change.
Andrew turned and put his hand on my shoulder. “This is it, the Silver Gate. So listen,” he said, “this is important. Is there anything near? Anything from the dark?”
“I don’t think so,” I said.
“That’s not good enough,” Andrew snapped, his voice harsh. “You’ve got to be sure! If we let this creature escape, it’ll terrorize the whole County, not just the priests.”
Well, I didn’t feel the cold, the usual warning that something from the dark was near. So that was one sign that everything was safe. But the Spook had always told me to trust my instincts, so to make doubly sure I took a deep breath and concentrated hard.
Nothing. I sensed nothing at all.
“It’s all clear,” I told Andrew.
“You sure? You’re really sure?”
“I’m sure.”
Andrew suddenly dropped to his knees and reached into the pocket of his breeches. There was a small, curved door in the grille, but its tiny lock was very close to the ground, and that was why Andrew was bent so low. Very carefully he was easing the tiniest of keys into the lock. I remembered the huge key displayed on the wall of his workshop. You would have thought that the bigger the key, the more important it was, but here the opposite was true. What could be more important than the minute key that Andrew now held in his hand? This one had kept the whole County safe from the Bane.
He seemed to struggle and kept positioning and repositioning the key. At last it turned, and Andrew opened the gate and stood up.
“Still want to do this?” he asked.
I nodded, then knelt down, pushed the staff through the open gate, and followed it, crawling on all fours. Immediately Andrew locked the gate behind me and poked the key through the grille. I put it inside my left breeches pocket, pushing it down into the iron filings.
“Good luck,” Andrew said. “I’ll go back to the cellar and wait for an hour in case you come back this way for some reason. If you don’t appear, I’ll head home. Wish I could do more to help. You’re a brave lad, Tom. I truly wish I’d the courage to go with you.”
I thanked him, turned, and carrying the staff in my left hand and the candle in my right, set off into the darkness alone. Within moments the full horror of what I was undertaking descended upon me. Was I mad? I was now in the Bane’s lair, and it could appear at any moment. What had I been thinking? It might already know that I was here!
But I took a deep breath and reassured myself with the thought that as it hadn’t rushed to the Silver Gate when Andrew unlocked it, it couldn’t be all-knowing. And if the catacombs were as extensive as people claimed, then at that very moment the Bane might be miles away. Anyway, what else could I do but keep walking forward? The lives of the Spook and Alice both depended on what I did.
I walked for about a minute before I came to two branching tunnels. Remembering what Brother Peter had told me, I chose the left one. The air around me grew colder, and I sensed that I was no longer alone. In the distance, beyond the light of the candle, there were small, faint, luminous shapes flitting like bats, in and out of crypts along the tunnel walls. As I approached them, they disappeared. They didn’t get too near, but I felt certain that they were the ghosts of some of the Little People. The ghosts didn’t bother me much; it was the Bane that I couldn’t get out of my mind.
I came to the corner and, as I turned, following it to the left, I felt something underfoot and almost tripped. I’d stepped on something soft and sticky.
I moved back and lifted my candle to get a better look. What I saw started my knees shaking and the candle dancing in my trembling hand. It was a dead cat. But it wasn’t the fact that it was dead that bothered me; it was the way it had died.
No doubt it had found its way down into the catacombs in search of rats or mice, but it had met with a terrible end. It was lying on its belly, its eyes bulging. The poor animal had been squashed so flat that at no point was its body any thicker than an inch. It had been smeared into the cobbles, but its protruding tongue was still glistening, so it couldn’t have been dead very long. I shuddered with horror. It had been pressed, all right. If the Bane found me, that would surely be my fate, too.
I moved on quickly, glad to leave that terrible sight behind, and at last I came to the foot of a flight of stone steps that led up to a wooden door. If Brother Peter was right, behind that was the wine cellar of the priests’ house.
I climbed to the top of the steps and used the Spook’s key. A moment later I was easing the door open. Once inside the cellar, I closed it behind me but didn’t lock it.
The cellar was very large, with huge barrels of ale and row upon row of dusty wine racks filled with bottles, some of which had clearly been there a long time—they were covered with spiders’ webs. It was deadly silent down here, and unless somebody was hiding and watching me, it seemed completely deserted. Of course, the candle only illuminated the small area around me, and beyond the nearest barrels was a darkness that could have hidden anything.
Before he’d left Andrew’s house, Brother Peter had told me that the priests only came down into the cellar once a week to collect the wine they needed and that most of them wouldn’t dream of going down into the catacombs because of the Bane. But he couldn’t promise the same for the Quisitor’s men: They weren’t local and didn’t know enough to be fearful. Not only that, they’d help themselves to the ale and probably wouldn’t be content with just one barrel.
I crossed the length of the cellar cautiously, pausing every ten strides or so to listen. At last I could see the door that led to the corridor, and there, in the ceiling to the left, right up against the wall, was a large wooden hatch. We had a similar hatch back home. Our farm had once been called Brewer’s Farm because it had supplied ale to neighboring taverns and farms. As Brother Peter had explained, this trapdoor was used to get barrels and crates in and out of the cellar without the bother of going through the presbytery. And he was right in saying that it would be the easiest way of escaping. If I did use it I’d certainly run the risk of being spotted, but going back toward the Silver Gate would mean possibly facing the Bane, and after being locked up the Spook wouldn’t be strong enough to deal with it. Not only that, there was the Spook’s curse to think about. Whether he believed in it or not, it wasn’t worth tempting fate.
There were big barrels of ale standing on end directly under the hatch. Resting the candle on one and setting the staff to one side, I climbed up onto another and was able to reach the lock, which was set into the wooden hatch so that it could be locked or unlocked from either side. It was simple enough and the Spook’s key worked again, but I left the hatch closed for now in case someone spotted it from above.
I unfastened the door to the corridor just as easily, turning the key very slowly so as not to make any noise. It made me realize how lucky the Spook was to have a locksmith for a brother.
Next I eased open the door and stepped through into a long, narrow, flagged corridor. It was deserted, but about twenty steps ahead, on the right, I could see a flickering torch in a wall bracket above a closed door. It had to be the guardroom that Brother Peter had warned me about. Farther down the corridor was a second door, and beyond it stone steps that must lead up to the rooms above.
I walked slowly down the corridor toward the first door, almost on tiptoe and keeping to the shadows. Once close to the guardroom, I could hear sounds coming from within. Somebody coughed, somebody laughed, and there was the murmur of voices.
Suddenly my heart was set racing. I’d heard a deep voice very close to the door, but before I could hide, the door was flung open with some force. It almost hit me, but I stepped back behind it quickly and flattened myself against the rough stones of the wall. Heavy boots stepped out into the corridor.
“I must get back to my work,” said a voice that I recognized. It was the Quisitor, and he was talking to someone who was standing just inside the doorway!
“Send someone to collect Brother Peter,” he continued, “and have him brought to me when I’ve finished with the other. Father Cairns may have lost us a prisoner, but he knew who was to blame, I’ll say that for him. And at least he had the good sense to report it to me. Bind our good brother’s hands tightly behind his back, and don’t be gentle. Make the cord cut into his flesh so that he knows exactly what he’s facing! It’ll be more than a few harsh words, you can be sure of that. Hot irons’ll soon loosen his tongue!”
By way of answer there came a burst of loud, cruel laughter from the guards. Then the Quisitor’s long black cloak billowed out behind him in the draft as he closed the door and walked quickly toward the steps at the far end of the corridor.
If he turned around, he’d see me right away! For a moment I thought he was going to stop outside the prisoners’ cell, but to my relief he continued up the steps and out of sight.
Poor Brother Peter. He was going to be questioned, but there was no way I could warn him. And I’d been the prisoner the Quisitor had referred to. They were going to torture him because he’d let me go free! And not only that—Father Cairns had told the Quisitor about me. Now that he had the Spook, the Quisitor would probably come looking for me, too. I had to rescue my master before it was too late for both of us.
I almost made a big mistake then, intending to approach the cell; however, just in time I realized that the Quisitor’s order would be carried out immediately. Sure enough, the guardroom door opened again, and two men came out brandishing clubs and strode away toward the steps.
When the door was again closed from within, I was in full view, but my luck held once more and the guards didn’t turn around. After they’d climbed up the steps and out of sight, I waited for a few moments until the echo of their distant boots had faded away and my heart had stopped pounding so loudly. It was then that I heard other voices from the cell ahead. Someone was crying; another chanted in prayer. I rushed in the direction of the sound until I reached a heavy metal door, its top third formed of vertical metal bars.
I held the candle right up close to the bars and peered inside. In the flickering light the cell looked really bad but smelled even worse. There were about twenty people cramped into that small space. Some were lying on the floor and seemed to be asleep. Others were sitting with their backs against the wall. A woman was standing close to the door, and it was her voice that I’d heard. I’d assumed she was praying, but she was chanting gibberish and her eyes were rolling in her head as if what she’d gone through had driven her insane.
I couldn’t see the Spook and I couldn’t see Alice, but that didn’t mean they weren’t inside. These were the prisoners, all right. The prisoners of the Quisitor, ready for burning.
Wasting no time, I laid down the staff, unlocked the door, and opened it slowly. I wanted to go in and look for the Spook and Alice, but even before the door was fully open the woman who’d been chanting moved forward and blocked my way.
She shouted something out, spitting her words into my face. I couldn’t understand what she said, but it was so loud it made me glance back in the direction of the guardroom. Within seconds, others were at her back, pushing her out into the corridor. There was a girl to her left, no more than a year older than Alice. She had big brown eyes and a kind face, so I appealed to her.
“I’m looking for someone,” I said, my voice hardly more than a whisper.
Before I could say anything else, she opened her lips wide as if to speak, revealing two rows of teeth, some broken, others black with decay. Instead of words, loud, wild laughter erupted from her throat, and she immediately set off an uproar from the others around her. These people had been tortured and had spent days or even weeks under the threat of death. It was no good appealing to reason or asking for calm. Fingers jabbed at me, and a big, gangling man with long limbs and wild eyes grabbed my left hand hard and began to pump it up and down in gratitude.
“Thank you! Thank you!” he cried, and his grip became so tight that I thought he would crunch my bones.
I managed to snatch my hand free, pick up the staff, and retreat a few steps. Any moment now the guards would hear the commotion and come out into the corridor to investigate. What if the Spook and Alice weren’t in that cell? What if they were being held somewhere else?
It was too late now because, pushed roughly from behind, I was already retreating past the guardroom, and a few seconds more brought me to the door of the wine cellar. I glanced back and saw a line of people following me. At least nobody was shouting now, but there was still too much noise for my liking. I just hoped that the guards had been drinking heavily. They’d probably be used to noise from the prisoners; they wouldn’t be expecting a breakout.
Once inside the wine cellar, I climbed onto a barrel and balanced there while I quickly pushed the hatch upward. Through the open hatch I glimpsed a stone buttress of the cathedral’s outer wall, and there was a rush of cool air and dampness on my face. It was raining hard.
Other people were clambering up onto the barrels. The man who’d thanked me elbowed me aside roughly and started to pull himself up through the hatch. Moments later he was out, holding a hand down to me, offering to pull me up.
“Come on!” he hissed.
I hesitated. I wanted to see if the Spook and Alice had gotten out of the cell. Then it was too late, because a woman had clambered up onto the barrel beside me and was raising her arms toward the man who, without a moment’s hesitation, gripped her wrists, and pulled her up through the open hatch.
After that I’d missed my chance. There were others, some almost fighting among themselves in their desperation to get out. Not everyone was like that, though. Another man pushed a barrel onto its side and rolled it against the upright one to form a step that made it easier to climb. He helped an old woman up and steadied her legs while the man above gripped her wrists and drew her slowly upward. Prisoners were getting out through the hatch, but others were still coming through the door into the wine cellar and I kept glancing toward them, hoping that one would be the Spook or Alice.
A thought suddenly struck me. What if one of them was too ill or weak to move and hadn’t been able to leave the cell?
I had no choice. I had to go back and see. I jumped down from the barrel, but it was too late: a shout, then angry voices. Boots thundering along the corridor. A big burly guard pushed into the cellar brandishing a cudgel. He looked around and, with a bellow of anger, rushed directly toward me.



CHAPTER X
 Girl Spit

WITHOUT a second’s hesitation I grabbed the staff and blew out the candle, plunging the cellar into darkness, then moved quickly in the direction of the door that led down into the catacombs.
There was a terrible commotion behind: shouts, screams, and the sounds of a struggle. Glancing back, I saw another of the guards carrying a torch into the cellar, so I slipped behind the wine racks, keeping them between me and the light as I headed for the door in the far wall.
I felt terrible leaving the Spook and Alice behind. To have come this far and still be unable to rescue them left me feeling wretched. I only hoped that somehow in the confusion they’d managed to get out. They could both see well in the dark, and if I could manage to find the door to the catacombs, so could they. I sensed some of the prisoners moving with me, away from the guards into the dark recesses of the cellar. A few seemed to be in front of me. Perhaps among them were my master and Alice, but I couldn’t risk calling out and alerting the guards. As I picked my way through the wine racks, ahead of me I thought I saw the door to the catacombs open and close quickly, but it was too dark to be sure.
A few moments later I was through the door. The instant I closed it behind me, I was plunged into a darkness so intense that, for a few seconds, I couldn’t see my hand before my face. I stood there at the top of the steps, waiting desperately for my eyes to adjust.
As soon as I could make out the steps, I went down carefully and moved along the tunnel as quickly as I could, aware that, eventually, someone would probably check the door: I hadn’t locked it behind me just in case Alice or the Spook were close behind.
I’m usually good at seeing in the dark, but in those catacombs it seemed to be getting darker and darker, so I came to a halt and tugged the tinderbox out of my jacket pocket. I knelt down and shook a small pile of tinder out onto the stones. Quickly I used the stone and metal to create a spark, and a few seconds later I’d managed to light my candle.
With candlelight to guide me I made better progress, but the air around me grew colder with every step, and not far ahead I could see sinister flickerings on the wall. Again, white luminous shapes were moving in and out of the shadows, but there were now far more than last time. The dead were gathering. My previous walk along the tunnels had disturbed them.
I stopped. What was that? Somewhere in the distance I’d heard the howl of a dog. I came to a halt, my heart pounding. Was it a real dog, or could it be the Bane? Andrew had mentioned a huge black dog with ferocious teeth. A huge dog that was really the Bane. I tried to tell myself it was a real dog I was hearing, one that had somehow found its way down into the catacombs. After all, if a cat could do it, why not a dog?
The howl came again, and it hung in the air for a long time, echoing and reverberating down the long tunnels. Was it ahead of me or behind? In this tunnel or another one? It was impossible to say. But with the Quisitor and his men behind me, I had no choice but to keep moving toward the gate.
So I walked quickly, shivering with cold, skirting the pressed cat, till I reached the point where the forked tunnels merged. At last I rounded a corner and saw the Silver Gate. There I halted, my knees beginning to shake, my mind afraid to go on. For ahead, in the darkness beyond the candle flame, someone was waiting for me. A shadowy figure was sitting on the floor near the gate, its back against the wall, its head bowed forward. Could it be an escaped prisoner? Someone who’d gotten through the door before me?
I couldn’t go back, so I took a few steps toward the gate and held the candle higher. A bearded face turned to me.
“What kept you?” called out a voice I recognized. “I’ve been waiting here five minutes already!”
It was the Spook, alive and well! I rushed forward, filled with relief that he’d managed to escape. There was an ugly bruise over his left eye and his mouth was swollen. He’d clearly been beaten.
“Are you all right?” I asked anxiously.
“Aye, lad. Give me a few more moments to get my breath back and I’ll be right as rain. Just get that gate open and we’ll soon be on our way.”
“Was Alice with you?” I asked. “Were you in the same cell?”
“No, lad. Best forget all about her. She’s no good. Nowt but trouble, and there’s nothing we can do to help her now.” His voice sounded cruel and hard. “She deserves what’s coming to her.”
“Burning?” I asked. “You’ve never held with burning a witch, let alone a young girl, and you told Andrew yourself that she’s innocent.”
I was shocked. He’d never trusted Alice, but it hurt me to hear him talk that way, especially as he’d faced such a terrible fate himself. And what about Meg? He hadn’t always been so cold and heartless. . . .
“For goodness’ sake, lad, are you dreaming or awake?” the Spook demanded, his voice full of annoyance and impatience. “Come on, snap out of it! Get the key and open that gate.”
When I hesitated, he held out his hand toward me. “Give me my staff, lad. I’ve been in that damp cell far too long and my old bones are aching tonight. . . .”
I reached out to hand it to him, but as his fingers began to close around it, I suddenly backed away in horror.
It wasn’t just the sudden shock of his hot, foul-smelling breath searing up into my face. It was because he was holding out his right hand toward me! His right hand, not his left!
It wasn’t the Spook! This wasn’t my master! 
As I watched, frozen to the spot, his hand dropped back to his side, then, like a snake, began to writhe toward me over the cobbles. Before I could move, his arm slithered and stretched to twice its normal length and his hand closed upon my ankle, holding it in a tight, painful grip. My immediate reaction was to try and drag it away from his dreadful grasp, but I knew that wasn’t the way. I kept perfectly still.
I tried to concentrate. I gripped the staff and tried to curb my fear, remembered to breathe. I was terrified, but although my body wasn’t moving, my mind was. There was only one explanation and it made me shudder with terror: I was facing the Bane!
Forcing myself to focus, I studied the thing before me carefully, looking hard for anything that might help me in the slightest way. It looked just like the Spook and sounded like him, too. It was impossible to tell the difference, but for the snaking hand.
After watching for a few seconds, I felt a little better. It was a trick the Spook had taught me: when face-to-face with our greatest fears, we should concentrate hard and leave our feelings behind.
“Gets them every time, lad!” he’d once told me. “The dark feeds on fear, and with a calm mind and an empty belly the battle’s half won before you even start.”
And it was working. My body had stopped shaking and I felt calmer, almost relaxed.
The Bane released my ankle, and the hand slithered back to its side. The creature stood up and took a step toward me. As it did so I heard a curious noise: not the sound of boots I was expecting, more like the scratching of huge claws against the cobbles. The Bane’s movement disturbed the air, too, so that the candle flame flickered, distorting the shadow of the Spook cast against the Silver Gate.
Quickly I knelt and placed the candle and the staff on the floor between us. An instant later I was on my feet, my hands in each of my breeches pockets, grabbing a fistful of salt and one of iron.
“Wasting your time, you are,” said the Bane, its voice suddenly nothing like the Spook’s at all. Harsh and deep, it reverberated through the very rocks of the catacombs, vibrating up through my boots and setting my teeth on edge. “Old tricks like that won’t get me. Been around too long, I have, to be hurt by that! Your master, Old Bones, tried it once, but it did him no good. No good at all.”
I hesitated, but only for a moment. It might just be lying—anything was worth a try. But then, among the iron filings, my left hand closed upon something hard. It was the small key to the Silver Gate. I couldn’t risk losing that.
“Ahhh . . . got what I need, you have,” said the Bane with a sly smile.
Had it read my mind? Or perhaps just read the expression on my face, or maybe guessed? Either way, it knew too much.
“Look,” it said, a crafty look on its face, “if Old Bones couldn’t fix me, then what chance have you? No chance at all! Down here they’ll come, and be searching for you soon. Can’t you hear the guards now? Burn, you will! Burn with the rest! There’s no way out from here but through this gate. No way at all, see. So use the key now before it’s too late!”
The Bane stood to one side so that its back was against the tunnel wall. I knew exactly what it wanted: to follow me through the gate, to be free, able to work its mischief anywhere in the County. I knew what the Spook would say; what he’d expect from me. It was my duty to make sure the Bane stayed trapped in the catacombs. That was more important than my own life.
“Don’t be a fool!” the Bane hissed, its voice again far louder and harsher than I’d ever heard the Spook’s. “Listen to me and free you’ll be! And rewarded as well. A big reward. The same as I offered Old Bones many years ago, but he wouldn’t listen. And where has it got him, see? Tell me that! Tomorrow he’ll be tried and found guilty. The day after that he’ll burn.”
“No!” I said. “I can’t do it.”
With that the Bane’s face filled with anger. It still resembled the Spook, but the features I knew so well were distorted and twisted with evil. It took another step toward me, raising a fist. It might only have been a trick of the candlelight, but the creature seemed to be growing. And I could feel an invisible weight starting to press down on my head and shoulders. As I was forced to my knees, I thought of the cat smeared into the cobbles and realized that the same fate was awaiting me. I tried to suck in a breath, but I couldn’t and began to panic. I couldn’t breathe! This was it!
The light of the candle was lost in the sudden darkness that covered my eyes. I tried desperately to speak, to beg for mercy, but I knew there would be no mercy unless I unlocked the Silver Gate. What had I been thinking? What a fool I’d been to believe that with a few months’ training I could fend off a creature as evil and powerful as the Bane! I was dying—I felt sure of it. Alone in the catacombs. And the worst of it was that I’d failed miserably. I hadn’t managed to rescue my master or Alice.
Then I heard something in the distance: the sound of a shoe scuffing against the cobbles. They say that, as you die, the last sense to go is your hearing. And for a moment I thought that the scuffing of that shoe was the last experience I’d have of this life. But then the invisible weight crushing my body slowly eased. My vision cleared and suddenly I could breathe again. I watched the Bane turn its head and look back toward the bend in the tunnel. The Bane had heard it, too!
The sound came again. This time there was no doubt. Footsteps! Someone was coming!
I looked back toward the Bane and saw that it was changing. I hadn’t imagined it before. It was growing. By now its head had almost reached the top of the tunnel, the body curving forward, the face shifting until it was no longer that of the Spook. The chin was elongating, jutting outward and upward to form the beginning of a hook, and the nose was curving downward to meet it. Was it changing into its true form—that of the stone gargoyle above the main door of the cathedral? Had it gained its full strength?
I listened to the approaching footsteps. I would have blown the candle out, only that would have left me in the dark with the Bane. At least it sounded like there was only one person coming rather than a troop of the Quisitor’s men. I didn’t care who it was. He’d saved me for now.
I saw the feet first, as someone stepped round the corner and into the candlelight. Pointy shoes, then a slim girl in a black dress and the swing of her hips as she came around the corner.
It was Alice!
She halted, glanced toward me quickly, and her eyes widened. When she looked up at the Bane, her face was angry rather than afraid.
I looked back, and for a moment the Bane’s eyes met mine. As well as the anger blazing in them, I could see something else, but before I could work it out Alice ran toward the Bane, hissing like a cat. Then, to my astonishment, she spat up into its face.
What happened next was too quick to see. There was a sudden wind, and the Bane was gone.
We stood motionless for what seemed like a long time. Then Alice turned to face me.
“Didn’t like girl spit much, did it?” she said with a faint smile. “Good job I came along when I did.”
I didn’t reply. I couldn’t believe that the Bane had fled so easily, but I was already on my knees, struggling to fit the key into the lock of the Silver Gate. My hands were shaking, and it was just as difficult as it had looked when Andrew did it.
At last I managed to get the key into the right position and it turned. I pushed the gate open, seized the key and the staff, and crawled through.
“Bring the candle!” I shouted back to Alice, and as soon as she was safely through, I slid the key into the other side of the lock and struggled to turn it. This time it seemed to take an age; at any moment I expected the Bane to come back.
“Can’t you go any quicker?” Alice asked.
“It’s not as easy as it looks,” I told her.
Eventually I managed to lock it and let out a sigh of relief. Then I remembered the Spook.
“Was Mr. Gregory in the cell with you?” I asked.
Alice shook her head. “Not when you let us out. They took him away for questioning about an hour before you came.”
I’d been lucky in managing to avoid capture. Lucky in getting the prisoners out of the cell. But luck has a way of balancing itself out. I’d been just an hour too late. Alice was free, but the Spook was still a prisoner, and unless I could do something about it, he was going to burn.
Wasting no more time, I led Alice along the tunnel until we came to the fast-flowing river.
I crossed quickly, but when I turned back, Alice was still on the far bank, staring down at the water.
“It’s deep, Tom,” she cried. “It’s too deep and the stones are slippery!”
I crossed back to where she was standing. Then, gripping her hand, I led her back across the nine flat stones. We soon reached the open hatch that led up into the empty house and, once inside the cellar, I closed the hatch behind us. To my disappointment, Andrew had already gone. I needed to talk to him, to tell him that the Spook hadn’t been in the cell, warn him that Brother Peter was in danger and that the rumors really were true—the Bane’s strength was back!
“We’d better stay down here for a while. The Quisitor will start searching the town once he realizes so many of you have escaped. This house is haunted— the last place anybody will want to look is down here in the cellar.”
Alice nodded, and for the first time since the spring I looked at her properly. She was as tall as me, which meant that she’d grown at least an inch, too, but she was still dressed as I’d last seen her when I’d taken her to her aunt in Staumin. If it wasn’t the same black dress, it was its twin.
Her face was as pretty as ever but thinner, and older, as though it had seen things that had forced it to grow up quickly; things that nobody should have to see. Her black hair was matted and filthy and there were smears of dirt on her face. Alice looked like she hadn’t had a wash for at least a month.
“It’s good to see you again,” I said. “When I saw you in the Quisitor’s cart, I thought that would be it.”
She didn’t reply. Just grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “I’m half starved, Tom. Ain’t got anything to eat, have you?”
I shook my head.
“Not even a piece of that moldy old cheese?”
“Sorry,” I said. “I’ve none left.”
Alice turned away and seized one edge of the old carpet that was at the top of the heap.
“Help me, Tom,” she said. “Need to sit down and I don’t fancy the cold stones much.”
I put the candle and staff down, and together we pulled the carpet onto the flags. The musty smell was stronger than ever, and I watched the beetles and wood lice that we’d uncovered scurrying away across the cellar floor.
Unconcerned, Alice sat down on the carpet and drew her knees up so that she could rest her chin. “One day I’m going to get even,” she said. “Nobody deserves to be treated like that.”
I sat down next to her and put my hand on hers. “What happened?” I asked.
She was silent for a while, and just as I’d decided she wasn’t going to answer me, she suddenly spoke. “Once she got to know me, my old aunt was good to me. Worked me hard, she did, but always fed me well. I was just getting used to living there at Staumin when the Quisitor came. Took us by surprise and broke down the door. But my aunt weren’t no Bony Lizzie. She weren’t no witch.
“They swam her down at the pond at midnight while a big crowd watched, all laughing and jeering. Real scared I was, expecting it was my turn next. Tied her feet to her hands and threw her in. Sank like a stone, she did. But it was dark and windy and a big gust came the moment she hit the water; blew a lot of the torches out. Took a long time to find her and drag her out.”
Alice buried her face into her hands and gave a sob. I waited quietly until she was able to go on. When she uncovered her face, her eyes were dry but her lips were trembling.
“When they pulled her out, she was dead. It ain’t fair, Tom. She didn’t float, she sank, so she must have been innocent, but they’d killed her anyway! After that they left me alone and just put me up in the cart with the rest.”
“My mam told me that swimming witches doesn’t work anyway,” I said. “Only fools use it.”
“No, Tom, the Quisitor’s no fool. There’s a reason for everything he does, you can be sure of that. He’s greedy. Greedy for money. He sold my old aunt’s cottage and kept the money. We watched him counting it. That’s what he does. Calls people witches, gets them out of the way, and takes their houses, land, and money. What’s more, he enjoys his work. There’s darkness in him. He says he’s doing it to rid the County of witches, but he’s more cruel than any witch I’ve ever known—and that’s saying something.
“There was a girl called Maggie. Not much older than me, she was. Didn’t bother with swimming her. Used a different test and we all had to watch. Quisitor used a long sharp pin. He kept sticking it into her body over and over again. You should have heard her shriek. Poor girl almost went mad with the pain. She kept fainting and they had a bucket of water by the side of the table to bring her round. But at last they found what they were looking for. The Devil’s mark! Know what that is, Tom?”
I nodded. The Spook had told me that it was one of the things witchfinders used. But it was another lie, he’d said. There was no such thing as the Devil’s mark. Anyone with true knowledge of the dark knew that.
“It’s cruel and it ain’t just,” Alice continued. “After a bit the pain gets too much and your body goes numb, so eventually when the needle goes in you don’t feel it. Then they say that’s the spot where the Devil touched you, so you’re guilty and have to burn. Worst thing was the look on the Quisitor’s face. So pleased with himself, he was. I’ll get even all right. I’ll pay him back for that. Maggie don’t deserve to burn.”
“The Spook doesn’t deserve to burn either!” I said bitterly. “All his life he’s worked hard fighting the dark.”
“He’s a man and he’ll get an easier death than some,” said Alice. “The Quisitor gives women a much harder time. Makes sure they take a long time to burn. Says it’s harder to save a woman’s soul than a man’s. That they need a lot of pain to make them feel sorry for their sins.”
That brought to mind what the Spook had said about the Bane not being able to abide women. The fact that they made it nervous.
“The creature you spat at was the Bane,” I told her. “Have you heard of it? How did you manage to scare it away so easily?”
Alice shrugged. “Ain’t too difficult to tell when something ain’t comfortable having you around. Some men are like that—I always know when I’m not welcome. I get that feeling near Old Gregory, and it was the same down there. And spit sends most things on their way. Spit three times at a toad and nothing with cold damp skin will bother you for a month or more. Lizzie used to swear by it. Don’t think it’ll work that way on the Bane, though. Yes, I’ve heard about that creature. And if it’s now able to shape-shift, then we’re all in for some serious bother. I took it by surprise, that’s all. It’ll be ready next time, so I ain’t going down there again.”
For a while neither of us spoke. I just stared down at the musty old carpet, until suddenly I heard Alice’s breathing deepen. When I looked back, her eyes were closed and she’d fallen asleep in the same position, her chin resting on her knees.
I didn’t really want to blow the candle out, but I didn’t know how long we’d have to stay down in the cellar and it was better to save some light until later.
Once it was out, I tried to get to sleep myself, but it was difficult. For one thing I was cold and kept shivering. For another, I couldn’t get the Spook out of my mind. We’d failed to rescue him, and the Quisitor would be really angry at what had happened. It wouldn’t be long before he started burning people.
Finally I must have drifted off because I was suddenly woken by the sound of Alice’s voice, very close to my left ear.
“Tom,” she said, her voice hardly more than a whisper, “there’s something over there in the corner of the cellar with us. It’s staring at me and I don’t like it much.”
Alice was right. I could sense something in the corner, and I felt cold. The hair on the back of my neck was beginning to rise. It was probably just Matty Barnes, the strangler, again.
“Don’t worry, Alice,” I told her. “It’s just a ghost. Try and forget about it. As long as you’re not afraid, it can’t harm you.”
“I ain’t afraid. At least not now.” She paused, then said, “But I was scared in that cell. Didn’t sleep a wink, what with all that shouting and screaming. I’ll soon be off to sleep again. It’s just that I want it to go away. It ain’t right, it staring like that.”
“I don’t know what to do next,” I said, thinking about the Spook again.
Alice didn’t reply, but her breathing deepened once more. She was asleep. And I must have gone back to sleep myself because a noise woke me up suddenly.
It was the sound of heavy boots. Someone was in the kitchen above us.



CHAPTER XI
 The Spook’s Trial

THE door creaked open and candlelight filled the room. To my relief it was Andrew.
“Thought I’d find you down here,” he said. He was carrying a small parcel. As he put it down and placed the candle next to mine, he nodded toward Alice, who was still sleeping deeply but now lying on her side with her back to us, her face resting on her hands.
“So who’s this, then?” he asked.
“She used to live near Chipenden,” I told him. “Her name’s Alice. Mr. Gregory wasn’t there. They’d taken him upstairs for questioning.”
Andrew shook his head sadly. “Brother Peter said as much. You couldn’t have been more unlucky. Half an hour later and John would’ve been back in the cell with the others. As it was, eleven got away, but five were caught again soon afterward. But there’s more bad news. The Quisitor’s men arrested Brother Peter in the street just after he’d left my shop. I saw it from the upstairs window. So that’s me finished in this town. They’ll probably come for me next, but I’m not sticking around to answer any questions. I’ve locked the shop up already. My tools are on the cart and I’m heading south, back toward Adlington, where I used to work.”
“I’m sorry, Andrew.”
“Well, don’t be. Who wouldn’t try to help his own brother? Besides, it’s not that bad for me. The shop premises were only rented, and I’ve got a trade at my fingertips. I’ll always find work. Here,” he said, opening the parcel. “I’ve brought you some food.”
“What time is it?” I asked.
“A couple of hours or so before dawn. I took a risk coming here. After all the commotion, half the town’s awake. A lot of people have gone to the big hall down Fishergate. After what happened last night, the Quisitor’s holding a quick trial for all the prisoners he’s still got.”
“Why doesn’t he wait till daylight?” I asked.
“Even more people would attend then,” Andrew answered. “Wants to get it over and done with before there’s any real opposition. Some of the townsfolk are against what he’s doing. As for the burning, it’ll be tonight, after dark, on the beacon hill at Wortham, south of the river. The Quisitor will have a lot of armed men with him in case there’s trouble, so if you’ve any sense, you’ll stay here till nightfall, then be on the road and away.”
Even before he managed to unwrap the parcel, Alice rolled toward us and sat up. Maybe she’d smelled the food or had been listening all the time, just pretending to be asleep. There were slices of ham, fresh bread, and two big tomatoes. Without a word of thanks to Andrew, Alice set to work right away, and after just a moment’s hesitation I joined her. I was really hungry, and there didn’t seem much point in fasting now.
“So I’ll be off,” said Andrew. “Poor John, but there’s nothing we can do now.”
“Isn’t it worth having one last try to save him?” I asked.
“No, you’ve done enough. It’s too dangerous to go anywhere near the trial. And soon poor John’ll be with the rest, under armed guard and on the way to Wortham to be burned alive with all those other poor wretches.”
“But what about the curse?” I said. “You said yourself he’s cursed to die alone underground, not up on a beacon.”
“Oh, the curse. I don’t believe in that any more than John does. I was just desperate to stop him going after the Bane with the Quisitor in town. No, I’m afraid my brother’s fate is sealed, so you just get yourself away. John once told me that there’s a spook operating somewhere near Caster. He covers the County borders to the north. Mention John’s name, and he might just take you on. He was once one of John’s apprentices.”
With a nod, Andrew turned to go. “I’ll leave you the candle,” he said. “Good luck on the road. And if you ever need a good locksmith, you’ll know where to come.”
With that he was gone. I listened to him climb the cellar steps and close the back door. A few moments later Alice was licking tomato juice from her fingers. We’d eaten everything—not a crumb was left.
“Alice,” I said, “I want to go to the trial. There might be a chance I can do something to help the Spook. Will you come with me?”
Alice’s eyes widened. “Do something? You heard what he said. Ain’t nothing to be done, Tom! What can you do against armed men? No, be sensible. Ain’t worth the risk, is it? Besides, why should I try to help? Old Gregory wouldn’t do the same for me. Leave me to burn, he would, and that’s a fact!”
I didn’t know what to say to that. In a way it was true. I’d asked the Spook about helping Alice and he’d refused. So, with a sigh, I came to my feet.
“I’m going anyway,” I told her.
“No, Tom, don’t leave me here. Not with the ghost . . .”
“I thought you weren’t scared.”
“I ain’t. But last time I fell asleep I felt it starting to squeeze my throat, I did. Might do worse if you’re not here.”
“Come with me then. It won’t be that dangerous because it’ll still be dark. And the best place to hide is in a big crowd. Come on, please. What do you say?”
“Got a plan?” she asked. “Something you ain’t told me about?”
I shook my head.
“Thought as much,” she said.
“Look, Alice, I just want to go and see. If I can’t help we’ll come away. But I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t at least try.”
Reluctantly, Alice stood up. “I’ll come and see what’s what,” she said. “But you’ve got to promise me that if it’s too dangerous we’ll turn back right away. I know the Quisitor better than you do. Trust me, we shouldn’t be messing around near him.”
“I promise,” I told her.
I left the Spook’s bag and staff in the cellar and we set off for Fishergate, where the trial was being held. 
Andrew had said that half the town was awake. That was an exaggeration, but for so early in the morning there were a lot of candles flickering behind curtains and quite a few people seemed to be hastening through the dark streets in the same direction as we were.
I’d half expected that we wouldn’t be able to get anywhere near the building, thinking guards would be lining the road outside, but to my surprise none of the Quisitor’s men were anywhere to be seen. The big wooden doors were wide open and a crowd of people filled the doorway, spilling out onto the road outside, as if there wasn’t room for them all to fit inside.
I led the way forward cautiously, glad of the darkness. When I reached the back of the crowd, I realized that it wasn’t as densely packed as it had first seemed. Inside the hall, the air was tainted with a sweet, sickly scent. It was just one big room with a flagged floor, across which sawdust was scattered unevenly. I couldn’t see properly over the backs of the crowd because most of the people were taller than me, but there seemed to be a big space ahead that nobody wanted to move forward into. I grabbed Alice’s hand and eased my way into the throng of people, tugging her along behind me.
It was dark toward the back of the hall, but the front was lit by two huge torches at each corner of a wooden platform. The Quisitor was standing at the front of it, looking down. He was saying something, but his voice sounded muffled.
I looked at those about me and saw the range of expressions on their faces: anger, sadness, bitterness, and resignation. Some looked openly hostile. This crowd was probably mainly composed of those who opposed the work of the Quisitor. Some of them might even be relatives and friends of the accused. For a moment that thought gave me hope that some sort of rescue might be attempted.
But then my hopes were dashed: I saw why nobody had moved forward. Below the platform were five long benches of priests with their backs to us, but behind them and facing toward us was a double line of grimfaced armed men. Some had their arms folded; others had hands on the hilts of their swords as if they couldn’t wait to draw them from their scabbards. Nobody wanted to get too close to them.
I glanced up toward the ceiling and saw that a high balcony ran along the sides of the hall; faces were peering down, pale white ovals that all looked the same from the ground. That would be the safest place to be, and it would provide a much better view. There were steps to the left and I tugged Alice toward them. Moments later we were moving along the wide balcony.
It wasn’t full, and we soon found ourselves a place against the rail about halfway between the doors and the platform. There was still the same sweet stench in the air, much stronger now than it had been when we were standing on the flags below. I suddenly realized what it was. The hall was almost certainly used as a meat market. It was the smell of blood.
The Quisitor wasn’t the only person on the platform. Right at the back, in the shadows, a huddle of guards surrounded the prisoners awaiting trial, but immediately behind the Quisitor were two guards gripping a weeping prisoner by the arms. It was a tall girl with long dark hair. She was wearing a tattered dress and had no shoes.
“That’s Maggie!” Alice hissed into my ear. “The one they kept sticking pins into. Poor Maggie, it ain’t fair. Thought she’d got away . . .”
Up here the sound was much better, and I could hear every word the Quisitor spoke. “By her own lips this woman is condemned!” he called out, his voice loud and arrogant. “She has confessed all and the Devil’s mark was found upon her flesh. I sentence her to be bound to the stake and burned alive. And may God have mercy upon her soul.”
Maggie began to sob even louder, but one of her captors seized her by the hair and she was dragged away toward a doorway at the back of the platform. No sooner had she disappeared through it than another prisoner wearing a black cassock and with his hands bound behind his back was pulled forward into the torchlight. For a moment I thought I was mistaken, but there was no doubt.
It was Brother Peter. I knew him by the thin collar of white hair that fringed his bald head and by the curve of his back and shoulders. But his face was so badly beaten and streaked with blood that I hardly recognized it. His nose was broken, squashed back against his face, and one eye was closed to a swollen red slit.
Seeing him in that condition made me feel terrible. It was all because of me. To begin with, he’d allowed me to escape; later he’d told me how I could get to the cell to rescue the Spook and Alice. Under torture, he must have told them everything. It was all my fault, and I was racked with guilt.
“Once this was a brother, a faithful servant of the Church!” cried the Quisitor. “But look at him now! Look at this traitor! One who has helped our enemies and allied himself with the forces of darkness. We have his confession, written with his own hand. Here it is!” he shouted, holding up a piece of paper high for all to see.
Nobody got a chance to read it—it could have said anything at all. Even if it was a confession, one look at poor Brother Peter’s face told me that it had been beaten out of him. It wasn’t fair. There was no justice here. This wasn’t a trial at all. The Spook had once told me that when people were tried in the castle at Caster, at least they got a hearing—a judge, a prosecutor, and someone to defend them. But here the Quisitor was doing it all himself!
“He is guilty. Guilty beyond all doubt,” he continued. “I therefore sentence him to be taken down to the catacombs and left there. And may God have mercy on his soul!”
There was a sudden gasp of horror from the crowd, but it was loudest of all from the priests seated at the front. They knew exactly what Brother Peter’s fate would be. He would be pressed to death by the Bane.
Brother Peter tried to speak, but his lips were too swollen. One of the guards cuffed him about the head while the Quisitor gave a cruel smile. They pulled him away toward the door at the rear of the platform, and no sooner had he been led out of the building than another prisoner was brought forward from the gloom. My heart sank into my boots. It was the Spook.
At first glance, apart from a few bruises on his face, the Spook didn’t seem to have had as hard a time as Brother Peter. But then I noticed something more chilling. He was squinting into the torchlight and looked bewildered, with a vacant expression in his green eyes. He seemed lost. It was as if his memory had gone and he didn’t even know who he was. I began to wonder just how badly he’d been beaten.
“Before you is John Gregory!” cried the Quisitor, his voice echoing from wall to wall. “A disciple of the Devil, no less, who for many years has plied his evil trade in this county, taking money from poor gullible folk. But does this man recant? Does he accept his sins and beg forgiveness? No, he is stubborn and will not confess. Now only through fire may he be purged and given hope of salvation. But furthermore, not content with the evil he can do, he has trained others and still continues to do so. Father Cairns, I ask you to stand and give testimony!”
From the front row of benches a priest stepped forward into the torchlight closer to the platform. He had his back to me so I couldn’t see his face, but I spotted his bandaged hand, and when he spoke it was the same voice that I’d listened to in the confessional box.
“Lord Quisitor, John Gregory brought an apprentice with him on his visit to this town, one whom he has already corrupted. His name is Thomas Ward.”
I heard Alice let out a low gasp and my own knees began to tremble. I was suddenly sharply aware of how dangerous it was to be here in the hall, so close to the Quisitor and his armed men.
“By the grace of God the boy fell into my hands,” Father Cairns continued, “and, but for the intervention of Brother Peter, who allowed him to escape justice, I would have delivered him to you for questioning. But I did question him myself, lord, and found him to be hardened beyond his years and far beyond persuasion by mere words. Despite my best efforts, he failed to see the error of his ways, and for that we must blame John Gregory, a man not content with practicing his vile trade, one who actively corrupts the young. To my knowledge, over a score of apprentices have passed through his hands and some, in turn, now follow that same trade and have taken on apprentices of their own. By such means does evil spread like a plague through the County.”
“Thank you, Father. You may be seated. Your testimony alone is enough to condemn John Gregory!”
As Father Cairns took his seat again, Alice gripped my elbow. “Come on,” she whispered into my ear, “it’s too dangerous to stay!”
“No, please,” I whispered back. “Just a bit longer.”
The mention of my name had scared me, but I wanted to stay a few more minutes to see what happened to my master.
“John Gregory, for you there can be only one punishment!” roared the Quisitor. “You will be bound to a stake and burned alive. I will pray for you. I will pray that pain teaches you the error of your ways. I will pray that you beg God’s forgiveness so that, as your body burns, your soul is saved.”
The Quisitor stared at the Spook all the while he was ranting, but he might as well have been shouting at a stone wall. There was no understanding behind the Spook’s eyes. In a way it was a mercy, because he didn’t seem to know what was happening. But it made me realize that, even if I did somehow manage to rescue him, he might never be the same again.
A lump came to my throat. The Spook’s house had become my new home, and I remembered the lessons, the conversations with the Spook, and even the scary times when we had to deal with the dark. I was going to miss all that, and the thought of my master being burned alive brought pricking tears to my eyes.
My mam had been right. At first I’d been doubtful about being the Spook’s apprentice. I’d feared the loneliness. But she’d told me that I’d have the Spook to talk to; that although he was my teacher, eventually he’d become my friend. Well, I didn’t know if that had happened yet, because he was still often stern and fierce, but I was certainly going to miss him.
As the guards dragged him toward the doorway, I nodded to Alice, and keeping my head down and not making eye contact with anybody, I led the way along the balcony and down the steps. Outside I could see that the sky was beginning to grow lighter. Soon we wouldn’t have the cover of darkness and someone might recognize one of us. The streets were already busier and the crowd outside the hall had more than doubled since we’d been inside. I pushed through the throng so that I could look down the side of the building, toward the door the prisoners had been taken through.
One glance told me that the situation was hopeless. I couldn’t see any prisoners, but that wasn’t surprising because there must have been at least twenty guards near the doorway. What chance did we have against so many? With my heart in my boots I turned to Alice. “Let’s get back,” I said. “There’s nothing to be done here.”
I was anxious to reach the safety of the cellar, so we walked quickly. Alice followed me without a word. 



CHAPTER XII
 The Silver Gate

oNCE back in the cellar, Alice turned to me, her eyes blazing with anger.
“It ain’t fair, Tom! Poor Maggie. She doesn’t deserve to burn. None of ’em do. Something’s got to be done.”
I shrugged and just stared into space, my mind numb. Soon Alice lay back and fell asleep.
I tried to do the same, but I started thinking about the Spook again. Even though it seemed hopeless, should I still go to the burning and see if I could do anything to help? After turning it over in my mind for some time, I finally decided that, at nightfall, I would leave Priestown and go home to talk to my mam.
She’d know what I should do. I was out of my depth here, and I needed help. I’d be walking all night and would get no sleep then, so it was best to grab what I could now. It took me a while to nod off, but when I did, almost immediately I started to dream, and the next thing I knew I was back in the catacombs.
In most dreams you don’t know that you’re dreaming. But when you do, one of two things usually happens. Either you wake up right away, or you stay in the dream and do what you want. That’s the way it’s always been with me, anyway.
But this dream was different. It was as if something was controlling my movements. I was walking down a dark tunnel with the stub of a candle in my left hand, and I was approaching the dark doorway to one of the crypts that held the bones of the Little People. I didn’t want to go anywhere near it, but my feet just kept on walking.
I halted at the open doorway, the flickering light of the candle illuminating the bones. Most were on shelves at the rear of the crypt, but a few broken ones were scattered across the cobbled floor and lying in a heap in the corner. I didn’t want to go in there, I really didn’t, but I seemed to have no choice. I stepped into the crypt, hearing small fragments of bone crunching beneath my feet, when suddenly I felt very cold.
One winter when I was young, my brother James chased me and filled my ears with snow. I tried to fight back, but he was only one year younger than my eldest brother, Jack, and just as big and strong, so much so that my dad had eventually got him apprenticed to a blacksmith. He shared the same sense of humor as Jack, too. Snow in the ears had been James’s daft idea of a joke, but it had really hurt and all my face had gone numb and ached for almost an hour afterward. It was just like that in the dream. Extreme cold. It meant that something from the dark was approaching. The cold began inside my head until it felt frozen and numb, as though it didn’t belong to me anymore.
Something spoke from the darkness behind me. Something that was standing close to my back and between me and the doorway. The voice was harsh and deep, and I didn’t need to ask who was speaking. Even though I wasn’t facing it, I could smell its rank breath.
“I’m got proper,” said the Bane. “I’m bound. This is all I have.”
I said nothing and there was a long silence. It was a nightmare, and I tried to wake up. I really struggled, but it was useless.
“A pleasant room, this,” the Bane continued. “One of my favorite places, it is. Full of old bones. But fresh blood is what I want, and the blood of the young is best of all. But if I can’t get blood, then I’ll make do with bones. New bones are the best. Give me new bones every time, fresh and sweet and filled with marrow. That’s what I like. I love to split young bones and suck out the marrow. But old bones are better than nothing. Old bones like these. They’re better than the hunger gnawing away at my insides. Hunger that hurts so much.
“There’s no marrow inside old bones. But old bones still have memories, see. I stroke old bones, I do, slowly, so that they give up all their secrets. I see the flesh that once covered them, the hopes and ambitions that ended in this dry, dead brittleness. That fills me up, too. That eases the hunger.”
The Bane was very close to my left ear, its voice now hardly more than a whisper. I had a sudden urge to turn round and look at it, but it must have read my mind.
“Don’t turn round, boy,” it warned. “Or you won’t like what you see. Just answer me this question . . .”
There was a long pause, and I could feel my heart hammering in my chest. At last the Bane asked its question.
“After death, what happens?”
I didn’t know the answer. The Spook never spoke about such things. All I knew was that there were ghosts who could still think and talk. And fragments called ghasts that had been left behind when the soul had moved on. But moved on to what? I didn’t know. Only God knew. If there was a God.
I shook my head. I didn’t speak, and I was too scared to turn around. Behind me I had a sense of something huge and terrifying.
“There’s nothing after death! Nothing! Nothing at all!” bellowed the Bane close to my ear. “There’s just blackness and emptiness. No thinking. No feeling. Just oblivion. That’s all that waits for you on the other side of death. But do my bidding, boy, and I can give you a long, long life! Three score years and ten is the best that most feeble humans can hope for. But ten or twenty times that I could give you! And all you have to do is open the gate and let me go free! Just open the gate and I’ll do the rest. Your master could go free, too. I know that’s what you want. Go back, you could, to the life you once had.”
A part of me longed to say yes. I faced the Spook being burned and a lonely journey north to Caster with no certainty that I’d be able to continue my apprenticeship. If only things could return to the way they’d been! But although I was tempted to say yes, I knew that it just wasn’t possible. Even if the Bane kept its word, I couldn’t allow it to roam loose in the County, able to work its evil at will. I knew the Spook would rather die than let that happen.
I opened my mouth to say no, but even before I could get the word out the Bane spoke again.
“The girl would be easy!” it said. “All she wants is a warm fire. A home to live in. Clean clothes. But think what I offer you! And all I want is your blood. Not a lot, see. And it won’t hurt that much. Just enough is all I ask. And then a pact we’ll make together. Just let me suck your blood so I can be strong again. Just let me through the gate and give me my freedom. Three times after, I’ll do your bidding and you’ll live a long, long life. The girl’s blood is better than nothing, but you’re what I really need. A seven times seven, you are. Only once before have I tasted sweet blood like yours. And I still remember it well, I do. The sweet blood of a seven times seven. How strong that would make me! How great would be your reward! Isn’t that better than the nothingness of death?
“Ah, death will come to you one day. It will surely come despite all that I do, creeping toward you like the mist on a riverbank on a cold, damp night. But I can delay that moment. Delay it for years and years. It would be a long time before you’d have to face that darkness. That blackness. That nothingness! So what do you say, boy? I’m got proper. I’m bound. But you can help!”
I was scared and tried again to wake up. But suddenly words tumbled out of my mouth, almost as if they’d been spoken by somebody else:
“I don’t believe there’s nothing after death,” I said. “I’ve a soul and if I live my life right, I’ll live on in some way. There’ll be something. I don’t believe in nothingness. I don’t believe in that!”
“No! No!” roared the Bane. “You don’t know what I know! You can’t see what I see! I see beyond death. I see the emptiness. The nothingness. I know! I see the horrible state of being nothing. Nothing at all, there is! Nothing at all!”
My heart began to slow, and I suddenly felt very calm. The Bane was still behind me, but the crypt was starting to get warmer. Now I understood. I knew the Bane’s pain. I knew why it needed to feed upon people, upon their blood, upon their hopes and dreams. . . .
“I’ve a soul and I’ll live on,” I told the Bane, keeping my voice very calm. “And that’s the difference. I have a soul and you don’t! For you there is nothing after death! Nothing at all!”
My head was pushed hard against the near wall of the crypt, and there was a hiss of anger behind me. A hiss that changed to a bellow of rage.
“Fool!” shouted the Bane, its voice booming to fill the crypt and echo beyond it down the long, dark tunnels of the catacombs. Violently, it swatted my head sideways, scraping my forehead against the hard, cold stones. Out of the corner of my left eye I could see the size of the huge hand that was gripping my head. Instead of nails, its fingers ended in huge yellow talons.
“You had your chance, but now it’s gone forever!” bellowed the Bane. “But there’s someone else who can help me. So if I can’t have you, I’ll make do with her!”
I was pushed downward into the heap of bones in the corner. I felt myself falling through them. Down and down I went, deep into a bottomless pit filled with bones. The candle was out, but the bones seemed to glow in the darkness: grinning skulls, rib cages, leg bones and arm bones, fragments of hands, fingers and thumbs, and all the while the dry dust of death covered my face, went up my nose into my mouth and down my throat, until I was choking and could hardly breathe.
“This is what death tastes like!” cried the Bane. “And this is what death looks like!”
The bones faded from view and I could see nothing. Nothing at all. I was just falling through blackness. Falling into the dark. I was terrified that the Bane had somehow killed me in my sleep, but I struggled and struggled to wake up. Somehow the Bane had been talking to me while I slept, and I knew who it would now be persuading to do what I’d refused.
Alice! 
At last I managed to wake myself up, but it was already too late. A candle was burning close beside me, but it was just a stub. I’d been asleep for hours! The other one had gone, and so had Alice.
I felt in my pocket but only confirmed what I’d guessed already. Alice had taken the key to the Silver Gate.
When I staggered to my feet, I felt dizzy and my head hurt. I touched the back of my hand to my forehead and it came away wet with blood. Somehow the Bane had done that to me in a dream. It could read minds, too. How could you defeat a creature when it knew what you intended before you had a chance to move or even speak? The Spook was right—this creature was the most dangerous thing we’d ever faced.
Alice had left the hatch open and, snatching up the candle, I wasted no time in climbing down the steps into the catacombs. A few minutes later I reached the river, which seemed a bit deeper than before. The water, swirling downstream, was actually covering three of the nine stepping-stones, the ones right in the middle, and I could feel the current tugging at my boots.
I crossed quickly, hoping against hope that I wouldn’t be too late. But when I turned the corner, I saw Alice sitting with her back against the wall. Her left hand was resting on the cobbles, her fingers covered in blood.
And the Silver Gate was wide open!



CHAPTER XIII
 The Burning

ALICE!” I cried, staring in disbelief at the open gate. “What have you done?”
She looked up at me, her eyes glistening with tears.
The key was still in the lock. Angrily, I seized it and pushed it back into my breeches pocket, burying it deep within the iron filings.
“Come on!” I snapped, almost too furious to speak. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
I held out my left hand, but she didn’t take it. Instead she held her own, the one covered in blood, against her body and looked down at it, wincing with pain.
“What happened to your hand?” I asked.
“Ain’t nothing much,” she replied. “Soon be right as rain. Everything’s going to be all right now.”
“No, Alice,” I replied, “it’s not. The whole County’s in danger now, thanks to you.”
I pulled gently at her good hand and led her down the tunnel until we came to the river. At the edge of the water she tugged her hand free of mine and I didn’t think anything of it. I simply crossed quickly. It was only when I got to the other side that I looked back to see Alice still standing there staring down at the water.
“Come on!” I shouted. “Hurry up!”
“I can’t, Tom!” Alice shouted back. “I can’t cross!”
I put the candle down and went back for her. She flinched away, but I grabbed hold of her. If she’d struggled I’d have had no chance at all, but the moment my hands touched her, Alice’s body became limp and she fell against me. Wasting no time, I bent my knees and lifted her over my shoulder, the way I’d seen the Spook carry a witch.
You see, I had no doubt. If she couldn’t cross running water, then Alice had become what the Spook had always feared she would. Her dealings with the Bane had finally made her cross to the dark.
One part of me wanted to leave her there. I knew that’s what the Spook would have done. But I couldn’t. I was going against him, but I had to do it. She was still Alice, and we’d been through a lot together.
Light as she was, it was still quite difficult to cross the river with her over my shoulder, and I struggled to keep my balance on the stepping-stones. What made it worse was the fact that as soon as I started across, Alice began to wail as if she were in torment.
When we finally reached the other side, I lowered her back onto her feet and picked up the candle.
“Come on!” I said, but she just stood there trembling, and I had to seize her hand and drag her along until we reached the steps that led up to the cellar.
Once back there, I put the candle down and sat on the edge of the old carpet. This time Alice didn’t sit. She just folded her arms and leaned back against the wall. Neither of us spoke. There was nothing to say, and I was too busy thinking.
I’d slept for a long time, both before the dream and after it. I went to peer out the door at the top of the cellar steps and saw that the sun was just going down. I’d leave it another half hour and then I’d be on my way. I desperately wanted to help the Spook, but I felt utterly powerless. It hurt me even to think about what was going to happen to him, but what could I possibly do against dozens of armed men? And I wasn’t going to the beacon hill just to watch the burning. I couldn’t bear that. No, I was going home to see Mam. She’d know what I should do next.
Maybe my life as a spook’s apprentice was over. Or she might just suggest that I go to north of Caster and find myself a new master. It was difficult to know what she’d advise me to do.
When I judged it time, I pulled the silver chain from where I’d tied it under my shirt and put it back inside the Spook’s bag with his cloak. As my dad always says: “Waste not, want not!” So I also put the salt and iron back into their compartments inside the bag—as much as I could manage to get out of my breeches pockets.
“Come on,” I said to Alice. “I’ll let you out.”
So, wearing my cloak and carrying the bag and the staff, I climbed the steps, then used my other key to unlock the back door. Once we were out in the yard I locked it behind us again.
“Good-bye, Alice,” I said, turning to walk away.
“What? Ain’t you coming with me, Tom?” Alice demanded.
“Where?”
“To the burning, of course, to find the Quisitor. He’s going to get what’s coming to him. What he deserves. I’m going to pay him back for what he did to my poor old aunt and Maggie.”
“And how are you going to do that?” I asked.
“I gave the Bane my blood, you see,” Alice said, her eyes opening very wide. “I put my fingers through the grille, and it sucked it out from under my fingernails. It may not like girls, but it likes their blood. It took what it wanted so the pact’s sealed and now it has to do what I say. It has to do my will.”
The fingernails of Alice’s left hand were black with dried blood. Sickened, I turned away and opened the yard gate, stepping out into the passageway.
“Where you going, Tom? You can’t leave now!” Alice shouted.
“I’m going home to talk to Mam,” I said, not even turning back to look at her.
“Go home to your mam, then! You’re just a mam’s lad, a mammy’s boy, and you always will be!”
I hadn’t taken more than a dozen paces before she came running after me.
“Don’t go, Tom! Please don’t go!” she cried.
I kept walking. I didn’t even turn around.
The next time Alice shouted after me there was real anger in her voice. But more than that, she sounded desperate.
“You can’t leave, Tom! I won’t let you. You’re mine. You belong to me!”
As she ran toward me, I turned around and faced her. “No, Alice,” I said. “I don’t belong to you. I belong to the light and now you belong to the dark!”
She reached forward and gripped my left forearm very hard. I could feel her nails cutting into my flesh. I flinched with the pain of it but stared back directly into her eyes.
“You don’t know what you’ve done!” I said.
“Oh, yes, I do, Tom. I know exactly what I’ve done, and one day you’re going to thank me for it. You’re so worried about your precious Bane, but believe me, he ain’t no worse than the Quisitor,” said Alice, releasing my arm. “What I’ve done, I’ve done for all our sakes, yours and mine, even Old Gregory’s.”
“The Bane will kill him. That’s the first thing it will do now it’s free!”
“No, you’re wrong, Tom! It ain’t the Bane who wants to kill Old Gregory, it’s the Quisitor. Right now the Bane’s his only hope of survival. And that’s all thanks to me.”
I felt confused.
“Look, Tom, come with me and I’ll show you.”
I shook my head.
“Well, whether you come with me or not,” she continued, “I’ll do it anyway.”
“Do what?”
“I’m going to save the Quisitor’s prisoners. All of ’em! And I’m going to show him what it’s like to burn!”
I looked hard at Alice again, but she didn’t flinch away from my gaze. Anger blazed in her eyes, and at that moment I felt that she could even have looked the Spook in the eye, something she wasn’t usually capable of. Alice meant it, all right, and it seemed to me that the Bane might just obey her and help. After all, they’d made some kind of pact.
If there was any chance of saving the Spook, then I had to be there to help him to safety. I didn’t feel at all comfortable about relying on something as evil as the Bane, yet what choice did I have? Alice turned in the direction of the beacon fell and, slowly, I began to follow. 
The streets were deserted and we walked quickly, heading south.
“I’d better get rid of this staff,” I said to Alice. “It might give us away.”
She nodded and pointed to an old broken-down shed. “Leave it behind there,” she said. “We can pick it up on our way back.”
There was still some light left in the sky to the west and it was reflected in the river, twisting below the heights of Wortham. My eyes were drawn upward to the daunting beacon fell. Its lower slopes were covered in trees, now starting to lose their leaves, but above there was only grass and scrub.
We left the last of the houses behind us and joined a throng of people crossing the narrow stone bridge over the river, moving slowly through the damp, still air. There was a white mist on the riverbank, but we soon rose above it as we climbed up through the trees, trudging through mounds of damp, moldering leaves to emerge near the summit of the hill. A large crowd had already gathered, with more people arriving by the minute. There were three huge piles of branches and twigs ready for lighting, the largest one set between the other two. Rising from these pyres were the thick wooden stakes to which the victims would be tied.
High on the beacon fell, with the lights of the town spread out below us, the air was fresher. The area was lit by torches attached to tall, slender wooden poles, which were swaying gently in the light westerly breeze. But there were patches of darkness where the faces of the crowd were in shadow, and I followed Alice into one of these so that we could watch what was going on without being noticed ourselves.
On guard, with their backs to the pyres, were a dozen big men wearing black hoods, with just slits for eyes and mouths. In their hands they carried cudgels, and they looked eager to use them. These were the assistant executioners, who would help the Quisitor with the burning and, if necessary, keep back the crowd.
I wasn’t sure how the crowd would behave. Was it worth hoping that they might do something? Any relatives and friends of the condemned would want to save them, but whether there were enough of them to attempt a rescue was uncertain. Of course, as Brother Peter had said, there were lots of people who loved a burning. Many were here to be entertained.
No sooner had that thought entered my head than, in the distance, I heard the steady beat of drums.
Burn! Burn! Burn, witches, burn! the drums seemed to thunder.
At that sound the crowd began to murmur, their voices swelling to a roar that finally erupted into loud catcalls and hisses. The Quisitor was approaching, riding tall on his big white horse, and behind him trundled the open cart containing the prisoners. Other men on horseback were riding alongside and to the rear of the cart, and they had swords at their hips. Behind them, on foot, were a dozen drummers walking with a swagger, their arms rising and falling theatrically to the beat they were pounding out.
Burn! Burn! Burn, witches, burn!
Suddenly the whole situation seemed hopeless. Some in the front rank of the crowd started to shy rotten fruit at the prisoners, but the guards on the flanks, probably worried about being hit by mistake, drew their swords and rode directly at them, driving them back into the throng, causing the whole mass of people to sway backward.
The cart came nearer and halted, and for the first time I could see the Spook. Some of the prisoners were on their knees, praying. Others were wailing or tearing at their hair, but my master was standing straight and tall, staring ahead. His face looked haggard and tired, and there was the same vague expression in his eyes, as if he still didn’t understand what was happening to him. There was a new dark bruise on his forehead above his left eye, and his bottom lip was split and swollen—he’d evidently been given another beating.
A priest stepped forward, a scroll in his right hand, and the rhythm of the drums changed. It became a deep roll that built to a crescendo, then halted suddenly as the priest began to read from the parchment.
“People of Priestown, hear this! We are gathered here to witness the lawful execution by fire of twelve witches and one warlock, the sinful wretches whom you see before you now. Pray for their souls! Pray that through pain they may come to know the error of their ways. Pray that they may beg God’s forgiveness and thus redeem their immortal souls.”
There was another roll of drums. The priest hadn’t finished yet, and in the succeeding silence he continued to read.
“Our Lord Protector, the High Quisitor, wishes this to be a lesson to others who might choose the path of darkness. Watch these sinners burn! Watch their bones crack and their fat melt like candle tallow. Listen to their screams and all the while remember that this is nothing! This is nothing at all compared to the flames of hell! Nothing compared to the eternity of torment that awaits those who do not seek forgiveness!”
The crowd had fallen silent at these words. Perhaps it was the fear of hell that the priest had mentioned, but more likely, I thought, it was something else. It was what I now feared. To stand and watch the horror of what was about to happen. The realization that living flesh and blood was to be put into the flames to endure unspeakable agony.
Two of the hooded men came forward and roughly pulled the first prisoner from the cart—a woman with long gray hair that hung down thickly over her shoulders, almost as far as her waist. As they dragged her toward the nearest pyre, she began to spit and curse, fighting desperately to tear herself free. Some of the crowd laughed and jeered, calling her names, but unexpectedly she managed to break away and began running off into the darkness.
Before the guards could take even a step to follow, the Quisitor galloped his horse past them, its hooves throwing up mud from the soft ground. He seized the woman by the hair, twisting his fingers into her locks before bunching his fist. Then he tugged her upward so violently that her back arched and she was almost lifted from her feet. She gave a high, thin wail as the Quisitor dragged her back to the guards, who seized her again and quickly tied her to one of the stakes on the edge of the largest pyre. Her fate was sealed.
My heart sank as I saw that the Spook was the next prisoner pulled down from the cart. They walked him toward the largest pyre and bound him to the central stake, but not once did he struggle. He still just looked bewildered. I remembered once more how he’d told me that burning was one of the most painful deaths imaginable and he didn’t hold with doing that to a witch. To watch him bound there, awaiting his fate, was unbearable. Some of the Quisitor’s men were carrying torches, and I imagined them lighting the pyres, the flames leaping up toward the Spook. It was too horrible to think about, and tears began streaming down my face.
I tried to recall what my master had said about something or someone watching what we do. If you lived your life right, he’d told me, in your hour of need it would stand at your side and lend you its strength. Well, he’d lived his life right and had done everything for what he thought was the best. So he deserved something. Surely?
If I’d been part of a family that went to church and prayed more, I’d have prayed then. The habit wasn’t in me and I didn’t know how, but without realizing it I whispered something to myself. I didn’t mean it to be a prayer, but I suppose it was one, really.
“Help him, please,” I whispered. “Please help him.”
Suddenly the hair on the back of my neck began to move and I instantly felt cold, very cold. Something from the dark was approaching. Something strong and very dangerous. I heard Alice give a sudden gasp and a deep groan, and immediately my vision darkened so that, when I turned and reached toward her, I couldn’t even see my hand before my face. The murmur of the crowd receded into the distance and everything grew still and quiet. I felt cut off from the rest of the world, alone in darkness.
I knew that the Bane had arrived. I couldn’t see anything, but I could sense it nearby, a vast dark spirit, a great weight that threatened to crush the life from me. I was terrified, for myself and for all the innocent people gathered there, but could do nothing but wait in the darkness for it to end.
When my eyes cleared, I saw Alice start forward. Before I could stop her, she walked out of the shadows and headed directly toward the Spook and the two executioners at the central pyre. The Quisitor was close by, watching. As she approached, I saw him turn his horse toward her and spur it into a canter. For a moment I thought he intended to ride her down, but he brought the animal to a halt, so close that Alice could have reached up and patted its nose.
A cruel smile split his face, and I knew that he recognized her as one of the escaped prisoners. What Alice did next, I’ll always remember.
In the sudden silence that had fallen she lifted her hands toward the Quisitor, pointing at him with both forefingers. Then she laughed long and loud and the sound echoed right across the hill, making the hair stand up on the back of my neck again. It was a laugh of triumph and defiance, and I thought how strange it was that the Quisitor was preparing to burn those people, all of them falsely accused, all of them innocents, while free and facing him was a real witch, with real power.
Next, Alice turned on her heels and began to spin, holding her arms stretched out horizontally. As I watched, dark spots began to appear on the nose and head of the Quisitor’s white stallion. At first I was puzzled and didn’t understand what was happening. But then the horse whinnied in fear and reared up on its hind legs, and I saw that droplets of blood were flying from Alice’s left hand. Blood from where the Bane had just fed.
There was a sudden overpowering wind, a blinding flash of lightning, and a clap of thunder so loud that it hurt my ears. I found myself on my knees and could hear people screaming and shouting. I looked back at Alice and saw that she was still spinning, whirling faster and faster. The white horse reared up again, this time unseating the Quisitor, who fell off backward onto the pyre.
Another flash of lightning and suddenly the edge of the pyre was alight, the flames crackling and the Quisitor on his knees with flames all around him. I saw some of the guards rush forward to help him, but the crowd was also moving forward, and one of the guards was dragged from his horse. Within moments a full-scale riot had begun. On all sides people were struggling and fighting. Others were running to escape, and the air was full of shouts and screams.
I dropped the bag and ran to my master, for the flames were traveling fast, threatening to engulf him. Without thinking, I charged straight across the pyre, feeling the heat of the flames, which were already starting to take hold on the larger pieces of wood.
I struggled to untie him, my fingers fumbling at the knots. To my left a man was trying to free the gray-haired woman they’d bound first. I panicked because I was getting nowhere. There were too many knots! They were too tight and the heat was building!
Suddenly there was a shout of triumph to my left. The man had freed the woman and one look told me how: He was holding a knife and had cut through the ropes with ease. He was starting to lead her away from the stake when he glanced toward me. The air was filled with shouts and screams and the crackle of the flames. Even if I’d shouted, he wouldn’t have heard me, so I simply held out my left hand toward him. For a moment he seemed to hesitate, staring at my hand, but then he tossed the knife in my direction.
It fell short, into the flames. Without even thinking, I plunged my hand deep into the burning wood and retrieved it. It took just seconds to slash through the ropes.
To have freed the Spook when he had been so close to burning gave me a great feeling of relief. But my happiness was short-lived. We were still far from being safe. The Quisitor’s men were all around us, and there was a strong possibility that we’d be spotted and caught. This time we’d both burn!
I had to get him away from the burning pyre to the darkness beyond, to somewhere we couldn’t be seen. It seemed to take an age. He leaned on me heavily and took small, unsteady steps. I remembered his bag, so we made for the spot where I’d dropped it. It was only by good fortune that we avoided the Quisitor’s men. Of their leader there was no sign, but in the distance I could see mounted men cutting down with their swords anyone within range. At any moment I expected one of them to charge at us. It was getting harder and harder to make progress; the burden of the Spook seemed to increase against my shoulder and I still had the weight of his bag in my right hand. But then someone else was holding his other arm and we were moving toward the darkness of the trees and safety.
It was Alice.
“I did it, Tom! I did it!” she shouted excitedly.
I wasn’t sure how to reply. Of course I was pleased, but I couldn’t approve of her method. “Where’s the Bane now?” I asked.
“Don’t you worry about that, Tom. I can tell when it’s near, and I don’t feel it anywhere now. Must have taken a lot of power to do what it just did, so I reckon it’s gone back to the dark for a while to build up its strength.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “What about the Quisitor?” I asked. “I didn’t see what happened to him. Is he dead?”
Alice shook her head. “Burned his hands when he fell, that’s all. But now he knows what it’s like to burn!”
As she said that, I became aware of the pain in my own hand, the left one that was supporting the Spook. I looked down and saw that the back of it was raw and blistered. With each step I took the pain seemed to increase.
We crossed the bridge with a jostling crowd of frightened people, all hastening north, eager to be away from the riot and what would follow. Soon the Quisitor’s men would regroup, eager to recapture the prisoners and punish anyone who’d played a part in their escape. Anyone in their path would suffer.
Long before dawn we were clear of Priestown and spent the first few hours of daylight in the shelter of a dilapidated cattle shed, afraid that the Quisitor’s men might be nearby, searching for escaped prisoners.
The Spook hadn’t said a single word when I’d spoken to him, not even after I’d collected his staff and handed it to him. His eyes were still vacant and staring, as though his mind was in an entirely different place. I began to worry that the blow to his head was serious, which gave me little choice.
“We need to get him back to our farm,” I told Alice. “My mam will be able to help him.”
“Won’t take too kindly to seeing me, though, will she?” said Alice. “Not when she finds out what I’ve done. Neither will that brother of yours.”
I nodded, wincing at the pain in my hand. What Alice said was true. It would be better if she didn’t come with me, but I needed her to help with the Spook, who was far from steady on his feet.
“What’s wrong, Tom?” she asked. She’d noticed my hand and came across to take a look at it. “Soon fix that,” she said. “I won’t be long. . . .”
“No, Alice, it’s too dangerous!”
But before I could stop her, she slipped out of the shed. Ten minutes later she was back with some small pieces of bark and the leaves of a plant I didn’t recognize. She chewed the bark with her teeth until it was in small, fibrous pieces.
“Hold out your hand!” she commanded.
“What’s that?” I asked doubtfully, but my hand was really hurting, so I did as I was told.
Gently, she placed the small pieces of bark on the burn and wrapped my hand in the leaves. Then she teased a black thread from her dress and used that to bind them in position.
“Lizzie taught me this,” she said. “It’ll soon take away the pain.”
I was about to protest, but almost immediately the pain began to fade. It was a remedy taught to Alice by a witch. A remedy that worked. The ways of the world were strange. Out of evil good could come. And it wasn’t just my hand. Because of Alice and her pact with the Bane, the Spook had been saved.



CHAPTER XIV
 Dad’s Tale

WE came in sight of the farm about an hour before sunset. I knew that Dad and Jack would just be starting the milking, so it was a good time to arrive. I needed a chance to speak to Mam on my own.
I hadn’t been back home since the spring, when the old witch, Mother Malkin, had paid my family a visit. Thanks to Alice’s bravery on that occasion, we’d destroyed her, but the incident had upset Jack and his wife, Ellie, and I knew they wouldn’t be keen on my staying after dark. Spooks’ business scared them, and they were worried that something might happen to their child. So I just wanted to help the Spook and then get back on the road as quickly as possible.
I was also aware that I was risking everyone’s lives by bringing the Spook and Alice to the farm. If the Quisitor’s men followed us here, they would have no mercy on those harboring a witch and a spook. I didn’t want to put my family in any more danger than I had to, so I decided to leave Alice and the Spook just outside the farm boundary. There was an old shepherd’s hut belonging to the nearest farm to us. They’d gone over to cattle, so it hadn’t been used for years. I helped Alice get the Spook inside and told her to wait there. That done, I crossed the field, heading directly toward the fence that bordered our farmyard.
When I opened the door to the kitchen, Mam was in her usual place in the corner next to the fire, sitting in her rocking chair. The chair was very still, and she just stared at me as I went in. The curtains were already closed, and in the brass candlestick the beeswax candle was alight.
“Sit down, son,” she invited, her voice low and soft. “Pull up a chair and tell me all about it.” She didn’t seem in the least bit surprised to see me.
It was what I was used to. Mam was often in demand when midwives encountered problems with a difficult birth, and eerily, she always knew when someone wanted her help long before the message arrived at the farm. She sensed these things, just as she’d sensed my approach. There was something special about my mam. She had gifts that someone like the Quisitor would want to destroy.
“Something bad’s happened, hasn’t it?” Mam said. “And what’s wrong with your hand?”
“It’s nothing, Mam. Just a burn. Alice fixed it. It doesn’t hurt at all now.”
Mam raised her eyebrows at the mention of Alice. “Tell me all about it, son.”
I nodded, feeling a lump come into my throat. I tried three times before I was able to get my first sentence out. When I did manage to speak, it all came out in a rush.
“They almost burned Mr. Gregory, Mam. The Quisitor caught him in Priestown. We’ve escaped, but they’ll be after us, and the Spook’s not well. He needs help. We all do.”
The tears started to run down my face as I admitted to myself what was now bothering me most of all. The main reason I hadn’t wanted to go to the beacon fell was because I’d been scared. I’d been afraid that they’d catch me and that I would burn as well.
“What on earth were you doing in Priestown?” Mam asked.
“Mr. Gregory’s brother died and his funeral was there. We had to go.”
“You’re not telling me everything,” Mam said. “How did you escape from the Quisitor?”
I didn’t want Mam to know what Alice had done. You see, Mam had once tried to help Alice, and I didn’t want her to know how she’d finally ended up, turning to the dark as the Spook had always feared.
But I had no choice. I told her the full story. When I’d finished, Mam sighed deeply. “It’s bad, really bad,” she said. “The Bane on the loose doesn’t bode well for anyone in the County—and a young witch bound to its will— well, I fear for us all. But we’ll just have to make the best of it. That’s all we can do. I’ll get my bag and go and see what I can do for poor Mr. Gregory.”
“Thanks, Mam,” I told her, suddenly realizing that all I’d talked about had been my own troubles. “But how are things here? How’s Ellie’s baby doing?” I asked.
Mam smiled, but I detected a hint of sadness in her eyes. “Oh, the baby’s doing fine, and Ellie and Jack are happier than they’ve ever been. But son,” she said, touching my arm gently, “I’ve got some bad news for you, too. It’s about your dad. He’s been very ill.”
I stood up, hardly able to believe what she was saying. The look on her face told me that it was serious.
“Sit down, son,” she said, “and listen carefully before you start getting all upset. It’s bad, but it could have been a lot worse. It started as a heavy cold, but then it got on his chest and turned to pneumonia and we nearly lost him. He’s on the mend now, I hope, but he’ll need to wrap up well this winter. I’m afraid he won’t be able to do much on the farm anymore. Jack will just have to cope without him.”
“I could help out, Mam.”
“No, son, you’ve got your own job to do. With the Bane free and your master weakened, the County needs you more than ever. Look, let me just go up first and tell your dad that you’re here. And I wouldn’t say anything about the trouble you’ve had. We don’t want to give him any bad news or nasty shocks. We’ll just keep that to ourselves.”
I waited in the kitchen, but a couple of minutes later Mam came back downstairs, carrying her bag.
“Well, you go up and see your dad while I go and help your master. He’s glad that you’re back, but don’t keep him talking too long. He’s still very weak.”
Dad was sitting in bed, propped up on several pillows. He smiled weakly when I came into the room. His face was gaunt and tired, and there was a gray stubble on his chin that made him look much older.
“What a nice surprise, Tom. Sit down,” he said, nodding toward the chair at the side of the bed.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “If I’d known you were ill, I’d have come home sooner to see you.”
Dad held up his hand as if to say it didn’t matter. Then he began to cough violently. He was supposed to be getting better, so I wouldn’t like to have heard him when he was really ill. The room had a smell of illness. The hint of something you never smelled outdoors. Something that only lingers in sickrooms.
“How’s the job going?” he asked when he’d finally stopped choking.
“Not bad. I’m getting used to it now and I prefer it to farming,” I said, pushing all that had happened to the very back of my mind.
“Farming too dull for you, eh?” he asked with a faint smile. “Mind you, I wasn’t always a farmer.”
I nodded. In his younger days Dad had been a seaman. He’d told lots of tales of the places he’d visited. They’d been rich stories, full of color and excitement. His eyes always shone with a faraway look when he remembered those times. I wanted to see that spark of life return to them.
“Aye, Dad,” I said, “tell me one of your stories. The one about that huge whale.”
He paused for a moment, then grabbed my hand, pulling me closer. “Reckon there’s one story I needs be telling you, son, before it’s too late.”
“Don’t talk daft,” I said, shocked by this turn in the conversation.
“Nay, Tom, I’m hoping to see another spring and summer, but I don’t think I’m long for this world. I’ve been thinking a lot lately, and I reckon it’s time I told you what I know. I wasn’t expecting to see you for a while, but you’re here now and who knows when I’ll see you next?” He paused and then said, “It’s about your mother—how we met and the like.”
“You’ll see lots of springs, Dad,” I said, but I was surprised. For all my father’s wonderful stories, there was one he’d never told properly: how he’d met Mam. We could always tell that he never really wanted to talk about it. He either changed the subject or told us to go and ask her. We never did. When you’re a child, there are things you don’t understand but just don’t ask about. You know that your dad and mam don’t want to tell you. But today was different.
He shook his head wearily, then bowed it low, as if a great burden was pressing down on his shoulders. When he straightened up again, the faint smile was back on his face.
“I’m not sure she’ll thank me for telling you, mind, so let’s keep this between ourselves. I’ll not be telling your brothers either, and I’d ask you to do the same, son. But I think in your line of work, and you being a seventh son of a seventh son and all, well . . .”
He paused again and shut his eyes. I stared at him and felt a wave of sadness as I realized how old and ill he was looking. He opened his eyes again and began to talk.
“We sailed into a little harbor to take on water,” he said, beginning his tale as if he needed to get going quickly before he changed his mind. “It was a lonely place overhung with high, rocky hills, with just the harbormaster’s house and a few small fishermen’s cottages built of white stone. We’d been at sea for weeks and the captain, being a good man, said that we deserved a break. So he gave us all shore leave. We took it in two shifts and I got the second one, which started well after dark.
“There were a dozen of us, and when we finally made it to the nearest tavern, which was on the edge of a village almost halfway up a mountain, it was almost ready to close. So we drank fast, throwing strong spirits down our throats like there was no tomorrow, and then bought a flagon of red wine each to drink on the way back to the ship.
“I must have drunk too much, because I woke up alone at the side of the steep track that led down to the harbor. The sun was just about to come up, but I wasn’t too bothered because we weren’t sailing till noon. I climbed to my feet and dusted myself off. It was then that I heard the sound of distant sobbing.
“I listened for almost a minute before I made up my mind. I mean, it sounded just like a woman, but how could I be sure? There are all sorts of strange tales from those parts about creatures that prey on travelers. I was alone and I don’t mind telling you I was scared, but if I hadn’t gone to see who was crying I’d never have met your mam and you wouldn’t be here now.
“I climbed the steep hill at the side of the track and scrambled down the other side until it brought me right to the edge of a cliff. It was a high cliff, with the waves crashing on the rocks below, and I could see the ship at anchor in the bay and it was so small that it seemed as if it could fit into the palm of my hand.
“A narrow rock jutted up from the cliff like a rat’s tooth, and a young woman was sitting with her back to it, facing out to sea. She’d been bound to that rock with a chain. Not only that, but she was as naked as the day she was born.”
With those words, Dad blushed so deeply that his face turned almost County-red.
“She started to try and tell me something then. Something that she feared. Something far worse than just being fastened to that rock. But she was speaking in her own language, and I didn’t understand a word of it—I still don’t, but she taught you well enough and, do you know, you were the only one that she bothered with in that way? She’s a good mother, but none of your brothers heard even a word of Greek.”
I nodded. Some of my brothers hadn’t been best pleased by that, particularly Jack, and it had sometimes made life difficult for me.
“No, she couldn’t explain in words what it was, but there was something out to sea that was terrifying her. I couldn’t think what it could be, but then the tip of the sun came up above the horizon and she screamed.
“I stared at her, but I couldn’t believe what I was seeing: Tiny blisters began to erupt on her skin until, within less than a minute, she was a mass of sores. It was the sun she feared. To this day, as you’ve probably noticed, she finds it difficult to be out even in a County sun, but the sunlight in that land was fierce and without help she’d have died.”
He paused to catch his breath, and I thought about Mam. I’d always known that she avoided sunlight—but it was something I’d just taken for granted.
“What could I do?” Dad continued. “I had to think fast, so I took off my shirt and covered her with it. It wasn’t big enough, so there was nothing else for it and I had to use my trousers as well. Then I crouched there with my back to the sun, so that my shadow fell over her, protecting her from its fierce light.
“I stayed that way until long after noon, when the sun finally moved out of sight behind the hill. By then my ship had sailed without me and my back was raw with sunburn, but your mam was alive and the blisters had already faded away. I struggled to get her free of the chain, but whoever had tied it knew even more about knots than I did, and I was a seaman. It was only when I finally got it off her that I noticed something so cruel that I could hardly believe it. I mean, she’s a good woman, your mam—how could someone have done such a thing, and to a woman, too?”
Dad fell silent and stared down at his hands, and I could see that they were trembling with the memory of what he’d seen. I waited almost a minute, and then I prompted him gently.
“What was it, Dad?” I asked. “What had they done?”
When he looked up, his eyes were full of tears. “They’d nailed her left hand to the rock,” he said. “It was a thick nail with a broad head and I couldn’t begin to think how I was going to get her hand free without hurting her even more. But she just smiled and tore her hand free, leaving the nail still in the rock. There was blood dripping onto the ground at her feet, but she stood up and walked toward me as if it were nothing.
“I took a step backward and almost fell over the cliff, but she put her right hand on my shoulder to steady me, and then we kissed. Being a seaman who visited dozens of ports each year, I’d kissed a few women before, but usually it was after I’d had a skinful of ale and was numb, sometimes even close to passing out. I’d never kissed a woman when sober and certainly never in broad daylight. I can’t explain it, but I knew right away that she was the one for me. The woman I’d spend the rest of my life with.”
He started coughing then, and it went on for a long time. When he’d finished, it left him breathless and it was another couple of minutes before I spoke again. I should have let him rest, but I knew I might not get another chance. My mind was racing. Some things in Dad’s tale reminded me of what the Spook had written about Meg. She’d also been bound with a chain. When released, she’d kissed the Spook just as Mam had kissed Dad. I wondered if the chain was silver, but I couldn’t ask. Part of me didn’t want to know the answer. If Dad had wanted me to know, he’d have told me.
“What happened next, Dad? How did you manage to get back home?”
“Your mother had money, son. She lived alone in a big house set in a garden surrounded by a high wall. It wasn’t more than a mile or so from where I’d found her, so we went back there and I stayed. Her hand healed quickly, leaving not even the faintest of scars, and I taught her our language. Or, to be honest, she taught me how to teach her. I pointed at objects and said their names aloud. When she’d repeated what I’d said, I’d just nod to say it sounded right. Once was enough for each word. Your mam’s sharp, son. Really sharp. She’s a clever woman and never forgets a thing.
“Anyway, I stayed at that house for weeks, and I was happy enough but for the odd night or so when her sisters came to visit. There were two of them, tall, fierce-looking women, and they used to build a fire out back behind the house and stay there till dawn, talking to your mam. Sometimes all three of them would dance around the fire; other nights they played dice. But each time they came, there were arguments and they gradually got worse.
“I knew it was something to do with me, because her sisters would glare at me through the window with anger in their eyes and your mam would wave at me to go back into the room. No, they didn’t like me much, and that was the main reason, I think, that we left that house and came back to the County.
“I’d set sail as a hired hand, an ordinary seaman, but I came back like a gentleman. Your mam paid for our passage home and we had a cabin all to ourselves. Then she bought this farm and we were married in the little church at Mellor, where my own mam and dad are buried. Your mother doesn’t believe what we believe, but she did it for me so that the neighbors wouldn’t talk, and before the end of the year your brother Jack was born. I’ve had a good life, son, and the best part of it started the day I met your mam. But I’m telling you this because I want you to understand. You do realize, don’t you, that one day when I’m gone, she’ll go back home, back to where she belongs?”
My mouth opened in amazement when Dad said that. “What about her family?” I asked. “Surely she wouldn’t leave her grandchildren?”
Dad shook his head sadly. “I don’t think she’s any choice, son. She once told me she’s got what she calls ‘unfinished business’ back there. I don’t know what it is, and she never did tell me why she’d been fastened to the rock to die. She has her own world and her own life, and when the time comes, she’ll go back to it, so don’t make it hard for her. Look at me, lad. What do you see?”
I didn’t know what to say.
“What you see is an old man who’s not long for this life. I see the truth of it every time I look in a mirror, so don’t try to tell me I’m wrong. As for your mam, she’s still in the prime of life. She may not be the girl she once was, but she’s still got years of good living left in her. But for what I did that day, your mam wouldn’t have looked at me twice. She deserves her freedom, so let her go with a smile. Will you do that, son?”
I nodded and then stayed with him until he calmed down and drifted off to sleep.



CHAPTER XV
 The Silver Chain

WHEN I went downstairs, Mam was already back. I was anxious to ask how the Spook was and what she’d done for him, but I didn’t get the chance. Through the kitchen window I’d spied Jack crossing the yard with Ellie, their baby cradled in her arms.
“I’ve done what I can for your master, son,” Mam whispered just before Jack opened the door. “We’ll talk after supper.”
For a moment Jack froze in the doorway, looking at me, a mixture of expressions flickering across his face. At last he smiled and walked forward to rest his arm across my shoulders.
“Good to see you, Tom,” he said.
“I was just passing on my way back to Chipenden,” I told him. “Thought I’d call in and see how you all were. I’d have visited earlier if I’d known that Dad had been so ill. . . .”
“He’s on the mend now,” Jack said. “That’s the important thing.”
“Oh, yes, Tom, he’s much better now,” Ellie agreed. “He’ll be right as rain in a few weeks.”
I could see that the sad expression on Mam’s face said otherwise. The truth of it was that Dad would be lucky to make it till spring. She knew it, and so did I.
At supper everybody seemed subdued, even Mam. I couldn’t work out whether it was my being there or Dad’s illness making everyone so quiet, but during the meal Jack could barely more than nod at me, and when he did speak it was to say something sarcastic.
“You’re looking pale, Tom,” he said. “Must be all that skulking about in the dark. Can’t be good for you.”
“Don’t be cruel, Jack!” Ellie scolded. “Anyway, what do you think about our Mary? Had her christened last month. Grown up quite a bit since you last saw her, hasn’t she?”
I smiled and nodded. I was astonished to see how much the baby had grown. Instead of being a tiny thing with a red, wrinkled-up face, she was plump and round, with sturdy limbs and a watchful, alert expression. She looked ready to leave Ellie’s knee and start crawling round the kitchen floor.
I hadn’t felt very hungry, but the moment Mam heaped a large portion of steaming hot pot onto my plate, I tucked in right away.
No sooner had we finished than she smiled at Jack and Ellie. “I’ve something to discuss with Tom,” she said. “So why don’t you two go up and get an early night for once? And don’t worry about the washing-up, Ellie. I’ll see to it.”
There was still some hot pot left in the dish, and I saw Jack’s eyes flicker toward it, then back to Mam. But Ellie stood up and Jack followed slowly. I could see he wasn’t best pleased.
“I think I’ll just take the dogs and walk the boundary fence first,” he said. “There was a fox about last night.”
As soon as they’d left the room, I blurted out the question I’d been dying to ask.
“How is he, Mam? Is Mr. Gregory going to be all right?”
“I’ve done what I can for him,” Mam said. “But injuries to the head usually sort themselves out one way or the other. Only time will tell. I think the sooner you get him back to Chipenden, the better. He’d be welcome here, but I’ve got to respect Jack and Ellie’s wishes.”
I nodded and stared down at the table sadly.
“Can you manage a second helping, Tom?” Mam asked.
I didn’t need to be asked twice, and Mam smiled as I tucked in. “I’ll just go up and see how your dad is,” she said.
She soon came back downstairs. “He’s fine,” she said. “He’s just nodded off to sleep again.”
She sat down opposite and watched me eat, her face serious. “The wounds I saw on Alice’s fingers—is that where the Bane took blood from her?”
I nodded.
“Do you trust her now, after all that’s happened?” she asked suddenly.
I shrugged. “I don’t know what to do. She’s crossed to the dark, but without her the Spook and lots of other innocent people would have died.”
Mam sighed. “It’s a nasty business and I’m not sure the answer’s clear yet. I wish I could go with you and help you get your master back to Chipenden, because it won’t be an easy journey, but I can’t leave your dad. Without careful nursing he could suffer a relapse, and I can’t risk that happening.”
I cleaned my plate with a piece of bread, then pushed back my chair.
“I think I’d better get going, Mam. The longer I’m here, the more danger I’m putting you all in. There’s no way the Quisitor will let us go without a chase. And now the Bane’s free and has fed on Alice’s blood I can’t risk leading him here.”
“Don’t rush off just yet,” Mam said. “I’ll slice you some ham and bread to eat on the road.”
“Thanks, Mam.”
She set to work slicing the bread while I watched, wishing I could stay longer. It would be good to be home again, even if only for one night.
“Tom, in your lessons about witches, did Mr. Gregory tell you about those who use familiars?”
I nodded. Different types of witches gained their power in different ways. Some used bone magic, others blood magic; recently he’d told me about a third and even more dangerous type. They used what was called familiar magic. They gave their blood to some creature—it could be a cat, a toad, or even a bat. In return, it became their eyes and ears and did their will. Sometimes it grew so powerful that they fell completely under its power and had little or no will of their own.
“Well, that’s what Alice thinks she’s doing now, Tom— using familiar magic. She’s made a pact with that creature and is using it to get what she wants. But she’s playing a dangerous game, son. If she’s not careful, she’ll end up belonging to it and you’ll never really be able to trust her again. At least, not while the Bane still lives.”
“Mr. Gregory said that it was getting stronger, Mam. That soon it would be able to take on the flesh of its original shape. I saw it down in the catacombs—it had shape-shifted into the Spook and tried to trick me. So it’s obviously been getting stronger down there.”
“That’s true enough, but what’s just happened will have set it back a bit. You see, the Bane will have used up a lot of energy in flying free of a place it’s been bound to for so long. So for now it will be confused and lost, probably a spirit again, not strong enough to clothe itself in flesh at all. It probably won’t be able to regain its full strength until the blood pact with Alice is completed.”
“Can it see through Alice’s eyes?” I asked.
The thought was terrifying. I was about to go off with Alice through the darkness. I remembered the feel of the Bane’s weight on my head and shoulders, the expectation that I was about to be pressed and that my last moment had come. Maybe it was safer to wait until daylight. . . .
“No, not yet, son. She gave it her blood and its freedom. In return it will have promised to obey her three times, but each time it’ll want more of her blood. After feeding it again at the Wortham burning, she’ll be weakened and finding it harder and harder to resist. If she feeds it once more, it will be able to see out of her eyes. Finally, on the last feeding, she’ll belong to it and it will have the strength to return to its true form. And there’ll be nothing anyone can do to save Alice then,” Mam said.
“So wherever it is, it’ll be looking for Alice?”
“It will, son, but for a short while, unless she calls it to her, the chances of it finding her will be very slight. Especially when she’s on the move. If she stays in one place for any length of time, the Bane will have more chance of finding her. Each night it’ll get a little stronger, though, especially if it chances upon some other victim. Any sort of blood would help it, animal or human. Someone alone in the dark would be easy to terrorize. Easy to bend to its will. In a while it’ll find Alice, and after that it’ll always be somewhere near to her except during daylight hours, when it’ll probably stay underground. Creatures of the dark rarely venture abroad when it’s light. But with the Bane on the loose, gaining in strength, everyone in the County should be afraid when night falls.”
“How did it all start, Mam? Mr. Gregory told me that King Heys of the Little People had to sacrifice his sons to the Bane and that somehow the last son managed to bind it.”
“It’s a sad and terrible story,” Mam said. “What happened to the king’s sons doesn’t bear thinking about. But I think it’s better that you know so you understand just what you’re up against. The Bane lived in the long barrows at Heysham, among the bones of the dead. First it took the eldest son there to use him as a plaything, picking the thoughts and dreams from his mind until little remained but misery and darkest despair. And so it went on, with son after son. Think how their father must have felt! He was a king and yet he could do nothing to help.”
Mam sighed sadly. “Not one of Heys’s sons survived much more than a month of such torment. Three threw themselves from the cliffs nearby to smash themselves to pieces on the rocks below. Two refused to eat and wasted away. The sixth swam out to sea until his strength failed and he drowned—his body was brought back to shore by the spring tides. All six are buried in the stone graves carved from the rock. A further grave holds the body of their father, who died soon after his six sons, of a broken heart. So only Naze, the last of his children, his seventh son, outlived him.
“The king was a seventh son, too, so Naze was like you and had the gift. He was small, even by the standards of his own people, and the old blood ran strongly through his veins. He managed to bind the Bane somehow, but nobody knows how, not even your master. Afterward the creature slew Naze on the spot, pressing him flat against the stones. Then, years later, because they reminded the Bane of how it had been tricked, it broke his bones into tiny pieces and pushed them through the Silver Gate so that at last Naze’s people were able to give him a proper burial. His remains are with the others in the stone graves at Heysham, which is named after the ancient king.”
We didn’t say anything for a few moments. It was a terrible tale.
“Then how can we stop it now it’s loose again, Mam?” I asked, breaking the silence. “How can we kill it?”
“Leave that to Mr. Gregory, Tom. Just help him get back to Chipenden and grow fit and well again. He’ll work out what to do next. The easiest way would be to bind it again, but even then it would still be able to work its evil as it has more and more in recent years. If it was able to clothe itself in flesh before, down there in the catacombs, then it would do it again, and before long, as its strength grew, it would revert to its natural form, corrupting Priestown and the County beyond. So although we’d be safer with it bound, it’s not a final solution. Your master needs to learn how to kill it, for all our sakes.”
“But what if he doesn’t recover?”
“Let’s just hope that he does, for there is more to be done than perhaps you are ready to cope with yet. You see, son, wherever Alice goes, it will use her to hurt others, so your master may have no choice but to put her into a pit.”
Mam looked troubled, then suddenly paused and put her hand to her forehead, squeezing her eyes shut as if she had a sudden painful headache.
“Are you all right, Mam?” I asked anxiously.
She nodded and smiled weakly. “Look, son, you sit yourself down for a while. I need to write a letter for you to take.”
“A letter? Who for?”
“We’ll talk more when I’ve finished.”
I sat in a chair by the fire, staring into the embers while Mam wrote at the table. I kept wondering what she was writing. When she’d finished, she sat down in her rocking chair and handed me the envelope. It was sealed, and on it was written:
To my youngest son, Thomas J. Ward
I was surprised. I’d imagined it must be a letter for the Spook to read when he got better.
“Why are you writing to me, Mam? Why not just tell me what you have to say now?”
“Because every little thing we do changes things, son,” Mam said, putting her hand gently on my left forearm. “To see the future is dangerous and to communicate what you see doubly so. Your master must follow his own path. He must find his own way. We each have free will. But there’s a darkening ahead, and I have to do everything in my powers to avert the worst that might happen. Only open the letter in a time of great need, when the future looks hopeless. Trust your instincts. You’ll know when this moment comes—though I pray for all your sakes that it never does. Till then, keep it safe.”
Obediently, I slipped it inside my jacket.
“Now follow me,” Mam said. “I’ve something else for you.”
From the tone of her voice and strange manner I guessed where we were heading. And I was right. Carrying the brass candlestick, she led me upstairs to her private storeroom, the locked room just below the attic. Nowadays nobody ever went in that room but Mam. Not even Dad. I’d been in with her a couple of times as a small child, although I could hardly remember it now.
Taking a key from her pocket, she unlocked the door and I followed her inside. The room was full of boxes and chests. I knew she came in here once a month. What she did I couldn’t guess.
Mam walked into the room and halted before the large trunk closest to the window. Then she stared at me hard until I felt a bit uneasy. She was my mam and I loved her, but I certainly wouldn’t have liked to be her enemy.
“You’ve been Mr. Gregory’s apprentice for nearly six months, so you’ve had long enough to see things for yourself,” she said. “And by now the dark has noticed you and will be trying to hunt you down. So you’re in danger, son, and for a while that danger will keep on growing. But remember this. You’re growing, too. You’re growing up fast. Each breath, each beat of your heart makes you stronger, braver, better. John Gregory’s been struggling against the dark for years, preparing the way for you. Because, son, when you’re a man, then it’ll be the dark’s turn to be afraid, because then you’ll be the hunter, not the hunted. That’s why I gave you life.”
She smiled at me for the first time since I’d gone into the room, but it was a sad smile. Then, lifting the lid of the box, she held the candle up so I could see what lay inside.
A long silver chain with fine links gleamed brightly in the candlelight. “Lift it out,” Mam said. “I can’t touch it.”
I shivered at her words, because something told me that this was the same chain that had bound Mam to the rock. Dad hadn’t mentioned it being silver, a vital omission because a silver chain was used to bind a witch. It was an important tool of a spook’s trade. Could this mean that Mam was a witch? Perhaps a lamia witch like Meg? The silver chain, the way she’d kissed my dad—it all sounded very familiar.
I lifted out the chain and balanced it in my hands. It was fine and light, of better quality than the Spook’s chain, with much more silver in the alloy.
As if she guessed what I’d been thinking, Mam said, “I know your dad told you how we met. But always remember this, son. None of us is either all good or all bad—we’re all somewhere in between—but there comes a moment in each life when we take an important step, either toward the light or toward the dark. Sometimes it’s a decision we make inside our head. Or maybe it’s because of a special person we meet. Because of what your dad did for me, I stepped in the right direction and that’s why I’m here today. That chain now belongs to you. So put it away and keep it safe until you need it.”
I coiled the chain around my wrist, then slipped it into my inside pocket, next to the letter. That done, Mam closed the lid and I followed her out of the room, waiting while she locked the door.
Downstairs, I picked up the packet of sandwiches and prepared to leave.
“Let’s have a look at that hand before you go!”
I held it out and Mam carefully untied the threads and pulled away the leaves. The burn seemed to be healing already.
“That girl knows her stuff,” she said. “I’ll give her that. Let the air get to it now, and it’ll be right as rain in a few days.”
Mam hugged me and, after thanking her once more, I opened the back door and stepped out into the night. I was halfway across the field, heading for the boundary fence, when I heard a dog bark and saw a figure heading toward me through the darkness.
It was Jack, and when he got close, I saw by the starlight that his face was twisted with anger.
“Do you think I’m stupid?” he shouted. “Do you? It didn’t take five minutes for the dogs to find them!”
I looked at the dogs, which were both cowering behind Jack’s legs. They were working dogs and weren’t soft, but they knew me and I’d have expected some sort of greeting. Something had scared them badly.
“You might well look,” said Jack. “That girl hissed and spat at them and they ran off as if the Devil himself were twisting their tails. When I told her to clear off, she had the cheek to tell me that she was on somebody else’s land and it was nothing at all to do with me.”
“Mr. Gregory’s ill, Jack. I had no choice but to call in and get Mam’s help. I kept him and Alice outside the farm boundary. I know how you feel, so I did the best I could.”
“I’ll bet you did. I’m a grown man, but Mam ordered me to bed like a child. How do you think that makes me feel? And in front of my own wife, too. Sometimes I wonder if the farm will ever really belong to me.”
I was angry myself by then, and I felt like telling him that it probably would and a lot sooner than he thought. It would all be his once Dad was dead and Mam had gone back home to her own land. But I bit my lip and said nothing about it.
“I’m sorry, Jack, but I’ve got to be off,” I told him, setting off toward the hut where I’d left Alice and the Spook. After a dozen or so steps I turned, but Jack already had his back to me and was on his way home. 
We set off without saying a word. I had a lot to think about, and I think Alice knew that. The Spook just stared into space, but he did seem to be walking better and no longer needed to lean on us.
About an hour before the sun came up, I was the first to break the silence.
“Are you hungry?” I asked. “Mam’s made us some breakfast.”
Alice nodded and we sat down on a grassy bank and started on the food. I offered some to the Spook, but he pushed my arm away roughly. After a few moments he walked a little way off and sat down on a stile as if he didn’t want to be anywhere near us. Or Alice, at least.
“He seems stronger. What did Mam do?” I asked.
“She bathed his forehead and kept looking at his eyes. Then she gave him a potion to drink. I kept my distance, and she didn’t even glance in my direction.”
“That’s because she knows what you’ve done. I had to tell her. I can’t lie to Mam.”
“I did what I did for the best. Paid him back, I did, and saved all those people. I did it for you, too, Tom. So you could get Old Gregory back and carry on with your studies. That’s what you want, ain’t it? Ain’t I done the right thing?”
I didn’t reply. Alice had stopped the Quisitor burning innocent people. She’d saved a lot of lives, including the Spook’s. She’d done all those things and they were all good things. No, it wasn’t what she’d done, it was how she’d gone about it. I wanted to help her, but I didn’t know how.
Alice belonged to the dark now, and once the Spook was strong enough, he’d want to put her in a pit. She knew that, and so did I.



CHAPTER XVI
 A Pit for Alice

AT last, with the sun once more sinking into the west, the fells were directly ahead. Soon we were climbing up through the trees toward the Spook’s house, taking the path that avoided Chipenden village.
I halted just short of the front gate. The Spook was about twenty paces farther back, staring up at the house as if he were seeing it for the first time.
I turned to face Alice. “You’d better go,” I said.
Alice nodded. There was the Spook’s pet boggart to worry about. It guarded the house and grounds. One step inside the gate and she’d be in great danger.
“Where will you stay?” I asked.
“Don’t you worry about me none. And don’t go thinking I belong to the Bane either. I ain’t stupid. Have to summon him twice more before that happens, don’t I? The weather’s not that cold yet, so I’ll stay close by for a few days. Maybe in what’s left of Lizzie’s house. Then I’ll most likely go east to Pendle. What else can I do?”
Alice still had family in Pendle, but they were witches. Despite what she said, Alice belonged to the dark now. That’s where she’d feel most comfortable.
Without another word she turned and walked away into the gloom. Sadly, I watched her until she’d disappeared from sight, then I turned and opened the gate.
I unlocked the front door, and the Spook followed me inside. I led the way to the kitchen, where a fire was blazing in the grate and the table was set for two. The boggart had been expecting us. It was a light supper, just two bowls of pea soup and thick slices of bread. I was hungry after our long walk, so I tucked in straightaway.
For a while the Spook just sat there staring at his bowl of steaming hot soup, but then he picked up a slice of bread and dunked it in.
“It’s been hard, lad. And it’s good to be home,” he said.
I was so astonished that he was speaking again that I almost fell off my chair.
“Are you feeling better?” I asked. “Aye, lad, better than I did. A good night’s sleep and I’ll be right as rain. Your mam’s a good woman. Nobody in the County knows their potions better.”
“I didn’t think you’d remember anything,” I said. “You seemed distant. Almost like you were sleepwalking.”
“That’s what it was like, lad. I could see and hear everything, but it didn’t seem real. It was just like I was in a nightmare. And I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t seem to find the words. It was only when I was outside, standing there looking up at this house, that I found myself again. Have you still got the key to the Silver Gate?”
Still surprised, I reached into my left breeches pocket and pulled out the key. I held it out to the Spook.
“Caused a lot of trouble, this,” he said, turning it over in his hand. “But you did well, all things considered.”
I smiled, feeling happier than I had in days, but when my master spoke again, his voice was harsh.
“Where’s the girl?” he snapped.
“Probably not too far away,” I admitted.
“Well, we’ll deal with her later.”
All through supper I thought of Alice. What would she find to eat? Well, she was good at catching rabbits so she wouldn’t starve—that was one thing sorted out. However, in the spring, after Bony Lizzie had kidnapped a child, the men from the village had set fire to her house, and the ruin wouldn’t provide much shelter on an autumn night. Still, as Alice had said, the weather still hadn’t turned cold. No, her biggest threat was from the Spook.
As it turned out, it was the last mild night of the year: The following morning there was a distinct chill in the air. The Spook and I sat on the bench staring toward the fells, the wind getting stronger. The leaves were falling in earnest. The summer was well and truly over.
I’d already got my notebook out, but the Spook seemed in no hurry to start the lesson. He wasn’t recovered from his ordeal with the Quisitor. During breakfast he’d said little and spent most of the time staring into space, as if deep in thought.
I was the one who finally broke the silence. “What does the Bane want, now that it’s free? What will it do to the County?”
“That’s easily answered,” said the Spook. “Above all, it wants to grow bigger and more powerful. Then there will be no limit to the terror it will cause. It will cast a shadow of evil over the County. And no living thing will be able to hide from it. It will take blood and read minds until its powers are complete. It will see through the eyes of people who can walk in daylight while it’s forced to hide in the dark somewhere underground. Whereas before it just controlled the priests in the cathedral and extended its influence into Priestown, now nowhere in the County will be safe.
“Caster could well be the next to suffer. But first the Bane might just pick on some small hamlet and press everyone to death as a warning, just to show what it can do! That was the way it controlled Heys and the kings who ruled before him. Disobedience meant a whole community would be pressed.”
“Mam told me that it’ll be looking for Alice,” I said miserably.
“That’s right, lad! Your foolish friend Alice. It needs her to regain its strength. She’s twice given it her blood, so while she remains free she’s fast on her way to becoming totally under its control. If nothing happens to stop it, she’ll become part of the Bane and have hardly any will left of her own. It could move her, use her just as easily as I can bend my little finger. The Bane knows this—it’ll be doing all it can to feed from her again. It’ll be searching for her now.”
“But she’s strong,” I protested. “And anyway, I thought the Bane was afraid of women. We both met it in the catacombs when I was trying to rescue you. It had shape-shifted into you in order to trick me.”
“So the rumors were true—it had learned to take on a physical form down there.”
“Yes, but when Alice spat at it, it ran off. Perhaps she could just keep doing that.”
“Yes, the Bane does find it harder to control a woman than a man. Women make it nervous because they’re willful creatures and often unpredictable. But once it’s drunk the blood of a female, all that changes. It’ll be after Alice now and give her no peace. It’ll worm its way into her dreams and show her the things she can have—the things that can be hers just for the asking—until finally she’ll think there’s a need to summon it again. No doubt that cousin of mine was under the Bane’s control. Otherwise he’d never have betrayed me like that.”
The Spook scratched at his beard. “Aye, the Bane will grow and grow and there’ll be little to stop it working its evil through others until everything becomes rotten in the County. That’s what happened to the Little People until, finally, desperate measures were called for. We need to find out exactly how the Bane was bound; even better, how it can be killed. That’s why we need to go to Heysham. There’s a big barrow there, a burial mound, and the bodies of Heys and his sons are in stone graves nearby.
“As soon as I’m strong enough, that’s where we’re going. As you know, those who suffer violent deaths sometimes have trouble moving on from this world. So we’ll visit those graves. If we’re lucky, a ghost or two might still linger there. Maybe even the ghost of Naze, who did the binding. That might well be our only hope because, to be honest, lad, at the moment I haven’t a clue how we’re going to bring this to an end.”
With those words the Spook hung his head and looked really sad and worried. I’d never seen him so low.
“Have you been there before?” I asked, wondering why the ghosts hadn’t been given a talking-to and asked to move on.
“Aye, lad, just once. I went there as an apprentice. My master was there to deal with a troublesome sea wraith that had been haunting the shore. That done, on the hill above the cliffs we passed the graves, and I knew there was something there because what had been a warm summer’s night suddenly became very cold. When my master kept on walking, I asked him why he wasn’t stopping to do something.
“‘Leave well enough alone,’” he told me. “‘It’s a bother to nobody. Besides, some ghosts stay on this earth because they’ve a task to perform. So it’s best to leave ’em to it.’ I didn’t know what he meant at the time, but as usual he was right.”
I tried to imagine the Spook as an apprentice. He’d have been a lot older than me because he’d trained as a priest first. I wondered what his own master had been like, a man who would take on an apprentice so old.
“Anyway,” said the Spook, “we’ll be going to Heysham very soon, but before that happens there’s something else that has to be done. Know what it is?”
I shivered. I knew what he was going to say.
“We have to deal with the girl, so we need to know where she’s hiding. My guess would be in the ruin of Lizzie’s house. What do you think?” the Spook demanded.
I was going to tell him that I disagreed, but he stared at me hard until I was forced to drop my gaze to the ground. I couldn’t lie to him.
“That’s where she’d probably stay,” I admitted.
“Well, lad, she can’t stay there for much longer. She’s a danger to everyone. She’ll have to go into a pit. And the sooner the better. So you’d better start digging. . . .”
I looked at him, hardly able to believe what I was hearing.
“Look, lad, it’s hard, but it’s got to be done. It’s our duty to make the County safe for others, and that girl will always be a threat.”
“But that’s not fair!” I said. “She saved your life! Back in the spring she saved my life, too. Everything she’s done has turned out all right in the end. She means well.”
The Spook held up his hand to silence me. “Don’t waste your breath!” he commanded, his expression very stern. “I know that she stopped the burning. I know that she saved lives, including my own. But she released the Bane, and I’d rather be dead than have that foul thing loose and free to do its mischief. So follow me and let’s get it over with!”
“But if we killed the Bane, Alice would be free! She’d have another chance!”
The Spook’s face reddened with anger, and when he spoke there was a sharp edge of menace to his voice. “A witch who uses familiar magic is always dangerous. In time, in her maturity, far more deadly than those who use blood or bone. But usually it’s just a bat or a toad—something small and weak that gradually grows in power. But think what that girl’s done! The Bane, of all things! And she thinks the Bane is bound to her will!
“She’s clever and reckless and there’s nothing that she wouldn’t dare. And yes, arrogant, too! But even with the Bane dead, it wouldn’t be over. If she’s allowed to grow into a woman, unchecked, she’ll be the most dangerous witch the County has ever seen! We have to deal with her now, before it’s too late. I’m the master; you’re the apprentice. Follow me and do as you’re told!”
With that he turned his back and set off at a furious pace. With my heart down in my boots I followed him back to the house to collect the spade and measuring rod. We went directly to the eastern garden and there, less than fifty paces from the dark pit that held Bony Lizzie, I started to dig a new deep pit, eight feet deep and four feet by four square.
It was after sunset before I’d finished it to the Spook’s satisfaction. I climbed out of the pit feeling uneasy, knowing that Bony Lizzie was in her own pit not far away.
“That’ll do for now,” the Spook said. “Tomorrow morning, go down to the village and fetch the local mason to measure up.”
The mason would cement a border of stones around the pit into which thirteen strong iron bars would eventually be set to prevent any chance of escape. The Spook would have to be on watch while he worked to keep him safe from the pet boggart.
As I trudged back toward the house, my master briefly rested his hand on my shoulder. “You’ve done your duty, lad. That’s all that anybody can ask, and I’d just like to tell you that so far you’ve more than lived up to what your mam promised. . . .”
I looked up at him in astonishment. My mam had once written him a letter saying that I’d be the best apprentice he’d ever had, but he hadn’t liked her telling him that.
“Carry on like this,” the Spook continued, “and when the day comes for me to retire, I’ll be sure I’m leaving the County in very good hands. I hope that makes you feel a little better.”
The Spook was always grudging with his praise and to hear him say that was something really special. I suppose he was just trying to cheer me up, but I couldn’t get the pit and Alice out of my mind and I’m afraid his praise didn’t help at all. 
That night I found it hard to sleep, so I was wide awake when it happened.
At first I thought it was a sudden storm. There was a roar and a whoosh and the whole house seemed to shake and tremble as if buffeted by a great wind. Something struck my window with terrible force and I clearly heard glass crack. Alarmed, I knelt up on the bed and pulled back the curtains.
The large sash window was divided into eight thick, uneven panes so you couldn’t see that much through them at the best of times, but there was a half moon and I could just make out the tops of the trees, bowing and writhing as if their trunks were being shaken by an army of angry giants. And three of my thick windowpanes were cracked. For a moment I was tempted to use the sash cord to raise the bottom half of the window so I could see what was happening. But then I thought better of it. The moon was shining, so it was unlikely to be a natural storm. Something was attacking us. Could it be the Bane? Had it found us?
Next came a loud pounding and ripping noise from somewhere directly above my head. It sounded as if something was beating hard on the roof, thumping it with heavy fists. I heard the slates begin to fly off and crash down onto the flags that bordered the western lawn.
I dressed quickly and rushed downstairs two steps at a time. The back door was wide open and I ran out onto the lawn, straight into the teeth of a wind so powerful that it was hardly possible to breathe, never mind take a step forward. But I did force myself on, one slow step at a time, battling to keep my eyes open as the wind pounded my face.
By the light of the moon I could see the Spook standing halfway between the trees and the house, his black cloak flapping in the fierce wind. He had his staff held high before him as if ready to ward off a blow. It seemed to take an age to reach him.
“What is it? What is it?” I shouted as I finally made it to his side.
My answer came almost immediately, but not from the Spook. A terrible, menacing sound filled the air, a mixture of an angry scream and a throbbing growl that could have been heard for miles. It was the Spook’s boggart. I’d heard that sound before, in the spring, when it had prevented Bony Lizzie from chasing me into the western garden. So I knew that down there in the darkness among the trees, it was face-to-face with something that was threatening the house and gardens.
What else could it be but the Bane?
I stood there shivering with fear and cold, my teeth chattering and my body aching from the battering the gale was giving it. But after a few moments the wind subsided and very gradually everything became very still and quiet.
“Back to the house,” said the Spook. “There’s nothing to be done here until morning.”
When we reached the back door, I stood looking at the fragments of tiles that littered the flags.
“Was it the Bane?” I asked.
The Spook nodded. “Didn’t take long to find us, did it?” he said, shaking his head. “No doubt the girl’s to blame for that. It must have found her first. Either that or she called it.”
“She wouldn’t do that again,” I said, trying to defend Alice. “Did the boggart save us?” I asked, changing the subject.
“Aye, it did for now and at what cost we’ll find out in the morning. But I wouldn’t bet on it succeeding a second time. I’ll stay on watch here,” said the Spook. “Go up to your room and get some sleep. Anything could happen tomorrow, so you’ll need all your wits about you.”



CHAPTER XVII
 The Quisitor Arrives

I CAME downstairs again just before dawn. The clear sky of the night was now overcast, the air perfectly still, and the lawns dusted white with the first real frost of the autumn.
The Spook was near the back door, still standing in almost the same position as when I’d last seen him. He looked tired, and his face was as bleak and gray as the sky.
“Well, lad,” he said wearily, “let’s go and inspect the damage.”
I thought he meant the house, but instead he set off toward the trees in the western garden. Damage there was, certainly, but not as bad as it had sounded last night. There were some big branches down, twigs scattered across the grass, and the bench had been overturned. The Spook gestured and I helped him lift the bench and position it again.
“It’s not that bad,” I said, trying to cheer him up, for he looked really glum and down in the mouth.
“It’s bad enough,” he said grimly. “The Bane was always going to get stronger, but this is much faster than I expected. Much faster. It shouldn’t have been able to do this so soon. We haven’t much time left!”
The Spook led the way back toward the house. We could see slates missing from the roof and one of the chimney pots had been toppled from the stack.
“It’ll have to wait until we’ve time to get it fixed,” he said.
Just then there came the sound of a bell from the kitchen. For the first time that morning the Spook gave a faint smile. He looked relieved.
“I wasn’t sure we’d be having breakfast this morning,” he said. “Perhaps it’s not quite as bad as I thought. . . .”
As we entered the kitchen, the first thing I noticed was that the flags between the table and the hearth were spotted with bloodstains. And the kitchen was really chilly. Then I saw why. I’d been the Spook’s apprentice for almost six months, but this was the first morning there’d been no fire burning in the grate. And on the table there were no eggs, no bacon, just one thin slice of toast each.
The Spook touched my shoulder in warning. “Say nothing, lad. Eat it up and be grateful for what we’ve received.”
I did as I was told, but when I’d swallowed my last mouthful of toast my belly was still rumbling.
The Spook came to his feet. “That was an excellent breakfast. The bread was toasted to perfection,” he said to the empty air. “And thank you for everything you did last night. We’re both very grateful.”
Mostly, the boggart didn’t show itself, but now once again it took the form of the big ginger cat. There was just the faintest of purrs, and it appeared briefly close to the hearth. However, I’d never seen it looking as it did then. Its left ear was torn and bleeding and the fur on its neck was matted with blood. But the worst thing of all was what had been done to its face. It had been blinded in one eye. Where its left eye used to be there was now a raw vertical wound.
“It’ll never be quite the same again,” said the Spook sadly when we were outside the back door. “We should be grateful that the Bane’s still not regained its full strength or we’d have died last night. That boggart’s bought us a little time. Now we’ve got to use it before it’s too late. . . .”
Even as he spoke, the bell began to ring down at the crossroads. Business for the Spook. With all that had happened and the danger from the Bane, I thought he’d ignore it, but I was wrong.
“Well, lad,” he said. “Off you go and find out what’s wanted.”
The bell stopped ringing just before I got there, but the rope was still swaying. Down among the withy trees it was gloomy as usual, but it only took me a second to realize that it wasn’t a summons to spook’s business. A girl in a black dress was waiting there.
Alice.
“You’re taking a big risk!” I told her, shaking my head. “You’re lucky that Mr. Gregory didn’t come down here with me.”
Alice smiled. “Old Gregory couldn’t catch me the way he is now. Ain’t half the man he was.”
“Don’t be too sure about that!” I said angrily. “He made me dig a pit. A pit for you. And that’s where you’ll end up if you’re not careful.”
“Old Gregory’s strength has gone. No wonder he got you to dig it!” Alice jibed, her voice full of mockery.
“No,” I said, “he made me dig it so that I’d accept what has to be done. That it’s my duty to put you in there.”
Alice’s tone suddenly became sad. “Would you really do that to me, Tom?” she asked. “After all we’ve been through together? I saved you from a pit. Don’t you remember that, when Bony Lizzie wanted your bones? When Lizzie was sharpening her knife?”
I remembered it well. But for Alice’s help I would have died that night.
“Look, Alice, go to Pendle now before it’s too late,” I told her. “Get as far away from here as possible!”
“Bane don’t agree. Thinks I should stay nearby a while longer, he does.”
“The Bane’s an it, not a he!” I said, irritated by what Alice was saying.
“No, Tom, he ain’t,” said Alice. “Sniffed him out, I did, and he’s a man-thing for certain!”
“The Bane attacked the Spook’s house last night. It could have killed us. Did you send it?”
Alice shook her head in a firm denial. “That ain’t nothing to do with me, Tom. I swear it. We talked, that’s all, and he told me things.”
“I thought you weren’t going to have any more dealings with it!” I said, hardly able to believe what she was saying.
“I’ve tried hard, Tom, I really have. But he comes and whispers things to me. Comes to me in the dark, he does, when I’m trying to sleep. He even talks to me in my dreams. He promises me things.”
“What sort of things?”
“It ain’t easy, Tom. It’s getting colder at nights. The weather’s drawing in. Bane said I could have a house with a big fireplace and lots of coal and wood and that I’d never want for anything. He said I could have nice clothes, too, so that people wouldn’t look down their noses at me like they do now, thinking I’m something that’s just crawled out of a hedge.”
“Don’t listen to it, Alice. You’ve got to try harder!”
“Good job I do listen to him sometimes,” Alice said, a strange half smile on her face, “otherwise you’d be really sorry. I know something, see. Something that might save Old Gregory’s life as well as yours.”
“Tell me,” I urged.
“Not sure why I should, seeing as you’re plotting for me to spend the rest of my days in a pit!”
“That’s not fair, Alice.”
“I’ll help you again, I will. But I wonder if you’d do the same for me . . . ?”
She paused and gave me a sad smile. “You see, the Quisitor’s on his way up here to Chipenden. Burned his hands in that fire, that’s all, and now he wants revenge. He knows Old Gregory lives somewhere nearby and he’s coming with armed men and dogs. Big bloodhounds, they are, with big teeth. He’ll be here by noon at the latest. So go and tell Old Gregory what I said. Don’t expect he’ll say thanks, though.”
“I’ll go and tell him,” I said, and set off right away, running up the hill toward the house. As I ran, I realized that I hadn’t thanked Alice, but how could I thank her for using the dark to help us?
The Spook was waiting just inside the back door. “Well, lad,” he said, “get your breath back first. I can tell from your face you’re bringing bad news.”
“The Quisitor’s on his way here,” I said. “He’s found out that we live near Chipenden!”
“And who told you this?” asked the Spook, scratching at his beard.
“Alice. She said he’ll be here by noon. The Bane told her . . .”
The Spook sighed deeply. “Well, we’d better get away as soon as possible. First of all, you go down to the village and let the butcher know we’re heading north over the fells to Caster and won’t be back for some time. Go into the grocer’s and tell him the same and say that we won’t need any provisions next week.” 
I ran down into the village and did exactly what he’d told me. When I got back, the Spook was already waiting at the door, ready to set off. He handed me his bag.
“Are we going south?” I asked.
The Spook shook his head. “No, lad, we’re heading north as I said. We need to get to Heysham and, if we’re lucky, speak to the ghost of Naze.”
“But we’ve told everyone the way we’re going. Why didn’t I pretend we were heading south?”
“Because I’m hoping the Quisitor will pay a visit to the village on his way up here. Then, instead of searching for this house, he’ll head north and the hounds will pick up our trail. We’ve got to draw them away from the house. Some of the books in my library are irreplaceable. If he comes here, his men might loot this place and maybe burn it to the ground. No, I can’t risk anything happening to my books.”
“But what about the boggart? Won’t it guard the house and gardens? How can they even get in without the risk of being torn to pieces? Or is it too weak now?”
The Spook sighed and stared down at his boots. “No, it’s still got strength enough to deal with the Quisitor and his men, but I don’t want unnecessary deaths on my conscience. And even if it killed those who entered, some might get away. What more proof would they need then that I deserve to burn? They’d come back with an army. There’d be no end to it. No peace until the end of my days. I’d have to flee the County.”
“But won’t they catch us anyway?”
“No, lad. Not if we take the route over the fells. They won’t be able to use their horses, and we’ll have a good few hours’ start. We have the advantage. We know the County well, but the Quisitor’s men are outsiders. Anyway, let’s get started. We’ve wasted enough time already!”
Heading for the fells, the Spook set off at a very fast pace. I followed as best I could, carrying his heavy bag as usual.
“Won’t some of his men just ride ahead and wait for us at Caster?” I said.
“No doubt they will, lad, and if we were going to Caster, that could just be a problem. No, we’re going to pass the town to the east. Then we’re going southwest, as I just told you, to Heysham, to visit the stone graves. There’s the Bane still to be dealt with and time is running out. Talking to the ghost of Naze is our last chance to find out how to do it.”
“And after that? Where will we go? Will we ever be able to come back here?”
“I see no reason why we couldn’t in time. Eventually we’ll throw the Quisitor off our trail. There are ways to do that. Oh, he’ll search for a bit and make a nuisance of himself, no doubt. But before long he’ll go back to where he came from. To where he can keep himself warm during the coming winter.”
I nodded, but I wasn’t entirely happy. I could see all sorts of flaws in the Spook’s plan. For one thing, he might have set off strongly, but he still wasn’t fully fit, and crossing the fells would be hard work. And they might just catch us before we reached Heysham. Then again, they might search for the Spook’s house anyway and burn it out of spite, especially if they lost our trail. And there was next year to worry about. In the spring the Quisitor was bound to come north again. He seemed like a man who’d never give up. I couldn’t see any way that life would ever return to normal. And another thought struck me. . . .
What if they caught me? The Quisitor tortured people to make them answer questions. What if they forced me to tell them where I used to live? They confiscated or burned the homes of witches and warlocks. I thought of Dad, Jack, and Ellie with nowhere to live. And what would they do when they saw Mam? She couldn’t go out in sunlight. And she often helped the local midwives with difficult deliveries and had a big collection of herbs and other plants. Mam would be in real danger!
I didn’t say any of this to the Spook because I could see that he was already weary of my questions. 
We were high on the fells within the hour. The weather was calm, and it looked like we’d have a fine day ahead.
If only I could have got out of my mind the reason we were up there, I’d have enjoyed myself because it was good walking weather. We’d only curlews and rabbits for company, and far to the northwest the distant sea was sparkling in the sunshine.
At first the Spook strode out energetically, leading the way. But long before noon he began to flag, and when we stopped and sat ourselves down close to a cairn of stones, he looked utterly weary. As he unwrapped the cheese, I noticed that his hands were trembling.
“Here, lad,” he said, handing me a small piece. “Don’t eat it all at once.”
Doing as he advised, I nibbled on it slowly.
“You do know the girl’s following us?” the Spook asked.
I looked at him in astonishment and shook my head.
“She’s about a mile or so back there,” he told me, gesturing south. “Now we’ve stopped, she’s stopped. What do you suppose she wants?”
“I suppose she’s nowhere else to go, apart from east to Pendle, and she doesn’t really want to go there. And she’d no choice but to leave Chipenden. It wouldn’t be safe when the Quisitor and his men arrived.”
“Aye, and maybe it’s because she’s taken a shine to you and just wants to go where you go. I wish I’d had time to deal with her before we left Chipenden. She’s a threat because wherever she is, the Bane won’t be too far away. It’ll be hiding underground for now, but once it’s dark she’ll draw it to her like a moth to a candle flame and it’ll be hovering about for sure. If she feeds it again, it’ll grow stronger and start seeing through her eyes. Before then it may chance upon other victims— people or animals, the effect will be the same. After bloating itself with blood, it’ll grow stronger and soon be able to clothe itself in flesh and bones again. Last night was just the start.”
“If it hadn’t been for Alice, we’d never have left Chipenden,” I pointed out. “We’d be prisoners of the Quisitor.”
But the Spook chose to ignore me. “Well,” he said, “we’d best get on. I’m not getting any younger while I’m sitting here.”
But after another hour we rested again. This time the Spook stayed down longer before finally forcing himself to his feet. It went on like that throughout the day, with the periods of rest getting longer and the time we were on our feet getting shorter. Toward sunset the weather began to change. The smell of rain was strong in the air, and soon it began to drizzle.
As darkness fell we began to descend toward a patchwork of drystone wall enclosures. The fell side was steep and the grass was slippery and we both kept losing our footing. What’s more, the rain was getting heavier and the wind starting to build from the west.
“We’ll rest while I get my breath back,” the Spook said.
He led the way to the nearest section of wall, and we clambered over and hunkered down on its eastern edge to shelter from the worst of the rain.
“The damp gets deep into your bones when you’re my age,” said the Spook. “That’s what a lifetime of County weather does to you. It gets us all eventually. Either your bones or your lungs suffer.”
We crouched against the wall miserably. I was tired and weary, and even though we were outside on such a night, it was a struggle to keep awake. Before long I fell into a deep sleep and began to dream. It was one of those long dreams that seem to go on all night. And toward the end it became a nightmare. . . .



CHAPTER XVIII
 Nightmare on the Hill

IT was quite definitely the worst nightmare I’d ever had. And in a job like mine I’d had a lot. I was lost and trying to find my way home. I should have been able to manage it easily enough because everything was bathed in the light of the full moon, but every time I turned a corner and thought I recognized some landmark, I was soon proved wrong. At last I came over the top of Hangman’s Hill and saw our farm below.
As I walked down the hill, I began to feel very uneasy. Even though it was nighttime, everything was too still and too quiet and nothing was moving below. The fences were in a poor state of repair, something that Dad and Jack would never have allowed to happen, and the barn doors were hanging half off their hinges.
The house looked deserted: Some of the windows were broken and there were slates missing from the roof. I struggled to open the back door, and when it yielded with the usual jerk, I stepped into a kitchen that looked as though it hadn’t been lived in for years. There was dust everywhere and cobwebs hung from the ceiling. Mam’s rocking chair was right at the center of the room and on it was a piece of folded paper, which I picked up and carried outside to read by the light of the moon.
 
Your dad’s, Jack’s, Ellie’s, and Mary’s graves are up on Hangman’s Hill. You’ll find your mother in the barn. 
 
My heart aching to bursting point, I ran out into the yard. Then I halted outside the barn, listening carefully. Everything was silent. There wasn’t even a breath of wind. I stepped nervously into the gloom, hardly knowing what to expect. Would there be a grave there? Mam’s grave?
There was a hole in the roof almost directly above, and within a shaft of moonlight I could see Mam’s head. She was looking straight at me. Her body was in darkness, but from the position of her face she seemed to be kneeling on the ground.
Why would she do that? And why did she look so unhappy? Wasn’t she pleased to see me?
Suddenly Mam let out a scream of anguish. “Don’t look at me, Tom! Don’t look at me! Turn away now!” she cried as if in torment.
The moment I looked away, Mam rose up from the floor, and out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed something that turned my bones to jelly. From the neck down, Mam was different. I saw wings and scales and a glint of sharp claws as she flew straight up into the air and smashed her way out through the barn roof, taking half of it with her. I looked up, shielding my face from the pieces of wood and debris that were falling toward me, and saw Mam, a black silhouette against the disk of the full moon as she flew upward from the wreckage of the barn roof.
“No! No!” I shouted. “This isn’t true, this isn’t happening!”
In reply, a voice spoke inside my head. It was the low hiss of the Bane.
“The moon shows the truth of things, boy. You know that already. All you have seen is true or will come to pass. All it takes is time.” 
Someone began to shake my shoulder, and I woke up in a cold sweat. The Spook was bending over me.
“Wake up, lad! Wake up!” he called. “It’s just a nightmare. It’s the Bane trying to get into your mind, trying to weaken us.”
I nodded but didn’t tell the Spook what had happened in the dream. It was too painful to talk about. I glanced up at the sky. Rain was still falling, but the cloud was patchy and a few stars were visible. It was still dark, but dawn was not far off.
“Have we slept all night?”
“We have that,” replied the Spook, “but I didn’t plan it that way.”
He rose stiffly. “Better move on while we still can,” he said anxiously. “Can’t you hear ’em?”
I listened and finally, above the noise of the wind and rain, I heard the distant baying of hounds.
“Aye, they’re not too far behind,” the Spook said. “Our only hope is to throw them off our scent. We need water to do that, but it needs to be shallow enough for us to walk in. Of course, we’ll have to get back on dry land sometime, but the dogs will have to be taken up and down the bank to pick up the scent again. And if there’s another stream close by, it makes the job a lot easier.”
We scrambled over another wall and walked down a steep slope, moving as fast as we dared across the damp, slippery grass. There was a shepherd’s cottage below us, a faint silhouette against the sky, and next to it an ancient blackthorn tree, bent over toward it by the prevailing winds, its bare branches like claws clutching at the eaves. We kept walking toward the cottage for a few moments, but then came to a sudden halt.
There was a wooden pen ahead and to our left. And there was just enough light to see that it contained a small flock of sheep, about twenty or so. And all of them were dead.
“I don’t like the look of this one little bit, lad.”
I didn’t like the look of it either. But then I realized that he didn’t mean the dead sheep. He was looking at the cottage beyond.
“We’re probably too late,” he said, his voice hardly more than a whisper. “But it’s our duty to go in and see . . .”
With that he set off toward the cottage, gripping his staff. I followed carrying his bag. As I passed the pen, I glanced sideways at the nearest of the dead sheep. The white wool of its coat was streaked with blood. If that was the work of the Bane, it had fed well. How much stronger would it be now?
The front door was wide open, so without ceremony we went in, the Spook leading the way. He’d just taken one step over the threshold when he halted and sucked in his breath. He was staring to the left. There was a candle somewhere deeper in the room and by its flickering light I could see what, at first glance, I took to be a shadow of the shepherd. But it was too solid to be just a shadow. He had his back to the wall and the crook of his staff was raised above his head as if to threaten us. It took a while for me to understand what I was looking at, but something set my knees a-trembling and my heart fluttering up into my mouth.
On his face was a mixture of anger and terror. His teeth were showing, but some of them were broken and blood was smeared across his mouth. He was upright, but he wasn’t standing. He’d been flattened. Pressed back against the wall. Smeared into the stones. It was the work of the Bane.
The Spook took another step into the room. And another. I followed close behind until I could see the whole of the nightmare within. There’d been a baby’s crib in the corner, but it had been smashed against the wall and among the debris were blankets and a small sheet streaked with blood. Of the child there was no sign. My master approached the blankets and raised them cautiously. What he saw clearly distressed him, and he motioned at me not to look before replacing the blankets with a sigh.
By now I had spotted the infant’s mother. A woman’s body was on the floor, partly hidden by a rocking chair. I was grateful that I couldn’t see her face. In her right hand she gripped a knitting needle, and a ball of wool had rolled into the hearth close to the embers, which were fading to gray.
The door to the kitchen was open, and I had a sudden sense of dread. I felt certain something was lurking there. No sooner had that thought entered my head than the temperature in the room dropped. The Bane was still here. I could feel it in my bones. In terror I almost fled from that cottage, but the Spook stood his ground, and while he remained how could I leave him?
At that moment the candle was suddenly extinguished, as if snuffed out by unseen fingers, plunging us into gloom, and a deep voice spoke out of the utter blackness of the kitchen doorway. A voice that resounded through the air and vibrated along the flagged floor of the cottage so that I could feel it in my feet.
“Hello, Old Bones. At last we meet again. Been looking for you. Knew you were somewhere nearby.”
“Aye, and now you’ve found me,” said the Spook wearily, resting his staff on the flags and leaning his weight against it.
“Always were a meddler, weren’t you, Old Bones? But you’ve meddled once too often now. I’ll kill the boy first, while you stand and watch. Then it’ll be your turn.”
An invisible hand picked me up and slammed me back against the wall so hard that all the breath was driven from my body. Then the pressure began, a steady force so strong that my ribs felt about to snap. Worst of all was the terrible weight against my forehead, and I remembered the face of the shepherd, flattened and smeared into the stones. I was terrified, unable to move or even breathe. A darkness came over my eyes, and the last thing I knew was a sense that the Spook had rushed toward the kitchen doorway raising his staff. 
Someone was shaking me gently.
I opened my eyes and saw the Spook bending over me. I was lying on the floor of the cottage. “Are you all right, lad?” he asked anxiously.
I nodded. My ribs felt sore. With every breath I took they hurt. But I was breathing. I was still alive.
“Come on, let’s see if we can get you to your feet. . . .”
With the Spook supporting me, I managed to stand.
“Can you walk?”
I nodded and took a step forward. I didn’t feel too steady on my feet, but I could walk.
“Good lad.”
“Thanks for saving me,” I said.
The Spook shook his head. “I did nothing, lad. The Bane just disappeared suddenly, as if it had been called. I saw it moving up the hill. It looked just like a black cloud blotting out the last of the stars. A terrible thing’s been done here,” he said, glancing at the horror within the cottage. “But we’ve got to get away just as fast as we can. First we must save ourselves. We might be able to escape the Quisitor, but with that girl following us the Bane will always be near and growing more powerful all the time. We need to get to Heysham and find out how we can deal with that foul thing once and for all!”
With the Spook leading the way, we left the cottage and continued down the hill. We crossed two more sections of wall, until I could hear the sound of rushing water. My master was moving a lot quicker now, almost as fast as when we’d set out from Chipenden, so I suppose the sleep had done him some good. Whereas I was sore all over and struggling to keep up, his bag heavy in my hand.
We came out onto a steep, narrow path beside a beck, a wide torrent of water rushing headlong downward over rocks.
“About a mile farther down, this empties out into a tarn,” said the Spook, striding down the path. “The land levels and two streams flow out of it. It’s just what we’re looking for.”
I followed as best I could. It seemed to be raining harder than ever and the ground was treacherous underfoot. One slip and you’d end up in the water. I wondered if Alice was nearby and if she could walk down a path like this, so close to fast-flowing water. Alice would be in danger, too. The dogs might pick up her scent.
Even above the noise of the beck and the rain, I could hear the bloodhounds; they seemed to be getting closer and closer. Suddenly I heard something that made me catch my breath.
It was a scream!
Alice! I turned and looked back up the path, but the Spook grabbed my arm and pulled me forward. “There’s nothing we can do, lad!” he shouted. “Nothing at all! So just keep moving.”
I did as I was told, trying to ignore the sounds that were coming from the fell side behind us. There were shouts and yells and more horrifying screams until gradually everything grew quiet and all I could hear was the water rushing by. The sky was much lighter now and below us, in the first dawn light, I could see the pale waters of the tarn spread out among the trees.
My heart ached at the thought of what could have happened to Alice. She didn’t deserve this.
“Keep moving, lad,” the Spook repeated.
And then we heard something on the path behind us— but moving closer and closer. It sounded like an animal bounding down toward us. A big dog.
It didn’t seem fair. We were so close to the tarn and its two streams. Just another ten minutes, and we’d have been able to throw the hounds off our scent. But to my surprise, the Spook wasn’t moving any faster. He even seemed to be slowing down. Finally he stopped altogether and pulled me to the side of the path; I wondered if he’d come to the end of his strength. If so, then it was all over for both of us.
I looked to the Spook, hoping he’d produce something from his bag to save us. But he didn’t. The dog was now running toward us at full pelt. Yet as it got closer, I noticed something strange about it. For one thing, it was yelping rather than baying like a hound in full cry. And its eyes were fixed ahead rather than upon us. It passed so close that I could have reached out and touched it.
“If I’m not mistaken, it’s terrified,” said the Spook. “Watch out! Here comes another one!”
The next one passed, yelping like the first, its tail between its legs. Quickly, two more came by. Then, close behind, a fifth hound. All taking no notice of us but running headlong down the muddy path toward the tarn.
“What’s happened?” I asked.
“No doubt we’ll find out soon enough,” said the Spook. “Let’s just keep going.”
Soon the rain stopped and we reached the tarn. It was big and, for the most part, calm. But near us the beck entered it in a fury of white water, hurtling down a steep slope to agitate the surface. We stood staring at the falling water, where twigs, leaves, and even the occasional log were being swept down into the tarn.
Suddenly something larger hit the water with a tremendous splash. It was thrust deep under the surface but reappeared about thirty or so paces farther on and began to drift toward the western shore of the tarn. It looked like a human body.
I rushed forward to the water’s edge. What if it was Alice? But before I could plunge in, the Spook put his hand on my shoulder and gripped it hard.
“It’s not Alice,” he said softly. “That body’s too big. Besides, I think she called the Bane. Why else would it have left so suddenly? With the Bane on her side, she’ll have won any argument going on back there. We’d best walk round to the far shore and take a closer look.”
We followed the curved shore until, after a few minutes, we were standing on the western bank under the branches of a large sycamore tree, inches deep in fallen leaves. The thing in the water was some distance away but getting closer. I hoped the Spook was right, that the body was too big to be Alice’s, but it was still too dark to be sure. And if it wasn’t her, whose body was it?
I began to feel afraid, but there was nothing I could do but wait as the sky grew lighter and the body drifted closer toward us.
Slowly the clouds broke up and soon the sky was light enough for us to identify the body beyond all doubt.
It was the Quisitor.
I looked at the floating body. It was on its back and only the face was clear of the water. The mouth was open and so were the eyes. There was terror on the pale dead face. It was as if there wasn’t a drop of blood left in his body.
“He’s swum a lot of innocents in his time,” said the Spook. “The poor, the old, and the lonely. Many who’d worked hard all their lives and just deserved a bit of peace and quiet in their old age, and a bit of respect, too. And now it’s his turn. He’s got exactly what he deserves.”
I knew that swimming a witch was just superstitious nonsense, but I couldn’t get out of my head the fact that he was floating. The innocent sank; the guilty floated. Innocents like Alice’s aunt, who’d died of shock.
“Alice did this, didn’t she?” I said.
The Spook nodded. “Aye, lad. Some would say she did. But it was the Bane, really. Twice she’s called him now. Its power over her will be growing, and what she sees, it can see also.”
“Shouldn’t we be on our way?” I asked nervously, looking back across the lake to where the tarn rushed headlong into it. Beside it was the path. “Won’t his men come down here?”
“They might eventually, lad. That’s if they’ve still got breath in their bodies. But I’ve a feeling that they won’t be in a fit state to do much for a while. No, I’m expecting somebody else, and if I’m not much mistaken, here she comes now. . . .”
I followed the Spook’s gaze toward the beck, where a small figure walked down the path and stood for a moment watching the falling water. Then Alice’s gaze turned toward us, and she began to walk along the bank in our direction.
“Remember,” the Spook warned, “the Bane sees through her eyes now. It’s building its strength and power, learning our weaknesses. Be very careful what you say or do.”
One part of me wanted to shout out and warn Alice to run away while she still could. There was no knowing what the Spook might do to her. Another part of me was suddenly desperately afraid of her. But what could I do? Deep down, I knew that the Spook was her only hope. Who else could free her from the Bane now?
Alice walked up to stand at the edge of the water, keeping me between her and the Spook. She was staring toward the body of the Quisitor. There was a mixture of terror and triumph on her face.
“You might as well take a good look, girl,” said the Spook. “Examine your handiwork close up. Was it worth it?”
Alice nodded. “He got what was coming to him,” she said firmly.
“Aye, but at what cost?” asked the Spook. “You belong more and more to the dark. Call the Bane once more and you’ll be lost forever.”
Alice didn’t reply and we stood there for a long time in silence, just staring at the water.
“Well, lad,” said the Spook, “we’d best be on our way. Someone else will have to deal with the body because we’ve got work to do. As for you, girl, you’ll come with us if you know what’s good for you. And now you’d better listen and you’d better listen carefully because what I’m proposing is your only hope. The only chance you’ll ever have to break free of that creature.”
Alice looked up, her eyes very wide.
“You do know the danger you’re in? You do want to be free?” he asked.
Alice nodded.
“Then come here!” he commanded sternly.
Alice walked obediently to his side.
“Wherever you are, the Bane won’t be far behind, so for now you’d better come with me and the lad. I’d rather know roughly where that creature is than have it roaming anywhere it likes through the County, terrorizing decent folks. So listen to me and listen good. For now it’s important that you see and hear nothing—that way the Bane will learn nothing from you. But you have to do it willingly, mind. If you cheat in the slightest way, it’ll go hard with all of us.”
He opened his bag and began to rummage about inside it. “This is a blindfold,” he said, holding up a strip of black cloth for Alice to see. “Will you wear it?” he asked.
Alice nodded, and the Spook held out the palm of his left hand toward her. “See these?” he said. “They’re plugs of wax for your ears.”
Each plug had a small silver stud embedded in it to make it easy to get the wax out afterward.
Alice looked at them doubtfully, but then she tilted her head obediently while the Spook gently inserted the first plug. After pushing in the second plug, he tied the blindfold firmly across her eyes.
We set off, heading northeast, the Spook guiding Alice by her elbow. I hoped we didn’t pass anybody on the road. What would they think? We’d certainly attract a lot of unwelcome attention.



CHAPTER XIX
 The Stone Graves

IT was daylight, so there was no immediate threat from the Bane. Like most creatures of the dark, it would be hiding underground. And with Alice’s eyes covered and her ears plugged, it could no longer look out through her eyes or listen to what we said. It wouldn’t know where we were.
I had anticipated another day of hard walking and wondered if we’d get to Heysham before nightfall. But to my surprise, the Spook led us up a track to a large farm and we waited at the gate, the dogs barking fit to wake the dead, while an old farmer limped toward us, leaning on a stick. He had a worried expression on his face.
“I’m sorry,” he croaked. “I’m really sorry, but nothing’s changed. If I had it to give, it’d be yours.”
It seemed that five years earlier the Spook had rid this man’s farm of a troublesome boggart and still hadn’t been paid. My master wanted paying now, but not in money.
Within half an hour we were riding in a cart pulled by one of the biggest shire horses I’d ever seen; driving the cart was the farmer’s son. At first, before setting off, he’d stared at the blindfolded Alice, a puzzled look on his face.
“Stop gawping at the girl and concentrate on your own business!” the Spook had snapped, and the lad had quickly averted his eyes. He seemed happy enough to take us, glad to be away from his chores for a few hours, and soon we were following the back lanes, passing east of Caster. The Spook made Alice lie down in the cart and covered her with straw so that she couldn’t be seen by other travelers.
No doubt the horse was used to pulling a heavy load and with just us three in the back was trotting ahead at a fair old lick. In the distance we could see the city of Caster with its castle. Many a witch had died there after a long trial, but they didn’t burn witches in Caster, they hanged them. So, to use one of my dad’s seagoing expressions, we gave it a wide berth, and soon we were beyond it and crossing a bridge over the River Lune, before changing our direction to head southwest toward Heysham.
The farmer’s lad was told to wait at the end of the lane on the outskirts of the village.
“We’ll be back at dawn,” said the Spook. “Don’t worry. I’ll make it well worth your while.”
We climbed a narrow track up a hill, with an old church and graveyard on our right. There, on that lee side of the hill, everything was still and quiet and tall ancient trees shrouded the gravestones. But on clambering over a gate onto the cliff top, we were met by a stiff breeze and the tang of the sea. Before us was the ruin of a small stone chapel with just three of its walls standing. We were quite high up, and I could see a bay below, with a sandy beach almost covered by the tide and the sea crashing against the rocks of a small headland in the distance.
“Mostly, shores to the west are flat,” said the Spook, “and this is as high as County cliffs ever get. They say this is where the first men landed in the County. They came from a land far to the west and their boat ran aground on the rocks below. Their descendants built that chapel.”
He pointed and there, just beyond the ruin, I saw the stone graves. “There’s nothing like them anywhere else in the County,” said the Spook.
Carved into a huge slab of stone, right on the edge of a steep hill, there was a row of six coffins, each in the shape of a human body and with a stone lid fitting into a groove. They were different sizes and shapes but generally small, as if hewn for children, but these were the graves of six of the Little People. Six of King Heys’s sons.
The Spook knelt down beside the nearest of the graves. Above the head of each was a square socket, and he traced the shape of this one with his finger. Then he extended the fingers of his left hand. The span of his hand just covered the socket.
“Now what could those have been used for?” he muttered to himself.
“How big were the Little People?” I asked. The graves were all different sizes, and now that I looked closely I saw that they weren’t quite as small as I’d first thought.
By way of answer the Spook opened his bag and pulled out a folded measuring rod. He opened it and measured the grave.
“This is about five foot five long,” he announced, “and about thirteen and a half inches wide in the middle. But some belongings would have been buried with the Little People for use in the next world. Few were above five feet tall, and a lot were much smaller. As the years went by, each generation got bigger because there were marriages between them and the invaders from the sea. So they didn’t really die out. Their blood still runs through our veins.”
The Spook turned to Alice and, to my surprise, untied her blindfold. Next he removed her earplugs, putting everything safely back in his bag. Alice blinked and looked about her. She didn’t look happy.
“Don’t like it here,” she complained. “Something ain’t right. It feels bad.”
“Does it, girl?” the Spook said. “Well, that’s the most interesting thing you’ve said all day. It’s odd, because I find this spot quite pleasant. There’s nothing like a bit of bracing sea air!”
It didn’t seem bracing to me. The breeze had died away and now tendrils of mist were snaking in from the sea and it was starting to grow colder. Within an hour it would be dark. I knew what Alice meant. It was a place to be avoided after sunset. I could sense something, and I didn’t think it was too friendly.
“There’s something lurking nearby,” I told the Spook.
“Let’s sit over there and give it time to get used to us,” said the Spook. “We wouldn’t want to frighten it off.”
“Is it Naze’s ghost?” I asked.
“I hope so, lad! I certainly hope so. But we’ll find out soon enough. Just be patient.”
We sat on a grassy bank some distance away, while the light slowly failed. I was getting more and more worried.
“What about when it gets dark?” I asked the Spook. “Won’t the Bane appear? Now you’ve taken Alice’s blindfold off, it’ll know where we are!”
“I think we’re safe enough here, lad,” said the Spook. “This is possibly the one place in the whole County where it has to keep its distance. Something was done here, and if I’m not mistaken, the Bane won’t come within a mile of the place. It might know where we are, but there’s not much it can do about it. Am I right, girl?”
Alice shivered and nodded. “Trying to speak to me, he is. But his voice is very faint and distant. He can’t even get inside my head.”
“That’s just what I hoped,” said the Spook. “It means our journey here hasn’t been wasted.”
“He wants me to get right away from here. Wants me to go to him . . .”
“And is that what you want?”
Alice shook her head and shivered.
“Glad to hear it, girl, because after the next time, as I told you, nobody will be able to help you. Where is it now?”
“He’s deep under the earth. In a dark, damp cavern. He’s found himself some bones, but he’s hungry and they aren’t enough.”
“Right! Now it’s time to get down to business,” said the Spook. “You two settle yourselves down in the shelter of those walls.” He pointed toward the ruin of the chapel. “Try to get some sleep while I keep watch here by the graves.”
We didn’t argue and settled ourselves down on the grass within the ruins of the chapel. Because of the missing wall, we could still see the Spook and the graves. I thought he might have sat down, but he remained standing, his left hand resting on his staff.
I was tired out and it wasn’t long before I fell asleep. But I awoke suddenly. Alice was shaking me by the shoulder.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Wasting his time there, he is,” Alice said, pointing to where the Spook was now crouched down by the graves. “There’s something nearby, but it’s back there, close to the hedge.”
“Are you sure?”
Alice nodded. “But you go and tell him. Won’t take it too kindly coming from me.”
I walked over to the Spook and called out, “Mr. Gregory!” He didn’t move, and I wondered if he’d gone to sleep crouching down. But slowly he stood up and turned his upper body toward me, keeping his feet in exactly the same position.
There were a few gaps in the cloud, but those patches of starlight weren’t enough to let me see the Spook’s face. It was just a dark shadow under his hood.
“Alice says there’s something back there close to the hedge,” I told him.
“Did she now,” muttered the Spook. “Then we’d better go and have a look.”
We walked back toward the hedge. As we got nearer, it seemed to get even colder so I knew Alice was right. There was some sort of spirit lurking nearby.
The Spook pointed down, then suddenly he was on his knees, pulling at the long grass. I knelt, too, and began to help him. We uncovered two more stone graves. One was about five foot long, but the other was only half that size. It was the smallest grave of all.
“Someone with the old blood running pure in his veins was buried here,” said the Spook. “With that would come strength. This is the one we’re looking for. This’ll be the ghost of Naze, all right! Walk back a little way, lad. Keep your distance.”
“Can’t I stay and listen?” I asked.
The Spook shook his head.
“Don’t you trust me?” I asked.
“Do you trust yourself?” was his reply. “Ask yourself that! For a start, he’s more likely to put in an appearance with only one of us here. Anyway, it’s better that you don’t hear this. The Bane can read minds, remember? Are you strong enough to stop it from reading yours? We can’t let it know that we’re on to it; that we have a plan; that we know its weaknesses. When it’s in your dreams, rummaging through your brain for clues and plans, do you trust yourself not to give anything away?”
I wasn’t sure.
“You’re a brave lad, the bravest that was ever apprenticed to me. But that’s what you are, an apprentice, and we mustn’t let ourselves lose sight of that. So get back there with you!” he said, waving me away.
I did as I was told and trudged my way back to the ruined chapel. Alice was asleep so I sat down next to her for a few moments, but I couldn’t settle. I was restless because I really wanted to know what the ghost of Naze would have to say for itself. As for the Spook’s warning about the Bane rummaging through my mind while I was sleeping, it didn’t worry me that much. We were safe from the Bane here, and if the Spook found out what he needed to know, it would all be over for the Bane by tomorrow night.
So I left the ruins again and crept along the wall nearer to the Spook. It wasn’t the first time I’d disobeyed my master, but it was the first time so much had been at stake. I sat down with my back against the wall and waited. But not for long. Even at that distance I began to feel very cold and kept shivering. One of the dead was approaching, but was it the ghost of Naze?
A faint glimmer of light began to form above the smaller of the two graves. It wasn’t particularly human in shape, just a luminous column hardly up to the Spook’s knees. Immediately I heard him begin to question it. The air was very still, and even though the Spook was keeping his voice low, I could hear every word he said.
“Speak!” said the Spook. “Speak, I command you!”
“Leave me be! Let me rest!” came the reply.
Although Naze had died when he was young and in the prime of life, the voice of the ghost sounded like that of a very old man. It croaked and rasped and was filled with utter weariness. But that didn’t necessarily mean this wasn’t his ghost. The Spook had told me that ghosts didn’t speak as they had in life. They communicated directly to your mind and that was why you could understand one that had lived many ages ago, one that might have spoken a very different language.
“John Gregory’s my name and I’m the seventh son of a seventh son,” said the Spook, raising his voice. “I’m here to do what should have been done long ago; here to put an end to the evil of the Bane and give you peace at last. But there are things that I need to know. First, you must tell me your name!”
There was a long pause and I thought the ghost wasn’t going to answer, but at last it replied.
“I am Naze, the seventh son of Heys. What do you wish to know?”
“It is time to finish this once and for all,” said the Spook. “The Bane is free and soon will grow to its full power and threaten the whole land. It must be destroyed. So I’ve come to you for knowledge. How did you bind it within the catacombs? How can it be slain? Can you tell me that?”
“Are you strong?” the voice of Naze rasped. “Can you close your mind and prevent the Bane from reading your thoughts?”
“Aye, I can do that,” said the Spook.
“Then maybe there is hope. I will tell you what I did. How I bound the Bane. Firstly, I made a pact giving it my blood to drink. Three more times after could it drink, and in return three times it must obey my commands. At the deepest point of the catacombs of Priestown is a burial chamber, which contains the urns holding the dust of our ancient dead, the founding fathers of our people. It was to that chamber that I summoned the Bane and gave it my blood to drink. In return I proved myself to be a hard taskmaster.
“The first time I demanded that the Bane should never more return to the barrows and keep well clear of this area where my father and brothers are buried, because I wanted them to rest in peace. The Bane groaned in dismay because the barrows were its favorite dwelling place, where it lay through the daylight hours hugging the bones of the dead and sucking the last of the memories contained within them. But a pact was a pact, and it had no option but to obey. When I summoned it for a second time, I sent it questing to the ends of the earth in search of knowledge, and it was away for a month and a day, giving me all the time that I needed.
“For then I set my people to work, making and fitting the Silver Gate. But even upon its return the Bane knew nothing of this because my mind was strong and I kept my thoughts hidden.
“After giving it my blood for the final time, I told the Bane what I required, crying out in a loud voice the price that it must pay.
“‘You are bound to this place!’ I commanded. ‘Confined to the inner catacombs with no way out. But because I would wish no being, however foul, to endure without even a glimmer of hope, I have built a Silver Gate. If anyone is ever foolish enough to open that gate in your presence, you may pass through it to freedom. However, following that, if you ever return to this spot, you will be bound here for all eternity!’
“Thus the softness of my heart dictated to me and the binding was not as firm as it might have been. During my lifetime I was filled with compassion for others. Some considered it a weakness, and on this occasion they were proved correct. For I could not doom even the Bane to an eternity of imprisonment without offering it a faint chance of escape.”
“You did enough,” said the Spook. “And now I’m going to finish the job. If we can only get it back there, it will be bound forever! That is a start. But how can it be slain? Can you tell me that? This creature is so evil now, binding it is no longer enough. I need to destroy it.”
“Firstly, it must have taken on the mantle of flesh. Secondly, it must be deep within the catacombs. Thirdly, its heart must be pierced with silver. Only if all three conditions are met will it finally die. But there is a great risk for he who attempts this. In its death throes the Bane will release so much energy that its slayer will almost certainly die.”
The Spook gave a deep sigh. “I thank you for that knowledge,” he said to the ghost. “It will be hard, but it must be done, whatever the cost. But your task is now complete. Go in peace. Pass over to the other side.”
In reply the ghost of Naze groaned so deeply that the hair began to move on the back of my neck. It was a groan filled with agony.
“There’ll be no peace for me,” moaned the ghost wearily. “No peace until the Bane is finally dead . . .”
And with those words, the small column of light faded away. Wasting no time, I moved back along the wall and into the ruins once more. A few moments later the Spook walked in, lay down on the grass, and closed his eyes.
“I’ve some serious thinking to do,” he whispered.
I didn’t say anything. Suddenly I felt guilty for listening to his conversation with Naze’s ghost. Now I knew too much. I was afraid that if I told him, he’d send me away and face the Bane alone.
“I’ll explain at first light,” he whispered. “But for now, get some sleep. It’s not safe to leave this spot until the sun comes up!”
To my surprise, I slept quite well. Just before dawn I was awakened by a strange grating sound. It was the Spook, sharpening the retractable blade in his staff with a whetstone that he’d taken from his bag. He worked methodically, occasionally testing it with his finger. At last he was satisfied, and there was a click as the blade snapped back into the staff.
I clambered to my feet and stretched my legs for a few moments while the Spook reached down, unfastened his bag again, and rummaged around inside it.
“I know exactly what to do now,” he said. “We can defeat the Bane. It can be done, but it’ll be the most difficult task I’ve ever had to undertake. If I fail, it will go hard with all of us.”
“What has to be done?” I asked, feeling bad because I knew already. He didn’t answer, and he walked right past me toward Alice, who was sitting up, hugging her knees.
He tied the blindfold in position and inserted the first of the wax earplugs. “Now for the other one, but before it goes into place, listen well to me, girl, because this is important,” he said. “When I take this out tonight, I’ll speak to you right away and you must do what I say immediately and without question. Do you understand?”
Alice nodded, and he fitted the second plug. Once again, Alice couldn’t see and she couldn’t hear. And the Bane wouldn’t know what we were up to or where we were going. Unless it somehow managed to read my mind. I began to feel very uneasy about what I’d done. I knew too much.
“Now,” said the Spook, turning toward me. “I’ll tell you one thing you won’t like. We have to go back to Priestown. Back to the catacombs.”
Then he turned on his heels and, gripping Alice by her left elbow, walked her back to the horse and cart where the farmer’s lad was still waiting.
“We need to get to Priestown as fast as this horse can manage,” said the Spook.
“Don’t know about that,” said the lad. “My old dad expects me back before noon. There’s work to be done.”
The Spook held out a silver coin. “Here, take this. Get us there before dark and there’ll be another one. I don’t think your dad’ll mind too much. He likes to count his money.”
The Spook made Alice lie down at our feet and he covered her with straw again so that she wouldn’t be visible to anybody we passed, and soon we were on our way. At first we skirted Caster, but then, instead of moving back toward the fells, we headed for the main road that led directly to Priestown.
“Won’t it be dangerous to go back in daylight?” I asked nervously. The road was very busy and we kept passing other carts and people on foot. “What if the Quisitor’s men spot us?”
“I won’t say it’s not without risk,” said the Spook. “But those who were searching for us are now probably busy bringing the body down the fellside. No doubt they’ll bring him to Priestown for burial, but that won’t take place till tomorrow; by then it’ll all be over and we’ll be on our way. Of course, then there’s the storm to think about. People with any sense will be indoors, sheltering from the rain.”
I looked at the sky. To the south, clouds were building but didn’t look that bad to me. When I said as much, the Spook smiled.
“You’ve still a lot to learn, lad,” he said. “This will be one of the biggest storms you’ve ever seen.”
“After all that rain I’d have thought we were due a few days of good weather,” I complained.
“No doubt we are, lad. But this is far from natural. Unless I’m very much mistaken it’s been called up by the Bane, just as it called up the wind to batter my house. It’s another sign of just how powerful it’s become. It’ll wield the storm to show its anger and frustration at not being able to use Alice as it wants. Well, that’s good for us: While it’s concentrating on that, it’s not bothering much about me and you. And it’ll help us to get into the town without problems.”
“Why do we have to go to the catacombs to kill the Bane?” I asked, hoping that he’d tell me what I already knew. That way I wouldn’t have to keep up the pretense any longer.
“It’s in case I fail to destroy it, lad. At least once back there, with the Silver Gate locked, the Bane’ll be trapped again. This time forever. That’s what the ghost of Naze told me. Then, even if I don’t succeed in destroying it, at least I’ll have returned things to the way they were. And now that’s enough of your questions. I need some peace to prepare myself for what I’m going to do. . . .”
We didn’t speak again until we reached the outskirts of Priestown. By then the sky was as black as pitch, split with great zigzags of lightning as thunderclaps burst almost directly overhead. The rain was coming straight down and soaking into our clothes, and I was wet and uncomfortable. I felt sorry for Alice because she was still lying on the floor of the cart, which now held almost an inch of water. It must have been really hard not being able to see or hear and not knowing where she was going or when the journey would end.
My own journey ended a lot sooner than I’d expected. On the outskirts of Priestown, when we came to the last crossroads, the Spook called out to the farmer’s lad to stop the cart.
“This is where you get out,” he said, looking at me sternly.
I gazed at him in astonishment. The rain was dripping from the end of his nose and running into his beard, but he didn’t blink as he stared at me with a very fierce expression.
“I want you to go back to Chipenden,” he said, pointing toward the narrow road that went roughly northeast. “Go into the kitchen and tell that boggart of mine that I might not be coming back. Tell him that if that’s the case he’s got to keep the house safe for when you’re ready. Safe and secure until you complete your apprenticeship and are finally fit to take over.
“That done, go north of Caster and look for Bill Arkwright, the local spook. He’s a bit of a plodder, but he’s honest enough, and he’ll train you for the next four years or so. In the end you’ll need to go back to Chipenden and do a lot more studying. You must get your head down in those books to make up for the fact that I’ve not been there to train you!”
“Why? What’s wrong? Why won’t you be coming back?” I asked. It was another question to which I already knew the answer.
The Spook shook his head sadly. “Because there’s only one certain way to deal with the Bane, and it’s probably going to cost me my life. The girl’s, too, if I’m not mistaken. It’s hard, lad, but it has to be done. Maybe one day, years from now, you’ll be faced with a task like this yourself. I hope not, but it sometimes happens. My own master died doing something similar, and now it’s my turn. History can repeat itself, and if it does, we have to be ready to lay down our lives. It’s just something that goes with the job, so you’d better get used to it.”
I wondered if the Spook was thinking about the curse. Was he expecting to die because of that? If he died, then there’d be no one to protect Alice down there at the mercy of the Bane.
“But what about Alice?” I protested. “You didn’t tell Alice what was going to happen! You tricked her!”
“It had to be done. The girl’s probably too far gone to be saved anyway. It’s for the best. At least her spirit will be free. It’s better than being bound to that filthy creature.”
“Please,” I begged. “Let me come with you. Let me help.”
“The best way you can help is to do what I say!” the Spook said impatiently, and seizing my arm, he pushed me roughly from the cart. I landed awkwardly and fell onto my knees. When I scrambled to my feet, the cart was already moving away, and the Spook wasn’t looking back.



CHAPTER XX
 Mam’s Letter

I WAITED until the cart was almost out of sight before I began to follow it, my breath sobbing in my throat. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I couldn’t bear the thought of what lay ahead. The Spook seemed resigned to his death, and poor Alice didn’t even know what was going to happen to her.
There shouldn’t have been too much risk of being seen—the rain was teeming straight down and the black clouds above made it almost as dark as midnight. But the Spook’s senses were keen, and if I got too close, he’d know right away. So I ran and walked alternately, keeping my distance but still managing to get a glimpse of the cart from time to time. The streets of Priestown were deserted, and despite the rain, even when the cart was far ahead, I could still hear the distant clip-clop of hooves and the trundling of the cart’s wheels over the cobbles.
Soon the white limestone spire began to loom up above the rooftops, confirming the Spook’s direction and destination. As I’d expected, he was heading for the haunted house with the cellar that led down into the catacombs.
At that moment I felt something very strange. It wasn’t the usual numbing sensation of cold that announced the approach of something from the dark. No, this was more like a sudden tiny splinter of ice right inside my head. I’d never experienced anything like it before, but it was all the warning I needed. I guessed what it was and managed to clear my mind just before the Bane spoke.
“Found you at last, I have!”
Instinctively I halted and closed my eyes. When I realized that it wouldn’t be able to see out of them, I kept them closed anyway. The Spook had told me that the Bane didn’t see the world as we saw it. Even though it might be able to find you, just like a spider linked to its prey by a silken thread, it still wouldn’t know where you were. So I had to keep it that way. Anything my eyes saw would be filtered into my thoughts and soon the Bane would start trying to sift through them. It might be able to pick up clues that I was in Priestown.
“Where are you, boy? Might as well tell me. Sooner or later you’ll do it. Easy or hard, it can be. You choose . . .”
The splinter of ice was growing, and the whole of my head was becoming numb. It made me think again of my brother James and the farm. Of how he’d chased me that winter and filled my ears with snow.
“I’m on my way back home,” I lied. “Back home for a rest.”
As I spoke, I imagined walking into the farmyard with Hangman’s Hill just visible on the horizon, through the murk. The dogs were starting to bark and I was approaching the back door, splashing through puddles, the rain driving into my face.
“Where’s Old Bones? Tell me that. Where’s he going with the girl?”
“Back to Chipenden,” I said. “He’s going to put Alice in a pit. I tried to talk him out of it, but he wouldn’t listen. That’s what he always does with a witch.”
I imagined myself jerking open the back door and entering the kitchen. The curtains were drawn and the beeswax candle was alight in the brass candlestick on the table. Mam was sitting in her rocking chair. As I came in, she looked up and smiled.
Instantly the Bane was gone and the cold began to fade. I hadn’t stopped it from reading my mind, but I’d deceived it. I’d done it! Seconds later my elation faded. Would it pay me another visit? Or worse still, would it pay my family one?
I opened my eyes and began to run as fast as I could toward the haunted house. After a few minutes I heard the sound of the cart again and went back to walking and running alternately.
At last the cart came to a halt, but almost immediately it set off again and I ducked into an alley as it rumbled back toward me. The farmer’s lad sat hunched low and flicked the reins, sending the hooves of the big shire horse clattering across the wet cobbles. He was in a rush to get home, and I couldn’t say I blamed him.
I waited five minutes or so, to let Alice and the Spook get into the house, before I ran along the street and lifted the latch on the yard door. As I expected, the Spook had locked the back door, but I still had Andrew’s key, and a moment later I was standing in the kitchen. I took the candle stub from my pocket, lit it, and after that it didn’t take me long to get down into the catacombs.
I heard a scream somewhere ahead and guessed what it was. The Spook was carrying Alice over the river. Even with the blindfold and the earplugs she must have been able to sense the running water.
Soon I was crossing the steps over the river myself, and I reached the Silver Gate just in time. Alice and the Spook were already on the other side, and he was on his knees, just about to close it.
He looked up angrily as I ran toward him. “I might have known it!” he shouted, his voice filled with fury. “Didn’t your mam teach you any obedience?”
Looking back, I can see now that the Spook was right, that he just wanted to keep me safe, but I rushed forward, gripped the gate, and started to pull it open. The Spook resisted for a moment, but then he simply let go and came through to my side, carrying his staff.
I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’d no idea what I hoped to achieve by going with them anyway. But suddenly I remembered the curse again.
“I want to help,” I said. “Andrew told me about the curse. That you’ll die alone in the dark without a friend at your side. Alice isn’t your friend, but I am. If I’m there it can’t come true.”
He lifted the staff above his head as if he was going to hit me with it. He seemed to grow in size until he towered over me. I’d never seen him so angry. Next, to my surprise and dismay, he lowered his staff, took a step toward me, and slapped me across the face. I stumbled backward, hardly able to believe that it had happened.
It wasn’t a hard blow, but tears flooded into my eyes and ran down my cheeks. Dad had never slapped me like that. I couldn’t believe the Spook had done it, and I felt hurt inside. Hurt much more than by any physical pain.
He stared hard at me for a few moments and shook his head as if I’d been a big disappointment to him. Then he went back through the gate, closing and locking it behind him.
“Do as I say!” he commanded. “You were born into this world for a reason. Don’t throw it away for something you can’t change. If you won’t do it for me, do it for your mam’s sake. Go back to Chipenden. Then go to Caster and do what I’ve asked. That’s what she’d want. Make her proud of you.”
With those words the Spook turned on his heels and, guiding Alice by the left elbow, walked her along the tunnel. I watched until they turned the corner and were out of sight.
I must have waited there for half an hour or so, just staring at the locked gate, my mind numb.
At last, all hope gone, I turned and began to retrace my steps. I didn’t know what I was going to do. Probably just obey the Spook, I suppose. Go back to Chipenden and then to Caster. What other choice did I have? But I couldn’t get out of my mind the fact that the Spook had slapped me. That it was probably the last time we’d ever meet, and we’d parted in anger and disappointment.
I crossed the river, followed the cobble path, and climbed up into the cellar. Once there, I sat on the musty old carpet, trying to decide what to do. Suddenly I remembered another way down into the catacombs that would bring me out beyond the Silver Gate: the hatch that led down to the wine cellar, the one that some of the prisoners had escaped through! Could I get to it without being seen? It was just possible if everybody was in the cathedral.
But even if I could get down into the catacombs, I didn’t know what I could do to help. Was it worth disobeying the Spook again and all for nothing? Was I just going to throw my life away when it was my duty to go to Caster and carry on learning my trade? Was the Spook right? Would Mam agree that it was the right thing to do? The thoughts just kept whirling around inside my head but led me to no clear answer.
It was hard to be sure of anything, but the Spook had always told me to trust my instincts, and they seemed to be telling me that I had to try and do something to help. Thinking of that, I suddenly remembered Mam’s letter because that’s exactly what she’d said.
“Only open the letter in a time of great need. . . . Trust your instincts.”
It was a time of great need all right, so, very nervously, I pulled the envelope from my jacket pocket. I stared at it for a few moments, then tore it open and pulled out the letter within. Holding it close to the candle, I began to read.
Dear Tom,
You face a moment of great danger. I had not expected such a crisis to come so soon and now all I can do is prepare you by telling you what you face and indicating the outcomes that depend upon the decision that you must make.
There is much that I cannot see, but one thing is certain. Your master will descend to the burial chamber at the deepest point of the catacombs and there he will confront the Bane in a struggle to the death. Of necessity, he will use Alice to lure it to that spot. He has no choice. But you do have a choice. You can go down to the burial chamber and try to help. But then, of the three who face the Bane, only two will leave the catacombs alive.
If you turn back now, the two down there will surely die. And they’ll die in vain.
Sometimes in this life it is necessary to sacrifice oneself for the good of others. I would like to offer you comfort but cannot. Be strong and do what your conscience tells you. Whatever you choose, I will always be proud of you.
Mam
I remembered what the Spook had once told me soon after he took me on as his apprentice. He’d spoken it with such conviction that I’d committed it to memory.
“Above all, we don’t believe in prophecy. We don’t believe that the future is fixed.”
I badly wanted to believe what the Spook said because, if Mam was right, one of us—the Spook, Alice, or I— would die below in the dark. But the letter in my hand told me beyond a shadow of all doubt that prophecy was possible. How else could Mam have known that the Spook and Alice would be down in the burial chamber now, about to face the Bane? And how had it happened that I’d read her letter at just the right time?
Instinct? Was that enough to explain it? I shivered and felt more afraid than at any time since I’d started working for the Spook. I felt as if I were walking in a nightmare where everything had been decided in advance and I could do nothing and had no choice at all. How could there be a choice, when to leave Alice and the Spook and walk away would result in their deaths?
And there was another reason why I had to go down into the catacombs again. The curse. Was that why the Spook had slapped me? Was he angry because he secretly believed in it and was afraid? All the more reason to help. Mam had once told me that he’d be my teacher and eventually become my friend. Whether that time had arrived or not, it was hard to say, but I was certainly more of a friend to him than Alice was, and the Spook needed me! 
When I left the yard and walked into the alley, it was still raining, but the skies were quiet. I sensed that more thunder was to come and we were in what my dad calls the eye of the storm. It was then, in the relative silence, that I heard the cathedral bell. It wasn’t the mournful sound that I’d heard from Andrew’s house, tolling for the priest who’d killed himself. It was a bright, hopeful bell summoning the congregation to the evening service.
So I waited in the alley, leaning back against a wall to avoid the worst of the rain. I don’t know why I bothered, because I was already soaked to the skin. At last the bell stopped ringing, which I hoped meant that everybody was now inside the cathedral and out of the way. So I began to head slowly toward it, too.
I turned the corner and approached the gate. The light was starting to fail, and the black clouds were still piled up overhead. Then the sky suddenly lit up with a sheet of lightning, and I saw that the area in front of the cathedral was completely deserted. I could see the building’s dark exterior with its big buttresses and its tall pointy windows. There was candlelight illuminating the stained glass, and in the window to the left of the door was the image of St. George dressed in armor, holding a sword and a shield with a red cross. On the right was St. Peter, standing in front of a fishing boat. And in the center, over the door, was the malevolent carving of the Bane, the gargoyle head glared at me.
The saint I was named after wasn’t there. Thomas the Doubter. Thomas the Disbeliever. I didn’t know whether it was my mam or my dad who’d chosen that name, but they’d chosen it well. I didn’t believe what the Church believed; one day I’d be buried outside a churchyard, not in it. Once I became a spook, my bones could never rest in holy ground. But it didn’t bother me in the slightest. As the Spook often said, priests knew nothing.
I could hear singing from inside the cathedral. Probably the choir I’d heard practicing after I visited Father Cairns in his confessional. For a moment I envied them their religion. They were lucky to have something they could all believe in together. It was easier to be inside the cathedral with all those people than to go down into the damp, cold catacombs alone.
I walked across the flags and onto the wide gravel path that ran parallel to the north wall of the church. Instantly, as I was about to turn the corner, my heart lurched up into my mouth. There was somebody sitting down opposite the hatch with his back against the wall, sheltering from the rain. At his side was a stout wooden club. It was one of the churchwardens.
I almost groaned aloud. I should have expected that. After all those prisoners had escaped, they’d be worried about security—and their cellar full of wine and ale.
I was filled with despair and almost gave up there and then, but just as I turned, about to tiptoe away, I heard a sound and listened again until I was sure. But I hadn’t been mistaken. It was the sound of snoring. The warden was asleep! How on earth could he have slept through all that thunder?
Hardly able to believe my luck, I walked toward the hatch very, very slowly, trying not to let my boots crunch on the gravel, worrying that the warden might wake up at any moment and I’d have to run for it.
I felt a lot better when I got closer. There were two empty bottles of wine nearby. He was probably drunk and unlikely to wake up for some time. However, I still couldn’t take any chances. I knelt and inserted Andrew’s key into the lock very carefully. A moment later I’d pulled the hatch open and lowered myself down onto the barrels below before easing it carefully back into place.
I still had my tinderbox and a stub of candle that I always carried about with me. It didn’t take me long to light my candle. Now I could see—but I still didn’t know how I was going to find the burial chamber.



CHAPTER XXI
 A Sacrifice

I PICKED my way through the barrels and wine racks until I came to the door that led to the catacombs. By my reckoning, it was less than fifteen minutes or so before nightfall, so I didn’t have long. I knew that as soon as the sun went down, my master would make Alice summon the Bane for the final time.
The Spook would try to stab the Bane through the heart with his blade, but he would only get one chance. If he succeeded, the energy released would probably kill him. It was brave of him to be prepared to sacrifice his life, but if he missed, Alice would also suffer. Realizing it had been tricked and was now trapped behind the Silver Gate forever, the Bane would be furious; Alice and my master would certainly both pay with their lives if it wasn’t destroyed quickly enough. It would press their bodies into the cobbles.
At the bottom of the steps I paused. Which way should I go? Immediately my question was answered; one of Dad’s sayings came into my head.
“Always put your best foot forward!”
Well, my best foot was my left foot, so, rather than taking the tunnel directly ahead, the one that led to the Silver Gate and the underground river beyond it, I followed the one to the left. This was narrow, just wide enough to allow one person through, and it curved and sloped steeply downward so that I had a sense of descending a spiral.
The deeper I went, the colder it got, and I knew that the dead were gathering. I kept glimpsing things out of the corner of my eye: the ghosts of the Little People, small shapes hardly more than glimmers of light that kept moving in and out of the tunnel walls. And I had a suspicion that there were more behind me than in front—a feeling that they were following me; that we were all moving down toward the burial chamber.
At last I saw a flicker of candlelight ahead, and I emerged into the burial chamber. It was smaller than I’d expected, a circular room perhaps no more than twenty paces in diameter. There was a high shelf above, recessed into the rock, and on it were the large stone urns that held the remains of the ancient dead. At the center of the ceiling was a roughly circular opening like a chimney, a dark hole into which the candlelight couldn’t reach. From that hole dangled chains and a hook.
Water was dripping from the stone ceiling and the walls were covered in green slime. There was a strong stench, too: a mixture of rot and stagnant water.
A stone bench curved around the wall; the Spook was sitting on it, both hands leaning on his staff, while to his right was Alice, still wearing the blindfold and earplugs.
As I approached, he stared at me, but he didn’t look angry anymore, just very sad.
“You’re even dafter than I thought,” he said quietly as I walked up and stood before him. “Go back now while you still can. In a few moments it’ll be too late.”
I shook my head. “Please, let me stay. I want to help.”
The Spook let out a long sigh. “You might make things even worse,” he said. “If the Bane gets any warning at all, it’ll stay well clear of this place. The girl doesn’t know where she is, and I can close my mind against it. Can you? What if it reads your mind?”
“The Bane tried to read my mind a while back. It wanted to know where you were. Where I was, too. But I stood up to it and it failed,” I told him. 
“How did you stop it?” he asked, his voice suddenly harsh.
“I lied to it. I pretended that I was on my way home and I told it you were on your way to Chipenden.”
“And did it believe you?”
“It seemed to,” I said, suddenly feeling less certain.
“Well, we’ll find out soon enough when it’s summoned. Go a little way back up the tunnel then,” said the Spook, his voice softer. “You’ll be able to watch from there. If things go badly, you might even have half a chance of escaping. Go on, lad! Don’t hesitate. It’s nearly time!”
I did as I was told, moving back quite some distance into the tunnel. I knew that by now the sun would have dipped below the horizon and dusk would be drawing in. The Bane would leave its hiding place below ground. In its spirit form it could fly freely through the air and pass through solid rock. Once summoned, it would fly straight to Alice, faster than a hawk with folded wings, dropping like a stone toward its prey. If the Spook’s plan worked, it wouldn’t realize where Alice was waiting. Once it was here, it would be too late. But we’d be here, too, facing its anger when it realized it had been tricked and trapped.
I watched the Spook climb to his feet and stand facing Alice. He bowed his head and stayed perfectly still for a long time. Had he been a priest I’d have thought he was praying. Finally he reached toward Alice, and I saw him draw the wax plug from her left ear.
“Summon the Bane!” he shouted, in a loud voice that filled the chamber and echoed down the tunnel. “Do it now, girl! Don’t delay!”
Alice didn’t speak. She didn’t even move. She didn’t need to because she called it from within her mind, willing its presence.
There was no warning of its arrival. One moment there was just silence, the next there was a blast of cold and the Bane appeared in the chamber. From the neck upward, it was the replica of the gargoyle over the main cathedral door: gaping teeth, lolling tongue, huge dog’s ears, and wicked horns. From the neck down, it was a vast, black, shapeless boiling cloud. 
It had gained the strength to take on its original form! What chance had the Spook against it now?
For one short moment the Bane remained perfectly still while its eyes darted everywhere. Eyes with pupils that were dark green, vertical slits. Pupils shaped like those of a goat.
Then, upon realizing where it was, it let out a groan of anguish and dismay that boomed along the tunnel so that I could feel it vibrate through the very soles of my boots and shiver up into my bones.
“Bound again, I am! Bound fast!” it cried with harsh, hissing coldness that echoed in the chambers and penetrated me like ice.
“Aye,” said the Spook. “You’re here now and here you’ll stay, bound forever to this cursed place!”
“Enjoy what you’ve done! Suck in your last breath, Old Bones. Tricked me, you have, but what for? What will you gain but the darkness of death? Nothing, you’ll be, but I’ll still have my way with the ones above. Still do my bidding, they will. Fresh blood they’ll send me down! So all for nothing it was!”
The head of the Bane grew larger, the face becoming even more hideous, the chin lengthening and curving upward to meet the hooked nose. The dark cloud was boiling downward, forming flesh so that now a neck was visible and the beginnings of broad, powerful, muscular shoulders. But instead of skin, they were covered in rough green scales.
I knew what the Spook was waiting for. The moment the chest was clearly defined, he would strike straight for the heart within. Even as I watched, the boiling cloud descended farther to form the body as far down as the waist.
But I was mistaken! The Spook didn’t use his blade. As if appearing from nowhere, the silver chain was in his left hand, and he raised his arm to hurl it at the Bane.
I’d seen him do it before. I’d watched him throw it at the witch, Bony Lizzie, so that it formed a perfect spiral and dropped upon her, binding her arms to her sides. She’d fallen to the ground and could do nothing but lie there snarling, the chain enclosing her body and tight against her teeth. 
The same would have happened here, I’m sure of it, and it would have been the Bane’s turn to lie there helplessly. But at the very moment when the Spook prepared to hurl the silver chain, Alice lurched to her feet and tore off her blindfold.
I know she didn’t mean to do it, but somehow she got between the Spook and his target and spoiled his aim. Instead of landing over the Bane’s head, the silver chain fell against its shoulder. At its touch, the creature screamed out in agony and the chain fell to the floor.
But it wasn’t over yet, and the Spook snatched up his staff. As he held it high, preparing to drive it into the Bane, there was a sudden click, and the retractable blade, made from an alloy containing silver, was now bared, glinting in the candlelight. The blade that I’d watched him sharpening at Heysham. I’d seen him use it once before, when he’d faced Tusk, the son of the old witch, Mother Malkin.
Now the Spook stabbed his staff hard and fast, straight at the Bane, aiming for its heart. It tried to twist away but was too late to avoid the thrust completely. The blade pierced its left shoulder, and it screamed out in agony. Alice backed away, a look of terror on her face, while the Spook pulled back his staff and readied it for a second thrust, his face grim and determined.
But suddenly, both candles were snuffed out, plunging the chamber and tunnel into darkness. Frantically, I used my tinderbox to light my own candle again, but it flickered into life to reveal that the Spook now stood alone in the chamber. The Bane had simply disappeared! And so had Alice!
“Where is she?” I cried, running toward the Spook, who just shook his head sadly.
“Don’t move!” he commanded. “It’s not finished yet!”
He was staring up at where the chains disappeared into the dark hole in the ceiling. There was a loop and, beside it, a second single length of chain. Affixed to the end of it, and almost touching the floor, was a large hook. It was a sort of block and tackle similar to the ones used by riggers to lower boggart stones into position. 
The Spook seemed to be listening for something. “It’s somewhere up there,” he whispered.
“Is that a chimney?” I asked.
“Aye, lad. Something like that. At least, that was the purpose it sometimes served. Even long after it had been bound and the Little People were dead and gone, weak and foolish men made sacrifices to the Bane on this very spot. The chimney carried the smoke up into its lair above, and they used the chain to send up the burnt offering. Some of them got pressed for their trouble!”
Something was beginning to happen. I felt a draft from the chimney, and there was a sudden chill in the air. I looked up as what looked like smoke began to waft slowly down to fill the upper reaches of the chamber. It was as if all the burnt offerings that had ever been made on this spot were being returned!
But it was far denser than smoke; it looked like water, like a black whirlpool swirling above our heads. Within seconds it became calm and still, resembling the polished surface of a dark mirror. I could even see our reflections in it: me standing next to the Spook, his staff at the ready, blade pointing vertically, ready to jab.
What happened next was too swift to see properly. The surface of the smoke mirror bulged out toward us and something broke through, fast and hard enough to send the Spook sprawling backward. He fell heavily, the staff flying out of his hand and breaking into two unequal pieces with a sharp snapping sound.
At first I stood there stunned, hardly able to think, unable to move a muscle, but at last, my whole body trembling, I went across to see if the Spook was all right.
He was on his back, his eyes closed, a trickle of blood running from his nose down into his open mouth. He was breathing deeply and evenly, so I shook him gently, trying to wake him up. He didn’t respond. I walked across to the broken staff and picked up the smaller of the two pieces, the one with the blade attached. It was about the length of my forearm, so I tucked it into my belt. I stood at the side of the chain looking upward.
Somebody had to try to help Alice and destroy this creature once and for all, and I was the only one who could. I couldn’t leave her to the Bane. So first I tried to clear my mind. If it was empty, the Bane couldn’t read my thoughts. The Spook had probably been practicing that for days, but I would just have to do my best.
I put the end of the candle in my mouth, biting into it with my teeth, then gripped the single chain carefully with both hands, trying to keep it as still as possible. Next I placed my feet above the hook and gripped the chain between my knees. I was good at climbing ropes, and a chain couldn’t be that different.
I began to move upward quite fast, the chain cold and biting in my hand. At the bottom of the thick smoke, I took a deep breath, held it, and pushed my head up into the darkness. I couldn’t see a thing, and despite not breathing the smoke was getting up my nose and into my open mouth and there was a sharp acrid taste at the back of my throat that reminded me of burned sausages.
Suddenly my head was out of the smoke, and I pulled myself farther up the chain until my shoulders and chest were clear of it. I was in a circular chamber almost identical to the one below except that, rather than a chimney above, there was a shaft below, and the smoke filled the lower half of the chamber.
A tunnel led from the opposite wall into the darkness, and there was another stone bench where Alice was sitting, the smoke almost up to her knees. She was holding out her left hand toward the Bane. That heinous creature was kneeling in the smoke, bending over her, the naked arch of its back reminding me of a large green toad. Even as I watched, it drew her hand into its large mouth, and I heard Alice cry out in pain as it began to suck the blood from beneath her nails. This was the third time the Bane had fed on Alice’s blood since she released it. When it had finished, Alice would belong to it!
I was cold, as cold as ice, and my mind was blank. I was thinking about nothing at all. I pulled myself up farther and stepped from the chain onto the stone floor of the upper chamber. The Bane was too preoccupied with what it was doing to be aware of my presence. No doubt in that respect it was like the Horshaw ripper: When it was feeding, hardly anything else mattered.
I stepped closer and pulled the piece of the Spook’s staff from my belt. I raised it and held it above my head, the blade pointing at the Bane’s scaly green back. All I had to do was bring it down hard and pierce the Bane’s heart. It was clothed in flesh, and that would be the end of it. It would be dead. But just as I was tensing my arm, I suddenly became afraid.
I knew what would happen to me. So much energy would be released that I would die, too. I would be a ghost just like poor Billy Bradley, who’d died after having his fingers bitten off by a boggart. He’d been happy once as the Spook’s apprentice but now was buried outside the churchyard at Layton. The thought of it was too much to bear.
I was terrified—terrified of death—and I began to tremble again. It started at my knees and traveled right up my body until the hand holding the blade began to shake.
The Bane must have sensed my fear, because it suddenly turned its head, Alice’s fingers still in its mouth, blood trickling down its big curved chin. But then, when it was almost too late, my fear simply evaporated away. All at once I realized why I was there facing the Bane. I remembered what Mam had said in her letter.
“Sometimes in this life it is necessary to sacrifice oneself for the good of others.”
She’d warned me that of the three who faced the Bane, only two would leave the catacombs alive. I’d somehow thought it was going to be the Spook or Alice who would die, but now I realized that it would be me! I was never going to complete my apprenticeship, never going to become a spook. But by sacrificing my life now, I could save both of them. I was very calm. I simply accepted what had to be done.
I feel sure that at the very last moment the Bane realized what I was going to do, but instead of pressing me dead on the spot, it turned its head back toward Alice, who gave it a strange, mysterious smile.
I struck quickly with all my strength, driving the blade toward its heart. I didn’t feel the blade make contact, but a shuddering darkness rose before my eyes; my body quivered from head to foot, so that I had no control over my muscles. The candle dropped out of my mouth and I felt myself falling. I’d missed its heart!
For a moment I thought that I’d died. Everything was dark, but for now the Bane seemed to have vanished. I fumbled around on the floor for my candle and lit it again. Listening carefully, I gestured to Alice to be silent, and heard a sound from the tunnel. The padding of a large dog.
I tucked the piece of staff with the blade back into my belt. Next I eased Mam’s silver chain from my jacket pocket and coiled it around my left hand and wrist, ready for throwing. With my other hand I picked up the candle, and without further delay I set off after the Bane.
“No, Tom, no! Leave it be!” Alice called out from behind. “It’s over. You can go back to Chipenden!”
She ran toward me, but I pushed her back hard. She staggered and almost fell. When she moved toward me again, I lifted my left hand so that she could see the silver chain.
“Keep back! You belong to the Bane now. Keep your distance or I’ll bind you, too!”
The Bane had fed for the final time, and now nothing she said could be trusted. It would have to be dead before she’d be free.
I turned my back on her and moved away quickly. Ahead of me I could hear the Bane; behind me the click-click of Alice’s pointy shoes as she followed me into the tunnel. Suddenly the padding ahead stopped.
Had the Bane simply vanished and gone to another part of the catacombs? I stopped and listened before moving forward more cautiously. It was then that I saw something ahead. Something on the floor of the tunnel. I halted close to it and my stomach heaved. I was almost sick on the spot.
Brother Peter lay on his back. He’d been pressed. His head was still intact; the wide-open, staring eyes showed the terror he had obviously felt at the time of his death. But from the neck downward his body had been flattened against the stones.
The sight horrified me. During my first few months as an apprentice I’d seen many terrible things and been close to death and the dead more times than I cared to remember. But this was the first time I’d seen the death of someone I cared about—and such a horrible death.
I stood, distracted by the sight of Brother Peter, and the Bane chose that moment to come loping out of the darkness toward me. For a moment it halted and stared at me, the green slits of its eyes glowing in the gloom. Its heavy, muscular body was covered in coarse black hair, and its jaws were wide, revealing the rows of sharp yellow teeth. Something was dripping from that long tongue that lolled forward, beyond the gaping jaws. Instead of saliva, it was blood!
Suddenly the Bane attacked, bounding toward me. I readied my chain and heard Alice scream behind me. Just in time I realized that it had changed its angle of attack. I wasn’t the target! Alice was!
I was stunned. I was the threat to the Bane, not Alice. So why her rather than me?
Instinctively I adjusted my aim. Nine times out of ten I could hit the post in the Spook’s garden, but this was different. The Bane was moving fast, already beginning to leap. So I cracked the chain and cast it toward the creature, watching it open like a net and drop in the shape of a spiral. All my practice paid off, and it fell over the Bane cleanly and tightened against its body. The Bane rolled over and over, howling, struggling to escape.
In theory it couldn’t get itself free, and neither could it vanish or change shape. But I wasn’t taking any chances. I had to pierce its heart quickly. I had to finish it now. So I ran forward, pulled the blade from my belt, and prepared to stab into its chest. Its eyes looked up at me as I readied the blade. They were filled with hatred. But there was fear there, too: the absolute terror of death; terror of the nothingness it faced, and it spoke inside my head, begging frantically for its life.
“Mercy! Mercy!” it cried. “Nothing for us, there is! Just darkness. Is that what you want, boy? You’ll die, too!”
“No, Tom, no! Don’t do it!” Alice shouted out behind me, adding her voice to the Bane’s. But I didn’t listen to either of them. No matter what the cost to myself, it had to die. It was writhing within the coils of the chain, and I stabbed it twice before I found its heart.
The third time I lunged downward the Bane simply vanished, but I heard a loud scream. Whether it was the Bane, Alice, or me who made that sound, I’ll never know. Maybe it was all three of us.
I felt a tremendous blow to my chest, followed by a strange sinking feeling. Everything went very quiet, and I felt myself falling into darkness. 
The next thing I knew I was standing by a large expanse of water.
Despite its size, it was more like a lake than a sea, for although a pleasant breeze was blowing toward the shore, the water remained calm, like a mirror, reflecting the perfect blue of the sky.
Small boats were being launched from a beach of golden sand, and beyond them I could see an island quite close to the shore. It was green with trees and rolling meadows and seemed to me more wonderful than anything I’d ever seen before in my whole life. Among the trees on a hilltop was a building like the castle we’d glimpsed from the low fells as we skirted Caster. But instead of being constructed of cold gray stone, it shimmered with light as if built from the beams of a rainbow, and its rays warmed my forehead like a glorious sun.
I wasn’t breathing, but I was calm and happy, and I remember thinking that if I was dead then it was nice to be dead and I just had to get to that castle, so I ran toward the nearest of the boats, desperate to get on board. As I drew closer, the people stopped trying to launch the boat and turned their faces toward me. At that moment I knew who they were. They were small, very small, and had dark hair and brown eyes. It was the Little People! The Segantii!
They smiled in welcome, rushed toward me and began to pull me toward the boat. I’d never felt so happy in my life, so welcomed, so wanted, so accepted. All my loneliness was over. But just as I was about to climb aboard, I felt a cold hand grip my left forearm.
When I turned, there was nobody there, but the pressure on my arm increased until it began to hurt. I could feel fingernails cutting into my skin. I tried to pull away and get into the boat and the Little People tried to help me, but the pressure on my arm was now a burning pain. I cried out and sucked in a huge, painful breath that sobbed in my throat and made my whole body tingle, then grow hotter and hotter as if I were burning inside. 
I was lying on my back in the dark. It was raining very hard, and I could feel the raindrops drumming on my eyelids and forehead and even falling into my mouth, which was wide open. I was too weary to open my eyes, but I heard the Spook’s voice from some distance away.
“Leave him be!” he said. “Give him peace, girl. That’s all we can do for him now!”
I opened my eyes and looked up to see Alice bending over me. Behind her I could see the dark wall of the cathedral. She was gripping my left forearm, her nails very sharp against my skin. She leaned forward and whispered into my ear.
“You don’t get away that easily, Tom. You’re back now. Back where you belong!”
I sucked in a deep breath and the Spook came forward, his eyes filled with amazement. As he knelt at my side, Alice stood up and drew back.
“How do you feel, lad?” he asked gently, helping me up into a sitting position. “I thought you were dead. When I carried you out of the catacombs, I swear there was no breath left in your body!”
“The Bane?” I asked. “Is it dead?”
“Aye, it is that, lad. You finished it off and nearly did for yourself in the process. But can you walk? We need to get away from here.”
Beyond the Spook I could see the guard with the empty bottles of wine by his side. He was still in a drunken sleep, but he could wake up at any moment. 
With the Spook’s help I managed to get to my feet, and the three of us left the cathedral grounds and made our way through the deserted streets. 
At first I was weak and shaky, but as we climbed away from the rows of terraced houses and back up into the countryside, I started to feel stronger. After a while I turned and looked back toward Priestown, which was spread out below us. The clouds had lifted and the moon was out. The cathedral spire seemed to be gleaming.
“It looks better already,” I said, stopping to take in the view.
The Spook halted beside me and followed the direction of my gaze. “Most things look better from a distance,” he said. “And as a matter of fact, so do most people.”
He seemed to be joking, so I smiled.
“Well.” He sighed. “It should be a far better place from now on. But, that said, we won’t be coming back in a hurry.”
After an hour or so on the road we found an old abandoned barn to shelter in. It was drafty, but at least it was dry and there was a bit of the yellow cheese to nibble on. Alice dropped off to sleep right away, but I sat up a long time, thinking about what had happened. The Spook didn’t seem tired, either, but just sat in silence, hugging his knees. Eventually he spoke.
“How did you know how to kill the Bane?” he asked.
“I watched you,” I answered. “I saw you strike for its heart . . .”
But suddenly I was overcome with shame at my lie and I hung my head low. “No, I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s not true. I sneaked forward when you talked to the ghost of Naze. I heard everything you said.”
“And so you should be sorry, lad. You took a big risk. If the Bane had managed to read your mind—”
“I’m really sorry.”
“And you didn’t tell me you had a silver chain,” he said.
“Mam gave it to me,” I answered.
“Well, it’s a good job that she did. Anyway, it’s in my bag and safe enough for now. Until you need it again . . .” he added ominously. 
There was another long silence, as if the Spook were deep in thought.
“When I carried you up from the catacombs, you seemed cold and dead,” he said at last. “I’ve seen death so many times that I know I wasn’t mistaken. Then that girl grabbed your arm and you came back. I don’t know what to make of it.”
“I was with the Little People,” I said.
The Spook nodded. “Aye,” he said, “they’ll all be at peace now that the Bane’s dead. Naze included. But what about you, lad? What was it like? Were you afraid?”
I shook my head. “I was more afraid just after I’d read Mam’s letter,” I told him. “She knew what was going to happen. I felt that I had no choice. That everything was already decided. But if everything’s already decided, then what’s the point of living?”
The Spook frowned and held out his hand. “Give me the letter,” he demanded.
I took it out of my pocket and passed it to him. He took a long time reading it, but at last he handed it back. He didn’t speak for quite a while.
“Your mother is a shrewd and intelligent woman,” the Spook said at last. “That accounts for much of what’s written there. She’d worked out exactly what I was going to do. She’d more than enough knowledge to do that. It’s not prophecy. Life’s bad enough as it is without believing in that. You chose to go down the steps. But you had another choice. You could have walked away, and then everything would have been different.”
“But once I’d chosen, she was right. Three of us faced the Bane and only two survived. I was dead. You carried me back to the surface. How can we explain that?”
The Spook didn’t reply, and the silence between us grew longer and longer. After a while I lay down and fell into a dreamless sleep. I didn’t mention the curse. I knew it was something he wouldn’t want to talk about. 



CHAPTER XXII
 A Bargain’s a Bargain

IT was almost midnight, and a horned moon was rising above the trees. Rather than approaching his house by the most direct route, the Spook brought us toward it from the east. I thought of the eastern garden ahead and the pit that lay in wait for Alice. The pit that I’d dug.
Surely he wasn’t going to put her in the pit now? Not after all she’d done to help put things right? She’d allowed him to blindfold her and seal her ears with wax. And then she’d sat there for hours in silence and darkness without complaining even once.
But then I saw the stream ahead and was filled with new hope. It was narrow but fast flowing, the water sparkling silver in the moonlight, and there was a single stepping-stone at its center.
He was going to test Alice.
“Right, girl,” he said, his expression stern. “You lead the way. Over you go!”
When I looked at Alice’s face, my heart sank. She looked terrified, and I remembered how I’d had to carry her across the river near the Silver Gate. The Bane was dead now, its power over Alice broken, but was the damage already done beyond all hope of repair? Had Alice moved too close to the dark? Could she never be free? Never be able to cross running water? Was she a fully fledged malevolent witch?
Alice hesitated at the water’s edge and began to tremble. Twice she lifted her foot to make the simple step to the flat stone at the center of the stream. Twice she put it down again. Beads of sweat gathered on her forehead and began to roll down toward her nose and eyes.
“Go on, Alice, you can do it!” I called, trying to encourage her. For my trouble I got a withering stare from the Spook.
With a sudden, terrible effort Alice stepped onto the stone and swung her left leg forward almost immediately to carry herself over to the far bank. Once there, she hurriedly sat down and buried her face in her hands.
The Spook made a clicking noise with his tongue, crossed the stream, and strode quickly up the hill toward the trees on the edge of the garden. I waited behind while Alice got to her feet, then together we walked up to where the Spook was waiting, his arms folded.
When we reached him, the Spook suddenly stepped forward and seized Alice. Gripping her by the legs, he threw her back over his shoulder. She began to wail and struggle, but without another word he clutched her more firmly, then turned and strode into the garden.
I followed behind desperately. He was heading deep into the eastern garden, moving directly toward the graves where the witches were kept, toward the empty pit. It didn’t seem fair! Alice had passed the test, hadn’t she?
“Help me, Tom! Help me, please!” Alice cried.
“Can’t she have one more chance?” I pleaded. “Just one more chance? She crossed. She’s not a witch.”
“She just about got away with it this time,” snarled the Spook over his shoulder. “But there’s badness inside her, just waiting its chance.”
“How can you say that? After all she’s done—”
“This is the safest way. It’s the best thing for everyone!”
I knew then that it was time for what my dad calls “a few home truths.” I had to tell him what I knew about Meg, even though he might hate me for it and not want me as his apprentice anymore. But perhaps a reminder of his past might make him change his mind. The thought of Alice going into the pit was unbearable, and the fact that I’d been made to dig it made it a hundred times worse.
The Spook reached the pit and halted at its very edge. As he moved to lower Alice into the darkness, I shouted out, “You didn’t do it to Meg!”
He turned toward me with a look of utter astonishment on his face.
“You didn’t put Meg in the pit, did you?” I cried out. “And she was a witch! You didn’t do it because you cared too much about her! So please don’t do it to Alice! It isn’t right!”
The Spook’s expression of astonishment changed to one of fury and he stood there, tottering on the edge of the pit; for a moment I didn’t know whether he was going to throw Alice down or fall into it himself. He stood there for what seemed like a very long time, but then, to my relief, his fury seemed to give way to something else and he turned and walked away, still carrying Alice.
He walked beyond the new, empty pit, passed the one where Bony Lizzie was imprisoned, strode away from the graves where the two dead witches were buried, and stepped onto the path of white stones that led toward the house.
Despite his recent illness, all that he’d been through, and the weight of Alice over his shoulder, the Spook was walking so fast that I was struggling to keep up. He pulled the key from the left pocket of his breeches, opened the back door of the house, and was inside before my foot even touched the step.
He walked straight into the kitchen and halted close to the fireplace, where flames were flickering sparks up the chimney. The kitchen was warm, the candles lit, with cutlery and plates set for two on the table.
Slowly the Spook eased Alice from his shoulder and set her down. The moment her pointy shoes touched the flags, the fire died right down, the candle flickered and almost went out, and the air grew distinctly chilly.
The next moment there was a growl of anger that rattled the crockery and vibrated right through the floor. It was the Spook’s pet boggart. Had Alice walked into the garden, even with the Spook close by, she would have been torn to pieces. But because the Spook had been carrying her, it wasn’t until her feet touched the ground that the boggart became aware of Alice’s presence. And now it wasn’t best pleased.
The Spook placed his left hand on top of Alice’s head. Next, with his left foot he stamped hard three times against the flags.
The air grew very still, and the Spook called out in a loud voice, “Hear me now! Listen well to what I say!”
There was no answer, but the fire recovered a little and the air didn’t seem quite so cold.
“While this child is in my house, harm not a hair of her head!” ordered the Spook. “But watch everything that she does and ensure that she does all that I command.”
With that, he stamped three more times against the flags. In answer, the fire flared up in the grate and the kitchen suddenly seemed warm and welcoming.
“And now prepare supper for three!” the Spook commanded. Then he beckoned and we followed him out of the kitchen and up the stairs. He paused outside the locked door of the library.
“While you’re here, girl, you’ll earn your keep,” the Spook growled. “There are books in there that can’t be replaced. You’ll never be allowed inside, but I’ll give you one book at a time and you can make a copy of it. Is that understood?”
Alice nodded.
“Your second job will be to tell my lad everything that Bony Lizzie taught you. And I mean everything. He’ll write it all down. A lot of it’ll be nonsense, of course, but that doesn’t matter because it’ll still add to our store of knowledge. Are you prepared to do that?”
Again Alice nodded, her expression very serious.
“Right, so that’s settled,” said the Spook. “You’ll sleep in the room above Tom’s, the one right at the top of the house. And now, think well on what I’m saying. That boggart down in the kitchen knows what you are and what you almost became. So don’t take even one little step out of line, because it’ll be watching everything that you do. And it would like nothing better than to . . .”
The Spook sighed long and hard. “It doesn’t bear thinking about,” he said. “So don’t give it the chance. Will you do what I ask, girl? Can you be trusted?”
Alice nodded, and her mouth widened into a big smile. 
At supper the Spook was unusually quiet. It was like the calm before a storm. Nobody said much, but Alice’s eyes were everywhere and they returned again and again to the huge, blazing log fire that was filling the room with warmth.
At last, the Spook pushed back his plate and sighed. “Right, girl,” he said, “off you get to bed. I’ve a few things that need to be said to the lad.”
When Alice had gone, the Spook pushed back his chair and strode toward the fire. He bent and warmed his hands over the flames before turning to face me. “Well, lad,” he growled, “spit it out. Where did you find out about Meg?”
“I read it in one of your diaries,” I said sheepishly, bowing my head.
“I thought as much. Didn’t I warn you about that? You’ve disobeyed me again! There are things in my library that you’re not meant to read yet,” the Spook said sternly. “Things you’re not quite ready for. I’ll be the judge of what’s fit for you to read. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir,” I said, addressing him by that title for the first time in months. “But I’d have found out about Meg anyway. Father Cairns mentioned her, and he told me about Emily Burns, too, and how you took her away from your brother and it split your family.”
“Can’t keep much from you, can I, lad?”
I shrugged, feeling relieved to have gotten it all off my chest.
“Well,” he said, coming back toward the table, “I’ve lived to a good age and I’m not proud of everything I’ve done, but there’s always more than one side to every story. None of us is perfect, lad, and one day you’ll find out all you need to know and then you can make up your own mind about me. There’s little point in picking through the bones now, but as for Meg, you’ll be meeting her when we get to Anglezarke. That’ll be sooner than you think because, depending on the weather, we’ll be setting off for my winter house in a month or so. What else did Father Cairns have to say for himself?”
“He said that you’d sold your soul to the Devil. . . .”
The Spook smiled. “What do priests know? No, lad, my soul still belongs to me. I’ve fought long, long years to hold on to it, and against all the odds it’s still mine. And as for the Devil, well, I used to think that evil was more likely to be inside each one of us, like a bit of tinder just waiting for the spark to set it alight. But more recently I’ve begun to wonder if, after all, there is something behind all that we face, something hidden deep within the dark. Something that grows stronger as the dark grows stronger. Something that a priest would call the Devil. . . .”
The Spook looked at me hard, his green eyes boring into my own. “What if there were such a thing as the Devil, lad? What would we do about it?”
I thought for a few moments before I answered. “We’d need to dig a really big pit,” I said. “A bigger pit than any spook has ever dug before. Then we’d need bags and bags of salt and iron and a really big stone.”
The Spook smiled. “We would that, lad. There’d be work for half the masons, riggers, and mates in the County! Anyway, get off to bed with you now. It’s back to your lessons tomorrow, so you’ll need a good night’s sleep.” 
As I opened the door to my room, Alice emerged from the shadows on the stairs.
“I really like it here, Tom,” she said, giving me a wide smile. “Nice big warm house, it is. A good place to be now that winter’s drawing in.”
I smiled back. I could have told her that we’d be off to Anglezarke soon, to the Spook’s winter house, but she was happy and I didn’t want to spoil her first night.
“One day this house will belong to us, Tom. Don’t you feel it?” she asked.
I shrugged. “Nobody knows what’s going to happen in the future,” I said, putting Mam’s letter to the back of my mind.
“Old Gregory tell you that, did he? Well, there are lots of things he doesn’t know. You’ll be a better spook than he ever was. Ain’t nothing more certain than that!”
Alice turned and went up the stairs swinging her hips. Suddenly she looked back.
“Desperate for my blood, the Bane was,” she said. “So I made the bargain even before he drank. I just wanted to make everything all right again, so I asked that you and Old Gregory could go free. Bane agreed. A bargain’s a bargain, so he couldn’t kill Old Gregory and he couldn’t hurt you. You killed the Bane, but I made it possible. At the end that’s why it attacked me. It couldn’t touch you. Don’t tell Old Gregory though. He wouldn’t understand.”
Alice left me standing on the stairs while what she’d done slowly became clear in my mind. In a way she’d sacrificed herself. It would have killed her just as it had killed Naze. But she’d saved me and the Spook. Saved our lives. And I would never forget it.
Stunned by what she’d said, I went into my room and closed the door. It took me a long time to get to sleep.



 
ONCE again I’ve written most of this from memory, just using my notebook when necessary.
Alice has been good and the Spook’s really pleased with the work she’s been doing. She writes very quickly, but her hand is still clear and neat. She’s also doing as she promised, telling me the things that Bony Lizzie taught her so that I can write them all down.
Of course, although Alice doesn’t know it yet, she won’t be staying with us for that long. The Spook told me that she’ll start to distract me too much and I won’t be able to concentrate on my studies. He’s not happy about having a girl with pointy shoes living in his house, especially one who’s been so close to the dark.
It’s late October now, and soon we’ll be setting off for the Spook’s winter house on Anglezarke Moor. Nearby there’s a farm run by some people whom the Spook trusts. He thinks that they’ll let Alice stay with them. Of course, he’s made me promise not to tell Alice yet. Anyway, I’ll be sad to see her go.
And of course I’ll meet Meg, the lamia witch. Maybe I’ll meet the Spook’s other woman, too. Blackrod is close to the moor, and that’s where Emily Burns is still supposed to live. I have a feeling that there are lots of other things in the Spook’s past that I still don’t know about.
I’d rather stay here in Chipenden, but he’s the Spook and I’m only the apprentice. And I’ve come to realize that there’s a very good reason for everything that he does. 
THOMAS J. WARD
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NIGHT OF THE SOUL STEALER




CHAPTER I
An Unexpected Visitor

IT was a cold, dark November night, and Alice and I were sitting by the kitchen fire with my master, the Spook. The weather had been getting steadily colder, and I knew that any day now the Spook would decide it was time to set off for his “winter house” on the bleak moor of Anglezarke.
I was in no rush to go. I’d only been the Spook’s apprentice since the spring and had never seen the Anglezarke house, but my curiosity certainly wasn’t getting the better of me. I was warm and comfortable here in Chipenden, and that’s where I’d rather have spent the winter.
I glanced up from the book of Latin verbs I was trying to learn, and Alice caught my eye. She was sitting on a low stool close to the hearth, her face bathed in the warm glow of the fire. She smiled and I smiled back. Alice was the other reason I didn’t want to leave Chipenden. She was the closest I’d ever had to a friend, and she’d saved my life on a number of occasions over the last few months. I’d really enjoyed having her living here with us. She made the loneliness of a spook’s life more bearable. But my master had told me in confidence that she would be leaving us soon. He’d never really trusted her because she came from a family of witches. He also thought she would start to distract me from my lessons, so when the Spook and I went to Anglezarke, she wouldn’t be coming with us. Poor Alice didn’t know this, and I hadn’t the heart to tell her, so for now I was just enjoying another of our last precious evenings together in Chipenden.
But as it turned out, that was to be our last one of the year: as Alice and I sat reading by the glow of the fire and the Spook nodded off in his chair, the tolling of the summoning bell shattered our peace. At that unwelcome sound, my heart sank right down into my boots. It meant only one thing: spooks’ business.
You see, nobody ever came up to the Spook’s house. For one thing, they’d have been ripped to pieces by the pet boggart that guarded the perimeter of the gardens. So, despite the failing light and the cold wind, it was my job to go down to the bell in the circle of willow trees to see who needed help.
I was feeling warm and comfortable after my early supper, and the Spook must have sensed my reluctance to leave. He shook his head as if disappointed in me, his green eyes glittering fiercely.
“Get yourself down there, lad,” he growled. “It’s a bad night and whoever it is won’t want to be kept waiting!”
As I stood up and reached for my cloak, Alice gave me a small, sympathetic smile. She felt sorry for me, but I could also see that she was happy to sit there warming her hands while I had to go out into the bitter wind.
I closed the back door firmly behind me and, carrying a lantern in my left hand, strode through the western garden and down the hill, the wind trying its very best to tear the cloak from my back. At last I came to the withy trees, where two lanes crossed. It was dark, and my lantern cast disturbing shadows, the trunks and branches twisting into limbs, claws and goblin faces. Above my head the bare branches were dancing and shaking, the wind whining and wailing like a banshee, a female spirit that warned of a death to come.
But these things didn’t worry me much. I’d been to this spot before in the dark, and on my travels with the Spook I’d faced such things that would make your hair stand on end. So I wasn’t going to be bothered by a few shadows; I expected to be met by someone far more nervous than I was. Probably some farmer’s lad sent by his ghost-plagued dad and desperate for help; a lad who’d be scared just to come within half a mile of the Spook’s house.
But it wasn’t a lad waiting in the withy trees, and I halted in amazement. There, beneath the bell rope, stood a tall figure dressed in a dark cloak and hood, a staff in his left hand. It was another spook!
The man didn’t move so I walked toward him, halting just a couple of paces away. He was broad-shouldered and slightly taller than my master, but of his face I could see little as the hood kept his features in shadow. He spoke before I could introduce myself.
“No doubt he’s warming himself by the fire while you’re out in the cold,” the stranger said, the sarcasm heavy in his voice. “Nothing changes!”
“Are you Mr. Arkwright?” I asked. “I’m Tom Ward, Mr. Gregory’s apprentice. . . .”
It was a reasonable enough guess. My master, John Gregory, was the only spook I’d ever met but I knew there were others, the nearest being Bill Arkwright, who plied his trade beyond Caster, covering the northern border regions of the County. So it was very likely that this man was him—although I couldn’t guess why he’d come calling.
The stranger pulled the hood back from his face to reveal a black beard dappled with flecks of gray and an unruly thatch of black hair silvered at the temples. He smiled with his mouth, but his eyes were cold and hard.
“Who I am is none of your business, boy. But your master knows me well enough!”
With those words he reached inside his cloak, pulled out an envelope, and handed it to me. I turned it over, examining it quickly. It had been sealed with wax and was addressed To John Gregory.
“Well, get on your way, boy. Give him the letter and warn him that we’ll be meeting again soon. I’ll be waiting for him up on Anglezarke!”
I did as I was told, pushing the envelope into my breeches pocket, only too pleased to get away, for I didn’t feel comfortable in this stranger’s presence. But when I’d turned and taken a few paces, curiosity made me glance back. To my surprise, there was no sign of him at all. Although there hadn’t been time for him to take more than a few steps himself, he’d already vanished into the trees.
Puzzled, I walked quickly, anxious to get back to the house and out of the cold, biting wind. I wondered what was in the letter. There’d been a threatening tone in the stranger’s voice, and from what he’d said it didn’t sound like the stranger and my master would have a friendly meeting!
With these thoughts whirling through my head, I passed the bench where the Spook gave me lessons when the weather was warm enough and reached the first trees of the western garden. But then I heard something that made me catch my breath with fear.
An earsplitting roar of anger bellowed out of the darkness beneath the trees. It was so fierce and terrifying that it halted me in my tracks. It was a throbbing growl that could be heard for miles, and I’d heard it before. I knew it was the Spook’s pet boggart about to defend the garden. But from what? Was I being followed?
I turned around and held up the lantern, peering anxiously into the darkness. Maybe the stranger was behind me! I could see nothing so I strained my ears, listening for the slightest sound. But all I could hear was the wind sighing through the trees and the distant barking of a farm dog. At last, satisfied that I wasn’t being followed after all, I continued on my way.
I’d hardly taken another step when the roar of anger came again, this time much closer. The hair on the back of my neck began to rise, and now I felt even more afraid as I sensed that the boggart’s fury was being directed at me. But why should it be angry with me? I’d done nothing wrong.
I kept perfectly still, not daring to take another step, fearing that my slightest movement might cause it to attack. It was a cold night, but sweat was forming on my brow and I felt in real danger.
“It’s only Tom!” I called out into the trees at last. “There’s nothing to fear. I’m just bringing a letter for my master. . . .”
There came an answering growl, this time much softer and farther away, so after a few hesitant steps I walked on quickly. When I reached the house, the Spook was standing framed in the back door, staff in hand. He’d heard the boggart and come to investigate.
“You all right, lad?” he called.
“Yes,” I shouted back. “The boggart was angry, but I don’t know why. It’s calmed down now though.”
With a nod of his head the Spook went back into the house, leaning his staff behind the door.
By the time I’d followed him into the kitchen, he was standing with his back to the fire, warming his legs. I pulled the envelope from my pocket.
“There was a stranger down there, dressed like a spook,” I told him, holding out the letter. “He wouldn’t tell me his name but asked me to give you this. . . .”
My master stepped forward and snatched the letter from my hand. Immediately the candle on the table began to flicker, the fire died low in the grate, and a sudden coldness filled the kitchen, all signs that the boggart still wasn’t best pleased. Alice looked alarmed and almost fell off her stool. But the Spook, with widening eyes, tore open the envelope and began to read.
When he’d finished, he frowned, his brow creased with annoyance. Muttering something under his breath, he threw the letter into the fire, where it burst into flames, curling up and blackening before falling into the back of the grate. I stared at him in astonishment. His face was filled with fury, and he seemed to tremble from head to foot.
“We’ll be setting off for my house at Anglezarke early tomorrow morning, before the weather takes a turn for the worse,” he snapped, glaring directly at Alice, “but you’ll only be coming part of the way, girl. I’ll be leaving you near Adlington.”
“Adlington?” I said. “That’s where your brother Andrew lives now, isn’t it?”
“Aye, lad, it is, but she’ll not be staying there. There’s a farmer and his wife on the outskirts of the village who I reckon owe me a few favors. They had many sons, but sadly only one lived. Then, to add to that tragedy, there was a daughter who was drowned. The lad mostly works away now—the mother’s health is beginning to fail and she could do with some help. So that will be your new home.”
Alice looked at the Spook, her eyes widening in astonishment. “My new home? That ain’t fair!” she exclaimed. “Why can’t I stay with you? Ain’t I done everything you asked?”
Alice hadn’t put a foot wrong since the autumn, when the Spook had allowed her to live with us at Chipenden. She’d earned her keep by making copies of some of the books from the Spook’s library, and she’d told me lots of the things that her aunt, the witch Bony Lizzie, had taught her so that I could write them down and increase my knowledge of witch lore.
“Aye, girl, you’ve done what I asked, so I’ve no complaints there,” the Spook said. “But that’s not the problem. Training to be a spook is a hard business: the last thing Tom needs is to be distracted by a girl like you. There’s no place for a woman in a spook’s life. In fact it’s the only real thing we have in common with priests.”
“But where’s this come from all of a sudden? I’ve helped Tom, not distracted him!” Alice protested. “And I couldn’t have worked harder. Has someone written to tell you otherwise?” she demanded angrily, gesturing toward the back of the grate, where the burned letter had fallen.
“What?” asked the Spook, raising his eyebrows in puzzlement but then quickly realizing what she meant. “No, of course not. But what’s in private correspondence is none of your business. Anyway, I’ve made up my mind,” he said, fixing her with a hard stare. “So we won’t debate it any further. You’ll get a fresh start. It’s as good a chance as any to find your proper place in this world, girl. And it’ll be your last chance, too!”
Without a word or even a glance at me, Alice turned away and stamped up the stairs to bed. I stood up to follow her and offer some words of comfort, but the Spook called me back.
“You wait here, lad! We need to talk before you go up those stairs, so sit yourself down!”
I did as I was told and sat back down by the fire.
“Nothing you say is going to change my mind! Accept that now and things will be a lot easier,” the Spook told me.
“That’s as may be,” I said, “but there were better ways of telling her. Surely you could have broken it to her a bit more gently?”
“I’ve got more things to worry about than the girl’s feelings,” said the Spook.
There was no arguing with him when he was like this, so I didn’t waste my breath. I wasn’t happy, but there was nothing I could do about it. I knew my master had made up his mind to do this weeks ago and wasn’t about to change it now. Personally, I didn’t understand why we had to go to Anglezarke anyway. And why were we going now, so suddenly? Was it something to do with the stranger and what he’d written in the letter? The boggart had reacted oddly, too. Was it because it knew that I was carrying that letter?
“The stranger said he’d be seeing you up on Anglezarke,” I blurted out. “He didn’t seem too friendly. Who was he?”
The Spook glared at me, and for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then he shook his head again and muttered something under his breath before speaking.
“His name is Morgan, and he was once an apprentice of mine. A failed apprentice, I might add, even though he studied under me for almost three years. As you know, not all my apprentices make the grade. He just wasn’t up to the job, so he holds a grudge, that’s all. Hopefully you’ll see nothing of him when we’re up there, but if you do, keep well clear. He’s nothing but trouble, lad. Now, get yourself upstairs: as I said, we’ve an early start tomorrow.”
“Why do we need to go to Anglezarke for the winter?” I asked. “Couldn’t we just stay here? Wouldn’t it be more comfortable in this house?” It was something that just didn’t make any sense.
“You’ve asked enough questions for one day!” the Spook said, his voice filled with irritation. “But I will say this. We don’t always do things because we want to do them. And if it’s comfort you want, then this isn’t the trade for you. Like it or lump it, folk need us up there— especially when the nights draw in. We’re needed, so that’s why we go. Now off to bed. Not another word!”
It wasn’t the full answer that I’d hoped for, but the Spook had a good reason for everything he did and I was just the apprentice with a lot to learn. So, with an obedient nod, I went off to bed.



CHAPTER II
Farewell to Chipenden

ALICE was sitting on the stairs outside my room, waiting for me. A candle beside her flickered shadows onto the door.
“Don’t want to leave here, Tom,” she said, coming to her feet. “Been happy here, I have. His winter house would be the next best thing. Old Gregory ain’t being right with me!”
“I’m sorry, Alice. I agree, but he’s made up his mind. There’s nothing I can do.”
I could see that she’d been crying, but I didn’t know what else to say. Suddenly she seized my left hand and squeezed it hard. “Why does he always have to be like that?” she asked. “Why does he hate women and girls so much?”
“I think he’s been hurt in the past,” I said gently. I’d recently learned some things about my master, but so far I’d kept them to myself. “Look, I’m going to tell you something now, Alice, but you have to promise not to tell anybody else and never let the Spook know I told you!”
“I promise,” she whispered, her eyes very wide.
“Well, do you remember when he almost put you in the pit when we came back from Priestown?”
Alice nodded. My master dealt with malevolent witches by keeping them trapped alive in pits. He’d been about to put Alice in one a while ago, even though she hadn’t really deserved it.
“Do you remember what I shouted?” I asked.
“I couldn’t hear properly, Tom. I was struggling and terrified, but whatever you said did the trick because he changed his mind. I’ll always be grateful to you for that.”
“I just reminded him that he hadn’t put Meg in the pit, so he shouldn’t do it to you!”
“Meg?” Alice asked. “Who’s she? Never heard her mentioned before.”
“Meg’s a witch. I read all about her in one of the Spook’s diaries. As a young man he fell in love with her. I think she broke his heart. And what’s more, she’s still living somewhere up on Anglezarke.”
“Meg who?”
“Meg Skelton.”
“No! That can’t be right. Came from foreign parts, Meg Skelton did. Went back home years ago. Everybody knows that. She was a lamia witch and wanted to be with her own kind again.”
I knew a lot about lamia witches from a book in the Spook’s library. Most of them came from Greece, where my mam once lived, and in their wild state they fed upon the blood of humans.
“Well, Alice, you’re right about her not being born in the County, but the Spook says she’s still here and I’ll get to meet her this winter. For all I know she could be living in his house.”
“Don’t be daft, Tom. That ain’t likely, is it? What woman in her right mind would live with him?”
“He’s not that bad, Alice,” I reminded her. “We’ve both been sharing a house with him for weeks, and we’ve been happy enough!”
“If Meg is living in his house up there,” Alice said, a wicked smile on her face, “don’t be surprised if he has her buried in a pit.”
I smiled in return. “Well, we’ll find out when we get there,” I said.
“No, Tom. You’ll find out. I’ll be living somewhere else. Remember? But it’s not all bad because Adlington’s close to Anglezarke,” she said. “Ain’t much of a walk, so you could visit me, Tom. Would you? Would you do that? That way I wouldn’t be so lonely. . . .”
Although I wasn’t sure that the Spook would let me visit, I wanted to make her feel better. Suddenly I remembered Andrew.
“What about Andrew?” I said. “He’s the only brother the Spook has left, and he’s living and working in Adlington now. My master’s bound to want to see him from time to time, what with living so close. And he’ll probably take me with him. We’ll be popping into the village all the time, I’m sure, so there’ll be lots of chances for me to see you.”
Alice smiled then and let go of my hand. “Then make sure you do, Tom. I’ll be expecting you. Don’t let me down. And thank you for telling me all that stuff about Old Gregory. In love with a witch, eh? Who’d have thought he had it in him?”
With that, she snatched up her candle and went up the stairs. I really was going to miss Alice, but finding an excuse to see her might be harder than I’d suggested. The Spook certainly wouldn’t approve. He didn’t have much time for girls and had warned me on many occasions to beware of them. I’d told Alice enough for now about my master, too much perhaps, but there was more to the Spook’s past than just Meg. He’d also got himself involved with another woman, Emily Burns, who had already been betrothed to another of his brothers. The brother was dead now, but the scandal had divided his family, causing a deal of trouble. Emily was also supposed to be living somewhere near Anglezarke. There are two sides to every story, and I wasn’t about to judge the Spook until I knew more; still, it was twice as many women as most County men ever have in their lifetimes: the Spook had certainly lived a bit!
I went into my room and put my candle on the table beside the bed. Written on the wall close to its foot were lots of names, scrawled there by former apprentices. Some had completed their training with the Spook successfully: Bill Arkwright’s name was there in the top left-hand corner. A lot had failed and hadn’t completed their time. Some had even died. Billy Bradley’s name was there in the other corner. He’d been the apprentice before me, but he’d made a mistake and had his fingers bitten off by a boggart. Billy had died of shock and loss of blood.
I searched the wall carefully that night. As far as I knew, anyone who’d ever stayed in this room had written his name there, including me. My own name was very small because there wasn’t much space left, but it was there all the same. Yet as far as I could see there was one name missing. I searched the wall carefully just to be sure, but I was right: there was no “Morgan” written on the wall. So why was that? The Spook said he’d been his apprentice, so why hadn’t he added his name?
What was so different about Morgan?
The following morning, after a quick breakfast, we packed and got ready to go. Just before we left, I sneaked back into the kitchen to say good-bye to the Spook’s pet boggart.
“Thanks for all the meals you’ve cooked,” I said aloud to the empty air.
I wasn’t sure if the Spook would have been too happy about me making a special trip to the kitchen to say thanks: he was always going on about not getting too close to “the hired help.”
Anyway, I know the boggart appreciated the praise, because no sooner had I spoken than a deep purring began under the kitchen table, and it was so loud that the pots and pans began to rattle. The boggart was mostly invisible, but occasionally it took the shape of a big ginger tomcat.
I hesitated, gathered my courage, and spoke again. I wasn’t sure how the boggart would react to what I had to say.
“I’m sorry if I made you angry last night,” I said. “I was just doing my job. Was it the letter that upset you?”
The boggart wasn’t able to speak, so I wasn’t going to get a reply in words. Instinct had made me ask the question. A feeling that it was the right thing to do.
Suddenly there was a whoosh of air down the chimney, a faint smell of soot. Then a fragment of paper flew up from the grate and landed on the hearth rug. I stepped forward and picked it up. It was burned around the edges and part of it crumbled away in my fingers, but I knew that it was all that remained of the letter I’d delivered for Morgan.
There were just a few words on that scorched scrap of paper, and I stared at them for a while before I could make them out.

That was all there was, but it was enough to tell me that Morgan was threatening my master. What was it all about? Had the Spook taken something from Morgan? Something that rightfully belonged to him? I couldn’t imagine the Spook stealing anything. He just wasn’t like that. It didn’t make any sense at all.
My thoughts were disturbed by the Spook shouting from the front door. “Come on, lad! What are you up to? Don’t dawdle! We haven’t got all day!”
I screwed up the paper and threw it back into the grate, picked up my staff, and ran to the door. Alice was already standing outside, but the Spook was in the doorway, eyeing me suspiciously, two bags at his feet. We hadn’t packed much, but I still had to carry both of them.
By now the Spook had given me a bag of my own, although so far I hadn’t got much to put inside it. All it contained was a silver chain given to me by my mam, a tinderbox, which was a leaving present from my dad, my notebooks, and a few clothes. Some of my socks had been darned so much that they were almost new, but the Spook had bought me a winter sheepskin coat, which was very warm, and I was wearing it under my cloak. I had a staff of my own, too—a new one my master had cut himself from rowan wood, which was very effective against most witches.
The Spook, for all his disapproval of Alice, had been generous regarding her clothing. She too had a new winter coat, a black woolen one that came down almost to her ankles; it had an attached hood to keep her ears warm.
The cold didn’t seem to bother the Spook much, and he wore his cloak and hood just as he had in spring and summer. His health had been poor in the last few months, but now he seemed to have recovered and appeared as strong as ever.
The Spook locked the front door behind us, squinted up into the winter sun, and set off at a furious pace. I picked up both bags and followed as best I could, with Alice close at my heels.
“Oh, by the way, lad,” the Spook called back over his shoulder, “we’ll be calling in at your dad’s farm on our way south. He still owes me ten guineas as the final payment for your training!”
I’d been sad to leave Chipenden. I’d grown fond of the house and gardens, and I was sorry to think that Alice and I would be apart from now on. But at least I’d have a chance to see my mam and dad. So my heart leaped with happiness, and there was a new energy in my step. I was on my way home!



CHAPTER III
Home

AS we traveled south, I kept glancing back at the fells. I’d spent so much time walking up there close to the clouds that some fells were like old friends, particularly Parlick Pike, which was the nearest one to the Spook’s summer house. But by the end of the second day of walking, those big familiar hills were no more than a low purple line on the horizon and I was very glad of my new coat. We’d already spent an uncomfortable night freezing in a roofless barn, and although the wind had dropped and the sun was shining weakly, it now seemed to be getting colder by the hour.
At last we approached home, and my eagerness to see my family again grew with every stride. I was desperate to see my dad. On my last visit he’d just been getting over a serious illness, with little chance that he’d ever fully recover his health. He’d intended to retire and hand the farm over to my eldest brother, Jack, at the beginning of the winter anyway. But his illness had brought things forward. The Spook had called it my dad’s farm, but that wasn’t really true anymore.
Suddenly, below us, I could see the barn and the familiar farmhouse with a plume of smoke rising from the chimney. The patchwork of surrounding fields and the bare trees looked bleak and wintry, and I longed to warm my hands by the kitchen fire.
My master stopped at the end of the lane. “Well, lad, I don’t think your brother and his wife will be too pleased to see us. Spooks’ business upsets most people, so we shouldn’t hold it against them. Off you go and fetch my money; the girl and I will wait here. No doubt you’ll be looking forward to seeing your family again, but don’t be longer than an hour. While you’re sitting by a warm fire, we’ll be freezing our socks off here!”
He was right: my brother Jack and his wife didn’t like spooks’ business and had warned me in the past not to bring it to their door. So I left Alice and the Spook and ran up the lane toward the farm. When I opened the gate, the dogs began to bark and Jack came around the side of the barn. We hadn’t got on too well together since I’d become the Spook’s apprentice, but for once he looked happy to see me, and his face split into a broad grin.
“Good to see you, Tom,” he said, putting his arm across my shoulders.
“And you, too, Jack. But how’s Dad?” I asked.
The smile slipped from my brother’s face as quickly as it had come. “The truth is, Tom, I don’t think he’s that much better than the last time you were here. Some days are an improvement on others, but first thing in the morning he coughs and splutters so much he can hardly get his breath. It’s painful to listen to. We want to help him, but there’s nothing we can do.”
I shook my head sadly. “Poor Dad. I’m on my way down south for the winter,” I told Jack, “and I’ve just called in for the rest of the money Dad owes the Spook. I wish I could stay, but I can’t. My master’s waiting at the end of the lane. We’re to set off again in an hour.”
I didn’t mention Alice. Jack knew she was the niece of a witch and had little time for her. They’d crossed swords before, and I didn’t want a repeat performance.
My brother turned and gazed back toward the lane before looking me up and down. “You certainly dress the part anyway,” he said with a grin.
He was right. I’d left the bags with Alice, but wearing my black cloak and carrying my staff, I looked like a smaller version of my master.
“Like the jacket?” I asked, pulling back my cloak to let him see it properly.
“Looks warm.”
“Mr. Gregory bought it for me. Says I’ll need it. He has a house up on Anglezarke Moor, not far from Adlington. That’s where we’re spending the winter, and it’s bitterly cold over there.”
“Aye, it’ll be cold up there all right—you can be sure of that! Rather you than me. Anyway, I’d best get back to my chores,” Jack said. “Don’t keep Mam waiting. She’s been really bright and cheerful today. Must have known you were coming.”
With that, Jack set off back across the yard, pausing to wave from the corner of the barn. I waved back and then walked toward the kitchen door. Most likely Mam had known I was on my way. She has a way of sensing things like that. As a midwife and healer, she often knows when someone is coming to seek her help.
As I pushed open the back door, I found Mam sitting in her rocking chair by the fire. The curtains were closed because she is sensitive to sunlight. She smiled as I walked into the kitchen.
“Good to see you, son,” she said. “Come here and give me a hug, and then you can tell me all your news!”
I went across and she held me close. Then I drew up a chair next to her. A lot had happened since I’d last seen Mam in the autumn, but I’d sent her a long letter telling her all about the dangers I’d faced with my master during the final stages of a job in Priestown.
“Did you get my letter, Mam?”
“Yes, Tom, I did, and I’m really sorry for not writing back, but things have been busy here and I knew you’d be calling in on your way down south. How’s Alice getting on now?”
“She’s definitely turned out all right in the end, Mam, and she’s been happy living with us in Chipenden, but the trouble is, the Spook still doesn’t trust her. We’re going to his winter house, but Alice is going to stay on a farm with people she’s never even met.”
“It might seem harsh,” Mam replied, “but I’m sure Mr. Gregory knows what he’s doing. It’ll all be for the best. As for Anglezarke, you take care there, son. It’s a grim, bleak moor. Reckon Alice has been let off lightly.”
“Jack told me about Dad. Is it as bad as you expected, Mam?” I asked. Last time I’d seen her she’d kept the worst of her fears from Jack but had hinted to me that Dad’s life was drawing to a close.
“I’d hoped he’d gain a little more strength. He’ll take careful nursing to get him through the winter, which I suspect is going to be as bad as any I’ve witnessed since coming to the County. He’s upstairs sleeping now. I’ll take you up to see him in a few minutes.”
“Jack seems more cheerful, though,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “Perhaps he’s come round to the idea of having a spook in the family.”
Mam smiled broadly. “And so he should, but I suspect it’s got rather more to do with the fact that Ellie’s expecting again and it’s going to be a boy this time—I’m certain of it. Jack’s always wanted a son. Someone to inherit the farm one day.”
I was pleased for Jack. Mam was never wrong about things like that. Then I realized that the house seemed quiet. Almost too quiet.
“Where is Ellie?” I asked.
“Sorry, Tom, but you’ve chosen the wrong day to call. Most Wednesdays she goes to visit her own mam and dad, taking little Mary with her. You should see that child now! She’s a big girl for eight months, and she crawls so fast, you need eyes in the back of your head! Anyway, I know your master’s waiting for you and it’s cold out there, so let’s go up and see your dad.”
Dad was fast asleep, but there were four pillows at his back so that he was almost sitting up.
“Makes it easier for him to breathe in that position,” said Mam. “He’s still got some congestion in his lungs.”
Dad was breathing noisily; his face was gray and there was a line of sweat on his brow. Truth was, he looked really ill—a mere shadow of the strong, healthy man who’d once run the farm single-handed while being a good loving father to seven sons.
“Look, Tom, I know you’d like a word or two with him, but he didn’t sleep at all last night. It’s better if we don’t wake him now. What do you say?”
“Of course, Mam,” I agreed, but I felt sad I couldn’t talk to my dad. He was so ill, I knew I might never see him again.
“Well, just give him a kiss, son, and we’ll leave him to his slumber. . . .”
I looked at my mam in astonishment. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d kissed Dad. A pat on the shoulder or a quick handshake was more like it.
“Go on, Tom, just kiss him on the forehead,” Mam insisted. “And wish him well. He may be asleep, but part of him will hear what you say and it’ll make him feel better.”
I looked at Mam and her eyes met mine. There was iron in her gaze and I felt the force of her will. So I did exactly what she asked. I leaned over the bed and kissed Dad lightly on his warm, damp forehead. There was a strange smell that I couldn’t quite identify. A smell of flowers. A type of flower that I couldn’t put a name to.
“Get well soon, Dad,” I whispered very softly. “I’ll call back in the spring and see you then.”
My mouth was suddenly dry, and when I licked my lips, I tasted the salt from his brow. Mam smiled sadly and pointed to the bedroom door.
As I followed her out, Dad started to cough and splutter behind me. I turned back in concern, and at that moment he opened his eyes and looked at me.
“Tom! Tom! Is that you?” he called before starting another bout of coughing.
Mam brushed past me in the doorway and bent over Dad anxiously, stroking his forehead gently until the coughing finally subsided.
“Tom is here,” she told him, “but don’t you go tiring yourself out with too much talking.”
“Are you working hard, lad? Is your master pleased with you?” Dad asked, but his voice was weak and croaky, as if there was something caught in his throat.
“Aye, Dad, it’s going well. In fact that’s one of the reasons I’m here,” I said, approaching the bed. “My master’s definitely keeping me on, and he wants the last ten guineas you owe him to pay for my apprenticeship.”
“That’s good news, son. I’m very pleased for you. So you’ve enjoyed working up at Chipenden?”
“I have that, Dad,” I said with a smile, “but now we’re off to spend the winter at his house on Anglezarke Moor.”
Suddenly Dad looked alarmed. “Oh, I wish you weren’t going there, son,” he said, glancing at Mam. “There are strange tales about that place, and none of them good. You’ll need eyes in the back of your head up there. Make sure you stay close to your master and listen carefully to everything he says.”
“I’ll be all right, Dad. Don’t you worry. I’m learning more each day.”
“I’m sure you are, son. I must confess that I had my doubts about apprenticing you to a spook, but your mam was right. It’s a hard job, but somebody has to do it. She’s told me about the things you’ve achieved so far, and I’m really proud to have such a brave son. I don’t have favorites, mind. Seven sons I’ve had, all good lads. I love all my boys and I’m proud of every one, but I have a feeling that you might turn out to be the best of the whole crop.”
I just smiled, not knowing what to say. Dad smiled back, then closed his eyes, and within moments the rhythm of his breathing changed and he drifted back off to sleep. Mam gestured toward the door and we left the room.
When we were back in the kitchen, I asked Mam about the strange smell.
“You’ve asked, so I won’t try to hide it from you, Tom,” she said. “As well as being the seventh son of a seventh son, you’ve inherited some things from me. We’re both sensitive to what are called ‘intimations of death.’ So what you smell is death’s approach. . . .”
A lump filled my throat and the tears began to prick behind my eyes. Immediately Mam came forward and put her arm around me.
“Oh, Tom, try not to get upset. It doesn’t mean that your dad is necessarily going to die a week, a month, or even a year from now. But the stronger the smell, the closer death is. If someone recovers fully, the smell goes away. And it’s the same with your dad. Some days the smell is hardly there at all. I’m doing my very best for him, and there is still some hope. Anyway, there it is, I’ve told you, and it’s something else you’ve learned.”
“Thanks, Mam,” I said sadly, preparing to go.
“Now don’t go rushing off in that state,” Mam said, her voice soft and kind. “Just sit yourself down near the fire and I’ll make you some sandwiches for the journey.”
I did as I was told while she quickly made up a parcel of ham and chicken sandwiches for the Spook, Alice, and me.
“Aren’t we forgetting something?” she asked as she handed me the parcel.
“Mr. Gregory’s money!” I replied. I’d forgotten all about it.
“Wait there, Tom,” she said. “I’ll just have to go up to my room and get it.”
By “my room” she didn’t mean the bedroom that she shared with Dad. She meant the locked room near the top of the house where she kept her possessions. I’d only been in it once since I was a toddler, and that was when she’d given me her silver chain. Nobody else went in that room. Not even Dad.
There were lots of boxes and chests in there, but I hadn’t a clue what they contained. From what Mam had just said, there was money in there, too. Mam’s money had bought our farm in the first place. She’d brought it with her from her own country, Greece.
Before I left, Mam handed me the pack of sandwiches and counted ten guineas into my hand. When she looked into my eyes, I could see the concern there.
“It’s going to be a long, hard, cruel winter, son. All the signs are there. The swallows flew south almost a month earlier than usual and the first frost came while the last of my roses were still in bloom—something I’ve never seen before. It’s going to be harsh, and I don’t think any of us will come through it unchanged. And there couldn’t be a worse place to spend it than up on Anglezarke. Your dad was worried about you, son, and I am, too. And what he said was right. So I won’t mince my words.
“There’s no doubt that the dark’s growing in power, and there’s a particularly baleful influence up on that moor. It’s where some of the old gods were worshipped long ago, and in winter some of them start to stir from their sleep. The worst of them was Golgoth, whom some call the Lord of Winter. So stay close to your master. He’s the only real friend you’ve got. You must help each other.”
“But what about Alice?”
Mam shook her head. “Maybe she’ll be all right and maybe not. You see, up on that cold moor you’re closer to the dark than most other places in the County, so being near there will put her to the test again. I hope she comes through it, but I can’t see the outcome. Just do as I say. Work closely with your master. That’s what counts.”
We hugged each other one more time, then I said goodbye and set off down the lane again.



CHAPTER IV
The Winter House

THE nearer to Anglezarke we got, the worse the weather became.
It had begun to rain, and the cold southeasterly wind increased until it was driving hard into our faces, the gray cloud low and oppressive like a leaden weight hanging above our heads. Later the wind blew even harsher and the rain turned to sleet and hail. The ground became mud underfoot, and our progress was very slow. To make matters worse, we kept stumbling into areas of moss land and treacherous soggy marsh, and it took all the Spook’s knowledge to get us across safely.
But on the morning of the third day the rain eased and the clouds lifted so that we could see a grim line of hills directly ahead.
“There it is!” the Spook said, pointing at the skyline with his staff. “Anglezarke Moor. And there, about four miles or so to the south”—he gestured again—“is Blackrod.”
It was too far away to see the village. I thought I could just make out a few wisps of smoke, but it might have been cloud.
“What’s Blackrod like?” I asked. My master had mentioned it from time to time, so I imagined it would be the place where I’d be collecting our weekly provisions.
“It’s not as friendly a place as Chipenden, so it’s best to keep away,” said the Spook. “Awkward people live there, and a lot of them are family. I was born there, so I should know. No, Adlington’s a far nicer place, and it’s not too far ahead now. About a mile to the north of it is the place where we’ll be leaving you, girl,” he said to Alice. “Moor View Farm, it’s called. You’ll be staying with Mr. and Mrs. Hurst, who own it.”
About an hour later we reached an isolated farmhouse close to a big lake. As the Spook went ahead, the dogs started barking; soon he was standing in the yard, talking to an old farmer who didn’t exactly look pleased to see him. After about five minutes the farmer’s wife joined them. They hadn’t one smile to share among the three of them.
“Ain’t going to be welcome here, that’s for sure!” Alice said, twisting the corners of her mouth downward.
“It may not be all that bad,” I said, trying to make excuses. “Don’t forget, they lost a daughter. Some people never get over a tragedy like that.”
While we waited, I looked at the farm more carefully. It didn’t look very prosperous, and most of the buildings were in a state of disrepair. The barn was leaning over, and it looked like the next storm would flatten it. Everything in sight looked dismal. I couldn’t help wondering about the nearby lake, too. It was a bleak expanse of gray water edged with marsh on the far side, with just a few stunted willows on its near shore. Was that where their daughter had drowned? Whenever they looked out of their front windows, the Hursts would be reminded of what had happened.
After a few minutes the Spook turned and beckoned us forward, and we trudged through the mud toward the yard.
“This is my apprentice, Tom,” the Spook said, introducing me to the old farmer and his wife.
I smiled and said hello. They both nodded at me but didn’t return my smile.
“And this is young Alice,” continued the Spook. “She’s a hard worker and will be a great help around the house. Be firm but kind, and she’ll give you no trouble.”
They looked Alice up and down but said nothing; after a brief nod in their direction and a flicker of a smile she just stared down at her pointy shoes. I could tell that she was unhappy; her stay with the Hursts wasn’t getting off to a very good start. I didn’t really blame her. They both looked miserable and defeated, as if they’d been beaten down by life. Mr. Hurst’s face and forehead were deeply lined in a way that suggested he’d had more practice frowning than laughing.
“Seen much of Morgan lately?” asked the Spook.
At the sudden use of the name Morgan, I looked up sharply to see Mr. Hurst’s left eyelid twitch and go into a spasm. He looked nervous. Maybe even scared. Was it the same Morgan who’d given me the letter for the Spook?
“Not much at all,” Mrs. Hurst answered morosely, without meeting the Spook’s gaze. “He stays the odd night but comes and goes as he pleases. At the moment he mostly keeps away.”
“When was he here last?”
“Two weeks. Maybe more . . .”
“Well, when he comes visiting again, let him know that I’d like a word or two with him. Tell him to come up to the house.”
“Aye, I’ll tell him.”
“See that you do. Well, we’ll be on our way.”
The Spook turned to leave, and I picked up my staff and the two bags and followed. Alice came running after me and caught hold of my arm, bringing me to a halt.
“Don’t forget what you promised,” she whispered into my left ear. “Come and visit me and don’t leave it longer than a week. Counting on you, I am!”
“I’ll come and see you, don’t worry,” I said, giving her a smile.
With that, she walked back to join the Hursts, and I watched as all three went into the farmhouse. I felt really sad for Alice, but there was nothing I could do.
As we left Moor View Farm behind, I told the Spook what had started to worry me.
“They didn’t seem that happy to take Alice in,” I said, expecting that the Spook would contradict me. To my shock and surprise, he agreed with what I’d said.
“Aye, that’s true enough, they weren’t too happy at all. But they hadn’t much say in the matter. You see, the Hursts owe me quite a tidy sum. Twice I’ve rid their place of troublesome boggarts. And I still haven’t received even a penny for my hard work. I agreed to cancel their debt if they took Alice in.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “But that’s not fair on Alice!” I said. “They might treat her badly.”
“That girl can take care of herself, as you well know,” he said with a grim smile. “Besides, no doubt you won’t be able to keep away and will be calling in from time to time to see if she’s all right.”
When I opened my mouth to protest, the Spook’s grin became even wider so that he looked like a hungry wolf, widening its jaws to snap the head off its prey.
“Well, am I right?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Thought so, lad. I know you well enough by now. So don’t go worrying too much about the girl. Worry about yourself. It’s likely to be a hard winter. One that’ll test the both of us to the limits of our strength. Anglezarke is no place for the weak and fainthearted!”
Something else had been puzzling me, so I decided to get it off my chest. “I heard you ask the Hursts about somebody called Morgan,” I said. “Is that the same Morgan who sent you the letter?”
“Well, I certainly hope there aren’t two of them, lad! One’s trouble enough.”
“So he sometimes stays with the Hursts?”
“He does that, lad, which is to be expected seeing as he’s their son.”
“You’ve sent Alice to stay with Morgan’s parents!” I uttered in amazement.
“Aye. And I know what I’m doing, so that’s enough questions for now. Let’s get on our way. We need to be there long before nightfall.”
From the very first moment I saw them up close, I’d liked the look of the fells around Chipenden, but somehow Anglezarke Moor was different. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, but the nearer we got the lower my spirits sank.
Maybe it was the fact that I was seeing it at the tail end of the year, when it was gloomy and winter was drawing in. Or perhaps it was the dark moor itself rising up before me like a gigantic slumbering beast, clouds shrouding its somber heights. Most likely it was that everyone had been warning me against it and telling me how severe the winter was going to be. Whatever it was, I felt even worse when I saw the Spook’s house, the grim place where we’d be staying for the next few months.
We approached it by following a stream toward its source, climbing up into what the Spook called a clough, which was a cleft in the moor, a deep narrow valley with steep slopes rising up on either side. At first the slopes were just scree, but those loose stones soon gave way to tussocks of grass and bare rock, and the dark cliffs of the clough seemed to close in on either side.
After about twenty minutes the clough curved away to the left, and suddenly there was the Spook’s house directly ahead, built right back against the cliff face to our right. My dad always said that your first impression of something is almost always correct, so my spirits dropped right down into my boots. It was late afternoon and the light was already past its best, so that didn’t help. The house was bigger and more imposing than the one at Chipenden, but was constructed from much darker stone, which gave it a distinctly sinister appearance. Additionally the windows were small, which, combined with the fact that the house was built in a clough, would surely make the rooms inside very dark. It was one of the most uninviting houses I’d ever seen.
The worst thing, though, was that it had no garden. As I said, the house was built right against the sheer rocky crag behind it; in front, five or six paces brought you to the edge of the stream, which wasn’t very wide but looked deep and very cold. Another thirty paces, crunching across the pebbles, and you’d be stubbing your big toe against the opposite rock face. That’s if you managed to get across the slippery stepping stones without falling in.
There was no smoke rising from the chimney, which suggested there would be no welcoming fire. Back in Chipenden, the Spook’s pet boggart had always known when we were returning, and not only was the house already warm, but a piping-hot meal would be waiting on the kitchen table.
Far above, the sides of the clough almost seemed to meet over the house and there was just a narrow strip of sky. I shivered because it was even colder down in the clough than it had been on the lower slopes of the moor, and I realized that even in the summer, the sun wouldn’t be visible for more than an hour or so each day. It made me appreciate what I’d had back in Chipenden, with woods, fields, the high fells and the wide sky above. There we’d looked down on the world; here we were trapped in a long, deep, narrow pit.
I glanced up nervously at the dark edges of the clough where it met the sky. Anybody or anything could be up there peering down at us, and we wouldn’t know it.
“Well, lad, here we are. This is my winter house. We have a lot to do: tired or not, we’ll have to get busy!”
Rather than walking up to the front door, the Spook led the way around to a small flagged area at the back of the house. Three paces from the back door brought us to the rock face, which was dripping with water and hung with ice stalactites, like the teeth of the dragon in a tall story that one of my uncles used to tell me.
Of course, in a hot mouth like that those “teeth” would have turned to steam in an instant; in this cold spot behind the house they’d last most of the year, and once it snowed, there’d be no getting rid of them at all until late spring.
“We always use the back door here, lad,” the Spook said, taking from his pocket the key that his brother Andrew, the locksmith, had made for him. It would open any door as long as the lock wasn’t too complicated. I had a similar key myself, and it had come in useful more than once.
The key was stiff in the lock, and the door seemed reluctant to open. Once inside, I was depressed by how dark the room was, but the Spook leaned his staff against the wall, pulled a candle from his bag, and lit it.
“Put the bags there,” he said, pointing to a low shelf next to the back door.
I did as I was told and then placed my staff next to the Spook’s in the corner before following him farther into the house.
My mam would have been shocked by the state of the kitchen. I was pretty sure by now that there was no boggart to do the work. It was clear that nobody had looked after the place since the Spook left at the end of last winter. There was dust on every surface and cobwebs hung from the ceiling. The sink was piled high with unwashed pots, and there was half a loaf of bread on the table, green with mold. There was also a faint, sweet, unpleasant smell, as if something were slowly rotting away in a dark corner. Next to the fire was a rocking chair similar to Mam’s back at the farm. Draped over the back was a brown shawl that looked in need of a good wash. I wondered who it belonged to.
“Well, lad,” the Spook said, “we’d better get to work. We’ll start by warming the old house up. That done, we’ll set about cleaning.”
At the side of the house was a big wooden shed heaped with coal. I didn’t like to think how so much coal had been brought up the clough. At Chipenden I’d been sent for the weekly provisions, and I just hoped that fetching sacks of coal wouldn’t be one of my jobs here.
There were two big coal scuttles, and we filled these and brought them back into the kitchen.
“Know how to get a good coal fire burning?” asked the Spook.
I nodded. In winter, back home at the farm, my first chore each morning had been to light the kitchen fire.
“Right, then,” said the Spook. “You attend to this one and I’ll see to the one in the parlor. There are thirteen fireplaces in this old house, but lighting six should start to warm things up for now.”
After about an hour we managed to get the six fires alight: one in the kitchen, one in the parlor, one in what the Spook called his study, which was on the ground floor, and one in each of the three upstairs bedrooms. There were seven other bedrooms, including an attic, but we didn’t bother with those.
“Right, lad, that’s a good start,” the Spook said. “Now we’ll go and fetch some water.”
Carrying a big jug each, we went out through the back door again and around to the front, where the Spook led the way to the stream. The water was as deep as it had looked, so it was easy to fill our jugs, and clean, cold, and clear enough to see the rocks at the bottom. It was a quiet stream and hardly did more than murmur its way down the clough.
But just as I’d finished filling my jug, I sensed a movement somewhere far above. I couldn’t actually see anything; it was more a feeling of being watched really, and when I glanced up to where the rock formed a dark edge against the gray sky, there was nothing there.
“Don’t look up, lad,” snapped the Spook, an edge of irritation in his voice. “Don’t give him the satisfaction. Pretend you haven’t noticed.”
“Who is he?” I asked, feeling very nervous as I followed the Spook back toward the house.
“Hard to say. I didn’t look so I can’t be sure,” said the Spook, suddenly coming to a halt and putting his jug down. Then he quickly changed the subject. “What do you think of the house?” he asked.
My dad had taught me to tell the truth whenever possible, and I knew the Spook wasn’t a man whose feelings were easily hurt. “I’d rather live on top of a hill than like an ant in a deep crack between paving stones,” I told him. “So far, I prefer your house at Chipenden.”
“So do I, lad,” said the Spook. “So do I. We’ve only come here because it has to be done. We’re right on the edge here, on the edge of the dark, and it’s a bad place to be in winter. There are things up on the moor that don’t bear too much thinking about, but if we can’t face them, then who can?”
“What sort of things?” I asked, remembering what Mam had told me but interested to see what the Spook would say.
“Oh, there are boggarts, witches, ghosts, and ghasts aplenty and other things even worse. . . .”
“Like Golgoth?” I suggested.
“Aye, Golgoth. No doubt your mam’s told you all about him. Am I right?”
“She mentioned him when I told her we were heading for Anglezarke, but she didn’t say that much. Just that he sometimes stirs in winter.”
“That he does, lad, and I’ll be adding to your knowledge about him at a more appropriate time. Now look at that,” he said, pointing up at the big chimney stack to where thick brown smoke was rising high into the air from the two rows of cylindrical pots. He jabbed toward the smoke with his forefinger. “We’re here to show the flag, lad.”
I looked for a flag. All I could see was the smoke.
“I mean that just by being here we’re saying this land belongs to us and not to the dark,” the Spook explained. “Standing up to the dark, especially up on Anglezarke, is a hard thing to do, but it’s our duty and well worth it. Anyway,” he said, picking up his jug, “let’s get inside and start cleaning.”
For the next two hours I was really busy scrubbing, sweeping, polishing, and going outside to beat clouds of dust from the rugs. Finally, after washing and drying the dirty dishes, the Spook told me to make up the beds in the three second-floor rooms.
“Three beds?” I asked, wondering if I’d misheard him.
“Aye, three it is, and when you’ve finished you’d better go and wash your ears out! Go on! Don’t stand there gawping. We haven’t got all day.”
So, with a shrug, I did as I was told. The linen was damp, but I turned the sheets down so that the fires would dry them out. That done, exhausted with my efforts, I went downstairs. It was as I passed the cellar steps that I heard something that made the hair on the back of my neck start to rise.
From below, I heard what sounded like a long shuddering sigh, followed almost immediately by a faint cry. I waited at the top of the steps on the edge of the darkness, listening carefully, but it wasn’t repeated. Had I imagined it?
I went into the kitchen to find the Spook washing his hands in the sink.
“I heard something cry out from the cellar,” I told him. “Is it a ghost?”
“Nay, lad, there are no ghosts in this house now—I sorted them all out years ago. No, that’ll be Meg. No doubt she’s just woken up.”
I wasn’t sure if I’d misheard him. I’d been told I’d meet Meg and knew that she was a lamia witch living somewhere up on Anglezarke. I’d also half expected to find her staying in the Spook’s house. But seeing it abandoned and cold had driven that prospect from my head. Why would she be sleeping down there in a bitterly cold cellar? I was curious, but knew better than to ask questions at the wrong time.
Sometimes the Spook was in the mood for answering, and he’d sit me down and tell me to get out my notebook and fill my pen with ink, ready to write. At other times he just wanted to get on with the business in hand, and now I could see the determined expression glinting in his green eyes, so I just kept quiet while he lit a candle.
I followed him down the stone cellar steps. I wasn’t exactly scared, because he knew what he was doing, but I was certainly very nervous. I’d never met a lamia witch before, and although I’d read a bit about them, I didn’t know what to expect. And how had she managed to survive down there in the cold and dark all through the spring, summer, and autumn? What had she been eating? Slugs, worms, insects, and snails, like the witches the Spook bound in pits?
When the steps turned the first corner, there was an iron trellis gate blocking our way. Beyond it, the steps suddenly became much wider, so that four people could have walked down side by side. I’d never seen such wide cellar steps before. Not far beyond the gate I could see a door set into the wall, and I wondered what was behind it. The Spook took a key from his pocket and inserted it into the lock. It wasn’t his usual key.
“Is it a complicated lock?” I asked.
“That it is, lad,” he said. “More complicated than most. If you ever need it, I usually keep this key on top of the bookcase in the study closest to the door.”
When he opened the gate, it made a clanging noise so loud that it seemed to ring right through the stones both upward and downward, so that the whole house acted like a huge bell.
“The iron would stop most of ’em getting past this point, but even if it didn’t, we’d hear what was going on from upstairs. This door’s better than a guard dog.”
“Most of who? And why are the steps so wide?” I asked.
“First things first,” snapped the Spook. “Questions and answers can come later. First we need to see to Meg.”
As we carried on down the steps, I started to hear faint noises from below. There was a groan and what sounded like a faint scratching, which made me even more nervous. It didn’t take me long to realize that there must be at least as much of the house belowground as there was above it: each time the steps turned a corner, there was a wooden door set into the wall, and on the third turning, a small landing with three doors.
The Spook paused directly in front of the middle door of the three, then turned to me. “You wait here, lad,” he said. “Meg’s always a bit nervous when she first wakes up. We need to give her time to get used to you.”
With those words he handed me the candle, turned his key in the lock, and went into the darkness, closing the door behind him.
I was left waiting outside for about ten minutes, and I don’t mind telling you it was very creepy on those stairs. For one thing, the farther down the steps we’d gone, the colder it had seemed to get. For another, I could hear more disturbing noises coming from below, around the next corner, out of sight. They were mostly very faint whisperings, but once I thought I heard a distant groan, as if someone or something was having a very bad time of it.
Then there were muffled noises from inside the room the Spook had entered. My master seemed to be talking quietly but firmly, and at one point I heard a woman crying. That didn’t last long, and there were more whisperings, as though neither of them wanted me to hear what they were saying.
At last the door creaked open. The Spook appeared, and someone followed him out onto the landing.
“This is Meg,” said my master, stepping to one side so that I could see her properly. “You’ll like her, lad. She’s just about the best cook in the whole County.”
As Meg looked me up and down, she looked puzzled. I stared back at her in sheer astonishment. You see, she was just about the prettiest woman I’d ever seen, and she was wearing pointy shoes. When I’d first gone to Chipenden, in my very first lesson, the Spook had warned me about the dangers of talking to girls who wore pointy shoes. Whether they realized it or not, he’d told me, some of them would be witches.
I’d paid no heed to his warning and talked to Alice, who’d got me into all sorts of trouble before eventually helping me to get out of it. But here was my master, ignoring his own advice! Only Meg wasn’t a girl; she was a woman, and everything about her face was so perfect that you couldn’t help just staring at it: her eyes, her high cheekbones, her complexion.
It was her hair that gave her away, though. It was silver, the color you’d expect in someone much older. Meg was no taller than me and only came up to the Spook’s shoulder. Looking at her more closely, you could tell that she’d been sleeping for months in the cold and damp: there were bits of cobweb in her hair and patches of mold on her faded purple dress.
There are several different types of witches, and I’d filled pages of my notebooks with lessons the Spook had taught me about them. But I’d discovered what I knew about lamia witches by sneaking a look at books in the Spook’s library that I wasn’t supposed to be studying.
Lamia witches come from overseas, and in their own lands they feed upon the blood of men. Their natural condition is known as the “feral,” and in that state they aren’t like humans at all and have scales covering their bodies and long thick claws on their fingers. But they are slow shape-shifters, and the more contact they have with humans, the more human their appearance gradually becomes. After a while they turn into what’s known as domestic lamias, who look like human females but for a line of green and yellow scales that runs the length of their spine. Some even become benign rather than malevolent. So had Meg become good? Was that another reason why the Spook hadn’t dealt with her, by putting her in a pit as he had with Bony Lizzie?
“Well, Meg,” said the Spook, “This is Tom, my apprentice. He’s a good lad, so you two should get along just fine.”
Meg held out her hand toward me. I thought she wanted to shake mine, but just before our fingers touched, she dropped her arm suddenly, as if she’d been burned, and a worried expression came into her eyes.
“Where’s Billy?” she asked, her voice silky smooth but edged with uncertainty. “I liked Billy.”
I knew she was talking about Billy Bradley, the Spook’s apprentice before me who’d died.
“Billy’s gone, Meg,” the Spook explained gently. “I’ve told you that already. Don’t worry about it. Life goes on. You’ll have to get used to Tom now.”
“But it’s another name to remember,” Meg complained sadly. “Is it worth the effort when none of them last very long?”
Meg didn’t start on our supper right away.
I was sent to get more water from the stream, and it took me a dozen trips back and forth before Meg was finally satisfied. Then, using two of the fireplaces, she began to heat the water, but to my disappointment I realized that it wasn’t for cooking purposes.
I helped the Spook to drag a big iron bath into the kitchen and fill it with hot water. It was for Meg.
“We’ll retire to the parlor,” said the Spook, “so that Meg can have a little privacy. She’s been down in that cellar for months and wants to freshen up.”
I grumbled silently to myself that if my master hadn’t locked her down there she could have kept the house clean and tidy for his return each winter. And, of course, that led to another question—why didn’t the Spook take Meg with him to his summer house at Chipenden?
“This is the parlor,” said my master, opening the door and inviting me in. “This is where we do our talking. This is where we meet people who need our help.”
Having a parlor is an old County tradition. It’s the best room, as posh as you can make it, and it’s rarely used because it’s always kept nice and tidy to receive guests. The Spook didn’t have a parlor back in Chipenden because he liked to keep people away from the house. That’s why they had to go to the crossroads under the withy trees and ring the bell and wait. It seemed that the rules were going to be different here.
Back home on the farm we didn’t bother with a parlor either, because seven brothers made us a big family, and when we all lived at home, we needed all the rooms just to live in. Anyway, Mam, who wasn’t born in the County, thinks that keeping a parlor is a really daft idea.
“What’s the use of a best room that’s hardly ever used?” she always says. “People can take us as they find us.”
The Spook’s parlor wasn’t really that posh, but the battered old settee was as comfortable as the two armchairs looked and the room had warmed up nicely, so no sooner had I sat down than I began to feel sleepy. It had been a long day, and we’d walked for miles and miles.
I stifled a yawn, but I couldn’t fool the Spook. “I was going to give you another Latin lesson, but you need a bright sharp mind for that,” he said. “Straight after supper you’d better take yourself off to bed, but get up early and revise your verbs.”
I nodded.
“Just one more thing,” my master said, opening the cupboard next to the fireplace. He pulled out a big brown glass bottle and held it up high so I could see it. “Know what this is?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.
I shrugged, then I saw the label on the bottle and read it out to him. “Herb tea,” I said.
“Never trust the label on a bottle,” said the Spook. “I want you to pour half an inch of this into a cup first thing each morning, fill it up with very hot water, stir it thoroughly, and give it to Meg. Then I want you to wait around until she’s finished every last drop. It’ll take a while because she likes to sip it. That’ll be your most important job of the day. Always tell her it’s her usual cup of herb tea to keep her joints supple and her bones strong. That’ll keep her happy.”
“What is it?” I asked.
The Spook didn’t answer for a moment.
“As you know, Meg’s a lamia witch,” he said eventually, “but the drink makes her forget who she is. It’s a dangerous and upsetting thing for anyone to remember who they really are, so hope that it never happens to you, lad. It’ll be an especially dangerous thing for all of us if Meg remembers who she is and what she can do.”
“Is that why you keep her in the cellar and away from Chipenden?”
“Aye, best to be safe. And I can’t have folks knowing she’s here. No one would understand. There’s a few in these parts who remember what she’s capable of—even if she can’t herself.”
“But how does she survive without food all summer?”
“In their feral state, lamia witches can sometimes go without food for years, apart from insects, grubs, or the odd rat or two. Even when they’re domestic like Meg, going hungry for months is no problem. And as well as making her sleep, a large dose of the potion has lots of nutrients, so Meg comes to no real harm.
“Anyway, lad, I’m sure you’re going to like her. She’s an excellent cook, as you’ll find out soon enough,” said the Spook, “as well as being a really methodical and tidy person. She always keeps her pots and pans as clean and shiny as new and sets them out in the cupboard exactly as she likes them. Her cutlery is the same. Always tidy in the drawer, knives on the left, forks on the right.”
I wondered what she’d have thought of the mess we’d found. Maybe that’s why the Spook had been so anxious to make sure that everything was made clean and tidy.
“Well, lad, we’ve talked enough. Let’s go and see how she’s doing. . . .”
After her bath, Meg’s face had scrubbed up to a nice healthy pink so that she looked younger and prettier than ever, and even with her silver hair you’d have thought her half the Spook’s age. She was now wearing a clean frock, which was brown, the color of her eyes, and fastened at the back with white buttons. It was hard to be sure, but they looked like they’d been made from bone! I didn’t like to think about that. If it was bone, where had it come from?
To my disappointment, she didn’t make the supper. How could she when there wasn’t any food in the house apart from half a moldy loaf?
So we had to make do with the last of the cheese that the Spook had brought with him for the journey. It was good County cheese, a nice crumbly pale yellow, but there wasn’t anywhere near enough of it to satisfy three people.
We sat around the kitchen table nibbling at it slowly to make it last. There wasn’t much conversation. All I could think about was breakfast.
“As soon as it’s light, I’ll go and get the week’s provisions,” I suggested to the Spook. “Should I go to Adlington or Blackrod?”
“You just keep away from both villages, lad,” said the Spook. “Especially Blackrod. Bringing provisions is one job you won’t have to do while we’re staying here. Stop worrying. What you need is an early night, so get off to bed now. Yours is the room at the front of the house—go and get a good night’s sleep. Meg and I have a few things to say to each other.”
I did as I was told and went straight to bed. My room was a lot bigger than the one I’d been given back in Chipenden, but it still only contained a bed, a chair, and a very small chest of drawers. Had it faced the rear, I’d have been able to see nothing but the sheer wall of rock at the back of the house. Luckily it was at the front, and the moment I raised the sash window, I could hear a very faint murmur from the stream below and the whine of the wind gusting past the house. The cloud had cleared and a full moon was shining, casting its silvery light down into the clough to be reflected back by the stream. It was going to be a cold, frosty night.
I stuck my head out of the window for a better look. The moon was sitting right on top of the cliff directly ahead, looking impossibly large. Against it, in silhouette, I could see someone kneeling on the facing cliff, looking down. In an instant the figure was gone, but not before I’d seen that it was wearing a hood!
I stared up at the cliff for a few moments, but the figure didn’t reappear. Cold air was beginning to fill the room, so I closed the window. Was it Morgan? And if so, why was he spying on us? Had it been Morgan watching us, too, when we were getting water from the stream?
I got undressed and climbed into bed. I was tired but still found it hard to get to sleep. The old house creaked and groaned a lot, and at one point there were patterings near the foot of the bed. It was probably just mice under the floorboards, but being a seventh son of a seventh son, I might well have been hearing something very different.
Despite that, I finally managed to drift off to sleep— only to awake suddenly in the middle of the night. I lay there feeling uneasy, wondering why I’d woken up so abruptly. It was pitch dark and I couldn’t see a thing, but I just felt that something was wrong. There’d been a noise of some sort. I felt sure of it.
I didn’t have to wait long before hearing it again. Two different sounds that began gradually, becoming louder and louder as the seconds passed. One was a sort of high-pitched humming noise and the other a much lower, deep rumble, as if someone were rolling huge boulders down a stony mountainside.
Only it seemed to be happening somewhere beneath the house, and it was so bad that the windowpanes were rattling and even the walls seemed to be shaking and vibrating. I began to feel afraid. If it got any worse, then the whole house seemed sure to collapse. I didn’t know what it could be, but a thought crashed through my mind. Was an earthquake causing the clough to collapse onto the house?



CHAPTER V
What Lay Beneath

EARTHQUAKES did happen, but they were very rare in the County. There hadn’t been a serious one in living memory. Yet the house was shaking so much, I really was worried. So I dressed quickly, pulled on my boots, and went downstairs.
The first thing I noticed was that the cellar door was open. Faint sounds were coming from below, so, feeling curious, I went down a couple of steps. The rumbling sounded even worse down there, and I distinctly heard a shrill scream, more animal than human.
But immediately following that, I heard the gate clang and a key turn in the lock. A candle flickered in the darkness below, and footsteps drew nearer. For a second I was afraid, wondering who it could be, but I soon saw that it was the Spook.
“What is it?” I asked, thinking that he’d been dealing with something down there.
The Spook looked at me, a startled expression on his face. “What are you doing up at this hour?” he demanded. “Get off with you, back to bed at once!”
“I thought I heard somebody cry out,” I told him. “And what’s causing all that noise? Is it an earthquake?”
“Nay, lad, it’s not an earthquake. And it’s nothing to bother yourself about! I’ve more on my mind at the moment than answering your questions. It’ll be over in a few moments, so just get yourself back to your room and I’ll tell you all about it in the morning,” he said, ushering me from the steps and locking the door behind him.
His tone of voice told me that it was no use arguing, so I went back upstairs, still concerned about the way the house continued to shake and vibrate.
Well, the house didn’t fall down, and as the Spook had promised, everything became quiet again. I managed to get back to sleep but woke up about an hour before dawn and went down to the kitchen. Meg was asleep in her rocking chair, and I wasn’t sure if she’d been there all night or had crept down from her room when the noises began. She wasn’t exactly snoring, but each time she breathed out, there was a faint whistling sound.
Taking care not to make too much noise and wake her, I added a bit more coal to the fire and soon had it blazing away. That done, I settled down on a stool by the hearth and began to revise my Latin verbs. I had two notebooks with me: one to write down everything the Spook taught me about boggarts and other spook business: the second for my Latin lessons.
Mam had taught me Greek, which saved me from having to study that language as well, but I was still hard pressed to keep up with Latin, and the verbs in particular gave me a lot of trouble. Many of the Spook’s books were written in Latin, so I had to work hard to learn it.
I started at the beginning with the first verb the Spook had ever drummed into me. He’d taught me to learn Latin verbs in a sort of pattern. That’s important because the ending of each word is different according to what you’re trying to say. It’s also useful to recite them aloud because, as the Spook explained, it helps to fix them into your memory. I didn’t want to wake Meg so I kept my voice to hardly more than a whisper.
“Amo, amas, amat,” I said, without glancing at my notebook, reciting three words that mean “I love, you love, he, she, or it loves.”
“I used to love someone once,” said a voice from the rocking chair, “but now I can’t even remember who it was.”
It startled me so much that I almost dropped my note-book and fell off my stool. Meg was looking into the fire rather than at me, with an expression on her face that was a mixture of puzzlement and sadness.
“Good morning, Meg,” I said, managing a smile. “I hope you’ve had a good night’s sleep.”
“It’s nice of you to ask, Billy,” Meg replied, “but I didn’t sleep well at all. There were a lot of loud noises and I’ve been trying to remember something all night but it just keeps whirling round in my head. It’s something very fast and slippery and I just can’t manage to catch hold of it. I don’t give up easily though, and I’m just going to sit here by the fire until it comes back to me.”
At that I became alarmed. What if Meg remembered who she was? What if she realized that she was a lamia witch! I had to do something quickly, before it was too late.
“Don’t worry about it, Meg,” I said, putting down my notebook and leaping to my feet. “I’ll make you a nice hot drink.”
Quickly I filled the copper kettle with water and hung it from the hook in the chimney so that, as my dad says, the fire could warm its bottom. Then I picked up a clean cup and took it with me into the parlor. There I took the brown bottle from the cupboard and poured half an inch of the mixture into the cup. That done, I went back into the kitchen and waited for the kettle to boil before top-ping up the cup almost to the brim and stirring it thoroughly as the Spook had instructed.
“Here, Meg, here’s your herb tea. It’ll help to keep your joints supple and your bones strong.”
“Thank you, Billy,” she said with a smile. She accepted the cup and began to blow into it, then sipped very slowly, still staring into the flames.
“This is delicious,” she said after a while. “You really are a kind boy. It’s just what I need to get my old bones started in the morning. . . .”
I felt sad when she said that. Part of me wasn’t happy about what I’d done. She’d been awake most of the night, trying to remember something, and now the drink would make her memory even worse. While she was busy leaning forward and sipping her drink, I moved behind her to get a better look at something that had bothered me the previous evening.
I stared hard at the thirteen white buttons that did up her brown dress from neck to hem. Of course, I couldn’t be absolutely certain, but I was sure enough.
Each button was made out of bone. She wasn’t a witch who practiced bone magic; she was a lamia witch, a type that wasn’t native to the County. But I wondered about the bone buttons. Had they come from victims she’d killed in the past? And underneath those buttons, inside the dress, I knew that as a domestic lamia witch she’d have a line of green and yellow scales running the length of her spine.
Soon afterward there was a knock at the back door. I went to answer it as my master was still sleeping after his disturbed night.
A man stood outside, wearing a strange leather cap with flaps that came down over his ears. He was holding a lantern in his right hand; with his left he led a little pony that was loaded up with so many brown sacks that it was a wonder its legs weren’t buckling.
“Hello, young man, I’ve brought Mr. Gregory’s order,” he said, giving me a tight-lipped smile. “You must be the new apprentice. He was a nice lad, that Billy, and I was sorry to hear what happened.”
“My name’s Tom,” I said, introducing myself.
“Well, Tom, how d’you do? My name’s Shanks. Could you please tell your master I’ve brought up extra provisions and that I’ll double up each week until the weather turns nasty. Looks like being a harsh winter, and when the snow comes, it might be a long time before I can get up here again.”
I nodded at him, smiled, then looked up. It was still dark, but it was just beginning to lighten and the crack of sky was mostly full of gray clouds blowing in from the west. Just then, Meg joined me in the doorway. She was loitering slightly behind me, but Shanks saw her all right, because his eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets and he took two quick reverse steps, almost backing into the little pony.
I could tell that he was scared, but after Meg had turned and gone back inside, he calmed down a bit and I helped him to unload the sacks. While we were doing that, the Spook came out and paid the man.
When Shanks turned to go, the Spook followed him down the clough about thirty paces or so. They started talking but were too far away for me to catch every word of their conversation. It was about Meg, though, I was sure of it, because I heard her name twice.
I distinctly heard Shanks say, “You told us she’d been dealt with!” to which the Spook replied, “I have her safe enough, don’t you worry yourself. I know my business all right, so it’s no concern of yours. And you’ll keep it to yourself, if you know what’s good for you!”
My master didn’t look too happy when he walked back toward me. “Did you give Meg her herb tea?” he asked suspiciously.
“I did it just as you said,” I told him, “as soon as she woke up.”
“Did she go outside?” he asked.
“No, but she came to the door and stood behind me. Shanks saw her, and it seemed to scare him.”
“It’s a pity he saw her at all,” said the Spook. “She doesn’t usually show herself like that. Not in recent years, anyway. Maybe we need to increase the dose. As I told you last night, lad, Meg used to cause a lot of trouble in the County. Folk were afraid of her and still are. And until now the locals didn’t know she had the freedom of the house. If it were to get out, I would never hear the last of it. People round here are stubborn: once they get their teeth into something they don’t easily let it go. But Shanks’ll keep his mouth closed. I pay him well enough.”
“Is Shanks the grocer?” I asked.
“No, lad, he’s the local carpenter and undertaker. The only person in Adlington who’s got the courage to venture up here. I pay him to collect and deliver.”
After that we got the sacks safely inside, and the Spook opened the largest one and gave Meg what she needed to start cooking the breakfast.
The bacon was better than the Spook’s pet boggart had managed, even on the best of mornings, and Meg had fried potato cakes and scrambled fresh eggs with cheese. The Spook hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d said that Meg was a good cook. While we wolfed down our breakfast, I asked him about the strange noises in the night.
“It’s nothing much to worry about for now,” he told me, swallowing another big mouthful of potato cake. “This house is built on a ley line, so we can expect problems occasionally. Sometimes an earthquake thousands of miles away can cause disturbances to a whole series of leys. Boggarts can be forced to move from places where they’ve been happily settled for years. Last night a boggart passed under us. I had to go down to the cellar just to see that everything was safe and secure.”
The Spook had told me all about leys when we were back in Chipenden. They were lines of power beneath the earth, like roads that some types of boggart could use to travel quickly from place to place.
“Mind you, it sometimes means trouble ahead,” he continued. “When they set up home in a new location, they often begin by playing tricks—sometimes dangerous tricks—and that means work for us. You mark my words, lad, we could well have a boggart to deal with locally before the week’s out.”
After breakfast we went to the Spook’s study for my Latin lesson. It was a small room with a couple of straight-backed wooden chairs, a large table, a solitary wooden stool with three legs, bare boards, and lots of tall, dark-stained bookcases. It was a bit chilly, too: yesterday’s fire was now just gray ashes in the grate.
“Sit yourself down, lad. The chairs are hard, but it doesn’t do to get too comfortable when you’re studying. Wouldn’t want you to fall asleep,” said the Spook, giving me a sharp look.
I looked around at the bookcases. The room was gloomy, lit only by the gray light from the window and a couple of candles, so I hadn’t noticed until then that the shelves were empty.
“Where are all the books?” I asked.
“Back in Chipenden—where do you think, lad? Not much point in keeping books here in the cold and damp. Books don’t like those conditions. No, we’ll just have to manage with what we’ve brought with us and maybe write some of our own while we’re here. You can’t just be reading books all the time and leaving the writing of them to others.”
I knew the Spook had brought quite a few books with him and it had made his bag very heavy, whereas I’d just brought my notebooks. For the next hour I struggled with Latin verbs. It was hard work, and I was pleased when the Spook suggested that we have a rest, but not by what he did next.
He dragged the wooden stool close to the bookcase nearest the door. Then he climbed up onto it and searched the top shelf with his fingers.
“Well, lad,” he said, holding up the key, his face very grim. “We can’t put it off any longer. Let’s go down and look at the cellar itself. But first we’ll go and see that Meg is all right. I don’t want her to know we’re going down there. It might make her nervous. She doesn’t like the thought of those steps one little bit!”
Those words made me excited and scared at the same time. I’d been bursting with curiosity to find out what was farther down the cellar steps, but at the same time I knew that to go down there would be anything but a pleasant experience.
We found Meg still in the kitchen. She’d done the washing-up and was now sitting in front of the fire, dozing again.
“She’s happy enough for now,” said the Spook. “As well as affecting her memory, the potion makes her sleep a lot.”
We each lit a candle before going down the stone steps, the Spook leading the way. This time I took more notice of my surroundings, trying to fix the underground part of the house in my memory. I’d been down in quite a few cellars, but I had a feeling that this was likely to be the most scary and unusual one yet.
After the Spook had unlocked the iron gate, he turned and tapped me on the shoulder. “Meg rarely goes into my study,” he said, “but whatever happens, don’t ever let her get hold of this key.”
I nodded, watching the Spook lock the gate behind us. I looked down.
“Why are the steps below so wide?” I asked again.
“They need to be, lad. Things are fetched and carried down these steps. Workmen need good access—”
“Workmen?”
“Blacksmiths and stonemasons, of course—the trades we depend on in our line of work!”
As we descended, the Spook leading the way, my candle flickered his shadow up onto the wall, and despite the echo of our boots on the stone steps, I heard the first faint noises from far below. There was a sigh and a distant choking cough. There was definitely something or someone down there!
There were four levels underground. The first two both had just one door, set into the stone, but at last we came to the third, which had the three doors I’d seen the day before.
“The middle one, as you know, is where Meg usually sleeps when I’m away,” the Spook said.
Now she’d been given a room upstairs, next to the Spook’s, probably so that he could keep an eye on her— though based on the evidence from last night, she preferred to sleep in her rocking chair by the fire.
“I don’t use the others much,” continued the Spook, “but they can be very useful for keeping a witch locked up safely while all the arrangements are made—”
“You mean while a pit is prepared?”
“Aye, I do that, lad. As you’ll have noticed, it’s not like Chipenden here. I don’t have the luxury of a garden, so I have to make use of the cellar.”
The fourth and lowest level was, of course, the cellar itself. Even before we turned the final corner and it came into full view, I could hear things that made the candle tremble in my hand, sending the Spook’s shadow dancing wildly.
There were whisperings and groans and, worst of all, a faint sound of scratching. Being the seventh son of a seventh son I can hear things that most people can’t, but I never really get used to it. On some days I’m braver than others, that’s all I can say. The Spook seemed calm enough, but he’d been doing this for a lifetime.
The cellar was big, even bigger than I’d expected, so big, in fact, that it must have been larger in area than the actual ground floor of the house. One wall was dripping with water, and the low ceiling directly above it was oozing with damp, so I wondered if it was on the edge of the stream or actually underneath it.
The dry part of the ceiling was covered in cobwebs, so thick and tangled that an army of spiders must have been at work. If just one or two had spun all that, I didn’t want to meet them.
I spent a lot of time looking at the ceiling and walls because I was delaying the moment when I had to look at the ground. But after a few seconds I could feel the Spook’s eyes on me, so I had no choice and finally forced myself to look down.
I’d seen what the Spook kept in two of the gardens back at Chipenden. I suppose this was just more of the same, but whereas the graves and pits back there had been scattered among the trees where the sun occasionally shone to dapple the ground with shadows, here there were lots more, and I felt trapped, closed in by the four walls and the low cobwebbed ceiling.
There were nine witch graves in all, each one marked with a gravestone, and in front of this six feet of soil edged with smaller stones. Fastened to those stones by bolts, and covering each patch of earth, were thirteen thick iron bars. They’d been placed there to stop the dead witches under them from clawing and scratching their way to the surface.
Then, along one wall of the cellar, there were much heavier, larger stones. There were three of those, and each one had been carved by the mason in exactly the same way:

I Gregory The Greek letter beta told anyone who could read the signs that boggarts were safely bound beneath them, and the Latin numeral “I” in the bottom right-hand corner said that they were of the first rank, deadly creatures capable of killing a man quicker than you could blink your eyes. Nothing new there, I thought, and as the Spook was good at his job there was nothing to fear from the boggarts who were trapped there.
“There are two live witches down here as well,” said the Spook, “and here’s the first one,” he continued, pointing to a dark, square pit with a boundary of small stones crossed by thirteen iron bars to stop her from climbing out. “Look at the cornerstone,” he said, pointing downward.
I saw something then that I hadn’t noticed before, even back in Chipenden. The Spook held his candle closer so that I could see it better. There was a sign, much smaller than that on the boggart stones, followed by the witch’s name.

“The sign is the Greek letter sigma because we classify all witches under S for sorceress. There are so many types that, being female and subtle, they’re often difficult to categorize precisely,” said the Spook. “Even more so than a boggart, a witch has a personality that can change over time. So you have to refer to their history—the full history of each, bound or unbound, is recorded in the library back at Chipenden.”
I knew that wasn’t true of Meg. There was very little Gregory Bessy Hill written about her in the Spook’s library, but I didn’t say anything. Suddenly I heard a faint stirring from the darkness of the pit and took a quick step backward.
“Is Bessy a first-rank witch?” I asked the Spook nervously, because they were the most dangerous and could kill. “It isn’t marked on the stone. . . .” 
“All the witches and boggarts in this cellar are first rank,” the Spook told me, “and I bound ’em all, so it’s not always worth putting the mason to extra trouble with the carving, but there’s nothing to fear here, lad. Old Bessy’s been in there a long time. We’ve disturbed her and she’s just turning over in her sleep, that’s all. Now come over here and look at this. . . .”
It was another witch pit, exactly like the first one, but I suddenly shivered with cold. Something told me that whatever was in that pit was much more dangerous than Bessy, who was asleep and just trying to get herself comfortable on the cold, damp ground.
“You might as well take a closer look, lad,” said the Spook, “so that you can see what we’re dealing with. Hold up your candle and look down, but be sure to keep your feet well back!”
I didn’t want to do it, but the Spook’s voice was firm. It was a command. To look down into the pit was part of my training, so I had no choice.
I leaned my body forward, keeping my toes well back from the bars, and held the candle up so that it cast a flickering yellow light down into the pit. At that very moment I heard a noise from below, and something big scuttled across the floor and into the dark shadows in the near corner. It sounded wick with life, as if it could scamper up the wall of the pit faster than you could blink!
“Hold your candle right over the bars and take a proper look!” commanded the Spook.
I obeyed, holding it out at arm’s length. At first all I could see were two large, cruel eyes staring up at me, two points of fire reflecting the candle flame. As I looked more carefully, I saw a gaunt face framed by a tangle of thick, greasy hair, and a squat, scaly body below it. There were four limbs, and they were more like arms than legs, with huge, elongated hands that ended in long, sharp claws.
I shuddered, and my hand trembled so much that I almost dropped the candle through the bars. I stepped back too quickly and nearly fell over, but the Spook caught hold of my shoulder and steadied me.
“Not a pretty sight, is it, lad,” he muttered, shaking his head. “What we’ve got down there is a lamia witch. She looked human enough over twenty years ago when I first put her there. Now she’s become feral again. That’s what happens when you put a lamia witch in a pit. Deprived of human companionship, she slowly reverts to type. And even after all these years, she’s still strong. That’s why I have the iron gate on the stairs. If she ever managed to get out of here, that would slow her up for a while.
“And that’s not all, lad. You see, a normal witch pit isn’t good enough for her. There are iron bars on the sides and bottom of the pit, too, buried under the soil. So she’s really in a cage. That, and a layer of salt and iron beyond that. She can dig fast and deep with those four clawed hands as well, so it’s the only way we can stop her from getting out! Anyway, do you know who she is?”
It was a strange sort of question. I looked down and read her name from the stone.

The Spook must have seen the expression on my face as the penny dropped, because he smiled grimly. “Aye, lad. That’s Meg’s sister.”
“Does Meg know she’s down here?” I asked.
“She did once, lad, but now she can’t remember; so it’s best to keep it that way. Now come over here—I’ve got something else to show you.”
He led the way between the stones to the far corner, which seemed to be the driest place in the cellar; the ceiling above seemed mostly clear of cobwebs. It was an Gregory MARCIA SKELTON open pit, ready for use, and the cover lay next to it on the ground, waiting to be dragged into position.
I saw then, for the first time, how the cover for a witch pit was made. The outer stones were cemented together in a square, and long bolts went through them from end to end to make sure they stayed in place. The thirteen steel bars were also really long bolts, too, which were tightened by nuts recessed into the stones. It was all quite clever, and a stonemason and a smith, working together, would have needed a lot of skill to make it.
Suddenly my mouth dropped open and stayed that way just long enough for the Spook to notice. This time there was no sign, but a name had already been carved on the nearest cornerstone:

“Which do you think’s the better way, lad?” the Spook asked. “Herb tea or this? Because it’s got to be one or the other.”
“Herb tea,” I said, my voice hardly more than a whisper.
“Right, so now you know why you can’t afford to forget to give it to her each morning. If you forget, she’ll remember, and I don’t want to have to bring her down here.”
I had a question I wanted to ask then, but I didn’t, because I knew the Spook wouldn’t like it. I wanted to know why what was good enough for one witch wasn’t good enough for them all. Still, I knew I couldn’t complain that much: I would never forget how close to the dark Alice had once got. So close that the Spook had thought it best to put her in a pit. He’d only relented because I’d reminded him of how he’d let Meg off.
That night I found it difficult to get to sleep. My head whirled with what I’d seen and the realization of where I was living. I’ve seen some scary things, but living in a house with witch graves, bound boggarts, and live witches in the cellar didn’t make me rest easy. In the end I decided to tiptoe downstairs. I’d left my notebooks in the kitchen and I wanted my Latin one: I knew that half an hour staring at boring lists of nouns and verbs would be sure to send me off to sleep.
Even before I reached the foot of the stairs, I heard noises that I didn’t expect. Someone was crying softly in the kitchen, and I could hear the Spook talking in a low voice. When I reached the kitchen door, I didn’t go in; it was slightly open and I saw something through the crack that halted me in my tracks.
Meg was sitting in her rocking chair close to the fire. She had her head in her hands, and her shoulders were heaving with sobs. The Spook was leaning over her, speaking softly and stroking her hair. His face, lit by candlelight, was half turned toward me and wore an expression on it that I’d never seen before. It was similar to the way my brother Jack’s big, craggy face sometimes softens when he looks at his wife, Ellie.
Then, as I watched, to my astonishment, a tear leaked from my master’s left eye and ran all the way down his cheek to reach his mouth.
I knew not to pry any longer, so I went back up to bed.



CHAPTER VI
A Nasty Piece of Work

THE days soon began to settle into a steady routine.
In the mornings my chores were to light the downstairs fires and bring fresh water from the stream. Every second day I had to light all the fires in the house to keep the place from getting too damp. As I made the bedroom fires, my instructions were to open each window for about ten minutes to air the room. I had to clean out all the grates first, and I went up and down stairs so much that I was glad when it was over. The one in the attic was the worst, of course, and I always used to do that first, before my legs got too tired.
The attic was a really big room, the biggest in the house, with a lot of floor space. It only had one window, and that was a huge skylight in the roof. The room was empty except for a large mahogany writing desk, which was locked. On the brass plate around its keyhole was an embossed pentacle, a five-pointed star within three concentric circles. I knew that pentacles were used to protect magicians when they summoned daemons, and I wondered why the plate had that design.
The desk looked very expensive, and I also wondered what was in it and why the Spook didn’t bring it down to his study, which would have been a much more suitable and useful place. I never did get around to asking him about that desk. And when we finally talked about it, it was already too late.
After airing the attic, I would work my way down, a floor at a time. The three bedrooms directly below the attic weren’t furnished. There were two at the front of the house and one at the back. The back room was the worst and darkest room in the whole house, because it only had one window, which faced back toward the cliff. As I raised the sash and peered out, the damp rock was so close that I could almost reach out and touch it. There was a ledge on the cliff with a path running upward. It seemed to me that it might be possible to climb out of the window and up onto the ledge. Not that I was daft enough to try it! One slip and I’d dash out my brains on the flags below.
After lighting the fires, I gave Meg her herb tea, then practiced my Latin verbs until breakfast, which was a lot later in the morning than it had been at Chipenden. Following that, it was lessons for most of the day, but late in the afternoon I usually went for a short walk with the Spook, no more than twenty minutes downhill to the foot of the clough, where it opened out onto the lower slopes of the moor. Despite the hard work seeing to the fires, I’d got a lot more exercise back in Chipenden and was starting to feel restless. Each morning the air seemed colder, and the Spook told me that the first of the snow would be with us soon.
One morning my master went off to Adlington to see his brother Andrew, the locksmith. When I asked if I could go with him, he refused.
“Nay, lad, somebody needs to keep a careful eye on Meg. Besides, I’ve got things to talk to Andrew about. Family things that are private. And I need to bring him up to date on what’s been happening.”
By that I guessed the Spook was going to tell his brother the full story of what had happened to us in Priestown, when my master had almost been burned to death by the Quisitor. Once we were back in Chipenden, the Spook had sent a letter to Adlington, telling his brother that he was safe, but now he probably wanted to fill in the details.
I was disappointed to be left behind—I was desperate to find out how Alice was getting on—but I had no choice, and despite the herb tea Meg really did need watching carefully. The Spook was particularly concerned that she might leave the house and wander off, so I had to make sure that both front and back doors were kept locked. As it happened, what she did was completely unexpected.
It was getting late in the afternoon, and I’d been in the Spook’s study writing up a lesson in my notebook. Every fifteen minutes or so, I’d go and see if Meg was all right. Usually I’d find her dozing in front of the fire; either that or preparing the vegetables for supper. But when I checked this time she wasn’t there.
I ran to the doors first, just in case, but they were both locked. After looking in the parlor, I went upstairs. I expected to find her in her room, but after knocking and receiving no reply, I tried the door. The room was empty.
The farther upstairs I went, the worse I began to feel. When the attic was empty, too, I started to panic. But then I took a deep breath. Think! I told myself. Where else could Meg be?
There was only one other place, and that was on the steps that led down to the cellar. It didn’t seem likely, because the Spook had told me even the thought of the steps made her nervous. First I checked in his study, standing on the stool to search the top of the bookcase. There was no way she could have got the key without me noticing, but I confirmed that anyway. It was still there. With a sigh of relief, I lit a candle and went down the steps.
I heard the gate long before I reached it. It kept clanging loudly, sending that din reverberating right up through the house. If it hadn’t been for the fact that I expected to find Meg there, I would have assumed something had come up from the cellar and was trying to get out.
But it was Meg, all right. She was gripping the bars tightly, and tears were streaming down her face. By the light of the candle I saw her shake the gate. From the force she put into it, I could tell that she was still very strong.
“Come on, Meg,” I said gently, “Let’s go back upstairs. It’s cold and drafty down here. If you’re not careful, you’ll catch a chill.”
“But there’s someone down there, Billy. Someone down there who needs help.”
“There’s nobody down there,” I told her, aware that I was lying. Her sister Marcia, the feral lamia, was down there, trapped in her pit. Was Meg starting to remember?
“But I’m sure there is, Billy. I can’t remember her name, but she’s down there and she needs me. Please open the gate and help me. Let me go down and look. Why don’t you come with me and bring your candle?”
“I can’t, Meg. You see, I don’t have the key to open the gate. Come on, please. Just come back up to the kitchen. . . .” 
“Will John know where the key is?” Meg asked.
“Probably. Why don’t we ask him when he gets back?”
“Yes, Billy, that’s a good idea. We’ll do that!”
Meg smiled at me through her tears and walked back up the steps. I led her into the kitchen and sat her down in her rocking chair by the fire.
“You sit here and warm yourself, Meg. I’ll go and make you another cup of herb tea. You’ll need it after being down those cold, damp stairs. . . .”
Meg had already drunk her usual dose for the day and I didn’t want to risk making her ill, so I just put a very small amount in her cup and added hot water. She thanked me and soon gulped it down. By the time the Spook returned, she was already asleep.
When I told him what had happened, he shook his head. “I don’t like the sound of this, lad! From now on, her morning dose needs to be three-quarters of an inch in the bottom of a cup. I don’t want to do it, but we’ve no choice.”
He looked really down in the mouth. I’d rarely seen him look so dejected. But I soon found out that it wasn’t just because of Meg.
“I’ve had some bad news, lad,” he told me, sinking wearily into a chair by the kitchen fire. “Emily Burns has passed away. She’s been cold in her grave for over a month.”
I didn’t know what to say. Long years had passed since he’d been with Emily. Since then, Meg had been the woman in his life. Why should he be so sad?
“I’m sorry,” I said lamely.
“But not half as sorry as me, lad,” the Spook said gruffly. “She was a good woman, Emily. She had a hard life but always did her best. The world will be a poorer place now that she’s gone! When the good die, it sometimes unshackles evil that would otherwise have been kept in check!”
I was going to ask him what he meant by those mysterious words, but at that point Meg started to stir and opened her eyes, so we lapsed into silence, and he didn’t mention Emily again.
At breakfast on the eighth morning after we’d arrived, the Spook pushed back his plate, complimented Meg on her cooking, and then turned to me.
“Well, lad, I think it’s about time you went to see how the girl’s coping. Think you can find your way?”
I nodded, trying not to grin too widely, and within ten minutes I was striding down the clough to emerge onto the hillside with the open sky above. I headed north of Adlington, toward Moor View Farm, where Alice was staying.
When the Spook had decided to travel to his winter house, I’d assumed that the weather would break soon afterward, and indeed it had been getting steadily colder. But today things seemed to have changed for the better. Although it was a cold, frosty morning, the sun was shining, the air was clear, and I could see for miles. It was the kind of morning when it feels good to be alive.
Alice must have seen me approaching down the hill, because she came out of the farmyard and walked up to meet me. There was a small wood just outside the boundary of the farm, and she waited there in the shadow of the trees. She looked really gloomy, so I knew, even before we spoke, that she wasn’t happy in her new home.
“It ain’t fair, Tom. Old Gregory couldn’t have found me a worse place to stay! Ain’t much fun staying with the Hursts.”
“Is it really that bad, Alice?” I asked.
“Be better off at Pendle, and that’s saying something.”
Pendle was where most of Alice’s family of witches lived. She hated it there because they treated her badly.
“Are they cruel to you, Alice?” I asked, becoming alarmed.
Alice shook her head. “Ain’t laid a hand on me yet. But they don’t talk to me much either. And it didn’t take me long to work out why they’re so quiet and unhappy. It’s that son of theirs—the one called Morgan, who Old Gregory asked about. Cruel and mean, he is. A really nasty piece of work. What kind of son would hit his own father and shout at his mother till she cries? He don’t even call ’em Mam and Dad. ‘Old Man’ and ‘Old Woman’ is the best they get from him. Scared of him, they are, and they lied to Old Gregory because Morgan visits a lot. Dread his visits, they do. Nothing to do with me, but I can’t stand much more of it. If need be, one way or another, I’ll sort him out.”
“Don’t do anything yet,” I told her. “Let me talk to the Spook first.”
“Don’t think he’ll exactly be rushing to help. Reckon Old Gregory’s done it on purpose. That son of theirs is one of his own kind. Wears a cloak and hood and carries a staff, too! Probably asked him to keep an eye on me.”
“Well, he’s not a spook, Alice.”
“What else could he be?”
“He’s one of the Spook’s failed apprentices, and they don’t get on. Remember the last night at Chipenden when I brought that letter and the Spook got really angry? Didn’t get a chance to tell you, but that letter was from Morgan. He’s been threatening the Spook. He said my master’s got something that belongs to him.”
“Well, he’s a nasty piece of work all right,” continued Alice. “Don’t only visit the house. Some nights he walks down the hill and goes to the lake. Watched him last night. He stands right on the edge of the shore and stares at the water. Sometimes his mouth moves like he’s talking to someone. His sister drowned in the lake, didn’t she? Reckon he’s talking to her ghost. Wouldn’t be surprised if he drowned her!”
“And he hits his dad?” I asked. That had shocked me more than anything. It made me think of my own dad, and a lump came to my throat at the memory. How could anyone raise a fist to their own dad?
Alice nodded. “They’ve rowed twice since I’ve been here. Big rows. First time, old Mr. Hurst tried to push him out of the house and they struggled. Morgan’s much younger and stronger, and you can guess who came off worst. Second time he dragged his dad upstairs and locked him in his room. The old man started crying. I didn’t like that. It made me remember what it was like living with my own family back in Pendle. Maybe if you tell Old Gregory how bad it is, he’ll let me come and stay with you.”
“I don’t think you’d like it much up on Anglezarke. The cellar’s full of pits and he has two live witches down there, and one of them is Meg’s sister and she’s a feral lamia. Watching her scuttle about her pit is really scary. But I feel most sorry for Meg herself. You were right about her. She does live in the house with the Spook, but he’s got her dosed up with a potion so that she can’t remember who she is. She spends more than half the year locked in a room downstairs near the cellar. It’s very sad to watch. But the Spook hasn’t any choice. It’s either that or put her in a pit like her sister.”
“It ain’t right to keep a witch in a pit. Never did hold with that. But I’d still rather be there with you than here having to see Morgan most days. I feel lonely, Tom. I miss you!”
“I miss you, too, Alice, but there’s nothing I can do about it at the moment. I will tell the Spook what you’ve said, though, and ask him again. I’ll do my best, I promise. Anyway, is Morgan down there now?” I asked, nodding toward the farm.
Alice shook her head. “Not seen him since yesterday. No doubt he’ll be back soon.”
We didn’t talk much longer after that because Mrs. Hurst, the farmer’s wife, came to the back door and started yelling Alice’s name, so she had to go.
Alice pulled a face and raised her eyes to heaven.
“I’ll come back and see you soon!” I said as she turned to go.
“Do that, Tom. But ask Old Gregory, please!”
I didn’t go straight back to the Spook’s house, though. I climbed right up onto the moor, to where the wind could blow the cobwebs from my mind. My first impression was that the moortop was pretty flat, and the scenery was nowhere near as good as on the fells above Chipenden. Neither was the view of the countryside below as dramatic.
Still, there were higher hills to the south and east, and beyond Anglezarke, even more moors. There was Winter Hill and Rivington directly south, Smithhills beyond that and, to the east, Turton Moor and Darwen Moor. I knew that because I’d studied the Spook’s maps before we left, taking care to fold them properly afterward. So I already had a good idea of the layout of the area in my head. There was lots to explore, and I decided I’d ask the Spook if I could have a day off to do just that before the winter weather really closed in. I thought he’d probably agree, because part of a spook’s job is to know the geography of the County, in order to get quickly from place to place and find the way when someone sends for help.
I walked farther until I saw a small, domed hill in the distance, right on top of the moor. It looked artificial and I guessed that it was a barrow, a burial mound for some ancient chieftain. Just as I was about to turn away, a figure appeared on its summit. He carried a staff in his left hand and wore a cloak with its hood pulled forward. It had to be Morgan!
His appearance on the barrow was so sudden that it almost seemed as if he’d materialized out of thin air. However, common sense told me that he’d simply walked up the slope on the far side of the hill.
But what was he doing? I couldn’t work it out. It looked like some sort of dance! He was throwing himself about and waving his arms in the air. Then, very suddenly, he gave a roar of rage and hurled his staff to the ground. He was in a fury. But at what?
A moment later, and a patch of mist drifted in from the east to hide him, so I walked on. I certainly didn’t fancy meeting him face-to-face. Especially with the mood he was in!
After that I didn’t stay too long up on the moors. Anyway, if I returned in reasonable time, the Spook would be more likely to let me go and see Alice again soon. And I wanted to get back and tell him what I had learned.
So after our midday meal, I told my master about seeing Morgan up on the moor and all that Alice had said about him.
The Spook scratched his beard and sighed. “The girl’s right. Morgan’s a nasty piece of work, that’s for sure. He dresses like a spook, and that’s what some gullible folk now think he is. But he lacked the discipline to master our trade. He was lazy, too, and liked to cut corners. It’s almost eighteen years since he left me, and since then he’s mostly been up to no good. He fancies himself as a mage and takes money from good honest folk who are at their most vulnerable. I tried to stop him from falling into bad ways, but some people, it seems, just refuse to be helped.”
“A mage?” I asked, not familiar with the word.
“It’s another word for a magician or wizard, lad. Someone who practices so-called magic. He does a bit of healing, too, but his speciality is necromancy.”
“Necromancy? What’s that?” I asked. I’d never heard the Spook use that term before, either, and I realized I’d have a lot of notes to write up in my book after our chat.
“Think, lad. It comes from the Greek, so you should be able to work out what it means!”
“Well, nekros means corpse,” I said, after a bit of careful thinking. “So I suppose it’s something to do with the dead.”
“Good lad! He’s a mage who uses the dead to help him and give him power.”
“How?” I asked.
“Well, as you know, ghosts and ghasts are both part of the job. But whereas we give ’em a good talking-to and send ’em on their way, he does the opposite. He uses the dead. He uses them as spies. Encourages them to stay trapped on earth—to serve his purposes and help him line his pockets with silver. Sometimes by tricking vulnerable, grieving folk.”
“Is he just a fraud, then?” I asked.
“No, he talks to the dead, all right. So remember this and remember it well: Morgan is a dangerous man, and his meddlings with the dark have given him some very real and dangerous powers that we should fear. He’s ruthless, too, and would seriously hurt anyone who got in his way. So stay well clear, lad.”
“Why haven’t you stopped him before now?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you have sorted him out years ago?”
“It’s a long story,” said my master. “Happens I should have, but the time wasn’t right then. We’ll deal with him soon. Try to steer clear of him till we’re ready—and stop telling me how to do my job!”
I hung my head, and my master tapped me lightly on the arm. “Come on, lad, no harm done. Your point’s a good one. I’m glad to see you’re thinking with your head. And the girl did well to spot him talking to his sister’s ghost. That’s exactly why I placed her there, to look out for things like that!”
“But that’s not fair!” I protested. “You knew that Alice would have a hard time of it there.”
“I knew it wouldn’t be a bed of roses, lad. But the girl has to make up for what she’s done in the past, and she’s more than capable of looking after herself. Still, once we’ve dealt with Morgan, it’ll be a far happier household. But first we’ve got to find him.”
“Alice says the Hursts lied. Morgan visits the farm a lot.”
“Does he now!”
“She said he isn’t there at the moment but he could come back at any time.”
“Well, perhaps that’s where we should start our search tomorrow,” the Spook said, looking thoughtful.
When the silence lengthened, I kept my promise to Alice, even though I knew it was a waste of time asking.
“Couldn’t Alice stay with us again?” I asked. “She’s really having a terrible time. It’s cruel to leave her when there’s room enough for her here.”
“Why ask a question when you already know the answer?” said the Spook, glaring at me angrily. “Don’t talk soft. If you let your heart rule your head, then the dark will beat you every time. Remember that, lad—it may just save your life one day. And we’ve enough witches living here already.”
So that was the end of that. But we didn’t visit the Hursts’ farm the following day. Something happened that changed everything.



CHAPTER VII
The Stone-Chucker

STRAIGHT after breakfast, a big, burly farmer’s lad hammered on the back door with both fists, as if his very life depended on it.
“What are you trying to do, you big lummox?” cried the Spook, opening the door wide. “Break the blooming thing?”
The lad stopped banging at the door, and his face turned a bright red. “I asked for you down in the village,” he said, pointing back toward Adlington. “A carpenter came out of his yard and pointed the way up here. He told me to knock hard at the back door.”
“Aye, but he said knock, not thump it back into a tree,” said the Spook angrily. “Anyway, what’s your business with me?”
“Dad sent me. He said to come right away. It’s a bad business. A man’s dead.”
“Who’s your dad?” asked the Spook.
“Henry Luddock. We’re at Stone Farm near Owshaw Clough.”
“I’ve met your dad and I’ve worked for him before. Are you William, by any chance?”
“That’s right.”
“Well, William, the last time I visited Stone Farm, you were just a tiny babe in arms. Now, I can see you’re upset, so come inside and take the weight off your feet. Then take a deep breath, calm yourself, and start right at the beginning. I want all the details, so leave nothing out,” ordered the Spook.
As we walked through the kitchen to reach the parlor, I saw no sign at all of Meg. When she wasn’t working, it was usual for her to sit in her rocking chair, warming her hands at the kitchen fire. I wondered if she was keeping out of the way now that we had visitors—something she should have done when the groceries were delivered by Shanks.
Once in the parlor, William began his tale of events that had begun badly and then got a whole lot worse. It seemed that a boggart, probably the one my master and I had heard passing along the ley line nights before, had settled itself at Stone Farm, starting its mischief by making a few noises during the night. It had rattled the pots and pans in the kitchen, banged on the front door, and thumped the walls a few times. That was enough for me to identify it right away from the notes I had made about boggarts.
It was a hall-knocker, so I’d already guessed what was coming next in William’s story. The next morning it had started throwing stones. At first they were just small pebbles that it pinged against the windows, rolled down the slates, or dropped down the chimney. Then the stones got bigger. Much bigger.
The Spook had taught me that hall-knockers sometimes developed into stone-chuckers. These were bad-tempered boggarts and very dangerous to deal with. The dead man was a shepherd employed by Henry Luddock. His body was found on the lower slope of the moor.
“He’d been brained,” William told us. “The stone that did it was bigger than his head.”
“Can you be sure it wasn’t an accident?” the Spook asked. “He might just have tripped up, fallen, and bashed himself.”
“We’re sure, all right: he was lying on his back and the stone was on top of him. Then, while we were bringing the body down, other stones started falling around us. It was terrible. I thought I was going to die. So will you come and help? Please. My dad’s going mad with worry. There’s work to be done, but it’s not safe to go outdoors.”
“Aye, go back and tell your dad I’m on my way. As for the work, milk the cows and do only what’s necessary. The sheep can take care of themselves, at least until the snows come, so stay off the hillside.”
When William had left, the Spook turned to me and shook his head gravely. “It’s a bad business, lad,” he said. “Stone-chuckers cause mischief but rarely kill, so this one’s a rogue that could well do the same again. I’ve sorted out one or two like this before and usually ended up with at least a bad headache for my trouble. It’s different to dealing with a ripper, but sometimes it can be just as dangerous. Spooks have been killed by stone-chuckers.”
I’d dealt with a ripper in the autumn. The Spook had been ill, and I’d had to do it without him, helped by a rigger and his mate. It had been pretty scary, because rippers kill their prey. This was scary too, but in a different way. There wasn’t much you could do to defend yourself against boulders falling from the sky!
“Well, someone has to do it!” I said with a smile, putting a brave face on it.
The Spook nodded gravely. “They certainly do, lad, so let’s get on with it.”
There was something that had to be done before we left. The Spook led me back into the parlor and told me to take down the brown bottle labeled HERB TEA.
“Make Meg up another drink, lad,” said the Spook. “Only this time make it stronger. Pour out a good couple of inches. That’ll do the trick, because we should be back within the week.”
I did as I was told, using at least two inches of the dark mixture. Then I boiled the kettle and filled the cup almost to the brim with hot water.
“Drink this, Meg,” the Spook told her as I handed her the steaming cup. “You’ll need this because the weather’s turning colder and it might make your bones ache.”
Meg smiled at him, and within ten minutes she’d drained the cup and her head was already beginning to nod. The Spook handed me the key to the gate on the stairs and told me to lead the way. Then he picked Meg up as if she were a baby and followed hard on my heels.
I unlocked the gate, then went down the steps and waited at the middle door of the three while my master carried Meg into the darkness inside. He left the door open, and I could hear every word he said to her.
“Good night, my love,” he said. “Dream about our garden.”
I’m sure I shouldn’t have heard that, but I had, and I did feel a little embarrassed to hear my master of all people talk like that.
And what garden was the Spook talking about? Did he mean the gardens at Chipenden? If so, I hoped he meant the western garden with its view of the fells. The other two, with their boggart pits and graves for witches, didn’t bear thinking about.
Meg said nothing in reply, but the Spook must have woken her up when he came out and locked the door behind him, because she suddenly started to cry like a child afraid of the dark. Hearing that sound, the Spook paused, and we waited outside the door a long time until the crying finally subsided and was replaced by another very faint sound. I could hear the breath whistling out through Meg’s teeth as she exhaled.
“She’s all right now,” I said quietly to my master. “She’s asleep. I can hear her snoring.”
“Nay, lad!” said the Spook, giving me one of his withering glances. “It’s more like singing than snoring!”
Well, it certainly sounded like snoring to me, and all I could think was that the Spook didn’t like even the slightest criticism of Meg. Anyway, that said, we went up, locked the gate behind us, and packed our things for the journey.
We went east, climbing deeper into the clough, until it grew so narrow that we were almost walking in the stream and there was just a tiny crack of gray sky above us. Then, to my surprise, we came to some steps cut into the rock.
They were narrow, steep steps, slippery with patches of ice. I was carrying the Spook’s heavy bag, which meant that, if I slipped, I only had one hand free to save myself.
Following my master, I managed to get to the top in one piece, and it was certainly worth the climb because I was back in the fresh air again, with wide-open spaces on every side. The wind was gusting fit to blow us right off the moor, and the clouds were dark and menacing, racing so close above our heads that it felt like you could almost reach up and touch them.
As I told you, being a moor, Anglezarke was high but a lot flatter than the fells we’d left behind in Chipenden. There were some hills and valleys though, some of them very strange shapes. One in particular stood out because it was a smallish mound, too rounded and smooth to be natural. As we passed close to it, I suddenly recognized it as the barrow where I’d seen the Hursts’ son.
“That’s where I saw Morgan,” I told the Spook. “He was standing right on top of it.”
“No doubt he was, lad. He always was fascinated by that barrow and just couldn’t stay away. They call it the Round Loaf, you know, because of its shape,” said the Spook, leaning on his staff. “It was built in ancient times, by the first men who came to the County from the west. They landed at Heysham, as you well know.”
“What’s it for?” I asked.
“Few know for sure, but many are daft enough to make a guess. Most think it’s just a barrow where an ancient king was laid to rest with all his armor and gold. Greedy folks have dug deep pits, but for all their hard work, they found nothing. Do you know what the word Anglezarke means, lad?”
I shook my head and shivered with cold.
“Well, it means ‘pagan temple.’ The whole moor was a vast church, open to the skies, where that ancient people worshipped the old gods. And, as your mam told you, the most powerful of those gods was called Golgoth, which means Lord of Winter. This mound, some say, was his special altar. To begin with, he was a powerful elemental force, a spirit of nature who loved the cold. But because he was worshipped so long and so fervently, he became aware and willful, sometimes lingering long after his allotted season and threatening a year-long grip of ice and snow. Some even think that it was Golgoth’s power that brought about the last Ice Age. Who knows the truth? In any event, in the depths of winter, at the solstice, fearing that the cold would never end and that spring would never return, people made sacrifices to appease him. Blood sacrifices, they were, because men never learn.”
“Animals?” I asked.
“Humans, lad—they did it so that, gorged on the blood of those victims, Golgoth would fall satisfied into a deep sleep, allowing spring to return. The bones of those sacrificed still remain. Dig anywhere within a mile of this spot and it won’t be long before you find bones aplenty.
“This mound is something else that’s always bothered me about Morgan. He couldn’t keep away from the place and was always interested in Golgoth—far too much for my liking—and he probably still is. You see, some folks think Golgoth could be the key to achieving magical supremacy, and if a mage like Morgan were to tap into the power of Golgoth, then the power of the dark could overwhelm the County.”
“And you think Golgoth is still here, somewhere on the moor. . . .” 
“Aye. It’s said that he sleeps far beneath it. And that’s why Morgan’s interest in Golgoth is dangerous. The thing is, lad, the old gods wax strong when they’re worshipped by foolish men. Golgoth’s power waned when that worship ceased and he fell into a deep slumber. A slumber we don’t want him waking from.”
“But why did the people stop worshipping him? I thought they were afraid that the winter would never end?”
“Aye, lad, that’s true, but other circumstances are sometimes more important. Perhaps a stronger tribe moves onto the moor with a different god. Or maybe crops fail and a people have to move on to a more fertile area. The reason is lost in time, but now Golgoth sleeps. And that’s the way I want it to stay. So keep away from this spot, lad, that’s my advice. And let’s try to keep Morgan away from it, too. Now come on, there can’t be much daylight left, so we’d better press on.”
With those words, the Spook led us away, and an hour later we came down off the moor and moved northward, arriving at Stone Farm before dark. William, the farmer’s son, was waiting for us at the end of the lane, and we made our way up the hill toward the farm just as the light was beginning to fail. But before visiting the farmhouse, the Spook insisted on being taken up to the place where the body had been found.
A track from the back farmyard gate led straight up onto the moor, which was dark and threatening against the gray sky. Now that the wind had dropped, the clouds were moving sluggishly and looked heavy with snow.
About two hundred paces brought us to a clough far smaller than the one where the Spook’s house was built but no less gloomy and forbidding. It was just a narrow ravine full of mud and stones, split in two by a fast-moving shallow stream.
There seemed nothing much to see, but I didn’t feel at ease and neither did William. His eyes were rolling in his head and he kept spinning around suddenly, as if he thought something might be sneaking up on him from behind. It was funny to watch, but I was too scared to manage even a smile.
“So this is the place?” asked the Spook as William came to a halt.
William nodded and indicated a patch of ground where the tussocks of grass had been flattened.
“And that’s the boulder we lifted from his head,” he said, pointing at a large lump of gray rock. “It took two of us to lift it!”
The rock was big and I stared at it gloomily, scared to think that something like that could drop from the sky. It made me realize how dangerous a stone-chucker could be.
Then, very suddenly, stones did start to fall. The first was a small one, the noise of it hitting the grass so faint that I only just heard it above the gurgling of the stream. I looked up into the clouds just in time to see a far larger stone fall, narrowly missing my head. Soon stones of all sizes were dropping around us, some large enough to do us serious damage.
The Spook pointed toward the farm with his staff and, to my surprise, began to lead the way back down the clough. We moved fast, and I struggled to keep up, the bag getting heavier with every step, the mud slippery beneath my feet. We only came to a breathless halt when we reached the farmyard.
The stones had stopped falling, but one of them had already done some damage. There was a cut on the Spook’s forehead and blood was trickling down. It wasn’t serious and no threat to his health, but seeing him injured like that made me worried.
The stone-chucker had killed a man, and yet somehow my master—who wasn’t in his prime—was going to have to deal with it. I knew he really was going to need his apprentice tomorrow. I knew it would be a terrifying day.
Henry Luddock made us very welcome when we got back to the farm. Soon we were seated in his kitchen in front of a blazing log fire. He was a big, jovial, red-faced man who hadn’t let the threat from the boggart get him down. He was sad at the death of the shepherd he’d hired but was kind and considerate toward us and wanted to play the host by offering us a big supper.
“Thanks for the offer, Henry,” the Spook told him, declining politely. “It’s very kind of you, but we never work on a full stomach. That’s just asking for trouble. But you just go ahead and eat what you want anyway.”
To my dismay, that’s exactly what the Luddock family did. They sat down and tucked into big helpings of veal pie, while a measly mouthful of pale yellow cheese and a glass of water each was all the Spook allowed us.
So I sat there nibbling my cheese, thinking about Alice in that house where she was so unhappy. If it hadn’t been for this boggart, the Spook might have dealt with Morgan and made things better. But with a stone-chucker to face, who knew when he would get around to it now?
There were no spare bedrooms at the Luddocks’, and the Spook and I spent an uncomfortable night, each wrapped in a blanket on the kitchen floor, close to the embers of the fire. Cold and stiff, we were up the following morning well before dawn and set off for the nearest village, which was called Belmont. It was downhill all the way, which made progress easy, but I knew that soon we’d have to retrace every step, making the hard climb back up to the farm.
Belmont wasn’t very large—just a crossroads with half a dozen houses and the smithy we’d come to visit. The blacksmith didn’t seem very pleased to see us, but that was probably because our knocking got him out of bed. He was big and muscular like most smiths, certainly not a man to trifle with, but he looked at the Spook warily and seemed ill at ease. He knew my master’s trade, all right.
“I need a new ax,” said the Spook.
The smith pointed to the wall behind the forge, where a number of ax heads were displayed, roughly shaped, ready for their final finish.
The Spook chose quickly, pointing to the biggest. It was a huge double blade, and the blacksmith looked my master up and down quickly, as if judging whether he was big and strong enough to wield it.
Then, without further ado, he nodded, grunted, and set to work. I stayed by the forge, watching while the blacksmith heated, beat, and shaped that ax head on his anvil, every so often quenching it in a tub of water with a great sizzle and cloud of steam.
He hammered it onto a long wooden shaft before sharpening it at the grindstone, the sparks flying. In all, it was almost an hour before the blacksmith was finally satisfied and passed the ax to my master.
“Next I need a large shield,” said the Spook. “It has to be big enough to protect the two of us, yet light enough for the lad to hold at arm’s length above his head.”
The blacksmith looked surprised but went into his store at the back and returned with a large circular shield. It was made of wood with a metal rim. It also had an iron center boss with a spike, so the blacksmith began by removing this and replacing it with more wood to make the shield lighter. Then he covered the outside of the shield with tin.
By gripping its outer edge, I was now able to hold the shield above my head with both arms outstretched. The Spook said that wouldn’t do because my fingers could get hurt and I might drop the shield. So the usual leather strap was replaced by two wooden handles just inside the rim.
“Right, let’s see what you can do,” said the Spook.
He made me hold the shield in different positions at different angles, and then, satisfied at last, he paid the blacksmith and we set off back toward Stone Farm.
We went up onto the fell right away. The Spook had to leave his staff behind because he had his hands full carrying the ax and his own bag. I was struggling with the heavy shield, glad that he didn’t expect me to carry his bag as well. We climbed until we reached the place where the man had died. Then the Spook paused and looked hard into my eyes.
“You need to be brave now, lad. Very brave. And we have to work quickly,” he told me. “The boggart’s living under the roots of an old thorn tree up yonder. We have to cut down and burn the tree to drive it out.”
“How do you know that?” I asked. “Do stone-chuckers usually live under tree roots?”
“They live anywhere that takes their fancy. But generally boggarts do like living in cloughs, and particularly under the roots of thorn trees. The shepherd was killed at the foot of this clough right here. And I know there’s a thorn tree farther up, because that’s exactly where I dealt with the last one, almost nineteen years ago, when young William was just a babe in arms and Morgan was my apprentice. But that’s given us a problem, because whereas that boggart listened to a bit of friendly persuasion and moved on when I asked, this is a rogue stone-chucker that’s already killed, so words won’t be enough.”
So then, heading due north, we entered the western edge of the clough, the Spook setting a fast pace ahead of me: soon we were both breathing hard. The mud gradually gave way to loose stones, making it difficult underfoot.
At first we kept close to the top of the clough, but then the Spook led the way down the scree until we reached the edge of the stream. It was shallow and narrow, but still it boiled across the stones, rushing downward with such force that it would have been difficult to cross. We continued upward against its flow, the banks on either side rising up steeply until only a narrow crack of sky was visible overhead. Then, despite the noise of the stream, I heard the first pebble drop into the water just ahead.
It was something I’d been expecting, and soon there were others, forcing me to take the shield from my back and try to hold it over our heads. The Spook was taller than me, so I had to hold it up high, and it wasn’t long before my shoulders and arms began to ache. Even though I held it at arm’s length, the Spook was forced to stoop, and progress wasn’t comfortable for either of us.
Soon we came in sight of the thorn tree. It wasn’t particularly big, but it was an ancient tree, black and twisted, with gnarled roots that resembled claws. It stood defiant, having survived the worst of the weather for a hundred years or more. It was a good place for a boggart to make its home, especially a stone-chucker like this, a type that avoided human company and liked to be alone.
The falling stones were getting larger by the minute, and just as we reached the tree, one bigger than my fist clanged onto the shield, nearly deafening me.
“Hold it steady, lad!” the Spook shouted.
Then the stones stopped falling.
“Over there . . .” My master pointed, and in the darkness below the tree’s branches I could see the boggart starting to take shape. The Spook had told me that this type of boggart was really a spirit and had no flesh, blood, and bone of its own; but sometimes, when it tried to scare people, it covered itself with things that made it visible to human eyes. This time it was using the stones and mud from beneath the tree. They rose up in a big whirling wet cloud and stuck to it so that its shape could be seen.
It wasn’t a pretty sight. It had six huge arms, which, I suppose, were pretty useful for throwing stones. No wonder it could hurl so many so fast. Its head was enormous, too, and its face was covered with mud, slime, and pebbles that moved when it scowled at us, just as if an earthquake were taking place underneath. There was a black slit for a mouth and two large black holes where its eyes should have been.
Ignoring the boggart and wasting no time, as stones started to shower down again, the Spook went straight for the tree, the ax already swinging down as he reached it. The gnarled old wood was tough, and it took quite a few blows to lop off its branches. I’d lost sight of the boggart, being too busy trying to hold up the shield and ward off the worst of the stones that came our way. The shield seemed to be getting heavier by the minute, and my arms were trembling with the effort of holding it aloft.
The Spook attacked the trunk, striking at it in a fury. I knew then why he’d chosen an ax with a double-blade: he swung it both forehand and backhand in huge scything arcs, so that I felt in danger of my life. Looking at him, you’d never have guessed he was so strong. He was a long way from being young, but I knew then, by the way the ax-blade bit deep into the wood, that despite his age and recent ill health he was still at least as strong as the blacksmith and would have made two of my dad.
The Spook didn’t chop the tree right down; he split the trunk, then put down the ax and reached into his black leather bag. I couldn’t see what he was doing properly because the stones began to rain down harder than ever. I glanced sideways and saw the boggart begin to ripple and expand: huge bulging muscles were erupting all over its body like angry boils. And, as more mud and pebbles flew up, it almost doubled in size. Then two things happened in quick succession.
The first was that a huge boulder fell out of the sky to our right and buried itself half in the ground. If that had landed on top of us, the shield would have been useless. We’d both have been flattened. The second was that the tree suddenly burst into flames. As I said, I didn’t get a chance to see how the Spook managed it, but the result was certainly spectacular. The tree went up with a great whoosh and flames lit up the sky, sparks crackling away in every direction.
When I looked left, the boggart had vanished, so with trembling arms I lowered the shield and rested its lower edge on the ground. No sooner had I done so than the Spook picked up his bag, leaned the ax against his shoulder, and, without a word or a look behind him, set off down the fell.
“Come on, lad!” he called after me. “Don’t dawdle!”
So I picked up the shield and followed, not risking even a glance backward.
After a while the Spook slowed down, and I caught up with him. “Is that it?” I asked. “Is it over?”
“Don’t be daft!” he said, shaking his head. “It’s only just begun. That was just the first step. Henry Luddock’s farm is safe now, but that boggart will strike again somewhere else very soon. There’s a lot worse to come yet!”
I was disappointed, because I’d thought the danger was over and our task completed. I’d been really looking forward to a hot, tasty meal, but now the Spook had dashed my hopes, because we’d have to carry on fasting.
As soon as we got back, he told Henry Luddock that he’d got rid of the boggart. The farmer thanked him and promised to pay him the following autumn, directly after the harvest; five minutes later, we were on our way back to the Spook’s winter house.
“Are you sure that boggart will come back? I really thought the job was done,” I told the Spook as we crossed the moor, the wind blustering at our backs.
“In truth, the job’s half done, lad, but the worst is yet to come. Just as a squirrel buries acorns to eat later, a boggart stores reserves of power where it lives. Mercifully, that’s now gone, burned away with the tree. We’ve won the first big battle, but after a couple of days spent gathering strength, it’ll start plaguing somebody else.”
“So are we going to bind it in a pit?”
“Nay, lad. When a stone-chucker kills so casually, it needs to be finished off for good!”
“Where will it get new strength from?” I asked.
“Fear, lad. That’s how it’ll do it. A stone-chucker feeds upon the fear of those it torments. Some poor family nearby is in for a night of terror. I don’t know where it’ll go and who it’ll choose, so there’s nothing I can do about it and no warnings to be given. It’s just one of the things we have to accept. Like killing that poor old tree. I didn’t want to do it, but I had little choice. That boggart’ll keep moving, gathering strength, but within a day or two it’ll find itself a new, more permanent home. And that’s when somebody will come and ask us for help.”
“Why did the boggart become rogue in the first place?” I asked. “Why did it kill?”
“Why do people kill?” asked the Spook. “Some do and some don’t. And some who start out good end up bad. I reckon this stone-chucker got fed up with being just a hall-knocker and lurking around buildings scaring people with raps and bumps in the night. It wanted more; it wanted the whole hillside to itself and planned to drive poor old Henry Luddock and his family out of their farm. But now, because we’ve destroyed its home, it’ll need a new one. So it’ll move farther down the ley.”
I nodded.
“Well, maybe this’ll cheer you up,” he said, pulling a piece of yellow cheese out of his pocket. He broke off a small piece and handed it to me. “Chew on this,” he told me, “but don’t swallow it all at once.”
Once back at the Spook’s house, we brought Meg up from the cellar and I settled back into my routine of chores and lessons. But there was one big difference. As we were expecting boggart trouble, the fast continued. It was torture for me to watch Meg cook her own meals while we went hungry. We had three full days of starving ourselves, until my stomach thought my throat had been cut, but at last, about noon on the fourth day, there came a loud knocking on the back door.
“Well, go and see to it, lad!” commanded the Spook. “No doubt it’s the news we’ve been waiting for.”
I did as I was told, but when I opened the door, to my astonishment, I found Alice waiting there.
“Old Mr. Hurst sent me,” Alice said. “There’s boggart trouble down at Moor View Farm. Well? Aren’t you going to ask me in?”



CHAPTER VIII
The Stone-Chucker’s Return

THE Spook had been right in his prediction, but he was as surprised as I’d been when I showed our visitor into the kitchen. “The boggart’s turned up at the Hursts’ farm,” I told him. “Mr. Hurst’s asked for help.”
“Come through to the parlor, girl. We’ll talk there,” he said, turning to lead the way.
Alice smiled at me, but not before she’d glanced toward Meg, who had her back to us and was warming her hands over the fire.
“Sit yourself down,” my master said to Alice, closing the parlor door. “Now tell me all about it. Start at the beginning and take your time.”
“Ain’t much to tell,” Alice began. “Tom’s told me enough about boggarts for me to be sure that it’s a stone-chucker. It’s been throwing rocks at the farm for days— it ain’t safe to go out. Risked my life just getting out to fetch you. The yard’s full of boulders. There’s hardly a pane of glass left, and it’s knocked three pots off the chimney stack. It’s a wonder nobody’s been hurt.”
“Hasn’t Morgan tried to do anything about it?” asked the Spook. “I taught him enough of the basics about boggarts.”
“Ain’t seen him for days. Good riddance to bad rubbish!”
“Sounds like it’s what we’ve been waiting for,” I said.
“Aye, reckon so. You’d best prepare the herb tea. Make it as strong as last time.”
I stood up and opened the cupboard next to the fireplace, taking out the big brown glass bottle. As I turned around, I could see the disapproval on Alice’s face. The Spook saw it, too.
“No doubt, as usual, the lad’s told you all about my private business. Therefore you’ll know what he’s going to do and why it’s necessary. So take that look off your face!”
Alice didn’t reply but followed me into the kitchen and watched me make the herb tea while the Spook went into his study to bring his diary up to date. By the time I’d finished, Meg was dozing in her chair, so I had to wake her gently by shaking her shoulder.
“Here, Meg,” I told her as she opened her eyes. “Here’s your herb tea. Sip it carefully so that you don’t burn your mouth.”
She accepted the cup, but then stared at it thoughtfully. “Haven’t I already had my tea today, Billy?”
“You need an extra cup, Meg, because the weather’s getting colder by the day.”
“Oh! Who’s your friend, Billy? She’s such a pretty girl! What lovely brown eyes!”
Alice smiled when she called me “Billy” and introduced herself. “I’m Alice, and I used to live at Chipenden. Now I’m staying at a farm nearby.”
“Well, come and visit us whenever you want,” Meg invited her. “I don’t get much female company these days. I’d be glad to see you.”
“Drink your tea, Meg,” I interrupted. “Sip it while it’s hot. It’s best for you that way.”
So Meg began to sip the potion, and it didn’t take that long for her to finish the lot and nod off to sleep.
“Better get her down the steps into the cold and damp!” Alice said, an edge of bitterness in her voice.
I didn’t get a chance to reply, because the Spook came out of the study and lifted Meg from her chair. I took the candle and unlocked the gate while he carried her down to her room in the cellar. Alice stayed in the kitchen. Five minutes after our return, the three of us were on the road.
Moor View Farm had taken a battering. Just as Alice had described, the yard was full of stones and almost every pane of glass had been smashed. The kitchen window was the only one still intact. The front door was locked, but the Spook used his key and had it open in seconds. We searched for the Hursts and found them cowering in the cellar; of the boggart there was no sign at all.
The Spook wasted no time.
“You’ll have to leave here right away,” he told the old farmer and his wife. “I’m afraid there’s nothing else for it. Just pack essentials and get yourselves gone. Leave me to do what’s necessary.”
“But where will we go?” Mrs. Hurst asked, close to tears.
“If you stay, I can’t guarantee your lives,” the Spook told them bluntly. “You’ve relatives down in Adlington. They’ll have to take you in.”
“How long before we can come back?” asked Mr. Hurst. He was worried about his livelihood.
“Three days at the most,” answered the Spook. “But don’t worry about the farm. My lad’ll do what’s necessary.”
While they packed, my master ordered me to do as many of the farm chores as possible. Everything was quiet: no stones were falling, and it seemed that the boggart was resting. So, making the best of that situation, I started by milking the cows; it was nearly dark by the time I’d finished. When I walked into the kitchen, the Spook was sitting at the table alone.
“Where’s Alice?” I asked.
“Gone with the Hursts, where else? We can’t have a girl getting under our feet when there’s a boggart to be dealt with.”
I was really tired, so I didn’t bother to argue with him. I’d just half hoped that Alice would have been allowed to stay.
“Sit yourself down and take that glum look off your face, lad. It’s enough to turn the milk sour. We need to be ready.”
“Where’s the boggart now?” I asked.
The Spook shrugged. “Resting under a tree or a big boulder, I suppose. Now that it’s dark, it won’t be long before it arrives. Boggarts can be active in daylight and, as we found to our cost up on the fell, will certainly defend themselves if provoked. But night is their favorite time and when they’re at their strongest.
“If it is the same boggart we met up at Stone Farm, then things are likely to get rough. For one thing, it’ll remember us as soon as it gets close, and it’ll want revenge for what we did. Breaking windows and knocking a few chimney pots down won’t be enough. It’ll try to smash this farmhouse to the ground, with us inside it. So it’ll be a fight to the finish. Anyway, lad, cheer up,” he said, catching a glimpse of my worried face. “It’s an old house, but it’s built of good County stone on very strong foundations. Most boggarts are even more stupid than they look, so we’re not dead yet. What we need to do is weaken it further. I’ll offer myself as a target. When I’ve sapped its strength, you finish it off with salt and iron, so get your pockets filled, lad, and be ready!”
I’d used that old salt-and-iron trick myself when I’d faced the old witch Mother Malkin. The two combined substances were very effective against the dark. Salt would burn the boggart; iron would bleed away its power.
So I did as my master instructed, filling my pockets from the pouches of salt and iron that he kept in his bag.
Just before midnight, the boggart attacked. A big storm had been brewing for hours, and the first distant rumbles had given way to crashes of thunder overhead and flashes of sheet lightning. We were both in the kitchen, sitting at the table, when it happened.
“Here it comes,” muttered the Spook, his voice so low that he seemed to be talking more to himself than to me.
He was right: a couple of seconds later the boggart came ranting and raving down the fell and rushed at the farmhouse. It sounded as if a river had burst its banks and a flood was racing toward us.
The kitchen window blew in, scattering shards of glass everywhere, and the back door bulged inward as if some great weight were leaning against it. Then the whole house shook like a tree in a storm, leaning first one way, then the other. I know that sounds impossible, but I swear it happened.
Next there was a ripping and popping noise overhead and the tiles began to fly off the roof and crash down into the farmyard. Then, for a few seconds, everything became quiet and still, as if the boggart were resting or thinking what to do next.
“Time to get this over with, lad,” said the Spook. “You stay here and watch through the window. Things’ll turn nasty out there for sure.”
I thought things were pretty nasty already, but I didn’t say so.
“At all costs, whatever happens,” continued my master, “don’t go outside. Only use the salt and iron when the boggart comes into the kitchen. If you use it outside in this weather, he won’t get the full impact. I’ll lure the boggart inside. So be ready.”
The Spook unlocked the door and, carrying his staff, went out into the farmyard. He was the bravest man I’d ever met. I certainly wouldn’t have liked to face that boggart in the dark.
It was pitch black out there, and in the kitchen all the candles had blown out. Being plunged into total darkness was the last thing I wanted, but fortunately we still had a lantern. I brought it near to the window, but it didn’t cast much light out into the yard. The Spook was some distance away, so I still couldn’t see all of what was happening and had to rely on flashes of lightning.
I heard the Spook rap three times with his staff on the flags; then, with a howl, the boggart flew at him, rushing across the farmyard from left to right. Next there was a cry of pain and a sound just like a branch snapping. When the lightning flashed again, I saw the Spook on his knees, his hands held up in front of him, trying to protect his head. His staff lay on the flags some distance from him, broken into three pieces.
In the darkness I heard stones hitting the flags close to the Spook and more tiles falling off the roof above him. He cried out in pain maybe two or three times, and despite having been told to watch from the window and wait for the boggart to come inside, I wondered if I should go out and try to help. My master was having a hard time of it and seemed certain to come off worst.
I stared out into the darkness, trying to see what was happening, hoping for lightning to light up the yard again. I just couldn’t see the Spook at all. But then the back door began to creak open very slowly. Terrified, I moved away from it, retreating until my back was against the wall. Was the boggart coming for me now? I placed the lantern on the table and got ready to reach into my breeches pockets for the salt and iron. A dark shape slowly crossed the threshold into the kitchen, and I froze, petrified, but then sucked in a breath as I saw the Spook on his hands and knees. He’d been crawling toward the door in the shadow of the wall. That’s why I hadn’t been able to see him.
I rushed forward, slammed the door shut, then helped him to the table. It was a struggle, because his whole body seemed to be trembling and there wasn’t much strength in his legs. He was a mess. The boggart had hurt him badly: there was blood all over his face and a lump the size of an egg on his forehead. He rested both hands against the table’s edge, struggling to keep on his feet. When he opened his mouth to speak, I could see that one of his front teeth was missing. He wasn’t a pretty sight.
“Don’t worry, lad,” he croaked. “We’ve got him on the run. He hasn’t much strength left, and now it’s time to finish him off. Get ready to use the salt and iron, but whatever happens, don’t miss!”
By “on the run,” the Spook meant he’d offered himself as a target and the boggart had used up a lot of its energy in trying to destroy him and was now a lot weaker. But how much weaker? It would still be very dangerous.
At that very moment the door burst open again, and this time the boggart did come in. The lightning flashed, and I saw the round head and the six arms caked in mud. But there was a difference: it looked much smaller now. It had lost some of its power, and the Spook hadn’t suffered in vain.
My heart hammering and my knees trembling, I moved forward to face the boggart. Then I reached into my pockets and pulled out two handfuls and hurled them straight at the boggart. Salt from my right hand; iron from my left.
Despite what it had cost him, the Spook had done everything by the book. Firstly he’d burned the boggart’s tree, taking away its store of energy. Secondly he’d offered himself as a target outside, bleeding away even more of the boggart’s strength. But I had to finish the job inside. And I couldn’t afford to miss.
There was only the draft from the window and open door, and my aim was good. The cloud of salt and iron struck the boggart full on. There was a scream, so loud and shrill that it set my teeth on edge and almost burst my eardrums. The salt was burning the creature, the iron sapping the last of its power. The next moment the boggart disappeared.
It was gone. Gone forever. I’d finished it off!
But my relief was short-lived. I saw the Spook stagger and knew that he was about to fall. I tried to reach him— I really tried. But I was too late. His knees buckled; he lost his grip on the table and collapsed backward, banging his head on the kitchen flags very hard. I struggled to lift him, but he was a dead weight, and I noticed, to my dismay, that his nose was bleeding badly.
I began to panic. At first I couldn’t hear him breathing. Then, at last, I made out the breath fluttering very faintly in his throat. The Spook was seriously hurt and needed a doctor urgently.



CHAPTER IX
Intimations of Death

I ran all the way down the hill to the village in the torrential rain, the thunder crashing overhead and vivid streaks of lightning forking the sky.
I hadn’t a clue where the doctor lived and, in desperation, knocked on the first door I came to. There was no answer, so I hammered on the next one with my fists. When that brought no answer either, I remembered that the Spook’s brother, Andrew, had a shop somewhere in the village. So I ran farther down toward the center, stumbling across the cobbles and through the rivulets of rainwater that were cascading down the hill.
It took me a long time to find Andrew’s place. It was smaller than the Priestown one he’d rented, but it was in a good location, in Babylon Lane, just around the corner from what seemed to be the village’s main row of shops. A flash of lightning illuminated the sign above the window.
ANDREW GREGORY
MASTER LOCKSMITH
I rapped hard on the shop door with my knuckles and, when that brought no response, seized the handle and rattled it violently, still to no avail. I wondered if Andrew was away doing a job somewhere. Maybe staying overnight in another village. Then I heard the sash window of a bedroom above the next shop being raised, and a man’s angry voice called out into the night.
“Be off with you! Be off at once! What do you mean making all that commotion at this time o’ night when decent folk need their sleep?”
“I need a doctor!” I shouted up toward the dark oblong of the window. “It’s urgent. A man could be dying!”
“Well, you’re wasting your time here! That’s a lock-smith’s shop!”
“I work for Andrew Gregory’s brother. He lives in the house up the clough, on the edge of the moor. I’m his apprentice!”
The lightning flashed again, and I glimpsed the face above and saw fear etched into it. The whole village probably knew that Andrew’s brother was a spook.
“There’s a doctor lives on the Bolton Road, about a hundred yards or so to the south!”
“Where’s the Bolton Road?” I demanded.
“Go down the hill to the crossroads and turn left. That’s Bolton Road. Then keep going. It’s the last house on the row!”
With that, the window was slammed shut, but it didn’t matter: I had the information I needed. So I sprinted down the hill, turned left, ran on, breathing hard, and was soon knocking on the door of the last house in the row.
Doctors are used to being woken up in the middle of the night for emergencies, so it didn’t take him long to answer the door. He was a small man with a thin black mustache and hair that was turning gray at his temples. He was holding a candle and nodded as I spoke, seeming very calm and businesslike. I told him that the injured man was at Moor View Farm, but when I explained who needed help and why, his manner changed and the candle began to shake in his hand.
“You get back, and I’ll follow you as soon as I can,” he said, closing the door in my face.
I went back up toward the moor, but I was worried. The doctor was clearly scared at having to treat a spook. Would he do as he’d promised? Would he really follow me to the farm? If he didn’t, the Spook could die. For all I knew he might be dead already, and with a heavy heart I trudged up the hill as fast as I could. By then the worst of the storm had moved away and all that could be heard were distant rumbles of thunder over the moor and the occasional flash of sheet lightning.
I needn’t have worried about the doctor. He was true to his word and reached the farm only fifteen or so minutes after me.
But he didn’t stay long. When he examined the Spook, his hands shook so badly I didn’t need the wide-eyed expression on his face to tell me that he was terrified. Nobody likes to be near a spook. I’d also told him what had happened in the yard and kitchen, which made it even worse. He kept looking around as though he expected to see the boggart creeping up on him. I would have found it funny if I hadn’t felt so sad and worried.
He did help me carry the Spook up the stairs and get him to bed. Then he put his ear against the Spook’s chest and listened carefully. When he stood up, he was shaking his head.
“Pneumonia is creeping into his lungs,” he said at last. “There’s nothing I can do.”
“He’s strong!” I protested. “He’ll get better.”
He turned to me with an expression on his face that I’d seen doctors use before. It was a professional face, a mixture of compassion and calm, a mask adopted when they have to break bad news to relatives of the seriously ill.
“I’m afraid the prognosis is very bad, boy,” he said, patting me gently on the shoulder. “Your master is dying— it’s unlikely that he’ll survive the night. But death comes to us all in the end, so I’m afraid we have to accept it. Are you here alone?”
I nodded.
“Will you be all right?”
I nodded again.
“Well, I’ll send someone up here in the morning,” he said, picking up his bag and preparing to go. “He’ll want washing,” he added ominously.
I knew what he meant by that. It was a County tradition to wash the dead before burial. It had always seemed a daft idea to me. What was the point of washing someone when they were just going to end up in a coffin in the ground? I was angry and almost told him as much, but I managed to control myself and went and sat beside the bed, listening to the Spook gasping for breath.
He couldn’t be dying! I refused to believe it. How could he die after all he’d been through? I just wasn’t prepared to accept it. The doctor was wrong, surely? But no matter how hard I tried to convince myself that the doctor was mistaken, I began to despair. You see, I remembered what Mam had said about intimations of death. I remembered the smell in Dad’s room, that stench of flowers, and how Mam had said it was a sign of the approach of death. I had her gift and I could smell it now, because it was coming from the Spook, and it was getting stronger and stronger by the minute.
But when daylight came, my master was still alive and the woman sent by the doctor to wash his body couldn’t keep the disappointment from her face.
“I can’t stay longer than noon. I’ve another one to do this afternoon!” she snapped, but then she told me to get a clean bedsheet and rip it into seven pieces, and to bring her a bowl of cold water.
After I’d done what she asked, she took a strip of the sheet, folded it until it was no bigger than the palm of her hand, and dipped it into the water. Then she used it to bathe the Spook’s forehead and chin. It was hard to tell whether she’d done that to make him feel better or to save herself a bit of time washing the body later.
That done, she sat down beside the bed and started knitting what looked like baby clothes. She talked a lot, too, telling me the story of her life and boasting about her two jobs. Besides washing the dead and preparing them for burial, she was also the local midwife. She had a bad cold and kept coughing all over the Spook and blowing her red nose into a large, mottled handkerchief.
Just before noon, she started to pack her things ready to go. “I’ll be back in the morning to lay him out,” she said. “He won’t survive a second night.”
“Is there no hope at all?” I asked her, aware that the Spook hadn’t opened his eyes since banging his head.
“Listen to him breathing,” she told me.
I listened carefully. His breathing sounded harsh, with a faint rattle to it. It was as if his windpipe were constricted.
“That’s a death rattle,” she said. “His time in this world is coming to an end.”
At that moment there was a knock on the front door and I went down to see who it was. When I opened the door, Alice was standing close to the step, her woolen coat buttoned up to the neck and her hood pulled forward.
“Alice!” I said, really glad to see her. “The Spook got hurt dealing with the boggart. He bashed the back of his head and the doctor thinks he’s going to die!”
“Let me look at him,” Alice said, pushing past me. “Maybe it ain’t as bad as he thinks. Doctors can be wrong. Is he upstairs?”
I nodded and followed Alice up to the front bedroom. She went straight across to the Spook and put her hand on his forehead. Then she lifted his left eyelid with her thumb and peered at his eye very closely.
“Ain’t hopeless,” Alice said. “I might just be able to help. . . .”
The woman picked up her bag and prepared to leave, indignation furrowing her brow. “Well, I’ve seen it all now!” she exclaimed, staring down at Alice’s pointy shoes. “A little witch offering help to a spook!”
Alice looked up, her eyes blazing with anger, opened her mouth wide, and showed her teeth. Then she hissed at the woman, who took two rapid steps away from the bed.
“Don’t expect him to thank you for it!” she warned Alice, backing out of the bedroom door before running down the stairs.
“Ain’t got much with me,” Alice said when the woman had gone. She unbuttoned her coat and pulled a small leather pouch from her inside pocket. It was fastened with string, and she untied it and shook a few dried leaves onto her palm. “I’ll make him up a quick potion for now,” she said.
When she’d gone down to the kitchen, I sat at the Spook’s bedside, doing what I could to help him. His whole body was burning up, and I kept mopping his brow with the wet cloth to try and bring the fever down. There was a constant trickle of blood and mucus from his nose, and it kept running down into his mustache, so it was a full-time job just keeping him clean. All the time his chest was rattling and the smell of flowers was as strong as ever, so I began to feel that, whatever Alice said, the nurse was right and he hadn’t long to go.
After a while Alice came back upstairs carrying a cup half full of a pale yellow liquid, and I lifted the Spook’s head while she poured a little of it into his mouth. I wished Mam were here, but I knew that Alice was the next best thing: as Mam had once told me, she knew her stuff regarding potions.
The Spook choked and spluttered a bit, but we managed to get most of it down him. “It’s a really bad time of year, but I might be able to find something better,” Alice said. “It’s worth going out to look. Not that he deserves it, the way he’s treated me!”
I thanked Alice and saw her to the front door. It wasn’t raining anymore, but there was a chill in the damp air. The trees were bare and everything looked bleak. “It’s winter, Alice. What can you find when hardly anything is growing?”
“Even in winter there are roots and bark you can use,” Alice replied, buttoning up her coat against the cold. “That’s if you know where to look. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
I went back up to the bedroom to sit with the Spook, sad and lost. I know it sounds selfish, but I couldn’t help starting to worry about myself. I couldn’t possibly manage to complete my apprenticeship without the Spook. I’d have to go north of Caster to where Arkwright practiced his trade and ask him to take me on. As he’d once been the Spook’s apprentice and had lived at Chipenden like me, perhaps he’d do it, but there was no guarantee. He might already have an apprentice. After thinking that, I felt worse. Really guilty. Because I’d just been thinking about myself, not my master.
Then, after about an hour, the Spook suddenly opened his eyes. They were wild and bright with fever, and to begin with I don’t think he knew who I was. He still remembered how to give orders, though, and began shouting them out at the top of his voice as if he thought I was deaf or something.
“Help me up! Get me up! Up! Up! Do it now!” he shouted as I struggled to help him up into a sitting position and to pack the pillows behind his back. He began to groan very loudly, and his eyes rolled in his head and went right up into his skull until only the whites were visible.
“Get me a drink!” he shouted. “I need a drink!”
There was a jug of cold water on the bedside table, and I filled a cup half full and held it gently to his lips.
“Sip it slowly,” I advised, but the Spook took a big gulp and spat it out onto the bedclothes.
“What’s this rubbish? Is this all I deserve?” he roared, his pupils coming back into view to fix me with a wild, angry stare. “Bring me wine. And make it red. That’s what I need!”
I didn’t think it was a good idea at all, what with him being so ill, but he insisted again. He wanted wine and it had to be red.
“I’m sorry, but there is no wine,” I explained, keeping my voice calm so as not to get him even more agitated.
“Of course there’s no wine here! This is a bedroom!” he shouted. “Down in the kitchen, that’s where you’ll find it. If not, try the cellar. Go and look. And be quick about it. Don’t keep me waiting.”
There were about half a dozen bottles of wine in the kitchen, and all of them were red. The trouble was, there was no sign of a corkscrew—not that I looked too hard. So I took the bottle back up to the bedroom, thinking that would be the end of it.
I was wrong: as soon as I came near the bed, my master snatched the bottle from me, put it to his mouth, and pulled the cork out with his remaining teeth. For a moment I thought he’d swallowed it, but suddenly he spat it out with such force that the cork bounced off the bedroom wall opposite.
Then he began to drink and, as he drank, he talked. I’d never seen the Spook drink alcohol before, but now he couldn’t get the stuff down his throat fast enough. He became more and more excited, the talk giving way to ranting. It didn’t make much sense because he was raving with the fever and the drink. A lot of it was in Latin, too, the language I was still struggling to learn. At one point he kept making the sign of the cross with his right hand, the way priests do.
Back at our farm, wine was something we drank rarely. Mam makes her own elderberry wine, and it’s really good. It only comes out on special occasions, though: when I lived at home, I was lucky to be given half a small glass twice a year. The Spook finished off a whole bottle in less than fifteen minutes, and later he was sick—so sick that he nearly choked to death there and then. Of course, I had to clean up the mess using the other strips of sheet.
Alice came back soon after that and made up another potion with the roots she’d found. We worked together and managed to get it down the Spook’s throat, and within moments he was asleep again.
That done, Alice sniffed the air and wrinkled up her nose. Even after I’d changed the bedclothes the room still stank to high heaven, so that I couldn’t smell the flowers anymore. At least, that’s what I thought at the time. I didn’t realize that the Spook was on the mend.
So the doctor and nurse were both proved wrong: within hours the fever had gone and my master was coughing up thick phlegm from his lungs, filling handkerchiefs as quickly as I could find them, so I ended up tearing another sheet into strips. He was on the slow road to recovery. And once again we owed it all to Alice.



CHAPTER X
Bad News

THE Hursts returned the following day but looked lost and bewildered, as if they didn’t know how to start clearing up the mess. The Spook spent most of his time sleeping, but we couldn’t let him stay in a room with the wind howling in through the broken window, so I took some money from his bag and gave it to Mr. Hurst to pay for some of the repairs.
Workmen were employed from the village: a glazier fitted new glass to the bedroom and kitchen windows, while Shanks boarded up the rest temporarily to keep the elements out. I had a busy day myself, making up the fires in the bedrooms and one downstairs in the kitchen, helping with the farm chores, too, especially the milking. Mr. Hurst did some work, but his heart wasn’t in it. It seemed as if he didn’t enjoy life anymore and had lost the will to live.
“Oh dear! Oh dear!” he kept muttering wearily to himself. And once I heard him say quite distinctly, as he looked up at the barn roof, his face filled with anguish, “What did I do? What did I do to deserve this?”
That night, just after we’d finished our supper, there were three loud raps on the front door, and they brought poor Mr. Hurst to his feet so suddenly that he almost fell backward over his chair.
“I’ll go,” Mrs. Hurst said, laying her hand gently on her husband’s arm. “You stay here, love, and try to keep calm. Don’t go upsetting yourself again.”
By their reaction I guessed it was Morgan at the door. And there was something about the manner of the three loud raps that chilled me to the bone. My suspicions were confirmed when Alice looked at me, turned down the corners of her mouth, and mouthed silently the word
“Morgan.”
Morgan swaggered into the room ahead of his mother. He was carrying a staff and bag. Wearing his cloak and hood, he looked every inch a spook.
“Well, this is cozy. And if it isn’t the young apprentice himself,” he said, turning to me. “Master Ward, we meet again.”
I nodded in reply.
“So what’s been happening here, old man?” Morgan taunted Mr. Hurst. “That farmyard’s a disgrace. Have you no pride in yourself? You’re letting this place go to rack and ruin.”
“Ain’t his fault. Stupid or something, are you?” Alice snapped, hostility heavy in her voice. “Any fool can see it’s the work of a boggart!”
Morgan frowned angrily and glared at her, raising his stick a little, but Alice returned his gaze with a mocking smile.
“So the Spook sent his apprentice to deal with it, did he?” Morgan said, turning toward his mother. “Well, that’s gratitude for you, isn’t it, old woman? You take in a little witch for him, and he can’t even be bothered to come and help bind your boggart. He always was a cold-hearted wretch.”
I was on my feet in an instant. “Mr. Gregory came right away. He’s upstairs because he was badly hurt dealing with the boggart—”
Immediately I knew that I’d said too much. Suddenly I felt afraid for my master. Morgan had threatened him in the past, and now the Spook was weak and defenseless.
“Oh, so you can speak,” he said, mocking me. “If you ask me, your master’s clearly past it. Hurt binding a boggart? Good Lord, that’s the easiest trick in the book! But that’s what age does. Clearly the old fool’s past his best. I’d better go upstairs and have a word with him.”
With that, Morgan crossed the kitchen and began to climb the wooden stairs to the bedrooms. I leaned across and whispered that Alice should stay where she was. Then I left the kitchen and made for the stairs. At first I thought that Mrs. Hurst was going to ask me to stay, but she simply sat down and buried her face in her hands.
I began to creep up the stairs, but they were creaky, so I only climbed three before pausing to listen to Morgan’s raucous laughter from above, followed by the sound of the Spook coughing. Then the stair creaked behind me, and I turned and looked down to see Alice with her finger against her lips to signal silence.
Next the Spook’s voice came from the bedroom above. “Still digging into that old mound?” I heard him ask. “It’ll be the death of you one day. Have more sense. Keep well clear while you’ve still got breath left in your body.”
“You could make it easy for me,” Morgan replied. “Just give me back what’s mine. That’s all I ask.”
“If I gave you that, you’d do untold damage. That’s if you survived. Why does it have to be this way? Stop meddling with the dark and sort yourself out, lad! Remember the promises you made to your mother. It’s still not too late to make something of your life.”
“Don’t pretend to care about me,” answered Morgan. “And don’t you dare talk about my mother. You never cared one jot about any of us, and that’s the truth. Nobody except that witch. Once Meg Skelton came into the picture, my poor mother didn’t have a chance. And where did that get you? And where did it get her but condemned to a life of misery?”
“Nay, lad. I cared about you and I cared about your mother. I loved her once, as you well know, and all my life I’ve done my level best to help her. And for her sake I’ve tried to help you, despite all that you’ve done!”
The Spook started to cough again, and I heard Morgan curse and start to walk toward the door. “Things are different now, old man, and I will have what’s owed to me,” he said. “And if you won’t give it to me, then I’ll use other means.”
Alice and I turned together and went back down the stairs. We just made it into the kitchen before his boot scuffed against the top stair.
As it was, Morgan didn’t even look at us. With a face like thunder, ignoring his mam and dad, he strode straight through the kitchen and into the hallway. We all listened quietly as he drew back a bolt, unlocked a door in the hall, and started stamping about in the room behind. After a few moments we heard him come out again, then lock and bar the door. A moment later he’d left the house; the front door slammed shut behind him.
At the table nobody spoke, but I couldn’t help glancing at Mrs. Hurst. So the Spook had loved her once, too. That would make three women he’d been involved with! And that was one reason why Morgan seemed to bear a grudge against him.
“Let’s get you up to bed, love,” Mrs. Hurst said to her husband, her voice soft and affectionate. “A good night’s sleep is what you need. You’ll feel much better in the morning.”
With that, the two of them left the table, poor Mr. Hurst shuffling toward the door with his head bowed. I felt really sorry for them both. Nobody deserved a son like Morgan. His wife paused in the doorway and looked back at us. “Don’t be too late coming up, you two,” she said, and we both nodded politely and then listened to them climbing the stairs together.
“Well,” said Alice, “That just leaves the two of us. So why don’t we go and look at Morgan’s room? Who knows what we might find?”
“The room he just went in?”
Alice nodded. “Strange noises sometimes come from it. I’d like to see what’s inside.”
So she picked up the candle from its holder on the table and led the way out of the kitchen, through the living room, and into the hallway.
There were two rooms that led from that hallway. With your back to the front door, you could go right into the living room; on the left was another door painted black. It had a bolt on the outside.
“This is it,” Alice whispered, touching the door with the tip of her left pointy shoe and drawing back the bolt. “If it hadn’t been locked, I would’ve had a nosy round in there already. But now it ain’t no problem. Your key’ll soon get that open, Tom.” She pointed at the lock.
My key did unlock the door, and I eased it open. It was quite a big room, longer than it was wide, with one boarded-up window at the far end, hung with heavy black curtains. The floor was flagged like the rest of the downstairs, but there were no rugs or carpets. And there were only three items of furniture in the room: a long wooden table with a straight-backed chair at each end.
Alice led the way into the room.
“Not much to see, is there?” I said. “What did you expect to find?”
“Ain’t sure, but I thought there’d be something more,” Alice began. “Sometimes I hear bells ringing in here. Mostly little bells, they are, ones that you could hold in your hand. But I once heard a funeral bell that sounded big enough to be clanging from a church tower. Then there’s often the sound of water dripping and a girl crying. I suppose that’s his dead sister.”
“You hear the sounds when he’s inside the room?”
“Mostly, but even when he ain’t home I sometimes hear a dog barking and growling or even snuffling right up close to the door like it’s trying to get free. That’s why the Hursts always keep it bolted. I think they’re scared that something nasty might get out.”
“I don’t feel anything here now, though,” I told Alice. There was no sense of the cold that warns me when something from the dark is close. “The Spook says Morgan’s a necromancer who uses the dead. He talks to them and makes them do his bidding.”
“Where does he get his power from? Don’t use bone or blood magic like a witch,” Alice said, wrinkling her nose, “and he don’t have a familiar either. I’d be able to sniff it out for sure if it was one of them. So what is it, Tom?”
I shrugged. “Maybe it’s Golgoth, one of the old gods. You heard what the Spook just said about Morgan digging into that mound and that it would be the death of him? Well, it’s a barrow called the Round Loaf and it’s high up on the moor. Maybe he’s trying to summon Golgoth like the ancients did. Maybe Golgoth wants to be summoned and is helping him in some way. But Morgan can’t do it yet, because the Spook has something that he needs. Something that would make it easier.”
Alice nodded thoughtfully. “That could be it, Tom, but some of the things they said were puzzling, too. Don’t see Old Gregory and Mrs. Hurst together. Find it hard to believe that they were a couple.”
I found it hard to believe, too. Very hard. Anyway, there was nothing much to see, so we left the room and locked and bolted it behind us. There were mysteries to be solved—secrets in the Spook’s past—and I was growing more and more curious.
Morgan didn’t show his face at Moor View Farm again, but it was another week before we could travel back to the Spook’s house. Shanks was sent for, and we made the journey back with the Spook riding on the little pony and Alice and me walking behind.
Shanks refused to set foot in the house and went straight back to Adlington, leaving the Spook with us. I’d already told my master how Alice’s potions had probably saved his life. He hadn’t said anything, but he didn’t object now when we both helped him up to his bedroom. He still wasn’t himself, and it was going to take some time for him to recover fully. The journey back had taken it out of him, too. He wasn’t steady on his legs, and he stayed up in his room for a couple of days.
One thing that surprised me was that at first he never even mentioned Meg. I didn’t remind him about her, though: I didn’t fancy having to go down the steps to the cellar by myself. As she’d spent the whole summer sleeping down there, a few more days wouldn’t matter much. So I had to do most of the chores. Alice helped a bit, but not as much as I’d have liked.
“Just because I’m a girl don’t mean that I have to do all the cooking!” she snapped when I suggested that she’d be better at it than me.
“But I can’t cook, Alice,” I told her. “Mam did it at home, the Spook’s boggart did it at Chipenden, and Meg did it here.”
“Well, now’s your chance to learn,” said Alice with a smile. “And as for Meg, I bet she wouldn’t be so keen on doing all the cooking without all that herb tea!”
Then, on the morning of the third day, the Spook finally came wearily downstairs and sat himself down at the table while I did my best to cook the breakfast. Cooking was a lot harder than it looked, but not quite as hard as the bacon ended up.
We ate in silence until, after a few minutes, the Spook pushed his plate away from him. “It’s a good job I’ve not much appetite, lad,” he said, shaking his head. “Because hunger would force me to eat all that, and I’m not sure I’d survive the experience.”
Alice roared with laughter and I smiled and shrugged, pleased to see my master so clearly on the mend. As bacon went, I’d tasted better, but I was hungry enough to eat anything, and so was Alice. I began to cheer up, because it looked like the Spook was going to let her stay.
The following morning the Spook finally decided that it was time to wake Meg. He was still unsteady on his feet, so I went down the steps with him and helped bring Meg back up to the kitchen while Alice heated some water. The effort proved too much for him, and his hands started to shake so much that he had to take himself back off to bed.
I helped Alice get Meg’s bath ready. “Thank you, Billy,” Meg said as we began to fill it with hot water. “You’re such a considerate boy. And your pretty friend is so helpful, too. What’s your name, dear?”
“They call me Alice,” she replied with a smile.
“Well, Alice, do you have any family living nearby? It’s nice to keep close to family. I wish I had. But now they live so far away.”
“I don’t see my family now. They were bad company, and I’m better off without them,” Alice said.
“Surely not!” Meg exclaimed. “Why, what on earth was wrong, dear?”
“They were witches,” Alice replied with a wicked little sideways grin toward me.
I was really annoyed. That kind of talk might jog Meg’s memory. Alice was doing it on purpose.
“I knew a witch once,” said Meg, a dreamy look in her eyes. “But it was such a long time ago. . . .” 
“I think your bath’s ready now, Meg,” I told her, grabbing Alice’s arm and leading her away. “We’ll go to the study so that you can have some privacy.”
Once in the Spook’s study, I rounded on Alice angrily. “What did you have to say that for? She might start to remember that she’s a witch herself.”
“Would that be so bad?” Alice asked. “Ain’t fair, treating her the way he does. She’d be better off dead. Already introduced to her, I was, but she’d forgotten me already.”
“Better off dead? More than likely she’d end up in a pit,” I retorted angrily.
“Well, why don’t you just give her a little bit less of the herb tea—so that she has a better life and don’t keep forgetting everything? Get the dose just right and she wouldn’t remember everything, but things could be a lot better for her. Let me do it, Tom. Ain’t too difficult. I’ll just give her a little less each day until we get it right—”
“No, Alice! Don’t you dare!” I warned. “If the Spook found out he’d send you back to the Hursts in the blink of an eye. Anyway, it’s just not worth the risk. Something might go badly wrong.”
Alice shook her head. “But it ain’t right, Tom. Something’s got to be done sooner or later.”
“Well, later rather than sooner. You won’t do anything about the herb tea, will you? Promise me.”
Alice smiled. “I promise, but I think you should talk to Old Gregory about it. Will you do that?”
“It’s not the right time to do it now, when he’s still ill. But I will when I think the time is right. He won’t listen, though. This has been going on for years. Why would he change it now?”
“Just speak to him, that’s all I ask.”
So I agreed, even though I knew I’d be wasting my time and would just make the Spook angry for nothing. But Alice was starting to worry me. I wanted to trust her, but she certainly had a bee in her bonnet about Meg.
The Spook came down late in the afternoon and managed to eat some broth, then spent the evening wrapped in a blanket in front of the fire. When I went up to bed, he was still there, and Alice was helping Meg to wash the pots ready for breakfast.
The following morning, which was a Tuesday, the Spook gave me a short Latin lesson. He didn’t look too well: he tired very quickly and went back to bed, so I was left to study by myself for the rest of the day.
Then, late in the afternoon, there was a knock on the back door. I went to answer it and found Shanks, the Spook’s delivery man, waiting there. He had a very nervous expression on his face and kept glancing over my left shoulder, as if he expected somebody to appear behind me at any moment.
“I’ve brought Mr. Gregory’s order,” he said, nodding back toward his pony with its load of brown sacks. “And I’ve got a letter for you. It was delivered to the wrong house, and they were away on business. They’ve just got back so it must be over a week old.”
I looked at him in amazement. Who could be sending me a letter here? He reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a crumpled envelope and handed it to me. I was worried, because I recognized my brother Jack’s handwriting on the envelope and knew it would have cost a small fortune to send the letter by the post wagon: it had to be something serious. It was bad news for certain.
I tore open the envelope and unfolded the letter, which was short and to the point.
Dear Tom,
Our dad’s taken bad ways again. He’s sinking fast.
All his sons are here but you, so you’d best come
home right away.
Jack
Jack always was blunt, and those words made my heart drop right down into my boots. I couldn’t believe that Dad was going to die. I couldn’t even imagine it. The world wouldn’t be the same without him. And if Jack’s letter had been down in the village for a week, waiting to be read, I might already be too late. While Shanks unloaded our provisions, I ran inside, went up to the Spook’s bedroom, and, with shaking hands, showed him the letter. He read it, then gave a long sigh.
“I’m sorry to hear your bad news,” he said. “You’d best get off home right away. At a time like this your mam will need you by her side.”
“What about you?” I asked. “Will you be all right?”
“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be right as rain. No, you get off while there’s some daylight left. You’ll want to be down off the moor long before nightfall.”
When I went down to the kitchen, Alice and Meg were whispering together. Meg smiled when she saw me. “I’m going to make you both a special supper tonight,” she said.
“I won’t be here for supper, Meg,” I told her. “My dad’s ill, and I’ve got to go home for a few days.”
“Sorry to hear that, Billy. Snow’s on its way for sure, so wrap up warm against the cold. Frostbite can make your fingers fall off.”
“How bad is it, Tom?” Alice asked, looking concerned, so I handed her the letter and she read it quickly.
“Oh, Tom! I’m so sorry,” she said, coming across to give me a hug. “Maybe it won’t be quite as it seems. . . .”
But when our eyes met, I could tell that she was just saying that to make me feel better. We both feared the worst.
I got ready to set off for home. I didn’t bother with my bag—I left that in the study—but I took my staff; in my pocket, in addition to a big piece of crumbly yellow cheese for the journey, I had my tinderbox and a candle stub. You never knew when they might come in useful.
After saying good-bye to the Spook, I walked to the back door with Alice. To my surprise, rather than saying farewell then, she tugged her coat from the hook and pulled it on.
“I’ll come down to the end of the clough with you,” she said, giving me a sad smile.
So we walked down together. We didn’t speak. I was numb and fearful, while Alice seemed really subdued. When we reached the bottom of the clough and I turned toward Alice to say good-bye, to my surprise, I saw that there were tears in her eyes.
“What’s wrong, Alice?”
“Ain’t going to be here when you get back. Old Gregory’s sending me away. I’m off to stay at Moor View Farm again.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, Alice. He didn’t say anything to me about that. I thought everything was all right.”
“He told me last night. Says I’m getting too close to Meg.”
“Too close?”
“I think it might be because he saw us chatting together, that’s all. Who knows what’s going on inside Old Gregory’s head? Just thought I’d tell you. So that you’ll know where to find me when you get back.”
“I’ll call in to see you first thing,” I told her. “Even before I go back to the Spook’s house.”
“Thanks, Tom,” Alice said, taking my left hand briefly to give it an affectionate squeeze.
With that, I left her and continued down, pausing once to look back. She was still there watching me, so I gave her a wave. Alice hadn’t offered any final words of comfort. She hadn’t mentioned my dad. We both knew there was nothing to say, and I dreaded what I would find at home.
Dusk came quickly, helped by a bank of thick, heavy cloud from the north. It was getting dark as I left the heights of the moor; somehow I managed to lose my bearings and missed the track I’d intended to take.
Down below was a copse of trees and a low drystone wall with a small building some way beyond it—probably a farmhand’s cottage, which meant that there would most likely be a small road or track leading from it down the hill. I clambered up onto the wall but hesitated before dropping down on the other side. For one thing, it was well over six feet high, and I discovered I was now looking down at a large graveyard. It wasn’t a cottage in the distance, either. It was a small chapel.
I shrugged and dropped down among the gravestones. After all, it might be a bit creepy, but I was the Spook’s apprentice and I had to get used to places like this, even if it was almost dark. I began to weave my way through the graves, moving downhill, and it wasn’t long before my feet were crunching along a gravel path on the approach to the chapel.
It should have been straightforward. The path led down the side of the chapel; beyond that, it meandered through the gravestones toward two huge yew trees that formed an archway over a gate. I should have kept walking, but there was a glimmer of light showing in the small stained-glass chapel window, evidence of the flickering of a candle. And as I passed the door, I noticed that it was slightly ajar, and I distinctly heard a voice from within.
A voice that called out a single word: “Tom!”
It was a deep voice, a man’s voice, a voice that was used to being obeyed. I didn’t recognize it.
Even though it seemed unlikely, I felt that I was being called. And who could be inside the chapel who knew my name, or that I was passing by in the dark at that moment? There shouldn’t have been anyone in the chapel at that time of night. It would only be used occasionally, for short services before burials.
Almost before I realized what I was doing, I went up to the chapel door, opened it, and walked in. To my surprise there was nobody there, but immediately I noticed something really strange about the layout inside. Instead of rows of benches facing toward the altar, with an aisle between them, the benches were in four long rows against the wall, and they were directly opposite a single large confessional box against the wall to my right, which had two large candles positioned like sentries at either side of it.
The confessional box had the usual two entrances, one for the priest and one for the penitent. A confessional box is really two rooms with a dividing screen so that, although the priest can hear confessions through a grille, he can’t see the face of the person making the confession. But there was something strange here. Someone had removed the doors so that I was facing two oblongs of utter blackness.
As I stared at the doorways, feeling very uneasy, someone stepped out of the darkness of the priest’s entrance on the left and walked toward me. He wore a cloak and a hood just like the Spook.
It was Morgan, although the voice that called me hadn’t been his. Was there somebody else in the chapel? As he approached, I had a sudden feeling of intense cold. Not the routine cold that told me something from the dark was close. It was different somehow. It reminded me of the cold I’d experienced when facing the evil spirit called the Bane in Priestown. 
“We meet again, Tom,” Morgan said with a faint, mocking smile. “I’m sorry to hear the news about your father. But he had a good life. Death comes to us all in the end.”
My heart lurched inside my chest and I stopped breathing. How did he know about Dad’s illness?
“But death isn’t the end, Tom,” he said, taking another step toward me. “And for a while we can still talk to the ones we love. Would you like to speak to your father? I could summon him for you now, if that’s what you want. . . .” 
I didn’t reply. What he was saying was only just starting to sink in. I felt numb.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Tom. Of course, you don’t know, do you?” Morgan continued. “Your father died last week.”



CHAPTER XI
Mam’s Room

MORGAN smiled again, but my heart lurched up into my mouth and I was filled with panic; the world spun about me. Without thinking, I turned and ran for the door. Once through it, I continued on down the path, my feet crunching on the gravel. When I reached the gate, I turned and looked back. He was standing in the open doorway of the chapel. His face was in darkness so I couldn’t see his expression, but he lifted his left hand and waved to me. The sort of wave you might give to a friend.
I didn’t wave back. I just opened the gate and carried on down the hillside, a mixture of thoughts and emotions running through my head. I was distraught to think that my dad might already be dead. Could Morgan be right about that? He was a necromancer, so had he summoned some ghost who’d told him that? I refused to believe it and tried to push it to the back of my mind.
And why had I run away? I should have stayed and told him what I thought of him. But a lump had surged into my throat and my legs had carried me through the door before I’d had time to think. It wasn’t that I’d been afraid of him, even though it had been really creepy to hear him say things like that in the chapel, with candles flickering behind him. It was being confronted with news like that.
I don’t remember much about the rest of the journey, apart from the fact that it seemed to be getting colder and windier. By the evening of the second day, the wind had veered to the northeast and the sky seemed heavy with snow.
Snow didn’t actually start to fall until I was within half an hour of home. The light was beginning to fail, but I knew the way like the back of my hand and it didn’t hinder my progress. By the time I opened the gate to the yard, there was a white blanket covering everything and I was chilled to the bone. Snow always makes everything seem quiet, but a special evening stillness seemed to have fallen over the farmhouse. I entered the yard, and the stillness broke as the dogs began to bark.
There was nobody about, though a light was flickering in one of the back bedroom windows. Was I too late? My heart was down in my boots, and I feared the very worst.
Then I saw Jack. He came stomping across the yard toward me. He was scowling, his bushy eyebrows meeting above his nose.
“What kept you?” he demanded angrily. “It doesn’t take over a week, does it? Our brothers have been and gone. And James lives halfway across the County! You were the only one not to arrive—”
“Your letter went to the wrong address. I got it a week late,” I explained. “But how is he? Am I too late?” I asked, holding my breath but already reading the truth in Jack’s face.
Jack sighed and bowed his head as if unable to meet my eyes. When he raised his head again, his eyes were glinting with tears. “He’s gone, Tom,” he said softly, all the harshness and anger gone. “He died peacefully in his sleep a week yesterday.”
Before I knew it, he was hugging me and we were both crying. I was never going to see my dad again; never hear his voice, his old stories and wise sayings; never shake his hand or ask his advice; and the thought was unbearable. But as I stood there, I remembered someone who’d feel that loss even more than I did.
“Poor Mam,” I said, when I could finally speak again. “How’s she been?”
“Bad, Tom. Very bad,” Jack said, shaking his head sadly. “I’ve never seen Mam cry before, and it was a terrible sight to see. She was beside herself, didn’t eat or sleep for days. And the day after the funeral she packed a bag and left, saying she had to get away for a while.”
“Where’s she gone?”
Jack shook his head, his face filled with misery. “I only wish I knew,” he said.
I didn’t say anything to Jack, but I remembered what Dad had once told me: that Mam had her own life to lead and that after he was dead and buried she’d probably return to her own country. And he’d said that when the time came I should be brave and let her go with a smile. I just hoped that she’d not gone already. Would she go without saying good-bye to me? I hoped not. I just had to see her again, even if it was for the last time.
It was the worst supper I could ever remember having at home.
It was so sad not having Mam and Dad at the table, and I kept glancing at Dad’s empty chair. The baby was already upstairs in her cradle, so there were just the three of us, Jack, Ellie, and me, sitting at the table and picking slowly at our food.
When I caught her eye, Ellie smiled sadly but was really quiet. I had a feeling that she wanted to say something to me but was biding her time.
“It’s a really good hot pot, Ellie,” I told her. “I’m sorry to waste it, but I can’t eat much. I just don’t feel hungry.”
“Don’t worry, Tom,” she said kindly. “I understand. None of us have any appetite. Just eat what you can manage. It’s important to keep your strength up at a time like this.”
“It’s probably not the right time, but I wanted to say congratulations, you two. Last time I was here, Mam told me you’re expecting another baby and that it’s a boy.”
Jack smiled sorrowfully, his voice subdued. “Thanks, Tom. If only Dad could have lived to see his grandson born . . .” Then he cleared his throat as if he were about to say something important. “Look,” he began. “Why don’t you stay with us for a few days until the weather improves? You don’t have to get back tomorrow, do you? The truth is, I could do with a bit of help on the farm. James stayed for a couple of days, but he had to get back to work.”
James was the second oldest of my brothers; a blacksmith. I doubted that he’d stayed on after the funeral because Jack really needed help with the farmwork. It wasn’t like spring planting, or the autumn harvest, when you used all the help you could get. No, Jack wanted me to stay for the same reason he’d needed James. Despite the fact that he hated spooks’ business and wasn’t usually happy to have me around, he needed me now to fill the emptiness, the loneliness of being here without Dad and Mam.
“I’d be glad to stay for a few days,” I told him with a smile.
“That’s really good of you, Tom. I appreciate it,” he said, pushing his plate away even though he’d hardly cleared a third of it. “I’ll get off to bed now.”
“I’ll be up later, love,” Ellie said to Jack. “You don’t mind if I stay down a bit and keep Tom company, do you?”
“Not at all,” he said.
When he’d gone up, Ellie gave me a warm smile. She was as pretty as ever, but she looked sad and tired, the strain of the past week having taken its toll. “Thanks for agreeing to stay awhile, Tom,” she said. “He needs to talk about the old times with one of his brothers. That’s how you grieve, by talking it through over and over again. But I also think he needs you because he believes that if you’re here, Mam’s more likely to come back. . . .”
I hadn’t thought of that. Mam could sense things. She would know that I was staying at the farm. She really might come back to see me.
“I hope she does.”
“So do I, Tom. But listen, I want you to be very patient with Jack. You see, there’s something he’s not told you yet. There was a surprise in your dad’s will. Something he didn’t expect. . . .” 
I frowned. A surprise? What could that be? The whole family knew that once Dad died, Jack, as the eldest son, would inherit the farm. There was no point in dividing it up among the seven of us and making it smaller and smaller. It was the County tradition. It always went to the eldest son, with the farmer’s widow being guaranteed a home for life.
“A pleasant surprise?” I asked uncertainly, not knowing what to expect.
“No, not the way Jack sees it. But I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, Tom. He’s only thinking of me and little Mary and, of course, his unborn son,” she said, smoothing her hand across her belly. “You see, Jack hasn’t inherited the whole house. One room has been left to you.” 
“Mam’s room?” I asked, already guessing the answer. It was the room where Mam kept her private things; where she’d kept the silver chain that she’d given to me in the autumn.
“Yes, Tom,” Ellie said. “That locked room directly below the attic. That room and everything contained within it. Even though Jack owns the house and land, you’re always to be allowed access to that room and to stay there whenever you want. Jack went pale when the will was read. It means you could even live here, had you such a mind.”
I knew that Jack wouldn’t want me near the house much in case I brought something with me; something from the dark. I couldn’t argue against that, because it had happened once before. The old witch Mother Malkin had actually found her way down into our cellar last spring. Jack and Ellie’s baby daughter, Mary, had been in real danger.
“Did Mam say anything about that?” I asked.
“Not a word. Jack was too upset to talk about it, and then she left the following day.”
I couldn’t help thinking that giving the room to me now meant that she’d be leaving soon; going off to her own country and leaving us forever. That was, if she hadn’t gone already.
The following morning I got up very early, but Ellie was down in the kitchen before me. It was the smell of frying sausages that brought me down the stairs. Despite all that had happened, my appetite was beginning to return.
“Have a good night’s sleep, Tom?” she asked, giving me a big smile.
I nodded, but it was a white lie. It had taken me a long time to drop off, and then I’d kept waking up. And each time I’d opened my eyes, the pain had come to me again, as if I was realizing for the first time that Dad was dead.
“Where’s the baby?” I asked.
“Mary’s upstairs with Jack. He likes to spend a bit of time with her each morning. Gives him a good excuse to start work a bit later, too. You won’t get much done today anyway,” she said, gesturing toward the window. Snowflakes were whirling down, and the room was brighter than on a summer’s day as the light reflected off the snow piled deep in the yard.
Soon I was tucking into a plate of sausage and eggs. While I was eating, Jack came down and joined me at the table. He nodded and started on his own breakfast; Ellie went off into the front room, leaving us alone. He picked at his food, chewing it slowly, and I started to feel guilty because I was able to enjoy my own breakfast.
“Ellie told me that you know about the will,” Jack said at last.
I nodded but didn’t say anything.
“Look, Tom, as the eldest son, I’m the executor of the will and it’s my duty to make sure that Dad’s wishes are carried out, but I wonder if we could come to some arrangement,” he said. “What if I buy the room from you? If I could raise the money, would you sell it to me? And as for Mam’s things inside it, I’m sure Mr. Gregory would let you store them at Chipenden. . . .”
“I need time to think, Jack,” I told him. “It’s all come as a shock. Too much has happened too quickly. Don’t worry, I’ve no plans to keep coming back here. I’ll be too busy.”
Jack reached into his breeches pocket and pulled out a bunch of keys. He placed them on the table in front of me. There was a large key and three smaller ones. The first was for the door of the room; the other three for the boxes and chests inside.
“Well, there are the keys. No doubt you’ll be wanting to go up and see your inheritance.”
I reached across and pushed the keys back toward him. “No, Jack,” I said. “You keep them for now. I’ll not go into that room until I’ve spoken to Mam.”
He looked at me in astonishment. “Are you sure?”
I nodded and he thrust the keys back into his pocket, and nothing more was said about it.
What Jack had said was sensible enough. But I didn’t want his money. To buy me out, he’d need to raise a loan and, financially, things would be difficult enough now that he had to run the farm by himself. As far as I was concerned, he could have the room. And I was sure the Spook would let me keep Mam’s boxes and chests at Chipenden. But I suspected that it was Mam’s wish that the room should be mine, and this was the only thing that stopped me from agreeing immediately. It was in Dad’s will but had probably been her decision. Mam always had a very good reason for everything she did, so I couldn’t make up my mind properly until I’d talked to her face-to-face.
That afternoon I went to visit Dad’s grave. Jack was going to come with me, but I managed to talk him out of it. I wanted time on my own. An hour or so to think and grieve alone. And there was something else I needed to know. Something that I couldn’t do if Jack came with me. He wouldn’t have understood, or at best, he would have been really upset.
I timed my walk so that I would arrive at sunset, with just enough light to find the grave. It was a bleak snow-covered graveyard about half a mile from the church. The churchyard itself was full, so they’d consecrated this as additional holy ground. It was really just a small field bounded by a hawthorn hedge with a couple of sycamores on its western boundary. It was easy to find Dad’s grave in the front line of burial plots advancing month by month across the field. His grave didn’t have a stone yet, but they’d marked it temporarily with a simple cross, his name carved deeply into the wood.
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For a while I stood near that wooden cross, thinking of all the happy times we’d had as a family; remembering being small, with Mam and Dad happy and busy and all my brothers living at home. I recalled the last time I’d spoken to Dad and how he’d told me that he was proud to have such a brave son and that, although he hadn’t any favorites, he still thought that I’d turn out the best of all.
Tears came into my eyes, and I wept aloud at the side of the grave. But as it grew dark, I took a deep breath and steadied myself, focusing on what had to be done. This was spooks’ business.
“Dad! Dad!” I called into the darkness. “Are you there? Can you hear me?”
Three times I called exactly the same, but on each occasion the only sounds I could hear were the wind whistling through the hawthorn hedge and a lone dog barking far in the distance. So I sighed with relief. Dad wasn’t here. His spirit wasn’t bound here. He wasn’t a graveside lingerer. I just hoped he’d gone to a better place.
I hadn’t really made up my mind about God. Maybe God existed and maybe He didn’t. If He did, would He bother to listen to me? I didn’t usually pray, but this was Dad, so I made an exception.
“Please, God, give him peace,” I said softly. “It’s what he deserves. He was a good, hardworking man, and I loved him.”
Then I turned and, very sadly, made my way back home.
I stayed at the farm for almost a week. When the time came for me to leave, it was raining, the snow turning to slush in the yard.
Mam hadn’t come back, and I wondered if she ever would. But my first duty was to get back to Anglezarke and see how the Spook was. I just hoped he was continuing to recover. I told Jack and Ellie that I’d visit them in the spring and that we’d talk about the room then.
I began the long walk south, thinking of Dad and how much things had altered. It didn’t seem that long since I was living at home happily with my parents and six brothers, and Dad was strong and fit. Now it was all changing. All falling apart.
In one sense I could never visit home again, because it wouldn’t be there anymore. It was all too different now. The buildings would still be the same, and so would the view of Hangman’s Hill from my old bedroom window. But without Dad and Mam it simply wouldn’t be home.
I knew I’d lost something forever.



CHAPTER XII
Necromancy

THE farther south I traveled, the colder it got, the rain gradually turning back to snow. I was tired and wanted to go directly to the Spook’s house, but I’d promised Alice I’d visit her first, and I intended to keep my word.
By the time Moor View Farm was in sight, it was already dark. The wind had dropped and the sky was clear. The moon was up and the snow made everything much brighter than usual; beyond the farmhouse, the lake was a dark mirror reflecting the stars.
The farm itself was in darkness. Most County farmers go to bed early in winter, so it was what I’d been expecting. I was hoping that Alice would have sensed my approach, though, and sneaked out to meet me. I climbed over the boundary fence and crossed a field toward the cluster of dilapidated buildings. A cattle shed loomed up before me, and hearing an unusual sound, I halted just outside the open doorway. Someone was crying.
I stepped into the doorway and the animals within edged away nervously. Immediately the stink hit me. It wasn’t the usual warm animal smell, plus a few dozen healthy cowpats. It was scour, a digestive illness that cattle and pigs are prone to. It is treatable, but these cattle were ill and neglected. Things had got even worse since I’d last been here.
It was then that I realized someone was watching me. To my left, lit by a shaft of moonlight, Mr. Hurst was sitting hunched on a milking stool. There were tears running down the old man’s cheeks, and he was staring up toward me, misery etched into his face. I took a step backward as he came to his feet.
“Get you gone! Leave me be!” he cried, shaking his fist at me while trembling from head to foot.
I was shocked and upset. He’d always been so meek and mild, never giving me or Alice so much as a cross word. Now he looked desperate and at the end of his tether. I walked away, my head bowed low. I felt very sorry for him. Morgan must have been treating him really badly: no doubt that was why he was upset and embarrassed. I didn’t know what to do but thought I’d better speak to Alice about it.
I moved on until I came to the yard. The house was still in darkness, and I wasn’t sure what to do. Alice must have been in a very deep sleep not to be aware that I was close by. I waited for a moment, my breath steaming in the cold air.
I walked up to the back door and rapped on it twice. I didn’t need to knock again. After a few moments the door opened slowly, creaking on its hinges, and Mrs. Hurst peered out at me, blinking into the moonlight.
“I need to speak to Alice,” I told her.
“Come in, come in,” she invited, her voice weak and hoarse.
There was a mat just inside the door, so I stepped into the small hallway and, after smiling and thanking her politely, stamped the snow off my boots as best I could. Ahead were the two internal doors. The one on the right was closed; but the door to Morgan’s room was partially open, and I saw candlelight flickering beyond.
“Go through,” she said, pointing toward it.
For a moment I hesitated, wondering what Alice was doing in Morgan’s room, but I went in anyway. The air was heavy with the reek of tallow, and for some reason the first thing I noticed was a thick candle made of black wax, which was set into a big brass candlestick. It was positioned in the center of the long wooden table with its two facing chairs, one at each end.
I’d expected to see Alice there, but I was mistaken. Seated at the near end of the table, and facing away, toward that candle, was a hooded figure. He turned in my direction and I saw a beard and a mocking smile. It was Morgan.
Once again my instinct was to run for it, but I heard two sounds behind me. The first was the door being closed firmly. The second was the heavy bolt being slotted home. Ahead of me was the window covered with a heavy black curtain and no other door. I was locked in the room with Morgan.
I looked about me, glancing down at the bare stone flags, then across to the waiting empty chair. The room was cold, and I shivered. There was a fireplace, but it was filled with gray ashes.
“Take a seat, Tom,” Morgan said. “We’ve a lot to talk about.”
I didn’t move, so he gestured at the chair opposite him.
“I came here to speak to Alice,” I told him.
“Alice has gone,” Morgan said. “She left three days ago.”
“Gone? Gone where?” I asked.
“She didn’t say. She wasn’t a very talkative girl, that Alice. Didn’t even bother to say she was leaving. Now, Tom, the last time you entered this room you came uninvited like a thief in the night with that girl at your side. But we’ll forget that, because now you’re very welcome. So I’ll say it again. Sit yourself down.”
Filled with dismay, I sat down but kept my staff upright by my left side, gripping it firmly. How did he know that we’d been in his room? And I was really worried about Alice. Where could she have gone? Surely not back to Pendle? I looked across and met Morgan’s gaze. Suddenly, with a smile, he pulled the hood back from his face to reveal his unruly thatch of hair. There seemed a lot more gray in it than last time. In the candlelight his face was craggy and the lines were far deeper.
“I’d offer you wine,” he said, “but I don’t drink when I’m working.”
“I don’t usually drink wine,” I told him.
“But no doubt you eat cheese,” he said, a mocking grin on his face.
I didn’t reply, and his expression became serious. Suddenly he leaned forward, pursed his lips, and blew hard. The candle flickered and went out, plunging the room into absolute darkness while the smell of tallow intensified.
“There’s just you, me, and the dark,” Morgan said. “Can you stand it? Are you fit to be my apprentice?”
They were the exact words the Spook had said to me in the cellar of the haunted house in Horshaw, the place where he’d taken me on the very first day of my apprenticeship. He’d done it to judge whether or not I was made of the right stuff to become a spook. They were the words he’d spoken the moment the candle went out.
“I’ll bet that when you first walked down the steps into the cellar, he was sitting in the corner and stood up the moment you came near,” Morgan continued. “Nothing changes. You, me, and two dozen others or more. Predictable stuff. The old fool! No wonder nobody sticks with him for long.”
“You stayed three years,” I said softly into the darkness.
“Found your voice again, Tom? That’s good,” Morgan said. “I see that he’s been talking about me. Did he have anything good to say?”
“Not really.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. And did he tell you why I gave up my apprenticeship as a spook?”
By now my eyes had adjusted to the dark, and I could just make out the shape of his head facing me across the table. I could have told him that the Spook said he’d lacked discipline and wasn’t up to the job, but instead I decided to ask a few questions of my own.
“What do you want from me? And why has the door been barred?” I asked.
“So that you can’t run away again,” Morgan said. “So that you’ve no choice but to stay and face what I have to show you. You’re quite the apprentice, I hear. You and I both know that your master doesn’t appreciate that. So this is the first lesson of your new apprenticeship. You’ll have had some dealings with the dead, but now I’m going to add to your knowledge. And add to it significantly.”
“Why would you want to do that?” I challenged him. “Mr. Gregory’s teaching me all I need to know.”
“First things first, Tom,” Morgan replied. “Let’s talk about ghosts first. What do you know about them?”
I decided to humor him. Maybe if I let him get what he wanted to say off his chest, I could be on my way to the Spook’s house.
“Most ghosts are bound close to their bones; others to the place where they either suffered or committed some terrible crime while still on earth. They aren’t free to wander at will.”
“Well done, Tom,” Morgan said, an edge of mockery back in his voice. “And I bet you’ve written it all down in your notebook, too, like a good little apprentice. Well, here’s something that the old fool won’t have taught you. He won’t have mentioned it because he doesn’t like to think about it. So here’s the big question. Where do the dead go after death? And I don’t mean bound ghasts and ghosts. I mean the other dead. The vast majority. People like your father.”
At the mention of my dad I sat up straight and stared hard at Morgan. “What do you know of my dad?” I asked angrily. “How did you know he was dead?”
“All in good time, Tom. All in good time. I have powers your master can only dream of. But you haven’t answered my question. Where do the dead go after death?”
“The Church says heaven, hell, purgatory, or limbo,” I replied. “I’m not sure about all that, and Mr. Gregory never talks about it. But I believe that the soul survives death.”
Purgatory was a place where souls went to be cleansed, suffering until they were fit to enter heaven. Limbo was more mysterious. Priests thought that those who weren’t baptized went there. It was supposed to be for souls that weren’t really evil but, through no real fault of their own, weren’t fit to enter Heaven.
“What does the Church know?” Morgan said, a sneering tone entering his voice. “That’s about the only thing Old Gregory and I do agree on. But you see, Tom, of the four places you’ve just mentioned, limbo is by far the most useful for somebody like me. It takes its name from the Latin word ‘limbus,’ which means edge or fringe. You see, wherever they’re heading, the majority of the dead first have to pass through limbo, which is on the edge of this world, and some find it very hard to do. Some of the weak, the fearful, and the guilty retreat, falling back into this world to become ghosts, joining the lingerers who are already trapped on earth. They are the easiest to control. But even the strong and the good must struggle and fight to pass through limbo. It takes time, and while they’re delayed, I have the power to reach any soul there that I choose. I can stop it from passing on. I can make it do what I want. If need be, make it suffer.
“The dead have had their lives. It’s over for them. But we’re still living and can use them. We can profit from them. I want what Gregory owes me. I want his house in Chipenden with that big library of books that contains so much knowledge. And then there’s something else. Something even more important. Something that he’s stolen from me. He has a grimoire, a book of spells and rituals, and you’re going to help me get it back. In return, you can continue your apprenticeship, with me training you. And I’ll teach you those things he’s never even dreamed of. I’ll put real power at your fingertips!”
“I don’t want you training me,” I snapped angrily. “I’m happy with things just the way they are!”
“What makes you think that you’ve any choice in the matter?” Morgan said, his voice suddenly cold and threatening. “I think it’s time to show you just what I can do. Now, for your own safety, I want you to sit perfectly still and listen carefully. Whatever happens, don’t attempt to leave that chair!”
The room became very quiet, and I did as I was told. What else could I do? The door was locked and he was bigger and stronger than I was. I could use my staff against him, but with no real guarantee of success. It was best to play along with him for now, until I could get away and back to the Spook.
A faint sound came out of the darkness. Something between a rustling and a pattering. It was a bit like mice scampering around under the floorboards. But there weren’t any floorboards, just heavy stone flags, and I could feel the room start to grow colder. Usually this would be a sign that something was approaching— something that didn’t belong in this world. But once again, this cold was different, just as it had been when we’d talked in the chapel.
Suddenly a bell tolled somewhere in the air far above our heads. It was deep and mournful, as if calling the bereaved to a funeral, and so loud that the table vibrated. I could feel it resonating through the flags beneath my feet. The bell tolled nine times in all, each peal fainter than its predecessor. This was followed immediately by three loud raps on the table. I could make out the shape of Morgan, and he didn’t seem to be moving. The raps were repeated, louder than ever, and the heavy brass candlestick fell over, rolled across the tabletop, and crashed to the floor.
In the darkened room, the silence that followed was almost painful and I felt as if my ears were about to pop. I was holding my breath, and all I could hear was the thumping inside my head, the rapid beating of my heart. The strange cold intensified, and then Morgan spoke into the darkness.
“Sister of mine, be still and listen well!” he commanded.
Then I heard the patter of dripping water. It sounded as if there was a hole in the ceiling and it was dripping onto the center of the tabletop, where the candle had been.
Next a voice answered. It seemed to come from Morgan’s mouth. I could just about make out the outline of his head and I could swear that his jaw was moving, but it was a girl’s voice and there was no way a grown man could have imitated its pitch and intensity.
“Leave me be! Let me rest!” cried the voice.
The noise of dripping water grew louder, and there was a faint splashing, as if a puddle had formed on the tabletop.
“Obey me and then I’ll let you rest,” cried Morgan. “It’s another I wish to speak to. Bring him to this place and then you may return from whence you came. There’s a boy with me in this room. Can you see him?”
“Yes, I see him,” the girl’s voice answered. “He has just lost someone. I sense his sadness.”
“The boy’s name is Thomas Ward,” Morgan said. “He mourns his father. Bring his father’s spirit to us now!”
The cold began to lessen, and the water ceased its dripping. I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard. Was Morgan really going to summon Dad’s spirit? I felt a sense of outrage.
“Aren’t you looking forward to speaking to your father one more time?” Morgan demanded. “I’ve already spoken to him, and he told me that all your brothers visited his deathbed to say good-bye but you, and that you even missed his funeral. He was sad about that. Very sad. Now you’ll both have a chance to put things right.”
I was stunned by that. How could Morgan possibly know what had happened? Unless he really had been in contact with Dad’s spirit . . .
“It wasn’t my fault!” I said, angry and upset. “I didn’t get the message in time.”
“Well, now you’re about to get the chance to tell him that yourself.”
It started to grow colder again. Then a voice spoke to me across the table. Morgan’s jaw was moving again but, to my dismay, it was Dad’s voice that came out of his mouth. There was no mistaking it. Nobody could possibly have mimicked somebody else’s voice so perfectly. It was as if Dad were sitting facing me in the chair opposite.
“It’s dark,” Dad cried, “and I can’t even see my hand before my face. Someone light a candle for me, please. Light a candle so that I can be saved.”
I felt terrible thinking of Dad alone and afraid in the dark. I tried to call out and reassure him, but Morgan spoke first.
“How can you be saved?” he said, his voice deep and powerful and filled with authority. “How can a sinner such as you go to the light? A sinner who always worked on the Lord’s day?”
“Oh, forgive me! Forgive me, Lord!” Dad cried. “I was a farmer and there were jobs to be done. I worked my fingers to the bone, but there were never enough hours in a day. I’d a family to provide for. But I always paid my tithes, holding nothing back that belonged to the Church. I always believed, truly I did. And I taught my sons right from wrong. I did all that a father should.”
“One of your sons is here now,” Morgan said. “Would you like to speak to him one last time?”
“Please. Please. Yes. Let me speak to him. Is it Jack? There were things I should have said to him while I lived. Things unsaid that I would say now!”
“No,” Morgan said. “Jack isn’t here. It’s your youngest son, Tom.”
“Tom! Tom! Are you there? Is it really you?”
“It’s me, Dad. It’s me!” I cried, a lump coming up into my throat. I couldn’t bear the thought of Dad suffering in the darkness like that. What had he done to deserve this? “I’m sorry I didn’t get home in time. Sorry I didn’t go to your funeral. The message reached me too late. If you’ve anything to say to Jack, tell me. I’ll give him your message,” I said, the tears starting to prick behind my eyes.
“Just tell Jack I’m sorry about the farm, son. Sorry that I didn’t leave it all to him. He’s my eldest lad, and it was his birthright. But I listened to your mam. Tell him I’m sorry that I left that room to you.”
There were tears running down my face now. It was a shock to hear that Mam and Dad hadn’t been in agreement about the room. I wanted to promise Dad that I’d make it right by giving the room to Jack, but I couldn’t because I had to take into account Mam’s wishes. I had to talk to her first. But I tried to make Dad feel better. It was the best I could do.
“Don’t worry, Dad! It’ll be all right. I’ll talk to Jack about it. It won’t cause any trouble in the family. None at all. Don’t you worry. It’ll be fine.”
“You’re a good lad, Tom,” Dad said, his voice full of gratitude.
“A good lad!” Morgan interrupted. “He’s anything but that. This is the son that you gave to a spook! Seven sons you had and not one did you offer to the Church!”
“Oh! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” Dad’s voice cried out in anguish. “But none of my lads had a vocation. None wanted to be priests. I struggled to find a good trade for each, and when it came to the last of my sons, his mam wanted him apprenticed to a spook. I was strong against it, and we argued over that more than we’d ever argued before. But I gave in finally, because I loved her and couldn’t deny her what she’d set her heart on. Forgive me! I was weak and put earthly love before my duty to God!”
“That you did!” Morgan cried out in a loud voice. “There is no forgiveness for one such as you, and now you must suffer the pains of hell. Can you feel the flames starting to lick at your flesh? Can you feel the heat starting to build?”
“Nay, Lord! Please! Please! The pain is too much to bear! Please spare me. I’ll do anything! Anything!”
I came to my feet, filled with anger. Morgan was doing this to Dad. Making Dad believe he was in hell. Making him experience terrible pain. I couldn’t allow it to continue.
“Don’t listen to him, Dad!” I shouted. “There are no flames. There is no pain. Go in peace! Go in peace! Go to the light! Go to the light!”
I took four rapid steps down the left side of the table and, with all my strength, swung my staff toward the hooded figure and struck him a terrible blow. Without uttering a sound, he fell away to the right and I heard the chair tumble onto the flags.
Quickly I pulled my tinderbox and the candle stub from my pocket. Within moments I managed to light the candle. I held it up and looked about me. The chair had fallen sideways and a black cloak was draped across it and down onto the flags. But of Morgan there was no sign! I prodded it with my staff, but it was as empty as it looked. He’d vanished into thin air!
I noticed something on the tabletop. The wood was dry as a bone and there was no trace at all of the water that had seemed to drip and puddle there, but where the brass candlestick had stood was a black envelope.
Setting the candle down on the edge of the table, I reached across and picked up the envelope. It was sealed, but on it were the words:
To My New Apprentice, Tom Ward
I tore open the envelope and unfolded the piece of paper within.
Well, now you’ve seen what I am capable of. And what I have just done, I can do again. I have trapped your father in limbo. Thus I can reach him anytime I choose and make him believe anything I want. There is no limit to the pain that I can inflict upon him.
If you would save him from this, obey my will. Firstly, I need something from Gregory’s house. Up in the attic, locked inside his writing desk, there is a wooden box and within it a grimoire, which is a book of powerful spells and rituals. It’s bound in green leather and has a silver pentacle embossed on the front cover—three concentric circles
with a five-pointed star within. It is mine. Bring it to me. Secondly, say nothing to anyone of what you have seen. Thirdly, you must accept that you are now my apprentice, bound to my service for a period of five years from this day forth—or your father will suffer. To signal your acceptance, rap three times upon the tabletop. The door is unlocked and, whatever your decision, you are free to go. The choice is yours.
Morgan G.
I couldn’t bear the thought of Dad’s spirit in torment. But neither did I want to be Morgan’s apprentice. I was reluctant to rap on the table, but it would gain me some time. Morgan would think I’d agreed to what he’d demanded, and it would save Dad from suffering now while I consulted the Spook. He would know what to do for the best.
I took a deep breath and rapped three times upon the table. I held my breath and listened, but there was no acknowledgement. The room was utterly still and silent. I tried the door and it opened. I hadn’t heard it happen, but the bolt had been pulled back. I went back to the table, picked up my tinderbox, blew out the candle, and put both into my pockets. Then, clutching my staff, I left the room and opened the front door.
I almost fell over in amazement. It was broad daylight! Sunlight was dazzling back from the snow, and it was at least two hours after dawn! It had only seemed like fifteen minutes or so that I’d been in the room with Morgan, and yet the same number of hours had gone by.
There was no way I could begin to explain it. The Spook had told me that Morgan was a dangerous man who’d dabbled with the dark. But the Spook hadn’t said he was capable of the things I’d seen. Morgan was a powerful and dangerous mage with real magical powers, and I shivered at the thought of having to face him again. Within moments I was trudging through the deep snow as fast as I could, heading uphill toward the Spook’s house.



CHAPTER XIII
Trickery and Betrayal

SOON the house was directly ahead, with brown smoke rising from the chimney pots telling me that warm welcoming fires were waiting within.
I knocked at the back door. My key would open most locks, but I didn’t use it. As I’d been away for a while, it seemed more polite to wait to be invited in. I knocked three times before the door was finally opened by Meg, who smiled at me before stepping back to welcome me inside.
“Come in quickly out of the snow, Tom!” she exclaimed. “It’s good to see you back.”
Once inside, I removed my cloak and sheepskin jacket, leaned my staff in the corner, and stamped the snow from my boots.
“Sit yourself down,” Meg said, guiding me across the flags to the fireplace. “You’re shivering with cold. I’ll make you a cup of hot soup to warm your bones. That’ll have to do for now—I’ll cook you a nice big meal later.”
I was trembling more than shivering, upset by what had happened in Morgan’s room, but gradually I began to calm down. I did as I was told and warmed my hands at the fire, watching my boots begin to steam. “It’s good to see you’ve still got all your fingers!” Meg said.
I smiled. “Where’s Mr. Gregory?” I asked, wondering if he’d been called away on spook’s business. I hoped he had, because that would mean he was fit and well again.
“He’s still in bed. He needs all the rest he can get.”
“So he’s not that much better yet?”
“He’s improving slowly,” Meg answered. “But it’ll take time. These things can’t be rushed. Try not to disturb or burden him too much. He needs to rest and sleep as much as he can.”
She brought across a steaming cup of hot chicken soup, so I thanked her and sipped it slowly, feeling it begin to warm my insides.
“How’s your poorly dad?” she asked suddenly as she settled herself down in her rocking chair. “Is he getting better now?”
I was surprised that she’d remembered that, and her question brought tears to my eyes again. “He died, Meg,” I told her. “But he’d been very ill.”
“That’s sad, Tom. I’m so sorry. I know what it’s like to lose family. . . .” 
I felt the pain of losing Dad wrench my stomach and thought of what Morgan had done to his spirit. Dad didn’t deserve that. I couldn’t let it happen again. I had to do something.
Meg fell silent and stared into the flames. After a while she closed her eyes and started humming a tune very quietly under her breath. When I’d finished the soup, I went across and put the cup on the table.
“Thanks, Meg. That was really good,” I told her.
She didn’t reply and seemed to be asleep. It was something she often did, fall asleep in her rocking chair near the hearth.
I didn’t know what to do now. I’d hoped to speak to my master about Morgan, but he was clearly not well enough to be bothered with it. I didn’t want to trouble him and make him worse. Perhaps while he was sleeping I could just take a look at this grimoire; check it was where Morgan had said. Maybe something in there would help me to decide what to do. One thing was clear: with my master so ill and Alice gone, I was on my own, and it was down to me to do the right thing by my dad. He was all that mattered, and I had to do something to stop him from suffering at the hands of Morgan. I would start by looking for the grimoire.
The Spook was upstairs sleeping, and I might not get a better chance to look for it. One part of me felt bad about even thinking of taking it without telling the Spook. But there would be a time for explanations later. Dad was all that mattered now. I couldn’t bear the thought of him being tortured by Morgan again.
But when I started to leave the kitchen, Meg suddenly opened her eyes and leaned forward to poke the fire. “I’m just going up to see Mr. Gregory,” I told her.
“No, Tom, we don’t want to disturb him yet,” she said. “You just sit by the fire and warm yourself after that long walk you’ve had in the cold.”
“Well, I’ll just go and get my notebook from the study first,” I said.
But I went into the parlor rather than the study. If the Spook was still in bed, Meg hadn’t had her herb tea yet. I needed her to sleep for a while so that I could hunt for the grimoire, and herb tea was the easiest way to do it. So I took down the big brown glass jar from the cupboard and poured three-quarters of an inch of the mixture into a cup. Then I went into the kitchen and began to heat the water.
“What’s this?” Meg asked with a smile as I held the cup toward her.
“It’s herb tea, Meg. Drink it down. It’ll stop the cold from getting into your bones.”
The only warning I got was when the smile slipped from her face. Meg dashed the cup from my hand, and it smashed to pieces on the kitchen flags. Then she got to her feet, gripped my wrist, and dragged me close. I tried to pull away, but she was too strong. I felt that she could snap my arm without trying too hard.
“Liar! Liar!” she shouted, her face only inches from my own. “I’d hoped for better from you, but you’re no better than John Gregory! Don’t say I didn’t give you a chance. You’ve proved yourself to be just the same. You’d take away my memory, too, wouldn’t you, boy? But now I remember everything. I know what I was and I know what I am!”
With our faces almost touching, Meg sniffed at me very loudly. “I know what you are, too,” she said, her voice hardly more than a whisper now. “I know what you’re thinking. I know your darkest secret thoughts, the ones you couldn’t even tell your own mother.”
Her eyes were staring hard into mine. They weren’t points of fire like Mother Malkin’s had been when we’d come face-to-face in the spring, but they seemed to be growing larger. She was a lamia witch and her body was stronger than mine, and now her mind was beginning to control me, too.
“I know what you could be one day, Tom Ward,” she whispered, “but that day’s still a long way off. You’re just a boy, while I’ve walked this earth more years than I care to remember. So don’t try any of John Gregory’s tricks on me, because I know them all. Every last one!”
She spun me around so that I was facing away from her and let go of my arm, quickly transferring her grip to my neck.
“Please, Meg! I didn’t mean any harm,” I pleaded. “I wanted to help you. I’d talked to Alice about it. She wanted to help you, too—” 
“It’s easy to say that now. Was giving me that filthy mixture to drink the way to help me? No, I don’t think so. No more of your lies, or it’ll be the worse for you!”
“But they’re not lies, Meg. Remember, Alice comes from a family of witches. She understood you and really felt sorry for what was happening. I was going to speak to Mr. Gregory about you and—”
“Right, boy! I’ve heard enough excuses!” snapped Meg. “It’s down to the cellar with you. Let’s see how you like it down there in the dark. It’s just what you deserve. I want you to know what I went through. I didn’t sleep the whole time, you see. I kept waking up to spend long hours thinking, alone in the dark. Too weak to move, too weak to climb to my feet—trying desperately to remember all that you and John Gregory would like me to forget—I could still think and feel, knowing that it would be long, tedious, lonely months before anybody came to the door to let me out. . . .”
At first I struggled, trying my best to resist, but it was useless: she was just too strong. Still gripping me by the neck, she marched me down the cellar steps, my feet hardly touching the floor, until we reached the iron gate. She had the key, and we were soon beyond it and descending deeper underground.
She hadn’t bothered with a candle, and although I can find my way in the dark a lot better than most people, at each corner it grew darker and more difficult to see. The thought of the cellar below terrified me. I remembered her sister, the feral lamia witch, still imprisoned in the pit; I didn’t want to be anywhere near her. But to my relief, when we turned the third corner, she brought me to a halt by the three doors.
With another key she opened the left-hand door, thrust me inside, and locked it behind me. Then I heard her unlock the cell next to mine and go inside. She didn’t stay very long. Soon that door slammed shut, and she began to climb the steps. After a few moments there was the sound of the iron gate clanging shut; more steps, growing fainter and fainter; and then silence.
I waited a few moments in case she came back for some reason, then fumbled in my pockets for the stub of candle and my tinderbox. Seconds later the candle was alight, and I looked around at my cell. It was small, no more than eight paces by four, with a heap of straw in the corner to serve for a bed. The walls were built from blocks of stone, and the door was constructed of sturdy oak, with a square inspection hole near the top sealed with four vertical iron bars.
I sat down on the stone floor in the corner to think things through. What had happened while I’d been away? I felt certain that the Spook was now in the cell next to mine, the one where Meg spent her summers. Why else would Meg have gone in there? But how had the Spook ended up in Meg’s power? He still hadn’t been well when I’d left for home. Maybe he’d forgotten to give Meg her herb tea and she’d recovered her memory? Perhaps she’d put something in his food or drink—the same thing he’d been using all those years to keep her docile, most likely.
Not only that—there’d been Alice’s influence. She’d kept chatting to Meg, talking to her about coming from a family of witches. Sometimes they’d whispered together. What had they been discussing? If Alice had had her way, Meg’s dose of herb tea would have been reduced. Well, I didn’t blame Alice for what had happened, but her presence in the Spook’s house certainly wouldn’t have helped the situation.
When I’d returned, Meg had only been pretending to be confused and had been playing a game with me. Had she really been giving me what she’d called a chance? If I hadn’t tried to give her the herb tea, would she have treated me any differently? And then it hit me. When I got back to Anglezarke, I’d been so wrapped up in my thoughts of Morgan and Dad, I’d been completely blind to the evidence—signs I could see only too clearly now. Meg had called me Tom, not Billy, for the first time ever. And she’d remembered about my dad. Why hadn’t I picked up on that at the time? I should have been on my guard. I’d let my heart rule my head, and now the whole County was in danger. A lamia witch free to roam once more, and neither a spook nor an apprentice to stop her. What was done was done, but somehow I had to put it right.
There was good news and bad news, but most of it was bad. Meg had sniffed me out using her powers as a witch. She knew a lot about me, but she hadn’t bothered to search me or she’d have found the tinderbox and candle. She’d have found the key, too—the key that could open most doors as long as they weren’t too complex. So that was the good news. I could get out of my cell. I could open the door to the Spook’s cell, too.
The bad news was that the key wouldn’t be good enough to get me through the gate. Otherwise the Spook wouldn’t have kept a special one on top of the bookcase in the library. And Meg had that key now. Even if I could get us both out of our cells, we were still trapped in the cellar. So what I needed to do now was clear enough. I had to talk to the Spook. My master would know what to do for the best.
So I used the key to open the door of my cell. It didn’t make much noise, but the cell door seemed to stick and, despite my best efforts, jerked open, making a noise that echoed up and down the steps. I hoped Meg would be upstairs by the kitchen fire and wouldn’t have heard. Taking the candle, I tiptoed out into the corridor and held it up to the bars of the Spook’s cell. I peered inside but couldn’t see much. There was a bed in the corner and a dark bundle on top of it. Was it the Spook?
“Mr. Gregory! Mr. Gregory!” I called through the bars, putting urgency into my voice while still trying to keep its volume as low as possible.
A deep groan came from the bundle, and it moved slowly. It sounded like the Spook, all right. I was just going to call again when I heard a sudden sound from the steps below. I turned and listened. For a moment there was silence. Then I heard it again. Something was moving up the steps toward me.
A rat? No, it sounded too large for that. Suddenly it stopped. Was I mistaken? Had I just imagined the sound? Fear can play tricks on the mind. As the Spook always says, it’s important to recognize the difference between waking and dreaming.
Without realizing it, I’d been holding my breath. Now, when I breathed out, the movement up the steps began again. I couldn’t see around the corner, so I could only judge what it was by the sounds it was making. It wasn’t like something dragging itself up, so it couldn’t be a dead witch that had somehow managed to get free. It wasn’t the sound of boots, so it couldn’t be a ghast or a ghost coming up the steps, or even a human being who’d been hiding down there for some reason. It was a sound I’d never heard in my life before.
Something was moving, then stopping; moving again, then halting just as quickly. Something that was scuttling upward on more than just two legs! What else could it be? It had to be the feral lamia witch! After years in that pit, she’d have a frantic need for human blood. And she was coming for me!
In a panic, without thinking, I ran back into my cell, pulled the door closed, and locked it quickly. Next I blew out the candle—otherwise she would see the light and be attracted to it. But was I even safe inside a locked cell? If the witch had managed to escape from the pit, she must have been able to bend the bars. Then I realized that Meg might simply have released her sister from the pit, and for a moment I felt a bit better. But I didn’t even get time to sigh with relief. You see, I remembered something that the Spook had said about the gate:
“The iron would stop most of ’em getting past this point. . . .”
The lamia witch was the most dangerous thing in the cellar. So, if she’d a mind to escape, maybe even the iron trellis gate wouldn’t be enough to stop her for long! As for the bars of my cell, they didn’t bear thinking about. My only hope was that the witch was still relatively weak after being in the pit for so long.
I kept perfectly still and listened, doing my best to breathe quietly. I could hear her approaching, scuttling and halting, scuttling nearer and nearer. I pressed myself back into the corner and stopped breathing altogether.
Something touched the door lightly. The next contact with the wood was stronger, and there was a scratching sound, as if sharp claws were biting in, trying to get a purchase. It was as if something was clawing its way up the door. I’d run into my own cell without thinking, and now I wished I’d locked myself in the other cell with the Spook. I might have been able to wake him up and ask him what to do.
It was dark. Very dark. So dark that, inside my cell, I couldn’t tell where the door ended and the walls on either side began. But the oblong, dissected by the four vertical bars, was slightly paler than its surroundings, so there had to be some light on the stairs, shedding a faint illumination of the wall beyond my cell.
A shape moved across the oblong. It was in silhouette, but I could see enough to tell that it was something like a hand. I heard it grip the bars. But it wasn’t as if flesh and muscle came into contact with them. There was a rasp, almost as if a file had scraped against iron, followed by an explosive hiss of anger and pain. The lamia witch had touched iron, and the hurt she was suffering would be severe. Only her will was holding her there. Next, something big moved up in front of the bars, like the disk of a dark moon eclipsing the pale light beyond. It had to be the witch’s head. She was peering at me through the bars, but it was too dark to see her eyes!
There was another rasp, and the door groaned and creaked. I trembled with fear. I knew what was happening. She was trying to bend the bars or pull them right out of the wooden door.
If I’d had my staff of rowan wood I could have jabbed at the witch through the bars and perhaps driven her off. But I had nothing. My silver chain was in my bag, but it was no use to me there. I’d nothing here that I could use to defend myself.
The door groaned and creaked as the pressure on it grew, and I heard it start to buckle. The witch hissed again and made a snuffling, croaking sound. She was eager to get inside, desperate to drink my blood.
But to my relief, there was a sudden clang of metal from up the steps, and the lamia let go of the bars and dropped out of sight. I heard the echo of approaching footsteps, and candlelight flickered on the wall beyond the bars.
“Back! Back!” I heard Meg shout from beyond the door, followed by the sound of the feral lamia scuttling away down the steps.
Next there was the flicker of candlelight and the click of pointy shoes following the creature down. I stayed where I was, crouched in the corner. After a while the footsteps approached again, and I heard a bucket being placed on the floor and a key turning in the lock of my cell door.
Just in time, before Meg opened the door, I pushed my candle stub and tinderbox back into my pockets. Now I was glad that I hadn’t locked myself in the Spook’s cell, or she’d have known about my key.
Meg stood framed in the doorway, holding up her candle. With her other hand, she beckoned me to her. I didn’t move. I was too scared.
“Come here, boy,” she said, chuckling to herself. “Don’t worry. I won’t bite!”
I came to my knees, but my legs felt too wobbly to allow me to stand.
“Will you come to me, boy? Or do I have to come to you?” Meg asked. “The first is far easier and less painful.”
This time terror brought me to my feet. She might be “domestic,” but Meg was still a lamia witch whose favorite food was probably blood. The herb tea had made her forget that. But she knew exactly what she was now. And she knew what she wanted. There was compulsion in her voice, a power that sapped my will and made me cross the cell to the open door.
“It’s lucky for you that I decided to feed Marcia when I did,” she said, pointing down to the bucket.
I looked down. It was empty. I don’t know what had been inside it, but there was a film of blood in the bottom.
“Almost left it until later, but then I remembered how desperate she’d be to get at you, what with you being so young. John Gregory doesn’t have half the attraction,” she said with a thin, cruel smile, nodding toward the next cell and confirming for me that the Spook really was in there.
“He really cares about you,” I told Meg desperately. “He always has. So please don’t treat him like this! In fact, he loves you. He really loves you!” I said, repeating the words again. “He actually wrote it down in one of his notebooks. I wasn’t meant to find it, but I did and read it anyway. It’s the truth.”
I could remember what he’d written word for word. . . . “
How could I put her into the pit, when I realized that I loved her better than my own soul.”
“Love!” sneered Meg. “What does a man like that know about love?”
“It was when you first met and he was about to put you into a pit because it was his duty. He couldn’t do it, Meg! He couldn’t do it because he loved you too much. It went against everything he’d been taught and believed, but he still saved you from the pit! He only gave you the tea because there was no other choice. The pit or tea—he chose what he thought was best, because he cares about you so much.”
Meg gave a hiss of anger and peered down into the bucket as if she wanted to lick it clean or something. “Well, that was a long time ago, and he certainly has a funny way of showing it,” she said. “Perhaps now he’ll understand just what it’s like to be locked down here half the year. Because there’s no hurry now. I’m going to take a long time thinking over just what to do with him. As for you, you’re just a boy, and I don’t blame you that much. You don’t know any better because that’s how he’s trained you. And it’s a hard life. A difficult trade.
“I’d let you go,” she went on. “But you wouldn’t be able to leave it there, would you? It’s the way you’ve been made. The way you’ve been brought up. You’d go for help. You’d want to rescue him. Folks round here don’t think much of me. Perhaps I’ve given them good reason in the past, but most deserved what they got. They’d come after me in a mob. Too many for me to do anything about. No, if I let you go, it could be the end of me. But I will promise you one thing. I won’t give you to my sister. You don’t deserve that.”
So saying, she gestured that I should move back; then she closed the door and locked it again.
“I’ll bring something for you to eat later,” she said through the bars. “Maybe by then I’ll have thought what’s the best thing to do about you.”
It was hours and hours before she returned, and in that time I’d had a chance to think and plan.
I was listening very carefully, and I heard Meg start to descend the steps. Outside it would just be getting dark. I imagine she was bringing me an early supper. I hoped it wouldn’t be my last. I heard her unlock the gate and the clang of it opening. I concentrated very hard then, noting the time that elapsed between the second clang of the gate being closed and the click, click of her pointy shoes resuming.
I had two plans. The second one was filled with risk, so I hoped the first one worked.
I had a glimpse of candlelight through the bars and Meg put something down outside my cell, unlocked the door, and opened it. It was a tray with two bowls of steaming soup and two spoons.
“I’ve thought of something, Meg,” I said, trying my first plan, which was to win her round with words. “Something that could make things a lot better for both of us. Why don’t you give me the run of the house? I could make the fires and bring in the water. I could help a lot. What will you do when Shanks delivers the groceries? If you answer the door, he’ll know you’re free. But if I answer, he’ll never guess. And if anyone comes on spooks’ business I could just say that he’s still ill. If you had me to answer the door, it would be a long time before anybody knew you were free. You’d have plenty of time to decide what to do about Mr. Gregory.”
Meg smiled. “Take your soup, boy.”
I bent down, lifted the bowl from the tray, and helped myself to one of the spoons. When I stood upright, Meg waved me back and started to pull the cell door shut.
“A good try, boy,” she said, “but how long would it be before you took advantage and tried to free your master? Not long, I’ll bet!”
Meg locked the door. My first plan had failed already. I’d no choice now but to try the second. I put my bowl of soup on the floor and pulled my key from my pocket. I could hear Meg already turning her own key in the lock of the Spook’s cell. I waited, taking a chance, hoping against hope.
I was right! She went straight into the Spook’s cell. I’d guessed that he might be too weak or groggy to be able to stand and come to the door. She might even be going to feed him herself. So, wasting no time, I unlocked my own door, pushed it carefully open, and stepped outside. Mercifully it didn’t stick and make a noise this time.
I’d thought everything through carefully, weighing all the risks in my mind. One option would have been to go straight into the Spook’s cell and try to deal with Meg. Under normal circumstances, together, my master and I might have been a match for her, but I suspected that the Spook would be too weak to help. And we had nothing to fight her with: no rowan staff and no chain.
So I’d decided to go and get the silver chain from my bag in the study and try to bind Meg. To achieve that, I was counting on two things. One was that the feral lamia wouldn’t scamper up the steps and catch me before I got through the iron gate. The second was that Meg hadn’t locked the gate after her. That’s why I’d been concentrating hard. The gate had clanged and the heels had started clicking downward almost immediately afterward. She hadn’t had time to lock it. Or at least, I didn’t think so!
I tiptoed at first, just one step up at a time, and kept glancing back over my shoulder: at the cell, to see if Meg was coming out; then at the corner of the steps, to see if feral Marcia was after me. I was hoping that she was still too full after her morning meal. Or that she wouldn’t come up from the cellar while Meg was there. Perhaps she was afraid of her sister. She’d certainly gone back down the steps at Meg’s command.
At last I reached the gate and gripped the cold iron. Was it locked? To my relief, it yielded, and I pulled it open, trying to keep the movement as smooth as possible. But the Spook had known what he was doing when he’d had it built on the steps. There was a clang, and the whole house above seemed to reverberate like a bell.
Immediately Meg rushed out of the Spook’s cell and ran up the steps toward me, her arms raised, fingers splayed and arched like talons. For a moment I froze. I couldn’t believe how fast she was moving. Another couple of seconds and it would have been too late, but I ran, too. Ran and ran without looking back. Right to the top of the steps, then through the house to the kitchen, aware that Meg was close at my heels, hearing her footsteps behind and expecting to feel her nails cut into my skin at any moment. There was no time to go into the study for my bag. I wouldn’t have a hope of unfastening it and getting my silver chain out in time. At the back door I snatched up my cloak, jacket, and staff, unlocked the door, and raced out into the freezing cold.
I’d been right. It was dusk, but there was still plenty of light to see by. I kept glancing backward, but there was no sign of pursuit. I struggled down the clough as fast as I could manage, but it was hard work. The snow was starting to freeze hard underfoot, and there was a lot of it.
When I reached the bottom of the slope, I halted and looked back again. Meg hadn’t followed me. It was bitterly cold and the wind was gusting from the north, so I put on my sheepskin jacket, pulling my cloak over the top. Then I paused for thought, my breath steaming into the cold air.
I felt like a coward for leaving the Spook behind at the mercy of Meg, and I had to make up for what I’d done. Somehow I had to rescue the Spook and get him out of her clutches. But I needed help to do that. And help was close by: living and working in Adlington was the Spook’s brother, Andrew, who’d helped me before in Priestown. He was the locksmith who’d made the Spook a key to the Silver Gate that imprisoned the Bane. Making a key for the iron gate to the Spook’s cellar should be far easier. And that was exactly what I needed.
I was going to have to sneak back into the winter house, get through the gate, and let the Spook out of his cell, something that was easier said than done. There was a feral lamia on the loose—not to mention Meg.
Trying not to think too much about the difficulties ahead, I trudged on through the snow toward Adlington. It was downhill all the way. But soon I’d have to return.



CHAPTER XIV
Snowbound

THE cobbled streets of Adlington Village were buried under six inches or more of snow. In the fading light, delighted children were out in force, laughing, screeching and shouting, making slides or hurling snowballs at one another. Other people were less happy. A couple of shawled women passed me, stepping nervously on the snow-laden pavement with bowed heads, eyes watching their feet. They were clutching empty baskets and heading down toward Babylon Lane for some last-minute shopping. I followed in the same direction until I reached Andrew’s shop.
As I lifted the latch and pushed open the door, a bell tinkled. The shop was empty, but I heard someone approaching from the back. There was the click, click, click of pointy shoes, and to my astonishment, Alice walked in and came up to the counter, a big smile on her face.
“Good to see you, Tom! I wondered how long it would take you to find me.”
“What are you doing here?” I asked in astonishment.
“Working for Andrew, of course! Gave me a job and a home,” she answered with a smile. “I mind the shop so he can have more time in his workshop. Do most of the cooking and cleaning, too. He’s a good man, Andrew.”
I fell silent for a moment and Alice must have read the expression on my face, because her smile quickly faded and she looked concerned. “Your dad . . .” she said.
“When I got there, Dad had already passed away. I was too late, Alice.”
I couldn’t say anymore because my voice failed and a lump came up into my throat. But in an instant, Alice reached across and put her hand on my shoulder. “Oh, Tom! I’m so sorry,” she told me. “Come through to the back and warm yourself by the fire.”
The living room was comfortable, with a settee, two comfy armchairs, and a generous coal fire blazing in the grate. “I like a good fire,” Alice said happily. “Andrew’s more careful with the coal than I am, but he’s away on a job and won’t be back until well after dark. While the cat’s away . . .”
I leaned my staff in the corner before sinking into the settee, which faced the fire directly. Instead of sitting down beside me, Alice knelt by the fire, her knees on the hearthrug, so that her left side was toward me.
“Why did you leave the Hursts?” I asked.
“Had to get away,” Alice said with a scowl. “Morgan kept pestering me to help him in some way, but wouldn’t say exactly how. Got a grudge, he has. Had some sort of a plan to get back at Old Gregory.”
I thought I probably knew what she was talking about, but I decided not to say anything to her. I’d promised Morgan I’d tell no one about his plans. He was a necromancer who used spirits to find things out. I couldn’t take the chance. I couldn’t tell Alice in case he found out and made Dad suffer again.
“He wouldn’t leave me alone,” continued Alice. “That’s why I left. Couldn’t stand the sight of him one minute longer. So I thought of Andrew. But that’s enough about me, Tom. I’m sorry about your dad. Do you want to talk about it?”
“It was hard, Alice. I even missed Dad’s funeral. And Mam’s gone off somewhere, and nobody knows where she is. She could have gone back to her own land, and I might never see her again. I feel so lonely. . . .” 
“Been lonely most of my life, I have, Tom. So I know what that feels like. We’ve got each other, though, ain’t we?” she asked, reaching across to hold my hand. “We’ll always be together. Even Old Gregory won’t be able to stop that!”
“The Spook’s in no position to do anything at the moment,” I said. “When I got back, Meg had turned the tables. He’s the one locked up now. I need Andrew to make me a key so that I can get the Spook out of there. I need your help. You and Andrew are the only people I can turn to.”
“Seems to me he finally got what was coming to him,” Alice said, pulling her hand away from mine, a faint smile turning up the corners of her mouth. “Got a good dose of his own medicine!”
“I can’t just leave him there,” I told Alice. “And what about the other lamia? The feral one? Meg’s sister? She’s out of her pit and free to roam the steps behind the gate. What if she were to get out of the house? She could come down here, to the village. Nobody would be safe, and there are a lot of children living here.”
“But what about Meg?” Alice asked. “Ain’t that simple, is it? Don’t deserve to go in a pit. Don’t deserve to spend the rest of her life sipping herb tea, either! One way or another that’s got to stop.”
“So you’re not going to help?”
“Didn’t say that, Tom. It just needs thinking about, that’s all.”
Soon after dark, Andrew returned. I was waiting for him in the shop when he came in.
“What’s this then, Tom?” he asked, stamping the snow from his boots and rubbing his hands together to get the blood circulating properly again. “What does that brother of mine want now?”
Andrew always looked like a well-dressed scarecrow, his limbs gangly and awkward, but he was kind and easygoing and really good at his job.
“He’s in trouble again,” I told Andrew. “I need you to make a key so we can get him out of it. And it’s really urgent.”
“A key? A key for what?”
“The gate on the cellar steps in his house. Meg’s got him imprisoned down there.”
Andrew shook his head and clicked his tongue. “Can’t say I’m surprised. It was bound to happen one day. Just astonished that it’s taken so long! I always thought Meg would get the better of him in the end. He cares about her too much and always has. He must have let his guard down.”
“But you will help?”
“Of course I will. He’s my brother, isn’t he? But I’ve been out in the cold most of the day, and I can’t do much till I’ve warmed my bones and got some hot food in my belly. You can tell me all about it when we’ve eaten.”
I’d not sampled much of Alice’s cooking, apart from rabbits cooked in the embers of a fire outdoors, but judging by the appetizing smell of stew wafting in from the kitchen, I was in for a real treat.
I wasn’t disappointed. “It’s really good, Alice,” I said, tucking in right away.
Alice smiled. “Aye, better than that muck you fed me in Anglezarke.”
We laughed, then ate in silence until there wasn’t a scrap of food left. It was Andrew who spoke first.
“I haven’t got a key to that gate,” he told me. “The lock and key were crafted by a locksmith from Blackrod a good forty years ago or more. He’s dead now, but he’d a reputation second to none, so we’re facing a very complex mechanism. I’ll need to go to the house and take a look myself. The easiest way would be for me to try and pick the lock and let you through the gate.”
“Could we go tonight?” I asked.
“The sooner the better,” he said. “But I’d like to know exactly what we’re up against. Where’s Meg likely to be?”
“She usually sleeps in a rocking chair by the fire in the kitchen. But even if we get past Meg safely and through the gate, there’s another problem. . . .”
So I told him about the feral lamia loose in the cellar. He kept shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe just how bad things were.
“How will you deal with her? Use that silver chain of yours?”
“I haven’t got it,” I told him. “It’s in my bag. And the bag’s probably still in its usual place in the Spook’s study. But I’ve got my staff. It’s made of rowan wood, and if I’m lucky it’ll keep a lamia at bay.”
Andrew shook his head and didn’t look too happy. “That’s hardly a plan, Tom. It’s far too dangerous. I can’t pick a lock while you fight off two witches. But there is another way,” he said. “We could get a dozen or so of the men from the village to go with us and sort out Meg once and for all.”
“No,” Alice said firmly. “That ain’t the way. It’s too cruel.”
I knew she was remembering when the mob from Chipenden had attacked the house where she’d been living with her aunt, Bony Lizzie. Alice and her aunt had sniffed them out and just had time to escape, but everything had gone up in flames and they’d lost all their possessions.
“Mr. Gregory wouldn’t want that, I’m sure of it,” I said.
“That’s true enough,” Andrew said. “It’s the safest way, but John would probably never forgive me. All right, looks like we’re back to the first plan.”
“Here’s something you ain’t thought of,” Alice said. “A witch like that can’t sniff you out at a distance, Tom. Don’t work on a seventh son of a seventh son, do it? Most likely I’d be all right, too—that’s if I do decide to go with you. But Andrew’s different. Once he approaches the house, she’ll sniff him out and be ready.”
“If she’s asleep, we might just get away with it,” I said, but I didn’t feel that confident.
“Even asleep, it’s too much of a risk,” Alice said. “Just you and me should go, Tom. We might be able to find the key and wouldn’t have to pick the lock at all. Where does the Spook keep it?”
“On top of the bookcase usually, but Meg might be keeping it on her now.”
“Well, if it’s not there we’ll get your bag from the study and bind her with a silver chain so we can get it off her. Either way, we wouldn’t need you, Andrew. Me and Tom can do that.”
Andrew smiled. “That would suit me,” he said. “I like to keep my distance from that house and its cellar. But I can’t let you do it all by yourselves without some support. Best thing is if I give you a head start and follow on later. If you don’t come to the door within half an hour, I will go back to Adlington and get a dozen big lads from the village. John will just have to live with the consequences of that.”
“All right,” I said. “But the more I think about it, the more I’m afraid that going in through the back door’s too risky,” I told Alice. “As I said, at night Meg sleeps in the kitchen, in a chair by the fire. She’d be bound to hear us, and we’d have to walk past her to get to the study. The front door would be slightly better, but there’s still a big risk of waking her. No—there’s a much better way. We could go in through one of the back bedroom windows. The best one’s on the floor directly under the attic, where the cliff’s very close to the window ledge. The window catches in the bedrooms are mostly rusty or broken. I think I could reach across and force the window open and climb in.”
“It’s madness,” Andrew said. “I’ve been in that bedroom, and I’ve seen the gap between the cliff and the ledge. It’s too wide. Besides, if you’re worried about turning a key in the lock of the back door, just imagine how much noise you’d make forcing open a window!”
Alice grinned as if I’d said something really daft, but I soon wiped the smile off her face.
“Meg wouldn’t hear us if someone were to knock hard on the back door at the very moment that I forced the window. . . .” I said.
I watched Andrew’s mouth open as what I was suggesting slowly dawned on him.
“Nay,” he said, “you don’t mean . . .”
“Why not, Andrew?” I asked him. “After all, you are Mr. Gregory’s brother. You’ve reason enough to visit the house.”
“Aye, and I could end up down in the cellar, a prisoner with John!”
“I don’t think so. My guess is that Meg won’t even answer the door. She doesn’t want anyone from the village to know that she’s free, or she could attract a mob. You could knock at the door four or five times before you go away, giving me all the time I need to get in through the window.”
“Could just work, that,” said Alice.
Andrew pushed his plate away and didn’t speak for a long time. “One thing still bothers me,” he said at last. “That gap between the cliff and the window ledge. I can’t see you managing it. It’ll be slippery, too.”
“It’s worth a try,” I said, “but if I can’t do it, we could return later and risk the back door.”
“We might be able to make things easier by using a plank,” Andrew said. “I’ve got one out back that should do the job. Alice would need to anchor it to the ledge with her foot while you crawled across. It wouldn’t be easy, but I’ve also got a small crowbar that’s made for the job,” he added.
“So it’s worth a try,” I said, trying to appear braver than I felt.
It was agreed, and Alice seemed to have made up her mind to help. Andrew fetched the plank from the yard. But when we opened the front door to set off, a blizzard was raging outside. Andrew shook his head.
“It’d be madness for you to go now,” he said. “That blizzard’s worthy of Golgoth himself. Drifts will form and it’ll be dangerous up on the moor. You could get lost and freeze to death. No, best wait till tomorrow morning. Don’t worry,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “That brother of mine’s a survivor, as we well know. Otherwise he wouldn’t have lasted as long as he has.”
There were only two bedrooms above the shop, one for Andrew and one for Alice, so I slept on the settee in the living room, wrapped in a blanket. The fire died in the grate and the room first became chilly, then bitterly cold. I lost count of the number of times I woke up in the night. On the last occasion, dawn light was glimmering behind the curtains, so I decided to get up.
I yawned and stretched and walked up and down a bit to get the stiffness out of my joints. It was then that I heard a noise from the front. It sounded as if someone had rapped three times on the shop window.
When I walked into the shop, it was bright with light reflecting off the snow. There’d been drifts in the night, all right, and the snow was heaped right up to the base of the window. And there, leaning against the glass, was a black envelope. It had been positioned in such a way that I could see what was written upon it. It was addressed to me! It had to be from Morgan.
One part of me wanted to just leave it there. But then I realized that the streets would start to get busy soon and anyone could walk by and see it. They might pick it up and read it, and I didn’t want a stranger knowing my business.
There was so much snow piled against the front door that I couldn’t open it and had to go out through the back door, open the yard gate, and walk around. It was only as I prepared to plunge into the drift that I realized something very odd. There were no footprints. Facing me was a large mound of snow without a mark upon its surface. How had the letter got there?
I retrieved the letter and, in doing so, gouged out a deep channel in the snow. I went around to the back again and into the kitchen, tore open the letter and read it.
I ’ll be in St George’s churchyard, just west of the village. If you want what’s best both for your dad and your old master, don’t keep me waiting. Don’t make me come to you. You won’t like it.
Morgan G.
I hadn’t noticed the signature on his last letter, but now it caught my eye. Had he changed his name? The initial of his second name should have been H for Hurst.
Puzzled, I folded up the letter and pushed it into my pocket. I wondered about waking Alice and showing her the letter. Perhaps I should take her with me. But the last person she’d want to see now was Morgan. She’d already said how she’d left Moor View Farm because she couldn’t stand him another minute. And I knew I couldn’t really tell Alice even if I wanted to: I was afraid of Morgan and what he might do to Dad. To be honest, I was also scared about what he might do to me. With so much power, he was really dangerous—not someone to disobey. So I pulled on my cloak, picked up my staff, and went out, heading directly for the churchyard.
It was an old church, almost hidden by the ancient yew trees clustered about it. Some of the stones marked the graves of locals who’d died centuries earlier. I saw Morgan in the distance, silhouetted against the gray sky, leaning on his staff, his hood up against the cold. He was in the newest part of the churchyard, where those who’d died relatively recently were buried.
At first he didn’t acknowledge me. His head was bent down toward a grave, his eyes closed as if he were praying. I stared down, too, in astonishment. The churchyard was either inches or feet deep in snow, the result of last night’s wind, but this grave was completely free of it, just an oblong of wet soil. It was almost as if it had been freshly dug. I looked around but could see no sign of a spade or any other implement that could have been used to clear away the snow.
“Read the inscription on the stone!” Morgan commanded, looking at me for the first time.
I did as I was told. Four bodies had been buried in the same grave, stacked one above the other as was the County custom, in order to save space in the churchyard and ensure that kin were together in death. Three were children, but the last one was their mother. The children had died fifty or so years earlier, aged two, one, and three years old, respectively. The mother had died recently, and her name was Emily Burns, the woman the Spook had once been involved with. The woman he’d taken from one of his own brothers, Father Gregory.
“She had a hard life,” Morgan said. “Lived most of it in Blackrod, but when she knew she was dying, she came here to spend her last months with her sister. Losing three children like that broke her heart, and even after all those intervening years she never fully recovered. Four others lived, though. Two are working in Horwich and have families of their own. The eldest left the County ten years ago, and I’ve heard nothing of him since. I was the seventh and the last. . . .” 
It took a few moments before it all started dropping into place. I remembered what the Spook had said to him in the bedroom at the Hursts’:
“I cared about you and I cared about your mother. I loved her once, as you well know. . . .” 
I also remembered how he’d signed his letter to me with the initial G.
“Yes,” he said. “Soon after I was born, my father left the family home for the last time. He never married my mother. Never gave us his name. But I took it anyway.”
I looked up at him in astonishment.
“Yes,” he said with a grim smile. “Emily Burns was my real mother. I’m John Gregory’s son.”
Morgan stared into the distance as he spoke. “He left us. Left his children. That’s not what a father should do, is it?”
I wanted to defend the Spook, but I didn’t know what to say. So I said nothing.
“He did provide for us financially, though,” Morgan said. “I’ll give him that. We managed for a while, but then my mother had a breakdown and couldn’t cope. Each of us was fostered out to a family. I drew the short straw and ended up with the Hursts. But when I was seventeen, my father came back for me and took me on as his apprentice.
“For a while, I’d never been happier. I’d wanted a father for so long and now I had one, so I was desperate to please him. I tried really hard at first, but I suppose I couldn’t forget what he’d done to my mother, and gradually I began to see through him. After three years he was starting to repeat himself. I already knew everything he did and more besides. I knew I could be better and stronger than him. I’m the seventh son of a seventh son of a seventh son. A three times seven.”
I heard the note of arrogance in his voice, and it annoyed me. “Is that why you didn’t write your name on the bedroom wall at Chipenden like all the other apprentices?” I blurted out. “Is it because you think you’re better than the rest of us? Better than the Spook?”
Morgan smirked. “I won’t deny it. That’s why I left to follow my own path. I’m mainly self-taught, but I’m still learning. And I can do things that old fool never even dreams of. Things that he’s afraid to try. Think about it! Knowledge and power like mine—and the assurance that your father rests in peace. That’s what I’m offering you in return for a little bit of help.” 
I was astonished by all that Morgan was telling me. If what he said was true, it showed the Spook in a really bad light. I already knew that he’d left Emily Burns for Meg. But now I’d just discovered that he was a father, who’d had seven sons by her but had left them all. I felt hurt inside and let down. I kept thinking about my own dad, who’d stayed with his family and worked hard all his life. And now he could suffer at the whim of Morgan. I was upset and angry. The graveyard seemed to lurch up into the sky, and I almost fell.
“Well, my young apprentice, have you brought it for me?”
My face must have looked blank.
“The grimoire, of course. I asked you to bring it to me. I hope you’ve obeyed me, or your poor father will really suffer.”
“I haven’t been able to get it. Mr. Gregory has eyes in the back of his head,” I said, hanging my head.
I certainly wasn’t going to tell Morgan that my master was at the mercy of Meg. If he thought the Spook was out of the way, he might just go and help himself to the grimoire. Yes, my master might have some terrible dark secrets, but I was still his apprentice and I respected him. I needed more time. Time to rescue my master and tell him all about Morgan. Together we’d defeated the stone-chucker; surely together we could stop Morgan.
“I need more time,” I said. “I can do it, but I need to wait for an opportunity.”
“Well, don’t take too long about it. Bring the book to me next Tuesday night, soon after sunset. Remember the chapel in the graveyard?”
I nodded.
“Well, that’s where I’ll be waiting.”
“I don’t think I can do it that quickly—”
“Find a way!” he snarled. “And do it without Gregory realizing that it’s gone.”
“What will you do with it?” I asked.
“Well, Tom, when you bring it to me you’ll find out, won’t you? Don’t let me down! If you start to waver, think of your poor father and what he could be made to suffer. . . .” 
I knew how cruel Morgan could be. I’d seen the way he’d reduced poor Mr. Hurst to tears; heard Alice’s account of how he’d dragged the old man to his room and locked him inside. If Morgan could hurt my dad, he would do it, I was in no doubt about that.
And then, as I stood there trembling, right inside my head I heard once again my father’s anguished voice as, all around me, the air shivered and moved.
“Please, son, I’m begging you, do as he asks or I’ll be tortured for all eternity. Please, son, just get it for him.”
As the voice faded away, Morgan smiled grimly. “Well, you heard what your father said. So you’d better be a dutiful son.”
With that he smiled grimly, turned on his heel, and left the graveyard.
I knew that it was certainly wrong to steal the grimoire for Morgan, but as I watched him go, I knew that I’d no choice. Somehow I’d have to get it as we rescued the Spook.



CHAPTER XV
Down to the Cellar

WHEN I got back to Andrew’s premises, Alice was in the kitchen cooking breakfast. It was ham and eggs, and it smelled wonderful.
“You were out early this morning, Tom,” she said.
“I was aching after sleeping on the settee,” I lied. “I needed to stretch my legs a bit.”
“Well, you’ll feel a lot better after your breakfast.”
“I can’t, Alice. It’s best to fast when you’re about to face the dark.”
“Can’t believe a few mouthfuls would do you that much harm!” she protested.
I didn’t bother to argue. There were things she’d told me about witchcraft that I took with a pinch of salt, while there were things the Spook considered to be the gospel truth that brought a smile of derision to her face. So I just kept my silence and watched her and Andrew eat while my mouth watered.
After breakfast we set off straightaway for the Spook’s house. It was still mid-morning, but the light was deteriorating fast, the sky heavy with dark clouds. It looked like more snow was on the way.
We left Andrew at the foot of the clough. He was going to wait ten minutes to allow us time to get up onto the moor above the house. Later, after he’d knocked at the door, he’d move away and watch from a distance, hoping to see us emerge and signal our success.
“Good luck, but don’t keep me waiting too long,” Andrew said, “or I’ll freeze to death!”
I waved good-bye and, carrying the plank and my staff, and with the small crowbar tucked away in the inside pocket of my jacket, set off up the side of the moor. As we trudged upward, me in the lead and Alice on my heels, the snow crunched under our feet, and it was starting to freeze harder. I began to worry about the climb down to the house. It would be slippery and dangerous.
Soon we started to descend a path into the clough. This path then became a ledge, with the cliff on our left and a sheer drop to our right.
“Watch your step, Alice!” I warned. It was a long way down. One slip, and we’d need scraping up with a spade.
A few moments later, and we came in sight of the house; there we halted. As agreed, we were waiting for the sound of Andrew approaching from the front.
It was about five minutes before we heard boots crunching through the freezing snow far below. Somewhere down there, a very nervous Andrew would be walking around the side of the house and up to the back door. Quickly I stood up and began to carry the plank toward the house. When we arrived at the rear, facing the back window, I knelt down and tried to position the plank. I managed to rest the far end on the window ledge first time. What bothered me was that the ledge wasn’t that wide. I was scared that the plank might slip off as I crossed and I’d fall down into the yard below. So it was important that Alice steady it on the cliff edge.
“Put your foot on that!” I whispered, indicating the near edge of the plank.
Alice did as I asked. I hoped it would prevent it from moving. Handing Alice my staff, I knelt on the plank and prepared to crawl across. It wasn’t far, but I was nervous, and at first my limbs refused to obey me. It was a long way down to the snow-covered flags below. At last I began to crawl along, trying not to look down at the sheer drop. Soon I was kneeling close to the window ledge; once there, I tugged the small crowbar from my jacket pocket and positioned it at the bottom of the window frame. At that very moment Andrew knocked loudly on the back door almost directly below me.
Three loud raps echoed down the clough. At each rap I worked the bar, trying to lever the sash window upward. In the pause that followed I became perfectly still.
Rap! Rap! Rap!
Again I worked at the window, but without a hint of success. I began to wonder how many times Andrew would knock before his nerve failed him. Maybe the catch was stronger than I’d anticipated. How many chances would we get? Maybe the witch would answer the door after all. If so, I wouldn’t want to be in Andrew’s shoes.
Rap! Rap! Rap!
This time, at last, I was successful. I levered the window up and, once there was a sufficient gap, lifted it with both hands.
Rap! Rap! Rap! came the sound from below. Had I looked down I could have seen Andrew, but I fixed my gaze upon the window ledge and pulled myself through the window and into the room before returning the crow-bar to my pocket. Alice leaned across and handed my staff to me, then came across the plank faster than I had. Once inside we heaved it across, just in case Meg came out into the yard and saw it from below. Then we closed the window.
That done, we sat together on the floor in the gloom, listening carefully. There were no more raps on the front door. I hadn’t heard it opening, so I hoped Andrew had got away safely. The sound I dreaded now was that of Meg climbing the stairs. Had she heard the window being forced?
I’d already agreed with Alice that, if we got inside the house safely, we’d wait for fifteen minutes or so before making our move. The first step would be to get my bag from the Spook’s study. Once the silver chain was in my hands, our chances of success were much higher.
But I hadn’t told Alice what Morgan wanted me to do. I hadn’t told her about the grimoire, because I knew she’d say I was a fool to give it to him. But it was all very well for her to talk like that. It wasn’t her dad who might suffer. His voice pleading in the dark kept coming back to haunt me. It was all too much to bear.
If I could rescue the Spook and somehow bind Meg, I was going to come back up to the attic. I had to do it. It was betraying the Spook, but I couldn’t let Dad suffer anymore. So we waited and waited, listening nervously to every creak of the old house.
When about a quarter of an hour had passed, I tapped Alice lightly on the shoulder, stood up carefully, picked up my staff, and moved cautiously toward the bedroom door.
It wasn’t locked and I eased it open and stepped out onto the landing. It was even gloomier on the stairs, with a pool of darkness waiting for us below. I moved downward, one slow step, pausing to listen before taking a second one. That became the pattern: step, pause, and listen; step, pause, and listen. At one point the stair creaked beneath my feet. We froze and waited for five minutes at least, thinking that we might have awakened the witch. And when Alice’s feet caused a second creak from that same stair, we had to repeat the process! It took a long time, but at last we reached the ground floor.
Moments later we were inside the Spook’s study. It was brighter in there, and I could see my own bag still in the corner where I’d left it, but of the Spook’s bag there was no sign. I took the silver chain and coiled it around my left hand and wrist, ready for throwing. That was my throwing arm: when practicing in the Spook’s garden, I could cast the chain over a post eight feet away, nine times out of ten. So now, face-to-face with either the feral lamia or Meg, I had a good chance of success. An attack by both at the same time would be a different story, and I didn’t like to think about that.
Next I leaned forward and put my lips close to Alice’s ear.
“See if the key is on top of the bookcase,” I whispered, pointing up to the spot.
There was a chance that Meg would keep the key to the gate close by her side, but I was remembering what the Spook had once told me about her: that she was methodical and always kept things in their proper place. He’d been talking about pots and pans, knives and forks. Would she do the same thing with the key? It was well worth checking to see.
So while Alice carried a chair across and positioned it next to the bookcase, I stood guard by the open door, my chain at the ready. She climbed up onto the chair and felt carefully across the upper surface of the top shelf before smiling broadly and holding up the key.
I’d been right! We had the key to the gate!
Still gripping the chain, I picked up my staff and cautiously led the way out of the study to the steps down to the cellar. I’d expected Meg to be awake, but I could hear the sound of her breathing in the kitchen, the air whistling out of her mouth as she exhaled. She was sound asleep, and so far our luck had more than held.
One option would have been to go straight into the kitchen and bind Meg while she was still sleeping, but I needed the chain to face the threat from the feral lamia in the cellar. We moved slowly down the steps, Alice now in the lead, until we reached the gate. This was a dangerous moment, and I’d already explained how a clang from the gate could resonate right through the house. But Alice inserted the key into the lock very carefully and twisted it without a sound. She managed to do the same when moving the gate, which we left open in case we needed to get out of the cellar fast.
It was very dark below, and I tapped Alice lightly on the shoulder, the signal to halt. I pushed the chain back into my pocket, leaned my staff carefully against the wall, and using my tinderbox, lit a candle stub and handed it to Alice. Once again I followed one step behind her, chain and staff at the ready. The candle was a calculated risk because, although the steps spiraled down, a glimmer of light might reach the cellar to alert the feral lamia. But we really needed some light to attend to the Spook properly and get him out of his cell. As it happened, it proved to be the right decision.
Suddenly Alice gasped, came to a sudden halt and pointed downward. A cold draft was coming up the steps from the cellar, making the candle flame dance and flicker, and by its light I glimpsed a dark shape moving rapidly up the steps toward us. For a moment, my heart racing, I thought it was the feral lamia: I stepped down alongside Alice, raised my left hand, and prepared to cast the silver chain.
But as the draft from below ceased, the light steadied and I saw that the rapid movement of the dark shape was an illusion caused by the flicker of the flame. Something was moving up the steps, but it was crawling; dragging itself so incredibly slowly that it would take a long time to reach the gate.
It was Bessy Hill, the other live witch—the one who’d been in the pit next to the feral lamia. Her gray hair was long and greasy and heaving with small black insects, while her tattered gown was stained with mildew and patches of slime. She was slowly dragging her body up the stairs, but although she’d managed to get free of her grave, years of surviving on a diet of slugs, worms, and other creepy crawlies meant that she hadn’t much power at her disposal. Of course, it might have been a very different story if we’d blundered into her in the dark.
We came to a halt. If she managed to get a grip on one of our ankles, it would be hard to pry her off. She wanted blood desperately and would fasten her teeth into any warm flesh that came near. A mouthful of blood would immediately make her much stronger and more dangerous. It was scary, but we had to get past her.
I moved downward nervously, gesturing to Alice that she should follow behind me. The steps were broad, and we were able to give the witch a wide berth. I wondered how she’d managed to escape from her pit. One possibility was that the feral lamia had bent the bars for her. Or maybe Meg had released her. As we passed, I glanced down at her quickly. Her head was facing us, but her eyes were tightly closed. Her mouth was open, though, and her long purple tongue was protruding down onto the step, as if licking something from the damp stone. She sniffed, snuffled, twisted her head up, and tried to lift her hand. When she opened her eyes, they were like points of fire burning in the dark.
We moved down quickly, leaving her behind. When we reached the landing with the three doors, I handed my staff to Alice. She accepted it with a grimace. She didn’t like to touch rowan wood. But I was already pulling my own key from my pocket, and it was the work of a moment to unlock the door to the Spook’s cell.
Until then I’d been worried that he might not be there. I thought that Meg might have moved him somewhere else, even putting him in a pit in the cellar. But there he was, sitting on the bed with his head in his hands. As the candle flickered light into the cell, he looked toward us, but his expression was one of bewilderment. After glancing down the steps and listening carefully to check that the lamia wasn’t coming up, I went into the cell with Alice, and we helped the Spook to his feet. He made no resistance as we tugged him to the door. He didn’t seem to recognize either of us, and I guessed that Meg had only recently given him a strong dose of the potion.
My chain was back in my pocket now—not the best place for it if the lamia attacked, but I had no choice. Progress up the steps was slow as the Spook shuffled upward, Alice and I supporting him by each elbow. I kept glancing back, but there were no threatening sounds from below. When we came to the witch on the stairs, she was asleep, eyes tightly closed, snoring loudly through her open mouth. Climbing the steps had exhausted her for now.
Soon we reached the gate. Once through it, Alice locked it carefully and quietly again, and I took the key from her and slipped it into my pocket. We continued up until we arrived at the ground floor. The sound of Meg’s breathing from the kitchen reassured me that she, too, was still asleep, so I now had an important decision to make. Either I could help Alice to get the Spook clear of the house, or I could enter the kitchen and bind Meg with the silver chain.
If I succeeded in binding her, it would be over and the house would be back in our hands. But trying it was filled with risk. Meg might wake up suddenly—and nine times out of ten wasn’t quite ten out of ten! I might miss, and Meg was incredibly strong. The Spook was in no condition to help, and the three of us would be at Meg’s mercy. So I pointed down the passageway to the front door.
Moments later I had the door open and helped Alice to get the Spook outside. Next I took the candle from her, shielding it close to my body to stop it from going out.
“I’ve got something to do back in the house,” I told her. “I won’t be long, but get Mr. Gregory away from here. Andrew should be waiting farther down the clough—”
“Don’t be daft, Tom!” Alice exclaimed, her face filled with concern. “What could be so important as to make you want to go back in there?”
“Trust me, Alice. It’s got to be done. I’ll see you back at Andrew’s—”
“There’s something you ain’t told me,” Alice complained. “What is it? Don’t you trust me?”
“Go on, Alice, please. Just do as I say. I’ll explain it all to you later.”
Reluctantly Alice moved off down the hill, guiding the Spook by the elbow. She didn’t look back, and I could tell that she was really angry with me.



CHAPTER XVI
Up to the Attic

ONCE inside, I closed the door behind me and started to climb the stairs. In my right hand I held the candle; in my left was my rowan staff. The silver chain was still in the left pocket of my sheepskin jacket. I moved up faster than we’d come down, but I was still careful. I didn’t want to wake Meg. I had another worry, too. My key would be too big for the lock of the Spook’s desk. I was going to have to force it open with the crowbar, and that was likely to make more than just a bit of noise.
As I climbed upward, I began to feel more and more uneasy. Meg was still sleeping, but she might wake up at any time. If she followed me up the stairs, I could always reposition the plank and make my escape through the back bedroom window. But would I hear her coming in time? Alice was right. On the face of it, this was a daft thing to do. But I kept thinking of Dad and forced my legs to keep climbing the stairs.
It wasn’t long before I was standing close to the attic door. I was just about to open it and go in when I heard a faint sound. It sounded like a sort of scratching. . . .
I listened nervously, with my left ear close to the door, and heard the scratching sound again. What could be making a noise like that? I’d no choice but to ignore it and try to get what Morgan wanted. I began to turn the handle. Only then, as I slowly stepped into the room, did I realize that I should have escaped with Alice and the Spook while I still had the chance. I should have told my master everything that had happened with Morgan and followed his advice. The Spook would have known how best to help Dad.
All my instincts now told me to run. It was as if a voice were screaming “Danger! Danger! Danger!” over and over again inside my head. When I stepped inside, I almost closed the door behind me. I felt a strong urge to do it, but somehow I managed to resist. It was gloomy, so I lifted the candle above my head in order to see better; then there was a sudden blast of cold air and it guttered out.
Above, I could see the square pale outline of the skylight. It was wide open, and there was a cold breeze wafting downward into my face. Six small birds were perched on the edge of the skylight. They were silent, as if waiting patiently for something. And below them was the horror of that room.
The floorboards were scattered with feathers, splattered with blood and littered with fragments of dead birds. It was as if a fox had got into a chicken coop. There were wings, legs, heads, and hundreds and hundreds of feathers. Feathers falling through the air, swirling around my head, stirred by the chill breeze that was blowing through the skylight.
When I saw something much larger, I wasn’t surprised. But the sight of it chilled me to the bone. Crouching in the corner, close to the writing desk, was the feral lamia, eyes closed, the top lids thick and heavy. Her body seemed smaller somehow, but her face looked far larger than the last time I’d glimpsed it. It was no longer gaunt but pale and bloated, the cheeks almost two pouches. As I watched, the mouth opened slightly and a trickle of blood ran down her chin and began to drip onto the floorboards. She licked her lips, opened her eyes, and looked up at me as if she had all the time in the world.
She’d been feeding. Feeding on the birds. She’d opened the skylight and then summoned the birds to her clawed, clutching hands, compelling them to fly to where she was waiting. Then, she’d begun to drink their blood, one by one, keeping the ones still alive close by with a spell of compulsion. They had wings but had lost the will to fly away.
I’d no wings, though I did have legs. But my legs wouldn’t obey me and I stood, rooted to the spot with fear. She came toward me very slowly. Maybe it was because she was heavy, being so bloated with blood. Maybe she felt there was no hurry.
Had she scurried across the floor toward me, it would have been over. I’d never have left that attic. But she moved slowly. Very slowly. And the horror of watching her approach was enough to break the spell. Suddenly I was free. I could move. Move faster than I’d ever moved before.
I had no thought of using either my chain or staff. My legs acted quicker than I could think. As the lamia crawled across the floorboards, I turned and ran. And as I ran, there was a flutter of wings from behind: my escape had released the waiting birds from the spell. Terrified, my heart hammering, I bounded down the stairs, making enough noise to wake the dead. But I didn’t care. I just had to get outside and away from the lamia. Nothing else mattered. All my courage had gone.
But someone was waiting for me in the shadows at the foot of the stairs.
Meg.
Why hadn’t I turned off the stairway into the back bedroom? I should have concentrated. Thought carefully. Instead I’d panicked and missed my chance to escape. The feral lamia was too bloated with blood to move quickly. I’d have been able to open the window, position the plank, and crawl across it to safety. And now my heavy feet thumping down the stairs had awakened Meg.
She was there, between me and the front door. While somewhere behind me, probably already descending the stairs, was the feral lamia. Meg looked up at me, her pretty face widening into a smile. There was enough light to see that it wasn’t a friendly smile. Suddenly she leaned toward me and sniffed loudly three times.
“I once said I wouldn’t give you to my sister,” she said. “But that’s all changed now. I know what you’ve done. There’s a price to pay for that. A blood price!”
I didn’t answer, because I was already retreating slowly up the stairs. I was still gripping the stub of candle, so I thrust it into my breeches pocket. That done, I transferred my staff to my right hand and pulled out the silver chain from the left pocket of my sheepskin jacket.
Meg must have seen the chain or sensed it, because suddenly she ran up the stairs directly at me, her hands held before her as if she wanted to rip out my eyes. I panicked, took quick aim, and hurled the chain directly at her. It was a wild shot, and it missed her head completely. But fortunately for me, it fell against her left shoulder and side. At its touch, she screamed out in agony and fell back against the wall.
Seeing my chance, I ran past her and reached the foot of the stairs before turning to face her. At least now I didn’t have the threat of her sister at my back. The chain was still on the steps above. All I had now was my staff of rowan wood. It was the most powerful wood of all to use against a witch. But Meg wasn’t from the County; she was a lamia witch from a foreign land. Would it be effective against her?
Meg regained her balance and turned to face me. “The touch of silver is agony to me, boy,” she said, her face twisted with fury. “How would you like to feel pain like that?”
She took a step down, and as she did so, quite deliberately trailed the back of her left hand along the wall at her side. As I watched, she scraped her nails hard against the plaster, gouging into it deeply. The plaster was old and very hard. She was showing me what her nails could do to my flesh. As Meg took another step, I readied the staff, pointing it upward, ready to jab at her head and shoulders.
But I was thinking now. Concentrating. And when she attacked, rushing down the steps, I brought the staff quickly down, thrusting it at her feet. Her eyes widened as she saw what I was trying to do, but her momentum was too great: her legs became tangled in the staff and she fell headlong down the stairs. The staff was torn from my hands, but now I had a chance to retrieve the chain, and I leaped over her and ran back up the steps.
I picked up the chain, twisted it around my left wrist, and prepared to throw it again. This time I was determined not to miss.
She smiled at me, her face full of mockery. “You’ve missed once already. It’s not as easy as throwing at that post in Gregory’s garden, is it? Are your hands sweating, boy? Are they starting to shake? You’ll only get one more chance. And then you’ll be mine. . . .” 
I knew that she was just trying to undermine my confidence and make it more likely that I’d miss. So I took a deep breath and remembered my training. Nine times out of ten, I could hit the post. And I’d never missed twice in a row. Only fear could stop me now. Only doubt. So I took a deep breath and concentrated. As Meg came to her feet, I took careful aim.
I cracked the chain in the air like a whip before hurling it straight at the witch. It fell in a perfect widdershins spiral to enclose her head and body. She gave a shriek, but it was cut off suddenly as the silver chain tightened against her mouth and she fell heavily to the floor.
Cautiously I walked down the steps and looked at her closely. To my relief, she was bound fast. I looked into her eyes and saw the pain there. But although the silver chain was hurting her, there was defiance in her eyes, too. Suddenly her expression changed, and I realized that she was looking beyond me, back up the stairs. At the same time I heard a scuttling and spun around to see Marcia, the feral lamia, moving down the steps toward me.
Once again the fact that she had already drunk her fill of blood saved me. She was still bloated and sluggish. Otherwise she’d have attacked before I’d even had a chance to blink. So I snatched up my rowan staff and moved up the stairs to meet her. Hatred burned from her heavy-lidded eyes, and the four thin limbs beneath her body tensed, ready to spring forward. At first I didn’t have time to be afraid and jabbed toward her bloated face with my staff. She couldn’t stand the touch of rowan wood and gasped with pain as my third jab struck her just below the left eye. She hissed angrily and began to retreat backward, her long, greasy black hair brushing the stairs on either side of her to leave a slimy, damp trail.
I don’t know how long I struggled with her. Time seemed to stand still. Sweat was running from my brow into my eyes and I was breathing hard, my heart hammering from both exertion and fear. I knew that at any moment she might slip beneath my guard or that I might stumble—in which case she’d have been on me in an instant, her sharp teeth sinking into my legs. But at last I backed her up to the attic door, then jabbed again frantically to drive her inside. That done, I slammed the door hard and locked it, using my key. I knew the door wouldn’t stop her for long, and as I descended the stairs, I heard her claws already beginning to rip at the wooden door. It was time to escape. I’d follow the others to Andrew’s shop. When the Spook had recovered, we’d be able to return and sort things out.
But when I opened the front door, a blizzard was raging outside, snow blasting straight into my face. I might find my way to the edge of the clough, but to go beyond that would be madness. Even if I got down off the moor safely, I could freeze to death trying to find Adlington. Quickly I closed the door. There was just one other option left.
Meg was no bigger than I was and wasn’t very heavy. So I decided to take her down into the cellar and put her in the pit. That done, I could lock myself behind the gate with her and be relatively safe from the feral lamia. Or at least for a while. Even the gate wouldn’t stop Marcia forever.
However, there was the other witch, Bessy Hill, to worry about. So I left Meg at the top of the cellar steps and had a quick search for the Spook’s bag. I found it at last in the kitchen and quickly helped myself to pocketfuls of salt and iron. That done, I carried Meg down to the cellar, holding her across my right shoulder by her legs. In my left hand I carried both my staff and a candle. It took a long time to get her down there, and I was careful to lock the gate behind me. Once again I kept well away from Bessy Hill, who was still snoring on the stairs.
After all that had happened, I felt like dragging Meg by the feet and letting her head bounce on every step. But I didn’t. She was probably suffering a lot already because the silver chain was binding her tightly. And in any case, despite everything, the Spook would want her treated as well as possible. So I was careful with Meg.
But when I eased her over the edge of the pit, I couldn’t resist saying what I did.
“Dream about your garden!” I told her, making the tone of my voice as sarcastic as possible. Then I left her and, clutching my stub of candle, went back up the steps. Now it was time to deal with the other witch, Bessy Hill. I must have woken her up on my way down, because now she was snuf-fling and spitting her way slowly up toward the gate again. I reached into my breeches pockets and pulled out a handful of salt and a handful of iron. But I didn’t throw them at her; about three steps above her, I scattered a line of salt from wall to wall, then sprinkled the iron on top of it. After that, I moved along the step and carefully mixed them together to form a barrier that the witch would be unable to cross.
Finally I walked up to the gate and sat about three steps below it, just in case the feral lamia came down and tried to reach me through the bars.
I sat there and watched the candle burn lower and lower. Long before it threatened to go out, I was feeling sorry for what I’d said to Meg. My dad wouldn’t have liked me being sarcastic like that. He’d brought me up better than that. Meg couldn’t be all bad. The Spook loved her and she’d loved him once. And how was he going to feel when he saw that I’d put her in the pit? That I’d done something he’d never been able to face doing himself?
After a while the candle finally guttered out, and I was left in the dark. There were faint whispers and scratching sounds from the cellar far below where the dead witches were stirring and, every so often, the sound of the feeble live witch, sniffing and snuffling in frustration, unable to cross the barrier of salt and iron.
I’d almost dozed off when the feral lamia arrived suddenly, having finally clawed her way through the attic door. My night vision is good, but it was really dark on the cellar steps, and all I heard was the rush of her legs scuttling forward and then a bang as a dark shape hurled itself at the gate and started to rasp at the metal. My heart lurched into my mouth. It sounded like she was ravenous again already, so I picked up my rowan staff and desperately jabbed at her through the bars.
At first it made no difference to her frenzy, and I heard the grille groan as the metal bent and yielded. But then I got lucky. I must have jabbed her in a sensitive spot, probably her eye, because she screamed shrilly and fell back from the gate, whimpering her way back up the steps.
When the blizzard stopped and the Spook was strong enough, he’d come back to the house to sort things out—I was sure of that. What I didn’t know was when. It would be a long afternoon and a longer night after that. I might even have to spend days there on the stairs. I wasn’t sure how many times Marcia would assault the gate.
Twice more she attacked, and after I’d driven her away for the third time she retreated right back up the steps and out of sight. I wondered if she’d gone back up into the house. Maybe she’d go hunting for rats or mice. After a while I had to fight to keep awake. I couldn’t afford to sleep, because the gate was already weakened. If I wasn’t ready to fend her off, it wouldn’t take her long to force her way through.
I was in serious trouble. If only I hadn’t gone back for the grimoire, I’d have been safe and sound with the Spook and Alice at Andrew’s house.



CHAPTER XVII
Home Truths

IT was uncomfortable on the steps and very cold. After a while, according to my calculations, night turned to day again. I was hungry, and my mouth was dry with thirst.
How long would I have to spend down there? How long before the Spook came? What if my master hadn’t recovered properly and was too ill to come? Then I began to worry about Alice. What if she came back to the house looking for me? She would think the lamia was still trapped in the cellar. She didn’t know that it had been in the attic, that it was now loose in the house.
At last I heard noises from somewhere above. Not scuttling legs, but the welcome murmur of human voices and the thump of boots clumping downward and then the sound of something heavy being dragged down the steps. Candlelight flickered around the corner and I came to my feet.
“Well, Andrew! Looks like you won’t be needed after all,” said a voice that I immediately recognized.
The Spook walked down to the gate. He was dragging the feral lamia behind him, bound tightly in a silver chain. At his side was Andrew, who’d accompanied him down to pick the lock.
“Well, lad, don’t stand there gawping,” said the Spook. “Open the gate and let us in.”
Quickly I did as I was told. I wanted to tell the Spook what I’d done to Meg, but when I opened my mouth to speak, he shook his head and put a hand on my shoulder.
“First things first, lad,” he said, his voice kind and understanding, as if he knew exactly what I’d done. “It’s been hard for all of us, and we’ve a lot to talk through. But the time for that is later. First there’s work to be done.”
That said, with Andrew in the lead holding the candle aloft, we set off down the steps. As we approached the live witch, Andrew halted and the candle started to quiver in his hand.
“Andrew, give the candle to the lad,” said the Spook. “It’s best if you go up top and wait at the door for the mason and smith to arrive. Then you can tell them we’re down here.”
With a sigh of relief, Andrew handed the candle to me, and after nodding in the Spook’s direction, walked back up the steps. We continued down until we reached the cellar, with its low ceiling thickly hung with cobwebs. The Spook led the way directly to the feral lamia’s pit, where the bars were yawning wide, leaving plenty of space to drop her into the darkness—and the Spook wasted no time in preparing to do just that.
“Staff at the ready, lad!” he commanded.
So I stepped close to his side, the candle in my right hand to illuminate the lamia and the pit, my rowan staff in my left hand positioned to jab downward.
The Spook held the lamia over the gaping bars and, with a sudden jerk, twisted the silver chain to the right, giving it a flick. It unraveled and, with a shrill cry, the lamia fell into the darkness. Immediately the Spook knelt beside the pit and began to fasten the silver chain from bar to bar across the top of the opening to make a temporary barrier that the lamia couldn’t cross. From the shadows below, the lamia hissed up at us angrily but made no attempt to scuttle upward; within a few moments the job was done.
“There, that should hold her fast until the mason and the blacksmith arrive,” my master said, coming to his feet. “Now let’s see how Meg is. . . .”
He walked over toward Meg’s pit and I followed, carrying the candle. He looked down and shook his head sadly. Meg was lying on her back looking up at us, her eyes wide and angry, but the chain still bound her tightly and she couldn’t speak.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Really sorry. I was—”
The Spook held up his hand to silence me. “Save your words for later, lad. It hurts me to see this. . . .”
I heard the choke in the Spook’s voice and caught a glimpse of the grief on his face. I looked away quickly. There was a long silence, but at last he gave a deep sigh.
“What’s done is done,” he said sadly, “but I never thought it would come to this. Not after all these years. Anyway, let’s go and attend to the other one.”
We went back up the steps until we reached the live witch, Bessy Hill.
“By the way, that was well thought out, lad!” exclaimed the Spook, indicating the line of salt and iron. “Good to see you using your initiative.”
Bessy Hill turned her head slowly to the left and seemed to be trying to speak herself. The Spook shook his head sadly and pointed downward at her feet.
“There, lad. You take her right foot, I’ll take her left. We’ll pull her down slowly. Gently, now! We don’t want to bang her head. . . .”
We did just that, and it was unpleasant work: Bessy’s right foot felt cold, damp, and slimy, and as we dragged her downward she began to snuffle and spit. It didn’t take long, though, and soon she was back in her pit. All it needed now was the bent bars to be replaced, and she’d be safe for a long time.
We didn’t speak for a while and I guessed that the Spook was thinking about Meg, but soon there was the distant sound of men’s voices and heavy boots.
“Right, lad, this’ll be the smith and the mason. I’d half a mind to ask you to deal with Meg, but it’s not right and I won’t shirk what has to be done. So you get yourself back up those steps and light a big fire in every downstairs room. You’ve done well—we’ll talk later.”
On the way up I met the smith and the mason. “Mr. Gregory’s at the bottom of the steps,” I told them. They nodded and carried on down. Neither of them looked happy. It was grim work, but it had to be done.
Later, when I went back down into the cellar to tell my master that I’d lit the fires, Meg was still in her pit, but my silver chain was safely back in his possession, and he handed it to me without a word. The stone-and-iron cover had been dragged into place and locked with metal pins driven deep into the ground.
Now she was imprisoned beneath iron bars just as firmly as the other witches. The Spook must have been really sad having to do that, but he’d done it anyway. It had taken him almost a lifetime, but Meg was finally bound.
It was late afternoon before the work was done and the mason and smith had finally gone on their way. The Spook turned to me as he closed the door after them and scratched at his beard.
“There’s just one more job before we eat, lad. You might as well get yourself upstairs and clean up that mess in the attic.”
Even after all that had happened, I hadn’t forgotten about the grimoire. I hadn’t forgotten what Morgan might do to Dad. And here was my chance! So, my hands shaking at the thought of how I was going to betray the Spook and steal the grimoire, I carried a mop and bucket up to the attic. After closing the skylight, I began to clean the floor just as fast as I could. Once the job was done, it would take just a few moments to force the desk and hide the grimoire in my bedroom. I’d never seen the Spook go up to the attic, so I could give it to Morgan without him realizing that it had gone.
Having cleaned the floor of feathers and blood, I turned my attention to the writing desk. Although it was a well-crafted desk, ornate but soundly made, it wasn’t going to take me long to get it open. I pulled the small crowbar from my jacket pocket and eased it into the crack between the doors.
At that moment I heard footsteps behind me and jumped up guiltily to see the Spook standing in the doorway, a look of anger and disbelief on his face.
“Well, lad! What have we here?”
“Nothing,” I lied. “I was just cleaning this old desk.”
“Don’t lie to me, lad. There’s nothing worse in this world than a liar. So this is why you went back into the house. The girl couldn’t understand it.” 
“Morgan told me to get the grimoire from your desk in the attic!” I blurted out, and hung my head in shame. “I’m supposed to take it to him on Tuesday night at the graveyard chapel. I’m sorry—really sorry. I never wanted to betray you. I just couldn’t bear the thought of what he might do to Dad if I didn’t.”
“Your dad?” The Spook frowned. “How can Morgan harm your dad?”
“My dad died, Mr. Gregory.”
“Yes, the girl told me last night. I was sorry to hear that.”
“Well, Morgan summoned Dad’s spirit and terrified him—”
The Spook held up his hand. “Calm yourself down, lad. Stop gabbling and slow down. Where did all this happen?”
“In his room at the farm. He summoned his sister first, and she brought Dad. It was Dad’s voice, and Morgan made him think he was in hell. He did it again in Adlington—I definitely heard Dad’s voice inside my head—and Morgan said he’d keep doing it if I didn’t obey him. I went back to get the grimoire, but when I got up to the attic, the feral lamia was there feeding on the birds. I ran downstairs in a panic to find Meg there waiting. My first throw of the chain I missed her and thought I was done for.”
“Aye, it could have cost you your life,” my master said, shaking his head in disapproval.
“I was desperate,” I told him.
“I don’t care, lad,” said the Spook, scratching at his beard. “Didn’t I tell you to steer clear of him? You should have told me everything, not sneaked up to steal something on the word of that fool Morgan.”
I was hurt by his use of the word “steal.” There was no denying that it would have been theft, but to hear him use that word hurt me badly.
“I couldn’t. Meg had you prisoner. Anyway, you didn’t tell me everything,” I said angrily. “Why didn’t you tell me Morgan was your son? How can I know who to trust when you keep things like that a secret? You told me he was Mr. and Mrs. Hurst’s son—but he isn’t, he’s yours. The seventh you had with Emily Burns. I did what I did because I love my father. But your son would never do the same for you. He hates you. He wants to destroy you. He says you’re an old fool!”
I knew I’d gone too far, but the Spook just smiled grimly and shook his head. “I suppose there is no fool like an old fool, and I’ve certainly sometimes been that, but as for the rest . . .”
He looked at me hard, his green eyes glinting fiercely. “Morgan is no son of mine! He’s a liar!” he said, suddenly thumping the top of the desk, his face livid with anger. “He was, he is, and he always will be. He’s just trying to confuse and manipulate you. I don’t have any children— I’ve sometimes regretted that, but if I had a child, do you think I’d deny it? Would your father have disowned one of you?”
I shook my head.
“Would you like to hear the full story, if it means that much to you?”
I nodded.
“Well, I won’t deny that I took Emily Burns from my own brother. Or that it hurt my own family badly. My brother particularly. I’ve never disputed that, and I’ve little to say in my defense except that I was young. I wanted her, lad, and I had to have her. One day you’ll find out what I mean, but only half the fault was mine. Emily was a strong woman, and she wanted me, too. But it wasn’t long before she tired of me, just as she’d tired of my brother. She moved on and found herself another man.
“Edwin Furner was his name, and although he was a seventh son of a seventh son, he worked as a tanner. Not everybody qualified to do so follows our trade. It was fine for just over two years, and they were happy together. But very soon after their second child was born, he took himself off for almost a year, leaving her to fend for herself with two young children.
“It would have been better had he stayed away, but he kept turning up again like a bad penny. Each time he went away again, she was expecting another of his children. There were seven in all. Morgan was Furner’s seventh. After that he never came back.”
The Spook shook his head wearily. “Emily had a hard life, lad, and we still stayed friends. So I helped her out when I could. Sometimes with money, sometimes finding work for her growing lads. As there was no father to fend for them, what else could I do? When Morgan was sixteen, I got him a job at Moor View Farm. The Hursts took to him so much that they eventually adopted him. They had no son of their own, and the farm would have been his. But he couldn’t stick to the work and things started to turn sour. It lasted barely a year.
“As I told you, they had a daughter. She was about the same age and her name was Eveline. Young as they were, Morgan and Eveline fell in love. Her parents would have none of it because they wanted them to be brother and sister, so they beat them both; made their lives not worth living. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, Eveline drowned herself in the lake. After that, Emily begged me to get Morgan away from there and take him on as my apprentice. At the time it seemed a reasonable solution, but I had my doubts and I was proved right. Three years he lasted, until finally he went back to Emily, but he couldn’t keep away from Moor View Farm. He still lives there sometimes—at least, that’s when he’s not making mischief elsewhere.
“The sister must be a lingerer, someone who’s not been able to cross over to the other side. And because of that, he’s got her in his power. And there’s no doubt that he is growing stronger. He certainly seems to have had some power over you. You’d better tell me exactly what’s been happening between you.”
So I did, and as I talked, the Spook kept prompting me for details. I began with my meeting with Morgan at the graveyard chapel on the edge of the moor and ended with our conversation at Emily Burns’s grave.
“I see,” said the Spook when I’d finished. “It’s clear enough now. As I told you before, Morgan was always fascinated by that ancient burial mound up on the moor. Dig into it long enough, and you’re bound to find something. Well, when he was my apprentice, he finally found a sealed chest with the grimoire inside. And that grimoire contains a ritual that is the only way to raise Golgoth. So that’s what he tried to do. Fortunately I got there before the ritual had gone too far and put a stop to it.”
“What would have happened if he’d succeeded?” I asked.
“Doesn’t bear thinking about, lad. One mistake in the ritual, and he’d have been dead. Better that than completing it successfully. You see, he’d followed the instructions to the letter and drawn a pentacle on the floor of his room in Moor View Farm, a five-pointed star within three concentric circles. So if he got the rest right, he was safe enough inside there. But Golgoth would have materialized on the outside of the pentacle and been loose in the County. Not for nothing was he called the Lord of Winter. It might have been years before summer returned. Freezing death and famine might have been our lot. Morgan offered up the farm dog as a sacrifice. Golgoth never touched it, but the poor animal died of fright.
“So, as I said, I stopped Morgan in time. I terminated his apprenticeship and took the grimoire off him. Then his mother and I made him promise that he would leave Golgoth alone and not try to raise him again. She believed his promise, and for her sake I gave him every chance and always hoped that her faith in him would be justified. But as I’d stopped him part of the way through the ritual, some of the power of Golgoth had already awoken and attached itself to him. Your mother was right—this is going to be a bitter winter. I’m convinced that’s to do with Golgoth and Morgan. After Morgan left my care, he turned to the dark, and his powers have steadily increased. And he thinks that the grimoire will give him ultimate power.
“Already he can do things that a man shouldn’t. Some are little more than conjuring tricks, like changing the temperature in a room to impress the gullible. But now it seems that he can also bind the dead to his will—not just ghosts, but also spirits that hover in limbo between this life and the other side. It pains me to say this, lad, but it looks very bad. I really do fear that Morgan has the ability to hurt your poor dad’s spirit. . . .”
The Spook looked up at the skylight, then down at the writing desk. He shook his head sadly. “Well, lad, get yourself downstairs and we’ll talk this through some more.”
Fifteen minutes later, my master was sitting there quietly in Meg’s rocking chair and pea soup was simmering away in a pan.
“Got much appetite, lad?” he asked.
“I’ve not eaten since yesterday,” I told him.
At that he grinned, revealing the gap where the boggart had knocked out his front tooth, got up, put two bowls on the table and ladled hot soup into them. Soon I was dunking bread into the delicious steaming soup. The Spook didn’t bother with the bread, but he did empty his bowl.
“I am very sorry your dad’s passed away,” he said, pushing the empty bowl away from him. “He should have had nothing to fear after death. Unfortunately, Morgan’s using the power of Golgoth to hurt your dad and get at you through him. But don’t worry, lad, we’re going to put a stop to it just as soon as we can. And as for the other nonsense, Morgan’s not my son and never was.” He looked straight into my eyes again. “Well, do you believe me?”
I nodded, but I can’t have done it convincingly enough, because the Spook sighed and shook his head. “Well, lad, either he’s a liar or I am. You’d better decide which one of us it is. If there’s no trust between us, there’s no point in you carrying on as my apprentice. But one thing’s for sure, I wouldn’t let you go off with him. Before that I’d take you by the scruff of your neck, give you back to your mother, and let her knock some sense into that thick head.”
His tone was harsh, and after all that had happened I felt really upset. “You couldn’t take me back to my mother,” I told him bitterly. “I was too late for the funeral and I didn’t even get to see her. Afterward she went off somewhere—maybe back to her own land. I don’t think she’ll be coming back.” 
“Well, give her space, lad. She’s just lost her husband and needs time to mourn and think. But you’ll be seeing her again and not before too long, I’m sure. And that’s not prophecy. It’s good common sense. If she goes, she goes, but she’ll want to say a proper farewell to all her sons before she does.
“Anyway, it’s a terrible thing that Morgan’s been doing, but don’t worry—I will find him and stop him once and for all.”
I was too weary to say anything, so I just nodded my head. I hoped he was right.



CHAPTER XVIII
The Chapel of the Dead

FOR all the Spook’s promises, it wasn’t possible to deal with Morgan right away. For the next two weeks the weather was so bad, we hardly ever went outdoors. Blizzard after blizzard surged up the clough, whirling snow against the windows and burying the front of the house almost up to the level of the first-floor bedrooms. I was starting to believe that Golgoth had indeed been awakened, and I was grateful that Shanks had had the foresight to deliver extra provisions. When the Tuesday that Morgan had appointed for our meeting arrived, I was nervous and half expected to see him turn up at the house. But the blizzards were so bad that no one would have made it across the moor. Still, every hour trapped in that house felt like torture. I was desperate to get out and find Morgan and put an end to my father’s misery.
My master made us carry on with our usual routine of sleeping, eating, and lessons during the blizzard, but something new was added. Every afternoon he descended the steps to the cellar to talk to Meg and take her something to eat. Usually it was just a few biscuits, but sometimes he carried the remainder of our lunch with him. I wondered what the two of them talked about when he was down there, though I knew better than to ask. We’d agreed no more secrets, but I realized the Spook still expected some privacy.
The other two witches had to manage the best they could, chewing on worms, slugs, and anything else they could grub out of the damp earth, but Meg was still a special case. I half expected that, one day soon, the Spook would give Meg her herb tea again and bring her up from the cellar. She was certainly a far better cook than either of us, but after all that had happened, I couldn’t help feeling safer with her down in the pit. I did worry about the Spook, though. Had he gone soft? After all his warnings about not trusting women, here he was breaking all his own rules again. I felt like telling him as much, but how could I when I could see that he was upset about Meg?
He still wasn’t eating properly, and one morning his eyes were red and swollen, as if he’d been rubbing them. I even wondered if he’d been crying, and that made me think about how I would behave in a similar situation. What if I were the Spook, with Alice down there in the pit? Wouldn’t I be doing the same? I was also wondering how Alice was getting on. If the weather ever improved, I’d decided to ask my master if I could pay a visit to Andrew’s shop to visit her again.
Then, unexpectedly, one morning the weather did change. I’d kept thinking about the threat to Dad, hoping that, first chance, we’d be off after Morgan. But it wasn’t to be. With the sunshine came spooks’ business. My master and I were called away east, to Platt Farm. It was boggart trouble, or so it seemed.
It was an hour or so before we could get started, because first the Spook cut himself a new staff of rowan wood, and when we finally arrived, after a two-hour slog through the deep snow, there was no sign at all that a boggart had been in the vicinity and the farmer apologized profusely for being mistaken, blaming it on his wife, who was prone to sleepwalking. He said she’d moved things in the kitchen and clattered pots and pans to disturb the household, waking up the following morning without any memory of having done so. He seemed embarrassed at having called us out for nothing and almost too eager to pay the Spook for his trouble.
I was furious that we’d wasted precious time and told the Spook as much on the way back. He agreed. “I smell a rat,” he said. “Unless I’m mistaken, lad, we’ve been sent on a wild goose chase. Ever seen anyone so keen to put his hand in his pocket and pay?”
I shook my head and we doubled our pace, the Spook out in the lead, eager to get home. We arrived to find the back door was already open. The lock had been forced. After checking that the cellar door and the gate were still secure, the Spook told me to wait in the kitchen and went upstairs. Five minutes later he came down, shaking his head angrily.
“The grimoire’s been taken!” he said. “Well, lad, we certainly know who we’re looking for! Who else would it be but Morgan? He’s got Golgoth in his power enough to stop the snow, and then he plots and schemes to rob us.”
It seemed odd to me that Morgan hadn’t tried to steal the grimoire before. It would have been easy enough during the summers, when Meg was locked in the room on the cellar steps and the upper part of the house was empty. But then I remembered what the Spook had told me—the promise Morgan had made to his mother not to try and raise Golgoth again. Perhaps he’d kept his word until his mother died; now after he’d mourned her, he felt free to do whatever he wanted.
“Well, there’s little we can do today but get ourselves down to Adlington and ask that brother of mine to come up and fix the door,” said the Spook. “But don’t mention the grimoire. I’ll tell him that in my own time. And on our way, we’ll pay a little visit to Moor View Farm. I doubt I’ll find Morgan there, but I’ve a few things I need to ask the Hursts.”
I wondered why he didn’t want to tell Andrew about the grimoire, but I could tell that he wasn’t in the mood for questions.
We set off right away for Moor View Farm. When we arrived, the Spook went in alone to talk to the Hursts and told me to wait in the yard. There was no sign at all of Morgan. My master spent some time in the farmhouse and came out frowning. Tight-lipped, he led the way to Andrew’s shop.
The Spook behaved as if it were just a brotherly visit, making me wonder again why he made no mention at all of what had happened. It was good to see Alice, though. She made us a late supper, and we warmed ourselves in front of the big fire in the living room before seating ourselves at the table. After we’d finished eating, the Spook turned to Alice.
“That was a good supper, girl,” he said, giving her a faint smile, “but now I’ve got private business to attend to with my brother and Tom. So it’s best if you take yourself off to bed!”
“Why should I go up to bed?” she asked, bristling with anger. “I live here, not you.”
“Please, Alice, do as John says,” Andrew said mildly. “I’m sure there’s a very good reason for his not wanting you to hear what’s about to be said.”
Alice gave Andrew a withering look, but it was his house and she obeyed, almost slamming the door and stamping heavily up the stairs.
“The least she knows, the better,” said the Spook. “I’ve just been to see the Hursts and had a bit of a talk with the wife about why young Alice left. It seemed she quarreled with Morgan and went off in a temper, but in the couple of days before that, they’d been quite close and spent a lot of time together in his downstairs room. It may be nothing. It may well be that he just tried to win her over in the way he tried it with the lad,” he said, nodding toward me. “Tried and failed. But just in case, it’s better that she doesn’t hear this. This morning Morgan broke into my house and stole the grimoire.”
Andrew looked really concerned and opened his mouth to speak, but I beat him to it. “That’s not fair!” I told the Spook. “Alice hates Morgan. She told me so herself. Why else would she have left? There’s no way she would have helped him.”
The Spook shook his head angrily. “Some lessons are going to take longer to hammer into your daft head than others!” he snapped. “After all this time, you still haven’t learned that the girl can never be fully trusted. She’ll always need watching. That’s why I’ve made sure she’s close by. Other than that, I wouldn’t allow her within ten miles of you.”
“Look, hang on a minute,” Andrew interrupted. “You say Morgan’s got the grimoire? How could you be so foolish, John? You should have burned that infernal book while you had the chance! If he tries that ritual again, anything might happen. I was hoping to see a few more summers before my time is up. It should have been destroyed. I just can’t understand why you’ve kept it all these years!”
“Look, Andrew, that’s my business, and you’ll just have to trust me on that one. Let’s just say that I had my reasons.”
“Emily, eh?”
The Spook ignored him.
“What’s done is done and I wish Morgan had never taken the grimoire and it was still safe under lock and key.”
“So do I!” Andrew said, raising his voice and becoming angrier by the second. “Your duty is the County. You’ve said that often enough. What you’ve done in keeping that book rather than burning it amounts to a dereliction of that duty!”
“Well, brother, I thank you for your hospitality, but not for those harsh words,” the Spook said, an edge of anger in his own voice. “I don’t interfere in your business, and you should trust me to do what’s best for everyone. I just called here to let you know the situation we’re in, but it’s been a long hard day and it’s time we were off to our beds before we say things we’ll really regret!”
With that, we left Andrew’s in a hurry. As we walked down the street, I remembered why we’d visited in the first place.
“We didn’t ask Andrew to fix the lock,” I said. “Shall I run back and tell him?”
“No you won’t, lad,” said the Spook angrily. “Not even if he were the last locksmith in the County! I’d rather fix it myself.”
“Well, now the weather’s improved,” I asked, “could we start searching for Morgan tomorrow? I’m worried about Dad—” 
“Leave that to me, lad,” the Spook said, his voice softer. “I’ve thought of a few places Morgan might have gone to ground. Best thing is if I set off well before dawn tomorrow.”
“Can I come with you?” I asked.
“Nay, lad. I’ve more chance of catching him napping by myself. Trust me. It’s for the best.”
I did trust the Spook. Although I could see some sense in what he was saying, I still wanted to go with him. I tried one more time to persuade him but realized I was just wasting my breath. If the Spook makes up his mind, you just have to accept it and let him get on with it.
The following morning, when I came down into the kitchen, there was no sign of the Spook. His cloak and staff had been taken, and as promised, he’d left the house long before dawn in search of Morgan. After I’d finished my breakfast, my master still hadn’t returned and I realized that his absence provided a chance just too good to miss. I was curious about Meg and decided to pay a quick visit to the cellar to see how she was doing. So I helped myself to the key on top of the bookcase, lit a candle, and went down the steps. I went through the gate and locked it behind me, continuing downward toward the cellar, but when I reached the landing with the three doors a voice suddenly called out from the middle cell.
“John! John! Is that you? Have you booked our passage?”
I came to a sudden halt. It was Meg’s voice. He’d released her from the pit and put her in a cell where she’d be more comfortable. So he had softened. No doubt she’d be back in the kitchen within days. But what did she mean by “booked our passage”? Was she going on a voyage? Was the Spook going with her?
Suddenly I heard Meg sniff loudly three times. “Well, boy, what are you doing down here? Come to the door so that I can see you better.”
She’d sniffed me out, so it was no use creeping back up the steps. No doubt she’d tell the Spook where I’d been. So I walked up to the cell door and peered inside, taking care not to get too close.
Meg’s pretty face smiled at me through the bars. It wasn’t the grim smile she’d given when we’d struggled. To my surprise, it was almost friendly.
“How are you, Meg?” I asked politely.
“I’ve been better and I’ve been worse,” Meg replied. “No thanks to you. But what’s done is done, and I don’t blame you for it. You are what you are. You and John have a lot in common. But I will give you one piece of advice—that’s if you’re willing to listen.”
“Of course I’ll listen,” I told her.
“In that case, heed what I have to say. Treat the girl well. Alice cares about you. Treat her better than John treated me and you won’t be sorry. It doesn’t need to end up this way.”
“I like Alice a lot and I’ll do my best.”
“See that you do.”
“I heard you ask about booking a passage,” I said, turning to leave. “What did you mean?”
“That’s none of your business, boy,” Meg replied. “You could ask John, but I don’t think you’ll bother because you’d only get the same answer from him. And I don’t think he’d want you prowling about down here without his permission, would he?”
With that I muttered good-bye and set off back up the stairs, taking care to lock the gate behind me. So it seemed the Spook still had his secrets, and I suspected he always would. No sooner had I put the key back in its rightful place than he returned.
“Did you find Morgan?” I asked, disappointed. I already knew the answer. Had he done so, Morgan would have been with him, bound as a prisoner.
“No, lad, sorry to say that I didn’t. I thought I might find him lurking in the abandoned tower at Rivington,” said the Spook. “He’s been there recently, all right—no doubt up to no good. But it seems to me that he never settles in one place for long. Still, don’t worry yourself, I’ll search again first thing tomorrow.
“Anyway, in the meantime you can do something for me. This afternoon, have a wander down into Adlington and ask that brother of mine if he’d mind coming up to fix the back door,” said the Spook. “And tell him I’m sorry that heated words passed between us and that one day he’ll understand that I did things for the best.”
The afternoon lessons went on later than usual, and it was less than two hours before dark when, carrying my rowan staff, I finally set off for Adlington.
Andrew made me welcome, and his face broke into a smile when I passed on the Spook’s apology: he quickly agreed to fix the door within a day or so. Later I spent about fifteen minutes talking to Alice, although she seemed a bit cool. It was probably because she’d been sent to bed the previous night. After saying my good-byes, I set off back toward the Spook’s house, eager to return before it was quite dark.
I hadn’t been walking more than five minutes when I heard a faint noise behind. I turned around and saw someone following me up the hill. It was Alice, so I waited for her to catch up. She was wearing her woolen coat, and as she approached, her pointy shoes made neat footprints in the snow.
“Up to something, you are,” Alice said with a smile. “What was it that they didn’t want me to hear last night? You can tell me, can’t you, Tom? We don’t have any secrets. Been through too much together, we have.”
The sun had already set, and it was starting to get dark. “It’s very complicated,” I said, impatient to be off. “I don’t have much time.”
Alice leaned forward and gripped my arm. “Come on, Tom, you can tell me!”
“Mr. Gregory doesn’t trust you,” I told her. “He thinks you got too close to Morgan. Mrs. Hurst told him that you and Morgan spent lots of time together in his downstairs room—” 
“Ain’t nothing new in Old Gregory not trusting me!” Alice exclaimed with a sneer. “Morgan was planning something big. A ritual, he said, that was going to make him rich and powerful. Wanted my help, he did, and nagged and nagged until I couldn’t stand the sight of him. That’s all there was to it. So come on, Tom. What’s going on. You can tell me. . . .”
Finally, realizing that she was never going to let it go, I gave in, and Alice walked by my side while I reluctantly explained what had been happening. I told her about the grimoire and how Morgan had wanted me to steal it and how he was torturing Dad’s spirit. Then I told her we’d been burgled and were now searching for Morgan.
Alice wasn’t best pleased with what I told her, to say the least.
“You mean we went into Old Gregory’s house together with no mention of what you planned? No mention at all! You meant to go up to the attic, and you didn’t tell me. It ain’t right, Tom. Risking my life, I was, and deserved better than that. A lot better!”
“Sorry, Alice. I’m really sorry. But all I could think of was Dad and what Morgan was doing to him. I wasn’t thinking straight. I should have trusted you, I know.”
“Bit late to say that now. Still, I think I know where you could find Morgan tonight. . . .” 
I looked at her in astonishment.
“It’s Tuesday,” Alice said, “and on Tuesday night he always does the same thing. Been doing it since late summer, he has. There’s a chapel on the hillside. Set in a graveyard, it is. People come from miles around and he takes their money. I went there with him once. He makes the dead speak. He ain’t a priest, but he’s got a congregation to put lots of churches to shame.”
I remembered the first time I’d met him—when the news came about Dad and I’d been on my way home. That had been a Tuesday, too. I’d taken a shortcut through the graveyard, and he’d been inside the chapel. He must have been waiting for his congregation to arrive. He’d also asked me to bring the grimoire to him on a Tuesday, just after sunset. I could have kicked myself. Why hadn’t I put two and two together?
“Don’t you believe me?” Alice asked.
“Course I believe you,” I said. “I know where the chapel is. I’ve been there before.”
“Then why don’t you go that way on your way home?” suggested Alice. “If I’m right and he is there, you can go and tell Old Gregory. Might just get back in time to catch him! But don’t forget to mention that I was the one who told you where he was. Might just make him think better of me. Ain’t holding my breath, though.”
“Come with me,” I suggested. “You could keep watch while I go for the Spook. That way, if we don’t get back in time, we’ll know where he’s headed.”
Alice shook her head. “No, Tom. Why should I after what’s happened? I don’t like not being trusted. It ain’t nice. Anyway, you’ve got your job and I’ve got mine. The shop’s been really busy. Worked hard all day, I have, and now I’m going to warm myself by the fire, not spend my time shivering out here in the cold. You do what you have to do and let Old Gregory sort Morgan out. But leave me out of it.”
With that, Alice turned on her heels and set off back down the hill. I was disappointed and a bit sad, but I could hardly blame her. If I kept secrets from her, why should she help?
By now it was almost dark and the sky was starting to glitter with stars. So, wasting no time, I chose a route that took me up the moor and circled back to the drystone wall, at the exact place in the copse where I’d climbed over it that Tuesday night when I was on my way home. I leaned against the low wall and looked at the chapel. Candlelight flickered against the stained-glass window. Then I noticed something far beyond the graveyard. Scattered points of light were moving up the slope toward me.
Lanterns! The members of Morgan’s congregation were approaching. Although I couldn’t be sure, he was probably already inside, waiting for them to arrive.
So I turned and set off through the trees, heading in the direction of the Spook’s house. I needed to get my master and bring him back in time to catch Morgan. But I hadn’t taken more than a dozen paces before somebody stepped out of the shadows ahead of me. A hooded figure in a black cloak. I came to a halt as he strode toward me. It was Morgan.
“You’ve disappointed me, Tom,” he said, his voice cruel and hard. “I asked you to bring me something. You let me down, so I had to go and get it myself. Wasn’t much to ask, was it? Not when so much was at stake.”
I didn’t answer, and he took a step nearer. I turned to run, but before I could move, he caught me by the shoulder. I struggled for a moment and tried to raise my staff to strike him, but suddenly I felt a heavy blow to my right temple. Everything went dark and I felt myself falling.
When I opened my eyes, I found myself in the chapel. My head was hurting, and I felt as if I were going to be sick. I was sitting on the rearmost row of benches with my back resting against the cold stone wall, facing toward the confessional box. On each side of it were two large candles.
Morgan was standing in front of the box, facing directly toward me. “Well, Tom, I’ve business to attend to first. But we’ll talk about this afterward.”
“I need to return to the house,” I said, finding it hard to form the words. “If I don’t, Mr. Gregory will wonder where I am.”
“Let him wonder. What does it matter what he thinks? You won’t ever be going back. You’re my apprentice now, and I’ve got a job for you to do tonight.”
With a smile of triumph, Morgan walked into the confessional, using the priest’s doorway on the left. I could no longer see him. The candles cast their light outward into the chapel, but the two doorways were absolutely dark oblongs.
I tried to stand and make a run for it, but I felt too weak and my legs weren’t working properly yet. My head pounded and my vision felt blurred after the blow to my head, so all I could do was sit there, trying to collect my wits and hoping that I wasn’t going to be sick.
After a few moments, the first of Morgan’s congregation arrived. Two women came in, and as each one crossed the threshold, I heard the clink of metal upon metal. I hadn’t noticed it before, but there was a copper collection plate to the left of the door, and each dropped a coin into it before taking a seat. Then, without a glance in my direction, keeping their heads bowed, they sat down in one of the front benches.
The benches began to fill, but I noticed that everyone who came into the chapel left his lantern outside. The congregation was mostly women—the few men present were relatively old. Nobody spoke. We waited in silence but for the clink of coins and the rattle of the plate. At last, when most of the seats were full, the door seemed to close by itself. Either that, or somebody outside had pushed it.
Now the only light came from the candles at either side of the confessional box. There were a few coughs, somebody in front cleared their throat, and then came an expectant hush in which you could have heard a pin drop. It was just as it had been in the darkened room at Moor View Farm. I felt as if my ears were going to pop. Suddenly I shivered. A coldness was creeping toward me from the box. Morgan was drawing upon the power he’d gained by trying to raise Golgoth.
Into the silence Morgan’s voice suddenly called out very loudly. “Sister of mine! Sister of mine, are you there?”
In answer came three loud raps on the floor of the chapel, so loud that the whole building seemed to quiver, followed by a long drawn-out shuddering sigh that came from the darkness of the penitent’s doorway.
“Leave me be! Let me rest!” came the plaintive plea of a girl. This was hardly more than a whisper, but filled with anguish, the source of the girl’s voice again that dark confessional doorway. Morgan’s sister was a lingerer and was under his control. She didn’t want to be here.
He was making her suffer, but the congregation didn’t know that, and I sensed the nervousness, anticipation, and excitement of the people about me as they waited for Morgan to summon family and friends they’d lost to death.
“Obey me first. Then you may rest!” boomed the voice of Morgan.
As if in response to those words, a white shape drifted out of the darkness to be framed in the penitent’s doorway. Although Eveline had drowned herself when she was about sixteen, the spirit looked hardly older than Alice. Her face, legs, and bare arms were as white as the dress she was wearing. It clung to her body as if saturated with water, and her hair was limp and wet. That drew a gasp of astonishment from the congregation, but the thing that attracted my gaze was her eyes. They were large and luminous and utterly sad. I’d never looked upon a face so filled with grief as that of Eveline’s ghost.
“I am here. What do you want?”
“Are there others with you? Others who wish to speak to someone in this gathering?”
“There are some. Close at hand is a child spirit who goes by the name Maureen. She would speak with Matilda, her dearest mother. . . .”
At that a woman in the front bench came to her feet and held out her arms in supplication. She seemed to be trying to speak, but her body was shaking with emotion and only a groan escaped her lips. The figure of Eveline faded back into the darkness and something else moved forward.
“Mother? Mother?” cried a new female voice from the penitent’s box. This time, it was that of a very young child. “Come to me, Mother. Please, please! I miss you so much. . . .”
At that, the woman left her place and began to stagger in the direction of the confessional box, still holding out her arms. There was a sudden intake of breath from the congregation, and immediately I saw why. A pale shape was just visible in the darkness of the right-hand doorway. It looked like a young girl, no older than four or five, with long hair falling down over her shoulders.
“Hold my hand, Mother! Please hold my hand!” cried the child, and a small white hand came out of the darkness of the doorway. It reached toward the woman, who fell to her knees and seized it, eagerly pulling it to her lips.
“Oh, your little hand is so cold, so bitterly cold!” cried the woman, and she began to weep, her anguished sobs and wails filling the whole chapel. This went on for long minutes, until at last the hand was withdrawn into the doorway and the mother returned unsteadily to her seat.
After that there was more of the same. Sometimes adults, sometimes other children materialized within the darkness of the penitent’s doorway. There were glimpses of shadow shapes, pale faces, and, more rarely, a hand outstretched into the candlelight. And almost always there was a strong emotional reaction from the relative or friend who made contact.
After a while I began to feel sickened by the spectacle, wishing for it to end. Morgan was a clever, dangerous man, using the power of Golgoth to bind these poor spirits to his will. As I listened to the anguish of the living and the torment of the dead, in my head I remembered hearing the clink of money as it rattled into the copper collection plate.
At last it came to an end. The congregation filed out of the chapel and the door slammed shut behind them, seemingly as if propelled by an invisible hand.
Morgan didn’t come out of the confessional box immediately, but gradually the cold began to fade. When he did walk out and approach me, there were beads of sweat on his brow.
“How’s that father of mine after the wild goose chase I sent him on?” Morgan asked with a smirk. “Did the old fool enjoy his walk to Platt Farm?”
“Mr. Gregory isn’t your father,” I said quietly, coming shakily to my feet. “Your real father’s name was Edwin Furner, a local tanner. Everybody knows the truth, but you can’t face it. You just tell lie after lie. Let’s go down to Adlington now and ask a few people. Let’s ask your mother’s sister—she still lives there. If they all say the same, then I might just start to believe you. But I don’t think they will. You’re a father yourself—the father of lies! And you’ve told so many that now you’re starting to believe them!”
Livid with rage, Morgan swung a punch in my direction. I tried to get out of the way, but I was still groggy and my reactions were far too slow. His fist caught my temple again, in almost the same place as last time. I fell, cracking the back of my head against the stones.
I didn’t quite lose consciousness this time, but I was dragged to my feet and his face came very close to mine. I could taste blood in my mouth and one of my eyes was almost closed, so swollen that I could hardly see through it. But the expression on Morgan’s face was clear enough, and I didn’t like what I saw. His mouth was twisted, his eyes bright and wild. It looked more like the face of a savage animal than a man.



CHAPTER XIX
The Round Loaf

“YOU had your chance, but it’s gone! I’ve another use for you now, though. One you won’t like! Here, carry these!” Morgan snarled, thrusting something toward me.
It was a spade. No sooner had I gripped it than he handed me a bulging sack, so heavy that he had to help me get it up onto my shoulder. Then he pushed me toward the door of the chapel and then out into the cold. I stood there shivering, struggling under the weight of the sack, feeling too ill and weak to run. Even if I did, I felt certain that he’d catch me within seconds and another beating would follow. The wind was beginning to gust from the north east, with cloud building to cover the stars. It looked like it was going to snow again.
He gave me another push to start me walking, then followed, carrying a lantern. Soon we were climbing high onto the bleak snow-clad moor, leaving the last of the scattered trees far behind. I didn’t have any choice but to keep struggling upward. If I didn’t move fast enough, I received a push in the back. Once I slipped and fell flat on my face, losing my grip on the sack. For that he punched me in the ribs, so hard that I was terrified of falling again.
I was ordered to pick up the sack, and we trudged upward through the snow until I lost all track of time. But at last, high up on the moor, he pulled me to a halt. Not too far ahead was a hill too smooth and rounded to be natural, its covering of snow gleaming white in the remaining starlight. Then I recognized it for what it was. It was the Round Loaf, the barrow that the Spook had pointed out to me on our way to deal with the boggart at Owshaw Clough. The mound of earth that Morgan had dug the grimoire out of.
Morgan gestured eastward and pushed me ahead of him. About two hundred or so paces away was a small boulder. When we reached it, he quickly measured out ten paces south of it, while I wondered what my chances were of being able to hit him with the spade and run for it. But I still felt weak, and he was bigger and much stronger than I was.
“Dig there!” he commanded, pointing down at the snow.
I obeyed and was soon through the covering of snow and into the dark earth. The ground underneath the snow was frozen hard, and progress was difficult. I wondered if he was making me dig my own grave, but I wasn’t much more than a foot down when my spade suddenly struck stone.
“Fools have dug into that barrow time after time,” he said, pointing back toward the Round Loaf. “But they never found what I’ve found. There’s a chamber deep underneath, but the entrance is much farther back than you’d ever suspect. The last time I was down there was the night after my mother died, and I’ve been trying to get my book back ever since! Now clear the stone— we’ve a lot of work ahead of us!”
I was terrified, because I now suspected that Morgan intended to raise Golgoth this very night. But I did as he ordered, and when I’d finished, he took the spade from me and, using it as a lever, struggled to pry the stone out of its bed and onto its side. It took him a long time, and by the time he’d managed it the snow was starting to fall, the wind sighing over the moor and gusting even harder. Another blizzard was on its way.
He held the lantern over the hole, and by its light I could see steps leading downward into the darkness. “Right, down you go!” he said, raising his fist threateningly.
I flinched and did as I was told, Morgan holding the lantern while I descended carefully, the weight of the sack making it difficult to keep my balance. There were ten steps in all. At their foot, I found myself in a narrow passageway. At the top of the steps, Morgan had put the lantern down and was struggling with the stone again. At first I thought it would be too difficult for him to manage, but it eventually dropped back into place with a dull thud, shutting us in like a gravestone sealing in the dead. He came down the steps carrying the lantern and spade and told me to lead the way, so I obeyed.
He held the lantern high behind me, and it cast my shadow ahead into the tunnel, which was straight and true. The floor, walls, and roof were of earth, and at intervals timbers had been used to shore up the roof. At one point it had actually collapsed, almost obstructing our way, and I had to remove the sack before squeezing through and dragging it along the narrow gap after me. It made me nervous about the condition of the tunnel. If there was a serious roof fall, we’d be buried alive or trapped underground forever. I had a strong sense of the great weight of earth poised above us.
At last the passage opened out into a large oval chamber. It was massive, with the generous dimensions of a good-sized church, and the walls and ceiling were built of stone. But the floor was the most amazing thing of all. At first glance I thought it was tiled, but then I realized that it was an elaborate mosaic depicting all manner of monstrous creatures by the careful positioning of thousands upon thousands of small colored stones. Some were fabled beings that I’d read about in the Spook’s Bestiary, others I’d only glimpsed in nightmares: grotesque hybrids such as the minotaur, half bull, half man; gigantic worms with long serpentine bodies and ravenous jaws; and a basilisk, a snake on legs, with a crested head and murderous piercing eyes. Each of these was in itself enough to compete for my attention, but there was something else that immediately arrested my gaze.
For there, at the very center of the floor, constructed from black stones, were three concentric circles and, within them, a five-pointed star. I knew immediately what it was, and my worst fear was confirmed.
This was a pentacle, a device used by a mage from which to cast spells or summon daemons from the dark. But this had been constructed by the first men who came to Anglezarke in order to summon Golgoth, the most powerful of the old gods. And now Morgan was going to use it.
It seemed that Morgan knew exactly what he intended to do, and he soon set me to work, ordering me to clean the floor until it gleamed, particularly the central section of the mosaic that depicted the pentacle.
“There mustn’t be even one tiny speck of dirt, or it could all go wrong!” he said.
I didn’t bother to ask what he meant, because I’d worked it out already. He intended to follow the deadliest ritual in the grimoire. He was going to summon Golgoth while we stayed protected at its center. Cleanliness was vital, because dirt could be used to cross its defenses.
There were several large tubs at the far side of the chamber, and one of them contained salt. In the sack I’d carried, among the other items, including the grimoire, were a large flagon of water and some cloths. Using a damp cloth, I had to scour the mosaic with salt, then swill it clean until he was satisfied.
I seemed to be at it for hours. From time to time I glanced about, trying to see if there was anything in the chamber that might prove useful in helping me to overcome Morgan and escape. He must have dropped the spade in the passageway because there was no sign of it in the chamber; neither was there anything else that I could use as a weapon. I did notice a large iron ring set into the wall, close to the floor, and I wondered what it could be for. It looked like something for tethering an animal.
When I’d finished scouring the floor, to my horror, Morgan suddenly seized me, dragged me to the wall, bound my hands tightly behind my back, and fastened the remainder of the rope to the ring. Then he began his preparations in earnest. I was sick to my stomach as I suddenly realized what was going to happen. Morgan would work from within the pentacle, shielded from anything that appeared within the chamber, whereas I would remain tethered to that ring on the wall without any defense whatsoever. Was I going to be some sort of sacrifice? Was that what the ring had originally been made for? Then I remembered what the Spook had said about the farm dog. When Morgan had tried the ritual in his room, it had died of fright. . . .
From the sack he produced five thick black candles and positioned one of these at the very tip of each of the points of the pentacle star. He then opened the grimoire, and as he lit each candle, he read out a short incantation from the book. That done, he sat down cross-legged at the very center of the pentacle and, holding the book open, looked directly toward me.
“Do you know what day it is?” he demanded.
“It’s a Tuesday,” I answered.
“And the date?”
I didn’t speak, and he answered for me.
“It’s the twenty-first of December. The winter solstice. The exact middle of the winter before the days gradually start to lengthen again. So it’s going to be a long night. The longest night of the whole year. And when it’s over, only one of us will leave this chamber,” Morgan said. “My intention is to raise Golgoth, the most powerful of the old gods. And I’m going to do it here, in the very place where it was done by the ancients. This barrow is built at a point of great power where leys converge. Five, no less, intersect at the very center of the pentacle where I’m sitting.”
“Won’t it be dangerous to wake Golgoth?” I asked. “The winter might last for years.”
“What if it does?” Morgan asked. “Winter is my time.”
“But crops won’t grow. People will starve!”
“What of it? The weak always die,” said Morgan. “The strong inherit the earth. The summoning ritual will give Golgoth no choice but to obey. And he’ll be bound here, within this chamber, until I release him. Bound until he gives me what I want.”
“What do you want?” I asked. “What can possibly make it worth hurting so many people?”
“I want power! What else makes life worthwhile? The power that Golgoth will give me. The ability to freeze the blood within a man’s veins. To kill with a glance. All men will fear me. And in the depths of a long cold winter, when I kill, who will know that I’ve taken a life? And who will be able to prove it? John Gregory will be the second to die, but not the last. And you’ll die before him.” Morgan laughed softly. “You’re part of the bait. Part of the lure to draw Golgoth here. I had to make do with a dog last time, but a human being is so much better. Golgoth will take the little spark of life from your body and add it to his own. Your soul, too. Your body and soul will both be snuffed out in an instant.”
“Are you really sure that pentacle will protect you?” I asked, trying not to think about what he’d said, attempting to place a bit of doubt in his mind. “Rituals have to be exact. If you leave something out or mispronounce even one word, it might not work. In that case, neither of us will ever leave this chamber. We’ll both be destroyed.”
“Who told you that? That old fool Gregory!” Morgan mocked. “He would say that. And do you know why? It’s because he lacks the nerve to try anything that’s truly ambitious. All he’s fit for is making gullible apprentices dig useless pits before filling them in again! For years he’s tried to keep me from this. He even made me swear to my mother that I’d never attempt the ritual again. Love for her kept me bound to that promise, until her death freed me at last and finally made it possible for me to seize what’s mine! Old Gregory is my enemy.”
“Why do you hate him so much?” I demanded. “What’s he ever done to hurt you? Everything he’s done has been for the best. He’s a better man than you by far and generous to a fault. He helped your mother when your real father left. He gave you an apprenticeship, and even when you turned to the dark, he spared you what you really deserved. A malevolent witch is no worse than you, and she’s bound alive in a pit!”
“He could have done that, it’s true,” Morgan said, his voice quiet and dangerous. “But now it’s too late. You’re right. I do hate him. I was born with a splinter of darkness in my soul. It grew and grew until I’m now what you see before you today. Old Gregory is a servant of the light, whereas I belong fully to the dark now. Because of that, he’s my natural enemy. The dark hates the light. Always it’s been so!”
“No!” I cried. “It doesn’t have to be like that. You have a choice. You can be what you want. You loved your mother. You’re capable of love. You don’t have to belong to the dark, don’t you see? It’s never too late to change!”
“Save your breath and be silent!” Morgan snapped angrily. “We’ve talked too much. It’s time to begin the ritual.”
There was silence for a while, and all I could hear was the beating of my own heart. At last Morgan began to chant from the grimoire, his voice rising and falling in a rhythmic, singsong manner that reminded me very much of the way priests sometimes pray before a congregation. Most of it was Latin, but there were also words from at least one language that I didn’t recognize. It went on and on; nothing seemed to be happening. I began to hope that the ritual wouldn’t work or he’d make a mistake and Golgoth wouldn’t appear. But soon I sensed that something was changing.
It was growing slightly colder in the chamber. The change was very slow and gradual, as if something very big was drawing nearer but had a vast distance to cross. It was that special cold that I’d sensed around Morgan previously; the power that he drew from Golgoth.
I began to wonder what my chances of being rescued were. It didn’t take me long to work out that they were very slim. Nobody knew about the entrance to the tunnel. Although I’d dug into the earth and uncovered the stone, the weather had been worsening and a blizzard would soon cover it again. The Spook would miss me, but would he be concerned enough to go out looking for me in a blizzard? If he went to Andrew’s shop, Alice might just tell him where I’d gone. But even if he went to the chapel, what were the chances that he’d find my staff? It was in the copse outside the fence; by now it would be covered with snow.
I found that I could move my hands a little. Could I work the rope loose enough to get them free? I began to try, bringing my hands together and apart, twisting my wrists and fingers. At least Morgan wouldn’t spot what I was up to. He was too busy chanting the words of the ritual, hardly pausing even when he turned a page of the grimoire. Then, as I looked at him, I noticed something else. There seemed to be new shadows in the room, shadows that couldn’t just be explained by the position of the five candles. And most of the shadows were moving. Some were like dark smoke, others gray or white mist, writhing on the outside edge of the pentacle as if trying to get in.
What were they? Were they lingerers, accidentally caught up in the power of the ritual and brought to this place against their will? Or maybe the spirits of those who’d been buried in the barrow and nearby? Either seemed likely, for the ritual was one of compulsion. But what if they noticed me? They couldn’t reach Morgan: he was protected. But what if they became aware of me?
No sooner had that thought entered my head than I began to hear faint whispers all around me. It was hard to catch the meaning of what was being uttered, but the occasional word was given emphasis. I heard “blood” twice and also the word “bone” and then, quite clearly, my own surname, “Ward.”
I began to tremble uncontrollably. I was afraid, but I struggled hard against it. The Spook had told me many times how the dark could feed upon terror: the first step to defeating it was to face and defeat your own fear. So I tried; I really tried, but it was so difficult because I wasn’t facing the dark armed with the skills that I’d learned. I wasn’t on my feet, gripping a rowan staff or hurling salt and iron. I was a bound prisoner, totally helpless, while Morgan was performing perhaps the most dangerous ritual that a mage had ever attempted. And I was part of that ritual, a spark of life that was being offered to Golgoth, to compel him to this spot. And according to Morgan, the moment he appeared, he would take not only my life but also my soul. I’d always believed that I’d live on after death. Could that be taken away? Could something kill your very soul?
But then the whispers gradually faded away, the shadows dissolved, and it even seemed to become a little warmer. My trembling eased and I breathed a sigh of relief, but Morgan carried on chanting and turning pages. I started to think that at some point he’d made a mistake and had failed; I was quickly proved wrong.
Soon the coldness came again, and with it the smoke wraiths, contorting and writhing at the boundaries of the pentacle. And this time it was worse, and I recognized one of the wraiths. It had the shape of Eveline, with large, grief-filled eyes.
The whispering intensified and was filled with hate so fierce that I could almost taste it; invisible things whirled about my head, passing so close that I felt drafts against my face, which lifted the hair upright from my scalp. Soon the threat became more substantial. Unseen fingers tugged at my hair or pinched the skin of my face and neck, and cold, stinky breath wafted against my forehead, nose, and mouth.
Again everything became quiet. But it didn’t last long. Once more the coldness grew and the wraiths gathered. And so it went on, minute after minute, hour after hour, through that longest night of the year. But the periods of peace and calm were getting shorter, the times of fear longer. There was a rhythm to what was happening. The ritual was building in power. It was like the waves of an incoming tide crashing onto a steep, stony beach. Each wave was more wild and powerful than the preceding one. Each one drove itself farther up the shore. And at each peak of activity, the tumult intensified. The voices screamed into my ears, and orbs of baleful purple light were now circling the pentacle close to the ceiling of the chamber. And then finally, after what seemed like hours of Morgan chanting from the grimoire, he finally achieved what he’d set out to do.
Golgoth obeyed the summons.



CHAPTER XX
Golgoth

FOR long, terrifying minutes I could hear Golgoth approaching. The very ground began to shake, and it sounded as if some angry giant were climbing up toward us from the bowels of the earth; a giant with immense claws that was tearing aside solid rock in his eagerness to force a way up into the chamber.
If I’d been Morgan, I’d have been terrified, simply petrified with dread, unable to utter another word. Or I’d have halted the ritual because it was madness to continue. But he didn’t. Morgan just carried on reading from the grimoire. He’d surrendered to the dark, seeking the power that he craved, whatever the cost.
Despite the threatening rumbles from below, there was no longer even a breath of wind, but the five black candles began to flicker and almost went out. I wondered how important they were to the ritual. Were they a vital part of the pentacle defenses? It seemed very likely: if they did gutter out, he’d be no safer than I was. The candles flickered again, but there was no sign of fear from Morgan at all. He was totally absorbed by the ritual and just went on chanting from the grimoire, oblivious to the danger.
The ground began to shake more violently, and there were more loud disturbing sounds from far below. By now there were so many wraiths gathered about the pentacle that they were merging into a whirling gray-and-white mist and their individual forms were no longer distinct. A vortex of energy was pressing against the invisible barrier that marked the perimeter of the pentacle, and it threatened to break in at any moment.
A few moments longer and it would have done so—I’m sure of it. But something occurred to blast the wraiths out of the chamber and probably back whence they came. As small stones began to shower down from the roof, there was a roar, together with a grinding, crunching cacophony of sound, and I looked to my right, toward the tunnel that had brought us to the chamber. I saw an avalanche of earth as its roof fell, sealing us in, hurling a mayhem of debris and dust outward. To my dismay, the tunnel was now totally blocked. Whatever happened now, I’d be trapped down here forever.
At that moment I would almost have welcomed death: at least then my soul would survive. For I knew that, very soon, Golgoth would arrive and my body and soul would both be snuffed out. I would be obliterated. And the fear I felt at that moment made my whole body shake.
But very suddenly there was a change. Without warning, Morgan ceased chanting and lurched to his feet. His eyes were wide with terror, and he dropped the book. He was making for the edge of the pentacle; he took one step toward me and opened his mouth wide. His eyes were filled with fear.
At first I thought he was trying to speak or scream. Now I know better. On reflection, I realize that he was simply trying to breathe.
Crystals of ice had already formed inside his lungs, and that step was the last he ever took. Opening his mouth was the final conscious movement he ever made. He froze in front of me. Literally froze, dusted from head to foot with a white frost. Then he toppled forward, and the moment that his forehead, arms, and shoulders struck the ground, he shattered like an ice stalactite. It was like brittle glass shivering into splinters. Morgan was broken, pulverized, but no blood flowed because he was frozen to the very core of his being. And now he was dead. Dead and gone.
I suppose that he’d made a costly mistake with the ritual and Golgoth had materialized within the pentacle to slay the necromancer on the spot. For now, within the three concentric circles, there was a brooding presence. Despite the five flickering candles I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was there, and I could feel cold, hostile eyes staring out of the pentacle straight toward me.
I sensed Golgoth’s desperation to escape. Once beyond the pentacle, he would be free to work his will upon the County; free to plunge it into decades of freezing winter. The candle flames danced again as if they were being wafted with invisible breath, but I could do nothing. I was terrified. What could I do to save the County? Nothing at all: I was tethered to the iron ring awaiting my own fate.
At that moment Golgoth spoke to me from the pentacle.
“A fool lies dead before me. Are you a fool also?”
His voice filled the chamber, echoing back from its every corner. It was like a harsh wind, blasting the grim heights of Anglezarke with snow.
I didn’t answer, and Golgoth’s voice rasped again, this time lower but harsher, like a rough file against a metal bucket.
“Have you a tongue, mortal? Speak, or shall I freeze and shatter it as I did the fool?”
“I’m not a fool,” I answered, my teeth beginning to chatter with fear and cold.
“It pleases me to hear that. Because if you are indeed blessed with wisdom, then before this night is done, I could raise you up higher than the highest in this land.”
“I’m happy just as I am,” I replied.
“Without my help you will perish here. Is death what you seek? Will that make you happy?”
I didn’t answer.
“All you have to do is dislodge a candle from the circle. Just one candle. Do that and I will be free and you will live.”
Bound to the ring, I was several feet short of the nearest candle, so I didn’t know how he expected me to reach it. But even if it had been possible, I couldn’t have done it. I couldn’t save my own life at the expense of the thousands of people who would suffer in the County.
“No!” I said. “I won’t do it—”
“Although trapped within the bounds of this circle, I can still reach you. Let me show you . . .”
Cold began to radiate out from the pentacle, the mosaic whitening with frost. A pattern of ice crystals was forming until I could feel the chill rising into my flesh from the floor, starting to numb me to the bone. I remembered Meg’s warning when I left for home: “. . . wrap up warm against the cold. Frostbite can make your fingers fall off.”
The most severe cold was at my back, close to my hands where they were bound to the ring, and as the cold bit into my flesh, I imagined my frozen fingers with the blood no longer circulating, becoming blackened and brittle, ready to break off like dead twigs from a dying branch. I felt my mouth opening to scream, the cold air rasping within my throat. I thought of Mam. Now I would never see her again. But suddenly I fell away onto my side, away from the iron ring. I glanced back and saw that it was in pieces at the foot of the wall. Golgoth had frozen and fragmented it in order to free me. He’d done it so that I could do his bidding. He spoke to me again from the pentacle, but this time his voice seemed fainter.
“Dislodge the candle. Do it now, or I’ll take more than your life. I’ll snuff out your soul, too. . . .”
Those words sent a deeper chill into me than the cold that had shattered the iron ring. Morgan had been right. My very soul was at risk. But to save it, all I had to do was obey. My hands were still tied behind my back and had no feeling in them, but I could have stood, moved toward the nearest candle, and kicked it over. But I thought of those who would suffer because of what I’d done. The severe winter cold itself would kill the old and the young first. Babies would die in their cradles. But the threat would become even greater. Crops wouldn’t grow, and there’d be no harvest next year. And for how many years after that? There’d be nothing to feed the livestock. Famine would result. Thousands would perish. And it would all be my fault.
Kicking over the candle would save my own life. It would save my soul, too. But my first duty was always to the County. I might never see Mam again, but if I freed Golgoth, how could I ever look her in the eye? She would be ashamed of me, and I couldn’t stand that. Whatever it cost, I had to do what was right. Better oblivion. Better to be nothing than live to experience that!
“I won’t do it,” I told Golgoth. “I’d rather die here than set you free.”
“Die, then, fool!” Golgoth said, and immediately the cold began to intensify. So I closed my eyes and waited for the end as I felt my body becoming numb. Strangely, I was no longer afraid. I was filled with resignation. I’d accepted what was going to happen.
The cold must have made me pass out, because the next thing I remember is opening my eyes.
It was very still and quiet in the chamber, and the air was much warmer. To my relief, Golgoth had gone. I could no longer sense his presence. But why hadn’t he carried out his threat?
The pentacle was intact, and all five candles were still burning. Within it I could see a figure lying facedown. By his cloak I recognized Morgan. I looked away quickly. The white had been replaced by red. The pieces of Morgan were beginning to thaw.
To my astonishment, I was still alive. But for how long? I was trapped. Soon the candles would burn low and go out, and I’d be plunged into darkness forever.
I wanted to live, and suddenly I began to struggle desperately against the rope. I was no longer tied to the iron ring, but my hands were still bound behind my back. I had pins and needles in them, but the circulation was returning. If I could only get them free, I could use the candles one at a time. That would give me hours of candlelight to work by. The passageway was blocked, but I could dig with my bare hands. It was worth a try. The earth would be soft. And the whole tunnel might not be blocked. At some point I might even find the spade!
For a few moments I was filled with hope. But the rope wouldn’t yield, and my attempts to struggle free seemed to be making it tighter. I remembered all those months ago, in spring, when I’d first become the Spook’s apprentice. Bony Lizzie had bound me in a pit, intending to kill me and take my bones for her dark magic. I’d struggled then but hadn’t been able to escape. It was Alice who had saved me, using a knife to cut me free. How I wished I could call out to Alice now! But I couldn’t. I was alone, and nobody even knew where I was.
After a while I stopped my frantic struggle to be free. I lay back and closed my eyes and tried to gather my strength for one final effort. It was then, as I lay perfectly still, my breathing almost back to normal, that I suddenly thought of the pentacle candles. I could use the flame from one of them to burn through the rope that bound me! Why hadn’t I thought of that before? I sat up quickly. I now had a real chance of getting myself free. But it was at that moment that I heard a noise from the direction of the blocked tunnel.
What could it be? Had the Spook found out after all and come to rescue me? But it didn’t sound like a spade. It was more like a scratching noise, as if something were scrabbling in the fallen soil. Could it be a rat? The noise was getting louder. Could it be more than one? A pack of rats that lived deep under the barrow? It was said that rats would eat anything. There were even tales of rats snatching newborn babies from their cradles. What if they’d smelled human flesh? Would they want to eat the pieces of Morgan’s dead body? What next? Would they turn on me? Attack me while I was still alive?
The noise became louder. Something was burrowing along the blocked tunnel toward the chamber. Something was clawing its way through the earth. What could it be? I watched, fascinated but terrified, as a small hole appeared about halfway between the ceiling and the floor of the chamber and soil crumbled from it, falling onto the edge of the mosaic floor. I felt a draft that caused the candles to flicker. Two hands emerged, but they weren’t human. I saw elongated fingers and, instead of fingernails, ten curved talons that had burrowed through the soil into the chamber. So even before the head appeared, I knew exactly who it was.
Somehow the feral lamia had escaped from the Spook’s cellar and had sniffed me out. Marcia Skelton had come for my blood.



CHAPTER XXI
The Trap

THE feral lamia eased her body out of the hole and scuttled down onto the mosaic floor. I heard her sniff twice, but she wasn’t looking at me. Scurrying on all fours with her head down and her long, greasy black hair trailing on the floor, she moved toward the edge of the pentacle, her claws making a sharp scratching noise on the marble. She halted, and I heard her sniff again loudly as she looked at what was left of Morgan.
I kept very still, hardly able to believe that she hadn’t attacked me already. Morgan had only just died, but I’d have thought she’d prefer fresh blood from a living person. And then I heard another noise from the tunnel. Something else was approaching. . . .
Once more a pair of hands appeared, but these had human fingers with fingernails rather than sharp claws. As the head came into view, one glance told me who it was. I saw the high cheekbones, the pretty bright eyes, and the silver-gray hair. It was Meg.
She clambered out, dusted herself off, and walked straight toward me. She must have left her pointy shoes outside, but the pad of her bare feet as she approached was terrifying. No wonder the feral lamia had kept her distance. Meg wanted me all to herself, and after all that had happened, I could expect no mercy.
She knelt down within touching distance, and her lips widened in a grim smile. “You’re just a heartbeat away from death,” Meg said, leaning closer and opening her mouth wide until I could see her white teeth, eager to bite me. I felt her breath on my face and neck and began to tremble. But then she bent low and, to my astonishment, bit right through the rope that was binding my hands.
“Few humans have been this close to a lamia witch and lived,” she said, before rising to her feet. “Count yourself lucky!”
I just sat there, staring up at her openmouthed. I felt too weak to move.
“Get up, boy!” she commanded. “We haven’t got all night. John Gregory’s waiting for you. He’ll want to know what’s been going on down here.”
I clambered to my feet unsteadily and stood there for a few moments, feeling weak and nauseous, fearing that I was about to fall. Why should she help me? What had happened between the Spook and Meg? He’d been taking food down to her. They’d been having long talks. Was she doing it because the Spook had asked her to? Were they friends again?
“Go and get the grimoire,” Meg said, pointing to the pentacle. “I can’t enter that circle and neither can Marcia.” 
I took a step toward the pentacle but stopped when I saw the book. It was lying in a pool of blood. I couldn’t bear to touch it, and it would be ruined anyway. Then I caught a glimpse of Morgan’s remains, and my stomach heaved. I bowed my head, trying to blot the image out of my mind. I didn’t want to see him again in a nightmare.
“Do as I say, get the grimoire!” Meg commanded, raising her voice slightly. “John Gregory won’t thank you for leaving it here for someone else to find one day.”
I did as I was told and stepped into the pentacle. I reached down and picked up the book. It was wet and sticky with blood. I could smell it, and my stomach twisted and heaved again. I fought hard not to vomit and left the pentacle, picking up the nearest of the candles. I didn’t like the idea of climbing back through a dark tunnel in the company of two lamia witches.
Taking the candle had probably broken the power of the pentacle, and I thought that Marcia would have entered it to feed. But after briefly sniffing toward the body, she turned away. Meg led the way with Marcia somewhere behind me. I just hoped she wasn’t too close on my heels.
We emerged into the pale predawn light. The blizzard had blown itself out, but it was still snowing lightly. The Spook was waiting just outside the entrance, and he reached down, offering me his hand. I let the black candle fall into the snow and gripped his left hand with mine; he pulled me up onto my feet. Immediately afterward the feral lamia followed me out, scrambling up onto the snow.
I opened my mouth to speak, but my master put a finger against his lips to signal silence. “All in good time. You can tell me later,” he said. “Is Morgan dead?”
I nodded and bowed my head.
“Well, this can be his tomb,” said the Spook.
With those words, he moved across and gripped the edge of the stone, maneuvering it into position. He balanced it on the edge of the hole and, when he was satisfied, let it drop back into place. That done, he went down onto his knees and, using his bare hands, began to cover the stone with loose earth and snow. At last, satisfied, he came to his feet.
“Give me the book, lad,” the Spook commanded.
I held it out to him, glad to be rid of it. The Spook lifted it up and glanced at the cover. When he transferred it to his other hand, bloodstains remained on his fingers. With a sad, weary shake of his head, he led the way down off the heights of the moor and back toward his winter house. And each time I glanced back over my shoulder, I could see that the two lamia witches were following close behind.
Once back, the Spook led me into the kitchen, fed the fire with coal, and as the flames took a hold, started to cook breakfast. At one point I offered to help, but he waved me back into my chair.
“Gather your strength, lad,” he told me. “You’ve been through a lot.”
Once I could smell the eggs cooking and the bread toasting, I felt a lot better. Meg and her sister had gone down into the cellar, but I didn’t like to mention them. It was best to let the Spook tell me what had happened in his own time. Soon we were both at the table tucking into big plates of eggs and toast. At last, feeling stronger, I mopped my plate and sat back in my chair.
“Well, lad, do you feel well enough to talk? Or shall we leave it until later?”
“I’d like to get it over with,” I replied. I knew that once I’d told him all that had happened, I’d feel a lot better. It would be the first step in putting it all behind me.
“Then start right at the beginning and leave nothing out!” said the Spook.
So I did exactly as he instructed, starting with my talk with Alice on the hillside, when she’d told me where to find Morgan, and finishing with the climax of the ritual— the arrival of Golgoth and how he’d threatened me after Morgan had died.
“So Morgan must have made a mistake,” I said. “Golgoth arrived inside the pentacle—”
“Nay, lad,” said the Spook, shaking his head sadly, “He must have recited the ritual word-for-word. You see, I’m to blame. I have Morgan’s blood on my hands.”
“I don’t understand. What do you mean?” I asked.
“I should have sorted him out then, after he tried to summon Golgoth all those years ago,” the Spook said. “Morgan was very dangerous and beyond help even then. I knew that and should have put him in a pit, but his mother, Emily, begged and pleaded with me not to do it. He wanted power and was bitter and twisted with anger, but she believed that was because life had treated him unfairly and he lacked a father to stand by him. I felt a bit sorry for the lad and cared for his mother, so I let my heart rule my head. But deep down, I knew that it wasn’t a father he lacked. Mr. Hurst and I had both tried to be that to him. No, what he really lacked was the discipline to be a spook, the courage and perseverance to dedicate his life to a craft that carries little in the way of worldly reward. But instead of punishing him for trying to summon Golgoth, I simply terminated his apprenticeship and made him swear to me and his mother that he wouldn’t pursue Golgoth or the grimoire.
“Cast out with no trade, Morgan sought power and wealth through necromancy and turned to the dark. I knew that each winter the temptation of Golgoth’s power would grow, eventually becoming too much for him. So I set a trap for him, but only if he actually tried to summon the Lord of Winter would that trap be sprung—”
“Trap? What trap? I don’t understand.”
“He was always lazy when it came to his studies,” said the Spook, scratching thoughtfully at his beard. “Language was his weak point, and he never learned his Latin vocabulary thoroughly. He was even worse at some of the other languages. He started to learn the Old Tongue in his third year. It was the language spoken by the first men who came to the County, the ones who built the Round Loaf and worshipped Golgoth. The ones who wrote the grimoire. He didn’t get very far. He knew how to pronounce it, how to read the Old Tongue aloud, but there were serious holes in his knowledge.
“You see, lad, I couldn’t take any chances. Our first duty is always to the County. So years ago I had the grimoire copied. The original text was destroyed and the new version bound within the original cover. Several words were changed in the book to make the rituals useless. But only one change was made to the Golgoth ritual. The word ‘wioutan,’ which means ‘without’ or ‘outside,’ was replaced by ‘wioinnan,’ which means ‘within’—”
“So that’s why Golgoth appeared with him inside the pentacle,” I said, astonished at the Spook’s trap. He’d kept that secret for years.
“I didn’t trust Morgan, so I set a snare for him just in case. I went to a lot of trouble having the grimoire copied and changed, but as I said, our duty is to protect the County. Emily knew what I’d done, but she had a lot more faith in him than I did. She thought he’d changed his ways and would never try to raise Golgoth again. He swore that to her, and I was there to witness that oath. I never made any bones about where the grimoire was. That desk was always on view and Morgan knew where to come, and eventually I was proved right. He would have come for it years ago, but the oath to his mother held him fast. As soon as I heard that she’d died, I feared the worst and realized why Morgan had contacted me back in Chipenden. . . .” 
There was a long silence, and the Spook scratched at his beard again, very deep in thought.
“What happened at the end?” I asked. “Why didn’t Golgoth kill me? Why did he just go away?”
“After being summoned, his time within the pentacle was limited. Every moment he remained there, he’d have been growing weaker. At last he had to go. He had no choice. Of course, had you let him out, things would have been different. He’d have been free to roam the County, which would have been gripped by an endless winter. So you did well, lad. You did your duty, and nobody can ask more than that.”
“How did you find me?” I asked.
“For that, your first thanks must be to the girl. When you didn’t come back as I expected, I went down to speak to Andrew and find out what time you’d left the shop. It was your friend Alice who told me where you’d gone. She wanted to come and help search for you, but I’d have none of it. I work better alone—I don’t need a girl trailing at my heels. We almost had to tie her to the chair to stop her from following me. When I arrived, a blizzard was blowing in from the northeast and the chapel was deserted. I poked around the graveyard for a bit, but I didn’t stay long. There was only one person I could turn to then. The only one who could find you in those conditions.
“Meg soon sniffed you out. She found your staff in the copse up on the hill and traced you to the barrow. Didn’t take her long to find the entrance, but when I pulled back the stone, the tunnel was blocked. So it was Marcia who dug you out. That’s three who deserve your thanks.”
“Three witches,” I pointed out.
The Spook ignored me. “Anyway, Alice will stay back at Andrew’s place, as you’d expect. As for Meg and her sister, from now on they’ll be down the cellar steps behind the gate—but it won’t be locked.”
“So you and Meg are friends again?”
“No, things aren’t the way they were when we first met. I’d like to put the clock back, but it just isn’t possible. You see, lad, we’ve come to an agreement. Things can’t carry on as they are, but I’ll tell you more about it when you’ve rested.”
“What about Dad?” I asked. “Will he be all right now?”
“He was a good man, and now that Morgan’s dead and his power broken, your dad should have nothing to fear. Nothing at all. Nobody knows exactly what happens after we die,” the Spook said with a sigh. “If we did know, there wouldn’t be so many different religions all saying different things and all thinking they’re right. To my mind, it doesn’t matter which one of them you follow. Or even if you walk alone and take your own path through life. As long as you live your life right and respect others’ beliefs as your dad taught you, then you won’t go far wrong. He’ll find his way through to the light, all right. There’s no need to worry about that. And that’s enough talking for now. You’ve had a long, difficult night, so get yourself off to bed for a few hours.”
But it was more than just a few hours that I stayed in bed. I developed a raging fever, and the doctor came up from Adlington three times before he was finally satisfied that I was on the mend. In fact, it was almost a week before I was fit to come downstairs again, with most of the daylight hours spent wrapped in a blanket before the study fire.
The Spook didn’t work me too hard at my lessons, either, and it was another full week after that before I was finally fit enough to walk down into Adlington and see Alice. She was minding the shop alone. As no customers called, we had time for a long chat. We talked in the shop, leaning on the bare wooden counter.
While I’d been ill, the Spook had already visited, and she knew most of what had happened. So all I had to do was fill in the details and apologize once more for keeping things from her.
“Anyway, Alice, thanks for telling the Spook I’d gone to the chapel. Otherwise I’d never have been found,” I said, reaching the end of my tale at last.
“I still wish you’d trusted me more, Tom. You should have told me a lot earlier what Morgan was doing to your dad.”
“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I won’t hold anything back in the future. . . .” 
“Never going to get in Old Gregory’s good books, though, am I? He don’t trust me one little bit!”
“He thinks a lot better of you than he used to,” I said. “Give it time, that’s all.”
“But in spring, when you go back to Chipenden, I’ll have to stay here. Wish I could come with you. . . .” 
“I thought you liked working in Andrew’s shop.”
“Could be worse,” Alice said, “but Chipenden’s lots better. I like being in that big house with its garden. And I’ll miss you, Tom.”
“I’ll miss you, too, Alice. But at least you’re not in Pendle. Anyway, next winter we’ll be back, and I’ll try and visit you more often.”
“Be nice, that would,” Alice said.
After a while she cheered up, and finally, just as I was about to go, she asked me to do something.
“The morning you set off for Chipenden, will you ask Old Gregory if he’ll take me as well?”
“I’ll ask. But I don’t think it’ll do any good, Alice.”
“But you’ll ask him, won’t you? Ain’t going to bite your head off for asking, is he?”
“All right. I’ll ask him.”
“Promise?”
“I promise,” I said with a smile. Making promises to Alice had got me into trouble in the past, but this one couldn’t do much harm. At the worst, the Spook could only refuse.



CHAPTER XXII
For the Best

ALTHOUGH it had been a cold winter, within three weeks of Morgan’s death the weather turned much warmer and a thaw set in. That made it possible for Shanks to make his first delivery for ages. As usual, I helped him to unload, but when he left, the Spook followed him for quite a way down the clough and they had a long conversation together.
A few days later, just after breakfast, Shanks delivered a coffin to our door, the little pony almost staggering under its weight. After it was untied, we lifted it down carefully. It wasn’t quite as heavy as it looked, but it was a bit on the large side, and I’d never seen a coffin so well made. It had two brass carrying handles at each side and was made out of dark polished wood. We didn’t carry it into the house but just left it close to the back door.
“What’s this for?” I asked the Spook as Shanks disappeared into the distance.
“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” he said, tapping the side of his nose. “Have a think and get back to me when you’ve worked it out.”
It was lunchtime before my suspicions were confirmed.
“I’ll be away for a few days, lad. Think you can manage on your own?”
My mouth was full, so I nodded and carried on tucking into my lamb stew.
“Aren’t you going to ask where I’m going?”
“Spook’s business?” I suggested.
“Nay, lad. This is family business. Meg and her sister are going home. They’ll be sailing from Sunderland Point, and I’m going to see them safely on their way.”
Sunderland Point was south of Heysham and the largest port in the County. Boats from all over the world sailed up the River Lune to anchor there. I knew then that I’d guessed right about the coffin.
“So Marcia will be in the box,” I said.
“Got it first time, lad,” said the Spook with a smile. “An especially large dose of herb tea should keep her quiet. She could hardly board in the usual way. Might upset some of the passengers. As far as the harbormaster is concerned, Meg’s sister died and she’s taking her home for burial. Anyway, as I said, I’ll be going with them as far as the port just to see them safely embarked. We’ll be traveling by night, of course. No doubt we’ll book into an inn and Meg will spend the daylight hours behind closed curtains. I’ll be sad to see her go, but it’s for the best.”
“I once overheard you talking to Meg about a garden that you shared together. Was it your garden at Chipenden?” I asked.
“Aye, it was, lad. The western garden, as you might expect. We spent many a happy hour sitting on that very same bench where I often give you lessons now.”
“So what happened?” I asked. “Why did you bring Meg to Anglezarke and put her in the cellar? Why did she have to be dosed with herb tea?”
“What went on between Meg and me is our private business!” the Spook snapped, giving me a long, searching look. For a moment he looked really angry, and I realized that my curiosity had made me go too far. But then he sighed and shook his head wearily.
“As you know, Meg is still a good-looking woman, but when she was young she was too pretty by far and turned lots of men’s heads. I was jealous to a fault, and we quarreled too many times to count. But that wasn’t all. She was willful, too, and made lots of enemies in the County. Those who crossed her learned to fear her. And those who live in fear for too long become dangerous. She was finally accused of witchcraft, and reports were made to the high sheriff at Caster. It was a very serious business, and they sent a constable to arrest her.”
“She’d have been safe in your house at Chipenden, wouldn’t she? The boggart would have stopped the constable from getting anywhere near her.”
“It would that, lad. It would have stopped him dead! But he was just doing his job, and although I loved Meg, I didn’t want the loss of that young constable’s life on my conscience. So I had to make sure that Meg disappeared. I went down into the village and met him there and, with the help of the blacksmith as witness, managed to convince him that she’d fled the County.
“As a result, I brought her here, and she spent her summers locked in the room on the cellar steps and her winters confined to the house. It was either that, or she’d swing at the end of a rope—as you know, they hang witches at Caster. At one point, years later, she got out and terrified some of the locals. To keep them quiet, I had to promise that I’d bind her in a pit in the cellar. That was why Shanks was so upset when he saw her that morning. Anyway, now, at long last, she’s going home. It was something I should have done years ago, but I just couldn’t let her go.”
“So she wants to go home?”
“I think she knows it’s for the best. Besides, Meg no longer feels about me the way I still feel about her,” he said, looking older and sadder than I’d ever seen him before. “I’m going to miss her, lad. Miss her sorely. Life won’t be the same without her. She was the only thing that made the winters here bearable. . . .”
At sunset I watched the Spook seal Meg’s sister, Marcia, into her coffin. Then, when the last of the brass screws had been tightened, I helped him carry it down the clough. It was heavy and we staggered a bit under the weight, struggling to keep our feet on the soft, muddy ground, while Meg walked behind, carrying her own bags. As we proceeded in solemn silence down into the gloom of the valley, it reminded me of a real funeral.
The Spook had arranged for a coach to be waiting for us on the road. The four horses became nervous as we approached, their nostrils dilating, breath steaming in the moonlight, and the driver struggled to control them. Once they’d been steadied, he climbed down, looking very nervous himself, came across to the Spook and touched his own cap in deference. His jowls were wobbling, and he looked ready to jump out of his skin.
“There’s nothing to fear, and as I promised, I’ll pay you well. Now help me lift this up,” the Spook said to him, tapping Marcia’s coffin. They heaved it up onto the rack at the rear of the coach, and the Spook watched closely as the driver secured it with rope.
While they were busy, Meg approached and smiled at me grimly, showing her teeth.
“You’re a dangerous boy, Tom Ward, a very dangerous boy,” she said, leaning closer. “Take care not to make too many enemies.” 
I wasn’t sure what to say to that.
“Will you do one thing for me, boy?” she whispered in my ear.
I nodded uneasily.
“He’s not as cold as he’d have everyone believe,” she said, gesturing to my master. “Look after him for me.” So I smiled and nodded.
When the Spook joined us, she gave him a warm, friendly smile that made me think that deep down she still cared something for him. And then she took hold of his hand and gave it a squeeze. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but no words came out. Tears were glistening in his eyes, and he looked choked with emotion.
Embarrassed, I turned my back on them and walked away a few paces. They whispered to each other for a few moments and then walked to the coach together. While the driver held open the door and gave her a little bow, the Spook helped Meg up. Then he walked back over to me.
“Right, lad, we’ll be on our way. You get yourself back to the house,” said the Spook.
“Would it help if I came with you?” I asked.
“Nay, lad, thanks all the same. There are some things that I need to do on my own. One day, when you’re older, I think you’ll understand. But I hope you’ll never have to go through anything like this.”
But I understood already: I remembered seeing him with Meg in the kitchen, tears on his cheeks. I knew how he felt. Also, I could imagine myself being in the Spook’s position and having to say good-bye to Alice for the last time. Was this how Alice and I would end up?
A few moments later the Spook got in, and no sooner had he seated himself down next to Meg than the driver flicked his whip above the backs of the four horses. The coach trundled away and began to gather speed. They were on their way north, their destination Sunderland Point, while I made my way slowly back up the clough toward the house.
Once inside, I heated some pea soup for my supper and settled down beside the fire. There was no wind outside, and I could hear every squeak and groan in the old house. The floorboards settled, a stair creaked, a mouse pattered behind the wall. And I even fancied that below in the cellar, far beyond the metal gate, I could hear the whisperings of the dead and the nearly dead, down in their pits.
It was then that I realized just how far I’d come. There I was, alone in a big house with a cellar full of trapped boggarts and witches, and I wasn’t scared one little bit. I was the Spook’s apprentice, and in the spring I’d have completed my first year of training. Four more years, and I’d be a spook myself!



CHAPTER XXIII
Back to Chipenden

LATE one morning at the very end of April, as I went to get water from the stream, the Spook followed me outside. The sun had just risen over the edge of the clough, and he smiled up toward its faint warmth. On the cliff behind the house, the ice stalactites were melting fast, water dripping onto the flags.
“This is the first day of spring, lad,” he said, “so we’ll go to Chipenden!”
I’d been waiting to hear those words for weeks. Since returning without Meg, the Spook had been very quiet, retreating into himself, and the house had seemed more gloomy and depressing than ever. I was desperate to get away.
So for the next hour I rushed around doing all the necessary jobs: cleaning out the grates and washing all the pots, plates, and cups to make life easier on our return next winter. At last the Spook locked the back door behind us and was striding away down the clough, with me following happily at his heels, carrying two bags, as usual, as well as my rowan staff.
I had remembered my promise to Alice—to ask if she could come with us to Chipenden—but was just waiting for the right moment, when I realized that, rather than taking the most direct route to the north, we were heading straight toward Adlington. Even though he’d visited him the previous day, I supposed that the Spook wanted to say another farewell to his brother. I was still dithering about mentioning Alice when we came in sight of the shop.
To my surprise, both Andrew and Alice came out to meet us on the cobbled street. Alice was carrying a small bundle of belongings and appeared ready for a journey. She was smiling and looked excited.
“Have a good, prosperous summer, Andrew,” the Spook called out cheerfully. “See you in November!”
“Same to you, brother!” Andrew replied with a wave.
Next, to my utter astonishment, the Spook turned and led the way, and when I turned to follow, Alice fell into step beside me, grinning from ear to ear.
“Oh, I forgot to tell you, lad,” called the Spook over his shoulder, “Alice will be coming to stay with us in Chipenden on the same terms as previously. I arranged it all yesterday with Andrew. She needs to be where I can keep a watchful eye on her!”
“Big surprise, is it, Tom? Glad to see me, are you?” Alice asked.
“Of course I’m glad to see you, and I’m really pleased that you’re coming back to Chipenden with us. It’s the last thing I expected. Mr. Gregory didn’t say a word about it.”
“Oh! Didn’t he?” Alice laughed. “Well, now you know what it feels like when people keep secrets and don’t tell you things you ought to know! Serves you right!”
I laughed as well. I didn’t mind Alice’s gibe. I deserved it. I should have told her all about my intention to steal the grimoire. If I had, she might have drummed some sense into my head. But it was all over now, and we walked along happily together on our way back to Chipenden at last.
The following day there was another surprise. The route back to Chipenden led us to within about four miles of our farm. I was going to ask if I could call in, but the Spook beat me to it.
“I reckon you should pay a visit home, lad. You might find that mother of yours is back; if so, she’ll be expecting to see you. I’ll press straight ahead, because I need to visit a surgeon on the way.”
“A surgeon? Are you ill?” I asked, starting to worry for him.
“Nay, lad. The man in question does a bit of dentistry as a sideline. He’s got a big supply of dead men’s teeth, and there’s bound to be something that’ll fit,” he said, giving me a wide smile so that I had a good view of the gap left where the boggart had knocked out his front tooth.
“Where does he get them from?” I asked, appalled. “From grave robbers?”
“Most of them come from old battlefields,” the Spook said, with a shake of his head. “He’ll make me up a denture, and I’ll soon be as good as new. He does a nice line in bone buttons, too. Meg made all her own dresses and was one of his best customers,” the Spook said sadly.
I was glad to hear that. At least her buttons hadn’t come from her past victims, as I’d first suspected.
“Anyway, off you go now,” said the Spook, “and take the girl with you for a bit of company on the way back.”
I was happy to obey. No doubt the Spook didn’t want Alice following at his heels. But I would have the usual problem. Jack wouldn’t want her to take one step across the farm boundary, and as Brewer’s Farm belonged to him now, it wasn’t worth arguing.
An hour or so later, Alice and I were in sight of the farm when I noticed something very unusual. To the north, just beyond the farm boundary, was Hangman’s Hill, where a plume of dark smoke was now rising from the trees at its summit. Someone had lit a fire there. Who would do that? Nobody ever went there because it was haunted by the ghasts of men who’d been hanged during the civil war that had swept through the County generations earlier. Even the farm dogs kept well clear.
Instinctively I knew it was Mam. Why she should be up there I couldn’t guess, but who else would dare? So we skirted the farm to the east and, once beyond its northern boundary, headed up the hill through the trees. Of the ghasts there was no sign, and Hangman’s Hill was silent and still, the bare branches gleaming in the late afternoon sunlight. The leaf buds were swollen, but it would still be a week or so until they unfolded. Spring had come very late this year.
Immediately we came to its summit, I was proved right. Mam was sitting in front of a fire gazing into the flames. She was sheltering under a refuge of branches, twigs, and dead leaves that shielded her from the sunlight. Her hair was matted with dirt, and it looked as if she hadn’t washed for a long time. She’d lost weight, too, and her face was gaunt, her expression sad and weary, perhaps of life itself.
“Mam! Mam!” I said, sitting down beside her on the damp earth. “Are you all right?”
She didn’t answer right away, and there was a faraway look in her eyes. At first I thought she hadn’t heard me. But then, still staring into the fire, she put her left hand on my shoulder.
“I’m glad you’re back, Tom,” she said at last. “I’ve been waiting here for days. . . .” 
“Where’ve you been, Mam?”
She didn’t answer, but after a long pause she looked up and met my eyes. “I’ll be on my way soon, but we need to talk before I leave.”
“No, Mam, you’re in no state to go anywhere. Why don’t you go down to the farm and get some food inside you? You need a good night’s sleep, too. Does Jack know you’re here?”
“He knows, son. Jack comes up to see me every day and begs me to do what you’ve just asked. But it’s too painful to go down there now that your dad’s not at home. It’s hit me hard, Tom, and my heart is broken. But now that you’ve come at last, I’ll force myself to go back down there one last time before I leave the County forever.”
“Don’t go, Mam! Please don’t leave us!” I begged.
Mam didn’t reply but just stared into the flames.
“Think of your first grandson, Mam!” I continued desperately. “Don’t you want to see him born? Don’t you want to see little Mary grow up either? And what about me? I need you! Don’t you want me to complete my time and become a spook? You’ve saved me in the past, and I might need your help again just to get that far. . . .”
Still Mam didn’t reply, and Alice suddenly seated herself so that she was facing her directly across the fire. “Not sure, are you?” she said to Mam, her eyes fierce in the firelight. “You don’t really know what to do.”
Mam looked up, her own eyes glistening with tears. “How old are you, girl? Thirteen, is it?” she asked. “You’re just a child. So what can you know about my business?”
“May only be thirteen,” Alice retorted defiantly, “but I know things. More things than some who’ve lived a whole lifetime. Some were taught me. Others I just know. Maybe I was born knowing them. Ain’t no idea why. Just is, that’s all. And I know about you. Some things anyway. And I know that you’re torn between going and staying. Ain’t that so? It’s true, ain’t it?”
Mam bowed her head and then, to my astonishment, nodded.
“The dark is growing in power, that’s plain enough, and it’s something I’ve told Tom before,” Mam said, turning to face me again, her eyes glittering more fiercely than those of any witch I’d faced. “You see, it’s the whole world that’s falling under the power of the dark, not just the County. I need to fight it in my own land. If I go back now, I might just be able to do something about it before it’s too late! And there are other things there that I’ve left unresolved.”
“What things, Mam?”
“You’ll know soon enough. Don’t ask me now.”
“But you’d be alone, Mam. What can you do alone?”
“No, Tom, I wouldn’t be alone. There are others who’d help me—precious few, I must confess.”
“Stay here, Mam. Stay here and let it come to us,” I begged. “Let’s face it together in my land, not yours.”
Mam smiled sadly. “This is your land, is it?”
“It is, Mam. This is the County where I was born. The land I was born to defend against the dark. That’s what you told me. You said I’d be the Spook’s last apprentice, and then it would be up to me to keep everything safe.”
“That’s true enough, and I won’t deny it,” Mam said wearily, staring into the flames.
“Then stay and let’s face it together. The Spook’s training me. Why don’t you train me, too? There are things you can do that even he can’t. The way you once silenced the ghasts here on Hangman’s Hill. He said that nothing could be done about ghasts, that they just faded away in their own time. But you did it. They were silent for months afterward! And then I’ve inherited other things, too. Intimations of death, that’s what you called it. I knew when the Spook was close to death recently. And when I think back, I knew when he was on the mend, too. I’ll know next time when somebody turns the corner on the way back to health. Don’t go, please. Stay and teach me.”
“No, Tom,” said Mam, coming to her feet. “I’m sorry, but my mind’s made up. I’ll stay here one more night, but I’ll be on my way tomorrow.”
I knew I’d argued enough and it was just selfish to continue. I’d promised my dad that I’d let her go when the time came, and the time was now. Alice was right: Mam was in two minds, but I knew it wasn’t up to me to make the decision for her.
Mam turned to face Alice. “You’ve traveled a long way, girl. Farther than I ever dared hope. But there are bigger tests yet to come. For what’s ahead you’ll both need all of your combined strengths. John Gregory’s star is starting to fade. You two are the future and the hope of the County. He needs you both by his side.”
Mam was looking down at me as she finished speaking. I stared into the fire for a moment and shivered. “The fire’s nearly out, Mam,” I said, giving her a smile.
“You’re right,” said Mam. “Let’s go down to the farm. All three of us.”
“Jack won’t want to see Alice,” I reminded her.
“Well, he’ll just have to put up with it,” Mam said, in a tone that told me she’d stand no messing from Jack.
And the truth was, in his happiness to see Mam back, Jack hardly seemed to notice Alice at all.
After having a bath and changing her clothes, despite Ellie’s pleas that she should rest, Mam insisted on making the hot-pot supper. I stayed with her in the kitchen while she cooked and told her most of what had been happening up on Anglezarke. What I didn’t tell her was how Morgan had tortured Dad’s spirit. Knowing Mam, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that she knew already. But even if that had been the case, it would still have been too painful for her. So I just didn’t mention it. She’d been hurt enough.
When I’d finished, she didn’t say much except to draw me close and tell me I’d made her proud. It felt good to be home. Little Mary was upstairs safely asleep, the beeswax candle was in the brass candlestick at the center of the table, a warm fire was blazing in the grate, and Mam’s food was on the table.
But beneath the surface, things had changed and were continuing to do so. We all knew that.
Mam sat at the head of the table, in the place that had once been Dad’s, and almost looked like her old self. Alice and I sat opposite Jack and Ellie. Of course, by now Jack had been able to collect his thoughts, and you could tell that he didn’t feel comfortable with Alice being there, but there was nothing he could do about it.
Little was said at the table that night, but as we finished our hot-pot, Mam pushed away her plate and came to her feet. She looked at each of us in turn before she spoke.
“This might well be the last supper that we’ll ever share together,” she said. “Tomorrow night I’ll be leaving the County, and I might never return.”
“Nay, Mam! Don’t say that,” Jack begged, but she silenced him by raising her left hand.
“You’ll all need to look after one another now,” she said sadly. “That’s what your dad and I would wish for you. But I’ve something to say to you, Jack. So listen well. What it says in your dad’s will can’t be changed, because it reflects my wishes, too. The room under the attic must belong to Tom for the rest of his life. Even if you were to die and your own son inherited, that would still be the case. I can’t explain my reasons to you, Jack, because you wouldn’t like what I told you. But there are a lot more things at stake than just your feelings. My last wish, before I leave, is that you fully accept what has to be done. Well, son, do you?”
Jack nodded and bowed his head. Ellie looked frightened, and I felt sorry for her.
“Right, Jack, I’m glad that’s sorted out. Now bring me the keys to my room.”
Jack went into the front and came back almost immediately. There were four keys in all. The three smaller ones were for the trunks inside the room. Jack placed them on the table in front of Mam, who picked them up with her left hand.
“Tom and Alice,” said Mam, “both of you come with me.” So saying, she turned away from the table, left the kitchen, and started to climb the stairs. She went straight up to her private room; the one she always kept locked.
Mam unlocked the door, and I followed her inside. Her room was much as I remembered it, full of trunks, boxes, and chests. In the autumn she’d brought me up here and given me the silver chain from the largest trunk, closest to the window. Without that chain I’d now be a prisoner of Meg again or, more likely, have been fed to her sister. But what else was to be found within the three largest trunks? I was starting to feel really curious.
At that moment I glanced behind me. Alice was still standing just outside the room, a nervous, hesitant expression on her face. She was staring down at the threshold.
“Step inside and close the door behind you, Alice,” Mam said softly.
When Alice stepped into the room, Mam gave her a broad smile and handed me the keys. “Here, Tom, they’re yours now. Don’t give them to anyone else. Not even Jack. Keep them by you at all times. This room belongs to you now.”
Alice looked about wide-eyed. I knew she’d just love to start rummaging about inside those boxes, discovering all their secrets. I must admit I was feeling the same myself.
“Can I look inside the trunks now, Mam?” I asked.
“Inside you’ll find the answers to a lot of things that’ll have been puzzling you; things about me that I never even told your dad. My past and my future are inside those boxes. But you’ll need a clear head and a sharp mind to work it all out. You’ve gone through a lot and you’re tired and weary, so it’s best to wait until I’ve gone, Tom. Come back late in the spring and do it then, when you’re full of hope and the days are getting longer. That would be best.”
I was disappointed, but I smiled and nodded. “Whatever you say, Mam,” I told her.
“There’s one more thing I need to tell you. This room is more than just the sum of its contents. Once locked, nothing evil can ever enter here. If you’re brave and your soul is pure and good, this room is a redoubt, a fortress against the dark, better protected than even your master’s house in Chipenden. Only use it when something so terrible pursues you that your very life and soul are at risk. It’s your last refuge.”
“Just for me, Mam?”
Mam looked at Alice and then back at me. “Alice is in here now, so yes, Alice could use it, too. That’s why I brought her up here now, just to be sure. But never bring anyone else here. Not Jack, not Ellie, not even your master.”
“Why, Mam?” I asked. “Why can’t Mr. Gregory use it?” I couldn’t believe that the Spook couldn’t use it in time of dire need.
“Because there’s a price to pay for using this room. You’re both young and strong and your power is waxing. You would survive. But as I told you, John Gregory’s power is waning. He’s like a guttering candle. To use this room would snuff out the last of his strength. And if the need ever arises, you must tell him exactly that. And tell him that I was the one who said it.”
I nodded my agreement, and that was it. Alice and I were given beds for the night, but as soon as the sun rose, after a good breakfast, Mam sent us on our way to Chipenden. Jack was going to arrange for a cart to collect Mam at dusk and take her to Sunderland Point. From there she would set sail for her own land in the wake of Meg and her sister.
Mam said good-bye to Alice and asked her to go ahead and wait for me at the yard gate. With a smile Alice waved and walked away.
As we hugged each other for what I knew could be the very last time, Mam tried to say something, but the words choked in her throat and a tear trickled down her cheek.
“What is it, Mam?” I asked gently.
“I’m sorry, son,” she said. “I’m trying to be strong, but it’s so hard I can hardly bear it. I don’t want to say anything that’ll make it worse for you.”
“Say it, please say whatever you need to say,” I begged, tears in my own eyes now.
“It’s just that time rushes by so fast and I’ve been so happy here. I’d stay if I could, I really would, but it’s my duty to go. I was so happy with your dad. There never was a more honest, true, and affectionate man. And my happiness was complete when you and your brothers were born. I’ll never know such joy again. But it’s over now and I’ve just got to let go of the past. It’s all gone so quickly that now it just seems like a short, happy dream. . . .” 
“Why does it have to be like this?” I asked bitterly. “Why does life have to be so short, with all the good things passing quickly. Is it worth living at all?”
Mam looked at me sadly. “If you achieve all that I hope, then others will judge your life to have been worth living, son, even if you don’t. You were born to serve the County. And that’s what you’ve got to do.”
We held each other tight one final time, and I thought my heart would surely break.
“Good-bye, my son,” she whispered, and brushed her lips against my cheek.
It was too much to bear, and I set off walking at once. But after a few paces I turned to wave and saw Mam wave back from the shadows inside the doorway. When I turned again soon afterward, she’d already gone back into the kitchen.
So, with a heavy heart, I walked on to Chipenden with Alice, my mother’s last kiss upon my cheek. I was still only thirteen, but I knew my childhood was already over.



WE’RE back in Chipenden now. The blue-bells are finally out, the birds are singing, and the sun’s getting warmer with each passing day.
Alice has never been happier, but she’s really curious about what could be in the trunks in Mam’s room. I can’t take her back to the farm with me because it would upset Jack and Ellie too much, but I’m planning to go next month and I’ve promised to tell her about everything that I find.
The Spook seems to have recovered his health fully now, and he spends hours each day walking on the fells to build up his stamina. I’ve never seen him leaner and tougher, but something seems to have changed inside his head. Sometimes there are long silences during lessons when he seems to forget I’m there. And he stares into space a lot, with a worried expression on his face. Despite the fact that he seems stronger than ever, he told me that he feels his time on earth is coming to an end.
There are things he wants to do before he dies. Things that he’s been putting off for years. First of all, he’s talking about going east to Pendle to sort out the three covens of witches there once and for all. That’s thirty-nine witches in all! It sounds like a very dangerous thing to attempt, and I can’t start to see how he can possibly accomplish it. But I’ve no choice in the matter, and I’ll be following my master wherever he chooses to go. I’m still just the apprentice, and he’s the Spook.
Thomas J. Ward
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ATTACK OF THE FIEND




CHAPTER I
 A Visitor from Pendle

THE witch was chasing me through the dark wood, getting nearer and nearer by the second.
I ran fast, frantic to escape, weaving desperately, with branches whipping into my face and brambles clutching at my weary legs. The breath rasped harshly in my throat as I drove myself harder and harder toward the edge of the wood. Beyond that lay the slope leading up to the Spook’s western garden. If only I could reach that refuge, I’d be safe!
I wasn’t defenseless. In my right hand I gripped my rowan staff, which was particularly effective against witches; in my left was my silver chain, coiled about my wrist, ready for throwing. But would I get even half a chance to use either? For the chain I needed a gap between us, but already the witch was close at my heels.
Suddenly the footsteps behind me ceased. Had she given up? I ran on, the waning moon now visible through the leaf canopy above, silver-dappling the ground at my feet. The trees were thinning. I’d almost reached the edge of the wood.
Then, just as I passed the last tree, she appeared from nowhere and ran at me from the left, her teeth gleaming in the moonlight, her arms outstretched as if ready to claw out my eyes. Still running, veering away, I flicked my left wrist and cracked the chain to send it hurtling toward her. For a moment I thought I had her, but she swerved suddenly and the chain fell harmlessly onto the grass. The next moment she thudded into me, knocking the staff from my hand.
I hit the ground so hard that all the breath was driven from my body, and in an instant she was on me, her weight bearing down on me. I struggled for a moment, but I was winded and exhausted and she was very strong. She sat on my chest and pinned my arms down on either side of my head. Then she leaned forward so that our faces were almost touching, and her hair was like a black shroud touching my cheeks and blotting out the stars. Her breath was on my face, but it wasn’t rank like that of a blood or bone witch. It was sweet like spring flowers.
“Got you now, Tom, I have!” Alice exclaimed triumphantly. “Ain’t good enough, that. You’ll need to do better in Pendle!”
With that, she gave a laugh and rolled off me, and I sat up, still fighting for breath. After a few moments I found the strength to walk across and collect my staff and silver chain. Although she was the niece of a witch, Alice was my friend and had saved me more than once during the past year. Tonight I’d been practicing my survival skills, Alice playing the part of a witch seeking my life. I should have been grateful, but I felt annoyed. It was the third night in a row that she’d gotten the better of me.
As I started to walk up the slope toward the Spook’s western garden, Alice ran to my side and matched me step for step.
“No need to sulk, Tom!” she said softly. “It’s a nice mild summer’s night. Let’s make the best of it while we can. Be on our travels soon, we will, and we’ll both be wishing we were back here.”
Alice was right. I’d be fourteen at the beginning of August, and I’d been the Spook’s apprentice for more than a year now. Although we’d faced many serious dangers together, something even worse was looming. For some time the Spook had been hearing reports that the threat from the Pendle witches was growing; he’d told me that we’d soon be traveling there to try and deal with it. But there were dozens of witches and maybe hundreds of their supporters, and I couldn’t see how we could triumph against such odds. After all, there were only three of us: the Spook, Alice, and me.
“I’m not sulking,” I said.
“Yes, you are. Your chin’s almost touching the grass.”
We walked on in silence until we entered the garden and saw the Spook’s house through the trees.
“Ain’t said anything yet about when we’re off to Pendle, has he?” Alice asked.
“Not a thing.”
“Haven’t you asked? Don’t find nothing out without asking!”
“’Course I’ve asked him,” I told Alice. “He just taps the side of his nose and tells me that I’ll find out in good time. My guess is that he’s waiting for something, but I don’t know what.”
“Well, I just wish he’d get on with it. The waiting’s making me nervous.”
“Really?” I said. “I’m in no rush to leave, and I didn’t think you’d want to go back there.”
“I don’t. It’s a bad place, Pendle, and it’s a big place, too—a whole district with villages and hamlets and big, ugly Pendle Hill right at its center. I’ve got a lot of evil family there I’d sooner forget about. But if we’ve got to go, I’d like to get it over and done with. I can hardly sleep at night now worrying about it.”
When we entered the kitchen, the Spook was sitting at the table writing in his notebook, a candle flickering at his side. He glanced up but didn’t say anything because he was too busy concentrating. We sat ourselves down on two stools, which we drew close to the hearth. As it was summer, the fire was small, but it still sent a comforting warm glow up into our faces.
At last my master snapped his notebook shut and looked up. “Who won tonight?” he asked.
“Alice,” I said, hanging my head.
“That’s three nights in a row the girl’s gotten the better of you, lad. You’re going to have to do better than that. A lot better. First thing in the morning, before breakfast, I’ll see you in the western garden. It’s extra practice for you.”
I groaned inside. In the garden was a wooden post which was used as a target. If the practice didn’t go well, my master would keep me at it for a long time and breakfast would be delayed.
I set off for the garden just after dawn, but the Spook was already there, waiting for me.
“Well, lad, what kept you?” he chided. “Doesn’t take that long to rub the sleep out of your eyes!”
I still felt tired, but I tried my best to smile and look bright and alert. Then, with my silver chain coiled over my left hand, I took careful aim at the post.
Soon I was feeling a lot better. For the one hundredth time since starting, I flicked my wrist and the chain cracked sharply as it unfurled, soaring through the air and glittering brightly in the morning sunshine to fall in a perfect widdershins spiral about the practice post.
Until a week earlier, the best I’d been able to achieve from eight feet was an average of nine successful throws out of ten attempts. But now, suddenly, the long months of practice had finally paid off. When the chain was coiled about the post for the hundredth time that morning, I hadn’t missed even once!
I tried not to smile, I really did, but the sides of my mouth began to twitch upward, and within moments a wide grin split my face. I saw the Spook shaking his head, but try as I might, I couldn’t get the grin under control.
“Don’t get above yourself, lad!” he warned, striding toward me through the grass. “I hope you’re not getting complacent. Pride comes before a fall, as many have found to their cost. And as I’ve often told you before, a witch won’t stand still while you make your throw! From what the girl told me about last night, you’ve a long way to go yet. Right, let’s try some throws on the run!”
For the next hour I was made to cast at the post while on the move. Sometimes sprinting, sometimes jogging, running toward it, away from it, casting forward, obliquely or back over my shoulder, I did it all, working hard but growing hungrier by the minute. I missed the post lots of times, but I also had a few spectacular successes. The Spook was finally satisfied, and we moved on to something he’d only introduced me to a few weeks earlier.
He handed me his staff and led me to the dead tree we used for target practice. I pressed the lever to release the hidden blade in the staff and then spent the next fifteen minutes or so treating the rotten trunk as if it were an enemy threatening my life. Time and time again I drove the blade into it until my arms grew heavy and tired. The most recent trick my master had taught me was to hold the staff casually in my right hand before quickly transferring it to my stronger left and stabbing it hard into the tree. There was a knack to it. You sort of flicked it from one hand to the other.
When I showed signs of weariness, the Spook clicked his tongue. “Come on, lad, let’s see you do it again. One day it might just save your life!”
This time I did it almost perfectly: the Spook nodded and led us back through the trees for a hard-earned breakfast.
Ten minutes later Alice had joined us and the three of us were seated at the large oak table in the kitchen, tucking into a big breakfast of ham and eggs cooked by the Spook’s pet boggart. The boggart had lots of jobs to do around the house in Chipenden: cooking, making the fires, and washing the pots, as well as guarding the house and gardens. It wasn’t a bad cook, but it sometimes reacted to what was happening in the house, and if it was feeling angry or moody, then you could expect an unappetizing meal. Well, the boggart was certainly in a good mood that morning, because I remember thinking it was one of the best breakfasts it had ever cooked.
We ate in silence, but as I was mopping up the last bit of yellow yolk with a large slice of buttered bread, the Spook pushed back his chair and stood up. He paced backward and forward across the flags in front of the hearth, then came to a halt facing the table and stared straight at me.
“I’m expecting a visitor later today, lad,” he said. “We’ve a lot to discuss, so once he’s arrived and you’ve met him, I’d like time to talk to him in private. I think it’s about time you went home, back to your brother’s farm, to collect those trunks that your mam left you. I think it’s best to bring them back here to Chipenden, where you can search through them thoroughly. We may well find things in there that’ll prove useful on our trip to Pendle. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”
My dad had died last winter and left the farm to Jack, my eldest brother. But after Dad’s death we’d discovered something very unusual in his will.
Mam had a special room in our home farm. It was just under the attic, and she always kept it locked. This room had been left to me, together with the trunks and boxes it contained, and the will stated that I could go there any time I wanted. This had upset my brother Jack and his wife, Ellie. My job as an apprentice to the Spook worried them. They feared that I might bring something from the dark back to the house. Not that I blamed them; that was exactly what had happened the previous spring, and all their lives had been in danger.
But it was Mam’s wish that I inherit the room and its contents, and before she went away she’d made sure that both Ellie and Jack accepted the situation. She’d returned to her own land, Greece, to fight the rising power of the dark there. It made me sad to think that I might never see her again, and I suppose that’s why I’d kept putting off going to look in the trunks. Although I was curious to find out what they contained, I couldn’t face the thought of seeing the farmhouse again, empty of both Mam and Dad.
“Yes, I’ll do that,” I told my master. “But who’s your visitor?”
“A friend of mine,” said the Spook. “He’s lived in Pendle for years, and he’ll be invaluable in helping with what we need to do there.”
I was astonished. My master kept his distance from people, and because he dealt with ghosts, ghasts, boggarts and witches, they certainly kept their distance from him! I’d never imagined for a moment that he knew somebody whom he regarded as a friend!
“Close your mouth, lad, or you’ll start collecting flies!” he said. “Oh, and you’ll be taking young Alice with you. I’ll have lots of things to discuss, and I’d like both of you out from under my feet.”
“But Jack won’t want a visit from Alice as well,” I protested.
It wasn’t that I didn’t want Alice to come with me. I’d be glad of her company on the journey. It was just that Jack and Alice didn’t exactly get on. He knew that she was the niece of a witch, and he didn’t want her near his family.
“Use your initiative, lad. Once you’ve hired a horse and cart, she can wait outside the farm boundary while you load up the trunks. And I’ll expect you back here as soon as possible. Now, time’s short—I can’t spare more than half an hour for your lessons today, so let’s get started.”
I followed the Spook out to the western garden and was soon seated on the bench there, my notebook open and pen at the ready. It was a nice warm morning. The sheep bleated in the distance and the fells ahead were bathed in bright sunshine, dappled by small cloud shadows chasing one another toward the east.
The first year of my apprenticeship had largely been devoted to the study of boggarts; the topic for this year was witches.
“Right, lad,” said the Spook, starting to pace up and down as he spoke. “As you know, a witch can’t sniff us out because we’re both seventh sons of seventh sons. But that only applies to what we call long-sniffing. So write that down. It’s your first heading. Long-sniffing is sniffing out the approach of danger in advance, just as Bony Lizzie sniffed out that mob from Chipenden that burned down her house. A witch can’t sniff us out that way, so that gives us the element of surprise.
“But it’s short-sniffing that we must beware of, so write that down, too, and underline it for emphasis. Up relatively close, a witch can find out a lot about us and knows in an instant our weaknesses and strengths. And the nearer you are to a witch, the more she finds out. So always keep your distance, lad. Never let a witch get nearer to you than the length of your rowan staff. Allowing her to come close holds other dangers, too—be especially careful not to let a witch breathe into your face. Her breath can sap both your will and your strength. Grown men have been known to faint away on the spot!”
“I remember Bony Lizzie’s foul breath,” I told him. “It was more animal than human. More like that of a cat or a dog!”
“Aye, it was that, lad. Because, as we know, Lizzie used bone magic and sometimes fed from human flesh or drank human blood.”
Bony Lizzie, Alice’s aunt, wasn’t dead. She was imprisoned in a pit in the Spook’s eastern garden. It was cruel, but it had to be done. The Spook didn’t hold with burning witches, so he kept the County safe by locking them in a pit.
“But not all witches have the foul breath of those who dabble in bone and blood magic,” my master continued. “A witch who only uses familiar magic might have breath that’s as fragrant as May blossoms. So beware, for in that sweetness lies great danger. Such a witch has the power of fascination—write that word down, too, lad. Just as a stoat can freeze a rabbit in its tracks while it moves closer, so some witches can dupe a man. They can make him complacent and happy, totally unaware of danger until it’s far too late.
“And that’s very closely allied to another power of some witches. We call it glamour—so get that word down as well. A witch can make herself appear to be something she’s not. She can seem younger and more beautiful than she really is. Using that deceitful power, she can create an aura—projecting a false image—and we should always be on our guard. Because once glamour has attracted a man, it’s the beginning of fascination and a gradual eroding of his free will. Using those tools, a witch can bind him to her will so that he believes her every lie and sees only what she wishes him to see.
“And glamour and fascination are a serious threat to us, too. Being a seventh son of a seventh son won’t help one bit. So beware! I suppose you still think I’ve been harsh where Alice is concerned. But I did it for the best, lad. I’ve always feared that, one day, she might use those powers to control you—”
“No,” I interrupted. “That’s not fair. I like Alice—not because she’s bewitched me, but because she’s turned out all right and been a good friend to me. To both of us! Before Mam left, she told me she had faith in Alice, and that’s good enough for me.”
The Spook nodded, and there was a sadness in his expression. “Your mam may well be right. Time will tell, but just be on your guard—that’s all I ask. Even a strong man can succumb to the wiles of a pretty girl with pointy shoes. As I know from experience. And now write up what I’ve just told you about witches.”
The Spook sat down on the bench beside me and was silent while I wrote it all down in my notebook. After I’d finished, I had a question for him.
“When we go to Pendle, are there any special dangers we face from the witch covens? Anything I’ve not heard about so far?”
The Spook stood up and began to pace backward and forward again, deep in thought. “Pendle district is riddled with witches—there might well be things I’ve never come up against myself. We’ll have to be flexible and ready to learn. But I think the biggest problem we face is their sheer numbers. Witches often bicker and argue, but when they do agree and meet together with a common purpose, their strength is greatly increased. Aye—we must beware that. You see, that’s right at the heart of the threat we face—that the witch clans might unite.
“And here’s something else for your notebook—you need to get the terminology correct. A coven is the term for thirteen witches gathering to combine their strength in some ceremony that evokes the powers of the dark. But the larger family of witches is commonly called a clan. And a clan includes their menfolk and children, as well as family members who don’t directly practice dark magic.”
The Spook waited patiently until I’d finished writing before continuing the lesson. “Basically, as I’ve told you before, there are three main witch clans in Pendle—the Malkins, the Deanes, and the Mouldheels—and the first is the worst of all. All of them row and bicker, but the Malkins and the Deanes have gotten closer over the years. They have intermarried. Your friend Alice is the result of just such a union. Her mother was a Malkin and her father a Deane, but the good news there is that neither of them was a practicing witch. On the other hand, both parents died young, and as you know, she was given into the care of Bony Lizzie. The training she received there is something she’ll always struggle to overcome, and the danger in taking her back to Pendle is that she might revert to type and rejoin one of the clans.”
Again I was about to object, but my master stopped me with a gesture. “Let’s just hope that doesn’t happen,” he continued, “but if she isn’t bent back toward the dark, her local knowledge is going to be very important. She will be of invaluable help to us and our work.
“Now, as for the third clan, the Mouldheels, they’re much more mysterious. In addition to using blood and bone magic, they pride themselves on being skilled with mirrors. As I’ve told you before, I don’t believe in prophecy, but it’s said that the Mouldheels mainly use mirrors for scrying.”
“Scrying?” I asked. “What’s that?”
“Telling the future, lad. They say the mirrors show them what’s going to happen. Now, the Mouldheels have mostly kept their distance from the other two clans, but recently I’ve heard that someone or something is keen for them to put aside that ancient enmity. And that’s what we have to prevent. Because if the three clans unite and, more importantly, if they get three covens together, then who knows what evil they will launch upon the County? As you may remember, they did it once before, many years ago, and cursed me.”
“I remember you telling me,” I said. “But I thought you didn’t believe in their curse.”
“No, I like to think it was all nonsense, but it still shook me up. Luckily the covens fell out soon after, before they could inflict more damage on the County. But this time there’s something a little more sinister about what’s happening in Pendle, and that’s what I need my visitor to confirm. We need to prepare ourselves mentally and physically for what could be a terrible battle—and then we need to get to Pendle before it’s too late.
“Well, lad,” the Spook finished, shielding his eyes and glancing toward the sun, “this lesson’s gone on long enough, so it’s back to the house with you. You can spend the rest of the morning studying.”
I passed the remainder of the morning alone in the Spook’s library. He still didn’t trust Alice fully, and she wasn’t allowed in the library in case she read something she wasn’t supposed to. Now that there were three of us living in the house, my master had finally opened up another of the downstairs rooms, and it was currently used as a study. Alice was working there now, earning her keep by copying one of the Spook’s books. Some of them were rare and he was always afraid that something might happen to them, so he liked to have a copy just in case.
I was studying covens—how a group of thirteen witches came together for their rituals. I was reading a passage that described what happened when witches held special feasts, which were called sabbaths.
Some covens celebrate sabbaths weekly, others each month, at the time of either the full moon or the new moon. Additionally, there are four great sabbaths held when the power of darkness is at its greatest: Candlemas, Walpurgis Night, Lammas and Halloween. At these four dark feasts, covens may combine in worship.
I already knew about Walpurgis Night. It took place on April 30, and years earlier three covens had gathered together at Pendle on that sabbath to curse the Spook. Well, we were now in the second week in July; I wondered when the next great sabbath was and began to search the page. I didn’t get very far because at that moment something happened that I’d never experienced in the whole of my time in Chipenden.
Rap! Rap! Rap! Rap!
Someone was knocking on the back door! I couldn’t believe it. Nobody came to the house. Visitors always went to the withy trees at the crossroads and rang the bell. To enter the gardens was to risk being torn to bits by the boggart that guarded the house and its perimeter. Who had knocked? Was it the friend the Spook was expecting? And if so, how had he managed to reach the back door in one piece?



CHAPTER II
 Theft and Kidnapping

CURIOUS, I returned my book to its place on the shelf and went downstairs. The Spook had already answered the door and was leading someone into the kitchen. When I saw him, my jaw dropped in surprise. He was a very big man, broad across the shoulders and at least two or three inches taller than the Spook. He had a friendly, honest face and looked to be in his late thirties, but the truly astonishing thing about him was that he was wearing a black cassock.
He was a priest!
“This is my apprentice, Tom Ward,” said the Spook with a smile.
“I’m very pleased to meet you, Tom,” said the priest, holding out his hand. “I’m Father Stocks. My parish is Downham, north of Pendle Hill.”
“I’m pleased to meet you, too,” I said, shaking his hand.
“John has told me all about you in his letters,” Father Stocks said. “It seems you’ve gotten yourself off to a very promising start—”
At that moment Alice came into the kitchen. She looked our visitor up and down with surprise in her eyes when she saw that he was a priest. In turn, Father Stocks glanced down at her pointy shoes and his eyebrows gave a slight twitch upward.
“And this is young Alice,” said the Spook. “Alice, say hello to Father Stocks.”
Alice nodded and gave the priest a little smile.
“I’ve heard a lot about you, too, Alice,” he said. “I believe you’ve family in Pendle—”
“Blood ties, that’s all,” replied Alice with a fierce frown. “My mam was a Malkin and my dad was a Deane. Ain’t my fault where I was born. None of us choose our kin.”
“That’s very true,” said the priest in a kindly voice. “I’m sure the world would be a very different place if we could. But it’s the way we live our lives that counts.”
Not much more was said after that. The priest was tired after his journey, and it was clear that the Spook wanted us on our way to Jack’s farm, so we made our preparations to leave. I didn’t bother with my bag, but just took my staff and a lump of cheese for us to eat on the journey.
The Spook walked us to the door. “Here’s what you’ll need to hire the cart,” he said, handing me a small silver coin.
“How did Father Stocks manage to get past the boggart and cross the garden safely?” I asked as I put it into the pocket of my breeches.
The Spook smiled. “He’s crossed this garden many times before, lad, and the boggart knows him well. Father Stocks was once my apprentice. And a very successful one, I may add—he completed his time. But later he thought better of it and decided that the Church was his true vocation. He’s a useful man to know—he has two trades at his fingertips: the priesthood and ours. Add that to his background knowledge of Pendle, and we couldn’t have a better ally.”
As we set off for my brother Jack’s farm, the sun was shining, the birds were singing; it was a perfect summer afternoon. I had Alice for company, and I was going home. Not only that: I was looking forward to seeing little Mary, Jack, and his wife Ellie, who was expecting another baby. Mam had predicted that it would be the son that Jack had always wanted, someone to inherit the farm after he was dead. So I should have been happy. But as we drew closer to the farm, I couldn’t shake off a feeling of sadness, which was slowly settling over me like a black cloud.
Dad was dead, and there’d be no Mam to greet me. It was never going to feel like my real home again. That was the stark truth, and I still hadn’t fully come to terms with it.
“Penny for your thoughts,” Alice said.
I shrugged.
“Come on, cheer up, Tom. How many times do I have to tell you? We should make the best of it. Off to Pendle I reckon we’ll be next week.”
“Sorry, Alice. I’m just thinking about Mam and Dad. Can’t seem to get them out of my mind.”
Alice moved closer to my side and gave my hand an affectionate squeeze. “It’s hard, Tom, I know. But I’m sure you’ll see your mam again one day. Anyway, aren’t you looking forward to finding out what’s in those trunks she’s left you?”
“I’m curious, yes, I won’t deny that. . . .”
“This is a nice spot,” said Alice, pointing to the side of the path. “I’m feeling peckish. Let’s eat.”
We sat down on a grassy bank under the shade of a massive oak tree and shared out the cheese we’d brought for the journey. We were both hungry, so we ate it all. I wasn’t on spook’s business, so there was no need to fast. We could live off the land.
It was as if Alice had read my thoughts. “I’ll catch us a couple of juicy rabbits at dusk,” she promised with a smile.
“That would be nice. You know, Alice,” I said, “you’ve told me a lot about witches in general, but very little about Pendle and the witches who live there. Why’s that? Reckon I’ll need to know as much as possible if we’re heading there.”
Alice frowned. “I’ve lots of painful memories of that place. Don’t like to talk about my family. Don’t like to talk about Pendle much—the thought of going back there scares me.”
“It’s funny,” I said, “but Mr. Gregory’s never talked much about Pendle either. You’d think we’d have been discussing and planning what it’s like and what we’re going to do when we get there.”
“Always likes to play things close to his chest, he does. He must have some sort of plan. I’m sure he’ll share it with us when the time’s right. Imagine Old Gregory having a friend!” said Alice, changing the subject. “A friend who’s a priest as well!”
“What I can’t understand is why someone would give up being a spook to become a priest.”
Alice laughed at that. “No stranger than Old Gregory being a priest and giving it up to become a spook!”
She was right—the Spook had been trained as a priest—and I laughed with her. But my opinion hadn’t changed. As far as I could see, priests prayed and that was it. They didn’t do anything directly to deal with the dark. They lacked the practical knowledge of our craft. It seemed to me that Father Stocks had taken a step in the wrong direction.
A little before dusk we stopped again and settled ourselves down in a hollow between two hills, close to the edge of a wood. The sky was clear, with the waning moon visible to the southeast. I busied myself making a fire while Alice went hunting for rabbits. Within an hour she was cooking them over the fire, the juice dribbling and hissing into the flames while my mouth watered.
I was still curious about Pendle, and despite Alice’s reluctance to talk about her life there, I decided to try again.
“Come on, Alice,” I said. “I know it’s painful for you to talk about, but I do need to know more about Pendle. . . .”
“I suppose so,” Alice said, peering at me over the flames. “Best that you’re prepared for the worst. Ain’t a nice place to be. And everybody’s scared. Whichever village you visit, you can see it in their faces. Can’t blame ’em, because the witches know almost everything that’s going on. After dark, most ordinary folk turn the mirrors in their houses to the wall.”
“Why?” I asked.
“So they can’t be spied on. Nobody trusts a mirror at night. Witches, specially the Mouldheels, use them to spy on folks. They love to use ’em for scrying and spying. In Pendle you never know who or what might suddenly peer out at you from a mirror. Remember old Mother Malkin? That should give you some idea of the sort of witch we’ll be facing.”
The name Malkin sent a chill through my bones. Mother Malkin had been the most evil witch in the County, and a year earlier, with Alice’s help, I’d managed to destroy her. But not before she’d threatened the lives of Jack and his family.
“Even though she’s gone now, in Pendle there’s always someone else ready to step into the shoes of a dead witch,” Alice said grimly. “And there are plenty of Malkins capable of that. Some of ’em live in Malkin Tower, which ain’t a place to go anywhere near after dark. People who go missing in Pendle—that’s where they mostly end up. There are tunnels, pits, and dungeons under the tower, full of the bones of those they’ve murdered.”
“Why isn’t something done?” I asked. “What about the high sheriff at Caster? Can’t he do anything?”
“Sent justices and constables to Pendle before, he has. Lots of times. Not that it did much good. Mostly they hanged the wrong people. Old Hannah Fairborne was one. She was nearly eighty when they dragged her off to Caster in chains. Said she was a witch, but that wasn’t true. Still, she deserved to hang because she poisoned three of her nephews. Lots of that goes on in Pendle. It ain’t a good place to be. And it ain’t easy to sort things out there. That’s why Old Gregory’s left it so long.”
I nodded in agreement.
“I know more than most what it’s like to live there,” Alice continued. “There’ve been lots of unions between Malkins and Deanes, even though they’re rivals. Truth is, the Malkins and Deanes hate the Mouldheels a lot more than they do each other. Life in Pendle is complicated. Lived there most of my life but still don’t understand ’em.”
“Were you happy?” I asked. “I mean, before you were looked after by Bony Lizzie?”
Alice grew silent and avoided my gaze, and I realized that I shouldn’t have asked. She’d never talked much about life with her parents or with Lizzie after they’d died.
“Don’t remember life much before Lizzie,” she said at last. “I mostly remember the rows. Me lying there in the darkness crying while my mam and dad fought like cat and dog. But sometimes they talked and laughed as well, so it wasn’t all bad. That was the big difference afterward. The silence. Lizzie didn’t say much. More likely to give me a clout round the head than a kind word. Brooded a lot, she did. Gazed into the fire and muttered her spells. And if she weren’t gawping into the flames, she’d be staring into a mirror. Sometimes I caught sight of things over her shoulder. Things that don’t belong on this earth. Scared me, it did. Preferred Mam and Dad’s fights to that.”
“Did you live in Malkin Tower?”
Alice shook her head. “No. Only the Malkin coven and a few chosen helpers live in the tower itself. But I went there sometimes with my mam. Some of it’s underground, but I never went down there. They all live together in one big room, and there was lots of arguing and screaming and smoke stinging your eyes. Being a Deane, my dad didn’t visit the tower. He’d never have got out alive. We lived in a cottage near Roughlee, the village where most of the Deanes live. The Mouldheels live in Bareleigh and the rest of the Malkins in Goldshaw Booth. Mostly keep to their own territory, they do.”
After that Alice grew silent, so I didn’t press her further. I could see that Pendle held a lot of painful memories for her—unspoken horrors that I could only guess at.
Jack’s nearest neighbor, Mr. Wilkinson, had a horse and cart, and I knew he’d be only too happy to hire them out. No doubt he’d have one of his sons drive us so I wouldn’t have to make a return journey later. I decided to call in at my brother’s first to let him know what I intended to do with the trunks.
We made good time and came within sight of Jack’s farm late in the afternoon of the following day. My first glance told me that something was badly wrong.
We’d approached from the northeast, skirting the edge of Hangman’s Hill, and as we began our descent, I could see right away that there were no animals in the fields. Then, as I caught sight of the farmhouse, it got worse. The barn was a blackened ruin: It had been burned to the ground.
It never even crossed my mind to ask Alice to wait at the farm boundary. Something bad had happened, and all I could think of was checking that Jack, Ellie, and their daughter, Mary, were all right. By now the farm dogs should have been barking, but everything was silent.
As we hastened through the gate and across the yard, I saw that the back door of the farmhouse had been smashed in and was hanging from one hinge. I ran across, with Alice at my heels, a lump in my throat, afraid that something terrible had happened.
Once inside, I called Jack’s and Ellie’s names over and over again but received no answer. The house was unrecognizable as the home I’d been brought up in. All the kitchen drawers had been pulled out and there was cutlery and smashed crockery on the flags. The pots of herbs had been taken from the windowsill and thrown against the walls; there was soil in the sink. The brass candlestick had gone from the table and in its place were five empty bottles of elderberry wine from Mam’s store in the cellar. But for me, the worst thing of all was Mam’s rocking chair, which was in big, jagged pieces, as if someone had taken an ax to it. It pained me to see that. It almost felt like they’d hurt Mam.
Upstairs, the bedrooms had been ransacked—clothes scattered across the beds and floors and every mirror smashed. But the scariest moment of all came when we reached Mam’s special room. The door was closed, but there was blood splattered across the wall next to it, and there were bloodstains on the floorboards, too. Had Jack and his family been here when this happened?
I became filled with a terrible dread that someone had died here.
“Don’t think the worst, Tom!” Alice said, gripping my arm. “It may not be as bad as it seems. . . . ”
I didn’t answer, just kept staring at the splatters of blood on the walls.
“Let’s look inside your mam’s room,” Alice suggested.
For a moment I looked at her, horrified. I couldn’t believe that was all she could think about now.
“I think we should look inside,” she insisted.
Angrily I tried the door but it didn’t yield. “It’s still locked, Alice. I’ve got the only key. So nobody’s been inside.”
“Trust me, Tom. Please . . .”
For safety, I kept the keys on a piece of string round my neck. There was a large key for the door and three smaller ones for the three largest trunks inside. In a moment I’d opened the door and stepped inside. Additionally, I had a key made by the Spook’s brother, Andrew, who’s a locksmith, and it will open most locks without trouble.
I’d been wrong. Somebody had been in the room. It was completely empty. The three big trunks and the smaller chests were gone.
“How could they get into the room?” I asked, my voice echoing slightly. “I have the only key.”
Alice shook her head. “Remember the other thing your mam said: that nothing evil could enter here. Well, something evil’s been here and that’s for sure!”
I certainly did remember what Mam had said. It had been on my final visit to the farm when I saw her for the last time. She’d stood in this very room, talking to Alice and me, and I remembered her words exactly.
Once locked, nothing evil can ever enter here. If you’re brave and your soul is pure and good, this room is a redoubt, a fortress against the dark. . . . Only use it when something so terrible pursues you that your very life and soul are at risk.
So what had happened? How had someone gotten inside and stolen the trunks that Mam had left me? What did they want them for? What use were they to somebody else?
After checking the attic, I locked the door to Mam’s room again, and we went downstairs and out into the yard. In a daze I walked across to what was left of the barn—just a few charred posts and fragments of wood among a pile of ashes.
“I can still smell the smoke,” I said. “This happened recently.”
Alice nodded. “It happened soon after dark, the day before yesterday,” she said, sniffing loudly at the tainted air.
Alice could sniff things out. She was usually right, but now, looking at her face, I didn’t like the expression there. She’d discovered something else. Something very bad. Maybe worse than what we’d already found.
“What is it, Alice?” I demanded.
“There’s something else as well as smoke. A witch has been here. Maybe more than one—”
“A witch? Why would a witch come here?” I asked, my head whirling with what I’d seen.
“For the trunks, what else? There must be something inside ’em that they wanted badly.”
“But how would they find out about the trunks?”
“Mirrors, perhaps? Maybe they have powers beyond Pendle.”
“And what about Jack and Ellie? And the child? Where are they now?”
“My guess is that Jack tried to stop ’em. Big and strong, Jack is. Wouldn’t have given up without a fight. Want to know what I think?” Alice asked, her eyes wide.
I nodded but was afraid to hear it.
“They couldn’t go into that room themselves because your mam protected it against evil in some way. So they made Jack go in and fetch out the trunks for them. At first he put up a fight, but when they threatened Ellie or little Mary, he had to do it.”
“But how could Jack have gotten in?” I cried. “There’s no sign of the door being forced, but I have the only key. And where are they? Where are they now?”
“They’ll have taken your family with them. That’s what it looks like.”
“Which way, Alice? Which way did they go?”
“Needed a horse and cart to carry the trunks. The three big trunks looked heavy. So they’d have kept to the roads mostly. We could follow and see. . . . ”
We ran to the end of the lane and followed the road south, walking fast. After about three miles we reached the crossroads. Alice pointed.
“They’ve gone northeast, Tom. It’s just as I thought. They’ve gone to Pendle.”
“Then let’s follow them,” I said, setting off at a run. I’d taken fewer than ten paces before Alice caught me, spinning me round by my arm.
“No, Tom, this ain’t what to do. They’ll be well on their way already. By the time we get there they’ll be hidden away, and there’s lots of places to hide in Pendle. What hope would we have? No, we should go back and tell Old Gregory what’s happened. He’ll know what to do. And that Father Stocks will help, too.”
I shook my head. I wasn’t convinced.
“Tom, think!” Alice said, squeezing my arm until it hurt. “First we should go back and talk to Jack’s neighbors. Maybe they know something. And what about your other brothers? Shouldn’t you send word to them about what’s gone on? Surely they’d want to help. Then we should run for Chipenden and tell Old Gregory what’s happened.”
“No, Alice. Even at top speed, it’s well over a day back to Chipenden. Then half a day or more to Pendle. By then anything might have happened to Jack and his family. We’d be too late to save them.”
“There’s another way, but you may not like it,” Alice said, letting go of my arm and dropping her gaze to the ground.
“What do you mean?” I asked. I was impatient. Time was running out for Jack and his family.
“You could go back to Chipenden, and I could go on to Pendle alone—”
“No, Alice! I couldn’t let you go alone. It’s too dangerous.”
“It’s more dangerous if we’re together. If they catch us together, we’ll both suffer. Imagine what they’d do to a spook’s apprentice! A seventh son of a seventh son. They’d be fighting over your bones, for sure. Ain’t nothing more certain than that! But if I was caught alone, I’d say that I’d just come back home to Pendle, wouldn’t I? That I wanted to be back with my family again. And I’d have a better chance of finding out who’s done this and where they’re holding Jack and Ellie.”
My stomach was churning with anxiety, but gradually Alice’s words started to get through to me. After all, she did know the place and would be able to travel through the Pendle district without arousing too much comment.
“It’s still dangerous, Alice. And I thought you were afraid of going back.”
“I’m doing this for you, Tom. And your family. They don’t deserve what’s happened to them. I’ll go to Pendle. Ain’t nothing else for it now.” Alice came forward and took hold of my left hand. “See you in Pendle, Tom,” she said softly. “Get there just as soon as you can.”
“I will,” I assured her. “As soon as you find out anything, go to Father Stocks’s church at Downham. I’ll be waiting there.”
With that, Alice nodded, turned, and set off along the road to the northeast. I watched her for a few moments, but she didn’t look round. I turned and ran back toward Jack’s farm.



CHAPTER III
 Priorities

I called at the Wilkinsons’ farm, which bordered Jack’s land to the west. Dad had always preferred to keep a variety of livestock, but our neighbors had gone over to cattle about five years earlier. The first thing I noticed now was a field full of sheep. Unless I was much mistaken, they were Jack’s.
I found Mr. Wilkinson repairing a fence in his south meadow. His forehead was bandaged.
“Good to see you, Tom!” he said, jumping up and rushing over. “I’m so sorry about what’s happened. I would have sent word if I could. I knew you were working somewhere up north, but I’d no address. I sent a letter to your brother James yesterday. I asked him to come right away.”
James was my second-oldest brother and worked as a blacksmith in Ormskirk, to the southwest of the County. It was almost surrounded by moss land and soggy marsh. Even if he got the letter tomorrow, it would take him a day or more to get here.
“Did you see what happened?” I asked.
Mr. Wilkinson nodded. “Aye, and I got this for my pains,” he said, pointing to his bandaged head. “It happened soon after dark. I saw the fire and came across to help. At first I was relieved that it was only the barn burning and not the house. But when I got nearer, I smelled a rat, because there were so many people milling about. As I’m your nearest neighbor, I was more than a little puzzled as to how they’d managed to get there before me. And I soon realized that no attempt was being made to save the barn; they were taking things out of the house and loading them up onto a cart. The only warning I got as I headed toward them was the sound of boots running up behind me. Before I could turn, I was hit hard on the head and went out like a light. When I came to, they’d gone. I looked inside the house, but there was no sign of Jack or his family. Sorry I wasn’t able to do more, Tom.”
“Thanks for coming across and trying to help, Mr. Wilkinson,” I said. “I’m really sorry you got hurt. But did you see any of their faces? Would you recognize them again?”
He shook his head. “Didn’t get a close enough look at any of ’em, but there was a woman nearby, sat straight-backed on a black horse. A rare piece of horseflesh, too—a thoroughbred like the ones they race during the big spring market in Topley. She was a fine-looking woman, large but very shapely, with a good thick head of black hair. She wasn’t rushing around like the rest. I was still some distance away, but I heard her call out what sounded like instructions. There was authority in her voice, all right.
“After that blow to my head I was fit for nothing. The following morning I was still sick as a dog, but I sent my eldest lad into Topley to report it to Ben Hindle, the constable there. He took a band of villagers with him the next day. They followed the trail northeast for about two hours and found an abandoned cart with one of its wheels broken. They had dogs with ’em and tracked the scent overland until it ended suddenly. Ben said he’d never seen anything like it. It was as if they had just vanished into thin air. So there was nothing for it but to call off the hunt and turn back. Anyway, Tom, why don’t you come back to the house and get a bite to eat? You’re more than welcome to stay with us for a few days until James arrives.”
I shook my head. “Thanks, Mr. Wilkinson, but I’d better get back to Chipenden as fast as I can and tell my master what’s happened. He’ll know what to do.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to wait for James?”
For a moment I hesitated, wondering what message to leave for James. One part of me didn’t want to lead him into danger by telling him that we were heading for Pendle. At the same time, he would want to help rescue Jack and his family. And we’d be heavily outnumbered. We’d need all the help we could get.
“Sorry, Mr. Wilkinson, but I think it’s best if I set off immediately. When James arrives, would you mind telling him that I’ve gone ahead to Pendle with my master? You see, I’m pretty sure that those responsible for doing this come from there. Tell James to go directly to the church at Downham, in Pendle district. It’s north of the hill. The priest there is called Father Stocks. He’ll know where to find us.”
“I’ll do that, Tom. Hope you find Jack and his family safe. In the meantime I’ll keep an eye on the farm—his livestock and dogs are safe enough with me. Tell him that when you see him.”
I thanked Mr. Wilkinson and set off back toward Chipenden. I was worried about Jack, Ellie, and their child. Alice, too. Her arguments had made sense. She’d persuaded me that the best thing was for her to go on alone. But she was scared, and I suspected that, whatever she said, she’d be in grave danger.
I arrived back in Chipenden late the following morning, having spent part of the night in an old barn. Without ceremony I blurted out the bare bones of what had happened, begging the Spook to set off straightaway for Pendle—we could talk on the road, I said, because every second we delayed increased the danger for my family. But he would have none of it and gestured toward a chair at the kitchen table.
“Sit yourself down, lad,” he told me. “More haste, less speed! The journey will take us the best part of the afternoon and evening, and it wouldn’t be wise to enter Pendle during the hours of darkness.”
“What does it matter?” I protested. “We’ll be there for some time, won’t we? We’ll be spending lots of nights there anyway!”
“Aye, that’s true enough, but the borders of Pendle are dangerous because they’re watched and guarded at night by those who shun the sunlight. There’s no hope of getting into a place like that unseen, but at least during the daylight hours we’ll arrive with the breath still in our bodies.”
“Father Stocks could help us through,” I said, looking around for him. “He knows Pendle well. He must know a way for us to get to Downham safely tonight.”
“Reckon he does, but he left shortly before you arrived. We’ve been talking it through, and he’s given me the final pieces of the jigsaw so that I can work out how to sort out the witches. But he’s got a number of terrified parishioners at Downham and daren’t leave them too long. Now, lad, start at the beginning and tell me everything again. Leave out no details. In the end it’ll prove the better way than blundering off on the road without half a plan between us!”
I did as I was told, telling myself that, as usual, the Spook was probably right and this was the best way to help Jack, but as I finished my account, tears came into my eyes at the thought of what had happened. The Spook stared hard at me for a couple of seconds and then stood up. He began to pace back and forward across the flags before the kitchen hearth.
“I’m sorry for you, lad. It must be hard. Your dad dead, your mam gone away, and now this. I know it’s difficult, but you’ve got to keep your emotions in check. We need to think clearly now, with cool heads. That’s the best way to help your family. The first thing I have to ask is what you know about those trunks in your mam’s room. Is there anything you haven’t told me? Have you any idea at all what they might contain?”
“Mam used to keep the silver chain she gave me inside the trunk nearest to the window,” I reminded him, “but I’ve no idea what else was inside. What Mam told me was very mysterious. She said that I’d find the answers to a lot of things that might have been puzzling me. That her past and her future were inside those trunks and I’d discover things about her that she’d never even told Dad.”
“So you’ve no idea at all? Are you sure?”
I thought hard for a few moments. “There might be money inside one of the trunks.”
“Money? How much money?”
“I don’t know. Mam used some of her own money to buy the farm, but I don’t know how much there was in the first place. There must have been something left, though. Remember at the beginning of the winter, when I called home to collect the ten guineas Dad owed you to pay for my apprenticeship? Well, Mam went upstairs and got them from her room.”
The Spook nodded. “So they could well have come for the money. But if the girl’s right and witches are involved, I can’t help thinking there must have been something else. And how did they know the trunks were there?”
“Alice thinks they may have been spying with mirrors.”
“Does she now! Father Stocks mentioned mirrors, but I can’t see how they could have seen the trunks in a locked room. It doesn’t make sense. There’s something more sinister behind this.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know yet, lad. But as you have the only key, how did they get into the room without breaking the door? You say your mam protected the room in some way to keep out evil?”
“Yes, but Alice thinks they made Jack go in because they couldn’t enter themselves. There was blood on the wall and the floor,” I said. “I think they must have hurt Jack and made him go in and fetch out the chests—though how the door was opened is still a mystery. Mam said that room was a refuge—”
I felt myself choke with emotion, and the Spook came forward and patted my shoulder in reassurance. Then he waited silently until I’d gotten my voice under control.
“Come on, lad, tell me.”
“She said that, once it was locked, I could go in there and be safe from anything evil on the outside. That it was even better protected than your house. But I was only to use it when I was being pursued by something so terrible that my life and soul were at risk. She said that there was a price to pay for using it. That I was young and it would be all right, but that you couldn’t use it. And that if it ever became necessary, I had to tell you that.”
The Spook nodded thoughtfully and scratched at his beard. “Well, lad, it gets more and more mysterious. I sense something deep here. Something I’ve never come across before. What we face is even more difficult now that innocent victims are involved, but we’ve no choice but to go ahead. We’ll be setting off for Pendle within the hour—we can find somewhere to sleep on the way and arrive after dawn, when it’s safer. I’ll do all I can to help your family, but I have to tell you this: There’s more at stake here than just their lives. As you know, I’ve decided to try and deal with the Pendle witches once and for all. And not a moment too soon—Father Stocks brought some very bad news. It seems that the rumors were true. The Malkins and the Deanes have already called a truce, and moves are now afoot to get the Mouldheels to join them. So it’s as bad as I feared. Do you know what happens on the first of August, less than two weeks from today?”
I shook my head. My birthday was on the third of that month. That was the only date in August with any significance for me.
“Well, lad, it’s about time you did know. It’s one of the feasts of the old gods. They call it Lammas, and it’s a time when witches’ covens gather to worship and draw down power from the dark.”
“It’s one of the main four sabbaths in the witches’ year, isn’t it? I’ve read about them, but I didn’t know all the dates.”
“Well, you know the date of Lammas now. And from what Father Stocks has told me, it seems that the Pendle witches are getting ready to attempt something especially dark and dangerous on that date. And the big danger is that the Mouldheels will join in and all three covens will be united, which will greatly increase their powers. It must be something big to draw them together like this. Father Stocks has never known so many attacks on graveyards—bones aplenty have been taken. The bad news about your brother and his family complicates things, but it’s clear enough what our priorities are.
“We need to get into Pendle and meet up with Father Stocks at Downham. We need to stop the Mouldheels from joining that unholy alliance, and we need to find those who’ve been taken. If young Alice can help us with that, all well and good. Otherwise we’ll have to go hunting ourselves.”
Our bags were packed, and all we had to do was step out through the front door and lock it behind us. At last we’d be off to Pendle, and not a moment too soon. But now, to my dismay, the Spook sat down on a stool beside the kitchen table, took the whetstone from his bag, and lifted his staff. There was a click as the retractable blade shot forward, followed by a grating sound as he began to sharpen its edge.
He looked up at me and sighed. He’d read the impatience and anxiety in my face. “Look, lad, I know you’re desperate to get on the road, and with good reason. But we have to do things properly and be ready for any eventuality. I’ve a bad feeling about this trip. So if at any time I tell you to run for it and use that special room of your mam’s, will you do it?”
“What? And leave you behind?”
“Aye, that’s exactly what I mean. Somebody has to continue our trade. I’ve never been one for praising my apprentices much. Praise can be bad for you. It can go to your head and give an inflated sense of worth so that you rest on your laurels. But I will say this. Without doubt you’ve become what your mam once promised—you are the best apprentice I’ve ever had. I can’t go on forever, so you might indeed be my last apprentice, the one I have to prepare to carry on my work in the County. If I do say the word, leave Pendle at once, without either a question or a backward glance, and take refuge in that room. Do you understand?”
I nodded.
“And if it’s necessary, will you obey me?”
“Yes,” I said. “I’ll do it.”
At last the Spook was satisfied, and there was a click as the blade retracted back into the staff. Carrying both our bags and my own staff, I followed the Spook outside and waited until he’d locked the door behind us. He paused for a moment, looked up at the house, then turned and smiled at me sadly.
“Right, lad, let’s get on our way! We’ve delayed enough already!”



CHAPTER IV
 East to Pendle

WE traveled east from Chipenden, keeping to the southern edge of the Bowland Fells before curving away to cross the River Ribble’s pleasant, tree-lined banks. I’d have hardly known it for the same wide tidal river that had run through Priestown, but, once across, I began to feel more and more uneasy.
“Well, there it is, lad,” said the Spook, coming to a halt some distance from a stream that lay in our path. He pointed at Pendle Hill, which had been growing steadily as we advanced toward it. “Not a pretty sight, is it?”
I couldn’t help agreeing. Although its shape reminded me of the Long Ridge, a local fell beyond the valley to the south of Chipenden, this was larger and more daunting. Above it was suspended a threatening bank of thick black clouds.
“Some say that it looks like a great beached whale,” said the Spook. “Well, never having seen a whale myself, I can’t be the judge of that. Others say it looks like an upturned boat. I can just about see that, but the comparison hardly does it justice. What do you think, lad?”
I studied the scene carefully. The light was beginning to fail, but the hill itself seemed to radiate darkness. It had a brooding presence.
“It could almost be alive,” I said, choosing my words with care. “It’s as if there’s something malevolent inside it and it’s casting a spell over everything.”
“Couldn’t have put it better myself, lad,” said the Spook, leaning on his staff and looking very thoughtful. “But one thing’s for sure: There’s an unholy host of malevolent witches living within sight of it. Now, it’ll be dark in half an hour and we’d be wise to stay this side of that stream until dawn. Then we can press on into Pendle.”
That we did, settling down in the shelter of a hedge. Half the width of a field separated us from the stream, but as I slipped down into sleep, I could hear it murmuring gently in the distance.
We were up at dawn and, without even a nibble of cheese to sustain us, quickly crossed the stream and pressed on toward Downham, a faint drizzle drifting into our faces. We were heading north, with Pendle Hill to our right, but we soon lost sight of it as we entered a dense wood of sycamore and ash.
“Here’s something to note,” the Spook said, leading me across to a large oak tree. “What do you make of that?”
There was a strange carving on the trunk. I peered at it closely.

“Is it meant to be a pair of scissors?” I asked.
“Aye,” said the Spook grimly. “But they’re not intended to cut cloth. That’s a mark carved by Grimalkin, the witch assassin. Her trade is death and torture, and the Malkins send her out against their enemies. She’s carved that as a warning. ‘Pendle is my territory,’ she’s saying. ‘Cross me and I’ll snip away your flesh and your bone!’”
I shuddered and stepped away from the tree.
“Maybe I’ll cross blades with her one day,” said the Spook. “The world would certainly be a better place if she were dead. But although she’s a ruthless killer, she lives by a code of honor—she would never use guile. She likes it best when the odds are against her, but once she’s got the upper hand, watch out for those scissors!”
Shaking his head, the Spook led the way toward Downham. I’d learned a lot about Pendle in the last couple of days, and I knew it was a dangerous place to be. No doubt there was worse to come.
The main village street meandered down the side of a steep hill. For reasons of his own, the Spook circled round to enter Downham from the north. Pendle Hill was directly ahead of us, dominating the village completely, filling half the sky with its brooding presence. Although it was already midmorning and the drizzle had come to a halt, there wasn’t a soul about.
“Where is everybody?” I asked the Spook.
“Hiding behind their curtains—where else, lad?” he said with a grim smile. “No doubt minding everyone else’s business but their own!”
“Will they tell the witches that we’re here?” I asked, watching a lace curtain twitch to my left.
“I’ve brought us here by something of a serpentine way so as to avoid certain places where sight of us wouldn’t go unreported. No doubt there’ll be a few spies here anyway, but Downham is still the safest place in the whole district. That’s why we’re going to make it our base. For that we owe thanks to Father Stocks. He’s been the parish priest here for over ten years and has done all he can to battle with the dark and keep it at a distance. But from what he tells me, even this village is now under threat. People are leaving. They’re getting clear of Pendle altogether—some of them good families that have made this their home for generations.”
The small parish church was to the south of the village, just beyond a stream. It was set within a huge graveyard filled with rows and rows of tombstones of every conceivable shape and size. Many were horizontal, almost hidden by the long grass and weeds; others jutted out of the ground at any angle but the vertical, resembling rotting teeth. In all, this cemetery spoke of neglect, the headstones weather-beaten, their inscriptions faded or covered in lichen and moss.
“The graves could do with a bit of a tidy up,” observed the Spook. “I’m surprised Father Stocks has allowed it to fall into neglect like this. . . .”
The presbytery was a good-sized cottage set back under a dozen or so yew trees about a hundred yards beyond the church. We reached it by walking in single file along a narrow, overgrown path that snaked through the tombstones. When we arrived at the front door, the Spook rapped hard on it three times. After a few moments we heard the sound of heavy boots on flags; then a bolt was drawn back and the door opened. Father Stocks stood there, a look of astonishment on his face.
“Well, this is a surprise, John,” he said, relaxing his face into a smile. “I wasn’t expecting you until later in the week. Anyway, come in, the both of you, and make yourselves at home!”
We followed him through to the kitchen at the back of the house, and he invited us to sit down. “Have you eaten?” he asked as we each pulled a chair away from the table. “What about you, young Tom? You look hungry enough to eat a horse!”
“I am hungry, Father,” I told him, glancing toward the Spook, “but I’m not sure if we should be eating. . . .”
The Spook always insists that we fast when working because it makes us less vulnerable to the power of the dark, so we usually make do with a nibble of County cheese to keep our strength up. A spook’s life is not only scary, dangerous, and lonely; it often means going hungry as well.
“It wouldn’t do any harm to eat breakfast,” said the Spook, to my surprise. “We need information before anything else, and I was hoping, Father, that you’d be the man to get it for us. So we won’t get much done ourselves until tomorrow. This could be the last square meal we eat for quite some time, so, yes, please, I think we’ll accept your kind invitation.”
“So be it!” exclaimed Father Stocks, his face lighting up. “I’ll be happy to help in any way I can, but let’s cook first and talk while we eat. I’ll make the three of us a hearty breakfast, but I might need a hand. Know how to cook sausages, young Tom?”
I was about to say “Yes,” but the Spook shook his head at that and came to his feet. “Nay, Father, don’t let that lad o’ mine near a frying pan! I’ve tasted his cooking before, and my stomach’s still not forgiven me!”
I smiled but didn’t protest, and while the Spook was busy frying the sausages, Father Stocks got two other pans going—one sizzling away with thick rashers of bacon and slices of onion, the other struggling to contain a large cheese omelet, which was gradually turning a golden brown.
I sat at the table while they cooked, hungry but guilty at the same time. My mouth was watering at the smells wafting toward me, but I couldn’t stop worrying about Ellie, Jack, and Mary, wondering if they were all right. They certainly wouldn’t be getting a breakfast like this. I wondered how Alice was doing, too. I’d been half expecting to find that she’d arrived at Downham with news. I hoped she hadn’t run into trouble.
“Well, young Tom,” said Father Stocks, “there’s something you can do to help without damaging your master’s stomach too much. Butter us some bread, and make it a big plateful!”
I did as I was told, and no sooner had I finished than three hot plates arrived at the table, each heaped with bacon, sausages, and fried onion next to a big slice of omelet.
“Had a good journey here from Chipenden?” Father Stocks asked as we tucked into the food.
“I’m not complaining, but things have taken a turn for the worse since we last spoke,” answered the Spook.
While we ate, my master told Father Stocks about the raid on Jack’s farm and the abduction of my brother and his family. He also mentioned that Alice had traveled on ahead to Pendle. By the time he’d finished the tale, we’d cleared our plates.
“I’m sorry to hear such news, Tom,” Father Stocks said, laying his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll remember them in my prayers.”
At those words, an icy chill ran down my spine. He was talking as if they were already dead. In any case, what good were prayers? We’d delayed too long already and needed to start searching. I felt the heat in my face as I started to grow angry. Only politeness made me bite my tongue. Although my dad was dead now, I could still use the manners he’d taught me.
It was as if Father Stocks had read my mind. “Don’t you worry, Tom,” he said in a kindly voice. “We’ll put things to rights. Heaven helps those who help themselves—I’m a great believer in that. I’ll do what I can, and maybe young Alice will arrive with news before the day’s out.”
“I’d hoped that Alice might have called here already,” I said.
“So had I, lad. So had I,” said the Spook in a tone of voice that started the anger rising within me again. “Let’s hope she’s not up to any mischief—”
“That’s unfair after all she’s done,” I protested. “She’s risking her life just by being here.”
“Aren’t we all?” asked the Spook. “Look, lad, I don’t mean to be hard on the girl, but this will be just about the biggest temptation she’s ever faced. I’m not sure it was a good idea letting her come here on her own. Our families play a big part in shaping what we become, and Alice’s family are witches. If she ends up back with them, anything could happen!”
“From what you’ve told me about her, John, I think we can be optimistic,” said Father Stocks. “We may not all have faith in God, but that shouldn’t stop us having faith in people. Anyway, she’s probably on her way here right now. I might bump into her on my travels.”
Father Stocks suddenly grew in my estimation. He was right. The Spook should have more faith in Alice.
“I’ll be off to see what I can find out,” the priest continued. “There are still a few good folks in these parts who will want to help an innocent family. By nightfall I’ll know where Jack and Ellie are being held, you mark my words. But first there’s something else I can do to help.” He left the table and returned with a pen, a sheet of paper, and a small bottle of ink. He pushed back the plates, uncorked the ink, dipped in the pen, and began to sketch. After a few moments I realized that he was drawing a map.
“Well, Tom, no doubt you had a good look at your master’s maps of this district before you set off—remembering to fold them properly afterward, of course!” Father Stocks said, smiling toward the Spook, then continuing to draw. “But this little sketch might simplify things and help set a few locations into your mind.”
The drawing only took him a couple of minutes; he finished by adding in a few place names before pushing it across the table toward me.
“Can you follow it?” he asked.
After a couple of seconds I nodded. He’d sketched out the rough shape of Pendle Hill and the positions of the main villages.
“Downham, to the north of the hill, is the safest place in Pendle—” said the priest.
“I told the lad that on the way here,” the Spook interrupted, “and it’s all due to you, Father Stocks. We’re grateful to have a relatively safe place to work from.”
“Nay, John, I couldn’t sleep at night if I took all the credit for that. I’ve certainly done my best to keep the dark at a distance, but historically, as you well know, the danger has always been to the southeast of the hill. So traveling south from here, it’s always safest to take the western route and keep the hill to your left. Of course, Gore Rock, marked there to the southwest, can be dangerous, too. It’s where witches sometimes carry out sacrifices. But can you see those three villages, Tom? Is my handwriting clear?”
“I think so,” I said, and read them out to him just to be sure—“Bareleigh, Roughlee, and Goldshaw Booth.” They were the villages that Alice had told me about. Each was home to a witch clan.
“That’s right, Tom, and there, not too far from Goldshaw Booth, on the western edge of Crow Wood, is Malkin Tower. My own name for the area is the Devil’s Triangle, because that’s where the devil’s work is done. Somewhere within that triangle of villages is where we’ll find your brother and his family, depending on which clan has taken him—of that I’m sure.”
“What’s Witch Dell?” I asked, pointing to the place just north of Bareleigh, marked with a cross.
“Witch Dell?” asked the Spook, raising his eyebrows. “That’s a new one on me!”
“Once again, John, it’s my own name for a danger spot. Things have changed for the worse since you were last here. That dell has become the refuge of a number of dead witches. Some have escaped from unhallowed graves; others have simply been taken there after death and abandoned by their families. They usually sleep during the daylight hours, burrowed down into the loam beneath the trees, but come out at night to hunt for the warm blood of living creatures. So when the sun goes down, even roosting birds aren’t safe in that dell. It’s certainly a place to keep well clear of, and the locals do their best. Even so, a few poor souls still go missing each year. Two or three of the witches are very strong and travel miles from the dell each night. Others, fortunately, don’t move more than a few paces from their lairs—”
“How many do you reckon there are?” asked the Spook.
Father Stocks frowned. “A dozen at least. But as I said, only two or three have been seen outside the dell.”
“I should have come back sooner!” said the Spook, shaking his head. “It should never have been allowed to get so bad. I fear I’ve failed in my duty—”
“Nonsense. You weren’t to know. You’re here now, and that’s all that matters,” Father Stocks replied. “But yes, the situation is desperate—something has to be done before Lammas.”
“When you came to Chipenden,” said the Spook, “I asked you a question, but you never gave me a proper answer. So I’ll ask you again. What do you think the covens are going to attempt at Lammas?”
Father Stocks pushed back his chair, came slowly to his feet, and sighed. “All right, I’ll spit it out!” he said, raising his voice slightly. “What is it that’s brought two covens together and might just make a third join them? What could possibly make them put aside their ancient enmity? Most can’t stand the sight of one another and have come together only once in the past thirty years—”
“Aye,” said the Spook with a grim smile. “They came together to curse me!”
“That they did, John, but this time it’s because the dark is growing in power, and I suspect that somebody or something is bringing them together. The gathering darkness will give them the opportunity to achieve something very dangerous and difficult. I think they’re going to try to raise the Fiend himself!”
“I’d laugh, Father, if I thought you were joking,” the Spook said, shaking his head gravely. “I never taught you to believe in the Devil. Are you speaking with just your priest’s hat on?”
“I wish I were, John. But as a spook and a priest, I believe they’re going to attempt just that. Whether they can do it or not, who knows? But two covens believe it, and the third one is being urged to join them in an attempt to try and raise the dark made flesh—the Devil himself. Some witches believe that when this world was first made, the Fiend walked among us. Now they’re going to try and bring him back so that a new age of darkness can begin.”
I’d once talked to the Spook about the Devil. He told me that he’d begun to wonder if, after all, there was something behind all that we faced, something hidden deep within the dark. Something that grew stronger as the dark grew stronger. Well, Father Stocks certainly seemed to believe there was something in it.
A silence filled the room, and for a few moments both men were deep in thought.
Then Father Stocks stood up and set off without further delay, and we walked with him through the graveyard to the lych-gate in front of the church. The clouds were clearing, and the sun was warm on our backs.
“That sexton of yours could do with a strong word in his ear,” said the Spook bluntly. “I’ve seen tidier churchyards.”
Father Stocks sighed. “He left nearly a month ago. Went back to stay with family in Colne. It didn’t come as any surprise, though—I knew he was getting more and more nervous about tending the churchyard. Three graves have been robbed in the last eight weeks—that’s the work of witches—so an untidy churchyard is the least of our worries.”
“Well, Father, while you’re away I’ll get my lad to tidy up here a bit anyway.”
We waved Father Stocks off, and then the Spook turned to me. “Well, you know how to use a scythe, lad, so let’s make sure you don’t lose what skill you have through lack of practice. You can tidy up that graveyard. It should keep you busy until I return.”
“Where are you going?” I asked in surprise. “I’d thought the idea was for us to stay in Downham while Father Stocks searches for my family.”
“It was, lad, but scared parishioners and grave robbing suggests that the village is nowhere near as safe as I thought. I always like to find things out for myself, so while Father Stocks is away, I’ll scratch about a bit and see what turns up. In the meantime, get your back into clearing the grass and weeds!”



CHAPTER V
 The Three Sisters

I found the sexton’s scythe in a shed at the side of the house, and after taking off my cloak and rolling up my shirt sleeves, I started to cut the grass and weeds as instructed. I began in the areas where the tombstones were horizontal, because that was easier.
It was hard work, but I’d often used a scythe back home on the farm and I’d kept my hand in by cutting the grass in the Spook’s garden, so I soon got into the swing of it. I could cope with being warm, but as midafternoon approached, the sun grew fierce and the heat and exertion started the sweat trickling down into my eyes. It seemed sensible to take a break and start again later.
There was a well behind the house, and I wound up the bucket to find it full of water as cold and delicious as that from the felltop streams near Chipenden. After slaking my thirst I sat down, rested my back against the trunk of a yew tree, and closed my eyes. Listening to the drone of insects, I soon became drowsy, and at some point I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I remember was a dog barking somewhere in the distance. I opened my eyes to find that it was nearly evening and I still had more than half the graveyard to clear. Expecting the Spook or Father Stocks back at any moment, I immediately set to work again.
By the time the sun started to go down, I’d just about finished the cutting. The grass needed collecting up, but I decided that would keep until morning. My master and the priest still hadn’t returned. I was on my way back to the house, just starting to worry, when I heard a faint noise beyond the low boundary wall to my left: a soft footfall in the grass.
“Well, you’ve certainly made a good job of that,” said a girl’s voice. “Not been as tidy as that for many a long month!”
“Alice!” I cried, spinning round to face her.
But it wasn’t Alice, even though her voice had sounded very similar. Standing on the other side of the low wall was a girl of about the same size, although perhaps a little older; and while Alice had brown eyes and black hair, this stranger had green eyes like my own, and pale hair that hung down over her shoulders. She was wearing a threadbare, pale blue summer frock with raggedy sleeves and holes in the elbows.
“I’m not Alice, but I know where she’s to be found,” said the girl. “She sent me to get you. Said you were to come right away. ‘Bring Tom to me,’ she said. ‘I need help! Bring him right away.’ Mind you, she didn’t let on how fetching you were. A lot better looking than your old master!”
I felt myself blush. My instincts told me not to trust the girl. She was pleasant enough to look at and her eyes were large and bright, but there was something a little shifty about the way her mouth moved when she spoke.
“Where is Alice? Why couldn’t she come with you?”
“She’s not too far over yonder,” the girl said, gesturing roughly south. “Ten minutes at the most, that’s all it is. Couldn’t come because she’s got a bind on her—”
“A bind? What’s that?” I asked.
“You a spook’s apprentice and never heard of a spell of binding? That’s shameful. Your master’s not educating you right. Alice is spellbound. They’ve got her on a short leash. Can’t travel more than a hundred paces from where they cast it. Better than chains if it’s done right. But I can get you close enough to see her—”
“Who did it?” I demanded. “Who cast the spell?”
“Who else but the Mouldheels?” the girl replied. “Think she’s a traitorous little witch. They’ll make her suffer for sure!”
“I’ll go and get my staff,” I told her.
“There’s no time for that. No time to waste. She’s in serious trouble.”
“Wait here,” I told her firmly. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
That said, I ran across to the house, collected my staff, then sprinted back to where the girl was waiting and climbed over the wall to join her. I glanced at her feet just in case she was wearing pointy shoes, but to my surprise her feet were bare. She saw me staring down at them and smiled. When she smiled, she looked really pretty.
“Don’t need shoes in summer,” she said. “Like to feel the warm grass under my feet and the cool breeze against my ankles. Anyway, they call me Mab—that’s my name if you need it.”
She turned and set off at a fast pace, heading toward Pendle Hill. There was still some light in the sky to the west, but very soon it would be completely dark. I didn’t know the area, and it would probably have been a good idea to bring a lantern. But my eyes work better in the dark than most people’s, and after about ten minutes or so the waning moon came up from behind a bank of trees and cast a pale light over everything.
“How much farther?” I asked.
“Ten minutes at the most,” Mab answered.
“You said that when we set off!” I protested.
“Did I? Must have been wrong then. Sometimes I get confused. When I’m walking, I go off into my own little world. Time just flies by.”
We were climbing onto the edge of the moor that skirted the north of Pendle Hill. It was at least another thirty minutes before we reached our destination—a small rounded knoll covered with trees and thick bushes on the edge of a wood. The great dark bulk of Pendle loomed up behind it.
“Up there in the trees,” she said, “that’s where we’ll wait for Alice.”
I looked up into the darkness beneath the trees and felt uneasy. What if I were walking into some sort of trap? The girl seemed to know about spells. She might have used Alice’s name to lure me here.
“Where is Alice now?” I asked suspiciously.
“Got her in a forester’s cottage just back there in the trees. Too dangerous for you to go closer at the moment. It’s best if we wait up here until the time’s right for you to see her.”
I wasn’t happy with what Mab had suggested. Despite the danger, I wanted to see Alice straightaway, but I decided to bide my time.
“You lead the way,” I told her, gripping my rowan staff tightly.
Mab gave a little smile and moved up into the cover of the trees. I followed cautiously, climbing up a twisting path through bushes and tangled brambles, alert for danger, my staff at the ready. I started to glimpse lights ahead and felt even more uneasy. Was there someone else waiting above?
At the very top of the hill there was a clearing with a number of tree stumps forming a rough oval. It looked as if the trees had been felled for the purpose of providing seats, and to my surprise, two girls were already seated waiting for us, each with a lantern at her feet. Neither one was Alice. Both appeared to be slightly younger. They stared toward me with wide, unblinking eyes.
“These are my younger sisters,” Mab said. “The one on the left is Jennet, the other’s called Beth, but I wouldn’t bother too much about their names if I were you. They’re twins and impossible to tell apart!”
I had to agree: They looked identical. Their hair was the same color and length as Mab’s, but there the resemblance to their older sister ended. Both were very thin, with sharp, pinched faces and piercing eyes. Their mouths were hard, horizontal slits in their faces, and their narrow noses were slightly hooked. They wore thin, threadbare dresses like Mab and their feet were also bare.
I gripped my staff harder. Mab’s two sisters were still staring at me intently, but there was absolutely no expression on their faces; no way to tell whether they were hostile or friendly.
“Sit yourself down, Tom, and take the weight off your feet,” Mab said, pointing to one of the tree stumps opposite her sisters. “It might be some while before we can go to Alice.”
Warily I did so. Mab sat down on the stump to my left. Nobody spoke, and an odd silence seemed to settle over everything. To fill in the time, I counted the stumps. There were thirteen, and it suddenly struck me that this could be a meeting place for a coven of witches.
No sooner had that disturbing thought entered my head than a bat swooped down into the clearing before flitting away through the branches to my left. Next a big moth appeared from nowhere and, rather than flying toward one of the lanterns, began to circle Jennet’s head. Round and round it fluttered, as if her head were a candle flame. She was still staring at me hard, and I wondered if she’d even noticed the moth, which was getting closer and closer and seemed about to settle on her pointy nose.
Suddenly, to my astonishment, her mouth opened wide and her tongue flicked out, caught the moth, and drew it in. Then, for the first time, her face became animated. She gave a broad smile, her mouth curving from ear to ear. Then she chewed quickly and swallowed down the moth with a big gulp.
“Was that good?” her sister Beth inquired, peering sideways at her.
Jennet nodded. “Really juicy. Don’t worry—you can have the next one.”
“Don’t mind if I do,” said Beth. “But what if another don’t come?”
“In that case we’ll play a game, and I’ll let you choose what it is,” Jennet offered.
“Let’s play Pin Spitting. I like that game.”
“That’s because you always win. You know I can only spit pins on Friday. Wednesday today, it is. I only do feathers on Wednesdays, so it’ll have to be something else.”
“What about Through a Hedge Backward?” suggested Beth.
“Good game, that,” said Jennet. “First to the bottom wins!”
To my astonishment, they both fell back from their tree stumps and did reverse rolls, spinning faster and faster until they disappeared into the bushes and brambles behind. For a few moments you could hear them crashing downward with a great snapping and cracking of twigs, punctuated by shrieks of pain and bursts of hysterical laughter. Then there was silence, and somewhere close by I heard the cry of an owl. I looked up into the branches but could see no sign of it.
“Love that game, my sisters do!” Mab said with a smile. “But they’ll be licking their wounds tonight, just as sure as eggs rot!”
A few moments later the twins climbed back up the path. When they sat down opposite me again, I didn’t know whether to laugh at the state of them or feel really sorry for the pain and discomfort they must be going through. Their threadbare dresses were torn—Jennet’s left sleeve had been ripped off completely—and they were covered in cuts and scratches. Beth had a piece of bramble tangled up in her hair and there was a thin line of blood trickling down from her nose to her upper lip. But she didn’t seem at all dismayed.
“I really enjoyed that! Let’s play another game,” she suggested, licking away the blood. “What about Truth or Dare? I like that, too.”
“Fine with me. But make the boy go first,” Jennet said, squinting toward me.
“Truth, dare, kiss, or promise?” Beth demanded, staring right at me, a challenge in her voice. All three girls were watching me now, and none of them were blinking.
“I don’t want to play,” I said firmly.
“Be nice to my younger sisters,” Mab insisted. “Go on, choose. It’s only a game.”
“I don’t know the rules,” I said. It was true. I’d never heard of the game. It sounded like a game that girls would play, and I hadn’t had any sisters. I didn’t know much about girls’ games.
“It’s easy,” said Mab from my left. “You just choose one of the four. Choose truth and you have to answer a question truthfully. Choose dare and you’re set a task. Pick kiss and you have to kiss who or what you’re told to—there’s no getting away from it. Promise is hardest of all. Have to make one, and bound by it, you are—maybe bound forever!”
“No! I don’t want to play,” I repeated.
“Don’t be silly. Don’t have any choice, do you? Can’t leave this spot until we say so. You’re rooted to it— hadn’t you noticed?”
I’d been growing more and more annoyed. It seemed to me now that Mab had been playing some sort of game with me from the moment we’d first met at the graveyard. I didn’t believe for one moment that we were going to rescue Alice. What a fool I’d been! Why had I followed her here?
When I tried to stand, though, nothing happened. It was as if all the strength had left my body. My arms fell uselessly to my sides and my rowan staff slipped from my grasp onto the grass and rolled away.
“You’re better off without that nasty stick,” Mab said. “You go first—it’s time to choose one of the four. You’ll play our game whether you want to or not. You’ll play, and you’ll like it. So choose!”
By now I had no doubt at all that the three of them were witches. My staff was out of reach and I felt too weak to stand up. I wasn’t afraid because somehow it seemed more like dreaming than waking, but I knew that I wasn’t asleep and that I was in danger. So I took a slow, deep breath and thought carefully. Better to humor them for a bit. While they were concentrating on the game, I might find a way to get free.
But which one of the four options should I choose? Dare could lead to some type of dangerous task that I might be forced to carry out. Promise was full of risk. I’d made promises before that had gotten me into trouble. Kiss seemed harmless. How could a kiss hurt you? But then I remembered that she’d said “who or what,” and I didn’t like the sound of that at all. Even so, I almost chose that option, but then I decided on truth instead. I always tried to be honest and truthful. It was something that my dad had taught me. What harm could come from choosing that?
“Truth,” I said.
At my answer the girls all smiled broadly, as if it was exactly the option they’d wanted me to pick.
“Right!” said Mab triumphantly, turning to face me. “Tell me this and be truthful. And you’d better, if you know what’s good for you. Wouldn’t do to cross us! Which one of us do you like best?”
I looked at Mab in astonishment. I’d had no idea what kind of question I’d be asked, but this was like a bolt from the blue. And it wasn’t easy to answer. Whichever one I picked, the other two would be offended. And I wasn’t even sure what the truth was. All three girls were scary and almost certainly witches. I didn’t like any of them. So what else could I do? I told them the truth.
“I don’t like any of you that much,” I said. “I don’t mean to be rude, but it’s the truth you wanted and it’s the plain truth I’ve given you.”
All three let out a simultaneous hiss of anger. “That’s not good enough,” Mab said, her voice low and dangerous. “You have to choose one of us.”
“Then it’s you, Mab. You were the one I saw first. So it might as well be you.”
I’d spoken instinctively, without thinking, but Mab smiled. It was a self-satisfied smile, as if she’d known she was going to be chosen all along.
“It’s my turn now,” said Mab, turning away from me to face her sisters. “I’ll take kiss!”
“Then kiss Tom!” Jennet exclaimed. “Kiss him now and make him yours forever!”
At that, Mab stood up and walked across to face me directly. She leaned down and put a hand on each of my shoulders. “Look up at me!” she commanded.
I felt weak. All my willpower seemed to have deserted me. I did as I was told: I looked up into her green eyes, and her face came closer to mine. Her face was pretty, but her breath stank like that of a dog or a cat. The world started to spin and, but for the firm grip of Mab’s hands on my shoulders, I would have fallen backward off the stump.
Then, just as her warm lips pressed softly against mine, I felt a succession of searing pains in my left forearm. It was as if someone had stabbed it four times with a long, sharp pin.
In agony, I lurched to my feet and, with a gasp, Mab fell away from me, onto the grass. I looked at my forearm. There were four scars on it, vivid in the moonlight, and I remembered what had caused them. Alice had once gripped my left forearm so hard that her fingernails had gone deep into my flesh. When she’d released me, there were four bright red beads of blood where her nails had cut me.
Days later, on our way to her aunt’s place in Staumin, Alice had touched the scars on my arm. And I remembered exactly what she’d said.
Put my brand on you there . . . That won’t ever fade away.
I hadn’t been sure what she meant, and she had never really explained herself. Then again, in Priestown, we’d quarreled and I was about to go my own way when Alice had shouted out: You’re mine. You belong to me!
At the time I hadn’t really thought that much about it. Now I began to wonder if there was more to it than I’d realized: Alice and the three girls seemed to believe that a witch could somehow make you hers for life. Whatever the truth of it, I had broken free of Mab’s power, and somehow it was due to Alice.
As Mab struggled angrily to her feet, I showed her the scars on my arm.
“I can’t be yours forever, Mab,” I told her, the words flying into my mouth as if by magic. “I already belong to someone else. I belong to Alice!”
No sooner had I spoken than Beth and Jennet both fell gracefully off their tree stumps and rolled backward down the hill again. Once more I could hear them crashing through the bushes and brambles all the way to the bottom of the slope, but this time they neither shrieked nor laughed.
When I looked at Mab, her eyes were blazing with anger.
Quickly I reached down and snatched up my rowan staff, ready to strike her if need be. Mab looked at the raised staff, flinched and took two swift steps back.
“You will belong to me one day,” she said, her lips tightening into a snarl. “Just as sure as my name’s Mab Mouldheel! And it’ll happen much sooner than you think. I want you, Thomas Ward, and you’ll be mine for sure when Alice is dead!”
With that she turned away, picked up both lanterns, and walked back down the slope into the trees by a different path from the one we’d used to ascend.
I was shaking all over in reaction to her words. I’d been talking to three witches from the Mouldheel clan. Mab had certainly known where to find me—Alice must have told her. So where was Alice? I felt sure Mab and her sisters must know.
One part of me wanted to head north back to Downham and tell the Spook what had happened. But I hadn’t liked the way Mab had snarled as she’d issued her threat. Alice was surely their prisoner, in their power. They might kill her as soon as they got back. So I had no choice. I had to follow the sisters.
I’d noted the direction that Mab had taken. She’d gone south. Now I had to follow her and her sisters down the more dangerous eastern side of the hill; follow them toward the three villages that made up the three points of what Father Stocks had called the Devil’s Triangle.



CHAPTER VI
 The Cellar of Mirrors

I was a seventh son of a seventh son, so a witch couldn’t sniff me out at a distance. That meant I could follow the three sisters safely as long as I didn’t get too close. I would also have to watch out for other, even more dangerous members of the Mouldheel family.
At first it was easy. I could see the glow of the lanterns and hear the three girls moving through the wood ahead of me. They were making quite a lot of noise: voices were raised and they seemed to be arguing. At one point, despite all my care, I stepped on a twig. It broke with a loud crack and I froze to the spot, afraid that they might have heard me. I needn’t have worried. They were making their own even louder noises ahead, and were completely unaware that I was following.
When we left the wood, it became more difficult. We were in the open, on a bleak slope of moorland. The moonlight increased the risk that I would be seen, so I had to stay much farther back, but soon I realized I had another advantage. The three girls came to a stream and followed its banks as it changed direction, before it curved back in a bow shape and allowed them to continue on their way south. That confirmed for me that they were indeed witches. They couldn’t cross running water!
But I could! So instead of always following behind, I could take a more direct route and, to some extent, anticipate where they were going. As they dropped down off the moor, I began to travel parallel with them, keeping to the shadows of hedgerows and trees whenever possible. This went on for some time, but the terrain gradually became rougher and more difficult, and then I saw another dark wood ahead, a thick clump of trees and bushes in a valley that ran parallel to Pendle Hill on my right.
At first I thought it would be no problem. I simply slowed down and allowed them to get ahead again, following at a safe distance as before. It was only after I’d moved into the trees that I realized that something was now very different. The three sisters were no longer talking loudly as they had been in the previous wood. In fact they weren’t making any noise at all. An eerie silence prevailed, as if everything was holding its breath. There hadn’t been more than a slight breeze before, but now not even a twig or a leaf was moving. Nor were there any of the rustling noises made by small creatures of the night, such as mice or hedgehogs. Either everything in the wood really was immobile, holding its breath, or the wood was empty of all life.
It was then, with a sudden shiver of horror, that I realized exactly where I was and why things were as they were. This was a small wooded valley. And another name for a small wooded valley is a dell.
I was walking through what Father Stocks had called Witch Dell! This was where all the dead witches gathered to prey on those who passed through or even skirted the wood. Lives were lost here every year. I gripped my rowan staff and kept perfectly still, listening carefully. Nothing seemed to be approaching, but there was soft loam under my feet, and decades of dank autumns had provided perfect hiding places for dead witches. One could already be close by, hidden under the leaves. Step forward and she would grab my ankle! One quick bite and she’d start sucking my blood, growing stronger by the mouthful.
I could use my rowan staff and probably manage to get myself free—that’s what I told myself. I’d have to be quick. As the witch waxed stronger, my own strength would be waning. And what if I met one of the really strong witches? Father Stocks said there were two or three who roamed far beyond the dell in search of victims. I put this thought firmly from my mind.
I began to move forward slowly and cautiously. As I did so, I wondered why the three sisters had now become so silent. Could it be that they were also worried about attracting the dead? Why should that be? Weren’t they all witches together? And then I remembered what Father Stocks had said about the ancient animosity between the three covens. Although there’d been some intermarriage between the Deanes and the Malkins, the clans only ever gathered together when they had to combine their dark power. Maybe the Mouldheel sisters were afraid of meeting a dead witch from a rival family.
It was a tense, scary time; I risked being attacked at any moment. But at last, with a sigh of relief, I reached the far edge of the dell. I was very glad to be out from the shadow of those trees. Once more I was bathed in moonlight, watching the bobbing lanterns ahead of me and hearing the sisters’ voices raised as if in anger. After ten minutes or so, they were descending a steep slope and I could see the glow from a fire lighting up the sky ahead. I hung back for a while, then took refuge in a copse of ash and alder. It was ready for thinning and cutting and so provided a good hiding place. Moments later, I was peering out from a thicket of saplings with a clear view of what was taking place.
Directly below was a row of terraced cottages—eight in all—and on the edge of the wide flagged backyard a big bonfire was blazing away, sparks dancing up into the night sky. In the near distance, among the trees, was another large cluster of cottages. This was probably Bareleigh, where the Mouldheel clan lived.
In all, there were about two dozen people below me, an even mixture of men and women, and most were seated on the flags or grass, eating from plates with their fingers. It seemed harmless enough—just a few friends gathered together on a warm summer’s night to eat in the moonlight. Voices carried on the air, mixed in with the sound of laughter.
Toward the edge of the fire, a cauldron was suspended from a metal tripod, and as I watched, a woman ladled something into a bowl, then walked across and offered it to a girl seated at some distance from the others. Her head was bowed and she was staring down at the flags, but as the bowl was held out to her, she looked up and shook her head firmly three times.
It was Alice! Her hands were free, but I saw a glint of metal reflecting the firelight: Her feet were bound together with a padlock and chain.
No sooner had I noticed her than the three sisters reached the yard. As they joined the gathering, everyone fell silent.
Without a word to anyone, Mab walked directly over to the fire. She seemed to spit into it, and immediately it died right down. The sparks stopped dancing, the flames flickered low, and the embers glowed momentarily before fading to gray, all in the space of a few moments. Lanterns still lit the scene brightly, though, and at a signal from Mab, I saw one of the men walk across, lift Alice over his shoulder, and carry her through the open back door into the end cottage to my left.
My heart was in my mouth. I remembered what Mab had said about me belonging to her once Alice was dead. Were they going to kill her now? Had the man taken her inside to do just that?
I was on the verge of running down the hill to the cottage to try and help her. It would have been hopeless with so many people there, but I couldn’t just stand by and let Alice be harmed. I waited for a few moments, anxiety gnawing away at my insides. At last I could stand it no longer, but before I could move the man reappeared alone at the door of the cottage and locked it behind him. Immediately Mab, with her two sisters walking just behind, led the gathering out through a gate and onto a track beyond the cottage which ran parallel to a stream.
I waited until everyone had disappeared into the distance, toward what looked to be the center of Bareleigh. Then I descended the hill cautiously. There was a chance that someone was still inside the cottage, someone who’d been there all along. I mean, would they go off and leave Alice unguarded? It seemed very unlikely.
When I reached the door, I unlocked it with the special key Andrew had given me.
I eased the door open slowly and stepped directly into a cluttered kitchen. By the light of three black wax candles, I saw that the sink was heaped with unwashed plates and pots and the flagged floor was littered with animal bones and splattered with congealed fat and grease. As I closed the door gently behind me, my eyes darted around the room, alert for danger. It seemed deserted, but I didn’t move. I just leaned back against the door, the stink of rancid fat and rotting food in my nostrils, and breathed slowly to calm my nerves, listening very carefully all the while. The rest of the cottage sounded empty, but it was almost too silent. It seemed hard to believe that Alice would make no sound at all. At that thought, my heart began to hammer in my chest again and my throat tightened with fear. What if she’d already been killed? What if the man had brought her into the house for just that purpose?
The horror of that thought started me moving. I would have to check each room in turn. It was a small single-story cottage, so there was no upstairs to investigate. The inner door opened into a tiny, cramped room; on the bed were creased, dirty sheets, and another black candle flickered on the window ledge. There was no sign of Alice. Where could she be?
Beyond the bed, set into the far wall, was another door. I turned the handle, eased it open, and stepped through to find myself in the living room.
One glance told me that I wasn’t alone! To my right was the hearth, where the embers of a coal fire gleamed. But directly facing me, sitting hunched at a table, was a witch with wild eyes and a mass of frizzy white hair. In her left hand was a candle stub with a flickering flame that gave off a lot of smoke. Instinctively I raised my staff as her mouth opened and she began to shout, shaking her fist toward me. But there was no sound, and instantly I realized that the witch wasn’t actually in the room with me. I was looking into a large mirror. She was using it to watch from a distance.
How far off was she? Miles away or close at hand? Wherever she was, using another mirror, she might well be able to tell the Mouldheels that there was an intruder in the cottage. How long before somebody returned?
Below the mirror and to my left I could see narrow steps leading down into the darkness. There must be a cellar. Could Alice be down there?
Quickly I pulled my tinderbox and a candle stub from my breeches pockets. Moments later, ignoring the witch, who was still ranting silently in the mirror, I was on my way down the steps, candle in my right hand, staff in my left. There was a locked door at the bottom, but my key made short work of that. I eased it open and let the candle illuminate the room.
Relief washed over me as I saw Alice sitting with her back against the wall next to a heap of coal. She seemed unhurt. She looked up, opening her mouth to speak, fear etched into her face. Then she recognized me and sighed with relief.
“Oh, Tom! It’s you. I thought they were coming to kill me.”
“It’s all right, Alice,” I told her. “I’ll have you free in a minute.”
I knelt down, and it really was but the work of a moment to unlock the padlock with my key and ease the chains from Alice’s legs. So far things were going really well. But when I helped her to her feet, she was shaking and still seemed fearful. It was then that I realized there was something odd about the cellar. It was too bright. One candle shouldn’t have lit it so well.
As I came to my feet, I saw why. Fastened to each of the four walls, at about the height of my own head, was a large mirror set in an ornate black wooden frame. The mirrors were reflecting the candle back, intensifying the light. But then, to my horror, I saw something else: In each mirror was a face staring out at me, eyes filled with spite.
Three were women—witches with wild, malevolent eyes and thick, unkempt hair—but the fourth looked like a child. And it was that fourth image that held my gaze, fixing me to the spot so that I felt unable to move. The head was small—that’s why I’d assumed it was a boy—but the features were those of a man, completely bald and with a hooked nose. For a moment the image was still, frozen in time like a portrait, but as I watched, the mouth widened like an animal’s jaws getting ready to savage its prey. The teeth within were razor-sharp needles.
Who or what it was I had no idea, but it scared me badly—I had to get out of that cellar. All four figures were watching us. They now knew that I’d released Alice. I blew out the candle and returned it to my pocket.
“Come on, Alice,” I said, seizing her hand. “Let’s get away from here!”
With those words I began to lead her up the steps, but either she was afraid to go or was weakened in some way because, as I climbed, she seemed to drag and her hand tried to pull me back.
“What are you doing, Alice?” I demanded. “They could be back at any moment!”
Alice shook her head. “Ain’t that easy. Did more than just chain me. Bound here, I am. Won’t get much farther than the yard anyway. . . .”
“A spell of binding?” I asked, halting and turning to face her on the steps. I already knew the answer. Mab had said she was bound—she obviously hadn’t been lying.
Alice nodded, her face desperate. “There’s a way to get me free of it, but it ain’t going to be easy. Not easy at all. Got a lock of my hair, they have. Twisted back on itself. It needs to be burned. That’s the only way—”
“Where will it be?”
“Mab has it ’cause she cast the spell.”
“We’ll talk outside,” I said, pulling Alice up again. “Don’t worry, I’ll find a way.”
I tried to sound cheerful, but my heart was sinking toward my boots. What hope had I of getting the lock of hair away from Mab, with so many others to help her?
Somehow, by pulling and tugging, I managed to get Alice to the top of the cellar steps. The witch was no longer peering out through the mirror. Was she on her way here now? We got through the bedroom and the kitchen and reached the back door, but when I opened it, my heart sank even lower. I could hear angry voices some distance away but getting nearer by the second. We began crossing the yard to the gate that led to the track at the front of the house. Alice was really trying, but she was gasping merely with the effort of walking, and beads of sweat were erupting on her brow. Suddenly she came to a halt.
“Can’t go any farther!” she sobbed. “Can’t take another step!”
“I’ll carry you!” I told her. “Mab said you’re bound for a hundred paces. If I can get you beyond that, maybe you’ll be all right.” And without waiting for a reply I caught her by the legs and heaved her up onto my right shoulder. Gripping my staff in my left hand, I went through the open gate, crossed the track, then plunged through the fast-flowing stream to the far bank. Now I felt better. Witches couldn’t cross running water, so I’d put a barrier between us and pursuit. They’d have to find a different route, maybe going miles out of their way. It had given us a head start back to Downham.
It was hard carrying Alice, and she kept moaning as if in pain. So I called out to her, “Are you all right, Alice?”
Her only reply was to give another groan, but there was nothing for it but to keep moving, so I gritted my teeth and strode on, heading north, with Pendle Hill on my left. I knew I would soon reach Witch Dell, so I moved to my right, farther east, hoping to give it as wide a berth as possible. Soon I came upon another stream. Hearing no sounds of pursuit, I eased Alice from my shoulder and down onto the grass at the water’s edge. To my dismay, her eyes were closed. Was she asleep or unconscious?
I called her name several times but received no response. I tried shaking her gently, but that did no good either. So, growing more concerned by the moment, I knelt down beside the stream, cupped my hands, and filled them with cold water. Next I allowed the water to drip and then flow onto Alice’s forehead. She gave a gasp and sat up straight, her eyes wild and fearful.
“It’s all right, Alice. We’ve gotten away. We’re safe—”
“Safe? How can we be safe? Come after us, they will. Won’t be far behind.”
“No,” I told her. “We forded the stream on the other side of the track. It’s running water, so they can’t cross.”
Alice shook her head. “Ain’t that easy, Tom. Most witches ain’t stupid. Lots of streams flow down that big ugly hill over there,” she said, pointing toward Pendle. “Would witches live where it was so difficult to get from place to place? They have ways and means, don’t they? They’ve built ‘witch dams’ in places where they’re really needed. Turn a handle and pulleys lower a big wooden board down into the water, cutting off the flow from upstream. Of course, it don’t take water that long to back up and flow around the board, but it’s more than enough time to allow a few witches to cross. They won’t be that far behind, if I’m not mistaken!”
No sooner had Alice finished talking than I heard someone shout from beyond the trees to our rear. It sounded like they were on our trail all right, and closing in.
“Can you walk?” I asked.
Alice nodded. “Think so,” she said, so I gripped her hand and helped her to her feet. “Carried me out of range of the binding, you did. It hurt a lot, but I’m almost free now. Though Mab’s still got that lock of my hair. Dread to think what other mischief she could get up to, using that. She has the advantage of me there, all right!”
We carried on north toward Downham. At first Alice seemed to find it difficult to walk, but with every step she appeared to grow a little stronger, and soon we were making reasonable progress. The trouble was, the sounds of pursuit were gradually getting closer. They were gaining on us.
As we climbed to the edge of Downham Moor and entered a small wood, Alice suddenly put her hand on my arm and brought us to a halt.
“What is it, Alice? We’ve got to keep going—”
“Something ahead, Tom. There’s a dead witch heading this way.”
I saw a hunched figure moving directly toward us through the trees, feet shuffling through last autumn’s soggy leaves. It would be one of the really strong witches who were able to leave the dell and hunt for prey. The witch was heading in our direction, but she didn’t seem to be moving very fast. We couldn’t go back because the Mouldheels weren’t too far behind, but we could move to the right or the left and give her a wide enough berth. But when I tried to lead Alice off the path, she put her hand on my arm again.
“No, Tom. It’ll be all right. I know this witch. It’s old Maggie Malkin. She’s family. They hanged her at Caster three years ago but let us bring her home for burial. Didn’t bury her though, did we? Carried her to the dell where she’d have company. And here she is now. Wonder if she’ll remember me. Don’t worry, Tom. This could be just what we need. . . .”
I moved away from Alice and readied my staff. I didn’t like the look of the dead witch one little bit. Her long dark gown was slimy and covered in patches of mold. There were leaves stuck to it—no doubt she buried herself under the trees to sleep away the daylight hours. Her eyes were open, but they bulged from their sockets as if about to pop out onto her cheeks, and her neck was too long, with her head twisted round to the left. And where the moonlight dappled through the trees, there was a faint silver trail behind her, the kind that a slug or snail leaves in its wake.
“Good to see you, Cousin Maggie,” Alice called out in a cheerful voice.
At that, the dead witch came to a halt. She was now no more than five paces away.
“Who speaks my name?” she croaked.
“It’s me, Alice Deane. Don’t you remember me, cousin?”
“My memory ain’t what it used to be,” sighed the witch. “Come closer, child, and let me see you.”
To my horror, Alice obeyed, stepping right up to Maggie, who put her hand on her shoulder and sniffed loudly at her three times. I wouldn’t have liked that hand touching me. Her long fingernails resembled the talons of a predatory bird.
“You’ve grown, child,” said the witch. “So much so that I hardly recognize you. But you still smell like family, and that’s enough for me. But who’s the stranger with you? Who’s the boy?”
“It’s my friend Tom,” Alice said.
The dead witch stared hard at me and sniffed the air. Then she frowned and opened her mouth to reveal two jagged rows of blackened teeth.
“He’s a strange one, that,” she said. “Don’t smell right and his shadow’s too long. He’s not good company for a young girl like you!”
A shaft of moonlight had pierced the trees, casting our shadows along the ground. My shadow was very long, at least twice the length of Alice’s and Maggie’s—something that always happens in moonlight. I never give it much thought. I’ve just gotten used to it.
“Better choose friends from your own kind,” continued the witch. “That’s what you should do. Anything else only ends in sorrow and regret. You’d be better off rid of him. Give him to me, that’s a good girl. The hunt ain’t gone well tonight, and my tongue is bone-dry. So give me the boy . . .”
With those words the dead witch thrust out her tongue so far that, momentarily, it hung well below her chin.
“No, Maggie—need something juicier than him, you do,” Alice said. “Ain’t got much meat on his bones, and his blood’s too thin for your taste. No, back yonder, that’s where the hunting’s good tonight,” she went on, pointing back the way we’d come. “Mouldheel blood is what you need.”
“Be there Mouldheels back there?” asked Maggie, raising her head and gazing through the trees while running her tongue over her lips. “Mouldheels, you say?”
“Enough to last you a week or more,” said Alice. “Mab and her sisters and more besides. You won’t go hungry tonight.”
Saliva began to dribble from the witch’s open mouth, dripping onto the moldy leaves at her feet. Then, without another word or even a glance back, she set off toward the sound of the voices to our rear. She was still shuffling, but her progress was far more rapid than before, while we carried on our journey, walking fast.
“Should keep ’em busy for a while,” Alice said with a grim smile. “Dead Maggie hates the Mouldheels. Pity we can’t stay and watch!”
Now that the immediate danger was over, my mind turned to other things. I was dreading the answer, but I just had to know.
“Did you find out anything about Jack and his family?” I asked Alice.
“Ain’t no easy way to tell you this, Tom,” she said. “But no point in not telling you the truth, is there?”
My heart lurched up into my mouth. “They’re not dead, are they?” I asked.
“Two days ago they were still alive,” Alice told me. “But they won’t be for long if something ain’t done. Got ’em locked away in the pits under Malkin Tower. The Malkins done it. My family are in the thick of it.” She shook her head. “Got your trunks, too.”



CHAPTER VII
 Alice’s Tale

WITHIN an hour or so we were knocking on the door of the presbytery. Both Father Stocks and the Spook had returned, and at first my master was angry that I’d gone off by myself.
As we sat down at the kitchen table, I noticed that the mirror above the fireplace had been turned to the wall. It was still dark, and Father Stocks had obviously taken that wise precaution against being spied on by witches.
My master made me give a detailed account of what had happened, and by the time I’d finished, Father Stocks had placed four bowls of hot chicken soup on the table. As my master clearly had no desire to face the witches just yet, it seemed we weren’t fasting, so I wolfed down the soup gratefully.
Of course, although I explained how we’d had to flee the Mouldheels, I didn’t mention that Alice had talked to the dead witch. I didn’t think that would be the kind of thing the Spook would like to hear. To him, it would be an indication of how close Alice still was to her family and how little we could trust her.
“Well, lad,” he said, dunking a big slice of crusty bread into his steaming soup, “though you were foolish to go off alone with that girl in the first place, all’s well that ends well. But now I’d like to hear what Alice has to say,” he went on, looking at her. “So start at the beginning and tell me everything that happened before Tom found you. Leave nothing out. The tiniest detail may be important.”
“Spent a day and a night sniffing around before the Mouldheels caught me,” Alice began. “Long enough to find things out. Went to talk to Agnes Sowerbutts, one of my aunts, and she told me most of it. Some things are as clear as the nose on your face. Ain’t too difficult to work out what’s going on there. But other things are a mystery. As I told Tom, his brother Jack and his family are prisoners in the dungeons under Malkin Tower. No surprise, that. No surprise either that the Malkins done it. Tom’s trunks are there, too. And having real trouble with them three big ones, they are. Got the little boxes open easy enough, but they can’t get into the big trunks. They don’t know what’s in ’em either. Just that it’s something well worth having—”
“How did they know about the trunks in the first place?” the Spook interrupted.
“Got themselves a seer,” Alice said. “Calls himself Tibb. Sees things at a distance, he does, but can’t see into the trunks. Just knows they’re worth opening. Knows about Tom, too; sees the future and thinks Tom’s a real serious threat. More dangerous even than you,” she said, nodding toward the Spook. “Can’t afford to let him grow up. Want Tom dead, the Malkins do. But first they want Tom’s keys—so that they can open his mam’s trunks.”
“Who is this so-called seer?” asked the Spook, a touch of disdain in his voice. “Was he born and bred in the County?”
My master didn’t believe that anyone could see into the future, but I’d witnessed a few things that made me think he could be wrong. Mam wrote to me before we finally faced the Priestown Bane. She’d predicted what was likely to happen and had been proved right.
“Born in the County, after a fashion, but Tibb ain’t human,” answered Alice. “One glance at him tells you that—”
“You’ve seen him?” asked the Spook.
“Seen him all right, and so has Tom. We saw him in a mirror. The Mouldheels kept me prisoner in a cellar most of the time, and there were mirrors in there, so they could keep an eye on me. But Tibb was too strong and used one of those Mouldheel mirrors to scry and spy for himself. He’s seen that I’m here, but more importantly he knows that Tom rescued me. Ugly, he is, with sharp teeth. Small but strong and dangerous. Only got three toes on each foot, too. No, he ain’t human—that’s for sure.”
“So where’s he from? I’ve not heard of him before,” said my master.
“Last Halloween the Malkins called a truce with the Deanes, and both covens got together to make Tibb. Put a big boar’s head in a cauldron and cooked it. Boiled off all the pig flesh and brains and made it into brawn. Each member of the covens spat into it thirteen times. Then they fed it to a sow. Seven months or so later they slit open the sow’s belly, and out crawled Tibb. Ain’t got much bigger since, but he’s stronger than a fully grown man.”
“Sounds more a tale of dreaming than waking,” said the Spook wryly, an edge of mockery in his voice. “Where did you hear it? From your aunt?”
“Some of it. The rest from the Mouldheel sisters—Mab, Beth, and Jennet. They caught me while I was skirting Bareleigh. But for Tom, they’d have put an end to me for sure. Tried to talk them into setting me free. Said I no longer belonged to my family. But they hurt me really bad. Made me say things I didn’t want to say. Sorry, Tom, but I couldn’t help myself. Told ’em about you, I did, and how you’d come to Pendle to try and rescue your family. Even told Mab where you were staying. I’m really sorry, but I couldn’t help myself. . . .”
Tears began to glisten in Alice’s eyes, and I went across and put my arm around her shoulder.
“No harm done,” I said.
“One other thing you should know,” she went on, biting at her bottom lip before taking a deep breath. “While I was a prisoner of the Mouldheels, the Deanes and Malkins came a-calling. Just a couple of each, that’s all. Talked round the fire outside, they did—I was too far away to hear most of what was said, but I think they were trying to persuade Mab to help them do something. But I clearly saw Mab shake her head and send them away.”
The Spook frowned in puzzlement. “Why would the Malkins and Deanes speak to a mere girl about something like that?” he asked.
“A lot’s changed since you were last here, John,” Father Stocks observed thoughtfully. “The Mouldheel coven is growing in power and starting to present a serious challenge to the other two. And it’s a new generation that’s responsible. Mab can’t be much more than fourteen, but she’s more menacing than a witch twice that age. She’s already the leader of the whole clan, and the others fear her. It’s said that she’s an expert scryer and can read the future better than any witch has ever done before. Perhaps this Tibb is something the Malkins have bred to counter her growing power.”
“Then let’s hope she doesn’t change her mind and join with the other covens,” the Spook said gravely. “Tibb sees things at a distance, you say,” he continued, directing his words toward Alice. “Is it a type of long-sniffing?”
“Long-sniffing and scrying together, it is,” explained Alice. “But he can’t do it all the time. Needs to drink fresh human blood.”
A hush fell over the room. I could see that Father Stocks and the Spook were thinking about what had been said. Scrying was the term witches used for prophecy. The Spook didn’t believe in it, but I could tell that he was disturbed by the way Tibb had found out about Mam’s trunks. The more I’d heard, the worse the situation seemed. From the first time the Spook had warned me that we’d be traveling to Pendle to deal with the witches, I’d had serious misgivings. How could he possibly hope to deal with so many? And what were we going to do now that Jack and his family were prisoners in the dungeons under Malkin Tower?
“Why did they take them?” I asked. “They’d gotten the trunks. Why didn’t they just leave them behind?”
“Sometimes witches do things just for badness,” Alice answered. “Might easily have killed them before leaving the farm. Capable of that, they are. But most likely they took ’em alive because they’re your family. Need the keys, they do, and hostages are a way to put pressure on you.”
“We know where Jack, Ellie, and Mary are now,” I said, my anger and impatience growing. “What are we going to do about getting them free? How are we going to do it?”
“I think there’s only one thing we can do, lad,” said the Spook. “Get help. My plan was to spend the summer and the autumn harrying our enemies; trying to divide the clans. Now we’ve got to act quickly. Father Stocks has suggested something that I’m not entirely happy with, but he’s convinced me that it’s the only way we’ll have any chance at all of saving your family.”
“There’s an element of risk involved, I’ll grant you that. But what other choice do we have?” asked Father Stocks. “There are some rough elements living in those three villages, who either willingly or through fear of the covens lend them their support. Then there are the clan menfolk, of course. And even if we could somehow fight our way past them, Malkin Tower is formidable indeed. It’s built of good County stone and has a moat, a drawbridge, and a stout wooden door studded with iron beyond that. In effect it’s a small castle.
“So, young Tom, this is what I propose. Tomorrow you and I will walk over to the big house at Read and speak to the local magistrate there. As next of kin to those who were abducted, you’ll have to make a formal complaint. The magistrate’s name is Roger Nowell and until about five years ago he was high sheriff at Caster. He’s an esquire, one rank below a knight, and also a good, honest man. We’ll see if we can persuade him to take action.”
“Aye,” said the Spook, “and during his period of office at Caster, not one single witch was brought to trial. As we well know, those charged are usually falsely accused anyway, but it does tell us a lot about him. You see, he doesn’t believe in witchcraft. He’s a rationalist. A man of common sense. For him witches simply don’t exist—”
“How can he think like that when he lives in Pendle, of all places?” I asked.
“Some people have closed minds,” my master answered. “And it’s in the interests of the Pendle clans to keep his mind closed. So he’s allowed to see and hear nothing that could make him the least bit suspicious.”
“But, of course, we won’t be bringing any charges of witchcraft,” Father Stocks said, pulling a piece of paper from his cassock and holding it up. “Robbery and kidnapping are what Master Nowell will understand. Here I have accounts by two witnesses who saw your brother and his family being taken through Goldshaw Booth on the way to Malkin Tower. I wrote out their testimony yesterday and they made their mark. You see, not everyone in that Devil’s Triangle is in league with witches or afraid for their own skin. But I’ve promised them that they’ll remain anonymous. Otherwise their lives wouldn’t be worth a wisp of straw. But it’ll be enough to get Nowell to act.”
I wasn’t that happy with what was being proposed. The Spook had also expressed reservations. But something had to be done, and I couldn’t think of an alternative plan.
Father Stocks’s cottage had four upstairs rooms, so there was accommodation for three guests. We had a few hours’ sleep and were up at dawn. Then, after a breakfast of cold mutton, the Spook and Alice stayed behind while I accompanied the priest south. This time we took the westerly route, traveling with Pendle Hill to our left.
“Read is south of Sabden, Tom,” the priest explained, “but even if we were heading for Bareleigh, this would be the way I’d go. It’s safer. You were lucky to get through that dell in one piece last night.”
I was traveling without my cloak and staff so as not to draw attention to myself. Not only was it witch country, but Master Nowell didn’t believe in witchcraft, so he probably wouldn’t have much time for spooks or their apprentices. Nor did I take any weapons that could be used against the dark. I trusted Father Stocks to get us safely to Read and back before sunset. And, as he’d explained, we’d be traveling on the safer side of the hill.
After about an hour we halted and slaked our thirst with the cold waters of a stream. When we’d drunk our fill Father Stocks pulled off his boots and socks, sat down on the bank, and dangled his bare feet in the fast-flowing water.
“That feels good,” he said with a smile.
I nodded and smiled back. I sat near the bank, but I didn’t bother to take off my own boots. It was a pleasant morning; the sun was starting to take the chill from the air and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. We were in a picturesque spot, and the nearby trees didn’t obscure our view of Pendle Hill. Today it looked different, somehow friendlier, and its green slopes were dotted with white spots, some of them moving.
“Lots of sheep up there,” I said, nodding toward the hill. Closer by, beyond the stream, the field was also full of sheep and bleating, almost fully grown lambs, soon to be separated from their mothers. It seemed cruel, but farming was a livelihood and they’d end up at the butcher’s.
“Aye,” said the priest. “This is sheep country without a doubt. That’s the wealth of Pendle up there. We produce the best mutton in the County, and some make a very good living. Mind you, there’s real poverty to balance it. A lot gain their bread by begging. One of the things about being a priest that gives me real satisfaction is trying to alleviate that need. In effect I become a beggar myself. I beg parishioners to put money in the collection plate. I beg for clothes and food. Then I give it to the poor. It’s very worthwhile.”
“More worthwhile than being a spook, Father?” I asked.
Father Stocks smiled. “For me, Tom, the answer must be yes. But everyone must follow their own path. . . .”
“What made you finally decide that it was better to be a priest than a spook?” I asked.
Father Stocks looked at me hard for a moment, then frowned. It seemed that he wasn’t going to answer, and I feared that my bluntness had offended him. When he finally spoke, he seemed to choose his words carefully.
“Perhaps it was the moment when I finally realized just how dark things were getting. I saw how hard John Gregory worked, dealing with this threat here and that danger there. Constantly risking his life, yet never managing to solve the real problem—that of the evil at the very heart of the world, which is far too big for us to cope with alone. We poor humans need the help of a higher power. We need the help of God.”
“So you absolutely believe in God?” I asked. “You’ve no doubts?”
“Oh, yes, Tom. I believe in God and I have no doubts at all. And I also believe in the power of prayer. What’s more, my vocation gives me the opportunity to help others. That’s why I’ve become a priest.”
I nodded and smiled. It was a good enough answer from a good man. I hadn’t known Father Stocks long, but already I liked him and could understand why the Spook had called him a friend.
We walked on until, at last, we reached a gate; beyond it were wide, verdant lawns where red deer grazed. They were planted with copses of trees, seemingly positioned to please the eye.
“Here we are,” said Father Stocks. “This is Read Park.”
“But where’s the big house?” I asked. There was no sign of a building of any kind, and I wondered if it was hidden behind some trees.
“This is just the laund, Tom—which is another name for a deer park. All this land belongs to Read Hall. It’ll be awhile before we reach the hall itself and the inner grounds. And it’s a dwelling that befits a man who was once high sheriff of the whole County.”



CHAPTER VIII
 Mistress Wurmalde

SET in its own grounds within the laund, Read Hall was the most impressive rural dwelling I’d ever seen, more akin to a palace than the home of a country gentleman. Wide gates gave access to an even wider gravel carriageway that led straight up to the front door. From there, the gravel forked right and left, giving entry to the back of the building. The hall itself was three stories high, with an imposing main entrance. Two ivy-covered wings extending to the front formed an open, three-walled courtyard. I regarded the expanse of mullioned windows with astonishment, wondering how many bedrooms there must be.
“Does the magistrate have a large family?” I asked, regarding Read Hall in amazement.
“Roger Nowell’s family did live with him here once,” Father Stocks replied, “but, sadly, his wife died a few years ago. He has two grown-up daughters who’ve found themselves good husbands to the south of the County. His only son is in the army, and that’s where he’ll stay until Master Nowell dies and the lad comes back to inherit the hall and land.”
“It must be strange to live alone in such a big house,” I observed.
“Oh, he’s not exactly alone, Tom. He has servants to cook and clean and, of course, his housekeeper, Mistress Wurmalde. She’s a very formidable woman who manages things very efficiently. But in some ways she’s not at all what you’d expect from someone in her position. A stranger who was unaware of the true situation might take her to be the mistress of the house. I’ve always found her courteous and intelligent, but some say she’s got above herself and puts on airs and graces beyond the call of her station. She’s certainly changed things in recent years. Once, when I visited Read Hall, I knocked at the front door. But now only knights and esquires are welcomed there. We’ll have to use the tradesmen’s entrance at the side.”
So, rather than leading us up to that imposing front door, Father Stocks took us down the side of the house, with ornamental shrubs and trees to our right, until finally we halted before a small door. He knocked politely three times. After we’d been waiting almost a minute, he knocked again, this time more loudly. A few moments later a maid opened the door and blinked nervously into the sunlight.
Father Stocks asked to speak to Master Nowell, and we were shown into a large, dark-paneled hallway. The maid scuttled away, and we were left waiting there for several more minutes. The deep silence reminded me of being in church until it was broken by the sound of approaching footsteps. But instead of the gentleman that I’d expected, a woman stood before us, regarding us critically. Immediately, from what the priest had said, I knew that this was Mistress Wurmalde.
In her late thirties or thereabouts, she was tall for a woman and carried herself proudly, shoulders back and head held high. Her abundant dark hair was swept sideways over her ears like a great lion’s mane—a style that suited her well, for it displayed her strong features to good effect.
Two other attributes attracted my gaze, so that it involuntarily flicked rapidly between them: her lips and her eyes. She concentrated upon the priest and didn’t look at me directly, but I could tell that her eyes were bold and piercing; I felt that had she so much as glanced at me, she would have been able to see right into my soul. As for her lips, they were so pale that they resembled those of a corpse. They were large and full, and despite their want of color she was clearly a woman of great strength and vitality.
Yet it was her clothes that gave me the greatest surprise. I’d never seen a woman dressed in such a way. She wore a gown of the finest black silk with a white ruff at the collar, and that gown contained enough material to dress another twenty. The skirts flared at the hip to fall in a wide bell shape that touched the floor, obscuring her shoes. How many layers of silk would you need to achieve an effect like that? It must have cost a lot of money; such apparel was surely more suitable for a royal court.
“You are very welcome, Father,” she said. “But to what do we owe the honor of your visit? And who is your companion?”
The priest gave a little bow. “I wish to speak to Master Nowell,” he replied. “And this is Tom Ward, a visitor to Pendle.”
For the first time Mistress Wurmalde’s eyes fixed directly upon mine, and I saw them widen slightly. Then her nostrils flared, and she gave a short sniff in my direction. And in that contact, which lasted no more than a second at most, an ice-cold chill passed from the back of my head and down into my spine. I knew that I was in the presence of someone who dealt with the dark. I was filled with the certain conviction that the woman was a witch. And in that instant I realized that she also knew what I was. A moment of recognition had passed between us.
A frown began before quickly correcting itself, and she smiled coldly, turning back to the priest. “I’m sorry, Father, but that won’t be possible today. Master Nowell is extremely busy. I suggest that you try again tomorrow—perhaps in the afternoon?”
Father Stocks colored slightly, but then he straightened his back, and when he spoke, his voice was filled with determination. “I must apologize for the interruption, Mistress Wurmalde, but I wish to speak to Master Nowell in his capacity as magistrate. The business is urgent and will not wait.”
Mistress Wurmalde nodded, but she didn’t look at all happy. “Be so good as to wait here,” she instructed us. “I’ll see what I can do.”
We waited there in the hallway. Full of anxiety, I desperately wanted to tell Father Stocks my concerns about Mistress Wurmalde but feared that she might return at any moment. However, she sent the maid, who led us into a large study that rivaled the Spook’s Chipenden library both in size and in the number of books it contained. But while the Spook’s books came in all shapes and sizes and in a wide variety of covers, these were all richly bound in identical fine brown leather. Bound, it seemed to me, more for display than to be read.
The study was cheerful and warm, lit by a blazing log fire to our left, above which was a large mirror with an ornate gilt frame. Master Nowell was writing at his desk when we entered. It was covered in papers and was a contrast to the tidiness of the shelves. He rose to his feet and greeted us with a smile. He was a man in his early fifties, broad of shoulder and trim of waist. His face was weatherbeaten—he looked more like a farmer than a magistrate, so I supposed he liked the outdoor life. He greeted Father Stocks warmly, nodded pleasantly in my direction, and invited us to sit down. We pulled two chairs closer to the desk, and the priest wasted no time in stating the purpose of our visit. He finished by handing Nowell the piece of paper on which he’d written down the testimonies of the two witnesses from Goldshaw Booth.
The magistrate read them quickly and looked up. “And you say, Father, that they would swear under oath to the facts stated here?”
“Without a doubt. But we must guarantee that they remain anonymous.”
“Good,” said Nowell. “It’s about time the villains in that tower were dealt with once and for all. This may be just what we need to do it. Can you write, boy?” he asked, looking at me.
I nodded, and he pushed a sheet of paper toward me. “State the names and ages of the kidnapped, together with descriptions of the goods taken. Then sign it at the bottom.”
I did as he asked, then returned the paper to him. “I’ll send for the constable, and then we’ll pay a visit to Malkin Tower. Don’t worry, boy. We’ll have your family safe and sound by nightfall.”
It was as we turned to leave that, out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw something move in the mirror. I might have been mistaken, but it looked like a brief flash of black silk, which vanished the very moment I looked directly at it. I wondered if Wurmalde had been spying on us.
Within the hour we were heading for Malkin Tower.
The magistrate led the way, seated high on a big roan mare. Just behind and to his left was the parish constable, a dour-faced man called Barnes, dressed in black and riding a smaller gray horse. Both were armed: Roger Nowell had a sword at his hip, while the constable carried a stout stick with a whip hooked to his saddle. Father Stocks and I rode in an open cart, sharing the discomfort with the two bailiffs the constable had brought along. They sat beside us silently, nursing cudgels but not making eye contact, and I had a strong feeling that they didn’t want to be on the road to the tower. The driver of the cart was one of Nowell’s servants, a man called Cobden, who nodded once to the priest and muttered “Father,” but completely ignored me.
The road was pitted and uneven and the ride gave us a good jolting so that I couldn’t wait for it to end. We could have made better time on foot by traveling across country, I thought, rather than keeping to the roads and tracks. But nobody asked my opinion, so I just had to put up with it. And I’d other things to distract me from the discomfort of that cart.
My anxiety regarding Jack, Ellie, and their child was building. What if they’d been moved already? Then darker thoughts rose up, even though I tried my best to thrust them to the back of my mind. What if they’d been murdered and their bodies hidden where they’d never be found? A lump suddenly came into my throat. After all, what had they done wrong? They didn’t deserve that—Mary was just a child. And then there’d be a fourth life lost—Ellie’s unborn baby, the son that Jack had always wanted. It was all my fault. If I hadn’t been apprenticed to the Spook, none of this would have happened. The Malkins and the Deanes said they wanted me dead: It had to be something to do with the work I was training for.
Despite the presence of Magistrate Nowell and his constable, I wasn’t very optimistic about our chances of getting into Malkin Tower. What if the Malkins just refused to open the door? After all, it was very thick and studded with iron—I wondered if that caused a problem for the witches, and then remembered that there were other clan members to open and close it. There was even a moat. It seemed to me that Nowell was relying upon their fear of the law and of the consequences of resisting. But he didn’t know that he was dealing with real witches, and I wasn’t too confident in the power of a sword and a few cudgels to sort everything out.
There was also the problem of Mistress Wurmalde for me to think about. My instincts screamed out at me that she was a witch. And yet she was the housekeeper of Magistrate Nowell, the foremost representative of the law in Pendle and a man who, despite all that had happened in this area of the County, was convinced that witches did not exist. Did that disbelief result from the fact that he was himself bewitched? Was she using glamour and fascination—the witch powers the Spook had described?
What should I do about it? No point in telling Nowell, but I did need to tell Father Stocks and the Spook just as soon as I got the chance. I’d wanted to tell the priest before we set off for the tower, but I hadn’t really had the chance.
While those thoughts were whirling through my head, we climbed upward through the village of Goldshaw Booth. The main street was deserted, but lace curtains twitched as we passed. I felt certain that word of our coming would already have been carried to Malkin Tower. They would be waiting for us.
We entered Crow Wood, and I saw the tower when we were still some distance away. It rose above the trees, dark and impressive like something made to withstand the assault of an army. Set within a clearing, on a slight elevation of the ground, it was oval in shape, its girth at its widest point at least twice that of the Spook’s Chipenden house. The tower was three times the height of the largest of the surrounding trees and there were battlements on top, a low castellated wall for armed men to shelter behind. That meant there had to be a way up onto the roof from inside. About halfway up the wall there were also narrow windows without glass, slits in the stone through which an archer could fire.
As we entered the clearing and moved closer, I could see that the drawbridge was raised and the moat was deep and wide. The cart came to a halt, so I clambered down, eager to stretch my legs. Father Stocks and the two bailiffs followed my lead. We were all staring toward the tower, but nothing was happening.
After a minute Nowell gave a sigh of impatience, rode right up to the edge of the moat, and called out in a loud voice, “Open up in the name of the law!”
For a moment there was silence but for the breathing of the horses.
Then a female voice called down from one of the arrow slits. “Be patient while we lower the bridge. Be patient while we prepare the way.”
No sooner had she spoken than there was the grinding of a capstan and a clanking of chains; slowly the bridge began to descend. I could see the system clearly now. The chains were attached to the corners of the heavy wooden drawbridge and led through slits in the rock to a chamber within the tower. No doubt several people would now be employed turning the capstan to release the length of chain. Then, as the bridge jerked downward, I saw the formidable iron-studded door that had been hidden behind it. It was at least as strong as the thick stone walls. Surely nothing could break through those stout defenses.
At last the drawbridge was in position, and we waited expectantly for the huge door to be opened. I began to feel nervous. How many people were in the tower? There’d be witches and their supporters, while there were only seven of us. Once we were inside, they could simply close the door behind us and we’d be sealed off from the world, prisoners ourselves.
But nothing happened, and there was no sound from within the tower. Nowell turned and gestured for Constable Barnes to join him by the moat, where he gave him some instructions. The constable immediately dismounted and began to cross the drawbridge. When he reached the door, he began to pound on the metal with his fist. At that sound, a flock of crows fluttered up from the trees behind the tower and began a raucous cawing.
There was no answer, so the constable banged again. Immediately I caught a glimpse of movement on the battlements above him. A figure in black seemed to lean forward. A second later, a dark liquid showered down onto the head of the unfortunate constable, and he jumped back with a curse. There was a cackle of laughter from above, followed by the sound of more laughing and jeers from within the tower.
The constable returned to his horse, rubbing his eyes. His hair was saturated and his jerkin spattered with dark stains. He remounted, shaking his head, and both he and the magistrate rode back toward us; they were talking animatedly, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. They came to a halt facing us, close enough for me to get a whiff of what had been poured over Constable Barnes: the contents of a chamber pot. The smell was really bad.
“I shall ride to Colne immediately, Father,” Nowell said, his face florid with anger. “Those who defy the law and treat it with contempt deserve the full consequences. I know the commander of the army garrison there. I think this is a task for the military.”
He started to ride away eastward, then halted and called back over his shoulder. “I’ll stay at the barracks and be back just as soon as I can with the help we need. In the meantime, Father, tell Mistress Wurmalde that you’re my guest for the night. You and the boy.”
With that, the magistrate rode off at a canter while we climbed back up into the cart. I didn’t look forward to a night spent at Read Hall. How could I sleep when a witch was in the house?
My heart was also heavy at the thought of Jack and his family having to spend another night in the dungeons below the tower. I wasn’t too optimistic that the arrival of soldiers from the barracks would solve things quickly. There was still the problem of the thick stone walls and the iron-studded door.
Soon we were trundling our way back toward Read Hall. The constable rode slightly ahead and nothing much was said but for a short exchange between the two men who shared the cart with us.
“Constable Barnes don’t look happy,” one said with the merest hint of a smile.
“If he keeps downwind, I will be!” replied his companion.
On our way back down through Goldshaw Booth, there were more people on the main street. Some seemed to be going about their business while others lounged on corners. A few were standing in open doorways, gazing out expectantly as if waiting for us to pass through. There were a few catcalls and jeers and a rotten apple was hurled at us from behind, just missing the constable’s head. He turned his horse angrily and unfurled his whip, but it was impossible to identify the culprit. To more jeers, we continued down the main street, and I was relieved when we were in open countryside again.
As we reached the gates of Read Hall, Constable Barnes spoke for the first time since we’d begun our journey back. “Well, Father, we’ll leave you now. We’ll meet here at the gates an hour after dawn, and back to the tower we go!”
Father Stocks and I clambered down, opened the gates, and after closing them behind us, began to walk up the carriageway between the lawns, while the constable rode away and Cobden continued in the same direction, presumably taking the two bailiffs home before returning to Read Hall. This was my chance to tell the priest about Nowell’s housekeeper.
“Father, I’ve something to tell you about Mistress Wurmalde—”
“Oh, don’t let her bother you, Tom. Her snobbery just comes from an inflated sense of pride. The fact that she looked down her nose at you is her problem, not yours. But at heart she’s a good woman. None of us is perfect.”
“No, Father,” I told him, “it’s not that at all. It’s far worse. She belongs to the dark. She’s a malevolent witch.”
Father Stocks halted. I stopped, too, and he stared at me hard. “Are you sure about that, Tom? Malevolent or falsely accused—which one is it?”
“When she looked at me, I felt cold. Really cold. I sometimes feel like that when something from the dark is near—”
“Sometimes or always, Tom? Did you feel it when you went off alone with young Mab Mouldheel? If so, why did you go?”
“I mostly feel cold from the dead or those who are part of the dark, but it’s not always the case. But when it’s as strong as it was with Mistress Wurmalde, then there can be no doubt about it. Not in my mind. And I’m sure she was short-sniffing me.”
“Perhaps she has a slight head cold, lad. Don’t forget that I’m a seventh son of a seventh son, too,” said Father Stocks, “and I also feel this warning, this cold you’re talking about. But I must tell you that I’ve never once felt it in the presence of Mistress Wurmalde.”
I didn’t know what to say. I’d felt the warning cold for sure and seen her sniffing. Could I have been wrong?
“Look, Tom, what you tell me isn’t proof, is it?” the priest continued. “But let’s be on our guard and think about it some more. See if you feel the same when you meet Mistress Wurmalde again.”
“I’d rather spend the night somewhere else,” I said. “When Mistress Wurmalde looked at me, she realized immediately that I knew she was a witch. It’s a warm enough night. I’d be happy to sleep under the stars. I’d feel a lot safer, too.”
“No, Tom,” Father Stocks insisted. “We’ll sleep at Read Hall. That would be wiser. Even if you are right about Mistress Wurmalde, she’s lived here undetected for several years and has a comfortable life—one that the role of housekeeper won’t give her elsewhere. She won’t do anything to undermine that or give herself away, so I think we’ll be safe enough for one night, don’t you? Am I right?”
When I nodded uncertainly, Father Stocks patted my shoulder. We continued toward the house and walked up to the side door for the second time that day. Once again, the same maid answered the priest’s knock. But, to my relief, we didn’t have to talk to Mistress Wurmalde again.
Upon being informed that her master had ridden to Colne to speak to the commander of the garrison there, and that we were to be guests at Read Hall, the maid went off to tell Mistress Wurmalde. She soon returned alone and showed us into the kitchen, where we were given a light supper. It was cold mutton again, but I didn’t complain. Once we were alone, Father Stocks blessed the food quickly, then ate heartily. I just looked at the cold meat and pushed my plate away, but it wasn’t because it looked so unappetizing.
Father Stocks smiled at me across the kitchen table; he knew that I was fasting, preparing for danger from the dark.
“Eat up, Tom—you’ll be safe enough tonight, I promise you,” he told me. “We’ll face the dark soon enough, but not in Magistrate Nowell’s house. Witch or no witch, Mistress Wurmalde will be forced to keep her distance.”
“I’d rather play safe, Father,” I told him.
“Suit yourself, Tom. But you’ll need all your strength in the morning. It’s likely to be a difficult and anxious day.”
I didn’t need reminding about it, but I still declined to eat.
When the maid returned, she glanced crossly at my full plate, but rather than clearing the table she offered to show us up to our rooms.
They were adjacent and on the top story, at the front of the east wing of the house, facing the wide gates. My room had a large mirror directly above the bed, and I immediately turned it to the wall. Now, at least, no witch would be able to spy on me using that. Next I raised the sash window and peered out, drawing in gulps of the cool night air. I was determined not to sleep.
Soon it started to grow dark, and somewhere far away an owl hooted. It had been a long day, and it became harder and harder to stay awake. But then I heard noises. First the crack of a whip and then horses’ hooves pounding gravel. The sounds seemed to be coming from the rear of the house. To my astonishment, a coach and four came round the side and continued down the carriageway toward the gates. And what a coach! I’d never seen anything like it in my life.
It was black as ebony and so highly polished that I could see the moon and stars reflected in it. The horses were also black and wore dark plumes, and as I watched, the driver cracked his whip above their backs. I couldn’t be certain, but I thought it was Cobden, the man who’d driven our cart to Malkin Tower. Again, although it was difficult to be sure at that distance, it looked as if the gates had opened by themselves and then closed after the coach had gone through. There was certainly no sign of anyone in the vicinity.
And who was inside that coach? It was impossible to see through the windows because of the dark curtains behind the glass, but it was a carriage fit for a king or queen. Was Mistress Wurmalde inside? If so, where was she going and why? I was now wide awake. I felt sure she’d return before dawn.



CHAPTER IX
 Footprints

I watched for half an hour and nothing happened. The moon drifted slowly down toward the west, and at one point there was a brief but heavy shower of rain, a furious cloudburst that left copious puddles on the carriageway. But soon the rain cloud floated away and the moon bathed everything in its yellow light once more. About another fifteen minutes passed, and I was now struggling to keep awake, my eyes beginning to close, my head starting to nod, when suddenly I was jerked alert by the hoot of an owl somewhere in the darkness. Then I heard the distant sound of galloping horses and carriage wheels.
The coach was heading straight for the gates; just when the lead horses seemed about to crash right into them, they opened of their own accord. This time I saw it clearly. An instant later the coach was racing toward the house, the driver cracking his whip as if his very life depended on it, only slowing the horses as they reached the fork that would bring them round to the rear of the house.
Suddenly I knew that I had to see if Mistress Wurmalde was in that coach. I had to be sure it was her, and I had a strong feeling that I would see something vital. One of the back bedrooms would afford such a view. I assumed the servants had their own quarters, so apart from the priest and me there should be nobody on this floor. At least I hoped not.
Nevertheless, I stepped out into the corridor cautiously and listened. All I could hear was loud snores from Father Stocks’s bedroom, so I walked down the short passageway opposite until I reached a row of bedroom doors. I eased open the first one and crept inside, trying to make as little sound as possible. It was empty and the curtains were drawn back, allowing a narrow silver shaft of moonlight to enter. Quickly I walked over to the window and, keeping in the shadow of the curtain, peered out. I was just in time. Below was a gravel courtyard pitted with puddles of rainwater. The coach had halted close to a flagged path that led to a door down to my right. I watched the driver climb out and this time got a good look at his face. It was Cobden. He opened the carriage door wide and stepped back, giving a low bow.
Mistress Wurmalde climbed down very slowly and cautiously, as if she were afraid of falling; then she stepped carefully across the gravel and up onto the flagged path before sweeping on more swiftly toward the door, the hem of her bell-shaped skirt brushing the ground, her haughty head held high, her gaze stern and imperious. Cobden ran ahead and opened the door for her, again giving a low bow. A maid was waiting just beyond the doorway; she curtsied as Wurmalde entered. When the door closed, Cobden went back to the coach and drove it out of sight behind the stables.
I was just about to leave the window and go back to my own room when I noticed something that sent a chill straight to my heart. Although the gravel was still waterlogged, the flagged path was quite dry and Mistress Wurmalde’s footprints were clearly visible alongside those of the driver.
I stared at them, hardly able to believe what I was seeing. Her pointy wet footprints started at the end of the path and went right up to the door. But there was a set of smaller footprints between them. Three-toed animal footprints, no larger than those of a very small child. But not those of a creature that walked on all fours. And in a moment of horror I understood. . . .
Where she’d been I didn’t know, but she hadn’t returned alone. Those voluminous bell-shaped skirts had served a purpose. Tibb had been hiding beneath them. And now he was inside Read Hall.
In a panic, remembering the ugly, terrifying face in the mirror in that cellar, I turned away from the window and walked quickly back toward my room. Why had she brought him here in such a hurry? Was it something to do with me? Suddenly I realized what he wanted. Tibb was a seer. Whether or not he could see into the future, he could certainly see things at a distance better than any witch. That was how the Pendle covens had discovered the trunks in the first place. And Tibb must also know where the keys were—that I was wearing them around my neck. That’s why he’d been brought to Read Hall in the night. Mistress Wurmalde couldn’t risk acting against me while I was under Nowell’s roof. But Tibb could!
I had to get out of the house, but I couldn’t just leave without waking Father Stocks and warning him of the danger, so I went directly to his bedroom and rapped lightly on the door. He was still snoring loudly, so I eased open the door and stepped into the room. The curtains were closed, but a candle sent out a flickering yellow light.
Father Stocks was lying on the bed on his back; he hadn’t bothered to get undressed and climb between the sheets. Having told me that we’d be safe in Read Hall, it seemed he’d chosen to ready himself for any threat that might come in the night.
I walked up to the edge of the bed and looked down at him. His mouth was wide open and the snoring was very loud, his lips wobbling each time he breathed out. I leaned forward, put my hand on his near shoulder, and shook him gently. There was no response. I shook him again more urgently, then bent my head so that my mouth was very close to his left ear.
“Father Stocks,” I whispered. Then I raised my voice and called his name again.
Still he didn’t respond. His face looked flushed. I put my hand on his forehead and found it to be very warm indeed. Was he ill?
Then the truth sank like lead into my stomach. The Pendle witches were notorious for their skillful use of poisons. I hadn’t eaten the mutton. Father Stocks had! Some poisons were extremely toxic. A finely ground toadstool could have been sprinkled on the meat. Some toadstools could stop your heart in an instant; others took far longer to have an effect.
But surely Mistress Wurmalde wouldn’t risk killing Father Stocks? Not under her own roof. She just wanted him in a deep sleep until morning, to allow time for Tibb to get to me. He was here to get my keys.
But couldn’t she have done that anyway, with no risk to herself? Then I understood. The maid must have reported that I’d not touched my supper. That’s why she’d gone for Tibb. He would help her get the keys anyway, whether I slept or not!
The room seemed to spin. My heart racing, I strode to the door, walked along the corridor, and started to descend the stairs. I had to get away from Read Hall, then back to Downham, in order to warn the Spook about the additional threat posed by Mistress Wurmalde. Where did she fit into the Pendle covens? And what was her part in their wicked schemes?
The dark, wood-paneled hallway had three doors: one led to the study, the second to the kitchen, and the third to the drawing room. Tibb could be anywhere, but I didn’t want to meet Mistress Wurmalde either. She lived in the manner of the lady of the house and was, no doubt, used to being waited on hand and foot; she’d rarely visit the kitchen except to give orders, and nobody would be preparing food at this time of night. So without hesitation I opened the kitchen door. From there I’d be able to get out into the yard and make my escape.
Immediately I realized my mistake. Lit by a shaft of moonlight from the window, Mistress Wurmalde was standing by the table between me and the door. It was as if she’d been waiting for me and knew which route I’d take to make my escape. Had that knowledge been given to her by Tibb? I avoided her gaze, and my eyes swept the room: It was gloomy and there were lots of dark corners. There was no sign of Tibb, but he was small. He could be hiding anywhere in the shadows—perhaps under the table or in a cupboard. Maybe he was still sheltering under her skirts?
“If you’d eaten your supper, you wouldn’t be hungry now,” she said, her voice as cold and threatening as a sharp steel blade.
I looked at her but didn’t reply. I was tensed, ready to run for it. But for all I knew, Tibb was somewhere behind me.
“That is why you’re here now in my kitchen in the dead of night, isn’t it? Or were you thinking of leaving without even a word of thanks for the hospitality you’ve received?”
Her voice had changed slightly. Meeting her in Father Stocks’s presence, I hadn’t noticed it, but now I detected a hint of a foreign accent. With a shock I realized that it was similar to that in Mam’s voice.
“If I’d eaten my supper, I’d be in the same condition as Father Stocks,” I told her bluntly. “That’s the sort of hospitality I can do without.”
“Well, boy, you don’t mince your words—I’ll give you that. So I’ll be equally blunt. We have your trunks and we need the keys. Why don’t you give them to me now and save yourself a great deal of trouble and heartache?”
“The keys belong to me and so do the trunks,” I told her.
“Of course they do,” Mistress Wurmalde replied, “and that’s why we’re willing to buy them from you.”
“They’re not for sale.”
“Oh, I think they are. Especially when you hear the high price that we are willing to pay. In exchange for the trunks and the keys, we will give you the lives of your family. Otherwise . . .”
I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. I was stunned by her offer.
“Well now, that’s made you think, hasn’t it?” she said, a gloating smile spreading across her face.
How could I refuse to give her the keys? She’d implied that my refusal would result in the deaths of Jack, Ellie, and Mary. And yet, despite the pain in my heart, there was a very good reason to refuse. The trunks must be very important to the witch covens. They might contain something—perhaps knowledge of some sort—that could increase the threat from the dark. As Mr. Gregory had said, there was more at stake here than the safety of my family. I needed time. Time to speak to my master. And there was something else here that was strange. Witches were very strong. So why didn’t she just take the keys from me by force?
“I need some time to think,” I told her. “I can’t just decide now—”
“I will allow you one hour, and not a moment longer,” she said. “Return to your room and think it over. Then come back here and give me your answer.”
“No,” I protested. “That’s not enough time. I need a day. A day and a night.”
Mistress Wurmalde frowned, and anger flashed into her eyes. She took a step toward me: Her skirts rustled and the sound of her pointy shoes made two hard clicks on the cold flags of the kitchen. “Time to think is a luxury that you can ill afford,” she told me. “Have you got an imagination, boy?”
I nodded. My mouth was too dry to speak.
“Then let me paint a picture for you. Imagine a grim dungeon, dark and dreary, crawling with vermin and rats. Imagine a bone pit, redolent of the tormented dead, its stench an affront to high heaven. No daylight reaches it from the upper ground, and just one small candle is allowed each day, a few hours of flickering yellow light to illuminate the horror of that place. Your brother Jack is bound to a pillar. He rants and raves; his eyes are wild, his face gaunt, his mind in hell. Some of it is our doing, but most of the blame must fall to you and yours. Yes, it is your fault that he suffers.”
“How can it be my fault?” I asked angrily.
“Because you are your mother’s son, and you have inherited the work that she has done. Both the work and the blame,” said Mistress Wurmalde.
“What do you know of my mother?” I demanded, stung by her words.
“We are old enemies,” she said, almost spitting the words out. “And we come from the same land—she from the barbarous north, I from more sophisticated southern climes. And we know each other well. Many times in the past we have struggled against each other. But my chance for revenge has now arrived, and I will prevail despite all that she can do. She is home now, but still exerts her strength against us. You see, we could not go into the room where the trunks were stored. Entry was forbidden to us. She forbade it from afar, weaving her power into a barrier we could not cross. In retaliation we beat your brother until his blood flowed, but he was stubborn, and when that failed to move him, we threatened to hurt his woman and child. At last he did our bidding and went inside to bring forth the trunks. But the room was not kind to him. Perhaps it was because he betrayed you. You see, jealous of your inheritance, he secretly had a copy made when your own key was in his possession. Within minutes of surrendering the trunks into our keeping, his eyes rolled up into his head, and he began to rant and rave. Thus his body lies in chains in a dungeon, but his mind must be in a place more terrible. Do you see the scene now? Is it becoming clearer?”
Before I could reply, Mistress Wurmalde continued, “His wife is there, doing what little she can for him. Sometimes she bathes his brow. At other moments she tries to soothe his dementia with words. And for her it is hard, very hard, because she has deep sorrows of her own. It is bad enough that her young daughter is wasting away before her eyes and screams with night terrors. But even worse is the fact that she has lost her unborn child—the son and heir that your brother wanted so much. I very much doubt if the poor woman can take much more.
“But more can be supplied if that is what is needed to move you. There is a witch called Grimalkin, a cruel assassin that the Malkins sometimes send out against their enemies. She is skilled with weapons, particularly the long blade. She loves her principal work too well. Loves to kill and maim. But there is another skill that delights her sadistic mind. She loves to torture. Loves to inflict pain. Delights in the snip, snip of her scissors. Shall I place your family in her hands? It could be done with a word! So think, boy! Can you allow your family even one more hour of such torment—let alone the day and night you’ve demanded?”
My mind reeled. I remembered the image of the scissors that Grimalkin had carved into the oak tree as a warning. What Wurmalde had described was terrible, and it took all my strength not to rip the keys from my neck and give them to her there and then. But instead I drew in a deep breath and tried to banish what she’d summoned from my mind’s eye. I’d changed a lot in my time as the Spook’s apprentice. In Priestown I’d faced an evil spirit called the Bane and refused its demand for freedom. In Anglezarke I’d confronted Golgoth, one of the old gods, and despite my belief that in doing so I would forfeit both my life and my soul, had refused his demand that I release him from a pentacle. But this was different. Now it was my family being directly threatened, and what had been described brought a lump to my throat and tears to my eyes.
Despite that, one thing had been at the core of every-thing my master had taught me. I served the County and my first duty was to the people who lived there. To all the people, not just to those I held dear.
“I still need a day and a night to think things through carefully. Give me that time, or the answer is no,” I replied, trying to keep my voice firm.
Mistress Wurmalde hissed through her teeth like a cat. “So you think to buy time, do you, hoping that by tomorrow they’ll be rescued? Think again, boy! Don’t delude yourself. The walls of Malkin Tower are strong indeed. You’d be a fool to place much faith in a few soldiers. Their blood will turn to water and their knees will soon begin to knock in fear. Pendle will swallow them up. It will be as if they’d never existed!”
She stood there, tall and arrogant, radiating malice and sure of her own power. I had no weapons here at my disposal, but they were available in Downham, not that many miles to the north. How would Mistress Wurmalde feel with a silver chain holding her fast, bound tight against her teeth? If I had my way, she’d find that out very soon. But for now I was defenseless. Witches are physically strong. I’d been in the grip of more than one, and Mistress Wurmalde looked powerful enough to seize me and snatch the keys from me by force. I wondered again why she didn’t do so. Or use Tibb to do her dirty work for her.
There was her position to keep up, as Father Stocks had told me. That would explain it in part. She would hope to keep her reputation intact, whatever happened in the next few weeks or days. But could it be something more than that? Maybe she actually couldn’t take the keys from me by force. Maybe I had to give them to her freely or in exchange for something else? Perhaps Mam wielded interdiction even from a distance, forming that barrier of power. It was a faint hope, but one that I clung to desperately.
“A day and a night,” I told Mistress Wurmalde. “I need that time. My answer is the same—”
“Then take it!” she snapped. “And as you deliberate, think how your family are suffering. But you may not leave this house. I cannot allow it. Return to your room. Here you will remain until you surrender the keys.”
“If I don’t go to Malkin Tower, Master Nowell will wonder what’s happened. . . .”
She smiled grimly. “I’ll send word that both you and Father Stocks are indisposed with a fever. Master Nowell will be too busy tomorrow to concern himself with your absence. You’ll be the very least of his worries. No, you must stay here. To attempt to leave without my permission would be very dangerous. This house is guarded by something you certainly wouldn’t wish to meet. You wouldn’t get out alive.”
At that moment there came a sound from somewhere far off. The deep chimes of a clock reverberated through the house. It was midnight. The clock was striking twelve.
“Before this time tomorrow night, you must decide,” Wurmalde warned. “Decide wrongly or fail to give an answer, and your family will die. The choice is yours.”



CHAPTER X
 Tibb

I returned to my room and closed the door behind me. I was desperate to escape but afraid to try. All my courage seemed to have fled. Somewhere abroad within the house was Tibb, alert to my every move. I had nothing to defend myself with and suspected that I wouldn’t reach an outer door before he fell upon me.
At first, without even a thought of sleeping, my worries and fears swirling endlessly inside my head, I pulled a chair to the window and peered out into the night. There, bathed in moonlight, the grounds and countryside beyond looked at peace. Occasionally, in addition to the distant snoring of Father Stocks, I could hear faint scratching sounds from out on the landing. It could have been mice. But it could also have been Tibb on the prowl. It made me feel very nervous and uneasy.
I opened the window and looked down at the wall below. It was covered in ivy. Could I escape through the window? Would the ivy bear my weight? I reached down below the sill and clutched the plant, but when I tugged it, leaves and branches came away in my hand. No doubt it was cut back from the windows at least once a year—this would be new growth. Perhaps a little farther down the stems would be thicker and woodier, the ivy’s grip upon the stone wall firmer?
But it was filled with risk. Wurmalde wouldn’t be able to sniff out my bid for freedom; the instant I began my descent, however, Tibb might. I’d have to climb very carefully, and that would take time. The creature would be waiting for me before I reached the ground. If I fell, it would be worse. . . . No, it was too risky. I let the thought seep away as images flooded in to replace it. The cruel pictures Wurmalde had placed in my mind became vivid and almost impossible to dismiss: Jack in torment; Mary screaming in fear, terrified of the dark; poor Ellie, mourning the unborn child she’d lost. The witch assassin, Grimalkin, let loose to inflict further pain. The snip, snip of her scissors . . .
But as the night slowly passed, my anxieties gave way to tiredness. My limbs grew heavy, and I felt the need to lie down on the bed. Like Father Stocks, I didn’t bother to get undressed but simply lay on my back on top of the sheets. At first I didn’t want to fall asleep, but soon my lids grew heavy and my eyes began to close, all my fears and concerns slowly ebbing away.
I reminded myself that Wurmalde had given me a full day and a night to reach a decision. As long as I stayed in the house, nothing would harm me. In the morning I’d be fresh and alert, able to find a way to solve all my problems. All I had to do was relax. . . .
How long I slept I don’t know, but some time later I was awakened suddenly by the sound of someone shouting.
“No! No! Leave me! Let me be! Get off me!”
I heard it as if in a dream. For a few moments I didn’t know where I was and stared up at the ceiling in bewilderment. It was very dark in the room—there was no longer any moonlight to see by. Only slowly did I recognize the voice as that of Father Stocks.
“Oh, God! Oh, God, deliver me!” he cried again, his voice filled with utter terror.
What was the matter with him? What was happening? And then I realized that someone was hurting the priest. Was it the witch or Tibb? I had no weapons and didn’t know what I could do, but I had to try to help him. Yet when I tried to sit up, I lacked the strength. My body felt heavy; my limbs didn’t respond. What was wrong with me? I felt weak and ill.
I hadn’t touched the mutton, so it couldn’t be poison. Was it some sort of spell? I’d been close to Wurmalde. Too close. No doubt she’d used some sort of dark magic against me.
Then I heard Father Stocks begin to pray: “Out of the depths I cry to Thee, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice. . . .”
At first the priest’s voice was clearly audible and punctuated by groans and cries of pain, but gradually it became a faint murmur before fading away altogether.
There was a minute or so of silence, but then I heard scratching sounds outside my bedroom door. Again I tried to sit up. It was useless, but by making a great effort I found that I could move my head a little, and I turned it slightly to the right, so that I could look toward the door.
My eyes were quickly adjusting to the darkness, and I could see enough to tell me that the door was very slightly ajar, hardly more than a crack. But as I watched, in fear and dismay, it slowly began to gape wider, making my heart hammer in my chest. Wider and wider it yawned, the hinges creaking as it slowly opened to its full extent. I gazed toward the deeper darkness beyond it, terrified but expectant. At any moment I would see Tibb enter the room.
I could see nothing at all, but I could hear him—claws scratching and scrabbling, biting into wood. Then I realized that the sound was above, not below me. I looked upward just in time to see a dark shape moving across the ceiling like a spider, to halt directly above my bed. Unable to move anything but my head, I started to take deep breaths, trying to slow my heartbeat. To be afraid made the dark stronger. I had to get my fear under control.
I could see the outline of the four limbs and the body, but the head seemed far closer. I’ve always been able to see well in the dark, and my eyes were continuing to adjust until I could finally make some sense of what threatened from above.
Tibb had crawled across the wooden panels of the ceiling so that his hairy back and limbs were facing away from me. But his head was hanging down backward toward the bed, supported by a long, muscular neck, so that his eyes were below his mouth; and those eyes were glowing slightly in the dark and staring directly toward my own; the mouth was wide open, revealing the sharp needlelike teeth within.
Something dripped onto my forehead then. Something slightly sticky and warm. It seemed to fall from the creature’s open mouth. Twice more drops fell—one onto the pillow beside my head, the next onto my shirtfront. Then Tibb spoke, his voice rasping harshly in the darkness.
“I see your future clearly. Your life will be sad. Your master will be dead and you will be alone. It would be better if you had never been born.”
I didn’t reply, but a calm was settling upon me, my fear receding fast.
“I see a girl, soon to be a woman,” Tibb continued. “The girl who will share your life. She will love you, she will betray you, and finally she will die for you. And it will all have been for nothing. All for nothing in the end. Your mother was cruel. What mother would bring a child into the world for such a hopeless future? What mother would ask you to do what cannot be done? She sings a goat song and places you at its center. Remember my words when you look into the mouth of death.”
“Don’t speak about Mam like that!” I demanded angrily. “You know nothing about her!” But I was baffled by his reference to a goat song. What was that?
Tibb’s response was a snort of laughter, and another bead of moisture fell from his mouth to soil my shirt front.
“I know nothing? How wrong you are. I know more than you. Much, much more than you. More now than you will ever know . . .”
“Then you’ll know what’s in the trunks,” I said softly.
Tibb gave a low growl of anger.
“You can’t see that, can you?” I taunted. “You can’t see everything.”
“You will give us the keys soon, then we will see. Then we will know!”
“I’ll tell you now,” I said. “There’s no need to wait for the keys—”
“Tell me! Tell me!” Tibb demanded.
Suddenly I wasn’t afraid of him anymore. I’d no idea at all what I was going to say, but when I spoke, the words came out of my mouth as if uttered by somebody else.
“In the trunks is your death,” I said quietly. “In the trunks is the destruction of the Pendle covens.”
Tibb gave a great roar of anger and bafflement, and for a moment I thought he was about to hurl himself down onto me. But instead I heard the sound of claws cutting into the wooden ceiling panels, and a dark shape moved above me toward the door. Moments later I was alone.
I wanted to get up and go into the next room to see if I could help Father Stocks, but I lacked the strength to do so. I struggled for long hours through the darkness, but was too weak and exhausted to clamber from the bed, and I lay there in thrall to Wurmalde’s power.
Only when the first dawn light illuminated the window did the enchantment fall from my limbs. I managed to sit up and looked down at the pillow. There was a bloodstain on it, two more on the front of my shirt. The blood had dripped from Tibb’s open mouth. He must have been feeding. . . .
Remembering the groans, cries, and prayers from the next bedroom, I rushed out into the corridor. The priest’s bedroom door was ajar. I opened it farther and stepped inside cautiously. The heavy curtains were still closed, the candle had long since burned out, and the room was in near darkness. I could see the shape of Father Stocks lying on the bed, but I couldn’t hear him breathing.
“Father Stocks,” I called, and received a faint answering groan.
“Is that you, Tom?” he said weakly. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, Father. What about you?”
“Open the curtains and let in some light. . . .”
So I went to the window and drew back the curtains as he’d asked. The weather had certainly changed for the worse, and the sky was heaped with dark clouds. When I turned back to face Father Stocks, I recoiled in horror. The pillow and top sheet were soaked in blood. I went to the side of the bed and looked down at him, full of pity for his plight.
“Help me, Tom. Help me sit up. . . .”
He gripped my right arm, and I pulled him forward into a sitting position. He groaned in pain. There were beads of sweat on his brow, and he looked very pale. With my left hand I lifted the pillows and positioned them behind his back to offer support.
“Thank you, Tom. Thank you. You’re a good lad,” he said, trying to smile. There was a tremor in his voice, and his breathing was fast and shallow. “Did you see that foul thing? Did it visit you in the night?” he asked.
I nodded. “It came into my room but never touched me. It just talked, that’s all.”
“God be praised for that,” said the priest. “It talked to me, too, and what a tale it told. You were right about Mistress Wurmalde—I’ve underestimated her. She cares little for her position in this house now. She’s the power behind the Pendle clans, the one who’s trying to unite them. Within a few days this whole district will belong to the Devil himself. Her days of pretending are over, it seems. She’s already managed to unite the Malkins and the Deanes and believes she can persuade the Mouldheels to join them. Then, at Lammas, the three covens will combine to summon the Fiend and bring a new age of darkness to this world.
“When that foul creature finished talking, it dropped down from the ceiling onto my chest. I tried to throw it off, but it fed ravenously and within moments I became as weak as a kitten. I prayed. Prayed harder than I’ve ever done before. I’d like to think that God answered, but in truth I think it only left me when it had drunk its fill.”
“You need a doctor, Father. We need to get you help—”
“No, Tom. No. It’s not a doctor I need. Left alone to rest, my strength would return, but I won’t get the chance. Once it’s dark, that beast will return to feed from me again, and this time I fear I shall die. Oh, Tom!” he said, clutching at my arm, his eyes wide with fear, his whole body trembling. “I’m afraid to die like this, alone in the darkness. I felt as if I was at the bottom of a great pit, with Satan himself pressing me down and stifling my cries so that even God couldn’t hear my prayers. I’m too weak to move, but you’ve got to get away, Tom. I need John Gregory now. Bring John here. He’ll know what to do. He’s the only one who can help me now. . . .”
“Don’t worry, Father,” I told him. “Try to rest. You’ll be safe during the daylight hours. I’ll get away just as soon as I can, and I’ll be back with my master long before dark.”
I returned to my room, wondering about Tibb and the threat he posed to me now. My studies had taught me certain things. Tibb was a creature of the dark, so he might have to hide away during the daylight hours. Even if he could stand daylight, he might not be as dangerous. I’d decided to risk climbing down the ivy, but not until the cart had passed the end of the carriageway. I didn’t want to be seen by Cobden, the driver; even the two bailiffs might be in the pay of Wurmalde.
After about twenty minutes I heard the sound of horses’ hooves from behind the house and saw Cobden driving his cart down to the gates. They didn’t open by themselves on this occasion, and he had to climb down and unfasten them. Outside he was soon joined by Constable Barnes, who was followed by the two bailiffs on foot. After the men jumped up into the cart, the party set off for Malkin Tower without so much as a glance toward the house. No doubt Cobden had already been briefed on what to tell the constable and Nowell. As far as they were concerned, both Father Stocks and I were ill.
As I watched them ride away into the distance, I began to wonder about the wisdom of going back to Downham. The Spook and Alice would have expected us to return with news. By now, after a whole day and night without word of what was happening, perhaps they’d set off to investigate and might be on their way already. It really wasn’t such a bad thing, because both the Spook and Alice knew Pendle district well and would take the direct route to Read Hall, passing to the west of the hill, the way I’d come with Father Stocks. More than likely, I would meet them on the way.
I eased up the sash window and climbed out feet first, turning so that I was facing back toward the wall. I gripped the window ledge firmly and lowered myself to the full extent of my arms, then transferred my left hand to the ivy, pushing my fingers deep into it, reassured by the feel of thick, woody stems. The ivy held my weight, but I made a nervous descent, fearful of what could be waiting for me at the bottom. I took more than a few risks in my eagerness to get to the ground as quickly as possible, but moments later I was standing on the pebbles and immediately set off running down to the gates. I glanced back once or twice and was relieved to see that there were no signs of pursuit. Once beyond the grounds of Read Hall, I headed north across the laund, running hard toward Downham.
As the crow flies, the distance between Read Hall and Downham is probably no more than five or six miles, but the difficult hilly terrain meant it was actually quite a bit farther. I had to get there and back by nightfall, and needed to run at least part of the way. It seemed sensible to complete the first journey as quickly as possible, thus making it easier to return at a more leisurely pace, because by then I’d be tired.
After the first two miles or so I slowed down to a fast walking pace. I was making good time, and just after what I judged to be the halfway point, I allowed myself a five-minute rest and quenched my thirst with the cool water from a stream. But when I set off walking again, it seemed much harder to make progress. Fasting is a good idea when facing the dark, but it doesn’t help when real exertion is required, and I hadn’t eaten since the previous morning’s breakfast of cold mutton. I felt weak and started to make heavy weather of it. Even so, I thought of poor Father Stocks and gritted my teeth, forcing myself to run another mile before settling down once more to a brisk walking pace. I was grateful for the cloud cover, which kept the heat of the sun from my head.
I kept hoping that I would meet the Spook and Alice, but saw no sign of them at all. When I reached the outskirts of Downham, despite all my attempts at speed, it was already midafternoon, and I wasn’t relishing the prospect of the return journey.
But when I arrived in Downham, to my dismay, the Spook wasn’t there.



CHAPTER XI
 Thief and Murderer

ALICE came out to meet me at the church gate. As I approached, I saw her welcoming smile start to fade. She’d read the expression on my face and knew there was trouble.
“You all right, Tom?”
“Is Mr. Gregory here?” I asked.
“No. Your brother James arrived last night, and they went off together first thing this morning.”
“What for? Did they say when they’d be back?”
“Old Gregory never tells me much, does he? Talked to James but mostly made sure I was well out of earshot. Still doesn’t trust me and perhaps he never will. As for when he’ll be back, he didn’t say. But I’m sure he’ll be back before nightfall. He just said that you were to wait here until he returned.”
“I can’t do that. Father Stocks is in danger,” I told her. “Soon after nightfall, if help doesn’t reach him, he’ll be dead. I came to fetch the Spook, but now I’ll have to go back alone and see what I can do.”
“Not alone, Tom,” Alice said. “Where you go, I go. Tell me all about it. . . .”
I kept my story brief, giving her the bare bones of the situation as we walked quickly past the church and between the gravestones toward the cottage. Alice didn’t say much, but she looked horrified when I told her about Tibb drinking Father Stocks’s blood. At my mention of Wurmalde, a look of puzzlement flickered across her face.
When I’d finished, she gave a sigh. “Just gets worse and worse, it does. I’ve something to tell you as well—”
At that moment we reached the house. “Save it for the journey,” I told her. “We’ll talk as we walk.”
Wasting no time, I collected my rowan staff. My bag would have been an encumbrance, so I left it behind, but I put a handful of salt in my right breeches pocket and iron filings in my left. In addition I tied my silver chain around my waist under my shirt. Once again, I left off my cloak: It was dangerous in Pendle to signal that you were a spook’s apprentice.
Next I wrote a short note for the Spook to tell him what had happened.
Dear Mr. Gregory,
Father Stocks is in great danger at Read Hall. Please follow me there just as quickly as you can. Bring James as well. We’ll need all the help we can get.
Tibb has drunk Father Stocks’s blood and left him weak and close to death. The creature will feed again after dark, and if I don’t get back and help, he will certainly die. Beware Mistress Wurmalde, the housekeeper. She’s a witch who is trying to unite all three covens. She comes from Greece and is an old enemy of Mam’s.
Your apprentice, Tom
P.S. Some of Magistrate Nowell’s servants seem to be working for Wurmalde. Trust nobody.
That done, I drank a cupful of water and had a nibble of cheese. I took more cheese with me for the journey, and within twenty minutes of arriving at Downham I was on the road again. But this time I wasn’t alone.
At first we walked in silence, at a very fast pace, Alice just in the lead; she recognized the urgency of getting back to Read Hall before dark. After we’d covered about a third of the distance, I began to feel very tired but forced myself to keep going by imagining Tibb on the ceiling, about to drop down onto Father Stocks’s chest. It was too horrible to think about—I had to get him away from Read Hall before that happened.
Nevertheless, almost without being aware of it, we did begin to slow. It was Alice. She was walking slightly behind me now, breathing heavily, and seemed to be having difficulty keeping up. I turned to see what was the matter and noticed that she looked pale and weary.
“What’s wrong, Alice?” I asked her, coming to a halt. “You don’t look well—”
Alice fell to her knees and suddenly cried out in pain, then clutched at her throat and started to choke.
“Can’t breathe properly,” she gasped. “Feels like someone’s squeezing my windpipe!”
For a moment I panicked, not knowing what I could do to help, but gradually Alice’s breathing returned to normal and she sat down wearily on the grass.
“It’s Mab Mouldheel up to her tricks. Using that lock of hair against me, she is. She’s been doing it all day. But don’t worry, it’s starting to pass. Let’s rest for ten minutes and I’ll feel better. Besides, I’ve something to tell you. Something for you to think about.”
Still concerned about Father Stocks, I considered going on ahead and asking Alice to catch up when she felt better. But it seemed certain that we’d be back well before sunset and I was tired as well, so I told myself that ten minutes wouldn’t matter. Besides, I was intrigued. What was she going to say?
We sat ourselves down on a grassy slope with our backs to the hill. No sooner had I taken the weight off my legs than Alice began.
“Been talking to Mab, I have. Wants me to pass on a message to you—”
“What were you doing talking to her?” I demanded.
“Wouldn’t choose to speak to her, would I? Came looking for me, she did. It was this morning, not long after Old Gregory had left. I heard someone shouting my name from the other side of the wall and went out. It was Mab. She couldn’t climb over to this side because the house is set in the church grounds. Holy ground, ain’t it? Mab can’t set foot there. Anyway, she wanted me to tell you this. She wants the trunks for herself. In return, she’ll guide you into Malkin Tower and help you rescue Jack and his family.”
I looked at Alice in astonishment. “Do you think she can do that?”
“Yes, and what’s more I think she’s fond of you. More than a bit keen, I’d say!”
“Don’t be daft,” I said. “She’s a malevolent witch. We’re natural enemies.”
“Stranger things have happened,” teased Alice.
“Anyway,” I said, quickly changing the subject, “how would she get me inside the tower?”
“There’s a tunnel. Leads straight into the dungeons.”
“But why do we need Mab to guide us, Alice? You’re a Deane and also a Malkin on your mother’s side. Surely you know where the tunnel entrance is?”
Alice shook her head. “I’ve been in the tower a few times, but only above ground. Know that part well enough, but only Anne Malkin, their coven leader, knows where the actual entrance is. It’s a secret passed down from generation to generation. Only one living person is ever given that knowledge! She’d only be allowed to show it to others if the whole coven was in mortal danger and they needed to get into the tower secretly and take refuge there.”
“So how does Mab know? Is this some sort of trick? Maybe she’s only pretending to know.”
“No, Tom, this is no trick. Remember that night when you saved me from the Mouldheels and we met Dead Maggie in the wood? Hungry for blood, Maggie was, and set off to meet ’em. Trouble is, there were too many and they got the better of her. Maggie was once the leader of the coven, so she knows where the entrance is. Got the secret from her, they did. Don’t know how, but it wouldn’t have been pleasant. Wouldn’t talk easily, our Maggie, so they must have hurt her pretty bad. Mab said she’d hurt me, too, if I didn’t talk you round. Got my lock of hair, ain’t she. I’m starting to feel unwell again—think she might be doing something to it now, just so I know what’s what. And that’s part of the bargain. Offer to give her the trunks and keys, and she’ll show you the entrance to the tunnel and help you rescue your family. Not only that—she’ll return my lock of hair. Be more use to you when I get that back. At the moment I’m useless. Just a shadow of myself, I am.”
It seemed simple. All I had to do was surrender the trunks and I’d be given a chance to get Jack, Ellie, and Mary out—perhaps before midnight, before Wurmalde could carry out her threat. But, in a way, nothing had changed.
Alice did look ill. Somehow we had to get that lock of hair back from Mab, but not this way. I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Alice, but I just can’t do it. As I told you, Wurmalde says she’ll swap Jack and his family for the keys, too. But whether I give them to Wurmalde or Mab, I’d still have surrendered them to a witch. It would still help the dark and place the County in danger.”
“This way is better, though, ain’t it? Can you trust Wurmalde? Giving her the keys is easy—but what guarantee is there that you’ll get your family back safely in return? Mab Mouldheel prides herself on always keeping her word. Once the bargain’s made, she’ll show us the way in person. She’ll guide us through to the dungeons because the trunks will be nearby. She’ll be in as much danger as us. Be a terrible thing for her, to be caught by the Malkins, so she needs to get in and out safely. We’ll be with her every step of the way. Not only that—if she’s helping us, maybe she won’t join up with the Malkins and Deanes. We’ll be stopping the covens uniting and releasing the Fiend as well as rescuing your family.”
“It’s still giving her the trunks, though. I can’t do that—”
“Let me try to talk her round. Let’s see if she’ll do it for just one trunk. If she agrees to that and is prepared to give me back my lock of hair before we enter the tunnel, then we’re laughing, ain’t we? Just one trunk can’t do that much harm.”
“It’s still one trunk too many. Mam wanted me to have them all, and it must be for an important reason. The last thing she’d want is for me to give them to the dark!”
“No, Tom, the last thing she’d want is for Jack and his family to die!”
“I’m not even sure about that, Alice,” I said sadly. “However much it hurts, there are more people than just immediate family to consider. There’s the County and the world beyond that.”
“Then we’ll do it your way!” Alice snapped. “We’ll say that Mab can have the trunks in order to get to your family, but once we’re inside the tower it’ll be easy enough to get the better of her. Came up on me unawares, the Mouldheels did. And there were a lot of ’em. If it’s just me and Mab, I’ll sort her out for sure. Just see if I don’t.”
“But she’s got a lock of your hair, Alice. You said yourself you’re not as strong as you should be.”
“I’ve got you, though, haven’t I? Look, once we’re inside the tower, the two of us can overpower Mab. Then we’ll rescue your family before midnight, and once the soldiers have breached the wall we’ll get your trunks back.”
I thought about it for a bit, then nodded. “I’m not sure what other choice we have, though I doubt whether a few soldiers will be a match for the Malkins.”
“You may be right, Tom. We may need another plan for getting hold of those trunks, but for rescuing your family this is the best plan we have.”
“I know you’re right,” I said, “but I feel uncomfortable with betraying Mab like that.”
“Mab? You can’t mean that! Just think what you’re saying. Do you think she felt guilty when she was planning to kill me the other night? Or when she was trying to make you hers, or when she tortured me all day today with my hair? You’re turning soft, Tom, like Old Gregory. Pretty girl smiles at you and your brain goes soft.”
“I’m just saying it isn’t right to break a promise. My dad taught me that.”
“He didn’t mean when you were dealing with a witch, though. Old Gregory probably wouldn’t like our plan, but then he’s never around when we need him these days. If he was, we wouldn’t be having to rescue Father Stocks and your family all by ourselves.”
Her mention of Father Stocks reminded me again of the great danger he was in and the terrifying ordeal we were about to face at Read Hall. “Alice,” I said, “something else is puzzling me. Who exactly is Wurmalde? She claims to come from the same land as Mam but talks as if she’s part of the covens. As if she speaks for them.”
Alice frowned. “Never even heard of her before today.”
“But you were in Pendle until two years ago. Wurmalde’s been in Roger Nowell’s employment longer than that.”
“Nowell’s a magistrate. Ain’t likely I’d go near his house. Not stupid, am I? Nor any of my family either. As for his housekeeper—what would anyone know about her?”
“Well,” I said, “she’s a mystery all right, but we’ve delayed long enough now, so let’s press on toward Read. Feeling any better, or shall I go on ahead at a faster pace?”
“I’ll go as fast as I can. If I can’t keep up, you’d best go on ahead.”
Our pace wasn’t quite as fast as before, but Alice did manage to keep up and we came within sight of Read Hall with over an hour of daylight still remaining. But now we had a problem—how to get inside unseen.
A creature of the dark, Tibb was not yet a threat, but there were still two risks. Wurmalde wouldn’t be able to sniff out either Alice or me, but she might glimpse us from a window. There were also the servants to worry about. Some might be unaware of what was going on behind the magistrate’s back, but if Cobden had returned from Malkin Tower, he’d certainly pose a danger. I couldn’t afford to simply walk down the wide carriageway.
“I think the best chance of getting inside unseen is to approach from the shrubbery at the side. I can use my key to enter by the tradesmen’s door.”
Alice nodded her agreement, so we circled around and approached from the west, moving through the bushes and trees until we were close to the side of the house, only ten or twenty paces from the door.
“We need to be very careful here,” I told Alice. “I think it’s probably best if I go in alone.”
“No, Tom. Ain’t right. Need me, you do,” Alice said, her voice indignant. “Two of us together have more chance.”
“Not this time, Alice. This is risky. You stay hidden, and if I get caught, at least I’ll know there’ll be somebody on the outside to help. If the worst came to the worst, you could come in after me.”
“Then give me your key!”
“I need it for the door—”
“’Course you do! But once you get it open, throw it back onto the lawn. I’ll come and pick it up once you’re inside.”
“You’d better take my staff as well,” I told her. Father Stocks would still be weak, and I’d have to help him down the stairs. My staff would be an encumbrance. It was still light, so I hoped I wouldn’t have to face Tibb, and the chain would be enough to deal with Wurmalde. If I missed her, I still had salt and iron to fall back on.
Alice nodded but grimaced as I handed it to her. She didn’t like the touch of rowan wood.
I walked cautiously forward across the grass. I halted close to the door and put my ear against the wood. I could hear nothing, so I inserted the key and turned it very slowly. There was a faint click as the lock yielded. Before I opened the door, I held the key high so that Alice could see what I was doing and threw it back toward the line of bushes. It was a good shot and it fell on the lawn, less than a pace away from where she was hiding. That done, I eased open the door very carefully and stepped inside. Once I’d closed it behind me, it locked itself shut. I waited, rooted to the spot for at least a minute, all the while listening for danger.
Reassured by the silence, I moved through the hallway to the main staircase. I paused and untied the silver chain from around my waist, coiling it about my left wrist, ready to throw. It was still daylight, so I didn’t expect to meet Tibb yet, but I was more than ready for Wurmalde.
In the hallway I halted again and peered about. It seemed empty, so I began to climb the stairs, pausing every time the wood gave the slightest creak. At last I reached the landing. Just ten steps would bring me to Father Stocks’s room.
I crept along, opened the door, and stepped inside. The heavy curtains had been drawn across the window again and it was very gloomy, but I could just see the outline of the priest lying on the bed.
“Father Stocks,” I called softly.
When he didn’t answer, I went to the window and pulled back the curtains, flooding the room with light. I turned and walked back toward the bed. Even before I reached it, my heart had begun to beat very rapidly.
Father Stocks was dead. His mouth was wide open, unseeing eyes staring up at the ceiling. But he hadn’t died as a result of Tibb taking his blood. The handle of a dagger was protruding from his chest.
I felt upset and horrified at the same time, my mind reeling. I’d thought he would be safe enough until dark. I should never have left him alone. Had Wurmalde stabbed him? The blood on his shirt and the sheets appeared to come from the wound. Had she done it to cover up the fact that Tibb had taken his blood? But how could she hope to get away with murdering the priest?
As I was staring horrified at the body of poor Father Stocks, someone stepped into the room behind me. I turned quickly, taken by surprise. To my dismay, it was Wurmalde. She glared at me before a faint smile appeared on her face. But I’d already pulled back my left arm, readying the silver chain. I was nervous, but I also felt very confident. I remembered my last training session with the Spook, when I’d hit the practice post a hundred times without missing even once.
A fraction of a second later I’d have cracked the chain and hurled it straight at the witch, but to my astonishment another figure came in through the doorway to stand at Wurmalde’s shoulder, facing me, his forehead creased in a frown of displeasure. It was Master Nowell, the magistrate!
“A thief and murderer stands before you!” Wurmalde crowed, the accusation strong in her voice. “Look at those bloodstains on his shirt and look what he holds in his left hand. That’s silver, if I’m not mistaken.”
I stared at her, unable to speak, the words “thief” and “murderer” spinning around inside my head.
“Where did you get that silver chain from, boy?” Nowell demanded.
“It belongs to me,” I said, wondering what Wurmalde had told him. “My mam gave it to me.”
“I thought you came from a family of farmers?” he asked, the frown creasing his brow again. “Better think again, boy, because you’ll need a more convincing explanation than that. It’s hardly likely that a farmer’s wife would own such a valuable item.”
“It’s just as I told you, Master Nowell,” Wurmalde accused. “I heard a noise from your study and came downstairs in the dead of night to catch him red-handed. Otherwise you’d have lost even more than you have. He’d forced open the cabinet and was helping himself to your poor dead wife’s jewelry. He ran off before I could seize him, fleeing into the night like the thief and murderer he is, and when I went upstairs to tell Father Stocks what had happened, I found the poor priest as you see him now—dead in his bed, a knife plunged into his heart. Now, not content with murder and thieving that silver chain from somewhere, he’s sneaked back into your home to see what else he can get his hands on.”
What a fool I’d been. It had never crossed my mind that Wurmalde would kill Father Stocks and then simply blame it on me. When I opened my mouth to protest, Nowell stepped forward and seized my left shoulder in a strong grip before snatching the chain from my hand.
“Don’t waste your time trying to deny it!” he told me, his face livid with anger. “Mistress Wurmalde and I watched you from the windows just now. We saw you circling the house with your accomplice. My men are outside, searching the grounds—she won’t get far. Before this month is out you’ll both hang at Caster!”
My heart sank down into my boots. Now I knew for certain that Wurmalde had used fascination and glamour to control Nowell, and he believed everything she said. No doubt she’d broken into the cabinet and stolen the jewelry herself. But it would be a waste of time for me to accuse her. I couldn’t just come out with the whole truth either, because Nowell didn’t believe in witchcraft.
“I’m not a thief, or a murderer,” I told him. “I came to Pendle following thieves who not only stole trunks belonging to me but kidnapped my family. That’s why I’m here—”
“Oh, don’t you worry about that, boy. I intend to get to the root of the whole matter. Whether there’s a glimmer of truth in what you say or your whole story is a pack of lies, we’ll find out soon enough. Those who live in Malkin Tower have laughed at the law for far too long, and this time I intend to bring them to justice. If they’re your accomplices or it’s a case of thief against thief, we’ll find out tomorrow. There’s been a whole day’s delay persuading the military of the need to come here. But I intend to send all within that tower to Caster in chains for questioning, and you’ll be going with them, under armed guard! Now empty out your pockets. Let’s see what else you’ve thieved!”
I had no choice but to obey. Instead of stolen goods, salt and iron showered down onto the floor. For a moment Nowell looked puzzled, and I feared that he would then search my person and discover the keys around my neck, but Wurmalde gave him a strange smile and a vacant expression settled on his face before being succeeded by a new resolve. With a frown he marched me down into the servants’ quarters and locked me in a holding cell that was used by the constable. It was a small room with a stout door, and without my special key I’d no hope at all of getting out. He kept my chain, and Alice had my staff. I had nothing with which to defend myself.
As for Alice, I knew that she’d have sniffed out Nowell’s men and fled the grounds before they’d gotten anywhere near her. That was the good news. The bad news was that it was very unlikely that she’d try to get into the house and free me tonight. It was just too dangerous. And she couldn’t rescue my family without me. Time was passing, ticking toward the midnight deadline set by Wurmalde. If I didn’t give her my keys by then, she would hand Jack, Ellie, and Mary over to Grimalkin to be tortured. It didn’t bear thinking about.
But while Alice was free, I still had some hope of rescue. If not tonight, she’d do her best tomorrow—if I was still alive when dawn came. Wurmalde might visit me in the night to make one final demand for the keys. Or, worse—she might send Tibb.
A little while later, as I lay there in the darkness of the cell, I heard a key turning in the lock. Quickly I came to my feet and moved back to the far corner of the room. Dare I hope? Could it be Alice?
But to my disappointment and dismay, Wurmalde came in carrying a candle and closed the door behind her. I looked at her voluminous skirts and wondered if Tibb had entered the cell with her.
“Things may seem grim, but they’re not hopeless,” she said with a thin smile. “Everything can be put to rights. All it would take is the keys to the trunks. Give me what I want, and by tomorrow evening you could be on your way back home with your family—”
“Yes, and be hunted down as a murderer. I can never go home now.”
She shook her head. “Within days Nowell will be dead and the whole district will be in our hands. So there’ll be nobody around to accuse you. Just leave it all to me. All you have to do is give me those keys. It’s as simple as that.”
It was my turn to smile. This was her best chance so far to take the keys by force. I was alone and at her mercy. That she didn’t do so convinced me that she couldn’t. “That’s exactly what I have to do, isn’t it?” I asked. “I have to give you the keys. You can’t just take them.”
Wurmalde scowled with displeasure. “Remember what I told you last night?” she warned. “If you won’t do it to save yourself, then at least do it for your family. Give me the keys or all three of them will die!”
At that moment, somewhere within the house, a clock started to chime. She stared at me until the final stroke of midnight.
“Well, boy? You’ve had the time you demanded. Now give me your answer!”
“No,” I said firmly. “I won’t give you the keys.”
“Then you know the consequences of that decision,” she said softly, before leaving the cell. The key turned in the lock, and I heard her walking away. Then there was only silence and darkness. I was left alone with my thoughts, and never had they been darker.
My decision had just cost my family their lives. But what else could I have done? I couldn’t let the contents of Mam’s trunks fall into the hands of the covens. The Spook had taught me that my duty to the County came before everything else.
It was just a year and three months or so since I’d been happily working with my dad back on the farm. At the time, the work had seemed boring, but now I’d have given anything to be back there again with Dad still alive, Mam at home, and Jack and Ellie safe.
At that moment I wished that I’d never seen the Spook and never become his apprentice. I sat in the cell and wept.



CHAPTER XII
 The Army Arrives

WHEN the cell was next un-locked, Constable Barnes came into the room carrying a wooden board. It was edged with metal and had two holes in it to put my hands through. I’d once seen a man placed in the stocks, and a similar device had been used to clamp his wrists, holding him to the spot while a crowd pelted him with rotten fruit.
“Hold out your hands!” Barnes commanded.
As I obeyed, he opened the hinged board and then closed the two halves over my wrists and locked it with a key, which he placed in his breeches pocket. The board was heavy and clamped my wrists tightly so that there was no chance of pulling my hands free.
“Make the slightest attempt to escape, and you’ll go in leg irons as well. Do I make myself clear?” the constable demanded aggressively, his face close to mine.
I nodded miserably, feeling close to despair.
“We’ll be meeting Master Nowell at the tower. Once we’ve battered through the walls you’ll be taken to Caster to hang with the rest. Though to my mind, hanging’s too good for a priest killer!”
Barnes gripped me by the shoulder and pushed me out into the corridor, where Cobden had been lurking just out of sight, a heavy cudgel in his hand. No doubt he’d been hoping I’d try to run for it. The two men led me out through a rear door to where the cart was waiting. The constable’s bailiffs were already sitting in the back, and they both stared at me hard. One spat on my shirtfront as I struggled to climb aboard.
Five minutes later we were through the main gates of Read Hall and heading for Goldshaw Booth and Malkin Tower beyond.
When we reached the tower, Nowell wasn’t alone. With him were five mounted soldiers wearing jackets of County red that, even before we reached the clearing, made them highly visible. As our cart trundled toward them, one rider dismounted and began to walk around the tower, peering up at the stone edifice as if it were the most fascinating thing in the world.
Cobden brought the cart to a halt close to the horsemen.
“This is Captain Horrocks,” Nowell told Barnes, nodding at a stocky man with a ruddy complexion and a small, neat black mustache.
“Good morning to you, Constable,” said Horrocks, then turned his gaze to me. “Well, is this the boy Master Nowell’s been telling me about?”
“This is the lad,” Barnes said. “And others like him are inside that tower.”
“Don’t you fear,” said Captain Horrocks. “We’ll soon breach that wall. The cannon will be here at any moment. It’s the biggest gun in the County, and it’ll make short work of the business! We’ll soon call those scoundrels to account.”
That said, the captain wheeled his horse round and led his men in a slow circuit of Malkin Tower. The magistrate and Barnes followed.
The following hours passed slowly. I was sick to my heart and close to despair. I had failed to rescue my family and had to accept that they were probably being tortured or were dead inside that tower. There was no hope of Alice reaching me now, and soon I’d be on my way to Caster with any who managed to survive the bombardment of the tower. What hope did I have of a fair trial then?
Late in the morning a huge cannon arrived, pulled by a team of six big shire horses. It was a long cylindrical barrel supported on a gun carriage with two large wooden wheels rimmed with metal. The gun was brought into position quite close to our cart, and soon the soldiers had unhitched the horses and led them some distance away back among the trees. Next they began to attend to the gun, using a lever and ratchet to raise the cannon’s mouth higher and higher until they were satisfied. Then they put their shoulders to the wheels and positioned the carriage so that the barrel was pointing more directly toward the tower.
Barnes rode back to us. “Get the boy down and take the cart back to where the others are,” he instructed Cobden. “The captain says the horses are too near. The noise of the gun will drive ’em mad with fright.”
The two bailiffs dragged me down and made me sit on the grass while Cobden took the horses and cart and followed Barnes to join the others.
Soon another cart arrived, this one loaded with cannonballs, two big tubs of water, and a great heap of small canvas bags of gunpowder. All the gunners, bar the sergeant in charge, took off their red jackets, rolled up their sleeves, and set to unloading the cart, piling the ammunition carefully to form neat pyramids on either side of the gun. When the first tub of water was lifted down, the bailiff to my right joked, “Thirsty work, is it, lads?”
“This is to clean and cool the cannon!” one of the gunners called back, giving him a withering look. “It’s an eighteen-pounder, this, and without the water it’d soon overheat and explode. You wouldn’t want that to happen, now would you? Not with you sitting so close!”
The bailiff exchanged a look with his companion. Neither of them seemed at ease.
The unloading completed, that cart was also taken back into the trees, and soon after that Captain Horrocks and Nowell rode close by, heading in the same direction.
“When you’re ready, sergeant!” Horrocks called down to the gunners as he cantered past. “Just fire at will. But take this chance to sharpen up your skills. Make every shot count. As likely as not, we’ll soon be up against a much more dangerous foe.”
As the two men rode out of earshot, the bailiff, undaunted by his previous exchange with the gunner, couldn’t resist speaking up again. “Dangerous foe?” he asked. “What did he mean by that?”
“That’s not really any of your business,” the sergeant said with a swagger. “But since you ask, there’s talk of an invasion south of the County. Chances are we’ll have a more serious battle to fight than this little siege. But not a word to anyone, or I’ll cut your throat and feed you to the crows.” The sergeant turned away again. “Right, lads. Load up! Let’s show the captain what we can do!”
A gunner lifted one of the canvas bags and pushed it into the mouth of the cannon while his companion used a long rod to ram it down deep into the barrel. Another picked up a cannonball from the nearest pile and rolled it down into the barrel, ready for firing.
The sergeant turned our way again and spoke to the bailiff on my left, the one who’d kept silent. “Ever heard a big gun like this go off?” he asked.
The bailiff shook his head.
“Well, it’s loud enough to burst your eardrums. You need to cover them like this!” he instructed, clapping his hands over his ears. “But if I were you, I’d walk back about a hundred paces or so. The lad won’t be able to cover his ears, will he?” He looked at my wrists, still clamped apart by the wooden board.
“Bit o’ noise won’t matter much to this lad. Not where he’s going. Murdered a priest, he did, and he’ll hang before the month’s out.”
“Well, in that case it won’t do no harm to give him a small dose of hell to be going on with!” said the sergeant, staring at me with open disgust as he strutted back to the cannon and gave the order to fire. One of the soldiers lit a reed fuse protruding from the top of the gun and then stood well clear with his companions. As it burned lower, the gunners covered their ears and the two bailiffs followed suit.
The noise of the cannon going off was like a thunder-clap right next to me. The gun carriage jerked back about four paces, and the shot hurtled through the air toward the tower, howling like a banshee. It fell into the moat, throwing up a spout of water as a great flock of crows soared out of the trees in the distance. A cloud of smoke hung in the air about the cannon, and as the gunners went to work again, it was like watching them through a November fog.
First they adjusted the elevation, then they cleaned the inside of the barrel with rods and sponges, which they kept dipping into the tubs of water. Eventually they fired again. This time the thunderclap felt even louder, but strangely I no longer heard the flight of the shot through the air. Nor did I hear it strike Malkin Tower. But I did see it hit the wall low down, throwing up splinters to shower back into the moat.
How long this went on I couldn’t say. At one point the bailiffs had a short conversation. I could see their lips moving, but I couldn’t hear a word they were saying. The sound of the gun had deafened me. I just hoped it wouldn’t be permanent. Smoke hung all around us now, and I had an acrid taste at the back of my throat. The pauses between firings grew longer and longer as the gunners spent more time using sponges on the barrel, which was no doubt starting to overheat.
At last the bailiffs must have grown weary of being so close to the gun. They dragged me to my feet and walked me back a hundred paces, as the sergeant had advised. After that it wasn’t so bad, and gradually, in the delays between firing, I realized that my hearing was coming back. I could hear the howl of the shot through the air and the crack of the iron ball striking the stones of Malkin Tower. The gunners knew their job, all right—each shot struck approximately the same point on the wall, but as yet I could see no evidence that it was being breached. Then there was another delay. They ran out of cannonballs, and the wagon bringing a fresh supply didn’t arrive until late in the afternoon. By then I was thirsty and asked one of the bailiffs for a drink of the water they were swigging from a stone jug brought by one of the soldiers.
“Aye, help yourself, lad,” he laughed. Of course, I couldn’t lift the jug, and when I knelt down close to it, intending to lick beads of water from its neck, he simply moved it out of reach and warned me to sit back down or he’d give me a thumping.
By sunset my mouth and throat were parched. Nowell had already ridden back in the direction of Read Hall. The failing light had halted work for the day and, leaving one young gunner on duty guarding the cannon, the others made a fire back among the trees and were soon busy cooking supper. Captain Horrocks had also ridden off, no doubt to find a comfortable bed for the night. The horsemen had remained to share the supper.
The bailiffs dragged me back into the trees, but we sat with Barnes and Cobden, some distance away from the soldiers’ cooking fire. The bailiffs set to making a fire of their own, but there was nothing to cook on it. After a while one of the soldiers came across and asked if we were hungry.
“We’d be very grateful if you could spare us a bite,” Barnes said. “Thought it would all be over by now and I’d be back at Read tucking into my supper.”
“That tower’s going to take a bit longer than we thought,” the soldier replied. “But don’t you worry, we’re getting there. Up close you can see the cracks. We’ll breach it afore noon tomorrow, and then we’ll see some fun.”
Soon Barnes, Cobden, and the bailiffs were tucking into platefuls of rabbit stew. With knowing winks they set a plate down on the grass in front of me.
“Tuck in, boy,” Cobden invited, but when I tried to kneel and bring my mouth down close to the plate, it was snatched up and the contents thrown into the fire.
They all laughed, thinking it a great joke, and I sat there, hungry and thirsty, watching it splutter and burn while they ate. It was getting darker and the cloud had gradually thickened toward sunset. I hadn’t much hope of sneaking away because they’d decided to take turns watching me and the soldiers would have their own sentry posted anyway.
Half an hour later, Cobden was on guard while the others slept. Barnes was snoring loudly with his mouth wide open. The two bailiffs had nodded off the moment they stretched themselves out on the grass.
I didn’t even bother trying to sleep. The board fastened to my wrists was tight and starting to hurt, and my head was churning with all the things that had happened—my encounters with Wurmalde and Tibb and my failure to save poor Father Stocks. Cobden had no intention of allowing me to drop off anyway.
“If I have to stay awake, then so shall you, boy!” he snarled, kicking my legs to drive the point home.
After a while, though, it seemed to me that he was having trouble staying awake himself. He kept yawning and pacing about before coming across to give me another kick. It was a long, uncomfortable night but then, about an hour or so before dawn, Cobden sat down on the grass with a glazed expression in his eyes. His head would nod before jerking back to wakefulness, and each time, he glared at me as if it were entirely my fault. After this had happened four or five times, his head dropped onto his chest and he began to snore gently.
I looked across toward the soldiers’ campfire. They were some distance away, so I couldn’t be absolutely certain, but none of them seemed to be moving. I realized that this was the one chance I might get to escape, but I waited a few more minutes to make sure that Cobden was fast asleep.
At last, very slowly, I stood up, afraid to make the slightest noise. But as soon as I was on my feet, to my dismay, I glimpsed something moving in the trees. It was some distance away, but something gray or white seemed to flicker. Then I saw another movement a little farther to the left. Now I was certain, so I crouched down low. I was right. Figures were moving toward me through the trees to the south. Could it be more soldiers? Reinforcements? But they didn’t march like soldiers. They seemed to glide silently, like ghosts. It was almost as if they were floating.
I had to get away before they arrived. The board clamping my wrists would affect my balance and make running difficult, but far from impossible. I was about to take a chance when I glimpsed another movement and looked back to see that I was completely surrounded. Shadowy figures were converging on us from all points of the compass. They were nearer now, and I could see that they were clad in black, gray, or white gowns—women with glittering eyes and wild, unkempt hair.
They were almost certainly witches, but from which coven? The Malkins were supposed to be inside the tower. Could it be the Deanes? Had there been moonlight, I’d have noticed their weapons earlier. It was only as they moved closer to the fire that I realized that each witch was carrying a long blade in her left hand and something else—as yet unidentifiable—in her right.
Had they come to murder us in our sleep? With that dark thought, I realized that I couldn’t just run off into the trees and leave my captors to their fates. They’d treated me badly, but they didn’t deserve to die like this. Constable Barnes wasn’t working directly for Wurmalde and probably just thought he was doing his duty. If I woke them up, there was still a chance that, in the confusion, I’d be able to escape.
So I nudged Cobden with my foot. When there was no response, I kicked him harder, but again to no avail. Even when I bent and shouted his name right into his ear, he just carried on snoring gently. I tried the same with Barnes, with no more success. At that moment the truth struck me. . . .
They’d been poisoned! Just like poor Father Stocks had been at Read Hall. Again, I was all right because I’d eaten nothing. There must have been something in the rabbit stew. How it had gotten there I didn’t know, but now it was too late because the nearest witch was no more than fifteen paces away.
I tensed, ready to run for it, choosing a space to my right, a gap between the trees that was not blocked by a witch. Then a voice called out to me, one that I recognized. It was the voice of Mab Mouldheel.
“No need to be scared, Tom. No need to run. Here to help you, we are. We’ve come to bargain.”
I turned to watch Mab walk up to the sleeping Cobden. She knelt and lowered her blade toward him.
“No!” I protested, horrified by what she was about to do. Now, for the first time, I could see what she was holding in her other hand. It was a small metal cup with a long stem—a chalice to collect the blood. The Mouldheels were witches who used blood magic. They were going to take what they needed.
“We’re not going to kill ’em, Tom!” Mab said, giving me a grim smile. “Don’t you worry yourself. We just want a little of their blood, that’s all.”
“No, Mab! Spill just one drop of blood and there’ll be no bargain between us. No deal at all.”
Mab hesitated and looked up at me in astonishment. “What are they to you, Tom? They hurt you, didn’t they? And would have taken you to Caster and hanged you without a second thought. And this one belongs to Wurmalde!” she said, spitting down at Cobden.
“I mean it, Mab!” I said, looking over at the other witches, who were gathering to listen. A second group was moving toward the soldiers’ camp, blades at the ready. “I might be prepared to do a deal, but spill one drop of blood and I’ll never agree. Call them off. Tell them to stop!”
Mab stood up, her eyes sullen. Finally she nodded. “All right, Tom, just for you.” At that, the other Mouldheels turned their backs on the soldiers and slowly returned to join us.
It struck me now that the men at my feet could be dying anyway because of the effects of the poison. Witches are skilled at both poisons and antidotes, so there might still be time to save them.
“There’s something else,” I told Mab. “You’ve poisoned these men with that stew. Give them the antidote before it’s too late.”
Mab shook her head. “We put it in the water, not the stew, but it’s not going to kill ’em,” she said. “We just wanted them asleep while we took some of their blood. They’ll wake up with bad heads tomorrow, that’s all. I need these lads to be on their mettle in the morning. Need them to keep up the good work and blast a hole in that tower! Now follow me, Tom. Alice is waiting back yonder.”
“Alice is with you?” I asked in surprise. Mab had said the same thing when she’d lured me from Father Stocks’s house. Then, her intention had been to kill Alice.
“’Course she is, Tom. Been negotiating, we have. Lots to do before dawn—if we want to rescue that family of yours.”
“They’re dead, Mab,” I said sadly, my eyes starting to brim with tears. “We’re too late.”
“Says who?”
“Wurmalde was going to have it done if I didn’t give her the keys by midnight.”
“Don’t trust her, Tom,” Mab said dismissively. “They’re still alive. Seen ’em, I have, with my mirror. They’re not in a good way, admittedly, so we mustn’t waste any time. But you’ve got a second chance, Tom. I’m here to help.”
She turned and led the way back through the trees. That day my thoughts had been at a very low ebb. It had hardly seemed possible that I might even save myself, never mind my family. But now I was free and suddenly filled with new hope and optimism. There really was a chance that Jack, Ellie, and Mary were still alive; perhaps we’d be able to bargain with Mab and get her to show us the entrance to the tunnel that led to the dungeons below Malkin Tower.



CHAPTER XIII
 The Sepulchre

ALICE was waiting at the edge of Crow Wood. Lit by the predawn light, she was sitting on a rotten log, my staff at her feet. Facing her, with watchful, distrustful eyes, were Mab’s sisters, the twins Beth and Jennet.
As I approached, Alice stood up. “You all right, Tom?” she asked anxiously. “Here, let me get that cruel thing off you. . . .”
She pulled my special key from the pocket of her dress and in moments had unlocked the board, hinged it open, and thrown it to the ground. I stood there rubbing the circulation back into my wrists, relieved to be free of it.
“Wurmalde killed poor Father Stocks and blamed me,” I told her. “They were taking me off to Caster to hang—”
“Well, they ain’t taking you anywhere now. You’re free, Tom,” Alice said.
“Thanks to me,” Mab interrupted, giving me a sly smile. “It was me, not Alice, who helped you. Just remember that.”
“Yes—thank you,” I said. “I appreciate you setting me free.”
“Free so we can bargain,” said Mab. “So let’s get on with it.”
Alice tutted. “I’ve told her what’s what, Tom,” she said, “but she won’t give me back my lock of hair. One trunk ain’t enough for her either.”
“Don’t trust you, Alice Deane—no farther than I can spit!” Mab said, turning down the corners of her mouth. “Two of you and only one of me, so I’m holding on to that lock o’ hair until this is over. Soon as I get what I want, you can have it back. But one trunk won’t do. Give me the keys to all three, and it’s a bargain. In exchange I’ll get you safely to the dungeons under yonder tower. With me to help, we can save the lives of your family. If I don’t go with you, they’ll die for sure.”
Mab looked really determined, and I sensed that I wasn’t going to get Alice’s lock of hair back until she had the keys. Which meant that, in the tunnel, Alice would still be in Mab’s power and unable to help me overcome her. I’d have to do it myself.
My dad had taught me that a bargain was a bargain and that it was wrong to go back on your word. Now I was planning to do just that, and I found it hard. Moreover, even though she’d done it for her own ends, Mab had just rescued me, which meant that I was no longer a prisoner about to be taken to Caster and hanged. I owed her something for that, but now I was about to betray her. I felt guilty on both counts but knew I had no choice. I had to deceive Mab because lives depended on it. I’d no intention of giving her even one of the trunks, but I had to be crafty.
“You can have two trunks, Mab. Two and no more. That’s my best offer.”
She shook her head firmly.
I sighed and stared at my feet, pretending to be thinking deeply about the situation. After almost a full minute I looked her straight in the eye. “My family’s lives are in danger, so I’ve no choice, have I? All right—you can have all three trunks.”
A grin split Mab’s face from ear to ear. “The keys then, and it’s a bargain,” she said, holding out her hand.
It was my turn to shake my head. “If I give you the keys now, what guarantee have I got that you’ll guide us to the dungeons? It’s no different to you being outnumbered in the tunnel, is it?” I said, gesturing toward the other witches, who were watching and listening to every word. “Once we rescue my family you can have the keys. Not a moment sooner.”
Mab turned her back on me, perhaps so that I couldn’t see her eyes or read the expression on her face. I felt certain she would cheat me if she could.
At last she turned back to face me. “That’s a bargain then,” she agreed. “But this is going to be difficult. We’ll need all our wits about us to get into that tower alive! We’ll have to work together.”
As we prepared to set off, I picked up my staff.
Mab frowned. “You don’t need that nasty stick,” she said. “Best leave it behind.”
I knew she didn’t like rowan wood and regarded it as a weapon that I could use against her, but I shook my head firmly. “My staff comes with me or the bargain’s off!” I told her.
Alice and I followed Mab in a slow widdershins curve, a counterclockwise circuit of the tower. Soon we had left Crow Wood behind but still kept the same approximate distance from Malkin Tower, which was always visible to our left against the brightening sky.
In the distance, on our right, the vast bulk of Pendle Hill was also visible and suddenly I thought I saw a light flare right on the summit, so I halted and stared toward it. Mab and Alice followed the direction of my gaze. As we watched, the light flickered before burning steadily so that it was visible for miles around.
“Looks like someone’s lit a fire right on top of the hill,” I said.
There were special hills throughout the County where beacons were sometimes lit, the signal passing from hilltop to hilltop much faster than a messenger on horseback could ride. Some of them even took the name Beacon Fell, like the one to the west of Chipenden.
Mab glanced toward me, gave a mysterious smile, then turned away and continued the journey. I shrugged at Alice, and we followed at her heels. The signal must be for somebody, I thought. I wondered if it was something to do with the witch clans.
After about fifteen minutes Mab pointed ahead. “Yonder’s where the entrance is!”
We were approaching what my dad would have called a neglected wood. You see, most woods are coppiced every few years or so, which means that some of the saplings are hacked down and taken for firewood. This also helps the wood by creating light and space for the remaining trees to develop so that both humans and trees benefit. But here, among the mature trees of this wood—oak, yew, and ash—was a dense, tangled thicket of saplings. The area hadn’t been touched for many a long year, and it made me wonder why.
Then, as we reached the edge, I suddenly glimpsed tombstones among the undergrowth and realized that the trees and vegetation concealed an abandoned graveyard.
At first glance it looked impenetrable, but a narrow path led into the thicket, and Mab plunged in without a backward glance. That surprised me, because I knew she couldn’t set foot on holy ground. It must have been deconsecrated, probably by a bishop, and was no longer a holy place.
I followed Mab, with Alice close at my heels, and within moments I glimpsed some sort of ruin to our left, covered with moss and lichen. Only two walls were standing, and the tallest section came no higher than my shoulder.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“All that’s left of the old church,” Mab called back over her shoulder. “Most of the graves were dug up and the bones taken elsewhere and reburied. The ones they could find, anyway.”
Right at the heart of the thicket we reached a clearing, which was scattered with tombstones. Some had fallen flat, others leaned at precarious angles, and there were holes in the ground where the coffins had been dug up and removed. They hadn’t bothered to fill in the graves again, and now they were hollows filled with weeds and nettles. And there, among the tombstones, was a small stone building. A young sycamore tree had grown right through the roof, splitting the stones, its branches forming a leafy canopy. The walls were covered with ivy and the building had no windows, just a rotting wooden door.
“What’s that?” I asked. It was far too small to be a chapel.
“It’s a sepulc—” began Alice.
“He asked me,” interrupted Mab. “It’s a sepulchre, Tom. A grave house above ground, once built for a family with more money than sense. Six shelves, it has, and each one is still a resting place for dead bones. . . .”
“The bones are still there?” I asked, not sure which girl to look at. “Why didn’t they move them with the rest?”
“The family didn’t want their dead disturbed,” Mab said, walking toward the door of the sepulchre. “But they’ve been disturbed already and will be again.”
She gripped the handle and slowly eased open the door. It was already dark in the shade of the sycamore, but beyond that door was absolute blackness. I didn’t have a candle stub and tinderbox with me, but Mab reached into the left pocket of her gown and pulled out a candle of her own. It was made from black wax, and as I watched, the wick suddenly sprouted a flame.
“Be able to see what we’re doing now,” she said, smiling wickedly.
Holding the candle aloft, Mab led the way into the sepulchre, the flame illuminating the slabs of stone—the shelves that held the remains of the dead. I saw what Mab meant by saying the dead had been disturbed. Some of the bones had been dislodged from the shelves and were scattered on the floor.
Once inside, she stepped back and closed the door behind us, the flame flickering in the draft so that the eye sockets of the nearest skull were animated by shadows, the dead bones seeming to twitch with unnatural life.
No sooner was the door closed than I experienced a sudden chill and heard a faint groan from the far corner of the sepulchre. Was it a ghost or a ghast?
“Nothing to worry about there,” Mab said, walking toward that ominous sound. “It’s only Dead Maggie, and she’s not going anywhere now.”
The dead witch was in the corner, leaning back against the damp wall. Rusty metal rings clamped her ankles, each connected by a chain to another ring bolted into the stone flags. The metal was iron, so no wonder she was suffering. Maggie was trapped, all right.
“Is that a Deane I smell?” she whimpered, her voice quivering with pain.
“Sorry to see you in such a state, Maggie,” Alice said, approaching her. “It’s me, Alice Deane—”
“Oh! Help me, child!” Maggie begged. “My mouth be drier than my bones be sore. I can’t abide these shackles. Free me from this torment!”
“Can’t help you, Maggie,” Alice replied, stepping even closer. “Wish I could, but there’s a Mouldheel here. Has a lock of my hair, she has, so I can’t do nothing.”
“Then come closer, child,” Maggie croaked.
Obediently Alice bent close, and the dead witch whispered something into her ear.
“No whispering! No secrets here! Keep clear o’ Maggie,” Mab warned.
Immediately Alice moved away, but I knew her well enough to read a subtle change in her expression: Maggie had whispered something of importance; something that might just help us against Mab.
“Right!” Mab continued. “Let’s get on with it. Follow me. It’s a tight squeeze. . . .”
She knelt down and crawled across the lowest bone shelf to her left, disturbing the skeleton that lay upon it. Within moments all I could see were her bare feet before they disappeared from view like the rest of her. She’d taken the candle, and the inside of the sepulchre was plunged into darkness.
So, gripping my staff, I crawled onto the cold stone slab, following her into the narrow space between it and the shelf above, feeling the bones under my body as I dragged myself across. Beyond the shelf, the fingers of my right hand clutched soft earth and, seeing a flicker of light ahead, I pulled myself headfirst into a shallow tunnel where Mab was waiting. She was on all fours; the roof was too low for her to stand.
Alice had already told me that the only way my trunks would ever leave Malkin Tower was through the big iron-studded wooden door, the same way they’d gotten inside, and one glimpse at that confined space confirmed this. So what did Mab hope to achieve? Even if she did reach the trunks, it would be impossible to bring them out this way.
I faced the same problem, but at least I might be able to rescue my family. And as long as I didn’t give away the keys, no witch would be able to open the trunks.
Once Alice had joined us in the tunnel, Mab wasted no time and crawled away on her hands and knees while we followed as best we could. I’d come across a few tunnels since becoming the Spook’s apprentice, but never one so tight and claustrophobic as this. It had no supports at all, and I had to force myself not to think about the great weight of earth above us. If the tunnel collapsed, we’d be trapped down here in the darkness. We might be crushed quickly; we might suffer a slow, terrifying death by suffocation.
I lost all track of time. We seemed to be crawling along for an eternity, but at last we emerged into an earthen chamber large enough for us to stand up. For a moment I thought we were directly underneath the tower, but then I saw another tunnel straight ahead. Unlike the one we’d just crawled through, this was big enough to walk upright in and had stout wooden props supporting the roof.
“Well,” Mab said, “this is as far as I’ve been. Don’t smell good, this tunnel.”
So saying, she leaned in and sniffed loudly three times. I wondered how good she was at it. The Spook had once told me that the ability varied from witch to witch. After one quick sniff she turned away and gave a shudder of horror. “Something wet and dead down there,” she said. “Don’t fancy that tunnel at all!”
“Don’t be soft, girl!” Alice sneered. “Let me sniff the tunnel out, too. Two noses are better than one, ain’t that so?”
“Right—but be quick about it,” Mab agreed, eyeing the tunnel nervously.
Alice wasted no time. One quick sniff, and she smiled. “Nothing much to worry about down there. Wet and dead we can handle. Tom’s got his rowan staff. Should be enough to keep it at bay. So off you go, Mab. You lead the way! That’s if you ain’t too scared. Thought you Mouldheels were supposed to be made of sterner stuff!”
For a moment Mab glared at Alice and curled her lip, but then she led the way into the tunnel. I gripped my rowan staff tightly. Something told me that I would need it.



CHAPTER XIV
 The Wight

IF the guardian of the tunnel was wet and dead, then it was probably a wight and there’d certainly be water in the tunnel. I’d read about wights in the Spook’s bestiary: they were rare in the County but very dangerous. They were created by witches, who bound the soul of a drowned sailor to his dead body by dark magic. The body didn’t decay. Instead it became bloated and tremendously strong. They were usually blind, their eyes eaten by fishes, but had acute hearing and could locate a victim on dry land while still submerged.
As I was about to follow Mab, Alice gestured with her hand, signaling that I should stay back and allow her to go first. I could tell that she was planning something, but I didn’t know what. So I let her go ahead and just hoped she knew what she was doing.
We seemed to be walking for ages, but at last we began to slow before coming to a halt.
“Don’t like this,” Mab called back. “There’s water ahead. Smells bad. Don’t look safe at all . . .”
I squeezed forward next to Alice so that we could see over Mab’s shoulder. I’d expected to see running water—maybe a stream or underground river that she couldn’t cross. Instead the tunnel widened out to form an oval cave, which contained a small lake. The water almost reached the sides of the cave, but to the left was a narrow muddy path, sloping down toward the water. It looked very slippery.
The lake worried me. It was murky, the color of mud, and there were ripples on the surface; something that you’d expect on water agitated by wind. But we were underground, and the air was still and calm. I also had a feeling that the lake was very deep. Was something nasty lurking under the surface? I remembered what Mab had sniffed out—“something wet and dead.” Was it a wight, as I suspected?
“Ain’t got all night, Mab,” Alice called out cheerfully. “Don’t like the look of it much myself, so the sooner we’re past it the better!”
Looking more than a little nervous, Mab transferred the black candle to her right hand and stepped out onto the muddy path. She’d only taken a couple of steps when her bare feet began to slide. She almost lost her balance and had to put out her left hand to steady herself against the wall. The candle flickered and almost went out.
“Easy does it, girl!” Alice said, the mockery strong in her voice. “Ain’t a good idea to fall in there. Need a good pair of shoes, you do. Wouldn’t like the feel o’ that slimy mud between my toes. Make your feet stink worse than ever!”
Mab turned back toward us, and her lip curled in anger once again. She was just about to give Alice a good earful when something happened that made my heart lurch right up into my mouth.
Faster than I could blink, a big hand, pale, bloated and bloodless, came straight up out of the water and grasped Mab’s right ankle. Immediately she lost her footing and, squealing like a piglet, fell sideways onto the mud, the lower half of her body splashing down into the water. She began to scream in terror, and as I watched, she started to slide farther down into the lake. Alice was between us or I’d have held out my staff for Mab to grasp. To allow the wight to take her was too horrible.
Mab was still holding on to the candle, but she was flailing her arms about and it looked sure to be plunged into the water at any second. If it went out, we’d be in the dark, unable to see where the threat was coming from. As if she’d read my thoughts, lithe as a cat, Alice leaped forward and snatched the candle from Mab’s hand, then stood back and watched her slowly being dragged under.
“Save her, Alice!” I cried out. “Nobody deserves to die like that!”
Alice looked reluctant, but then, with a shrug, she leaned forward, grasped Mab by the hair, and started to pull her back.
At that, Mab screamed even louder—it now became a painful tug of war. Something beneath the surface was trying to drag her under; Alice was resisting and trying to pull her back. Mab must have felt like she was being torn in half.
“Jab it with your stick, Tom!” Alice shouted. “Give it a good poke and make it let go!”
I stepped onto the muddy path next to her and aimed the point of my staff toward the water, looking for a target. The water was churning with mud now, big waves lapping at the edge of the path, and I couldn’t see a thing. All I could do was aim at a point somewhere just below where Mab’s feet should be. I jabbed hard two or three times. It made no difference, and I was aware that Alice was losing the battle: The water was almost up to Mab’s armpits.
I tried again. Still no luck. Then, on my eighth or maybe ninth attempt, I made contact with something. The water heaved, and suddenly Mab was free and Alice was dragging her back up onto the path.
“Right, Tom, we ain’t finished yet. Here, take the candle. Stand by with your staff in case it comes again!”
I accepted the candle and held it as high as I could so that it illuminated the whole surface of the murky lake. In my left hand was my rowan staff, ready to jab at the wight.
Alice suddenly got Mab in an armlock and, with her left hand still knotted in her hair, forced her into a kneeling position and pushed her head down until it was almost touching the water.
“Give me what’s mine!” she shouted into Mab’s left ear. “Do it quick, or that thing down there will rip your nose off!”
For a moment Mab struggled, but then the water began to heave as if something big were swimming to the surface.
“Take it! Take it!” she cried out, fear and panic in her voice. “It’s round my neck!”
Alice released Mab from the armlock and, still gripping her by the hair, used her free hand to tug something out from inside the neckband of her dress. It was a piece of string. Alice bit through it with her teeth, pulled it from Mab’s neck, and held it out toward me.
“Burn it!” she shouted.
As I held the candle under it, I saw that the string was knotted about a twist of hair; the lock of hair from Alice’s head that placed her in Mab’s power. The candle flame ignited the string, and it flared up with a whoosh. There was a faint smell of burning hair, and then Alice allowed the charred remains to fall into the water.
That done, she tugged Mab to her feet, gripped her arm, and pushed her along the path toward the far side of the lake. I followed cautiously, trying not to slip, eyeing the water fearfully. As I watched, something big floated up to the surface. In the shadows, close to the far wall, a huge head emerged, the hair knotted and tangled on top but billowing out beside it. The face was white and swollen, the eyes empty black sockets, and as the nose emerged, it sniffed loudly like a bloodhound seeking its prey.
But moments later we had reached the safety of the far tunnel, and the immediate danger was over. Mab looked wet and bedraggled, all her former confidence gone. But since we’d arrived in Pendle, I’d never seen Alice look happier.
“We need to thank Dead Maggie for that!” Alice said, giving me a wide grin. “Whispered what I needed to know. A wight, that was, and easy enough to sniff out. Always guards that path. Trained it well, they did. Wouldn’t touch anyone with Malkin blood in their veins. I’m a Deane by name, but I’m a Malkin half through. That’s why I made you walk farther back, Tom. Mab here was in the biggest danger.”
“It’s not nice to be tricked!” Mab said. “Still, I’m not complaining too much. Just as long as I get my trunks.”
“Got my lock of hair back, so I’m not complaining either,” Alice said with a smirk. “And if you want those trunks, first we need to find Tom’s family, safe and sound. So no tricks—that’s if you know what’s good for you!”
“I won’t be tricking Tom,” said Mab. “Happen he just saved my life, jabbing that wight like that. I won’t forget that in a hurry.”
“Oooo, happen he saved my life,” mimicked Alice. “Happen I did too, not that you’d notice,” and she got a new fierce grip on Mab’s hair and forced her ahead along the tunnel.
I felt sorry for Mab. There seemed no need to treat her so roughly, and I said as much to Alice.
She let go of Mab’s hair reluctantly and was just about to answer me back when we were both distracted. Another thirty or so paces had brought us to a wooden door set in stone. It seemed that we’d reached an entrance to Malkin Tower.
There was a latch with a lock underneath. I gave Alice the candle to hold, and she pulled Mab to one side while I grasped the latch and lifted it slowly, trying not to make any noise. But when I pulled, the door resisted. It was locked—though that was no problem when the Spook’s brother Andrew was a locksmith. Alice gripped the candle in her teeth and held out my special key. I took it from her, inserted it into the keyhole, turned it, and had the satisfaction of feeling the lock yield.
“Ready?” I whispered, handing the key back to Alice.
She nodded.
“And please, no more bickering, girls. Just keep the noise down until I’ve found my family and we’re out of here,” I said.
“And I’ve got my trunks,” added Mab—but Alice and I ignored her, and I lifted the latch again, slowly opening the door.
Inside it was jet black, but there was a strong stench of rot and decay that made me heave. The air was tainted with death.
Alice wrinkled her nose in disgust and brought the candle to the open door. Ahead of us was a passageway with cell doors on either side. Each had an inspection hatch of iron bars about head height. In the distance was what looked like a much larger room with no door. Would my family be in one of those cells?
“You watch Mab,” I told Alice. “Give me the candle and I’ll check each cell.”
At the first cell I held the candle close to the bars in the door. It seemed to be empty. The second had an occupant, a skeleton covered in cobwebs and dressed in ragged breeches and a threadbare shirt, its legs and arms fastened to a wall by chains. How had the prisoner died? Had he simply been abandoned and left to starve? I felt a sudden chill, and as I watched, a narrow column of light appeared over the skeleton and an anguished face began to form above it.
The face grimaced and tried to speak, but instead of words, all I could hear was a wail of torment. The prisoner was dead but didn’t know it, and was still trapped in that cell, suffering just as badly as he had in his final days. I would have liked to help, but other things were more urgent. How many more ghosts were there down here that also needed release? It could take hours and hours to talk to each tormented spirit and persuade them to cross over to the other side.
Using the candle, I checked each cell. It seemed that none of them had been used for a long time. There were sixteen in all, and seven of them contained bones. When I reached the end of the passageway, I listened very carefully. All I could hear was the faint dripping of water, so I turned and beckoned Alice forward. I waited until she brought Mab to my shoulder, then nervously stepped out into the room at the end. The candlelight couldn’t reach into all the dark corners of that vast space. Water dripped onto the flags from above, and the air felt dank and chilly.
At first glance, it appeared to be deserted. It was a large circular chamber, with another passageway radiating from it, identical to the one I’d already examined. Additionally, stone steps curved upward around the wall of the chamber to a trapdoor in the ceiling, which would give access to the floor above. Five huge cylindrical pillars supported that high ceiling, each bristling with chains and manacles. I also noted a brazier full of cold ashes and a heavy wooden table with an assortment of metal pincers and other instruments.
“This is where they torture their enemies,” Alice said, her voice echoing in the silence. Then she spat onto the flags. “Ain’t good to be born into a family like this . . .”
“Aye,” said Mab. “Maybe Tom should choose his friends more carefully. If it’s a witch you want for a friend, Tom, there’s better families to choose one from.”
“I ain’t a witch,” said Alice, and she tugged at Mab’s hair hard enough to make her squeal.
“Stop it,” I hissed. “Do you want them to know we’re here?”
The girls looked shamefaced and stopped their quarrelling. I looked about me and shuddered at the thought of what must have occurred in this chamber; wave after wave of coldness slipped down my spine. Many of the dead who’d suffered were still trapped here.
First there was the other passageway to search. I’d already looked into sixteen cells, but I had to search them all; one of these others might contain my family. From what I’d already seen of the dungeons, I now feared the worst. But I had to know.
“I need to check each of the cells,” I told Alice. “It’ll take a little while, but it’s got to be done.”
Alice nodded. “’Course you do, Tom. But seeing as there’s only one candle, we’ll stay close.”
No sooner had Alice spoken than there was the sound of coarse laughter from above—a man’s voice, raucous and rough, followed by a shrill feminine peal of mirth that ended in a cackle. We froze. It seemed to be coming from just above the trapdoor. Were the Malkins coming down into the dungeons?
But to my astonishment Mab broke our nervous silence, not even bothering to keep her voice low. “Don’t worry none,” she said. “They don’t come down here, not now—and that’s a promise. Scryed it, I did. You’re wasting your time, Tom. It’s up yonder that we’ll find your family.” She gesticulated upward.
“Why should we listen to you?” hissed Alice. “Scrying indeed! Didn’t scry that wight, did you?”
I just ignored their bickering. Alice had told me that Mab always kept her word. Maybe she was right, but I had to see for myself, and it seemed obvious to me that there were witches on the floor above. So, with a heavy heart, I began a systematic search of the second passageway, still on edge at the thought that the trapdoor above might open at any minute and the Malkins rush down the steps to seize us.
Many of the cells contained bones, but apart from the occasional rat, nothing seemed to be alive down there. I was relieved when it was over, but then I eyed the steps, wondering what was on the next floor.
Alice glanced at the candle, then looked at me sadly, shaking her head. “Don’t like to tell you this, Tom, but it has to be said. Won’t be easy to escape back down the tunnel in the dark, will it? You ain’t going to be safe passing that wight. We need to leave soon, before the candle gutters out.”
Alice was right. The candle had burned low. Soon we’d be plunged into darkness. But I couldn’t leave yet.
“I’d just like to check the floor above. One look and we’ll be on our way.”
“Then do it quickly, Tom,” Alice said. “Prisoners were sometimes kept up there and questioned. If that failed, they were brought down here to be tortured and left to rot.”
“You should have searched up there when I told you,” Mab said. “That way we wouldn’t have wasted so much time.”
Ignoring her again, I set off toward the steps. Alice followed, still keeping a tight hold on Mab, although she’d let go of her hair and was gripping her arm. At the top of the steps I reached up and tried the trapdoor. It wasn’t locked, but I took a deep breath before I began to lift it very slowly, listening carefully for any hint of danger. What if the witches were lying in wait above? What if they grabbed me as soon as the trapdoor was open?
Only when it was fully open did I poke my head out into the space above, raising the candle slowly to illuminate the darkness. It seemed empty of life. Not even a rat moved upon the damp flags. The inside of the tower rose above me, a hollow cylinder with a spiral of narrow steps rising widdershins against the curve of the stone wall. At intervals there were wooden cell doors. The air was damp, and there were wet patches and streaks of green slime on the wall; water was cascading from above to splash the flags to my left. Even the section of the tower above me was still probably underground. I climbed up through the trapdoor and moved toward the steps, beckoning Alice to follow.
“Be patient with me, Alice. I’ll be as quick as I can. I’ll just run up and check each door. If they’re not there, we’ll get out while we still can. . . .”
“Come this far, we have,” said Alice, her voice echoing up into the vast space above. “We might as well go all the way. These are the last of the cells anyway. Next floor is aboveground—the living quarters and where they keep their stores. You go and see. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on Mab.”
But before I could move, there was a sudden distant crash, followed by a deep rumble that seemed to shake the walls and the flags beneath my feet.
“Sounds like they’re firing at the tower again,” Alice said.
“Already?” I asked, astonished that the soldiers were back to their work so soon.
“Started soon after first light,” Mab said. “Bit earlier than we wanted. Could have done with some more time, but that’s your fault, Tom. If you’d let me take their blood, they’d have slept until later.”
“Never mind her, Tom,” Alice said. “All mouth, ain’t she? Go on up the steps. Sooner we’re out of here the better!”
I didn’t need any further encouragement and set off right away. But despite the need for haste, I didn’t run. The steps were narrow, and the higher I went, the more daunting the stairwell to my left became. I reached the first cell and peered in through the hatch of bars. Nothing. Before I reached the second, there was another crash, followed by a rumble and a vibration that ran down the steps from above; the gun had been fired at the tower again.
The second cell was also empty, but then, at the third door, I heard a sound. It was a child crying in the dark. Could it be little Mary?
“Ellie! Ellie!” I called. “Is that you? It’s me, Tom. . . .”
The child stopped crying, and someone moved inside the cell. There was a rustle of skirts and the sound of shoes crossing the flags toward the cell door. Then there was a face against the grille. I held up my candle, but for a moment didn’t recognize her. The hair was wild, the face painfully thin, the eyes sore and red-rimmed with tears. But there was no doubt. No doubt at all.
It was Ellie.



CHAPTER XV
 Like Lithe Cats

“OH! Tom! Is that you? Is that really you?” Ellie cried, tears starting to pour down her face.
“Don’t you worry, Ellie,” I told her. “I’ll soon have you out of there and you’ll be on your way home.”
“Tom, I wish it were so easy,” she said, sobs making her shoulders shake as tears ran down into her open mouth. But I’d already turned away and was beckoning Alice to come up the steps.
She climbed fast, pushing Mab ahead of her, and wasted no time in opening the cell door. As I entered, illuminating the cell with the candle, Mary ran to her mother, who scooped her up in her arms. Ellie looked at me with wide, hopeful eyes but then stepped back uncertainly as Alice and Mab came into the cell after me.
Then I noticed Jack. There was no bed in the cell, just a heap of dirty straw in the far corner, and my brother lay on it. His eyes were wide open and he seemed to be staring at the ceiling. He wasn’t blinking.
“Jack! Jack!” I called, walking over to where he lay. “Are you all right?”
But of course he wasn’t all right, and I knew that the moment I saw him. He made no response to my voice at all. His body was in the cell, but his mind was surely elsewhere.
“Jack doesn’t speak. He doesn’t recognize me or Mary at all,” Ellie said. “He even struggles to swallow, and all I can do is wet his lips. He’s been like this ever since we left the farm. . . .”
Ellie’s voice failed as she was overcome with emotion again, and I could only stare at her helplessly. I felt like I should comfort her in some way, but she was my brother’s wife and I’d only ever hugged her a couple of times: the first was at the celebration just after they’d gotten married; the second was when I’d left home just after Ellie had been terrified by the visit of the witch, Mother Malkin. Something had changed between us from that moment. I remembered her parting words as she warned me never to visit the farm during the hours of darkness.
You might bring back something bad with you, and we can’t risk anything happening to our family.
And it had all come true. Ellie’s worst fears had been realized. The Pendle witches had raided the farm because of the trunks that Mam had left me.
It was Alice who did what I should have attempted. Still gripping Mab by the arm, she moved closer to Ellie and stroked her shoulder lightly. “Be all right, now,” she said softly. “It’s just as Tom says. We can get out of here. Soon have you home again, don’t you fear.”
But Ellie suddenly flinched away. “Keep away from me and my child!” she shouted, her face twisted in fury. “You’re the one that started it all! Keep away, you evil little witch! Do you think that I can ever go back home now? We’ll never be safe there. How can I take my child back? They know where we are now! They can find us anytime they want!”
Alice looked sad, but she didn’t reply, simply stepped back to my side. “Ain’t going to be easy getting Jack down those steps, Tom, but the sooner we try the better.”
I glanced around the cell. It was a dismal sight, damp and cold, with slimy water trickling down the far wall. It wasn’t quite as bad as the picture painted by Wurmalde, but to have been plucked from the safety of their farm and brought to this was terrible. But something even worse than that had damaged Jack.
Was it because he’d gone into Mam’s room? She’d warned me how dangerous it was. Even the Spook couldn’t enter there unharmed. Not only that: Jack had copied my key—otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to open the door when the witches demanded it. Was he in some way paying the price for that, too? But surely Mam wouldn’t want Jack to suffer like this?
“Can you do anything to help Jack?” I asked Alice. She was good with potions and usually carried a small pouch with a selection of plants and herbs.
Alice looked at me doubtfully. “Got some stuff with me—won’t be able to boil it up though, so it won’t be half as effective. Ain’t sure it’ll work anyway. Not if it’s your mam’s room that’s hurt him.”
“I don’t want her touching Jack anyway,” Ellie said, looking at Alice in disgust. “Just you keep her away from him, Tom. That’s the least you can do!”
“Alice can help. She really can,” I told Ellie. “Mam trusted her.”
Mab tutted as though she had doubts about Alice’s skills, but I ignored her, and Alice simply glared at her. Then Alice pulled the small leather pouch of herbs from her pocket. “Any water?” she asked Ellie.
At first I thought that Ellie wouldn’t reply, but then she seemed to see sense. “There’s a small bowl on the floor over there, but it’s got precious little in it.”
“Watch her!” Alice told me, nodding toward Mab, who merely shrugged. Where could she go anyway? Up toward the Malkins? Or down toward the tunnels? Mab had no chance at all alone in the dark, and she knew it.
Alice went over to the bowl of water, unfastened the pouch, and removed a small section of leaf, which she doused in the water, holding it there to soak. I heard the sound of cannonballs hitting the tower once more before she finally went over to Jack, opened his mouth, and pushed the fragment of leaf inside.
“He could choke!” Ellie exclaimed.
Alice shook her head. “Too small and soft now for that. Fall apart in his mouth, it will. Don’t think it’ll help much, but I’ve done my best. Candle will go out soon, and then we’ll be in real trouble.”
I looked at the flickering candle stub. It wouldn’t last more than a few minutes at the most. “We’re going to have to try and carry Jack. You take his legs, Alice,” I suggested, moving round to try and lift him by the arms.
But I’d been optimistic about the candle. At that very moment it guttered out. It was very dark in the cell, and for a moment nobody moved or spoke. Then Mary began to cry, and I heard Ellie whispering to her.
“It’s still not hopeless,” I said. “I can see pretty well in the dark. So I’ll take the lead and carry Jack down with Alice, as I said. It’ll be hard, but we can do it.”
“Makes sense, that,” Alice agreed. “Let’s do it now. No use wasting any more time.”
I’d tried to sound confident, but the steps were steep, with a sheer drop beyond into the stairwell. Even if we got down safely, the wight still guarded the tunnel, and it would be very difficult to carry Jack safely past it. It was better than just waiting here for the Malkins to come down and cut our throats, but it didn’t offer much hope.
It was then that Mab spoke in the darkness. I’d forgotten all about her for a moment. “No,” she said. “All we have to do is wait. The gunners will breach the walls soon, and the Malkins will come down the steps and make their escape along the tunnels. Once they’ve gone, we can go up and get out through the hole blasted in the tower wall.”
For a moment I didn’t reply, but then the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Had Mab foreseen this? Was this the way she planned to get the trunks out of the tower? Through the breached walls? Whatever the truth of it, what she’d just said made sense. The first part of her idea might work, but I couldn’t see how she hoped to evade the soldiers and get the trunks out. And if we went up the steps, I at least would end up in Caster Castle, where I’d be hanged for a crime I hadn’t committed.
“It might be better to follow the Malkins down as they make their escape,” I suggested.
“Trust me!” Mab said. “It’s safer to go up than to be trapped in the tunnels with the Malkins. We’ll get your family to safety and I’ll get the trunks, so we’ll both win.”
The more I thought about it, the better her plan seemed. Ellie, Jack, and Mary were certainly better in the hands of soldiers than of witches. Nowell had said that everyone caught inside the tower would be sent to Caster for trial. But surely they would realize immediately that Jack and his family were the victims. My story would be borne out. If necessary our neighbor, Mr. Wilkinson, could be summoned to give evidence. He’d seen what had happened.
For Alice, it might not be so easy. She was from Pendle and had Malkin blood in her veins. There was a danger that the only one of that family sent to trial would be Alice. And as for myself, I knew what to expect. I would go to Caster, too, accused of the murder of poor Father Stocks. My heart sank at the prospect. I had no witness of my own, and Nowell would believe whatever Wurmalde told him.
But at least the trunks would be seized by the military, not the witches, and eventually my family would be free to return home. For myself, I tried not to think of a future much beyond that.
Mary was crying again and Ellie was trying to reassure her, difficult though it was in the darkness, with fear heavy in the damp air.
“I think Mab’s right, Ellie,” I said, trying to sound optimistic. “The tower’s under attack by soldiers. They were brought in by the local magistrate to rescue you from the Malkins. Mab’s idea could just work. All we have to do is be patient.”
Intermittently, cannonballs continued to pound the tower. Nobody spoke in the darkness, but occasionally Jack gave a faint groan. After a while the child stopped crying and just gave the odd whimper.
“We’re wasting time,” Alice said impatiently. “Let’s go down now, back through the tunnel, before the Malkins come.”
“That’s stupid!” Mab retorted. “In the dark? Carrying Jack and with a small child to mind? All right you talking—the wight won’t be after you. Look, I’ve told you already that I’ve scryed this. Don’t you Deanes ever listen? Seen it all. We’re all going up to safety, and I’m going to get my trunks.”
Alice gave a snort of derision but didn’t bother continuing the argument. We both knew that, whatever happened, Mab wasn’t going to get her trunks.
It must have been half an hour before the gun finally stopped firing. Before I could mention the fact, Mab spoke.
“They’ll be through the wall now,” she said. “It’s happening just as I said. Soon the Malkins will come running down the steps. If they come in here, we’ll need to fight for our lives. . . .”
Out of consideration for Ellie’s fear for her husband and child, I would have kept that quiet. But Mab was blunt. Some of the Malkins might be ordered to kill their prisoners. If so, I wondered how many they would send. At least we had surprise on our side. There were more of us in the cell than they expected.
“Mab’s right,” I said. “Lock the cell from the inside, Alice. That’ll keep the element of surprise.”
Alice hissed through her teeth in annoyance at my support of Mab, but a moment later I listened to her turn the key in the lock and I gripped my staff tightly. Immediately afterward, somewhere outside the cell, I heard a door opening, followed by a distant murmur of voices. Then I heard footsteps on stone. Somebody was coming down—and not just one person. Several. There were voices and also heavy boots and the click of pointy shoes echoing across the stairwell.
Nobody spoke in the cell. We all knew the danger we were in. Were they coming for Jack, Ellie, and Mary, or simply making their escape? We’d no chance at all against so many, but even though it seemed hopeless, I wouldn’t give in without a fight.
The footsteps drew nearer, and moments later, through the hatch of bars, I glimpsed candlelight and shadowed heads bobbing from right to left past the cell door as the witches and clan supporters made their escape. I heard them reach the bottom of the steps and start to climb down through the hatch, perhaps two dozen or more of them. Suddenly it was silent, and I hardly dared to hope that they’d gone. Maybe in their haste to escape they’d forgotten their prisoners completely?
“In a moment two of ’em will come back up,” Mab whispered. “We need to be ready!”
It was then that I heard a female voice in the distance. I couldn’t make out the words, but the tone was unmistakable, the cold voice filled with cruelty. My heart sank as someone began to climb toward us, retracing their steps.
As they approached the door, close by, in the darkness of the cell, someone sniffed loudly. “Two of them, that’s all,” said Alice, who had just sniffed out a confirmation of what Mab had predicted.
In reply, Mab’s voice cut through the darkness. “Two it is,” she said, “and one’s only a man. I’ll soon sort him.”
Two sets of footsteps drew nearer: the click of pointy shoes and the thud of heavy boots. A key was inserted into the lock, and beyond the bars a woman spoke.
“Leave the child to me,” she said. “She’s mine.”
As the door opened, I lifted my staff, ready to defend Ellie and her family. The man was holding a lantern in his right hand and a dagger in his left—one with a long, cruel blade. At his shoulder stood a witch with a thin, hard mouth and eyes like black buttons stitched unevenly into her forehead.
They had no time to register surprise. No time to take a breath. Before they could react, before I could even take a step forward, Mab and Alice attacked. They pounced like lithe cats, claws outstretched, leaping toward startled birds pecking for worms. But these weren’t birds, and they couldn’t fly. They retreated and suddenly disappeared off the steps, screaming as they fell. The sound of them hitting the ground below made me shudder.
The lantern had fallen in the doorway, and the candle within was still alight. Mab picked it up and held it over the steps, looking down into the stairwell.
“Got a bit o’ light to see by now,” she said. “That should make things easier.”
When she turned back toward us, she was smiling and her eyes were cruel. “They won’t be a bother now. Nothing so good as a dead Malkin,” she said with a glance at Alice. “Time to go up the steps.”
By contrast, I could see that Alice was shaking, and she crossed her arms over her stomach tightly, as if she were about to be sick.
From above there came a new sound, grinding and metallic.
“The soldier boys are inside now,” Mab said. “That’ll be the sound o’ the drawbridge being lowered. Time to go up, Tom—”
“I still say we should go down and follow the Malkins,” Alice said firmly.
“No, Alice. We’ll go up. I feel that’s the right thing to do,” I told her.
“Why take her side, Tom? Why let her twist you round her little finger?” Alice protested.
“Come on, Alice! I’m not taking sides. I’m trusting my instincts like my master always says. Help me, please,” I pleaded. “Help me carry Jack up the steps. . . .”
For a moment I thought she wasn’t going to respond, but then she came back into the cell to help. As she bent to lift Jack, I could see that her hands were shaking.
“Carry my staff, Ellie,” I said, holding it out toward her. “I might need it later.”
Ellie looked afraid and was probably in shock, her mind reeling from what had just happened. But, still carrying her child, she accepted my staff, gripping it firmly in her left hand. I heaved Jack up by the shoulders and Alice took his legs. He was a dead weight and it was bad enough having to lift him, never mind carry him up the steps. We struggled along, with Ellie following behind. It was backbreaking work and we had to rest every twenty steps or so. Mab was getting farther and farther ahead, the light from the lantern growing dimmer.
“Mab!” I called up after her. “Slow down. We can’t keep up!”
She ignored me, not even bothering to look back. I was afraid that she would go up to the floor above, leaving us alone in the dark on those dangerous narrow steps. But my fears proved unfounded. The witches had locked the upper hatch behind them, no doubt hoping to delay their pursuers. Mab was sitting there below it, grim-faced, waiting for Alice to use my key to unlock it. However, she was still first through, and we followed as best we could. Only after we’d pulled Jack up and lowered him carefully to the floor did I have time to look about me.
We were in a long room with a low roof; in one corner there were sacks of potatoes piled right up to the ceiling, with a mound of turnips close by. Above another heap, this time of carrots, salted hams hung from the ceiling on great hooks. The room wasn’t dark and we no longer needed the lantern. A shaft of daylight lit the far end, where Mab was standing with her back to us. I walked toward her, with Alice at my shoulder.
Mab was standing in front of an open door. She was gazing with fascination at something on the floor. Something that had been left behind in this storeroom.
There were the three large trunks that the witches had stolen from me. Mab had reached them at last—but she still didn’t have the keys.



CHAPTER XVI
 Mam’s Trunks

I looked up beyond the trunks and through the open doorway into broad daylight and silence. The air was full of dust motes, but where were the soldiers?
“It’s too quiet out there,” I said.
Alice nodded. “Let’s go and see,” she suggested.
Together we walked through into a large room, the cluttered living quarters of the Malkins. There were dirty sheets and sacks on the floor for sleeping on, and against the walls were piles of animal bones and the remains of old meals. But some of the food was fresh; broken plates and uneaten food littered the flags. It looked as if the wall had been breached while the Malkins were still eating breakfast and they’d fled, leaving everything behind.
The ceiling was far above, with more steps spiraling up the inside of the tower. There was a smell of cooking smoke, but that masked the medley of stenches beneath it: unwashed bodies; rotting food; too many people living closely together for too long. Stones from the wall had tumbled down in a heap, crushing a table and scattering cooking pots and cutlery, and through that breach I could glimpse the trees of Crow Wood.
The gap was narrow but just wide enough to admit a man. Soldiers had obviously been inside, because the huge door was flung back and the drawbridge had been lowered. And there, in the distance, far beyond the moat, I could see them—soldiers in red coats, scurrying about like ants. They were hitching the gun carriage to the shire horses, preparing to move off, it seemed. But why hadn’t they pursued the Malkins? It would have been easy enough for them to smash through the hatch and get down into the levels below. Why hadn’t they finished the job after going to so much trouble? And where was Master Nowell, the magistrate?
I heard a noise behind me, the slap of bare feet against cold flags, and turned to see that Mab had come into the room. She was smiling triumphantly.
“Couldn’t have been better! Didn’t just poison the water so we could free you,” she crowed, looking directly at me. “Had another reason. We didn’t want those gunners to see the Pendle beacon last night. Needed ’em to go to work this morning and blast a hole in the tower so that we could get the trunks out. And word must have come from the barracks at Colne, summoning ’em back. Well, we’ve done with ’em now, so the soldier boys can rush off to war and get themselves killed.”
“War?” I demanded. “What war? What do you mean?”
“A war that’ll change everything!” Mab crowed. “An invader’s crossed the sea and landed far to the south. But although it’s a great distance away, all the counties will have to band together and play their part. I saw it all! I saw the beacons sending their message from county to county, ordering the soldiers back to barracks, the fire seeming to leap from hilltop to hilltop. Saw the war coming. Scryed it all, I did. But it was all about timing in the end. Better than Tibb, I am.”
“Oh, stop your crowing!” said Alice, trying to deflate her. “You can’t see everything. You’re not half as clever as you think you are. You can’t see what’s in Tom’s boxes and you couldn’t see the way into the tower. That’s why you had to torture poor Maggie. Didn’t see the wight coming either!”
“Didn’t do too badly though, did I? But you’re right, I could do even better. It all depends on the ritual. Depends on the night it’s done. Depends whose blood I drink,” Mab said slyly. “Tom’s little niece would do the trick. Give me her blood at Lammas and I could see it all. All I want to see. Now give me the keys to those trunks, and I’ll let you go.”
Sickened by what she’d just said, I raised my staff. I would have brought it crashing down on her head, but she just smiled at me as bold as brass and pointed through the big wooden door. My gaze followed her finger and there, beyond the drawbridge, I saw something that made my heart plummet into my boots.
The soldiers in red coats had gone. There were no shire horses. No gun carriage. Instead there were figures walking out of the trees and crossing the tussocky grass toward us. Others were much closer to the drawbridge—women in long gowns carrying blades. Mab had planned it all, down to the tiniest detail.
The Malkins had fled down the tunnels. The soldiers had gone off to war, leaving the job unfinished. And now the Mouldheels were coming for the trunks. Mab had always intended to get them out of the tower this way. She had scryed well enough to win. The plan Alice and I had hatched was hopeless. Mab had outwitted us, and we couldn’t get the better of her now. I felt sick to my stomach. Ellie and Jack would be prisoners again—and the threat to their child was real. The cruel expression on Mab’s face told me that.
“Think about it, Tom,” she continued. “You owe me. I could have waited in the woods with the others, couldn’t I? Just waited in safety for the soldiers to leave, just as I knew they would. Instead, I risked my life getting you into the tower so you could save your family. I saw what was going to happen. That the Malkins would have cut their throats as they escaped. I saw it as plain as the nose on your face; saw them coming into the cell with their blades. And I helped you save them. But I didn’t just do it for nothing. You know what we agreed. So you owe me plenty. We have a bargain, and I hold you to it! I always keep my word, and I expect you to do the same!”
“You’re too clever for your own good!” Alice said, suddenly seizing Mab by the upper arm. “But it ain’t over yet. Not by a long way. Come on, Tom. We’ve got the lantern. We can escape back down the tunnels!”
So saying, she forced Mab back into the storeroom and I followed at her heels, the possibilities whirling inside my head. The Malkins would still be down there, but they would be heading for the sepulchre entrance and might be well away by the time we reached it. It gave us half a chance. Better than staying here, at the mercy of the Mouldheels.
Ellie was on her knees beside Jack, who was breathing heavily, his eyes closed. Mary was clutching at her mother’s skirts, close to tears.
“Quick, Ellie, you’ll have to help me,” I said softly. “There’s more danger ahead. We need to go back down the tunnels as fast as we can. You’ll have to help me carry Jack.”
Ellie looked up at me, her expression a mixture of anguish and bewilderment. “We can’t move him again, Tom. Not down there. It’s too much to ask. He’s too ill—he won’t be able to stand it—”
“We’ve got to, Ellie. We’ve no choice.”
Mab started to laugh, but Alice pulled her hair sharply.
As I moved to grasp Jack under the arms, Ellie shook her head and fell across his chest, using the weight of her body to prevent me from trying to lift him. Desperate, I considered telling her about the threat to her daughter. It was the only thing I could think of to get her moving.
But I said nothing. It was already too late. The Mouldheels were already coming into the room—a dozen of them at least, among them Mab’s sisters, Beth and Jennet. The group formed a circle about us, staring at us with cold, pitiless eyes, ready to use their blades.
Alice looked at me, her own eyes full of despair. I shrugged hopelessly, and she released Mab.
“I should kill you now,” Mab said to Alice, almost spitting the words out. “But a bargain’s a bargain. Once the trunks are open, you can leave with the rest. Now, Tom, it’s up to you.”
I shook my head. “I won’t do it, Mab,” I said. “The trunks belong to me.”
Mab leaned forward, grabbed Mary by the arm, and dragged her away from her mother. Beth threw her a knife, and she caught it expertly and held it toward the child’s throat. As the little girl began to cry, her face filled with anguish, Ellie ran at Mab but didn’t manage more than two steps before she was flung to the floor and pinned there, a knee in her back.
“Give me the keys or I’ll take the child’s life now!” Mab commanded.
I lifted my staff, measuring the distance between us. But I knew I couldn’t strike quickly enough. And what if I did? The others would be on me in seconds.
“Give them the keys, Tom!” screamed Ellie. “For pity’s sake, don’t let them hurt her!”
I had a duty to the County, and because of that responsibility I’d already risked the lives of Ellie’s family by refusing before. But this was too much. Mary was now screaming hysterically, more upset by the plight of her mother than by the threat from the knife. Mab was going to kill her while I watched, and I couldn’t bear it. I let the staff fall from my hands. I bowed my head, sick with despair.
“Don’t hurt her, Mab,” I pleaded. “Please don’t hurt her. Don’t hurt any of them. Let them all go and I’ll give you the keys. . . .”
Alice, Ellie, and Mary were taken out of the tower and escorted toward the distant trees; two of the witches carried Jack between them like a sack of potatoes. After I’d agreed to surrender the keys, Alice hadn’t spoken again. Her face was a blank. I’d no idea what she was thinking.
“They’ll stay under guard in the wood,” Mab said. “They can go free when the trunks are open and not a moment before. But you’re not going anywhere. You’re staying here, Tom. And we’ll be cozy without Alice—that Malkin–Deane cross-breed—getting in our way. Well then, give me the keys and let’s get started.”
I didn’t argue. I felt helpless. The whole situation was a nightmare that I couldn’t find my way out of. I’d let down the County, the Spook, and my mam. With a heavy heart I pulled the keys from my neck and gave them to her. She walked across to the trunks and I followed, standing meekly at her side. Only Beth and Jennet had stayed in the room with us, but more armed Mouldheels were just outside, guarding the door.
“Which one should I open first?” Mab asked, smiling at me sideways.
I shrugged.
“Three trunks and three of us,” Beth called out from behind. “That’s one each. You choose quick, Mab, then we can open ours. My turn next.”
“Why should I go last?” Jennet complained.
“Don’t worry,” Beth replied. “If I choose wrong, you might get the best.”
“No!” Mab hissed, whirling to face her sisters. “All three trunks belong to me. If you’re lucky, I might give you a gift each. Now, be quiet and don’t spoil it for me. I’ve worked hard to get these.”
The twins flinched away from Mab’s hostile gaze, and she turned her attention back to the trunks. Suddenly she knelt and inserted one of the three small keys into the lock of the central trunk. She wriggled the key about, but it wouldn’t turn, and with a frown of annoyance she tried another trunk. When that also failed to unlock, Jennet giggled.
“Third time should do it, sister!” she taunted. “Not your lucky day, is it?”
When even the third trunk failed to yield to the key, Mab came to her feet and faced me, her eyes blazing with anger. “These the right keys?” she demanded. “If this is a trick, you’ll be more than sorry!”
“Try one of the other keys,” I suggested.
Mab did so, but the result was the same. “Think I’m stupid?” she shouted. Then her expression became cruel and she turned to Jennet. “Go and bring the child here!”
“No,” I said. “Please don’t do that, Mab. Try the other key. Maybe that’ll work. . . .”
By now I was anxious, and my palms began to sweat. It had been bad enough surrendering the keys in the first place. But if they wouldn’t open the trunks, I knew that Mab’s revenge would be terrible and that she’d start by hurting the child. What was wrong? I wondered if the trunks would open only if I held the key. Could that be possible?
Mab knelt again and tried the third key. The first two trunks again failed to open but, to my relief, the third gave a click and the key finally turned. She looked up with a smile of triumph and then slowly lifted the heavy wooden lid.
The trunk was full, but of what exactly it was not possible to see yet. A large piece of white material was neatly folded on top. Mab lifted it up, and as it unfurled, I saw that it was a dress. Suddenly I realized it was a wedding dress. Was it Mam’s? It seemed likely. Why else would she keep it in her trunk?
“Too big for me, this is!” Mab said with a smirk, holding it up against her body, the hem trailing on the floor. “What d’you think, Tom? Look rather fetching, don’t I?”
She was holding the dress the wrong way around, the back facing me, and with a gasp I made out the line of buttons running from neck to hem. I’d no time to count them, but I saw enough to suspect that they were made of bone. The last time I’d seen buttons like those they were on a dress worn by Meg Skelton, the lamia witch who’d lived with the Spook at Anglezarke. Was my mother’s wedding gown fastened by bones like a lamia witch’s dress?
Mab threw the dress to Jennet. “Gift for you, Jennet!” she called. “You’ll grow into it one day! Just have to be patient, that’s all.”
Jennet caught it, screwing up her face in disgust. “Don’t want this old dress! You have it, Beth,” she said, passing it to her twin.
By now Mab had pulled a second item from the trunk. It was another garment. Again she held it against her body, trying it for size, even though it was evidently a man’s shirt.
Instantly I guessed what it was: Dad’s shirt—the one he’d used to shield Mam’s body from the fierce rays of the sun when he’d found her bound to a rock with a silver chain—the chain that had been in my possession until Nowell had taken it from me. She’d saved the shirt in memory of what he’d done.
“This musty old shirt’s your gift, Beth!” Mab called, throwing it toward her sister with a mocking laugh.
Of course, it was better than Mary being hurt, but it pained me to see Mam’s things treated in that disrespectful way. Mam’s life was in this trunk, and I’d wanted to sift through her things at my leisure rather than watching Mab paw them. And Tibb believed there was something of great importance here. Something that Mab might discover at any moment.
Mab now turned her attention back to the trunk, her eyes ranging greedily over its contents. There were jars and sealed bottles, each one labeled. Were they medicinal potions? Could there be something in there that might help Jack? Then there were lots of books of different sizes, all of them bound in leather. Some looked like diaries, and I wondered if Mam had written them. One especially large volume drew my eye and made me want to pick it up. Could it be a record of her life with Dad on the farm? Or even an account of her life before they met?
There were also three large canvas bags tied at the neck with string. Mab lifted out one of these, and as she set it down on the floor, I heard the distinct clink of coins. Her eyes widened, and she hastily untied the string and plunged her hand into the bag. When she brought it out again, there was a glint of gold: Her hand was full of guineas.
“Must be a fortune here!” Mab said, her eyes almost bulging from their sockets with greed.
Quickly she checked the remaining two bags; they too were full of gold coins—enough money to buy Jack’s farm many times over. I’d never have guessed that Mam had so much money left.
“That’s one bag each!” Beth exclaimed.
This time Mab didn’t contradict her sister. Her eyes had returned to the trunk. “Money’s good to have,” she said, “but I’d bet my life that there’s something even better in here. Wonder if it’s those books? Could be lots of knowledge here—spells and things. Wurmalde wanted these trunks badly. She wanted your mam’s power. So there’s got to be something in here well worth having!”
She chose the largest of the books, the one that had intrigued me, and pulled it from the trunk, but when she opened it at a random page, she began to frown. As she flicked through, the frown became deeper.
“It’s all in a foreign language!” she exclaimed. “Can’t make head nor tail of it. Can you read this, Tom?” she demanded, thrusting the book toward me.
I knew before I looked that it wouldn’t be in Latin, because that was a language many witches were familiar with. It was Mam’s book and, quite naturally, it was in her own language—Greek. The language she’d taught me from a very early age.
“No,” I said, trying to sound convincing. “Can’t make any sense of it at all . . .”
But at that moment a small envelope fell out of the pages and spun to the floor. Mab stooped and picked it up, holding it out for me to see before tearing it open.
To my youngest son, Thomas J. Ward
She screwed up the envelope and tossed it away before unfolding the letter. She frowned again and held it out toward me.
“It’s not good enough, Tom,” she said with a sneer. “Getting into bad ways, you are. First you won’t keep to a bargain, and now you’re telling lies. Thought better of you. This letter’s written in the same language as the book. Why would a mother write to her son in a language he didn’t understand? Better tell me what it says. Otherwise the others won’t be going anywhere—except to their graves!”
I accepted the letter and began to read, the words as clear to me as if they were written in my own language.
Dear Tom,
This trunk was intended to be the first to yield to the keys.
The other trunks can be opened only in moonlight and only by your own hand. Within them my sisters sleep, and only the kiss of the moon can restore them to wakefulness. Do not fear them. They will know that you are of my blood and will watch over you, if necessary giving their lives so that you may live.
Soon the dark made flesh will walk the earth once more. But you are my own hopes made flesh and, whatever the cost in the short term, you have the will and strength to triumph in the end.
Just be true to your conscience and follow your instincts. I hope that one day we will meet again, but whatever happens, remember that I will always be proud of you.
Mam



CHAPTER XVII
 Moonlight

“WELL! What does it say?” Mab demanded.
I hesitated, but I was thinking fast. Mam’s sisters? What sort of sisters slept in trunks like these? And how long had they been there? Since Mam came to the County and married Dad all those years ago? She must have brought her sisters back with her from Greece!
And I’d seen something very much like this before, back in Anglezarke. Lamias. There were two kinds of lamia witches—the domestic and the feral. The first category had been like Meg Skelton, the Spook’s true love: identical to a human woman but for a line of green and yellow scales running the length of her back. The second type were like Meg’s sister, Marcia: They scuttled about on four limbs, were covered in scales, and drank blood. Some could even fly short distances. Could it be that Mam was a lamia, domestic and benign? After all, Greece was the homeland of Meg and Marcia, too. The feral Marcia had been returned home in a coffin so as not to terrify the other passengers on the boat—the Spook had used a potion to make her sleep on the journey. He’d used the same potion to make Meg sleep for months at a time.
Then I remembered how Mam used to go up to her special room once a month. She went alone, and I never asked what she did there. Had she been talking to her sisters, then putting them back to sleep in some way? I felt pretty sure that they must be feral lamias. Perhaps the two of them together would be a match for Mab and the other Mouldheels.
“Come on, I’m waiting!” Mab snapped. “My patience is running out fast.”
“It says that the other trunks can only be opened in moonlight and that I must turn the key.”
“Does it say what’s inside?”
“No hint at all, Mab,” I lied. “But it must be something special and more valuable than what we’ve already found in this trunk. Otherwise they wouldn’t be more difficult to get into.”
Mab looked at me suspiciously, so I kept talking to distract her. “What happened to the other, smaller boxes that were in Mam’s room?” I demanded. There had been lots of other boxes, all taken by the witches who’d raided the farm.
“Oh, them. Heard they were full of rubbish—cheap brooches and ornaments, that’s all. The Malkins shared ’em out among their clan.”
I shook my head sadly. “That’s not right. They belonged to me. I had a right to see them.”
“Just feel lucky that you’re still alive,” Mab said.
“Will you let Alice and my family go now?” I pressed her.
“I’ll think about it.”
“Jack’s ill—he must have help. They need a horse and cart to get him to a doctor as quickly as possible. If he dies, I’ll never open the trunks for you. Come on, Mab, keep your word. You’ve already got one trunk, and I’ll open the other two tonight, as soon as the moon comes up. Please.”
Mab stared hard into my eyes for a moment, then turned to her sisters. “Go and tell the others to let them go.”
Jennet and Beth hesitated.
“He needs that cart, Mab. He can’t walk,” I persisted.
Mab nodded. “Then he shall have it. Just see that you keep your word. Go on, jump to it!” she snapped, turning to her sisters. “And tell ’em to hurry those masons up!”
“Masons?” I asked as Beth and Jennet left to do their sister’s bidding.
“Masons to fix the wall. The Malkins are finished here. This tower belongs to us now. Times have changed. We rule Pendle now!”
Within an hour a team of four masons had arrived and set to repairing the wall. The men seemed nervous and were clearly working under duress. They obviously wanted to get the job over and done with as quickly as possible and displayed great strength, energy, and dexterity in heaving the heavy stones back into position.
Others from the clan went down the steps under orders to secure the lower regions of the tower. They were soon back, reporting that, as expected, the Malkins had left the lower dungeons and escaped through the tunnel. Mab gave orders for guards to stay down there on watch. When the Malkins found out that the soldiers had left the vicinity, they might try to return.
Before nightfall the breach in the wall had been repaired, but Mab had one more job for the masons. She made them carry the two heavy locked trunks up the narrow steps and onto the battlements above. That done, they left hurriedly, and the drawbridge was lowered, sealing us within the tower.
In addition to Mab and her sisters there were another ten witches, who made up the numbers of the coven. But there were also four older women, whose job was to cook and carry for the rest. They made a thin potato and carrot soup, and despite the fact that the members of a witch clan had made it, I accepted a plateful. But fearing poison or some potion that would place me under Mab’s control, I checked that it was ladled from the same cooking pot as everyone else’s. When they had started, I dunked bread into it and began to eat.
After supper I would have liked to start sorting through Mam’s trunk, but Mab would have none of it and ordered me to keep away. “You’ll get your fill of them trunks before you’re finished,” she told me. “Months it’s going to take you, to translate all those books.”
Soon after sunset, carrying a lantern, Mab led me up toward the battlements, Beth and Jennet at my heels. At the top of the steps we passed into another room with a wooden floor, in which the mechanism for controlling the drawbridge was housed. It consisted of a large wooden capstan wheel with a system of wooden cogs and gears and a ratchet attached to a chain. Turning the wheel would wrap the chain around it and raise the bridge.
Beyond that we emerged onto the flagged battlements, which provided a good view on all sides. Pendle Hill rose high above the trees of Crow Wood and, because of the meadowland between the tower and the edge of those encircling trees, nobody could approach unseen. The gunners had gone off to war and now the tower was in the hands of the Mouldheels, theoretically unassailable. But then I glanced toward the trunks. Little did they know what waited within.
As it grew dark, the lantern seemed to grow brighter. I knew that the moon would already be above the horizon, but there was a stiff breeze from the west, driving low rainclouds across the sky. It might be some time before moonlight fell upon the trunks, if at all.
“Looks like rain, Mab,” I told her. “Might have to wait until tomorrow night.”
Mab sniffed the air and shook her head. “Moon’ll show its face soon enough,” she said. “Until then, we’ll wait up here.”
I stared out into the darkness, listening to the distant whine of the wind through the trees, thinking of all that had happened in the few days since we’d reached Pendle. Where was the Spook now? And what could he hope to do against the power of the witch clans? Poor Father Stocks was dead, and my master couldn’t hope to shift the Mouldheels from Malkin Tower alone, never mind deal with the others—especially the Malkins. And I needed to talk to the Spook about the existence of Wurmalde, who was a real puzzle. How did she fit into the complex society of the Pendle witches? She’d talked about taking revenge on Mam, but what exactly was she trying to achieve in Pendle?
I glanced at Mab, who was staring up at the night sky. “You’ve done well, Mab,” I flattered her, hoping to get her talking so that I could learn more about what we faced. “You’ve beaten the Malkins. And even with the help of the Deanes, they’ll never be able to get you out of this tower. It’s yours forever now.”
“It’s been a long time coming,” Mab agreed, looking at me a little suspiciously. “But I saw my chance and I made it happen. With your help, Tom. We’re a good team, me and you, don’t you think?”
I wasn’t sure what she was driving at. She couldn’t be taking a shine to me. Not me, a Spook’s apprentice. No, it had to be fascination and glamour she was trying to use on me. I decided to ignore her and change the subject.
“What do you know of Wurmalde?” I asked.
“Wurmalde!” Mab said, spitting onto the flags. “She’s nothing but an incomer. A meddler, she is, and the first who’ll get bad things happening to her. I’ll sort her.”
“But why would she come here when she’s not from one of the clans? What does she want?”
“She’s a loner. Don’t come from a good witch clan herself, so attaches herself to others. And for some reason she wants to be in this county and to raise the power of the dark—to strike out at you and your mam, I think. She’s mentioned your mam; really seems to hate her for some reason.”
“I think they knew each other back in Greece,” I said.
“Your mam a witch?” Mab asked me directly.
“Of course not,” I said, but I wasn’t convincing myself, let alone Mab. Powers, potions, bone buttons and now two feral lamia “sisters.” I was starting to believe deep down that my mother was indeed a lamia witch—a benign, domesticated one, but a witch nonetheless.
“You sure about that?” asked Mab. “Just seems to me that Wurmalde’s pretty interested in the power of your mam’s trunks, and your mam seems to have been very clever at stopping anyone from getting into them. How could she do that if she wasn’t a witch?”
I ignored her.
“Don’t worry,” Mab teased. “Nothing to be ashamed of, being related to a witch.”
“My mother’s not a witch,” I protested.
“So you say, dearie,” she said, making it obvious she didn’t believe a word of it. “Well, whatever your mam is, she’s Wurmalde’s enemy, and Wurmalde wants the three covens to join together at Lammas to raise Old Nick and destroy you and all your mother’s hopes, I think. But don’t fret, the Mouldheels won’t be part of it, not us. No, not despite all her attempts to persuade us. We’ve left ’em to their folly. Going too far, it is,” she said, shaking her head furiously. “Too much of a risk.”
Mab fell silent, but now I was really curious. I wanted to know what she meant about “going too far.”
“A risk? What do you mean by that?” I asked.
It was Beth who answered for her sister. “Because once you done that, there’s no going back, and he’s in the world to stay. And you might not be able to control him. That’s the big risk you take. Once Old Nick gets back into the world, there’s no end to the mischief he might do. Got a mind of his own, Nick has. Lose control of him and he could make us suffer, too.”
“But don’t the Malkins and Deanes know that?” I asked.
“Of course they do!” Mab snapped. “That’s why they want us to join ’em. First of all, if three clans work together, there’s more chance of raising Old Nick in the first place. Then, if it’s successful, with three covens working together we might be able to keep him in check. But it’s still a risk, and the others are fools to be taken in by Wurmalde’s promises of increased power and darkness. And why should I work with them anyway? As I said, the Mouldheels are the power in Pendle now, so let the others go to the Devil!”
For a moment there was silence as we both stared into the darkness, until suddenly the moon came out from behind a cloud. It was a thin crescent, a waning moon with horns facing toward the west. The light was pale, but it shone on the trunks, casting their shadows across the battlements.
Mab held out the keys and pointed to the nearer trunk. “Keep your promise, Tom,” she said softly. “You won’t regret it. We could have a good life here—you and me.”
She smiled at me and her eyes glittered like stars, her hair gleaming with an unearthly silver light. It was only moonlight, I knew that, but for a moment she was radiant. Although I understood exactly what she was trying to do, I could still feel the power she was exerting. Glamour and fascination were being used against me: Mab was trying to bind me to her will. Not only did she want me to open the trunks; she wanted me to do it willingly and happily.
I smiled back and accepted the keys. Her efforts were wasted. I was already both willing and happy to open the two trunks. And she was about to get the biggest surprise of her life.
Apart from the largest key, the one that opened the door to my room back at the farm, they appeared identical. But the second one I tried opened the lock with a click. I took a deep breath and slowly raised the lid. Inside the trunk, folded back upon itself, was something large. It was wrapped in a piece of sailcloth and bound with string. Instinctively I placed my hand on the upper surface, expecting to feel movement, but then I remembered that the creature within would sleep until touched by the light of the moon.
“There’s something big in here, Mab,” I said. “I’ll need a hand to lift it out. But I’ll open the other trunk first and see what’s inside that.”
Whether Mab agreed or not, I was already trying to open the second trunk. If they were indeed feral lamias, then one would surely be enough to see off the Mouldheels. But I wanted them both awake to make absolutely sure. I raised the second lid. . . .
“Same thing here, Mab. Let’s lift them both out.”
Mab didn’t look too sure, but Beth leaned forward eagerly and we heaved the long, heavy bundle from the trunk and placed it on the flags. Stretched out, it was about one and a half times the length of my own body. Jennet, not to be outdone, helped me with the second trunk. That completed, I smiled up at Mab.
“Cut through the string, Jennet,” I said.
Jennet pulled her knife from her belt and obliged, and I started to unwrap the sailcloth. I’d almost finished when disaster struck!
The moon went behind a cloud.
Mab brought the lantern across and held it at my shoulder. My heart sank, my confidence evaporating. I hesitated, hoping that the moon would come out again. Would the Mouldheels know what a lamia was? They might have heard of them, but hopefully, as lamia witches weren’t native to the County, they wouldn’t have seen one in the feral state. But if they did guess correctly, the two dormant creatures would be at the three sisters’ mercy. Once they’d used their blades, the kiss of the moon would come too late.
“Hurry up, Tom!” Mab ordered impatiently. “Let’s see what we have here. . . .”
When I didn’t move, she reached down and snatched back the cloth, immediately giving a little gasp.
“What’s this then? Never seen anything like this before!” she exclaimed.
I’d been face-to-face with Marcia, Meg Skelton’s feral sister. I remembered well her cruel face, white and bloated, with red blood dribbling from her chin. I also remembered her long greasy hair, scaly back, and four limbs ending in sharp claws. This creature was larger than Marcia. I was pretty sure that it was a feral lamia, but not the kind that just scuttled about on the ground. This was the other type, which I’d never seen before. The one that could fly short distances. It had black feathered wings folded across its back and also short feathers on its upper body.
Additionally, there were four limbs: The heavier lower two had sharp, deadly claws; but, by contrast, the upper limbs were much more like human arms, with delicate hands, and nails hardly longer than a woman’s. The creature was stretched out facedown, but its head was turned toward us so that half the face was visible. The visible eye was closed, but wasn’t as heavy-lidded as Marcia’s. In fact, it seemed to me that the face was attractive, with a kind of wild beauty, though there was more than a hint of cruelty about the mouth; the lower body of the creature was covered in black scales, each one coming to a fine point like a hair, the whole effect making me think of an insect.
As I said, the black wings were folded across the back, and where they met was a hint of something lighter beneath. I suspected that, like some insects, the lamia had double wings. Four wings in all, the lighter pair beneath protected by the heavier defensive armor of the outer two.
Mab sniffed loudly three times. “Dead, it looks. Dry and dead. But it don’t smell that way. Something odd here. A mystery. Are they just in a deep sleep?”
“There must be a reason for this, Mab,” I said, desperate to buy time. “It’s a puzzle to me, too. No doubt we’ll find the answers in those books we found in the other chest. But it’s my guess that the other one is the same. That they’re both familiars. Think how useful it would be to have something like this doing your bidding! Not a bad exchange for just surrendering a little of your blood. . . .”
“Wouldn’t like to think how much blood this thing here would expect,” Mab said, looking at me doubtfully and moving the lantern back a little way so the creature’s face was in shadow once more. “Put ’em back in the trunks,” she said, looking at her sisters. “Hurry up, Beth. And you help her, Jennet. They’re horrible things, and I don’t like the look of ’em one bit. Feel much better once they’re safely back under lock and key.”
Obediently Beth seized the edge of the canvas, no doubt intending to wrap up the creature before putting it back in the trunk. But at that moment the moon came out, and instantly the lamia’s visible eye opened wide.
It seemed to look straight at me before giving a sort of shudder and coming up slowly onto its four limbs. The twins squealed in fear and ran back to the hatch. Mab merely stepped away cautiously, pulling the blade from her belt and holding it at the ready.
The lamia’s head turned to me so that I could see both its eyes. Then it sniffed very loudly before turning back toward the three sisters. By now, Beth was already scrambling through the hatch, Jennet close behind. The creature shook itself very deliberately, like a dog ridding itself of water droplets after emerging from a river, then glared at Mab.
“You didn’t see this, Mab, did you?” I shouted.
“You knew, didn’t you?” she accused. “You read what was in the trunks but didn’t tell me! How could you, Tom? How could you do it? How could you betray me?”
“I opened the trunks. I kept my word, and I hope you like what you see,” I said quietly, trying to control my anger. How could she accuse me of betraying her when I’d been forced to do her bidding? I began to tremble, remembering how she’d held the knife against Mary’s throat, and suddenly my words came out in a rush of anger.
“All three trunks belong to me! That’s the truth, and you know it. And now you’ve lost the trunks and lost control of this tower, too. You didn’t rule Pendle for long,” I jibed, hearing my own voice ugly with mockery. Instantly I regretted having rubbed salt into the wound. There was no need to speak like that. Dad wouldn’t have liked it.
The lamia took a step toward Mab and she took two hurried steps backward. “You’ll be sorry for this,” she threatened, her voice low but filled with venom. “I actually cared about you, and now you’ve let me down! So you give me no choice! No choice at all. We will join up with the other clans and do what Wurmalde wants. She wants you dead. Wants to hurt your mam and thwart her plans. Wants to stop you from becoming a spook. And now I’m going to help her! See how you like it when Old Nick hunts you down! See how you feel when we send him after you!”
The lamia advanced again, its movements slow and deliberate, and panic animated Mab’s face. She gave a scream of terror and dropped both blade and lantern before scrambling down through the hatch after her sisters.
Wasting no time, I walked forward, picked up the fallen blade, and used it to cut the string that bound the other long bundle before quickly unwrapping the sailcloth to allow moonlight to fall upon the creature within. Moments later, both lamias were fully alert. They looked at me searchingly, but I couldn’t read the expression in their eyes. I was suddenly very nervous, my mouth becoming dry. What if they didn’t know me? What if Mam was wrong?
Could these really be my aunts? Mam’s sisters? I remembered my aunt Martha, on Dad’s side, a kindly old lady with red cheeks and a ready smile. She was dead now, but I recalled her with fondness. These creatures couldn’t be more different! And yes, I had to admit it: This meant that Mam must be a lamia, too.
What had happened? Could Mam’s sisters have stayed feral while she slowly shape-shifted into the domestic form, benign and kind? She’d been human in shape when Dad first met her. He’d been a sailor, his ship calling at a port in Greece. When he’d found her bound with a silver chain, her hand had also been nailed to the rock. Who’d done that and why? Did it have something to do with Wurmalde?
Afterward Mam’d taken Dad back with her to a house with a walled garden. They’d lived there happily for a while, but some nights Mam’s two sisters had come to visit. Then I realized that my first guess was wrong. Dad had said they were tall, fierce-looking women. They’d seemed angry with him. He thought that was why Mam had insisted that they leave Greece and make their home in the County—to get away from her sisters.
However, unknown to him, they must have been placed in those trunks when they were still domestic. Then they must have slowly shape-shifted back to the feral because they’d been deprived of human contact, dormant for years and years. It all seemed to point to that. I remembered something else that Mam had once said to me.
None of us are either all good or all bad—we’re all somewhere in between—but there comes a moment in each life when we take an important step, either toward the light or toward the dark . . . maybe it’s because of a special person we meet. Because of what your dad did for me, I stepped in the right direction, and that’s why I’m here today.
Had Mam perhaps not always been good? Had meeting Dad changed her? As my mind whirled with those thoughts, the two lamias turned away and headed for the open hatch, dropping through it in turn. I followed more slowly, first picking up the lantern that Mab had discarded. I climbed down into the wooden room that housed the device for lowering the drawbridge and looked through the second hatch into the vast living area below.
The air was full of screams, but they were coming from the storeroom into which the Mouldheels had fled; the Mouldheels were no doubt trying to escape by climbing through the other hatch into the first section of the tower below ground. I began to descend the spiral of steps toward the floor.
By the time I reached ground level, the screams and shouts were distant, fading away by the second. But there was a trail of blood that led from one of the tables near the wall into the storeroom. I wondered which of the witches was the victim and walked toward the door slowly, reluctant to face what I might find there.
However, I saw that the storeroom was already empty. I walked across and peered down through the hatch. It was dark, but in the distance I could see the bobbing lights of lanterns against the walls as the Mouldheels fled down the spiral steps, and the vast space echoed with faint screams. I lifted my own lantern and peered down. The trail of blood continued beyond the hatch. The eye of a lamia glittered, reflecting back the light. She was dragging something down the steps. It was a body. I couldn’t see the face—just legs and bare feet slowly receding downward.
The Mouldheels belonged to the dark, but I felt sorry for the dead victim below. And I didn’t feel good about betraying Mab, even though I’d done it for the sake of the County. But what if she was right? What if she did escape the lamias and unite with the other clans to spite me? Had I just put myself, my family, and all the County in even greater danger?
I closed the hatch and turned away, sickened. I would have locked it if I could, but Alice still had my special key. I trusted Mam. I knew that I’d nothing to fear from the lamias. They were family, and I had their blood in my veins. But I still didn’t want them near me. I wasn’t ready to face who I was just yet.



CHAPTER XVIII
 James the Blacksmith

IT was a long night. I tried to sleep, hoping to blot out for a while everything that had happened, but it was useless, and finally I went back up onto the battlements and waited for the sun to come up.
It seemed to me that I was safe enough in the tower. The drawbridge was up, the breach in the wall had been repaired, and the two lamias would prevent either the Mouldheels or the Malkins from coming back through the tunnels and up into the tower. But I needed to know how Jack was.
If only I could bring him and his family into the safety of the tower . . . and one of the potions in the first trunk might well be able to help him. I wanted to see the Spook, too, and tell him everything that had happened; but even more urgently I had to talk to Alice. She knew where I was, and if news reached her about what had happened, she might come back to the tower. She would be able to look through the potions and perhaps work out which one to use. It was dangerous out there and my courage was faint, but I knew that if Alice hadn’t come to the tower the next day, then I would have to go and look for her.
The sun came up and climbed into a sky that was clear, without even a hint of cloud. The morning wore on, but apart from the crows and the occasional distant glimpse of deer or rabbits, the clearing between the trees and the tower was empty of life. In a way, as the rhyme says, I was king of the castle. But it meant nothing. I was lonely and afraid and I didn’t see how life would ever get back to normal. Would Magistrate Nowell eventually come back and demand that I surrender? If I refused, would he bring the constable and lay siege to the tower again?
By the afternoon my appetite had returned, and I went down into the living area once more. The fire was still smoldering, so I stoked up the embers and started to bake potatoes for my breakfast. I ate them straight from the fire, too hot to hold for more than a second at a time. I burned my mouth a little, but they were delicious and the pain was worth it. It made me realize how little I’d eaten since arriving in Pendle.
I found my rowan staff in a corner and sat for a while holding it across my knee. Somehow it made me feel better. I thought of the silver chain that had been confiscated by Nowell. I wanted it back—I needed it for my work. But at least Mam’s trunks were back in my possession. I still felt weary and afraid, but decided that, after nightfall, I’d have to set off and find Alice or the Spook. Under cover of darkness I’d have more chance of evading capture—either by witches or the constable and his men. I wouldn’t be able to use the drawbridge; once I’d let it down and left the tower, there’d be nobody there to raise it again and any of the witches could easily get in. So I’d have to leave by the tunnel and risk an encounter with the wight. That decided, I pushed some more spuds into the fire for my supper and went up to the battlements to spy out the lay of the land.
I waited and watched, gathering my courage as the sun sank toward the horizon. After about half an hour or so, I glimpsed a movement in the trees. Three people emerged from the wood and began to walk to the drawbridge. My heart leaped with hope. One was the Spook, clearly identifiable from his staff and cloak. He was carrying two bags and walked purposefully, a gait that I could always recognize from a distance.
The person to his left was Alice—there was no doubt about that—but at first I didn’t recognize his other companion, who was carrying something over his shoulder. He was a big man, and as he drew closer, I felt there was something familiar about his gait, too, the way his shoulders rolled as he strode out. Then, suddenly, I recognized him.
It was my brother James!
I hadn’t seen James for almost three years, and he’d changed a lot. As he approached, I could see that the blacksmith’s trade had put muscle on him and he was broader at the shoulders. His hair had receded from his forehead somewhat, but his face glowed with health and he looked in his prime. And he was carrying a huge blacksmith’s hammer.
I waved furiously from the tower. Alice saw me first and waved back. I saw her say something to James, and he immediately grinned and waved as well. But the Spook just continued walking, his face grim. At last the three of them halted in front of the moat, facing the raised drawbridge.
“Come on, lad!” the Spook shouted up, gesturing impatiently with his staff. “Don’t dawdle. We haven’t got all day! Get that bridge down and let us in!”
It proved easier said than done. The good news was that the heavy capstan, which seemed designed for two to operate, not just one, had a ratchet system. That meant that as I turned it, releasing the chains, the weight of the bridge didn’t spin the wheel more than an eighth of a turn at a time before the ratchet stopped the cog from turning. Otherwise it would have whirled out of control, breaking my arms or worse.
Lowering the drawbridge was only half the battle. Next I had to open the big, rusty iron-studded door. But as soon as I’d drawn back the heavy bolts, it began to grind on its hinges. Moments later James heaved it wide open, threw down his hammer, and got his arms around me, squeezing me so hard that I thought my ribs might break.
“It’s good to see you, Tom! It’s really good. I wondered if I’d ever see any of you again,” he said, holding me at arm’s length and giving me a huge grin. James had broken his nose badly in a farm accident, and it was now squashed back against his face, giving him a roguish appearance. It was a face with character, as Dad used to say, and never had I been more happy to see it.
“There’ll be time for talk later,” said the Spook, entering the tower, Alice at his heels. “But first things first, James. Get that door closed and bolted and raise that bridge. Then we can afford to relax for a bit. Well, what have we here?”
He paused to glance down at the trail of blood that led into the storeroom and raised his eyebrows.
“It’s Mouldheel blood. Mam’s sisters were in two of the trunks,” I said. “They’re feral lamias. . . .”
The Spook nodded but didn’t look too surprised. Had he known all along? I began to wonder.
“Well, word came to us that the Mouldheels had fled down the tunnels soon after the Malkins, but we didn’t know why,” he said. “So this explains it. Where are the lamias now?”
“Down below,” I said, gesturing with my thumb.
James had closed the big wooden door and thrust home the bolts. “Mechanism for the bridge up there, Tom?” he asked, gesturing upward.
“Through the trapdoor and on the left,” I said and, giving me a quick smile, James ran up the steps two at a time.
“You all right, Tom?” inquired Alice. “Got help for Jack, then came here as soon as we could.”
“I feel better now you three are here, but I’ve had a few scary moments, to say the least. How is Jack?”
“Safe enough for now. He and Ellie and Mary are in good hands. Did my bit, too, just in case. Brewed him up something else, I did. Still unconscious, but his breathing’s much better and there’s color in his cheeks now. Physically, he seems much stronger.”
“Where is he? At Downham?”
“No, Tom. It was too far to take him, and I wanted to get back here and see if I could help you. Jack’s at Roughlee with one of my aunts—”
I looked at Alice with dismay and astonishment. Roughlee was the Deane village. “A Deane! You’ve left my family with a Deane?”
I looked across at my master, but he just raised his eyebrows.
“Aunt Agnes isn’t like the rest,” said Alice. “She ain’t all bad. Always got on well, we have. Her second name’s Sowerbutts and she once lived in Whalley, but when her husband died, she came back to Roughlee. She keeps to herself. Her cottage is on the outskirts of the village, and none of the others will even know your family’s there. Trust me, Tom. It was the best I could do. It’ll be all right.”
I wasn’t happy, but as Alice concluded, there came the sound of the capstan turning and the bridge being raised. We waited in silence until James came down the steps again.
“We’ve a lot to say to one another, so let’s settle ourselves down,” said the Spook. “Over there by the fire looks as good a place as any.”
He helped himself to a chair and pulled it up close to the flames. James did likewise, but Alice and I sat down on the floor on the other side of the fire.
“Wouldn’t mind one o’ those spuds, Tom,” said Alice. “Ain’t smelled anything that good for days!”
“Those’ll be ready soon, and I’ll do a few more. . . .”
“I’ve sampled your cooking before, so I’m not sure that’s such a good idea,” said the Spook drily, making his customary jibe. But despite that, I knew he’d enjoy a baked potato, even if he suffered a few singed fingers. So I went into the storeroom and came back with an armful of spuds and began to push them into the embers of the fire with a stick.
“While you’ve been getting yourself into serious trouble, I’ve been busy myself,” said the Spook. “I have my own way of sniffing things out, and there are always one or two folk who aren’t afraid to speak up and tell the truth.
“It seems that since last Halloween, emissaries of the Deanes have been slowly moving in on Downham village to plant their evil and terrorize the good folk. Most villagers were too terrified to warn Father Stocks, who, apart from the thefts from the graveyard, had no idea that things had deteriorated so far. Fear is a terrible thing. Who can blame them when their children are threatened? When their sheep waste away before their eyes and their livelihood’s in jeopardy? By the end of the summer, the whole place would have belonged to that witch clan. As you know, lad, I like to work alone—apart from my apprentice, that is—but this wasn’t the time for it.
“I tried to rouse the menfolk to action, but I was making heavy weather of it. As you know, most people fear our trade, and the villagers were too nervous even to open their doors to me. But then your brother James arrived and, after first talking man to man with Matt Finley, the Downham blacksmith, he was able to make them realize the grave danger to themselves and their families. Finally some of the village men gathered in support. I’ll spare you the details, but we cleared out the Deanes, root and branch, and they won’t be coming back for a long time, if at all!”
I glanced at Alice, but she showed no reaction to all this talk of the Deanes.
“As a result of all that,” continued my master, “I got your note very late, lad. Too late to help. We set off for Read and met up with Alice, who’d been waiting for us on the outskirts of the laund. Together we traveled here to Crow Wood. Poor Father Stocks,” he said, shaking his head sadly. “He was a good apprentice and a loyal friend to me. He didn’t deserve to die like that.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Gregory,” I said. “There was nothing I could do to save him. Tibb took his blood, but then Wurmalde killed him with a knife—” The memory of Father Stocks lying murdered on the bed returned so vividly that I almost choked on my words. “She acts like the mistress of the house—she controls Master Nowell as well. She blamed me for the murder; he believes everything she tells him and was going to send me off to Caster to hang as soon as the tower was breached. He’ll be after me again. And who’s going to believe me?” I asked, getting more frightened by the second at the thought that I might still be taken off to Caster Castle.
“Calm yourself, lad. Hanging’s the least of your worries! Word has it that Master Nowell and Constable Barnes have both gone missing. I suspect that neither will be in any condition to press charges.”
Suddenly I remembered what the housekeeper had said to me in the cell at Read Hall. “Wurmalde told me that Nowell would be dead within days and that the whole district would be in their hands.”
“The first might well be true,” said the Spook, “but not the second. This land of ours may be at war, but we’ve a battle or two of our own to fight yet. It’s not over by any means—not while I’ve breath still left in my body. We’re probably already too late to save the magistrate, but we can still deal with Wurmalde—whoever she is.”
“She’s an old enemy of Mam’s, as I told you in my letter,” I said. “She’s the driving force behind what they’re going to attempt at Lammas. She wants to destroy all the good that Mam’s fought for. She wants to kill me, prevent me from being a spook, and then plunge the County into darkness. That’s why she wanted Mam’s trunks. She probably thinks they contain the source of Mam’s power. And it’s her idea to raise the Fiend. Mab had refused to join with the other clans, but just before the lamias chased her and her clan from the tower, she got angry and said that she was going to join with the Malkins and Deanes, that she was going to help Wurmalde.”
The Spook scratched at his beard thoughtfully. “Looks like we’ve paid a high price for driving them from this tower. Keeping the clans apart is our main objective, so these trunks have cost us dear. It seems to me that Wurmalde is the key to all this. Once we settle with her, there’s half a chance the whole scheme will just fall apart. The witch clans have always been at one another’s throats. With her gone, it’ll be back to normal. It’s just three days to Lammas, so we’ve little time to waste. We need to carry the fight to her. We’ll strike where and when she least expects it.
“Then, win or lose, we’ll turn our attention to the witches’ sabbath and try to halt the ceremony. James finally convinced the villagers at Downham that the futures of their families depended on them helping us, so they promised to lend a hand. They were feeling brave at the time, fresh from driving out the Deanes, but a few days have passed since then, and reflecting on the danger might have lessened their commitment—though I’m sure some will keep their promise. Well, lad,” said the Spook, staring into the embers and rubbing his hands, “where are those baked potatoes? I’m as ravenous as a wolf, so I might as well risk one after all!”
The new ones weren’t ready yet, but I used a stick to drag one I’d cooked for myself out of the embers. I picked it up and quickly tossed it toward my master. He caught it deftly, and I tried not to smile too much as he started passing it from hand to hand to stop his fingers from burning.
And despite all the bad things that had happened, I could afford to grin. I’d already had more than one piece of good news. Ellie and her child were safe and Jack, if not recovered, seemed to be improving. And perhaps I wouldn’t be taken to Caster.
But there was something I hadn’t told the Spook. Not believing in prophecy, he would only have been annoyed. Mam had said in her letter that the dark made flesh would soon walk the earth. By that she meant the Fiend. Mam had been right before. If she was right this time, then we would fail to break up the Lammas Sabbath, leaving the Devil loosed into the world.
It soon grew dark outside, and as we ate, bathed in the light and warmth of the fire, I felt better than I had for days. At least Mam had balanced her dark words with optimism. I couldn’t understand how I’d find the strength to stand up to the Devil, but I had to trust in what she believed.
After about an hour it was decided that we should get some rest; with everything that had happened and the excitement of seeing James, Alice, and the Spook again, I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep, so I volunteered to keep watch. In any case, it was better that I was alert in case the two lamias came sniffing around. I was confident that James and I wouldn’t be on the menu, but I wasn’t so sure about the others. At first I’d intended to tell James that they were his aunts, but the longer I thought about it, the less it seemed like a good idea. Despite over a year’s training to be a spook, I still found it hard to deal with the idea that the two creatures were actually Mam’s sisters. It would be much harder for James to cope with. So, on reflection, unless it proved absolutely necessary, I decided to keep it from him.
The Spook and Alice were soon fast asleep, but after a while James stood up, put a finger to his lips, and pointed away from the fire toward the far wall, where Mam’s trunk was. I followed him over.
“I can’t sleep, Tom,” he said. “I just wondered if you’d like to talk?”
“Of course I would, James. It’s really good to see you. I’m just sorry things are this way. I keep thinking it’s my fault,” I told him. “Being apprenticed to a spook just seems to attract trouble. Ellie and Jack had been worried all along that something like this might happen—”
James shook his head. “There’s more to it than that, Tom. A lot more. Mam wanted you to take on that job. She wanted it more than anything else in the world. That’s what she told me at Dad’s funeral. And something else. She pulled me to one side and said that evil was growing in the world and that we’d have to fight it. She asked me, if the time came, to move back to the farm and give my support to Jack and his family. And I agreed.”
“You mean live there?” I asked.
James nodded. “Why not? I’ve no real ties at Ormskirk. There was a girl I grew fond of, but it came to nothing in the end. She married a local farmer last year and I was hurt for some time, but you have to move on. I could give Jack a bit of a hand with the farm when things are busy. I even thought we could build a forge behind the barn.”
“You’d get some work but not enough to live on,” I told him. “There are two smiths working from Topley now. Everyone goes to them.”
“Thought I might try brewing some ale on the side as well. That’s how Dad’s farm got its original name.”
That was true enough. Once, long before Mam bought it for Dad, it had been called Brewer’s Farm and had supplied ale to the local farms and villages.
“But you don’t know anything about brewing!” I protested.
“No, but I know good ale when I taste it!” James countered with a grin. “I could learn, couldn’t I? Who knows what can be achieved when you set your mind to it! What is it, Tom? You don’t look that happy at the idea of me coming home to live. Is it that?”
“It’s not that, James. It just worries me, that’s all. The Pendle witches know where the farm is now. Whatever we do here, it won’t be over. It’ll never be over. I just don’t want to see another brother hurt.”
“Well, it’s what Mam wanted, and I’m going to do it. I think the time she spoke of has already come; if there is some sort of enduring threat, then I think I should stand by my brother and his family. Anyways, it might be quite a while before Jack fully regains his strength. It’s my duty—that’s the way I see it, so my mind’s made up.”
I nodded and smiled. I knew all about duty, and I knew what my brother meant.
James pointed down at Mam’s trunk. “What have you found in there? Was it worth all the trouble?” he asked.
“I think so, James. The story of Mam’s life is somewhere inside this trunk—but it might take time to work it all out. And there might just be something very powerful; something that we could use to fight the dark. It’s got lots of her books in it—some look like diaries; accounts from when we were children. There’s money as well. Would you like to take a look?”
“Oh, yes, please, Tom, I’d really like that,” James said eagerly, so I lifted the lid.
As he stared at the contents of the trunk with wide eyes, I lifted out one of the bags of money and untied the string before pulling out a handful of guineas.
“There’s a fortune there, Tom!” he gasped. “Has that money been in the house all these years?”
“Must have been. And those two other bags are full of the same,” I replied. “We should split it seven ways—it belongs to all Mam’s sons, not just me. Your share could pay for the cost of a forge and keep the wolf from your door until you’ve gotten established.”
“That’s very generous of you, Tom,” James said, looking doubtful and shaking his head, “but if that’s what Mam had wanted, she’d have shared it among us herself. No, the fact that it’s in the trunk, together with all the other things that’ll be useful to you in your trade, means you might need it for something else. Something more important . . .”
I hadn’t thought of that. There was a reason for everything Mam did. It needed thinking about some more.
James picked up the largest of the leather-bound books, the one that had attracted my eye when I first opened the trunk. He opened it at a page close to the front.
“What’s this?” he asked, looking puzzled. “It looks like Mam’s handwriting, but I can’t make moss nor sand of it. It’s in a foreign language.”
“It’s Mam’s language, Greek,” I told him.
“Of course, Tom. I wasn’t thinking. But she taught you the language, didn’t she? I wonder why she didn’t teach me?” For a moment he looked sad, but then his face brightened. “I expect it was because of the trade she wanted you to follow, Tom. She had a good reason for everything and always did things for the best. I don’t suppose you could read a little of the book to me? Would you mind? Just a few words . . .”
So saying, he handed me the book, still open at the original page that he’d chosen at random. I glanced at it quickly. “It’s Mam’s diary, James,” I told him before reading aloud, translating from the top.
Yesterday I gave birth to a fine healthy son. We will call him James, a good County name and his father’s choice. But my own secret name for him shall be Hephaestus, named after the god of the forge. For I see its light in his eyes just as I see the hammer in his hand. I have never been happier. How I wish I could be a mother with young children forever. How sad it is that they must grow up and do what must be done.
I stopped reading and James looked at me in astonishment. “And I became a blacksmith!” he exclaimed. “It’s almost as if she chose that for me from birth. . . .”
“Maybe she did, James. Dad arranged your apprenticeship, but maybe Mam chose your trade. That’s certainly what happened in my case.”
There was something else that I didn’t bother to mention. But perhaps, in time, James would realize it for himself. It was the way he had picked the page that referred directly to his birth and name. It was almost as if Mam had reached out from afar and made him choose that page. This was the book that had attracted me, too; the book from which the letter had fallen, telling me what I needed to know about the contents of the other two trunks.
If that was the case, it made me realize just how powerful Mam was. She’d prevented the witches from opening the trunks, and now they were in our hands and protected by her lamia sisters. Thinking that made me more optimistic. The dangers ahead were great, but with a mam like mine behind me and my master at my side, maybe things would all work out in the end.



CHAPTER XIX
 Agnes Sowerbutts

IN the morning Alice cooked us a good breakfast, making the best of the ingredients available. I helped her by cleaning out the pots and pans and peeling and chopping potatoes, carrots, and turnips. We boiled one of the hams as well, after Alice had sniffed it carefully to make sure that it hadn’t been poisoned.
“Make the most of this, lad,” the Spook told me as I tucked into the steaming stew. “It’s the last big meal we’ll be eating for some time. After this we’ll be fasting and getting ready to deal with the dark!”
My master hadn’t yet outlined his plans for the day, but I was more concerned about something that had kept me awake for much of the night.
“I’m worried about my family,” I told him. “Can’t we go to Roughlee and bring them back here? There might be something in Mam’s trunk that we can use to cure Jack.”
The Spook nodded thoughtfully. “Aye, that sounds like a good idea. Best to get them out of Deane territory. It’ll be dangerous, but with the girl to guide you I’m sure you’ll manage all right.”
“It’ll be fine, Tom,” Alice agreed. “Don’t worry, they’re all right—we’ll get ’em back here safe and sound in a couple of hours. And I’m sure there’ll be something in the trunk to help your brother.”
“And while you’re doing that,” said the Spook, “James and I will pay another visit to Downham. Time’s getting short, and it seems to me that it would be wise to rally some of the village men and get them back here to the refuge of the tower. We’d be better placed to strike when the need arises. And on our way there, we’ll be on the lookout for Wurmalde and young Mab. The first needs binding and putting out of harm’s way. The second should have calmed down a bit by now and might just listen to reason.”
After breakfast I took a clean shirt from my bag and discarded the bloodstained one, glad to be rid of it at last, with the terrible memories it evoked of poor Father Stocks’s death. Less than an hour later we were on our way. With nobody to raise the drawbridge after we’d left, we had to use the tunnel. The Spook took the lead carrying one lantern; Alice brought up the rear, lighting the steps from behind with another. As we descended, everything was silent and deserted, and I noticed that the bodies of the witch and her male companion had been removed from the foot of the stairwell. But once through the lower trapdoor, I sensed a presence. The lanterns revealed nothing, and the only sound was the echo of our footsteps. But the circular hall was large and there were lots of dark shadows beyond the pillars; as we left the steps, the hair on the back of my neck began to rise.
“What have we here?” asked the Spook, pointing at the farthest of the pillars.
He walked toward it, his staff at the ready, lantern raised. I was at his shoulder, my own staff in my left hand, Alice and James close at my heels.
At the foot of the pillar was a wooden bucket, and something was dripping into it steadily. Another step forward, and I saw that it contained blood and that it was slowly being filled as we watched.
Looking up, I saw that there were chains hanging from the darkness of the ceiling far above, chains that had no doubt been used to bind prisoners while they were tortured or left to die of starvation. Now those chains had been put to another use. Attached to them at intervals, all the way up into the dark, were small animals: rats, weasels, rabbits, stoats, and the odd squirrel or two. Some were fastened by their tails, others by their legs, but all hung head downward. They had been killed, and their blood was dripping into the bucket. It reminded me of a gamekeeper’s gibbet: dead animals nailed to a fence, both as a warning and as a display of kills made.
“It’s a grim sight,” the Spook said, shaking his head. “But we must be grateful for small mercies. There could be people hanging there.”
“Why have the lamias done that? What’s it for?” I asked.
The Spook shook his head. “When I find out, lad, I’ll write it up in my notebook. This is new to me. I’ve never dealt with this type of winged lamia before, so we’ve a lot to learn. It could be that it’s just a way of collecting blood together from a lot of small animals to make it amount to a more satisfying meal. Or it could be something that only makes sense to a feral lamia. Year by year our store of knowledge grows, but we must think ahead, lad, and not always expect immediate answers. Perhaps one day you’ll finally get a chance to read your mam’s notebooks and find the answer there. Anyway, let’s move on. We’ve no time to waste.”
When he had finished speaking, there came a slight scratching noise from somewhere above. I looked up nervously and heard a click as the Spook released the blade from its recess in his staff. As we watched, a dark shape scuttled down the pillar toward the arc of light cast by the lanterns. It was one of the feral lamias.
The creature had climbed down headfirst. Its wings were folded across its back, and its body was in shadow. Only its head was clearly illuminated. The Spook angled his blade at the lamia, and James stepped forward and raised his huge hammer, ready to strike. The lamia responded by opening its mouth wide and hissing, giving us a glimpse of razor-sharp white teeth.
I put down my staff and touched the Spook and James lightly on the shoulder. “It’ll be all right. It won’t hurt me,” I said, stepping between them and moving closer to the lamia.
Mam had said the creatures would protect me, even at the cost of their own lives, and I felt that James was safe, too. It was the Spook and Alice that I was worried about. I didn’t want it to attack them. Neither did I want anyone to kill it in self-defense.
“Take care, Tom,” Alice pleaded from behind. “Don’t like the look of it. Dangerous, ugly thing, it is. Don’t trust it, please. . . .”
“Aye, the girl’s right. Be on your guard, lad. Don’t get too close,” warned the Spook.
Despite their warnings I took another step nearer. There were scratch marks on the stone pillar made by the creature’s sharp talons. Its eyes were staring straight into my own.
“It’s all right,” I told the lamia, keeping my voice calm. “These people are my friends. Please don’t hurt them. Just guard them as you would guard me, allowing them to come and go freely as they wish.” Then I smiled.
For a moment or two there was no response, but then the cruel eyes widened a fraction and the lips parted slightly. It was more of a grimace than a smile. Then, from beneath its body, one of the forelimbs was raised toward me, the nails less than a hand span from my face. I thought it was going to touch me, but quite definitely, the lamia dipped its head in agreement and, still keeping its eyes locked upon mine, scuttled backward up the pillar to be lost in darkness.
I heard James let out a big sigh of relief behind me. “Wouldn’t want to be in your line of work for anything!” he exclaimed.
“I don’t blame you for that, James,” said the Spook, “but somebody’s got to do it. Anyway, let’s press on.”
Alice took the lead now, holding her lantern high, and went into the passageway between the cells. On either side were the unquiet dead. I could sense their anguish, hear their pleading voices. James, not being a seventh son of a seventh son, would be spared that, but I was eager to move on quickly into the tunnel and leave all that pain behind me. However, before we reached the wooden door that led to the outer tunnel, the Spook rested his hand upon my shoulder and came to a halt.
“This is terrible, lad,” he said softly. “There are spirits in torment here. More trapped together in one place than I’ve ever encountered before. I can’t just leave them like this—”
“Spirits? What spirits?” James asked, looking around nervously.
“It’s just the spirits of those who died here,” I told him. “They’re nothing to worry about, but they’re in pain and need releasing.”
“Aye,” said the Spook, “and it’s my duty to deal with them now. I’m afraid it’s going to take me some time. Look, James, you press on to Downham. You don’t need me. In fact, you might find it easier to rally the villagers if I’m not there. Stay overnight and bring as many back here as you can tomorrow. Don’t try to use the tunnel—I don’t think it’ll do much for the villagers’ courage to pass through this dungeon. Come straight up to the tower and we’ll lower the drawbridge. And another thing—I wouldn’t mention the death of poor Father Stocks just yet. It’ll be a real blow to the village, not good for their morale. And as for you two”—he looked at Alice and me in turn—“get yourselves off to Roughlee and bring Jack, Ellie, and the child back here to safety. I hope to see you again in a few hours at the most.”
It seemed to be for the best, so we left the Spook with a lantern as he prepared for the long task of sending the tormented dead of Malkin Tower toward the light. Then we set off along the tunnel, Alice in the lead and James close behind me.
Soon we came to the lake, and Alice stepped forward warily, holding her lantern high. A sudden stench of rotting assailed my nostrils. I felt uneasy. The water had been agitated on my previous visit, but this time it was still and calm, reflecting back the glowing lantern and Alice’s head and shoulders like a mirror. Then I saw why.
The wight no longer guarded the tunnel. Several pieces of it were floating in the water. The head was close to the far wall. A huge arm was on the nearside bank, the thick, bloodless fingers resting on the muddy path as if attempting to claw their way out of the lake.
Alice pointed down at the path. There were footprints on it—but they weren’t human. They’d been made by one of the feral lamias.
“It cleared the way for you, Tom,” said Alice. “And unless I’m very much mistaken, we won’t have any witches to worry about either.”
Alice was probably right, but as we skirted the lake, my feeling of unease returned. The wight was clearly destroyed, yet I had a strange feeling that I was being watched.
We quickly went past the lake, stepping over the bloated fingers, and continued on our way until we reached the earthen chamber. After standing there for a few moments, listening for danger, we moved on into the final low section of tunnel, which forced us down onto our hands and knees. Crawling forward, we found it hard going, but at last we dragged ourselves through onto the bone shelf and into the sepulchre. As I clambered out, Alice was dusting herself down. She held the lantern aloft, and I glanced across at the empty leg irons in the corner. Dead Maggie was gone, probably freed by her family as they made their escape.
We extinguished the lantern, and Alice left it just inside the door of the sepulchre against future need. Outside, we said a quick farewell to James, who headed north toward Downham. Moments later Alice and I were making our way through the trees to Roughlee, a strong wind bending the saplings, the smell of imminent summer rain strong in the air.
For a while we walked in silence. The sky grew darker, it began to rain, and I was becoming increasingly uneasy. Although I generally trusted Alice’s judgment, the more I thought about it, the more it seemed the height of folly to have left my family with one of the Deanes.
“This aunt of yours—are you sure she’s to be trusted?” I asked. “It must be quite a few years since you last met her. She might have changed a lot since then. Maybe she’s fallen under the influence of the rest of her family?”
“Ain’t nothing to worry about, Tom, I promise you. Agnes Sowerbutts never practiced as a witch until her husband died. And now she’s what people hereabouts call wise. She helps people and keeps her distance from the rest of the Deane clan.”
I felt better on hearing that. It seemed that Agnes was what the Spook would have termed benign, using her power to help others. When we came within sight of her house, things looked even more promising. It was an isolated, one-story farm cottage at the foot of a slope, on the edge of a narrow track; to the southwest, at least a mile away, chimney smoke from the village rose through the trees.
“You wait here, Tom,” Alice suggested. “I’ll just go down and see if everything’s all right.”
I watched Alice descend the hill. By now the dark clouds were pressing lower and the rain increasing in force, so I pulled up the hood of my cloak. The door to the cottage opened before Alice reached it, and she spoke to someone who remained out of sight in the porch. Then she turned and beckoned me down the incline. When I reached the door, she’d already gone inside, but then a voice called to me from the cottage.
“Get yourself inside out of the rain and close the door!”
I did as I was told. It was a woman’s voice, a little gruff but also filled with a mixture of kindness and authority. A few paces brought me into a cramped living room with a small fire burning in the grate and a kettle close to boiling on the hob. There was also a rocking chair and a table upon which stood a single unlit candle—which, I noted with interest and some relief, was made of beeswax rather than the black wax favored by malevolent witches.
The room was cheerful—somehow filled with more light than the tiny front window should have allowed. There were lots of cupboards and row upon row of wooden shelves laden with all manner of jars and odd-shaped containers. Each bore a label on which was written a word or words in Latin. Without doubt, I was in the presence of a healer.
Alice was drying her hair with a towel. Agnes Sowerbutts, standing next to her, only came up to her niece’s shoulder but was as wide as she was tall, with a warm smile that welcomed me into her home.
“It’s good to meet you, Tommy,” she said, handing me another towel. “Dry yourself before you catch cold. Alice has told me a lot about you.”
I nodded, thanked her for the towel, and made myself smile back out of politeness. I didn’t really like being called Tommy, but it hardly seemed worth complaining. I dried my face, concerned that there was no sign of Ellie, Jack, and Mary.
“Where is my family?” I asked. “Are they all right?”
Agnes walked closer and patted my arm in reassurance. “Your family is safe in the next room, Tommy. They’re sleeping peacefully. Would you like to see them?”
I nodded, and she opened a door and ushered me into a room that contained a large double bed. There were three figures lying on their backs atop the covers—Jack and Ellie, with the child between them. Their eyes were closed, and for a moment a chill ran down my spine and I feared the worst. I couldn’t even hear them breathing.
“Ain’t nothing to worry about, Tom,” Alice said, coming into the bedroom behind me. “Agnes has given ’em a strong potion. Sent all three into a deep sleep so they can regain their strength.”
“Not been able to cure your brother, sad to say,” Agnes said, shaking her head. “But he is stronger now, and should be able to walk when he wakes. Can’t do nothing about his mind though. It’s in a fair old muddle. Doesn’t know whether he’s coming or going, does poor Jack.”
“He’ll be all right, Tom,” Alice said, coming across and squeezing my hand in reassurance. “Soon as we get back I’ll sift through your mam’s trunk. Certain to be something in there to sort him out.”
Alice meant well, but it still didn’t make me feel much better. I began to wonder if my brother would ever make a full recovery. We went back into the living room, and Agnes boiled us up a fortifying herb drink. It tasted bitter, but she assured me that it would do us good and build up our strength for whatever lay ahead. She told me that my family would wake naturally within the next hour, and they should be strong enough to walk back to Malkin Tower.
“Anything new to tell us?” Alice asked, taking a sip of her drink.
“Family don’t tell me much,” Agnes said. “They don’t bother me, and I don’t bother them, but I can see things for myself. There’s been a lot of activity these past few days. They’re getting ready for Lammas. More Malkins visited yesterday than I’ve seen in a month o’ Sundays. Been Mouldheels here, too—a thing I’ve never known in my lifetime.”
Alice suddenly laughed, a slight edge of mockery in her voice. “Bet they didn’t all walk by your window, so how come you know all this?”
Agnes colored slightly. At first I thought she’d taken offense, but I soon realized that it was embarrassment. “Old woman like me needs some excitement, don’t she? No fun in looking out of my window onto fields of bleating sheep and windswept trees. What I do is the next best thing to gossip. Keeps me from being too lonely.”
Alice smiled at me and squeezed my arm affectionately. “Likes to use a mirror, Aunt Agnes does, so she can see what’s going on in the world. Would you do it for us now, Aunt?” She turned her smile toward the old lady. “Important, it is. We need to see what the Mouldheels are up to. Best of all, we’d like to see Mab Mouldheel. Could you find her for us?”
For a moment Agnes didn’t reply, but then she gave a little nod and went across to the far corner of the room. There she rummaged around in a cupboard and pulled out a mirror. It wasn’t very large, not much more than twelve inches tall by six or so wide, but it was framed in brass and set on a heavy base. She placed the mirror on the table and positioned the candle just to her left. Then she drew up a chair and sat facing the mirror.
“Close the curtains, Alice!” Agnes commanded, reaching toward the candle.
Alice did as she was bid, and the heavy curtains plunged the room into gloom. The moment Agnes’s hand closed about the candle, it flared into life. I trusted Alice’s judgment, but I suddenly started to suspect that Agnes was a little more than just a healer. A wise woman didn’t use mirrors and candles. The Spook wouldn’t have been happy, but then again, Alice often did things he didn’t approve of. I just hoped that, like Alice, Agnes always used her powers for good rather than to serve the dark.
For a moment there was a silence in which I could hear only the rain pattering hard against the window. Then, as Agnes began to mutter under her breath, Alice and I stood behind her so that we could look over her shoulders into the mirror, which began to cloud almost immediately.
Alice’s right hand gripped my left. “Good with mirrors, is Agnes,” she whispered into my ear. “Even give the Mouldheels a run for their money!”
A sequence of images drifted across the mirror: the inside of a cluttered cottage; an old woman sitting hunched in a chair stroking a black cat on her knee; what looked like the altar of a ruined chapel. Then the mirror grew dark and Agnes began to rock from side to side, the words tumbling from her lips faster and faster, the sweat beginning to ooze from her brow.
The mirror brightened a little, but now all we could see was wild racing clouds and then what looked like branches thrashing in the wind. It seemed odd. How was she doing it? Where was the other mirror? We seemed to be looking upward from the ground. Then two people appeared. They were distorted, and immense. It was like an ant’s-eye view, looking up at giants. One figure was barefooted; the other wore a long gown. Even before the image sharpened and I could see their faces, I knew who they were.
Mab was talking animatedly to Wurmalde, who was resting her hand on her shoulder. Mab stopped speaking, and they both smiled and nodded. Suddenly the image began to shift. It was as if a dark cloud were moving across from the left of the picture, and I realized that our vantage point had been obscured by the edge of Wurmalde’s skirts. Then I glimpsed one of the witch’s pointy shoes and, next to it, a bare foot, three-toed with sharp, cruel nails. She was hiding Tibb under her skirts again.
The image faded and the mirror grew dark, but we’d seen enough. It looked like the Mouldheels were about to join the other two clans. Agnes blew out the candle and came wearily to her feet. After opening the curtains, she turned and shook her head. “That evil little beastie gives me the shivers,” she said. “World would be a better place without it.”
“Without Wurmalde, too,” Alice said.
“How did you do that?” I asked Agnes. “I thought there had to be two mirrors.”
“Depends how strong the witch is,” replied Alice, answering for her aunt. “Water will do just as well. It can be in a basin, or if it’s calm, even a pond will do. Aunt Agnes was really clever and skillful: Wurmalde and Mab were standing on the edge of a big puddle, so she used that.”
At those words a shiver ran down my spine, and in my mind’s eye I saw that dark underground lake again, with the pieces of the wight floating motionless, the surface like glass. And I remembered my sense of unease.
“I felt a chill when we passed the underground lake,” I said. “As if I was being stared at. Could someone have been using it like a mirror to see us pass by?”
Agnes nodded, and her eyes became thoughtful. “That’s possible, Tommy. And if that’s so, they’ll know you’ve left the safety of the tower and will be lying in wait when you go back.”
“So let’s go the other way then,” I suggested. “The Spook’s still inside Malkin Tower, so he could lower the drawbridge for us. We can go straight through the wood toward it. They won’t expect that.”
“Could try that,” Alice said doubtfully. “But they could be waiting in Crow Wood, too, and we’ll have to shout for the Spook to let us in. Still, we might have a better chance there. Specially if we go round the long way and approach from the north.”
“There’s another problem though,” I said. “The Spook will be busy for hours dealing with the dead down in the dungeons. So he wouldn’t hear us. We’ll have to wait before we go back. Wait until after dark . . .”
“You’re more than welcome to stay here until then,” Agnes said. “How would you like some broth to warm your insides? Your family will be hungry when they awake. I’ll make some for us all.”
As Agnes prepared the food, there was a faint cry from the next room. Little Mary had woken up. Almost immediately I heard Ellie soothing her, so I rapped lightly on the door and went in. Ellie was comforting her child, and Jack sat on the edge of the bed near the door with his head in his hands. He didn’t even look up when I came in.
“Are you feeling better, Ellie?” I asked. “And how’s Jack?”
Ellie gave me a little smile. “Lots better, thanks, and Jack seems stronger, too. He hasn’t spoken yet, but look at him—he’s well enough to sit up. That’s a big improvement.”
Jack was still in the same position and hadn’t acknowledged me, but I tried to be cheerful because I didn’t want to alarm Ellie. “That’s great news,” I told her. “Anyway, we’re going to get you back to Malkin Tower for safety.”
At my words, alarm flickered onto her face.
“It’s not that bad,” I told her, trying to be reassuring. “It’s in our hands now and perfectly safe.”
“I hoped never to see that grim place again,” she said.
“It’s for the best, Ellie. You’ll be safe there until we can get you home to the farm. Before you know it, everything will be back to normal.”
“I’d like to think so, Tom, but the truth is I haven’t much hope. All I ever wanted was to be a good wife to Jack and have my own family to love. But what’s happened has spoiled everything. I don’t see things ever getting back to how they were. I’ll just have to put a brave face on it for poor little Mary’s sake.”
At that moment Jack came to his feet and shuffled toward me, a puzzled expression on his face.
“Great to see you on your feet, Jack!” I said, holding out my arms to greet him. The old Jack would have gripped me in a bear hug and almost crushed my ribs in his exuberance, but my brother was far from being recovered. He halted about three paces away, and his mouth just opened and closed a few times; then he shook his head in bewilderment. He seemed steady enough on his feet, but words had deserted him. I just hoped that Alice would be able to find something in Mam’s trunk to help him.
Soon after sunset we thanked Agnes Sowerbutts and were on our way, the rain having eased to a light drizzle.
Alice and I were walking ahead, leading the way, but our pace wasn’t very fast. The rain finally stopped altogether, but there was thick cloud and it was very dark, which at least made it harder for anyone lying in wait to spot us. Little Mary was nervous and kept clinging to her mother, who had to keep stopping to comfort her. Jack just ambled along as if he’d all the time in the world, but he stumbled into things and at one point tripped over a log, making enough noise to alert every witch in Pendle.
Our plan was to keep to the east, passing Crow Wood far to the right. The first part went well, but as we curved round to approach the tower directly from the north, I started to become increasingly uneasy. I could sense something out there in the dark. At first I hoped my imagination was playing tricks, but the clouds were being ripped and torn by the wind and starting to fragment, the sky growing lighter by the minute. Then the moon found a gap in the clouds and the whole area was lit with a faint silver light. When I glanced back over my shoulder, I could actually see figures in the distance before a large cloud once more plunged us into darkness.
“They’re behind us, Alice, and getting nearer,” I told her, keeping my voice low so as not to alarm the others.
“Witches. Lots of ’em!” Alice agreed. “Some of their menfolk, too.”
We’d entered the trees of Crow Wood and were moving toward a fast-flowing stream, closing on it with every step. I could hear the rush and hiss of water boiling over rocks.
“We’ll be safe if we can just get across!” I shouted.
Luckily the bank was low, and I steadied Ellie as she hastened across, carrying Mary. The water hardly reached our knees, but the rocks were very slippery underfoot. Jack made heavy weather of it and fell twice, the second time close to the far edge, but he dragged himself up onto the muddy bank without complaining. We’d all reached the far side and I was relieved that the immediate danger was over. The witches would never be able to cross. But at that moment the moon came out again briefly, and I saw something that filled me with dismay. Twenty or so yards to our right was a witch dam, a heavy wooden board suspended above the water. Supported by ropes that ran across pulleys to handles on either side of the stream, the board was fitted between two grooved posts that would guide it into position as it was lowered.
We’d gained a little time, but it wouldn’t be enough. It would take our enemies just a few moments to lower the dam into position and stop the flow of water. Once across, they’d catch us long before we reached the tower.
“There’s a way to stop ’em, Tom!” Alice yelled. “It’s not hopeless. Follow me!”
She ran toward the witch dam. Flickering moonlight lit the scene briefly, and Alice pointed to the water underneath the board. I could see what appeared to be a thick, dark line running directly from bank to bank.
“It’s a groove, Tom,” Alice shouted. “Clan menfolk move the stones away and cut a trench in the bed of the stream. Then they line it with wood. It makes a tight seal so that the water can’t get through. If we can put some of the stones back, they won’t be able to lower it fully.”
It was worth a try, and I followed Alice down the bank into the water. In theory it was easy. All we had to do was find a few stones and put them in the trench. In practice it was very difficult. It was dark, and the first time I plunged my arms down past my elbows into the cold water, my fingers couldn’t get a grip on anything. The first stone I found was deeply embedded and wouldn’t budge. The second was smaller but still too heavy to lift, and my fingers kept losing their grip.
At the third attempt I found a stone just a little bigger than my fist. Alice was ahead of me and had already put two stones into place close to our side of the bank.
“There, Tom! Place it close to mine. Won’t take too many.”
By now I could hear hoarse breathing and the rapid slap of feet against the damp ground. After a further struggle I found another stone—this was twice the size of my first—and I splashed it down toward the trench, positioning my shoulder against the lower edge of the raised board to help me aim in the darkness. But our pursuers were very close now. When the moon came out again, I glimpsed the burly figure of a man reaching for the handle.
I found another stone and just managed to drop it into the trench when I heard the wheel turning. The board began to rumble downward. I was going to search again, but Alice gripped my arm.
“Come on, Tom. That’ll do! Won’t be able to make a seal, and the water will still flow.”
So I followed Alice back up onto the bank; we ran to where Jack, Ellie, and Mary were waiting and led them off through the trees. Had we done enough? Was Alice right?
Ellie was exhausted by now and stumbled along at a snail’s pace, still clutching her daughter. We needed to move faster. Much faster.
“Give Mary to me,” Alice insisted, holding out her arms for the child.
For a moment I thought that Ellie would refuse, but she nodded her thanks and handed over the child. With the rumble of the board growing fainter behind us, we kept going until we reached the clearing. The tower was ahead. We were almost safe.
As we came within shouting distance of the tower, my hopes soared: I heard a grinding noise from within, and as I watched, the moon came out again and, with a clanking of chains, the drawbridge began to descend. Worried by our late return, the Spook must have been watching from the battlements and seen our approach.
But as we reached the very edge of the moat, I heard a guttural shout behind us. I glanced back at the trees, and my hopes sank faster than the last stone I’d dropped into the trench. There were shadowy figures sprinting over the grass toward us. The witches must have crossed the stream after all.
“We should have used more stones,” I said bitterly.
“No, Tom, we did enough,” Alice said, handing Mary back to Ellie. “Ain’t witches, but it’s almost as bad. Clan menfolk, they are.”
There were at least half a dozen of them rushing at us, angry men with wild eyes, brandishing long knives, blades glittering silver in the moonlight. But the drawbridge was down now, and we backed onto it, Alice and I taking up a defensive position on its very edge, keeping the others between us and the big iron-studded door. The Spook would be descending the steps now, just as fast as he was able. But our enemies were almost on us.
I could hear my master drawing back the heavy bolts, but would he be in time? Ellie gave a cry behind me, and then I heard the sound of the big door grinding on its hinges. I raised my staff to defend myself, hoping to deflect the blade that was arcing toward my head. But someone else was beside me now. It was the Spook, and out of the corner of my eye I saw his staff spear forward at my assailant. The man screamed and fell sideways into the moat with a tremendous splash.
“Get inside!” shouted the Spook. “Get inside, all of you!”
He was standing his ground as two others ran to us, shoulder to shoulder. I didn’t want to leave him to face them alone, but he pushed me so hard toward the door that I stumbled and almost fell. Just then the moon went behind a cloud, and we were plunged into darkness again. Without thinking, I obeyed, reaching the door at Alice’s heels. There was another cry of pain, and I glanced back. Someone seemed to fall, and there was another splash. Was it the Spook? Had they knocked him into the water? Then a shadowy figure was running to the door, but even before I’d raised my staff to defend myself, I saw that it was my master.
He stumbled inside, cursed, threw down his staff, and put his shoulder to the door. Alice and I helped him, and we just managed to get it closed before something heavy crashed against it. The Spook slammed the bolts home. Our enemies were too late.
“Up the steps and raise that drawbridge!” the Spook commanded. “Both of you! Look sharp!”
Alice and I ran up the steps, and together we began to turn the capstan. Down below we could hear angry shouts and metallic crashes as our enemies hammered uselessly against the door. It was hard work, but with our shoulders straining against the resistance of the wheel, we continued to turn the capstan, and bit by bit the bridge was raised. Just before it was fully up against the door, the banging outside ceased, and we heard distant splashes as our enemies jumped into the moat. It was either that or be crushed between the heavy wooden bridge and the huge door.
After that we were safe. Safe for a while, at least. The Spook, Alice, and I discussed what had happened, while Ellie tried to make Mary and Jack comfortable. We were all weary, and before an hour had passed we were settling down for the night, once again sleeping on the floor, wrapped in dirty blankets. I was exhausted and soon fell into a dreamless sleep, but I awoke during the night to hear someone sobbing nearby. It sounded like Ellie.
“You all right, Ellie?” I called out softly into the darkness.
Almost immediately the crying ceased, but she didn’t reply. After that, it took me a long while to get back to sleep. I began to wonder what tomorrow would bring. We were running out of time. In two days it would be Lammas. We had lost a day bringing Jack back to the tower, so I was sure the Spook’s priority tomorrow had to be settling with Wurmalde. If we didn’t find her and stop the witches, then the dark made flesh would be walking among us, and it wouldn’t just be Ellie crying herself to sleep at night.



CHAPTER XX
 The End of an Enemy

WHEN we awoke, the Spook would allow me only water and a nibble of County cheese. I was right. We were off to deal with Wurmalde once and for all. She wouldn’t sniff us out, but there was a chance that Tibb might. In that case we could be walking into a trap, but we had to take that chance.
Even before we reached Read Hall, there’d be danger. Witches would almost certainly be watching the tower from the edge of the clearing, and at the first sound of the drawbridge coming down they’d attack. Once again we’d have to use the tunnel. But of course, they’d be using a mirror to watch the underground lake, so they’d know we’d left the tower. They might even be lying in wait in the thickets of the old graveyard, ready to ambush us. Yet despite the risks, the Spook was determined to strike at Wurmalde, whom he considered to be the dark heart of the threat to the County.
He pulled a whetstone from his bag, and there was a click as he released the blade from its recess in the end of his staff and began to sharpen it.
“Well, lad,” he said gruffly. “We have a job to do. We must bind Wurmalde and place her where she can do no more harm. And if anyone gets in our way . . .”
He paused, testing the sharpness of the blade with his finger, and when he looked at me, his eyes were hard and fierce; then he glared at Alice.
“You stay here, girl, and look after Jack. Reckon you’ll be strong enough to lower the drawbridge when James gets back with the villagers?”
“If Tom managed it, so can I,” she said with a cheeky smile, “and in the meantime I’ll see if I can find anything in that trunk to help Jack.”
Down in the dungeons beneath the tower, there was a change in the atmosphere; a change for the better. The Spook had done his work. The dead had left their bones behind and were now at peace.
Of the two lamias, there was no sign. I held my candle aloft to reveal that the dead animals were still fixed to the chains, but their desiccated bodies no longer dripped blood. We walked on into the tunnel warily and reached the small lake, where the pieces of the wight still floated. The surface of the water was like glass, and again I had a strong sensation of being watched. The only thing that had changed was the stench, which was now stronger than ever. Both the Spook and I covered our mouths and noses with our hands and tried not to breathe until we’d passed beyond the fetid water.
Finally we had to crawl, the Spook still in the lead and muttering under his breath. It was hard going, but at last we dragged ourselves through into the sepulchre. As I clambered out, the Spook was brushing the dust and mold from his cloak.
“My old bones didn’t take too kindly to that,” he complained. “It’ll be good to get out into the fresh air.”
“They had a dead witch shackled here,” I told the Spook, pointing to the leg irons in the corner. “Her name was Maggie, and she was once the Malkins’ coven leader. The Mouldheels tortured her to find the tunnel entrance. Now she’s free again.”
“How strong was she?” the Spook asked.
“Not like Old Mother Malkin, but strong enough. She traveled miles from Witch Dell to hunt.”
“Whatever happens in the next few days, there’ll still be years of work ahead of us before Pendle is finally cleared,” the Spook said, shaking his head wearily.
I blew out the candle and placed it next to the lantern that Alice had left behind on our last visit.
“Bring that lantern, just in case, lad,” commanded the Spook. “We might have to search Read Hall’s cellars.”
As we made our way cautiously through the thickets of the abandoned graveyard, rainclouds were gathering overhead, a strong wind blowing from the west. We hadn’t taken more than two dozen paces before we saw that witches had indeed been waiting in ambush. There were three of them, all dead. The surrounding grass was splattered with blood, the bodies covered in flies. Unlike the Spook, I didn’t get too close, but even from a distance it appeared to be the work of the lamias. Once again, it seemed, they’d cleared the way.
Just over an hour later we were approaching Read Hall. I wasn’t keen to reenter a house where Tibb had terrorized me and Wurmalde had accused me of murder—and where, no doubt, Father Stocks’s body was still lying atop the sheets, the knife in his chest—but it had to be done.
We were walking into danger, without a doubt. Both Tibb and the formidable Wurmalde might be lying in wait, not to mention servants and possibly other witches from the clans. But as we drew closer, it soon became clear that something was badly wrong. The front door was opening and closing in the wind.
“Well, lad,” the Spook said, “as they’ve left it open for us, we might as well use it!”
We made our way to the front door and entered. I was about to close the door behind us when my master put his hand on my shoulder and shook his head. We kept perfectly still and listened very carefully. Apart from the noise of the door and the whine of the wind outside, the house was silent. The Spook looked up the staircase.
“We’ll let the door carry on banging,” he whispered into my ear. “To change even the slightest thing could alert anyone inside. It’s too quiet, so I suspect the servants have fled the house. We’ll start by searching the downstairs rooms.”
The dining room was empty; it looked as if nobody had been in the kitchen for days—there were unwashed dishes in the sink and a smell of rotting food. Despite the morning light, Read Hall was gloomy, and there were dark corners where anything could have been lurking. I kept thinking of Tibb. Was the creature still somewhere here?
The last room we came to was the study. As soon as we entered, I could smell death. A body was lying facedown between the bookshelves.
“Light the lantern,” the Spook commanded. “Let’s take a closer look.”
It was clear that the corpse was Nowell. His shirt was in tatters, almost ripped from his back, and it was matted with dried blood, with more leading from the body toward the far door, which was open. There were also books scattered around him. The Spook glanced up at the top shelf, from where they’d clearly fallen, before kneeling down and rolling the dead magistrate onto his back. The eyes were wide open, the face twisted in terror.
“It looks like Tibb killed him,” the Spook said, gazing up at the highest shelf again. “No doubt it was waiting there and dropped down onto his shoulders as he walked beneath. The creature might still be in the house.” He pointed to the trail.
He opened the door. Beyond it, the blood trail led down narrow stone steps into the darkness. My master went down, his staff at the ready, while I followed close behind, holding the lantern high. We found ourselves at the entrance to a small cellar. Along the right-hand wall were well-stocked wine racks. The stone floor was clean and tidy and the trail of dried blood led to the far corner, where Tibb lay facedown.
He was even smaller than I remembered when he’d gazed down at me from the ceiling—hardly larger than a medium-size dog. His legs were tucked underneath the thick black fur of his body, which was caked with dried blood. But small as he was, I knew that Tibb was incredibly strong. Father Stocks had been unable to fight him off, and Nowell had been murdered by him. Both victims had still been in the prime of life.
The Spook approached Tibb cautiously, and I heard a click as he released the blade from its recess in the end of his staff. At the sound Tibb stretched out his arms, unsheathed his claws, and lifted his head, turning its left side upward to face us. It was the head that sent a particular chill of horror down my spine. It was completely hairless and smooth, and the eyes were cold, like those of a dead fish, the open mouth revealing thin needlelike teeth. For a moment I expected Tibb to leap at the Spook, but instead the creature gave a groan of anguish.
“You’ve arrived too late,” Tibb said. “My mistress has abandoned me, leaving me to die. So many things I’ve seen. So many. But not my own death. That’s the last thing that any of us see!”
“Aye,” said the Spook, readying his blade. “I hold your death in my hands. . . .”
But Tibb just laughed bitterly. “No,” he hissed. “I’m dying even as you speak. My mistress never told me just how short my life would be. Nine short weeks in all. That’s all I’ve had. How can that be right? Nine weeks from birth to old age and death. Now I lack even the strength to raise my body from this cold floor. So save your strength, old man. You need it for yourself. Precious little time remains to you either. But the boy who stands at your side may carry on your doomed work. That’s if he lives beyond the new moon—”
“Where is Wurmalde now?” demanded the Spook.
“Gone! Gone! Gone to a place where you will never find her. Not until it’s too late. Soon my mistress will summon the Fiend through the dark portal into this world. For two days he will do her bidding. That done, he will choose his own path. Do you know what task she has set? What price the Fiend must pay for what my mistress gives him?”
The Spook sighed wearily but didn’t bother to reply. I saw his hands twitch on the staff. He was readying himself to slay the creature.
“The death of this boy is the task. He must die because he is his mother’s son. The son of our enemy. Once, in a distant land, she was an immortal like my mistress and wielded dark power. But she faltered. Despite many warnings, she reached toward the light. So she was bound to a rock and left to die—left there to be destroyed by the sun, the very symbol of the light she wished to serve. But, by mischance, a human saved her. A fool freed her from her chains—”
“My dad was no fool!” I interrupted. “He was good and kind and couldn’t bear to see her suffer. He wouldn’t have allowed anybody to suffer like that.”
“Better for you, boy, had he passed on by. For then you would never have been born. Never have lived your short, futile life! But do you think that merely by being rescued she was changed forever? Far from it! For a while she was in torment, not knowing which way to go, dithering between darkness and light. Old habits die hard, and gradually the dark drew her back. So she was given a second chance and commanded to slay her rescuer, but she prayed, disobeyed, and turned to the light once more. Those who serve the light are hard upon themselves. To make up for what she had done, she gave herself a cruel penance: She surrendered her immortality. But that was only half of it. She chose to give her youth, the best part of her pitifully short life, to her rescuer. She gave herself to a mortal man, a common sailor, and chose to bear him seven sons.”
“Seven sons who loved her!” I cried. “She was happy. She was content—”
“Happy! Happy! Do you think happiness comes so easily? Imagine what it must have been like for one who was once so high to serve a mortal man and his brood, the stench of the farmyard ever in her nostrils. To share his bed while his flesh withered with age. To deal with the tedium of the everyday routine. She regretted it, but at last his death has freed her, ending her self-inflicted penance, and now she has returned to her own land.”
“No,” I said. “It wasn’t like that at all! She loved my dad.”
“Love,” sneered Tibb. “Love is a delusion that binds mortals to their fates. And now your mother has risked all in a bid to destroy what my mistress holds dear. She wants to destroy the darkness, and she has fashioned you as her weapon. So you must never be allowed to grow up into a man. We must put an end to you.”
“Aye,” said the Spook, raising his staff, “and now it’s time to put an end to you.”
“Have mercy,” pleaded Tibb. “I need a little more time. Let me die in peace.”
“What mercy did you show to Master Nowell?” demanded the Spook. “So what you gave to him, I’ll give to you—”
I turned away as the Spook stabbed downward. Tibb gave a short scream that transmuted itself into the squealing of a pig. There was a brief snuffling and then silence. Still not looking at the creature, I followed my master up the steps and back into the study.
“Nowell’s body will have to stay unburied for a while,” the Spook said, shaking his head sadly. “No doubt poor Father Stocks is still upstairs, and maybe we’ll never find out what happened to Constable Barnes. As for Wurmalde, from what that creature just said, she could be anywhere, and we haven’t time to just search blindly. We’ve still got the witch covens to deal with, so let’s start by getting back to the tower. James should return soon with the men from Downham. We can’t deal with the witches alone. We need to raise a small army and get ourselves organized. Time’s running short.”
The Spook paused by Nowell’s desk. It wasn’t locked, and he started to search the drawers. Within moments he held up my silver chain.
“Here you are, lad,” he said, throwing it toward me. “No doubt you’ll be needing this before very long.”
We left Read Hall and set off in a heavy downpour for Malkin Tower, the things that Tibb had said going around and around inside my head.
Wet and bedraggled, we made the journey through the tunnels without mishap. Then, as we prepared to climb the spiral steps up into the tower, I turned to the Spook, wanting to get a few things off my chest.
“Do you think what Tibb said was true?” I asked.
“Which bits are you referring to, lad?” asked the Spook gruffly. “The creature belonged to the dark, and that makes anything it said dubious, to say the least. As you well know, the dark deceives whenever it is to its advantage to do so. It said it was dying, but how could I be sure that was the case? That’s why I had to kill it there and then. It might have seemed cruel, but it was my duty. I had no choice.”
“I mean the bit about my mam once being like Wurmalde—being an immortal? As mam’s sisters are lamias, I thought she’d be the same.”
“No doubt she is, lad. But what does being an immortal actually mean? This world itself will end one day. Maybe even the stars themselves will go out. No, I don’t believe that anything lives forever in this world, and nothing with any sense would want to. But lamias live a very long time. In their human form they may seem to age, but once feral again they become young once more. They could have many lifetimes in human shape, and start out each time looking like a young woman. One day we may find out what that creature meant. Maybe it lied. Maybe it didn’t. As your mam said, the answers are in those trunks, and one day, if all goes well, you’ll maybe get a chance to look through them properly.”
“But what about the Fiend coming through the portal? What is a portal anyway?”
“It’s a sort of invisible gate. A weakness between this world and the places where creatures such as the Fiend dwell. Using dark magic, the witches will try to open it and allow the Fiend through. We’ll just have to do our best to put a stop to it,” said the Spook, his voice echoing up the steps. “We need to break up the Lammas sabbath and halt the ritual. Of course, that’s much easier said than done. But, even if we fail, your mother’s made provision. That’s why she left you that room—”
“But would I have time to get there if the Fiend’s been ordered to hunt me down and kill me? It’s a long way home.”
“Things loosed into the world often take time to gather their wits and gain power. Remember how the Priestown Bane was disorientated for a while? Once freed into the wider world, it was weakened at first and grew in power slowly. Well, I suspect this so-called Fiend may have the same problem. You’d get some time—how much, it’s impossible to say. But if I do give the word, get yourself home just as soon as you can and take refuge in that room of yours.”
“There was something else Tibb said that bothers me,” I said. “Something he said when I saw him for the first time. He said that Mam was singing a goat song and I was at its center. What could that mean?”
“You should have been able to work that out for yourself, lad. In your mam’s tongue, the word tragos means goat. And oide means ode or story. So a goat song is a tragedy. That’s where we get the word from. And if you’re at its center, Tibb is saying that your life will be tragic—wasted and doomed to failure. But it’s best to look on the bright side and take all that with a pinch of salt. Each day we make decisions that shape our lives. I still can’t accept the idea that anything can be preordained. No matter how powerful the dark becomes, we have to believe that, somehow, we’ll defeat it. Look up there, lad! What do you see?”
“Steps leading to the upper part of the tower . . . ”
“Aye, lad, steps—and a lot of them! But we’re going to climb them, aren’t we? Weary as my old bones are, we’re going to climb every one of those steps until we reach the upper floor and the waiting light. And that’s what life’s all about. So come on! Let’s get on with it!”
So saying, the Spook led the way up the spiral steps and I followed at his heels. Up toward the light.



CHAPTER XXI
 Back to Downham

THERE was good news waiting for us back in the tower. Alice had found something that she really thought might finally cure Jack.
“Sent him into another deep sleep, it has,” she explained. “But this potion heals the mind rather than the body. I translated it from one of your mam’s notebooks—how to mix it, how much of each herb to use. Everything. And all the ingredients were inside the trunk, each one labeled.”
“I can’t thank you enough,” Ellie said, smiling at Alice warmly.
“Ain’t me you need to thank—it’s Tom’s mam. Take years to learn all there is in that trunk,” Alice continued. “Compared to this, Bony Lizzie knew nothing.”
Jack continued to sleep until late in the afternoon, and we were feeling really optimistic that, before long, it would be the old Jack who woke. But then we got the bad news.
James returned. But he returned alone. The Downham villagers were too afraid to help.
“I tried my best,” James said wearily, “but there was nothing more that I could do. Their courage has deserted them. Even Matt Finley, the blacksmith, refused to leave Downham.”
The Spook shook his head sadly. “Well, if they won’t come to us, then we’ll just have to go to them. But I’m not optimistic, James. You got through to them last time, and I felt confident that you’d be able to do it again. But we’ll have to try. Tomorrow night is the Lammas sabbath, and we must disrupt it at all costs. No doubt Wurmalde will be with the other witches, and I think that’s going to be my best chance of finding and binding her.”
So, soon after dark, we prepared to return to Downham. We were leaving Ellie, Jack, and Mary behind in the tower, where they’d be safe.
“Well,” said the Spook, looking at James, Alice, and me in turn, “I wish there were an easier way. But it’s got to be done. I just hope we all come safely through what lies ahead. Whatever happens, one thing is in our favor. This tower is now in our hands, and the trunks and their contents are safe. So at least we’ve achieved that.”
My master was right. The lamias controlled Malkin Tower now. With luck, I’d soon be able to return and look through Mam’s trunks properly. But first— hopefully with the help of the Downham villagers—we had to face the witch clans and break up their sabbath before the ritual could be carried out.
So we left the tower, using the tunnels once more. As we walked north, the wind was blustering in from the west and there was a chill in the air. At Downham we spent the remainder of the night in Father Stocks’s cottage, grabbing a few hours’ sleep while we could. Up before dawn to catch the men before their working day began, we wasted no time in calling at each house in the village, desperately trying to rally an army. I accompanied Alice, dealing with the outlying cottages and nearest farms, while the Spook and James concentrated on its heart.
We arrived at the first cottage just in time to find its occupant stepping out into the gray dawn light. He was a farm laborer, gnarled and grumpy, rubbing sleep out of his bleary eyes with the prospect of a long, hard day’s work ahead. Even before we spoke, I could tell that he’d give us short shrift.
“There’s a meeting at dusk in the church,” I told him. “All the menfolk of the village are invited. It’s to plan how we can deal with the threat from the witches. We’ve got to sort them tonight.”
Alice’s pointy shoes didn’t help. The man’s eyes flicked suspiciously from them to my cloak and staff. I could tell that he didn’t like the look of either of us.
“And who’s calling this meeting?” he demanded.
I thought quickly. I could use James’s name. Most of them would know him by now, but they’d also rejected his recent plea. The man seemed nervous enough already, and if I mentioned the Spook, I’d probably scare him off altogether. The lie slipped from my lips even before I could think.
“Father Stocks.”
The man nodded when he heard the name. “I’ll do my best to be there. Can’t promise, though—I’ve a busy day ahead.” With that he slammed the door shut, turned on his heels, and set off up the hill.
I turned to Alice and shook my head. “I feel bad about lying,” I told her.
“Ain’t no use thinking that way,” she told me. “Did the right thing for sure. If the priest were still alive, he would be calling the meeting. What’s the difference? We’re just calling it for him, that’s all.”
I nodded uncertainly, but from that moment the pattern was set and on each subsequent occasion I used Father Stocks’s name. It was difficult to judge how many were likely to attend the meeting, but I wasn’t optimistic. The truth was, some didn’t even bother to answer their doors, others muttered their excuses, while one old man went into a rage:
“What’s your sort doing in our village? That’s what I want to know,” he said, spitting toward Alice’s shoes. “We’ve been hag-ridden enough in the past, but it’ll happen no more! Get ye gone from my sight, little witch!”
Alice took it calmly, and we simply turned and went on our way. The Spook and James had had little more success than us. My brother said that it all depended on the blacksmith. He’d seemed in two minds, but if he did decide in favor of action, then many of the others would follow his lead. When I told the Spook about my lie, he made no comment, simply nodding in acknowledgment.
The remainder of the day was spent in anxious waiting. Time was running short. Would the villagers turn up in sufficient numbers to give us a chance? If they did, would we be able to persuade them to act? Then again, would we have enough time to race to Pendle Hill and disrupt the Lammas rituals? While these thoughts were whirling through my head, I suddenly remembered something else: August 3, two days after Lammas, was my birthday.
I remembered the celebrations we used to have back at the farm. When one of our family had a birthday, Mam would always bake a special cake. I’d traveled a long way from such happy times. How could I even think beyond the danger we would face when dark fell? It seemed useless to hope for too much from this life. Such happiness belonged to my brief time as a child, and now that was over.
As the sun went down, we waited patiently in the narrow church with its single aisle. We’d helped ourselves to candles from the tiny sacristy and placed these on the altar and in the metal candlesticks on either side of the doorway.
Long before the first villager came nervously into the church and took a seat near the back, the sky had darkened to the hue of Horshaw coal. This first visitor was an oldish man who walked with a limp—one better suited to resting his weary bones by the fireside than venturing up onto Pendle Hill to fight a battle that was fraught with peril. Others followed, either singly or in pairs, but even after almost half an hour had passed there were no more than a dozen. Each man removed his cap on entering. Two of the boldest nodded toward James, but without exception all kept their eyes averted from the Spook. I could sense their extreme nervousness. The men had frightened faces, some visibly shivering despite the mildness of the air, and looked ready to flee rather than fight. It seemed to me that at the first sign of a witch they’d scatter and run.
But then, when all seemed lost, there was a murmur of voices from outside in the darkness and a big man dressed in a leather jerkin walked into the church at the head of at least another two dozen villagers. I guessed that this was Matt Finley, the blacksmith. Out of respect for the sanctity of the church, he removed his hat, and as he took his place in the front pew, he nodded to James and the Spook in turn. We’d been standing to the left of the small altar, close to the wall, but when the newcomers had all taken their seats, the Spook signaled to my brother, who stepped forward and positioned himself facing the aisle.
“We really appreciate that you’ve all taken the time and trouble to listen to us tonight,” James began. “The last thing we want is for you to place yourselves in danger, but we do desperately need your help and wouldn’t ask if it were possible to do what’s required by ourselves. A terrible evil threatens us all. Before midnight there’ll be witches up on Pendle Hill. Witches who plan to loose a great mischief into the world. We need to stop them.”
“If I’m not mistaken, there are witches up on yonder hill already,” said the blacksmith. “They’ve just lit a beacon that can be seen for miles!”
At these words, concern tightened the Spook’s face; he shook his head and stepped forward to stand beside James. “There’s serious work to do tonight, lads,” he said. “Time is short. That beacon up yonder signals that they’ve already begun their foul work. It gives notice of the threat to you, your families, and all that you hold dear. The witches think they own the whole land now. No longer content to cower in remote dells, they flaunt their evil from the very top of Pendle Hill! If we don’t stop them, darkness will fall upon this land. None of us will be safe—neither the strong nor the weak, neither adult nor child. No more will we sleep easy in our beds. The whole world will become a place of danger, plague, and famine, and the Fiend himself will walk the lanes and byways of the County, while witches rule the earth and prey upon your children. We must make this land safe!”
“Our village is safe now!” snapped the blacksmith. “And we’ve fought hard to make it that way. Not only that. If needs be, we’d fight again to keep it this way. But why should we risk our lives to do the work that’s the duty of others? Where are the men of Roughlee, Bareleigh, and Goldshaw Booth? Why don’t they drive out the canker that’s in their midst? Why is it up to us?”
“Because the good men left in those villages are too few,” replied the Spook. “The dark has bitten too deep there, and the resulting wounds have festered. Those who hate the dark might once have fought and won. Now the witch clans rule, and good folk have mostly gone elsewhere—or died in the dungeons beneath Malkin Tower. So this is your chance now—maybe the last you’ll ever have—to fight the dark.”
The Spook paused, and a silence fell. I could see that many gathered there were thinking carefully about what he’d just said. It was then that a voice growled angrily from the back. “Where’s Father Stocks? I thought he’d called the meeting. That’s the only reason I came!”
It was the farm laborer from that first cottage I’d called at with Alice. The first man I’d lied to. There was a muttering from the back of the church. It seemed that others felt the same way.
“We weren’t going to tell you this, lest it drained away the last dregs of your courage,” said the Spook. “But now it has to be said. A good friend of this village has died at the hands of the witch who is the chief instigator of all this trouble. A friend who has done more than anyone to keep you and your families safe. I speak of Father Stocks, your parish priest. And now I speak in his name, asking for your help.”
At the mention of Father Stocks, all the candles in the church flickered together and almost went out. The door closed, yet there was no wind; no earthly explanation for it. Gasps were heard from the congregation, and Finley, the blacksmith, put his head in his hands as if in prayer. I shivered, but the moment passed and the candles burned steadily once more. The Spook waited a few seconds to allow the shocking news to sink in before continuing.
“So I’m begging you now. If you won’t do it for yourselves, do it for Father Stocks. Repay the debt that you owe a man who gave his life fighting the dark. The witch, who slew him in cold blood when he lay helpless, is called Wurmalde. This witch covets even the bones of your beloved dead. This witch, given half a chance, would drink the blood of your children. So fight for them and for your children’s children. Do it now! Fight while you still can. Before it’s too late. Either that, or end up like the poor folk in the villages to the south.”
Matt Finley, the blacksmith, looked up and stared hard at the Spook. “What do you want us to do?” he asked.
“Witches can sniff out approaching danger, and they’ll know we’re coming,” replied the Spook, locking eyes with the blacksmith, “so there’s no need for stealth. Once we move in, make as much noise as you like. In fact the more the better! You see, they’re not always that precise when it comes to numbers. There are enough of you to make the threat serious, but we need to make it appear even larger than it is. They won’t know how many of us there are, and we can work that to our advantage. As well as weapons, we’ll need torches.”
“What will we face up there? How many?” demanded Finley. “Most men here have families to support. We need to know what our chances are of getting back in one piece.”
“As for numbers, I can’t be sure,” admitted the Spook. “There’ll be at least two or three for every one of us, but that’s not a worry because there’s a good chance most of you won’t even need to strike a blow. My intention is to disrupt what they’re attempting and drive them off the hill to the west. In the confusion, I’ll deal with Wurmalde and their evil schemes will come to nothing.
“I suggest you split yourselves into five groups of six or so, each group to take up a different position on the eastern slope. James here will climb a little higher up and light his torch. That’ll be the signal for you to light yours. That done, move up the hill steadily and swing round toward the beacon. One more thing—don’t bunch. Each group should spread out some way. For all they know, there might be others without torches walking among you. As I said, they’ll just sense the threat, not the details of what they face.
“So that’s the plan. If you’ve anything to say, say it now. Don’t be afraid to ask.”
Someone spoke up immediately from the back of the group. It was the old man who’d been the first to enter the church. “Mr. Gregory, will we be in danger of attack from . . .” he asked nervously. He didn’t complete his sentence, and when the Spook looked directly at him, the man simply gestured upward and uttered one further word: “Broomsticks?”
The Spook didn’t smile, although I knew that in other circumstances he might easily have started roaring with laughter. “No,” he said. “I’ve been following my trade for more years than I care to remember, but in all that time I can honestly say that I’ve never seen a witch fly on a broomstick. It’s a very common superstition, but it simply isn’t true.
“Now it’s my duty to inform you of the dangers if the worst should happen. Beware of their blades. They’d cut out your heart as soon as look at you, and most have great strength—much more than your average man. So beware of that. Don’t let them get close. If necessary, use your clubs and sticks in defense.
“Oh, and one more thing. Don’t look into their eyes. A witch can get you in her power with a glance; don’t listen to a word she says, either. And remember, there might well be some male clan members to face. If so, be equally on your guard. They learn a lot from the women they associate with. They won’t fight fair and can get up to all sorts of tricks. But as I said, most likely it won’t even come to a pitched battle. Anything else?”
Nobody spoke, but Matt Finley shook his head for all of them. He looked as grim-faced and resigned as the rest. They didn’t want to face the witches but accepted that for the sake of their families they had no real alternative.
“Well,” said the Spook, “we’ve little time to waste. They’re up on yonder hill earlier than I expected. But whatever’s done is done, so now let’s make sure they don’t do anything worse. God be with you all.”
In response, some of the villagers crossed themselves; others bowed their heads. The Spook had never really made it clear whether or not he believed in God. If he did, it wasn’t the God prescribed by Church doctrine. Nevertheless, it was exactly the right thing to say, and within moments the groups were leaving the church to go and collect their makeshift weapons and torches.



CHAPTER XXII
 The Battle of Pendle Hill

OUTSIDE the church it smelled like rain again, and in the distance I heard a faint rumble of thunder. A storm was on its way.
We raced south into the lee of the hill. Time was short, and the minutes were ticking away to midnight. I kept glancing up uneasily toward the summit, where the beacon lit the night sky over the hill, the glow reflecting back from the low clouds.
All who’d assembled in the church were with us, but not all were equally fit. By the time we’d crossed the stream to reach Fell Hollow, the place the Spook had appointed for our final gathering prior to the attack on the hill, our party was strung out over more than half a mile, and more precious time was lost. But even the less fit were valuable. They could carry torches and help to swell the size of the army visible to the witches.
Although I was frustrated by the delay, as our band gathered in the hollow, I suddenly felt more optimistic. There were thirty or more men prepared to do battle with the witches on the hill. My brother James and Matt Finley carried huge hammers; others were armed with clubs; a few had staffs; and all were carrying unlit torches. It was a better response than the Spook had expected.
At last it was time to attack, and as agreed, the vil-lagers spread out in groups along the eastern slope of Pendle, ready for the ascent. When this was finally accomplished, the Spook turned to face my brother.
“Well, James, you know what you have to do. As you climb, keep your distance from us three. They won’t be able to sniff us out—for, as you know, Tom and I are both seventh sons of seventh sons and long-sniffing doesn’t work on us, and Alice has witch blood from both sides of her family, so that should serve her just as well. They won’t get a hint until we’re in really close, and by then it’ll be too late. We’ll move to the southeast of the hill and climb up from there directly toward the fire. With a bit of luck, and making the best use of the confusion, I’ll bind Wurmalde and bring her back down while the rest flee.”
James nodded. “Whatever you say, Mr. Gregory. Anyways, I’ll be off. So good luck to the three of you. And take care, Tom. I’ll be thinking of you. . . .”
With that, he gave us a wave and set off at a brisk pace up the hill, moving away from us diagonally, his big hammer across his shoulder. I felt nervous, and not only for myself. This was a very dangerous situation. The Spook had told the villagers that the witches would probably flee from the hill as soon as they attacked—he had to do that. If he gave them the full range of possibilities, they’d probably be too scared to help. It was his duty to use all possible means to stop the Lammas sabbath before something from the dark was released into the County.
But things could go badly. The witches might well stand and fight. We weren’t just facing covens of thirteen; the clans were also there, to witness what was about to happen. There might be more than a hundred people on the hill; if it came to a pitched battle, we’d be greatly outnumbered. I was worried about the Spook and Alice. James, too. I already had one brother who was seriously hurt. I didn’t want something bad happening to James as well.
“Well then,” said the Spook, “let’s get ourselves as close as possible to that fire. We want to be ready when the attack starts. And while I want the others to draw attention to themselves, we must be as quiet as church mice. We need the element of surprise.”
So saying, he led the way south before gradually beginning a direct ascent toward the beacon. I followed close behind him, glad of my staff, Alice at my own heels. The climb was steep and the grass coarse, with big tussocks and treacherous, uneven ground. It was dark now, and it would be easy to twist an ankle. The Spook had told me that the plateau atop the hill was just as bad. A lot of rain fell on Pendle, and there were bogs aplenty. But there was also one thing to our advantage—heather.
It grew in profusion as we neared the summit and gave us some cover. The Spook put his hand on my shoulder and pressed, signaling that I should drop to my knees. I continued to follow him upward, now crawling through the heather, the wet ground soon soaking the knees of my breeches, while ahead of me the sky grew red, until I could actually see the sparks from the huge fire rising up to soar over us, blasted by the prevailing westerly wind.
At last the Spook came to a halt and waved me forward. I crawled until I was kneeling alongside him, Alice taking up a position on my right. We were facing the fire, and what I saw dashed such hopes as I’d had: I no longer had any illusions that we were going to destroy the power of the Pendle covens. Despite the Spook’s avowed intention in coming here, I knew now that it just wasn’t possible. There were too many of them, and the threat they posed was too great. To our right, there had to be two hundred or more people in an arc facing the fire, all of them either witches or part of the clans. And they were armed to the teeth. The women had knives at their belts, some brandishing them wildly so that the blades reflected the firelight; the men had long sticks with knives or barbarous hooks lashed to the end.
There, beyond the fire, facing the gathering, and with four other witches at her side—one of them Mab Mouldheel—was the tall, threatening figure of Wurmalde. She was addressing the clans, moving her arms dramatically to emphasize what she was saying. I could just about hear her voice, carried by the wind, but was too far away to make out the actual words.
There seemed to be little happening in the way of rituals. To one side of the main gathering, sheep were roasting on spits and I could even see casks of ale. It looked like they were planning some sort of celebration.
“I can see Mab, but who are the three others with Wurmalde?” I asked, keeping my voice low—though there was little chance that I could be heard. The wind was blowing toward us and the witches were crying out in response to Wurmalde, some shrieking loud enough to wake the longtime dead.
It was Alice who answered. “One on the right is Anne Malkin, coven leader. Next to her is Old Florence, who governs the Deanes. Getting on in years, she is, and little threat to us tonight. They must have carried her up the hill. The third is Grimalkin, the assassin.”
At the name Grimalkin, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck move. She was the cruel killer whom Wurmalde had threatened to use against Jack and his family, the one who marked the boundaries of Pendle with her warning sign.
Suddenly Wurmalde stopped speaking, and after a few moments’ silence the witches surged toward the casks of ale and spits of roasting sheep. If the celebrations were beginning, then did it mean the ritual had already been completed?
It was as if the Spook had read my mind. “I don’t like the look of this at all,” he said. “I’m afraid we’ve arrived too late. . . .”
Soon the clans were celebrating with abandon, quaffing ale and wolfing down roasted mutton while I could only watch in dismay, my heart sinking lower and lower. Had the Fiend already come through the portal? If so, he would be gathering strength. Soon he would be coming for me.
As I watched, something happened to silence the celebrations. A lone witch ran to the fire from the northeast. She must have been placed on the summit to keep watch. Whatever she said to the gathering, all the witches suddenly became less boisterous; some turned their backs on the fire and faced north or east. Some even seemed to be looking in our direction, and even though everything I’d been taught told me that they couldn’t sniff us out from that distance, I became very nervous.
When I glanced down and to my right, I could see the torches moving up the hill. The Spook had planned things well. The villagers were spread out in groups, with the groups themselves not too close together, which gave the illusion that an army was climbing Pendle. But would the witches fall for that? By now the clans were definitely alarmed. Sentinels kept running back from their positions on the summit to report to the gathering.
After a while the clans began to shrink back behind the fire and a few were even beginning to slip away to the west, as if trying to lose themselves in the darkness beyond the firelight. But then it all went wrong. . . .
Once the villagers reached the summit and moved onto the plateau toward the witches, it became increasingly apparent that they were pitifully few in number. You could see their advance becoming slower and slower as they saw the armed horde they faced. Now the witches began to jeer and yell, brandishing their weapons while moving purposefully forward. It looked as if all was lost. I wondered what the Spook would do now. It was hopeless, but I couldn’t see him remaining hidden here in the shadows while the villagers were slaughtered. In a moment he’d lead me and Alice to join the fray.
By now the villagers had come to a halt, standing in a thin, uncertain line. They looked ready to turn and flee at any moment. But then I heard a man shouting what sounded like orders and, to my astonishment, someone burst from the line and ran directly to the waiting witches. It was a big man brandishing a huge hammer. At first I thought it was Matt Finley, the Downham blacksmith, but then I recognized him beyond all doubt. It was James! He was running flat out, water splashing up each time his boots landed on the soggy ground, the spray glistening orange and red in the firelight so that he seemed to be running through fire—either that, or his boots themselves flickered flames into the darkness.
Now, rather than remaining in a thin line, the villagers bunched up tightly behind him and followed him, most running at full pelt. As if by chance, or maybe some dormant battle instinct, moments before reaching their enemies, they somehow achieved the shape of a wedge, which drove hard into the massed witches, splitting the group almost into two halves before being brought to a standstill by the sheer weight of their numbers. James was the point of that wedge, and now I could see his hammer rising and falling and hear shrieks and shouts as the witches fought back and battle was joined.
I feared for James. How long could he survive, pressed hard by so many opponents? But before I could dwell on my fear, the Spook touched my shoulder.
“Right, lad, follow me. This is our chance. But you stay here, girl,” he commanded Alice. “If things go badly, you of all people wouldn’t want to fall into their hands!”
So saying, the Spook stood up and began to run toward the other side of the fire. I followed close at his heels, and Alice, ignoring his warning, was at my right shoulder. And then we had a stroke of luck. Grimalkin, the assassin, went to join the fray, and now only four witches were standing to the rear of the fire—just Wurmalde, Mab, Old Florence, and Anne Malkin.
We were closing on them fast when they finally saw the threat. It was close, so very close. Within moments the Spook would have cast his chain over Wurmalde and carried her off down the hill while I tried to hold off any pursuit. But it was not to be. Wurmalde shrieked out a command, and some witches nearest to the fire turned their backs on the battle and rushed forward, quickly moving between us and our quarry.
The Spook never paused. Still running at full tilt, he downed the first witch with a sideways swing of his staff. The next opponent was a big bear of a man, wielding an enormous cudgel, but this time the Spook used the point of his staff. The blade flashed, and the man went down. But now the Spook was gradually being brought to a halt as witches and their supporters pressed in on us from every side. I started swinging my own staff desperately, but hope was leaving me fast. There were simply too many of them.
Two witches faced me. One gripped the end of my staff and held it tightly, her face grimacing with the pain of holding the rowan wood; the second, her expression filled with cruel intent, raised her knife, and I saw the long serrated blade arcing down toward my chest. I brought up my right arm to try and fend off the blow even though I knew I was already too late.
But her blade failed to strike home. I glimpsed a dark shape above me and felt a sudden wind, something passing so close above that it almost touched my head, and the witch with the blade screamed as she was lifted clean off her feet and hurled away from me. She fell onto the edge of the fire, throwing up a shower of sparks.
I looked up and saw spread wings—another lamia gliding down toward me with death in its ferocious eyes; in that instant the lightning flashed directly above so that those wings became translucent and I could see the network of veins within. Sharp claws slashed and the feet hooked into the second witch, dragging her hand away from my staff. Then the wings were still no more; faster and faster they beat, becoming a blur, as sharp claws lifted and tore before hurling her away.
People were running then. Not toward us; they were fleeing, holding their arms high to ward off the terror that fell upon them from out of the darkness. Ahead, I glimpsed the Spook. He was running hard toward the southwestern edge of the plateau. He was chasing Wurmalde. I glanced around, looking for Alice, but could see no sign of her. Witches were scattering in every direction, and cries of pain and terror filled the air.
So I followed the Spook. After all, Wurmalde was the key to all this, the one who had brought the covens together. He might need my help. I still had my staff and my chain. If anything went wrong, I might still be able to bind the witch.
As we ran, the heavens opened and a deluge began, the rain driving in hard from the west. We soon slowed down; the slope was steep and slippery with the rain. I kept losing my balance and falling. Most of the time I struggled downward in darkness, but then, in the far distance, I saw two small specks of light. Even when lightning flashed, there was no sign of Wurmalde; the Spook was getting farther and farther ahead despite all my efforts to keep up. But finally, after what seemed like an endless desperate and difficult descent, the incline became less steep, and in a flash of sheet lightning, I saw the witch some way ahead of the Spook.
Far beyond her, waiting on a narrow track, was her black coach. The specks of light I’d seen were the two lanterns, one on either side of the driver, who was twisting round in his seat, staring back up the hill at us.
Now that the ground had leveled out somewhat, the speed of the chase increased dramatically. The Spook was still way ahead of me, his cloak billowing behind him as he ran. His legs seemed to be flying across the grass, and I was struggling to keep up. With every stride, he was gaining on the witch as she ran desperately toward the coach. Cobden looked back at her briefly but made no attempt to get down and assist her. He was staring up at the low clouds boiling overhead and his whip was raised, ready to drive the horses forward.
As she grasped the handle and pulled open the door, Wurmalde almost fell, but a moment later she was inside. The Spook had reached the coach and was actually reaching for the handle and raising his staff when Cobden cracked his whip in the air to send the team of horses plunging ahead. His whip cracked again, its tip making cruel contact with the animals’ backs; whinnying with pain and fear, they accelerated away while the Spook came to a halt, baffled.
“She’s gotten away!” he said, shaking his head in frustration as I came to his side. “So near. We almost had her! Now she’s free to work her evil again!”
But the Spook was wrong. There was another flash of sheet lightning directly above, and out of that light dropped a dark shape. It swooped low over the coach and seemed to strike Cobden from behind. He thrust up an arm to defend himself but had already lost his balance. He fell forward onto the horses, then slipped between them. The hooves trampled him momentarily before the wheels ran over him. I heard the beginning of a scream, but it was drowned out by the thunder.
Driverless, the horses plunged on, carrying Wurmalde’s coach faster and faster down the steep track. Illuminated by another brilliant flash of lightning, the dark shape plunged downward again to land heavily on the roof of the coach, and in the succeeding darkness I heard its claws begin to rip into the roof before the sound was drowned by thunder once more. I’d seen that coach by moonlight and knew it was constructed from heavy, strong wood. But now, again lit by lightning, it seemed to splinter and collapse like an eggshell. Moments later the lamia took to the air again, but this time its flight was more ponderous. Round and round it spiraled, slowly gaining height as, dragged by the terrified horses, the wreck of the carriage continued down the hill, rocking violently from side to side, as if about to overturn at any moment.
I’d been close to the eighteen-pounder—the County cannon that had fired upon Malkin Tower with such a tremendous roar—but that was nothing compared to the way the elements behaved now. Flash after flash filled the heavens while forked lightning rent the sky over the hill. It was as if this were God’s cannon, explosion after explosion hurling down wrath upon the witches of Pendle.
I looked up and saw the lamia carrying Wurmalde, its insectoid wings whirring desperately as, buffeted by the wind, it strove to gain height. Now it began to move back toward the hill.
“Gore Rock!” cried the Spook, his voice just audible above the tumult of the elements.
For a moment I didn’t know what he meant, but then the lamia released Wurmalde and I heard her scream as she fell through the turbulent air. I didn’t hear her hit the rock because the sound was drowned out by thunder, but I knew what had happened. Shuddering at the thought of what we would find, I followed the Spook to the sacrificial boulder.
“Stay here, lad,” he commanded, going forward to investigate.
I didn’t need telling twice and waited there, shivering, until he returned to my side.
“So much for immortality!” he said grimly. “She won’t bother us again. It’s over at last.”
But it wasn’t, and I feared the worst. It was only when we met some of the others coming down the hill that the truth was confirmed. Alice was among them, but she was limping badly.
“Are you all right?” I asked her.
“Ain’t nothing to worry about, Tom. Just twisted my ankle running on the slope, that’s all.”
Then I realized that there was no sign of James, and even before she spoke again I knew by her face that something terrible had occurred.
“Is it James?” I asked, horrified at the thought of what might have happened to my brother.
Alice shook her head. “No, Tom. James is all right. Nothing worse than a few cuts and bruises. He’s helping to carry some of the injured off the hill. It’s you, Tom. You’re in terrible danger. Tried to catch Mab, I did, but she got away. But not before she boasted that they’d won; that they’d already carried out the ritual on Gore Rock as the sun went down. I believe her, Tom. So we were already too late when we climbed the hill.” Alice’s face was twisted with anguish. “Old Nick’s crawled through the portal. He’s in the world already, and you’re the one he’ll be coming for. Run, Tom! Run—please. Back to the farm! Back to your mam’s room—before it’s too late.”
The Spook nodded. “The girl’s right. That’s all you can do now. There’s no refuge safe enough for you here. And those two lamias will have no chance at all against what’s coming. I don’t know how long you’ve got—it’ll take the Fiend some time to adjust to this world and gather strength. Just how long before he comes after you, I wouldn’t like to guess. Here,” he said. “Take my staff. Use the blade if you have to! Use it against anyone or anything that gets in your way! We’ll follow on after you as quickly as we can. Just as soon as we’ve sorted things out a bit here. And once in your mam’s room, stay there until it’s safe.”
“How will I know when it is safe?” I asked.
“Trust your instincts, lad, and you’ll know when it’s safe. In any case, don’t you remember what that foul creature told us? Creatures of the dark often lie, but I suspect that Tibb was telling the truth about the limits of the power the witches have over the Fiend. For just two days he’ll be in the power of the covens, bound to their will. Survive that long, and he’ll no doubt have mischief of his own to carry out on the third day and will leave you alone. Now get you gone before it’s too late!”
So we swapped staffs, and without a backward glance I set off at a run. Mam had been proved right. The dark made flesh would now walk the earth. I was scared and I was desperate, but I kept my pace steady because it was a long way back to Jack’s farm.



CHAPTER XXIII
 Blood Moon

I moved west, trying to get as far away from the hill as possible. The witches had fled the summit, and there was a risk that I might encounter one or more of them at any point.
I couldn’t wait to be clear of the Pendle district altogether. The storm was dying down and moving away to the east; now the flashes of lightning were more distant, the gaps between these and the subsequent rumbles of thunder growing. Darkness was both friend and enemy: friend because it aided my swift, secret passage across witch country; enemy because out of it at any second might emerge the Fiend, the Devil himself.
A dark wood lay in my path and I paused, listening carefully before I moved on into the trees. The wind had died down completely, and everything was very still. Not a leaf moved. All was silent. But it didn’t feel right. My instincts warned me of danger waiting within. I turned and decided to make a detour round the outside of the wood, avoiding meeting danger head on. But it didn’t help. Whatever it was came looking for me.
A dark shape stepped out from behind the trunk of an ancient oak and moved into my path. Trembling, I lifted the Spook’s staff and pressed the secret lever so that, with a click, the blade emerged from its recess.
It was very dark beneath the tree, but the figure that confronted me and the pale glimmer of the face—most of all, the bare feet—were familiar to me. Even before she spoke, I knew that it was Mab Mouldheel.
“I’ve come to say good-bye,” she said softly. “You could’ve been mine, Tom, and then none of this would have happened. You’d have been safe with me, not running for your life like this. Together we could’ve sorted the Malkins once and for all. Now it’s too late. Soon you’ll be dead. You’ve got a few hours at the most. That’s all that’s left to you now.”
“You don’t see everything!” I said angrily. “So get out of my way before—”
I raised the staff toward her, but Mab just laughed. “I’ve seen where you’re going now. It wasn’t too hard to see that. Think your mam’s room’s going to save you, do you? Well, don’t be so sure about that! Nothing stops Old Nick. His will be done, on earth as it is in hell. The world belonged to him in the old days, and now it’s his once more and he’ll do what he wants with it. King o’ the world, he is, and nothing stands in his way.”
“How could you do it?” I asked angrily. “How could you be part of that madness? You told me yourself that the Fiend can’t be controlled. He’ll control you and threaten the whole world. What you’ve done is insane. I can’t understand why you’d do it!”
“Why? Why?” shouted Mab. “Don’t you know why? I cared about you, Tom. Really cared. I loved you!”
I was stunned by her use of the word “love.” For a moment we both fell silent. But then Mab’s torrent of words continued.
“I trusted you. Then you betrayed me. But now we’re finished forever, and I don’t care what happens to you. Even if you escape Old Nick, it’s odds on that you’ll never get home anyway. You’ll be dead long before then. The Malkins aren’t taking any chances. Want you dead real bad. To make doubly sure, they’ve set Grimalkin on you. She’s after you now, and not too far behind. If you’re lucky, she’ll kill you quickly and there won’t be too much pain. Best turn round, go back toward her, and get it over with, because if you make it hard for her, then she’ll make it hard for you. She’ll kill you slowly and painfully!”
I took a deep breath and shook my head. “You’d better hope that you’re right, Mab,” I said. “If I survive, you’re going to be very sorry. One day I’ll come back to Pendle for you. Especially for you. And you’ll spend the rest of your life in a pit eating worms!”
I ran straight at her, and Mab flinched to one side as I sped past. I was no longer conserving my strength now. I was running hard through the darkness. Running for my life, imagining Grimalkin closing in on me with every stride I took.
At times I was forced to rest. Running made my throat hot and dry, and I had to stop occasionally to slake my thirst from streams. I couldn’t afford to halt for long, because Grimalkin would be running, too. They said that she was strong and tireless. My knowledge of the County wouldn’t help me too much either. No advantage in taking shortcuts. Grimalkin was County, too—and a skilled assassin, able to track me whichever obscure path I chose.
Soon I had another problem. Things started to feel very wrong. Since becoming the Spook’s apprentice I’d often been scared, and mostly with good reason. I had two very good reasons now: My pursuit by Grimalkin, and the threat conjured up by Wurmalde and the three covens. But it was more than that. I can only describe it as a sense of foreboding and anxiety. The feeling that usually only comes in nightmares—an extreme dread, a mortal fear. One moment the world was the way it had always been; the next, it had changed forever.
It was as if something had entered my world as I ran toward Jack’s farm—something as yet invisible—and I knew that nothing would ever be the same again.
That was my first warning that things were terribly wrong. The second was to do with time. Night or day, I’ve always known what time it is. Give or take a minute or so, I can easily tell the time by the position of the sun or the stars. Even without them, though, I always just know. But as I ran, what my head told me didn’t match what I could see. It should have been dawn, but the sun hadn’t come up.
When I looked toward the eastern horizon, there wasn’t even the faintest glimmer of light. There were no clouds now—the wind had torn them to tatters and wafted them east. But when I looked up, there were no stars either. No stars at all. It just wasn’t possible. At least, not possible in the world as it had once been.
But there was one object very low in the sky: the moon—which shouldn’t have been visible. The final stage of the waning moon is a very thin crescent with its horns pointing from left to right. I’d seen that yesterday before the storm struck Pendle. Now the moon should have been totally dark. Invisible. Yet there was a full moon, very low on the eastern horizon. A moon that didn’t shine with its normal silvery light. The moon was blood red.
There was no wind either. Not a leaf moved. Everything was utterly still and silent. It was as if the whole world was holding its breath and I was the only living, breathing, moving creature on its surface. It was summer, but it suddenly became very cold. My breath steamed in the freezing air, and the grass at my feet whitened with hoarfrost. Hoarfrost in August!
So I ran on toward Jack’s farm, the only sound that of my boots beating a rhythmical tattoo on the hardening earth.
I seemed to be running for an eternity, but at last I saw Hangman’s Hill ahead of me. Beyond it was the farm. Soon I was jogging up into the trees that shrouded its upper reaches. I was so close now; so close to the refuge that Mam had prepared. But the moon was red—so red, bathing everything in its lurid, baleful light. And the hanging men were there. The ghasts. The remnants of those who had been hanged long ago, during the civil war that had torn the whole land asunder, dividing the County, ripping families apart, setting brother against brother.
I’d seen the ghasts before. The Spook had made me confront them as we set off from the farm in the first minutes of my apprenticeship. As a young lad, I’d heard them from my bedroom. They were a fact; they scared the farm dogs, keeping them from the pastures immediately below. But even when I’d confronted them with the Spook, they had never seemed so vivid, never so real. Now they groaned and choked as they slowly turned, suspended from the creaking branches. And their eyes seemed to be staring toward me in accusation—eyes that seemed to be saying that it was somehow my fault; that I was to blame for them hanging there.
But they were just ghasts, I told myself, remembering one of the very first things the Spook had taught me. They weren’t ghosts—lingering sentient spirits, bound to the scene of their death. They were just fragments, memories remaining while their spirits had passed on, hopefully to a better place. Still, they stared hard at me, and their gaze chilled me to the bone. And then there was a sudden alarming sound: Someone was running up the hill toward me, feet thundering on the hard, frozen ground!
Grimalkin, the witch assassin, was behind me, and she was closing in for the kill.



CHAPTER XXIV
 Despair

THE witch was chasing me through the dark wood, getting nearer and nearer by the second.
I was running as fast as I was able, weaving desperately, with branches whipping into my face. Twice I ducked aside as cold, dead fingers brushed my forehead. Ghast fingers. The fingers of the hanging men.
Ghasts were mostly phantasms—images without substance. But fear gave them strength and solidity, and I was terrified: terrified of the assassin, terrified of the death that chased me through the wood. And my terror was feeding the dark.
I was tired and my strength was failing, but I drove myself harder and harder toward the summit of Hangman’s Hill. Once I’d reached it, a faint hope quivered within me. Downhill, the going was easier. Beyond the trees was the fence that bordered the northern pasture of the farm. Climb over that fence, and it wasn’t more than half a mile or so to the farmyard and the back door of the house. Then up the stairs. Turn the key to Mam’s room. Get inside. Lock it behind me. Do that and I’d be safe! But would I have time for any of that?
Grimalkin might pull me back as I climbed over the fence. She could catch me crossing the pasture. Or the yard. Then I would have to wait while I unlocked the door. I imagined my trembling fingers trying to insert the key into the lock as she ran up the stairs behind me.
But would I even reach the fence? She was getting nearer now. Much nearer. I could hear her feet pounding down the slope toward me. Better to turn and fight, said a voice inside my head. Better to face her now than be cut down from behind. But what chance did I have against a trained and experienced assassin? What hope against the strength and speed of a witch whose talent was murder?
In my right hand I gripped the Spook’s staff; in my left was my silver chain, coiled about my wrist, ready for throwing. I ran on, the blood moon flickering its baleful light through the leaf canopy to my left. I’d almost reached the edge of Hangman’s Wood, but the witch assassin was very close now. I could hear the pad-pad of her feet and the swish-wish of her breath.
As I ran beyond the final tree, the farm fence directly ahead, the witch sprinted toward me from the right, a dagger in each hand, the long blades reflecting the moon’s red light. I staggered to my left and cracked the chain to send it hurtling at her. But all my training proved useless. I was weary, terrified, and on the verge of despair. The chain fell harmlessly onto the grass. So, exhausted, I finally turned to face the witch.
It was over, and I knew it. All I had now was the Spook’s staff, but I barely had the strength to lift it. My heart was hammering, my breath rasping, and the world seemed to spin about me.
Now I could see Grimalkin for the first time. She wore a short black smock tied at her waist, but her skirt was divided and strapped tightly to each thigh to aid running. Her body was crisscrossed with narrow leather straps to which sheaths were bound, each holding a weapon: blades of different lengths; sharp hooks; small implements like shears . . .
Suddenly I remembered what the Spook had pointed out carved on the oak tree soon after we’d entered Pendle. They weren’t shears. They were sharp scissors, used to cut flesh and bone! And around the witch’s neck was a necklace of bones. Some I recognized as human—fingers and toes—and thumb bones hung from each earlobe. Trophies from those she’d slain.
She was powerful and also beautiful in a strange sort of way, and looking at her made my teeth tingle. But her lips were painted black, and when she opened her mouth in a travesty of a smile, I saw that her teeth had been filed to points. And at that moment I recalled Tibb’s words.
I was looking into the mouth of death.
“You’re a disappointment,” Grimalkin said, leaning back against the trunk of the final tree and pointing her daggers downward so that the long blades crossed against her knees. “I’ve heard so much about you, and despite your youth I hoped for more. Now I see that you’re just a child and hardly worthy of my skills. It’s a pity I can’t wait until you become a man.”
“Then let me go, please,” I begged, seeing just a faint glimmer of hope in what she said. “They told me that you like a kill to be difficult. So why don’t you wait? When I’m older, we’ll meet again. Then I’d be able to put up a fight. Let me live!”
“I do what must be done,” she said, shaking her head, genuine sadness in her eyes. “I wish it were otherwise but . . .”
She shrugged and allowed the blade to fall from her right hand and bury itself in the soft earth at her feet. Then she held her right arm wide as if offering an embrace. “Come here, child. Rest your head against my bosom and close your eyes. I will make it swift. There will be a brief moment of pain—hardly more than a mother’s kiss against your throat—and then your struggle against this life will be over. Trust me. I will give you peace at last.”
I nodded, lowered my head, and approached her, my heart racing. As I took the second step toward her waiting embrace, tears suddenly flowed down my cheeks, and I heard her give a deep sigh. But in completing that step, I flicked the Spook’s staff from my right hand to my left. And with all the speed and strength that I could muster, I drove it hard at her so that the blade went straight through her left shoulder, pinning her to the trunk of the tree.
She uttered no sound at all. The pain must have been terrible, but her only reaction was a slight tightening of the lips. I released the staff, leaving it still quivering in the wood, then turned to run. The blade had gone deep into the tree and the staff itself was rowan. She would find it difficult and painful to free herself. Now I had a chance to reach the safety of Mam’s room.
I’d only taken two steps when something made me turn and look back toward the witch. She had reached across with her right hand and taken the blade from her left, and now, with incredible speed and force, she hurled the knife straight at my head.
I watched it spinning toward me, its blade reflecting the red light of the moon. End over end it came. I could have tried to duck or even step to one side, but neither movement would have saved me from the speed and force of that blade.
What I did was not done consciously. I had no time to think. I made no decision. Some other part of me acted. I simply concentrated, my whole self focused on that spinning blade until time seemed to slow.
I reached up and plucked it out of the air, my fingers closing about the wooden handle. Then I cast it away from me onto the grass. Moments later I was climbing the fence and running across the field toward the farm.
The farmyard was still and silent. The animals were being cared for by our neighbor, Mr. Wilkinson, so that wasn’t alarming in itself. It was just that I felt very uneasy. A sudden fearful thought pushed itself into my head.
What if the Fiend were already here? What if he were already inside the darkness of the farmhouse? Lurking inside one of the downstairs rooms, ready to follow me up the stairs and pounce as I tried to unlock the door of Mam’s room?
Thrusting the thought aside, I ran past the site of the burned barn and across the yard toward the house. I glanced at the wall, which should have been covered in a profusion of red roses. Mam’s roses. But they were dead, blackened and withered on their stems. And there was no Mam waiting to greet me inside. No Dad. This had been my home, but now it looked more like a house from a nightmare.
At the back door, I paused for a moment to listen. Silence. So I went in and ran up the stairs two at a time until I faced the door to Mam’s room. Then I pulled the keys from my neck and, with shaking fingers, inserted the largest one into the lock. Once inside, I locked the door behind me and leaned back against it, breathing deeply. I gazed around at the empty room with its bare floorboards. The air here was much warmer than outside. I felt the mildness of a summer’s night. I was safe. Or was I?
Could even Mam’s room protect me from the Devil himself? Hardly had I begun to wonder about that when I remembered again something that Mam had said.
If you’re brave and your soul is pure and good, this room is a redoubt, a fortress against the dark. . . .
Well, I was as brave as I could manage under the circumstances. I was afraid, true, but who wouldn’t be? No, it was the bit about my soul being pure and good that worried me now. I felt that I’d changed for the worse. Bit by bit, the need to survive had made me betray the way that I’d been brought up. Dad had taught me that I should keep my word, but I’d never for one moment intended to keep my bargain with Mab. It had been for a good reason, but nevertheless I’d deceived her. And the strange thing was that Mab, a witch who belonged to the dark, always kept her word.
And then there was Grimalkin. She had a code of honor, but I’d beaten her with guile, with sly deceit. Was that why the tears had gushed from my eyes as I’d pretended to step toward her deadly embrace? Those tears had come as a complete surprise to me. An emotion had welled up inside, and I’d had no control over it. Those tears had probably put Grimalkin further off her guard: She’d assumed I was crying in fear.
Had they in fact been tears of shame? Tears because I knew I’d fallen so far short of the behavior that Dad had expected of me? If my soul was no longer pure and good, then the room might not protect me, and my lies had merely put off the moment of my destruction.
I walked across to the window and peered out. It overlooked the farmyard, and in the light of the blood moon I could see the blackened foundations of the barn, the empty pig and cattle pens, and the north pasture reaching to the foot of Hangman’s Hill. Nothing moved.
I paced back toward the center of the room, growing increasingly nervous. Would I see the Devil approach? And if so, what form would he take? Or would he simply materialize out of the empty air? No sooner had that scary thought entered my head than I heard terrifying noises from outside—loud booms and bangs, thuds against the walls—and the house actually began to shake. Was it the Fiend? Was he trying to break into the house? Smash through the stones?
It certainly sounded as if something were battering at the walls. Next, powerful rhythmical thumps came from above. Something heavy was pounding on the roof, and I could hear slates falling down into the yard. There were fearful bellowing and snorting sounds, too, like those of an angry bull. But when I rushed to the window again, there was nothing to be seen. Nothing at all.
As suddenly as they had started, the sounds ceased, and in the deep silence that followed, the house itself seemed to be holding its breath. Then there were more noises, but from within the house; from down in the kitchen. The smash and crash of cups and saucers. The clatter of cutlery on stone flags. Someone was throwing crockery hard onto the floor; emptying drawers of kitchen utensils. Moments later, that ceased, too, but into the brief silence intruded a new noise—that of a rocking chair. I could hear it clearly, creaking as its wooden runners made rhythmic contact with the flags.
For a moment my heart leaped. I’d heard that sound so many times as a child: the familiar noise of Mam rocking in her chair. She was back! Mam had come back to save me, and now everything would be all right again!
I should have had more faith, realized that she wouldn’t leave me to face this horror alone. I reached for the key, actually intending to unlock the door and go downstairs. But I remembered just in time that Mam’s chair had been smashed to pieces by the witches who’d raided the house. The crockery had already been broken, too, the knives and forks scattered on the flags. They were just sounds, re-created to lure me from the safety of the room.
That sinister rocking faded and ceased. The next sound was much nearer. Something was climbing the stairs. It wasn’t the thump of heavy boots. It sounded more like a large animal. I could hear its panting breath, the pad-pad of heavy paws on the wooden stairs and then a low, angry growl.
Moments later, claws started scratching at the bottom of the door. At first it was exploratory and halfhearted, like a farm dog lured by the appetizing smell of cooking but remembering its place in the scheme of things and trying to get into a kitchen without doing too much damage. But then the clawing became more rapid and frantic, as if the wood were being ripped to shreds.
Next I had a sense of something huge; something far larger than a dog. A sudden stench of death and rot assailed my senses, and filled with alarm, I backed away from the door just as something thudded against it heavily. The door began to groan and buckle. For a moment I thought it would shatter or be flung open, but then the pressure eased, and all I could hear was the panting breath.
After a while even that faded away, and I began to have more faith in the room and what Mam had done to protect me. Slowly I started to believe that I was safe and that not even the Devil himself could reach me here. Eventually my fear receded, to be replaced by weariness.
I was close to exhaustion now, hardly able to keep my eyes open, so I stretched myself out on the hard wooden boards. Despite the discomfort, I fell almost immediately into a very deep sleep. How long I slept, it was impossible to say, but when I got up, nothing had changed. I walked over to the window and gazed out over the same bleak scene. Nothing moved. It was a nightmare vision of timelessness. But then I realized that I was wrong. There had been one change. The ground was even whiter, the frost covering thicker and more extensive. Would the blood moon ever set? Would the sun ever shine again?
Within the room there was still the mild warmth of a County summer’s night, but gradually, even as I watched, frost started to form on the outside of the window until it became white and opaque.
I walked across and placed my hand against it. The air around me was balmy, but the cold of the window bit into my skin instantly. I breathed hard onto the glass until a small circle of visibility formed, allowing me a narrow view of the same dismal outer scene.
Was I trapped in some sort of earthly hell? Had the arrival of the Fiend done more damage than the Spook had expected, creating a timeless frozen domain over which he would rule forever? Would it ever be safe to leave Mam’s room?
I felt defeated and weary, and my mouth was parched, for I’d brought no water with me! What a fool I’d been! I should have thought of that and prepared myself better. To stay in Mam’s refuge for any significant length of time, I needed water and provisions. Things had happened so quickly, though. From the time I’d entered Pendle with the Spook, it had been one threat after another, danger after danger. What chance had there been?
For a while I paced the floor. Backward and forward, from wall to wall. There was nothing else to do. Backward and forward, my boots thumping on the wooden boards. As I paced, I started to develop a severe headache. I didn’t usually get headaches, but this one was really bad. It was as if a great weight were pressing down on the top of my head and it throbbed with every frantic beat of my heart.
How long could I go on like this? Even if time was actually passing, it wasn’t like anything I’d experienced before. With that I had a sudden dark thought. . . .
Mam had protected the room, and the Fiend couldn’t get in. But that didn’t stop what he could do outside the room. He had changed the world—or at least changed the world that I could see from the window. Everything outside this room—the farm, the house, the trees, people, and animals—was in his grip. Would I ever be able to leave the room again? Maybe the world would only return to normal once I went outside?
Dark thoughts started to slip into my mind, despite all my efforts to keep them out. What was the use of anything? We were born, we lived a few years, grew old, and then died. What was the point of it all? All those people in the County and the wide world beyond, living their short little lives before going to the grave. What was it all for? My dad was dead. He’d worked hard all his life, but the journey of his life had had only one destination: the grave. That’s where we were all heading. Into the grave. Into the soil, to be eaten by worms. Poor Billy Bradley had been the Spook’s apprentice before me. He’d had his fingers bitten off by a boggart and had died of shock and loss of blood. And where was he now? In a grave. Not even in a churchyard. He was buried outside because the Church considered him no better than a malevolent witch. That would be my fate, too. A grave in unhallowed ground.
And Father Stocks hadn’t even been buried yet. He was still lying dead in bed at Read Hall, his body rotting on the sheets. All his life he’d struggled to do right, just like my dad. Better to get it over with now, I thought. Better to leave Mam’s room. Once I was dead, it would be finished with. There wouldn’t be anything to worry about anymore. No pain, no more heartache.
Anything was better than being imprisoned in this room until I died of thirst or starvation. Better to go outside now and be done with it.
I was actually walking toward the door and reaching for the key when I sensed a sudden coldness; a warning. Something that didn’t belong in this world was close by. In the corner of the room farthest from the door and the window, a shimmering column of light began to form.
I backed away. Was it a ghost or something from the dark? I saw walking boots materialize first, then a black cassock. It was a priest! The head formed quickly, the face looking at me uncertainly. It was the ghost of Father Stocks!
Or was it? I shivered again. I’d met things that could shape-shift. What if this was the Fiend, taking on the form of Father Stocks in order to deceive me? I fought to steady my breathing. Mam had said that nothing evil could enter here. I had to believe that. It was all I had left. So whatever the apparition was, it had to be good, not evil.
“I’m sorry, Father!” I cried. “Sorry that I didn’t return in time to save you. I did my best and got back before dark fell, but it was already too late.”
Father Stocks nodded sadly. “You did all you could, Tom. All you possibly could. But now I’m lost and afraid. I’ve been wandering in a gray fog for what seems like an eternity. Once I thought I saw a faint glimmer of light ahead, but it faded and died away. And I keep hearing voices, Tom. The voices of children calling my name. Oh, Tom! I think they’re the voices of the children I never had, my unborn children calling out to me. I should have been a real father, Tom. Not a priest. And now it’s too late.”
“But why are you here, Father? Why have you come here to visit me? Are you here to help?”
The ghost shook its head and looked bewildered. “I just found myself here, Tom, that’s all. I didn’t choose to be here. Perhaps somebody sent me. But why, I don’t know.”
“You lived a good life, Father,” I told him, stepping closer and starting to feel sorry for him. “You made a difference to lots of people and you fought the dark. What more could you do? So just go back. Go and look after yourself and forget me! Leave me—go back and search for the light.”
“I can’t, Tom. I don’t know how. I’ve tried to pray, but now my mind’s just full of darkness and despair. I tried to fight the dark but didn’t do it very well. I should have seen what Wurmalde was long ago. I let her blind me with glamour and fascination. Nowell suffered the same. But I should have known better. I failed as a priest, and all my training as a spook came to nothing. My life’s been a complete waste. It was all for nothing!”
The plight of poor Father Stocks finally made me forget my own fears. He was in torment, and I had to help. I remembered how the Spook usually dealt with troubled ghosts that couldn’t move on. If giving them a good talking-to had no effect, he would ask them to consider their own lives. To focus on a happy memory. A memory that usually freed them from the chains binding them to this world.
“Listen to me, Father. You were a spook as well as a priest. So remember now what John Gregory taught you. All you have to do is think about a happy memory and concentrate on that. So think now! Think carefully. Concentrate! What was your happiest moment on this earth?”
The anguished face of the dead priest shimmered and almost faded away, but then it came back into sharp focus and looked very thoughtful.
“One morning I woke up and looked about me. I was lying on a bed and the sun was shining through the window and dust motes were dancing in that broad beam of sunlight, glittering like a thousand angels. But for a moment I could remember nothing. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know where I was. I couldn’t even remember my own name. I had no worries, no cares. I was just a point of consciousness. It was as if I was free of the burden of life. Free of all that I’d been and done. I was nobody, but I was everybody at the same time. And I was happy and content.”
“And that’s exactly what you are now,” I told him, seizing on the idea he’d just put forward. “You’re nobody, and you’re everybody. And you’ve already found the light. . . .”
Father Stocks’s mouth opened in astonishment. Then a slow smile spread across his face, a smile of joy and understanding. His ghost slowly faded away, and I smiled, too; my first smile for a long time. I’d just sent my first ghost into the light.
And, speaking of light, Mam’s room was suddenly full of it! As Father Stocks faded away, a bright shaft of sunlight fell through the window, and it too was full of gleaming dust motes, just as the dead priest had described.
I took a deep breath. It seemed to me that I’d been very low. The Fiend hadn’t been able to enter the room, but somehow he’d reached into my mind so that I would despair, open the door, and go out to him. Just in time the ghost of Father Stocks had appeared, and I’d forgotten my own pain. My ordeal was over. I knew instinctively that it was safe, at last, to leave the room.
I walked over to the window. The blood moon had gone. The nightmare was over. Suddenly my awareness of the passage of time returned. Two days must have passed since the arrival of the Fiend through the portal, so it was now the third day of August. Today was my birthday. I was fourteen.
The sky was blue, the grass green, and there wasn’t a trace of frost anywhere. It had all been a trick, an illusion to draw me from the room to my destruction.
Then I saw two people walking side by side down Hangman’s Hill toward the farm. One of them was limping, and even from a distance, I recognized them: It was the Spook and Alice. My master was carrying two bags and two staffs. But then I saw that something on the hill above them had changed.
A dark vertical shadow, like a scar, now divided the wood.



CHAPTER XXV
 A New Order

I unlocked the door, left the house, and gazed about me at a scene of devastation. The chimney stack had collapsed onto the roof, and most of the windows had been smashed. Roof tiles were scattered about the yard, fence posts had been uprooted, and Mam’s rose stems had been torn from the wall. The Fiend had probably done that in frustration at not being able to get into her room.
But the destruction didn’t end there. I gazed up at Hangman’s Hill and realized just what that dark scar was. A wide path had been cut through the wood, the trees flattened. It looked as if the Fiend had felled them as he descended to attack the house. Felled them as easily as a scythe cuts a swath of grass. What strength and power that suggested! Even so, Mam’s room had withstood the attack.
But it was over now. The air was still and the birds were singing. I walked across the yard and headed toward Hangman’s Hill, meeting the Spook and Alice at the open gate of the north pasture. Alice limped forward and put her arms round me and gave me a big hug.
“Oh, Tom! I’m so glad to see you. I hardly dared hope that you’d survive.”
“I’m sorry we couldn’t do more, lad,” said the Spook. “You were on your own from the moment you ran for the farm, and there was nothing that anybody could have done to help. Once here, we watched from the hill, but it was too risky to get any closer. By the time we arrived, the Fiend had conjured up a dark cloud, which had settled right over the house and yard, obscuring them from view, and we could hear him within it, battering, bellowing, and doing his worst. It was bad having to keep our distance and do nothing to help, but I put my trust in that mother of yours, hoping that what she’d done to the room would be enough to keep you safe. And it looks like that trust was well founded.”
“But he’s in the world now, isn’t he?” I asked, hoping that the Spook might contradict me.
Shattering my last hope, he just nodded grimly in silent confirmation. “Aye, he’s here all right. You can feel it. Something’s changed. It’s like the first chill in the autumn air. A warning of winter. A new order of things has begun. As Father Stocks once said, the Fiend is the dark made flesh, but Wurmalde and the witches could only control him for two days. They sent him after you, but now that’s over and he’ll be making his own plans. He’s no longer bound to their will, and hopefully he’ll forget you for a while. But now nobody in the County is safe. The power of the dark will grow even faster, and we’ll all have our work cut out to keep it at bay. Our trade was dangerous before, but what we face now doesn’t bear thinking about, lad!”
I pointed up at the scar that divided Hangman’s Wood. “Is there damage like that elsewhere?” I asked.
“Aye, lad, there is—but just along the direct path from Pendle Hill to here. Crops have been flattened, along with a good many trees and the odd building or two. No doubt lives have been lost, but once here the Fiend concentrated on trying to get at you; the County was spared what could have been far worse.”
“So we failed,” I said sadly. “A force that can do that is far too strong for anybody to face. How big is he? Is he some sort of giant?”
“According to the old books, he can take any shape he wants and make himself large or small,” the Spook replied. “But most of the time, he looks just like a man. Somebody you wouldn’t give a second glance. And he doesn’t always use brute strength; he often gets his way by cunning. How much of that is true, only time will tell. But cheer up, lad. Where there’s a will there’s a way. We’ll find the means to deal with him one day. Wurmalde is dead; without her the witch clans will soon be at one another’s throats again. And we’ve struck a mighty blow at the Malkins. That tower’s theirs no longer. Those two lamias seem to have made it their home. That means your trunks are safe, and we’ve got an even better place to operate from when we visit Pendle again—”
“What? We’re going back now?” I asked wearily. The thought of that was almost too much to bear.
“No, it’s back to Chipenden now for a well-earned rest. But we’ll go back one day. Either next year or the one after. The job’s not finished yet. And there’s a lot of hard practice ahead for you now. Had you got Grimalkin with the chain, there’d have been no need to use my staff, would there?”
I was too tired to argue, so I just nodded.
“Still, you escaped with your life, lad, which wasn’t too bad under the circumstances. By the time we reached the tree, which was just beyond the edge of the path cut by the Fiend, she’d freed herself and was long gone, but her blood was still on it. She’d thrown down my staff and couldn’t have touched the chain even if she’d wanted to. It’s back safe and sound in your bag for now. But that’s another enemy you’ve made for yourself—one more reason to be on your guard!”
I wasn’t too bothered about Grimalkin. One day I’d face her again, but it would be when I was older; when she could gain more satisfaction from killing me. But the idea of something as powerful as the Fiend terrified me. It made me really worried about the future—my own and that of the whole County.
“While I was in Mam’s room, Father Stocks’s ghost paid me a visit,” I told the Spook. “We talked, and I was able to send him toward the light.”
“Well done, lad. Father Stocks will be missed in the County, and I’ve lost a friend. Sending him to the light is something you can be proud of. There are things in this job that can give a lot of satisfaction, and giving peace to the unquiet dead is one of them.”
“Are James and Jack all right?” I asked.
“As far as we know,” the Spook replied. “We went back to Downham with the villagers first, helping to carry back their wounded. Then we picked up our bags and came straight here while James headed for Malkin Tower. He was going to bring Jack and his family here—that is, if your brother was fit enough to travel.”
“Then couldn’t the three of us stay here for a few days until they arrive?” I asked. “We could clean up the place a bit. Make things a bit easier for them.”
“I suppose you’re right, lad. So be it. We’ll stay here and get things sorted.”
So that’s what we did. The three of us mucked in and cleared the mess from the rooms and brought a glazier up from the village to fix the windows. I climbed up onto the roof and did what I could with the chimney stack, managing to fix it well enough to allow the smoke to rise freely. It would do until we could get a mason to carry out a proper repair. After a few hours of hard work, we had the place clean and tidy, and by nightfall we’d eaten a good meal and had a welcoming fire blazing in the kitchen.
Of course, things would never be back to normal, but we just had to make the best of it. And I wondered if Ellie would be brave enough to live here at the farm again. She might just decide to take her child somewhere safer. After all, the witches knew where my house was; one day they might come here seeking revenge. I knew that a lot would depend on how well Jack recovered. If James did stay and work here, that might bolster Ellie’s courage.
The Spook dozed in front of the fire while Alice and I went outside and sat on the step, staring up at the stars. For a while we didn’t speak. I was the one who broke the silence.
“It’s my birthday today,” I told Alice. “I’m fourteen now.”
“Be a man soon then,” she said, giving me a mocking smile. “Bit scrawny, though, ain’t you? You’ll need feeding up a bit before then. Need a bit more inside you than that crumbly old cheese.”
I smiled back at her, and then I remembered what Tibb had said to me after Father Stocks’s blood had dribbled from his mouth onto my shirt.
I see a girl, soon to be a woman. The girl who will share your life. She will love you, she will betray you, and finally she will die for you.
Did he mean Mab? She’d shocked me by saying she loved me. I’d betrayed her, but she’d also betrayed me, by summoning the Fiend to hunt me down. Or did he mean Alice? If so, that prophecy was terrible. Could it possibly come true? I didn’t like to think about it, and it certainly wasn’t something to tell Alice, who believed that the future could be foretold. Better to say nothing. It would only make her unhappy.
But there was something else that made me feel a little uneasy. At first I was going to let it go, but a question kept buzzing around inside my head until I just had to ask it out loud.
“When I was with Mab and her sisters, something happened that made me think about something you once did. Mab seemed to believe she could own me in some sense—make me belong to her. But when she tried, I felt a pain on my left forearm, in the place where you once jabbed your fingernails into me. You said that you’d put your brand on me. That worries me, Alice. We put brands on cattle and sheep to show ownership. Is that what you’ve done to me? Have you used dark magic to control me in some way?”
Alice didn’t speak for quite a while. When she did, it was to ask me a question. “Just before you got the pain, what was Mab doing?”
“She was kissing me—”
“What did you let her do that for?” Alice asked sharply.
“I didn’t have much choice,” I replied. “My staff rolled out of my hand and I couldn’t move.”
“Good job I did put my brand on you, then. Otherwise you’d have been hers completely. Given her the keys without blinking an eye, you would.”
“So she couldn’t own me because you already did?”
Alice nodded. “Ain’t as bad as you make it sound. You should be grateful. What I’ve done means no witch can ever control you like that. It’s my mark, see. My brand. It warns them off. Apart from that, it don’t mean much, though. Not if you don’t want it to. Don’t have to sit next to me. Move if you want. Do you want to go?”
I shook my head. “I’m happy sitting here next to you.”
“And I’m happy here sitting next to you. So we’re both happy. What can be wrong with that?”
“Nothing. But don’t ever tell the Spook, though, or he’ll send you away again.”
We didn’t speak for a while, but then Alice reached across and got hold of my hand. Her left hand holding mine. I couldn’t believe how nice it was to sit there holding hands with her like that. It was even better than the other time on the way to her aunt’s at Staumin.
“What are you using?” I asked. “Fascination or glamour?”
“Both,” she said, giving me a wicked smile.



ONCE more, I’ve written most of this from memory, just using my notebook when necessary.
I’m back in Chipenden with Alice and the Spook, and it’s autumn again. The leaves are starting to fall, and the nights are drawing in.
At the farm things are going well. Jack’s able to talk again, and although he’s still not back to what he was, he’s improving steadily and expected to make a full recovery. James kept his promise and is living at the farm as well. He’s built a forge next to the new barn, and the work is starting to pick up. Not only that—he really does intend to go ahead and start brewing and selling ale, so the farm will live up to its original name once more.
I know that Ellie isn’t completely happy, though. She’s afraid that the witches might pay another visit, but she does feel better now that both Jack and his brother are around.
The arrival of the Fiend means that everything’s changed and become more dangerous. Once or twice, when we’ve talked about it, I think I’ve seen a flicker of fear on the Spook’s face. Things are certainly getting darker.
The news from down south isn’t good. It seems that the war is going badly and new recruits are needed to replace those who’ve fallen in battle. A press gang of soldiers is doing the rounds of the County, forcing young lads into the army against their will. The Spook is concerned that it might happen to me. He says that he usually sends each apprentice to work with another spook for six months or so—that way they see a different master at work and gain valuable experience. So, at the first sign of trouble, he’s thinking of placing me with Arkwright, who works beyond Caster. He doesn’t think the press gang will go that far north.
The trouble is, Alice wouldn’t be able to go with me. But I’ll just have to do as I’m told. He’s the Spook and I’m only the apprentice. And everything that he does is for the best.
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WRATH OF THE BLOODEYE




CHAPTER I
The King’s Shilling

CARRYING my staff, I went into the kitchen and picked up the empty sack. It would be dark in less than an hour but I’d just enough time to walk down to the village and collect the week’s provisions. All we had left were a few eggs and a small wedge of County cheese.
Two days earlier the Spook had gone south to deal with a boggart. Annoyingly, this was the second time in a month that my master had gone off on a job without me. Each time he’d said it was routine, nothing that I hadn’t seen before in my apprenticeship; it would be more useful for me to stay at home practicing my Latin and catching up with my studies. I didn’t argue but I wasn’t best pleased. You see, I thought he’d another reason for leaving me behind: He was trying to protect me.
Toward the end of the summer, the Pendle witches had summoned the Fiend into our world. He was the dark made flesh, the Devil himself. For two days he’d been under their control, and commanded to destroy me. I’d taken refuge in a special room Mam had prepared for me, and that had saved me. The Fiend was now doing his own dark will but there was no certainty that he wouldn’t come hunting for me again. It was something I tried not to think about. One thing was certain: With the Fiend in the world, the County was becoming a much more dangerous place—especially for those who fought the dark. But that didn’t mean I could hide away from danger forever. I was just an apprentice now but one day I would be a spook and have to take the same risks as my master, John Gregory. I just wished he could see it that way, too.
I walked into the next room, where Alice was working hard, copying a book from the Spook’s library. She came from a Pendle family and had received two years’ training in dark magic from her aunt, Bony Lizzie, a malevolent witch who was now safely confined in a pit in the Spook’s garden. Alice had got me into lots of trouble but eventually became my friend and was now staying with my master and me, making copies of his books to earn her keep.
Concerned that she might read something she shouldn’t, the Spook never allowed her to go into his library, and only one book at a time was ever given into her keeping. Mind you, he appreciated her work as a scribe. The books were precious to him, a store of information accumulated by generations of spooks—so each carefully duplicated volume made him feel a little more secure about the survival of that knowledge.
Alice was sitting at the table, pen in hand, two books open before her. She was writing carefully into one, copying accurately from the other. She looked up at me and smiled. I’d never seen her look prettier, the candlelight illuminating her thick dark hair and high cheekbones. But when she saw I had my cloak on, her smile instantly faded and she put down the pen.
“I’m off down to the village to collect the provisions,” I told her.
“Ain’t no need for you to do that, Tom,” she protested, concern evident in her face and voice. “I’ll go while you stay and carry on studying.”
She meant well but her words made me angry and I had to bite my lip to stop myself from saying something unkind. Alice was just like the Spook: overprotective.
“No, Alice,” I told her firmly. “I’ve been cooped up in this house for weeks and I need a walk to blow the cobwebs out of my head. I’ll be back before dark.”
“Then at least let me come with you, Tom. Could do with a bit of a break myself, couldn’t I? Sick of the sight of these dusty books, I am. Don’t seem to do anything but write these days!”
I frowned. Alice wasn’t being honest and it annoyed me. “You don’t really want a walk down into the village, do you? It’s a chilly, damp, miserable evening. You’re just like the Spook. You think that I’m not safe out alone. That I can’t manage—”
“Ain’t that you can’t manage, Tom. It’s just that the Fiend’s in the world now, ain’t he?”
“If the Fiend comes for me, there’s nothing much I can do about it. And it wouldn’t make much difference whether you were with me or not. Even the Spook wouldn’t be able to help.”
“But it’s not just the Fiend, is it, Tom? County’s a much more dangerous place now. Not only is the dark more powerful, but there are robbers and deserters at large. Too many people hungry. Some of ’em would cut your throat for half of what you’ll be carrying in that sack!”
The whole country was at war but it was going badly for us down south, with reports of some terrible battles and defeats. So now, in addition to the tithes that farmers had to pay to the Church, half of their remaining crops had been commandeered to feed the army. That had caused shortages and driven up the cost of food; the poorest people were now on the verge of starvation. But although there was a lot of truth in what Alice said, I wasn’t going to let her change my mind.
“No, Alice, I’ll be all right by myself. Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon!”
Before she could say anything more, I turned on my heel and set off briskly. Soon I had left the garden behind and was walking along the narrow lane that led to the village. The nights were drawing in and the autumn weather had turned cold and damp, but it was still good to be away from the confines of the house and garden. Soon Chipenden’s familiar gray-slated rooftops were visible and I was striding down the steep slope of the cobbled main street.
The village was much quieter than it had been in the summer, before things had deteriorated. Then it had been bustling with women struggling under the weight of loaded shopping baskets; now very few people were about, and I went into the butcher’s to find myself the only customer.
“Mr. Gregory’s order as usual,” I told the butcher. He was a large red-faced man with a ginger beard. At one time he’d been the life and soul of his shop, telling jokes and keeping his customers entertained, but now his face was somber and much of the life seemed to have gone out of him.
“Sorry, lad, but I’ve not much for you today. Two chickens and a few rashers of bacon is the best I can do. And it’s been hard enough keeping that under the counter for you. Might be worth your while calling in tomorrow well before noon.”
I nodded, transferred the items to my sack, asking him to put them on our bill, then thanked him and set off for the greengrocer’s. I did little better there. There were potatoes and carrots but nowhere near enough to last us for the week. As for fruit, the grocer could manage just three apples. His advice was the same: to try again tomorrow, when he might be lucky enough to have more in.
At the baker’s I managed to buy a couple of loaves and left the shop with the sack slung over my shoulder. It was then that I saw someone watching me from across the street. It was a scrawny child, a boy of probably no more than four, with a thin body and wide, hungry eyes. I felt sorry for him so I went over, fished into the sack and held out one of the apples. He almost snatched it from my hand, and without a word of thanks, turned and ran back into the house.
I shrugged and smiled to myself. He needed it more than I did. I set off back up the hill, looking forward to the warmth and comfort of the Spook’s house. But as I reached the outskirts of the village and the cobbles gave way to mud, my mood began to darken. Something didn’t feel right. It wasn’t the intense cold feeling that alerted me that something from the dark was approaching, but it was a definite unease. My instincts were warning me of danger.
I kept glancing back, sensing that someone was following me. Could it be the Fiend? Had Alice and the Spook been right all along? I quickened my pace until I was almost running. Dark clouds were racing overhead and there was less than half an hour before the sun went down.
“Snap out of it!” I told myself. “You’re just imagining the worst.”
A short stroll up the hill would bring me to the edge of the western garden and within five minutes I’d be back in the safety of my master’s house. But suddenly I halted. At the end of the lane there was someone waiting in the shadows beneath the trees.
I walked a few faltering steps farther and realized it was more than just one person: Four tall burly men and a lad were staring in my direction. What did they want? I felt a sudden sense of danger. Why were strangers lurking so close to the Spook’s house? Were they robbers?
As I got closer, I was reassured: They stayed under the cover of the bare trees rather than moving onto the path to intercept me. I wondered whether to turn and nod at them but then thought it better just to keep walking and not acknowledge them at all. As I passed beyond them, I gave a sigh of relief but then I heard something on the path behind me. It sounded like the chink of a coin falling onto stone.
I wondered if I’d a hole in my pocket and had dropped some of my change. But no sooner had I turned and looked down than a man stepped out of the trees and knelt on the path, picking something up. He looked up at me, a friendly smile on his face.
“This yours, boy?” he asked, holding out a coin toward me.
The truth was I wasn’t sure, but it had certainly sounded as if I’d dropped something. So I put down my sack and staff, then reached into my breeches pocket with my left hand, intending to pull out my change and count it. But suddenly I felt a coin pressed firmly into my right hand and looked down in surprise to find a silver shilling nestling in my palm. I knew there hadn’t been one in my change so I shook my head.
“It’s not mine,” I said with a smile.
“Well, it’s yours now, boy. You’ve just accepted it from me. Isn’t that right, lads?”
His companions stepped out of the trees and my heart sank into my boots. They were all wearing army uniforms and carried bags on their shoulders. They were armed, too—even the lad. Three of them carried stout clubs and one, with a corporal’s stripe, was brandishing a knife.
Dismayed, I glanced back at the man who’d handed me the coin. He was standing up now so I could see him better. His face was weather-beaten, with narrow cruel eyes; there were scars on his forehead and right cheek—he’d evidently seen more than his fair share of trouble. He also had sergeant’s stripes on his upper left arm and a cutlass at his belt. I was facing a press-gang. The war was going badly, and these men had been traveling the County, forcing men and boys into the army against their will to replace those killed in action.
“That’s the king’s shilling you’ve just accepted!” the man said, laughing in an unpleasant, mocking manner.
“But I didn’t accept it,” I protested. “You said it was mine and I was just checking my change—”
“No use making excuses, boy. We all saw what happened, didn’t we, lads?”
“No doubt about it,” agreed the corporal as they formed a circle around me, blocking any hope of escape.
“Why’s he dressed as a priest?” asked the lad, who couldn’t have been more than a year older than me.
The sergeant bellowed with laughter and picked up my staff. “He’s no priest, young Toddy! Don’t you know a spook’s apprentice when you see one? They take your hard-earned money to keep so-called witches away. That’s what they do. And there are plenty of fools daft enough to pay ’em!”
He tossed my staff to Toddy. “Hold on to that!” he ordered. “He won’t be needing it anymore and it’s good for firewood if nothing else!” Next he picked up the sack and peered inside. “Enough food here to fill our bellies tonight, lads!” he exclaimed, his face lighting up. “Trust your canny sergeant. Right, wasn’t I, lads? Catch him on the way back up the hill rather than on the way down! Well worth the wait!”
At that moment, completely surrounded, I saw no hope of escape. I knew I had escaped from worse predicaments—sometimes from the clutches of those who practiced dark magic. I decided to bide my time and wait for an opportunity to get away. I waited patiently while the corporal took a short length of rope from his bag and bound my hands tightly behind my back. That done, he spun me to face west and pushed me roughly in the back to help me on my way. We began to march quickly, Toddy carrying the sack of provisions.
We walked for almost an hour, first west and then north. My guess was that they didn’t know the more direct route over the fells and I was in no rush to point it out to them. No doubt we were heading for Sunderland Point: I’d be put on a boat to take me far south, where the armies were fighting. The longer this journey took, the more hope I had of escape.
And I had to escape, or my days as the Spook’s apprentice were well and truly over.



CHAPTER II
The Truth of Things

WHEN it was too dark to see where we were going properly, we came to a halt in a clearing near the center of a wood. I was ready to run for it at the first opportunity but the soldiers made me sit down, and one of them was assigned to watch me while the others gathered firewood.
Normally I’d have been hopeful that the Spook would come after me and attempt a rescue. Even in the dark he was a good tracker, more than capable of following these men. But by the time he got back from binding that boggart, I’d have been put aboard a ship and would be far beyond help. My only real hope lay in Alice. She’d expected me back and would have been alarmed once it got dark. She could find me, too; I was certain of it. But what could she do against five armed soldiers?
Soon a fire was blazing away, my staff tossed casually onto the kindling with the other wood. It was my first staff, given to me by my master, and its loss hurt me badly, as if my apprenticeship to the Spook were also going up in flames.
Helping themselves to the contents of my sack, the soldiers soon had both chickens roasting on a spit and were cutting slices of bread and toasting them over the fire. To my surprise, when the food was ready, they untied me and gave me more than I could eat. But it wasn’t out of kindness.
“Eat up, boy,” the sergeant commanded. “We want you fit and well when we hand you over. You’re the tenth one we’ve taken in the past two weeks and probably the icing on the cake. A young, strong, healthy lad like you should earn us a good bonus!”
“He don’t look very cheerful!” jeered the corporal. “Don’t he realize this is the best thing that ever happened to him? Make a man of you, it will, lad.”
“Don’t look so down in the mouth, boy,” the sergeant mocked, showing off to his men. “They might not take you to fight. We’re short of sailors, too! Can you swim?”
I shook my head.
“Well, that’s no barrier to being a jack-tar. Once overboard and in the sea, nobody lasts long. You either freeze to death or the sharks bite off your feet!”
After we’d emptied our plates they tied my hands again, and as they talked, I lay back and closed my eyes, pretending to sleep while listening to their conversation. It seemed that they were fed up with pressing for the army. They were talking about deserting.
“Last one, this is,” I heard the sergeant mutter. “Collect our pay, then we’ll disappear north o’ the County and find ourselves some richer pickings. There’s got to be better work than this!”
Just my luck, I told myself. One more and then they were finished. I was the very last one they intended to press into service.
“Not sure about that,” said a plaintive voice. “Not much work anywhere. That’s why my old dad signed me up to soldiering.”
It was the lad, Toddy, who’d spoken, and for a moment there was an uneasy silence. I could tell that the sergeant didn’t like being contradicted.
“Well, Toddy,” he answered, an edge of anger to his voice, “depends who’s looking for work, a boy or a man. And it depends what kind of work we’re talking about. Still, I know the job for you. There’s one spook who’ll be looking for a new apprentice. I think that’s just the job you need!”
Toddy shook his head. “Wouldn’t like it much. Witches scare me.”
“Just old wives’ tales. There are no witches. Come on, Toddy, tell me! When have you seen a witch?”
“Had an old witch in our village once,” Toddy replied. “She’d a black cat and used to mutter under her breath. She had a wart on her chin, too!”
“The cat or the witch?” mocked the sergeant.
“The witch.”
“A witch with a wart on her chin! Well, doesn’t that just have us all shaking in our boots, lads,” brayed the sergeant sarcastically. “We need to get you apprenticed to a spook and then, when you’ve finished your training, you’ll be able to go back and deal with her!”
“No,” said Toddy. “Wouldn’t be able to do that. She’s dead already. They tied her hands to her feet and threw her in the pond to see if she’d float.”
The men roared with laughter but I couldn’t see what was funny. She’d clearly been what the Spook called “falsely accused”—a poor old woman who didn’t deserve to be treated like that. Those who sank were presumed innocent but often died of shock or pneumonia if they hadn’t already drowned.
“Well, Toddy? Did she float?” the sergeant demanded.
“She did, but facedown in the water. They fished her out to burn her but she was already dead. So they burned her cat instead.”
There was another burst of cruel laughter even louder than the first, but the conversation soon became desultory before ceasing altogether. I think I must have dozed off because I suddenly became aware that it had grown extremely cold. Only an hour previously, a chill damp autumn wind had been gusting through the trees, bending the saplings and causing older branches to creak and groan; now everything was perfectly still and the ground was coated with hoar frost that sparkled in the moonlight.
The fire had died right down until there were just a few glowing embers. There was plenty of wood lying in a heap at the side, but despite the bitterly cold air, nobody had made a move to fuel the fire. All five soldiers were simply staring at the cooling embers as if in a trance.
Suddenly I sensed something approaching the clearing. The soldiers did, too. They came to their feet as one and peered out into the darkness. A shadowy figure emerged from among the trees, moving toward us so silently that it appeared to be floating rather than walking. As it drew nearer, I felt fear rising in my throat like bile and stood up nervously.
My body was already cold, but there’s more than one kind of cold. I’m the seventh son of a seventh son and I can sometimes see, hear, or sense things that ordinary people can’t. I see ghosts and ghasts, hear the dead talk, feel a special kind of cold when something from the dark approaches. I had that feeling now, stronger than I’d ever felt it before, and I was scared. So scared that I began to tremble from head to foot. Could it be the Fiend, come for me at last?
There was something about the head of the approaching figure that disturbed me deeply. There was no wind yet its hair seemed to be moving, writhing in an impossible way. Could this be the Fiend approaching now?
The figure moved closer; suddenly it entered the clearing so that moonlight fell on it properly for the first time. . . .
But it wasn’t the Fiend. I was looking at a powerful malevolent witch. Her eyes were like fiery coals and her face was contorted with hatred and malice. Yet it was her head that terrified me most of all. Instead of hair she had a nest of black snakes that writhed and coiled, forked tongues flickering, fangs ready to inject their venom.
Suddenly there was a moan of animal terror from my right. It was the sergeant. For all his brave words, his face was now deformed by fear, his eyes bulging in his head, mouth open as if to scream. But instead he gave another moan, deep from within his belly, and set off into the trees, heading north at full pelt. His men followed, with Toddy bringing up the rear, and I could hear them in the distance, their frantic footsteps receding until they’d faded away altogether.
In the silence I was left alone to face the witch. I had no salt, no iron, no staff, and my hands were still bound behind my back, but I took a deep breath and tried to control my fear. That was the first step when dealing with the dark.
But I needn’t have worried. Suddenly the witch smiled and her eyes ceased to glow. The coldness within me ebbed. The snakes stopped writhing and became a head of black hair. The contortions of the face relaxed into the features of an exceptionally pretty girl and I looked down at the pointy shoes that I knew so well. It was Alice, and she was smiling at me.
I didn’t return her smile. All I could do was stare at her, horrified.
“Cheer up, Tom,” Alice said. “Scared ’em so much they ain’t going to follow us. You’re safe enough now. Ain’t nothing to worry about.”
“What have you done, Alice?” I said, shaking my head. “I sensed evil. You looked like a malevolent witch. You must have used dark magic to do that!”
“Ain’t done nothing wrong, Tom,” she said, reaching out to untie me. “The others were scared and it spread to you, that’s all. Just a trick of the light really . . .”
Appalled, I pulled away from her. “Moonlight shows the truth of things, you know that, Alice. It’s one of the things you told me when we first met. So is that what I’ve just seen? What you really are? Have I seen the truth?”
“No, Tom. Don’t be silly. It’s just me, Alice. We’re friends, ain’t we? Don’t you know me better than that? Saved your life more than once. Saved you from the dark, I have. Ain’t fair, you accusing me like that. Not when I’ve just rescued you again. Where would you be now without me? I’ll tell you: on your way to war. You might never have come back.”
“If the Spook had seen that . . .” I shook my head. It would have been the end of Alice for sure. The end of her time living with us. My master might even have put her in a pit for the rest of her days. After all, that’s what he did with witches who used dark magic.
“Come on, Tom. Let’s be away from here and back to Chipenden. The cold’s starting to get into my bones.”
With those words, she cut my bonds and we headed straight back toward the Spook’s house. I carried the sack with what was left of the provisions and we walked in silence. I still wasn’t happy at what I’d seen.
The next morning, as we tucked into our breakfast, I was still worrying about what Alice had done.
The Spook’s pet boggart made our meals; it was mostly invisible but occasionally took the form of a ginger cat. This morning it had cooked my favorites—bacon and eggs—but this breakfast was probably one of the worst it had ever put on the table. The bacon was burned to a crisp and the eggs were swimming in grease. Sometimes the boggart cooked badly when something had upset it. It seemed to know things without being told. I wondered if it was concerned about the same thing I was: Alice.
“Last night when you walked into the clearing, you scared me, Alice. Scared me badly. I thought I was facing a malevolent witch — one of a type I’d never met before. That’s exactly what you looked like. You had a head of snakes rather than hair and your face was twisted with hatred.”
“Stop nagging me, Tom. It ain’t fair. Just let me eat my breakfast in peace!”
“Nagging? You need nagging! What did you do? Come on, tell me!”
“Nothing. I did nothing! Leave me alone. Please, Tom. It hurts me when you go on at me like that.”
“It hurts me to be lied to, Alice. You did something and I want to know exactly what.” I paused, blazing with anger, and the words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop them. “If you don’t tell me the truth, Alice—then I’ll never trust you again!”
“All right, I’ll tell you the truth,” Alice cried, tears glistening in her eyes. “What else could I do, Tom? Where would you be now if I hadn’t come along and got you away? Ain’t my fault that I scared you. Aimed at them, it was, not you.”
“What did you use, Alice? Was it dark magic? Something Bony Lizzie taught you?”
“Nothing special. Similar to glamour, that’s all. It’s called dread. Terrifies people, it does, and makes ’em run away in fear for their lives. Most witches know how to do it. It worked, Tom. What could be wrong with that? You’re free and nobody got hurt, did they?”
Glamour was something a witch used to make herself appear younger and more beautiful than she really was, creating an aura that enabled her to bind a man to her will. It was dark magic and had been used by the witch Wurmalde when she’d tried to unite the Pendle clans in the summer. She was dead now, but dead too were men who’d been in thrall to the power of glamour and had only realized too late the threat she represented. If dread were another version of that same dark magic, it worried me that Alice had used such power. It worried me deeply.
“If the Spook knew, he’d send you away, Alice,” I warned her. “He’d never understand. For him nothing ever justifies using the power of the dark.”
“Then don’t tell him, Tom. You don’t want me to be sent away, do you?”
“Of course not. But I don’t like lying either.”
“Then just say that I caused a distraction. That you got away in the confusion. Not far from the truth, is it?”
I nodded but I was still far from happy.
The Spook returned that evening, and despite feeling guilty at withholding the truth, I repeated what Alice had said.
“Just made a lot of noise from a safe distance,” Alice added. “They chased me but I soon lost ’em in the dark.”
“Didn’t they leave somebody guarding the lad?” my master asked.
“Tied Tom’s arms and legs so he couldn’t run away. I circled back and cut him free.”
“And where did they go afterward?” he asked, scratching at his beard worriedly. “Are you sure you weren’t followed?”
“They talked about going north,” I told him. “They seemed fed up with press-gang work and wanted to desert.”
The Spook sighed. “That could well be true, lad. But we can’t afford to take a chance on those men coming looking for you again. Why did you go down into the village alone in the first place? Haven’t you the sense you were born with?”
My face flushed with anger. “I was sick of being mollycoddled. I can look after myself!”
“Can you now? Didn’t put up much of a fight against those soldiers, did you?” my master retorted scathingly. “No, I think it’s time I packed you off to work with Bill Arkwright for six months or so. Besides, my old bones ache too much now to give you the combat training you need. Harsh though he is, Bill’s licked more than one of my apprentices into shape. And that’s exactly what you need! And just in case that press-gang come back looking for you, you’re better off away.”
“But they wouldn’t be able to get past the boggart, would they?” I protested.
In addition to kitchen duties, the boggart kept the gardens safe from the dark and any sort of intruder.
“Yes, but you’re not always going to be protected here, are you, lad?” the Spook said firmly. “No, it’s best if we get you away.”
I groaned inside but said nothing. My master had been muttering for weeks about seconding me to Arkwright, the spook who worked the part of the County north of Caster. It was something my master usually arranged for his apprentices. He believed that a concentrated period of training with another spook was beneficial—that it was good to get different insights into our trade. The danger from the press-gang had simply hastened his decision.
Within the hour he had written the letter while Alice sulked by the fire. She didn’t want us to be separated, but there was nothing either of us could do about it.
What was worse, my master sent Alice to post the letter rather than me. I began to wonder if I’d be better off up north after all. At least Bill Arkwright might trust me to do something by myself.



CHAPTER III
A Late Reply

FOR almost two weeks we’d waited for the reply from Arkwright. Recently, to my annoyance, in addition to collecting the provisions, Alice had been sent down to the village every evening to see if a reply had arrived while I’d had to stay in the house. But now a letter from Arkwright was finally here.
When Alice entered the kitchen, the Spook was warming his hands at the fire. As she handed him the envelope, he glanced at the words scrawled on it. To Mr. Gregory of Chipenden.
“I’d know that handwriting anywhere. About time, too!” my master commented, annoyance strong in his voice. “Well, girl, thanks for that. Now run along!”
With a downward turn of her mouth, Alice obeyed. She knew she’d find out what Arkwright had written soon enough.
The Spook opened the letter and began to read while I waited impatiently.
When he’d finished, he handed it to me with a weary sigh. “You might as well look, too, lad. It concerns you. . . .”
I began to read, my heart slowly sinking into my boots as I did so.
Dear Mr. Gregory,
My health has been poor of late and my duties heavy. But although it’s not a good time for me to be burdened by an apprentice, I cannot refuse your request, for you were always a good master to me and gave me a sound training that has served me well.
At ten o’clock on the morning of the eighteenth day of October, bring the boy to the first bridge over the canal north of Caster. I will be waiting there.
Your obedient servant,
Bill Arkwright
“You don’t need to read between the lines to tell that he’s none too keen to take me on,” I commented.
The Spook nodded. “Aye, that’s plain enough. But Arkwright always was a bit down in the mouth and overly concerned with the state of his health. Things probably won’t be half as bad as he makes out. He was something of a plodder, mind, but he did complete his time, and that’s more than can be said for most of the lads it’s been my misfortune to train!”
That was true enough. I was the Spook’s thirtieth apprentice. Many apprentices had failed to complete their training; some had fled in fear, while others had died. Arkwright had survived and had plied our trade successfully for many years. So, despite his seeming reluctance, he probably had a lot to teach me.
“Mind you, he’s come on a lot since he’s been working by himself. Ever heard of the Coniston Ripper, lad?”
Rippers were a dangerous type of boggart. The Spook’s last apprentice, Billy Bradley, had been killed by a ripper: It had bitten off some of his fingers and he’d died of shock and loss of blood.
“There’s an entry in the Bestiary in your library about it,” I told him.
“So there is, lad. Well, it killed over thirty people. Arkwright was the one who dealt with it. Ask him about it when you get the chance. No doubt he’s proud of what he did, and so he should be. Don’t let on what you know—let him tell you the story himself. Should help to get your working relationship off to a good start! Anyway,” the Spook said, shaking his head, “that letter’s barely arrived in time. It’s best if we get to bed early tonight and set off soon after dawn.”
My master was right: The meeting with Arkwright was scheduled for the day after tomorrow and it was about a day’s journey to Caster over the fells. But I wasn’t feeling too happy at having to set off so suddenly. He must have noticed my glum face because he said, “Cheer up, lad, Arkwright’s not that bad. . . .”
And then his expression changed as he suddenly understood what I was feeling. “Now I see what’s the matter. It’s the girl, isn’t it?”
I nodded. There would be no place for Alice at Arkwright’s house, so we’d be parted for about six months. Despite all the mollycoddling I’d suffered recently, I was going to miss her. Miss her badly.
“Couldn’t Alice just travel with us to the bridge?” I asked.
I expected the Spook to refuse. After all, despite the fact that Alice had saved our lives on more than one occasion, she was still half Deane and half Malkin and came from witch-clan stock. My master didn’t fully trust her and rarely involved her in our business. He still believed that one day she might fall under the influence of the dark. I was glad he didn’t know how convincingly she’d appeared as a malevolent witch the other day.
But to my astonishment, he nodded his agreement. “I don’t see why not,” he said. “Off you go and tell her now.”
Fearing that he might change his mind, I left the kitchen immediately and went to look for Alice. I expected to find her in the next room, copying one of the books from the Spook’s library. But she wasn’t there. To my surprise, she was outside sitting on the back step, staring out at the garden with a gloomy expression on her face.
“It’s chilly out here, Alice,” I said, smiling down at her. “Why don’t you come back inside? I’ve got something to tell you. . . .”
“Ain’t good news, is it? Arkwright’s agreed to take you, hasn’t he?” she asked.
I nodded. We’d both been hoping that Arkwright’s delayed reply meant he would refuse the Spook’s request. “We’re setting off early tomorrow,” I told her, “but the good news is that you’re coming with us to see me off at Caster—”
“To me that’s a lot of bad news with hardly a pinch of good. Don’t know what Old Gregory’s fretting about. That press-gang ain’t coming back, are they?”
“Maybe not,” I agreed. “But he wants to get me off to Caster at some point and now seems as good a time as any. I can hardly refuse. . . .”
Although I hadn’t mentioned it to Alice, I also reckoned that one reason the Spook was sending me to Arkwright’s was to get me away from her for a while. Once or twice recently I’d noticed him watching when we were laughing or talking together, and he kept warning me about getting too close to her.
“Suppose not,” Alice said sadly. “But you will write to me, Tom, won’t you? Write every week. That way it’ll make time pass more quickly. Won’t be much fun for me alone in the house with Old Gregory, will it?”
I nodded but I didn’t know how often I’d be able to manage it. The post wagon was expensive and letters cost money to send. The Spook didn’t usually give me money unless it was for a specific need, so I’d have to ask him and I didn’t know how he’d react. I decided to wait and see what sort of a mood he was in at breakfast.
“That was one of the best breakfasts I’ve ever tasted,” I said, mopping up the last of my runny egg yolk with a large piece of bread. The bacon had been fried to perfection.
The Spook smiled and nodded in agreement. “That it was,” he said. “Our compliments to the cook!”
In response a faint purring could be heard from somewhere under the large wooden table, showing that the pet boggart appreciated our praise.
“Could I borrow some money for my stay with Mr. Arkwright?” I asked. “I wouldn’t need very much. . . .”
“Borrow?” asked the Spook, raising his eyebrows. “Borrow suggests that you intend to pay it back. That’s not a word you’ve used before when I’ve given you money for your needs.”
“There’s money in Mam’s trunks,” I told him. “I could pay you back next time we visit Pendle.”
My mam had returned to her homeland, Greece, to fight the rising power of the dark there. But she’d left me three trunks. As well as potions and books, one of them had contained three large bags of money, which were now safely stored in Malkin Tower, guarded by Mam’s two feral lamia sisters. In their domestic form lamias had the appearance of human females but for a line of yellow and green scales on their spines. However, these two sisters were in their wild state, with insectlike wings and sharp talons. They were strong and dangerous and could keep the Pendle witches at bay. I wasn’t sure when we’d be going back to Pendle, but I knew it would happen one day.
“So you could,” replied the Spook in answer to my suggestion. “Is there anything special that you want money for?”
“It’s just that I’d like to write to Alice each week—”
“Letters are expensive, lad, and I’m sure your mam wouldn’t want you to fritter away the money she left you. Once a month will be more than adequate. And if you’re writing to the girl, you can send me a letter as well. Keep me informed about everything that’s going on and put both letters in the same envelope to keep the costs down.”
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Alice’s mouth tighten as she listened to what he said. We both knew that it wasn’t really the money that concerned him. He’d be able to read what I’d written to Alice and do the same with her letter once she’d replied. But what could I say? A letter a month was better than nothing so I’d just have to make the best of it.
After breakfast the Spook took me to the small room where he kept his boots, cloaks, and staffs. “It’s about time I replaced that staff of yours that got burned, lad,” he told me. “Here, try this one for size.”
He handed me one made from rowan wood, which would be very effective against witches. I lifted it and checked the balance. It was perfect. Then I noticed something else. There was a small recess near the top— the right size to accommodate my forefinger.
“I think you know what that’s for!” exclaimed the Spook. “You’d best try it. See if it’s still in good working order.”
I eased my finger into the recess and pressed. With a loud click a sharp blade sprang out of the other end. My previous staff hadn’t had a retractable blade—though I’d once borrowed the Spook’s, which did. But now I’d have my own.
“Thanks,” I told him with a smile. “I’ll take good care of it!”
“Aye, and better care than you took with the last one! Let’s hope you don’t have to use it, lad, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
I nodded, then rested the point of the blade against the floor, exerted pressure and eased it back into its recess.
Within the hour, the Spook had locked up the house and we were on our way. My master and I were each carrying our staffs but, as usual, I was carrying both bags. We were well wrapped up against the cold: he and I in our cloaks, Alice in her black woolen winter coat, its hood up to keep her ears warm. I even wore my sheepskin jacket—though in truth it wasn’t a bad morning at all. The air was crisp, but the sun was shining and it was good to be walking toward the fells heading north toward Caster.
As we began to climb, Alice and I drew a little way ahead so that we could talk out of earshot. “It could be worse,” I told her. “If Mr. Gregory were planning to go to his winter house, you’d have to go with him and we’d be at opposite ends of the County.”
Usually the Spook wintered at Anglezarke, far to the south, but he’d already told me that this year he’d remain in his more comfortable house in Chipenden. I’d just nodded and made no comment. I supposed it was because Meg Skelton, the love of his life, was no longer in Anglezarke and the house held too many painful memories. She and her sister, Marcia, were lamia witches and the Spook had been forced to send them back to Greece, even though it had broken his heart.
“Ain’t telling me anything I don’t know already,” Alice said bitterly. “Still too far apart to visit each other, aren’t we, so what difference does it make? Anglezarke or Chipenden—still adds up to the same thing in the end!”
“It’s no better for me, Alice. Do you think I want to spend the next six months with Arkwright? You should have read the letter he sent. He says he’s ill and doesn’t even want me there. He’s only taking me grudgingly as a favor to the Spook.”
“And do you really think I want to be left at Chipenden with Old Gregory? He still doesn’t trust me and probably never will. Won’t ever let me forget what’s been an’ gone, will he?”
“That’s not fair, Alice. He’s given you a home. And if he found out what you did that night, you’d lose that home forever and probably end up in a pit.”
“I’m sick of telling you why I did it! Don’t be so ungrateful. Not in league with the dark and never will be—you can be sure of that. Once in a while I use what Lizzie taught me because I have no choice. I do it for you, Tom, to keep you safe. Nice if you could appreciate that,” she snapped, glancing behind to see that my master was still at a safe distance.
We both lapsed into silence after that, and even the brightness of the morning couldn’t lift our mood. The day wore on as we trudged north. It was nearly a month beyond the autumn equinox and the daylight hours were shortening, with the long cold winter approaching. We were still descending the lower slopes east of Caster when the light began to fail, so we found ourselves a sheltered hollow to bed down in for the night. The Spook and I gathered wood and got a fire going while Alice caught and skinned a couple of rabbits. Soon they were spitting and hissing in the flames while my mouth began to water.
“What’s it like to the far north of Caster?” I asked the Spook.
We were sitting cross-legged before the fire while Alice turned the spit. I’d offered to help but she’d have none of it. She was hungry and wanted the rabbits cooked to perfection.
“Well,” my master replied, “some say it’s got the best scenery in the whole County and I wouldn’t argue with that. There are mountains and lakes, with the sea to the south. To the very extreme north of the County there’s Coniston Lake and the Big Mere east of it—”
“Is that where Mr. Arkwright lives?” I interrupted.
“Nay, lad, not so far north as that. There’s a long canal that runs in a northerly direction, from Priestown through Caster and into Kendal. His house is on the west bank. It’s an old water mill fallen into disuse but it serves him well enough.”
“What about the dark?” I asked. “Anything in that part of the County that I haven’t met before?”
“You’re still green behind the ears, lad!” snapped the Spook. “There are plenty of things you’ve still to face and you don’t need to go north of Caster to find ’em! But what with the lakes and the canal, danger mostly comes from the water in those parts. Arkwright’s the expert on water witches and other creatures that make their homes in bog and slime. But I’ll let him tell you himself. It’ll be his job to train you for a while.”
Alice continued to turn the spit while we sat staring into the flames. She was the one to break the silence and there was concern in her voice.
“Ain’t happy that Tom’s going to be up here alone,” she said. “The Fiend’s in the world permanent now. What if he comes looking for Tom and we’re not around to help him?”
“We must look on the bright side, girl,” the Spook replied. “Let’s not forget that the Fiend has visited this world many times before. It’s not the first time he’s been here.”
“That’s true enough,” agreed Alice. “But apart from the first time, usually they were short visits. Some coven or witch would call him up. Lots of stories about that, there are, but most agree that Old Nick never stuck around for more than a few minutes at most. Just time enough to make a bargain or grant a wish in exchange for a soul. But this is different. He’s here to stay, with plenty of time to do exactly what he wants.”
“Aye, girl, but no doubt the Fiend’ll be busy finding mischief of his own to carry out. Do you think he wanted to be bound to the will of the covens? Now that he’s free he’ll do what he pleases—not what they told him to do. He’ll be dividing families, turning husband against wife and son against father; placing greed and treachery in human hearts; emptying churches of their congregations; making food rot in the granary and cattle waste away and die. He’ll swell the savagery of war into a blood-tide and make soldiers forget their humanity. In short, he’ll be increasing the burden of human misery and making love and friendship wither like crops struck by the blight. Aye, it’s bad for everyone, but for now Tom’s probably as safe as anyone who follows our trade and fights the dark.”
“What powers does he have?” I asked, feeling nervous with all this talk of the Devil. “Is there anything more you can tell me? What should I be most worried about if he does come looking for me?”
The Spook stared at me hard, and for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to answer. But then he sighed and began to summarize the powers of the Fiend.
“As you know, it’s said that he can take on any shape or size he likes. He may resort to trickery to get what he wants, appearing out of thin air and looking over your shoulder without you knowing it. At other times he leaves a calling card—the Devil’s mark, a series of cloven hoofprints burned into the ground. Why he does that is anyone’s guess, but it’s probably just to scare people. Some believe that his true shape is so appalling that one glance would kill you from sheer terror. But that might just be a story to scare children into saying their prayers.”
“Well, the idea of it certainly scares me!” I said, glancing over my shoulder into the darkness of the hollow.
“The Fiend’s greatest power, though,” continued my master, “is his ability to tamper with time. He can speed it up so that, to anyone in his vicinity, a week passes by in less than an hour. He can do the reverse, too: make a minute seem to last an eternity. Some say he can stop time altogether, but there are very few accounts of that happening. . . .”
The Spook must have noticed my worried expression. He glanced sideways at Alice, who was staring at him wide-eyed.
“Look, it’s no use worrying ourselves unnecessarily,” he said. “We’re all at risk now. And Bill Arkwright will be able to guard Tom just as well as I can.”
Alice looked far from satisfied by the Spook’s words, but soon she shared out the rabbits and I was too busy eating to worry any more about it.
“It’s a fine night,” said the Spook, looking upward.
I nodded in agreement, still stuffing pieces of juicy rabbit into my mouth. The sky was bright with stars and the Milky Way was a gleaming silver curtain strung across the heavens.
But by morning the weather had changed and a mist cloaked the hillside. It wasn’t a bad thing because we still had to skirt Caster. Within its ancient castle they tried witches before hanging them on a hill just outside the city. Some priests considered a spook and his apprentice to be enemies of the Church, so it wasn’t a place for us to linger.
We passed the town to the east and strode onto the first northerly bridge over the canal just before ten. The mist hung heavily over the water and everything was silent. The canal was wider than I’d expected. Were it possible to walk on water, twenty strides would have been needed to cross from one bank to the other. The water, though, was still and murky, suggestive of depth. There wasn’t a breath of wind and the surface reflected back the arch of the bridge to form an oval, and when I looked down, I could see my own sad face staring back up at me.
A cinder towpath ran parallel to each bank of the canal, bordered by a straggly hawthorn hedge on either side. A few forlorn, leafless trees draped their stark branches over the paths, and beyond them the fields rapidly disappeared into the mist.
There was no sign of Arkwright. We waited patiently for almost an hour, the chill starting to eat into our bones, but still he didn’t turn up.
“Something’s wrong,” the Spook said at last. “Arkwright has his faults, but tardiness was never one of them. I don’t like it! If he’s not here, then something has prevented him. Something beyond his control.”



CHAPTER IV
The Mill

THE Spook had just decided that we should press on north toward Kendal when we heard muffled sounds approaching. They were the steady beat of hooves and the swish of water. Then, looming out of the mist, we saw two huge shire horses harnessed one behind the other. They were being led down the towpath by a man in a leather tunic and were pulling a long narrow barge behind them.
As the barge passed underneath the bridge, I saw the man glance back up toward us. Then he brought the horses to a gradual halt, tethered them on the towpath, and walked up onto the wooden bridge with a steady, unhurried stride and a confident roll of his shoulders. He wasn’t a tall man but he was thick-set, with large hands, and despite the chill, underneath the leather jerkin the top two buttons of his shirt were open, revealing a thatch of brown hair.
Most men would cross the road to avoid passing too close to a spook, but he smiled broadly, and to my astonishment, walked right up to my master and held out his hand. “I expect you’re Mr. Gregory.” The stranger beamed. “I’m Matthew Gilbert. Bill Arkwright asked me to collect the boy.”
They shook hands, my master returning his smile. “I’m pleased to meet you too, Mr. Gilbert,” the Spook replied, “but isn’t he well enough to come himself?”
“No, it’s not that, although he has been poorly,” Mr. Gilbert explained. “It’s just that they’ve found a body in the water—it had been drained of blood like the others. It’s the third in two months, and Bill’s gone north to investigate. Of late the dark seems to be rearing its ugly head more often and he’s been kept really busy.”
The Spook nodded thoughtfully but didn’t comment. Instead he put his hand on my shoulder. “Well, this is Tom Ward. He expected to walk; no doubt he’ll be pleased to get himself a ride. . . .”
Mr. Gilbert smiled and then shook my hand. “I’m very pleased to meet you, young Tom. But now I’ll let you say your good-byes in peace. So I’ll see you down there,” he said, nodding toward the barge and then making his way down.
“Well, lad, don’t forget to write. You can send us a letter after the first week to let us know how you’ve settled in,” the Spook said, handing me a couple of small silver coins. “And here’s something for Bill Arkwright to help toward your keep.” And he placed a guinea in my hand. “I can’t see you having any problems. Just work as hard for Arkwright as you have for me and all should be well. For a while you’re going to have a different master with his own way of working and it’ll be your task to adapt to him—not the other way round. Keep your notebook up to date and write down everything he teaches you—even if it’s not quite the same as I’ve taught. It’s always good to have another perspective, and by now Arkwright is an expert on things that come out of the water. So listen well and be on your guard. The County’s a dangerous place at present. We all need to keep our wits about us!”
With that the Spook gave me a nod and turned on his heel. Only when he’d left the bridge did Alice approach. She put her arms right round me and hugged me close.
“Oh, Tom! Tom! I’ll miss you,” she said.
“And I’ll miss you,” I replied, a lump coming to my throat.
She pulled away and held me at arm’s length. “Take care of yourself, please. I couldn’t bear it if anything were to happen to you. . . .”
“Nothing’s going to happen,” I said, trying to reassure her. “And I can look after myself. You should know that by now.”
“Listen,” she said, looking quickly over her shoulder, “if you’re in trouble or you need to tell me something urgently, use a mirror!”
Her words shocked me and I took a step backward. Witches employed mirrors to communicate, and I’d seen Alice use one once. The Spook would be horrified by what she was saying. Such practices belonged to the dark, and he would never approve of us communicating in that way.
“Ain’t no cause to look at me like that, Tom,” Alice insisted. “All you have to do is place both hands against a mirror and think about me just as hard as you can. If it don’t work the first time, then keep trying.”
“No, Alice, I’m not doing anything like that,” I told her angrily. “It’s something from the dark, and I’m here to fight it, not be part of it—”
“Not that simple, Tom. Sometimes we need to fight the dark with the dark. Remember that, despite what Old Gregory might say. And be careful. Ain’t a good part of the County to be. I was up there once with Bony Lizzie and lived on the edge of the marsh not too far from Arkwright’s mill. So take care, please!’”
I nodded, then impulsively leaned forward and kissed her on the left cheek. She drew back and I saw tears welling in her eyes. The parting was hard for both of us. Then she turned and ran from the bridge. Moments later she’d disappeared into the mist.
I walked sadly down onto the towpath. Matthew Gilbert was waiting for me, and he simply pointed to a wooden seat at the front of the barge. I sat myself down and looked about. Behind me were two huge wooden hatches, their padlocks hanging loose. This was a working barge and no doubt a cargo of some sort was stowed down there.
Moments later we were heading north. I kept glancing back toward the bridge, hoping against hope that Alice would appear so I could see her one last time. She didn’t, and it gave me a pain in my chest to leave her behind like that.
Every so often we passed a barge traveling in the opposite direction. Each time Mr. Gilbert exchanged a cheery wave with the other bargeman. These craft varied in size but all were long and narrow with one or more hatches. But whereas some were well kept, with bright, colorful paintwork, others were black and grimy, with fragments of coal on their decks, suggesting what lay in the hold.
At about one o’clock Mr. Gilbert brought the horses to a stop, freed them from their harness, and tethered them on the edge of some rough grassland at the side of the canal. While they grazed, he quickly made a fire and proceeded to cook us some lunch. I asked if I could help in any way but he shook his head.
“Guests don’t work,” he said. “I’d rest while you can. Bill Arkwright works his apprentices hard. Don’t get me wrong, though; he’s a good man, good at his job, and he’s done a lot for the County. And he’s tenacious, too. Once he’s got the whiff of his quarry he never gives up.”
He peeled some potatoes and carrots and boiled them in a pan over the fire. We sat at the rear of the barge, our feet dangling over the water, eating with our fingers from two wooden plates. The food hadn’t been cooked long enough, and both the carrots and the potatoes were still hard. But I was hungry enough to eat both the bargeman’s horses, so I just chewed thoroughly and swallowed. We ate in silence, but after a while, out of politeness, I tried to engage the bargeman in conversation.
“Have you known Mr. Arkwright long?” I asked.
“Ten years or more,” Mr. Gilbert replied. “Bill used to live at the mill with his parents, but they died years ago. Since becoming the local spook, he’s become a very good customer of mine. Takes a big delivery of salt every month. I fill five large barrels for him. I also bring him other provisions: candles, food—you name it. Especially wine. Likes a tipple, Bill does. Not your common elderberry or dandelion wine for him. Prefers his wine red. It comes by ship to Sunderland Point then overland to Kendal, where I take it aboard once a month. He pays me well.”
I was intrigued by the quantity of salt. In combination with iron, spooks used salt to coat the inside of pits when binding boggarts. It could also be used as a weapon against creatures of the dark. But we used relatively small amounts and bought small bags from the village grocer. Why would he need five barrels of salt every month?
“Is that your cargo now—salt and wine?” I asked.
“At the moment the hold is empty,” he replied, shaking his head. “I’ve just delivered a load of slate to a builder in Caster, and I’m heading back up to the quarry to collect some more. We carry all sorts of stuff around in this job. I’ll carry anything but coal—it’s so plentiful and cheap that it’s not even worth bothering to lock the hatches in case of theft. And that black stuff gets everywhere so I leave that to the specialist carriers.”
“So, Mr. Arkwright’s mill—is it right on the canal?”
“Close enough,” Mr. Gilbert replied. “You won’t be able to see it from the barge—it’s hidden by trees and bushes—but from the canal bank you could throw a small stone into the edge of the garden without straining too hard. It’s a lonely place, but no doubt you’ll be well accustomed to that.”
We lapsed into silence again, but then I thought of something that had struck me on the journey. “There are a lot of bridges over the canal. Why does it need so many?”
“I wouldn’t quarrel with that observation,” Mr. Gilbert said, nodding. “When they dug the canal, it cut a lot of farms in two. They’d paid the farmers for taking their land but also had to provide them with access to fields that lay on the other side of the canal. But there’s another reason. Horses and barges travel keeping to the left. So when you want to change direction, your horses can switch banks. Anyway, we’d best get on now. You would do well to reach the mill before dark.”
Mr. Gilbert hitched the horses to the barge, and we were soon moving slowly north again. It had been misty at dawn, but rather than being burned off by the sun, the mist soon became a dense fog that closed the visibility to a few paces. I could see the backside of the nearest horse, but its companion and Matthew Gilbert were hidden from view. Even the rhythmical clip-clop of hooves was muffled. Every so often we passed under a bridge, but apart from that there was nothing to see and I grew weary just sitting there.
About an hour before dark Mr. Gilbert brought the horses to a halt and walked back to where I was sitting. “Here we are!” he called out cheerily, pointing out into the mist. “Bill Arkwright’s house is straight over there.”
Collecting my bag and staff, I clambered out onto the towpath. There was a large post on the canal bank, to which Mr. Gilbert tethered the leading horse. The upper section of the post resembled a hangman’s scaffold, and from this hung a large bell.
“I ring the bell when I bring supplies,” he said, nodding toward the post. “Five clear rings to tell him it’s me with a delivery and not somebody needing a spook—it’s customary to ring three times in that case. Bill comes out and collects what I’ve brought. If there’s a lot, I sometimes help him carry it back to the boundary of the garden. He’s none too keen on anyone going closer than that!”
I understood. He was just like my master in that respect. People needing help rang a bell at the crossroads, and I was usually sent to find out what they wanted.
All I could see beyond the post was a gray wall of fog, but I heard the gurgling of a stream somewhere below. At this point the canal was elevated above the surrounding fields. From the towpath a steep grassy bank sloped into the fog.
“It’s only about ninety paces or so to the edge of his garden,” Mr. Gilbert said. “At the foot of this bank there’s a stream. Just follow it. It flows right under the house and used to drive the waterwheel when it was a working mill. Anyway, good luck. I’ll probably see you again next time I’m passing by with salt—or cases of wine,” he added, giving me a wink.
With that he untied the horses and walked off into the fog. Once more there came the muffled sound of hooves and the barge glided away northward. I remained standing there until the sound of hooves faded away altogether. Then, apart from the babble of water below me, I was enveloped in a blanket of silence. I shivered. I’d hardly ever felt so alone.
I scrambled down the steep bank and found myself on the edge of a fast-flowing stream. The water surged toward me before rushing into a dark tunnel under the canal, no doubt to reappear on the other side. The visibility had improved somewhat but was still no better than a dozen paces in any direction. I began to walk upstream, following a muddy track in the direction of the house, expecting it to loom out of the fog at any moment.
But all I could see were trees—drooping willows on both banks, their branches trailing into the water. They immediately impeded my progress, and I kept having to duck. At last I reached the perimeter of Arkwright’s garden, a seemingly impenetrable thicket of leafless trees, shrubs, and saplings. First, however, there was another barrier to cross.
The garden was bounded by a rusty iron fence: sharp-pointed, six-foot palings linked by three rows of horizontal bars. How could I get into the garden? The fence would be difficult to climb, and I didn’t want to risk being impaled on the top. So I followed the curve of the railings to the left, hoping to find another entrance. By now I was beginning to get annoyed with Matthew Gilbert. He’d told me to follow the stream but hadn’t bothered to explain what I’d find or how actually to reach the house.
I’d been following the railings for a few minutes when the going began to get very soggy underfoot. There were tussocks of marsh grass and pools of water, and in order to find slightly firmer ground I was forced to walk with my right shoulder almost touching the railings. But at last I came to a narrow gap.
I stepped through into the garden, to be confronted by a trench filled with water. The water was murky and it was impossible to say just how deep it might be. It was also at least nine paces across—impossible to jump even with a running start. I looked right and left but there was no way around it. So I tested it with my staff and, to my surprise, found the water came no higher than my knees. It looked like a defensive moat but was surely too shallow. So what was it for?
Puzzled, I waded across, quickly soaking the bottoms of my breeches in the process. Thickets were waiting for me on the other side, but a narrow path led through them, and after a few moments it opened out onto a wide area of rough grass, from which grew some of the largest willow trees I’d ever seen. They emerged from the fog like giants, with long, thin wet fingers that trailed against my clothes and tangled in my hair.
At last I heard the babbling of the stream again—before catching my first glimpse of Arkwright’s mill. It was bigger than the Spook’s Chipenden house, but size was the only impressive thing about it. Constructed of wood, it was dilapidated and sat oddly on the ground, the roof and walls meeting at strange angles; the former was green with slime, and grass and small seedlings sprouted from the gutters. Parts of the building looked rotten and unsound, as if the whole structure were just biding its time, waiting for its inevitable demise in the first storm of the winter.
In front of the house the stream hurled itself at the huge wooden waterwheel, which remained idle, immobile despite the furious efforts of the torrent. The water rushed on into a dark tunnel beneath the building. Looking at the wheel more closely, I could see that it was rotten and broken and probably hadn’t moved for many a long year.
The first door I came to was boarded up, as were the three windows closest to it. So I walked on toward the stream until I reached a narrow porch enclosing a large, sturdy door. This looked like the main entrance so I knocked three times. Perhaps Arkwright was back by now? When nobody came in response, I rapped again, harder this time. Finally I tried the handle but found the door locked.
What was I supposed to do now? Sit on the step in the cold and damp? It was bad enough in daylight but soon it would be dark. There was no guarantee that Arkwright would be back before then. Investigating the body in the water might take him days.
There was a way to solve my problem. I had a special key, made by Andrew, the Spook’s locksmith brother. Although it would open most doors and I expected the one before me to present little difficulty, I was reluctant to use it. It just didn’t seem right to go into someone’s house without their permission, so I decided to wait a little longer to see if Arkwright turned up after all. But soon the cold and damp began to seep into my bones and changed my mind for me. After all, I was going to live there for six months, and he was expecting me.
The key turned easily in the lock, but the door groaned on its hinges as it slowly opened. The mill was gloomy within, the air damp and musty and tainted with the strong odor of stale wine. I took just one step inside, allowing my eyes to adjust, then looking about me. There was a large table at the far end of the room, at the center of which was a single candle set within a small brass candlestick. I put down my staff and used my bag to wedge open the door and allow some light into the room. Pulling my tinderbox from my pocket, I had the candle lit within moments. That done, I noticed a sheet of paper on the table held in position by the candlestick. One glance and I could see that it was a note for me so I picked it up and began to read.
Dear Master Ward,
It seems that you have used your initiative; otherwise you would have spent the night outside in the dark, an experience that would be less than pleasant. Here you will find things very different from Chipenden.
Although I follow the same trade as Mr. Gregory, we work in different ways. Your master’s house is a refuge, cleansed from within; but here, the unquiet dead walk and it is my wish that they do so. They will not harm you, so leave them be. Do nothing.
There is food in the larder and wood for the stove by the door, so eat your fill and sleep well. It would be wise to spend the night in the kitchen and await my return. Do not venture into the lowest part of the house nor attempt to enter the topmost room, which is locked.
Respect my wishes both for your good and for mine.
Bill Arkwright



CHAPTER V
A Shrill High Scream

I found Arkwright’s comments about the dead very strange. Why would he allow them to disturb the tranquility of his house? Surely it was his duty to give them peace by sending them toward the light? That’s certainly what the Spook would have done. But my master had already explained that Arkwright might do things differently and it would be my duty to adapt to his ways.
I looked about, now able to see the room properly for the first time. It was not in the least inviting; it wasn’t really a living room at all. The windows were boarded up, so no wonder it was gloomy. No doubt it had been used for storage when the building was a working mill. There was no fireplace, and apart from the table the only items of furniture were two hard-backed wooden chairs, standing in opposite corners of the room. But there were several crates of wine stacked against the wall and a long row of empty bottles. Dust and cobwebs festooned the walls and ceiling, and although the front door opened directly into the room, Arkwright clearly used the room only as a means to reach the other parts of the house.
I moved my bag away from the door before closing and locking it. Next I took the candle from the table and went through to the kitchen. The window over the sink wasn’t boarded up, but it was still very foggy outside and the light was starting to fail. On the window ledge lay one of the biggest knives I’d ever seen. It certainly wasn’t for the preparation of food! However, the kitchen was tidier than I’d expected, free of dust, with plates, cups, and pans neatly stacked in wall cupboards and a small dining table and three wooden chairs. I found the larder filled with cheese, ham, bacon, and half a loaf.
Rather than a fireplace, there was a large stove, wider than it was tall, with two doors and an iron chimney that twisted over it to enter the ceiling above. The left-hand door opened to reveal a frying pan; the right was filled with wood and straw, ready for lighting. No doubt this was the only way to heat and cook in a wooden building like this.
Wasting no time, I used my tinderbox to light the stove. The kitchen soon filled with warmth, and then I began frying three generous rashers of bacon. The bread was dry and past its best but still good enough to toast. There was no butter, but the food went down very well and I was soon feeling much better.
I began to feel sleepy so I decided to go upstairs and look at the bedrooms, hoping to work out which one was intended for me. I carried the candle with me and it proved to be a wise decision. The stairs could hardly have been darker. On the first floor there were four doors. The first led to a lumber room full of empty boxes, dirty sheets, blankets, and miscellaneous rubbish that gave off an unpleasant smell of mold and decay. The walls had damp patches, and some of the heaped sheets were heavily mildewed. The next two doors each led to single bedrooms. In the first the crumpled sheets showed that the bed had been slept in; the second contained a bed with a bare mattress. Was that meant to be mine? If so, I longed to be back in Chipenden. There was no other furniture in the bleak, uninviting room, and the air was chilly and damp.
The fourth room had a large double bed in it. The blankets lay in an untidy heap at its foot, and again the sheets were rumpled. Something didn’t feel right in this room, and the hairs on the back of my neck began to rise. I shivered, lifted the candle higher, and approached the bed. It actually looked wet, and when I touched it lightly with my fingers, I found it saturated. It couldn’t have been wetter if someone had emptied half a dozen bucketfuls of water over it. I looked at the ceiling but could see no hole there nor any signs of staining due to leaks. How had it got so wet? I quickly backed away through the door, closing it firmly behind me.
The more I thought about it, the less I liked this floor. There was another level above, but Arkwright had warned me, so I decided to take his advice and sleep on the kitchen floor. At least it didn’t feel damp and the heat from the stove would keep me warm until morning.
Just after midnight something woke me. The kitchen was in almost total darkness, with just the faintest of glows from the stove.
What had disturbed me? Had Arkwright returned home? But the hairs on the back of my neck were rising again and I shivered. Arkwright had said that the unquiet dead were present in the house. If so, more than likely I’d soon know about it.
Just then there was a deep rumbling sound from somewhere below that vibrated right through the walls of the mill. What was it? It seemed to be getting louder and louder.
I was intrigued but I decided not to get up. Arkwright had told me to do nothing. It was none of my business. Even so, the noise was scary and disturbing, and I couldn’t get back to sleep, no matter how hard I tried. Eventually I worked out what the sound was. The waterwheel. The waterwheel was turning! Or at least it sounded like it.
Then there was a shrill scream, and the rumbling stopped as quickly as it had started. It was a scream so terrible and filled with such extreme anguish that I covered my ears. Of course that didn’t help. The sound was inside my head—the remnants of something that had taken place many years earlier in this mill. I was listening to someone in terrible pain.
At last the scream faded away and everything became peaceful and quiet again. What I’d heard would have been enough to drive most people from the building. I was a spook’s apprentice and such things were part of the job, but I still felt scared—my whole body was trembling. Arkwright had said that nothing here would harm me but there was something strange going on. Something more than just a routine haunting.
Even so, gradually I became calmer, and soon I was fast asleep again.
I slept well, too well. It was long past sunrise when I awoke to find that someone else was with me in the kitchen.
“Well, boy!” a deep voice boomed. “You’re easily taken unawares. It doesn’t pay to sleep too deeply in these parts. Nowhere is safe!”
I sat up quickly, then stumbled clumsily to my feet. Facing me was a spook, holding his staff in his left hand and a bag in his right. And what a bag! It could have easily contained both my master’s and my own within it. Then I noticed the tip of the staff. My master’s staff and mine both had retractable blades but this staff had a clearly visible, wicked-looking knife at least twelve inches long, with six backward-facing barbs, three on each side.
“Mr. Arkwright?” I asked. “I’m Tom Ward. . . .”
“Aye, I’m Bill Arkwright, and I guessed who you must be. I’m pleased to meet you, Master Ward. Your master speaks highly of you.”
I stared at him, trying to rub the sleep from my eyes. He wasn’t quite as tall as my master, but he was sturdier in a sort of wiry way that suggested strength. His face was gaunt and he had large green eyes and a strikingly bald head, from which not even a solitary hair sprouted; it was shaved as closely as that of a monk. On his left cheek was a vivid scar, which looked to be from a wound recently inflicted.
I also saw that his lips were stained purple. The Spook didn’t drink, but once, when he’d been ill, raving with the fever, he’d drunk a whole bottle of red wine. Afterward his lips had been that same purple color.
Arkwright leaned his staff against the wall next to the inner door, then put down his bag. There was a chink of glass as it made contact with the kitchen floor. He held out his hand toward me and I shook it. “Mr. Gregory thinks well of you, too,” I told him, reaching into my pocket and pulling out the guinea. “He sent you this to help toward my keep. . . .”
Arkwright took it from me, put it to his mouth, and bit into it hard. He inspected it closely, then smiled and nodded his thanks. He’d checked to make sure it was a real guinea made out of gold rather than some counterfeit. That annoyed me. Did he think my master would try to cheat him? Or was it me he suspected?
“Let’s trust each other for a while, Master Ward,” he said, “and see how we get on. Let’s allow time enough to give us a chance to judge each other.”
“My master said you’d have lots to teach me about the area north of Caster,” I continued, trying not to show my irritation about the guinea. “About things that come out of the water . . .”
“Aye, I’ll be teaching you about that all right, but mostly I’ll be toughening you up. Are you strong, Master Ward?”
“Quite strong for my age,” I said uncertainly.
“Sure about that, are you?” Arkwright said, looking me up and down. “I think you’ll need a bit more muscle on you to survive in this job! Any good at arm wrestling?”
“Never tried it before.”
“Well, you can try it now. It’ll give me an idea of what needs to be done. Come over here and sit yourself down!” he commanded, leading the way to the table.
I’d been the youngest by three years and had missed those family games, but I remembered my brothers Jack and James arm wrestling at the kitchen table back at the farm. In those days Jack always won because he was older, taller, and stronger. I would be at the same disadvantage against Arkwright.
I sat down facing him, and we placed our left arms together and locked hands. With my elbow on the table, my arm was shorter than his. I did my best, but he exerted a strong, steady pressure, and despite my best attempts to resist he bent my arm back until it was flat against the table.
“That the best you can do?” he asked. “What about if we give you a little help?”
So saying, he went over to his bag and returned carrying his notebook. “Here, put this under your elbow. . . .”
With the notebook raising my elbow from the tabletop, my arm was almost as long as his. So when I felt the first steady pressure from his arm, I brought all my strength to bear just as suddenly as I could. To my satisfaction I managed to force his arm a little way back, and I saw the surprise in his eyes. But then he countered with a strength that forced my arm to the surface of the table in seconds. With a grunt he released my hand and stood up while I rubbed my sore muscles.
“That was better,” he said, “but you need to harden those muscles if you’re going to survive. Hungry, Master Ward?”
I nodded.
“Right then, I’ll cook us some breakfast and after that we’d better start getting to know each other.”
He opened his bag to reveal two empty wine bottles along with other provisions: cheese, eggs, ham, pork, and two large fish. “Caught this morning, these!” he exclaimed. “Don’t come much fresher. We’ll have one between us now and the other for breakfast tomorrow. Ever cooked fish?”
I shook my head.
“No, you’ve got the luxury of that boggart doing all your chores for you,” said Arkwright, shaking his own head in disapproval. “Well, here we have to do things for ourselves. So you’d better watch me while I cook this fish because you’ll be doing the other one tomorrow. You don’t mind doing your share of the cooking, do you?”
“Of course not,” I replied. I just hoped I’d be able to manage. The Spook didn’t think much of my cooking.
“That’s all right, then. When we’ve finished breakfast, I’ll show you around the mill. We’ll see if you’re as brave as your master makes out.”



CHAPTER VI
Water Lore

THE fish tasted good, and Arkwright seemed keen to chat as we ate.
“The first thing to remember about the territory I protect,” he said, “is that there’s a lot of water about. Water is very wet and that can be a problem. . . .”
I thought he was trying to make another joke so I smiled, but he glared at me fiercely. “That’s not meant to be funny, Master Ward. In fact it’s not funny at all. By wet I mean that it saturates everything, soaks into the ground, into the body, and into the very soul. It permeates this whole area and is the key to all the difficulties we face. It’s an environment within which denizens of the dark thrive. We are of the land, not of water. So it is very difficult to deal with such creatures.”
I nodded. “Does permeate mean the same thing as saturate?”
“That it does, Master Ward. Water gets everywhere and into everything. And there’s a lot of it about. There’s Morecambe Bay for a start, which is like a big bite taken out of the County by the sea. Dangerous channels like deep rivers cross the shifting sands of the bay. People cross over when the tides permit, but tides come in fast and sometimes a thick mist comes down. Every year the sea claims coaches, horses, and passengers there. They vanish without a trace.
“Then there are the lakes to the north. Deceptively calm some days but very deep. And there are dangerous things that come out of the lakes.”
“Mr. Gregory told me that you bound the Coniston Ripper. And that it had killed over thirty people before you made the shores of the lake safe.”
Arkwright positively glowed when I said that. “Aye, Master Ward. At first it was a mystery that baffled the locals,” he explained. “It seized lone fishermen and pulled them overboard. People assumed the missing men had drowned, but if so, why weren’t their bodies washed ashore? At last there were too many victims and I was called in. It wasn’t an easy task. I suspected a ripper, but where was its lair? And once drained of blood, what had happened to the bodies? Well, Master Ward, you need both patience and perseverance in this job, and finally I tracked it down.
“Its lair was a cave right under the lakeshore. It dragged its victims up onto a rock shelf and fed at leisure. So I dug into the cave from the bank above. Its lair was a sight straight out of a nightmare. It was full of bones and corpses—rotting flesh heaving with maggots, together with other more recent bodies emptied of blood. I’ll never forget that stench. I waited for that ripper for three days and nights until it finally arrived with a fresh victim. It was too late to save the fisherman, but I finished the ripper off with salt and iron.”
“When Mr. Gilbert met us at the canal, he said you’d gone north to deal with a body found in the water that had been drained of blood like two others before it. Was that the victim of a ripper? Is there another one at large?”
Arkwright stared through the window as if deep in thought, and there was quite a delay before he answered. “No, it was a water witch. Their numbers have been increasing lately. But she was well away by the time I arrived. She’ll strike again no doubt, and we’ll just have to hope that she takes her next victim a little closer to home so that I’ll have time to hunt her down. But it’s not just rippers and water witches we have to watch out for. There are skelts to beware of. . . .
“Ever heard of a skelt?” he asked me.
I shook my head.
“It’s very rare and lives in crevices, either submerged or close to water. Instead of a flexible tongue, a long hollow, bony tube protrudes from its snout. The tube’s sharp and pointed at the end so the creature can suck up the blood of its victims.”
“That sounds awful,” I said.
“Oh, it is,” replied Arkwright. “But that foul creature’s sometimes a victim, too. It’s occasionally used in water-witch rituals. After it’s taken the blood of its victim—one chosen for it by the witches—draining him slowly over a period of days until he breathes his last, the witches dismember the skelt and eat it alive. The blood magic gained is thrice that obtained by the witch draining the victim directly.”
Arkwright suddenly stood up and reached across the sink to seize the big knife on the window ledge. He brought it back to the table.
“I killed a skelt once using this!” he said, placing it before me. “That blade’s got a lot of silver in the alloy, just like the blade on my staff. I took the skelt by surprise and cut its limbs off! A very useful weapon, that. I also caught a young one near this canal less than five years ago. Two in five years suggests that they’re increasing in number.”
By now we’d finished our breakfast so Arkwright eased his chair away from the table and patted his belly. “Did you enjoy the fish, Master Ward?”
I nodded. “Yes, thanks, it was really good.”
“The leg of a water witch would be even better,” he said. “You might get to try it before your six months is up.”
My jaw dropped and I stared at him in astonishment. He ate witches?
But then he burst out laughing. “Just my sense of humor, Master Ward. I wouldn’t touch a witch’s leg with a barge pole, even roasted to perfection. Mind you, my dogs wouldn’t be so fussy—as you might find out one day!”
I wondered where he kept his dogs. I’d neither seen nor heard them.
“But it’s water witches that are the worst problem in these parts,” Arkwright went on. “Unlike other witches they can cross water—especially stagnant water. They can stay under the surface for hours at a time without breathing; they bury themselves in the mud or marsh, waiting for an unsuspecting victim to walk by. Would you like to see one, Master Ward?”
In the summer the Spook and I had been to Pendle and fought the three main witch-clans there. It had been hard and we’d been lucky to survive, so I’d had my fill of witches for a while. It must have shown on my face, because when I nodded, Arkwright gave a little smile.
“You don’t look very enthusiastic, Master Ward. Don’t you worry. She won’t bite. I’ve got her safe and sound, as you’ll soon see! I’ll give you a tour of the mill and show you the witch, but first let’s sort out your sleeping arrangements. Follow me!”
He left the kitchen and I followed him up the stairs and into the single bedroom with the bare mattress. I thought he was going to confirm that this would be my room, but instead he dragged the mattress from the bed.
“Let’s get this downstairs!” he said briskly, and together we carried it down to the kitchen. That done, he went back up, returning immediately with a bundle of sheets and blankets.
“They’re a bit on the damp side,” he said, “but they’ll soon dry out in this kitchen, and then we’ll get them back to your room again. Well now, I’ve got a few things to do upstairs, but I’ll be back within the hour. In the meantime, why don’t you write up your first lesson on water witches and skelts? You have brought your notebook with you?”
I nodded.
“Well, go and get it, then!” he ordered.
Sensing his impatience, I rummaged in my bag and brought the notebook back to the table, along with my pen and a small bottle of ink, while Arkwright went upstairs.
I wrote up everything I could remember about my first lesson and wondered what Arkwright was doing for so long upstairs. At one point I thought I heard him talking to someone. But after less than an hour he came down, and as he passed by, I smelled wine on his breath. Then, holding a lantern aloft and gripping his staff in his left hand, he led the way into the room I’d first entered.
Apart from the absence of the candlestick, which I’d taken into the kitchen, it was just as before: a chair in each corner, crates and empty wine bottles, the solitary table, and three boarded-up windows. But the brighter light from the lantern revealed something I hadn’t noticed previously.
To the right of the outer door was a trapdoor. Arkwright handed his staff to me, bent, and with his free hand grasped the iron ring and pulled it open. Wooden steps led down into the darkness, and there was the sound of the stream rushing over its bed of pebbles.
“Well, Master Ward,” Arkwright said, “usually it’s safe enough but I’ve been away from home for six days so anything could have happened in the meantime. Stay close—just in case.”
With that he started to descend, and I followed him into a deeper gloom, carrying his staff, which was far heavier than the ones I was used to. A stink of damp and rotten wood assailed my nostrils, and I found myself standing not in a flagged cellar, but in mud on the bank of the stream. To our left stood the huge arc of the static waterwheel.
“I thought I heard that wheel turning last night,” I murmured. I was sure it hadn’t really turned and was all part of the strange haunting; something that had happened in the past. But I was curious and half hoped that Arkwright might tell me what was going on.
Instead he glared at me and I could see the anger rising red in his face. “Does it look like it’s capable of moving?” he shouted.
I shook my head and took a step backward. Arkwright cursed under his breath, turned his back on me, and led us under the mill, bowing his head as he walked.
Soon we came to a square pit, and Arkwright halted with the toes of his big boots actually hanging over its edge. He beckoned me forward and I stood at his side but kept my own toes well clear. It was a witch pit with thirteen iron bars so there was no danger of falling in. That didn’t mean you were entirely safe, though. A witch could reach up through the bars and grasp your ankle. Some were very fast and strong and could move faster than you could blink your eye. I wasn’t taking any chances.
“A water witch can burrow, Master Ward, so we have to thwart that. Although you can see only the top row of bars, this is effectively a cage in the shape of a cube with the other five surfaces buried in the earth.”
That was something I was already familiar with. The Spook used that type of cage to confine lamia witches, which were also adept at burrowing.
Arkwright held the lantern out over the pit. “Look down and tell me what you see.”
I could see water reflecting the light, but at the side of the pit was a narrow muddy shelf. There was something on it but I couldn’t quite make it out. It seemed to be half buried in the mud.
“I can’t see it properly,” I admitted.
He sighed impatiently and held out his hand for his staff. “Well, it takes a trained eye. In bad light you could step on a creature like this without realizing it. It would fasten its teeth into you and drag you down to a watery grave within seconds. Maybe this’ll help. . . .”
He took the staff from me and slowly lowered it, blade first, between the two bars directly above the shelf before jabbing suddenly downward. There was a shriek of pain, and I caught a glimpse of long tangled hair and hate-filled eyes as something flung itself off the ledge into the water, making a tremendous splash.
“She’ll stay at the bottom for an hour or more now. But that certainly woke her up, didn’t it?” he said with a cruel smile.
I didn’t like the way he’d hurt the witch just so that I could see her better. It seemed unnecessary—not something my own master would have done.
“Mind you, she’s not always that sluggish. Knowing I’d be away for quite a few days, I gave her an extra shot of salt. Put too much into the water and it’d finish her off, so you have to get your calculations right. That’s how we keep her docile. Works the same way with skelts—with anything that comes out of fresh water. That’s why I have a moat running around the garden. It may be shallow but it’s got a very high concentration of salt. It’s to stop anything getting in or out. This witch here would be dead in seconds if she managed to escape from this pit and tried to cross that moat. And it stops things from the marsh getting into the garden.
“Anyway, Master Ward, I’m not as soft-hearted as Mr. Gregory. He keeps live witches in pits because he can’t bring himself to finish them off, whereas I do it just to punish them. They serve one year in a pit for every life they’ve taken—two years for the life of a child. Then I fish them out and kill them. Now, let’s see if we can catch a glimpse of that skelt I told you I’d captured near the canal. . . .”
He led the way to another pit almost twice the size of the first. It was similarly covered with iron bars, but there were many more of them and they were far closer together. Here there was no mud shelf, just an expanse of dirty water. I had a feeling that it was very deep.
Arkwright stared down at the water and shook his head. “Looks like it’s lurking near the bottom. Still docile after the big dose of salt I tipped into the water. It’s best to let sleeping skelts lie. There’ll be plenty of opportunity to see it before your six months are up. Right. We’ll take a walk around the garden now. . . .”
“Does she have a name?” I asked, nodding at the witch pit as we passed.
Arkwright came to a halt, looked at me, and shook his head. There were several expressions flickering across his face, none of them good. Clearly he thought I’d said something really stupid.
“She’s just a common water witch,” he said, his voice scathing. “Whatever she calls herself, I neither know nor care! Don’t ask foolish questions!”
I was suddenly angry and felt my face redden. “It can be useful to know a witch’s name!” I snapped. “Mr. Gregory keeps a record of all the witches that he’s either heard of or encountered personally.”
Arkwright pushed his face very close to mine so that I could smell his sour breath. “You’re not at Chipenden now, boy. For the present I’m your master and you’ll do things my way. And if you ever speak to me in that tone of voice again, I’ll beat you to within an inch of your life! Do I make myself clear?”
I bit my lip to stop myself answering back, then nodded and looked at my boots. Why had I spoken out of turn like that? Well, one reason was that I thought he was wrong. Another was that I didn’t like the tone of voice he’d used to speak to me. But I shouldn’t have let my anger show. After all, my master had told me that Arkwright did things differently and that I would have to adapt to his ways.
“Follow me, Master Ward,” Arkwright said, his voice softer, “and I’ll show you the garden.”
Rather than leading the way back up the steps to the front room, Arkwright walked back toward the waterwheel. At first I thought he was going to squeeze past it, but then I noticed a narrow door to the left, which he unlocked. We strode out into the garden. I saw that the mist had lifted but still lingered in the distance beyond the trees. We made a complete inner circuit of the moat; from time to time Arkwright halted to point things out.
“That’s Monastery Marsh,” he said, jabbing his finger toward the southwest. “And beyond it is Monks’ Hill. Never try to cross that marsh alone—or at least not until you know your way around or have studied a map. Beyond the marsh, more directly to the west, is a high earthen bank that holds back the tide from the bay.” I looked around, taking in everything he said. “Now,” he continued, “I want you to meet somebody else. . . .”
That said, he put two fingers in his mouth and let out a long, piercing whistle. He repeated it, and almost immediately from the direction of the marsh, I heard something running toward us. Two large wolfhounds bounded into view, both leaping the moat with ease. I was used to farm dogs, but these animals had a savage air about them and seemed to be heading directly toward me. They had more wolf in them than dog, and had I been alone, I’m sure they’d have pulled me to the ground in seconds. One was a dirty-looking gray with streaks of black; its companion was as black as coal but for a dash of gray at the tip of its tail. Their jaws gaped wide, teeth ready to bite.
But at Arkwright’s command, “Down!” they halted immediately, sat back upon their haunches, and gazed up at their master, tongues lolling from their open mouths.
“The black one’s the bitch,” Arkwright said. “Her name is Claw. Don’t turn your back on her; she’s dangerous. And this is Tooth,” he added, pointing to the gray. “Better temperament, but they’re both working dogs, not pets. They obey me because I feed ’em well, and they know not to cross me. The only affection they get is from each other. They’re a pair, all right. Inseparable.”
“I lived on a farm. We had working dogs,” I told him.
“Did you now? Well, you’ll have an inkling of what I mean. No room for sentiment with a working dog. Treat them fairly, feed them well, but they have to earn their keep in return. I’m afraid there’s little in common between farm dogs and these two, though. At night they’re usually kept chained up close to the house and trained to bark if anything approaches. During the day they hunt rabbits and hares out on the edge of the marsh and keep watch for anything that might threaten the house.
“But when I go out on a job, they come with me. Once they get a scent they never let it go. They hunt down whatever I set ’em on. And if it proves necessary, on my command they kill, too. As I said, they work hard and feed well. When I kill a witch, they get something extra in their diet. I cut out her heart and throw it to them. That, as your master will already have told you, stops her from coming back to this world in another body and also from using her dead one to scratch her way to the surface. That’s why I don’t keep dead witches. It saves time and space.”
There was a ruthless edge to Arkwright—he certainly wasn’t a man to cross. As we turned to walk back to the house, the dogs following at our heels, I happened to glance up and saw something that surprised me. Two separate columns of smoke were curling upward from the roof of the mill. One must be from the stove in the kitchen. But where was the second fire? I wondered if it was coming from the locked room I’d been warned about. Was there something or someone up there Arkwright didn’t want me to see? Then I remembered about the unquiet dead that he allowed the run of his house. I knew he was a man who was quick to anger, and I was pretty sure that he wouldn’t want me prying, but I was feeling very curious.
“Mr. Arkwright,” I began politely, “could I ask you a question?”
“That’s why you’re here, Master Ward.”
“It’s about what you put in the note you left me. Why do you allow the dead to walk in your house?”
Again an angry expression flickered across his face. “The dead here are family. My family, Master Ward. And it’s not something I wish to discuss with you or anyone else, so you’ll have to contain your curiosity. When you get back to Mr. Gregory, ask him. He knows something about it, and no doubt he’ll tell you. But I don’t want to hear another word on the matter. Do you understand? It’s something I just don’t talk about.”
I nodded and followed him back to the house. I might be there to ask questions, but getting them answered was another matter!



CHAPTER VII
Frog Kicks

AS soon as it was dark, we had a light supper and then Arkwright helped me to carry the mattress and sheets back up to my room. The sheets were fine, but the mattress still felt damp, though I knew better than to complain.
I was tired and settled down in my bare little room, hoping to get a good night’s sleep, but within the hour I was awoken by the same disturbing noises I’d heard the night before: the deep rumble of the waterwheel and that terrible scream that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. But this time, as the sound finally faded away, I heard two sets of footsteps climbing the stairs from the kitchen.
I was sure that Arkwright was still in bed, so I knew it had to be the ghosts that haunted the mill. The sounds reached the landing and passed my bedroom door. I heard the door of the next room open and then close, and something sat down on the large double bed—the one with the saturated sheets. The springs creaked as if something was turning over, trying to get comfortable, and then there was utter silence.
For a long while the peace continued, and I was just starting to relax and drift off to sleep when a voice spoke from the other side of my bedroom wall.
“I can’t get myself comfy,” complained a man’s voice. “Oh, I wish I could sleep in a dry bed just once more!”
“Oh, I’m sorry, Abe. So sorry. I don’t mean to cause you such discomfort. It’s the water from the millstream. The water I drowned in. Can’t ever get away from it, no matter how hard I try. My broken bones ache but the wet plagues me most of all. Why don’t you go and leave me be? Nothing good can ever come of our staying together like this.”
“Leave you? How can I ever leave you, my love? What’s a bit of discomfort when we’ve got each other?”
At that the woman began to cry, filling the whole house with misery and pain. Moments later there were heavy boots descending the stairs from the room above. But these footsteps weren’t ghostly. I’d thought Arkwright had gone to bed, but he must have been upstairs in that topmost room.
He came along the landing and I heard him halt at the door beyond mine and open it before calling out: “Please come upstairs. Why don’t you climb the stairs to my room, where you’ll both be warm and comfortable? Let’s talk. Tell me tales from the days when we were all happy together.”
There was a long pause and then I heard him climb the stairs once more. I didn’t hear the ghosts following him, but after a while there was the murmur of his voice from above, as if he were engaging somebody in conversation.
I couldn’t make out what was being said, but at one point Arkwright laughed with what sounded like forced joviality. After a while I drifted off to sleep again, and when I awoke, gray light filled the room.
I was up before my new master and managed to cook the fish to his satisfaction. We ate in silence. I just didn’t feel comfortable with him and really missed living with the Spook and Alice. John Gregory could be a bit stern at times, but I liked him. When I occasionally spoke out of turn, he put me firmly in my place, but he certainly didn’t threaten to beat me.
I wasn’t looking forward to my lessons much, but I would have felt even worse if I’d known what was going to happen next.
“Can you swim, Master Ward?” Arkwright asked as he rose from the table.
I shook my head. There’d never been much need to learn. The only water near our farm had been a few shallow streams and ponds while the nearest river had a good solid bridge over it. And as for my master, John Gregory, he’d never even mentioned swimming. For all I knew he couldn’t swim himself.
“Well, we need to sort that out as soon as possible. Follow me! And don’t bother to bring your staff. Mine’s the only one we’ll be needing. You won’t be needing your jacket or cloak either!”
I followed Arkwright through the garden and downstream toward the canal. Once up on the canal bank, he came to a halt and pointed down at the water.
“Looks cold, doesn’t it?”
I nodded. It made me shiver just to look at it.
“Well, it’s only October now and it’ll be a lot colder before the winter’s out, but sometimes we’ve no choice but to plunge in. Being able to swim could save your life in this part of the County. And what chance would you have against a water witch if you couldn’t swim? So jump in, Master Ward, and let’s make a start. The first part’s the hardest and the sooner you get it over with the better!”
I just stared at the murky canal water. I couldn’t believe I was supposed to jump into that. When I hesitated and turned back to face him, about to protest, Arkwright sighed and reversed his staff so that he was gripping the end with the murderous spear and barbs. Next, to my utter astonishment, he leaned forward and pushed me hard in the chest. I overbalanced, fell back, and hit the canal with a tremendous splash. The shock of the cold water made me gasp, but by then my head was already under the water and I began to choke as it surged up my nose and into my open mouth.
For a moment I didn’t know which way up I was. Only too aware that I was out of my depth, I thrashed around. Mercifully, my head soon bobbed above the surface and I could see the sky. I heard Arkwright shout something, but then, before I could even suck in a breath, I went under again. I was floundering, panicking, drowning, moving my arms and legs in all directions, trying to grab hold of something, anything, that would pull me to safety.
Why didn’t Arkwright help? Couldn’t he see that I was drowning? But then something prodded me in the chest and I reached out and gripped it tightly. Holding on like grim death, I felt myself being pulled through the water. The next moment someone wrapped their fingers tightly in my hair and dragged me to the surface.
I was against the bank, looking up into Arkwright’s grinning face. I tried to speak, tried to give him a piece of my mind. How stupid was that? He’d tried to drown me! But I was still choking and gasping for breath, water not words being expelled from my mouth.
“Listen, Master Ward, when a diver wants to go deep, the easiest way is for him to hold a big stone so the weight takes him down quickly. You won’t sink to the bottom because it’s easier to float than sink. Your body does it naturally. All you need to do is keep your head up so you can breathe and learn a few strokes. Have you seen a frog kick its legs?” he asked me.
I looked at him in puzzlement. Only now was I able to suck in the first proper lungfuls of air. It was so good just to be able to breathe.
“I’ll pull you along with my staff, Master Ward. Practice frog kicks. We’ll work on your arms tomorrow. . . .”
I wanted to let go of his staff and pull myself onto the bank, but before I could move or protest, Arkwright began walking south along the canal bank, his left hand pulling the staff so that I had to follow.
“Kick!” he commanded.
I did as he ordered. The chill was starting to get into my bones so I needed to move in order to keep warm. After a few hundred yards he changed direction.
“Kick! Kick! Kick! Come on, Master Ward, you can do better than that. Kick harder! Imagine a water witch is after you!”
After about fifteen minutes he pulled me out of the water. I was cold and saturated and my boots were full of dirty water. Arkwright looked down at them and shook his head.
“Of course, swimming is a lot easier without your heavy boots, but you might not get the chance to take them off. Anyway, let’s get you back to the mill so you can dry off.”
I spent the rest of the morning wrapped in a blanket before the stove, getting the warmth back into my body. Arkwright left me alone and spent a lot of the time upstairs. I was far from happy at the methods he’d used to try and teach me to swim and certainly wasn’t looking forward to my next lesson.
Late in the afternoon he led me out into the garden, this time telling me to bring my staff. He stopped in a clearing and turned to face me.
I looked at him in astonishment. He was holding his staff raised at forty-five degrees, as if he intended to hit me with it or defend himself. But he’d reversed it again so that the blade was at the bottom, the thicker end at the top.
“Turn your staff as I’ve done!” he commanded. “No doubt your blade would stay retracted but we wouldn’t want any accidents, would we? Now, try and hit me! Let’s see what you’re made of!”
I swung at him halfheartedly a few times, and he parried each blow easily.
“That the best you can do?” he asked. “I’m trying to see what you’re capable of so I know how to help you improve. Try harder. Don’t worry, you won’t hurt me. Mr. Gregory said you were good at jabbing. Let’s see what you can do. . . .”
So I tried. I really tried. I swung fast until I was breathing hard, and then finally I tried a jab—the special trick my master had taught me. You feinted with one hand before flicking the staff to the other. It was a trick that had saved my life when I’d faced the witch assassin Grimalkin. I felt sure I’d get through Arkwright’s guard, but when I tried it, he knocked aside my staff with ease.
But he seemed satisfied that I’d finally tried my best and started showing me how to position my feet better as I made each lunge. We carried on until it was almost dark and then he called a halt.
“Well, Master Ward, this is only the beginning. Get a good night’s sleep because it’ll be an even harder day tomorrow. I’ll start by getting you to work with the dogs. Then it’ll be back to the canal for your second swimming lesson, followed by more combat training. Next time I’ll be trying to hit you! Let’s hope you can defend yourself or you’ll have a bruise to show for each defensive skill you lack.”
We went in to a well-deserved supper. It had been a difficult day, to say the least, but there was one thing I did have to admit. Arkwright’s methods might be harsh but he was a good teacher. I felt that I’d learned a lot already.



CHAPTER VIII
The Fisherman’s Wife

AS it happened, I didn’t get any training the next day. We’d no sooner finished our breakfast than there was the sound of a distant bell. It rang three times.
“Sounds like trouble,” Arkwright observed. “Bring your staff, Master Ward. Let’s go and see what the matter is.”
That said, he led the way into the garden, across the salt moat, and toward the canal. A tall elderly man was waiting beneath the bell. He was clutching a piece of paper to his chest.
“So you’ve decided . . . ,” Arkwright said when we drew near.
The man nodded. He was thin as well as tall, with gray, wispy hair around his temples. It looked as though a strong gust of wind would blow him over. He held the paper out so that Arkwright could see. There were nineteen names on one side, three on the other. “We had a vote yesterday,” he said, a plaintive whine to his voice. “It was decided by a large majority. We don’t want her living nearby. It’s not right. Not right at all . . .”
“I told you last time,” Arkwright said, sounding irritated. “We don’t even know for sure that she is one. Have they any children?”
The thin man shook his head. “No children, but if she is one, your dogs will know, won’t they? They’ll be able to tell?”
“Perhaps, but it’s not always as simple as that. Anyway, I’ll come and sort it out—one way or the other.”
The man nodded and hastened away northward along the canal.
When he’d gone, Arkwright sighed. “Not one of my favorite jobs, this. A bunch of good folks farther north think a local fisherman’s living with a selkie,” he said, the word good heavy with sarcasm. “They’ve been dithering for almost a year, trying to make up their minds. Now they want me to deal with it.”
“A selkie? What’s that?” I asked.
“A selkie is a shape-shifter and what’s commonly known as a seal-woman, Master Ward. Mostly they spend their lives in the sea but occasionally they take a fancy to a man—perhaps spying him when he’s out in his boat or mending his nets. The more attached to him they become, the more human they appear. The change takes a day or so at the most—they shift into a perfect female form, into the semblance of an extremely attractive woman. The fisherman usually falls head over heels in love at the very first meeting and marries the selkie.
“They can’t have children, but apart from that it’s a perfectly happy marriage. I don’t see the harm in it, but if there’s a complaint, we have to act. It’s part of the job. We have to make people feel safe. That means using the dogs. Selkies sometimes live among people for years before there’s even the faintest whiff of suspicion. Mostly it’s the women who stir up their menfolk to complain. They get jealous. You see, as well as having more than her fair share of beauty, a selkie hardly ages at all.”
“That fisherman—if his wife is a selkie,” I asked, “is he likely to know?”
“After a while some work it out. But they don’t complain. . . .”
With that Arkwright shrugged his shoulders and let out a long piercing whistle. Almost immediately it was answered by the distant barking of the dogs, and they bounded up, jaws agape, teeth threatening. Soon he was leading us north, striding along the canal bank with Tooth and Claw panting at his heels and me following a few paces behind. Before long we passed the man from the village; Arkwright didn’t even nod in his direction.
I didn’t like the sound of this job at all, and hard though he seemed, Arkwright clearly wasn’t happy about it either. In one respect a selkie reminded me of a lamia: They could also shape-shift slowly into human form. I thought of Meg, the lamia witch my master once loved. How would he have felt if someone had gone after her with dogs? No better than the fisherman would feel when we went after his wife. My mam was probably a lamia, too, just like her sisters, and I knew how my dad would feel if she was hunted down like this. The whole situation made me feel bad. If the fisherman’s wife did no harm, why did she have to be hunted?
We left the canal, heading west toward the coast, and soon a level expanse of flat, light brown sand came into view. The day was chilly—there was no warmth in the sun, although it was sparkling on the distant sea. Giving the wolfhounds a wide berth, I moved up to walk at Arkwright’s side. I was curious and had questions to ask.
“Do selkies have any powers?” I asked. “Do they use dark magic?”
He shook his head without looking at me. “Their only real power is to shift their shape,” he replied morosely. “Once in human shape, they can revert back in minutes if threatened.”
“Does a selkie belong to the dark?” I asked.
“Not directly,” he answered. “They’re like humans in that respect: They can go either way.”
Soon we passed through a small hamlet of seven or so houses where the faint stink of rotten fish tainted the air. There were fishing nets and a couple of small boats in view but no sign of any people. Not even a twitch of lace curtains. They must have seen Arkwright coming and knew to stay indoors.
Once clear of the hamlet, I saw a solitary cottage in the distance and saw a man mending his nets on a small hillock behind it. In front on the edge of the sands, a washing line stretched from a metal hook in the wall by the front door to a wooden post. Clothes flapped on only half of the line. A woman came out of the cottage carrying an armful of wet clothes and a handful of pegs and started to hang out her washing.
“Well, let’s see what’s what,” Arkwright growled, giving a low whistle. Immediately both dogs bounded forward. “Don’t worry, Master Ward,” he continued. “They’re well-trained. If she’s human, they won’t so much as lick her!”
He suddenly began to sprint toward the house, and at that moment the fisherman looked up from his mending and came to his feet. His hair was white and he looked quite old. I saw then that my master wasn’t running toward the woman; his target was the fisherman. But the dogs were. The woman looked up, dropped her washing, pulled her skirts above her knees, and began to run toward the distant sea.
Without thinking I began to run, too, following the dogs toward their prey. Was she a selkie? If not, why had she run away? Perhaps her neighbors were vindictive and she’d been expecting trouble. Or maybe she was simply afraid of dogs; some people were. And Tooth and Claw would scare anybody. But something about the way she made directly for the sea unnerved me.
She looked young—far younger than the fisherman, young enough to be his daughter. We were closing on her now, despite the fact that she was running fast, long hair streaming behind her, legs pumping. She seemed to have no chance of outrunning Tooth and Claw. The sea was still a long way out. But then I noticed the channel directly ahead. It was like a river running through the sands, and the tide was racing in from the west. The choppy water already looked deep. Claw was at the woman’s heels now, jaws open wide, but suddenly she put on an extra spurt, almost leaving the dog standing.
Then she began to throw off her clothes as she ran and dived straight into the water. I reached the edge of the channel, looking down into the gulley. There was no sign of her. Had she drowned? Chosen to die that way rather than be ripped apart by the dogs?
The dogs were howling, running along the banks but not following. Then a face and shoulders appeared briefly above the water. The woman glanced back toward me and I knew. . . .
It was no longer a human face. The eyes were bulbous, the skin sleek. She was a selkie, all right. And now she was safe in her watery home. But I was surprised by the dogs. Why hadn’t they pursued her into the sea?
She was swimming powerfully up the channel against the surge of the tide, heading for the open sea. I watched her bobbing head for a few moments until she disappeared from sight. Then I turned and walked slowly back toward the cottage, the dogs following forlornly at my heels. In the distance I could see Arkwright, his arms wrapped around the fisherman, holding him fast. He’d prevented him from going to the aid of his wife.
As I drew closer, Arkwright released the man, who began to wave his arms frantically. Up close he looked older than ever.
“What harm were we doing? What harm?” wailed the fisherman, tears streaming down his face. “My life’s over now. She was all I lived for. Nearly twenty years we’ve been together, and you end it like that. And for what? The word of a few jealous so-called neighbors. What kind of man are you? She was gentle and kind and wouldn’t harm a soul!”
Arkwright shook his head but didn’t answer. He turned his back on the fisherman, and we strode away toward the hamlet, beyond which dark, heavy rain clouds were gathering. As we approached, doors started opening and curtains twitched. Only one person came out into the street, however: the thin man who’d rung the bell and summoned us to this unhappy task. He approached and held out a handful of coins. It looked like they’d taken a collection to pay my master’s bill. It was a surprisingly prompt payment. John Gregory rarely got paid immediately after a job. He often had to wait months—sometimes until after the next harvest.
I thought for a moment that Arkwright wasn’t going to accept the money. Even when it was in his hand, he looked more likely to throw it back in the man’s face than put it in his pocket. But pocket it he did and without a word moved on up the street.
“Won’t she come back when we’ve gone?” I asked as we began to walk back toward the canal.
“They never come back, Master Ward,” Arkwright answered, his face grim. “Nobody knows why but she’ll spend years out at sea now. Maybe the rest of her long life. Unless she spies another man she takes a fancy to. Perhaps she’ll get lonely out there. . . .”
“Why didn’t the dogs follow her into the water?” I asked.
Arkwright shrugged. “Had they caught her first she’d have been dead by now; make no mistake. But she’s very strong in her own element and well able to defend herself. Left alone she’s harmless, so I don’t ever put the dogs at risk unnecessarily. With a water witch it’s different and I expect the animals to put their lives on the line. But for a seal-woman, why bother? She’s no real threat to anybody. She’s away now and the villagers will feel safer in their beds tonight. So our job’s done.”
It seemed cruel to me, and I was far from happy at having taken part in what seemed an unnecessary act. Nearly twenty years they’d been together, and now the fisherman would face a lonely and bitter old age. I vowed to myself, there and then, that when I became a spook, there were some jobs I wouldn’t touch.



CHAPTER IX
Whacks and Lumps!

WE were back at the mill by early afternoon just as it started to rain. I’d hoped that we were going to eat, but Arkwright told me to get my notebook and sit at the kitchen table. It seemed that he was going to give me a lesson.
I sat waiting for quite a while, and finally he came out of the front room clutching a lit lantern and a bottle of red wine, which was already half empty. Had he drunk all that just now? He wore a scowl darker than a thundercloud and didn’t look in any mood for teaching.
“Write up what I taught you this morning,” he said, placing the lantern in the center of the table. I looked at it in surprise: It was a bit gloomy in the kitchen but still light enough to work by. Then he took a big gulp from the wine bottle and stared through the grimy kitchen window at the torrential rain cascading from the roof.
While I wrote, working within the large circle of yellow light, Arkwright just continued to stare, taking the occasional swig from the bottle. By the time I’d written up all I’d learned about kelpies, it was almost empty.
“Finished, Master Ward?” he asked as I put down my pen.
I nodded and gave him a smile, which he didn’t return. Instead he drained the last of the wine and came swiftly to his feet.
“I think it’s time for some whacks and lumps! Get your staff and follow me!”
My mouth opened and I looked at him in astonishment. I was nervous, too. I didn’t like the hard, cruel gleam in his eye. He snatched up his own staff and the lantern and strode off, his shoulders rolling aggressively. So I picked up my staff and rushed to follow at his heels.
He led me through the kitchen and along the corridor to the door at the end. It had two heavy bars but both of them were drawn back.
“Ever been inside here, Master Ward?”
I shook my head, and Arkwright opened the door and stamped down a couple of steps into the gloom. I followed him, and he hung the lantern from a hook in the middle of the ceiling. The first thing I noticed was that the room had no windows. It was perhaps ten feet by ten feet and set lower than the rest of the house, with stone flags rather than a wooden floor.
“What are whacks and lumps?” I asked nervously.
“It’s the phrase I sometimes use for practicals. You’ll have practiced throwing your chain in Mr. Gregory’s garden and using your staff against that dead tree stump. Yesterday we took it a step further when you tried to hit me and failed. But now it’s time to move on to something a little more painful. I’m going to do my best to whack you with my staff. No doubt you’ll suffer a few lumps and bruises, but you’ll gain useful combat skills as well. Come on, Master Ward. Let’s see what you’re made of!”
That said, he swung his staff at me, aiming for my head. Just in time I stepped backward, the heavy wooden end missing my nose by inches. He came at me again and I was forced to back away.
The Spook often made me practice the physical skills we used in fighting the dark. Trained and watched by my master, I’d worked at them until I was weary. But it had paid off in the end. In dangerous situations they’d saved my life. But I’d never fought against him, staff against staff. And Arkwright had been drinking again, which seemed to make him more hot-tempered.
He came in fast with his second blow, swinging his staff hard. Just in time I managed to block it with my own, the contact jarring up my arms and into my shoulders. I was moving widdershins, retreating warily, wondering if he really did intend to hurt me or was simply forcing me to practice my defense.
The answer came quickly. He feinted to the right, then swung his staff in a sharp arc to strike high on my left shoulder. The shock of that contact was tremendous and I immediately dropped my staff.
“Pick up your staff, Master Ward. As yet we’ve hardly begun. . . .”
My left hand was shaking as I grasped the staff. My shoulder was throbbing, the whole arm tingling.
“Well, you’re in trouble already, Master Ward. Had you practiced and readied yourself for this eventuality, you’d have been able to fight right-handed!”
I lifted my staff in defense now, gripping it with both hands to steady it. Three blows rained in hard, three tremendous thwacks against the wood. Each time I barely managed to block; had I failed, the blows would have struck my head or body. Arkwright was breathing faster now and his face was red with anger, his eyes bulging from their sockets, the veins standing out on his temples. He looked like he wanted to kill me: Time after time he swung at me ferociously until I lost count of the blows that I’d parried. As yet, I hadn’t struck a blow of my own, and my own anger was building inside me. What sort of man was this? Was this any way for a spook to train his apprentice?
He had the superior strength. He was a man and I was still a boy. But maybe I did have one thing to my advantage: speed. . . .
All I had to do was take my chance. No sooner had that thought entered my head than my chance came. He swung. I ducked. He overbalanced slightly—probably because of the wine he’d drunk—extended himself, and I struck him hard on the left shoulder, a precise retaliation for the hurt he’d inflicted on me.
But Arkwright didn’t drop his staff. He just came back harder than ever. One blow caught me on the right shoulder, another on the same arm, and it was my staff that fell onto the flags. The next thing I knew he’d swung his staff toward my head. I tried to step back, but it caught me a glancing blow on my forehead and I stumbled to my knees.
“Get up,” he said, looking down at me. “I didn’t hit you that hard. Just a little tap to show you what could have happened in a real fight. That final blow could have meant you’d never see daylight again. Life is tough, Master Ward, and there are lots of foes out there who’d just love to see you six feet under. It’s my job to train you well. My job to make sure you have the skills to stop ’em! And if it costs you a few lumps, then so be it. It’ll be a price well worth paying!”
I was relieved when, at last, he declared the lesson over. The rain had stopped and he was going to check the canal to the south, taking the dogs with him. He told me to review my Latin nouns and verbs while he was away. It seemed to me that he didn’t want me with him and would be happier if I went back to the Spook.
Obediently I worked on my verbs for a while but found it hard to concentrate. It was then that I heard a noise from somewhere above. Was it the first floor or the one above that?
I listened carefully at the foot of the stairs. After a few moments it started up again. It wasn’t footsteps or bumps and bangs—I couldn’t quite place the noise. It was a sort of crunching. Was there somebody up there? Or was it one of the ghosts I’d heard the previous night? The ghost of one of Arkwright’s family?
I knew it wasn’t wise to go upstairs; my new master certainly wouldn’t like it. But I was bored and curious and angry with him for that blow to my head. He’d called it a “little tap” but it had been more than that. I was also just about fed up with him and his secrets.
He was out and what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. So I set off up the stairs, one step at a time, trying to make as little noise as possible. On the first-floor landing, directly outside the double room, I paused and listened intently. I thought I could hear a faint rustling from inside. I eased open the door and entered the room, but it proved to be deserted. On the double bed, the covers were still pulled back. Once more I touched the sheet lightly with my finger. The mattress felt the same. Saturated with water. But there was something slightly different. The covers appeared to be pulled down slightly farther today.
I shivered, left the room quickly, and checked inside the other three. There, nothing seemed to have changed. I was standing in my own room when I heard the sound again. It came from the floor above.
So, very curious by now, I continued up the stairs. On the next landing there was only one door. I tried the handle and found it locked. I should have turned and gone back down the stairs then. After all, Arkwright had specifically warned me to keep away from this room. But I wasn’t happy with the way he’d treated me—that and the way he often refused to answer my questions. So on impulse and a little annoyed, I pulled my special key from my pocket and opened the door.
Once inside I was struck by the size of the room. I saw by the light of two large candles that it was big. Very big. Its floor space was the whole area of the house. The second thing I noticed was the temperature. It was warm and dry. There was another stove, twice the size of the one in the kitchen, and it was radiating heat. Next to it was a large coal scuttle, from which protruded a poker and a pair of tongs.
Bookshelves covered two whole walls—so Arkwright did have a library of his own. The floor was a very dark polished wood, and there was a lamb’s-wool rug placed before three chairs that stood facing the stove. It was then that I noticed something in the far, rear corner. . . .
At first glance I’d thought that the candles were resting on two low oblong tables. But I was wrong. They were actually two coffins, side by side, each supported by trestles. I walked toward them, feeling the hairs begin to rise on the back of my neck. The room was gradually growing colder. Or so it seemed. It was a warning that the unquiet dead were approaching.
I looked at the coffins and read the brass plaques. The first one was shiny and said: ABRAHAM ARKWRIGHT.
But unlike this first coffin, which was clean and polished and looked almost new, the wood of the second casket appeared rotten and was covered in mildew; to my astonishment, I could actually see steam rising from it into the warm air. The brass plate was tarnished and it was only with great difficulty that I managed to read what was etched there: AMELIA ARKWRIGHT.
Then I saw, just below the brass plate, a thin golden ring resting on the wood. It looked like a wedding ring. It must have been Amelia’s.
I heard two sounds behind me: the clink of metal upon metal, then the door of the stove being opened. I spun around to see the stove door open and a poker being thrust into the burning coals. As I watched, it began to move. That was the noise I’d heard from below. The crunching, stirring sound of the fire being poked!
Afraid, I turned to leave the room immediately and ran down the stairs. What kind of ghost was this? Boggarts could manipulate matter, throwing rocks and boulders, breaking dishes and throwing pans about a kitchen. But not ghosts. Certainly not ghosts. Their power was usually confined to scaring people, very rarely driving the weak-minded to the edge of insanity. Ghosts didn’t usually have the power to do you much physical harm. Sometimes they tugged at your hair; strangler ghosts put their hands about your throat and squeezed. But this was a spirit beyond anything I’d been taught about or encountered. It had lifted the heavy metal poker from the coal scuttle, opened the door of the stove, and started to poke the fire.
That was all bad enough, but there was worse to come. At the foot of the stairs, waiting in the hall, Arkwright stood clutching another half-empty bottle of wine, his face like thunder.
“I’ve been listening here for a few moments and couldn’t believe I was hearing right. Haven’t just been in your own room, have you, Master Ward? You’ve been meddling. Been pushing your nose in where it doesn’t belong!”
“I heard a noise upstairs,” I said, halting on the bottom step. He was blocking my way.
“There are lots of noises upstairs, and as you well know, they’re caused by the unquiet dead. By my family. And that’s my business,” he said, his voice now dangerously quiet, “and nothing to do with you at all. Wait here!”
Still carrying the bottle, he pushed past me roughly and ran up the stairs two at a time. I heard him walk along the landing on the first floor and go into three of the rooms. Then he went up the next flight of stairs, and I heard a bellow of rage. I’d forgotten to lock the door behind me. I knew he’d be furious that I’d gone into his private room. He wouldn’t want me to see the coffins. . . .
Arkwright came bounding down the stairs and ran right at me. For a moment I thought he was going to hit me with the bottle, but he used his right hand to clout me across my left ear. Trying to dodge the blow, I overbalanced, lost my footing, and crashed onto the hall floor. I looked up, my head ringing, gasping for breath. I felt stunned and nauseous: The fall had driven all the breath from my body. Arkwright lifted his boot and I thought he was going to kick me, but instead he crouched close to my head, his furious eyes glaring into mine.
“Well,” he said, his sour breath right in my face. “Let that be a lesson to you. I’m off again with the dogs to check the marsh. In the meantime get on with your studies. If this ever happens again, you won’t know what’s hit you!”
After he’d gone I paced backward and forward across the kitchen floor, seething with anger and hurt. No apprentice should have to endure what I’d suffered.
It didn’t take me long to decide what to do. My stay with Arkwright was over. I would head back to Chipenden. No doubt the Spook would be far from pleased to see me returning so early. I’d just have to hope that he would believe everything that had happened to me and take my side.
Without further thought I picked up my bag and staff, crossed the front room to the porch door, and stepped out into the garden. I hesitated. What if the dogs were close and caught my scent?
I listened carefully but all I could hear was the whine of the wind across the marsh grass. Moments later, I was wading across the salt moat, glad to see the back of Arkwright and that dank old mill. Soon I’d be back with Alice and the Spook.



CHAPTER X
The Spook’s Letter

WHEN I reached the towpath, I followed the canal south. At first I walked quickly, thinking that Arkwright might try to follow me, try to drag me back to the mill. But after a while my alarm subsided. He would be glad to be rid of me. No doubt that was what he’d been trying to do all along: drive me away.
I walked for an hour or so, still seething inside, but eventually both my anger and my headache faded. The sun was dropping toward the horizon but the air was crisp and sharp, the sky clear, and there wasn’t even the slightest sign of mist. My heart began to soar. Soon I’d see Alice; I’d be back training with the Spook. All this would seem like a bad dream.
I needed somewhere to sleep for the night; it looked like there’d be a frost before morning. On the road the Spook and I usually spent the night in a barn or cowshed, but there were lots of bridges over the canal between here and Caster, and I resolved to wrap myself in my cloak and settle down under the next one I came to.
By the time a bridge came in sight the light was fading fast. But a low growl to my right brought me to a sudden halt. Under the hawthorn hedge that bordered the towpath crouched a large black dog. One glance told me that it was one of Arkwright’s: the ferocious bitch he called Claw. Had he sent her to hunt me down? What should I do? Retreat? Or try to get past her and continue on my way?
I took a careful step forward. She remained still but was watching me intently. One more step brought me level with her and resulted in another warning growl. Watching her carefully over my right shoulder, I took another step, then another. Moments later I was striding away, but I heard her bound out onto the towpath and begin to pad along behind me. I remembered what Arkwright had said. “Don’t turn your back on her; she’s dangerous.”
And now Claw was walking behind me! I glanced back and saw that she was keeping her distance. Why was she following me? I decided that I wouldn’t sleep under this bridge. I’d keep walking until I reached the next one. By then the dog might have got fed up and gone home. As I reached the arch, to my dismay another wolfhound emerged and moved toward me with a low, threatening growl. It was Tooth.
Now I was scared. One big dog was in front of me, the other behind. Slowly and very deliberately, I placed my bag on the ground and readied my staff. Any sudden move and they might attack. I didn’t think I could deal with both. But what choice did I have? I pressed the recess in my staff and there was a click as the blade emerged.
It was then that someone spoke from the darkness under the arch of the bridge: “I wouldn’t try that if I were you, Master Ward! They’d rip your throat out before you could move!”
Arkwright stepped out to confront me. Even in the poor light I could see the sneer on his face.
“Heading back to Chipenden, are you, boy? You’ve barely lasted three days! That’s the fastest any lad has run away. I thought you’d more guts than that. You’re certainly not the apprentice Mr. Gregory made you out to be. . . .”
I didn’t speak because anything I said was likely to provoke him to anger. I’d probably get another battering; he might even set the dogs on me. So I just pushed the blade shut and waited to see what he would do. Did he intend to drag me back to the mill?
He whistled, and both dogs took up position at his heel. Shaking his head, he walked toward me, then thrust his hand inside his cloak and pulled out an envelope.
“This letter’s from your master to me,” he said. “Read it and make up your mind. You can either go back to Chipenden or continue your training here.”
That said, he handed me the letter and set off north along the towpath. I watched until both he and the dogs were out of sight. Then I took the letter from the envelope. It was the Spook’s writing all right. It was difficult to read because by now the light was dim. Even so, I read it twice.
   To Bill Arkwright
I ask you to train my apprentice, Tom Ward, beginning as soon as you possibly can. The need is urgent. As you will know from my previous letter, the Fiend has been released into the world, and the danger from the dark has increased for us all. But although I have mostly kept it from him, my fear is that soon, once again, the Fiend will attempt to destroy the boy.
I must be blunt. After the harsh way you treated my previous apprentice, I’d thought never to entrust another lad to your care. But it must be done. The threat to Tom Ward grows daily. Even if the Fiend does not come against him directly, I fear that he will send some other denizen of the dark. Either way, the boy must be toughened up and taught the hunting and combat skills he urgently needs. If the lad survives, I believe he will prove to be a powerful weapon against the dark, perhaps the most potent born into our world for many decades.
So, in the hope that I’m not making a big mistake, I reluctantly place him in your hands for a period of six months. Do what must be done. And as for you, Bill Arkwright, I offer you the same counsel as I did when you were my apprentice. To fight the dark is your duty. But is that fight worth it if, as a consequence, your own soul withers and dies? You have much to teach the boy. Teach him well as I taught you. But my hope is that, in teaching, you may also be taught. Set aside the bottle once and for all. Put your bitterness behind you and become the man you are meant to be.
John Gregory
I thrust the letter back into the envelope and pushed it into my breeches pocket. That done, I went into the darkness under the bridge and, wrapping myself in my cloak, lay on the cold, hard ground. It was a long time before I fell asleep. I’d a lot to think about.
The Spook had tried to keep his fears from me—but not very successfully. He really did think that the Fiend would come back to destroy me. That’s why he’d been mollycoddling me. He’d sent me to Arkwright to be trained and toughened up. But did that mean I had to be battered black and blue by a drunkard? The Spook seemed to have had reservations. Arkwright treated another of the Spook’s apprentices badly. Yet, despite that, he’d still sent me to this cruel new master. That meant he thought it was important. It was then that I remembered something Alice had once said to me after we’d confronted Mother Malkin and I’d stopped her burning the witch.
“Get harder or you won’t survive! Just doing what Old Gregory says won’t be enough. You’ll die like the others!”
Many of my master’s apprentices had been killed while learning their trade. It was a dangerous job, all right, especially now that the Devil had entered our world. But did getting harder mean that I had to be cruel like Arkwright? Let my own soul wither and die?
The arguments went round and round in my head for a long time, but at last I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep and despite the cold slept soundly until the first gray light of dawn. It was another misty morning, but now my mind was clear and sharp. On waking I found that I’d arrived at a decision. I would go back to Arkwright and continue my training.
Firstly, I trusted my master. Despite his reluctance he thought going to Arkwright was the right thing to do. Secondly, my own instincts agreed. I sensed something important here. If I went back to Chipenden, I would miss the training that was supposed to take place here. And if I missed it, I would be the poorer for it. Still, it would be hard, and I certainly didn’t relish the thought of spending six months with Arkwright.
When I got back to the mill, the front door was unlocked and I could smell cooking even before I reached the kitchen. Arkwright was frying eggs and bacon on the top of the blazing stove.
“Hungry, Master Ward?” he asked without bothering to turn around.
“Yes, I’m starving!” I replied.
“No doubt you’re cold and damp, too. But that’s what you get spending a night under a dark, dank canal bridge when you could’ve been sleeping in relative warmth. But we’ll speak no more about it. You’re back and that’s what counts.”
Five minutes later we were sitting at the table, tucking in to what proved to be an excellent breakfast. Arkwright seemed a lot more talkative than the day before.
“You sleep deeply,” he said. “Too deeply. And that worries me. . . .”
I stared at him in puzzlement. What did he mean?
“Last night I sent the bitch back to guard you. Just in case anything came out of the water. You’ve read your master’s letter. The Fiend might send something after you at any moment, so I couldn’t take any chances. When I returned, just before dawn, you were still in a very deep sleep. You didn’t even know I was there. That’s just not good enough, Master Ward. Even asleep you must be alert to danger. We need to do something about that.”
As soon as we’d finished breakfast, Arkwright stood up. “As for your curiosity, it’s what killed the cat. So to save you from pushing your nose in again where it doesn’t belong, I’m going to show you what’s what and explain the situation in this house. After that, I never want you to mention it again. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes,” I said, pushing back my chair and standing, too.
“Right, Master Ward, then follow me. . . .”
Arkwright led the way directly up to the room with the double bed—the one saturated with water. “There are two ghosts that haunt this mill,” he said sadly. “The spirits of my own dad and mam. Abe and Amelia. Most nights they sleep together in this bed. She died in the water. That’s why it’s so wet.
“You see, they were a loving couple and now, even in death, they refuse to be separated. Dad was repairing the roof when he had a terrible accident. He fell to his death. My mam was so distraught at losing him that she killed herself. She just couldn’t live without him so she threw herself under the waterwheel. It was a painful, horrific death. The wheel dragged her under and broke every bone in her body. Because she took her own life, she can’t cross to the other side, and my poor dad stays with her. She’s strong despite her suffering. Stronger than any ghost I’ve encountered. She keeps the blaze going, trying to warm her cold, wet bones. But she feels better when I’m close by. They both do.”
I opened my mouth to speak but no words came. It was a terrible tale. Was this why Arkwright was so hard and cruel?
“Right, Master Ward, there’s more to see. Follow me. . . .”
“I’ve seen enough, thanks,” I told him. “I’m really sorry about your mam and dad. You’re right, it’s none of my business—”
“We’ve started so we’ll go on to the end. You’re going to see it all!”
He led the way up the next flight of stairs and into his private room. There were only embers in the bottom of the stove but the air was warm. The poker and tongs were in the coal scuttle. We passed by the three chairs and went directly to the two coffins in the corner.
“My parents are both bound to their bones,” he told me, “so they’re not able to move much beyond the confines of the mill. I dug ’em up and brought ’em here where they’d be more comfortable. Better than haunting that windswept graveyard on the edge of the marsh. They don’t mean anyone any harm. Sometimes the three of us sit in here together and talk. That’s when they’re happiest. . . .”
“Can’t anything be done?” I asked.
Arkwright turned on me, his face livid with anger. “Don’t you think I haven’t tried? That’s why I became a spook in the first place! I thought my training would give me the knowledge to set them free. But it all came to nothing. Mr. Gregory came here eventually to see if he could help. He did his best but it was useless. So now you know, don’t you?”
I nodded and lowered my eyes, unable to meet his gaze.
“Look,” he said, his voice much softer, “I’m struggling against a private demon of my own—the Demon Drink, to give it its full title. It makes me harder and crueler than I would be otherwise, but at the moment I just can’t manage without it. It takes away the pain—allows me to forget what I’ve lost. No doubt I’ve let things go a bit, but I still have a lot to teach you, Master Ward. You’ve read that letter: It’s my duty to toughen you up and ready you for the increasing threat from the Fiend. And there’s evidence here that the dark is rising faster than ever before. Ever since I heard you were coming, my task has grown harder. I’ve never seen so much water-witch activity. It may well be directed at you. So you’ve got to be ready. Do I make myself clear?”
I nodded again.
“We’ve got off to a bad start. I’ve trained three apprentices for Mr. Gregory but not one of them had the barefaced cheek to come up here. Now you know the situation, I expect you to stay out of this room. Have I got your word on that, Master Ward?”
“Yes, of course. I’m really sorry,” I told him.
“Good. Well, that’s sorted out, then. So now we can start again. For the rest of the day it’ll be lessons indoors to make up for the waste of yesterday afternoon. But tomorrow we’ll be spending time on practical work again.”
Arkwright must have seen the look of dismay on my face. I certainly didn’t relish fighting with staffs again. He shook his head and almost smiled. “Don’t worry, Master Ward. We’ll give your bruises a few days to fade before we fight again.”
The following week was hard, but thankfully we didn’t fight again, and my bruises did slowly begin to fade.
A lot of the time was spent working with the dogs. Being close to them made me nervous, but they were well-trained and obedient so I felt safe enough while Arkwright was there. There were boggy woodlands to the east and we practiced using the dogs to flush out witches. The scariest part was when I had to play the part of the witch by hiding in the undergrowth. Arkwright called it “Hunt the Apprentice!” The dogs would circle round behind and drive me straight toward the place where he waited with his barbed staff. It reminded me of rounding up sheep. When it was finally my turn to hunt him, I started to enjoy it.
Less enjoyable were the swimming lessons. Before I went into the water again I was made to practice the strokes by balancing facedown across a chair with my arms and legs sticking out on either side. Arkwright taught me to breathe in while pulling my arms wide and back with my hands cupped in a scooping motion. Then I would breathe out, thrusting my arms forward, while simultaneously giving the strongest frog kick I could manage. I soon became proficient, but it was a lot harder to do the same thing in the canal.
The first day I swallowed a lot of dirty water and was sick. But subsequently Arkwright joined me in the canal, and with him by my side in case I got into trouble, my confidence steadily grew and I soon managed my first strokes unaided. On the whole things were a lot better, and Arkwright seemed to be making an effort with his drinking. He only reached for the bottle after supper, and that was my cue to get myself off to bed.
By the end of the week I could manage five widths of the canal, turning quickly each time by kicking against the bank with my feet. I could also do the “dog paddle”; it didn’t seem as effective as the other stroke but it enabled me to float in the same spot without sinking—something really useful for someone who’d been as nervous about swimming as me!
“Well, Master Ward,” Arkwright told me, “you’re starting to make progress. But tomorrow it’s back to hunting with the dogs, and this time we’ll try something different. It’s about time you learned to cope with the marsh.”



CHAPTER XI
The Witch’s Finger

AFTER breakfast my new master made me clear the table and wash up while he went upstairs for an hour. When he came down, he was carrying a small hand-drawn map, which he placed on the table.
“We’re going to repeat the hunting practice, but this time the terrain is far more difficult. Water witches love marshland and sometimes we have to go in there and flush ’em out!
“Here are the canal and the mill,” he said, pointing with his finger, “and here’s the marsh to the southwest. The most treacherous area, which could swallow you up in the blink of an eye, is the mere, so keep away. Little Mere, they call it. It’s not a big lake, but a dangerous bog extends for some way around it—particularly to the south and east. The rest might prove difficult going but you’d probably survive.
“Now, there are lots of paths through the marsh, three of them marked on this map. It’s up to you to work out the best routes. One of ’em might even allow you to outrun the dogs. . . .”
When my jaw dropped, Arkwright smiled, showing a lot of teeth. “This is where you’re heading for,” he said, pointing to the map again. “It’s the ruin of a small monastery on Monks’ Hill. Not much left of it now but a couple of walls and some foundations. Reach there before the dogs get you and you’ve won. That means you won’t have to do it again tomorrow! And remember, this is for your own good. Familiarizing yourself with tracts of bog like this is an important part of your training. Right. You’ve got a couple of minutes to study that map and then we’ll get started.”
I spent a nervous few moments peering at Arkwright’s map. The most northerly path was the most direct and would allow the least time for the dogs to run me down. It passed close to the Little Mere, with its treacherous, dangerous bogland, but I thought it was worth taking a chance. So, my route chosen, I went out into the garden, ready to get it over with.
Arkwright was sitting on the porch step, the two dogs at his feet. “Well, Master Ward, know what you’re doing?”
I smiled and nodded.
“We could leave it until tomorrow if you like,” he offered. “The mist’s starting to close in again.”
I looked beyond the garden. The mist was creeping in from the west, drifting across the marsh in tendrils to form a gray curtain. But I still felt confident about the path I’d chosen. Might as well get it over with.
“No, I’ll do it now. How much start do I get?” I asked with a smile. The hunting and swimming had made me a lot fitter, I thought. It would be nice to win and I wondered if I could.
“Five minutes!” Arkwright growled. “And I’ve already started counting . . .”
I spun away and started to sprint toward the salt moat.
“Oi!” Arkwright shouted. “You won’t be needing your staff!”
Without even looking back, I threw it from me and splashed through the moat. I’d show him! Those dogs were fast and fierce, but with a five-minute start they’d never catch me.
Moments later I was sprinting along my chosen path, the mist closing in on either side. I’d been running for only a couple of minutes when I heard the dogs barking. Arkwright hadn’t kept his word! He’d released them already! He was doing his best to give me the training I needed, but despite that he always liked to win. Annoyed, I drove myself even harder, my feet fairly flying along the path.
But the visibility quickly shrank to a few feet and I was forced to slow right down. Relying on scent, the dogs wouldn’t have the same handicap, and it slowly began to dawn on me that I wouldn’t outrun them after all. Why hadn’t I accepted his offer to wait until tomorrow? As I ran, my feet started splashing, and I realized that I’d reached the more dangerous part of my journey: the point closest to the mere.
I could still hear the muffled barks of the dogs behind me. The mist distorted the sound and made it difficult to tell how close they were. By now I was reduced to a steady jog—far too slow.
It was then that I heard a strange, plaintive cry from somewhere above. What was it? Some sort of bird? If so, it was one I’d not heard before. A few moments later it was repeated, and for some reason that eerie sound unnerved me. There was something quite unnatural about it. But I carried on, aware that the dogs must be gaining on me.
After another three or four minutes I saw a shape on the path ahead. Slowly I came to a halt, the dogs momentarily forgotten.
What was it? I peered into the mist and saw a woman walking ahead of me, shiny dark hair down to her shoulders. She was dressed in a green shawl and a long brown skirt that brushed the ground. I strode on quickly. Once beyond her, I could start running again. Even better, her presence might put the dogs off my trail.
I didn’t want to scare the poor woman by coming up behind her and taking her unawares, so when I was about ten paces away, I called out in a friendly voice, “Hello! Would you mind if I came past? I know the path’s really narrow but if you keep still, I’ll be able to squeeze by—”
I expected the woman to step to one side or look round to see who’d spoken. But she just stopped on the path with her back to me. The dogs sounded really close now. I just had to get past her or they’d be upon me and Arkwright would have won.
At that moment I felt a sudden chill, a warning that something from the dark was near. But it came far too late. . . .
When I was just a couple of paces behind her, the woman suddenly spun round to look at me, and my heart lurched up into my mouth at the nightmare that confronted me. Her mouth opened to reveal two rows of yellow-green teeth, but instead of normal canines she had four immense fangs. I retched as her foul breath washed over me. Her left eye was closed, the right one open—a vertical slit like the cold eye of a snake or lizard—and her nose was a beak of sharp bone without any covering of flesh or even skin. Her hands looked human but for her fingernails, which were sharp, curved talons.
Her hair shone because it was saturated with water, and what I’d taken for a shawl was a smock covered in green scum, while on the lower half of her body she wore a ragged skirt caked with brown marsh slime. Her feet, which now protruded from beneath her hem, were bare and streaked with mud but they weren’t human: The toes were webbed, each ending in a sharp talon.
I was about to turn, ready to flee back the way I’d come, when suddenly she touched two fingers to the upper lid of her left eye and it opened very wide.
The eye was red—and I don’t just mean the iris! The whole eye looked as if it was completely filled with blood. I was petrified in both senses of the word: filled with terror and rendered immobile where I was standing, as if turned to stone. I began to sweat with fear as her red eye seemed to grow bigger and brighter.
I didn’t even seem to be breathing; a constricting, choking sensation gripped my throat and upper chest. Neither could I tear my eyes away from the witch. If only I could look away, perhaps her power over me would be broken? I strained every muscle in my body but to no avail. I just couldn’t move.
Like a serpent, her left hand struck out toward my face. Her taloned forefinger went straight into my left ear, and I felt a stab of pain as it curved and pierced it right through.
She stepped off the path into the marsh, dragging me after her. Two more paces and my feet began to sink into the bog. I flailed my arms at her, but I was in agony from the talon that impaled my ear and could do nothing but follow in her wake as we sank deeper and deeper into the marsh.
How I wished I’d brought my staff. But even that couldn’t have helped because I was under the spell of the blood-filled eye, unable to move. What was she, some sort of water witch? I tried to shout for help, but all that escaped my lips was an animal moan of terror and pain.
The next moment there was a growl from the path behind and something black launched itself at my captor. I had a glimpse of Claw’s bared fangs, then the witch’s talon was ripped from my ear and I fell backward. For a moment the marsh closed over my head. Instinctively I closed my mouth and held my breath, but even so the slime oozed up my nose, and I felt myself sinking. Being able to swim was of little help. I was floundering, trying to get my head clear, when I felt hands grip me by the shoulders and start to drag me backward.
Within moments I was lying on my back on the path and Arkwright was kneeling beside me, staring down with something approaching concern on his face. Then he put his fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle, and the dogs came back, stinking of the marsh, steam rising from their bodies. Claw was whimpering with pain but she had something in her mouth.
“Give it here!” Arkwright commanded. “Drop it! Drop it now!”
With a growl, Claw allowed something to drop from her jaws into his open hand.
“Good dog! Good dog! What a wonderful girl you are! Finally, after all these years!” Arkwright shouted, his voice filled with triumph. “We’ll find her now! She won’t get away this time.”
I looked at what he was holding in his hand, hardly able to believe what I was seeing.
It was a finger. A long forefinger with a green hue to the skin. And instead of a fingernail, it had a curved talon. Claw had bitten off the witch’s finger.



CHAPTER XII
Morwena

AFTER we returned to the mill, Arkwright rushed out for the local doctor to attend to my ear. Despite his reluctance to allow a stranger into his home, he must have thought the injury serious enough to make an exception. The truth was, I didn’t think it was that bad. It certainly wasn’t hurting much. If anything worried me, it was the possibility of it becoming infected.
Arkwright watched critically as the doctor dressed my wound. He was a tall man with an athletic build and a healthy outdoor complexion, but he was as nervous as most people are in the presence of a spook and asked no questions about how I’d got the wound.
“I’ve cleaned it as well as I can but there’s still some risk of infection,” he warned, looking anxiously down at the dogs, which growled threateningly at him. “Still, you’re young and youth has resilience. It’ll leave a bit of a scar, though.”
Once I’d been attended to, the doctor set to work on the wounded dog, who whined with pain while Arkwright held her down. Her injuries weren’t life-threatening, but there were deep gouges in her chest and back where they had been raked by talons. The doctor cleaned these, then smeared them liberally with ointment.
As he picked up his bag to leave, he nodded at Arkwright. “I’ll call back the day after tomorrow to see how both my patients are doing.”
“I wouldn’t waste your time, Doctor,” Arkwright growled, handing him a coin for his trouble. “The boy’s strong and I’m sure he’ll be fine. As for the bitch, she’ll be right as rain in a couple of days. But if it does prove necessary, I’ll contact you.”
With those words, the doctor was dismissed and Arkwright escorted him across the moat.
“Claw saved your life,” he said on his return. “But it wasn’t for love of you. You’re going to have to work hard with these dogs. We’ll see if they’ll let you feed them, but now we need to talk. How did it happen? How did the witch manage to get so close to you?”
“She was walking on the path ahead. I was running hard, trying to stay ahead of the dogs, and just wanted to pass her. When she turned round, it was too late. She hooked her talon through my ear before I could move.”
“Not many have survived being hooked, Master Ward, so you can count yourself lucky. Very lucky indeed. That method of seizing prey is practiced by all water witches. Sometimes they thrust their finger into the mouth and spear the inside of the cheek,” he said, and pointed to the scar on his own left cheek.
“Aye, that’s her mark on me. I was lucky to get away. The same witch did it! It happened about seven weeks ago. Afterward poison set in and I took to my bed for three weeks and almost died. Occasionally she stabs her victim through the hand, usually the left. Sometimes she even hooks upward into the lower jaw and wraps her finger around the teeth. Had she done that, she’d have had a much better grip. As it was, she couldn’t pull too hard or your ear might have ripped. But with a grip on your jaw, she’d have dragged you away into the marsh long before the bitch bit off her finger.”
“Who is she?” I asked. It seemed to me that Arkwright knew a lot about her.
“She’s an old enemy of mine, Master Ward. One that I’ve hunted for a long time—the oldest and most dangerous of all the water witches.”
“Where has she come from?” I asked.
“She’s very old,” he began. “Some say a thousand years or more. I wouldn’t necessarily agree with that myself, but she’s roamed this land for a very long time, in other counties as well as this. Stories about her go back for centuries. Marshes and fens are her favorite haunts but she likes lakes and canals, too. I don’t dignify common water witches with a name because they aren’t like land-based witches. Most have lost the power of speech and are little better than animals. But this one’s special: She’s got two names. Morwena is her true name, but Bloodeye is the name some folk call her in the County. She’s crafty. Very crafty. She often goes for easy prey such as young children but can easily pull a grown man into the water, draining him of blood while she slowly drowns him. However, as you know to your cost, her left eye is her most potent weapon. A single glance from that bloodeye can paralyze her prey.”
“How can we manage to get close to her?” I asked. “One glance and we’ll be rooted to the spot.”
Arkwright shook his head. “It’s not quite as bad as it seems, Master Ward. Some, like you, have been close and still survived to tell the tale. You see, she must conserve her power for when it’s most needed. That left eye is often closed, the lids bound together with a sharp piece of bone, and it has a further limitation: It can bind only one person at a time.”
“You seem to know a good deal about her,” I said.
“I’ve been hunting her for ten years, but never has she come here, so close to my home. Never before has she ventured onto the paths of Monastery Marsh. So what brings her here? That’s the question we must ask. It was you she waited for on the marsh path, so I think that Mr. Gregory’s warning might prove correct.”
“You mean . . .”
“Aye, lad, it might well be that the Fiend has sent her against you. And that’s going to cost her dear. Because now I have her finger and we’ll be able to use that to track her back to her lair. After all those fruitless years, now at last I’ll have her!”
“Can the dogs follow a trail across water?” I asked in amazement.
Arkwright shook his head and gave me a rare grin. “They’re good but not that skilled, Master Ward! If something comes out of the water and goes overland, even across a deep bog, they can track it. But not through water. No, we’ll find Morwena’s lair by another method. But only when we’re at full strength. We’ll leave it a few days until Claw’s and your own wounds have healed.”
I nodded in agreement because my ear was beginning to throb.
“In the meantime,” said Arkwright, “I’ve got a book about her. I suggest you sit by the stove and read it so you know exactly what we’re up against.”
So saying, he went up the stairs and came down a few moments later carrying a leather-bound book, which he handed to me. The title on the spine was Morwena.
He left me alone and went out with the dogs. Immediately I noticed that the book was written in Arkwright’s own hand. He was the author! I began to read.
There are many legends and accounts describing the genesis of Morwena. Some consider her to be the offspring of another witch. Others believe that she was somehow born of the soft earth, spawned from bog and slime, gestated within the very depths of Mother Earth, the deepest chasms her womb. The first seems more likely, but if so, who was the mother? Neither in legends, folktales, nor the many dubious histories I have researched is she named.
However, all agree on one thing: the identity of Morwena’s father. Her progenitor was the Fiend, also known as “the Devil,” “Old Nick,” “the Father of Lies” or “the Lord of Darkness”.
I paused there, shocked by those words. The Fiend had sent his own daughter to kill me! I realized how lucky I’d been to survive that encounter with her on the marsh. But for Claw, I’d be dead. I read on, now starting to skip passages that were difficult or unclear in any way. Soon it was apparent that although Arkwright had taught me some things about Morwena, there was much more to learn.
Morwena is by far the most notorious of all water witches, her killings too numerous to document. She feeds upon blood, and that is the source of her dark, magical power.
Historically, human sacrifices were usually made to her as the moon waxed toward fullness, when blood was most able to augment her strength. Newborn babes best fed her cruel needs, but when children could not be found, adults of all ages were welcome. The young were cast into the Blood Pool; older offerings were chained in a subterranean chamber until the propitious moment.
When particularly thirsty, Morwena sometimes drinks the blood of large animals, such as cattle and horses. If desperate, small animals will suffice: ducks, chickens, rats, and even mice are drained.
Morwena rarely leaves the water and it is said that she cannot survive much more than an hour or so on dry land, where she is also at her weakest.
So that was something else to remember. But how to lure her out of her habitat? If two of us attacked her simultaneously, one would be free of the spell cast by her bloodeye. That could be the key to defeating her.
The next morning my ear was less painful, and while I made the breakfast, Arkwright took both dogs out onto the marsh paths. He was away for well over an hour.
“There’s neither hide nor hair of the witch out there!” he said on his return. “Well, after breakfast we’ll carry on with your lessons, but this afternoon you can get yourself down to the canal. I’m expecting a delivery of salt. Five barrels. They’re not that big but they’re heavy and you’ll have to carry each one and keep it clear of the damp. We use some of it for cooking and preserving so I don’t want it spoiled.”
So it was that, about an hour after noon, I strolled down to the canal bank to wait for Mr. Gilbert. I wasn’t alone. Arkwright had sent Claw with me just in case Morwena was lurking within the still waters.
I’d been at the mill for over a week and this was my chance to let Alice and the Spook know how I was getting on. So I took pen, ink, envelope, and paper, and while I waited for the bargeman, I wrote two short letters. The first was to Alice.
Dear Alice,
I am missing you and our life at Chipenden very much.
Being Arkwright’s apprentice isn’t easy. He is a hard, sometimes cruel man, but despite that, he knows his job very well and has much to teach me about things that come out of the water. Recently we’ve had an encounter with a water witch that he calls Morwena. Soon we are going to find her lair and hunt her down once and for all.
I hope to see you soon.
Love,
Tom
Next I wrote my letter to the Spook.
Dear Mr. Gregory,
I hope you are well. I must confess that I did not get off to a good start with Mr. Arkwright, but the situation has settled down now. He has a good knowledge of things that come out of the water, and I hope to learn a lot.
Recently, on a marsh path close to the water mill, I was attacked by a water witch called Morwena. It seems that she is an old enemy of Arkwright’s who has never, until now, ventured so close to his house. Perhaps you’ve heard of her. Arkwright says she is the Fiend’s own daughter and he thinks that she has been sent against me by her father.
Soon we are going to hunt her down. I look forward to working with you again in the spring.
Your apprentice,
Tom Ward
Both letters written, I sealed them into an envelope which I addressed: To Mr. Gregory of Chipenden.
As I sat on the bank of the canal to wait for Matthew Gilbert, Claw sat to my left, her eyes constantly flicking between me and the water. It was a crisp, bright day and the canal looked anything but threatening, yet it was reassuring to have her there to guard me.
About an hour later, the barge came into sight from the south. After mooring the barge Mr. Gilbert unhitched the horses and tethered them to graze.
“Well, that saves me ringing the bell!” he called out merrily when he saw me. I helped lift the barrels of salt from the hold and onto the bank. Although relatively small, they were heavy.
“I’ll have a five-minute break before I set off again,” he said, settling himself down on the stern of the barge, his feet resting on the towpath. “How’ve you found it working for Bill Arkwright? It looks like you’ve got yourself an injury already.” He gestured toward my ear.
I grinned and sat down beside him. “Yes, it’s been a hard start, as you predicted,” I told him. “So bad that I nearly went back to Mr. Gregory. But we’re getting along better now. I’m starting to grow used to the dogs as well,” I said, nodding toward Claw.
“Dogs like this take a bit of getting used to, no doubt,” Mr. Gilbert said. “As does their master. More than one lad has gone back to Chipenden with his tail between his legs, so you wouldn’t be the first. If you ever decide to leave, I pass here on my way south every Wednesday. It’s a salt run that eventually takes me to the end of the canal at Priestown. As far as speed goes, it’s no faster than walking but it would save your legs and get you through Caster by the most direct route. Might be a bit of company for you, too. I’ve a son and a daughter about your age. They take turns to help me on the barge from time to time.”
I thanked him for the offer, then handed him the envelope with a coin to pay the post wagon. He promised to drop it off at Priestown. As he harnessed the horses, I lifted one of the barrels. I tried positioning it under my arm.
“On your shoulder! That’s the best way!” Mr. Gilbert called out cheerfully.
His advice proved sound. Once in position, the barrel was easy to carry. So, with Claw at my heels, I made the five trips to the house in just under half an hour.
After that, Arkwright gave me another theory lesson.
“Open your notebook, Master Ward. . . .”
I opened it immediately and looked up, waiting to hear what he would say.
“Your heading is Morwena,” he told me. “I want you to write down everything I’ve told you and you’ve read so far. Such knowledge will come in useful. It’ll soon be time to go a-hunting. We’ve got her finger and we’ll be putting it to very good use.”
“How are we going to use it?” I asked.
“You’ll find out soon enough, so curb your impatience. The dog’s wounds don’t seem to have become infected, and so far your ear hasn’t dropped off. Assuming there’s no change tomorrow, we’ll set off across the sands to Cartmel. If we find out what we need to know—well then, we might not be back here for quite some time. Not until we’ve dealt with Morwena once and for all!”



CHAPTER XIII
The Hermit of Cartmel

SOON after dawn the following day, with the dogs at our heels, we made our way toward Cartmel; the quickest way was across the sands of Morecambe Bay. It was another bright day, and I was happy to get away from the mill for a while. I was looking forward to seeing the County north of the bay, with its picturesque mountains and lakes.
Had I been with the Spook, I’d have been carrying both bags, but it seemed that Arkwright always carried his own. We didn’t have very far to walk before we reached Hest Bank, the starting point for our journey across the sands. Here we found two coaches and three horsemen, as well as a number of people on foot. The bare sands seemed to be inviting us to cross, and the sea was a long way out; I wondered what they were all waiting for and asked Arkwright.
“It may look safe now, but the sands of the bay can be treacherous,” he replied. “A sand guide will walk ahead of the front coach—a man who knows the tides and terrain like the back of his own hand. We have to cross two river channels; the second one in particular, the Kent, can be dangerous after heavy rains. It can turn to quicksand. We’re waiting now for the ebb tide to reach the point that’ll give those carriages time to cross safely.
“Never try to walk across the bay without a guide, Master Ward. I’ve lived here most of my life and even I wouldn’t try it. You might have just learned to swim but even a grown man with years of experience wouldn’t survive. The water comes in down the channels so fast you can soon get cut off and drown!”
A tall man wearing a wide-brimmed hat approached; he walked barefoot and carried a staff. “This is Mr. Jennings, the sand guide,” Arkwright told me. “He’s watched over these sands for almost twenty years.”
“It’s a grand day!” Mr. Jennings called out. “Who’s this you’ve got with you, Bill?”
“A good day to you, Sam. This is Tom Ward, my apprentice for the next six months.”
The sand guide’s suntanned, weather-beaten face cracked into a smile as he shook my hand. He had the air of a man who enjoyed his work. “No doubt, Bill, you’ll have warned him of the dangers of these sands?”
“I’ve told him, all right. Let’s just hope he listens.”
“Aye, let’s hope so. Not everybody does. We should be setting off in about half an hour.”
That said, he moved away to chat with the others.
Eventually we set off, Sam Jennings striding ahead of the coaches, with those on foot bringing up the rear. The flat sands were still wet and marked with an intricate pattern of ridges made by the tides. There had been hardly any wind before, but now a stiff breeze was blowing into our faces from the northwest while in the far distance the sun was dazzling off the sea.
The coaches traveled slowly and we caught up with them when we reached the first riverbed. Sam went into the channel to inspect it, wading in as far as his knees. He paddled about two hundred paces east before whistling and waving his stick to indicate the point where we should cross. Then he walked back toward the first coach.
“This is where we get ourselves a ride!” Arkwright said.
He ran forward suddenly and jumped onto the back of the rear coach. Following his lead, I soon saw why. As we crossed the channel, the water came up to the horses’ bellies. We’d just saved ourselves a soaking. The dogs didn’t seem to mind getting wet and swam strongly, reaching the far bank well before the horses.
We climbed down and walked for a while until we reached the channel of the river Kent, which proved to be about the same depth.
“I wouldn’t like to be here when the tide’s in!” I remarked.
“That you wouldn’t, Master Ward. At spring tide the water would be deep enough to cover you three times over or more. See over there?” Arkwright asked, pointing toward the land.
I could see forested slopes with purple fells rising above.
“Those fells behind Cartmel—that’s where we’re heading. Soon be there now.”
The crossing was about nine miles but Arkwright told me that wasn’t always the case. The course of the river Kent kept shifting, so the distance to safe fording places varied. It was a dangerous place, all right, but a much shorter route than following the curve of the bay.
We reached a place called Kent’s Bank where, after paying and thanking the guide, we left the flat sands and began the climb up to Cartmel, which took us almost an hour. We passed a large priory, a couple of taverns, and about thirty or so dwellings. Cartmel reminded me of Chipenden, with hungry children staring from doorways, the surrounding fields depleted of livestock. The effects of the war were widespread and would no doubt soon start to bite deeper. I thought we would stop and stay in Cartmel for the night, but it seemed that our business lay farther on.
“We’re going to visit Judd Atkins, a hermit who lives up on those fells,” Arkwright said without even looking at me. His gaze was fixed upon the steep slope ahead.
I knew that a hermit was usually a holy man who liked to live alone beyond the reach of people, so I didn’t expect him to be pleased to see us. But was he the one who’d be able to use the severed finger in some way to locate Morwena?
I was about to ask, but as we passed the last cottage, an old woman emerged from the gloom of her front room and shuffled out toward us down the muddy path.
“Mr. Arkwright! Mr. Arkwright! Thank the Lord, you’ve come at last,” she exclaimed, grabbing his sleeve and holding it fast.
“Let me be, old mother!” Arkwright snapped, irritation in his voice. “Can’t you see I’m in a rush. I’ve urgent business of my own to attend to!”
For a moment I thought he would push her away and stride off, but he glared down at her, the veins starting to bulge at his temples.
“But we’re all scared rigid,” said the old woman. “Nobody’s safe. They take what they want, night and day. We’ll soon starve if something ain’t done. Help us, please, Mr. Arkwright—”
“What are you babbling about? Who takes what they want?”
“A press-gang—though they’re more like common thieves. Not content with dragging our lads off to war, they rob us of everything we’ve got. They’ve made their den up at Saltcombe Farm. The whole village is scared witless. . . .”
Was this the same press-gang that captured me? They’d talked about heading north and had fled this way when Alice scared them. It seemed likely. I certainly didn’t want to meet them again.
“It’s a job for the constable, not me,” Arkwright said with a scowl.
“Three weeks ago they beat the constable to within an inch of his life. He’s only just risen from his sickbed and will do nothing now. He knows what’s good for him. So help us, please. Food’s scarce enough anyway, but if they carry on like that once the winter sets in proper, we’ll starve for sure. They take everything they can lay their hands on—”
Arkwright shook his head and tugged his sleeve free of the woman’s grasp. “Maybe when I pass this way again, I’ll see. But I’m too busy now. I’ve got important business that just can’t wait!”
With that, he continued up the incline, the dogs racing ahead, and the old woman shuffled sadly back inside her cottage. I felt sorry for her and her village but thought it was strange that she should ask Arkwright for help. After all, it wasn’t spook’s business. Did she really think my master could take on an armed gang? Somebody should send a message to the High Sheriff at Caster; no doubt he’d send another constable. And what about the men of the village? Couldn’t they band together and do something? I wondered.
After about an hour climbing up into the fells, we saw smoke ahead. It seemed to be coming from a hole in the ground, and I realized that the rocky bank we were crossing was the roof of the hermitage. After descending some well-worn stone steps we came to the entrance of a sizable cave.
Arkwright made the dogs sit and wait some distance away and then led the way into the gloom. There was a strong smell of wood smoke inside the cave and my eyes watered. But I could just make out the form of someone squatting before a fire, his head in his hands.
“And how are you, old man?” Arkwright called out. “Still doing penance for your sins?”
The hermit made no reply, but undeterred, Arkwright sat down on his left. “Look, I know you like to be alone so let’s get this over with quickly and we’ll leave you in peace. Have a look at this and tell me where she’s to be found. . . .”
He opened his bag, pulled out a crumpled rag, and unfolded it on the earth floor between the hermit and the fire.
As my eyes adjusted to the poor light, I could see that Judd Atkins had a white beard and a wild mop of unruly gray hair. For almost a minute he didn’t move. In fact he hardly seemed to be breathing, but at last he reached forward and picked up the witch’s finger. He held it very close and turned it over a few times, seemingly rapt.
“Can you do it?” Arkwright demanded.
“Are lambs born in spring?” the hermit asked, his voice barely more than a croak. “Do dogs howl at the moon? I’ve dowsed for many a long year, and when I’ve put my mind to it, nothing’s defeated me yet. Why should that change?”
“Good man!” Arkwright cried, his voice filled with excitement.
“Yes, I’ll do it for you, William,” the hermit continued. “But you must pay a price.”
“A price? What price?” Arkwright said, astonishment in his voice. “Your needs are few, old man. That’s the life you’ve chosen. So what can you want from me?”
“I ask nothing for myself,” the hermit replied, his voice growing stronger with every word. “But others are in need. Down in the village hungry people live in fear. Free them from that and you shall have what you desire.”
Arkwright spat into the fire, and I saw his jaw tighten. “You mean that lot at Saltcombe Farm? That press-gang? You expect me to sort ’em out?”
“These are lawless times. When things fall apart, someone must put them back together. Sometimes a farrier must mend a door or a carpenter shoe a horse. Who else is there, William? Who else but you?”
“How many are there?” Arkwright asked at last. “And what do you know about them?”
“There are five in all. A sergeant, a corporal, and three soldiers. They take what they want from the village without paying.”
“A press-gang was taking people near Chipenden,” I said with a frown. “They captured me and I was lucky to get away. Five of them, too, so it sounds like the same lot. I don’t want to meet them again. One of them’s only a boy not much older than me, but the sergeant’s a nasty piece of work. They’re armed with clubs and blades, too. I don’t think you’d be able to take them on, Mr. Arkwright.”
Arkwright stared at me, then nodded. “The odds are against me,” he complained, turning to the hermit again. “There are only three and a half of us: me, two dogs, and a lad who’s wet behind the ears. I’ve a trade of my own. I’m not the constable—”
“You were a soldier once, William. And everyone knows you still like to crack heads, especially after you’ve been at the bottle. I’m sure you’ll enjoy the experience.”
Arkwright came to his feet and looked down at the hermit, his face filled with fury. “Just make sure it’s not your head I crack, old man. I’ll be back before dark. In the meantime get on with it. I’ve wasted enough time already! Have you got a map of the Lakelands?”
Judd Atkins shook his head, so Arkwright rummaged in his bag and pulled out a folded map. He placed it in front of the old man. “Try that!” he snapped. “Her lair will be there; I’m sure of it. Somewhere close to one of the southern lakes.”
That said, he left the cave and marched east at a furious pace.



CHAPTER XIV
A Dead Man!

WE hadn’t traveled far from the hermit’s cave when Arkwright stopped, settled himself down on a grassy bank, and opened his bag. He pulled out a bottle of red wine, drew the cork with his teeth, and started to swig from it.
I stood there unhappily for a while, wondering if this was the best preparation for dealing with dangerous thugs, but the hermit had made a good point: Arkwright was always much more aggressive after a drink. He must have seen the look on my face because he scowled and gestured angrily for me to sit down.
“Take the weight off your feet, Master Ward. That and the misery from your face!” he exclaimed.
Sensing that his mood was worsening, I obeyed immediately. The sun was sinking toward the horizon, and I wondered if he intended to wait until after dark before attempting to deal with the press-gang. That seemed the most sensible thing to do. Either that or go in at first light while they were still groggy with sleep. But Arkwright was an impatient man who, probably by choice, often did things the hard way.
I was right. He soon finished off the wine and we were on our way again. After about ten minutes I came up alongside him. I was curious and wanted to know if he had some sort of plan.
“Mr. Arkwright—” I began tentatively.
“Shut up!” he snarled. “Speak when you’re spoken to and not before!”
So I dropped back again. I was angry and a little hurt. I’d felt that I was starting to get along better with Arkwright but it seemed that little had changed. The Spook sometimes silenced me, saying that questions could come later, but he never did it so aggressively and rudely. No doubt my new master’s manner could be blamed on the wine.
Soon we came to a ridge and Arkwright halted, shielding his eyes against the setting sun. I could see a house below, brown smoke drifting up almost vertically from its chimney. The house lay at the head of a narrow valley. No doubt it had once been a hill farm specializing in sheep, but now there were no animals to be seen.
“Well, that’s it!” he said. “Saltcombe Farm. Let’s go down and get it over with. . . .”
He strode off down the incline, making no effort to keep out of sight. Once in the valley, he made straight for the front door, which I expected to spring open at any moment as the gang raced to attack us. When he was less than twenty paces away, he came to a halt and turned to face me, nodding toward the two dogs.
“Hold their collars firmly and don’t let them go,” he ordered. “When I shout ‘Now!’ release them. But not before. Understand?”
I nodded uncertainly and gripped the dogs’ collars as they strained forward. If they decided to go, there was no way I’d be able to stop them.
“What if something goes wrong?” I asked. There were five soldiers inside the house—still probably armed with blades and clubs. I remembered what the old lady had said about the parish constable. They’d beaten him to within an inch of his life.
“Master Ward,” he said scornfully, “if there’s one thing I can’t abide, it’s a pessimist. Believe that you can do something and half the battle is won before you start. I’m going to sort this lot out and then get on with my real business. Here, watch this for me,” and he dropped his big bag at my feet. Then he reversed his staff so that the murderous spear was pointing downward. It suggested that he didn’t want to do the soldiers any permanent damage.
With that he strode directly toward the front door and, with one kick from his heavy left boot, smashed it open. He went straight in, swinging his staff, and I heard swearwords, then shouts of pain and anger from inside. Next a big man in a ragged uniform with blood running down his forehead came running out of the door, heading straight toward me, spitting out broken teeth. The two dogs growled simultaneously, and he halted and stared straight at me for a moment. It was the sergeant with the scarred face, and I saw recognition and anger flare simultaneously behind his eyes. For a moment I thought he’d decided to attack me despite the dogs but then he turned to the right and ran up the slope.
I heard Arkwright shout “Now!” and before I could react, the dogs tore free of my grip and raced toward the open door, barking furiously.
No sooner had Tooth and Claw entered the house than the remaining four deserters left it. Three fled through the door and followed the sergeant up the hill, but the fourth jumped through a front window and headed straight toward me, brandishing a knife. It was the corporal. The dogs couldn’t help me now so I raised my staff and held it diagonally across my body in a defensive stance.
As he drew closer, a mirthless smile creased his face. He halted, facing me in a crouch, the blade held wide in his right hand. “Made a big mistake in deserting, boy. I’m going to slice open your belly and take your guts for garters!”
So saying, he ran at me fast, the knife already curving toward my body. I moved faster than I could think, the practice with Arkwright paying off. My first blow was to his wrist, spinning the knife from his hand. He grunted with pain as I hit him a second time: a blow to his head that sent him to his knees. He wasn’t laughing now. There was fear in his eyes. He came slowly to his feet. I could have hit him again but I let him be. He turned and with a curse set off after his companions. They were all running up the hill as if the Devil himself were at their heels.
I headed toward the house, thinking it was over, but then watched openmouthed from the doorway as Arkwright, roaring with anger, proceeded to smash everything inside into tiny pieces: furniture, crockery, and every remaining window. When he’d finished, he whistled Tooth and Claw back to heel and set fire to the house. As we climbed out of the valley, a thick plume of dark smoke obscured the setting sun.
“Nothing for them to come back to now!” Arkwright remarked with a grin.
Then, from high on the fell, someone called down to us:
“You’re a dead man, Spook! A dead man! We’ll find out where you live. You’re dead: you and the boy! You’ve both got it coming to you now. We serve the king. You’ll hang for sure!”
“Don’t look so worried, Master Ward,” said Arkwright with a wry smile. “He’s all talk. If they had the stomach for it, they’d be down here fighting now, not cringing with fear up on that hill.”
“But won’t they report what’s happened and send more soldiers after us? You’ve hit one of the king’s soldiers and we’ve destroyed all their possessions.”
“The war’s going badly so I doubt very much whether they’ve got soldiers to spare for hunting the likes of us. Besides, I’m pretty sure they’re deserters. They’re the ones who need fear hanging. They certainly don’t behave like a proper press-gang. Beating up the parish constable wasn’t part of the job when I was in the army!”
With that, Arkwright turned on his heel and set off for the cave.
“When were you a soldier?” I asked.
“Long ago. After completing my time with Mr. Gregory I went back to the mill and tried to free my mam and dad. When I couldn’t do it, I was so bitter that I left the trade for a while. The army trained me as a gunner, but the land was at peace and there was nobody to shoot at, so I bought myself out and went back to being a spook. Funny how things work out. But I’ll tell you one thing. I’d never have run from a battle—not like those lily-livered cowards up there.”
“You were a gunner? You mean you fired one of those big cannon?”
“An eighteen-pounder, it was, Master Ward. The biggest cannon in the County. And I was a master gunner and sergeant to boot. To all intents and purposes, that was my gun!”
“I’ve seen it,” I told him. “In the summer soldiers brought it up from Colne and used it to breach Malkin Tower.”
“How long did it take ’em?” Arkwright asked.
“They were at it from noon to sunset, then finished the job in less than an hour the following morning.”
“Did they now? No wonder the war down south is going so badly. I’ve seen that tower and I reckon I could breach its walls in under two hours. It’s all about technique and training, Master Ward!” he said with a smile.
It was strange how cheerful and talkative he’d suddenly become. He seemed elated. It was as if the fight with the deserters had lifted his spirits.
But back at the hermitage, Arkwright’s anger bubbled up again when he discovered that the hermit hadn’t been able to discover the whereabouts of Morwena’s lair.
“I’ve kept my side of the bargain, now keep yours!” he raged.
“Have patience, William,” Judd said calmly. “Can crops be grown in winter? Of course not, because all things have their time. I said I haven’t discovered it yet. Not that I won’t be able to do so eventually. And I’ve got close enough to know that you’re right. Her lair is in the southern Lakelands. But it’s hard to find a witch. She’s undoubtedly used her powers to cloak her whereabouts. Is she a particularly strong witch?”
Arkwright nodded. “They don’t come much stronger. Her true name is Morwena but some call her Bloodeye. No doubt you’ll have heard the name?”
“That I have,” replied the hermit. “Both names. Who hasn’t? Every mother in the County trembles at those names. Scores of children have gone missing in the last twenty years. I’ll do all I can to help, but I’m tired now. These things can’t be rushed. I’ll try again tomorrow when things will be more propitious. What’s the weather like?”
“Turning milder and starting to drizzle,” grumbled Arkwright, still far from pleased.
“You don’t want to be traveling in those conditions, do you? Why don’t you settle yourselves down for the night? Have you eaten?”
“Not since breakfast. I can manage but Master Ward here is always hungry.”
“Then I’ll heat us up some broth.”
But before supper Arkwright took me out onto the dark hillside and we practiced fighting with staffs again. It seemed he was determined to keep up with my training wherever and whenever he could. A fine rain drifted into our faces as we tried to keep our balance on the slippery grass. This time he didn’t deliver any blows to my body but seemed content to force me backward and test my defensive skills.
“Well, Master Ward, that’s enough for now,” he said at last. “I do believe we’re starting to see a faint glimmer of improvement. I saw how you dealt with that corporal earlier. You did well, lad. You should be proud of yourself. Keep at it and within six months you’ll be well able to look after yourself.”
His words cheered me up, and as we headed back to the cave, I began to look forward to my supper. But it proved a disappointment. The broth was bitter, and at the first mouthful I pulled my face. I wondered what was in it.
Arkwright just smiled at my distaste. “Eat it all up, Master Ward! That’s the best herb soup you’ll get north of Caster. Judd here is a vegetarian. The dogs’ll eat better than us tonight.”
The hermit gave no sign that he was insulted by Arkwright’s remarks, but out of respect I made myself empty my bowl of broth and then thanked him. Whatever was in it, I had my best night’s sleep since leaving Chipenden.



CHAPTER XV
The Dancing Finger

THERE was no breakfast. Soon after dawn Judd Atkins opened the lakes map and laid it on the ground near the embers of the fire.
“Right!” he said at last, staring at it. “I’ve had a good night’s sleep and I’m feeling much better. Should be able to find her now . . .”
So saying, he pulled two items from his breeches pocket. One was a short length of fine string; the other was the severed witch’s finger. He then tied one end of the string to the finger.
The hermit saw me watching and smiled. “Before I retreated from this wicked world, I was a dowser, Thomas. Mostly I used a birch twig to find water. Many of the wells to the north of the County were found by me. Occasionally I found missing people, too. I could suspend a shred of clothing or a locket of hair above a map until my hand twitched. Sadly, many of those I located were already dead, but their families were still grateful to find a body to bury in hallowed ground. Now, let’s see if I can find myself a water witch called Morwena. . . .”
Arkwright moved closer and we both watched as the hermit began a systematic search. Moving the suspended finger slowly from west to east, then east to west, he made steady sweeps across the width of the map, moving slightly farther north each time. After less than a minute his hand suddenly twitched. He paused, took a deep breath, moved his hand to the right and brought it back again very smoothly and steadily. It twitched again, this time jerking upward so that the witch’s finger danced on the end of the string.
“Mark that, William!” he called, and Arkwright walked across, knelt, and made two small crossmarks. That done, the hermit continued to traverse the map. Soon his hand twitched again. Within moments the severed finger was once more dancing on the string as he identified a third location. Each time Arkwright marked the spot very carefully. The hermit continued but found nothing more to report.
All three crosses were to the west of Coniston Water: the first was on its northwest shore; the second marked a very small lake called Goat’s Water; the third, farther to the north, was called Lever’s Water.
“So is it all of them, old man, or are you simply not sure?” Arkwright asked, impatience strong in his voice.
“Is to be certain to be right? We must always allow room for doubt, William. It could well be all three. I’m sure she spends some time at each location,” came the reply. “There could even be others farther north than you asked me to investigate. I got the strongest reaction from the Coniston shore, but I also feel that she roams the whole area west of that lake. Do you know the place well?”
“I’ve had cause to work up there more than once, but I don’t know the lake’s northern extremity, on the border of the County. They’re a surly lot up there in Coniston, set in their ways, and don’t take kindly to outsiders. They’d rather suffer in silence than bring in a spook from the south.”
Wisely I kept my thoughts to myself, but I thought that was a bit much coming from someone as unfriendly as Arkwright, who could barely tolerate an apprentice in his house.
Just when we were about to set off, the weather closed in, the west wind driving the rain hard against the hillside so that it drummed on the roof of the cave and encroached into its entrance, at times hissing into the edge of the fire.
“You daft old man,” Arkwright taunted. “Why on earth choose a cave with an entrance facing the prevailing winds?”
“The cold and wet are good for the soul. Why do you live in a house on the edge of a swamp when you could live more healthily up in the bracing air?” Judd Atkins retaliated.
Anger flickered across Arkwright’s brow but he said nothing. He lived there because it had been his parents’ house, and now that his mother’s spirit was trapped, he couldn’t leave them. The hermit probably knew nothing of that, otherwise he would surely not have spoken so cruelly.
Because of the inclement weather, Arkwright decided to stay for one more night and then head north toward Coniston at first light. While Judd built up the fire, Arkwright took me fishing in the pouring rain. I thought he’d use a rod or a net but he had a method he called “tickling.”
“Never go hungry if you can do this!” he told me.
It consisted of lying on his belly on the wet riverbank with his arms plunged into the cold water. The idea was to tickle the belly of the trout so that it moved backward into your hand, at which point you flipped it onto the grass. He showed me the technique, but it took a lot of patience and no trout came even within reach of my hands. Arkwright caught two, however, which he soon cooked to perfection. The hermit simply sipped more of his broth, which meant that Arkwright and I got a whole fish each. They were delicious and soon I was feeling much better.
But then it was more fighting with staffs. I got off lightly, ending up with just one bruise on my arm, but Arkwright fought me to a standstill and I was exhausted. So I slept well in that cave. It was certainly more restful than the mill.
By dawn the rain had ceased and we set off without further delay, heading north toward the lakes.
The Spook had certainly been right about the scenery in this part of the County. As we reached Coniston Water and skirted its western tree-lined shore, all about us were sights to delight the eye. The slopes to the east were forested with deciduous and coniferous trees, the latter providing greenery to brighten the somber late-autumn day. The clouds were high, so there was a spectacular view of the mountains to the north, and the rain had evidently been falling as snow up there, causing their peaks to gleam white against the gray sky.
Arkwright seemed in a slightly more cheerful mood so, tired of the long silence—he hadn’t spoken a word since we’d left the hermit’s cave—I risked a question.
“That mountain ahead, is that the Old Man of Coniston?”
“That it is, Master Ward, as you should well know. You’ll be familiar with it after our study of that map yesterday. Quite a sight, isn’t it? Far higher than the fells behind Mr. Gregory’s house. It attracts the eye, but sometimes places of equal significance don’t stand out so much. See that bank over there?” he said, pointing across to the eastern shore of the lake.
I nodded.
“Well, that’s the spot where I slew the Coniston Ripper. Right under that very bank. Probably the best thing I’ve done since completing my time with Mr. Gregory. But if I could catch or kill Morwena, that would top it for sure.”
Something approaching a grin creased Arkwright’s face, and he even began to whistle low and tunelessly while the dogs circled us, snapping at the air in their excitement.
We entered Coniston village from the south. There were few people about, but those we saw seemed unfriendly; some even crossed to the other side of the street rather than pass close to us. It was only to be expected. Most people were nervous at being close to a spook even in Chipenden, where Mr. Gregory had lived for years. My master liked to keep his distance and avoided walking through the center, and when I collected the provisions, not everybody was as friendly as the shopkeepers, who welcomed our regular custom.
On reaching a stream—marked on the map as CHURCH BECK—we began to climb a steep track to the west, leaving behind the huddle of houses with their smoking chimneys. Above us loomed the formidable heights of the “Old Man,” but just when my legs were beginning to ache, Arkwright led us off the track into a small garden that fronted a tavern. The sign proclaimed it as: The Beck Inn.
Two old men were standing in the doorway, each holding a pot of ale. They stepped aside briskly to allow us through, the alarm on their faces probably not only caused by the sight of the two fearsome wolfhounds. They could tell our trade by our clothes and staffs.
Inside, the tavern was empty but the tabletops were clean and a welcoming fire blazed in the grate. Arkwright walked to the bar and rapped loudly on the wooden counter. We heard someone coming up the steps and a rotund, jovial-looking man in a clean apron came through the open doorway to our right.
I saw him glance warily at the dogs and give Arkwright a quick up and down, but then his initial uneasy smile settled into the businesslike welcome of an experienced host. “Good day to you, good sirs,” he said. “What can I offer you? Accommodation, a meal, or simply two tankards of my very best ale?”
“We’ll take two rooms, landlord, and an evening meal—hot pot, if you have it. In the meantime we’ll sit over there in the corner by the fire and start with a caudle.”
The landlord bowed and hurried away. I took my seat opposite Arkwright, wondering what was going on. On the very rare occasions Mr. Gregory and I stayed in a tavern, we shared a room; he got the bed while I slept on the floor. Arkwright had ordered us a room each.
“What’s a caudle?” I asked.
“It’s something to cheer you up on a cold, damp late-autumn evening. A hot, spicy mixture of wine and gruel. Just the thing to sharpen our appetites for the hot pot.”
I worried a bit when he said the word wine. The fight with the soldiers had shown me again how violent and angry Arkwright could become with wine inside him, and I feared him when he was like that. I’d hoped that he had started to curb his drinking recently, but perhaps the episode with the press-gang had given him a taste for it.
I tried to remain positive about the situation, though, and sleeping in the tavern was certainly better than spending the night under a hedge or in a drafty barn—though I knew there were often very good reasons for the things John Gregory did. For one thing, he would have expected us to fast before facing the dark, and for another, he didn’t like people knowing his business. He would have approached one of the three potential lairs of Morwena without first passing through the village. In a small place such as this gossip spread like wildfire. Now we had taken rooms for the night, soon everyone in Coniston would know that a spook and his apprentice were here. And sometimes witches had allies among the community; I’d learned that in Pendle. Even a malevolent water witch such as Morwena might have informants.
For a while I struggled with myself, torn between two options: say nothing to Arkwright and suffer the consequences; or tell him my fears and risk a beating or at least a tongue-lashing. My sense of duty finally won.
“Mr. Arkwright,” I began, keeping my voice low in case the landlord returned and overheard us, “do you think it’s wise for us to sit here so publicly? Morwena might have supporters in the area.”
Arkwright smiled grimly. “Stop your mothering, Master Ward. Do you see any spies about? Remember, when you’re with me, you do things my way, and I need some rest and refreshment if I’m to face Morwena. Count yourself lucky that you’ll have a full belly and a featherbed tonight. Mr. Gregory never treats his apprentices so well.”
Perhaps Arkwright was right. There was no one about and we both deserved a good meal and rest after two nights camped out in the hermit’s cave. I was sure Mr. Gregory would have insisted we fast before facing Morwena, but I decided not to argue with Arkwright anymore—especially if he was soon to have some wine in him. I settled back in my seat, stopped worrying, and enjoyed my caudle.
But soon the tavern began to fill, and by the time our steaming hot pots arrived, a group of farmers were downing mugs of ale, and most of the tables were full of lively, genial people, joking, laughing, and filling their bellies. We got a few suspicious glances and I sensed that some people were talking about us. A few customers even turned back in the doorway on catching sight of us. Maybe they were just nervous of us or perhaps it was something more sinister.
Then things started to go wrong. Arkwright ordered a tankard of the landlord’s strongest ale. He downed it in seconds and then bought another, and another. With each drink his voice became louder and his words more slurred. When he went to the bar for his seventh pint, he stumbled against someone’s table, spilling the drinks and earning himself some angry looks. I sat trying not to draw attention to myself, but Arkwright seemed to have no such thoughts. At the bar he was telling the story to anyone who’d listen of how he’d defeated the Coniston Ripper.
After a while he staggered back to our table, carrying his eighth pint. He drank it quickly, then burped loudly, drawing more glances.
“Mr. Arkwright,” I said, “do you think we ought to go to bed now? We’ve got a busy day tomorrow and it’s getting late.”
“There he goes again,” said Arkwright loudly so that he soon had the audience he wanted. “When will my apprentice learn that it’s me who gives the orders, not the other way round. I’ll go to bed when I’m good and ready, Master Ward, and not before,” he snarled.
Humiliated, I hung my head. What more could I say? I thought my new master was making a big mistake getting so drunk when we had to face Morwena in the morning, but like he said, I was only the apprentice and had to obey orders.
“Happen the boy’s right, though,” said the landlord, coming over to clear our table. “I don’t like to turn away paying customers but you’ve had a few too many, Bill, and you’ll need your wits about you if you’re really going to hunt Morwena.”
I was shocked. I didn’t realize my master had told the landlord what we were planning. Who else had he told while he was at the bar?
Arkwright banged his fist loudly on the table. “Are you telling me I can’t handle my ale?” he shouted.
Suddenly the room was silent as everyone turned to look at us.
“No, Bill,” said the landlord amiably, clearly experienced in dealing with drunkards. “How about you come back tomorrow night when you’ve sorted out Morwena and you can drink as much as you like—on the house.”
At the mention of Morwena, a low whispering started among the other customers.
“Right. You’ve got yourself a deal,” said Arkwright, to my relief. “Master Ward, it’s an early night for us.”
I led the way to our rooms with the dogs, and he stumbled behind us up the stairs. But as I entered my room, he stepped in, too, and closed the door, leaving the dogs outside. “What do you think of your room?” he slurred.
I looked about me. The bed looked inviting, and everything, including the curtains, looked clean and well cared for. The candle beside the bed was beeswax rather than smelly tallow.
“Looks comfortable,” I said. But then I noticed the large mirror on the dressing table to my left. “Should I cover that with a sheet?” I asked.
“No need. We’re not dealing with your Pendle witches now,” Arkwright said, shaking his head. “No, no, no,” he hiccupped. “This is something different. Very different, mark my words. A water witch can’t use a mirror to spy on folk. Not even Morwena can do that. Anyway, Master Ward, be grateful. Mr. Gregory never booked me a room as comfortable as this—not in all the five years I was his apprentice. But don’t get too snug now. Don’t get yourself as snug as a little, little bug in a rug. Let us give ourselves a couple of hours’ rest, but when the church clock chimes midnight, we’re off a-hunting. A-hunting we will go! Go left from the door of your room and down the back steps. I’ll meet you at the outer door. Softly, softly does it!”
With those words Arkwright staggered out, closing the door behind him, but I could hear him singing, “A-hunting we will go,” as he struggled drunkenly to unlock his own door. So, without getting undressed, I lay down on the bed. I might be a sound sleeper, but I was good at knowing the time, even when asleep, and if I put my mind to it, I’d wake up just before the bells began to chime.



CHAPTER XVI
Trail of Blood

I was tired after our long walk to Coniston and slept soundly for the two hours, but I woke up suddenly just before the church bell began to peal. Instinctively I knew that it was midnight but I counted out the chimes just to be certain.
However, when I reached the outer door, Arkwright wasn’t there. I checked outside, then went back to his room. I paused outside and listened: I could hear the sound of snoring. I rapped softly on the door, and when there was no answer, eased it open slowly. Claw and Tooth gave simultaneous low growls as I stepped into the room but then their tails began to wag.
Arkwright was lying on the bed, fully clothed. His mouth was wide open and he was snoring very loudly.
“Mr. Arkwright,” I said close to his ear. “Mr. Arkwright, sir, it’s time to get up.”
I called his name several more times but to no avail. Finally I shook him by the shoulder, and he sat up very suddenly, his eyes wide, face twisted with anger. At first I thought he was going to hit me so I spoke quickly.
“You asked me to meet you outside at midnight but it’s well after that now. . . .”
I saw understanding flicker into his eyes; he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and came unsteadily to his feet.
There were two lanterns on the bedside table and he lit both and handed one to me. Then he staggered out of his room and down the steps, clutching his head and groaning a little. He led the way through the backyard onto the moonlit slope beyond. I glanced up at the rear of the tavern; all the upstairs windows were in darkness but the downstairs ones still cast bright shafts of light onto the ground. From within I could hear raucous voices and someone singing tunelessly.
The clouds had dissipated and the air was crisp and sharp. The two dogs followed at our heels, their eyes gleaming with excitement. It was a steady climb up the southern slopes of the Old Man until snow crunched under our feet. It wasn’t very deep and the surface was just starting to freeze.
Once we reached the shore of Goat’s Water, Arkwright came to a halt. The small lake had been well-named: A mountain goat would have been far more at home on its steep banks and overhanging crags than a human. The near shore was dotted with large boulders, making access difficult. But Arkwright had not stopped to look at the view. To my surprise, he bent forward very suddenly and began to vomit violently, gushing ale and hot pot onto the ground. I turned my back on him and walked away, my stomach heaving. He was ill for some time but then the retching stopped and I heard him sucking in big breaths of night air.
“Do you feel well, Master Ward?” he asked, tottering toward me.
I nodded. He was still breathing very heavily and there was a film of sweat on his brow.
“That hot pot must have been off. I’ll be giving the landlord a piece of my mind in the morning, make no mistake about that!”
Arkwright took another deep breath and wiped his forehead and mouth with the back of his hand. “I don’t feel too well. I think I need to rest for a little while,” he said.
We found a boulder close by for him to rest against and sat together in near silence, save for his occasional groans and the odd whimper from the dogs.
After ten minutes I asked if he felt a little better. He nodded and tried to stand, but his legs seemed to buckle beneath him and he sat down again heavily.
“Should I go on alone, Mr. Arkwright?” I suggested. “I don’t think you’re well enough to search round here, let alone make it all the way to Coniston Water.”
“Nay, lad, you can’t go off alone. Whatever would Mr. Gregory say with Morwena in our midst. Another five minutes and I’ll be right as rain.”
But in another five minutes he was throwing up the last of the ale and hot pot and it was clear that he wasn’t fit to hunt for Morwena that night.
“Mr. Arkwright,” I said, “I think I’d better leave you here and take a look round myself—or we could go back to the inn and search for Morwena tomorrow night.”
“We’ve got to do it tonight,” Arkwright said. “I want to get back to the mill as soon as possible. I’ve been away too long as it is.”
“Well, let me search round Coniston Water, then,” I said. “I’ll take one of the dogs with me. I’ll be fine.”
Reluctantly he agreed. “All right. You win. I’m not well enough to make it to Coniston Water tonight. You head back the way we came toward the northwest of the lake and search there. Keep your lantern shielded so you won’t draw any unwelcome attention. If you see Morwena—or indeed anyone else acting suspiciously—don’t take any chances. Just follow them at a distance. Beware of that bloodeye, and just try to find out where they go to ground. Apart from that, do nothing. Just watch and report back to me here.
“If I feel better, I’ll have a look around here; then, later, we can check out Lever’s Water together. And take the bitch with you,” he commanded. “It’ll give you a better chance if you run into trouble. Reckon you can find your way back to Coniston Water from here?”
I nodded. The map was fixed inside my head.
“Right. Good luck and I’ll see you back here.”
Without waiting for a reply, he bent and whispered into Claw’s ear, then patted her three times. After pulling the wooden shutters across the lantern, I headed for Coniston Water, Claw walking obediently at my side. I’d only gone a few steps when I heard Arkwright retching and groaning again. I was sure there was nothing wrong with the hot pot. The ale must have been very strong and he’d downed it far too quickly.
So with Claw at my side, I headed toward Coniston Water and the moon, which was climbing above the trees.
As I walked down the hill, retracing my steps toward the village, an eerie cry came from directly ahead. I waited, tense and alert, sensing danger. There was something familiar about the sound. It could well be some sort of warning cry or signal. But then the strange call came again, almost directly overhead, and suddenly I remembered that I’d heard it before: on the marsh just minutes before I met Morwena and she’d dragged me into the slime. Immediately I glimpsed something flying back toward Goat’s Water.
Without doubt it was some sort of bird, and I resolved to ask Arkwright about it just as soon as I got the chance. It might be linked to the water witch. Some witches used either blood or bone magic, but others used familiars: creatures that became their eyes and ears and did their bidding. Maybe the strange bird was Morwena’s?
Eventually I came to the village and passed quickly through its deserted streets, Claw padding at my heels. Just a few lights gleamed at upper windows. Once beyond the last house, I skirted the lake to the north shore, where I settled down within the shelter of some trees with a clear view of the shore, the lake beyond gleaming silver in the moonlight.
Time passed slowly, and although Claw and I searched high and low, I neither saw nor heard anything of note. I began to think about Alice, wondering what she was doing and whether she was missing me as much as I missed her. I thought about my master, John Gregory, too. Was he safely tucked up in his bed at Chipenden or out in the dark on spook’s business like me?
Finally I decided to return to Goat’s Water and Mr. Arkwright. There was no sign of Morwena here.
The climb seemed harder this time, and although the path gradually leveled out, it was still some way around the Old Man. Soon I was crunching across snow again, following our footprints toward the lake. At last I came within view of the place where I’d left Arkwright. I was moving as quietly as possible so as not to attract the attention of anyone or anything that might be lurking on the fells, but suddenly, to my dismay, Claw started to howl and then bounded ahead of me.
It took me some time to catch up with her, and I needed my staff to help me keep my feet on the slippery surface. As I drew closer, I pulled back the shutters on my lantern so that I could see better.
Immediately my heart sank, my throat tightened with anguish and I began to tremble at the horrific sight before me. It seemed that Arkwright and Tooth had found Morwena. Or rather, she had found them. Tooth was dead, his body lying on the bloodstained snow. His throat had been ripped out. There were footprints around him—something with talons and webbed feet; something that had walked upright. There was another wide trail of blood leading to the lakeshore. While Claw whined with grief for her dead mate, I gripped my staff tightly, numb with shock, and followed that trail right to the water’s edge.
The lantern illuminated Arkwright’s staff at the edge of the lake; one of his boots was half in, half out of the water. The leather was ripped and it looked as if it had been torn from his foot.
At first I had no doubt what had happened: Morwena had killed Tooth and then hooked Arkwright and dragged him into the water. Then I noticed more webbed prints farther back. Lots of them. More than one water witch had been here. If Arkwright had encountered Morwena, she hadn’t been alone. Had she attacked from the water while the others closed in from behind, giving Arkwright no chance of escape?
My heart lurched with fear. She could be submerged under the lake, watching me. There might be lots of witches, just waiting for their chance to attack. At any moment they might erupt from its calm surface, and I would suffer the same fate.
Claw began to howl, that tormented sound echoing back from the high crag above. In a panic I ran just as fast as I could. As each footstep carried me to safety, the howls of the dog became fainter and fainter. At one point I was afraid she might suffer the same fate as her mate. So I paused and whistled for her. I tried three times but got no response, so I pressed on toward the tavern.
Hungover as he was, Arkwright would have had little chance of defending himself. He’d been an experienced and successful spook, but he’d made a big mistake in drinking so heavily. A mistake that had cost him his life.
I reached the safety of the tavern and locked myself in my room, unsure what else to do. As soon as it was light, I intended to head back to Chipenden and tell the Spook what had happened. I couldn’t honestly say that I’d liked Arkwright, but I was upset and shaken by the manner of his death. He’d been a good spook and would have taught me lots of useful—maybe vital—things. For all his bullying and drunken ways he’d been a powerful enemy of the dark and the County would be the worse for his passing.
But was I in immediate danger now? Doors could be broken down. If the landlord had played some part in this, the water witches would know who and where I was. Morwena might come for me herself or send other water witches to drag me back to the lake.
I remembered what Alice had said about using mirrors to communicate. The Spook wouldn’t like it, but I was desperate. I had to tell them what had happened at once. Perhaps the Spook would come north to help me? Maybe meet me halfway?
Sitting on the edge of the bed, I leaned forward, placed both my palms against the cold glass of the mirror and started to think about Alice, as she’d instructed. I tried to visualize her face and thought of the conversations we’d had, the happy times spent at the Spook’s house at Chipenden. I concentrated hard but nothing happened.
After a while I lay back on the bed and closed my eyes, but I kept seeing the horror of Tooth’s body, the blood on the snow, and Arkwright’s boot lying in the water. I sat up and put my head in my hands. Would Alice sense me somehow and use what her aunt, Bony Lizzie, had taught her? Would Alice even now be chanting at the mirror back in the Spook’s house in Chipenden?
How could it work when so much distance separated Alice and me? And what if my master caught her? Would he understand that it was necessary? He might send her away; perhaps it was just the excuse he was looking for.
After about ten minutes I placed my hands against the glass again. Now I thought about the time when I’d taken Alice to stay with her aunt in Staumin. I remembered eating the delicious rabbits that Alice had caught and cooked, and how afterward she’d reached across and held my hand. Her left hand had held mine and I’d felt a little guilty, knowing the Spook wouldn’t like it, but I’d been truly happy.
Immediately the mirror began to brighten, the glass warming beneath my palms, and suddenly there was Alice’s face. I dropped my hands and stared back into her eyes.
Her mouth opened and she began to speak, but the mirror was silent. I knew that witches used mirrors to spy on one another and their intended victims, but did they actually communicate by reading one another’s lips? I couldn’t make out what she was saying and shook my head. At that she leaned forward and the mirror began to cloud. Quickly she wrote on the glass:

What did it mean? For a moment I was puzzled, but then I managed to decipher the message. The mirror had reversed her words. It was an instruction. Breathe and write! She was telling me how to speak to her.
So I leaned forward, misted the glass with my breath, and wrote quickly:

Alice’s eyes widened and she breathed on the glass and wrote again:

This time I found it easier to read. Where are you? So I wiped the glass with the palm of my hand and breathed on it again before writing:

After a few seconds I wiped the mirror again so that I could see Alice’s face. She nodded and gave me a faint smile, but she looked very anxious. As I watched, her face faded until I was looking at my own reflection again.
Then I lay back on the bed and waited for dawn. The sooner I was clear of this place, the better.



CHAPTER XVII
Pursuit

AT first light I prepared to leave. The bill had been paid in advance for three days, covering our rooms and breakfasts. But I wouldn’t risk showing my face downstairs. Questions would be asked about my master’s disappearance; perhaps the landlord or his customers were in league with Morwena. I couldn’t take any risks. So carrying my bag and staff, I slipped out by the back door and was soon heading south.
The easiest and most direct route was down the western shore of Coniston Water. I kept my distance from it, just in case Morwena or any of the other water witches were following me. But it was late afternoon, when I was already well past the lake’s southern extremity, before I began to suspect that I was indeed being pursued.
There were faint but disturbing noises behind me: an occasional rustling in the undergrowth and once the distant crack of a breaking twig. At first it was hard to be sure because when I stopped, all became quiet. As soon as I walked on, the sounds continued, and gradually over the next few miles they seemed to be closing in on me. By now I was sure I was being stalked. The light was fading and I didn’t relish the prospect of being hunted in the dark, so with my heart pounding, I put down my bag, released the blade from the top of my staff and turned to face my pursuer. I waited tensely, my body rigid, all my senses alert, but it wasn’t a witch who emerged from the thickets to my rear. It was Claw.
She whined and came to lie at my feet, her head almost resting on my left shoe. Relieved, I let out a sigh and reached down to pat her head. I realized I was actually pleased to see her. A lot had happened since I’d been afraid to turn my back on her. If I was being pursued by witches, I now had a formidable ally.
“Good girl!” I said softly, then turned and continued on my way just as fast as I could, Claw close at my heels. My instincts told me that I was still in danger. The sooner I was back at the mill, the better, but I had a decision to make. I could take the long route east, following the wide curve of the bay, but this might enable any pursuers to overtake me or even cut me off. Alternatively I could cross the dangerous sands. That would mean waiting for the tide and the guide and would waste precious time, perhaps allowing Morwena to catch up with me anyway. It was a difficult choice but I finally opted for the sand crossing.
I was exhausted but forced myself to continue through the night. Keeping to the lower ground, I passed to the west of the hills where we’d stayed with the hermit but was soon forced to climb again. At last I began to descend toward the bay. The distant sea gleamed in the moonlight. The tide seemed a long way out, but was it safe to cross?
I’d have to wait for dawn, then try to find the guide. I didn’t know where he lived but I just had to hope that he was on this side of the bay, not on the far shore. I halted at last on the edge of a low cliff, staring out at the flat sands stretching into the distance. To the east there was a faint purple light on the horizon that hinted at sunrise but it was still well over an hour before dawn.
Claw stretched out on the frosty grass beside me but she seemed uneasy. Her ears were flat against her head and she kept growling low in her throat. At last she settled down and became quiet. My head kept nodding, but each time I jerked awake suddenly, alert for danger. The long walk had exhausted me, and without realizing it, I eventually fell into a dark, dreamless slumber.
I was probably asleep for no more than thirty minutes when a low growl from Claw and her teeth tugging at my breeches woke me. The sky was much lighter and a stiff breeze was blowing in from the bay. I could smell the approach of rain. Out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw something move. I looked up the hill. At first I could see nothing, but the hairs on the back of my neck began to rise and I sensed danger. After persevering for a minute or so, I finally made out a figure moving down the slope toward me, keeping within the shelter of the trees. Claw growled again. Was it Morwena?
I stood up, clutching my staff. After a few moments I knew for sure that I was watching the approach of a water witch. It was something about the way she walked, a strange rolling of the body, perhaps caused by the talons and webbed toes. She was a creature more suited to water and bog than the firm surface of a grassy slope. But was it Morwena or another less dangerous witch? She was much nearer now but it was still impossible to tell.
Should I confront her? I had both my staff and my silver chain. In theory either was sufficient to deal with an ordinary water witch. But they could move very quickly indeed. If I let her get close enough, she’d hook me with her finger. I was good with my silver chain but the practice post in the Spook’s garden was no match for the real thing. I’d faced Grimalkin, the witch assassin, and missed her—probably because of fear, nerves, and exhaustion. I was very tired now, and the fear was starting to build inside me.
If I failed with the chain, I’d have to keep the water witch at bay with my staff, but I would only get one opportunity. If I missed, she’d be under my guard. Would Claw try to help me then? The dog was certainly brave and loyal enough. But I remembered what had happened to her mate, Tooth.
I would be failing in my duty if I left a witch at large. What if she seized someone else because of my failure to act? A child maybe? No, I had to face her.
The witch had approached to within fifty paces when I changed my mind again. Her face was no longer in shadow and I could see that her left eye was closed. I could also see the sharp splinter of bone that pinned the two eyelids together. It was Morwena! Once she opened that bloodeye I’d be paralyzed, petrified, helpless.
Claw growled a warning but it was too late. The witch reached toward her left eye and withdrew the pin. The blood-filled eye opened very wide and stared straight at me. I was already lost. I felt the strength leave my body; the will to move leave my mind. All I could see was that red eye growing brighter and larger.
Suddenly I heard a growl and felt a hard blow to my back, which knocked me clean off my feet. I was sent sprawling facedown into the dirt, banging my forehead. For a moment I was stunned, but then I felt warm breath as Claw began to lick my face. I reached up and patted her with my right hand, realizing that I could move again. Immediately I understood. The dog had not been under the power of the witch. Morwena’s bloodeye could only transfix one person or animal at a time. Claw had leaped at me, hurling me to the ground, breaking the spell of the red eye.
I came quickly to my knees but kept my eyes down. I could hear the witch’s feet slapping the ground as she ran full tilt down the slope toward me. Don’t look at the witch! I told myself, keeping my eyes glued to the ground. Look anywhere except at that blood-filled eye!
I was on my feet in a flash and fleeing from her toward the shore, Claw at my heels. My silver chain was still gripped in my left hand, but how could I ever hope to use it when one glance at my enemy would bind me to the spot? My legs trembled as I ran; surely I wasn’t quick enough to escape her. I wanted to check over my shoulder and see how close she was but daren’t for fear of that paralyzing eye. At any moment I expected to feel the witch’s talons pierce my neck or stab into my throat.
“Claw!” I shouted as I jumped down onto the sands. As the dog panted at my side, I felt more and more relieved with every step. We were safe from the witch for now. I knew Morwena wouldn’t be able to tolerate the salt deposited on the sands by the tide. Bare webbed feet couldn’t walk on that. But how long could we stay out here? She’d be watching and waiting for when we tried to leave the sands again. And what would I do when the tide came in?
Even if I could manage to evade her and get off the sands, I knew Morwena would follow me all the way back to the mill. I was exhausted already but I knew a witch as strong as Morwena would never tire. Following around the bay with her behind me and possibly other witches lying in wait somewhere along the route would surely be a mistake.
If only the sand guide were here to guide me across. But he was nowhere to be seen. The sea looked a long way out, but I had no way of judging if it was safe to cross now. Arkwright had told me how dangerous the incoming tides were. Travelers drowned; coaches, passengers, and horses were swept away, never to be seen again.
If it hadn’t been for Claw I’d have dithered there for hours, but she suddenly darted away from me toward the sea, then turned and barked. I stared at her stupidly; she ran back to my side and then away in the same direction, as if she wanted me to follow. Still I hesitated, but the third time she came back she seized hold of my breeches and tugged violently, almost pulling me over. Then she growled and raced away again.
This time I followed her. It made sense, I told myself. She must have made this crossing many times with her master and she knew the way. I should trust her instincts and follow her. Perhaps if he’d set off recently she’d take me to where the sand guide was waiting.
I walked fast, heading southeast. The sky was brightening rapidly. If I could cross the sands and reach the mill safely, the salt moat would keep Morwena and her allies out. Not only that, she’d have to go the long way round to reach Arkwright’s mill, which would take her a day at least. By then, with any luck, the Spook and Alice would have arrived. My master would know how best to defeat her.
When Claw and I reached the river Kent’s channel, it was starting to rain and a thick mist was descending. There seemed plenty of water down there in the gully, but it was impossible to tell how deep it was without testing it with my staff. But Claw seemed to know what she was doing and headed north, parallel with the bank. We followed the channel until it curved, at which point Claw barked, plunged down the slope and swam straight across. It was only about fifteen or sixteen paces to the other side. Holding my bag high, I tested the water with my staff before taking each careful stride. It was cold, but the deepest part came up only to my thighs, and I was soon across.
Feeling more confident now, I began to jog behind Claw. The wind was getting up, and the rain was starting to drive harder from my left. The sea was somewhere to my right. I could hear waves crashing in the distance, but the visibility was worsening by the minute and I couldn’t see more than a few dozen yards ahead.
I walked on, but as the sea fog grew thicker, I began to feel more and more isolated. How many miles was it to the second river channel? I consoled myself with the thought that, once across, it wasn’t more than half an hour or so to Hest Bank and safety. We walked and walked and I began to lose all track of time. The wind had been coming from my left but now it seemed to have changed direction, driving rain hard into my back. Or had we changed direction? I couldn’t tell. Wherever I looked, all I could see was a wall of gray mist, but I felt sure the sound of the waves was getting louder. What if we were heading out to sea?
Were we lost? I’d been afraid of the witch, but in my desperation to escape, had I put too much faith in Claw? Even if she could guide us to the far shore, why had I believed that she could possibly know about the tides? It seemed to me that the tide had already turned, but by now it was too late to retrace my steps. The sea would be sweeping in fast down both channels to cut me off. The water would be too deep for me to wade across, and the current would surely carry me away.
As I began to lose all hope, I looked at the sand at my feet and saw something that restored my confidence in Claw. There were tracks there: horses’ hooves and two parallel lines recently made by the wheels of a coach. I hadn’t seen the coach set off, but we seemed to have caught up with it. We were following the sand guide! Claw was leading me in the right direction after all.
But when we reached the next channel, I despaired again. The water in the channel looked deep and the current was strong, water surging from right to left. The tide was coming in fast now.
Again Claw followed the bank for some way, this time to the right, which worried me because I knew that was probably taking us nearer to the sea. Soon she plunged into the water and swam across. I clambered down the bank as before and waded in. There was less distance to cover this time—maybe only ten paces—but three steps in and the water was up to my waist. Two more and it was almost up to my chest, the fierce current starting to pull me over. I struggled on, my feet sinking into the soft sand at the bottom of the channel as I tried to keep my bag clear of the water.
Just when the water reached my neck and I thought I would be swept away, I found higher ground. A few more strides brought me out of the water, and I clambered up the bank to safety. But my ordeal wasn’t over yet. The tide was now racing in over the flat sands. The mist had lifted and I could see the shore but it still seemed a long way off. The first incoming wave swept over my boots; the second well over my ankles. Soon Claw was swimming and the water was almost to my waist again. If I had to swim, I would lose my staff and my bag, which contained my silver chain.
I urged myself on as fast as I could and finally, miraculously, I reached the edge of the bay and collapsed onto the bank above, struggling for breath, my limbs trembling with exhaustion and fear.
I heard Claw give a warning growl, and I looked up to see a man with a staff standing over me. For a second I thought it was a spook but then realized it was Sam Jennings, the sand guide.
“You’re a fool, boy!” he growled. “What possessed you to cross so late and without a guide? I brought a coach over well before first light. One of the horses went lame and we barely made it in time ourselves.”
“I’m sorry!” I said, stumbling to my feet. “But I was being chased. I had no choice.”
“Sorry? Don’t waste your time apologizing to me. Think of your family who’d be left behind to grieve—your poor mother who’d have lost a son. Who was chasing you?”
I didn’t reply. I’d said enough already.
He looked me up and down, glancing warily at my bag and staff. “Even if it were the Devil himself at your heels, you did a reckless thing, boy. Bill told me himself that he’d warned you about the dangers here. He’s crossed the sands with me more times than I can remember. Why didn’t you listen?”
I said nothing.
“Anyway, let’s hope you’ve learned your lesson,” he continued. “Look, my cottage isn’t too far yonder. Come and dry yourself off. No doubt my wife could find you some hot food to warm your bones.”
“Thanks for the offer,” I said, “but I’ve got to get back to the mill.”
“Off you go, then, boy. But think on. Remember what I’ve told you. Too many have drowned out on those sands. Don’t you be another!”
I set off, shivering in my cold, wet clothes. At least I was a day ahead of the witch, and with any luck Alice and the Spook would join me soon. I hadn’t told the guide that Arkwright was dead because it involved too much spook’s business. It seemed to me Arkwright would be missed. For all his faults, he’d done a good job protecting those in the north of the County, and people knew and respected him almost as part of the community.
I’d just had a dangerous encounter with the sea, but the wetlands of the northern County weren’t finished with me yet. In an attempt to save time, rather than heading directly for the canal and following it toward the mill, I tried a more direct approach from the north. I skirted the Little Mere, heading for the path where I’d first faced Morwena. I thought I was well clear of the bog but I was wrong. One moment I was squelching along quite happily, the next my right boot began to sink into the soft ground.
The more I struggled, the worse it got, and the soft mud quickly climbed halfway to my knee. I started to panic but then took a deep breath to calm myself. My other foot hadn’t sunk in very far and must be on firmer ground. So, taking my weight on my staff, very slowly I managed to drag my right leg clear. The boot freed itself with a loud sucking sound and I almost overbalanced.
After that I was much more careful about where I put my feet. It had made me realize just how dangerous the marsh could be. At last I reached the path and pressed on more swiftly toward the mill.



CHAPTER XVIII
Two Messages

IT was only as I approached the mill that I remembered the press-gang and how one of them had threatened to kill us. Arkwright had laughed it off at the time but I wasn’t as confident.
It would be easy enough to find out where a spook lived. What if they’d already discovered the location of the mill? They could be waiting in ambush, either in the garden or within the building.
But after cautiously crossing the moat and thoroughly checking the mill inside, including the room with the coffins, I realized my fears were groundless. No press-gang and no witches. Then, despite my weariness, I carried the five barrels of salt into the garden and tipped them into the moat, making sure that most went into the section open to the marsh. I needed to maintain the strength of the solution to keep out Morwena. Claw followed me while I did so but then barked twice, circled me three times, and bounded away into the distance—no doubt she was off hunting rabbits.
I was worried about the water pits under the mill, too. There were the skelt and the witch to consider. Did they need more salt to keep them docile? If I put too much in, I might kill them, so I decided to take a chance and leave them be for now.
Back in the kitchen, I built up the fire in the stove and dried my wet clothes; then I allowed myself a well-deserved sleep before cooking a hot meal. Those done, I decided to go upstairs to the attic room and search Arkwright’s library for the book about Morwena. I hadn’t read it all, and I needed to find out everything I could about her. It might make the difference between death and survival. I was nervous of ghosts strong enough to move objects, but it was still daylight and, after all, they were Arkwright’s mam and dad, sad and trapped rather than malevolent.
The coffins stood side by side and the three armchairs were drawn up to the stove. I glanced at the cold ashes in the grate and shivered at the damp chill in the air, shaking my head sadly. The two ghosts would no longer have the companionship of their son.
I turned my attention to Arkwright’s books. His library was just a fraction of the size of the Spook’s at Chipenden, but that was only to be expected. My master had not only lived longer, giving him more time to acquire and write books; he had also inherited them from the generations of spooks who’d lived there before him.
Arkwright’s shelves held many titles of local interest, such as: The Flora and Fauna of the North County, The Art of Basket Weaving, and Lakeland Paths and Byways. Then there were his notebooks, dating from the time of his apprenticeship almost to the present. These were bound in leather and would no doubt give a detailed account of the knowledge and skills Arkwright had acquired while following our trade. There was also a Bestiary, less than a quarter the size of Mr. Gregory’s but probably just as interesting. And beside it was the book about Morwena.
I decided to take it downstairs and read it by the warmth of the stove. I’d taken just one step toward the door when I felt a sudden icy chill: a warning that the unquiet dead were approaching.
A luminous cylindrical shape began to form between me and the doorway. I was surprised. Most ghosts didn’t appear during daylight hours. Was it the mother, father, or even the ghost of Arkwright himself? Lingering spirits were usually bound to their bones or the scene of their death, but very occasionally a ghost was forced to wander. I just hoped it wasn’t Arkwright. Some spirits are possessive after death and particularly resent intruders into their homes. They still want to live there. Some aren’t even fully aware that they’re dead. I couldn’t help thinking that he’d be angry to find me inside his room, reading one of his books. For an intrusion such as this, I’d suffered cuts and bruises. What now?
But it wasn’t Arkwright. A woman’s voice called out to me. It was the ghost of Amelia, his mother.
“My son, my William, still lives. Help him, please, before it’s too late.”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Arkwright. Really sorry. I wish I could help but I can’t. You must believe me, your son really is dead,” I said, trying to keep my voice as kind and calm as possible, just as the Spook advised when facing the unquiet dead.
“No! That isn’t true. Listen to me! He’s shackled within the bowels of the earth, still waiting to die.”
“How can you know that,” I asked her gently, “when you’re a spirit bound to this place?”
She began to weep softly and the light faded. But just when I thought she’d gone completely, the light flared to a new brilliance and she cried out in a loud, tremulous voice, “I heard it in the howl of a dying dog; I read it in the whispers of the marsh reeds; I smelled it in the water dripping from the broken wheel. They spoke to me and now I speak to you. Save him before it is too late. Only you can do it. Only you can face the power of the Fiend!”
And then in an instant, the column of light shifted into the image of a woman. She was wearing a blue summer dress and carrying a basketful of spring flowers. She smiled at me, and the scent of those flowers suddenly filled the bedroom. It was a warm smile but her eyes glistened with tears.
Suddenly she was gone. I shivered and made my way back to the kitchen, thinking over what had been said. Could the ghost of Arkwright’s mother be right? Was he still alive? It seemed unlikely. The trail of blood had led right to the edge of the lake, and he’d lost his staff and boot. The witches must have dragged him into the water. Surely they’d have taken their chance to slay him there and then? After all, he’d been their enemy for long enough and killed many of their kind.
As for that poor ghost, she was probably just confused. That happens sometimes with spirits that are bound to the earth. Their reason flees. Memories fray and become tattered and torn.
With trepidation I thought about what lay ahead. I didn’t expect Morwena and the other witches to arrive much before dawn. When they came, the moat would hopefully keep them at bay—but for how long? With luck Alice and the Spook would arrive before then. Together we could finish off Morwena forever. I certainly didn’t feel capable of it alone. Then we could return to Chipenden and leave behind this terrible place of streams, lakes, and bogs. I hoped that the Spook wouldn’t be too angry with Alice for using the mirror. Surely he had to see that it was justified?
I’d just picked up the book and started to read when I heard the sound of a distant bell. I listened carefully. After a few moments the sound was repeated. When it rang for the fifth and final time, I knew that it was Mr. Gilbert down by the canal with a delivery.
He must have often rung the bell when Arkwright was away on business. If I just stayed in the mill, he’d probably move on down the canal, thinking to call next time he passed. But Mr. Gilbert wouldn’t yet know that Arkwright was dead, and as he’d seemed genuinely fond of the man, I felt it was my duty to go and break the bad news to him. After all, it should be safe enough. Morwena would still be miles away, and I could do with seeing a friendly face.
So, carrying just my staff, I set off for the canal. It was a bright afternoon and the sun was shining. Mr. Gilbert was heading south, and the barge was on the far side of the canal. It seemed very low in the water, suggesting that it was heavily laden with cargo. Someone was grooming the horses. It was a girl of about my own age, golden hair glinting in the sun—no doubt Mr. Gilbert’s daughter. He waved to me from the towpath and pointed toward the nearest bridge, about a hundred yards to the north. I crossed over and came back to the barge.
When I drew closer, I could see that the bargeman was holding an envelope. He raised his eyebrows. “What’s wrong?” he demanded. “You look down in the mouth, Tom. Bill’s not giving you that bad a time, is he?”
There was no easy way to explain what had happened so I told him simply, “I’ve some bad news for you. Mr. Arkwright’s dead. He was killed by water witches north of the bay. They may be after me now, so take care of yourself on the water. Who knows where or when they might appear.”
Mr. Gilbert looked stunned. “Who indeed!” he said. “It’s a terrible business. Bill’ll be sadly missed, and I fear for the County now he’s gone.”
I nodded. He was right. There would be nobody to replace him. Competent members of our trade were thin on the ground. The area north of Caster would become much more dangerous now. It was a significant victory for the dark.
With a regretful sigh he handed me the envelope. “This is from Mr. Gregory,” he said quietly. “He gave it to me this morning at Caster.”
It was addressed to me and was in my master’s handwriting. To reach Caster so soon the Spook and Alice must have set off over the fells almost immediately and walked through the night as I had. I was relieved at the thought. But why hadn’t the Spook carried on to the mill? He could have got himself a ride on the barge—although the barge was now on the wrong side of the canal, as if it had come from the north rather than from Caster. But then I realized the bargeman must have used the bridge I’d just crossed to bring the horses over to this side so he could now head back south. I tore open the envelope and began to read.
Ask Mr. Arkwright to release you from his instruction for a few days. Mr. Gilbert will bring you safely to Caster, where I’ll be waiting. This is a matter of great urgency. Right in the heart of that city, close to the canal, I’ve found something of immense help in our fight against the dark. It concerns you directly.
Your master,
John Gregory
The Spook seemed to know nothing of Bill’s death, so either Alice hadn’t told him or for some reason he was pretending not to know. And as he hadn’t come straight to the mill to deal with Morwena, I knew that the find in Caster must be something very special.
“Get yourself aboard,” said Mr. Gilbert, “but first there’s somebody I’d like you to meet. My son had long overdue chores at home, but my daughter’s with me. Come here, daughter, and meet young Tom!” he called out.
The girl looked up from her grooming and, without bothering to turn round, lifted her arm to wave but made no effort to obey her father.
“A very shy girl,” Mr. Gilbert observed. “But let’s be on our way. No doubt she’ll pluck up the courage to talk to you later.”
I hesitated. Leaving Claw at the mill would probably be all right; she could fend for herself for now. And I felt fine enough about leaving my bag but not the most valuable thing it contained: my silver chain. Who knew what we might face in Caster? It was a potent weapon against the dark—particularly witches—and I didn’t want to be without it.
“I need to go back to the mill for something,” I told Mr. Gilbert.
He frowned and shook his head. “We haven’t really got time. Your master’s waiting and we need to get to Caster before dark.”
“Why don’t you start the journey,” I told him, “and I’ll run and catch up.”
I could tell that he didn’t like the idea, but what I’d suggested was perfectly reasonable. Pulling a heavy barge, horses usually plodded along at a relatively slow pace, so I would be able to catch up and then ride and rest for the remainder of the journey.
I smiled at him politely, then set off at a run. Soon I’d crossed the bridge and was sprinting along the banks of the river toward the house.
When I walked into the kitchen, I had the shock of my life. Alice was sitting in the chair by the stove and Claw was close to her, muzzle resting comfortably upon her pointy shoes.
She smiled up at me and patted Claw on the head. “Expecting puppies, this one,” she said. “Two, I reckon.”
I smiled back, relieved and glad to see her. “If that’s so, their father’s dead,” I told her, the smile slipping away. “Morwena killed him as well as his master. It’s been bad, Alice. Really bad. You can’t know how glad I am to see you. But why aren’t you in Caster with the Spook?”
“Caster? Don’t know nothing about that. Old Gregory went off to Pendle more than a week ago. On his way to Malkin Tower, he said. He was going to look in your mam’s trunks and see if they held any information about the Fiend. When I talked to you in the mirror, he still wasn’t back so I left him a note and came by myself. Knew you needed help urgently.”
Puzzled, I handed Alice the Spook’s letter. She read it quickly and looked up, nodding. “Makes sense,” she said. “Most likely Old Gregory found something important and traveled straight from Pendle to Caster. Don’t know what’s happened to Arkwright yet, does he? Just sent a message to the mill and asked for you.”
“You nearly missed me, Alice. Mr. Gilbert’s waiting for me now. I came back only to get my silver chain.”
“Oh, Tom!” Alice said, coming to her feet and moving toward me, alarm on her face. “What’s happened to your ear? It looks really sore! I’ve got something that should help. . . .” She reached for her pouch of herbs.
“No, Alice, there isn’t time now and the doctor said it’ll be all right. It’s where Morwena hooked me with a talon and dragged me into the bog. Claw saved me. I’d be dead but for her.”
I unfastened my bag and pulled out my chain, which I then tied about my waist, hiding it under my cloak. “Why didn’t you follow the canal from Caster to the mill, Alice? It’s the shortest route.”
“No it ain’t,” she said. “Not if you know what’s what. Told you before, I know this place well, don’t I? Year before I met you, Bony Lizzie brought me up here and we stayed on the edge of the marsh until Arkwright came back from one of his trips north and we had to move on. Anyway, I know that marsh like the back of my hand.”
“I don’t expect Mr. Gilbert’ll mind if you travel with me. But he’ll probably have set off already and we’ll have to catch up.”
When Claw followed us out into the garden, Alice shook her head. “Ain’t a good idea for her to go with us to Caster,” she said. “City ain’t no place for a dog. Better off here, where she can live off the land.”
I agreed but Claw completely ignored Alice’s commands that she “stay” and trotted at our heels until we were on the path beside the stream.
“You tell her, Tom. Maybe she’ll listen to you. After all, she’s your dog now!”
My dog? I hadn’t thought of that. I couldn’t imagine the Spook wanting a dog with us in Chipenden. Nonetheless I knelt beside Claw and patted her head.
“Stay, girl! Stay!” I commanded. “We’ll be back soon.”
She whimpered and rolled her eyes. It wasn’t that long since I’d been terrified of her but now I felt sad at leaving her. But I wasn’t lying: We’d call back here on our way to deal with Morwena.
To my surprise, Claw obeyed me and stayed behind on the path. We jogged along until we reached the canal. The barge was still waiting.
“Who’s the girl?” Alice demanded as we walked toward the bridge.
“That’s just Mr. Gilbert’s daughter. She’s really shy.”
“Never seen a shy girl with hair that color,” Alice said, an edge of venom in her voice.
The truth was I’d never seen a girl with quite that color hair at all. It was far brighter and more vivid than that of Jack’s wife, Ellie, whose hair I’d always considered especially beautiful. But whereas Ellie’s was the color of best-quality straw three days after a good harvest, this really was a most spectacular gold, now lit to brilliance by the sun.
The girl was still grooming the horses and probably felt more comfortable doing that than talking to strangers. Some people were like that. My dad told me that he’d once worked with a farm laborer who wouldn’t give you the time of day yet talked to the animals all the time.
“And who’s this young lady?” Mr. Gilbert asked as we came up to the barge.
“This is Alice,” I said, introducing her. “She stays with us at Chipenden and makes copies of Mr. Gregory’s books. Is it all right if she travels with us on the barge?”
“Only too happy to oblige.” Mr. Gilbert smiled, glancing at her pointy shoes.
Moments later we were both aboard, but the bargeman’s daughter didn’t join us. Her job was to lead the horses down the towpath while her dad relaxed on the barge.
It was now late afternoon, but it was pleasant to be gliding toward Caster in the sunshine. However, the thought of entering that city filled me with foreboding. We’d always avoided it previously because of the danger of being arrested and imprisoned in the castle. I wondered what it was that my master had found that was so important.



CHAPTER XIX
The Bargeman’s Daughter

THE journey south was uneventful. The strange thing was that, for most of the time, nobody spoke a word. I’d lots of things to say to Alice but I didn’t utter them in the bargeman’s presence. I just didn’t like talking spook’s business in front of him and I knew my master would have agreed. Such things were best kept to ourselves.
I already knew that Mr. Gilbert was a taciturn man and didn’t expect much in the way of conversation, but then, as the castle and church spires of the city came into view, he suddenly became very talkative.
“Do you have brothers, Tom?” he asked.
“I have six,” I answered. “The eldest, Jack, still lives on the family farm. He runs it with James, the next eldest, who’s a blacksmith by trade.”
“What about the others?”
“They’re scattered about the County doing jobs of their own.”
“Are they all older than you?”
“All six,” I said with a smile.
“Of course they are—what a fool I am to ask! You’re the seventh son of a seventh son. The last one to gain employment and the only one fitted by birth for Bill Arkwright’s trade. Do you miss them, Tom? Do you miss your family?”
I didn’t speak and for a moment became choked with emotion. I felt Alice rest her hand on my arm to comfort me. It wasn’t just missing my brothers that made me feel that way—it was because my dad had died the previous year and Mam had returned to her own country to fight the dark. I suddenly felt very alone.
“I can sense your sadness, Tom,” said Mr. Gilbert. “Family are very important and their loss can never be replaced. It’s good to have family about you and to work alongside them as I do. I have a loyal daughter who helps me whenever I need her.”
Suddenly I shivered. Only moments earlier the sun had been far above the treetops, but now it was quickly growing dark and a thick mist was descending. All at once we were entering the city and the angular shapes of buildings quickly rose up on either side of the canal bank like threatening giants, though all was silent but for the muffled clip-clop of the horses’ hooves. The canal was much wider here, with lots of recesses on the far bank where barges were moored. But there was little sign of life.
I felt the barge coming to a halt, and Mr. Gilbert stood up and looked down at Alice and me. His face was in darkness and I couldn’t read his expression but somehow he seemed threatening.
I looked ahead and could just make out the form of his daughter, apparently draped over the leading horse. She didn’t seem to be moving so she wasn’t grooming it. It was almost as if she was whispering into its ear.
“That daughter of mine,” Mr. Gilbert said with a sigh. “She does so love a plump horse. Can’t get enough of them. Daughter! Daughter!” he called out in a loud voice. “There’s no time for that now. You must wait until later!”
Almost immediately the horses took up the strain again, the barge glided forward, and Mr. Gilbert went toward the bow and sat down again.
“Don’t like this, Tom,” Alice whispered in my ear. “It don’t feel right. Not right at all!”
No sooner had she spoken than I heard the fluttering of wings somewhere in the darkness overhead, followed by a plaintive, eerie cry.
“What sort of bird is that?” I asked Alice. “I heard a cry like that just a few days ago.”
“It’s a corpsefowl, Tom. Ain’t Old Gregory told you about ’em?”
“No,” I admitted.
“Well, it’s something you should know about, being a spook. They’re night birds, and some folk think witches can shape-shift into them. But that’s just a load o’ nonsense. Witches do use them as familiars, though. In exchange for a bit o’ blood the corpsefowl will become their eyes and ears.”
“Well, I heard one when I was looking for Morwena. D’you think it’s her familiar? If so, she might be somewhere nearby. Perhaps she’s moved faster than I expected. Maybe she’s swimming underwater close to this barge.”
The canal narrowed, the buildings closing in on either side, as if attempting to cut us off from the thin oblong of pale sky above. They were huge warehouses, probably busy with the hustle and bustle of business during the day but now still and silent. The occasional wall lantern sent patches of flickering light onto the water, but there were large areas of gloom and patches of intense darkness that filled me with foreboding. I agreed with Alice: I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was but things certainly didn’t feel right.
I glimpsed a dark stone arch ahead. At first I thought it was a bridge but then realized that it was the entrance to a large warehouse and the canal went straight through it. As we glided into the doorway, the horses beginning to slow, I could see that the building was vast and filled with large mounds of slate, probably brought by barge from the quarry to the north. On the wooden quayside were a number of mooring posts and a row of five huge wooden supports, which disappeared into the darkness to hold up the roof. From each hung a lantern so that the canal and near bank were bathed in yellow light. But beyond lay the dark, threatening vastness of the warehouse.
Mr. Gilbert bent toward the nearest hatch and slowly slid it back. Until that moment I hadn’t noticed that it wasn’t locked, something he’d once told me was vital when carrying cargo. To my surprise, the hold was also filled with yellow light and I looked down to see two men sitting on a pile of slate, each nursing a lantern. Immediately I saw something to their left that started my whole body trembling and plunged me into a pit of horror and despair.
It was a dead man, the unseeing eyes staring upward. The throat had been ripped out in a manner that reminded me of what had been done to Tooth by Morwena. But it was his identity that scared me more than the cruel horror of his murder.
The dead man was Mr. Gilbert.
I looked across the open hatch at the creature who had taken the bargeman’s likeness. “If that’s Mr. Gilbert,” I said, “then you must be . . .”
“Call me what you will, Tom. I have many names,” he replied. “But none adequately convey my true nature. I’ve been misrepresented by my enemies. The difference between the words fiend and friend is merely one letter. I could easily be the latter. If you knew me better . . .”
With those words I felt all the strength drain from my body. I tried to reach for my staff but my hand wouldn’t obey me, and as everything grew dark, I caught a glimpse of Alice’s terrified face and heard her give a wail of terror. That sound chilled me to the bone. Alice was strong. Alice was brave. For her to cry out in such a way made me feel that it was all over for us. This was the end.
Waking felt like floating up from the depths of a deep, dark ocean. I heard sounds first. The distant terrified whinnies of a horse and a man’s loud, coarse laughter close by. As memories of what had happened returned, I felt panic and helplessness, and I struggled to get to my feet.
I finally gave up when I’d taken in my situation. I was no longer on the barge but sitting on the wooden quay, bound tightly to one of the roof supports, my legs parallel with the canal.
By a simple act of will the Fiend had rendered me unconscious. What was worse, the strengths we’d learned to depend upon had failed us. Alice hadn’t managed to sniff out Morwena. My powers as a seventh son of a seventh son had proven equally useless. Time had also seemed to pass in a way that was far from normal. One moment the sun had been shining and the city spires were on the horizon; the next it had been almost dark and we’d been deep within its walls. How could anyone hope to defeat such power?
The barge was still moored at the quay, and the two men, each with a long knife tucked into his leather belt, were sitting there, big steel-toed boots dangling over the edge. But the horses were no longer harnessed. One of them was lying on its side some distance away, its forelegs hanging over the water. The other was nearer, also lying down, and the girl had her arms around its neck. I thought she was trying to help it to its feet. Were the horses sick?
But there was something different about her: Where previously her hair had been golden now it was dark. How could her hair have changed color like that? My mind was still befuddled or I would have worked out much sooner exactly what was happening. It was only when she left the horse, turned, and walked toward me, her feet bare, that I began to understand.
She was cupping her hands, holding them before her strangely as she walked. Why was she doing that? And she was walking very slowly and carefully. As she drew nearer, I noticed the blood on her lips. She’d been feeding from the horse, drinking the poor animal’s blood. That’s what she’d been doing when I’d first glimpsed her. That’s why she’d halted the barge as we journeyed south.
It was Morwena! She must have been wearing a wig. Either that or some dark enchantment had made me see her hair as golden. No wonder she’d kept her back to us. Now I could see that fleshless nose and hideous face. Her left eye was closed.
A shadow fell upon me, and I flinched back against the post. I sensed the Fiend close at my back. He didn’t move into my field of vision, but his voice was an icy chill squeezing my heart so that it began to beat erratically and I could hardly breathe.
“I have to leave you now, Tom. You are not my only concern. I have other important business to undertake. But my daughter, Morwena, will take care of you. You are in her hands now.”
With those words he was gone. Why hadn’t he stayed? What could be so important as to call him away just when I was so completely vulnerable? He must have great faith in Morwena’s power. As his footsteps faded away, the Devil’s daughter came toward me, her expression cruel.
I heard the flapping of huge wings and an ugly bird swooped to alight on her left shoulder. She raised her cupped hands and it dipped its beak into them again and again, drinking its fill of what she held there: the blood of the dying horse. Having quenched its thirst, the corpsefowl gave a shrill cry, flapped its wings, and fluttered upward, to be lost from sight.
Morwena then knelt on the wooden quay, her hands red with blood, so close that she could have reached out and touched me. I tried to keep my breath steady but my heart was hammering in my chest. She stared at me with her reptilian right eye as her tongue flicked out and licked the blood from her lips. Only when they were clean did she speak.
“You sit so still and quiet. But bravery has no place here. No place at all. You are here to die and won’t escape your fate a second time!”
Now she revealed those terrible yellow-green canine teeth, and her foul breath washed over me so that it was hard not to retch. Her voice was harsh and sibilant, beginning each sentence with the hiss and splutter of liquid being poured over hot coals, ending with the gurgle of a swamp swallowing its victims, sucking them into its sodden maw. She moved her head a little closer to mine, and rather than looking me in the eye, stared at my neck.
For a moment I thought she was about to sink her teeth in before ripping out my throat. I actually flinched, and at that involuntary movement she smiled and raised her right eye to meet mine.
“I’ve already drunk my fill, so live a little longer. Breathe for a while and watch what’s about to unfold.”
I was starting to tremble and struggled to control the fear that is always a spook’s worst enemy when facing the dark. Morwena seemed to want to talk. If that was the case, I could get information that might prove useful. Things looked bleak, but I’d been in difficult spots before when my chances of survival appeared slim. As my dad used to say, “While there’s life, there’s hope,” and it was something I believed in myself.
“What are you going to do?” I asked.
“Destroy my father’s enemies: you and John Gregory will die tonight.”
“My master? Is he here?” I asked. I wondered if he was a prisoner in the other hold.
She shook her head. “He’s on his way even as we speak. My father sent him a letter to lure him to this place—just as he forged the letter he placed in your hands. John Gregory believes it’s a plea for help from you and now hastens here to his fate.”
“Where’s Alice?”
“In the hold where she’s safe,” Morwena hissed, that jutting ridge of bone that served as her nose now mere inches away from my face. “But I want you in view. You’re the bait that will draw your master to his death.”
That final word was like the ugly croak of a swamp frog echoing over a stagnant bog. She quickly pulled a mottled handkerchief from her sleeve and gagged my mouth. That done, she looked up suddenly and sniffed twice.
“He’s almost here!” she said, nodding toward the two men, who retreated into the shadows to lie in wait. I assumed she’d join them, but to my surprise and dismay, she approached the edge of the canal, lowered herself into the water, and disappeared from sight.
The Spook was tough and skilled with his staff. Unless he was taken completely by surprise I estimated him to be more than a match for the two armed men. But if the witch attacked from the water while he fought them, that was another matter. My master was in grave danger.



CHAPTER XX
No Choice at All

I sat there, helpless, knowing that any moment now my master would arrive; if Morwena had her way, he’d be the first of us to die. But things still weren’t hopeless because, for some strange reason of his own, the Fiend had now left us. My master would not be so easy to kill. He had a fighting chance at least. But how could I help him?
I struggled to free myself from the thick rope that bound me to the post. It was very tight, and no matter how hard I twisted and turned it barely yielded. I heard a faint noise in the distance. Was it one of the waiting men? Or was it the Spook?
The next moment there was no doubt. The Spook was walking down the quay toward me carrying his staff and bag, his footsteps echoing. I suppose we noticed each other at exactly the same moment because no sooner had I set eyes on him than he came to a halt. He stared at me for a long time before continuing more slowly. I knew he would have worked out that it was a trap. Why else would I be tied up like that in full view? So he could either retreat and make his escape or come forward and hope that he could deal with whatever had been prepared. I knew he wouldn’t leave me—so it was no choice at all.
After another twenty paces he halted again, directly under one of the huge posts that supported the roof of the warehouse. He was staring at the two dead horses. The lantern was shining full in his face, and by its light I could see that although he looked old and a little gaunt, his eyes still glittered fiercely and his senses were sharp and alert, testing the dark recesses of the warehouse for danger.
He continued toward me again. I could have nodded toward the water to warn him about the threat from Morwena. But to do so might distract him from the other threat from the darkness on his right.
Suddenly, less than twenty paces from me, he halted again, and this time he put down his bag and lifted his staff defensively, holding it with both hands at an angle of forty-five degrees. I heard the distinctive click as he released the retractable blade and then everything happened very quickly.
The two thugs burst out of the darkness from my left, their long knives glinting in the lantern light. Turning his back on the water, the Spook whirled to meet them. For a second his opponents seemed to hesitate. Perhaps they saw the wicked-looking blade at the end of his staff. Either that or the determination in his eyes. But then, as they rushed on, knives aloft, ready to cut him down, he struck. Using the thick base of his staff, he landed a terrible blow on one man’s temple. The man fell soundlessly, the knife flying from his fingers, even as the Spook thrust the point of his blade toward his second assailant. As the blade pierced the man’s right shoulder, he also dropped his knife, then fell to his knees and uttered a thin, high cry of pain.
The Spook angled his staff toward his fallen enemy, and for a moment he seemed about to stab downward, but then he shook his head and said something to him in a low voice. The man staggered to his feet and stumbled away into the darkness, clutching his shoulder. Only then did the Spook glance back in my direction and I was finally able to nod desperately toward the water of the canal.
I wasn’t a second too soon. Morwena surged into the air with the strength of a salmon leaping up a waterfall, her arms outstretched to tear at the Spook’s face, though her left eye was still closed.
My master met her with equal speed. He spun, bringing his staff in a rapid arc from left to right. It missed Morwena’s throat by a hair’s breadth, and with a terrible shriek of anger she flopped back into the water less than gracefully, creating a huge splash.
The Spook froze, looking down into the water. Then, with his right hand, he reached up and tugged his hood up, forward, and down so that it shielded his eyes. He must have seen the pinned eye and realized who he was dealing with. Without eye contact Morwena would not be able to use her bloodeye against him. Nonetheless he would be fighting “blind.”
He waited, immobile, and I watched anxiously as the last ripple erased itself from the surface of the canal, which became as still as glass. Suddenly Morwena surged from the water again, this second attack even more sudden than the first, and then landed on the very edge of the wharf, her webbed feet slapping hard against the wooden boards. Her bloodeye was now open, its baleful red fire directed at the Spook. But without looking up, he stabbed toward her legs and she was forced to retreat.
Immediately she struck at him with her left hand, the claws raking toward his shoulder, but he stepped away just in time. Then, as she moved the other way, he flicked his staff from his left to his right hand and jabbed toward her hard and fast. It was the same maneuver he’d made me practice against the dead tree in his garden—the one that had saved my life in the summer when I’d used it successfully against Grimalkin.
He executed it perfectly, and the tip of his blade speared Morwena in the side. She let out a cry of anguish but leaped away quickly, somersaulting back into the water. The Spook waited a long time but she didn’t attack again.
Only then did he come swiftly to my side, lean forward and tug the scarf downward to free my mouth.
“Alice is tied up in the hold!” I said, gasping. “Mr. Gilbert is dead. And that was Morwena who attacked you from the water! The Fiend’s own daughter! And there could be other water witches on their way!”
“Calm yourself, lad,” the Spook said. “I’ll have you free in a moment. . . .”
That said, he used the staff’s blade to cut through my bonds. As I came slowly to my feet, rubbing my wrists to restore the circulation, my master pointed at the knife of one of his assailants, which was lying on the quayside.
“Free her while I stand guard,” he said.
We stepped onto the barge, and staff at the ready, the Spook stood resolutely beside me while I slid back the hatch. Alice stared up at me from below. She was bound and gagged and they’d left her by the dead body of the bargeman.
“The Fiend was here. He’s taken Mr. Gilbert’s shape,” I told my master.
“Well, there’s nothing we can do for the poor man now,” said the Spook, shaking his head sadly. “We’ll have to leave him for others to find and bury. But cut the girl free. We need to be away from here as quickly as possible. The witch isn’t badly hurt. No doubt she’ll be getting ready to try again.”
I could feel Alice trembling as I cut her bonds and helped her from the hold. She didn’t say a word and her eyes were wide with fear. It seemed that the proximity of the Fiend had terrified her even more than it had me.
Once the three of us were standing on the quay, the Spook pointed north, then led us out of the warehouse, walking so fast that I struggled to keep up.
“Aren’t we heading back to Chipenden?” I asked.
“No, we’re not, lad. Not enough time to get there if Morwena gives chase. We’re off to poor Bill Arkwright’s house first. It’s the nearest refuge. But the sooner we get away from this canal bank, the better,” he said, eyeing the water warily.
“I know a quicker route to the mill,” volunteered Alice. “I used to live near there with Bony Lizzie. We need to cross the canal and then keep well to the west.”
“Then lead on, girl,” said the Spook.
So we crossed the first bridge, left the towpath, and headed north through the darkness of the narrow cobbled streets. Caster, with its castle and dungeons, was no place for those who followed our trade; fortunately there were few people about to see our passing. At last, with a sense of relief, we left the city behind us and followed Alice across the countryside, using only the light of the stars and the pale half moon. Eventually, skirting the edge of Monastery Marsh, we reached the mill garden and crossed the salt moat.
“How long since salt was last added?” asked the Spook. They were the first words that anybody had spoken since we left the canal back in Caster.
“I did it only yesterday,” I told him.
As we entered the willow garden, there came a warning growl and Claw bounded up. I reached down and patted her head and she followed at my heels.
“This dog saved my life,” I said. Neither the Spook nor Alice commented, and as we reached the door, Claw went her own way down the side of the house toward the waterwheel. It was better to have her outside anyway. That way she would give warning if a witch approached the garden.
Soon we were in the mill kitchen, and wasting no time, I filled the stove with wood and got it alight. The Spook and Alice sat and watched me work. My master was deep in thought. Alice still looked terrified.
“Shall I make us some early breakfast?” I asked.
My master shook his head firmly. “Better not, lad. We could be facing the dark at any time and need to fast. But no doubt the girl would like something.”
Alice shook her head even more vigorously than the Spook. “I’m not hungry,” she said flatly.
“Well, in that case, we need to try to make some sense of what’s been going on. I smelled a rat from the very first,” asserted the Spook. “As soon as I got back to Chipenden, I read Alice’s note as well as your previous letter. But I was just about to set off for the mill when the bell rang at the crossroads. It was the village smith; someone had pushed a letter under his door with my name on it. It was marked ‘urgent.’ It was in your handwriting, lad, but even more of a shaky scrawl than usual, as if you’d written it in a hurry. It said that you were in serious trouble and needed help. From what it didn’t specify; it simply gave the address of that warehouse in Caster.
“Well, I knew you couldn’t be in two places at once, but as Caster is on the way to the mill, I went there first. I was prepared for trouble and certainly found it. But there’s one thing still bothering me. How did the girl know you were in danger? How did you get word to her?”
The Spook stared at me hard, and I knew I couldn’t avoid telling him the truth. So I took a deep breath. “I used a mirror,” I said, bowing my head, unable to meet his gaze.
“What did you say, lad?” the Spook said, his voice dangerously low. “Did I just hear you right? A mirror? A mirror
. . . ?”
“It was the only way I could contact you!” I blurted out. “I was desperate. Mr. Arkwright was dead, murdered by Morwena, and I knew she’d be coming for me next. I needed you. I couldn’t face her alone—”
My master cut me short. “I knew I should never have let a Deane stay with us!” he said angrily, glaring at Alice. “She’s led you into bad ways. Using a tool of the dark like that makes you vulnerable. As soon as you used that mirror, the Fiend would have known where you were; anything you communicated would instantly have been known to him.”
“I didn’t know that,” I said lamely.
“No? Well, you certainly know it now. And as for you, girl,” he went on, standing up and staring hard at Alice, “you’re unusually quiet. Nothing to say for yourself?”
In response Alice covered her face with her hands and began to sob.
“Being close to the Fiend scared her badly,” I said. “I’ve never seen her so shaken.”
“Well, lad, you know what her problem is, don’t you?”
I shook my head. I didn’t know what he meant.
“The Fiend is the dark made flesh. The Devil himself, who rules over and owns the souls of those who belong to the dark. The girl here has been trained as a witch and has come close, far too close, to becoming a creature of darkness herself. That being the case, she senses the Fiend’s power and knows just how easily he could steal away her soul. She’s vulnerable and she knows it. That’s what makes her afraid.”
“But—” I began.
“Save your breath, lad! It’s been a long night and I’m too tired to listen. After what you’ve told me, I can hardly bear to look at the two of you so I’m going upstairs to catch up on some sleep. I suggest you two do the same. The dog should warn us if anything gets close.”
When he’d gone upstairs, I turned to Alice. “Come on, he’s right,” I said. “Let’s get some sleep.”
She didn’t reply, and I realized that she was already in a deep slumber. So I settled myself down in my chair, and within a few moments I’d fallen asleep myself.
A few hours later I awoke with a start. Daylight was streaming through the windows, and looking across, I saw that Alice was already awake. But what I saw her doing gave me a shock. She had my pen in her hand and was writing furiously in my notebook, muttering to herself as she did so.



CHAPTER XXI
Hobbled

“ALICE! What are you doing?” I demanded. “Why are you writing in my book?”
She looked up, her eyes wide. “Sorry, Tom. Should have asked you first but I didn’t want to disturb you.”
“But what are you writing?”
“Just jotting down some things that Bony Lizzie taught me; some things that might help us defeat the Fiend. You’re going to need all the help you can get.”
I was horrified. The Spook had once told Alice that she had to tell me the things she’d been taught so that we could increase our knowledge of witch lore and the dark powers that we faced. But this was different. She was suggesting we use the dark to fight the dark and I knew the Spook wouldn’t like it.
“Weren’t you listening last night?” I shot back. “Using the dark is making us vulnerable.”
“Don’t you see that we’re vulnerable already?”
I turned away.
“Look, Tom, what Old Gregory said about me last night was true. I’ve been as close to the dark as you can get—at least without becoming a fully fledged witch. So I was terrified, being close to the Fiend like that. Ain’t no way I can tell you how I felt. You belong to the light, Tom, fully to the light, and you’ll never get that same feeling. A mixture of terror and despair, it was. A sense that I deserved whatever I got. If he’d asked me to follow him, to be his creature, I’d have done it without another thought.”
“I don’t understand what that’s got to do with anything,” I said.
“Well, I ain’t the first person to feel like that. Once, long ago, the Fiend walked the earth and witches had to deal with that. So there are ways to cope. Ways to keep him at bay. I’m just trying to remember some of them. Lizzie kept Old Nick away from her, but she never told me how she done it; it could be there in some of the things she said.”
“But you’d be using the powers of the dark against him, Alice! That’s the whole point. You heard what the Spook said. It was bad enough using a mirror. Please don’t do something worse.”
“Worse? Worse! What could be worse than having the Devil appear right in this room now and be unable to do anything about it? Old Gregory can’t do nothing. Reckon he’s scared. Reckon this time he’s up against something just too big and dangerous for him to cope with. Surprised he ain’t gone back to Chipenden, where he’d feel safer!”
“No, Alice! If he’s scared, then he’s got good reason for it but the Spook isn’t a coward. He’ll have a plan. But don’t use the dark, Alice. Forget what Bony Lizzie taught you. Please don’t do it. No good can come of it—”
At that moment I heard the clump of boots coming down the stairs, and Alice ripped the page out, screwed it up, and stuffed it in her sleeve. Then she quickly pushed the pen and notebook back into my bag.
As the Spook came into the kitchen, carrying Arkwright’s book, she gave me a sad smile.
“Right, you two,” he said. “Feeling better?”
Alice nodded and he gave her the slightest nod in return before sitting down on the chair nearest to the stove.
“I hope you’ve both learned something from yesterday,” he continued. “Using the dark will only weaken us. Do you understand that now?”
I nodded but hardly dared look at Alice.
“Well,” my master went on, “it’s time to continue our discussion and decide what’s to be done. I’ve learned a lot about the Fiend’s daughter. It’s a far better book than I thought Bill Arkwright capable of. I want you to start at the beginning, lad, and tell me everything that happened from the moment you came to the mill for the first time until I found you bound and gagged in the warehouse. I can see you’ve been in the wars,” he said, glancing at my sore ear, “so take your time. Give me all the details. There might be something important.”
So I began my account, leaving nothing out. When I reached the point where Arkwright gave me the letter and I decided to return to the mill, my master interrupted for the first time.
“It was as I feared. Bill Arkwright has demons inside him when he drinks. I’m sorry you suffered like that, lad, but I did intend this training for the best. He’s younger and stronger than me and there are things he can teach you that I can’t anymore. You need toughening up to fight the Fiend and win—we might have to try things that we’ve never dreamed of before.”
At that Alice gave me the faintest of smiles but I ignored her and carried on with my tale. I told him about the attack of the water witch when she’d almost killed me, how we’d crossed the sands to reach Cartmel, and of our meeting with the hermit. I recounted how Arkwright had had to drive out the press-gang before the hermit would dowse for him and discover the whereabouts of Morwena. Some sections of my tale were uncomfortable to tell: particularly finding the dead dog and Arkwright’s boot in the water, and, of course, using the mirror to communicate with Alice. But at last, describing how I’d crossed the dangerous sands once again and returned to the mill, I finally pushed on to the ending of my tale in the warehouse.
“Well, lad, you’ve had a hard time of it but it’s not as bad as you think. For one thing, I have a feeling that Bill Arkwright’s probably still alive. . . .”
I looked at my master in astonishment.
“Close your mouth, lad, or you’ll start catching flies,” he said with a grin. “You’re probably wondering how I know that. Well, to be honest, I’m not absolutely sure, but I have three things that point to him having survived. The first is a hunch. Pure instinct. You should always trust your instincts, lad, as I’ve told you before. And they tell me that Bill is still alive. The second is the ghost of his mother. You’ve just told me what she said to you, and last night she said pretty much the same to me—”
“But how can she know,” I demanded, “when she’s bound to her bones and can’t travel much farther than the mill garden?”
“Amelia is no ordinary ghost, lad. Technically she’s what we sometimes term a water wraith because she suffered death by drowning. Not only that. In a rash moment she killed herself, and many who do that instantly regret it but do so when it’s too late. Such troubled spirits can sometimes be in tune with the living,” he answered. “Bill and his mother were very close. So her spirit senses that something really bad has happened to him; that he needs help; that he’s still alive. And she told me that he’s shackled within the bowels of the earth, still waiting to die—the very same words she said to you.
“And the third thing is what I’ve gained from reading this book. Sacrifices to Morwena were made at the approach of the full moon. . . .”
The Spook opened the book and read aloud from it:
“The young were cast into the Blood Pool; older offerings were chained in a subterranean chamber until the propitious moment.”
“If that’s true, then where will he be? Somewhere underground back up near the lakes?”
“Could be, lad, but I know one way we might find out for sure. That hermit up at Cartmel. If he could dowse for Morwena, then maybe he could find Arkwright for us. If they’re saving Bill for the full moon, we have six days to find him. But the approach of the full moon suggests we’ve less leeway. In any case we have to go north again. It’s our duty to sort out that witch before she sorts us.”
“The thing that’s puzzling me,” I said, “is why the Fiend left us. Had he stayed Morwena would have won. With him there we’d have been helpless. It doesn’t make sense.”
“Indeed, lad. What’s more, why doesn’t the Fiend just appear now, kill you, and get it over with? What’s stopping him?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. “Maybe he’s got more important business to attend to.”
“No doubt he has other things to deal with, but you pose one of the biggest threats to him in the County. No, there’s more to it than that. I found out some interesting things while I was looking in your mother’s trunks. The reason the Fiend hasn’t destroyed you immediately is because he’s been hobbled.”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Well, you should be able to work that out for yourself, lad, coming as you do from a farming family.”
“You hobble a horse. Tie its legs,” I said.
“That you do, lad. You tie them so that it can’t stray too far. So a hobble is a limitation or impediment. The Fiend’s power is circumscribed in a powerful way. If he kills you—if he does it himself—then he’ll reign on in our world for a hundred years before he’s forced to retreat back to where he came from.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “If that’s true, why doesn’t he just come and kill me now? Isn’t that what he wants, to rule the world in a new dark age?”
“The problem is, for the Fiend a hundred years isn’t that long. Time isn’t the same for him and a century might seem hardly more than the blinking of an eye. Oh no, he wants to rule for much longer than that.”
“So am I safe?”
“No. Unfortunately it says in your mam’s book that if he gets one of his children to kill you, then he can rule on in the world, and that’s why he’s sent his daughter to do the job.”
“Does he have many children?” Alice asked.
“That I don’t rightly know,” he said. “But if Morwena can’t defeat Tom—and let’s face it, she’s failed twice already—and if the Fiend has no other children to help, then there is a third way he’ll try to destroy you. He’ll try to convert you to the dark—”
“Never!” I shouted.
“You say that, but already you’ve used the dark and weakened yourself with those mirrors. If he can win you over to the dark, his dominion will last until the end of the world. So that’s the one that really worries me, lad. He’s powerful, yes. Really powerful. But also crafty. That’s why we can’t afford to compromise with the dark in any way.”
“Who created the hobbles?” I asked. “Who has the strength to limit the Fiend’s power in that way? Was it my mam?”
The Spook shrugged. “I don’t know, lad. I found no evidence that it was she who’d done it—but yes, that was my first instinct. Only a mother would put herself at risk like that to protect her child.”
“What do you mean?”
“There are always things that oppose the dark and circumscribe its power. My guess is that whoever managed to do so paid a terrible price. Such things are not achieved without something being given up in exchange. I searched that trunk carefully but could find nothing at all to explain it.”
If it was my mam who had tried to protect me, I suddenly felt worried for her. What price had she paid to help me? Was she suffering in Greece now as a result?
Alice must have sensed my fears and moved closer to me to offer me some comfort. But the Spook had no time for such emotions.
“We’ve talked and rested enough,” he said. “It’s time for action. We’re off to Cartmel now. If the tides are right, we could be safely across the bay before nightfall.”
Within an hour we were on our way. I was really hungry but had to make do with a mouthful of crumbly County cheese to keep up my strength. My master offered some to Alice but she refused.
On the Spook’s instructions I left my bag at the mill, but once again tied my silver chain around my waist under my cloak.
As we left the garden, Claw bounded after us; the Spook looked at her doubtfully.
“Shall I send her back?” I asked.
“No, lad, let her follow,” he said to my surprise. “I’d rather not have an animal tagging along, but she’s a hunting dog, well able to follow a trail, and might be useful in helping us find her master.”
So it was that the three of us and Claw set off to try and find Bill Arkwright. The odds against us were great. We had Morwena and the other water witches to contend with, not to mention the power of the Fiend. Hobbled or not, there was no reason why he wouldn’t intervene in some way to make it easier for his servants to destroy us.
But my two other worries were my mam and Alice. Had Mam hobbled the Fiend to protect me? And was Alice drifting steadily toward the dark? I knew she meant well and was doing it for the best of reasons, but was she in fact going to make things worse? The Spook had always feared that one day she would return to the dark; if she did so, I didn’t want her to drag me with her.



CHAPTER XXII
Widdershins

WE arrived at Hest Bank to face a wait of several hours before the tide went out. But, in the company of half a dozen travelers, two coaches, and the sand guide, we made the crossing of the bay relatively quickly and safely.
After a steady climb we reached the hermit’s cave just before dusk. All was silent within. Judd Atkins was sitting cross-legged facing the fire; his eyes were closed and he hardly seemed to be breathing. My master led the way in, almost tiptoeing forward until he was facing the hermit across the flames.
“I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Atkins,” he said politely, “but I believe you’re acquainted with Bill Arkwright and that he visited you recently. Well, I’m John Gregory and he was once an apprentice of mine. Bill’s gone missing and I’d like your help in trying to find him. He was taken by a water witch, but even so, it might well be that he’s still alive.”
For a moment the hermit neither acknowledged the Spook nor spoke. Was he in a deep sleep or a trance of some kind?
My master pulled a silver coin from his breeches pocket and held it out. “I’ll pay you, of course. Will this suffice?”
The hermit opened his eyes. They were bright and alert and quickly flicked from the Spook to Alice and then me, before returning to gaze steadily at my master. “Put away your money, John Gregory,” he said. “I’ve no need of it. Next time you cross the bay give it to the guide. Tell him it’s for the lost. The money goes to help the families of those who’ve drowned trying to make the crossing.”
“Aye, I’ll do that,” said the Spook. “So you’ll help?”
“I’ll do my best. At this distance it will be impossible to say whether he’s alive or dead, but if there’s anything left of him, I’ll find it. Have you a map? And something that belongs to the man?”
My master reached into his bag, pulled out a map, unfolded it carefully, and spread it on the floor next to the fire. It was much older and more tattered than Bill Arkwright’s but covered much the same area.
The hermit caught my eye and smiled. “Well, Thomas, dead or alive, a man is much easier to find than a witch.”
The Spook reached into his pocket and pulled out a thin gold ring. “This belonged to Bill’s mam,” he said. “It was her wedding ring and she took it off before she died and left it to Bill with a note telling him how much she loved him. It’s one of his most treasured possessions but he only wears it twice a year: on the anniversary of her death and on what would have been her birthday.”
I suddenly realized that it was the gold ring I’d seen on top of his mam’s coffin. The Spook must have taken it from Arkwright’s room with just this in mind.
“If he wears it at all, it’ll do the trick,” said Judd Atkins, coming to his feet. He tied a piece of string to the ring, which he suspended over the map, moving steadily from right to left, each pass taking him farther north.
We watched him in silence. He was very thorough and it took him a long time. Eventually he reached the latitude of the lakes. Soon his hand jerked. He moved down a bit and repeated his sweep until his hand twitched again at exactly the same point. It was well over five miles east of Coniston Water, somewhere on the Big Mere, its larger sister lake.
“He’s somewhere on that island,” the hermit said, pointing to it with his forefinger.
The Spook peered at it closely. “Belle Isle,” he said. “Never been there. Know anything about it?”
“I’ve passed by there more than once on my travels,” the hermit replied. “There was a murder about a mile south of that island some years ago. A fight over a woman. The victim was weighted with stones and thrown into the lake. I found the body by dowsing. As for the island itself, nobody visits it anymore. Got a bad reputation.”
“Haunted?” asked the Spook.
Judd shook his head. “Not to my knowledge, but people keep away and certainly avoid it after dark. It’s heavily wooded and there’s a folly hidden by the trees. Otherwise it’s deserted. You’d most likely find William there.”
“What’s a folly?” I asked.
“It’s usually some sort of small ornamental building without any apparent purpose, lad,” the Spook answered. “Sometimes they’re built in the shape of towers or castles. They’re meant to be looked at, not lived in. That’s how they get their name: It’s a piece of foolishness built by someone who doesn’t have to worry about working for a living. Someone with time on their hands and more money than sense.”
“Well, that’s where William Arkwright is,” asserted the hermit. “But whether alive or dead, I just can’t be sure.”
“How would we get out to the island?” asked the Spook, folding up his map.
“With difficulty,” answered Judd, shaking his head. “There are ferrymen who make a living taking passengers across the lake, but few will want to land anyone there.”
“Well, we can but try,” said the Spook. “Thank you for all your help, Mr. Atkins, and I’ll certainly give something to the sand guide to support the bereaved.”
“Then I’m more than glad to have been able to help,” said the hermit. “Now you’re welcome to shelter here for the night. In the way of sustenance, though, I’ve not much to offer but a share of my broth.”
Preparing to face the dark, the Spook and I declined the offer of food. To my surprise, Alice once again did the same; she usually had a healthy appetite and liked to keep up her strength. However, I said nothing, and we soon settled ourselves down, grateful to spend the night close to the hermit’s fire.
I awoke at about four in the morning to find Alice looking at me across the embers. The Spook was breathing slowly and deeply, fast asleep. The hermit was in exactly the same position as before, eyes closed, head bowed—but whether he was sleeping or not was hard to tell.
“Sleep deeply, you do, Tom,” Alice said, her eyes wide and serious. “Been staring at you hard for nearly half an hour. Most people would’ve woke up in two minutes.”
“I can wake up any time I choose,” I told her with a smile. “I usually wake up if something’s threatening me. But you’re no threat, Alice. Did you want me to wake up? Why?”
Alice shrugged. “Couldn’t sleep and just wanted to talk, that’s all,” she said.
“You all right?” I asked. “You didn’t have any supper. That’s not like you.”
“Right as I’ll ever be,” she answered quietly.
“You need to eat,” I said.
“Ain’t eating much yourself, are you? Just a nibble of Old Gregory’s moldy cheese ain’t going to put much meat on your scrawny bones.”
“We’re doing it for a reason, Alice. Soon we’re going to face the dark and it helps to fast. It really does. But you need something. You’ve had nothing at all for more than a day now.”
“Leave me be, Tom. Ain’t none of your business.”
“’Course it’s my business. I care about you and don’t want to see you get ill.”
“Doing it for a reason, I am. Ain’t just a spook and his apprentice that can fast. For three days I’m going to fast, too. I’m going to do what Lizzie taught me. Did it a lot when she needed to build up her power. It could be the first step toward keeping Old Nick at bay.”
“And what then, Alice? What else will you do? Something else from the dark, is that it? Do that and you’ll be no better than the enemies we face. You’ll be a witch using the powers of a witch! Stop this now while you still can! And stop involving me. You heard what Mr. Gregory said: The Fiend would like nothing better than to bring me over to the dark.”
“No, Tom, that ain’t fair. I ain’t a witch and I never will be. I’ll be using the dark, that’s true enough, but I’m not leading you toward the dark. I’m just doing what your mam told me to!”
“What? Mam wouldn’t tell you to do that.”
“Don’t know how wrong you are, Tom. ‘Use anything! Use anything!’ she said. ‘Anything you can to protect him.’ Don’t you see, Tom? That’s why I’m here: to use the dark against the dark to make sure that you survive!”
I was stunned by her words and didn’t know what to say. But Alice wasn’t a liar, I was sure of that. “When did Mam tell you to do this?” I asked quietly.
“When I stayed with your family last year—when we fought off Mother Malkin together. And she’s talked to me once since. When we were in Pendle during the summer, she spoke to me from a mirror. . . .”
I stared at Alice in astonishment. I’d had no contact with Mam since early spring when she’d left for Greece. And yet she’d spoken to Alice! And used a mirror to do so!
“What did Mam say to you, Alice? What was so urgent that she had to talk to you through a mirror?” I demanded.
“It’s like I said before. Back in Pendle, it was, when the covens were getting ready to open the portal and let the Fiend into the world. Your mam said you’d be in great danger and now was the time I had to get ready to protect you. I’ve been doing my best to get ready ever since, but it ain’t easy.”
I glanced toward the Spook, then lowered my voice. “If the Spook finds out what you’re trying to do, he’ll send you away. Be careful, Alice, because it could happen. He’s worried about us already because we used a mirror. Don’t give him the slightest excuse, please. . . .”
Alice nodded, and for a long time we didn’t speak and just sat there gazing into the embers of the fire. After a while I noticed that the hermit was staring at me. I looked back at him and our eyes locked. He didn’t even blink and I felt embarrassed, so I asked him, “How did you learn to dowse, Mr. Atkins?”
“How does a bird learn to build a nest? Or a spider spin its web? I was born with the gift, Thomas. My dad had it, too, and his dad before him. It tends to run in families. But it’s not just a talent for finding water or missing people. It can tell you about people. About where they come from and their families. Would you like me to show you?”
I wasn’t sure and didn’t know what to expect, but before I could reply, the hermit stood and walked around the fire toward me, pulling a piece of string from his pocket. He tied a small piece of crystal to it and held it above my head. It started to rotate slowly in a clockwise direction.
“You come from a good family, Thomas—that’s clear enough. You have a mother and brothers who love you. Some of you have been separated but you’ll all be together very soon. I see a big family occasion. A gathering of great importance.”
“That would be nice,” I said. “My mam’s away and I haven’t seen four of my brothers for over three years.”
I glanced toward the Spook, grateful that he was still fast asleep. He would be annoyed that the hermit was predicting the future. By now Judd Atkins had left me and approached Alice. She flinched as he held the string above her head. It began to rotate but in the opposite direction; it was moving widdershins, against the clock.
“It pains me to say it, girl,” said the hermit, “but you come from a bad family, a clan of witches—”
“Ain’t no secret, that,” Alice said with a scowl.
“There’s worse,” said the hermit. “You’ll be reunited with them soon and with your father, who loves you very much. You are special to him. His special girl.”
Alice jumped to her feet, eyes blazing with anger. She raised her hand and for a moment I thought she was going to scratch the hermit or strike him in the face. “My dad’s dead and buried. Been in the cold ground for years!” she snapped. “So is that what you’re saying? That I’ll be dead myself soon? Ain’t nice, that! Ain’t a nice thing to say to anyone!”
With that she left the cave. When I turned to follow her, Judd Atkins came up to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “Let her go, Thomas,” he said with a sad shake of his head. “You two can’t ever be together. Did you see the way the string circled differently for each of you?”
I nodded.
“Clockwise and widdershins. Light against dark. Good against evil. I saw what I saw and I’m sorry to say that it’s true. Not only that—I couldn’t help overhearing part of your conversation. Anyone who’s prepared to use the dark like that, for whatever reason, can’t be trusted. Can a lamb sit safely beside a wolf? Or a rabbit befriend a stoat? Take care or she’ll drag you down with her! Let her go and find yourself another friend. It can’t be Alice.”
I went after her anyway but she had disappeared into the darkness. I waited at the cave entrance until she returned about an hour before dawn. She didn’t speak and flinched away when I approached. I could tell that she’d been crying.



CHAPTER XXIII
A Witch Bottle

WE set off at first light while the hermit was still sleeping. The skies were clear but the air was bitterly cold as we headed north toward the Big Mere, the high snowcapped peaks of the mountains in the far distance. Despite the biting air, underfoot the frost soon began to melt and the ground to squelch.
As we crossed the river Lever by a small wooden bridge and journeyed up the western shore of the lake, the going became more difficult, the narrow path meandering through a dense forest of conifers, with steep slopes rising to our left.
We might well have been three stray sheep, judging by Claw’s behavior. She kept circling us, then bounding on ahead before returning to shepherd us from behind. It was something she’d been taught by Arkwright: She was alert for danger, checking every direction for possible threats to her little flock.
After a while I dropped back and walked with Alice. We hadn’t spoken since we’d disagreed in the night.
“Are you all right, Alice?” I asked.
“Never better,” she said, a little stiffly.
“I’m sorry we argued,” I said.
“I don’t mind that, Tom. I know you were only trying to do what’s best.”
“We’re still friends?”
“Of course.”
We walked along in silence for a while until she said, “I’ve got a plan, Tom. A plan to keep the Fiend away from us.”
I looked at her sharply. “I hope this doesn’t involve the dark, Alice,” I said, but she didn’t answer my question.
“Do you want to hear my plan or not?”
“Go on, then,” I said.
“Know what a witch bottle is?” she asked.
“I’ve heard of them, but I don’t know how they’re supposed to work. The Spook doesn’t believe in them.” Witch bottles were defenses against witchcraft, but the Spook thought they were just something used by the superstitious and weak-minded.
“What does Old Gregory know?” Alice said scornfully. “Do it right and it works, don’t you worry. Bony Lizzie swore by ’em. When an enemy witch uses her dark powers against you, there’s a way to put a stop to it. First you need some of her urine. That’s the hard part but it don’t have to be too much. Just a bit, which you put into a bottle. Next you put bent pins, sharp stones, and iron nails into the urine, cork up that old bottle, and shake it well. Then you leave it in the sun for three days, and on the night of the next full moon you bury it under a dung heap.
“Then the job’s as good as done. Next time she goes to the toilet she’s in agony. It’s just like she’s weeing hot pins! All you have to do then is leave her a note telling her what you’ve done. In no time at all she’ll take the spell off you. But you keep the bottle hidden just in case you have to use it again!”
I laughed without mirth. “So is that what you’re going to use against the Fiend, Alice?” I mocked. “His piss and a few bent pins?”
“We’ve known each other quite a while, Tom, and I think that by now you know I ain’t stupid. Your mam ain’t stupid either. You ought to be ashamed, laughing like that. It was an ugly laugh. You were nice when I met you. You wouldn’t have laughed at me like that then, whatever I’d said. You were too kind and well-mannered. Don’t change, Tom, please. You need to get harder but not like that. I’m your friend. You don’t hurt your friends, no matter how scared you are.”
At those words my throat constricted so that I couldn’t speak and tears welled in my eyes. “I’m sorry, Alice,” I said at last. “I didn’t mean it. You’re right. I am scared but I shouldn’t take it out on you.”
“That’s all right, Tom. Don’t bother yourself, but you didn’t let me finish. I was going to say that I intend to use something similar. But not urine. It’s blood that I’ll be using. So we need to get ourselves some special blood. I don’t mean his blood—how could we get that? The blood of his daughter, Morwena, should do the trick! Once we get some I’ll do the rest.”
Alice pulled something from the pocket of her coat and held it up in front of me. It was a very small earthen jar with a cork in the end.
“They call this a blood jar,” she said. “We need to get Morwena’s blood into this and mix it with a little of yours. Then the Fiend’ll be forced to keep away. You’d be safe, I’m sure of it. Don’t need to be much. Just a few drops of each would do—”
“But it’s dark magic, Alice. If the Spook finds out, he’ll send you away forever or even put you in a pit in his garden. And think of yourself. Of your own soul. If you’re not careful, you could end up belonging to the Fiend!”
But before I could say anything more, the Spook called my name and waved me forward to join him. So I ran to catch up, leaving Alice behind.
We walked on, the path now running very close to the shore of the lake, and the Spook kept eyeing the water warily. No doubt he was thinking of the threat from Morwena or the other water witches. They could attack from the water at any time. But I was relying on Alice or Claw to give us some warning.
Had Morwena been following since we left the mill, keeping her distance and just waiting for an opportunity to attack? Both sides of the lake were thickly forested. She could be moving through the dense tree cover or even swimming below the surface of the still water. The winter sun was bathing the countryside with its pale light and the visibility was good: I didn’t sense danger at all. But once night fell it would be a very different matter.
How wrong could I have been? Danger was all around, for the Spook came to a sudden halt and pointed to a tree on our right, less than fifty paces from the lakeshore. My heart lurched with fear as I saw what was carved into its trunk.

“It looks to be freshly cut,” my master said. “Now we’ve got another enemy to worry about!”
It was the mark of Grimalkin. In the summer she’d been sent by the Malkins to hunt me down and I’d tricked her and barely escaped with my life. But now she was back. Why had she left Pendle?
“Have they sent her after me again?” I asked fearfully. “She’s not another daughter of the Fiend, is she?”
The Spook sighed. “It’s impossible to say, lad, but not to my knowledge. Something’s afoot, though. Last week, when I traveled to Pendle, I kept my distance from the witch-clans, confining my visit to Malkin Tower. But something was brewing. I passed several cottages that had been burned out and there were bodies rotting in Crow Wood—from all three clans: Malkins, Deanes, and Mouldheels. It looked like there’d been some sort of battle. The dark may be at war with itself. But why’s Grimalkin come north? It may not be for you at all, but it does seem something of a coincidence that the two of you should both be here. Anyway, she’s put her warning mark close to the shore so let’s be extra vigilant.”
Late in the afternoon we came within sight of Belle Isle. As we drew nearer, I saw that it was far closer to the lakeshore than I’d expected, its nearest point probably no more than a hundred and fifty yards out.
There were jetties close by from where ferrymen plied their trade, but while they’d have taken us to the far shore of the lake for a pittance, not even a silver coin could hire a boat for the short trip to the island.
When asked why, each man was evasive. “Not a place to be, night or day. Not if you value your sanity,” warned the third ferryman we approached. Then, probably tired of the Spook’s persistence, he pointed toward a dilapidated rowing boat tied up among the reeds. “Woman who owns that boat might just be daft enough to take you.”
“Where will we find her?” asked the Spook.
“Back there about a mile and you’ll be at the door of her cottage,” the man said with an ugly laugh, pointing vaguely north along the bank. “Daft Deana, she’s known as. But Deana Beck is her real name! She’s the best you’ll get for that job!”
“Why’s she daft?” the Spook demanded with a frown. It was clear that he was annoyed by the man’s attitude.
“Because the old girl doesn’t know what’s good for her!” retorted the ferryman. “No family to worry about, has she? And so old she doesn’t care for living that much. Nobody with even half the sense they were born with goes near that hag-ridden isle.”
“There are witches on the island?” asked the Spook.
“They visit from time to time. Lots of witches, if you look close enough, but most sensible folk turn the other way. Pretend it isn’t happening. You go and speak to Daft Deana.”
The ferryman was still laughing as we walked away. Soon we arrived at a small thatched cottage set against a steep, wooded incline. The Spook rapped at the door while Claw padded to the water’s edge and stared out across the lake toward the island. After a few moments there was the sound of bars being drawn back, and the door opened no more than the width of the suspicious eye that regarded us from within.
“Be off with ye!” growled a gruff voice that didn’t sound a bit like that of a woman. “Vagabonds and beggars aren’t wanted here.”
“We aren’t here to beg,” explained the Spook patiently. “My name is John Gregory. I need your help and for that I’m prepared to pay well. You’re highly recommended.”
“Highly recommended, am I? Then let’s see the color of your money. . . .”
The Spook reached into his cloak, pulled a silver coin from his pocket, and held it toward the gap in the doorway. “That in advance and the same again when you’ve done the work.”
“What work? What work? Spit it out! Don’t be wasting my time.”
“We need to get across to Belle Isle. Can you do that? That and get us back safely?”
A gnarled hand emerged slowly into the daylight and the Spook dropped the coin into the palm, which instantly closed tightly. “I can certainly do that,” said the voice, softening a little. “But the trip won’t be without danger. Best come inside and warm your bones.”
The door opened wide and we were confronted by the sight of Deana Beck: She was dressed in leather trousers, a grimy smock, and big hobnailed boots. Her white hair was cropped short, and for a moment she looked like a man. But the eyes, which flickered with intelligence, were soft and female and the lips formed a perfect bow. Her face was lined with age but her body was sturdy and she looked strong and robust, well able to row us out to the island.
The room was empty but for a small table in the corner. The hard stone floor was strewn with rushes and Deana hunkered close to the fire and gestured that we should do the same.
“Comfortable, are ye?” she asked when we’d settled down.
“My old bones prefer a chair,” answered the Spook dryly. “But vagabonds and beggars can’t be choosers.”
She smiled at that and nodded. “Well, I’ve managed all my life without the comfort of a chair,” she said, her voice now much lighter and with a lilt to it. “So tell me now, why do ye want to go out to the island? What brings a spook to Belle Isle? Are you here to deal with the witches?”
“Not directly, unless they get in our way,” admitted the Spook. “Not on this occasion anyway. A colleague of mine has been missing for days, and we’ve good reason to believe he’s somewhere out there on the island.”
“And what makes you so sure?”
“We consulted a dowser: Judd Atkins from Cartmel.”
“I met the man once,” Deana said, nodding. “He found a body in the lake not too far from here. Well, if Atkins says he’s out there, then he probably is. But how did he get there? That’s what I want to know.”
The Spook sighed. “He was abducted while trying to deal with a water witch. It could well be that some locals are involved as well—either from Coniston or one of the other villages.”
I watched Deana Beck’s face carefully to see what her reaction would be. Was she mixed up in this? Could we trust her?
“It’s a hard life up here,” she said at last. “And you have to do what you can to survive. Most just turn a blind eye, but there are always some that have dealings with the dark forces that lurk in water. They do what has to be done in order to ensure their own safety and the needs of their families. When the breadwinner dies, his family have a hard time of it. They sometimes starve.”
“And what about you, Deana Beck?” demanded the Spook, staring at her hard. “Have you dealt with the dark?”
Deana shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’ll have no truck with witches. None at all. Never had a family of my own and I’ve led a long and lonely life. I don’t regret it, though, because now I’ve no kin to worry about. Just having to care for yourself makes you less afraid. It makes you stronger. The witches don’t scare me. I do what I want.”
“So when can you row us out there?” asked the Spook.
“As soon as darkness falls. We wouldn’t want to be going there in daylight. Anybody might be watching—maybe those who put your friend on the island in the first place, and we wouldn’t want to meet them.”
“That we wouldn’t,” said the Spook.
Deana offered to share her supper but the Spook declined for all of us. I was forced to watch her tuck into a piping hot rabbit stew while my mouth watered and my stomach rumbled. Soon it would be dark and we’d face whatever was out there on the island.



CHAPTER XXIV
The Folly

WEARING long waders that reached up to her thighs, Deana Beck led us along the lakeshore, a lantern in each hand. The moon wasn’t yet up and there was scant light from the stars, but she didn’t light the lanterns. The dark would help to shield us from anyone who might be lying in wait ahead or watching from the island. I walked beside the Spook, carrying my staff and his bag; Alice was a few paces behind. Claw continued to trot around us, her black coat now making her almost invisible. When she came close, only the light padding of her feet gave away her position.
After a few moments we reached Deana’s boat; she waded out and pulled it back from the reeds toward the landing stage. Claw leaped in first, causing it to rock slightly, but then Deana gripped the edge of the jetty to steady it while we climbed aboard, the Spook first, Alice last. Ahead, our destination looked dark and threatening, its shroud of trees like the humped back of a huge crouching monster awaiting the arrival of its prey.
Deana rowed toward the island with big slow sweeps of the oars, which made hardly a sound as they entered the water. The air was still and soon the moon began to rise, illuminating the distant mountains and lighting the lake to silver. But still the trees looked dark and ominous. The sight of Belle Isle disturbed me, sending a chill down the back of my neck.
The crossing took just a few minutes and soon, after beaching the rowing boat on the shingle, we disembarked and stood on the water margin, where a number of twisted, ancient yews blocked out the moonlight.
“Thanks for your help, Deana,” the Spook told the old ferrywoman, his voice hardly more than a whisper. “If we’re not back within the hour, you get yourself home and come back for us just before dawn.”
Deana nodded and picked up one of the lanterns and gave it to the Spook. As I was already burdened with my staff and the Spook’s bag, she handed the other one to Alice. Claw immediately raced ahead and was quickly lost from sight in the darkness. Leaving Deana with her boat, we followed the dog into the gloomy trees. From shore to shore, the island was no more than three hundred yards across at its widest point and three quarters of a mile long. In daylight we could have searched it thoroughly from one end to the other, but in the dark this was impossible, so we made directly for the folly, where the hermit thought we might find Bill Arkwright.
The island was densely wooded; the majority of trees were conifers, but we soon reached a stand of deciduous trees, their branches stark and leafless, and there, in their midst, was the folly.
It wasn’t at all what I’d been led to expect. In the moonlight I could see two separate buildings rather than one, perhaps no more than fifteen strides apart: twin ugly, squat, square towers constructed from gray stone encrusted with lichen, each no more than twenty feet high. They reminded me of sepulchres—mausoleums to house the bones of the dead. Each had a flat roof with no castellation at all, but there were some decorative features. Whereas the lower walls were plain blocks of stone, from about twelve feet above the ground to the roof of each tower I saw a multitude of gargoyles: skulls, bats, birds, and all manner of creatures that might have been copied from the pages of some demonic bestiary.
The first building had no door and just one high narrow slit in each wall to serve as a window. So how could you get inside? And if you couldn’t, what was the point of it? It wasn’t even pleasing to look at. Arkwright couldn’t be inside that sealed tower, yet Claw was already circling it, sniffing and whining, and when we moved on to the next, she remained behind.
I then realized that to call them “twin” buildings wasn’t strictly accurate. Although the second structure had identical slits for windows and its own selection of gargoyles, it also had a stout wooden door. This was padlocked, but since Andrew, the Spook’s locksmith brother, had provided us both with keys easily able to cope with such a barrier, the Spook had it open within seconds. We lit both lanterns before stepping cautiously inside, the blades on our staffs at the ready. Descending along three walls, thirty or so stone steps led us below ground toward a pool of water.
At the bottom the Spook walked away from the water toward the far corner. I reached his side and stared down at what he’d found. It was a boot.
“Is it Bill’s?” he asked.
“It’s his,” I said with a nod.
“So where is he now?” asked the Spook, thinking aloud rather than asking me. He turned back toward the water, walked to its edge, held his lantern high and peered down.
I followed his gaze. The water was surprisingly clear but deep, and I could see two things: a further steep and narrow flight of underwater steps, and at the foot of them what looked like the mouth of a dark tunnel.
“What have we here?” muttered the Spook. “Well, lad, look at the direction of that tunnel. Where do you think it goes?”
There wasn’t much doubt about it. “Toward the other building,” I answered.
“That it does. And I wonder what it contains? What better prison than a building without a door! Follow me, lad. . . .”
I did as he said, with Alice close at my heels. Once outside my master crossed to the other tower, halted below the nearest window and pointed up at it. “Stand on my shoulders and see if you can climb up and see inside. Use the lantern but try and shield it with your body so we don’t attract any unwelcome attention. We wouldn’t want anyone to see it from the mainland.”
He crouched below the window and I stepped up onto his shoulders, holding the lantern between my body and the wall while resting my right hand against the stones to steady myself. As the Spook straightened his body, I struggled to keep my balance, but I was then able to climb to the window using the gargoyles as hand- and footholds. Holding the lantern made it more difficult but at last I was in position facing the window. I leaned forward against the wall and rested my chin on the lantern, peering through the slit. All I could see inside was a pool of water, seemingly identical to the one in the other tower; the far wall had a wide crack below ground level. The foundations were probably damp and had moved.
I clambered down and we moved to the next wall. “Not sure my poor old back and knees can take much more of this,” grumbled the Spook. “Make it quick, lad!”
I did as he commanded but it was not until I peered through the fourth window slit that I saw someone bound with rope, slumped against the far wall close to the pool. I couldn’t see his face but it certainly looked like Arkwright.
“There’s someone tied up,” I whispered excitedly. “I’m sure it’s him.”
“Right, lad,” said the Spook. “Now check the roof. There could be a way in from the top. It’s worth a try. . . .”
I climbed another few feet, then reached up, got a grip on the edge of the roof, and pulled myself up. A thorough check revealed that it was solid stone. There was no way in. So after a quick glance through the trees toward the silver water of the lake, I lowered myself back over the edge and, with the Spook’s help, soon reached the ground.
We trudged back to the other building, descended the steps again and stared gloomily at the surface of the pool. There was only one way to get Arkwright out and that was through the water tunnel.
“Mr. Arkwright taught me to swim,” I told my master, trying to fill my voice with more confidence than I felt. “Now’s the time to put it to good use. . . .”
“Well, if you can swim, lad, that’s more than I can do. But how well can you swim?”
“About five widths of the canal . . .”
The Spook shook his head doubtfully.
“Too dangerous, Tom,” Alice said. “This is more than just swimming. It’s diving and going through that dark tunnel. Ain’t able to swim or I’d come with you. Two of us would have a better chance.”
“The girl’s right, lad. Maybe Deana could do it or knows someone who can swim well enough to get through there.”
“But would we be able to trust them?” I asked. “No. I can do it. I’ve got to try at least.”
The Spook didn’t try to stop me but looked on silently, shaking his head as I took off my boots and socks, followed by my cloak and shirt. Finally I tied my silver chain about my waist again and prepared to wade into the water.
“Here,” my master said, handing me a knife from his bag. “Tuck this into your belt. You’ll need it to free Bill. And take this for him as well,” he said, handing me a water bottle.
“Got something else that might help . . . ,” Alice said.
With these words she pulled a leather pouch from the pocket of her skirt and undid the fine cord that bound it to reveal a collection of dried herbs within. She’d used herbs before to treat the sick successfully, once helping to heal my hand when it had been burned. But never had I seen such a multitude and diversity of herbs. It seemed that, unbeknown to me, Alice had been gathering materials and developing her healing skills.
She held a leaf out toward me. “Put a bit of this under his tongue. Should revive him—that’s if he ain’t too far gone.”
The Spook stared at her hard for a moment, then nodded, so I tucked it into my breeches pocket and fastened the knife and the water bottle to my belt.
“And take care, lad,” my master warned. “This is dangerous. Any doubts, don’t go through with it. Nobody will think any less of you.”
I nodded my thanks and started to walk down the steps. The water was cold and took my breath away, but once it came up to my chest I felt better. With a faint smile back at Alice, I swam away from the steps, took a deep breath, and attempted to dive to the underwater tunnel.
I didn’t get very far. The water resisted and forced me back up to the surface. Either I wasn’t using the strokes I’d been taught properly or I simply wasn’t strong enough. I sucked in another deep breath and tried again. Moments later I was sputtering on the surface, feeling a little foolish. I’d never be able to get Arkwright out. We’d have to ask Deana after all.
I swam back to the side until my feet were on the steps again. But suddenly I remembered something that Arkwright had said.
“When a diver wants to go deep, the easiest way is for him to hold a big stone so the weight takes him down quickly. . . .”
“Alice, run back to the shore and bring me back two of the heaviest stones you can carry!” I told her.
She and the Spook looked at me with puzzled faces.
“A weight in each hand will take me straight to the bottom and I’ll be able to pull myself into the tunnel.”
Alice returned in less than five minutes with two heavy stones. Holding them against my chest, I walked down the steps until the water was to my waist then, after taking a deep breath, jumped forward.
The water closed over my head and I sank quickly into the gloom. The tunnel was directly ahead so I dropped the stones and frog-kicked into it, scraping my shoulder against the side. Two more kicks and it grew absolutely black. I began to panic. What if we were wrong and this passageway didn’t lead into the next building after all?
I tried to use my arms as Arkwright had taught me, but the tunnel was too narrow and I jarred my elbows badly. By now I was desperate to breathe and I kicked again and again, the urgency building in my chest. I tried to calm myself. On the surface I could hold my breath for much longer than this. So what was the difference? As long as I didn’t panic I’d be all right.
Another two kicks and, to my relief, I was out of the tunnel and rising upward, the water growing somewhat lighter. I had a sense of something big to my right, but the next second my head broke the surface and I released the breath I’d been holding, taking in two big welcome gulps of air. I used my arms and legs to paddle on the spot and keep afloat. It was dark in the tower, but looking upward, I could see the four narrow windows. Three were faint but the fourth was lit by the moon. Hopefully my eyes would soon adjust and there’d be enough light to see what I was doing.
I took a couple of strokes and then stubbed my toes against steps. Moments later I was out of the water, standing on flags, the water dripping from me, keeping perfectly still while I waited for my night vision to improve. Slowly the inside of the tower became clearer. I could see what appeared to be a shapeless bundle of rags against the wall. It had to be Arkwright. I took three cautious steps in that direction. Then I thought I heard a murmur of voices from somewhere above. Surprised, I looked up toward the window.
“Tom!” someone called.
It was Alice’s voice. I knew she must have stood on the Spook’s shoulders and climbed the gargoyles to the window. “You all right?” she asked.
“Fine, Alice. So far so good. I think I’ve found him.”
“Got something for you,” Alice called. “A candle. Try to catch it. Ready?”
The next moment it was falling toward me. I took two quick steps, grabbed at it but missed. It hit the ground, but despite the gloom it didn’t take me long to find it. I picked it up and looked at the window again.
“Throwing down your tinderbox next,” she called. “Don’t drop this, Tom. Don’t want it to break.”
I didn’t want it to break either. It meant a lot to me because it was my good-bye present from my dad when I first left home to become the Spook’s apprentice. It was a family heirloom.
I sensed rather than saw it falling toward me but somehow I caught it, and it was but the work of a minute to ignite the tinder and light the candle. I pushed the tinderbox safely into my pocket and approached Arkwright. I could see his face now, but was he all right? Was he breathing?
“It’s him,” I called out to Alice and the Spook. “He doesn’t look too good but I’ll try and get him through the tunnel.”
“Good!” shouted Alice. “Well done. We’ll see you in the other tower.”
I heard them walk away, but just then something made me glance into the water. It was clear and I could see right to the bottom as before. Now I realized what I’d glimpsed as I emerged into the pool of water. It was a second tunnel. But where did it lead? To the lake? The thought was terrifying. It was another way into the tower. A water witch would be able to reach me without having to get past the Spook and Alice.
And there was something else. To my astonishment, the surface of the water suddenly brightened and a shape started to form. Someone was using a mirror to reach me. Could it be Alice? Had she given the Spook the slip for just such a purpose? Of course, it didn’t have to be a mirror. The surface of a puddle, pond, or lake could achieve the same end. But then I saw that it wasn’t Alice after all and fear gripped my heart.
It was the witch assassin. . . .
But for a scarf worn loosely about her neck, Grimalkin was dressed exactly as on our last encounter: the same short black smock tied at her waist, her skirt divided and tightly strapped to each thigh. Her lithe body was bound with leather straps carrying a multitude of sheaths, each containing a deadly weapon.
My eyes fixed in terror upon one item in particular: the scissors that she used to torture her defeated enemies; sharp implements that could snip bone and flesh. Last time I’d tricked her, wounding her while I pretended to surrender. I’d flicked my staff from one hand to the other, just as the Spook had taught me. But next time we met, she wouldn’t be deceived so easily. She knew what I was capable of.
I looked at the necklace of human bones around her neck: bones from those she’d hunted down, defeated, and tortured. She lived for combat, thrived on bloodshed. It was said that she had a code of honor and liked the struggle to be difficult, that she never tried to win by guile. But I’d deceived her. In fear for my life I’d behaved in a way she could only hold in contempt.
But to my utter astonishment she smiled at me and leaned forward. Her mouth opened and the surface of the water became cloudy. She was using a mirror and was about to write on it. What? A threat? A warning of what she intended to do to me next time we met?

I stared at the message in astonishment. Why would Grimalkin warn me? Wouldn’t she be happy to see me captured and killed by witches? What did she mean by “our enemies”? Water witches? Was it a trick? A repayment for my deceit?
The image faded and disappeared. I was puzzled, but whether she spoke the truth or not, I still had to rescue Arkwright.
I had no time to waste, and after positioning my candle on the flags nearby, I knelt beside the slumped figure. To his right was a jug half full of water. Bound as he was, someone must have been coming in to keep him alive for Morwena. I leaned closer and could hear fast, shallow breathing. I called his name. He groaned but didn’t open his eyes. So, drawing the knife from my belt, I began to cut through his bonds: first the feet, then the hands.
That done, I tried rubbing his hands and face in an effort to revive him, but still his eyes remained shut. Next I held my water bottle against his lips and poured some into his mouth. He choked a little but managed a couple of gulps. Then I broke off a piece of the leaf Alice had given me and pushed a small piece under his tongue. Finally I placed him flat on the ground on his side, in an effort to make him comfortable. It was only then that I noticed the marks on his neck. They were big yellow scabs, three of them, and one was still weeping matter. I’d never seen anything quite like them before. And then I remembered what Arkwright had told me about skelts. I wondered if one had been feeding from his neck. The witches could have been using a skelt in their rituals.
There was nothing more I could do now, so after fastening the water bottle to my belt again, I sat down beside him, my head in my hands, trying to think things through. I realized that this was only the beginning of my problems. I had no heavy stones to help me make a fast descent to the mouth of the tunnel. Would I be able to swim down? I certainly hadn’t managed it before. Arkwright was a very strong swimmer and, if fit, would no doubt be able to pull me through after him. But he looked worse than I’d expected. Far worse. How was I going to get him back to safety?
It was then that my eye was drawn to the wide crack in the far wall, the one I’d noticed previously from above. The tower was constructed of stone blocks both above and below ground. If one of the stones was split and I could work it loose, that would be enough, perhaps, to carry both of us down to the tunnel mouth. Could I pull one out of the wall? It was worth a try. So, picking up the candle, I went to examine the stones close-up.
The vertical crack was more extensive than it had looked: at least three stones had been split, so placing the candle at my side, I started to work on the most promising, which was about two feet from the ground. By rocking it back and forth, I managed to loosen it farther and soon tugged the bigger half out. As I did so, I realized that Arkwright was beginning to stir. Slowly he sat up and blinked in the candlelight, then frowned and pulled something from his mouth. It was the leaf I’d placed under his tongue.
“Alice gave me that. It’s what brought you round. . . .”
“So you swam through the tunnel to reach me?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Then we should both be grateful that I threw you into the canal!” he said with a smirk, his strength slowly seeming to return.
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
“Terrible, but there’s no time to waste. Who knows what will come through those tunnels next. We need to swim back through. Normally I’d let you go first but I feel as weak as a kitten and I’d better try to get through that tunnel while I still can. Count to ten, then follow me through. . . .”
So saying, Arkwright walked shakily to the edge of the water, took a deep breath and dived straight in, making hardly a splash, his weight taking him down toward the opening.
Peering into the water, through the turbulence caused by his descent, I watched him give a strong kick, propelling himself into the tunnel. Another second and he’d disappeared from view. Even in his weakened state he was a far stronger swimmer than I was.
I picked up the knife and tucked it into my belt, then tied my silver chain about my waist again. I would give him another ten seconds or so to get through and then I’d follow. I thought about the tinderbox in my pocket. The water wouldn’t do it any good but I couldn’t just leave it behind. I continued to stare down as the ripples slowly faded away and the surface of the water became as smooth as glass, reflecting back my own face. I prepared to enter the water myself, clutching the large piece of stone. But then I recoiled in horror. Something was coming out of the other tunnel—the one that led to the lake.



CHAPTER XXV
Grimalkin

THE figure rose quickly to the surface and a female head surged clear of the water, the eyes locking with mine, water cascading from her hair. But it wasn’t a water witch. It was Grimalkin! I took two rapid steps backward but she made no attempt to leave the water and attack me.
“You needn’t fear me, child. I’ve not come for you. I seek someone else tonight.”
“Who?” I demanded. “My master?”
She shook her head and smiled grimly, treading water. “Tonight I hunt the Devil’s daughter, Morwena.”
I looked at her in disbelief. Was she just trying to deceive me? After all, I’d tricked her; perhaps she saw me as no better than an insect—something to be crushed by any means possible. But maybe she was telling the truth. The Pendle clans had often fought against one another, witch against witch. Perhaps they also warred against witches who lived in other parts of the County?
“Is Morwena an enemy of the Malkins?” I asked.
“She’s the daughter of the Fiend and he is now my sworn enemy. For that she must die.”
“But you were up on Pendle Hill the night the clans brought the Fiend through the portal,” I accused. “How can he be your enemy now?”
Grimalkin smiled, showing her pointed teeth. “Don’t you remember how difficult it was to unite the clans for that?” she reminded me. “Malkins, Deanes, and Mouldheels only rarely come together. And there was dissent even within each clan. It was feared by some that once through the portal into this world, the Fiend would be too difficult to control. And that has proved to be so. He has demanded our allegiance. Commanded us to be subservient to his will.
“At the Halloween sabbath the Fiend appeared in his fearsome majesty to those who offered him obeisance. But some did not attend. And I am among those who will not kneel to him. Now the clans are divided as never before. It is not just one clan against its rival. Malkin fights Malkin and Deane fights Deane. The dark is at war with itself.
“Witches are entering the tunnel even as we speak. They know you are here. I’ll return and face them. But go quickly—I may not be able to stop them all.”
With those words she sank back into the water and reentered the tunnel that led to the lake.
Whether or not she was telling the truth, I was leaving anyway and right now! I picked up the stone again, held it close to my chest, took a deep breath, and jumped into the water. There was a tremendous splash and I sank rapidly. Even as I released its weight and kicked hard into the darkness, I glimpsed something emerge from the other tunnel. A water witch? Or Grimalkin?
Swimming through that dark passageway seemed far easier this time. At least I now knew that it led to the next tower and that I wouldn’t reach a dead end and be trapped in the darkness. The water began to lighten. I’d almost reached the end of the tunnel. One last kick would carry me through. But then something seized my ankle.
I kicked again, trying to get free. The grip tightened and I felt myself being pulled back. Now my lungs were bursting. Was it Grimalkin, about to take her revenge? If it was a water witch, I would drown while she drained my blood. That was how their victims died. Weakened. Unable to fight back. Water rushing into the lungs. Grimalkin would probably just slit my throat.
I pulled the knife from my belt and tried to relax. Don’t fight. Let her pull you back. Wait your chance. . . .
Over my shoulder I glimpsed open jaws, huge canine teeth ready to bite. It was a water witch! So I thrust my knife toward that ferocious face. The water made it difficult, slowing my arm, but the blade made contact and I pushed it home just as hard as I could. For a second nothing happened. Then my ankle was released. Close behind, I could see two figures struggling. I glimpsed leather belts, sheaths, and blades adorning the body of one and knew that it was Grimalkin. Quickly I turned and kicked myself clear of the tunnel, rising swiftly.
As I broke the surface, I tried to call out a warning about the witch but began to cough and splutter. The Spook, Alice, and Arkwright were staring down at me anxiously. Claw was growling low in her throat. My master had his staff at the ready, the blade pointing toward the water. Alice waded down the steps and gripped my right arm, helping me out. Seconds later I was back on the flags, the blade still in my hand. I looked back. There was blood in the water, rising in dark ribbons from the tunnel.
“A witch!” I shouted at last. “There’s a witch in the tunnel! There’s another underwater route into the tower! From the lake!”
We stared down into the water but she didn’t emerge.
“Are you hurt, lad?” the Spook asked, his eyes flicking anxiously from the water to me and back again.
“It’s not my blood,” I told him. “It’s hers. But there could be more witches.”
I dressed quickly and pulled on my boots. Then we left the tower, the Spook locking the door behind us.
“This should slow ’em down,” he said, pocketing his key again. “I very much doubt they’ll have a key to this lock. Prisoners were no doubt brought into this tower by human accomplices, then transferred later by the short connecting tunnel. The lake route would be no good. Humans wouldn’t survive underwater that long.”
“No doubt you’re right,” Arkwright agreed. “But I was out cold until I woke up in the other tower.”
We hurried toward the boat as fast as we could but were hampered by Arkwright, who was considerably weakened and kept having to pause to catch his breath. At any moment we expected another attack and Claw kept circling, alert for danger. At last we reached the shore, where Deana Beck was waiting for us. At first it looked like we’d have to make two trips, but the Spook wouldn’t hear of it. The boat sat dangerously low in the water but we made the crossing safely.
“You’re welcome to spend the night back at the cottage,” Deana offered.
“We thank you for the offer, but you’ve done enough already,” said the Spook. “No, we’ll be on our way just as fast as we can.”
The ferryman had called Deana Beck “Daft Deana,” though she seemed as sensible as any woman I’d ever met. By “daft” he’d really meant “too brave.” She’d certainly risked her life to row us out to Belle Isle. If the witches found out that Deana had helped us, her days on this earth would be numbered.
Our journey south was relatively slow, but the attack we feared never came. I didn’t know how many witches had entered the tunnel from the lake, but I’d either killed or badly wounded the one who’d seized my ankle. Perhaps Grimalkin had slain the rest—or at least delayed them, giving us a chance to get away.
Just before nightfall we halted among the trees. By now we were clear of the lake, and the threat of attack by water witches had abated.
After nibbling a little cheese from the Spook’s supply, Arkwright immediately fell into a deep sleep. He was exhausted after his ordeal, and walking in bare feet wasn’t helping. But despite his pale cheeks and gaunt face he was breathing slowly and deeply.
Alice touched his forehead with her fingertips. “Ain’t that cold considering what he’s gone through. Neck could get infected, though.” She looked up at the Spook. “Want me to see what I can do?”
“If you think you can help him, by all means go ahead,” he replied, but I could see him watching her very carefully. She held out her hand for the water bottle and my master handed it to her. From her pouch she drew a small piece of leaf—an herb I didn’t recognize—dampened it, and pressed it against Arkwright’s neck to cover the wounds.
“Did Lizzie teach you that?” asked the Spook.
“Some of it,” she answered. “But when I stayed at the farm, Tom’s mam taught me lots of things as well.”
The Spook nodded in approval at Alice’s reply.
There was a silence and I decided to tell him about Grimalkin. I knew he wouldn’t like the idea of her being involved in any way and I wondered what he’d make of it.
“Mr. Gregory,” I said, “there’s something I should tell you. Grimalkin used a mirror to warn me about the witches. Then she came to the surface of the pool to talk to me. She even fought off some of the witches and helped me to escape. . . .”
The Spook looked at me in surprise. “Mirrors again? When was that, lad?”
“Back in the second tower. I saw her image in the water. She said something strange—that the water witches were ‘our enemies.’”
“I would never want to admit to having anything in common with the dark,” said the Spook, scratching at his beard, “but as the Pendle clans seem to be at war, perhaps that conflict extends to fighting water witches up north. But why Grimalkin would try to help you puzzles me. After what you did last time you met, I’d have thought she wanted you dead!”
“But if Grimalkin’s really on our side, that’s got to help. And we need all the help we can get!” I said.
The Spook shook his head firmly. “There’s no doubt that witches being at odds with one another can only weaken them and further our cause. But I keep telling you: We can’t side with any of them. The Fiend may well try to compromise you and thus bend you slowly toward the dark—so slowly that you might not even realize that it’s happening!”
“I’d never serve the dark!” I said angrily.
“Don’t be so sure, lad,” the Spook continued. “Even your own mother once served the dark! Remember that. It could happen to you.”
I had to bite my lip to stop myself giving an angry retort. The silence lengthened. The Spook stared at me hard. “Cat got your tongue, lad? Could it be that you’re sulking? Can’t you stand to hear a few home truths?”
I shrugged. “I can’t believe you think I could end up on the side of the dark. I thought you knew me better than that!”
“I just worry about it, lad. That’s all. It’s a possibility we face. That you might be corrupted. I’ll say this to you now, and I don’t ever want you to forget it. Don’t keep secrets from me. Tell me everything, no matter how badly you think I’ll take it. Is that clear? Everything! These are dangerous times and I’m the only person you can truly trust,” he said pointedly, looking in Alice’s direction. “Do you understand?”
I could see Alice watching my face very carefully. I felt sure she was wondering whether I’d tell him that she was preparing to use a blood jar to keep the Fiend at bay. If the Spook knew that, he’d send her away. That or worse. He might even consider her an enemy. He bound witches in pits, and Alice had once come very close to suffering that fate.
I knew a lot hinged on my reply. The Spook was my master but Alice was my friend and an increasingly powerful ally against the dark.
“Well?” said the Spook
“I understand,” I told him.
“That’s good, lad.”
He nodded but didn’t comment and the conversation came to an end. We took turns to stand guard, watching for danger. Arkwright slept on so we decided to spend the night in the same spot.
But my sleep was fitful. What I’d just done filled me with fear and uncertainty. My dad had brought me up to be honest and truthful, but Mam, although she was an enemy of the dark, had told Alice to use anything to keep me safe from the Fiend. Anything . . .



CHAPTER XXVI
The Unthinkable

DESPITE the danger from the dark, we needed to build up our strength, so at dawn, before continuing south, we breakfasted on rabbits caught and cooked by Alice. Although Arkwright was somewhat better, our progress was still slow and we were further delayed by a detour to Cartmel to buy him a new pair of boots.
On finally reaching the coast, we had a long wait for the tide to reach full ebb. The Spook kept his promise to the hermit, and in addition to paying the guide, contributed three silver coins to the fund to support the families of those who’d drowned.
We approached the mill at dusk. But at the edge of the moat Claw warned us that something was very wrong. Her hackles rose and she began to growl. Then Alice sniffed three times and turned to me, alarm on her face.
“Something nasty ahead. Don’t like it, Tom!”
Arkwright looked down at the moat and frowned. Then he knelt, dipped his forefinger into the murky water, and touched it briefly to his lips.
“The salt concentration’s high. Nothing from the dark could cross that. Maybe something’s got out.”
I remembered the water witch and the skelt, both captive in pits under the house. Had they escaped?
“I tipped five barrels of salt into the moat,” I told him. “But I didn’t put any into the pits.”
“Even so, Master Ward, there should still be enough in there to keep them docile. If anything’s got loose, it must’ve had some serious help!” said Arkwright.
“Aye,” the Spook agreed, “and that moat would be no barrier to the most powerful creature from the dark: the Fiend himself!”
Arkwright nodded, and the three of us followed in his wake as he strode across the moat. He led us to the house toward the waterwheel, with Claw at his side. Suddenly he halted. There was a body lying facedown on the ground. He turned it over with his new boot.
The man’s throat had been torn out, yet there was little blood to be seen. His body had been drained, probably by a water witch. But then I looked at the corpse’s face, which was frozen in horror and pain. The mouth was open, the front teeth broken stumps. It was one of the press-gang: the sergeant, who’d fled the house first and run toward me before changing his mind at the sight of the dogs.
“It’s one of a gang of deserters I’d a run-in with north of the bay,” Arkwright said to the Spook. “They made what I thought were empty threats. Said they’d find me and sort me out. Well, this one got sorted out all right. In the wrong place at the wrong time just about sums it up.”
He walked on and halted at the porch and I heard him utter a curse. When we drew level, I saw why. The front door had been ripped from its hinges. It might well be the work of a water witch.
“We need to search the house first to see if anything’s still lurking inside. It’s not the deserters we need to worry about. It’s what killed them,” Arkwright said.
He lit two candles and handed one to Alice. My master left his bag just inside the door and moved cautiously into the first room, his staff in his right hand, his silver chain in his left. Carrying the other candle, Arkwright was unarmed and so was Alice, but I had my staff at the ready.
Claw began to growl as we crossed the bare wooden floorboards, and I expected something to rush at us from the shadows at any moment. That didn’t happen but we saw something that brought us to a sudden halt.
Burned into the floor was a series of footprints, nine in all, and each had the shape of a cloven hoof. They began in the middle of the room and ended just short of the kitchen door. It suggested that the Fiend had materialized there, taken those nine steps and then disappeared again. So where was he now? It sent a chill right to my heart. He might appear again at any moment.
But there was nothing to do but go on, and without a word we nervously entered the kitchen. Here Arkwright reached across the sink to the window ledge and grasped the large knife he’d shown me during our first lesson together. The door that gave access to the stairs was wide open. Was there something up in one of the bedrooms?
After commanding Claw to stay in the kitchen and guard our backs, Arkwright led the way up, with the Spook at his shoulder. I stood with Alice on the landing while they searched, waiting tensely, listening to their boots clumping through each bedroom. Again there was nothing. After that there was just the large room at the top of the house that housed Arkwright’s library. No sooner had they entered it than Arkwright let out a loud cry of anguish. Thinking he was hurt or under attack, I rushed up the stairs to help.
As soon as I entered the room, it was clear why he’d cried out. The coffins of his mam and dad had been hurled from their trestles and smashed. Bones were heaped on the floorboards. And there were more cloven hoofprints burned into the boards.
Arkwright was beside himself with grief and rage, shaking from head to foot. Only gradually did the Spook manage to calm him down.
“The Fiend did this,” my master told him. “He did it to rile you. He wants a red mist of anger to cloud your judgment. Stay calm for all of our sakes. When this is over, we’ll put your parents to rights again, but now we need to check the pits.”
Arkwright took a deep breath and nodded. We left Claw in the kitchen, and instead of using the trapdoor, we went outside again and approached the door next to the waterwheel.
“You stay outside, lad,” the Spook whispered. “Bill and I will deal with this!”
I obeyed as Alice, giving me a little wave, followed them inside. But they’d been gone for less than a minute when something gleamed in the darkness to my right. There was a loud, angry hiss and two menacing eyes stared back into mine. I watched apprehensively as something resembling the leg of an enormous insect slowly emerged from the shadows.
It was gray, multi-jointed, and very long indeed. The leg of something thin but monstrous. A second limb followed and next came a head. And what a head! Something I’d never seen even in my scariest nightmares: a very thin snout, the nose flat, the ears laid back against the bony, elongated head, and close-set eyes that stared right into mine. It was the skelt.
I tried to call out but I couldn’t even manage to open my mouth. As it moved closer and closer, its eyes never left mine and I felt the strength leaving me. I was like a rabbit transfixed by the gaze of a deadly stoat. My brain didn’t seem to be working properly and my body was paralyzed.
Upright, it would have been taller than me. In addition to that narrow head, its long tubular body had two segments that were hard and ridged, like those of a crab or lobster, and barnacle-encrusted like the bottom of a boat. Its eight legs, however, were more like those of a spider, its movements delicate and precise, its joints creaking and crepitating as it moved.
Suddenly the skelt surged toward me, all eight legs a flickering blur, and scuttled right up my body, hurling me backward to the ground. I was winded by the fall and now its weight was pressing against me. Its scrabbling legs lay across my arms and legs, pinning me so that I was helpless. I stared up into the ugly, toothless snout, which opened just inches from my face, the creature enveloping me in a stench of dank, moldering loam and rot from stagnant pools. And from the widening mouth a long tube of translucent white bone began to extend toward me. I remembered how Arkwright had told me that a skelt had no tongue; instead it used this bone-tube to pierce its victim and suck up its blood.
Something forced my head back and there was a sudden excruciating pain in my throat. The sharp tube that protruded from the mouth of the skelt suddenly changed color and became red. It was sucking my blood and there was nothing I could do. The pain intensified. How much would it take? I began to panic. It might continue to feed until my heart stopped.
It was then that I heard the noises of running feet and a cry of dismay from Alice. There was a sudden loud thwack followed by a crunching sound. The skelt suddenly withdrew the bone-tube from my throat and rolled away from me.
The paralysis had left me, and I struggled onto my knees in time to see Arkwright holding a bloodstained stone in both hands, then lifting it high before bringing it down hard on the skelt’s head. There was a cracking, crunching noise again, which ended with a sickening squelch; the skelt’s whole body twitched, its legs going into a death spasm. Then it lay still, a pool of blood and fluid spreading out from its head, which had cracked open like an egg. I lurched to my knees, about to thank Arkwright but he spoke first.
“An interesting creature, Master Ward,” he observed drily as Alice and the Spook helped me to my feet. Breathing hard and fast after the exertion, he placed the stone down beside the dead skelt. “Very rare, as I once told you. Not many people are fortunate enough to see one at such close proximity.”
“Oh, Tom, I shouldn’t have left you,” Alice cried, squeezing my hand. “I thought it would still be inside under the mill.”
“Well, no real harm done in the end,” observed Arkwright. “Thank Alice for that, Master Ward. She sensed that something was wrong out here. Now let’s get back inside and check the other pit.”
As we’d expected, the water witch had escaped—or more likely been freed. The bars were bent apart and there were webbed witch footprints in the soft earth leading away. Smaller prints than those made by the skelt.
“No doubt this is the work of the Fiend,” said the Spook. “He likes to demonstrate his power.”
“But where’s the witch now?” Arkwright asked.
Claw was summoned and she made a thorough search of the garden; the two spooks followed her closely, weapons at the ready.
“She ain’t here, Tom, that’s for sure,” Alice told me. “Would have sniffed her out myself otherwise.”
“Not if the Fiend’s close by, though,” I said with a shiver. “Neither of us suspected Morwena on the barge.”
Alice nodded and looked really scared.
“But where could the witch be hiding?” I asked.
“She’s probably across the moat and escaped into the marsh,” Alice said. “Old Nick could’ve carried her over. Salt ain’t going to stop him, is it? Too strong, he is, for old tricks such as that!”
When the search proved fruitless, we retreated to the kitchen, where I made up the fire in the stove. Threatened by the dark, we didn’t eat but at least we were warm and took turns to keep watch. Claw was put on guard outside to warn us if anything approached from the marsh.
“Best if we leave the body until morning,” Arkwright suggested.
“Aye, we’ll lay him to rest then, if we get the chance,” the Spook agreed. “How many deserters were there?”
“Five in all,” I replied.
“My guess is that the witch was already free when they crossed the moat into the garden,” Arkwright added. “Could be that when she attacked and pinned down her prey, the others fled.”
No one spoke for a while. Alice seemed preoccupied. I began to feel very uneasy. The Fiend’s daughter was somewhere out there just waiting her chance. And now there was another water witch free. If she’d escaped across the moat helped by the Fiend, what was there to stop the reverse occurring? Surely he wouldn’t find it too difficult to bring them to us? Not to mention the fact that he might pay us a visit himself.
The others placed the chairs close to the stove and made themselves as comfortable as they could. I sat on the kitchen floor, resting my shoulders and head against the wall. It wasn’t very comfortable, but despite that and my fear of an attack, I finally managed to drift off into a shallow, fitful sleep. I woke up suddenly. Somebody was shaking my shoulder and a hand was firmly clamped over my mouth.
I looked into the eyes of the Spook, who gestured urgently toward the far corner of the room. The candles had burned low and the kitchen was gloomy. Alice and Arkwright were already awake; they were sitting beside me, staring into that same dark corner, where something strange and eerie was happening even as we watched. A shape was beginning to materialize, shifting slowly from a faint ashen gray to a flickering silver. It became more distinct—until without doubt I was looking at the Fiend’s daughter: her face cadaverous and gaunt; her angular, fleshless nose jutting from between her malevolent eyes; the left lid transfixed by that sliver of bone; the right eye serpentine and cruel.
“I thirst,” she cried, revealing her large canine teeth. “I thirst for your sweet blood. But I will let you live. All shall live but one. Just give me the boy and the rest may go free.”
It was an image rather than the actual presence of the witch in the room. Although she was apparently standing less than seven paces away, she seemed to call to us from a great distance and I could hear the sighing of the wind in the background.
“My father will pay well for what I ask,” she cried, her voice like the grating of a shingle beach under an ebb tide. “Give me the boy so that Amelia can be at peace. It’s my father who binds her soul, preventing her from passing on. But surrender the boy and he’ll release her and both she and Abraham will be free to choose the light. Just give me the boy and it’ll be done. Send him alone out onto the marsh. Send him to me now.”
“Go back from whence you came, evil hag!” cried the Spook. “We’ll give you nothing. Nothing but death. Do you hear me? That’s all that awaits you here!”
Arkwright remained silent but I thought that Morwena’s cruel words must be like a blade twisting inside him. Above all things he wanted peace for his mam and dad. But despite the way he had treated me, I had faith in him. I believed that he served the light and would be strong enough to resist any temptation that the Fiend’s daughter might dangle before him.
The image of Morwena seemed to shimmer and blur; she touched her finger to her left lid and her eye opened wide. But fortunately that baleful eye was powerless, for its bloodred color was transmuted into silver.
Now she began to chant, her voice reaching a high eldritch note. There was rhythm, intonation, and rhyme, the whole filled with a terrible power. But what exactly was being chanted? What did it mean? It sounded to me like the “Old Tongue”—that spoken by the first men who lived in the County.
My limbs seemed to be growing heavy and I felt strangely hot and cold at the same time. I tried to stand but couldn’t. Too late I knew what the Fiend’s daughter was doing. Those ancient words were a curse, an act of powerful dark magic that was sapping our strength and our will.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw that the Spook had somehow managed to rise to his feet. He pulled back his robe and reached into his breeches pockets. Then he hurled something straight at that evil apparition—something white from his right hand, something dark from his left: a mixture of salt and iron, usually so effective against creatures of the dark. Would it work this time—when the substance of our enemy wasn’t even present in the room?
Immediately the chanting ceased and the image vanished as suddenly as a snuffed candle flame. I felt relief flood through me and staggered unsteadily to my feet. The Spook shook his head wearily.
“That was close,” said Arkwright. “For a moment I thought it was all over with us.”
“Aye, I wouldn’t dispute that,” said the Spook. “Never have I come up against a witch with such power. I suppose it comes from that dark Devil blood that runs in her veins. The County will be a far better place if we can put an end to her. But now I think we should all try to stay awake for the rest of the night. If she repeats that and only one of us is on watch, she might somehow, even at a distance, slay us in our sleep.”
We did as the Spook suggested, but first I built up the fire again and left the door of the stove open so that it radiated heat directly into the room. We lit another two candles so that the light might last us until morning. I also filled my pockets with salt and iron from my bag so that I had one more weapon ready to use against the dark. But once settled down, nobody spoke. I looked sideways at Alice but she was staring at the floorboards and looked terrified. Both the Spook and Arkwright looked grim and determined but I wondered how they felt inside. After all, what could anyone do against power such as the Fiend’s? As for Arkwright, he must be pondering what the witch had said—that it was her father’s dark power that prevented his poor mam from crossing to the light.
What could he hope to do about that? Nothing. Nothing at all. If that were true, their spirits were trapped in the mill until the world itself came to an end.
The first thing that warned me of danger was the silence. It was intense. I could hear nothing. Nothing at all. The second was that I was unable to move. I was sitting on the floor as before, resting my head against the wall. I tried to turn my head and look at Alice, but my body refused to obey. I tried to speak to warn the others of my fears but couldn’t even open my mouth.
I could see a candle on the floor opposite, set within reach of the Spook. Moments earlier the flame had been flickering but it was now perfectly still. It looked as if it had been carved from metal; it seemed to reflect light rather than cast it. On my left was the stove with its open door; I could see the flames within but each was static. Then I realized that I wasn’t breathing. In a panic I tried to take a breath but nothing happened. Yet I felt no pain. My body wasn’t crying out for air. My insides seemed too still and quiet. Had my heart stopped beating? Was I dead?
But then I remembered that I’d felt a little like this before—on the barge as we traveled toward Caster with the Fiend in the guise of the bargeman. Then the Devil had been tampering with time; it had passed too quickly. But I knew that this was different. I knew exactly what had happened: The Fiend had halted time itself.
I heard a noise from the shadows in the far corner of the room: a thump followed immediately by a sizzling, hissing sound. It was repeated twice more.
Suddenly I could smell burning. Wood smoke. The floorboards. And then I saw that although time had stopped and everything within the room seemed to be frozen into immobility, one thing was moving. And what else could move but the Fiend himself?
I couldn’t see him yet—he was invisible—but I could see his footprints advancing toward me. Each time one of his unseen feet made contact with the floorboards, it burned the shape of a cloven hoof into the wood, which glowed red before darkening with a spluttering hiss. Would he make himself visible? The thought was terrifying. I’d been told by Grimalkin that to inspire awe and force obeisance he’d appeared in his true majestic shape to the covens at Halloween. According to the Spook, some people believed his true form was so terrible that anyone who saw it would instantly drop dead. Was that just a scary bedtime tale or was it real? Would he do that to me now?
Something began to materialize—no gray or silver phantasm but a solid-looking shape. However, it was not the terrifying apparition I’d feared. Once again, the Fiend had taken the shape of Matthew Gilbert, the bargeman, who now stood before me in boots and jerkin, exactly as I’d first seen him, smiling the same friendly, confident smile.
“Well, Tom,” he said, “as I told you the last time we met, the difference between fiend and friend is only one letter. Which one shall I be to you? That’s the choice you must make in the next few minutes. And upon that decision rests your own life as well as the fate of your three companions.”



CHAPTER XXVII
A Hard Bargain

“MOVE your head, if you wish,” the Fiend said with a smile. “It will make things easier. You’ll be able to see better and I don’t want you to miss a thing. So what is it to be? Friend or foe?”
I felt a lurch as my heart began to thump very hard in my chest and I sucked in a big breath. I turned my head slightly, instinctively checking to see that Alice was all right. She was still and quiet but her eyes were wide with fear. Could she also see the Fiend? If so, she was still frozen in time just like the Spook and Arkwright. Only the Fiend and I seemed able to move, but I felt very weak and knew I lacked the strength to climb to my feet. Yet I opened my mouth and found I could speak. I turned my gaze back toward my enemy and gave him my answer.
“You’re the dark made flesh. You can never be my friend.”
“Don’t be so sure about that, Tom. We are closer than you think. Far closer. Believe it or not, we know each other very well. Let’s take a question that each human being considers at some time in his or her brief life. Some answer it quickly and hardly ever think about it again. Some are believers. Some skeptics. Some debate it in anguish for the duration of their lives. It’s a simple question, Tom, and this is it. Do you believe in God?”
I believed in the light. As for God, I wasn’t sure. But my dad had believed, and maybe, deep down, the Spook also believed, though he hardly ever talked about such things. He certainly didn’t believe in an authoritative old man with a white beard, the deity of the Church.
“I’m not sure,” I answered truthfully.
“Not sure, Tom? Why, it’s as plain as the nose on your face! Would God allow so much evil into the world?” the Fiend continued. “Disease, starvation, poverty, war, and death—that’s all you poor humans have to look forward to. Would such a God let the war continue? Of course not. Therefore he simply cannot exist. All those churches, all that worship by devout but misguided congregations. And all for what? For nothing! Nothing at all! Their prayers go out into the void and are unheard.
“But if we ruled, together we could change everything and make this world a better place for all. So what do you say? Will you help me to do that, Tom? Will you stand at my side? We could achieve so much together!”
“You are my enemy,” I said. “We could never work together.”
Suddenly I began to shiver with fear. I remembered the hobbles that the Spook had told me about—the limitations placed on the Fiend’s power that the Spook had read about in Mam’s books. The Fiend wanted me to work with him so that he could rule here until the end of the world. If he killed me himself, he’d only rule for a century. So would he do that now: kill me anyway because I’d refused?
“Sometimes it’s very difficult to rule, Tom,” the Fiend said, stepping closer. “Sometimes hard, painful decisions have to be made. As you refuse my offer, you give me no alternative. You must die so that I can bring about a better world for all humanity. My daughter awaits you in the marsh. There you must kill or be killed.”
So he’d decided to let her kill me instead. That way the hobbles would be nullified and he would grow in power until he finally ruled the world.
“Her against me?” I protested. “No! I’ll not go out to meet her. Let her come to me.”
I thought of her out there in the marsh at her strongest, of the peril of that blood-filled eye. I’d be helpless, fixed to the spot within seconds. Then slain, my throat ripped out like the bargeman’s.
“You’re in no position to make the rules, boy. Go out there and face her if you want your companions to live,” said the Fiend. “I could slay them in a second while they’re powerless before me. . . .”
He leaned forward and rested his hand lightly on Alice’s head. Then he spread his fingers. It was a big hand and seemed to be expanding even as I watched. Now the whole of Alice’s head was enclosed by the span of that huge hand.
“All I have to do is clench my fist, Tom, that’s all; her head will be crushed like an eggshell. Should I do it now? Do you need to see how easy it is for me?”
“No! Please!” I cried out. “Don’t hurt her. Don’t hurt any of them. I’ll go to the marsh. I’ll go right now!”
I lurched to my feet, snatched up my staff, and moved toward the door. There I paused and looked back at my enemy. What if I released the blade in my staff and attacked him? Would I have a chance? But it would be futile and I knew it. The instant I moved toward him I’d be frozen in time again, just as helpless as the Spook, Alice, and Arkwright.
I nodded toward them. “If I survive or I win . . . ? Will you let them live?”
The Fiend smiled. “If you win, they will live — at least for a while. If you die, I will kill them, too. So you fight for the lives of these three as well as your own.”
I knew my chances of defeating the Fiend’s daughter on the marsh were slim. How could my staff and chain be strong enough against her powers? And Alice, the Spook, and Arkwright would die with me. But there was something I might achieve before that happened. One last thing to be bought with my death. It was certainly worth a try.
“One more thing,” I said. “Give me that and I’ll go to the marsh now. Life is short and everybody has to die sometime but it’s a terrible thing to be tormented afterward. Arkwright’s mam and dad have suffered enough. Whether I win or lose, will you release Amelia’s soul so that they can both go to the light?”
“Win or lose? You drive a hard bargain, Tom.”
“No harder than the task you set me. You expect me to die. That’s what you want. Is that fair? At least give me what I ask so it won’t all have been for nothing.”
He stared hard at me for a moment and then his face relaxed. He’d made his decision. “Then so be it. I’ll grant your wish.”
Without a backward glance, I left the kitchen, ran through the other room and out into the night. As I moved farther into the garden, I felt a change. Outside the house time was moving forward normally. But it wasn’t a good night to venture out onto the marsh.
A thick mist had descended, the visibility was down to about ten paces. Overhead the orb of the moon was just visible, so there wasn’t much depth to the mist, but that wouldn’t help me on the marsh, where the land was low and flat. How I wished I could have Claw with me but I assumed she was frozen in time like the others.
I paused on the edge of the moat and took a deep breath. Once across it, I would face the Fiend’s daughter. She would be waiting out there; the darkness and mist would be to her advantage. I advanced onto the marsh cautiously. It was a pity I’d only practiced being hunted by the dogs once, otherwise I’d now know the meandering paths much better.
Deep, stagnant water or treacherous bog lay on either side of the paths. I’d seen the way Morwena leaped out of the water like a salmon. I had to be prepared for a similar attack now. The threat might come from either side of any path I trod. As for weapons, I had my staff and I now felt in the pocket of my cloak and my fingers closed over the silver chain. It was reassuring to feel it there. Finally I had salt and iron, but that could be used only as a last resort, when staff and chain were no longer an option and both hands were free.
Suddenly an eerie sound echoed over the marsh. It was the unmistakable cry of the corpsefowl, the witch’s familiar. She had an extra pair of eyes free to soar into the sky; the bird would be searching for me now. No doubt the Fiend had already told his daughter that I was on my way. The bird’s cry had come from the west, somewhere close to the mere where I’d met Morwena and been hooked through the ear. So I took the most southerly of the paths available to me. I didn’t want to meet the witch near the deep water.
Despite the slippery ground, I began to walk faster, growing more and more nervous with each step. Then, suddenly, I saw something ahead. There was a body lying on the path. I didn’t want to retrace my steps so I approached it cautiously; it might be a trap of some sort. But it was a man lying facedown with his head twisted to the left. He was quite dead. His throat was torn out just like the one near the mill. He was wearing a uniform; it was another of the press-gang.
The Fiend’s daughter might be close by now, ready to attack, so I moved on quickly. I’d been on the path for no more than two or three more minutes when I heard another sound, directly ahead. What was it? Not the corpsefowl this time. I halted and peered into the mist. All I could see were large clumps of reed and the faint line of the path twisting through them. So I continued more slowly this time.
I heard it again and halted immediately. It was a sort of croaking cry followed by a gurgle. It sounded as though someone was in pain. As if they were choking. I advanced a step at a time, my staff at the ready, until I could just make out a horizontal shape on the path ahead. Was it somebody creeping toward me? Two more steps and I could see that it wasn’t moving. It looked like a long bundle of rags. Was it another of the soldiers? Then I saw it more clearly.
There was a witch on the path, lying on her back, one hand trailing in the water. Her eyes and mouth were wide open: the former were fixed and staring but looking at the sky, not toward me; the mouth showed the four long, sharp canines of a water witch. Was it the one who’d escaped from the pit under the mill? Was she hurt—or dead?
I hesitated. I was very close to her now. What if she was only pretending? Just waiting until I got close enough for her to grab hold of me? And then a voice spoke to me out of the darkness, one that I recognized only too well.
“Well, child, we meet again!”
My knees turned to water. Beyond the body, facing me, was Grimalkin.
Now she would get her revenge. Perhaps she’d saved me in the folly just so that she could savor this moment. I wished the ground would swallow me up. I feared the snip-snip of those terrible scissors. I eased the silver chain out of the pocket of my cloak and readied it. I’d missed her last time, but I’d been exhausted and I’d cast on the run. My left hand was shaking with nerves but I forced myself to breathe evenly. I would be brave like my master, the Spook. Even if I died, I could still be brave. I could do it. I’d trained long and hard for this moment.
I looked her in the eye and prepared to throw. She wasn’t like Morwena and at least I could look into her face. It was a beautiful face but stern and cruel, and her mouth was slightly open, the lips painted black. And I could see the savage teeth that she’d filed to sharp, cruel points.
“Put away your chain, child,” she said softly. “I’ve not come for you. This night we fight together against our enemy.”
It was only then that I noticed that she brandished no weapon; all her blades were sheathed.
I lowered my chain. I believed her. After all, she’d warned me about the water witches in the tunnel, then helped me fight them off. My mam had always told me to trust my instincts and I felt that Grimalkin was telling the truth. It seemed to me that this was to our advantage. Despite what the Spook had said, if the dark fought against the dark, it would surely be weakened.
Grimalkin pointed at the dead body of the witch. “Don’t worry, child,” she said softly. “She won’t bite. Just step over her body. Hurry. We have little time!”
I stepped over the witch, and ten more paces brought me face to face with the assassin. As before, she was bristling with weapons, the sheaths carrying knives of various sizes, not to mention the scissors. But there were two changes: Her hair was pulled back tightly from her brow and tied at the nape of her neck with a black silk scarf; secondly, she was very dirty, her face and bare arms and legs streaked with mud, and she stank of marsh slime.
“What do you seek here, child? Your death?” she demanded, opening her black-painted lips to show her pointed teeth again. “The Fiend’s daughter is close. Within minutes she’ll be here.”
I shook my head. “I’ve no choice. The Fiend made me come here; otherwise he’ll kill my master, Alice, and Arkwright. If I slay his daughter, he’ll spare their lives.”
She laughed softly. “You’re brave,” she said, “but foolish. Why try to fight her here? Water is her element. If you begin to win, she’ll flee deeper into the marsh where you can’t reach her. And give her half a chance and she’ll drag you into the water. No! This isn’t the way. We must lure her onto higher, drier ground. I’ve seen you run and you’re fast, almost as fast as me. But how sure are your feet over this terrain? Now, if you are to survive, you must match me step for step.”
Without another word, she turned and began to run down the path that would take us deeper into the marsh. I followed at her heels, running faster and faster across the treacherous ground. Once I almost lost my footing and came close to falling into the bog; on two occasions Grimalkin began to pull away from me into the mist, and only by making a huge effort did I manage to keep her within sight.
At last we began to climb out of the marsh. Ahead was a small rounded hill with the ruin of a small abbey at its summit. It was Monks’ Hill. Three stunted sycamores grew among the rubble. In places hardly a stone stood upon a stone, but Grimalkin led us to a low wall and we settled down with our backs to it so that we could gaze upon the swamplands. Above us the moon shone from a cloudless sky, lighting the ruins and the hillside to a silver.
We were above the mist, which now lay undulating below, obscuring the marsh and the path. We were sitting upon an island rising from a calm sea composed of white cloud. For a long time we didn’t speak. After my exertions I was happy just to allow my breathing to return to normal, and it was the witch assassin who spoke first.
“It is to Alice Deane that you should give thanks that you don’t face your enemy here alone.”
I turned toward Grimalkin in astonishment. “Alice?” I asked.
“Yes, your friend Alice. Afraid that the Fiend and his daughter were about to slay you, she summoned me north to come to your aid. We’ve been in contact many times during the past month. Mostly by mirror.”
“Alice used a mirror to contact you?”
“Of course, child. How else do witches communicate over long distances? I was surprised at first but she persisted and slowly won me round. How could I refuse one whose mother was a Malkin? Especially when our cause is now the same.”
“So did you come looking for me on the island?”
“You or the Fiend’s daughter. But I was never on that island until we spoke. I watched you from the mainland shore, saw the witches preparing to enter the water, and warned you. I’d been watching you for days. John Gregory wouldn’t welcome my presence so I kept my distance.”
“The Fiend expects me to face her alone. Will he know that you’re here?”
Grimalkin shrugged. “He might. He can’t see everything, but when his daughter sees me, then he will know.”
“So won’t he intervene? He could appear right here, up on this hill.”
“That’s something you needn’t fear. He’ll keep his distance. Where I am you won’t see him.”
“You’re able to make him keep away?”
“Yes—because of what I did years ago.”
“What was that? Alice has been trying to find the means to keep him away. How’s it done? Did you use a blood jar? Or have you hobbled him in some way?”
“There may well be more than one way but I chose the most usual method for a witch. I bore him a child—”
“You had a child by the Fiend?” I asked in astonishment.
“Why not? That’s what some witches do—if they have the nerve for it. And if they’re desperate enough to be free of his power. Give him a child, and later, after his first visit to see his offspring, he must leave you alone. Most children of the Fiend and a witch are either monsters or other witches. The mother of the one we face was the witch Grismalde. They say she was very beautiful but dwelt in mud caverns and roamed the darkest bowels of the earth and so stank accordingly. But the Devil’s tastes are sometimes strange.
“Yet by some chance my own body managed to cheat him. My child was neither monster nor witch. He was perfectly human, a beautiful baby boy. But when the Fiend saw him, he was beside himself with anger. He picked up my child, his son, and dashed out his brains against a rock. The blood of that innocent bought my freedom but it was a high price to pay.
“After his death I was a little mad with grief. But the trade that I then chose saved me. Through the cruelty demanded of a witch assassin, I found myself again. Time has passed and memories fade but what the Fiend did can never be forgotten. There are two reasons why I fight by your side tonight. The first is because of my need for revenge. The second is because Alice Deane asked me to protect you against Morwena. Tonight we’ll begin by slaying the Fiend’s daughter.”
For a few moments I turned over in my mind what Grimalkin had just told me. But suddenly she placed her finger against her lips to indicate the need for silence and stood up.
Almost immediately the eerie cry of the corpsefowl echoed over the marsh. Seconds later the plaintive cry came again, much louder and nearer. I heard the beating of wings as a large bird flew straight up out of the mist, gaining height as it approached. It had seen us; now the Fiend’s daughter would know exactly where we were.
Grimalkin reached into a leather sheath and drew forth a knife with a short blade. In one smooth, powerful movement she hurled it at the bird. End over end it spun. The creature twisted away too late. The blade buried itself deep in its breast, and with a loud wailing screech the corpsefowl fell into the sea of mist, to be lost from view.
“I rarely miss,” Grimalkin said with a grim smile, settling herself down on my left again. “But I missed when I hurled my long knife at you. Or rather, it was on target but then you plucked it from the air. The Fiend tampers with time, slowing, stopping, or speeding it up to meet his needs. But I think that night you did it, too. Just a little but enough to make a difference.”
She was referring to our meeting in the summer, when she’d hunted and caught me on the edge of Hangman’s Wood as I was fleeing to the refuge of my mam’s room. After pinning her shoulder to a tree with the Spook’s staff, I’d turned to run but she’d thrown her knife at the back of my head. I’d turned to watch it spin end over end as it sped toward me through the air, then reached up and caught it, saving my own life. Time had indeed seemed to slow, but never for one moment had I thought that I might be responsible.
“Stand up now,” Grimalkin commanded, her voice sharp. “It’s almost time. The moment of danger is close. Very soon our enemies will be here.”
“Enemies?” I asked. “Is there more than one?”
“Of course, child. The Fiend’s daughter will not be alone. She has called others to her aid. Water witches from far and wide are converging upon this hillock. They have been approaching since dark. The struggle is imminent.”
It was time to face the witches. Soon, one way or the other, it would be over.



CHAPTER XXVIII
The Fight on the Marsh

WE stood up and went a little way down the slope. “That night, you also missed,” Grimalkin said. “You missed me with your chain. Will you miss your target again tonight?”
Back in the summer I’d hurled my chain at her but cast wide. It had been a difficult shot and I’d been terrified and exhausted. Would I be more successful tonight against the Fiend’s daughter?
“I’ll do my best,” I told her.
“Then let’s hope your best is good enough. Now listen well while I explain what’s about to happen. Water witches will attack, surging up from the marsh below. So use your staff—but keep your chain in reserve. It may make all the difference. We must face the blood-filled eye of Morwena, but it can be used against only one enemy at a time. If she comes at me, then use your chain against her. Until then hold it in reserve. Fight the others with your staff. Understand?”
I nodded.
“Good. The second thing to our advantage is that Morwena will be reluctant to venture onto this hill, where the ground is relatively dry and firm underfoot. So hopefully she’ll hang back.”
Once again I nodded, nerves now beginning to overtake me. I could feel a trembling in my knees and hands and butter-flies in my stomach. I took a deep breath and fought to con-trol myself. I needed a steady left hand to cast the silver chain.
The first attack took me completely by surprise. But for the slap of clawed, webbed feet on the grass, it was silent and terrifyingly fast. A water witch ran straight out of the mist toward Grimalkin, claws at the ready, dank hair streaming behind her, face contorted into a mask of hatred.
But Grimalkin was even quicker. She pulled a knife from her belt and hurled it straight at her attacker. I heard a soft thud as it buried itself in the witch’s chest. She fell back with a groan and slid down the slope to be enveloped by the mist.
Now they attacked in force. I would have been hard pressed to deal with just one, such was their speed and ferocity. Up out of the mist they surged—six or seven of them in all—shrieking as they came, talons outstretched, faces twisted in fury, some wielding short blades. Only when the nearest were no more than five paces away did I remember the retractable blade in my rowan staff. I found the recess and pressed, hearing a satisfying click as the blade emerged and locked into position.
I thrust, parried, and turned again and again, spinning on my heels to keep them at bay, sweat running down my face and into my eyes as I used all the skills that Arkwright had taught me. But despite my best efforts, I would quickly have been overwhelmed but for Grimalkin. Now I saw why the witch assassin was, in combat, the most feared of all the Pendle witches.
Each deadly economical movement of her body was a killing stroke. Each blade slipped from a leather sheath found a new resting place in the flesh of an enemy. Talon against talon, blade against blade, she was matchless. She spun and slew, a wheel of death, cutting down those who opposed us until seven dead bodies lay on the slope beside us.
Then she sucked in a deep breath and remained absolutely still, as if listening, before placing her left hand lightly upon my shoulder and leaning toward me.
“There are more emerging from the marsh now,” she whispered, her mouth very close to my ear. “And the Fiend’s daughter is with them. Remember what I said. Use your chain against her. Everything depends on that. Miss and we’re both finished!”
A lone witch attacked from the mist. Twice Grimalkin hurled blades and found a target before the two collided in a fury of tangled limbs, gouging fingers, and sharp teeth. Neither witch uttered a sound as they rolled away from me in the silent fury of combat, down the hill, and into the mist.
Suddenly I was alone on the hillside, listening to the hammering of my own heart. Should I go down and help Grimalkin? What if other witches had now set upon her? But before I could make a decision, it was my own turn to come under attack. Another water witch stepped out of the mist. She didn’t race toward me at speed like the others but padded softly up the hill, step by careful step. Her mouth gaped wide to reveal four immense yellow-green fangs. In appearance she was very similar to Morwena: The triangular bone that served as a nose made me feel as if I were facing something more dead than alive. But despite her slow, careful advance, I was still mindful of the speed she was capable of. I knew she would attempt to hook one of her talons into my flesh, and above all I feared the upward sweep that would attempt to pierce my upper throat and wrap her fingers around my teeth, a grip from which it would be impossible to break free.
The witch attacked suddenly; she was fast but I matched her, bringing my staff across in a short arc that missed her left cheek by less than an inch. She snarled and a low growl of anger rose in her throat. But I jabbed at her again and she took a step backward. Now I was on the offensive and each careful, calculated jab drove her down the hillside, closer to the edge of the thick mist.
Then, too late, I guessed what she intended: to drag me into the mist and marsh, where she’d have the advantage.
The attack was sudden. She’d just been playing with me. With her right hand she struck out like a snake. Two fingers hooked up toward my throat, the talons extended. I tried to twist away but felt a glancing blow and then I was being tugged forward. I lost my balance and rolled down the slope, my staff flying out of my hands. The witch rolled with me but then we broke apart and I felt no pain in my throat or jaw. She’d missed and hooked her talon into the collar of my sheepskin jacket, and now the fall had torn it free.
I rose onto my knees and glanced about me. I hadn’t reached the bottom of the slope but the witch had rolled much farther. The mist was thinner now and I could make out my staff. It was out of reach, but four paces would see me armed again. Then I glanced to my right and saw something that made my blood run cold. Grimalkin was standing over the body of a witch she’d slain but she was rooted to the spot, completely immobile, staring at Morwena, who was moving up the slope toward her, talons extended. I stood and reached into my pocket for my chain, easing it around my left wrist.
It was clear that Grimalkin was in thrall to that blood-filled eye. Within moments she would be dead. If I missed, then Morwena would kill Grimalkin and turn her attention to me.
This was the moment of truth. Would all those months of training in the Spook’s garden pay off? This was far more difficult than casting toward the practice post. Nerves and fear played a significant part. I’d sometimes used the chain successfully against witches, but I’d often failed, too. The enormity of what depended upon this darkened my mind with doubts. If I missed, it was over. And I would get only one chance!
The first step was to believe I could do it. Think positively! The Spook had told me that the key to controlling the body was first to control the mind. So I did just that. I raised my left arm, sucked in a deep breath and held it.
I concentrated, staring hard at my target, Morwena, who was almost within arm’s length of Grimalkin now. Time seemed to slow. Everything became utterly silent. Morwena was no longer moving. I wasn’t breathing. Even my own heart seemed to have stopped.
I cracked the silver chain and cast it toward the witch. It formed a perfect spiral in the air, shimmering in the moonlight; it seemed to be the only thing moving. It fell over her, tightening itself against her teeth and arms so that she toppled to her knees. Sound rushed back into my ears. I breathed out and heard Grimalkin let out her own great sigh of relief before easing a long blade from her belt and advancing purposefully toward her enemy.
Concentrating on casting the silver chain at Morwena, I’d neglected the threat to myself. Suddenly a water witch was beside me, her taloned finger hooking up toward my jaw. Faster than I could ever have believed, my left arm parried the blow, but we locked together and fell hard before rolling farther down the hill.
I was immediately fighting for my life again. Witches are physically strong, and in close combat even a grown man would be in serious trouble. I fought, punched, and struggled, but she gripped me tightly and began to drag me toward the water. I’d kept my promise to Grimalkin and used my chain against Morwena. But in doing so, I’d lost the chance to retrieve my staff, the only thing that gave me a fighting chance against a witch such as this. The only other weapons at my disposal were salt and iron but my arms were pinned to my sides.
The next moment we rolled into the water. I just had time to close my mouth and hold my breath and then my head went under. I struggled even harder, and we spun round again and my face emerged for a second or so, allowing me to take one more breath. Then the water closed over me again, and I felt myself being drawn down. My new swimming skills were useless. The water witch had me in her grip and it was too strong. Down and down I sank, into the depths. I fought to hold my breath but my lungs were bursting and there was a darkness over my eyes.
How long I fought to be free I don’t know, but my struggles grew weaker and at last the water rushed into my mouth and up my nose and I began to drown. The final thing I remember is a feeling of resignation. I’d done my best but it was all over now and I was finally dying. Then it grew dark and I stopped struggling.
But my battle in this world wasn’t over. I awoke to find myself on the hillside again, coughing and choking while somebody pressed and pounded my back. I thought I was being sick but it was water, not vomit, that was gushing from my nose and mouth.
It seemed to go on for a long time, until gradually the pounding stopped and I found myself breathing without choking, although my heart was beating so fast I thought it might burst. Then someone rolled me onto my back and I was looking up into the face of Grimalkin.
“You’ll live, child,” she said, pulling me up into a sitting position. “But it was a close thing. I only just reached you before the witch dragged you into the really deep water.”
I realized that I owed my life to a malevolent witch. Whatever the Spook thought, we were on the same side. So I thanked her. It was what my dad would have expected.
Then I saw that the line of dead bodies lying on the edge of the marsh included the Fiend’s daughter. She was still bound by my silver chain.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t more help,” I said. I just got the words out before a coughing fit took me.
Grimalkin waited patiently until it finished before speaking again. “You did enough, child. When you cast your chain at Morwena, you ensured our victory. So now come and reclaim it. I can’t touch silver.”
Grimalkin helped me to my feet. I felt weak and began to shiver violently. My clothes were saturated, my body chilled to the bone. As I walked toward the line of supine bodies, I saw what Grimalkin had done and was almost sick. She had cut the heart from each dead witch and placed it near the head. She saw the appalled look on my face and rested her hand on my shoulder.
“It had to be done, child, to ensure that none of them is able to return. Hasn’t your master taught you that?”
I nodded. Strong witches such as these could be reborn again or might be powerful enough to walk the earth while dead and do untold harm. To prevent this you had to cut out the heart; it then had to be eaten.
Grimalkin lifted the body of the Fiend’s daughter by the hair while I removed my chain. It was covered in blood. There was a faint noise in the distance and Grimalkin looked up. It was repeated: the bark of a hunting dog. Claw was on her way. If the Fiend had kept his word, the normal progress of time would now be restored to the mill.
“I no longer have the stomach for such things, so make sure the dog eats the hearts—all of them,” Grimalkin said. “I’ll go now before the others come. But one last thing: How old are you, child?”
“Fourteen. I’ll be fifteen next August. On the third of that month.”
Grimalkin smiled. “Life is hard on Pendle, and consequently children must grow up quickly. On the Walpurgis Night sabbath following his fourteenth birthday, the boy child of a witch-clan is considered to have become a man. Go to Pendle soon after that feast and seek me out. I guarantee your safety and I will give you a gift. It will be well worth having.”
It was a strange thing for her to say. Walpurgis Night was the last day of April. I couldn’t imagine myself visiting Pendle to receive a gift from Grimalkin. I knew what the Spook would think of that!
With that the witch turned swiftly on her heel, ran back up the hill, leaped over the low wall, and was lost to view.
Within five minutes Claw arrived. I watched as she began to devour the hearts of the witches. She was ravenous, and by the time the Spook, Arkwright, and Alice arrived she’d almost finished the last one.
I remember Alice offering to wash the blood from my silver chain. Then the world grew suddenly dark and the Spook was helping me to my feet. Shivering violently, I was taken back to the mill and put to bed. Whether from swallowing stagnant marsh water or from the scratches on my throat probably caused by the water witch’s talons, I quickly developed a dangerous fever.



CHAPTER XXIX
Where I Belong

I learned afterward that Alice tried to help with one of her potions but that the Spook forbade it. Instead, the local doctor visited the house again and gave me medicines that made me vomit until I thought my stomach would tear. It was almost five days before I was able to leave my sickbed. Had I known at the time that Alice wasn’t being allowed to treat me, I would have protested.
The Spook recognized her skills with potions, but it was only after I’d recovered that I found out why he’d kept her away from my bedside. It was a blow to my heart. The worst possible news.
As soon as I was on my feet, we had a long discussion in the upstairs sitting room. The coffins of Bill Arkwright’s mam and dad were no longer there; they’d been buried on the edge of a local churchyard where he could visit them. The Fiend had kept his word and their spirits had gone to the light. Now that the unquiet dead no longer haunted the mill, it had a new atmosphere of tranquility.
Arkwright was very grateful for what I’d done. He began the discussion by thanking me to the point where it became embarrassing. Next it was my turn to speak but I had little to tell the gathering, other than to describe how the fight on the marsh had unfolded. They knew the rest already. And the Spook knew too much. Far too much.
His face stern and tinged with anger, he explained that, although their bodies had been frozen in time, their minds had been free and they had somehow been able to see what I saw and listen to the discussion between the Fiend and me. They knew the task I’d been set and the bargain I’d made both for their lives and the release of Arkwright’s parents. That was terrible enough as they feared the outcome on the marsh and were aware of the imminence of their own deaths. But, cheated of that, the Fiend had later maliciously told them other things: facts designed to drive a wedge between the Spook and me and, even worse, create a gulf between us and Alice that could never be crossed.
“I was already saddened and worried by the fact that you used the mirror to talk to the girl. It showed me the bad influence she’s had on you. Far worse than I’d expected . . .” lamented the Spook.
I opened my mouth to protest but he gestured angrily for silence. “But now there’s more. That sly and deceitful girl has been in contact with Grimalkin for nearly a month.”
I looked across at Alice. Tears were streaming down her face. I suspected that the Spook had already told her what was going to happen as a consequence.
“And don’t try to tell me that good came from it,” the Spook continued. “I know that Grimalkin saved your life—saved all our lives—by fighting alongside you on the marsh, but she’s evil, lad. She belongs to the dark and we can’t compromise; otherwise we’ll end up no better ourselves and we might as well be dead as suffer that. Alice belongs in a pit, and as soon as we get back to Chipenden, that’s where she’ll go!”
“Alice doesn’t deserve that!” I protested. “Think of all the times she’s helped us in the past. She saved your life when you were seriously hurt by that boggart near Anglezarke. You would have died but for Alice.”
I stared hard at him but his expression was unrelenting and a torrent of words poured from my mouth before I could stop them.
“If you do that, if you bind Alice in a pit, I’ll leave. I won’t be your apprentice anymore! I couldn’t work with you after that!”
One part of me meant every word; the other was horrified. What would Mam think of the threat I’d just made?
“That’s your choice, lad,” said the Spook sadly. “No apprentice of mine is forced to complete his time. You wouldn’t be the first to walk away. But you’d certainly be the last. I won’t take on another apprentice if you go.”
I tried one more time. “You do realize that the Fiend told you those things about Alice deliberately? That he wants you to put her in a pit? That it serves his purpose because without Alice we’ll be weakened?”
“Don’t you think I haven’t gone over all this in my mind already, lad? This is no easy decision and I don’t make it lightly. And I do remember that your mam believed in the girl, too, so you don’t need to remind me of that. Well, anybody can be wrong. But my conscience tells me what to do. I know what’s right.”
“You could be making a big mistake,” I told him bitterly, feeling that nothing I said would change his mind. “The biggest mistake you’ve ever made.”
There was a long silence then but for the sound of Alice weeping. Then Arkwright spoke up.
“It seems to me that there’s another way,” he said quietly. “There’s clearly a strong bond between Master Ward and this girl. And I’ll say this to you, Mr. Gregory: If you carry out your threat, you’ll lose an apprentice. Perhaps the best you’ve ever had. We’ll all lose someone who could be a dangerous foe to the Fiend. Because without our training and protection, Tom will be seriously vulnerable and might never reach his full potential.
“And there’s something else very close to my own heart. The lad made a bargain with the Fiend that freed my mam’s and dad’s spirits from over fifteen years of suffering. But without the help of Grimalkin he wouldn’t have been able to win. And without Alice summoning her the witch assassin wouldn’t have stood at Master Ward’s side. So even I owe the girl something.”
I was astonished by Arkwright’s defense of Alice. I’d never heard him talk with such eloquence and passion. Suddenly I was filled with hope.
“From what I’ve been told, the girl had a bad upbringing, a training in witchcraft that very few people of even the strongest character would have been able to recover from. That she did recover and has contributed so much shows you her mettle. I don’t think we’re dealing with a witch here. And certainly not a malevolent one. But maybe, like all of us, she’s both good and bad inside, and you know only too well that light and dark fight a war within each of our hearts. I should know: At times my thoughts have been darker than most people’s. And I’ve had to struggle long and hard to limit my drinking. So let Alice go free. You wouldn’t be releasing a witch into the world. You’d be releasing a girl who I think will prove to be a strong-minded woman; she’ll still be on our side whatever the methods she may sometimes choose to employ. As I said, there’s a middle way,” he continued. “Don’t put her in a pit. Instead, why don’t you just send her away to make her own way in the world? Just banish her. Do that for us all. It’s a way out of this mess.”
There was a long silence, then the Spook looked at me. “Would that be lenient enough for you, lad? Could you live with that? If I did that, would you continue as my apprentice?”
The thought of not seeing Alice again was more than I could bear but it was far better than her being condemned to spend the rest of her life in a pit. I also wanted to continue as the Spook’s apprentice. It was my duty to fight the dark. I knew that my mam would want me to carry on.
“Yes,” I said softly, and the moment I spoke Alice stopped sobbing. I felt so bad, I couldn’t even look at her.
“Right, girl,” said the Spook. “Collect your things and get you gone. Keep well away from the lad and don’t ever come within five miles of Chipenden again! Return and you’ll know exactly what to expect.”
Alice didn’t reply and I suddenly realized that she’d been silent throughout and hadn’t uttered even one word in her own defense. That wasn’t like Alice! Now, silently, her face grim, she left the room.
I looked at the Spook. “I need to say good-bye to her,” I told him. “It’s something I’ve got to do!”
He nodded. “If you must. But make it short, lad. Don’t linger. . . .”
I waited for Alice at the edge of the garden. She smiled sadly as she approached through the drooping willows, carrying her few belongings in a bundle. It was starting to rain: a cold drizzle, the kind that soaks you to the bone.
“Thanks for coming to say good-bye, Tom,” she said, wading through the moat. Once across she held my hand very tightly, her left hand squeezing mine in such a grip that I thought my bones would break as well as my heart.
“I don’t know what to say,” I started.
She silenced me. “Ain’t nothing you can say. We both done what we thought was best—and I always knew what Old Gregory thought about me using the dark. It was a risk worth taking to protect you. I don’t regret it for a minute—though it breaks my heart to think I’ll never see you again.”
We walked in silence until we reached the canal bank. Then she released my hand, pulled something from the pocket of her coat, and held it out toward me. It was the blood jar.
“Take it, Tom. Fiend can’t touch you if you keep this close. It’s got Morwena’s blood in it. Keep you safe, it will!”
“How did you get her blood? I don’t understand.”
“Don’t you remember? I washed your chain. But first I put some in the bottle. Don’t take much. Just add a few drops of your own blood to it and it’ll do the trick!”
I shook my head. “No, Alice. I can’t take it—”
“Oh, please, Tom, please. Just take it. Take it for me. Not trying to scare you. But you’ll be dead soon without this. Who’ll keep you safe if I’m not there? Old Gregory can’t, that’s for sure. So take the bottle so I can sleep at night knowing that you’re safe.”
“I can’t take it, Alice. I can’t use the dark. Please don’t ask me again. I know you mean well, but I just can’t accept it. Not now. Not ever.”
She looked down at the towpath, replaced the bottle in her pocket, and started to cry silently. I watched the tears run down her cheeks and start to drip from the end of her chin. One part of me wanted to put my arms round her but I daren’t. Do that and I’d never be able to let her go. I had to be strong and keep her at a distance.
“Where will you go, Alice? Where will you stay?”
She lifted her tear-lined face toward me, her expression a blank. “I’ll go home,” she said. “Back to Pendle. Back where I belong. I was born to be a witch and that’s what I’m going to be. It’s the only life I can live now. . . .”
Then Alice put her arms round me and pulled me close, almost squeezing the breath from my body. And before I could move, her lips were pressed against mine, kissing me hard. It only lasted a couple of seconds, then she turned and ran off down the towpath, heading south. It hurt me to watch her go. My own eyes filled with tears and I sobbed deep in my throat.
The clans were divided against themselves now, some in support of the Fiend, others in opposition. But because of what she’d done before—and also the blood that ran through her veins, half Deane and half Malkin—Alice had many enemies in Pendle. Her life would be in danger as soon as she set foot there.
What hurt me most of all was that I knew she didn’t want to go. She didn’t really want to become a witch—I was sure of that. Alice was just saying it because she was upset. Before our last visit to Pendle she’d been afraid of returning. I knew she felt no differently now.
Alice had said that Pendle was where she belonged. That wasn’t true but the danger now was that, under the influence of the dark forces there, she might eventually become a fully fledged malevolent witch. In time, despite Arkwright’s optimism, she could belong to the dark.



CHAPTER XXX
The Black Barge

AFTER another week at the mill the Spook set off for Chipenden without me. It seemed that I had no choice but to stay with Arkwright and complete my six months of training.
It was hard, and to add to the ache in my heart there was physical pain. Long before the end of my time there I was covered in bruises from head to foot. Our practice sessions with staffs were brutal, with no quarter given. But in time I sharpened my skills, and despite the difference in size and strength between me and Arkwright, gradually I began to give as good as I got. On at least two occasions my speed almost enabled me to get the better of him, and when the doctor visited the mill, it wasn’t only my injuries that he tended.
Arkwright had changed. Now that his mam and dad had gone to the light, a lot of his pain and anger had dissipated, too. He drank rarely and his temper was much better. I much preferred the Spook as my master, but Arkwright taught me well, and despite his rough ways, I learned to respect him. In addition to the training I received, we went out to deal with the dark together sometimes—once far to the north beyond the County’s border.
Time passed: A cold winter gradually gave way to spring, and at last it was time for me to return to Chipenden. By now Claw had two puppies: a dog and a bitch, which Arkwright named Blood and Bone. On the morning I left they were play-fighting together in the garden while Claw guarded them jealously.
“Well, Master Ward, at one time I thought you’d be taking the bitch back with you to Chipenden, but fond as she is of you, I think she dotes on those two whelps more!”
I smiled and nodded. “I don’t think Mr. Gregory would be too happy if I took Claw back. Not to mention the fact that dogs and boggarts probably don’t mix!”
“Better keep her here, then, and save your bacon!” Arkwright joked. Then his face grew serious. “Well, we’ve certainly had our ups and downs, but it all seems to have turned out for the best. The mill’s a better place following your visit, and I hope you’ve learned things that’ll stand you in good stead.”
“I have,” I agreed. “And I’ve still got the lumps to prove it!”
“So if you’re ever in need, remember that there’ll always be a place for you here. You could complete your apprenticeship with me if it proved necessary.”
I knew what he meant. Things might never be quite the same between me and the Spook. Although he’d acted for the best, I still thought he was wrong in his treatment of Alice. The fact that he’d sent her away would always be an unspoken barrier between us.
So I thanked Arkwright one final time and soon, having crossed the nearest bridge to the far bank of the canal, I was strolling south toward Caster, bag and staff in hand. How I’d once looked forward to this. But things had changed. There would be no Alice to greet me in Chipenden, and despite the fact that it was a fine spring morning, with the sun shining and the birds singing, my heart was right down in my boots.
My intention was to leave the canal bank long before Caster, then pass to the east of the city before making my way across the high fells. I suppose I must have been deep in thought. I was certainly worrying about the future. Whatever the cause, I didn’t notice it happening until it was too late. But what could I have done anyway?
A sudden shiver ran the length of my spine, and I looked about me and saw that it was dusk and growing darker by the minute. Not only that, but there was a chill in the air, and when I looked back over my shoulder, a thick gray mist was swirling toward me down the canal.
Then out of that mist, a black barge slowly approached. No horses pulled it and its movement through the water was completely silent. As it drew nearer, I realized that it was no ordinary craft. I’d seen the barges that carried Horshaw coal and they were black with grime; this one was highly polished and there were black wax candles in the prow, burning with fierce flames that didn’t flicker. More candles than on a church altar on a holy day.
The barge had neither deck nor hatches and steps led directly into the darkness of a deep, cavernous hold. One glance told me that such depth was impossible because most canal barges are flat-bottomed and canals themselves are not so deep. Yet the manner in which the strange vessel glided through the water was abnormal, and again I had that strange feeling of being in a dream in which the normal rules of life no longer apply.
The barge halted alongside me and I looked into the depths of that impossible hold and saw a seated figure surrounded by a cluster of even more candles. Although no command was uttered, I knew what I must do. So, leaving my bag and staff on the towpath, I stepped aboard and went slowly down the steps as if in the grip of a nightmare, a cold fear twisting at my stomach while my whole body began to tremble.
In the depths of that hold the Fiend, in the shape of the bargeman, was seated on a throne of the same dark polished wood as the barge. It was intricately carved and adorned with evil creatures straight out of the Bestiary in the Spook’s library at Chipenden. His left hand rested on a fierce rampant dragon, its claws lifted aggressively toward me; his right lay upon a fork-tongued snake whose sinuous body trailed down the side of the throne to coil three times around the claw-footed leg.
He smiled the smile of Matthew Gilbert, but his eyes were cold and venomous. I’d assisted Grimalkin to slay his daughter. Had he summoned me to take his revenge?
“Sit down, Tom. Sit at my feet,” he said, gesturing to the space before the throne, and I had no choice but to obey, sitting cross-legged upon the planks to face him. I looked up into his face, which was no longer smiling, and felt utterly powerless and at his mercy. And there was something else that I found disturbing. I had no sense of being in a barge upon a canal. I felt as if I were falling, dropping like a stone, the ground hurtling up toward me.
“I sense your fear,” said the Fiend. “Calm yourself. I’m here to teach you, not destroy you. And if I wanted you dead, there are many others who would be delighted to do me that service. I have other children. And many others who’ve sworn allegiance to me. You couldn’t hope to evade them all.
“I kept my word,” he continued. “I allowed your companions to live—something I needn’t have done because you didn’t defeat my daughter alone but had the help of the assassin Grimalkin. But nevertheless, I did it as a gift to you, Tom, because one day we are going to work together, despite your present reluctance. In fact we are already far closer than you think. But just so that you know exactly what it is you’re dealing with, I’m going to reveal a secret.
“You see, there is one of my children whose identity only one other person in this world knows. A special child of mine who will one day achieve great things in my service. I speak of my beloved daughter Alice Deane. . . .”
For a moment I couldn’t take in what he’d just said. I was stunned. His words spun within my mind like black crows in a storm wind and then dived to plunge their sharp beaks into my heart. Alice was his daughter? He was saying that Alice was his daughter? That she was no better than Morwena?
Monsters or witches—those were the offspring of the Fiend. And if one was born human and untainted, he slew it on the spot, as he had done with the child of Grimalkin. But he had allowed Alice to live! Could it be true?
No, I told myself, trying to keep calm. He was just trying to divide us. I remembered what Mam had once said about the Spook, Alice, and me:
“John Gregory’s star is starting to fade. You two are the future and hope of the County. He needs you both by his side.”
How could Mam have been so wrong? Or perhaps she wasn’t wrong at all. One of the Fiend’s names was “the Father of Lies.” So most likely he was lying now!
“You’re lying!” I shouted at last, all my fear of him fleeing, to be replaced by outrage and anger.
The Fiend shook his head slowly. “Even the Pendle clans don’t know it, but it’s the truth nonetheless. Alice’s real mother is bound in a pit in John Gregory’s garden at Chipenden. I speak of Bony Lizzie. When her child was born, it was immediately given into the safekeeping of a childless couple—the father a Deane, the mother a Malkin. But when Alice was older and ripe for training in the dark arts, their usefulness was over. On the night they died, Lizzie came to claim her daughter. That training would have continued but for the intervention of you and your master.”
Bony Lizzie—Alice’s mother! Could it be possible? I remembered the first time I’d seen Lizzie. She was supposed to be Alice’s aunt and I’d immediately noted the strong family resemblance. They had the same features, very dark hair and brown eyes, and although older, Lizzie had been as pretty as Alice. But she was quite different in many other ways. Her mouth twisted and sneered as she talked, and she hardly ever looked you in the eye.
“It’s not true. It can’t be—”
“Oh, but it is, Tom. Your master’s instincts have proved correct as usual. He’s always doubted Alice, and this time, but for your feelings and the intervention of Arkwright, would have bound her in a pit next to her mother. But nothing I do is without careful thought and calculation. That is why I agreed to your request to free Amelia’s soul. How grateful William Arkwright was! How useful he proved. How eloquent! And now Alice is free at last, beyond the influence and watchful eye of John Gregory, able to return to Pendle, where she will eventually assume her rightful place as leader and unite the clans once and for all.”
For a long time I didn’t speak and a feeling of nausea came upon me, the sense of falling intensifying. But then a thought suddenly came into my head to lift my spirits. “If she’s your daughter,” I said, “then how is it that she’s fought so hard against the dark? How is it that she struggled against the witch-clans in Pendle, risking her life to stop them bringing you through the portal into this world?”
“That’s easy, Tom. She did it all for you. You were all that mattered to her, so she became what you wanted and put aside most of her training in witchcraft. Of course, she can never really let it go. It’s in her blood, isn’t it? Families make you what you are. They give you flesh and bone then mold your soul into their beliefs. Surely you’ve been told that before? But things are different now. Her hopes are over. You see, until the night before John Gregory sent her away, Alice didn’t know who she really was. We kept it from her until the moment was right.
“That night she tried to contact Grimalkin. Tried to thank her for what she’d done in saving you. She used a pool of water at midnight. But mine was the face that stared back at her. And then I appeared right beside her and named her as my daughter. She didn’t take it well, to say the least. Terror, despair, then resignation—that was the sequence of responses. I’ve seen it all before. Being who she is, Alice now has no hope of continuing as your friend. Her life at Chipenden is over and she knows it. She can no longer be at your side. That is, unless I choose to intervene and make it possible. Everything changes eventually, but sometimes things move in a spiral and we may return to the same point but on a different level.”
I looked at him and locked my gaze with his. Then I answered, the words coming without thought. “The same point but a different level? For you that could only be downward. Down toward the dark.”
“Would that be so bad? I am the lord of this world. It belongs to me. You could work alongside me to make it better for everyone. And Alice could be with us. The three of us together.”
“No,” I said, struggling to my feet and turning toward the steps. “I serve the light.”
“Stay!” he commanded, his voice full of authority and anger. “We haven’t finished yet!”
But although my legs felt as heavy as lead and the sense of falling made it hard to keep my balance, I managed to take one step and then another. As I began to climb, I felt unseen forces tugging me down but I continued to fight my way upward. When my eyes were able to see beyond the edge of the barge, I was terrified. For rather than the canal bank, beyond the barge there was nothing. I was gazing into absolute blackness, into nothingness. But I took another step, and then another, until the world as I knew it suddenly shimmered into view and I jumped down onto the towpath.
I picked up my bag and staff and continued in the same direction as before. I didn’t look back but sensed that the black barge was no longer there. The mist had gone and above my head the sky was bright with stars. I walked and walked mindlessly, too numb for thought.



CHAPTER XXXI
Whose Blood?

EARLY morning and I was climbing above Caster, heading south toward Chipenden. I reached the Spook’s house late in the evening. I found him sitting on the bench in the western garden, deep in thought, staring toward the distant fells.
I sat down beside him without a word, unable to meet his eyes. He placed a hand on my shoulder and patted it twice before standing up.
“It’s good to see you back,” he said in a kindly voice. “But I can see that something has affected you badly. Now look at me and spit it out. Whatever it is, you’ll feel better if you get it off your chest, lad. Just start at the beginning and go on. . . .”
So I told him everything: the sudden appearance of the sinister black barge; what the Fiend had said about Alice being his own daughter; my struggle to escape. I even told him how Alice had been prepared to use the dark to protect me using a blood jar. How she’d got Morwena’s blood and had intended to mix mine with it to keep the Fiend away. That Mam had used a mirror, telling Alice to use anything to keep me safe.
Finally I explained how I felt. That I hoped with all my heart that the Fiend had lied and that Alice wasn’t his daughter.
As I finished, my master sighed deeply; it was a long time before he spoke.
“My head’s spinning with what you’ve just told me, lad. I find it particularly hard to believe what you said about your mam: Whatever she was in the past, in my judgment she’s now a powerful servant of the light. Maybe the girl lied about that? Alice would do anything for you, and no doubt she wanted to save you at any cost. She knew you wouldn’t like her methods so maybe she said that about your mam just so you’d accept it. Does that make sense?”
I shrugged. “It’s possible,” I admitted.
“So let’s take it one more step. I’m asking you now: How can you be sure, lad? How can you be certain that Alice isn’t exactly who the Fiend says she is?”
“I’m sure,” I said, trying to fill my voice with conviction. “It can’t be true. . . .”
“Look into your heart, lad. Are there no doubts there at all? Nothing that worries you in the slightest way?”
There was something that had been bothering me,
and I’d been thinking about it all day as I walked back to Chipenden. The Spook was staring at me hard, so I took a deep breath and told him.
“There’s something I never told you before,” I said. “When Alice frightened those soldiers away and rescued me, she used something she called Dread. But her head was covered with snakes and I felt cold when she approached. She looked like the most frightening witch I’d ever seen. Did I see the truth of things by the moonlight that night? Did I see her as she really is?”
The Spook didn’t answer.
“And there’s another thing,” I continued. “The way Alice behaved when you sent her away. She didn’t say a single word in her defense. That’s not like her. The Fiend claimed to have told her the night before and he said she was resigned. And that’s what she looked like to me. As if she’d given up and all the fight had gone out of her. She knew who she was and there was nothing she could do about it.”
“You could well be right,” said the Spook. “But the Fiend would certainly lie to suit his own purposes. There’s actually one other thing that worries me, lad. You say Alice got some of Morwena’s blood. That would be difficult. When did she get it?”
“After Morwena was dead. When she washed my chain—”
“I saw her wash your chain, lad, but she didn’t put any blood into a jar. I could be mistaken, though she was just a few feet away when she did it. But she believed in the jar, and I’ve had an unpleasant thought. Maybe she used her own blood! She was desperate to keep you safe, and if she knew she was the Fiend’s daughter, then she’d be confident that her own blood would work just as well. . . .”
I buried my face in my hands, but the Spook put his hand on my shoulder. “Look at me, lad.”
I looked into his eyes and saw sadness. “None of that is proof. I could be wrong. Maybe she did save blood from the chain. So I’ll tell you this: I’m undecided myself. There’s one other person who knows the truth and that’s Bony Lizzie—but witches lie, too. If Bill Arkwright were here in my shoes, he’d drag Lizzie from that pit and make her talk. But I don’t hold with that. Besides, people will say anything to avoid being hurt.
“No, we’ll just have to be patient. Time will deliver the truth into our hands, but in the meantime you must promise me to have no contact at all with the girl. If she is the Fiend’s daughter, I’ve made the biggest mistake of my whole life. Not only did I spare her the pit because you pleaded for her, I’ve given her a home and let her share our lives for far too long. She’s had all that time to corrupt you. Too many opportunities to undermine everything I’ve tried to teach you. What’s more, whether or not she’s the Fiend’s daughter, I still think she’s a dangerous influence. She may well try to reach you either in person or using a mirror. You must resist that, lad. You must have no contact with her at all. Will you do that for me? Do you promise?”
I nodded. “It’ll be difficult,” I said, “but I’ll do it.”
“Good lad! I know it will be hard because you two had become very close. Too close for my liking. But the biggest danger is that the Fiend will try to compromise you and draw you toward the dark. It could happen gradually, bit by bit so you hardly notice. And he’d most likely use the girl to achieve it.
“Now, then, things aren’t all bad. I do have some good news. A letter arrived for you just two days ago.”
“A letter? Who from? Is it from Jack?”
“Why don’t you come back to the house and find out?” the Spook said mysteriously.
It was good to be back. I realized just how much I’d been missing my life at Chipenden. The Spook told me to sit myself down at the kitchen table. Then he went upstairs and came down carrying an envelope, which he handed to me with a smile. One glance and my smile became even broader than his.
To my youngest son, Thomas J. Ward
It was from Mam! News of her at last! Eagerly I tore it open and began to read.
Dear Tom,
The struggle against the dark in my own land has been long and hard and is approaching a crisis. However, we two have much to discuss and I do have further things to reveal and a request to make. I need something from you. That and your help. Were there any way at all to avoid this, I would not ask it of you. But these are words that must be said face to face, not in a letter, and so I intend to return home for a short visit on the eve of midsummer.
I have written to Jack to inform him of my arrival so I look forward to seeing you at the farm at the appointed time. Work hard at your lessons, son, and be optimistic, no matter how dark the future seems. Your strength is greater than you realize.
Love,
Mam
“Mam’s coming back to visit at midsummer,” I told the Spook, handing him the letter excitedly. It was now the tenth of April. In just over two months I’d see her again. I wondered what she wanted to tell me.
The Spook read the letter, then looked up at me, his face very serious, and began to scratch at his beard, deep in thought.
“She says she wants my help. And something from me. What do you think she means?” I asked, my mind still whirling.
“We’ll just have to wait and see, lad. It could be anything; it’s a bridge that can be crossed only when we come to it. But when you go to the farm, I’ll go, too. There are things I need to say to your mam, and no doubt she’ll have words of her own for me. But until then we have work to do. How long have you been my apprentice now, lad?”
I thought for a moment. “About two years . . .”
“Aye, two years, give or take a week or so. In the first I taught you about boggarts. In the second we’ve studied witches, including six months’ sound training from Bill Arkwright concerning the ones that lurk in stagnant water. So now we’ve arrived at your third year of study and we’re about to begin a new topic, which is ‘The History of the Dark.’
“You see, lad, those who fail to learn the lessons of history are doomed to make the same mistakes as others before them. We’re going to examine the different ways the dark has manifested itself to people during the centuries leading up to our own. And we’re not just going to confine ourselves to County history. We’ll be broadening our horizons and looking to accounts from other lands. You’ll also begin your study of the Old Tongue, the language of the first men who came to the County. It’s a lot harder than Latin and Greek, so you’ll have your work cut out!”
It all sounded interesting. I couldn’t believe that in six months I’d be halfway through my apprenticeship. A lot had happened: good things, bad things, scary things, and sad things. And with or without Alice, my training would go on.
After that we had our supper—one of the best the boggart had ever cooked. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day. The first of many to come.



ONCE again, I’ve written most of this from memory, using my notebook when necessary.
It’s three weeks since I arrived back at Chipenden, and the weather’s starting to get much warmer; the mists and cold weather up at Arkwright’s mill are now just a memory.
Yesterday I had a letter from my brother Jack. He’s as excited as me at the news of Mam’s visit. All’s well at the farm and my other brother James is doing really well as a blacksmith and getting lots of business.
I should be happy, but I keep thinking about Alice, wondering how she’s doing and whether or not the Fiend told the truth about her. So far she’s tried to contact me twice, using the mirror in my bedroom. Each time, just as I’ve been about to climb into bed, I’ve noticed the glass begin to lighten and caught a glimpse of Alice’s face.
It’s been hard. I’ve really wanted to breathe on the glass and write to say I’m worried about her and ask if she’s safe. Instead, I’ve thrown myself into bed, turned my face to the wall, and kept my promise.
He’s the Spook and I’m only the apprentice. He’s still my master and everything he does is for the best. But I’ll be glad when Mam gets back. I’m really looking forward to seeing her again. I’m intrigued by what she wants to ask me and I also want to find out what she thinks about Alice. I want to know the truth.
THOMAS J. WARD
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CLASH OF THE DEMONS




CHAPTER I
The Maenad Assassin

I awoke suddenly with an urgent sense that something was wrong. Lightning flickered against the window, followed almost immediately by a tremendous crash of thunder. I’d slept through County storms before, so it wasn’t that which had woken me. No, I had a feeling that some kind of danger threatened. I jumped out of bed, and suddenly the mirror on my nightstand grew brighter. I had a glimpse of someone reflected in it, and then it quickly vanished. But not before I’d recognized the face. It was Alice.
Even though she’d trained for two years as a witch, Alice was my friend. She’d been banished by the Spook and had returned to Pendle. I was missing her, but I’d kept my promise to my master and ignored all the attempts she’d been making to contact me. But I couldn’t ignore her this time. She’d written a message for me in the mirror, and I couldn’t help but read it before it faded away.

What was a maenad assassin? I’d never heard of such a thing. And how could an assassin of any kind reach me when it had to cross the Spook’s garden—a garden guarded by his powerful boggart? If anyone breached the boundary, that boggart would let out a roar that could be heard for miles and then it would tear the intruder to pieces.
And how could Alice know about the danger anyway? She was miles away, in Pendle. Still, I wasn’t about to ignore her warning. My master, John Gregory, had gone off to deal with a troublesome ghost, and I was alone in the house. I had nothing with me that I could use in self-defense. My staff and bag were down in the kitchen, so I had to get them.
Don’t panic, I told myself. Take your time and stay calm.
I dressed quickly and pulled on my boots. As thunder boomed overhead once more, I eased open my bedroom door and stepped out cautiously onto the dark landing. There I paused and listened. All was silent. I felt sure that nobody had entered the house yet, so I began to tiptoe down the stairs as quietly as I could. I crept through the hallway and into the kitchen.
I put my silver chain in my breeches pocket and, taking up my staff, opened the back door and stepped out. Where was the boggart? Why wasn’t it defending the house and garden against the intruder? Rain was driving into my face as I waited, carefully searching the lawn and trees beyond for any sign of movement. I allowed my eyes to adjust to the dark, but I could see very little. Even so, I headed for the trees in the western garden.
I’d taken no more than a dozen paces when there was a blood-curdling yell from my left and I heard the pounding of feet. Someone was running across the lawn, directly toward me. I readied my staff, pressing the recess so that, with a click, the retractable blade sprang from the end.
Lightning flashed again, and I saw what threatened. It was a tall, thin woman brandishing a long, murderous blade in her left hand. Her hair was tied back, her gaunt face twisted in hatred and painted with some dark pigment. She wore a long dress, which was soaked with rain, and rather than shoes, her feet were bound with strips of leather. So this is a maenad, I thought to myself.
I took up a defensive position, holding my staff diagonally, the way I’d been taught. My heart was beating fast, but I had to stay calm and take the first opportunity to strike.
Her blade suddenly arced downward, missing my right shoulder by inches, and I whirled away, trying to keep some distance between myself and my opponent. I needed room in order to swing my staff. The grass was saturated with rain, and as the maenad came at me again, I slipped and lost my balance. I almost toppled over backward but managed to drop down onto one knee. Just in time I brought up my staff to block a thrust that would have penetrated deep into my shoulder. I struck again, hitting the maenad’s wrist hard, and the knife went spinning to the ground. Lightning flashed overhead, and I saw the fury in her face as, weaponless, she attacked again. She was shouting at me now, mad with rage—the harsh guttural sounds contained the odd word that I recognized as Greek. This time I stepped to one side, avoided her outstretched hands with their long, sharp nails, and gave her a tremendous thwack to the side of her head. She went down on her knees, and I could have easily driven the point of my blade through her chest.
Instead I transferred my staff to my right hand, reached into my pocket, and coiled the silver chain around my left wrist. A silver chain is useful against any servant of the dark—but would it bind a maenad assassin? I asked myself.
I concentrated hard, and the moment she came to her feet, she was illuminated by a particularly vivid flash of lightning. Couldn’t have been better! I had a perfect view of my target and released the chain with a crack! It soared upward to form a perfect spiral, then dropped around her body, bringing her down on the grass.
I circled her warily. The chain bound her arms and legs and had tightened around her jaw, but she was still able to speak and hurled a torrent of words at me, not one of which I understood. Was it Greek? I thought so—but it was a strange dialect.
It seemed the chain had worked, though, so wasting no time, I seized her by her left foot and began to drag her across the wet grass toward the house. The Spook would want to question her—if he could understand what she was saying. My Greek was at least as good as his, and she made little sense to me.
Against one side of the house was a wooden lean-to where we kept logs for the fire, so I dragged her in there out of the rain. Next I took a lantern down from the shelf in the corner and lit it so that I could get a better look at my captive. As I held it above her head, she spat at me, the pink viscous glob landing on my breeches. I could smell her now—a mixture of stale sweat and wine. And there was something else, too. A faint stench of rotting meat. When she opened her mouth again, I could see what looked like pieces of flesh between her teeth.
Her lips were purple, as was her tongue—signs that she’d been drinking red wine. Her face was streaked with an intricate pattern of whorls and spirals. It looked like reddish mud, but the rain hadn’t managed to wash it off. She spat at me again, so I stepped back and hung the lantern on one of the ceiling hooks.
There was a stool in the corner, which I placed against the wall, sitting well out of spitting range. It was at least another hour until dawn, so I leaned back and closed my eyes, listening to the rain drumming on the roof of the lean-to. I was tired and could afford to doze. The silver chain had bound the maenad tightly, and she’d no hope of setting herself free.
I couldn’t have been asleep for more than a few minutes when a loud noise woke me. I sat up with a jerk. There was a roaring, rushing, whooshing sound, which was getting nearer by the second. Something was coming toward the lean-to, and I suddenly realized what it was.
The boggart! It was rushing to attack!
I hardly had time to get to my feet before the lantern went out and I was blown onto my back, the impact driving the breath from my body. While I gasped for air, I could hear logs being hurled against the wall, but the loudest sound of all was that of the maenad screaming. The noise went on in the darkness for a long time; then, but for the pattering of heavy rain, there was silence. The boggart had done its work and gone.
I was afraid to light the lantern again. Afraid to look at the maenad. But I did it anyway. She was quite dead and very pale, drained of blood by the boggart. There were lacerations to her throat and shoulders; her dress was in tatters. On her face was a look of terror. There was nothing to be done. What had happened was unprecedented. Once she was my bound captive, the boggart shouldn’t have so much as touched her. And where had it been when it should have been defending the garden?
Shaken by the experience, I left the maenad’s body where it was and went back into the house. I thought about trying to contact Alice with the mirror. I owed her my life, and I wanted to thank her. I almost weakened, but I’d made a promise to the Spook. So, after struggling with my conscience for a while, I simply had a wash, changed my clothes, and waited for the Spook to return.
He came back just before noon. I explained what had happened, and we went out to look at the dead assassin.
“Well, lad, this raises a fair few questions, doesn’t it?” my master said, scratching at his beard. He looked seriously worried and I couldn’t blame him. What had happened made me feel very uneasy, too.
“I’ve always felt confident that my house here at Chipenden was safe and secure,” he continued, “but this makes you think. Puts doubts in your mind. I’ll sleep less easily in my bed from now on. Just how did this maenad manage to get across the garden undetected by the boggart? Nothing’s ever gotten past it before.”
I nodded in agreement.
“And there’s another worrying thing, lad. Why did it attack and kill her later, when you had her bound with your chain? It knows not to behave like that.”
Again I nodded.
“There’s something else I need to know—how did you know she’d gotten into the garden? It was thundering and raining hard. You couldn’t possibly have heard her. By rights, she should have entered the house and killed you in your bed. So what gave you warning?” asked the Spook, raising his eyebrows.
I’d stopped nodding and was now gazing at my feet, feeling my master’s glare burning into me. So I cleared my throat and explained exactly what had happened.
“I know I promised you I wouldn’t use the mirror to talk to Alice,” I finished, “but it happened too quickly for me to do anything about it. She’s tried to contact me before, but I’ve always obeyed you and looked away—until now. It was a good thing I did read her message this time, though,” I said a little angrily, “otherwise I’d be dead!”
The Spook stayed very calm. “Well, her warning saved your life, yes,” he admitted. “But you know how I feel about you using a mirror and talking to that little witch.”
I bristled at his words. Perhaps he noticed, because he let the matter drop. “Do you know what a maenad assassin is, lad?”
I shook my head. “One thing I do know—when she attacked, she was almost insane with fury!”
The Spook nodded. “Maenads rarely venture from their homeland, Greece. They’re a tribe of women who inhabit the wilderness there, living off the land, eating anything from wild berries to animals they find wandering across their path. They worship a bloodthirsty goddess called the Ordeen and draw their power from a mixture of wine and raw flesh, working themselves up into a killing frenzy until they are ready for fresh victims. Mostly they feed upon the dead, but they’re not averse to devouring the living. This one had anointed her face to make her appear more ferocious, probably with a mixture of wine and human fat, and wax to hold the two together. No doubt she’d killed someone recently.
“It’s a good job you managed to knock her down and bind her, lad. Maenads have exceptional strength. They’ve been known to tear their victims to pieces using just their bare hands! Generations of them have lived like that, and as a result they’ve regressed so that now they’re barely human. They are close to being savage animals, but they still have a low cunning.”
“But why would she sail all the way here to the County?”
“To kill you, lad—that’s plain enough. But why you should pose a threat to them in Greece, I can’t imagine. Your mam’s there fighting the dark, though, so no doubt this attack has something to do with her.”
Afterward the Spook helped me unwrap my silver chain from the body of the maenad and we dragged her into the eastern garden. We dug a narrow pit for her, deeper than its length and breadth, me doing most of the work as usual. Then we eased her into that dark shaft headfirst. She wasn’t a witch, but the Spook never took any chances with servants of the dark—especially those we didn’t know too much about. One night when the moon was full, dead or not, she might try to scratch her way to the surface. She wouldn’t realize that she was heading in the opposite direction.
That done, the Spook sent me down to the village to find the local stonemason and blacksmith. By late evening they’d fashioned the stones and bars over her grave. It hadn’t taken my master long to deduce the answer to his two other questions. He’d found two small wooden bloodstained troughs right at the edge of the garden. Most likely they’d been full of blood before the boggart had drunk its fill.
“My guess, lad, is that there was something mixed into the blood. Maybe it made the boggart sleep or confused it. That’s why it didn’t detect the maenad entering the garden and later killed her when it shouldn’t have. Pity she died. We could have questioned her and found out why she’d come and who’d sent her.”
“Could the Fiend be behind it?” I asked. “Could he have sent her to kill me?”
The Fiend, also known as the Devil, had been loose in the world since the previous August. He’d been summoned by the three Pendle witch clans—the Malkins, Deanes, and Mouldheels. Now the clans were at war with one another—some witches in thrall to the Fiend, others his bitter enemies. I’d encountered him three times since then, but although each encounter had left me shaken to my very bones, I knew it was unlikely the Devil would try to kill me by his own hand, because he’d been hobbled.
Just as a horse can be hobbled, having its legs tied together so it can’t wander too far, the Fiend had been hobbled by someone in the past, his power limited. If he chose to kill me himself, he would rule the world for only a hundred years, a span that he would consider far too short. So, according to the rules of the hobble, he had one choice: get one of his own children to kill me, or try to win me to his side. If he could manage to convert me to the Dark, he’d rule the world until its very end. That’s what he’d tried to do the last time we met. Of course, if I died by some other hand—that of the maenad, for example—then the Fiend might slowly come to dominate the world anyway. So had he sent her?
The Spook was looking thoughtful. “The Fiend? It’s a possibility, lad. We must be on our guard. You were lucky to survive that attack.”
I almost reminded him that it was the intervention of Alice rather than luck but thought better of it. It had been a hard night, and nothing would be gained by annoying him.
The following night I found it hard to sleep, and after a while I got out of bed, lit my candle and started to reread Mam’s letter, which I’d received in the spring.
Dear Tom,
The struggle against the dark in my own land has been long and hard and is approaching a crisis. However, we two have much to discuss, and I do have further things to reveal and a request to make. I need something from you. That and your help. Were there any way at all to avoid this, I would not ask it of you. But these are words that must be said face-to-face, not in a letter, and so I intend to return home for a short visit on the eve of midsummer.
I have written to Jack to inform him of my arrival, so I look forward to seeing you at the farm at the appointed time. Work hard at your lessons, son, and be optimistic, no matter how dark the future seems. Your strength is greater than you realize.
Love,
Mam
In less than a week it would be midsummer, and the Spook and I would be traveling south to visit my brother Jack’s farm and meet Mam. I had missed her and couldn’t wait to see her. But I was also anxious to find out what she wanted from me.



CHAPTER II
The Spook’s Bestiary

THE following morning it was lessons as usual. I was in the third year of my apprenticeship to my master and was studying how to fight the dark: in the first year I’d learned about boggarts, in the second, witches; now my topic was “the history of the dark.”
“Well, lad, prepare to take notes,” commanded the Spook.
I opened my notebook, dipped my pen into the bottle of ink, and waited for him to begin the lesson. I was sitting on the bench in the western garden. It was a sunny summer’s morning and there wasn’t a single cloud in the wide blue sky. Directly in front of us were the fells, dotted with sheep, while all around we heard birdsong and the pleasant drowsy hum of insects.
“As I’ve already told you, lad, the dark manifests itself in different ways at different times and different places,” said the Spook, beginning to pace up and down in front of the bench. “But, as we know to our cost, the most formidable aspect of the dark in the County and in the wider world beyond is the Fiend.”
My heart lurched and I had a lump in my throat as I remembered our last encounter. The Fiend had revealed a terrible secret to me. He had claimed that Alice was also his daughter—the Devil’s daughter. It was difficult to imagine, but what if it was true? Alice was my closest friend and had saved my life on more than one occasion. If what the Fiend had told me really were true, it would mean that the Spook had been right to banish her. We could never be together again. The thought of it was almost impossible to bear.
“But although the Fiend is our biggest concern,” continued the Spook, “there are other denizens of the dark who, with assistance from witches, mages, or other meddling humans, also are able to pass through portals into our world. Numbered among them are the Old Gods such as Golgoth, whom you’ll remember we dealt with on Anglezarke Moor.”
I nodded. That had been a close-run thing and had nearly cost me my life.
“We must be grateful that he’s sleeping once more,” said my master, “but others are very much awake. Take your mam’s homeland, Greece. As I told you yesterday, a fierce female deity called the Ordeen, who is worshipped by the maenads, has caused bloodshed there on a vast scale since time immemorial. No doubt she’s at the heart of all that your mam’s trying to contend with.
“There’s not a lot I know about the Ordeen. But apparently she arrives with her followers, who kill everything that moves for miles around. And the maenads, who are usually scattered across Greece, gather in large numbers to await her arrival. They’re like vultures ready to feast upon the flesh of the dead and the dying. For them it’s a harvest, a time of plenty, the reward they receive for their worship of the Ordeen and her followers. No doubt your mam will have lots more to tell us—there are blank pages in my bestiary that need to be filled.”
The Spook’s bestiary, one of the biggest and most interesting books in his library, was full of all manner of terrible creatures. But there were gaps where information was scarce, and he updated it whenever he could.
“I do know, however, that unlike the other Old Gods, the Ordeen doesn’t need human assistance to pass through a portal into this world. Even the Fiend needed the help of the Pendle witches. But it seems that she can pass through her portal at will—and also return when she pleases.”
“The followers who arrive with her through the portal—what are they like?” I asked.
“They are denizens of the dark, demons and elementals. The demons mostly have the appearance of men or women but possess terrible strength and are very cruel. In addition there are the vaengir—flying lamia witches. So many have now joined her that only a few remain elsewhere. They live alone, or in pairs like your mam’s sisters. Imagine what it must be like when the Ordeen arrives—a host of those creatures swooping down from the sky to rend and tear the flesh of their victims! It doesn’t bear thinking about, lad!”
It certainly didn’t. Mam’s two sisters were flying lamias. They’d fought on our side during the battle on Pendle Hill, wreaking havoc on the three witch clans who opposed us.
“Aye, it’s a dangerous place, Greece. Your mam has much to contend with. . . . There are also feral lamia witches, the ones who scuttle about on four limbs. They’re very common in Greece, especially in the mountains. After this lesson’s over I suggest you go up to the library, look them up in my bestiary, revise your knowledge of them, and enter a summary of what you find in your notebook.”
“You mentioned that elementals live with the Ordeen as well? What kind are they?” I asked.
“Fire elementals, something we don’t have in the County, lad. But I’ll tell you what I know about them on another day. For now we’d better continue your study of the Old Tongue, which is much harder to learn than Latin or Greek.”
The Spook was right. The rest of the lesson was so difficult it made my head hurt. It was very important that I learn the Old Tongue, though: It was commonly used by the Old Gods and their disciples, also in grimoires, books of dark magic used by necromancers.
I was relieved when the lesson came to a close and I was able to go up to my master’s library. I really enjoyed my visits there. It was the Spook’s pride and joy, and he’d inherited it, along with the house, from his own master, Henry Horrocks. Some of the books had belonged to previous spooks and went back many generations; some had been written by John Gregory himself. They chronicled a lifetime of knowledge acquired practicing his trade and fighting the Dark.
The Spook always worried that something might happen to his library. When Alice was staying with us, her job had been to make extra copies of the books, writing them out by hand. Mr. Gregory believed that one of his main duties was to preserve that library for future spooks, adding to the fund of knowledge whenever possible.
There were racks of shelves containing thousands of books, but I headed straight for the bestiary. It was a list of all sorts of creatures, from boggarts and demons to elementals and witches, along with personal accounts and sketches where the Spook described how he’d dealt with the dark. I flicked through the pages until I came to Lamia Witches.
The first Lamia was a powerful enchantress of great beauty. She loved Zeus, the leader of the Old Gods, who was already married to the goddess Hera. Unwisely, Lamia then bore Zeus’s children. On discovering this, in a jealous rage, Hera slew all but one of these unfortunate infants. Driven insane by grief, Lamia began to kill children wherever she found them, so that streams and rivers ran red with their blood and the air trembled with the cries of distraught parents. At last the gods punished her by shifting her shape so that her lower body was sinuous and scaled like that of a serpent.
Thus changed, she now turned her attentions to young men. She would call to them in a forest glade, only her beautiful head and shoulders visible above the lush green grass. Once she had lured him close, she wrapped her lower body around her victim tightly, squeezing the breath from his helpless body as her mouth fastened upon his neck until the very last drop of blood was drained.
Lamia later had a lover called Chaemog, a spider thing that dwelt in the deepest caverns of the earth. She bore him triplets, all female, and these were the first lamia witches. On their thirteenth birthday they quarreled with their mother and, after a terrible fight, tore off all her limbs and ripped her body into pieces. They fed every bit of her, including her heart, to a herd of wild boar.
The book then went on to describe the different types of lamia witch—what they looked like, how they behaved, and most importantly for a spook, how to deal with them. I knew quite a lot about lamia witches already. The Spook had lived for years with a domestic lamia witch called Meg and had kept her feral sister, Marcia, locked in a pit in the cellar of his Anglezarke house. They had both returned to Greece, but during my time at Anglezarke I’d learned a lot about them.
I continued to read, making brief notes as I did so. It was a very useful revision. There was a reference to the flying lamias, called vaengir, which the Spook had mentioned earlier. My thoughts turned to Mam. Even as a young child I’d known that she was different. She had a slight accent, which marked her out as someone who’d not been born in the County. She shunned direct sunlight and during the day often had the kitchen curtains closed.
Over time my knowledge of Mam had grown. I’d learned how Dad had come to rescue her in Greece. And then later she’d told me that I was special, a seventh son of a seventh son, and her gift to the County, a weapon to be used against the Dark. But the final pieces of the puzzle were still missing. What exactly was Mam?
Mam’s sisters were vaengir, flying feral lamias who, as the Spook had just explained, were only rarely found beyond the Ordeen’s portal. They were now in Malkin Tower, guarding her trunks, which contained money, potions, and books. It seemed to me that Mam must also be a lamia. Probably vaengir, too. That seemed most likely.
It was another mystery I needed to solve, though I couldn’t just ask her outright. It seemed to me that Mam had to tell me herself. And I might find out the answer very soon.
Late in the afternoon, given a few hours off by the Spook, I went for a stroll on the fells. I climbed high onto Parlick Pike, watched the shadows of clouds slowly drifting across the valley below and listened to the lapwings’ distinctive peewit calls.
How I missed Alice! We’d spent many a happy hour strolling up here with the County spread out below. Walking alone just wasn’t the same. I was impatient now for the week to pass so the Spook and I could set off for Jack’s farm. I was really looking forward to seeing Mam and finding out what she wanted from me.



CHAPTER III
A Changeling?

ON the morning we were due to set off, I walked down into Chipenden village to pick up the Spook’s weekly provisions from the baker, the greengrocer, and the butcher—after all, we would only be away a few days. At the last shop I told the proprietor, a large red-bearded man, that if anyone came on spook’s business and rang the bell at the withy trees, it would have to wait.
As I walked back through the village, my sack was lighter than usual because of the food shortages. To the south of the County the war was still raging, and the reports were bad. Our forces were retreating, and so much food was being taken to feed the army that the poorest people were close to starvation. I noted that in Chipenden conditions had deteriorated further. There were more hungry faces, and some houses had been abandoned, the families traveling north in the hope of a better life.
The Spook and I set off at a good pace, but even though I was carrying my staff and both our bags as usual, I didn’t mind at all. I just couldn’t wait to see Mam. After a while, though, as the morning began to warm up, the Spook slowed down. I kept getting ahead and having to wait for him to catch up. He began to get rather irritated with me.
“Slow down, lad! Slow down!” he complained. “My old bones are struggling to keep up. We’ve set off a day early—your mam won’t arrive until midsummer’s eve anyway!”
Late in the evening of the second day, even before we reached the summit of Hangman’s Hill, I saw smoke rising into the sky from the direction of the farm. For a moment fear clutched at my heart. I remembered the raid carried out by the Pendle witches last year; they’d burned our barn to the ground before ransacking the house and abducting Ellie, Jack, and little Mary.
But as we began our descent through the trees toward the north pasture, what I saw was more a cause for wonder than fear. There were campfires to the south of the farm, a dozen or more, and smells of wood smoke and cooking were in the air. Who were those people camping in Jack’s fields? I knew he wouldn’t welcome strangers on his farm, so I wondered if it had something to do with Mam.
But I’d little time to think about that, because I sensed at once that she was home already. Faint brown smoke was rising from the chimney into the blue sky, and I felt the warmth of her presence. Somehow I just knew that she was back!
“Mam’s here now—I’m sure of it!” I told the Spook, my eyes glistening with tears. I’d missed her so much and couldn’t wait to see her again.
“Aye, lad, maybe you’re right. You go down and say hello. You’ll have a lot to talk about and be wanting some privacy. I’ll wait up here.”
I smiled, nodded, and ran down the wooded slope toward the new barn. But before I could reach the farmyard, my brother Jack came round the corner into my path. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been seriously ill after being beaten to within an inch of his life by the witches who had raided the farm and stolen Mam’s trunks. Now he was tanned by the sun and looked strong and healthy again, his eyebrows bushier than ever. He gripped me in a bear hug and almost squeezed the breath from my body.
“Good to see you, Tom!” he exclaimed, holding me at arm’s length and smiling broadly.
“It’s great to see you fit and well, Jack,” I told him.
“And no little thanks to you. Ellie told me everything. I’d be six feet under now if it wasn’t for you.”
Together with Alice, I’d helped to rescue Jack and his family from Malkin Tower.
“Mam’s back already, isn’t she?” I asked excitedly.
Jack nodded, but the smile slipped from his face. There was a certain uneasiness, a hint of uncertainty and sadness in his expression.
“Yes, she’s back, Tom, and she’s really looking forward to seeing you again, but I have to warn you that she’s changed—”
“Changed? What do you mean, changed?”
“At first I hardly recognized her. She has a wildness about her—especially her eyes. And she looks younger, as if she’s cast off the years. I know that doesn’t seem possible, but it’s true. . . .”
Although I didn’t say anything to Jack, I knew that this might well be the case. Human rules of aging didn’t apply to lamia witches. As the Spook’s bestiary had explained, there are two forms for a lamia, and they slowly change from one to the other. Mam was possibly slowly shape-shifting her way back to her feral state. It was a disturbing and scary possibility. Not something I wanted to think about too much.
“Tom—you know all about these things because of your line of work. Could she be a changeling?” Jack asked anxiously, his face suddenly full of fear and doubt. “Anything could have happened while she’s been in Greece. Maybe she’s been captured by goblin folk and replaced with one of their own?”
“No, Jack. Of course not,” I reassured him. “There’s no such thing as goblin folk. It’s just a superstition. So don’t you worry about that. I’m sure it’s just the warm Greek weather agreeing with her. I’ll go and see her, and we’ll talk later. Where’s James?”
“James is busy. He’s making more money with the forge than I am with the farm at the moment. But I’m sure he’ll find time for his youngest brother.”
James was living here now and helping Jack out with the chores, but by trade he was a blacksmith. It sounded like his new business was shaping up to be a real success.
“Who are all those people camping in the south meadow?” I asked, remembering the fires I’d seen as we’d descended Hangman’s Hill.
Jack scowled at me and shook his head angrily. “You’d better ask Mam that question!” he retorted. “But I tell you, they have no right to be here. No right at all! Witches from Pendle, they are. And to think they’re camping in my field after all that happened last year.”
Witches? If indeed they were, I could hardly blame him for being angry. The Pendle witches had put Jack and his family through hell last year. With that in mind, why would Mam allow them so close to the farm?
I shrugged at Jack and set off across the farmyard. Just behind the barn, facing the rear of the house, I saw a new building—and James, working at his forge within, his back to me. Just outside in the yard, a farmer was holding the reins of a horse waiting to be shod. I almost called across to James, but I couldn’t wait to see Mam.
As I approached the house, I was surprised to see Mam’s climbing rosebush in flower. Last time I’d been here it had looked dead; the blackened and withered stems had been ripped from the wall when the Fiend attacked the house in his attempt to kill me. Now there were new green shoots climbing up the stones and a few roses were in bloom, gleaming a bright County red in the sunshine.
I paused at the back door and rapped lightly on the wood. I’d been born and brought up in this farmhouse, but it was now no longer my home and it was polite to knock.
“Come in, son,” Mam called, and at the sound of her voice my eyes watered and a lump filled my throat. How I’d missed her! I stepped into the kitchen, and we were suddenly face-to-face.
She was perched on a stool, stirring the big pot of lamb stew that simmered over the fire. As usual, the curtains were drawn to keep out the sunlight, but even in the gloom, when she got to her feet and took a step toward me, I could see what Jack had meant when he said she’d changed.
Her smile was warm, but her face was a little gaunt, her cheekbones more prominent than before. Her black hair was no longer streaked with gray, and she really did look younger than when I’d last seen her, eighteen months earlier. But in her eyes I saw a wildness, an anxious, haunted look.
“Ah, son . . . ,” she said, and she put her arms around me and pulled me close. Her warmth enfolded me, and I sobbed deep in my throat.
Holding me at arm’s length, she shook her head. “Sit yourself down, son, and be strong. It’s good to be together again, but we’ve lots to say to each other, and we both need clear heads.”
I nodded and sat down facing her across the hearth, waiting to hear what she had to say. I desperately wanted to ask her about Alice and whether she might be the Fiend’s daughter, but Mam’s business had to come first. It must be important to bring her all the way back to the County for this meeting.
“How have you been, Tom? And how’s your master?”
“Fine, Mam. Fine. We’re both fit and well. How about you? How did you get on in Greece?”
“It’s been hard, son. . . .”
Mam caught her breath, and I saw the emotion in her face. For a moment I thought she was too upset to speak, but then she took a deep breath and her manner became matter-of-fact.
“I’ll come directly to the point. I’ve already visited Malkin Tower in Pendle and collected the bags of money that were in the trunks I gave you. Originally I meant them for you, to help your own cause here in the County, but things have taken a turn for the worse in my own land. Things are critical. I desperately need that money now to finance what must be done to avert a terrible disaster. Are you happy to surrender it back into my keeping?”
“Of course, Mam! It’s yours anyway. Just do what you think best. Is it to help your struggle against the Ordeen?”
“It is, son. It is. Did your master tell you what we face back in Greece?”
“He doesn’t know much about the Ordeen. He was hoping that you’d fill in the gaps in our knowledge. He’s waiting up on Hangman’s Hill to allow us some private time together, but he wants to talk to you later.”
“Well, I can do that for him at least—though I fear that when we’ve talked, things may not be so easy between us. Your master is a good man with high principles. He won’t be able to condone what I plan to do. But we’ll have to see. Perhaps he’ll realize that it really is for the best. Which brings me to the second thing I’d like to ask you. I need you, son. I need you to return to Greece with me and help me to fight the dark there. Others will help, too, but you have a special strength that might really make a difference and turn things in our favor. If I could avoid this, I would, but I have to ask. Will you come back to my homeland with me?”
I was astonished. My duty was to the County, and Mam’s wish had always been for me to become a spook’s apprentice. But if she needed help elsewhere, how could I refuse?
“Of course I’ll go, Mam. But will Mr. Gregory be coming, too? Or will I have to stop being his apprentice for a while?”
“I sincerely hope he’ll journey with us, son. But that must be for him to decide. I simply can’t predict how he’ll react.”
“What are you planning?” I asked. “What do you need the money for?”
“All will be revealed in good time,” Mam told me, and I knew now was not the time to press her further.
“Mam, there’s one other thing I have to ask you,” I said. “It’s about Alice. . . .”
I saw the expression on Mam’s face change. One moment it had been stern and businesslike. Now it suddenly softened, and sadness filled her eyes. Even before I asked the question, I feared the worst.
“The Fiend told me that Alice is his daughter. He’s lying, isn’t he, Mam? Surely it can’t be true, can it?”
Mam looked at me, and I saw her eyes brim with tears. “This time he isn’t lying, son. It hurts me to say it because I know how much you care about Alice. But it’s true. She is one of the Devil’s daughters.”
My heart sank.
“That doesn’t mean she’s doomed to belong to the dark, son. There’s a chance of redemption for us all. A chance to be saved. Alice has that opportunity, too.”
“How long have you known?” I asked quietly. Her confirmation hadn’t shocked me. I think that, deep down, I’d known it was true.
“Since the moment I first saw her, son, when you brought her here to the farm.”
“You knew then, Mam? And yet you kept it from me?”
She nodded.
“But there were things you said. Things that don’t make any sense now—that Alice and I were the future and hope of the County and that my master would need us both at his side. Why did you say that?”
Mam got to her feet again, put her hands on my shoulders, and looked straight into my eyes, her expression firm but kind. “What I said then, I still stand by. Alice cares a lot for you, and it’s that affection that’s kept her safe from the clutches of the dark this far.”
“Alice contacted me just a few days ago. Warned me that a maenad assassin was in the Spook’s garden. But for her, I’d be dead now.”
I saw the alarm in Mam’s face, the fear in her eyes. “A maenad? I knew they were aware of the new threat I pose. . . .” she muttered, straightening. “But I hadn’t expected them to know about you and send one of their number across the sea to the County. Darkness clouds my foresight. Things I would once have known are obscured, and it’s happening at the worst time possible.” She looked really worried.
“Although the maenad came from Greece, Mam, I could hardly understand a single word she said.”
“There are many dialects in that land. But her killing frenzy wouldn’t have helped. Talking to a maenad is difficult because they’re creatures of emotion rather than intellect. They listen only to their own inner voice. But never underestimate them. They’re a powerful group because they exist in great numbers.
“Anyway, we must be grateful to Alice for saving your life. Once she accepts that her birth doesn’t necessarily mean she is destined to become a malevolent witch, Alice may prove a formidable adversary for her own father. Together the two of you might just manage to finally defeat him.”
“Together? Mr. Gregory will never agree to that.”
“I fear you may be right, son. And neither will he find it easy to accept what I plan to do. . . .” Once again she stopped short of telling me about her intentions. Why was she holding back?
“There are campfires in the southern meadow,” I said, staring hard into Mam’s face. “Jack says they’re witches from Pendle. That can’t be true, can it, Mam?”
“Aye, Tom. It’s true. We need them, son. We need their help.”
“Witches, Mam? We’ve made an alliance with witches?” The enormity of what Mam had done began to sink in. I dreaded to think what the Spook’s reaction would be.
“I know you’ll find it hard because of what your master’s taught you,” Mam said, laying a hand on my shoulder, “but we can’t win without them. It’s as simple as that. And we have to win, we really do. We have to defeat the Ordeen. We cannot afford to lose. If we do, not only the County, but the whole world will be at risk. You go and bring your master down to see me. Then keep out of the way while I try to talk him round.”
I did as Mam asked—went up to Hangman’s Hill and told the Spook that she wanted to speak to him. I revealed no more than that, but perhaps my master read something in my face, for as he walked down toward the farm he looked far from happy.
Leaving him in the kitchen with Mam, I headed toward a small rise where I could look down upon the campfires of the witches in the southern pasture. The smell of cooking wafted to me on the breeze—rabbit stew. Folk in the County were short of food, and rabbits had been hunted so much that their populations were depleted and they were now hard to find. But no doubt our visitors from Pendle had their own dark methods.
I thought back over my own dealings with witches and shuddered with horror. I remembered being trapped in a pit while Bony Lizzie sharpened her knives as she prepared to cut the bones from my living body. Then there was that awful moment when Mab Mouldheel had held a knife to little Mary’s throat, clearly prepared to kill her had I not surrendered the keys to Mam’s trunks.
Malevolent witches were ruthless creatures of the dark who killed innocents to use their blood or bones in their magical rituals. So the Ordeen must be terrible indeed if Mam was prepared to forge an alliance with such evil beings. But could I blame her? I too had been forced to compromise by fighting alongside Grimalkin to defeat Morwena and a host of water witches.
My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the back door slamming, and then I saw the Spook striding across the yard, his face like thunder. I ran to him, but he scowled and turned north before I reached his side.
“Follow me, lad—we need to talk!” he snapped over his shoulder as he set off toward Hangman’s Hill. After crossing the north pasture, he paused at the border of Jack’s farm and turned to face me.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, by now thoroughly alarmed. I was sure that the discussion with Mam had gone badly.
“What’s wrong? Everything, lad. Just about everything! You know my feelings about using the dark. It just can’t be done. You can’t make alliances with witches and suchlike and hope to avoid being contaminated and drawn toward the dark yourself. Above all, lad, you can’t risk it. That’s exactly what the Fiend wants, as I’ve told you often enough. So you’ve got an important decision to make. Think it over very carefully—”
“Think what over?”
“What your mam’s proposing. Going to Greece, joining forces with witches and . . . well . . . I’ll let her tell you herself. I can’t do it—the words would choke in my throat. I’m going straight back to Chipenden now. If you’re not back within three days, I’ll know that you’re following your mam’s wishes. In that case your apprenticeship with me is over!”
“Please!” I called, following him across the boundary. “Don’t go. Can’t we talk about it?”
“Talk? What is there to talk about? Your mam’s made an alliance with the Pendle witches. It’s as plain as the nose on your face. So think on, lad, and make your choice. I’ve already made mine!”
So saying, he turned, climbed over the fence, and set off up the hill without a backward glance. I watched him disappear among the trees, hardly able to believe what he’d just said. He was ending my apprenticeship? How could he do that after all we’d been through together? I felt shocked, hurt, and angry. I didn’t deserve that.
I went down the hill and crossed the yard, heading straight for the kitchen again. I needed to talk to Mam and try to sort things out.



CHAPTER IV
Decisions

“Your master took it very badly,” Mam said when I went in. “Even worse than I’d expected.”
“He’s gone back to Chipenden, Mam. He said that if I wasn’t back there in three days, then it would be the end of my apprenticeship.”
Mam sighed. “I was afraid of that. But you got on quite well with Bill Arkwright, I believe.”
“Who told you that, Mam?”
“People tell me things all the time, son. Either that or I find them out for myself. Let’s just say I know what happened. You got off to a bad start, but things sorted themselves out and he trained you well. If John Gregory won’t continue as your master,” Mam went on, “then you’ll have to make do with Bill Arkwright. I need him, too. I’ve already sent for him. I hope he’ll agree to join us and come to Greece. He should arrive sometime tomorrow to talk it through.”
“What do you want him to do in Greece, Mam?”
“He’s a good spook, but above all he used to be in the army. We’re facing a tremendous battle, and I’ll need Arkwright’s strength, fearlessness, and military tactics. I’ve told him it’s vital that he come with us. He’ll be able to strike a bigger blow against the dark there than he could in sixty years of service to the County.”
It would be good to work with Arkwright again, I thought. He’d toughened me up a lot during the months I’d spent with him north of Caster; maybe I could continue the physical side of my training. If it hadn’t been for what he’d taught me, that maenad assassin would probably have killed me. On the other hand, I was really going to miss working with John Gregory. He was my real master and also my friend. It was sad to think that I’d never be his apprentice again. The house at Chipenden had become my home. Bill Arkwright, for all his qualities, couldn’t replace that.
“Can’t you tell me more about your enemy, the Ordeen, Mam? What makes her so dangerous that you need to defeat her in battle?” I asked. “What’s the threat we face that we need help from so many people?”
Mam bowed her head for a moment as though reluctant to speak, but then she looked me in the eye and seemed to find her resolve. “The Ordeen has a terrible thirst for blood, son. And when she visits our world, those who accompany her through the portal in her great citadel, the Ord—demons, fire elementals, and vaengir—are similarly thirsty. Thousands of innocent people are slaughtered—men, women, and even children. She’s growing in power, and each visit she makes to our world is more devastating.”
“She sounds even worse than the Fiend.”
“No, son, the Fiend is far more powerful, but he doesn’t flaunt his strength. His aim is a slow accumulation of power, gradually increasing the evil that makes the world a darker and more dangerous place as he tightens his grip upon it. His plans are long-term—eventual total dominion.
“By contrast, the Ordeen has no long-term plans other than to drink her fill of blood and instill terror into everyone she comes in contact with. Many victims simply die of fear and are easy pickings for the maenads that swarm in her wake. She’s a powerful servant of the dark—nothing compared to the Fiend, but we can’t hope to confront him yet. For now we must concentrate on the immediate threat before us and destroy the Ordeen before she widens the range of her portal.”
“What do you mean, Mam?”
“The Ordeen has been visiting Greece for thousands of years; she materializes only on the plain before Meteora, where thousands of monks have their homes. Her visits take place every seven years, and each of these is more devastating than the previous one. The monks use prayers to defend their monasteries and try to bind the Ordeen within the confines of the plain. But gradually she’s grown in power, while their effectiveness has declined. And now that the Fiend is in the world, she can count him as her ally, and the dark is much more powerful. Under the direction of the Fiend, more and more flying lamias have joined her. This time, it seems certain the Ordeen will use them to slaughter the unprotected monks in their monasteries high in the rocks. That done, the prayers that have helped to keep her in check will be no more. She’ll be able to go forth and devastate other lands.”
“They’ve been able to contain her just with prayers? Prayers really do work then, Mam?”
“Aye, whoever offers them up, if they are uttered selflessly and with a pure heart, the light is strengthened. So, although in decline because of the dark’s growing power, the monks at Meteora are a great force for good. That’s why we must strike now, before they’re overwhelmed. Prayers alone are no longer any match for the Ordeen and the Fiend combined.”
“So that is where we’ll be traveling to—her citadel near Meteora?”
“Yes. The Ord, her citadel, always materializes through a fiery portal south of Meteora, near a small walled town called Kalambaka. Every seven years, give or take a week. We must stop her this time, once and for all. If we fail, next time she’ll be so powerful that nowhere will be safe. But it’s the County that will be most at risk. I am the Ordeen’s old enemy. If I fail to destroy her, then she’ll obliterate the County in revenge. The Fiend will tell her that my seven sons—all that I hold dear—are in the County, and she will eradicate it. Her murderous followers will hunt down and kill every living person. That is why we must defeat her at all costs.”
At supper, Mam sat at the head of the table. We tucked into her delicious lamb stew, and she seemed happier, less troubled, despite all that we would soon face in Greece. I remember it well, because it was the last time all of us—Mam, Jack, James, Ellie, little Mary, and I—ever sat around the same table together.
I’d spoken to Ellie and James earlier. My brother had seemed content enough, but Ellie was a little reserved, no doubt because of the witches camped out in the south meadow. Now, at supper, I could feel a tension in the air—much of it seeming to radiate from Jack.
Jack said grace before the meal, and we all, except for Mam, answered “Amen.” She simply waited patiently, staring down at the tablecloth.
“It’s lovely to be back with you all,” she said when we’d finished our prayers. “It’s sad that your poor dad can’t be with us too, but we should remember the happy times.”
Dad had died during the winter of the first year of my apprenticeship. He’d suffered from congestion of the lungs, and even Mam’s skills as a healer had been unable to save him. She’d taken it hard.
“I wish that my other sons could have visited, too,” Mam continued sadly, “but they have lives of their own to lead now, with their own problems. They’re in our thoughts and I’m sure we’re in theirs. . . .”
Despite those sad absences, Mam chatted away cheerily, but the tension in the room was growing, and I could see that Jack and Ellie were uneasy. At one point, through the open window, we heard what sounded like chanting from the direction of the southern meadow. It was the Pendle witches. Mam ignored them and carried on talking, but poor Ellie shuddered and looked close to tears. Jack laid a hand on her shoulder and stood up to close the window.
James tried to lighten the atmosphere by telling me about his plans for the brewery he hoped to start the following year. But it remained a tense, uncomfortable meal. Eventually we got through it, and it was time for bed.
It was strange to spend the night in my old room again. I went and sat in the wicker chair and stared out through the window across the farmyard and hayfields, beyond the north pasture toward Hangman’s Hill. The moon was bright, lighting everything to silver, and I tried to pretend that I was back in the days before I’d ever become the Spook’s apprentice. I brought all my memory and imagination to bear, and for a few moments managed to convince myself that Dad was still alive and Mam had never left for Greece, that she was still helping with the farm chores and working as the local healer and midwife.
But I couldn’t block out the truth. What was done was done, and things could never be the same again. I climbed into bed with a strong sense of loss and grief that brought a lump to my throat. It was a long time before I managed to fall asleep.
Bill Arkwright arrived late the next morning. His huge black wolfhound, Claw, bounded across the yard toward me; her half-grown puppies, Blood and Bone, scampered along at her heels.
I patted her while the pups circled us excitedly. Arkwright was carrying his huge staff with its big, sharp blade. He walked with a swagger, and his closely shaven head glowed in the sun. He looked a lot friendlier than the first time I’d met him, and his face lit up with a warm smile.
“Well, Master Ward, it’s good to see you again,” he said. But something in my expression made his smile fade. “I can tell from your face that something bad has happened,” he continued, shaking his head. “Am I right?”
“Yes, Mr. Arkwright. My mam’s made an alliance with some of the Pendle witches. She’s had to, because she needs their help to fight the dark in her homeland. She wants me, you, and Mr. Gregory to go with her back to Greece to fight the Ordeen. My master was furious when he found out about the alliance and stormed back to Chipenden. He said that if I didn’t follow him, I could no longer be his apprentice. I feel torn between them, Mr. Arkwright.”
“I’m not surprised, Master Ward. But I can understand Mr. Gregory’s reaction. What your mam’s asking goes against everything he believes in.”
“Well, I’ve had to choose between what Mam wants and what Mr. Gregory wants,” I told Arkwright. “It wasn’t easy, but my first loyalty must always be to her. She gave me life, and I was her seventh son. So she has to decide what’s best for me.”
“You’ve had a very difficult choice to make, but I think you’re right, Master Ward. As for myself, I’ve a decision to make, too, it seems. I’m going to listen to what your mam says with an open mind. I must confess that it’s a challenge—it would certainly be exciting to travel to such a faraway land. So, for now, I’ll not say yes and I’ll not say no. I’ll wait to hear more from your mam’s own lips. An alliance with servants of the dark, you say? Well, sometimes we have to compromise in order to survive. Neither of us would be here now if it wasn’t for the witch assassin, Grimalkin.”
That was true enough. She’d fought alongside me in the marsh, and together we’d defeated Morwena and a host of water witches. Without her I’d have been killed. Servant of the dark or not, the alliance with Grimalkin had been worthwhile. It seemed clear that Bill Arkwright didn’t have the same scruples as my master.
We found Mam talking to James behind the barn. When she saw us, she took her leave of my brother and came to greet our visitor. “This is Bill Arkwright, Mam,” I told her. “He’s come to hear what you have to say.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Ward,” Arkwright said, giving a little bow. “I’m intrigued by what your son has told me and would like to know more.”
Mam turned to face me and gave me a warm smile. “I’d like to talk to Mr. Arkwright in private for a few moments, son. Why don’t you take a walk to the south meadow where the campfires are. There’s someone there who’d like a word with you.”
“What? One of the witches?” I asked, puzzled.
“Why don’t you go and find out?”
I wondered why she couldn’t just discuss things with Arkwright while I was there, but I nodded and left them to talk.
The campfires were scattered across the big field next to land belonging to our neighbor, Mr. Wilkinson—half a dozen of them, with two or three witches around each fire. Who could want to talk to me? I wondered. As I walked across, I could see food cooking, and once again there was a tantalizing aroma of stewed rabbit.
It was then that I heard footsteps behind me and turned quickly, my mouth opening in surprise. Facing me was a girl of about my own height. She was wearing pointy shoes, and her black dress was tied at the waist with a piece of string.
Alice.



CHAPTER V
Alice Deane

“MISSED you, Tom Ward,” Alice said, tears threatening to fall. “Ain’t been the same without you.”
She came toward me and we hugged tightly. I heard her sob and felt her shoulders trembling. As we pulled apart, I was suddenly filled with guilt. Although I was now delighted to see her, I’d spent long weeks obeying the Spook and turning away each time she’d tried to contact me.
“Thanks for using the mirror to warn me about the maenad, Alice. She would have killed me but for you.”
“I was scared you wouldn’t listen, Tom. I’ve tried to contact you before, but you always turned away.”
“I was just doing what the Spook told me.”
“But couldn’t you have used it one more time after I warned you? Just to let me know that you were all right? Worried sick, I was. Your mam told me she was meeting you here when she contacted me with a mirror and asked me to join her. So I had to assume you were all right.”
I felt a little ashamed but tried to explain. “I can’t use a mirror, Alice. I’ve promised the Spook I won’t.”
“But that’s changed now, ain’t it? You don’t need to worry about Old Gregory any longer, do you? Going to Greece, I am, with you and your mam. We’ll be together again at last. And I’m glad he decided not to come with us. Won’t have him looking over our shoulder, will we?”
“Don’t talk about the Spook like that!” I snapped angrily. “He’s worried about me. Worried that I’ll be compromised and drawn toward the dark. That the Fiend will win me over to his side. That’s why he won’t let me have any contact with you, Alice. He’s trying to protect me. Anyway,” I continued, “how do you know he’s not coming? Were you spying on us?”
“Oh, Tom, when will you learn that there’s not much I don’t know?”
“So you were spying.”
“No, actually. Didn’t need to. It wasn’t hard to work out what was going on when we all saw him storming back to Chipenden.”
For a moment, despite my hot words, the thought struck me that if the Spook stayed home in Chipenden, then there really was nothing to stop me from being with Alice. But I felt another strong pang of guilt and dismissed the idea instantly.
“Look, it’ll be good on this journey, Tom. Your mam thinks differently than Old Gregory. She doesn’t mind us being together, and she still stands by what she said last year. That together we can defeat the Fiend—”
“Your own father, Alice!” I interrupted. “I found out your dark secret. The Fiend is your own father, isn’t he?”
Alice gasped and her eyes widened in surprise. “How can you know that?”
“He told me himself!”
She looked shocked. “Well, ain’t no use denying it. But it weren’t my secret, Tom. I didn’t know until he visited me the night before Old Gregory sent me away. Terrified, I was, to be face-to-face with Old Nick, and it was even worse when he told me I was his daughter! Can you imagine what that was like? Thought I belonged to him. That I was on my way to Hell. Going to burn there for all eternity. I felt so weak in his presence that I had to do anything he told me. But as soon as I was back in Pendle, your mam contacted me using a mirror. Told me I was a lot stronger than I thought. Gave me new confidence, she did. I’ve come to terms with it, Tom. So I’m going to fight him. What else can I do but try?”
A mixture of thoughts and emotions churned within me. Mam and Alice had been in contact using mirrors in the past. Clearly it was still going on. And that made me very uneasy.
“I still can’t believe that Mam’s made an alliance with witches!” I said, gesturing at the campfires around us.
“But all of them witches are sworn enemies of the Fiend. Twenty or more of ’em are coming with us. They know it was a big mistake to bring him through the portal, ’cos now he’s trying to make ’em all do his bidding. So they’re fighting back. Destroy the Ordeen and it’s a big blow against the Fiend. Some from each of the main clans are coming with us. Your mam’s organizing everything. It’s just exactly as she wants it. Glad to be here again, I am, Tom, away from Pendle.”
Only last year the Malkins had abducted Jack and his family, Mam’s own flesh and blood, but now here she was, commanding the Malkins and the other Pendle witches, forming an alliance with them to help bring victory. It was hard to take in. And then there was Alice—what had she been up to back in Pendle? Had she moved closer to the dark again?
“What was it like back there?” I asked. “Where did you stay?”
“Mostly with Agnes Sowerbutts. Tried to keep away from the others, but it ain’t been easy.”
Agnes was her aunt—a Deane who lived on the far edge of the clan village and kept herself to herself. She used a mirror to see what was going on in the world but was a healer and certainly not a malevolent witch; bad as Pendle was, Alice had stayed at the best possible place. But what did she mean by “the others”?
“Who else did you see?”
“Mab Mouldheel and her two sisters.”
“What did they want?”
Mab, although no more than fifteen or so, was the leader of the Mouldheel clan. She was one of the most powerful scryers in the whole of the Pendle district, able to use a mirror to see clear visions of the future. She was also malevolent and often used human blood.
“They knew about the journey to Greece and what we were going to do because Mab scryed it. They wanted to come, too.”
“But Mab played a big part in bringing the Fiend through the portal, Alice. Why would she want to destroy one of his servants?”
“They realize they done wrong and want to put it right. Don’t you remember how Mab was reluctant to join with the other two clans? Soft on you, she was, and only did it because you betrayed her and drove her from Malkin Tower.”
That was true enough. I’d tricked her into releasing Mam’s two sisters, feral lamias, from the trunks. In revenge she’d led her clan into an alliance with the Deanes and Malkins to raise the Fiend.
“So what happened, Alice? Are they here? Are they going to travel with us?”
“Your mam told me to contact Mab again and ask her to come. Ain’t arrived yet, but they’ll be here soon enough.”
“Apart from Mam, do any of the witches know who your father is?”
Alice shook her head and looked about her furtively. “I’ve told nobody,” she whispered. “As far as they’re concerned, my dad was Arthur Deane, and I want to keep it that way. If they knew who I really was, none of ’em would trust me.
“Anyway, you hungry, Tom?” she went on, raising her voice again. “Got some rabbits cooking, I have. Just how you like ’em!”
“No, thanks, Alice,” I told her. As much as I wanted to be with her, I needed time to collect my thoughts. There was a lot to come to terms with.
She looked disappointed and a little hurt. “Your mam’s told us all to keep well away from the house in case we upset Jack and Ellie. Don’t want witches too close, do they? Only way we’ll see each other is if you come out here to me.”
“Don’t worry, Alice. I’ll do that. I’ll come out tomorrow evening.”
“Do you promise?” she asked doubtfully.
“Yes, I promise.”
“Look forward to that, then. Will you eat your supper with me tomorrow?”
“Of course. See you then.”
“Just one more thing before you go back to the farm, Tom. Grimalkin’s here. She’s coming to Greece with us, too. She wants to talk to you. Over there, she is,” Alice said, pointing to the large oak tree just beyond the meadow. “Best you go and see her now.”
We hugged as we parted—it was really good to hold her again. Then it was time to face Grimalkin. I looked toward the tree, and my heart began to beat more rapidly. Grimalkin was the witch assassin of the Malkins. At one time she’d hunted me down, ready to kill me, but the last time I’d seen her we’d fought side by side.
Better get it over with, I thought, and with a smile and a nod to Alice, I set off toward the corner of the field. There was a gap in the hawthorn hedge, so I pushed my way through, to find the witch assassin waiting there with her back to the old oak.
Her arms were at her sides, but as usual her lithe body was crisscrossed with leather straps and sheaths holding deadly weapons: blades, hooks, and the scary scissors she used to snip the flesh and bone of her enemies.
Her black-painted lips grinned to reveal the sharp teeth within; they had been filed to deadly points. But despite all that, she had a kind of wild beauty about her; the grace and aura of a natural predator.
“Well, child, we meet again,” she said. “When we last talked, I promised you a gift to mark your age.”
In Pendle, she’d told me, on the Walpurgis Night sabbath following his fourteenth birthday, the boy child of a witch clan became a man. I’d turned fourteen on August the third last year, and Walpurgis Night had already passed. She’d promised me something special to mark the occasion, and she’d asked me to go to Pendle to get it. There’d been little chance of that. I hardly thought the Spook would have approved of me accepting a gift from a witch!
“Are you ready to receive it now, child?” Grimalkin asked me.
“It depends what it is,” I said, trying to keep my voice as friendly and polite as possible despite what I felt inside.
She nodded, leaned away from the tree, and took a step toward me. Her eyes stared hard into mine, and I suddenly felt very nervous and vulnerable.
She smiled. “It may help if I tell you that your mother agrees that I should do this. If you don’t believe me, then ask her.”
Grimalkin didn’t lie—she lived by a strict code of honor. But was my mam in contact with all the witches in Pendle? I wondered. Bit by bit, it seemed, everything I believed in, everything my master had taught me, was unraveling. What Mam wanted for me seemed to be constantly clashing with the wishes of the Spook. I had another decision to make, and whatever I decided, one of the two would be unhappy. But once again I decided that Mam’s needs had to take precedence over those of my master, so I gave Grimalkin a brief nod and agreed to accept the gift.
“Here, child. It’s a blade.” She held out a leather pouch. “Take it.”
While she watched, I unwrapped it to reveal the short dagger within. I saw then that the pouch was actually a sheath and strap.
“You wear it diagonally across your shoulder and back,” she explained. “The sheath should be positioned at the nape of your neck so that you can reach for it over your right shoulder. The blade is very potent and can damage even very powerful servants of the dark!”
“Could it destroy the Fiend?” I asked.
Grimalkin shook her head. “No, child. I only wish that it could—I would have used it long ago. But I also have a second gift for you. Come closer—I won’t bite!”
I took a nervous step forward. Grimalkin spat into her right hand and quickly dipped her left forefinger into the spittle. Next she leaned forward, traced a wet circle on my forehead, and muttered something under her breath. For a moment I felt an intense cold inside my head, and then a tingling that ran the length of my spine.
“There, it’s done, child. It is yours to use now.”
“What is it?” I asked.
“My second gift is a dark wish. Has your master never told you about such things?”
I shook my head, feeling sure he’d be furious if he knew I’d received such a thing from a witch. “What is it?”
“It is called dark because nobody, even those skilled in scrying, can foretell when and how it will be used or the outcome of using it. It cost me much to create, years of stored power that you can now unleash with a few words. So only use it when you need something badly and all else fails. Begin with the words “I wish” and state what you want clearly. Afterward repeat your wish a second time. Then it will be done.”
I felt uncomfortable even thinking about using such dark power.
Grimalkin turned to go. “Remember to use the dark wish with great care. Don’t waste it. Don’t use it lightly.”
With that, she pushed her way through the hedge and set off for the nearest campfire without even a backward glance.
I went back toward the farmhouse and found Arkwright chaining up his three dogs in the barn.
“Don’t like to do this, Master Ward, but it’s for the best. Claw’s very territorial. Your farm dogs wouldn’t last long if I let her roam free.”
“Have you decided? Are you coming with us to Greece?” I asked.
“That I am. My one worry is leaving the north of the County unattended. No doubt there’ll be more than one water witch to deal with on my return, but your mam’s talked me round. She’s a very persuasive woman. So the County will just have to manage. For now, the really important work lies across the sea.”
“Has Mam said when we’ll be leaving?” I asked. It struck me that she wasn’t telling me much at all.
“In two days at the most, Master Ward. We’ll be traveling to Sunderland Point and sailing from there. And don’t worry about your old master, Mr. Gregory. He’s set in his ways, but sometimes there are other means to achieving the ends we seek. If he doesn’t come round, then you can always finish your apprenticeship with me. I’d gladly take you on again.”
I thanked him for his kind offer, but deep down I was still disappointed. Much as I liked Arkwright, he wasn’t John Gregory, and it hurt to think I wouldn’t complete my apprenticeship with him as my master.
I turned toward the farmhouse to see Jack bringing in the cows for milking.
“Who was that?” he asked. “Another spook, by the looks of him.”
“Yes,” I said. “It was Bill Arkwright from the north of the County. Mam sent for him.”
“Oh,” he said, far from happy. “Seems I’m the last to know who’s visiting my own farm these days.”
Just then, carried on the breeze from the south, I heard a strange keening noise, halfway between singing and chanting. It was the witches, probably carrying out some sort of ritual.
“Mam says those witches are on our side,” Jack went on grimly, with a nod toward the south meadow. “But what about the other lot from Pendle, the ones who aren’t? Won’t they visit the farm again when you’ve gone? When I’m alone here with just James and my family? That’s what Ellie fears. She’s been under such a lot of strain during the past two years. She’s close to the breaking point.”
I understood that. Ellie had always been afraid that my becoming a spook’s apprentice would put them at risk from the dark. Her fears had proved well founded, and last year she’d lost her unborn baby while a prisoner of the Malkins. There was nothing I could say to comfort Jack, so I kept my mouth shut.



CHAPTER VI
A Dreadful Prophecy

THAT night at supper it was just me, Mam, and James. It seemed that little Mary had an upset stomach so Jack and Ellie had taken her to bed early, but I also suspected that my eldest brother wasn’t happy with all that was happening at the farm and was staying away.
Mam was cheerful and kept the conversation going, but only James really responded much. Finally he went off to bed, leaving me alone with Mam.
“What’s troubling you, son?” she asked.
“I’m confused, Mam.”
“Confused?”
“Aye. Take the witches . . . do we really need them? They’re clearly troubling Jack and Ellie, and without them the Spook would probably have come with us to Greece.”
“Sorry, son, but we do. For one thing they’re excellent fighters, particularly Grimalkin, and we’re going to need all the forces we can muster in the battle that faces us. The Ord is a terrifying place, and the Pendle witches are just about the only creatures I know who won’t be too afraid to enter it. They all have their part to play.”
“What about Grimalkin’s presents of the dark wish and the blade? She said you’d agreed to her giving them to me. How can it be right or safe to use anything that comes from the dark? You sent me off to be Mr. Gregory’s apprentice, and now you’re making me go against everything he’s taught me.”
I saw a sadness in Mam’s eyes. “Only you can decide whether or not to use those two gifts, son. I’m also doing things I’d prefer not to. I’m doing them to win a great victory. You may have to do the same at some point. That’s all I can say. Are you wearing the blade?”
“No, Mam, it’s in my bag.”
“Then wear it, son. For me. Will you do that?”
“Yes, Mam. If that’s what you want, then I must do it.”
Mam took my face in her hands and looked at me intently, willing me to understand the truth of what she was saying. “If we fail, the County will suffer terribly. Then the rest of the world will follow. The Ordeen will be let loose, with the Fiend’s power behind her. We need everything available to us to stop such evil. This is no time to wonder about where such help comes from. We must grab it with both hands for the greater good. I only wish I could persuade your master to see it the same way. No, son, we have to go to Greece and take the Pendle witches with us. We have no choice.”
From that day on I did as Mam asked, wearing the blade under my shirt in its sheath positioned at the nape of my neck. How could I refuse her? But I felt that I was moving into a much darker phase of my life than I had ever experienced as an apprentice to John Gregory.
The following day, a couple of hours before sunset, I headed for the south meadow to keep my promise to Alice.
She was bending over a campfire near the hawthorn hedge that enclosed the field, some distance from the others. It seemed that she was keeping to herself, away from the other witches. That made me feel better. I didn’t want her under their influence.
The rabbits were on a spit, their juices dribbling into the flames.
“You hungry, Tom?”
“Starving, Alice. They smell delicious!”
We ate the rabbits in silence but exchanged smiles. When we’d finished, I thanked Alice and complimented her on the meal. She didn’t say anything for a while, and I began to feel more and more awkward. In the past we’d always had plenty to say to each other, but we’d exchanged all our news the day before, and now our conversation seemed to have exhausted itself. There was an uncomfortable distance between us.
“Cat got your tongue?” Alice asked finally.
“If so, it’s got yours, too!” I retorted.
She smiled at me sadly. “Things just ain’t the same anymore, are they, Tom?”
I shrugged. What she’d said was perfectly true. How could they ever be the same again?
“A lot’s happened, Alice. Everything seems to be changing.”
“Changing?”
“My apprenticeship to Mr. Gregory is over, Mam’s formed an alliance with some of the Pendle witches, and you, my best friend in the whole world, turn out to be the daughter of my enemy.”
“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t say it.”
“Sorry.”
“Look, if we go to Greece and win, then it’ll all have been for the best, won’t it? I’ll have proved to you and Mr. Gregory that I’m nothing like my father. And maybe when Old Gregory finally realizes that your mam made the alliance for the good of the County, he’ll take you back on and you can continue your studies.”
“I suppose so,” I said. “But I’m uneasy. Uncomfortable. There’s a lot to take in.”
“It’s been bad for both of us, Tom. But we’ll come through it, won’t we? We always have in the past.”
“Of course we will,” I told her warmly.
We parted on good terms, but it seemed strange to be leaving Alice in the field with the witches. It was as if we belonged to different worlds. I felt like stretching my legs, so I followed the perimeter of the farm round to the north. The sun was just sinking below the horizon, and as I reached the boundary of Hangman’s Hill, I saw three figures waiting in the shadows just beyond the fence. I recognized them as I got closer. It was Mab and her sisters, three witches from the Mouldheel clan.
Mab was leaning back against a tree, staring at me. I remembered her as quite a pretty girl, but the Mab who faced me now was positively glowing, with a dazzling smile, sparkling green eyes, and golden hair.
Just in time I remembered the two dark magic spells—glamour and fascination. The first made a witch appear much more attractive than she really was; the second enthralled a man just as a stoat controls a rabbit, so that he is easily manipulated into believing anything the wily witch suggests. No doubt Mab was using those two powers against me, so I resisted, taking a deep breath and concentrating on less favorable aspects of her appearance—her shabby brown dress and dirty bare feet.
When I glanced up again, her hair already looked pale rather than golden and her smile was fading. Her sisters, Beth and Jennet, were sitting cross-legged at her feet. They were twins and, with or without glamour and fascination, were nowhere near as attractive as their older sister. They had hooked noses, pinched faces, and hard, staring eyes.
“You’re not supposed to be here, Mab,” I told her with a frown. “Mam wants you all to keep to the south meadow until we leave.”
“You don’t seem very friendly, Tom.” Mab pouted. “We’ve just come to say hello. After all, we’re on the same side now, aren’t we? And aren’t you going to thank me for saving your life?”
I looked at her in puzzlement. What did she mean?
“That maenad would have killed you but for me,” she said. “I scryed it and told Alice to warn you. Knew you wouldn’t look at me in a mirror. Just hope we can be friends again now, that’s all.”
We’d never really been friends, and I remembered that Mab could be cruel and dangerous. Back in Pendle she’d not only threatened little Mary; she’d also intended to murder Alice. This was what repelled me about having to work with malevolent witches. Most used blood or bone magic. They could make do with animals, but they preferred to use people.
“Tell Tom what else you scryed, Mab!” Beth said, getting to her feet and standing beside her older sister.
“Oh, yes, tell him. I want to see his face when he knows!” her twin, Jennet, said, jumping up on the other side of Mab.
“Not sure I should,” said Mab. “It’ll only make poor Tom unhappy. But maybe not as unhappy as it would have done in the past—after all, he’s not as close to Alice anymore. They’re not that friendly at all now, are they? But I could be your friend, Tom. Closer to you than anyone has ever been. I’d be—”
“What did you scry?” I interrupted. Mab had already proved that she really could use a mirror to look into the future. I was concerned. What had she seen regarding Alice?
“I saw Alice Deane die!” Mab said, her eyes smiling with pleasure. “A feral lamia witch had her in its mouth. Dragged her down into its dark lair, then sucked out all her blood until her heart stopped.”
“You’re lying!” I snapped, a fist beginning to squeeze my heart and tighten my throat. Mab’s prophecies had come true before. I couldn’t bear the thought of that happening to Alice.
“No need to lie, Tom. It’s the truth, as you’ll find out soon enough. I scryed it two weeks ago. I used fresh blood—it was young blood, too. Not often wrong when I do that. It’ll happen in Greece on the journey to the Ord. Tell her if you like. Not that it’ll make any difference.”
“You’re not coming with us to Greece!” I said angrily. “I’m going to speak to Mam about you. I don’t want you anywhere near me or Alice!”
“You can tell her what you like, but she won’t send me away. Your mam needs me. Her foresight is fading, but mine’s still strong. I’m needed to find out what the maenads are up to. No, you won’t get rid of me so easily!”
Without another word I turned my back on Mab and her sisters and walked back toward the farm. I was seething with anger.
She called out to me, her voice shrill and peevish. “It’ll be a bad summer for you, Tom Ward. Lots of nasty things going to happen. You’re going to feel more unhappy than you’ve ever felt before!”



CHAPTER VII
The Journey Begins

AT last it was time to head for Sunderland Point and begin our long sea voyage to Greece. Five wagons were hired to carry us and our tools and supplies to the coast—one of them covered with a dark canvas to protect Mam from the sun.
The Pendle witches had set off on foot the day before. Mab and her two sisters were part of a contingent of seven Mouldheels. There were also nine Deanes and eleven Malkin representatives, including Grimalkin. Alice went with them. We didn’t even get a chance to say good-bye.
Brief and sad were the farewells we took of Jack, Ellie, and James. Jack hugged Mam tightly, and when they drew apart there were tears in his eyes. As she climbed up into her wagon, I saw that Mam’s cheeks were wet, too. I tried hard to put the sight from my mind, but it seemed like a final parting; they might never see each other again.
I also thought of my last meeting with the Spook. I was now off to a strange land to face great dangers. I might never see him again. I wished I could have said good-bye to him properly, to thank him for all his advice and training.
The journey passed without incident, and we arrived at Sunderland Point to find it teeming with activity. The depth of the channel didn’t permit large vessels to approach the shore, but out in the river estuary a large three-masted ship lay at anchor. It was the Celeste, which had been chartered to carry us across the seas to Greece. It was supposed to be fast, too, one of the speediest merchant ships operating from County ports.
“Now do you see why I needed the money?” Mam said. “Chartering such vessels doesn’t come cheaply. Nor does finding a crew willing to take witches as passengers.”
Between the shore and the ship, smaller craft were sailing back and forth with supplies. The evening sun was shining, but there was a strong breeze and I looked nervously at the choppy water.
I heard a welcoming bark, and Claw bounded toward me with her two pups. Bill Arkwright walked close behind them.
“Ready for the voyage, Master Ward? Not a bad day for it,” he remarked. “But there’s a bit of a swell, and it’ll be a lot worse farther out. Be all right once you get your sea legs though.”
I said nothing and glanced across at Alice, who was standing near the group of witches. She was clearly as nervous as I was, but she caught my eye and gave me a little wave. I waved back and looked at the witches, who were all staring down at the turbulent water.
The sea wasn’t the same barrier to a witch as running water like a river, but the salt was still a serious threat. Immersed in the sea, they would die. Even the spray was toxic to them, so they had put on gloves and leggings, and the normally barefoot Mouldheels were clad in woolen socks. They also wore leather hoods; these were close fitting and had small holes for eyes, nose, and mouth. Yet in spite of these additional garments, I felt sure that the witches would still spend the journey cowering in the Celeste’s hold. Mam told me that the crew had been warned about their passengers, but on the shore the witches were attracting a few wary glances and most people kept their distance.
Two large rowing boats were used to ferry us out in groups of six or so. Mam went first, escorted by the captain of the Celeste. Next the witches were rowed across, their shrieks and howls at the salt spray slowly fading into the distance. But Alice didn’t go with them. She came to stand beside me.
“Mind if I do the crossing with you, Tom?” she asked almost shyly.
“Of course not,” I replied.
So we shared the last boat with Arkwright and the three dogs. The animals were excited and difficult to calm, and it took a few stern words from her master to persuade Claw to lie still. The rowing boat pitched and rolled alarmingly, but luckily the crossing didn’t take long. Climbing the rope ladder up to the deck proved easy enough, and a basket was lowered for the dogs.
Mam and the captain—a big red-faced man with prominent side whiskers—were standing by the mainmast: she beckoned me across.
“This is Captain Baines,” she said with a smile, “the best seafarer the County has.”
“Well, I was certainly born and bred in the County, and I got my sea legs when I was younger than you, boy,” he replied, “but as for being the best, no doubt some would dispute that. Our part of the world has more than its fair share of good sailors!”
“You’re just being modest,” Mam said. “And it’s not polite to contradict a lady!”
“Then I owe you an apology,” said the captain with a bow. “Indeed, I owe your mother a lot,” he said, turning toward me. “I have twin boys, just turned five years of age last week. They’d be dead now but for your mother. Maybe my wife, too. Your mam’s the best midwife in the County.”
It was true. Before she’d returned to Greece, Mam had helped lots of County women with difficult births and saved many a life.
“Well, I certainly would be lacking in courtesy if I didn’t show you both around my ship,” he went on. “It’ll be your home for the next few weeks, so you might as well find out what you’ve let yourselves in for!”
He showed us the different sections of the hold, including the galley and the quartermaster’s stores, and I soon knew exactly what the captain meant. Although the Celeste had looked big from the shore, it was actually very small for such a large number of passengers. The crew’s quarters, toward the front of the ship, seemed tiny, but the captain pointed out that not all of them would be sleeping at the same time: There were three watches, so at any one time a third of the crew would be on duty. The witches were to be located aft, to the rear of the Celeste, and there were separate quarters that I would share with Bill Arkwright. Additionally, there were two cabins. The first belonged to the captain; the second had been reserved for Mam.
Her cabin was small but very well appointed. In addition to the bed, there was an armchair and a table with two straight-backed wooden chairs. All the furniture was bolted to the floor to prevent it from sliding about during storms. The porthole didn’t admit much light, so the captain lit a lantern.
“I hope you’ll be comfortable here, Mrs. Ward,” he said. “And now I must get back to my duties. We’ll be sailing within the hour.”
“I’m sure I’ll be more than comfortable, Captain,” Mam said, thanking him with a smile.
I followed Captain Baines back up onto the deck and saw that the tide was rising fast, the wind freshening and the air redolent of salt and tar. Soon the large sails were unfurled, the anchor raised, and with a groan, a shudder, and a flap of canvas, the Celeste began to move away from Sunderland Point. At first she didn’t roll too much. It was a clear evening and the sun was still just above the horizon, so there was lots to see. To the north, Arkwright pointed out Cartmel and the Old Man of Coniston, the mountain we’d visited the previous year.
“Had some scary times there!” Alice exclaimed.
We both nodded. Arkwright had almost lost his life, and Claw’s mate, Tooth, had been slain by the water witch Morwena.
Sailing wasn’t as bad as I’d expected, but we were still only crossing Morecambe Bay, which was sheltered from the worst of the wind. The open sea lay ahead, and as we passed the estuary of the river Wyre, I could see a line of choppy white water ahead. The moment we reached it, the ship began to pitch and roll alarmingly. Soon my stomach began to heave, and within ten minutes I’d emptied its contents over the side.
“How long does it take to get your sea legs?” I asked the grinning Arkwright.
“Maybe hours, maybe days,” he answered while I gasped for air. “Some poor folk never find them properly. Let’s hope you’re one of the lucky ones, Master Ward!”
“Going below deck now, Tom,” Alice told me. “Sailors don’t like women on board at the best of times. Think it’s bad luck. I’d better get out of sight.”
“No, stay up here, Alice. Mam chartered this ship—they’ll just have to put up with it!”
But Alice insisted. I tried going below with her, but the witches were not coping well with the rolling motion. Down in the gloom the stench of vomit was so strong that I quickly fled back up to the fresh air. That night, taking Arkwright’s advice, I slept in a hammock under the stars while we headed south down the coast. By dawn I hadn’t exactly gotten my sea legs, but I was feeling considerably better and was able to observe the crew as they fearlessly climbed the rigging and adjusted the sails. They had no time for us—it was as if we didn’t exist—but I didn’t mind: They were always busy, and when the ship was rolling or pitching badly, it was a dangerous job for those perched high on the masts.
Arkwright knew a lot about seafaring, having made quite a few trips along the coast in his army days. He told me the names of the various parts of the ship: that the left side was called port, the right side starboard; and that fore was the front of the boat and aft the rear. My dad had been a sailor, so I knew most of what he was telling me already, but he’d also taught me manners, so I listened politely to everything Arkwright had to say.
“County ships are always given the names of women,” he explained. “Take Celeste, the name of this one. As your study of Latin should tell you, Master Ward, it means heavenly, and no doubt some women are. But in a big storm a ship can be very unforgiving if she’s not handled correctly and treated with respect. Some waves can be the size of a cathedral; they can roll a ship like this over and swallow her up. Ships go missing at sea, lost with all their crew. It happens all the time. It’s a hard life being a sailor—in its own way just as tough as being a spook.”
We had now sailed into the mouth of a big river called the Mersey, and there, at anchor, we waited for the tide. We hadn’t left the County behind yet, it seemed. We were to put in briefly at Liverpool to take on additional supplies.
Unlike Sunderland Point, Liverpool had a large wooden quay where the Celeste could berth. Most of us took the opportunity to stretch our legs, but the witches stayed down in the hold. When I set foot on the quayside, I experienced a strange sensation—although I was standing on solid ground, it still seemed to be moving under my feet.
We waited about while the stevedores busied themselves loading up our provisions so that we could leave on the same tide. It was either that or be delayed until nearly nightfall.
Back on board, I stood beside Mam as the crew untied the ship from her moorings. She had sought the shade of the mainmast and kept shielding her eyes against the sun and staring into the distance as if expecting to see something. I followed the direction of her gaze, and out of the corner of my eye saw her face suddenly light up into a smile.
Someone was running toward us. And to my astonishment I saw that it was my master! He was carrying his bag and staff, and his cloak was billowing out behind him. But the Celeste was already moving away from the quay, the gap widening with every second. The Spook threw his bag and staff to us. They landed on the deck, and I quickly retrieved them while he eyed the gap uncertainly. It was then that Mam stepped forward and beckoned him onto the ship.
He turned instantly, ran back a little way, then sprinted straight for the edge of the quay. My heart was in my mouth. It seemed impossible that he could leap such a distance. But leap he did. His boots landed on the very edge of the deck, where he tottered and started to fall backward.
Mam stepped forward and grasped his wrist, then steadied him before pulling him to safety. He seemed to fall into her arms as if they’d embraced, but it was just the movement of the ship. He stepped back a little and gave her a little bow before coming to me. I thought he had something to say to me, but he picked up his bag and staff and headed for the steps down to the hold—without even glancing at me.
“I’m glad you’re coming with us!” I called after him.
He didn’t so much as turn around.
“Is he angry with me, Mam?” I asked.
“More like angry with himself,” she replied. “Give him time. But for now I doubt he’ll wish to be your master.”
“For now? Do you mean that I’ll be his apprentice again one day?”
“It could happen, but it’s far from certain.”
A silence fell between us, and we could hear the shouts of the crew as they brought the Celeste through the mouth of the harbor and out into the estuary, heading for the open sea. She was beginning to roll again, and squawking seagulls followed in our wake.
“Why do you think he changed his mind, Mam?”
“John Gregory is a brave man who always puts duty above personal needs and wishes. And that is exactly what he’s done on this occasion. He’s seen what his higher duty is and placed it above his own beliefs. But he’s been forced to sacrifice some of his principles, and for a man like him, that’s very hard.”
Despite what Mam said, I wasn’t totally convinced that it was only that. The Spook had always maintained that you couldn’t make alliances with servants of the dark. Something else must have changed his mind—I felt sure of it.



CHAPTER VIII
The Young Ladies

THE days passed and we continued south, always keeping the coast in sight. Once a storm threatened and we put into port for shelter, but mainly the weather was sunny, with a good following wind. Then, as we sailed away from the cliffs of our homeland, preparing to cross the Channel, I could hear what sounded like thunder in the distance.
“Another storm?” I asked.
Bill Arkwright shook his head and frowned. “No, Master Ward, those are big guns. Eighteen-pounders if I’m not mistaken. There’s a big battle taking place close to the sea. Let’s hope it’s going our way.”
The invader came from an alliance of countries to the east and southeast of our island. It was strange to be so close to the battlefront yet be sailing beyond it into open sea.
After completing our crossing of the Channel, we sailed straight into a big storm in the Bay of Biscay. Thunder cracked and boomed overhead like the cannon shot we’d heard previously, forked lightning rent the sky, and the ship tossed hither and thither upon the furious foam-flecked sea. I wasn’t the only one who feared that we would drown, but the crew took it in their stride and we sailed on into calmer waters, the air growing warmer by the day.
Eventually, moving through a strait that Mam called the Pillars of Hercules, we entered the Mediterranean, a vast inland sea.
“Who was Hercules?” I asked Mam. “Was he a Greek?”
“That he was, son—a hero and man of great strength,” she answered. “The strongest man in the whole world. See that huge rock to the north? It’s called Gibraltar, and it’s one of the two pillars. Hercules picked it up and threw it there!”
I laughed. It was preposterous! How big would he have to be to do that?
“You can laugh, son,” Mam chided, “but Greece is a land of many strange stories. More are true than you might believe.”
“But not throwing the rock!”
Mam didn’t reply; she simply smiled mysteriously and turned away. But before she’d taken half a dozen paces, she beckoned me, so I followed her down to her cabin. She hadn’t invited me in before, so I wondered what she wanted. It had to be something she needed to say to me in private.
Mam led the way into the gloom of her cabin, lit a lantern, and placed it in the middle of the table, motioning for me to sit down opposite her.
“Now, I think this is the time to tell you a little more of what we face in Greece,” Mam said.
“Thank you,” I replied. “It’s been troubling me that I don’t know much about it.”
“I know, son, but I’m afraid there’s lots that I don’t know either. I’m worried that the Ordeen might pass through the portal before we arrive. As I said, she visits every seven years, but not on exactly the same day.”
“So we have no way of knowing for certain when she’ll come?”
“No, but close to the time there’ll be unmistakable signs. First birds and animals will flee the area. Then the sky will turn yellow and whirlwinds will sweep away from the point where the portal opens. It has always been so. Three days and three hours later, we will all be dead, or the Ordeen will have been destroyed.”
“Do we really have a chance of success, Mam?” I demanded. It was terrifying. So much depended on what we were preparing to do.
“Yes, son, we do. But it’ll be a tremendous challenge. When the Ordeen appears on the plain south of Kalambaka, her intention will be to ravage that town, slay its inhabitants, and take their blood. Those who escape her servants will be slain and devoured by the maenads. None will escape.”
“What about the folk from the town, Mam? Why do they live there if this happens every seven years?”
“Their homes are there, son, and they’re poor. All over the world there are people who live close to active volcanoes or in areas afflicted by earthquakes or floods. They have no choice. In Kalambaka, at least they know approximately when the danger will come so they can flee the area. The roads will be thronged with refugees. Of course, some leave it too late to escape; others, the old and the sick, simply cannot travel. And this time, because the power of the Ordeen has increased so much, thanks to the Fiend, even the monasteries will not be safe. The attack comes from both land and air. Flying lamia witches, the vaengir, will find the heights of Meteora no obstacle at all. The Fiend has been sending increasing numbers of them to the Ordeen’s side, but at least my sisters won’t be among them. He is their enemy, too.”
“And what happens when the portal opens?” I asked, filled with curiosity. “Have you seen it happen?”
“Once, son. Just once, many years ago, before I met your dad. But I’ll never forget it. First a pillar of fire will extend from the ground to the dark storm cloud above. This usually fades to reveal the Ord within. Then torrential rain will fall, cooling the stones of the citadel. It is then that we must go in. All entities passing through a portal from the dark need a little time to adjust and gather their strength,” Mam explained. “That was true of the Fiend last summer, remember. It gave you time to flee from Pendle to the protection of my special room in the farmhouse. So we must take advantage of the same time lag here. Before the Ordeen and her followers have their full powers, we must break into the Ord and destroy both her and them. It’s our only hope.”
As our journey progressed, the crew’s indifference to their unusual passengers turned to open hostility. The captain explained that they had begun to fear and mistrust the Pendle witches. One of the sailors had gone missing on night watch. It had been in the midst of a storm and he’d probably been swept overboard, but they suspected that the witches had taken the poor man’s life to satisfy their need for blood. So the voyage grew increasingly uncomfortable, and we were all longing for it to be over.
True to his word, the Spook had discontinued my lessons and hardly spoke to me. Alice he could not bear to look at. Once, when we were talking on deck, he raised his eyebrows, tutted, and went back down to the hold.
So Arkwright took it upon himself to continue my training, concentrating on physical skills as he had back at the mill. But it was a whole new experience to fight with staffs on a deck that pitched and rolled with the swell.
As we got closer to Greece and the temperature increased, the Spook began to sleep up on deck, away from the oppressive heat of the hold. And finally he began to speak to me again. It started with a nod and a half smile, but before long he was giving me lessons once more, so I now had the benefit of two spooks training me.
“Get out your notebook, lad,” he said to me as, under a cloudless evening sky and with a light following wind, we sailed across the Strait of Otranto, approaching the Greek mainland at last.
“Well, I mentioned fire elementals to you back in the County and said I’d tell you about them one day,” he went on. “We don’t have them back home, probably because the weather is so wet. Even in summer we rarely go more than a week without a heavy downpour! But Greece is hot and dry then, and in those conditions fire elementals can thrive. As I say, they are very dangerous and sometimes take the form of glowing orbs, some translucent, others opaque. Take careful note of what I’m saying, because we’re certain to meet them in Greece. They’ll come through the portal with the Ordeen.”
I dipped my nib into the pot of ink and began to write as fast as I could. This knowledge was soon going to be very important.
“As a general rule, the opaque ones are hotter and more dangerous,” continued the Spook. “Indoors, they often float close to the ceiling, but they can also move very fast and are almost impossible to dodge. Contact with them can result in severe burns—and often in a painful death. In more extreme cases, such elementals can reduce their victims to ashes almost instantly.
“And that’s not all, lad. Others, called asteri, are similar in shape to a starfish, with five fiery radiating arms. These elementals cling to walls or ceilings and drop onto the heads of unsuspecting victims. And once they make contact, you’re as good as dead.
“But it’s not all bad news. Fire elementals are notoriously difficult to defend against, but a metal alloy blade with the correct percentage of silver can cause them to implode. A spook’s staff is particularly useful. Failing that, water can seriously weaken a fire elemental and send it into hibernation until conditions are drier. Water’s a good refuge when under attack.”
The Spook paused to give me time to write everything up in my notebook. When I’d finished, my curiosity finally got the better of me. Why had my master sacrificed his principles to join us on the journey to Greece? I knew he wouldn’t want to talk about it, but I had to ask anyway.
“Mr. Gregory, why did you finally come with us? What made you change your mind?” I asked.
He looked at me, his face filled with anger. Then his expression became sad and resigned. “Your mam wrote to me and told me things I’d rather not have heard. Things I didn’t want to believe. After her letter arrived at Chipenden, I struggled with my conscience for a long time and almost left it too late.”
I wanted to know more, but before I could speak there was a sudden shout from the lookout far above our heads. We stood up and gazed over the starboard bow. As we were very near the coast of Greece, I thought it meant that land had been sighted.
But I was wrong. The crew began to scurry up the rigging, unfurling every last inch of available sail. A large ship had been spotted to the west, sailing out of the setting sun. It had black sails and was closing on us rapidly. Fast as the Celeste was, it seemed that this ship was even swifter. Our crew was agitated and worked feverishly, but still the vessel drew steadily nearer.
The captain watched it for a while with his spyglass. “It’s a pirate ship—we’ve no chance of outrunning it before dark,” he said, scratching at his side whiskers. “And I don’t fancy our chances if it comes to a fight. We’re heavily outgunned.”
The pirate ship was bristling with cannon, whereas we had only four guns, two on each side. No sooner had he spoken than we heard a gun being fired. A cannonball hit the water close to our bows, sending up a big plume of spray. The pirates clearly had the armaments to sink our ship with ease.
Bill Arkwright shook his head and smiled grimly. “It’s not as bad as it seems, Captain. Just don’t return fire. We certainly can’t win any fight that involves an exchange of cannon fire, but it won’t come to that. The last thing they want is to sink us. They’ll want this ship as a prize. No doubt they intend to cut our throats and throw us to the fishes, but when they board us they’ll get a nasty surprise.”
He turned to me with a grim smile. “Go down into the hold, Master Ward, and let the young ladies down there know the situation.”
Wasting no time, I went down to tell the Pendle witches what was afoot. Grimalkin was sitting on the steps sharpening one of her throwing knives.
“We’re already preparing, child,” she told me. “Mab scryed the threat hours ago. To be honest, we’re eagerly anticipating the fight. We’ve spent too long cooped up down here, and my sisters thirst for blood.”
I saw some of the other witches below her, their eyes glinting cruelly as they licked their lips with relish at the thought of the fresh blood that was soon to be theirs. Their fingernails looked as sharp as the blades they were honing, all weapons ready to rend and pierce human flesh.
Back on deck the Spook was standing beside Bill Arkwright, both of them readying themselves for the fight ahead. Arkwright always looked forward to cracking heads. He was actually smiling in anticipation of the impending action. I released the blade from my staff and moved forward to join them. The Spook gave me a nod, and Arkwright gave me a pat on the back in encouragement.
The captain and most of the crew were lined up between the masts, gripping cudgels, but they seemed to have little heart for a fight. We would certainly be glad of the Pendle witches’ help. My mouth was dry with fear and excitement, yet I was determined to do my best. But at that moment I felt a firm hand on my shoulder. It was Mam.
“No, son,” she said, drawing me away from the others. “You keep well clear of this battle. We can’t take the risk of you being hurt. You have more important things to do in Greece.”
I tried to argue, but Mam would not be persuaded. It was frustrating that others were free to take risks but not me. I resented being mollycoddled, but I had to obey Mam. So I stood at her side, furious that I couldn’t take part in the coming battle.
We didn’t have long to wait for the attack. The pirate ship drew close, and then its crew hurled grappling hooks across the gap and drew the two ships together, their port side crunching hard against our starboard. Some of the pirates paced the deck of their ship with an arrogant swagger. Armed with knives, swords, and big cudgels spiked with nails, they looked pitiless and fierce. Others waited in the rigging, looking down upon us like vultures, considering us nothing more than dead meat.
But before the first of the pirates could leap across, the witches came up from the hold, led by Grimalkin. Wearing their hoods and bristling with weapons, they looked like a force to be reckoned with. Some were drooling, the saliva running from their mouths to drip from the bottom of their leather hoods as they anticipated the feast of blood ahead. Others were baying like hunting dogs, their bodies quivering with excitement. They looked fierce and deadly, none more so than Grimalkin, who led them close to the rail to form the first line of defense. And Alice stood there, too, looking as resolute and determined as the rest.
The pirate captain, a huge man brandishing a cutlass, was first to jump down onto the deck of the Celeste. He was also the first to die. Grimalkin slipped a blade out of a shoulder sheath and hurled it straight and true at his throat. He hardly had time to register surprise before the cutlass slipped from his hands and his lifeless body fell to the deck with a heavy thud.
The rest of the pirates boarded us immediately, and the battle commenced. The Spook and Arkwright were required to play little part in the proceedings; they waited at the rear, their weapons at the ready. The captain and his crew were also redundant, no doubt relieved that their services were not required.
Little of the fight took place on our own deck. After a preliminary fierce skirmish with the witches, those pirates still standing quickly retreated to their own ship. Seeing what they faced, and having witnessed the death of their captain, no doubt they would have preferred to withdraw to a distance and blow us to pieces with cannon shot, but the grappling irons now worked against them. Before they could unhook them and separate the two ships, the witches went onto the offensive. Shrieking and howling with blood lust, they boarded the pirate ship, and the slaughter began. And Alice went with them.
They chased the pirates up the rigging, around the deck, or down into the hold. Those who stood and fought lasted mere seconds before their lifeblood was staining the deck. I strained my eyes to see what part Alice was playing in all this, my stomach churning in anxiety at the thought of the danger she faced. The sun had set by now and the light was fading fast, so she was lost to my sight.
We were spared the worst of the horrors, but we certainly heard the screams of those dying pirates and their unheeded calls for mercy.
I walked forward with Mam to rejoin the others.
“I find it hard to stand by and let such things happen, lad,” the Spook complained, giving me a hard glare. I suspected that his words were also directed at Mam, who’d chosen our witch allies, but if so, she made no reply.
“It’s a bad business, I’ll give you that,” I heard Arkwright say, “but how many poor sailors have lost their lives at the hands of those pirates? How many ships have gone to the bottom?”
That was certainly true, and the Spook didn’t bother to comment further. At last the cries faded and finally ceased altogether. And I knew that, hidden by darkness, the witches would be taking the blood and bones they needed for their rituals. I knew Alice well enough to be confident that she would play no part in that.
We lay at anchor until daylight, when the blood-spattered witches rejoined the Celeste and retreated to their refuge in the hold once more. I noted the contrast between Mab and Alice. The former was gloating, clearly reveling in what had just taken place; Alice stood with her arms folded and looked sick at heart.



CHAPTER IX
What I Am

WE sailed north, tacking against the wind, with the coast of Greece now always visible on our starboard bow. I could see that this was a very different land from the one I was used to. There was some greenery, yes, with clumps of pine and oak and the odd cypress tree spearing the sky, but it wasn’t the lush grassland of the County, with its high rainfall and damp westerly winds. This was a hot, arid country, a desiccated wilderness, the sun burning our heads and necks, the hills parched brown.
We were within less than an hour of the port of Igoumenitsa, but the sea and its denizens hadn’t finished with us yet. The first I knew of the danger was a distant sound, high and shrill, audible even above the pounding of the waves against the rocky shore. The Spook and Arkwright stared at each other, eyes widening. At that moment the Celeste lurched, hurling us to the deck as the prow began to veer to starboard. We scrambled to our feet as she came about, until, to my astonishment, we were pointing directly toward the coast and a wall of jagged rocks.
“Sirens!” Arkwright cried.
I’d read about sirens in the Spook’s bestiary. They were creatures of the sea, females who used their strange, melodious cries to lure sailors onto the rocks and destroy their vessels. They then dragged the drowning sailors into the depths and fed upon their flesh at leisure. A seventh son of a seventh son had a degree of immunity to their calls, but an ordinary sailor could easily be enthralled by their hypnotic voices.
I followed the two spooks forward to the wheel. The cries of the sirens were much louder now, filled with a shrill intensity that set my teeth on edge. I felt the urge to answer their call, but I fought hard against it, and gradually it diminished. Most of the crew were in the prow, staring toward the source of that powerful siren song. The captain was at the helm, his eyes bulging, the muscles of his bare arms knotted as he aimed the ship directly toward the black rocks that awaited us like the huge fangs of a ravenous beast. He gripped the wheel like a madman, his eyes fixed upon the awaiting shore.
I could see the sirens now, sprawled there on the rocks. Beautiful women with bright eyes, golden hair and skin, their allure very powerful, but as I concentrated, trying to slow my breathing, their appearance began to change and I saw them for what they really were. They still had the bodies of women, but their hair was long and green like tangled seaweed, and their faces were monstrous, with huge fangs sprouting from grotesquely swollen lips. But I realized that the captain and crew had been separated from their wives for long weeks, and without the immunity possessed by spooks, they could only see the illusion.
Arkwright seized the captain by the shoulders and tried to drag him away from the wheel. During my training I’d wrestled with Arkwright and fought him staff against staff, so I knew to my cost that he was extremely strong—but even so he couldn’t manage to pry the man away. As the Spook went to his aid, some of the sailors left the prow and started to come toward us brandishing cudgels, their intention clear. They were desperate to answer the sirens’ call, and aware that we were trying to prevent them.
“Stand back!” cried the Spook, stepping forward to swing his staff in an arc. But the crew kept coming, their eyes glittering insanely. They were in thrall to the sirens’ song and would do anything to obey their summons. The Spook struck the wrist of the nearest sailor, sending the cudgel flying from his hand. The man gave a howl of pain and stepped back a pace.
I moved forward to stand at John Gregory’s side, holding my staff diagonally across me in a defensive position. Neither the Spook nor I had released our retractable blades. We were facing the crew of the Celeste, after all, and didn’t want to do anyone any permanent damage. It was for that reason, too, that Arkwright was still wrestling with the helmsman rather than cracking his skull to bring him to his knees.
Suddenly Mam was at Arkwright’s side; I glanced back to see her roll something in the palm of her hand and insert it into the left ear of Captain Baines. Arkwright twisted the captain’s head, and she did the same to his other ear.
“Now release him!” she cried, shouting above the roar of the waves pounding the rocks, which were dangerously close.
Whatever Mam had done, the change in the captain was sudden and dramatic. He gave a cry of fear, his eyes filled with loathing as the sirens on the rocks now appeared to him in their true shapes, and he began to spin the wheel. In response the boat came slowly about and began to veer away from the sirens. At that moment the crew rushed us, but the Spook and I used our staffs to good effect, bringing two of them down hard on the deck. The next moment Arkwright was at our side, pointing his staff toward them, clearly prepared to use it if necessary. But by then the sirens’ cries were already beginning to fade as we sailed down the coast in the opposite direction, the wind now to our rear, driving the Celeste fast across the water.
I watched the crews’ faces as the allure of the sirens began to weaken and they could be seen in their true shapes. The hideous creatures were hissing with anger, showing their fangs as they began to slip off the jagged rocks into the sea.
“I put wax in the captain’s ears,” Mam explained. “If you can’t hear the siren song, then it has no power. It’s a simple but effective method and has been used many times by my people. Sirens are always a risk on our shores, but I thought this stretch of coastline was safe. The power of the dark is certainly increasing.”
Within a few minutes the siren cries could be heard no more. Once the captain had pulled the wax plugs from his ears, Mam explained to the bewildered crew of the Celeste what had happened. The ship was brought about, and we continued our journey northward, this time keeping considerably more distance between ourselves and that dangerous shore. We’d not even landed in Greece yet, but already the pirates and sirens had threatened our survival.
We landed at the port of Igoumenitsa late in the morning.
While our provisions were unloaded, we all stayed on board, as if reluctant to leave the safety of the ship. An alien land awaited us, the hot, spice-laden air heavy with the promise of unknown danger.
Then, late in the afternoon, I saw a cloud of dust on the road that led to the port itself, soon followed by a dozen fierce-looking men on horseback who galloped toward the quay. All wore brown robes and had swords at their hips; they were bearded, their faces crisscrossed with scars. Behind them came a wagon covered with black canvas.
The riders halted in a line facing the ship and waited silently. Mam came up from her cabin, hooded and veiled, and stood on the deck looking down at them. After a while she turned to me.
“These are my friends, son. It’s a dangerous land, this, and enemies may try to intercept us at any time. We’ll need these people if the maenads attack. Come and meet them. . . .”
So saying, she led me down the gangplank to the waiting horsemen. As we approached, they leaped from their horses and ran forward, eager smiles on their faces, to form a circle around her.
Mam turned her back to the sun and lifted aside her veil, then spoke rapidly, her voice warm. I tried to work out what she was saying. It sounded similar to Greek, but I could only catch the odd word. Then she put her left hand on my right shoulder and said “O yios,” which means son. And then, a moment later, “Exi,” which she repeated. I think she’d just told them I was a seventh son of a seventh son and that I belonged to her.
Whatever she’d said, all their eyes were now fixed on me, and once again their faces were lit with smiles.
“This is Seilenos,” Mam said, pointing to a tall black-haired man in the center of the group. “A good friend and a very brave man. His courage is matched only by his love of food and good wine! He’s the nearest thing we have in my country to a County spook. He’s an expert on lamia witches and fire elementals, which should prove very useful if we manage to get into the Ord.”
She spoke to him rapidly—again I couldn’t follow the words—and Seilenos nodded at me.
“I’ve told him that your life is just as important as my own and asked him to do all he can to ensure your safety at all times,” Mam explained.
“What language is it, Mam?” I asked. “It’s like Greek, but I can hardly understand any of it. They talk so quickly.”
“You’ll understand most people we encounter without too much trouble, but these people are from the border. It’s a dialect from what southerners refer to as ‘the barbarous north.’”
“It is all right,” said Seilenos, stepping forward and beaming widely. “I speak some of your words, yes? Your good mother tells me you are an apprentice enemy of dark. I teach you as well. I know this land and its dangers.”
“Thanks,” I told him with a smile. “I’d be grateful for anything that may help.”
“Anyway, son,” Mam said, “we won’t begin our journey east until tomorrow now. We’ll spend one more night on the Celeste. It’ll be safer that way. Best not to set off until we’re good and ready. But in the meantime I want to show you something, and I’ve things to explain. We’re going on a little journey, but we should be back here well before nightfall. We’ll ride in this. . . .”
She led the way over to the wagon with the black canvas top. The grinning driver climbed down and opened the door for her. I was surprised how cool it was inside. I’d have liked to look out of the window, but it was a small sacrifice to have Mam safe from that burning sun.
Accompanied by Mam’s warrior friends, we headed south for about an hour. After a while our pace slowed and we seemed to be climbing. We traveled in silence, not saying a word to one another for the whole journey. I wanted to ask questions, but there was something in Mam’s manner that made me hold back. I sensed that she wanted me to wait until we had arrived at our destination.
When we stopped, I followed Mam out, blinking in the bright sunshine.
We were on a rocky hillside; the sparkling blue sea was now far away in the distance. Before us stood a large white-painted house with a walled garden. The paint was flaking from the walls and the shuttered windows also needed a lick of paint. The horsemen didn’t dismount but waited patiently as Mam led me toward the front door.
She inserted a key into the lock, turned it, and opened the door. It yielded with a groan and a creak. It was as if nobody had entered this place for years. I followed Mam into the gloom. Once inside, she lifted her veil and led me through the house. As I followed, I caught a movement to my left. At first I thought it was a rat, but it was a small green lizard, which ran up the wall and onto the ceiling. Mam used a key to open the back door, and after she’d lowered her veil again, we walked out into the walled garden.
It was an astonishing oasis of greenery. Although overgrown and neglected, it was a delight to the eye. A spring bubbled from an ornate stone fountain at its center, and that water gave sustenance to a mass of grasses, shrubs, and small trees.
“See that, Tom?” Mam said, pointing at a small gnarled tree close to the fountain. “That’s an olive. Such trees live to a great age, and the olives they bear provide a nutritious oil. That one is well over two hundred years old.”
I smiled and nodded, but a wave of homesickness washed over me. The tree Mam had indicated was small—nothing compared to the great oaks, ashes, and sycamores of the County.
“Let’s sit in the shade,” she suggested, and I followed her to a bench set against the wall, out of the sun. Once seated, she raised her veil again. “Your dad told you about this house and garden, didn’t he?” she asked.
For a moment I was puzzled. Then I remembered, and smiled again. “Is this your house, Mam? The one where you stayed with Dad after he’d rescued you from the rock?”
Not long before he died, Dad had told me the story of how he met Mam. He was originally a sailor, and while ashore in Greece, he’d found her bound naked to a rock with a silver chain. He’d protected her from the sun—otherwise she’d have died. Then he’d released her from the rock, and they’d stayed together in this house before returning to the County to be married. The silver chain that had constrained her was the one I now used to bind malevolent witches.
She nodded. “Yes, it’s my house. I wanted you to see it, but I really brought you here so that we could be alone together without any chance of being disturbed. You see, there’s something else you need to know, son,” she continued. “We might not get a chance to talk alone again. This is very hard for me. . . . but I need to tell you what I am.”
“What you are, Mam?” I said, my heart hammering in my chest. I’d waited a long time to find this out, but now, with the truth finally about to be revealed, I was scared.
Mam took a deep breath, and it was a long time before she spoke. “I’m not human, Tom. I never was—”
“It doesn’t matter, Mam. I know what you are. I worked it out ages ago. You’re a lamia witch, like your sisters. One of the vaengir; those who fly. But you’ve been ‘domestic’ for a long time. And you’re benign. . . .”
“Well, I suppose I expected you to put two and two together and come up with that, but unfortunately you’re mistaken. I only wish you were right—”
“Then you must be a hybrid,” I interrupted.
“No, Tom, I’m not a hybrid. What I am is far worse than anything you can possibly have imagined.”
Mam halted and turned to face me, her eyes glistening with tears. My heart pounded even faster. I couldn’t imagine what she was going to say. Whatever it was, it had to be bad.
“You see, son,” she continued, “I am Lamia. The very first.”
I caught my breath, my head spinning. I’d heard her words, but they didn’t make any sense. “What do you mean, Mam? I know you’re a lamia. You’re domestic and benign—”
“Listen carefully to what I’m saying, son. I am the Lamia. The mother of them all.”
My chest began to hurt as what Mam had just told me began to sink in. “No, Mam! No! That can’t be true!” I exclaimed, remembering what had been written in the Spook’s bestiary. That Lamia’s first children had been killed by the goddess Hera, and that her revenge had been terrible. She’d killed children. Then young men. Taken lives beyond counting.
“I can tell by your face that you know what I’ve done. You know my crimes, don’t you? All I can say in mitigation is that I was driven mad by the loss of my own children. I murdered innocents, and for that I can never forgive myself. But I turned to the light at last and have spent my long life trying to compensate in some way for what I did.”
“But you can’t be Lamia, Mam! It says in the Spook’s bestiary that she was killed by three of her own children, the first lamia witches. They tore her to pieces and fed her to a herd of wild boar. So you can’t be her. She’s dead.”
“Don’t believe everything you read in books, son,” Mam said. “Much history is passed down by word of mouth and only written up many years later, when the truth has been distorted and embellished. It’s certainly true that I later gave birth to triplets, the first lamia witches. It is also true that we quarreled. But we never fought physically. Although their words cut me to the quick, they never raised a finger against me. It pained me, but our family couldn’t stay together. They are dead now, but their feral children live on to infest the land of Greece and make its mountain passes more dangerous than anywhere else on earth. That is the truth.”
A thought struck me. “But you have feral lamia sisters, Mam. And Lamia didn’t have sisters. She was the first. The very first lamia. As you said, the mother of them all—”
“I call them sisters, Tom, and that’s what they are to me, because we were companions and joint enemies of the Ordeen and the Fiend for many years, long before I journeyed to the County with your dad. But they are really my descendants, children of my children’s children many times removed. In spirit, though, they are my sisters. That’s how I see them.”
I couldn’t think straight, didn’t know what to say. Suddenly the tears were streaming down my cheeks. Embarrassed, I tried to brush them away. Mam leaned across and put her arm around my shoulders.
“It happened a long time ago, son. Anyone who lives that long is no longer the same being. You evolve and change. Become someone else. That’s a truth well worth knowing, for it is exactly what has happened to me. I’ve little in common with the Lamia who slew so many; I have now served the light for many years. I married your father so that I could bear him seven sons. I bore you as my gift to the County. More than that—my gift to the world. For it is in you to destroy the Fiend and begin a new age of light. When you do that, my penance will be completed. I will have made full restitution for my terrible crimes.
“I know this is hard for you to take in, but try to be brave and remember that you’re more than just a weapon to use against the dark. You’re my son and I love you, Tom. Believe that, whatever happens.”
I couldn’t think of anything to say, and we walked back into the house in silence. Mam locked the door, and we strode out toward the wagon. She paused briefly and looked back.
“I won’t come here again,” she said sadly. “The memories of your dad are so sharp that it’s like being bereaved for a second time.”
During the ride back to the ship, I tried to digest what Mam had said. I had been told a terrible truth. One that was almost impossible to bear.



CHAPTER X
A Delegation of Thirteen

WHEN I climbed out of my hammock at dawn, there were five more wagons waiting on the quay. Alice was down there on the edge of a group of Pendle witches—those from the Deane clan. She looked lost and unhappy, but when I walked down the gangplank her face brightened and she hastened toward me.
“What’s up, Tom?” she asked. “Where did you go with your mam yesterday? Had bad news? You don’t look happy at all. . . .”
“Then that’s two of us that look unhappy,” I told her.
Without another word we began to walk away from the boat and out of earshot of the others. Alice stood and waited expectantly, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her who Mam was. It was bad enough knowing it myself. I felt hurt and ashamed of what she’d once been.
“Mam took me to the house she once shared with Dad,” I told Alice. “That’s all.”
“But what did she tell you, Tom? Must have said something to make you look so low!”
“It was sad—that’s all. Going back there made her feel like she’d lost Dad all over again. But she wanted me to see it.”
Alice wasn’t entirely satisfied with my answer, and as we walked back toward the Celeste, I saw Mab Mouldheel staring at us. She could tell that neither of us was happy, and she had a big smirk on her face.
It took an hour to load our provisions, and by then the sun was climbing high into the sky. The witches finally disembarked; a few of them managed to find space enough to ride in a wagon, but the majority walked. We set off eastward: Mam’s wagon, surrounded on all sides by her escort, led the way. Next came the supply wagons, and then the witches, led by Grimalkin, Alice at her side.
I walked behind with Bill Arkwright and the Spook. Whereas I’d put my bag in Mam’s wagon, John Gregory was still carrying his, despite the heat. I wondered again what Mam had written to make him join us so late, leaping onto the boat at the very last moment. What exactly had changed his mind? Did he know the truth about who she was? No, I felt sure that if he’d known my true parentage, he would have had nothing more to do with me. I’d be banished forever, just like Alice.
We traveled all day under the fierce heat of the sun, following the Kalamos river valley toward the town of Yiannena. My spirits were really low. I couldn’t stop thinking about Mam’s real identity. No one was talkative, though. The sun was intense, and it took all our strength to keep up with the wagons.
We passed through villages with white-painted stone houses and groves of olive trees, and attracted a few curious stares. I wondered if there were spies out there, reporting our progress to the maenads. We were here to do battle with the Ordeen and were therefore their enemies—at some point they were certain to attack. And as our party and the maenads were both heading toward the Ord, it seemed inevitable that our paths would cross at some point.
I was used to the lazy summer drone of insects back home, but here they were everywhere. There were swarms of flying things that got inside my hood and bit me.
“Does it ever rain here?” I asked, looking up at the blue sky and scorching sun.
“It rains at lot in winter, I believe,” Arkwright replied, “and it can get cold, too. Your mam says it’s a totally different place in spring, with carpets of wildflowers.”
“I’d like to see it then,” I remarked. “Who knows? Once we’ve sorted things out, we may be able to come again one day. I’d love to see more of Mam’s country. But what’s that whirring noise?” It was in the background all the time and was starting to annoy me.
“Cicadas, a sort of grasshopper,” Arkwright explained. “Noisy blighters, aren’t they? It’s the bigger creatures we need to watch out for, though, Master Ward—like wild boar. Tasty to eat but painful if you get in the way of their tusks! And then there are wolves and even bears.”
“Aye, it’s a different land to our own,” said the Spook. “Greece is far wilder and more dangerous. And that’s before we consider the power of the dark. In addition to the maenads, there are lamia witches up in the mountains—lots of ’em—not to mention the Ordeen herself, and the host of fire elementals that will come through the portal with her.”
His words made us fall silent, each locked in our own thoughts. Great danger lay ahead, and it had to be dealt with before we could return to the County. I wondered if we’d ever see its green shores again.
We halted a couple of hours before sunset after passing through the village of Kreatopolio, which means butcher. It did have numerous butchers’ shops, with the carcasses of lambs hanging outside, and we took the opportunity to buy fresh meat. Mam’s friends erected three tents—the largest for her; a guard kept watch outside all night. Some of the witches used the other tents, but most of us slept under the stars. I was tired and fell asleep the moment I closed my eyes.
Although we needed to reach our destination as soon as possible, Mam had decided that we should rest here for a day before heading on. She feared the maenads. Scouts would go out the following morning to see if there was any immediate danger.
We rose early and ate just before the sun came up. Breakfast was simple, just some white sheep’s cheese called feta and a couple of slices of bread without butter.
“I could murder a plate of bacon and eggs!” I complained to Arkwright.
“So could I, Master Ward,” he replied, “but I believe some of the lads not needed for scouting are off hunting wild boar this morning. So perhaps we’ll eat better later. If not, there’s always the lamb we bought yesterday.”
After breakfast the Spook, Arkwright, and I walked a little way from the camp and found a clump of olive trees under which to shelter from the fierce morning sun. But the Spook seemed agitated and couldn’t keep still. He soon got to his feet.
“We’re not being told enough!” he complained. “I’m going to talk to your mam, lad!”
He was away about an hour. When he returned, his expression was grim.
“Well?” Bill Arkwright asked. “Did you get any answers?”
The Spook laid down his staff and hunkered down between us in the shade of an olive tree. He took a long time to reply.
“It seems that once the Ordeen arrives through the portal, a delegation from the local area enters the citadel of the Ord,” said the Spook. “It’s a ritual that never changes. The delegates hope to appease her and mitigate the effects of her visitation. But the truth is, nothing they do ever makes any real difference.”
“Then why do they bother?” I asked. “What’s the point of it if they achieve nothing?”
“It’s because they’re human, lad. Human beings have hope. No matter how desperate things are, they convince themselves that they can change things for the better, that this time their visit will alter the outcome.
“The Ordeen needs human blood to wake her from her deep sleep on the far side of the portal. Few of the delegates return, and those who do rant and rave in a delirium. The horror of the experience deranges their minds. Kalambaka is planning to send a delegation of thirteen people, the usual number, but your mam has other ideas. Thirteen of us will be going in their place.”
Arkwright whistled through his teeth. “Did she say which of us?”
The Spook stared hard at me. “She just named one so far, lad. You. You’ll be part of that delegation.”
The thought scared me, but I tried not to show it. I hoped the Spook, Arkwright, or Mam would be with me. Then at least I wouldn’t be alone.
“No doubt it’s some sort of trick. A way to get inside and take the enemy by surprise?” Arkwright asked.
“Aye, that’s the idea. She’s not thought it through yet, but she’s hoping to create some sort of diversion. The main attack would be launched while the delegation pretends to go about its business. She’s going to hire mercenaries—a lot of ’em. Savage warriors from the north.”
Arkwright soon went off with the dogs, and I was left alone with the Spook. He looked ill at ease and kept muttering to himself and shaking his head.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Wrong? Too much is wrong. This is just about the most dangerous situation I’ve ever walked into with both eyes open, lad. If we survive a likely attack by maenads, we have to cross the Pindhos Mountains, and they’re likely to be crawling with feral lamia witches. And all before we even set eyes on the Ordeen. . . .”
His reference to lamias made me think of Meg, the love of my master’s life, and her sister, the feral Marcia. They’d both sailed back to Greece the previous year. Maybe our route would take us close to where they were staying? I wondered if he was still missing Meg.
“Will you go and see Meg while we’re here?” I asked.
The Spook bowed his head, and for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to answer—or would tell me in no uncertain terms to mind my own business. But then he looked up and I saw sadness in his eyes; even before he began to speak, I knew that he had been considering it.
“I’ve thought about it, lad, but decided against it. You see, she told me where she was heading. By now she’ll be living in a remote farmhouse far to the south. Because she’s kept her distance from people, she’ll have changed back to her feral form. I’d hardly recognize her now. A year or so and she’ll be no different from her sister, Marcia. She’s lost to me now. She might as well be dead. The woman I knew and loved is certainly gone, so I’d like to keep my last memories of her just as they were. . . .”
He shook his head sadly, and I could think of nothing to say that might make him feel better. But to my surprise he was smiling as he got to his feet.
“Do you know, lad, my old bones have never felt better! It must be the heat and the dry air. No doubt they’ll soon start aching again once we get back to the County. But for all that, I’ll be glad to be home!”
Late that afternoon Seilenos and three of his men returned after a successful boar hunt. The other warriors had been out scouting or guarding the perimeter of the camp.
That night we dined under the stars, on wild boar and lamb. “All’s well for now,” Mam said. “There’s plentiful game in the area, and the men report that there’s no sign of enemy activity. Tomorrow we press on toward Meteora.”
Seilenos looked across at the Spook, who was merely picking at his food. “Eat up, Mr. Gregory!” he said with a smile. “We have dark to fight soon. Need to build up strength!”
The Spook looked back at him dubiously. I could tell he didn’t really approve of Seilenos. “Back home in the County, we spooks don’t eat much when the dark threatens,” he replied, his manner cool. “When things become critical, we fast, denying ourselves food so that our minds and spirits are better prepared to face our enemies.”
The Greek spook shook his head. “That I cannot understand!” he cried, throwing up his hands in bewilderment. “You weaken yourself by such foolish practices. Food and wine give strength. Is that not so? You will need your strength to face the salamander!”
“What’s a salamander?” I asked.
“Highest and most powerful form of fire elemental is this salamander. More powerful even than asteri. A big lizard, it is, basking at the heart of fierce flames. It spits fire, too. Also blows scalding steam from its nostrils. Need lots of food inside you to fight such a formidable thing. Eat up, young spook! You will need all your strength soon. Do your wives not feed you well at home?” Seilenos asked, looking at Arkwright and the Spook in turn.
“I have no wife,” Arkwright growled.
“We County spooks don’t marry,” John Gregory explained. “A wife and children would distract us from our vocation, which is to fight the dark.”
“A pretty wife could be a distraction, yes,” Seilenos agreed. “Fortunate it is that my wife is ugly and has a sharp tongue!” he went on, giving me a wink. “I’ve five little ones to bring up, too. That’s why I travel with you. To escape wife and earn money from your good mother!”
I was hungry and ate until I was full. Even so, compared with Seilenos, I picked at my food. He ate until his belly seemed sure to burst, applauded by his men, who seemed to delight in his insatiable appetite. When I settled down to sleep, he was still eating—and drinking a good deal of wine.
I thought over what the Spook had reported earlier. Mam hadn’t mentioned her plan at supper, so she must still be thinking it through. Why had she picked me to be part of the delegation? The thought was frightening, but I had to trust Mam’s judgment.
Soon after dawn, we continued our journey eastward.
We traveled for three days, each stage of our journey more wearisome than the previous. It was hot and dusty, the sun beating down mercilessly. After the third day we skirted the town of Yiannena.
At last we saw a ridge of mountains on the horizon, the ones we needed to cross in order to reach Meteora. Two nights later, as we made camp on their lower slopes, those high Pindhos Mountains loomed very close. Tomorrow, well before noon, we would start to climb. Beyond the mountains awaited the plain of Kalambaka, where the Ordeen would emerge from her fiery portal. Every mile brought us closer to that ultimate danger.



CHAPTER XI
Night Attack

I lay wrapped in my cloak some distance from the cooking fire. It had been a hot day, but the stars were bright and the air was starting to cool a little. Just as I started to sink into sleep, I was awakened very suddenly by a loud noise.
It sounded like wild laughter but ended in a frenzied scream. I looked out into the darkness beyond the fire. Immediately the sound was repeated from a different direction and I lurched to my feet, snatching up my staff.
It was maenads—I felt sure of it. They were preparing to attack. Other people were stirring about me. In the light of the embers I saw Bill Arkwright’s shaven head as he kicked dirt across to extinguish the orange glow of the fire, plunging us into relative darkness. In the distance the other fires were also being doused, so that the enemy had only starlight to see us by. I saw Arkwright crouch down to make himself less of a target, and I did the same.
There were more shrieks and yells, this time from behind us and much closer. We were surrounded: the maenads were moving in, about to attack. A shadowy figure ran straight at Arkwright, and he struck out at her with his staff. The maenad fell at his feet with a grunt, but others were sprinting toward us from all directions. I could hear their feet thumping on the dry earth. I whirled to meet an attacker at my left shoulder, swinging my staff in an arc. I caught her on the head, and she overbalanced and fell away. I pressed the catch in my staff and the blade emerged with a click. It was a fight to the death now. Maenads were all around, some stabbing at me with long cruel blades, others charging with bare hands. Some had killed already. The mouth of one was dripping with blood, and she had pieces of skin and flesh trapped between her teeth. I whirled round, trying to keep them at bay. There were too many to fight off, and I’d no hope of help. Everyone else was in the same predicament. We were heavily outnumbered.
My only hope was to break out of the circle, so I attacked, lunging forward, spearing my staff toward the figure directly before me. She fell back, and I leaped over her body into an open space. The maenads were still shrieking behind me. I needed to link up with some of the others—Bill Arkwright and the Spook or even the Pendle witches—and fight alongside them.
A shadow loomed up from my right, and before I could spin to defend myself a hand gripped my wrist fiercely and tugged me away into the darkness.
“Just follow me, Tom!” cried a voice I knew so well.
It was Alice!
“Where are we going?” I demanded.
“Ain’t time to talk now. Got to get away first.”
I followed at her heels. We ran away from the camp, heading roughly east. The sounds of pursuit faded, but when Alice showed no sign of slowing down, I caught her up and grabbed her arm from behind.
“I’m not going any farther, Alice.”
She turned to face me, her features in shadow but her eyes glittering in the starlight.
“We’ve got to go back, Alice. They’ll need all the help they can get. We can’t just leave like this. We can’t abandon them and think only of ourselves.”
“Your mam said that at the first sign of trouble I had to get you away. Especially if the maenads attacked. ‘Get Tom to safety,’ she said. ‘If anything happens to him, it’s all for nothing anyway.’ Made me promise that, she did.”
“Why would it be all for nothing? I don’t understand.”
“Whatever your mam’s plan is for defeating the Ordeen, you’re an important part of it, Tom. So we’ve got to keep you safe. We need to keep heading east. We’ll be up in the mountains before dawn. They won’t find us there.”
Alice sometimes hid things from me but had never told me a direct lie. I knew that she was following Mam’s instructions, so reluctantly I continued east. I was still worried about the attack on the camp. There had been so many maenads down there, but I knew the defenders would put up a good fight. There was Mam’s warrior guard, but also the witches from Pendle, the Spook, and Bill Arkwright—he would certainly do his best to break a few skulls.
“Why didn’t you or the Pendle witches sniff out the attack?” I demanded accusingly. “And surely Mam or Mab would have known what was coming and raised the alarm, too. What went wrong, Alice?”
Alice shrugged. “Don’t know the answer to that, Tom.”
I felt uneasy but said nothing more, keeping my worries to myself. Mam had already told me that her foresight was waning. I felt sure that the Fiend was weakening all our powers, making our mission more and more impossible.
“Come on, Tom. Let’s move!” Alice cried, an urgency in her voice. “More than likely they’ll still be following. . . .”
So we ran on a little farther before slowing to a steady jog.
As we reached the foothills, the moon came up above the solid bulk of the dark Pindhos Mountains rising before us. No doubt somewhere ahead there was a route through them, but we weren’t back in the County and didn’t have either a knowledge of the terrain or a map to refer to. All I knew was that Meteora was somewhere to the east beyond this range. So we climbed as best we could, hoping to find our own way through.
We’d been climbing through a pine wood for about ten minutes—my body was starting to sweat with the exertion—when Alice suddenly came to a halt, her eyes wide. She sniffed the air three times. “There are maenads following us. Ain’t no doubt about it. They must have a tracker.”
“How many, Alice?”
“Three or four. Aren’t too far behind either.”
I looked back, but even with the moonlight bathing the slope, I could see nothing of our pursuers through the trees. However, Alice was rarely wrong when it came to sniffing out danger.
“The higher we get, the more chance we’ve got to hide and throw ’em off our trail,” she said.
So we turned and hurried on. Soon the trees were left behind us, and the ground became steeper and more rocky. The next time I looked back, I could see four shadowy figures moving swiftly up the trail. They were closing on us fast.
We were following a narrow track between two huge crags rising up on either side when, suddenly, we saw a cave ahead, its dark maw leading downward. The path led straight into it. There was nowhere else to go.
“We could lose ’em down there in the dark. Hard to track us, too,” Alice suggested. Swiftly she sniffed the entrance to the cave. “Seems safe enough, this one. No danger at all.”
“But what if it’s a dead end, Alice? If there’s no way through, we’ll be trapped down there in the darkness.”
“Ain’t got much choice, Tom. We either go in, or turn back and face ’em on the path!”
She was right. We had no alternative. I nodded at her, and after using my tinderbox to light the candle I always carried with me, we entered the cave. The descent was gradual at first, and the air was much cooler than outside. Every so often we paused for a second but could hear no sounds of pursuit. It wouldn’t be long before the maenads came after us, though. And what if we reached a dead end? That didn’t bear thinking about.
But the path up to the cave entrance was well-worn, suggesting there was a way through. The tunnel sloped downward more steeply now, each step taking us deeper underground. Suddenly we heard a faint rhythmical tapping within the wall, somewhere to our right. Almost immediately there was a reply from the left wall.
“What’s that, Alice?”
“Don’t know,” she said, her eyes wide. “Ain’t the maenads. They’re back there. Unless there are more of ’em already in the tunnel.”
The tapping became more frantic, building into an insistent beat made by some insane many-armed drummer. The sounds were sometimes above but mostly to the side, as if somebody or something was keeping pace with us, moving along the tunnel. But we could see nothing. Either the things making the sounds were invisible or they were somehow inside the rock. Could they be some sort of elemental? I wondered.
Eventually the tapping noise faded, which made me feel a lot better. Now the tunnel had narrowed and was really steep, the floor uneven and strewn with loose rocks. After a few minutes we emerged into a wider passageway that sloped from left to right. Until now the cave had been dry, but here water cascaded down the far wall and dripped from the roof above, and there were puddles on the ground. We followed the downward slope.
Soon the water underfoot became a shallow, fast-flowing stream, and we followed its course. We pressed on, our mood darkening as our confidence began to ebb away. The depth of the water steadily increased; eventually it came above our knees, the current so strong that I found it difficult to stay upright. By now we could hear the maenads calling to one another behind us, the sounds getting nearer and nearer.
Stumbling along, thigh deep in water, we reached what at first glance appeared to be a dead end. But the water level didn’t seem to be rising any further—if there was no escape route, it would surely have already reached the roof of the cave. Only as we got closer did I notice the extreme turbulence of the water. It crashed against a wall of solid rock before swirling back on itself. It was a large whirlpool.
Somewhere below, we could hear a great echoing roar of falling water. It must be dropping through a hole into a cavern somewhere farther underground. Then we heard shouts and shrieks of anger from behind us. The maenads were closing on us, and we were trapped against the rock face.
Desperately I held the candle aloft and searched the walls that hemmed us in. There was a steep upward slope of scree to our right, a dry area above the water. To my relief, I saw that it led up to a small tunnel. I pointed toward it, and Alice immediately started to scramble up the loose rocks. I followed at her heels, but our pursuers were very close now. I could hear their feet scrunching up the scree, then pounding along the tunnel behind us.
They’d catch us in moments, I thought. Was it better to turn and face them now? The tunnel was very narrow: Only one could confront me at a time. That lessened the odds against us. I decided that it was indeed time to turn and fight.
I handed the candle to Alice. Then, holding my staff before me at forty-five degrees, I released the blade, remembering all that Arkwright had taught me. Breathe slowly and deeply. Spread your weight evenly. Let the enemy come to you and make the first move. Be ready with the counterstrike. . . .
The maenads were getting ready to attack, working themselves into a frenzy, issuing a torrent of words in Greek. I couldn’t understand it all, but I got the general meaning. They were telling me what they intended to do to me.
“We’ll rip out your heart! Drink your blood! Eat your flesh! Grind your bones!”
The first maenad ran straight at me, brandishing a knife and a murderous wooden spike. Her face was twisted into something beyond anger. She lunged. I stepped back and felled her with a hard blow to the temple. The one behind her moved toward me more cautiously. She had insane eyes but a cunning face and was waiting for me to make the first move. She wielded no weapon; her hands were stretched out in front of her. If she managed to get a grip on me, she would immediately start to tear my body to pieces. The others would rush in to help, and that would be the end of me.
She opened her swollen lips to reveal the sharp fangs within, and a nauseating stench wafted over me—far worse than the breath of a witch who used blood or bone magic. The maenads fed on carrion as well as fresh meat, and she had strips of putrefying flesh between her teeth.
Suddenly I heard a loud tap somewhere above—nothing to do with the maenads. Almost immediately it was answered by another, much louder and closer. The sounds began to build toward a deafening crescendo. Within seconds it was all around us, a cacophony of rhythmical tapping on the rock. It was getting louder and louder, an insistent, threatening thunder.
The maenad lost patience and ran at me. I used my staff like a spear, jabbing it into her shoulder. She shrieked and staggered back. All at once, perhaps loosened by the thunderous noise, rocks began to fall around us, and there was an ominous rumble overhead.
Something struck me a glancing blow on the head and I fell backward, half stunned. I struggled up onto my knees and caught a quick glimpse of Alice’s terrified face; then the tunnel came down with a grating, grinding, rumbling roar, and everything went black.
I opened my eyes to see Alice bending over me. The candle had burned very low and was now little more than a stub. There was a bitter taste in my mouth. A piece of leaf lay under my tongue, some healing herb from Alice’s leather pouch.
“Getting really worried, I was,” she remarked. “You’ve been unconscious for ages.”
She helped me to my feet. I’d a bad headache and a lump the size of an egg on the crown of my head. But of our attackers there was no sign.
“The maenads are buried under that pile of rubble, Tom, so we’re safe for now.”
“Let’s hope so, Alice—they’re really strong and any who’ve survived will start to move those rocks to get at us!”
Alice nodded and glanced at the rockfall. “I wonder what those sounds were. . . .”
“I don’t like to think about it, but whatever caused them probably brought down the tunnel.”
“Need to find a way out of here quickly, Tom. That candle ain’t going to last long.”
That’s if there was another way out. If not, it was all over for us. We’d never be able to shift that rockfall. Some of the slabs were too big even for the two of us to lift.
We continued down the tunnel as quickly as we could; the candle was starting to gutter. Soon we’d be in darkness, maybe never see daylight again.
It was then that I realized it wasn’t flickering just because it was burning low. There was fresh air blowing toward us. But how big would the gap in the rock be? I wondered. Would we be able to get out? Gradually, as we climbed, the breeze became stronger. My hopes soared. And yes—within moments there was light ahead. There was a way out!
Minutes later, grateful to be free of what might have been our tomb, we emerged onto a high path. The mountainside was lit by the moon, which had become paler with the approach of dawn. I took the candle stub from Alice, blew it out, and thrust it into my breeches pocket against further need. Then, without a word, we continued east along a path that was taking us deeper into the mountains.
We had to press on and find a way through to the plain on the other side. I just hoped that Mam and the others had survived the maenad attack. If they had, they’d continue on toward Meteora, and that’s where we’d find them.



CHAPTER XII
Lamias

EVENTUALLY we reached a fork in the path. Both tracks led roughly eastward toward the plain, but which one should we take?
“Which path, Alice?” I asked.
She sniffed each in turn. “Ain’t much choice,” she said with a frown. “Neither one’s safe. A dangerous place, this.”
“What sort of danger?”
“Lamias. Lots of ’em.”
Lamias lurked in mountain passes such as this, preying on travelers. The thought of them made me very nervous indeed—I remembered what Mab said she’d scryed: Alice being killed by a feral lamia on the journey toward the Ord. I was torn between telling her about it and keeping it quiet. But why tell her? I asked myself. She was alert to the danger from lamias anyway, and knowing would only make her more fearful.
But I was still fearful that Mab would be proved right.
“Perhaps we should stay here for a while, Alice,” I suggested, looking up at the sky, which was already brightening. “The sun will be up soon. It can’t be much more than half an hour or so before dawn.”
Lamias couldn’t stand sunlight—we’d be safe then—but Alice shook her head. “Reckon they’ll have sniffed us out already. They’ll know we’re here, Tom. Stay in one spot and they’ll come at us from all sides—they might arrive before the sun comes up. Best keep moving.”
What she said made sense, so, on impulse, I chose the left-hand path. It rose steeply for a while before descending toward a small valley where sheer cliffs reared up toward the sky on both sides. Even when the sun came up, this area would remain in shadow. As we scrambled down, the pale moon was lost to view and I began to grow nervous. To our right was the dark entrance to a small cave. Then I began to notice the feathers scattered around us.
I’d seen that before, back in the County. It was a sign that feral lamia witches were close. When human prey wasn’t available, they made do with smaller creatures such as mice and birds, using dark magic to place them in thrall while they ripped them to pieces and drank their blood.
Soon, to our horror, we saw more signs of danger: a second cave, fragments of dead birds—their wings, beaks, heads, and legs littering the blood-stained rocks outside it. But I noticed that the remains were old, not fresh kills.
“We’ve taken the wrong track, Alice! We need to go back!”
“Either that or move forward a lot faster!” she argued, but it was already too late.
We heard a chilling hiss and turned to find something big scuttling along the rocky path behind us. It was a feral lamia. The creature, at least one and a half times the length of my own body, was crouched on four thin limbs with large splayed hands, each elongated finger ending in a sharp, deadly talon. Long, greasy hair hung down onto the scaled back and across the face, too. What I could see of its features told me that the situation couldn’t be worse. This was not the bloated face of a lamia witch that had recently fed, making it sluggish and less aggressive. No, it was gaunt, cadaverous, its heavily lidded eyes wide open and showing a ravenous hunger.
I turned, stepped in front of Alice, and raised my staff—lamias didn’t like rowan wood. I drove it hard and fast toward its head. There was a dull thud as the end made contact and the creature backed away, hissing angrily.
I followed, jabbing at it again and again. It was then that I heard another angry hiss from behind; I turned to see a second lamia approaching Alice. Almost immediately a third scuttled up onto a large boulder to our right.
Rowan wood wouldn’t be sufficient now, so I pressed the recess near the top of my staff and, with a sharp click, the retractable blade emerged from the end.
“Keep very close behind me, Alice!” I cried. If I could force the lamia back to where the path widened, we could race past it and make our escape.
Wasting no time, I drove my staff hard at the lamia ahead of me. My aim was true, and the blade pierced its right shoulder, sending up a spray of black blood. It screamed and retreated, so I advanced again, stabbing quickly, keeping it at bay, trying to maintain my concentration. Lamias are incredibly fast, and this slow retreat could at any moment turn into a rapid frenzied attack. The lamia could be on me in a second, its talons pinning me down, ravenous teeth biting into my flesh. So I had to focus and await my chance to drive my blade through its heart. Step by step, I continued to advance. Concentrate! I told myself. Watch! Focus! Get ready for the first hint of a surge toward me.
There was a sudden scream from behind. Alice! I risked a quick glance over my shoulder. She was nowhere to be seen! Turning away from the wounded lamia, I began to run back along the track in the direction of that scream. There was no sign of her, and I halted on the path. Had I gone too far? I wondered.
Desperate, with my heart hammering with fear for Alice, I quickly retraced my steps until I came to a cleft in the rock. There were feathers and bird fragments on the ground in front of it. Had she been dragged inside? A shout from within confirmed that she had, but her voice sounded distant and somehow muffled. I eased myself through the gap and moved into the increasing gloom. I came to another cave, far smaller than the others—just a dark hole descending steeply into the ground.
Suddenly I saw Alice looking back at me. Her eyes locked with mine, and I saw her fear, pain, and desperation. The lamia’s jaws were gripping her right shoulder and there was blood at her throat. It was dragging her down, headfirst, deeper into its lair. The last thing I saw was Alice’s left ankle and pointy shoe disappearing from view. It happened so quickly. Before I could even move she was gone.
I rushed over to the opening, threw down my staff, fell to my knees, and thrust my left hand downward in a desperate attempt to grasp Alice’s ankle. But she’d already been dragged too far. I reached into my pockets for the candle stub and my tinderbox. I’d need some light to follow her into the darkness. There was a lump in my throat. The lamia’s teeth were in deep, and it might already be starting to drain her blood, I thought. It was exactly what Mab had predicted. And she’d said that Alice would die down there in the darkness. The witch would suck her blood until her heart stopped.
I heard a scrabbling noise from below. I was probably already too late. Frantic with fear for Alice, I suddenly remembered the dark wish that Grimalkin had given me. It was wrong to use it—it meant invoking the dark. But what choice did I have? How could I stand back and let Alice die when I had the power to save her? Tears welled in my eyes, and my throat began to constrict with emotion. I couldn’t imagine life without Alice. I had to do it.
But would using it save Alice? Would it really be strong enough?
“I wish Alice to be unhurt, safe and well!” I cried, and then repeated the wish quickly as Grimalkin had instructed. “I wish Alice to be unhurt, safe and well!”
I don’t know what I expected to happen. Certainly not for Alice to simply appear safe and well at my side. I was hoping to see her crawl to safety from the lamia’s lair. But all I could hear was the distant whine of the wind. Grimalkin had said that the wish contained years of stored power. Surely something should be happening by now?
But there was nothing, nothing at all, and my heart sank into my boots. The wish hadn’t worked. Had I done something wrong? I looked down into the dark maw of the lamia’s lair, and regret began to gnaw at my stomach. Why had I wasted my time using the wish? Why had I been so stupid? I should have lit my candle and crawled after her right away.
I opened my tinderbox, and it was then that I sensed something right behind me and remembered the third lamia. In my haste to save Alice I’d forgotten all about it! I turned round. . . . 
But it wasn’t a lamia. No, it was something far worse. Standing there and smiling down at me was the Fiend himself.
He was in the shape of Matthew Gilbert, the murdered bargeman. Matthew had been an easygoing, burly man with large hands and a warm smile. The top two buttons of his shirt were open, revealing the brown hair on his broad chest. He looked every inch the genial fellow who had once plied his trade along the Caster-to-Kendal canal. But the Fiend had visited me in that form before, so I knew exactly who I was facing.
“Well, Tom, isn’t this a special day? One I’ve waited a long time to arrive. You’ve finally used the dark!”
I stepped back in alarm at his words and shook my head—though I knew I was lying even to myself. How could I deny it? The Spook had warned that the Fiend would try to win me to his side, corrupting me bit by bit until my soul was no longer my own and I belonged to him. And he’d suggested that Alice was the most likely means to his achieving this end. And now it had happened. I’d used the dark to save Alice.
“Don’t try and pretend that you haven’t! After all, you’ve just used a dark wish. Do you think I don’t know that? Your use of dark magic alerted me to what was happening, so I came right away. The wish has already saved Alice. She’ll be with you soon—just as soon as I leave and allow time to return to normal. You are already free to move, but nothing else is. Look about you. Maybe then you’ll believe me.”
The Fiend could distort the flow of time, sometimes stop it altogether. I looked up through the cleft in the rock and saw a bird, some kind of hawk, high in the air near the crag above, but it wasn’t moving. It was still and frozen against the pale sky.
“You were lucky to escape and reach these mountains,” the Fiend continued. “The attack took you all by surprise. The Pendle witches who oppose me didn’t detect the threat. Not even that clever little Mouldheel scryer. Your mother’s power came to nothing because I darkened her foresight—I’ve been doing it for many months now. How can she hope to prevail against an enemy who has my support? Tell me that!”
I said nothing. It was bad enough facing something as terrible and powerful as the Ordeen. But behind her, ready with his even greater strength, stood the Fiend. Mam couldn’t hope to beat him. The whole enterprise seemed doomed to failure.
“You’ve fallen silent, Tom. You know I’m right. So now I’ll tell you more. I’ll explain just how bad things really are. It’s your birthday soon. You’ll be fifteen, won’t you?”
I didn’t reply, but he was correct. I’d be fifteen on the third of August, which was now little more than a week away.
“Your mother is relying on you to carry through her doomed scheme,” he continued. “Do you want to know what part you’re to play in this foolishness?”
“I trust Mam,” I told him. “I’m her son and I’ll do whatever she wants.”
“Whatever? That’s generous, Tom. Very generous indeed. But you’ll need to be generous—extremely generous—because she needs a lot from you. Your life, no less. On your fifteenth birthday, you are to be sacrificed in order to fulfill her desperate need for victory.”
“You’re lying!” I shouted, shaking with anger. “Mam loves me. She loves all her children. She wouldn’t do that.”
“Wouldn’t she, Tom? Not even for the greater good? Individuals are expendable. She believes in the light and is prepared to do anything to defeat the dark. Even to sacrifice the thing she loves most. That’s you, Tom. That’s what she’s going to do!”
“She wouldn’t do that. She just wouldn’t . . .”
“No? Are you so sure? A special blood sacrifice might just give her a chance. And your blood is very special, Tom. The blood of a seventh son of a seventh son.”
I didn’t answer. I’d said enough already.
The Fiend was enjoying my discomfort. “Not only that,” he continued. “You are your mother’s son as well. And she is not human. Do you know what she is?” He smiled. “She’s told you already, I can see that. You’re so easy to read, Tom, like an open book. So you know what she’s done in the past. How cruel and bloodthirsty she once was—a true servant of the dark. And despite her conversion to the light, she’s reverting back to her original form. Think how easy it will be for a murderous creature like that to sacrifice you for a cause she believes in!”
Everything grew dark, and I felt as if I was falling through space—and about to experience some terrible impact. It was as if I’d been thrown off a cliff and was hurtling toward the rocks below. I was terrified, expecting to be smashed to pieces at any second.



CHAPTER XIII
My Blood

MY whole body suddenly jerked, but I felt no pain. I opened my eyes and squinted up into bright sunlight. It was late morning. I sat up and looked about me. My staff lay at my side.
Suddenly memory came flooding back. Alice! The cave!
I sprang to my feet. I was on a mountain path with steep crags on both sides. Whether or not it was the same track I’d been following the night before was impossible to say, but there was no sign of the cleft in the rock with its lamia cave, nor of the evidence of their feeding.
“Tom!”
I turned and saw Alice walking along the path toward me, tears streaming down her face. I’d thought she was dead, so without thinking I ran forward and wrapped my arms about her. All my doubts had disappeared. What did it matter what the Spook thought? At that moment, after all we’d been through, I didn’t care. Alice returned my embrace, and for a long time we didn’t move, but then she stepped back and held me at arm’s length, her hands resting lightly on my shoulders.
“Oh, Tom—did last night really happen? It was dark, and the lamia’s teeth were tearing at me. I was growing faint with loss of blood and I thought it was all over. I was dying. Then, the next moment, the sun was shining. And there isn’t a single mark on my body. Was it just a nightmare?”
“It did happen,” I told her. “But you see, Grimalkin gave me two gifts, a blade and a dark wish. So when the lamia dragged you into her lair, I used the wish to save you. Then your father appeared.”
So I told her what the Fiend had said, as much as I could remember; how he’d told me I was to be sacrificed. But I still didn’t tell Alice that Mam was the original Lamia. I couldn’t say it out loud. It hurt too much.
“He’s just playing games with us,” Alice said bitterly. “Using everything to his advantage as usual. As for you being a sacrifice—don’t even give it a moment’s thought. Your mam has risked everything to protect you. Even last night she sent you away from danger. Lying, he is, Tom. Lying as always.”
“Maybe. But he wasn’t lying last spring when he told me you were his daughter, was he? And what he said last night is possible. Even though Mam loves me, she might well sacrifice me and accept the pain—if it brought victory. Maybe she’s been protecting me so that she can sacrifice me when she needs to.”
“Your mam wouldn’t do that, Tom.”
“Not even if it was the only way to defeat the dark? Remember, she had me for that reason. She once told the Spook that I was her ‘gift to the County.’ I was born for a purpose.”
“But she’d ask you first. Just like she asked you to give her the money from the trunks and come to Greece with her.”
I paused, remembering Mam’s love for her family. “I think you’re right, Alice. If it’s meant to happen, then she will ask me.”
“And what would your answer be, Tom?”
I didn’t reply. I didn’t even like to think about it.
“We both know you’d say yes.”
“But it would all be for nothing anyway,” I said bitterly. “The Fiend will support the Ordeen with his own power while he lessens Mam’s. He’s already damaged her. Now she can’t see into the future any longer. That’s why she needs Mab. Even if the Ordeen was to be defeated, there’s still the Fiend to reckon with. It all seems so hopeless.”
Without another word, we set off eastward once more, following the meandering path through the mountains. It was a long time before we spoke again.
We finally descended through a pine forest, then crossed the arid plain toward Meteora. I knew that the monasteries were built on high rocks, so even if we’d wandered too far south, we should still be able to see them from a good distance.
On the second day of our journey, we thought we saw dust rising into the sky on the horizon. It could have been Mam’s party—or maybe it was the maenads who’d attacked them. So, to avoid the risk of capture, we kept our distance.
Then at last, to the northeast, we saw the rocks of Meteora. The closer we got, the more spectacular they appeared. Rising from green thickets of trees and scrub, huge pillars of rock, sculpted by the elements, towered above us. And perched on their summits were the famed monasteries. It seemed impossible that such buildings could have been constructed on those perilous heights, let alone made secure enough to withstand the ravages of weather and time.
The small walled town of Kalambaka lay at the foot of the rocks, bordered to the south by groves of olive trees. Shielding my eyes against the sun, I searched the horizon. Mam had feared that we might be too late, but there was as yet no sign of the Ordeen’s citadel.
We skirted the town and made our camp deep within the thickets below the rocks, hiding away from any watchers. Only the monks could look down on us from their strongholds.
The town was lit by lanterns strung on ropes between the houses; they moved to and fro when the wind was up. That first night we spent hours watching them: the stars above slowly wheeling about the sky from east to west while the lanterns danced below. We ate well, too. Alice caught some rabbits and they proved to be as succulent as any we’d tasted in the County.
On the second night, while we were eating, Alice sniffed danger and stood up quickly, her finger to her lips. But her warning came too late.
A massive shape came out of the trees into the clearing where we were eating. I heard a snort and a clash of metal, and at that moment the crescent moon appeared from behind a cloud, conjuring up a gleaming silver apparition before our startled gaze.
It was a horseman dressed in chain mail, two great swords attached to his saddle. And what a horse he rode! This was no heavy lumbering beast such as those used to draw barges or pull wagons back in the County; it was a thoroughbred, fine and high stepping, with an arched neck and a form built for speed. Its rider was a warrior from head to toe; he had an aquiline nose and high cheekbones, long hair, and a full mustache that obscured his mouth.
The rider drew his sword, and for a moment I thought he intended to attack, but he simply indicated that we should leave the clearing. We didn’t argue; we simply turned and headed into the trees.
At dawn we realized that this warrior was a scout, clearing the way for his followers. A large group of them—a thousand strong at least—were soon approaching across the plain. Their armor gleamed in the sunlight like burnished silver, and the dust erupted behind them like a storm cloud. They looked formidable.
They set up camp at the edge of the trees just north of the town. Who were they? I wondered.
“Do you think they’re something to do with the Ordeen, Alice? Maybe more of her supporters?”
“Not sure, Tom, but your mam never mentioned anything about enemy warriors such as these, did she? Only that she was going to hire mercenaries to keep us safe from the maenads. That could well be them. In which case they’re on our side. Didn’t expect so many though.”
“It would be nice to think it’s the mercenaries, but we can’t risk approaching them.”
So we kept our distance, retreating farther into the trees, wondering who they were—friends or foes. As we waited, Alice turned to me, reached into the pocket of her dress, and held up a small earthen jar. It was the blood jar she’d once showed me back in the County.
“I’ve been thinking about the Fiend a lot recently,” she said. “We could make him keep his distance—from you at least—by using this.”
There were two methods that witches employed to keep the Fiend at bay. One was to bear him a child. Grimalkin had done just that, and as a consequence he was forced to keep away from her. The other was to use a blood jar. Alice claimed that this one contained a few drops of blood from the dead water witch Morwena, who’d been the Fiend’s daughter. If this was mixed with my blood, and carried by me, it would mean that he could have no contact with me.
I shook my head firmly. I’d used the dark already with the wish, and that was bad enough. Bit by bit it was happening; the Spook’s fears were coming true. I was being compromised. Then a thought struck me. I remembered what my master had said months ago, after I told him that Alice might be the Fiend’s daughter. He’d suggested that she couldn’t have taken any of Morwena’s blood; she’d probably simply used her own. The blood from any of the Fiend’s offspring would do.
“It’s your blood in that jar, isn’t it, Alice?”
For a moment she seemed about to protest. Then her expression changed to one of defiance.
“Yes, Tom, it is my blood. You feel better now you know the truth? Feel good to show me up for a liar? Well, Morwena’s blood or mine, it makes not the slightest difference. Mix a few drops of your blood with this, and once the jar’s in your possession you won’t have to face anything like that night in the mountains again, will you?”
I lowered my gaze.
“There’s something else, too,” she continued. “We’d have to stay together forever then. The blood jar would protect you—and me too if I stayed close to you. But if I wandered too far away from it, the Fiend would be there in a moment to take his revenge, because he’d know what I’d done. It wouldn’t bother me much, Tom, being close to you. In fact I’d quite like it. And we need to take advantage of anything we can. Anything just to give us a chance.”
“You mean well, Alice, so I’m not going to quarrel with you. But nothing’s changed. I still feel the same way—I can’t risk using the dark again. And do you think it would be good to be bound together like that? I’d always be afraid that something might separate us. I wouldn’t dare let you out of my sight! How could we live like that?”
I didn’t bother to add that we’d probably be separated as soon as we got back to the County anyway—if indeed we managed to survive this battle. If I continued as the Spook’s apprentice, there was no way my master would ever allow Alice to live with us at Chipenden again.
Alice nodded sadly and pushed the jar back into her pocket again.
About an hour after dawn, Alice suddenly sat up and pointed at something in the distance. “Look over there,” she said, turning to me. “I think I can see your mam’s wagon!”
Straining my eyes, I searched the far boundary of the warriors’ camp. At last I saw what could have been a dark wagon.
“Are you sure, Alice?” I asked.
“Difficult to see from here, but I think so,” she replied.
I had been tormenting myself, wondering how I could possibly rescue Mam from such a host of captors, but now my fears were suddenly dispelled. Alice had been right after all. I continued watching, and after a while a small party left the camp on foot and went toward the rocks. There was someone walking at their head. A woman, heavily veiled and hooded against the sunlight.
“It’s your mam, Tom! I’m sure of it!” Alice cried.
Just behind the hooded figure walked a man with a staff. I could tell by his gait that it was the Spook. There were others following at a distance. I recognized Seilenos and two more of the escort that had met us at Igoumenitsa. If it was indeed Mam, she didn’t seem to be a prisoner at all.
We made our way down through the trees and out into the open. The veiled figure saw us immediately, waved, then beckoned us forward. When we got closer, she pushed her veil aside, turning her back to the sun. Alice was right. It was Mam.
She smiled—though she seemed a little withdrawn and formal. There was a wildness about her eyes, and in the bright sunlight her face seemed even more youthful than before. The faint laughter lines around her mouth had disappeared altogether.
“Well done, Alice,” she said. “You did well to get yourselves to safety. For a while it went hard with us, but we fought off the maenads until these warriors came to our aid. They’re mercenaries, bought with more of the money you returned to me, son. They were riding west to meet us and arrived just in time to drive away our enemies. As I said, Tom, the maenads are numerous, and we’ll need these men if we are to keep them at bay and complete our journey.”
“Is everyone all right?” I asked. “Where’s Bill Arkwright?”
“Aye, lad,” answered the Spook. “Apart from a few cuts and minor wounds, everyone’s fine. Bill’s discussing tactics with the leader of those mercenaries. They’re working out how best to deploy our forces as we approach the Ord.”
“Now come with us,” Mam commanded. “There’s no time to waste. We’re going to visit one of the monasteries. There are things we need to know.”
“Is it that one, Mam?” I said, pointing up at the nearest one, perched on a high pinnacle to our right.
“No,” she said, shaking her head and pulling the protective veil across her face again. “That one’s called Ayiou Stefanou. Although it’s spectacular and the closest to the town, it’s not the highest or most important. No, we have a long journey ahead of us.”
We walked for hours, the impressive rounded cliffs and pinnacles of Meteora always in our sight. At last we approached an imposing monastery built on a high, broad rock.
“That’s Megalo Meteorou directly ahead,” Mam said. “The grandest of them all. It’s about six hundred and fifteen feet high, almost twice the height of Priestown Cathedral’s steeple.”
“How was it possible to build on a rock that high?” I asked, gazing up at it in amazement.
“There are lots of stories, son,” Mam told me, “but that monastery was founded by a man called Athanasios hundreds of years ago. Monks had lived in caves hereabouts for a long time, but this was the very first of the monasteries to be built. One story is that Athanasios flew on the back of an eagle to reach the top.” She pointed up to where two eagles rode the thermals high above.
“It sounds a bit like the story about Hercules throwing that big rock!” I said, smiling.
“No doubt it does, Tom. It’s much more likely that he was helped by the locals, who were skilled rock climbers.”
“So how are we going to get up there?”
“There are steps, Tom. Lots of them. It’ll be a hard climb, but imagine how difficult they must have been to cut into the rock! Just Mr. Gregory, you, and I will make the climb. Alice must wait behind. The monks know me well—I’ve talked to them many times—but women aren’t generally welcome up there.”
The escort waited below with the disappointed Alice while I followed Mam and the Spook up the stone steps. There was no rail, and a sheer drop threatened to the side. At last we came to an iron door set in the rock. A monk opened it wide and admitted us to further flights of steep steps. Finally we reached the summit and saw a large dome ahead of us.
“That’s the katholicon,” Mam said happily.
I knew the word, which meant a church or main chapel. “Is that where we’re going?”
“No, we’re going to visit the Father Superior in his private quarters.”
We were led toward a small building and then into a spartan cell, where a monk with a gaunt gray face and a head shaven even closer than Bill Arkwright’s squatted on the stone floor. His eyes were closed, and he hardly seemed to be breathing. I looked at the bare stone walls and the straw in the corner that served as a bed—not the accommodations I’d expected for the important priest who ruled the monastery.
The door closed behind us, but the Father Superior made no attempt to acknowledge us or move. Mam put a finger to her lips to indicate that we should be silent. Then I noticed the monk’s lips moving slightly and realized that he was saying his prayers.
When he finally opened his eyes and regarded us each in turn, I saw that they were the color of the bluebells that brighten the County woodlands in spring. He gestured that we should join him on the floor, so we sat down facing him.
“This is my friend, Mr. Gregory, an enemy of the dark,” Mam said, nodding toward the Spook.
The monk gave him a faint smile. Then his eyes locked upon mine. “Is this your son?” he asked. He spoke in Greek, in a dialect I found easy to understand.
“Yes, Father,” Mam replied in the same language, “this is my youngest and seventh son, Thomas.”
“Have you a plan to enter the Ord?” asked the monk, turning to Mam again.
“If you could use your influence to persuade them to stand aside, some of my party could take the place of Kalambaka’s delegation.”
The monk frowned. “To what purpose?” he demanded. “What would you hope to achieve by taking such a risk?”
“A few of the Ordeen’s servants are already awake when the Ord first appears—just the ones who receive the delegation. We will distract them, and while they are diverted, a larger attack will be mounted. We are hoping to reach the Ordeen and destroy her before she is fully awake—”
“Will you take part in the sacrificial blood ritual? Would you go that far?”
“There is more than one way to breach a citadel’s defenses. I will employ the same device used by the ancients—a wooden horse,” Mam added mysteriously.
I hadn’t a clue what she meant, but the monk’s eyes suddenly lit up in understanding; then he fixed his gaze upon me once more.
“Does the boy know what is required of him?” he asked.
Mam shook her head. “I will tell him when the time is right. But he’s a loyal and obedient son and will do what is necessary.”
At those words my heart sank. I remembered what the Fiend had told me. Had he been telling the truth? The Father Superior had used the term “sacrificial blood ritual.” Was I to be sacrificed in order to gain victory?
The Spook now spoke for the first time. “It seems to me that there’s a great deal we haven’t yet been told. No doubt we’ll be finding out the worst soon enough,” he said, giving Mam a withering glance. “But what can you tell me, Father? Have there been signs yet to indicate precisely when the Ord will pass through the portal?”
The Father Superior shook his head. “No, but it will be soon—days rather than weeks, we believe.”
“We’ve little time to prepare,” Mam said, rising to her feet. “We must take our leave of you. So I must ask you once again, Father—will you ask the delegation to stand aside so that we may replace them?”
The Father Superior nodded. “I will do as you ask. No doubt they’ll be happy to be relieved of a duty that for most is a death sentence. But before you go, I would like you to hear us pray,” he said. “The boy particularly. I sense that he has little idea of our power.”
So we followed the Father Superior from his bare cell toward the magnificent dome of the katholicon. I was a little irritated by his comment. How did he know what I thought? I’d never really believed that prayers could achieve anything, but I’d always added my “Amen” when Dad had said grace before our family supper. I respected those who had faith and prayed, just as my dad had taught me. There were many ways to reach the light.
The church was splendid, with its ornate marble and beautiful mosaics. About a hundred monks were standing facing the altar with steepled hands as if already at prayer, though they hadn’t yet begun. Suddenly they began to sing. Their prayer was a hymn. And what a hymn!
I’d heard the choirboys sing in Priestown Cathedral, but in comparison to this it had been little more than a tavern singsong. The voices of the monks rose up into the dome in perfect accord, to swoop and soar there like angels. You could sense the incredible strength of all those voices singing in harmony. A powerful sound with a single purpose.
Had those prayers really had the power to keep the Ordeen at bay? Apparently so. But the power of the dark had grown, and this time the bloodthirsty goddess would not be confined to the plain. Unless we could destroy her first, she would attack the County. But the odds against our success were very high.
We took our leave of the Father Superior and left the katholicon, the hymns of the monks receding behind us. It was then that I caught a glimpse of the Spook’s face. It was twisted with anger as it had been when he’d left me at the farmhouse and rushed back to Chipenden. I sensed that he was getting ready to speak his mind, and that Mam would receive the full force of its withering blast.



CHAPTER XIV
Portents

”THE blood ritual . . . what does it involve?” demanded the Spook, staring hard at Mam.
We were in her tent, seated on the ground in a circle. Alice was on my left, the Spook to my right. Also present were Bill Arkwright and Grimalkin. The Spook had given Mam a piece of his mind as soon as we returned to camp. Politely but firmly, he’d demanded to know exactly what we were all facing, especially the delegation; he’d even accused Mam of holding back important information that we badly needed.
This meeting was the result of those hot words. Mam was grim and unsmiling. I sensed there were things she didn’t want to say—certainly not to this gathering. I think she would have preferred to speak to me alone.
“I don’t know everything, far from it,” she admitted. “What I know I’ve learned from talking to the survivors of previous delegations. Some of the accounts were contradictory, probably because their minds had been damaged by the experience. It seems that the servants of the Ordeen demand blood. And they’ll want your blood, Tom.”
“My blood? Why will they want my blood?”
“Because you’ll be the youngest, son. You see, each time a delegation visits, they take the blood of its youngest member. And we really do want to give them your blood—that’s important.”
“You expect your son to give his life?” the Spook demanded angrily.
Mam shook her head and smiled. “This time they won’t be killing the donor—although that’s what has happened in the past. This time they’ll just get a cupful of blood.” Her gaze moved from the Spook to me. “Do you know the story of the fall of Troy?” she asked.
I shook my head. Although she’d taught me Greek, Mam had spoken little of her homeland; my life back at the farm had been filled with tales of the County, its boggarts, witches, and wars.
“In ancient times, we Greeks fought a long and terrible war against Troy,” she continued. “We besieged the city for many years, our forces camped outside its impregnable walls. At last our people crafted a great wooden horse and left it on the plain before Troy and sailed away, pretending to have given up the fight. That huge wooden horse was assumed to be an offering for the gods, and the Trojans dragged it into their city and began to celebrate their victory.
“It was a trick. The horse was hollow, and that night, when the Trojans had retired to their beds, exhausted and drunk with wine, the Greeks who’d hidden inside it crept out and threw open the gates of the city, allowing their returning army to enter. Then the slaughter began. Troy burned, and the war was finally won. Son, you will be my Trojan horse. We will trick the Ordeen’s servants and breach the defenses of the Ord.”
“How?” I asked.
“The Ordeen needs a sacrifice of human blood to awaken her from her sleep in the dark beyond the portal. Your blood will animate her, give her life. But your blood is mine also; the blood of her sworn enemy will be flowing through her veins. It will weaken her. Limit her terrible power. Not only that. Sharing the same blood will make you like kin. You will have access to places that would not normally be open to you. And so will I. The Ordeen’s defenses—traps, snares, and other dark entities—will be weakened. Those who guard her have senses that are attuned to blood. They may not all see you, or me, as a threat. That is what I hope to achieve.”
“You say just a cupful of Tom’s blood?” said the Spook. “Previously a life’s been taken. Why should it be different this time? Tell me that!”
“There’s an invitation for one of the delegation to come forward in combat,” said Mam. “The rules aren’t completely clear, but victory for the delegation champion means that the life of the donor is no longer forfeit.”
“Has the delegation’s champion ever won?” the Spook persisted.
“Usually there’s nobody brave and strong enough to volunteer. This time our champion will be Grimalkin.”
“And what if she loses?” Arkwright asked, speaking up for the first time.
“I will win,” said Grimalkin calmly, “so the question needn’t be answered.”
“That’s not good enough!” he persisted. “You don’t know what you might face inside that citadel. Maybe some demon, some dark entity that can’t be defeated by a mortal.”
Grimalkin smiled grimly, parting her lips to show her sharp, pointed teeth. “If flesh clothes its bones, I will cut it. If it breathes, I will stop its breath. Otherwise”—she shrugged—“we will all die.”
Mam sighed and then finally answered Arkwright’s question. “If Grimalkin loses, the lives of all the delegation are immediately forfeit, and our main attack will fail. Every one of our party will be slain, along with the inhabitants of Kalambaka and the monks. Then, seven years from now, the Ordeen will be free to use her portal to materialize anywhere she pleases.”
For a while after that, nobody spoke. The enormity of what we faced and the disaster that would follow our defeat were awful to contemplate. It was the ex-soldier, Bill Arkwright, who shook us from our stupor.
“Let’s assume that Grimalkin succeeds,” he began. “As far as the journey itself is concerned, I’ve discussed the deployment of the mercenaries with their leaders. There should be no problem in keeping the maenads at a distance. But what about the actual attack? How are the rest of us to get into the Ord?”
“There’s only one entry point that would give our attack any real chance of success,” Mam explained. “Fifty paces to the left of the main gate, high on the wall, is a huge gargoyle. It’s a skull, with horns like a stag’s antlers branching from its forehead. Beneath it is a tunnel leading to the inner courtyard of the Ord. That tunnel is the route into the Ord taken by the delegation—it’s the easiest way into the citadel. The Pendle witches will attack first. Soon afterward, our mercenaries should be able to ride through and lay siege to the inner defenses.”
“What if it’s too heavily defended?” Arkwright asked.
“That’s a chance we’ll have to take. If we attack soon enough, all should be well. As we know, servants of the Ordeen who receive the delegation awake as soon as the Ord has cooled. But they will be distracted by the delegation and hopefully slain by the Pendle witches soon after Tom’s blood has been drunk. That’s what I hope for, anyway. As for the rest of her servants, it is hours before they are fully alert. We must reach the Ordeen and slay her before she regains her strength.”
“How will those on the outside know that the delegation has completed its work?” Arkwright asked.
“Grimalkin will use a mirror,” Mam told him.
I saw the Spook’s face tighten, but he said nothing.
“Once we’re inside the Ord, do we know where to find the Ordeen?” I asked.
Even before she shook her head, I could tell by Mam’s face that she didn’t know. “We assume she will be somewhere away from the main entrances that is easy to defend. It seems likely she will be sleeping at the top of one of the three towers, but there is also a domed structure beyond them. Once inside the inner citadel, we should be able to search out the Ordeen, though we will still have to contend with denizens of the dark.”
For a long time after hearing those grim words, nobody spoke. It seemed to me that we had very little hope of success, and I’m sure we all shared that view, perhaps even Mam. Then I started to think about the delegation. Would Mam be part of it?
“The delegation . . . who’s going with me, Mam?”
“Grimalkin, Seilenos, and ten more of my escort. There’ll be great danger, and not all of you will come back. I only wish that I could go with you and share those perils, but the Ordeen and her servants know me as their enemy. I fear I’d be recognized immediately, and our plan would fail. However, I’ve told Grimalkin all I know about the likely dangers. For example, you’ll come upon a table heaped with food and wine—but you should neither eat nor drink. That’s important.”
“Is the food poisoned?” I asked.
“Not poisoned. Enchanted. It’s charged with dark magic. So beware,” Mam warned, her voice hardly more than a whisper. “Touch neither food nor drink. Those who eat the food of the Ordeen can never go home—”
“If Tom’s going into danger, then I want to go, too!” Alice cried out, speaking for the first time.
Mam shook her head. “Your place will be by my side, Alice.”
“No, that ain’t good enough!” she said, springing to her feet. “I have to be with Tom.”
“You stay away from him, girl,” said the Spook.
“Stay away? He’d be dead if it weren’t for me—and you all know it.”
Mam shook her head. “Sit down!” she commanded.
“Ain’t going to sit down until you give me what I want!” Alice retorted, almost spitting out the words. “You owe me this! And there are things even you don’t know yet!”
Mam came to her feet to face Alice, anger in her face. At that moment the tent canvas began to flap. It had been a calm evening, but now a wind was getting up. Moments later, it was gusting furiously, threatening to tear the fabric from its supporting poles.
Mam led the way outside and looked up at the sky. “It begins,” she said, pointing toward the horizon. “That’s the first of the portents. The Ordeen is preparing to move through the portal.”
A gale was blowing strongly from the south, and on that horizon there was an unmistakable yellow tint to the sky. It looked like a big storm was brewing. This was the first of the signs. Mam was sure of it. So we made our preparations. We would start our journey at dawn.
It was a restless night, disturbed by animals fleeing from the south. At one point our camp was invaded by a pack of scampering, squealing rats. Birds shrieked with panic as they flapped their way north into the darkness.
About an hour before dawn, unable to sleep, I stepped outside to stretch my legs. Seilenos stood there, looking up at the sky. He saw me and came across, shaking his head.
“Well, young spook, we win or die this day. A dangerous land, this. Land of many mysteries, too. Much danger ahead. You stay close to me and be all right. Seilenos, he know what to do. Ask me anything. I explain. Lamias and elementals I know all about. I will teach you. . . .”
I remembered the mysterious sounds in the tunnel before the roof came down. I was curious to know what had been responsible. “After the attack on the camp, Alice and I hid in a cave and had to fight off some maenads, but there was something else—strange tapping noises all around us. Then there was a rockfall that nearly killed us.”
“Tapping? What kind, this tapping? Fast or slow?”
“It started slow, but then got much faster. It had a sort of rhythm to it and built to a crescendo so that the rocks fell, nearly killing us.”
“Lucky to escape with your lives, young spook. Dangerous elementals, those. Live in caves and called tappers. Try to drive humans away. First use fear. Frightful tapping sounds. Next bring down big rocks and try to crush you. When hear tappers—run fast!”
That was probably good advice, but we’d been faced with dangerous maenads and were forced to stand and fight. Seilenos patted me on the shoulder and headed for one of the fires where breakfast was being prepared. I stayed where I was, waiting for the sun to rise.
Not that I saw it, for at dawn the sky was filled with a yellow haze. The Spook told me we needed to fast in order to prepare to face the dark, so we didn’t eat breakfast. Even Bill Arkwright, never one to go for long without food, confined himself to one thin slice of bread, but Seilenos ate his fill, grinning and shaking his head when he saw that we’d left our plates of lamb and boar untouched.
“Eat up! You need strength. Who knows when we eat again?”
“As I told you, we do things differently in the County—and for good reason,” growled the Spook. “I’m about to face what might well be the greatest danger from the dark that I’ve encountered in all the years I’ve been practicing my trade. I want to be fully prepared, not so full of food that I can hardly think!”
Seilenos just laughed again and continued to stuff large slices of meat into his mouth, washed down with red wine.
As we prepared to head south, Alice joined me, a little smile lighting her face.
“Your mam’s changed her mind, Tom,” she said. “I’m to be part of the delegation after all.”
“You sure you want to do this, Alice? Wouldn’t you be safer with Mam? I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“And I don’t want anything to happen to you. That’s why I’ll be by your side. You’re safer where I am, Tom. Trust me. And we do want to be together on your birthday, don’t we?”
I smiled and nodded. I’d forgotten all about my birthday. Today was the third of August. I’d just turned fifteen. But Alice hadn’t finished yet. I could sense that she was about to say something else. Something I wouldn’t like. She kept glancing at me sideways and biting her bottom lip.
“You’re going into the Ord with Grimalkin, who’s a witch assassin, a servant of the dark. And you used the dark wish she gave you to save me. So what’s the difference between doing that and using the blood jar to keep the Fiend at bay?” Alice demanded. “Take the jar. A birthday present from me to you.”
“Leave it, Alice!” I shouted in annoyance. “It’s hard enough without you saying things like that. Don’t make things worse, please.”
Alice fell silent. I felt as if I was sinking ever downward. Even Mam was forcing me to compromise with the dark. I knew she had little choice and I had to be part of it—nonetheless, all the Spook’s fears seemed to be well founded.



CHAPTER XV
The Approach to the Ord

WE made our way south, fighting against the human tide of those fleeing the Ord. Refugees were everywhere. Some were on foot, clutching possessions or carrying children; others had loaded what they could onto small carts, which they pulled or pushed by hand. Many kept glancing back and called out warnings, telling us to flee with them; they were desperate and fearful for themselves and their families.
We walked all morning across that arid landscape under the sickly yellow sky. Dark whirlwinds had been visible on the horizon, moving north and destroying everything in their path, but luckily they hadn’t passed close to us. And now the wind had dropped, the air growing warmer and more oppressive by the minute. I was carrying my staff as well as my bag, which I had retrieved from Mam’s wagon. Mam’s escort rode just behind her, and behind them were the Pendle witches, led by Grimalkin. Bill Arkwright and the Spook walked to the right of Alice and me, the three dogs following in their wake. And far to our rear, at least a couple of hundred yards distant, were the mounted mercenaries.
Alice and I were both weary and afraid of what was to come, so we hardly exchanged a word. At one point Bill Arkwright came up alongside me.
“Well, Master Ward, how does this compare to the County? Have you changed your mind yet? Would you like to live here?” he asked.
“I wish I was back home,” I told him. “I miss the green hills and woods—even the rain!”
“Aye, I know what you mean. This is a parched land, all right, but from what your mam said I think we’ll be getting some rain soon enough.”
He was referring to the deluge that would come soon after the appearance of the Ord. “There’s something I’d like to ask you, Master Ward. If anything happens to me, would you take care of the dogs? No doubt Mr. Gregory wouldn’t want them at Chipenden—a boggart and dogs don’t mix too well! But you’d be able to find them a good home somewhere, I’m sure.”
“Of course I will.”
“Well, let’s hope it won’t come to that. Let’s hope we’re all safely back home in the County before too long. There’s danger ahead, worse than we’ve ever faced before, I fear. So just in case we don’t meet again, here’s my hand in friendship. . . .”
Arkwright held out his hand, and I shook it. With a nod and a smile toward Alice, he left my side. I felt sad, it was as if we were saying good-bye forever.
But there was another good-bye to face, this one from the Spook. Awhile later, he too moved across to walk beside me. As he approached, I noticed Alice fall back to join Grimalkin, who was now behind us.
“Are you nervous, lad?” my master asked me.
“Nervous and scared,” I told him. “I keep taking slow, deep breaths, but it doesn’t seem to help much.”
“Well, it will, lad, it will. So just keep at it, and remember all I’ve tried to teach you. And once we get inside that citadel, stay close to me. Who knows what dangers we’ll find there?”
He patted me on the shoulder, then moved away again. I wondered if that was because he didn’t like walking too close to Alice. Soon afterward we paused for a short rest, and I wrote down what Seilenos had told me about tappers in my notebook. It helped to calm me down. No matter what danger threatened, I had to keep up with my training.
When we set off again, I had one more visit—one that both Alice and I could well have done without. Mab and her two hook-nosed sisters approached us.
“What you been up to, Tom?” Mab asked, looking sideways at me. “That’s no dead girl walking beside you. She should be dead by rights, that Alice Deane. Saw it happen. Saw that witch lamia sucking her blood and tearing her with its teeth. Only something from the dark could have saved her. That’s the only thing I couldn’t have seen coming. What you been up to, Tom? Must have meddled with the dark, I think. That’s the only thing that could’ve done it! What does Mr. Gregory think about that, eh?”
Alice ran and pushed Mab backward so that she almost overbalanced and fell. “Things are bad enough without having to listen to you talk rubbish. Get you gone! Leave Tom alone!”
Mab turned to Alice and stretched out her hands in front of her, clearly intending to scratch her face, but I quickly stepped between them. Mab shrugged and backed off.
“We’ll be on our way,” she said, her mouth twisting into a smile. “Leave you to think over what’s been done and what’s been said. You’re close to the dark now, Tom. Closer than you’ve ever been before.”
With that Mab and her sisters moved away, leaving me with my thoughts. I continued to walk with Alice, but neither of us spoke. What was there to say? We both knew that I’d been compromised by the dark. I was just glad that the Spook hadn’t overheard what Mab had said.
Late that morning the weather began to change. The wind got up again, blustering into a gale that screamed about our ears. We journeyed on through the heat, but we were now very uncomfortable.
Soon Alice pointed directly ahead. “Look at that, Tom. Ain’t ever seen anything like that before!”
At first I could see nothing; then a menacing shape loomed up on the horizon.
“What is it? A cliff? Or a black ridge of hills?” I asked.
Alice shook her head. “It’s a cloud, Tom. And a strange dark one for sure. Ain’t natural, that! Don’t like the look of it one little bit.”
In normal circumstances such a fearsome cloud would have heralded a violent storm, with a heavy downpour to come. But as we drew nearer, I could see that it was curved at its rim like a great black plate or shield. The wind ceased again, and the temperature began to drop alarmingly; whereas before we’d been scorched by the heat, now we began to shiver with cold and fear. We were suddenly plunged into a twilit world, our faces deep in shadow.
I looked about me: Alice, Arkwright, and the rest of our company, including the Pendle witches, were walking very slowly, with bowed heads, as if oppressed by the weight of the darkness above us. Only the Spook held his head high.
Although there was now not a breath of wind, I could see that the ominous and unusual cloud was in turmoil, churning and swirling far above as if some giant was stirring it with a massive stick. Soon I could hear a high, shrill shriek; suddenly, on the distant horizon, I saw a column of orange light.
“That’s what Mam told us about, Alice,” I exclaimed, pointing ahead. “It’s the pillar of fire. The Ord must be somewhere within it!”
We were at least three miles away from the fiery column, but I could soon feel its warmth on my forehead despite the drop in temperature around us. We were heading for an immense crimson vortex, a gigantic throbbing artery connecting sky to earth. It looked dramatic and disturbing, and seemed to be thickening and flexing rhythmically; I was afraid that it might suddenly explode outward to engulf us all. Lightning forked up from its base, bifurcations of white and blue like the jagged branches of trees reaching out into the black cloud above.
Although fixed in the same spot, the column was rotating widdershins, against the clock. Swirling dust formed a mushroom at its base, and at its apex combined with the substance of the swirling cloud. The shrill whine grew to a raucous screech and there was now a sharp smell, at first difficult to name. It bit high into my nostrils and I could taste it on the back of my tongue.
“It smells like burning flesh!” exclaimed Alice, sniffing the air. “And sounds like souls screaming in Hell. They’re burning! All burning!”
Yet, if so, it was the reverse of what my senses told me: this was creation rather than cremation, flesh reborn of fire. If what Mam had told me was correct, the Ordeen and her servants were entering our world in the midst of those flames. It was a fiery portal. The heat upon my face abated somewhat; the fury lessened as the colors shifted across the spectrum, crimson slowly transmuting into bronze.
“There’s a huge building!” cried Alice, pointing fearfully ahead. “Look! Inside! You can see it inside the flames! That’s the Ord!”
Alice was right. I could see the vortex slowing and shrinking, but the process was one of definition rather than collapse; now almost transparent, it allowed us to make out the shape of the Ord that lay within, that dark dwelling place of the Ordeen.
It had three twisted spires of equal height, so tall they almost reached up into the cloud. Behind them, as though protected, was the dome Mam had talked about. And both towers and dome rose from a massive edifice that resembled a great cathedral, though far larger and more magnificent than Priestown’s, the biggest church in the County. And while a cathedral sometimes took decades to build, this seemed to have been formed in a matter of moments.
The pillar of fire had now disappeared altogether. We moved on, getting closer and closer to the dark mass of the Ord, which rose up before us like some gigantic, terrifying beast. Although the outer darkness increased again, there was a strange new light radiating from inside the Ord. It was now lit from within by a bronze glow that was increasing in power even as I watched. Now, for the first time, I was able to appreciate the detail of the structure. Each twisted spire had long, narrow windows, arched at the top like those of a church. They were open to the air, and through them the inner fires shone more brilliantly.
“There are horrible things moving inside the windows,” Alice whispered, her face filled with awe and terror. “Things from Hell.”
“It’s just your imagination, Alice,” I told her. “It’s too far away to see anything properly.”
But notwithstanding my rebuke, I could see movement at some of those windows, indeterminate shapes that flickered like wraiths against the light. I didn’t like to think what they might be. Then my eyes were drawn to the main entrance—the largest of the cavernous doorways that gave access to the structure. It was high and arched, and although it glowed brightly, deep within it was a darkness so complete that I was suddenly seized by dread of what it concealed. The Ord had come through a portal from the dark, and anything might lurk within it.
We were nearing it now. The citadel was immense, rearing up before us to block out the darkness of the sky.
A shouted order rang out from behind us, and we turned to see the warriors come to a halt before changing their formation into two crescents, horns facing the Ord. They looked formidable, with their glittering mail and weapons. They had performed the first of their two tasks well. The maenads had been kept at bay; occasionally, small patrols had peeled off from the main force to drive them away and hunt them down. Now these mercenaries faced an even more dangerous assignment: They were soon to ride straight into the heart of the citadel and fight the dark beings within.
We walked on. It had been agreed that the mercenaries wouldn’t approach until it was time to attack. I gazed at the citadel, searching along its outer wall, and finally my eyes found the secondary entrance that Mam had described. Above it was a gargoyle skull with huge antler horns. This was where the delegation would enter. If we failed, the Ordeen’s servants would surge out through the main entrance to ravage the area.
Suddenly I felt the first drops of moisture on my face, drops that quickly became a torrent of warm rain falling through the utterly still air. As it descended, drumming furiously on the hard, dry ground, steam began to rise from the Ord, and the fanciful idea came to me that some invisible blacksmith, having completed his work, was now quenching the heat to temper it for his intended purpose.
Within moments a dense white mist was rolling toward us and the visibility was reduced to a few feet. Everything became eerily silent. It wasn’t long before Grimalkin loomed out of the mist, along with Seilenos and the other members of Mam’s escort who would make up the thirteen of the delegation.
Mam turned to me, patting me on the shoulder in reassurance. “It’s time. You’ll need to be brave, son. It won’t be easy. But you have the strength to come through it.”
“Won’t the maenads have warned the Ordeen that we’re approaching? Won’t they tell her that we have an army of mercenaries with us?”
Mam shook her head. “No, they can’t contact the Ordeen directly. They simply wait for her arrival and then take advantage of the horror that she brings, feasting on the dead and dying.”
“But won’t we have been seen anyway? Won’t those already awake within the Ord guess what we intend to do?”
“Although ours is larger than normal, an armed escort always accompanies the delegation to the Ord, so it’s nothing new. To the watchers inside, these assembled warriors are just flesh and blood waiting to be devoured. They won’t expect the attack we’ve planned.”
Mam suddenly hugged me tightly. When she let me go, there were tears in her eyes. She tried to speak; her mouth opened, but no words came out.
Someone moved out of the shadows behind her. My master. He laid a hand on my shoulder and drew me to one side.
“Well, lad, this is it. I don’t like your mother’s methods and I don’t like the company she keeps, but I do know that she belongs to the light and she’s doing what she’s doing for the good of us all. Whatever you face in there, remember all I’ve taught you, be true to yourself, and don’t forget that you’re the best apprentice I’ve ever had.”
I thanked him for his kind words, and he shook my hand.
“Just one other thing,” he said as I turned to go. “I don’t know why your mother is sending that little witch in with you.” He gestured at Alice. “She seems to think the girl will protect you. I truly hope so. But don’t for one moment forget who her parents are. She’s the daughter of a witch and the Devil. She’s not one of us and never can be, no matter how hard she tries. You’ll do well to remember that, lad.”
His words struck at my heart. But there was nothing I could say in reply, so I merely nodded, picked up my bag and staff, and went over to where Grimalkin was waiting with Alice and the others. She led us into the mist, heading to the Ord.



CHAPTER XVI
Fill the Cup!

AS we walked forward, Grimalkin was on my right, Alice on my left. When I glanced back, the ten selected warriors of Mam’s escort, including Seilenos, were following, dark silhouettes in the dense fog.
Soon everything became silent but for the squelching of our boots and shoes across the ground. It was still raining—not as heavily now, but the ground was rapidly turning to mud.
And then, too soon, the walls were suddenly right in front of us, huge wet stones glistening in the rain. It was solid, all right: It was incredible to think that it had passed through that portal of fire into our world. We turned left, following the wall for a little way until we reached the smaller entrance. Grimalkin did not falter as she led us forward under the gargoyle and into the Ord. A tunnel stretched away ahead of us, but she turned into a doorway on the left and we followed her into a hall of such vastness that the center of the high vault above was lost in darkness. The light here was dim. I could see no torches, but there was an even diffusion of low light. Directly before us was a long table covered with a cloth of red silk; upon it lay dishes made of silver and bronze, heaped with fruits and meats. There were thirteen ornate high-backed chairs carved from the whitest ivory and upholstered in rich black silk, and on the table before each chair was a golden goblet, exquisitely wrought and filled to the brim with red wine.
As the light increased, so the colonnades to our right and left came into view, and I could now see that the floor between the rows of pillars was a fine mosaic depicting great serpents entwined about one another. I was following those meandering forms across the floor when I stopped in shock.
In the middle of the floor was a dark pit. For some reason that opening filled me with dread. I began to shake with fear. What did it contain? I wondered.
We all sat down but, remembering Mam’s instructions, ignored the food and drink on the table. The chairs had been positioned on one side of the table so that we all faced the pit.
We heard echoing footsteps, distant at first, then getting nearer and nearer. A head slowly rose into view out of the pit, as if lifted by a giant hand. Someone was climbing up the steps within it. A dark figure stepped out onto the mosaic floor, a warrior encased from head to foot in black armor. In his left hand he carried a long blade; in his right, a large crystal chalice.
He walked toward us with measured steps, and I had a few seconds to study him. There was no vent in that black helmet for either mouth or nose, but two thin horizontal slits were positioned where his eyes should have been. But I could see no eyes—nothing but darkness. His armor was black chain mail, and his boots were both unusual and deadly. Their toes ended in sharp barbed spikes.
He halted by our table, and when he spoke, fear gripped my heart. The voice that boomed out was cold and arrogant, with a harsh metallic quality.
“Why do you not eat the food provided to sustain you? Why do you not drink from the wine so freely given?” he demanded reproachfully, his words echoing from ceiling to floor and wall to wall.
His questions brought us all to our feet, but it was Grimalkin who spoke for the rest of us.
“For your hospitality we thank you,” she replied, her voice calm and dignified. “But, as yet, we neither hunger nor thirst.”
“That is your decision to make, but despite that, an exchange is required for what we have freely provided. Fill the chalice so that my mistress may live!”
So saying, the dark warrior held the vessel out to the witch assassin.
“With what shall we fill it?” Grimalkin asked.
At first the warrior did not reply. His head turned, and he seemed to look along the row, checking each of us in turn. Then my heart filled with dismay. I was still unable to see his eyes, but I knew beyond all doubt that his gaze had settled upon me.
“My mistress needs sustenance. She must drink warm blood from the body of the youngest here!” he declared, pointing his blade directly at me. “Surrender his life. Fill the cup from his heart’s blood!”
I began to tremble again. Despite everything I had been told, even though I knew that Grimalkin would fight for my life, I was afraid. All sorts of doubts began to whirl through my head, and a cold fear clutched at my heart. Was I going to die here? Had the Fiend spoken the truth after all? Had this been Mam’s intent all along—to make a sacrifice of me? Perhaps her slow reversion to the feral state had leached away any human love she might have had for her son.
Grimalkin shook her head. “You ask too much!” she cried in a loud, commanding voice. “We demand the right of combat!”
The warrior inclined his head. “That is your right. But do not undertake such a challenge lightly. If I win, all your lives are immediately forfeit. Do you still wish to proceed?”
Grimalkin bowed her acceptance of the terms. And suddenly everything grew dark. I heard sighs and whispers all around, and then, as light filled the hall once more, I saw that the warrior now stood armed and ready in the middle of the mosaic floor. He no longer carried the chalice. In his right hand he hefted a long blade; in his left, a spiked metal orb on a long chain.
Grimalkin drew two long blades and, with consummate grace, leaped across the table, landing like a cat. She began to pad toward the armored figure, a slow, deadly stalking of her opponent. And it seemed to me that a smile played about the lips of the witch assassin. This was what she lived for. She would enjoy combat with this knight. She liked to test her skill against a worthy opponent, and I knew that she had found one who would push her to the limit. Grimalkin was not afraid to die. But if she failed and was killed, then we also would forfeit our lives.
Her adversary stepped forward and began to whirl the spiked orb around his head. The chain spiraled higher and higher, the heavy metal sphere at its end scything through the air with enough force and velocity to remove Grimalkin’s head from her body.
But not for nothing was Grimalkin the assassin of the Malkin witches. Timing her attack to perfection, she stepped inside the orbit of the whirling orb and struck straight at the left eye slit of the helmet, her blade rasping against metal to miss by less than the width of a finger.
The warrior’s sword was as swift as Grimalkin’s blades, and they exchanged savage blows, but she was in too close for him to wield the orb. It hung uselessly on its chain while she used two blades against his one. For a while she seemed to have the upper hand and pressed him hard.
Then it was the warrior’s turn to gain the ascendancy. The witch assassin had no armor, and now, in retreat, that drawback became apparent. Twice he directed kicks at her body, the spike threatening to disembowel her, but she spun like a wheel, with great economy of movement, staying too close for him to use the chain and orb. Again and again her blades struck her opponent’s body with metallic clangs but were deflected by the armor that encased it. It seemed impossible that she could survive, let alone win. What chance had she against such a heavily protected foe? Her legs and arms were naked, her flesh vulnerable.
It suddenly struck me that she had given up something that would have been greatly to her advantage. Had she retained the blade and dark wish, she could have employed them now. She had made a great sacrifice indeed.
Now Grimalkin whirled away from her enemy, moving counterclockwise in a circling retreat to our table. I became concerned. The tactic seemed ill-advised. At this distance the warrior could once more wield his deadly orb effectively against her. He began to whirl it above his head, faster and faster, readying himself for the killer blow. Grimalkin stepped closer to him, as if placing herself in the perfect position and waiting for the spiked orb to crush her. My heart was in my mouth. I thought it was all over.
But when the weapon descended, the witch assassin was no longer there. The orb struck the table a terrible blow, sending dishes and goblets crashing to the floor. And then Grimalkin committed herself, aiming directly for the slit in the helmet that marked the position of her enemy’s unseen left eye. Her blade struck home, and a great scream of pain filled the hall.
In an instant all became dark, the air freezing cold. Powerful dark magic was being used. I felt dizzy and reached out to the table to steady myself. The great hall was silent as the echo of that shriek faded. But then, in the darkness, I saw two glittering eyes moving toward us from the direction of the pit.
Again the light steadily increased, and we were all seated at the table—although I couldn’t remember having sat down. The goblets and dishes that littered the floor had been returned to their proper places. Grimalkin was back in her original position at the table.
The dark warrior was once more standing directly before us, carrying the crystal chalice and his long blade. Was it the same man? Had he been returned to life by dark magic? Is was as if the fight with Grimalkin had never happened.
“My mistress needs sustenance. She must drink warm blood from the body of the boy!” he declared, pointing his blade directly at me again. “Fill the cup!”
As the fearsome warrior held out the crystal chalice, my heart fluttered in my chest with fear.
“We’ve won, child!” Grimalkin whispered into my ear, her voice filled with triumph. “He no longer demands your life—just that we fill the cup. It’s exactly what we want.”
Silently the warrior placed the crystal goblet on the red silk of the tablecloth. Grimalkin picked it up and withdrew a short knife from its leather scabbard. She turned toward me. “Roll up your sleeve, child. The right arm . . .”
With shaking fingers I did as she asked. “Now take the chalice and hold it under your arm to catch the blood.”
I lifted my bare arm and positioned the exquisitely wrought vessel beneath it. Grimalkin made a small cut into my flesh. I hardly felt it, but blood began to drip downward; however, it stopped flowing before the chalice was half full.
“Just one more cut and it’s done,” she said.
I felt the blade again and sucked in my breath as the sharp pain bit. This time my blood cascaded freely, and to my surprise the vessel suddenly became much heavier. It filled rapidly, but no sooner had the blood reached the rim than the flow suddenly ceased. I saw that it had already congealed into a thin red line against the pale flesh of my arm.
The witch assassin placed the cup on the table; the warrior picked it up and carried it toward the pit. We watched him descending the steps until he was lost to view, then waited in silence until he was some distance from the hall. We couldn’t risk his hearing a disturbance and turning back. It was vital that my blood be given to the Ordeen. The minutes passed slowly, but at last Grimalkin smiled and pulled a small mirror from her sleeve, preparing to signal our success.
However, before she could do so, everything went dark, and I felt a sudden chill again. Once more bright, glittering eyes moved toward us from the direction of the pit. Had the servants of the Ordeen guessed our intent?
Suddenly I was aware that, notwithstanding the intense silence, the hall was now full of people. And what strange and terrifying people they were!
The men were very tall, with long, pointy noses and chins and elongated faces. They must be demons, I thought, with their cavernous eyes, and their dark, loose clothes that hung from their bodies like gossamer sails stretched over willowy trees. At their belts were imposing, curved swords.
The demons brought to my mind an old County proverb.
Pointy nose and pointy chin,
Darkness surely dwells within!
By contrast, the women were sleek, with voluptuous curves, revealing skin that glistened as if freshly anointed. And they were dancing, whirling rhythmically to the beat of a distant unseen drum. These women danced alone while the men brooded on the edge of the dancing space or lurked in the gloom of the pillars, watching with hungry eyes.
I looked back along the table and saw that everyone in our party seemed transfixed by the dancers. Their strange movements held some sort of enchantment. Grimalkin still had the mirror in her hand but seemed powerless to use it. We were helpless. Had we gotten so close to success only to be thwarted at the last moment?
And then I realized that some of Mam’s escort, Seilenos among them, were eating greedily from their plates and gulping wine from the golden goblets—despite the warning they’d been given. I knew then that the Greek spook lacked the willpower and determination of John Gregory. It would now surely be his undoing.
I turned back to the women dancing before the pit and saw that whereas each had previously danced alone, now they spun in twos, woman with woman, following the mosaic patterns of the long serpents. The drumbeat was getting louder, faster, and more frantic, and now there was more than one drum. It made me want to tap my feet, and I felt a strong urge to rise from my seat. I looked across to Alice and saw that she too was gripping her seat, stopping herself from joining the dancers. I slowed my breathing and fought the impulse to move until it began to subside.
Then I saw that one of the dancers was actually a man—one I recognized. It was Seilenos. Just moments earlier I’d seen him eating the forbidden food; now he was suddenly part of that wild dance. I lost sight of him for a moment, but then he whirled back into view, this time much closer to our table. And I could see that a woman had her mouth against his neck, her teeth biting deep into his flesh; blood was dribbling onto his chest. Terror showed in his bulging eyes; they rolled wildly in their sockets. His belly seemed to be convulsing, and his clothes were torn, revealing deep wounds across his back. The woman was draining Seilenos of blood. He was spun back into the press of bodies, closer to the pit, and I didn’t see him again.
I was grateful that I had been well taught by the Spook and had fasted before entering the citadel. Seilenos’s love of food and wine had cost him his life—maybe even his soul!
Then, to my right, I saw Grimalkin again, her face straining with the immense effort of fighting the powerful dark magic that bound us all. She slowly brought the mirror to her mouth. She breathed on it and, rapt with concentration, began to write with her forefinger. It was the signal to begin the attack.



CHAPTER XVII
Fire Elementals

FOR some time the dancing figures continued to whirl frantically to the wild rhythm, but finally they began to slow. The drums faltered, then ceased altogether. The demons stood immobile, frozen in time, just as we had minutes earlier. Some inclined their heads, and I sensed that they were listening.
I heard a distant pounding of feet. Closer and closer it came. The doors were flung back with a crash, and the Pendle witches burst into the hall, long knives at the ready, their faces savage and eager for battle. There were Mouldheels among them, but no sign of Mab and her two sisters. Why hadn’t they joined the attack? I wondered.
Once again, Grimalkin vaulted across the table and joined the fight. Any enchantments possessed by the demons were either not used or ineffective against the combined wild onslaught of the witches. To right and left they cut, wielding their blades to powerful effect. Their enemies resisted, drawing their swords and fighting back, but within moments several of them lay dead, their red blood pooling on the floor.
It all happened so quickly that we had no time to join the fray. One moment there was ferocious fighting, the next the demons were retreating down the steps into the pit. But it was an orderly retreat. Some fought a rearguard action while the women escaped. Soon only the witches remained, gazing down the steps into the darkness.
Alice gripped my arm tightly as we moved to join them, but already they were turning their backs upon the pit.
“It’s too dangerous to follow them,” Grimalkin said. “I expect that’s exactly what they want. They gave up and retreated far too easily. No doubt they want to lure us down into the darkness and ambush us. We’ll take the route advised by your mother, child. I suggest you wait here until the mercenaries have launched their attack. They’re on their way now, so we’ll go ahead and press on deeper into the citadel.”
With that, she led the blood-spattered witches out into the tunnel, to the inner courtyard.
“Best do as she says, Tom,” Alice said, still holding my arm tightly. “We’ll follow on in a few moments.”
Some of the survivors of Mam’s escort nodded in agreement. Without their leader, they seemed nervous. The bodies of Seilenos and two more of Mam’s escort lay in pools of blood, unseeing eyes staring up at the high ceiling.
“Let’s move closer to the door,” Alice said, looking nervously to the steps. “Now that the witches have gone, those demons might come back up.”
It seemed a good idea, so we all headed for the open doorway.
Within moments we heard horses galloping toward us. We watched as the mercenaries thundered in through the entrance and along the tunnel to begin their attack. It took a long time for them to pass. As the last hooves echoed into the distance, we left the hall and followed them to the inner courtyard.
I looked back briefly. There was no sign of Mam, the Spook, or the others. Surely they should be here by now? I thought.
We hadn’t taken more than a couple of dozen paces along the tunnel when the sound of galloping could be heard again. It was getting louder and louder! The warriors were coming back. They were in retreat already! What had gone wrong?
A riderless mount swept past, almost trampling Alice beneath its hooves. Its eyes rolled in fear, and it was foaming at the mouth. More horses galloped by, some with riders, their weapons gone, eyes wide with terror. Yes, they were in retreat all right. There was no doubt about it. This was a rout. What had made those warriors turn and flee like that?
As more and more thundered toward us, I realized that we were in real danger of being crushed. I pushed Alice into a niche in the tunnel wall, shielding her with my body. The horses buffeted against us, filling the tunnel with the beat of many hooves. It seemed to go on forever, but at last all was silent again and I stepped away from the wall.
“You all right, Alice?” I said as I picked up my staff and bag.
She nodded. “Where’s your mam’s escort?” she asked.
I looked around. Three more of them were dead, their bodies trampled, but of the remainder there was no sign. And where were Mam, the Spook, and Arkwright? Were they in the tunnel behind us? Had they been crushed in the stampede? A lump came into my throat.
I called out, “Mam! Mam!” But there was no reply, just an eerie silence.
“We should follow the witches,” Alice suggested. “Maybe your mam and Old Gregory have been delayed. They might not even have been in the tunnel when those horses came through.”
I nodded and we went on. I was still worried about Mam, but also afraid of what might be waiting ahead. Whatever it was, a thousand mounted warriors had fled in fear rather than face it. Was it the Ordeen herself? Had she received my blood and awakened already?
We were approaching the end of the tunnel now, and mist began to swirl toward us. A strange fear gnawed at my insides. Waves of cold swept through me like a gale trying to force me backward.
“Do you feel it, Tom?” Alice asked.
I nodded. For a spook, any degree of fear was dangerous when facing the dark. It made the enemies of the light much more powerful.
We struggled on. I tried to block out the fear by thinking of happy times in my childhood: sitting on Mam’s knee, or Dad telling me stories about his time at sea. We forced ourselves forward until at last, from out of the mist, the high inner wall of the Ord loomed up before us, its huge stones still steaming.
We’d reached the wide cobbled courtyard. There were dead horses on the ground; warriors, too, their eyes wide open and staring, their faces twisted with terror.
“What killed them, Alice?” I cried. “There are no marks on them. No wounds at all.”
“Died of fright, they did, Tom. It froze their minds and stopped their hearts. . . . But look! There’s an open gate.”
Ahead of us, set into the wall, stood a wide wooden gate. It was open, but darkness waited within. As I stared at it, despair washed over me, and I couldn’t find the will to take a single step nearer. It had all been for nothing. The warriors had fled or died, and now there was no chance of entering and destroying the Ordeen before she drew on her mantle of power again.
We stood staring at the open gate. What could Alice and I do alone? And how long before the Ordeen awoke?
“I haven’t got the strength to go in,” I told Alice, knowing that I was in thrall to the powerful dark magic that had been used against the mercenaries. “I’m not brave enough for this. . . . I haven’t the will. . . .”
Alice’s only reply was to nod her head wearily in agreement.
Although neither of us voiced our thoughts, it seemed certain that the Pendle witches had already gone through ahead of us. But we still didn’t move. I was wondering what could have happened to Mam and the others. The heart and courage had gone out of me.
I don’t know how long we’d have remained standing there, but suddenly I heard footsteps behind and turned to see a tall hooded figure carrying a staff and bag emerge from the tunnel. To my astonishment, I saw that it was the Spook. At his heels was Bill Arkwright, who looked resolute, as if in the mood for breaking a few heads. But there was no sign of his three dogs.
Arkwright nodded, but the Spook strode straight past us without even a glance in our direction. Then, as he reached the gate, he turned and looked back at me, his eyes glittering fiercely.
“Come on, lad, don’t dawdle!” he growled. “There’s work to be done. And if we don’t do it, who will?”
I forced myself to take a step nearer; then another. With each one it grew a little easier and the shackles of fear began to loosen and fall away from my mind. I realized that while the warriors had fled or died, our line of work—plus the fact that spooks were seventh sons of seventh sons—gave us the strength to resist. But above all it was the Spook and his determination that had helped me to conquer my fear.
As for Alice, her training as a witch would help, and although my master hadn’t invited her to join him, we both stepped through the gate and entered the darkness beyond.
“Have you seen Mam?” I asked the spooks.
They both shook their heads. “We got separated when those horses stampeded out of the tunnel toward us. Don’t you worry, lad,” said the Spook. “Your mam can look after herself. No doubt she’ll follow along later.”
They were kind words but did little to make me feel any better.
“Where are Claw and her pups?” I asked Bill. “Are they safe?”
“Safe enough for now,” he replied. “There’s no point in bringing them into this place. They’ve been trained to deal with water witches and suchlike. What chance would they have against a fire elemental?”
Now I heard a distant roar of cascading water and, much nearer, the echoes of large drops pattering down on stone. There was also the hiss of steam. A deluge had fallen onto the Ord, and much of it had found its way inside. I reached out a hand and touched the wall. The stones were still very warm.
The Spook opened his bag, pulling out a small lantern, which he lit and held aloft. We looked around, and I immediately saw that there was more than one path open to us. Wreathed in tendrils of mist, a narrow passage lay ahead, sloping upward; to our right was another, this one perfectly level. The Spook paused. He seemed to be listening. I thought I heard a faint cry in the distance, but it wasn’t repeated, and after a few moments he turned to face me.
“I think upward is the way we should go. I expect we’ll find the Ordeen in one of the towers. What do you say?” he asked, looking at Arkwright.
The other spook gave the briefest of nods and my master set off, striding out determinedly. We followed, Alice close by my side.
We had been walking for only a few minutes when the passage came to an end. There was solid stone ahead, but to our left I saw an opening. Without hesitating, the Spook went through and held up the lantern. We followed him and found ourselves in a large room full of stone slabs occupied by what I took to be sleepers, lying on their backs. Unlike the passageways, this chamber wasn’t in total darkness; it was filled with a faint yellow light that had no apparent source.
The supine figures looked human, but their bodies were long, their faces elongated, with pointy chins and noses and deep-set eyes. These were the demons we’d seen watching the dancers in the hall. But now, as the lantern bathed the nearer ones in light, I saw that rather than sleeping, they were dead.
Their throats had been cut and they were lying in pools of their own blood, which had also splattered down onto the stone floor. As we walked slowly forward, picking our way between the slabs, we saw bloody footprints. Some were made by pointy shoes, but there were marks of bare feet, too—the feet of the Mouldheel witches.
“The Pendle witches aren’t the allies I’d wish for, but at least we’ve nothing to fear now in this chamber,” the Spook remarked.
“The Ord’s huge,” I said. “There must be lots of chambers. Just think how many other creatures there must be like these. . . .”
“It doesn’t bear thinking about, lad. We must press on. At least if danger threatens, those ahead will encounter it first and give us some warning.”
The Spook and Arkwright led the way out of the chamber, but just as I was about to follow, I heard a cry behind me and turned to see Alice transfixed, her face a mask of terror. One of the demons had suddenly sat up on his stone slab; he was gripping her arm tightly and glaring at her malevolently.
He was bleeding from the throat, but evidently the cut hadn’t been deep enough and he had awakened to find intruders in his domain. His eyes glittered fiercely, and he reached for the curved blade at his belt. He was going to use it on Alice! I ran forward and jabbed him hard in the chest with the end of my staff. He gasped at the contact with rowan wood and opened his mouth; saliva and blood gushed out. He drew his blade, so I jabbed him again. The weapon went spinning from his hand. He released Alice’s arm and rolled away from me across his stone bed to land on his feet in a low crouch. He slowly turned to face me, his eyes just above the level of the slab.
Before I could react, he leaped up. No human could have jumped so high and with such speed. He flew over the slab and dropped onto me, sending the staff spinning from my hand. I fell backward, twisted away and rolled clear. I saw that the demon was about to attack again and realized I had one chance. It would take too long to get out the silver chain that lay hidden in my breeches pocket, but I might just be able to reach over my shoulder and draw the knife that Grimalkin had given me. But no sooner had the thought entered my head than I realized I was too late. The demon was upon me.
Two things happened simultaneously. There was a click, and something shot forward above my head and speared the creature in the throat. He slumped to his knees, choking, and then fell to one side. After a long, shuddering breath he was still.
Alice came to my side; she was holding my staff. The click I’d heard was her releasing the blade, which was now covered in blood. The Spook and Arkwright came running back into the chamber. They looked at the dead creature and then at Alice.
“Looks like Alice just saved your life, Master Ward,” Arkwright said as I climbed shakily to my feet.
The Spook said nothing. As usual he begrudged Alice any praise. Just then there was a groan from the far corner of the chamber. Another of the Ordeen’s servants began to stir.
“Those witches haven’t been as thorough as we thought,” the Spook observed. “Let’s move on. There’s no sense in staying here a moment longer than we need. Time is short—and who knows what lies ahead?”
Beyond the door was another passageway, which led upward once more. We began to climb, the Spook in the lead. Suddenly he raised his hand and came to a halt, then pointed to the wall on our left. A small glowing sphere, a bubble of translucent fire, was floating there at head height. It was no bigger than my fist, and at first I thought it was attached to the wall. As I watched, it floated across the passage and disappeared into the stones.
“What was that?” I asked. “A fire elemental?”
“Aye, lad, I suppose so. Having lived in the wet County all my life, I’ve not set eyes on one before. From what I’ve read, they can be very dangerous indeed, but because of all the water that’s fallen on the Ord—and found its way inside—it should be some time before they become fully active. All the more reason to press on just as fast as we can! Where’s Seilenos? He knows all about such things.”
“He’s dead,” I explained, shaking my head sadly. “Despite Mam’s warning, he ate the food and drank the wine at the table, and he was killed by one of the demons.”
“Greed killed the poor man,” said the Spook gravely. “The County way is the best when facing the dark. It’s a pity. We badly needed his expertise here.”
The passage continued to rise even more steeply, and once again we encountered a stone wall barring our way with an opening to the left. Inside the next chamber, the lantern revealed more stone slabs with demons lying upon them. All had been slain in the same way as the others and there was a lot of blood, but as we advanced between the slabs, Alice gave a gasp of horror.
This time the witches hadn’t found things so easy. One of their own number was dead. There wasn’t much left of her either. All that remained was her legs below the knees and her pointy shoes. Above them, her body had been reduced to black ashes, which were still smoking. The air was tainted with the stench of burned flesh.
“What did that?” I asked. “That glowing orb we saw before?”
“That or something like it, lad. Some sort of fire elemental for sure. Let’s hope it’s moved on elsewhere. The Ord is coming to life faster than we hoped,” said the Spook, and then his eyes widened in alarm.
A ball of fire had appeared in the air five paces ahead of us. It was much more threatening than the translucent orb we’d seen earlier. This was slightly larger than a human head and was opaque, throwing out flames, pulsing rhythmically, alternately expanding and contracting. It started to glide to us, growing rapidly as it did so.
The Spook struck at it with his staff, and it retreated a little way before approaching again. Once more he thrust at it, missing it by less than an inch, and it shot forward over our heads at tremendous speed and broke against the far wall in a shower of orange sparks.
Striding quickly, the Spook led the way out of the chamber. I glanced back and saw that the fiery orb had re-formed at the base of the wall and was starting to float toward us again. Beyond the doorway were steep stone steps that we climbed as fast as we could. I glanced back again anxiously, but the elemental didn’t seem to be following us. I wondered if it was confined to the chamber in some way. Maybe its duty was to guard it?
The steps curved up in a spiral. Were we already inside one of the three spires? I wondered. There was no way of telling, because there were no windows. I was becoming increasingly nervous. Even if we did succeed in destroying the Ordeen herself, this route was full of elementals . . . and who knew what other creatures? We’d have to come down these steps again, and by then anything that lurked in the shadows would probably be fully awake and dangerous. How could we make our escape?
Moments later we encountered another threat. A dead Mouldheel lay before us on the stairs, identifiable from her bare feet and ragged dress. Where her head and shoulders had been, a glowing orange fire elemental shaped like a starfish writhed and crepitated, moving slowly downward to consume the remainder of her body. It was one of the asteri the Spook had warned me about.
“Looks like it dropped onto her head as she passed beneath it,” he observed. “Not an easy way to die . . .”
Pressing our bodies back against the stone walls, we went on, giving the dead witch and her terrifying slayer as wide a berth as possible. But then the Spook pointed ahead. There were four or five similar elementals clinging to the high ceiling, pulsing with fire.
“Not sure whether it’s best to move slowly or run for it,” he muttered. “Let’s try it slowly and keep close together. Ready with your staff, lad!”
The Spook took the lead, with Alice following him and Bill Arkwright bringing up the rear. We held our staffs at the ready. My mouth was dry with fear. We climbed slowly and steadily, passing beneath the first two star-shaped elementals. Perhaps these were still dormant or had been affected by the deluge? We could only hope. . . .
Just when we thought we’d escaped the danger, we heard a hissing sound and a large elemental dropped straight toward the Spook’s head. He whirled his staff, and with a shower of sparks the blade cut it into two pieces. They fell onto the steps behind us. I glanced back to see them crawling toward each other, attempting to re-form into one creature again.
We hurried on but kept checking the ceiling for danger. At last we reached a landing. Facing us were three cavernous doorways, and I realized that these must be the entrances to the three towers.
“So which way is it to be?” asked the Spook, staring at each flight of steps in turn.
“It’s anybody’s guess!” Arkwright replied with a shrug. “This place is so big—we’ll run out of time before we can search it all. It doesn’t look good.”
“Alice could sniff out the danger,” I suggested.
The Spook frowned—clearly he considered that a use of the dark.
I spoke quickly before he could refuse. “Mam would want us to use every possible means in order to survive and slay the Ordeen!”
“And I’ve already explained that I don’t like all your mam’s methods and don’t choose to employ them myself!” my master snapped.
“Let Alice do it,” I begged softly. “Please.”
“I think we’ve little choice but to let the girl try,” Arkwright said.
The Spook closed his eyes as if he was in pain, then gave a barely perceptible nod.
Alice immediately went to the foot of the central flight of stairs and sniffed loudly twice. “Can’t tell what’s up there,” she admitted, “because that’s the way the witches went. They’ve tainted the air, so I ain’t able to tell what’s beyond them.”
“Then it would make sense to take those steps,” suggested the Spook. “At least then we might get some warning if they run into trouble. Won’t they have sniffed it out as the safest route anyway?”
But before Alice could answer, there was a sudden scream from the central tunnel, and we could hear someone running down the steps toward us. The Spook raised his staff, and there was a click as he released the retractable blade.
A moment later, a shrieking witch ran out onto the landing, her hair on fire, her pointy shoes clattering on the marble floor. I doubt she even saw us. Still screaming, she continued down the steps and was lost from view. Then a second one appeared, a barefoot Mouldheel, one of Mab’s followers. Arkwright intercepted her, grabbing her ragged sleeve and threatening her with his staff. Her eyes were filled with terror, her face grimed with soot, but she seemed unhurt.
“Let me go!” she cried.
“What happened?” he demanded.
“Fire demons! We had no chance. They’re dead. All dead!”
With that she tore herself free and ran on down the steps. If she was right, all the witches were dead—even Grimalkin. The power of the Ordeen was such that they hadn’t been able to sniff out the danger, and they’d been no match for the fire elementals.
Alice checked the left-hand stairs and shook her head. “Danger up there!” she said. At the right-hand opening she nodded slowly. “Seems all right . . .”
So we began a cautious ascent, the Spook once again taking the lead. We seemed to be climbing forever; my legs grew weary and felt as heavy as lead. It was terrifying to imagine this whole structure passing through a portal, full of dark entities—some of them unknown and not even recorded in the Spook’s Bestiary. And what if the Ord were suddenly to return through the portal, carrying us all with it? It was a scary thought, and I wished we’d done what was necessary and were on our way out rather than penetrating ever deeper, with a host of unknown dangers ahead of us.
At last we reached the top of the stairs, to be faced with a large, circular bronze door. On it was embossed a huge skull. There was neither lock nor handle, but the Spook placed a hand against the carving and pushed. The door slid open soundlessly. Holding the lantern high, he stepped into a small octagonal room. We looked around in puzzlement. There was no other door. What was this place? What function did it serve?
Almost immediately I received an answer. This was a trap! Without warning, the ground opened beneath my feet, and I heard Alice cry out in fear. Then the lantern went out, my stomach lurched, and I fell into nothingness.



CHAPTER XVIII
A Bargain

I landed on soft earth, the impact driving all the breath from my body and jolting my staff and bag out of my grip. It was totally dark—I couldn’t even see my hand in front of my face. I got to my knees. There was mud beneath me, the dampness starting to soak into my breeches. I called out to the Spook and Alice but received no reply.
However, I wasn’t alone. I sensed a movement in the darkness, close by. Whatever it was traveled on more than two legs, scuttling delicately toward me. With a start, I felt something touch my ankle just above my boot. It was a gentle touch, almost a caress, and I wondered for a moment if perhaps this was something I didn’t need to fear after all. But then that first delicate contact became a grip of steel, and I felt sharp teeth tearing into my leg. I waited for whatever it was to bite through to the bone, even sever my foot, but it began to drag me along behind it. I didn’t dare resist. Helpless, I bumped across the earth, then felt the ground beneath me change, giving way to a hard, cold surface. I could hear the legs of the creature clicking and clacking across it. Then it stopped, released my leg, and scuttled away.
Nearby, people were laughing. I had the impression that their laughter was directed at me, in an attempt to provoke me in some way. I lay perfectly still and said nothing. I’d lost my staff and bag in the fall, and but for the silver chain in my breeches pocket, I was defenseless.
Suddenly the ground beneath me began to sway alarmingly, and I heard the creaking of chains. Instinctively I sat up and stretched out my hands at my sides for support. The mocking laughter seemed to be receding below me. Either that, or I was somehow being carried aloft. The sounds became fainter and fainter, then faded away altogether. There was a slight movement of air on my face now. I was moving upward into the darkness!
Feeling like a tiny mouse in a cat’s basket, I kept perfectly still and silent. The slightest movement might precipitate an attack. Anything could be lurking in the darkness, and I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. But then I became aware of shapes about me; it was growing lighter. I had feared the dark, but the light now showed me how hopeless my predicament was.
The surface beneath me was metal, pitted with rust and scratches. As the light intensified, I saw that I was sitting in a deep, circular metal dish, suspended from the apex of the spire far above me. Three rusty chains were fastened to its outer edge; apart from its great size, it was very much like the bait dish spooks used to lure a boggart into a pit. Was I bait for some creature—some large predator? I wondered fearfully.
There were other chains nearby, and they also seemed to be in motion. Above me I heard a deep rumble. How far was I from the ground? As I moved to peer over the edge of the dish, it began to sway alarmingly. Below was a yawning gulf. And all around me I could see other dishes rising up into the spire. I was trapped. There was no way down.
The walls were also getting gradually closer as the spire narrowed. Now I could see the texture of the stones—and something else. There were creatures clinging to the walls, so many that they resembled a colony of insects, the teeming center of a hive. What were they?
The higher I rose, the closer the curved walls pressed in toward me. Only then did I understand exactly what I was seeing. My heart lurched with fear. I was gazing at a great horde of lamia witches, the vaengir.
There were hundreds of them. Each had four limbs, the heavier back ones armed with savage claws, the forelimbs resembling human arms with delicate hands. A pair of black insectile wings were folded across the back, concealing an inner, lighter pair. After the deluge, they were fluttering them in order to dry them. Outside, on the plain, it would soon be dark, and once their wings were dry they’d be able to leave the Ord and venture out of the cloud shield to attack Kalambaka and the monks of Meteora.
I could see the lamias watching me through their heavy-lidded eyes, gaunt cheeked and restless; they were eager to feed. The rumbling from above grew louder, changing slowly into a grinding and clanking that hurt my eardrums. I looked up. Above me was a huge spindle, which was spinning slowly, hauling up the chains, drawing the metal dishes upward.
I glanced down at the other vessels and saw that there were human forms sprawled in some of them, whether alive or dead, I couldn’t tell, because they were too far below me. None of them seemed to be moving. Suddenly I understood.
We were food for the lamias! Food to give them strength for their flight! The horror of what I faced set my whole body trembling. I was going to be torn to pieces. Slowly, taking deep slow breaths, I forced my fear to subside. There were other people to think about. Were the Spook, Arkwright, and Alice in the same situation as me, being drawn aloft to feed the ravenous lamia hordes?
There was a jerk, and the grinding and rumbling ceased. I looked down again and realized that I was right in the center of the tower, the highest of about thirty dishes.
Then I felt my dish begin to ascend once more. I glanced at the other dishes below me, but they weren’t moving; I was leaving them behind. Moments later I passed a large, static metal cylinder wrapped with rusty chains, one of the mechanisms by which the other dishes had been lifted. I must be suspended from some different system. Now, above me, I saw something that looked like a boiling black cloud, much like the one above the Ord, but inside it. I flinched away as I drew nearer. It filled me with fear. A moment later I was within it, unable to see anything. The dish came to a halt, and I was suspended there for several moments in absolute darkness.
Then the black cloud began to recede, thinning as it did so, and I was able to see my surroundings. I was still within the rusting metal vessel. Below was the yawning void through which I had ascended. I had been drawn up into a small room of black marble. It was no more than a cube, with no doors or windows and only two items of furniture: a large circular mirror on the wall to my left—and a throne.
I began to tremble because I’d seen that throne before. It was the one the Fiend had been sitting in when I’d talked to him on the black barge back in the spring. It was intricately carved. On the left arm was a fierce dragon, its claws lifted aggressively; on the right was a fork-tongued snake, its long body trailing down the side of the throne to coil about the claw-footed leg.
I stepped out of the dish onto the marble floor, looking straight ahead, afraid to glance down at the gulf below. As I did so, a sudden chill ran the length of my spine, a warning that I was in the presence of a dangerous servant of the dark. I knew what was happening because it had happened to me before. I couldn’t move. I wasn’t even breathing but felt no compulsion to do so. Time had stopped. Stopped for me as well as for my immediate environment. That could mean only one thing. The Fiend.
And suddenly there he was, sitting on that ornate throne, once more in the shape of Matthew Gilbert.
“I’m going to show you something now, Tom,” he said, his voice filled with malice. “The future. What will happen in the next few hours. Only you can stop it. Look into the mirror!”
I felt my heart surge in my chest. I was breathing again, but all around me was utter stillness. Although I felt free to move, time was still frozen. Unable to help myself, I did as he commanded and looked at the mirror. Everything grew dark, and for a moment I felt myself falling, but then I was looking down on the metal dishes from somewhere just above, able to see them all, my eyes clearer and sharper than they’d ever been.
Some dishes were filled with blood; others held people. Flesh and blood—it was all food. Food for the lamias. I could see the Spook in one; he wasn’t holding his staff and looked old and frail, gazing upward with terrified, despairing eyes. In another was Alice, gripping the edge of the dish with white knuckles. But Mam wasn’t there, and somehow that gave me hope.
No sooner had that thought entered my head than I heard the beating of many wings and the flock of vaengir flew down onto the dishes with outstretched claws. They formed a dark, ravenous mass of thrashing wings, obstructing my view, but I heard Alice cry out.
I was helpless, unable to go to her aid. I could do nothing for any of them, not even cover my own ears to block the awful sound of screams and tearing flesh.
Now the view changed, and I was outside the Ord, watching the servants of the Ordeen ride out of the gates. There were thousands of them, scimitars and spears at the ready, their elongated faces fixed with cruel intent. They were all male; of the females there was no sign. Time seemed to speed up, and I saw them approaching Kalambaka, overtaking the warriors who had fled the Ord. These they cut down without mercy or lifted up in order to drink their blood before casting the broken bodies back into the dust. Behind them came the maenad hordes, gorging upon the flesh of the dead and dying.
In the walled town they attacked all those who had been unwilling or unable to flee. Unarmed men and women suffered the same fate. Children, even babies, were torn from their mothers’ arms, drained, then dashed against the bloodstained walls. Once again, maenads pounced on the broken bodies and tore at the flesh of the victims. Next I saw the vaengir swoop down upon the monasteries of Meteora; their lofty heights were no protection against such a ferocious aerial attack. I saw bodies fall like broken dolls; the floor of the katholicon ran with blood. No more would hymns soar like angels to fill the dome; no more would the monks’ prayers strengthen the light. The Ordeen was now free to emerge anywhere she chose. Now the County too was at risk.
“That is the future, Tom!” cried the Fiend. “The events I showed you will begin to unfold in just a few moments, beginning with the deaths of your master, Alice, and Arkwright. That is, unless you take the necessary steps to prevent it. I can help you. I require something from you, that’s all. I simply want you to give me your soul. In return I offer you a chance to destroy your mother’s enemy.”
The vision faded, and I was left staring at my own reflection. I turned back toward the Fiend. “My soul?” I asked in astonishment. “You’d own my soul?”
“Yes, it would belong to me. Mine to use exactly as I wished.”
Own my soul? What did that mean? What were the consequences? To be dead and trapped forever in a living hell? In the dark itself?
The face that stared at me from above the throne was no longer smiling. The eyes were hard and cruel.
“Three days from now, if you survive, I will come to collect your soul. That will give you time enough to do your mother’s will and reach a place of safety. I will not kill you. No, the terms of this contract are such that when I come for you as agreed, your breath will leave your body and you will die, your soul falling into my hands. And your soul will endure in my possession and be subject to my will. The hobbles that bind me will no longer be important. I will not kill you myself, so my rule here will not be limited to a mere hundred years. You will have agreed to forfeit your life so you will be removed from the world of your own volition. Thus I will be free to use my own devices to work toward eventual domination of this world. It will take time, a long time, but I am patient.”
I shook my head. “No. It’s madness. You’re asking too much. I can’t agree to that.”
“Why not, Tom? It’s the obvious thing to do. Make that sacrifice and surrender your soul into my keeping. You will achieve so much: I can give you the chance to avert all the deaths I’ve shown you. And you will prevent any future danger to the County. It’s your decision, Tom. But you saw what is about to happen. Only you can stop it!”
Only by agreeing could I prevent the deaths of Alice, Arkwright, and the Spook. And thousands more would die, the Ordeen would triumph, and seven years from now, when she took revenge on Mam and destroyed everything and everyone she held dear back home, it would be the turn of the County to endure a similar fate. But to prevent that, I’d have to suffer the loss of my own soul. It was a terrible thing. But would the sacrifice be worth it? What did the Fiend mean by a “chance”?
“How much of a chance would I be given in return for my soul?” I demanded. “What would you do to help me now?”
“Two things. The first is to delay the Ordeen’s awakening. An hour is the best I can do. Of course, some of her servants awake long before her. Others are already beginning to stir. Those you must avoid or deal with as best you can. But secondly, and most importantly, I would tell you the location of the Ordeen.”
More than once in the past I’d been given similar chances by servants of the dark. Golgoth, one of the Old Gods, had offered me my life and soul in exchange for freeing him from the pentacle that bound him. I’d refused. I counted for nothing; my duty was always to the County. In Pendle, the witch Wurmalde had also demanded something from me—the keys to Mam’s trunks. She hoped to find tremendous power for the dark in them. Despite the fact that the lives of Jack, Ellie, and their daughter, Mary, depended on my agreement, once again I’d refused.
But this offer was different. It wasn’t just my own life at stake, nor the lives of members of my family. Yes, my soul would belong to the Fiend, the dark personified. But I also would be saving the County from a future visitation. And only if he won me to his side could the Fiend rule the earth until the end of time. That wouldn’t be the case—he’d simply own the part of me that was immortal. The Ord was a huge, complex structure. Knowing the precise location of Mam’s enemy would give us a real chance of success, I thought.
I was very tempted to agree to his offer. What else could I do? And it would buy time, something we all needed very badly. Besides, there was one thing that gave me hope. There was no evidence that Mam was dead, and if she still lived, then anything was possible. Perhaps she would find a way to save me, some means by which I could be freed from the bargain I was about to make.
“All right,” I said, shuddering at the thought of what I would be surrendering into the Fiend’s control. “I’ll pledge my soul in return for what you offer.”
“Three days from now I’ll return to collect it. So, is it agreed?”
I nodded. “Yes. It’s agreed,” I said, my heart sinking into my boots.
“So be it. Then here is the information you need. The Ordeen is not to be found within any of the three towers. They are home to her servants and contain only traps and death for any who enter. However, there is a dome behind them, on the roof of the main structure. That’s where you’ll find her. Take care in crossing that roof, though—it contains many dangers. And remember, you have just one hour before the Ordeen awakes.”
Having delivered the second part of what he’d promised, the Fiend smiled and gestured that I should take my place in the dish again. No sooner had I done so than the room began to darken, the cloud thickening and boiling about me. The last thing I saw was his gloating face. But what else could I have done? I asked myself. How could I have allowed so many to die? At least this gave us some chance of averting such a bloodbath. What was my soul compared to that?
I’d made a bargain with the Fiend. In three days’ time, unless Mam could help me, I’d have to pay a terrible price for this chance at victory.



CHAPTER XIX
Your Fate

THERE was a lurch, and the dish began to descend, the cloud quickly dissipating to reveal the inside of the twisted spire again. The lamias were still there, clinging to the stones, but did not move. As I passed a cylinder it began to turn slowly, rumbling and creaking as it yielded the chains of other dishes to the pull of gravity. I glanced over the rim to watch them edging down ahead of me. Even as I studied them, looking for the ones that had held the Spook, Alice, and Arkwright, they disappeared from view.
I remembered the pitch blackness of the lower regions, and no sooner had I done so than the light about me faded; my descent now took place in complete gloom. Finally, with a jolt, my dish reached the ground.
For a moment I didn’t move. I waited in the darkness, hardly daring to breathe. I heard dull thuds nearby as other dishes made contact with the soft ground. I remembered the creature that, cloaked in darkness, had fastened its teeth around my leg and dragged me to the saucer. What if it was still lurking in the vicinity? I forced myself to be calm. The unseen creature had served its purpose, placing me where I could be taken up to meet the Fiend. Surely it would let me be now? After all, we’d struck a bargain and I’d been given just one hour to find the Ordeen before she was fully awake. But could I trust the Fiend? Would he keep to our agreement?
There was a movement to my right and I cringed away, but a moment later a light flared and I could see a figure holding up a lantern. To my relief, it was the Spook. He approached me slowly, glancing uneasily from side to side. Close behind him was Arkwright. As I clambered up from my metal vessel, my feet sinking into the mud, another figure came out of the darkness toward the lantern: Alice.
“I thought it was all over for us then,” the Spook observed. “One moment I’m waiting to be drained of blood, the next I’m back here. Seems too good to be true . . .”
He glanced at us all in turn, but I said nothing, though I could feel Alice’s eyes watching me closely.
“Then let’s see what else we can find,” my master said. “I’d feel better with my staff in hand.”
We followed the Spook, staying within the yellow circle of light cast by the lantern. Within moments we’d found his staff and bag, then Arkwright’s, and finally my own belongings.
“I feel a lot better with this at the ready!” Arkwright exclaimed.
“It’s almost as if someone’s helping us,” observed the Spook. “I wonder if your mam’s playing some part here.”
“It would be nice to think so. I just hope she’s all right,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t guess at my part in what had happened.
“Well, it does seem like we’ve been given a second chance,” he continued, “so let’s make the most of it. I don’t know how long we’ve got before this place is fully awake, so let’s hurry on. But the question is—in which direction?”
I now knew where to find the Ordeen, but how could I tell him without revealing the source of my knowledge?
“We need to get to the foot of those three flights of steps again,” my master continued. “Each one must lead up into a different tower. This last one was a trap. The center one contained elementals that killed the witches. That leaves only one.”
“My instincts tell me that we won’t find her in a tower,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Each one will surely contain a trap like the one that nearly did for us. I think she’ll be in the dome on the roof of the main structure—the one that Mam mentioned. Mam said that if the Ordeen wasn’t in the towers, she could well be there.”
The Spook scratched at his beard and pondered what I’d said. “Well, lad, as I’ve told you many times before, you should always trust your instincts. So as both you and your mother agree, I’m inclined to go along with it. But how do we get out of here?” he asked, swiveling his head and holding the lantern higher.
Apart from that illuminated area, we were surrounded by darkness; we couldn’t even see the walls. But the Spook set off at a rapid pace, and we followed. From a narrow window we glimpsed a grim view down onto a nightmare landscape of buttresses and turrets and dark pools of water. We didn’t linger but pressed on through a narrow doorway and down some steps until we were standing on the roof of the Ord’s main structure behind the towers.
There were a number of small turrets and odd prominences ahead of us, but beyond we could see the dome rising up. We walked in single file, the Spook in the lead, Alice behind me, and Arkwright bringing up the rear. Far above, the dark cloud continued to boil and a faint drizzle was drifting into our faces. The Spook still held up the lantern—though at the moment it wasn’t needed because the stones of the Ord radiated a bronze glow.
There was a lot of water on the roof. In hollows it had formed deep pools. Soon we were walking down a gentle incline alongside a gulley full of still water; shelves of stones rose up on either side, hemming us in.
Suddenly a pale yellow light shone down on us from above. I looked up and saw the waning moon just before it was covered again. We were approaching what looked like the entrance to a tunnel, but when I went in, I could see that we were not totally cut off from the sky.
Again the moon came into view, shining through what appeared to be the bars of a cage. It was almost as if we were within the skeleton of a gigantic animal, looking up through the arch of its ribs. Clinging to the stone were the unquiet dead. Some hung by their hands; others clung with all four limbs. And on the ground all around us we could see more of the dead.
“Oh, I don’t like this place one bit!” Alice complained, her eyes wide and fearful.
Being the Spook’s apprentice, I’d encountered lots of trapped souls before, but this was far worse. Some were clearly human—abject wretches in tattered rags, either holding out their arms to us and crying out for help or just jabbering incoherently. That was bad enough, but others were only partly human and resembled creatures out of a nightmare. One took the form of a naked man, but he had many legs and arms, like a large, twitching spider, and his skin was covered in boils and warts. Another had the head of a bewhiskered rat but a sinuous body that ended in a tail rather than legs.
“What are they?” I asked the Spook. “And what are they doing here?”
He turned to face me and shook his head. “There’s no way to be sure, lad, but I suspect they’re mostly trapped souls. Some of these spirits may have been here many years, bound to the Ord as it’s passed through the portal again and again. Others have descended so far from their former humanity that they’re barely recognizable. We call them abhuman spirits because their souls have degenerated and fallen away from what they once were. I’m afraid that even if we had time, there’s nothing to be done for these unfortunates. I don’t know what crimes they committed on Earth to be trapped in this place, but they’re so far from the light that they can no longer reach it now. Only the destruction of the Ord would free them.”
Trapped souls? I felt sick to my stomach at the thought that in three days’ time I might suffer a similar fate.
With a shake of his head, the Spook moved on until we’d passed beyond that fearful tunnel; the wailing and jabbering voices faded into the distance. The gulley came to an end, but beyond it the roof descended more steeply now. Directly ahead was the dome that contained the sleeping Ordeen. I could see a narrow entry at its base—a small, dark oval that filled me with dread. It had no door, but when the Spook tried to lead the way inside, he recoiled suddenly as if he’d walked into an obstruction.
He rubbed his forehead for a moment, then stepped back and jabbed at the opening with the base of his staff. He seemed to be striking at empty air, but there was a dull thud as it made contact with some invisible door.
“I can feel some sort of barrier,” he said, exploring the area with the palm of his hand. “It’s quite smooth but very solid. We’ll just have to hope that there’s another way in.”
But when I tried to touch what he was indicating, my hand passed beyond the Spook’s. I took a deep breath and stepped forward, crossing the barrier with ease. Immediately I felt a great distance between me and the others. I could still see them through the doorway, but they were like shadows, and there was no bronze glow illuminating everything. I was in a totally dark and silent world—what I sensed was a vast enclosed space.
I stepped back through to their side and was instantly engulfed by sound; it reminded me of when Arkwright had taught me to swim. He’d thrown me into the canal, and I’d thought I was drowning. As he pulled me up by the scruff of my neck, I’d come out of the silent underwater world to be buffeted by sound. Now it was the same; there were anxious voices and Alice’s cries of alarm.
“Oh, Tom! I thought we’d lost you. You just seemed to disappear!” she told me, her voice filled with distress.
“I could see you,” I said. “But you were just like shadows and I couldn’t hear you.”
At that Alice approached the invisible barrier and tried to pass through, without success. Arkwright also tested it, first with his staff, second with his hand. “How is it that Tom can get through and we can’t?” he demanded.
The Spook didn’t answer him directly. He stared at me with glittering eyes. “It’s your mam’s doing, lad,” he said. “Remember what she told us? That by giving your blood you’d have access to places you’d not normally be able to go? She was desperate for you to come back to Greece with her. Maybe there’s something here in the Ord that only you can do. Certainly you’re the only one able to cross this barrier.”
The Spook was right. My blood now ran in the Ordeen’s veins and arteries. I could now enter places normally barred to outsiders, and so could Mam. This was part of her plan.
“We’re running out of time. Maybe I should go on alone?” I suggested.
I was scared, but it seemed the only way. I thought the Spook would object, but he nodded. “It might be the only way for one of us to reach the Ordeen before she wakes, but if you go on, lad, you’ll go alone—and who knows into what danger.”
“I don’t like it, Tom!” Alice cried.
“I think it’s a chance we just have to take,” continued the Spook. “If we don’t find and destroy the Ordeen, then none of us will escape with our lives. What’s it like in there? What did you see?”
“Nothing—it’s just dark and very quiet.”
“Then you’d better take the lantern,” he said, handing it to me. “You go on, lad, and see what you can do. We’ll try and find another way in.”
I nodded, took the lantern, smiled in reassurance at Alice—and stepped through the invisible barrier again. I was really scared, but it had to be done. I glanced back at the shadows of the Spook, Arkwright, and Alice, then went forward resolutely into that silent world. But it was no longer totally quiet now that I was in it. My footsteps echoed back at me from the darkness, and I was aware of my own breathing and heartbeat. Gripping my staff and bag firmly in my left hand, I held the lantern aloft with my right. Anything could be lurking beyond that yellow circle of light.
I must have walked for about two hundred yards or so without encountering any wall or obstruction, but I was aware of a change. My footsteps no longer echoed. And then, ahead of me, I saw a big doorway with steps leading upward beyond it.
I held my breath and came to a halt. Someone was sitting on the bottom step, looking in my direction. It was a young girl with fair hair falling onto her shoulders, a raggedy dress, and bare feet. She stood up and smiled at me. She was about my own height and looked hardly older than Alice, yet despite the smile there was a certain fierce authority in her expression.
It was Mab Mouldheel. It seemed that the account of her death was mistaken. But how had she gotten here? How had she passed through the barrier?



CHAPTER XX
The Truth of Things

“WHAT took you so long?” she asked. “I’ve been waiting here for ages.”
“Why would you be waiting for me?” I asked warily.
“Because you have things to do and time is short! Your mam’s waiting,” she replied. “Here, I’ll carry this. . . .”
With those words she took the lantern from me and, seizing the sleeve of my cloak, began to pull me. For a moment I resisted but then allowed myself to be tugged up the narrow spiral steps. Faster and faster we went, until we were almost running.
Suddenly I started to worry. Why had I allowed her to control me like this? Was Mab using some sort of dark magic to bind me to her will?
“Where are your sisters? And why weren’t you with the rest of the Mouldheels?” I demanded, bringing our flight to a sudden halt. I didn’t trust her at all. Perhaps the Fiend had betrayed me, failed to keep his word. What if Mab was delivering me into the clutches of the Ordeen, who was already awake?
“We separated into different groups as we entered the Ord,” Mab explained. “Beth, Jennet, and I followed at a distance. Now they’re safe and sound and as far away from this ugly place as possible. But I stayed. Risked my life, I have, to do this. You should be grateful.”
“To do what?”
“Find the Ordeen for your mam. Scryed it for her, I did. Hardest thing I’ve ever done. Now come on, Tom. No time to delay. Time’s short, and your mam’s waiting up there!” she cried, trying to pull me up once more.
“Wait!” I shouted, resisting. “You knew where the Ordeen was? Yet we weren’t told? We wasted our time and then fell into a trap. Why didn’t you warn us? We could all have been killed!”
And there was worse, although I didn’t tell Mab. I’d just surrendered my soul to find out where the Ordeen was.
“No, Tom. It wasn’t like that at all. Only scryed that once we were inside the Ord. I could only do it by using the blood of one of the Ordeen’s servants. I cut the throat of one of the sleepers. Didn’t take me long.
“Then we knew that the Ordeen wasn’t in any of the towers. Knew she was here. So your mam decided to risk taking the most direct route. She led me out of the tunnel and along the wall. Went in through the main entrance, we did, bold as brass! Lots of danger inside, though—nasty insect things with six legs and huge pincers and lots of eyes. Didn’t come near your mam, though. They kept their distance. Then we came up against a barrier here. Your mam could get through, but I couldn’t. Used her power to smash it so I could get in. Cost her a lot, too—drained some of her strength. Just shows how badly she needs me. ‘Bring Tom to me as quick as you can!’ she said. “So come on. No time to waste!”
With that, she began to tug me after her again. I didn’t resist, and soon we were running up the steps again at full pelt. We halted on a gloomy landing. Before us stood a doorway, and darkness beyond.
“You go inside,” Mab said. “Your mam’s waiting there to talk to you. She told me to wait outside. She wants to see you alone.”
I didn’t want to go in, but I held out my hand for the lantern. Mab shook her head. “Doesn’t want you to see her yet. Not like this. She’s changing. Just halfway there, she is. Not nice to look at . . .”
I didn’t like the way she said that about Mam, and I felt like striking her with my staff. Was Mam changing into her full Lamia shape?
“Go on!” Mab snapped.
I scowled at her and, clutching my staff and bag, went forward into the darkness of that forbidding chamber and waited for my eyes to adjust. But even before I was able to make out the shape in the corner, I could hear labored breathing. Was that Mam? She sounded as if she was hurt.
“Mam! Mam! Is it you?” I cried.
“Yes, son, it’s me!” a voice replied. It sounded hoarse and somewhat deeper than I remembered. And weary and full of pain. But without doubt it was Mam.
“Are you all right, Mam? Are you hurt?”
“There is some pain, son, but it’s only to be expected. I’m changing. I can choose my shape, and I’m taking on one that might just give me a chance against the Ordeen. But it’s been harder than I thought. Much harder. I still need a little time to ready myself. You must delay her.”
“Delay her? How?” I demanded.
“First with words. You’ll be an enigma to her, a puzzle that she’ll be desperate to solve. That’s your first defense. Later, your chain and staff might buy us further time. Are you still wearing the blade, Tom? And have you used the wish?”
My heart sank right down into my boots at her words. I suddenly realized that Mam had wanted me to use the Grimalkin’s gifts against the Ordeen. But I had to tell her the truth.
“I still have the blade, but I used the dark wish to save Alice. A feral lamia had her in its jaws. She’d have died otherwise.”
I heard Mam sigh wearily. “Combining the wish and the blade might have given you a real chance against the Ordeen. But if you survive this, son, you made the right decision. You’ll need Alice by your side. As a last resort, use the blade anyway.”
“What did you mean by me being a puzzle to the Ordeen?” I asked. “I don’t understand. Why will I be that?”
“Don’t you remember what I told you? The reason we gave her your blood? She will know you and not know you. You will seem like kin. Someone she should know but does not. You’ll be able to hold her attention and allow me to ready myself and strike first. She drank your blood, taking it into her own body in order to gain new life. It’s changed her. It makes you close. Already that’s weakened her. That’s why you were able to pass through the barrier. That’s why I was able to enter this place too. We share the same blood, Tom.”
Her voice was changing now. Becoming less human. Once again, I had my doubts. I’d been tricked so many times before and was wary.
“Is it you, Mam? Is it really you?” I demanded.
“Of course it is, Tom. Who else? But I don’t blame you for doubting me. I’ve changed and continue to change. I’ve taken on many forms in my long lifetime, and now I’ll take my final one. The process is accelerating even as we speak. I’m no longer the woman I was. I remember being your mother. I remember being a wife to your father. But I’m already something different now. Don’t be sad, Tom. All things change eventually. Nothing lasts forever. All we can do is make our final moments together worthwhile.
“For much of my long life I’ve planned the destruction of the Ordeen. And now it’s almost within my grasp. You gave your blood to her—gave it bravely. That was why I brought you to my homeland. But there is one more thing you can do that might make a difference. Delay her. Buy me time. Mab will guide you to the place where she will shortly awaken. Soon I’ll use the last of my strength against her. I will hold her in a death grip. But if I succeed in doing that, you must flee the Ord immediately. Will you do that? Do you promise, Tom?”
“Leave you, Mam? How could I do that?”
“You must do it, son. You must escape. Your destiny is to destroy the Fiend. That’s what I’ve worked so long to achieve. If you die here with me, it will all have been for nothing. I’ll bind the Ordeen fast until her strength fails. Once that happens, the Ord will collapse back through the portal. It will be destroyed, and if she can’t get free, it will be the end of her, too!”
“But you’ll be destroyed as well! Is that what you’re saying, Mam?”
“Yes, it’ll be the end of me, too, but the sacrifice will be worth it. I will have achieved what I set out to do so long ago. So do you promise? Please! Let me hear you say it. . . .”
I felt shocked and full of grief. Mam was going to die here. But how could I refuse her when it would be the last thing she’d ever ask of me?
“I promise, Mam. I’m going to miss you so much. But I’ll make you proud.”
At that moment, a shaft of moonlight came through the window to illuminate Mam’s head. It was still just recognizable, but her cheekbones were higher and sharper than ever, the eyes more cruel. I could just make out the shape of her body and a little of the substance. She was crouching close to the ground. There were scales, sharp claws, folded wings. . . . Even as I watched, she was becoming less and less human, transforming before my eyes into her final Lamia shape.
“Don’t look at me, Tom! Don’t look at me! Turn away now!” Mam cried out, her voice full of pain and sorrow.
I had seen something similar to this before—and heard Mam utter those words. The Bane that had lived in the labyrinth beneath Priestown Cathedral had once afforded me a terrible vision, showing me Mam in this shape. And I remembered his exact words.
“The moon shows the truth of things, boy. You know that already. All you have seen is true and will come to pass. All it takes is time.”
The Bane had been right: I was now in a waking nightmare. It had come to pass, all right.
I hesitated, and Mam cried out again, “Go and do what I ask! Don’t let me down now! Remember who you are and that I love you!”
So I turned my back and fled the chamber, filled with an anguish of my own.
Outside, Mab gave me a triumphant little smile. “Told you she wasn’t nice to look at,” she said. “Now I’ll take you to the Ordeen.”
Trembling at what I’d seen, I followed Mab up more steps. It hurt me to think of the pain Mam was feeling and the change she was undergoing. But I had little time to dwell on that as we emerged onto a balcony with a low stone balustrade and Mab pointed at another flight of steps leading down beside it.
“There she is!” Mab hissed. “The Ordeen!”
Far below was what looked like the interior of a church; all it lacked was rows of pews. A straight aisle passed between ornate marble pillars toward a white dais, where a woman in a black silk gown reclined upon a black marble throne. Tall black candles in golden holders lined the aisle, and behind the throne were hundreds more, flames burning steadily in the still air. Beyond the pillars were shadowy alcoves in the walls, within which any manner of dangers might lurk.
I looked at the woman again. Her eyes were still closed, but she might awaken at any moment. My instincts told me that this was indeed the Ordeen.
When I turned to face her, Mab put a finger against her lips. “Keep your voice very low,” she warned softly. “She’ll soon start to stir. Go down the steps and do what your mam asked before it’s too late. Do it or none of us will get out of here alive.”
I realized that there was no more time for words. So, putting down my bag, I turned my back on Mab Mouldheel and started to descend the steps, trying to make as little noise as possible. Once I reached the bottom, I walked along the aisle, heading toward the black throne. Despite all my efforts, the noise of my boots echoed back loudly from the arched ceiling. I wondered if the sleeping Ordeen was guarded—I glanced right and left at the shadowy alcoves beyond the pillars, but nothing moved. There was no threat there.
The nearer I got, the more I was aware of the intimidating power of her presence; an intense cold rose slowly up my spine. Mam said that I had to do my best to hold the attention of the Ordeen until she was ready to come to my aid and destroy her enemy. But what if she attacked me on sight? So, readying myself for danger, I switched my staff from my left to my right hand, then eased my silver chain out of my breeches pocket and thrust my left hand beneath my cloak to conceal its threat.
Now that I was closer, a stench wafted toward me. The Ordeen had the appearance of a woman, but there was something of the wild animal about her—a fetid, musky odor that almost made me retch.
I halted before her throne. Her eyes were closed, and she still seemed to be sleeping. Was this my chance to strike before she awoke to her full strength? Why not use my advantage? But would any of my weapons prove effective?
Silver was usually a powerful tool against servants of the dark, but I wasn’t dealing with a mere witch—this was one of the Old Gods, a much more powerful being. Could a silver chain bind her? It seemed unlikely. My staff, with its blade forged from a silver alloy, could hurt her. But I would have to spear her heart, and she would be fast and strong. I might not get the chance. I still had the blade that Grimalkin had given me, but I’d used the dark wish. Even though Mam had understood that I’d needed it to save Alice, I’d sensed her disappointment at its loss. The blade might hurt the Ordeen, but my best chance of damaging her badly was now gone.
I decided to employ my weapons in that order: chain, staff, and then blade. But first I would attempt to bind my enemy with words. I would use everything at my disposal to delay her until Mam was ready to attack.
Yet even as those thoughts whirled around within my head, the Ordeen opened her eyes and looked straight at me before sitting upright on her throne. Her lips began to suffuse with blood, becoming swollen and bright red; her eyes were the dark blue of the sky an hour after sunset.
She was awake.



CHAPTER XXI
A Sharp Tooth

THE Ordeen came to her feet and glared down at me angrily, her expression wild and arrogant.
“An insect creeps into my domain,” she said softly. “I sense it shiver and shake with fear. All I need do is stretch out my finger and smear it against the cold marble floor. Shall it be done?”
It was then that I noticed her jaws. The lower one was particularly powerful and wide, the muscles bunched below her ears. When she opened her mouth, I saw that her teeth were very sharp, the canines particularly. They weren’t long like those of a water witch, but they were curved, and once she bit into flesh there’d be no escape from her terrible jaws. I glanced down at her hands. They were very large for a woman, and the veins were prominent. And instead of fingernails she had sharp talons.
I knew that she was trying to terrify me, so I took a slow, deep breath and attempted to control my fear—always a spook’s first task when dealing with the dark. I felt it subside and then, as my trembling eased, I took a step toward her. She didn’t expect that, and I saw her eyes widen in surprise.
“Who are you, insect?” she demanded. “I feel that I know you somehow. I sense that we have met before. How did you get here? How did you pass by my servants and the traps and barriers to come so close to me?”
“I crept in like a little mouse,” I replied. “I’m too small and unimportant for anyone to notice me.”
“Yet what is that staff you hold in your hand? A staff of rowan wood that hides a fang within! A metal blade impregnated with silver.”
“Do you mean this?” I asked calmly, pressing the recess in my staff so that the blade emerged with a loud click.
“That’s a very sharp tooth for a little mouse,” she said, descending the first step of the dais. “But still you are a mystery. You’re a stranger to this country. Where is your home?”
“Far across the sea in a green land where rain is never very far away.”
“What is your parentage? Who begat you?”
“My father was a farmer who worked hard to bring up his family and taught us right from wrong. He’s dead now, but I’ll never forget him. And never forget what he taught me.”
“I feel I know you. You could almost be my brother. Do you have sisters?”
“I’ve no sisters, but I do have brothers—”
“Yes! I see it now. There are six! Six! And you are the seventh! And your father before you was a seventh son. So you have gifts. The ability to see and hear the dead. The facility to block the long-sniffing of a witch. You are a natural enemy of the dark. Is that why you are here, little mouse? To slay me with your staff? However sharp, you’ll need more than one small tooth to destroy me. . . .”
How did she know these things? Was she reading my mind? It was frightening, because within moments she seemed set to learn who I was. And through me, she’d become aware of Mam. Immediately my fears proved well founded.
“Wait! There’s more,” she continued. “Much more! You have other gifts. Gifts from your feral mother. A speed that mocks the tick of time. The ability to smell the approach of death in those afflicted by sickness or injury. A long moon shadow that shows what you’ll become. But what mother could give you such things, little mouse? I see her now! Through you I know her. Your mother is Lamia, my mortal enemy!”
I saw the intent in her eyes. She was going to slay me on the spot. Quickly—quicker than ever before—I slid my silver chain onto my wrist and withdrew my hand from my cloak. She didn’t react. I was moving, but the Ordeen wasn’t. She was just staring at me, anger creasing her brow.
The moment expanded. Time flickered and froze. I felt strange. I was the only thing moving in an utterly still world. I wasn’t breathing. My heart wasn’t beating.
Was this what the Ordeen had meant by “a speed that mocks the tick of time”? Had I really inherited it from Mam? Was it something similar to what the Fiend used? That same trick had allowed me to pluck a blade from the air the previous summer when Grimalkin had hurled it at my head.
Taking careful aim, all my focus on the target, I cracked the chain and hurled it straight at her. I had no fear at all that I would miss. Moving targets are difficult to hit, but she was as immobile as the practice post in the Spook’s Chipenden garden.
The chain fell in a perfect spiral over her head and tightened against her body. Her eyes widened and seemed to bulge in her sockets, and she slumped to her knees, in obvious pain. She screamed before arching back, the veins in her neck distending. Then she convulsed, pitched forward, and landed hard upon her chin, her neck extended, her face still directed at me. I’d heard a sharp snapping sound. Was it a bone breaking? Was it her neck?
I was breathing again, my heart thumping in my chest. Whatever had happened as I prepared to cast the chain was over; time was now ticking along normally.
The Ordeen seemed to be gazing in my direction, but her eyes were unfocused and glassy, and she certainly wasn’t breathing. Was she dead? If so, I couldn’t believe how effective the chain had been. I stared in astonishment. I was elated but still wary. I was confronting one of the Old Gods. It had been too easy. Far too easy . . .
I took a step back—just in case it was a trick—and studied her carefully. She was totally immobile, showing not a single flicker of life. Had the contact with silver alloy killed her? Surely not?
Then I spotted something, the first warning of danger to come. Steam seemed to be rising from her body. The air above it was shimmering, too. There was a crackling sound and a sudden acrid stench of burning flesh. I watched as her skin began to scorch, wrinkle, and blacken. She was burning! Flames were leaping back!
Her head gave a jerk. I looked at the powerful lower jaw and saw it widen and lengthen, the head lifting. Still she didn’t seem to be breathing, but I could see the side of her throat convulsing even as it charred. I took another step back and readied my staff. Her head had become an orb of fire, and there was a tearing, snapping sound; her jaw suddenly dislocated, and the blackened skull shattered and fell away like shards of broken pottery. But there was something else still there within. Something inside the flames, very much alive and dangerous! Something slowly emerging from the burning, blackening human husk. She was like a snake easing off her old skin. I had to strike now, before it was too late.
I stepped forward quickly, shielding my face with my arm, and lunged with my staff, aiming at the point behind her shoulders where I judged her heart to be. The blade struck something hard—far harder than bone. It jarred my hand painfully; the shock went right up my arm to my shoulder so that I lost my grip on the staff. But my dismay gave way to relief.
It was fortunate that I’d relinquished my hold on the staff. Otherwise I’d have lost my arm—because the next second the staff went up in flames with a loud whoosh, consumed by a heat so intense that it disintegrated into white ashes. I backed away as something emerged from the flames on four clawed legs, sloughing off the blackened skin of what had been a human form, shaking itself free of my silver chain.
It was a large lizardlike creature, mottled green and brown and covered with warty protuberances. It had the shape of the salamander, the most potent and dangerous of all the fire elementals, which Seilenos had told me about. But, if so, this was no ordinary example. The Ordeen had now taken on her true form, it seemed—that of a creature that basked in fire and ruled that element.
She scuttled out of the ashes of her previous form, her mouth opening to reveal two rows of sharp, murderous teeth. There was a loud hiss as she breathed out, and a large plume of hot steam erupted from her nostrils straight at me. I stepped to one side, and it just missed me, passing close to my face so that I was forced to close my eyes against the scalding heat.
I had just one remaining weapon—the blade that Grimalkin had given me. With my left hand I reached over my shoulder under my cloak and shirt, tugging it from its sheath. Then I faced the Ordeen and concentrated. Again I felt time slowing. I breathed deeply and steadied my own heart, trying to calm my nerves, and took a slow step toward my enemy.
The Ordeen didn’t move, but her salamander eyes, the pupils vertical red slits, regarded me intently, her claws splayed as if she was tensed to spring. I focused on her long body and the place behind the neck where I intended to bury the blade. But would I be able to drive it home? Would it burst into flame like my staff? I had no alternative but to risk it, though I would have to get very close if I was to be successful. Much closer than when I’d used my staff. And intense heat was still radiating from her body.
Her jaws widened slightly, then extended quickly to reveal the ruby red oval of her open throat. That was all the warning I got. This time, rather than scalding steam, a jet of orange-yellow fire speared directly at me.
Again it missed me by inches. The Ordeen suddenly stood up on her hind legs so that she towered above me, her head beginning to sway from side to side.
I concentrated again, locking my eyes on a new target—the pale throat beneath the long jaws. This was softer. More vulnerable. That was the spot to aim for. Almost immediately, the Ordeen stopped moving.
Was that it? Concentrate and time slowed . . . almost stopped? Yes, it had to be. It was a result of focus and concentration.
But asking myself that question and reaching that conclusion almost cost me my life. It had disrupted my intense focus. The Ordeen’s lizard head swayed from right to left, and another tongue of flame surged straight at me. Just in time I dropped to my knees, and I felt my hair crackle and singe.
Concentrate! I told myself. Squeeze time! Make it stop!
Once more my focus began to do its work and I came to my feet, readied my blade, and took a tentative step toward my enemy. That was it. Focus on the task. Take one step at a time. That was the way. And I remembered what Mam had once told me.
“When you’re a man, then it’ll be the dark’s turn to be afraid, because then you’ll be the hunter, not the hunted. That’s why I gave you life.”
Well, I wasn’t a man yet, but suddenly I did feel like the hunter.
I was less than an arm’s length from the Ordeen’s open jaws now. Too close to escape if another plume of fire erupted. I tensed, then struck her throat, burying the blade to the hilt and releasing the weapon instantly. A wave of despair washed over me as I watched the blade melt, dissolving into globules of falling molten metal.
I staggered back as burning heat radiated at me. Time was moving again, and I could do nothing about it. But I saw that I had hurt her after all. Boiling black blood spouted in an arc from the Ordeen’s throat to fall onto the mosaic floor, where it instantly turned to steam, forming a thick mist that obscured my view. Surely I had weakened her at least? The stench of burning was so bad that I retched and choked, my eyes stinging and watering, momentarily blinded.
But when the steam cleared, the Ordeen was still standing. The wound in her throat had healed, and now she fixed her pitiless eyes upon me. I had no weapons left. She came straight at me, faster than I could run. In seconds I would be reduced to ashes.
Then, just when I thought I was finished, as good as dead, it happened. . . .
My ears gave me the first warning. There was a sudden silence. That utter stillness—as when an owl swoops toward its unsuspecting prey. A silence so intense that it hurt. I looked up and saw something plunge down from the balcony above as the Ordeen twisted sideways and upward to meet the airborne threat.
It was Mam. Her transformation was complete, but she was nothing like I’d expected. There were wings, yes, and outstretched claws, ready to rend and tear her enemy. But they were not the insectile wings of the vaengir. She was more angel than insect, and her wings were feathered, white as freshly fallen snow.
She fell upon the Ordeen, bearing her down onto the marble floor, and the two locked together fiercely. As I rose to my feet, my heart lurched in agony, for Mam’s feathers were beginning to singe and burn, and I heard her cry out to me in an agonized voice: “Leave, Tom! Go while you can! I’ll hold her here!”
My instinct was to go to Mam’s aid, but I had no weapons left, and as I watched them tearing each other apart, blood spraying upward, feathers crackling and burning, I realized there was nothing I could do. If I approached them, I’d be dead in seconds. All that remained now was to obey Mam. And, although it tore at my heart, I snatched up my chain and fled that place. It was the hardest thing I had ever done, the darkest moment I’d ever faced.



CHAPTER XXII
Last Words

CHURNING with emotion, I raced up the steps, only halting to pick up my bag and the lantern. I thought Mab would follow me, but she gave me a nod of farewell.
“I can’t go that way because of the barrier, Tom. I’ll get out the way your mam opened and see you later.”
I said nothing. I didn’t trust my voice. I knew that if I spoke to her, the pain and tears I was holding inside would come cascading out.
I quickly descended the spiral staircase and began to cross the vast dark, empty space, hoping I was heading in the right direction, toward the invisible barrier.
When I finally reached it, I was relieved to see the shadows of Alice, Arkwright, and the Spook beyond it. I quickly stepped through.
“Oh, Tom!” Alice exclaimed, rushing toward me. “You’ve been so long. We couldn’t find another way in, so we came back to wait for you. But we’ve been here ages. I thought you weren’t coming back—that something terrible had happened to you.”
She halted suddenly and looked into my eyes. “But something really bad has happened, hasn’t it?”
I nodded, but the words stuck in my throat.
“Oh, Tom! You’re burned,” she said, lightly touching my singed hair and a painful burn on my face.
“It’s nothing!” I said. “Nothing at all compared to what’s just happened. . . .”
“Come on, lad,” said the Spook, his voice surprisingly gentle. “Tell us.”
“It’s Mam. She’s fighting the Ordeen. She says both of them will die and it’ll bring about the destruction of the Ord. We need to get out just as fast as we can!”
“Is there nothing to be done, Tom? Nothing we can do to help her?” cried Alice.
I shook my head and felt hot, silent tears begin to escape from my eyes. “All we can do now is fulfill her last wish—that we get ourselves to safety before the Ord is destroyed. It’ll soon start to collapse back through the portal.”
“If we’re still here when it does, we’ll be dragged into the dark!” Arkwright said, shaking his head grimly.
There was no time to discuss further what had happened. There was only a frantic flight through the dark chambers and corridors of the Ord. Down steps and ramps we ran, descending ever lower toward the cobbled courtyard.
Soon we were uncomfortably hot, but it wasn’t just with the exertion. The air itself was growing warmer, the walls beginning to radiate heat. The Ord was preparing to be engulfed once more by the pillar of fire as it retreated through the portal to its true home. Its occupants, denied the chance to surge forth and ravage the world beyond, were sinking back into their dormant state. At one point the glowing orb of a fire elemental made a tentative approach, but the Spook jabbed at it with his staff and it just floated away, fading as it did so.
We’d almost reached the final passage that led to the inner courtyard. We were close, very close, to escaping the Ord when it happened. Another glowing orb came out of the wall behind us. It was large, opaque, and dangerous, and started to drift closer. Two more emerged, so we broke into a run.
I glanced back over my shoulder. They were catching up with us. And now there were more than three. Maybe six or seven.
We reached the narrow entrance to the passage. It was then that Arkwright came to a halt.
“You go on!” he said, readying his staff. “I’ll hold them off!”
“No! We’ll face them together!” cried the Spook.
“No sense in us all getting killed,” Arkwright snapped back stubbornly. “Get the boy to safety. He’s what matters, and you know it!”
For a moment the Spook hesitated.
“Go now while you’ve still a chance!” Arkwright insisted. “I’ll follow on just as soon as I can.”
The Spook seized me by the shoulder and pushed me into the passageway ahead of him. For a moment I tried to resist, but Alice had grabbed my other arm and was dragging me on.
I managed to glance back once. Arkwright was readying himself with his back to us, his staff held diagonally in a defensive position. A glowing orb was surging toward him. He struck at it with his blade, and that was the last I saw of him.
The Spook, Alice, and I crossed the courtyard and raced down the tunnel to emerge beyond the outer walls of the Ord. We hastened toward Kalambaka as fast as we could, hampered by the soft, clinging mud created by the deluge. Soon we found we were not the only survivors. A group of witches—including Grimalkin and some members of all three clans, among them Mab and her sisters—was running a little ahead of us. We caught them up—and even my master, I suspect, felt a little relieved to see them.
A sudden roar behind us, like the angry cry of a wounded animal, made us turn and look back. The dark cloud above the Ord had now re-formed and was filling with fire. Zigzags of lightning were flickering down to turn the tips of the twisted towers a glowing orange.
We felt the heat on our backs increasing at an alarming rate and realized we had to retreat further—and quickly. At any moment the fiery artery would connect the cloud to the ground. How wide would it be? Were we still too close and about to be engulfed by fire?
At last, exhausted by our flight, we turned to look back, alerted by the banshee howl of the pillar of fire. Once again it was throbbing and twisting, the Ord within it still visible, the tips of the towers now glowing white hot. I thought of Mam, still within that chamber, holding the Ordeen in her grip. As we watched, the citadel began to disintegrate and the towers toppled. The Ord was being carried back into the dark, but the transition was destroying it. Within it, the Ordeen would also be defeated and would never again be able to return to our world. But Mam would also die in that inferno. My whole being was racked with sobs at the thought of it.
And then there was Bill Arkwright. Had he held off our pursuers and managed to get clear in time?
Within moments the fire faded and a great wind began to blow at our backs; the air was being sucked in to the place where the Ord had once stood. When that eased, a cold drizzle fell. I closed my eyes, and it was almost like being back in the County. We waited a long time, but there was no sign of Arkwright. It seemed certain that he was dead.
We walked back to Kalambaka in silence. My face was streaming with both rain and tears.
We skirted Kalambaka to the west and headed for Megalo Meteorou, the grandest of the high monasteries. The Spook thought we should visit the Father Superior there and tell him what had been achieved.
I remembered what Mam had said about women not being welcome in the monasteries, but I said nothing, and Alice ascended the steps together with the Spook and me. She’d already used herbs from her leather pouch to make a soothing ointment, which she’d smeared onto the burn on my face. She had simply employed the methods used by many a County healer, nothing from the dark. It had eased the pain immediately, but John Gregory had shaken his head in disapproval. He didn’t trust Alice to do anything for me. I prepared myself for a confrontation. Alice had played her part in saving the monastery, and if she was denied entry, then I too would turn back.
But we all entered unchallenged and were escorted into the presence of the Father Superior. Once more we entered that spartan cell to find the gray-faced, gaunt priest at prayer. We waited patiently, and I remembered my last visit, when Mam had still been alive. At last he looked up and smiled.
“You are welcome,” he said. “And I am most grateful to you, for I assume that you were victorious—otherwise none of us would still be alive—”
“Mam died to bring about our victory!” I said. I’d spoken without thinking, and it was as if the words had been uttered by another. I could hear the hurt and bitterness in my voice.
The priest gave me a kind smile. “If it’s of any comfort to you at all, I can tell you that your mother was happy to give her life to rid this world of our enemy. We’ve talked together many times in the past year, and she once confided in me that she expected to die in accomplishing what had to be done. Did she ever tell you that, Thomas?”
I shook my head. This old priest probably knew more about Mam than I did, I thought, the feeling of hurt growing in my chest. Mam knew she was going to die and hadn’t told me until the very last moment! Then I took a deep breath; I knew there was something I needed to ask him. Something I desperately needed to know.
“The Ord was destroyed and carried back toward the dark. Is that where Mam will be now? Trapped in the dark?”
It was a long time before the Father Superior replied. I had a feeling that he was choosing his words carefully. No doubt the news would be bad, I thought.
“I believe in the infinite mercy of God, Thomas. Without that, we are all doomed, because we are all flawed, each and every one of us. We will pray for her. That’s all we can do.”
I stifled a sob. I just wanted to be alone with my sorrow, but I had to listen while the Spook gave the Father Superior a more detailed account of what had happened.
After that we walked to the katholicon, where once more I heard the hymns of the monks soar up to fill the dome. This time the Father Superior told me that they were praying for Mam and for others who had died in the citadel. I tried in my heart to believe that it was all right, that Mam had escaped to the light. But I couldn’t be sure. I thought of the crimes she had committed so long ago. Would they hinder her now? Make it harder for her to reach the light? She’d tried so hard to make restitution, and the thought of her facing an eternity in the dark was almost unbearable. It wasn’t fair. The world seemed a terrible, cruel place. And very soon I’d have to face the Fiend again. My hope had been that Mam might somehow be able to arm me against him. Now I was alone.
It was the following day before my master and I spoke together in detail about what had happened. Soon we were to set off for the coast, but for now we rested, trying to regain our strength for the long journey ahead. The Spook led me away from the campfire, no doubt in order to be out of earshot of Alice, and we sat down on the ground and talked face-to-face.
I began by telling the Spook how Mam had changed back into her feral form before giving her own life to hold the Ordeen fast. I told him almost everything—but not, of course, about Mam’s real identity, nor about the pact I’d made with the Fiend to gain the chance of victory. That I could never tell him—it was something I’d have to deal with myself. The Fiend was to come for me the next night.
I felt as if I was drifting further and further away from my master. He had sacrificed some of his principles to come to Greece and take part in the struggle against the Ordeen. But my compromise was greater: I had sacrificed my own soul. Soon it would be possessed by the Fiend, the dark made flesh, and I could think of no way to save myself.
When I’d finished my account, the Spook sighed, then reached into the pocket of his cloak and pulled out two letters. “One is from your mam to me. The other is to you, lad. I’ve read both. Despite my strong misgivings, they’re the reason I changed my mind and traveled to Greece after all, against everything I hold dear.”
He handed them both to me, and I began to read my letter.
Dear Tom,
If you are reading this letter, I will already be dead. Do not grieve too long. Think of the joyous times we shared together, particularly when you and your brothers were children and your father was still alive. Then I was truly happy and as close to being human as I ever could be.
I foresaw my death many years ago. We all have choices—I could have stepped to one side, but I knew that by sacrificing my life I could win a great victory for the light. And despite the price paid in human suffering, the Ordeen will now have been destroyed.
You must take the next step and destroy the Fiend. Failing that, at least he must be bound. In this task, Alice Deane will be your ally.
Whatever the outcome, I will always be proud of you. You have more than lived up to my expectations.
All my love,
Mam
I folded the letter and pushed it into my pocket. It was the last thing I would ever receive from Mam, her last words to me. Next I started to read what she’d written to my master. The letter that had made him leave Chipenden and, despite his misgivings, travel with us to Greece.
Dear Mr. Gregory,
I am sorry for any distress that I might have caused you. I do what I do for the best of motives. Although you may not agree with the means that I employ to achieve it, I hope to win a great victory. If I fail, the Ordeen will be able to strike anywhere in the world, and it is most likely that the County will be her first target. She will not forget what I attempted to do and will vent her wrath on the place where my family still dwells.
I will almost certainly die within the Ord, and then my son will need you to train and prepare him to deal once and for all with the Fiend. As for yourself, remain true to your principles, but please, I beg you, make an exception in two cases. The first, of course, is with respect to my son, Thomas. Your strength and guidance will be vital in seeing him safely through the next phase of his life. Now he is in even greater danger.
I beg you also to make an exception for Alice Deane. She is the daughter of the Fiend and a potential malevolent witch. She will always walk a narrow path between the dark and the light. But her strength is tremendous. If she were ever to forge an alliance with the dark, Alice would be the most powerful witch ever to walk this earth. But it is worth taking the risk. She can be just as strong as a servant of the light. And only if both Tom and Alice work together will they complete something that has always been my goal—something that I have striven for most of my long life. Together they have the potential to destroy the Fiend and to bring a new age of light to this world.
You can help make this possible. Please journey with us to my homeland. Your presence is vital to protect my son and make sure that he returns safely to the County. Be less than what you are so that you can become more.
Mrs. Ward
“She was a great woman,” said the Spook. “I certainly don’t agree with her methods, lad, but she did what she felt had to be done. Her homeland will be a far better place because of what she achieved. Indeed, the County and the whole world will be safer.”
The Spook was making allowances for Mam that he had never really made for Alice. But of course he didn’t know the full truth. I could never tell him that Mam was Lamia, the mother of the whole brood of witches and hybrids. He wouldn’t be able to come to terms with that. It was one more secret that we could never share. One more thing with the potential to drive us apart.
“What about Alice? Will you do what Mam asked?”
The Spook stroked his beard and looked thoughtful. Then he nodded, but his face was strained. “You’re still my apprentice, lad. Now that Bill Arkwright’s most likely dead, it’s my duty to help you all I can and to carry on training you. Aye, I don’t dispute that. But the girl worries me. No matter how much care I take and how carefully I watch her, it could all go terribly wrong. I’m of a mind to give it a try, though—at least for the time being. After what your mam’s done, how can I refuse her?”
Later I thought over what we’d said to each other. As we’d spoken, I’d almost made myself believe that everything would soon be all right and that the Spook, Alice, and I would return safely to Chipenden to continue our former lives there. But how could that be when I had less than one day remaining on this earth?
I was so afraid of what was going to happen to me that, in a moment of weakness, I considered going to my master again and telling him what I faced, hoping against hope that somewhere in his vast store of accumulated knowledge he would find a way to save me. But I knew it was hopeless.
My final chance would be to use the blood jar as Alice had suggested, adding a few drops of my own blood to hers. But then we’d have to stay close to each other for the rest of our lives so that she could benefit from my defense against the Fiend. Something would eventually happen to separate us, and then his fury would be unleashed on Alice. No, I couldn’t allow that to happen. I had gotten myself into this situation, and I had to get myself out—or accept the consequences.



CHAPTER XX
His Fearsome Majesty

THE Spook was sleeping on the other side of the campfire, and Alice lay to my right, her eyes tightly closed. It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes to midnight.
I got carefully to my feet, trying to make as little noise as possible, then moved away from the fire and into the dark. I didn’t bother to take my chain. It would be useless in the face of the power that I’d soon confront. In just a few minutes the Fiend would come for my soul. I was afraid, but despite that I knew it was better to face him alone. If Alice or the Spook were nearby, they might try to help me and would suffer as a result, maybe forfeiting their own lives. I couldn’t allow that to happen.
I walked for about five minutes, then descended a slope through some stunted trees and scrub to reach a clearing. I sat down on a rock beside a small river. Close to the riverbank it was muddy underfoot, the ground churned up by livestock that had come down to drink. There was no moon and the sky was hazy, obscuring the stars, so it was very dark. Despite the warmth of the night, I began to shiver with fear. It was all going to end now. My life on earth was almost over. But I wasn’t going to the light. My fate was to belong to the Fiend. Who knew what torments he’d have in store for me?
I didn’t have long to wait. I heard something on the other side of the river. A thudding sound. A hissing, too. Then a splash as something very large entered the water. At first it sounded like a horse. Certainly some big, heavy animal. But the rhythm of its crossing suggested two legs rather than one. It had to be the Fiend. He was coming for me now. Coming to claim my soul.
I could hear eruptions of steam, the water hissing and spitting as he approached. Then I saw huge cloven hoofprints appearing in the soft, muddy bank, glowing red in the darkness. He’d crossed the river. With the formation of each print, there was a hiss as the hot feet of the Fiend came into contact with the soggy ground. Then he began to materialize. This was no image of the murdered Matthew Gilbert; this was the Fiend in his true, terrible shape—a shape that caused some people to die on the spot from fear. And he glowed with sinister light, so that every detail of him was visible to my terrified gaze.
The Spook had told me that the Fiend could make himself large or small. Now he had chosen to be big. Almost three times my height, with a chest like a barrel, he towered above me. He was a titan, roughly human in shape—though that similarity only served to make him appear more monstrous.
His feet were the cloven hooves of a goat, and his long tail dangled behind him in the mud. He was naked, but no flesh was on view; his body was covered in long black hair. His face, too, was hairy, but his features were plain to see: the prominent teeth and curved horns of a goat, the malevolent gaze of the eyes with their elongated pupils. He came close, very close, within the reach of my arm, and the stench that came from him was ranker than anything from a barnyard. I could only stare upward into those terrible, compelling eyes. I was transfixed. Helpless.
My knees threatened to give way, and my whole body began to tremble. Was I dying? About to take my last breath?
At that moment, I heard a sound behind me. Footsteps! There was a light, and I saw it reflected in the pupils of the Fiend. Saw his eyes widen in anger. I turned. Someone was standing close behind me, holding a lantern. It was Alice, and she was gripping something in her other hand, too. Something small. Something she was holding before her like a weapon. She pushed it into my left hand.
“Leave him be!” she cried. “He’s mine. Tom belongs to me! Get you gone! You can’t stay in this place!”
At those words the Fiend let out a terrible bellow of rage. For a moment I thought he might reach down and crush us both. His anger surged toward me with palpable force. I was blown backward off my feet into the mud, and I heard the trees on the slope behind me crack and splinter. Then the wind seemed to reverse direction, and he simply vanished.
There was utter silence. All I could hear was my own breathing, the beating of my heart, and the gurgle of the river.
Then, by the light of the lantern, I saw what I was holding in my left hand.
The blood jar.
I struggled to my feet just a second after Alice, who was already retrieving the lantern from the mud.
“What were you doing out here all alone, Tom?” she demanded. “Did you come here to meet the Fiend?”
I didn’t answer, and she came nearer, holding up the lantern to look closely into my eyes. My heart was beating wildly, my mind in turmoil. I was still trembling at my escape, yet wondering if the Fiend might reappear again at any moment. How could Alice have driven him away like that? How was that possible?
“Something bothering you, Tom, isn’t there? Been funny for days, you have. Too quiet . . . and there’s something in your eyes. An expression I ain’t ever seen before. Know you lost your mam, but is there something else? Something you ain’t telling me?”
For a moment I didn’t speak. I tried to hold it back, but the urge to share my fears with someone made me blurt it out in a torrent.
“The Fiend visited me in the Ord,” I explained. “He showed me the future. That all of us were going to die—you, the Spook, and everyone in Kalambaka and Meteora. All the refugees on the road. He said he would give me a chance. He delayed the Ordeen’s awakening for an hour. He also told me where she was to be found. But for that I wouldn’t have been able to help Mam. We’d have lost.”
For a moment Alice was silent, but I could see the fear in her eyes. “What did he want in return, Tom?” she asked. “What did he want from you?”
“Not what you think, Alice. He didn’t ask me to be his ally and to stand at his side. I would have refused him—”
“So what, Tom? Come on. Don’t keep me waiting.”
“I gave him my soul, Alice. I sacrificed myself. You see, if the Ordeen had won, she’d have been able to use her portal and appear anywhere she chose. And she would have come to the County. So I did my duty—”
“Oh, Tom! Tom! What a fool you’ve been! Don’t you know what this means?”
“I know I’ll suffer in some way, Alice. But what else could I have done? I suppose I was hoping that Mam would be able to find some way to save me. But now she’s dead, and I’ve just got to accept what’s eventually coming to me.”
“It’s worse than you can imagine, Tom. Much worse. Don’t like to tell you this, but it’s best you know the truth. Once you are dead and the Fiend has your soul, you’ll be totally in his power. He’ll be able to make you feel pain worse than you’ve ever known. Don’t you remember what you once told me about how Morgan tormented your dad’s soul?”
I nodded. Morgan was a powerful necromancer, and he’d trapped Dad’s soul in limbo for a while. He’d made him think he was burning in Hell, and tricked him into feeling the actual pain of the flames.
“Well, the Fiend could do the same to you, Tom. He could make you pay for fighting against him. Not only that; you’ll have given up your life. He’ll not have taken it. That means the hobbles will have been nullified, and chance will prevail. He’ll no longer face the threat that you might destroy him or send him back through the portal. With you out of the way, he’ll be free to grow in power as the dark itself waxes until he finally rules the world. And you’ll be in such terrible pain, tormented beyond anything your soul could bear, that you might actually become his ally just to be released from it. We may have defeated the Ordeen, but at a terrible price. The Fiend might have won, Tom. He might have beaten you. But there’s something he didn’t allow for. . . .”
Alice pointed to the blood jar that I was still holding in my left hand. “You really need this now. You have to keep it with you always. This is what drove him away.”
“But can it possibly work? I thought it needed my blood mixed with yours?” I asked.
“I took it without asking you, Tom. Sorry, but it had to be done. When those rocks came down on you, you were unconscious for a long time, so I took a little of your blood. Just three drops—that’s all I needed. Your blood and my blood are together in this jar. Keep it on your person, and he can’t come anywhere near you!
“So you’ve one chance! Just one! Forget your principles. None of ’em matter now, do they? You’ve used the dark wish that Grimalkin gave you, and you’ve sold your soul. It’s the only thing left to do, Tom. Keep the blood jar. If you use it, we’ve defeated the Ordeen and the Fiend’s gained nothing!”
I nodded. She was right. That’s all I had left now. A final chance, the means to keep the Fiend away from me. But the Spook’s worst fears were coming true. Bit by bit I was being compromised and pulled toward the dark.
“But what about when I die, Alice? Even if it’s five or fifty years from now, he’ll still be waiting to take my soul. He’ll get it in the end.”
“Can’t get your soul if you destroy him first!”
“But how, Alice? How can I do that?”
“Got to be a way. Your mam gave you life so you could do that. Didn’t she ever say how it could be done?”
I shook my head. I wondered if Mam had had any idea at all. If so, she’d never mentioned it. Now she was dead, and it was too late.
“We’ll find out how to do it, Tom. Slay him or bind him, one of the two, and then you’ll be safe!”
I grasped the blood jar very tightly. It was the only thing keeping the Fiend at bay.
At dawn on the following day, we began our journey west toward the port of Igoumenitsa, where we hoped the Celeste still would be waiting. The witches already had left for the coast, and it was now only the Spook, Alice, and me.
Hardly had the journey begun when something happened that lifted my spirits a little. The sound of barking alerted us—and Claw and her pups bounded toward us. And it was me they came to first, my hands that they licked.
“Always knew that dog would be yours one day,” Alice said with a smile. “Didn’t think you’d have three, though!”
The Spook was less than enthusiastic. “They can travel with us, lad, and we’ll get them home to the County, but after that I’m not too sure. They’re hunting dogs, and Bill put them to good use. There’s no place at Chipenden for them. Those dogs and the boggart certainly wouldn’t mix. They’d not survive even one night in the garden. We’d best try and find a good home for them.”
I couldn’t argue with that. But it was good to have them back for now, and it made my own journey toward the coast a little easier.
We were relieved to find the Celeste still waiting at anchor. The captain was happy to see us and, in the absence of Mam, immediately dealt with me as if I was the one who’d chartered the vessel. These were the instructions Mam had left, he explained.
We waited for several days, just in case there were any more survivors from the party that had sailed to Greece so long ago. A few stragglers turned up, and by the end of that time fifteen witches, including Grimalkin and the Mouldheel sisters, were sheltering in the hold. But there was no Bill Arkwright. It was clear now that he’d sacrificed his life to enable us to escape.
When we sailed for home, I didn’t spend the nights on deck in a hammock as before, but in the comfort of a large bed. It was the Spook’s idea that I take Mam’s cabin.
“Why not, lad?” he said. “It’s what she’d have wanted.”
So it was that my voyage home was one of relative luxury, and there, at night, listening to the creaking of the timbers and feeling the roll of the ship and the occasional snuffle from the dogs guarding my door, I had plenty of time to think. I went over and over again in my mind all that had happened, and always I returned to the same grim thought: Was Mam trapped in the dark, her soul carried there as the ruin of the Ord passed through the portal? Had that been Bill Arkwright’s fate, too?
I kept hoping that I would dream about Mam; each night that was my aim. Suddenly dreaming was more important than waking. It didn’t happen for almost two weeks, but finally she appeared to me. And it was a lucid dream, too—I was fully aware that I was dreaming.
We were back in the kitchen at the farm, and she was in her rocking chair, facing me across the hearth. I was sitting on a stool, and I felt happy and contented. It was the Mam of old, not the one who had returned from Greece to make Jack fear she was a changeling; certainly not the one I’d talked to within the Ord, who had changed rapidly into that fearsome, beautiful angel.
She started to speak to me, her voice full of warmth, love, and understanding.
“I always knew that you would be compromised by the dark, son. I knew that you would bargain with the Fiend because it was in you to do so from the very beginning. And you did it not just to help those you love, but for the whole of the County—for the whole world. Don’t blame yourself. It’s just part of the burden of being who you are.
“Above all, remember this,” she continued. “The Fiend has damaged you, but you have also damaged him and hurt the dark badly. Believe, son. Have faith in who you are. Believe that you will recover, and it will truly happen. And don’t judge yourself too harshly. Some things are meant to be, and you had to fall so that later you may rise and become what you are truly meant to be.”
I wanted to walk across and embrace her, but no sooner had I come to my feet than the dream faded and I opened my eyes. I was back in the cabin.
Was it a dream or something more? It was three days later, as we were sailing through the Strait of Gibraltar, that I had my second encounter with Mam. The wind had dropped away to almost nothing, and we were virtually becalmed. That night I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
It happened just as I was waking up. I heard something directly in front of me, very close to the bed. A strange noise. Something sharp in the air. A sort of crackling, tearing sound. And for a moment I was scared. Terrified.
It wasn’t the feeling of cold I often experienced when something from the dark approached. This was powerful and shocking. It was as if, close to my side, there was a being that had no right to be there. As if something suddenly had torn aside all the rules of the waking world. But just as some cozy dreams quickly can turn into nightmares, this was the reverse. My terror was gone in an instant as something warm touched me.
It didn’t touch my skin. It wasn’t a warm hand. It was a sensation that passed right through me, upward into my bones, flesh, and nerves. It was warmth and love. Pure love. That’s the only way I can describe it. There were no words. No message. But I no longer had any doubt.
It was Mam. She was safe, and she’d come to say good-bye. I felt sure of it, and with that certainty, my pain lessened.



CHAPTER XXIV
It Can’t Be True!

ONCE again we endured a storm in the Bay of Biscay that threatened the ship, but despite a broken mast and tattered sails, we came through it and sailed on toward the cliffs of our homeland, the air growing colder by the hour.
We reached Sunderland Point and set off for Jack’s farm. It was my duty to break the news of Mam’s death to the family.
Grimalkin, Mab, and the other surviving witches hurried off to Pendle. With the dogs at our heels, we began the trek to the farm.
We walked on in silence, each of us deep in our own thoughts. As we approached the farm, I suddenly realized that Alice would be expected to keep away for fear of offending Jack and Ellie. Yet she needed to be by my side to gain the protection of the blood jar. If we were separated, the Fiend might attack her in revenge for what she’d done.
“Better if Alice comes with us to the farm,” I suggested, thinking quickly. “Jack’s bound to take things badly, so Alice could give him some herbs to help him sleep.”
The Spook looked at me doubtfully, probably realizing that Jack wouldn’t accept Alice’s help anyway, but I turned on my heel and hurried to the farm with Alice at my side, leaving him with poor Bill Arkwright’s three dogs.
Within minutes, the farm dogs began to bark and Jack came running across the south pasture. He halted about three feet away. He wouldn’t necessarily have expected Mam to leave her homeland again and return to the County, so her absence wouldn’t have concerned him, but he must have feared the worst from the sad expression on my face.
“What is it? What happened?” he demanded. “Did you win?”
“Yes, Jack, we won,” I told him. “We won, but at a terrible price. Mam’s dead, Jack. There’s no easy way to say it. She’s dead.”
Jack’s eyes widened, not with grief but disbelief. “That’s not right, Tom! It can’t be true!”
“I know it’s hard to take, but it’s the truth, Jack. Mam died as she destroyed her enemy. She sacrificed herself and made the world a better place—not just her homeland.”
“No! No!” Jack cried as his face began to crumple. I tried to put my arms around him to give him some comfort, but he pushed me away and kept saying, “No! No!” over and over again.
James took the news more calmly. “I sensed that was going to happen,” he told me quietly. “I’ve been expecting it.”
When he gave me a hug, I felt his body trembling, but he was trying to be brave.
Later Jack took to his bed while the rest of us sat around the kitchen table in silence—but for Ellie, who was weeping softly. To be honest, I couldn’t wait to get away from the farm. Things felt really bad, and it had reopened the wound of my own grief at losing Mam.
Ellie had made us some chicken soup, and I forced myself to dunk rolls of bread into it to build my strength for the journey. We stayed only a couple of hours, but just before we left, I went up to take my leave of Jack. I knocked lightly on the bedroom door. There was no reply, and after trying twice more, I gradually eased it open. Jack was sitting up, his back against the headboard, his face a mask of grief.
“I’ve come to say good-bye, Jack,” I told him. “I’ll be back to see you in a month or so. James is here to help with the farm, so things should be all right.”
“All right?” he asked bitterly. “How can things ever be all right again?”
“I’m sorry, Jack. I’m upset as well. The difference is that I’ve had weeks to get used to it. It still hurts, but the pain’s faded a little. It’ll be the same for you, too. Just give it time.”
“Time? There’ll never be enough time. . . .”
I just hung my head. I couldn’t think of anything I could say that would make him feel better.
“Bye, Jack,” I said. “I’ll be back soon, I promise.”
Jack just shook his head, but he hadn’t finished speaking yet. As I turned to leave, he let out a great choking sob and then spoke slowly, his voice full of hurt and bitterness.
“Things have never been the same since you started working as a spook’s apprentice,” he said. “And it started to go really wrong the first time you brought that girl, Alice, to the farm. It sickens me to see her here again today. We were happy before. Really happy. You’ve brought us nothing but misery!”
I went out and closed the door behind me. Jack seemed to be somehow blaming me for everything. It wasn’t the first time, but there was nothing worth saying in my defense. Why waste words when he wouldn’t listen anyway? Of course, everything had just been part of Mam’s scheme from the beginning, but Jack was never going to understand that. I just had to hope that he would eventually see reason. It wasn’t going to be easy, and it would take a long time.
Ellie gave us some bread and cheese for the road, and we took our leave of her and James. She didn’t hug me. She seemed a little cold and aloof, but she did manage to give Alice a sad smile.
The Spook was waiting with the dogs in the wood on Hangman’s Hill. He had cut me a new staff while we were away.
“Here, lad, this’ll have to do for now,” he said, holding it out toward me. “We’ll have to wait till we get back to Chipenden to get you one with a silver alloy blade, but at least it’s rowan wood, and I’ve sharpened it to a point.”
The staff had a good balance to it, and I thanked him. Then we headed north again. After about an hour I left the Spook’s side and fell back so that I could talk to Alice.
“Jack seems to blame me for everything,” I told her. “But I can’t deny one thing. The moment I became the Spook’s apprentice marked the beginning of the end of my family.”
Alice squeezed my hand. “Your mam had a plan, and she carried it through, Tom. You should be proud of her. Jack will understand in time. Besides, you’re still with the Spook, still his apprentice. Soon we’ll be back in Chipenden, living in his house, and I’ll be copying his books again. It’s not a bad life, Tom, and we still got each other. Ain’t that true?”
“It is true, Alice,” I said sadly. “We’ve still got each other.”
Alice squeezed my hand again, and we walked on toward Chipenden with lighter hearts.



ONCE again, I’ve written most of this from memory, just using my notebook when necessary. We’re back at Chipenden and into our old routine. I’m continuing to learn my trade while Alice is busy copying books from the Spook’s library. The war is going badly, with enemy soldiers pressing north toward the County, looting and burning everything in their path. It’s making the Spook very nervous. He’s worried about the safety of his books.
Arkwright’s dogs, Claw, Blood, and Bone, are being looked after temporarily by a retired shepherd who lives near the Long Ridge. We still need to sort out a permanent home for them, but I visit them occasionally and they’re really glad to see me.
I keep the blood jar in my pocket, my defense against a visit from the Fiend. It’s a secret I share only with Alice, who needs it as much as I do and never ventures far from my side. If the Spook knew, he’d dash it against a rock and it would be the end of us. But I know there’ll be a reckoning one day. On the day that I die, the Fiend will be waiting for me. Waiting to claim my soul. That’s the price I paid for the victory at Meteora. I have only one hope, and that is to destroy him first. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but Mam had faith in me, so I try to believe that it’s possible. Somehow I must find a way.
THOMAS J. WARD
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Rise of the Huntress




CHAPTER I
 Red with Blood

THE Spook, Alice, and I were crossing the Long Ridge on our way back to Chipenden, with the three wolfhounds, Claw, Blood, and Bone, barking excitedly at our heels.
The first part of the climb had been pleasant enough. It had rained all afternoon but was now a clear, cloudless late autumn evening with just a slight chilly breeze ruffling our hair: perfect weather for walking. I remember thinking how peaceful it all seemed.
But at the summit, a big shock awaited us. There was dark smoke far to the north beyond the fells. It looked like Caster was burning. Had the war finally reached us? I wondered fearfully.
Years earlier, an alliance of enemy nations had invaded our land far to the south. Since then, despite the best efforts of the combined counties to hold the line, they had been slowly pushing north.
“How can they have advanced so far without our knowing?” the Spook asked, scratching at his beard, clearly agitated. “Surely there’d have been news—some warning, at least?”
“It might just be a raiding party from the sea,” I suggested. That was very likely. Enemy boats had come ashore before and attacked settlements along the coast—though this part of the County had been spared so far.
Shaking his head, the Spook set off down the hill at a furious pace. Alice gave me a worried smile, and we hurried along in pursuit. Encumbered by my staff and both our bags, I was struggling to keep up on the slippery, wet grass. But I knew what was bothering my master. He was anxious about his library. Looting and burning had been reported in the south, and he was worried about the safety of his books, a store of knowledge accumulated by generations of spooks.
I was now in the third year of my apprenticeship to the Spook, learning how to deal with ghosts, ghasts, witches, boggarts, and all manner of creatures from the dark. My master gave me lessons most days, but my other source of knowledge was that library. It was certainly very important.
Once we reached level ground, we headed directly toward Chipenden, the hills to the north looming larger with every stride. We’d just forded a small river, picking our way across the stones, the water splashing around our ankles, when Alice pointed ahead.
“Enemy soldiers!” she cried.
In the distance, a group of men was heading east across our path—two dozen or more, the swords at their belts glinting brightly in the light from the setting sun, which was now very low on the horizon. 
We halted and crouched low on the riverbank, hoping that they hadn’t seen us. I told the dogs to lie down and be quiet; they obeyed instantly.
The soldiers wore gray uniforms and steel helms with broad, vertical nose guards of a type I hadn’t seen before. Alice was right. It was a large enemy patrol. Unfortunately, they saw us almost immediately. One of them pointed and barked out an order, and a small group peeled off and began running toward us.
“This way!” cried the Spook, and snatching up his bag to relieve me of the extra weight, he took off, following the river upstream; Alice and I followed with the dogs.
There was a large wood directly ahead. Maybe there was a chance we could lose them there, I thought. But as soon as we reached the tree line, my hopes were dashed. It had been coppiced recently: there were no saplings, no thickets—just well-spaced mature trees. This was no hiding place.
I glanced back. Our pursuers were now spread out in a ragged line. The majority weren’t making much headway, but there was one soldier in the lead who was definitely gaining on us. He was brandishing his sword threateningly.
Next thing I knew, the Spook was coming to a halt. He threw down his bag at my feet. “Keep going, lad! I’ll deal with him,” he commanded, turning back to face the soldier.
I called the dogs to heel and stopped, frowning. I couldn’t leave my master like that. I picked up his bag again and readied my staff. If necessary, I would go to his aid and take the dogs with me; they were big, fierce wolfhounds, completely without fear.
I looked back at Alice. She’d stopped, too, and was staring at me with a strange expression on her face. She seemed to be muttering to herself.
The breeze died away very suddenly, and the chill was like a blade of ice cutting into my face. All was suddenly silent, as if every living thing in the wood were holding its breath. Tendrils of mist snaked out of the trees toward us, approaching from all directions. I looked at Alice again. There had been no warning of this change in the weather. It didn’t seem natural. Was it dark magic? I wondered. The dogs crouched down on their bellies and whined softly. Even if it was intended to help us, my master would be angry if Alice used dark magic. She’d spent two years training to be a witch, and he was always wary of her turning back toward the dark.
By now the Spook had taken up a defensive position, his staff held diagonally. The soldier reached him and slashed downward with his sword. My heart was in my mouth, but I needn’t have feared. There was a cry of pain—but it came from the soldier, not my master. The sword went spinning into the grass, and then the Spook delivered a hard blow to his assailant’s temple to bring him to his knees.
The mist was closing in fast, and for a few moments my master was lost to view. Then I heard him running toward us. Once he reached us, we hurried on, following the river, the fog becoming denser with every stride. We soon left the wood and the river behind and followed a thick hawthorn hedge north for a few hundred yards until the Spook waved us to a halt. We crouched in a ditch, hunkering down with the dogs, holding our breath and listening for danger. At first there were no sounds of pursuit, but then we heard voices to the north and east. They were still searching for us—though the light was beginning to fail, and with each minute that passed it became less likely that we’d be discovered.
But just when we thought we were safe, the voices from the north grew louder, and soon we heard footsteps getting nearer and nearer. It seemed likely that they would blunder straight into our hiding place, and my master and I gripped our staffs, ready to fight for our lives.
The searchers passed no more than a couple of yards to our right—we could just make out the dim shapes of three men. But we were crouched low in the ditch, and they didn’t see us. When the footsteps and voices had faded away, the Spook shook his head.
“Don’t know how many they’ve got hunting for us,” he whispered, “but they seem determined to find us. Best if we stay here for the rest of the night.”
And so we settled down to spend a cold, uncomfortable night in the ditch. I slept fitfully but, as often happens in these situations, fell into a deep slumber only when it was almost time to get up. I was awakened by Alice shaking my shoulder.
I sat up quickly, staring about me. The sun had already risen, and I could see gray clouds racing overhead. The wind was whistling through the hedge, bending and flexing the spindly leafless branches. “Is everything all right?” I asked.
Alice smiled and nodded. “There’s nobody less than a mile or so away. Those soldier boys have given up and gone.”
Then I heard a noise nearby—a sort of groaning. It was the Spook.
“Sounds like he’s having a bad dream,” Alice said.
“Perhaps we should wake him up?” I suggested.
“Leave him for a few minutes. It’s best if he comes out of it by himself.”
But, if anything, his cries and moans grew louder and his body started to shake; he was becoming more and more agitated, so after another minute I shook him gently by the shoulder to wake him.
“Are you all right, Mr. Gregory?” I asked. “You seemed to be having some kind of nightmare.”
For a moment his eyes were wild, and he looked at me as if I were a stranger or even an enemy. “Aye, it was a nightmare, all right,” he said at last. “It was about Bony Lizzie. . . .”
Bony Lizzie was Alice’s mother, a powerful witch who was now bound in a pit in the Spook’s garden at Chipenden.
“She was sitting on a throne,” continued my master, “and the Fiend was standing at her side with his hand on her left shoulder. They were in a big hall that I didn’t recognize at first. The floor was running red with blood. Prisoners were crying out in terror before being executed—they were cutting off their heads. But it was the hall that really bothered me and set my nerves on edge.”
“Where was it?” I asked.
The Spook shook his head. “She was in the great hall at Caster Castle! She was the ruler of the County.”
“It was just a nightmare,” I said. “Lizzie’s safely bound.”
“Perhaps,” said the Spook. “But I don’t think I’ve ever had a dream that was more vivid.”
We set off cautiously toward Chipenden. The Spook said nothing about the sudden mist that had arisen the previous night. It was the season for them, after all, and he had been busy preparing to fight the soldier at the time. But I was sure that it had appeared at Alice’s bidding. Though who was I to say anything? I was tainted by the dark myself.
We’d only recently returned from Greece after defeating the Ordeen, one of the Old Gods. It had cost us dear. My mam had died to gain our victory, and so had Bill Arkwright, the spook who’d worked north of Caster—that’s why we had his dogs with us.
I’d also paid a terrible price. In order to make that victory possible, I’d sold my own soul to the Fiend.
All that prevented him from dragging me off to the dark now was the blood jar given to me by Alice, which I carried in my pocket. The Fiend couldn’t approach me while I had it by me. Alice needed to stay close to me to share its protection—otherwise, the Fiend would kill her in revenge for the help she’d given me. Of course, the Spook didn’t know about that. If I told him what I’d done, it would be the end of my apprenticeship.
As we climbed the slope toward Chipenden, my master grew more and more anxious. We’d seen pockets of devastation: some burned-out houses, many that were deserted, one with a corpse in a nearby ditch.
“I’d hoped they wouldn’t have come so far inland. I dread to think what we’ll find, lad,” he said grimly.
Normally he would have avoided walking through Chipenden village: most people didn’t like being too close to a spook, and he respected the wishes of the locals. But as the gray slate roofs came into view, one glance was enough to tell us that something was terribly wrong.
It was clear that enemy soldiers had passed this way. Many of the roofs were badly damaged, with charred beams exposed to the air. The closer we got, the worse it was. Almost a third of the houses were completely burned out, their blackened stones just shells of what had once been homes to local families. Those that hadn’t gone up in flames had broken windows and splintered doors hanging from their hinges, with evidence of looting.
The village seemed completely abandoned, but then we heard the sound of banging. Someone was hammering. Quickly the Spook led us through the cobbled streets toward the sound. We were heading for the main road through the village, where the shops were. We passed the greengrocer’s and the baker’s, both ransacked, and headed for the butcher’s shop, which seemed to be the source of the noise.
The butcher was still there, his red beard glinting in the morning light, but he wasn’t carrying out repairs to his premises; he was nailing down the lid of a coffin. There were three other coffins lined up close by, already sealed and ready for burial. One was small and obviously contained a young child. The butcher got to his feet as we entered the yard and came across to shake the Spook’s hand. He was the one real contact my master had among the villagers, the only person he ever talked to about things other than spook’s business.
“It’s terrible, Mr. Gregory,” the butcher said. “Things can never be the same again.”
“I hope it’s not . . . ,” the Spook muttered, glancing down at the coffins.
“Oh, no, thank the Lord for that at least,” the butcher told him. “It happened three days ago. I got my own family away to safety just in time. No, these poor folk weren’t quick enough. They killed everybody they could find. It was just an enemy patrol, but a very large one. They were out foraging for supplies. There was no need to burn houses and kill people, no cause to murder this family. Why did they do that? They could just have taken what they wanted and left.”
The Spook nodded. I knew what his answer was to that, although he didn’t spell it out to the butcher. He would have said it was because the Fiend was now loose in the world. He made people more cruel, wars more savage.
“I’m sorry about your house, Mr. Gregory,” the butcher continued.
The color drained from the Spook’s face. “What?” he demanded.
“Oh, I’m really sorry. Don’t you know? I assumed you’d called back there already. We heard the boggart howling and roaring from miles away. There must have been too many for it to deal with. They ransacked your house, taking anything they could carry, then set fire to it.”



CHAPTER II
 You Ain’t Dead Yet!

Making no reply, the Spook turned and set off up the hill, almost running. Soon the cobbles gave way to a muddy track. After climbing the hill, we came to the boundary of the garden. I commanded the dogs to wait there as we pushed on into the trees.
We soon found the first bodies. They had been there some time, and there was a strong stench of death; they wore the gray uniforms and distinctive helmets of the enemy, and they’d met violent ends: either their throats had been ripped out or their skulls crushed. It was clearly the work of the boggart. But then, as we left the trees and headed out onto the lawn near the house, we saw that what the butcher had said was correct. There had been too many for the boggart to deal with. While it had been slaying intruders on one side of the garden, other soldiers had moved in and set fire to the house.
Only the bare, blackened walls were standing. The Spook’s Chipenden house was now just a shell. The roof had collapsed and the inside was gutted—including his precious library.
He stared at the ruins for a long time, saying nothing. I decided to break the silence.
“Where will the boggart be now?” I asked.
The Spook replied without looking at me. “I made a pact with it. In return for guarding the house and doing the cooking and cleaning, I granted it dominion over the garden. Any live creature it found there after dark—apart from apprentices and things bound under our control—it could have, after giving three warning cries. Their blood was its for the taking. But the pact would only endure as long as the house had a roof. So after the fire, the boggart was free to leave. It’s gone, lad. Gone forever.”
We walked slowly around the remains of the house and reached a large mound of gray-and-black ashes on the lawn. They had taken a load of the books off the library shelves and made a big bonfire of them.
The Spook fell to his knees and began to root around in the cold ashes. Almost everything fell to pieces in his hands. Then he picked up a singed leather cover, the spine of a book that had somehow escaped being totally burned. He held it up and cleaned it with his fingers. Over his shoulder I could just make out the title: The Damned, the Dizzy, and the Desperate. It was a book that he’d written long ago, as a young man—the definitive work on possession. He’d once lent it to me when I was in terrible danger from Mother Malkin. Now all that remained was that cover.
My master’s library was gone, words written by generations of spooks—the heritage of countless years battling the dark, a great store of knowledge—now consumed by flames.
I heard him give a sob. I turned away, embarrassed. Was he crying?
Alice sniffed quickly three times, then gripped my left arm. “Follow me, Tom,” she whispered.
She picked her way over a couple of charred beams and entered the house through the jagged hole that had once been the back door. She found her way into the ruin of the library, now little more than charred wood and ashes. Here she halted and pointed down at the floor. Just visible was the spine of another book. I recognized it immediately. It was the Spook’s Bestiary. 
Hardly daring to hope, I reached down and picked it up. Would it be like the other book we’d found—just a shred of the cover remaining? But to my delight I saw that the pages had survived. I flicked through them. They were charred at the edges but intact and readable. With a smile and a nod of thanks to Alice, I carried the Bestiary back to my master.
“One book has survived,” I said, holding it out to him. “Alice found it.”
He took it and stared at the cover for a long time, his face devoid of expression. “Just one book out of all those—the rest burned and gone,” he said at last.
“But your Bestiary is one of the most important books,” I said. “It’s better than nothing!”
“Let’s give him some time alone,” Alice whispered, taking my arm gently and leading me away.
I followed her across the grass and in among the trees of the western garden. She shook her head wearily. “Just gets worse and worse,” she said. “Still, he’ll get over it.”
“I hope so, Alice. I do hope so. That library meant a lot to him. Preserving it and adding to it was a major part of his life’s work. It was a legacy, to be passed on to future generations of spooks.”
“You’ll be the next spook in these parts, Tom. You’ll be able to manage without those books. Start writing some of your own—that’s what you need to do. Besides, everything ain’t lost. We both know where there’s another library, and we’ll be needing a roof over our heads. Ain’t no use going to Old Gregory’s damp, cold Anglezarke house. It’ll be behind enemy lines, and it’s no place to spend the winter anyway. No books there, either. Poor Bill Arkwright can’t live in the mill anymore, so we should head north for the canal right away. Those soldier boys won’t have got that far.”
“Perhaps you’re right, Alice. There’s no point in waiting around here. Let’s go and suggest exactly that to Mr. Gregory. Arkwright’s library is much smaller than the Spook’s was, but it’s a start—something to build on.”
We left the trees and started to cross the lawn again, approaching the Spook from a different direction. He was sitting on the grass looking down at the Bestiary, head in hands and oblivious to our approach. Alice suddenly came to a halt and glanced toward the eastern garden, where the witches were buried. Once again she sniffed loudly three times.
“What is it, Alice?” I asked, noting the concern on her face.
“Something’s wrong, Tom. Always been able to sniff Lizzie out when I crossed this part of the lawn before. . . .”
Bony Lizzie had trained Alice for two years. She was a powerful, malevolent bone witch who was buried alive in a pit, imprisoned there indefinitely by my master. And she certainly deserved it. She’d murdered children and used their bones in her dark magic rituals.
Leading the way, Alice moved cautiously into the trees of the eastern garden. We passed the graves where the dead witches were buried. Everything seemed all right there, but when we came to the witch pit that confined Lizzie, I got a shock. The bars were bent, and it was empty. Bony Lizzie had escaped.
“When did she get out, Alice?” I asked nervously, afraid that the witch might be lurking nearby.
Alice sniffed again. “Two days ago, at least—but don’t worry, she’s long gone by now. Back home to Pendle, no doubt. Good riddance, is what I say.”
We walked back toward the Spook. “Bony Lizzie’s escaped from her pit,” I told him. “Alice thinks it happened the day after they burned the house.”
“There were other witches here,” Alice added. “With the boggart gone, they were able to enter the garden and release her.”
The Spook gave no sign that he’d heard what we said. He was now clutching the Bestiary to his chest and staring into the ashes morosely. It didn’t seem a good time to suggest that we go north to Arkwright’s place. It was getting dark now, and it had been a hard journey west, with bad news at the end of it. I just had to hope that my master would be a bit more like his old self in the morning.
Now that they were in no danger from the boggart, I whistled to summon the dogs into the garden. Since our return from Greece, Claw and her fully grown pups, Blood and Bone, had been staying with a retired shepherd who lived beyond the Long Ridge. Unfortunately, they’d become too much for him, so we’d collected them and were on our way back to Chipenden when we’d seen the smoke over Caster. The three had been used by their dead master, Bill Arkwright, to capture or kill water witches.
I made a small fire on the lawn while Alice went hunting rabbits. She caught three, and soon they were cooking nicely, making my mouth water. When they were ready, I went across and invited the Spook to join us for the meal by the fire. Once again he didn’t so much as acknowledge me. I might as well have been talking to a stone.
Just before we settled down for the night, my eyes were drawn to the west. There was a light up on Beacon Fell. As I watched, it grew steadily brighter.
“They’ve lit the beacon to summon more troops, Alice,” I said. “Looks like a big battle’s about to begin.”
Right across the County from north to south, a chain of fires, like a flame leaping from hill to hill, would be summoning the last of the reserves.
Although Alice and I lay close to the embers of the fire, there was a chill in the air and I found it difficult to get to sleep, especially as Claw kept lying across my feet. At last I dozed, only to wake suddenly just as dawn was breaking. There were loud noises—rumbling booms and crashes. Was it thunder? I wondered, still befuddled with sleep.
“Listen to those big guns, Tom!” Alice cried. “Don’t sound too far away, do they?”
The battle had begun somewhere to the south. Defeat would mean the County being overrun by the enemy. We needed to head north quickly, while we still could. Together we went over to confront the Spook. He was still sitting in the same position, head down, clutching the book.
“Mr. Gregory,” I began, “Bill Arkwright’s mill has a small library. It’s a start. Something we can build on. Why don’t we head north and live there for now? It’ll be safer, too. Even if the enemy wins, they may not venture any farther north than Caster.”
They might send out foraging patrols, but they would probably just occupy Caster, which was the most northerly large town in the County. They might not even spot the mill, which was hidden from the canal by trees.
The Spook still didn’t raise his head.
“If we wait any longer, we might not be able to get through. We can’t just stay here.”
Once again, my master didn’t reply. I heard Alice grind her teeth in anger.
“Please, Mr. Gregory,” I begged. “Don’t give up. . . .”
He finally looked up at me and shook his head sadly. “I don’t think you fully understand what’s been lost here. This library didn’t belong to me, lad. I was just its guardian. It was my task to extend and preserve it for the future. Now I’ve failed. I’m weary—weary of it all,” he replied. “My old bones are too tired to go on. I’ve seen too much, lived too long.”
“Listen, Old Gregory,” Alice snarled. “Get on your feet! Ain’t no use just sitting there till you rot!”
The Spook jumped up, his eyes flashing with anger. “Old Gregory” was the name Alice called him in private. She’d never before dared to use it to his face. He was gripping the Bestiary in his right hand, his staff in his left—which he lifted as if about to bring it down upon her head.
However, without even flinching, Alice carried on with her tirade. “There are things still left to do: the dark to fight, replacement books to write. You ain’t dead yet, and while you can move those old bones of yours, it’s your duty to carry on. It’s your duty to keep Tom safe and train him. It’s your duty to the County!”
Slowly he lowered his staff. The last sentence Alice uttered had changed the expression in his eyes. “Duty above all” was what he believed in. His duty to the County had guided and shaped his path through a long, arduous, and dangerous life.
Without another word he put the charred Bestiary in his bag and set off, heading north. Alice and I followed with the dogs as best we could. It looked like he’d decided to head for the mill after all.



CHAPTER III
 The Old Man

We never reached the mill. Perhaps it simply wasn’t meant to be. The journey over the fells went without a hitch, but as we approached Caster, we saw that the houses to the south were burning, the dark smoke obscuring the setting sun. Even if the main invading force had been victorious, they couldn’t have gotten this far north yet; it was probably a raiding party from the sea.
Normally we’d have rested on the lower slopes, but we felt a sense of urgency and pressed on through the darkness, passing even farther to the east of Caster than usual. As soon as we reached the canal, it became clear that it would be impossible to travel farther north to the mill. Both towpaths were thronged with refugees heading south.
It was some time before we could persuade anybody to tell us what had happened. They kept on pushing past, eyes filled with fear. At last we found an old man leaning against a gate, trying to get his breath back, his knees trembling with exertion.
“How bad is it farther north?” the Spook asked, his voice at its most kindly.
The man shook his head, and it was some time before he was sufficiently recovered to answer. “A large force of soldiers landed northeast of the bay,” he gasped. “They took us all by surprise. Kendal village is theirs already—what’s left of it after the burning—and now they’re moving this way. It’s over. My home’s gone. Lived there all my life, I have. I’m too old to start again.”
“Wars don’t last forever,” the Spook said, patting him on the shoulder. “I’ve lost my house, too. But we have to go on. We’ll both go home one day and rebuild.”
The old man nodded and shuffled across to join the line of refugees. He didn’t seem convinced by the Spook’s words, and judging by his own expression, my master didn’t believe them either. He turned to me, his face grim and haggard.
“As I see it, my first duty is to keep you safe, lad. But nowhere in the County is secure any longer,” he said. “For now, we can do nothing here. We’ll come back one day, but we’re off to sea again.”
“Where are we going—Sunderland Point?” I asked, assuming we were going to try and reach the County port and get passage on a ship.
“If it isn’t already in enemy hands, it’ll be full with refugees,” the Spook said with a shake of his head. “No, I’m going to collect what’s owed me.”
That said, he led us quickly westward.
Only very rarely did the Spook get paid promptly, and sometimes not at all. So he called in a debt. Years earlier he’d driven a sea wraith from a fisherman’s cottage. Now, rather than coin, the payment he demanded was a bed for the night followed by a safe passage to Mona, the large island that lay out in the Irish Sea, northwest of the County.
Reluctantly the fisherman agreed to take us. He didn’t want to do it, but he was scared of the man with the fierce, glittering eyes who confronted him—who now seemed filled with new determination.
I thought I’d gained my sea legs on the voyage to Greece in the summer. How wrong I was. A small fishing boat was a very different proposition than the three-masted Celeste. Even before we were clear of the bay and out in the open sea, it started pitching and rolling alarmingly, and the dogs were soon whining nervously. Instead of watching the County recede into the distance, I spent the larger part of the voyage with my head over the side of the boat, being violently sick.
“Feeling better, lad?” asked the Spook when I finally stopped vomiting.
“A bit,” I answered, looking toward Mona, which was now a smudge of green on the horizon. “Have you ever visited the island before?”
My master shook his head. “Never had any call to. I’ve had more than enough work to keep me busy in the County. But the islanders have their fair share of troubles with the dark. There are at least half a dozen bugganes there.”
“What’s a buggane?” I asked. I vaguely remembered seeing the word in the Spook’s Bestiary, but I couldn’t remember anything about them. I knew we didn’t have them in the County now.
“Well, lad, why don’t you look it up and find out?” said the Spook, pulling the Bestiary from his bag and handing it to me. “It’s a type of demon.”
I opened the Bestiary, flicked through to the section on demons, and quickly found the heading BUGGANES.
“Read it aloud, Tom!” Alice insisted. “I’d like to know what’s what, too.”
My master frowned at her, probably thinking it was spook’s business and nothing to do with her. But I began to read aloud as she’d asked.
“The buggane is a category of demon that frequents ruins and usually materializes as a black bull or a hairy man, although other forms are chosen if they suit its purpose. In marshy ground, bugganes have been known to shape-shift into wormes.
“The buggane makes two distinctive sounds—either bellowing like an enraged bull to warn off those who venture near its domain, or whispering to its victims in a sinister human voice. It tells the afflicted that it is sapping their life force, and their terror lends the demon even greater strength. Covering one’s ears is no protection—the voice of the buggane is heard right inside the head. Even the profoundly deaf have been known to fall victim to that insidious sound. Those who hear the whisper die within days, unless they kill the buggane first. It stores the life force of each person it slays in a labyrinth, which it constructs far underground.
“Bugganes are immune to salt and iron, which makes them hard both to kill and to confine. The only thing they are vulnerable to is a blade made from silver alloy, which must be driven into the heart of the buggane when it has fully materialized.”
“Sounds really scary,” said Alice.
“Aye, there’s good reason to be both afraid and wary where a buggane is concerned,” said the Spook. “It’s said they have no spooks on Mona, but from what I’ve heard they could certainly do with some. That’s why bugganes flourish there—there’s nobody to keep them in check.”
It suddenly began to drizzle, and my master quickly seized the Bestiary from me, closed it, and put it in his bag, out of harm’s way. It was his last book, and he didn’t want it damaged any further.
“What are the islanders like?” I asked.
“They’re a proud, stubborn people. They’re warlike, too, with a strong force of paid conscripts called yeomen. But a small island like that would have no chance if the enemy looked beyond the County and chose to invade.”
“The islanders ain’t going to welcome us, are they?” Alice said.
The Spook nodded thoughtfully. “You could be right, girl. Refugees are rarely welcome anywhere. It just means extra mouths to feed. And a lot of folks will have fled the County and headed for Mona. There’s Ireland further to the west, but it’s a much longer journey, and I’d prefer to stay as close to home as possible. If things are difficult, we could always head west later.”
As we approached the island, the waves became less choppy, but the drizzle was heavier now, and blowing straight into our faces. The weather and the green rolling hills ahead reminded me of the County. It was almost like coming home.
The fisherman put us ashore on the southeast of the island, tying his boat briefly to a wooden jetty that jutted out over a rocky shore. The three dogs leaped off the boat in turn, happy to be back on dry land, but we followed more slowly, our joints stiff after being confined in the boat for so long. It was just minutes before the fisherman put out to sea again. Silent and grim on the voyage across, now he was almost smiling. His debt to the Spook was paid, and he was glad to see the back of us.
At the end of the jetty, we saw four local fishermen sitting under a wooden shelter mending their nets; they watched us draw near with narrowed, hostile eyes. My master was in the lead, his hood up against the rain, and he nodded in their direction. He got just one response: three of the men kept their eyes averted and continued with their work; the fourth spat onto the shingle.
“Right, wasn’t I? We ain’t welcome here, Tom,” Alice said. “Should have sailed farther west to Ireland!”
“Well, we’re here now, Alice, and we’ll just have to make the best of it,” I told her.
We advanced up the beach until we came to a narrow, muddy path, which ran uphill between a dozen small thatched cottages, then disappeared into a wood. As we passed the last doorway, a man came down out of the trees and barred our path. He was carrying a stout wooden cudgel. Claw bounded forward and growled at the stranger threateningly, her black fur bristling.
“Call the dog back, lad. I’ll deal with this!” the Spook shouted over his shoulder.
“Claw! Here—good girl!” I called, and reluctantly she came back to my side. I knew that even by herself, she was well able to deal with a man carrying only a club for a weapon.
The stranger had a tanned, weatherbeaten face and, despite the chilly damp, had his sleeves rolled up above his elbows. He was thickset and muscular, with an edge of authority about him, and I didn’t think he was a fisherman. And then I saw that he was actually wearing a military uniform, a tight brown leather jerkin with a symbol on the shoulder—three running legs in a circle. Legs that wore armor. Under it was a Latin inscription: quocunque jeceris sabit. I suspected that he was one of the island’s yeomen.
“You’re not welcome here!” he told the Spook with a hostile glare, raising his club threateningly. “You should have stayed in your own land. We’ve enough mouths of our own to feed!”
“We’d little choice but to leave it,” said the Spook mildly. “Enemy soldiers burned my house, and we were in peril of our lives. All we ask is to stay here for a short while, until it’s safe to return. We come prepared to work and earn our keep as best we can.”
The man lowered his club and nodded. “You’ll work, all right, if you’re given the chance—just as hard as all the others. So far, most seeking refuge from the County have been coming ashore at Douglas, to the north. But we knew some would try to sneak in like you lot, so we’ve been keeping watch,” he said, looking first at the Spook and then at me. I saw him note our distinctive hooded cloaks, then our staffs and bags. Even those on Mona would recognize the garb and accessories of our trade.
Next he studied Alice, looking down at her pointy shoes, and I saw his eyes widen. He quickly crossed himself. “What’s a spook doing in the company of a witch?” he demanded.
“The girl’s no witch,” the Spook replied calmly. “She’s been working for me copying books. And this is my apprentice, Tom Ward.”
“Well, he won’t be your apprentice while he’s here with us, old man. We’ve no call for those of your trade and have our own ways of dealing with witches. Once sorted, those chosen will all work on the land. It’s food we need, not your hocus-pocus.”
“Sorted?” asked the Spook. “Explain what you mean by that!”
“We didn’t ask you to come here,” growled the yeoman, lifting his club again. “The lad’s young and strong, and will certainly be put to work. But some go back into the sea—and we might have different remedies for others. . . .” His gaze fell on Alice.
I didn’t like the sound of that, so I stepped forward to stand beside my master.
“What do you mean by ‘back into the sea’?” I demanded.
The Spook rested his hand on my shoulder. “Take it easy, lad. I think we both know what he means.”
“Aye—those who can’t work are food for the fishes. Old men like you. And as for witches,” the yeoman said, scowling at Alice, “you’re not the first to have tried to sneak ashore this past week. You’ll all get what’s coming to you. We have our own way of dealing with your kind!”
“I think we’ve heard enough,” said the Spook, rain dripping off the end of his nose. He lifted his staff and held it across his body in the defensive position. The man gave a mirthless grin and stepped forward aggressively.
Everything happened very fast then. The stranger swung his club at my master’s head, but it didn’t make contact. The “old man” was no longer there. The Spook stepped to one side and delivered two rapid blows. The first cracked his assailant on the wrist, to send the club spinning from his hand and a cry of pain bursting from his lips. The second thwacked him hard on the side of the head, to drop him unconscious at our feet.
“Not exactly the best of starts, lad!” said my master, shaking his head.
I looked back. The four fishermen had come out of their shelter and were staring at us. The Spook followed my gaze, then pointed up the hill. “Best we put some distance between ourselves and the shore,” he said immediately, striding out at a furious pace that had Alice and me struggling to keep up.



CHAPTER IV
 Rats with Wings

WE climbed up through the trees, the Spook some distance ahead.
For the next half hour or so, my master did his best to take a route that would throw any trackers, even hounds, off our trail. We walked up to our knees in two different streams, once leaving by a different bank, the next time by the same. When he was finally satisfied, the Spook led us northward at a slower pace.
“We’d have been better off taking our chances in the County,” Alice remarked. “Don’t care how many streams we cross, they’ll hunt us down now for sure. Soon find us on an island this size.”
“I don’t think Mona’s that small, Alice. There’ll be plenty of places to hide,” I told her. I hoped I was right.
The Spook had reached the summit of a hill and was staring off into the distance.
“Think they’ll make a serious effort to find us?” I asked him, catching up at last.
“Could do, lad. I reckon our friend back there will wake up with a bit of a headache—he certainly won’t come after us alone. Those fishermen didn’t chase after us, so he’ll need to find himself some proper help and that’ll take time. Did you see that symbol and sign on his shoulder?”
“Three armored legs in a circle,” I replied.
“And the Latin underneath means . . . ?” my master asked.
“Wherever you throw me I’ll stand?”
“Aye, that’s near enough. It suggests self-reliance, lad. They’re a tough, resilient people, and we’ve clearly come to the wrong place. That said, I reckon we’ve shaken ’em off our trail now. Besides,” he continued, pointing down the hill, “they’ve got more than just us to worry about!”
Far below I could see a large town and a harbor full of boats of all sizes. Beyond that lay a wide half-moon bay with a scattering of larger vessels, some of them a good distance from the land. Smaller boats were ferrying people to the shore. A huge flock of seagulls circled over the harbor, making a racket that we could hear up on the hill.
“That’s Douglas, the largest town on the island. More people seeking refuge like ourselves,” said the Spook. “Some of those ships will be sailing away again soon, but most probably not back to the County. I might just have enough money to get us a passage farther west, to Ireland. We should receive a warmer welcome there. It certainly couldn’t be any worse.”
“But will they let us leave?” I asked.
“Best if we go without ’em noticing, lad. We’ll wait until nightfall, then you go down into the town. Most sailors like a drink or two—you’ll find them in the waterfront taverns. With a bit of luck you’ll be able to hire someone with a small boat.”
“I’ll go with Tom,” Alice said quickly, “and keep my eyes peeled for danger—”
“No, girl, you stay with me and the dogs. The lad will be better off alone this time.”
“Why can’t Alice come with me? Two pairs of eyes are better than one,” I suggested.
The Spook glared at us in turn. “Are you two bound by an invisible chain?” he asked, shaking his head. “You’ve hardly been apart lately. No, I’ve made up my mind. The girl stays here!”
Alice glanced at me, and I saw fear flicker in her eyes as she thought of the blood jar, the only thing keeping the Fiend at bay. Inside that jar were six drops of blood: three of hers and three of mine. Alice was safe, too—as long as she stayed close to me. But if I went down into the town alone, there was nothing to stop the Fiend from taking his revenge upon her. So I knew that, although she didn’t argue now, she’d disobey the Spook and follow me.
I set off down the hill soon after dark, leaving my cloak, bag, and staff behind. It seemed that the islanders didn’t welcome spooks—or their apprentices. By now they could be searching for us in the town. The clouds had blown away, and it was a clear, starry night with a pale half-moon high in the sky. Once I’d walked a hundred yards or so, I stopped and waited. It wasn’t long before Alice was by my side.
“Did Mr. Gregory try to stop you?” I asked.
Alice shook her head. “Told him I was off hunting for rabbits, but he shook his head and glanced down at my feet, so I know he didn’t believe me.”
I saw that her feet were bare.
“I sneaked my shoes into your bag, Tom. Less chance of anyone thinking I’m a witch that way.”
We set off down the hill and soon emerged from the trees onto a grassy slope made slippery by the recent rain. Alice wasn’t used to going barefoot and slipped onto her bottom twice before we reached the first of the cottages and found a gritted track.
Ten minutes later we were in the town, making our way through the narrow cobbled streets toward the harbor. Douglas thronged with sailors, but there were a few women about too, some of them barefoot like Alice—so apart from being the prettiest by far, she didn’t stand out in any way.
There were almost as many seagulls as people, and they seemed aggressive and fearless, swooping down toward people’s heads. I saw one snatch a slice of bread from a man’s hand just as he was about to take a bite.
“Horrible birds, those,” said Alice. “Rats with wings, they are.”
After a while we came to a broad, busy thoroughfare in which every fifth house seemed to be an inn. I glanced through the window of the first tavern. It looked full, but I didn’t realize how full until I opened the door. Warm air and a strong odor of ale wafted over me; the loud, boisterous crowd of drinkers inside were standing shoulder to shoulder. I saw that I would have had to push my way in forcefully, so I turned, shook my head at Alice, and led the way down the street.
All the other inns we passed looked equally busy, but then I glanced down a side street that sloped away toward the harbor and saw what looked like another tavern. When I opened the door, it was almost deserted, with just a few men sitting on stools at the bar. I was about to step inside when the proprietor shook his fist at me and Alice.
“Be off with you! We don’t allow riffraff in here!” he shouted.
I didn’t need telling twice—the last thing I wanted was to draw attention to myself. I was just about to head back toward the main thoroughfare when Alice pointed in the opposite direction.
“Try there, Tom. Looks like another tavern farther down. . . .”
She was soon proved right. It was at the end of the narrow street, on the corner, the main door facing the harbor. Like the last tavern, it was almost empty, with just a few people standing at the bar clutching tankards of ale. The proprietor looked across at me with interest rather than hostility, and that curiosity quickly decided me—it was better to get out.
But just as I turned to go, a voice called my name.
“Well, if it isn’t Tom Ward!” And a large red-faced man with side whiskers strode toward me.
It was Captain Baines of the Celeste, the ship that Mam had chartered for our voyage to Greece the previous summer. He operated out of Sunderland Point. No doubt he’d sailed here with a hold full of those fleeing the invaders.
“It’s good to see you, lad. The girl, too!” he said, looking at Alice, who was standing in the open doorway. “Come across and warm yourselves by the fire.”
The captain wore a long, dark waterproof coat with a thick gray woolen sweater underneath; sailors certainly knew how to dress for cold weather. He led the way back to a bare wooden table in the corner, and we sat down on stools facing him.
“Are you hungry?” he asked.
I nodded. I was starving. Apart from a few mouthfuls of cheese, the last thing we’d eaten had been the rabbits that Alice had cooked the previous night.
“Landlord, bring us two steak-and-ale pies, and make them piping hot!” he called out toward the bar, then turned back to face us. “Who brought you across the water?” he asked, lowering his voice.
“We came in a small fishing boat. We were dropped south of Douglas but ran into trouble right away. We were lucky to escape. A man with a club tried to arrest us, but Mr. Gregory knocked him out.”
“Where’s your master now?”
“He’s up on the hillside south of the town. He sent me down to see if I could hire a boat to take us farther west, to Ireland.”
“You’ve little chance of that, young Tom. My own ship, the Celeste, is impounded and has armed guards on board. As for the people I brought here, they’re all in custody. Same with the refugees from the other ships. You can’t really blame the islanders, though. The last thing they want is for the invaders to come here. They’re scared of witches fleeing the County, too—and with good reason. A small fishing boat came ashore to the north. Both crew members were dead—they’d been drained of blood and their thumb bones cut away.”
At that Alice gave a little gasp. I knew what she was thinking. The Pendle witches would no doubt stay put and wait to see what happened. But this could well be the work of another witch—some would have fled the County—and what if it was Alice’s mother?
What if Bony Lizzie was at large on the island?



CHAPTER V
 The Abhuman

WE both tucked into our hot steak-and-ale pies while the captain told us what he knew. It seemed that almost all the refugees were being returned to the County. The leaders of the island’s ruling council were afraid that if they weren’t, Mona would be the next place to come under attack.
“That’s why the Celeste is impounded. Soon I’ll be sailing back to Sunderland Point, returning those who fled to the tender mercies of the enemy. There’ll still be armed guards on board to make sure that I do just that. The only ones who’ll stay here are the witches they find—not that I was carrying any. Mind you, some who aren’t really witches will be tested and found guilty. No doubt innocents will suffer.”
He was referring to what the Spook called the “falsely accused.” He was right. No doubt at least one real witch had reached Mona, but many other innocent women would be forced to pay a terrible price for what she’d done.
“My advice would be to head inland, then toward the southwestern coast. There’s a fishing town, Port Erin, and lots of small villages farther south on that peninsula. Refugees aren’t likely to put ashore there, so there’ll be fewer people watching out for them. You might get yourselves a passage to Ireland from there.”
“Sounds like good advice to me, Tom,” Alice said with a smile.
I smiled back, but then the expression on her face changed to one of fear and horror. She was staring at the door, as if sensing danger.
Suddenly it burst open and half a dozen large men brandishing clubs surged in. They wore leather jerkins with the three-legged insignia—yeomen. A tall man with a dark mustache, carrying a sword at his hip—clearly their leader—followed them inside. They all halted near the door, their eyes sweeping the room, looking at the occupants of each table as well as those standing at the bar. It was then that I noticed they had a prisoner.
He also wore a leather jerkin with the badge. It accentuated his bulk; he was tall and very thickset. Why would they hold one of their own captive? I wondered. What had he done wrong? Then I saw that the man was bound, but in a strange, cruel way. A length of fine silver chain ran from each ear to the hands of the two guards who flanked him. His ears had been pierced very close to his head, and the holes through which the chains passed were red and inflamed.
The prisoner sniffed loudly three times and spoke, his voice as harsh as a file rasping against metal. “I smell woman! There’s a woman here, Commander Stanton,” he said, turning toward the tall man with the mustache.
The guards all stared at Alice. She was the only female in the room.
The prisoner started to approach our table, the two flanking guards keeping pace, with Stanton farther to one side. As he did so, I noticed two things simultaneously. The first was that he was blind, his eyeballs milky white; the second sent a tremor of fear down my spine, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise.
He had dark, curly, matted hair—more like the hide of an animal than human hair. Through it, very high on his forehead, protruded two very short curved horns. They were white, and each came to a sharp point. This wasn’t a man; it was an abhuman, the result of a union between the Fiend and a witch.
“This is no woman!” laughed Stanton. “It’s just a scrawny girl with dirty feet. Try again!”
This time the abhuman didn’t sniff; he just peered at Alice as though his blind eyes could actually see her. A puzzled expression creased his face.
“Well, come on,” the commander demanded in an impatient voice. “Is the girl a witch or not?”
“She has darkness inside her!” cried the abhuman. “Dark power!”
“Well, that’s all we need to know! Seize her, lads!” he cried, and two men stepped forward and dragged Alice off her stool. She didn’t try to struggle—her eyes were wide and filled with fear.
I knew just one thing—wherever they took Alice, I had to go too. If she was separated from the blood jar, the Fiend would take his revenge on her. However, as it turned out, I didn’t need to do anything.
“Check the other two!” Stanton commanded. “They were talking to a witch. Could be they’re in league together. Maybe one of them’s a warlock.”
The abhuman looked at Captain Baines next. “No darkness here,” he growled.
“What about the boy, then?”
Now it was my turn, but after studying me with his blind eyes, the creature looked even more puzzled. His mouth opened twice to reveal two rows of sharp yellow teeth, but no words came out.
“We haven’t got all day. What’s the problem?”
“A sliver of darkness is buried deep within his soul. A very small piece . . .”
“It’s enough! Bring him along!” snapped Stanton. “It’s a long time since we tested a male witch. They’re very rare.”
I just had time to glance back at Captain Baines’s anxious face before I was seized too, and moments later my hands were tied behind my back and I was outside the tavern with Alice, being dragged by rough hands up the hill toward the main thoroughfare.
After a forced march through the busy streets, during which we were jostled, jeered, and spat on, we arrived at last at the outskirts of the town and were pushed aboard a dray cart pulled by four sturdy shire horses. The driver cracked his whip and we set off along a track; having glanced up at the stars and noted the position of the Plow constellation, I judged it was taking us roughly northwest. Alice and I weren’t alone in the cart. We were guarded by three thickset men with clubs who looked more than willing to use them. Our hands were still tied, and there wasn’t the slightest chance of escape.
The men didn’t speak at first and seemed content to stare at us. We both lowered our eyes, not wanting to give them any excuse for violence, and kept quiet, but after a little less than an hour, I judged, one of them nudged me with his club.
“See that, boy?” he said, pointing to his right.
In the distance, lit by the moon, was some sort of fortification. I could see a tower surrounded by castellated walls, with a mountain beyond it.
“That’s Greeba Keep,” he continued. “You might just live to see it again!”
The other yeomen laughed. “But once in there you’ll wish you’d died! It’s the lucky ones who are pulled out dead!” said one.
I didn’t bother to ask him what he meant and remained silent until the cart finally came to a halt. We seemed to have reached a village. It was surrounded by trees, and hills rose up on either side. We were pulled down from the cart and taken past a large, curious mound of earth. It was shaped like a barrow but had four tiers. I’d never seen anything quite like it. Beyond stood another stone tower—this one much smaller than the first. I wondered if it was for holding prisoners, and was soon proved correct.
We were dragged up some steps to a door about halfway up the tower, and after our hands had been untied we were thrust inside. The door clanged behind us, a key turned in the lock, and the guards went back down the stairs, their footsteps echoing off the stones.
I looked about me. A single candle stood in a recess in the wall, flickering in the draft from a narrow window far above. The cell was circular, with no furniture and only dirty straw covering the damp flags of the floor.
“Don’t like this place much,” said Alice, her voice hardly more than a whisper.
“You may not like it, girl,” said a voice from the shadows to our right, “but you’d better make the best of it. It’s the most comfortable you’ll ever be again. This is the Tynwald witch tower—after you leave here, there’s only pain and death to look forward to.”
Someone stepped out of the shadows to confront us. It was a tall girl of about eighteen or nineteen, with dark glossy hair that reached down to her shoulders. She wore a pretty blue dress, and her skin was clean and shining with health. She didn’t look much like a prisoner.
“Came across the water from the County, did you?” she asked.
I nodded. “My name’s Tom Ward and this is my friend, Alice.”
She glanced at Alice, then gave me a warm smile. “My name’s Adriana Lonan,” she said. “I was born and bred on Mona, and they’ve left me alone until now. But everything’s gone crazy, and they’re testing even their own folk to see if they’re witches.”
“Are you a witch?” I asked.
Adriana nodded. “I’m a bird witch,” she said.
“You mean you have a bird for a familiar,” Alice corrected her.
The girl tossed her hair and frowned. “I don’t have a familiar. Don’t give my blood to anything. Not dark stuff like that. I’m a bird witch. Birds are my friends. We help each other. What about you, Alice? Are you a witch?”
Alice shook her head. “I come from a clan of Pendle witches, and I was taught the dark craft for two years. But no, I’m not a witch. Ain’t right that we’ve been brought here, especially Tom. He’s a spook’s apprentice and fights for the light. They say he’s a warlock, but that ain’t true.”
Adriana stared at me, her face very serious. “Did Horn sniff you out?”
“The abhuman? Yes,” I told her. “He said Alice had darkness inside her and that I had a sliver of dark too.”
“Then maybe you do,” Adriana murmured. “None of us are perfect. But whatever we are won’t count for much when we’re tested tomorrow.”
“What’ll they do?” asked Alice. “Will they swim us? Ain’t going to use the press, are they?”
Swimming was the most popular way of testing to see if someone was a witch or not. Your hands were tied to your feet and you were thrown into a pond. Sometimes your right thumb was bound to your left big toe, left thumb to right toe. It was a funny name for the test—how could you swim like that? If you sank and probably drowned, you were innocent. If you somehow managed to float, then you were considered guilty, taken away, and burned at a stake.
Pressing was even worse. You were chained to a table, and over a period of time heavy stones were placed on your body, often as many as thirteen. After a while you could hardly breathe. If you confessed because of the pain, they burned you. If you didn’t, you were slowly crushed to death. And if you managed to stay alive for more than an hour, it was assumed that the Fiend had saved you and you were burned anyway.
“No, we islanders have our own way of doing things,” Adriana replied. “Someone suspected of witchcraft is taken to the summit of Slieau Whallian, a large hill to the south, and sealed inside a barrel—one with sharp iron spikes inside. Then she’s rolled down the hill. If she’s still alive at the bottom, they think she’s been protected by the dark and she’s taken away and . . .” Her voice faded away before she’d finished the sentence, and I saw that her eyes were filled with fear.
“Do many survive?” I asked.
“The guard told me that two survived—and one of them was badly spiked—out of the seven who were rolled yesterday. I tried to tell them what to do. There is a way to get to the bottom without being cut too badly. Not all the barrels are the same, so you’d need a bit of luck, but if you can find space between the spikes, you can use your arms and legs to brace yourself against the inside. As the barrel spins, centrifugal force presses you into the spikes, so you have to hold yourself clear. Then, providing the barrel doesn’t hit a big bump on the way down, you don’t bounce around inside and get jolted onto the spikes.”
“How do you know it works?”
“I know a man at the brewery who makes some of the special barrels to order. When a new apprentice cooper starts, they have a ritual. They put him in a spiked barrel and roll him slowly from one side of the workshop to the other while all the other craftsmen bang their hammers on the bench tops and cheer. But first he’s shown how to wedge himself in. At the worst he might suffer a few cuts, that’s all. But I’ve never managed to talk to anyone who’s survived to the bottom of Slieau Whallian. If they’re still alive, they’re taken away immediately.”
“Big difference between being rolled slowly and bounced about,” said Alice. “If you told them what to do, why didn’t more survive yesterday?”
“Some were probably too scared and upset to listen to what I told them,” Adriana explained. “Maybe they wanted to die in the barrel.”
“Why would they want that?” I asked.
“Because of what happens to you if you do survive. That’s even worse than being rolled. They feed you to the buggane.”



CHAPTER VI
 Another Dead One!

“THERE are several bugganes on Mona,” Adriana continued, “but they feed you to the most dangerous one of all. It haunts the ruined chapel near Greeba Keep.”
“And it eats you?” asked Alice, her eyes wide with fear.
Adriana nodded. “They lock the victims in the dungeons in the south wing of the keep, which is right on the edge of the buggane’s domain. It slowly draws the spirit from each body and stores it somewhere under the chapel. After that, the body still walks and breathes, but it’s empty. That’s until the buggane, walking on two legs, looking like a big hairy man, comes to drink its blood and eat its flesh. It even eats some of the bones, crunching them with its big teeth—that’s why we call it the Cruncher. Afterward what’s left is buried in a lime pit in the yard.”
We fell silent, thinking of the grim fate that awaited us, but then something began to puzzle me. Adriana had said she’d tried to tell the other prisoners how to survive being rolled in the spiked barrel—but why hadn’t she been rolled too?
“Adriana, why didn’t they test you yesterday with the others?”
“Because Lord Barrule—he’s the lord of Greeba Keep, and head of the ruling council of the island—gave me one last chance to change my mind. If I do as he asks, he’ll save me. Otherwise he’ll let me be tested. . . .” Adriana’s bottom lip began to quiver, and tears sprang to her eyes.
“Change your mind about what?” I asked.
“I want to marry Simon Sulby, a cooper—the one who told me about the barrels—but Lord Barrule wants me for his wife. He’s lived alone for ten years, since his first wife died. He’s never looked at another woman, but it seems that I look very like his dead wife—the spitting image, he says. That’s why he wants me. He’s very powerful, and he’s used to getting his way. I refused and kept refusing—until finally he lost his temper and denounced me as a witch.
“He could still save me if he really wanted—he’s a powerful man. One word from him, and they’d let me go. But he’s very proud and can’t bear being denied anything. He’d rather I was dead than belonged to another. Soon it’ll be too late. They started off doing the testing in the evening, but it attracted large crowds and they became unruly. They’ll roll us down the hill when it’s quiet, just before dawn.”
Following those words, neither Alice nor I spoke for a long time. Things looked really bleak.
I wondered what the Spook would be doing now. He’d be worried about me and wondering why I hadn’t returned. No doubt he’d have realized that Alice had followed me. I just hoped he wouldn’t venture down into the town. He was sure to be captured.
The long silence was suddenly ended by the harsh metallic grate of a key turning in the lock. Had they come for us already? I wondered. It was still several hours until dawn.
The cell door opened slowly, and just one figure stepped inside. It wasn’t a yeoman or a guard. It was Horn, the abhuman. The chains were gone from his ears and he was stripped to the waist, wearing only a pair of breeches and heavy boots. His chest was matted with dark hair, and muscles bunched on his broad shoulders and long arms. He looked strong and dangerous, capable of killing with his bare hands.
As he lumbered into the room, we stood up and retreated until our backs were against the wall farthest from the door. What did he want? I didn’t like the expression on his face. Even without the horns, it would have been a face with more than a hint of the beast.
He advanced directly toward Alice. When I tried to get between them to protect her, he took a swing at my shoulder. It was like being struck with a table leg, and I was knocked clean off my feet. I fell, but scrambled back up as quickly as I could and moved toward Alice again. The abhuman twisted around to face me, his feral eyes gleaming dangerously; he lowered his head so that his horns were pointing at me. I continued to approach him more warily, but Alice held out her hand to ward me away.
“No, Tom! Stay back!” she cried. “He’ll kill you. Let me deal with him.”
I obeyed but readied myself to attack the creature at the first sign of danger to Alice—though without my staff and chain, there was very little I could do. I had the gift of being able to slow time, inherited from my mam, but it was extremely difficult to use, and I decided to attempt it only if Alice seemed in real danger.
The abhuman turned back toward her. Less than the length of his arms separated them.
“Sister?” he said, his voice a low rumble.
“I ain’t your sister!” Alice said, shaking her head angrily.
The abhuman put his head on one side and sniffed three times. “We have the same father. You must be my half-sister. Do not deny it. I wasn’t sure back in the town, but I am now. There’s no doubt about it.”
It was true. Both had different human mothers, but the Fiend was father to them both.
Alice suddenly gave him a little smile. “Well, if we be brother and sister, you’ll want to help me, won’t you? Won’t want me to die, will you? Big and strong, you are. Can’t you get us out of here?”
“I can’t do that. Commander Stanton would punish me. He’d have me whipped.”
“We could run away, escape together,” Alice suggested.
“I can’t leave my master, Lord Barrule. He’s been good to me.”
“Good to you?” I asked. “What about having you dragged through the town with chains strung from your ears? That’s not good.”
The abhuman growled in displeasure. “Commander Stanton does that because he’s afraid of me, but Lord Barrule never hurts me. No, not him. He could have had me killed, but instead he allowed me to serve him. He’s a good master.”
“So what’s your business?” demanded Alice. “You must want something, or you wouldn’t be here.”
“Just wanted to see you, that’s all,” he replied. “I just wanted to see my little sister.”
With those words he turned and began to head back toward the door.
“Hope it makes you happy seeing me, ’cause I’ll be dead soon,” Alice shouted. “Fine brother you are. Brothers and sisters should stick together!”
But he closed the door behind him, and we heard the key turning in the lock once more.
“Well, it was worth a try,” said Alice. “Wonder how many abhumans there are. Wonder if all the rest are like him and Tusk.”
Tusk, the son of Old Mother Malkin, was an abhuman with big teeth—too many to fit into his mouth, hence his name. The Spook had killed him with his staff, stabbing him through the forehead.
Just how many abhumans had the Fiend fathered? That was an interesting question. Tusk was evil. He’d helped Mother Malkin kill mothers and their babies—that was how the witch had gotten her name. She’d run a home for destitute mothers. But lots of them had gone missing, and when the locals had finally summoned the courage to investigate, they’d found a field full of bones. Most of the women had been crushed to death, their ribs cracked and broken—that had been the work of Tusk. Abhumans were incredibly strong, and Horn looked very dangerous.
“No use denying it,” Alice went on. “I shared the same father as Tusk, too, but I never considered him my half-brother for a moment.”
“Horn doesn’t seem anywhere near as bad as Tusk. I think he’s had a hard time,” I said.
“That’s certainly true,” said Adriana. “Stanton is cruel to him, but I don’t understand why he remains so loyal to Lord Barrule. Can’t he see that his master permits Stanton to do that? Some people say Horn’s loyal because Barrule lets him be the buggane’s keeper.”
“His keeper?” I asked.
“Horn works with the buggane, they say. He helps it choose its victims.”
The night passed quickly, and before dawn there were three other prisoners sharing the cell with us. Two were refugees from the County, young girls still in their teens; the other was an older local woman.
Adriana wasted no time in explaining how you could wedge yourself in the barrel. The two girls from the County listened to her with interest, but the local woman just started to cry. She’d heard too many tales about what she faced. The idea of being fed to the buggane terrified her so much that she almost preferred the prospect of being spiked.
Just before dawn the guards—a couple of dozen of them—came for us and dragged us back down the tower steps and across the village, heading south. Adriana accompanied us—evidently Barrule had run out of patience with her. Then they forced us up a big hill, which must have been Slieau Whallian. It was a long, steep climb. Were they going to roll us down this? If so, we surely had little chance of survival.
To the east, the sky was beginning to redden, while low on the horizon, a single bright star was visible. There was no wind and the air was chilly, and we stood there shivering next to a row of big barrels. A line of torches on poles went down the hill, marking the course that the barrels would take, but they weren’t needed. There was already plenty of light to see by. Most of the guards waited with us on the summit. At the bottom, near the edge of a big wood, we could see only six men; one had a sword at his belt, and I guessed it was probably Stanton, the commander of the yeomen who’d arrested us.
“She’s first!” cried one of the guards, pointing at the older woman. As they seized her, she began to sob hysterically, her whole body shaking and trembling.
“Cowards!” Adriana exclaimed angrily, shaking her fist at the men. “How can you do that to a woman—and one of our own islanders, too?”
“Keep your mouth shut or we’ll gag you!” the largest of the yeomen shouted back. Another seized her by the shoulder, but she shook him off.
The barrel was now in position, ready to be rolled; when they lifted off the lid I saw the sharp spikes within. Immediately I felt that Adriana had been optimistic about our chances of survival. How could you wedge yourself safely into that?
They forced the woman to her knees in front of the barrel. “Right! In you get!”
She stared at the spikes, her face twisted in horror, certain that she was looking at her own death.
“It’ll be all the worse for you if we have to push you in!” the guard threatened, his voice harsh.
The woman responded by crawling in, crying out as the sharp spikes pierced her flesh. Once she was inside, they put the lid back on and fixed it in place with just two nails.
Rap! Tap!
One push, and the barrel set off, rolling down the hill. The yeomen had worked really fast, I reflected, worried now. You’d have only a few seconds to wedge yourself into position.
Three terrible shrieks issued from the barrel before it reached the bottom and came to rest hard against a tree trunk. Two men approached it, one carrying a crowbar. There was a grating, crunching sound as he pried off the lid.
We were too far away to see clearly, but when they pulled the woman out of the barrel, she didn’t seem to be moving. They threw her body aside like a sack of potatoes.
“This one’s dead! Send down the next!” Commander Stanton called up the hill.
The two County girls were weeping and trembling; they’d been holding hands, but now, as the guards approached, they clung tightly to each other and had to be dragged apart.
I watched, horrified, as the first of them received the same treatment, the poor girl shrieking and struggling as she was thrust inside. This time the barrel hit a rock on the way down and left the ground briefly, coming down again with a crash. When it came to a stop, the guards pulled the girl’s body out and threw it down next to the other one.
I was appalled by what had just happened, and my heart was pounding with fear. Was it really possible to wedge yourself in and survive?
But the third woman to be “tested” was still alive when she reached the bottom of the hill. As two of the yeomen led her away, I could hear her sobbing and gasping. She was clearly hurt, but at least she had survived. So it was possible. . . .
Adriana turned back to face Alice and me. Her bottom lip was trembling, and her former courage had suddenly deserted her; she looked terrified. “Can you sense when you’re about to die?” she asked. “Because that’s how I feel now—as if I don’t have long for this world.”
“My master doesn’t believe in that,” I told her. “He doesn’t think anyone can foretell their own death.”
“But I feel it so strongly,” she sobbed. “I sense that it’s coming very soon!”
I leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “You’ll be all right,” I reassured her. “Just wedge yourself into the barrel like you told us.”
Before she could reply, the guards came for her. She gave us a nervous smile, then went over to the barrel and crawled inside without a word.
Rap! Tap!
Now the barrel was on its way down. It was a smooth descent with no bumps. Had she survived? Again there was a sound of splintering wood as they pried off the lid.
“Another live one here! This one’s a witch for sure!” shouted Stanton.
As soon as Adriana crawled out of the barrel, she was hauled to her feet and marched away by a further two guards. I noticed that she was limping, but she too had survived the descent. I suddenly felt more optimistic. We could worry about the buggane later.
Alice gave me a little smile as they dragged her away. It seemed that I would be the last to be tested. Alice crawled into the barrel quickly, like Adriana. As soon as they tapped on the lid, she’d wedge herself into position.
This time the descent was rough, the barrel bouncing twice—though at least it didn’t hit a tree. When it reached the bottom, my heart was in my mouth. Had Alice managed to position herself properly? The remaining guard took off the lid, and I waited expectantly for her to emerge. Instead there was a pause before he dragged her out of the barrel.
“Another dead one!” shouted the commander. “Send down the little warlock. Let’s get it over with! I’m ready for my breakfast!”
My throat constricted, and a huge sob built up in my chest. Down below, they were laying Alice’s body out alongside the other two corpses.



CHAPTER VII
 Thumb Bones Were Taken

I couldn’t believe she was dead. We’d gone through so much together, survived so many dangers. . . . As my eyes filled with tears, I was seized and pushed to my knees in front of an open barrel.
“In you get, lad. Stop blubbing and make it easier on yourself!”
Blinded by tears, I started to crawl into the barrel, the spikes jabbing painfully into my hands and knees as I did so. No sooner was I in than the lid was clamped on top, plunging me into darkness.
Rap! Tap!
The barrel began to move and, just in time, I used my elbows and knees to brace my body against the inner curve of the wood, somehow managing to find gaps among the murderous spikes. The barrel began to spin faster and faster, the force pressing me harder against the points. There was a jolt, and I was almost shaken onto the barbs. Then I slowed and finally came to a halt. I didn’t move until the lid was forced off, filling the inside of the barrel with light.
A face peered in at me. It was Commander Stanton. “Got another live one here!” he shouted. Then he spoke to me, his voice lower but filled with sneering contempt. “Out you come, you little warlock! It’s the buggane for you.”
I crawled out, the spikes jabbing painfully into my hands and knees. Suddenly I heard a dull thud and a cry of pain. As I got shakily to my feet, Stanton spun away from me, reaching for his sword. He started to draw it, but then there was another thud and he fell to his knees, blood flowing down over his forehead.
“Alice!”
She was standing facing me, holding a rock in her left hand. She’d used it to fell both Stanton and the remaining guard. A mixture of emotions came over me in waves: shock, relief, happiness and then fear again.
I heard shouts from the top of the hill and glanced up to see some of the guards heading toward us.
“Run, Tom!” Alice cried, throwing down the rock and sprinting into the trees.
I followed at her heels. The trees were old and mature to begin with, well spaced with big branches. I glanced back and saw figures less than a hundred yards behind us now. We splashed across a stream and headed toward a denser part of the wood where the saplings hadn’t been trimmed back. Before we entered the thicket, I looked behind again and saw to my satisfaction that our pursuers were no nearer. Now it would be a question of who had the greater endurance—or perhaps we could somehow lose them in the dense wood.
We ran on for five minutes, thin branches snapping as we passed, dead twigs crunching underfoot. We were making a lot of noise, but so were those following us, and they seemed to be falling farther and farther behind.
Suddenly Alice halted and pointed to our left. She dropped to her knees and began to crawl into an even denser thicket. For some time we moved forward on all fours, doing our best to make as little noise as possible. Then we waited, listening out for our yeomen. We heard sounds in the distance, but they grew fainter and fainter and finally faded away altogether.
Alice reached across and took my hand. “Sorry, Tom. Did I give you a scare?”
“I thought you were dead, Alice,” I said, filling up with emotion again. “Don’t know how that guard made such a mistake.”
“Didn’t make a mistake—not really. I stopped my own heart and breath. Easy when you know how. Lizzie used to make me practice it—it’s very useful when talking to spirits. Dangerous, though. Some witches forget to start breathing again and never wake up!”
“I wish I’d known what you intended to do,” I said, squeezing her hand.
“I didn’t know myself until I got into the barrel. No sooner wedged myself in than I thought of that and did it as soon as the barrel came to rest at the foot of the hill. Better than being taken to the buggane, ain’t it? Mind you, we didn’t get off scot-free!”
I smiled. She was right: We were both covered in gashes from the spikes, and there were ragged tears in my shirt and breeches and Alice’s dress.
“We both look like Mouldheels now!” I joked, looking down at Alice’s muddy feet. The Mouldheel witch clan were well known for their bare feet and ragged clothes.
“Well, Tom, you certainly know how to make a girl feel good about herself,” she said sarcastically. My face dropped, but then she gave me a warm smile and squeezed my hand again.
“Poor Adriana,” she went on after a while. “Told us how to survive, but it ain’t done her much good. They’ll feed her to the buggane now for sure.”
We waited for about an hour before leaving our hiding place, then headed southeast, toward the hill where the Spook had waited while we went down into Douglas. We just had to hope that he’d still be there.
We hadn’t been walking long when we heard dogs barking in the distance. “Sounds like tracker dogs!” I said.
The animals seemed to be approaching us from the east. Just when we thought we were safe, the pursuit had begun again. If we were caught, we’d no doubt receive a good beating because of what Alice had done—before being taken to the buggane. We could expect little mercy.
Once again we began to run, but this time the sounds of pursuit drew steadily closer no matter how quickly we sprinted. At one point I glanced back and saw three men in the distance; however, the dogs were gaining fast.
I had no staff, no weapons to fight off the dogs. In minutes they would catch us and we’d feel their teeth for sure. They might do us a lot of damage before their handlers caught up.
It was then that something cut right through my fear and panic and brought me to a breathless halt. Alice turned to look back at me and stopped, too.
“It’s all right, Alice!” I said, struggling to get the words out as I fought for breath. You see, I’d recognized the barks at last. “They’re Bill Arkwright’s dogs!”
Theirs was a distinctive harsh sound, accompanied by the occasional howl. And I was soon proved right. It was Claw and her pups, Blood and Bone. They bounded toward me, and moments later were in competition to lick my face and hands. But who were the three men following them? There should just be one—my master.
I peered at them carefully. One was indeed the Spook, I realized, and he was carrying both our bags and staffs. As they approached, I recognized the second as Captain Baines. He must have found my master and told him about our capture and what we’d faced. But who was the third? He was a young man no older than twenty or so, with fair hair and an open, honest face.
“Well,” said the Spook when they finally reached us, “you certainly led us a merry dance.”
“We’ve been chased already,” I told him. “We thought it was more of the same lot from Greeba Keep.”
“How did you get away?” asked the captain.
“We were tested in the barrels on Slieau Whallian—we wedged ourselves in and managed to survive in one piece. Then Alice pretended to be dead and knocked the guards out with a rock.”
I couldn’t tell the Spook that she’d used dark magic to stop her heart and breathing, so I left that bit out. He’d already be angry that she’d come with me after he’d forbidden it.
“They’ve rolled you already?” the fair-haired man demanded, speaking for the first time. He looked distraught. “They weren’t supposed to do the next batch until late evening!”
“They did it early—just before dawn, to stop too many people coming to gawp,” I told him.
“Then what happened to the others? Did they escape, too? Was there a girl there called Adriana?” he asked anxiously.
I nodded. “There were six of us in all. Adriana was alive when she reached the bottom and was taken away with another survivor. Two other women died in the barrels.”
“Then I’m too late to save her,” he groaned. “Now they’ll take her to the buggane at Greeba Keep.”
“This is young Simon Sulby,” explained the captain. “He was on his way to try and rescue his lady friend when the dogs sniffed him out and our paths converged, so it seemed wise to proceed in convoy. Sadly, it seems that we’re too late.”
“I’ll head for the keep!” said the young man, his face twisted with desperation. “I’ve got to try and save her—”
“No, that’s madness,” said Captain Baines, seizing him by the arm. “No good setting off alone and half rigged.”
“Aye, I agree with that,” said the Spook. “But in the meantime we could all head toward Greeba. That will give us time to collect our thoughts. I’d also like to tell you all I know about bugganes—it might just help. And here, lad, you can carry these. I’ve lugged them around long enough!”
So saying, the Spook handed me both bags and my staff; then, after Alice had put on her shoes, we set off for Greeba Keep.
The most direct way was to follow the narrow track the cart had used. But to avoid bumping into the yeomen, we took a more roundabout route. The country was hilly, with mountains in the distance. The wooded valleys reminded me of the County. The journey was pleasant but overshadowed by Simon Sulby’s grief; he was near to despair. After all, what hope did he have of rescuing Adriana from those dungeons?
In the early evening we halted for the night in a small wood overlooked by Greeba Mountain. I made the fire, and Alice went off and caught three rabbits and a large hare. While she cooked them, we gathered around the fire and talked over what had happened in more detail.
“So a real County witch came ashore,” said the Spook.
“One or more?”
Captain Baines shrugged. “Who knows? But there were two men dead, and it gave the ruling council just the excuse they needed to authorize the testing.”
“And thumb bones were taken, you say?”
“Aye, and both fishermen were dead and drained of blood. Their throats had been cut.”
“That could suggest two witches,” said the Spook, “a bone witch and a blood witch.”
“Or it could be Lizzie,” said Alice, turning the hare on the spit. “She uses both blood and bone magic. She had a familiar once, too, but it was killed. Maybe she was cut off from Pendle after she escaped from the pit—and headed west toward the coast!”
“It’s a possibility, girl, I’ll grant you that, so we must be on our guard.”
Soon we were tucking into our supper. I shared the hare with Alice, but Simon stared at his rabbit for a long time before pushing it away.
“Eat up, Simon. Try a little bit at least. You need to keep your strength,” advised Captain Baines.
“No,” he said, getting to his feet. “I’ve got to press on toward the keep. Once it’s dark, the buggane will go into the dungeons and Adriana—”
“Sit yourself down,” said the Spook. “She’s in no danger tonight—and perhaps not for several nights to come, either. Trust me, although I’ve never had to deal with one directly, I know as much about bugganes as anybody. No doubt there are still things to be found out, but I know that they concentrate on one victim at a time and usually drain them over several days. How many prisoners have already been taken to the keep?”
“They’ve been testing for almost a week,” Simon answered. “At least seven or eight have been pulled alive from the barrels. A couple may have died of their injuries, though.”
“Are they all County refugees?”
“All but Adriana. But for Lord Barrule’s interest in her she’d be safe at home.”
“Well, that makes my mind up for me,” said the Spook. “We need to help those people. I serve the County and its inhabitants, whether at home or abroad. It’s my duty.”
“So we’re going to try and rescue them from the dungeons?” I asked.
“Maybe we will in time, lad, although at present I can’t see how. No, we’re going to make them safe from the dark in another way. We’re not going to the keep. If the ruined chapel is where the buggane is to be found, that’s where we’re going!”
After supper we sat around the embers of the fire and continued to discuss what we faced. The sun had gone down and the stars were starting to appear overhead. There was no wind and the wood was very quiet. The loudest sound was the panting of the dogs.
“Just how dangerous is a buggane?” Captain Baines asked.
“Well, you might as well all know the worst,” the Spook replied. “And you get your notebook out, lad, and jot down some of what I say. There are a few things that needed adding to my Bestiary, so you don’t know it all. This is all part of your training.”
He waited while I got the bottle of ink, pen, and notebook out of my bag. Then he began.



CHAPTER VIII
 Buggane Lore

“A buggane is a demon that usually lurks near a ruin,” the Spook began, “but it can roam quite a distance from this central point.
They’re immune to salt and iron, which makes them hard to deal with—though they’re vulnerable to a silver-alloy blade. You have to thrust it into the heart of the creature when it’s fully materialized. The good news is that we spooks have such a blade.”
By way of demonstration, he reached across for his staff, and pressed the recessed switch so that the blade emerged with a click.
“As my apprentice already knows, they usually confine themselves to two shapes—a black bull and a huge hairy man.”
“What’s the main threat when it’s in the form of a bull?” I asked.
“It bellows loudly, and the sound draws upon the dark energy at its disposal. It often fills its victims with such dread that they’re unable to move. Then it charges, goring and trampling anything in its path.”
The Spook fell silent and seemed deep in thought. After a while I prompted him: “What about the hairy man? They call it the Cruncher here.”
“That’s an apt name for it, lad. The buggane takes on that shape to dig its tunnels. Its sharp claws and teeth can chomp through tree trunks or roots that it finds in its path. I’ve just been searching my memory for any snippets of information. . . . That’s why the burning of my library is such a tremendous loss. There are things that only exist in my head now, and when I die, they’re gone forever.”
“Then you need to write ’em down again, Mr. Gregory. Soon as possible,” Alice told him.
“Aye, you’re right, girl,” the Spook acknowledged. “Just as soon as I get the chance, I’ll do exactly that.” He sighed, then continued staring into space as he pulled the details from his memory. “The buggane does its most deadly work in its invisible, spirit form—”
“It’s worse than just dying!” Simon interrupted, his voice full of emotion as he thought of the fate that awaited Adriana. “The buggane sucks the victim’s soul right out of its body!”
The Spook shook his head. “No, that’s not so—even though it’s what most people believe. The soul survives and moves on. What the buggane sucks out is the animus, or life force, which is quite a different thing. It feeds on the energy that gives a body and mind strength; it consumes its vitality so that it dies. It’s just that the mind dies first, and that’s why the person seems to be just an empty vessel.
“There are mages known as shamans who practice the same sort of magic, which we call animism. A buggane may gain strength from an alliance with a shaman; in return for human sacrifices, it will destroy an enemy or share its store of animus with the mage.
“And that’s what I fear most—that we may not just be dealing with a buggane alone. There may be a dark shaman involved. Let’s face it, in supposedly dealing with the dark—testing and killing falsely accused witches—the dark itself is being used: not only the buggane, but also an abhuman. So tell me, Simon, when did all this start?”
“Well over twenty-five years ago, before I was born, a witch landed on our western shore in company with that abhuman. Turned out it was her son. She was fed to the buggane and he was imprisoned and used to hunt down other witches. Potential witches have always been tested using spiked barrels, but the guilty were formerly burned at the stake. They’ve always picked on foreigners—immigrants who’ve come ashore and tried to make this their home. Adriana is one of the first to be accused from among our own people.”
At that point Simon’s voice failed him, and he choked back a sob. The Spook waited patiently for him to regain his composure before questioning him further.
“I know this is hard, Simon, but anything you can tell me will give us a chance of dealing successfully with what we face. You say ‘they,’ but who’s behind it all? Who’s in charge of what goes on?”
“The head of the ruling council is Lord Barrule of Greeba Keep, the one who condemned Adriana. It was his decision to let the abhuman live and use him to search for witches. He also said that nothing could be done about the buggane; however, feeding it witches, rather than burning them, would keep it quiet, and our own folk safer.”
“Then he could well be the dark shaman,” said the Spook. “It couldn’t be worse—he’s a man of power and influence. But if we can destroy the buggane, that’ll undermine him. What sort of a man is he?”
“‘Cruel’ is the word that best sums him up,” Simon replied. “He’s a man who likes to get his own way—and he’s a big gambler. There are all sorts of tales about gambling parties in the keep. They often bet on fights between dogs. They say Barrule once had a bear shipped in and made it fight a pack of wolves.”
We all fell silent on hearing that. I hate cruelty to animals, and I was thinking of Claw and her pups being in that situation.
“It must be terrible when the buggane approaches in its spirit form,” I said at last.
“In the open, your only hope is to get away from it just as fast as you can,” the Spook told me. “Trapped close to one, you have no chance at all, lad. It whispers to its victims in a sinister human voice until they see images in their heads—pictures of the very worst things they’ve experienced or done during their lives. The demon is sadistic—it loves to inflict pain—and it forces them to relive those events over and over again.
“You hear the whispering right inside your head. Some folks have been driven mad, forcing sharp sticks into their ears to make themselves deaf, but that doesn’t help—the whispering still goes on. Over the course of a few days, the creature sucks out the whole of your life force. It stores the animus of its victims in an underground labyrinth.”
“You mean a labyrinth like the one behind the silver gate under Priestown Cathedral?”
“No, lad, this is very different. The Bane was bound there, and that labyrinth had been dug out by the Little People and lined with cobbles. A buggane digs its own labyrinth, which weaves in and out between the roots of trees. It controls the trees and makes their roots move—sometimes with devastating effects for those who are close by. The first time I attempted to deal with the Bane, as a young man, I tied a ball of twine to the silver gate. I unraveled it as I explored the tunnels and followed it back again. But you couldn’t do this here: those buggane tunnels shift and change, sometimes overnight. They can also collapse, suffocating any who venture inside. There’s one record of a buggane being slain by a spook far to the south of the County. About three months after the demon died, its tunnels collapsed, causing subsidence over the whole area.
“A buggane should never be confronted in its tunnel system,” continued the Spook, “so going underground is the very last thing we should be thinking about! It won’t show its face in the daytime, but just venturing near the chapel after dark should be enough to tempt it out into the open. So that’s what I intend to do.”
I slept well that night before being woken a couple of hours before dawn to take my turn on watch. I thought the dogs would be sufficient to keep guard, but the Spook was taking no chances. He said that shamans had a special power over animals and, no matter how well trained they were, a shaman could force them to do his bidding.
At last the sun came up through the trees to the east and soon the birds were singing, the wood slowly coming to life around us.
There was no sense of danger at all. It was hard to believe that, just a mile or so to the north, we would enter the domain of the buggane. We had a late breakfast—some mushrooms, again supplied by Alice. It was too risky to buy food in a tavern; neither the Spook nor I ate much anyway. We were about to begin a fast—our preparation for facing the dark.
Later, the four of us set off for the chapel. Captain Baines was to stay behind with the dogs.
“Stealth is the key to success here,” my master told him, “and I don’t want those animals anywhere near the ruin in case a shaman is involved. However, I’m reasonably confident that the buggane poses no threat during the hours of daylight. We’re just going to observe for now, so that we’re better prepared once night falls.”
By the time we arrived, rain clouds were billowing in from the west and the chapel looked forbidding in the gray light. It stood on a hillside, surrounded on three sides by a wood that extended down the slope. All the walls were standing, but there was no roof. The door had been removed from its hinges, so we went inside and stared up at the ancient stone walls, which were patterned with moss and lichens.
“Some believe that a buggane haunts a ruined chapel to prevent it being rebuilt,” said the Spook, “although there’s no evidence for that. However, many creatures of the dark shun places where people gather to pray. Some boggarts move the foundations of churches as they’re being built—they can’t bear the sound of prayers. But what concerns me here is the extent of its territory. How far does it roam?”
“There’s the keep!” I said to Alice, pointing toward the gray tower just visible above a distant wood. Behind it loomed the forbidding Greeba Mountain.
She stared at it but said nothing.
“That it is,” Simon said mournfully. “The dungeons where they keep the victims for the buggane are on this side, just to the south of the moat.”
“If the buggane’s territory extends that far in every direction, it’s got itself a sizable domain,” observed the Spook. “Let’s take a walk in that direction so we better know the lay of the land.”
He led the way south from the chapel ruins. We began to descend the hill, going deeper into the woods, the murmur of running water increasing in volume with every step we took. The ground was saturated, and our boots made squelching sounds as we walked.
“That should be the Greeba River down there in the valley,” the Spook said, coming to a halt. “We’ve gone far enough. This is dangerous terrain—not a place we’ll risk entering after dark. If the buggane does take a different form, it’s likely to be one suited to this boggy environment.”
“Could it take the shape of a worme?” I asked. Wormes were really scary. When I was working with Bill Arkwright, we had to hunt down one that had killed a child. It had dragged the boy from his bed and eaten him. All that was left was a few blood-spattered pieces of nightshirt.
“It’s possible, lad, but let’s hope not. Wormes are dangerous creatures—sometimes as big as a carthorse. They love marsh and water. This place would suit one, all right.” The Spook turned to Simon. “Their bodies are covered with scales that are very difficult to penetrate with a blade. Moreover, they have powerful jaws and a mouthful of sharp teeth, and when on land they spit a deadly poison that’s absorbed through the victim’s skin. What results is a very unpleasant death indeed.”
I remembered the worme we’d finally cornered. It had spat at Bill, but luckily the venom had landed on his boots. I looked down through the trees and thick vegetation. It was so dense I couldn’t even see the river. Alice and I looked at each other, both thinking the same thing. This place gave us a bad feeling.
We returned to the copse, where Captain Baines was waiting with the dogs. Soon after dark we prepared to set off back to the chapel. It had been raining heavily, but now the moon flickered fitfully through tattered clouds, driven across the sky by a blustering westerly wind.
“Well, lad, let’s get it over with,” said the Spook, handing me his bag.
The captain and Simon Sulby were to remain behind with the dogs. I suppose the Spook expected Alice to do the same, because he first looked surprised, then frowned as she started to follow us.
“Stay where you are, girl,” he said. “This is spook’s business.”
“I’ve been useful enough in the past,” Alice replied.
My master glanced at us in turn, his eyes full of suspicion. He certainly didn’t know about the blood jar, but I could tell that he thought something was wrong.
“Joined at the hip, are you?” he asked, frowning.
I smiled and shrugged. With a shake of his head, the Spook set off for the chapel; we both followed behind. We were still quite some distance from the ruins when he brought us to a halt. “Keep your wits about you now, lad,” he said softly.
We continued forward, but much more slowly and cautiously, every step bringing us toward the chapel walls. Eventually we were standing close enough to touch the damp stones.
“I think it’s nearby,” said the Spook. “I can feel it in my bones. . . .”
I knew he was right. A chill was moving down my spine, a warning that something from the dark was very near. The Spook led the way forward along the wall, heading for the trees.
Moments later we were among them, a breeze in our faces, shadows dappling the ground briefly each time the moon emerged from behind the clouds. We’d taken another couple of dozen steps when my master came to a sudden halt. There were two men standing among the trees, about fifty yards ahead of us. One was a thin, tall, scarecrowlike figure in a long, dark gown; the other appeared squat and muscular, with a large head and no discernible neck.
The moon came out again and lit them, showing the true horror of what we faced. The tall man had a hard, cruel face, but it was the other figure that filled my heart with dismay and started my knees trembling. It wasn’t a true man at all. The creature had appeared squat because it had been on all fours. Now it suddenly stood upright to reveal its immense size. The face was hairy, as was the rest of the body, but it was more like fur than human hair. We were facing the buggane in the shape of a hairy man—the Cruncher. Its companion had to be the shaman.
No sooner had those thoughts flicked through my head than the buggane dropped onto all fours once more. The moon went behind a cloud, plunging us into darkness, and all I could see was a pair of glowing red eyes. Then it bellowed loudly, a fearful cry that made the ground—and the very trees—shake. So terrifying was that cry that I was rooted to the spot, unable to move.
I heard a click as the Spook released the blade from the tip of his staff, and he began to stride purposefully toward our enemies. But when the moon came out again, we saw only the buggane ahead. The shaman had vanished.
The demon had now taken the shape of a muscular black bull with enormous horns, its huge front hooves pawing the ground in anger, its nostrils snorting clouds of steam. It was getting ready to charge.
It galloped toward the Spook, hooves drumming on the earth. My master took up a defensive position, holding his staff diagonally across his body. Compared to the buggane, he appeared small and frail and looked certain to be gored and trampled underfoot. My heart was in my mouth. I stood there, terrified. My master was about to die.



CHAPTER IX
 The Attack of the Buggane

IT was all so quick that at first I didn’t register what had happened. The demon completely missed the Spook, who had stepped aside at the last moment, stabbing at it with his staff. But then, as it passed, the buggane lunged with its huge head, catching my master with its left horn and tossing him sideways. He fell hard, then rolled over and over before coming to a stop.
He wasn’t moving. Was he dead? If he wasn’t now, he soon would be. The buggane ignored Alice and me and came around in a wide circle, lowering its head so that its sharp horns pointed straight at the prone figure of my master. My heart lurched. It was going to charge him again.
For a moment I was unable to move, but then Alice gave a cry and started to run forward. She was waving her arms, trying to distract the buggane and make it attack her instead.
It stopped and stared at her with its huge, red, baleful eyes. Then it charged at her!
All at once I was free to move again. I dropped the bags and sprinted toward Alice in an attempt to get between her and the fearsome creature. I released the blade in my staff as I ran, shouting out to distract it. “Here!” I cried. “Here! It’s me you want!”
It ignored my shouts, and my heart was in my mouth; it was upon Alice before I could get into a position to defend her. For one awful moment I thought it had trampled her, but I saw her drop to her knees and roll clear just in time.
The buggane came about again. Once more it pawed the ground and snorted hot breath through its nostrils. This time it was looking at me. I’d gotten what I wanted. Now I was the target!
It rushed at me, red eyes locked with mine, sharp horns ready to impale me. But I concentrated hard, sucking in a deep breath, trying to slow the flow of time outside myself. It was a gift I’d inherited from Mam—something that I’d only recently discovered I possessed. I’d used it to defend myself against the Ordeen—she’d said I had “a speed that mocks the tick of time.”
If so, I certainly wasn’t mocking time now. The gift wasn’t easy to use, and I was far from being in full control of it. I tried my best, but if time did slow, it didn’t seem to bother the buggane much. It was upon me in seconds, and as I stepped clear and dropped to one knee, its right horn missed my head by a fraction of an inch.
I barely had time to get back on my feet before it charged at me again. This time it shook its head, sweeping its horns wide. But I’d already anticipated that, jumped clear, and stabbed at it with my staff. The blade cut it just below the ear, and the creature bellowed with pain and seemed to stagger slightly before turning to attack again.
The silver blade had hurt it. If the demon assumed the form of a worme, its armored scales would make it hard to kill, but now I had an opportunity to plunge my blade into its heart and put an end to it. I felt more confident now and began to focus.
Concentrate! Squeeze time. Slow it. Make it halt!
It was working. The buggane really did seem to be slowing. Before, its legs had been a blur, but now I could see the individual movement of each one. As it came within reach of my staff, it was almost frozen in time, its breath in a still cloud, its red eyes like glass. Seizing my chance, I stepped to one side and raised my staff, ready to stab behind its shoulder and down into its heart. It was almost completely still now. I’d nearly done it—stopped time! One thrust of my blade and the demon would be no more. I thrust downward, but, to my intense disappointment, met only empty air.
The buggane had vanished!
The surprise disappearance broke my concentration, and I lost my grip on time. I felt the breeze on my face again, heard it sighing through the branches; the moon sent brief shadows flickering across the ground before being obscured by cloud once more.
I stood there, letting my breathing return to normal after the exertion of the struggle. Would the creature rematerialize? I’d hurt it, but not that badly. Perhaps it had sensed what I was attempting to do with time, realized the threat I posed. Would it come back—this time in a more dangerous shape? Or would it whisper to me in its spirit form and start to drain my animus?
I glanced across at my master. He still wasn’t moving. How badly was he hurt? It was only then that I realized that there was no sign of Alice.
“Alice! Alice!” I called, but there was no reply. Fear clutched at my heart. Had the shaman seized her?
“Alice!” I shouted again, desperation in my voice. The only answer was a groan from the Spook, so I went over to see how he was.
As I knelt down beside him, he sat up with a grunt of pain. “Here, help me to my feet, lad. . . .”
I laid my staff down on the ground, put my arm around him, and helped him up.
“How badly are you hurt?” I asked anxiously. There was no sign of blood, but he was deathly pale.
“Fortunately the point of the horn missed me, but it whacked me hard on the shoulder and knocked me clean unconscious. I’ll live—but with a headache and a few bruises to remember it by. What happened?”
I told him about my fight with the buggane and how it had vanished. “But Alice is missing,” I continued. “When you were down, the buggane was about to charge you again and she distracted it. She saved your life. That’s the last I saw of her. Maybe the shaman’s got her? That was the shaman next to the demon, wasn’t it?”
“Most likely it was, lad—especially as he vanished like that. But don’t worry about the girl. She can look after herself. If she’s got any sense, she’ll put some distance between herself and the buggane. And so should we.”
“But what if the shaman feeds her to the buggane?”
The Spook didn’t answer, but we both knew he might well do that. After all, the abhuman had sniffed Alice and found darkness within her. But there was something more immediate that put a terrible fear into my heart. She was now beyond the protection of the blood jar.
Despite the Spook’s warnings of the risks, I insisted on searching the area but found nothing, and finally I was forced to abandon the hunt.
I was scared for Alice—there was a lump in my throat as I left, following my master. The Fiend might appear at any time and take his revenge. He could slay Alice and drag her soul off into the dark forever.
Back at the camp, racked by fears for Alice, I found it impossible to sleep. I thought dawn would never arrive, but at last morning came—a bright, beautiful one, totally unsuited to my mood.
The day started badly. No sooner was I up and about than I realized that the dogs were missing. Of Claw, Blood, and Bone there was no sign—nor did they answer my call. They were generally obedient, and it was unusual for them to wander off for so long. Was it the shaman’s doing?
There was no real breakfast—just a nibble of cheese. Everyone was in a somber mood, and Simon Sulby in particular was desperate to do something, aware that each day that passed increased the danger to Adriana.
“I can’t just sit around here!” he said, his voice filled with anguish. “What if you fail again tonight?”
“I can guarantee nothing,” the Spook replied, clearly irritated, “but I’ll tell you one thing—go off alone in some foolish attempt to rescue her from that keep and there’ll be one more person in those dungeons, ready to feed to the buggane. And that’ll be you!”
“I might have little hope of rescuing Adriana, but there’s one other thing I could do. I could walk to St. John’s and appeal to the Tynwald.”
“The Tynwald?” I asked. “Is that the island’s ruling council?”
Simon shook his head. “No, it’s the parliament, an elected body, but they appoint the council and have the power to overrule them. They’ll be meeting in a few days in St. John’s—the village by the witch tower where they imprisoned you. The Tynwald could order Lord Barrule to free Adriana.”
“Are they likely to listen to you?”
“They’ll listen, though they rarely interfere once the council is appointed. But what else can I do? Citizens have a right to be heard by the Tynwald. Adriana’s not a witch and never was. She understands birds—that’s all. It’s a special talent, and it worries some people. Why do things have to be like this? Why do people like Barrule make life so hard for others? Adriana and I just want to get married, have children, and be happy. Is that too much to ask? I know one thing for sure: Without her, my life would be over. I couldn’t live without her.”
The Spook shook his head sadly and said nothing for a while. “Look,” he said at last, “just give it one more night. If we can put an end to the buggane tonight, it takes her out of any immediate danger.”
Simon didn’t respond. He didn’t look convinced.
“Do you think the shaman did capture Alice?” I asked my master. I was sad for Simon and concerned about Adriana, but the plight of Alice was uppermost in my mind.
“Could well be, lad. He might have lured her away somehow by using dark magic, but he couldn’t have physically carried her off. You see, he wasn’t there in person last night. That’s why he seemed to vanish. A shaman can project his spirit from his body, and to those like us with the gift to see it, it looks just like him. The dogs are a different matter, though. As I said, he has a special power over animals. Bill Arkwright had them well trained, and it’s not like them to go off like that.”
“I’d like to visit St. John’s myself to buy a few provisions,” Captain Baines interrupted, “and I might be able to find out what’s going on.”
He left soon after that, and then, despite all our attempts to persuade him otherwise, Simon set off for St. John’s too, intending to find accommodations and work on his appeal. But before he left he drew us a map. He marked in Greeba Keep, the ruined chapel, and Douglas. He also included the small town of Peel on the west coast of the island, indicating the mill where Adriana lived with her parents.
I studied it carefully, committing it to memory.
At dusk the captain still hadn’t returned, and we were starting to get worried. What could have delayed him?
We hid our bags as best we could so that it would be easier to fight the buggane. Salt and iron were useless against this demon, but we both took our silver chains, which might be able to bind it temporarily, giving us a chance to use the silver-alloy blades in our staffs to finish it off.
As it grew dark, we started to walk toward the chapel ruins again. It had gone badly the previous night, and I wasn’t confident that we could do any better now. The buggane was dangerous and had a powerful ally in the shaman.
We hadn’t gone far when I heard dogs barking in the distance. For a moment I feared tracker hounds again, but then I relaxed. I wasn’t going to be fooled twice.
“It’s Bill Arkwright’s dogs,” I told the Spook. “They’re coming back!”
Suddenly the distant dogs began to howl and bay as if they’d caught the scent of their prey.
“Aye, lad, but they’re not alone!” cried my master.
The dogs were racing toward us, and at their heels was a large group of armed men, maybe twenty or more.
“Run for it, lad!”
We set off as fast as we could, our feet flying over the rough grass, but after several minutes we still hadn’t put any distance between ourselves and our pursuers.
“Split up!” the Spook shouted. “Divide them, and maybe they won’t catch us both!”
I obeyed, peeling off to the left while he went right. For either of us to be captured was bad enough, but what he’d suggested certainly made good sense.
For a few moments I sprinted off, and the sound of the dogs actually started to fade. But just when I thought I was getting away, I heard a single bark close behind me. I looked back to see Claw closing on me fast. Beyond her were half a dozen men with clubs. They didn’t seem to be gaining on me, but the dog certainly was.
I stumbled on a tussock of grass, went down on all fours, and immediately jumped to my feet again. But before I could go anywhere, Claw was on me, her teeth clamped on my breeches just above the ankle.
“Let go, Claw! Let go!” I shouted, but she growled and began to shake my leg as she would a rat.
I couldn’t believe she was behaving like this. She’d always obeyed Bill Arkwright, and had once saved my life when I’d been seized by the water witch, Morwena. Since Bill’s death I’d thought of her as my own dog. How had the shaman managed to turn her against me like this? She seemed like a different animal.
She was a big, powerful wolfhound and the only way to make her let go was to whack her hard with my staff—though even that might not be enough. I raised my arm, but then hesitated . . . I couldn’t bring myself to do it. And then it was too late. The first of the yeomen—a big, burly man—was upon me.
He swung his club at my head. I used my staff against him rather than the dog, and he went down at my feet with a grunt. I felled a second assailant, but then I was surrounded. What happened next was bad. Claw snarled and transferred her grip from my breeches to my ankle. I felt her teeth sink in. My sense of shock at her behavior was worse than the physical pain. Then a whack to my head brought me to my knees, and my staff fell to the ground. The blows rained in hard; someone booted me in my stomach, and I doubled up in pain, fighting for breath.
I was hauled roughly to my feet, my hands were tied behind my back, and I was marched off through the trees. Every so often someone would direct a kick at my back or my legs. That was bad enough, but soon the gray stone of the keep loomed up through the trees. I knew where they were taking me—down into the dungeons to feed me to the buggane.
Greeba Keep had a wide moat full of murky water, but rather than a drawbridge like Malkin Tower, this fortification had a simple wooden approach ramp and a metal portcullis between two small gatehouses that were scarcely higher than the outer wall. I stood there, suffering kicks and thumps as we waited for it to be raised.
Once inside, I saw that the walls enclosed a flagged area full of stone buildings. The tall tower was right at the center, protected by another portcullis. Two yeomen, each furnished with a flickering torch, dragged me along beneath the strong metal grille, then down some steep spiral steps until we reached a guardroom, where half a dozen men sat eating, while others cleaned boots and polished armor.
I was taken through a doorway opposite them and down more steps into the damp darkness. Eventually we emerged in a narrow passageway dripping with water, with soft mud that squelched underfoot. At one point I saw water cascading down the wall—I assumed we were passing under the moat, heading for the deep dungeons to the south, within the buggane’s domain. Every so often, other passageways led off to our right and left.
I’d expected to be held in a chamber similar to the one in the Tynwald witch tower, along with the other prisoners, including Adriana, but we went straight past a row of narrow cells. I heard no sounds or movement, so it was impossible to tell if any were occupied. One of the yeomen unlocked the door of the one at the end and, after cutting the ropes that bound my hands, thrust me inside. Once the metal door clanged shut, I was plunged into complete darkness.
I waited for the footsteps to die away and then reached into my pocket for my tinderbox and candle stub. I always carried them with me, because spook’s business often means working after dark or in underground chambers. I also checked on the blood jar, relieved to find that it was still safe. But poor Alice—she was beyond its protection. I could hardly bear to think about the risk she faced from the Fiend.
I was surprised that I hadn’t been searched and still had my silver chain—not that it would be any use against the buggane in its spirit form as it came to draw the life from my body.
I managed to light the candle, but the underground cell proved even worse than I’d expected. Not even straw to lie on. There was an oddity, too: three of the walls were made of damp stone, but the fourth was just earth, hard-packed subsoil. My hands began to tremble, making the candle flame flicker—because low down, in the center of that earthen wall, was the dark entrance to a tunnel.
Was it one of the buggane’s tunnels? I bent low and peered in. The rear part was still in partial shadow, but it seemed to come to a dead end no more than fifteen feet inside. Had someone tried to dig an escape tunnel and been discovered? If so, why hadn’t the guards filled it in again?
I had another way out of the cell, one other item in my pocket that might prove useful—my special key. It had been crafted by the Spook’s brother, Andrew, and could open most locks. Not that I’d be in a rush to use it. I could probably get out of the cell easily enough, but then there was both an inner and an outer portcullis controlling access to the keep. The mechanisms to raise them would be guarded, so escape from the keep seemed out of the question.
Of course, there were other cells nearby, and one of them might hold Adriana. If they caught the Spook, they might bring him here too—but I’d probably hear them in the passageway outside, so it was best to bide my time. Several of us working together would have a better chance of getting out.
I waited for long time but heard nothing. Surely, if they’d caught the Spook, he’d have been brought here by now? Perhaps he’d managed to escape? Eventually I blew out the candle to save it for future use, then curled myself up into a ball on the earth floor and tried to sleep. It was cold and damp, and soon I began to shiver. I was aching all over and covered in bruises from the beating I’d suffered. There was no Alice here to offer relief from pain with her herbs—only time would heal me.
Several times I dozed off, only to wake up with a jerk. But the final time I awoke, it was for reasons other than cold and discomfort.
I could hear the patter of earth falling onto the floor. Someone or something was emerging from the tunnel. . . .



CHAPTER X
 A Dangerous Opponent

I opened my tinderbox and, despite the trembling of my hands, managed to light the candle stub. I stared at the earthen wall in horror. A hairy head, arms and upper torso were visible at the entrance of the tunnel and the creature was looking directly toward me. It was huge.
My worst fears were realized: it was the buggane, once again in the shape of the Cruncher. The demon was squat and bulky, with virtually no neck, its front limbs ending in broad claws clearly shaped for burrowing. Its massive body was covered in long black hair that shone in the candlelight as if slick with oil. At close quarters, the most striking thing about it was its face. It had the large, close-set staring eyes of a cruel predator, but when its gaze turned toward the candle, the lids narrowed into a squint. In this form the buggane had created and now inhabited a labyrinth of dark tunnels. I wondered if the light bothered it?
The creature had a slimy wet quivering snout, from which drops of moisture fell and splattered on the floor. It suddenly growled low in its throat and opened its mouth to reveal teeth that looked capable of biting off an arm, a leg, or even a head. It had a double row of teeth: those at the front were sharp and triangular, like the teeth of a wood saw; those to the rear were broad, like human ones, but far larger, molars shaped for grinding and chewing. No wonder they called it the Cruncher.
But why was it visiting me like this? Wasn’t it supposed to approach in its spirit form and whisper as it drew out my life essence? I slipped my left hand into my pocket and readied my silver chain. I wondered if the chain would hold it—and, if so, for how long? My staff had been taken by my captors. I had nothing with me that could kill it.
The buggane pulled itself into the cell and moved toward me on all fours, panting like a dog. It was maybe twice the size of a fully grown man. How had it fitted into the tunnel? I saw now that its fur was shining with beads of water. Luckily it didn’t come too close, but I could still smell its foul breath, making me retch. As I struggled to hold down the contents of my stomach, it began to circle me slowly, still on all fours, and as it did so, the panting gave way to a deliberate sniffing. Was it about to attack? I wondered. If so, what was it waiting for? Or was it like a witch, short-sniffing, trying to find things out about me?
I turned slowly on my knees so that I was always facing toward it as it circled menacingly. The candle was dancing in my trembling hand, and at one point, unintentionally, I jerked the flame toward the creature. It seemed to flinch, its eyes narrowing again—or had I just imagined it?
Most denizens of the dark both feared and avoided daylight but were not usually troubled by the light of a fire or a candle. In its present form, the buggane was certainly bothered by the candlelight. But how would it cope with fire? Would a torch be a real threat to it? I tried moving the candle toward its face. It retreated and gave a threatening growl, so low that it seemed to come from deep within its belly. Next it showed me its sharp teeth, and I immediately moved the candle back again.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you!” warned a deep voice from the tunnel entrance. “One bite and he’d have your arm off. Or maybe your head—that would make a good mouthful.”
It was the abhuman, Horn. He was staring at me and shaking his head.
I turned my gaze back to the buggane. Having completed a full circle, it was surely planning to attack now. I waited tensely, mouth dry with fear, left hand still gripping my silver chain. But to my surprise the creature crawled back to the wall of earth. It halted beside Horn, who began to pat its forehead, then whispered something into its ear before moving aside. The demon squeezed its bulk into the tunnel. For a while I could hear it scuffling and grunting as it made its way along. Then the sounds faded away altogether.
Horn was still gazing at me. “He wants you, boy. Knows what you are—a seventh son of a seventh son. Likes the smell of your blood and would love to eat your flesh and crunch your bones. I’ve rarely seen him so eager!”
Then he turned and followed the buggane into the tunnel. I waited until the noise of his departure faded away into absolute silence. Only then did I rise to my feet and approach the tunnel entrance. I held up my candle and peered inside. It still seemed to come to a dead end. So where had the buggane and Horn gone? Had the creature filled the tunnel in behind them? It didn’t seem possible—I was facing what looked like solid earth.
I was nervous but curious. I listened. There wasn’t the faintest sound. Was it waiting for me in the darkness somewhere ahead? Common sense told me that if it had wanted to harm me, it could easily have done so in the cell. So, holding the candle in my right hand, I scrambled into the tunnel and began to crawl forward. As soon as I reached what, from the cell, had appeared to be a dead end, I saw that the tunnel angled off at ninety degrees to my left. It ran parallel to the other cells. That was what the earthen wall was for—so that the buggane could reach its victims in its physical form. No doubt each cell had a short tunnel connecting it to this one.
So was it a means of escape? Not for most people. They’d be terrified after such a visitation and wouldn’t dream of venturing inside. But could it be for me? I was a spook’s apprentice and had been in some scary situations before. My instinct as a trainee spook was to follow the tunnel. It was part of the job. Then I remembered my master’s warning about the labyrinth created by the buggane among the roots of trees. They moved and shifted and sometimes collapsed without warning. That thought filled me with panic. What if this tunnel collapsed now? And what if I got lost in the labyrinth or suddenly came face to face with the buggane or Horn?
No, I wasn’t ready to take such a risk yet. So I slowly backed my way out and was soon sitting on the floor of the cell again.
I blew out my candle and tried to sleep once more. This time it was more difficult. I was finally dropping off when I heard footsteps approaching along the corridor. Had they captured the Spook? But then a key turned in my lock, and two burly yeomen carrying torches came into my cell.
“On your feet, boy!” one of them commanded. “We’re taking you to the long room.”
The other walked over to the tunnel entrance. “Well, what have we here?” he remarked, looking at the scattering of soil on the cell floor. “Looks like you’ve had a hungry visitor! Likes to take a good look at each victim first, but he’ll be back tomorrow night to start the real business, you can be sure of that!”
They marched me back along the passage with the cells to our right. Again, no sounds came from them. Were they empty? I wondered what had happened to Adriana. Where was she being kept? Had the buggane already begun the process of devouring her? I shuddered at the thought. The poor girl didn’t deserve that. Nobody should have to suffer such a fate. But then, instead of heading for the steps, we turned left, then left again into a much wider, stone-flagged passageway, lit by torches set in wall brackets. It seemed to me that we were still south of the moat and within the buggane’s domain.
I could hear dogs barking in the distance, the sounds increasing in volume as we approached a door at the end of the passageway, and then I was pushed into a large oblong chamber. There were dozens of torches on the walls, and I could clearly see what was going on there. About two dozen men sat on bales of straw near the right-hand wall; perhaps another five or six armed yeomen stood nearby. In the doorway stood their commander, Stanton, scowling at me, a bandage wrapped round his head—clear sign of the damage Alice’s rock had done to him. At the far end, against an earthen wall, stood a large, ornately carved wooden chair, and seated on it was the gaunt figure of Lord Barrule, the shaman, who was presiding over events. Behind him, to his left, was the entrance to a dark tunnel, similar in size to the one in my cell.
Large steel cages lined the left-hand wall—I counted fourteen. Inside each but the last was a dog. There were a variety of breeds, but all were big and fierce. My eyes swept down the line. I knew what I would see, but it was still a shock when I saw Claw, Blood, and Bone there. I felt sick to my stomach.
In the middle of the room was a large empty space, where the floor was covered in sawdust that was dotted with patches of fresh blood. They were clearly staging dogfights there. I saw money changing hands—men gambling on the outcome of each fight.
Lord Barrule got to his feet and raised his hands high. As he did so, the tumult of barking ceased and, but for a faint whimper here and there, all the dogs fell silent.
As I watched, horrified, two of the cages were opened and the dogs dragged into the center of the chamber by their leather collars. They were forced to face each other, their noses almost touching. Although powerful, big dogs, they appeared cowed and terrified. Their handlers left them there and retreated back toward the doorway where we were standing. The shaman suddenly brought his hands down and clapped loudly three times. On the third clap, the dogs were instantly transformed from timidity to aggression and leaped forward savagely.
The fight was fast and furious. They tore at each other with their teeth, the first blood being drawn in just seconds. It was cruel and horrible and I couldn’t bear to look, so I cast my eyes down to the ground. Unfortunately my ears were still open to what was happening. Eventually one of the dogs let out a shrill cry and then fell silent. There was a burst of applause, a few cheers, and the odd curse of disappointment from the losers. When I looked up, the winning dog was being led back to its cage; the losing animal was lying on its side with its throat torn out, fresh blood soaking into the sawdust.
I was forced to witness another three contests, each time terrified that one of Bill Arkwright’s dogs would be dragged out to fight. And what if they made two of them fight each other? I’d no doubt that the shaman had the power to make them kill their own kin.
But, to my relief, the fighting was at last over for the night and the gamblers got to their feet and started to leave. I was frog-marched back to my cell and left in the darkness once more. Why had I been taken to watch that cruelty? I wondered. Was it simply sadism—a wish to make me suffer in anticipation of what was going to happen to Claw, Blood, and Bone? It wasn’t long before my question was answered.
There was a shimmer in the darkness by the tunnel, a luminosity in the air. I stood up in alarm. Was it the buggane in its spirit form? But the shimmer quickly assumed an appearance of solidity, taking a shape I recognized: a tall, skeletal figure with a cruel expression, dressed in a dark robe. It was the shaman, Lord Barrule. Although he was somewhere else within Greeba Keep, he was projecting his spirit into my cell.
“The buggane certainly wants you, boy,” the apparition said. “It likes what it sniffed, but it doesn’t have to be that way. Did you enjoy what you saw tonight?”
I shook my head.
“It could have been much worse. I could have pitted your own dogs against each other. The mother against her whelps, perhaps. It could still be done. . . .”
I didn’t reply. I had rarely seen such malevolence and cruelty in a face. This man was capable of anything.
“I’d spare your dogs if you were willing to put your own life on the line. You’ve seen my gambling friends. I’d like to offer them some special entertainment tomorrow night: a spook’s apprentice, in combat with a witch. Who would prove victorious? The outcome is uncertain enough to make it interesting, even though the odds are firmly on the witch. But you’d be free to use the tools of your trade. I’ve left you your silver chain, and I’ll return your staff. Defeat the witch and I’ll let you go. You can even take your dogs with you. But lose and I’ll make them fight to the death!”
“You want me to fight Adriana?” I asked. I couldn’t believe what he was asking me to do.
“No, you young idiot! Not that foolish girl. I’ve got other plans for her! You’ll face a much more dangerous opponent—one who’s from your own neck of the woods. I mean Lizzie, the bone witch!”



CHAPTER XI
 The Witch’s Pet

“BONY Lizzie’s here?” I asked in alarm.
“She’s my prisoner, boy. And soon she’ll be dead—that’s if you have the skill and guts to put an end to her! What do you say?”
I didn’t reply. Was it a trick, or a real chance at freedom?
“Of course, if you lose, you’ll forfeit your own life. I’ve made the witch the same promise. And I’ll let her take her pet away with her, too; lose, and it dies with her. Come on, make up your mind. Don’t keep me waiting!”
“Her pet?”
“The other witch. The one she controls. No doubt she came with her from over the water. Together they cut the throats of those poor fishermen. For that they both deserve to die. My own money will be on you. I like to bet on long shots.”
What choice did I have? I gave the merest of nods to signal my acceptance of his offer. Immediately the image of the shaman began to fade as he withdrew his spirit back into his body.
The next day they fed me well. The first meal was a hot plate of lamb with roast potatoes and carrots.
“Eat up, boy! My master wants you fighting fit!” jeered the mocking guard who handed me the meal. “And you’ll need every last ounce of strength to face what he’s got planned!”
He and his companion left, laughing as if at some private joke, and were back just over six hours later with a delicious venison stew. I ate sparingly, despite the fact that I had eaten little the previous day and was very hungry. I needed to prepare myself to face the dark—though I also knew I would need all my speed and strength to overcome Lizzie: it would be a difficult test. I could use my staff and chain against her, but no doubt she’d be armed, too; a bone witch like Lizzie was skilled in the use of blades. And if she won, she’d take my bones.
And who was this other witch, the “pet” whom she’d brought over from the County with her? She was a completely unknown entity—probably a young witch Lizzie had taken under her wing to train. Maybe it was one of the witches who’d released her from the pit in the Spook’s garden. She would be dangerous, too—one more servant of the dark to worry about.
I had plenty of time to think. Mostly I worried about Alice. What had become of her? I took the blood jar out of my pocket and held it in the palm of my right hand for a while. How long would it be before the Fiend realized that she was no longer protected? I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to Alice.
Then there was my master. Had he managed to escape? I wondered. If so, I knew he’d be planning to rescue me. It seemed hopeless. Most probably he’d be imprisoned himself. Could I escape from Greeba Keep before that happened? Would the shaman really let me go if I defeated Lizzie? Was he likely to keep his word?
There was poor Adriana, too. What did the shaman mean by saying he had “other plans for her”? How could I just abandon her?
My fruitless speculations were brought to a halt by the arrival of the guards, this time to take me to face Lizzie. When we entered the long room, I noticed that there were a lot more men sitting on the straw bales. Many were standing, too, and money was changing hands, but they all fell silent when I was brought in, staring at me in mute appraisal.
The dogs were in their cages against the left wall of the room, and to my relief Claw, Blood, and Bone were still among them. Would the shaman really let me take them with me if I won? I’d no choice but to fight anyway. If I did nothing, Lizzie would soon put an end to me.
It was then that my eyes settled on the farthest cage, the one nearest the entrance to the buggane’s tunnel. Yesterday it had been empty; now there was something inside it—but not a dog. At first glance it looked like a bundle of dirty rags. But then I made out a figure curled into a ball, hands gripping ankles, head resting on knees.
Lord Barrule got to his feet and came across the sawdust floor toward me. “Are you ready, boy?” he asked. “I have to tell you that most of the sensible money is on the witch. We all saw what she was capable of when we captured her. Five of my men died; another two lost their minds. So we’ve tried to give you a fighting chance. We’ve done the same to her as we’ve done to her pet. Come and see.”
He led the way to the farthest cage, the guards pulling me after him. He halted there and pointed down at the bundle of rags on the filthy straw. I saw the pointy shoes even before she raised her head.
It was Alice, and at the sight of her my throat constricted with emotion. She looked up at me, her eyes filled with tears, and her expression was one of pain and hopelessness. They had stitched her mouth shut with thin brown twine. Her lips were tightly bound together so that she couldn’t speak.
“I’ve had the same done to her mistress. The witch can’t utter spells now, boy! But no doubt Lizzie will still manage something.”
At that moment, had my staff already been in my hands, I would have thrust its silver-alloy blade into his heart without a moment’s hesitation. I was furious at what had been done to Alice. But then despair took over. If I won and the shaman kept his word, I’d be free to take the dogs with me, but Lizzie would die and so would Alice. Either way, I’d lose.
Still, at least I knew that she hadn’t been seized by the Fiend and dragged off to the dark. Things looked grim, but as my dad used to say, while there’s life there’s hope.
“Right! Let’s make a start!” Lord Barrule said, and as he returned to his seat, the guards dragged me to the very center of the long chamber. A dozen yeomen came in, each gripping a long spear, and formed a wide circle about me; then each went down on one knee, facing me, so that the gamblers behind would still have a clear view. Their spears were pointing inward, and it was clear that their purpose was to mark the boundary of the arena and prevent any escape or retreat from the contest.
Lord Barrule stood up and raised his hand, and I heard a commotion from the doorway, the same one from which I’d entered. Bony Lizzie was brought into the room, kicking and struggling—it took four men to control her.
Two of the yeomen guards moved aside to allow them into the circle, and she was forced to face me. It was the Lizzie I remembered—almost the spitting image of Alice, but older, in her late thirties perhaps, and with shifty eyes and a sneering expression. Her lips were stitched together just like Alice’s. The moment she saw me, the witch stopped struggling and a strange, sly look came into her eyes; one of calculation and cunning.
Someone behind me pushed my staff into my left hand. Instantly I transferred it to my right, feeling in the left pocket of my cloak to check my silver chain. That would offer me the best chance of victory. One disadvantage was that I still ached from the beating I’d received when I was captured. The food I’d eaten had made me stronger physically, but I was far from my best.
One of the yeomen handed Lizzie two long knives, each murderously sharp. Our eyes met again, and I released the retractable blade on my staff with a click and held it diagonally across me. Lizzie might not realize that I had the chain. For now, I would keep it in reserve.
Lord Barrule clapped his hands three times, and silence fell over the gathering. I could hear Lizzie breathing hard through her nose, almost snorting. I suddenly remembered something about her: in the past she’d always seemed to have her mouth slightly open—no doubt she naturally breathed through it. Or maybe she had a cold? Either way it would be to my advantage if she was struggling for air.
“Let the contest begin!” cried Lord Barrule. “A fight to the death!”
Wasting no time, Lizzie lunged at me with the blade in her left hand, but I parried it with my staff and began to retreat widdershins, against the clock, moving warily in a slow circle. Her face began to change, eyes bulging. Now, instead of hair, a nest of black snakes writhed from her scalp, forked tongues flickering, their fangs spitting a cloud of venom toward me. A wave of fear washed over me, and I staggered and took a step backward, a chill gripping my heart.
She was using dread against me—the enchantment used by malevolent witches to make themselves terrifying, freezing their helpless opponents to the spot. Such was Lizzie’s power that she could cast it without the incantation. What would she be capable of if her mouth were not stitched?
I took a deep breath and resisted. I’d faced worse than this last summer in Greece, when I’d tried to enter the Ord, the terrifying citadel of the Ordeen. If I could withstand that terrible pulse of fear—it had caused the instant death of brave warriors—I could overcome whatever Lizzie could throw at me.
I stepped forward and swung my staff at her head. She leaned back, almost overbalancing, and retreated. Now the snakes had disappeared, to be replaced by hair again, her face almost human. The spell was fading. And then a voice spoke right inside my head. . . .
Fool! We should work together!
Was it the buggane? But it was a harsh, sibilant voice—not the insidious whisper that I’d been told about. Then I heard it again.
Neither of us can win here. He intends to slay us both!
It had to be Lizzie. But how was she doing it? What spell could grant her that power?
I refused to listen and whirled in fast, avoided a stab from her left hand, then cracked her on the right wrist to send the blade spinning from her hand.
There were loud whoops of excitement from the spectators—along with a few groans. I wondered what Lizzie was doing. How could we work together? Was she mad? How could we hope to escape from this room together?
Help me! Do it for my daughter, Alice, or we’ll all die here!
Her use of Alice’s name angered me, and I thrust my left hand into my pocket and coiled the silver chain about my wrist. As I did so, Lizzie attacked, moving in quickly and catching me off balance. I leaned away, but I wasn’t fast enough. I felt a sharp pain as her blade slit my forehead below the hairline. I staggered backward, just managing to block the next blow with my staff, and felt warm blood running down into my left eye. How bad was the cut? I wondered. How deep?
I used the back of my hand to wipe blood from my eye, but it only made it worse. I could hardly see out of that eye now. You needed both eyes to judge distance correctly, so I knew I’d have to use my silver chain quickly, or it would be too late. Once again I thrust my left hand into my pocket and coiled the chain about my wrist.
It was easier to cast a chain about a witch when she was moving right, left, or away from you. But Lizzie was attacking again, running straight for me; this was the most difficult shot of all. I had no choice but to attempt it, so I cracked the chain, sending it spiraling toward her.
It dropped over her head, then down over her body, bringing her to her knees. The remaining knife fell from her grasp as the chain tightened. It wasn’t a perfect shot, because it had dropped over her from shoulder to knee, leaving her head free. Usually a spook needed to bind a witch’s mouth so that she couldn’t chant dark magic spells, but this time it didn’t matter because her mouth was already stitched shut. A wave of relief washed over me. Under the circumstances, the shot wasn’t so bad after all. I’d won. Throwing the chain was a skill I had honed to a fine art. All those long hours of practice with the post in the Spook’s garden had paid off again.
And then there was a brief moment of doubt. Had it been a little too easy? I thought to myself. Was this defeat serving Lizzie’s purpose in some way?
“Kill her!” shouted Lord Barrule, rising to his feet.
I lifted my staff and pointed the blade at Lizzie’s heart.  But then I hesitated. I couldn’t do it. I’d killed other creatures of the dark before, but never in cold blood like this. Usually, whether bound or not, they’d still presented a threat to me and I’d had to do it quickly. But Bony Lizzie was secure. There was no way she could hope to free herself. Not only that—she was Alice’s mother. There was no love lost between them, but it made it hard. So I lowered my staff.
Well done, boy! I heard Lizzie hiss. Now see what I’ve got planned!
I looked up at Lord Barrule, who was shaking his head. “Can’t bring yourself to do it?” he called out, his voice echoing around the chamber. “I’m surprised. What sort of master trained you? What kind of a spook’s apprentice are you? That was our bargain: kill the witch to gain what I promised. Now you’ll have to do something else to earn your freedom. You’ll fight the witch’s pet!”
My heart sank right down into my boots. He was going to make me fight Alice, and there was no way out of it. Two yeomen went over to the far cage. I stared in horror as they pulled her out. The sight of her twisted my insides, wrenching my emotions. Her eyes were wild and full of pain, and what had been done to her mouth was cruel beyond belief. The twine that bound her lips together was cutting into the soft flesh, making them red and swollen.
They dragged her into the circle of spears to face me. Lizzie’s blades were pushed into her hands. There was a murmur of conversation from the gamblers and the chink of money as the bets were placed once more. I struggled to think of some way out of our predicament, but nothing came. It seemed hopeless. Whatever happened, one of us would die.
Our eyes met. Alice’s were glistening with tears. Blood was still running down my forehead, and I brushed it away with the back of my hand. How could I fight Alice?
The shaman clapped his hands three times to signal the beginning of the contest. Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next. Alice raised her blades, then rushed toward me as if to take me by surprise. I couldn’t believe it. Would she really hurt me after all we’d been through together?
Horrified, I stepped back, instinctively holding my staff across my body, preparing to meet her attack.



CHAPTER XII
 The Bone Yard’s Eye

I should have known better than to think Alice would attack me.
I wasn’t called on to use my staff because she simply brushed past me to reach Lizzie, who was still bound by my silver chain. She knelt down beside her and, before I could react, used a blade to slit through the twine that stitched her mother’s lips together.
Had Lizzie been waiting for this to happen all along? If she’d tried to free her own lips with her knife during our struggle, I’d have immediately attacked her with my staff. Had she planned to wait for Alice to do it?
The witch was still on her knees, still bound with my silver chain, but a gloating expression now settled across her face. It puzzled me—for despite her predicament and the armed yeomen who surrounded us, it was a look of triumph.
The yeomen tightened their circle, moving toward us with spears at the ready.
“Kill them all!” shouted the shaman. “All bets are off. Take no chances. Kill them now!”
In response, Lizzie uttered just one word, almost under her breath. It was indistinct, but it sounded like something from the Old Tongue.
Immediately a wave of cold fear rushed toward me—though this was nothing compared to its effect upon the guards around us. Rarely have I seen such panic and terror on so many faces. Some threw down their spears and ran. Others simply fell to their knees and started to sob. All the dogs began whining at once, and there were shouts and cries of fear from the gamblers to my right.
Whether it was a more powerful form of dread or some other spell, with just one word Lizzie had, in the space of a few seconds, reduced the yeomen to a cowering rabble. She was now staring at Lord Barrule. I followed her gaze and saw that apart from us three, he was the only person in the room not gripped by terror. Instead he was glaring at us, his face twisted with malevolence. What would he do—use his own dark magic against us? Maybe summon the buggane to his assistance? The threat was palpable in the air. Lizzie hadn’t won yet. . . .
“Release me from the chain!” she shouted, turning her attention back to me.
It was a command; there was no magic involved. But I didn’t hesitate. Instinctively I knew it was the right thing to do. Lizzie represented the only hope Alice and I had of getting out of Greeba Keep alive. I went over to her and picked up the end of the chain, flicking it to uncoil it from her body. She was on her feet even before I’d returned it to my pocket.
With the long nails of her left forefinger and thumb, like a bird tugging worms from wet soil, Lizzie drew the two pieces of twine from her flesh; first the top, then the bottom lip. Next she licked away the drops of blood, pointed her forefinger toward the ceiling, and arched her back. Then she shouted three words and stamped her foot.
Instantly there was a crackling roar like a thunderbolt right inside the room. All the torches flickered and died, and we were plunged into absolute darkness. For a moment there was silence; then a small light flared close by. Lizzie was holding a black candle. The dogs started barking, and I heard running feet receding into the distance. The yeomen and gamblers were fleeing for their lives—but what about Lord Barrule? Had he gone too, or was he still lurking in the darkness?
“We’ll leave by the tunnel, boy!” Lizzie said, taking a step toward me.
“What about the buggane?” I asked.
“Leave the worrying to me,” she replied.
I looked at Alice. She was using one of the blades to cut the twine from her own lips. With a groan of pain, she tugged it out. Beads of blood oozed from the wounds.
Lizzie led the way toward the tunnel entrance. What had happened to Barrule? I wondered. Had the witch defeated him so easily? I could see nothing beyond the small circle of yellow light cast by the candle. But as we passed the cages that held Arkwright’s dogs, I hesitated. I wanted to free them and take them with me.
When I reached Claw’s cage, however, she snarled and hurled herself at me in a fury and was only prevented from sinking her teeth into me by the bars.
“Leave her here, Tom,” Alice said, gripping my arm. “Ain’t worth the risk. We’ll find a way to get ’em all out later.”
I nodded and followed her into the tunnel. The three dogs were still under the control of the shaman. The danger in leaving them behind was that he might still make them fight to the death—probably against each other—in revenge. But what choice did I have?
We started to crawl forward along the earthen tunnel. I couldn’t see much—Lizzie had the only candle, and she and Alice ahead of me were obscuring most of its light. I still had my candle stub but hadn’t time now to use my tinderbox to light it. For the witch it had been but the work of a second to ignite hers by means of dark magic.
The tunnel twisted and turned and went up and down, sometimes quite steeply. Occasionally the roots of a tree would almost block our way, huge woody claws grasping the soil. At one point I thought I saw a thin one twitch. It was probably just my imagination, but I remembered what the Spook had said about the buggane’s tunnels moving or collapsing suddenly. I thought I glimpsed bones, too—it was hard to tell in the dim flickering candlelight—but at one point I felt sure my fingers had brushed against a cold human skull.
Finally the tunnel headed up toward the surface, and we emerged inside a hollow tree. We sat down facing one another with our backs to the inner trunk. There was a smell of damp rotten wood. Above us, patterned with dead flies, spiders’ webs hung like curtains, while below, insects scuttled away from the flickering candle.
Lizzie had clearly known exactly where she was heading. “We’re safe enough now!” she said. “No one can get at us here.”
“Not even the buggane?” I asked.
The witch shook her head and gave me an evil smile. “Find us it will eventually, but I’ve hidden this place well—right in the middle of its labyrinth. There’ll be time enough to sort it out. Though first I’ll put an end to its master. Are you hungry, boy?”
I shook my head. I’d eaten a little before the fight with Lizzie, but now I needed to fast to ready myself for any dark magic she might use against me.
“Well, I certainly am. I could eat a bull, hooves and all!” She pointed upward into the darkness. “Climb up there!” she commanded. I could feel the compulsion in her voice and had to resist. “It’ll bring you out onto a branch. It’s just a short drop to the ground. Bring me back a couple of rabbits—and make sure they’re still alive—”
“No, Tom!” Alice cried in alarm. “Don’t listen to her. She’s created a bone yard here, and this tree’s right at its center. You’ll be crushed as soon as you touch the ground!”
Although I’d never encountered one, I knew what a bone yard was from my reading of the Spook’s Bestiary. Crafted by dark magic, it made the bones of any creature that entered it very heavy. They were unable to move and were trapped until the witch came, either to collect them for food or harvest their bones for dark magical purposes. Near the center, the pressure was so great that the victim was crushed to death—though only something very fast, like a hare, would get that far before the magic forces took effect. But here we were right at its center, in its eye—safe from its forces. If I left the hollow tree, however. . . .
“You’ve got a big gob on you, girl!” Lizzie said angrily. “Wants stitching up again.”
Alice ignored her and pulled a small leather pouch from the pocket of her skirt. It contained the herbs she used for healing. She crawled toward me and peered closely at my forehead.
“Nasty cut, that, Tom,” she said. The inside of the tree trunk was wet in places, and Alice collected some moisture with her fingers and used it to dampen a leaf before pressing it firmly against my skin. “That should do it, keep infection away—but you’ll have a scar. Nothing I can do about that.”
So I’d have another scar to add to the one on my ear where Morwena, the water witch, had once hooked me with her finger, driving the nail right through the flesh. It was all part of the job, to be expected when training for the dangerous job of spook.
Next Alice licked her lips and pressed small pieces of leaf against the holes around her mouth left by the twine. When she’d finished, she held a leaf out toward her mother, but Bony Lizzie shook her head.
“I’ll heal myself, girl. Don’t need your help,” she sneered, getting to her feet. “I’ll go and get my own rabbits. You two stay here if you know what’s good for you!”
With that, she began to climb up the inside of the tree, pushing her head through the curtain of spiderwebs. She was soon lost to view in the darkness, but we could hear her pointy shoes scrabbling on bark, and then a soft thud as she dropped to the ground outside. Lizzie would be safe enough in her own bone yard. A witch usually left a secret twisty path so she could move through it unharmed. She could also guide others through—but how could we force her to do that? Our only real option was to go back into the tunnels, but I didn’t fancy our chances against the buggane one bit.
“Oh, Tom, is the blood jar safe? Do you still have it?” Alice asked, her eyes full of anxiety.
“Yes, it’s safe. I wasn’t searched. Barrule even let me keep my silver chain—but how were you caught, Alice?” I wondered. “I saw you roll over and avoid the buggane, but then you just disappeared.”
“I hid behind a tree so it couldn’t charge me again, but then Lizzie stole up on me—clamped her hand over my mouth, she did. I never sensed her coming—must have used some really powerful magic. She dragged me away and brought me here. Before that she’d been hidden here for days. They’d never have found her, but she took a risk because she wants Old Gregory really badly. Wants him dead, she does, in revenge for binding her in that pit in his garden. Wants to give him a slow, painful death.
“So later that night we set off hunting for him. She had me bound fast under a spell, and only half my head was working. Couldn’t object to anything she did or said. But she was too confident, didn’t even bother long-sniffing for danger. Thought she could deal with anything. When we were out in the open, the shaman’s men attacked us. She used dread and killed several of the yeomen, she did—some with her knives, a couple with curses—but there were too many of them. Eventually they beat her unconscious with the ends of their spears and dragged us to Greeba Keep.”
“Did you see any of the other prisoners?” I asked, thinking about Adriana.
Alice shook her head. “Saw nobody—put us in separate cells. They brought me up to the cage just before you came in. Didn’t see her again until they dragged her in to fight you. It’s been bad, Tom, really bad—especially when they stitched my lips together. But the worst part of all was when the buggane crawled out of the tunnel and sniffed at me. All hairy, it was, with big sharp teeth. I thought I was going to die and would never see you again. . . .”
She began to sob, so I put my arms round her and hugged her tight. After a while she calmed down, and we sat there, holding hands for comfort.
“Do you know anything about the spell that controls a bone yard, Alice?” I asked at last. “Could you find Lizzie’s secret path through it?”
“Wouldn’t want me to use dark magic, Tom, would you? Can’t be asking me to do that?” There was an edge of sarcasm in Alice’s voice.
For a long time I had avoided using the dark in any way, even when I was fighting for my life. Alice had struggled to persuade me to use the blood jar. But my worries about my recent separation from her had largely been unfounded. She’d been close to Lizzie, and the Fiend couldn’t approach a witch who’d had a child by him.
“It was just a thought, Alice. I can’t think of any other way of getting out of here. Not unless we risk the tunnels.”
“We’d be better off doing that than tampering with Lizzie’s yard. It’s true that there’s a path through it, but it’s hard to find. Dangerous things to meddle with, they are. Make one mistake and you’re dead—”
Suddenly we heard a noise outside. Someone had started climbing down the tree. Moments later, Lizzie’s pointy shoes came into view, and she dropped down the last few feet to stand before us, clutching something in her left hand.
“Couldn’t find any rabbits so these will have to do,” she spat, holding up three dead rats by their tails. She tossed one at our feet.
“I can spare one, but I’ll need the other two. Need to build up my strength for what’s ahead, and rat’s blood is as good as anything. It’ll do until I take your thumbs, boy!”



CHAPTER XIII
 My Gift to the County

“OVER my dead body!” Alice shouted, rising angrily to her feet.
Bony Lizzie gave a wicked smile. “Let’s hope it don’t come to that, girl. Calm down. I’ve another use for the boy that should allow him to keep breathing a little while longer—that’s if things go well.”
The witch sat down and, setting one rat aside, lifted the other by its long thin tail. She bit off its head and spat it out, then started to suck the blood from its neck; some dribbled out of her mouth and down her chin. She drank noisily, and the unpleasant sounds made me feel sick to my stomach. I shuddered, and Alice reached across and squeezed my hand.
Lizzie looked at our joined hands, lowered the rat, and smirked. “What a fool you are, girl!” she told Alice. “No man’s worth a second glance. Never get too close to ’em. This boy will bring you down for sure. Be the ruin of you. Many a good witch has gone soft because of a man.”
“Me and Tom are good friends,” Alice retorted. “That’s something you know nothing about. Eating rats and killing people—that’s all you’re good for. Why did I have to have a mother like you? What did you want with the Fiend? Couldn’t you find a normal man?”
Lizzie’s expression hardened and she glared at Alice. “I’ve had men, but none of ’em have lasted long. They liked pretty young things, they did. Know why? Because they’re scared. Scared of a real woman in her prime. They look at me, see what I am, and run back to their mothers. Know how old I am, girl?”
Alice shook her head and squeezed my hand again.
“I turned forty just a week ago, the day after Old Gregory’s house burned and I got out of the pit. A Pendle witch comes into her prime at forty and inherits her full power. Now I’ve got the strength to deal with anybody. You, daughter, could be even stronger one day.” Lizzie gave me an evil smile, staring straight into my eyes. “Know what Alice is, boy? She’s my gift to the County.”
She smirked meaningfully when she uttered that last bit. It was what Mam had once said about me in a letter to the Spook. Could Lizzie read my mind now? Pluck things out of it as if she were rifling through an open drawer?
“She’s my special gift to the Pendle clans,” the witch continued after a pause. “One day she’ll unite ’em once and for all, and then the world had better watch out!”
She went back to drinking the rat’s blood. Once it was drained, she started on the second, sucking and slurping until there wasn’t a drop left. Seeing that we hadn’t touched the third, she took that one, too.
Gradually it began to lighten inside the tree trunk, indicating that the dawn was close.
“Are you thirsty?” I asked Alice.
She nodded. “My throat’s parched.”
“It’ll rain soon,” Lizzie said, with an evil laugh. “Have all the water you want then!”
She was right. Within the hour it began to rain. First a light pitter-patter against the tree, soon followed by the drumming of a heavy downpour. Hour after hour it went on, and water began to drip into the tree, eventually cascading down the inside of the trunk.
It was running water, and Lizzie didn’t like that, so she moved away from the trunk, but Alice and I caught enough in our cupped hands to slake the worst of our thirst. It must have been early in the afternoon when the rain eased. It was then that we heard the dogs.
Lizzie gave a gloating smile and moved across to lean against the wood once more. “Dogs got our scent,” she said. “Not that it’ll do ’em much good. Not when they enter the yard.”
I pictured the dogs running toward the bone yard, heading for the tree at its center. Their speed would carry them close before the pressure crushed them.
“Claw and her pups,” I said, looking with dismay at Alice.
“He won’t be using them, boy, you needn’t fear. He’s another use for those dogs,” said Lizzie. “He’ll want you to fight ’em—and to the death!”
“How can you know that?” I asked angrily.
She smirked. “Easy to read, he is. That’s what he had planned last night. First you’d fight me, then, if you won, Alice. Finally your own dogs. Sniffed it out, I did. They call that type of bet a treble. Each win is carried forward to the next stage. Gives you a big payday if you win all three. Odds were against you, but the shaman liked those odds. Didn’t work out for him, did it? But given half the chance he’ll still pit you against those dogs. Just you wait and see.”
The barking was getting closer, but the sound quickly turned to yelps and whines as the first of them blundered into the bone yard and started to feel the pressure exerted by Lizzie’s dark magic.
“Won’t get too close, so they won’t know our exact hiding place,” she said. “Wouldn’t help them if they did, though. We’re safe enough here—at least from the likes of them.”
Now I heard men shouting and cursing in the distance, calling their dogs back. Then there was suddenly a louder scream. This time it came from a human throat, and Lizzie smiled. It went on for a long time, and Alice covered her ears. At last, except for the patter of light rain, there was silence.
The time passed slowly, but my mind raced. I was desperately trying to think of a way out of this. I still had my staff and my chain, but even if I could bind Lizzie again, what could Alice and I do against the buggane?
As it started to get dark, we heard a noise emanating from the tunnels. Had the shaman’s men found us? But as the sounds drew closer, they became more disturbing. I’d heard them before.
“It’s found us at last,” said Lizzie. “Certainly took its time.”
Now I could hear a snuffling. The buggane had arrived. Lizzie crawled to the center of the hollow tree, pulled out the stub of her black wax candle and said a word under her breath. It ignited just in time to illuminate the monstrous hairy head of the buggane as it protruded from the mouth of the tunnel. Its big, cruel eyes looked at us one by one, finally settling on Bony Lizzie. Rather than retreating, the witch shuffled forward on her knees and slowly stretched out her hand.
The buggane opened its mouth wide and growled, showing its two rows of teeth, but Lizzie’s hand continued to advance.
“There, there, what a good boy you are,” she said in a soft, husky voice. “What a handsome hairy thing you be, your coat all fine and glossy.”
Her left hand was actually touching the buggane now; she was stroking its hideous head just above its wet snout.
“There, there, my sweet,” she crooned. “We could help each other. . . .”
With those words, Lizzie raised her left hand and pierced her wrist with the long, sharp nail of her right forefinger. She positioned the wound above the creature, and drops of blood began to fall onto its snout. Suddenly, from between the sharp triangular teeth, a long purple tongue emerged and began to lick up the blood with an unpleasant slurping sound.
She was feeding the buggane, trying to make it her familiar.
“Good boy! Good boy! Lick it all up. There’s more where that came from. Now go back to your master and tell him exactly where we are. It’s time we had a little chat.”
The buggane slowly backed away into the tunnel, and Lizzie turned toward us triumphantly. “That’s a good start! Soon we’ll put it to the test. But our next visitor prefers the dark—so let’s oblige him!”
With those words she blew out the candle, plunging us into darkness.
It wasn’t long before a luminous shape began to form in front of the tunnel. It was the tall, gaunt figure of the shaman.
“I’ve found you at last,” he said, his cruel eyes looking only at Lizzie. “I’ll make you pay for leading me on such a merry dance!”
“There’s no need for harsh words between us,” Lizzie replied, a crafty look coming over her face.
“No? There’s another good man dead, plus five of my best dogs. I owe you for that!”
“How about what you’ve done to me?” the witch accused. “You stitched my lips together. No man ever shut me up like that before. I should kill you for that, but if we can settle it another way, I’ll let bygones be bygones—”
“It’ll be settled, all right. Within an hour I’ll show you what I can do. I’ll send the buggane—this time in its spirit form. I’ll start with your pet, the girl. By the end of the night she’ll be as good as dead. Next the boy. I’ll save you until the end so you’ll have time to dwell on what’s going to happen—”
“Suppose the buggane listens to me!” Lizzie shouted. “Suppose it whispers inside your head? Maybe then you’ll be ready to talk terms.”
The shaman scowled, and his lips curled disdainfully; then his image faded and disappeared altogether.
“Can you do that?” Alice asked out of the darkness. She sounded scared.
“Can’t make it whisper inside his head yet, but he doesn’t know that, does he? I said enough to make him think, though. You needn’t fear, girl. I’ve already done enough to keep it away from us. It won’t be sure what to do for a while yet. When Lord Barrule finds out it won’t do his bidding, he’ll be back, just you mark my words!”
Alice’s hand found mine again in the darkness, and I squeezed it in reassurance. After that nobody spoke for a long time. Lizzie’s strength was being put to the test. Could she really keep the buggane away from Alice? I wondered.
After a couple of hours, the image of the shaman began to form again.
“You’re soon back!” Lizzie crowed. “No whispering inside the girl’s head yet, is there, my sweet?” she said, turning toward Alice.
“Ain’t heard a thing,” Alice said.
“What do you want, witch?”
“Our lives and a safe passage from Mona. West to Ireland, across the sea to the Emerald Isle—that’s where we want to go.”
“What’s in it for me? You mentioned terms. So what do I get?”
“First you get to keep your power over the buggane. Longer I stay here, more likely it is to be mine. So it’s in your interests to get me off this island. Next I’ll give you the boy. Last thing I want traveling with me is a spook’s apprentice. Betting man, aren’t you? So make him fight his own dogs—to the death. That should be interesting!”
“No!” Alice cried.
“I won’t do it!” I protested.
“Shut your face, girl! Silence! You can both be quiet!”
And then Lizzie said a word under her breath, something guttural in the Old Tongue. My throat tightened, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe. I managed to draw in a breath, although I still couldn’t speak. I’d always had some degree of resistance to the dark—being a seventh son of a seventh son had given me that—but I seemed helpless in the face of Lizzie’s dark power. I tried to stand, but my limbs didn’t respond. It was as if I were made of stone. I saw Alice start toward me, but then she too was gripped by some dark spell.
“In return, you pull all your men away from the area around here,” she continued, turning her attention back to the shaman’s spirit. “Call them back into the keep. Once the boy starts to fight, I’ll leave this tree, but only when I’m safely off this island will the buggane do your bidding again. Are we agreed?”
The apparition glared at the witch for quite a while without speaking, then gave just the slightest of nods.
Lizzie smiled. “Knew you’d see the sense of it. Rare thing, that. Not many sensible men about. Now send two more sensible men through the tunnels for the boy—that’s if you can find any. If they ain’t sensible, they’ll be dead! So no funny business.”
It was a matter of minutes before I heard the shaman’s men crawling through the tunnel toward the hollow tree. I was still holding hands with Alice, my left hand in her left hand, gasping for breath.
Lizzie lit her candle again and held it up as the first of the men emerged. He looked scared and stood, uncertain what to do. But the witch instantly took command.
“That’s the boy you’ve come for!” she cried, pointing at me.
They dragged me toward the dark entrance of the tunnel. My paralysis was passing, giving way to painful pins and needles, but I was still weak and unable to resist.
“Don’t forget his staff!” cried Lizzie. “Be needing that, he will! It’s dead dogs or a dead boy. One or the other, that’s for sure!”



CHAPTER XIV
 Fight to the Death

THEY pulled and pushed me back along the claustrophobic system of earthen tunnels, until I heard the sound of barking in the distance and we finally emerged in the long room with the cages. I felt depressed and angry. After all I’d gone through defeating Lizzie and finally escaping, I’d been returned to the same point.
There were plenty of yeomen armed with spears and clubs, but only a few gamblers now sat on the straw bales. Lord Barrule was waiting in the middle of the room, standing on the blood-splattered sawdust with folded arms.
“If I weren’t a betting man, I’d take your life now, boy, and do it very slowly,” he said. “But for a good fight, you need some incentive, so I’ll still let you go if you win. This time, of course, you won’t be able to take your dogs with you—you’ll already have killed them. What do you say?”
I hung my head, appalled at what I was being asked to do.
“Suit yourself—but I think you’ll fight anyway, in self-preservation. Who wouldn’t? Anyway, you’ll have time to think. I’m waiting for a few more people to arrive. Can’t pass up the chance to take their money—and it’s the taking rather than the money that’s important to me. And who do you think my money’s on this time?”
Again I didn’t reply. Their gambling fun would go on, and here on this spot there would be more deaths to add to all the ones they’d already witnessed. For how many years had the shaman and his cronies carried on in this way? I wondered.
“Most of the money will be on you because they saw how you defeated the witch. But I disagree. I’ve changed my mind because you’re too soft—I can see that now. If you couldn’t kill the witch, then you certainly won’t be able to kill your own dogs. They’ll rip out your throat. So I’m betting on the dogs, boy!”
The shaman walked away, and the two men dragged me to one side and forced me to squat down on the floor while we waited for the proceedings to begin. It took over an hour as, one by one, other gamblers entered the room and placed their bets. Who were these people—upright members of the local community who had this secret vice? Not all those present looked equally happy. No doubt most were afraid of Barrule and had little option but to join him here; others seemed as enthusiastic as he was, their faces eager.
Some of the latter walked over to assess the dogs; a couple even came to look at me.
“Make him stand,” one said. “Not injured, is he?”
“Up you come, lad!” commanded the yeoman. When I hesitated, he bunched his fist in my hair and dragged me to my feet.
“Will he be armed like last time?” another asked.
“That he will, staff and all! But that silver chain won’t be much use against the dogs!” The guard laughed, then pushed me to my knees again. “Get all the rest you can,” he advised mockingly. “You’re going to need it. Those teeth will be taking pieces of you soon—starting with the tender bits!”
The caged dogs were barking and whining, and I glanced over to where Arkwright’s three were confined. What was I going to do? How could I kill them? The mother, Claw, had saved my life in the past and, but for the dark power of the shaman, would be on my side rather than his, as would her pups. I had no illusions about what would happen if I did win. The shaman would not keep his word. He’d either kill me or devise some other gambling entertainment in which I would play a central and painful role.
I also found it hard to believe that he’d grant Bony Lizzie free passage from the island. He might pull back his men while she went through the bone yard and west toward the coast. But he’d hunt her down long before she reached the sea. Whatever her fate, poor Alice would share it too. If the Fiend didn’t find her first.
What of the Spook? Where was he? I wondered. I hoped for his sake that he wouldn’t attempt to rescue me. What chance did he have? And if he fell into Lizzie’s hands, he would die the slowest and most terrible death imaginable.
I’d been in many dangerous situations before, but this was one of the worst. I was caught between two powerful dark adversaries, a witch and a shaman, and could see no way to triumph over either of them.
My gloomy thoughts were interrupted by a clank of metal. The sporadic barking gave way to the odd whimper. Claw, Blood, and Bone were being released and dragged by their collars toward the center of the sawdust arena.
“On your feet, boy!” snapped one of my guards, tugging me up by my hair again.
As a hushed expectancy descended on the room, I was pushed forward to face the three dogs. I gazed down at them in sorrow. Their coats were matted with dirt, and they clearly hadn’t been fed in days. Not one of them could meet my eye. They looked abject and defeated before we started—though I knew that was the shaman’s doing. In a moment he would ready them to fight.
I noticed that this time there was no circle of spearmen. It was the witch that had worried them last time. The dogs would fight me to the death, and anyway, where could I possibly run to?
Barrule was seated on his wooden throne again, and I watched in dismay as he got to his feet and clapped his hands three times. Instantly the dogs were transformed: they locked eyes with me and began to growl, their jaws opening, ready to bite and tear. Their nervous handlers released their collars, and the three wolfhounds instantly leaped toward me like furies.
I whirled away as they attacked, swinging my staff to keep them at bay. I kept my blade retracted; there was no way I intended to employ it here. Blood and Bone came straight for me, and for the first time I used my staff to fend them off. I jabbed Blood in the neck and cracked Bone across the head, trying not to put too much force into either blow. But in that moment of distraction, Claw leaped at me from behind. The weight of her knocked me to my knees, and I almost let go of my staff. That brought a groan from some sections of the crowd.
I was up in an instant, whirling my staff again desperately, trying to fend off the three dogs. But they were brave hunters, trained by Bill Arkwright to hunt dangerous water creatures across the marshes north of Caster. If they could attack a water witch, despite the threat from her deadly talons, they would certainly not fear me. This was to the death. It was them or me.
Then I surprised even myself. With a click I released the retractable blade in my staff. It wasn’t a conscious decision: Something deep inside me had chosen not to die. Not here. Not now.
I was shocked at what I’d done. Could I really bring myself to kill these dogs? My head was suddenly filled with justifications for my instinctive act. . . .
I had work to do, the County to defend. Then a whole new terror gripped me. If I died now, I remembered, the Fiend would take my soul! I had to destroy him before that happened, or my fate would be an eternity of terror and torment in the dark.
All three dogs now attacked together, and before I could use my staff, they were upon me. Their combined weight brought me to my knees again. My staff was knocked out of my hand with the force of the blow. Bone fastened his teeth on my ankle; Claw had a grip on my shoulder; and Blood went straight for my throat. I thrust out my right hand to fend off those huge jaws, and the teeth closed around my hand, biting hard. I had to get up or I was finished.
But suddenly the dogs released me. Simultaneously I heard a gasp of fear from the audience and the lights in the long room flickered and dimmed. I moved into a crouch and picked up my staff again.
The torches were threatening to go out at any moment. In the gathering darkness, close by, a luminous spectral shape was starting to form. It was man shaped but at least twice normal size, and it was glowing an ominous bloodred.
I gazed at it in awe, but those feelings quickly gave way to shock and surprise. The figure was in the garb of a spook and was holding a staff in his left hand—a staff that was blackened and burned; so too was the left side of the face, terrible disfiguring burns, with one eye gone. The cloak was in tatters, the hands covered in blisters.
It was the ghost of Bill Arkwright!



CHAPTER XV
 Thumb Bones

I’D last set eyes on Bill Arkwright the previous summer, in Greece, when he’d stayed behind in the Ord, volunteering to hold off a cluster of fire elementals while we made our escape.
We had assumed he’d made the ultimate spook’s sacrifice and died, and now we were proved correct. He’d been burned to death, as was now horribly plain to see. But what was he doing here? Had Bill Arkwright been trapped in the dark when the Ord had collapsed back through its fiery portal? Or was he in limbo, that fringe area between life and death where traumatized spirits sometimes linger for years before finding their way to the light?
At first I thought Arkwright’s ghost was looking at me. But no—his one eye was staring directly at the dogs. And although the room was emptying fast, filled with the cries of men driven close to insanity by fear, all three were wagging their tails with pleasure at the sight, grim though it was, of their former master.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw the shaman slowly rise to his feet and take a step toward us, a look of puzzlement on his face.
The figure suddenly stretched out its right arm and pointed directly at me, and then Arkwright’s voice cried out, filled with the power of command, echoing around the room.
“That boy is your friend, not your enemy!” he told the dogs.
The ghostly arm swung slowly to the right to indicate the shaman. “The man over there! That’s your true enemy! Kill him now!”
As one, the dogs surged forward and leaped at the shaman, their jaws open. He raised an arm to defend himself, his mouth wide in shock, but it was hopeless. All his power over the animals was now useless. The three wolfhounds dragged him to the floor and began to savage him, their teeth biting and tearing at his flesh. He screamed—and the long drawn-out sound could be clearly heard over the snarls of his attackers. I began to retch at the sight and sound of his agony.
As the ghost of Bill Arkwright slowly faded away, the torches guttered out, plunging us into total darkness. The dogs had finished their grim work and, but for their panting, there was silence. I knelt, utterly spent and shaking all over. After a while there was a noise from the tunnel. Someone was approaching. Was it the buggane?
Shakily I got to my feet, but the figure that emerged was Bony Lizzie, clutching her lit candle stub. Behind her was Alice.
“That went well, boy,” said the witch, staring down at the shaman, her face exultant. “Wasn’t as strong as he thought, was he? Doesn’t pay to mess with me! Well, waste not, want not—that’s what old Mother Malkin used to tell me.”
And with those words Lizzie placed the candle on the floor, then pointed at the two nearest wall torches, which obediently flared into life. Next she pulled a knife from the hip pocket of her dress and lifted the shaman’s left hand. I heard Alice groan, and we both turned our backs on the grisly sight as Lizzie took the thumb bones of her dead enemy.
She must have planned this all along, I realized. She’d never intended to make her escape. Never for a moment had the shaman suspected that she’d attack rather than retreat. And she’d used the ghost of Bill Arkwright to achieve her aim. That meant his spirit must be in her power. After all, she was a powerful bone witch, and necromancy—control of the dead—was among her dark weapons.
While she crouched down to take the shaman’s bones, Lizzie was a perfect target for my silver chain. But when I reached for it, I could get my fingertips nowhere near my pocket. I tried with all my strength, and although my hand strained and trembled, I could not reach the chain. Lizzie was still exerting some special power over me.
She looked up at me and Alice, clutching the bloody bones, an ecstatic expression on her face. “Feel good, these do!” she cried, stuffing them into her pocket along with the knife and rising to her feet. “There’s power here, all right! Now let’s take a little walk upstairs and see what’s what! But first we’ll get the dogs back into their cages.”
She clapped her hands three times, just as the shaman had done, and Claw, Blood, and Bone emerged from the shadows and trotted back to their cages obediently. “Right, boy, fasten them in!”
It was clear that the witch could control the dogs now, but did she have all the shaman’s powers? With his death, had they passed to her? As if in a dream, unable to resist, I went over and closed the cage doors, snapping the clasps across. As I attended to Claw’s cage, she gave a little whine and tried to lick me through the bars. I felt a surge of hope. Had that been Arkwright’s doing? Although forced by Lizzie to make the dogs kill the shaman, his ghost had first pointed to me and said: That boy is your friend, not your enemy!
With those words, had he given the dogs back to me? Had he done his best to help?
Alice and I followed Bony Lizzie along the damp corridors. As we reached the stone steps and started to climb, I felt the pulse of fear radiate from the witch once more. She was using it as a weapon to clear the areas ahead of any opposition to our progress. Three flights up, we emerged in the guard room that I’d crossed on my way down to the cells. Spears, pikes, and clubs stood in racks along the wall and a fire blazed in the grate; half-eaten meals had been abandoned on a long table. The plates were still steaming. The occupants of the room must have fled very recently.
I’d expected Lizzie to lead us out of Greeba Keep and wondered if the inner portcullis would be raised. Even if it was, there was still the one barring the main entrance to contend with. But, to my surprise, Lizzie continued up into the tower. She seemed supremely confident; with the shaman dead, perhaps she was no longer in any danger. As we climbed, she tried every door and peered into the rooms: bedrooms, drawing rooms, and the extensive kitchens—all deserted. Then, at the top, we came to the largest room of all. It was clad in white marble and the walls were hung with tapestries. A long, narrow crimson carpet ran the length of the room, right up to a dais seven steps high; atop it was an ornate throne made of jade.
This must be the throne room where the shaman, Lord Barrule, had held court and meted out his rough justice. It was impressive—fit for a king, never mind a lord. From the doorway, Lizzie gazed at that throne for a long time, then went over to the only window. It had a recessed seat, and she sat and looked out for a while without speaking. Alice and I came up behind her and followed her gaze downward.
Far below, people were still fleeing the keep. The outer portcullis was raised, and beyond the bridge over the moat, groups of yeomen were staring up at the tower. With them was Stanton, their commander, sword at his hip. There was no hope of escaping that way.
Lizzie turned away from the window with a faint smile on her face, then slowly walked the length of the carpet, heading for that green throne. With each step, the heels of her pointy shoes made deep indentations in the crimson carpet and their soles soiled it with mud from the tunnels.
Then, very deliberately, she sat herself down on the throne and beckoned us forward. Alice and I moved closer, until we were standing at the foot of the steps.
“I could rule this island,” Lizzie said. “I could be its queen!”
“A queen? You? You’re no queen,” Alice sneered. “Look like you been dragged through a hedge backward and rolled in a midden!”
It was true. The witch’s clothes were splattered with mud; her hair was caked with it. She scowled and stood up, anger flickering in her eyes. Alice took a step back, but then Lizzie smiled. “We’ll see, girl. We’ll soon see about that.” She pointed to a door behind the throne. “Let’s find out what we’ve got here.”
We followed her through the door and discovered that we weren’t at the highest point in the tower after all. There was yet another flight of steep steps, which led up to a circular antechamber with eight doors. We entered the rooms in turn, moving counterclockwise. Like the throne room, each had a large curtained window with a seat recessed into the outer wall. The first had a tiled floor and a large wooden bath. Lizzie gazed at the bath and smiled. The next five were luxurious bedrooms, hung with ornate mirrors and rich tapestries.
The seventh was the shaman’s study. Three rows of shelves held his books—mostly grimoires—and on a large wooden table, a big notebook lay open next to a human skull. Other shelves contained bottles and jars of potions. In the corner was a large chest, but when Lizzie tried it, she found it was locked.
“I could get it open myself, but that’ll take time and be a waste of power. Why bark yourself when you’ve got a dog to do it for you? Come on, boy, get out that key of yours and open this up.”
How did Lizzie know about my key? I wondered. What else did she know? Could she read all my thoughts?
But the chest had belonged to the shaman—it might well contain things that would increase the witch’s power—so I shook my head.
“Refusing, are you? I’ll show you what happens to those who disobey me.”
Lizzie’s face darkened, and she started to mutter a spell. In an instant the room grew cold, and fear constricted my throat. And there seemed to be things moving in the darkest corners—threatening, shadowy forms. I gripped my staff tightly, my eyes darting this way and that. When I looked directly at the creatures, they disappeared; when I looked away, they grew and moved closer.
“Do what she wants, Tom. Please,” Alice begged.
So I nodded and pulled the key from my pocket.
I’d have to make a stand against Lizzie soon, but I’d do it when she was least expecting it. I just hoped that whatever was in the chest would be of no use to a bone witch.
The special key, crafted by the Spook’s brother Andrew, a master locksmith, didn’t let me down this time. I lifted the lid and saw that the chest contained money: bags of both gold and silver coins.
I thought Lizzie would be disappointed, but she only smiled again. “Useful thing, money,” she said. “Put it to good use, I can. Lock it up again, boy. We don’t want anyone else to get their thieving hands on it.” She looked around the room, her eyes settling on the bottles and jars, then finally on the open notebook. “I’ll be having a good root around in here before long,” she muttered. “See what he’s been up to. Who knows—I might learn something new.”
How long did Bony Lizzie intend to stay? I wondered. Was she serious about ruling the island? If so, how did she plan to do so with her enemies gathered beyond the keep? They’d been badly frightened, but that wouldn’t last forever. Soon they’d come back in force. They’d captured her before; if enough of them could summon up the courage, they could do it again. Then Alice and I would suffer as her accomplices.
The eighth door led to a large dressing room containing clothes—rich, elaborate gowns, suitable attire for a royal court. They must have belonged to Barrule’s wife.
“They look just my size.” Lizzie smirked. “Know what you two are going to do next?”
We didn’t answer.
“Fill my bath!” she cried. “Heat the water in the kitchen and bring it up. Half an hour and I want it done!”
“Washing behind your ears ain’t going to turn you into a queen!” Alice snapped.
Lizzie hissed furiously, and Alice gave a cry of fear and backed away. I gripped her hand and quickly led her back into the antechamber, then down the steps to the throne room.
“What we going to do, Tom?” she asked.
“Escape and find the Spook,” I told her, “though I don’t know how yet. We can’t go that way.” I pointed at the window. Down below, the courtyard was empty. There seemed to be nobody at all within the walls of Greeba Keep, but there were still plenty of men beyond the open gate. They’d lit fires and were standing or sitting around them.
“I wouldn’t like to risk the tunnels,” Alice said. “I know what Lizzie’s capable of. The buggane’s as good as hers already. She’d send it after us for sure.”
“Then there’s only one thing we can do for now,” I told her. “Get Lizzie’s bath ready.”
Alice nodded. “At least it’ll make her smell better!” she retorted.
So we went down to the kitchen and, after helping ourselves to some cold chicken, prepared Lizzie’s hot water. The cooking fires were still burning and there were barrels of water there. Soon we had water heating in three big cauldrons. That was the easy part; getting it up the stairs and into Lizzie’s bath was backbreaking work.
Down in the throne room again, we sat in the window seat and looked out. Beyond the moat nothing had changed, but spits had been set up above each fire; the yeomen camped around them were preparing to eat. There seemed to be no immediate danger from them.
“Alice, why is Lizzie suddenly so strong?” I wondered. “She stopped me from using my chain against her earlier—I couldn’t even get my hand into my pocket. She seems so confident. Look at the way she’s allowed us to roam free while she bathes, as if she has nothing to fear from us—and she’s right. I can sense her new strength.”
“Some truth in what she said before about her age,” Alice answered. “Pendle witches reckon to come into their full strength when they turn forty. But Lizzie’s always been powerful and dangerous. I know what she’s capable of. Got fresh bones, too—a shaman’s—so that’s bound to help her. Tricked him and beat him good and proper, she did. Rare and hard to get, a shaman’s bones. No knowing how strong that might make her— Look, Tom!” Alice cried, pointing toward the portcullis. “Something’s happening down there. Looks like they’re getting ready to attack.”
But it was only two yeomen crossing the bridge, and they seemed to have a prisoner between them, his hands bound behind his back. Once in the courtyard, they cut the ropes and freed him, then thrust something at him—a staff.
It was the Spook.



CHAPTER XVI
 Your Master’s Worst Nightmare

“QUICK, Tom. Go down and warn him!” Alice cried as she saw the Spook walking toward the tower. “What chance has he got against Lizzie now?”
“Come with me,” I said, tugging at her arm.
“No, I’ll stay here and keep her royal highness occupied. I’ll ask her if she wants more hot water. The longer we keep her in that bath, the more chance Old Gregory will have. Don’t you worry, I’ll be fine.”
I didn’t like leaving her with Bony Lizzie, but I had little choice. What Alice said made sense. Maybe she could distract the witch. I knew I had to warn my master. If he came up not realizing how strong Lizzie was now, he could end up either dead or in the dungeons, food for the buggane.
So I left Alice and began to run down the steps as fast as I could. I met the Spook as he was coming through the guard room. We almost collided.
“Steady on, lad!” he cried.
“Lizzie’s really powerful now!” I said, struggling to catch my breath. “She can freeze you with a word. She stopped me from getting my chain out of my pocket!”
The Spook leaned his staff against the guard room table and took a seat. “I thought there must be something different about the witch. There’s a small army out there, and yet they don’t feel able to walk in through the gate and deal with her. They think the shaman’s dead. Is that so?”
I nodded. “Lizzie took his bones.”
“So that’s one less servant of the dark to worry about. Lizzie’s got the yeomen scared, all right—they’ve resorted to sending me in to deal with her. A spook, and a foreigner to boot. These people have always been fiercely independent, so they must be desperate.”
“She’s talking about becoming Queen of Mona,” I told my master.
He raised his eyebrows at that. “So tell me all about it. Take your time and leave nothing out—”
“But she’s having a bath right at this moment. This could be your best chance!”
“Bony Lizzie having a bath? Now I’ve heard it all!” said the Spook, giving me a rare smile. “But I won’t take another step until I know what’s what. Sooner you start, lad, the sooner you’ll finish!”
So I did as he asked. I told him about Alice and Lizzie’s lips being stitched and the buggane’s tunnels leading into each cell. Then about the fight and our escape, and then how she’d crooned to the buggane; finally about facing the dogs, the appearance of Bill Arkwright’s ghost, and the shaman’s death.
My master shook his head. “She’s certainly got delusions of grandeur—though she’s dangerous. Poor Bill . . . at least once we’ve sorted Lizzie, he’ll be able to break free.
“But this is as bad as it could be, lad. I’ve been sent in here to sort out that witch, but once it’s done, they won’t need me anymore. There’ll be a new master of Greeba Keep, and things will go on much the same as ever. We might well end up in the dungeons again. They’ll carry on appeasing the buggane even though the shaman’s dead. They’ll be back to their old tricks. It’s the way of the world, I’m afraid. History repeating itself.” My master sighed deeply, lost in thought for a moment.
“I’ve faced similar situations before. I’m getting weary of it all, lad—tired in body, mind, and spirit. Still, we’ll worry about that later. First we must sort out Lizzie,” he finished, getting to his feet.
“What if she’s too strong? What if—?”
“Look, lad, don’t you worry. I’ve faced many a witch before and come out on top. You’re young and still an apprentice. That’s why she was able to control you. Let’s go and get this over with! Lead the way to Lizzie.”
I didn’t like it one bit, but I did as my master ordered. I just hoped that the witch was still in her bath. But as soon as we entered the throne room, I knew I’d been right to be pessimistic.
Bony Lizzie was seated on the throne, and Alice was standing on the steps, looking terrified. Lizzie was dressed in a long purple gown, her hair wet but combed straight so that it framed her face, her lips painted red. She looked imposing—if not quite a queen, then certainly like a woman accustomed to life at court. But what really frightened me was her manner and the expression on her face.
She looked in total control, and I felt waves of cold malice radiating from her. However, the Spook looked resolute, and he began to stride down the carpet toward the throne.
He halted at the foot of the steps. I was close behind him, and I saw him ease his left hand into the pocket of his breeches to curl the silver chain about his wrist. I remembered the last time my master had faced Lizzie, right at the very beginning of my apprenticeship. He’d killed Tusk, her powerful abhuman accomplice, and then bound the witch with his silver chain before carrying her over his shoulder back to a pit at Chipenden. Could he do it again? He certainly thought so. And surely Lizzie must remember what had happened last time?
I soon realized that she wasn’t the least bit concerned. In fact, she wasn’t even looking at the Spook. She was looking at me, her eyes filled with malevolence.
“Can’t be trusted, can you, boy? Soon as my back’s turned you run off to get your master. I should kill you now.”
Wasting no time, the Spook spun the chain, casting it toward Lizzie. She was still on the throne; it was an easy shot—the witch was as good as bound. I watched the chain shape itself into a gleaming, deadly spiral—but to my dismay it fell harmlessly to the floor a foot to the right of her.
How could he have missed? Powerful dark magic had to be the answer. Or maybe something else . . .
My heart sank right down into my boots. Alice was right to doubt my master’s powers. I was beginning to see the truth. The Spook was a man in decline. His strength was going. The John Gregory I’d first become apprenticed to would have bound Lizzie with no trouble, no matter how strong the magic she used against him.
He frowned, and an expression of bewilderment came over his face. He staggered and seemed about to speak, but then his hand went to his throat and he started to choke. His knees gave way, then he fell forward, his forehead missing the bottom step by inches. I quickly went to kneel beside him. He lay there, face down, barely breathing.
“He’s not dead, don’t you worry!” cried Lizzie, getting to her feet. “Old Gregory isn’t going to enjoy an easy death like that. Not after the painful years I spent trapped in that pit. I owe him for that, and he’ll suffer before he dies. I’ll give him pain like he’s never known before, just see if I don’t! This is going to be your master’s worst nightmare.”
Her words reminded me of my master’s dream about Lizzie, where she’d been seated on a throne, the floor flowing with blood. It was all coming horribly true.
She walked down the steps and raised her foot as if to kick him with the pointy toe of her shoe, then stopped and shook her head. “What’s the point of kicking him if he can’t feel it?” she muttered. “Now, boy, I’ve got a job for you. I want you to go out and talk to those men beyond the gate. Tell ’em they work for me now. They should choose one of their own, a sensible man with experience, to be my seneschal—the servant who will give orders to the others on my behalf. He should come up to the throne room for an audience with me.
“And one other thing—I don’t like being kept waiting. They have ten minutes to decide. Every five minutes over that time, and one of their number will die. So get you gone and tell them that, boy!”
I glanced down at my master and then at Alice, but that moment of hesitation angered Lizzie. She took a step toward me, her eyes flashing dangerously.
“Thinking of disobeying me, boy? Well, think again. You see, I know all about the blood jar—”
“I’m sorry, Tom, I’m sorry. She made me tell!” cried Alice.
“It’s just a case of who the Fiend comes for first. If Alice here displeases me, I’ll throw her in the dungeons. Without me by her side, she wouldn’t last five minutes. And as for you—well, that’s simple. I’ll deal with you right now. Take that blood jar out of your pocket and smash it on the floor! Go on! Do it!”
I tried to resist, I really did, but I found my hand obeying the witch. Alice’s eyes widened in terror, and I felt the sweat oozing from my brow. My heart pounded as I found my hand moving, as if of its own volition, to pull out the jar and lift it high, preparing to dash it to the floor.
“Stop!” Lizzie cried, just in time. She gave me an evil smile. “Now you can put it back in your pocket because you know what I’m capable of. Next time you disobey me again, I’ll make you smash that jar and I’ll put you in the deepest, darkest, dampest dungeon. Then we’ll see which of them comes for you first—the buggane or the Fiend.”
I picked up my staff, turned, and went to do her bidding. What choice did I have?
As I passed under the first portcullis and went across the yard to the main gate, the yeomen got to their feet, gathering just beyond the moat.
“What have we here?” said Commander Stanton, walking toward me. “She’s bewitched you, all right! We sent you in old and tall and you come back young and a good few inches shorter!”
They all laughed at his joke, but some of the guffaws were forced, the amusement hollow.
“My master’s hurt,” I told him, and then went on to deliver Lizzie’s message, worried about how Stanton might react to her instructions. He didn’t look like the sort of man who would take kindly to her plan to rule Greeba Keep. It also seemed highly unlikely that he’d agree to choose a seneschal for her. I just hoped that he wouldn’t get it into his head to punish me, her messenger.
Stanton looked unimpressed. “We’re to work for her, are we? And what if we’ve got plans of our own?”
“She said you’ve got just ten minutes to decide. If you don’t respond in that time, some of you will die—one for every five minutes you keep her waiting.”
Some of the men around him began to mutter and look apprehensive. I could sense the fear passing from one to the other like a disease.
At first Stanton didn’t reply. He looked thoughtful and gazed up at the tower. Then he turned back to me again. “You’re a spook’s apprentice, so you know about these things. Could she do it? Could the witch really kill some of us from a distance like that?”
“It’s not easy,” I admitted. “Witches often use curses and try to kill their enemies from afar, though it doesn’t always work. But Bony Lizzie is a really strong witch. She’s done things I wouldn’t have believed possible. A spook has some immunity against witchcraft, and my own master has practiced his trade successfully for many years. That didn’t help him, though,” I went on, shaking my head sadly. “She used dark magic and he fell unconscious at her feet. So who knows what she is capable of?”
He nodded and looked at his men. “Well, I say we put her to the test. We’ll let the minutes pass. Maybe she’s only bluffing.”
Not everyone was happy, but nobody challenged his decision. I turned to walk back over the moat, but Stanton grabbed my arm. “No, lad, you’re staying with us until we know what’s what.”
He made me sit down by the fire and knelt beside me, warming his hands before the flames. “Who else is in there besides the witch and your master?” he asked.
“My friend, Alice.”
“Alice? You mean the little witch who survived the testing in the barrel? The sly one who hit me with that rock?”
“She’s not a witch.”
“Barrule thought so, and he knew about such things,” he interrupted.
“She really isn’t a witch,” I insisted.
Stanton looked at me long and hard, as if making his mind up about something, and then he said, “What’s your name, boy?”
“Tom Ward.”
“Well, Tom Ward, my name’s Daniel Stanton, the commander around here. I served Lord Barrule for fifteen years, and sometimes did things I didn’t like on his behalf. Still, a man knows which side his bread’s buttered on, and from time to time we all do things we’re not entirely happy with. Not sure being seneschal to a witch appeals to me much, though.
“This is the situation. Barrule didn’t leave an heir. About ten years ago, his wife died in childbirth, and the baby only lived a few hours after her. So the parliament, the Tynwald, will decide next week who’ll be appointed to take his place and become leader of the ruling council. As I see it, my duty now is to secure that keep for its next master, who’ll be my new employer. That means dealing with that witch one way or another—”
There was a sudden cry of pain from someone by the next fire. Daniel Stanton jumped to his feet. I followed him and saw a man lying on his back close to the flames. He was writhing in pain, his hands at his throat as if he were choking. His face was turning purple. Someone sat him up and tried to help him, lifting a cup of water to his lips. But suddenly the man gave a gasp, shuddered, and went limp.
“He’s dead!” the cry went up.
I was looking at lots of scared faces. Some of Stanton’s men looked ready to run.
“The witch did it!” someone shouted.
“Aye,” agreed a second voice, “and what if she does it again? Any one of us could be next!”
The yeomen milled about, their faces tense. Stanton was the only one who didn’t look scared. He stood there impassively, his arms folded and head held high.
Five minutes later, a yeoman close to us gave a groan, clasped his hands to his throat, then staggered and fell stone dead at our feet. Stanton’s men were now terrified. These were yeomen, soldiers used to facing violent death, but this was not natural. They were beginning to panic.
Stanton held his hand up for calm and addressed his men in a loud, clear voice. “We’ll do as the witch demands!” he cried. “I’ll go and talk to her myself.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “Right, boy, I take it you’d like to put an end to her if you could?”
I nodded.
“Well, why didn’t you finish her off when you had the chance the other night? I was there and saw what happened.”
I shook my head. “Lots of reasons . . . I couldn’t bring myself to kill her in cold blood.”
“That’s a hard thing to do,” he agreed with a nod, “and you’re just a boy. But if I get the chance, I won’t hesitate. So we’ll work together on this, agreed?”
“The first thing is to try and get my master to safety. He’ll work out what to do.”
“We’ll go and see what the witch has to say,” Stanton said. “We’ll play along with her for a while and wait for an opportunity to present itself.”



CHAPTER XVII
 Stone Dead

TOGETHER we went through the gates, into the tower, and up the steps to the throne room. Lizzie was waiting for us on the throne, looking imperious. There was no sign of Alice or the Spook.
Daniel Stanton gave her a low bow. “I’m at your service, ma’am,” he told her.
It was exactly the right thing to do; the witch positively glowed. “What do they call you?” she asked.
“Stanton, ma’am. I was the commander of the Greeba Guard. I served Lord Barrule for almost fifteen years.”
“Well now, Master Stanton, you’re my seneschal, although you’ll still captain the guard. Get them back to their posts sharpish, and the other servants too—especially the cooks. Tomorrow night there’s going to be a feast in my honor. Which is the largest room in the keep? How many can it hold?”
“The great hall, ma’am. It’s in the building beside the tower. It can hold nearly two hundred.”
“Send out invitations, then,” Lizzie commanded. “I want that hall filled. No riffraff, mind. I want landowners there—rich, important people. Get me the members of the ruling council and the Tynwald, as many as possible.”
“I’ll go and attend to it right away, ma’am,” Stanton told her.
Lizzie dismissed him. When he’d gone, she stood up and walked down the steps toward me. “I will rule this island. Do you doubt me, boy?” she asked.
I looked at her warily. “It all seems to be going to plan,” I agreed.
“Even better than you realize,” Lizzie said with a twist of her lips. “And don’t think that I’m not ready to deal with any tricks. Daniel Stanton has a smooth tongue, but I can see through his flattery. After tomorrow night, he’ll be too terrified to even contemplate opposing me. And as for you, I’ll keep you alive a little longer—you might just prove useful. But one wrong step, and it’s the end of that blood jar—then the Fiend can have you. Do I make myself clear?”
I nodded.
“Right then, give me your staff. You won’t be needing it anymore.”
I tried to resist, but the compulsion was still strong, and I found myself laying it at her feet. I knew she wouldn’t want to touch it. Witches hated the feel of rowan wood.
“Now get out of my sight,” she commanded, “but don’t leave the keep unless I tell you, and stay away from the dungeons. Go near your master, and it’ll be the worse for both of you. You’ll sleep in one of the rooms up there,” she said, pointing to the steps, “where I can keep an eye on you.”
Within an hour the keep was a flurry of activity: the guards were back in position and the cooks were preparing for the feast the following night.
There was nothing for it but to go up the stairs and pick one of the bedrooms. I spent the next few hours in the window seat, watching the bustle below in the courtyard while I tried to take stock of the situation and work out the best course of action. I was concerned for my master. And where was Alice? Lizzie hadn’t mentioned her absence. Had she been imprisoned in the dungeons too? If so, she’d be beyond the protection of the blood jar.
Things were looking bleak. We were like flies trapped in Lizzie’s web, and I couldn’t see how to break free. I just had to wait for an opportunity and, when it came, take it despite the risk.
To my relief, just before dark Alice appeared at the open doorway of my room. She was carrying a plate of cold ham, cheese, and biscuits.
“Thought you might like to share some supper with me,” she said, coming toward me.
“Where’s the Spook?” I asked.
“He’s locked in a dungeon, Tom. Lizzie made me help her carry him down.”
We sat together in the window seat and nibbled at the food. “Don’t eat too much,” Alice said with a smile. “Leave some room for the queen’s banquet tomorrow night!”
“Can Lizzie be serious?” I asked. “What does she hope to achieve?”
“She’s going to release all the prisoners of Greeba Keep and invite them to the feast—all except Old Gregory, of course. Don’t know what she wants to do that for. What’s her game, Tom?”
“Hard to say why she’d release the prisoners, but if she really means to rule this island, I’d guess she’ll be out to impress and terrify her guests tomorrow—show them that resistance is futile. But we’ve got someone on our side—Daniel Stanton, whom she’s just appointed as her seneschal. He’ll kill her if he gets half a chance. He served Barrule for years, but now his loyalty is to his next master. The Tynwald will probably appoint somebody next week. But what about Mr. Gregory—she’s not going to feed him to the buggane, is she?”
“Not yet, Tom. Lizzie wants to hurt him badly first. After she’s had her fun, then it’ll be the buggane’s turn.”
“What I can’t understand is why she’s not killed me already, or put me in a cell to feed the buggane. Why risk having a spook’s apprentice around?”
“Ain’t hurt you yet because I begged her not to,” said Alice. “And she ain’t hurt me because she really means what she said about me uniting the Pendle clans one day. She thinks she can win me over to the dark. She can’t, but it don’t do no harm to let her think I’m moving her way. That’s the only reason you’re still alive, Tom. I also asked her to let the dogs go—or have ’em fed, at least. She wouldn’t hear of it, though. They must be starving by now.”
I nodded sadly. Claw, Blood, and Bone had suffered cruelly, but at least, unlike some of the other dogs, they were still alive. I’d have to do something about them—and soon.
The following morning I passed Stanton on the stairs. He thrust a guest list under my nose. There were a lot of names.
“These are the ones we’ve sent invitations to—all important people, but a lot of them won’t come. They see Bony Lizzie as a murderess and a witch and will already be making their own plans to deal with her, maybe even raising some sort of military force to move against the keep. Of course, they can’t do much until the parliament meets next week.
“But there are those who have agreed to attend. Why, I don’t know,” the commander went on, shaking his head, “but some—especially those who don’t get their own way at the Tynwald—see her as a route to power. Some are simply coming along to assess the danger she represents. If the meeting turns against her, I might just use the uproar to kill her there and then. Now, tell me—what’s the best way to kill a witch, lad?”
“A silver-alloy blade through the heart would be the most effective,” I told him. “A spook’s staff has one, but Lizzie’s locked away mine and my master’s. Any blade right through the heart might do the trick, though—at least for a while.”
I didn’t like to tell him that he would have to cut out her heart afterward. Otherwise we’d be facing a dead and possibly even more dangerous Bony Lizzie. But first things first, I thought.
Guests started to arrive at the keep just after sunset. They were greeted at the gate and escorted to the great hall. Mostly they were men, alone or in groups, but there were a few couples, too.
The hall was large and spectacular, its high roof supported on heavy wooden beams arranged in a sequence of triangles such as you found in the very largest County churches. Although constructed on a smaller scale, it reminded me of the interior of Priestown Cathedral. On the walls, rich tapestries depicted scenes from the island’s history: There were longboats and fierce-looking men with horned helmets; vessels landing on rocky shores; battles, with houses burning and fields strewn with the dead. Dozens of torches lined the walls to show them off.
Gradually the room began to echo with the low buzz of conversation as servants brought in trays of wine and offered a glass to each guest. The tables were arranged in parallel rows; the head table, where Lizzie would take her place, faced them. To our surprise, Alice and I were seated immediately to the left of the witch’s chair, with Daniel Stanton positioned on her right. Yeomen armed with spears stood guard along the wall at the back.
Once all the guests had arrived, another group of yeomen brought in the prisoners and led them to the table right at the back, near the door. I saw that Adriana was among them.
Only then did Lizzie enter the room and walk slowly to her place at the head table. The conversation died away as the guests followed her progress. She had clearly raided the wardrobe of Lord Barrule’s dead wife; this time she’d helped herself to jewels as well. Her fingers were adorned with gold rings, her wrists with gleaming, slender bracelets, and set within her hair, which was now clean and lustrous, was a spectacular diamond tiara.
When she reached her chair, Lizzie halted and swept the room with her eyes. Then she gave a smile, but there was no warmth in it. It was the cruel, gloating smile of someone very confident of her power; the sadistic smirk of a bully about to torment her helpless victims.
“Eat your fill!” she commanded. “We’ll dine first and talk later.”
Then, without further ado, waiters scurried into the room with trays of choice cuts of meat. The cooks had worked hard, and it truly was a feast fit for a queen. But the guests all ate in silence, merely nibbling at their food, and you could sense the fear and unease that now gripped them. They knew what Lizzie was capable of—how she’d slain the powerful Lord Barrule and killed yeomen from a distance. She’d even bested a spook.
At last, when the tables had been cleared and everyone’s glass filled again, Stanton rose to his feet and called out for silence. An expectant hush fell as Bony Lizzie stood and faced her nervous guests.
She stared at them for a long time without speaking, pursing her red-painted lips. Suddenly I felt a chill in the air. She was using something from the dark already.
“The old ways won’t do any longer!” she cried. “It’s time for change!”
There was real authority in her voice. This was no longer the mud-splattered Lizzie who had taken refuge with us in the buggane’s tunnels—though she still twisted her mouth and spoke in a heavy Pendle accent.
“You’ve enemies across the sea to the east. Captured the County, they have, and now they’ll be looking this way. They’ll want to seize your land and make slaves of you all, there’s little doubt about that. This is no time for dithering; no time for empty talk. A parliament ain’t needed now. What good is a talking shop when we need action? Want a strong single voice, you do. Need a different type of rule. It’s me you need! I’ll be your queen. I’ll protect you. Support me and keep your freedom. It’s your choice.”
Putting emphasis on the word “your,” she extended her left arm and brought it in a slow arc from left to right, pointing her index finger at her audience. The rings on her fingers and the diamonds in the tiara sparkled. She was indeed acting like a queen now—regal, powerful, and commanding. She was telling these people that they had but one choice, and that was to obey her.
There was a low grumble of dissent, though one or two men smiled and nodded. Did they actually see her as a future leader, one who would drag them along in her wake?
Lizzie ignored the mutters. “It’s a different life for everyone here now. Let the prisoners go, I have. They were Lord Barrule’s prisoners, not mine. His time is over, so I’ve released them and now the cells are empty—except for the spook, of course. But others will join him in my dungeons—those who oppose me.”
This time the mutters became a rumble, then a roar of disapproval.
“You’re either with me or against me!” Lizzie’s voice cut through the uproar.
In response, a man rose to his feet; next to him was a very finely dressed woman with silver-gray hair, her gown rivaling Lizzie’s. An expression of alarm on her face, his wife grabbed his arm and tried to pull him back into his seat. But he shrugged her off and strode forward to stand directly before the high table.
Florid of face and slightly overweight, he looked prosperous and commanding. But here he was dealing with something beyond his experience.
He pointed a finger at Lizzie and opened his mouth twice before any words came out. His hands were shaking and his forehead glistened with sweat. “You are a stranger to our island,” he told her in a quavering voice, “an interloper, a refugee—and a witch to boot! How dare you stand before us and assume such a title? What right have you to declare yourself our sovereign?”
Lizzie smiled malevolently. “A ruler needs to be strong, and I’m the strongest here!” she said, arching her back. “You’re challenging my right to rule, old man. For that, your life is forfeit!”
She stamped her foot three times, muttered something under her breath, and pointed the index finger of her left hand straight at the man, whose face was already contorted with terror.
His hands went to his throat, and I could see his eyes bulging from their sockets. He made no sound, but blood started to ooze from each nostril and dribble down over his mouth before dripping off his chin. Then he fell forward and collapsed, striking his head hard against the flagged floor. He lay there perfectly still.
Lizzie had killed him stone dead.



CHAPTER XVIII
 A Lost Spirit

THE gray-haired woman got to her feet and, with a cry of anguish, rushed forward to help her husband. But she never reached his body.
Lizzie made a sign in the air and chanted the words of a spell. The woman fell to her knees, her hands fluttering in front of her face as if warding off something terrifying.
I was aware of another commotion at the back of the room, where the prisoners had been seated. Someone was trying to force her way toward us but was being restrained by the yeomen. It looked like Adriana. What was wrong with her? If she wasn’t careful she’d be returned to the cells.
But Lizzie wasn’t finished yet. This was a clear demonstration of her power, its aim to cow her audience so that none would ever dare oppose her again. She stamped her foot three times and, in a loud, imperious voice, uttered more words of enchantment in the Old Tongue. I was still learning that language, a relative novice, and they were chanted so quickly that I could neither catch nor understand them. But the consequences were immediate and terrifying.
All the torches in the room flickered and died down, and we were plunged into almost total darkness. Wails of fear went up from the gathering. Then the huge figure of a man began to form in the air above Lizzie. It looked like a trapped spirit summoned from limbo. At first I thought she had summoned Bill Arkwright again, but as the apparition took shape, I saw that it was the ghost of the man that Lizzie had just killed. Around him swirled the gloomy gray mists of limbo.
“I’m lost!” the spirit cried. “Where am I? What’s happened to me?”
“You’re dead and finished with this world for good,” Lizzie snapped. “What happens to you now depends upon me. I can keep you trapped in that mist forever, or I can let you go free.”
“Go? Go where?” asked the spirit.
“Either to the light or to the dark, whichever your life on this earth has fitted you for. What’s your name? What did you do upon this world while you lived and breathed?”
“I’m the chief miller at Peel, a hardworking man. My name is Patrick Lonan, and I’m a member of the Tynwald. . . .”
No wonder Adriana had needed to be restrained by the yeomen. Lizzie had just killed her father.
The witch gave a low, cruel laugh. “You were a member of the Tynwald. Now you’re just a lost spirit. You serve me, and you’ll do my bidding. Return into the mist and await my call!”
The ghost of Patrick Lonan gave a wail of fear and began to fade. The torches flared into life once more, revealing the terrified faces of the guests. Many were on their feet, about to try and leave the hall. The yeomen looked just as scared, in no state to detain any who tried to flee. But Lizzie immediately took control of the situation.
“Be seated!” she commanded. “All of you. Do it now or join the dead miller!”
Within seconds they had taken their places again. I looked at the table at the back but could see no sign of Adriana. The woman, whom I took to be her mother, was still on her knees, trying to fend off some unseen attacker. Her whole face was twitching, her body starting to convulse. She was muttering gibberish, driven to the edge of insanity by Lizzie’s magic.
I looked at Daniel Stanton. He was just as terror stricken as the rest of the gathering, clearly in no position to make an attempt on Lizzie’s life.
“You’ve seen what I can do,” the witch cried out. “Death awaits those who oppose me—along with fear and suffering beyond the grave. I will allow the Tynwald to meet one last time in order to dismiss the ruling council and declare me ruler of this island. Get ye gone! All of you! Any who wish to serve me may return to the keep at the same time tomorrow night, and I will receive your obeisance then.”
The hall emptied quickly, and I saw that Lizzie had a triumphant look on her face. She signaled to two of the guards and pointed to the miller’s wife.
“Take her home—to die!” she commanded. “Let her be an example of what happens to those who displease me.”
They dragged Adriana’s mother away, still wailing with distress.
“Out of my sight, you two!” she said, pointing to me and Alice. “Go back to the tower. I want to talk to my sene-schal in private.”
I thought briefly about simply following the other guests out of the great hall and over the moat. But then we’d never manage to get back into the keep to rescue the Spook. And anyway, I doubted whether Lizzie would allow it—her power over me was still strong. So I obediently followed Alice across the courtyard to the tower. We went up the stairs and into my room and sat together on the window seat. Outside it was very dark and neither the moon nor the stars were visible; just a few lanterns flickered on the distant boundary wall.
“That was Adriana’s father that Lizzie killed,” I murmured.
Alice nodded. “And now Adriana will have been taken down to the dungeons to join Old Gregory. Didn’t take Lizzie long to start filling up those cells again, did it? We can’t let her just murder anybody she wants. We’ve got to do something, Tom.”
“If we attack her, she could strike us stone dead with one of her spells. You saw what she did to the miller. She can force me to do things against my will—even smash the blood jar. In a few days she may be in control of this island, and then she’ll think about taking her revenge on the Spook. We’ve got to get him out of that cell before she starts to really hurt him. It’s risky, but the only way out of this keep is through the buggane’s tunnels.”
My words were brave, but inside I shivered at the mere thought of the buggane. To come face to face with the demon in its own domain would surely mean death.
“You’re right, Tom, but we’ll have to choose a time when she’s not watching us. Soon as Lizzie finds out we’re gone, she’ll send it after us. Right now she’s busy giving orders to her new seneschal, consolidating her power here. And all the guards are on duty at the moment—they won’t be in the guard room! Now, right now, is the time to make a move!” she cried.
Alice was right. We had to strike—and now, when Lizzie would least expect it. If she caught us, she would show no mercy. Trying not to think of the risk of what we were attempting, I led Alice up to the study, where Lord Barrule had studied and practiced animism. I opened the door and retrieved both the Spook’s staff and mine. As we turned to go, Alice picked up the shaman’s notebook.
“What do you want that for, Alice?” I asked with a frown, eager to get away before Lizzie returned.
“Who knows what we might learn, Tom? It might come in useful. Besides, if we take it, then Lizzie can’t get her hands on it.”
I nodded—that was true enough. We hurried down through the throne room and descended the steps toward the dungeons. We passed safely through the guard room and, taking a lantern from a hook, headed along the damp narrow passageway.
There were a lot of cells, but we didn’t need to check each one because the empty ones had their doors open. At last we came to two that were locked. I used my key and opened the first one to find Adriana sitting on the floor in the corner, her head in her hands. When she saw that it was us, she jumped up and rushed over.
“What happened to my mother?” she asked, her eyes full of tears.
“They took her home,” I said. “I’m really sorry, Adriana, about your father—”
“She killed him then? They dragged me out before I could be sure what had happened.” She looked at me, her dark eyes sorrowful.
“Yes, she killed him,” I admitted, bowing my head. I didn’t tell her about Lizzie summoning his spirit from limbo; it would only have added to her pain.
“My mother will find it hard to live without him,” she said, beginning to sob. “Father was always so outspoken.”
“He was brave,” I said, “but he couldn’t have known what he was up against—how powerful Lizzie really is.”
“We’re going to try and escape from the keep down the tunnels,” Alice said, patting Adriana’s shoulder sympathetically. “It’ll be dangerous, but it’s better than staying here.”
We left her cell, and I inserted my key into the lock of the next one. It was stiff, and for a few moments I struggled to turn the key. Eventually it yielded and I opened the door. Alice held up the lantern and we peered inside.
I saw the earthen wall and the tunnel in it. Then something moved. My heart lurched, and I stepped back nervously. At first I thought it was the buggane, but then the Spook shuffled toward us, one hand raised to shield his eyes from the glare of the light. He’d been in the darkness for a long time.
“Well, lad, you’re a sight for sore eyes and no mistake.”
I smiled and handed him his staff. “I’ve lots of things to tell you, but it’ll have to wait till later. The guards could come looking for us at any moment. We’re going to try and escape down the buggane’s tunnels. It’s either that or back up the stairs to face Lizzie. And she controls the yeomen now.”
The Spook nodded. “Then we’ve little choice. We don’t know where the tunnels lead, so we might as well try up here,” he said, pointing back to the dark entrance in the earth wall of his own cell.
I suddenly wondered why he hadn’t already made his escape down that tunnel. Locked in my cell earlier, I’d made the decision not to risk it. But I was still an apprentice and he was the Spook; he must have realized that it would be his only chance to escape before being tortured and killed. Had he lacked the strength and courage to face the tunnel alone? I had little time to dwell on that thought before Alice spoke again.
“We do know where one of the tunnels leads,” she said. “The one from the long room where the dogs fought—it leads to that hollow tree.”
“But it’s surrounded by a bone yard, Alice,” I reminded her.
“It’s very dangerous, but I might be able to find Lizzie’s secret path out. I’m prepared to try.”
“Make a mistake and you’d be crushed to death in seconds, girl,” the Spook said, shaking his head.
“Ain’t any better option,” Alice retorted. “Otherwise we’ll be traveling blind through the buggane’s tunnels.”
The Spook sighed, then nodded his agreement. “Right, you lead the way then.”
We left his cell and followed the passageway along. Soon it widened out and there were dry stone flags under our feet. We helped ourselves to more wall lanterns; we’d need as much light as possible in the tunnel. As we approached the long room, we heard loud barks. The stench of death and animal feces was overpowering. We saw that the three wolfhounds were still locked in their cages and Lord Barrule’s rotting body lay where it had fallen next to the throne.
“We should let the dogs out,” I said. “They haven’t been fed. It might be days before anybody bothers to do anything about them.”
“Take care, lad,” the Spook warned me. “They’ve been cruelly treated—who knows how they’ll react?”
Warily, we released them. But the dogs neither attacked us nor fought one another. A couple bounded out of the room immediately, but most just wandered about forlornly. Claw, Blood, and Bone, however, were pleased to see me. It was good to pat them again and see their tales wagging with excitement; their joy brought a lump to my throat. They were starving and dirty, and I felt angry at the way they’d been treated, but at least the shaman’s power over them was broken and they were their old selves again. When we entered the tunnel at the end of the room, they followed us in.
I took the lead, Alice at my heels, and the Spook followed behind Adriana in case we were attacked from the rear. The tunnel was just earth, with no wooden supports like a mine, and the thought of that weight of soil above us was scary. We could easily be buried alive down here; segments of tunnel must collapse all the time. There were roots visible, too. Sometimes they were twisted like snakes, and I had to keep telling myself that they weren’t moving.
The lanterns were very much more effective than the candle stub we’d used the first time I came down here with Alice and Lizzie, and it wasn’t long before we saw the first of the bones. They weren’t lying in large piles, as in the lair of a bone witch, but we never went more than twenty yards without catching a glimpse of some fragment of a human skeleton. Sometimes it was a skull half buried in the side wall of the tunnel, or a fragment of a leg or arm bone, or just a few fingers or toes. However, I did not sense any lingering spirits here. They were just remains. I paused beside an almost intact human foot; only the little toe was missing. To the left of it was a skull. A tree root had twisted its way in through the left eye socket and emerged from the right before continuing down into the soil.
“Why are there so many bones down here?” I called back to the Spook. “Do they belong to prisoners who tried to escape from the cells?”
“A few maybe,” he replied. “But the buggane regurgitates some of the bones it’s swallowed after feeding.”
I shuddered, realizing that the foot and the skull had spent time in the buggane’s stomach.
For about five minutes we made good progress, but then we encountered a problem. There were thick tree roots ahead of us, completely blocking the main tunnel. Another tunnel went off at an angle, heading downward. It was new and freshly dug. I didn’t like the look of it one bit.



CHAPTER XIX
 The Grim Cache

“THIS is the buggane’s doing,” I said. “What now?”
“To reach the hollow tree we need to get past those roots somehow,” Alice replied.
“We could dig round it with our staffs, but it’ll take ages. I know a better way,” I said, turning to look past Alice and Adriana. “There are roots blocking our way!” I shouted to the Spook. “Reverse back down the tunnel a bit. We need to give the dogs room to work. Claw! Blood! Bone!”
The dogs came squeezing past us eagerly as the others retreated. I dug at the earth beside the roots with my hands and pointed ahead. Soon the three wolfhounds were burrowing away enthusiastically, throwing earth backward with their paws. In fact, we got two tunnels instead of one, because Claw worked to the left while Blood and Bone dug their own tunnel to the right.
The latter was the larger excavation, and the Spook and I widened it with the blades of our staffs until we could squeeze through.
At last we were moving again. I began to feel optimistic about escaping from the hollow tree. It was dangerous, but if anyone could find the secret way through the bone yard it was Alice.
But soon we encountered another problem, this one much worse than before. We found the passage ahead completely blocked with hard-packed earth. Once again a new tunnel had been excavated by the buggane, one that headed sharply downhill.
The Spook crawled forward to join me, shaking his head. “We could try digging again, but the whole tunnel might cave in behind,” he said. “I don’t like it, lad. It’s almost as if we’re being herded like sheep. Forced downward to where someone wants us to be.”
“The buggane?” I asked.
“Maybe, but it could be acting for Lizzie. By now she’ll probably know that we’ve escaped the tower. We either retreat the way we came or go down there,” he said, pointing toward the new tunnel.
“If we go back, they’ll be waiting. This time Lizzie will put us all in the dungeons,” I said.
The Spook shrugged. “Then we must go on. I’ll take the lead now, lad—who knows what we’re about to face?” And with those words he set off, crawling along the tunnel.
The descent got steeper and I was growing increasingly uneasy. I sensed danger ahead.
Then the passage began to widen, and the Spook got to his feet, lifting the lantern. Moments later, we saw a vast space ahead, the walls so distant that the light couldn’t reach them. We were at the entrance to a huge cavern.
Even the dogs were silent. They stayed behind us, unwilling to venture in any farther and explore. Perhaps they felt what we did: a sense of awe, a feeling that we faced something totally new and beyond our experience.
“I didn’t expect this,” said the Spook, his voice hardly more than a whisper. “I think I know what this place is. I thought it was just a myth—a story. But it’s real. . . .”
“What’s real?” I asked. “What is it?”
But the Spook just muttered something to himself and didn’t answer my question.
“This ain’t been done by the buggane,” said Alice. “Take ten lifetimes to make a burrow this big, even if its claws could dig through rock.”
“This was here already, and the buggane chanced upon it,” my master said.
“Or maybe it knew about it,” said Adriana, emerging from the dark tunnel. “Maybe it deliberately chose to build its labyrinth here because it knew about this cavern.”
“But what would it want something so big for?” I asked, thinking aloud.
“Well, as I’ve already told you, lad,” said the Spook, “a buggane takes the animus, the life force of a human, and stores it at the center of its labyrinth. It was working with the shaman, so it needed lots of space. But this is immense—far beyond what it should need.”
“What does it use the animus for?”
“Well, we know that for a shaman they’re a source of magical power, giving him control over animals and allowing him to project his spirit far from his body. But as for the buggane, nobody’s ever had a real conversation with such a creature. It whispers, it threatens, then it sucks out the animus and kills its victim, but we don’t know why. The shaman, Lord Barrule, would know more, but he’s dead now. . . .
“Well, lad,” my master went on, “you asked me what this place is, and I’ll tell you. It’s something I didn’t think I’d live to see. Something I’ve only heard tell of. It’s known as the Grim Cache after its creator, and it’s the largest source of animism in the world. It was first accumulated by a shaman called Lucius Grim, many centuries ago. It’s said that he was able to project his spirit into the dark itself, but eventually his soul was consumed by a demon. This is his legacy, no doubt added to by other shamans since—the latest being Lord Barrule. Anyway, let’s move on, but keep close to the cavern wall. Who knows? We might find another way out.”
The Spook led the way, the dogs following behind, still subdued. Underneath our feet, soft mud gave way to rock. It wasn’t long before Alice gasped in astonishment—she had noticed something ahead. “Something up there,” she said. “I can see lights moving. Don’t like the look of ’em.”
We looked up to where she was pointing. Tiny points of yellow light like distant stars were combining to form intricate patterns, moving more like a school of fish than a flock of birds. I tried to count them; it was difficult, but I thought there were seven. Suddenly, one detached itself from the rest and floated down toward us. As it approached, I saw that it was a glowing sphere.
“Fire elementals!” cried Alice. “Just like the ones we saw in Greece.”
We’d faced different types of fire elementals there, ranging from fiery orbs to asteri, which looked like five-pointed stars. They were all deadly and could burn you to cinders in moments. They’d certainly done in Bill Arkwright.
However, the Spook shook his head. “Nay, girl, whatever they are, they won’t be fire elementals. It’s too damp in this cavern. In fact, this whole island has a wet climate very similar to the County. It’s no place for entities like that. They couldn’t survive here.”
As if to prove him right, rather than attacking us, the glowing orb backed away, drifting upward, and once more became a distant point of light, having rejoined its companions in their strange dance. It was as if it had taken a close look at us and decided we were of no interest.
It was then that the Spook first noticed that Alice was carrying a book. “Where did you get that, girl?” he demanded with a frown. “Did it belong to the shaman?”
Alice nodded. “It’s his notebook. Brought it so that Lizzie wouldn’t get her hands on it and learn new things about the dark. Best that we have it, don’t you think?”
My master looked unconvinced but said nothing, and we continued to follow the curved wall of the cavern. Once again it was Alice who brought us to a halt. She sniffed loudly, three times. “There’s something ahead and coming this way,” she warned. “Something from the dark. . . .”
No sooner had she said that than all three dogs began to growl; they had sensed the danger too. We held our lanterns aloft and saw a figure approaching us.
“It’s the abhuman,” Alice said as he moved into the arcs of light.
She was right. Horn was alone. The two holes in his ears where they’d attached the chains still appeared inflamed, and his blind, milky white eyeballs moved as if he were assessing each one of us in turn.
The union between the Fiend and a witch could produce a wide range of different offspring. Grimalkin, the witch assassin, had once given birth to a perfectly human baby boy; the Fiend had killed it on the spot for just that reason. Then there was Alice, born fully human but with the potential to become a powerful witch. Here, at the other end of the scale, was this demonic figure, a horned beast like the father who’d sired him.
The Spook readied his staff and approached the creature.
The abhuman hissed at him through his teeth, then spoke in a harsh voice. “Follow me,” he rasped.
“And why should we do that?” demanded my master, raising his staff threateningly.
“Follow me,” Horn repeated. He turned and headed into the darkness.
I didn’t like the idea of leaving the relative safety of the rock wall. I had a bad feeling about venturing out into the vastness of the cavern: You could get lost, or just be swallowed up by the darkness.
“Wait!” cried the Spook, no doubt thinking the same thing. “You need to give us a good reason to follow you—otherwise we stay here!”
The abhuman turned back to face us, and his face twisted in anger, the glare of a feral beast rather than a human being. “You must follow. You have no choice.”
“There’s always a choice to be made,” said the Spook. “Aye, there’s always that. Suppose we choose to stay here—”
“Then you will stay here in this cavern until you die. There is no escape from here unless I wish it. Now that my master is dead, I control the buggane. Despite all the efforts of the witch, it still does as I command—at least for the moment.”
“He could be lying,” Adriana said, lowering her voice. “It’s safer to stay here.”
“Not if all the entrances and exits are made by the buggane,” I replied.
“And I suspect that’s exactly what we’ll find,” said the Spook. “I fear that the wisest option for now is to do as he asks.”
So we reluctantly followed the abhuman into the cavern. Soon the walls were far behind us and we continued in the pool of yellow light cast by our lanterns, beyond which nothing seemed to exist. Darkness extended in every direction. Our footsteps echoed in the silence, and I grew increasingly nervous.
The situation soon became even worse. Our lanterns all began to dim until, after a few moments, they gave off only the faintest of glows. This had to be the work of dark magic, and the Spook held up his hand, motioning us to halt. No sooner had we done so than the lanterns went out completely, plunging us into absolute darkness.
Was it a trick? I wondered fearfully. Had Horn lured us out here to our deaths?



CHAPTER XX
 Immense Power

I stood there, preparing myself for some sort of attack at any moment, but nothing happened.
“Keep moving forward,” Horn commanded from up ahead in the darkness. “We are almost there.”
We shuffled along very slowly; it was so dark that I couldn’t even see the Spook in front of me. But for the sound of his boots on rock, he could have vanished. Then I saw a faint glow.
As we got nearer, the luminosity grew, not in intensity, but in size. It reminded me of the glowing sphere that had descended from the cavern roof to take a look at us. But while that had been small and yellow, this was red and immense. Neither was it a true sphere; it flexed and shifted its shape, as if under pressure from invisible internal or external forces.
From a distance it had appeared to have a definite outline, but as we approached, we saw that it was more like a mist in a forest dell, diffuse on its perimeter but far denser within. Already the abhuman was walking into it and becoming more indistinct. We followed—on my part, with increasing reluctance. I wondered if everybody else felt the same. The skin on my hands and face was tingling, my sense of danger increasing with every step I took. Then the abhuman came to a halt and turned to face us—just a horned silhouette against the radiance.
“This is indeed the cache of Lucius Grim. I was right,” said the Spook.
“It presents no danger to you,” Horn told him. “At least, not in itself. It’s the place where the buggane stores the life force that it steals from the living. It’s energy, that’s all—a vast store of animus reaped over centuries.”
“Think of the hundreds of people it’s murdered.” The Spook shook his head in disgust.
“Not just hundreds—thousands upon thousands,” said the abhuman. “Other bugganes have added to the cache; the process has gone on for centuries. This cavern is now a great source of energy and a meeting place for all those who are skilled in animism magic—not only shamans in spirit form, but Romanian witches. At present a coven of seven have temporarily projected their spirits from their distant homeland. They saw you enter the cavern and warned me of your whereabouts.”
The seven lights were now dancing high above our heads—they must be the witches’ spirits, I realized. I remembered reading an entry about such things in the Spook’s Bestiary. They were dangerous; a group like that could suck the life force from a human victim in minutes.
“Come on then! Out with it,” demanded the Spook, an edge of impatience in his voice. “What do you want?”
“Revenge,” said the abhuman, his cruel face contorting in anger. “I want revenge upon the witch who killed my master, Lord Barrule. I want her destroyed!”
“Aye, we’d also like to put an end to her,” said the Spook. “But have you brought us here just to tell us that? If so, it would have been better to let us go on our way.”
“I needed to show you this—and to give you vital information,” Horn went on. “Information that might help you to stop her in her tracks before she rules this whole island. You see, without realizing it, the witch is using my master’s thumb bones as a conduit and drawing on the power stored here. And it will get worse, much worse. I’m using that same power and trying to resist her. But she is stronger than me, far stronger, and will soon have the buggane in her power. Then this vast reservoir will be at her disposal!
“At the moment she knows nothing of this cache, but once she has made the buggane her creature, she will quickly learn the truth. Then she’ll realize what she’s capable of. And she won’t stop here. Eventually nations beyond our shores will be at risk.
“My master was obsessed by gambling and never bothered to harvest more than a fraction of the magic that is available here. The witch is sure to seize it all and use it against those who cross her. You must act quickly before it’s too late!”
The Spook nodded. “We need to get those bones away from her—though that’s easier said than done. How long can you resist her? Just how long can you keep her away from the buggane?”
“It’s impossible to say. All I know is that it’s getting harder with each day that passes,” Horn replied. “There’s no time to waste. I’ll show you a tunnel that will take you up to the forest above. You needn’t face the witch’s bone yard.”
As the abhuman led us across the darkness of the cavern, our lanterns flared back to their full brilliance. He guided us to a freshly dug tunnel before retreating back into the gloom. It went up at a steep angle, and it was indeed clear; within minutes we had emerged among the trees. It was still dark, but the sky was growing lighter on the eastern horizon and we could see Greeba Keep in the distance, lanterns gleaming on its battlements. The guard would be on full alert.
“That tower’s too close for comfort,” said the Spook. “The more distance we can put between it and us, the happier I’ll be.”
“Nowhere’s safe now,” Adriana said. “I’m heading home to Peel—I need to see to my mother. The shock of Father’s death may have been too much for her. You’re welcome to join me.”
“We’re strangers to this island, so we’ll be glad to accept your invitation,” said the Spook, “but first we’d better retrieve our bags.”
They were still where we’d left them. I took the shaman’s notebook from Alice and put it in my bag, which I then picked up, along with my master’s, and we set off west, this time with Adriana leading the way. After a while Alice moved up to walk alongside her and they began to chat.
It was a miserable misty morning, with cold drizzle drifting into our faces out of a gray sky. Our progress was slow because we avoided the main lanes and tracks and cut through woods and along dripping hedgerows. I was soon ready for something to eat and a bit of warmth and shelter.
“Where is Romania?” I asked, picking up my pace to walk with the Spook.
“It’s a forested land to the northwest of your mam’s homeland, Greece, lad. Why? Are you thinking about those seven witches?”
I nodded. “They came a long way to visit the cavern,” I said.
“True, lad, but they didn’t come in person or we’d really have been in trouble. What we saw was their spirits projected from their bodies by the power of animism, drawn there by that cache. They were cooperating with that abhuman, so they didn’t pose a threat. But we have a big task on our hands. Even if we deal with Lizzie and the buggane, leaving all that stored power there is dangerous. Some other denizens of the dark might find and use it for their own ends.”
“So why hasn’t it happened before?”
“Maybe it has, lad, but it takes a lot of skill to control such a cache. Even Lucius Grim didn’t properly understand its power—and that ultimately led to his own destruction. Luckily Lord Barrule was too distracted by his gambling to fully benefit from that resource. However, in time someone with great dark strength is bound to make use of it. There are other bugganes on this island who might add to it; like boggarts, they can use ley lines to travel from place to place. Aye, we have to be wary of that. A big task awaits us.”
We arrived at Peel Mill early in the afternoon. As we emerged from the woods, we saw ahead of us the huge wheel, slowly turning under the force of the water streaming across a long multiarched aqueduct. But we soon discovered that no flour was being ground. On hearing of Patrick Lonan’s death, as a mark of respect, the mill workers had gone home.
The miller’s large house flanked the wheel; we were made very welcome there. After first attending to her mother, Adriana ordered the servants to prepare baths, hot meals, and beds for us all. Her poor father might be dead, but she insisted on business as usual, sending word to the workers to report for duty the following morning.
The abhuman had urged us to attack Lizzie quickly, but we stayed at the mill for two days, resting and gathering our strength, wondering how best to proceed. The Spook was very quiet, and it seemed to me that he had very little hope to offer us.
How could we win now? Lizzie was in control of Greeba Keep, and I saw no reason why the whole island should not soon be hers. And if she learned of the full power at her disposal . . . well, that didn’t bear thinking about.
However, we knew we couldn’t stay at the mill for long. It would be an obvious place to search. Before long the bone witch would send her yeomen after us.
On the morning of our third day there, I awoke at dawn and went for a walk with Alice. It was a bright, cold morning with a light ground frost. Alice seemed very quiet, and I sensed that she was troubled.
“What’s wrong?” I asked her. “I can tell something’s bothering you. Is it Lizzie?”
“Lizzie’s bothering all of us.”
I said nothing for a while, and we walked in silence. But then I decided to question her further. “Lizzie’s your mother, Alice—and everyone wants her dead. That must upset you. Tell me—don’t just keep it to yourself.”
“Hate her, I do. She’s no mother of mine. A murderer, that’s what Lizzie is. She kills children and takes their bones. I’ll be glad when she’s dead.”
“That night I fought her, when you were in the cage, I had her at my mercy. But I couldn’t kill her. It wasn’t just that I couldn’t bring myself to do it in cold blood; it was also because she was your mother. It just didn’t seem right, Alice.”
“You listen to me, Tom. Listen well to what I say. Next time you get the chance, kill her. Don’t hesitate. If you’d killed her that night, you’d have saved everyone a lot of trouble!”
But no sooner had she said that than Alice started to sob uncontrollably. I put my arms around her, and she buried her face in my shoulder. She cried for a long time, but when she was quiet, I squeezed her hand and led her back toward the house.
As we emerged from the trees, I saw Adriana throwing crumbs to a small flock of birds near the front door. When she spotted us, she clapped her hands, and the birds immediately took flight, most of them landing on the roof. She came across the frosted grass to meet us.
Her face was grave. Her mother was still suffering from the effects of her encounter with Bony Lizzie, and there was still no news of the whereabouts of Simon Sulby; both he and Captain Baines seemed to have disappeared without a trace.
“How’s your mother today?” I asked.
“She seems a little stronger,” Adriana replied. “After a little persuasion, she managed to sip a few mouthfuls of broth this morning. But she’s still confused and doesn’t seem to know she’s back home. Mercifully, she’s forgotten what happened to my father. I dread having to break the news to her. . . .
“And I’m afraid I have some bad news for us all,” she continued with a frown. “I suppose it’s only what we’ve been expecting since we arrived. One of our millers was riding to work across the fields this morning, and he spied a large party of yeomen assembling on the road northwest of St. John’s. It looked like they were preparing to march in this direction. If so, they could be here soon.”



CHAPTER XXI
 Prepared to Fight

“WE need to go into hiding,” Alice said. “Or maybe head south down the coast.”
“Yes, you should, but I won’t be able to go with you,” Adriana said. “My mother’s too ill to move. I’ll have to stay here.”
“Let’s see what Mr. Gregory thinks,” I suggested, and we headed back to the house. But before we reached it, Alice spotted a runner—a yeoman—in the distance. At that moment the Spook came out of the house to join us; he must have seen the man from a window. He stood beside us, holding his staff diagonally in a defensive position.
The yeoman approached us but seemed unarmed. He stood there for a few moments, head bowed and hands on his hips, gasping for breath. Then he reached into his pocket and held out an envelope. “It’s for a Tom Ward,” he said.
I took it and tore it open, unfolding the letter within and starting to read.
Dear Master Ward,
I have left the employment of the witch. In truth, I was lucky to escape with my life. I am now recruiting a force with which to oppose the new ruler of Greeba Keep, and we are on the road to Peel. We will meet you at the mill. To help defeat our enemy, I need the expertise of you and your master.
Yours,
Daniel Stanton
“Well, lad, don’t keep us waiting,” said the Spook. “Read it aloud!”
I did as my master asked. When I’d finished, he scratched at his beard and glared at me. “Do you trust this Daniel Stanton?”
I nodded. “He’s a soldier and probably hasn’t lived a totally blameless life, but that’s true of all of us. Yes, I do trust him.”
“Right, then we’ll wait and see what he has to say.”
“I wonder how he knew I’d be here at the mill?” I asked.
“Well, it’s not too difficult to work out, lad,” replied the Spook. “He knows that we escaped with Adriana and that she’d be desperate to be reunited with her mother.”
“Well, if he knows where we are, it’s pretty certain that Lizzie will, too.”
“Aye, lad, she’ll know for sure. But she’s probably too busy with her newfound power to bother about us for a while. She’s confident she can deal with us easily when the time comes. Right now she’ll be devoting all her energies to seizing control of this island. She’ll come for us eventually, you mark my words.”
Just over an hour later, Stanton arrived with his men. There were perhaps no more than fifty in all, but they were armed with pikes and clubs and looked formidable.
Adriana, the Spook, Alice, and I sat around the kitchen table with him while he explained the situation.
“The witch has got more than three hundred men under arms, while I’ve barely a sixth of that so far. More will join me—and they’re prepared to fight, make no mistake. Two days ago Lizzie led raiding parties against some of the local landowners and farmers, those who’d refused outright to pledge their support. Some families—men, women, and children—were murdered in cold blood. But I was already away by then.
“Lizzie’s sent me to St. John’s with some of the men you see here now. Our task is to seize the area and prepare for the meeting of the Tynwald in a few days’ time. The witch wants to dissolve the parliament and have power handed over to her. She’s planning to go there herself once I have it under control.
“But I talked to some of the lads and a few Tynwald members too, and we’ve decided to try and tackle her. We’re not standing for it. We’ve never had to answer to anyone before and we never will.
“That’s where you come in,” he went on, looking at the Spook and me. “I’ve been close to the witch, and she terrified the life out of me. All the strength seemed to drain out of my body. She kills people without even touching them—how do we deal with that?”
“It’s something I’m still pondering,” said the Spook. “The power she wields—killing from a distance with such ease—is more potent than anything I’ve encountered before in a single witch. But now we know its source, we’ll find a way to stop it eventually, don’t you worry.” My master sounded more determined than he had for some time.
“The only problem is that Lizzie has supporters, lots of well-armed yeomen bought with bribes of wealth and power, and it won’t be so easy to get her on her own again,” Stanton told us.
“You said that you were lucky to escape with your life. What happened?” I asked him.
“That night when the witch killed your father”—he nodded toward Adriana—“I’d already decided to make an attempt on her life. But I was as helpless and terrified as the rest of that gathering, and my blood just turned to water. And she sensed something. It was almost as if she could read my mind.
“Later she questioned me. Wanted to know how loyal I was. She said she was starting to have doubts about me and ordered me to tell her the truth. I could feel her right inside my head, twisting and prodding. I began to shake and sweat, and it took all my willpower not to admit that I’d planned to kill her. It was close—very close.”
“Well, it seems to me that a lot will depend on just how much support you can muster,” said the Spook. “With enough men, you could attack when the Tynwald meets. In the confusion we might be able to put an end to her. If Lizzie was distracted, she could still be bound with a silver chain.”
“Or I could put my sword through her heart,” Stanton said. “I’m going to send runners to the nearest towns and villages to drum up support. Anyone who can carry a weapon and wants to fight for the freedom of our land will join us.”
Although word had already been spread to the surrounding villages, by noon only about a dozen new men had rallied to Stanton’s cause. Most were farm laborers who had brought nothing better than clubs—though three boasted pikes and one had brought a spear. These latter had once been yeomen, but they were no longer young and their weapons were rusty. Despite that, Stanton had greeted each man warmly and accepted his pledge of loyalty.
And then another arrival brought a delighted smile to Adriana’s face: a young man carrying a stout stick. It was Simon Sulby.
“Any news of Captain Baines?” the Spook asked him when Simon finally extracted himself from Adriana’s embrace.
“I’m afraid he was arrested at St. John’s,” Simon replied. “He wasn’t supposed to leave Douglas, so they took him back to his ship under guard. And there he’ll stay until they need him to return those refugees to the County.”
Early evening brought a fresh band of about twenty armed yeomen, which swelled our supporters to over eighty—along with several women who had followed their menfolk. They in turn had brought a number of children, including at least three babes in arms.
The sun sank rapidly, as if time itself was moving faster and faster. Soon a dozen fires were lit by the mill, fires that grew brighter as the dusk thickened into night. One of the yeomen hung a flag, with its emblem of three legs, from the roof of the mill. It fluttered in the breeze, and the makeshift camp echoed with laughter, the talk filled with optimism. Someone produced a fiddle, and the women kicked off their shoes and the grass was suddenly awhirl with dancers, Simon and Adriana quickly joining in. Some of the locals arrived and watched from a distance. They were clearly afraid of getting involved.
Stanton now prepared to march his men east toward St. John’s under cover of darkness. He planned to hide them in the forest at the foot of Slieau Whallian and attack at noon, when the parliament assembled. Scouts had already reported that the route was clear, so we would take the main road for the majority of the way.
The Spook, Alice, Stanton, and I followed behind the yeomanry, but the women and children were staying at the mill. Adriana reluctantly remained to care for her mother. After the doctor’s medicine had failed to bring about any improvement, Alice had treated her with herbs and potions, but to little effect.
The Spook handed me his bag to carry. “The odds are certainly stacked against us,” he said to Stanton, shaking his head. “A witch like Lizzie can sniff out approaching danger. More than likely she’ll know that we’re coming and use dread, the spell that terrifies her enemies. If she does that, brave as your men are, they’ll take to their heels.”
But Stanton refused to be daunted by the Spook’s words. “I’ve seen what she’s capable of, but we have to try. If we don’t make a fight of it, she’s won,” he told us.
Some hours before dawn, we were hidden deep in the forest but within easy range of St. John’s. Stanton posted guards, and the rest of us grabbed the chance to rest.
Dawn brought drizzle and gray skies, but we couldn’t risk lighting fires so had to make do with a cold breakfast. For the Spook and me that meant cheese, and he grumbled as he ate a small portion. He liked to fast before facing the dark but always kept up his physical strength with a little cheese.
“This isn’t a patch on our County cheese, lad,” he commented. “I prefer it yellow and very crumbly!”
I had no appetite and ate little. I was nervous, and my stomach was in knots. I’d a very bad feeling about what we were about to attempt. Lizzie’s newfound powers were so strong, and she had too many men. We had no hope of getting near her. If we weren’t killed in the attack, we’d be taken prisoner again. If that happened, I dreaded to think what Lizzie would have in store for us all—especially the Spook.



CHAPTER XXII
 The Battle at Tynwald Hill

DANIEL Stanton was a capable commander, and it was clear that his men trusted him and obeyed his orders without question. The first stage of the attack went well.
We advanced through the trees in a thin arc toward St. John’s, the yeomen spread out to deal with enemy patrols. They encountered three. Two surrendered without a fight; the third put up only token resistance. If this had been a straightforward military engagement, the element of surprise would have been with us. But Lizzie was different.
Back in the early days of my apprenticeship to the Spook, Lizzie had moved into the Chipenden area and was staying in a cottage only a few miles from the village. She’d snatched a child to take its bones. I managed to rescue it, and enraged, the local men set off with clubs and sticks to get her. Using long-sniffing, she’d sensed the danger and fled. The mob had then burned her cottage to the ground.
But this time Lizzie was the one in the position of power. She’d sense the threat we posed, then use her superior forces to swat us as easily as you would a fly. To counter this we planned a lightning raid that would strike straight at the witch herself, taking her unawares.
Under Stanton’s orders, the yeomen re-formed, the thin crescent becoming a compact wedge, to drive through any resistance and make directly for the witch. As we approached St. John’s, the Spook, Alice, Simon, and I were to the rear of the yeomen.
My master turned to me and Alice. “Use these lads as cover for just as long as you can, then go straight for her!”
I nodded, and we released the retractable blades in our staffs. Alice didn’t usually carry a weapon, but Simon had given her a knife. She wore it at her belt. I wondered if she’d be able to use it against her own mother. Somehow, for all her harsh words about Lizzie, I doubted it.
“Stay close to me!” I told her, concerned that the battle might separate us and that she’d lose the protection of the blood jar.
My mouth was dry with fear and excitement. We were near the edge of the trees; I could see buildings and a large green straight ahead. A big gathering of people stood there, some holding pikes and spears. Our yeomen readied their weapons.
“Now!” cried Stanton, and led the charge. We broke into a run, still holding our tight wedge formation. I couldn’t see much through the press of men, but in the distance I spotted the four-tiered grassy mound known as Tynwald Hill, where the parliament was already gathered. Lizzie might be addressing them right now; she had to be somewhere close by.
Then I heard shouts and cries of pain as our yeomen made contact with the enemy. Our forward movement was starting to slow as the resistance hardened.
Whether we would have reached the center of the green or not I’ll never know, because at that moment, just as we’d expected, Lizzie used the spell called dread. I felt a sudden overwhelming fear; the strong need to turn and run from some terrible unseen threat moving toward us. I resisted the urge, knowing that Alice and my master would be doing the same. But our yeomen were powerless in the face of such a spell, and they broke formation immediately, scattering to every point of the compass—as did Simon Sulby. How could he do otherwise? He’d never before been subjected to such a feeling of terror.
But it wasn’t all bad. Such a spell isn’t selective, and it affected Lizzie’s own troops as well as our own. Had she not realized that would happen? The spell had surely failed to gain her any advantage at all, I thought. Perhaps the power had gone to her head.
There were yeomen running in all directions across the green, along with members of Parliament and other dignitaries, their gowns of office flapping around their ankles. But where was Lizzie?
“There she is!” cried the Spook, pointing with his staff.
She was standing near the hill, staring at us malevolently. For a moment her eyes locked with mine, and a new tremor of fear and anticipation ran through my body. I faced something more dangerous than dread, which I had already brushed aside. Lizzie had the power to kill us from a distance, and I was the most likely candidate. She wouldn’t slay the Spook outright; she owed him a long, lingering, painful death. Alice was her daughter, and I wasn’t sure what she’d do with her. But I was just a thorn in her side, the one responsible for the destruction of Mother Malkin, Lizzie’s grandmother.
We were still running toward her, weaving our way through the thinning ranks of yeomen, when suddenly the sky grew dark. In an instant the sun vanished as angry clouds raced in from the west and the trees began to shake and moan. Torrential rain drove right into our faces, making it difficult to see. This was more powerful dark magic being conjured by Lizzie.
I bowed my head and wiped the water out of my eyes, my left hand gripping my staff. I was near her now, and when I raised my head, I saw her face twist into a cunning, lopsided smile, which widened into an evil grin of pure triumph. Suddenly I realized that this was what she had intended all along. She didn’t care that her own forces had been scattered by her spell. All she wanted was to face the Spook, Alice, and me and take her revenge. She truly believed that she was a match for the three of us together.
I was ahead of the Spook, ahead of Alice; another dozen paces would bring me within striking distance. I raised my staff, holding it like a spear. Lizzie was now gripping two long blades and getting ready to use them on the first to come within range.
I was almost upon her when someone surged past me, sword held aloft.
“She’s mine!” cried Daniel Stanton. Somehow his courage had managed to counter the witch’s spell.
But as he reached her, thrusting the sword toward her heart, the witch knocked it aside with the blade in her left hand; using her other weapon, she cracked the handle down with great force on the back of his head. Stanton staggered and fell, rolling over and over, the sword flying out of his hand.
Why hadn’t Lizzie used the blade? I wondered. Immediately my question was answered, for she spoke right inside my head: There’ll be a slow painful death for him—for you and your master too!
In an instant I was upon her. I stabbed down at the witch with my staff, but at the last moment I slipped on the wet grass and she struck me a glancing blow with the handle of her dagger. A light flashed inside my head, and I don’t remember hitting the ground.
I must have lost consciousness briefly, because the next thing I knew, the Spook was slowly approaching Lizzie, his staff held diagonally across his body. Alice was standing to one side, her face fearful, watching the encounter between the witch and my master. Lizzie was grinning again, almost gloating. I looked at the Spook, and I could see his fear. No, it was more than that. His whole face was twitching, and his eyes told me that he was already defeated. No doubt Lizzie was speaking inside his head, telling him that he had no chance against her, telling him what she would do to him after taking him prisoner.
The sight of my master in that situation horrified and dismayed me. He had always been such a tower of strength. Even when temporarily defeated by the dark, he had always been brave and optimistic. All that was gone now—I turned away, unable to bear the sight of him brought so low.
Suddenly the Spook lowered his staff and fell to his knees at Lizzie’s feet. She smiled and raised her dagger high, about to bring the handle down on his head and knock him unconscious. I sat up and staggered to my feet, but a wave of dizziness and nausea immediately washed over me. I wanted to intervene but knew I couldn’t reach my master in time.
But there was an intervention. Alice suddenly shouted out—it was a word in the Old Tongue. I didn’t know what it meant but guessed it was some sort of spell. Something seemed to dart between Alice and Lizzie; something small and dark. Alice didn’t throw it—whatever it was came straight out of her open mouth.
The effect on the bone witch was immediate. Lizzie staggered backward, and the dagger fell from her grasp. And then Alice attacked, holding her dagger aloft—though she didn’t stab Lizzie. She used her other hand to draw her nails right down the witch’s face. Lizzie screamed and fell back.
This was my chance, and I stepped forward, raising my staff to drive my blade into her heart. But though I tried with all my strength, I could not hurt her as Alice had done. I was no match for her power. The staff froze in my hands.
“Quick, Tom!” Alice cried, dragging the Spook to his feet. I picked up his staff, took his other arm, and we started to pull him away. I glanced back and saw Lizzie still clutching her face. Whatever Alice had done, I knew its effects wouldn’t last long.
Somehow we got clear, losing ourselves in the throng of terrified people. As we headed back through the trees, we saw people still staggering about, both yeomen and members of the Tynwald, their faces showing bemusement and terror. Of Simon Sulby there was no sign.
As we made our way into the forest, the Spook shrugged us off almost angrily. “I can walk! I don’t need dragging!” he snapped, and immediately started off ahead of us. At first he seemed unsteady on his feet, but then he pressed on with more vigor. Alice and I dropped back a little so we could talk.
“He’s not angry with us, he’s angry with himself,” I told her.
“Old Gregory’s pride’s hurt,” Alice said. “Lizzie bested him again—no mistake about that.”
“But you bested Lizzie. How did you manage that when she’s so strong?”
“It was something that my aunt Agnes once taught me. It’s a spell some witches call talon. You bite off a small piece of the nail of your forefinger and spit it at your enemy. Then you scratch her face and stun her. Took Lizzie by surprise, it did. She didn’t know I could do that. Only gave us a few moments, though. I’ll never be able to repeat that spell. She’ll be ready for me next time.”
The aunt Alice had mentioned was Agnes Sowerbutts, whom Alice had once lived with briefly in Pendle.
“But I thought you told me that Agnes was a benign witch, a healer?” I said to her.
“She is, Tom—wouldn’t lie to you, would I? But any witch who lives in Pendle needs some spells to defend herself with. Never know when some other witch might try it on. Agnes would only use something like that in self-defense. Same goes for me.”
Soon we were well clear of St. John’s and the sun was shining again. When we reached the mill late in the afternoon, Adriana was distraught to hear that Simon was missing. She feared the worst.
However, to her relief he was back before noon the following day—though the news he brought was mostly bad. Within the hour, the Tynwald had assembled again and had appointed Lizzie ruler of the island; the parliament was dissolved, leaving her in full control.
“It was over so quickly,” Simon said. “Everyone was scared of her. They just did what she wanted, then went home. Who can blame them?”
The Spook nodded. “What then? Did Lizzie stay in St. John’s?”
“No, she left immediately for Greeba Keep.”
“What about Daniel Stanton’s forces? Did she take prisoners with her?”
“Just one—Stanton himself. She was in a great hurry to get away. She seemed excited about something, and I don’t think it was just about becoming ruler of Mona. She took no other prisoners. That was the only good thing about the whole business: All the yeomen had been comrades once and they weren’t keen to fight one another, so there were no casualties. Only half a dozen were wounded, and none seriously. Those who didn’t return to Greeba with Lizzie simply went home.”
“I wonder why she rushed back so quickly,” muttered the Spook thoughtfully.
“Do you think she’s found out about the cavern and what it contains?” I asked him.
“It’s possible, lad. If so, she’ll take some stopping, that’s for sure.” He looked across the table at Simon and Adriana. “I think you two will be safe enough here,” he told them. “But as soon as Bony Lizzie gets her hands on that cache of power, she’ll come looking for the three of us. We’ll take the dogs and make ourselves scarce.”
“There’s an abandoned cottage south of here in Glenmaye,” Adriana said. “It’s not been lived in for years, but you’d have a roof over your head.” Suddenly she blushed. “It’s where I used to meet Simon—a place Father didn’t know about. Simon would go and wait for me there, and I’d join him if I could get away from the mill. Trust me, you’ll be safe there.”



CHAPTER XXIII
 Nightmares

ADRIANA gave us a sack of supplies: hams, potatoes, carrots, and cheese. It was heavy, so I handed our bags to Alice and carried the sack over my shoulder. Adriana also sent one of the mill workers, a young lad, to guide us.
The cottage stood on the edge of the glen just inside a wood. Although the trees had lost their leaves, it was well hidden and could only be reached by a narrow track that twisted its way between the hills. We arrived just before dark and spent an uncomfortable night sleeping on the damp flagged kitchen floor. The following morning we set about making ourselves more comfortable. It was a simple cottage, two up and two down, and every room was full of rubbish: broken furniture, mildewed blankets, and piles of leaves, blown in through the open doorway—the front door had come off its hinges.
Alice crafted a broom of twigs and set about sweeping the place clean. I laid four big fires, one in each room, so that we were soon warmer and the cottage was starting to dry out a little. I hadn’t the tools to put the door back on its hinges, but I propped it up in the doorway, supported by heavy stones. There was still a draft, but it kept most of the chill out.
However, the kitchen was where we felt most comfortable. That night, after a meal of boiled ham and potatoes, we sat cross-legged on the flags close to the fire. We were all tired, and the Spook’s head kept nodding forward onto his chest. Soon he was fast asleep. After a while he started to groan and mutter to himself. He sounded scared. At last he opened his eyes wide and woke up with a gasp of terror.
“What was it—another nightmare?” I asked.
“It was more than a nightmare, lad. Lizzie was right inside my mind, taunting and threatening me. Telling me what she’ll do to me when I fall into her hands once more.”
It saddened me to see my master in this state—and to be powerless to help him. “It’s not worth worrying about,” I told him, attempting to be optimistic. “She may be able to torment your mind, but she’s a long way away. We’re safe for now.”
The Spook stared at me angrily. “Not worth worrying? I’ve every right to be worried. In all my time as a spook, I’ve never felt so low and close to defeat. My library and house are gone, and I’m exiled here on an island ruled by a witch who’ll only grow more powerful with each day that passes. I’ve never failed to bind a witch before, never missed with my silver chain. And now I’ve failed not once but twice. Lizzie’s proved to be too strong for me. Everything I’ve worked for all these years has been overturned. I never thought it would come to this.”
“We’ll find a way to deal with Lizzie,” Alice said. “There might be something in that shaman’s notebook that could help. After all, he worked with the buggane to build that cache of magic.”
“Using the dark to fight the dark again?” My master shook his head sadly.
“No,” Alice contradicted him. “It ain’t that at all. You once asked me to tell Tom what I’d learned from Lizzie so he could write it down in his notebook. You do remember saying that, don’t you?”
The Spook nodded.
“Well, this is the same. I’m just trying to get information. I’ll start reading at first light.”
“As long as it’s only reading, girl,” he warned. “Remember, no spells or you’ll answer to me!”
The following morning, after breakfast, Alice started on the shaman’s notebook, but she didn’t find it easy going. Some of it was in code and impossible to decipher. Even the parts that could be read used terms she’d never even heard of. It seemed that animism was a very different type of magic from that taught by Bony Lizzie. However, Alice was not one to give up easily, and she returned again and again to her study of that notebook. Sometimes she looked excited, as if she’d made some progress, but when I questioned her about it, she shook her head and wouldn’t discuss it with me.
Then, three days after the Spook’s nightmare, I had one of my own.
I was in a dark forest, alone and unarmed. My staff lay somewhere nearby, but I couldn’t find it. I was desperate, because in a few minutes, at midnight, something would be coming after me—something terrible.
Later, when I woke up, I couldn’t remember what it was—dreams are like that sometimes—but I knew it had been sent by a witch seeking revenge for something I’d done to her.
In my dream, a church bell began to chime somewhere in the distance. I froze, petrified, but on the twelfth note I began to run toward it. Branches whipped at my face as I sprinted desperately through the trees. Something was chasing me now, but it wasn’t footsteps that I heard: it was the beating of wings.
I glanced back over my shoulder and saw that my pursuer was a large black crow. The sight of it filled me with terror, but I knew that if only I could reach the church I’d be safe. Why that should be I don’t know—churches aren’t usually places of refuge from the dark. Spooks and apprentices relied on the tools of their trade and the knowledge they’d gained. Nevertheless, in that nightmare I knew that I had to reach the church or die.
I suddenly tripped over a root and sprawled headlong. Winded, I struggled to my knees and looked up at the crow, which had alighted on a branch. The air shimmered in front of me, and I blinked furiously to clear my vision. When I could finally see again, I was confronted by a figure in a long black dress. She was female from the neck down but had the huge head of a crow.
Even as I stared, the crow’s head began to change. The beak shrank, and the eyes shifted shape until the head was fully human. And I knew that face. It was that of a witch who was now dead.
I must have cried out on awaking from that dream. The Spook was still fast asleep, but as I sat up, shuddering, Alice’s arm went around my shoulders.
“You all right, Tom?” she whispered.
I nodded. “Just a nightmare, that’s all.”
“Want to tell me about it?”
I gave Alice a short account of what I’d dreamed. “I think the crow was the Morrigan, the dark goddess worshipped by Celtic witches,” I added. “No doubt it harks back to the time when Bill Arkwright and I faced a Celtic witch who’d traveled to the County. She summoned the Morrigan, who attacked me in the shape of a crow, but I somehow managed to drive it off. The witch warned me then never to visit Ireland. She said the Morrigan was much more powerful there and would seek her revenge on me.”
“Well, that explains your nightmare, Tom. Don’t worry, we’re not in Ireland. We’ll be heading back to the County once we’ve dealt with Lizzie.”
I knew that Alice was just trying to comfort me, but I felt gloomy about the future. “There’s little chance of that while it’s still in enemy hands,” I observed.
“As Old Gregory once said, wars don’t last forever,” Alice remarked cheerfully. “Anyway, what happened to that Celtic witch?”
“Bill Arkwright killed her with his knife. Right at the end of my nightmare, the crow took on her dead face. That was the scariest thing of all.”
The Spook had become very quiet and withdrawn, giving me just an hour of instruction a day, studying the Old Tongue. Then, using the large notebook that he always carried in his bag, he spent the rest of the time writing. I noticed that he was making sketches as well.
“What are you doing?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.
“I’ve got to start somewhere, lad,” he told me in one of his rare talkative moments. “All that’s left of my library is the Bestiary, so I’m going to try and rewrite some of the other books that were lost. I’ve got to do it before I forget. I’m starting with A History of the Dark. The lessons we learn from history are important—they keep us from repeating past mistakes.”
I felt that we should be using this time to work out how to deal with Lizzie. Most days we discussed it briefly, but the Spook seemed lost in thought and contributed little to our discussions. Yes, the books did need to be rewritten, but it seemed to me that he was distracting himself from the real problem—a witch who was growing more and more powerful.
Exactly seven days after our arrival at the cottage, we had a visitor. Alice opened the kitchen door to throw out some food scraps and a bird flew straight into the room—a gray pigeon. But instead of flapping about in panic, it landed on the table.
“Bad luck for a bird to fly into a room!” Alice said. “It means someone’s going to die soon.”
“Well, you’re not always right, girl. Besides, I think this one has a message for us,” said the Spook, pointing to a piece of paper tied to the pigeon’s leg.
He held out his hand, and the bird hopped onto it. Carefully he took it in his hands and held the creature out toward me. “Untie the message, lad. Be as gentle as you can.”
I did as he asked. The piece of paper was tied on so that it wouldn’t come loose, yet one gentle pull on the end of the string, and the pellet of paper dropped into my hand. While the Spook gave the bird some crusts of bread and water, I unfolded the small square of paper and smoothed it out on the table. The writing was very small and difficult to make out.
“It’s from Adriana,” I said. “She says it’s safe to return, but there’s bad news.”
“Well, read it out, lad!”
So I did as my master commanded.
Dear Mr. Gregory, Tom, and Alice,
Soon after you left, the yeomanry searched the area, but I stayed hidden close to the house and they passed me by.
The witch is still at Greeba Keep. I hear strange tales of what is happening there, and I have much to tell you, so please hasten back immediately.
I have bad news, too: Five days ago my mother died. So the witch killed both my parents. I owe her for that and intend to repay her fully.
Yours sincerely,
Adriana
“Poor girl,” said the Spook. “Well, let’s get back to the mill and see what the latest news is. I fear the worst.”
Within the hour we were on our way back to Peel.



CHAPTER XXIV
 Terrifying Things

WE arrived just in time for the evening meal.
Adriana had sent the cook home early and prepared a lamb stew herself. Simon helped serve us. It was the best food I’d eaten in weeks, and she’d provided each of us with a large cup of mead, a delicious drink made from honey, the sweetness tempered with aromatic spices.
When the Spook had offered his condolences for the death of her mother, Adriana had wept bitterly.
“Well,” said my master now, sipping from his cup of mead. “I’ve tried to be patient but I can’t wait any longer. What are the strange tales from Greeba Keep that you mentioned in your letter?”
“Terrifying things have been seen in the surrounding woods, all manner of monsters and demons—”
“The buggane can take on many different shapes,” interrupted the Spook.
“These things weren’t seen in the buggane’s domain,” Adriana replied, “but much farther to the north. Sheep and cattle have gone missing, too. All that remained was small fragments of bone.”
The Spook pulled at his beard. “What about the sightings? Were the witnesses reliable?” he asked.
Adriana shrugged. “Some are more reliable than others, but one was a forester, a dour, plain-speaking man not given to flights of fancy. He also saw strange dancing lights—he counted seven. When they approached him, he fled. Could they be the same lights we saw in the cavern?”
“He did well to run,” said the Spook. “That coven of witch spirits could have drained his life force in minutes. This is all very bad news. It means that denizens of the dark visiting the cache of animus can now use its power to wander far beyond it. They’re a threat to your whole island and possibly beyond.”
“Can anything be done?” asked Adriana.
“Aye—killing the buggane would stop it. The cache is only attractive while it continues to grow. Without an active buggane, such power soon starts to diminish. What else?” asked the Spook. “Is there any more news of the bone witch?”
“She took her force of yeomen back to Greeba, but then paid them off and dismissed the majority within a few days, retaining only about fifty for guard duty.”
“Well, Lizzie’s made a big mistake there,” the Spook said. “Those men had permanent jobs under the ruling council. They’ll be disgruntled now and could become a force that can be used against her.”
“It’s no mistake,” said Alice, shaking her head. “I know Lizzie better than anyone, and that’s the scariest thing I’ve heard so far. She had lots of money, and even if she’d emptied that chest, she could have raised taxes if she needed some more. Ain’t bothered then, is she? Don’t need ’em. That’s how powerful she is now.”
The Spook didn’t reply, but his expression showed that Alice’s words had disturbed him.
“Since then some of those guards have deserted, terrified by the things that were happening in the keep,” Adriana continued. “They heard voices when there was nobody there, and footsteps following them that stopped when they stopped, and strange shadows that could only be seen out of the corners of their eyes. Nowhere inside the keep was free of them. It was worse after dark, but these things could be heard and felt even in daylight. There were spots of intense cold, too.”
I knew that was bad. The Spook and I, being seventh sons of seventh sons, feel a strange coldness when something from the dark is near; other people are not usually aware of it. If those men were aware of intense cold, then very powerful dark magic was involved.
“By now the witch has probably no more than a dozen men with her—ones more scared of leaving than staying,” Adriana went on. “She made threats, said that anyone else who left without her permission would die in his sleep, and sure enough, two were found dead. . . . So what are we going to do now?” she asked. “Lizzie’s got to be stopped.”
“I’ve been racking my brains to come up with a plan,” said the Spook. “With the reduced guard it’ll be easier to get near her, but what can we do in the face of such power? The first time I couldn’t even cast my chain true, and at St. John’s she brought me to my knees. I was helpless.” I’d never heard my master sound so hopeless, so defeated.
“But it’s my duty to put an end to her.” The Spook sighed. “And I’ll do that even at the cost of my own life.”
“We need to distract her,” said Alice. “Get the shaman’s thumb bones away from her and she’ll be a lot easier to deal with.”
“Horn said they were a conduit for her to tap that stored power. But that was then. By now, she may have direct access to it,” the Spook pointed out. “She may not need them any longer.”
“We have to do something,” I said. “Distraction is a good idea. We should split up and come at her from different directions. It’s worth a try.”
“Different directions?” asked the Spook, draining his cup of mead. “We’ve only two. There’s the main gate or the buggane’s tunnels. The first will still be guarded. As for the second, the buggane will surely be Lizzie’s creature by now. I for one don’t relish the idea of confronting it down there. It doesn’t even need to attack directly. It could just collapse a tunnel and suffocate us.”
We were all tired and went to bed very early without having come up with a proper plan. I’d only just dropped off to sleep when I jerked awake, aware that someone was standing beside me. I sat up and someone whispered, “Shhhh! It’s all right, Tom. It’s just me, Alice.”
“Something wrong?” I asked.
Her hand found mine in the darkness. “Just wanted to talk, that’s all. Old Gregory ain’t going to do anything. Losing his house and books, and now failing twice to deal with Lizzie—it’s just about finished him off. He’s past it, Tom. He’s scared. I think you and me should sort her out. We’d be better off without him.”
I suddenly felt as cold as ice. “Don’t talk like that, Alice. He’s been through a bad patch, that’s all. He’ll recover and be back stronger than ever—just you wait and see!”
“No, Tom. You got to face it: He’s finished. Still be able to teach you, he will, but it’ll be you doing the real work, the dangerous work, from now on.”
“What are we supposed to do? None of us can think of a way to deal with Lizzie—it’s not just Mr. Gregory.”
“I can, Tom. I know a way. But Old Gregory wouldn’t approve. He’d never go along with it.”
“Does it involve using dark magic?” I asked.
Alice squeezed my hand again. “Not actually using it, Tom—just knowing how to counter it. Old Gregory wouldn’t understand. That’s why Adriana put something in his drink. He’ll sleep until long after dawn. We could be back by then—with it all done and dusted.”
“You’ve put something in his drink? That’s crazy! What will he say when he finds out? I can’t do it, Alice. He would never forgive me.”
“You’ve got to come and help—otherwise Adriana will try to deal with Lizzie by herself. She told me so. Without us she’ll be dead or fed to the buggane in no time. She’s already set off for the keep with Simon. She’ll attack Lizzie whether we join her or not. Ain’t going to risk the buggane’s tunnels. Going in through the front gate, we are. Adriana can get us in!”
“How can we get past the guards? There’ll still be several men inside that keep, and the portcullis will be down.”
“There’ll only be about half a dozen, that’s all. They change over at eleven. None of ’em want to stay in there at night, so they take turns. Lizzie’s agreed to that. We’ll strike as the guard changes.”
“How will Adriana help?” I asked.
“Remember she said she was a bird witch? Thought it was nonsense then. Well, I still don’t think she’s a witch. Nobody would think so in Pendle. But you wouldn’t believe what she can do with birds. She’s going to use them to distract the guards. Just you wait and see.”
“There’s one big problem, though. We know that Lizzie won’t be able to long-sniff me or you. She won’t know we’re on our way. But she’ll sniff out Adriana and Simon for sure. She’ll sense the danger before they get anywhere near the portcullis.”
“Talked to her about that, too. If we go in and tackle Lizzie, she and Simon will stay outside. If we don’t, they’re both going in together—Adriana is set on taking revenge on Lizzie.” Alice shook her head and sighed. “But she’s no good against her, Tom, so we have to go. It’s our one chance.”
“But when we get inside, what exactly will we do?” I asked.
“I’ve been thinking about that. We’ll need to make for that room where the shaman kept his books. I’ve spent a long time trying to make head or tail of his notebook—can’t understand a lot of what’s in it, but it refers to pages in the grimoires. If you know where to look, there’ll be stuff on controlling the buggane. Even mentions that cache of animus. Tells you how to use its power.”
“Will you be able to read those grimoires? They’ll probably be in the Old Tongue. You know I’ve been studying it for months now, and I’m making slow progress.”
“I practiced it for nearly two years. Lizzie had a small library—most of her stuff was in English, some in Latin, but the most powerful spells of all were in the Old Tongue. I’m still slow, but I can work it out given time. It’s worth a try, Tom. What do you say?”
So, very reluctantly, I agreed to accompany Alice. I said good-bye to the dogs and managed to keep them quiet. The Spook was still snoring loudly. I dreaded to think what he’d say when he found out. But under the circumstances, what choice did I have?



CHAPTER XXV
 The Beating of Wings

IT was a cloudless night; the moon wasn’t up yet, but the stars were very bright. We were walking through the trees, approaching the keep, when I heard an owl hoot three times somewhere ahead.
“That’s Adriana,” Alice whispered, leading us toward the sound.
As we got nearer, I had a sudden strong feeling of being watched. Everything seemed very still, and there wasn’t a breath of wind. And then I glanced up and saw hundreds of eyes staring down at me intently. The branches above were covered with birds. There wasn’t enough light to identify the different species, but they ranged in size from sparrows to large crows. They should have been roosting at this time of night, yet here they were, wide awake. It was unnerving to see them watching us like that.
Adriana was waiting with Simon under a tree. She put her finger to her lips to indicate the need for silence. Through the trees beyond her, I could see the entrance to Greeba Keep. The portcullis was down, and five men were striding toward the gate.
Adriana stepped forward and placed her left hand on Alice’s shoulder, her right on mine. Then she looked up to where the birds waited silently, opened her mouth, and gave a strange cry. It was something like a bird’s call—though none that I recognized. In response, the flock seemed to move as one. There was a rustling of feathers, a settling, then silence again.
“You’ll be safe now,” Adriana whispered. “They won’t touch you. I only wish we could come with you.”
“Ain’t worth the risk,” Alice whispered back. “Lizzie would sniff you out for sure. Once we’ve dealt with her, we’ll meet you back here. No knowing how long. Could be hours, or even a day or more.”
The men had almost reached the gate now. We heard the grind of metal on metal and the clank of chains as the portcullis was slowly raised.
“Simon and I will wait here, no matter how long it takes. And we’ll watch the keep. Now go down toward the wall directly ahead,” Adriana told us, her voice still low. “When the birds attack, slip in through the gate.”
We did as she instructed and started heading down the slope. The portcullis was fully raised now, and the guard was about to change. There were about a dozen men there. In a few moments the old guard would set off home. If they glanced our way, there was a danger that we might be spotted.
Somehow we reached the wall without attracting their attention. Half the yeomen were heading toward the trees, and there was a clank of chains again as the others began to lower the gate. In a few moments it would be too late. But then there was another noise—the beating of wings. I looked up and saw that the stars were eclipsed. Like a black cloud, a huge flock of birds descended upon the two groups of men. I heard curses, shouts, and then a loud cry of pain.
Alice and I began to run along the wall. Adriana had talked about distracting the guards, but as we reached the gate, I realized that this was no minor diversion to allow us into the keep. Those men were fighting for their very lives. Some were running around, arms flapping desperately to ward off their attackers. One was on the ground, rolling over and over, covered in birds; the air was thick with feathers.
They were all too preoccupied with their own survival to see us go through the gate, which had now ceased its descent. And it was clear that the birds were driving them away from the keep. Of course, the guards’ fear of Lizzie might well make them return later—that’s if they were in any condition to do so.
Just as I’d hoped, the inner portcullis, the one that gave access to the tower, was also raised, and moments later Alice and I were safely inside.
We were now faced with two threats. The most dangerous, of course, was Lizzie herself. She might well kill us outright; at the very least she could take the blood jar or even make me smash it. We might also encounter the threatening creatures we’d heard about, drawn to the area because the witch had meddled with the cache of animus, making it unstable. It would now act like a baleful beacon—a fire lit by witches, summoning powerful entities from the dark.
We began to climb the tower steps, trying to make as little noise as possible. I knew that the odds against us reaching the shaman’s study without being detected were high. I was carrying my rowan staff with the blade at the ready; the silver chain was in the left pocket of my cloak, and I’d filled my breeches pockets with salt and iron. Who knew what we might encounter?
After passing the doors that led to the kitchens and bedrooms, we came at last to the throne room. It was quiet, deserted and dimly lit; just two torches flickered on the wall. We walked along the crimson carpet past the throne to the door and up the flight of steps. In the circular antechamber, we paused to listen once more. Again there was no indication that anyone was around, so we opened the door to the shaman’s study and stepped inside. The room was in darkness, but there was a candle on the table. Alice strode forward and picked it up. It ignited immediately, filling the room with a flickering yellow light.
“Alice!” I exclaimed in annoyance. She’d used dark magic to light the candle, the first time I’d ever seen her do that.
“Ain’t no time to waste, Tom! Don’t worry,” she told me. “It’s just a useful little trick, no worse than using a mirror.”
But I did worry. She seemed to be using the dark more and more—and where would it all lead?
There was evidence here that Lizzie had been poking around. The rows of books had been disturbed; there were gaps on the shelves. Three grimoires were now stacked on the table next to the skull. But the large chest still lay in the corner.
“She’s been searching through these books,” Alice muttered. “Good job I took the notebook, ain’t it? Even if I can’t do anything with it after all, at least I kept it from her. Better get busy.”
With those words, she sat down at the table and looked at the covers of the three books in turn. That done, she selected one, opened it, and began to leaf through.
“Where’s your list of pages to refer to?” I asked.
“Don’t be daft, Tom. I wouldn’t bring ’em here in case Lizzie got her hands on them. Pendle witches read stuff once and commit it to memory. All their spells are learned by heart. What I need is in my head.”
I left her reading, went over to the window, and peered out into the dark night. The moon was up, and now below me I could see the courtyard and a section of the wall. Unfortunately this window didn’t overlook the gate, so I couldn’t tell whether any of the guards had returned to the keep.
Where was Lizzie? I wondered. If she wasn’t in the tower, maybe she was in one of the other buildings? I suddenly realized that I’d be better off watching from the top of the stairs. Then I’d hear if anybody was on their way up.
“I’m going to keep watch, Alice,” I told her.
She nodded, turned over a page, and then, head in hands, frowning in concentration, returned to her reading. I went out into the antechamber, leaving the door open. The seven other doors were all closed. One was where the gowns were stored. Another was the bathroom. So there were five bedrooms. A sudden chill ran down my spine. Perhaps Lizzie was asleep in one of them? It would give me the chance I needed. I could bind her with my silver chain.
And suddenly it was as if a flash of light had gone off inside my head. Always trust your instincts. That was what the Spook said. At once I was certain which was Lizzie’s room. Certain also that she was inside.
I leaned my staff against the wall and eased my chain onto my left wrist, ready for throwing. Then, with the other hand, I opened the door very slowly. The room was in darkness, but the torch outside lit the bed, and I could see Lizzie lying there. She was flat on her back on top of the bedclothes, wearing the purple gown.
I moved cautiously toward her.
But the moment I stepped inside I realized my mistake.
It wasn’t Lizzie lying on the bed after all. It was her empty gown!
My limbs felt like lead. It hadn’t been my instincts at all. I’d been lured into a trap. Some spell of compulsion had drawn me to the room. I sank to my knees. What was it—something like a bone yard? I was finding it difficult to breathe, my body growing heavier by the second. I seemed to be melting right through the floor. As I lost consciousness, I felt myself being lifted up and carried down, down, down. . . .
I heard a groan nearby and opened my eyes. I was lying on my side on damp flagstones.
There were chains bound tightly around my legs and fastened to an iron ring set into the stone wall. I sat up slowly and maneuvered myself until my back was resting against the wall. I felt stiff and my head ached. I looked around. I was in a cell that was much larger than the one Lord Barrule had put me in, though it had the same three stone walls and one of earth. There was a torch high up on each of the walls to my right and left, flickering in the chill draft that came from the round hole in the earth wall directly ahead. It was another of the buggane’s tunnels—I realized I was down in the dungeons again.
Where was Alice? I wondered. Had she been taken prisoner, too? Had Lizzie found her in the shaman’s study? Or had she been more interested in capturing me?
To my left sat another prisoner, also shackled to the wall, but his head was bowed forward, chin touching his chest, so I couldn’t make out his face—though it was definitely a man, not Alice. Then I realized that there was another figure beyond him, and at the sight of him I gasped in horror, the bile rising up into my throat. I choked, struggling not to be sick. It was a dead yeoman, lying in a pool of his own blood. One of his arms and both legs were missing, his face a ruin. The buggane had been eating him.
I squeezed my eyes tight shut, my whole body trembling. I took deep, slow breaths and tried to calm down.
I glanced to my right and saw that there was someone else chained directly under the torch. I immediately recognized the milky eyes, the two short horns protruding from the thatch of dark hair. It was Horn, the abhuman. When he sensed me looking at him, he growled deep in his throat. He sounded like a wild animal. Despite those blind eyes, I remembered, he somehow had the power to see.
I tried to speak, but my throat was parched and the words only came out at the second attempt. “I’m not your enemy,” I croaked. “You’re wasting your time threatening me.”
“You’d kill me or bind me if you got the chance!” the deep, feral voice accused.
“Look, we’re both in the same boat here,” I said.
Horn let out a deep moan. “I thought I’d live my days serving Lord Barrule. He was a good master.”
“Was he?” I asked. “He killed your mother, didn’t he? That’s what I was told.”
“My mother? My mother!” Horn spat on the earthen floor. “She was a mother in blood and name only. She treated me cruelly and gave me pain beyond endurance. But I hate the Fiend even more than her, for it was he who fathered me; he who made me walk this world marked as a beast for all to see! Lord Barrule was the only person who’s ever shown me any kindness.”
Kindness? I remembered how Barrule’s guards had controlled him with the lengths of silver chain through each ear. That hardly seemed like kindness, but there was nothing to be gained from enraging the creature further.
“I suppose the witch now controls the buggane?” I asked.
I saw his head nod, the sharp horns glinting in the torchlight. “I fought with all my strength, but to no avail. She rules the buggane but struggles to control the animus in the cavern. She doesn’t fully understand my master’s ways. It is not her kind of dark magic.”
“Who’s this, do you know?” I asked, nodding to where the other prisoner was slumped.
“Commander Stanton. He was cruel. My master listened to him, not me, and allowed him to bore the holes in my ears for the silver chains. Said it was the only way he could control me. Ask me, he’s gotten what he deserves. His mind has gone; he’s empty—the buggane has drained his animus. Soon it will come for his flesh and blood. After that it will be my turn.”
Commander Stanton! He had paid the price for his opposition to Lizzie.
My thoughts turned to Alice once more. She had done well to deprive Lizzie of the shaman’s notebook—it might have made all the difference. I didn’t know exactly what Alice hoped to achieve, but she’d once made a pact with the Bane, an even more powerful demon than the buggane. It had almost led to her destruction, but she had managed to control it for a while. With the help of the shaman’s notebooks and the grimoires, maybe she could do the same here?
I felt weak with hunger and thirst, but worse than all that was a growing terror within me that I struggled to control. If Alice didn’t help me, I was soon going to have my life force sucked out of me. At least then, I thought gloomily, I wouldn’t be here to see Lizzie’s blades when she took my thumb bones. It was a terrible thing to have to depend for my survival on Alice’s being involved with dark power like this, but for a moment it gave me some hope. Then I remembered that Alice might have been captured, too.
My arms weren’t bound, and I was able to check my pockets, which I found still filled with salt and iron; even my silver chain hadn’t been taken. It might be that Bony Lizzie couldn’t bear to touch it. Or maybe now, supremely confident of her power, she didn’t care. My special key was there, too. It would open almost any lock, but when I tried my shackles, I couldn’t even get it in the keyhole. My sudden flare of hope was extinguished.
At least an hour passed while I worked through all the possibilities—all the things that might give me some chance of escape or of being rescued. Finally I thought about the Spook. Eventually he’d wake up and maybe work out what had happened. But he’d been powerless against Lizzie. The truth was, I had more faith in Alice.
From time to time Stanton gave a groan as if in pain, but it was just his body crying out, a reflex action; his mind was long gone, his flesh and bones now an empty shell. Perhaps his soul had also fled.
Suddenly I heard a new sound. A sound that sent fear running down my spine. Someone or something was moving down the earth tunnel toward our cell.
I trembled as soil cascaded onto the flagstones. Then the huge hairy head of the buggane emerged. Its large, close-set eyes peered at each of us in turn, and its wet snout sniffed the air before it pulled its bulk down into the cell. But it was not alone. Someone else crawled out of the tunnel behind it, a bedraggled figure with dirty clothes and mud-caked hair. It was a woman, and she looked a sorry sight. It was only when she got to her feet and I saw the pointy shoes and wild glaring eyes that I recognized Bony Lizzie. Her tiara was still in place but almost invisible under the coating of dirt on her hair.
The witch ignored me and went over to look at Daniel Stanton. She knelt before him, and I saw the knife in her hand. I averted my gaze as she began to cut away his thumb bones. The commander cried out as if in agony, and I had to remind myself that it was just the reaction of his body, that his mind was no longer there to feel the pain.
Then Lizzie came across and crouched down to face me. She smiled, her hands covered in blood, still gripping the knife, hard eyes filled with malice. “It’s your turn next, boy. Right now I need all the help I can get. The bones of a seven times seven could make all the difference.”
I had to think fast. “I thought you wanted to be a queen,” I said, trying to distract her, easing my hands into my pockets to grab some salt and iron. “I thought you wanted to rule this island. What’s happened to you?”
At that, Lizzie appeared bewildered, and an expression of pain and loss flickered across her face. Suddenly I could see Alice in her, the girl that the witch had once been. Then her face twisted into a sneer, and she leaned nearer so that her foul breath enveloped me.
“There’s power here, boy, power beyond my wildest dreams; power that could give me the whole world if I wanted it. But first things first. In order to rule above, I need to control what’s in the cavern. It’ll take time, but it’ll be well worth it. And your bones are going to help.”



CHAPTER XXVI
 Corrupted by the Dark

FOR a moment I thought Lizzie intended to cut away my bones there and then, and my arms tensed, ready to envelop her in a cloud of salt and iron. But instead she returned the blade to the sheath on her belt and rose to her feet.
“I’ll let the buggane take what it wants first,” the witch said, turning and heading toward the tunnel again.
I relaxed, breathing out slowly. Even with the salt and iron, I’d still have been chained; I’d still have been at the mercy of the buggane. The witch would have recovered all too soon.
Lizzie disappeared into the tunnel, but the buggane had unfinished business. I saw its mouth open wide to reveal the sharp triangular teeth within. It bit deep into the throat of Daniel Stanton and drank his blood with relish. When it had drained him, it began to tear at his flesh. I covered my ears to shut out those awful shredding sounds, but then it began to crunch his bones. I thought it would never end but, sated at last, the buggane finally padded away, leaving bloody footprints on the flagstones. It climbed back into the tunnel and was soon out of sight.
How long would it be before the dream came back for me in spirit form? I wondered, fearful.
I didn’t have long to wait. Within moments, the whispering began inside my head and my heart raced with terror. At first it was almost too faint to hear, but gradually I could make out individual words, such as rot, blood, and worms. Then I experienced a sensation that I hadn’t expected—no one had ever described a feeling like this. It was as if a dark cloud had floated down from the ceiling and covered me like a thick, cold blanket. The distant sound of dripping water faded and was gone. But even worse than the loss of hearing was the rapid dimming of my sight. I could no longer see the torches; everything grew dark. I was blind.
My heart was thudding in my chest, the beats becoming labored. I began to shiver with cold as the buggane slowly drew the energy from my body, stealing away my life force. The whispering grew louder. I still could make no sense of the words, but painful images from the past began to form inside my head, as if I was actually present at the scene.
I was on a mountain path. It was evening, and the light was beginning to fail. I could hear a woman sobbing and voices raised in anger. I seemed to be gliding rather than walking and had no control over the direction I was taking. Ahead a rock jutted up like a giant rat’s tooth; around it stood a group of people, among them one of Mam’s old enemies, the witch Wurmalde. I heard a series of heavy rhythmical thuds and saw someone with a hammer. At each blow there was a cry of pain.
Anguish squeezed my heart. I knew exactly where I was, what was happening. I was witnessing the moment when Mam’s enemies had nailed her left hand to a rock. Blood was dripping down her arm and onto the grass. Once she was nailed, they bound her naked body with the silver chain, wrapping it around the rock. I saw her flinch with pain, the tears running down her cheeks.
“In three days we’ll return,” I heard Wurmalde say, her voice filled with cruelty and malice, “and then we’ll cut out your heart.”
They left her waiting alone in the darkness—waiting for the sun to come up over the sea in the east; the sun that would burn and blister her body.
I wanted to stay with Mam. I wanted to comfort her; tell her that it would be all right. That my dad would find her in the morning and shelter her from the sun with his shirt and his shadow, and they’d get married and have seven sons. That she’d be happy . . .
But I couldn’t move, and I was plunged into absolute darkness once more. Happy? On this world, happiness never lasts long. Neither did Mam’s.
In the blink of an eye, Mam’s life was over, and now I was witness to how it all ended. I was back in the Ord, watching her fight with the Ordeen. I’d seen Mam swoop down to attack, her white feathered lamia wings making her more angel than insect. I’d seen her grapple with her salamander-shaped enemy. She’d told me to leave and I’d obeyed, escaping from the Ord with the others—all except Bill Arkwright. I’d seen the destruction of the citadel from a distance, the towers collapsing as it was drawn back through the fiery portal into the darkness waiting beyond, carrying with it poor Mam, and Bill too.
But here I was, at close quarters, watching Mam’s feathers burn, hearing her scream in torment as she held the Ordeen in a death grip.
Fire was all around me now, and I felt physical pain. Flames were singeing my own flesh, but even worse, I could see Mam’s flesh bubbling and burning and hear her long, anguished howl as she died in agony.
Once more I fell into darkness.
Suddenly there was light again, and I found myself standing in the kitchen at the farm. There was a row going on upstairs. Next thing I knew I was at the top of the stairs. Three men were holding my brother Jack. One of them was hitting him, spattering his blood over the wall and floorboards. I was now witnessing what had happened when the witches had raided the farm. They had wanted Mam’s trunks, but she had protected the room against the dark and they couldn’t get in. They’d made Jack go and bring the trunks out.
He was crying out in terror and pain, but I couldn’t help him. I was just a silent, invisible presence, forced to witness his suffering.
So it went on. The buggane forced me to visit all the agonizing memories of the last few years. I looked down at Dad’s grave again, and felt the pain of loss. I’d even missed his funeral. I visited these painful scenes again and again. It was a vortex of suffering: I kept returning to the same points in my life, and I could do nothing to change them.
Darkness again. I was numb, and getting colder and colder as my life force was drawn from me. I felt myself moving closer to death.
But then . . . something new. I heard a voice:
Get harder or you won’t survive. Just doing what Old Gregory says won’t be enough. You’ll die like the others!
It was Alice’s voice. She’d said those words to me when I’d stopped her from burning Old Mother Malkin. Burning her had seemed too horrible. I just hadn’t been able to do it.
You’ve got to match the dark, Tom. Stand up to the buggane. You can do it! You can do what needs to be done!
The moment Alice cried out those words, I had a new vision—another fragment of my life. After the first weeks of my apprenticeship to the Spook, I’d returned to the farm. Mother Malkin had appeared there, undead, soft, and pliable. She’d oozed into Snout, the pig butcher, and possessed him, controlling his body, directing his every action. Now he was holding a knife to the throat of Jack and Ellie’s baby daughter, Mary.
I relived those awful moments when I thought the child was about to be murdered, every second of anguish and horror. Alice ran forward and kicked him hard, her pointy shoe burying itself so deep in his belly that only the heel was showing. My heart in my mouth, I watched as he dropped baby Mary. Just before she hit the ground, Alice caught her and carried her away to safety. Now it was my turn: I hurled salt and iron at him. With his head enveloped in a cloud of the mixture, he fell senseless at my feet.
It was happening all over again. Snout was unconscious on the ground, his eyes rolling up into his head, his apron stained with the blood of freshly slaughtered pigs. I watched Mother Malkin slither out of his ear and take shape again. She’d shrunk to a third of her former size, and her gown was trailing on the floor. She started moving away.
I was filled with anger, a terrible rage at all I’d been forced to see over and over again. Previously, I’d let the witch go. Alice had run after her with a burning brand, and I’d caught her and pulled her back. It seemed too terrible to burn Mother Malkin. I couldn’t allow it. But this time my anger transformed me. As before, I caught Alice as she ran by, but this time I snatched the burning brand from her and chased Mother Malkin across the farmyard.
Without hesitation, I set fire to the hem of her gown. It caught at once. Seconds later she was burning, shrieking as the flames consumed her. It was a terrible thing to do, but I didn’t care. I had to get harder to survive; to become the spook I was destined to be. Then I heard somebody speak: This was no whisper. The voice was loud and insistent.
“There’s darkness inside me, too!” it cried. “I can match anything you do. I’m the hunter, not the hunted!”
Only slowly did I realize that I was the one who’d cried out. And I knew that what I’d said was true. The abhuman had been right. I’d become corrupted by the dark, and there was indeed a sliver of darkness within my soul. It was a danger to me, but also a source of strength. As Mam had once promised, the day was fast approaching when I would become the hunter. And then the dark would fear me.
An age seemed to pass while I floated on the edge of consciousness. Finally I opened my eyes.
I was shivering, my brow burning with fever, my throat parched. The buggane hadn’t drained me fully. I’d survived my first encounter with it, but how long would it be before it returned?
I felt weak and lethargic. I couldn’t think clearly. Painful images swirled sluggishly inside my head like a whirlpool that was sucking me down into its dark, churning spiral. It was then that I heard a voice from my right.
“You’re the lucky one,” Horn said. “It’ll be over for you soon. You’ll be dead. I have to sit here watching you and waiting my turn.”
Wearily I turned my head to look at the abhuman. He was naked from the waist up, but even in the dim light from the torch above him I could see the powerful muscles bunched at the shoulders. And suddenly I had an idea.
“Do the iron manacles give you pain?” I asked.
He shook his head.
Not all creatures of the dark were vulnerable to iron. It seemed that Horn had some resistance to it. So much the better.
“Then why don’t you free yourself?” I suggested. “You’re strong enough to do that.”
“For what purpose?” he asked. “The cell door is too thick for me to break through.”
“Once you’ve freed yourself, free me too. Then we can venture into the tunnels together. I have weapons against anything that might threaten us—salt, iron, and my silver chain. It’s better than waiting here for death.”
“Free you? Why should I trust you? You’re my enemy!”
“For now we need each other,” I told him. “We’d be stronger together. Once we’re free, we can go our own ways.”
For a long time there was silence. Horn was obviously considering my suggestion. Then I heard a long groan. Only when the sound was repeated did I realize that it was the noise of exertion rather than physical pain or mental anguish. He was tearing the links apart.
I licked my dry lips and my heart pounded. I was suddenly filled with hope.
Horn stood and came across to where I was chained. I could smell stale sweat and a rank animal odor. But there was no chill, no warning that I was close to something from the dark. Horn was nearer to the human than he appeared. Nonetheless, I had to be wary. Despite our fragile pact, we were natural enemies.
Without hesitation, Horn reached down and seized my chain close to the iron ring in the wall. He groaned again as his muscles tensed, then stretched it until the links first elongated and then snapped. With the end free, it was the work of moments to unwrap its length from my legs.
“Are you not blind?” I asked, wondering about his seemingly sightless eyes and how he had reached directly for the chain.
“I can see better than most, but not with these!” he said, pointing at each of his milky eyeballs in turn. “I have a third, spirit eye. With it I can see the world, and even things beyond the world. I can peer into the darkness within people.”
I jumped to my feet, and my heart began to pound even harder. I felt weak and shaky, but I was free! We stood face-to-face. My enemy from the dark was now my temporary ally. Together, with the help of Alice, we might have a real chance against Lizzie.
My tinderbox was in my bag, but I still had my candle stub, so I reached up and lit it from the torch. Carrying the candle in my left hand, I led the way into the tunnel, suddenly realizing that it might not be necessary to follow the buggane’s tunnels for very long: I remembered how cells that didn’t contain prisoners usually had their doors left ajar.
When I’d reached the end of the short tunnel, I turned right. About twenty yards on, I reached the access tunnel to the next cell and turned right again into it. The moment I emerged into the empty cell, my hopes soared. The door was ajar! We could reach the steps that led up to the tower.
Of course, it meant passing through the guard room. Had the yeomen returned after being attacked by the birds? I wondered. If they hadn’t, who was it who had carried me from Lizzie’s room down into the dungeon?



CHAPTER XXVII
 I’ll Take Your Bones Now!

THE passageways were now in total darkness; nobody had been renewing the torches. Without my candle it would have been difficult to find our way.
We hadn’t gone far when I suddenly felt the special coldness that told me that something from the dark was near. I came to a halt, and I heard Horn hiss. He’d sensed it too. There was a clicking, crepitating sound directly ahead, and then a deep menacing growl. Something was moving toward us. I held up my candle stub and saw that there was a place low on the wall where the light seemingly couldn’t reach, a shadow darker than the other shadows. It came closer and started to grow.
What was it? I’d never encountered anything quite like it before. The growl came again, deeper and much more threatening. This was some dark entity drawn here by Lizzie’s meddling.
I had to act—and fast. Quickly I handed the candle to Horn, reached deep into my breeches pockets, and filled each fist with the substances waiting there: salt in my right, iron filings in my left. I hurled both handfuls straight at that threatening shadow. They enveloped it in a cloud. There was a sudden agonized shriek, and then only the scattered salt and iron remained. Whatever had threatened us was no more. It had either fled in agony or been destroyed. But there might well be other, similar dangers ahead.
I looked upward fearfully. Would that noise have alerted the guard room? The cry had certainly not sounded human. Perhaps it would be more likely to cause any there to flee than to descend into the darkness and investigate.
Horn now took the lead. We passed through the section of tunnel under the moat, where the water was cascading down the wall and dripping from the ceiling, and then headed for the steps. We began to climb, pausing now and then to listen. When at last we reached the guard room door, we put our ears to it, but there was no sound from within.
Horn handed me the candle, then eased open the door. The room was empty. There were pitchers of water on the far table, and I seized one and took several desperate gulps, then helped myself to a crust of stale bread, which I softened with some of the water before swallowing. My body had an urgent need for energy, to replace what the buggane had taken. When I’d finished, the abhuman walked across to face me.
“We should attack the witch now,” he growled.
“It’s probably better if we find Alice first,” I told him. “She’ll be able to help.”
Horn nodded in agreement and we left the guard room together and continued upward.
We found Lizzie sitting on the throne, a smug look on her face. She clearly knew we’d escaped and had just been waiting for us to come to her. We were like two trapped flies going round and round in circles; we’d never even left her web.
Then I noticed the body of a yeoman behind the throne—and the blood on Lizzie’s lips. He must have been the one who’d carried me down to the dungeon. Now she’d killed him and drunk his blood. Although primarily a bone witch, Lizzie liked human blood, too. She preferred children’s but would drink an adult’s if she was thirsty enough.
As Horn and I walked down the carpet toward her, I readied my chain, wondering if I’d have the strength to bind her this time. But before I could attack, Lizzie sprang to her feet and glared at Horn. She looked wild, close to insanity, and a mixture of blood and saliva dribbled from her mouth to ooze into the slime on her chin.
“You’ve crossed my path once too often. You were meant to die a slow and painful death, but now you’ll die fast!” she cried, raising her left hand, palm toward Horn, fingers spread wide. Then she closed her hand into a fist, as if crushing something within it, while muttering an enchantment in the Old Tongue.
The abhuman screamed and buried his face in his hands. To my horror, I watched his head begin to crumple and collapse in on itself, rupturing and sending out gouts of blood. Horn dropped to the ground at my side like a sack of stones, his shrill, agonized scream giving way to a final gasp and then silence. His head was reduced to a bloody pulp.
I struggled to hold down the contents of my stomach, and my knees began to tremble.
“Now, where’s that daughter of mine?” Lizzie demanded, a scowl furrowing her brow.
I found it hard to believe that she hadn’t found Alice. Where could she be? I took a deep breath to calm myself and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m here to look for her,” I said.
Lizzie pulled a sharp knife from the folds of her gown. “The buggane will have to manage without this time,” she said. “I’ve had enough trouble from you, so I’ll take your bones now. Come here!”
Against my will, I found myself moving toward her. I tried to draw the silver chain from the pocket of my cloak, but my arm was paralyzed! I began to sweat and shake with fear. I took a deep breath to calm myself, but my legs were no longer under my control. I took another step, and then another, until I was so close to the witch I could feel her foul breath warm upon my face, and I almost retched again.
Lizzie seized my left hand with her right and lifted it before me. “Take a last look at that thumb, boy. It’ll be boiling and bubbling in my cauldron soon!”
Was this it? Was I to die here after all I’d been through?
With her left hand, the witch brought the knife down toward my thumb. I tried to break free of her grip but was powerless. I flinched, expecting to feel an agonizing pain. But the blade failed to make contact with my skin. Instead the torches flickered and died down, and a shimmer of light appeared. Suddenly, to my utter astonishment, Alice was standing there, in front of me, holding one of the shaman’s grimoires.
All at once I noticed that telltale shimmer of an apparition—it wasn’t Alice in the flesh; it was her spirit. She’d projected it from somewhere else. I was filled with sudden hope. Was this a result of her study of the shaman’s books?
“If you hurt Tom, you’ll never get your hands on this!” Alice warned, her image flickering. “I took Barrule’s notebook and studied it. I learned that the really useful stuff is in this grimoire!”
“Might have known you were up to something, girl,” Lizzie snarled.
“Tells you in here how to tap the power of the cache directly, but he wrote it down in code. You’ve got to take bits from lots of different pages and link the spells together,” Alice said. “Without this book and my knowledge, you’ll never know what to do. You’d study for years and get nowhere. Ain’t that so?”
Lizzie’s face twisted with anger, but she didn’t reply.
“If you want this book and what I know, come and get it. I’m down in the long room where Lord Barrule and his gambling cronies used to have their fun and games. Bring Tom with you, but don’t you dare hurt a hair on his head, or you’ll never get your mucky hands on this.” Alice raised the book toward her mother.
She vanished, and the torches flared up again.
Lizzie turned to me. “Looks like you’ll live a little longer, boy! At least until I get my hands on that book. . . .”
Keeping a tight grip on my arm and holding her knife at the ready, Lizzie dragged me down the steps of the keep, through the guard room and along the underground passages. As we passed the cells, I noticed that all the doors were now shut, as if they contained prisoners.
The long room was almost in darkness—just a couple of torches were flickering in their rusty wall brackets. Lord Barrule still lay there on the stone floor, and the place reeked more strongly of death than ever.
Alice appeared, walking out of the shadows to face Lizzie. She was carrying the grimoire in her left hand and my staff in her right.
“Let Tom go and then I’ll tell you what I know and give you the book,” she said calmly, the corners of her mouth twitching up into a grin.
Lizzie pushed me roughly toward Alice. “Give me the book and start talking! Make it fast. My patience is stretched to the breaking point!” she snapped.
“You’re welcome to the book,” Alice said, and she tossed it toward her.
Lizzie reached out to catch it, but before her fingers closed on it, with a loud whoosh, it burst into flames. The witch flinched away, and it fell at her feet, the pages curling and blackening.
Her expression was now black as thunder, but Alice was smiling, a look of triumph on her face. The witch arched her back, pointed her finger straight at her daughter, and muttered some words in the Old Tongue. For a moment I was horribly afraid for Alice, but nothing happened, and her smile grew even wider.
“Used the cache to protect myself,” she said to Lizzie. “You can’t hurt me, and now Tom’s at my side you can’t hurt him either! But I can hurt you. Push me, and I can hurt you really badly. If you weren’t my mother, I’d kill you! But you’re going to do as you’re told and do it right away. Give me the shaman’s thumb bones! Hand ’em over!”
Lizzie began to shake, and beads of sweat broke out on her forehead. Her face was twisted with the effort of trying to resist Alice’s command, but she wasn’t strong enough. I remembered how she had controlled us, but now things were reversed. She was forced to do Alice’s bidding, reaching into the pocket of her dress and pulling out the bones that she’d cut from the dead body of Lord Barrule. They were white now, clean bones, the flesh boiled off as part of the ritual to tap into their full power.
Alice held out her hand to receive them, and once more Lizzie tried to resist, her whole body shaking with the effort, but then, with a gasp, she finally let them fall into Alice’s palm.
That done, with a shriek, the witch ran toward the underground tunnel and scrambled inside.



CHAPTER XXVIII
 The Buggane

“WE must go after her, Alice,” I said, heading for the mouth of the tunnel. “We can’t let her escape. It’s my duty to bind her.”
Alice shook her head. “Sorry I let her go, Tom. Could have killed her then, but despite what I said, I wasn’t hard enough to do it. She’s my mother, after all. What kind of girl would kill her own mother?
“It ain’t safe to follow her through the tunnels now. Even though I was stronger just then, Lizzie still controls the buggane. She’ll be able to find a way to the surface, but she can’t return to the keep. Locked all the cell doors, I have, just to make sure she don’t try to double back. I’ll lock the door to this room, too,” she said, holding up a key.
“Then we should head to where we left Adriana and Simon and try to cut her off!”
Alice nodded, but her eyes were fearful.
“What’s wrong?” I asked her.
“The farther we get from Greeba Keep, the less I’ll be able to draw on the power of the cache. After a few miles, it’d just be me against Lizzie, and she’s bound to be stronger.”
“All the more reason to deal with her before she gets too far away,” I said.
We hurried out of the keep; it was deserted, and we headed directly for Adriana and Simon. They were still waiting at the edge of the trees, so we quickly explained what had happened and made our way toward the chapel, watching closely to see if Lizzie emerged.
But we watched and waited in vain. Two hours later, there was no sign of the witch, and we began to grow dispirited. Had she already escaped?
“Can’t you sniff her out, Alice?” I asked.
She shook her head. “Been here before, she has, and her stench is everywhere. Can’t tell what’s fresh ’cause there’s so much of it.”
It was then, as the light began to fail, that I saw a figure approaching in the distance, and my heart sank right down into my boots. There’d be a reckoning now, all right.
It was the Spook, and as he drew nearer, I saw that he was scowling.
It was Adriana who spoke first. She stepped forward, placing herself between him and us. “It was my idea,” she said. “We had to try and deal with Lizzie. I knew you’d never agree. It’s all my fault.”
The Spook nodded. “Aye,” he said angrily, “you’ve put a bad taste in my mouth in more ways than one. But we’ll deal with all that later.” He turned to me, his expression grim. “We need to get down to practicalities. Tell me what happened and make it quick.”
After I’d finished, my master shook his head. “It’s a bad business. We need to follow the witch and deal with her once and for all. But now that she’s gone and no longer has access to the power here, our first priority is the buggane. I’ve been thinking—if we can destroy it, eventually the tunnels will collapse and the cavern, with that cache of power, will be buried. That’ll stop servants of the dark from visiting it in spirit form. They’ll no longer be able to tap into it directly. And that includes you, girl!” he said, turning on Alice. “Deals with everything nicely.”
“That’s not fair! I’d be dead by now but for what Alice did,” I shouted.
“She still used dark power—and not for the first time, as you well know. But we won’t speak of that now. We’ll go directly to the chapel; that’s at the center of the buggane’s domain. It’ll sense us there and attack.”
“What about the dogs? Won’t they help us?” I asked my master.
“There’s no time for that now, lad. I left them at the mill, and we’ve got to deal with this creature.”
The Spook turned and began to walk away. Alice and I were at his heels, with Adriana and Simon close behind. Suddenly my master spun round to face them.
“This is spook’s business,” he said, holding up his hand. “Dangerous work for just me and the lad. It’s best if you wait here until we’ve dealt with the demon. And that means you too!” he said, glaring at Alice. She opened her mouth to protest but then shook her head. There would be no arguing with my master after what had just happened.
So the Spook and I headed directly for the chapel. Despite his wishes, I hoped Alice wouldn’t be very far behind. She couldn’t afford to distance herself from the blood jar. We arrived at the ruins and waited just inside the trees, within sight of those crumbling dark stone walls. The minutes passed, but nothing happened. Lizzie would be getting farther and farther away with every second, I thought.
It was a cold, crisp, clear night, and the grass was white with hoarfrost. Half a waning moon cast dappled shadows on the ground. Occasionally an owl hooted, but apart from that, all was silent; there wasn’t even a breath of wind.
“Why doesn’t the buggane attack?” I asked.
“It’s nearby—I can feel it in my bones—but it’s not showing itself,” the Spook answered. “Most likely it’ll be down the slope close to the water’s edge, a place we want to avoid. It’ll take the shape of a worme on that marshy ground, and wormes are hard to kill. But what choice do we have? Let’s get it over with!”
I followed my master toward the incline. I was gripping my staff nervously. The last thing I wanted was to face a worme again. I remembered the way they could spit poison and bite off an arm or leg with those rows of sharp teeth.
As we descended, the slope became steeper and our boots squelched in the soft ground. I soon found it hard to stay on my feet. Below, the murmur of the river was ever louder, though as yet I couldn’t see it through the trees. They grew closer together here, interspersed with dense bushes and saplings, making our progress difficult and forcing us to make frequent detours.
“Spread out!” the Spook commanded. “Giving it more than one target will distract it.”
I did as he said, obeying without question and moving away to the left. My master was the expert here, and having already faced a worme, I knew it was the same advice that Bill Arkwright would have given; he’d been the specialist on all creatures that lived in marsh and water.
We were very close to the riverbank now, and the Spook was hidden from view by bushes and tall reeds, though I could still hear the suck and squelch of his boots.
It was then that I heard another noise in the reeds—a heavy, wet, slippery sound, almost as if someone had fallen onto their back and was sliding down the steep slope toward the water. But the sound was getting louder and moving closer—up the slope, directly toward us. My heart lurched with fear.
All at once, something burst through the reeds directly ahead of me and lunged for my head. I threw myself sideways, catching a glimpse of something above me before it withdrew back into the reeds: a long, sinuous body like a fat snake, small fierce eyes, and a mouthful of fanged teeth.
It certainly wasn’t a worme—at least not the type that I’d once fought—and the only snakes I’d ever seen were small grass snakes and, more rarely, adders. But this was huge. It had to be the buggane, and it had taken the form of a great serpent.
In a blind panic, I struggled to my knees. I was only just in time. It attacked, and this time I jabbed at the creature with my staff. It hissed and retreated again. I came cautiously to my feet and heard a scuffle to my right. Then the Spook shouted something—I didn’t catch it the first time, but when he repeated it, I realized it was a cry of warning.
“Hydra!”
From what my master had taught me, I knew that we were in serious trouble. There were many forms of hydra, some real, some just fantastic creatures made up by storytellers. The one referred to in the Spook’s Bestiary was a creature called a scylla, which had seven heads. All hydra certainly had several heads—and this one was attacking my master and me simultaneously.
Again I heard that slithering sound, and the snakelike head surged toward me along the ground, parting the reeds before rearing up at my throat. But this time I was ready, and I used my staff like a spear, ramming the blade past its teeth and right down its throat with all my strength. It screamed and convulsed, and blood sprayed in an arc from its fanged mouth. It retreated immediately, almost dragging the staff out of my hand, but I held on tight and the demon’s head slid away, its mouth gushing blood.
I followed it through the reeds toward the water’s edge. Once on the riverbank, I could see the buggane by the light of the moon. Its body was hidden underwater, but its many heads reared and writhed, lunging at me. I quickly counted to nine, but then gave up because they were moving too quickly. The one nearest me hung limp, dark blood issuing from its gaping mouth and swirling away in the current. That was the one I’d just speared. The Spook was now on the riverbank too, jabbing furiously with his staff. But there were so many heads, all roaring and howling eerily. How could we deal with them?
“To me, lad!” cried the Spook, plunging into the strong river current. “Its heart—we need to cut our way to its heart! I’ll go for the body while you tackle the heads!”
I splashed along to his side. The water reached our waists, and it was a struggle to stay on our feet. The gray body of the hydra surfaced briefly before submerging again. That sight filled me with hope, because it didn’t seem to have the hard defensive scales of a worme and would be vulnerable to our blades. No doubt the demon had sacrificed that defense in favor of the attacking capability of those many fanged heads. I kept swinging my staff in an arc and jabbing directly at any ravening mouth that came too close.
The Spook began to attack the hydra’s body, driving his staff in deep and leaning against it while I defended us both against those heads with their dangerous teeth.
How long that struggle went on, I don’t know. All I remember is the water, dark with blood, and those demonic heads shining silver in the moonlight as they sought to put an end to us. At one point I was almost overwhelmed—teeth and ravening jaws were all around me—and the Spook had to halt his attack on the body and help me fight off the heads. But then I heard a cry from the bank and saw Alice standing there, waving the short blade and shouting at the buggane, trying to attract its attention.
Several of its heads immediately lurched toward her. I was afraid for her, but the demon was distracted, and it gave us our chance. Furiously the Spook renewed his attack. Within moments his silver-alloy blade had found the demon’s heart. There was a blast of foul air, and then water rose up before me in a high wave and I went under, still gripping my staff. Moments later, I floated up to the surface.
Eventually the Spook and I dragged ourselves wearily out onto the riverbank. Alice’s face looked full of relief. I stood there beside her, shivering and dripping wet.
“It’s gone, lad. Not one bit of it remains,” said the Spook, bending over, exhausted. “And as for you, girl—will you never do as you’re told?”
“If Alice hadn’t disobeyed, we’d probably both be dead,” I pointed out indignantly.
My master gave a grudging nod but didn’t comment further. He knew what I said was true.
“Now it’s time to deal with the witch,” he muttered.



CHAPTER XXIX
 One for Sorrow

ONCE we’d rejoined Adriana and Simon, the Spook wasted no time looking for signs of Bony Lizzie.
I knew he was an expert tracker, but with only moonlight to rely on, would he find Lizzie’s trail when even Alice couldn’t sniff her out? We watched him pace around the wood, checking it systematically, bit by bit. Every so often he paused and knelt down, studying the ground. Maybe there wasn’t anything to find? Maybe Lizzie was still hiding in the tunnels?
It was almost an hour before my master found something and waved us over. There were three footprints in the mud. They were fresh and made by pointy shoes.
“They ain’t mine, that’s for sure,” said Alice. “Got big feet, Lizzie has. Much bigger than mine.”
“So she’s heading southwest,” said the Spook. “That’s the way we should go—”
“I’d like to know something,” Alice interrupted.
“What is it, girl?” demanded the Spook impatiently. “We’ve not got all day, so speak up!”
“You ain’t going to bind Lizzie—you’re going to kill her, aren’t you?” she asked. It wasn’t really a question. I could tell from her face that she knew the truth of it, and she didn’t look happy.
The Spook nodded in confirmation, his expression grave. “I’ve no choice, girl. She’s murdered too many innocents. I can’t leave a witch like her at large, especially one with such ambition. If she’d had her way, this whole island would have been plunged into her rule of darkness. Who knows what else she might attempt in the future? Best thing would be for you to stay here until we return. She is still your mother, after all. No need for you to be there. You’ve done enough, girl. Get yourself back to the mill with Adriana until it’s over.”
But I knew Alice would refuse. I’m sure she didn’t want to be a witness to her own mother’s death, but if she waited here, she’d be beyond the protection of the blood jar. She had to accompany me.
She shook her head. “I need to be there,” she said quietly.
“I’m going after Lizzie too,” Adriana told the Spook. “You might need my help. Are you with us, Simon?”
Simon Sulby nodded. “Yes,” he said, looking determined. “We’re going to spend the rest of our lives together, so we’ll do this together, too.”
We went as fast as we could, but after half an hour we’d seen no sign of the witch. My master was getting worried.
“We’ve got to catch Bony Lizzie, lad,” said the Spook, “and put an end to her once and for all.”
“Perhaps we should go back to the mill for the dogs,” I suggested. “They’d soon hunt her down.”
“No time. She’s already got too much of a head start.” My master knelt down and searched the ground nearby before shaking his head. “Wait here. I’ll see if I can find her tracks again.”
He wandered off into the trees. As before, he kept pausing and looking down to scrutinize the ground, but there was more cloud now and the moonlight was intermittent.
“Can he find her again?” Adriana asked me.
“He’s an excellent tracker, but it’s really hard,” I said. “The Pendle witches can cloak themselves using dark magic to conceal their trail. A seventh son of a seventh son can still follow them, but it’s not easy. If he doesn’t pick up her tracks soon, she’ll get clean away.”
The Spook was out of sight, but within five minutes he reappeared on the edge of a copse of trees and beckoned us over. When we reached him, he gave one of his rare smiles and pointed down at a patch of mud close to a tree trunk. There were two clear prints. Pointy shoes again.
“At least we’ve got confirmation of her direction. She’s still heading southwest,” he said. “No doubt she hopes to make her escape by sea—compel some poor fisherman to carry her west toward Ireland.”
We set off even faster. Twice more the Spook found Lizzie’s tracks, but then he lost the trail.
Adriana thought she’d probably be making for either Port Erin or Port St. Mary, where there were vessels capable of making the trip westward even in a rough sea.
We were pressing on through the dark as fast as we could when a sudden vivid flash of lightning in the distance turned night into day. This was followed by a low rumble of thunder, and then the wind began to freshen. A storm was heading our way. And what a storm! Within minutes, torrential rain had driven us to take shelter in a grove of trees, while a fury of thunder and lightning erupted from the clouds above.
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that Lizzie had sent this storm to hold us at bay!” said the Spook as we waited for it to subside.
Cut off from the cache of animus, she was unlikely to have had the power to unleash such a storm, but she was still strong—as we soon discovered to our cost.
The storm now abated just as quickly as it had arisen. The clouds were scurrying away to the east, and we were suddenly bathed in moonlight.
We were just about to leave the shelter of the trees when, in the silence after the storm, we heard a cacophony of squeals and shrieks approaching from the west.
“Rats!” Simon shouted.
Moments later, he was proved correct. A horde of huge, fierce rats with long whiskers and sinuous tails surged into view. I knew a witch could summon rats and drink their blood, but I’d never heard of them being used to attack her enemies. We were soon fighting for our lives. We laid about us with our staffs, beating at the ground to squash the rodents and desperately plucking them off as they raced up our legs, biting and scratching as they made for our throats and faces.
I heard Alice scream and turned to find her covered in rats. She was trying to protect her head, but she was losing the battle. I tore a big rat off her head, hurled it to the ground, and stamped it underfoot.
Wave upon wave of gray rodents continued to attack us. Then, suddenly, they were fleeing, leaving behind a mass of dead and dying bodies.
Luckily we were more exhausted than hurt. “That was Lizzie’s doing,” I said.
“Aye, lad, there’s little doubt about that,” replied the Spook. “But why they broke off and fled we can only surmise. Maybe Lizzie doesn’t want to use up too much of her power. Could be she’s saving the worst for later.”
At dawn, we halted and rested for a couple of hours. Simon offered to keep watch while the rest of us grabbed some sleep. The Spook was the only one who managed to doze. His nap didn’t last long, either; he awoke groaning and sweating. Lizzie had been speaking inside his head again.
Adriana suddenly started to shiver; Simon turned to her, concerned, and put his arm around her. “What’s the matter, love?” he asked her.
“I’ve got that feeling again,” she said. “A premonition that I’ve not got long for this world.”
“But you felt like that before they rolled you down the hill—and you survived the barrel, didn’t you?” I pointed out.
“I did, but this time it’s stronger than ever. I’m certain that I’m going to die soon.”
Needing to keep up our strength, we bought bread and cheese from a cottage. It was then that Adriana offered to try her powers again. The Spook didn’t like it, but he had no better suggestion to offer.
She cupped her hands and gave a high whistling cry. Within minutes, in answer to her summons, a pair of sparrowhawks dropped out of the sky to land on her shoulders. She stroked them gently with the tip of each forefinger and whispered to them, her voice so low that, even though I was standing close, I couldn’t catch what she said.
They flew off but returned within the hour. This time they circled overhead before flying off in a different direction. When they repeated the maneuver exactly, Adriana pointed in the direction they’d taken.
“They’ve found her,” she said. “That’s the way. She’s making for Port Erin.”
Adriana was a bird witch, all right—her magic had succeeded in tracking down Bony Lizzie.
Not long after, the Spook discovered another pointy footprint in the mud. We were hot on the witch’s trail again. And then Alice confirmed it: She could now sniff her mother’s presence. Finally, at twilight, we saw Lizzie in the distance, and despite our exhaustion, increased our pace.
She was somewhere ahead of us in the gathering dusk. We glimpsed her once more, little more than half a mile away, but it was almost dark, and a sudden shower exploded from the heavens, soaking us to the skin in the five minutes it took to blow itself out.
Adriana and Simon were sprinting alongside Alice and me, the Spook just behind us, and we were closing in on the bone witch with every stride. Soon I heard the angry roar of the sea in the distance, and the rhythmic pounding of waves against the rocky shore. At last the moon came out from behind a cloud, bathing the scene in silver light, and I saw Lizzie less than a hundred yards ahead of us. Then Simon noticed something on the ground: a pair of pointy shoes lying in the grass. Lizzie had kicked them off in a desperate attempt to gain more speed.
“She’s running straight for the headland. We’ve cut her off from the port. She’s nowhere to go now but the salty sea!” shouted the Spook.
He was right. Lizzie was running directly toward the cliffs. Very soon we would face the last of her power. How strong was she still? Would the five of us be able to overcome her? It was far from certain, but we had to try.
It was then that disaster struck. Alice slipped on the wet grass and went down hard. I stopped and helped her up, but when she tried to put weight on her left foot, it buckled under her and she fell to her knees. As the Spook raced past us, he turned to shout at me, “Leave the girl, lad! We’ll come back for her later. I need you with me! Now!” He ran on, his footsteps fading into the distance.
“Yes, leave me, Tom! My ankle’s sprained. He’s right—he’ll need all the help he can get to beat Lizzie. She’s still strong.”
“No, Alice, we stick together,” I told her, putting my arm under her left shoulder and lifting her back onto her feet. “You know why we can’t risk being separated.”
Alice could only limp slowly, grunting with pain.
The witch had nowhere left to run. She turned her back on the sea to face the Spook, Adriana, and Simon. They’d slowed to a walking pace but continued to advance along a narrow spur of grass that jutted out above the sea. The waves crashed onto the rocks below before drawing back to surge forward once more.
At first nothing happened. Then, very suddenly, like a blow to my solar plexus, I felt Lizzie’s power again. It took my breath away, almost stopped my heart. But it wasn’t dread or any other spell designed to immobilize us while she took our lives with her blade. It was a spell of compulsion. I was consumed by a strong urge to run forward and throw myself off the cliff. I wanted to fall onto the rocks and break into little pieces, to become nothing—as if I’d never been born.
I fought back, but she was too strong. I saw the waves far below. I had never wanted anything so much.
Far ahead, the Spook had fallen into a crouching position, his staff still in his left hand. With his right, he was clutching a tussock of grass, as if that would somehow anchor him to the cliff top. But then, to my dismay, Simon suddenly sprinted directly toward the cliff edge. I realized that he was going to throw himself over!
I heard Adriana scream, a long wail of anguish and loss. Simon had jumped out into nothingness, and was gone. Under the compulsion of Lizzie’s dark magic, he’d hurled himself over the edge to his death.
Ahead, Adriana was stretching her arms above her head and pointing toward the sky, arching her back just as Lizzie had earlier. Then she began to chant, hurling her words up into the firmament. She was speaking in the Old Tongue, gabbling far too quickly for me to understand.
In answer came a peal of thunder and a flash of sheet lightning, and suddenly, far above us, the heavens were filled with birds. There were crows, ravens, blackbirds, finches, and swallows—and a single magpie . . . one for sorrow.
Alice and I had almost reached the cliff, and I heard Adriana utter four more words very slowly and clearly. Even with my poor command of the Old Tongue, these were easy to translate. It was a command: “Peck out her eyes!”
From the smallest to the largest the birds obeyed, swooping down in unison to attack the witch. For a moment Lizzie was hidden from our sight, buffeted to and fro by the frenzied, screeching birds.
But she was not to be defeated so easily. There was an intense flash of light and a blast of hot air that made me close my eyes. When I opened them again, the birds were screaming, falling out of the sky, wings aflame. Some dropped, blackened, burned and twitching, onto the cliff top; others fell down into the sea, trailing smoke. Lizzie had blasted them out of the sky.
Adriana let out a great sob and rushed toward her, but the bone witch seized her by the throat and lifted her off her feet.
I knew what was going to happen. I let go of Alice and stumbled forward to try and help her, but the world was still spinning about me and I was forced to my knees, hard pressed just to stay on the cliff top, still consumed by the desire to throw myself onto the rocks.
As I watched, horrified, Lizzie hurled Adriana over the cliff. As she fell toward the rocks, she gave a shrill cry like a bird. Then she was gone.



CHAPTER XXX
 A Full Reckoning

A gloating smile settled over Lizzie’s face.
“Do you know why the boy stayed behind with the girl instead of coming to help you?” she asked the Spook. “Do you know why he disobeyed you? He needs her more than anything else in the world, and she’s just as soft on him. Your apprentice sold his soul to the Fiend, and now the only thing that’s keeping him and the girl safe is a blood jar. That’s why they have to stay together. He’s using dark magic to save the both of them. That’s just one step short of belonging to the dark!”
The Spook staggered to his feet and looked at me, and as our eyes met, I saw on his face a mixture of sadness and disappointment. I’d let him down. I wasn’t the apprentice he thought I was.
Lizzie laughed long and loud, and the ugly sound was filled with triumph, with the knowledge that the dark had won.
But the battle wasn’t over yet. Adriana was dead, but her final cry hadn’t merely been one of pain and shock; it had been a command. Fresh raucous caws sounded overhead, and I saw a large flock of circling seagulls—the fierce, aggressive birds that Alice had once called “rats with wings.”
Suddenly they swooped toward the witch, their harsh, piercing screams filling the air. Bony Lizzie waved her arms to scare them off, whirling them about like a windmill in a gale. Perhaps she’d exhausted her power, or maybe there were just too many of them and she never had time to gather herself to withstand the attack. The gulls dived straight for her, eager talons outstretched. Soon all I could see was birds, a chaotic turmoil of beating wings and stabbing beaks.
For a moment I glimpsed Lizzie’s head again. Her hands covered her face, and blood ran down between her fingers. She staggered toward the cliff edge, leaning back at an impossible angle. Her eyes were black sockets in the moonlight, her mouth wide open in a scream, the sound lost among the shrieking of the birds. The seagulls obscured her again; when they soared upward, she was gone.
I ran to the cliff and peered down. For a moment her broken body was visible below. Then a big wave engulfed her, its ebb dragging her into the sea’s salty embrace. The bone witch was no more.
“Well, that’s the end of her, lad,” the Spook said, walking up to stand beside me. “If she’s not dead already, that salty sea will kill her quickly. Then she’ll be food for the fishes. They’ll eat the heart and everything. She won’t be coming back.”
“Poor Adriana and Simon are gone as well,” I said sadly. I could see no trace of their bodies on the rocks below. The sea had taken them, too.
My master nodded. “Aye, that was a bad business, lad—but that girl helped to save our lives. She was a witch all right, no doubt about it!”
“But what kind of witch was she?” I asked. “She didn’t use blood or bone magic and didn’t have a familiar.”
“She was something new to me, lad. I’ve certainly never met her like before. Maybe she simply had a special ability, one that can’t be learned and passed on to others.”
“Adriana was a benign witch,” I insisted.
My master didn’t reply. I knew he didn’t agree. Adriana had used some kind of magic to kill. To his way of thinking, the fact that she’d killed Lizzie, a malevolent witch, was irrelevant. She had still employed the dark.
I heard a noise behind us, and turned to see Alice limping along. The Spook looked at us in turn. “What Lizzie said about you selling your soul and employing a blood jar . . . please set my mind at ease and tell me she was lying,” he said quietly.
“I can’t,” I said, bowing my head. “It’s true. I owe the Fiend my soul. Alice made a blood jar, and that’s the only thing keeping him away. That’s why I couldn’t leave her behind. If I do, the Fiend will claim her in revenge for saving me.”
“Why did you give him your soul?” he asked, frowning at me. “What sort of a fool would sell his soul to the Fiend?”
“I did it at Meteora, in Greece. It’s a long story, but without that we’d all be dead now, and the whole world—not just the County—would be at risk.”
The Spook sighed; it was a sound filled with sadness and a hint of despair. “We’ll find somewhere to rest,” he said quietly. “I’m weary. We’ll talk in the morning.”
His head bowed, he turned and began to walk away, heading back toward the mill, where we needed to collect our bags. Once he had his back to us, Alice put her hand in the pocket of her skirt and drew out some objects, flinging them over the cliff and into the sea. They gleamed silver in the moonlight as they fell, the same color as the tears that glistened in her eyes.
They were the thumb bones of the shaman.
Luckily we quickly stumbled upon the ruin of a cottage. There were just three walls standing, and no roof, but it provided some shelter, and fortunately it didn’t rain again, so we settled down there for the rest of the night.
We awoke at dawn, cold and stiff, and the Spook set about building a fire while I went off to catch rabbits for our breakfast. I only managed to get one, which I skinned and gutted before Alice cooked it. There wasn’t really enough to go round, but it took the edge off my hunger.
As we ate, it began to drizzle, and dark clouds gathered from the west. There was worse weather to come.
At last there came the full reckoning.
“Right, it’s time to talk!” commanded the Spook. “Don’t leave anything out. I want to know everything. I don’t care how bad it is, I want to know it all. Let’s start with you, girl. Tell me about the blood jar. Did you fashion it?”
Alice nodded.
“Am I right in thinking you’ve put your own blood in it—the blood of a daughter of the Fiend—and the blood of my apprentice, Tom?”
Alice nodded again and bowed her head.
“Well, lad, I’m finding this hard to believe. You actually gave your own blood for the purposes of a dark magic spell?”
“No!” Alice cried defiantly. “Ain’t true, that. Tom was unconscious when I took it. Back in Greece, there was a rockfall in a cave. Knocked out, he was, so I took three drops of his blood and added them to mine in the jar. Tom didn’t even know about it. It was only later, when the Fiend came for him, that I pushed it into his hand. After that Tom had to keep it on him to stop the Fiend from coming back and dragging him off to the dark. I have to stay close to Tom as well, else he’ll take his revenge on me!”
“So tell me what you got for your soul,” the Spook asked.
I explained how the Fiend had given me three things: the location of our terrible enemy, the Ordeen; a delay of one hour before she awoke; and, finally, his life and Alice’s, as they were facing imminent death.
“Not only that, he showed me the future,” I said. “Thousands would have been massacred that day—men, women, and children. Had the Ordeen won, the County would have been the next place to be destroyed. In the past I’ve resisted the temptations of the dark—even when the lives of my own family were at risk. This time it was the County in danger. And you’ve always taught me that we protect it, and that our first duty is to the County and its people. So in the end, that’s why I did it. Not for Alice, not for you—for the County. It seemed worth my soul at the time.”
“Show me,” the Spook said quietly.
I reached into my breeches pocket and pulled out the small jar. I held it in my open palm so that he could see it properly.
“Give it to me,” my master ordered.
“It’s dangerous even to let it out of my possession—”
“Hand it over, lad!” he commanded angrily, raising his voice.
Nervously I did as he asked. He peered at it closely, and for a moment his fingers gripped the stopper. One twist and it would be open, and he could pour away the drops of blood. My heart was in my mouth.
“What if I were to smash this now, or drain it of its contents?” he asked me. “Could the girl make another?”
“Ain’t possible to make another to save Tom,” said Alice. “You can only use a spell like that once.”
“And it would be the end of me and Alice,” I added. “The Fiend would come for us. We’d be dead and our souls dragged off to the dark. You too probably—he wouldn’t spare the life of a spook.”
“Don’t try to scare me, lad. I’ll do what’s right, whatever the cost.”
“I wasn’t trying to scare you. Just telling you how things are. I’ve thought about it a lot,” I retorted.
“Would he come right away?” asked the Spook, looking thoughtful. “Tell me that, girl. You made it, so you should know. I’ve never encountered this type of jar before.”
“Could be here in the blink of an eye,” Alice told him.
“What a miserable existence you’ve got ahead of you,” said the Spook, shaking his head. “Living in fear with just this little jar standing between you and a terrible fate. Then, when you die, which is inevitable, the Fiend will be waiting for you. He’ll collect your soul the minute you draw your last breath.”
“Not if Tom manages to bind or destroy him first—”
“And how on earth is he going to manage that?” demanded the Spook.
Alice shrugged. “Tom’s mam believed he would do it one day.”
“Did she ever say how it could be done?”
“Perhaps the secret is buried among her papers and notebooks in Malkin Tower,” I suggested.
“Well, lad, that might be so, but the last time I was there I found nothing like that. And Malkin Tower is a long way from here, across the sea and now behind enemy lines. I can’t help thinking that if your mam really had known how to bind or destroy the Fiend, she’d have told you before we went to Greece. After all, as her letters told us, she thought she’d have to sacrifice her own life to defeat her enemy. No, I think she hoped that you might discover a way to do it yourself.”
There was a long silence, and I thought about what I’d seen within myself. Maybe that would help me to find a way. . . .
Then Alice spoke up. “I can think of someone who might know—someone who’s thought about it long and hard. Grimalkin.”
“The witch assassin?” My master scratched at his beard in irritation. “It just gets worse!”
“She once told me how much she hates the Fiend. She said she thought he could be bound with silver spears,” Alice went on.
“What? Bound in a pit?”
“He’d be impaled on the spears,” she explained. “Then maybe you could bury him beneath a stone like you do with boggarts. Wouldn’t that work?”
“Maybe, girl. When a demon such as a buggane or the Bane takes material form and you pierce its heart, it’s usually destroyed. I can’t see that being enough to finish off the Fiend—he’s much too powerful. In any case, where would we get silver-alloy spears from?” asked the Spook, shaking his head.
“Grimalkin would make them. She’s a skilled blacksmith. We should send for her; bring her here.”
“You’d use a mirror, no doubt,” said the Spook, his face grim. “More dark magic.”
“What’s done is done,” Alice snapped, “but the main thing is to keep Tom safe. And Grimalkin’s resourceful. War or no war, she would find a way to get here.”
“I need time to think this through,” said the Spook, handing the jar back to me. “Get out of my sight for a while—both of you!”
I nodded and we wandered slowly off into the trees, Alice still limping badly. I was relieved to have the blood jar back in my pocket. For a long time Alice was silent, her lips pressed tightly together, her face a mask. Then she began to cry, great sobs racking her body. I put my arms around her, offering comfort as best I could.
“Ain’t crying for Lizzie,” Alice said at last as her grief began to subside. “Not even crying for poor Adriana and Simon, although I’m sorry that they lost their lives like that and can never enjoy the happiness they deserved. No, I’m crying for what I never had. Crying for the mam every girl should have—someone who’d have loved me and cared what happened to me.”
After a while she smiled and wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand.
“Thanks for saving me back there in the dungeons, Alice,” I said softly. “The buggane was draining me. I could feel my life slipping away. I was so cold and weak.”
Alice squeezed my hand. “In the shaman’s study, as soon as I worked out how to control the cache, Lizzie’s power started to wane. I used a spell to cloak myself. Walked right past her and she didn’t see me. I went into the tunnels and started to work on the buggane. It was in its spirit form, whispering to you, when I finally reached it with my mind. I was just in time, Tom. It was planning to drain you in one go, as Lizzie had ordered. So I called out to you; told you to fight it—and, just in time, you started to resist. Then I went looking for Lizzie again and managed to stop her from taking your bones. By then I knew we’d won. I was stronger than her.”
“Have you still got that power, Alice?” I asked. “Is all that dark magic at your service?”
“Still got a bit left, but it’s fading fast. Power’s there down in that cavern, but I can’t reach it no more.”
“What do you think the Spook will decide to do?” I asked.
“Old Gregory will send for Grimalkin, mark my words. He wouldn’t have dreamed of such a thing once, but now he hasn’t any choice. He’s not the man he was. Too much has happened: his library’s burned to the ground, the County ransacked, and now this—being defeated by a powerful witch not just once but three times over. But for Adriana, I think Lizzie would have killed us all, Old Gregory included.
“From now on you’ll get stronger and he’ll get weaker. It happens to us all eventually. He’s had a long life fighting the dark, but now it’s coming to an end. You’ll be the new spook, and you’d best get ready to replace him.”
I nodded. There was some truth in what Alice had said, but I wasn’t ready to take over from my master just yet. I put my arms around her and hugged her again. Once more we’d survived, and two more enemies of the light were no more.
As we walked back toward the cottage, we saw the Spook waiting for us in the doorway. What had he decided to do? His face was grim, and I thought it looked like bad news.
But I was wrong.
“Find yourself a mirror, girl, and summon Grimalkin,” my master said. “We have no choice now but to attempt to bind the Fiend.”



 
ONCE again, I’ve written most of this from memory, just using my notebook when necessary. We are still on the island of Mona in the cold, dark, stormy heart of winter, staying at the abandoned cottage Adriana showed us. Over the last two months we’ve been busy with spook’s business.
My master has almost finished rewriting a book about the Pendle witches, and Alice has volunteered to add to the beginnings of his new library. She’s started on an account of the two years she spent being trained in witchcraft by Bony Lizzie; it will add to our knowledge of the dark.
The tunnels beneath the chapel have collapsed, closing off all access to the Grim Cache. So my master, Alice, and I have hunted down and slain every other known buggane on the island—five in all—to prevent one from burrowing down to find it again. Now Mona is a safer place for those who work for the light.
Grimalkin agreed to join us in an attempt to bind the Fiend once and for all, but she has not yet arrived and Alice is no longer able to contact her by using a mirror. She now fears that something has happened to the witch assassin. Without her we can do nothing, and the blood jar is our only defense against the Fiend.
There is no good news from the County. It seems that it is in the iron grip of the enemy. And here on Mona, the ruling council is assembled again and has started returning refugees across the water; there is no news of how they were received—or of Captain Baines. The yeomen are still searching for those who have avoided their net, and the island is less safe for us with each passing day.
The Spook was right. The people have reverted to their old ways.
At least with Lizzie’s death, Bill Arkwright will have finally found his way to the light.
I long to go back to the County, but the Spook’s plan now is to escape westward, to Ireland. We go within the week. But whenever I think of that land, I remember my nightmare and the threat made by the Celtic witch; I remember the Morrigan.
In a little more than two years I’ll finish learning my trade. My master tells me that he might take it easier then and let me do most of the work. As a young spook, he worked alongside his own master, Henry Horrocks, until he died, and it was to the advantage of both.
It’s his decision. He’s the Spook and I’m still just his apprentice. Soon we sail to take refuge even farther from the County’s shores. No doubt we’ll be heading into even greater danger.
THOMAS J. WARD
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CHAPTER I
BEWARE THE JIBBER!
 




 
 



DRIVEN by the gentlest of breezes, our small fishing boat was sailing slowly west, bobbing gently toward the distant shore. I was staring ahead to the green hills of Ireland, trying to take in as much as I could before the light failed. In another twenty minutes it would be dark.
Suddenly there was a roaring, howling sound, and the fisherman looked up in alarm. From nowhere a great wind blew up. A black cloud raced toward us from the north, zigzag lightning flickering down into the sea, which was now boiling and surging so that the small boat rolled alarmingly. Our three dogs began to whimper. The usually fearless wolfhounds—Claw, Blood, and Bone—didn’t like sea voyages at the best of times.
I was on my knees, clinging to the prow, cold pinching my ears, sea spray stinging my eyes.
The Spook and my friend Alice were cowering down below the gunwales, doing their best to take shelter. The waves had suddenly become much bigger—unnaturally so, I thought. We seemed about to capsize. As we slid down into a trough, a gigantic wave, a sheer wall of water, came out of nowhere and loomed above us, threatening to smash our fragile craft to match wood and drown us all.
But somehow we survived and rode up the wave to its crest. A torrent of hail came then—pebbles of ice, raining down onto the boat and us, beating at our heads and bodies with stinging force. Again lightning flashed almost directly overhead. I looked at the mass of churning black cloud above us and suddenly saw two orbs of light.
I stared up at them in astonishment. They were quite close together and made me think of two staring eyes. Then, as I watched, they began to change. They were eyes—very distinctive eyes, too, peering down from the black cloud. The left one was green, the right blue, and they seemed to glitter with malice.
Was I imagining it? I wondered. I rubbed my own eyes, thinking that I was seeing things. But no—they were still there. I was about to shout to get Alice’s attention, but even as I watched, they faded away to nothing.
The wind dropped as suddenly as it had arisen, and within less than a minute the huge waves were no more. The sea was still livelier than it had been before the storm, though, and the wind was once more at our backs, driving us toward land at a much faster rate.
“Five minutes and I’ll put you ashore!” cried the fisherman. “There’s a good side to everything, even a storm.”


I thought about the eyes in the cloud again. Maybe I’d only imagined them, I thought. It might be worth mentioning to the Spook later, but this wasn’t the time.
“It was strange the way that storm came up so suddenly!” I shouted.
The fisherman shook his head. “Not at all,” he said. “You see strange things at sea, but that was just a squall. They often blow up out of nowhere. Mind you, that sea was something. Almost like a tidal wave. But this old tub is sturdier than she looks.” He looked quite pleased with himself. “I need to be back well before dawn, and we’ve got a bit o’ wind to fill our sails now.”
The Spook had paid him generously with almost the last of his money, but even so the fisherman had taken a big risk. We’d sailed away from the Isle of Mona about eight hours earlier, making the crossing west toward Ireland. We were refugees from the invasion of the County, and the Spook, Alice, and I had spent many dangerous months on that island. Now the inhabitants of Mona were returning any refugees they found to the County—into the hands of the occupying forces. Intensive searches were being made. It had been time to get away.
“I hope we get a better welcome here,” said Alice despondently.
“Well, girl, it couldn’t be much worse than last time,” said the Spook.
That was true enough. On Mona we’d been on the run almost immediately.
“You should have little trouble here!” shouted the fisherman, trying to make himself heard above the whine of the wind. “Very few of your folk will have ventured this far, and it’s a big island. A few more mouths to feed won’t worry them much. You might find there’s work for a spook, too. Some call it the Haunted Isle. It certainly possesses more than its fair share of ghosts.”
Spooks deal with the dark. It is a dangerous trade, and I was in the third year of my apprenticeship to my master, John Gregory, learning how to deal with witches, boggarts, and all manner of supernatural creatures. Ghosts usually posed little threat and were the least of our worries. Most didn’t even know they were dead and, with the right words, could be persuaded to go to the light.
“Don’t they have spooks of their own?” I asked.
“They’re a dying breed,” said the fisherman. There was an awkward silence. “I hear tell there are none working in Dublin, and a city like that is bound to be plagued by jibbers.”
“Jibbers?” I queried. “What’s a jibber?”
The fisherman laughed. “You a spook’s apprentice and don’t know what a jibber is? You should be ashamed of yourself! You need to pay more attention to your lessons.”
I felt annoyed by his comments. My master was lost in thought and didn’t seem to be listening to the fisherman. He had never mentioned a jibber, and I was sure there was no account of such things in his Bestiary, which was tucked safely away in his bag. He had written it himself, an illustrated record of all the creatures he’d encountered and heard of, with notes on how to deal with them. There was certainly no reference to a jibber in the Ghosts section. I wondered if he even knew they existed.


“Aye,” continued the fisherman, “I wouldn’t like your job. Despite its storms and moods, the sea is a far safer place to be than facing a jibber. Beware the jibber! Better to be drowned than driven mad!”
At that point the conversation came to an end: The fisherman brought us alongside a small wooden jetty that ran out into the sea from a bank of shingle. The three dogs wasted no time in leaping from the boat. We clambered out more slowly. We were stiff and cold after the voyage.
Moments later, the fisherman put out to sea again, and we made our way to the end of the jetty and up the shingle, our feet crunching on the stones. Anyone would be able to hear our approach from miles away, but at least they wouldn’t be able to see us in the gloom. And in any case, if the fisherman was right, we should be in no danger from angry islanders.
There were dense clouds above and it was now very dark, but the shape of what we took to be a dwelling loomed up in front of us. It proved to be a dilapidated boathouse, where we sheltered for the night.


Dawn brought a better day. The sky had cleared and the wind had dropped. Although still chilly, the late February morning suggested the approach of spring.
The fisherman had called this the Haunted Isle, but its other name, the Emerald Isle, was hopefully more apt—though in truth the County was just as green. We were descending a grassy slope; below us lay the city of Dublin, its dwellings hugging both banks of a big river.
“What’s a jibber?” I asked the Spook. As usual, I was carrying both bags and my staff. He was striding along at a brisk pace, making it hard for Alice and me to keep up.
“I don’t rightly know, lad,” he said, glancing back at me over his shoulder. “It’s probably the local name for something we’re already familiar with—that’s the most likely explanation. For example, what we call a boggart is known as a bogle or even a bogeyman in some parts of the world.”
There were many types of boggart, ranging from bloodthirsty rippers to relatively harmless hall knockers that just thumped and banged and scared people. It was odd to think that some folk called them by different names.


I decided to tell my master what I’d seen in the storm the previous night. “Remember when that squall hit us?” I said. “I saw something strange in the dark cloud overhead—a pair of eyes watching us.”
The Spook came to a halt and stared at me intently. Most people would have been incredulous; others would have laughed openly. I knew that what I was saying sounded crazy, but my master was taking me seriously.
“Are you sure, lad?” he asked. “We were in danger. Even the fisherman was scared—although he tried to play it down later. In situations like that, the mind can play strange tricks on us. Our imaginations are always at work in that way. Stare at the clouds long enough, and you can see faces in them.”
“I’m sure it was more than just my imagination. There were two eyes, one green and one blue, and they looked far from friendly,” I told him.
The Spook nodded. “We need to be alert. We’re in a land that’s strange to us—there could be all sorts of unknown dangers lurking there.”


With that, he set off ahead again. I was surprised that Alice hadn’t contributed anything to the conversation; she had a worried expression on her face.
Just over an hour later, we smelled a whiff of fish on the air; soon we were threading our way through the narrow, congested streets of the city, heading toward the river. Despite the early hour, there was noisy hustle and bustle everywhere, people pushing their way through, street traders haranguing us from every corner. There were street musicians, too—an old man fiddling and several young boys playing tin whistles. But despite the chaos, nobody challenged our right to be in the city. It was a far better start than we’d had in Mona.
There were plenty of inns, but most of them had notices in their windows saying that they were full. At last we found a couple with vacancies, but at the first the price proved too high. My master had scarcely any money left and hoped to get us accommodation for three or four nights while we managed to earn some. At the second inn, we were refused rooms without any real explanation. My master didn’t argue. Some folks didn’t like spooks; they were scared by the fact that they dealt with the dark and thought that evil things would never be far away.
Then, in a narrow backstreet about a hundred yards from the river, we found a third inn with vacancies. The Spook looked up at it doubtfully.
“No wonder they got empty rooms,” said Alice, a frown creasing her pretty face. “Who’d want to stay here?”
I nodded in agreement. The front of the inn needed a good lick of paint, and two of the upstairs windows and one on the ground floor were boarded up. Even the sign needed attention; it was hanging from a single nail, and each gust of wind threatened to send it tumbling down onto the cobbles. The name of the inn was the Dead Fiddler, and the battered sign depicted a skeleton playing a violin.
“Well, we need a roof over our heads, and we can’t afford to be too fussy,” said the Spook. “Let’s seek out the landlord.”
Inside it was so dark and gloomy that it might have been midnight. This was partly caused by the boarded window but also by the large building opposite, which leaned toward this one across the narrow street. There was a candle flickering on the counter opposite the door, and beside it a small bell. The Spook picked up the bell and rang it loudly. At first only silence answered his summons, but then footsteps could be heard descending the stairs, and the innkeeper opened one of the two inner doors and entered the room.
He was a thickset, dour-looking man with lank greasy hair that fell over his frayed collar. He looked down in the mouth, defeated by the world, but when he saw my master, he took in the cloak, the hood, and the staff, and instantly his whole demeanor changed.
“A spook!” he exclaimed eagerly, his face lighting up. “To be sure, my prayers have been heard at last!”
“We came to inquire about rooms,” my master said. “But am I to understand that you’ve a problem I could help you with?”
“You are a spook, aren’t you?” The landlord suddenly glanced down at Alice’s pointy shoes and looked a little doubtful.


Women and girls who wore pointy shoes were often suspected of being witches. That was certainly true of Alice; she’d received two years’ training from her mother, Lizzie the bone witch. She was my close friend, and we’d been through a lot together—Alice’s magic had saved my life more than once—but my master was always concerned that one day she might drift back toward the dark. He frowned at her briefly, then turned back to the innkeeper.
“Aye, I’m a spook, and this is my apprentice, Tom Ward. The girl’s called Alice—she works for me, copying books and doing other chores. Why don’t you tell me why you need my services?”
“You sit yourselves down over there and leave your dogs in the yard,” said the landlord, pointing to a table in the corner. “I’ll get you some breakfast and then tell you what needs to be done.”
No sooner were we seated than he brought across another candle and set it down in the center of the table. Then he disappeared into one of the back rooms, and it wasn’t long before we heard the sizzle of a frying pan and a delicious aroma of cooking bacon wafted through the door.
Soon we were tucking into large, steaming platefuls of bacon, eggs, and sausages. The landlord waited patiently for us to finish before joining us at the table and beginning his tale.
“I haven’t one paying customer staying here, and it’s been the same for nearly six months. They’re too scared. Nobody will come near the place since it arrived—so I’m afraid I can’t pay you in coin. But if you get rid of it, I’ll let you have three rooms free of charge for a week. How does that sound?”
“Get rid of what?” demanded the Spook.
“Anyone who meets it goes stark staring mad within minutes,” the innkeeper told him. “It’s a jibber, and a very nasty one at that!”




CHAPTER II
BLOOD EVERYWHERE
 



  

 
 



“WHAT exactly is a jibber?” my master inquired.
“Don’t you know?” asked the landlord, his face once more showing doubt.
“We don’t have anything called a jibber back in the County, where I come from,” explained the Spook. “So take your time and tell me all about it—then I’ll know better what I’m dealing with.”
“A jibber often appears within a week of somebody killing themselves, and that’s what’s happened here,” the landlord told us. “The chambermaid had been in my employment for over two years—a good hardworking girl, she was, and pretty as a picture. That was her downfall. She attracted someone above her station. I warned her, but she wouldn’t listen.
“Well, to cut a long story short, he made her promises—ones that he had no intention of keeping. And even if he’d meant what he said, there’s no way his family would have approved of their liaison. He was a young man with an inheritance to come and a good family name to uphold. I ask you—was he likely to marry a poor servant girl with not a penny to her name? He told her he loved her. She certainly loved him. But, predictably, it turned out badly. He married a titled lady—it seemed the marriage had been arranged for months. He’d been lying all the time, and when the girl found out, her heart was broken. The silly creature cut her own throat. Not an easy way to go. I heard her choking and coughing, and ran upstairs to see what the matter was. There was blood everywhere.”
“Poor girl,” murmured Alice, shuddering.
I nodded, trying to get the image of her terrible death out of my head. It was a big mistake to kill yourself, no matter how bad the situation seemed. But the poor girl must have been desperate, not really knowing what she was doing.
“There are still stains on the floorboards,” continued the landlord, “and no amount of scrubbing will get ’em out. She took a long time to die. Got her a doctor, but he couldn’t help. Doctors are useless, and that’s a fact. I wouldn’t give one the time of day. Anyway, she’d have gone to a pauper’s grave, but she’d been a good worker, as I said, so I paid for her funeral myself. She’d been dead less than a week when the jibber arrived. The poor girl was hardly cold in her grave and—”
“What were the first signs of its arrival?” interrupted the Spook. “Think carefully. It’s important.”
“There were strange rappings on the floorboards—there was a rhythm to them: two quick knocks, then three slow ones, over and over again. Then, after a few days, an icy chill could be felt at the spot where the poor girl had died—right above the bloodstains. A day later, one of my guests went mad. He jumped through the window and broke both his legs on the cobbles below. His legs will heal, but his mind is beyond repair.”
“Surely you weren’t still using that room? No doubt you warned him about the rappings and the cold spot?”
“He wasn’t staying in the room where the girl died—that was a servant’s room in the attic, right at the top of the building. A jibber haunts the very spot where a suicide occurs, and I assumed that it would stay there. Now they tell me that it can wander anywhere inside the building.”
“Why do they call the thing a jibber?” I asked.
“Because of the noise it makes, boy,” the landlord replied. “It makes jibbering and jabbering noises. It natters and prattles away to itself—sounds that don’t make any sense but are terrifying to hear.” He turned back to the Spook. “So can you sort it out? Priests can do nothing. This is a city full of priests, but they’re no better than doctors.”
The Spook frowned. “Now, as I said, I come from a different place—the County, which is a land across the sea to the east,” he explained. “I have to admit that I’ve never heard of what you’re describing. You’d have thought that news of something so odd would have reached us by now.”
“Well, you see,” said the landlord, “jibbers are new to the city. They first started to appear about a year ago. They’re like a plague. They were first sighted in the southwest and have slowly spread east. The first cases reached the city just before Christmas. Some think they’re the work of the goat mages of Kerry, who are always dabbling in dark magic. But who can say?”
We knew little about the Irish mages—only that they were in a state of constant war with some of the landowners. There was just a short reference to them in the Spook’s Bestiary. They supposedly worshipped the Old God Pan, in return for power. It was rumored that human sacrifice was involved. It was a nasty business.


“Am I right in saying that this jibber of yours is only active after dark?” inquired the Spook.
The landlord nodded.
“Well, in that case we’ll try to sort it out tonight. Would you mind if we took our rooms in advance of the job? We’d like to catch up on our sleep so that we’re fit to face this jibber of yours.”
“By all means, but if you fail to sort it out, I’ll expect to be paid for every day you stay here. I don’t spend one minute in this place after dark—I sleep at my brother’s. So, if it proves necessary, pay me in the morning.”
“That’s fair enough,” said the Spook, shaking hands with the landlord to clinch the deal. Most folk didn’t like to get too near to a spook, but this man was in serious financial trouble and grateful for my master’s help.
We each chose a room and spent the rest of the morning and early afternoon catching up on our sleep, having arranged to meet in the kitchen about an hour before dark. Mine was a troubled sleep: I had a terrifying dream.
I was in a forest. There was no moon, but the trees were glowing with an unearthly silver light. Alone and unarmed, I was crawling on all fours, searching for something that I needed very badly—my staff. Without it, I realized, I wouldn’t survive.
It was just a few minutes to midnight, and I knew that something was coming after me then—something terrible. My mind was befuddled and I couldn’t remember what this creature was, but I knew that it had been sent by a witch. She wanted revenge for something I’d done to her.
But what was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I remember things properly? Was I already under some sort of spell? Somewhere in the distance, a church bell began to strike ominously. Petrified with fear, I counted each chime.
At the third one I leaped to my feet in panic and began to run. Branches whipped at my face, brambles snatched and scratched at my legs as I sprinted desperately through the trees toward the unseen church. There was something after me now, but it wasn’t running through the under-growth; it wasn’t something on either two legs or four. I could hear the furious beating of gigantic wings.


I glanced back over my shoulder, and my blood turned to water. I was being chased by an immense black crow, and the sight of it increased my terror. It was the Morrigan, the Old God of the Celtic witches, the bloodthirsty deity who pecked out the eyes of the dying. But I knew that if only I could reach the church, I’d be safe.
Why that should be I didn’t know—churches weren’t usually places of refuge from the dark. Spooks and their apprentices preferred to rely on the tools of their trade and a sound knowledge of the practical defensive steps that could be taken. Nevertheless, I knew that I had to reach the church—or die and lose my soul to the dark.
I tripped over a root and sprawled headlong. I struggled to my knees and looked up at the black crow, which had alighted on a branch, making it creak and bend under its weight. The air shimmered in front of me, and I blinked furiously to clear my vision. When I could finally see, I was confronted by a terrible sight.
In front of me stood a tall figure wearing a black dress that came down almost to the ground. It was splattered with blood. The figure was female from the neck downward, but she had the huge head of a crow, with cruel beady eyes and an immense beak. Even as I watched, the crow’s head began to change. The beak shrank; the beady eyes softened and widened until the head was fully human. I suddenly realized that I knew that face! It was that of a witch who was now dead—the Celtic witch who the spook Bill Arkwright had once killed in the County. I’d been training with Arkwright and had seen him throw a dagger into her back; then he’d fed her heart to his dogs to make sure she couldn’t come back from the dead. Bill had been ruthless in his treatment of witches—much harder than my master, John Gregory.
And in that moment I knew that none of this was real. I was having a bad dream—and it was one of the very worst kind: a lucid nightmare where you’re trapped and cannot escape, cannot wake up. It was also the same one that I’d been having for months—and each time it happened, it was more terrifying.
The Morrigan was walking toward me now, her hands outstretched, talons ready to rend the flesh from my bones.
I fought to wake myself up. It was a real struggle to break free. I opened my eyes and felt my fear gradually fall away. But it was a long time before I calmed down. I was wide awake now and couldn’t get to sleep again. It didn’t leave me in the best state of mind to face a jibber—whatever that might be.
 
We met down in the kitchen, but we weren’t planning to eat anything substantial. We were about to face the dark, so the Spook insisted that we fast, managing with just a little cheese to sustain us. My master missed his favorite crumbly County cheese, and wherever we happened to be, he was always complaining that the local fare wasn’t a patch on it. But on this occasion he nibbled in silence before turning to me with a question.
“Well, lad, what are your thoughts on all this?”
I gazed into his face. It looked as if it had been chiseled from granite, but there were new, deeper lines on his brow, and his eyes were tired. His beard had been gray from the moment I first saw him, almost three years before, when he visited my dad’s farm to talk about my apprenticeship. However, there had been a mixture of other colors in there, too—mostly reds, browns, and blacks. Now it was entirely gray. He was looking older—the events of the past three years had taken their toll.
“It worries me,” I said. “It’s something we’ve never dealt with before, and that’s always dangerous.”
“Aye, it is that, lad. There are too many unknowns. What exactly is a jibber, and will it be vulnerable to salt and iron?”
“There may be no such thing as a jibber,” said Alice.
“And what do you mean by that, girl?” demanded my master, looking annoyed. He no doubt thought that she was putting her nose where it didn’t belong; meddling in spooks’ business.
“What if it’s the spirit of each dead person that’s somehow trapped and causing the problem?” she said. “Dark magic could do that.”
The frown left the Spook’s face, and he nodded thoughtfully. “Do the Pendle witches have such a spell?” he asked.
“Bone witches have a spell that can bind a spirit to its own graveside.”
“Some spirits are bound like that anyway, girl. We call them graveside lingerers.”
“But these don’t just linger, they scare people,” Alice pointed out. “The spell is often used to keep people away from a section of a churchyard so that witches are able to rob the graves and harvest the bones undisturbed.”
Bone witches collected human bones to use in their type of magic. Thumb bones were particularly prized. They boiled them up in a cauldron to obtain magical power.
“So, taken a step further, if these are trapped spirits, they’re somehow being forced to drive people to the edge of madness. That all makes sense, but how and why is it spreading?” my master asked.
“If it is a spell,” Alice said, “then it’s out of control—almost as if it’s developed an energy of its own, spreading its evil, working its way east. Bony Lizzie once cast a powerful spell that got out of control. It was the first time I’d ever seen her scared.”
The Spook scratched at his beard as if something wick were crawling there. “Aye, that makes sense,” he agreed. “Well, I reckon we should visit the place where the poor girl killed herself first. I’ll need the lad with me, so no doubt you’ll be joining us too, girl.”
That last sentence was spoken with an edge of sarcasm. Alice and I were in a very bad predicament, and he could do nothing about it. The previous year, in order to save the lives of many people, including the Spook and Alice, I’d sold my soul to the Fiend—the Devil himself, the dark made flesh. He had been summoned to earth by a gathering of the Pendle witch clans and was now growing ever more powerful; a new age of darkness had come to our world.
Only Alice’s dark magic now prevented the Devil from coming to collect my soul. She’d put three drops of her blood and three drops of mine together in what was called a blood jar. I carried it in my pocket, and now the Fiend couldn’t come near me—but Alice had to stay close by in order to share its protection.
There was always a risk that somehow I might get separated from the jar and be beyond its protective spell. Not only that: When I died—whether that was six or sixty years hence—the Fiend would be waiting to claim what belonged to him and would subject me to an eternity of torment. The only way out was to somehow destroy or bind him first. The prospect of the task weighed heavy on my shoulders.
Grimalkin, the witch assassin of the Malkin clan, was an enemy of the Fiend; she believed that he could be bound in a pit if he was pierced with silver-alloy spikes. Alice had made contact, and Grimalkin had agreed to join us in order to attempt this. But long weeks had passed, and there had been no further communication from Grimalkin: Alice feared that, invincible though she was, something had happened to her. The County was occupied by foreign troops—maybe they had moved against the Pendle witches, slaying or imprisoning them. Whatever the truth, that blood jar was as important as ever.
 
Soon after dark, carrying a candle, the Spook led us up to the attic—the small, cramped room right at the top of the inn where the poor servant girl had lived and died.
The bed had been stripped of its mattress, sheets, and pillows. At the side of the bed nearest the window, I saw dark bloodstains on the floorboards. The Spook set his candle down on the little bedside table, and the three of us made ourselves as comfortable as possible on the floor just in front of the closed door. Then we waited. It was reasonable to expect that if the jibber was in need of victims tonight, it would come for us. After all, there was nobody else staying at the inn.
I’d filled my pockets with salt and iron—substances that usually worked against boggarts and, to a lesser extent, witches. But if Alice’s theory was correct and we were dealing with a trapped, dangerous spirit, salt and iron would be ineffective.


We didn’t have long to wait before the jibber arrived. Something invisible began to rap on the floorboards. There were two quick knocks, then three slow ones. It happened over and over again, and my nerves were on edge. Next the candle flickered and there was a sudden chill in the air; I had an even colder feeling inside—the warning that a seventh son of a seventh son often receives when something from the dark approaches.
Directly above the bloodstains, a column of purple light appeared; the sound that emanated from it confirmed that the jibber had been well named. The voice was high and girlish and sibilant. It jabbered nonsense, jarring my ears, making me feel uncomfortable and slightly dizzy. It was as if the world had tilted and I was unable to keep my balance.
I sensed the malevolence of the jibber: It wanted to hurt me very badly. It wanted my death. No doubt the Spook and Alice could hear the same disturbing sounds, but I glanced right and left, and neither was moving; they were just staring, wide-eyed, at the column of light as if transfixed.


But despite my dizziness I could move, and I decided to act before the jabbering got right inside my head and made me do exactly what it wanted. I rose to my feet and strode forward, plunging my hands into my breeches pockets: My right hand seized salt; my left, iron filings. I flung both handfuls at the column of light.
The substances came together perfectly, right on target. It was a good shot. The bad news was that nothing happened. The column continued to shimmer, and particles of salt and iron fell harmlessly and ended up scattered across the floorboards beside the bed.
Now the jibbering started to hurt. It felt as if sharp pins were being driven into my eyes and a band of steel was tightening across my forehead, slowly crushing my skull. I felt panic rising within me. At some point I would no longer be able to tolerate the pain. Would I be driven to madness? I wondered. Pushed to do something suicidal to end my torment?
With a shock, I realized something else then. The jabbering wasn’t just meaningless prattling. The speed and sibilance had fooled me at first. This was the Old Tongue; a pattern of words. It was a spell!
The candle suddenly guttered out, plunging us in darkness—though the purple light was still visible. All at once I found that I was unable to move. I wanted to leave this claustrophobic attic where that poor girl had killed herself, but I couldn’t—I was rooted to the spot. I felt dizzy, too, and lost my balance. I tottered and fell hard onto my left side. I was aware of a sharp pain, as if I’d fallen on a stone.
As I struggled to rise, I heard another voice—a female voice, also chanting in the Old Tongue. This second voice grew louder while the first quickly died down until it had faded away altogether. To my relief, the jibbering had stopped.
Then I heard a sudden anguished cry. I realized that the second voice was Alice’s—she’d used a spell of her own to end the jibber. The spirit of the girl was now free, but in torment. It knew that it was dead and trapped in limbo.
Now there was a third voice, deeper, male—one that I knew well. It was the Spook.


“Listen, girl,” he said. “You don’t have to stay here….”
Befuddled as I was, for a moment I thought he was talking to Alice; then I understood that he was addressing the spirit of the dead girl.
“Go to the light,” he commanded. “Go to the light now!”
There was a wail of anguish. “I can’t!” cried the spirit. “I’m lost in the mist. I can’t find my way.”
“The way is in front of you. Look carefully and you’ll see the path to the light.”
“I chose to end my life. That was wrong, and now I’m being punished!”
It was always much harder for suicides and those who had died sudden, violent deaths to find their way to the light. They sometimes wandered within the mists of limbo for years. But it could be done. A spook could help.
“You are punishing yourself unnecessarily,” my master told the girl’s spirit. “There’s no need. You were unhappy. You didn’t know what you were doing. I want you to think very carefully now. Have you a happy memory of your earlier life?”


“Yes. Yes. I have lots of happy memories….”
“Then what’s the happiest one—the happiest one of all?” he demanded.
“I was very young, no more than five or six years old. I was walking across a meadow, picking daisies with my mother on a warm, sunny morning, listening to the droning of the bees and the singing of the birds. Everything was fresh and bright and filled with hope. She made a chain out of the daisies and put it on my head. She said I was a princess and would one day meet a prince. But that’s just foolishness. Real life is very different. It can be cruel beyond measure. I met a man who I thought was like a prince, but he betrayed me.”
“Go back to that moment. Go back to the time when the future still lay ahead, full of warm promise and hope. Concentrate,” the Spook instructed. “You are there again now. Can you see it? Can you hear the birds? Your mother is beside you, holding your hand. Can you feel her hand?”
“Yes! Yes!” cried the spirit. “She’s squeezing my hand. She’s taking me somewhere….”


“She’s taking you toward the light!” exclaimed the Spook. “Can’t you see its brightness ahead?”
“I can see it! I can see the light! The mist has gone!”
“Then go! Enter the light. You’re going home!”
The spirit gave a sigh full of longing, then suddenly laughed. It was a joyful laugh, followed by utter silence. My master had done it. He had sent her to the light.
“Well,” he said ominously, “we need to talk about what’s happened here.”
Despite our success, he wasn’t happy. Alice had used dark magic to free the girl’s spirit from the spell.




CHAPTER III
THE VISITOR
 



  

DOWN in the kitchen, we ate a light supper of soda bread and ham. When we’d finished, the Spook pushed his plate aside and cleared his throat.
“Well, girl, tell me what you did.”
“The girl’s spirit was bound by a dark spell of compulsion,” said Alice. “It was trapped within the inn and forced to utter a spell, “Addle,” that drives anyone who hears it to the edge of madness. Scares them so much, it does, they’ll do anything to get away.”
“So what exactly did you do?” demanded the Spook impatiently. “Leave nothing out!”
“I used what Bony Lizzie once taught me,” Alice replied. “She was good at controlling the dead. Once she’d got what she wanted from them—so long as they hadn’t tried too hard to resist, she let them go. She needed another spell to release them. It’s called avaunt—an old word for ‘be gone.’”
“So despite all my warnings against it, you used dark magic again!”
“What else was I supposed to do?” Alice said, raising her voice in anger. “Salt and iron ain’t going to work! How could it when you were dealing with a young girl’s tortured spirit rather than something from the dark? And soon we’d all have been in real trouble. So I did what I had to do.”
“Good came out of it, too,” I said in support of Alice. “The girl’s spirit has gone to the light and the inn is once again safe.”
The Spook was clearly deeply worried but had little more to say. After all, he had already compromised his principles by allowing us to keep the blood jar. Sensing that his silence was mostly directed at her, Alice got to her feet and stamped off up the stairs to her room.
I looked at my master; I felt sad when I saw the hurt and dismay in his eyes. Over the past two years, a rift had gradually come between the three of us because of this use of dark magic. I had to try to make amends, but it was hard to know what to say.
“At least we dealt with the jibber,” I said. “I think I’ll write it up in my notebook.”
“Good idea, lad,” the Spook said, his face brightening a little. “I’ll make a fresh entry in my Bestiary, too. Whatever happens, we need to record the past and learn from it.”
So while I jotted a brief account of what had happened in my own notebook, the Spook pulled the Bestiary from his bag, the only book that had survived the burning of his house and library in Chipenden. For a while we both wrote in silence, and by coincidence finished our records at almost the same moment.


“I’ll be glad when the war’s over and it’s safe to return to Chipenden,” I said. “Wouldn’t it be nice to get back to our normal routine….”
“Aye, lad, it would. I certainly miss the County, and I’m looking forward to rebuilding that house of mine.”
“It won’t be the same without the boggart, will it?” I commented.
The boggart had been a mostly invisible resident, occasionally appearing as a large ginger tomcat. It had served the Spook well in many ways, and had guarded the house and garden. When the house was burned down and the roof collapsed, the pact between my master and the boggart had ended. It had been free to leave.
“It certainly won’t. We’ll have to do our own cooking and cleaning, and you’ll be making the breakfasts. My poor old stomach will find that hard to cope with,” said the Spook with the faintest of smiles. He always used to joke about my poor cooking, and it was good to see him attempting it again.
He looked a little more cheerful, and soon after that we went to bed. I felt nostalgic for our old life and wondered whether it had now gone forever.
However, the night’s terrors weren’t over yet. Back in my room, I made a horrific discovery.
I put my left hand into the pocket of my breeches and immediately realized what had caused the pain when I’d fallen on my side. It had been the blood jar.
Was it damaged? My heart sank into my boots. With a trembling hand I carefully withdrew the small jar from my pocket, carried it over to the candle, and examined it. I shuddered with fear. There was a crack running along almost half its length. Was the jar in danger of breaking? I wondered.
Close to panic, I went next door to Alice’s room and knocked softly. When she opened it, I showed her the jar. At first she looked as alarmed as I was, but after examining it thoroughly she smiled reassuringly.
“It seems all right, Tom. Just a fine crack, it is. Our blood’s still inside, which means we’re safe from the Fiend. They’re tough jars, those, and don’t break easily. We’re still all right, so don’t you worry.”


I went back to my room, relieved to find that we’d had such a lucky escape.
 
The word soon spread around the city that there was a spook who could deal with a jibber. So while we enjoyed the payment for our success—a week’s stay at the inn—we were visited by others seeking our help.
The Spook refused to work with Alice again, but grudgingly allowed me to do so. So the night after our first visitation, Alice and I set out to deal with another jibber, this one plaguing the back workroom of a watchmaker’s premises. The man had fallen into debt and had killed himself late one night after drinking too much wine. His relatives needed to sell the shop but couldn’t do so with a jibber in residence.
The encounter mirrored the first one at the inn almost exactly. After the rhythmic raps, a column of light appeared, and the spirit began its deadly work. However, it had hardly begun to jibber and jabber at us before Alice countered it with a spell. She did better than me, shutting it up quickly; for my part, I needed three attempts afterward to send the spirit of the watchmaker to the light. It was no easy task: He’d had a difficult life, always counting his money and worrying about losing it. He didn’t have many happy memories that I could draw upon. But at last I managed it, and the spirit was free.
But then something happened that filled me with dismay. Beside the workbench I saw a shimmer, and a column of gray light appeared. It seemed that another spirit had joined us. And there, close to the top of the column, was a pair of eyes glaring at me with extreme malice. One was green and the other blue; they looked very like the ones that I had seen in the storm cloud, and I stepped back in alarm.
Then the column of light shimmered, and a woman stood before us. She wasn’t present in the flesh—she was translucent, the candle on the workbench behind visible through her dark gown. It was her image, projected from somewhere else. Suddenly I recognized her face. It was the witch that Bill Arkwright had killed.


Or was it? I had seen that witch close up, and I was sure that both her eyes had been the same color. I looked again, and with a stab of fright realized that this was the witch from my recurring dream.
“I hope you enjoyed my storm!” she cried, a gloating expression in her strange eyes. “I could have drowned you then, but I’m saving you for later. I have something else in mind! I’ve been waiting for you, boy! With jibbers to be dealt with, I knew you’d show up. How do you like them? It’s the best spell I’ve cast for many a long year.”
I didn’t reply, and the witch’s eyes swiveled toward Alice. “And this is Alice. I’ve been watching the pair of you. I’ve seen what good friends you are. Soon you’ll both be in my clutches.”
Angrily I stepped forward, placing myself between the witch and Alice.
She gave an ugly leer. “Ah! I see that you care for her. Thanks for that, boy. You’ve confirmed what I suspected. Now I know another way to hurt you. And hurt you I will. I’ll certainly pay you back many times over for what you’ve done!”
The image rapidly faded, and Alice came to my side. “Who was she, Tom?” she asked. “She seemed to know you.”
“Remember those eyes I saw in the cloud? It was her. Her face was that of the Celtic witch slain by Bill Arkwright.”
“I think we’re both in danger. She has powerful magic—I can sense it,” Alice said, her eyes wide. “Responsible for the jibbers, she is. She must be really powerful to do that.”
 
Back at the inn, we told the Spook of our encounter with the image of the witch.
“It’s dangerous, being a spook,” he said. “You could stop dealing with jibbers, but that would mean that many people would be harmed—innocent people who could be saved if you did your job bravely. It’s up to you. The witch is an unknown quantity—someone to be treated with great caution. I wouldn’t blame you for walking away. So what will you do?”


“We’ll carry on—both of us,” I said, nodding toward Alice.
“Good lad. I thought that would be your answer…. It still saddens me to think that the only way we can get rid of jibbers is by using dark magic,” my master added. “Maybe things are changing, though. Maybe in the future that will be a new way for a spook to fight the dark, using the dark against itself. I don’t hold with it myself, but I’m from a different generation. I belong to the past, but you’re the future, lad. You’ll face new and different threats, and deal with them in a different way.”
So Alice and I continued with our work, and in the space of six days, together we freed two inns, another shop, and five private houses from jibbers. Each time, Alice countered the spell, and I then talked the freed spirit out of limbo and into the light. Each time we felt apprehensive, but the witch didn’t appear again. Was she bluffing and just trying to scare me away? But I had my job to do.
In contrast to the County, it seemed that the custom in Ireland was to pay someone immediately after a job was completed, so we had plenty of money in our pockets. Then we had a visitor—someone who arrived on the seventh day, sending us off on a different course.
 
We were sitting at our usual table having breakfast. The inn still had no other customers, but the landlord was confident that the situation would soon change and had hinted that our departure would hasten the arrival of his first paying guest. Our presence here was now widely known, and although the inn was no longer haunted, few people would really wish to take a room where a spook was staying. The superstitious believed that malevolent creatures from the dark followed in the wake of a spook. My master understood that, and we’d already decided to move our quarters later that day, probably heading south of the River Liffey, which divided the city.
I was just swallowing my last piece of bacon and mopping up my egg yolk with a wedge of buttered bread when a stranger entered the room from the street. He was a tall, upright man with white hair and a contrasting black beard and mustache. That alone was enough to earn him a second glance on any of the teeming Dublin thoroughfares, but add to that his clothes—a formal knee-length coat, neatly pressed black trousers, and expensive boots, which marked him out as a gentleman of the first rank—and all eyes would have noted his passing. He also carried an ebony walking stick with an ivory handle in the shape of an eagle’s head.
The landlord rushed across to greet him, bowing low before welcoming him into the inn and offering him the best room. But the stranger was barely listening to his host; he was staring at our table. Wasting no time, he came across and addressed the Spook.
“Have I the pleasure of speaking to John Gregory?” he asked. “And you must be Tom Ward,” he added, looking at me. He gave a curt nod in Alice’s direction.
The Spook nodded and got to his feet. “Aye, that’s me,” he said. “And that’s my apprentice. Are you here to ask for our help?”
The man shook his head. “On the contrary, I am here to offer you assistance. Your success in ridding the city of many of its troublesome apparitions has brought you to the attention of a powerful and dangerous group. I speak of the goat mages of Staigue. We have our own spies, and they tell me that the mages have already dispatched assassins to this city. Being servants of the dark, they cannot tolerate your presence in our land. That is why the few remaining Irish spooks avoid the main towns and never settle in one place for more than a couple of days.”
The Spook nodded thoughtfully. “We’d heard that they were a dying breed. What you say makes sense, but why should you wish to help us? By doing so, won’t you be putting yourself at risk?”
“My life is permanently at risk,” said the man. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Farrell Shey, the leader of the Land Alliance, a league of landowners who have been at war with the mages for many years.”
In addition to what I’d once read in the Spook’s Bestiary, while working with Bill Arkwright I’d met a landowner who’d fled Ireland to escape the mages. It had done him no good. They’d sent one of the Celtic witches to slay him in his County refuge, and she’d been successful, despite our best efforts to save him.
“Well, in that case, we would certainly welcome your assistance,” said the Spook.
“And in return,” Shey said, “you may be able to use your expertise to help us. A dangerous few months lie ahead—ones which some of us will be hard pressed to survive. The goat mages are preparing for their ritual in Killorglin—so we must delay no further. Gather your things together, and I’ll get you out of the city immediately.”
We did as he instructed, and within a few minutes we’d taken our leave of the grateful landlord and were following Shey through a number of narrow alleyways, emerging onto a side street where a large carriage was waiting. Drawn by a team of six horses, it seemed to be made for speed, and its appearance was not deceptive. The coach driver was smartly dressed in green livery, and in attendance was a large black-bearded man with a sword at his belt, who bowed to Shey and opened the carriage doors for us before taking his place beside the driver.
Seated in comfort and hidden from the gaze of the curious by lace curtains, we had soon crossed the river and were heading west out of the city; the clip-clop now became a rhythmical thunder of pounding horses’ hooves.
Alice turned toward me, and as our eyes met, I guessed that she was thinking the same thing as I was: It had all happened too fast. This Farrell Shey was used to being in command, and it had taken little persuasion to make us follow him. Just what were we getting ourselves into?
“Where are we bound?” asked the Spook.
“We’re making for Kerry, in the southwest,” Shey replied.
“But isn’t that where the goat mages are based?” I asked, starting to feel more than a little uneasy.
“It is indeed,” he answered. “But we live there, too. It is a beautiful but dangerous part of this fair island. And sometimes, in order to counter a threat, you have to go out boldly and face it. Would you rather have died in the city, waiting for the assassins to come for you? Or would you come and place your strength alongside ours in an attempt to end the power of the mages forever?”
“We will add our strength to yours,” answered the Spook. “Don’t doubt that.”
Alice and I exchanged another look. The Spook had clearly made his decision.
“I’ve fought the dark all my life,” he told Shey, “and will do so until my dying day.”
 
All that day the carriage took us west, stopping only twice to change horses. The dogs traveled with us, occasionally running alongside to stretch their legs. Then the roads became narrower and the pace slowed considerably. By now we could just make out snow-capped mountains in the far distance.
“Those are the mountains of Kerry; my home lies on the peninsula of Uibh Rathach,” said Shey. “But we won’t be able to reach it tonight. There’s an inn ahead that we can make secure.”
“So we are in danger already?” asked the Spook.


“There is always danger. We’ll have been followed from the city, and our enemies will be lying both ahead and behind us. But don’t worry—we are well prepared.”
The place where we were to say was situated on the edge of a wood and reached by a single narrow track. In fact, it had no sign hanging outside, and although Shey had called it an inn, it looked more like a private house commandeered to provide a refuge in a dangerous location.
That night, after walking the dogs, we dined well on generous portions of a potato and onion stew, rich with pieces of succulent mutton. As we ate, my master started to question Shey about the goat mages. He already knew the general answers to some of his questions, but that was the Spook’s way; what Shey told him could also contain important new information that might make the difference between victory and defeat. Our survival might depend on what we were able to learn here.
“You mentioned that the goat mages are preparing for their ritual in Killorglin?” he asked.


“That’s correct,” Shey replied, stroking his black mustache. “That always brings a crisis.”
“But it’s still winter, and I’d heard that the ceremony takes place in August….”
“They now assemble twice a year,” Shey answered. “It was once an annual late summer event, held at what is known as the Puck Fair. They tether a mountain goat on a high platform and leave it there; their dark rituals end in human sacrifices. The object is to persuade the god Pan to enter the body of the living goat. If he does so, their magic is made more powerful and they can hunt down and kill their enemies; but if the magic fails, it is our turn to pursue them.
“In their efforts to defeat us, they now try to invoke the god twice a year—in both March and August. Last year they failed on both occasions, but in all their long history of dealing with the dark they have never done so three times in a row.
“Additionally, they have a new leader—a dangerous fanatic called Magister Doolan, who’ll stop at nothing to achieve his aims. He’s a bloodthirsty wretch who delights in the name of the Butcher of Bantry. He was born on the shores of Bantry Bay, to the south, and was actually an apprentice butcher before he discovered his talent for the dark arts. But he hasn’t lost his skill with knives. He kills people for the love of it, cutting off their fingers and toes one by one, killing them with a hundred cuts, to prolong their deaths before he finally chops off their heads.
“So this is a time of great danger for us. We must assume that next month, unless we can stop them, they will summon Pan and acquire even more deadly power.”
“I’ve pledged my help—but how would you normally try and stop them?” asked the Spook.
“We’ve waged this war against the mages for centuries. Our usual method is to use force of arms—though we’ve had limited success. They have an invulnerable refuge in the ring fort at Staigue, but the majority must venture out for the ceremony in Killorglin. So we often harry them on the way or attack them in the town itself. In the past, such attempts have only delayed the mages, but when their magic fails, we’ve managed to kill a good many of them before they can return to the fort.”
“Do you know why they go to Killorglin?” my master wondered. “Why there? Why don’t they just perform the ceremony in the safety of their fort?”
Shey shrugged. “We think that the site of the market in Killorglin is important: It’s a place where natural dark power emerges from the earth. As far as we know, they have never attempted the ritual elsewhere….”
That made sense. There were indeed special places on earth where the practice of dark magic was made easier; the whole County was a haven for boggarts. Within its boundaries there were sites of great potency, especially around Pendle Hill. Despite the flowing streams, which they could not easily cross, Pendle had attracted several large clans of witches.
“Can’t the mages be driven from their refuge once and for all?” asked my master.
“That’s impossible,” Shey replied. “The Staigue fort is a formidable place, built by an ancient people who inhabited this island two thousand years ago or more. To attempt to storm it would cost us too dearly. In practical terms, it’s invulnerable.”
“What about the Celtic witches?” I asked. “Do you have any problems with them, Mr. Shey?”
I was thinking of the eyes in the cloud and the witch who had threatened us after we’d dealt with the jibber. Celtic witches were supposed to be allies of the mages.
“They sometimes act as spies for the mages but do not form clans. We’re dealing only with the odd isolated witch—they’re an occasional nuisance rather than the serious threat posed by the mages,” explained Shey.
“Tom might just be in special danger from the witches,” Alice told him. “Helped to kill a Celtic witch back home, he did. Before she died, the witch threatened that the Morrigan would kill him if he ever dared to set foot on this island.”
“Probably just an empty threat,” said Shey. “Most of the time the Morrigan sleeps—she only awakens and enters our world when summoned by a witch. This happens rarely, for she is a difficult goddess to deal with and often vents her wrath on her own servants. So don’t concern yourself unduly about it, boy. It’s the mages who pose the greatest threat to us. And tomorrow, as we press on into Kerry, that threat will increase.”
Shey brought a map across to the table, unfolded it, and spread it out. “That’s where we’re bound for,” he said, jabbing his finger at the heart of the map. “That’s my home. I call it God’s country!”
It was a good name for a place you liked—but it was full of evil mages who practiced dark magic and, no doubt, more than one Celtic witch. I studied the map and committed as much of it to memory as I could. In the work of a spook, you never know when knowledge of the terrain might come in useful.






CHAPTER IV
THE MIRROR
 



  

 
 



THAT night I had another lucid dream, reliving a scary incident from my past—the final encounter with the Celtic witch that Bill Arkwright and I had faced back home in the County.
I could see the witch just ahead of me now, running through the trees in the dappled moonlight. I was chasing her, closing fast, readying my silver chain, feeling confident that I could bind her. But I was about to cast it when she swerved away so that a tree stood between me and my target. Suddenly the burly figure of Bill Arkwright rose up to confront her, and they collided. He fell, but she only staggered for a second, then continued faster than ever.
We were now in the open, beyond the trees, sprinting toward a grassy burial mound. But just as I was about to throw my silver chain, a brilliant light blazed straight into my face, temporarily blinding me. Briefly, the witch’s silhouette stood out against a round yellow doorway. Then, suddenly, there was darkness and silence.
I came to a sudden halt, gasping for breath, taking stock of my surroundings. The air was warmer now, and absolutely still. Inside, beyond the doorway, lights flared on the rocky walls—black witch candles. I could also see a small table and two wooden chairs.
To my dismay, I realized that I was now inside the burial mound! I’d followed the witch through the magical door she’d opened—and there she was, standing before me, an expression of wrath on her face. I took a few deep breaths to calm myself and slow my pounding heart.
“What a fool you be to follow me!” she cried.
“Do you always talk in rhyme?” I asked, trying to throw her off her guard.
It worked, and the witch didn’t get a chance to reply, because as I spoke I cast my silver chain. It brought her to her knees, the links stretched tight across her mouth to silence her. It was a perfect shot. I’d bound the witch, but now I had a real problem. I could no longer see a door. How was I going to get out of the mound?
Perhaps I’d be trapped inside the mound forever. Never being able to wake up…it was a terrifying thought.
I searched the inside of the chamber carefully, running my fingers over the place where I seemed to have entered. But the rock was seamless. I was in a cave with no entrance. Arkwright was still on the outside; I really was trapped inside. Had I bound the witch, or had she bound me?
I knelt close to her, staring into her eyes, which seemed to crinkle with amusement. Beneath the chain, her mouth was pulled away from her teeth; half a smile, half a grimace.
I urgently needed to find out how to leave the place. I needed to remove the chain from the witch’s mouth so that she could speak.
But I didn’t want to do it, because I suddenly remembered what happened next.
The conscious part of me—the bit that knew I was having a dream—desperately fought for control. Somewhere, I knew I shouldn’t be doing this. But I couldn’t help myself. I was a prisoner of the dream, forced to follow that same risky course of action. So I eased the chain from her mouth. Now I had to face the consequences.
Her lips free of the chain, the witch was able to cast dark magic spells, and she started immediately. Speaking in the Old Tongue, she uttered three rapid phrases, each ending in a rhyme. Then she opened her mouth very wide, and a thick black cloud of smoke erupted from it.
I sprang to my feet and staggered backward as the threatening cloud continued to grow. The witch’s face was slowly being eclipsed, the cloud becoming denser and taking on an evil dark shape.
I could now see black-feathered wings, outstretched claws, and a sharp beak. The cloud had turned into a black crow. The witch’s open mouth was a portal to the dark! She had summoned her goddess, the Morrigan!
But this was not a bird of normal size and proportions; it was immense, distorted, and twisted into something grotesque and evil. The beak, legs, and claws were elongated, stretched out, reaching toward me, while the head and body remained at a distance, looking relatively small.
But then the wings grew, too, until they reached out on either side of that monstrous bird to fill all the space available. They fluttered, battering wildly against the walls of the chamber, smashing the table so that it broke in half. The claws struck out at me. I ducked, and they raked against the wall above my head, gouging into the solid rock.
I was going to die here! But suddenly I was filled with inner strength. Confidence replaced fear; there was anger, too.


I acted without conscious decision, and with a speed that astonished even me. I stepped forward, closer to the Morrigan, released my staff’s retractable blade, and swept it across from left to right. The blade cut deep into the bird’s breast, slicing a bloody red line through the black feathers.
There was a bloodcurdling scream. The goddess convulsed and contracted, shrinking rapidly until she was no larger than my fist. Then she vanished—though black feathers smeared with blood fluttered slowly to the ground.
Now I could once more see the witch. She shook her head, her expression one of acute astonishment. “That’s not possible!” she cried. “Who are you that you can do such a thing?”
“My name’s Tom Ward,” I told her. “I’m a spook’s apprentice, and my job is to fight the dark.”
She smiled grimly. “Well, you’ve fought your last battle, boy. There is no way you can escape this place, and soon the goddess will return. You will not find it so easy the second time.”


I smiled and glanced down at the blood-splattered feathers that littered the floor. Then I looked her straight in the eye, doing my best not to blink. “We’ll see. Next time I might cut off her head….”
I was bluffing, of course. I was just trying to appear more confident than I felt. I had to persuade this witch to open the door of the mound.
“Don’t ever visit my land, boy!” she warned me. “The Morrigan is much more powerful there. And she is vengeful. She would torment you beyond anything you can imagine. Whatever you do, stay away from Ireland!”
 
I awoke in a cold sweat, my heart pounding, relieved to see that it was almost dawn.
I remembered the dark days we’d spent on the Isle of Mona, struggling to survive. Then, it had been the Spook who was plagued by nightmares. Mercifully, his had gone, but now I’d inherited them. Now I rarely enjoyed a restful dreamless sleep.
I went over in my mind what had actually happened next back in the County. I’d made a bargain with the witch. In return for her opening the magical door, I’d promised she could go free as long as she left the County and returned to Ireland. But once outside, I’d no sooner released her from my silver chain than Bill Arkwright threw his knife into her back, killing her on the spot. Later he’d cut out her heart, and it had been eaten by his dogs—thus ensuring that she could not return from the dead.
So there was no way the same witch could be here in Ireland, seeking revenge. I tried to convince myself of that, but I still felt uneasy and had a strong sense of foreboding—as if something had followed me back from the nightmare and was in the room with me.
Suddenly, from the far corner of the room, just by the door, I heard a faint noise. Could it be a mouse or a rat?
I listened carefully, but there was nothing. Maybe I’d been mistaken…. Then it came again. This time it was like a footstep, and it was accompanied by another sound—one that filled me with new terror.
It was the sizzle and hiss of burning wood.


That sound brought back the memory of one of my worst experiences since becoming the Spook’s apprentice. It usually heralded the approach of the Fiend, his cloven hooves burning into the floorboards.
My heart lurched up into my mouth as I heard the terrifying sounds twice more in quick succession. I could now actually smell the burning wood!
But just when I thought the Fiend would appear by my side at any second, the sizzling ceased and the burning smell faded away. Then there was silence. I waited a long time before I dared to get out of bed. At last, summoning my courage, I got up, carrying my candle across to examine the floorboards. The last time I’d seen the Fiend manifest himself in this way, deep grooves had been burned into the floor. Here, the prints had left only faint marks on the wood. But they were unmistakable: four cloven hoofprints leading from the door toward the bed.
Trying not to wake the household, I went to fetch my master and Alice and brought them to the room. My master shook his head; Alice looked really scared.


“There’s little doubt, lad,” the Spook said. “It’s the Fiend for sure. I thought that jar was supposed to keep him at bay.”
“Let me see it again, Tom,” Alice asked, holding out her hand.
“I fell on the jar when we faced that first jibber,” I told my master, handing it over. “But I showed Alice, and she thought it was all right.”
“Ain’t sure that it’s all right now,” she said, shaking her head and looking worried. She carefully traced her finger along the line of the crack. When she held it up, there was a very faint red smear on it. “It’s hardly leaking at all—but there were only six drops of blood in the jar to start with. Its power to keep the Fiend at bay is slowly lessening. Time is running out for us….”
She didn’t need to finish her sentence. As the jar’s power weakened, the Fiend would be able to get closer and closer. Eventually he’d snatch me away into the dark—and destroy Alice, too, in revenge for the help she’d given me.
“We thought we had plenty of time to deal with the Fiend,” I said to my master. “Now it’s becoming urgent. The jar could fail at any moment.” I turned to Alice. “Why don’t you try and contact Grimalkin again?”
“I’ll do my best, Tom. Just hope nothing’s happened to her.”
The Spook said nothing, but his expression was grim. From his point of view, it was all bad. By depending on the blood jar, we were already in collusion with the dark. If we didn’t summon Grimalkin, the jar would eventually fail and the Fiend would come for me and Alice—the Spook, too, if he tried to get in the way. But in asking for Grimalkin’s help, we were using the dark once again. I knew he felt trapped and compromised by the situation—and it was of my making.
 
The night had been cold and windless, and a heavy hoarfrost whitened the ground as we set off west for Kerry. The early morning sun glittered off the still-distant snow-clad peaks ahead. Yet again Alice had failed to contact Grimalkin. She had been using a mirror, but in spite of her best efforts, the witch assassin hadn’t responded.


“I’ll keep trying, Tom,” she told me. “That’s all I can do. But I’m scared. There’s no knowing how long we have before the jar fails.”
The Spook just shook his head and stared out the window, watching the dogs as they ran alongside the carriage. There was nothing to be said. Nothing we could do. If Grimalkin didn’t answer soon, it would all be over. Death and an eternity of torment awaited us.
Within the hour, a group of armed riders in emerald-green tunics joined us to provide an escort—two ahead of our carriage, four behind. All day we continued southwest, our elevation increasing as the brooding mountains ahead reared up into the cloudless pale-blue sky. Then, as the sun began to sink toward the west, we saw the sea below us, and a small town huddled on the edge of a river estuary.
“That’s Kenmare, my hometown,” said Shey. “It’s a haven from the mages. They have never attacked us here—at least not yet. My house lies on the edge of a wood to the west.”
The house proved to be an elegant mansion built in the shape of a letter E; the three wings were each three stories high. The doors were stout, and the windows on the ground floor were shuttered. Additionally, there was a high wall completely encircling it. Entry to the grounds was through a single wrought-iron gate, which was just wide enough to allow our carriage to pass. It certainly provided a good deal of protection from attack. There were also armed guards patrolling both the inside and outside of the wall.
The hospitality of our host was excellent, and we dined well that night.
“What do you think of this green country of ours?” he asked.
“It’s like home,” I told him. “It reminds me of the County where we live.”
His face broke into a grin. I had said the right thing, but in truth mine was an honest reply. I had meant every word.
“It’s a troubled land with a proud but good-hearted people,” he said. “But the Otherworld is never very far away.”
“The Otherworld?” asked the Spook. “What do you mean by that?”


“It’s the place where the dead heroes of Ireland dwell, awaiting their chance to be reborn.”
The Spook nodded but was too polite to air his true thoughts. After all, we were guests, and our host was generous indeed. By the Otherworld, Farrell Shey probably meant the dark. I knew nothing about Irish heroes, but it was certainly true that some malevolent witches had returned from the dark to be born again into this world.
“We don’t have many heroes in the County, alive or dead,” Alice said, grinning mischievously. “All we have are spooks and their daft apprentices!”
The Spook frowned at Alice, but I just smiled. I knew she didn’t mean it.
My master turned to Farrell Shey and asked, “Would you tell us something of your Irish heroes? We’re strangers to your land and would like to know more about it.”
Shey smiled. “Were I to give you a full account of Ireland’s heroes, we’d be here for days, so I’ll just tell you briefly about the greatest of them all. His name is Cuchulain, also known as the Hound of Calann. He was given that second name because, as a young man, he fought a huge, fierce hound with his bare hands. He killed it by dashing its brains out against a gatepost.
“He was immensely strong and skilled with sword and spear, but he is most famed for his battle frenzy—a kind of berserker fury. His muscles and his whole body would swell; one eye would recede back into his skull, while the other bulged from his massive forehead. Some say that, in battle, blood erupted from every pore of his body; others that it was merely the blood of the enemies he slew. He defended his homeland many times, winning great victories against terrible odds. But he died young.”
“How did he meet his end?” asked the Spook.
“He was cursed by witches,” Shey replied. “They withered his left shoulder and arm so that his strength was diminished by half. Even so, he continued to fight and took the lives of many of his enemies. His end came when the Morrigan, the goddess of slaughter, turned against him. She had loved him, but he had rejected her advances. In revenge, she used her powers against him. Weakened, he suffered a mortal wound to the stomach, and his enemies cut off his head. Now he waits in the Otherworld until it is time for him to return and save Ireland again.”
We ate in silence for a while: Shey was clearly saddened by the memory of Cuchulain’s death, while the Spook seemed deep in thought. For my part, I had been unsettled by that mention of the Morrigan. I met Alice’s eyes and saw that her mischievous teasing had been replaced by fear. She was thinking of the threat to me.
“I’m intrigued by your talk of this Otherworld,” said the Spook, breaking the silence. “I know that your witches can use magical doors to enter ancient burial mounds. Can they also enter the Otherworld?”
“They can—and often do so,” said Shey. “In fact, another name for the Otherworld is the Hollow Hills. Those mounds are actually gateways to that domain. But even witches don’t stay there long. It is a dangerous place, but within it there are places of refuge. They are called sidhes, and although to ordinary human eyes they look like churches, they are actually forts that can withstand even an assault by a god. But a sidhe is a dwelling for a hero: Only the worthy can enter. A lesser being would be destroyed in an instant—both body and soul extinguished.”
His words brought back an image from my recurrent nightmare. Running from the Morrigan, I’d sought refuge in what appeared to be a church. Was it really a sidhe? My dreams were starting to make some kind of sense to me. Was I learning from them, gaining knowledge that might help me in the future? I wondered.
“You see, that’s what the mages ultimately seek,” continued Shey. “By drawing enough strength from Pan, they hope one day to gain control of the Otherworld—which contains items that could endow them with immense power back here.”
“What things?” asked the Spook. “Spells? Dark magical power?”
“Could be,” said Shey. “But also weapons of great potency, manufactured by the gods themselves. Some believe that a war hammer forged by the blacksmith god Hephaestus is hidden there. Once thrown, it never misses its target and always returns to its owner’s hand. Doolan the Butcher would love to get his hands on something like that!”
The Spook thanked our host for the information, and the topic of conversation changed to farming and hopes for the next potato crop. There had been two bad years of blight; another poor harvest would bring many people close to starvation. I began to feel guilty. We had dined well during our stay in Ireland, while, out there, people were going hungry.
 
We were all tired after the journey and went to bed early. Alice was in the next room, close enough to be protected by the blood jar, the Spook farther down the corridor. I was just about to undress and climb into bed when I heard a muffled voice.
I opened the door and peered out. There was nobody there. I stepped through the doorway, heard the voice again, and realized that it was coming from Alice’s room. Who was she talking to? I leaned against her door and listened. It was definitely Alice’s voice, but hers alone. She seemed to be chanting rather than engaged in conversation with someone else.
I eased her door open and crept in, closing it carefully behind me so as not to make a noise. Alice was seated in front of the dressing-table mirror, gazing into it intently. By her side stood a candle.
Suddenly she stopped chanting, and I saw that she was mouthing something silently into the mirror. Some witches wrote on mirrors, but the more skilled used lip-reading. She must be trying to reach Grimalkin.
My heart leaped, for instead of Alice’s reflection I could see the outline of a woman’s head in the mirror. From my position by the door I couldn’t make out her features, but for a moment my blood ran cold. However, as I moved closer to this mirror, the chill quickly passed, for now I recognized Grimalkin’s face.
Alice had established contact at last. I was elated, filled with hope. Perhaps the witch assassin would soon come to Ireland and help us to bind the Fiend so that we could finally stop relying on the failing blood jar.


I knew that if she emerged from her trance and found me sitting there, she might get a terrible shock, so I left, shutting the door quietly behind me. Once back in my room, I sat down on the chair and waited for her. I felt certain that she’d soon come and tell me about her conversation with Grimalkin.
The next thing I knew, I was sitting up with a jolt. I’d fallen asleep. It was the middle of the night, and my candle had burned low. I was surprised to find that Alice hadn’t paid me a visit, but maybe she’d fallen asleep, too. We’d been traveling for two days and were both tired. So I got undressed and climbed into bed.
 
A gentle rap on my door woke me. I sat up. The morning sun was streaming through the curtains. The door opened slightly, and I saw that Alice was standing there, smiling at me.
“Still in bed, sleepyhead?” she said. “We’re already late for breakfast. I can hear them talking downstairs. Can’t you smell the bacon?”


I smiled back. “See you downstairs!” I said.
It was only when Alice had left and I started to get dressed that I realized she hadn’t mentioned talking to Grimalkin in the mirror. I frowned. Surely it was too important to leave until later, I thought.
For a moment I considered the possibility that I’d just dreamed it, but my master had always stressed the importance of knowing the difference between waking and dreaming. The state in between could sometimes be a problem for spooks; that was when witches and other servants of the dark sometimes tried to influence you for their own ends. It was vital to know which was which. No—I knew it hadn’t been a dream.
I went down to breakfast and was soon tucking into pork sausages and bacon while my master questioned our host further about our enemies, the goat mages.
I was only half listening to what was being said. I wanted to get Alice alone as soon as possible so that I could ask her about last night. Was Grimalkin on her way to join us at last? Would she reach us before the protection of the blood jar failed? Why hadn’t Alice mentioned her conversation to the Spook as well? There was something strange and worrying going on here.
“I need a bit of air. I’m going for a walk,” I said, getting to my feet. “The dogs could do with some exercise anyway.”
“I’ll come with you,” Alice said with a smile. Of course that’s what I’d planned; she couldn’t afford to be separated from the blood jar.
“It would be best not to wander too far from the house,” said Shey. “Kenmare is a refuge, but even though I have guards watching the approaches to the town, the area is not entirely safe. Our enemies will almost certainly be watching us.”
“Aye, lad. Take heed,” added the Spook. “We’re in a land that’s strange to us, and we’re dealing with the unknown.”
With a nod of agreement, I left the dining room with Alice. We went to the kennels to collect Claw, Blood, and Bone, and were soon passing through the front gate and striding briskly down the slope away from the house. It was a fine, sunny morning again, the very best that could be hoped for in late winter, and the dogs raced ahead excitedly, following scents and barking loudly.
Keeping an eye out for anything untoward, we entered a small wood where the ground was still white with frost, and there I paused beneath the bare branches of a sycamore and came directly to the point.
“I heard you chanting at the mirror last night, Alice. I went into your room and saw you talking to Grimalkin. What did she say? Is she on her way? I’m surprised you haven’t told me about it already….” I tried to keep the annoyance out of my voice.
Alice looked flustered for a moment and bit her lip. “Sorry, Tom,” she said. “Was going to tell you but thought it best to wait awhile. It ain’t good news.”
“What? You mean she isn’t able to join us?”
“She’s coming, all right, but it could be some time before she manages it. Enemy soldiers swept through Pendle and tried to clear out the witch clans. At first it went their way, and they burned some houses and killed a few witches. But once it was dark, the clans conjured up a thick fog and, after scaring the men, drove them into Witch Dell, where many met their deaths. The witches feasted well that night. Though that didn’t satisfy the Malkins, because they sent Grimalkin after the commander, who had taken refuge in Caster Castle.
“Grimalkin scaled the walls at midnight and killed him in his bed. She took his thumb bones and wrote a curse on his bedroom wall in his blood.”
I shivered at that. The witch assassin was ruthless and could be cruel when the situation demanded it. Nobody would want to be on the wrong side of her.
“After that, there was a price on her head, and every enemy soldier north of Priestown is hunting her down,” Alice continued. “She’s hoping to reach Scotland and get a boat from there to bring her to Ireland.”
“I still don’t know why you didn’t tell me this earlier.”
“Sorry, Tom, but I really did think it was best to keep the bad news from you for a while.”
“But it’s not that bad, Alice. Grimalkin escaped and, although delayed, is still on her way.”


Alice lowered her eyes and looked down at her pointy shoes. “There’s more, Tom…. I can’t hide anything from you for long, can I? You see, Grimalkin’s worried about you. She wants to destroy the Fiend, she does, but believes that she can only do it with your help. She believes what your mam said—that you will find a way to finish him. But now she’s been warned by a scryer that you’re in danger, that you risk death at the hands of a dead witch….”
“What—you mean—?”
“Yes—the Celtic witch you mentioned, the one Old Arkwright killed. Grimalkin said she’s back from the dead and she’s hunting you down.”
Images from my nightmare came vividly into my mind. Were they a warning? Perhaps that’s why I kept having the same dream over and over again. But how could that witch be after me? I wondered.
“It’s not possible, Alice. She can’t come back. Bill Arkwright fed her heart to his dogs!”
“Are you sure? Grimalkin seemed certain that she was right,” Alice said.


“I was there when he did it, Alice. I saw him throw it to Claw and her pups.”
If you hanged a witch, she could come back from the dead, but there were two ways to make sure that she couldn’t return. One was to burn her; the other was to cut out her heart and eat it. This was why Bill Arkwright always fed the hearts of water witches to his dogs. He’d done the same with the Celtic witch: It was a tried and tested spook’s method—it always worked. That witch was dead beyond any hope of return.
“Do you remember me telling you about my dream, Alice—the one about the Morrigan?” I asked her.
She nodded.
“Well, I’ve been having that same nightmare every night. A large black crow is flying after me. I’m in a forest, running toward a chapel. It’s my only chance of refuge, and I have to get inside before midnight—otherwise it’ll be the end of me. But then the crow shifts its shape. It’s standing nearby, with the body of a woman but the head of a crow….”


“Ain’t no doubt about it—that’s the Morrigan for sure,” said Alice.
“But then the crow’s head slowly changes into a human one. And I’ve seen that face before. It’s the witch that Bill Arkwright killed. But why should the Morrigan take on the dead witch’s face?”
“Maybe she wants vengeance for what you and Bill Arkwright did,” suggested Alice. “Using her dead servant’s face is a way of warning you what’s going to happen. Don’t like to say this, Tom, but it could be more than just an ordinary nightmare.”
I nodded. Scary as it was, that seemed likely. It could be a direct warning from the Morrigan, one of the most vengeful and bloodthirsty of the Old Gods.
My sense of foreboding was growing. Not only did we face the approaching goat mage rituals, but now the threat from the Morrigan seemed imminent, too. It was a relief to know that Grimalkin would soon be joining us—though that would bring another challenge: the attempt to bind the Fiend. We might soon have three powerful entities from the dark to contend with all at once.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the blood jar, holding it up to the light and examining it carefully. Was the crack a little bigger? It certainly seemed to be. I handed it to Alice.
“Is the damage worse?” I asked her nervously.
Alice studied the jar for a long time, turning it over and over in her hands. Then she handed it back to me. “The crack could be lengthening a bit,” she admitted, “but it’s not leaking any more blood. Don’t worry, Tom. When Grimalkin arrives, we can bind the Fiend, and we won’t need that jar anymore.”
We walked slowly back to the house, the dogs following at our heels. By now clouds had blown in from the west to obscure the sun. It looked like the period of good, settled weather was over. I could smell rain.






CHAPTER V
KILLORGLIN
 



  

 
 



WHEN we reached Farrell Shey’s house, the Spook was pacing back and forth outside the gate. He had a worried look on his face.
“Where have you been?” he demanded. “I expected you back an hour ago. Weren’t you warned not to go too far from the house? I thought something had happened to you.”


“But we haven’t been very far away,” I protested. “We’ve just been talking, that’s all. Alice has made contact with Grimalkin. She is on her way here at last. It could take her a while, but she’s coming. So that’s good news, isn’t it?”
Of course I didn’t tell the Spook everything. He’d find it hard enough to work with the witch assassin without knowing the details of what she’d done to the enemy commander.
“Aye, lad, it certainly is.” He looked a little more cheerful now. “But while you’ve been away, things have been decided. As a matter of fact, they were being decided at the breakfast table, but you seemed to have other matters on your mind. In a couple of years you’ll have finished your training and you’ll be a spook yourself. It’s time to think and behave like a spook. You should have been concentrating, not away with the fairies.”
“I’m sorry,” I said, hanging my head. I could tell he was disappointed in me. “So what’s happening, then?”
“Up until now the landowners have attacked the mages just before the goat ritual,” my master explained, “usually as they left the fort and traveled to Killorglin. But this time it will be different. Farrell Shey thinks it’ll be about a week before most of the mages travel to the town, but they always send a few men on in advance to secure their accommodation and build the tower for the platform. He’s going to hide some of his men in Killorglin to take the advance party by surprise, and we’re going with them. You see, we need to try and capture one of the goat mages and question him. It might be possible to learn some of the secrets of the ceremony—maybe even how to halt or counter it.
“Of course, the hard part will be reaching Killorglin without the mages’ spies warning them of our presence. So Shey’s summoning scores of armed men. They’ll spend the day scouring the surrounding countryside and clearing it of danger.”
“But with all that activity, won’t the mages guess that something is up?” I asked.
“Aye, lad, they might—but they won’t know exactly what. It’s far better than allowing their spies to report back to the Staigue on our departure from the house and the direction we take.”


 
The Land Alliance men returned at dusk, declaring the whole area to be safe. So, leaving the dogs and our bags behind, the Spook, Alice, and I set off for Killorglin under cover of darkness, in the company of about a dozen burly men under Shey’s command.
We traveled on foot, through the mountains, following a slow arc as we climbed northeast, a heavy, cold drizzle slowly turning the trail to mud. As dawn approached, we skirted the shore of a large lake before reaching the small town of Killarney. We took refuge in a barn on the outskirts and slept through the daylight hours before setting off again.
By now the rain had stopped and the going was easier. Soon we were following the banks of the mist-shrouded River Laune, and we arrived on the outskirts of Killorglin long before dawn. Making camp in a large muddy field on the edge of the town, we joined scores of others who had arrived in anticipation of the Puck Fair. Warming our hands by the fire, we asked Farrell Shey about the large numbers of people already gathering.


“I’m surprised to see so many here already,” said the Spook. “The fair itself is still several days away.”
In the gray dawn light the field was bustling with activity. Some had set up stalls and were selling food: strings of sausages, onions, and carrots. There were a large number of animals, too—horses were being galloped up and down the field, presenting a great risk to those on foot.
“These people don’t seem to be starving,” I commented.
“There are always some who prosper, however bad things get,” Shey replied. “Believe me, there are a lot of hungry mouths out there. Many folk will be too weak to walk to Killorglin. Despite that, the fair gets bigger every year. Winter or summer makes no difference; even in bad weather, hundreds are drawn here. They come from miles around. Many are traders who bring animals to sell or barter, but there are also tinkers and fortune-tellers, as well as thieves—particularly cutpurses. The town quickly becomes too full to accommodate them all. This field is just one of many that will eventually be filled to bursting.”
“What about the mages?” asked the Spook.


“They will have commandeered most of the accommodations in the town—particularly overlooking the triangular market at its center, where the platform is erected. For the duration of the main festival, Killorglin effectively belongs to them. But this time we’ll give them a surprise!”
 
We entered the town late in the morning, jostling through the narrow streets toward its center, where a market was being held. The stalls were packed tightly into the cobbled heart of Killorglin. Most small towns had a square or rectangular market area, but this was indeed triangular; it sloped away toward a lane that led down a steep hill to a distant river and bridge.
Shey had donned a rough woolen cloak to hide his fine clothes, and nobody gave us a second glance. We mingled with the throng of people while he hired a room in what seemed to be the smallest and shabbiest of the many inns overlooking the busy market. We quickly appreciated that it was an excellent choice, for unlike the majority of the other inns, it was accessed from a street parallel to the western edge of the cobbled triangle, and we could enter and leave without being noticed by anyone in the marketplace.
“This is the last inn the mages are likely to choose,” Shey said, smoothing back his white hair. “They like their comfort and are also protective of their status—only the very best for them. If it’s been booked at all, this place will only be used by their servants.”
We returned to the field, where Shey’s men were cooking over a fire. However, before the sun went down, word reached us that a small group of mages had traveled through the mountain passes north of the Staigue ring fort and, walking through the night, were heading directly toward Killorglin. They would be here before dawn. We’d arrived just in time.
Taking some provisions for our vigil, we went back to the room overlooking the marketplace, where we could watch for the arrival of our enemies. We drew the curtains across the window, leaving a small gap in the center. The sky was cloudless, and a moon that had waned three days beyond the full cast down a silver light on the empty streets.


About two hours before dawn we heard the clip-clop of hooves. Two riders came into view, followed by four men carrying large bundles over their shoulders.
“The mages are the ones on horseback,” Shey explained. “The others are workmen who’ll construct the platform.”
Both horses were thoroughbreds, black stallions designed for speed, and their riders were armed with large curved swords that broadened as they reached the point—the ones known as scimitars. The mages dismounted and made for the highest point of the cobbled triangle. They were tall, powerfully built men with dark bushy eyebrows and short pointy beards known as goatees, so called because they mimic the tuft of hair on the chin of a goat.
They pointed down at the cobbles, and without further delay, the four carpenters set about erecting the tall wooden structure that would house the platform. Their bundles consisted of tools and what looked like specially crafted pieces of wood. Two of the men soon went off and returned after a few minutes with two large wooden beams. These must have been produced locally, ready to meet their needs. No sooner had they laid them down beside their tools than they set off again, returning with more wood. Soon the sounds of hammering and banging disturbed the peace of the night, and the tower slowly began to take shape.
 
All through that day the carpenters worked, while the mages squatted on the ground or prowled around the growing tower, issuing instructions.
The people of Killorglin stayed away from the marketplace, and that day no stalls were set up.
“Are they scared of the mages?” I asked. “Is that why there’s no market today?”
“They’re scared, all right,” Shey answered. “During the construction of the platform, they usually give the area a wide berth. But once the goat is in position, they come back, and the market is busier than ever—though mostly with those buying pots of ale and bottles of wine. Most people get drunk, perhaps to escape the horrors the mages bring to their town. For others it’s one of the two highlights of the year, and everything is taken to excess.”


“When do you plan to try and snatch one of the mages?” asked the Spook.
“At dusk,” Shey answered. “We’ll burn the wooden tower, too. No doubt they’ll rebuild it, but that’ll mean bringing fresh materials from Staigue. It’ll set their preparations back a little, at least.”
“Will they use dark magic to defend themselves?” my master wondered.
“They may try,” said Shey. “But”—he gazed at us steadfastly—“I have faith in our combined strength. I’m confident of success.”
“Well, I have my silver chain,” said the Spook. “The boy, too. That’ll bind him more securely than any rope.”
A silver chain worked against witches and most mages. It seemed straightforward: We outnumbered the two mages and their workmen, and would have the element of surprise. But then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Alice’s expression. She looked worried.
“What’s wrong, Alice?” I asked.
“Ain’t binding the mage that bothers me,” she said. “It’s afterward, when the others find out what’s been done. They’ll come after us—and there are lots of them.”
“That’s all been thought through and carefully planned, girl,” the Spook told her. “The captured horses and any other prisoners will be taken southeast, back the way we came. But the four of us, with our special prisoner, are going in another direction—down the coast. There’s a castle there—Ballycarbery, the home of another of the landowners. It’s a strong fortress, where we can question the captive mage in safety.”
 
The sun went down and, as the light began to fail, it was time for us to act.
Below us, the structure was almost completed: a tall, square wooden shaft balanced on the cobbles. At more than thirty feet high, it now dominated the market area. It was a remarkable achievement for just one day’s work. The exhausted workmen were packing up their tools while the two mages waited patiently with folded arms, their horses tethered to a post at the far corner. Our men had reported that they had taken rooms in the largest of the inns facing us and would soon retire there for the night.
We left our vantage point, went downstairs into the street, and headed for the edge of the market area, taking care to keep to the shadows. With the Spook and Shey in the lead, we began a slow, stealthy approach, knowing that our armed forces were moving in from behind, cutting off any chance of escape.
Suddenly, the tethered horses reared up and whinnied nervously. They must have caught our scent, and instantly alerted, the two mages drew their scimitars and took up a defensive position, back-to-back. Shey and my master left the shadows and began to charge toward our enemies, with Alice and me close behind them. I could hear shouts of command and other footsteps running through the darkness as our force converged on its target.
The nearest mage raised his weapon, but the Spook cast his silver chain as he ran. With a mighty crack, it soared aloft to form a perfect spiral. It was a good, accurate throw, and it dropped over the head and shoulders of the mage, pinning his arms to his sides so that his sword fell to the cobbles with a clatter. So excellent a shot was it that part of the chain tightened about his eyes and mouth so that he could neither see nor speak. Binding the mouth was very important when dealing with a witch capable of uttering dark magical spells. Mages used spells, too, so my master had taken no chances.
The other mage whirled around to meet Shey, and there was a metallic rasp as their two blades came together hard. Then the mage cried out, dropped his scimitar, and fell hard onto his face; he lay there twitching as the blood started to pool beneath him. The four workmen dropped to their knees with their hands raised above their heads, begging for their lives. Shey’s men were encircling us now, and it was the work of but minutes to bind the carpenters with ropes and lead them and the two horses away.
So while our men prepared to travel southeast toward Killarney, the Spook, Shey, Alice, and I took our prisoner toward Ballycarbery Castle near the small town of Cahersiveen.


Once on the road and clear of Killorglin, I glanced back and saw dark smoke and a red glow over the rooftops. They were burning the wooden platform; the efforts of the workmen had been in vain. It had gone well, but I couldn’t help but worry that the fire would act like a beacon, drawing our enemies toward the town in force.






CHAPTER VI
AN INSTRUMENT OF TORTURE
 



  

 
 



BALLYCARBERY appeared to be a strong fortress, with thick stone walls and only one gate, which faced west. However, the castle didn’t have a moat with a drawbridge, and from my own experience of such fortifications, it seemed to me that this was a major weakness. It meant that an enemy could approach right up to the ramparts. As a fortress, it had seen better days. Its walls were also overgrown with ivy. Determined attackers could use that to scale the walls.
Still bound with the Spook’s silver chain, the mage was taken down to the dungeons to await interrogation in the morning. We were given comfortable beds in the castle and wasted no time in settling down to catch up on our sleep. Checking the blood jar before I dozed off, I couldn’t help reflecting that in the past our situation had often been very different. In such fortifications as this we had languished in dark, damp dungeons, awaiting death while our enemies had been in a position of power.
I dreamed again—the same nightmare in which I was being pursued by the Morrigan in the shape of a crow. But it seemed to me that this dream was slightly less scary than the previous one. The goddess was still gradually drawing nearer, but I was running faster, getting closer and closer to the unseen refuge.
I suddenly awoke in a cold sweat, my heart hammering, but I felt somewhat encouraged. Was I learning, getting slightly stronger each time I experienced the nightmare?
At that moment, something happened that was more frightening than any night terror.
I suddenly heard the dull thud, thud, thud of footsteps approaching my bed, accompanied by the sizzle of burning wood. I tried to open my eyes, but my eyelids were too heavy; my breath came in ragged gasps, my heart beating painfully in my chest. I sensed something huge close to the bed; something reaching toward me. Then I felt hot breath on my face, smelled the fetid stink. And a voice I knew only too well spoke right beside my left ear. It was the Fiend.
“You’re almost mine now, Tom. I can nearly reach you. Just a little while longer and the jar will fail! Then you’ll be mine!”
I opened my eyes, expecting to see his huge head with its curved horns and mouth full of sharp teeth. But to my relief there was nothing. I scrambled out of bed and soon realized that it had been more than a dream: Here, too, a set of hoofprints had been burned into the floorboards. They were scorched deeper than on the last occasion, in my room at the inn. Time was running out. The power of the blood jar was almost at an end.
 
I didn’t tell either Alice or the Spook what had happened. Why add to their fears? It was something that we could do nothing about. I just had to hope that Grimalkin would arrive soon.
After breakfast, we walked down to the dungeons with Shey and three armed guards to begin questioning the prisoner.
“He’s had neither food nor water,” Shey remarked as we approached the cell door. “That should loosen his tongue a little.”
Two of the guards joined us inside the cold, damp cell, while the other locked us in with the mage and stood guard outside. No chances were being taken, and the powers of our enemy were certainly not being underestimated.
The cell was spacious and clearly designed for the interrogation of prisoners. Although there was no place to sleep, other than a pallet of straw in a corner, it contained a table and three chairs, one with leather straps to confine a captive. Deftly the Spook uncoiled his silver chain from the mage, who was quickly gagged and then had his arms tied behind his back. Finally he was strapped into the chair, and the Spook and Shey seated themselves, facing him across the table.
There was a candle on the table and a torch in a wall bracket beside the door, providing ample light for what we needed. There was also a large jug of water and two small cups. Alice and I stood behind the Spook and Shey, while the two guards positioned themselves close to the prisoner’s chair.
“We are going to ask you a few questions,” Shey said, his breath steaming in the candlelight. “You would be wise to answer truthfully. Failure to do so will lead to dire consequences. Do you understand?”
The mage nodded. At a sign from Shey, a guard pulled the gag from his mouth. Immediately the prisoner began to choke and cough; he seemed to be struggling for words.
“Water—give me water, please!” he begged at last, his voice hoarse.
“You’ll get water in a while,” Shey told him. “But first you must answer our questions!” Then he turned to the Spook and nodded.
“Why does the goat ceremony sometimes fail?” my master asked without delay.
“I will tell you nothing!” the mage replied with a scowl. “Nothing at all!”
“We’ll get it out of you one way or the other,” said Shey. “There’s a hard way or an easy way. You choose….”
“Whether I live or die here is of no concern to me.”
“Then you’re either a brave man or a fool!” snapped Shey. “No doubt the latter,” he added, reaching into his pocket, pulling out a small metal implement, and placing it on the table before the mage. It looked like a pair of tongs. “There will be pain before you die. Terrible pain! Is that what you want?”
The Spook scowled and his eyes flashed. “Just what do you mean by that?” he demanded of Shey, pointing down at the implement.
Farrell Shey picked up the tool, which I now saw was more like blacksmith’s pliers. “This is a versatile instrument,” he said quietly, “that can be used in various ways to persuade a reluctant prisoner to talk. It can crush fingers or extract teeth.”
“I don’t hold with torture!” The Spook’s voice was angry. “And only a fool uses it. Subject someone to pain, and they will say anything just to bring it to an end. Many who are falsely accused of witchcraft confess under torture. The temporary relief from the pain is soon followed by the greater pain of execution and death. So put away that implement, or I’ll continue with this no longer!”
I felt proud to be a spook. We were honorable in the way we went about our work.
Shey scowled and pursed his lips in anger, but nevertheless he returned the instrument of torture to his pocket. No doubt the long years of strife between the mages and the landowners had caused great bitterness, with atrocities committed by both sides. The dark was growing in power, and it corrupted even those who opposed it. I had compromised myself, using the dark in order to survive, so I was in no position to judge anyone.
My master repeated his question: “The goat ceremony—why does it sometimes fail?”
The mage hesitated, but then fixed his eyes on the Spook and muttered, “It is because what we do is not pleasing to our god.”
“But don’t you know what pleases him?” asked the Spook. “You’ve been carrying out your dark rituals for centuries. Surely you must know by now?”
“It depends on many things. These are variables that cannot be predicted.”
“What variables?”
“I thirst. My throat is dry. Give me a little water, and I will tell you….”
On impulse, and not waiting for Shey’s response, I stepped forward, picked up the jug, and poured a little water into the nearer of the two cups, then held it to the mage’s lips and tilted it slightly. The man’s Adam’s apple wobbled as he gulped the water eagerly. Once he’d finished, I spoke for the first time since entering the room.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Cormac,” the mage replied.
Shey scowled at me, but the Spook smiled and nodded as if he approved of my initiative.
“Now, Cormac,” he said. “What are the variables?”
“The choice of goat is important. It becomes the sacred host that our god, Pan, must enter. He will not assume the body of one that is not pleasing to him. Seven goats are selected initially. Together we must choose the best. The process is not easy. Our seers debate our choice for days.”
My master nodded. “What are the other variables?” he demanded.
“We must make human sacrifices—three in all. These also have to be perfect. One must be female, and she must choose to die, giving her life gladly. The other two must be mages who also freely offer their lives to the god. I am to be one of the sacrifices. The other died at your hands beside the wooden tower!” he said, glaring angrily at Shey.
The Spook nodded thoughtfully. “So the two mages who volunteer to die are responsible for overseeing the construction of the platform?”
“Yes, it’s an ancient custom.”
“So what will happen now that one of the volunteers is dead?”
“His name was Mendace. He was a brave man whose death at the hands of our enemies is as acceptable to Pan as if it had been part of the ceremony. That did not harm our cause.”
“And what of you, Cormac?” asked my master. “If you were to die here, then your death would be equally acceptable?”
“Yes—if you kill me, you will contribute directly to the ritual,” the mage said, smiling for the first time. “That is why I am not afraid. I welcome death!”
“And if we choose not to kill you?”
Cormac didn’t answer, and it was the Spook’s turn to smile. “Then once the process has begun, a substitute is not allowed? To ensure success, it must be you and no other! So if we keep you safe on this occasion, the raising of Pan will probably fail….”
The mage lowered his gaze and stared at the table for a long time without speaking.
“I think Cormac’s silence tells it all,” the Spook said at last, turning toward Shey. “We’ve already achieved our purpose. All we have to do now is keep him imprisoned here. Can this castle be defended against an attack by the mages?”
“No castle is completely impregnable,” answered Shey. “And our enemies will be desperate—they might well move against us here.”
“Then you need to bring in as many men as possible to defend it, and also to stock it well against siege,” my master advised. “Things couldn’t be better. Hold out here, and then, in midsummer, before they can try again and while they are weaker than ever, move against Staigue directly and finish them once and for all—that’s my advice.”
Shey smiled. “It’s good advice, John Gregory. We’ll do just that. Centuries of strife could be over at last, ending with their defeat. I thank you.”
Alice had been a silent witness to the interrogation, but now she gave the prisoner a steely stare. “Who’s the woman—the one who volunteered herself for sacrifice?” she asked.
For a moment I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then he stared straight at her. “It’s a witch—one of those who ally themselves with us.”
Alice nodded and then exchanged a quick, nervous glance with me. So one of the Celtic witches was in the area and would have gone to Killorglin to sacrifice herself. Now she would no doubt come here, joining the siege of Ballycarbery Castle.






CHAPTER VII
THE SIEGE OF BALLYCARBERY CASTLE
 



  

 
 



SHEY sent messengers with word of the situation, and immediately preparations to defend the castle got under way. I was relieved to see a score of men begin to hack the ivy from the walls to prevent the enemy from climbing it.
The following day the landowners’ men started to arrive. There were far fewer than I’d expected—no more than fifty in all—but each small group brought with them weapons, and food and supplies in excess of their own needs so that the castle was now adequately stocked for the anticipated siege—although we probably had fewer than eighty men to call upon.
“I’d have thought you’d have been able to find more to rally to your cause,” said the Spook as we gazed down from the western battlements on what the leader of the Land Alliance had told us would be the final contingent to arrive. It consisted of five armed men and two small wagons, each pulled by a donkey that seemed overburdened by the load and near to collapse.
“It’s neither better nor worse than I’d hoped,” said Shey. “Each landowner must also look to his own defenses and ensure he has enough servants with him.”
The Spook nodded, pondering the answer while he gazed at the sun, which was sinking low toward the sea. “When will they attack?” he asked.
“Tonight or tomorrow,” Shey replied. “They will come east through the mountains.”


“How many?”
“Probably about a hundred and fifty, by our most recent estimate.”
“As many as that?” The Spook raised his eyebrows in surprise. “How many of those will be mages?”
“In total, there are probably about fifteen or so, along with half a dozen who are being trained. Probably about two thirds of that number will come here. The rest will stay behind in their fort at Staigue.”
“And the others? Who are their servants and supporters?”
“They keep about thirty armed men, and perhaps another ten who work as cooks and craftsmen, such as butchers, tanners, and masons. But they can draw on many more to swell their ranks when it comes to a battle. These conscripts are taken from among the poor—those with only a tiny cottage and very little land, who live on the edge of starvation. They fight alongside the mages in return for food for their families, but also out of fear. Who can refuse the call to arms when an emissary of the mages visits your lonely cottage and summons you? The people they recruit now will be poorly armed and often weakened by hunger.”
“And no doubt you and your servants will have eaten well through the winter; you’ll be strong and better able to fight….” said the Spook.
I could hear the disapproval in my master’s voice, but Shey didn’t seem to notice. I agreed with the Spook. We had to make a stand against the dark and the threat posed by the mages, but as was often the case in this world, the powerful fought for land or pride while poor folk suffered.
“That is certainly true,” Shey replied. “We will have food and supplies inside the castle, while the recruits outside will receive only meager rations. I estimate that in less than a week, if they have not breached our walls, the mages will be forced to retire, defeated. We will harry them all the way back to their fort. And perhaps Staigue will finally fall, giving us victory at last.”
 
I slept well that night but was brought out of a deep sleep by Alice shaking my arm. It was still dark outside, and she was holding a candle.


“They’re here, Tom!” she cried, her voice full of concern. “The mages! And there are so many of them!”
I followed her to the window, which faced east, and gazed out. There were lights snaking toward us as far as the eye could see. Our enemies had certainly arrived in force. It was impossible to count them, but judging by the lights, more were here than Shey had predicted.
“Don’t worry, Alice,” I said, trying to reassure her. “We have enough food here to last for weeks, and anyway, once the time for the ceremony has passed, the siege will be in vain—they’ll go away.”
We sat together by the window, holding hands but not speaking. Enemy campfires began to spark into life, encircling the castle completely. No doubt Alice was thinking the same thing as me: The Celtic witch would be down there, sitting by one of those fires. Was it the one seeking revenge? Would she know that I was here? I reassured myself with the thought that she couldn’t reach me—the thick castle walls would keep her away. But the dawn brought news to shatter some of my hopes. A team of oxen was slowly dragging something toward the castle, a big metal cylinder on wheels. They had a siege gun—an eighteen-pounder!
Alice and I had both seen such a powerful gun in action. One had been used by soldiers to breach the walls of Malkin Tower. It had been fired with great accuracy, the huge cannonballs striking almost exactly the same spot in the wall, until at last it had given way and was open to the attackers. But a lot would depend on the skill of the gunners here. Would they be experienced enough to breach the defenses of Ballycarbery Castle?
Neither Shey nor his men seemed much perturbed by what was happening outside our walls. After a hearty breakfast of oats and honey, Alice and I joined him and the Spook on the battlements.
“Did you know they’d have a siege gun?” asked my master.
“I knew they had one in their possession. It was cast in Dublin more than fifty years ago and has seen action twice, proving itself to be a formidable weapon. The mages bought it and transported it here last year. But our spies report that they lack experienced gunners.”
The gun was dragged into position to the west of the castle. I studied the men clustered around it. At the siege of Malkin Tower, I remembered that the noise had been deafening, but I’d noted the skill of the gunners—how they had worked as an efficient team, each man performing his task with an economy of movement.
Among our armed defenders were about six or seven archers, and using their longbows, they now started to aim for the gunners. However, the distance was too great, the wind was against them, and their arrows fell short.
I watched the heavy iron ball being rolled into the mouth of the cannon and the fuse being lit. By now the gunners were covering their ears.
There was a dull thud and a puff of smoke from the mouth of the cannon as the iron ball began its trajectory. It fell far short of the castle walls and skidded across the rough turf to end up in a clump of thistles. This brought a chorus of jeers from the defenders on the battlements.


It took them about five minutes to fire the next shot. This one hit the wall of the castle, very low down. There was a loud crack on impact, and a few fragments of stone fell onto the grass. It wasn’t a good shot, but this time there were no jeers. The next one again fell short, but after that every firing of the cannon resulted in a strike somewhere against the stone walls of the castle. The noise was unnerving, but no serious damage was being done to the stone.
Shey went off to talk to his men, patting each one on the back in turn. He was a good commander, attempting to keep up their morale.
“You have to be extremely accurate and hit the same point on the wall each time,” I pointed out to the Spook. “These men lack the skill to make a breach.”
“Then let’s hope they’re not fast learners, lad,” he remarked, “because they’ve plenty of round shot down there, and a week or so to improve their aim!”
It was true. In addition to barrels of water for cooling the barrel and many bags of gunpowder, there were dozens of pyramids of cannonballs stacked close to the big gun, and wagons of more ammunition waiting in the distance. All they lacked at present was the expertise to use that potentially dangerous weapon effectively.
After about an hour the gun fell silent, and a man approached the castle gate. He was unarmed and carried a white flag that fluttered in the westerly wind. He stopped close to the gate and shouted his message up at us. He looked scared.
“My masters demand that you release the mage Cormac into our hands immediately. Do so, and we will leave in peace. Failure to comply will result in dire consequences. We will batter down your walls, and everyone within will be put to the sword!”
Shey’s face twitched with anger, and I watched the archers draw their bows and target the messenger, who was just seconds from death. But Shey gestured to them and they lowered their weapons.
“Go back and tell your masters that we refuse!” he shouted. “Their time is almost over. This castle cannot be breached by the fools they have hired as gunners. Soon it will be your turn to be under siege. We will tear down your fort until not a stone remains standing.”
The messenger turned and walked back toward the ranks of our enemies. Within five minutes the gun began firing again.
 
The Spook decided that this was an opportunity for me to catch up on my studies. Late in the afternoon he was giving me a lesson—I was studying the history of the dark. The Spook had been telling me about a group of mages called the Kobalos, who supposedly lived far to the north. Though they stood upright, they were not human and had the appearance of foxes or wolves. But there was little evidence that they really existed—only the jottings of one of the very first spooks, a man called Nicholas Browne. I had read about them already, and none of it was new to me, so I tried to get the Spook onto a subject that I found much more interesting. After all, we were dealing with hostile, malevolent mages who worshipped Pan.
“What about Pan?” I asked. “What do we know about him?”
The Spook pulled the Bestiary from his bag and leafed through until he came to the section on the Old Gods. He handed the book to me. “Read that first, and then ask your questions,” he commanded.
The entry on Pan was quite short, and I read it quickly:
Pan
(The Horned God)




Pan is the Old God, originally worshipped by the Greeks, who rules over nature and takes on two distinct physical forms. In one manifestation he is a boy and plays a set of reed pipes, his melodies so powerful that no birdsong can equal them and the very rocks move under their influence.




In his other form, he is the terrifying deity of nature whose approach fills humans with terror—the word “panic” is derived from his name. Now his sphere of influence has widened and he is worshipped by the goat mages of Ireland. After eight days of human sacrifice, Pan passes through a portal from the dark and briefly enters the body of a goat. He distorts the shape of that animal into a thing awful to behold and drives the mages to perform more and more terrible acts of bloodshed.






“It’s a really short entry,” I commented. “We don’t know very much about Pan, do we?”
“You’re right there, lad,” my master replied, “so we’ll learn what we can while we’re here. Things have changed since I wrote that. Now we know that the ceremony takes place twice a year rather than once. But what I’ve always found interesting is the duality of Pan. In one form he’s a musician who seems almost benign. His other shape is terrifying and clearly belongs to the dark.”
“Why should there be such a thing as the dark?” I asked. “How did it begin?”
“Nobody knows that for sure—we can only guess. I have little to add to the speculations I made in my Bestiary many years ago. But I still believe that the dark is fed by human wickedness. Human greed and lust for power make it ever stronger and more dangerous. If we could only change the hearts of men and women, the dark would be weakened—I’m sure of it. But I’ve lived long enough to know that it would be easier to hold back the tides than achieve that. We can only hope.”


“If we manage to bind the Fiend, it would be a start,” I suggested.
“It certainly would, lad.” The Spook frowned. “Things couldn’t be much worse than they are at present. Why, even Farrell Shey, an enemy of the dark, is prepared to use torture in order to prevail. It shows just how bad things have become.”
I suddenly realized that the cannon had fallen silent. “The gun’s stopped firing,” I said. “Maybe it’s overheated and the barrel’s cracked.”
You needed lots of water to keep a barrel cool. If gunners became careless about that, a gun could even explode, killing all around it. Those men weren’t experts. There was a real danger of that happening.
Before the Spook could reply, a messenger rapped on the door and came into the room without being invited. We were urgently summoned to the battlements.
As we climbed the stairs, we were jostled by armed men who were also on their way up. Something must be afoot—was it some new threat?


Alice was already there; she came toward us as we blinked into the sun, which was sinking toward the sea. She shielded her eyes and pointed. “The mages are gathered around the gun,” she said. “They’re up to something. Shey is really worried.”
No sooner had she mentioned his name than he strode across to us, the soldiers on the battlements stepping aside to allow him through. “I think they’re going to attempt some type of magic,” he told us.
“There was little danger of them harnessing the dark in Killorglin because we only faced two of them. There are nine now, and they are combining their strength….”
I looked down toward the cannon. The mages had formed a circle around it. Then I realized that the focus of their attention wasn’t the big gun itself: The gunners were kneeling, and the mages were laying their hands on their heads and shoulders. They were transferring power to them in some way. What kind of power? I wondered. The knowledge and skills of expert gunners? It seemed likely.
On the battlements, the defenders had fallen silent. But we could hear the wind from the sea sighing in the distance, and the faint chanting of the mages. Waves of cold ran up and down my spine. Even at that distance, I was able to detect the use of dark magic. It was strong and dangerous.
Just how dangerous we found out ten minutes later, when the cannon started up again. The gunners’ first shot made a direct hit on the wall, low and just to the left of the main gate. So did the second and the third. They were striking almost exactly the same spot with each cannonball. Even in the hour before dark, we could see clear damage. The wall was thick, but the outer layer of stones was already beginning to break away. There was a small mound of debris on the grass below.
Darkness brought respite from the assault, but it would no doubt resume at dawn, and it seemed to me that they might well breach the wall by the next sunset.




CHAPTER VIII
THIN SHAUN
 



  

 
 



DAWN brought cloud and the approach of rain, but the mages’ gunners recommenced their attack with their newfound accuracy. Though now the wind was blowing from the south rather than from directly behind the gun, our archers were able to rain arrows down in the vicinity of the weapon, causing a delay of about an hour while it was repositioned out of range.
That greater distance made no difference to the aim of the gunners, however, and the same point on the wall was subjected to a heavy pounding, cannonballs striking the same spot about every five minutes, with longer pauses while they used water to cool the weapon.
By late afternoon the situation had become critical: A small hole had been punched right through the castle wall. According to Shey, it would not take much further damage to undermine the battlements above, creating a heap of stones beside the gate over which our attackers could swarm to capture the castle.
In desperation, he led a force of about twenty mounted men through the main gate; they charged directly toward the gun, intending to kill the gunners. They were intercepted first by enemy riders and then by foot soldiers. Despite the enemy’s defenses, things seemed to be going their way: They were gaining ground, fighting their way toward the gun. Within a couple of minutes they would have achieved their aim, but then someone intervened.


A large, muscular man with a shaved head and goatee beard joined the fray. He carried a huge double-bladed battle-ax and used it with deadly effect. He cut two of our soldiers down from their horses, each with a single blow, and immediately the tide turned. Our enemies fought with renewed vigor, and Shey was forced to improvise a retreat back toward the gate. It was barely closed before the enemy was at the walls.
They didn’t stay long. The Alliance archers killed and wounded a few; the rest withdrew behind their gunners. I’d expected them to commence firing again right away, but instead the large man approached the gate alone. He carried no white flag but had that huge ax resting on his shoulder. Unlike the messenger, he looked confident and walked with a swagger.
Shey climbed back up to the battlements and stood beside the Spook. “That’s Magister Doolan, the Butcher, the leader of the mages,” he told him.
Doolan halted right below us and glared up at us. “Who will come down and fight me?” he taunted, his powerful voice booming upward.


He received no reply and gave a long derisory laugh. “You’re cowards, all of you. There’s not one real man among you!” he cried, and began to strut up and down before the walls, waving his ax at us in challenge.
“Kill him!” Shey commanded his archers.
They began to loose arrows at him. He was without armor and looked certain to die. But for some reason the arrows all missed or fell short. Was he using some sort of magic against them? If the mages could, with a spell, make novice gunners into experts, no doubt they could do the opposite. Then one arrow sped directly toward its target and seemed certain to bury itself in the big man’s heart, but he twirled his big battle-ax as if it were lighter than a feather and deflected the arrow harmlessly to the ground.
With another laugh, he turned his back and casually made his way to his own lines; each arrow loosed after him fell well short. Immediately the enemy gunners began to fire again.
 


Eventually the light began to fail and the gunners stopped pounding the weak point on the western wall, but we knew that the next day would be critical. A full attack on the castle was expected as soon as that wall collapsed.
Soon after dark, we had a meeting with Shey.
“The castle will fall tomorrow—probably shortly after dawn,” he admitted. “I suggest that as soon as the wall is breached, you make your escape, taking our prisoner with you. I can spare four soldiers to accompany you. I’ll stay here with the remainder of my men. We’ll make a fight of it and sell our lives dearly.”
The Spook nodded gravely. “Aye, that seems the best option,” he said. “But won’t we be seen?”
“There’s a small secret gate to the south, hidden by bushes and a mound of earth. The enemy’s attention will be on the breach. You’ve a good chance of getting away.”
“We need to keep the mage alive and out of their hands,” said the Spook. “Where should we make for? Is there another refuge?”
“No—you need to get back to my home in Kenmare. That’s the safest place.” Shey shook his head and sighed. “But it won’t be easy. You face a hazardous journey. To the south and east, there are extensive bog lands. I suggest you make for the River Inny. Then follow it upstream into the mountains. My men know the way. They’ll guide you through, passing well north of Staigue and avoiding the fort. Then back southeast to Kenmare again.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to do it now, long before dawn?” I suggested. “You say that the gate is well hidden, but the mages’ spies may well know of it. We’d have a far better chance under cover of darkness.”
Alice smiled in approval, but for a moment I thought the Spook was about to dismiss my idea. Then he scratched his beard and nodded. “The lad could well be right,” he said, turning to Shey. “Would that present a problem?”
“Not at all. We could have you away within the hour.”
So we made our preparations. The mage was brought up from his cell and secured with rope, his arms bound to his sides. He was also blindfolded and gagged so that he was unable to call for help, but his legs were left free. That done, we took our leave of Shey and wished him good fortune in the coming battle.
We were led to the southern gate by the four soldiers assigned as our escort; after climbing the stone steps up to it, they listened carefully for any sounds of activity outside. Satisfied that all was clear, they signaled to the leader of a small squad of armed troops who were standing by. This force was stationed here to prevent an attack on the gate from the outside.
Their leader unlocked the metal door with a large key. It opened inward, and he eased it back to reveal a covering of soil and rocks. Two of his men stepped forward with shovels and quickly cut their way through it; cool air suddenly wafted into our faces.
As they worked, the Spook looked at each of us in turn and spoke, his voice hardly more than a whisper. “If things go wrong and we get separated, meet up at the river.”
It was pitch-dark now. As we could use neither torches nor lanterns, it was vital to stick close together. There was a mound of earth about five paces from the gate—to hide it from distant observers—but there was still a chance that enemy soldiers were waiting just beyond it. What if the mages had discovered the existence of the secret gate? A powerful Pendle witch might certainly have sniffed it out.
This was a moment of danger, and the four soldiers went out first, climbing the steep slope to seek cover in the screen of bushes at the top. We listened, but all was silent. Our avenue of escape was clear. The Spook pushed the stumbling prisoner ahead of him, and Alice and I followed. We knelt down on the grass, listening to the sound of the door being locked behind us.
We were on our own now; if attacked, we could expect no help from those within the castle. We climbed the slope and crouched alongside our escort. There were fires visible in the distance to the south, west, and east. The enemy completely encircled us, but there were gaps between those campfires, some larger than others. A few of the enemy would be on guard duty, alert for danger, but hopefully most would be asleep.


We began to crawl down the hill, one after the other. At the bottom we crept forward, three of our escort to the fore, the Spook next with the fourth soldier, carrying the prisoner between them. Alice was just behind them, with me bringing up the rear.
Every few minutes we came to a halt and lay perfectly still, face down on the damp ground. After about fifteen minutes of this, we were almost level with the ring of fires that encircled the castle. We were midway between two, each about fifty paces away. I could see a sentry standing in front of a shelter made from animal skins stretched over a wooden frame. There were also men in the open—those who couldn’t be accommodated in the tent—sleeping close to the warmth of the fire.
This was the part of our escape that carried the greatest risk. If we were seen now, dozens of armed men would reach us in seconds. Once again we set off, leaving the fires behind now, the welcome darkness waiting to swallow us and hide us from our enemies.
Again we rested and lay face down in the dark. But then, as we began to crawl forward again, one of our soldiers stifled a cough. Instantly we froze. I glanced back to my left and saw that sentry outside the nearest tent was coming toward us. I held my breath. He halted but continued to stare in our direction. I could hear the soldier ahead of me spluttering and choking. He was fighting the almost irresistible urge to cough. If he failed, he would put all our lives in jeopardy.
He lost the battle and let out a loud, explosive sound. The sentry shouted something and, drawing his sword, began to run toward us. There were other shouts, and more enemy soldiers joined him. We got to our feet and began to sprint away. Our only hope was to lose our pursuers in the darkness.
Our escort had fled for their lives, so we ran, too. For a few moments Alice was running just ahead of me, but then I passed the Spook, who was struggling with Cormac, the captive mage. I grabbed the man’s other shoulder, and together my master and I dragged him forward. But it was hopeless. When I glanced back, I could see flickering torches and hear the pounding of feet. They were catching us fast. The going underfoot was getting worse. The ground was uneven, and I kept splashing through water. We were entering the bog.
No doubt there were safe paths through it, but we were scattered now, our guides somewhere ahead, and I feared we could blunder into dangerous ground that might suck us in. But the greatest threat was close on our heels, and acting simultaneously and instinctively, the Spook and I released the prisoner, pushing him to his knees, and spun, staffs at the ready, to face our attackers.
I remember wondering where Alice was: She was unarmed and couldn’t stand and fight, but neither could she afford to wander too far from the protection of the blood jar. Then I had to focus on the immediate threat. A bearded mage brandishing a sword in his right hand and a torch in his left ran straight at me, aiming a blow at my head, his mouth stretched wide to show his teeth; he looked like a wild animal.
Ignoring the sword, I jabbed the base of my staff toward his forehead. The blow struck home, its force aided by his forward momentum. He went down, the sword spinning out of his hand. But there were more armed men, and then they were all around us. For a few moments I stood back-to-back with my master. Almost simultaneously we pressed the buttons on our staffs and used our retractable blades. Now it was kill or be killed. We fought desperately, whirling and jabbing, but then, under pressure from the attack, we became separated.
Threatened from every side and with nobody to guard my back, I was already starting to tire; the attack was relentless. I thought it was all over for me, but then I saw my chance. Three soldiers were pressing me hard, but only one carried a torch. I knocked it out of his hand, and it fell, extinguishing itself on impact with the waterlogged ground, plunging us into darkness.
In the confusion, I made for what I thought was southeast, toward the River Inny. The Spook had told us to meet up there if things went wrong. Well, they’d gone wrong, all right, and I was increasingly worried about Alice. If she was too far from the blood jar, the Fiend might come for her.
Our attempt to escape with our hostage had been a disaster. We were scattered and on the run, and the mages had surely rescued him. Now they would go ahead with the ceremony. Dark times lay ahead for the Alliance.
At one point I paused and glanced back, listening intently. There were no signs of pursuit, but my eyes had adjusted to the dark now and I could see the distant campfires, no more than tiny pinpoints of light in the darkness. So I continued more cautiously, using my staff to test the depth of the water ahead. On more than one occasion it saved me from drowning or being sucked down into the bog. Even so, I was constantly tripping over big tussocks of marsh grass or plunging up to my knees in ice-cold stinking water.
My memory of Shey’s map gave me few clues as to how long the journey should take, and the going was difficult. I remembered that I needed to keep well north of the mountains in order to reach the river. Apart from that, my knowledge of the terrain was vague, but I knew that somewhere on the southern edge of the hills was the Staigue ring fort. Some of the mages and their servants would still be there—it was a place to be avoided at all costs.
 
It was hard to judge the passage of time, but eventually the sky ahead started to grow lighter and I knew it wouldn’t be long before dawn. I’d hoped that would enable me to take my bearings from the mountains and find the river, but it wasn’t to be. Soon tendrils of mist were snaking toward me, and I quickly became enveloped in a dense fog. The air was still, and apart from the sound of my own breathing and my boots squelching through the bog, all was silent.
Later, in the early dawn light, I saw a cottage looming up before me through the mist. A tall, thin man carrying a shovel over his shoulder came out of the door. He was wearing a jacket with a hood, not unlike my own, but no hair was visible on his forehead. From a distance, he looked like a turf cutter setting off for a hard day’s work, eager to make the best of the winter’s short daylight hours. He came across to intercept me and gave me a broad smile. It was then that I noticed how pale his narrow face was. It was not the face of someone who worked outdoors.
“You look lost, boy. Where are you heading?” he demanded, his voice as harsh as the croak of an old bullfrog. The skin was stretched tight across his cheekbones; from close up, it looked a little yellow, as though he’d recently been ill. His eyes were deep set, as if they were sinking into his skull, droopy eyelids and folds of skin closing over them.
“I’m making for the river,” I told him. “I’m supposed to meet some friends there.”
“You’re slightly off track—you should be heading that way,” he said, pointing in what seemed to be a more easterly direction. “Have you been walking all night?”
I nodded.
“Well, in that case you’ll be cold and hungry. Mistress Scarabek will make you something to eat and let you warm yourself by the fire for a while,” he said, indicating the front door of the cottage. “Knock quietly at the door so as not to wake the young ’un, and ask her for some breakfast. Tell her that Thin Shaun sent you.”
The man’s appearance was odd, but I was in urgent need of food and shelter. I nodded my thanks, approached the cottage, and rapped lightly on the door, trying to make as little noise as possible.
I heard the slip-slap of bare feet, and the door opened a crack. It was dark inside, but I thought I could make out a single unblinking eye.






CHAPTER IX
SMALL COLD FINGERS
 



  

 
 



I opened my eyes; it was dark in the cottage, and I felt stiff and cold. The fire was out but there was a candle burning on the mantelpiece.
I felt utterly weary and wanted to close my eyes and drift back into a deep sleep. I was about to do just that when I saw something that made me gasp with concern. The baby’s cradle had fallen over and was lying on its side!
There was the infant, half in, half out of it, still wrapped in a woolen blanket. I tried to call out for its mother, but when I opened my mouth, all that came out was a faint croak. I realized then that I was breathing rapidly; my heart was fluttering in my chest with a scary irregular beat that made me fear it was about to stop at any minute. I was unable to move my limbs.
Was I seriously ill? I wondered. Had I caught some type of fever in the bog lands?
Then I thought I saw the baby’s blanket move. It gave a sort of twitch, then began to rise and fall rhythmically, suggesting that the child was still breathing and had survived the fall. I tried to call for the mother again but could still only manage a weak cry; the effort sent my heart into such a speedy fluttering rhythm that I began to tremble all over, fearing that I was dying.
I suddenly realized that the woolen blanket was now moving in a different way. It seemed to be coming slowly toward me. How old was the baby? Was it old enough to crawl like that? Even though it was completely covered by the blanket and couldn’t possibly see where it was going, it was heading directly for me. Could it hear my breathing? Was it seeking comfort? Why didn’t Scarabek come to check on it?
Then I heard a strange sound. It was coming from the baby. Despite the utter silence of the room, I could hear no breathing—only a sort of rhythmical clicking. It sounded like gnashing teeth. Suddenly I was scared. Babies that small didn’t have teeth!
No, it had to be something else. The moment that thought entered my head, a cold tremor ran the length of my spine, a warning that something from the dark was very close. I desperately tried to move my limbs, but they were still paralyzed. I lay there, watching it helplessly.
As the baby approached me, the woolen blanket seemed to convulse, and I heard a big gasp, as if whatever it was beneath the blanket had been holding its breath for a very long time and now desperately needed energy for some immense effort.


It reached my foot and came to a halt for a few moments. Once again I heard what sounded like another huge in-breath, but this time I identified the sound; my first guess had been wrong. It was sniffing—sniffing like a witch, gathering information about me. It left my boot and began to move up along my body, pausing beside my chest. Once again it sniffed very loudly.
I shuddered as it then climbed slowly up onto my chest. I was aware of four small limbs moving across me. Even through my clothes they felt very cold, like four blocks of ice. Whatever it was had finally reached my face now, and I began to panic; my heart pounded even more wildly. What was it? What horrible thing was hidden beneath that moving blanket?
I tried to roll away onto my side but couldn’t find the strength. All I could do was raise my head a little. Nor could I manage to fend it off with my hands—they trembled uselessly at my sides while rivulets of sweat ran down my forehead into my eyes. I was unable to defend myself.
It had reached my throat now, and raised itself up a little on its tiny hands as if to peer into my face, causing the blanket to fall back so that, simultaneously, I saw its face, too.
I expected to see a monster, and my fears were fully realized—but not in the way I expected.
The head was no larger than that of a baby of two or three months, but it had the face of a little old man; it was malevolent, filled with some desperate need. And it looked very like Thin Shaun, the turf cutter who had sent me here for food. And I suddenly understood that although I’d been fed, given a little gruel, I was also food—nourishment for this grotesque being. What I’d eaten must have contained some sleeping draft to render me weak and helpless. Now the creature’s mouth opened wide, revealing long needle-like teeth, and they were aiming for my throat.
I felt its small cold fingers on my neck, then a sudden sharp stab of pain as the teeth punctured my flesh. It began to suck noisily, and I felt the blood being drawn out of my body—and with it my life.
I had no strength to resist. There was little pain, just a sense of floating away toward death. How long it went on I have no idea, but the next thing I knew, Scarabek was walking purposefully into the room, her shadow flickering on the ceiling in the candlelight. She came across and gently plucked the creature from me; as it came away, I felt a tugging at my throat as its teeth were withdrawn. She carried it over to the cradle, which still lay on its side, and swaddled it in the woolen blanket again.
She started singing to it in a low voice—a lullaby that might have been used to soothe a human child. Then she righted the cradle and placed the creature inside, carefully adjusting the blanket to keep it warm.
Scarabek came back and stared down at me, and I saw that her face had changed. Previously, she must have used some enchantment to disguise herself. The truth was now revealed, and I recognized her instantly. There was no doubt: She was the Celtic witch from my dreams. These were the eyes—one green, the other blue—that I had seen in the cloud as we’d approached Ireland, and I shuddered at the malevolence glaring from them.


But how was it possible? How could she have returned from the dead when the dogs had eaten her heart?
“Tom Ward! How easily you fell into my hands! Ever since you approached our shore, I have been watching and waiting!” she cried. “It took the simplest of spells to lure you into my cottage. And how well you obeyed me, leaving your precious staff at the threshold. Now you are totally in my power. My life will end soon, my spirit given up in sacrifice to Pan. You will die too, but only after suffering terribly for what you did to my sister.”
Sisters…were they twins? They looked so alike. I wanted to ask her, but I was almost too weak to draw breath. How much blood had the little creature taken? I wondered. I fought to remain conscious, but my head began to spin, and I fell into darkness. The witch had promised to make me suffer, but I already felt close to death—although there was no fear, just a terrible weariness.
 
How long I was unconscious I don’t know, but when I came to, I heard voices: a man and a woman talking together quietly. I tried to make sense of what they were saying—something about barrows and traveling north. At last I managed to find the strength to open my eyes. The two of them were standing over me—Scarabek, the witch, and the man called Thin Shaun.
But was he really a man, or something else? His hood was pulled back, revealing an emaciated head that could almost have been that of a corpse. The skull was clearly visible, the skin thin and parchment dry, his hairless head covered in patches of flaking skin.
“He conceals a deadly weapon in the left pocket of his cloak,” said Scarabek. “Take it from him, Shaun. I cannot bear to touch it.”
Thin Shaun reached into my pocket. I had no strength to resist, and he drew out my silver chain. As he did so, I saw the pain upon his face; with a shudder, he dropped it on the ground, out of my reach.
“He used that to bind my sister before she was slain. But he won’t ever need to use it again. His life as an apprentice spook is over. We’ll take him north now, Shaun,” said the witch. “I’m going to hurt him badly and let him feel something of the suffering I experienced.”
I was dismayed at the loss of my silver chain, but at least he hadn’t discovered the blood jar in my pocket.
Thin Shaun picked me up and threw me over his shoulder, just as my master would carry a bound witch before putting her into a pit. He held me by the legs so that my head was hanging down toward his heels. I lacked the strength to resist, and I was aware of a strange musty smell emanating from him, an odor of dank underground places. But what really unnerved me was the extreme coldness of his body; even though I could feel and hear him breathing, it was as if I was being carried by a dead man.
Curiously, though my body was weak, my mind became strangely alert. I tried to practice what the Spook had taught me and take careful note of my situation.
We left the cottage and headed north, Scarabek taking the lead and carrying the creature in the woolen shawl close to her bosom, as if it were a human baby. Perhaps it was her familiar. A witch usually gave a familiar her own blood, but this was often augmented by blood from her victims. The most common familiars were cats, rats, birds, and toads, but sometimes witches used something more exotic. I had no name for the thing she was carrying; it certainly wasn’t mentioned in the Spook’s Bestiary. But I was dealing with a witch from a foreign land, and her powers and habits were largely unknown to me.
To the east, the sky was already becoming lighter. I must have slept for at least a day and a night. The fog was lifting, and I could see the bulk of two mountains rising up ahead and to the right. And then I caught sight of something else—the unmistakable shape of a burial mound—and we were moving directly toward it. It was small, hardly more than twice the height of a man, and covered in grass. When we were less than five yards away, there was an intense flash of yellow light. As it dimmed, I saw the silhouette of the witch against a round doorway.
Moments later, the breeze died down and the air immediately became significantly warmer; we were surrounded by darkness, right inside the barrow. There was a sudden flare of light, and I saw that the witch was holding a black candle, which she’d just ignited by magic. Within the mound stood a table, four chairs, and a bed, to which she pointed.
“Put him there for now,” she instructed, and Thin Shaun dumped me on it without ceremony. “It’s time to feed him again….”
I lay there for several minutes, struggling to move. I was still suffering from that strange paralysis. The witch had gone into another room within the barrow, but Thin Shaun stood there silently, his unblinking eyes staring down at me. I was starting to feel a little stronger, and my heart and breathing were gradually returning to normal. But I guessed that Scarabek was now going to feed me more of the gruel laced with poison. If only I could manage to regain the full use of my limbs.
She returned within minutes, carrying a small bowl. “Lift his head, Shaun,” she commanded.
With his right hand, Thin Shaun gripped my shoulder, lifting the upper part of my body almost upright. This time the witch had a small wooden spoon, and as she brought it toward me, she held my forehead firmly while, with his left hand, Thin Shaun tugged my jaw downward, forcing my mouth wide open.
The witch kept stuffing the spicy gruel into my mouth until I was forced to either swallow or choke. As the concoction went down my gullet, she smiled.
“That’s enough for now—let him go,” she said. “Too much will kill him, and I have other plans for him first.”
Thin Shaun lowered me back onto the bed and stood beside Scarabek. They stared down at me while my mouth grew dry and the room started to spin.
“Let’s go out and get the girl,” I heard the witch say. “He’ll be safe enough here.”
The girl—which girl? I wondered. Did they mean Alice? But then, once again, I felt my heart flutter and I fell into darkness. I knew no more for a while but kept having dreams of flying and falling. For some strange reason I was compelled to jump from a cliff, spreading my arms wide like a bird’s wings. But then I would plunge downward out of a dark sky, the unseen ground rushing up to meet me.


 
I felt someone shaking me roughly by the shoulder; then cold water was dashed into my face. I opened my eyes to see Thin Shaun staring down; I could smell his foul breath. He stepped back to reveal that there were two other people in the room. One was the witch; the other was Alice.
My heart lurched. Alice looked disheveled, and her hands were bound behind her back.
“Oh, Tom!” she cried. “What have they done to you? You look so ill—”
But the witch interrupted. “Worry about yourself, child!” she cried. “Your time on this earth is almost over. Within the hour I will give you to your father, the Fiend.”




CHAPTER X
IN THE GRASP OF THE FIEND
 



  

 
 



AS Thin Shaun picked me up again, I heard Scarabek cry out some words of dark magic. Seconds later we were standing outside the burial mound. It was dark once more, and there was a waxing crescent moon; the air was very cold, a hoarfrost already forming over the soft, boggy ground.
We headed north, the witch’s fist bunched in Alice’s hair as she dragged her along. The familiar had been left behind in the barrow.
Alice had been beyond the protection of the blood jar, so why, I wondered, hadn’t the Fiend come for her already? We’d both expected that, at the first opportunity, he’d take his revenge.
So was the witch going to summon him now? If so, the blood jar would prevent him from coming near. Did she know about it? Would she break it and give us both to the Fiend?
The landscape was bleak and treeless but covered with scrub and brambles, and it was to a tangled thicket that the witch finally led us. She dragged Alice over to a large thorny bush and tied her by the hair to its intertwined branches. While I watched from Thin Shaun’s shoulder, horrified at what was taking place, Scarabek circled the bramble patch three times against the clock, chanting dark spells. Alice began to weep. Her knowledge of the craft would tell her exactly what the witch was doing.
“Oh, Tom!” Alice cried. “She’s done a deal with the Fiend. She wants to hurt you, too. He’ll be here soon.”
“He will indeed!” agreed Scarabek. “So it’s time to get you yonder so that the Fiend can come and collect the girl. Let’s away!” she commanded Thin Shaun.
I’d expected—and hoped—to be tied up alongside Alice. Unknown to the witch, I still had the blood jar in my pocket, so he surely couldn’t hurt me.
But I was led away from Alice, up the slope. We gazed back down from on high. Alice looked very tiny, but I could just make out her desperate struggles to get free of the brambles.
I soon found out how wrong I’d been about Scarabek: She knew everything!
“We’re far enough away now,” she said, “and the girl’s beyond the protection of that jar she made. So that’s the first pain you’ll endure—watching the Fiend take your pretty friend’s life and soul! He’s delighted to have the opportunity to make you suffer. But don’t worry, I won’t let him get his hands on you! I intend to give you to the Morrigan.”


Lightning suddenly split the sky to the west as dark clouds raced inland, obscuring the stars. It was followed within seconds by a rumble of thunder, and then, in the ensuing silence, I heard a new sound—that of distant but very heavy footfalls, each followed by an explosive hiss.
Although still mostly invisible, the Fiend was just starting to materialize. He would take on the huge form of what witches called “his fearsome majesty,” a shape designed to instill fear and awe in all who beheld him. Some said that the sight could make you die of fear on the spot. No doubt this was true for those of a nervous disposition, but I had been close to him in that form, and so had Alice, and we’d both survived the encounter.
We were too far away to see his approaching footprints. They were fiery hot, and while his cloven hooves could burn their impression into wooden floorboards, in cold, boggy terrain like this they would merely cause the ground to spit and hiss, erupting in spurts of steam at each contact.
Although the clouds were almost halfway across the sky now, the moon was still ahead of that dark advancing curtain, and by its light I saw the Fiend materialize fully. Even at this distance, he looked huge: thick and muscular, his torso shaped like a barrel, his whole body covered in hair as thick as the hide of an ox. Huge horns curved from his head, and his tail snaked upward in an arc behind him.
My heart was in my mouth as he strode directly toward Alice, who was struggling in vain to tear herself free of the brambles. I could hear her screams of terror. I tried to struggle out of Thin Shaun’s grip, but he was very strong and, in my weakened condition, my efforts were feeble.
Towering above Alice, the Fiend reached down with his huge left hand and knotted his fist in her hair, as the witch had done, tearing her free of the brambles and lifting her up so that her face was level with his own. She screamed again as her hair was ripped from the thicket, and began to weep. The Fiend loomed closer, as if intending to bite off her head.
“Tom! Tom!” she cried. “Good-bye, Tom. Good-bye!”
At those words my heart surged up into my mouth and I could hardly breathe. Was this it? Was it really over at last? The Fiend had her in his clutches, and there was nothing more I could do to save her. But how would I live without Alice? Tears began to run down my face, and I began to sob uncontrollably. It was the pain of imminent loss, yes, but also the pangs that came from my empathy with Alice.
We were so close I knew exactly what she was experiencing. I suffered what she suffered. Never again to be comfortable in this world; anticipating an eternity of pain and terror as her soul languished in the dark, at the mercy of the Fiend, who would devise endless tortures to repay her for the trouble and hurt she had caused him because of me. All because of me. It was just too much to bear.
A moment later, it was over. There was a flash of light, a rumble of thunder, and a blast of hot wind searing into our faces. I screwed up my eyes, and when I was able to open them again, the Fiend had vanished, taking Alice with him.
Another pang of loss knotted my stomach. Alice was now beyond this world; never had I felt so alone. As Thin Shaun carried me, Scarabek walked close beside me, spitting cruel taunts.
Although she grinned with delight at my tears, which flowed as copiously as the rain that swept over us, I cared nothing for her heartless words. My tears were for Alice and for myself. Now the world had changed terribly. I had lost my mam and dad, and both losses had been devastating, but this was different. This was a pain beyond even that. I had called Alice my friend, held hands with her, sat beside her. But only now that she was snatched away forever did I fully realize the truth.
I loved Alice, and now she was gone.
 
After collecting the creature from the barrow, we returned to the cottage and Thin Shaun threw me onto the bed like a sack of rotten potatoes.
Scarabek looked at me with scorn. “Even if you weep an ocean,” she hissed, “your sorrow will not even be able to approach mine. I loved my sister as myself, for indeed she was me and I her!”


“What do you mean?” I demanded. Despite my anguish, the spook in me was waiting just below the surface. My master had taught me to use every opportunity to learn about our enemies so as to be in a better position to eventually defeat them.
“We were twins,” she answered. “Witch twins, of a type so rare that only once before has our like been seen in our land. We shared one mind—a mind controlling two bodies. I looked out through her eyes, and she through mine.”
“But your eyes are not the same as hers. One is blue and the other is green—why should that be so?” I asked curiously.
“Once both my eyes were blue, but since my sister’s death I have wandered among the Hollow Hills, seeking power,” the witch replied. “All who stay too long there are changed. But we were closer than you can ever imagine. The experiences she had, I had too. The pain she felt, I felt too. I was there when you betrayed and killed her. Half of me was ripped away at her death.”


“If you were there, then you will know I didn’t kill her,” I protested. “It was my master, Bill Arkwright.”
“Don’t lie! You were working together. You planned her death. It was a trick—your device.”
I shook my head weakly. “That’s not true. I would have kept my side of the bargain.”
“Why should I believe a spook’s apprentice? What you say matters little and will make no difference to what I plan.”
“What are you going to do with me now?” I asked. It was better to know the worst. Despite my grief, I was still calculating the odds against me—searching for any chance of escape, however slim. My silver chain was still on the floor where Thin Shaun had cast it. But when I looked at it out of the corner of my eye, Scarabek gave me an evil smile.
“Forget that. Your days of wielding such a weapon are over. You will be too weak to use it, being food for Konal. He’ll be hungry again within the hour.”
“Konal is your familiar?”


The witch shook her head. “No, Konal is my beloved son, and his father is Thin Shaun, the barrow keeper, whose time on this earth is now short. A keeper has only one son, born of a witch—the child who will replace him and continue his role.”
“The keeper? Why is he called that?”
“The name is apt. Keepers maintain the many barrows that are scattered across our land. Once they contained the bones of the ancient dead, but now they are refuges for the Celtic witches. Shaun keeps the magic strong and appeases those who made them, for their spirits are never far away. He offers them blood.”
A horrible thought struck me. Did Thin Shaun need blood, like his son? I glanced up at the keeper, who gave me an evil smile.
“I can see the fear in your face,” he told me. “You think I seek to drain you too? Am I right?”
I shrank away from him. Could he read my mind?
“Well, you needn’t fear on that account,” Thin Shaun said. “I offer up the blood of animals. Only rarely does a keeper take human blood. But then, if his thirst is great, he drains his victims until they are dead.”
“But none of this concerns you, who have perhaps less than a week to live,” the witch interrupted. “Soon we’ll be in Killorglin, and your suffering will intensify. We’ve talked enough. Shaun, bring more gruel!”
They force-fed me again, this time a smaller amount; then, while I lay there, helpless, my mouth dry, a gritty feeling in my throat, the world beginning to spin, the witch brought her child over to where I lay. She partially unwrapped it from the blanket and laid Konal close to my neck. Within moments I felt the stab of its sharp teeth, and while Scarabek watched over me, smiling, my blood was slowly drained.
My thoughts were still all of Alice’s fate, and the grief was in my throat and chest, almost choking me. It was a relief to grow weaker, the poisoned gruel and slow loss of blood plunging me into a merciful unconsciousness.




CHAPTER XI
THE KILLORGLIN GOAT
 



  

 
 



I remember very little. We must have used horses—as if from a great distance, I heard the sound of hooves, and my body was repeatedly jolted and shaken. Whether I was in a cart or tied over the back of a pony, I’m not sure—maybe, over the duration of the journey, both.
My next clear recollection was of sitting on a heap of dirty straw in a dusty attic. It was full of rubbish and curtained with enormous cobwebs strewn with desiccated fly carcasses; spiders were coiled in dark corners, ready to spring upon their next victim. There was daylight coming through the only window, a skylight set in the sloping ceiling directly above me. I could hear the squawking and pattering of seagulls walking on the roof. I was alone in the room, my hands tied behind my back—though my legs were free.
I felt shaky, but at the second attempt managed to struggle to my feet. I could hear other noises: the occasional clip-clop of hooves, and people shouting in the singsong manner of market traders. I suspected that I was now back in Killorglin. I leaned against the door handle, but it was locked, so I moved around the attic, looking for something I could use to help me escape. Perhaps there was something sharp to cut through my bonds…
I’d no sooner started my search than the room went dark. Was there a heavy cloud overhead, blotting out the sun? Was a storm approaching? I wondered. The street sounds had also gradually faded away until I could hear nothing beyond the walls of my prison. I was trapped in a cocoon of silence.
Next the temperature began to drop; it warned me that something from the dark was approaching. I sat down in a corner with my back against the wall so that nothing could come at me from behind. I’d no weapons I could use to defend myself. If only my hands were free, I thought. Having them bound made me feel vulnerable.
Something started to whisper in my ear. At first I thought it might be a jibber, and my whole body started to shake with fear, but then I realized it was some other type of spirit. Its words were half formed and unintelligible, but they had a malevolent force. Moments later it was joined by others—how many, I couldn’t be sure, but the entities were close, and I saw flashes of baleful purple light as they circled the gloomy attic, approaching nearer and nearer. Thin fingers began to tug at my ears, and then powerful hands clamped themselves about my throat and began to squeeze. It was a strangler ghost, a powerful one, and I was helpless against it.
A seventh son of a seventh son has some immunity against such dangerous spirits, but I’d never encountered such a strong one; I began to choke as my windpipe was constricted by invisible fingers. I struggled to breathe, trying to think of something from my training that might help me. I gasped, feeling my consciousness ebbing away.
But then, all of a sudden, the pressure on my throat eased and the whispering voices fell mercifully silent. However, my respite lasted just seconds because one deep terrifying voice replaced them—that of the Fiend.
“I have your little friend Alice here with me now,” he taunted me. “Would you like to hear her?”
Before I could answer, I heard someone sobbing. The sounds seemed to reach me from a great distance, but I was listening to a girl crying. But was it indeed Alice, or was it some trick of the Fiend? It was not for nothing that one of his titles was the Father of Lies.
“She is scared and she is suffering, Tom. Do you doubt it? Soon you will join her. I can almost reach you now. You are close—so very, very close.”
That was true enough. I couldn’t actually see him, but I could feel his hot, fetid breath in my face and sense the proximity of something huge and terrifying. The Fiend was crouching over me, straining to grab hold of me.
“Would you like to talk to your friend, Tom? Perhaps hearing your voice will ease her suffering a little….” he rasped.
Against my better judgment, I called out to her. I just couldn’t bear to hear her crying in the dark like that.
“Alice! Alice! It’s me, Tom,” I shouted. “Hold on, be strong. Somehow I’ll get you out of there! I’ll bring you home!”
“Liar!” Alice shouted. “Don’t lie to me. You’re not Tom. I’ve been deceived enough!”
“It is me, Alice, I swear it.”
“Devil! Demon! Just leave me alone.”
How could I convince her that it really was me? What could I say that would prove it beyond doubt? Before I could think of anything, Alice began to scream as if she was in terrible pain.
“Please, stop hurting me. Stop it! Stop it! I can’t stand any more. Oh, please, don’t do that!”
She stopped begging then, but started crying and moaning as if in great pain.
“Have you heard enough, Tom?” the Fiend asked me. “It won’t be long before you share her torment. And what she is suffering is far worse than that of a witch being tested. Think of the jabbing of sharp pins; imagine the weight of heavy rocks constricting the chest; feel the flames of the fire flickering nearer and nearer to the stake. The flesh bubbles and the blood boils. It hurts so much, but eventually death brings release. For Alice, though, there is no such respite. She is trapped in the dark for eternal torment. Eternal! That means it will go on forever! And soon I’ll be back to collect you. The power of the jar has almost failed.”
I sensed the Fiend move away from me, and Alice’s cries gradually faded away until I was left in silence once again. I was shaking with emotion. I could do nothing to help Alice in any way; it was more than I could bear.
Gradually things returned to normal; the cries of the street traders could be heard outside, and the attic grew steadily lighter. I struggled to my feet and, driven almost mad by what I’d heard, staggered from wall to wall until I collapsed and lost consciousness again.
 
The next thing I knew, Thin Shaun was shaking me by the shoulder.
I was sitting up, my back against the wall by the door. On the floor beside me was a bowl of a dark, steaming liquid and a spoon. Thin Shaun dipped the spoon into it and brought it slowly toward my mouth. I tried to twist away, but he held my head with his free hand and pushed the spoon hard against my lips. Much of the hot liquid was spilled, but I realized that there was no spicy tang—it wasn’t the poisoned gruel. It tasted like oxtail soup.
“There’s nothing in this to harm you,” Thin Shaun told me. “It’s nourishment”—he smiled evilly—“to keep you alive for a little while longer.”


I wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not, but I was too weak and weary to resist, and I allowed him to feed me the bowl of soup until it was all gone.
Shaun unlocked the door and carried me out of the attic, once more slung over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. By now it was dusk, and the square was deserted except for a group of cloaked figures gathered around a tall wooden structure set at the highest point of the sloping triangular marketplace. I realized that they’d rebuilt the wooden tower.
Next to the structure stood a large block of stone with a strange curved depression in its top. I had seen one before in the village of Topley, close to the farm where I was born. They hadn’t used that stone for more than a hundred years, but nobody had forgotten its purpose. It was an execution block. The victim rested his head on the stone before the executioner chopped it off.
Thin Shaun dumped me on my feet, and I stood there, swaying. A hand gripped my arm to steady me, and I looked into the eyes of the witch. “Say hello to your new friend!” she mocked. “You are both in for a nasty surprise.”
In her other hand she held the collar of a huge goat. In front of its horns, a bronze crown had been lashed to its head with barbed wire, which was spattered with the creature’s blood.
“Meet King Puck!” Scarabek continued. “You two are going to share the platform, and the madness and pain that accompany that honor. Before this night is done, we will summon Pan.”
The goat was led onto the wooden boards and tethered by silver chains bound tightly about its hind legs and fastened to iron rings. That way the animal was confined and could be raised aloft. I was pushed down onto the platform, forced to kneel beside the goat, and blindfolded, my hands still tied behind my back. The wooden planks began to creak and groan as, using a system of ropes and pulleys, four men began to haul us slowly upward. Once the platform had reached the top of its wooden shaft, they lashed the ropes into position so as to keep us there.
The goat began to bleat and struggle, but it couldn’t free itself. I sat up and somehow wriggled my head and shoulders to dislodge the blindfold. I took stock of my surroundings. As far as I could see, no guards had been left to keep an eye on me. I gazed down on the cobbled marketplace and the surrounding rooftops. In the distance, I could just about make out the bridge across the river. The spook in me began to assess my chances of escaping.
And darkness was falling rapidly now. Apart from the mages and their supporters, the town seemed deserted. No doubt the people were all hiding behind locked and barred doors. Below, I heard the chanting begin, and a chill suddenly ran up and down my spine.
The mages had begun the summoning.
The initial chants seemed to have no effect, but I noticed that the breeze first died down, then faded away altogether, and the air became very still. It seemed unnaturally warm, too, almost like a balmy midsummer’s night.
By now the mages had set out a ring of candles on the cobbles around the base of the hollow wooden tower—I counted thirteen. Then they formed a line and circled them slowly in a widdershins direction, their chants gradually becoming louder. The goat, which had been tugging against its chains, bleating desperately, now became quiet and still—so much so that it could have been a statue. But then, after about ten minutes, I noticed that its whole body was quivering. Louder and louder the voices surged, to climax in a shrill scream from the thirteen throats below.
At that point the goat shuddered and emptied its bowels; the slimy mess spread across the wooden boards, some of it dripping down onto the cobbles below. The stink almost made me vomit, and I eased myself right to the edge, grateful that the brown tide had halted just short of me.
When I looked down again, the mages were heading off. I realized that it was impossible to climb down the high wooden tower with my hands bound, so it seemed sensible to conserve my energy. I leaned back against a broad wooden post, drew up my knees, and tried to drift off to sleep. But in vain. Under the influence of the poisoned gruel, I’d spent most of the previous two days unconscious, and now I felt wide awake.


So it was that I endured a long, miserable night with the goat on that high platform, trying desperately to think of some way to escape. But I found it hard to focus—my mind kept returning to the same questions. What had happened to my master after we’d escaped from the castle? Had he managed to avoid capture? But uppermost in my mind was my anguish at the loss of Alice. Those thoughts circled in my head endlessly, but the one emotion absent was fear. My own death waited no more than a couple of days in the future, and yet for some reason I wasn’t the slightest bit afraid.
Fear came just before dawn, in the faint light of the fading moon.
I suddenly noticed that the goat was staring at me intently. Our eyes met, and for a moment the world began to spin. The goat’s face was changing as I watched, stretching and twisting impossibly.
Now I was afraid. Was this transformation taking place because Pan was entering its body? I’d half hoped that the rituals hadn’t worked, but now, with a shudder, I realized that the mages might well have been successful. I could end up sharing a platform with an Old God renowned for bringing fear and madness to those he came close to.
Suddenly the goat gave a loud bleat, and my moment of terror passed. A cold wind was rising now, blowing in from the northeast, and I began to shiver.
 
At dawn the mages returned to the square and lowered the platform to the ground. I was dragged off onto the cobbles, while, thankfully, someone scrubbed the goat’s filth off the wooden boards. My hands were untied, and a bowl of hot soup and two slices of thick bread were thrust at me.
“Don’t want you dying on us too soon!” one of the mages said maliciously.
I ate ravenously while the goat was also fed and watered. Surrounded by dozens of watchful eyes, I had no chance of escape. When the empty bowl was taken from me, the mages moved back to allow a huge, shaven-headed man to step forward and confront me. I recognized him immediately.


“Bow your head, boy!” a voice hissed in my ear. “This is Magister Doolan.”
When I hesitated, my head was seized roughly from behind and forced down. As soon as I was able to straighten my neck again, I looked up into the face of the most powerful of the goat mages, the one they called the Bantry Butcher. When his eyes met mine, I saw that they were indeed the eyes of a fanatic: They gleamed with certainty. Here was a man with an inflexible mind who would do anything to further his cause.
“You are here to suffer, boy,” he said, raising his voice so that the assembled mages could hear his every word. “Your suffering is our gift to Scarabek, in thanks for her generosity in giving her life for our cause. The life of a spook’s apprentice should be a most welcome addition to our sacrifices. It will also serve as a lesson to any who might think to oppose us.”
He pointed to the executioner’s block and smiled coldly; then my hands were tied once more and I was hoisted aloft.
Within the hour the triangular patch of cobbles was full of stalls. Cattle were driven through the streets to holding pens. As the day progressed, people gradually became more boisterous, sitting in doorways or lounging against walls, tankards of ale in their hands. This was the first day of the three-day fair, and the inhabitants of Killorglin—along with those who had traveled many miles to be here—were starting to enjoy the festivities.
By the time the sun set behind the houses, the marketplace was empty again. The platform was lowered, and I was dragged off onto the cobbled area. Magister Doolan was waiting with his huge double-bladed ax. Now he was dressed in black like an executioner, with leather gloves and a long leather butcher’s apron. But there were leather straps crisscrossing his body: These held knives and other metal implements, and I was reminded of Grimalkin, the witch assassin, who carried her weapons in a similar manner. He turned and looked me up and down as if estimating the size of coffin I’d need, and then gave me an evil grin.
For a terrifying moment I thought I was going to be executed there and then. But I was mistaken. There was no sign of the witch, but standing next to the executioner was Cormac, the mage whom we had interrogated. It seemed that the moment of his death had now arrived. The candles were lit, but the mages were gathered around the execution stone.
Cormac knelt and placed his neck in the hollow of the stone. Below his head a metal bucket waited. Someone brought the goat to stand beside the bucket. To my surprise, it thrust out its tongue and licked the mage’s left cheek three times, then bleated softly. At that, the other mages nodded and smiled. They seemed to be congratulating themselves. Apparently the ritual was going well.
Doolan opened the collar of Cormac’s shirt so as to expose his neck. Then he raised the double-bladed ax. One of the watching mages started to blow into a small musical instrument. It consisted of five thin metal cylinders bound into a row. The sound was thin and reedlike, and it reminded me of the wind sighing through the rushes at a lake edge. The sound was melancholic—it was filled with the sadness of loss and the inevitability of death.
The mages began to chant in unison, a singsong lament. All at once both the voices and the pipes became silent, and I saw the ax come down in a fast arc. I closed my eyes and heard the metal blade strike stone; then something fell heavily into the bucket. When I looked again, Doolan was holding Cormac’s head by its hair and shaking it over the goat so that the severed neck sprayed it with drops of blood. Soon the goat—presumably under some dark magic spell—was greedily lapping the blood of the dead man from the bucket.
Five minutes later, they were ready to haul the platform up again. They didn’t bother to feed me this time. I wasn’t hungry anyway; I felt sickened by what I’d witnessed. However, they did hold a cup of water to my lips, and I managed four or five gulps.
Aloft once more, I watched the mages. The procedure was exactly the same as on the previous night. Round and round the candles they went, against the clock. This time, when the chants reached a shrill climax, the goat merely turned its head and looked straight at me.
Can a goat smirk? All I can say is that it seemed to be mocking me, and a chill went right down my spine. I was now certain that the ritual was working. At any moment Pan would enter the body of the goat, and I would be sitting on this small platform next to him, facing madness and terror.
The night seemed endless. The mages had gone, and a wind was now shrieking across the rooftops, driving squalls of cold rain in my face. I turned my back on the wind, then bowed my head and tossed it forward repeatedly until my hood dropped down over my hair. I hunkered down, attempting to shelter from the elements as best I could. But it was useless, and soon I was soaked to the skin. The goat began to bleat, louder and louder; after a while it seemed to me that it was even calling my name, then laughing insanely. With my hands tied, I couldn’t push my fingers into my ears to blot out the noise.
Finally the sky grew lighter, and within hours the market was full of people once more.


It was growing dark again and the rain had eased by the time the platform was lowered and I stepped onto the cobbles. I was shaking with cold. I was really hungry by now and glad of the plate of mutton and dry bread my captors gave me, once my hands had been untied. I wolfed the whole lot down.
My instincts told me that something was about to happen. Was it the witch’s turn to be sacrificed? My stomach knotted with nerves at that thought. Before she died, she’d no doubt want to have her revenge in full. But if I was indeed to be executed now, why had they bothered to feed me? Time ticked by. The mages were growing agitated. And then Doolan arrived, ax over his shoulder.
“Scarabek has vanished,” he growled. “I find it hard to believe that she should let us down like this.”
“What about the barrow keeper, sir?” one of the mages asked.
“There’s no sign of him either, but we can’t fail now!” the Butcher cried. “Not when things have gone so well. Two sacrifices have already been made.” He turned toward me and stared at me with hard, cruel eyes. “We’ll execute the boy first to make it three. It could buy us some time by appeasing Pan until Scarabek returns.”
There was a murmur of approval, and Doolan began to pull on his gloves. Rough hands seized me, and I was dragged toward the execution block.






CHAPTER XII
THE OLD GOD PAN
 



  

 
 



THERE were simply too many of them—I had no hope of resisting their combined strength. The mages pushed me down onto my knees, and seconds later my throat was positioned against the cold, damp stone.
I began to shake. Even stronger than my fear of the ax was the knowledge that at the moment of my death I would immediately be snatched away by the Fiend. I struggled again, but someone was holding my hair, keeping my head down, my neck exposed, ready for the ax; my outstretched arms were pulled so tight that they were in danger of being torn from their sockets. I was helpless.
I sensed the ax being raised and tensed myself for the inevitable blow, squeezing my eyelids shut. Everything was over. I thought of the Spook. I had failed him. Then, at the very last moment, I heard footsteps coming toward us.
“Wait!” shouted a voice that I immediately recognized. It was Thin Shaun, the barrow keeper.
“Where is Scarabek?” the Butcher demanded.
“She’ll bring her head to the block willingly, don’t you worry,” Thin Shaun told him. “I’ll lay my life on it. Why kill the boy now? She hasn’t finished with him yet. There is still tomorrow. I guarantee she will be here by then.”
“Then, once again, I ask you: Where is she now?”
“She is a prisoner, but I will follow and release her. She hasn’t been taken far—”


“Our enemies have her—the Alliance?”
“Enemies have her, yes, but not ones who are known to us,” Thin Shaun answered. “They must certainly be powerful to have taken her unawares. But they’ll regret this. I am the keeper of the barrows. They have yet to face my wrath. Then they’ll wish they’d never been born!”
Although he spoke of wrath, Thin Shaun seemed very calm, displaying little emotion. I wondered if he was really human at all.
I was hauled to my feet, and I stood there, trembling, while the mages walked away to discuss Thin Shaun’s news. Two of their servants still gripped my arms. In any case, I was too weak to run away.
Doolan returned and addressed Thin Shaun. “You have until the same time tomorrow night, when we’ll perform the fourth and final rite—otherwise we’ll kill the boy in her place. For our efforts to be successful, it is vital that Scarabek is here to offer herself voluntarily.”
Thin Shaun nodded and left immediately. My hands were tied again, and I was dragged onto the platform next to the goat. It was rapidly hoisted into the air, and I knelt there in shock. I had come within seconds of death; I had sensed the ax beginning to fall.
Once I’d collected my senses, I started thinking about what Thin Shaun had said. Who could have snatched Scarabek? She was powerful—not easy to overcome. Maybe it was the Spook? After all, Thin Shaun had claimed that someone “unknown” had done it. If so, my master would now be in grave danger.
 
The night passed very slowly, and long before dawn the goat began to bleat pitifully, as if in pain. In the pale moonlight, I saw drops of blood ooze from the wounds on its head, where the barbed wire had cut it. The blood ran in rivulets down its face, circling its eyes to reach its mouth, whereupon its tongue emerged and began to lick the blood away.
Now the goat’s cries changed dramatically; they became powerful, as if sending out a challenge. I wanted to avert my gaze but was unable to do so; I was forced to watch as the goat’s face began to distort and change into something half human, half animal.
Dread came then—a feeling of terror of something loathsome and terrible—but it was different from that cast by any witch. I had faced those spells before, and usually knew how to overcome their effects. But this had something else, an added ingredient: a touch of compulsion, too. I felt a sudden urge to move close to the goat, a need to touch it. Unable to help myself, I shuffled forward on my knees until I was so close that the fetid breath of the creature washed over me.
The goat was now fully transformed. I was in the presence of Pan. He had a human face with a hint of the bestial; wild and rugged, ravaged by the elements. The horns had gone, but the hooves remained. The only other remaining animal feature was the eyes: The pupils were black slits that glittered insanely.
Pan lurched up from all fours to stand upright, towering over me, his hind hooves still bound by the silver chains. And then he laughed long and loud—with the uncontrollable, delirious hilarity of the insane. Wasn’t he reputed to drive his victims mad? I felt completely lucid; my thoughts seemed ordered and logical. I was afraid, yes, and took deep breaths to calm myself, but for now it appeared that he was the crazy one, not me.
Did being a spook’s apprentice help me to remain relatively rational? No sooner had that thought entered my head than everything began to spin, and I was plunged into utter darkness. I felt myself falling anyway. It was as if the wooden structure had collapsed beneath me and I was hurtling down toward the cold cobbles below.
 
I heard the wind whistling through reeds and water trickling musically across rocks nearby. I was lying on my back; I immediately opened my eyes and sat up. The first thing I noticed was that my hands were no longer bound.
I was sitting on a grassy bank close to a river, which was gleaming like silver. I looked up, expecting to see the moon, but the sky was dark. Then I noticed that everything around me was glowing with a faint silvery light. At the river margin, tall reeds swayed rhythmically in the light wind that was blowing downstream toward me. They too gave off that silver sheen.
Where was I? How was this possible? Was it a dream? If so, it had an unusual clarity to it: I could smell blossoms on the breeze, and the ground felt very solid beneath me. To my left was the edge of a forest, which continued on the other bank. There were deciduous trees as far as the eye could see, the branches heavy with blooms, and the air was balmy. It seemed to be high summer, not the chill prespring weather of Killorglin.
I got to my feet and heard a new sound. At first I thought it was the whistle of the wind ruffling the reeds, but there were definite notes, and I found it compelling. I wanted to hear more.
So I set off upstream toward the sound. I came to a wide, grassy clearing that edged the river, where I saw an astonishing sight. It was full of hundreds of animals—mostly rabbits and hares, but there were a few foxes and a couple of badgers, all staring toward the source of the music, their eyes wide and unblinking, as if they’d been hypnotized. Additionally, the trees were full of birds of all types.
A young boy was sitting on a rock playing a pipe. It appeared to be made from a simple reed, but the music he made was exquisite. His hair was long, his face very pale, and he was clothed in a garment that seemed to be fashioned out of leaves and grass. The face was fully human, but for his ears, which were elongated and a little pointy. His feet were bare, and his toenails were so long that each curled up into a spiral.
From my reading of the Spook’s Bestiary, I knew that this must be Pan. He sometimes took the form of a boy; this was his least threatening shape. In this form the god was sometimes considered benign, the life force of nature itself.
The boy looked up at me and stopped playing. Immediately the creatures of the forest fled, the spell of the music broken. In a few seconds there were only the two of us left.
“Where am I?” I asked. I felt very calm and not in the least afraid.


“Does it matter where you are?” the boy said. He smiled pleasantly, but his next words filled me with sudden terror. “I’ve brought you to the region where I dwell. This is what you call the dark, the place you fear the most!”




CHAPTER XIII
A PACT
 



  

 
 



I looked up at the trees, which still shimmered with silver light. Could this really be the dark? I wondered. It certainly wasn’t what I’d anticipated.
But Pan was right. This had been my biggest fear of all—to be dragged off to the dark after my death. But I had expected the Fiend to do that.
“I didn’t expect the dark to be like this,” I said, my voice hardly more than a whisper.
“That’s because it isn’t the dark,” Pan replied sweetly.
“But you just said it was…”
“Listen to me carefully, boy. I said it’s a place that you call the dark. In truth, this is a shadow world that lies between limbo and the dark itself. It is a resting place. To me it is the Hollow Hills, but is called Tech Duinn by the people of Ireland—or sometimes the Otherworld. Their gods like this place, as do their dead heroes. But most humans can’t stay here for long—their memories bleed away into the silver light, and they are lost forever. Only heroes can endure. But you needn’t fear that now, because only your soul is here. Your body is back on the platform with that reeking animal.”
“The Morrigan? Is she here too?” I asked, glancing nervously up into the trees.
“She comes here on occasion, but not just now.”
“Am I dead?” I wanted to know.
“Not yet,” Pan replied, “but if you stay too long, you certainly will be. Your body is barely breathing. You need to get back as quickly as possible, so let’s not waste any time. I brought you here so that we could talk. It took all my strength; I keep being drawn back into the body of the goat, and it’s getting harder to resist the mages’ dark magic. Being in your world drives me insane—then I infect others with that same madness.”
“What do you want to talk about?” I asked. Was he actually going to return me to the world again?
“I need you to do something for me. In return, you get to keep your sanity.”
I nodded cautiously. What could one of the Old Gods want of me? What could I do that he couldn’t manage himself?
“All you have to do is release the hooves of the goat from the silver chains that bind them.”
“How can I do that? My hands are tied,” I reminded him.
“You’ll think of something, I’m certain of that,” Pan said with a smile. “Then, once you have freed me, I will do the rest.”
“The rest? What will you do then?”


“I will leave the goat’s body and escape the control of the mages. To be summoned in that way is abhorrent to me.”
“I thought the Old Gods wanted to be worshipped….” I said.
“The mages don’t truly worship me, not respectfully; they just use me to their own advantage. Employing those arcane rituals, they force me into the body of the goat and draw forth my power bit by bit. It weakens me and strengthens them.”
“Have they gained power already?” I asked.
“Some—their dark magic will be strong for a while,” he told me.
“I’ll do my best,” I agreed. “But there’s something else that I’d like from you….”
Pan raised his eyebrows.
“I have a friend called Alice, who was brought alive into the dark. Could you find her for me and release her, too?”
“Who brought her here?”
“The Fiend,” I replied.
“Then it’s hopeless,” said the god. “In the dark there are many different domains. I have one there, too. Each being has his own domain, which is generated by his power. The Fiend is a law unto himself and owns the largest domain of all. It is a terrible place for a mortal to be, living or dead. If I could, I would help. But I am powerless. We must go back now. I’m not strong enough to keep us both here for much longer.”
I nodded, and Pan began to play his pipe again. All around us there was a rustling and a beating of wings as the creatures entered the clearing, summoned by his compelling music.
Suddenly the sound of pipes ceased; everything began to fade, and my sight darkened once more.
 
I found myself lying on the platform. I struggled up into a sitting position and looked down onto the marketplace to be sure that no one was watching. I stared at the goat. It gave a bleat, so I turned my back on it and thrust my hands toward its mouth. I had thought of a way to release my bonds.


The goat sniffed at the rope and then began to chew with relish. Once or twice it nipped my skin and I flinched away, but it took the animal only a few minutes to release me.
I rubbed my hands to restore the circulation. Then I turned my attention to the problem of freeing the goat. The silver chains that tethered it were designed to hold captive a being from the dark as well as an earthly animal. There was no way that I could force the links apart with my bare hands. In my possession was the special key that could open most locks. Never knowing when I might need it again, I decided that, although it might just be possible to use it to break a link, it wasn’t worth damaging the key unless I had to.
I turned my attention to the fastenings that secured the chains to the wooden boards. The moon was bright, and I was able to see the situation clearly. The wood itself was new and strong, and there was no way I could pull the chains free. But then I saw that they were attached to two small iron rings, which were fastened to the wood by screws. Could I undo them? The mages had evidently never imagined that anyone would try. Maybe they hadn’t tightened them very hard?
I thought for a moment before searching in my pocket again and finding a coin. I inserted the edge into the head of the screw and turned. It wouldn’t budge. I pressed down as hard as I could; finally it began to move. Soon I was removing the screw with just my fingers.
The second screw proved much more difficult. I almost despaired of moving it, and the groove in the head started to shear away, but at last the screw turned. Eventually the iron ring came away from the boards, and the goat was free.
The creature looked at me and bleated once. It seemed to tense its body; then, to my astonishment, it leaped off the platform.
I watched, horrified, as the goat plunged toward the ground and hit the cobbles with a dull thump. It didn’t cry out on impact, but its legs twitched a few times and a puddle of blood began to form beneath it. The crown fell off its head and rolled away across the marketplace. Now I realized that it was through the goat’s death that Pan had intended to free himself.
The god didn’t leave our world quietly. A howling gale sprang up from nowhere, which blew out all the windows facing the marketplace and hurled down tiles from the roofs to smash on the cobbles. Doors blew off their hinges, and shouts rent the night air.
Fearing that it might topple over at any moment, I began to climb down from the platform, my feet seeking out the struts of the wooden shaft. I needn’t have worried—the wind was directed at the mages, who’d taken rooms facing the market; the tower, right in the calm eye of the storm, barely moved.
Moonlight lit up the whole area, giving me no place to hide, and by the time I reached the ground I could see mages heading toward the wooden structure. One gave a cry of anguish as he reached the body of the goat. I started sprinting down the triangle toward the street at the bottom, but someone holding a long-bladed, curved knife blocked my path. I swerved around him and headed for the river, which lay like a silver ribbon in the distance. There were trees beyond it; dark, shadowy areas. Once across the bridge, I’d have a good chance of escaping.
I glanced back and saw that I was being followed. I tried to hurry, but my body didn’t respond, still weak after spending long days and nights on the platform, exposed to the elements and eating little. When I looked back again, my pursuers were catching up fast. But I was approaching the bridge now. There was still just a slim chance that I could cross it and escape into the trees.
That hope was short-lived. I heard the sound of galloping hooves and knew that I was just moments from recapture or death. The first rider came at me from the right. I saw the glint of a sword in the moonlight, and ducked to my left as it swept down toward my head. Whether the blow was intended to kill me or the rider had just been using the flat of his sword, I couldn’t tell, but other horsemen quickly surrounded me, pointing their weapons at me, waiting until the runners caught up.


Moments later, rough hands seized me, and I was dragged back up the slope toward the marketplace. Magister Doolan was waiting beside the tower, grim faced.
“You have a lot to answer for, boy!” he said, cuffing me twice about the head, making my ears sing. “I’d love to slice you up slowly myself, but I’ll give you to the witch. She’ll know best how to make you suffer.”
With that, my hands and feet were tied and I was thrown over the back of a horse. All around me I heard a bustle as the mages and their followers prepared to leave Killorglin. Soon we were off, heading south in a long convoy. No doubt the mages feared that the Alliance would take this opportunity to attack, and we hurried along so quickly that those on foot had to jog to keep up with the horses.
I’d had a brief taste of freedom. Now it seemed that we were bound for the refuge of the mages, the Staigue ring fort. According to Shey, its defenses were impregnable. Once inside, I’d be as good as dead. They’d hand me over to the witch.


Despite everything, I allowed myself the small satisfaction of reflecting that the mages had been forced to abandon their ceremony. It had failed, and I had been the one to stop it.




CHAPTER XIV
THE HEAD OF THE WITCH
 



  

 
 



BY dawn we were deep in the southern hills. It was now raining hard, and I was soaked to the skin. I hung facedown against the horse’s flank, bouncing up and down uncomfortably, so my main view was of the boggy ground.
My first glimpse of the Staigue fort came when I was dragged off the horse and my feet were freed. I looked up at what appeared to be a gigantic drystone wall towering over us, the stones skillfully positioned one upon the other without the use of mud or mortar to bind them together. Ring fort was a good name for it, because that’s exactly what it was—a huge defensive circle of stones. Everyone was dismounting, and I soon found out why. The fort could only be entered by a very narrow gate, which was far too small for a horse.
Once through that gap in the wall, I got my first sight of the inside of the mages’ fortification. It had no roof, but the walls were very high, with nine separate flights of stone steps leading up to ramparts from which attackers could be repelled. The ground within it was churned to soft mud, but dotted about were a number of timber buildings. The stone fort was clearly very old, but these wooden constructions looked relatively recent. Some appeared to be dwellings, but the central one, which was round in shape, probably had a different purpose; it was toward this building that I was dragged.
We didn’t enter right away. I was forced to sit down in the mud and surrounded by four guards armed with swords. While we waited, the narrow gap through which we’d entered the fort was sealed with stones. The job was done so expertly that there was no sign at all of where the entrance had been. I assumed that someone had remained outside to take the horses away to shelter.
At last I was hauled to my feet, and the Butcher led the way into the large building. Inside stood a circular, elevated dais. It was stained and polished, and marked upon its surface was a large pentacle of the type mages used to summon a demon or other supernatural entity. A number of chairs and a table were set out at the center. Around the dais, the floor was mud, and there must have been at least nine armed guards standing up to their ankles in it. Upon the dais stood seven barefoot mages, and near its edge was Thin Shaun. He was cradling his son, Konal, who was still wrapped in a blanket. Thin Shaun’s hood was pulled forward, his head bowed and in shadow.
Doolan approached the edge of the wooden structure to address him. “Where is Scarabek?” he snapped.


“I failed—despite my best efforts she is still a prisoner. But her enemy is prepared to exchange her for the boy. I advise you to let him go.” Thin Shaun nodded at me. “Then you’ll have Scarabek to sacrifice next time we attempt the ritual.”
“Who is this enemy?” demanded the chief mage angrily.
Thin Shaun lifted his head, and with his left hand pulled back his hood so that his face was visible. Even before he spoke, I knew the identity of the enemy who had bested him. Her sign was carved into his forehead, and it was still weeping blood.

“Her name is Grimalkin—she’s an assassin and has come from a powerful witch clan over the water. Never have I encountered someone with such skill. All my strength and magic proved useless against her. I was completely at her mercy,” Thin Shaun admitted.


Suddenly I was filled with new hope. Grimalkin was here.
“Is she alone,” demanded Doolan, “or supported by other clan members?”
“She is alone.”
“Then she can be dealt with.”
Thin Shaun looked away.
“Although we failed to raise the god, the attempt did bear some fruit.” The Butcher’s voice was full with confidence. “It has made our magic stronger. She is only one; if we fill a mage with our combined strength, just one of our number will be enough to kill her. I will be her executioner!”
Doolan bowed his head and started to mutter to himself. The words he spoke were in the Old Tongue—he was using dark magic. As he did so, the seven other mages knelt in a huddle at the edge of the dais and chanted for a minute or so before suddenly falling silent.
Then they moved close to Doolan and stretched out their arms, laying their hands on his head, shoulders, upper back, and chest. They began to chant again, and in response, the man they called the Butcher closed his eyes and began to shudder.
I remembered how they had performed a similar ritual with the gunners at the siege of Ballycarbery Castle. Before the mages had invested them with power, they had been ineffectual; afterward, they had become devastatingly accurate and had breached the castle wall. Doolan was formidable already. How much more dangerous would he become? Could he pose a real threat to Grimalkin?
At last the mages fell silent and withdrew their hands. “I go now!” the Butcher told them, showing his teeth. “I’ll bring back the head of our enemy!”
He left the hall, and I was dragged out after him. I wondered how he was going to get out of the fort. Surely they wouldn’t have to remove the stones that now blocked the entrance? The mage headed for the nearest set of steps that led up to the ramparts at the top of the wall. Beside them stood an iron pillar. Fastened to it and coiled beneath it was a long length of strong rope. The Butcher seized the end and dragged the rope after him as he ascended. I watched him throw it down outside the wall. Then he clambered across the top and disappeared from view. He was climbing down the rope to reach the ground.
After a few moments he gave a shout, and one of the guards ran to the pillar and began to haul on the rope. The end appeared over the wall and slithered down the steps like a snake. At that point, I was forced to squat in the wet mud again. Then we waited.
 
We waited all day; nothing happened. They changed my guard twice. I was wet through again, shivering from the cold and damp, and close to starvation.
Then, at dusk, I heard a distant cry. It sounded like something in great pain.
One of the guards spat in the mud. “Just an animal,” he said. However, my experience as an apprentice spook told me that it was more likely to be human.
From time to time a mage climbed the ramparts and peered out into the night. By now, even allowing for the elevation of the land, the moon should have been visible to the east. But the thick clouds promised more rain, and the night grew darker. Lanterns were hung from hooks on the wall, but for some reason the light they cast was weak, as if the darkness itself was viscous and thick. I could hear the voices of the mages, but they were muffled and indistinct.
Then a voice called loudly and clearly from beyond the wall. “Lower the rope!”
I recognized that deep, gruff voice. It was the Butcher. Had he been successful? I wondered.
A guard threw down the end of the rope, and moments later Doolan was standing on the ramparts; the soldier held a lantern close to his face. Doolan led the way down the steps again. When he reached the mud at the bottom and approached the first wall lantern, I realized that he was carrying something in his left hand. By now Thin Shaun had emerged from the round hut, half a dozen mages following close behind.
They waited behind me as Doolan strode through the mud. With his right hand he drew a long bloodstained knife from his belt; in his left, casually held by the hair, was a severed head. I felt sick to the pit of my stomach. The Butcher raised it up so that the mages could get a good look at it.
I recognized that face—both beautiful and cruel, with high cheekbones and lips that were painted black.
“Behold! The head of the witch!” he cried.
I was looking at the face of the witch assassin.
Grimalkin was dead.




CHAPTER XV
DARK ANGEL
 



  

 
 



MY heart sank into my boots. Everything was lost. My hope of escape had been snatched away. Grimalkin had also offered our only real hope of binding the Fiend. I felt sad, too. She had been a malevolent witch, the assassin of the Malkin clan, but we had fought alongside each other. Without Grimalkin’s help, I would be dead already.


“Where is Scarabek?” asked Thin Shaun.
“She’s safe enough,” Doolan told him, “but was hurt in the struggle. I came on ahead to bring you the news. She is happy for me to deal with the boy and give him the slow death he justly deserves. I will start now,” he said, lifting the knife and licking the blood from its long blade.
I was pulled to my feet, and my bonds were cut. Then Thin Shaun seized me by the hair and dragged me toward the chief mage.
“Death has come for you, boy!” he cried. “Look upon his fearsome face!”
The Butcher, Doolan, smiled grimly. Then he said something really strange:
“Death has sent his dark angel instead!”
Dark angel? What did he mean?
I looked at Doolan and saw that there was something weird about him. A purple light shimmered around his head, and his face seemed to be melting. He was shifting his shape. His lips were now black. The forehead seemed narrower, too; the cheekbones higher. It was no longer the face of the chief mage.
It was Grimalkin.
As usual, the witch assassin was dressed to deal out death. Her body was crisscrossed with leather straps, each holding more than one sheath; they housed her blades and the scissors she used to snip away the thumb bones of her defeated enemies. From her left shoulder was suspended a small burlap sack. What new weapon did that contain? I wondered. Her lips were painted black, and when she opened her mouth I could see those terrifying teeth, each one filed to a sharp point. She looked dangerous, every inch a killer.
The witch assassin had used a cloak of dark magic to deceive her enemies. I felt a surge of joy; I wasn’t dead yet. In her left hand Grimalkin held the severed head of Doolan, which she now tossed disdainfully into the mud at her feet. In one fluid motion she hurled the long knife toward me with terrible force. But I was not the target, and Grimalkin rarely missed.


Thin Shaun screamed, and his hand convulsed before releasing my hair. I turned and watched him fall to his knees in the mud, the knife up to its hilt in his chest. The mages around me panicked and started to move backward, away from the witch.
Grimalkin ran forward, grabbed me by the left shoulder, and spun me behind her. I slipped and went down on my hands and knees in the mud. Now she was between me and our enemies, crouching, ready to attack. A guard launched a spear toward her chest. The aim was good and it was fast, but at the last moment she knocked it aside with the edge of her hand, simultaneously hurling another knife. The guard died even before his spear had been deflected to the ground. I scrambled to my feet.
“Run for the steps! Use the rope!” the witch cried, pointing toward the wall.
I did as she commanded, but I was unfit after long days and nights of imprisonment and ill treatment. My legs felt sluggish, the mud sucking at my boots and delaying my progress. I glanced back and saw that, as yet, Grimalkin was making no attempt to follow me. She was fighting a dozen mages and guards, whirling and cutting. I heard screams and groans of agony as her blades slashed and stabbed, driving back her foes.
I’d reached the steps; I began to climb as fast as I was able, my legs as heavy as lead. I was now at the ramparts and glanced back down again. Grimalkin had retreated and was fighting next to the iron pillar to which the end of the rope was tied.
I suddenly saw a great danger. Once she left that position and tried to make her own escape, they would cut through the rope. Surely she must be aware of the danger, I thought. I clambered over the edge of the wall and began to climb down. I felt dizzy and spun around and around on the rope, finding it hard to hold on.
At last, breathless and weak with exertion, I reached the ground and looked up. There were cries from beyond the ramparts; then Grimalkin appeared at the top of the wall and began her rapid descent. My heart was in my mouth, but she was suddenly there at my side, pointing to the east.


“Our best hope is to follow the coast that way!” she told me.
Without waiting for a reply, she ran off. I kept up as best I could, but she began to get farther and farther ahead. She halted and came back toward me. Turning, I could see the lights of torches on the distance.
“There are too many of them to fight,” she said. “Soon they’ll send for horses as well. You’ve got to move faster. Our lives depend on it.”
My mind was willing, but my body simply couldn’t match its demands. “I can’t,” I said. “I’ve been tied up for days and I’ve eaten little. I’m sorry, but I just haven’t the strength.”
Without another word, the witch seized me by my legs and heaved me up onto her shoulders as if I were no more than a sack of feathers. Then she headed east.
 
Grimalkin ran for at least an hour. Once she leaped across a stream; on another occasion she slipped to her knees on a slope. The next thing I knew, I was being taken into some sort of shelter and lowered to the ground. Then I fell into a really deep sleep. When I awoke, Grimalkin was cooking something over a fire, the smoke drifting up a chimney.
I sat up slowly and looked about me. It was daylight, and we were sheltering in an abandoned cottage. I could see no furniture, and animals had obviously been using the place before us. There was sheep dung on the stone flags near the doorway. The cottage had no door, and the single window was broken. It was drafty, but the roof was still intact, and it was dry.
The witch assassin was crouching in the hearth, slowly rotating two rabbits impaled on spits. She turned and gave me a smile, showing her sharp teeth. Then, to my surprise, I saw my staff leaning against the wall in the far corner of the room.
“I retrieved your staff from Scarabek’s cottage and left it here on my way to Staigue. Are you feeling better now?” she asked.
I nodded. “Yes, and thank you for saving my life. Again.” I gestured toward the fire. “Aren’t you bothered about the smoke from the chimney? Are they still searching for us?”
“Yes, but they won’t find us here—I’ve cloaked this place with magic. Once night falls we’ll continue our journey.”
“Where are we going?” I wondered.
“To Kenmare, to meet your master.”
“Have you spoken to him already?”
“Yes. He made his way back there—though Alice wasn’t with him and I’ve had no further contact with her. She’s well beyond the protection of the blood jar.”
I bowed my head. “The blood jar can’t help her now,” I said sadly. “The Celtic witch, Scarabek, gave Alice to the Fiend, and he took her away into his domain.”
“The poor girl,” Grimalkin replied. “Then she is lost. There is nothing we can do for her. I wish I’d known that. I let Scarabek go. She’d served her purpose—she was just a way to free you. I should have killed her!”
When I heard these words, I felt a stab of pain in my heart. They confirmed what I already believed, but coming from the witch assassin’s lips, they held a terrible finality.
“Now that she’s free, Scarabek will come looking for me again,” I told her. “I was with Bill Arkwright when he killed her twin sister. She seeks revenge before giving me to the Fiend.”
“You needn’t worry. You’ll be safe with me at your side,” Grimalkin said. “Besides, I took something else from the witch’s cottage.”
She handed me the burlap sack I’d noticed earlier. I opened it and, to my delight, saw that it contained my silver chain.
“Put it away,” Grimalkin said. “Even with it in the sack, it burned my fingers. I can’t bear to be near it!”
Then she lifted one of the spits and held it out toward me. “Eat up. You’ll need your strength.”
For a while we ate in silence. The rabbit was delicious. I was starving, and kept burning my mouth in my eagerness to wolf it down.
“How did your master take the news about the blood jar?” Grimalkin asked. “He said little to me; he seemed subdued and deep in thought. He can hardly find it easy to accept that his apprentice is protected by dark magic.”


“He took it very badly,” I answered, automatically checking that it still lay in my pocket. “For a moment I thought he was going to smash it immediately—sending the three of us to the dark forever. But then he relented; it was as if your plan had given him new hope. Life’s dealt him a bad hand in recent months. His house and library were burned to the ground—the heritage it was his duty to keep safe. He’s never been the same since.”
“Well, he won’t have expected us to be allies again after Greece. That won’t be easy for him either,” she remarked.
“Did Alice tell you that the jar is cracked and starting to fail?”
Grimalkin nodded. “She did, and it’s essential that we deal with the Fiend as soon as possible.”
“How did you escape from Scotland?” I asked.
“By terrifying a poor fisherman into bringing me here,” she replied with a fierce smile. “I paid him by sparing his life.”
“And how are things back in the County?” I asked, licking the last fragments of succulent rabbit from my fingers.


“At the moment it’s very bad. People have nothing—the enemy soldiers have taken everything. But they will not hold sway forever.”
“But we still might have to wait a long time before venturing home,” I guessed.
I thought of my family, living in the County. How were they surviving the enemy occupation? The farm might well have been raided and the animals driven off to be slaughtered as food for the troops. Would my brothers Jack and James have tried to resist? If so, they could be dead.
“The enemy has advanced too far. Their forces and their lines of supply are stretched thin,” Grimalkin asserted. “And they have not yet overcome the most northerly counties. Beyond them, the Lowland Scots are gathering; in the spring they’ll be joined by the Highlanders. Then they will launch an attack together, and the men of the County will rise up again—we witches will play our part, too. There will be many deaths. We will drive the enemy south, then into the sea. Our scryers have seen it come to pass.”
Witch scryers really did see the future, but I knew that they could also be wrong, so I didn’t comment. Instead, I directed Grimalkin’s thoughts toward our most powerful enemy. “Do you really believe that we can bind the Fiend?” I asked.
“Would I have come all this way otherwise?” She gave me a brief smile. “Though we need to discuss everything with John Gregory. The attempt will be dangerous and could be the end of us. It’s a big risk—but yes, I do believe that it can be done. Where the Fiend is bound is important. It must be possible to hide the site from those who might wish to release him.”
“By dark magic?”
The witch assassin nodded. “Yes, I will wrap a cloak of dark magic about the place. But it must be remote—we mustn’t have anyone stumbling upon it by chance.”
 
After dark we continued toward Kenmare. I was feeling much stronger now, and was pleased to feel my staff in my hand and to hear the familiar chink of my silver chain in my pocket. Mostly we strode along in silence, but I was preoccupied by thoughts of Alice’s plight, and eventually I brought the subject up again.
“Is there really no hope for Alice?” I asked. “No way of getting her back?”
“I fear we can do nothing. I wish it were otherwise.”
“But what if we do manage to bind the Fiend? Won’t that make a difference?”
“When we destroy the blood jar, he will come, desperate to seize you. He will leave Alice behind, and there she will remain. I know it is a terrible thing to accept—but console yourself with the thought that, once he’s been bound and cut off from his domain, Alice’s pain will surely lessen. He will not be there to mete it out.”
Grimalkin’s attempt to console me failed. I thought of Alice, trapped in the dark, lonely, afraid, and in unimaginable torment. I remembered the words of Pan:
The Fiend is a law unto himself and owns the largest domain of all. It is a terrible place for a mortal to be, living or dead.




CHAPTER XVI
THE DRAGON’S LAIR
 



  

 
 



WE reached Kenmare about two hours before dawn and approached the high wall that enclosed Shey’s fortified mansion. Intercepted by several aggressive guards at the gate, Grimalkin drew a blade and showed them her pointed teeth. In the lantern light she looked every inch the fearsome witch, but the men, although they recognized me, were wary of a witch and prepared to attack.
There were five of them, but I wouldn’t have given much for their chances against Grimalkin. However, sense prevailed, and I persuaded them to send one of their number back to the house to wake Shey and the Spook. The guard returned quickly, muttered an apology, and we were escorted in.
I had a brief meeting alone with my master and told him what had happened. When I came to the part where the Fiend had disappeared, taking the terrified Alice back into the dark with him, a lump came into my throat and I gave a sob, my eyes filling with tears.
The Spook put his hand on my shoulder and patted it gently. “There’s little I can say to make you feel better, lad. Just try to be strong.”
Grimalkin and I joined the Spook and Shey in the study in the east wing, where a peat fire was burning in the hearth.
I suppose I’d never expected to see the leader of the Land Alliance again, thinking he was bound to be killed when the walls of Ballycarbery Castle were breached. But he told us that the enemy forces had merely come to take the mage we’d held prisoner so that he could be sacrificed. So once that aim was achieved, they’d immediately called off the siege.
“You did well, boy!” Shey congratulated me. “One of our spies brought us word. Magister Doolan is dead. Single-handed, you stopped the ritual. It took some courage to free the goat and push it off the platform.”
“I wasn’t really alone,” I told him. Then I explained about my visit to the Hollow Hills and how Pan had played his part.
They all listened in silence, but when I’d finished, Shey reached across and clapped me on the back.
“It was incredibly brave,” he said. “Most people would have been driven insane by him.”
“Indeed, but we’re seventh sons of seventh sons,” explained the Spook. “In such situations, that gives us the strength that others lack.”


“Maybe,” said Grimalkin, “but Tom is more than that. Remember, he also has the blood of his mother running through his veins. Do you really believe that Pan would have deigned to cooperate with you, John Gregory, in that way? I think not.”
The Spook didn’t reply, but neither did he disagree. Instead, he reached across and picked up Shey’s map of Kerry. Then he unfolded it and spread it out on the table.
“Am I right in saying that you’ve once again reached a stalemate with the mages?” he asked, looking directly at the leader of the Land Alliance.
Shey nodded. “I’m afraid so. The rites may have been brought to a premature end, but they gained some power—any further attack made on them now may be risky.”
“Well, we are going to attempt something very dangerous, but if it succeeds, it could help your cause too,” the Spook went on. “We are going to try and bind the Fiend—the Devil himself. If that can be achieved, the power of the dark and all its other servants will be reduced. Aye, and that would include the mages.


“What we need is a remote location, a suitable place to bind him. This is your land. Where do you suggest?” he asked, pointing at the map.
Shey got to his feet, rested his hands on the table, and studied the map, tracing the line of the coast southwest toward Cahersiveen with his index finger before moving inland. “There’s a ruined church there,” he said, jabbing at a point with his finger. “Kealnagor. The locals think it’s haunted, so they stay away. You couldn’t choose better than that.”
“It’s a little too close to the ring fort at Staigue,” said the Spook. “The last thing we want is one of the mages coming across it—especially while we’re doing the binding.”
Shey moved his finger eastward and tapped Kenmare. “Why not do it near here, then? This is probably the area that’s safest from the interference of the mages. And there is one place that most local folk avoid: a stone circle that lies just outside the village.”
“Is that haunted too?” the Spook asked him.
He shook his head. “There’s something there for sure, but perhaps not a ghost. I visited it once for a wager and felt it myself, though I could see nothing. It’s a creepy place, especially after dark. I kept shivering—I just knew that there was something nearby, something huge and terrifying. Even in daylight, people keep well away.”
“Well, I suggest that we go and see this haunted stone circle.” The Spook smiled. “It could be just what we’re looking for!”
 
It was a bright, clear morning, and the ground was dusted with frost. As yet there was little warmth in the sun, and our breath steamed up into the crisp air. As the stone circle wasn’t far from Shey’s house, we set off before breakfast, as soon as it was light. It was perfect weather for walking, and we took the dogs. They ran ahead, barking excitedly, glad to be out and reunited with us all again.
Soon we could see the stone circle in the distance. It stood on a small hill, surrounded on three sides by trees. On my travels with the Spook I had seen such circles formed with much larger standing stones. Some of the ones here were no more than boulders. I counted twelve of them.
When we reached the circle, the wolfhounds suddenly started to whine; they lay down at its edge and would proceed no farther.
I sensed something right away. A cold shiver ran the length of my spine. Something from the dark was nearby. But, to my surprise, my master gave me one of his rare smiles.
“Couldn’t be better, lad!” he told me. “What we have here is a dragon, and a special one to boot! This is a dragon’s lair!”
We followed him into the stone circle, Shey looking nervous. Even Grimalkin looked tense, and rested her hand on the hilt of her largest blade. I vaguely remembered reading about such creatures in my master’s Bestiary.
“Most people think that a dragon is a huge lizard breathing fire and smoke, but a true dragon is an elemental,” the Spook explained. “They are air spirits, invisible but immense. This one is probably coiled about within this hill. They live their lives at a different speed than we humans. To them, our lifetimes pass in the blinking of an eye. Most people can barely sense the presence of a dragon, but this one is particularly strong. Can’t you feel its malevolence? It’s enough to keep people away—and that’s exactly what we want.
“However, it wouldn’t worry a true servant of the dark,” he continued with a frown, turning to face Shey. “We can’t guarantee that this area will always remain safe and in your hands.”
“I can cloak it,” said Grimalkin. “Even if the mages camped close to the stones, they would not suspect what was here. Of course, there are other powerful servants of the dark who might see beyond my magic. But first things first…”
“Yes, there’s no point in delaying. Let’s get on with our preparations,” said the Spook. “We’ll try to bind him here, right at the center of the circle, within the coils of the dragon. Now I need the services of a stonemason, and also a good rigger. They must be craftsmen we can trust to keep quiet afterward. Could you find them for me?” he asked, turning to Shey.
“I know an excellent local stonemason,” he replied. “The rigger might be more difficult, but I’ll make inquiries.”
“And I need something else from you,” said Grimalkin. “I must fashion spears and nails with which to bind the Fiend. I noticed that you have extensive stables behind your house—do you have a forge?”
“Yes, and an excellent smith who I’ll put at your service.”
“The forge itself will suffice. I work alone,” Grimalkin said with a frown. “I would like to begin the task as soon as possible.”
“Of course—I’ll take you there right away,” said Shey nervously, clearly intimidated by the witch.
“Aye,” said the Spook, “and while you’re doing that, the lad and I will get started on the pit.”
 
Back at the house, after a light breakfast, we collected our bags and a couple of sturdy shovels to do the digging. The weather seemed likely to remain fine for the rest of the day. It made sense to get started. It would be no fun at all digging in the rain.
“Well,” said the Spook as I put down our bags and the spades near the center of the circle of stones, “this is a good spot. Give me a spade, lad!”
He jabbed it deep into the soft earth and gave a satisfied grunt. “The digging should be relatively easy. But first I’ll mark out the boundaries of the pit,” he said, taking a folded measuring rod from his bag. “We’d better make it large—no doubt the Fiend will appear in the same form as he did last time, so it needs to be at least three times as big as a boggart pit. I hope you’ve recovered your strength after your ordeal, lad.”
That meant there would be a lot of earth to remove. I’d be doing most of the digging, no doubt, even though I still felt weak, and I would be left with sore muscles and an aching back.
I watched as the Spook marked the dimensions of the pit on the bare earth very precisely, using small wooden pegs and twine. When he’d finished, I picked up the largest shovel and set to work. I had a long day ahead of me. Mostly my master just watched, but every hour or so he gave me a break and set to himself.
At first, as I worked, I kept thinking of poor Alice, but after a while my mind went blank and the numbing monotony of hard digging took over. At one point I paused to catch my breath and leaned heavily on the shovel handle.
“What about the stone lid for the pit?” I asked. “It’ll be much heavier than usual, and here we have no branch to lower it from.”
When binding boggarts, the rigger usually lashed his block and tackle to a branch and used it to lower the stone. That’s why we always dug our pits beneath a large tree.
“The rigger will have to construct a strong wooden gantry, lad, with a beam from which to hang the block. It makes the job more difficult and will take extra time. Not only does the rigger have to be good at his job and able to keep his mouth shut afterward; he and his mate both need to be brave. Do you remember what happened to poor Billy Bradley?”


Billy had been John Gregory’s apprentice before me. The Spook had been ill and was forced to send Billy out alone to bind a dangerous ripper boggart. Things had gone wrong. The stone lid had trapped Billy’s fingers, and after finishing the blood in the bait dish, the ripper had bitten off his fingers. He’d died of shock and loss of blood.
I nodded sadly. “The riggers panicked,” I recalled.
“That’s right, lad. If they’d kept their nerve, that rigger and his mate could have lifted the stone off Billy’s fingers in seconds, and he’d still be alive today. We need an experienced rigger who doesn’t scare easily!”
Suddenly a thought struck me—the carving on the stone…
“Where do we leave our mark when the binding is done?” I asked. “Do we carve a symbol on the top and put our names underneath to show who bound the Fiend himself?”
“It would certainly be the pinnacle of my life’s work,” my master replied. “But we’ll leave no mark this time. Nobody must know he’s there. We’ll put a boulder on top of the stone. That way, folks in years to come will just assume it’s part of the pattern of standing stones and not think to disturb it.
“Anyway, lad,” he went on. “You’ve rested long enough; let’s stop this idle speculation and get back to work! Instead of just cutting out the dimensions of the pit, why don’t you test it for depth just about where you’re standing now?”
I’d been working methodically, following the marks the Spook had made, keeping the excavation more or less even. But what he said made sense. It was a good tip to put into my notebook for future reference; something that, no doubt, my master had learned from experience. We had to know if we could achieve the necessary depth. So I started to dig deeper.
I started to feel a chill: Was it the dragon sensing me disturbing his lair?
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THE following day we soon hit solid rock and could go no deeper. I hoped the pit would be big enough for our purposes. About midafternoon, when I’d just about finished, Grimalkin paid us a visit. Over her shoulder she was carrying something wrapped in sacking—no doubt the spears that she’d forged.


“Will that be big enough?” she asked, looking down at the pit doubtfully.
“I hope so. I was going to make it deeper, but this rock’s put an end to that,” I told her.
Grimalkin looked worried. “I’ve seen the Fiend bigger than that. He was a giant, a monster.”
“If he’s that big, there may be nothing we can do,” I said.
“Remember, I have given birth to his child—the child he slayed,” Grimalkin said. “He cannot come near me unless I will it. That could be our last line of defense.”
She smiled, curling her lips over her needle-sharp teeth. “And perhaps that layer of rock will be to our advantage,” she said. “I have crafted spears and also some shorter nails. The rock will provide a firm base for the binding.”
“Well,” said the Spook, “we’re ready now—as ready as we’ll ever be. We can rest and gather our strength for the ordeal tonight.”
Grimalkin shook her head. “No, there is further work to be done first,” she told him. She knelt and unrolled the sacking on the ground to reveal the stakes and nails. I could not see even a hint of silver alloy. They seemed to be crafted of plain steel.
“I need silver to fold into the steel,” she said.
I knew I had no choice. I would have to offer my silver chain. It was a vital tool for a spook, and a present from my mam, but surrendering it would make the binding of the Fiend possible.
“You can use this,” I said, making to hand it to her.
But the Spook frowned. “Nay, lad, you’ll need it again one day. We’ll use mine. What better use could it serve? Besides, my old master, Henry Horrocks, had a chain of his own, and I inherited it after his death. It’s out of harm’s way with my brother Andrew in Adlington, at his locksmith’s shop. One day, when it’s safe to return to the County, we’ll go and collect it.”
As he spoke, there was a hint of sadness in the Spook’s face. That chain had served him well over the years. To surrender it was hard.
 


It took nearly two days for Grimalkin to craft the weapons to her satisfaction. Behind the house, the forge rang with the rhythmical pounding of her hammer. She melted down my master’s silver chain before forming it into strips, which she worked skillfully into the iron of the stakes and the broad-headed nails.
In the afternoon of the second day, one of Shey’s servants brought word that Grimalkin wished to speak to me alone. I entered the shed that housed the forge where she was working. Afraid of disturbing her concentration, I didn’t speak, but instead waited patiently in a corner, watching her craft a spear. She wore thick leather gloves to protect her witch’s skin from the iron and silver. The long, sharp spear in her grasp was being formed into a slender helix, a fine twisting alloy of silver and iron. It was the last of four; the nails had already been completed.
Satisfied at last, she laid down the finished weapon on a bench close to the anvil, and then she turned to face me, her gaze holding mine.
“Listen,” she said, her eyes glittering fiery red with the reflected light of the forge. “Tonight we’ll bind him—whatever it takes. I’d give my life to achieve that, if it was necessary.”
I nodded. “I fear that the moment the Fiend realizes he’s in the pit, he’ll halt time. And I won’t be strong enough to stop him—though I vow I’ll die trying.”
She frowned. “I have often thought about the Fiend and his powers. When he’s halted time in the past, the initiative has been his. So, rather than being on the defensive and trying to prevent that, why not attack by halting time yourself, at the very moment he appears?”
“I’ve managed to achieve that a couple of times in the past, but the effect hasn’t lasted. Still, I’ll do my best,” I assured her.
“Succeed, and time will halt for all those in the vicinity of the pit—all but you. The Fiend will quickly understand the situation, but by then you will already have driven your spear deep into his dirty hide.”
I nodded. It might just work. Grimalkin was right. This time I would take the initiative and strike first.


 
We tried our best to grab a few hours’ sleep before dark. We’d need to be strong, rested, and alert for the task ahead. I didn’t bother getting undressed—though I quickly checked the blood jar in my pocket; the crack still seemed to be holding the Fiend at bay. Then I lay on top of the bedcovers and closed my eyes.
I soon fell into a really deep, dreamless sleep, but sensing something strange, I jerked awake, sitting bolt upright.
The mirror on the bedside table was flickering. A face appeared. It was Alice! She was wide-eyed with terror; it wrenched at my heart to see her in that state.
The mirror clouded. She had breathed on the surface of the one she was using. She began to write, and her message slowly appeared.
The letters appeared backward on the glass:



Could she really escape from the dark? I wondered. All at once I was filled with fresh hope. Quickly I breathed on the mirror and wrote my reply on the misted glass.

Alice began to write again, but the words appeared only very slowly. Was she in pain? What was wrong?

I read this one with ease, in less time than it had taken her to write it: Pan found me a doorway back. But I can’t get through alone, can I? Need your help, Tom.
Could there really be a doorway back to our world? Pan must be aiding Alice in repayment for my help with the mages. But he’d said he couldn’t help—that the Fiend was too strong. And how was it possible to use a mirror to communicate from the dark? I wondered. Was that why it was taking her so long to write each message! I quickly breathed on the mirror and wrote again.

Her reply came more quickly this time.

The lair of the dragon? That was what the Spook had called the circle of stones where we hoped to bind the Fiend.

The mirror flickered and grew dark. My heart plummeted into my boots. Alice had gone before I could get that vital information from her. But just as I began to despair, the mirror filled with light again, and Alice’s finger began to write, very slowly.



She was asking me to come alone—that certainly made sense. Grimalkin had told the Spook that Pan had only dealt with me because of my mam. It was dangerous to go alone, but if that was the only way, then I had no choice.
I drew back the curtains and looked through the window. It was twilight; soon it would be completely dark. In the next room, I could hear the Spook stirring. From the pouches in my bag I quickly filled my pockets with salt and iron. Next I took my silver chain and tied it around my waist, hiding it under my shirt.
Carrying my boots in one hand and my staff in the other, I tiptoed out through the door and managed to get downstairs without meeting anyone. One of the servants saw me sitting on the step pulling on my boots. He nodded, and I nodded back before setting off down the path and letting myself out through the main gate.
I couldn’t see any of Shey’s guards, but they usually kept out of sight. They were probably hiding in the trees, watching me now, but it didn’t matter. They had been told a little of what we intended to do at the stone circle, but not enough to scare them too much. They thought it was some sort of rite to combat the dark power of the mages; when they saw me heading in that direction now, they would merely think I was setting out a little ahead of the others.
Soon I was among the trees, approaching the stones—the lair of the dragon. As I stepped over the soft ground, my feet cracked the occasional twig. A white mist lay close to the ground, but there was still enough light to avoid walking into a tree or stumbling over a log. I emerged at the foot of the hill, looking up at the standing stones, which were just visible against the cloudless sky. The brightest of the stars were out now, but the moon wouldn’t be up for several hours yet.
My heart was beating fast. Would I really be able to get Alice back?
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I walked steadily up the hill, shivering with a chill that suddenly traveled the length of my spine. It was the usual warning that something from the dark was near, but I paid little heed, intent on my purpose.
Moments later I was standing within the circle of stones, close to the pit that we had dug for the Fiend. All I could hear was my own rapid heartbeats and breathing. The mist seemed to be thickening and rising in snakelike coils. I spun slowly on my heels, checking the area through a full three hundred and sixty degrees. The mist seemed to be rising up from the ground, and there was a lot of it. It just didn’t seem normal. Could it be the breath of the dragon? I wondered.
No, that was absurd. Dragons weren’t fire breathers with hot breath; they were huge elemental spirits of the air. This was just ordinary mist.
Then I saw a sudden shimmer in the air, directly opposite the pit. Suddenly I was face-to-face with Alice. My heart gave a lurch, but then I saw that she wasn’t smiling; she didn’t seem at all pleased to see me—she looked terrified. Her face was caked with dirt and the whites of her wild eyes were showing, her hair matted and her mouth twisted in a grimace of terror. She seemed to be standing behind that shimmering curtain. It looked so flimsy. Surely it would be easy just to step through….
All at once Alice thrust her left hand toward me. It came right through into the world where I stood. “Help me, Tom!” she cried. She seemed to be shouting, but her voice was muffled and faint. “You’ve got to pull me through. I can’t do it alone!”
Without hesitation, I gripped her hand firmly, my left hand squeezing her left hand—which felt so cold. It was as if I was holding the hand of a dead person.
I pulled hard, but Alice seemed to resist. Was she stuck? Was something holding her back? I tugged even harder, but then the grip on my hand tightened and it really hurt. It was as if Alice was trying to crush my finger bones. Then, as I was dragged forward against my will, Alice’s face began to change. It wasn’t her. It was the face of Scarabek!
I tried to resist, but the grass was slippery, my feet lost their purchase, my staff went flying from my hand—and I was dragged into the shimmering curtain, the doorway to the dark.
There was a bright flash of yellow light, and Scarabek jerked my arm and then released her grip very suddenly, sending me spinning away from her. I hit the ground hard and rolled over several times before coming to a halt against a tree trunk, which knocked the breath from my body.
I rose up onto my knees, gasping, and quickly glanced about me. I was in a wood, and all the trees looked huge. That was strange enough, but everything was also bathed in a silver light. It was as if it radiated from everything—trees, ground, and sky—and I knew one thing for certain: I had left the world I knew far behind.
Suddenly I realized the truth. This wasn’t the dark. I was back in the Tech Duinn, the Hollow Hills—the place where Pan had taken me in spirit.
I looked up at Scarabek. She gave me an evil smile, but she seemed to be fading. I remembered what Shey had told us. Witches could not stay here for very long.
“I’m leaving you here, boy! I’m handing you over to the Morrigan. She’ll come for you at the twelfth peal of the midnight bell! You won’t forget that, I’m sure! And try not to forget who you are!” Scarabek cried in a mocking voice.
And then she was gone, leaving me to my fate.


I got to my feet, her final words spinning around inside my head. Forgetfulness! That was a real danger. What was it that Pan had told me?
…memories bleed away into the silver light, and they are lost forever. Only heroes can endure….
The heroes were those of Ireland—the ancients, the great ones such as Cuchulain. Despite her magic, even a Celtic witch couldn’t stay here for long. So what chance had I? I was here in the Otherworld—both in body and in soul. How could I hope to survive against the Morrigan? I had salt and iron in my pockets, and my silver chain tied about my waist. However, they couldn’t hurt a goddess. I remembered my fight with the Ordeen back in Greece, how she had simply shrugged off the silver chain I had cast about her.
I’m not entirely sure what happened next—but I suddenly found myself crawling on all fours rather than walking, and I felt befuddled and disoriented. I was searching for the staff, which had been knocked out of my grasp. Where was it? I desperately needed a weapon; I knew instinctively that without one I couldn’t survive.
Midnight was fast approaching, and a terrible creature would come for me then. But what was it? Some sort of demon? All I could remember was that a witch had sent it. She wanted revenge for something I’d done to her. But what had I done? What was it?
Why couldn’t I recall these things properly? My mind was whirling with fragments of memory—pieces that I couldn’t fit together. Was I already under some sort of dark enchantment? I wondered. I suddenly felt cold, very cold. Something from the dark was drawing close now.
In a panic, I leaped to my feet and desperately began to sprint through the trees, hindered by branches and thorny bushes that scratched and tore, but not caring. I just had to get away.
I could hear something chasing me now, but it wasn’t on foot. There was a furious flapping of gigantic wings. I glanced back over my shoulder and wished I hadn’t, because what I saw increased my terror and panic.
I was being chased by an immense black crow.


A fragment of my shattered memory fell into place.
The huge crow was the Morrigan, the bloodthirsty Old God of the Celtic witches. She scratched her victims to mark them for death. She haunted battlefields and pecked out the eyes of the dying.
A second fragment of memory slotted into its correct position.
This one filled me with hope. I knew that I still had a slim chance of escaping her. Ahead lay a church of some sort; once inside, I would be safe from the goddess. Could I reach it before I was seized by the Morrigan? I had dreamed this situation so many times, but now it was real. Were it not for that recurrent nightmare, this silver-lit world of the Hollow Hills would have snatched every last bit of my memory. I wondered if this ability to learn from my dreams was another gift I’d inherited from Mam.
Churches weren’t usually places of refuge from the dark. Priests might think so, but spooks certainly didn’t. Nevertheless, somehow I knew that I had to reach this one—or face death.
I’d been running hard, taking little heed of obstacles such as fallen logs and roots. Inevitably I tripped and went down. I got to my knees and looked up at my pursuer.
A dreadful creature was standing before me wearing a black, bloody gown that came down to her ankles—part woman, part crow. Her feet were bare and her toenails were talons, as were her fingernails, but she had a huge feathered head with a deadly beak.
She began to shift her shape. The beak shrank, the bird eyes changed until the head became human in appearance.
A third fragment of memory clicked into place.
I knew that face. It was the Celtic witch Scarabek. No doubt the Morrigan had taken on that identity to remind me of my crime against the witches who worshipped her.
All at once, in the distance, I heard the chime of a bell. Was it a church bell? If so, I could follow that sound to its source and take refuge!
It was worth a try, so on the second stroke I leaped to my feet and began to run toward the sound. I suddenly wondered how far away it was. Could I get there in time? The third peal sounded very near, but I could sense the Morrigan behind me, gliding closer and closer with every rapid step. I glanced back and saw that her face had been replaced by the huge crow’s head. The sharp beak was open wide, the sharp talons lunging toward me, ready to tear my flesh, mangle my body, and scatter my splintered bones.
But now, through the trees, I glimpsed the silvery outline of a building. It was little more than a chapel with a small bell tower. If only I could reach it!
As I got nearer, however, its outline began to shimmer and slowly shift its shape. The sharp angles softened, the tower disappeared, and it settled into the form of a burial mound. There was more: Beneath the dome of the grass-covered roof lay a structure of gleaming white stone. Now I could see an open doorway with an intricately carved stone lintel; absolute darkness waited within.
The Morrigan’s talons raked toward my left shoulder, but I twisted away and dived through the small square entrance to that dark refuge. When I hit the ground, it felt soft; there was a covering of yellow straw, and I rolled over a couple of times before coming to a halt. I let my eyes slowly adjust to the dark—and soon I was able to make out my surroundings.
I took a couple of deep breaths, then came up into a crouch and looked about me. In the center of the high ceiling of the mysterious chapel hung a seven-branched golden candelabrum, the thin candles blue and almost transparent. But the dim light didn’t reach the four corners of the chamber, where darkness gathered in impenetrable pools.
However, most significantly, the mysterious silver light had completely disappeared. The chapel was indeed a refuge from the Otherworld, and my mind, which had become increasingly sluggish and forgetful, felt sharp and clear again, and I recalled everything that had happened.
I heard a low growl and then the padding of heavy feet. Out of the shadows emerged a monstrous hound. I began to tremble. Claw and her fully grown pups, Blood and Bone, were fearsome beasts, but this hound was the size of a shire dray horse, as big and powerful as all three wolfhounds put together.


Was it the guardian of this place? If so, I had little chance against such a creature. But I didn’t need to defend myself, because an even bigger monster emerged from the shadows and put an enormous hand on the hound’s head to restrain it.
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HE was a giant of a man, with a wild mane of coarse red hair. He carried a spear in his right hand and a sword at his belt.
His striking red hair suddenly drew my attention again. Although there was no breeze, the hair seemed to be moving. It was standing on end and writhing slowly, like underwater reeds moving in a swirling current.
“You’re safe here, boy,” he said in a deep booming voice as he settled down next to the magnificent hound. “This hound won’t touch you. It’s what’s out there that you should fear. I fear the Morrigan too, but she can’t enter here. This is a sidhe—a place of refuge. Do you have a name?”
My throat was dry, and I had to swallow before I could speak. “Tom Ward,” I replied.
“And what do you do, Tom? What brings you here?”
“I’m an apprentice spook. My master and I fight the dark. I was tricked by a witch into entering this Otherworld—she wants the Morrigan to hunt me down.”
“Well, as long as you stay within this sidhe, she can’t touch you. Not even a goddess can enter. But it wouldn’t be wise to stay too long. Time passes differently here. It doesn’t flow at the same rate as it does back on earth. It moves forward in great surges. It is nearing midnight. Very soon the bells will chime the hour. At the twelfth peal, time will suddenly lurch forward: In one second spent here, many long years will have passed back in your world. Everyone you know will be dead. Go quickly, while you still have something to return to.”
“I want to get back, but I don’t know the way. And how can I get past the Morrigan?”
“You could fight her. I’ve fought her before, but it always ends in pain, and I wake up here and wait for my strength to return.”
“Who are you?” I asked.
“They once called me the Hound of Calann because I killed this dog here with my bare hands. Now, in the afterlife, we’re bound together.”
I remembered the tale Shey had told us. “So you’re Cuchulain—one of the great heroes of Ireland….”
The giant smiled at that. “Is that how they describe me, Tom? I like that. What else do they say about me?”
“They say that you’re resting here and will return when Ireland needs you.”
Cuchulain laughed. “Me—return? I don’t think so! One life was enough for me, short as it was. I’ve done with killing men. No, I won’t be going back, that’s for sure. But I’ve a good mind to help you get back. I’m in the mood for a fight—though I must warn you, I’m not the best of men to accompany you. In battle, a great fury comes upon me and a red mist clouds my vision. In that state, I’ve killed friends as well as enemies. I’ve regretted it afterward, but that doesn’t undo what’s been done. It doesn’t bring back the dead. So beware! But the offer is there—take it or leave it. Though don’t spend too long making up your mind, now.”
The huge hound lay down and closed its eyes, and a silence fell between me and Cuchulain. After a few moments, his head nodded onto his chest and his eyes closed, too.
If I accepted the hero’s offer of help, there was no guarantee that he could really protect me against Scarabek. Hadn’t he just said that when he fought her, it ended in pain and suffering? He always lost. Then there was the battle frenzy that came over him—while fighting her, he could just as easily kill me. But if I stayed here, I thought, I was as good as dead. I would never see anyone I cared about again. Although I knew now that Alice was lost to me, there was still my family. And the Spook and Grimalkin. Even my chance to bind the Fiend would be gone, and I’d be a stranger in an unknown world. I had a duty to fight the dark. I needed to complete my training and become a spook in my own right. No, I had to leave the sidhe—and as soon as possible, whatever the risk.
“You know a way back to my world?” I said to Cuchulain.
The dog growled in its sleep and he patted its head, his own eyes still closed. “I know several doors that lead back. The nearest lies not far from here. We could be halfway there before the goddess even realizes we’ve left this refuge.”
“I have to escape,” I told him. “Will you help me?”
Cuchulain opened one eye and gave me a lopsided grin. “My heart quickens!” he cried. “I can smell the blood of the Morrigan. It’s worth a go. This time I could win. This time I could strike off her head!” He laughed. “You see, I’m an eternal optimist. Never give up! That’s the true quality that marks a hero. Never give up, even when things look hopeless! And I think you have that quality, boy. You too are a hero!”
“I don’t think so,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m just a spook’s apprentice—I often get scared when facing the dark.”
Cuchulain smiled. “Even heroes are sometimes afraid, Tom. It takes the bravery of a hero to admit fear. Besides, you are here in the sidhe, and still breathing. Were you made of less, you would have been destroyed the moment you entered this place.”
He got to his feet and picked up his huge spear. “Have you no weapons, Tom?” he demanded.
“I use a spook’s staff, but I lost it when I was dragged through the doorway from my world. I have nothing but salt and iron and my silver chain….”
“The Morrigan won’t be bothered much by salt and iron, and the chain would only bind her for moments. She’d shift her shape and slip out of it in the twinkling of an eye. Here—take this dagger,” he said, reaching into his leather jerkin and handing me a weapon. “Strike her hard with this. She’ll feel it, mark my words!”
To Cuchulain it might have been a dagger, but he was a huge man, over twice the size of the village smith at Chipenden. The blade he handed me was a sword. It looked a very special sword, too, no doubt crafted for a king. The hilt was ornate, shaped like the head of some sort of beast. With a shock, I recognized it. It was a skelt, the creature that hid in crevices near water, then scuttled out to drink the blood of its victims. The skelt’s long snout formed the serrated blade of the sword; its eyes were two large rubies. It made sense—Ireland had lots of bogs and water, which would be home to skelts, so the sword had been fashioned in its likeness.
I took the handle in my left hand and tested it for balance. It felt right—almost as if it had been made for me.
Then I saw that the blade itself was crafted from a silver alloy. Such a weapon could destroy a demon. Although it was not effective against one of the Old Gods, the blade could still injure the Morrigan and buy precious time while I made my escape.
Suddenly I saw that blood was dripping from the sword and forming a small red pool on the ground. For a moment I thought that I’d cut myself on the sharp blade, but then, to my astonishment, I realized that the blood was weeping from the two red ruby eyes.
Cuchulain grinned. “It likes you, boy!” he exclaimed. “It likes you a lot! The first time I held that blade, it dripped a little blood. But nothing like as much as that! You belong to the blade. It owns you. You’ll belong to it until the day you die.”
How could a sword own me? I wondered. Surely it was I who owned the sword? However, this wasn’t the time to contradict Cuchulain.
“Are you ready, Tom?” he asked.
I nodded.
“We have to move fast. As soon as we’re clear of the sidhe, turn sharp left. About fifty paces will bring us to a ford. It’s not an easy crossing, but on the other side lies a cave. Run straight in and don’t slow down. The far wall is the doorway back to the world of humans—but to pass through, you must run at it at full pelt. Do you hear?”
I nodded again. “I’m ready,” I told him.
Cuchulain gripped his spear and sprinted out of the sidhe, the huge hound at his side. I ran after him, holding my sword ready. Once more we were bathed in that sickly silver light. I forced myself to concentrate, fearing for my memory.
Once outside, there was no sign of the Morrigan. Cuchulain and his hound were pulling away, and I struggled to keep up, but then I caught sight of the river ahead, a fat silver snake meandering through the trees. Suddenly I found myself alongside Cuchulain. Had I somehow managed to speed up, or had he slowed down?
I glanced to my right and saw that he was now staggering. When we’d left the sidhe, his left shoulder and arm had been strong and muscular. Now they were withered, so feeble that he could barely grasp his spear. As I watched, he transferred it to his right hand and stumbled onward, slowing with every stride as if about to fall. I remembered Shey’s story: During Cuchulain’s life, he’d been weakened by a witch’s curse. Was the Morrigan now exerting her power over him, renewing the spell?
I heard a new sound then—the harsh chatter of crows. The branches of the trees ahead of us were bowed down under their weight. Was the Morrigan among them? I wondered. The answer came quickly.
No! A monstrous crow as big as Cuchulain was flying directly toward us, claws extended, beak agape. As the Morrigan swooped through the trees, I swerved away to the left, but Cuchulain hefted his spear and stabbed at her. Feathers flew and the goddess screamed. He’d hurt her, and she landed heavily. But then she flew at him again, talons lashing out.
I turned, ready to go to his aid, gripping the sword tightly. They were grappling in close combat, her talons tearing at his flesh, but I also saw blood-spattered feathers on the ground. Both of them were bleeding. The Morrigan was shrieking like a banshee witch, while Cuchulain roared and bellowed like a beast.


I moved closer, waiting for my chance to stab her with the sword. I saw that the hound was watching, too. Why didn’t it go and help its master? I looked closely at Cuchulain and realized that he was starting to change. The battle fury was coming upon him. One eye seemed to be bulging out of his forehead, and his hair was standing up and thickening like the sharp quills of a hedgehog. The skin of his face was rippling, his teeth bared in a snarl, as though he wanted to bite off the head of the crow that confronted him.
I ran forward, raising my sword to strike the goddess. Luckily I never got close enough to do so—it would have been the end of me. Mad with rage, Cuchulain reached out with his left hand and seized the neck of the hound. In spite of his withered arm, insane anger lent him strength. He swung the hound against the trunk of the nearest tree. The massive trunk shuddered with the impact, but the head of the hound broke open like an egg, splattering brains and red gore on wood and ground.
Cuchulain threw the lifeless body away and then glared about him. For a moment his eyes rested upon me, and terror froze me to the spot. Then his gaze moved on, but rather than going for the Morrigan with renewed fury, he attacked a mighty oak tree! He swung his spear at it again and again, the blows resounding through the forest. Branches broke and fell to the silver grass in splinters. Then he began to drive the point of his spear into the trunk. Deeper and deeper went the blade with each blow, shards of wood flying up into the air. But my eyes were no longer on Cuchulain. I was staring at the giant crow, which was changing even as I watched.
Once more the Morrigan took the shape of Scarabek. She smiled and came toward me. Distracted by his own rage, Cuchulain was no longer a threat to her. Now she was coming for me!
I turned and sprinted toward the river, as he’d instructed. When I reached its bank, I saw to my dismay that the water was high and fast flowing, a silver torrent that I could not cross. Where was the ford? The Morrigan was strolling toward me now, almost casually, as if she had all the time in the world….


All the time in the world? That was exactly what I didn’t have. Midnight was approaching, and as soon as the bell had pealed twelve times, years would have passed back home. I scanned the riverbank and spotted the stepping-stones. They lay to my left—eight of them, their tops just visible above the water.
The Morrigan saw where I was heading and began to run, but I reached the ford first and took a mighty leap toward the first stone. It was wet and slippery, and I almost lost my balance. But I managed to jump across to the second, and then the third. When I reached the fifth, I looked back. The Morrigan was leaping from stone to stone, too. I’d half hoped that she wouldn’t be able to cross running water. But, although in the guise of a witch, she was a goddess, and the torrent proved no barrier to her. There was just one more stone, then I could jump up onto the riverbank. However, the Morrigan was close behind me now. I would never make it. So I turned and held up my sword, preparing to defend myself.


She came for me, her hands outstretched, her talons glinting. I swung the sword with all my strength. It struck her hard on the right shoulder. Blood spurted up, and she screamed and fell into the water with a tremendous splash. This was my chance. I made it to the final slippery stone, then leaped onto the bank, my heart pounding.
I could see the entrance to the cave ahead, a dark gaping mouth in the silver cliff. I hurried toward it. At one point I looked back. The Morrigan had risen and was following me again. She wasn’t even running. Did she think that I’d be unable to escape?
The cave was gloomy, but not as dark as it had first seemed; it was gleaming with that same mysterious silver light that illuminated all of the Otherworld but the sidhe. I studied the back wall. It looked hard—and solid. I ran toward it as Cuchulain had instructed, but at the last moment I slowed a little and flinched, anticipating the impact.
I collided with solid rock—a tremendous blow jarred me from head to toe. I stumbled backward, the sword spinning from my hand, and lay there, stunned. My head and knees hurt. I could taste blood in my mouth.
What had gone wrong? Perhaps the Morrigan had worked some type of enchantment, I thought. Was that why she’d strolled after me, not even bothering to run? I came up onto my knees and crawled across to the sword. I took it in my left hand and managed to get to my feet before taking slow, painful steps toward the mouth of the cave. When I reached it, the goddess was only a dozen paces away, advancing steadily.
I took a deep breath to calm my fears and readied the sword in my hand. But the nearer she came, the more my confidence ebbed away. I saw that her gown was unmarked—there was no sign of the wound I’d inflicted. A goddess of such power would heal quickly. The silver blade could certainly hurt her and slow her down—but not destroy her. All I could do was buy a little time for myself….
Time! No sooner had the thought entered my head than the first peal of the midnight bell rang out in the distance. I knew that when the twelfth one sounded, time back on earth would lurch forward. I was desperately wondering what to do next, and thought of what Cuchulain had said about the doorway.
The second chime rang out….
Full pelt—you had to run hard and fast at that back wall of the cave. Just now, I’d slowed and flinched at the last moment. It was difficult to imagine an impact harder than the one I’d suffered, but it had to be done. It was my only chance of getting back to the world I knew. But first I had to deal with the Morrigan….
She ran at me now, claws outstretched, eyes blazing with a ferocious anger. As she lunged toward me, the bell tolled for the third time. I spun away to the left, and she missed me, her talons gouging the rock close to my head.
Then I struck out at her with my sword, but the blow was delivered clumsily and in haste. The blade clanged against solid rock, jarring my arm. The bell pealed again….
The next few seconds passed in a blur, and I knew that I had to bring our struggle to a swift end. Above the sounds of my labored breathing, the snarls of the Morrigan, and the scuffling of my boots against the rocky ground, I could hear the slow, steady peals of the bell. By now I’d lost count. How long before the twelfth chime?
I thought back to the cave wall. I had to believe I could pass through it. I began to focus my mind. Strangely, as I did so, I felt the sword vibrate in my hand, and a single drop of blood fell from the left ruby eye.
As the goddess ran at me again, I feinted to the left, then changed to a right cut, bringing my sword down fast, almost horizontally, toward her. It was a perfect blow. As if it was slicing through butter, the sword took her head clean from her shoulders. It fell to the ground with a sickening crunch, but then went spinning and rolling away down the hill toward the silver river below.
For a moment the Morrigan’s headless body stood there swaying, the neck spurting blood. Then, rather than falling, she staggered off down the slope in pursuit of her head. It seemed unlikely that she’d catch it before it rolled into the river.


Wasting no time, I hurried back into the cave. Faster and faster I ran, straight toward the waiting wall of solid rock. It took all my willpower not to slow down, not to flinch or twist away. I still felt a tremendous blow—and then everything went black.
I heard a distant final peal of the bell. Then silence.






CHAPTER XX
NOBODY WILL HEAR YOU SCREAM
 



  

 
 



EVEN before I opened my eyes, I felt a cool breeze on my face and the grass beneath my prone body.
I sat up and looked about me; I realized I was still holding the bloody sword. It was almost dark now. I was at the center of the circle of standing stones at Kenmare. But had I returned in time? How long had passed—a century?


I got to my feet and headed toward the pit. It was hard to tell in the poor light, but it looked the same. Had it been abandoned, I thought, even a few months would have filled it with grass and weeds.
Then I saw my staff lying on the ground. That gave me a flash of real hope. The Spook would have come in search of me. He would have found the staff and taken it away—not left it lying there.
So I picked up the staff and set off for Shey’s house. When I arrived at the gate, there were two guards prowling about, but they nodded me through as though nothing had happened.
When I walked into the hallway, the Spook and Grimalkin were standing there. The witch assassin was carrying the stakes, wrapped in sacking, the Spook holding his staff. I felt so relieved. Clearly less time had passed here than in the Otherworld. They both looked at me in astonishment.
“Are you hurt, lad?” my master asked.
I shook my head. “A few cuts and bruises, but nothing serious.”


“What happened? Where have you been?” he demanded.
“That sword!” exclaimed Grimalkin, her eyes wide with astonishment, before I could answer. “Let me see it!”
She put down her bundle of spears, and I handed it to her. The witch assassin examined it closely but avoided touching the silver-alloy blade.
She looked at me. “Do you know what this is?” she cried, peering at the strange marks engraved on the hilt and touching the carving of the skelt’s head.
I shook my head. What did she mean?
“It’s a hero sword, crafted by one of the Old Gods called Hephaestus,” she told me. “Only three were ever made, and this is the best of them!”
I smiled at her. “I met the hero!” I confirmed. “We were in the Otherworld, and he gave me his sword. Without it I wouldn’t be here. The Morrigan attacked me, and I cut off her head.”
“The Morrigan will heal herself,” said Grimalkin. “You can count on that. But I’m thinking of our forthcoming struggle against the Fiend. This weapon gives us a far better chance of success. It goes by another name that is peculiar to it alone—perhaps a name that better defines its purpose. It has been called the Destiny Blade. The one who wields it fulfills what he was born to achieve.”
“I don’t hold with that,” interrupted the Spook. “We shape the future with each act we perform. There is no such thing as destiny. It’s just an illusion—something we think we can see retrospectively.”
“I disagree,” said Grimalkin.
“Aye, I thought you might, so let’s agree to differ,” my master told her. “The lad’s hurt and weary. We all need to be at our best to bind the Fiend. We’ll leave it until tomorrow.”
Grimalkin nodded in agreement.
“So get yourself to bed, lad,” said the Spook, looking at me sternly. “You can tell us the full story in the morning.”
 
I woke up, aware that someone—or something—was in my room. I could see the silhouette of a tall form against the gray dawn light shining through the curtains. I sat up quickly and realized that it was Grimalkin.
“Stand up, boy!” she ordered. “We have much to do today.”
I had fallen asleep on top of the covers, still wearing my shirt and breeches. I got to my feet as she’d commanded. The witch moved closer; she towered over me, a full head taller than I was.
“Take off your shirt.”
When I hesitated, Grimalkin shook her head and smiled, her black-painted lips parting enough for me to glimpse the sharp teeth behind. “I’ve seen skinny ribs before!” she mocked. Then I saw that she was holding a gray garment in her left hand.
I unbuttoned my shirt and peeled it off. Grimalkin began expertly draping the garment around my chest. As she did so, she paused, noting the mark on my arm where Alice had once dug her nails into my flesh. “This is Alice’s mark, isn’t it?” she asked me. I nodded, my heart heavy at the thought that I was never going to see her again.


I turned my attention to the garment that Grimalkin was fitting. It was some sort of shirt but seemed to be padded at the shoulders. There was another padded section that ran diagonally from my right shoulder down toward my left hip. The witch buttoned the shirt quickly with nimble fingers, and then, from a scabbard on one of the leather straps that crisscrossed her own body, she withdrew a pair of scissors.
I flinched and stepped backward. These were the scissors she used to snip away the thumb bones of her enemies. Some said that she did so while they still breathed.
But it wasn’t my bones that she wanted. Quickly she cut away some material, trimming the bottom of the shirt and then the sleeves, so that they now finished above the elbow.
“This is a padded undershirt,” she explained. “You’ll wear it to stop the straps and scabbard from chafing against your skin.”
She now held a length of leather in her hand; attached to it was a scabbard similar to the ones that she wore. She set to work fitting it. After first trimming its length with her scissors, using a needle and thread she tacked it to the undershirt with just a couple of deft stitches.
Once she’d finished, Grimalkin picked up the sword and handed it to me. “Sheath it!” she commanded.
“Am I to use it right-handed?” I asked.
“You’ll use either hand, but since your primary weapon is your staff, which you wield with your left hand, you should draw the sword with the other.”
I sheathed the sword.
“Now draw it as quickly as you can!”
I obeyed.
“Sheath and draw it again….”
When I’d done as she asked, Grimalkin repositioned the leather strap, and this time used several stitches to attach it firmly to the undershirt.
“Now,” she said with a grim smile, “it’s time to go down to the cellar.”
 
The cellar was situated far below the living quarters of the house. I obediently followed Grimalkin down the long spiral of stone steps. Inside, the flagged floor was empty save for a table pushed back against the near wall. About a dozen torches in wall brackets lit the area. It looked like it had recently been swept.
Grimalkin closed the heavy wooden door behind us, and then turned the key in the lock before removing it and tossing it onto the table.
“Why have we come down here?” I asked, my mouth suddenly dry.
“For one thing, we have plenty of space,” she replied. “But not only that—down in this cellar, nobody will hear you scream.”
I took a step backward. Grimalkin took one toward me. “There’s nowhere to run, Thomas Ward,” she said, her voice quiet and filled with malice. “You impaled me once with your staff. I owe you for that—and I always pay my debts. Nothing less than your life will suffice, so draw the sword and defend yourself—if you can!”
It was true that I had once driven my staff through her shoulder, pinning her to a tree. Then I had been acting in self-defense—she had been hunting me down, ready to take my life. But since then we had fought together side by side; I’d thought that we were allies now, and that Grimalkin had come to Kenmare in order to help us bind the Fiend.
Had it all been a lie? I wondered. Was her need for vengeance so great? Had she rescued me from the fort just so that she could put an end to me in this cellar herself?
I was scared and my knees trembled. I barely managed to get the sword clear of its scabbard before she attacked. Drawing two blades at once, Grimalkin ran directly toward me. I raised the Destiny Blade and managed to deflect the one in her left hand, twisting away so that the other blade missed my left ear by less than an inch.
Before I’d recovered my balance properly, she whirled toward me again. In a panic, I chopped down at her head, but she parried and smiled grimly before stabbing toward my left shoulder. I wasn’t fast enough, and I felt a sharp pain as the blade cut into my flesh. How badly was I hurt? I glanced at the wound and saw blood dribbling down toward my elbow.


To check the severity of my wound was a foolish mistake—one that almost cost me my life. The moment I glanced down, Grimalkin took advantage of my lapse and launched an all-out attack. I stumbled under her onslaught, but somehow her blades missed me.
I rolled away and jumped to my feet. She approached me again, her eyes glittering, her mouth open wide as if she was going to take a bite out of my flesh. Those teeth, which she had filed to deadly points, were one of the scariest things about the witch assassin.
I was beginning to despair now. What chance did I have against Grimalkin? How could I hope to beat the most deadly assassin the Malkin clan had ever produced? I realized that I had just one faint hope. Somehow, in the heat of battle, I had to concentrate my mind and try to slow down time itself. That gift, inherited from Mam, had saved my life on more than one occasion. I had to attempt it now.
Before I could carry out my plan, Grimalkin charged. A sudden anger surged through me. What was she doing? I didn’t deserve to die in this cellar. And if she killed me now, the Fiend would be waiting to torment my soul. With a surge of newfound confidence, I stepped forward and swung my sword at her with all my strength, forcing her to lean back quickly, then step to the side. I attacked again, and this time switched the sword from my right to my left hand. It was a trick taught to me by the Spook when we practiced with our staffs. That’s how I had wounded her last time.
It almost caught her out again, but she dodged away to safety and then came forward again. I took a deep breath and started to focus, drawing on the power that lay deep within me.
Concentrate! Squeeze time. Slow it. Make it halt!
Grimalkin was moving toward me, her approach almost taking the form of a dance. She was balancing on her toes and flexing her knees, skipping away to the left, raising her arm to deliver a fatal blow to my heart. But her movements were slowing, and I was faster. My blade intercepted hers and dashed it from her hand.


Gleaming in the torchlight, the assassin’s dagger spun over and over again, slow as a feather, falling gently toward the flags. But then it halted. It was immobile, frozen in space, hovering above the floor. I had actually halted time!
I reversed the movement of my blade, slashing it back toward the witch’s neck. Grimalkin was helpless; I’d won.
I watched my sword slice toward her unprotected throat. But then I noticed something else. Grimalkin was frozen in time, helpless, but she was also looking me in the eye—and smiling! She was smiling at me while my blade was inches from her throat!
At the last moment I pulled the blade upward so that it missed her. Then I stepped away and went into a crouch. Why hadn’t I killed her while I had the chance? What was wrong with me? On the Isle of Mona, I’d been unable to kill Bony Lizzie when I’d had the opportunity. I had held back then because she was Alice’s mother. But what was happening here? I asked myself.
And suddenly I knew. I relaxed and allowed time to move on once more. Grimalkin quickly sheathed her other blade and moved toward me. She was still smiling.
I realized then that it had been some sort of trial. She’d been testing me. Then she spoke.
“I once consulted Martha Ribstalk, then the foremost scryer in Pendle,” Grimalkin said, “and she told me that a child had just been born who represented a force that might somehow counter that of the Fiend. Powerful though Martha was, someone was hiding him from her sight. I now believe that this protector was your mother; you are that child—and my ally in this struggle against my sworn enemy. Together we will succeed. It is meant to be. It is our destiny to destroy the Fiend.”
My hands started to shake a little. Now that it was over I felt a rush of relief.
“I wanted to strike fear into you. I needed to put you under pressure so that you would fight as if for your life. I have now had the opportunity to study your use of the sword and know what needs to be done to improve it. I’ve spoken with John Gregory and told him that I need at least a week to train you. He has agreed. Once you reach the required standard, we will attempt to bind the Fiend. It’s our best hope.”
“I’m going to fight the Fiend with this sword?”
Grimalkin smiled again. “Not exactly—but what I teach you will be vital, because denizens of the dark, the Fiend’s servants, will seek you out. They will try to hunt you down, so you will need skill to wield that sword. It could mean the difference between life and death. As I told you, the sword has another name, the Destiny Blade, and despite what your master says, each of its keepers fulfills his destiny—that which he was meant to achieve in this life—while he bears it.”
“That sounds too much like fate,” I said, “the idea that the future is fixed. I’m with the Spook on that. I believe that each of us has some free will, some freedom of choice.”
“Child, maybe that is true, but I do believe you have a destiny—you were born to destroy the Fiend. And you are the hunter of the dark. Now that you have that blade, it will truly begin to fear you! Do you remember how you sliced off the head of the Morrigan?”


Suddenly I knew what Grimalkin expected of me. “You want me to do that to the Fiend?”
“We impale and then behead. I will then bury the head elsewhere. It will give you time to work out a permanent solution so that he can be destroyed for all time.”
“I almost killed you just then,” I told her. “The test went too far….”
Grimalkin shook her head. “I know when I will die. Martha Ribstalk told me that, too. I am not meant to die here at your hands.”
I nodded. I knew the Spook would have thought Grimalkin’s faith in that prophecy foolish indeed.




CHAPTER XXI
FROZEN IN TIME
 



BILL Arkwright had once spent six months training me, with an emphasis on the physical aspects of the spook’s trade, particularly combat—fighting with staffs. He had been a hard task-master, at times verging on cruelty, and I had ended up covered in bruises. It had been a painful and exhausting experience.



That, however, was nothing compared to what I went through in the week I spent under Grimalkin’s tutelage. Much of my suffering was caused by the sheer terror I felt, fighting head-to-head with the witch assassin. Her appearance was daunting enough, but in addition, her eyes blazed with an intimidating ferocity, and I never knew which blade she would draw from the many sheaths around her body.
She also possessed a physical strength that I could not hope to match yet. I had to keep out of range. Once she got a hand on me, I invariably ended up on my back, with the breath driven from my body and a blade at my throat.
She cut me, too, more than once. It would have been good to have Alice at hand, with her healing herbs and poultices. The pain of losing my best friend was still undiminished—the sharp edges of Grimalkin’s blades were nothing compared to that.
I soon became skilled with the sword—which now felt like an extension of myself—but the witch assassin was quick to tell me that this was barely the beginning of what I would need to know. She said that I would improve each time I fought for my life against an opponent who wanted to kill me—always assuming that I survived the encounter.
One of the skills I was made to practice over and over again was stopping time while in combat. As the week progressed, my control steadily improved. As I’d already shown, by using it I could match an opponent as deadly as Grimalkin.
All too soon, that week of intense training came to a close, and we were ready to face our greatest challenge yet.
 
As the sun set, we left Shey’s house and approached the pit. There were just the three of us: the Spook, Grimalkin, and me. I was wearing my cloak, but beneath it lay the Destiny Blade in its scabbard. The blood jar was in the pocket of my breeches. During my training with the witch, the Spook had been adding to his Bestiary, updating it where possible and writing a new section on our preparations for binding the Fiend.
In my years with the Spook, I had always expected Alice to take part in this task—but it was not to be. She was gone forever now, and I had to learn to accept it.
The rigger and his mate were waiting beside the huge wooden frame they had erected above the pit. They both looked scared, but so far they had done a good job: Suspended from the block and tackle, hanging horizontally, was the huge flat stone that would seal the pit. To one side lay the heavy rock that would finally be placed on top. It had a ring embedded in it to make lifting it easier.
Heaped close to the pit was the mound of soil that I had worked so hard to excavate. Mixed into it was a large amount of salt and iron. They were not likely to have much power against the Fiend, but the Spook thought that if it weakened him even slightly, it was worth a try. If we succeeded in binding him, that mixture would fill the pit.
If we failed…the Fiend would be quick to take his revenge for what I had done; he’d first deal with me, then kill the Spook and Grimalkin. After that, our souls would face an eternity of torment.
I noticed that Grimalkin was carrying two sacks: One contained the spears and nails; the other was made of leather and appeared to be empty. It looked quite new—had she stitched it herself? I wondered. She placed both sacks on the ground and, already wearing her leather gloves, carefully unwrapped the four long spears. Beside them were a number of long, broad-headed silver-alloy nails, and two short-handled lump hammers for driving them into the Fiend’s flesh. One of these she handed to the Spook.
It had already been agreed that the Spook and I would take up positions in the pit, ready to attack the Fiend from below, while, from above, Grimalkin would attempt to drive her spear through his heart. Then, if we succeeded thus far, we would nail him to the rock.
By now the sun had gone down and the light was beginning to fail, but the pit was lit by seven lanterns; three were suspended from the wooden gantry, the others placed on the ground close to its four corners.
The Spook climbed down into the pit, and I followed. Despite the solid rock base that had halted my excavations, it was very deep, the Spook’s head barely level with its rim. The witch assassin handed each of us a spear. They were slender and flexible, and had sharp points. The Spook and I took up positions at opposite corners of the pit. Above, Grimalkin held the third spear with both hands—the fourth lay on the ground beside her—and gazed down intently.
The Spook cleared his throat. “This is the moment we’ve all been waiting for,” he said solemnly. “One or more of us may lose our lives. It will be well worth it if the Fiend is successfully bound. We share the same purpose, and I thank you both for standing by my side!”
It was an astonishing declaration by my master. He had actually thanked a witch for working with him! Grimalkin gave the faintest of smiles and nodded toward him in acknowledgment.
“It’s time,” said the Spook, turning his gaze toward me. “Give me the blood jar!”
My mouth was dry and my hands shook, but I was determined to do what was necessary. I focused on controlling my breathing and calming myself. Nervously I took the jar out of my pocket, walked across the pit, and handed it to him. How strange it was to think that Alice I had spent so much time worrying that the cracked jar might lose its power and enable the Fiend to snatch us away, and now the Spook was about to destroy it.
I quickly returned to my place. For a moment the Spook stared at the small earthen jar with an expression of distaste, then held it high.
“The crack in the jar has enabled the Fiend to come close to you many times,” he said. “I suspect he is always nearby, waiting to come and take his revenge. So I expect him to appear the very moment the jar is broken. Be ready!”
With a sudden convulsive movement, the Spook hurled it up out of the pit and against one of the stout wooden props that supported the gantry. With a sharp crack, it shattered, and my knees nearly gave way.
It was done. The Fiend would arrive within seconds. Alice had always believed that if the jar broke, his response would be immediate.


However, the seconds became minutes…and nothing happened. I became uneasy. Maybe it would be days before he arrived. If that were the case, it would be difficult to remain vigilant. This was not what we’d expected.
And then I felt a strong tremor under my feet. The ground was shifting. Suddenly the lanterns flickered ominously and their light began to wane. They died right down to a faint glimmer, and one of riggers gave a loud cry of fear. Directly overhead, there was a sound like a peal of thunder, and we were momentarily plunged into total darkness.
The Fiend was approaching….
I began to concentrate, summoning my strength. Stop time too early, and the Fiend would be unable to enter the pit; do it too late, and he would seize control—and I would be his prisoner, stuck like a fly trapped in amber while he did his worst.
The lanterns shone brightly once more, and with a terrifying bellow that seemed to make the whole world shake, the Fiend appeared in the pit between me and the Spook. He radiated a lurid red light of his own. Despite my terror, I was filled with hope. He had come. It could be done.
Concentrate! Squeeze time! Make it stop!
The Fiend was three times the size of the Spook, with a broad chest, a long tail, cloven feet, and the curved horns of a ram, and he was covered in thick black hair. His pupils were two vertical slits, and he gave off a strong animal stench that made my stomach heave. But amid the terror I felt, I noted with relief that the pit would be big enough after all.
The Fiend wasn’t moving—controlling time had become almost second nature to me now—but neither were the Spook or Grimalkin. All was immobile and silent. My heart was still beating. I was still breathing. I had stopped time. Now I had to impale him….
I moved to stab toward him, but my spear moved very slowly. Even worse, my heart seemed to be slowing, each labored beat taking longer to arrive than its predecessor. The Fiend was fighting back; trying to freeze me in time and release himself.
Had I left it too late? How could I hope to match his strength with my own? I asked myself. But I had to try. I couldn’t give up now.
Gritting my teeth, I drove my silver spear up toward his belly—but I saw that it was moving ever more slowly. If I failed in this, the Fiend would end our lives. It would be the end of everything we had tried to do. I thrust the weapon toward him just as hard as I could, bringing all my concentration to bear. But it was as if I was frozen now.
Grimalkin… I thought. Couldn’t she just wish him away?
That hope was snuffed out instantly. How could she? She would be just like me, trapped in an instant of time, desperately wondering what could be done. She would not wish the Fiend away because then he would escape her spears. Grimalkin had faith in me: She trusted me to defeat the Devil. But what if I couldn’t?
And then my sight began to dim.






CHAPTER XXII
THE DESTINY BLADE
 



  

 
 



EVEN as my vision clouded, I continued the fight, once again summoning all my concentration. Even though I was facing defeat, I couldn’t give up. Not now. I remembered the advice given to me by Cuchulain: I must struggle on, no matter how hopeless it seemed. And the thought of what the Fiend had been doing to Alice spurred me on to make one final effort. Even if I couldn’t get her back, I could hurt him, make him pay. Even if I was losing, I would fight to the bitter end.
But then, just when it seemed that all hope was gone, there was a sudden change. I felt something yield very slightly. My heart began to thud inside my chest—slowly at first, then faster and faster! I was in control again, my blood surging through my veins. The Fiend was standing before me, large and terrifying—but immobile. Now he was still and I was moving!
I thrust the silver spear up into his side. There was momentary resistance, then a spurt of black blood. I pushed it upward even harder, deep into his hairy hide. The Fiend screamed, a noise that stabbed into my eardrums; a cry of pain and anger, with the power to split the earth asunder and make the very stones bleed. It buffeted me so hard that I lost my concentration—and my grip on time.
Suddenly the Fiend burst free of my control, twisted toward me, and drove his huge fist downward. I ducked, felt it brush past my hair.


But time was moving freely again, and now the others were able to attack. The Fiend bellowed for a second time as the Spook plunged his own spear deep into his hairy belly, bringing him to his knees.
Above, there was a flash of forked lightning, followed immediately by a deep rumble of thunder. A storm burst overhead, torrential rain drumming into the ground. It seemed to have come from nowhere.
I looked up and saw Grimalkin balanced on the balls of her feet, taking careful aim. The witch assassin never missed—surely she wouldn’t this time? My heart was in my mouth, but I needn’t have feared. She thrust downward powerfully, and her spear pierced the Fiend’s back. It went right through his body and, with an explosion of black gore, the bloodied point emerged from his chest. She’d speared his heart with silver. But would it be enough?
Lightning flashed again, dividing the sky, and a fury of rain plummeted into the pit as the witch assassin threw her second spear to pierce the Fiend’s body within an inch of the first. His heart was now transfixed by two silver spears. He gave a great groan of pain and bowed forward, blood and saliva dripping from his open mouth. Grimalkin now leaped down into the pit to his left. In one hand was the hammer; in the other gloved hand, a fistful of silver nails. Meanwhile, the Spook moved toward the Fiend’s right arm.
By now the Fiend was on all fours, tossing his head like a wounded bull and roaring with pain. The witch assassin seized her chance and stabbed a nail into his left hand, then struck the broad head three times with the hammer, driving it right through his flesh to pin that huge hairy paw tightly to the rock. He twisted his head, opened his mouth wide, and lunged toward her as if to bite her head from her body. But, lithe as a cat, she avoided that deadly mouth and swung the hammer back hard into his face, smashing his front teeth into fragments and leaving only broken bloody stumps.
I watched my master quickly drive a nail into the Fiend’s right hand, the muscles bunching in his shoulder as he swung the heavy hammer with a rhythm and power that belied his age. Seconds later, working as a team, the Spook and Grimalkin had driven a nail through each of the Fiend’s ankles. As he roared with pain, Grimalkin pointed toward me.
“His head!” she cried. “Now! Strike off his head! Do it now!”
I drew the hero sword and stepped toward the Fiend; as I did so, blood started to drip from both its ruby eyes. I lifted it high, took a deep breath, tensed my muscles, and brought it down toward his neck. Black blood spurted up as the blade cut into his flesh. But my arm jarred as it struck bone and sinew. The Fiend screamed, the blade jammed, and it took a couple of seconds for me to tug it free.
“Strike again!” shouted Grimalkin. “Do it!”
Once more I brought the sword down on the same place on the neck. This time the resistance was slight, and the sword severed the Fiend’s huge head from his shoulders. It fell into the pit and rolled away, to end up at Grimalkin’s feet.


My eyes met the Spook’s, but there was no victory there. He simply nodded.
Grimalkin seized the head by the curved horns and held it aloft. Black blood dripped from it, and the Fiend’s swollen lips moved over his shattered teeth as if he was trying to speak. But his eyes had rolled up into his head; only the whites were showing. Grimalkin sprang out of the pit and pushed the head into the new leather sack. After tying the neck securely, she returned to the pit, where the Fiend’s decapitated body still shuddered and writhed.
The Spook and I got our shovels and quickly started to fill in the pit with the mound of iron-and salt-laced soil. I glanced up at the gantry. The rigger and his mate were nowhere to be seen. They had fled.
With torrential rain still falling, the three of us chucked soil into the pit just as fast as we could. Drenched to the skin, we worked rapidly, frantic to hide the monstrous beast, not knowing yet what he was capable of. I wondered whether, even without a head, he could tear himself free. Gradually his struggles lessened; the groans from the head in the sack were quieter, too.
Some time later, the rigger and his mate returned. By then the decapitated body of the Fiend was almost covered, though the soil still twitched and heaved. Shamefaced, the two men mumbled their apologies. The Spook simply patted them on the back. With the extra hands, our progress was faster—though it took almost another hour before we had finally filled in the pit and stamped down the earth. The work completed, we stood there, looking down, our chests still heaving with the exertion. At last it was time to lower the flat stone lid onto the pit.
By now the rain had ceased, but it was slippery underfoot, so we had to take care. With the rigger working the chain, Grimalkin and I grasped one side of the stone while the Spook and the rigger’s mate held the other. It came down smoothly, and at the last moment we pulled our hands clear and the lid fell into position, a perfect fit.
Next the rigger’s mate dragged the chain across and set the hook into the ring in the boulder. Soon it was being lifted into the air and lowered into position in the center of the stone lid. Then, its work done, the rigger unscrewed the iron ring. Finally we heaped the last of the soil over the lid and around the boulder. Once the grass grew, it would look just like a central thirteenth standing stone amid the twelve that surrounded it. Folk would never know that the body of the Fiend lay buried here within the stone circle at Kenmare.
But Grimalkin wasn’t finished yet. She added to the dragon’s threat by casting a cloaking spell of her own, to hide the Fiend’s presence from the servants of the dark. The Spook turned his back as she completed the ritual, walking three times around the outside of the stones; as she walked, she chanted her powerful spell.
At last she came to stand beside us. It seemed that we’d succeeded. The great beast was bound; despite all his efforts, he had been unable to tear himself free. We remained standing there for some time, saying nothing, hardly able to believe what we’d just accomplished.
“The Fiend isn’t bound forever, though, is he?” I dared ask, my voice hardly more than a whisper. “One way or another, one day he’ll be free….”
“Nothing lasts forever, lad,” said the Spook, frowning. “But now he can’t leave that shape because his flesh is pierced with silver and he’s bound to the rock. And separating him from his head makes the binding even stronger. He’ll be here until we find a way to put an end to him for good. But what I fear most is that someone or something else might release him. That’s the biggest danger now.”
“That won’t happen,” said Grimalkin. “As you say, so long as the head and the body are separated, the Fiend will remain bound. At first I intended to bury the head in a different place—maybe far across the sea. But now I’ve thought of a better way.
“The head belongs to me now. I will be its custodian. I plan to travel back to the County and keep it near me at all times. Denizens of the dark will hunt me down. They will come after me to retrieve the head and return it here, but I will kill them one by one. I will keep it as long as I can.” Grimalkin looked down. “Though it’s true that I cannot run and fight forever. There will be too many, and they will catch me in the end.” She looked at me directly. “While I hold them off, use the time to find a way to finish him once and for all.”
I drew the sword and held it toward her, hilt first. “Take the sword,” I said. “It will help!”
Grimalkin shook her head. “No, I have my own weapons, and your need will be greater. Remember, the servants of the Fiend will follow you too. They will know what has been done—and recognize your part in it. Besides, you are the keeper of the Destiny Blade now. You will know when it is time to hand it on to another. As we drove the silver spears into the body of the Fiend, we drove a sliver of fear into all denizens of the dark, no matter how powerful. They now know what it is like to be afraid. And from the moment you sliced off the Fiend’s head, your destiny was changed. Where once you were hunted, now you have become the hunter of the dark!”
Then, without a backward glance, Grimalkin lifted the leather sack, threw it over her left shoulder, and ran off into the night.
The Spook glanced at me sternly. “Best take her words with a pinch of salt. The truth is that after your foolish pact, you were lucky to get another chance, lad,” he said, shaking his head. “She’s right on one count, though: There will be a final reckoning with the Fiend. Until then, we’ve bought ourselves a bit of respite. We need to put it to good use.”
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WE stayed on at Shey’s house while the buds on the hawthorn hedges burst into leaf and the sun coaxed the first reluctant spring flowers into bloom. Blustery winds still occasionally drove squalls of rain in from the west, but when the sun did shine, it had real warmth.
Good news had arrived from the County. As Grimalkin had predicted, both the Lowland and Highland Scots had joined a coalition of the free northern counties. A big battle had been fought north of Kendal. The enemy had been driven south, but the conflict was far from over yet. They had regrouped near Priestown, and another battle was imminent. Each day I waited expectantly, hoping for news. I wanted to go home.
The guards around the house had been doubled ever since one of them had mysteriously disappeared without a trace. I had noted Grimalkin’s warning, but I had not seen any sign of the servants of the dark. The long war between the mages and the landowners had once more settled into the uneasy stalemate that had endured for centuries. Despite our best efforts, nothing had really changed.
 
Early one morning, with the sun shining in a cloudless sky, I was out exercising the dogs. I’d had an uncomfortable night and hadn’t slept well. I’d been thinking about Alice. Her loss was a pain that still kept me awake.
The dogs sensed something first. All three of them stopped barking and came to a sudden halt. They were staring toward a wood about half a mile to the west. Suddenly, with Claw in the lead, they bounded away toward it, yelping excitedly. I called them back, but they ignored me, so I had no choice but to run after them.
I thought it was unlikely to be a rabbit or a hare. Claw, Blood, and Bone were usually obedient dogs, and no matter how strong the scent they’d picked up, once given a command, they came to heel. What was wrong with them?
By the time I reached the trees, the dogs had already bounded far ahead, deep in the wood. I could hear their barks growing fainter and fainter. Annoyed, I slowed to a walk. Immediately I noticed that it was very quiet beneath the canopy of fresh green leaves. The breeze had died away, and there was no birdsong. Nothing was moving. And then I heard it—the sound of distant pipes. I’d heard that music before. It was Pan!
I began to run. With every stride I took, the music grew louder. Moments later, I burst into a clearing. The god had once again taken the form of a boy dressed in green and was sitting on a log, a smile on his face. Around him stood a circle of bewitched animals: stoats, ferrets, rabbits, hares, along with my three dogs—all staring at him intently. Above, the branches were laden with birds. And there, at his feet, was a girl in a mud-splattered white dress.
She was lying on her back with her head resting against the log. Although young, her hair was white. It was not a pretty ash blond, but the stark white of old age. She was wearing pointy shoes. With a shock, I suddenly recognized her: Alice.
Pan stopped playing and lowered his pipe. Immediately all the animals, with the exception of my dogs, fled into the trees. Above my head, there was a beating of wings as the birds dispersed. Claw, Blood, and Bone moved toward me and began to whine softly. Now that the music had stopped, they were afraid.
I stared at Alice, a mixture of thoughts and emotions churning within me. In part I was filled with joy. She was back, when I had never ever expected to see her again. But there was clearly something wrong, and I was alarmed.


Before I could say anything, Pan spoke. “I did not forget you, nor what you asked; so, in gratitude for freeing me from the body of the goat, I’ve brought your friend back,” he said in lilting tones. “When you bound the Fiend, the walls of his domain were weakened, and I was able to enter. What you did was brave but foolish. His servants are after your head now. Sooner or later they will take it.”
Contradictory emotions swirled within me: joy at having Alice returned to me, dismay at what had been done to her.
“What’s wrong with her?” I murmured, kneeling beside her, my happiness tempered by the change I saw. I stroked her face, but she flinched away from me like a wild animal, her eyes filled with terror.
“She has dwelled in the Fiend’s domain and seen things such as no living mortal should ever witness. No doubt she has been subjected to many torments, too. I fear for her mind.”
“Will she ever recover?” I asked.
“Who can say?” answered Pan with a careless smile. “I have done what I can. But dealing with the Fiend is one more thing I have to thank you for. Practitioners of dark magic the world over have been weakened by what you have accomplished. The mages will now lack the strength to bind me. I will be able to keep my magic for myself!”
He smiled again, and slowly began to fade from sight. For a few seconds he lingered as a ghostly transparent figure; then he was gone. Within moments, the birds began to sing again and a breeze sighed through the trees.
I turned to the figure lying before me. “Alice! Alice! It’s me, Tom. What’s happened to you?” I cried.
But she didn’t respond and just stared at me, her eyes wide with fear and bewilderment. I tried to help her to her feet, but she snatched her hand away and scrambled up behind the log. Apart from her white hair, she looked like my friend, the Alice I remembered, but her mind seemed changed utterly. Had she any recollection of me? Did she even know her own name? It didn’t seem so.
I leaned forward, grabbed her by the wrist, and tried to pull her to her feet. She lashed out at me with the nails of her left hand, scratching my right cheek and just missing my eye. I looked at her warily. What could I do?
“Come on, Alice!” I said, pointing through the trees. “You can’t stay here. Let’s go back to the house. It’s all right—you’re back from the dark. You’re safe now. And listen—we’ve done it! We’ve managed to bind the Fiend!”
Alice stared at me sullenly but made no response. Short of dragging her along by force, there was only one thing I could do. I turned to the dogs.
“Bring Alice back! Bring Alice!” I cried, pointing at her and then in the direction of Shey’s house.
The three wolfhounds stealthily moved behind her and growled. Alice looked back at them, her face twitching with alarm. It pained me to have to do this to her, but I had little choice. She was not open to reason, and I had to get her back to the house somehow.
For a moment she remained rooted to the spot. It wasn’t until Claw gave a warning bark and bared her teeth that she started to move. So it was that they herded Alice along like a stray sheep. It took a long time because she kept trying to break free and had to be brought back and forced in the right direction. It wasn’t easy for the dogs, and they were in some danger themselves. Every so often Alice would snarl and lunge toward them with her razor-sharp nails.
It took over an hour to get her back to the house—a walk I could have accomplished in no more than fifteen minutes. Once there, I realized that my troubles had just begun.
 
“Her reason’s fled,” said the Spook, “and there’s no guarantee that she’ll ever be herself again. And is it any wonder? Some folks have been driven completely mad after just one glimpse of a creature of the dark; the poor girl’s actually spent time in the domain of the Fiend. The outlook’s not good, I’m afraid.”
Alice was cowering in a corner of the yard, surrounded by the three dogs. Every so often, a glimmer of cunning flashed into her eyes and she struck out. Claw already had a bloody scratch just above her right eye.
“There’s got to be some way to make her better,” I said.


The Spook shrugged. “Shey has sent for the local doctor, but I suspect he’ll be worse than useless, lad. What do doctors know about the dark and its power?”
“Maybe a witch could help?” I suggested, anticipating the Spook’s reaction—which was a flicker of anger across his brow. “I mean a benign witch, a healer,” I continued quickly. “There are a few back in the County. There’s her aunt, Agnes Sowerbutts.”
“We’d have to get back to the County first,” said the Spook.
I nodded. It wasn’t possible yet. I just hoped that the imminent battle would go our way and we would be able to return soon.
As the Spook had warned, the doctor wasn’t any help. He merely left some medicine to make Alice sleep. At dusk we tried to dose her, but it wasn’t easy. We needed the assistance of three of Shey’s maids to hold her down. Despite that, she spat out the first three mouthfuls. Then they held her nose, forcing her to swallow. Once she was asleep, they put her to bed and we locked the door of her room.


 
I awoke suddenly, aware that something was wrong. Immediately I heard the noise of pointy shoes crossing a wooden floor, and I sat bolt upright in bed. Alice’s room was next to mine.
Quickly I climbed out of bed and pulled on my shirt, breeches, and boots. I tapped on Alice’s door before turning the key, which had been left in the lock. The bed was empty and the sash window had been opened wide so that a cold draft was lifting the curtains and gusting directly into the room.
I dashed over to the open window and peered out. There was no sign of Alice. The bedroom was only one floor up, so I climbed through the window, dropped onto the cinder path below, and sprinted out through the garden. I called Alice’s name softly to avoid waking the household. Her wildness had disrupted things enough already, and I didn’t want to put a further strain on Farrell Shey’s hospitality.
Then, in the distance, I saw the silhouette of a girl—but she was not where I expected her to be. Alice hadn’t made for the gate. She had climbed the garden wall and was almost over it!
I ran toward her, but long before I got there she was over the top and out of sight. Where was she going? I wondered. Anywhere, just to get away? I reached the wall and started to climb. My first attempt was unsuccessful. There were few handholds and the rain had made the stone slippery, so I ended up falling back and landing awkwardly. Alice had made it look so easy. The second time, I managed to scramble quickly up onto the top of the wall. I’d just come close to twisting my ankle, so I wasn’t taking any chances: I turned around carefully, holding on tight and lowering my body before dropping down into a cobbled yard. I rolled over once but came to my feet quickly and peered out into the darkness, trying to locate Alice.
There was no moon, and I had to rely on starlight. But even though I could see in the dark better than most other people, I could see no sign of Alice. So I concentrated, closed my eyes, and listened.
Directly ahead I heard a shriek, and then a sort of scuffling and flapping. I ran toward the sound. There were more squawks, and I realized that the sounds were coming from the large wooden coop where Shey kept his chickens.
The nearer I got, the louder the noises erupting from the pen. The birds were fluttering about in panic.
With a strong sense of unease, I recalled a dark memory from my childhood. One night, a fox had raided my dad’s henhouse. When we arrived, bleary-eyed, forced from our beds by a terrible cacophony of sounds, five were already dead. Blood and feathers were everywhere.
But this time it wasn’t a fox terrorizing the chickens—it was Alice. I couldn’t see her, but even above the squawking of the birds I could hear something so grotesque that at first my mind refused to accept what it was. I crouched down close to the wooden pen, frozen to the spot. Then I heard shouts and the thud of heavy boots running toward us. Next thing I knew, someone was holding up a flaming torch to reveal the horror within.
Alice was on her knees in the middle of the coop; she was surrounded by dead and dying birds. Some had had their heads or wings torn off. One headless chicken was still running around. Alice held a dead bird in each hand. She’d been eating them raw, and her mouth was covered in blood.
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ALICE was a predator, no better than a wild animal filled with blood lust. It shook me to the core to see her behaving like this. The Spook was right: Her mind was completely unhinged. Did any part of the Alice I’d known still remain, or was she now a total stranger?
The guard holding the torch swore. Another lifted a club and made to enter the pen. Alice lurched to her feet, and for a moment I thought she was going to attack him. But then she jumped. It was an impossible leap that sent her soaring right over his head, and over the gate behind him, to land in the mud outside. Then, without a backward glance, she ran off into the darkness.
I took one look at the startled faces of the guards, then turned and followed her. She was heading for the unguarded gates, and although I was sprinting, desperate to catch her, she seemed to be possessed of an unnatural strength. Alice was pulling away from me with every stride, and the sound of her pointy shoes hitting the grass was becoming fainter and fainter.
Soon my breath was rasping in my throat and I began to tire. I slowed down and continued in the same direction. Surely she couldn’t keep up that pace for much longer, I thought. Every so often I halted, paused, and listened. But there was nothing to be heard—only the sighing of the wind in the trees and the occasional eerie cry of some nocturnal creature. But then, at last, the crescent moon came up, and I was finally able to employ some of the tracking skills the Spook had taught me. Soon I found Alice’s footprints on the edge of a copse, confirming that I was still on her trail.
It wasn’t long before I began to feel uneasy. Normally I’d never have ventured out without my staff, but I’d been so worried about Alice that I’d followed her instinctively, without thinking. As for the Destiny Blade, I’d left it in the sheath that Grimalkin had made. My silver chain was back in my bag, and I hadn’t even filled my pockets with salt and iron. I was completely unarmed—and cold, too, in just my shirt and breeches. I was completely unprepared, and each step I took away from the house could well be increasing my danger. Hadn’t I been warned that the denizens of the dark would be after me in revenge for the part I’d played in binding the Fiend? While I tracked Alice, something could well be hunting me.
Alarmed by that possibility, I halted and slowly turned through a full circle, searching my immediate surroundings. I could neither see nor sense anything. There was no feeling of cold warning me that something from the dark was near. So, still nervous and very vigilant, I continued on my way. I couldn’t leave Alice alone out here, whatever the risk.
Another hour passed, and I found more indications that I was still on the right track. As well as another set of footprints, I spotted a piece torn from Alice’s dress as she’d walked straight through a patch of brambles. At least the shape and depth of the prints told me that she was no longer running, so I hurried on, hopeful of catching her at last. I continued until I reached the edge of a wooded hill.
The next set of prints I found made my heart plunge right down into my boots. There were some that didn’t belong to Alice. There was also evidence of a struggle, the ground churned to mud—and spotted with blood. From the marks I estimated that Alice had been seized by a group of people.
I felt so foolish—an apprentice spook with no weapons!—but how could I abandon Alice now? So I moved cautiously into the trees, came to a halt, and listened. There was a deep and utter silence. It was as if everything was holding its breath. Slowly, trying not to make the slightest noise, I took another few steps, then listened again. Silence. I felt increasingly uneasy.
I had to think quickly. I needed to improvise. On the ground to my left lay a fallen branch. I picked it up and was pleased to find that it was sound, and slightly thicker and longer than my staff; it was better than nothing. I hurried on, the incline becoming steeper with every step I took.
As I neared the summit of the hill, I sensed some unseen person watching me. However, the first eyes I saw weren’t human. I looked up. The trees above were full of crows. I noted their sharp beaks and glossy black feathers, the razor-sharp claws cutting into the branches. My heart began to beat faster. Was the Morrigan here? I wondered. The birds were still, but when I lowered my gaze, I saw something that made my mouth go dry with fear.
Directly ahead of me, a man was sitting on the ground with his back against a tree trunk. He seemed to be staring at me, but his eyes were dark hollows. I took a step toward him, then another. With a shock I realized that he was dead. His damp, mildewed clothes were green, which marked him out as one of Shey’s guards. It had to be the man who’d disappeared about a week earlier. He had been tied to the tree, and his eyes were gone. The crows had feasted already.
At least this man was now dead and beyond further pain. And there was no sensation of cold to tell me that his spirit still lingered nearby. No, the cold only gripped me when I continued beyond him toward the next tree. Alice was sitting there in the same position, back against the trunk, wrists tied to it with twine, forced upward at an angle of forty-five degrees. The bindings were very tight—I could see them cutting into her flesh. Additionally, her snow-white hair had been twisted into a knot and nailed to the tree, pulling her neck around at an awkward angle. She was moaning softly.
I rushed toward her and saw the blood congealed on the twine. She looked up at me then. Her eyes were still there, but they saw no more than the empty sockets of the dead man. She gazed right through me as if I didn’t exist. When I knelt down before her, she whimpered. Her whole body was trembling. I touched her brow gently. How could I untie her arms without hurting her?
“Alice,” I said softly. “I’m so sorry. I’ll try to help, but this might hurt a little….”
Suddenly the sensation of cold down my spine intensified. Something from the dark was approaching.
“Try feeling sorry for yourself, boy!” someone shouted behind me. “Soon you’ll be hurting too!”
I whirled around, recognizing the voice, and came face-to-face with the witch Scarabek; Konal was now strapped to her back, his strangely ancient features leering at me over her shoulder. Behind her stood half a dozen bearded mages armed with swords. I heard sounds to my left and right. More armed men were walking toward me out of the trees. I was completely surrounded.
“Seize him!” the witch commanded.
Mages rushed forward, and I struck out at the nearest with the branch, brandishing it frantically to make him keep his distance. But it was useless against men with swords. Two cuts, and I found myself holding just a short wooden stump in my hand.
“Drop it, or the next cut will sever your hand!” the nearest mage warned.
I obeyed and tossed it away, and was immediately seized roughly, my arms twisted painfully behind my back. I was then dragged toward the tree opposite Alice and pushed down into sitting position so that I was facing her. Scarabek loomed over me.
“The goddess Morrigan is angry!” she cried. “You have dared too much! You weakened her in the Hollow Hills, and she will not forget it. Since then you have bound the Fiend—a deed that has hurt all those who serve the dark. For that, she commands that you shall die a slow, painful death. Not for you the quick death of my loyal husband, Shaun. We shall tie you to this tree and let the Morrigan’s crows peck out your eyes. After that we will cut you away piece by piece, starting with your fingers. We will sever them knuckle by knuckle, a morsel for each hungry beak that waits above! We will strip the flesh from your bones until only your skeleton remains! Bind him to the tree!” she ordered.
I fought with all my strength, but there were simply too many of them. They ripped the sleeves from my shirt, then held me against the trunk and pinned my arms back around it. Twine was bound very tightly around each wrist, and my arms were almost wrenched from their sockets as the two ends were pulled together and knotted behind the tree. It took all my willpower to stop myself from crying out. I didn’t want to give Scarabek the satisfaction of knowing that I was in pain.
I looked up and saw the witch standing before me. “My Shaun is dead because of you,” she snarled. She was holding out her left wrist like a falconer. But it wasn’t a falcon that was perched there. It was a huge black greedy-eyed crow, its beak agape.
“We’ll start with the left eye first,” she said.
Then, from behind her, someone else spoke. It was Alice.
“Poor Tom!” she cried. “Poor Tom’s hurt!”


“Aye, girl,” said Scarabek, turning to sneer at her. “He’s hurt, all right, but this is only the beginning.”
The crow unfurled its wings and flew onto my left shoulder. I felt the sharp pressure of its claws as the cruel eyes stared into mine. I tried to turn my head away, but it hopped nearer, and its beak jabbed at my left eye.






CHAPTER XXV
ALL FALL DOWN
 



  

 
 



I squeezed my eyes shut and leaned as far away as possible, twisting my head to make it difficult for the crow to reach its target. But I knew it was useless. Within moments I’d be blind.
Suddenly Scarabek shrieked, and I felt the crow relax its sharp grip on my shoulder. The pressure was gone. Had the ugly bird flown away? I wondered. I opened my eyes cautiously and, to my surprise, saw it lying on the ground at my side. It wasn’t moving. Its eyes were wide open but looked like glass. What was wrong with it? Was it dead?
“Tom’s hurt!” cried Alice again. “Don’t hurt him anymore!”
The witch was staring down at the dead crow, a look of incredulity on her face. Then she turned to Alice. “You!” she cried. “You did that!”
“Ain’t right that you hurt Tom,” Alice retorted. “He don’t deserve that. Why don’t you try picking on me instead?”
Scarabek pulled a knife from her belt and took a step toward Alice. “I’ll do just that, girl!” she said with a snarl. “I’ll attend to you myself!”
“You can’t hurt me,” Alice told her. “You ain’t strong enough.”
A couple of the mages laughed, but not that heartily. Bound to the tree and helpless, taunting a witch armed with a knife, Alice’s words seemed insane. Her pretty features were twisted into a sneer—the expression I’d seen on the face of her mother, Bony Lizzie, before she cast some dark, malevolent spell.
Then I felt it. It was as if someone had stabbed a shard of ice into my spine. That chill always warned me that something from the dark was close—I’d felt it as the witch and the mages had approached. But this had a strength and intensity beyond anything I’d experienced before.
And then, to my astonishment, Alice ripped her hands free of the twine that bound her to the tree, reached up to pull her hair clear of the nail, and stood to face the witch. There was blood dripping from her lacerated wrists, but she didn’t seem to feel any pain. She was smiling, but it wasn’t a pretty smile. It was filled with malice. Scarabek hesitated and lowered her blade.
Then Alice turned, bending her head down toward the tree trunk. What was she doing? When she turned back to face the witch, however, she was scowling.
Scarabek gave a sudden shriek of anger and ran straight at her, knife raised. I didn’t see what happened next because she was obscuring my view of Alice. But she suddenly threw up her hand and gave a cry of pain, then stumbled to her knees. Alice laughed hysterically as Scarabek twisted toward me and staggered to her feet again.
The witch seemed to have forgotten all about Alice. She was now approaching me very slowly, unsteadily. But she was still holding the blade, and her intent was clear. I noticed the mages staring at her with looks of utter horror on their faces. She was going to cut me—no doubt keeping a thumb bone for herself. I was terrified.
But then I glanced up at her face and immediately saw why she had screamed. A nail had impaled her green left eye, and blood was running down her cheek. Alice must have pulled the nail out of the trunk with her teeth, and she had spat it into the witch’s eye with great force and accuracy.
Scarabek staggered again, still lurching toward me. As she did so, Konal gave a bloodcurdling squeal. Whether mortally wounded or not, the witch still had enough life in her to wield the blade. It seemed as though nothing could save me.
Then I heard a rumble from somewhere deep within the ground, and all at once the whole world began to move. Above my head the branches bounced and writhed as if the tree trunk was being twisted and shaken by a giant’s hand. The witch’s gaze left me, and she glanced upward fearfully. But the danger came from the other direction.
A huge crack suddenly opened in the earth. With a grinding, splintering roar, it gaped wider, moving toward Scarabek faster than a person could run. At the very last moment she tried to leap clear, but it was too late. The earth swallowed her up and closed with a deep reverberating thud, leaving only the fingers of her left hand visible.
With harsh cries, the flock of crows quickly took flight; then the earth beneath my feet began to buck and shake, and the surface became as liquid as an ocean, with waves rolling across the forest floor. They seemed to be radiating from where Alice was standing, and even above the noise I could hear her chanting a spell in the Old Tongue. Mages and their servants were now running in all directions.
The trees were leaning at crazy angles, their roots dislodged by the violent movement. Then, suddenly, everything became still and quiet again, as if the whole world was holding its breath, appalled at what had happened. Now there was only one thing moving; one new sound to fill the silence.
Alice was spinning, dancing across the grass with her arms extended, blood still dripping from her wrists. Her eyes were closed, and she was smiling and humming something under her breath. She spun faster and began to sing just loud enough for me to hear the words.
“A ring a ring of roses, a fist full of thorns,










A ring a ring of roses, a head full of horns.










I’ll give a laugh and then a frown










So they all fall down!”










She giggled and repeated the last line as if it pleased her: “So they all fall down!”
At that, Alice seemed to lose her balance and fell down hard, giggling. Then she put back her head and laughed loudly, and it was a long time before she stopped. Finally she was quiet, and a solemn expression settled upon her face. She began to crawl toward me, coming so close that our faces were almost touching.
“I can make ’em all fall down, Tom. Ain’t that true? Even Grimalkin, the strongest of ’em all—I could do it to her, too. Don’t you believe me?”
She was staring intently into my eyes. I nodded in agreement, simply to humor her. My wrists were still burning and throbbing, and I felt as if I was going to be sick any moment, the bile rising in my throat.
Alice now moved her head up and brought her mouth close to my left hand. She gripped the twine binding my wrist with her teeth and bit through it. I gasped with pain. Then she did the same to my right wrist.
I lowered my arms, relieved to be free. No matter what dark powers Alice had used, at that moment I truly didn’t care. I had my life back when I thought I’d lost it.
Next Alice circled my left wrist with her fingers and thumbs. There was a sudden sharp pain, followed by a tingling sensation that radiated from her thumbs to my fingers and then up through my wrist and arm. And the throbbing pain began to lessen. She did the same to my right wrist, then leaned down and put her arm around my back, easing me to my feet.
“Think you can walk, Tom?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Then it’s best we get away from here. The ones who got away won’t stay scared forever. They’re mages and used to dealing with the dark.”
I stared at Alice. Apart from the color of her hair, she seemed almost back to normal. “Are you better, Alice?” I asked.
She bit her top lip and shook her head. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Better? I’ll never be better now, Tom. But I want to be with you. I want that more than anything else in the world. It’s what’s just saved us both.”
I sighed and shook my head. “We need to talk about all this. Where did you get the power to do that?”
“Not now, Tom. I need some time. We’ll have no peace when we get back—not after all that’s happened—but come to my room tomorrow night, and I’ll tell you what I can. Is it right what you said yesterday? Did you really manage to bind the Fiend?” she asked me.
I nodded. “Yes, it’s true. We’re free again, Alice.”
She smiled and took my hand. “So we have a little time, Tom—a little breathing space to think of a way to sort him out once and for all.”
I frowned. “But the first thing is to get back to Shey’s house,” I said. “After that business in the chicken coop, I doubt we’ll be welcome there anymore. You do remember what happened there….?”
Alice nodded sadly. “I remember everything,” she said. “I’ll try and explain tomorrow.”
As we set off, I looked back. Four or five crows were pecking at something on the grass. One took flight, swooping low over us before soaring up to land on a branch. It its beak it was holding one of the dead witch’s fingers.
I gripped Alice’s hand even more tightly. It was good to be together again.
 
Back at the house, it took all my powers of persuasion to deflect Shey’s anger from Alice. But, with the Spook’s help, he and his men were finally persuaded that she had been under the influence of a spell, but was now restored to her old self.
With that first crisis over, we decided not to tell the Spook anything for now. I knew he was wondering what had really happened but realized that this was not the time to question us closely.
We didn’t even have the problem of explaining away the lacerations to our wrists. By the time we reached the house, they were almost completely healed—with no scars to show what had been done to us. Healing was a benign act, but the exercise of such extreme power could only have come from the dark. Exhausted though I was, I slept little for the remainder of that night.
In the morning, there was news of the war brought by a dispatch rider from Dublin.
The Spook came to tell me himself:
“Good news, lad, really good news. The enemy has been defeated in a big battle north of Priestown, and they have fled in disarray to the very southern border of the County. They are now in full retreat. We can go home, lad, back to the County. I can rebuild my house and start to collect and write books for a new library!” There were tears glistening in his eyes; tears of hope and joy.
But despite that good news, I dreaded my forthcoming talk with Alice. What had happened to her in the dark? What had she become? Why could she never be better again? Was she a malevolent witch at last? The way she had slain our enemies the previous night made it look that way.
 
After everyone had gone to bed and the house was quiet, I went to talk to Alice. This time I didn’t bother to rap on her bedroom door. She was expecting me, and I certainly didn’t want to risk waking the Spook, whose room was just a little way down the corridor.
She was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring through the window into the darkness. As I entered the room, softly closing the door behind me, she turned toward me and smiled. I picked up the candle from the dressing table and set it on the window ledge. Next I drew up a chair and sat down facing her.
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
“All right, Tom. Leastways, I ain’t too bad as long as I don’t think about what’s happened.”
“Do you want to talk about it? Would that help or just make it worse?”
“Whether I want to talk about it or not ain’t the point, Tom. You deserve to know it all. Then you’ve got to decide if you still want to be my friend.”
“Whatever you tell me, I’ll still be your friend,” I told her. “We’ve been through too much together to go our separate ways now. And we need each other to survive. But for you I’d be dead now—cut to pieces by that witch and fed to the crows.”
“What I did I can’t undo. And I wouldn’t if I could—otherwise I’d have lost you forever, and lost my own life too. But I liked it, Tom. That’s the horror. I enjoyed destroying that witch. Whenever I hurt or killed something from the dark before, I felt sick afterward, but not this time. I liked testing my strength against hers. I liked winning. I’ve changed. I’m like Grimalkin now. That’s how she feels. She loves a fight! I killed—and I didn’t care!”
“Is it because you’ve spent so long in the dark, do you think?” I asked, keeping my voice low. “Is that what’s changed you?”
“Must be, Tom, and I can’t help it. When I came back from the dark, I didn’t think it was real at first. I thought I was still there. That’s why I was scared and shrank away from you. Those who served the Fiend often played tricks like that on me. Once before, I thought they’d sent me back to our world. I saw you at the edge of a wood. Really thought it was you, too. You smiled at me and squeezed my hand. But it was just a trick. You slowly turned into a devil. I watched your face warp, and twisty horns start to sprout from your forehead. And I realized that I hadn’t left the dark at all. So I thought what Pan said was just another trick and the same was going to happen again. I thought you were just a devil with a human face.”
I nodded. I had thought Alice was insane, but what she said made perfect sense. It would be the natural reaction of somebody who thought that the world wasn’t real, that it was an illusion created by the dark to torment her.
“But how did you know it was me this time?” I asked. “Even though they tied me to the tree and were about to kill me, it could still have been a trick.”
“When I was trapped in the dark, the devil that pretended to be you had his arms covered. But here, as soon as they ripped your sleeves off, I saw my brand on your arm, Tom. That mark is very special to me and you—it couldn’t be faked even by the Fiend himself!”
The scars she’d left on my arm had never faded. It was her special brand that marked me as belonging to her and no other witch.
I nodded, but then thought of something else. “But what about the chicken coop, Alice? What about that? Why did you do that?”
Alice shivered, so I leaned forward and put my arm around her shoulder. It was a long time before she answered.
“I’d only thought to escape and was heading for the wall. But then I smelled the warm blood pumping through their veins, and I couldn’t help myself. It was a terrible urge to drink blood. Being in the dark has changed me, Tom. Ain’t the same, am I? I think I belong to the dark now. What if I can’t cross running water anymore? Old Gregory will know what I am instantly!”
This was really worrying. If my master had firm proof that Alice was a dark witch, he’d bind her in a pit for the rest of her life; no matter how good a friend she’d proved, he would do what he thought was his duty as a spook.
I thought back to the words Mam had once spoken about Alice:
She was born with the heart of a witch, and she’s little choice but to follow that path.
But then Mam had gone on to say that there was more than one type of witch: Alice might turn out to be benign rather than malevolent. The third possibility was that she would end up somewhere between good and evil.
That girl could become the bane of your life, a blight, a poison on everything you do, she had told me. Or she might just turn out to be the best and strongest friend you’ll ever have.
In my mind there was no doubt that the latter was true. But was it possible that Alice could become a malevolent witch and still be my ally? Wasn’t that true of Grimalkin?
But I had one more question: “Alice—where did you get all that power from? Is it because you were in the dark for so long?”
Alice nodded, but she looked doubtful. For a moment I thought she was trying to hide something, but then she spoke slowly. “I think I’ve brought power back from the dark”—she paused and looked at me—“but I’ve always had more power than I’ve shown to you, Tom. I was warned by someone not to use it, to bury it deep inside me and try to forget it was there. Do you know why, Tom?”
I shook my head.
“Because each time you use such dark power, it changes you. Bit by bit you get closer to the dark, until eventually you are part of it. Then you’ve lost yourself and can never get back to what you once were.”
I understood. This was why the Spook feared so much for us both. I remembered something Mam had once said to me when I told her how lonely my life as a spook was proving.
How can you be lonely? You’ve got yourself, haven’t you? If you ever lose yourself, then you’ll really be lonely.
I hadn’t fully understood her words then, but now I did. She meant the integrity, the spark of goodness within you that makes you who you really are. Once that was extinguished, you were lost and truly alone, with only the dark for company.



 
ONCE again, I’ve written most of this from memory, just using my notebook when necessary.
Tomorrow we begin our journey back to the County. The first stage is to cross Ireland. But many streams and rivers lie in our path. Will Alice be able to cross them? Only time will tell.
The Spook knows nothing of this, and he seems fitter, stronger, and more cheerful than at any time during the past two years. We still have the majority of the money that we earned dealing with the jibbers in Dublin. My master says he is going to use it to start rebuilding his house, starting with the roof, kitchen, and library.
As for Grimalkin, so far we have heard nothing more from her. We can only hope that she managed to elude or slay her pursuers and that the Fiend’s head is still safely in her possession.


In addition to my staff and silver chain, I now have a third weapon—the sword given to me by Cuchulain, the Destiny Blade. I will need its sharp edges to defend myself against the denizens of the dark, who will pursue me in revenge for binding the Fiend.
The time is fast approaching when I will no longer be an apprentice; I will be a spook, and I am determined to be every bit as good as my master. In addition to that, I am my mother’s son, with the special gifts that she has passed down to me. The dark may pursue me, but the time will come when what my mother foretold will come to pass. And as Mam and Grimalkin both prophesied, I shall become the hunter, and they will run from me. My time is coming, and that day is not very far away.
War will have changed the County forever, but there’ll still be the dark to fight. I just hope that my family has survived.
Despite all that’s happened, I’m still the Spook’s apprentice, and we’re on our way back to Chipenden. We are going home at last.
THOMAS J. WARD
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PROLOGUE
IMAGINE a world in which there are no cars, trains, planes, or roads—just narrow paths meandering through the hills and forests. Most importantly, there is no electricity, and at night, it is extremely dark and dangerous. In the County, the world of the Last Apprentice, you would not walk to the edge of your village at midnight . . . because beyond its boundaries lurk ghosts, ghasts, boggarts, witches, and all manner of creatures that go bump in the night.
Sometimes these beasts encroach upon your village. They can kill, terrify, or drive you insane. You have only one option. You must send for the Spook, John Gregory, and his apprentice, Thomas Ward. They are good at their craft and will rid you of any supernatural infestation. But the world of the County is growing darker and more dangerous. In order to survive, Tom and the Spook must form an alliance with Grimalkin, the deadly witch assassin of the most powerful of the Pendle clans.
Feared throughout the County, Grimalkin wears all black, with leather straps crisscrossing her body; these hold sheath blades she has forged herself. Her trade is death and torture. As a warning not to cross her or enter her territory, she carves the symbol of scissors on trees—or any other surface she may find. Such sharp scissors she keeps strapped to her body, along with the knives, and she uses them to snip away the thumb bones of her enemies. These she wears on a necklace around her neck as trophies of those she has slain, with dark magic stored within them. Only the most foolish get in her way or attempt to thwart her purpose.
Here is Grimalkin, and this is a piece of her story.
She is out for revenge, and nothing will stop her.



GRIMALKIN THE WITCH ASSASSIN




CHAPTER I
A LARGE GREEN BITTER APPLE
Look closely at the enemy before you.
Do you see his bulging eyes and berserker fury?
Do you see his hairy chest? Can you smell his unwashed body?
Keep calm. Why be afraid? You can win.
After all, he is just a man. Learn to believe me.
I am Grimalkin.




ONCE I reached the center of the wood, I swung the heavy leather sack down from my shoulder and placed it on the ground before me. Then I knelt and undid the cord that sealed it—to be met by the rank stink of what lay within. I grimaced and drew forth what it contained, holding it up before me by its hair, which was greasy and matted with dirt.
It was very dark beneath the trees, and the moon would not rise for another hour. But my witchy eyes could see clearly despite the gloom, and I gazed upon the severed head of the Fiend, the Devil himself.
It was a terrible sight to behold. I had stitched the eyelids shut so that he could see nothing; I had stuffed his mouth with a large green bitter apple, wrapped in a tangle of rose thorns, so that he could not speak. My enemy had been well looked after; dealt with exactly as he deserved. Notwithstanding the stench, neither the head nor the apple had rotted; the first was due to his power, the second a result of my magic.
I spread the sack out on the ground and lowered the head onto it. Then I sat cross-legged opposite it, scrutinizing my enemy carefully.
Somehow it looked smaller now than it had appeared when freshly severed, but it was still almost twice the size of the average human head. Was it shrinking as a result of being separated from its body? I wondered. The horns that protruded from its forehead were coiled and curved like those of a ram; the nose resembled an eagle’s beak. It was a cruel face and deserved the cruelty that I had inflicted upon it in turn.
All about my body, a series of leather straps bore scabbards that held my weapons and tools. From the smallest of these I withdrew a thin, sharp hook with a long handle. I thrust it into the Fiend’s open mouth, pushed it deep into the green apple, and twisted and tugged. For a second there was resistance, but then I pulled the fruit out, bringing with it the tangle of rose thorns.
Relieved of the obstruction, the mouth slowly closed. I could see the broken teeth within: I had smashed them with my hammer as the Spook, Tom Ward, and I had bound the Fiend. The memory of it was vivid, and I watched it again in my mind’s eye.
Long had I waited for the opportunity to bind or destroy the Fiend, my greatest enemy. Even as a child I’d disliked him intensely. I observed the subtle ways in which he increasingly controlled my clan; saw how the coven fawned over him. They spent most of each year looking forward to the Halloween sabbath, the time when he was most likely to visit. Sometimes he appeared right in the center of their fire, and they reached forward, desperate to touch his hairy hide, oblivious to the flames that seared their bare arms.
My growing revulsion was something instinctive in me—a natural-born hatred—and I knew that unless I acted, he would become a blight upon my life, a dark shadow over everything I did. He was clever, subtle, and devious, often achieving his aims slowly. Above all I feared that one day, like many other witches who had once opposed him, I would finally become in thrall to him. That I could not bear, and I needed to do something to make it impossible.
And I knew exactly what I had to do: There is one certain way in which a witch can ensure that he keeps his distance. It is very extreme, but it means that she can be free of him forevermore. She needs to sleep with him just once, then bear his child. Thereafter—having inspected his offspring—he may not approach her again. Not unless she wishes it.
Most of the Fiend’s children prove to be abhumans, misshapen creatures of the dark with terrible strength. Others are powerful witches. But a few, a very few, are born perfect human children, untainted by evil. I knew I risked giving birth to a dark entity, but it seemed worth it to be rid of the Fiend.
I was fortunate indeed. Mine was a beautiful, fragile baby boy, perfect in every way.
I had never felt such intense love for another creature. To have his soft warmth against my body, so trusting, so very dependent, was wonderful—blissful beyond anything I had dreamed of, something I had never imagined or anticipated. That little child loved me, and I loved him in return. He depended upon me for life, and for the first time I was truly happy. But in this world, such happiness rarely lasts.
I remember well the night mine ended. The sun had just set and it was a warm summer’s evening, so I walked out into the walled garden at the rear of my cottage, cradling my child, humming to him softly to lull him to sleep. Suddenly lightning flashed overhead and I felt the ground shift beneath my feet; the air became sharp with cold. Although I had anticipated a visit from the Fiend for some time, I suddenly realized that his arrival was now imminent, and my heart lurched with fear. At the same time, I was glad because once he’d seen his son, I knew that he would leave and never be able to visit me again. I would be rid of him for the rest of my life.
Previously, the Fiend had always appeared to me as a handsome young man with dark curly hair, blue eyes, and a mouth that often turned up at the corners with a warm, welcoming smile. But he can take on many shapes, and this time he appeared in the form that the Pendle witches refer to as “his fearsome majesty.” It is a shape that is used to intimidate and terrify.
He materialized very near where I was standing, and his fetid breath was so close to my face that I struggled not to retch. He was large, three times my height, with the curved horns of a ram and a huge naked body covered in matted black hair. No sooner had he appeared than, with a roar of rage, he snatched my innocent baby boy and lifted him high, ready to dash him to the ground.
“Please!” I begged. “Don’t hurt him. I’ll do anything, but please let him live. Take my life instead!”
The Fiend never even glanced at me. He was filled with wrath and cruelty. He smashed my child’s fragile head against a rock. Then he vanished.
For a long time I was insane with grief. And then, as the long days and sleepless nights slowly passed, thoughts of revenge began to swirl within my head. Was it possible? I asked myself. Could I destroy the Fiend?
Impossible or not, that became my goal and my only reason for living.
I achieved part of that goal just one month ago. The Fiend is not destroyed, but at least he is temporarily bound. That binding was accomplished with the help of the old Spook, John Gregory, and his young apprentice, Thomas Ward. We fixed the Fiend with silver spears, then nailed his hands and feet to the bedrock of the deep pit at Kenmare, in the southwest of Ireland, where his body is now buried.
I still delight in remembering the moment of our victory. The Fiend was standing on all fours, tossing his head about like an enraged bull and roaring with pain. I stabbed the first nail into his left hand, then struck the broad head three times with the hammer, driving it right through the flesh to pin his huge hairy paw fast to the rock. However, in my eagerness to bind him, I became careless, and that was the moment when I almost died.
He twisted his head, opened his mouth wide, and lunged toward me as if to bite my head from my body. But I avoided those deadly jaws, then swung the hammer back hard into his face, smashing his front teeth into fragments and leaving only broken, bloody stumps. Few things have given me greater satisfaction!
After that, Tom Ward wielded the Destiny Blade given to him by Cuchulain, the greatest of Ireland’s dead heroes. With two deadly blows, the Spook’s apprentice cut through the Fiend’s neck, and I carried that severed head away with me.
While body and head are apart, the Devil is bound. But his dark servants pursue me. They want to return the head to its body and pluck out the nails and silver spears so that he is free once more.
To thwart them, I keep moving. By so doing, I buy time so that the Spook and his apprentice can discover the means by which the Fiend may finally be destroyed or returned to the dark. But I cannot run forever, and my strength is finite. Besides, it is in my nature to fight, not to run. This is a conflict I cannot win. There are too many of them—too many powerful denizens of the dark for even the witch assassin of the Malkin clan to overcome.
“It feels good to have you in my power!” I told the Fiend as I sat in front of him.
For a moment the severed head did not reply, but then the mouth slowly opened and a dribble of blood-flecked saliva trickled down his chin.
“Unstitch my eyes!” he bellowed, his voice a deep growl. His lips moved, but the words seemed to rise up from the ground beneath the head.
“Why should I do that?” I demanded. “If you could see, you’d tell your servants where I am. Besides, it is my pleasure to watch you suffer.”
“You can never win, witch!” he snarled, showing his broken teeth again. “I am immortal; I can outlast even time itself. One day you will die, and I will be waiting. What you have done to me I will repay a thousand times over. You cannot begin to imagine the torments that await you.”
“Listen, fool!” I told him. “Listen well! I don’t dwell on past failings, nor do I project my mind into the future more than is necessary. I am a creature of the now and I live in the present. And you are here in the present, trapped with me. It is you who suffer now. You are in my power!”
“You are strong, witch,” the Fiend said quietly, “but something stronger and more deadly stalks you. Your days are numbered.”
Suddenly everything grew quiet and still. Our reference to time had spurred him to attempt again what he had already tried but failed to do the previous time I’d lifted him out of the sack. He had the ability to slow or halt time—though being separated from his body had limited his usual powers. However, taking no chances, I rammed the thorn-wrapped apple back into his mouth, then twisted my hooked implement and pulled it free.
The Fiend’s face twitched, and beneath the stitched lids I could see the orbs of his eyes rolling in spasm. But I could hear the breeze whistling through the leaves above my head once more. Time was moving forward. The moment of danger was past.
I returned the head to the leather sack, stared into the leafy darkness, and concentrated. One quick sniff told me that this was still a safe place. Nothing dangerous lurked in this copse that shrouded the summit of a hill, and it was an excellent location. My enemies could not approach undetected.
My pursuers had gradually been increasing in number, but I had lost them late in the evening, and soon after had employed some of my precious remaining magic to cloak myself. I had to use it sparingly because my resources were almost exhausted. It was nearly midnight, and I intended to rest here and regain my strength by sleeping until dawn.
Sometime later, I awoke suddenly, sensing danger. My pursuers were climbing the hill toward me, and they had spread out to encircle the wood.
How could that have happened? I had cloaked myself well; they should not have been able to find me. I sprang to my feet and swung the leather sack onto my shoulders.
I had been running for too long. Finally, it was time to fight. The thought lifted my spirits; the anticipation of combat always did that. It was what I lived for: to test my strength against my enemies, to fight and kill.
How many were there? I fingered the thumb bones that hung from the necklace I wore around my neck, drawing forth their magical power before probing the darkness with my mind.
There were nine creatures approaching. I sniffed three times to gather more information. There were others farther back—almost a mile away—maybe twenty or more moving in this direction. Something puzzled me, and I sniffed again. There was a new addition to this larger group—someone or something with them that I couldn’t identify. Something strange. What was it?
Something stronger and more deadly stalks you now.
That was what the Fiend had said. Was this what he was referring to?
Perhaps it was, but for now that whole larger group could be forgotten. First I had to deal with the more immediate threat, so I began to assess the level of danger posed by the group of nine.
Seven of them were witches. At least one of them was of the first rank, and she used familiar magic. That might be how they’d found me. A witch’s familiar could be anything from a toad to an eagle. Sometimes it was a powerful creature of the dark, although they were hard to control. So the familiar might have been able to find me despite the cloak I’d wrapped about myself.
I could also tell that one of the group climbing the hill was an abhuman—and that the ninth was a man, a dark mage.
It would be easy to make my escape by choosing the path of least resistance. Two of the witches were young—hardly more than novices. I could simply break through the encircling line at that point and flee into the darkness. But that was not my way. I had to remind them who I was. Send a clear message to all who pursued me that I was Grimalkin, the witch assassin of the Malkin clan. I had run for so long that they had grown disrespectful. I had to teach them fear again. So I called down the hill to my enemies.
“I am Grimalkin and I could kill you all!” I cried. “But I will slay only three—the strongest three!”
There was no answer, but everything became very still and quiet. This was the calm. I was the storm.
Now I draw two weapons. In my left hand I grip the long blade that I use for hand-to-hand combat; in my right, a throwing dagger. My enemies are entering the trees, so I descend the hill, advancing to meet them. First I will slay the mage, next the abhuman, finally the familiar witch, the strongest of all.
I am walking slowly, taking care to make no noise. Some of my enemies either lack the skill to do likewise or are careless. My hearing is acute, and I detect the occasional distant crack of a twig or the faint rustle of long skirts trailing through the undergrowth.
Once in position above the mage, I come to a halt. He is only a man and will be the easiest of the three to overcome. Even so, he is undoubtedly more powerful than six of the advancing witches. A witch assassin must never underestimate her opponent. I will kill him quickly, then move on to the next.
I coil myself like a sharp metal spring and concentrate on my attack, searching for the mage, probing the darkness with my keen eyes. He is a young man, but although his magic is strong, physically he is out of condition and overweight, breathing heavily from the climb.
I whirl into motion. Three rapid steps downhill, and I hurl the throwing blade without breaking my stride. It takes the mage in the heart and he falls backward, dead even before he can cry out. His magical defenses proved inadequate.
The abhuman is my next target. He is big, with wide-set eyes and sharp yellow fangs jutting up over his top lip. Such creatures—children of the Fiend and a witch—are immensely strong and need to be kept at a distance and tackled at arm’s length. To fall into their grasp is to risk being torn limb from limb. They are invariably brutal and morally debased, the worst of them capable of anything. If my child had been such an evil creature, I would have drowned it at birth.
I sprint toward him at full pelt, plucking another throwing knife from its leather sheath. My throw is accurate and would have taken him in the throat, but he has been protected. The witches have infused him with their power, creating wards that deflect my blade. It skitters away uselessly and he surges toward me, roaring in fury, wielding a large club in one hand and a barbed spear in the other. He swings the club and jabs with the spear. But I have moved before either reaches me.
The heavy sack bounces against my back as I change direction again. Then, with my long blade, I cut the abhuman’s throat, and he falls, choking, a stream of blood spraying upward. Still without checking my stride, I run on.
Now I must deal with the third enemy—the familiar witch.
I am running widdershins, against the clock, so that my left and more deadly arm is facing the slope and the remaining witches, who are still moving toward me. A witch attacks, but not the one I seek. I ram the hilt of my blade into her face and she falls back. She will live, but without her front teeth.
By now the powerful familiar witch has sensed my attack, and she turns to face me, sending dark enchantments like poisoned spears at my heart. I flick them aside and head directly for her. I hear the beating of wings, and something swoops toward my face with claws outstretched. It is a small hawk, a kestrel. I sweep my blade in an arc and the hawk screams, its feathers falling upon me like blood-flecked snow.
The witch shrieks as her familiar dies; she shrieks again when I cut her the first time. My next blow ends her life, and the only sounds now are the slip-slap of my feet on the ground and the wish-swish of my breath as I accelerate down the hill and leave the cover of the trees.
I speed eastward out of the wood, leaving my enemies to find their dead. As I run, I go over in my mind what has happened. An assassin must evaluate both her successes and her failures; she must always learn from the past.
I consider again the means by which they have found me. The witch was powerful, but her familiar was just a small hawk. Their combined magic could not have seen beyond the cloak that I had cast about myself. No, it has to be something else.
What about the strange presence advancing with the larger group farther back? What is it? Is it this that has discovered me? If so, it must be powerful. And it is something that I have never encountered before. Something new.
It is wise to be wary of the unknown. Its unfamiliarity makes it dangerous. But soon it will be dead. How can it hope to defeat me?
I am Grimalkin.



CHAPTER II
AN UNKNOWN THREAT
Each day say to yourself that you are the best,
the strongest, and the most deadly.
Eventually you will start to believe it.
Finally it will come true.
It came true for me.
I am Grimalkin.




JUST before dawn I rested for an hour, drinking cool water from a stream and chewing my last few strips of dried meat.
My supplies were almost exhausted, and I would need fresh meat to keep up my strength. Rabbits would have been easy to trap, but I was still being pursued and could not afford to rest for more than a few moments. The majority of my enemies were almost two miles back now, but one of their number had come on ahead of the group and was closing on me. It was the unknown creature that I had first sniffed back in the wood.
It was moving faster than I was. Whatever the danger it presented, soon I would have to turn and face it. But first I had to know more. So I took a small mirror from its sheath on my shoulder strap, muttered a spell, then breathed on it.
Within moments a face appeared. It was that of Agnes Sowerbutts. She was a Deane but bore no great love for her own clan. She lived apart from the life of Pendle and had helped me before. We had a bond between us—a common interest. She was the aunt of Alice Deane and a close friend of Tom Ward, the Spook’s apprentice.
Agnes is skilled in the use of the mirror. Few are her equal in locating people, objects, and dark entities. But she keeps herself to herself, and few know that she is also a powerful scryer—far better than Martha Ribstalk, our greatest Malkin seer, who is now dead.
It was too dark for Agnes to read my lips, so I breathed on the mirror and made my request by writing on its surface. I wanted to know about the creature that pursued me.
What pursues me?
What will happen when I face it?
Can you help?
I wiped the mirror. Agnes merely smiled and nodded. She would do her best to help.
So I ran on, trying to maintain the same distance between myself and my pursuer. The leather bag slapped against my back with each second stride. The Fiend’s head seemed to be growing heavier by the hour. It was undoubtedly slowing me down. The pursuit was relentless, and gradually I was being overtaken. That fact did not displease me. Running like this was not my preferred option. I looked forward to the moment when I would have to turn and fight.
Dawn came, and with it gray skies and a chill drizzle drifting into my face. After about an hour I felt the mirror begin to move within its sheath. Agnes was trying to make contact, so I halted beneath the shelter of a large tree, lifted out the mirror, and found Agnes’s face staring back. It was a kindly face, with round cheeks and a plump chin, but one glance at her eyes told you that she was brave and not a woman to be trifled with.
Her name was Sowerbutts because she’d married a man from Whalley, leaving Roughlee, the Deane village, behind. Ten years later he died and she went home, but this time to live in a cottage on the outskirts of Roughlee. Although she liked to keep her distance from the clan, nevertheless she knew all their business. There wasn’t much that went on in Pendle that escaped Agnes and her mirror.
She gave me a brief smile of welcome, but I could see the warning in her eyes before she spoke. It would not be good news. I concentrated, staring hard at her lips to read what was being silently mouthed at me.
What follows you is a kretch. It was created by an alliance of witches, abhumans, and mages especially to hunt you down and slay you. Its mother was a she-wolf, but its father was a demon.
“Can you name the demon?” I asked.
That knowledge was vital. I needed to know what powers it had. It would be wolflike, but much would be determined by the gifts passed down from its father. My own clan, the Malkins, have also created kretches. The last one we named Tibb. We used it to try and counter the growing power of a seer from the Mouldheel clan. Kretches are usually created for a specific purpose. This one was supposed to kill me.
Agnes shook her head. I am sorry, she mouthed. Strong magic cloaks that information. But I will keep trying.
“Yes, I’ll be grateful if you do that. But did you scry also? Did you see the outcome of my fight against this kretch?”
If you fight it soon, you will suffer a mortal wound. That much is certain, Agnes told me, her face grim.
“And if I delay that fight?”
The outcome is less clear. But your chances of survival increase as time passes.
I thanked her, replaced the mirror in its sheath, and set off again at a sprint, trying to stay ahead of the kretch. As I ran, I thought over what Agnes had said. The fact that it was a kretch made me determined to elude it for as long as possible. Such creatures had short life spans. It would age rapidly, so why face it in its prime? I had to keep the Fiend’s head out of his servants’ clutches. That was more important than my growing urge to turn and fight my enemy.
I did believe in the power of scrying, but it was not always accurate. In fact sometimes—though rarely—it could be inaccurate.
I remember my first consultation with Martha Ribstalk. Rather than using a mirror, her chosen method of scrying was to peer into a steaming blood-tainted cauldron in which she boiled up thumb and finger bones to strip away the dead flesh. At that time she was the foremost practitioner of that dark art.
As arranged, I visited her one hour after midnight. She had already drunk the blood of an enemy and performed the necessary rituals.
“Do you accept my money?” I demanded.
She looked at me disdainfully but nodded, so I tossed three coins into the cauldron.
“Be seated!” she commanded sternly, pointing to the cold stone flags before the large bubbling pot. The air was thick with the smell of blood, and each breath I took increased the metallic taste on the back of my tongue.
I obeyed, sitting cross-legged and gazing up at her through the steam. She had remained standing beyond the cauldron, so that her body would be higher than mine, a tactic frequently employed by those who wish to dominate others. But I was not cowed and met her gaze calmly.
“What did you see?” I asked steadily. “What is my future?”
She did not speak for a long time. It pleased her to keep me waiting. I think Martha was annoyed because I had asked a question rather than waiting to be told the outcome of her scrying.
“You have chosen an enemy,” she said at last. “The Fiend is the most powerful enemy any mortal could face. The outcome should be simple. Unless you allow it, the Fiend cannot come near you, but he will await your death, then seize your soul and subject it to everlasting torments. However, there is something else that I cannot see clearly. There is uncertainty—another force that may intervene, one that presents a faint glimmer of hope. . . .”
She paused, stepped forward, and peered into the steam. Once again there was a long pause. “There is someone . . . a child just born . . .”
“Who is this child?” I demanded.
“I cannot see him clearly,” Martha Ribstalk admitted. “Someone hides him from my sight. And as for you, even with his intervention, only one highly skilled with weapons could hope to survive—only one with the speed and ruthlessness of a witch assassin, only the greatest of all witch assassins, one even more deadly than Kernolde—could do that. Nothing less will do. So what hope have you?” Martha mocked.
At that time Kernolde was the witch assassin of the Malkins, a fearsome woman of great strength and speed who had slain twenty-seven pretenders to her position—three each year, as this was the tenth year of her reign.
I rose to my feet and smiled down at Martha. “I will slay Kernolde and then take her place. I will become the witch assassin of the Malkins, the greatest of them all.”
Martha had laughed mockingly as I walked away, but I was perfectly serious. To defeat the Fiend, I knew that I would have to develop my fighting skills and become the assassin of the Malkin clan. And then I would have to form an alliance with that unknown child.
Eventually I learned his name.
Tom Ward.
I hurried on, trying to pick up my pace. The drizzle had now become a torrential downpour, driving into my face and soaking me to the skin.
As I ran, I meditated on the art of scrying. Generally a witch uses a mirror, but some go into deep trances and glimpse the future through dreams. Some throw bones into the north wind and see how they land. It is also possible to cut open a dead animal and examine its entrails. But seeing into the future is uncertain, no matter what some scryers would have us believe. There is always the element of chance. Not everything can be foreseen—and a witch can never foretell her own death: Another must scry it for her.
I disliked Martha Ribstalk, but she was good at her art and I consulted her many times after that first session. During our final meeting she predicted the time and manner of my death. She insisted that it would come about many years into the future, but I could not rely on that. Time has many paths. Perhaps I have already taken one that made that prophecy void. If so, I know exactly what step that was.
I have allied myself with John Gregory and Thomas Ward. I have chosen to use my own dark powers to fight the dark and destroy the Fiend. That could change everything.
I was climbing now, my pace slowing. I reached a ridge and looked back in the direction of my pursuer. I crouched low so that the kretch would not see me against the skyline and waited, eager to catch my first glimpse of it.
I did not have long to wait. I saw the beast created by my enemies emerge from a cluster of sycamores and leap a ditch before disappearing into a hedgerow. I saw it for only a second, but that was enough to tell me that I was dealing with something dangerous and formidable.
From a distance it looked, as I had suspected, like an enormous wolf. Just how big, it was difficult to estimate. It seemed to be loping along on four legs and was covered in black hair that was flecked with silver on its back. But then I realized that the front two limbs were really powerful, muscular arms. The creature was designed to fight and kill me. Everything about it would have been crafted to achieve one objective—my death.
It would be swift in combat, and very strong. Those arms would be like those of an abhuman, able to crunch my bones and tear off my limbs. No doubt its teeth and claws would be poisoned. One bite, or even a scratch, might be enough to bring about my slow, agonizing death. Perhaps that was what Agnes Sowerbutts had meant when she referred to the threat of a mortal wound.
My instincts screamed at me to turn and fight now, to get it over with and slay this kretch. Pride bade me do the same. I wanted to test myself in combat against it. I would prove that I was stronger and better than anything they could send against me.
Oh, Mr. Wolf! Are you ready to die?
But more was at stake here than my survival and my pride. In battle, chance often played a part. An ankle could be twisted by a stone hidden in the grass; an enemy less skilled than me might be favored by a lucky strike. Malkin assassins had died like that before, bested by inferior opponents. I found it very difficult to imagine being defeated under any circumstances, but if I did lose, the Fiend’s head would fall into the hands of my enemies, and before long he would walk the earth once more.
I had promised to keep the Fiend’s head out of the clutches of his servants, so despite my lust for combat I would continue to run for just as long as I could.



CHAPTER III
YOU ARE BLEEDING
Look—you are bleeding! Maybe close to death. The pain is terrible.
Now your enemy approaches, ready to take your life.
Is this the end? Are you finally defeated?
No! You have only just begun to fight!
Believe me because I know.
I am Grimalkin.




AS I ran on, I went through my options once more.
In which direction should I go? So far my journey had been unplanned.
After following a long meandering path through Ireland, I had made a safe crossing from its eastern shores to the County by threatening a lone fisherman. After that voyage, most Pendle witches would have killed the man and taken his blood or thumb bones. But I, the most dangerous of them all, had spared his life.
“You will never be closer to a violent death than you have been these past few hours,” I told him as I stepped onto the shore of the County. “Go back to your family. Live a long and happy life.”
Why had I behaved thus? My enemies would see it as a weakness, evidence that I was growing soft and was ready to be taken, that I was no longer fit to be the witch assassin of the Malkin clan. How wrong they would be! He was no threat to me. When you kill as often as I am required to do, you grow weary of taking lives—especially the easy ones. Besides, the man begged. He had told me of his wife and young children and the daily struggle to keep them from starvation. Without him, he’d said, they would die. So I set him free and continued on my way.
Where should I go now? I could travel north into the lair of the hostile water witches and weave my way through the hills and lakes, but those slimy hordes were loyal supporters of the Fiend. South was another option, but there a different danger awaited me. The forces that had invaded the County had only recently been driven south. It would be foolish to head toward their lines.
Yes, to keep moving was the best way to make sure that the head stayed out of the clutches of the Fiend’s servants. But I needed to rest, and there was one place I could go that my enemies might not expect. I could return to Pendle, the home of my clan. Both friends and enemies awaited me there. Some witches were happy to see the Fiend loose in the world; others would like to destroy him or return him to the dark. Yes, I would head for Pendle—for a special place where I could take refuge while I rested, regained my strength, and augmented my magical resources. Malkin Tower, once the stronghold of my clan, was now in the possession of two feral lamia witches, sisters of Tom Ward’s dead mother.
Would they allow me in? They were enemies of the Fiend, so perhaps I could persuade them to let me share that refuge.
It was worth a try, so I changed course and ran directly toward Pendle.
However, long before I reached it, I realized that I would have to fight the kretch first. I had no choice. Better to turn and fight the enemy face-to-face than be brought down from behind. To continue running was no longer an option—the creature was now little more than a hundred yards to my rear and closing fast.
My heart began to beat faster at the thought of combat. This was what I lived for. . . .
I paused at the top of a small rise and looked back. The kretch had just crossed the narrow valley below and was starting to lope up the hill, its black fur sleek with rain. Its eyes met mine, and I saw more than eagerness there. It was frantic to sink its teeth into me, to tear my flesh and chew my bones. That was its sole purpose in life, and its desperate need for victory would add spice to our battle.
I placed the sack on the ground. I did not like to leave it unattended even for a moment, but I would fight more effectively if I was unencumbered. Now I must do everything right, everything to the best of my ability. My attack must be perfect. I would need magic as well as martial skills.
I reached for the necklace around my neck and began to touch each thumb bone in turn, working from left to right. A monk fingers his beads one by one, using them as an aid to memory as he counts the circle of his prayers; my ritual is the muttering of each spell while drawing into my body the power that is stored within the bones. Each was a relic cut from the body of an enemy slain in combat. Each had been boiled with care until the flesh peeled off cleanly.
The initial spells, those of making, have to be chanted accurately and with a precise cadence. If all is done correctly, the bones float to the surface of the cauldron and dance among the churning bubbles as if trying to leap out. Each is picked out by hand, despite the pain, and must not be allowed to fall to the ground. Then it is drilled through and added to the necklace.
The stronger the enemy, the greater the power that is now stored within each bone. But it is finite. Once a bone is drained of power, it must be replaced.
First I touched those of Janet Fox; she was strong, and we had fought for two hours beneath the afternoon sun. I drew out the power that was left; now her bones would need to be replaced. The bones of Lydia Yellowtooth I didn’t drain completely. She was subtle in combat—I needed some of that subtlety now, but chose to save a portion for later. So I continued to turn the necklace, fingering the bones. At last I had what I needed.
I was ready.
I run at full tilt toward the kretch. With every stride the rational part of me, my calculating mind, warns of just how difficult it will be to win here. The creature is far bigger than I estimated. Although in form it resembles a wolf, in size it is more like a small horse. In addition to those muscular arms, with their long, sharp-taloned fingers, there are pouches around its hairy body. These are not leather straps and sheaths; they are formed of its flesh, and weapons protrude from them.
But I have the instincts of a warrior and great self-belief. Whatever the odds, I will win. I am Grimalkin!
Without breaking stride, I stop my heart from beating. It is a skill that I have practiced over the course of many years. My blood quiets: there are no peaks and troughs of surging circulation to spoil my aim. I draw a throwing knife from its scabbard and hurl the blade straight at the creature’s head.
My throw is accurate, and I find my target. However, to my annoyance and frustration, the blade does not penetrate the hide, but skids across the hairy head to fall harmlessly into the long grass. A metal helmet could not have provided a more effective defense.
Then I see a gleam of blood in the dark fur. I have cut the flesh, but the skull beneath is strong and thick, a bone barrier against my blades.
Surely the rest of the body cannot have similar defenses? The movement of the sleek, lithe creature that runs toward me with such fluidity and grace says otherwise. There must be points of weakness. I will find them and the creature will die.
So I test its body, hurling a second blade straight at its flank. Its reactions are quick, and it twists away so that the blade misses. I allow my heart to resume its beating.
Now the kretch rushes at me from a different angle. I am still sprinting forward and the long blade is in my left hand; this is the one I use for fighting at close quarters.
Matching me move for move, the kretch also draws a long blade from a pouch on its shoulder. It also uses its left hand. The talons of its right hand are ready to receive me too. But now I have decided exactly what to do. I know how I may swiftly win this battle and continue my flight with the Fiend’s head.
There is a mighty clash as we come together; the kretch growls, showing its sharp fangs, and stabs toward my head. The stench of its rancid breath fills my nostrils as I duck under the blade and skid, feet first, beneath it. Sliding down the wet grassy slope beneath its furry body, I swing right and left with my blade, cutting into both hind legs, severing the hamstrings.
The creature gives a cry and collapses back onto its haunches, its blood spurting onto the grass. But I have already rolled clear, and I run back up the hill toward the leather sack, which I swing firmly up onto my shoulder. I look down the slope again and smile in triumph. The creature is howling, desperately trying to pull itself up the incline toward me with its strong forelimbs.
Oh, Mr. Wolf! Now you are limping!
Its hind legs drag uselessly behind it. Thus hamstrung, it can never catch me now. No doubt its creators will find the beast and put it out of its misery. I am pleased with what I have achieved, but I had expected the struggle to be more difficult. Yet it is good to triumph over my enemies.
My heart light now, I run on toward Pendle. I am filled with the exultation that comes from victory. Even the rain has stopped. There are gaps in the cloud, and soon the sun will shine. As for my other pursuers, I have left them far behind.
I sat cross-legged on the grass and made myself comfortable. Next, I plucked the Fiend’s head out of the sack and, holding it by the horns, placed it on a grassy bank so that it was almost level with my own.
I removed the green apple and the thorns and waited patiently for our conversation to begin. It always began in exactly the same way.
“Unstitch my eyes!” the deep voice cried. The Fiend’s words seemed to vibrate up through the grassy bank.
“Why repeat yourself? Will you never learn to accept your lot? Your eyes will remain stitched. Be grateful that I allow you a little time to speak. Don’t waste it. Have you anything to tell me? Anything worth listening to?”
The Fiend did not reply, but beneath the lids the eyeballs were moving frantically. Then the mouth opened as if he were speaking to someone, but I could hear nothing.
“Are you in communication with someone?” I demanded. “Have you been conversing with one of your servants? If so, I will put you back in the sack!”
“My servants speak to me all the time, whether I am able to reply or not. They tell me things. I have just learned something very interesting.”
The mouth smirked as if relishing what it had been told, and dribbles of blood and saliva ran down its chin. I did not give the Fiend the satisfaction of asking what he knew. He was going to tell me anyway. I just had to be patient.
“It is done,” he said at last. “You are finished—as good as dead. Soon I will be free.”
“I maimed the kretch that your servants created. So do not build up your hopes.”
“Soon enough you will see the truth, witch. Very soon, in fact!”
“What? Truth from the Father of Lies?” said I, laughing contemptuously.
Always mindful of the Fiend’s comfort, I plucked a big bunch of stinging nettles and spread them within the sack to make him a restful bed. Next I thrust the green apple and rose thorns back into his mouth.
“Sleep well! Sweet dreams!” I cried, tying the string to bind him into the sack.
An hour before sunset I halted and set traps for rabbits. It was a warm, pleasant evening, and the grass had dried. I was already on the edge of Pendle District, and the hill itself was clearly visible to the northeast.
I decided to use my mirror to make contact with Alice Deane and see if she, Tom Ward, and the Spook had reached the County safely. It was a week since I had last been in touch with her. At that time they had been about to leave the southwest of Ireland and travel overland by coach to Dublin to take a boat home. I was well ahead of them: I had already landed south of Liverpool and made my way northward, keeping close to the coast before I’d had my first contact with the Fiend’s servants west of Ormskirk.
Pulling the mirror from its sheath, I said the magical words of contact and waited patiently for Alice to appear.
The mirror brightened and she smiled out at me.
“I trust all is well?” I asked.
Alice nodded. We’ve been home for three days, and Old Gregory has already got people working hard to rebuild his house. We’re sleeping under the stars at the moment! How are you? Is the head still safe? she mouthed.
“Yes, child,” I told her. “There has been danger, but I have survived. The head is still safe in my hands—but I cannot run forever. Tell Thomas Ward to put his thinking cap on! We need to destroy the Fiend—we must fix him permanently.”
I smiled at Alice and put the mirror away, staring toward the looming mass of Pendle.
I was almost home now. When I reached Malkin Tower, would the lamias let me take refuge there? I wondered. If not, could I take it from them by force? Two together would be difficult to overcome, but if I entered by the tunnel I might be able to lure one down into the dungeons. In theory they were my allies, but if it proved necessary, I would kill them both.
I felt the mirror move again in its leather sheath. When I pulled it out, Agnes Sowerbutts was already staring at me. She looked concerned.
“I hamstrung the kretch,” I told her. “That danger is past.”
I only wish that were so, Agnes mouthed back at me. I spied the creature reflected in the surface of a small lake, where it paused to slake its thirst. Now it is following you once more with just the merest of limps. Soon it will be able to run freely again.
I have now managed to scry the name of its father. The kretch was begat of Tanaki, one of the hidden demons who are invoked rarely and only with great difficulty. Little is known of him, other than he has great perseverance. Once set on a course, he never deviates until his will is accomplished. Not only that: Any defeat makes him stronger. Each time he fights, he grows more formidable. Such traits will have been passed on to the kretch. It has been given great powers of healing.
I frowned and nodded. The hamstringing should have been permanent. This creature was going to be very difficult to overcome. I could no longer allow myself the respite of a night’s sleep.
There is worse, Agnes said, looking directly at me, her lips moving silently. Your forehead is cut.
I reached a finger up to my brow and, to my dismay, traced the line of a gash. My finger came away faintly smeared with red. It was little more than a scratch, no doubt inflicted by one of the kretch’s talons. In the heat of the fight I hadn’t felt a thing. I remembered that Agnes had scryed that I would suffer a mortal wound.
“Surely this small scratch is nothing?” I said.
The wound is slight. But poison may have entered your bloodstream. Would you like me to scry again and see the outcome?
I felt quite well and hardly thought it was necessary, but to please Agnes I nodded, and the image in the mirror faded. I spent the next hour cooking and eating two plump rabbits while I thought about the kretch. Just how cleverly had my enemies crafted the creature? Maybe the glands at the base of its claws secreted a substance that stopped its victims from feeling pain? This was a trick employed by some predators so that their prey failed to seek attention for the poisoned wound . . . until it was too late. But I was still not overly concerned. Filled with new energy, I ran on through the night toward Pendle. I felt strong. I had no symptoms of poisoning at all.
Not then.
They began just as the brooding shape of Pendle loomed up out of the murky predawn light.
It started with a disturbance to my vision. Tiny flashes of light appeared at the corners of my eyes. I had never experienced anything like it before, and at first I paid little heed. But gradually the flashes grew worse. I then became breathless, and my heart rate increased. I tried to ignore these symptoms—along with the sack, which seemed to be growing heavier with every stride. Then my legs started to feel unsteady.
Suddenly I was on my knees as a wave of nausea shook me. I vomited my supper onto the grass and crouched there, retching and gasping for air. After a few minutes my breathing returned to something approaching normal, and I struggled to my feet. But when I tried to run, my legs felt like lead and I could only stagger forward a few steps at a time.
Within minutes my condition began to deteriorate further. Each ragged breath that I sucked desperately into my lungs brought a sharp pain. But I couldn’t afford to stop. I imagined the kretch picking up its pace and loping after me. Even if my progress was slow, every painful step would take me nearer to Pendle. Physically, I was exceptionally strong and resilient. My self-belief remained strong: I was sure that I could fight off the effects of the poison.
The mirror moved. I took it out and gazed upon the face of Agnes Sowerbutts once more. Her expression was grim, and she shook her head slowly.
The poison is slow acting but deadly, she mouthed. Without help, you will probably soon be dead. But I cannot tell what will befall you. As I scryed, the mirror went dark.
There was still room for hope, I thought. A darkening mirror merely meant that things were uncertain.
“Could you help me?” I asked.
I’m an old woman and can’t travel to meet you. But if you come here, I’ll do my very best to help.
Agnes was a powerful healer. If I could only reach her cottage . . .
I thanked her, then returned the mirror to its sheath. My whole body was shaking now. I tried to deny it but could not escape the truth. I knew I didn’t have the strength to reach the outskirts of the Deane village alone.
I had always been self-sufficient; mostly I had walked alone. Pride now reared its head up before me, a barrier between me and the help that I needed. Who could I ask anyway? Who could I trust? Above all, I needed someone to carry the Fiend’s head and keep it out of the hands of the kretch.
I had no true friends among the clans, but there were those I had helped or formed temporary alliances with—witches such as Alice Deane. Unfortunately Alice was too far away to help. She was back at Chipenden with John Gregory and Tom Ward.
I went through the list of the ones I might be able to trust but quickly dismissed them in turn. Pendle’s clans had been split into three groups when they had summoned the Fiend to walk the earth: There were those who served him, those who opposed him, and finally, those who watched and waited, perhaps planning to ally themselves with the winners of the conflict.
I had been away from Pendle for many months, and there was no way I could be sure of anyone now. I stared toward the gray mass of Pendle Hill, my mind circling like a moth around a candle flame, going anywhere but into that inevitable fire.
There was one person I could ask for help, but she was young and I didn’t want to endanger her. However, she was also strong and was well able to assist.
Witch assassins are not like spooks; traditionally, they do not take apprentices. But I am not like previous assassins. I trained a girl in secret. Her name?
Thorne.



CHAPTER IV
KILL THAT BEAR!
That beast has arms strong enough to tear you limb from limb,
a fanged mouth big enough to bite off your head.
What chance have you against such a foe?
None at all; you are as good as dead.
I know the answer. It is simple:
Kill it from a distance!




THORNE had sought me out five years before, when she was just ten years old. I was sitting cross-legged under an oak tree close to Bareleigh village, meditating on my next task: to seek out and kill something that wasn’t human. In the forest northeast of Pendle, a bear had turned rogue and had killed three humans in the last month. There were few bears left in the County, but it had to die.
I was not aware of the approach of danger because I did not recognize it in one so young.
The child came very close to me and kicked me hard on the thigh with the toe of her pointy shoe. In a second I was on my feet. I lifted her by her hair and dangled her so that her face was close to mine.
“If you ever do that again,” I warned her, “I will slice off your foot!”
“I’m brave,” she said. “Don’t you agree? Who else would dare to kick the witch assassin?”
I looked at her more closely. She was just a slip of a thing with hardly any meat on her bones, but she had a determination in her eyes that was very unusual in one so young. It was as if something much older and more powerful glared out of that young face. But I wasn’t going to take any non-sense from her.
“You’re more stupid than brave!” I retorted. “Be off with you. Go back to your mother—there’ll be chores for you to do.”
“Don’t have a mother or a father. I live with my ugly uncle. He beats me every day.”
“Do you kick him?”
“Yes—and then he beats me even harder.”
I looked at the girl again, noting the bruises on her arms and the dark mark under her left eye. “What do you want of me, child?”
“I would like you to kill my uncle for me.”
I laughed and set her down on the ground, then knelt so that we were eye to eye once more. “If I killed your uncle, who would then feed and clothe you?”
“I will work. I will feed myself. I will become a witch assassin like you.”
“To become the witch assassin of our clan, you will need to kill me. Are you capable of that? You’re just a child.”
Traditionally, each year three witches were trained to challenge the incumbent clan assassin. But no one had confronted me for many years. After slaying the fifteenth pretender, I had put a stop to the practice, having grown sick and weary of slaying challengers. It was a foolish waste of lives that was gradually bleeding away the strength of the Malkin clan.
“Soon I’ll be as big as you, but I won’t kill you,” the girl said. “You will die one day, and then I’ll be ready to replace you. The clan will need a strong assassin. Train me!”
“Go home, child. Go back and kick your ugly uncle even harder. I will not train you.”
“Then I will come back and kick you again tomorrow!”
With that, she left, and I thought no more about it, but she returned the next day and came to stand before me. I was in my forge, sharpening a new blade.
“Did you kick your ugly uncle again?” I asked, unable to prevent a smile creeping across my face as I rested the completed blade on the anvil.
The child did not reply. She stepped forward and tried to kick me again, but I was ready. I slapped her hard and threw her down into the dirt. I wasn’t angry, but I’d had enough of her foolishness and wanted to show her that I was not to be trifled with. But the girl was stubborn, and yes, she was brave. She attempted another kick. This time I snatched up my blade and pointed it at her throat.
“Before the end of the day, child, this new blade will taste blood! Take care that it isn’t yours!”
Then I threw her over my shoulder and carried her off toward the forest. It was late afternoon when I found the tracks of the bear, dusk when I reached its lair, a cave in a wooded hillside. There were bones outside, scattered across the loam. Some of them were human.
I could hear the animal scuffling about inside its den. It soon caught our scent and moments later emerged on all fours. It was big, brown and fierce; blood was smeared across its snout and paws. It had been eating but still looked hungry. It glared at us for a moment, and I stared back hard and hissed at it to provoke it. It reared up on its hind legs and gave a terrible bellow of anger.
I set the girl down on the ground at my side. “What’s your name?” I demanded.
“Thorne Malkin.”
I handed her the blade I’d forged and sharpened that morning. “Well, Thorne, go and kill that bear for me!” I commanded.
She stared at the bear, which was now lumbering toward us, its mouth open, ready to charge. For the first time I saw fear in her eyes.
“It’s too big,” she said.
“Nothing is too big to be killed by a witch assassin. Slay that bear for me, and I will train you. Then one day you will take my place.”
“What if it kills me?”
I smiled. The bear was now getting very close. “In that case, I will wait until the bear starts to eat you. Once it is distracted, I will kill it.”
Something happened then that was completely unexpected. By now the child was shaking with fear and looked ready to flee at any second. This was exactly what I wanted. My intention was to cure her of the folly of wishing to become a witch assassin.
And she did run, but not in the direction I expected.
Thorne lifted the blade, gave a yell, and ran straight toward the bear.
When I drew and hurled another blade, she was just seconds away from death. I rarely miss, and my aim was perfect, the dagger burying itself up to the hilt in the bear’s left eye. It staggered and started to fall—but Thorne was still sprinting toward it. As she stabbed it in the left hind leg, the dead animal collapsed on top of her.
She was lucky not to have been killed, or at least seriously hurt by such a weight falling on her. When I dragged her out, she was covered in bear blood but otherwise unhurt. I had been impressed by the courage displayed by one so young; she deserved to walk away unscathed.
“I killed it!” she exclaimed triumphantly. “Now you have to train me.”
I lifted the head of the bear and pointed at the dagger embedded in its left eye.
“I killed it,” I told her. “You merely offered it supper. But now we’ll have a supper of our own. This bear has dined on human flesh for quite a while; now we will eat its heart.”
I was as good as my word. While Thorne collected wood, I took what I needed from the bear: its heart and two tender slices from its rump. Soon I had a fire going and was cooking the meat on a spit. Once it was done, I cut the heart in two and handed half to the girl.
“It’s good,” she said. “I’ve never tasted bear meat before.”
“There are very few bears left, but just in case you ever confront another, there are a couple of things you ought to know. Never stab it in the leg—it only makes it angry. And never get in close. Such an animal must be killed from a distance. They are immensely strong. Once a bear has hold of you, you’re as good as dead. They can tear off your limbs or crush your skull with one bite.”
Thorne chewed her meat thoughtfully. “I’ll remember that the next time we go bear hunting,” she said.
I almost laughed out loud at the presumption of that “we,” and I smiled at her. “You were afraid, child, and yet you obeyed me and attacked the bear. So yes, I will begin to train you. I will give you a month to prove yourself.”
I picked up the new blade that Thorne had used to stab the bear. “Here,” I said, handing it to her. “This is yours now. You have earned it. This is your first blade.”
Thus I began to train Thorne, but I did so in secret. There were three reasons for that. First, if any of my enemies knew of it, the girl would become a target. By capturing or hurting Thorne, they might seek to bring pressure to bear upon me.
Second, I was jealous of my reputation and wished to continue to inspire fear for my ruthlessness and independence. It was for this reason that I carved the image of scissors on trees.
Third, the successor to the Malkin witch assassin had traditionally been chosen through combat. I judged it best that after my death the practice should continue once more. Witches would then compete with each other for the title. I did not wish it to look as if I was personally selecting my protégée as my successor. If Thorne became the next assassin, she would have to earn the position in the conventional manner. I had no doubt that she would do so.
The month passed quickly, and all was to my satisfaction. The girl was courageous, and obedient, too—the latter was important. I prefer to work alone, but with a partner I must be in charge and there is no room for wayward behavior.
I remember the first time Thorne showed her true worth, and I realized just how good an assassin she might one day become.
Water witches dwell in the far north of the County. They are no friend to the Pendle covens, and they had recently killed a Malkin witch who had been traveling south through their territory. I had been dispatched by my clan to kill three of their number in retaliation.
Thorne took no part in the slaying of the water witches. She was there to watch and learn. I killed three, as directed. Then, choosing a clearing in the forest, I placed their heads on stakes, carving the sign of my scissors on the surrounding trees. Thus there could be no mistake. It was not just for vengeance; it was a warning.

With hindsight, I realize that I should have left immediately afterward and sped back to Pendle. Instead, Thorne and I spent a useful day on the shores of the lake some call Coniston. It was a day of training, and I pushed the girl hard. The sun had just gone down behind the trees when we began her knife training. I was trying to teach her to be calm and control her anger. She had the blades; I used my hands.
“Cut me!” I shouted, slapping her face and stepping back out of range.
Thorne whirled toward me, wielding two blades, slashing at me, her face full of fury. I stepped inside her guard and slapped her even harder; twice this time, stinging both cheeks and bringing tears to her eyes.
“Keep calm, girl! It’s only pain!” I mocked. “Think! Concentrate! Cut me!”
She missed again, and I gave her another hard slap. We were close to the water’s edge, and by now it was twilight. Tendrils of mist snaked toward us over the lake’s surface.
Thorne took a deep breath, and I saw her face relax. This time she feinted, and the arc of her first blade came so close that I felt its breath whisper over the skin of my shoulder. I smiled in appreciation and took a rapid step backward to avoid her next thrust. I was inches from the water’s edge, and the lake was deep.
The attack came suddenly, taking us both by surprise. I had my back to the water, and Thorne saw the creature first. Her eyes widened in shock, and I turned and glanced back over my shoulder, seeing the death that was surging toward me.
The beast had arms and long fingers with sharp talons, but it was more fish than man, with a nightmare face and cold cod eyes, a mouthful of sharp teeth and a long, sinuous, eel-like body with a narrow fin.
I tried to twist away, but it surged up out of the water, riding on its tail, then seized me by the shoulder and yanked me backward. As my head went under the cold water, I realized that I had no blade at my disposal. I had been fighting Thorne unarmed, and my leather straps, sheaths and knives were spread out on the grass, some distance from the water’s edge.
But I wasn’t finished yet, and with the nails of my left hand I gouged out the creature’s right eye. Then I bit through its fingers to the bone. However, it was immensely strong and was dragging me deeper and deeper into the murky water. I hadn’t had time to snatch a deep breath and realized that I was now in serious trouble.
But then I saw another shape in the water beside me and felt a knife being pressed into my hand. I used it quickly—to good effect. And I wasn’t alone. Thorne was by my side, and together we cut that creature to pieces.
At dawn we assembled its remaining fragments beside the lake. I had never seen anything quite like it before, but it was without doubt an abhuman. They take many strange forms, and this one had been adapted for an aquatic life. The Fiend sometimes uses such creatures to destroy his enemies. He cannot come near me, so he’d sent one of his children instead.
Without doubt Thorne saved my life that day; it had required great courage to join me in the water like that. As a reward, I boiled up the creature’s thumb bones and gave them to her. They were the first bones that she hung on her necklace.
Back in Pendle, I customarily trained Thorne several times a week and occasionally took her with me when I set off on long journeys, seeking out those marked for death by my clan.
I had watched her develop from a young, eager girl into a potential witch assassin who would one day take my place. Because of the war and my journey to Ireland, it was several months since I had last seen her, but I knew she would be ready to answer my call.
I stared into the mirror now and chanted the incantation. Within moments Thorne’s face came into focus. Gone was the child who had charged at the bear. She had gentle eyes, each iris a vivid sapphire blue, but her lean face was that of a warrior, with a wide mouth and sharp nose. Her dark hair was cropped short and she had a small tattoo on her left cheek: the effigy of a bear. She’d had it done to remind her of the day I had agreed to train her.
You’re hurt! she mouthed, showing her teeth. What happened?
I had forbidden her to file her teeth to points until her training was fully completed, so her rare smiles were not yet terrifying to others.
I told her about the kretch and the poison, but it was the severed head of the Fiend that concerned me most, and I explained what I had in the leather sack. That was the real reason why I was reluctantly summoning Thorne into such great danger.
“Whatever happens, it must not be allowed to fall into the hands of the Fiend’s servants,” I continued. “If I die, you must take over that burden.”
Of course, but you’re not going to die. Where are you?
“Southwest of Pendle, about five miles from the base of the hill.”
Then hold on. I’ll be with you very soon. How far behind you is the kretch?
“It’s impossible to be sure,” I told her, “but probably only a few hours at the most.”
Then try to keep moving. Remember what you once said to me—“You have only just begun to fight.”
With that, the mirror darkened and Thorne was gone. Fighting against the pain, I struggled to my feet and staggered eastward once more, my breathing hoarse and ragged. My progress was very slow, and I began to imagine that I could hear the kretch padding through the trees behind me, getting closer and closer, ready to spring.
At one point I whirled round to meet it, but there was nothing there. The next thing I remember is lying on my back with rain falling straight into my face. I opened my eyes in a panic.
Where was the leather sack? I reached out for it but found nothing.
“It’s safe—I have it beside me,” said a voice I knew.
Thorne was kneeling next to me, looking concerned. I tried to sit up, but she gently pushed me back down again.
“Rest,” she said firmly. “Give the potion time to take effect. I called in to see Agnes on my way here. What she sent is not a cure, but it should buy you some time. After you spat out the first mouthful, I managed to pour most of it down your throat.”
“The kretch—is it close?” I asked.
Thorne shook her head. “I can’t sniff its approach.”
“If we can reach Pendle, we’ll be safe for a while. The witches who made the creature are from the southwest of the County. They will not dare venture into our territory.”
“I hope you’re right,” said Thorne. “But the clans are divided. Some may allow them entry. Now, try to stand.”
She helped me to my feet, but I was unsteady and she had to support me. Although only fifteen and not yet fully grown, she was now almost as tall as me and looked every inch a witch assassin. She was dressed in a similar fashion to me—leather straps crisscrossed her body, the sheaths holding blades.
I smiled at her. “I’m still not strong enough to travel. Leave me and take the sack. That’s what is really important.”
“We’ll travel together,” Thorne said firmly. “Remember how you once carried me?”
“When we hunted the bear? Yes, I remember it well. I was thinking about that earlier.”
“Well, now I’ll carry you.”
With that, Thorne hoisted me up onto her shoulder and, carrying the leather sack in her left hand, began to jog eastward. We were heading toward Agnes Sowerbutts’s cottage on the outskirts of the Deane village of Roughlee.
It was strange to be carried in this way. I was at war with myself: One part of me felt anger at my weakness and resentment toward Thorne for treating me thus; the other felt gratitude for her help and was well aware that the skill of Agnes Sowerbutts would give me the best possible chance of surviving.
After a while, the stabbing pain in my lungs started to return as the effects of the potion began to wear off. The agony slowly intensified until I could hardly breathe, and I felt myself losing consciousness again.
The next thing I remember is what sounded like the eerie cry of a corpse fowl very close by. Then there was a sudden stillness and a change of temperature. I was no longer being carried; I was inside, out of the rain. I lay on a bed, and someone was bending over me; the concerned face of Agnes Sowerbutts swam into view.
I felt my head being lifted, and suddenly my mouth was full of a vile-tasting liquid. I swallowed a little and almost vomited. I wanted to spit out the rest but fought to control my urge. Agnes was trying to help me. She was my only hope of survival. So I forced myself to swallow again and again. Eventually, a strange warmth spread slowly from my stomach to my extremities. I felt comfortable. I think I slept for a while.
But then I was awake again, my body racked with pain. There were sharp twinges in my chest, and each breath was like a dagger stabbing into my heart. My limbs throbbed and felt as heavy as lead. Whatever potion Agnes had given me, it hadn’t worked for long. I opened my eyes but could see nothing. Everything was dark. Had the poison taken away my sight?
Then I heard Agnes’s voice. “The poison is too virulent. She’s dying. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing more that I can do.”



CHAPTER V
MALKIN TOWER
Blood, bone, and familiar magic work for most witches,
but the old ways are not the only path to power.
There is nothing wrong with tradition,
but I am open-minded and flexible.
I am Grimalkin.




“PLEASE, please, try again,” I heard Thorne beg. “She’s still fighting, still strong. Grimalkin deserves another chance.”
I fought to stay awake, but eventually I lost consciousness again, falling slowly into a darker, deeper sleep than I had ever known before.
Was this death? If so, Thorne was alone. How long would she be able to keep the Fiend’s head out of the hands of his supporters? I had told her a little of my alliance with Alice Deane, Tom Ward, and John Gregory. Would she understand that she needed to approach them directly and seek their help?
I tried to call out to Thorne and tell her what must be done, but I was unable to speak. I was trapped deep within my body, forced to endure the pain, which was increasing all the time.
I wasn’t going to remain lying here in agony while my body slowly lost its grip on life. There was a way to escape the pain. I could float out of my body to meet my death. I had some skill in the arts of shamanistic magic.
Most Pendle witches are deeply conservative in their habits. At an early age they are tested by their clan to determine which type of dark magic—blood or bone or familiar—they have an aptitude for. They would never think to range beyond those options. But I am different. My mind is flexible and open to other alternatives. I am willing and eager to learn new things.
This may be because during my life as a witch assassin I have traveled widely and have encountered other cultures and ways of utilizing the dark. One such encounter was with a Romanian witch who was living in the northeast of the County. It was she who taught me something of shamanism.
Of course, you could spend a lifetime learning its secrets and practicing its craft. I had but a few months to devote to it, so I concentrated on just one aspect of its repertoire—the skill of projecting the soul from the body.
Such a procedure is not without risks. One practitioner, a mage, projected his soul into the dark and was devoured by a demon. You may also be unable to find your way back to your body. For that reason I had used it only rarely, and with great caution.
But what did it matter now? I was dying. The mists of limbo would close about me soon enough, whether I left my body or not. At least I would be able to see again—after a fashion.
The process usually involves a few key words muttered in a particular cadence, but equally important is the will to escape.
I had lost control of my body and couldn’t even move my lips to speak the words of the spell. As it was, my will, driven by desperation, proved sufficient. Moments later I was floating just a few feet above the bed upon which my body lay. Thorne was sitting in a chair, her head in her hands. The leather sack was within her reach. A candle flickered on the small table beside her.
I looked down at my weary face, mouth open to suck in rapid shallow breaths. I had never thought it would end this way. It didn’t seem right. Grimalkin was never meant to die in a warm bed—she should have met her end in battle, as a warrior. But on reflection, I realized that I had. The kretch had killed me. That scratch from its poisoned talon had been the moment of my defeat—the beginning of my death.
I floated away and passed through the closed door. I was nothing more than a small, glowing orb of light, invisible to most people. The strongest of witches and spooks might be able to glimpse me, but only in a very dark place. Even candlelight made me almost totally invisible.
However, I could see clearly, even in the dark—though only one color was visible. Everything was a shade of green, and living things glowed, lit by the life force within them. The front room of Agnes’s cottage was exactly as I remembered it: cozy, clean but cluttered. The walls were lined with shelves full of books or rows of jars containing ointments, dried herbs, and withered roots. First and foremost, Agnes was a healer.
She was sitting on a stool by the fire in the small front room, reading a book. I drifted closer and read the title on the spine: Antidotes to Deadly Poisons.
So she had listened to Thorne and hadn’t given up on me yet. Even though my enemies had created a kretch specially designed to kill me, it did not necessarily mean that they had concocted a totally new poison. The creature itself would have used up much of their strength and resources, at great cost to themselves. It had been endowed with many means with which to kill me, and poison was just one; they might simply have selected one of the most deadly. If Agnes could determine which it was, I might still have a chance.
I floated on, passing through the wall of the cottage with ease. Ahead lay the huge, long mass of Pendle Hill. I sped on swiftly. I might die at any moment, but I had to keep my hopes up. There was something that I could do now that, were I to recover, might help me to keep the Fiend’s head safe.
I had decided to visit Malkin Tower and see what the situation was there—where exactly the two lamias resided. I flew toward Crow Wood and was soon swooping low over the treetops, invisible to the fierce carrion crows that roosted below.
A bright green half moon cast its sickly light upon the tower. It was a grim fortification, surrounded by a moat, topped by battlements and protected by a huge iron-studded door. It had once been the home of the Malkin coven, but now the two feral lamias dwelt there. Before the war and the enemy occupation, I had been instructed by the coven to kill them and retake the tower. I had refused, telling them that the lamias were too strong and that the attempt would lead to my certain death.
One of the coven had twisted her face into a sneer. “I never thought the day would come when Grimalkin would consider an enemy too strong!” she’d jibed.
In retaliation, I broke her arm and glared at each of the other witches in turn. They were afraid of me, and they quickly cast down their eyes.
But I had lied. Fully armed and fit, I felt confident that I could defeat the lamias—especially if I could engineer a fight with them one at a time and in a place of my choosing. However, for now it suited my purposes to have them inhabiting the tower. For within lay the chests owned by my ally, Thomas Ward, one of which contained knowledge and artifacts belonging to his mother. These might one day aid us in our struggle against the Fiend and his servants. With the lamias as guardians, the chest and its contents were safe.
Had I been approaching clothed in flesh, I would have used the tunnel that led to the dungeons far below the tower, and climbed up into it that way. Meeting a hostile lamia in a confined space would have been to my advantage. The two guardian lamias could fly, and it would not be wise to meet them in the open.
Shortly after the coven had completed the ritual to raise the Fiend, I had taken part in the battle fought atop Pendle Hill. We were attacked by a rabble from Downham village and would have made short work of them—but the intervention of the lamias was decisive. Despite the accuracy of my blades, they persisted in their attack. My knives found their targets half a dozen times, but the lamias’ scales were a better defense than the toughest armor. Many witches had died that night.
As I approached the moat, I felt a tug, as if I were being pulled back toward my body. Never had I traveled so far from it. The thin, invisible cord that bound me to it could snap and bring about my death immediately. That had always been my fear. Maybe this was why some shamans failed to find their way back and died: They had gone too far and snapped the cord. . . . But did it matter now? I was close to death anyway. Unless Agnes found a cure, little time remained to me.
I crossed the moat and passed through the thick stone of the tower to find the living quarters in a state of disarray, just as they had been when the soldiers had used their eighteen-pounder gun to breach the walls.
My clan had escaped through the tunnels, leaving their meals half eaten. Since then, during a brief occupation by the Mouldheels, the breach had been fixed—before the lamias had driven them out in turn. The floor was strewn with rubbish, and in the adjacent storeroom lay sacks of rotting potatoes and moldy carrots, so it was fortunate that my spirit was unable to smell. Spiders’ webs covered in clusters of desiccated flies were strung from every corner. Cockroaches and beetles scuttled across the flags.
And there among the rubbish was the large locked chest that had belonged to Tom’s mother. It was safe.
All at once I noticed something that made me wonder. The chest was free of cobwebs. It wasn’t even dusty. And beside it stood a small pile of books. Had they been taken from the chest? If so, who had been reading them?
Because it had been guarded by the lamias, Tom Ward had left the chest unlocked. But someone had been here very recently, and no doubt they had delved inside. I felt a surge of anger. Where were the two lamias? How had this been allowed to happen?
I floated up the stairs and out onto the battlements, where I saw two more trunks; they had once contained the dormant bodies of the lamias. Abandoned, both trunks were open to the elements and were covered in moss, like the stone flags beneath them. With everything appearing in shades of green, it was hard to tell whether the wood of the boxes was rotten or not.
I gazed out over the surrounding countryside. On every side the tower was surrounded by the trees of Crow Wood. All was still and silent. But suddenly I heard a distant cry that sounded like the shriek of a corpse fowl, but somewhat deeper—as if it came from the throat of a much larger creature. Then a dark shape flew across the face of the green half moon. It was a lamia, heading back toward the tower.
She swooped toward me—four feathered wings, black-scaled lower body, talons gripping something. She circled the tower twice, then dropped her prey onto the battlements close to where I was hovering. It hit the flags with a dull thump, and blood splattered across the flags. It was a dead sheep. The lamia had been out hunting. But where was her sister? I wondered.
The creature swooped toward the tower again, and instinctively I reached for my blades. Then I remembered my present state. Even clothed in flesh, this would not have been a good place to face the lamia.
She landed on a trunk, curved talons gripping the wood—which was clearly not rotten. The creature was formidable and would be difficult to defeat even if she could not fly. She was bigger than I was—maybe nine or ten feet tall if she ever stood upright. Those rear limbs were strong and taloned, able to carry a heavy weight such as a sheep or cow, but the forelimbs were more human, with delicate hands that could grip a weapon. The claws were slightly longer than a woman’s fingernails but exceedingly sharp—able to tear open a face or slice into a neck.
The lamia gazed directly at me, and I suddenly realized that she could see me. It was night, but the moon was surely casting enough light to make me invisible. Either she had exceptionally keen sight or she was using powerful dark magic.
The creature opened her mouth to reveal sharp fangs and spoke to me in a hoarse, rasping voice.
“Who are you, witch? What do you want here?”
I was unable to reply. Perhaps there was a way for a disembodied spirit to communicate, but it was a shamanistic skill that I had never learned. And I was puzzled by the fact that this feral lamia could actually speak. It suggested that she was beginning to shape-shift slowly back to her domestic, almost human form; in this shape, only a line of green and yellow scales running down the length of her spine betrayed her true nature.
“Sister, I think we have a spy here. Send her on her way!”
The feral lamia was no longer looking at me; she inclined her head, with its heavy-lidded eyes, toward the doorway.
I turned to follow her gaze. A woman was standing there, staring straight at me. I looked more carefully and realized that in fact she was more beast than woman. The other lamia had already shape-shifted to a point where she had arms and legs and stood upright. However, she was still a monstrous thing and had some way to go to complete the transformation. She breathed heavily, like a predatory beast about to spring, and her arms were too long—the hands hung well below her knees. The face was savage, but there was intelligence in the eyes, and the high cheekbones showed the beginnings of beauty.
She cried one word—“Avaunt!”—hurling it against me with palpable force.
It was a word from the Old Tongue, a spell. The alternative words for that dark spell are “Be gone.” She was driving me away and, in my spirit form, I had no power to resist.
I felt a tightening of the invisible cord that bound me to my dying body, and I was snatched backward from the battlements. But not before I had seen something else.
The other lamia was holding a leatherbound book in her left hand. Was it something that she had taken from Tom’s mother’s trunk?
Suddenly I was being dragged back over the trees of Crow Wood. Everything became a blur, and with a thud I was back in my body and felt pain again. I tried to open my eyes, but I was too weary. Then I heard another thud and realized it was the beating of my heart. It was a slow, ponderous beat; it seemed to me that it was about to fail, weary of keeping the blood coursing through my dying body.
My life as a witch assassin was over. But I had trained Thorne well. There was someone to take my place.
I closed my eyes and fell into a deep darkness, accepting death. It was over, and there was nothing more that I could do.



CHAPTER VI
THE LAMIA GIBBET
Malkin Tower is the dark spiritual home of our clan.
Many grieve its loss, but I care nought,
for each place I fight is home.
My blades have a home too—
in the hearts of my enemies.




BUT that was not the moment appointed for my death. I awoke to find Agnes bathing my forehead.
She smiled and helped me up into a sitting position, placing pillows behind my back.
“I’ve been in a really deep sleep,” I said.
“Yes—a coma that lasted almost three days.”
“I’m cured?” I asked. I felt weak and a little light-headed, but the fever had gone and I was breathing normally. My brain was sharp and clear. I felt alert.
The smile died on her face. “I’m not sure that “cured” is the right word,” she said. “After much trial and error I finally found an antidote, and it saved you from death. But whether you will make a full recovery is uncertain.”
“What do you mean by that?” I demanded. Then I became aware of the anger and hostility in my voice. “Forgive me,” I said. “Thank you for saving my life.”
Agnes nodded. “I did my very best,” she continued, “but sometimes, even though a poison is cleared from the system, damage remains. There may be permanent weakness. The lungs, heart, or other internal organs may be affected. Sometimes the damage is permanent, and there may be periods of illness, while at other times the victim’s health is nearly normal.”
I took a deep breath, trying to take in what Agnes was telling me. The implications were obvious. My role as a witch assassin depended on my strength and physical fitness. Without that as a certainty, I would be vulnerable to attacks that would not previously have bothered me.
“So you think that I am permanently damaged?”
Agnes sighed. I could see that she was choosing her words very carefully. “I think that is likely. I have never seen anyone suffer such extreme poisoning as yours and make a full recovery.”
I nodded. “Thank you for being candid. I can only hope that I will be the first to do so. I will certainly try to become again what I was formerly. Now tell me—where is Thorne? I trust that the head is still safely in her possession?”
“It is safe. She’s in her room now, sleeping with her left hand gripping the sack, as always. But there are threats beyond these four walls. It won’t be safe to stay here much longer. The witches who control the kretch demanded entry into Pendle but were refused. However, some here offered their support, and there have already been skirmishes between the rival groups. A big battle is imminent. If those opposed to the Fiend lose, the kretch will come here to hunt you down.”
I nodded. “Then it’s better if I leave as soon as possible.”
“Where will you go?”
“I will go to Malkin Tower, where even the kretch will not be able to reach me. Once inside that fortification, the Fiend’s head will be beyond the reach of our enemies.”
“What about those who guard it?”
“We’ll deal with them if necessary.”
“You’ll take Thorne with you?”
“Yes. She’s just a girl, and I don’t like to lead her into such danger, but what choice do I have? The contents of that sack are more important than anything else. Besides, the lamias may allow me entry. After all, I am their ally.”
“They may need some convincing of that. Feral lamias are a law unto themselves and don’t always think logically.”
“The situation has changed. One of them is now closer to the human than the feral state. The other one, although still able to fly, can speak. They are both shape-shifting toward the domestic form.”
“How do you know that?” Agnes asked. “I have seen a lamia circling the tower but couldn’t probe its defenses. They have erected strong magical barriers.”
I didn’t answer. A witch keeps such things to herself and never tells others more than is necessary. No doubt Agnes too had secrets of her own.
I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and Agnes helped me to my feet. I felt shaky but was able to walk unaided into the front room. I sat down on a stool close to the fire while Agnes prepared some broth. After a few minutes, Thorne came out of her bedroom carrying the leather sack. Her mouth opened in surprise, and then she smiled and sat on the floor at my feet.
“It’s really good to see you up and about,” she said.
“Hardly that, child. At the moment all I have strength for is to sit on this stool. But yes, death will have to take me another day.”
“You’ll feel stronger once you get this inside you,” Agnes said, handing me a bowl of broth. “But I think you’ll need to spend at least another day here before you’re fit to travel anywhere.”
I nodded. She was right. Desperate as I was to reach the sanctuary of Malkin Tower, it would be foolish to attempt it in my present condition.
The following night, after thanking Agnes again, we took our leave and I led the way toward Malkin Tower. We walked slowly because I still felt weak, but my breath came easily enough now and I was free from pain.
Soon the village of Roughlee was far behind us and we could see Crow Wood in the distance. But that wasn’t where we were heading—at least not directly.
Our first destination was the entrance to the tunnel that led into the tower’s dungeons. Once known only to the clan leader, its location was now common knowledge in Pendle, but the presence of the lamias kept even the most powerful witches at a distance. We entered the thicket of trees that enclosed what had once been a graveyard. Tombstones leaned at crazy angles and there were treacherous holes in the ground, hidden by undergrowth—empty graves from which the bodies had been removed before the ground had been deconsecrated.
There, ahead of us, bathed in pale moonlight, stood the ruin of a sepulchre, its roof split asunder by a young sycamore tree that shadowed its roof and single door. I pulled a small black wax candle from my thigh pocket and muttered a spell that flared it into life. Thorne did likewise, and I led the way into the burial chamber, pushing my way through the curtain of spiders’ webs. Scattered on the floor lay human bones that had been dislodged from their resting place by those who had gained access to the tunnel; above them, six stone shelves housed the remains of the dead—all members of a once-wealthy local family. Now they shared the luxury and riches of death.
I crawled across the lowest shelf into the space between this and the slab above, and made my way into the tunnel. There was a musty smell of damp earth, and the roof was very low, forcing me to crawl on all fours. I glanced back, and Thorne gave me a grin. She had long wanted to explore these tunnels and enter the tower. Now she would get her wish. I only hoped that the cost would not be too high. For long minutes we moved slowly forward. It was difficult because I had to push the heavy leather sack ahead of me as well as keeping the candle alight, but at last we emerged into an earthen chamber. Directly opposite was the opening of another tunnel, but this was much larger, with roof supports.
“Shall I take the lead for a while and carry the sack?” Thorne asked.
“By all means take the lead, child, but the sack is my burden.”
She came forward, sniffed the entrance for danger, and with a quick nod, went in.
I followed without hesitation. I trusted her judgment, and at present she was probably fitter, stronger, and more alert to danger than I was.
After a while we came to a pool of stagnant water, its surface the color of mud. Here there had once dwelled a dark creature called a wight, created by the Malkin coven to guard the tunnel. A wight is the large, bloated body of a drowned sailor; it is animated by its soul, which is bound to the will of its creators. Such a creature is usually blind, its eyes having been eaten by fishes before the body was salvaged. The wight hides under the water and, upon sensing the approach of an interloper, reaches up to grasp the ankle of its victim, who it drags beneath the surface and drowns.
Wights are strong and dangerous, but this one had been slain by one of the lamias, who had ripped its body to pieces. Now all that remained was a faint stink of rot and death. We picked our way along the narrow, slippery path that bordered the water and moved on farther into the tunnel. As yet there was no hint of danger, although the lamias could well be lurking somewhere ahead, out of normal sniffing range. I could have used my necklace bones to probe further, but I needed to conserve my finite store of magic.
We reached a stout wooden door set in the stone, hanging wide open upon its hinges. This was the entrance to the dungeons. In the days when this was a Malkin fortification, it would have been securely locked.
After sniffing for danger, Thorne led the way inside and we stepped into a dark, dank passageway flanked on either side by cells. Water dripped from above, and our footsteps echoed on the damp flags. All the doors were open and no living prisoners remained, but by the flicker of our candles we saw that some contained human bones, with partial skeletons dressed in mildewed rags still manacled to walls. Many had limbs missing, bitten off and dragged away by the hordes of rats that used to frequent the dungeons. There was no sign of them now, and I soon found out why.
We reached a large, high-ceilinged circular chamber, with stone steps curving upward to a jagged hole. There had once been a trapdoor that gave access to the floor above, but the lamias had enlarged the opening to afford them easy access. My gaze quickly moved from that to the circle of five stone supporting pillars. Each was hung with manacles and chains. This was where prisoners had been tortured. The farthest pillar—the one next to a wooden table covered in instruments such as knives and pincers—was different.
At its foot was a large wooden bucket into which blood was dripping. Thirteen chains hung down from the darkness above. Each terminated at a different height; each bore a dead creature. There were rats, rabbits, hares, a fat badger, a kestrel, and a black-and-white cat. Most were dead, their life blood having long since drained into the bucket. But two, both large gray rats with long whiskers, still twitched as their blood slowly leaked out, drop by drop.
“Why would a lamia do this?” Thorne whispered, her eyes wide.
“This is a lamia gibbet. . . . Its true purpose is unknown. Some think they are a warning to others, but there may well be another significance. No doubt enough blood eventually accumulates in the bucket to make it worthwhile,” I answered. “But lamias can hunt and kill much larger prey—sheep, for example. Maybe they enjoy the taste of such small creatures. Some Pendle witches actually prefer a rat’s blood to a human’s. But if this is so, why the thirteen chains? That suggests a ritual. Perhaps it’s some type of lamia magic,” I speculated.
As we stared at the grisly spectacle, we both suddenly sensed danger and glanced up at the hole in the ceiling. I sniffed quickly. “The lamia—it’s the winged one!” I warned.
A second later, something large dropped down toward us. It fell fast, wings held close to its body, like a hawk swooping toward its prey.



CHAPTER VII
PROMISE ME
Why kill the weak when you can fight the strong?
Why tell a lie when you can speak the truth?
A witch assassin should be honorable
and always keep a promise.




AT the last moment the lamia spread her wings wide, soared away from the wall, and began to circle the chamber. Then she swooped toward us again.
Thorne drew a blade. I shook my head. “Don’t be a fool!” I cried, grabbing her arm and dragging her in the direction of the narrow passageway. We would be better off there than in this huge chamber, where the lamia could attack us from above. I remembered how my blades had bounced off her scales in the battle on Pendle Hill.
We reached the entrance of the passage and stepped inside. The lamia landed in the very center of the chamber and started to scuttle toward us on all four limbs. This type of winged lamia, known as a vaengir, was relatively rare but extremely dangerous. It would be better to negotiate than fight—but I would kill her if necessary.
She halted less than six feet away and stood up on her muscled hind limbs, stretching her forelimbs toward us threateningly. I knew that such creatures could move very quickly. She could be upon us in a second. So I put down the sack, stepped in front of Thorne, and drew my long blade.
But rather than attacking us, the lamia spoke. “Who are you, witch? You are foolhardy to enter our domain for a second time!”
Thorne looked at me in astonishment. I had not told her that I had visited the tower in spirit.
“I am Grimalkin, the assassin of my clan, the former owners of this tower. I come in peace. I am an ally of Thomas Ward and therefore yours too. We oppose the Fiend—he is our mutual enemy.”
“And who is the child who cowers to your rear?”
Thorne stepped forward and pointed her blade toward the lamia. “I am named Thorne, and I serve Grimalkin. Her will is my will. Her enemies are my enemies. Her allies are my allies. I cower before nothing and fear nothing!”
“You speak bravely, child. But courage alone will not protect you from my claws and teeth.”
“You would not threaten us if you truly knew who Grimalkin is,” Thorne snapped. “She is the greatest Malkin assassin who has ever lived. None of her clan now dare challenge her. Some enemies have died of fear in their beds after hearing that she hunts them down.”
“I already know of her fearsome reputation,” said the lamia, “but I have lived for centuries, and the telling of my deeds would exhaust the breath of a thousand minstrels. What brings you both to this tower?”
“We seek refuge for a while,” I answered. “Our enemies pursue us. But we fear nothing for ourselves; our terror is that this should fall into their hands.”
I held up the sack. “This contains the severed head of the Fiend. I have impaled his body and buried it in a pit far from here, across the sea. Our enemies wish to reunite the two parts and restore his strength. Tom Ward seeks a way to finally destroy him, but we need to gain time for him to do so. The head must remain safe.”
The eyes of the lamia closed for a moment, as if she was deep in thought. Then she nodded slowly and pointed a taloned forefinger up toward the hole in the ceiling. “We sensed the binding of the Fiend and his pain. All who serve the dark felt that the very moment it was accomplished. I would see this head, and so would my sister. Follow me up into the tower.”
With those words, she leaped into the air and soared aloft. Moments later she had flown out of sight through the hole.
“It might be a trick,” Thorne said. “Once we’re in the open she could well attack.”
I nodded. “But it’s a chance we’ll have to take,” I said, and picking up the sack and holding the candle aloft, I passed between the nearest two pillars and began to climb the spiral staircase.
Scrambling up through the jagged hole in the ceiling, we emerged into the huge underground cylindrical base of the tower. Of the lamia, there was no sign. Water dripped from above, no doubt seeping into the stones from the moat. Cautiously we continued up the narrow spiral steps, which were slippery and treacherous. On our left was the stairwell, and to fall would result in certain death; on our right was the curve of the wall, and set into it at intervals were doors, each a dank, dark cell to hold prisoners. I peered into them all, but they were empty even of bones.
At last we reached what had once been the upper of the two trapdoors; this too had become a jagged hole in the stone to make passage for the lamias easier. We emerged into the storeroom, with its sacks of rotting potatoes and a stinking, slimy mound of what had once been turnips. When I had visited this place in my spirit form, I had been spared the stench, but it was now overpowering, even worse than when the tower was occupied by the Malkin coven. Torchlight flickered beyond the doorway, which led to the large living area.
Holding up our candles, we walked through. The winged lamia was perched on the closed trunk, and on a stool nearby sat her sister, holding a book in her left hand. A torch set in the nearest wall bracket lit the left sides of the two witches, casting their shadows almost as far as the wall. Most of the huge room lay in darkness.
“Here are our two guests, sister,” the winged lamia rasped. “The young one is called Thorne. The taller one, with death in her eyes and cruelty in her mouth, is Grimalkin, the witch assassin.”
The witch on the stool attempted to smile at us but only managed to twist her face into a grimace. Her teeth were slightly too big to fit into her mouth, and she breathed noisily.
However, when she spoke, her voice was soft, with no hint of harshness. “My name is Slake,” she said. “My sister is named Wynde, after our mother. I believe you have something to show us?”
I placed the leather sack on the floor and untied it. Then I slowly drew forth the Fiend’s head and held it up by the horns so that it was facing toward the lamias. They both smiled grotesquely at the sight.
“The green apple is a clever way to ensure silence,” said Slake approvingly.
“I like the way it is wrapped in thorns,” added Wynde.
“But why don’t you simply destroy the head?” Slake asked. “We could boil it up in a cauldron and eat it.”
“Better to eat it raw,” Wynde rasped, fluttering her wings, her bestial face suddenly showing excitement. “I’ll have the tongue, sister. You can have the eyes!”
“I have already considered destroying it, but I dare not!” I interrupted. “Who can know the consequences of such an act? This is not simply a witch to be returned to the dark forever by the simple expedient of eating her flesh. We are dealing with the dark personified, the Devil himself. To eat the head might liberate him. He can change shape, make himself small or large at will. Once free, he has terrible powers—some perhaps still unknown. I have pierced his body with silver spears; thus is he bound and his power taken away. It is safer to keep the head intact yet separate, so that his servants cannot remove the spears and reanimate him.”
“You are right,” Slake said. “It would be foolish to take a chance when so much is at stake. We loved our dead sister dearly and have promised to protect her son, the Thomas Ward of whom you spoke. But tell me, is he any nearer finding a sure way to destroy the Fiend?”
I shook my head. “He is still searching and thinking. He wondered if there was something in that chest that might help.”
Slake smiled, showing her teeth, and tapped the book she was holding. “I have been sorting through the chest with that same object in mind—to finish the Fiend forever. So far I have found nothing. Perhaps while you stay with us, you would care to help?”
I smiled and nodded. The lamias had just offered us refuge. “I will be happy to help,” I said. “But no doubt we’ll soon have enemies at our walls.”
“Let them come and enter my killing ground, below the walls of this tower,” Wynde said. “It will be good sport—the best hunting for many a year!”
Thorne and I ate well that night. Wynde, the winged lamia, snatched another sheep and dropped it onto the battlements for us; she had already drained its blood. I butchered it there and brought the most succulent pieces inside to cook on a spit.
The ventilation in the chamber was poor, and smoke went everywhere. Not that it bothered me: my stinging eyes brought to mind the many happy hours I’d spent here as a child, watching the coven’s servants prepare and cook their meals.
“Who was the very first person you killed?” Thorne asked as we tucked into our late supper.
I smiled. “You already know that, child. I have told you this story before, many times.”
“Then tell me again, please. I never tire of it.”
How could I deny her? Without Thorne’s help I would be lying dead to the west of Pendle. So I began my tale.
“I wanted to hurt the Fiend badly after what he had done to my child, and I knew where and when I’d be most likely to find him. At that time the Deanes were his favorite clan, so at Halloween I shunned the Malkin celebration and set off for Roughlee, the Deane village.
“Arriving at dusk, I settled myself down in a small wood overlooking the site of their sabbath fire. They were excited and distracted by their preparations, and I’d cloaked myself in my strongest magic, so had little fear of being detected. Combining their magic, the Deane witches ignited the bone and wood fire with a loud whoosh. Then the coven of the thirteen strongest formed a tight circle around its perimeter, while their less powerful sisters encircled them.
“Just as the dead-bone stink of the fire reached me, the Deanes began to curse their enemies, calling down maimings, death, and destruction upon those they named. Remember, child, that curses are not as effective as a blade. Someone old and enfeebled might fall victim to them, but mostly they’re a waste of time because all competent witches have defenses against such dark magic.
“Soon there was a change in the fire: The yellow and ocher flames turned brilliant red—the first sign that the Fiend was about to appear. I heard an expectant gasp go up from the gathering, and I brought all my concentration to bear, staring into the fire as he began to materialize.
“Though he was able to make himself large or small, the Fiend now appeared in his fearsome majesty in order to impress his followers. He stood in the fire, the flames reaching up to his knees; he was tall and broad—perhaps three times the size of an average man—with a long, sinuous tail and the curved horns of a ram. His body was covered in thick black hair, and I saw the coven witches reach forward across the flames, eager to touch and stroke their dark lord.”
“How did you feel?” Thorne asked excitedly. “Were you nervous, or even a little afraid? I certainly would have been! You say now that you fear nothing, but you were young then, no more than seventeen, and you were about to attack the Fiend within sight of an enemy clan.”
“I was certainly nervous, child, but also excited and angry. If there was fear within me, it was buried so deeply under those other emotions that I was unaware of it. I knew that the Devil would not stay in the flames for long. I had to strike now! So I left my hiding place among the trees and began to sprint toward the fire. I came out of darkness, a blade in each hand, the third gripped tightly between my teeth. I hated the Fiend and was ready to die, either blasted by his power or torn to pieces by the Deanes.
“So I cast my will before me. Although I had the power to keep him away, I did the opposite now: I willed him to stay. I ran between those on the fringe of the gathering. As the throng became denser, I pushed the witches aside with my elbows and shoulders, surprised and angry faces twisting toward me. At last I reached the coven and threw my first dagger. It struck the Fiend in the chest and buried itself up to the hilt. He shrieked long and loud. I’d done some damage, and his cry of pain was music to my ears. But he twisted away through the flames so that my next two blades did not quite find their intended targets; even so, they pierced his flesh deeply.
“For a moment he looked directly at me, his pupils vertical red slits. I’d nothing with which to defend myself against the power that he could summon. Worse, he would be certain to find me after my death and inflict never-ending torments on my soul. So I willed him away. Would he go? I wondered. Or would he destroy me first? But he simply vanished, taking the flames of the fire with him so that we were plunged into absolute darkness. The rule had held. I had carried his child, so he could not remain in my presence, not unless I wished it.
“There was confusion all around—shrieks of anger and fear, witches running in all directions. I slipped away into the darkness and made my escape. Of course I knew that they would send assassins after me. It meant I’d have to kill or be killed.
“I hurried north, passing beyond Pendle Hill, then curved away west toward the distant sea, still running hard. I knew exactly where I was going, having planned my escape far in advance: I would make my stand on the flatlands east of the River Wyre’s estuary. I had wrapped myself in a cloak of dark magic but knew that it was not strong enough to hide me from all those who followed me. Some witches have a special ability that allows them to see through such a cloak. So I needed to fight in a place that would give me the advantage.
“There is a line of three villages there, aligned roughly north to south and joined by a narrow track that sometimes becomes impassable because of the tide. On all sides they are surrounded by bog and soggy moss. The river is tidal, with extensive salt marshes, and northwest of Staumin, right on the sea margin, stands Arm Hill, a small mound of firm ground that rises above the grassy tussocks and treacherous channels along which the tide races to trap the unwary.
“On one side is the river, on the other the salt marsh, and nobody can cross it without being seen from that vantage point. Any witch who ventures there suffers great pain, but I gritted my teeth and made the crossing and waited for my pursuers, knowing there would be more than one.
“My crime against the Deane clan was terrible. If they caught me, I would die slowly and in agony.
“The first of my enemies came into sight at dusk, picking her way slowly across the marsh grass. As a witch, I have many skills and talents. One of these proved very useful now. It is a gift that we share, Thorne. As an enemy approaches, we instantly know their worth, their strength and ability in combat. The witch crossing the marsh toward me then was competent, but not of the first order. No doubt her abilities as a tracker, which also enabled her to penetrate my dark magical cloak, had brought this one to me first.
“I waited until she was close, then showed myself to her. I was standing on that small hill, clearly outlined against the fading red of the western sky. She ran toward me, clasping blades in each hand. She did not weave from side to side; made no attempt to present a difficult target. It was me or her. One of us would die. So I pulled my favorite throwing knife from my belt and hurled it at her. My aim was good. It took her in the throat. She made a small gurgling noise, dropped to her knees, and fell facedown in the marsh grass.
“Yes, child, she was the first human being I had ever killed, and there was a momentary pang in my chest. But it quickly passed as I concentrated on ensuring my own survival. I hid her body under a shelf of grass tussocks, pushing her down into the mud. I did not take her heart. We had faced each other in combat and she had lost honorably. One night that witch would return from the dead, crawling across the marsh in search of prey. As she posed no further threat to me, I would not deny her that.”
“If I die before you,” Thorne said, “promise me that you will take my heart. I prefer to go directly into the dark. I don’t want to linger on as a dead witch, shuffling around the dell, waiting for pieces of my body to fall off.”
I nodded. “If that is your wish, I will not deny you. But if I die first, leave my heart intact. Hunting from the dell is better than suffering eternal torment in the dark at the hands of the Fiend. If we do not destroy him, one day he will be waiting for me—and for you too now, Thorne. Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider?”
Thorne shook her head. “We will find a way to destroy him, and then we can go safely into the dark, where we belong. One day I will be reborn into a new body; I will become a witch assassin once more and try to surpass all that I have achieved in this life!”
I smiled. Witches returned not only as dead vampiric creatures; they could sometimes also be reincarnated into a brand-new body and live a second or even third life.
“Now complete your story, please,” urged Thorne. “They sent others after you, didn’t they?”
I nodded. “Yes, I waited almost three days for the next to find me. There were two, and they arrived together. We fought as the sun went down. I remember how it colored the river red; it looked as if it was filled with blood rather than water. I was young, strong, and fast, but they were veterans of such fights and knew tricks that I had never even imagined, never mind encountered. They hurt me badly, and the scars of those wounds mark my body to this day, but I learned much during that fight. The struggle lasted over an hour, and it was very close, but at last victory was mine, and the bodies of two more Deanes went into the marsh.
“It was almost three weeks before I was fit to travel, but in that time they sent no more avengers after me. The trail had gone cold, and it was unlikely that anyone would have recognized me that night when I stabbed the Fiend.”
“Even to this day, the Deanes don’t know that it was you, do they?” Thorne asked.
“That’s true, child—you are the only one I’ve told this tale to. Let’s hope they never find out, or my days as a witch assassin would be over. I would be hunted down by a whole clan. They would never forget.”



CHAPTER VIII
WHAT AILS YOU, AGNES?
A witch assassin of necessity walks alone.
The allies she makes are few in number;
thus they are valued highly,
their loss keenly felt.




SOON Thorne fell asleep by the fire. Of the lamia sisters, there was no sign. They had gone into the underground region of the tower—for what purpose I could not guess. So I climbed the steps up onto the battlements. No moon was visible, and the wind was rising; heavy clouds blew across the sky from the west. So I penetrated the darkness, gazing out across the clearing toward the encircling trees of Crow Wood with my witchy eyes.
I could see the roosting crows and spied a badger rooting around close to his sett, but apart from that nothing moved. I sniffed three times to be sure, but there was no danger.
That was strange. I would have expected to find at least one enemy spy out there.
Satisfied, I crossed the battlements again and descended the steps. Suddenly lights began to flicker in the corners of my eyes. I felt dizzy, and the sack containing the Fiend’s head seemed to grow much heavier. The world spun around me. I almost fell headfirst but managed to drop to my knees. Everything grew dark, and my heart thudded ponderously. I took slow, steady, deep breaths until my vision cleared at last.
As the moment of weakness passed, I came slowly to my feet. Was this the long-term damage that Agnes Sowerbutts had warned might be a result of my poisoning by the kretch? If I suffered such a spasm during a fight with an enemy, I would certainly be killed. It was terrible to be compromised in this way. I had always had a great belief in my skills and my ability to overcome any opponent and dominate each situation. Suddenly my world had changed. I was no longer totally in control.
Shaken, I sat down at the foot of the steps and rested for a while with my head on my knees. I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I remember is sensing the movement of my mirror in its sheath. It was in my hand before I’d opened my eyes.
Agnes’s face came into focus. For a moment I thought she had scryed what I had experienced and was contacting me to offer advice. But then I saw the expression of fear on her face and knew that something was very wrong. She mouthed words at me so quickly that I had to concentrate hard in order to read her lips.
A fierce battle has been fought just south of Roughlee, and the supporters of the Fiend have won. They have invited the kretch and its creators to join them in Pendle, and they will soon combine to destroy you. Even Malkin Tower may not be safe. Flee north while you can!
“But what ails you, Agnes?” I asked softly. “I can see your lips trembling with fear.”
They are coming for me, Grimalkin. For what purpose I cannot scry. When I try, despite all my skill, the mirror grows dark. It is well known that a witch is unable to foresee her own death. I was consumed with grief when my poor husband died, and I will never be as happy as I was when living with him. But I have grown used to my situation—at least I am warm and comfortable. I hoped to have many more years ahead of me. I am not ready to die yet.
“Listen, Agnes, leave your cottage immediately and head toward the tower. It doesn’t matter how slow your progress. I will find you and carry you safely within.”
It’s too late! Too late for me! I hear them banging at my door now. Outside there are many witches. I can hear their yells of anger! I am about to die!
All at once the mirror went dark. Agnes was in the hands of our enemies, and now there was nothing I could do to help. But I would avenge Agnes and repay my enemies thrice over for everything they did to her.
At dawn, up on the battlements, I told the others about Agnes and what I had learned. It was starting to rain, and now I could sniff out enemy witches lurking among the trees.
“Why did they go directly to Agnes’s cottage to seize her?” Thorne asked.
“Despite the fact that she kept herself to herself, no doubt it was already common knowledge among the Deanes that she was not a supporter of the Fiend. But there were others they could have taken first—some more active in their cause. I suspect that they used a scryer to link her to me. Perhaps they know that we visited her cottage and that she helped me. If this is so, they will know about you too.”
Thorne shrugged. “It was only a matter of time before they found out anyway. You could not keep me a secret forever—certainly not from witches. But surely we can do something?” she insisted. “We owe Agnes a lot. Over the last four years she’s been like a grandmother to me—and a true friend. We must help her. I cannot bear the thought of her being alone and afraid, in the cruel hands of merciless enemies! How can we stand by and allow this to happen?”
I shook my head. “There will be too many of them. And she may already be dead. I am sorry about Agnes—she was indeed a good friend to me too—but to keep the Fiend’s head out of their clutches is our main concern.”
“But Agnes is our concern too! We owe her much. I can’t believe that you are prepared to allow her to die! You are Grimalkin! Don’t forget that. Or has the kretch’s poison made you less than you were?”
“Be silent!” I commanded. “Yes, we owe her, but we have another greater priority. Obey me in this, or I will train you no longer!”
“Soon the time will come when you’ll have nought left to teach me!”
I smiled mockingly, showing her my teeth. Sometimes Thorne wound herself up so tightly that she exploded with rage. It was in her nature, but she had to learn discipline and be reminded of her place.
In that moment she attacked.
She sprang to her feet and directed a kick at my left shoulder. I caught her foot and twisted, and she came down hard. But she was up again and on me in an instant. We rolled together on the wet flags, Thorne fighting like a wildcat, scratching and biting.
I let the battle continue for a few moments so that she could release her anger and tension, then I put an end to the nonsense. I thrust a finger hard into each of her nostrils and dragged her up onto her feet. Still keeping my grip, I slammed her hard against the outer wall of the tower next to the steps, driving the breath from her body. I twisted her head away from me, opened my mouth wide, and prepared to bite her throat. I would not hurt her badly, but a little pain would teach her a lesson.
At the last possible moment, she drummed her left foot three times against the wall. It was the sign of submission, so I released her. She stood there swaying, her face pale. Blood mixed with mucus dribbled from her left nostril. But as usual after such a struggle, her eyes were shining. We stared at each other until, after a few seconds, the corners of her mouth twitched up into a smile.
I nodded to her and went to sit down again. The two lamias were looking at us in astonishment. But it was nothing new. We had fought together many times; it was part of Thorne’s training. From time to time I need to demonstrate to her what her true position was. As well as being reckless, the girl sometimes got above herself.
“I will go and see what is afoot,” Wynde declared. Then she launched herself from the battlements and swooped toward the trees. She circled the tower three times, then gained height before flying south toward Roughlee.
We waited in silence, with water dripping from our hair. When Wynde returned ten minutes later, the news was not good. She landed gracefully, then scuttled down the steps out of the rain and perched on the chest, waiting for us to climb down to her.
“What did you see, sister?” Slake demanded.
“Many witches heading to Crow Wood, all carrying weapons—but they come to their deaths,” Wynde declared, water running off her wings to form a big puddle on the flags. “I have had some sport already.”
I glanced down and saw that her hind feet were freshly stained with blood and that there were streaks of it in the water below the chest. She had already killed at least one of our enemies. I felt frustrated that I was unable to kill some of them myself. It was a great advantage to have wings.
“Do you think they mean to attack? Maybe they’ll come up through the tunnel?” Thorne suggested.
“They’d have to reach the entrance first,” Wynde said.
“A few might be able to get inside. The thicket around the sepulchre would offer cover,” I said. “But we could easily defend the tunnel. Just one of us could hold them off. We are in no immediate danger.”
“Then I will go down there now,” said Slake. “I will stay until dusk, when another should take my place.”
I nodded in agreement, and the lamia crossed into the storeroom and went down the steps to the lower reaches of the tower.
“If only Agnes had managed to get here,” said Thorne. “I wonder what’s befallen her. I can’t stop thinking about what they are doing to her.”
Just before noon we found out. We were watching from the battlements when a score of witches strolled out of the trees and headed directly toward us. Wynde prepared to take to the air and attack, but I bade her wait awhile.
“Why must I wait?” she demanded, fixing me with her savage eyes.
“Because they have Agnes with them as a prisoner, and she still lives,” I said, pointing to a figure to the fore of the group approaching the tower. I glanced sideways at Thorne, watching her eyes widen with concern at my words. I knew that whatever happened next would be bad, and we would be forced to bear witness to it.
Agnes was bound, her hands tied behind her back and a noose around her neck. The rope was in the hands of a black-bearded mage who walked ahead of her. I would have expected to see terror on Agnes’s face, but she seemed calm. Was she aware of the imminence of her own death, and had she therefore become resigned to it? Or did she hope to be rescued—perhaps by the winged lamia?
My attention was then drawn back to the mage. I sniffed quickly, three times. Instantly I knew a lot about him. He was capable of powerful dark magic and was also the leader of those who had created the kretch. Additionally, he was a skilled warrior, his strength such that in combat I would have to be wary of him. Only a fool would underestimate such a mage.
“I will kill that one next!” Wynde said.
“If I had your wings I’d do it now!” hissed Thorne.
“Hush!” I commanded them both. “Let us listen to what he has to say for himself.”
They came right up to the edge of the moat and halted. Immediately the mage looked up at us and called out his demands in a loud, imperious voice.
“I am Bowker,” he shouted, “the appointed leader of the Fiend’s servants. You have until sunset to give us what is ours. If you refuse, the first to die will be your friend and ally, this old witch. She likes peering into mirrors too much! Her death will not be easy.”
He turned and led the group back toward the trees, tugging roughly on the noose around poor Agnes’s neck—her groan of pain was clearly audible. Wynde fluttered her wings, preparing to take flight and attack.
“No!” I warned. “If you attack, he will slay Agnes immediately.”
The lamia shook her head. “He will kill her anyway. Once back among the trees, the advantage will be theirs. I must strike now while they are still in the open!”
She took off from the battlements, gained height, then swooped down toward the group of witches, attacking them from the rear. There was a scream of pain as Wynde soared aloft again. She was carrying one of the enemy witches, whom she released when she had risen to twice the height of the surrounding trees. Whether or not her victim was already dead was impossible to say, but there was no scream as she fell, and the body thudded heavily onto the ground.
The lamia’s attack was reckless. By now the mage might already have cut Agnes’s throat. Of course, such feral creatures are a law unto themselves and she certainly did not share my regard for Agnes, who had just recently saved my life.
The lamia killed twice more before the group reached the cover of the trees. Losing the advantage of flight, Wynde headed back toward us and landed on the battlements.
“Why didn’t you attack the mage?” I demanded. “With him dead, you might have been able to carry Agnes to safety.”
The lamia regarded me with her heavy-lidded eyes. There was blood on her lips and cruelty in her gaze. “The mage had a weapon—something I’ve never encountered before. He held a small rodent’s skull in his fist, and when he pointed it at me, my balance went awry and I almost plummeted to earth. I could not get near him without the risk of falling out of the sky.”
I nodded but said nothing. The damage was done. What it would cost Agnes Sowerbutts was impossible to say. I expected them to kill her anyway.
At dusk the screams began.



CHAPTER IX
IS SHE A COWARD TOO?
A witch should not fear her own death.
It is just the setting of a sun
and a promise of the darkness
that is our true home.




THEY were torturing Agnes, and there was nothing I could do to help. Thorne covered her ears and started to moan.
“Poor Agnes!” she exclaimed. “What has she done to deserve this?”
“Nothing, child. But you don’t have to listen. Go down to the tunnels and relieve Slake of her guard duty. I will change places with you soon after dawn.”
I spent the remainder of the night watching from the battlements with the two lamia sisters, Wynde scratching her talons against the flags in frustration. Just after dawn, the screaming stopped. Then they threw a body out from under the trees. It landed on the edge of the clearing. Even from this distance I could see that it was Agnes.
“I’ll go and collect her,” Wynde said.
“Take care—it could be a trap!” I warned her, simultaneously wishing that I could do something, anything, rather than remain as a spectator. I itched to fight and avenge Agnes’s death. But it was very likely that our enemies would be waiting just within the trees. If the mage used his skull weapon, causing Wynde to fall, dozens of them could surround her within seconds.
But with her usual impetuousness, the lamia flew down from the battlements and snatched up the body. She soared back toward us and laid it gently at my feet.
Agnes was dead, her eyes wide open and staring. Her clothes were in tatters, and the torturers had left their marks on her poor aged body.
“They haven’t taken her heart,” Wynde said. “I could carry her to the dell. Is that what she would want?”
I didn’t know what Agnes wanted because we had never spoken of it. Hunting from Witch Dell as a dead witch was attractive to some. Others, such as Thorne, found it abhorrent and preferred to go directly to the dark. I wasn’t sure, but a decision had to be made, so I opted for the dell. I hoped I’d done the right thing.
“Yes, please carry her body there and bury it close to the center. Make a shallow grave and cover it with leaves.”
With strong flaps of her wings, Wynde climbed above the tower in a slow spiral, then flew north toward Witch Dell, a dark speck against the gray sky, slowly diminishing into the distance. Within the hour she returned and told me that she had buried Agnes beside a large oak tree, right at the heart of the dell.
I thanked her, then went down to the tunnels to take over from Thorne.
“They killed Agnes,” I told her gently. “At least she is now beyond anything that our enemies can do to her.”
Thorne did not speak. She simply nodded, but when she passed me to return to the tower, I saw that her eyes were full of tears.
Afterward I spent a long day down there on watch. Time passed very slowly. At one point I ventured out as far as the small lake that had once been guarded by the wight. But of enemy incursions there was no sign. Perhaps they realized how easy it would be for us to defend the tower. We could kill a lot of them in a confined space such as this. And the kretch would be too big to fit into the tunnel.
However, we could not remain here under siege indefinitely. At some point soon we would have to break out of our confinement and carry the fight to our enemies.
Once again, on returning to the dungeons, I stood beneath the lamias’ gibbet and wondered about its purpose, resolving to ask one of them when a suitable moment presented itself.
Soon Slake came down to take my place, and I climbed up into the tower again. I had no appetite but ate a few slices of cold meat to help keep up my strength before going out onto the battlements once more.
A gibbous moon filled the clearing with silver light. Everything seemed quiet, but I sniffed a score more witches lurking in the trees, and the kretch was with them. Bowker, the mage, was there too, and soon he walked out into the clearing and looked up toward us. I noticed that he halted only six paces beyond the edge of the trees. He could easily regain their protection before Wynde reached him.
“They said you were brave, Grimalkin! They said you were the greatest witch assassin who has ever lived!” he called, his taunting voice echoing across the clearing. “But how can that be when you cower within those walls? You are a coward and dare not come forth to face one who is stronger than you. Behold! Here is your death!”
The kretch loped into the clearing like a giant wolf, jaws wide, its fur a dark shadow against the moonlit grass. It looked even bigger and more powerful than the last time I had faced it. It halted close to the moat and reared up so that it was balanced on its powerful hind legs. Then its left hand reached into a pouch on its shoulder and drew forth a long thin blade. It no longer had the appearance of a wolf: Standing upright, with teeth gleaming and a blade in its hand, it looked demonic, a creature from a nightmare. And then, to my astonishment, it spoke. I had not guessed that its malevolent creators had given it the power of speech.
“Come and spar with me on the grass if you dare, Grimalkin!” the beast shouted, its voice a deep rumbling growl. “Let us dance together, blade against blade. Join me in the dance of death!”
“One day I will kill you,” I called down. “But this is not the time. I have other, more important things to consider.” I lifted up the leather sack. “Behold the head of your master! Each night we talk. Each night I teach him about pain. And because of your insolence, his torment will increase threefold this night!”
At my words a collective groan went up from the throats of the witches hidden in the forest.
“What about the winged witch at your side?” the kretch snarled, drawing another blade. “Is she a coward too? She has killed many of us, snatching them from the air, taking advantage of her wings. But dare she face me in combat?”
At my side Wynde growled angrily and fluttered her wings.
“Don’t listen,” I counseled softly. “We should save our strength for the right moment.”
“Those words should not go unanswered,” the lamia hissed.
“That’s what they are—just words,” I said softly. “Don’t listen. That creature is just trying to provoke us into making a rash attack. Cowardice and courage are just labels—words invented by foolish men to bolster their egos and denigrate their enemies. In battle we should be cold, clinical, and disciplined. That is the way of an assassin, and it is what I counsel for you. When the time is right, we will kill the kretch. You will drink its blood, and I will take its thumb bones to wear around my neck.”
“Please, Grimalkin, let me have one of its bones,” Thorne begged.
“We will see, child,” I said, smiling grimly. “You will receive what you deserve.”
“You whisper among yourselves like weaklings!” the kretch called up, pointing its blades toward us. “You are just frail women who do not deserve the name witch.”
“I will kill the creature for you, Grimalkin!” Wynde hissed.
“Do not risk it,” I warned. “It is very fast and strong, and its claws contain a deadly poison. Moreover, its bones are as tough as armor. The head is well protected.”
But then, before I could speak again, Wynde launched herself from the battlements and began to circle the clearing with strong, steady beats of her wings. When she approached the spot where the mage was standing, she banked and swooped toward him, talons outstretched. I thought he would use his mysterious bone weapon against her, but instead he simply stepped back into the trees, and Wynde turned and started to gain height, ready to attack the kretch. I realized that she had simply wanted to drive Bowker out of the clearing so that she could deal with the creature without interference.
The kretch waited, staring up at the lamia, blades ready to meet her. By now Wynde was very high, appearing no larger than a fingernail. Suddenly she dropped like a stone, straight toward her enemy, and everything happened very fast. I saw the blades flash, the lamia strike with her talons, fur and feathers flying everywhere. Then Wynde’s wings were unfurled, and she was gliding away, gaining height once again.
There were two livid scratches on the kretch’s forehead, above its eyes. The lamia had drawn blood, but I knew that the skull beneath the fur was tough. I remembered how it had deflected my throwing knife. I had hurled it accurately and with enough force to penetrate a human skull and bury itself up to the hilt in the brain. The kretch’s thick bone had repelled it as easily as would a newly forged helmet, fresh from the anvil of an expert smith. The creature also had rapid powers of recovery. Wynde would have to kill it, then cut it into pieces—and perhaps eat its heart to stop it from regenerating.
I glanced up at the lamia as she dived toward the kretch again. She had lost a few wing feathers in that first attack, but I knew that her lower body was well protected by scales. In the battle on Pendle, my own blades had been powerless, yet my skill as a forger of weapons could only be surpassed by one of the Old Gods, such as Hephaestus. The kretch’s weapons would be unable to cut Wynde’s belly. It would have to go for something more vulnerable, like the throat. But such a target would be hard to reach, and the creature would have to take risks and increase its own vulnerability.
This time Wynde’s attack was slower, and she came at the kretch from an angle that was far less steep, maybe something near to forty-five degrees. I saw immediately that she was going for its belly. The kretch saw that, and dropped to all fours and twisted away. It didn’t escape completely because the lamia raked its flank with her talons, gouging five long, livid wounds. But still, they were not serious, and the creature stood up again and waited, blades at the ready. As yet no serious damage had been suffered by either combatant.
I was filled with anxiety for Wynde. What she was attempting held great risk. I wished I could join the fight, but it would take me too long to descend the walls, and only death waited down there. My duty was to keep the Fiend’s head safe, not sacrifice myself needlessly.
The lamia’s next attack was almost identical to the previous one. That was a mistake, because the kretch was ready. This time it dropped onto all fours once more, but as Wynde struck at it with her talons, it rose up and lunged at her throat with its left blade.
Wynde seemed to hesitate, as if uncertain what to do. Then she gave a shudder and took off again. But there was something ponderous about her ascent.
“She’s hurt!” Thorne exclaimed. “She’s badly cut.”
Thorne was right. I could see blood dripping from the lamia, spotting the grass. I thought she might retreat back to the battlements. But, like Thorne, Wynde was a taker of risks, and she attacked again immediately.
This time she went for the kill. Rather than striking quickly, then flying away to safety, she collided with the kretch with great force, then slashed and tore at it with her talons, fighting at close quarters. She was grasping the creature’s shoulder with her right hand, holding it close while she struck at it again and again with the other. But it was striking back, and I could see its blades gleaming in the moonlight, both red with blood as it thrust them into her body. Blood-spattered feathers fell around them, and I groaned inside, aware that the lamia was getting the worst of it.
Why didn’t she release her hold on her enemy and escape while she still had the strength? Better to retreat and survive to fight another day. Some defeats are temporary. The final victory is all that counts.
And then the bearded mage, Bowker, was running out of the trees toward the combatants, and from a distance of about six paces he pointed his rodent-skull weapon at the lamia. I saw the air shimmer, and Wynde shuddered.
It was too late for her to fly to safety. The kretch dragged her down onto the grass beside it; one of her wings was bent at an unnatural angle, and I knew that, even had she wished to take off, flight was now beyond her. She fought on for a while, and it seemed that the kretch was temporarily baffled and feared the teeth and claws of the lamia.
But then a horde of witches ran out of the forest toward the battle, shrieking with delight, knives at the ready. Three carried long poles to which knives were lashed with rope, and they used these first, stabbing again and again into the vulnerable parts of the lamia while she struggled in the grip of the kretch.
These were witches from the Deane clan. I quickly sniffed out their names: Lisa Dugdale, Jenny Croston, and Maggie Lunt. I would not forget this. Soon I would make them pay with their lives.
Wynde shuddered again and again, but she was brave and made no sound despite the agony she was suffering. Thorne and I watched silently from the battlements. I thought of Wynde’s sister, Slake, guarding the tunnels, unaware of what had befallen Wynde. It was a mercy that she had not witnessed this—she would surely have gone to her sister’s aid and died as well.
The witches were in close now, the long-bladed poles no longer necessary because the lamia was immobile—probably already dead. But they took no chances and continued to slice into her body. Moments later, we knew why.
The kretch stood up on its hind legs. Its hands no longer wielded blades, but they were red with blood. In its left, it held the still-beating heart of Wynde. As I watched, it tore it in two and began to eat it, blood staining its teeth and running from its open jaws.



CHAPTER X
HER SPIRIT LIVES ON
Some worship dark gods, others serve the light;
but I walk alone.
I am Grimalkin.




I watched in silence, powerless, the anger beginning to build within me. The kretch had made certain that the lamia could not return. For Wynde there would be no afterlife as a dead witch. She had been sent straight back to the dark.
When it had finished devouring the lamia’s heart, the kretch shouted up at us. “Soon this is what I will do to you! Your days are numbered. Your heart will be mine, Grimalkin. This is the fate that awaits the enemies of my master!”
“For what you have done, I will kill you all!” I cried. “Each and every one of you will die at my hands. Scatter and flee—but I will hunt you to the ends of the earth. I swear it!”
The kretch and the mage simply laughed at my words, and immediately the witches joined in, the cacophony of cackling laughter and wild whoops of amusement echoing across the clearing.
It was time to give them a reply that they would understand, so I bent down, untied the leather sack, and drew forth the head of the Fiend. I held it up by the horns so that it was facing out over the battlements.
“Now I will hurt the one whom you most love, the one whom you all serve! This is what your actions have cost your master! He will hold you to account!”
I drew a dagger and plunged it into the right eye of the Fiend, twisting the blade savagely.
The head could not cry out because the mouth was filled with the green apple and rose thorns. But nevertheless, there was a terrible scream. It seemed to rise out of the ground beneath our feet. Then a voice boomed out from the bowels of the earth.
“You have failed me! Woe to you all! An eternity of torment awaits those who fail me a second time! What I suffer, you will each suffer a thousandfold!”
The earth trembled, the tower shook, and a vivid streak of forked lightning rent the sky from north to south, the answering rumble of thunder so loud that it drowned out the horrified screams of the witches below. But I could see their mouths open, their eyes filled with horror at what I had done and what the Fiend had said. They ran around in circles like headless chickens while a great wind buffeted the trees, bowing and shaking their branches.
At last calm descended, and I looked down at each of the witches in turn so that they could see the death waiting in my eyes.
“Be gone from this place. Go far!” I cried. “Tomorrow night at this time I will return to the battlements. If I see or sniff your presence in these woods, I will put out your master’s remaining eye! Do I make myself clear?”
No one answered from below. All were silent—even the bearded mage and the kretch. With bowed heads, they turned their backs on me and returned slowly to the cover of the trees.
Thorne was staring at me, her eyes shining. “You showed them! That shut them up!” she exclaimed.
I nodded grimly. “But for how long?” I asked.
Black blood was dripping from the ruined eye socket. I spat on the Fiend’s forehead, then returned his ugly head to the leather sack.
“If they stay away tomorrow night, we’ll leave this place,” I said.
“Aren’t we safer here than anywhere else?” Thorne asked.
“That’s not the problem, child. Without the winged lamia to hunt for us, we will eventually starve. Not only that—our enemies will gather here in greater and greater numbers. No siege can last forever.”
She grimaced. “Where will we go?”
“There are several possibilities, but none of them better fortified than here. Let me think awhile. In the meantime, we should go down to tell Slake what has befallen her sister.”
We went into the storeroom and passed down through the trapdoor onto the spiral steps and into the damp chill of the lower part of the tower. When we reached the dungeons, I sensed the presence of the lamia. She had already left the tunnels.
We found her kneeling at the foot of the lamia gibbet. The dead animals were still suspended from the chains, but blood no longer dripped into the bucket, which was now full to the brim. Just one torch flickered from a wall bracket nearby. I sensed no immediate danger. Only a few rats moved in the darkness.
Slake was muttering to herself and swaying rhythmically from side to side. At first I thought that she was weaving a spell, chanting some sort of incantation, but her voice was suddenly filled with fervor, as if she had some desperate need to be heard. She lifted her arms toward the gibbet and bowed three times. Was this some kind of worship? Was she praying to her god? If so, who could it be?
I gestured to Thorne, and we moved back into the shadows beyond the pillars. “Let her do what she must. We will speak to her when she is ready,” I whispered.
After a few minutes Slake bowed low before rising to her feet. Then she turned to the bucket of animal blood, gave a guttural cry, lifted it to her lips, and drank deeply. Three times she cried out, drinking immediately afterward. By the third cry, I realized that it was a word she was calling out—perhaps someone’s name.
When the bucket was empty, she replaced it at the foot of the gibbet, turned, and approached us. Despite her absorption in what she’d been doing, the lamia had been aware of our presence all along.
Slake bowed to us, though not as deeply as she had before the gibbet. The front of her dress was saturated with blood that had spilled from the bucket. Strangely, her face looked less human than when I had last seen her on the battlements. The eyes were savage, the mouth like a red wound that her own sharp teeth might have devoured from within.
“I’m sorry to bring you bad news,” I said softly, “but your sister died bravely, fighting the kretch. Then the merciless creature ate her heart.”
Not even a flicker of emotion passed across the lamia’s face. “I already know,” she replied. “I sensed the moment of her death. That is why I was praying.”
“To whom do you pray?” I asked. “Which god is it?”
“It is the god of all lamias, of course.”
I frowned. “I do not know of this god.”
“We call her Zenobia. She was the first—the ancestor of us all. You were with her in Greece. She is the mother of Thomas Ward, the Spook’s apprentice.”
“But she was destroyed fighting the Ordeen.”
Although I was not witness to the event, Tom Ward had told me how his mother, in her winged form, had held the Ordeen in a death grip. But as they fought, the Ordeen’s citadel had been consumed by a pillar of fire, and they were carried back into the dark.
“Not destroyed—her spirit lives on. She has spoken to us. She gave me instructions just then, as I prayed.”
I remembered how close Tom Ward had been to his mother. If she had spoken to this lamia, surely the spirit must have communicated with him too?
“Instructions . . . concerning what?” I asked.
“She commanded me to stay here without my sister and defend the tower against our enemies. Above all, I must protect the trunk, which contains information that might aid her son in his attempts to destroy the Fiend.”
“You’ve already searched that trunk and read the books. What did you learn? Tell me and I will pass it on.”
“It is not straightforward—far from it. Many ages ago Zenobia was in conflict with the Fiend. She tried in vain to destroy him—though she did manage to hobble him by means of dark magic, thus placing a limit on his power. These are the terms of that hobble: If he kills Thomas Ward himself, then he will reign on in our world for a hundred years before he’s forced to retreat back to where he came from. But if he enlists the services of one of his children to do the deed—the son or daughter of a witch—then the Fiend can rule on in the world indefinitely. Then there is a third way: If he can convert the boy to the dark, his dominion will also last until the end of the world.
“If we study the manner in which the hobble was imposed, we may get an idea of how we can move forward—how the Fiend might finally be destroyed,” Slake continued. “Zenobia believes that her son might glimpse something that she has missed. There could well be some loophole, a gap into which something new and efficacious may be added.”
I had heard about the hobbles before from Alice Deane. This was the first confirmation that Tom’s mother had been responsible. That limitation on the Fiend’s power had been vital—otherwise, he would have slain Tom Ward years ago. I suspected that the Fiend still hoped to convert the boy to the dark. The apprentice had certainly been moving slowly in that direction, being forced to compromise his beliefs by using the blood jar and allying himself with witches. But I suspected that the Fiend’s hatred for Tom and his need for vengeance would drive him to slay the boy the moment he was freed from the binding.
“If you stay here in this tower, how will you survive without food?” Thorne asked.
“I will go hunting for it,” the lamia replied. “My sister and I hoped to learn what was required and then escape from this refuge in human form and carry the knowledge to the apprentice. Now all has changed. What we seek is beyond our powers of understanding. Very soon the boy must return here and study the books for himself. I have already begun the process that will return me to the feral form. For a few weeks I will have to survive by drinking the blood and eating the flesh of rats, but once my wings are grown I will take to the skies and hunt larger prey—first animals, but eventually those who slew my sister.”
I nodded. “But can you defend the tower alone?”
“It will be hard at first, but I can do it. Later, once I am fully transformed, they will not dare to attack. The kretch is too large to enter the tunnels.”
“Then I think it best that Thorne and I leave while we can. Besides,” I said with a grim smile, “I do not share your taste for rats.”
Slake nodded. “You will leave immediately?”
“No, not until this time tomorrow night. First I will walk the battlements with the head of the Fiend. Immediately after the death of your sister, in revenge I put out one of his eyes with my dagger. If our enemies are nearby, then I will put out the second eye, just as I promised. But they know their master will hold them to account for what he suffers. I expect the wood to be free of witches so that we can travel some distance before being pursued again.”
“Where will we go?” Thorne demanded.
“I think that Clitheroe is probably the best option,” I told her.
“They say it’s now a ruined town, full of bandits and cutthroats,” Thorne observed.
“Then what could be a more fitting place?” I answered with a thin smile.
For a long time Clitheroe Castle had held out against the occupying forces. When it had finally fallen, starved out by siege, in revenge the enemy had put the defenders to the sword and burned the town. Now it was a ruin, but the fortification still stood.
The enemy had been defeated and driven south, but very few of the original inhabitants had returned to Clitheroe to rebuild their homes. Instead it had become a hideout for murderous robbers who pillaged the countryside west of Pendle. No doubt, in time, troops would be sent to put an end to such lawless activities, but in its present state it was just what we needed. We might well be able to get into the castle, seize it from those who occupied it at present, and take refuge there.
But first we had to leave Malkin Tower undetected and escape north through the woods.



CHAPTER XI
A GIFT FROM HELL!
A true knight has a strict code of chivalry
by which he lives his life:
He cannot refuse a challenge
and he always keeps his word.
I also have a code of honor,
but it is flexible.




WE spent our remaining time in the tower resting to regain our strength for the ordeal ahead, but ate sparingly of the pieces of mutton that Wynde had brought us. Slake would need it more than we did; soon she would have to survive on a diet of rats.
While Thorne was guarding the tunnels and Slake was up on the battlements keeping watch, I decided to talk to the Fiend once more. My intention was to exert some pressure on him and make our escape from the tower more certain, so I pulled the head out of the leather sack and placed it on a low table. Then, after I had removed the apple and thorns, I sat down cross-legged before it so that our faces were at the same height.
“If you are able, speak to your servants now. Tell them to go! If they do not leave the wood, I will take your remaining eye.”
“What is evil?” asked the Fiend, disregarding what I had said completely.
“You tell me!” I retorted. “You are the one who should know!”
The mouth smirked, revealing the stumps of broken teeth. “The only evil is to deny yourself what you really want,” he replied. “Thus I do no evil because I always impose my will upon others. I always take what I want!”
“You twist everything,” I accused him. “No wonder they call you the Father of Lies.”
“What is better—to use one’s power to the very limit and test oneself, or to restrain one’s natural urges?” he demanded. “It is better to do the former, to expand and grow in the doing. And what of you, Grimalkin? What is the difference between you and me? That is what you practice too!”
I shook my head. “I like to test myself and grow in strength and skill, but not at the expense of the weak. You have always hurt others just for the pleasure it gives you. What is the pleasure in that—to hurt those unable to defend themselves?”
“It is the greatest pleasure of all!” cried the Fiend.
There was one question that I had never asked him because I found it very difficult to put into words. But I asked it now, emotion constricting my throat so severely that I barely managed to speak audibly. “Why did you kill my child?” I demanded, grief threatening to overwhelm me.
“Our child, Grimalkin! Our child! I did it because I could. I also did it to hurt you! I did it because I could not suffer it to live! Grown to manhood, that child would have become my deadly enemy, and a dangerous one too. But now another has replaced him—the boy called Thomas Ward. I will destroy him as well. I cannot allow him to become a man. He must die too, just like your child. First, I will do it because I can! Second, to prevent him from destroying me. Third, to hurt you, Grimalkin. Because without him, your last hope of revenge will be gone!”
Without another word I stuffed the apple and thorns into the ugly mouth and pushed him back into the sack. I was shaking with anger.
Later, Thorne and I both dipped into the books in the large trunk but discovered nothing of any direct use. I did read something written on a single sheet of paper—Tom’s mother’s account of how she had hobbled the Fiend. But, unlike the faded ink of the other notebooks, this seemed to have been written very recently—surely it could not be her hand?
The Dark Lord wished that I return to his fold and make obeisance to him once more. For a long time I resisted while taking regular counsel from my friends and supporters. Some advised that I bear his child, the means used by witches to be rid of him forever. But even the thought was abhorrent to me.
At the time I was tormented by a decision that I must soon make. Enemies had seized me, taking me by surprise. I was bound with a silver chain and nailed to a rock so that at dawn the sun’s fierce rays would destroy me. I was rescued by a sailor, John Ward, who shielded me from the sun and freed me from the silver chain.
Later we took refuge in my house, and it soon became clear that my rescuer had feelings for me. I was grateful for what he had done, but he was a mere human and I felt no great physical attraction to him. However, when I learned that he was the seventh son of his father, a plan began to take shape within my mind. If I were to bear him sons, the seventh would have special powers when dealing with the dark. Not only that: The child would carry some of my attributes, gifts that would augment his other powers. Thus this child might one day have the ability to destroy the Fiend. It was not easy to decide what to do. Bearing his seventh child might give me the means to finally destroy my enemy. Yet John Ward was just a poor sailor. He came from farming stock. Even if I bought him a farm of his own, I would still have to live that life with him, the stench of the farmyard forever in my nostrils.
My sisters’ counsel was that I kill him or give him to them. I refused because I owed him my life. The choice was between turning him out of my house so he could find a ship to take him home, or returning with him.
But to make the second option a possibility, I first had to hobble my enemy, the Fiend. This I did by subterfuge. I arranged a meeting on the Feast of Lammas—just the Fiend and me. After choosing my location carefully, I built a large bonfire, and at midnight made the necessary invocation to bring him temporarily into our world.
He appeared right in the midst of the flames, and I bowed to him and made what seemed like obeisance—but I was already muttering the words of a powerful spell, and I had the two sacred objects in my hand.
As I read this account, it seemed to me that Zenobia had hated the Fiend as much as I did and had taken a risk similar to mine when she had summoned him. It had been good to fight beside her in Greece. And now, although no longer clothed in flesh, she was still an entity to be reckoned with. It was gratifying to have her on my side.
I continued reading.
Despite all his attempts to thwart me, I successfully completed the hobble, paving the way for the next stage of my plan, which began with my voyage to the County and the purchase of a farm.
And so I became the wife of a farmer and bore him six sons, and then, finally, a seventh, whom we named Thomas Jason Ward; his first name chosen by his father, the second by me, after a hero from my homeland of whom I was once fond.
We lamias are accustomed to shape-shifting, but the changes that time works on us can never be predicted. As the years passed, I grew to accept my lot and to love my husband. I moved gradually closer and closer to the light, and eventually became a healer and a midwife, helping my neighbors whenever I could. Thus it was that a human, John Ward, the man who saved me, moved me down a path I had not foreseen.
I could not see how that provided information that might help Thomas Ward to destroy the Fiend, but combined with the other snippets of writing to be found in the trunk, it might tell us something. It was vital that the Spook’s apprentice should come and make his own thorough search of the trunk. I resolved to contact Alice again when I got the chance and tell her to bring him to visit the tower once more.
“Who wrote this?” I asked Slake.
“It is in my hand,” she replied. “It was originally written by Zenobia in code, the text scattered throughout her notebooks. She appeared in a vision to us and granted me the key to unlock this account.”
“What were the sacred objects of which she spoke?”
“One of them is in the trunk,” she replied. “The other is elsewhere.”
“Where is the other one?”
“I do not know.”
“What is the one in the trunk? Show it to me!” I demanded.
Slake shook her head and regarded me sideways from the corners of her eyes. “I may not show it to you. Zenobia has dictated that only Thomas Ward may see it.”
I nodded. “Then guard it well until he can return to this place. You said he must come here soon. How urgent is it?”
“He must visit well before Halloween. Otherwise it may be too late.”
“Our need to destroy the Fiend is indeed urgent,” I replied. “But why this Halloween? What is its significance?”
“There is a cycle of such feasts. The most propitious occur every seventeen years. In October it will be thirty-four—twice seventeen—years since Z hobbled the Fiend.”
“So we have until then. . . .”
Slake nodded. “That is all the time that remains.”
But for the problem of the kretch and the other enemies who pursued us, I would have gone directly to Chipenden and brought Tom Ward to the tower to begin his search of the chests. But how could I lead them here and place him in danger?
I must destroy my enemies first. And time was short. It was already late in the month of April.
At last it was time to make our escape north, so I climbed up onto the battlements, carrying the leather sack, flanked by Thorne and Slake. I looked down across the clearing toward the dark line of enclosing trees. There was heavy cloud above, and a slight breeze from the west. The poor light would help us to escape unseen. I sniffed quickly three times.
The kretch and the mage were absent, but one witch remained—perhaps as a spy. I would give her something to report back!
I untied the sack, drew forth the severed head of the Fiend, and held it up high, facing toward the spot where I knew the witch to be hiding.
“I smell the blood of a witch!” I cried. “Did you not heed my warning yesterday? The blame for what I am about to do will fall upon you and you alone. Imagine what tortures the Fiend will devise to pay you back for this!”
With these words I drew a dagger and readied it to plunge the blade into the Fiend’s remaining eye. There was a cry of distress from the trees, and then the sound of running feet diminishing into the distance.
I smiled and spat on the Fiend’s forehead again. “You may keep your second eye for a little while longer,” I said before returning him to the sack.
That done, Thorne and I thanked Slake and took our leave, sensing her sadness. She had shared her sister’s life for centuries and was now alone.
We made our escape through the tunnels. There were no enemies lying in wait at the entrance, so we headed north, keeping close to Pendle Hill and passing to the west of Witch Dell. A dead witch only returns to consciousness when the light of the full moon first falls upon her leaf-covered grave. That was still several days away—otherwise, I would have entered the dell and paid my respects to Agnes Sowerbutts.
Just south of the village of Downham we turned west and headed downhill toward Clitheroe. There were no lights showing from the town, but a fire blazed on the battlements of the castle, confirming that it was occupied.
Suddenly I saw flashes, but they were inside my head, flickering a warning in the corners of my eyes. This time it was about five minutes before the other symptoms began.
I lost my balance, stumbled, and fell to my knees. I felt a sharp pain in my chest, and I struggled to breathe.
Thorne tried to help me to my feet, but I pushed her away. “No, child, leave me—it will pass in a moment.”
But it was a long hour before the world stopped spinning about me, and an anxious Thorne was able to help me to my feet again. It would have been better to rest further before entering the ruins of the town, but we could not afford the delay. It would not be long before my enemies sniffed the direction I’d taken; soon the kretch would be following our trail once more.
Breathing heavily, I led Thorne down toward the outskirts of the town. The buildings that surrounded the castle were still in darkness, but robbers might be lurking there. I came to a halt and knelt on the grass, signaling that Thorne should crouch down beside me.
“I have heard rumors that Clitheroe is occupied by more than one group,” I told her. “The strongest band of villains will hold the castle itself, the weaker groups taking what shelter they can among the ruins of the town.”
“No doubt they’ll be bickering and fighting among themselves,” Thorne observed.
“Yes—and that is very much to our advantage, as it means that they cannot muster their full force effectively.”
I sniffed the lower reaches of the town for danger and found only sleeping men. We moved cautiously forward, past the outlying buildings and into the narrow rubble-strewn streets. Most of the houses were without roofs, and the place stank of filth and rot. We began to climb the hill on which the castle stood, picking our way through the streets without being challenged, but at last we came to the high outer stone wall of the fortification. There was no moat, and the gate was wide open. Just outside, a man was sitting on a bench beside a brazier of softly glowing coals. He tottered to his feet, looking at me in astonishment. Then a bulky figure stepped out of the shadows behind him.
“Look, lads! Women!” the big man cried. “What a gift from heaven!”
I opened my mouth and smiled broadly, showing him my pointy teeth.
His face fell. “There’s an old saying—never look a gift horse in the mouth. But it’s best to know the truth,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.
“Yes,” I said softly, “we are a gift from hell.”
Thorne moved close to my side and drew two daggers.
“You are mere men! What chance can you possibly have against us?” I jibed, drawing my own blades, hoping to provoke the two bandits into making a reckless attack. I had sensed others hiding nearby also.
The man lifted his heavy spear and pointed it at us, while more men ran to his assistance from the shadows, gathering at his back. They formed a tight bunch behind him and carried an assortment of weapons. Some looked like they had been in the army; they were most likely deserters, because the war was still being fought to the south of the County. One even wore a tattered uniform with a red rose epaulet. There were only nine of them, and the big man with the spear was obviously their leader.
“Stay close to me, child, and guard my back,” I whispered into Thorne’s ear. “I’ll kill the one with the spear first.”
I ran straight at him. He was big and strong but clumsy, and I parried his spear thrust with ease. When my blade found his heart, his eyes opened wide in pained astonishment, and he collapsed at my feet. Thorne dispatched two to my rear while I concentrated on wounding as many of the others as possible. I had killed their leader, and that was enough. I simply wanted to drive them away from the castle. Moments later they had fled, most of them bleeding.
“Now for the battlements,” I said.
We entered the castle and climbed the narrow spiral steps cautiously, alert for danger. The battlements appeared to be deserted, but the fire was still burning there, and I could sniff someone’s presence—one person. Male; young.
Was he waiting in ambush? As we approached the fire, I realized that he was capable of no such thing. He was lying against the wall, gagged and bound from head to foot—a boy of no more than fifteen. I knelt beside him, and he flinched as I cut through his bonds, regarding me with wide, terrified eyes.
I returned my blade to its sheath, then pulled him up into a sitting position and took the gag out of his mouth. His face was dirty and covered in bruises, his left eye swollen. But despite that evidence of mistreatment, he was good-looking, with blue eyes and fair hair.
“What’s your name, boy?” I asked.
He flinched again when I spoke. He was watching my mouth, probably appalled by the sight of my teeth.
I meant the boy no harm, but it gave me satisfaction to see fear in another’s eyes. It was a confirmation of who I was. I liked to instill terror and respect.
“W-Will,” he answered, a slight stammer in his voice.
“Well, Will, what did you do to deserve being treated like this?”
“My father is a knight. I was snatched by these bandits, and those escorting me were slain. They’re trying to ransom me, but my father can’t afford what they are asking. He owns extensive lands, but they are tenanted by many poor farmers and he has little money. Tomorrow they were planning to cut off one of my fingers and send it to him.”
“Your parents must be very upset. It is a terrible thing to abduct a son in this way.”
“My mother passed away three years ago in a plague that swept through the northern lands. But yes, my father loves me very much.”
“Well, you’re free to go back to him, boy,” I told him. “But leaving this stronghold is not a good idea at the moment. There are men down there who would cut your throat as soon as look at you. Where is your home?”
“It’s to the north, on the County border. No more than five hours on foot.”
“Does your father know where you are being held captive?”
“He may, but they’ve told him they’ll kill me if he or his men attempt a rescue.”
I nodded, then peered down over the battlements toward the open gate. A group of armed men were gathered just beyond it, looking up toward us. It was time to close the gate and deter any who might be foolish enough to venture in.
“Stay here with the boy, Thorne,” I commanded.
I walked down the steps and crossed the yard, stepping over the bodies of the three we had killed. Words would be wasted on such men. Despite the loss of their leader, no doubt they’d fill themselves with drunken courage and attack before dawn. However, I might be able to frighten them off, so without slowing down, I fingered the bones on my necklace and began to chant the words of a spell under my breath.
It was a pity to use up more of my magical store, because I’d need it later, but it was a spell of illusion and not too costly. Besides, I knew it well and routine makes for economy. It was the spell called dread, and I saw the eyes of the bandits widen and their faces twist with terror. By now, to them, my face would appear demonic, my hair transformed into writhing snakes with venomous forked tongues.
They had fled before I reached the gate, so I closed it and shrieked at their fast-disappearing backs. I had no means to lock it, so I gripped it firmly in both hands and uttered another short spell to bind it shut, at least for a while. I knew it would not withstand the force of the kretch or a band of determined witches. But the former was too big to get up the narrow steps to the battlements, while the latter could be killed one by one as they ascended.
That done, I returned to the castle. I expected the kretch to arrive before dawn.



CHAPTER XII
IT WILL COME TRUE FOR ME
All the prey that I hunt I will eventually slay.
If it is clothed in flesh, I will cut it.
If it breathes, I will stop its breath.




WE did not sleep that night and I was ever vigilant, sniffing the darkness for danger. But we did not go hungry. There were fresh animal carcasses on the battlements, and we roasted half a pig on a spit over the fire, then shared it among the three of us. But I was aware that from now on, we would have to ration our food and prepare for a siege. At present it was difficult to estimate how long we might have to stay here.
The boy was taciturn, nervous, and fearful, but that did not lessen his appetite. While remaining silent, he listened to our conversation with rapt attention—though terror still twitched across his face. His eyes were continually drawn toward the leather bag, which seemed to hold a terrible fascination for him. It may well have been because of the strange sounds that occasionally escaped from it. Despite the large green apple and the rose thorns, the Fiend gave an occasional faint groan or a rustling hiss, as if letting out a breath.
“Well, Thorne,” I demanded. “In my absence, did you continue with your training tasks?”
Thorne smiled at me. “Every day without fail I repeat the mantra that you taught me. I am the best, the strongest, and the most deadly,” she said, her voice hardly more than a whisper. “Eventually I will believe it. It came true for you—one day it will come true for me!”
“Do you still practice with blades every day?” I asked, glancing at Will and delighting in the fear that flickered in his eyes in response to my question.
She nodded, then swallowed a mouthful of pork before continuing. “Recently I have been practicing throwing my blades. I’m still some years off achieving my maximum strength. Until then, I shall continue to kill my enemies from a distance. When I am taller and heavier, I will move in close! You taught me that too.”
“That’s wise. You listen to what I say and act accordingly. I couldn’t have wished for a better pupil!”
“Your own early training was not so happy,” Thorne remarked, pleased to receive my praise—which I gave only very rarely.
“That’s true.”
“Then tell me the tale again. I’m sure Will would like to hear it. Wouldn’t you?”
The boy nodded, desperate to agree with anything she said.
“Well, then, why don’t you tell the story for me?” I suggested. “You’ve nagged me to the telling often enough—you should know it by heart by now!”
Thorne shrugged and smiled. “Why not?” she said, turning to face Will. “To begin with, I’d better explain that the witch assassin of the Malkin clan is usually chosen by single combat. Challengers must face the incumbent in a fight to the death.
“But first there must be a period of intense training for those who hope to win the right to the position. Grimalkin had decided to become the Malkin witch assassin but came late to that year’s preparations. She joined two others who had already been training for six months. What was worse, only half a year remained before the three days assigned for the challenges. So she’d very little time to learn the basics of the assassin’s trade.
“Her first day in the training school was a disaster. The other two trainees were weak—doomed to be killed by Kernolde, who was the Malkins’ assassin at that time. As the day slowly passed by, Grimalkin became more and more annoyed. At last, just before dark, she voiced her thoughts. She was sitting on the floor looking up at Grist Malkin, their inept trainer, who was blathering on about fighting with blades, his words showing just how ineffectual and stupid he was—he hadn’t a clue. Standing behind him were two of the ugliest old hags from our clan, both witches. So ugly were they that they had warts on their warts and more bristles on their chins than on a hedgehog’s arse!”
Thorne laughed deep in her throat as she said that, and in response Will gave a weak smile and blushed to the roots of his pale hair.
“The hags were there to make sure the trainees didn’t use magic against Grist Malkin,” Thorne continued. “Her patience finally at an end, Grimalkin rose to her feet and shouted at him.”
I smiled as Thorne lurched to her own feet and shouted out the words as if she were actually there in my place and Will was Grist.
“‘You’re a fool, Grist! You’ve already prepared twenty-seven defeated challengers before us. What can you teach us but how to lose and how to die?’”
So vehement was her outburst that Will actually flinched away.
Thorne smiled wickedly. “You should see Grist now. He retired at the end of that year, and he’s grown old and fat. It was this confrontation with Grimalkin that finished him off. For a long time he didn’t speak,” she went on, sitting down again, “but simply locked eyes with Grimalkin and glared, his foolish fat face twitching with fury. He was a bear of a man, at least a head taller than Grimalkin and heavily muscled. But Grimalkin wasn’t the slightest bit afraid, and met his gaze calmly. He looked away first. Deep down he was scared, although he tried not to show it.
“‘On your feet, child!’ Grist commanded. Grimalkin obeyed, but she was smiling and mocking him with her eyes.
“‘Take that grin off your face. Don’t look at me!’ he bellowed. ‘Look straight ahead. Have some respect for the man who teaches you!’ He began to circle Grimalkin slowly. Suddenly he seized her in a bear hug, squeezing so hard that one of her ribs snapped with a loud pop. Then he threw her down hard into the dirt, thinking that this was the end of the matter.
“But what did Grimalkin do? Did she lie there moaning with pain? No! She was on her feet in an instant and broke his nose with her left fist, the punch knocking him to the ground. And after that she fought like an assassin. You should never let anyone bigger than you get close—she kept him at a distance. The struggle was over quickly. Each blow was well timed and precise. In moments Grist Malkin was beaten to a pulp! One of his eyes was swollen and closed, and his forehead was split wide open; blood was running into his other eye. Grimalkin punched him to his knees.
“‘I could kill you now!’ she cried. ‘But you’re just a man and hardly worth the trouble.’
“So Grimalkin was forced to train herself. Of course she was already skilled in forest craft and forging weapons. So she worked hard, ate well, and gradually built up her strength, swimming daily to increase her endurance for fighting—even though it was a long bitter winter, the worst for many a long year. She also forged the best blades she could and carried them in sheaths about her body.
“Then, in a cold northern forest in the dead of winter, she faced a pack of starving wolves. They circled her, moving in slowly, saliva dripping from their jaws, death glittering in their hungry eyes. Grimalkin readied a throwing knife in each hand. When the first wolf leaped, her blade found its throat. The second died just as easily. Finally she drew her long blade as a third wolf bounded toward her. As easily as knocking off a dandelion’s head with a stick, she struck the animal’s head clean from its body. When the pack finally fled, seven blood-splattered bodies lay dead, staining the white snow red.
“At last it was time for Grimalkin to face Kernolde, and she returned to Pendle. Kernolde slew the first two challengers easily enough—in less than an hour, without breaking a sweat. Finally it was Grimalkin’s turn—”
“If you are so strong and brave, why have you taken refuge in this castle?” Will interrupted. “I think my father is braver than either of you!”
We both stared at the boy in surprise. Out of the corner of my eye, I noted the anger that flickered across Thorne’s face. I put my hand on her shoulder to restrain her. Then I answered the boy.
“Of course your father is brave,” I agreed, smiling without opening my mouth—for what son would not think that of a father who was good to him? “He is a knight and it must be part of his nature. Do minstrels sing his praises?”
“They do! He has fought and overcome many opponents, but his greatest deed was to slay the great worme that besieged our castle.”
“Are wormes real?” Thorne asked. “I thought they were just stories told at dusk to scare children.”
“They are indeed real,” I replied. “Wormes are dangerous creatures covered in tough scales, and they have jaws filled with powerful fangs. Many have long snakelike tails, which they use to wrap around their victims and squeeze the life from them. They usually drain the blood of cattle but like to eat humans whole—blood, flesh, and bones. They are quite rare in the County,” I continued, “and I have seen only one. It was lurking in long grass on the edge of a lake. I was curious and wanted a closer look. As I approached, it slid into the water and quickly swam away. It was no larger than a dog.”
But some wormes could be bigger, or so I had heard. “You called it the great worme—was it exceptionally large?” I asked the boy.
“It was the biggest anyone had ever seen—much bigger than a horse. My father had a special suit of armor forged—one covered with sharp metal spikes. When the worme wrapped itself around him, its body was pierced and he cut it to pieces with his sword.”
I smiled, showing him my teeth. Once more he flinched. “You said that your father is a knight without wealth. How many men does he have at his disposal?”
“He has few men, but those he commands are well trained, including eight master archers skilled with the longbow.”
I liked what I was hearing. I realized that this knight, with his spiked armor and expert bowmen, might make the killing of the kretch far easier.
“Listen, boy,” I told Will. “I too am brave, and so is Thorne. We have taken refuge in this fortification because we are being pursued by many powerful enemies. That alone would not dissuade me from facing them directly in combat, but by dark magic they have created a terrible creature that is part wolf and part man. Until I find a way to destroy it, I need a refuge such as this. But I think your father’s castle would be a better place. Not only that—your brave father and his archers could help me destroy my enemies. If I help you escape this place and deliver you safely to him, would he give us shelter in his castle, do you think? Would he put his fighting prowess next to ours and help us to victory?”
“I’m sure he would!” Will cried out, his eyes shining. “Get me to safety, and I promise that he will help you!”
I turned to face Thorne. “We came here out of desperation. We will be hard-pressed to defend this castle. The Fiend’s servants may lay siege for weeks and starve us out. Now we have the chance for a proper refuge. The journey will be risky, but once we reach its end we will be far safer than we are here. What do you say?”
Thorne assented, so I turned back to face the boy, staring hard into his eyes. “Even if we rescue you, we are still witches, feared and loathed by many people, especially men, and we cannot be sure that your father will honor the promises of his son.”
“I give you my word,” he replied. “My father is a man of honor; he will be bound by what I have promised.”
I thought quickly. Could the boy really hold his father to that promise? It was possible. Knights, like all men, varied in their characters: some were good, others bad, while most balanced on a line between the two states. However, many did hold to a code of chivalry. Above all, they believed in honor and kept their word. I looked down at the gate. Soon the kretch would arrive. Despite my magic, it would eventually tear the barrier from its hinges, and then the Fiend’s human servants would attack. We would hold them off at first, but how many more would come, summoned from the far corners of the world to take back the head? In the end we would lose.
I dozed for a while, leaving Thorne on watch. I awoke to the murmur of voices and slowly opened one eye.
Thorne and the boy were sitting very close together, almost touching, and talking together softly in an animated way, lost in their own private world. It was the first time I had ever seen Thorne show interest in a boy, but she had reached an age when the right one might hold a fascination for her. They clearly liked each other, and it put me in mind of my first meeting with the Fiend.
I was young, not much more than sixteen, when I first encountered him. Of course, I did not know he was the Fiend. I was passing a ruined chapel—one abandoned by the Church after the local population had dwindled; the bishop had deconsecrated the ground ten years earlier, and it was now a wilderness of empty graves.
A young man was standing in the shadows, watching me. I was annoyed to find myself being stared at, and I prepared to cast a small spell—nothing too severe; one that would have loosened his bowels rather suddenly, or brought vomit up into his throat. But then he did something that pushed all such thoughts from my mind.
He smiled at me.
Never had I been smiled at in such a way, with such warmth and evident liking. He was handsome too, and tall—I have always liked tall men—and before the night was done, we had kissed and lain snugly in each other’s arms.
It was Agnes Sowerbutts who put me wise. I had been in the company of the Devil! She told me. At first I found it hard to believe. Surely he could not be the Fiend! How could this beautiful, kind young man be reconciled with the fearsome beast who appeared in the flames of the bone fire at Halloween? And how could I have been such a fool and fallen so easily for his charms? I was both annoyed and disgusted with myself. I had a bitter hatred of the Fiend and didn’t want to believe what Agnes had told me.
But once I’d finally accepted the truth, I knew what to do: Bear his child, and I could be free of him forever.
I looked at Thorne, talking happily to her new friend. She did not know I was watching her—otherwise she would not have sat so close to him.
Foolish child, don’t you know that most men are devils inside?
But I did not speak the words aloud. We must snatch happiness where we can. I would not begrudge her a few sweet moments.
The clouds had cleared, and to the east the sky was rapidly growing lighter. The sun would be up soon. Better to leave now, under cover of what little darkness remained.
“Right, boy. In return for what you have promised, we will take you to your father’s castle!” I announced suddenly.
Both Thorne and Will flinched at my unexpected interruption of their cozy chat. They were startled, and quickly, almost guiltily, drew away from each other.
We rose to our feet, and I stared at the boy hard and once more showed him my teeth. “At all times, take up a position between us, and obey everything I say without question. Is that understood?”
Will nodded, and hefting the leather sack up onto my shoulder, I led the way down the steps, Thorne bringing up the rear. We ran directly across the yard to the gate. I uttered the words to disable the spell and pulled it open. Were we being watched? I sniffed quickly, and my nostrils were assaulted by waves of fear, drunkenness, and growing bravado. The bandits were not yet ready to attack. They were too busy getting drunk to watch the gate.
I sprinted north down the hill with the others following. Soon we were within the labyrinth of dark narrow streets. Mostly they were deserted, but on one corner a drunkard stepped into our path, his mouth opening in surprise. I pushed him hard, and he fell back into a doorway while we ran on.
And then I smelled it.
It was the unmistakable stink of the kretch. It had already entered the town.



CHAPTER XIII
IN THE COMPANY OF WITCHES
He who eats with the Devil needs a long spoon.
He who walks with a witch
should also keep his distance.




I came to a halt and sniffed again. The creature was approaching from the south and was on our trail.
Thorne sniffed, then smiled. “The bandits are between us and our enemies. That should prove interesting! They’ll be wetting themselves!”
We ran on, and soon we heard a distant bestial roar, followed by screams and shouts of fear and anger. The drunken men would stand no chance against our enemies, but they might slow up the pursuit a little. I glanced back at the boy; he was breathing heavily with the exertion of the run. Whatever his level of fitness, his confinement would have weakened him.
I halted again, handed the sack to Thorne, and grabbed the boy. He flinched at my close proximity but did not resist as I hoisted him up onto my shoulder. We continued north at a slightly slower pace. My weakness had not returned, but my stamina was not as good as usual. I tried to put all doubts about my fitness to the back of my mind, but they nagged at me like rotting teeth. I pushed them away and tried to be optimistic. So far my bouts of weakness had not occurred at moments of immediate danger. Despite Agnes’s concerns that my body might be permanently damaged, I still hoped to make a full recovery.
By late morning we had slowed our pace to a fast walk. We seemed to have left the kretch behind, though without doubt it still followed us. Now a threat lay ahead. We were following a dirt track through a narrow, treeless valley with low hills on either side. Twice I had glimpsed figures on the skyline. We were being watched.
I halted and eased Will back onto his feet. “How far to the castle now, boy?” I asked.
“Less than an hour. My father’s men already provide an escort,” he said, gesturing up to the summits of the hills.
“I’ve seen them,” I told him. “No doubt they will have sent word that you are in the company of witches.”
Ten minutes later we saw dust on the horizon directly ahead. It was a man on horseback, galloping straight toward us. I sniffed concern but little fear.
“It’s my father!” Will exclaimed as the rider drew closer.
The knight wore light chain mail and was mounted on a dappled mare. He had no helmet but carried a sword at his hip and a shield slung across his shoulder. He halted his horse in front of us, barring our path, and drew his sword, pointing it right at us.
“Stand back and allow my son to step forward!” he commanded.
The knight was of middle age and, to my judgment, slightly overweight. He was no real threat to either me or Thorne. No doubt he had declined physically since the deeds of his younger days, but he still had courage. Not many men would dare face two witches with a mere sword.
“He is free to do as he pleases,” I answered. “Lower your sword!”
“Do not attempt to command me, witch!” he retorted.
“But they freed me, Father, and helped me to escape from my captors,” Will interceded. “They are pursued, and I have offered them refuge in our home. I said that you would help them to fight the dangerous enemies that are on their tail. I gave my word.”
Anger flickered across the knight’s face. I sensed that he was a fair man, but he seemed less than pleased by what his son had agreed.
“I thank you for freeing my son,” he answered, lowering his sword and returning it to its scabbard. “For that I am in your debt. But this presents me with no small difficulty. I am a God-fearing man; within my castle is a chapel where the faithful worship every Sunday. The bishop himself visits twice a year to bless the altar and pray for the sick. My chaplain will be outraged.”
“My word of honor, Father!” Will cried, his voice becoming shrill. “I gave them my word!”
The knight nodded. “What’s done is done. I will ride on with my son. My home lies directly ahead. Its gates will open for you. I am Sir Gilbert Martin. How are you named?”
“I am Grimalkin and this is Thorne,” I told him. I saw fear in his face and was pleased to note that my notoriety had preceded me. I wanted him to be afraid because then he was more likely to be cooperative.
“Go with your father, boy,” I said, turning to Will. “We will join you soon.”
With that, the boy ran forward, and his father leaned down, grabbed his arm, and helped him up onto the horse behind him. Then, without further acknowledgment, they galloped away into the distance.
“Do you think he will let us into his castle?” Thorne asked.
I shrugged. “I have my doubts. Soon we will know what honor is worth to such a man. But I think that what waits ahead is better than what follows behind.”
So we continued along the dusty track until the castle came into view; before it ran a narrow, fast-flowing river. The fortification was modest, with just a single inner keep, but it did have a moat and a drawbridge, above which stood a small defensive tower with battlements. Surrounding the castle lay the cultivated fields of tenant farmers, dotted with small cottages, but there was no one working there. I noted that two of the dwellings were burned and blackened. The war had reached even this isolated backwater of the County.
We crossed the river at a ford, the water reaching up to our knees. As we passed the first cottage, I peered through the window to confirm what I had suspected.
I was right: A half-eaten meal lay on the table. The occupants had left in a hurry. In times of danger, the tenants, workers, and servants of a knight such as this took refuge within the castle. But what did the knight consider the danger to be? Did he fear two witches, or that which pursued them? Perhaps both? We would find out soon enough.
As we got nearer, I saw figures watching us from the ramparts. There was a clank and grinding of chains over a capstan, and the drawbridge was slowly lowered, but when we stepped onto it, we saw that the portcullis and the sturdy iron-studded door beyond it were still closed against us.
Then a voice called down to us from above. It wasn’t the knight, just one of his minions. I sniffed and knew him for a blusterer—but one who could kill in cold blood and made his living by use of violence.
“Unsheathe your weapons! Place them at your feet!” he cried.
I shook my head. “My blades stay where I can reach them!”
I sniffed again and found danger. There were armed men in a state of high alert. But I sensed discipline too. They were obedient and awaiting orders.
There was no reply, but I heard murmurs from above. My refusal was being debated.
Seconds later, there was a clank of chains and the portcullis began to rise. Thorne leaned across and whispered in my ear. “It could be a trap,” she said.
I nodded but did not reply. Could we trust this knight? I wondered. I sniffed—this time a long sniff, attempting to read the future, especially the threat of death. I sniffed for Thorne. She would not die here. I felt sure of it.
The heavy wooden door swung inward, groaning on its hinges. About ten paces beyond the door stood the knight; behind me there was another closed portcullis. He was still dressed in chain mail but no longer carried the sword. He beckoned us forward, and Thorne and I stepped through the doorway, advancing about five paces. As we came to a halt, the portcullis behind us started to descend. I glanced back and saw that the inner door remained open.
“You are welcome to my home,” Sir Gilbert said, his voice mild and courteous. “I bear no arms within these walls, and I ask that you do likewise. Remove your blades and lay them at your feet.”
“Your customs are not my customs,” I replied. “My habit is to keep my blades within reach at all times.”
“I offer you refuge, but it must be on my terms!”
I drew a throwing blade and pointed it toward him. No sooner had I made that threat than two bowmen moved into position behind him, their arrows pointing through the bars of the portcullis. I glanced to my left and right. There were arrow slits in the stone walls. We were being targeted from three sides. Arrows fired from longbows have great velocity and force. They can even puncture armor. But despite the extreme danger, I remained very calm as I analyzed the situation and considered my options.
“Before an arrow reaches me,” I threatened, “my blade will be in your throat.”
That was true. To slay the knight would be as easy as flicking a fly from my brow. He was less than a second from death. We could also slay the bowmen behind him. I could not be sure of killing the men behind the arrow slits, though. And even if I was successful, we would be trapped in this gateway, with a portcullis on either side and no means of escape.
“Then all three of us would be dead,” said the knight. “It would be a waste, and so unnecessary. You rescued my son, and for that I am grateful and will hold to his word. I offer you refuge within these walls. Food, drink, and clean clothes await you. Just put down your weapons, I beg you, and all will be well.”
Our eyes met, and I read his intent—he meant every word. So in answer I knelt and began to take out my blades and lay them down on the floor. After a moment’s hesitation, Thorne did likewise. When I returned to my feet, Sir Gilbert was smiling.
“Is that all?” he enquired. “Have I your word that there are no weapons in the bag on your shoulder?”
“It contains no weapons. I give you my word,” I replied.
“What does it contain?”
“Something that must remain in my presence at all times. If you like, I will show it to you later. But then you will wish you had never seen it.”
The knight raised his hand, and the bowmen behind the inner portcullis stepped to one side; it began to rise. He gestured for us to follow him, and we stepped through into the castle yard. To the left, in the wide area farthest from the inner tower, the tenant farmers were gathered with their families, cooking over braziers. They were accompanied by sheep, cows, and goats; they had evidently brought all their livestock within the walls for safety.
There were few soldiers to be seen, but the eight archers remained by the gate, arrows now returned to their quivers. Then I noticed a figure in the distance. He was garbed in the black cassock of a priest and was frowning as he stared toward us. He was someone who would certainly not greet us with open arms.
We followed Sir Gilbert into the inner tower. A female servant waited just within the entrance. She was matronly, getting on in years, and was dressed in a gray smock with mousy hair pulled back into a tight bun.
“This is Mathilde,” said the knight. “She will take you to your room. When you are washed and dressed appropriately, she will bring you to the banqueting hall.”
With those words, he smiled, bowed, and left us.
“This way, please,” Mathilde said, scurrying off down a corridor. I noticed that she avoided our gaze, no doubt fearing the evil eye. She opened the door to our quarters and left hurriedly.
Thorne’s eyes opened wide in amazement at the opulence of our surroundings; she had known nothing before this but witches’ hovels and the dwellings of the poor. The room was large and hung with tapestries that seemed to tell a story: a knight was fighting a huge fanged creature in the middle of a fast-flowing river. No doubt it was Sir Gilbert defeating the worme. I quickly glanced about me. There were two beds, two upright chairs, and a table bearing a large pitcher of water. On each bed was draped a pale green dress.
“Dressed appropriately!” I said, raising my eyebrows and smiling at Thorne. “Have you ever worn a dress such as that before?”
Thorne shook her head. She wasn’t smiling. “We have given up our weapons and now must dress like foolish women of the court. There are no bowmen here to enforce Sir Gilbert’s will. Why should we obey?”
“It will do no harm, child, to see how others live. We should wash the stink from our bodies and dress in clean clothes for a while. Soon the kretch will arrive, so enjoy this brief respite. In any case, no doubt the boy will approve of the dress!”
Thorne blushed to the roots of her hair but was too embarrassed to make any reply, so I turned away and laid my straps and sheaths down beside the bed. I took off my dirty clothes and washed myself while Thorne sulked. That done, I donned what seemed to be the longer of the two dresses. When I’d finished, Thorne grudgingly began her own ablutions. At last she faced me, wearing her green dress.
“What a pretty lady you are,” I mocked, “and more than ready to take your place at court!”
Thorne’s face twisted in fury and she ran at me, nails set to rip my face off.
I took a step backward and smiled, holding out my hand to ward her off. “I’m only jesting, child. Don’t take offense. Wear your best smile so that we can charm this knight and bend him to our will.”
When we left the room, Mathilde was waiting nervously in the corridor; she led us straight to the banqueting hall. She glanced at the leather bag, which I carried in my left hand. I saw her shudder. Maybe she sensed the evil within. Some people were sensitive to such things.
The hall was huge, with a high hammer-beam roof, and could probably have accommodated a hundred people. There were six long tables, with an oval one at the head, opposite the main door. This was the only one occupied. Two people were seated there: Sir Gilbert and his son. They were finely dressed in dark blue silk, as befitted gentlemen of a court. However, the father would have looked better in his chain mail. His round belly was now open to our gaze. He was clearly a man grown comfortable in middle age and accustomed to an easy life.
As we approached, they both rose to their feet and smiled, but I noticed their gaze flick toward the leather bag, which I placed beside my chair. I wondered where the kretch and the other supporters of the Fiend were now. They might arrive at the castle at any time.
“You are welcome. Be seated,” Sir Gilbert said. He and his son waited until Thorne and I had both taken our places before they sat down.
Servants moved in and placed dishes of meat and bread on the table.
“We have much to discuss, but you must be hungry. So let’s eat first and talk later.”
I needed no second invitation. While we ate, large glasses of mead were poured, but both Thorne and I sipped sparingly. We needed clear heads to negotiate with this knight. He had given us refuge—but for how long? There was still much to be decided.
When we had finished, the servants collected the plates but left the glasses before us. Sir Gilbert steepled his fingers and looked at each of us in turn before speaking. “Once again I must thank you for rescuing my son and escorting him home. He tells me that you are being pursued by some strange creature that is unknown to me. I would know more.”
“The creature is called a kretch, and is a hybrid of a man and a wolf. It has been created by dark magic specifically to hunt me down. It is intelligent and ferocious, and possesses great strength. It can use weapons such as blades, and its claws are coated with a deadly poison. Additionally, its head and upper body are armored with thick ridges of bone, and if wounded, it can regenerate itself.”
“How could it be killed?” he asked.
“It is possible that removing the heart and destroying it by fire or eating it might suffice. But in order to be sure, it must be dismembered and cut into small pieces.”
“It is not alone?”
“It is accompanied by a band of witches and a powerful dark mage named Bowker. Their combined strength makes them formidable.”
“And what have you done to make them hunt you down in such a way?”
I reached down and lifted the sack onto the table. “Within this sack is the head of the Fiend,” I said. “He has been bound temporarily while we search for a way to destroy him. Our enemies wish to reunite the head with the body and set him at liberty.”
“I find this hard to believe,” said the knight, an expression of incredulity on his face. “You mean the head of the Devil himself is within that sack? Is that what you are telling me?”
“He was summoned to earth by the Pendle covens. Now he is trapped in the flesh and in great pain. Do you not believe me? Do you require proof?” I demanded.
A faint groan issued from the sack, and what sounded like a sharp intake of breath. Will and his father both started, but the latter quickly regained his composure.
“I am a man of peace, and happy attending to my own affairs. I take up arms only when the cause justifies it. I know little of witches and dark magic and believe that much that seems strange can be put down to superstition and ignorance. But I do have an open mind and would very much like to see the contents of this sack.”
“Then I will grant your wish,” I said, undoing the ties. I lifted the Fiend’s head out by its horns and held it up before the knight and his son.
Both came to their feet in shock. The boy looked as if he was about to flee from the chamber. The head groaned faintly once more, and the flesh around the ruined eye twitched. There was a thick crusting of blood running from that eye to the wide-open mouth. If anything, the head was even more hideous than before.



CHAPTER XIV
ATTACK
Your magic daunts me not,
because I have magic of my own.
And boggarts, ghosts, and ghasts
are no greater threat to me
than they are to a spook.




“IT still lives! How can this be?” asked Sir Gilbert, whose face was suddenly very pale.
“Flesh is just a covering,” I replied. “For the Fiend, the form he takes is like slipping into a garment. He can assume many such shapes, and his spirit can survive extreme mutilation; it now dwells within the two halves of his body. Thus he must remain trapped. If his servants return his head to his bound body, he will be free, and his vengeance will be terrible, both in this life and beyond.
“Recently he walked the earth, and things became darker than at any time in living memory. One manifestation of this was the war that has visited the County, bringing with it death, starvation, and cruelty. The fact that he is temporarily bound has already improved matters. Keeping him bound is in your interests too.”
Sir Gilbert stared at the Fiend’s head. “Return that fearful thing to the sack, I beg you. It’s not a sight that mortal eyes should gaze upon.”
I did as he requested, and the four of us sat down again.
“Did you fight in the war?” I asked.
The knight shook his head. “I am no longer a young man and was not called upon to do so. I stayed behind and tried to protect my people. We were lucky, and being somewhat isolated were visited by only one patrol, and that somewhat late in the campaign. At first my people took refuge in the castle, but when the enemy soldiers started to burn their cottages, I sallied forth at the head of a small but determined force. We lost two of our number but killed every last one of the enemy. Eleven are buried in unmarked graves. Thus none escaped to make report.”
“Do we have a good stock of provisions?” I asked.
“Within these walls there are many mouths to feed, but we could endure a siege of several weeks before we began to starve. However, it would not be pleasant and would cause serious difficulties once life returned to normal. Fodder for the cattle is limited, and we would have to start slaughtering them. The aftermath of war would make restocking difficult.”
“I think we could finish it relatively swiftly,” I told him. The plan had been forming in my head on the journey to the castle, and now I put it into words. “With your help, we could take the battle to our enemies. Some of them are witches, but your son says that your archers are masters of their trade, and dark magic surely won’t be able to deflect all their arrows. As for the kretch, you may just be able to attend to it yourself—in the same way that you slew the great worme.”
Will smiled, his face glowing with pride. “Look at the tapestries that adorn your room,” he said. “They tell the story of what happened fifteen years ago. It shows my father slaying the great worme that had devastated the surrounding countryside. What he achieved once, he may do again, employing the same means.”
Thorne turned toward Will and smiled too. When their eyes met, I could see that a bond was forming between them.
The father nodded, but I suspected he was somewhat less enthusiastic about the idea than his son.
It was after dark when Thorne and I returned to our room. Candles were flickering in their holders beside our beds. I picked one up and carried it across to the first of the tapestries; there were five in all.
The worme was depicted laying waste to farmland—carcasses of sheep lay scattered about a field. It held a man in its jaws, only his legs visible. The worme depicted was huge. I had never heard tell of one so big. No doubt the embroiderer had exaggerated its size for effect.
In the second tapestry, the worme was advancing upon the castle and the knight was riding out to meet it. The river lay between them. In the third, he had dismounted and was walking into the water at the ford in full armor; the worme was surging toward him, jaws wide open.
The fourth tapestry showed them locked in combat, and the manner of the knight’s eventual victory was now clear. The battling figures filled the whole tapestry, and I could see that Sir Gilbert’s armor was covered in spikes. The worme had wrapped its body and tail tightly around him and was being pierced by the spikes and cut to pieces, bleeding in a dozen different places as the knight sliced into it with his sword, which he wielded two-handed. In the final tapestry, Sir Gilbert was holding the head of the creature aloft in triumph, and pieces of it were being carried downstream by the torrent.
“Could he really deal with the kretch in the same manner?” asked Thorne.
“Perhaps, child. It might be worth a try. If we and some of the knight’s men engage the others, his protective armor might just enable him to cut it into pieces. Under pressure from his son, he seems prepared to try, and I am inclined to encourage that endeavor.”
Our enemies arrived early in the morning of the following day—about twenty of them, accompanied by the kretch and Bowker. They didn’t cross the river but, after starting toward the castle for a while, settled down beside the largest of the outlying farmhouses and lit cooking fires.
All through the afternoon they kept their distance while we watched from the battlements. But new bands of witches were arriving by the hour. By evening I estimated that our enemy numbered over a hundred. In addition to the external threat, tensions were rising within the castle.
“It’s the priest. I saw him over there, stirring up trouble,” Thorne said, pointing to where the farmers were camped by their animals. “I was standing by the gate and he kept pointing at me.”
“He is a priest, child, so it is only to be expected. And those people have been forced to take refuge within these walls because of us. There is bound to be resentment.”
We dined with the knight and his son again that evening, and Thorne told our host about the priest.
“You need not concern yourself about him,” Sir Gilbert replied. “Father Hewitt has already been to see me and asked that I banish you from the castle. I refused, and the matter is closed. He is my chaplain and has been with us for many years. Indeed, were I to die before my time, he would become the guardian of my son until he reaches maturity. But he is a priest, and you are witches, so there is a natural enmity between you. There is little he can do but stir up the feelings of his flock. But I am their lord, and they will obey me in all things. You are perfectly safe here.”
“We are grateful for that,” I told him. “I examined the tapestry in our room with interest. I assume that you still have that armor?”
“I do indeed. I had it specially made, and it proved most effective against the worme. In truth, the creature was not quite as large as the embroidery suggests,” he said with a smile. “But it was a dangerous beast and killed many humans as well as cattle.”
“Father is both clever and brave,” Will stated proudly. “Minstrels still sing of what he achieved.”
“You must be very proud of your father,” I said, smiling at the boy. But then I turned back to Sir Gilbert. “Such armor may not be as effective against the kretch. It has bone armor of its own. If we engage it, we should work as a team, and we should do it soon, before too many more of the Fiend’s servants arrive. Their numbers will grow by the day. But destroy the kretch, and we will leave this place and they will follow. You will be able to return to the routine of your lives.”
“We will do it tomorrow, then,” said the knight. “We need to find some way to lure them closer to the castle, within range of my archers.”
I nodded. “I will think of something. And tomorrow we will put an end to them. You will return our blades?”
“Of course. We will leave the castle together with the weapons necessary for victory.”
But I was wrong, and events did not turn out as I had expected.



CHAPTER XV
A FIGHT TO THE DEATH
It is better to fight than to be a mere spectator.
A witch assassin craves combat.




WE had a predawn breakfast and then, to Thorne’s relief, we put aside the green dresses and attired ourselves as assassins. I was looking forward to the coming battle and felt comfortable to be dressed once more in the garb of my calling.
I could not risk taking the Fiend’s head with me into battle, so it had to be hidden. I used more of my precious remaining magic to achieve that. Using many cotton threads that I unpicked from the hem of my dress, I hung the leather sack from a ceiling beam in the darkest corner of the room. Once that was done, I cloaked it thoroughly. Only a powerful witch or mage could find it now; even for them it would not be easy.
Sir Gilbert, dressed in his spiked armor, was waiting for us in the courtyard, surrounded by his men. So were our blades. It was a good feeling to slip each one back into its scabbard.
It was a gray, misty morning and the air was chilly and damp. I looked at our small war band and gauged our chances of victory. The men looked confident and well disciplined. In addition to the knight in his deadly armor, there were the eight master archers and another fifteen men-at-arms. All were on foot. Sir Gilbert had told me that they would not put their horses at risk. We were heavily outnumbered but had a good chance of achieving a temporary victory.
I had outlined my plan to the knight, and he had given it his approval. The intention was to destroy the kretch and kill as many witches as possible before retreating back into the castle. Later, under cover of darkness, Thorne and I would make our escape; the surviving witches would follow, leaving the inhabitants of the castle and its surroundings to return to their peaceful lives.
But then things started to go wrong. A soldier on watch on the battlements called a warning down to us. The enemy was approaching.
From that high vantage point I estimated their number. There were indeed well over a hundred, led by the kretch and the dark mage. They halted about two hundred yards short of the moat, and the kretch came forward alone. Once directly below us, it rose up on its hind legs, drew a blade, and called out a challenge in its booming voice.
My heart sank. The challenge was not aimed at me, but at the knight.
“Sir Gilbert Martin, I hail thee! You are the slayer of the great worme and famed throughout this land for what you have achieved. I wish to pit myself in personal combat against one of such renown. Defeat me, and those with me will disperse and trouble you no more.”
“If I lose the fight, what then?” the knight called down. “I would know the terms of combat.”
“Defeat will cost you your life, and the siege will continue. That is all. Do you accept my challenge?”
“I accept, and will fight you in single combat before these walls. Do you agree? Do I have your word?”
“You have my word. We will fight at the water’s edge, where you defeated the great worme. Your followers must remain within the castle walls. My people will retreat far beyond the river.”
“It is agreed!” Sir Gilbert replied.
With that, the kretch bowed its head slightly, showed its teeth in a wicked grin, and turned to lope back toward the river.
I almost called down my own challenge to the kretch, but the knight had given his word; I could not intervene. However, I did make an attempt to dissuade him.
“It’s a trick!” I warned. “Such a creature does not think like you. Neither do its companions. They are the servants of the Fiend—the Father of Lies. They have no idea of honor. Go down there alone and you will die! They want the head of the Fiend and have no intention of dispersing until it is in their possession.”
“That may be so,” Sir Gilbert said, turning to face me. “But as a knight, I am not at liberty to refuse a challenge to single combat. It is the code by which I live. And even if that creature does intend to deceive me, all is not lost. When I leave, close the main gate, but do not lock it. Leave the drawbridge down too. At the first sign of treachery, come to my aid. There is little difference in this from what we intended.”
“I cannot agree,” I warned. “We would have left this place as a compact unit and protected your flanks and rear as you attacked the kretch. Now you will fight alone and at some distance from us. If there is treachery, we may not be able to come to your aid in time.”
He bowed his head in acknowledgment of what I had said, but he remained resolute, and without another word went down to await the opening of the gate and the lowering of the drawbridge.
When this was done, Sir Gilbert clasped hands with his son in a brief farewell. Will looked very proud of his father, but his bottom lip was trembling with emotion, and I knew that he feared for him. The knight lowered the visor on his helmet and strode toward the river. The door was closed after him but not locked. The archers and men-at-arms waited behind it, weapons at the ready. But I led Thorne back up onto the battlements, where we would get a better view of the fight.
Sir Gilbert was approaching the river ford, and I could see the kretch waiting on the far bank. Of the mage and witches there was no sign, but a wall of thick mist had appeared about a hundred yards away, covering both banks of the river. No doubt it had been conjured by magic. They could easily be hiding within it—much closer to the combatants than we were. I sniffed and immediately sensed danger. It was a trap—I was certain of it. But what could I do? I had warned the knight, but he had not heeded my words.
No sooner had he left the muddy bank and entered the shallow water of the ford than the kretch loped toward him, running on four legs like a giant wolf, sending up a curtain of water. Sir Gilbert had not anticipated its speed, and he drew his sword too late. The huge beast clamped its jaws upon his right, sword arm and bit hard. Even at that distance I heard the knight cry out in pain.
And what of the kretch? There were spikes on the metal plates that enclosed Sir Gilbert’s arm. Now they must surely be cutting into the creature’s jaws. It had gradually been changing and growing more powerful. Was it now impervious to pain? Or able to overcome it and exert its will despite the agony it must be feeling? That made it very dangerous indeed. Only death would stop it.
With a great effort, the knight tore his arm free. As he did so, blood dripped from the open jaws of the beast, staining the water. There was blood on the armor too—but was it Sir Gilbert’s blood or the beast’s?
Even from this distance I could see that the metal covering the knight’s arms was dented, and he struggled to lift the sword as the kretch attacked again. The creature seemed even larger, and it reared up to tower over him. It was growing more powerful with each day that passed.
Although hurt, Sir Gilbert was brave and did not flinch but stood his ground, transferring the sword to his other hand. The weapon was heavy and should really have been wielded with both hands. Nevertheless, with his left hand—no doubt the weaker of the two—he thrust the point into the creature’s belly. This time it did feel pain and let out a shrill scream, immediately followed by a bellow of anger.
The scream made me feel a lot better. The kretch could be hurt. Yes, I wanted the knight to put an end to it, but really I longed to slay it myself. It was a long time since I’d wanted to hurt and kill something so much. And yet I could not venture forth while the knight was still standing his ground. He was a brave man, and I would not deny him his chance of victory.
Knight and kretch came together hard; locked in battle, they fell into the shallow water and rolled over and over until they reached the far bank, where they continued to struggle in the mud. This was exactly what Sir Gilbert wanted: Now the beast was being impaled on the spikes, hopefully to suffer the same fate as the worme. But as they thrashed about, it seemed to me that he was losing the struggle.
The knight was trying to use his sword against the kretch, but he was too close to it, and his blows were ineffectual against the creature’s armored back. Sir Gilbert was no longer a young man. His stamina would be failing. Nor would the spikes on his armor be as effective against this beast as they had been against the worme. And now, to my dismay, I saw the jaws of the kretch close about the knight’s head and bite down hard, and I heard the armor crumple. Its jaws were powerful and able to exert great leverage; now its teeth were penetrating his skull. I heard groans of dismay from the knight’s men and knew that Will would be watching his father’s plight in anguish.
It was then that what I had both feared and expected happened. The witches, led by Bowker, surged out of the mist and, whooping and shrieking, ran toward the riverbank, where the combatants still struggled. Most carried knives. As before, the three at the front were armed with blades lashed to the end of long poles so that they could stab and cut from a distance. The knight was facing the same fate that had befallen the lamia; the difference here was that a determined and sizable force was able to intervene. All was not lost.
A guard called down a warning to those below, and I heard the rumble of the gate as it was opened.
“Stay close to me and don’t attempt anything reckless!” I warned Thorne.
By the time we reached the gate, it was open and the knight’s men were already charging toward the river. Will was standing by the gate with two other men, gazing forlornly out at the battle. As the only heir to the castle and lands, he would have been forbidden to join the fight.
We closed with them quickly, but I gestured to Thorne that we should hang back. Once the two groups came together, we would be able to judge how and where to fight most effectively.
I looked ahead and saw that more witches had run out of the mist on our side of the river and were racing to intercept us, brandishing their weapons. Those on the far bank had engulfed the knight and the kretch—doubtless they were attempting to put an end to him as the beast held his head in its jaws, replicating what had been done to Wynde. Twice I had been powerless to prevent a death, but there might still be time to help Sir Gilbert. They would have to remove his armor to kill him. That would take time, allowing us to rescue him.
The knight’s men came to a sudden halt. For a moment I thought they were about to turn and flee; the approaching hordes were a fearsome sight and outnumbered us many times over. But ours was truly a well-disciplined force, and I heard a voice call out an order:
“Fire!”
The eight archers bent their bows and released their arrows, which sped unerringly toward their targets. Each arrow struck a witch. I saw at least three fall and another two stagger and spin. And already the archers had nocked fresh arrows from the quivers on their shoulders and were bending their bows again.
The order to fire came again, and with a whoosh another fusillade of arrows hit our enemies to even more deadly effect. They were almost upon us now, less than thirty yards away, but a third volley of arrows broke up their attack, and the witches scattered.
However, they did not flee but began to encircle us, thinning out so as to present a more difficult target. The opening volleys had been fired simultaneously, but now the order was changed to:
“Fire at will!”
At this, each archer began to choose his own target—a less effective tactic because the witches were already using dark magic against us. They were chanting spells in the Old Tongue, and foremost among these was dread. Its power was wasted on me and Thorne, for we had defenses against such things, but to the archers and men-at-arms, their enemies would now appear in hideous shapes, their faces twisting into demonic caricatures, their mud-caked hair resembling writhing nests of poisonous snakes.
The spell was already working only too well. I saw the eyes of the nearest bowman widen with fear and his bow tremble violently, so that he released his arrow harmlessly into the ground. I had to act quickly, or all would be lost. Now I must use all my strength and carry the fight to the enemy. The kretch and the mage must die!



CHAPTER XVI
MUST WE RUN FOREVER?
With a sharp blade in her hand,
a witch assassin dies fighting her enemies.
Why should it be any different for me?




FINGERING my bone necklace, I used the spell which in the Latin tongue is called imperium, but is known as sway by the Mouldheel clan, who always like to do things differently. It is partly an exertion of the will, and it is important to pitch the command with a certain inflection of the voice. But if it is done properly, others will obey instantly.
There was fear and chaos all around me, and that helped. My voice cut through the uncertainty, and I directed it at those nearest to me: three archers, two soldiers, and Thorne.
“Follow me!” I commanded, pitching my voice perfectly.
They turned as one and locked eyes with me. Only Thorne showed resistance, but she would obey me without the magic. The others were alert, responsive, and utterly compliant.
Then I began to run toward the river, where the knight still struggled with the kretch on the far bank. The others followed close on my heels, but as I reached the first of the witches who encircled us, Thorne moved up to my right side. We fought together as one entity with a single purpose, four legs and four arms directed by a single mind. A blade was in my left hand, and I swung it in a short, lethal arc—and the nearest of my enemies perished. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Thorne dispatch another of the witches.
We were a lethal force and broke through the thin circle with ease. But when we crossed the ford, there were at least nine witches clustered about the place of combat, stabbing downward at the knight. Lisa Dugdale was leaning on her pole, attempting to push the blade into the join between helmet and neck, always a weakness in such armor. But there was mail beneath, and Sir Gilbert was doubly protected. However, the greatest threat to his life came from the kretch, which still had his head in its jaws; the metal of his helmet had crumpled inward. Sir Gilbert was groaning with pain and still struggling to be free. His sword had fallen from his grasp, but he was punching the head of the kretch repeatedly with his mailed fist.
I knew we had to act quickly because the witches behind us would regroup and we’d be cut off from the castle.
“Use your bows!” I commanded, and the three archers obeyed instantly, firing three arrows into the throng. One embedded itself in the nearest witch, hurling her backward into the mud. After a second volley, the kretch shook the body of the knight, like a dog with a rat, before releasing its prey and bounding directly toward us. I met its eyes and saw that I was still the primary target.
I selected a throwing knife and hurled it straight at the beast. It embedded itself up to the hilt in the creature’s right eye. Two arrows also found their target. One skidded harmlessly off its shoulder, but the second went straight into its open mouth and pierced its throat. It was Thorne who put things beyond doubt. She threw her blade with great accuracy to take the creature in the left eye. Now it was blind.
It swerved away from us and bounded toward the trees, yelping like a whipped dog. Seconds later we reached Sir Gilbert, and the two soldiers lifted him out of the mud and began to carry him. There was no time to check on his condition, but it didn’t look good. Blood was leaking out of the crumpled helmet. We headed back across the river and joined up with those of our party who’d survived the battle. The sergeant gave an order, and the men-at-arms formed a small, tight defensive square about the archers and the soldiers carrying the wounded knight. But Thorne and I fought outside that square as we made a slow retreat back toward the castle gate.
Of the mage there was no sign, and this, added to the flight of the kretch, seemed to have disheartened our foes. Although they still outnumbered us many times over, few engaged us directly, and those who did died either at my hands or at Thorne’s, while those who followed sullenly at a distance were picked off by the four archers who had survived the battle.
At last we made it into the castle; the portcullis was closed behind us and the drawbridge lowered. We had lost perhaps a third of our force, and of the survivors, many had suffered wounds.
Nevertheless our first priority was the welfare of Sir Gilbert, who was carried into the great hall and carefully laid upon a table, where his attendants began to remove his spiked armor. Will watched in anguish as his father moaned in pain; blood continued to leak copiously from the battered helmet. His arm was badly mangled too, and removing the chain-mail sleeve proved too difficult.
Leaving him dressed in his mail undergarment, they next tried to remove his helmet, but he cried out in agony. I held up my hand to warn them to stop and pushed my way through to inspect him more closely. Then I shook my head.
“The helmet cannot be removed,” I told them. “He is dying. All you can do is give him something for the pain.”
The jaws of the kretch had embedded the metal deep in the knight’s skull. There would be pressure on the brain, and it would swell and kill him. I estimated that he would be dead within a few hours at most.
“No! No! It cannot be so!” cried the son, starting to weep.
Thorne walked across and put her arm on his shoulder to comfort him, but he brushed her off angrily, glaring at her with hate-filled eyes. She stepped back, surprise and pain twisting her face.
I came forward, put my own arm on his shoulder, and spoke to him in a kind voice. “Your father was a brave man, Will, and his deeds will always be remembered. You must be strong. Eventually you will rule here.”
The boy pulled away from me, and I could see anger surge in his face again. “I wish I had never brought you here!” he cried. “You have caused my father’s death!”
“I wish it had not happened,” I told him gently. “But we cannot change the past.”
I turned and beckoned Thorne, and we left the hall to return to our rooms. In the corridor outside we met the priest, escorted by two soldiers. No doubt he had been summoned to pray for Sir Gilbert. He gave me a look of utter hatred as he passed, but I hardly glanced at him.
Back in our room, I explained the new situation to Thorne.
“We are in danger,” I warned her, “and may soon have to fight for our lives against those who just moments ago were our allies.”
“Will seemed very angry. I thought we were friends,” she said bitterly. “Do you think he’ll turn against us?”
“It matters little what he would like to do, Thorne. He is a minor, and thus too young to assume his father’s role yet. Don’t you remember what Sir Gilbert said? On his death, the priest will become the boy’s guardian until he comes of age. That guardian will rule this castle. So it is time to make our escape, lest this refuge becomes a prison that we leave only by dying.
“And there is another reason to leave now,” I continued. “The kretch has been blinded. I believe that it will heal itself, but that will take time. So we should go now and put some distance between us.”
“But where can we go?” asked Thorne; she seemed close to despair. “Must we run forever? Will was the first boy I’ve ever liked. It seems hard to part in anger. Perhaps I should try to speak to him when he’s calmed down a little.”
“You would be wasting your time, Thorne. It is not safe for either of us to remain here a moment longer. And once safely beyond this castle, we should split up,” I suggested. “Our enemies are too numerous, and they will never give up. Eventually they will catch me and kill me. But why should you die too? The clan will need a good assassin to replace me. You are the one, child.”
Thorne shook her head. “No, I won’t leave you. If you die, I’ll become the custodian of the head. Isn’t that what you hoped?”
I nodded, realizing that she had made up her mind. I prepared to retrieve the leather sack, but immediately I sensed danger. The warning came a moment too late. The door opened and four archers, bows at the ready, stepped inside. Behind them were another four men-at-arms and the priest, Father Hewitt.
“Lay down your weapons or die here!” he commanded.
He was a big man with broad shoulders and a florid complexion. Physically, he looked more like a burly farmer than a priest, but the black soutane he wore was new, with gleaming silver buttons down the front, and his shoes were cut from the finest leather.
Suddenly there were flickers of light in the corners of my eyes, the warning that the weakness was about to overcome me again. I had to get us out of the castle quickly.
“Is this the way to speak to allies who fought on your side so recently?” I demanded.
“Sir Gilbert has just died, and I rule here now. No alliance can be made with witches. Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live!” he cried.
“So if we lay down our arms, we die later? What sort of choice is that? I would rather die here, and I tell you this—not all of you will survive. I am Grimalkin, and I have already chosen those whom I will kill!”
“Surrender to us now,” said the priest, his voice suddenly softer and more reasonable, “and you will receive a fair trial from the Holy Church.”
The flashing lights within my eyes were increasing in intensity. I had to act now if we were to escape.
“I have heard of such ‘fair trials,’” I scoffed. “What will you do? Crush our bodies with stones or drown us in the nearest deep pond? This is my answer!”
With that, I drew two blades and pointed them toward the priest. But he smiled grimly and looked confident.
He said just one word.
“Fire!”
The four bowmen aimed at us and released their arrows.



CHAPTER XVII
IT BRINGS GREAT DISHONOR
My speed in combat is not dark magic;
it is the magic of my being,
the magic of who I am.
I am Grimalkin!




A
witch assassin needs to be fast. I have that speed. But will it be enough against master archers at such close quarters? And what of Thorne, who is some years short of reaching her full strength?
All these futile thoughts race through my head while my limbs act instinctively.
I have trained my body so that it is a weapon. Every sinew, muscle and bone is coordinated; in such a situation it does not need the brain to command it.
Thought is too slow.
I am diving forward, going into a roll. I stop my heart. I lift the blade in my left hand and deflect an arrow with it. Time seems to be passing very slowly. I think of Tom Ward, who has the power to slow time, and I laugh! A witch assassin can do it too—but in a different way. An assassin moves so quickly that it is the movements of others that appear to have slowed down.
It is not dark magic. It is the magic of my being; the magic of who I am; the magic of how hard I have trained. I am Grimalkin!
I exist in the now, and I deal out death.
I deflect another arrow and glance to my right. Thorne’s actions mirror my own. We divide, converge, and divide again, like water flowing over sharp rocks. I have trained her well and could not wish for a better student. When I die, she will replace me. No other Malkin will be able to stand against her in combat.
Now I am among my enemies, and I begin to cut into them. An archer screams and dies. I must forget that I fought alongside these men so recently. We are in close now, and they cannot use their bows. The situation has changed. It is their lives or ours. They know it too. Such is combat. We must kill or be killed. So I kill. I kill again and again, and the screams of the dying seem very far away.
I allow my heart to beat once. Blood surges through my arteries.
I whirl and cut and spin and cut again. Enemy blood sprays everywhere; within seconds I will reach the priest. Once beyond his corpse, we will head for the gate. It can be done. We can win. We can escape.
But then, too soon, the breath catches in my throat and there is a sudden pain in my chest. Weakness quickly brings me to my knees. It is the poison of the kretch. I fight against it, but all goes dark.
Is this death?
My last thought is of Thorne. She is so young, and now she will die too. I feel a moment of regret at bringing her into danger. Then there is darkness, and I forget everything.
But I did not die. I awoke with a taste of blood in my mouth, bound securely in a dark place.
Iron manacles clamped my hands and feet together. The metal was painful, and I could feel it burning my skin. I was lying on my back against a damp wall. I rolled to my left, but half a turn brought me to a halt. There was another chain stretching from my feet to an iron ring in the stone floor.
I managed to sit up and rest my back against the wall. It was very dark, but with my witchy eyes I could see even into the gloomiest corners of that dungeon. It stank of death. Over the years a dozen or more had died here. Sir Gilbert had seemed benign, but clearly he had imprisoned people, some of whom had ended their days in this underground prison. What were their crimes? I wondered.
It mattered little. My crime was to be a witch. At the hands of the priest, I could expect nothing but pain and death. The scryer had once predicted my death, but it had been in combat, with a knife in my hand, not chained up helplessly. But scryers are not always completely accurate—there is always room for error.
I consoled myself with the thought that at least they would not find the Fiend’s head. I had hidden it too well. Only very powerful practitioners of dark magic could discover its whereabouts, and they would have to get into this castle first. As the knight had told me, these walls could withstand weeks of siege. Every day that the head was kept out of their hands meant more time for Tom Ward to find a way to finish the Fiend forever.
The weakness seemed to have passed, but it mattered little now. Bound in iron chains, I had little chance of escaping. I still wore my leather straps, but their sheaths were empty; my weapons were gone. However, I still had one weapon left—and the last of my magic. These were being saved as a final resort. The time to use them must be chosen with extreme care. After that, it would be hopeless.
It was then that I heard the first scream. It was thin and high and lingered on the air: a female cry—the cry of someone suffering unendurable pain.
It came again, and it made the hairs on the back of my neck rise up in dread. Someone was being tortured.
Was it Thorne?
A second later my heart sank as I heard confirmation that it was.
“Please! Please!” she begged. “Don’t do that—anything but that!”
Thorne was brave and fearless. What kind of torture could make her beg like that, her voice so shrill and tremulous?
I could not stand by and hear her suffer so. But first I had to see exactly what the situation was, and I had the means to accomplish that without using too much of my remaining store of power. I would use shamanistic magic, and project my soul from my body once more.
I chanted the necessary words, getting the cadence exactly right, and concentrated on exerting my will. For a second all became dark, and then I was floating above my chained body again, in a world within which everything was a shade of green. I looked down on myself, at the closed eyes and deep, steady breathing, then drifted toward the dungeon door. My spirit passed right through it.
I emerged in the passage beyond, and it was easy to find the room where Thorne was being tortured. It was the next cell to the left. The door was wide open, and a guard, his body glowing green with life force, was standing outside with his back against the wall. Once inside, I took in the situation with one glance.
Thorne lay on her back, tied to a metal table with thick ropes. There was blood on her bare shoulders and arms. A burly man was standing over her, stripped to the waist, his chest hairy and his skin gleaming with sweat. In his right hand he held a bodkin—he had been stabbing the long thin sharp point repeatedly into Thorne’s body. They were trying to find the place where she had supposedly been touched by the Fiend, the place where she could feel no pain, the place that proved she was a witch.
All this was completely unnecessary. We were clearly witches; we did not deny it. But the priest hovered close, wearing a smile on his thin lips. He was enjoying this.
And then I understood what it was that had caused Thorne to cry out and beg like that. It had little to do with the work of the bodkin on her body; little to do with the extreme pain that she must be suffering. No. What had caused her so much terror was the tool the priest was holding.
It was a pair of scissors that belonged to me, those with which I snipped away the thumb bones of my dead enemies. The remainder of my weapons were aligned in a neat row on a small wooden table in the far corner of the room. But the priest must have known something of witch lore, because he had selected the scissors.
Boiled up in a pot, accompanied by the correct rituals, thumb bones bring dark magical power to their possessor. But losing her thumb bones is one of the worst things that a witch can suffer. It brings great dishonor. All that a witch has achieved in her lifetime instantly becomes null and void. And such a fate is even more terrible for a witch assassin. Having been exalted, feared, and respected by her clan, she immediately becomes nothing more than an object of laughter and ridicule.
Although it is possible for a living witch to survive if her thumb bones are taken, most die of shock after such a procedure. But even if they are taken after death, there may be consequences. It is believed that a dead witch thus maimed cannot be reborn; she cannot return to walk the earth once more. She must remain in the dark forever.
No wonder Thorne had cried out in anguish at such a threat. For her, the worst thing would be the shame and loss of respect. Not only had she hoped to become the greatest Malkin assassin of all time; she wanted that reputation to endure after her death. With two snips of those scissors, the priest threatened to take that away from her.
I quickly took in the situation, noting the two other guards standing against the far wall. So there were four men to deal with in the room, and one outside in the passage.
I retreated fast, jerking my spirit back into my body as quickly as I could. I opened my eyes and began to use the last of my magical resources, twisting my neck and projecting my tongue out as far as I was able. I curled it around the necklace and manipulated the final potent thumb bone into my mouth. Next I sucked it, slowly drawing into my body the last of its stored power. That done, I released it and concentrated hard, focusing on the solitary guard outside the cell door.
My final shred of magic was certainly not strong enough to compel him to enter my cell and free me from my chains. But I could bring him to me in another way—by putting an element of doubt in his head. His duty would be to guard the passage, barring entry to the torture cell, but at the same time ensuring that I was safely confined. I used a simple spell that filled his mind with anxiety about me.
Seconds later he inserted a key into the lock, turned it, opened the door, and came into my cell. He took two steps forward and stared at me intently. I held my breath. What I was about to attempt was difficult, and I would only get one chance.
The wisdom tooth at the back of my lower left jaw is hollow. I’d drilled the deep, thin hole myself, with a tool I forged specially for the purpose. That tooth contains a fine needle coated with a poison that eats away at a person’s will, making them malleable enough to obey another’s commands. It is a poison to which I have built up an immunity over many years by taking very small doses and increasing them steadily. Thus I can store the poisoned needle in my mouth without suffering any adverse effects.
I flicked aside the false top of the tooth with the tip of my tongue and sucked the needle out of the cavity. A second later it was positioned between my lips. I had practiced this maneuver many times, but the needle was tiny and the guard still some distance away from me. Success was far from certain.
At the last moment he started to turn away. Some instinct of self-preservation must have made him aware of the danger. But he was too late. I spat the needle toward him with great force, and it embedded itself in the side of his neck, just below his right ear. He staggered and almost fell, and a look of bewilderment settled across his face.
“Look at me!” I urged. “Listen to all I say and obey every word without question!”
The guard stared at me. The poison had already taken effect. He was breathing noisily with his mouth open, and saliva was dribbling from his lower lip and dripping from his chin.
“Release me from my chains!” I commanded.
He came forward and did as I asked, but the poison made his movements slow, and he fumbled with the key. At any moment the priest might take Thorne’s thumb bones, but I had to stay calm and patient and wait to be released.
At last I was free. I took the guard’s weapons—two daggers and a heavy club. I could have killed him then, but there was no need. Instead I told him to lie down and fall into a deep sleep. He was snoring before I left the cell.
Hoping against hope that I would not hear Thorne scream, I tiptoed into the passage. The moment I showed myself in the doorway to the cell, I attacked. The priest was gripping Thorne’s left hand, the blades of the scissors wide open as he prepared to snip away the first of her thumb bones.
Faster than thought, I threw the blade in my left hand. My own weapons, particularly my throwing blades, are perfectly suited to their purpose—finely balanced and calibrated. I also practice with them constantly. This was an unfamiliar weapon and one designed for hand-to-hand combat—not throwing. So I took no chances.
Normally I would have gone for the throat or the eye; either shot would have slain the priest almost immediately. This time I buried my blade deep into his shoulder. It was an easy target, and it caused him to drop the scissors. Besides, I had other plans for him. I could always kill him later if it proved necessary.
With the other blade and the club, I attacked the two guards. I did not think; my body simply acted, guided by my long years of training, while my mind vibrated with the ecstasy of combat. Such was my speed that the first died before he could cry out. The second probably survived, but the blow to his temple laid him out cold. The whole thing had lasted barely two seconds. Beyond was the burly torturer, still gripping the bodkin he had used on Thorne. He stabbed it toward me, but I dashed it aside with the club and killed him by driving my dagger up under his ribs and into his heart.
The priest was on his knees now, whimpering with pain. I threw the club aside, and when I tugged the blade from his flesh, he screamed. I used the knife to cut the ropes that bound Thorne to the table. The priest’s cry did not alarm me; it was shrill and high and could well have been the cry of a girl being tortured. It would not bring others to investigate.
We had to get out of the castle, and I intended to use the priest as our hostage. The main barriers to our escape were the remaining archers. They could kill us from a distance.
“You’re safe,” I told Thorne, helping her from the table. “I know you are hurt and have endured an experience that might have broken the mind of a strong witch. But it is important that you gather yourself and prepare for danger. Are you ready, or do you need a few more moments to compose yourself?”
“I’m ready now,” Thorne answered, giving me a brave smile, her voice little more than a croak. I was proud of her at that moment; she had become more than I ever hoped for.
“Then first we have to retrieve the head of the Fiend.”
After returning my blades and scissors to their sheaths, I tore a strip from the hem of the priest’s cassock and used that to gag him. As I dragged him along, he made no attempt to resist; he looked terrified. We reached our chamber without incident, and soon the leather sack was safely on my shoulder once more.
Pushing the priest ahead of us, we reached the castle yard. It was dark outside, with heavy cloud, and three hours at least till dawn. That would make it more difficult for the archers.
There was a soldier on guard, standing with his back to the portcullis. He held a flickering torch aloft as we approached. It illuminated the figure of the priest first, and I saw the man’s expression of deference and obedience change to incredulity and fear as he saw the priest’s terrified face and the blood-soaked arm of his cassock.
I held a blade to the priest’s throat. “We are leaving. Prepare our way or he dies!”
With shaking hands the soldier began to raise the portcullis by turning the capstan. The clanks and rattles of the chains sounded very loud in the darkness. That would attract attention. Others would wonder why someone should be leaving or entering the castle at such an hour.
A voice called down from the battlements. “Who goes there? Show yourselves!”
We stepped closer to the wall and pressed ourselves into the shadows. The portcullis was rising very slowly. At last it was high enough for us to duck underneath.
“That’s enough. Now get that door open! Do it quickly!” I said, gripping the priest by the hair and pressing the blade against his throat.
The frightened soldier hastened to obey and unlocked the door quickly, pulling it inward until it was wide open, revealing the outer portcullis and the drawbridge beyond. He didn’t wait to be told to work the second capstan, and the portcullis was raised faster this time.
But now I could hear distant shouts of command and footsteps running toward us across the darkness of the yard. We did not enter the gateway, fearing that we might be targeted from the side, as we had been when we’d entered this place. We prepared to meet their attack, and I brought them into focus with my keen eyes. They were not archers, just three men armed with pikes.
“They are yours, Thorne!” I hissed. I knew that after suffering the pain of the torture, it would be good for her to get back into action as soon as possible.
“All three?”
“Yes, but make it quick!”
Thorne whirled forward to meet them, just as I had taught her. She was fast, and her combat skills were honed almost to perfection. Some had been acquired by long hours of practice, but there were some things that cannot be taught. Thorne had the art born in her, and with consummate grace she avoided the hastily jabbed pikes of the soldiers, and her blades flashed, dealing out death to all three in a matter of seconds.
I could see that within two years Thorne would be my equal.
And after that?
Eventually she would be capable of defeating me, just as I had defeated Kernolde. The thought brought me happiness, not fear. I would not wish to live once my powers began to decline. It was good to know that I had a worthy successor.
The soldier was lowering the drawbridge now, but other footsteps were racing toward us through the darkness. This time I did not order Thorne to attack. One of those approaching was smaller than the rest. It was Will, the son of the dead knight.
The group halted about twenty paces from us—five men. The two flanking the boy were the last of the master bowmen.
“Release Father Hewitt!” cried the boy. “It’s a sin to harm a priest!”
“Tell your men to put down their weapons, and I will allow him to live,” I said softly. “If you refuse, then I will kill this poor excuse for a priest, and you will be responsible for his death.”
“You caused my father’s death!” Will screamed hysterically. “Now you will die too!”
He put his hands on the shoulders of the archers who flanked him. “Aim low!” he cried. “They will try to dive beneath your arrows!”
The archers raised their bows and fired.



CHAPTER XVIII
YOU’RE JUST A GIRL
I chose to bear the Fiend’s child
so as to be free of him forever;
once I’d decided to pursue that course,
nothing could ever have stopped me.
My intention is to destroy him.
Nothing will stop me now!




FASTER than the flight of the arrow, I yanked the priest in front of me, pushing him to his knees as a shield. They fired low as commanded, and an arrow embedded itself in his chest. He gave a groan of pain and fell, stone dead, to the ground. I glanced to my left and saw that Thorne had deflected the other arrow with her blade.
Before the archers could pull further arrows from their quivers, our throwing blades pierced the left eye socket of each, and the bows slipped from their dead fingers as they crumpled at the feet of the boy.
He took a step backward, terror animating his features. But what would it profit us to slay him? I asked myself. He was just a child whose world had been turned upside down. I could read a whole range of emotions on Thorne’s face. There was anger and outrage at Will, who had tried to kill us, but also sadness and regret. I knew that she felt betrayed.
“The priest is dead, Will,” I told him with a grim smile. “Your guardian has been retired from his duties. You are in charge here now. Rule wisely and rule well!”
Will looked at Thorne and tried to speak, but the drawbridge was almost down, and we couldn’t wait. With Thorne at my heels, I ran up its slippery wooden incline and leaped the narrowing gap to land on the soft earth at the far edge of the moat. Arrows whistled toward us from the battlements, but we were running fast, weaving from side to side, and these were not masters of their craft. In a few seconds we were lost in the safety of the darkness.
The real danger lay somewhere ahead. Had the kretch regenerated itself yet? Would the mage and the witches know that we had left the castle?
The answer to my first question was uncertain, but it was likely that spies would be watching. They would have heard the shouts and seen the drawbridge being lowered. Even now they would be alerting their sister witches.
So we ran hard in a direction that was roughly east, toward the rising sun. I was thinking desperately: Where could we go? What refuge remained?
My mind twisted first one way, then another, seeking what was not to be found. It was true that there was one place we might use to our advantage, although we might encounter more enemies than friends. I changed direction and picked up my pace.
“Witch Dell lies directly ahead!” Thorne said, running alongside me.
“Yes, that’s where we are heading, child. It may prove a good place to stand and fight!”
Before long Pendle Hill dominated the skyline. It was shaped like a huge whale—the great sea mammal that I had glimpsed on one of my journeys across the great northern sea that lay beyond the borders of the County.
We rested for a while in a wood, confident that we had put a good distance between us and our pursuers. We would not approach Witch Dell until nightfall.
I turned to Thorne. “How do you feel, child?” I asked. I wondered whether her experiences in the dungeon might affect her ability to fight.
“Feel?” she snapped. “Feel about what—the boy?”
“Yes, the boy—and also the physical hurt that you received.”
“The boy is nothing to me now. Are all men fools like that?”
“Not all men are fools, but there are plenty of dolts to spare for women who want them. But do not think too badly of Will. He lost his father—and, by making a bargain with us, set up the chain of events that led to his father’s death. But forget him. He is in the past and could never have been part of your life anyway. You are a witch and will soon become a fully fledged assassin. He will become a knight. You come from different worlds.”
“Yes, I will try to forget him. I will push him from my mind.”
Thorne fell silent, so after a moment I spoke again. “What about the torture?” I asked.
“The pain of being stabbed with the bodkin was terrible at first,” Thorne answered, “but after a while I grew less sensitive and coped better. The priest realized that, so he threatened to take my thumb bones. He was enjoying my fear and really meant to cut them from me while I still lived. I could read it in his eyes. It was unbearable. Never have I felt such terror and despair. All that I have been and could have become would have been taken from me. I would have been nothing—a shameful thing, to be ridiculed forever.”
“Well, it did not happen, child. You were brave and bore the pain. The priest is dead, and you live to fight another day. We will destroy our enemies and prevail.”
“Will we be safe in the dell?” Thorne asked. “Will we find allies there?”
“Nowhere on this earth is safe for us now, child. But it depends on who we encounter first. Some of the dead may be well disposed toward us; most will just want our blood. But they will protect their territory. If we can get into the heart of the dell, they will defend it against the larger threat of those who pursue us.”
“Witch Dell is the place where you fought Kernolde and became the witch assassin, isn’t it?” Thorne asked.
“It is indeed, child. Years have passed, but it seems like only yesterday.”
“Tell me about it,” Thorne asked.
“You know the story. You’ve heard it from my own lips more than once.”
I listened to the wind sighing through the trees and checked our surroundings for danger. All was clear. Our enemies were still some distance away.
“Then please tell it one more time. Stories change a little with each telling. A good teller of tales remembers new things and forgets what is least important.”
I sighed, but then began my tale. Why not? It would distract us both for a while from the danger that lay ahead and behind.
“The challenge always took place north of the three villages of the Malkins, Deanes, and Mouldheels; the spot was usually selected by the then-assassin.
“Kernolde chose as her killing ground Witch Dell, where she routinely used these dead things as her allies—the only witch who has ever done so successfully. More than one challenger was drained of blood by the dead before Kernolde took her thumb bones as proof of victory.”
“Wasn’t that cheating, to use dead witches to aid her?” Thorne asked.
“Some might think so, but she had been the Malkin assassin for many years. She was feared. Who would dare to question what she did?”
“I’ve heard that some of the dead witches are really strong and can roam for miles seeking their prey. How many are there at present like that?” Thorne asked.
“There were five until autumn, but as you know, even dead witches do not survive forever. Gradually they weaken, and parts of their bodies begin to decay and fall off. I learned from Agnes that the winter took its toll; now there are only three really strong ones.”
“Who will they side with—you or our enemies?”
“That is uncertain, child. But if at least two fight alongside us, the balance of power will be in our favor.”
Thorne nodded, deep in thought. “Tell me more about Kernolde,” she demanded.
“Kernolde often proved victorious without her dead allies. She was skilled with blades, ropes, traps, and pits full of spikes, but her specialty was strangulation. Once they were defeated, she invariably strangled her opponents. She enjoyed inflicting that slow death upon those she had overcome.
“I knew this long before my challenge began. I’d thought long and hard about it and had visited the dell many times during the previous months. I had usually gone there in daylight, when the dead witches were dormant and Kernolde was out hunting prey. I had sniffed out every inch of the wood; knew every tree, every blade of grass, the whereabouts of every pit and trap. And there were lots of those. Some who fought Kernolde died even before they reached her.
“So I was ready. I stood outside the dell in the shadow of the trees just before midnight, the appointed time for combat to begin. High to my left was the large mass of Pendle Hill, its eastern slopes bathed in the light of the full moon, which had risen high to the south. Within moments a beacon flared at the summit, sparks shooting upward into the air to signal the beginning of my challenge.
“Immediately I did what no other challenger had done before. Most crept into the dell, nervous and fearful, in dread of what they faced. Some were braver but still entered cautiously. I was different. I announced my presence in a loud clear voice.”
“Let me say it for you, Grimalkin. Please!” Thorne interrupted.
I nodded, and Thorne got to her feet, put on a very serious face, and called out the words that I had used all those long years ago:
“‘I’m here, Kernolde! My name is Grimalkin, and I am your death!’” she shouted at the top of her voice. “‘I’m coming for you, Kernolde! I’m coming for you! And nothing living or dead can stop me!’”
She sat down, and we both laughed for a while. “Did you mean it?” Thorne asked. “Did you really believe your own words?”
“To a certain extent I believed. It was not just bravado, although that played no small part. My behavior was a product of much thought and calculation. I knew that my shouts would bring the dead witches toward me, and that’s what I wanted. Now I would know where they were. It is always important to spy out the location of any danger that we face.
“Most dead witches are slow, and I knew that I could outpace them. It was the powerful ones I had to beware of. One of them was named Gertrude the Grim because of her intimidating and repulsive appearance, and she was both strong and quick for one who had been dead for more than a century. She roamed far and wide beyond the dell, hunting for blood. But tonight she would be waiting within it, for she was Kernolde’s closest accomplice, well rewarded in blood for aiding each victory.
“I waited for fifteen minutes or so, long enough to let the slowest witch get near to me. I’d already sniffed out Gertrude, the old one. She’d been close to the edge of the dell for some time but had chosen not to venture out into the open; she had moved in among the trees so that her slower sisters could threaten me first. I could hear the rustling of leaves and the occasional faint crack of a twig as they shuffled forward. They were slow, but never underestimate a dead witch. They have great strength, and once they have hold of your flesh they cannot easily be pried free. Soon they begin to suck your blood, until you weaken and can fight no more. Some would be in the ground, hiding within the dead leaves and mud, ready to reach out and grasp at my ankles as I sped by.
“I sprinted into the trees. I had already sniffed out Kernolde, and she was exactly where I expected, waiting beneath the branches of the oldest oak in the dell. This was her tree, the one in which she stored her magic; her place of power.”
I enjoyed telling the tale to Thorne and thus reliving my fight to become the witch assassin. I have won many battles since, but that first victory brought me the greatest enjoyment because it was where Grimalkin truly began.
“A hand reached up toward me from the leaves. Without breaking stride, I slipped a dagger from the scabbard on my left thigh and pinned the dead witch to the thick gnarled root of a tree. And here is some good advice for you, Thorne. Never pin a witch through the palm of her hand—she can simply tear herself free. Always thrust your blade into the wrist rather than the palm. And that is what I did.
“Another witch shuffled toward me from the right, her hideous face lit by a shaft of moonlight. Rivulets of saliva dribbled down her chin and dripped onto her tattered gown, which was covered in dark stains. She jabbered curses at me, eager for my blood. Instead she got my blade, which I plucked from my right shoulder sheath, hurling it toward her. The point took her in the throat, throwing her backward. I ran on even faster.
“Four more times my blades speared dead flesh, and by now the other witches were left behind, the slow and those I’d maimed. But Kernolde and the powerful old one waited somewhere ahead. I wore eight sheaths that day; each contained a blade. Now only two remained.
I leaped a hidden pit, then a second. Although they were covered with leaves and mud, I knew they were there. At last Grim Gertrude barred my path. I came to a halt and awaited her attack. Let her come to me! Her tangled hair fell down to her knees. She was grim indeed, and well named! A worm wriggled and dropped from her left nostril. Maggots and beetles scuttled through the slimy curtain that obscured all of her face save one malevolent eye—that, and an elongated black tooth that jutted upward over her top lip almost as far as her left nostril.
“She ran toward me, kicking up leaves, her hands extended to claw at my face or squeeze my throat. She was fast for a dead witch, very fast. But not fast enough. With my left hand, I drew the largest of my blades from its scabbard at my hip. As you know, this knife is not crafted for throwing; it is more akin to a short sword, with razorsharp edges. I leaped forward to meet Grim Gertrude, and with one blow I cut her head clean from her shoulders.
“It bounced on a root and rolled away. I ran on, glancing back to see her searching among the pile of rotting leaves where it had come to rest.”
“Is Gertrude still to be found in the dell?” Thorne asked.
“There are few sightings of her now,” I answered. “She is failing, her mind decaying more quickly than her body. No doubt I hastened her demise. But back to my story . . . once Gertrude was dealt with, I was ready to face Kernolde. She was waiting beneath her tree. Ropes hung from the branches, ready to bind and hang my body. She was rubbing her back against the bark, drawing strength for the fight. But I was not afraid—to me she looked like an old she bear ridding herself of fleas rather than the dreaded witch assassin feared by all. Running at full pelt straight for her, I drew the last of my throwing knives and hurled it at her throat. End over end it spun, my aim fast and true, but she knocked it to one side with a disdainful flick of her wrist. Undaunted, I increased my pace and prepared to use the long blade. But then the ground opened up beneath my feet, my heart lurched, and I fell into a hidden pit.
“I remember my feeling of shock at that moment. I had been so confident, but as I fell I realized that I had underestimated my opponent. A speedy victory had been snatched away—however, I was resilient and still determined to survive and fight on.
“The moon was high, and as I fell I saw the sharp spikes waiting to impale me. I twisted desperately, trying to avoid them, but it was impossible. All I could do was contort myself so that my body suffered the least damage.
“The least, did I say? The spike hurt me enough, damaged me badly. It pierced my outer thigh, and I bear the scar to this day. Down its length I slid, until I hit the ground hard and all the breath left my body, the long blade flying from my hand to lie out of reach. I lay there in agony, struggling to breathe and control the extreme pain in my leg. The spikes were sharp, thin and very long—more than six feet—so there was no way I could lift my leg and free it. I cursed my folly. I had thought myself safe, but Kernolde had dug another pit, probably the previous night. No doubt she’d been aware of my forays into the dell and had waited until the very last moment to add this extra trap.
“A witch assassin must constantly adapt and learn from her mistakes. Even as I lay there, facing imminent death, I recognized my stupidity. I had been too confident. If I survived, I swore to temper my attitude with a smidgeon of caution.
“Kernolde’s broad moon face appeared above me, and she looked down without uttering a word. I was fast and I excelled with blades. I was strong too, but not as strong as Kernolde. Not for nothing did some call her Kernolde the Strangler. As I’ve told you, once victorious, Kernolde usually hung her victims by their thumbs before slowly asphyxiating them. Not this time, though. She had seen what I had achieved already and would take no chances. I would die here.
“She began to climb down into the pit, preparing to place her powerful hands about my throat and squeeze the breath and life from my body. I was calm and ready to die if need be—but I had already thought of something. I had a slim chance of survival.
“As Kernolde reached the bottom of the pit and began to weave her way toward me through the spikes, flexing her big, muscular hands, I prepared myself to cope with pain—not the pain that she would inflict upon me; that which I chose myself. My hands and arms and shoulders were very strong. The spikes were thin but sturdy, flexible, not brittle. But I had to try. Seizing the one that pierced my leg, I began to bend it. Back and forth, back and forth, I flexed and twisted the spike, each movement sending pain shooting down my leg and up into my body. But I gritted my teeth and worked the spike ever harder, until finally it yielded and broke, coming away in my hands.
“Quickly I lifted my leg clear of the stump and knelt to face Kernolde, my blood running down to soak the earthen floor of the killing pit. I held the spike like a spear and pointed it toward her. Before her hands could reach my throat, I would pierce her heart.
“Seeing that I had freed myself and was prepared to fight on, Kernolde looked astonished, but she quickly recovered herself and attacked me in a new way. She had drawn much of her stored magic from the tree, and now she halted and concentrated, hurling shards of darkness toward me. She tried dread first, and terror tried to claim me. My teeth began to chitter-chatter like those of the dead on the Halloween sabbath. Her magic was strong, but not strong enough. I braced myself and shrugged aside her spell. Soon its effects receded, and it bothered me no more than the cold wind that blew down from the arctic ice when I slew the wolves and left their bodies bleeding into the snow.
“Next she used the unquiet dead, hurling toward me the spirits she had trapped in limbo. They clung to my body, leaning hard on my arm to bring it down, and it took all my strength to keep hold of the spike.”
“Have you ever trapped spirits in limbo?” Thorne asked.
“I have in the past—but not any longer. That is why I have not taught you that skill. As assassins, we are better than your common bone witch. We use magic, yes, but our greatest strength lies in the combat skills that we acquire and in our strength of mind. It was the latter that enabled me to repulse Kernolde’s spirits. They were strong and fortified by dark magic: One was a strangler that gripped my throat so hard that Kernolde herself might have been squeezing it. The worst of them was an abhuman spirit, the ghost of one born of the Fiend and a witch. He darkened my eyes and thrust his long, cold fingers into my ears so that I thought my head would burst, but I fought back and cried out into the darkness and silence: ‘I’m still here, Kernolde! Still to be reckoned with. I am Grimalkin, your doom!’
“My eyes cleared, and the abhuman’s fingers left my ears with a pop so that sound rushed back. The weight was gone from my arms, and I struggled to my feet, taking aim with the spike. Kernolde rushed at me then—that big ugly bear of a woman with her strangler’s hands. But my aim was true. I thrust the spear right into her heart, and she fell at my feet, her blood soaking into the earth to mix with mine. She was choking, trying to speak, so I bent and put my ear close to her lips.
“‘You’re just a girl,’ she croaked. ‘To be defeated by a girl after all this time . . . How can this be?’
“‘Your time is over and mine is just beginning,’ I told her. ‘This girl took your life, and now she will take your bones.’
“I watched her die; then, after taking her thumb bones, which were very powerful and supplied me with magic for many months, I lifted her body out of the pit using her own ropes. Finally I hung her by her feet so that at dawn the birds could peck her clean. That done, I passed through the dell without incident, the dead witches keeping their distance. Grim Gertrude was on her hands and knees, still rooting through the sodden leaves, trying to find her head. Without eyes it would prove difficult and would keep her occupied for a long time.
“When I emerged from the trees, the clan was waiting to greet me. I held up Kernolde’s thumb bones, and they bowed their heads in acknowledgment of what I’d done. Even Katrise, the head of the coven of thirteen, made obeisance. When they looked up, I saw the new respect in their eyes; the fear too.
“With that victory, my quest to destroy my enemy, the Fiend, began. The spikes in the pit had given me an idea. What if I crafted a sharp spike of silver alloy and somehow impaled the Fiend on it?”
“Is that what you actually did to the Fiend before you cut off his head?” Thorne asked.
I nodded. “Yes, child—with the help of Tom Ward and his master, John Gregory, I impaled the Fiend with silver spears and nailed his hands and feet to the rock. Then the Spook’s apprentice cut the Fiend’s head from his shoulders, and I placed it in this leather sack. We filled the pit with earth, then sealed it with a large, flat stone, finally placing a boulder on top of that. Until this head is returned to its body, the Fiend is securely bound.”
“It will never be returned to its body,” Thorne said. “Even if one of us dies, the other will continue to be its custodian. Then one day the Fiend will be destroyed forever!”
There came a deep groan from the sack. The Fiend had been listening to our conversation and had not liked what he’d heard. In the long silence that followed, I could almost hear Thorne thinking. At last she spoke. It was a probing question.
“Have you ever taken the thumb bones of your enemies while they were still alive?” she asked.
No doubt the threat to her own thumb bones was fresh in her mind, but before I could control myself I let out a hiss of anger.
“It’s just that some say that is what you do to those you hate most,” Thorne continued quickly.
“My enemies must fear me,” I replied. “With my scissors I snip the flesh of the dead, the clan enemies that I have slain in combat. Then I cut out their thumb bones, which I wear around my neck as a warning to others. What else would I do? Without ruthlessness and savagery I could not survive even a week of the life I lead.”
“But the living? Have you ever done it to the living?” Thorne persisted. She was brave to pursue the matter when I was clearly angry—courage was one of her best qualities. But it also displayed another side of her, a fault. She could be reckless. She did not know when to back off.
“I do not wish to speak of it,” I said quietly. “The matter is closed.”



CHAPTER XIX
WITCH DELL
I have looked into the darkness,
into the greatest darkness of all,
and now I fear nothing.




ONE hour after nightfall, we approached the dell but halted beneath the wide branches of a solitary oak a hundred yards short of its nearest trees.
“Call her,” I whispered.
The night of the full moon had been and gone. Somewhere within those trees Agnes Sowerbutts would now have awoken to a new existence as a dead witch. In time, as her body slowly decayed, a witch sometimes became bitter and twisted, hating all those whom she had befriended and cared for in life. But those taken to the dell did not change their loves, hatreds, and allegiances immediately. To a certain extent she would still be the same Agnes, and I hoped that we could rely on her to effect our safe entry to the dell—or at least to let us know the situation there.
Thorne gave a long, mournful cry, something close to that made by a corpse fowl but subtly modified into the signal that she always used when approaching Agnes’s cottage. I had introduced Thorne to the old witch soon after I had begun her training, and Agnes had taken the child under her wing, teaching her about potions, and occasionally, when I was away from Pendle, offering her a place to stay.
We waited in silence. There were faint rustles in the distant trees, but nothing alive or dead ventured into the open. After about five minutes, I instructed Thorne to try again. Once more we waited while the wind sighed through the branches of the oak. It was a night of sudden showers, and at that moment a particularly heavy one was falling; for a while all we could hear was rain drumming on the ground. The shower passed as quickly as it had started, and the moon came out briefly. It was then that I saw the dark shape crawling toward us across the clearing. Without doubt it was a dead witch. I could hear her sniffing and snuffling, her nose almost touching the wet grass, her gown a slithering shadow. Only when she lifted her face into the moonlight did I recognize her as Agnes. Death had already changed her for the worse.
She came in under cover of the branches, gasping and wheezing, and pulled herself up into a sitting position, resting her back against the tree trunk. For a while nobody spoke, and I listened to the drops of water dripping from leaf to leaf on their long, slow journey to the ground.
I looked at Agnes with my keen eyes, and she was a sorry sight indeed. Some dead witches are strong and can run for miles, hunting human prey; others are weak, and theirs is a miserable existence crawling through the slime and leaf mold, searching for small creatures such as rats and mice. If this was indeed Agnes’s existence now, I pitied her. She had always been a proud woman. Although at first glance her cottage had appeared cluttered, her bottles and jars were placed in perfect order upon her shelves, and her house was immaculate—never even a speck of dust in sight. Very few witches cared about cleanliness; Agnes had been the exception. She had changed her clothes every day, and her pointy shoes were so highly polished that you could see your reflection in them.
Thorne looked shocked and momentarily covered her face with her hands. I too was dismayed to see the change that had befallen Agnes in so short a time. Her tattered dress was caked in dirt. No doubt she’d been crawling through brambles in search of prey. As for her once clean, shining hair, it was now greasy and infested with wriggling white maggots, while her gaunt face was smeared with mud and blood.
There was no point in trying to pretend that things were better than they appeared. Agnes had always been kind but plain speaking, so I didn’t mince my words, even though she was dead.
“It sorrows me to see you in this state, Agnes,” I told her kindly. “Is there anything that we can do to help?”
“I never thought I would come to this,” she said, shaking her head so that maggots dropped from her hair into her lap. “I was strong in life and hoped to be the same in death. But I thirst! I thirst so much and can never get enough blood. I am not strong enough to hunt large creatures or humans. Small rodents are all I can manage. Rabbits are too fast.”
“Don’t the other dead help? Don’t the strong help those weaker than themselves?” asked Thorne.
Agnes shook her head. “Dead witches hunt alone and care for naught but themselves.”
“Then at least tonight your thirst will be quenched,” I said. I turned to Thorne. “Bring Agnes something large.”
In an instant the girl had sped away.
“I still have the Fiend’s head,” I told Agnes. “It is in all our interests that it remains detached from his body. Will you help? Our enemies are approaching, and we need to take refuge in the dell. We need some of our dead sisters to fight alongside us.”
“Others rule here,” Agnes croaked. “I am feeble, and my word counts for little within that dark place.”
“Are those within for the Fiend or against him?” I asked.
“Dead witches, be they strong or weak, care for nothing but blood. If they think at all, it is blood that fills their thoughts. I hope that I will never be like them. My memories of my life are precious, and I want to hold on to them for as long as I can. But you needn’t attempt to win them to your cause. They will kill anything living that enters the dell—you too, if they can catch you.”
“How many of the strong ones are close at hand?” I said, listening to the rustles and scratching sounds from the dell, which told me that some of the weaker witches were close by.
“Only two. The third has been away for more than two nights but could return at any time.”
“It is as I thought. So if we can get to the center of the dell before our enemies arrive, the dead will effectively be our allies, whether they wish it or not.”
I looked up and saw that Thorne was crossing the clearing toward us. Each hand held a large wriggling hare. She reached us and held out one to Agnes. The dead witch seized the frightened animal, then immediately sank her teeth into its neck and began to suck its blood. Within moments it had stopped twitching; it was drained and dead. Then she started on the second one.
“You’re a good girl, Thorne!” Agnes cried when she’d finished. “That’s the sweetest blood I’ve sipped since coming to this miserable dell.”
“I wish I could do more for you,” Thorne said. “You’ve always been good to me, Agnes, and it pains me to see you like this.”
Suddenly I sensed danger and sniffed the wind. Our enemies were close at hand.
“They’re no more than ten minutes away,” I told Thorne. “It’s a risk, but we need to take refuge in the dell now, before it’s too late.” I turned to Agnes. “Follow as best you can.”
I led Thorne to the edge of the dell. “There are still pits and traps—those crafted by Kernolde many years ago. Some I will avoid; others I’ll leap. We must move fast but follow close on my heels.”
So I sprinted into the dell, taking the same route that I had taken all those years earlier when I fought Kernolde. But this time, no dead hands reached up to clutch my ankles. Last time I had called out a challenge and drawn the witches toward me; this time we had the element of surprise, and the dead would be scattered among the trees. Only the two very strongest and fastest might be able to intercept us. And we were lucky, as the third had already left the dell to hunt. She might roam for miles and spend several nights away before returning. Or she could reappear at any moment.
I still had the exact location of each pit clear in my mind, and soon I was leaping over the first one. I never even glanced back to see if Thorne was safe. The girl was as sure-footed as I was, and her reactions were just as quick.
Soon I sprang over a second, then a third, but at one point I dodged left to avoid a long, thin pit that was impossible to jump; a tree trunk formed a barrier at its far edge. I remembered the way in which Kernolde had tricked and almost defeated me—by digging an extra pit that was unknown to me and filling it with sharp stakes to spear me. A sudden thought struck me.
What if she had dug other pits? What if there were ones that I was unaware of?
I calmed myself, picking up my pace through the dell. Such pits might or might not exist. But as long as I took the same route as last time, we would surely come to no harm.
Soon Kernolde’s tree came into view. It was an ancient oak, the tree within which she had stored her magic. Despite the action of the elements during the intervening years, some of the ropes still hung down from the branches. From those she had once hung her defeated enemies.
I motioned to Thorne, and we came to a halt. I pointed to the pit with my forefinger. It was still partially covered with branches and bracken, onto which many autumns had layered a bed of moldering brown leaves. But at the edge I saw the large hole through which I had fallen, to be impaled below. We walked around the pit and turned, leaning our backs against the huge tree trunk as once Kernolde had done. It was strange to return to this place after all these years. My life had circled me back to the same spot, and I somehow sensed that I would soon face a similar crisis.
There was a rustling to my right. Something was approaching. No doubt it was one of the weaker dead witches—no real threat. After a few moments there were other, louder sounds: the breaking of twigs underfoot, the heavy, confident steps of someone who was not afraid to betray their presence.
A dead witch came into view. She was tall, but even if I had known her in life she would have been a stranger to me now. In place of her right eye was a black empty socket, and the flesh on that side of her face was missing, revealing the skull and cheekbone. The remaining eye, however, glared at me with hatred. There was something very unusual about this dead witch too. Into the leather belt that held up her blood-splattered skirt was tucked a long blade with a curved handle shaped like a ram’s horn, and she carried a long, thin spear.
Dead witches don’t usually arm themselves in this way. Their extreme strength, claws, and teeth are sufficient weapons.
Suddenly I knew her, and everything was instantly clear. This was Needle, one of my predecessors, the witch assassin who had been defeated by Kernolde. Such a clan sister could have been an ally, but the hostile stare of her remaining eye said otherwise. It was filled with madness.
“You have crossed a line!” Needle hissed. “I rule here. This is the place of the dead, not the living. Do you come to challenge me, Grimalkin?”
“Why should the living challenge the dead?” I demanded. “Your time is over. Kernolde defeated you, and I defeated her. One day my time will also be over, and I will take my place here alongside you. We should be allies. There is a dangerous foe approaching.”
“Kernolde used trickery. She used the dead in her cause. Had she fought fairly, I would have defeated her, and in time you too would have died at my hands. So let us put that to the test now. Let us fight—just the two of us!”
“First help me to defeat our common enemy,” I said. “What do you say?”
“Who is this enemy?”
“They are supporters of the Fiend. They want what I carry within this bag.”
I untied the sack, lifted out the head of the Fiend, and showed it to Needle.
She smiled grotesquely, and her white skull bone gleamed in a shaft of moonlight. “I have no love for the Fiend,” she said. “But neither do I care for you! They call you the greatest of the Malkin assassins. It is a lie!”
I returned the Fiend’s head to the sack and was just preparing to tie it shut when madness flickered in Needle’s remaining eye and she ran at me, the spear pointing toward my heart.
I dropped the sack and the head and prepared to defend myself. The most powerful of the dead witches were fast and very strong, much stronger than the living could hope to be. They could tear off my limbs with their bare hands. But this was worse: Needle was a trained witch assassin with a fearsome reputation. She would not be easy to overcome.
Thorne drew a blade and started to move toward my side, but I waved her back—my pride bade me deal with this dead assassin alone. At the last moment, I twisted my body aside, and the point of the spear missed me by inches. My blade was in my hand, but I did not use it. Once I had cut the head from a dead witch in this very dell. To stop Needle, I would have to do something similar—maybe even cut her into pieces. I decided to try to reason with her one more time. I still hoped that she might become our ally.
“Help me to defeat our enemies, and then we will fight,” I offered.
“We fight now!” she cried. “I will kill you, then cut out your heart, sending you straight into the dark! Your thumb bones too I will take. You will be without honor, obliterated from the history of Malkin assassins. You will be nothing!”
She ran at me, wielding the spear. She was beyond reason, having nursed her grievance all through the long years she had spent with the dead. I had my back to the pit and knew exactly what to do. Once again I avoided the spear, and this time delivered a blow with my fist to the back of her head. She fell into the pit without uttering a single cry. But once impaled upon Kernolde’s spikes, she began to wail like a banshee.
“I was told that a dead witch doesn’t feel pain,” Thorne said, looking down to where Needle was transfixed by the long, thin spikes. Each was over six feet long and very thin. Four had pierced her body, and she had slid down them, right to the bottom of the pit. One had taken her in the left shoulder, another through the throat. One had speared her chest, the fourth her abdomen.
I noted the broken spike that I had snapped off to free myself and remembered my own pain.
“What you’ve heard is incorrect,” I told Thorne. “She is in pain, all right, but she is mainly screaming with frustration at failing to kill me. She knows that she lost and, what is worse, that I defeated her very easily. Her body may still be strong, but her mind is rotting and she’s fallen into madness. I overestimated her—she is a shadow of her former self.”
I almost pitied her, for she had fallen far from the heights she had once scaled as an assassin. I could only hope that I would never be reduced to such a state.
Now other sounds could be heard in the short pauses between the screams—rustles in the undergrowth. The other dead witches were approaching us, drawn by Needle’s anguish.
But then I heard something else. Thorne and I sniffed together, but this time it was not witch magic—an attempt to discover a threat or gauge the strength of an enemy. It was something that any human would have recognized instantly; something that would fill a forester with fear.
I could smell smoke, burning wood, and I suddenly knew what our enemies had done.
“They’ve set fire to the dell!” Thorne cried.
I hoisted the sack up onto my shoulder. As I did so, a strong wind sprang up from the west, howling through the trees. They had conjured a gale and fire using dark magic, and the damp foliage would prove no impediment. Now the flames would sweep through the dell, consuming everything in their path.
Our enemies would not be forced to venture into the dell to find us, fighting any dead witches they encountered. They would be waiting in the clearing east of the dell, waiting for us to be driven out by the firestorm.



CHAPTER XX
GRIMALKIN DOES NOT CRY
I anticipate a violent death
but will take many of my enemies with me!




WHAT alternative did we have but to run east? Already, even above the howling of the wind, I could hear the crackle of burning wood, and dark smoke gathered overhead, blocking out the light of the moon.
“We will advance just ahead of the flames, then leave the dell and cut down those in our path,” I told Thorne.
The words were easy to say, but to stay just ahead of the conflagration was far from easy. For one thing, the smoke began to make our eyes water, forcing us into fits of coughing. Second, the fire was advancing very rapidly, leaping from tree to tree and from branch to branch with a crackling roar; it threatened to overtake us at any moment, and our slow jog soon became a fast sprint.
There were animals fleeing with us, a couple of hares and dozens of squealing rats, some of them with singed fur, some burning as they ran. I thought of poor Agnes. If the fire took her, at least her agony would be brief and that miserable existence in the dell as a weak dead witch would be over. But I knew that some inhabitants of the dell would survive by using their sharp talons to burrow into the leafy loam and down into the soft, wet soil beneath. They had the means and the expertise gained by long years of survival here. It was not something that we could hope to do; we didn’t have time.
The trees were thinning, but we could see little through the smoke. Suddenly I sensed something approaching us from behind and whirled to meet the new threat. It was a dead witch—the other strong one, clothes and hair aflame as she ran past, oblivious to us. She was screaming as she ran. The flames were consuming her and she realized that her time in the dell was over. Soon her soul would fall into the dark.
Where was the kretch? I wondered. No doubt it would be waiting somewhere ahead. As we left the trees, a witch attacked us from the left; this time a live one, from the vanguard of our enemies. Thorne cut her down without faltering, and we accelerated away from the danger.
Even above the whine of wind and roar of the fire, I heard the eerie wail of the kretch somewhere behind us. Then it began to bay for our blood, a powerful, rhythmic cry, as if a score of howling wolfhounds were on our trail.
“You are mine!” it called out, its voice booming through the night. “You cannot escape! I will drink your blood and tear your flesh into strips! I will eat your hearts and gnaw the marrow from your shattered bones!”
We were curving away south now; our path would take us east of Crow Wood. I thought of the lamia, still in the tower. If only she’d had time to shape-shift to her winged form, she might have seen us and flown to our aid. But it was too soon for that. There was no hope of help from that source.
Then, as I ran, the warning lights once again flickered in the corners of my eyes. Would I have time enough to lead Thorne to safety? But too soon the weakness was upon me again; I felt a fluttering in my chest and my breathing became shallow and ragged. I began to slow, and Thorne looked back at me in concern. I halted, hands on hips, aware of the irregular beating of my heart and the trembling in my legs. Now my whole body was shaking.
“No! No! Not now!” I shouted, forcing my body onward, drawing upon my last reserves and every final shred of willpower. But it was useless. I managed to take only a dozen faltering steps before coming to a halt. Thorne paused and came back to stand by my side.
“You go on!” I cried. “You can outrun them; I can’t. It’s the damage done by the poison.”
Thorne shook her head. “I won’t go without you!”
I lifted the sack off my shoulder and held it out to her. “This is what matters. Take it and run. Keep it out of their hands at all costs.”
“I can’t leave you to die.”
“You can and must,” I said, pushing the sack into her hands. “Now go!”
I was resigned to dying here. I could do no more. I was spent.
Thorne swung the sack up onto her shoulder—but it was already too late.
There was a howl close behind us, and the kretch padded into view.
The beast had changed again since the last time we’d faced it. There was something different about its eyes. They had regenerated since Thorne and I had pierced them with our blades, but not quite in the same way. There was a thin ridge of white bone above each one.
Moreover, it was even larger. Its forearms seemed more muscular, the talons sharper and longer. There were more flecks of gray in its black fur too. Was it aging already? Kretches usually had a short lifespan. Tibb, the last kretch the Malkins had created, had lived for only a few months.
In one fluid motion, Thorne drew a blade from a shoulder sheath and hurled it straight at the right eye of the beast. It was a good shot, exactly on target. But before the dagger struck, the ridge of bone moved. It flicked downward, covering and protecting the eye so that the blade was deflected harmlessly away.
With the power inherited from its demon father, the beast learned and improved itself all the time. Exploit a weakness, and the next time you encountered the creature, that weakness would be no more. Protected by armored lids, its eyes were no longer easy targets for our blades.
I took a deep breath, tried to steady my trembling body, and threw a blade at its throat, targeting a spot just below its left ear. The kretch seemed faster than ever. It brought up its left hand and swatted my blade aside. Again I staggered, and spots flashed within my eyes, bile rose in my throat. Then I saw what Thorne was attempting and cried out, “No!”
To no avail. She was brave, but sometimes reckless too, and that latter quality was a dangerous fault that now became her undoing. She was the ten-year-old running at the bear again, a blade in her left hand. And it was that same blade, her first one, the one I had given her as we sat eating bear meat by the fire.
She was faster and far more deadly than the child who had stabbed the bear in the hind leg. However, the kretch was stronger and more dangerous than any bear that had ever walked this earth. And I was unable to repeat the throw that slew the beast before it killed her. I was on my knees, the world spinning, my mind falling into darkness.
The last thing I saw was the kretch opening its jaws wide and biting savagely into Thorne’s left shoulder. She fought back, drawing another blade from a sheath with her right hand, stabbing it repeatedly into the beast’s shoulder and head.
Then I knew no more.
How long I have laid here I know not, but I surmise that it is no more than an hour. I come to my knees slowly and am immediately sick, vomiting again and again until only bile trickles from my mouth.
The kretch has gone. What has happened? Why didn’t it kill me while I lay there, helpless? I stand groggily and begin to search for tracks. There was no evidence that witches have been here—just a muddy circle where the beast and Thorne fought, and then the prints of the kretch setting off northward.
Has it carried Thorne off in its jaws?
I begin to follow the tracks. I am still unsteady on my feet, but my strength is gradually returning, and my breathing begins to slow to a more normal rhythm. I follow the trail of the kretch almost back to the edge of Witch Dell. The trees are still burning, but the magic is no more and the wind has changed direction. It is evident now that perhaps over half of Witch Dell will remain untouched by fire. But it has been cut in two by a broad black belt of burned trees.
Then I see something lying on the ground, close to a blazing tree stump. It is a human body.
Is it that of the dead witch who fled the dell? I begin to move toward it, slowing with every step. I do not really want to reach it because, deep down, I already know whose corpse it is. The ground is churned to mud. Many witches have gathered here.
Moments later, my worst fears are confirmed.
It is the body of Thorne.
There can be no doubt. No more room for hope.
She is lying on her back, stone dead. Her eyes are wide open and staring, an expression of horror and pain etched upon her face. The grass is wet with blood. Her hands have been mutilated. They have taken her thumb bones, cut them from her body while she was still alive.
I kneel beside her and weep.
Grimalkin does not cry.
But I am crying now.
Time passes. How much I do not know.
I crouch before a fire, cooking meat on a spit. I turn it slowly so that it is well done. Then I break it into two with my fingers and begin to eat it slowly.
There are two ways to make sure that a witch does not return from the dead. The first is to burn her; the second is to eat her heart.
So I have made doubly sure that Thorne’s wishes are carried out. I have already burned her body. Now I am eating her heart. And still I am weeping.
When I have finished, I begin to speak aloud, my voice caught by the wind, spinning it away through the trees to the four corners of the earth.
“You were brave in life; be brave in death. Heed not the cackle of foolish witches. Your thumb bones matter naught. They have taken them but cannot take away your courage, cannot negate what you were. For had you lived, you would have become the greatest witch assassin of the Malkin clan. You would have taken my place; surpassed my deeds; filled our enemies with dread.
“If reputation concerns you, then worry not. Who will be able to say, ‘We took her bones?’ There will be nobody left to say it because none will live. I will kill them all. I will kill every last one.
“So rest in peace, Thorne, for what I say I will do.
“It will all come to pass.
“I am Grimalkin.”



CHAPTER XXI
MY ONLY REMAINING ALLY
I am a hunter and also a blacksmith,
skilled in the art of forging weapons.
I could craft one especially for you;
the steel that would surely take your life.




AT dawn I took stock of the situation and put aside my grief and anger. I needed to be cold and rational. I needed to think and plan.
Why had the kretch not killed me?
Maybe even as she died, Thorne had fought so fiercely, damaged it so badly, that it could not deal with us both? I said that to myself but knew that it was not true. I had been unconscious. It could have killed her, then dispatched me at its leisure.
No—the answer was clear. Even more important than my death was the retrieval of the sack containing the Fiend’s head. That was its prime objective. It was created to kill me, but only as a means to an end: the reclaiming of the head and the resurrection of the Fiend. Thorne had been carrying it over her shoulder. Once the kretch had her in its jaws, it had the sack as well.
So it had taken the Fiend’s head straight back to its creators. They had quickly cut away Thorne’s thumb bones and left her to die. Now they would be heading for the coast. They needed to return to Ireland to reunite head and body.
So what could I do? I had to follow. I had to try and stop them. But as I sat in the cold gray morning light, with my wrath set aside, I knew that I had little chance of success. My magic was used up, the resource gone. It would not be easy to restore it. My health was uncertain. I could suffer another bout of weakness at any time. And I was alone. Alone against so many.
I needed help, but who could I turn to now? The answer came immediately.
Alice Deane.
She was the only remaining ally I could rely on. Recently all who had tried to help me had died. I had sought out Agnes and Thorne, and both had died as a result. So many had died, including Wynde, the lamia, and the knight whom I had manipulated to serve my cause. Could I do it again, thus placing Alice in danger? Was I right to ask another friend to risk her life?
Grimalkin should not ask such questions. To think like that was to show weakness. I must act and not think too much about the possible consequences.
But I would not seek the help of Thomas Ward or John Gregory. The apprentice was too valuable to risk. He might be the means of finally destroying the Fiend. No, I could not take a chance with his life. Once the head was retrieved and the kretch dead, I would escort him to Malkin Tower. The sooner the better.
As for the Spook, he was past his best, and in any case had too many scruples. He would not have the stomach for what I must do. So I would simply ask Alice. Two witches together—that would be best. She might be willing to lend me some of her strength.
I pulled my mirror from its sheath and prepared to make contact with her. Three times I tried, but I could not reach her. Even that small magic was beyond me. I was drained and needed replenishing.
I would have to go to her. I would travel to Chipenden, where the Spook was starting to rebuild his house.
I followed the tracks of my enemies, passing north of Pendle and heading toward the Ribble Valley. The tracks went west then, but did not cross the ford; they kept south of the river. That meant they were not heading for Sunderland Point. They would go to Liverpool and seize a boat there.
Moving as fast as I was able, I reluctantly left their trail and crossed the Ribble, heading northwest. I had to go to Chipenden first. It would mean losing perhaps half a day, but I could still catch the witches before they sailed.
I avoided the village itself and began to climb the lane to the boundary of the Spook’s property. Once I would not have risked entering the garden. But Alice had told me that the boggart that had once guarded it was gone, its pact with John Gregory ended when the house burned and the roof collapsed.
Even so, I entered the trees of the western garden slowly and cautiously. In the distance I could see the Spook’s house. As I drew nearer, I also saw trestle tables and huge planks and other building materials. Out of sight, someone was sawing wood. The roof had already been replaced, and a thin spiral of smoke was rising from a chimney. Then suddenly I heard distant voices, voices that I recognized.
Although my magic had gone, some witch skills are innate—especially that of sniffing. It was Alice and Tom Ward, the apprentice. The Spook wasn’t with them. No doubt he was warming his old bones close to the fire.
So I crept closer and crouched behind the trunk of a large tree.
“It just ain’t right, Tom,” I heard Alice say. “Nothing’s changed. No matter what I do, Old Gregory will never trust me. Why can’t I come with you? Try talking to him again.”
“I’ll do my best,” Tom replied, “but you know how stubborn he can be. He wants to set off first thing tomorrow, but we’ll probably only be away for a few days, Alice. You’ll be comfortable here.”
“I’m probably better off staying here anyway!” Alice retorted. “You two had best go and sort through them moldy old books. Anyway, you get back to the house, Tom. I’m going for a walk to think things through. Feel better for a walk, I will.”
“Don’t be like that, Alice. It’s not my fault and you know it.”
But Alice wouldn’t listen and began to stroll in my direction, and after a moment Tom bowed his head and walked back toward the house. As she passed me, Alice glanced in my direction. It was a shock to see her white hair—the result of being snatched away into the dark and tormented by the Fiend and his servants. She smiled, then walked on, leaving the garden and crossing the field toward the lane. She had sniffed out my presence and had worked out the situation. She knew that I didn’t want to be seen by Tom.
I followed her down into the lane, where she moved under the shadow of some trees and waited for me. Before leaving Ireland, she had contacted me to tell me of her experiences when she’d been taken into the dark. I couldn’t get used to the sight of her white hair.
Her eyes widened as I approached. “Where’s the Fiend’s head?” she demanded.
“Our enemies have it, Alice. They seized it yesterday, and they’re now taking it to the coast—to Liverpool, I think. I need your help!”
Alice looked afraid—and with good reason. If the Fiend’s supporters succeeded in reuniting the head with the body, the Fiend would walk the earth once more. Tom and Alice no longer had the blood jar as a means of defense. His first act would be to seize them and drag them off into the dark, and then they’d face an eternity of torment.
“What sort of help? What can I do?”
“My magic’s gone, Alice, all used up.”
“Magic ain’t everything,” Alice said. “You’re Grimalkin. You can use your blades. Hunt ’em down one by one. What’s wrong with you? Never heard you talk like this. What am I supposed to do?”
“My blades won’t be enough, Alice. There are too many of them. I need my own magic to deflect theirs, and to be able to cloak myself and retain an element of surprise. Then there’s the kretch—it was specially made to kill me and take back the head. It’s formidable. It’s already killed one of the lamias left to guard Malkin Tower. Its claws are coated with a deadly poison. It hurt me badly, Alice; now I am plagued by bouts of weakness.”
“My aunt, Agnes Sowerbutts, could help. Some wouldn’t agree, though I reckon she’s the best healer in Pendle.”
“She tried, Alice. She pulled me back from the brink of death, but I’m permanently damaged. You can’t believe how bad things have been. Agnes is dead. They killed her. They killed Thorne too, and took her thumb bones while she was still alive and—”
I was going to say more about how brave Thorne had been and how she’d saved me after I’d been poisoned, but I had to stop, choked with emotion.
As Alice took in the full import of what I was saying, her eyes widened in horror.
“So I need some of your magic, Alice. You’ve plenty. Just transfer some to me.”
“No!” Alice cried, clenching her fists at her sides. “I won’t do it. Build up your own magic again—you can do it.”
What Alice meant was that I should kill, take the thumb bones of my victims, and carry out the necessary rituals. Yes, it could be done, but there wasn’t time.
“Within a day they will have sailed for Ireland with the Fiend’s head. There simply isn’t time to replenish my magic using the normal methods. Give me some of your power, Alice. Heal me as well. You’ve more power than you need. You can do it.”
Alice was a special kind of witch, a type rarely found. Although she didn’t practice the rituals of blood, bone, or familiar magic, she had a power within her. Tremendous innate power that was part of her being; part of being Alice.
“I can’t touch it. You know that!” Alice retorted. “Use the dark and you end up being part of the dark. Don’t want that, do I?”
“You’ve used it before,” I accused her.
“That’s true enough. I did so in Ireland to save Tom, so I can’t risk using it again now.”
“You have to take the risk. Otherwise the Fiend will come for you—and soon. How long will it take them to dig him up from the pit and join the head to the body? Even counting the sea voyage and the journey across Ireland to Kerry, he could well come for you within the week. Tom too! That’s how long you’ve got, Alice, if you don’t help me now.”
Alice was quiet for a long time. When she spoke, her voice was little more than a whisper. “All right, I’ll come with you. We’ll follow ’em and see what’s what, but I ain’t promising anything. Wait here. I’ll just go and tell Tom.”
“No, that would be a mistake. We don’t want to lead him into danger; nor that master of his. Besides, they’re off somewhere tomorrow. I overheard your conversation in the garden. They’ll be away for a few days, and it’ll all be over before they get back.”
“They’re going east, to the County border,” Alice replied. “Old Gregory’s heard of a collection of books about the dark. He’s hoping to get his hands on some to restock his library. You’re right. Let’s leave Tom and Old Gregory out of it.”
So, without further words, we set off in a westerly direction. Within hours we had picked up the trail of our enemies and were heading toward the coast.



CHAPTER XXII
A MALEVOLENT WITCH
Alice Deane has the potential to become
the most powerful witch who has ever lived.




WE followed our enemies with great caution, gradually catching up to them. By the time we sniffed out that they’d made camp for the night, we were only two miles behind.
We settled down in a grove of trees and watched their campfires spark into life like fireflies. We were close and already in danger. We were able to sniff them out, but they could do likewise. They might well send some of their party back to deal with us.
“Alice, you need to use some of your magic now to cloak us. The kretch was able to find me despite my best efforts to hide myself, so the spell needs to be as strong as you can make it!”
Alice nodded, then settled down with her back against a tree trunk, closed her eyes, and began to mutter to herself. The moon was out, casting dappled shadows on the ground. By its light I studied Alice’s face. Even without taking into account her white hair, her face looked older. It was still that of a girl, but now it had a maturity that belied her years. She had seen too much.
When she opened her eyes, I was momentarily shocked. They were still youthful and pretty, but it was as if some ancient, powerful being stared out at me; something hardly human that had dwelt on earth since time began. It only lasted for a second, and disappeared as she began to smile, but I shivered all the same.
“It’s done,” she said. “They can’t find us now.”
“Next you must try to heal me,” I told her. “Do it now. Heal me first, then give me some of your magic.”
The smile slipped from her face. “Ain’t sure if I can do it,” she responded.
To give me some of her magic was feasible. Pendle witches sometimes did it—though grudgingly; they were like money lenders, expecting it to be returned threefold at a later date. But it might well be that Alice would be unable to heal me. Agnes had failed, and healing had been her specialty. Sometimes sheer power simply wasn’t enough. But, as it turned out, Alice wasn’t actually doubting her ability; she was afraid of the consequences.
“It’s really dark magic, and it could cost me too much,” she said, and now it was her turn to shiver. “I could end up being a fully malevolent witch. That’s why Old Gregory don’t trust me. He’s always believed that’s the way I’ll turn out.”
I shrugged. “Being a malevolent witch isn’t that bad, Alice. It’s what I am. You’d be no worse than me. You can’t fight your own nature. Maybe it’s what you were always born to be.”
“There are worse witches than you, Grimalkin. You’ve a code of honor. You don’t kill for fun, but slay those who deserve to die. You love hunting strong enemies who put up a good fight, but you don’t trample on the weak. There are some witches who do, some witches who glory in power and in hurting others. I don’t want to end up like them. I’m afraid that in using the power I’ve been given, that’s exactly how I will end up. Best not forget who I am—the daughter of the Fiend!”
“You’ll always be what you were destined to be, Alice. Like Tom Ward, you have a path to follow, and you must take the necessary steps or always be less than you could be. Now heal me and give me some of your power. Please do it—otherwise the Fiend will walk the earth once more. He will come for you and then for Tom.”
Alice shivered, but then she nodded. “I’ve no choice, have I? Kneel facing the north,” she commanded, “and I’ll do what I can.”
I obeyed, falling to my knees and facing north, the direction that was most conducive to both the healing and the transfer of power.
Alice placed her hands on my forehead. “First I’ll try to heal you,” she said, her voice hardly more than a whisper.
I don’t know what I expected to happen. With a healer like Agnes Sowerbutts, the use of herbs and plant extracts was as important as the words and ritual. I knew that Alice administered such medicines herself and carried them in a leather pouch, but now she was using nothing more than her hands on my head. She didn’t even chant a spell.
“It’s really difficult,” she said after a while. “The poison lies deep within. It’s oozed into every part of your body. In places the damage is subtle; in others obvious and severe. I’m going to have to use more magic, but I’m scared of hurting you. There’s even a risk that the process could kill you,” she warned.
“Don’t let that concern you,” I answered. “I would rather be dead than less than what I was.”
“That’s your choice. But if you’re dead, who’ll retrieve the Fiend’s head?”
“I cannot retrieve it in my present state, so what’s the difference?” I said. “If I die, go and get Thomas Ward. Work together. Only you two will stand any chance against our enemies.”
I felt a slight tremor in Alice’s fingers, and then she pressed them into my skull and the world spun about me. My breathing gradually became faster, as did my heartbeat. I began to tremble all over. There were sharp pains in my stomach and chest, as if some invisible being were plunging a needle into my flesh over and over again.
Quickly the process reached a crisis. My heart was now beating so fast that the individual pulses of blood merged and it seemed to be vibrating continuously. I felt as if I were dying, but then a surge of warmth flowed out of Alice’s fingertips and I fell forward onto my face and momentarily lost consciousness.
I felt myself being pulled back up into a kneeling position, and opened my eyes.
“How do you feel?” Alice asked.
“Weak,” I said, aware that my heart was now beating slowly and steadily again. “Did you succeed?”
“Yes, I’m certain of it.” Alice gave a proud smile. “The last traces of the poison and its effects upon your body are gone.”
What she had done was more than impressive—it was astounding. Where Agnes, with all her skill and knowledge, had failed to find me a permanent cure, Alice had succeeded. She was still a girl, but how formidable would she be as a woman and a fully fledged witch? What better ally could I have on my side?
“I thank you for that, Alice. Now lend me the magical power I need—the power to retrieve the Fiend’s head and deal with our enemies.”
Once more Alice laid her hand upon me. For a moment she hesitated, and I sensed her reluctance: I glared at her angrily. Then, with a sharp intake of breath, she began to chant the spell of transference; within seconds, a tingle started at my head and moved down my neck toward my heart and then to my extremities. She was giving me some of her magic—a lot of it. It was going straight into my body. I wouldn’t need to draw it from my necklace; it would be available the moment I willed it. The process went on for a long time. And it felt right.
I was filled with new hope. Finally I believed that I would succeed.
At first light we picked up the trail of our enemies again; it was now apparent that they were not making for Liverpool after all. Their route led more directly westward. They were heading straight for the sea, many miles north of that town.
“Don’t want to draw unwelcome attention to themselves, do they?” Alice said. “That many witches and a kretch—they’re best kept out of sight. Liverpool’s a seaport that does lots of trade. Got their own militia, they have, to look after the interests of all those rich merchants. Those part-time soldier boys wouldn’t take kindly to a bunch of witches strolling into town. So they’ll be looking for somewhere quieter. One of the villages farther north, maybe. Then they’ll send a couple of witches into Liverpool to terrorize a captain and crew.”
“What if they just send those couple of witches straight back to Ireland with the head? In that case they’d only need a small fishing boat,” I said.
“Would you follow ’em?” asked Alice.
“I would if I had to,” I replied. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
As it turned out, we were both proved wrong. We were moving across mossy, flat land now and, despite Alice’s cloaking magic, we could still be seen against the skyline, so we had dropped back another mile or so.
But then, in the distance, we saw the ship lying at anchor. She was large, with three masts, and her sails were already unfurled.
The tide would be changing to ebb, and she was ready for her voyage. Our enemies had prepared everything in advance. They had chartered a ship and must have sent word by mirror to other witches already waiting on board.
We began to run, but when we reached the shore, we could see the kretch and a couple of witches some distance away on the sands, staring at the ship—which was already beginning to turn away, the wind filling her sails. The majority of our enemies were on board, and they had the Fiend’s head in their possession. We had arrived too late.
“I have to follow. We need a boat of our own.” I pointed toward a village in the distance. “That’s Formby. There will be fishermen there.”
Alice shook her head. “She’s a big ship, that, with lots of sails. She would reach Ireland long before any fishing boat. They’ll have prepared everything, they will. Coaches with fast teams of horses will be ready to take them to the southwest. It’ll be over long before you can reach Kenmare.”
In my mind’s eye I saw the village of Kenmare once more: The circle of standing stones and, at its center, the huge boulder and the earth hiding the flat stone beneath which the Fiend’s body was impaled upon silver spears. I saw my enemies digging it up, freeing it, and then reuniting it with the head. I saw the fury in that monster’s bestial face and his lust for revenge. I had borne his child, so he couldn’t come for me unless I allowed it. But Alice and Tom would be his first victims, and with Tom’s death my last chance of destroying him for good would be gone. Eventually I too would die, and even a dead witch cannot exist within the dell forever. Inevitably I would go to the dark, and the Fiend would be waiting for me—time was nothing to an immortal.
“You’ve got to use your magic, Alice. We can’t just let them escape or it’s over for all of us—you, me, Tom, and John Gregory. Surely you can do something?”
“There is a way, but it’ll cost me again!” Alice said, her voice full of bitterness. “What choice do I have now? Everything’s against me. It’s as if all this was meant to happen long in advance. I ain’t got no choice but to go along with it!”
She raised her arms and pointed up into the sky; then she began to chant. At first it was hardly more than a singsong under her breath, but as she began to spin, her voice grew steadily louder.
There had been a wind blowing from the southeast, filling the ship’s sails, but now that stopped very suddenly. I watched the sails become limp.
Was that what Alice Deane was trying to accomplish? To use her magic to becalm the ship and prevent it from sailing for Ireland? If so, how long could she hope to maintain such a situation?
“What are you trying to do, Alice?” I demanded. There had to be a better way of dealing with our enemies.
But Alice did not reply; she looked rapt, deep in a magical trance, gathering her power.
I need not have concerned myself because, within seconds, everything changed dramatically. The wind sprang up again, but this time from a different direction—from the west, from the sea, driving straight into our faces. It lifted clouds of sand up off the beach and drove spray toward me, stinging my face, which I covered with my hands, peering through my fingers.
I saw the witches and the kretch turn away and cower down on the sands with their backs to the waves; they were much closer to the sea, and the salt spray would be burning them. Salt water is deadly to witches, and those on board the ship would be wearing protective hoods and gloves—maybe knitted face masks too—and cowering down in the hold. Despite the frantic efforts of the crew, the ship was now turning in the water. Faster and faster she came about, and the surging waves began to move her toward the shore.
Alice was still chanting and spinning, her voice almost lost in the shrill shrieks of the wind. Dark clouds raced in from the sea, and the gale drove the ship before it relentlessly. There was no way the crew could turn her round. Soon she would run aground.
But for the witches, there was even worse to come.
Forked lighting ripped the sky apart to the west, and within less than a second there came an answering deep rumble of thunder, like the growl of a huge vengeful beast. The second flash of lightning came at the same time as the thunderclap. The third lit the whole sky and struck the central mast of the ship, which instantly ignited. Suddenly the whole sail was on fire, and then, moments later, the second and third sails were alight. We could hear the screams and shouts of those on board, carried to us by the wind.
Which would be first? Would the boat run aground, or would it burn? Whatever happened, it was no place for witches. Either they would burn or they would be immersed in salt water.
Then I saw figures climbing down the rope ladder to the two small boats lashed to the ship’s stern. One witch shrieked as she fell into the waves. Thrashing about desperately, she sank within seconds. But others were managing to clamber into the boats. Some of them might survive.
I glanced at Alice and saw the exultation in her face. She was enjoying this, relishing her power. And why shouldn’t she? This was a formidable display of magic. Even after weeks of preparation, the whole Malkin coven would be hard-pressed to match this spontaneous display of raw magical power.
Now was the best time to attack. I should cut them down as they walked up the beach—the kretch too if it got in my way. But then Alice stopped spinning and fell to the ground. I quickly ran forward and knelt beside her.
For one terrible moment I thought that her spirit had fled her body. It is possible for a witch to overextend herself, using so much of her power that her body can no longer function. Although Alice was hardly breathing and had exhausted herself to the point of death, she was somehow clinging to life. I let out a sigh of relief.
The immediate crisis was over. For now our enemies were going nowhere far. So I picked up Alice, threw her over my shoulder, and retreated from the shore.
I took refuge in an abandoned farmhouse. There were only three walls standing, but it provided shelter from the chill westerly wind. The roof would provide no protection from the rain; all that remained of it was the wooden supports, a rib cage above which a gibbous moon glinted through the patchwork of fast-moving clouds.
If our enemies still had the Fiend’s head, I would take it from them later. Perhaps it had sunk to the bottom of the sea. At least that would put it beyond the reach of witches. But no doubt in time they would get someone to dive and retrieve it for them. However, the immediate danger was over; I could deal with my enemies at my leisure, slaying them one by one. I shivered with pleasure. I had waited a long time for this, and I intended to savor each succulent moment of my revenge.
I had decided to attend to Alice and seek them out later, after dark. She opened her eyes and looked up at me, then tried to sit up. The effort was too much for her, and I rested my hand on her shoulder in reassurance. Her eyes closed.
“Sleep,” I commanded her softly. “You are exhausted.”
She resisted and tried in vain to open her eyes again. After a few moments the rhythm of her breathing told me that she had fallen into a deep sleep. It was true that using such powerful magic had exhausted her, but I had also given her something to ensure that she would sleep until dawn at least. I had used an infusion of two herbs. She had taken three sips, that was all, but it was enough for my purposes.
I looked at her hair and smiled. It was dark at the roots. Soon it would grow out as black as it was before. But would her mind heal as quickly? I doubted it. Few had suffered as much as Alice at the hands of the Fiend.
The survivors of the shipwreck had gathered in a wood about three miles to the south of us. I had been close to them already without being detected and had sniffed out their situation. Now I carried out one final reconnaissance, this time using powerful magic to cloak myself. I moved in. In all, about thirty remained; but, to my delight, I saw that eight of the witches were suffering from the effects of saltwater, two so badly contaminated that they were sure to die. I sniffed repeatedly to learn as much as possible about their situation. It was wonderful to sense the general feeling of gloom and desperation. Most of them were clearly terrified; after all, they had let down their lord, the Fiend. They feared his wrath.
Using their magic, they had already discovered the means by which their ship had been destroyed and were afraid of Alice and the power she had wielded. But they feared me too.
Only the mage and the kretch were still confident of their ability to defeat me. But, most important of all, I learned that the Fiend’s head was still in their possession. The mage, Bowker, was carrying it. This was my priority.
I had drugged Alice because I wanted to protect her; if she was with me, there was a danger that she might get hurt. But I also wanted to be the one to wreak revenge on my enemies. Besides, I prefer to work alone.



CHAPTER XXIII
OH, MR. WOLF!
Are you my enemy? Are you strong, with speed
and agility and the training of a warrior?
It matters naught to me. Run now! Run fast into the forest!
I’ll give you a few moments’ start—an hour, if you wish.
But you will never be fast enough.
I’ll catch and kill you before long.




BEFORE I leave the sleeping Alice, I think of poor Thorne again, and grief knots my stomach. But I counter that by going over the happy times we shared and remember the way she grew in strength and skill, becoming more than I had ever hoped for her. Finally, before I put my memories of Thorne aside, my mind returns to a question she once asked me:
“Have you ever taken the thumb bones of your enemies while they were still alive?”
I refused to give her an answer. Whether I have done so or not is my business and not the concern of others. But it suits me if my enemies think that I do. This is why I carve the image of my scissors on trees, to warn them off.
Now I am ready—ready to kill. Ready to kill them all. I have become the mother of death. She trots at my heels, hanging on to my skirt, giggling with glee, leaving wet footprints of red blood on the green grass. Can you hear her laughter? Listen for it in the cries of the carrion crows who will feast on the flesh of my victims.
I stand at the edge of the wood. As a result of the healing and the magic that Alice gave me, I am strong; perhaps stronger than ever before. I am so well cloaked that my enemies are totally unaware of my presence. The prospect of combat excites me, and I am more than ready to fight and kill. They expect an attack but know not the precise moment when it will strike or from which direction. Thus I retain some element of surprise.
My blades are ready in their scabbards; so are my scissors. Once I have slain my enemies, I will take their thumb bones. Thus I will increase my store of magic even further. I must retrieve the Fiend’s head and keep it safe from those who covet it. So I need all the magic I can get. I must also return to Alice that which she gave me. No doubt one day she will have need of it.
I attack. I am fast, so very fast. Never have I been faster!
One runs at me from the left. I draw and flick the blade, all in one fluid movement. It catches the witch in the throat, and she falls heavily—the first of my enemies to die.
Where is the kretch?
I sniff, and immediately know that it is far below me, to the left. There are many enemies between us. No matter. I will kill them first. My long blade is in my left hand now. I cut and kill a witch who runs straight at me. But now they have all sniffed me out. They are converging, anticipating my progress down through the trees. So I begin to slow down, changing direction slightly to draw them after me.
At last I come to a halt in a small clearing and await their attack. They encircle me and close in rapidly, moving toward me through the trees. They are eager to reach me. Tighter and tighter the circle becomes, and I hear feet drumming on the ground, getting louder and louder. Within seconds the first of them will burst out of the cover of the trees, and into the circular clearing where I stand.
I am ready.
This is the killing ground.
And far beyond the circle of blades, the kretch is still waiting, the mage at its side.
Oh, Mr. Wolf! Soon it will be your turn!
The bravest witches come in hard and fast. They die first. I whirl and cut and spin, slicing and stabbing until the air is filled with the shrieks, curses, and screams of my enemies, until the grass is slick with their blood.
Others press in behind them: Lisa Dugdale, Jenny Croston, and Maggie Lunt. These are the three from Pendle who have lashed blades to long sticks. They seek to jab and stab from a distance, with less risk to themselves. These are the ones who cut and slayed Wynde, the lamia, when she lay helpless with a broken wing in the jaws of the kretch; these are the cowards who tried to pierce the armor of the knight when he was down and at their mercy. So I find it satisfying to pay them back in kind.
So these I maim rather than kill outright. They limp away, hoping to reach safety. I will hunt them down later. It will be something to savor.
My enemies fall back and begin to flee. Now there is only the mage and the kretch to deal with. Bowker steps forward, the leather sack on his shoulder, and points the small rodent skull at my head. He chants, and something invisible but deadly surges at me; I hear a ringing in my ears.
I stagger and almost fall, and suddenly I am weak and defenseless. Bowker laughs and comes toward me, the weapon still pointing at my head, a blade readied in his other hand.
“It was I who took the bones of the girl, Grimalkin! And now I will take yours!” he cries.
He is less than ten steps away when I rally, drawing upon the magic that Alice has given me. It is stronger than the weapon he has used against me; stronger than anything he has at his disposal. I show my teeth, draw a dagger from its sheath, and hurl it toward him. It buries itself in his leg, and he drops to one knee. Seeing the death in my eyes, he turns and flees, limping toward the trees, leaving a trail of blood on the grass. He still has the Fiend’s head but will not get far. Soon he will be mine.
“Mr. Wolf!” I cry. “Now it is your turn! I am here! I am Grimalkin! Now we fight to the death!”
The kretch bounds toward me, forelimbs outstretched, eager to rend the flesh from my bones. It rears up, towering over me, and slashes at me with its talons.
I whirl and spin, avoiding their sharp poisonous tips, and the hilt of my blade smashes hard into its mouth, making of it a bloody ruin. It reminds me of what I did to the Fiend, and I smile.
Oh, Mr. Wolf! What big teeth you had!
I laugh as it shakes its head and the shattered teeth fall from its mouth. Some of them are red with blood, and it is enraged as I spring away; now it is snarling and spinning like a mad dog trying to catch its elusive tail. But it is slow, so very slow, and I am lithe and nimble. We dance together; the dance of death that it promised me.
Oh, Mr. Wolf! What big eyes you had!
My words are true because my blades have taken them both, stabbing faster than a blink, straight in under the bone shields. Now the kretch is blind again. This time it will not be given the chance to recover. This time only death awaits it.
I stab and cut as if in a frenzy. But each blow is measured; each slicing of its flesh calculated and precise—until it is weak and the ground is soaked in its blood.
Oh, Mr. Wolf! What a big heart you had!
Now I hold the heart of the kretch in my hands. At first it still beats, but soon it is still and begins to cool. I cut it into tiny pieces and scatter the bloody fragments on the ground. Finally I dismember the body and scatter it to the wind.
The crows will feast well.
But its thumb bones I keep. Later they will join the others that I wear around my neck.



CHAPTER XXIV
THE HUNT




MY favorite weapon is the long blade:
I use it for fighting at close quarters.
Think you can beat me? 
It is already buried in your heart!
The kretch is dead, and now I keep my promise:
The ones who slew Thorne must all die too.
So I begin the hunt.
I break the back of Lisa Dugdale.
I hang her from an oak by her toes;
I drain her blood;
I take her bones.
I drown Jenny Croston in a deep, cold pond.
I hold her head underwater while her limbs thrash;
I drain her blood;
I take her bones.
Maggie Lunt begs like a frightened child.
I kill her quickly; my knife splits her heart;
I drain her blood;
I take her bones.
Finally I catch and slay Bowker, the mage;
I take his bones;
I drain his blood.
Thus Thorne is avenged—
For who is left to say:
“We took her bones”?
None, because all are dead,
And I took theirs.
I am Grimalkin.



CHAPTER XXV
A SORRY SIGHT INDEED
I sense your threat!
How strong are you?
Are you worth my time?
Shall I look for you in my mirror!




I sit cross-legged, sheltering by a hawthorn hedge, and remove the Fiend’s head from the leather sack. I place it on the grass before me.
It is a sorry sight indeed, and I smile. They have not attempted to unpick the stitches from his remaining eye, but the green apple and rose thorns have been plucked from his mouth. The head groans, showing the yellow stumps of teeth.
“I win again!” I cry. “Despite all that your followers attempted, you are still in my power. The kretch and your servants are dead!”
The Fiend does not reply. Even when I prod the lid of the stitched eye hard with a stick, it does not flicker. The head is cold, still, and silent, almost as if the Fiend has deserted it and returned to the dark. But that cannot be, because he is trapped within it.
He does not reply because, for now, he is defeated. I have won, his followers are slain, and he cannot bear to confront the victor. I have damaged him badly, and I feel deeply satisfied.
I no longer have an apple or thorns at my disposal. Instead I use a tangle of nettles and hawthorn twigs, ramming them into the Fiend’s mouth with considerable force. Then, with a smile of triumph, I thrust the head back into the sack.
This stage of our battle against the Fiend’s servants has ended successfully. No doubt soon there will be another threat. So now it is vital that Tom Ward travels to Malkin Tower to study what his mother has bequeathed to him. I will offer him all the help he needs so that he can discover the means by which we can destroy the Fiend forever!
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LURE OF THE DEAD




CHAPTER I
TIME TO REBUILD







THE Spook was perched on a log in his garden at Chipenden, the sun singing through the trees and the air bright with birdsong. It was a warm spring morning in late May—as good as it got in the County. Things seemed to be changing for the better. I was sitting on the grass, wolfing down my breakfast, and he was smiling to himself and looking quite contented for a change as he gazed back toward the house.
From it came the sound of sawing; I could smell the sawdust. My master’s house was being repaired, starting with the roof. It had been burned out by enemy soldiers, but now the war in the County was over, and it was time to rebuild and get on with our lives as a Spook and his apprentice dealing with all manner of things from the dark—boggarts, ghosts, ghasts, and witches.
“I can’t understand why Alice would leave like that without saying anything,” I complained to the Spook. “It’s not like her at all. Especially as she knows we’ll soon be setting off east and will be away for at least a couple of days.”
My friend Alice had disappeared three nights earlier. I had been talking to her in the garden and had left briefly to tell the Spook something, saying I’d be back in a few moments. On my return, she was gone. At first I hadn’t been too worried, but then she’d missed supper and she hadn’t reappeared since.
The Spook sighed. “Don’t take this too hard, lad, but maybe she’s gone for good. After all, you’ve been bound together for quite some time by the need to use that blood jar. Now she’s free to do as she pleases. And she’s a different person after being dragged off to the dark and held there for so long.”
My master’s words were harsh. Despite the fact that she had been helping us for years, he still didn’t trust Alice. She’d been born in Pendle and had spent two years being trained as a witch. John Gregory would be glad to see the back of her. When we were in Greece, Alice had created a blood jar to keep the Fiend at bay; otherwise we would both have been snatched away into the dark. But it was no longer needed. We had bound the Fiend and cut off his head—which was in the possession of Grimalkin, the witch assassin. She was on the run from his servants. Were the two halves of his body ever reunited, he would be free again and his vengeance would certainly be terrible. The consequences would be dire, not only for the County, but for the whole world beyond it; a new age of darkness would begin. But we had bought a little time in order to seek a way to destroy him permanently.
My master’s final words hurt me most of all. The Fiend had taken Alice off into the dark; on her return she’d changed dramatically. Her hair had turned white. That was merely physical, but I feared that her soul had been damaged—that she’d moved closer to the dark. Alice had expressed that same concern. Maybe she would never return? Maybe she could no longer be close to a spook’s apprentice? After four years of facing dangers together, we had become close friends, and it saddened me that we were now drifting apart. I remembered something my dad had told me when I was younger. Although just an ordinary farmer, he’d been wise, and as I was growing up he’d taught me lots of truths about life.
“Listen, Tom,” he’d once said. “You have to accept that in this world things are constantly changing. Nothing stays the same forever. We have to learn to live with that.”
He was right. I’d been happy living at home with my family. Now Mam and Dad were both dead, and I could never go back to that life. I just hoped that my friendship with Alice wasn’t coming to an end too.
“What sort of place is Todmorden?” I asked, changing the subject. There was no point in arguing with my master about Alice.
“Well, lad, my duties have never taken me to that town, but I do know a bit about it. Todmorden straddles the eastern County border, which is marked by the River Calder. So half the town is in the County, and half is beyond it. No doubt the folk across the river will have different customs and attitudes. We’ve traveled a bit in the past two years—first to Greece, next to the Isle of Mona, and finally to Ireland. Each of those lands presented us with new problems and difficulties to overcome. The fact that our destination isn’t far from home doesn’t change the fact that we need to be on our toes.”
The Spook’s library had been destroyed in the fire—the legacy of generations of spooks, filled with knowledge of how to fight the dark. Now we had heard of a collection of books about the dark in Todmorden. After ringing the bell at the withy trees crossroads late one night a week earlier, a mysterious visitor had left a note for us. It had been short but to the point.
Dear Mr. Gregory,
I learned with deep sadness of the loss of your Chipenden library. I offer my condolences. However, I hope to be of assistance, because I own a large collection of books about the dark. Perhaps some might be of use to you? I am prepared to sell at a reasonable price. If you are interested, please visit me soon at Todmorden. I live in the house at the top of Bent Lane.
Mistress Fresque
Only one book from my master’s original library remained—the Bestiary that he had written and illustrated himself. It was more than just a book. It was a living, working document annotated by his other apprentices, including me. It was a record of his life’s work and what he had discovered with the help of others. Now he hoped to start restocking his library. However, he refused to take any books from the small collection in the water mill north of Caster that had been occupied by Bill Arkwright, one of his ex-apprentices. He had hopes that one day the mill would become a spook’s house once more; if that happened, the new incumbent would need those books. John Gregory anticipated that the visit to Todmorden would be the first step to replacing his own library.
My master had originally intended to set off right away, but as interested as he was in acquiring books, the rebuilding of his house came first, and he had spent hours going over plans and schedules with the builder. He had a list of priorities, and the completion of a new library was one of them. I’d encouraged him in that because I wanted to delay our departure to give Alice time to return.
“What’s the point of getting new books if we haven’t a library ready to put them in?” I’d argued.
He’d agreed, and it had bought me more time, but at last we were off to meet Mistress Fresque.
In the afternoon, about an hour or so before we were to set off on our journey, I wrote a note of my own. This one was for the absent Alice.
Dear Alice,
Why did you go off like that without a word? I am worried about you. This morning my master and I will set off for Todmorden to look at the library we heard about. We should be back in a couple of days.
Take care. I miss you.
Tom
But no sooner had I pinned it to the new back door than I suddenly sensed a coldness—the warning I sometimes get that something from the dark is nearby. Then I heard someone coming up behind me. My staff was leaning against the wall, so I snatched it up and spun around to face the danger, holding it in the defensive diagonal position.
To my surprise, Alice was standing before me. She was smiling but looked tired and disheveled, as if she’d been on a long, wearisome journey. The coldness quickly faded. She wasn’t an enemy, but that brief warning worried me. To what extent had she been contaminated by the dark? I wondered.
“Alice! I’ve been really worried about you. Why did you leave like that without saying anything?”
She stepped forward and, without answering, gave me a hug. After a few moments I held her at arm’s length.
“You look like you’ve had a hard time of it, but it’s really good to see you,” I told her. “Your hair’s returning to its usual color. It’ll be back to normal soon.”
Alice nodded, but the smile slipped from her face and she looked very serious. “I’ve something really important to tell you, Tom,” she said. “It’s best if Old Gregory hears it too!”
I’d have liked a little more time to talk to Alice alone, but she insisted that we see my master immediately. I went to fetch him, and as it was a sunny afternoon, he led the way to the bench in the western garden.
The Spook and I sat down, but Alice remained standing. I had to stop myself from laughing because it reminded me of the occasions when the Spook would stand there giving me a lesson while I took notes. Now my master and I were like two apprentices!
But what Alice had to say soon wiped the smile off my face.
“While she was on the run with the Fiend’s head, Grimalkin took refuge in Malkin Tower,” she told us. “It’s a long story, and no doubt she’ll eventually tell you the details of what happened herself—”
“Is the Fiend’s head still safe in her possession?” interrupted the Spook.
“It’s been hard, but Grimalkin’s kept it safe so far. Ain’t going to get any easier though. There’s some bad news. Agnes Sowerbutts was killed by the Fiend’s supporters.”
“Poor Agnes,” I said, shaking my head sadly. “I’m really sorry.” She was Alice’s aunt and had helped both of us in the past.
“One of the two lamia sisters was killed as well, and now only Slake is left defending the tower. She’s under siege and can’t hold out indefinitely. From what Grimalkin said, it’s important that you go there as soon as possible, Tom. The lamias studied your mam’s books and found out that she was the one who hobbled the Fiend. Slake thinks that by looking more closely at the hobbling process, you might be able to work out how to finish him off for good.”
The hobble had limited the Fiend’s power in certain ways. If he was able to kill me himself, he’d reign on in our world for a hundred years before being forced to return to the dark. Of course, for an immortal being, that wasn’t long enough. But if he got one of his children to do the deed, the son or daughter of a witch, then the Fiend could rule the world indefinitely. There was also a third way to achieve this end: he could simply convert me to the dark.
“I always thought it was likely that Mam did the hobbling,” I said. After all, I was her seventh son born to Dad, another seventh son, and thus her chosen weapon against the Fiend. The hobble concerned me, and which other of his enemies could have been powerful enough to do it?
The Spook nodded in agreement but didn’t look at all happy. Any use of magic made him very uneasy. At present an alliance with the dark was necessary, but he didn’t like it.
“I thought the same,” said Alice. “But there’s one more thing, Tom. Whatever’s needed, whatever it takes, you need to do it at Halloween. There’s a seventeen-year cycle, and it’s got to be next Halloween—the thirty-fourth anniversary of the hobble carried out by your mam. That leaves little over five months. . . .”
“Well, lad,” said the Spook, “you’d better get yourself to Malkin Tower as soon as possible. That’s more important than books for my new library. Our visit to Todmorden can wait until you get back.”
“Aren’t you coming?” I asked.
My master shook his head. “Nay, lad, not this time. At my age the County damp starts to rot your joints, and my old knees are playing up worse than I can remember. I’d only slow you down. With the girl to guide you, you’ll be able to reach the tower without being seen. Besides, you’ve got years of training behind you now; it’s time you started to think and behave like the spook you’ll soon become. I have confidence in you, lad. I wouldn’t send you off like this if I didn’t think you could take care of yourself.”



CHAPTER II
SACRED OBJECTS







AFTER that, I spent an hour with the dogs. Claw and her fully grown pups, Blood and Bone, were wolfhounds trained to hunt water witches. They’d belonged to Bill Arkwright, a spook who had died fighting the dark with us in Greece. Now I considered them to be my dogs—although my master had still not agreed to give them a permanent home. While we were away he had promised to look after them, but I knew he was busy planning repairs to the house; moreover, his knees were playing up, so the dogs would no doubt spend most of their time chained. I took them for a long walk, letting them run free.
Within an hour of my return, we were setting off on our journey. We walked fast. Carrying my staff and bag, I followed Alice east toward Pendle. Our aim was to arrive just before sunset, enter under cover of dark, and then head directly for Malkin Tower.
Under my gown, in the scabbard crafted for me by Grimalkin, I was carrying the Destiny Blade, a weapon given to me by one of Ireland’s greatest heroes, Cuchulain. The witch assassin had trained me in its use, and it would prove a valuable additional weapon.
We crossed the River Ribble with hours to spare and, heading north, kept to the west of that huge, ominous hill, feeling the chill of its brooding presence. Pendle was a place that was particularly conducive to the use of dark magic. This was why so many witches lived here.
However, we were on the safer side of Pendle; the villages of the three main witch clans lay to the southeast, beyond the hill. We knew that the clans were divided among themselves; there were those who supported the Fiend and those who opposed him. The situation was complicated, but one thing was certain—a spook’s apprentice would not be welcome anywhere in the district.
We skirted Downham, then rounded the northern edge of the hill before heading south once more. Now, with every stride, we were moving closer to danger, so we settled down in a small copse to wait for nightfall.
Alice turned to me, her face pale in the gloom. “I’ve more to tell you, Tom,” she said. “I think this is as good a time as any.”
“You’re being very mysterious. Is it something bad?” I asked her.
“The first part ain’t—though the second might upset you, so I’ll start with the easy bit. When your mam hobbled the Fiend, she used two sacred objects. One of ’em is in the trunk in Malkin Tower. The other could be anywhere, so we need to track it down.”
“So we have one—that’s a start. What is it?”
“Grimalkin doesn’t know. Slake wouldn’t let her see it.”
“Why not? Why should the lamia decide that? She’s the guardian of the trunk, not the owner.”
“It wasn’t Slake’s idea—it was your mam’s. She said nobody but you could know what it was or see it.”
“This was in Mam’s writings that Slake found in the trunk?”
“No, Tom,” Alice said, shaking her head sadly. “Your mam appeared to Slake and told her that directly.”
I looked at Alice in astonishment. Since Mam died I’d had contact with her once, on the ship on the way home from Greece—but I hadn’t seen her; it had just been a feeling of warmth. At the time, I’d been certain that she’d come to say good-bye to her son. But as time had passed, I’d become less and less sure that it had really happened. Now it seemed more like dreaming than waking. But could she really have been talking to Slake?
“Why would she tell Slake that? Why not tell me directly? I need to know—I’m her son!” Suddenly I felt angry. I tried to suppress the feeling, but I felt tears prickling behind my eyes. I missed Mam terribly. Why hadn’t she contacted me?
“I knew you’d be upset, Tom, but please try not to let it bother you. It might be easier for her to talk to Slake. After all, they are both lamias. There’s something else I should tell you. Grimalkin said the lamia sisters talked about her as if she were still alive. And they worship her. They call her Zenobia.”
I took a deep breath to calm myself. It made sense. Mam had been the very first lamia, a powerful and evil servant of the dark. But she had changed: after marrying Dad, she’d finally turned her back on her former life and become an enemy of the Fiend.
“Perhaps she’ll talk to me when I get to the tower?” I suggested.
“Ain’t good to build up your hopes too much, Tom. But yes, she might. Now, there’s something else I’d like to ask. It’s important to me, but if you say no I’ll understand.”
“If it’s important to you, Alice, I won’t say no. You should know me better than that.”
“It’s just that, on our way to the tower, we’ll be passing by Witch Dell. Grimalkin said that part of it was burned by the Fiend’s supporters as they pursued her, but that Agnes Sowerbutts might have survived. She was my friend as well as my aunt, Tom. She helped me a lot. If she’s still in there, I’d like to talk to her one last time.”
“I thought it was best to stay away from dead witches. The longer they stay in the dell, the more they change, forgetting their past life, their family and friends.”
“That’s mostly true, Tom—their personalities change for the worse, which means that living and dead witches don’t mingle much. But Agnes ain’t been dead for long, and I feel sure she’ll still remember me.”
“If she did survive, how will you find her? We can’t just wander through the dell with all those dead witches around. Some are really strong and dangerous.”
“Grimalkin told me that there’s probably only one strong one around at the moment. But there’s a call I sometimes used to contact Agnes. She taught it to me herself. It’s the cry of the corpse fowl. That’ll bring her out.”
The sun went down and the copse grew darker. It was a clear, moonless night—the moon wouldn’t rise for several hours—but the sky was sprinkled with stars. Keeping to the shelter of hedgerows, we began a meandering journey south toward the tower, finally skirting the eastern edge of Witch Dell. We could see the devastation caused by the fire—a wide swath of burned trees cut it in half. It must have destroyed a lot of dead witches, many of them with allegiance to the Fiend. I realized that his supporters would do anything to retrieve his head.
We stopped about fifty yards from the dell’s southern tip. There were signs of the terrible battle between Grimalkin and her witch opponents. She was formidable, but I wondered at the size of the forces that were hunting her down—and about Alice’s part in all this.
Alice cupped her hands around her mouth and sent an eerie call out into the darkness. The corpse fowl—or nightjar—flies by night, and the cry sent shivers down my spine. The powerful water witch Morwena had used a corpse fowl as her familiar, and I had some scary memories of being hunted by her. I remembered the time she had surged up out of the marsh, hooked me with a talon, and tried to drag me down to drain my blood.
I couldn’t tell the difference between Alice’s cry and the real thing, but she told me she modulated it slightly so that Agnes would know it was her and not just a bird.
Every five minutes, Alice repeated that cry. Each time, that eldritch call, echoing among the trees of the dell, made me shudder. Each time it went out into the darkness, my heart beat harder: the bad memories came flooding back. Claw had bitten off Morwena’s finger and saved me. Otherwise I’d have been dragged down into the marsh, my blood drained before I’d even had time to drown. I pushed these thoughts to the back of my mind and tried to stay calm, slowing my breathing as my master had taught me.
Alice was about to give up when, after the eighth attempt, I suddenly felt cold. It was the warning that something from the dark was approaching. Everything became unnaturally still and silent. Then there was a rustle of grass, followed by low squelching noises. Something was approaching across the soggy ground. Soon I could hear snuffling and grunting.
Within moments, we spotted a dead witch crawling toward us. It could have been any dead witch out hunting for blood, thinking we were likely prey, so I tightened my grip on my staff.
Alice quickly sniffed twice, checking for danger. “It’s Agnes,” she whispered.
I could hear the witch sniffing the ground, finding her way toward us. Then I saw her. She was a sorry creature indeed, and the sight brought a lump to my throat. She had always been such a clean, house-proud woman; now she wore a tatty dress that was caked in dirt, and her hair was greasy and wriggling with maggots. She smelled very strongly of leaf mold. I needn’t have been concerned that she might have forgotten us: as soon as she came close she began to sob, the tears running down her cheeks to drip onto the grass. Then she sat up and put her head in her hands.
“Sorry to be so maudlin, Alice,” she cried, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand. “I thought it was bad when my husband died—I missed him terribly for many a long year—but this is far worse. I just can’t get used to being like this. I wish the fire had taken me. I can never go back to my cottage and live my old comfortable life. I’ll never be happy again. If only I’d been a strong dead witch. At least then I’d have been able to travel by night and hunt far from this miserable dell. But I’m not strong enough to catch anything big. Beetles, voles, and mice are the best I can hope for!”
Alice didn’t speak for quite a while. I couldn’t think of anything to say either. What comfort could I give to poor Agnes? No wonder most living witches kept away from their dead relatives. It was painful to see someone you liked in such a terrible state. There was nothing to be said that would make her feel better.
“Listen, Tom, I’d like to have a few words alone with Agnes. Is that all right?” Alice asked me eventually.
“Of course it is,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll wait over there.”
I walked well out of earshot to allow Alice a bit of privacy with her aunt. In truth I was more than happy to get away. Being close to Agnes made me feel sad and uneasy.
After about five minutes Alice came toward me, her eyes glittering in the starlight. “What if Agnes was a really strong witch, Tom? Just think what that would mean. Not only would she have a much better existence, which she deserves, she’d be a really useful ally.”
“What are you saying, Alice?” I asked nervously, knowing she wasn’t much given to idle speculation.
“Suppose I make her strong. . . .”
“Using dark magic?”
“Yes. I can do it. . . . Whether I should is another matter. What do you think?”



CHAPTER III
LOTS OF BLOOD!







“I thought that all the magic drained out of a dead witch, leaving only a need for blood. So how can your magic help?” I asked Alice.
“It’s true that a dead witch no longer has her own magic in her bones. But I can use mine and just make her stronger for a while,” she replied. “Her new strength will lessen with time, but her existence in the dell could be better for years to come. By the time she weakens, her mind will have started to disintegrate anyway, so she will no longer pine for her old life. Ain’t nothing wrong with that.”
“But what about her victims? What about those she’ll kill because she needs their blood? At least she’s feeding on insects and small animals now—not people!”
“She’ll only take the blood of the Fiend’s servants—there are plenty to keep her satisfied for a long time! And each one she kills will lessen the danger to us and make it more likely that we’ll succeed in destroying him for all time.”
“Can you be sure she’ll limit herself to them?”
“I know Agnes. She’ll keep any promise she makes—I’ll get that commitment before I do anything.”
“But what about you, Alice? What about you?” I protested, raising my voice a little. “Each time you use your magical power, it brings you closer to the dark.”
My argument was exactly the one my master would have used. I was Alice’s friend and was worried about her, but it had to be said.
“I use it so we can survive, so that we can win. I saved you from the witch Scarab and the goat mages back in Ireland, didn’t I? I used it to stop the witches from getting away with the Fiend’s head; and I gave Grimalkin some of my power so she could kill our enemies. If I hadn’t done so, she would be dead, I’d be dead, and the Fiend’s head would have been reunited with his body. It had to be done, Tom. I did what was necessary. This could be just as important.”
“Just as important? Are you sure you’re not helping Agnes because you feel sorry for her?”
“And what if it was only because of that?” Alice retorted angrily, her eyes glittering. “Why shouldn’t I help my friends just as I helped you, Tom? But I promise you it’s more than that, much more. Something’s going to happen, I feel sure of it. I can sense something moving toward us from the future—something dark and terrible. Agnes might be able to help. We’ll need a strong Agnes just to survive. Trust me, Tom, it’s for the best!”
I fell silent, filled with a terrible unease. Alice was using dark magic more freely than ever. She’d given Grimalkin power, and now she wanted to make a dead witch stronger. Where would it end? I knew that whatever I said, she’d go ahead and do it anyway. Our relationship was changing for the worse. She no longer valued my advice.
We glared at each other, but after a few seconds Alice spun on her heel and went back to Agnes. She crouched down, placed her left hand on the head of the dead witch, and spoke to her softly. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but Agnes’s reply was clear as a bell. She spoke just three words: “Yes, I promise.”
Alice began to speak in a singsong voice. It was a dark spell. Louder and louder, faster and faster she began to chant, until I looked around uneasily, sure that every dead witch in the dell would hear her and come toward us. We were now deep in witch territory; the three villages set in the Devil’s Triangle lay just a few miles to the south. There could be spies around, and the noise would alert them to our presence.
Agnes suddenly let out a bloodcurdling scream and jerked backward, away from Alice. She lay in the grass, moaning and whimpering, limbs thrashing and body spasming. Alarmed, I went over to Alice. Had the spell gone terribly wrong? I wondered.
“Be all right in a few minutes, she will,” Alice said reassuringly. “Hurts a lot because it’s such powerful magic, but she knew that before I started. Accepted that, she did. Agnes is very brave. Always was.”
After a few moments Agnes stopped writhing about and got to her hands and knees. She coughed and choked for a few moments, then lurched to her feet and smiled at us in turn. There was something of the old Agnes in her expression. Despite her filthy face and tattered, bloodstained clothes, she now seemed calm and confident. But in her eyes I saw a hunger that had never been present in the living Agnes.
“I’m thirsty!” she said, looking about her with a hunger and intensity that was really scary. “I need blood! I need lots and lots of blood!”
We headed south, with Alice in the lead and Agnes close on her heels; I brought up the rear. I kept glancing about me and turning my head to look behind. I expected to be attacked at any time. Our enemies, the witches who served the Fiend, might well be following us or lying in wait ahead. Despite his predicament, the Fiend could still communicate with them. He would take every opportunity to have us hunted down. And Pendle was a dangerous place at the best of times.
We were making good progress, and Agnes, who had been able to crawl only with difficulty, was now matching Alice stride for stride. The moon would rise soon—it was vital that we reach the tunnel beneath the tower before its light made us visible to all in the vicinity.
I wondered about Slake, the surviving lamia. How far had she progressed toward the winged form? She might well have lost the power of speech, which meant that I would be unable to question her properly. I needed to know as much about the sacred objects as possible. I also hoped to be able to communicate with Mam in some way.
Soon the three of us were walking along beside Crow Wood. Our objective was now close—the dense, tangled copse that had grown over an old abandoned graveyard. The entrance to the tunnel was to be found roughly at its center. You reached it by entering a sepulchre, built for the dead of a wealthy family. Although most of the bones had been removed when the graveyard was deconsecrated, theirs remained in place.
Alice suddenly came to a halt and raised her hand in warning. I could see nothing but a few tombstones among the brambles, but I heard her sniff quickly three times, checking for danger.
“There are witches ahead, lying in wait. It’s an ambush. They must have scryed our approach.”
“How many?” I asked, readying my staff.
“There are three, Tom. But they’ll soon sniff out our presence and then signal to the others.”
“Then it’s best that they die quickly!” Agnes said. “They’re mine!”
Before Alice or I had time to react, Agnes was surging forward, bursting through the thicket into the small clearing that surrounded the sepulchre. Witches have varying levels of skill when long-sniffing approaching danger; while Alice was very good at it, some are relatively weak. Moreover, an attack that is improvised and instantaneous rather than premeditated can take the enemy completely by surprise.
The screams that came from the clearing were shrill and earsplitting, filled with terror and pain. When we caught up with Agnes, two witches were already dead and she was feeding from the third. The woman’s limbs thrashed as Alice’s aunt sucked the blood from her neck in great greedy gulps.
I was appalled by the speed with which Agnes had changed; she no longer bore any resemblance to the kindly woman who had helped us so many times in the past. I stared down at her in horror, but Alice just shrugged at my look of disgust. “She’s hungry, Tom. Who are we to judge her? We’d be no different in her situation.”
After a few moments Agnes looked up at us and grinned, her lips stained with blood. “I’ll stay here and finish this,” she said. “You get yourselves to safety in the tunnel.”
“More enemies will be here soon, Agnes,” Alice told her. “Don’t linger too long.”
“Don’t you fear, child, I’ll soon catch you up. And if more come after these, so much the better!”
We could do no more to persuade Agnes, so, very reluctantly, we left her feeding and headed for the sepulchre. The building was almost exactly as I remembered it from my last visit—getting on for two years ago—but the sycamore sapling growing through its roof was taller and broader, the leafy canopy that shrouded this house of the dead even thicker, increasing the gloom within.
Alice pulled the stub of a candle out of her skirt pocket, and as we walked into the darkness of the sepulchre, the flame flickered into life, showing the cobwebbed horizontal tombstones and the dark earthen hole that gave access to the tunnel. Alice took the lead and we crawled through. After a while the tunnel widened and we were able to stand and make better progress.
Twice we paused while Alice sniffed for danger, but soon we’d passed the small lake once guarded by the killer wight—the eyeless body of a drowned sailor who’d been enchanted by dark magic. This one had been destroyed by one of the lamias, and now no trace was visible, his dismembered body parts long since lost in the mud at the bottom. Only a faint unpleasant odor was testimony to the fact that this had once been a very dangerous place.
Before long we reached the underground gate to the ancient tower and were walking past the dark, dank dungeons, some still occupied by the skeletons of those tortured by the Malkin clan. No spirits lingered here now: on a previous visit to this place, my master had worked hard to send them all to the light.
We soon found ourselves in the vast cylindrical underground hall—and saw the pillar hung with chains. There were thirteen in all, and to each was attached a small dead animal: rats, rabbits, a cat, a dog, and two badgers. I remembered their blood dripping down into a rusty bucket, but now it was empty and the dead creatures were desiccated and shrunken.
“Grimalkin said that the lamias created the gibbet as an act of worship,” Alice said, her voice hardly more than a whisper. “It was an offering to your mam.”
I nodded. On our previous visit, the Spook and I had wondered what the purpose of the gibbet was. Now I knew. I was dealing with things that had very little to do with the warm, caring person I remembered. Mam had lived far beyond the normal human span, and her time spent on the farm as a loving wife and the mother of a family of seven boys had been relatively short. She had been the very first lamia; she had done things that I didn’t care to think about. Because of that, I’d never told my master her true identity. I couldn’t bear the thought of him knowing what she’d done and thinking badly of her.



CHAPTER IV
SHE WHOM YOU MOST LOVE







THERE was no sign of the lamia, so we began to climb the steps that spiraled up around the inner walls. High in the ceiling above, the lamias had enlarged the trapdoor into an irregular hole to allow themselves easier access. We clambered through this and continued up more stone steps, worn concave by the pointy shoes of many generations of Malkin witches, our footsteps echoing off the walls. We were still underground, and water was dripping from somewhere in the darkness far above. The air was dank, the light of Alice’s candle flickering in a cold draft.
We began to pass the cells where the witches had once incarcerated their enemies. On our last visit to the tower, we had spent some time in one of them, fearing for our lives. But when two of the Malkins had come to slay us, Alice and Mab Mouldheel had pushed them off the steps, and they had fallen to their deaths.
There was a noise from inside, and I saw Alice glance at the door of our former prison. She raised her candle and headed for the entrance. I followed, staff held at the ready, but it was just a rat, which darted past us and scampered down the steps, long tail trailing after it like a viper. As we started to climb again, Alice looked down to the place where her enemy had died. She shuddered at the memory.
In a strange way, that natural reaction gladdened my heart. By exerting her magical power, Alice might have moved closer to the dark, but she was still able to feel emotion and was not so hardened that she had lost herself, finally surrendering her innate goodness.
“It was a bad time, that!” she said, shaking her head. “Don’t like to be reminded of what I did there.”
My brother Jack, his wife, Ellie, and their young child, Mary, had also been prisoners in that cell. As they’d opened the cell door, a witch had uttered words that chilled me to the bone:
“Leave the child to me,” she’d said. “She’s mine. . . .”
At that moment Alice and Mab had attacked them.
“You did what you had to do, Alice,” I reassured her now. “It was them or us. And don’t forget that they came to kill a child!”
At the top of the steps we emerged into the storehouse, with its stink of rotting vegetables. Beyond this lay the living quarters, once home to the Malkin coven and their servants. Mam’s trunk was there—the one that contained her notebooks and artifacts. It was open, and beside it stood the lamia, Slake.
The trunks had been stolen from our farm and brought here by the Malkin witches. Mam’s two lamia sisters had been hidden in the other two trunks. I had released them, and they’d driven the witches from the tower. Since then, it had been safer to just leave the trunks here, guarded by the lamias.
Slake’s face was now bestial in appearance, and her body was covered in green and yellow scales. Her wings were almost fully formed and folded across her shoulders. Was she still able to speak? I wondered.
Almost as if she had read my mind, she spoke, her voice harsh and guttural. “Welcome, Thomas Ward. It is good to see you once more. Last time we met I was unable to speak; soon I will lose that ability again. I have much to say to you, and we have little time.”
I bowed before replying. “My thanks for guarding the trunk and its contents and keeping them safe for me. I was sorry to learn of the death of Wynde, your sister. You must feel very lonely now.”
“Wynde died bravely,” the lamia rasped. “It is true that I am lonely after spending so many long, happy years in the company of my sister. I am ready to leave the tower and find others of my kind, but your mother has commanded me to stay until you have learned all there is to know here. Only when you have destroyed the Fiend will I be free to fly away.”
“I was told that there is an artifact in the trunk, a sacred object that might help my cause. May I see it?” I asked.
“It is for your eyes only. The girl must leave while I show it to you.”
I was about to protest when Alice spoke up.
“It’s all right, Tom. I’ll go back and meet Agnes,” she said with a smile.
“There is another with you?” asked Slake, extending her talons.
“Remember the witch who was slain below the tower? Her name is Agnes Sowerbutts, and her body was carried to Witch Dell by your sister,” Alice explained. “She is still an enemy of the Fiend. As a powerful dead witch, she will be a strong and useful ally.”
“Then go and guide her to us,” the lamia commanded.
Alice left the room and I heard her pointy shoes descending the stone steps. Alone with the lamia, I suddenly felt nervous, my senses on full alert. She was dangerous and formidable, and it was difficult to be at ease in the presence of such a creature.
“In all, there are three sacred objects that must be used to destroy the Fiend,” hissed the lamia. “The first is already in your possession—the Destiny Blade given to you by Cuchulain. It is fortuitous that it came into your possession. Otherwise you would have needed to journey to Ireland again in order to retrieve it.”
Slake had used the word fortuitous, suggesting that the blade had come into my hands by chance. But the name alone told the truth of the matter. It was destiny that had united me with it. We were meant to be together, intended to bring about the final destruction of the Fiend. Either that, or I would die in the attempt.
“This is the second object,” she went on, reaching down into the trunk. Her clawed hand emerged clutching a dagger. One glance told me that its slim blade was crafted from a silver alloy, a material particularly effective against denizens of the dark.
The lamia held it out to me handle first, and the moment my fingers touched it I knew instinctively that I had also been born to bear this weapon. Although far smaller, visually it was the twin of the Destiny Blade, its handle shaped in the form of a skelt’s head, the blade taking the place of the bone tube used to take its victims’ blood. The skelt was a deadly creature that lurked in narrow crevices close to water. When somebody passed by, it would dart out and thrust that long bone tube into its victim’s neck. When I went to work with the spook Bill Arkwright, I had been attacked by such a creature, and he saved me by smashing its head in with a stone.
No sooner had I gripped the handle of the dagger than the two ruby eyes began to drip blood.
“Was this also forged by Hephaestus?” I asked. He was the Old God who had crafted special weapons for his peers—the greatest blacksmith who had ever existed.
Slake nodded her fearsome head. “Yes, he forged all three of the sacred objects. They are known as hero swords, although in truth two of them are just daggers. Some say that they were once used as swords by the Segantii, the little people who once dwelt in the north of the County.”
I remembered seeing the small stone graves chiseled out of rock to hold the bodies of the Segantii. In their hands the daggers would have indeed seemed as large as swords.
“Do I need all three?” I asked.
“All three must be used together. I know where the other is to be found—though it lies in a place that is inaccessible to mortals. It is hidden within the dark, could be brought forth by one who is brave, powerful and resourceful.”
“I’m not that brave,” I said, “and I doubt I have the power, but if someone has to venture into the dark, it must be me.”
The Old God Pan had told me that. Each powerful dark entity had its own private dwelling within the dark—a huge place with many domains, the most powerful and dangerous belonging to the Fiend.
“Your mother, Zenobia, knows precisely where it is to be found. She will tell you herself and explain what must be done.”
“What? Mam will speak to me. When?” I asked excitedly. “When will that happen?”
“She will appear tonight within this chamber—but to you alone. Her words are for your ears only.”
That night I waited in the chamber, sitting beside Mam’s trunk. A single candle flame danced on the table nearby, sending grotesque shadows flickering up onto the far wall.
I had spoken to Alice and explained the situation, and she hadn’t seemed put out. “It’s natural, Tom, that after all this time apart your mam would want to speak to you alone,” she’d said. “It is family business, after all, ain’t it? I’ll just settle down here with Agnes. You can tell me all about it in the morning.”
Thus Alice, Agnes, and Slake were somewhere in the lower part of the tower, leaving me to a lonely, excited, but nervous vigil. I wondered what form Mam would take to visit me. Would she be the fierce lamia with snow-white wings like the angels of myth, or the warm, understanding Mam who had cared for me as a child?
There had been another surprise. I was prepared to make an immediate start sifting through the materials in the trunk, hoping to learn more about the ritual I must perform—how the hobbling of the Fiend could be extended to destroy him forever. But Slake had told me that this would no longer be necessary. It seemed that with Mam’s guidance she had already done the necessary decoding and had written down the instructions, to be given to me after Mam had made contact.
At first I was excited, longing to see Mam again, and couldn’t sleep. But gradually I grew weary and my head began to nod. I kept jerking awake and opening my eyes, but finally I must have fallen into a deep sleep.
Then, very suddenly, I was wide awake again, my heart thudding in my chest. The candle had gone out, but there was another light—a pale, bright column—in the room beside me. Standing before me was Mam, in the shape she had assumed back in Greece just before the final battle with her terrible enemy, the Ordeen. Her cheekbones were high and sharply defined, her cruel eyes those of a predator. I felt nervous and upset, and a small cry escaped my lips as my heart began to beat more rapidly—I didn’t like seeing her in this form. She was nothing like the woman who had been a mother to me and my brothers. Her body was covered in scales very similar to Slake’s, and sharp talons sprouted from her fingers and toes, but her folded wings were exactly as I remembered them—covered in white feathers. Then, as I watched, to my relief, she began to change.
The wings shrank rapidly, withering back into the shoulders; the scales melted away, to be replaced by a long dark skirt and blouse and a green shawl. The most significant change was to the eyes. They softened, lost their cruelty, and were filled with warmth. Then she smiled, radiating love.
It was Mam, just as she had been back on the farm, the woman who had loved my dad, raised seven sons, and been the local midwife and healer. And it seemed to me that she wasn’t simply an apparition; she looked as solid a presence here as she’d ever been in our farmhouse kitchen.
Tears were running down my cheeks now, and I stepped forward to embrace her. The smile slipped from her face. She stepped backward and held up a hand as if to ward me off. I stared at her, baffled, as my tears of joy changed to those of rejection and hurt.
Mam smiled again. “Dry your eyes, son,” she said softly. “More than anything in the world I would love to give you a hug, but it just isn’t possible. Your spirit is still clothed in human flesh, whereas mine has a very different covering. Were we to touch, your life would be over. And you’re needed in this world. You still have much to do. Maybe even more than you realize.”
I rubbed my eyes with the backs of my hands and did my best to return her smile. “Sorry, Mam. I understand. It’s just so good to see you again.”
“And it’s good to see you too. But now we must get down to business. I cannot remain in this world for more than a few minutes at a time.”
“It’s all right, Mam. Just tell me what I have to do.”
“You now have the dagger and also, through your own endeavors, the sword in your possession. The third artifact is to be found in the dark. It is hidden right at the heart of the Fiend’s lair—under the throne within his citadel. Slake will instruct you on the ritual that needs to be performed, and with those three sacred objects in your possession, you will be able to destroy the Fiend for all time. I had only two but was still able to hobble him. You will complete what I began.”
“I’ll do my best,” I told her. “I want you to be proud of me.”
“Whatever happens, Tom, I’ll always love you and be proud of you—but now we come to the really difficult part. . . . Even if I’d had all three objects, I would still have failed—because the most important part of the ritual is the sacrifice of the person you love best on this earth. In your case, it is she whom you most love.”
I was appalled and opened my mouth, but no words came out. Finally I managed to speak. “You, Mam? I have to sacrifice you?”
“No, Tom,” she replied. “It must be a living person, and although I know you still love me, there is one now living in this world whom you care for even more.”
“No, Mam!” I cried. “That’s not true!”
“Look into your heart, son, and you will see that it is true. Every mother must face the time when her son cares for another woman more.”
She was telling me something that, deep down, I already knew. The full import of her words dawned on me.
“No! No! You can’t mean that!” I protested.
“Yes, son, it grieves me to say so, but there is no other way. In order to destroy the Fiend, you must sacrifice Alice.”



CHAPTER V
ANOTHER USE FOR THE GIRL







“I must take Alice’s life?” I cried. “Is there no other means?”
“It is the only way, Tom—the price that must be paid. And she must offer her life willingly. So I leave it to your own judgment when you tell her what must be done.
“I faced something very similar but was unable to do it,” Mam continued. “My sisters tried to persuade me to kill your father or give him to them to devour. Then, later, they begged me to use him as a sacrifice to enhance the power of my magic. Without all three sacred objects, it would not have succeeded in destroying the Fiend, but I would have increased the limitations on his power. I decided against it because there was already a spark of love between me and your father—and I saw the future: how I could give birth to you, the seventh son of a seventh son, and forge you as a weapon to destroy the Fiend.”
Mam’s words disturbed me. She was describing me as if I were an asset, something to be used against our enemy, rather than a cherished son.
“But I think you will prove to be more disciplined than I was. You have a strong sense of duty, its seed planted by your father and nurtured by John Gregory. Not only that—my powerful blood flows within your veins, along with my gifts. Use everything that I have bequeathed to you. You must destroy the Fiend, whatever the cost, or the consequences will be terrible. Imagine a world completely in thrall to the dark! There would be famine, disease, and lawlessness. Families would be divided; brother would kill brother. The Fiend’s servants would be unchecked, preying on men, women, and children, devouring their flesh and drinking their blood. And where would you be, son? You would know that it was your failure that had brought about that horror. Even worse—you would no longer care because you would have lost yourself and yielded your soul to the Fiend. All this could come to pass unless you act decisively. The people of the County and the wider world beyond need you to perform this deed. I am sure you won’t let them down—despite the cost to you personally. I’m sorry, son, but I can stay no longer. Destroy the Fiend—that’s what is important. It is your destiny! It is why you were born.”
Mam began to fade, and I called out desperately. “Please, Mam, don’t go yet. We need to talk some more. There’s got to be another way. This can’t be right! I can’t believe what you’re asking me to do!”
As she faded, she changed back into the fierce lamia with the feathered wings. The last thing, I saw were her cruel eyes. Then she was gone.
The room was immediately plunged into darkness, so, with shaking hands, I eased the tinderbox out of my pocket and managed to light the candle. Next I sat down on the floor beside the trunk and examined the tinderbox, turning it over and over in my hands. It had been the one thing Dad had given me when I left home to become John Gregory’s apprentice. I could see him now in my mind’s eye, and I remembered his exact words:
“I want you to have this, son. It might come in useful in your new job. And come back and see us soon. Just because you’ve left home, it doesn’t mean that you can’t come back and visit.”
The tinderbox had certainly proved useful in my line of work, and I’d used it many times.
Poor Dad! He’d worked hard on the farm but had not lived to enjoy his retirement. I thought back to the story of how he’d met Mam in Greece. Dad was a sailor then, and he’d found her bound to a rock with a silver chain. Mam had always been vulnerable to sunlight, and her enemies had left her to die on a mountainside. But Dad had saved her, shielding her from the sun.
Before sailing back to the County with her to begin his new life as a farmer, Dad had stayed at her house in Greece. Something he’d told me about his time there made sense now. Mam’s two sisters sometimes came after dark, and the three of them danced around a fire in the walled garden. He’d heard them arguing and thought that the sisters had taken against him: they used to glare at him through the window, looking really angry, and Mam would wave him away.
The two sisters were the lamias Wynde and Slake, who’d then been transported to the County hidden in Mam’s trunks. They continued to argue with her, and now I knew why. They had been trying to persuade her to strengthen the hobble on the Fiend by sacrificing Dad.
I was roused from my thoughts by the sound of someone coming up the steps into the storeroom. I realized that it was Slake, who no longer walked and moved like a human being. The sight of her in the flickering candlelight chilled me to the bone. Her wings were folded, but her claws were extended, as if ready to attack me. Instead she smiled, and I rose to my feet.
“Has Zenobia spoken to you?” she asked, her voice harsher than before. I had to concentrate hard to understand what she was saying.
“Yes, but I don’t like what I’ve been asked to do.”
“Ah! You mean the sacrifice. She said that it would be hard for you, but that you were a dutiful son and had the strength to do what was necessary.”
“Strength and duty—they’re just words!” I said bitterly. “Mam couldn’t do it; why should I?”
I stared at Slake, trying to control my anger. Had the lamia and her sister had their way, Dad would have died in Greece, and my brothers and I would never have been born.
“Calm yourself,” she said. “You need time to think, time to meditate upon that which must be done. And you cannot deal with the Fiend unless the third sacred object is in your possession. To find that must be your priority.”
“That artifact lies in the dark—and, moreover, under the very throne of the Fiend,” I responded, full of rage now. “How am I supposed to lay my hands on that?”
“It is not you who must do it. We have another use for the girl. Alice has spent time in the dark already. Not only will she find it relatively easy to return there, she will be familiar with the Fiend’s domain. And so long as his head remains separated from his body, the danger will be much reduced.”
“No!” I shouted. “I can’t ask her to do that. After her first visit she almost lost her mind.”
“The second one will be easier,” insisted Slake. “She will gradually become immune to the adverse effects.”
“But at what cost?” I retorted. “By becoming closer and closer to the dark until she belongs to it entirely?”
The lamia did not reply. Instead she reached into the trunk and handed me a piece of paper. “Read this first,” she said. “It is written in my hand but was dictated to me by your mother.”
I accepted the paper, and with shaking hands began to read.
The Dark Lord wished that I return to his fold and make obeisance to him once more. For a long time I resisted, while taking regular counsel from my friends and supporters. Some advised that I bear his child—a witch’s usual means of being rid of him forever. But the thought was abhorrent to me.

At the time, I was tormented by a decision that I must soon make. Taking me by surprise, enemies had seized me. . . .

Mam then went on to repeat what I already knew—how she’d been bound to a rock with a silver chain and rescued by a sailor. That sailor had been Dad, of course—he’d told me the story not long before he died. I knew the rest of it too, how Dad had been given shelter in her house. But her next words chilled me to the bone.
It soon became clear that my rescuer had feelings for me. I was grateful for what he had done, but he was a mere human, and I felt no great physical attraction to him.

I felt a pain in my heart at those words. I thought Mam and Dad had loved each other from the beginning. Dad had made it sound that way, anyway. It was what he’d believed. I had to force myself to keep on reading.
However, on learning that he was the seventh son of his father, I began to formulate a plan. If I were to bear him sons, the seventh would have special powers when dealing with the dark. Not only that: the child would carry some of my attributes, gifts that would augment his other powers. Thus this child might one day be able to destroy the Fiend. It was not easy to decide what to do. Bearing his seventh child might give me the means to finally destroy my enemy. Yet John Ward was just a poor sailor. He came from farming stock, but even if I bought him a farm of his own, still I would have to live that life with him, the stench of the farmyard forever in my nostrils.

Thinking of poor Dad, I stifled a sob. There was no mention of love here. All Mam seemed to care about was destroying the Fiend. Dad was just a means to achieving that end. Maybe that’s all I was too.
My sisters’ counsel was that I kill him or else give him to them. I refused to do this because I owed him my life. The choice was between turning him out of my house so he could find a ship to take him home, or returning with him.

I glanced up from the sheet of paper and glared at Slake, who extended her claws in anger at my reaction. This was one of the two lamias who had argued that Dad should be killed! I continued reading.
But to make the second a possibility, I first had to hobble my enemy, the Fiend. This I did by subterfuge. I arranged a meeting on the Feast of Lammas—just the Fiend and me. After choosing my location carefully, I built a large bonfire, and at midnight made the necessary invocation to bring him temporarily into our world.

He appeared right in the midst of the flames, and I bowed to him and made what seemed like obeisance—but I was already muttering the words of a powerful spell and I held the two sacred objects in my hand. Despite all his attempts to thwart me, I successfully completed the hobble, paving the way for the next stage of my plan—which began with my voyage to the County and the purchase of a farm.

And so I became the wife of a farmer and bore him six sons and then, finally, a seventh, whom we named Thomas Jason Ward; his first name chosen by his father, the second by me, after a hero from my homeland whom I was once fond of.

We lamias are accustomed to shape-shifting, but the changes that time works on us can never be predicted. As the years passed I grew to accept my lot and to love my husband. I moved gradually closer and closer to the light, and eventually became a healer and a midwife, helping my neighbors whenever I could. Thus it was that a human, John Ward, the man who saved me, led me down a path I had not foreseen.

The end of the letter made me feel a little better. At least Mam was saying that she’d loved Dad. She’d gradually changed and become more human. I gave a sudden shiver, realizing that now the opposite was true. She was leaving her humanity behind and had evolved into something very different from the mother I remembered. What she was asking was unthinkable.
“Mam said she held two sacred objects,” I told Slake. “Why is the second one in the dark?”
“Do you think it was easy to hobble the Fiend?” she hissed, once more extending her talons. She opened her mouth very wide, showing me her teeth, and saliva began to drip from her jaws. For a moment I thought she intended to attack me, but then she slowly let out her breath and continued to speak.
“There was a great struggle despite Zenobia’s magic. The Fiend snatched up one of the objects as he was hurled back into the dark. These are Zenobia’s instructions for the ritual. . . . Read them now!” she commanded, handing me a second piece of paper.
I took it, folding it and putting it in my pocket. “I’ll read it tomorrow,” I said. “I’ve already learned too many things that aren’t to my taste.”
Slake growled deep in her throat, but I turned my back on her and went up the steps to the battlements. I didn’t want to see Alice yet. I had to think things through first.



CHAPTER VI
HALF A TALE







I paced the battlements of Malkin Tower, backward and forward, backward and forward, like someone demented. As I walked, my mind twisted this way and that, trapped in a labyrinth. No matter which avenue of escape I explored, I always returned to the two questions that tormented me.
Should I tell Alice that she had to go into the dark again? And after that, was I prepared to make such a sacrifice? Could I really take Alice’s life?
The night passed slowly as I agonized over what I should do. Finally I leaned on the parapet, staring west over the trees of Crow Wood. Gradually the sky began to lighten, until the massive bulk of Pendle Hill was visible. There, in that pale dawn light, I began to read the letter outlining the ritual by which the Fiend could finally be destroyed.
The destruction of the Fiend may be achieved by the following means. First, the three sacred objects must be at hand. They are the hero swords forged by Hephaestus. The greatest of these is the Destiny Blade; the second is the dagger called Bone Cutter, which will be given to you by Slake. The third is the dagger named Dolorous, sometimes called the Blade of Sorrow, which you must retrieve from the dark.

The place is also important: it must be one especially conducive to the use of magic. Thus the ritual must be carried out on a high hill east of Caster, which is known as the Wardstone.

That was a strange coincidence. I was to attempt to destroy the Fiend on a hill that bore my own name! I shivered as if someone had walked over my grave—then continued to read.
First the blood sacrifice should be made in this precise manner. A fire must be constructed, one capable of generating great heat. To achieve this it will be necessary to build a forge.

Throughout the ritual, the willing sacrificial victim must display great courage. If she once cries out to betray her pain, all will be lost and the rite will fail.

Using the dagger Bone Cutter, the thumb bones must be taken from the right hand of the victim and cast into the flames. Only if she does not cry out may the second cut be made to remove the bones of the left hand. These also are added to the fire.

Next, using the dagger Dolorous, the heart must be cut out of the victim and, still beating, cast into the flames.

The full implications suddenly became clear in my mind. Alice was being asked to retrieve the blade Dolorous, which would then be used in the disgusting ceremony to cut out her heart. She was being asked to venture into the dark to seize the very weapon that would slay her!
It was appalling. I shuddered at the thought of carrying out such a task.
Then I heard someone climbing the steps toward me. I recognized the click of Alice’s pointy shoes and hastily stuffed the letter into my breeches pocket. Seconds later she emerged onto the battlements behind me.
“Did you see your mam?” she asked, placing her hand on my shoulder. “How did it go? You seem upset. I can feel you trembling.”
“I am upset,” I admitted. “She’s changed terribly. She doesn’t seem at all like the Mam I remember.”
“Oh, Tom!” Alice cried. “Everybody changes. If you were to step into the head of your future self years from now, you’d no doubt be appalled by how different you were and how much your thoughts and feelings had altered. We’re changing all the time, but it’s so gradual we don’t notice it happening. And for lamias it’s much more rapid and marked. Your mam can’t help it, Tom. It’s in her nature—but she still loves you.”
“Does she?” I said, turning to face her.
She stared at me. “What is it, Tom? There’s something wrong, isn’t there? Something you haven’t told me.”
I gazed into Alice’s eyes and made a decision. I would tell her part of what I knew—that she was being asked to go into the dark again. But there was no way I could tell her that she would have to be sacrificed to finally defeat the Fiend. That was impossible. The ritual was horrible, and I knew I was incapable of carrying out such an act on my worst enemy, let alone my best friend.
So there on the battlements, in the gray light of dawn, with the raucous cries of crows in the background, I gave her half a tale.
“There’s something I’ve got to tell you, Alice,” I said. “It’s terrible, but you have to know. There are three sacred objects needed to bind the Fiend for all time. I already have the first two—my sword and a dagger called Bone Cutter. But the third of the hero swords is also a dagger, and it’s hidden in the dark under the Fiend’s throne. They want you to go into the dark and get it, Alice—but I said I wouldn’t let you.”
For a moment Alice was quiet, all the while staring intently into my eyes. “What do you know about the ritual itself, Tom? What has to be done?”
“I’ll be told that later—once we have the three objects,” I lied.
After I’d finished, we were both silent for a long time. I stared up at the sky, watching the small clouds race eastward, their edges tinged with red and pink from the rising sun. Then suddenly Alice rushed into my arms, and we hugged each other tightly. As we did so, I knew that I could never sacrifice her; there had to be another way.
When we finally broke apart, Alice looked up at me. “If it’s the only way, then I’ll go into the dark and get what we need,” she said.
“No, Alice! Don’t even think of it. There must be something else we can do!”
“But what if there isn’t, Tom? Grimalkin can’t keep the Fiend’s head out of the hands of our enemies forever. They’ll never give up. Everywhere we go is dangerous, because they’re always at our heels. They waited for us here, didn’t they? And eventually the Fiend will return with all his power. We’ll be snatched away into the dark for an eternity of torment. At least this way only one of us has to go. I have to venture into the dark whatever the cost. And I’ll be coming back. Ain’t going to stay there forever, am I?”
“No, you can’t go into the dark,” I insisted. “I won’t let you.”
“It’s my decision, Tom, not yours. There’s still more than five months till Halloween, but the sooner I get that dagger, the better.”
“You can’t go back there, Alice!” I cried. “Remember what it did to you last time.”
“That was different, Tom. I was snatched away by the Fiend. Well, he ain’t there now, and the dark is weakened because of it. And I’ve a lot of power of my own. I can look after myself, don’t you worry!”
I didn’t reply. Even if Alice succeeded, she would only have moved things nearer to the point where she was supposed to die. Mam’s second letter was in my pocket, and there it would stay.
We stayed in the tower for the remainder of the daylight hours, planning to leave after dark, when it would be easier to slip away unseen.
While Alice went down into the tunnel to pay another visit to Agnes, I had a short conversation with Slake. In her presence I read through the remainder of Mam’s letter and was able to question her about things that were unclear. The more I learned, the worse it got. By the end of our discussion, I was close to despair.
At last it was time to leave. While Alice stood nearby, waiting for me, I turned to the lamia. “I may never return here,” I told her. “You are free to go.”
“It is not for you to dismiss me,” Slake hissed. “I will stay here until after Halloween. Then, when the Fiend has been dealt with, I will burn the trunks and leave to seek out others of my kind.”
“And if he is not dealt with?”
“Then it will go badly for all of us. If you fail, the consequences do not bear thinking about. You must do what is required.”
“It is not for you to tell me what to do!” I retorted. “I make my own decisions. However, you have my gratitude. If ever you need my help, call me and I will stand at your side.”
As we left the lamia, Alice stared at me in astonishment. I knew why: those final words had flown out of my mouth without thought, but I realized that I meant every word. That night on Pendle Hill, when the Fiend had been summoned by the covens, Slake and her sister had fought to save us. We would have died there but for their intervention. Here, guarding the tower, Wynde had been lost. And although it was difficult to accept, she was distant kin—a descendant of Mam’s—so I owed her no less than what had been promised.
“Do you know what I think, Tom?” Alice said as we began to descend the steps. “You talked about your mam having changed, but you’ve changed too. You made that promise to Slake without any thought of what Old Gregory might say. You’re more of a spook than he is now.”
I made no reply. It saddened me to think of my master in decline, but I knew that Alice was right. As he had told me the previous day, I needed to act and think like the spook that I would become. We were heading into an uncertain future, but things were approaching a climax. Soon, for good or ill, it would be over.
Agnes was waiting for us near the exit of the tunnel. There were flies buzzing about her head and dried streaks of blood around her mouth. She smelled of loam and things that slithered underground.
“We’re going back to Chipenden,” Alice told the dead witch. “I’ll come back and see you when I can.”
Agnes nodded, and a gray maggot fell out of her hair and writhed at her feet. “Come and see me in the dell when your need is great. You too, Thomas Ward. You also have a friend among the dead.”
Alice gave the witch an affectionate pat on the shoulder, and we crept along the tunnel cautiously, emerging through the sepulchre to stand among the thickets that covered the graveyard.
Alice sniffed three times. “There are half a dozen witches here, but they’re all dead. Agnes has been busy!”
So we hurried north, then west, skirting the edge of Pendle to head directly for Chipenden. Agnes was our ally and friend, but I noticed that Alice had not bothered to tell her about her journey into the dark. Dead witches changed, moving away from human concerns, and Agnes was no longer someone Alice could confide in.



CHAPTER VII
CROSSING IT IS DANGEROUS







As we crossed the Spook’s garden, the dogs raced toward us, barking excitedly, and I had to spend a few minutes patting them and being licked in return. I thought the disturbance would have brought my master out to greet us, but there was no sign of him. Was there something wrong? I wondered. Had he gone off on spook’s business?
But then I saw the smoke rising from the kitchen chimney and was reassured. When I led the way inside, I saw a stranger sitting by the fire, talking to John Gregory. Both men rose to their feet and turned to face me.
“This is Tom Ward, my apprentice,” said the Spook. “And that’s the girl, Alice, who I’ve been telling you about. And this is Judd Brinscall, lad, one of my ex-apprentices. He’s come all the way from Todmorden to escort us back there.”
“Mistress Fresque is a friend of mine, Tom,” Judd said with a smile. “She’s a Romanian but now lives in Todmorden, and she sent me to find out what’s delayed your master’s visit to her library.” Judd Brinscall was shorter than my master and slight of build. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, but his face was lined and weather-beaten, suggesting that he had spent most of his life outdoors. His blond hair was starting to recede, but his eyebrows were black, making a strange contrast. He wore the hood and gown of a spook, but unlike ours, his was green with streaks of brown and yellow.
I remembered his name because it was among the most prominent ones scratched upon my bedroom wall here at Chipenden, the room used by all the boys my master had trained.
“You’re staring at my gown,” he said with a faint smile. “Once I wore one almost identical to yours, Tom. But there’s a reason for it. When I’d finished my time here with Mr. Gregory, he offered to let me work with him for a couple more years to develop my skills as a spook further. That would have been the sensible thing to do, but I’d endured five long years learning my trade in the County, and I had the wanderlust. I needed to visit new places while I was still young—particularly Romania, the land my mother’s family comes from.
“I traveled far, crossed the sea, and eventually ended up there. I spent two years studying under one of the local spooks in the province of Transylvania and substituted this gown for my own. It provides necessary camouflage when journeying through the forest.”
“Well, lad,” interrupted the Spook, turning to me, his face filled with concern. “How did things go at Malkin Tower? Sit yourself down and tell me all about it.”
So, while Alice remained standing, I took my place at the table and began my tale. At first I was hesitant, feeling a little uncomfortable about revealing so much in front of a stranger.
My master must have noticed my disquiet. “Spit it out, lad! You needn’t clam up in front of Judd here. We go back a long way.”
So I told my master part of what I had learned—though nothing of the ritual itself, which he would not have countenanced. I told the same lie I’d given Alice, pretended that the next course of action would be revealed only when all three hero swords were in my possession. And, of course, I did not reveal the worst thing of all—that I must sacrifice Alice to achieve our aims.
It saddened me to lie by omission in that way, but perhaps not as much as it might once have done. I was becoming harder, and I knew that what I did was for the best. A great burden of responsibility was being thrust upon my shoulders, and I had to learn to bear it alone.
When I’d finished, both spooks stared hard at Alice. “Well, girl?” said my master. “It’s asking a lot, but are you prepared to attempt what’s required? Will you go back into the dark?”
“There’s got to be another way!” I said angrily. “We can’t ask Alice to do this.”
Neither spook said a word; both cast their eyes down and stared at the table. Their silence said everything. I felt bitter. Alice was nothing to them. Judd Brinscall had only just met her, and my master had never learned to trust her, despite what she’d been through with us, despite all those times she’d saved our lives.
“I’ll do what’s necessary,” Alice said in a quiet voice, “but I want to be sure that it’s the only way. I need time to think. And I need to talk to Grimalkin. She ain’t that far away, so I’ll go and find her. I shouldn’t be away more than a few days.”
The next morning Alice headed north to find the witch assassin. I gave her a hug at the edge of the garden.
“Whatever you decide, Alice, don’t go off into the dark until we’ve spoken again. Do you promise?”
“I promise, Tom. Wouldn’t go without saying good-bye, would I?”
I watched her walk off into the distance, my throat constricting with emotion.
Within the hour, after leaving the three dogs in the care of the village blacksmith, my master, Judd Brinscall, and I had departed too. Although he’d cried off from the journey to Pendle, the Spook seemed happy enough to head for Todmorden. His knees were feeling better, and his stride showed its usual energy. As we walked, the three of us talked.
“Do you know what I miss about the old house?” Judd said.
“For me, it’s the roof and the library,” the Spook joked, “and it gladdens my heart to see that both are being attended to!”
“Well, I miss the boggart!” exclaimed Judd. “It might have burned the bacon occasionally, but it always did the washing up and kept the garden safe from intruders. It scared me at first, but eventually I grew quite fond of it.”
“It scared me too,” I said. “It gave me a clout behind the ear when I came down to breakfast too early on my first day. But my memories of it are mostly good.”
“Aye,” my master agreed. “It warned us of danger and saved our lives on more than one occasion. It will certainly be missed.”
We broke our journey in the village of Oswaldtwistle, the Spook leading us directly to its one and only tavern, the Gray Man.
“Money might be short at present but my old bones are begging for a warm bed tonight, lad,” he told me.
“I can pay for our accommodation,” Judd said. “I know you’ve had a hard time of it.”
“Nay, Judd, put your money away. I won’t hear of it.”
Our finances were limited because my master needed most of what he had recently accumulated to pay for the repairs to his house. Whenever he did a job, he often had to wait to be paid, sometimes until after the next harvest. That he was willing to pay for rooms now showed how weary he must still be feeling. During the last couple of years, our struggles against the dark had taken a lot out of him. But he was proud as well, and wouldn’t let an ex-apprentice pay for his lodgings.
A few locals sat gossiping in the corner by the huge fire, sipping ale from pint tankards, but we were the only diners. We tucked into huge plates of beef and roasted potatoes swimming in delicious gravy.
I looked at the Spook. “You said your work had never taken you to Todmorden, so I wonder how Mistress Fresque knew about your library and what happened to it. . . . Did you tell her, Judd?” I asked.
“Aye, that I did. I’ve not been back in the County for more than a few weeks. I wanted to return months ago, but it was still occupied by enemy troops. As soon as I arrived, I looked up Cosmina Fresque, an old friend from Romania, who kindly provided me with a roof over my head while I found my feet. She said she had some books to sell—so, of course, I told her about you. She traveled to Chipenden herself, and en route found out about the sad loss of your library.”
“She should have visited us rather than just leaving a note,” said the Spook.
“She didn’t want to disturb you when you were busy with all the rebuilding,” Judd explained.
“She’d have been very welcome,” my master said. “You too, Judd. Why didn’t you bring her up to the house?”
“As much as I’d have loved to visit, I can’t afford to pass up the chance of paid work. There was a boggart to be dealt with just over the County border, so duty called!”
“It’s an unusual name, Todmorden,” I commented. “I wonder where it came from. Does it mean anything?”
“All names mean something,” said the Spook. “It’s just that some are so old that their origins have long been forgotten. Some say the name is derived from two words from the Old Tongue: tod, which means death, and mor—which also means death!”
“But others dispute that,” Judd said. “They claim the name means ‘the valley of the marsh fox.’”
The Spook smiled. “Human memory is fallible, and the truth is sometimes lost forever, lad.”
“Was your dad from the County, Judd?” I asked.
“That he was, Tom, but he died in the first year of my apprenticeship, and then my mother returned to Romania to be with her family there.”
I nodded in understanding. My own dad had died during the first year of my apprenticeship, and my mam had gone back to Greece. We’d endured similar things, and I knew how he felt.
I’d previously met three of my master’s ex-apprentices. All of them were dead now. First there was Morgan, who’d served the dark and had been killed by Golgoth, one of the Old Gods. Second, there’d been Father Stocks, murdered by the witch Wurmalde. Most recently, in Greece, Bill Arkwright had died fighting a heroic rearguard action while we made our escape.
I’d hated Morgan, who’d been a bully, but had grown to like Father Stocks—and even Bill eventually, though he’d given me a difficult time at first. And now I felt the same way about Judd. He seemed an amiable man. The life of a spook could be very lonely. I hoped that I was about to make a new friend.
The next day we strode east across the moors until late in the afternoon. Then, after we’d passed through another small village, three steep-sided valleys came into view below us. In the middle lay the small town of Todmorden. I saw that it was hemmed in by dense woods that extended up the slopes. The Spook had told me that the place had a river running through it; the far bank lay beyond the County border. There was something odd about the layout of the town, though. Not only was it divided by the river, but there was a swath of trees on either bank, as if nobody had wanted to build a house too close to the water.
“Well, I’m sorry, but this is where we part company,” Judd said.
“After coming all this way, I thought you’d have been guiding us to Mistress Fresque’s door and introducing us,” the Spook said, evidently surprised.
“Regretfully, I have to decline. You see, I have unfinished business across the moors to the south. It’s that boggart I told you about. I drove it out of one farmhouse and it immediately made its home in another. But you’ll have no trouble locating the Fresque house. Just ask anyone for Bent Lane. The mistress is expecting you.”
“What’s she like, this Mistress Fresque?” asked the Spook. “How did you come to meet her?”
“She’s a kind woman, but with a good head for business and practical matters,” Judd replied. “I’m sure you’ll get along fine. I met her on my travels. She gave me my first taste of Romanian hospitality.”
“Ah, well, spook’s business comes first,” said my master. “But we hope to see you again before we leave. I expect we’ll be here for one night at least.”
“Of course, I’ll see you tomorrow. Give my regards to Mistress Fresque!”
Judd gave us a nod, then set off southward, and without further ado the Spook led the way down the steep track toward the town.
The narrow, cobbled streets were bustling with people going about their business. There were market stalls, and street hawkers selling food and trinkets from trays. Todmorden seemed just like any other small County town, but there was one difference: its inhabitants all looked grim faced and unfriendly.
The first man my master sought directions from ignored him and walked straight past us, with the collar of his jacket turned up against the wind. At the second attempt, he had a little more success. He approached an elderly, florid-faced gentleman who was walking along with the aid of a stick. He looked like a farmer, with his broad leather belt and big heavy boots.
“Can you please tell us the whereabouts of Bent Lane?” my master asked.
“I could, but I’m not sure if I should,” said the man. “You see, it lies across the bridge on the other side of the river. The people over there are foreigners and best kept well clear of!” With that he nodded and continued on his way.
The Spook shook his head in disbelief. “You wouldn’t credit it, lad,” he said. “Just a few paces across a river and you become a foreigner! They’re just folks like us that happen to be from another county, that’s all!”
We walked as far as the narrow wooden bridge, which was the only obvious point at which the river could be crossed. It was falling into disrepair. A few of the planks were missing and others were partially rotted through; it was just wide enough to accommodate a horse and cart, but only the foolhardy would risk taking one across. It seemed odd that nobody had thought to mend it.
From here, the part of the town on the other side of the river looked no different from the part on the County side. Beyond the trees I saw the same small stone houses and cobbled streets, though they seemed deserted. I thought we were about to cross, but the Spook pointed back to a tavern on the County side.
“Let’s save ourselves some trouble, lad, and ask someone who might be able to give us precise directions. We could kill two birds with one stone by finding somewhere to spend the night.”
We entered a small tavern whose sign proclaimed its name: the red fox. The room was empty, but there was a fire in the grate, and a balding, sour-faced man in a leather apron was washing pewter tankards behind the bar.
“We’re looking for the house of Mistress Fresque,” said the Spook. “I believe that she lives at the top of Bent Lane somewhere across the river. Could you be so kind as to give us directions?”
“It’s on the other side of the river, all right,” said the man, not answering the question. “And crossing the river is dangerous. Few do so from this side. You’ll be the first this year.”
“Well, it’s certainly in need of urgent maintenance,” said the Spook. “But I don’t think it’s quite ready to fall into the river yet. Are you the innkeeper?”
The man put down the tankard he’d been drying and stared hard at the Spook for a few seconds. My master returned his gaze calmly.
“Yes, I’m the innkeeper. Do you require food and drink, or maybe a bed for the night?”
“We might need all three,” said the Spook. “A lot depends on how our business goes.”
“Cross the bridge,” the man said at last. “Then take the third street along on your left. It leads to Bent Lane. The house of Mistress Fresque is the big one right at the end of the lane, up in the woods. It’s hidden by trees, so you won’t see it until you’re very close. And stay on the path. There are bears in the vicinity.”
“Thanks for that.” The Spook turned to go. “It may well be we’ll see you later.”
“If you do require rooms, make sure you’re back before sunset,” the landlord called after us. “The doors are locked and barred then, and I’ll be safe in my bed well before dark. If you have any sense, you’ll follow my example.”



CHAPTER VIII
A STUDY OF THE MOROII







“WHAT kind of tavern shuts its doors so early?” I asked my master as we strode toward the bridge.
“It’s obviously one that doesn’t really welcome strangers, lad! That’s clear enough.”
“I didn’t think there were any bears left in the County,” I said.
“They are certainly rare. The last time I glimpsed one was over twenty years ago. It sounds like most of ’em have crossed the border to live here!” the Spook said with a smile.
“So what’s that innkeeper scared of?” I asked. “Why does he need to get to bed before the sun goes down and make so much fuss about locking his doors?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. But this town doesn’t seem a very friendly place. Maybe there are robbers lurking after dark. Maybe they don’t get on with the people across the river. Sometimes there are grudges and feuds between families. It wouldn’t take much for folk from different counties to imagine all sorts of grievances.”
We turned into Bent Lane, which soon started to rise steeply. The few houses were, without exception, unoccupied, their windows boarded up against the elements. Soon the trees took over, and the farther we walked, the closer they crowded in until they formed a claustrophobic leafy archway over our heads that shut out the sun and made everything very gloomy.
“I wonder why they call it Bent Lane,” I said. “It’s not the slightest bit crooked.”
The Spook nodded. “You seem very interested in words and their meanings today, lad.”
“I do find place names interesting,” I told him. “Especially County ones, and the way their meaning sometimes changes over time. It’s funny how the word Pendle once meant hill. But now we use that word with it and call it Pendle Hill.”
There was another place name that had been lurking in my mind since I first read it in Mam’s instructions—the Wardstone, a hill that lay to the east of Caster. I hadn’t even known it existed. Why did it carry my name? Was it just a coincidence that the ritual to destroy the Fiend had to be carried out there? My mind immediately turned to Alice and the terrible things that had to be done to her. Shuddering, I thrust the thought to the back of my mind and forced myself to concentrate on what the Spook was saying.
“That’s true enough. And you’re right—places sometimes have very old names, from an era when the word meant something totally different. Their origins are lost in the mists of time.”
Suddenly I realized that it was very quiet, unnaturally so. I was about to mention it to my master, but before I could speak he halted and pointed ahead to what must surely be the home of Mistress Fresque.
“Well, lad, I’ve never seen anything quite like that before. I’m no architect, but I know what’s pleasing to the eye, and that house is a very odd mixture of styles.”
It was large, with the central part built in the shape of a letter E, like many grand County mansions. But other sections had been added in a higgledy-piggledy manner, as if each new owner had felt compelled to build on, giving no thought to what already existed. Many different types of stone and brick had been used, and the towers and turrets lacked any symmetry—there was no sense of balance and harmony at all. But there was something else that added to my sense of disquiet.
It was the trees, which crowded in around the house as if demanding entry. Most people would have cleared the saplings when they first started to sprout, or at least cut them back. But nothing had been done at all. Trees draped their branches over the roof or leaned against the walls as if trying to push them over. One had even grown right out of the path outside the front door. Anyone leaving or entering the house would have to step around it. It was gloomy too; the sun could not find a way through the leaf canopy.
“The place has been badly neglected,” said the Spook. “I hope the library is in better condition! Anyway, we’ll find out soon enough.”
It was surprising to see the house in such a state. Judd had said that Mistress Fresque was a practical woman. So why would she allow the trees to grow up like that? It didn’t make sense.
There was no surrounding wall or gate; the path we’d been using continued right up to the front door. Walking around the tree that blocked his path, the Spook went up and rapped on it twice.
There was no answer, so he tried again. Once more I noticed how quiet it was. It was a real contrast to my master’s house at Chipenden, which, at this time of year, was surrounded by birdsong. It was as if something huge and threatening was lurking nearby, sending all the forest creatures into hiding.
I was just about to comment on this to my master when I heard footsteps approaching the door. Then a key was turned in the lock, and it slowly opened inward. A girl was standing before us, holding a candle in one hand and a big bunch of keys in the other. She was slim and pretty and couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen years of age. She was dressed simply in a black dress that came down to her ankles; it contrasted with her long, reddish fair hair, which was pulled back from her forehead by a coronet in the current fashion of well-to-do County women. Her face was very pale, but her lips were painted red, and at the sight of us they widened into a smile and all my former unease evaporated away.
“Good afternoon,” she said in greeting. “You must be John Gregory and his apprentice, Thomas Ward. I have heard so much about you. I am Mistress Fresque, but please use my first name. Call me Cosmina.”
I was immediately struck by her accent. She spoke English well but undoubtedly came from Romania, as Judd had explained. And despite her obvious youth, her eyes seemed to hold the experience and assurance of a much older woman.
“We are pleased to be here,” said the Spook, “and are very much looking forward to examining your store of books. Judd Brinscall guided us here but had to leave on business.”
“Well, he is my guest, so we’ll see him later—and you are most welcome. I bid you enter.” With those words she stepped aside, and the Spook and I crossed the threshold into the gloomy interior.
“Come with me,” she said. “I will show you to the library.”
She turned on her heel and led us down a passageway lined with a wainscot painted a dark glossy brown. Right at the end, directly facing us, was an oval door. She selected a key from the bunch and turned it in the lock, and we followed her inside. Immediately I heard the Spook gasp in astonishment.
We were in a vast round tower, and its walls were fitted with curved wooden shelves whose every inch was occupied by books. In the center was a round oak table, its surface highly polished, and three chairs. There was another door directly opposite the one we had come through.
This was an atrium, a circular space that extended right up to the conical roof. I glimpsed other floors—maybe six or seven—each furnished with books in the same way. The library must have contained thousands of books, and it was many times larger than the Spook’s one at Chipenden.
“You are the owner of this vast library?” he asked in amazement.
“Nobody can ever truly own a library such as this,” Mistress Fresque replied. “It is a legacy from the past. I am just its keeper and preserver.”
The Spook nodded. He understood that. It was exactly the position he had taken toward his own library. It wasn’t about ownership; it had been about keeping it safe for the use of future generations of spooks. Now it was gone, and he felt its loss keenly. I was really pleased for my master. He might be able to start restocking it.
“I am the librarian, but I have the right to lend books or sell any that I consider surplus to requirements,” the girl went on.
“May I ask what percentage of this large collection of books actually relates to the dark?” asked the Spook.
“Approximately one seventh,” Mistress Fresque replied. “In fact, the whole of this lowest floor. Why don’t you examine the books at your leisure? I will bring you some refreshments.”
With these words she gave a little bow and left the room by the second door, closing it behind her.
“Well, lad,” said the Spook enthusiastically. “Let’s get to work.”
So we went to opposite sides of the circular room and began to look at the titles on the spines. Many were intriguing. A large leather-bound tome caught my eye—Speculations on the Dark: Its Achilles Heel.
I knew that Achilles was a hero from Greek history. At birth his mother had dipped him into a cauldron to bestow upon him the gift of invulnerability. Unfortunately she had held him by the heel, so this part was not immersed in the liquid. In later life, an enemy had fired an arrow into that heel and he’d died. So this book probably told the reader how to find the secret weaknesses of creatures of the dark, which could lead to their destruction. I thought that might be well worth dipping into.
I was just about to lift it off the shelf when the Spook called me over. “Come and look at what I’ve found, lad!”
In his hand was an open book. It was quite slim, but obviously its size was not linked to its importance. My master closed it and pointed to its cover. Engraved into the brown leather, high on the cover in silver letters, was one word: Doomdryte. Below it, also embossed in silver, was an image that I instantly recognized. It was the head and forelimbs of a skelt.
“It’s a grimoire, lad,” my master told me. “In theory the most dangerous one that has ever existed. No doubt this is just a copy, but if accurate, its text could still bestow incredible power upon a practitioner of the dark arts. Some say it was dictated by the Fiend to a mage who tried to use its magic but was killed in the process. If one word of the incantation is wrong or mispronounced, the speaker is instantly destroyed. However, if a mage ever does manage to read it aloud accurately at one go—and that takes many hours—then he’d achieve godlike powers. He’d be invulnerable and able to do terrible things with impunity.”
“Why has a skelt’s head been used on the cover?” I asked.
The hilts of my sword, the Destiny Blade, and Bone Cutter, the dagger given to me by Slake, were formed in the likeness of a skelt’s head. The sight of such an image on the cover of the most dangerous of all grimoires made me feel uneasy about the sword. At times it almost seemed sentient. Immediately before combat, blood dripped from the ruby eyes. Even though it was supposedly a hero sword, there was something of the dark about it, forged as it was by one of the Old Gods.
“Well, as you know, lad, the skelt has long been associated with witches who use blood magic, especially water witches. They keep one in a cage and let it loose to drain their prisoners. Once the creature is bloated with blood, they rip its living body to pieces with their bare hands and then devour it. This triples the power of the blood magic. I’ve always considered that a particularly nasty ritual—so it is a creature that is most appropriate, don’t you think, for the very worst of the grimoires?”
“You’d think such a dangerous book would be hidden away, not just placed casually on a shelf here. I wonder if Mistress Fresque knows what it is?”
“A librarian hasn’t necessarily read all the books in her library, lad.”
“So you’ll want this one for your own library?” I asked, more uneasy than ever.
“Nay, lad, not for my library. I want this book so that I can destroy it and prevent it from falling into the wrong hands.”
At that moment the far door opened and Mistress Fresque backed into the room holding a tray, which she set down on the table. It was laid with a knife, three tankards of water, a large plate with thick slices of bread and cold chicken, and two wedges of cheese; one was from the County, but the other I didn’t recognize.
I saw her glance at the book the Spook was holding, and it seemed to me that a flicker of annoyance briefly twisted her pretty face. It disappeared so quickly that immediately afterward I wondered if I’d just imagined it. My master certainly didn’t notice it; he had turned and was already replacing the Doomdryte on the shelf.
“You must be hungry after your journey. Please help yourselves,” Mistress Fresque said, gesturing to the tray.
I sat down next to the Spook. Our host sat some distance away, facing us across the table.
“Aren’t you going to join us?” my master asked.
She shook her head and smiled. “I’ve already eaten. Later I will prepare supper—you’re welcome to stay for the night.”
The Spook neither accepted nor declined her invitation. He simply smiled, nodded, and cut himself a piece of County cheese. I helped myself to some chicken. I often had more than my fill of cheese: this was the only thing I was allowed to nibble on when we were preparing to deal with the dark.
“What do you think of my library after your first brief inspection?” she asked.
“It’s an astonishing collection,” my master said. “There are so many books to choose from—which leads me to two questions. First, how many books are you prepared to let go, and second, would you accept payment in stages? I’m involved in the expensive business of rebuilding my house at the moment.”
“The number of books you can take is, of necessity, limited. But I could see my way to selling maybe three hundred or so. The price of each will vary—some are rare indeed, while others could be replaced from other sources. There are just a few that I cannot allow to leave this library, but make your selection and we will see. It may not be a problem. As for price, we will negotiate, but I’m sure we can reach a compromise that will make us both happy. You needn’t worry about paying for them all immediately. Indeed, the cost could be paid over the course of a couple of years, if you wish.”
There was a question that had been bothering me. It was an impressive library, so why did she want to reduce the stock?
“Do you mind if I ask why you’re selling some of your books? Is it just to help Mr. Gregory?” I asked.
Mistress Fresque smiled and nodded. “It is partly to help your master rebuild his own library. He has done much good work and deserves help in restocking that resource to leave to his heirs. But I must confess that I am also driven by a need to carry out repairs to my own house. I inherited it just five years ago, when my uncle died. He was an old man who was set in his ways—he had a great love of trees. He could not bear to break a single twig, never mind cut down anything that encroached upon the house. There has been some damage done to the foundations, and I need to enlist the services of a forester to deal with the roots. I also need a stonemason to carry out repairs to the structure of the building.”
“Thank you, Mistress Fresque. Your offer to stagger the payments is kind, and of necessity I must accept it,” said the Spook. “But I can make a payment up front—one that will enable you to begin to attend to your own needs.”
I noted that my master had not addressed her by her first name, Cosmina, even though she had invited us to do so. Her superior manner and air of assurance made it seem inappropriate to be on first-name terms with her.
After we had finished our meal, Mistress Fresque took the tray and prepared to leave the room so that we could get on with our search. When she reached the doorway, she pointed to a cord hanging down beside one of the bookshelves. “Pull that and it will ring a bell in my quarters. Do not hesitate to summon me if there is anything you need,” she said, giving us a smile as she left.
“Well, lad, what I suggest is that we place any books that catch our fancy on the table. It doesn’t matter if we take too many. We can make a final selection later and then return the remainder to the shelves.” He sighed and shook his head.
“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Aren’t you happy to be able to choose from so many books?”
“Aye, lad, that’s good—it’s just that I know that some things can’t be replaced. Just think of all those notebooks written by past spooks that I had at Chipenden; the history of their endeavors, how they solved problems and discovered new things about the dark . . . that’s all gone forever. We won’t find such materials here.”
But the Spook was quickly proved wrong, for I soon found a book by one of his ex-apprentices—none other than Judd Brinscall!
“Look at this!” I cried, handing the book to him. It was a slim volume entitled A Study of the Moroii.
My master nodded in appreciation. “He was a good apprentice, lad, one of the few who completed his time to my satisfaction. And during his travels abroad he’s added to our store of knowledge. Moroii are Romanian elemental spirits. And I can tell that he knows his business because he’s spelled moroii with two Is at the end, which is correct for the plural. He must have given this to Mistress Fresque. I’d certainly like it for my new Chipenden library.”
After more than three hours of debate and selection, we had piled about three hundred and fifty books on the table. “It’s getting late, lad. I think it’s time we were off. We’ll come back first thing tomorrow,” said the Spook, putting his hand on my shoulder.
“Aren’t we going to take up Mistress Fresque’s offer to stay the night?”
“I think it’s best if we get back to the tavern. There are a few things that I need to think through,” said the Spook, pulling the cord twice. I could hear nothing but knew that somewhere a bell would be ringing.
Within a minute Mistress Fresque had joined us. She smiled when she caught sight of the books on the table. “I see that you have been busy.”
“That we have, but now we’re tired,” said the Spook. “So we’ll come back in the morning, if you don’t mind.”
“Won’t you stay here tonight?” she said, looking very disappointed. “You really are most welcome. I get so few visitors and would love to offer you further hospitality.”
“Your offer is very kind, but we don’t want to put you to any trouble. Before we go, there is one thing I’d like to ask. . . .”
The Spook went over to the table and picked up the book by Judd Brinscall. “This book by Judd—how would you feel if I bought it?”
“Judd gave it to me knowing that it would be safe here. But it is probably better suited to your new collection,” she replied. “I have looked at the book. It is an excellent study of the elementals of my homeland.”
“You have lived most of your life in Romania?” my master asked.
“Yes, I was raised there. But my uncle left the country as a boy and spent most of his life in your land. On his death I came here to claim what he left me—this house and library and a very small income from his investments. I cannot draw on the capital, hence my need to sell books.”
After taking our leave we walked back through the trees toward the river. My master seemed lost in thought.
“Is there something wrong?” I asked.
The Spook nodded. “It’s just my instincts—they’re telling me to be on my guard. Tell me, lad, when we were talking to Mistress Fresque, did you have any sense of a warning coldness? Anything at all?”
The Spook was asking if I had experienced the chill that told me something evil was close by. As seventh sons of seventh sons, we had the ability to sense witches, mages, and other servants of the dark.
I shook my head. “I felt nothing. Not the slightest hint.”
“Neither did I, lad. But some types of witch have the power to block our sensitivity to such things.”
“But earlier, just before we entered the house, I did sense something wrong. A feeling that we were being watched, that something dangerous was lurking close by,” I told my master.
“Well, that’s one more reason to be alert and ready for anything.”
“Do you think she might be a witch?” I asked.
“I’m not jumping to conclusions, lad, but there are a few things bothering me. Why were there such a large number of books about the dark in that library? What would be the motive for acquiring them? Did her uncle have a special interest in such matters? If it weren’t for the fact that Judd is a friend of hers, I’d be more than suspicious.”
“Do you trust Judd?”
The Spook nodded. “He was a good apprentice, and once I’d have trusted him with my life. But folks can change. . . .”
“There’s something else, too,” I told him. “She saw you holding the Doomdryte, and I’ll swear that, for a moment, she looked furious.”
“Then let’s see how she reacts tomorrow when we tell her it’s one of the books we’ve selected.”



CHAPTER IX
SEVENTH SONS







WE left Bent Lane, made our way down to the riverbank, crossed the bridge, and walked on until we reached the tavern. The sun was an orange orb sitting on the horizon, but the tavern was already closed and locked. The Spook hammered on the front door with his staff several times. It was a while before the innkeeper unlocked it. He glanced toward the setting sun.
“Another five minutes and you’d have been too late,” he remarked. “And you’re certainly too late for supper.”
“We’ve eaten already,” my master told him. “Two rooms will do. And we’d like breakfast at the crack of dawn.”
Muttering to himself, the landlord locked and bolted the door behind us and then showed us to our rooms. As he was about to leave, the Spook asked him a question.
“We hope to conclude our business with Mistress Fresque tomorrow and need to transport quite a large quantity of books. Do you know of anyone who might have a horse and cart for hire?”
The man scowled and shook his head. “Nobody this side of the river will want to cross that bridge. We keep ourselves to ourselves.”
Before we could question him further, he left the room, still muttering under his breath.
“Well, that’s a job for you tomorrow, lad. But first you can come up to the house and help me make a final choice.”
We retired to our own rooms, and it wasn’t long before I drifted off into a dreamless sleep. However, for some reason I kept waking up. It seemed a very long night.
We had to wait over an hour for our breakfast because the innkeeper didn’t rise until the sun was well up over the horizon.
The Spook wasn’t best pleased, but he didn’t complain. We left our bags in our rooms and, clutching our staffs, were soon walking up Bent Lane once more.
“The service at the tavern isn’t very good,” I remarked.
“That’s very true, lad,” my master replied. “But we have to make allowances. The innkeeper is a frightened man. I’m beginning to think that there’s some threat from the dark on this side of the river. Or maybe there has been in the past. I’d like to get back to Chipenden with the books as soon as possible, but I think we should pay Todmorden another visit in the very near future.”
When Mistress Fresque showed us to the library, there was something a little colder or perhaps more hesitant in her manner. I looked about me and for a moment I grew dizzy. The feeling passed very quickly, but for a moment the shape of the room had appeared to change, along with the atrium. Yesterday I could have sworn it was a perfect circle. Today it looked more like an oval. Was I imagining it? I was probably just tired, I thought—I hadn’t slept well.
She gestured at the table. “You are going to make your final selection from these?” she asked.
“Mostly,” said the Spook, “but we’ll examine the shelves once more just in case we’ve missed anything.”
“I’m sorry, but there is a book here that I cannot allow to leave the library.” She pointed to the Doomdryte, which she had set apart from the rest.
“I’m sorry too,” said my master with a frown. “But I must have the Doomdryte at all costs. It’s an extremely dangerous book, and one that must not fall into the wrong hands. I would buy it in order to destroy it. If it is the price that bothers you, I am willing to pay a great deal of money to take it away from here. But once again I’d have to stagger my payments.”
Mistress Fresque smiled. “With reference to that book, my hands are tied. In my uncle’s will there is a codicil listing the books that must always remain in this collection. The Doomdryte is on the list. Every year a lawyer comes to confirm that they are still present in this library. If they are not, I forfeit the house.” There was a finality about her words that gave my master no room for maneuver.
“Is Judd around?” he asked. “I’d like to have a few words with him.”
“He set off early on business,” she replied, returning the forbidden book to the shelves before leaving us without another word.
We continued our work in silence. I knew that my master was thinking hard, but short of stealing the book there was nothing he could do. John Gregory was an honorable man and certainly no thief.
At last, after another search of the shelves, we narrowed our choice of books down to three hundred and five.
“Right, lad, we’re just about finished, so get yourself across the river and find us someone willing to cart these books to Chipenden.”
I nodded and, carrying my staff, set off through the trees toward the bridge. It was late afternoon, and the air was still warm and heavy with the drone of insects. I was glad when I emerged from under those leafy branches into the open air. The sky was cloudless, and there was just the lightest of breezes from the west.
Crossing the bridge back to the County side of the town, I noticed that, in contrast to the bustle of the previous day, it was almost deserted. It suddenly struck me that the innkeeper was right—hiring a horse and cart would be no easy task. But it proved even harder than I expected. The first two men I approached hurried wordlessly past me, a look of disapproval in their eyes. Strangers just weren’t welcome here. Or was it the fact that I was wearing the hood and gown of a spook and carrying a staff? Because spooks dealt with the dark, people were always nervous around us and sometimes even crossed the road to avoid us. But accustomed as I was to such reactions, this seemed more extreme. I felt sure that something was wrong about this place.
In a carpenter’s workshop I had my first piece of luck. The man rested his saw long enough to listen to my question. Then he nodded.
“There’s no townie here does that kind of work, but old Billy Benson has a horse and cart and he’s always short of money. Maybe he’d do it if the price was right.”
“Thanks. Where will I find him?” I asked.
“At Benson’s Farm, of course,” the man replied in a tone that suggested that everyone knew that. “Go north out of the town; it’s over the top of the moors. You’ll see the track. He runs a few scraggy sheep.”
“How far is it?” I asked.
“You’re young and fit. Shake yourself and you could be there and back by nightfall.”
Mumbling thanks for the second time, I left the premises and set off at a jog. What choice did I have? No doubt the Spook would be unhappy that I was taking so long, but we really did need the transport.
It soon became apparent that I was not likely to return to Todmorden by nightfall. It took me well over two hours to reach the end of the meandering track across the moors. As I walked, my thoughts turned once more to Alice and the lies I had told her. My heart felt heavy, and I thought of the future with dread. It seemed we were growing apart. With her increasing use of dark magic, we were following diverging paths.
The farmhouse, when I finally reached it, was a small ramshackle building with slates missing from the roof. When I knocked on the door there was no reply, but I was pleased to see a couple of horses tethered behind the house, and a cart that, although it had clearly seen far better days, at least had four wheels. Mr. Benson was no doubt out tending his sheep.
I waited almost an hour and was just about to give up and go back to Todmorden when a wiry old farmer with a collie at his heels came into view.
“Be off with you!” he cried, waving his stick at me. “Strangers ain’t welcome here! Be off or I’ll set my dog on you!”
I stood my ground and waited for him to reach me. The dog didn’t look particularly fierce, but I held my staff at the ready just in case.
“I’ve come with an offer of work,” I told him. “You’ll be well paid. We need some books transported to Chipenden. I was told you had a cart.”
“Aye, that I do, and I certainly need some brass. But books? Books, did you say? I’ve carted some things in my time: coal, manure, mutton, even people, but never books. What is the world coming to? Where are these books?” he asked, looking around as if expecting to see them piled up somewhere.
“They’re at the big house at the top of Bent Lane,” I told him.
“Bent Lane? But that’s on the other side of the river. You won’t get me over that bridge for all the brass in the world!”
“Is it the bridge that worries you? If necessary, we can carry the books over to this side.”
“The bridge is sturdier than it looks, but it’s the things on the other side that bother me. I’d never get my horses onto that side of the river anyway. They’d be scared of being eaten.”
“By the bears?” I asked.
“Aye, maybe by the bears, but maybe by other things that it’s best not to think about—by the foreigners!”
It was a waste of time arguing with a man who held such crazy notions, so I quickly suggested a compromise. “Will you do the job if we carry the books across the bridge?”
“Aye, that I will, just as long as the sun’s high in the sky,” Mr. Benson said. “I’ll be there at noon tomorrow. How much will ye pay?”
“That’s up to my master, John Gregory, but he said he’ll be generous, so don’t you worry.”
We shook hands on it, and I set off back toward Todmorden. It would take several trips for us to get the books to this side of the river, but it was the best deal I could get. And then a word came into my head—foreigners—and a chill ran down my spine.
In the County, folk sometimes used the word foreigners when talking about outsiders, even people from a neighboring county. But I suddenly thought of Mistress Fresque. She came from Romania and was a true foreigner to our shores, like her uncle before her. Was the Spook’s instinct correct? Did she pose some kind of threat? Was she the one that people on this bank of the river were scared of?
I suddenly realized that the sun would be setting in less than half an hour. It would be dark before I reached the house! Could my master be in danger? I wondered.
I broke into a run. Surely the Spook wouldn’t stay there? No—he’d return to the tavern. But if I got back after dark I’d be locked out . . . or would my master let me in despite the wishes of the innkeeper?
The sun went down well before I began my descent into Todmorden. By the time I reached the tavern, it was totally dark. I hammered on the door. The sound echoed along the streets, and I had that strange feeling again—the one I’d had as we’d approached Cosmina’s house, as if something dangerous was nearby but invisible, as if the whole world was holding its breath.
Now I felt really scared, and I thumped on the door again, this time with my staff. I kept hammering at it until I got a response. It wasn’t the one I’d hoped for. I’d expected my master to come downstairs and let me in. Instead the window directly above the door opened and a voice called down.
“Be off with you! You’ll attract trouble making all that noise.”
It was the landlord, but there was no light shining from the open window and his face was in darkness.
“Let me in!” I cried.
“I have told you already, nobody enters here after dark!” he hissed down at me. “Come back tomorrow morning—if you’re still breathing.”
“Please tell my master I’m here, then,” I begged, unnerved by his words. “Ask him to come and talk to me.”
“You’re wasting your time. Your master isn’t here. He didn’t come back. If he’s still at Mistress Fresque’s house, you won’t be seeing him again. Best thing you can do, boy, is stay on this side of the river until dawn!”
My heart lurched at his words; they confirmed my worst fears. The Spook was in danger.
The landlord slammed the window shut, leaving me alone. My body started to shake, and I suddenly felt a strong urge to take his advice and stay on this side of the bridge. But how could I leave my master? I might already be too late, but I had to try and save him, whatever the cost to myself. What sort of threat did Mistress Fresque pose? Farmer Benson had talked about the foreigners eating his horses. It had seemed a crazy thing to say at the time, but now I considered the implications of his words. Did they eat people too? Could they be cannibals?
I crossed the river and set off for Bent Lane, where I stopped and listened. All I could hear was the wind sighing through the trees. Then, somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted twice. A crescent moon hung just above the horizon, but its light could not penetrate the canopy that shrouded the lane. It was a dark tunnel filled with unknown dangers. Gripping my staff tightly, I began to walk up the slope toward the house.
Perhaps the Spook had simply accepted an invitation to spend the night at Mistress Fresque’s house. If so, was he simply a guest or in real danger? Was I worrying for nothing—letting my imagination get the better of me? Judd would be staying at the house as well, so there were two spooks to deal with any threat. Well, I told myself, I would find out soon enough.
I was about halfway up the lane when I heard something moving to my right. Something big was padding through the trees. I came to a halt, my heart thumping, alert for danger, and held my staff diagonally in front of me.
The noises stopped. When I set off again, they started up too. It sounded like a large animal beside me, almost as if I was being escorted. Was it a bear? If so, at least it wasn’t getting any closer.
Suddenly I saw the house through the trees, and whatever had been accompanying me was gone, as if it had vanished into thin air.
The windows were dark, but I could just make out the outline of the building. I stepped around the tree and walked up to the front door. To my surprise it was wide open, hanging from one hinge. Beyond it I could see nothing. The darkness within was absolute. I rested my staff against the wall, then reached into my breeches pocket and pulled out a candle stub, using my little tinderbox to light it. Holding it up in my right hand, and my staff in my left, I stepped into the hallway.
Immediately I knew that something was badly wrong. There was a strong stench of rot and decay, and I noted a thick coating of dust along the top of the wainscot. It certainly hadn’t been there earlier in the day. Not only that, there was paint flaking from the door frame. Previously, everything inside the house had been clean, polished, and well maintained. It didn’t make sense.
I went up to the oval door at the end of the passage. I tried the handle, but it was locked. That was no problem because I had in my pocket a special key made by Andrew, the Spook’s locksmith brother, which would open most doors. I inserted the key, and within seconds the lock yielded. Returning the key to my pocket, I eased open the door and lifted the candle high to illuminate the lower floor of the library.
But what I saw in front of me was incredible . . . impossible. The shelves were empty of books, and many of the bookcases had collapsed. Spiders’ webs covered those few that remained intact. I looked down and saw my footprints in a thick coating of dust. It looked as if nobody had entered this room for many long years. Of the table that had held the books we’d selected earlier, there was now no sign at all.
How could that be, I wondered, when I had been here with my master this very morning?
I looked up at the other floors of the library. The light from my candle could reach no farther than the one directly above, but it appeared to be in the same state of disrepair and neglect.
Suddenly a chill ran the length of my spine—the warning that a seventh son of a seventh son often receives when something from the dark is approaching—and, out of nowhere, a strong wind blew up. The candle flame flickered and went out, plunging me into darkness.



CHAPTER X
COWARDLY PANIC







For a moment the darkness seemed absolute. The moon could not penetrate the trees that shrouded the house, and no light was coming in through either door or window.
My heart thudded and quickened. I took a deep breath to calm myself and realized that I was mistaken—there was a faint source of light in the room, coming from one of the dilapidated bookcases beside the oval door. On it a single book was glowing with a lurid red light.
I took a step closer. The book was propped up against the back of the shelf, its title clearly visible. It was the Doomdryte, the dangerous grimoire that my master had wanted to destroy.
I heard a deep growl to my right and spun around. What I saw made me take an involuntary step backward. Terrifying, malevolent eyes stared at me out of a bestial face. The creature’s head was completely bald, and its ears were large and pointed and covered in fine hair. Long, curved fangs curled down over its bottom lip. Orange light radiated from the whole body, which was human in shape and stood about six feet tall. It wore heavy boots and filthy ragged clothes that were caked in mud. Its hands were twice the size of mine, each digit ending in a long, sharp talon.
It growled again and took a step toward me. I retreated, holding my staff across me defensively. I couldn’t remember seeing anything like this before. Had I ever glimpsed an image of this creature in the Spook’s Bestiary? A sketch he’d made from someone else’s description? I vaguely remembered something. What was it . . . ?
With a click I released my staff’s retractable blade—made of a silver alloy and effective against most creatures of the dark. I was ready to repel any attack, but this did me no good at all. The creature was incredibly fast. One minute it was glaring at me with its menacing eyes; the next it had surged past me in a blur, snatching the staff out of my hands. I lost my balance, fell to my knees, and saw it standing on the other side of the room, examining my staff. Suddenly the creature snapped it in two and threw down the pieces.
“The weapon was puny and no threat to me at all,” it growled. “You are young. You will taste better than your master!”
At those words I shuddered. Taste? Had the creature killed and eaten the Spook? Was that what it meant? Was I too late? I felt a moment of anguish, then pushed my feelings aside and forced myself to concentrate as my master had taught me.
I suddenly wondered about Mistress Fresque. The house and library looked very different now. Was the girl in her true form? Was she a shape-shifter? I wondered. Or was this something else?
The creature slowly took a step toward me; it might attack at any moment.
So I moved first, reaching inside my gown with my left hand.
I drew the Destiny Blade.
Immediately there was a third source of light in the room to add to that of the Doomdryte and the fanged creature that threatened me. It came from the sword.
I glanced down at it. The ruby eyes of the skelt were glowing, and from them beads of blood were dripping onto the floor. The blade was hungry.
I readied the sword as the bestial creature stared at me, eyes glowing. Suddenly a blur of orange light streaked toward me. I slashed at it horizontally, striking more by instinct than skill. Maybe I got lucky—but whatever happened, I felt an impact and the sword was almost torn from my hands. Somehow I held on to it and gripped it tighter. Blood was still dripping from the ruby eyes, but now there was also a fresh stain on the blade.
The creature reappeared in front of me, its back to the dilapidated shelving. It was crouching, head bowed forward, holding its shoulder, where blood was spreading in a large stain. I’d cut it, but had I hurt it badly enough to give me an advantage?
“Where is my master?” I demanded.
Its reply was a low growl. The time for words was past. One of us was going to die here.
I took a cautious step forward, and then another. It might still be able to move faster than I could react; it could rip out my throat before I moved to defend myself.
So I called upon one of my gifts—the special ability that I’d inherited from my mother. I could slow time . . . make it stop. It was very difficult, but I’d been trained to use the blade by Grimalkin, the witch assassin, and she’d made me practice this skill under combat conditions.
Concentrate! Squeeze time! Make it stop!
The creature attacked again, but my heart was steady and my focus on the task was increasing. The blur of orange light moving toward me resolved itself into a shape. Its intent was clear, for its mouth was open, revealing two sets of teeth. The upper ones were long fangs; the lower ones were smaller and thin, like needles. The beast’s arms were held wide, ready to embrace me in a hug of death.
Concentrate! Squeeze time! Make it stop!
It was working. I was beginning to control time. Every step the creature took was slower. Its whole body was rippling with urgency, but now it was hardly moving. Now I was running at it. I hefted the sword, putting into the blow all the strength that I could muster—along with the fury and anguish I felt at the news about my master.
The blade sliced into the creature’s neck, cutting the head clean off. It hit the floor hard and rolled away into the dust under the bookshelves. The body tottered and took another step, black blood spraying out of the severed neck. Then it collapsed at my feet, the blood forming a widening pool around it.
I’d felt a strange satisfaction on striking that blow. It was almost as if the blade had moved with me; we’d combined to deliver the perfect killing stroke. Grimalkin had trained me in its use, but I’d moved on from that. It truly was the Destiny Blade. Our futures were now bound together.
I stepped back to avoid the blood, but I didn’t sheathe the sword. Some creatures of the dark had incredible powers of regeneration, so I had to stay on my guard. But this one did something else.
The orange light that had illuminated the creature from within suddenly floated up to form a helix, a slowly twisting spiral that hovered just above the body, then shot off, passing through the wall to my left and disappearing from sight.
Immediately a nauseating stench of rot filled the room. The body at my feet was just visible in the glow of the ruby eyes in the sword hilt. It began to bubble, an acrid steam rising from it. I stepped back, placing one hand in front of my mouth. It was decomposing rapidly. What had left it? I wondered. Its soul? What kind of creature was I dealing with?
With a heavy heart I remembered what it had said about the Spook. Could he really be dead? It was hard to accept. A lump came into my throat. I couldn’t just leave the house without being sure, one way or the other. I needed to search for him.
I lit the candle stub again and approached the other door, the one that Mistress Fresque had used. I had assumed that it led to her living quarters, but to my surprise I found myself in a very small room with stone steps going down into the darkness.
What was below—a cellar? Is that where she’d gone each time she’d left us? Did the bell ring somewhere down there?
I began to descend the steps, the sword in my right hand, the candle held aloft in my left. I had switched them because the staircase curved away widdershins, in a counterclockwise direction, and this way I had more room to deploy the blade. I was counting the steps and realized that the cellar must be very deep. My count had already reached forty when they straightened out, and I saw below me what looked like the cellar floor. After two more steps I came to a halt. In the small pool of yellow light cast by the candle, I could see bones scattered across the floor. One glance told me that they were human; some were covered in blood. I could see a skull and part of a forearm among the other fragments. This was the lair of creatures who fed on the blood and flesh of humans. I wondered if any of these bones belonged to my master.
I suddenly realized that there could well be another creature like the one I’d slain. Perhaps Mistress Fresque was waiting down here in the darkness, ready to leap on me.
Then I heard a noise, and a cold gust of wind blew out the candle again. I waited, hardly breathing, and put the stub in my breeches pocket. Then I gripped my sword with both hands and went into a crouch, ready to defend myself. The blade began to glow once more, and as my eyes adjusted to the darkness I saw red points of light moving toward me. There were a dozen or more. I heard a low growl to my right, another directly ahead. I began to tremble, and the ruby-red light from the sword quickly faded. There were eyes—too many eyes! How many of the creatures were there?
In a panic, I turned and ran up the steps, away from the threat. I blundered across the library, crashing into shelves, feeling rotten wood crunching beneath my boots. My terror intensified when I couldn’t find the door, but the light from the sword flared briefly, showing me the way. I hurried along the passage and out of the house.
Once on the path, I started running. Again I heard noises, as if some large creature was keeping pace with me. That made me run even faster, and soon I’d left Bent Lane behind and was sprinting through the deserted streets.
I didn’t stop until I’d crossed the bridge. Even then I didn’t feel safe, and after I’d gotten my breath back I walked on until I’d left Todmorden behind. And as I walked I thought of Judd. What was his part in all this? He had visited Chipenden to hasten our visit to Todmorden. Surely he must have known what he was leading us into. I felt bitter and angry. Was he another of the Spook’s apprentices who had gone to the dark?
Then, on the edge of the moors, I sheathed the sword, crawled under a hawthorn hedge, and, completely exhausted, fell into a deep dreamless sleep.
I awoke to find that the sun was already high in the sky. My mouth was dry and my limbs ached, but the worst thing was my sense of shame. I had run from the threat in the cellar. No . . . not just run: I had fled in a cowardly panic. I’d been a spook’s apprentice for more than three years now, but I couldn’t recall another occasion when I’d behaved so shamefully. I’d faced terrible things from the dark and somehow found the courage to stand and fight. So what had been different this time? All I could think of was that the years of fear, fighting the dark and being in continual danger, had finally taken their toll. What if I’d lost my courage? How then could I function as a spook?
And there was something even worse to face. What if my master was still alive? I’d abandoned him. He deserved better than that—much better. I got to my feet and began to walk slowly back toward Todmorden. This time I would stand and fight.



CHAPTER XI
THE CURSE OF THE PENDLE WITCHES







IT was almost noon, but there were no hawkers or market stalls; few people were about on the west side of the town. As I walked through the narrow streets, I counted no more than half a dozen, and the last of these, the old gentleman with the stick whom we’d spoken to before, hobbled across to the other side of the street to avoid me.
Then, as I approached the river, I saw Mr. Benson sitting on his cart among the trees, some distance from the bridge.
“Where are these books of yours?” he demanded. “I haven’t got all day. They should be piled up here, ready to load onto the cart. My horses are getting nervous.”
For a moment I considered asking him to wait in case my master was hurt and needed a ride, but I saw that it was a waste of time. The two horses were rolling their eyes and sweating excessively. I had to do this alone.
“I’m sorry,” I told him, “but there won’t be any books to carry today. Here’s something for your trouble.”
I reached into my breeches pocket, pulled out a few coins, and held them up to him.
“Is that all?” he asked angrily, snatching them from my hand. “It’s hardly worth getting out of bed for that!” He whipped the horses twice, brought the cart around, and headed off without so much as a backward glance.
I headed for the river, but when I came to the dilapidated wooden bridge, a tremor of fear ran through me. On the other side, the servants of the dark lay in wait for me, and judging by the glowing eyes in the cellar there were a lot of them—far too many for me to face alone. But it had to be done. I had to find out what had happened to my master, or I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.
I took one step, and then another. I kept putting one foot in front of the other until I was standing on the eastern bank of the river. It was daylight, I told myself, and the sun was shining. My enemies would have to take refuge in darkness, somewhere underground. I would be safe unless I left behind the light of the sun. But wasn’t that exactly what I would have to do? I needed to find the Spook. At some point I would have to search the cellar.
I began to climb up Bent Lane toward the house of Mistress Fresque. As I walked, I remembered something else—another failure, a further dereliction of duty. When I fled the house, I should have taken the Doomdryte with me and destroyed it. It was something that my master would certainly have done. I could imagine him now, telling me off for making that mistake. Would I ever hear his voice again? I wondered.
It was gloomy beneath the trees, but this time I could hear nothing following me. When I saw the house, I realized that the door was no longer hanging open. I stepped around the tree, drew the Destiny Blade, and rapped upon the door with the hilt.
Almost immediately I heard footsteps approaching. The door opened and Mistress Fresque stood there, pointing at my sword with a frown on her face.
“Put that away!” she commanded. “You will not need that while I am at your side.”
When I hesitated, a smile came to her lips, but her eyes were hard. She was still young and pretty, but now there was an imperiousness to her manner—something she had hidden previously. “Trust me,” she said, her voice softening a little. “I bid you enter. This time, when you enter freely across the threshold of my home you will be under my protection.”
What was I to do? Although she was an attractive young woman, I knew that she must be allied with dark forces. One part of me wanted to push her aside and force myself into her house; the other thought it more prudent to accept her offer of safe conduct. By so doing, I might find answers to the questions that were spinning around inside my head.
When I had sheathed my sword, the smile spread to her eyes. “Enter freely and be safe!” She stepped aside to allow me to cross the threshold. “Follow me,” she said, leading me down the passage toward the library. The wainscot was now clean and shining, and the house smelled sweet and wholesome. The library was once again as I had first seen it with the Spook, the shelves orderly and filled with books. And our selection of volumes lay on the table once more. Some type of extremely powerful dark magic was at work here.
But there was one change to the room that made me halt just inside the doorway. In the middle of the floor lay a skeleton. The bones were yellow-brown and old, and the head was missing. I glanced to my right and saw a skull lying beside the bookcase. My broken staff was beside it. These must be the remains of the creature I had slain.
“That was my partner,” said Mistress Fresque, gesturing toward the skeleton. “We lived together happily for many years until you encountered him last night!”
“I’m sorry that you lost him,” I said, keeping my voice even. “But it was him or me. And I think he killed my master, John Gregory.”
“He would indeed have killed you, but you are wrong to think that he is no more. I did not lose him—merely the body that he had inhabited for many years. He will soon find another host. I hope it is to my taste!” she said with a smile. “Then, in revenge for what you did, he will come looking for you, wanting to take your head.”
“What kind of creatures are you?” I asked.
“I am a strigoica,” she replied, “the female of our kind. My partner is a strigoi. We are from the Romanian province of Transylvania, which means ‘the land beyond the forest.’ We are demons.”
“Where is Judd Brinscall?” I asked. “What part has he played in all this? When did he start to serve the dark?”
“Do not concern yourself with him. He is close to death now. His life can be measured in nights, or maybe even hours.”
“Is that his reward for betraying us?”
Mistress Fresque frowned and tightened her lips. It was clear that she would not answer. So, despite my anxiety about the Spook, I remained calm and asked another question, determined to learn all I could, gathering knowledge just as my master would have done.
“Why did you come here?” I demanded.
“There are many reasons for that, but we have kept ourselves to ourselves and lived here in happiness for some time, causing as little disruption as possible. Then I was ordered to lure you and your master to this place.”
“Ordered? Who told you to do that?”
“I cannot say. There are many from Romania who now dwell here. Most have arrived very recently. Some are very powerful, and I have no choice but to obey them. They can call upon a terrible being that could obliterate me in an instant.”
“Why were we tricked into coming here? So you could kill us? You’ve killed my master and now it’s my turn?” I cried, reaching for my sword.
“Draw that blade and you will no longer be under my protection!” snapped Mistress Fresque. “Your master is not dead but in desperate need of your help. Calm yourself and I’ll take you to see him.”
I relinquished the hilt of my sword and nodded. The strigoica pointed to the door that led to the cellar steps. “He’s down there,” she said, walking toward it.
She opened the door, and very cautiously I followed her into the small room. A lot had changed since the previous night. The steps were clean and the walls were painted green and free of cobwebs. There were torches in brackets set at frequent intervals, so our descent was well lit. Had the Spook been down here last night, trapped in the darkness and surrounded by creatures from the dark? I wondered. I could have stayed and helped him, but instead I had panicked and run. I was ashamed of my behavior and found it hard to explain. A lump came to my throat as I remembered the curse of the Pendle witches, which had once been used against the Spook: “You will die in a dark place far underground, with no friend at your side!”
We reached the stone flags of the cellar. The only piece of furniture I could see was a wooden table, upon which stood a large black box with a hinged lid. Embossed in silver upon that lid was the image of a creature that I immediately recognized. I grew cold at the sight of it.
It was a skelt. But why was its head depicted on the box? It made me think of the Doomdryte’s cover and the hilt of my sword.
I shuddered. There was something ominous about it, and my heart began to bang in my chest. Mistress Fresque walked straight up to it and lifted the lid.
“Here is your master,” she said.
Within the box lay the head of the Spook.



CHAPTER XII
WORSE THAN DEATH







MY heart sank into my boots and a flood of grief washed over me. I was too shocked to reply. I felt numb, unable to accept what I was seeing. The strigoica had lied. They had killed my master.
“He can still speak,” she said, “but he is in agony and no doubt constantly prays for release. Why don’t you ask him?”
No sooner had she said this than the Spook’s eyelids twitched and he stared up at me. His mouth opened and he tried to speak, but he could only croak, and a dribble of blood ran down his chin. An expression of pain flickered across his face, and he closed his eyes again.
“This has been done in revenge for what you and your allies did to the Fiend,” Mistress Fresque said. “Your master will have no peace until you do what we require. To free his soul, his head must be burned. I am willing to give it to you—but first you must bring me the head of the Fiend.”
The Spook groaned and opened his eyes again. He murmured something unintelligible, so I bent forward so that my right ear was close to his lips.
He seemed to choke, his eyes rolling in his head, then cleared his throat and struggled to speak again. “Help me, lad!” he croaked. “Get me free of this. This is unbearable—worse than death. I’m in pain. I’m in terrible pain. Please set me free!”
The world spun about me. Overwhelmed by grief, I almost fell.
“Can you bear to allow your master to remain in this pitiful state for a moment longer than is necessary?” Mistress Fresque demanded. “We know of the witch who carries the Fiend’s head. Her name is Grimalkin. Summon her. Lure her to this place and, in exchange, you will be permitted to release your master from his torment.”
I felt sick to my stomach at what I was being asked to do. In order to destroy the Fiend I had to sacrifice Alice. Now his supporters wanted me to bring about the death of Grimalkin, another of my allies. But betraying Grimalkin was only the first of the consequences of returning the Fiend’s head to his servants. They would take it back to Ireland and reunite it with the body, freeing him from the pit at Kenmare. He would come for me and Alice and snatch us away into the dark, dead or alive. The prospect terrified me, but my duty was clear in any case; it was owed to the people of the County. I could not allow the Fiend to return to the earth—which would soon become a darker and more desperate place. No, I could not do it. But I could seize my master’s head by force and give him peace.
I drew the sword.
Instantly a freezing wind gusted into the cellar and all the torches were extinguished. Out of the darkness I saw eyes staring at me. Each pair glowed red, as they had the previous night—but this time there were even more, and I heard threatening growls and noises that sounded like claws on the flagstones. I spun around, ready to defend myself, but saw that I was surrounded. Where had they come from? I wondered.
I was afraid. There were too many of them. What chance did I have against such odds?
“It is not too late!” Mistress Fresque hissed at me from the darkness. “Put away the sword immediately and you will be under my protection.”
With trembling hands I tried to sheathe the Destiny Blade. It took me three attempts to return it to its scabbard, but when I had done so, the red eyes faded, the scratching ceased, and the torches flared and filled the cellar with yellow light once more.
“Another second and it would have been too late,” Mistress Fresque told me, closing the lid of the box and turning to leave. “Follow me. Now that you have drawn your sword, it isn’t safe for you to spend too much time below ground. My protection is limited.”
She led the way back up the steps and into the library. “Do not delay in summoning the witch assassin,” she warned me. “We offer to release your master’s head in exchange for that of the Fiend, but it must be done soon. Every day you delay, his torment will be increased. We can inflict unimaginable pain upon him.”
“Where is the remainder of him?” I asked, feeling cold inside at the thought of what had been done to my master. “I would like to bury his body.”
I knew I’d have to burn the head to release his spirit from the dark magic used, but burying the rest of him would make me feel better. The Church wouldn’t allow a spook to be put to rest in hallowed ground, but I might find a sympathetic priest to say a few words and allow my master to be buried close to a graveyard. But even that hope was quickly dashed.
“That is not possible,” Mistress Fresque said coldly. “The rest of his body was not needed for our purposes, so we fed it to a moroi. They are extremely hungry elemental spirits that have to be appeased.”
Disgusted and angry, I turned on my heel and left the house without another word. I headed for the riverbank, crossed the bridge, and sat down under the trees to think things through and consider my options.
The thought of my master suffering like that was unbearable—he was enduring such terrible pain. However, my duty was clear: I had to leave him for now. How could I possibly deceive Grimalkin and lure her here, allowing the Fiend’s head to fall into the hands of the strigoica and her allies? It must be kept away from them; I had to use the time to find a way to destroy him forever.
I don’t know how long I sat there, pondering my limited options, but at one point I wept for the Spook, who had served the County well and suffered much to protect it. He had also been more than a master to me; he had become my friend. He deserved a better end to his life. I’d hoped that as I completed my apprenticeship, he would start to reduce his own workload while I took a greater part of the burden until he finally retired. Now our future together had been snatched away. I was alone, and it was both a sad and a scary feeling.
Eventually I came to a decision and walked back to the tavern. I went up to my room, and from the Spook’s bag I took a small piece of cheese and enough money to pay the landlord. I left both bags in my room, locked it, and went downstairs.
He scowled when I approached but soon brightened when I dropped a silver coin into his palm.
“That’s for two more nights,” I told him.
“Did you find your master?” he asked.
I didn’t reply, but as I walked away he called after me, “If he’s not back by now he must be dead, boy. You’ll end up the same way if you don’t go home!”
I headed back to the bridge, nibbled at the cheese, and washed it down with a few mouthfuls of cold river water. I thought about Mistress Fresque’s house. How could it be clean and orderly during the day, with its library full of books, but a dilapidated ruin at night? Some type of powerful dark magic was being used here—a spell of illusion.
So what was the truth about that house, its daytime and nighttime condition? Spooks had to develop and trust their instincts, and mine told me that its ruinous condition at night was its true state.
What would my master advise me to do? I asked myself. Instantly I knew. He would advise me to be bold and act like a spook! I would put my fears behind me. I could take back my master’s head by force and thus give him the peace he deserved. I had the Destiny Blade, and I was determined to use it. I would clean out that vile cellar and kill all the creatures of the dark within it. And I would attack at night when things were as they seemed.
It was time to stop being afraid. Now I would become the hunter.



CHAPTER XIII
I WON’T SEE DAWN







SOON after dark I began to climb Bent Lane once more. As I walked, I pondered on what I was facing. The Spook’s Bestiary was back at Chipenden—it would be the first book to be placed in the new library—so I could not use it as a reference source. Desperately I dredged my mind for what I had read about Romanian creatures of the dark.
Strigoi and strigoica were demons, male and female respectively. They worked and lived in pairs. The male possessed the body of a dead person and had to spend the daylight hours hidden from sunlight, which could destroy him. The other, the female, possessed the body of a living person and was on guard during the day. No doubt Mistress Fresque had once been a nice ordinary young woman, but now her body had been taken over by a malevolent creature of the dark. I had decapitated her partner, but she’d said that wasn’t the end of him. Normally slaying a demon with a silver-alloy blade would bring about its destruction, but these Romanians seemed very powerful. I had seen the strigoi leave its dead host; now it would be searching for another. Once it had found one, it would seek me out. How could I put a permanent end to it? I wondered. There were far too many unknowns here.
There was something else that was even more worrying. Mistress Fresque had said that she had been ordered to lure us to this place—commanded by others who could summon a being so powerful that it could “obliterate her in an instant.” What could that be? Had there been anything about such an entity in the Spook’s Bestiary? I could not recall it. Romania had seemed so far away, and I could not believe that its denizens of the dark posed much of a threat. Consequently I had read the entries fast, skimming the information rather than absorbing it properly for future use. I shook my head, annoyed with myself. From now on I must become more thorough and think and act like a spook rather than an apprentice.
Now I was approaching the dark tunnel of trees once more. I hadn’t taken a dozen paces along the path when I heard those disturbing noises to my right.
I stopped, and whatever it was stopped too, but I could still hear slow, heavy breathing. I had a choice: either I could continue along the path until I reached the front door of the strigoica’s residence, or I could stop and deal with this creature once and for all.
Without delay, I drew my sword. Instantly the ruby eyes of the Destiny Blade began to glow red, illuminating what I faced. A huge bear was lumbering toward me on all fours. All at once it stood up on its hind legs, towering over me, and for the first time I saw its claws clearly. They resembled long, curved daggers and looked razor-sharp, capable of tearing human flesh to shreds. The bear was immensely powerful and could no doubt crush the life out of me in seconds. It opened its mouth wide and roared, saliva dripping from its teeth, the stench of its hot breath washing over me. I raised the sword, ready to meet its advance.
Then, suddenly, I had another idea.
I retreated three steps, until I was standing on the path once more. Instantly the bear dropped back onto all fours. It regarded me intently but did not attack. I remembered the warning I’d been given—not to stray from the path because of bears. So was I safe if I remained on the path? I wondered.
I sheathed the sword and began to walk toward the house again. The bear followed but made no move to attack me. It must be some sort of guardian, patrolling the grounds of the house for Mistress Fresque, just as the Spook’s boggart had once guarded his garden at Chipenden. And then a word dropped into my head: moroi!
Mistress Fresque had told me that they’d fed the Spook’s body to a moroi. I vaguely remembered reading about them in my master’s Bestiary. They were vampiric elemental spirits that sometimes lived inside hollow trees. But they could possess animals, bears being their favorite host. They hunted humans and crushed them to death before dragging them back to their lair. Direct sunlight could destroy them, so they weren’t seen abroad during daylight hours. Then I remembered something else: a moroi was often controlled by a strigoi and a strigoica. So my guess had been correct. Mistress Fresque was using the elemental as a guard.
But why didn’t it attack those who used the path? The answer came to me in a flash of insight. It was because the path itself didn’t need guarding. Anyone using the path would be instantly known to those within the house. And it provided a safe route for anyone who was welcome there.
I realized that there was no need to fight the moroi. I had numerous other enemies waiting for me inside the house. I’d be safe as long as I stuck to the path, so I might as well save my strength. I hurried on, and as I neared the house I heard the bear move off into the trees.
The door was open, so I drew my sword and stepped inside. I didn’t bother with my tinderbox and candle this time—I was ready to face my enemies. My courage was high, and that was enough to cause the ruby eyes of the Destiny Blade to flicker into life, then cast a red beam to illuminate the passage.
I passed through the second doorway, expecting to see the dilapidated library empty of books and curtained with cobwebs. Instead, dozens of red orbs gleamed in the darkness.
For a second I thought they were pairs of eyes—creatures of the dark preparing to attack. But then I realized that I was staring at reflections of myself—or, rather, of the ruby eyes of the sword hilt. Gone was the library; I was in a hall of mirrors, each set within an ornate iron frame and at least three times my size.
I took a careful step into the chamber, and then another. The mirrors all faced me, set one behind the other like a pack of cards spread out against the walls on either side. At first they all reflected my image in the same way. I was looking at a young man wearing the hooded gown of a spook’s apprentice, but instead of holding the customary staff, he was crouching down with a sword held in both hands, ready to attack.
Then, as I watched, the surfaces of the mirrors flickered and the images began to change. Now cruel, hostile faces peered out at me as if about to leap out and devour me on the spot. Some seemed to be chanting; others opened their mouths as if uttering bestial growls. But they were merely images, and the atrium was absolutely silent. Then I did hear a noise, and I whirled around, expecting to see some dangerous creature. But it was just a mouse that twitched its tail and scurried off into the darkness.
I turned back to face the mirrors, took a deep breath, and studied the images. There were fierce women, their hair tangled with thorns; grim, cadaverous faces; things that had surely crawled straight out of the tomb. Were they strigoica? If so, why had they not chosen younger hosts like Mistress Fresque? All had one thing in common: their lips were red with blood. I wondered if they were some other type of dark creature. They reminded me of witches.
One thing I was sure of: I was no longer afraid. I was angry! Fearsome eyes had peered at me from mirrors before. I only wished that the ones here had substance so that I could strike them down with my blade. I did the next best thing—it achieved little but gave vent to my fury and made me feel better.
I laid about me with the hilt of my sword, stepping forward and twisting left, right, and left again, to smash each mirror as I passed. There was the crash and then a tinkle of breaking glass, shards of it exploding upward to fall like silver at my feet; each glittering image was replaced by darkness. Soon the last mirror was shattered, and still the ruby eyes of the Destiny Blade glowed red. But when I stepped beyond the dark, empty frame of that final mirror, I was filled with dismay.
Instead of the door that opened onto the cellar steps, there was just a blank wall. I had been prepared to fight my way down there to release my master from his torment. If necessary, I would have given my life to do so.
But I had been wrong about the house. I had assumed that its true condition was revealed during the hours of darkness. I knew now that the magic employed was more complicated than that. The house could change and change again. My master’s remains were now hidden; I had no way of freeing him.
Baffled and angry, I turned and retraced my steps. I left the shape-shifting house and followed the path down through the trees. This time the bear possessed by the moroi did not approach me. I wandered through the streets but did not cross the river, instead sitting among the trees by the bridge.
A sword or staff could be used to fight enemies once they were before you, but such weapons were useless to me at the moment. I needed to use my brain. I needed to think.
However, this had become impossible. Emotions were churning within me at the thought of the terrible state my master had been reduced to. I couldn’t dispel the image of his severed head. Every time I closed my eyes, it returned to haunt me. My chest felt tight, and I struggled to hold back the tears. John Gregory didn’t deserve to end his life in this way. I had to help. I had to do something to save him from that.
Restless, I came to my feet. I’d been up on the moors to the west of Todmorden, but not on this side. It might help to find a vantage point above this part of the town. Was there another approach to the house—perhaps another entrance? I wondered. Or maybe another building I hadn’t seen where my master was being kept now?
I walked back through the narrow streets and then found a track that led straight up the hill. Soon I was walking beneath trees; at last I came to a five-barred gate. I climbed over and continued up through pastureland, heading north until I found myself at a point high on the moor’s edge.
I had chosen an excellent spot. The sky was clear and the stars were out, so there was just enough light to see by. Far below, I could see the lane that led up to Mistress Fresque’s house, which was hidden beneath the trees—I could learn nothing more of that from here. There was no other path to the house, just dense foliage crowding in on it from every side.
I searched lower. Nothing moved; the streets were empty, the dwellings huddled together as if for protection—but then I noticed other large houses on the hillside, each surrounded by trees.
Were these the dwellings of other strigoi and strigoica? I counted them carefully. There were at least thirty, with others perhaps hidden beneath the trees. I waited and watched. At one point an owl hooted, to be answered by the roar of a bear somewhere in the forest. The wind was getting up, a ridge of cloud blowing in from the west, obscuring the stars one by one. It was growing darker; now the houses were barely visible. But suddenly I noticed a thin column of yellow light extending up from the ground, high into the sky. As I watched, the light grew brighter and changed color, becoming first purple, then a dark red.
What was its source? It was emanating from a dense clump of trees some way from the nearest of the buildings. It was then that I saw the first yellow orb of light soar upward from the house east of there. It was immediately followed by a second, then a third glowing sphere. Each made its first appearance directly above one of the large houses. I counted quickly. There were nine in total, gathering together to form a group of dancing orbs that circled the column of dark red light. They moved like summer midges, hovering, then darting around to exchange places.
Suddenly it felt as if something had reached into my mind and tugged hard. It happened again, and with that strange tug I felt an overwhelming compulsion to walk toward the glowing orbs. I gave a gasp of fear and lurched to my feet in terror. I had seen such entities before—I knew what they were and the terrible danger that they represented.
They were Romanian witches, who lived isolated lives, and in human shape did not usually form covens like other types of witches. These were their souls, projected from their bodies using animism magic; it was only in this way that they ever gathered together. According to my master’s Bestiary, unlike the other dark Romanian entities, they didn’t drink human blood. But, when in the form of orbs, if they encountered a human they could drain his animus, his life force, in seconds. It was a quick and certain death. I could feel their power. They knew that I had traveled to Todmorden with my master and was still somewhere in the vicinity. However, they didn’t know my precise whereabouts and were trying to summon me, using dark magic.
At first it was like strange powerful music inside my head. It reminded me of the sirens off the coast of Greece, who had used their melodious cries to lure our ship onto the rocks. I had managed to resist them—a seventh son of a seventh son possesses some immunity against witches and other entities of the dark. Now I did the same until the music inside my head eventually faded and ceased altogether.
Maybe they sensed my increasing strength, because next the lure became visual. The spheres of light moved more rapidly, pulsing and changing color in an ever more complex dance, and I felt my will slipping away, my mind like a moth drawn toward the candle flame that would consume it.
I crouched down on all fours and fought hard against the compulsion; rivulets of sweat ran down my forehead. Gradually the urge to go toward them lessened, then faded away. But still I was in danger—if they noticed me, I was doomed.
After about ten minutes of dancing together high above, darting in and out of the red light, the nine orbs combined to form one large, glowing sphere, which then sped northward and vanished.
Where had they gone? Were they hunting some chosen victim? It struck me that they would try to avoid killing too close to their homes, which would attract attention. Todmorden would rapidly become depopulated, and terror would spread westward through the County.
The wind, which had been blowing fiercely, first lessened to a breeze, then died away altogether. A deep silence settled upon the river valley. The few sounds were greatly magnified. I heard the eerie screech of a corpse fowl, and soon afterward the call of an owl. In the distance beyond the river, a baby cried; then someone coughed and swore. After a few moments, the child was quiet—no doubt its mother was feeding it. These were all natural sounds of the night—but then I heard something else.
First there was a deep groan, followed by a shrill scream that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. The sounds came from two different directions. Next, from somewhere directly below me, a voice began to beg.
“Leave me tonight, please! Not again, not so soon. I won’t see the dawn if you do that again! Please, please, leave me be!”
Drawn by this cry for help, I was on my feet in an instant and began to scramble down the slope. Soon I had climbed over a wooden fence and was under the trees. The sounds were closer and much louder now.
“Oh, no, please don’t. That’s enough. Don’t take too much. Please don’t carry on or my heart will fail! Don’t stop my heart, please! I don’t want to die. . . .”
I was running now, and I drew the sword. Instantly the ruby eyes cast their red light in my path, and I saw the horror before me. It was a strigoi that could have been the twin of the one I’d fought at the Fresque house; it glowed with a lurid orange light, and its head was bald, with the same large pointed ears.
The strigoi was crouching over a man dressed in a ragged gown; it had half pulled him out of a dark hole in the ground, beside which lay a large stone. Its teeth were fastened onto its victim’s neck, and it was sucking his blood.



CHAPTER XIV
THEY’LL EXPAND WESTWARD







THE strigoi turned, saw me coming, and cast its victim aside on the grass. It spun around to face me, then attacked, mouth wide, fangs ready to bite, talons extended to rend my flesh. I hardly broke my stride. I was in a rage, all the pent-up emotion of the past twenty-four hours released in a violent fury.
I lunged at the demon, but it quickly retreated, and the tip of my blade missed it by less than an inch. I swung at it again, but it evaded that blow too. It snarled at me and took a step forward, preparing to strike. I remembered the speed of the strigoi that had attacked me in the library, and immediately started to focus on slowing time.
Suddenly I felt the sword move in my hand, and blood began to drip from the ruby eyes in the hilt. I became one with the blade. Gripping it with both hands, I took a step to the left, two to the right, and then, with all my strength, brought the blade down vertically upon the head of the strigoi. It sliced clean through the skull, cleaving it to the jaw, and the creature fell at my feet. I tugged the blade free, feeling a tremendous sense of satisfaction.
As I had expected, an orange helical light spiraled up from the demon, spun there for a couple of seconds, and then shot up into the sky, disappearing over the treetops. I had killed the body, but its soul was still free. Would it now, like the partner of Mistress Fresque, go in search of another host?
Still shaking with anger, I returned the Destiny Blade to its sheath and turned to look at the man, who had crawled onto his knees. He stared up at me, his eyes wide with astonishment. But he couldn’t have been more surprised than me—it was Judd Brinscall.
“You betrayed us!” I shouted. “You led us into the clutches of those demons!”
He tried to speak, opening his mouth, but no words came out. I leaned down, put my hand on his shoulder, and dragged him to his feet. He felt like a dead weight leaning against me, and his whole body was trembling. He stank of blood and the earth he’d been entombed in. I thought of what had been done to my master, and I had half a mind to put him back in the pit and cover it with the stone. No doubt another strigoi would find him and finish him off. It was no more than he deserved!
I started to push him toward the pit but suddenly thought of Dad and how he’d taught me right from wrong. No matter what Judd Brinscall had done, it was wrong to give him back to the strigoi. And I wondered about his situation: was his reward for betraying us to be drained of blood? It didn’t make sense. Not only that . . . I’d run like a coward myself. Who was I to judge him?
But it was something to worry about later. We had to make our escape before something else found us.
“We must get away from here,” I told him. “We need to cross the river.”
Very slowly we began our descent. I was nervous, expecting to be attacked at any time—maybe by a strigoica, the partner of the creature I’d just encountered. Or maybe the witches would return, nine orbs that would fall upon us and suck away our lives without spilling a drop of blood. I had no defenses against such an attack.
Judd groaned from time to time, as if in pain, and I had to keep stopping to rest because it was hard work; I was almost carrying him. At last we reached the river, but something told me we had to cross. It was safer on the other bank. Maybe the creatures couldn’t cross running water—though it would be no barrier to witches in the form of orbs; they could soar over without being affected.
By now I was exhausted, but at last I dragged Judd across the bridge and we collapsed together on the far bank. Instantly he fell into a deep sleep.
I started to think things through and tried to decide on my next move. I needed to contact Alice and let her know what had happened. It was also vital to warn Grimalkin of the threat. She had to keep the Fiend’s head away from this cursed place at all costs. But I needed a mirror to do that. It would have to wait until daylight, when I could return to my room.
I must have fallen asleep, because when I opened my eyes, the sun was just above the eastern moors. I rose to my feet and yawned, stretching to relieve the stiffness in my limbs.
I stared down angrily at Judd, who lay at my feet. His gown was torn and stained with blood where the strigoi had bitten him. There were livid purple puncture marks on his neck.
He suddenly opened his eyes and sat up, then groaned and held his head in his hands for a while, his whole body shuddering as he drew in deep breaths of air. At last he looked up at me. “Where’s your master?” he cried.
“He’s dead,” I told him bluntly, feeling my throat tighten with emotion. “No . . . it’s worse than that. They’ve cut his head from his body, but it still talks. They’ve used powerful dark magic, and his soul is a prisoner inside that head—and in terrible pain. I have to free him. I have to bring him peace. And it’s all thanks to you. Why didn’t you warn us? Why did you lead us into a trap? You claimed to know Mistress Fresque. Surely you realized that she was a demon?”
He just stared at me without replying.
“It was all very convenient, the way you had to go off to deal with that supposed boggart, leaving us to visit her house alone. You knew what was going to happen, didn’t you?”
“Yes, I knew. It’s a long story, but I had little choice. Believe me, I didn’t want to do it. I’m sorry for what happened.”
“Sorry!” I exclaimed. “That’s easy to say, but it means nothing.”
He looked at me for a few moments without speaking before turning away. Then he reached toward me with his left hand. “Help me up, Tom!”
Once on his feet, he swayed as if about to fall. I didn’t try to steady him. At that moment he could have fallen onto his face and smashed his teeth in, for all I cared.
“I need food. I’m weak, he took so much blood from me,” he muttered.
Could I trust him? I wondered. He certainly wasn’t in league with the demons now. I had to take a chance.
“I have rooms at the tavern over there,” I said, pointing. “I have money as well. I can buy us breakfast.”
Judd nodded. “I’d be grateful for that, but go slowly. I’m as weak as a newborn kitten.”
There were fewer people about today, and I led the way through the near-empty streets toward the inn. I had to rap on the door a long time before the innkeeper finally opened it. He bent forward and scowled into my face as if trying to intimidate me.
“I’m surprised to see you again, boy! You must have more lives than a cat.”
“Mr. Brinscall here will be using my master’s room,” I told him as we went inside. “But first we need a very big breakfast—”
“Aye, and make it thick slices of ham, eggs, sausage, and lots of bread and butter. Oh, and a big pot of tea and a bowl of sugar,” Judd interrupted.
“Let’s see the color of your money first!” the innkeeper snapped angrily, noting his dirty, ragged gown.
“I’ll pay the bill, and in silver,” I told him.
“Then pay me before you cross that bridge again!” he sneered. Then, without another word, he went off to fry our breakfast.
“We’ve a lot to say to each other, Tom, a lot to explain, but I’m weary to my very bones. What do you say we eat first and talk later?” Judd suggested.
I nodded. I could hardly bear to look at him, and we ate in silence. Judd put three large spoonfuls of sugar into his tea. He sipped it slowly and smiled. “I’ve always had a sweet tooth, Tom, but I really need that now!”
I didn’t return his smile; I didn’t even like to hear him using my name. The sugar didn’t seem to help. Soon he started nodding off at the table, so I tapped him on the shoulder and suggested that he go up to his room to sleep for a while.
While he did so, I put the time to good use. First I attempted to contact Alice using the small mirror in my room. After almost an hour, I’d had no success. Deciding to try again later, I took my notebook out of my bag, crossed the bridge, and walked back up onto the eastern moor.
I felt relatively safe with the sun shining, so once there I drew a rough map of Todmorden, concentrating on the positions of the big houses set back in the trees on this side of the river. I put crosses by the ones I thought the orbs had emerged from. I was pretty sure about four of them, but the remaining five were in doubt. I also tried to pinpoint the place where I’d seen that strange column of red light. It was difficult to locate exactly, but I marked the general area. Whatever it was, it had certainly been of interest to the disembodied witches.
Then I went back to my room and tried to contact Alice, again without success. What could be wrong? I wondered. She usually responded much more quickly than this. I dozed on my bed, thinking through all that had happened. It was noon before Judd knocked on my door. We left the inn and walked into the trees near the riverbank. What we had to say wasn’t for the ears of the innkeeper or anyone else.
We settled ourselves down, staring at the water, and I waited for him to speak.
“I have to begin by thanking you for my life, Tom. I would have died last night. At first they used to take only a little of my blood every seventh night—my body could just about cope with that. But that was the third time they’d fed since I last saw you.”
“You mean they’d kept you in the pit before they sent you to Chipenden?”
“They let me out so I could bring you here,” Judd explained.
“How long were you in the pit?” I asked him.
“A couple of months, give or take a few days. Strange, isn’t it? We spooks put witches in pits. I never thought I’d end up in one myself!”
“How did you survive? What did you eat?”
“Luckily it wasn’t the dead of winter, or I’d have frozen to death,” Judd went on. “But they fed me, all right. They had to keep me alive in order to get the blood they needed. Each pair—each strigoi and strigoica—keeps one or more prisoners whom they feed on. They’d really prefer to hunt and kill their prey in the surrounding countryside, but that would draw attention, and the military might be called in. As for food, they drop it into the pit raw. I’ve been living off mutton, sometimes offal.”
I made a face at the thought of eating raw offal.
“What would you do, Tom?” he asked, seeing my expression of disgust. “I had little choice—eat that or die. Without food to replace what I lost when they bled me, I’d have been dead within a couple of weeks.”
I nodded. “It’s true,” I agreed. “We do what’s necessary in order to survive. I’d have done exactly the same.”
I knew that I was certainly not guiltless myself. Over the course of my three years as a spook’s apprentice, the morals and standards taught me by my dad and mam had gradually been compromised. I’d been less than honest with my master, using dark magic to keep the Fiend at bay.
“Aye, it’s a long twisting road that brings you to such a situation,” Judd murmured bitterly. “As I said, my travels eventually took me to Romania, where I learned all about Transylvanian creatures of the dark and how best to combat them. Fat lot of good it did me in the end!
“They work together in that country, you see—elementals, demons, and witches plot and actively set out to destroy spooks. It wasn’t long before I became their next target. They watch and wait, working out the best way to hurt or destroy you. I was easy meat. I was in love, you see. Spooks in the County don’t usually take a wife, but in Romania the custom is different. I’d asked for a young woman’s hand in marriage and had been accepted. We were in love and looking forward to the wedding. But it was not to be.
“A strigoica claimed her—they prefer living to dead bodies. You’ve met the demon. She possesses the body of Cosmina Fresque.”
“Mistress Fresque is the woman you love? And she’s host to the demon?” I said, thinking how pretty Cosmina was and understanding why Judd had fallen in love with her. “Isn’t there anything we can do? Can’t we drive the strigoica out of her body?”
“I only wish that were so, but possession by a Romanian demon doesn’t work like that—it’s not the same as in the County. It can’t be reversed. The soul is driven out and is unable to return.” Judd shook his head sadly. “So consider her dead. I certainly do, and must learn to live with my grief. She’s gone off into limbo. I just hope she can find her way to the light. I’ve lost her, and have had a long time to think of my folly and how I was so easily duped.”
“So how did you end up here, back in the County?” I asked him.
“At first I was devastated by what had happened,” he replied. “For almost a year I wandered like a man insane, unable to do my job. They could have killed me then, and would have, but for the Romanian spook who’d trained me. I didn’t even know he was there, but wherever I went, he followed close behind to defend me from the servants of the dark who wanted my life. Eventually I came to my senses, but then my mind was fixed only on vengeance. I wanted to kill that strigoica, or at least drive her from the body of my beloved Cosmina. I searched and searched but could find no trace of her—until at last I discovered that she had gone abroad with her strigoi partner. So I followed.
“They had been warned by witches—I told you that they work together—and were ready for me. Like a fool, I walked straight into their trap and ended up in the pit, food for the strigoi. After a week or so they passed me on to their neighbors farther up the valley. They swap victims in some sort of trade. I think the flavor of blood varies—they like a change every now and then.”
“So did they promise you your freedom in exchange for luring me and the Spook here?” I wondered.
“That, and something much more precious to me,” Judd told me. “You see, I’m half Romanian and, as I told you, still have family back in that country—my mother and her kin. If I didn’t do as they said, they threatened to take their blood—to kill every last one of them. Of course they’d no intention of letting me go. After I left you, I headed north, trying to put as much distance as possible between me and this cursed place. It hadn’t been dark for more than an hour when they caught me and dragged me back to that pit. I just hope my family is all right.”
I understood the pressure he’d been under and sympathized, but I was still far from happy. There had been times when I’d been threatened by the dark in a similar way. But the Spook had instilled in me a strong sense of duty, and I’d resisted. How could I ever forget that Judd Brinscall’s betrayal had resulted in my master’s death?
It was quite a while before I broke the uneasy silence that had fallen between us. “Why are there so many Romanian servants of the dark in Todmorden?” I asked.
“They came here to find space and fresh victims,” Judd told me. “Romania has so many of their kind that whole areas, especially in the province of Transylvania, are under their control. They’ve been building up their numbers on the County border for years, but lying low so as not to draw too much attention to themselves. When there are enough of them and they grow stronger, they will no longer be content to exist on the blood of victims confined in pits. They’ll expand westward into the County, killing wantonly.”



CHAPTER XV
THE VAMPIRE GOD







OUR visit to Todmorden had cost my master his life, but he had not died in vain. Now that I knew of the increasing danger, and of the threat to the County, I could perhaps do something about it. Otherwise it might have developed and grown unchecked for many years. But first I had to retrieve the Spook’s head and burn it in order to free his soul. Perhaps Judd Brinscall’s knowledge of Romanian dark entities might help me to do that.
“How do you destroy a strigoica?” I asked him. “I mean permanently, so that it can’t go off and possess another body. How do you do that? I’ve killed two strigoi hosts already, but it hasn’t achieved anything in the long term. And Mistress Fresque told me that the first strigoi I drove from its body would quickly find a new one and be back to hunt me down.”
“Two? You’ve killed two? Which was the first one?”
“It was the partner of your enemy.”
“Well done, Tom,” Judd said with a grim smile. “Then Cosmina is half avenged already. There are many ways of dealing with strigoi and strigoica, but few are permanent. Even decapitation or a stake through the left eye can only drive them out of their host. Garlic or roses can be used as a defense, and while salt can’t do them any great damage, a moat filled with salty water keeps them away.”
“That’s the same method we used against water witches. . . .” I realized.
“That it is, Tom. No doubt you spent a tough six months getting thick ears from Bill Arkwright. I’d had enough of it and ran back to Chipenden before my stay was half over,” Judd told me.
I nodded sadly. “Bill’s dead. He was killed in Greece, fighting the dark.”
“Well, I can’t say I liked the man,” he said, “but I’m sorry to hear that he’s dead. The northern area of the County will be a more dangerous place now. What became of Tooth and Claw? They were good working dogs, but Tooth didn’t take to me much. He was well named. He bit a piece out of my leg one night, and the scar is still here to this day!”
“Tooth is dead, killed by water witches. But Claw is still alive and has two pups, Blood and Bone. We left them back at Chipenden with the local blacksmith,” I explained.
“Pity, that. They’d be more use here, helping us with these witches,” Judd replied. “But to return to what we were discussing. The way to put a permanent end to the strigoica who possess living bodies is to burn the body while they are still within it. With the strigoi who possess the dead, the only sure way is to expose them to sunlight. I know a lot about dealing with such creatures. We need to work together now—I want to make up for what I did, and there’s a lot that I can teach you. But one thing I can tell you: there’s little to fear from the strigoi coming back to kill you. Oh, it’ll find itself another host eventually, but once it’s been driven out of a body, its memory starts to disintegrate. With a different host, it’ll start a new stage of its existence and forget all about Todmorden and its former strigoica partner. She was just trying to frighten you, Tom, that’s all.”
“I saw your book in the demon’s library—the one about the moroii,” I said.
“I wrote that in happier days. The demons took it from me to make the library seem more convincing. You see, each strigoi and strigoica dwelling is a place of deceit, a house of illusions. They use a grimoire as the source of those illusions. That and my own book were probably the only real books in there. Now, explain why they wanted you and John Gregory here. They never bothered to tell me.”
I described our struggle against the Fiend and how we had bound him temporarily. Then I told him that Grimalkin was on the run with the Fiend’s head, trying to keep it out of the hands of our enemies.
“Because you were guiding us here, we put most of our suspicions aside. It was only after they’d murdered my master that the strigoica explained what they wanted,” I said. “She had been put under pressure to lure us to Todmorden. You told me that they all worked together. Well, they are certainly doing that now, and for a special purpose. They killed my master and bound his soul within his head just so they could put pressure on me. They want me to summon Grimalkin so that they may kill her and take back the Fiend’s head in exchange. That’s something I’m certainly not going to do. I need to find my master’s head and burn it. They must have hidden it somewhere. We must search the hillside and check the house of every one of those demons.”
“I’m sorry, Tom, but if we attempt that, they would know what we were up to before we reached the first house. Day or night, one of each pair is always awake and alert to any threats. They’d sense us almost immediately and summon the witches to defend them. Romanian witches use animism magic. Unlike Pendle witches, who generally use blood, bone, or familiar magic, they draw the life force out of their victims without even touching them. Their orbs would be there in the blink of an eye. Within seconds we’d be dead, our animas drained. Later they’d use what they’d taken from us in rituals and incantations, and gather further power from the dark.”
“So what can we do?” I demanded, frustrated by Judd’s explanation. I already knew most of what he’d just told me, but that knowledge wouldn’t deter me. I had to release my master’s spirit. I was determined to do something.
“We’d have to deal with the witches first,” Judd continued, “picking them off one by one. That might give us half a chance. Unlike female demons, witches sleep during the day, so that’s the time to strike. They don’t have a partner to watch over them.”
“Are the witches more powerful than the demons?” I asked.
“Yes, without a doubt. The moroii are the weakest of the hierarchy. So we try to kill the witches first—take them unawares while they are sleeping.”
“Well, I know where at least four of their houses are,” I told Judd. “While you were sleeping, I went up onto the moor again and marked them on a map. Here they are. . . .” I reached into my breeches pocket, pulled out my sketch, and handed it to him.
He studied it for a few moments and then gave me a searching glance. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing to a mark I’d made.
“There was a strange beam of light, colored an unusual dark shade of red. It came out of the ground beneath the trees and shone high into the sky. I’ve never seen anything like it before. The witches came in the form of orbs and circled it in a sort of dance, flitting in and out of the beam. After a while they soared off. It wasn’t long afterward that the strigoi started to feed from you and I came down the hill to see if I could help.”
Judd shook his head and stared at the ground for a long time without speaking. What I’d just said had clearly affected him. Then I noticed his hands—they were shaking.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“This is going from bad to worse. From what you’ve just told me, the witches are attempting to summon Siscoi, the greatest and most powerful of the Old Gods in Romania. Their spooks have many successful methods for dealing with ordinary vampiric entities such as witches, elementals, and demons, but the vampire god is truly dangerous. We are utterly powerless against him.”
The name sounded familiar. Again, I was annoyed at myself for not reading the Spook’s Bestiary more carefully. I was sure it had made some reference to Siscoi. “Is it easy to summon him?” I asked. “Some of the Old Gods are difficult to bring to our world.”
“That they are, Tom, and they can turn on those who summon them,” Judd replied. “Some welcome the chance to destroy those who dabble in the dark. But unfortunately for us, Siscoi is different. He loves being worshipped and looks kindly upon those who bring him through a portal into this world. Romanian witches are able to summon him at midnight, but he can stay here only until dawn. That’s the good news. The bad news is that even from his domain in the dark, he can temporarily send out his spirit to reanimate the dead or possess the living. So you might think you’re dealing with a strigoi, and then, too late, you realize that the silver blade on the end of your staff is having no effect because it’s Siscoi. And that’s the end of you. There’s nothing to be done.”
“What about this?” I asked, drawing the Destiny Blade.
Judd whistled through his teeth, and his face lit up in admiration. “Can I examine it?” he asked.
I nodded and handed him the weapon.
“So this is the sword you used to kill two strigoi hosts,” he said, studying the hilt closely. “The skelt has been skillfully wrought, and those rubies that form its eyes are priceless. How did such a weapon come into your possession?”
“It was given to me in the Hollow Hills by Cuchulain, one of the ancient heroes of Ireland. It was forged by the Old God Hephaestus. He made only three swords, and this is supposed to be the best of them.”
“Well, Tom, you certainly mix in exalted circles. Made by one of the Old Gods, you say! I wonder if it has the power to slay one of their number?” Judd asked.
“I used it against the Morrigan. It didn’t destroy her, but it slowed her down and gave me a chance to escape,” I explained.
“You fought the Morrigan?”
“It was in the Hollow Hills, just after Cuchulain gave me the blade.”
“You’ve had an eventful apprenticeship. I never ventured out of the County. No wonder I got the urge to travel and ended up in this mess,” Judd said, handing me the blade. “But even if it could damage Siscoi, you’d never get near him. Vampiric entities can be fast, but nothing compared to him. You’d be dead before you knew it.”
My ability to slow time would give me a fighting chance of wounding Siscoi with the sword, but it didn’t mean I could put an end to him. The Old Gods had great powers of regeneration. Using the blade against the Morrigan had just bought me sufficient time to make my escape. However, I didn’t bother to correct Judd—it wasn’t wise to tell him too much. I didn’t tell him about Bone Cutter either. If the demons put pressure on him in the future, he might tell them what he knew about me. So instead I asked him a question.
“What was that light shining out of the ground? How do the witches raise Siscoi?”
“They create an offal pit,” Judd replied. “First they search for a deep fissure in the ground. It has to be in a special location where dark magic is particularly potent. Over a period of weeks, they drop blood and offal down into it, mainly slices of raw liver. When combined with rituals and dark spells, this generates tremendous power within the pit—the beam is just a fraction of this escaping into the air. Siscoi grows himself a body by feeding on the offal and blood. When he is ready, the witches come at midnight to complete the final ritual. Then he climbs out of the pit within his flesh host, existing in the same manner as the Fiend. From what you’ve described, it seems that the witches’ rituals have reached the point where he is almost ready to emerge. It could happen at any time—maybe even at midnight tonight.”
“What could be their purpose for summoning him right now?” I asked.
“They might just want to worship him. In return, he’ll give them power. But they’ve already tried to pressure you into bringing Grimalkin here. They want the Fiend’s head badly. Siscoi is fast and once in the flesh can cover great distances rapidly. He might go after Grimalkin himself. After that, you might be second on his list.”



CHAPTER XVI
THE OFFAL PIT







“SO we need to find a way to stop Siscoi,” I said.
Judd gave me a humorless grin. “There’s nothing I’d like better. At this time of year, it’s about four and a half hours from midnight to dawn. He could do a lot of damage in that time. But all my training in Romania doesn’t give me the slightest inkling of how it could be done. And even if we had the means, the witches would be there within seconds.”
“Not if we do it during daylight hours. They’ll be sleeping then. If warned, could they still project their souls from their bodies when the sun is shining?”
“I’ve never heard of such a thing—though it might be possible. I assume you’re thinking of attacking Siscoi while he’s still forming in the pit. What have you in mind, Tom?”
“I’d like to try one of the oldest tricks in a spook’s repertoire—salt and iron,” I said.
Judd shook his head. “We’d most likely be wasting our time. Salt and iron don’t work against Romanian witches, elementals, or demons.”
“They don’t usually work against the Old Gods either. But that’s when they are fully awake and ready to rend the flesh from your bones. Siscoi is still growing his body from the blood and offal in the pit. I’m sure salt could burn that vulnerable half-formed body, and iron might bleed away its strength. They might not stop him, but they could slow him down and give us a chance to search for my master. What do you say? Isn’t it worth a try? Let’s do it now while the sun’s still shining! We can tip salt and iron into the offal pit and then deal with the sleeping witches one by one.”
“But there’s another danger to consider, Tom,” Judd warned me. “The strigoica will be awake now, guarding their partners. Even if the witch orbs don’t threaten us, they certainly will. And they are as fast and dangerous as the strigoi.”
“I have speed too. And I have the sword,” I pointed out.
Judd frowned. “If I’m to be any help at all, I need a weapon of my own.”
Tucked into my belt beneath my cloak hung Bone Cutter, the dagger I’d been given by Slake. But I wasn’t going to lend it to Judd—it was one of the three sacred objects, and I couldn’t risk losing it. So I kept quiet about it. I wasn’t sure if we’d find a blacksmith to help in Todmorden. Judging from what we’d experienced so far, I didn’t expect much cooperation. Then I remembered the village. I glanced up at the sun. “We’ve about seven hours of daylight left,” I told him. “Remember the village we passed through on our way here? It had a blacksmith and a grocer and it’s less than an hour away. We could get large bags of salt from the shop—we’ll need more than just pocketfuls—and all the iron filings we need from the smith. Maybe even a weapon of some sort for you.”
Judd got to his feet. “Very well. Let’s get moving.”
We walked fast through the empty streets. Why was the town so quiet? I wondered. I noticed that a few curtains twitched as we passed by, but no one was abroad.
We climbed up the hill onto the western moors and reached the smithy within three-quarters of an hour. A large bag of iron filings proved no problem, but acquiring a weapon for Judd was more difficult. The blacksmith’s routine tasks consisted of shoeing horses, mending plows, and forging domestic ironmongery. He had never crafted a blade in his life. But he did have a number of axes used by farmers to clear their land of trees and scrub. They weren’t the double-bladed war axes used in battle, nor did they have silver-alloy blades, but they could do considerable damage if wielded correctly.
Judd tried a few of these but did not choose the largest. Of course we didn’t discuss our requirements in front of the smith, but I noticed that he selected one that was light and sharp and easy to wield.
Next we visited the village grocer and bought up most of his supply of salt. Soon, carrying our sacks of salt and iron, with Judd resting the ax across his left shoulder, we were retracing our steps toward Todmorden. As we crossed the river, I felt the bridge shudder and glanced down at it in alarm. It looked more dilapidated than ever and ready to fall into the river. I hoped we wouldn’t have to cross it too many more times.
The sun was still shining from a clear sky, and I estimated that we still had just over five hours of daylight remaining—ample time to deal with Siscoi and kill as many witches as possible, I told myself, trying to bolster my confidence.
I didn’t dwell on the details of what was involved. What we were attempting was extremely risky. Our enemies cooperated and worked together, and an attack on one would constitute an attack on them all. If they gathered together quickly, we would be hopelessly outnumbered. But I put that thought out of my head, driven by my sense of duty to the County and the hope of somehow freeing my master’s spirit.
We climbed up onto the edge of the eastern moor and once again crouched down in the scrub.
“Look, over there,” I told Judd. “That’s where I saw the beam of light shining through the trees.”
He nodded. “Which are the witches’ houses?”
I got out the map again and pointed to the four houses I had marked.
“Think they’re the right ones?” he asked. “We need to be sure.”
“Yes, I definitely saw the orbs leave them. There are other possible witch houses, but I’ve only marked those I’m certain of.”
“Once we’ve done our best with these,” Judd said, pointing to the sacks at our feet, “we’ll deal with those four witches, then hurry back across the river and try to survive the night.”
I nodded in agreement, and we picked up the sacks and made our way down the slope, heading for the clump of trees that shrouded the offal pit. No sooner had I moved into the gloom of the forest than it hit me—the cold feeling that warns a seventh son of a seventh son that some evil entity from the dark is close.
Judd glanced at me sideways. “I feel it too,” he remarked. “But what is it—Siscoi growing himself a body? Or is something else on guard, lying in wait for intruders?”
“We’ll soon find out,” I said, moving forward.
I found out even sooner than I expected. There was no warning growl. The attack came so quickly that, taken by surprise, I only had time to drop my sack and reach for my sword. A large bear was coming directly toward us on all fours, its teeth bared. It rose up before us, immense on its hind legs, all muscle, fur, and furious eyes, ready to rip us apart. Before I could get my blade clear of its scabbard, Judd pushed past me and swung the ax in a fast arc.
There was a sickening, crunching thud as it made contact. The first blow landed high up on the bear’s shoulder. The wounded creature gave a roar of anger and pain. When the second swing drove the ax into its neck, it screamed—a shrill sound that could have come from a human throat. Judd got in three more blows before the bear fell sideways like a huge tree toppled by a woodsman’s ax.
Judd stepped back from his kill. “Fast?” he said, glancing at my half-drawn sword with a grin. “I was faster! You’ll need to do better than that when the first strigoica comes after you!”
“Don’t worry, I will,” I said, sheathing my sword again. “A moroi, wasn’t it?” I gestured down at the dead bear. “It was guarding the approach to the Fresque house last time I saw it.”
“Maybe it was, but there’ll likely be more than one, Tom,” Judd told me. “This one was set to patrol and guard the area around the pit. It’s gloomy and sheltered, but they don’t usually come out in daylight, so powerful magic has been used to bring it here.
“I’ve been thinking, and I realize that there’s a much easier way to deal with moroii. They are creatures governed by compulsions. If you cast nuts, seeds, berries, twigs, or even blades of grass in front of them, they immediately drop down on all fours as if in a trance. They are compelled to count and retrieve every last one, and until that’s accomplished they can do nothing else. And one count is never enough. They have to repeat the procedure to check that the total is the same. They can spend hours counting and re-counting. This means that we could either escape or deal it a killing blow!”
I nodded and smiled. That was worth knowing for future reference. It made me realize how much I still had to learn. Now that my master was gone, my apprenticeship had come to a premature end. I had to learn whenever the opportunity presented itself—even from Judd. I couldn’t afford to let my feelings get in the way of that need. I had to update the Bestiary whenever I could, and even write books of my own. My master’s work had to continue.
Judd and I moved forward cautiously, searching for the entrance to the offal pit. Our noses found it well before our eyes. The stench was overpowering: the stink of offal and rotting meat and the sharp, metallic odor of blood. Close to the root of a large oak was a large, irregular-shaped flattish stone. There was an oval hole near its center, and its edges were still wet with blood. We stepped forward together and peered down into the darkness. I shuddered with fear and took a deep breath to calm myself. But I had good reason to be afraid. Unless we found a permanent way to stop him soon, the Old God Siscoi would climb up and emerge from the pit.
“I can’t see a thing,” I told Judd, stating the obvious.
“Trust me, Tom, neither of us wants to see what’s forming down there—but listen carefully and we might hear it.”
We listened. From deep within the fissure came faint, sinister noises. I held my breath so as to hear them better. Then I almost wished I hadn’t. Far below, mercifully hidden by darkness, something was breathing. The rhythm was slow and steady, and suggested a very large entity.
“The host is down there, all right,” Judd said. “But don’t you worry. There’s no way he’ll be able to climb up until Siscoi takes possession of his flesh. It can only happen at midnight, with the help of witches performing spells and rituals.”
“How many witches do we have to deal with to stop that?” I asked.
“Hard to say. Even three survivors might constitute a coven. But one thing’s certain. The fewer there are, the harder they’ll find it.”
Without further debate, we carefully tipped out the bags of salt and iron to form mounds beside the opening. Then, working quickly, we mixed the two substances together with our hands.
“Ready?” Judd asked.
I nodded, ready to push the mixture into the darkness.
“Well, we’re about to find out if you were right,” he said. “On the count of three, we do it! One, two, three!”
 Working together, we sent the salt and iron cascading into the pit. For a moment nothing happened, then suddenly there was a scream of agony from below, followed by low groans.
Judd grinned at me. “Well done, Tom! Sometimes the tried and trusted methods do work best. Siscoi will be none too pleased when he finds his host damaged. Now for the witches—but first I’d better tell you a bit more about them,” he said, rising to his feet. “They collect the life force of humans to achieve certain ends, one of which is to accumulate wealth. They like to live in big houses and lord it over the local humans.”
“So that’s why the people here avoid spooks and seem so uncooperative. They’re scared. They know what they are dealing with,” I realized.
“That’s right, Tom. No doubt the whole town is terrified,” Judd replied.
“I know about the orbs and their use of animism magic, but what about when their souls are back in their bodies? Are they similar to Pendle witches or lamias?” I asked.
“Like many witches, they try to scry the future in order to destroy their enemies. But the summoning of their vampire god Siscoi is the icing on the cake. He gives them power and makes them even more formidable.
“They do have one thing in common with lamias: they are shape-shifters. But while lamia witches change from the domestic to the feral form over a period of weeks or months, Romanian witches do it in the blink of an eye. One moment you’re looking at a woman dressed in her finery. The next it’s in tatters on her back and she’s all claws and teeth. And here’s where John Gregory’s Bestiary needs updating: it’s true that they don’t use blood magic, but that doesn’t stop them from eating flesh and taking blood. Most victims have fallen to the ground before they can even react to the danger. Moments later they’re ripped to pieces.”
I frowned, my mind reeling with all the information I’d just been given.
“Let’s go and deal with the first one,” Judd suggested. We left the trees and headed across a sunny meadow toward the nearest of the big houses I’d seen an orb emerge from. As far as I could tell, apart from a buzzard hovering to the west, there was nothing moving on the hillside, but I could hear the distant sounds of human activity from the County side of the river.
We climbed over a stile and continued downward. Each large house was surrounded by its own protective clump of trees and, as we approached our target, the sunlight was blocked out again. Judd signaled a halt, put a finger to his lips, and leaned close, whispering into my ear.
“There should be no illusions to bother us here—witch houses don’t shift their shape—but there could be traps set to warn her. As soon as we enter the premises, she’ll wake up. So it’s no good creeping in—stealth won’t work. We go in fast. I’ll take the lead, you cover my back. All right, Tom?”
I nodded. “You’re the expert here,” I conceded in a low voice. I had to be pragmatic and force myself to trust Judd. We had to work together.
The house was big and there would be lots of rooms to search. Judd wasted no time. He went straight up to the front door and kicked it open. I drew my sword and followed him inside. We found ourselves in a small entrance hall with three doors leading off it. He chose the central one. Despite the fact that there was no obvious lock, he used his left boot again and went in fast. We found ourselves in a large drawing room. I looked around, surprised. County witches usually lived in hovels, with unwashed pots and dishes, cobwebbed ceilings and filthy floors, a pile of bones—some of them human—lying in a corner. But this room had been meticulously cleaned and was expensively furnished. I saw paintings of strange landscapes, possibly in Romania. One showed a castle on a high hill rising above green forests. There were two comfortable chairs and a settee placed close to a fire, where the ashes still glowed in the grate. On the mantelpiece above stood three candlesticks; the candles were of best-quality beeswax rather than the black ones favored by the Pendle witches, who used the blood of their victims mixed with cheap tallow from animal fat.
But the inhabitants of this house were witches, all right, creatures of the dark—and the familiar cold warning moved down my spine.
There was a door to the right at the far end of the room. Judd went over and kicked that open too. There wasn’t much light, but over his shoulder I could just make out a large bed draped with a purple silken cover. Somebody lay sleeping there. Judd raised his ax and prepared to bring it down hard and fast.
Suddenly I sensed that something was wrong.
The witch wasn’t in the bed; she was under it.
She was upon us in an instant, all teeth and claws.



CHAPTER XVII
THE PACT







HER claws were just inches from Judd’s left leg when I stabbed downward with the sword, transfixing her through the heart and pinning her, facedown, to the floorboards.
The witch struggled desperately to free herself, growling deep in her throat, spitting blood, and shaking her long matted hair from side to side. Her long-taloned hands clenched and unclenched, and she twisted her head to look up at me, ill wishing me with her venomous eyes.
I had seen hideous water witches and shuddered at the ugliest of the Pendle hags, but this was a terrifying sight indeed. The witch’s skin was coarse, with clusters of hairy warts sprouting like fungi all over her face, and when she opened her mouth in a growl, I saw that her canines were two black tusks protruding down over her bottom lip.
Then she reached around to her back, gripping the blade, cutting her fingers to the bone as she desperately tried to pull it out of her body. But the growls turned to gurgling, choking noises, and blood began to spurt from her mouth to splatter on the floor. I held fast to the sword, pushing it harder into the wood. Judd put the matter beyond doubt when he brought down the ax to sever her head from her body.
“Good man!” he cried. “You were fast enough that time. Oldest trick in the book!” He drew back the bedcover to show the two pillows artfully arranged to suggest the contours of a body. “She must have been awake even before I kicked down the first door.”
I pulled the sword free and wiped it on the bedcover, then returned it to its scabbard. Judd had used an ax and I a sword—and the thought came to me that it was unusual to have two spooks fighting without staffs. But we had to adapt to the circumstances.
“We need to make sure she doesn’t come back from the dead,” I said. “Do the usual methods work for Romanian witches?”
Judd shook his head. “Eating the heart is useless with this lot, but burning works. However, it’s usually at least a month before they can reanimate their bodies. If we kill them all, we can burn them in their own houses long before then.”
Suddenly the room became even gloomier, and we looked toward the window. Judd dashed across and drew back the curtain. When we’d entered the house the sky had been blue, but now rain clouds were racing across the sky, which was growing darker by the second.
We hurried out of the witch’s bedroom and stopped just outside the front door. A flash of lightning lit the sky to the north, to be answered by a deep rumble of thunder a couple of seconds later.
“This isn’t a natural storm,” Judd said. “They must all be awake and alert by now. When they work together, Romanian witches can raise the wind and darken the skies. They probably know what we’ve done.”
The next moment a fork of lightning split the sky; the thunder was deafening and almost instantaneous. In the eerie silence that followed, we both heard the noises. Twigs cracked, footsteps shuffled through the grass. Unseen things were approaching through the trees from more than one direction.
“Run, Tom! This way!” Judd cried, sprinting down the hill toward the river. I obeyed without question, hot on his heels. I could sense our enemies closing in on all sides. My greatest fear was that the other witches would project themselves after us in the form of orbs. It wasn’t nighttime, but it might be gloomy enough for them to venture forth.
However, we were soon running through the narrow streets, the rain beginning to drum on the cobbles. There were other noises coming from the direction of the bridge. When we reached the trees, we saw half a dozen men with axes on the far bank, attacking the bridge supports.
“Stop that!” Judd cried. “Stop now!”
The men simply ignored him and continued with their work. We ran faster, but before we reached the bank, the bridge fell into the river with a groan and a crash. For a moment the wreckage remained attached to our side, but then the whole rotten structure collapsed into the water, where it was instantly broken into pieces and swept downstream.
The men on the far bank waved their axes at us threateningly. “Stay on that side!” one shouted. “You’re a danger to us all. You’re not wanted here. Cross at your peril!”
Why had they cut down the bridge now? Was it to trap us on the eastern bank so that the witches and demons could seize us more easily? Were they trying to appease them? I wondered.
Judd spoke into my ear, keeping his voice low. “They’ll soon get fed up and clear off—we just need to be patient. There’s no need for anybody to get hurt. They’re scared, that’s all.”
He was right. If we forced our way across the river, the men looked desperate enough to put up a fight. So we sat down on a log, each lost in his thoughts, while they glared at us from the far bank.
We’d escaped for now, but I felt dejected. I had done nothing to help my master, and now we had alerted the witches. They would be ready for us next time.
After a while Judd’s prediction proved correct. The men shouted a few curses at us, then headed off through the trees toward the huddle of houses. We gave it another five minutes, then scrambled down the muddy bank and found a place to cross; years ago, no doubt, it had been a ford. Then, our breeches soaked to the knee, we made our way directly toward the inn, ready for trouble. I doubted we’d seen the last of the townsfolk.
“Grab some sleep before supper, Tom,” Judd said. “Once it’s dark, anything can happen. We may not even be safe on this side of the river.”
I tried to sleep but just dozed intermittently. My mind was whirling with all that had happened during the past few days. I couldn’t see any way to salvage our situation.
It was then that I suddenly started to think about Alice again. I wondered if she’d managed to find Grimalkin. I just hoped she’d kept her promise and hadn’t gone off into the dark without talking to me first. But one part of me was glad she hadn’t come to Todmorden with us; she would be in terrible danger here. The other part was desperate for her help and company. She’d gotten me out of tight situations before and had saved my life more than once.
I decided to use the mirror on the bedside table to try and contact her again, but no sooner had the thought crossed my mind than the surface suddenly lit up. I realized why thoughts of Alice had come into my mind. She was trying to contact me. A moment later her face was smiling at me from the mirror, but then she looked concerned and began to write quickly with her finger. The text appeared backward, but we’d used this method of communication many times, and I was well practiced at reading it.

She had guessed that I was in trouble because our return to Chipenden was long overdue. We should have been back two days ago. Suddenly my need overcame my reluctance to draw her into danger, so I knelt in front of the bedside table, breathed on the mirror, and wrote with my forefinger. I did it very slowly, doing my best to make it legible. And I chose my words carefully. I didn’t say that my master was dead because I wanted to break that news to her face-to-face. There would be time for explanations later.



A demon took my master.
Then, to save time, I wiped the mirror with the back of my hand, put my face close to it, and started to mouth words. I did it in an exaggerated way to make it easier to understand.
“The demon is powerful and has many allies. We are in great danger. Help me if you can. Get here as soon as you can, or it may be too late.”
I hated the thought of bringing Alice into danger, but I knew that she could make all the difference. However, I also thought about her use of dark magic. On our journey back across Ireland, she had experienced pain every time we crossed a bridge over running water, and it had been hard to hide the fact from my master. I’d complained when she’d given Agnes Sowerbutts strength—so asking her to help now made me feel like a hypocrite, and I knew that it would have upset my master. But sometimes, in order to survive, we’d had to use the powers of the dark in order to overcome it.
Before Alice could reply, the mirror suddenly went dark. I waited, expecting her to reestablish contact, but in vain. Suddenly a terrifying thought came into my head. What if Alice had already found Grimalkin and was bringing the witch assassin with her? The Romanian forces wanted the Fiend’s head. If the sack was here, their task would be made far easier. I should have remembered that and warned Alice, but I’d expected our conversation to be longer than this. I held the mirror and called Alice’s name, but there was no response.
After a while I gave up and went to knock on Judd’s door. He came out yawning and rubbing his eyes. “Time for supper?” he asked.
I frowned. “Can’t say that I’m very hungry.”
“Neither am I, Tom,” Judd said, “but we need to keep up our strength. It could be a long, dangerous night.”
“My master never ate much when facing the dark,” I pointed out.
Judd nodded and gave me a wry smile. “I remember it well—a few nibbles of County cheese was all he allowed us. Some nights I was so hungry, my belly thought my throat had been cut.”
We went downstairs to be served supper by the fire by the surly innkeeper. It was tough, cold mutton and stale bread, and I found it difficult to swallow. I was nervous about what might happen when night fell. Judd had no appetite either. After a while the landlord came back to collect our plates.
“How long have you lived in Todmorden?” I asked, trying to draw him into conversation and learn more about the town.
He shrugged. “More years than I care to remember. I was born here, and no doubt I’ll die here. But I mind my own business—and so should you. I’m off to bed now,” he told us with a scowl.
We weren’t going to get any information from him, and I was glad to see the back of him. As soon as he’d clumped upstairs, Judd and I were able to talk more freely. I began to tell him about Alice and some of the things she’d done in the past.
“I’ll bet John Gregory found most of that difficult to stomach—even worse than our supper!” he joked. “I find it hard to believe that he’d ally himself with the dark. I’ve never known any other man with such strong principles.”
“He had little choice,” I explained. “It was a question of survival . . . but he found it difficult, all right. Alice might just be able to find what we’re looking for, though. She could sniff my master out—lead us straight to the place where they’re keeping his head.”
“That’s certainly true. They’ll be ready for us, but if we know precisely where to go, we can get in and out quickly,” he agreed.
The hours passed, and there was no sign of the anticipated attack. But just before dawn we heard a sudden loud hammering at the front door of the inn.
Judd rose to his feet and readied his ax. I drew my sword, wondering what to do. We had no intention of opening the door, and I was sure that the innkeeper would do so before the sun came up. Was it better to wait for them to break it down, or to take the fight to them outside? Then I heard a window being raised upstairs.
“You have two within your walls who have committed crimes against my people!” a woman’s voice cried out. “Surrender them to us so they may be punished!”
I saw a look of pain flicker across Judd’s face and suddenly recognized the voice calling up to the window. It was Mistress Fresque. I could see that Judd was determined to leave the inn and confront the demon who was using her body.
“No!” I said, grabbing his arm to restrain him. “There may be other strigoica concealed nearby.”
He nodded and relaxed a little. Then the innkeeper called out, “It will be done before nightfall. We will keep to the pact, don’t you worry.”
“A pact?” Judd said, raising his eyebrows. “I wonder what that’s all about. . . . I think that sullen fellow upstairs has a few questions to answer!”
We heard the innkeeper slam the window shut, and we sat by the embers of the fire, waiting for him to come downstairs.
When he appeared, he was dressed in a jacket and scarf. He seemed surprised to see us sitting by the hearth. No doubt he’d thought we were fast asleep in bed.
“I have to go out,” he blustered. “I’ll be back within the hour to attend to your breakfast.”
But before he could reach the door, Judd had intercepted him, laying a firm hand on his arm and leading him toward the fireplace. “I don’t think you’ll be going out until later. We have a few questions to put to you!” he said, pushing him down into a chair.
The innkeeper looked up at Judd with frightened eyes.
“We heard you talking to the demon!” Judd accused him.
“Demon? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Do you deny that you were talking to Mistress Fresque? We heard every word. So tell us, what’s this pact you have with her?”
The innkeeper stared up at him but didn’t reply.
Judd raised the ax as if he meant to bring it down on the man’s head. “Talk or die!” he commanded. “I’m a desperate man, and the way things are at the moment, I don’t expect to live much longer. If necessary, I’ll take you with me. What’s the pact?”
“It’s an agreement we have with the foreigners on the other side of the river. It’s what keeps us safe and stops them from eating us. . . .”
“Go on, tell me more,” Judd commanded when the man hesitated. “What’s your side of the bargain?”
“Every week we supply them with three cartloads of offal and animal blood from the surrounding farms. We leave it in sacks and barrels on this side of the river, and they come across after dark to collect it.”
So this was where the demons got their supplies for the offal pit. They no doubt fed themselves and their prisoners from the same source. The pact also probably explained why the orbs of the witches hadn’t pursued us over the bridge.
“So in return, they leave you alone?” I asked.
“Yes, they don’t kill humans on this side of the river. But we must stay indoors after dark—they sometimes pass through our streets to journey elsewhere. They’re making maps of the County to the west of here.”
“Maps!” Judd exclaimed. “You fool! Don’t you see what’s happening? They’re charting the County to decide how best to seek out more victims! Can’t you see what you’re doing? You’re selling the lives of your fellows so that you may live. And now you plan to hand us over for the same selfish purpose. Don’t deny it, because we heard every word! You’re not going anywhere. You can stay here and cook us some breakfast instead—and we want something better than what you served up last night.”
“But if we do nothing before night falls, the pact will be at an end. They’ll slaughter us all!” the landlord cried.
“Let us worry about that,” Judd replied. “Some of the townsfolk have destroyed the bridge—so isn’t the pact over already? If so, it’s time to fight for your lives.”
“The bridge can be replaced. Once they have you, things will return to normal. They’ve promised us.”
“Normal! You call that normal, you fool?” Judd shouted. “Just get out of my sight! Breakfast—that’s what you need to concern yourself with. Make it quick.”
The innkeeper scurried off with a fearful backward glance at Judd, who immediately spoke quietly into my ear so that he couldn’t be overheard: “When do you reckon the girl will get here?”
“Well before sunset,” I replied. “She’ll have been traveling through the night.”
“Then I see it this way, Tom. As soon as she arrives, we can get her to sniff out what’s left of your poor master. We’ll collect his remains and head straight back to Chipenden, where we can muster help as best we can. We might even have to enlist the services of the military.”
What Judd was saying made sense. We were hopelessly outnumbered. We did need the military. But would they listen and intervene? I wondered.
The innkeeper had just starting frying our breakfast when there was another thumping on the door. We went to the window and saw about two dozen of the townsfolk outside. They looked desperate and angry; some were armed with clubs. No doubt Mistress Fresque had told them of the situation. Either that, or they’d heard what she’d shouted up at the window.
“Open up!” they shouted. “Do it now or we’ll break down the door.”
We didn’t bother to reply. There was no point in trying to reason with a terrified mob. After a while they withdrew down the street, but then I saw them approaching the inn again. This time they were carrying a heavy battering ram, a stout cylindrical log with brass ends. I didn’t think the door would stand up to that, and I was quickly proved correct.
“One! Two! Three!” someone shouted—and on “three” there was a tremendous thud as the battering ram struck the door. It buckled under the force of the blow, and the crash brought the innkeeper running in from the kitchen. It wouldn’t be long before the lock gave way. What then? It was one thing to use my sword against dark entities, quite another to attack terrified men who were no doubt fathers, brothers, and sons.
The innkeeper ran forward as if to open the door and let the men in, but Judd seized him by the collar and held him in an armlock.
I was at war with myself, not sure what to do for the best. I drew my sword anyway. If taken prisoner, we would end up in the pits, food for the strigoi.
The second blow to the door was louder than the first. It groaned, and a shower of plaster fell down from the ceiling.
“Don’t have much respect for your property, do they?” Judd commented, but the innkeeper remained tight-lipped.
In the intervals between each blow, the air was filled with curses and shouts. The men sounded desperate, and it was only a matter of time before the door gave way.
At the fifth attempt, it crashed inward and we stood facing our attackers. We stared at them in silence, but then I heard the sudden barking of dogs in the distance. There was something familiar about the sound that caught my attention; something I recognized. It was the distinctive hunting calls of Claw, Blood, and Bone.
It must be Alice. She had brought the dogs with her!
The men turned nervously, and suddenly scattered. I knew that the three wolfhounds were a fearsome sight, but the men seemed terrified beyond reason. We stepped out onto the cobbled street, and moments later I realized why.
Alice was accompanied by someone else—Grimalkin, the witch assassin. She was running toward us, black mouth agape to reveal sharp filed teeth. Blades hung from the leather straps that crisscrossed her lithe body, and she clutched a dagger in each hand. It was fortunate that the townsfolk had fled. She looked ready to kill.
I would normally have welcomed her as a formidable ally, but she was carrying the Fiend’s head in the leather sack over her shoulder. She had come to the one place that should have been avoided at all costs.
This was exactly where the Romanian dark entities wanted her.
This was a trap.



CHAPTER XVIII
THE MOST DANGEROUS PLACE







WE stood aside to let the pair in, followed by the dogs, then closed the door as best we could and sat around the largest of the inn’s tables.
The innkeeper kept glancing at Grimalkin, clearly terrified, but he served us a hot breakfast, heaping our plates with ham, eggs, and fried bread until we could eat no more.
“What about the dogs?” I said to him. “They’ve traveled a long way and need feeding too.”
For a moment he hesitated, but then Grimalkin glared at him, opening her mouth to show her sharp, pointy teeth. His hands began to tremble and he hurried away, returning with scraps of meat for the dogs.
While we ate, I made the introductions and explained the situation in Todmorden, relating everything that had happened since I left Chipenden with my master and Judd.
When I came to the condition of my master, the words stuck in my throat and I couldn’t go on. Alice reached across the table and put her hand on my arm in sympathy. I felt a surge of warmth for her. Despite our recent differences, I had really missed her.
At that point Judd Brinscall interrupted. “Please, before Tom goes any further, I have to tell you my part in this. It won’t make for good listening. I’m truly sorry and ashamed of what I did.”
I was relieved—it saved me from having to tell everybody about his betrayal. So, with a tremor in his voice, Judd told his story, making no attempt to justify his actions, other than to explain the threats that had been made against his mother and her kin, and the possession of Cosmina Fresque’s body by the demon. When he’d finished, he bowed his head and stared down at the table.
Nobody offered him any sympathy. I still found it impossible to forgive him. Grimalkin glared at him with death in her eyes.
But then my conscience forced me to confess my own failings. “I’ve nothing to be proud of, either,” I admitted. “At one point I was down in the cellar, trying to find my master. Suddenly I was faced with demons. It was dark, and there were lots of them. I fled in a panic. . . . I ran away.”
There was another silence until Alice spoke, relieving the tension in the room. Her words were addressed to me. “What did you see down in that cellar the second time, Tom? What exactly did the strigoica show you?”
A lump came into my throat, and for a few seconds I was unable to speak. In my mind’s eye I saw her lifting the lid of the box to reveal the horror within.
“They had my master’s head in a box. By means of dark magic, it still lived. She said they’d fed the rest of his body to a moroi. He talked to me and said he was in terrible pain. He begged me to release him from his torment.”
Judd lifted his head and stared at me, then stood up and gripped me by the shoulders. “Where were you when you saw the head?”
“The Fresque house.”
Judd slapped his hand hard against his head three times and his eyes widened. “Now I see!” he cried. “How many times have you been in that house, Tom?” he demanded.
“Three . . . no, four times,” I answered.
“And am I right in thinking that its appearance changed each time you entered?”
“Yes—on the last occasion I was there, the door to the cellar was gone. There was just a blank wall.”
“Listen to me, Tom. Nothing in there ever remains the same for long. Remember what I told you about the houses of strigoi and strigoica? They draw power from a grimoire to maintain their illusions. I don’t want to raise your hopes too much . . . but you know what I’m getting at, don’t you?”
My heart soared, and despite his warning I was filled with new hope. “I saw their grimoire. They were using the Doomdryte, one of the most powerful and dangerous of all. So you mean the head in that box might have been an illusion? That my master isn’t really dead? Could that really be possible?”
“As I said, don’t get your hopes too high, but yes, it is a possibility. He could well still be alive. They could be keeping him in one of the pits scattered across the hillside. He’s strong for his age, but he won’t last long if they feed from him frequently. He could be dead already, but I’ll tell you one thing. I know of no Romanian demon or witch magic that can keep a soul living on in a severed head.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” I asked, suddenly angry.
“I wasn’t thinking straight, Tom. I’m sorry. There were a lot of things whirling around in my mind at the time.”
“What about the Fiend?” I nodded toward the leather sack at Grimalkin’s side. “We decapitated him, but his head still talks.”
“That’s different, Tom. The power comes from within him—it’s part of his being. To do that to John Gregory would be almost impossible.”
“Almost?”
“Who knows what can be achieved when the resources of the dark combine? They must indeed be desperate to restore the Fiend to his former state. But we may hope . . .” Judd trailed off, frowning.
I continued my account, shaking my head bitterly at the end. I turned to Grimalkin, who was sitting next to Alice, opposite Judd and me. “This is exactly what they wanted,” I told her. “For me to lure you here so that they could seize the Fiend’s head. This is the most dangerous place you could possibly be.”
“We sensed that you were in trouble and were on our way here anyway, so don’t blame yourself,” she replied. “I have been in danger many times since I last saw you, child, but each time I have prevailed—sometimes with the help of others.” She nodded at Alice. “But I agree that the most important thing is that this”—she tapped the leather sack—“should not fall into our enemies’ hands. From what you’ve told me, the Old God Siscoi constitutes the greatest threat, so we should not stay in this place longer than necessary.”
“I can’t leave without trying to save my master,” I told her, “or at least ensuring that he really is dead and at peace. Alice, will you try to find him for me? I wouldn’t ask this of you, but there’s no other way.”
“Of course I will, Tom,” she replied. “That ain’t no trouble at all. I can do it now.”
Alice closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and started to mutter under her breath. Her actions took me completely by surprise. I had expected her to go up onto the hillside with me and sniff out his whereabouts. But here she was, almost casually resorting to some sort of dark magic; such actions seemed almost second nature to her now.
She opened her eyes and stared at me. When she spoke, her voice was matter-of-fact. “They have him in a pit high to the northeast.”
I had to force the words out: “Is it just his head or the whole of him?”
“I can’t say, Tom. I can sense his spirit, that’s all. It could be either. Whatever the situation, it’s best we go and get him now, before it’s too late.”
But Grimalkin shook her head. “No, Alice, I will go with Tom. You take this and defend it with your magic, if need be.” She rose to her feet and handed the sack to Alice. Then she turned to Judd. “You go with her. Both of you wait at the top of the western moor. We’ll join you as soon as we can.”
Judd agreed without question. The fearsome Grimalkin had taken command, and it seemed natural to obey her.
“There’s a farmer up there,” I said. “His name is Benson, and he has horses and a cart. He was going to take our books to Chipenden—he was angry when they weren’t waiting for him and seemed far from happy with the compensation. But pay him well enough, and we could use the cart to get my master away safely. Wait for us on the edge of the moor.”
It was quickly agreed, and I went upstairs and brought down the Spook’s bag and my own. I gave one to Alice and one to Judd for safekeeping.
“What about the innkeeper?” I asked.
Grimalkin gave me an evil grin. “He’s as scared of the rest of them in this town, and no threat at all. The danger is up on that hill.”
So, without further ado, Alice and Judd set off west while Grimalkin and I started to walk toward the river.
The town was deserted and all was quiet, but hiding behind locked doors wouldn’t help the folk who lived here. If they had any sense, they’d leave.
“No doubt they’ll see us coming,” Grimalkin told me.
“Your actions will have made them vigilant. To attack by night would be better, but the threat to your master’s life gives us no choice. We must simply be bold and fast. As soon as we cross the river, start to run—remember to draw your sword first!”
By now we were under the trees and had almost reached the ford. I was hoping against hope that we’d find my master alive. I could hardly bear to think about what awaited us in the pit. What if it was just his head, still conscious, and I had to burn it to give his spirit peace? It was a terrible prospect.
“Once we’re near the place Alice indicated, I’ll sniff out his precise location,” Grimalkin said. “Our enemies could arrive very quickly. When we are attacked, stand behind me and keep out of my way. Your job is to guard my back. Understand?”
I nodded. Seconds later, we’d crossed the river, and Grimalkin set off at a furious pace. I ran at her heels, struggling to keep up. Soon the cobbled streets were behind us and we were climbing. Even now she hardly slowed, despite the steepness of the incline.
The weather, which had been bright and sunny when we crossed the ford, now began to change. Once more the creatures of the dark were using it against us. But this time, instead of a storm, tendrils of mist began to snake up the hill toward us.
When we were nearing our destination, Grimalkin paused and sniffed three times while I waited at her back, sword drawn, panting for breath. She pointed at a group of trees surrounding one of the large houses and immediately began to sprint for it. They proved to be hawthorns—an overgrown hedge that had once marked the boundary of a field—and beside them was a deep ditch. By now the mist had reached us. It soon began to thicken, and the light grew dim.
That was no impediment to the witch assassin’s skills. Grimalkin ran on to the farthest of the trees, the one closest to the house, and immediately found the pit. It was sealed with a heavy stone, but she grasped it firmly and wrenched it off to reveal the dark fetid hole beneath. My eyes are pretty good in the dark, but I couldn’t see a thing.
“Can you stand, John Gregory?” she called down into the darkness. “If so, extend your arms up as far as you can. It’s me, Grimalkin—and your apprentice, Tom, is by my side.”
Could she see him with her witchy eyes? I wondered. Was he whole? Or was she just calling down to find out if he was there?
A series of coughs issued from below. It was the sound of an old man struggling to clear his chest and get air into his lungs, but I remembered the head coughing and spluttering inside its box. In a moment we would learn the truth. But now I could hear other noises from the direction of the house: a woman’s voice called out angrily in a language I did not recognize. It had to be Romanian.
“Quickly, there is little time!” Grimalkin hissed into the pit.
Again there was a fit of coughing from below, but this time my master spoke. I was glad that he was alive, but his words were not the ones I’d hoped to hear.
“Leave me be, witch!” he cried in a quavering voice. “My time has come. I would rather die here.”
It was awful to hear him sounding so old and frail. I peered down into the pit, my eyes slowly adjusting to the dark. Now that I could finally see him, a wave of relief washed over me. My master was leaning back against the side of the shaft, staring up at us. He looked terrified and defeated, but his head was still attached to his body.
“Your work isn’t over yet!” Grimalkin said. “Hold up your arms. The enemy are approaching. Every second you delay endangers all our lives!”
“Please, master!” I called. “The whole County is in great danger. The murderous demons and witches plan to move westward. They’re trying to raise Siscoi, too. We need your help. We can’t do it alone. Don’t let us down. Don’t let it end like this.”
For a moment there was silence. Then I heard Mr. Gregory let out a long, weary sigh, and he stretched his arms upward. The next moment Grimalkin reached down into the pit and drew him up so that he was standing beside us.
I had never seen him look so weak and old. He was trembling from head to foot, barely able to stand. His gown was stained with what I assumed was his own blood, and there were deep bite marks on his neck. In his eyes I saw such an expression of weariness and anguish that my heart lurched with pain.
Without a word Grimalkin hoisted him over her shoulder, his arms and head hanging down her back.
All at once I heard feet pounding toward us through the thickening mist, but the speed of the attack took me completely by surprise. A strigoica had been lurking in the ditch we’d passed, and suddenly I saw her taloned fingers lunging for my face.
I swung my sword at her hastily, losing my balance and slipping forward onto my knees on the damp grass. For a second I thought my time had come, but now it was the demon’s turn to fall: a blade was deeply embedded in her left eye, and blood ran down her cheek. After her first throw, Grimalkin already had another blade at the ready. She turned again, gripping the Spook’s legs, and set off down the hill. I quickly got to my feet and followed in her wake.
When I had fled with Judd, nothing had stood in our way. On this occasion, demons were waiting for us in the thick fog. We broke through the first line, Grimalkin cutting down a shadowy figure as we did so. I glimpsed something huge to my right, and slashed at it, feeling a momentary shock as my blade made contact. The creature fell back, giving a cry of pain—another bear possessed by a moroi.
Then we were in serious trouble. Our enemies were all around, and claws and teeth lunged for us out of the mist. There were both strigoi and strigoica; the heavy fog conjured by dark magic was allowing the former to attack even during daylight hours.
“My back!” Grimalkin shouted. “Remember what I said. Guard my back and I’ll do the rest!”
She began to fight in earnest, all fluidity and grace, each blow spilling the blood of our enemies. But guarding her back proved difficult because she never remained facing in one direction for long. At first I slashed wildly with my sword, struggling to keep my footing on the slippery hillside while keeping our attackers at bay. Just in time, I drew the dagger and was able to stab a fanged strigoi who had ducked beneath the Destiny Blade. The creature put up its right hand to shield its face. That cost it three of its fingers. Not for nothing was the dagger named Bone Cutter.
Even though she was carrying the Spook across her shoulders, which meant that she could fight with only one blade at a time, Grimalkin was constantly whirling and spinning around, each blow bringing forth a cry of pain. I continued to try and shield her back, using both blades. At one point I attempted to slow time, but so fast and furious was the fight that I was unable to summon the necessary concentration.
Finally I was no longer able to keep up with Grimalkin. I was hard-pressed on all sides, struggling to keep my enemies at bay. My arms grew heavy; I was exhausted. But then Grimalkin was at my side again. “That way!” she ordered. “Follow me!”
The witch assassin had cut an escape route through those who stood in our way, and soon we were running down the hill, our enemies left somewhere behind us in the mist.
We encountered no more dark entities, and somehow we managed to cross the ford. But I knew that we were no longer safe on this side of the river. The pact was over.
The streets were empty and utterly silent as we climbed the slope of the western moors. Had the inhabitants locked and barred their doors even though it was still daylight? Or had they fled westward?
“Put me down,” the Spook cried feebly. “I don’t want to be a burden. Let me walk.”
Grimalkin didn’t bother to reply, simply increased her pace. As we left the houses behind and followed the track up onto the moor, the fog began to thin, and soon we emerged into bright sunshine. I glanced back, but the town and the river were still shrouded from our view. There was no sign of Alice and Judd. I was just starting to worry when they appeared in the far distance, walking alongside a cart.
When they drew closer, I saw Benson’s eyes widen with fear at the sight of Grimalkin. However, he had been paid well, and once the Spook had been carefully lifted up onto the cart, the man urged his horses off at full tilt. Quickly Alice handed the leather sack to Grimalkin, who hoisted it onto her shoulder. Then we ran after the cart.
We were retreating now, but it was only temporary. It was our duty to return to Todmorden to deal with the threat.
For the first half hour, Grimalkin, Alice, Judd, and I sprinted beside the cart, alert for danger, but then Benson turned toward us.
“It’ll kill the horses to keep up this pace!” he shouted, shaking his head.
The beasts were sweating, and at a nod from Grimalkin he flicked the reins and slowed them to a trot. After dark we rested for a few hours, taking it in turns to keep watch. Soon we were moving again. The anticipated attack never came, and as the hours passed, Chipenden drew steadily closer.
Normally this would have quelled my anxiety, but the combined power of the Romanian entities could reach us even there. Nowhere was safe.



CHAPTER XIX
THE TERMS OF THE CONTRACT







THE first night back in Chipenden passed without incident, but we felt certain that our enemies would attack soon, so we remained vigilant. My master was having a difficult time of it—about an hour before dawn I heard him cry out in anguish.
As yet there were no beds, so we’d made the Spook as comfortable as possible on the kitchen floor. He was wrapped in blankets, lying on a pallet of straw to insulate him from the chill of the flagstones. I rushed over to find him groaning in his sleep. No doubt he was having a nightmare, reliving the horrors of his incarceration and the draining of his blood. I considered waking him, but after a few moments he quieted down and his breathing became steadier.
I found it difficult to get back to sleep. Soon after first light I went outside to stretch my legs and inspect the work on the house. The new roof was now up and the doors and windows had been replaced, so at least we were sheltered from the elements.
Inside, much remained to be done. Upstairs, the bedrooms could not be used because the floorboards had either been burned away entirely or were clearly unsafe. This was the carpenter’s next job. However, he had already reconstructed the library floor, as that was high on my master’s list of priorities.
Later, when I went to check on the Spook again before breakfast, he was sitting with his back against the wall, facing the fireplace. On one side of him was half a bowl of chicken soup. On the other, close at hand, was his Bestiary.
Logs were burning in the grate and, although sparsely furnished, the kitchen was cheerful and warm. But my master’s face looked sad and anxious, and despite the fire, he was shivering.
“Are you feeling any better?” I asked.
“Better than I was, lad,” he told me, his voice weak and tremulous. “But I’ve not much appetite and I hardly managed a wink of shut-eye last night. . . . When I did doze off, it was straight into the same terrible nightmare. I wonder if I’ll ever get a good night’s sleep again.”
“At least you’re safe now,” I told him. “I really thought you were dead.”
It was the first time we’d had a chance to talk properly since I had left him in the library at Mistress Fresque’s house, and I quickly related all that had happened—including my conversation with what I thought was his head.
“I thought the same, lad—that it had really happened. I felt terrible pain as they cut off my head, and then I was confined in that box. I was choking, fighting for breath. It was just about the worst experience I can remember in all my long years of fighting the dark.
“Then I was in the pit, and I realized I still had my head on my shoulders. I should have been relieved, but having my blood taken was almost as bad. After the initial bite, there wasn’t much pain, but it was terrible to be in the grip of that hideous creature and feel so utterly powerless and weak . . . to feel the laboring of my heart as the life was drained from my body.”
The Spook closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath before continuing. “I thought that by binding the Fiend we’d seriously weakened the dark, but it seems resilient. It’s as strong as ever—maybe more so. On the Isle of Mona we put an end to Bony Lizzie; then, in Ireland, we stopped the goat mages raising Pan, as well as cutting off the Fiend’s head. But there’s always something else to take the place of those we defeat. And now it’s the Romanian entities threatening the County.
“Still, it seems to me that you’ve acquitted yourself well, lad. I’m proud of you. You’ve proved yourself to be the best apprentice I’ve ever had, though I’d better not let Judd Brinscall hear me saying that,” he said with a smile.
By now I was smiling from ear to ear. It was a rare thing to receive praise from my master.
In response to my delight, he frowned. “Don’t let my words go to your head, lad—you still have a long way to go. Now listen carefully. We can do a few things to increase our chances of survival!”
I wiped the grin off my face and nodded.
“An attack by demons and witches will almost certainly come at night. We have the daylight hours before the first threat appears. Go down into the village, lad, and get the blacksmith to make up three staffs with retractable silver-alloy blades—one for you, one for me, and one for Judd. Tell him it’s urgent and you’ll collect them before nightfall. If I’m going to die, I want to go down fighting! Then you can pay a visit to the grocer, the baker, and the butcher and bring back our usual food order.
“And there’s one other thing you can do. It’s a long shot, but it’s worth attempting. Remember the boggart? Track it down, and then try to persuade it to come back. Make a new pact with it.”
When still a young man, my master had made a bargain with the boggart that Judd and I had talked about on our journey to Todmorden. The pact had endured only so long as the house had a roof. So the fire had freed it.
“How will I find it?” I asked.
“With difficulty, lad, but it won’t have gone far. You need to check down the ley lines. My hunch tells me that it will have taken the one that runs north to south. No one has asked me to deal with a boggart, so my guess is that it’s holed up in some abandoned building south of here, or maybe somewhere people tolerate it. Who knows, lad? It could be making breakfast for somebody else by now! Follow the line and find out. It might even have gone back to the old wood mill where I first encountered it. Boggarts are creatures of habit and often return to where they were once comfortable.”
Leys were invisible lines of power along which boggarts moved from one place to another. The Spook could well be right. He said “guess,” but his instincts were often correct.
“Do you think you can follow the line without a map?” he asked me. “Or would you like me to sketch it out for you?”
The Spook’s maps had been destroyed in the fire, but I’d walked that ley with my master twice before. “I can remember the route,” I told him.
“Did you ever read the account in my Bestiary about how I made the pact with the boggart?”
“I skimmed it once but didn’t read it carefully,” I admitted.
“You do too much skimming and not enough careful reading, lad. It’s one of your faults! Well, read it now. It might help,” he said, handing the book to me.
I quickly turned to the section on boggarts. There are four stages in dealing with a boggart: negotiation, intimidation, binding, and slaying, and the first of these had eventually proved successful with this boggart. After a few early difficulties, with my master receiving a tremendous blow to the head and scratches to his cheek, he had finally come to an agreement with it. I read the terms of the contract very carefully:
The following night I entered the kitchen with some trepidation and spoke to the invisible boggart.



“Your reward shall be my garden!” I called out. “In addition to cooking, washing, cleaning, and tidying, you will also guard the house and garden, keeping at bay all threats and dangers.”



The boggart growled at that, angered that I’d demanded more work from it by extending its duties to the garden. Quickly I continued explaining what its reward would be.



“But in return for that, the garden shall also be your domain. With the exception of things bound within pits or chains, or my future apprentices, the blood of any creature found there after dark is yours to claim. But if the intruder is human, you must first give three warning howls. This is a pact between us, which will endure as long as this house has a roof!”



“If I can find the boggart, do you think it’s likely to accept the same contract?” I asked.
The Spook scratched at his beard. “With boggarts, the more you give ’em, the more they expect, so you need to think of something extra. Negotiating is always the first sensible step when dealing with a boggart. But if we could get it to guard the house and garden again, it could certainly take care of some of the strigoi and strigoica, should they come here. Unlike some of the demons I’ve encountered, once they’ve entered a human body, they are bound there, and that makes them more vulnerable.”
“What about the witches?” I wondered.
“If the witches approach in the form of orbs, that could prove more difficult—and then of course there’s Siscoi. The boggart wouldn’t stand much of a chance against one of the Old Gods.”
Three years earlier the boggart had defended the garden against an evil entity called the Bane. It had been wounded in the process, but had prevailed. At the time, the Bane had been steadily growing in power, but its strength wouldn’t have matched that of the Old Gods.
“It’s still worth it,” my master went on. “We need all the help we can get.”
“I’ll go down into the village and get the smith started on our new staffs straight after breakfast,” I told him. “Then I’ll go hunting for the boggart.”
The Spook shook his head. “Sorry, lad, but you’ll soon be facing the dark. Take a bit of County cheese with you—that’ll have to suffice for now.”
My stomach was already rumbling with hunger, and I groaned silently.
“You know, lad, I had a lot of time to think while I was trapped in that pit, praying for death to release me. Although in the past I’ve blamed you for getting close to the dark, I’ve been no better. I’ve always been suspicious of young Alice and warned you against her, but that was because I’d failed in my own duty by associating with Meg. . . .”
My master fell silent. Meg was a lamia witch—the love of his life. He’d lived with her for many years, but now she’d returned to Greece.
“I closed my mind to much of that,” he continued, “but I have to admit that my dealings with the dark began earlier. The pact I made with the boggart was the start. It was my first ally from the other side, the first step that eventually led to my alliance with Grimalkin.”
I was confused. What was he saying? “Then you don’t want me to search for the boggart after all? You’ve changed your mind?”
“Nay, lad, it’s vital that you find it and make another pact. Using the dark is one way to beat the dark, so that’s what we must do. I’m not happy about it, that’s all. The old standards I tried to live my life by—we’ve had to let them go in order to survive. It’s a sad, bad business. Anyway, off you go, but whatever happens make sure that you’re back long before dark.”
Suddenly his expression became serious. “I’ve forgiven Judd for what he did, and I hope that you can do the same, lad. Nobody is perfect, and he went through a lot. I’ve been in one of those strigoi pits, so I should know—not to mention the threats to his family. So let bygones be bygones, eh?”
I nodded. I knew that what had happened belonged to the past. I was doing my best to forgive Judd, though I was finding it hard.
“After breakfast Judd is setting off for the barracks at Burnley to tell the military about the threat to Todmorden,” the Spook continued. “With a bit of luck, they might listen to what he has to say and send a force up there to investigate. We have to do something while we are gathering our strength. It might at least make our enemies lay low for a while and save a few lives.”
Grimalkin, Judd, and Alice were in the garden, finishing off bacon and eggs that they’d cooked over a fire. I looked at it longingly. The dogs came bounding across, pleased to see me, and after I’d patted them, I sat down by the fire and explained what I’d been asked to do.
“It’s worth a try,” Judd said. “I miss that boggart. It’s one of my strongest memories of my apprenticeship here at Chipenden. It belongs here—it certainly will make our defenses stronger.”
“I’ll come with you, Tom,” Alice offered.
“Yes, the two of you will be safer together,” said Grimalkin, rising to her feet and lifting the sack up onto her shoulder. “Later I’ll search the area in case there is any sign of an impending attack. They could have sent out an advance party to see where we are based.”
“That means I’d best get back from Burnley as soon as I can, to keep an eye on John Gregory,” said Judd. “I’ll see if one of the local farmers will lend me a horse. But it’s agreed that you’ll all return here at least a couple of hours before the sun goes down? If I don’t make it back on time, can I rely on that?”
We gave him our promise, and I walked to the village with Alice. I’d have liked to take the dogs with us, but that wasn’t wise. Dogs and boggarts don’t mix, and their lives would have been in danger.
Usually I was comfortable with Alice even when we just walked and said little. I’d never felt the need to fill the silences. But now I was ill at ease. Time was running out—it was less than five months till the ritual to destroy the Fiend had to take place. The thought of her going into the dark pained me, but even worse was the truth I’d withheld: that the sacred object she sought there—the third hero sword, the dagger called Dolorous—was intended to take her life.
Alice was giving me some strange glances. Had she somehow found out that she had to be sacrificed to destroy the Fiend? I wondered. Who knew what she could now achieve with her magic? I felt relieved when we reached the village.
During the war Chipenden had been visited by an enemy patrol. Houses had been burned and people killed, and the remainder of the villagers had fled. It was good to see that a lot of reconstruction had already taken place and that many houses were occupied once more. I visited the blacksmith, and he promised to have the three staffs ready for collection by the afternoon. Then I popped into the grocer’s, baker’s, and butcher’s shops in turn and told them that things were getting back to normal up at the Spook’s house and to please have our usual orders ready by the end of the day.
Once that was accomplished, we turned our attention to the Spook’s next instruction. I had to find the boggart and somehow persuade it to come and guard the Chipenden house and garden once more.



CHAPTER XX
JUST LIKE OLD TIMES







TRUSTING the Spook’s intuition that we would find the boggart somewhere along the ley line he’d indicated, Alice and I started east of Chipenden and headed directly south of the Spook’s house.
It was a sunny spring morning, and the walk was pleasant, though I still felt a degree of discomfort in Alice’s company. We crossed the small meandering river twice, splashing across the fords, and approached the first likely location of the boggart: an old barn that still had a roof, even though it was sagging ominously.
“Ain’t been used for some time, that,” said Alice. “Looks promising to me. It’s a likely enough place for a boggart to have made its home.”
“Then let’s take a closer look,” I suggested.
We strolled around the building and then went inside. There were birds nesting under the eaves, but apart from their chirping all was silent. I had no sense that something from the dark was nearby.
We continued south and eventually came to a small cottage, which I remembered from my last walk down the ley. It had been occupied by a farm laborer, his wife and child, but since then the war had intervened. The doors and windows were gone and the cottage was a shell, the roof likely to collapse inward the next time a storm blew in from the west.
I led the way inside, glancing up nervously at the blackened beams. Again I had no intimation that the boggart had made its home here—but I found something else. There was a faint shimmer in the corner, and the ghost of a child appeared, a girl of no more than five. She was wearing a white dress, but it was splattered with blood. Tears streaming down her cheeks, she held out her arms and called piteously for her mam and dad.
It could be that her parents had died in the fire or had been murdered by the soldiers. But she had come back to the place where she’d been happy, searching for the mam and dad who had cherished and protected her until that terrible day when war had come to this little cottage.
“Oh! Help her, Tom. Help her—please!” Alice cried, gripping my hand tightly, tears running down her own cheeks. Alice might be using her witch powers more and more, but her heart was certainly in the right place. It seemed to me at that moment that she was a long, long way from becoming a malevolent witch.
I approached the ghost, knelt down, and brought my face level with hers. “Listen to me,” I said gently. “Please stop your crying and listen carefully. I’m here to help you. It’ll be all right, it really will.”
She just carried on crying bitterly, so I tried again.
“Wouldn’t you like to be with your mam and dad again?” I asked. “Wouldn’t you like to be with them forever and ever? I can tell you what to do. It’s easy.”
The ghostly child rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “How?” she asked. Her bottom lip still wobbled, but new hope now lit up her face.
“All you have to do is think of some happy memory from the past.”
“Which one? Which one? There were so many. We were happy before the soldiers came,” she replied. “Happy, happy, happy—we were happy all the time.”
“There’s got to be a really special one. Think hard. Isn’t there a very special memory, better than all the rest?” I insisted.
The child nodded. “It was when Mam gave me a white dress for my birthday. Dad carried me on his shoulders!”
“Is that the dress?” I asked. “Is it the one you’re wearing now?”
“Yes! Yes! Mam said I looked pretty, like a princess, and Dad laughed and spun me round and round until I grew dizzy.”
As the child laughed at the memory, the bloodstains faded and the dress became so white that my eyes hurt.
“Can you see your mam and dad?” I asked gently. “Look into the light!”
Tears rolled down her cheeks again, but she was smiling—they were tears of happiness. I knew that her parents were there waiting for her, holding out their arms and beckoning her forward.
The little girl turned her back on me and began to walk away. Soon she had faded and disappeared.
Alice and I strolled on without speaking. I felt happy, and the tension between us seemed to have evaporated. Sometimes it was really good to be a spook’s apprentice—I felt a real sense of achievement.
Ten minutes later we reached the wood mill. As the Spook had commented, boggarts are indeed creatures of habit. It had once been comfortable here, and there was a good chance that it had returned.
The main door of the mill had fallen off its hinges, and the workshop was deserted. There were no signs of violence or wanton destruction. The mill had simply been abandoned, probably when news came of the approach of the enemy patrol that had eventually attacked Chipenden. And the workers hadn’t returned. The County was still a long way from getting back to normal.
As I approached the workbench, a sudden chill ran the length of my spine—I knew that something from the dark was approaching. The next moment I heard purring, a noise so loud that it made the wood files and chisels vibrate in their racks. It was the cat boggart, and the fact that it was purring had gotten us off to a good start. Clearly it remembered me. So, wasting no time, calling out in a clear, firm voice, I began to negotiate.
“My master, John Gregory, asks that you return to Chipenden. The house is being repaired, and it already has a new roof. We thank you for your work in the past and hope that our association can continue into the future on the same terms as before.”
There was a long silence, but then I heard the scritch-scratching of the cat boggart. It was using its invisible claws to mark its reply on a huge piece of timber propped up against the wall. When the sounds ceased, I stepped forward and read its answer.



gregory is old and weary.
 the future belongs to you. we make the pact.
I didn’t know how my master would feel about that, and I hesitated.
“Agree to it, Tom!” Alice insisted. “You are the future. Soon you’ll be the spook at Chipenden. Ain’t no doubt about it—the boggart is talking sense!”
In response to her words, the purring began again. I shrugged. The important thing was to get the boggart back to Chipenden to help fight off the imminent attack.
“I agree!” I called out. “The pact will be between you and me.”
Again there came the scritch-scratch of the invisible claws on the wood. When I read what it had written, I was filled with dismay.



my price is higher this time.
 you must give me more.
The Spook had been right. The boggart was no longer satisfied with the terms of the previous pact. I thought quickly. What more could I offer? Suddenly I had a moment of inspiration. The boggart could travel down ley lines, and plenty of them ran through the house; they led off in most directions.
“In addition to killing dark things that try to enter the garden,” I told it, “I have another reward for you. Sometimes when I hunt out creatures of the dark, I find myself in extreme danger. Then I will summon you to fight by my side. You will be able to slay my enemies and drink their blood! What is your name? I must know your name so that I can call you!”
It was a long time before the boggart’s claws scratched on the wood again. Perhaps it was reluctant to tell its name to anyone? But at last it was revealed.



kratch!
“When I am in danger, I will call your name three times!” I said.
Again I heard the deep purring. But then I realized there was another condition I had to impose. “In addition to what is already protected within the garden, there are three wolfhounds. They must not be touched. They are our allies. Nor must you harm guests that I invite into the garden. Is it agreed?”
The purring deepened, and then came the scratching on the timber.



how long will the pact endure?
The answer came straight into my head. I didn’t even have to think. It was as if someone else was speaking for me.
“The pact will endure until three days after my death. During that time, you must protect my allies and drink the blood of my enemies. After that you will be free to go!”
Suddenly the boggart appeared before us in the gloom, taking on the appearance of a big ginger tomcat. There was a vertical scar across one blind eye—the wound it had suffered fighting off the attack of the Bane, I assumed. It moved forward and rubbed itself against my leg, purring all the while—then suddenly disappeared.
“You’ve done it, Tom!” Alice cried.
I smiled at her, feeling pleased with myself. “Well, Alice, we can’t be sure until we get back to the house, but I’m certainly hopeful!”
“Would you really summon the boggart to help you, Tom?” Alice asked. “That would leave the house unprotected.”
“That’s right,” I agreed. “I’d only do so if my life was in great danger. And I certainly wouldn’t summon it to face Siscoi.”
We set off for the village right away and collected the staffs from the blacksmith. As usual, he’d done an excellent job, and I paid him on the spot. Then I visited the three shops to collect our provisions—a good supply of vegetables, bacon, ham, and eggs, not to mention bread fresh from the oven. I carried the heavy burlap sack full of food, and Alice carried the three staffs.
I should have felt safe close to Chipenden, but I was uneasy. We would surely have been followed from Todmorden; the Fiend’s servants must be getting nearer.
As we walked up the lane that led to the house, we spotted a figure ahead and my heart lurched. But then I saw that it was a tall woman carrying a sack. Grimalkin! The witch assassin was leaning on the gate. Over her shoulder was the leather sack containing the Fiend’s head—she never let it out of her sight. She smiled, showing her pointy teeth.
“You have succeeded,” she said. “I went off sniffing for our enemies, but on my return I heard a warning growl as soon as I set foot in the garden. The boggart is back and hungry for blood! I don’t think I’m very welcome.”
We climbed over the farm gate and walked up the hill until we reached the perimeter of the garden. There we paused and I called out into the trees: “By my side is my guest, Grimalkin. Allow her to cross the threshold safely, and grant her the same courtesies as you would me!”
I paused and then cautiously led the way into the garden. There was no warning growl. The boggart was keeping to the terms of our pact. There was no need to speak on behalf of Alice—the Spook had already done so some time ago. And Judd was safe, too; ex-apprentices who completed their training to the Spook’s satisfaction could usually enter the garden with impunity.
“Did you see any sign of our enemies?” I asked Grimalkin as we approached the house.
She shook her head. “Neither hide nor hair. I ventured southeast, almost to the edge of Accrington, but there was nothing. Unless the witches come in the form of orbs, there is little chance of an attack much before dawn.”
In the kitchen I found that the Spook had taken delivery of a new table and six chairs, which stood opposite the fire. He was on his feet now, one hand resting on the back of a chair, a little smile on his face.
“Are you starting to feel better?” I asked him.
“That I am, lad,” he replied. “You did well to get the boggart back. And you’ve brought our provisions too,” he said, nodding at the sack I’d set down on the flags. “Hopefully it’ll cook us breakfast tomorrow morning. It’ll be just like old times!”
Judd Brinscall returned about an hour before dark. His mission to the barracks at Burnley had been successful. It seemed that reports of strange deaths over the past few months had already reached the ears of the commander, and with a spook’s report to add to that, he quickly made up his mind. A sizable force was to be dispatched to Todmorden, though there would be a delay of a day or so. It seemed that all their available troops were busy clearing out gangs of robbers that, in the aftermath of the war, were now occupying Clitheroe. They would no doubt soon restore law and order there, but they had no experience of dealing with dark entities. I had some misgivings about how they would cope with what awaited them in Todmorden, but I kept them to myself. It would help if one of us contacted the soldiers with advice—but first we had to survive the night.
We spent it out in the garden. It was certainly no hardship—the weather was just about as warm as it gets in the County after dark. Although still weak, the Spook was able to walk around now, and he congratulated me again on getting the boggart back. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it had insisted on making the pact with me. It wouldn’t make much difference to what happened, and there was no need for him to know.
We took turns to keep watch, but the Spook, Judd, and I slept with our staffs by our sides. I got the first watch and spent my time patrolling the inner boundary of the garden, where the rough grass met the trees. To pass the time, I checked the eastern garden to see if the dead witches were still safely bound in their graves; I also checked the bound boggarts. All was well.
I felt calm, confident that the boggart would take care of any encroaching strigoi. My greatest fear was that Siscoi might have already been brought into our world by the witches and come for the Fiend’s head. I hoped that pouring salt and iron into the offal pit had delayed him.
Grimalkin took the second watch, and I tried to sleep. I kept drifting off but waking up again with a sudden jerk. I was vaguely aware that the watch had changed once more when a terrible howl brought me up onto my knees.
Something had invaded the garden and was being challenged by the boggart.



CHAPTER XXI
EMPTY EYE SOCKETS







AN instant later I was on my feet, staff in hand; beside me, my master was struggling to rise. I grabbed him under his arm and supported his weight until he was standing. Someone was running off into the trees. I recognized the gait—it was Grimalkin, sprinting toward the source of the danger as the boggart’s warning growl erupted for a second time.
Alice was standing beside me, but there was no sign of Judd Brinscall. He had been on watch and could be anywhere in the garden.
“I’ll go and see if Judd is all right,” I said.
“Nay, lad, stay here. If he’s in trouble, the boggart’s on the spot and the witch will be there in a few moments to help.”
“That’s right, Tom,” Alice said, agreeing with the Spook for once. “Best wait here.”
Suddenly there was a third roar from the boggart—followed almost immediately by a high, thin scream, which was suddenly cut off. Moments later someone came running toward us. I readied my staff and so did the Spook. We relaxed when it proved to be Judd.
“I was in the western garden,” he said. “It’s all clear there. I thought it best to leave things to the boggart.”
“Aye, that’s the most sensible course of action,” said the Spook. “I trained you well—though the witch couldn’t wait to get involved. This attack’s come from the south. We’ll know what’s what in a few moments.”
Everything was silent, and even the breeze died down. We stood there, alert and ready for danger. After about five minutes, Grimalkin emerged from the trees.
“It was a strigoi,” she confirmed. “The boggart dealt with it before I got anywhere near. It didn’t seem happy with what it had caught and was busy tearing it to pieces.”
We settled down before the embers of the fire, but none of us felt like sleeping now. I suppose we sensed that another attack was likely.
It happened within the hour. Alice suddenly sniffed twice very loudly. “The witches—they’re almost here!” she cried, leaping to her feet and pointing to the east.
We all stood and searched the sky in the direction she had indicated. It was a clear night, the heavens liberally sprinkled with stars. Now some of the points of light were moving. I counted eight speeding toward us. Soon they had become distinct orbs, which paused above the trees of the eastern garden and began their dance, circling and weaving and exchanging places.
Both the Spook and Judd looked grim. They held their staffs in the diagonal position—though such weapons would offer no defense against the animism magic of Romanian witches, who would soon move in close and try to suck the life force from our bodies.
Grimalkin was whispering into Alice’s ear; she nodded as if in agreement. I suspected that they were going to use magic against our enemies. Back in Ireland, I had witnessed the terrible power that Alice had at her disposal. She was reluctant to use it, for it signaled yet another stage in her journey to becoming a malevolent witch. And it would hardly be welcomed by the Spook.
The orbs ceased their dance and swooped toward us, but there was a sudden roar of anger from the boggart, a terrible howl to challenge the witches. Something red streaked up at them, and they scattered before re-forming and attacking again. Once more the challenge was roared out, and the boggart soared upward for a second time. This time there were several shrill screams, followed by flashes of light. The orbs gathered over the trees again, but now there were only five—which dispersed again, each in a different direction.
“That seemed almost too easy,” observed the Spook. “No doubt they were taken by surprise. The boggart dealt with several of them, but we need to remain on our guard. The rest could try again at any time. They’ll eventually conjure up some means of fighting it off.”
Once again we settled down uneasily by the fire, but the attack never came, and soon the predawn light began to color the eastern sky. The five of us headed into the southern garden to investigate the aftermath of the intrusion. The remains of the strigoi host were scattered over a wide area: we found the skull up in a tree, impaled on a thin branch, twigs sprouting from the empty eye sockets. Of course, the demon itself would eventually find another host.
“We need to gather as many of the bones as possible and bury them,” my master said. “These are the remains of an innocent person, after all.”
We did as he asked, and I went back to the house and managed to find a shovel that had survived the fire. It was badly singed but still intact, and I used it to dig a shallow grave beneath the trees. In it we laid the bones we had managed to find, then I covered it with earth. When I’d finished, we all stared down at the freshly turned soil and, very softly, the Spook said, “Rest in peace.” That was just about the nearest he’d ever come to offering up a prayer.
“The boggart must have dismembered it because it felt cheated,” he observed. “Any blood inside the strigoi would have been secondhand, taken from a victim. My boggart likes its blood fresh! Let’s hope it’s in a good enough mood to serve us breakfast!”
When we entered the kitchen, five steaming plates of ham and eggs were waiting on the table, and a central dish was piled high with thick slices of buttered bread. We settled ourselves down without delay. The bacon was slightly overcooked, but we were all very hungry, and we tucked in.
At last the Spook pushed his plate away and looked at each of us in turn, his eyes finally settling on me again. “It’s time to talk,” he said. “We must discuss what needs to be done.” Then he turned to Alice. “I asked you once before, girl, and now I must repeat my question. Are you prepared to go into the dark and bring back what we need?”
“There’s got to be another way!” I cried out, before Alice could reply. “I won’t allow it.”
“I don’t blame you, lad, for trying to protect her. But we know what’s necessary. Just how far are we prepared to go to achieve our aims?”
“We must do what is necessary. How long must I continue to carry this?” Grimalkin asked, rising to her feet and patting the leather sack. “Come with me, Alice. I need to speak to you alone.”
Alice followed the witch assassin out into the garden, leaving the Spook, Judd, and me to stare at our empty plates.
“We have our present problem to deal with before we consider the Fiend,” said the Spook. “And it’s urgent. We may be relatively safe within the boundaries of this garden, but what about the poor folk outside it? Those to the east, near Todmorden, may already be losing their lives. We have to help them. It’s our duty.”
“You mean return to Todmorden?” Judd asked. “I knew we’d have to go back—but surely not right away!”
“It’ll be weeks before I’m strong enough to make the journey, let alone be effective once I get there,” said the Spook, shaking his head. “It hurts me to have to ask others to do the work, but I have no other option. By now those soldiers from Burnley will be setting off to investigate Todmorden, but they fight wars against human foes and have no knowledge of dealing with the dark. We need to send expert help. Would you go, Judd, and take the lad with you? I don’t expect you to cross the river, but you could certainly help those on the County side. Our enemies will likely prey on isolated dwellings beyond the town to begin with. Those are the ones who will need you.”
“Of course,” Judd said. “The townsfolk won’t welcome us, though. They’ll be concerned about their own survival. Still, it must be done. We’ll set off immediately.”
I nodded in agreement. It was better to be doing something rather than just waiting for whatever our enemies decided to dish out.
After that, we fell silent again. I was just wondering where Alice and Grimalkin had gone and what they were saying to each other, when suddenly I heard a distant bell.
Someone was at the withy trees crossroads, ringing the bell to summon the spook. Usually I went to see what the problem was. It could be anything, from a rogue boggart to a graveside lingerer. Sometimes people were just scared and under no real threat; at other times a whole family was in danger, and my master would set off to sort things out immediately.
“Sounds like someone’s in trouble,” the Spook said. “You’d best go and see what’s what, lad.”
“Then I’ll keep him company,” said Judd. “It could be a ruse to lure one of us from the garden.”
“Aye, you’re right. It’ll be safer with two of you,” my master agreed.
Soon we’d crossed the garden and were heading for the crossroads. “It’s just like old times!” Judd joked. “When I came down here as a young apprentice, I was usually shaking with nerves. I knew it meant setting off on spook’s business within the hour.”
“Me too,” I said. We’d crossed the meadow and had entered the trees again. Now we were nearly at the crossroads, and heavy rain clouds were blustering in from the west. It seemed to be growing darker with every step we took. Suddenly the bell rang out again.
“At least they’re still there,” said Judd. “Sometimes they used to lose their nerve and head off back the way they came.”
“Some of them are more scared of the Spook than a boggart!” I agreed.
We both laughed, then stifled our laughter simultaneously. Because, despite the gloom, we could now see who was ringing the bell.
It was a pretty young woman, and I remembered her well—the one who had lured us to Todmorden with the promise of books for the Spook’s new library.
It was Mistress Cosmina Fresque. Or, to be precise, the demon clothed in her flesh.
“I bring you a message—the chance of life!” she cried, letting go of the rope. The bell continued to dance in the wind, pealing several more times before falling silent.
We approached her warily, holding our staffs diagonally across our bodies. There were two clicks as we released the retractable blades.
“Just give us what we want! Give us the head of our master, the Fiend!” the demon told us. “Do that and we will return to our own land, and your homes will be safe and your people may live out their little lives in peace.”
“And what if we don’t give it to you?” Judd said. We were still walking toward the figure—now she was no more than ten paces away. She was standing beneath the bell rope, her back to the tree. I glanced sideways at Judd and saw the tears running down his cheeks. Demon she might be, but the face and body were that of a girl—the girl he had loved.
“Then this will become a land of the undead. We will rule here and take blood wherever we choose.”
“This is our answer!” cried Judd, and he drove the blade of his staff toward the demon. She stepped sideways to evade the thrust, but he then went straight into the classic maneuver taught by the Spook. He flicked the staff from his left hand to his right and drove it straight through the heart of the demon, pinning her to the tree trunk.
She let out a tremendous shriek, and blood spurted from her mouth and dripped onto her shoes. Then her eyes rolled up into their sockets, and she gave a great shudder and slumped backward. She would have fallen to the ground, but the blade held her fast against the tree. The silver alloy must have penetrated her heart: almost immediately a glowing orange orb rose up from the body, hovered for a moment, gained elevation, then shot off eastward.
We both stood staring at the body of Cosmina. Finally Judd turned to me, tears still streaming from his eyes. “Do me a favor, Tom,” he said. “Go back to the house and bring me a shovel. I need to lay her remains to rest.”
I ran back, briefly told the Spook what had happened, then collected the blackened shovel from under the new lean-to at the side of the house. When I reached the crossroads again, Judd was kneeling down, holding the corpse’s hand.
“I’ll dig it if you like,” I offered.
Judd came slowly to his feet and shook his head. “No, Tom, that’s my job. Thanks for bringing the shovel. You go back to the house. I’ll be there as soon as I’ve finished.”
But I didn’t return immediately. There was a chance that the demon hadn’t come back to the crossroads alone, so I headed into the trees and watched Judd from a distance. He dug the grave beneath the tree and lowered Cosmina’s body into it. Suddenly he gave a terrible cry of anguish and struck hard down into the grave with his staff.
He had cut off the head of the corpse. It was one way to ensure that no demon or other entity could possess her again. I could hear him sobbing as he filled in the grave and collected some stones to lay on the soil, to ensure that no dog or wild animal could dig up the body. Only then, when he knelt with bowed head and stared down at what he’d done, did I set off back to the house.
His task had been a painful one. How would I fare if I had to sacrifice Alice? It didn’t bear thinking about. Time was running out. I had to find another way to destroy the Fiend that did not involve her death. But Mam was powerful and had struggled to find the method she’d presented to me. How could I hope to do better?



CHAPTER XXII
LET THEM COME TO US!







THE following day, just after noon, we prepared to carry out the Spook’s wishes. Leaving him behind with the dogs and the boggart, Grimalkin, Alice, Judd, and I set off for Todmorden once more.
As we left the garden, Alice came up alongside me. She was carrying a book. “Here,” she said. “This is for Old Gregory. I wrote it myself.”
With a smile, I took it and read the title: The Secrets of the Pendle Covens.
“It’s about some of the darkest secrets that nobody but a witch knows—not even a spook. It should be really useful. Your master won’t accept it from me, but if you pass it on he might put it in his new library.”
“Thanks, Alice. I’ll give it to him when we get back,” I said, putting it in my bag. “I’ll also give him my notebooks. Everything helps. But I’ve a question for you. What did you talk about when you went off with Grimalkin yesterday?”
“It was women’s talk, Tom. Nothing to concern you.”
I stared at her, annoyed, but hurt too.
“Ain’t happy, are you? Don’t like me keeping secrets from you. But do you tell me everything?”
I opened my mouth in shock. Had she somehow found out about the sacrifice that was required?
But before I could reply, Alice strode on, leaving me to walk with Grimalkin. Our conversation had saddened me, but I thought it best to ask no further questions.
The sky was gray and a light drizzle was drifting in from the west, but the air was mild. It was what passed for summer in the County.
I glanced at Judd, who was clearly still upset. After a while he came alongside me and clapped me on the back. “Cosmina’s body has been laid to rest now, something I’ve been hoping to do for a long time. I feel as if I’ve turned the corner at last.”
“What will you do afterward? Will you go back to Romania?” I asked him.
“No, Tom. I’ve had my fill of traveling for a while. Maybe I should take over poor Bill Arkwright’s patch, north of Caster.”
“That’s a great idea!” I exclaimed. “You’ll certainly have plenty on your plate with all those water witches. As far as I know, no spook has been working in the region for well over a year. The Spook told me that Bill left the mill to be used by future spooks. So you’d have a roof over your head.”
While we talked, Alice and Grimalkin were deep in conversation ahead of us. Clearly they were hatching some sort of plan, and I was shut out of it. Then, as we continued southeast, skirting Accrington, they dropped back to walk alongside us.
“Grimalkin needs to speak to you alone, Tom,” Alice told me.
I glanced at the witch assassin, who nodded and pointed to a copse on our left. She began to walk toward it, and I followed.
“We’ll wait here for you!” Alice called.
I wondered why Grimalkin couldn’t speak in front of Alice and Judd. No doubt he was the problem. Maybe she didn’t trust him after his betrayal of the Spook . . . I’d find out soon enough.
The witch assassin came to a stop among the trees and turned to face me. She eased the leather sack off her shoulder and placed it on the ground between us. “The Fiend has asked to speak to you,” she said, “but you must choose whether to allow this or not. No doubt he wishes to intimidate you or make threats. But I believe that we can learn from whatever he says.”
“Do you speak to him?” I asked.
Grimalkin nodded. “From time to time we have exchanged a few words, but recently no amount of goading has made him speak. However, he said he was willing to talk to you.”
“Then let’s hear what he has to say!”
We sat down on the grass, and Grimalkin undid the leather sack and pulled out the Fiend’s head by its horns, placing it on the ground so that it was facing me. I was shocked by its appearance. It looked smaller than when it had first been cut from his body, and the face was crusted with dried blood. One eye was gone—there was just a red-rimmed, pus-filled socket—and the lids of the other eye were stitched together. The mouth seemed to be stuffed with nettles and twigs.
“What happened to the eye?” I asked.
“I took it in revenge for the deaths of my comrades,” Grimalkin replied. “He may keep the other one for a little while.”
She reached forward and pulled the nettles and twigs out of the mouth. Immediately the head, which had previously seemed still and dead, became animated. The stitched eyelid twitched, and the jaw and lips began to move, showing the stumps of yellow teeth.
“It could have been so different, Thomas Ward,” the Fiend said, his voice hardly more than a croak. “We could have worked together, but you rejected me and reduced me to this. Now you will pay a terrible price.”
“You are my enemy,” I told him. “I was born so that I might put an end to you.”
“Of course,” said the Fiend, his voice becoming stronger. “That is your destiny—or so you have been told. But believe me, a very different future awaits you. You think I am helpless? Well, you are wrong. Do you think that taking one eye and stitching the other makes me blind? My spirit can see all it wishes. I see exactly where you are most vulnerable. I see those you love and the means by which they can be hurt. Do you think that sealing my mouth renders me dumb? I speak to my servants all the time, and they are as numerous as the stars. They are eager to act for me. Defeat one, and another will rise up to do battle with you. You will meet your match eventually—and far sooner than you think!”
“This is just empty talk,” hissed Grimalkin, seizing the head by the horns.
“We will see!” cried the Fiend. “You are a seventh son and have six brothers. This day, one of them will die at the hands of my servants. And he will be only the first to suffer thus. Soon you will be the last of your mother’s sons!”
As I got to my feet, my head spinning at the thought of what might happen to my brothers, Grimalkin stopped the mouth again and returned the head to the leather sack.
“Take no notice,” she said to me. “I was wrong to subject you to that. And we have learned nothing new. He could have sent his servants against your family at any time. He is making threats to unsettle you and divert your focus from what needs to be done.”
I nodded. On returning from Ireland two weeks earlier, I had sent a letter to the farm inquiring about the health of my eldest brother, Jack, his wife, Ellie, and their child; I’d also asked about my brother James, who had been staying with them to help out with the farm work and build up his business as a blacksmith. The reply had been reassuring. All was well, and apart from the loss of a few animals, the war had left them unscathed.
We were a long way from the farm now, though. As for my other brothers, they were scattered across the County. I could do nothing to help them—I just had to put my concerns aside.
We returned to join Alice and Judd. I told them what the Fiend had said and the threat he had made. Judd nodded sympathetically, and Alice squeezed my hand. For now, there was nothing that any of us could do.
“Where did you plan to make your base?” Grimalkin asked Judd.
“We could stay to the west of Todmorden, well clear of the village,” Judd said. “That way we can start to work the area without drawing too much attention to ourselves.”
“But that’s exactly what we do want to do—we want to attract their notice!” the witch assassin exclaimed, her eyes flashing. “We should stay at the inn. Let them come to us. Once we’ve depleted their numbers, we’ll move on to the attack. It’ll be like clearing out a nest of rats!”
“Isn’t that risky?” Judd asked. “By keeping our distance, we could do some good before they even notice we’re there.”
“You might help a few people, yes,” Grimalkin replied. “But it would reach a crisis soon enough anyway. It would be a matter of hours before you were detected. This way we decide the killing ground. They will abandon the quest for other victims and come for this!” She held up the leather sack. “They will come for it and die. Our struggle against these Romanian entities is just one in a series of battles we have waged against the servants of the Fiend. I want to put an end to it quickly so that we can get down to the real business—his final destruction. So what about you, Tom Ward? Are you in agreement?”
I looked at Judd and shrugged. “Sorry, but I have to agree with Grimalkin,” I told him.
“Me too,” said Alice.
Judd smiled. “It seems that I must bow to the will of the majority. Let the battle commence!”
We continued on our way for another couple of hours. By now the clouds had cleared, and it promised to be a fine night. As the sun sank toward the horizon, we set up camp for the night beside the track. Alice caught three rabbits, and soon they were turning on spits over the fire, the aroma making my mouth water.
Suddenly, in the distance, I heard the steady beating of a drum. It was getting closer, and soon we could hear a pennywhistle too. It was music to march to. The soldiers from Burnley were on their way.
Realizing that they were coming along the track and would pass quite close by, Alice and Grimalkin retreated into the trees. There had been clashes in the past between the Pendle witches and the military, and they would certainly recognize Grimalkin again.
“I’ve never understood why they wear jackets that color!” Judd exclaimed. “I was taught to wear a gown like this to camouflage me in the forest. They seem to be doing their best to be seen!”
I had to agree. The soldiers’ jackets of vivid County red made them clearly visible through the trees. We strolled over to the path.
There were about thirty men, all but one on foot. An officer on horseback led the column, and as they drew nearer I realized that he looked familiar. He had a ruddy complexion and was stoutly built. Then the small, neat black mustache confirmed it—this was Captain Horrocks, the officer who had led the group of soldiers laying siege to Malkin Tower. I had been imprisoned, falsely accused of murdering Father Stocks. Would the captain remember me? I wondered. The war had intervened, and after my escape I would surely have been forgotten. I was older and taller now, in any case.
As he came abreast of us, the captain raised his arm to bring his column of men to a halt. The pennywhistle and drum fell silent. All that could be heard was the breathing of the horse. I looked down, avoiding his eyes.
“I know you . . . ,” he said quietly.
My heart missed a beat. Should I run for it? The witch Wurmalde had killed the priest, but she was dead now and I had no evidence to prove my innocence. I could still hang for a murder I hadn’t committed.
“Aye, I’m Judd Brinscall. I brought your commanding officer warning of what’s afoot in Todmorden.”
When Judd spoke, I realized my mistake and breathed a sigh of relief.
“What you’ve done is brought us out here on a wild goose chase,” the captain said, his voice caustic. “You spooks take money from gullible people for fighting the supposed dark, but you don’t fool me. Witches are nothing more than beggars and scoundrels. And as for your latest tale”—he laughed contemptuously—“it is quite beyond belief. I’m following orders and have to investigate, but if I find the slightest evidence that you’ve brought us here under false pretenses, then I’ll take you back to Burnley in chains! Do I make myself clear?”
“People have been murdered, Captain,” Judd said quietly, “and you’ll find the killers mostly ensconced on the other side of the river, as I explained. But if you’ll take my advice, make camp for the night and cross at dawn. Our enemies are at their strongest in darkness.”
“So you’d have us believe. I don’t deny that there have been deaths, and if we find the perpetrators, justice will be swift. But you don’t scare me with your foolish tales. I’ve just fought a war and seen lots of deaths—scenes of carnage that I’ll carry with me to my dying day. After that, what we’ll encounter in Todmorden is nothing! Do I make myself clear?”
Judd didn’t reply, and with a scornful shake of his head Captain Horrocks led his men onward. Some of the foot soldiers were smiling, but others looked scared, especially the poor little drummer boy marching at the rear. After a few moments the drum and pennywhistle started up again. We watched the column disappear into the trees and went back to our supper.
We were up soon after dawn and did without breakfast, pressing on toward Todmorden.
As we crossed the western moor above the town, people began to pass us, heading in the opposite direction—mostly individuals, but occasionally whole families carrying their possessions tied up in bundles. They were refugees fleeing the County side of the town. None of them looked very happy to see us. Some might have been from Todmorden itself and were perhaps aware of our part in triggering the crisis; others simply saw the spook’s garb and reacted as most folk did.
Everyone we tried to stop brushed past us angrily.
“How bad is it?” Judd asked, finally waylaying one old man who was struggling up the muddy path with the aid of a walking stick.
“They’re murdering children!” he exclaimed. “What could be worse than that? And they killed armed soldiers too. Who’s going to protect us now?”
I exchanged glances with Judd. No doubt, like me, he was hoping that they’d just picked off a few of the men from Burnley, maybe ambushed a small reconnaissance patrol that the captain had sent out. But it was worse than that—far worse.
The soldiers had camped on the top of the western moor within sight of Todmorden. Now they were all dead. Captain Horrocks had been decapitated. He lay on his back with his head between his boots. The embers of their fires were still smoking, and they lay where they had been slaughtered, their throats ripped out. Some were on their backs, murdered as they awoke. Others had tried to run. None had gotten very far. Their corpses were covered in flies, and the stench of blood made me retch.
We passed by without comment. I exchanged grim looks with Alice and Judd, but Grimalkin simply stared fixedly ahead, her face resolute. She had seen death many times and was no doubt hardened to it. There was, in any case, nothing to be done and too many for us to bury. The army would have to come and claim its own, but that might not be for many days.
When we got our first clear view of the west bank of the river, the town looked deserted. Soon we were walking through the cobbled streets toward the inn. We arrived just as the landlord was about to lock the front door. It had been mended since we were last there.
“You’re going nowhere!” Judd said, pushing him back into the inn.
“You’ve a nerve coming back here!” he said. “Because of what you did, the pact is over. By keeping to the agreement we’ve managed to live here safely for many years. We’re all food now!”
“And which of the townsfolk made the pact?” asked Judd. “Were you one of them?”
The man nodded. “There were three of us. The mayor, the grocer, and me—the three wealthiest citizens—and when we did it, just over two years ago, things were very different. I didn’t realize how quickly things would go into decline and folks would leave. We did it for everybody—to save lives. Most people were scared to go anywhere near the foreigners, but we crossed the river and signed in our own blood. It was the best thing to do in the circumstances. Provided we gave them what they needed, they left us alone. But now the pact’s over, and they’re out for revenge. I’ve got to get away from here. Once it’s dark, I’m as good as dead! Mistress Fresque said I’m next on their list!”
Judd looked at us in turn and raised his eyebrows. We all nodded. There was no point in holding the terrified innkeeper here. He was thrust outside, and his bundle of belongings thrown after him. Then we barred all the doors and waited for the first attack.
Outside, the breeze had died away almost to nothing and the night was warm. So we didn’t make a fire but settled down in the small dining room, close to the bar. We didn’t even light a candle, allowing our eyes to adjust to the dark as best they could.
After about an hour we heard noises outside: a faint sniffing and scratching at the door, like a pet seeking entry. We kept perfectly still. Next we heard a growl, as if the creature had lost patience and wanted to get in immediately.
Suddenly the door bulged inward, creaking and groaning on its hinges. Our attacker was almost certainly one of the moroi using the body of a bear. This was the means by which our enemies would force entry.
Grimalkin eased a throwing blade from its sheath. Once the head of the bear became visible, it was as good as dead. Her blade would find one of its eyes. But as soon as the door crashed open, the bear dropped onto all fours and bounded away, giving her no clear shot. I heard her whistle through her pointy teeth in frustration.
All was silent again, but now we had a view of the cobbled street through the open doorway. In the middle distance, figures moved into view. There seemed to be three. Two were wearing capes and looked female; the nearer one was carrying a torch, and in its flickering light I could see her savage mouth and taloned hands. They were witches, without doubt. But the third figure was a man I recognized: the innkeeper. He hadn’t managed to escape the town after all. Now he was their prisoner, and his hands were bound behind his back. It was like watching a tableau, a play put on for our benefit. But it soon became clear that this was no play, but a matter of life and death.
“Now you will see what happens to those who defy us!” cried the witch holding the torch.
I found it hard to make sense of what happened next. Something seemed to float down from the sky and land directly in front of the innkeeper. But how was that possible? Witches couldn’t fly. The idea that they ride broomsticks is just a silly superstition. The figure moved closer to its victim.
“No! It wasn’t my fault!” the innkeeper shouted, his voice shrill with terror. “Spare me, please. Don’t take my life, lord! I always did what you asked. I was generous. I gave—”
There was suddenly a thin, high-pitched scream—it sounded like one of the pigs being slaughtered by Snout, the pig butcher back on the farm. The noise hung in the air, growing fainter and fainter. The innkeeper slumped to his knees and then fell forward onto his face.
Grimalkin drew a throwing blade and stepped forward as if to attack the witches. We prepared to follow her, but before we could do so, our enemies took the initiative.
One of the figures—the one that had somehow dropped down from the sky—started to move toward us. There was something odd about its gait. It seemed to be gliding rather than walking. Nearer and nearer it came, until it filled the whole of the open doorway and started to drift into the room.
To my right, Alice lifted a candle stub and muttered a spell under her breath, igniting the wick. In my time as the Spook’s apprentice I had seen many horrors, but there before me, lit by that flickering yellow flame, was something that outdid them all. The effect on me was bad enough—I began to tremble and my heart tried to thump its way out of my chest—but Judd must have been truly horrified at what manifested itself before us.
Floating there was a woman. We seemed to be looking at her naked body, but something was terribly wrong. Her form was translucent; the candle flame showed what lay within. It was not inflated to its full taut shape. The bones and flesh were missing, and it was filled—bloated may be a better word—with blood. The skin was whole, but there were just two blemishes: a horizontal scar around the neck, where the head had been reattached to the body, and an area of puckered stitching over the heart.
It was the skin of Cosmina.
The mouth moved and spoke in a deep masculine growl: “I am Siscoi, the Lord of Blood, the Drinker of Souls! Obey me now, or you will suffer as few have suffered. Give to us what we seek and I will be merciful! I will kill you quickly. There will be little pain.”
Grimalkin hurled a dagger straight at the throat of the grotesque figure, but the blade skittered away harmlessly, as if deflected by some invisible shield.



CHAPTER XXIII
MIDNIGHT UNTIL DAWN







IF this was indeed Siscoi, he wasn’t at all what I’d expected. He wasn’t using a host grown from the blood and offal in the pit. This seemed to be some bizarre form of possession—yet the skin was filled with blood, and given that the innkeeper had just died, some of it was probably his. The god could probably take our blood, too—we were all in danger.
I lifted my staff and prepared to attack. I started to concentrate. I would use my most powerful gift—the ability to slow time. I’d employed it successfully when we’d bound the Fiend, and he was more powerful than any of the Old Gods, so I was confident that it would work here. But I’d hardly begun the process when Grimalkin snapped out a command:
“You deal with it, Alice!”
In response, Alice lifted her left hand and began to mutter a spell; then, taking us all by surprise, Judd raced past us and, with a bloodcurdling yell, drove the blade of his staff into the body—at the very point where he’d previously impaled Cosmina’s heart. I expected his blade to be deflected, but to my surprise it pierced the skin.
There was an explosion of blood. It went everywhere, and I was blinded for a few moments. When I’d wiped it out of my eyes, through the blood dripping from the ceiling, I saw that Judd was kneeling on the floor, sobbing. He was gazing down at something—the ribbon of bloody skin that had once been Cosmina.
The two witches who’d accompanied Siscoi fled immediately, and there were no further attacks. The remainder of the night was quiet.
At dawn we found some lamp oil and used it to burn the skin. It sizzled on the wet cobbles, giving off a terrible smell, but it had to be done. Judd wasn’t prepared to bury Cosmina’s remains again.
We crouched there in silence until it was over. Drizzle came down out of a gray sky, washing the blood from our faces and hair.
“Do you feel like talking about it?” I asked at last. “Was that really Siscoi? Was it some form of possession?”
Judd nodded. “Yes, it was possession of a kind. Siscoi can animate the skin of a newly buried corpse. But first his servants remove the bones and cut the skin away from the muscle. Then the god may visit the close relatives of the dead, enjoying their anguish. At first the skin he inhabits is just filled with air. Then, as he begins to feed, it turns red, filling up with the blood of his victim. The process involves powerful dark magic. But whether I’d dealt with him or not, he couldn’t have stayed in that form for very long. That type of possession lasts only a few minutes.”
It made me sick to think of what had been done. After Judd had buried the body of Cosmina, it had been dug up again, almost certainly that very night, and the process he’d described carried out.
“How was it that your blade proved successful while mine failed?” Grimalkin asked.
“Close kin and those who love the deceased have the power to end the possession with a blade; even knitting needles have been used by outraged and grief-stricken widows. Of course the victims don’t usually fight back. Siscoi simply takes their blood, and they die.”
“Did you harm him with your blade?” Alice asked. “Will he be less powerful now?”
Judd shook his head. “No doubt he felt some sort of pain, but that will only make him angrier and more determined. He can briefly possess both the living and the dead without using a portal or the magic of witches. But he is most dangerous when he animates a host grown with the help of witches. He’ll have from midnight until dawn to wreak havoc. I don’t want to be anywhere nearby when that happens.”
“Then I think you should go back to Chipenden,” said Grimalkin.
Judd looked at her in astonishment, and then his expression hardened. “Look! I’m not a coward!” he exclaimed angrily. “I’m just stating the facts, that’s all. I want to stay here and play my part, but I’m sure we’re all going to die.”
Grimalkin smiled at him without showing her teeth. “Nobody doubts your bravery, despite your betrayal of John Gregory. You have been through things that would have broken most men. But you have suffered enough. Go back and help John Gregory for a while. The house and garden may yet come under attack.”
Judd opened his mouth to protest again but suddenly fell silent. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Alice muttering to herself.
“Yes, you’re right,” he said, coming to his feet, a bewildered expression on his face. “Mr. Gregory will need help. He could be in danger as we speak. I might as well get started right away—I need to get back as soon as possible.”
I was annoyed: Alice had used dark magic to make him change his mind. But when I opened my mouth to speak, she laid a finger against her lips and smiled sweetly. One part of me wanted to protest; I thought Judd would be more useful here. But I knew that Alice must have a good reason for what she’d done. So I kept quiet. And within five minutes, Judd Brinscall had gathered his things, said a brief farewell, and set off for Chipenden.
“Why?” I asked once we were back inside the inn. “We need all the help we can get.”
“We three alone have the speed, skill, and power to do what must be done,” said Grimalkin. “You have the Destiny Blade and Bone Cutter, in addition to the talents inherited from your mother. Alice wields powerful magic, and I am Grimalkin. To send him away is a kindness—a quality that I show only rarely. But despite his past failings, Judd is a competent spook and a strong enemy of the Fiend. We need all the allies we can get. He must live to serve our cause again, should it prove necessary. If he stays with us, he will surely die. Tonight we must attack our enemies and prevent Siscoi from entering the world.”
“Tonight? I thought we were going to allow them to attack us and deplete their strength first?” I exclaimed.
“They have a new host growing in the offal pit, Tom,” Alice said. “And this very night, the surviving witches will combine their strength to open the portal, allowing Siscoi to animate it.”
“How can you know that?” I asked.
“Alice scryed it,” Grimalkin replied.
“You can scry?”
Alice nodded, her face serious.
“That’s just one of the talents that Alice has hidden for so long,” said Grimalkin. “Scrying is never totally certain. There are variables—things that constantly change and affect outcomes—but I have faith in Alice’s information. These witches rarely meet in the flesh. They much prefer to appear as orbs of light above the trees. But tonight is different: to open the portal they need to be together, and Alice has discovered the place where they plan to gather. We will kill them all.”
“They’re going to use the house where Mistress Fresque and her strigoi partner lived,” Alice told me.
That made sense. Thanks to Judd, I knew that Romanian witches were very private and didn’t like any other witches seeing into their homes.
“That’s the house that shifts its shape,” I said. “That could be a problem. You can’t be certain of anything in there.”
“We’ll take care of that,” said Grimalkin. “We’re about to find out who has the stronger magic—those from Romania or those from Pendle.”
Alice said nothing, but a little smile turned up the corners of her mouth.
We spent the remainder of the day preparing for our attack. The town was deserted, and we took up temporary residence at the smithy. There Grimalkin sharpened her blades and forged three more to replace those she had been unable to retrieve.
I had no need to sharpen the Destiny Blade—its edge was always ready for blood—but I cleaned it carefully, and the ruby eyes set into the hilt glowed as I did so. Nor did the dagger require sharpening, but I did attend to the silver-alloy blade of my new staff.
I showed Bone Cutter to Grimalkin. She turned it over and over in her hands, inspecting it carefully. “It’s a formidable weapon,” she said, “a smaller version of the sword. I wonder if the dagger that lies within the dark is a replica of this.”
As Grimalkin spoke those words, I looked across at Alice, my heart lurching at the thought that she was supposed to retrieve it. But Alice wasn’t listening. For most of the afternoon she had been sitting cross-legged on the stone floor, oblivious to the clash and clang from the forge, her eyes closed. When I had tried to speak to her, she made no response. It seemed to me that while her body was present, her mind, and perhaps her soul, was far away. In some mysterious way she was focusing her power for the struggle that lay ahead.
At last it started to grow dark, and we were ready to leave for the sinister house on Bent Lane.



CHAPTER XXIV
COWARD







“ALICE, could you hide the sack for me?” Grimalkin asked. “If the worst comes to the worst and we do not return, I would like to make its discovery as difficult as possible for our enemies. Your magic is stronger than mine.”
That was praise indeed from the witch assassin. In addition to her formidable combat skills, Grimalkin had strong magic of her own. But I had seen with my own eyes what Alice was capable of. I wondered just how powerful she really was. It hurt to know that, although we had been close friends for years, she had hidden so much from me.
Alice nodded and reached for the leather sack. As she did so, we heard the sound of coarse laughter. But the sound seemed to come from the ground beneath our feet. The very flagstones were vibrating.
“Let’s see what the old fool finds so amusing!” Grimalkin said.
She undid the cord that bound the head, lifted it out by the horns, and placed it on the anvil. It was a terrible sight—even worse than last time. One eye was still stitched shut, the other a gaping ruin. Skin was flaking from the forehead, boils forming all over the face, as if the evil within was forcing its way to the surface.
Grimalkin tugged out the nettles and twigs so that the Fiend could speak. This time the laughter issued from the mouth, not the ground. It went on for a long time. Grimalkin waited patiently. I looked at the stumps of the teeth that she had shattered with her hammer when we’d bound him back in Kenmare, and at the crusted dried blood on his face. His situation was dire. What could he find so amusing?
“You seem to be in good spirits, but in truth you have never been lower or closer to final defeat!” Grimalkin said when the laughter finally ceased.
“You are proud and arrogant, witch!” growled the Fiend. “With your two eyes you see less than I do. Siscoi is the greatest of my present servants. Soon he will free me from captivity and take all your blood. How reckless you are, witch, to bring me so close to him! You could not have made his task easier!”
“You have already lost many servants, fool,” Grimalkin retorted. “Prepare to lose another! They have died or been defeated by those who face you now. We are the most powerful of your many enemies! Before this night is through, Siscoi will be destroyed or damaged so badly that he will be of no further use to your cause.”
The Fiend laughed again. “It will not happen, witch, because this boy, upon whose scrawny shoulders rests your slim hope of victory, is a coward. He has already fled in terror from my servants, and will do so again!”
Did he mean when I was down in the cellar of the Fresque house? I’d panicked and run, true, but later I’d gathered my courage and returned. I was about to protest when Grimalkin smiled at me and laid a finger against her lips, indicating that I should not reply.
“In the midnight hour, this boy will do what is necessary!” she said.
“Then here is something for him to think about. As I warned you, Thomas Ward, your brother James is dead. My servants cut his throat and threw him into a ditch. You will never see him again in this world.”
The Fiend was the Father of Lies, but my instincts cried out that he was telling the truth. My heart felt as heavy as lead. I had lost my brother.
Grimalkin lifted up the head by its horns, then moved toward the forge and held it out over the glowing coals. Soon the Fiend started to scream, and a smell of burning flesh filled my nostrils. It was a long time before she stuffed the mouth with nettles and twigs and returned the head to the leather sack. Finally she handed it to Alice to hide with her magic.
We set off for Mistress Fresque’s house soon after eleven. Our intention was to disrupt the ritual of the witches and, if possible, kill them all.
We climbed above the town and started up Bent Lane, beneath the arch of trees. It was very dark, but my eyes were gradually adjusting. “Won’t they sniff us out?” I whispered.
The Pendle witches had their own defenses against detection; seventh sons of seventh sons also had immunity, but these Romanian witches were different. Who knew what powers they might possess?
“Alice will take care of it soon,” Grimalkin told me. “She will cloak us. Our attack will come as a complete surprise.”
I shivered. It was good to have someone so formidable on our side, but the thought of Alice’s power made me increasingly uneasy.
Suddenly we heard something large lumbering along beside us.
“It’s a moroi!” said Grimalkin, drawing a blade.
“As long as we stay on the path, we’re safe,” I told her. “Save your blade. I have weapons of my own, but they aren’t made out of metal. Judd Brinscall taught me an easier way to do the job.”
So saying, I reached down and plucked two big handfuls of grass, then tossed them toward the outline of the huge bear. Instantly it dropped down on all fours and sniffed at the scattered grass.
“It’s counting!” I said. “Romanian elementals are obsessive. It is compelled to count and re-count every blade of grass. It can’t move on until it’s finished.”
We left the trapped moroi and continued along the path until the house loomed before us.
Alice held up her hand, signaling that we should halt. Then she began to mutter a spell under her breath. Instantly a cold shiver ran the length of my spine—a reaction to the dark magic that was being used.
At last Alice fell silent, sucked in a deep breath, then pointed toward the door. “It’s done,” she said softly. “We are cloaked—hidden from enemy eyes.”
Avoiding the tree that grew out of the path, we approached the front door. I remembered how Judd had dealt with it, using his boot to break it down. But this was a house where demons had lived, and it was shrouded with illusions. Stealth was a better option here. We hoped to take the witches by surprise.
The door was locked, but my special key made short work of it, and moments later we were in the library. It was just as I had first seen it with my master. Above us was the atrium, lined with books right up to that spectacular conical roof. On the ground floor, one book caught my eye immediately. I walked to the shelf and pointed it out to Grimalkin and Alice. It was the Doomdryte.
“We need to destroy it now,” I told them. “According to Judd, it’s the source of power for the house. It makes the illusions possible.”
“No,” Grimalkin said firmly. “There is no time. Such a book will be defended by powerful spells. And do you want to alert our enemies? Alice will counter the illusions anyway. Later I will penetrate its defenses and then burn this house to the ground.”
“If you do, seize the Doomdryte and give it to me or my master to burn. We have to be sure. We need to see it destroyed with our own eyes!”
“I will do as you ask,” Grimalkin said. “But first we must deal with our enemies.”
I opened the far door, and instead of steps leading down, we saw a small unfurnished anteroom and, on the far side, another door, which was ajar.
Through the gap, we could make out five witches standing in a large room. The furniture had been pushed back against the far wall so that the floorboards were clear. Two were standing guard, arms folded; one was staring directly at us, so it was fortunate that we were cloaked by Alice’s magic. The other three wore expressions of intense concentration and were behaving most curiously. They were crouched on all fours, facing one another, their noses almost touching. Twigs were tangled in their hair, but not randomly; there was artifice in their arrangement. The head of each witch was adorned with a spiky pentacle. There was blood among the hair—evidence that the twigs had been driven into their scalps as part of the ritual to summon Siscoi.
Grimalkin stepped forward, preparing to attack, but then she halted and stretched out her right hand, as if encountering some invisible obstruction. She turned back to face us, clearly annoyed. “There is a defensive barrier,” she whispered.
Alice came alongside her and stretched out both hands. “It’s strong—very strong,” she said. “Ain’t going to stop us, but it’ll take time.” She began to chant under her breath, but she wasn’t the only one.
The lips of the three crouching witches were moving too, but no sound could be heard. Instead, something thin and white emerged from each of their mouths—three needle-sharp pieces of white bone. Suddenly the three witches scuttled back, moving in tandem, as if controlled by a single mind. Next they spat out the pieces of bone, which fell so that their six points formed a triangle. It seemed impossible that such large objects had been able to fit in their mouths. Immediately this process was repeated, and a second triangle lay on the floorboards, touching the first.
When this procedure happened for the third time, I realized their intention: to create a five-pointed star, the inner symbol of a magic pentacle.
“Quick!” I hissed at Alice. “We need to stop this before it’s too late!”
She nodded. Despite her power, the combined spells of the Romanian witches were proving a match for her. There were beads of sweat on her forehead. Grimalkin was now gripping a dagger in each hand, tensed for the attack. But she had to wait.
As the fifth bone triangle fell into place, the three witches let out a whoop of triumph. Then, with the knuckles of their left hands, they rapped in unison three times upon the wooden floor. The pentacle of white bone began to glow; it floated, spinning and growing steadily larger as it did so.
The bone pentacle must be the portal. Siscoi was about to use it to enter our world!
At that moment Alice finally broke through the barrier holding us back, and Grimalkin ran forward. The cloak that hid us from the witches’ sight gave way at the same instant, and the two guards threw themselves between Grimalkin and their sisters. They were strong and fierce, but neither of them was a match for the witch assassin. Blood sprayed as she jabbed and slashed; there were brief screams, and then they were no more.
I was already hard on Grimalkin’s heels. Rather than rising up to meet us, the three remaining witches charged us on all fours, claws and teeth ready to tear us apart. I stabbed down with my staff, taking the nearest through the heart, pushing my blade deep into the wood beneath the twitching body.
I looked up. Grimalkin had killed one and was busy dispatching the other, but the spinning pentacle was directly above her. Within it I saw the bestial, scaly face and arms of the vampire god, lips drawn back in a snarl to reveal needlelike teeth and long fangs. He seemed to be immersed in a thick, viscous red liquid. What could it be other than his favored blood? There were many different domains within the dark, each shaped by and suited to meet the needs and pleasures of its owner. What could be more appropriate here than an ocean of blood?
There was a sound like water falling over a great cataract down upon rocks—but it was blood. It surged out through the mouth of the pentacle and crashed down onto the floor of the chamber, directly in front of Grimalkin. Within it we could see Siscoi twisting gracefully, mouth wide open, razor-sharp fangs ready for the witch assassin.



CHAPTER XXV
THE MIDNIGHT HOUR







FOR a moment my heart was in my mouth. Grimalkin seemed as good as dead. But Siscoi passed right through her before soaring away to disappear through the far wall. He was still in spirit form, I realized, and as yet could do nothing. But he was on his way to the offal pit, where a new host body lay waiting to be possessed. It was less than twenty minutes to midnight.
“We’re too late!” I cried.
Grimalkin was standing there, covered in blood, as if transfixed. Even she knew that our cause was lost.
Suddenly I heard a voice in my head. There was no mistaking its owner. It was Mam!
Hesitate and you will all be destroyed. Take the fight to the god! Deal with him before he emerges! It is your only chance! But only you can do it, son. Only you can slay the vampire god and hope to survive!
Of course, I could not actually kill one of the Old Gods. What human could hope to do that? But I knew what Mam meant. If I could slay the host, then Siscoi would be unable to use it, and the immediate threat would be gone.
“We need to kill the host in the pit before he gets out!” I shouted. Then, without further explanation, I turned and sprinted out of the house, with Grimalkin and Alice at my heels. As we ran down the path, we saw the moroi, snout to the ground, still counting the blades of grass. Before long, I headed into the trees and realized that there would be no difficulty in finding the offal pit: the beam of dark red light was visible beyond the trees ahead. When I reached it, I saw that the stone lid of the offal pit had been dragged to one side. That would save us time and effort. I threw down my staff and pulled off my cloak. I would use the Destiny Blade and Bone Cutter against Siscoi.
Grimalkin placed her hand on my shoulder. “No!” she said. “I will kill him, not you!”
“I heard Mam’s voice,” I told her. “She said that only I can do this deed and hope to survive.”
“I will come with you anyway. I cannot let you face Siscoi alone. Even your mother cannot tell Grimalkin what to do!”
I shook my head. “No. If I die, you must fight on. You must continue to keep the Fiend’s head away from his servants for as long as possible. With Alice’s help, you may still eventually find a way to destroy him.”
“Only the three of us working together can hope to achieve that,” Grimalkin said firmly. “We need to survive, and in order to do so must stand as one. Alice will guard the entrance to the pit and, if he gets past us, attempt to blast Siscoi with her magic. We two will go down, but I will leave Siscoi to you. The moroi guarded the area above ground; it may well be that other protectors of the host wait below. The stone has been removed.”
I nodded in agreement. Her words made sense.
Alice came to my side and gave me a hug. “Oh, please be careful, Tom. What would I do if anything happened to you?”
“Be ready, Alice, in case I fail. Above all, stop Siscoi. Don’t let him get the Fiend’s head,” I urged her.
“I doubt if I can stop him, but I’ll try, Tom,” she replied.
I walked to the edge of the offal pit and looked down. Part of me thought that I was probably going to my death, but at that moment I accepted it calmly. It was my duty. This was the task for which my master had prepared me; all my training had been to this end. Sometimes, I knew, in order to protect others, a spook must make the supreme sacrifice.
The light shone up into my eyes, dazzling me, and I was forced to turn away. I would have to avoid looking into it directly.
I glanced up, gave Alice a smile, nodded to Grimalkin, and then entered the pit feet first. To one side the opening was broad; I chose the other, narrower side. It was like climbing down a chimney, and I was able to use my knees, feet, and elbows to control my descent. But the task was made more difficult by the slime that covered the rocks—the residue of the offal and blood that had been tipped into the pit by the witches. There was an awful metallic smell of blood, mixed with a stench of rot, decay, and putrid flesh. Bile came up into my throat, and I almost vomited. I was forced to halt for a moment until my stomach settled. I regretted not cutting a piece of cloth from my cloak to tie around my nose and mouth, but it was too late now.
A light shower of pebbles and soil fell onto my head and shoulders, dislodged by the feet of Grimalkin, who had followed me into the pit. I continued on and soon, below me, I heard breathing and then moaning, as if there was something huge suffering down there.
At one stage in my descent, the red light was partially obscured by an outcropping of rock far beneath me, so I was able to look down. I did so, and instantly regretted it. Immediately below me I saw a gigantic figure, human in form but perhaps twice my size. It was lying on a rocky ledge, writhing and taking deep shuddering breaths—and it was soon clear why. The huge face was corroded, the eyes empty sockets from which matter was weeping. This was the old, first host—the one Judd and I had damaged by dropping salt and iron into the fissure.
Was this movement the mindless reaction of that empty body, or was it conscious in some sense? I asked myself. Could it feel the effects of the damage like a sentient being? I felt certain that it could.
The minutes were ticking toward midnight. The new host must lie farther down the pit, below this one. I just wanted to complete my task, but something inside me couldn’t bear to see such suffering. Once I’d drawn level with the huge figure, I braced myself against the rock with my knees. I wouldn’t be able to reach it with the dagger, so I unsheathed the Destiny Blade. I judged the distance carefully, and even though I had to close my eyes at the last moment, I managed to do what was necessary, drawing the blade across the creature’s throat. When I opened my eyes again, blood was gushing over its chest and cascading into the fissure below.
The huge body convulsed, trembling as if fighting to break free of invisible chains. Then it gave a sigh, slumped back against the rock, and was still. Whatever life it had possessed was gone. I had performed an act of mercy—but had I also wasted precious time that I needed to deal with Siscoi?
I sheathed the sword and continued down. The rocks were now even more treacherous, coated as they were with fresh blood. At one point, dazzled by the light shining up, I slipped and momentarily lost my grip on the rock face. I froze for several moments, shaking with fear. I’d come close to disaster. Then I gathered my courage and continued my descent.
Soon I reached a wide ledge, where I was able to stand for a moment with my back to the rock and stretch my trembling arms and legs. I could see the next part of the descent below me, but on three sides, shrouded in darkness, were what looked like the mouths of a number of caves. I suddenly realized that Grimalkin had been correct: other entities had indeed been placed on guard down here.
I could hear new sounds—the steady approach of boots, deep breathing, and finally growls of anger. A second later my enemies came into view, their eyes a sea of red points of light glittering in the darkness. The situation reminded me of the moment in the cellar when, faced with overwhelming odds, I had fled like a coward.
But this time I would not run. I drew Bone Cutter, gripping it in my right hand, wielding the Destiny Blade in my left. Grimalkin dropped down beside me, a blade in each hand, and we met them together. I glimpsed teeth and claws, and the stink of rancid strigoi breath washed over me, but I lunged out with my blades, feeling satisfaction as the dagger found flesh—though it was the dead flesh of a demon. My sword, with its longer blade, was more likely to be successful. I struck the head from the nearest strigoi; it rolled across the floor and fell into the fissure. At my side, Grimalkin was slashing to left and right with deadly intent, slicing heads from bodies and driving our enemies back with a ferocity that surpassed their own.
The strigoi were fast, but the fighting was at close quarters, hand to hand, denying them much of that advantage. I struck and struck again until the pressure eased. Then Grimalkin spun me toward the fissure and stood on guard, blades raised to meet the next onslaught.
“Climb down now!” she commanded. “There is little time. I will hold them back!”
I did not argue. It was surely almost midnight. Perhaps I was already too late; perhaps Siscoi had taken command of the host. I sheathed my sword and thrust Bone Cutter into my belt before easing myself into the shaft and continuing my descent.
As I climbed down, the metallic clashes, grunts, and screams of the battle above receded; soon they gave way to a different noise. I could hear breathing again. . . . It was the new host. This time it would not be blind. The vampire god would already have taken possession of it, and at the stroke of midnight he would be free to emerge from the pit.
The sound grew louder and louder, until I could actually feel its breath on my face and hands and smell its rank, fetid stink. Then my feet could go no lower; I was standing on the floor of the pit.
I turned and found myself facing Siscoi.
The previous host had been hard to make out because I had been dazzled from below. Now I could see the source of the dark-red light. It was emanating from a huge figure, which I could see clearly; I knew instantly that the vampire god had indeed taken possession of it. His eyes were wide open, and he was staring directly at me.
This host was undamaged. It was seated with its legs stretched out before it, its back resting against the rock wall. The huge body was covered with red scales; sharp talons sprouted from each of its lizardlike fingers and toes. Although even larger than the first host, it was relatively slim and built for speed. The head was hairless and elongated, almost triangular in shape, with a flattened nose, and it had the wide-set staring eyes of a predator.
How long remained before midnight struck? I wondered. How long before this sluggish entity became a ravening beast that moved faster than the blink of an eye?
The answer to my questions came immediately. The god took a great shuddering breath and moved forward onto his knees, then opened his mouth and showed me his teeth. They were clenched together, the muscles of the throat and jaw bunched tightly. There were four large canines; the rest were like needles—this was not a creature that needed to chew its food. Then the mouth moved, and Siscoi spoke in a deep, slow drawl, as if half asleep.
“It is so good of you to come to me,” he said. “The blood from your puny body will be my appetizer for the feast ahead!”
I did not reply. My answer was to draw the Destiny Blade and move cautiously toward the kneeling figure.
This was my chance to use my gift and slow time.
Concentrate! Squeeze time! Make it stop!
I took another step toward him, struggling to focus.
Concentrate! Squeeze time! Make it stop!
The vampire god laughed, the sound booming and echoing up through the fissure.
I was desperate now; with the whole of my being I focused on bringing time to a halt. But Mam’s gift seemed to have deserted me. If I couldn’t employ it soon, my life would be over.
“Do you think your miserable powers will work on me?” demanded the god. “I am Siscoi, and I have the strength and speed to counter anything you can throw at me. Do you really believe that my master would send me against you without the means to deal with your tricks? His servants have combined together and placed their powers within me.”
Could he be immune to my gift? Was such a thing possible? The Fiend had been able to manipulate time too, and when we lured him into the pit to be bound by silver spears and nails, only surprise had given me the advantage. If other servants of the dark had similar powers and had somehow transferred them to Siscoi, my situation was indeed hopeless.
But then Mam spoke again inside my head:
Despair, and you will be defeated and destroyed. Above all, you must believe in yourself. If you are truly the weapon I have forged to obliterate the Fiend, then you must prove it now. Otherwise all I have done has been for nothing and you are not worthy to be my son!
The words drove a dagger into my heart. How could Mam be so cruel? Was I merely a weapon—a thing to be used to bring her victory? And after all my struggles against the dark, how could she suggest that I was not “worthy”? Apart from my recent flight from the cellar, one lapse in over three years fighting the dark, I’d always done my best, whatever the odds against me. Could she not appreciate that? She seemed so very different from the warm, nurturing mother I had known at the farm. A surge of anger filled me. I took a deep breath and directed that anger, not against Mam, but against Siscoi.
I began to focus again, and now I sensed time slowing a little. The god’s eyes flickered malevolently, but I took another step toward him, readying my blade. My concentration became even more intense. The god’s eye was moving again, but the flicker had become a sluggish lifting of the upper lids.
And now the ruby eyes of the Destiny Blade began to drip blood. It was as hungry as the vampire god himself! And then I felt a movement at my waist. Bone Cutter was actually moving, twisting as if gripped by an invisible hand. It wanted to join the battle.
I was about to draw the dagger, but then I saw Siscoi’s eyes focusing on the drops of blood that fell from the Destiny Blade. Blood fascinated the god, distracted him.
Taking advantage of this, I swung the sword at his huge head. My aim was true, and had the blade struck home, I would have split Siscoi’s hairless skull. But my control of time was not perfect. He was still struggling against me, and he twisted his head away as the sword came down.
I cut off his left ear, and it fell slowly to the rocky floor, spinning like a red-tinted autumn leaf in the damp, chill breeze that heralds the approach of winter in the County.
The god screamed. So loud was his cry of agony and anger that the walls of the pit shook, and small rocks, soil, and dust cascaded down.
I took a deep breath and adjusted my stance in the way that Grimalkin had taught me. Once more I tried to focus my mind, but now Siscoi was on his feet, towering over me.
I swung the blade upward from right to left, aiming for the neck, hoping to sever the head. But our struggle had entered a new phase; Siscoi’s power was waxing, while mine was waning. My blade moved slowly, while the clawed hand swept down toward my face in a blur of motion. The god easily evaded my sword, but I felt a burning pain as his talons raked my forehead. I dropped down onto my knees, and he lunged for me again.
Once more I failed to avoid him, though I did just enough to survive. This time he used his huge knuckles, seeking to crack my skull open and knock me unconscious so that he could drain my blood at leisure. As it was, I managed to twist away, but the blow sent me rolling over and over until I crashed into the rock wall.
I struggled to my knees, my head spinning, waves of nausea washing over me. I tried to stand, but my legs were too weak to support me. Siscoi could finish me off before I even knew what was happening, but his approach was unhurried. He knew that it was all over now. He had won. My control of time was at an end.
But then I heard another voice. It didn’t actually appear inside my head like Mam’s had. It was a voice from my memory—the voice of Grimalkin, the witch assassin.
“Is this the end? Are you finally defeated? No! You have only just begun to fight! Believe me, because I know. I am Grimalkin.”
These were the words she had hurled at me over and over again when training me in the use of the Destiny Blade. I remembered that cellar in Ireland where we had first fought—I had been sure she was going to kill me. Then, over the period of a week, she had taught me to fight in a way that even the tough, battle-hardened Bill Arkwright could never have matched. She had used these words to goad me on when I had felt too weary to continue. Once again I recalled her voice:
“Get on your feet and fight! Kill your enemy now! Kill him before he kills you! Be like me! Be like Grimalkin! Never give in! Never surrender!”
I forced myself to my feet and lifted the blade, grasping it with both hands.



CHAPTER XXVI
THE SPOOK’S BLOOD







I began to focus on slowing time again. Sweat and blood were running into my eyes, making it difficult to see. I wiped them away with the back of my right hand before taking my two-handed grip once more.
Siscoi was staring at me, but time was again slowing. I was moving; he was still. Now I would indeed cleave his skull in two—I could do it. I took a step forward, so that my target was within comfortable range. But then, as I began to bring my blade down vertically, he opened his mouth wide. Once more he was challenging my control of time, exerting his own will.
I glanced at the sharp fangs, but they were not the immediate threat. Something issued forth from Siscoi’s mouth, so quickly that I barely had time to react. I ducked to my left, and it just missed my right temple.
At first I thought he had spat something out at me, but I soon realized that this was his tongue. It was at least six feet long, thick and purple, and covered with sharp spines, each like a thin hook. It rasped hard against the rock wall to my right, reducing the top layer to pebbles and dust. Had that made contact with my face, it would have ripped the flesh from the bone.
I took three rapid steps backward. The god’s tongue was back in his mouth now, and he was snarling. He came for me, his fingers reaching for my throat, but I swung the blade and made contact with his left shoulder. Once again he cried out in pain.
This time he was hurt. The Destiny Blade had penetrated his protective scales. Black blood was running down his arm and dripping to the ground.
My defenses had proved adequate, and I wondered at that. Among Siscoi’s powers was his incredible speed, so why did he not use it? It could only mean one thing—he was unable to! To some extent I was still controlling time. Faced with such an adversary, I could not halt it, but I was doing enough to make a fight of it.
I readied my blade. Siscoi attacked again and, instinctively, I lunged forward with the sword. I failed to make contact this time, but I did enough to force him back a couple of steps. Then I was retreating just as fast as I could, dodging that long, rasping tongue with its deadly barbs. Suddenly I found myself in a cleft in the rock; escape to either side was now impossible. Siscoi’s mouth twisted into a smile, and he opened it wide. The tongue lashed out toward me in a purple blur. The god had me trapped, with no place to go.
Only one option remained: to advance! I evaded the tongue and stepped in close so that I was less than a foot away from him. Then, before he could withdraw the tongue back into his mouth, I brought the sword across in a rapid arc, cutting right through it. It fell to the ground, where it twitched and writhed like a huge snake, while a tide of blood cascaded out of Siscoi’s mouth to splatter at his feet. His howl made the ground tremble and the very stones seemed to shriek.
Now was the time to finish him. While he was writhing in torment, I swung the sword at his neck again. But just when I thought I had prevailed, it all went wrong. The god was far from being finished—as I learned to my cost.
His clawed foot arced upward as if to disembowel me. In avoiding it, I left myself vulnerable to a strike from his left hand, which almost tore my arm from its socket. The pain brought me to my knees. Even worse, the Destiny Blade went spinning out of my grasp.
Siscoi hurled himself at me, still spitting blood. I just had time to draw Bone Cutter and stab at him. I pierced his chest in two places, but he picked me up like a child and carried me toward his open mouth.
His fangs plunged into my neck, but I felt little pain. He began to suck out my blood, and I could feel it throbbing through my veins, the pumping of my heart becoming more and more sluggish.
My situation seemed hopeless but, remembering what Grimalkin had told me, I fought on. I didn’t want to die. I wanted to see Alice again, and my family too. The future I had looked forward to—my life as a spook—was being taken away. I struggled to break free, desperately stabbing at the vampire god, but the dagger seemed to have no effect, and soon I was too weak to hold it. It slipped from my fingers, and I felt my heart thudding ever more slowly. I was sinking toward death.
Then I heard a loud scream. Had I cried out? Or had it issued from Siscoi’s throat? Never had I heard a sound that was so full of anguish. It was as if the very earth had screamed out in agony.
Then I was falling into utter darkness.
My last thoughts were of Alice.
My last words, spoken inside my head, were to Mam.
I’m sorry, Mam. Sorry for being a disappointment. I did my best. Try not to think too badly of me.
I waited in darkness for what seemed like an eternity. My heart was no longer beating; I was no longer breathing—but I felt no fear. I was at peace, all my cares and struggles left far behind.
Then I heard a sound that I remembered from my childhood: it was the creak of a rocking chair. I saw a glowing figure taking shape out of the darkness.
It was Mam—not the terrible lamia, but the kind, loving mother I remembered. She was sitting in her chair, smiling at me, rocking to and fro as she used to when she was happy and relaxed.
“You are all I ever hoped you would be,” she said. “Forgive my harsh words earlier. They were necessary at the time. I’m proud of you, son.”
What harsh words did she mean? I felt confused. Where was I? Was I dead?
Still smiling, Mam faded back into the darkness. Now another figure was emerging. It was a girl with pointy shoes, her black dress tied at the waist with a piece of string. Alice.
“I’ve come to say good-bye, Tom. Don’t really want to go, but I don’t have much choice, do I? Wait for me, Tom, please. Don’t give up. Don’t ever give up!” she said.
Where was she going? I tried to ask, but she faded away before I could get the words out.
The next thing I knew I was lying in bed. I was breathing again, and my heart was beating steadily. The curtains were open, but it was dark outside. I realized that I was back in my room at the tavern in Todmorden. A candle stood on a small table, and by its flickering light I saw someone sitting beside the bed, staring down at me.
It was Grimalkin.
“At last you are back,” she said. “You’ve been unconscious for three days and nights. Despite all that Alice did to heal your body, I feared that your mind might be broken beyond repair.”
I struggled up into a sitting position. I was drenched with sweat, and I felt weak. But I was alive.
“What happened?” I asked. “I did my best. I’m sorry, but I wasn’t strong enough. Did you manage to finish him off?”
The witch assassin shook her head. “No. He was already dead by the time I climbed down to carry you back to safety.”
“He was taking my blood, but I kept fighting to the end, stabbing him with the dagger. I must have gotten lucky and pierced his heart.”
“That didn’t finish him off,” Grimalkin told me. “It was your blood.”
I shook my head. “I don’t understand. . . .”
“Your blood proved to be a weapon. Very special spook’s blood; the blood of a seventh son of a seventh son, blended with that of your mother, the first and most powerful of all the lamias. To the vampire god, it was a deadly poison—just as your mother knew it would be. She appeared to Alice soon after Siscoi died and told her as much.”
I suddenly remembered how he’d appeared clothed in Cosmina’s skin. He could still possess other creatures briefly. “He’ll be seeking revenge!” I told Grimalkin. “He’ll be back. We’re still in danger.”
The witch assassin shook her head. “Siscoi is no longer a threat. You did not merely destroy the host; you slayed the vampire god himself. A terrible scream soared out of the ground up into the heavens. Your mother told Alice that it was the very dark itself, crying out in anguish at the loss of one of the most powerful Old Gods. You have weakened our enemies. The head of the Fiend has fallen silent again, and there is no way to get a response out of him—and believe me, I have been anything but gentle.”
It was astonishing to think that my blood had resulted in the death of Siscoi. Mam would have known about it all along. But a price had been paid. James was probably dead, and the Fiend had ordered his servants to kill my other brothers.
“He’ll try again,” I said. “He said that his servants were more numerous than the stars. He’ll never give up!”
“So we must make an end of him!”
I nodded. “Did you get the Doomdryte?” I asked.
“When I went to burn the Fresque house, the library was empty. There were no books. No Doomdryte. But I burned the place anyway.”
“Then our enemies must have it.”
“We must assume so.”
So that was another threat; something to face in the future.
“Where is Alice?” I asked.
“Alice has gone into the dark,” Grimalkin said. “She has gone in search of the third sacred object.”
It was almost two weeks before I was strong enough to return to Chipenden. During that time Grimalkin cleansed the hillside of the rest of the Romanian entities. Those she didn’t kill fled from her. She burned their houses, too, with the bodies inside. None would return from the dead. But although she searched for the Doomdryte, there was no sign of it.
The County side of Todmorden was also empty, its inhabitants all gone. Somehow I didn’t think that they’d be in a hurry to return.
We could have used Benson and his cart again, but I chose to walk, using the journey to rebuild my strength, bit by bit. It took me almost three days to get home.
Grimalkin accompanied me, and each night we talked and discussed our plans for the future. It depended on Alice returning from the dark with the third sacred object in her possession. The thought of her there kept me in a permanent state of anxiety. The worst thing was being powerless—I could do nothing to help her.
It was during the first of our talks that the witch assassin delivered another shock to me.
“Alice knows that you must sacrifice her, Tom,” she said bluntly.
For a few moments I stopped breathing and stared into the embers of the fire. “How could she know?” I asked at last.
“As I told you, her magic is very strong. Alice scryed it.”
“Did she see herself die?” I asked, my heart pounding.
“She saw you preparing to take her life, but then the mirror darkened.”
“Darkened? That’s good, isn’t it?” I said. “It means the future is still uncertain. Alice once told me that. She said when there are too many variables, the future cannot be foretold, so the mirror grows dark.”
“There is another reason for that. A witch cannot scry her own death. But I must know. Are you prepared to sacrifice Alice in order to destroy the Fiend?”
“I don’t know if I’m capable of it,” I answered truthfully. “I care about Alice too much. How could I sacrifice her?”
“I have talked it over with Alice. If we can find no other way, she will willingly die at your hands.”
“We must find another way!”
“We will certainly try, but time grows short. It is already June.”
We arrived at Chipenden to find the Spook little better. He was walking more easily, but he still looked frail, a shadow of the man who had taken me on as his apprentice four years earlier.
Later that afternoon we talked, sitting at the kitchen table, watching the fire flickering in the grate. I found it too warm, but my master clutched his cloak about him tightly, as if to fend off the cold.
First we talked of the Doomdryte. “Who knows where it is now?” he said gloomily. “In the hands of the Fiend’s servants, no doubt. The danger is that someone will attempt the incantation.”
“They are unlikely to be successful, though,” I told him in an attempt to raise his spirits—although in truth I felt very low myself. My brother was surely dead, and there was no certainty that I would ever see Alice again. Even if she did return, further horror and heartache lay ahead.
“That’s true, lad. Do you remember what I wrote in my Bestiary about it?”
I frowned. “Some of it,” I said uncertainly. “I know the incantation is hard to complete.”
“Some of it! That’s not good enough, lad! You need to be up to the mark. It’s vital that you start to think and act like a spook. Come with me!” he said, rising from his chair immediately.
My master led the way to his new library. He climbed the stairs slowly but was out of breath by the time we reached the door.
“There!” he said, pushing it open to reveal what lay within. “What do you think?”
There was a smell of new wood, and I saw row upon row of empty shelves. “It’s great,” I said. “Full of promise. All it needs now is books, and lots of them, and then we can call it a library!”
I smiled as I spoke, and the Spook smiled back; he had not lost his sense of humor. He led me to a row of shelves opposite the window. On the middle one, leaning against one another for support, were the first three books in the new library. I read the titles: The Spook’s Bestiary; A History of the Dark; The Pendle Witches.
My master had begun the second two while we were refugees on the Isle of Mona. He had completed both before we left Ireland to return to the County.
He lifted the Bestiary and placed it in my hands. “Read what it says about the Doomdryte!”
I flicked through until I reached the right place. “There’s not much here,” I said.
“There’s enough, lad. Read the whole section on grimoires aloud.”
“‘These are ancient books, full of spells and rituals, used to invoke the dark,’” I began. “‘Sometimes they are employed by witches, but they are mainly used by mages, and their spells have to be followed to the letter, or death can result.
“‘Many of these famous texts have been lost (the Patrixa and the Key of Solomon). The most dangerous and powerful grimoires, however, were written in the Old Tongue by the first men of the County. Primarily used to summon demons, these books contain terrible dark magic. Most have been deliberately destroyed or hidden far from human sight.
“‘The most mysterious and reputedly most deadly of these is the Doomdryte. Some believe that this book was dictated word for word by the Fiend to a mage called Lukrasta. That grimoire contains just one long dark magic incantation. If successfully completed (in conjunction with certain rituals), it would allow a mage to achieve immortality, invulnerability, and godlike powers.
“‘Fortunately, no one has ever succeeded, as it requires intense concentration and great endurance. The book takes thirteen hours to read aloud, and the reader cannot pause for rest.
“‘One word mispronounced brings about the immediate death of the mage. Lukrasta was the first to attempt the ritual, and the first to die. Others followed in his foolish footsteps.
“‘We must hope that the Doomdryte remains lost forever—’”
“That’s enough, lad,” the Spook interrupted. “So you see the danger? The Romanian entities used only the power emanating from the book to feed their illusions. What if the book was used in the way it was intended?”
I shrugged. “It seems unlikely to me that anyone could successfully complete that ritual.”
“How unlikely? The Fiend and his servants grow ever more desperate, and that means desperate measures will be employed. I’m worried about that book, and you should be too, lad! It might be somewhere in the County. The threat is very close.”
“Well, talking of books, I’ve got something to add to your collection!” I said. I opened my bag and handed him three books. They were the notebooks I’d kept during the first three years of my apprenticeship.
“Thanks, lad,” he said. “This is the right place for them. And you’ll be able to come in here and consult them whenever you feel the need.”
“Here’s another book,” I said, reaching into my bag again, feeling a little nervous. I wasn’t sure how the Spook would react. “Alice was going to write an account of the two years she spent being trained by Bony Lizzie. Instead she wrote this, thinking it might be more useful.”
The Spook accepted it and read the title from the spine: “The Secrets of the Pendle Covens.” Then he opened it at the first page and began to read Alice’s neat writing.
My master closed the book very suddenly and looked at me hard. “Do you think this book belongs on the shelves of this library?” he demanded.
“It’s about the magic used by the witches, and about their strengths and weaknesses. It should help us a lot!” I insisted.
“Well, lad, it’s your decision,” said the Spook, “because the truth is, this is your library. It’ll be yours until you hand it on to the next spook. In the meantime, you’ll decide what goes on these shelves. My knees have gone, and I’ve lost my wind,” he continued, shaking his head sadly. “You’ve almost a year left before you complete your time, but to all intents and purposes, from this moment on you are the Chipenden Spook. Start to think like one! I’ll still be around to offer advice, but from now the burden of the job must rest on your shoulders. What do you say?”
“I’ll do my best,” I said.
“Aye, lad, you’ll do your best. That’s all any of us can do.”



ONCE again, I’ve written most of this from memory, just using my notebook when necessary.
A letter arrived from my eldest brother, Jack, yesterday. He said that James was missing but that they hadn’t given up hope. Jack was confident that he would return any day. I don’t know what to write back. Is it better to allow him to live in hope for a while? If I tell him what I know, Jack will somehow blame me anyway. He thinks that my job as an apprentice spook has brought nothing but trouble to my family. He is right. I believe James is dead, slain by the Fiend’s servants. But for the fact that he is my brother, he would still be alive.
The routine of spook’s business goes on, but when the bell rings at the withy trees, I am now the one who deals with any problem. Ghosts, boggarts, and the occasional witch I deal with alone. My master spends a lot of time sitting in the garden. He looks older, and the whole of his beard is now white. He reminds me of the old men I saw as a boy—the ones who used to sit around the market square in Topley village. They seemed to have withdrawn from life and were waiting for death, just content to observe and remember. I think John Gregory is also waiting to die, and that saddens me. It is one more burden I have to carry.
Judd Brinscall has taken the three dogs with him and gone north of Caster to set himself up in the water mill. He has taken on the territory that Bill Arkwright once covered and is now busy ridding the area of an infestation of water witches. I’ve done my best to forgive him for his betrayal of the Spook, but I still can’t quite get it out of my head. It will take time.
As for Grimalkin, she is on the run again with the Fiend’s head, still pursued by his servants. I offered to lend her the dagger; she had once refused the Destiny Blade, but now she accepted Bone Cutter. She will give it back when Alice returns from the dark with the third weapon, so that all three sacred objects are finally in my possession.
Our fight against the dark continues—but I miss Alice. And time is running out. It is now early August, and I’ve just turned sixteen. I am in the fourth year of my apprenticeship to the Spook. It is less than three months till Halloween, when we have one chance to complete the ritual and destroy the Fiend forever. Each morning I awake full of hope, thinking that this will be the day when Alice returns from her quest in the dark. As the hours pass, my mood slowly changes. Hope gradually gives way to despair. By dusk I am choked with grief, convinced that I will never see her again.
Even if she succeeds, it is only then that the horror truly begins. Mam’s letter not only explained how I must sacrifice Alice; it revealed other aspects of the ritual. One requires the use of a living skelt. I have a strong sense of foreboding about the creature—images and references to it keep cropping up. And it bothers me that its head decorates the hilts of the sword and dagger.
I think about the task that faces us. If we fail, the Fiend will eventually win, and a new age of darkness will begin.
Knowing nothing of the ritual and what it involves, my master is chiefly concerned with the whereabouts of the Doomdryte, the evil grimoire that we saw in Mistress Fresque’s library. He is right to be worried. In the hands of our enemies, that book could be very dangerous indeed.
Despite all that’s happened, I’m still a spook’s apprentice—though I must start to think and behave like the Chipenden Spook. I must anticipate the time when John Gregory will no longer be here—even to offer me advice.
THOMAS J. WARD
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BACK in the County, things have rarely looked more dangerous for Tom Ward. His master, the Spook, has been weakened by years of battle, and his closest friend Alice has disappeared on a dangerous quest. Tom may now be the only one who can prevent the Fiend from returning to bring new terror to the world.
But while his battle wages on, the dark never rests—in the County or elsewhere. And far to the north, a long way from Tom’s lands, a new darkness is rising.
This book takes place shortly after the events of Lure of the Dead, and it tells of new creatures, new lands, and new horrors beyond imagination. . . .
This is Slither’s tale.



SLITHER




PROLOGUE
NESSA’S NIGHTMARE

IT is very dark in my bedroom. The candle has guttered out; the flame has flickered and died. It is cold, too, despite the extra blankets. It has been a long winter, one of the very worst. This is spring, but there is still a crust of frozen snow on the fields and the farmyard flags, and also ice inside my room patterning the windowpanes.
But it is my birthday tomorrow. I will be ten. I am looking forward to the cake. I have to blow out all its candles with one really big breath. If I do that, Father will give me my present. It is a dress—a red dress with white lace at the neck and hem.
I want to sleep. I squeeze my eyes tight shut and try. It’s better to sleep because then the night will pass quickly. I will open my eyes to see sunlight streaming in through the window, dust motes gleaming like tiny suns.
Suddenly I hear a noise. What is it? It sounds like something scratching on the floor by the wainscot. Could it be a rat? I fear big gray rats with their small eyes and long whiskers. My greatest fear of all is that one might find its way into my bed.
My heart begins to race with fear, and I think of calling out for my father. But my mother died two years ago, and he manages the farm all by himself. His days are long and tiring, and he needs his sleep. No, I must be brave. The rat will soon go away. Why should it bother with my bed? There is no food here.
Again there comes a scratching of sharp claws on wood. My heart jumps with fear. The noise is nearer now, halfway between the window and my bed. I hold my breath, listening for the sound to be repeated. It is, and now it is much closer, just below my bed. If I were to look down, it might be staring up at me with its small beady eyes.
I must get up. I will run to my father’s room. But what if the rat’s whiskers touch my feet? What if I tread on its long thin tail?
Now it gets even louder. I feel a tug at my bedclothes and shiver with fear. The rat is climbing up onto my bed, using its claws to pull itself on top of the blankets. In a panic, I try to sit up. But I can’t. I seem to be paralyzed. I can open my mouth, but when I scream, no sound escapes my lips.
The rat is crawling up onto my body now. I can feel its small sharp claws pricking into my skin through the blankets. It is sitting on my chest. Its tail goes thumpety-thump, faster and faster, keeping perfect time with the beating of my heart.
And now there is a new thing, even more terrifying. The rat seems to be growing heavier by the second. Its weight is pressing down on my chest, making it difficult to breathe. How can that be possible? How can a rat be so large and heavy?
Now, in the darkness, I sense its face moving closer to mine. It’s a big face, and I can feel the rat’s warm breath on my skin. But there is something even stranger than its size and weight. Its eyes are glowing in the dark. They are large and red, and by their lurid glare I can now see its face.
It isn’t a rat after all. The face is that of a fox or wolf, with a long jaw and big sharp teeth. And those teeth are biting into my neck. Long, thin, hot needles of pain pierce my throat.
I scream. Over and over again, I scream silently. I feel as if I am dying, slipping down into the deepest darkness, away from this world.
Then I am awake, and the weight is gone from my chest. I can move now, and I sit up in bed and begin to cry. Soon I hear the sound of heavy boots pounding across the wooden boards of the corridor. The door is flung open, and Father enters, carrying a candle.
He places it on the bedside table, and moments later I am in his arms. I sob and sob, and he strokes my hair and pats my back in reassurance.
“It’s all right. It’s all right, daughter,” he murmurs. “It was just a dream—just a terrible nightmare.”
But then he holds me at arm’s length and studies my face, neck, and shoulders carefully. Next he takes a white handkerchief from the pocket of his nightshirt and gently dabs it at my neck. He scrunches it up in his hand and quickly thrusts it back into his pocket. But not quite fast enough to prevent me from seeing the spots of blood.
Is the nightmare over?
Am I awake?
Or am I still dreaming?



CHAPTER I
IS IT A TRADE?

I woke up feeling very thirsty.
I’m always thirsty when I wake up, so there was nothing different there, no hint at all that this would be a day to remember.
I climbed out through the cleft, high in the trunk of my old ghanbala tree, and gazed down upon the white, frosty ground far below.
The sun wouldn’t rise fully for almost an hour and the stars were still visible. I knew all five thousand of them by name, but Cougis, the Dog Star, was my favorite. It was red, a bloodshot eye peering through the black velvet curtain that the Lord of Night casts over the sky.
I had been asleep for almost three months. I always sleep through that time—the darkest, coldest part of winter, which we call shudru. Now I was awake, and thirsty.
It was too close to dawn for taking blood from the humans in my haizda—the ones I farmed. My next preference would be to hunt, but nothing would be about yet. There was nothing to satisfy my thirst, yet there was another way. I could always go and intimidate Old Rowler and force him to trade.
I squeezed back into the tree and slipped my two sharpest blades into the scabbards on my chest. Then I pulled on my long, thick black overcoat, which has thirteen buttons made of best-quality bone. The coat comes down as far as my brown leather boots, and the sleeves are long enough to cover my hairy arms.
I’m hairy all over—and there’s something else I should mention. Something that makes me different from you.
I have a tail.
Don’t laugh. Don’t pull a face or shake your head. Be sensible and feel sorry for yourself because you don’t have one. You see, mine’s a long, powerful tail that’s better than an extra arm.
One more thing. My name is Slither, and before my tale is finished you’ll find out why.
Finally I laced up my boots and squeezed back through the cleft and onto the branch.
Then I stepped out into space.
I counted to two before flicking up my slithery tail. It coiled and tightened; the skin rasped against the lowest branch, breaking off shards of bark that fell like dark flakes of snow. I hung there by my tail for a few seconds while my keen eyes searched the ground below. There were no tracks to mark the frost. Not that I expected any. My ears are sharp and I awake at the slightest sound, but it’s always better to be safe than sorry.
I dropped again, landing on the cold, hard ground. Then I began to run, watching the ground speed by in a blur beneath my legs. Within minutes I’d be at Old Rowler’s farm.
I respected Old Rowler.
I respected him just enough to turn what might have been a cruel taking into a wary trade. He was very brave for a human. Brave enough to live close to my tree when many others had fled. Brave enough even to trade.
I strolled along below his wooden boundary fence, but the moment I reached the farmyard flags, I blew myself up to the size that works best with most humans. Not big enough to be too intimidating, but not small enough to give Old Rowler ideas. In fact, exactly the same size as the farmer had been before his old bones had started to weaken, his spine to bend.
I rapped on the door softly. It was my special rhythmic rap. Not loud enough to wake his three daughters, but audible enough to bring the farmer huffing and puffing down the stairs.
He opened the door no more than the width of his calloused hand. Then he held a candle to the crack so that it lit up my face.
“What is it this time?” he demanded belligerently. “I hoped I’d seen the last of you. It’s months since you last bothered me. I was hoping you’d never wake up again!”
“I’m thirsty,” I said, “and it’s too early to hunt. I need a little something to warm my belly for a few hours.” Then I smiled, showing my sharp teeth and allowing my hot breath to steam upward into the cold air.
“I’ve nothing to spare. Times are hard,” protested the farmer. “It’s been one of the hardest winters I can remember. I’ve lost cattle—even sheep.”
“How are your three daughters keeping? I hope they’re well,” I asked, opening my mouth a little wider.
The candle began to dance and shake in Old Rowler’s hands, just as I’d expected.
“You keep away from my daughters, Slither. D’ ye hear? Keep away.”
“I was only inquiring after their health.” I softened my voice. “How’s the youngest one? I hope her cough’s better now.”
“Don’t waste my time!” he snapped. “What are ye here for?”
“I need blood. Bleed a bullock for me—just a little blood to set me up. You can spare half a cup.”
“I told you, it’s been a long, hard winter,” he said. “It’s a bad time, and the surviving animals need all their strength to get through.”
Seeing that I wouldn’t get something for nothing, I drew a coin from the pocket of my coat and held it so that it gleamed in the candlelight.
Old Rowler watched as I spat onto the flank of the bullock to deaden the feeling there; so that when I made a small, precise cut in the hide, the animal wouldn’t feel a thing. The blood soon began to flow, and I caught it in the metal cup that the farmer had provided, not wasting a single drop.
“I wouldn’t really harm your daughters, you know,” I said. “They’ve become almost like a family to me.”
“Your kind know nothing about families,” he muttered. “You’d eat your own mother if you were hungry enough. What about Brian Jenson’s daughter from the farm near the river? She disappeared early last spring, never to be seen again. Too many of my neighbors have suffered at your hands.”
I didn’t bother to deny his accusation, but neither did I confirm it. Sometimes accidents happened. Mostly I control my taking, husbanding the resources of my haizda, but occasionally the urge gets the better of me and I take too much blood.
“Hey! Hang on a minute—we agreed on half a cup,” Old Rowler protested.
I smiled and pressed my fingers against the wound so that the blood immediately stopped flowing. “So we did,” I agreed. “Still, three quarters of a cup’s not too bad. It’s a good compromise.”
I took a long drink, my eyes never leaving the farmer’s face. He wore a long overcoat, and I knew that its lining concealed a wickedly sharp saber. If sufficiently threatened or provoked, the old man wouldn’t hesitate to use it. Not that Rowler, even with his saber, posed any real threat to me, but it would bring our trade to a close. And that would be a pity, because they were useful, men like him. I preferred to hunt, obviously, but the keeping of bloodstock—especially bullocks, which were my favorite—made things easier when times were hard. I wasn’t prepared to keep them myself, but I did appreciate the place of this farmer in the scheme of things. He was the only one in my haizda that I ever traded with.
Perhaps I was getting old? Once I would have ripped out the throat of a human such as Rowler—ripped it out without a moment’s thought. But I was past my first flush of youth and well advanced in the magecraft of the haizda. Already I was an adept.
But this, my two hundredth summer, was a dangerous time for a haizda mage, the time when we sometimes fall victim to what we call skaiium. You see, living so long changes the way you think. You become more mellow, more understanding of the feelings and needs of others. That’s bad for a haizda mage, and many of us don’t survive these dangerous years because they lead to a softening of the bloodlust, a dulling of the teeth.
So I knew I had to be careful.
The warm blood flowed down my throat and into my stomach, filling me with new strength. I smiled and licked my lips.
I’d no need to hunt for at least another day, so I handed the cup back to Old Rowler and headed directly for my favorite spot. It was a clearing in the small wood on the southern slopes that overlooked the farm. Then I shrank myself down, coat and boots included, to my smallest size, the one I often use for sleeping. Now I was no larger than a gray-whiskered sewer rat.
The ox blood, however, remained exactly the same size, so that my stomach now felt very full. Despite the fact that I’d only just woken up, the combination of a full stomach and the newly risen sun made me feel very sleepy indeed.
So I lay on my back and stretched out. My overcoat has a special slit, like a short sleeve, to allow my tail out into the air. When I’m running, hunting or fighting, it coils up my back tightly, but sometimes in summer, when the sun is shining and I’m feeling sleepy, I lie down on the warm grass and let it stretch out behind me. Happy and relaxed, I did that now, and in no time at all I was fast asleep.
Normally, with a stomach as full as that, I’d have slept soundly for a day and a night, but just before sunset, a scream cut through the air like a blade, waking me suddenly.
I sat up but then remained very still. My nostrils dilated and twitched as I began to sniff the air.
Blood . . .
I raised my tail and used it to gather more information. Things couldn’t have been better, and my mouth began to water. Ox blood was sweet and delicious, but this was the most appetizing blood of all. It was freshly spilled human blood, and it came from the direction of Old Rowler’s farm.
Instantly my thirst returned; I quickly got to my feet and began to run toward the distant fence. My long, loping strides soon brought me to the boundary and, once under the fence, I immediately grew to human size. I used my tail again, searching for the source of the blood. It came from the north pasture, and now I knew exactly whose it was.
I’d been close enough to the old man to smell it through his wrinkled skin, to hear it pounding along his knotted veins. Old blood it might be, but where human blood was concerned, I couldn’t be too choosy.
Yes, it was Old Rowler. He was bleeding.
Then I detected another source of blood, though this was far weaker. It was the scent of a young human female.
I began to run again, my heart pounding with excitement.
When I reached the north pasture, the sun was an orange globe sitting precisely upon the tip of the horizon. One glance and I understood everything.
Old Rowler lay sprawled like a broken doll close to the trunk of a yew tree. Even from this distance, I could see the blood on the grass. A figure was bending over him. It was a girl in a brown dress, a girl with long hair the color of midnight. I sensed her young blood too. It was sweeter and more enticing than Old Rowler’s.
It was Nessa, his eldest daughter. I could hear her sobs as she tended to the old man. Then I saw the bull in the next field. It was stamping its feet angrily and tossing its horns. It must have gored the farmer, who, despite his injury, had managed to stagger through the gate and close it behind him.
Suddenly the girl looked back over her shoulder and saw me. With a little cry of terror, she rose to her feet, pulled up her long skirt above her knees, and ran away to the house. I could have caught her easily, but I had all the time in the world now, so I began to walk toward the crumpled body.
At first I thought that the old man was dead, but my sharp ears detected the faltering rhythm of a failing heart. Old Rowler was dying, for sure; there was a massive hole beneath his ribs, and his blood was still bubbling out onto the grass.
As I knelt down beside him, he opened both eyes. His face was twisted with pain, but he tried to speak. I had to bend closer, until my left ear was almost touching the old man’s blood-flecked lips.
“My daughters . . . ,” he whispered.
“Don’t you go worrying about your daughters,” I said.
“But I do worry,” said the dying farmer. “Do ye remember the terms of the first trade we made?”
I didn’t reply, but I remembered them, all right. The trade had taken place seven years earlier, when Nessa had just turned ten.
“While I live, keep away from my three daughters!” he’d warned. “But if anything ever happens to me, you can have the eldest, Nessa, in return for taking the other two south to their aunt and uncle in Pwodente. They live in the village of Stoneleigh, close to the last bridge before the western sea. . . .”
“I’ll take care of them,” I’d promised, realizing that this could be the beginning of years of useful trade with the farmer. “Treat ’em like family.”
“A trade,” the old man had insisted. “Is it a trade?”
“Yes,” I’d agreed. “It’s a trade.”
It had been a good trade because, according to the law of bindos, each Kobalos citizen has to sell in the slave markets at least one purra, or human girl, every forty years, or become an outcast, shunned by his fellows and slain on sight. As a haizda mage, I did not normally dabble in the markets and did not wish to own females in the customary way. But I knew that the time would come when I must meet my next obligation or suffer the consequences. Otherwise I would become an outlaw, hunted down by my own people. Rowler was old; once he was dead I could sell Nessa.
And now here he was before me, dying, and Nessa was mine.
The farmer began to cough up a dark clot of phlegm and blood. He hadn’t long now. Within moments he’d be dead.
It would take a week at most to deliver the two younger girls to their relatives. Then Nessa would belong to me. I could force her north to the slave market, taking my time while I sampled some of her blood on the way.
Suddenly the old man began to fumble in the pocket of his overcoat. Perhaps he was searching for a weapon, I thought.
But he pulled out a little brown notebook and a pencil. With shaking hands, not even looking at the page, he began to scribble. He scribbled a lot of words for a dying man. When he’d finished, he tore out the page and held it toward me. Cautiously, I moved closer and accepted the note.
“It’s to Nessa,” Rowler whispered. “I’ve told her what she has to do. You can have everything—the farm, the animals, and Nessa. Remember what we agreed? All ye have to do is get Susan and Bryony to their aunt and uncle. Will ye keep to our trade? Will ye do it?”
I read the note quickly. When I’d finished, I folded it in two and pushed it into my overcoat pocket. Then I smiled, showing just a hint of teeth. “We made a trade, and I’m honor bound to keep to it,” I said.
Then I waited with Old Rowler until he died. It took longer than I expected. He struggled for breath and seemed reluctant to go, even though he was in great pain. The sun had sunk well below the horizon before he gave a final shudder.
I watched him very carefully, my curiosity aroused. I had traded with Old Rowler for seven years, but flesh and blood is opaque and hides the true nature of the soul within. I had often wondered about this stubborn, brave but sometimes cantankerous old farmer. Now, at last, I would finally find out exactly what he was.
I was waiting to see his soul leave his body, and I wasn’t disappointed.
A gray shape began to materialize above the crumpled overcoat. It was very faint and ever so slightly luminous. It was helical in form, a faint spiral, and much, much smaller than Old Rowler. I’d often watched human souls before, and I liked to wait and see which way they would go.
So what was Old Rowler?
Was he an up or a down?
I harvest souls and draw power from them, absorbing them into my own spirit. So I prepared myself to reach out and snatch the farmer’s soul. It was a difficult thing to do and, even with the whole force of my concentration, could only be accomplished if the soul lingered awhile. But this soul did not tarry.
With a faint whistle it began to spiral away, spinning up into the sky. Not many did that. Usually they gave a sort of groan or howl and plunged into the earth. So Old Rowler was clearly an up. I’d missed out on a new soul, but what did that matter? He was gone now, and my curiosity was satisfied.
I began to search the body. There was only one coin. Probably the same one I’d given him earlier for the ox blood. Next I pulled out the saber. The handle was a little rusty, but I liked the balance and the blade was sharp.
I swished it through the air a few times. It had a good feel to it, so I thrust it safely into the lining of my own overcoat.
That done, I was free to begin the main business of the night.
Old Rowler’s daughters . . .



CHAPTER II
NO MANNERS AT ALL

IT was getting dark when I reached the farmhouse. There’d be no moon tonight, and there was only one light coming from the house—the faint, fitful flicker of a candle behind the tattered curtains of the front bedroom.
I loped up to the door and rapped loudly upon it three times. I used the black knocker, the one decorated with the one-eyed head of a gargoyle, which was supposed to frighten off anything threatening that approached by night. Of course, this was just superstitious nonsense and my triple rap echoed through the house.
There was no reply. Those three girls had no manners, I thought. No manners at all.
Angrily, I dropped on all fours and ran three times round the house in a widdershins direction, against the clock, and each time I passed the front door I let out a loud, intimidating howl.
Next I returned to the front of the house and blew myself up to three times human size. I placed my forehead against the cold glass of the bedroom window and closed one eye.
With my left eye, I could just see through the narrow chink where the curtains met. I spotted Nessa, my inheritance, and her two sisters, huddled together on the bed.
Nessa was in the middle, with her arms wrapped about the shoulders of her younger sisters, Susan and Bryony. I’d spied on them many times before. There wasn’t much I didn’t know about these girls.
Nessa was seventeen, Susan a year younger. Susan was plumper than Nessa, with hair the color of ripe corn. She would have fetched the best price at the slave market. As for Bryony, she was still a child, about eight summers old at the most; cooked very slowly, her flesh would be succulent, even tastier than day-old chicken—though many Kobalos would prefer such young flesh raw.
The truth was that Nessa was worth the least of all, but her sale would allow me to fulfill my duties under the law of bindos. A trade is a trade, and I always keep my word, so I shrank to human size and, with one almighty blow of my left hand, struck the front door.
The wood splintered, the house shook, the lock shattered, and with a groan, the old door swung back upon its hinges. Then, without waiting for an invitation, I stepped across the threshold and climbed the wooden stairs.
I felt ashamed at having left my father like that. I’d left him to die alone. But the terror of seeing the beast so close had overwhelmed me.
Having reached the safety of the house, I’d locked all the doors and then led Susan and Bryony up to my bedroom. My anguish and terror had rendered me almost speechless, but once there I could keep silent no longer.
“Father’s dead!” I’d cried. “He’s dead—gored by the bull!”
My sisters both gave wails of grief. We’d climbed up onto the bed and I’d put my arms around them, trying to give what comfort I could. But then we heard the terrifying noises outside the house. They began with three loud raps, quickly followed by a series of terrible bloodcurdling howls that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
“Cover your ears! Don’t listen!” I urged my sisters. Of course my arms were still around them, so I was forced to endure the terrifying sounds. I thought I heard heavy breathing from outside the window, and for one awful moment it seemed as if a gigantic eye was peering through the gap in the curtain.
But how could that be? The beast was not that big. I’d glimpsed him on his visits to our farm, and he’d seemed hardly taller than my poor father.
Next there came a terrible crash from below. I knew exactly what it was, and my heart began to beat even faster. The beast had smashed in the front door.
I heard heavy feet stamping up the stairs, approaching the bedroom door. It was locked, but the door was nowhere near as stout as the one the beast had already forced—it would prove no defense at all. My whole body began to shake.
The door handle slowly turned while I gaped at it in terror.
“Nessa,” the beast growled. “Open the door and let me in. I’m your new father now. Be an obedient girl and let me in.”
I felt appalled at what he was saying. How could such a monster claim to be my father?
“Your old dead father left the farm to me, Nessa,” the beast continued. “And he gave you to me. And if you’re good to me, Nessa, then I’ll be good to your two plump sisters. He asked me to take your sisters on a long journey to live in happiness with your aunt and uncle. I promised him I’d do that because I always keep my promises to the dead. But you belong to me, Nessa. So you have to be obedient. Why don’t you answer? Don’t you believe me? Well, read this, then. It’s your father’s will.”
I couldn’t believe what he was saying. My sisters were whimpering in shock. How could my father have agreed to such a terrible thing? I wondered. I thought he’d loved me. Didn’t he care about me at all?
The beast pushed a piece of paper under the door, and I clambered off the bed, picked it up, and started to read what was written.
To Nessa

I’ve promised the beast that he can have the farm and you. In return he’s promised to deliver Bryony and Susan to your aunt and uncle. I’ve tried to be a good father, and had it ever proved necessary, I would have sacrificed myself for you. Now you must sacrifice yourself for your younger sisters.

Your loving father

Despite the shakiness of the letters, it was undoubtedly Father’s handwriting, but I had to read it three times before its meaning sank into my befuddled brain. There were spots of blood on it—he must have written the letter in his final living moments.
I couldn’t think straight, but I knew that I had to get the beast out of the house. If I didn’t agree to what my father had written, the dreadful creature would smash down the bedroom door and perhaps kill all three of us. So I took a deep breath to calm myself before speaking.
“I accept the terms of my father’s will,” I said. “But my sisters are terrified. I want you to go away and leave us alone for a while. Please stay away from the farm.”
“I’ll do that, Nessa,” the beast replied, surprising me with his agreement. “No doubt you’ll need some time to get over your father’s death. But you must come and visit me tomorrow just before sunset. I live in the largest ghanbala tree on the far side of the river. You can’t miss it. There we’ll talk about what has to be done.”
The following day I set off to keep my promise. I was terrified, and having to visit the beast at dusk only made it worse. I’d spent the day doing my usual farm chores in addition to those tasks usually performed by my father. Despite that, I hadn’t been able to keep at bay my fear of what was to come. Soon it would be dark, and I would be alone with the monster and totally at his mercy.
Neighbors had gone missing from time to time—something my father would never comment on. Once I had asked him whether he thought the beast was responsible.
“Never speak of such things again, daughter!” he had warned. “We are safe in our own house, so be grateful for that.”
But now we were no longer safe in that house. If I did not visit the lair of the beast, he would return to our farm. What could be more terrifying than that?
Perhaps he would devour me on the spot. After all, my father had given me into his ownership in return for the safety of my two sisters.
I had told Bryony and Susan that, if I failed to return by dawn, they should flee to the house of a neighbor on the other side of the valley. But even there they wouldn’t be safe if the beast failed to keep his word.
I reached the riverbank and approached the fording place. There was no doubt about the location of his lair. He was right; I couldn’t miss it. It was twice as big as any other tree in the vicinity—a gigantic ghanbala with a trunk of a tremendous girth, its huge twisted branches stark against the fading light.
I approached the tree, and as I moved closer to that vast trunk, it grew darker, the branches gathering above me to block out the last of the light from the sky. Suddenly there was a soft thud behind me, and I whirled round in terror to face the beast.
“Hello, Nessa,” he said, giving me a hideous smile that revealed his sharp teeth. “What a good, dutiful daughter you are to keep your promise. Tomorrow, just to show you how grateful I am, I’ll bury your poor father’s body before the rats can spoil it too much. The eyes have gone already, I’m afraid, though he won’t be needing them now. But sadly those aren’t the only things he was missing. The rats had already nibbled off two of his toes and three of his fingers. Still, his body will soon be in the ground, and I’ll cover his grave with rocks so that it won’t be dug up by a hungry animal, don’t you worry. He’ll be safe and snug in the dark, being slowly eaten by worms, as is only right and proper.”
That cruel, callous reference to my father brought a lump to my throat, and I could hardly breathe. I bowed my head and was unable to meet the monster’s eyes, ashamed that I’d not plucked up the courage to go out and bury my father myself. When I looked up, he gave another grotesque grin, pulled a key from his pocket, spat upon it three times, and inserted it into a lock in the trunk of the tree.
“This is a door I use only rarely,” he said, “but it’s the only way to get you into the tree in one piece. Enter before me. You are my guest!”
Fearful that he might strike me down from behind, I nevertheless turned my back on him and walked through the open doorway into the tree.
“Most guests are usually dead when I drag them in here, but you are special to me, Nessa, and I’ve done my best to brighten up the place for you.”
His words horrified me, and my heart began to palpitate, but I looked about me in astonishment. It was incredible to find such well-furnished quarters within a tree. There were thirteen candles, each in an ornate candlestick, set upon a dining table so highly polished that I could see my own reflection in it.
“Would you like a glass of wine, Nessa?” the beast asked in his gruff voice. “Things always look better viewed through the bottom of a glass.”
I tried to refuse his offer, but when I opened my mouth I could only manage a gasp of fear. His words made me shiver because that was one of my father’s sayings. In fact, I could see that it was my father’s wine. I knew that he’d sold ten bottles to the beast the previous autumn. They were all lined up on the table behind the two glasses.
“Wine is the next best thing to blood!” he said, showing me his teeth again. He’d opened all the bottles already, and they were now just loosely corked. “I’m feeling very thirsty, and I hope you won’t expect more than your fair share. Four bottles should be enough for a human, don’t you agree?”
I shook my head, refusing the wine. But suddenly a little hope flared within me. If he was offering me wine, maybe he wasn’t going to kill me now after all?
“It’s good wine,” the beast commented. “Your old father made it with his own hands. So I’ll be only too happy to drink your share too. We wouldn’t want to waste it, would we, little Nessa?”
Again I didn’t speak, but began looking at the room in more detail, my eyes taking in everything: the bottles and jars on the rows and rows of shelves; the long table in the far corner of the room, decorated with what appeared to be the skulls of small animals and birds. My eyes stopped their wandering at the three lambskin rugs that adorned the floor. Each one was a most vivid shade of red. Surely that wasn’t just dye . . . could it be blood?
“I see that you’re admiring my rugs, little Nessa. It takes a lot of skill to keep them looking that way. Blood never wants to stay red for long outside a body.”
At those words I began to tremble from head to foot.
“The truth is, Nessa, I’d like to taste a little of your blood.” I cringed away from the beast in fear, but he continued. “However, you’ve shown good faith by coming to see me, making me believe that you will keep to the terms of the trade I made with your father. That’s why I asked you here. And you have passed the test, satisfying me that you are a person of honor who can keep to an agreement. You have also been gracious enough to refuse the wine, so that now I have all ten bottles to myself. So I am going to let you go home.
“Be ready at sunset tomorrow,” he told me as I started to breathe a little more easily. “Kill and salt three pigs, but collect every last drop of blood and fill a milk churn with it—the journey will make me very thirsty. Pack up cheese and bread and candles and two large cooking pots. Oil the wheels of your largest cart. I’ll bring horses, but you must provide the oats. And take plenty of warm clothes and blankets. There might be snow before the week is out. We will take your two sisters to their relatives, as I promised. Once that is done, I will take you north and sell you in the slave market. Your life will be short but useful to my people.”
I walked slowly home, numbed by what I had learned. But there were practicalities to consider, such as dealing with the farm animals. They would be best given to one of our neighbors. I had a lot to arrange before my life changed utterly. I was going to become a slave of the beasts and would surely not survive for very long.



CHAPTER III
THE DARK TOWER

I arrived at the farm at sunset, as promised, and was pleased to find the three Rowler sisters ready for the journey.
Three stout trunks waited in the yard, and upon the smallest sat Bryony, nervously picking the loose threads from her woolen gloves. Susan was standing behind Bryony, her mouth pulled down into a pouty sulk, while Nessa paced up and down impatiently. It was getting colder by the minute. They had sensibly chosen to wear their warmest woolen dresses, but their coats were thin and threadbare, offering little protection against the cold.
I halted at the open gate and stared at the girls, almost drooling. And on looking more closely, I saw that the flesh of the youngest sister would be very tender and best eaten uncooked; even raw, it would melt off the bone. As for Susan, there was plenty of meat on her older bones, but I knew that her blood would be even better. I would need all the discipline I could muster to keep to the terms of my deal with the dead farmer.
Dismissing such thoughts from my head, I urged my black stallion into the yard, his hooves clattering on the flags. Behind me I led a white mare and a heavy shire horse for drawing a cart in which the two younger sisters could ride. I had stolen all three horses that very day.
I circled the yard three times before coming to a halt, then leaned down and showed my teeth in a wide smile. Terror flickered upon the faces of Bryony and Susan, but Nessa walked boldly up to me and pointed toward the shed just beyond the stables.
“The cart’s in there,” she said, her chin raised defiantly. “It’s already loaded with the provisions, but the trunks were too heavy for us.”
I leaped down from my horse and flexed my hairy fingers close to Nessa’s face, making the bones crack. Then, in no time at all, I harnessed the shire horse to the cart before tossing up the three trunks. Feeble humans; the trunks were as light as air.
Then I smirked when Nessa noticed the freshly sharpened saber at my belt, the one that had belonged to her father.
“That is my father’s sword!” she protested, her eyes widening.
“He won’t be needing it now, little Nessa,” I told her. “Anyway, we have no time to waste dwelling on the past. This white mare’s for you. Chose it specially, I did.”
“Are my sisters to ride in the cart?” she asked.
“Of course—they will find it far better than walking!” I declared.
“But Susan has no experience in handling a horse and cart, and the going may become difficult,” Nessa protested.
“Fear not, little Nessa. The shire horse will be obedient to my will, and your sisters will come to no harm. They can simply sit in the back of the cart.”
It had been but the work of a minute to breathe into the nostrils of the big horse and use my magic to claim its obedience. It would follow in my wake, moving only when I moved and halting when I brought my own mount to a stop.
“You said you would bury my father,” Nessa accused suddenly, “but his body was still lying there. Don’t you worry—I did it myself with the help of my sisters. However, it suggests to me that you don’t keep your promises after all.”
“I always keep to a trade, Nessa—but that was no such thing, merely a kind offer that I meant to carry out. Unfortunately I’ve been busy getting hold of these horses and didn’t have time. It was better that you should bury him, though. It might make up for running away and leaving him to die alone.”
Nessa didn’t answer, but a tear ran down each cheek and she quickly turned her back on me and struggled up into the saddle while her sisters climbed into the cart. As we rode down the track toward the crossroads, the air grew even colder and frost began to whiten the grass.
It had been difficult obtaining three horses at such short notice. I avoid killing or stealing within my own haizda, so had been forced to range far beyond it to acquire the mounts. I hoped that Nessa wouldn’t notice the dark bloodstain on the left flank of the white mare.
There had been conflict between my people and humans for at least five thousand years. At times, during periods of Kobalos expansion, it had flared up into outright war. Now it was merely a simmering hostility.
My private domain, my haizda, is large, containing many farms and a number of small settlements that I husband and control. But once beyond its borders, I become a lone enemy, likely to attract all sorts of unwelcome attention. No doubt, seeing the purrai in my possession, humans would band together and attempt to take them from me by force. For that reason it was necessary to be vigilant and to travel mostly by night.
Just before dawn on the third day, it began to snow.
At first the dusting was very light, hardly adding to the white coating of frost. But the snow persisted, grew heavier, and the wind started to blow hard from the west.
“We can’t travel in these conditions,” Nessa protested. “We’ll get trapped in a drift and freeze to death!”
“There is no choice,” I insisted. “We must go on. I am hardy and can endure, but if we stop now, you poor weak humans will die!”
Despite my words, I knew that the weather would soon bring us to a halt. The girls couldn’t survive more than a few days in this weather, so I was forced to change my plans.
Although the heavens were now lit with the gray light of dawn, I decided to take a risk, and after a short rest we continued on our way. We headed west rather than south, right into the teeth of what had become a blizzard.
At first Susan and Bryony sat cowering under the tarpaulin in the back of the open cart; both kept complaining of the cold, but I could hardly blame them for that. Then, after an hour or so, they said that when sheltering from the weather under the tarpaulin, the movement of the cart made them feel sick, so for the rest of the day they kept their heads above it, exposed to the bitter cold and damp of the blizzard. It was only a matter of time before they froze to death.
As the light began to fail, we were moving through a dense wood of spruce and pine, heading down a slope toward a frozen stream with an even steeper slope rising beyond it.
“We’ll never get our horses up that incline!” Nessa shouted. She was right.
At the bottom on the left stood a five-barred gate. Here, giving the purrai a wicked grin, I dismounted. After a good deal of scooping of snow and pulling and tugging, I managed to open it wide enough for the horse and cart to pass through.
A cinder track ran along beside the stream, and upon this the snow had been unable to take a hold; each snowflake had melted immediately on making contact. The track was actually steaming.
I watched Nessa dismount and lead her own mare through the gate. She reached down to test the surface with her fingers.
“It’s hot!” she squealed, drawing her fingers away rapidly.
“Of course it is!” I said with a laugh. “How else could it be kept free of snow?”
Nessa walked back to the cart and spoke to her sisters. “Are you all right?” she asked.
“I’m so cold,” Susan complained, “I can hardly feel my hands or the nose on my face.”
“I feel sick, Nessa. Can we stop soon?” Bryony asked.
Nessa didn’t reply but looked up at me. “Where are we going?”
“A hostelry,” I replied, and without bothering to elaborate, I leaped back onto my horse and took up the lead once again.
The spruce and pine gave way to deciduous sycamore, oak, and ash trees, which were waiting, bereft of leaves, for the coming of the short summer. These trees pressed in upon us, dark and thick, their stark branches hooked like talons against the gray sky. It was strange to see such trees so far north.
Soon there came a strange silence. The wind suddenly died away, and even the clop of hooves and the rattle of the cartwheels seemed muffled on the cinders.
Bryony started to sob with cold. Before Nessa could ride closer to offer her words of comfort, I turned and hissed at her to ensure her silence, placing my finger vertically against my lips.
After another few moments, I saw through the trees a faint purple light that blinked on and off like the opening and closing of a giant eye. Finally a building came into view.
It was a dark tower, enclosed by a high circular wall complete with battlements and a portcullis that could only be reached by means of a drawbridge crossing a wide moat.
“Is this what you call a hostelry?” Nessa demanded angrily. “I’d hoped for an inn with welcoming fires and clean rooms where we might take refuge from the blizzard and sleep in comfort. My sisters are half frozen to death. What is this forbidding tower? It seems to have been constructed by other than human hands.”
The tower itself was about nine stories high and the size of three or more large farmhouses combined. It was built of a dark purple stone, and the whole structure gleamed as rivulets of water cascaded down its sides. For although snow was still falling heavily from the darkening sky, all around the tower the ground was completely clear. Both walls and ground were steaming, as if some huge fire burned deep within the earth. The fortress had been constructed over a hot spot, an underground geyser that heated the stones of the tower.
I had spent a night in this tower almost forty years earlier, on my way to sell a slave and meet my legal obligations under the law of bindos. However, at that time it had been ruled by someone who was now dead, slain by Nunc, the high mage who was the tower’s present incumbent.
I smiled at Nessa. “It is not a hostelry for your kind. But beggars can’t be choosers. This is a kulad, a fortress built by my people. Better stay close to me if you wish to survive the night.”
As we moved forward, I heard gasps from the two younger sisters, and the portcullis began to rise. The sound of chain and ratchet could clearly be heard, but there was no gatekeeper, and nobody came out to either greet or challenge us.
I guided the purrai across the circular inner courtyard toward stables with fresh straw for the horses and a lean-to under which the cart could be sheltered from the worst of the elements. Then I led them through a narrow door to a spiral staircase that rose widdershins up and up, into the dark inner tower. Every ten steps there were torches set within iron holders bolted to the wall. Their yellow flames danced and flickered, although the air was perfectly still, but they were never enough to dispel the shadows that gathered above them.
“I don’t like this place,” Bryony whimpered. “I can feel eyes watching us. Horrible things hiding in the darkness!”
“There’s nothing here to worry about,” Nessa told her. “It’s just your imagination.”
“But there could be insects and mice,” Susan complained. Succulent she might be, but that purra’s voice was starting to irritate me.
We began to climb the stairs. Wooden doors were spaced at intervals, but then we came to three set quite close together, so I chose these for the sisters. Each had a rusty iron lock into which was inserted a large steel key.
“Here’s a warm bedroom for each of you,” I said, my tail rising in annoyance. “You’ll be safe enough in here if I lock the doors. Try to sleep. There’s no supper, but breakfast will be served soon after dawn.”
“Why can’t we all just share a room?” demanded Nessa.
“Too small,” I said, opening the first of the doors. “And each has only one bed. Young growing girls like you need your rest.”
Nessa looked in, and I saw the dismay on her face. It was indeed small and cramped.
“It’s dirty in there,” Susan complained with a pout.
Bryony began to cry softly. “I want to stay with Nessa! I want to stay with Nessa!”
“Please allow Bryony to share my room,” said Nessa, making one last desperate appeal. “She’s too young to be left alone in a place like this—”
But I paid no heed and, twisting my face into a savage expression, pushed her roughly inside. Next I slammed the door behind her and twisted the key to lock her in. I quickly did the same for each of her sisters.
But although cruelty is in my nature, it was not this that prompted my behavior now. I had done it for their own safety, confining each separately to mark them as three distinct items of my property, according to the customs of my people.
I’d had no choice but to bring the three girls here—they would soon have died of exposure outside. We were now well beyond the last human habitation, and this was the only refuge that was available. It was a dangerous place, even for a haizda mage, and I could not be sure of a welcome. Now, as was customary, I had to ascend to the top of the tower to make obeisance to its lord, Nunc. He had a formidable reputation and ruled by fear.
He was a high mage, the most powerful rank of Kobalos mage. As outsiders who dwell within our own individual territories far from Valkarky, we haizdas do not fit within that hierarchy of mages. I do not fear a high mage but would if necessary make obeisance to him. If I were forced to fight him, I was not sure what the outcome would be. Nevertheless, I was curious to meet Nunc in the flesh and see if he lived up to the stories told about him. It was said that, in a raid against a human kingdom, he had devoured the monarch’s seven sons in front of him before tearing off that unfortunate king’s head with his bare hands.
As I climbed the spiral staircase, the air grew warmer and more humid and my discomfort grew. Such was the peculiarity of the high mages that they sometimes actively sought out a harsh environment in order to prove their hardiness.
Even though I was now within sight of the top landing, no guards were visible. Yet my tail told me that many of Nunc’s servants were nearby, in the subterranean areas beneath the tower.
There was only one door on the landing, and I pushed it open. I found myself in the anteroom. This was a bathhouse where Nunc’s servants and guests could cleanse their bodies before proceeding farther. However, I’d never seen one quite like this. In such rooms, the water was often uncomfortably warm, but the temperature here was extreme. The air was full of suffocating steam, and I immediately began to struggle for breath.
The entire room, but for a perimeter strip of stone and a narrow arch that provided a bridge to the far side, was given over to a huge sunken bath filled with water so hot that it was generating steam as I watched.
Nunc, the high mage, was immersed in the bath up to his armpits, but his knees were visible, and upon each he rested a huge hairy hand. His face was very full, and shaved according to the custom of Kobalos mages. The short stubble was black but for a long gray patch low on his forehead—a dueling scar of which he was very proud.
Although Nunc was huge—half as big again as me—I felt not in the least threatened by his bulk. Size was relative, and as a haizda I could, in a moment, blow myself up to equal his.
“Enter the water, guest,” Nunc boomed. “My house is your house. My purrai are your purrai.”
Nunc had addressed me in Baelic, the ordinary informal tongue of the Kobalos people; it was years since I’d last heard it, and the language sounded strange, almost as if the time I’d spent near humans had made my own people now seem alien. Immediately it made me wary. I had never met Nunc before, and for a Kobalos to speak to a stranger in Baelic implied warmth and friendship, but, worryingly, it was frequently used before offering to trade. I had nothing I could barter.
I bowed and, after removing my belt and saber, which I carefully positioned against the wall, undid the thirteen buttons of my coat and hung it on one of the hooks on the back of the door. It was somewhat heavier than usual, for the lining contained the three keys to the girls’ rooms. Next I removed the diagonal straps and scabbards with the two short blades and set them down next to the saber.
Finally I tugged off my boots and prepared to enter the water. It would take great concentration and willpower for me to endure such a boiling temperature, but I had to immerse myself, if only for a short time, in order to comply with the customs of hospitality. I must not give Nunc an excuse to act against me in any way.
The water was very uncomfortable, but I slid in, forcing myself to put up with it. However, other thoughts were already disturbing my concentration. I remembered Nunc’s greeting and was suddenly dismayed by his reference to purrai.
Purrai are human females, usually bred within the skleech pens of Valkarky—sometimes for slavery but mostly to be eaten. The term can also apply to human females such as the three sisters. That Nunc should keep purrai in this tower was of little surprise, but to offer them so promptly to a guest showed disrespect. This, in conjunction with his use of Baelic, suggested that he did indeed wish to trade.
Nunc’s next words immediately confirmed that I was right.
“I offer you my three most prized purrai, but I require something of you in exchange—a trade. You must give your own purrai into my possession.”
“With the utmost courtesy and respect, I must decline your generous offer,” I told him. “I am bound by a promise I made. I must deliver my three purrai to their relatives in Pwodente.”
Nunc growled deep in his throat. “Any promise made to a human has no validity here. As high mage, I require your obedience in this matter. I need the youngest child this night at the feast of Talkus the Unborn. Such young tasty flesh will grace the occasion.”
“Although I respect your position, lord,” I said, keeping my voice polite and deferential, “I owe you no personal allegiance. The purrai are my property, and I have the natural right under Kobalos law to dispose of them as I think fit. So I am sorry, but I must reject your offer to trade.”
It was true that I had to respect Nunc as a high mage, but I was perfectly entitled to refuse his demand. There the matter should have ended, but no sooner had I spoken than I felt a sudden sharp pain in my left leg, close to the ankle. It was as if someone had pricked my flesh with the point of a blade and twisted.
Instinctively, I reached down and touched something that eluded my grasp and undulated quickly away through the water.
I cursed my own stupidity, realizing that I’d been bitten by some kind of water snake. The heat and the steam had dulled my senses; otherwise I would have become aware of the creature upon entering the anteroom. Had I raised my tail, I would have detected it for sure, but such an act was unthinkable; it would have been a serious breach of etiquette and a great insult to my host. I had never expected such treachery.
Fearing for my life, I turned and tried to clamber out of the pool.
But it was already too late. I slipped back into the water, aware that my body was rapidly becoming numb. It was already difficult to breathe, and my chest was growing even tighter.
“You are dying,” said Nunc, his deep voice booming back from the walls. “You should have accepted my offer. Now your purrai are mine, and I need give you nothing in return.”
Shuddering with pain, I fell into an intense darkness. I was not afraid to die, but I felt deep shame at having been bested so easily. I had made a mistake in underestimating Nunc. Skaiium had crept up on me almost without my noticing. I truly had grown soft. I was no longer fit to be a haizda mage.



CHAPTER IV
THE KOBALOS BEAST

YOU must be brave, Nessa, I told myself. If ever you needed courage, you need it now—for your own sake, but most of all for your sisters!
I had been locked in a small oblong room without a window. There was the stub of a candle impaled upon a rusty spike protruding from the wall, and by its flickering light I examined my surroundings.
My heart sank in dismay for in truth this was nothing more than a cell. There was no furniture, just a heap of dirty straw in the far corner.
I could see dark stains on the stone walls, as if some liquid had been splashed there, and I feared it might be blood. I shivered and looked more closely, and immediately felt heat radiating from the wall. At least I wouldn’t be cold. That was a small comfort.
A hole in the floor with a rusty metal lid served to meet the needs of bodily functions, and there was a pitcher of water but no food.
For a moment, as I took stock of my surroundings, I felt despair, but that was quickly replaced by anger.
Why should my life be over before it had properly begun?
The deep sorrow that I had experienced at the sudden death of my father had transformed itself into a permanent ache of loss. I loved him, but I was so angry. Had he not thought of my feelings? What had he said in his letter?
“Had it ever proved necessary, I would have sacrificed myself for you. Now you must sacrifice yourself for your younger sisters.”
How presumptuous of him to command me to sacrifice myself for my sisters! How easy it was for him to say that! That sacrifice had never been demanded of him. He was now dead and free of this awful world. My pain was only just starting. I would become a slave of these beasts. I would never have a family of my own—no husband and children for me.
I checked the door, but there was no handle on the inside, and I’d heard the key turn in the lock. There was no way out of the cell. I began to cry softly, but it was not self-pity that replaced my anger. I wept for my sisters—poor Bryony would be terrified, confined in a cell like this alone.
How quickly we’d fallen from relative happiness to this state of misery. Our mother had died giving birth to Bryony, but since that sad day Father had done his very best, providing for us and bravely trading with the Kobalos beast to keep it at bay. We’d had little contact with the nearby village and other farms, but enough to know of the beast’s reign of terror and to realize that we had been spared the fear and suffering that others in the neighborhood had endured.
I thought I could hear Bryony crying in the next cell, but when I placed my ear to the wall, there was only silence.
I called her name as loudly as I could, and then a second time. After each attempt I listened carefully with my ear against the wall. But there was no reply that I could hear.
After a while my candle guttered out, plunging me into darkness, and again I thought of Bryony. No doubt her candle would do the same, and she’d be terrified. She had always been afraid of the dark.
Eventually I fell asleep but was suddenly awakened by the sound of a key turning in the lock. The door groaned on its hinges and slowly opened, filling the cell with yellow light.
I fully expected to see Slither, and I tensed, preparing myself for whatever happened next. However, it was a young woman, who was standing in the open doorway brandishing a torch and beckoning me with her other arm.
She was the first human, apart from my sisters, that I had seen since leaving the farm. “Oh, thank you!” I cried. “My sisters—” But my smile of relief froze on my face when I saw the fierce expression in her eyes. She was not here as a friend.
Her bare arms were covered in scars. Some were a livid red and quite recent. Four other women stood behind her; two of them had multiple scars on their cheeks. Why should that be? Did they fight among themselves? I wondered. Three were carrying cudgels; the fourth brandished a whip. They were all quite young, but their eyes were full of anger, and their faces were very pale, as if they’d never seen sunlight.
I rose to my feet. The woman beckoned again and, when I hesitated, entered the cell, seized my forearm, and dragged me roughly toward the door. I screamed out and tried to resist, but she was too strong.
Where were they taking me? I couldn’t allow myself to be separated from my sisters. “Susan! Bryony!” I yelled.
Outside, both arms were twisted behind my back and I was forced up the steep flight of stone steps until, right at the very top, we came to a doorway. The women thrust me through it violently, making me lose my balance and sprawl onto the floor, which was smooth and warm to the touch. It was clad with ornate tiles, each depicting some exotic creature that could only have come from the artist’s imagination. It was hot and humid within, the air full of steam, but ahead, as I got up onto my knees, I saw a huge bath sunk into the floor.
Once they’d pushed me inside, the women retreated back down the steps, first locking the door behind them. I climbed to my feet and stood with trembling legs, wondering what was going to happen next. Why had I been brought here?
Peering through the steam, I saw a narrow bridge leading over the bath to the foot of a great rusty iron door on the other side. Then I heard someone cry out in pain. That door filled me with foreboding. What lay beyond it?
My trembling became more violent and my heart sank, for it had sounded like Susan. Surely it couldn’t be her? I hadn’t heard a thing from my room. But when the cry came again, I was certain. What was happening to her? Someone was hurting her. The women must have dragged her up here too.
But why, when the beast had promised to protect us? Father had always claimed that he was a creature of his word, that he believed in what he called trade and always honored what he had promised. If that was so, how could he allow this to happen? Or could it be that he had lied—that he was the one inflicting the pain?
I walked along the edge of the bath. Then I halted and, for the first time, noticed the black coat on the hook behind the door and, beneath it, resting against the wall, the belt and the saber that had once belonged to my father. Was Slither now on the other side of that door, hurting Susan?
I had to do something. My eyes skittered hither and thither, along the length of the room, looking anywhere but at the door. All at once I saw something dark in the bath, close to the wall on my left. What was it? It looked like some dark furry animal floating facedown in the water.
The creature looked far too small to be the beast who called himself Slither—it was hardly a quarter of his bulk—but I remembered that my father had once told me how, by using dark magic, a haizda mage could change his size. Peeping through the curtains when he visited our farm, I had seen some evidence of this, for the beast had indeed seemed to vary in size from day to day. I also remembered the huge eye that I had glimpsed through the chink in the curtain when Slither had visited the house after my father’s death. I had assumed that it was the work of my own imagination, inspired by terror. But what if it really had been the beast? Could he really make himself that big? If so, he could surely also shrink.
But if this body was Slither’s, then who had done this to him? How had he come to drown in this bath? Suddenly I thought I saw the beast’s left foot twitch very slightly, and stepped closer.
Was he still alive? If he was, one part of me wanted to push him under the water and drown him. Nothing could please me more, and he was helpless now. I would never get a better chance than this to finish him off. But it wasn’t possible. We were in a dangerous place, inhabited by more of these beasts. Without his protection, all three of us would die here.
So, without further thought, I knelt close to the water and, leaning across, grasped him firmly by the scruff of the neck.
Even as I did so, I saw something moving very rapidly through the water toward my hand; instinctively I released my burden and withdrew. It was a small black snake with three vivid yellow spots on top of its head. I had seen snakes in the fields, but never one as striking as this.
I watched it undulate away, moving more slowly now, but it was hard to see through the steam. Knowing that it might circle back at any moment, I wasted no time and now gripped the beast with both hands—at the base of the neck and low on his back—entwining my fingers in his fur. Come on! I said to myself. And I tensed and pulled upward with all my strength.
The bath was full almost to the brim, but even so I found it difficult to haul the creature out of the water. I made one final effort and managed to drag him up onto the side of the bath, where I knelt, trembling with exertion. Again the scream came from beyond the door, and this time I was quite sure that it was the cry of Susan in torment.
“Please! Please!” she cried out. “Don’t do that! It hurts so much. Help me! Please help me or I’ll die!”
My throat constricted in anguish. I couldn’t bear the thought of one of these creatures hurting her.
Slither had promised to protect us; he was bound by that promise—without him, we were completely at the mercy of the other inhabitants of the tower. But when I looked down at the bedraggled body, it displayed no sign of life at all, and I was filled with utter despair. Again there came a cry of pain and terror from Susan. In response, filled with anger at the hopelessness of everything and the pain of my sister, I began to beat Slither’s body with my fists. As I did so, water oozed out of his mouth and formed a small brown puddle beside his head.
The color of the liquid gave me an idea. I suddenly realized that there was, after all, one more thing that I could do, one final way in which he might possibly be revived.
Blood! Human blood! My father had once said that was the main source of Slither’s power.
Quickly I got to my feet and went over to the door where the beast’s long black coat hung. There I stooped and picked up the saber that had once belonged to my father and carried it back to where the creature lay. Kneeling down, I turned him over.
My eyes swept upward from his toes, noting with distaste the tangled forest of black fur. His mouth was open and his tongue lolled sideways over his teeth, hanging down almost as far as his left ear. The sight of him disgusted and repelled me.
Nervously, anticipating the pain, I positioned my arm just above Slither’s mouth and, taking the saber, made a quick cut into my flesh. The blade had been sharpened and sliced into my inner arm more deeply than I had intended. There was a sharp pain and a stinging sensation. And then my blood was falling like dark rain into the open mouth of the beast.



CHAPTER V
I MUST FEED!

IT was my fifth sense, that of taste, which drew me up out of that dark pit into which I had fallen. My mouth was full of warm, sweet blood.
I choked and spluttered but then managed to swallow, and the rich liquid slid down into my belly, restoring me to life. My olfactory sense returned next. The inviting odor of the blood of a human female filled my nostrils. She was very close and was full of the same delicious blood that even now was filling my mouth.
The next sense to return was touch. It began with pins and needles in my extremities, which quickly became a fire, so that it felt as if my whole body were burning. It was then that my aural senses suddenly functioned once more, and hearing someone weeping, I opened my eyes and stared up in amazement at the figure of Nessa, who was crouching over me, tears running down her face. I saw the saber gripped in her right hand. My mind was sluggish, and for a moment I thought she meant to strike me with it.
I tried to bring up my arms to defend myself, but I was too weak and couldn’t even manage to roll away. But to my surprise she did not cut me. I lay there staring up at her, trying to make sense of what was happening.
Slowly I began to understand why she was holding the sword, finally linking its sharp edge to the blood falling toward me from the deep cut on her inner arm.
Then, as my memory returned, I recalled Nunc’s treachery . . . the bite of the water snake. I had died. Or so it had seemed. The blood was still falling into my mouth, but there was less of it now. I swallowed again, then reached up, trying to seize Nessa’s arm so that I could draw it down to my mouth. I needed more blood, but I moved too slowly, and with a look of disgust, she snatched her arm out of reach.
By now the blood had done its job, and I managed to roll over and rise up onto my knees, shaking myself violently like a dog so that water droplets scattered in all directions. My mind was working faster now. I was beginning to think. Beginning to realize the enormity of what Nessa had done for me.
She had given me her blood. And that human blood had strengthened my shakamure magic, counteracted the effects of the snake bite and drawn me back from the edge of death. But why had she done it? And why was she here and not still locked in the cell?
“My sister. Someone’s hurting my sister, through there. Help her, please!” Nessa begged, pointing to the door on the other side of the bridge. “You promised we’d be safe. . . .”
I heard another sound then. It was the distant whimper of a girl, and it came from behind the door to Nunc’s private quarters.
“She’s been taken in there!” Nessa continued, her voice growing more frantic. “And where’s Bryony? Some awful women threw me in here and locked the door. I have just saved your life, so you owe me now! Help us, please!”
I stood shakily and raised my tail. With it, I sensed Nunc and knew why Susan had cried out. He was drinking her blood. I was outraged that Nunc should flout Kobalos customs and avail himself of my property like this. But I was also filled with a sense of debt to Nessa. She was right: I owed her my life.
It was strange to acknowledge such a thing. A human female was nothing. Within the city of Valkarky, she was just property. So why should I feel this way? What if it truly were skaiium, the softening of my predatory nature? Such a thing would indeed be terrible to bear.
I turned to face Nessa. I would kill Nunc and harden my nature again in the process. Nothing was more important.
“Give me the blade!” I commanded, simultaneously blowing myself up in size so that I was a head taller than the girl.
Weeping now, Nessa held it out toward me. Her hand was shaking, but I saw that the blood had almost ceased flowing from her left arm and was beginning to coagulate. Rather than taking the blade then and there, I turned my back on the girl and went to get my coat and boots.
I pulled the boots on first, lacing them up carefully, then fastened the straps across my shoulders and chest, checking that the short blades were correctly positioned in the two scabbards. Next I drew on my coat, realizing as I did so that the three keys had been removed. As I fastened all thirteen buttons, Susan cried out again from beyond the door.
“Please! Please hurry!” begged Nessa.
But I knew that it was important to avoid undue haste. Despite my anger, I must move with caution, choosing my moment and striking only when the occasion permitted. Nunc was alone with the girl, but there might be up to three score warriors quartered below the tower, ready to defend their high mage.
“So who brought you here?” I asked, buckling on my belt. “Not Kobalos warriors?”
“No. They were women.”
“How many?”
“There were five of them.”
I held out my hand for the saber. So the purrai had brought Susan to Nunc so that he could drink her blood very slowly, savoring every sip. No doubt he had a different type of pleasure in mind for when he dealt with Nessa, because she was too skinny and her blood would be thin. He would have used her for blade practice, attempting to cut her as many times as possible without killing her. Eventually she would have died of shock and blood loss. By now I was certain that the child, Bryony, would already have been given to the warriors to prepare for the feast.
I felt better. I was stronger, but not yet strong enough. More blood would help. I knew that the most sensible course of action would be to take it from Nessa by force, but something within me resisted that alternative. Then I remembered the snake!
I went over to the edge of the bath and knelt down, immersing my hand in the steaming water.
“Be careful!” Nessa exclaimed. “There’s a snake in there!”
“That I know to my cost, little Nessa. It was responsible for putting me in the position you luckily found me in. Now it is the snake’s turn to suffer!”
I’d probably been bitten by the small black snake known as a skulka, greatly feared because its bite induces a swift paralysis. It has the advantage for an assassin in that the presence of its venom in the blood is almost impossible to detect afterward. Its victims become helpless the moment the poison has entered their bloodstream. Then they die in agony. No doubt Nunc had developed his immunity by gradual exposure to the toxin—the creature was probably his familiar.
My tail was standing erect on my back, and more accurately than eye or ear, it told me precisely where the snake was. It was undulating swiftly toward my hand now.
But just as the skulka opened its mouth, fangs ready to strike, I moved quickly and snatched it out of the water. I held it aloft, gripping it below the head so that it could not bite me. Then—to horrified gasps from Nessa—I bit off its head and spat it out into the water before sucking the blood from the body.
There wasn’t anywhere near enough, so I tore off another piece of snake and began to chew it carefully. The foolish girl struggled to control her disgust. Couldn’t she see that I did what was necessary in order to save her sister? As I swallowed the flesh, Susan cried out from beyond the door once again.
I turned and smiled at Nessa. “Be patient, little Nessa. I need strength. If I am weak, all of us will die.”
Only when I’d finished eating the whole snake did I cross the narrow bridge and approach the rusty iron door. As I expected, it was unlocked, so I pulled it open and stepped into a narrow passageway that ended in a single door. This I also opened and, with Nessa close on my heels, I stepped boldly into Nunc’s private quarters.
This spacious room functioned as the study, private armory, and bedroom of a Kobalos high mage and, as such, was a curious mixture of the spartan and the luxurious. Upon the bare flags stood a large ornate oaken desk, its edges embellished with the finest silver of a type I recognized immediately. It was Combe-quality silver, seized fifty-three years earlier in a daring guerrilla raid deep into that human territory, far to the south. Nunc’s exploits were well known. He had achieved much but was known to be egotistical, and he had worked to ensure that his fame spread.
On the far wall hung shields, axes, spears, and blades of many types, some very exotic, and beneath them stood a large table covered with maps and piles of papers, held in place by large blue agate paperweights.
The rooms in my ghanbala tree also contain artifacts that are pleasing to look upon, but rather than this ostentatious display of maps and weapons, they represent my own interests: jars of herbs, ointments, and preserved fauna and flora that add to my knowledge of the natural world and are useful to my magic.
Here the walls were paneled so extensively that not a trace of stone was visible; some were carved with representations of warriors in full combat armor, including the last king of Valkarky, who had been slain by an assassin.
I spotted Nunc, with Susan in his grasp, his teeth embedded in her neck. By now the girl was unconscious, and it was Nessa who suddenly screamed behind me, alerting the high mage to the threat I posed.
He released the child immediately and leaped back. As Susan crumpled to the floor, he seized a huge spear from the wall and brandished it aloft, directing it toward me. He had dressed formally in preparation for the feast, and was unfortunately wearing expensive chain-link armor that I judged thick enough to deflect a blade. But he had intended to eat, not fight, and thus his head and throat were bare and vulnerable to sharp steel.
“Lord Nunc!” I cried, my voice filled with anger. “You have something of mine, and now you must return it!”
As I spoke, I lifted my tail so that it stood up at my back and would give me early warning of my enemy’s intentions. It was fortunate that I did so. There had been no visible indication that Nunc would attack—not even a twitch or the tensing of muscles—but by way of answer he hurled his spear directly at my head. As I have said, my tail had already alerted me to this, and I was prepared. As the weapon sped toward me, I moved just one part of my body: I raised my arm and, using the broad flat of the saber’s blade, skillfully deflected the spear so that it struck the wall close to the door and crashed harmlessly to the stone flags.
Susan opened her eyes then and managed to kneel up on the floor, her eyes staring wildly at the scene about her. The moment she began to scream, Nunc ran over to the far wall, seized a saber and a shield, and turned to face me.
He was evidently strong: the muscles of his torso, although somewhat thickened about the midriff, bore testament to his daily training in martial skills.
I myself had trained daily when younger, before I became a haizda mage. But now my hunting kept me fit, and I preferred to rely on my instincts in battle rather than follow the routines of a high mage.
It might be that Nunc was some way past his prime, but he would still be dangerous, and I was aware that my ordeal in the water had taken its toll on my own stamina. Thus I could not endure a long struggle here. To win, I must finish Nunc off quickly.
With my left hand, I undid the top three buttons of my coat and reached inside, withdrawing a short blade. Now, brandishing two blades, I moved round the desk and began to advance slowly toward the mage.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nessa running toward Susan. I thought that she was rushing to comfort her sister, but then, to my astonishment, she picked up the spear that lay on the floor and charged straight at Nunc.
As the spear shattered against his shield, he used the latter like a club, swinging it sideways against the girl. It struck her on the shoulder and sent her flying into the paneled wall.
I saw my advantage. Nunc had made the mistake that would kill him. Taking the opportunity presented by Nessa’s wild charge, I had followed close and swift upon her heels, and now, with a sweep of my saber, I cut Nunc’s throat.
Seeing my approach, he had tried to bring the shield back across to cover his body, but he was too late. Such was the speed and force of my blow that his head was almost severed. As he fell to the stone flags, I put my own saber and dagger aside and sank onto my knees beside the dying high mage.
I must feed. His blood represented strength. It promised a chance to escape from the fortress.
As the blood pumped from Nunc’s neck, I fed greedily, drinking down the hot sweet blood in huge gulps, feeling the life force filling my body with new strength.



CHAPTER VI
THE SHAIKSA ASSASSIN

WHEN I’d finished, I stood up and belched loudly. Better out than in!
By now Nessa was back on her feet, holding her shoulder and grimacing with pain. I had been impressed by her bravery—her actions had made it easier for me to defeat Nunc. Her face was pale and I could see her trembling, but apart from a little bruising she would no doubt make a full recovery. Purrai were very resilient. I smiled at her, but she just stared back, an expression of horror and revulsion on her face. So I licked my lips, went back into the bathhouse, and knelt down beside the water. I bent over until I was almost touching its steaming surface, then, with both hands, began to sluice the blood off my face and hair.
As I finished, Nessa and Susan, arm in arm, came into the chamber behind me. I turned to face the two sisters and smiled again. But they looked at me as if I had done them harm rather than saving them from certain death. Of course I had to make allowances for their condition. In addition to her damaged shoulder, one side of Nessa’s face was badly grazed. She must have hurt it when Nunc dashed her aside with his shield. And Susan was extremely pale; she had been drained almost to the point of death.
“I’ll get clothes for both of you,” I said. “Sensible purrai clothes to keep you alive in the blizzard. Then we’ll leave this place.”
Susan opened her mouth, but no words came out. She was shaking all over after her experience with Nunc. But Nessa looked angry and determined.
“What about Bryony?” she demanded.
“Of course, Nessa, I’ll get clothes for her too. But now we must escape this fortress. If you are to have any hope of life, you will do exactly what I say.”
I saw no point in upsetting her by revealing that Bryony was probably already dead. She would find out soon enough.
I led the way down the stone steps. Before me, I held out the saber and a short blade; behind me, my tail stood up, quivering as it searched ahead for the slightest threat.
I seized garments for the two girls from a room used to store the clothes of the tower’s slaves: warm hempen trousers, thick woolen upper garments, and a waterproof cape and hood such as were worn by purrai when they attended to their duties in the inner courtyard. Carrying these, I continued the descent.
I hadn’t bothered to collect any clothes for little Bryony—there were none small enough anyway—but Nessa accepted the big bundle I thrust into her arms without suspecting anything.
At last we came to the three rooms. The keys were back in the locks, but all the doors were wide open. I paused as, with a cry, Nessa rushed into all three rooms, one after the other, in search of her sister. Finally, her eyes wild with grief, she stormed up to me.
“Where is she? Where’ve they taken her?”
“Best to forget her, little Nessa. She’ll be at peace now.”
“She’s just a child!” Nessa cried, her face very close to mine. “You promised that she’d be safe!”
“Forget her. We have to leave now. We must leave or we’ll all die. If you still want to live, follow me. Soon it will be too late.”
“I won’t go without her.”
She was testing my patience. “Then you’ll die here, little Nessa. You’ll change your mind when you feel the blades cut your flesh. They’ll kill you very slowly. . . .”
“I saved your life,” Nessa said, her voice almost a whisper. Then she reached forward and wrapped her fingers in my hair, pulling me down toward her until our foreheads were actually touching. “You owe me a life. I saved you so you could save my sisters.”
I felt very strange. Her words shouldn’t have been disturbing, but they were. They spoke a truth that I couldn’t deny, but they shouldn’t have had even the slightest power over me. It was odd, too, to have her so close, to feel her fingers twisting in my hair.
In a strange way I liked it. I also liked the way her forehead was touching mine. No human had ever come so close to me before. No human had ever dared. Most would have put as much distance as possible between themselves and me. Yet here was this girl holding my head against hers and staring deep into my eyes.
With a sudden jerk, Nessa released me and stepped back, burying her face in her hands.
For a moment I could not think clearly. Then I heard myself speaking, and my voice seemed to come from a great distance; it was as though it belonged to another.
“Go and get our horses from the stables. Saddle them but leave the cart—the snow will be too deep by now. If your sister lives, I’ll bring her to the outer gate. If I don’t appear by the time you’ve finished readying the horses, ride off without me and head south. The weather will change within two days or less, and I will catch you up.”
Then I led the sisters to the door that gave access to the large inner courtyard. When I opened it, snow was still whirling downward. In the distance I saw the stables, the yellow lantern light from within reflecting on the wet flags. I turned and thrust the short blade into Nessa’s hand.
“If any purrai try to stop you, threaten them with this. They fear the blade more than anything—they grow up familiar with its bite. It is the chief means by which they are trained.”
Nessa nodded, determined, and went out into the snow with her sister following. She looked back once, and I saw her eyes glitter in the darkness like two distant stars. Once again I was astonished by what I was doing, astonished by my response to this purra.
From my previous visit here I knew the layout of the tower. The large cellar was used for feasts, and I went down the steps until I came to the stout oak door. It was not locked. Those within did not fear intruders. I only needed to turn the huge iron ring at its center and push it open.
I gripped the saber firmly in my right hand and thrust my tail high up my back, searching beyond the door. First I found the child. To my surprise, she still lived, but in moments that would change. They were preparing to cut her throat.
I began to assess the level of opposition. Some of those within were cooks; others were armorers or general laborers. Yet that still left thirty-nine hardy, well-trained warriors. I would be facing powerful odds.
Although I never doubted for a moment that I would be victorious, my chances of getting the child out in one piece were not good. In the heat of battle, all things are uncertain.
With my left hand, I slowly turned the ring to the right. Then, equally slowly, I gave the door a little push so that it opened gradually, creaking on its ancient hinges as it did so.
A large open fireplace was the focal point of the huge room; it was set within the far wall so that almost all the occupants—Kobalos warriors and servants—were facing toward it with their backs to me. The room hummed with animated conversation. Several long tables stood between door and fireplace; they were heaped with dishes and tankards, but although there was some food on the plates, the main activity so far had clearly involved drinking a good deal of strong ale. Alcohol dulls the senses; a haizda mage would never defile his body in such a way. Their foolishness pleased me, lowering the odds against me.
The main course was yet to be served. Indeed, it had yet to be cooked. The spit did not currently hold meat, but it would not have long to wait, for Bryony had been forced to her knees close to the fire; a wooden bucket had been placed directly under her head to catch the blood. They had blindfolded the sobbing purra so she couldn’t see what was about to happen to her—more out of expediency than mercy; even as I watched, a blade was being sharpened, ready to slit her throat. And then I saw her executioner and noted the three long, black, braided pigtails that marked him as a particularly dangerous adversary. Those three distinctive plaits showed that he was one of the Shaiksa, a brotherhood of elite assassins that answered only to the triumvirate of high mages who ruled Valkarky.
This made saving the child a much more difficult task.
The creak of the door was lost amid the hubbub of many voices, but I quickly amplified it so that it filled the room with thunder, and all without exception turned to gaze at the source of that strange noise.
I stepped boldly forward into the room and called out in a loud challenging voice so that none could fail to hear my words or understand what it was that I said.
“Give the child to me!” I demanded. “She is my lawful property and has been taken from me against my wishes and against all customs of hospitality and rights of ownership.”



CHAPTER VII
THE BITE OF A BLADE

I led my sister, shivering with cold and fear, toward the stables. The wind was driving snowflakes into our faces, but the flags were wet and steaming.
“How could you touch him, Nessa?” Susan asked. “How could you bear to be so close to him?”
“I did what was necessary to save Bryony,” I replied.
In truth, I couldn’t believe what I had just done—gripping him by the hair like that and dragging him close so that our foreheads were touching. . . . He might have slain me on the spot. I had done it on the spur of the moment, driven to such recklessness by my fear for my little sister. Somehow it had worked, and I had survived the encounter.
Since Mother had died giving birth to her, Bryony had been like my own child. I had to save her.
There were two doors giving access to the stables, and as we reached the nearer one, Susan started to whimper with fear. I turned angrily and shushed her. I immediately felt guilty at doing so. I had behaved exactly as the beast would have done. But if any of the Kobalos heard us, we would die here. I thought of poor Bryony and hoped against hope that Slither would be in time to save her. Cautiously I moved into the area of yellow light cast by the lanterns and peered into the stables. The air was much warmer here and smelled of hay and horse dung.
There were thirty or more stalls, all of them occupied. I began to walk slowly forward, peering into each one, looking for our own animals. I wasn’t sure if I’d entered by the door we’d used before. Perhaps they were at the other end of the block? I strode purposefully forward.
Then two things happened that brought me to a halt. I heard harsh, guttural voices from the far end of the stables. There was nobody in sight, and I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they sounded like Kobalos. Next I became aware of something else: the first five or six horses were already saddled, each draped with two small bags of what looked like provisions. Why not take these and avoid the delay and risk of finding and saddling our own horses? I said to myself.
Quickly I pulled back the door of the stall and, seizing the bridle, led the first of the horses out. “Take this one!” I said, passing it over to Susan.
“What about the cart and our trunks?” she complained. “All my best clothes are inside.”
“We haven’t time to get them, Susan. Our lives are at risk,” I snapped, turning my back on her.
It was the work of just a few moments to lead out two more horses—piebald like the first—from their stalls. I was just about to get a fourth mount when I heard someone crossing the wet flags and approaching the stable door behind us.
My heart began to pound in my chest. I was terrified. What if it was another of the fierce Kobalos like the beast that had attacked Susan? What chance would I have against something like that? For a moment I panicked completely and was ready to run and save myself. Then, with a sense of shame, I thought of Susan and Bryony. How could I leave them?
So I took a deep breath to steady myself, turned, and gripped the knife in my belt more tightly.
To my surprise, coming toward me was one of the fierce women who had taken me up to the bathhouse where I’d found Slither. She was carrying a club, and I saw anger and purpose in her eyes. With a trembling hand I tugged the knife from my belt and pointed it at her. The sight of it brought her to a stop about five paces short of me.
I feared the club she wielded, but I could see that my blade scared her more. I took a step toward her as if I meant to attack; she took a step as well—backward, away from me.
“Susan, take the horses outside!” I shouted, keeping myself between the slave woman and my sister.
Twice Susan fumbled with the reins, but she managed to lead the three piebald mares out into the yard. I followed, backing slowly and warily, never taking my eyes off the woman who held the cudgel. Now she was matching me step for step, and I thought I saw a new determination in her eyes.
Her face was crisscrossed with scars, as were her arms. A slave’s rearing and training were effected with the bite of a blade—so Slither had told me. No doubt I would face the same when I became a slave myself.
I tried a new tactic. “Why don’t you come with us?” I suggested, forcing a smile onto my face. “You don’t have to stay here and be mistreated. Escape with us!”
She did not reply, answering my words with a scowl. Suddenly I understood. If she allowed me to escape with the horses, she would be punished—perhaps even killed. She feared her masters more than she did me. But now I was out in the yard, and I had to protect my family.
“The gate! Lead them to the gate!” I shouted at Susan, pointing toward it.
The slave was still matching me step for step but had not yet attacked. Then I heard more female voices. Other slaves were running toward us—including their leader, the woman with the whip.
“I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die here!” Susan screamed. “What did we do to deserve this? I wish I were back at the farm!”
I knew that it was all over now. Susan was correct—we would probably die here. But I had no intention of betraying my own terror and despair. Why give them the satisfaction?
I raised the blade to show that I would not go down without a fight.
The woman with the club held it aloft and ran straight toward me. I was scared but desperate, and as she brought down the club, intending to brain me, I slashed at her arm with the dagger.
The blade cut into her forearm. She screamed, and the club dropped from her hand. Now she was looking at me with pain-filled eyes while blood dripped from her arm onto the flags. For a moment it halted the others in their tracks. But then they began to move forward again.
Where was Slither? I wondered. Had he managed to rescue poor Bryony?



CHAPTER VIII
ONLY ONE CHANCE

THIRTY-NINE Kobalos warriors faced me in the cellar. Thirty-nine warriors between me and the human child I had come to claim. They wore armor but were without helmets, as was customary on such occasions. The hair on their faces was long and obscured their mouths.
Then there was that most dangerous opponent, the pigtailed Shaiksa assassin who now held a blade to Bryony’s throat.
For a moment the room became almost totally silent; all that could be heard was the crackling of the logs in the fireplace. Then, with a roar of anger, a warrior charged toward me, lifting a huge double-edged sword, ready for the kill.
I gave no ground, moving only at the very last second. I stepped to the right, ducked under the descending blade, and struck out sideways with my saber. My blade bit into his neck and severed the spinal column so that my would-be killer fell stone dead at my feet.
Then I slowly flexed the fingers of my left hand so that the knuckles cracked, and with a wide, cruel smile, reached into my coat and withdrew my second blade, a dagger, so that now I faced my enemies with a sharp weapon in each hand.
“Give me what is rightfully mine. Give me what I demand. Do it quickly and I may let some of you live!” I shouted, amplifying my voice so that the dishes rattled and the knives and forks danced on the tabletops.
I had used those words as a distraction—because immediately, without waiting for a reply, I leaped up onto the nearest table. Then I was racing across the tabletops toward the fireplace, scattering silver dishes and golden goblets with my feet, all my will directed toward one end: to prevent the assassin crouching over the child from slaying her.
To control the assassin while dashing through my enemies was not easy. Shaiksa assassins are trained in a multitude of mind disciplines and can sometimes resist even the will of a mage.
Thus, even as I jumped down from the final table, he began to slice the blade up toward the child’s throat. She shrieked as it approached her. But I struck out with the hilt of my own blade, driving it hard into the temple of my opponent so that he fell backward, stunned, the weapon falling from his hand.
It did not pay to kill such a being wantonly. The Shaiksa never forget, and even as one lay close to death, his dying mind could reach out over a great distance to tell his brothers the name and location of his slayer. So it was pragmatism, not mercy, that had guided my hand.
I snatched up the child. She screamed as I lifted her, but I used the mage skill called boska: adjusting the chemical composition of the air in my lungs, I breathed quickly into her face, and she fell instantly into a deep coma.
Then I turned back to face my enemies, who were approaching me with weapons drawn, faces filled with fury. I began to increase my size, simultaneously using my will to hurl into their faces a twitching pulse of naked fear so that, as I grew, their eyes rolled in their sockets and their mouths opened in dismay.
Then, with one final effort of will, I reached out with my mind and extinguished the thirteen torches that lit that subterranean banquet hall. It was instantly plunged into darkness, but through my mage eyes I could still see: for me, the room was lit by a silver spectral light. Thus I was able to escape the melée, passing safely through my enemies.
I had almost reached the door when I sensed a threat behind me. It was the Shaiksa assassin. He had recovered quickly and, unlike the warriors, was resisting my magic. Now he was racing toward me, twirling a blade in his left hand and a war axe in his right. Every fiber of his being was focused upon slaying me.
Had it been possible, I would have stopped him using minimal force. In combat, one usually has options to choose from in order to counter an attack. But such was the ferocity of his assault and his determination to end my life that I had only one chance and was forced to employ it to save myself.
I ducked below his first blade, but I knew that I could not escape the second; this was arcing downward toward my head, threatening to sever it from my neck. So I pierced the assassin’s heart with my own blade. The effect was instantaneous—the axe dropped from his nerveless fingers, reaching the ground fractionally before his dead body.
With this victory I had saved my life, but I had changed it forever. In killing the high mage, I had made myself an outlaw in the eyes of the triumvirate; but in killing the assassin I had directed the wrath of his brotherhood onto my head. They would seek vengeance and hunt me to the ends of the earth until I too was dead.
I ran into the yard not a moment too soon. Nessa and Susan had brought three horses out of the stables. Nessa was holding a knife uncertainly, trying to ward off four purrai who were converging on her. Susan was screaming hysterically.
But then I noted a fifth slave. She was cradling her arm, which was bleeding profusely. So Nessa had shown some courage and gotten at least one blow in! Another few moments, however, and it would all have been over. I ran toward them, and the other purrai shrieked and fled back toward the stables.
I glanced quickly at the three piebald mares—none were the mounts we had brought with us to the tower. In one respect that was good, because these were shod in the Kobalos way, with wide shoes that afforded a better grip and prevented them from sinking into all but the very softest fresh snow. The rest was bad—very bad. All were saddled, but they lacked saddlebags and provisions. There was no grain for the horses. All they carried was the customary two small sacks of oscher, which could be used as emergency food for them. It was made of oats with special chemical additives that could sustain a beast of burden for the duration of a long journey. Of course, afterward the horse would die, and oscher was therefore only used as a last expedient. But what choice had Nessa given me?
With a curse, I leaped up onto the back of the nearest horse and draped the unconscious form of the child over the pommel.
“Thank God!” Nessa cried, but even now warriors might be running to lower the portcullis in order to prevent our escape from the courtyard. I pointed toward the gateway and urged my horse across the wet flags toward it. Nessa struggled to push her still-sobbing sister up onto one horse, then quickly mounted the other. Within moments, we were through the open gate and galloping down the cinder path into the whirling snowflakes.
For a while we rode in silence, save for Susan’s infernal sobs, while I thought over the consequences of what I’d just done.
“Why are we heading north?” Nessa called out at last.
I did not bother to reply. Heading north was the only chance of life I had. And it was a slim chance at that. I had just two remaining options. The first was to become a fugitive, fleeing my enemies for as long as I was able. The other was to journey straight to the source of the danger and confront it—to head for Valkarky.



CHAPTER IX
NORTH TO VALKARKY

I guided us north, toward the best chance of survival that remained. In two hours we reached the ruins of a farmhouse. It was very old and had been overrun when the climate had changed more than two millennia earlier. At that time my people had pushed their boundaries farther south, meeting little opposition from the small, weak kingdoms of divided humans.
Now all that remained of it was two stark stone walls in the lee of a steep hillside. As I approached the ruin, I sensed something, an unseen malevolence. I halted, prompting Nessa to ask, “Why do we stop? We must get inside!” But I ignored her and raised my tail to search for the source of my unease. As I did so, a shower of small stones began to fall onto my shoulders and head.
In a moment I had found it. It was a bychon, a spirit able to manipulate matter. Some were very dangerous and could hurl large boulders with great accuracy to crush a victim, but this one seemed relatively weak. I nudged it with my mind, and it retreated to a dark corner. Then I whispered to it so that the purrai behind could not hear my words. “Soon we will be gone from here and then you may reclaim this place as your home. Do not behave in a way that will force me to drive you out permanently. Be still and keep hidden. Do you accept my offer?”
No more pebbles fell around me, so I took the bychon’s silence as acceptance of my offer. I immediately made good use of the old wood that lay scattered about the site. First I constructed a lean-to to provide some shelter against the blizzard. Some of the remaining wood I ignited by force of will—a fire to provide life-giving warmth.
In their sensible purrai clothes, the two older girls were quite well protected, but when I had snatched the child, she’d been readied for the blade and was almost naked. My use of boska had placed her in a deep coma, but it was dangerous to keep her in that condition too long. Thus I was forced to awaken her, whereupon she immediately began to shiver and cry weakly, and I knew that she lacked the strength to survive for long.
I am comfortable even in the coldest of temperatures, so I could manage without my long black coat. However, it was not for warmth that I wore this garment; it was a mark of my vocation and status as a haizda mage, its thirteen buttons representing the thirteen truths that it has taken me many years of study to learn. I was reluctant to remove it, but I knew that the child would soon die without its protective warmth, and I felt bound by my trade with Old Rowler. So I took it off and wrapped her in it, handing her to Nessa, who then crouched with her close to the fire, whispering softly to her in reassurance.
“Little Nessa,” I asked gently, “where are our saddlebags? Where is the food that will keep us alive?”
Nessa hung her head. “I was afraid,” she said. “We just took the first horses we saw. I could hear Kobalos voices at the far end of the stables. Then those fierce women interrupted us—I threatened them with the blade and cut one, but they kept creeping closer. My sister was weeping with fear. I thought I acted in our best interests.”
I could see that she was troubled by her actions. “Then I will do what I can,” I said. “Do you still have my blade?”
Nessa nodded and withdrew it from beneath her cape, handing it to me handle foremost. I accepted it with the hint of a smile and readied myself for what had to be done.
I removed my boots and, wearing just the thin diagonal belt with the scabbards securing the two short blades, trudged up the hill into the teeth of the blizzard. In truth, I enjoyed the conditions; for a Kobalos, such a storm was exhilarating.
Soon I reached a large plateau, an area of high moorland, and there dropped to all fours and began to run swiftly with my tail arched high above my back, seeking for likely prey.
Little moved in that blizzard. Dimly, I sensed arctic foxes and rodents and a few hardy birds, but all were too distant. It was then that I came upon the wolves.
It was a large pack, heading south with the storm wind. They would have passed by me at least three leagues to the west, but I exerted my will and summoned them; they hurried toward me, scenting easy prey. To give them more encouragement, I turned and began to flee before them, loping easily across the snow.
Only when they were almost upon me did I increase my speed. Faster and faster I ran, until only the leader of the pack, a huge white wolf—sleek, heavily muscled, and in its prime—could keep me in sight. Together we drew away from the remainder, who, without their leader, soon tired of the chase and were left far behind, wandering aimlessly, howling up at the invisible moon.
When the wolf was almost upon me, I turned to meet it. We both charged, fur against fur, teeth snarling, to roll over and over in the deep snow, gripping each other in a death lock. The wolf bit deep into my shoulder, but to me the pain was nothing; with my own teeth, I savaged its throat, tearing away the flesh so that its blood spurted forth bright red upon the white snow.
I drank deeply while the huge animal twitched beneath me in its death throes. Not a drop of the hot, sweet, thick blood did I waste. When my thirst was sated, I drew a blade and cut off the beast’s head, tail, and legs and, walking upright, carried its body across my shoulders, back to the ruin of the farmhouse.
Close to the fire, while the girls watched with wide eyes, I skinned and gutted the wolf, then cut it into small pieces and buried them in the hot embers to cook.
All three sisters ate their fill that night, and only Susan complained, whimpering as she struggled to chew the half-burned, half-cooked meat. But she was quickly silenced by Nessa, who understood that I had given them the hope of life.
Just before dawn I fed the fire with wood, and as I did so, Nessa awoke. She came to sit opposite me so that our eyes locked across the flames. Strangely, she didn’t seem quite so skinny tonight. Her neck was particularly inviting, and my mouth watered so that I was forced to swallow.
“I don’t like it here,” she said. “I keep getting a sense that something is watching us. I heard a noise, too, like a small shower of falling stones. It could be a dangerous boggart. Perhaps this is its lair.”
“What is a boggart?” I demanded, filled with curiosity.
“It’s a malevolent spirit. Some throw rocks or even big boulders. They are dangerous and can kill people.”
“How would you deal with such an entity?” I demanded.
“I wouldn’t even try,” Nessa said. “But far to the south, across the sea, it is rumored that there are spooks—men who are capable of dealing with such things.”
From what she described, it was likely that boggart was the human term for bychon. But in all my years of learning, I had never heard of their spooks. I wondered what kind of magic they used.
“Well, worry not, little Nessa—a spook is not needed here. In dark places, there are often invisible things that linger and watch. But you are safe with me.”
“How much longer before we can travel on?” she asked. “And why are we going north?”
“Perhaps we’ll be able to leave at dawn tomorrow, or by the afternoon at the latest,” I answered. “But without grain, the horses won’t get far. There is oscher in the small sacks, which will give them strength for a little while—before it kills them. You’ll be eating horseflesh before the week is out. It’s easier to chew than wolf, so perhaps your sister will not complain so much. Eventually, in order to survive, we might have to eat one of your two sisters. Susan would be best because she’s bigger, with more meat on her bones.”
Nessa gasped. “How can you even think such a horrible thing?”
“Because it is better for one to die so that the others may live. It is the way of the Kobalos world, so you might as well get used to it, little Nessa.”
“What about your promise?” she exclaimed. “You agreed to take my sisters to safety.”
“I did, and I will strive with all the powers at my command to keep to my trade with your poor father.”
Nessa was silent for a moment, but then she stared right into my eyes. “If it proves necessary, eat me rather than one of my sisters.”
Once again I found myself surprised by her bravery—but “I will be unable to oblige,” I told her. “You see, only you belong to me, and I would not waste my own chattel. Anyway, let us talk more of such things if the need arises. It’ll be a long journey north. And I will now tell you why we are heading in that direction. We are going to Valkarky, where I must plead my case—it is the only hope of life I have. To save your little sisters I killed a high mage and an assassin whose brotherhood will seek vengeance and hunt me down until I am dead. But those I slayed broke the law regarding my property rights. If I can successfully make my plea before the ruling triumvirate, they will not be able to touch me.”
“What is Valkarky—another fortress?”
“No, Nessa, it is a city. Our city! It is the most beautiful and most dangerous place in this whole wide world,” I answered. “Even a human such as you, with poor, half-blind eyes, cannot fail to appreciate its beauty. But never fear, I will protect you from its many dangers.”
“It would be better to die here,” Nessa said bitterly, “than enter a city full of others like you.”
“Die? Die, little Nessa? Who said anything about dying? You gave me back my life, and in return I’ll protect you and your two plump sisters, just as I promised. Only in extremis will we eat one of them, and then only so that the other might live. I have made a promise, but I can only do what is possible. If only you had gotten the horses with their provisions, as I commanded!”
A look of embarrassment flashed across Nessa’s face, but she was silent, evidently deep in thought. “But you’ll still take them to safety when your business is done?”
I smiled but refrained from showing my teeth. “Of course. Haven’t I promised as much? Now go back to sleep. What else is there for your kind to do but sleep when it snows so hard?”
“My father said that you also sleep in the depths of winter. He said that you hibernate. Why do you do that when you love the cold so much?”
I shrugged. “A haizda mage sleeps in shudru, deepest winter, in order to learn. It is a time when he gathers his thoughts within deep dreams and weaves new knowledge out of experience. We dream to see the truth at the heart of life.”
Nessa turned away and looked back to where her sisters were sleeping. Bryony was still tightly wrapped within my coat; only her mousy brown hair was visible.
“What is Valkarky like?” Nessa asked, turning back to face me.
“It is vast,” I explained. “We believe that our city will not stop growing until it covers the whole world. Not a rock, not a tree, not even a blade of grass will be visible then. All other cities will be crushed beneath its expanding walls!”
“That’s horrible!” she cried. “It’s unnatural. You would make the whole world hideous.”
“You do not understand, little Nessa, so do not judge until you have seen it with your own eyes.”
“But it’s nonsense, anyway. How could a city become so large? There could not be enough builders to create such a monstrosity.”
“Valkarky’s walls are constantly being constructed and repaired by creatures that need no sleep. They spit soft stone from their mouths, and this is used as building material. It resembles wood pulp at first, but hardens soon after contact with the air. Hence the name Valkarky—it means the City of the Petrified Tree. It is a wonderful place, full of entities created by magic—beings that can be seen in no other place. Be grateful that you will get to see it. All other humans who enter there are slaves or marked for death. You have some hope of leaving it.”
“You forget that I also am a slave,” Nessa replied angrily.
“Of course you are, little Nessa. But in exchange for your bondage, your two sisters will go free. Doesn’t that make you happy?”
“I owe obedience to my father, and I am willing to sacrifice my life so that my sisters will be safe. But it certainly does not make me happy. I was looking forward to my life, and now it has been taken away. Should I rejoice at that?”
I did not reply. Nessa’s future, or lack of it, was not worth debating. I had not told her just how bad things were. The odds against me were indeed great, and I would probably be taken and killed, either on the journey or immediately upon entering the city. It was unlikely that I would live long enough to make a successful plea to the ruling council. If I died, the three girls would become slaves at best; at worst, they would be drained of blood and eaten.
After that Nessa became very quiet; she went off to sleep without even wishing me a good night. Humans such as Nessa often lack manners, so I wasn’t really surprised.



CHAPTER X
THE HYB WARRIOR

ABOUT an hour after dawn, the wind dropped and the blizzard became just a light whirling of snowflakes falling lazily out of the gray dome of the sky.
“I need my coat back, little Nessa,” I told her. “You will have to share what you have with your youngest sister.”
Sooner or later I would have to fight, and I wanted to be wearing the long black coat, my badge of office, so that any enemy would appreciate the strength of what he faced. I noted that it was Nessa who surrendered some of her garments to clothe the child, including her waterproof cape. They were far too big but would provide the necessary protection against the elements. Nessa would now find the conditions more difficult. I noted that Susan did not volunteer any of her garments.
As was my custom, before mounting my horse I stood in front of it and breathed quickly into its nostrils three times.
“What are you doing?” Nessa asked, her face alive with curiosity. She had obviously wisely decided not to fight against my wishes.
“I am using what we mages call boska. I have changed the composition of the air within my lungs before breathing into the horse’s nostrils. I have thus infused the animal with obedience and courage. Now, if I have to fight, my mount will not flinch from the enemy that faces us!”
“Will you have to fight? Does danger threaten?” she asked.
“Yes, little Nessa, it is very likely. So now we must press on and hope for the best.”
“How much farther have we to travel? Each day seems the same. I’m losing track of time—it seems like weeks have passed already.”
“This is merely our fifth morning. It is better not to think about the rest of the journey. Just take each day as it comes.”
We left the old farmhouse behind. Soon we came to a rocky, barren area where the snow had melted. Steam rose from cracks in the ground, and from time to time the earth trembled and there was a smell of burning on the breeze.
“What’s this place?” Nessa asked, riding up alongside me.
“It is the Fittzanda Fissure, an area of earthquakes and instability. This is the southern boundary of our territories. Soon we will be in the land of my people.”
We continued north across that steaming, shaking terrain, our horses even more nervous than the three purrai. The area was vast, and its shifting, rocky nature would make us difficult to track. Those who pursued us from the fortress would expect me to flee south, not north to what might well be my execution, so that was to my advantage.
And soon others would be hunting us too. The dying thoughts of the assassin would have been sent out to his brotherhood. They would know who had slain him. Some would already be out there in the snowy wilderness or even close by, and they would sense my location and begin to converge on our path. The Triumvirate of High Mages might also send further assassins from Valkarky.
Out here they would try to kill me on sight. I needed to reach the city in one piece in order to win the right of plea before the council.
Only one thing bothered me. Did I still have the courage and ruthlessness to defeat my enemies? Or had I already been infected with skaiium, as my softness toward Nessa indicated?
It was not long before an enemy found me—but it was not the Shaiksa assassin I’d expected. The high mages had sent a very different creature.
The assassin waited directly ahead of us. At first glance it appeared to be an armed Kobalos on horseback, but there was something wrong where the rider and horse joined. It was not simply that there was no saddle. There was no division between them. I was not looking at two creatures; it was one deadly composite.
“What is that fearsome thing?” Nessa demanded with a shudder. Susan began to whimper, while Bryony shook with terror but made no sound.
“Perhaps it is our deaths,” I told her. “Stay back, and let me do what I can.”
I was facing a hyb warrior, a crossbreed of Kobalos and horse that had been designed for combat. The creature’s upper body was hairy and muscular, combining exceptional strength with speed and the ability to rip an opponent to pieces. The hands were also specially adapted for fighting. In its right, the hyb appeared to be gripping five long, thin blades, but I knew they were talons that could be retracted into the muscular hand or unsheathed at will. In its left was a mace—a huge club covered in sharp spikes like the quills of a porcupine.
The lower body of a hyb was faster than a horse, with spurs of bone projecting from each foreleg, often used to disembowel the mount of its enemy. Additionally, this hyb was armored; it wore a metal helmet that covered its whole face except for the angry red eyes. Its body, upper and lower, was also protected by the highest-quality ribbed armor.
The helmet, with its elongated jaw, betrayed the true shape of the upper head, which was more horse than Kobalos. Both mouths were open now, snorting clouds of steam into the cold air. Then both throats called out a challenge, a deep guttural roar that echoed across the land from horizon to horizon. Without further ado it charged toward me, through a narrow gap between two jets of steam erupting from the volcanic rock.
I heard whinnies of fear from behind as the two purrai mounts, sensing the strangeness and malevolence of the hyb, scattered, taking their riders with them. But my horse, fortified as it was by the magic of boska, did not move a muscle.
The hyb whirled the club high above its head, but I saw through that subterfuge. It was intended to distract me, and while I looked up, the long thin talons would strike fast and low like vipers’ tongues.
It was as I anticipated, and I was ready. I charged forward to meet the attack, tail extended, and we passed each other with barely a foot between us. As the hyb leaned toward me, the sharp tips of its talons aimed upward, seeking to slip beneath my ribs and into my heart, I focused my mind until a small, bright magical shield materialized in the air and moved with me.
I positioned it so that it deflected the five deadly talons. I did not immediately strike a blow of my own but, guiding my mount with my knees, drew my saber and followed up my advantage, catching the creature before it had fully come about.
I struck it full upon the head with the hilt of my saber so that the metal of the helmet rang. Then, with my dagger, I tried to pierce its neck at the point of relative weakness where the helmet joined the body armor.
I failed, and we broke contact, both galloping some distance apart.
Quickly the hyb turned and charged for the second time. This time, however, despite its agility and speed, I was even better prepared and, while deflecting the talons with my shield for a second time, struck a blow of my own.
I did not have the space to put all my strength into the scything horizontal sweep of my blade, but luck was with me.
The moment I struck, a jet of steam erupted from the ground almost immediately under my enemy. The horse screamed with pain, and the upper part leaned toward me to avoid being scalded. Thus the hyb was distracted, and my saber made contact high on the shoulder; deflected by the ribbed armor there, it found the narrow gap between the helmet and the shoulder piece, biting into the neck so that the hyb rocked sideways as it passed.
As the creature swayed and the mace dropped from its nerveless fingers, I drove my magical shield toward it like a hammer; the blow was terrible, and it fell, its four legs buckling beneath it. It hit the ground with a heavy thud, rolled over in the snow, and lay still.
I dismounted and approached my enemy with caution. I had expected the hyb assassin to be more difficult to defeat and half expected some trick. I glanced at its lower body and saw the assortment of blades and weapons in sheaths on its flanks.
It was now at my mercy, so I pulled off its helmet and held a blade at its throat.
The hyb was unconscious, its eyes tight shut. I had no time to waste, so I sent a magical barb straight into its brain so that it awoke with a scream. The eyes suddenly opened wide and gleamed a malevolent red. For a moment I felt giddy, and the world seemed to spin; my grip loosened upon my blade. What was wrong with me? I wondered.
Just in time I became aware of the danger from the creature’s eyes. I could barely look away, the compulsion to stare into them was so strong; they had a hypnotic quality, and had the power to suck away the will so that time ceased to matter.
I regained my focus and stared instead at its mouth, which was full of big teeth. I spoke slowly in case the creature was still befuddled from that last terrible blow I had struck. “Listen very carefully to me,” I warned it, pressing the knife into its throat so that I drew forth just a little blood. “I have been wronged, and I go to make my plea before the triumvirate in Valkarky. It is my right.”
“You have no rights, mage!” the hyb roared, spitting the words up into my face, its big horse teeth gnashing together. “You have murdered one of the high mages and are to be killed on sight!”
“He attempted to obstruct me when I was in the lawful process of repossessing my property. It was a criminal act, and he attacked me further. In self-defense I was forced to kill him. But I have no personal quarrel, either with you or with any other high mages. Give me your word that you will not oppose me further, and I will set you free. Then you may bear witness to my plea in Valkarky and oppose it if you wish.”
“You are dead, mage, whether by my hand or another’s. The moment you set me free, I will cut your flesh and drink your blood.”
“Your fighting days are over,” I said, looking down at the creature. “It is I who will wield a blade. It is for me to cut and for you to bleed. Soon I will drink your blood. It is as simple as that. There is only pain left for you now.”
There were screams as I killed it. Not one came from the hyb; the creature died bravely, as I had expected. It could do no less. The screams came from Nessa and her sisters, who had brought their mounts under control and returned when they saw that the danger had passed. It was almost an hour before Bryony stopped sobbing.
After telling the girls to control themselves, I led them on in silence. I thought over my fight with the hyb. What had gone wrong for the creature? Perhaps it had underestimated my capabilities—or maybe luck had played a part?
I realized that was certainly true. The jet of steam had surprised it and given me an advantage. This detracted from the feelings of pride I should have felt with the defeat of such a powerful adversary. I was not safe from skaiium yet. I must strive even harder to avoid its clutches and maintain my strength as a warrior mage.
The three purrai avoided my gaze and wore expressions of revulsion on their faces. Could they not understand that it had been necessary to kill, and that by doing so I had preserved all our lives?
That night I found us a cave to shelter in. There was no wood to use for fuel, so we could only chew on the remaining strips of meat that I had cut from the wolf the day before.
“This is no life at all!” Susan complained. “Oh, I wish Father still lived, and this was just a nightmare, and I could wake up safe and warm in my own bed!”
“We cannot change what’s been done,” Nessa told her. “Try to be brave, Susan. Hopefully, in a few weeks you’ll start a new life. Then all this will seem just like a bad dream.”
Nessa spoke confidently as she put her arm round Susan to comfort her, but I noted the sadness in her own eyes. Her new life would be one of slavery.
After a while, I left the sisters alone to console one another and went to sit in front of the cave, gazing up at the stars. It was a very bright, clear night, and all five thousand of them were visible—among them the red, bloodshot eye of Cougis, the Dog Star, which was always my favorite.
Suddenly there was a streak of light in the northern sky, passing quickly from east to west. I estimated that it was somewhere over Valkarky. There was a superstition that such a falling star presaged a death or overthrow of some mage. Others in a position of danger would have taken that as a portent of their own demise, but I do not subscribe to such foolishness, so I thrust the thought from my mind and began to focus my will.
I was meditating, attempting to strengthen my mind against the possible onset of skaiium, when Nessa emerged from the cave and sat down beside me. She was wrapped in a blanket but was shivering violently.
“You should stay in the cave, little Nessa. It is too cold out here for a poor weak human.”
“It is cold,” she agreed, her voice hardly more than a whisper, “but it’s not just that making me shiver. How could you? How could you do that in front of me and my sisters?”
“Do what?” I asked. I wondered if I had been chewing the wolf meat too noisily. Maybe I had inadvertently burped or passed wind.
“The way you killed that creature and drank its blood—it was horrible. Even worse than what you did in the tower. And you delighted in it!”
“I must be honest with you, little Nessa, and tell you that, yes, it was most enjoyable to triumph over a deadly hyb warrior. I have killed a high mage, a Shaiksa assassin and a hyb warrior over the past days—few of my people are able to boast of such an achievement!
“I offered him his freedom, but he refused and would have continued his attempt against my life—and then yours and your sisters’. So what was I supposed to do? I must confess that his blood did taste sweet, and I must apologize if I slurped it too greedily. But otherwise I behaved quite properly.”
“Properly!” cried Nessa. “It was monstrous! And now you are taking us to a city populated by many thousands of beings such as yourself!”
“No, you are wrong,” I told her. “I am a haizda mage. There are probably no more than a dozen of us in existence at this time. We are not city people—we live on the extreme fringes of Kobalos territory. We farm humans and see that they are happy and content.”
“Farm! What do you mean, you farm humans?”
“It is nothing to worry about, Nessa. Why do you find it so alarming? You, your father, and your sisters were all part of my farm, which is called a haizda—thus I am termed a haizda mage. We harvest blood to sustain us, along with other materials that may be of use. Your dead father knew the true situation, but he did not wish to upset you. He made a trade with me so that I would keep my distance. You believed I was just a dangerous creature that lived nearby, but in truth I owned you.”
“What?” Nessa raised a hand to her face in shock. “You took the blood of my father and my sisters? My blood too?”
“I did so at first, but later chose not to continue. I respected your father and decided to trade rather than take. He supplied me with red wine and bullock blood, both of which I am quite partial to. We had an agreement that suited us both. But yes, other humans in the haizda give me blood. But most do not know it is happening—I usually take it in the night when they are sleeping.
“I make myself very small and slither into their house through a tiny hole in a roof or wall. Then I blow myself up to a comfortable size and crawl onto their beds. I sit on the human’s chest, lean forward, and make a small puncture in the neck. Then I drain a little blood—never enough to affect their health too adversely. Just as a human farmer concerns himself with the health and welfare of his cattle, so I husband my resources. The worst they ever experience is a little night terror, like a nightmare in which a demon has sat on their chest, making it difficult to breathe. Very rarely they feel slightly dizzy on first rising—mostly the ones who leap out of bed too quickly. The puncture marks on the neck heal very quickly and, by first light, are easily mistaken for insect bites. Most humans on a farm are quite unaware of what is going on.”
Nessa had fallen silent, and when I glanced at her, I saw that she was staring at me, eyes wide. It was a long time before she spoke.
“You said ‘other materials.’ What else do you take?”
“Souls, little Nessa. Sometimes I use the souls of your people.”
She looked back to the cave, presumably to check that her sisters were still sleeping, before she spoke. “How can you use a soul?” she managed eventually. “That sounds horrible!”
“The owners don’t mind because they are always dead before it happens. And dead souls are usually confused for quite a while before they find their way home. I just use up a little of their energy until they manage that. So really, I just borrow them.”
“Their home—where is that?”
“That depends. Some are an up and others are a down. The first spin away into the sky silently; the others plunge into the ground, giving a sort of groan or sometimes a shriek or a howl—I don’t know where their home is, but none of them seem very happy to be going there.”
“Were you present when my father died?”
“Yes, Nessa, I was. He took a long time to die and was in a lot of pain. It wasn’t a pleasant death, and because you were so inconsiderate and ran off, he could have died all alone. But I was patient and stayed with him to the end.”
“Did you borrow his soul?”
“No, I wasn’t given the chance. Some souls aren’t confused at all. They don’t linger but go home straightaway.”
“Which way did my father go?”
“He was an up, little Nessa. So be happy for him. His soul sprang up into the sky without even the slightest of groans.”
“Thank you.” Nessa spoke quietly, and then she got to her feet and went back into the cave without another word.
Of course I’d lied about “borrowing” souls. After you’ve taken their power, there isn’t really much of them left. Once released, they spin slowly for a few moments, then give a little whimper and fade away. So they never get to go home—that’s the end of them. That might not be a bad thing with those who go down, but the others, the ups, might have lost a lot. It was a good thing for Old Rowler that he hadn’t lingered.



CHAPTER XI
HIS BIG STINKY MOUTH

I went back into the cave and waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. In the dim flicker of the campfire, I made out the forms of my two sisters. I could tell by their breathing that only Bryony was sleeping.
Saying nothing, I lay down, wrapped my blanket tightly about me, and tried my best to sleep. But I was upset, remembering over and over again the way Father had died, unable to get it out of my head. I was so ashamed that I’d run away and left him with just the beast for company.
Then another thought snared me. I couldn’t stop thinking about what Slither had said—how he harvested blood and souls. Something slowly came into my mind. I remembered my dream, the recurrent nightmare I’d had as a child—and now, suddenly, it all made horrible sense. Over and over again I’d dreamed of being paralyzed in bed, unable to call for help, while something terrible sat on my chest, making it hard to breathe, and sucked blood from my neck.
As I grew older, the nightmare had become less frequent and had then faded away altogether. I had assumed that my glimpses of the beast through my bedroom curtains when he’d visited the farm had given rise to my nightmare. Now, at last, I knew the truth. It had been real. It could be no coincidence that my nightmares had ended soon after Father had started to trade with Slither. That must have been part of the ongoing deal between the two of them—that Slither would leave us children alone.
Had part of that trade also been Father’s promise that if anything ever happened to him, Slither could have me in exchange for the safety of Susan and Bryony? It was hard to accept the idea that I must sacrifice myself. Had my father truly loved me? I wondered.
I thrust my doubts aside. Of course he had. Hadn’t he written that he would have sacrificed himself for us if necessary? Now I must do what I could to save my sisters.
“Oh, I’m scared, so scared!” Susan called out.
“Shhh!” I said. “Keep your voice down or you’ll wake Bryony.”
“What are we going to do?” Susan asked more quietly. “He’s taking us north to his own people. One is bad enough, but what about when we have to face hundreds or even thousands? They’ll kill us and eat us. Have you seen the way the beast stares at me? He keeps looking at my neck. He can’t wait to sink his teeth into me!”
She was right, but so far Slither had resisted his urges. “He’s savage, that’s true enough,” I told her. “But he is certainly a creature of his word. He promised our father that you and Bryony would be safe, and I have no reason to believe that he will not honor that. Hasn’t he fought his own people to preserve us? We need to stay calm and believe that things will turn out for the best.”
I kept my own doubts to myself. It had been dangerous enough in the tower. How would we fare in Valkarky, where so many beasts might attack us?
“How can we ever be happy again now that Father is dead and we’ve left our home forever? It’s so cold, and it’s getting worse with every mile we travel north. Will we ever be warm and comfortable?” Susan wailed, her voice rising with every word. “We left our trunks behind in that awful tower and all my best clothes were inside. I’ll never wear nice things again.”
Now she’d woken Bryony, who began to sob quietly. I suddenly felt very angry. Susan had always been selfish—no doubt that had come from being Father’s favorite. I was the eldest, yet Susan had always been bought new clothes while I’d routinely been given her cast-offs—I’d had to take them in so they would fit. Even the dress I was wearing now had once belonged to Susan.
“You always think of yourself and nobody else!” I snapped. “You’ve woken your sister and frightened her. You should be ashamed, Susan!”
Susan began to cry then, and that made Bryony worse.
Immediately I felt sorry for my outburst. We had to stick together while we still could. I knew it was harder, much harder, for Susan to adapt to this new situation. I had helped Father with the farmwork—milking the cows, herding the sheep, and feeding the chickens. I’d even taken his tools and repaired some of the fences. Mine had been mostly an outdoor life, while Susan had made the beds and swept the floors. Of course she’d left the cooking and washing up to me. So she’d had it relatively easy. No wonder she was finding our new life with the beast hard. I had to make allowances.
“Hush! Hush!” I called out more gently now. “Come here, Bryony. Come and sit by me and I’ll tell you a story.”
For a moment or two Bryony didn’t reply, but then, dragging her blanket with her, she crawled across and sat next to me. I put my arms around her and gave her a hug.
“Tell me about the witches again, Nessa,” she begged.
Bryony loved tales about witches, and sitting in front of the kitchen fire on a dark winter’s evening, I had been only too happy to oblige. I’d told her the tales I’d learned from my mother. Bryony had never known her, so it pleased me to take her place and do what she’d have done if she’d lived. The witches I told her about were from Pendle, a place a long way to the south and in a foreign country, far across a cold sea. She loved to hear about the different types of magic they used, some cutting off the thumb bones of their enemies to steal their magical power. They were scary stories, but heard in a happy and secure environment. In those days Bryony knew nothing of Slither, and I’d ensured that when he visited the farm to talk to my father, she never even glimpsed him.
But this was different. We were far from safe, and in the power of a creature who seemed just as dangerous as the witches I’d told Bryony about. I didn’t think telling her that kind of story was a good idea now.
“I’ve got a different kind of story for you tonight, Bryony. It’s a nice one about a handsome prince.”
“Oh, yes—that would be nice! Tell me a really nice story, Nessa,” she said. “Tell me one where everything turns out happily in the end.”
The last thing I felt like was telling a story, but for her sake I did my best. “Once upon a time, an evil ogre carried off a princess and locked her in a tower—”
“What did the ogre look like?” Bryony interrupted.
“He was big and ugly,” I said, “with one huge bulging bloodshot eye in the middle of his forehead. But news of the princess’s captivity came to the attention of a prince, who saddled his horse and rode to the rescue—”
“Was the prince handsome?” Bryony demanded.
I was finding it hard to concentrate because I could hear the beast moving around outside; I wasn’t much good at telling stories anyway. But at least I had her attention.
“Yes, he was tall, with fair hair and blue eyes, and he wore a sword with a silver hilt in a leather scabbard.”
“Did he have nice teeth and sweet breath?” Bryony asked.
“Yes, his breath was sweeter than spring blossom.”
“Better than the beast’s breath, then.” Susan spoke up now. “It stinks of rotten meat and blood.”
“Shhh!” I hissed. “He has sharp ears.”
“His teeth are really long and sharp, too,” Bryony added.
I took a deep breath and tried to continue with the story, but Susan interrupted again. “I’ll tell the story this time, Nessa. Your stories are always so boring and predictable!”
I was too weary to protest, so I let her carry on from where I’d left off.
“The handsome prince rode up to the dark tower,” she said, “and he was lucky because the fierce ogre with long sharp teeth and breath smelling of blood and rotten meat wasn’t at home. So the prince broke down the door and went up to the top of the tower and, after stealing one quick kiss from the beautiful princess, carried her down the steps and lifted her up onto his horse.”
Bryony had giggled when it came to the bit about the kiss, and I began to relax.
“But the ogre had been hiding in the trees behind the tower, and he rushed out and attacked the prince, who drew his sword,” Susan continued.
“Did the handsome prince cut off the ogre’s head?” Bryony asked, almost breathless with anticipation.
There was a pause. I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t, and I was too late to intervene.
“No,” Susan said. “The ogre opened his big stinky mouth and bit off the head of the prince. Then he ate the horse and finished off the princess for his dessert!”
Bryony screamed and began to sob again, and at that moment the beast lurched into the cave.
“Be silent!” he growled. “End this foolishness now. You will need all your strength in the morning!”
The fierce way he spoke stunned us all into silence. I lay there for a long time, listening and waiting for the breathing of my two sisters to change as they slipped into sleep. Above it all I could hear the harsh, heavy snoring of the beast. At last I fell asleep myself and began to dream.
The rat is crawling up onto my body now. I can feel its small, sharp claws pricking into my skin through the blankets. It is sitting on my chest. Its tail goes thumpety-thump, faster and faster, keeping perfect time with the beating of my heart.
And now there is a new thing, even more terrifying. The rat seems to be growing heavier by the second. Its weight is pressing down on my chest, making it difficult to breathe. How can that be possible? How can a rat be so large and heavy?



CHAPTER XII
THE KEEPER OF THE GATE

THE following day we made good progress, but finally it became necessary to kill one of the horses for food.
Despite her protests, I chose Nessa’s mount because I judged it to be the weakest of the three. Of course, when I started to drink its hot sweet blood, the purrai became upset. That didn’t stop them from eating the meat once I’d cooked some for them, though. They did what I did in order to survive. So why did they turn from me in revulsion?
From then on, Nessa and Susan were forced to ride together while I carried the youngest purra with me. Nessa protested and offered to ride with me so that Bryony could be with her elder sister, but I refused. I might have to fight again at any moment, so I wanted to spare my own horse as much as possible. Bryony was light, and mercifully she didn’t make a fuss about riding with me, though I could feel that she held herself rigid with terror.
Finally, after another week of traveling, we were within sight of Valkarky. It was just after midday, and although at this latitude the sun was still low in the sky, it was a bright, clear day and the visibility was excellent.
“What are those lights?” Nessa asked, bringing her horse alongside mine. She stared directly into my eyes as she spoke, but her sister clung to her back and averted her face so that she would not have to look at me.
On the horizon there was a shimmering curtain of color, the whole spectrum of the rainbow. At times it seemed to open, giving a glimpse of what seemed to be utter blackness within.
“The lights shine from the eyes and mouths of the creatures who are building Valkarky,” I answered. “Soon the walls of the city will be in view. That sight will delight your eyes and fill your hearts with happiness!”
I was proud of our city, but having chosen the vocation of a haizda mage, I lived far away in order to learn and develop my magic. Now, in truth, I was happy to be away from its intrigues and bustle, but it was still good to return occasionally to the place of my birth.
As we got closer, the three sisters found it difficult to look upon the city—it gleamed too brightly. Nor could they appreciate the beauty of the industrious sixteen-legged whoskor, which swarmed over Valkarky’s outskirts, engaged in the never-ending task of extending it. The eyes of these creatures swayed gracefully upon long black stalks, and their brown fur rippled in the breeze as they spat soft stone from their mouths before working it skillfully with their delicate forelimbs, adding it to the new sections of wall.
We were approaching the southern edge of the developing city. Here the walls were uneven in height, obviously in various states of construction.
“Those are terrible creatures walking the walls!” Nessa cried, pointing up toward the whoskor. Bryony and Susan were wide-eyed and silent in their shock. “They are so huge and there are so many of them. We can’t go in there! We can’t! Take us away, please.”
But I disregarded her protests and the wailing of her terrified sisters. We followed the road that led up to the main gate, flanked on either side by the walls. The farther we traveled into the city, the older the fortifications. In the course of our journey, which lasted almost half a day, we passed through several gates in the succession of inner defensive walls. Each was already open to receive us, but I noted that they closed behind us after we had passed through, cutting off any possibility of retreat.
Eyes watched us from narrow windows far above, but I knew that no friends gazed down upon me. We haizda mages lived and worked far from the dissident groups and shifting alliances of the city’s inhabitants.
At last we reached the main gate, and here the walls towered up, lost to sight among the clouds. Covered in ice and snow, Valkarky appeared more like the vertical face of a mountain peak; the open gates were like the entrance to some wonderful dark cavern, full of unknown delights.
Two mounted Shaiksa assassins, lances at the ready, waited on either side of these huge gates, but they had rivals who would compete to seize me: three score of foot militia had lined up, their captain holding my arrest warrant with his left hand extended over his head in the traditional manner. The red seal formed from the spit and coagulated blood of the triumvirate was clearly visible.
The Rowler girls gasped in shock at the sight that greeted us. But of course, none of my enemies could touch me if I could persuade the triumvirate to allow me legal entry.
I believed it could be done, but I must first deal with their instrument, the gatekeeper known as the kashilowa, which now undulated its way toward us, its long, pulsing body bristling with spines and its breath billowing into the cold air in great clouds. At first it was hidden by the cloud of snow kicked up by its thousand legs, but this slowly settled and it was fully revealed to us. The single kashilowa and the myriad whoskor had been created in order to serve the needs of the city. It was all part of the magic of the high mages.
Immediately, clearly terrified, the smallest sister began to scream at the top of her lungs, and Nessa brought her horse alongside my own, trying to comfort her. But before she could do so, Susan fainted away, and it took all of Nessa’s strength to prevent her from falling from their horse.
Even brave Nessa moaned in terror when the gatekeeper scuttled forward and touched her forehead with the tip of the long tongue that spiraled from its mouth. It was simply tasting her skin to determine her fitness to enter Valkarky, so I don’t know why she found it so alarming. All purrai in transit are subject to the most stringent health checks to make sure that no contagion is brought into the city.
Our two horses were Kobalos trained, but the proximity of the gatekeeper caused their nostrils to flare and their eyes to dilate; they trembled with fear. This was hardly surprising: when the huge creature yawned to feign boredom, opening its jaws to their full extent, its mouth was so big it could have swallowed them whole.
“Speak!” the kashilowa commanded, directing its one hundred eyes in my direction. Its voice was as loud as a thunderclap, and that one word brought down dozens of long icicles from the overhang of the wall above the gate. One of the spears of ice impaled a militiaman, whose blood began to stain the snow an appealing shade of red—almost as lovely as the lambskin rugs in my old ghanbala tree. One glance made my mouth start to water, and I found it difficult to concentrate on the business at hand.
Fortunately the kashilowa’s movement had disturbed the multitude of winged parasites that sheltered among its prickly spines. Quickly I reached out and plucked a few from the air, before they could settle again, and stuffed them into my mouth. Their own blood, combined with that of their host, was a tasty blend and assuaged a little of my hunger.
Now I gathered my thoughts and, not wishing to appear intimidated, leaped from my horse and grew to my largest size so that my eyes were level with the gatekeeper’s teeth. I amplified my voice, too, dislodging another shower of icicles. This time no one was harmed; the militia had sensibly withdrawn to a safe distance.
All those present at the gates knew my identity and what my business was. Nevertheless, it was necessary to make a formal statement.
“I demand entry to Valkarky!” I cried. “I have been wronged by a high mage and a band of his accomplices, including a Shaiksa assassin, who conspired together to illegally appropriate my three purrai for their own use. I request a hearing before the triumvirate!”
“Where is this high mage whom you claim appropriated your property? Who are these three purrai who accompany you? Are they the same ones you refer to? If so, they are now in your possession, so how has a crime been committed?” asked the kashilowa.
“Yes, they are the same. I seized them back, as was my right, using only minimal force. Unfortunately, in defending myself, I was forced to slay the high mage and the Shaiksa assassin. Additionally, a hyb warrior waylaid me on the road to Valkarky, and I was forced to kill him too. It is all very regrettable, but necessary.”
“Your story is questionable. How could a haizda mage such as yourself confront and slay a Shaiksa assassin, a high mage, and a hyb? What is your name?”
It already knew my name, but this was a formality of question and answer that I could not avoid, the ritual necessary to gain entry to the city.
“My name is Slither, and I did just what was necessary. Perhaps the red eye of the Dog Star looked down on me favorably, thus accounting for my victory.”
“Slither? What kind of a name is that?”
The kashilowa was no longer giving me the respect I felt was my due. I would not allow it to deride me. So I answered it with venom in my voice. It was no more than it deserved.
“It is the name I chose for myself when I came of age in the early spring of my seventieth year. It is the sound I make when I swing with my tail from a high branch of my ghanbala tree. It is the sound I make when I become very small and creep through a gap in a wall or floor to gain access to a locked, secret, or private place. It is also the sound and sensation that an enemy is aware of when I creep into his brain. Allow me to demonstrate!”
Feeling insulted that the gatekeeper should bring the suitability of my chosen name into question, I spat into the nearest of its hundred eyes. I had quickly combined with my saliva two substances that cause instant itchiness and irritation. Simultaneously my mind slithered into its brain.
The reaction of the gatekeeper was somewhat extreme. It must have had a low tolerance for pain. It leaped backward so quickly that most of its thousand legs became entangled; it lost its balance and rolled sideways in the snow, crushing another unfortunate militiaman.
Do you like the sensation of slither? I asked, speaking my words straight into its head.
Enough! Enough! it cried—although of all the sentient minds around, I was the only one who heard it, its thoughts trembling within my head.
Allow me my rights! I demanded. Grant me entry into Valkarky and a hearing before the triumvirate, and I will ease the discomfort in your eyes and slither right out of your brain.
Yes! Yes! I grant it! it said.
Keeping my promise, I withdrew. It rolled back onto most of its feet and brought its head close so that my horse began to tremble even more violently and little Nessa began to moan with terror. Quickly I spat into its nearest eye for a second time. This time, my saliva contained an antidote to the irritation.
However, it was a long time before it spoke, and for a moment I feared betrayal. “I must test you to verify your claims,” it growled.
I nodded acceptance, and now it was my turn to feel the touch of its long tongue on my forehead. It would be able to taste whether I was lying or not. At last it withdrew its tongue back into its cavernous mouth.
“You believe that you are telling the truth. But lies can sometimes be cloaked by magic. Nevertheless, your claims deserve further investigation. Would you submit to a rigorous probing?” it asked.
“Willingly,” I said.
“On that condition, I grant entry to the city and a hearing for this haizda mage!” it cried out, and it was done.
I leaned down and whispered into Nessa’s ear. “That wasn’t too bad, was it? I promised your father that I would look after you, and I am certainly keeping that promise!”
Thus we were given permission to enter Valkarky, and our enemies could do nothing to prevent it. The two younger sisters were hysterical now, while even brave Nessa was clearly struggling with the prospect of entering our beautiful city. So I breathed into each of their faces in turn, using boska, and caused them to fall into a very deep sleep.
So long as I lived, they were safe. So long as I kept them in separate rooms in my own quarters and always accompanied them in public in the appropriate manner, the law would protect them.
I walked through the gates, my head held high, while the sisters were carried inside by the Kobalos servants summoned by the gatekeeper. We haizda mages rarely visit Valkarky, but in case it ever proves necessary, we maintain quarters here, along with a small number of servants to receive us. Within an hour I was safe in that refuge, all my needs attended to, while the sisters slept.
What lucky girls they were to have such a benevolent owner!
First I tried to wake Nessa.
I had already breathed into her face to counter the effects of boska, but her eyes remained stubbornly shut. She was proving very difficult to rouse, and for a few moments I feared that in my haste to render her unconscious, I had made the chemical mixture too strong and damaged her brain. This happens only rarely, but it is always a risk. My error would have been forgivable. After all, I had been occupied with my negotiations with the gatekeeper and had other, more important things on my mind.
I studied her face, willing her to wake up. My anxiety growing, I began to call out her name.



CHAPTER XIII
THE HAGGENBROOD

“WAKE up, little Nessa!” cried a voice. It seemed to come from a great distance. I was in a deep, comfortable sleep and just wanted to be left alone. Then I was shaken roughly by the shoulder.
The moment I opened my eyes, I was filled with the extreme terror that comes to one whose nightmare follows her back to the waking world. Instantly I remembered the horrors before the gates of Valkarky and the terrible sensation of choking when Slither breathed into my face. I had fallen into darkness, believing that I was dying. But it wasn’t that which caused my heart to flutter and my whole body to shake. Nor was it the snarl on the face of the beast as he shook me.
What made me shrink away to the far corner of my bed was the thing that I saw behind him.
“There is no need to be afraid,” Slither told me in his gruff voice. “For the present you are quite safe. This is the refuge for haizda mages visiting Valkarky.”
I took several shallow breaths and managed to point over his right shoulder at the horrific thing on the wall. He looked back at it and then gave a travesty of a smile.
It looked like an extremely large human head with six thin, multijointed legs sprouting from the place where its ears should have been. It had long hair but neither eyes nor a nose. There wasn’t room for them. A huge oval mouth took up most of its face, and from it protruded three long, thick tongues covered with backward-facing barbs. It seemed to be licking the walls, making a harsh, rhythmic rasping sound as it did so.
“Because these quarters are rarely used, they are subject to fungal growth. What you see is just a harmless sklutch, one of the lesser servants that we employ. It is merely going about its routine duties, cleaning the walls with its tongues and sucking up the loose fragments. There is no need to be afraid, little Nessa. It is simply a diligent servant, but as it disturbs you, I will send it away immediately.”
With those words, he clapped his hands very hard. The hideous creature stopped its cleaning at once and raised two front antennae, which, until then, had been hidden by its long hair. They twitched and revolved in a slow circle.
Slither gave three more claps, and it immediately scuttled down the wall and retired to a narrow crevice near the floor.
“The sklutch, with its soft brown hair, thin black legs, and efficient tongues, is perfectly formed and suited to its task, little Nessa. It never ceases to astonish me how such a plump creature is able, without the use of magic, to fold itself into such a narrow crack. Anyway, how are you feeling now?”
Suddenly I felt ashamed. My own fears had dominated everything, and I had forgotten all about Bryony and Susan. “Where are my sisters?” I demanded, rising up onto my knees.
“They are quite safe, but according to Kobalos custom, each purra must be housed in a separate room. I can behave no differently here than I did in the kulad. Besides, your sisters are still sleeping.”
“They weren’t safe in that tower. Why should this be any different?”
“Fear not, Nessa. This is Valkarky, a city ruled by law, where everyone watches. That kulad was under the control of a corrupt high mage with no respect for the property of others. I assure you that it will be different here.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “How long have I been asleep?” I asked.
“A few hours at the most. While you slept, I was given a hearing and subjected to a deep probing, which was quite painful. However, it was worth it—they reached a decision quickly.”
I felt a surge of hope. “So we can leave this place now?”
“I wish it were that simple, little Nessa. It was proven that I was telling the truth, and the triumvirate was prepared to absolve me of all guilt in law, but the Shaiksa brotherhood made a formal objection. They submitted false evidence that was impossible to refute. They communicated the dying thoughts of the assassin that I slayed. He accused me of theft, saying that Nunc, the high mage, had paid me well for ownership of you and your two plump sisters.
“I do not accuse the dead assassin of having lied. It may well be that he only repeated information that had been given him by Nunc. However, he lives no more, so now it is his dead, deceitful word against my honest living one.” Slither paused a moment, and I held my breath in anticipation of what he would say next.
“I must face trial by combat. There are many legal disputes each year; a counterclaim over ownership of purrai is just one of the categories of civil conflict. The vast majority are resolved directly by the triumvirate, but in difficult cases the accused must face such a trial. It is outrageous that I have been placed in such a position—I need to vent my anger. Now I have been given the opportunity to do so publicly.”
“You have to fight? Against another of the mages?” Fear clutched my heart again. If he lost, what would happen to us?
“No, little Nessa. I only wish that were so. I must face the haggenbrood.”
I didn’t even like the sound of the word. “What is that?” I asked. “Some kind of creature like the ones who are building the walls of this city?” They were indeed hideous things.
“In a way, yes, but the haggenbrood was created by the magic of the high mages to fight in ritual combat; that is its sole purpose in life. It consists of three warrior entities bred from the flesh of a purra. The three share a common mind, and are, to all intents and purposes, one creature.”
“Can you defeat it?”
“No one has ever done so before.”
“That’s not fair! If you are certain to lose, how can it be a trial by combat?”
“It is the way of things. It allows a modicum of hope and is more honorable than being executed. And, of course, victory is not impossible—there is always a first time for everything. We cannot afford to be pessimistic, little Nessa.”
“If you die, will we be slaves or will they kill us as well?” I managed to ask—though I didn’t really want to hear the answer. “Could you not keep your promise to my father and send my two sisters to safety before your trial?”
“I only wish I could. But who would be willing to escort you out of the city? It is impossible. Without me, you have no status here other than as slaves or food. If I die, then you will die there in the arena with me, slain by the claws and teeth of the haggenbrood. I must defend you against the creature or die in the attempt. Come, I will show you so that you can prepare your mind for what lies ahead.”
I was so frustrated by the situation we were in. Even though Slither repulsed me, I was dependent on him for survival. The beast left the room for a few moments, leaving me alone with my somber thoughts, but returned clutching a long chain and a lock.
“Come here!” he commanded. “I must place this around your neck.”
“Why?” I asked. “I won’t try to run away. Where could I go? As you pointed out, without your protection I would be killed on sight!”
“Within Valkarky, a purra may only appear in public in the presence of her owner, with this chain around her neck. Without the chain, you would indeed be taken and there would be nothing I could do about it. This is the law.”
I scowled at the beast but knew I had no choice but to submit. He carefully placed the cold metal chain about my neck and then attached a small lock to complete and maintain the circle. Then, holding the rest of the chain in his left hand, he gave a small tug, as if I were an animal, and pointed toward the door.
“Now, purra, I will lead you to the arena!” he declared.
He led me along a seemingly endless succession of gloomy corridors. Mostly they were lit by flickering torches, but in some sections the walls themselves seemed to radiate a white light. Kobalos that we passed mostly ignored us, gazing straight ahead. But when the rare curious glance came our way, Slither invariably gave a tug on the chain, jerking my head forward sharply. On one such occasion an involuntary cry escaped my lips and tears came into my eyes. But when we were once again alone in the corridor, the beast turned and spoke to me in hushed tones.
“I have been gentle, little Nessa, and the chain is not tight. Some owners fix them so tightly that the purra is always red in the face and struggling for breath. Be brave. You will need all your courage in the arena!”
He turned, tugged the chain again, and we continued on our way. The city was vast, but so gloomy that it seemed as if we were underground. Even the open spaces accessed by the corridors looked like vast caverns, but their walls were perfectly smooth and clearly manufactured rather than being of natural stone.
At one point we passed through what appeared to be a vast food market. Kobalos people were handing over coins and receiving metal basins in return. Some seemed to contain roots or fungi, but in others small wormlike creatures squirmed as the purchasers greedily stuffed them into their mouths. I could barely contain the bile rising from my stomach at the sight and the smell.
Then there were larger vats. Looking more closely, I saw with horror that they were full of blood, from which steam was rising. Each was surrounded by a throng of jostling customers dipping in metal cups and quaffing the liquid greedily, so that it dribbled down their chins and splattered on the floor.
What manner of creatures had died to fill those vats? Valkarky was a terrible, terrifying, ugly place. And were it ever to expand to cover the whole world, as Slither had boasted, it would create a hell on earth—every bit of grass, every tree, every flower and creature of the meadows replaced by this vast monstrosity.
It was not only Kobalos that I glimpsed. There were other creatures that made me shudder with fear, and even in the presence of Slither I did not feel safe. Mostly they resembled insects, except that the smallest creature I saw was the size of a sheepdog, while the largest could have bitten off my head with ease. I hoped my sisters were still safely asleep in their rooms.
Some creatures scuttled overhead on many legs, as if they were messengers on urgent business, while others loitered, perhaps performing a similar cleaning function to the servant in Slither’s quarters.
But one thing puzzled me. I saw Kobalos men and I saw chained human female slaves, but why did I not see any Kobalos females? Were they not allowed out in public? The faces of the Kobalos were all hairy and bestial, with elongated jaws and sharp teeth. Could it be that Kobalos females were similar to the males in appearance and I simply couldn’t tell the difference?
We twisted and turned through this labyrinth until we arrived at a wide flight of gleaming white steps. Four levels up, we finally reached a huge gate large enough to admit a creature ten times my size.
“Here we are, little Nessa. This is where we will all die or triumph!” Slither said, pulling me through.
I found myself standing on a triangular platform, surrounded by tiers of empty seats rising on either side to encircle us completely.
“The whole arena is formed from skoya. The whoskor spat it into a mound so that it could be manipulated and shaped by their many nine-fingered hands.”
“It’s so white!” I exclaimed. It dazzled my eyes.
“Skoya can be many colors,” Slither explained, “but there is a reason why it is white, little Nessa. It makes it easier to see the bright red of freshly spilled blood, a color that is very exciting to my people.”
This place was truly despicable. I did not reply, but my eyes moved around, darting in all directions as I wondered about the layout of the arena. I saw that there was a white post positioned at each corner of the triangular arena.
“What are those for?” I asked.
“They are the three posts to which you and your two sisters will be tethered. The number varies, and the arena is shaped anew in preparation for each trial. But it is always white, to display the blood of the defeated to its best effect. You will be bound there, and the haggenbrood will try to drink your blood, then eat you. I will do my best to save you all.”
My stomach churned at the impossibility of the task. What was this haggenbrood? I was certain my sisters and I would all die here.
“Do you see that?” Slither asked, pointing to the circular grille in the floor at the center of the triangular arena.
I was filled with a terrible foreboding, and I began to tremble. I did not even want to look at the grille, let alone move closer to it. But I had no choice.
He started to walk toward it, tugging me after him. All at once I smelled something foul and was afraid to move closer. When I came to a halt, the chain jerked my neck painfully. Rather than tug me forward again, Slither walked back to see what my problem was.
“What ails you, little Nessa?”
“That awful stench! What is it? Is it from something down there?” I pointed with a trembling finger toward the grille.
Slither tilted his head and sniffed the air. “Yes. What you smell is the scent of the haggenbrood. That is where it will emerge. Come closer and take a look,” he said, walking toward the center of the arena.
Once again the chain became taut as I resisted. But this time Slither gave a hard tug, and I reluctantly stumbled along after him until we approached the edge of the pit.
“Look down through the grille, little Nessa, and tell me what you see.”
The grille was wide meshed and white, but the inside of the pit was a dark brown. It was coated with something extremely unpleasant. Up close, the stink was unbearable, and I tried to pull away.
“The haggenbrood excretes that brown slime from its three bodies as part of its digestive process. It is that which causes the stench. Don’t be afraid. Move closer so you can see properly.”
Cautiously I moved to edge of the pit and looked down into the darkness. I felt very nervous and vulnerable, and my legs trembled. Why did Slither want me to stand so close? The grille looked too flimsy to bear my weight. His hand touched my shoulder, and for one terrifying moment I thought he was about to push me in.
“There’s something moving down there!” I cried, shaking with fear. Down below, in spite of the darkness, I could see three pairs of glowing red eyes watching me!
The next moment, something leaped upward, and the long, scaly fingers of a huge hand grasped the grille. The creature roared up at us through the bars, clearly desperate to sink its teeth into my flesh. I had a glimpse of its snarling mouth, angry red eyes, and pointed ears.
This was what we faced. My knees began to tremble more violently, and my heart pounded with fear. What chance did Slither have against three such fearsome beasts? We were as good as dead.
But my captor showed no fear, and with a frown moved on to the grille directly above the snarling face of the creature. “Learn your place! I walk the earth, and you belong in the filth!” he shouted into its teeth, stamping down hard on its fingers with his boots. With an angry growl, the haggenbrood released its hold and fell back into the pit.
“Never show fear to such creatures, little Nessa,” he advised me. “Always be bold! It pays to show them exactly who they will be dealing with in the arena.”
“It’s so fast and fierce.” I shook my head in dismay. “What hope do you have against three of them? You will be alone. Surely you should have some help?”
“Oh, Nessa, you must try to listen more carefully to what I say. It is even worse than that. As I explained, the haggenbrood is one creature. One mind controls the three bodies, three selves, and can coordinate their attack as easily as I can control each of my fingers simultaneously.”
In order to demonstrate, he lowered his hairy hand and drummed a quick rhythm on the side of my head with three of his fingers. It hurt, and I gave a cry of pain. Next he quickly flexed those same fingers, making his knucklebones crack repeatedly. I shivered.
“You will be immobile, tied to the posts, and I will only be able to be in one place at a time. Although I will try, it may prove impossible to defend all three of you. I will be alone, of course, because those are the rules. Only my purrai and I are allowed in the arena to face the haggenbrood.”
“Then don’t worry about me,” I told him. “Defend my sisters.”
I had spoken without thinking, but I would not recant. Although I was desperately afraid of the haggenbrood, I couldn’t bear the thought of what they might do to Bryony and Susan.
“That is very noble of you, little one, but that depends on how the haggenbrood deploys its selves.”
“Can’t you take the initiative and attack first?” I asked.
“Must I explain it again? There are rules, little Nessa, and I am bound by them. They vary from trial to trial, adjusted to take account of the number of purrai involved. But this is the situation here, and we must abide by it. First the grille will be removed, and the haggenbrood will climb out of the pit. Once its three selves are in position, the signal will be given to begin. I can only react to the attack, which could be aimed at any one of you. Alternatively, it may ignore you and launch an all-out assault on me. That way, once I am dead, the haggenbrood can feed from you and your plump sisters at its leisure. Also, if it attacks you first and two of you die, I must surrender my weapons and let it kill me. Those are the rules of this trial.”
I couldn’t believe I was discussing something so brutal. “What weapons are you permitted?”
“As many blades as I wish.”
“Then cut me free and give me a blade. If I move, that might distract it and give you a better chance. We must get my sisters to safety.”
Again the words had flown from my lips without prior thought. But reflecting quickly, I perceived that they were wise indeed. It might just give my sisters a chance at life, and surely it was better to die with a knife in my hand than bound helpless to a post?
I saw the astonishment on the beast’s face. He frowned and seemed to be considering the possibility.
“Would that be allowed?” I persisted, breaking the silence that had come between us.
“There is nothing in the rules that forbids me to cut you free,” he admitted. “Your offer is generous indeed. But while the haggenbrood is prevented by its conditioning not to leave the arena, you could do so. And therein lies the danger. If you did so, the trial would immediately be over, and all our lives would be forfeit. How brave are you, little Nessa? Could you stand your ground when teeth and claws snap in your face?”
“Yes,” I replied immediately. “It might give us a chance.”
But could I? Would I really be brave enough to distract this terrible, fearsome haggenbrood?
“Even if you are not torn to pieces, the haggenbrood has glands that secrete a deadly poison. If even the tip of one claw pierces your skin, it results in kirrhos, which we call ‘the tawny death.’ It is ugly to look upon and worse to suffer. There is no cure. So can you make your little human body obey your will, little Nessa? Terror may cause it to disobey you. Once you flee the arena, we are all dead. One small step would be enough!”
I took a deep breath. Yes, I would do it. Despite my dislike of Slither, the situation had made us allies, and I would have to work alongside him to give my sisters some hope of survival.
“I am sure that I won’t run. I want to give my sisters a chance to live.”
Slither stared at me hard. “To release a captive during trial by combat is unprecedented,” he said. “It would be a complete surprise to everybody, including the haggenbrood.”
Then, without another word, he tugged at the chain and led me back through Valkarky to his quarters.



CHAPTER XIV
GOSSIP AND NEWS

USING a whetstone, I systematically began to sharpen the blades I planned to use in the arena. I selected two daggers—along with Old Rowler’s saber, which had quickly become my favorite weapon.
As I worked, Nessa watched me intently. I was considering her surprise proposal. She was, without doubt, brave—far braver than any other purra I had encountered—but there was a terrible risk in letting her stand in the arena unbound. If she fled, I would forfeit my life. I sensed that she was about to say something important to her, and was soon proved correct.
“I would like to ask you a favor,” she said at last.
“Speak, and I will listen,” I replied, concentrating most of my attention on the task at hand but prepared to give her a hearing.
“Could my sisters be bound to their posts without being awakened?” she asked. “I would like to spare them the terror of the arena.”
“That is impossible, little Nessa. It would not be allowed—it would deprive those who witness the trial of the pleasure of hearing them scream. And it is more enjoyable to watch someone who is conscious bleed and die. Asleep, they would provide no entertainment at all.”
As a youngster, I had once visited a trial. It had been over very quickly, but despite that, I had enjoyed the manner in which the haggenbrood dispatched its victims and the way the blood splattered, making delightful patterns against the white of the arena floor. But on my rare visits to Valkarky since taking up my vocation, I had never even considered attending another.
Now I was comfortable alone, working my haizda, and preferred to be far from the clamor of such events. I no longer found it comfortable to be close to so many of my people in one place.
“Entertainment? How can you use such a word when my sisters’ young lives might be lost? What kind of creatures are you?”
“It is just the way things are, little Nessa. We are very different from humans. It is the way of my people, and I am bound by Kobalos customs and conventions. So I can do nothing to spare you and your delicious sisters the inevitable fear and pain that awaits you.”
It never ceased to amaze me that Nessa was prepared to sacrifice herself to help her sisters. Of course, for her to stand and face even one of the haggenbrood’s selves in such a way, even with a knife in her puny hand, could have only one result. She would be dead before she realized what had happened. But I thought such bravery deserved a reward.
What would she most wish for now? I wondered. In a second I had the answer. Briefly I would suspend the solitary confinement of the three purrai.
“Would you like me to wake your sisters now so that you can have a little time alone? It might be your last chance to talk together,” I offered—very generously, I thought.
“Yes, please, I would like that,” Nessa said solemnly. “How long is it before the trial?”
“Almost a full day, so enjoy yourselves and make the best of the time that remains. I will bring your two plump sisters here, then leave you alone to talk in privacy for a while.”
So, keeping my promise, I brought the three sisters together. Of course, I did not give them privacy because I was very curious to hear what they had to say to each other, so I made myself very small and slithered into the room using a drainage hole in the floor as my means of access.
“I wish I had clean clothes and a blue ribbon for my hair,” Susan said plaintively.
“I’m sure you’ll have all you need once you’re safe in Pwodente,” Nessa replied. “Whatever happens, we are going to survive. You’ve got to believe that.”
“I’m sorry,” Susan said, shaking her head as tears sprang to her eyes. “I’ll try, but I’m not as brave as you, Nessa. I’ll try to do better. I really will.”
It didn’t seem worth staying any longer—the sisters had little of interest to say. Nessa tried to remain calm, but after Susan had complimented her on being brave, every time she started to speak, her bottom lip began to tremble as if it had a life of its own. When she finally did manage to utter a few sentences, all three sisters burst into tears and spent the rest of the time that remained to them sobbing and hugging each other tightly. It was all very futile.
I was sorry to be facing death. Now I would never attain my full potential. I needed at least a further century of study before I could complete my mastery of haizda magic and hone my fighting skills to their optimum level. It would also have been pleasing to learn that I had overcome the dangerous threat of skaiium, avoiding the weakness that afflicts some of our order. Now I would never know the outcome. However, I decided to make the best of what might well be the last day of my life in this world, so I went to my private room and snapped my fingers five times to summon Hom, a type of homunculus, who is perhaps the most interesting servant deployed in Valkarky by haizda mages. He is a gatherer of news and gossip, and his multiple shapes are specially formed for that task.
One, which is the form of a rat, functions particularly well in the sewers, making it possible for his specially adapted ears to listen in to conversations all over the city; while submerged he can focus his hearing on a conversation despite many intervening skoya floors and walls.
Another of his selves has powerful wings and can soar far above the city to view its rooftops, and thus see anyone approaching or leaving Valkarky.
The self that gives its reports takes the form of a very small figure not unlike a human male. Of course, it is covered with long brown fur in order to keep it warm, and it always lives within our haizda quarters while its other industrious bodies roam far and wide. Once it had squeezed out of its hole, it clambered up onto the chair directly opposite my own.
“Report on the progress of all other haizda mages!” I commanded.
Never in the course of my visits to Valkarky had I found another haizda mage in residence here. Indeed, it was many years since I had encountered the last one while journeying along the edge of the human territories far to the southeast. We had spent a few hours together and exchanged little more than pleasantries—we were by nature secretive. But each haizda mage made a report to Hom before leaving the city, and that information was available to me now.
“In addition to yourself, eleven others have visited and reported in the last thirty years,” Hom said. “No doubt you will be interested to know that eighteen months ago Rasptail made what he believed might be his final visit here. He is now almost eight hundred years old and fears that his powers are beginning their slow decline. Once he becomes certain of it, he proposes to end his life.”
Hom was correct in his assumption that I would be interested in news of Rasptail. After all, he was the haizda who had trained me during my novitiate, the thirty-year period that begins the vocation. After that a haizda mage must study and develop alone. Rasptail had been a harsh but fair master, and I was saddened to hear that his powers were waning. It was the haizda way to take one’s life at that point. We choose death rather than a long decline.
Next he gave report of the last known status of the other ten mages. By the time he finished, I was weary of it and demanded information about Valkarky and its inhabitants.
“What would you like first, master—news or gossip?” Hom asked in his thin, reedy voice.
News is usually quite predictable—variations on events that have been repeated in our city over many centuries. For example, there is the rate at which Valkarky is expanding; some years, growth is slower, and that always gives cause for concern to those who worry about such things. Then there are statistics on the execution of prisoners—usually criminals. I find most of that quite boring.
However, I like gossip; it occasionally has some foundation in fact.
“Give me the most interesting gossip,” I instructed, noting that Hom was looking rather bedraggled, his fur matted and tinged with gray. He was getting old and would soon have to be replaced.
“The thing most talked about, master, is that a large star stone has fallen to earth not too far from the city. As it heated up, passing through the air, it took on the most interesting crimson hue, suggesting that it is composed of ore perfect for constructing blades. Many are out searching for it.”
Star stone was very valuable, but it was likely that seeking it was a fool’s errand. It had probably burned up before impact—or maybe they had been mistaken about the color. Such objects, with their spectacular pyrotechnic displays, were frequently seen but rarely found. It might even have been the same one I had glimpsed to the north. But, if so, I had seen no hint of crimson.
“Anything else?” I demanded.
“It is rumored that a lone purra was in the area where the stone fell. She was taken prisoner, but at great cost to the Oussa. They say that she resisted and that at least four of them died.”
Now, this was very interesting, but most improbable. The Oussa were the guards who answered directly to the triumvirate, which was composed of the three most powerful high mages in the city. For one person to kill four of these elite guards was even more unlikely than my own feat of slaying a Shaiksa assassin. And after all, I am a haizda mage, not a lone female.
Suddenly I felt a great surge of curiosity. “I would like to see her corpse,” I said. “Do they talk of where it is to be found?”
“They say that she was taken alive and is being held within one of the most secure of the Oussa dungeons.”
“Taken alive?” I exclaimed. That was even more unlikely. “Investigate this further,” I commanded. “Report back as soon as you are able. I want to know where the purra is being held.”
Hom scuttled back to his hole while I busied myself making preparations for my battle against the haggenbrood. I began with mental exercises in which I visualized the steps leading up to victory. First I placed myself in the arena; next, in my mind’s eye, I watched the haggenbrood haul its three ugly selves out of the pit. I concentrated until I could both see and smell the creature. Gradually I regulated my breathing, making the image sharper, but I had only completed the preliminary sequence, entering the first level of concentration, when Hom reappeared and took his place once more on the chair opposite me.
“Speak!” I commanded. “What have you learned?”
“I can now upgrade both reports from gossip to news. The star stone was found by the Oussa and brought back to the city with the purra. The present location of the stone is unknown, but the purra is being held in district Yaksa Central, level thirteen, cell forty-two.”
That was the most secure dungeon complex in the city, and cell forty-two was usually reserved for only the most dangerous and resourceful of prisoners. How could a mere purra be deserving of such an honor?
I felt an immediate compulsion to see her for myself. I had far more time than I needed to complete my preparations for battle, so this would prove an interesting distraction. Quickly dismissing Hom, I set out for district Yaksa Central without delay.
Since I was honor bound to attend the trial by combat, my movements through the city were not restricted. However, once I reached the security zone, I was likely to be questioned and even arrested if I disregarded warnings about proceeding farther.
So I made myself as small as possible, and then used magic strong enough to cloak myself against all but the most powerful of observers. Only the very strongest mages and assassins would now be able to see me. The security guards could no doubt penetrate the normal cloaking devices of city mages, but I was a haizda, and luckily our methods were largely unknown.
Level by level I began to descend. At first the corridors and concourses were thronged with Kobalos. I strolled through the lavish multicolored malls where rich merchants displayed their goods for even richer customers, while others could only gape and dream. This gave way three levels lower to the food stalls where hawkers cooked blood, bone, and offal over open fires, filling the air with pungent odors.
My favorite place here was the blood vats, where, for the price of two valcrons, you could drink as much as you wanted. I extended my tongue until I could lap the thickest, most viscous part of the delightful liquid, and then, my belly full to bursting, continued my descent.
After a while I left the Kobalos crowds far behind, encountering only the occasional guard; cloaked as I was, I was able to slip past them with ease. By the time I reached level twelve, the only things that moved were the whoskor and other similar entities. At one point I glimpsed a huge wormlike creature that regarded me from the mouth of a dark tunnel, its single gigantic, bleary eye following my progress. I had no name for it. It was new to me, no doubt spawned as the result of some new magic developed by the high mages. What disturbed me momentarily was that it could see me despite my cloaking. But it slid slowly back into the tunnel and showed no further interest in my progress downward.
It took me almost an hour to penetrate to level thirteen. Less than five minutes later, I was standing outside cell forty-two. Torches flickered on the walls of the dank corridor, which were not constructed from skoya—these dungeons had been carved out of the bedrock far below the city. I heard groans all around, and the occasional scream cut through the air, making my mouth fill with saliva. Then someone began to beg.
“No! No!” the voice cried out plaintively. “Hurt me no more! It is too much! I confess! I confess! I did all that you accuse me of. But please stop. I wish to—”
The voice became a scream of agony, which meant that the torture had continued and, no doubt, intensified. I enjoyed that, but I must tell you that I could never be a torturer of the weak. I much prefer to inflict pain in battle, testing myself against another who shows courage and mettle.
These delightful sounds came from cells where enemies of Valkarky were confined. They were being tortured, and deservedly so. It was a pleasure to hear their cries of pain. But from cell forty-two, there came no sound. Was the purra dead? No doubt she had been too weak to withstand the clever tortures applied.
I slithered under the door to find that things were quite different from what I had expected. Instantly I knew that the prisoner was very much alive. Not only that—despite my cloaking magic, she could see me. She stared down at me in a way that left me in no doubt about it. It was also clear that she considered me to be no better than an insect that she would crush under her heel.
Of course, she was in no position to do that, because she was nailed to the wall with silver-alloy pins. There was one through each wrist and each foot. In addition, a silver chain was twisted around her neck, pulled taut, and fastened to a large hook in the ceiling of the dungeon. That was not to mention the fact that her lips were stitched together with silver twine so she could not speak. I sensed that she was in considerable pain, and it was a wonder that she was not moaning.
She was not dressed in a skirt—the usual garb of both city purrai and those from outside. Her garment was divided and strapped tightly to each thigh. On her upper body was a short brown smock tied at the waist.
I blew myself up to a height that brought us face-to-face and decided that I needed to speak with this purra. No doubt they had sewn her lips shut for a purpose, and some risk might be involved in removing the stitches, but I was curious to know more. I drew a blade, and with its sharp tip very carefully sliced through the silver twine. Then I tugged it free with a jerk so that her swollen lips fell open.
What I saw within her mouth surprised me. Her teeth had been filed to points.
“Who are you?” I demanded.
She smiled at me then. It was not the smile of a bound prisoner. It was an expression that might have flickered onto her face had our roles been reversed.
“I’ve been waiting for you to visit me,” she said, ignoring my question. “Why has it taken you so long?”
“Waiting for me?” I asked. “How can that be?”
Her expression became stern and imperious—totally inappropriate for a purra. “I summoned you to my presence two hours ago, little mage,” she said.
What madness was this? For a moment I was lost for words.
Then she smiled very widely to display all her pointy teeth.
“I am Grimalkin,” she said.



CHAPTER XV
GRIMALKIN

I regarded her with astonishment.
“You speak your name as if I should know it. I have never heard of a purra called Grimalkin. You claim you summoned me? What foolish talk is that?” I demanded.
“It is the truth,” she said. “Once I had discovered everything there was to know about you, I summoned you by magic using a spell of compulsion. There is the instrument of your undoing!”
With a slight flick of her eyebrows, she indicated the far corner of her cell. One of Hom’s rat-bodied selves was lying there. Its eyes were closed and its thin tail was twitching, as if it was in the grip of some seizure.
“Even with my lips bound, it was easy to gain control of such a foolish creature. When it came looking for me, I sucked from its busybody self all the knowledge I needed. It was then very easy to bring you here. I know all about you, mage. I know the trouble that you are in. And I am prepared to help you, but I will need three things in return.”
“Help me? You are in no position to help anyone! And soon you will be dead. Four members of the Oussa lost their lives attempting to bring you into lawful custody. Your death warrant will already have been signed. No doubt they will delay your demise in order to prolong your pain and learn what they can about you.”
“There was nothing lawful about my capture,” the purra retorted. “They stole from me a piece of star ore that was in my possession. Other more important things were also confiscated. These you must return to me in order to receive my help.”
So the purra had found the star stone. “Finders keepers” was the law in such cases, but the Oussa would not accept that a lone human, especially a purra who was so close to Valkarky, had any rights. A star stone was rare, very valuable, and much sought after. A weapon using such ore could be fashioned only by the most skilled of smiths, but properly worked, the result was a blade that never lost its edge and could not be broken. Even if the star stone had not been a factor, this purra would have been arrested on sight and either eaten or bound in slavery. That she had resisted meant certain death.
By rights I should have left her to her fate, but I was filled with an overwhelming curiosity and wanted to learn more. I was also impressed by her bravery and combat ability in slaying four of the Oussa.
“If you were free, how could you help me?” I asked.
“You face trial by combat against a creature that you call the haggenbrood. It has never been defeated, so history says that you will lose and die—”
I raised my hand to protest, but she continued speaking, a little more rapidly than before.
“Don’t try to deny it. I know all about you—information from the mind of your little spy. I know the situation and have thought out what to do. I could take the place of one of the three girls bound to stakes in the arena—the one called Nessa is the closest to me in size. I hold her image in my mind, courtesy of your spy. Cut me free and give me a blade, as you intended for her. I will fight alongside you; consequently, the haggenbrood will die and you will be allowed to leave the city with the three girls.”
“This is foolish,” I told her, aghast at the way she had entered my head. “I don’t know why I am wasting my time listening to you. Even if I could free you from this cell, do you not think that your substitution for little Nessa would be noticed?”
The purra smiled and her whole body seemed to shimmer, and then I had a moment of dizziness. And there before me, the silver pins through her hands and feet, the silver chain twisted tightly about her neck, was Nessa.
“Now do you believe?” she asked, speaking with the voice of little Nessa, the intonation and nuance completely correct. Quickly, I used magic to try and probe the illusion, but to no avail. The image of Nessa didn’t even waver.
“How can you do this?” I demanded. “You have neither seen Nessa nor heard her speak?”
“There are not merely words inside a head!” the witch retorted. “There are images and sounds. I took all that I needed from your little spy’s head. The rest I have been taking from your own mind even as we speak!”
Angered by that, I attempted to slither into her mind. I intended to give her pain—just enough to make a scream. But I could not do it. There was some type of barrier there, one that I could not breach. She was strong.
“I believe that you could indeed enter the arena in that guise and fool the spectators—even the high mages,” I admitted grudgingly. “But what makes you think that fighting alongside me would make our victory certain?”
“I am Grimalkin, the assassin of the Malkin clan. I am a witch who can wield powerful magic; more than that, I am skilled in the arts of combat. I could defeat the haggenbrood alone if necessary.”
I would have laughed at her arrogance, but I did not do so. I had never heard of the Malkin clan, nor of a witch assassin, but this purra radiated utter confidence and certainty. She really believed that she could do it. And had she not already slain four elite guards?
“The real problem would be to get you out of here and back to my quarters before the trial,” I explained. “These dungeons are very secure. I only managed to reach this level because I can make myself very small, as you have already seen. I can slither through a crack or under a door. Can you do that?”
She shook her head, and her whole body shimmered. Once again I was looking at the pointy-toothed purra. “I can create that illusion but lack the ability to change my size. If you ease the tightness of the silver chain around my neck, I will do the rest. But I still need three things from you in return.”
“Name them,” I said.
“First of all, I want my weapons returned to me. There are ten blades and a pair of special scissors. I also require the straps and sheaths that hold them. Second, I require the piece of star ore that was taken from me.”
“It will be difficult enough to seize and return your weapons to you; to get the star stone will be impossible. It is very valuable and will now be under tight guard.” It had almost certainly been placed in the plunder room, the most secure vault in the city.
“I want it. It belongs to me!”
“A purra has no rights of ownership. Cease making that foolish demand and be content with your weapons.”
“Mage,” she said mockingly, “it was a question of ownership that brought you to the extremely difficult position in which you now find yourself. From your servant I learned how you slew the high mage and the Shaiksa assassin to win the three girls back into your possession. I know that you are a formidable warrior, thus I offer you the respect that I would deny others. But we come from different races and cultures. In Pendle, where I live, there is no slavery, no ownership of people, and a female can own property. Thus we see things from different perspectives. Accept my rights and I will accept yours. And now we come to the third thing that you must bring me. It is a large leather sack that contains something very dangerous. Of the three things that I require to be returned to me, this is the most important.”
“Then you must tell me exactly what it contains.”
“It would be better for you to remain in ignorance, but I can see into your head, mage, and I know that curiosity is your greatest flaw. It was that trait I used within my spell of compulsion to draw you here. If I keep silent, you will meddle anyway. The sack contains the head of the Fiend, the most powerful of all the entities who dwell within the dark.”
Her words puzzled me. I had never heard of anything called the Fiend. Nor did I understand what she meant by the dark. Beyond this world, there are domains of the spirits, such as Askana, the dwelling place of our gods—but as for Kobalos and human souls, where they go after death is unknown to us. They go up or down, and none return to tell of their experience—though most suspected it was better to go up than down.
“What is the dark?” I asked.
“It is the abode of demons and gods—and of their servants after death. It is the place we witches return to.”
“Is the head of a god in the sack?” I asked.
“Yes, he could be described as a god. There are many Old Gods, and intact, he is more powerful than all the others combined. The rest of his body is bound far away, so the head must remain separate, lest his servants succeed in resurrecting him. His vengeance would be terrible.”
“I know nothing of your gods,” I told the purra. “We have many. My personal favorite is Cougis, the dog-headed god, but many of my people worship Olkie, the god of Kobalos blacksmiths, who has four iron arms and teeth made of brass. However, the greatest of our gods is called Talkus, which means the God Who Is Yet to Be. He is not yet born, but we all eagerly await his arrival.”
The purra called Grimalkin smiled at me, showing her pointed teeth. “Your people have your truths, and my people have ours. We are very different in our beliefs,” she told me. “I will respect your faith, and in return, I ask that you respect mine. The head in the sack must be returned to me. That is the most important thing of all. But whatever you do, leave it within the sack. It would be extremely dangerous to remove it. If you wish to survive, you will need to curb your curiosity.”
“First I must locate it,” I said, then pointed at the twitching rat. “Release him from your magic so that he can find the sack and the other items that you require.”
The purra nodded, and Hom suddenly stopped quivering and rolled over onto his little ratty feet, his whiskers twitching. I quickly gave him instructions: “I need the precise location of a number of objects taken from this purra by the Oussa,” I told him. “The most important of these is a large leather sack. Second, find the star stone. Additionally, there are a number of weapons, and the straps and sheaths that contain them. Report back immediately following the completion of your task!”
He turned, and with an angry flick of his thin tail, he left the dungeon.
“How long is it likely to take?” the purra asked.
“Far less time than it will take to obtain what you have asked for. But he will not return here—although he has acute hearing and sharp vision, in that form he lacks the means to speak. So now I must leave and return to my quarters to hear his report from a self that can.”
“Before you go, let us make the terms of the trade clear,” the purra said.
I stared at her in astonishment.
“I know all about the importance of trade to your people,” she continued. “If you do your utmost to return to me my stolen possessions and enable me to free myself, in return I will help you to slay the haggenbrood. What is more, once we leave this place I will do nothing to hinder what you consider to be your lawful business. Is it a trade?”
“I need time to reflect upon that. I will consider the possibility.”
“There is little time! Before you go, ease the noose around my neck. Do it now!”
I shook my head. “No, I cannot do that yet. First I will try to get the items that were taken from you. If I achieve that, I will return and do as you ask.”
I did not yet trust the purra. I needed to consider the situation more carefully. And, as I told her, I wanted to see if I could retrieve her possessions and thus fulfill my part of the trade.
The brow of the purra furrowed with anger, but without another word, I made myself very small and slithered out under the door.



CHAPTER XVI
THE DEAD WITCH

I returned to my quarters as swiftly as possible and waited there for Hom to make his report. Suddenly I felt very uncertain. The proposal made by the purra with pointed teeth had seemed reasonable at the time, but now, away from her, I felt foolish.
How could I have allowed myself to negotiate with a mere female like that? Was it skaiium? The same thing had occurred when I’d talked to Nessa and she had pressed her forehead against mine. I had been influenced unduly and had then recklessly attempted the rescue of the youngest sister, killing a high mage and a Shaiksa assassin in the process and bringing me to my present situation. Now it was happening again with this strange purra.
Or perhaps she was using some sort of magic to control my thoughts and actions? After all, I knew nothing of this witch and her magic; my usual defenses might not be effective.
I took a deep breath and began to focus on the problem, putting aside my fears and attempting to assess the situation logically. There was no doubt that the human witch could create a magical illusion strong enough to pass herself off as Nessa. I had been prepared to release the girl to distract the haggenbrood momentarily—so why not do the same with this purra? She was the assassin of a witch clan, and to slay four of the Oussa demonstrated that she was a formidable warrior.
I also knew that I could enter her dungeon again undetected and loosen the noose about her neck—that was all she had asked. I did not understand how she could then escape and reach my quarters in order to accompany me into the arena, but that was her problem. If she failed to do so, I would simply take the three sisters and keep to my original plan.
The homunculus came out of his hole and clambered up onto the chair again.
“Make your report!” I commanded.
“The weapons and the star stone are in the plunder room of the triumvirate,” Hom announced.
The plunder room was accurately named—that was where I had expected the items to have been placed. It was effectively the treasury of the triumvirate, the place where confiscated goods of special interest or value were stored. It was well guarded; too well guarded . . . virtually impregnable. It would be impossible for me to retrieve the first two items required by the human witch.
“Did you find the location of the leather sack?” I asked.
“It was disposed of—thrown down one of the rubbish chutes.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. How could something considered to be so important by the pointy-toothed purra have been discarded as worthless? I wondered.
“Yes, the sack was opened and found to contain a severed head in such an advanced state of decomposition that it was sealed and dumped very quickly.”
“Give me the location of the chute!” I demanded. No doubt the rotting head it contained was an exceedingly loathsome, stinking abomination, but the purra considered it to be the most important of her possessions. Once I explained the impossibility of getting hold of the rest, it might be enough to satisfy her. Retrieving it should not prove difficult.
“District Boktar North, level thirteen, chute one hundred seventy-nine,” Hom replied.
“I will go there immediately. Have one of your selves meet me there and take me directly to the sack.”
It did not take me long to reach chute one hundred seventy-nine, which was working at full capacity. From above, it had the appearance of a huge concave half cylinder with an oval hole at its center. From the pipes overhanging it, all types of refuse were being disgorged into the gaping mouth of the stinking chute: mostly bones, slime, offal, and excrement.
The white skoya was covered in yellow-brown slime with clots of green, and I was glad that I did not have to climb down into the chute itself; there was a system of ladders provided for the maintenance workers. Their job, in addition to attending to the pipes and keeping the flow fast and free, was to descend into the area directly beneath the chute and use shovels and carts to spread out the refuse. Otherwise the growing mound beneath would eventually block the flow.
I negotiated the series of ladders. Looking down, I could see just one solitary Kobalos pushing a laden cart as he walked away from the flow from the chute. The presence of a haizda mage down here might be reported, so I didn’t want to be noticed. There might be up to a dozen Kobalos employed at each chute, but each had to move his load some distance away. If I was lucky, no one would see me. Thus I decided to conserve my magic and dispense with the cloaking spell.
Hom was waiting obediently at the foot of the ladder, his thin rat tail twitching energetically. Without waiting to be told, he immediately scampered away and I followed, trudging through the muck and getting my boots dirty. It wasn’t long before we reached our objective. Finding it was easy; the problem was that someone had gotten there first. There were two figures in the distance, and one was holding the sack. They were engaged in conversation, and at first they did not notice my approach.
But when I was within about twenty paces away from them, the one with the sack spun round to face me.
To my astonishment, I saw that it was a purra, but not one from Valkarky—she was a stranger. Unlike the one with pointed teeth, she wore a skirt that came down to her ankles, with a dirty fox-fur jacket buttoned at the neck. She was barefoot, with slime squelching up between her toes, and her face was twisted with hatred.
I wondered if they were accomplices of Grimalkin—other human witches. If so, might they have similar magical powers and fighting abilities?
“Drop the sack and go!” I commanded. “You have no business in our city, but you may keep your lives.”
The other purra was some distance behind the first and I couldn’t see her clearly, but I heard her cackle with laughter at my words.
The nearer purra threw the sack to one side, drew a knife, and began to stride toward me, a purposeful expression on her face. She began to mutter under her breath, and I realized that she was indeed a human witch and was trying to use magic against me. Within seconds, her appearance changed dramatically. Her tongue protruded about an arm’s length from her mouth; it was forked like that of a snake. Next her face twisted into something bestial: large fangs grew down over her bottom lip, almost reaching her chin, and her hair became a nest of writhing snakes.
I was not sure what the purpose of the transformation was. Perhaps it was intended to distract me in some way. There was no doubt in my mind that the witch had become marginally uglier than before, but it did not affect my concentration in the slightest.
I stepped backward, focused my mind, and before the knife came within range of my body, I drew my saber and struck her head clean from her shoulders. She collapsed in a heap, blood spurting from the stump of her neck. I kicked the head away and prepared to face the second witch.
This one approached me slowly. She was cackling again, as if she found the whole business highly amusing. “I can keep my life, can I?” she crowed. “And what life would that be?”
For a moment I did not understand her meaning, but she was closer now, less than ten paces away, and I could smell loam, rot, and dead flesh. The matted hair was crusted with dried mud, and I could see maggots wriggling within it. Then something writhed and slowly emerged from her left ear. It was a fat gray earthworm.
I focused my hearing on her and concentrated. She was wheezing slightly but not breathing in any natural way, and there was no heartbeat. It could mean only one thing.
She was correct: she had no life. She was already dead.
She attacked, running directly toward me, hands outstretched, claws ready to rend my flesh.
I am fast, but the dead witch was faster. Her sudden attack took me by surprise, and the claws of her right hand missed my eye by a whisker.
Her left hand didn’t miss, though. It clamped hard upon my own left wrist. I tried to pull it free, but the grip tightened. Never had I encountered such strength. I punched her in the face with my free hand, but she didn’t even flinch. Her fingers were like a tightening metal band cutting through flesh to squeeze the bone. My numbed hand released the saber, and it fell into the slime.



CHAPTER XVII
DO WE HAVE A TRADE?

I was a mage who had studied the occult for many years. However, I had no experience at all of entities that could function in bodies that were essentially dead. In that moment I realized how big a place the world was and how much I had yet to learn. We Kobalos have a history of fighting humans, but we believed them to be far more numerous. It was perhaps fortunate that they were divided into many conflicting kingdoms, but we had little knowledge of any who used magic in those more distant places. Thus I knew nothing of human witches and their powers. How, I wondered, could I kill something that was already dead?
I drew a dagger with my free hand and plunged it into the witch’s throat. It had no effect, and again her claws lunged toward my face. I spun away, still gripped by the witch, our bodies stretched taut.
Then I brought logic to bear upon the situation. I whirled the dagger across in a fast arc. The blade cut straight through the witch’s wrist, severing it from her body. She fell back into the slime, leaving her left hand behind, still gripping my wrist. But it began to twitch and slowly relax its hold, and it was the work of a moment to pull it off and cast it aside. By the time the dead witch had regained her feet, the saber was back in my left hand and I was ready.
I had no choice but to cut her into pieces. How else could I terminate her attack?
Soon she had no arms or legs and could not even crawl. There was no blood—just a trickle of vile black fluid. To be sure, I sliced off her head and held it up by the hair. Her eyes gazed back at me, full of fury, and her lips twitched as if she would speak. In disgust, I flung her head as far away as possible. Then I picked up the leather sack, retrieved my saber, wiping it clean on the torso of the dismembered witch, and went back toward the ladder with Hom scampering at my heels.
Soon I was safely back in my quarters. First I checked on the three sisters. They were sleeping with their arms around each other.
Next I examined the sack and weighed it carefully in my hands. It was certainly extremely large. I remembered the warning given by the witch with pointed teeth, but I was curious to see such a head—that of the most powerful of their gods. Also, despite the report given to me by Hom, the head did not stink. So I undid the string and reached inside.
I felt something sharp; something made of bone—two coiled objects. I peered into the sack. They were horns. This was a horned god. One of our own horned gods was called Unktus, but he was a relatively minor deity, worshipped only by the lowest menials of the city. I lifted the head out of the sack, put it on the chair opposite me, and studied it carefully.
No wonder they had chosen it to be the chief of their gods. It was much more impressive than depictions of Unktus in the grottoes of worship. There was no sign of putrefaction, and the horns were not unlike those of a ram. Once it had surely been lordly and handsome despite its close approximation to the human form. However, it had been cruelly mutilated. One eye was missing and the other stitched shut. The mouth was stuffed with brambles and nettles.
My curiosity satisfied, I was about to return it to the sack when the stitched lids over the remaining eye twitched. Immediately I heard a deep groan. The sound did not emanate from the head, but from the floor beneath the chair. That was odd—could it be that the head was still conscious? And perhaps the essence of the god was not just confined to its head? In some entities, consciousness can be diffuse and not merely trapped within the flesh.
The mouth was being forced open by the nettles and brambles, so I began to tug them out, dropping them onto the floor beneath the chair. I then saw further evidence of violence: the teeth had been smashed; only yellow stumps remained. As I tugged out the last of the bramble twigs, there was another groan. This time it came from the mouth, not the floor.
The jaw began to move and the lips to tremble. At first all that came out was a sigh and a croak, but then the head spoke clearly and eloquently.
“I forgive you for what you did to my servants. It was understandable, as they were interlopers in your city. But do as I say now, and I will reward you beyond your wildest dreams. Disobey me, and I will inflict upon you an eternity of pain!”
I took a deep breath to calm myself and took stock of the situation before replying. Perhaps the witch had been correct and I had been foolish to open the sack and subject myself to unnecessary risk. She was certainly right about my curiosity, though. It was part of what I was. Sometimes danger had to be faced in order to gain knowledge. I knew I must be bold and face down this maimed god.
“You are in no position to reward anyone,” I told the head. “I have been informed that you were once a powerful god but are now helpless. It must be difficult for one so high and mighty to have been brought so low.”
Then, before the mutilated god could bother me further with its threats, I thrust the nettles and brambles back into the mouth and returned the head to the sack.
Once again I visited district Yaksa Central, level thirteen, cell forty-two.
I made myself very small and slithered under the dungeon door. I looked up and met the malevolent gaze of the human witch, then quickly grew until we were looking at each other eye to eye.
“Did you retrieve my property?” she asked coldly.
“I have the leather sack with the severed head of your god,” I told her. “It is back in my quarters. Additionally, I know the location of your blades and the star stone, but you’ll have to manage without them. They are in the most secure place in the city. But these”—I placed two of my own blades on the floor before her—“may serve you just as well.”
“Do we have a trade?” she asked.
“Yes, it is a trade. You have my word.”
Thus the bargain was struck, and I was pleased. Fighting alongside the witch, I would have a real chance against the haggenbrood. But there were obstacles yet to be overcome. Could she really complete her escape and make her way safely to my quarters?
“Well, mage, I thank you for the loan of the blades, and you have the head—that’s the most important thing. To begin with, all you have to do is ease the tightness of the chain about my neck.”
“I can do more than that.” And I released her from the chain so that now she was held only by the four silver pins.
She smiled, showing her pointed teeth. “Thank you,” she said. “The only further thing that I require is a guide to take me to my other possessions. Send me the busybody rat.”
“Put such thoughts from your mind!” I said angrily. “They are in the plunder room of the triumvirate. Any attempt to penetrate that stronghold will result in your certain death.”
“The triumvirate—that sounds very grand. What is it?”
“It is the ruling body of Valkarky, composed of the three most powerful high mages in the city.”
“No doubt replacements will be found if anything untoward were to happen to them. I would hate to see such a fine city without proper governance,” she said, her voice filled with sarcasm. “Send me the little rat! Will you do it? Then I will stand by your side in the arena. Go now! It would be wise to be well clear of this dungeon before I escape.”
Filled with anger at her presumption, I made myself small and left the cell.
Once back in my quarters, I seethed with anger at her foolishness. But as the trial approached, I found myself growing more desperate. So I summoned Hom and ordered him to send one of his rat selves to guide the witch.
No doubt it was futile. I did not see how she could even free herself from the silver pins, let alone storm the plunder room.
I blew myself up to my favorite fighting size, which was a head taller than Nessa, and made my preparations. First I brushed my long, thick black overcoat—something I would not entrust to a servant—and polished its thirteen bone buttons. The saber I thrust into my belt; my two favorite blades, newly sharpened, went into the scabbards on my chest. A third dagger I hid in my coat pocket.
After about half an hour the homunculus scurried out of his hole and clambered up onto the chair to face me. He seemed somewhat breathless, and his brow was flushed with excitement.
“There is news!” he exclaimed. “The purra escaped and then breached the defenses of the plunder room. One of the triumvirate is dead!”
I looked at Hom in astonishment. How had she managed to do such a thing? “Where is the witch now?” I demanded.
“Gone, master. The murderess fled Valkarky and is heading south. A large band of Oussa has been sent after her, with orders to catch her quickly but kill her slowly.”
I was filled with anger. No doubt she had always planned to make her escape. She had used me. I had been a fool to trust her. And why had she not taken the head of the horned god with her? She had claimed it was important to her. No doubt she had lied about that too.
It was time to go and wake up Nessa and her sisters. In less than an hour, we had to face the teeth and claws of the haggenbrood.
As I stepped into the corridor between the two rooms, I suddenly sensed danger and reached for my saber.
“Sheathe your blade, mage,” said a voice that I recognized. “Save it for the arena!”
The witch assassin stepped out of the shadows and smiled widely at me, showing her full set of pointed teeth. She was wearing leather straps that crisscrossed her body, and in the attached scabbards she carried her blades. “Where is the leather sack?” she demanded.
“It is safe,” I told her.
“Safe? Nothing is safe in this city. I opened your most secure vault with ease and took what was mine. What I have done, others can emulate. I have human enemies—witches and mages who serve the Fiend. It is only a matter of time before they follow me here!”
“Two witches have been here already. They had the sack in their possession when I encountered them. I killed the live one and chopped the dead witch into six pieces. She is somewhat inconvenienced and poses no threat.”
“Then you have done well, mage. But there will be others. They will never stop. Show me the sack.”
I led her back into the room and handed her the leather bag. She quickly opened it, peered inside, and sniffed three times. She did not draw forth the god’s head.
“Now leave me alone for a few moments. I need to hide this from prying eyes.”
Her words offended me. Had we not made a trade that meant we were allies? I pushed the affront to the back of my mind. The room was sparsely furnished with just a couch, two chairs, and a table. There was nowhere the sack could be hidden unless she used magic. I did as she requested and returned five minutes later.
“Try and find it,” she said softly.
I tried briefly but without success, using a little of my magic. That did not mean that, given enough time, I could not employ more and discover its whereabouts. But it was well hidden by her powerful magic. I was impressed.
“It would not be found easily,” I admitted. “I did not expect to see you again and thought you had deceived me. Reports say that you have escaped the city and are being pursued by the Oussa.”
“We have a trade. Like you, I always keep my word. I promised to aid you in the arena, and yes, I will fight alongside you. It was easy to lay a false trail. And now to business—when do we face the haggenbrood?”
“Within the hour. We need to tell the eldest of the three sisters that you will be replacing her.”
“Yes, I would like to talk to all three girls. We are humans and alien to this city. I would like to reassure them that all will be well, so I must speak to them alone.”
“If you wish. It is customary to keep one’s purrai in separate rooms, but as a special concession, because of the danger we will soon face, I have allowed them to be together. Come. I will take you to them.”



CHAPTER XVIII
A VERY INTERESTING QUESTION

I had been doing my best to console Susan and Bryony, but they were scared and tearful. As a result it was a long time before I could bring myself to tell them something of what they faced in the arena. I felt like crying too, but what good would that do? So I bit my bottom lip hard, to stop it from trembling, and said what had to be said.
“Once there, we are to be bound to stakes,” I began. It was better to forewarn them, so that they could prepare themselves.
“What did you say? We are going to be tied to stakes?” Susan said, her pretty face twisting in alarm. “And watched by an audience of those beasts?”
I nodded. “It is the way things are done here. It would be a good idea to keep your eyes tight closed so you don’t have to see what happens. But it won’t be for long—Slither will slay his enemies quickly. You’ve seen how he fights. Then it will be over and you’ll be cut free. Soon we’ll be on our way to our aunt and uncle, and all will be well. This will just seem like a very bad dream.”
“All won’t be well if you can’t stay with us, Nessa,” Bryony said, her voice wobbly with emotion.
“We can only hope that one day I’ll be free and able to return to you,” I told them, doing my best to sound confident. “Somehow I’ll find a way to escape so that we can be together again, don’t you fear.”
For all my brave words, it seemed likely that we’d all be dead very soon. Even if by some miracle we survived the arena, there would be no safe haven in our aunt and uncle’s house for me. The beast would sell me in the slave market. That’s if he didn’t kill me himself first. I’d seen the way he looked at all three of us. He was finding it increasingly difficult not to sink his teeth into our throats.
I heard footsteps, and we all turned toward the door. In walked Slither, but he was not alone. To my astonishment, he was accompanied by a human; a tall, severe woman was by his side. Her body was crisscrossed with leather straps holding sheathed blades, and her skirt was divided and strapped to her thighs. Was this another of the fierce slaves that we’d encountered in the tower? What was she doing here? Why had Slither allowed her to enter his quarters? I wondered.
That was bad enough. Then she smiled, and I saw that her cruel mouth was filled with sharp, pointed teeth. I took a step back, startled and afraid. Both Susan and Bryony ran behind me.
“This is Grimalkin, and she is here to help us,” Slither said. “She is a witch, and one of your people.”
He left us without saying anything more. We were alone with the woman, and for a moment or two she simply stared into my eyes. Was the beast telling the truth? Was this strange woman really here to help us? And if so, how?
She pointed to the floor. “Let us sit and talk,” she said. “We have much to discuss.”
Why was she here? What could there be to talk about with this fearsome stranger?
There were five chairs in the room, but she sat down cross-legged on the floor, then looked up at us and beckoned. “We have little time. Sit now!”
There was command in her voice—she seemed like someone who was used to getting her own way, so we sat down on the floor facing her. Susan began to cry softly, but the woman ignored her.
“Tell me what happened and how you came to be in the possession of Slither,” she demanded, staring hard at me. “Tell me also what you hope for in the future.”
I did as she asked, beginning with my father’s death and the trade that he had made with Slither.
“So you are to be sold in the slave market, but your two sisters are to go free? How do you feel about that?”
“Better that than all three of us dying,” I replied. “But I would also like to join my sisters at my aunt and uncle’s house. The life of a slave is brutal. I have seen the cuts the beasts inflict upon them.”
“Now tell me about your journey here.”
While my sisters looked on in silence, I gave a full account of our visit to the tower and how we had escaped. After a brief description of Slither’s fight with the horse creature, I told her of our terror on arriving at Valkarky.
“Without doubt this Kobalos called Slither is a formidable warrior,” the witch said. “I will fight alongside him in the arena, and then you will be free to leave this city.”
“Will that be allowed?” I asked.
“What they don’t know will hurt them,” she said with a grim smile. “Nessa, I will take your place in the arena.”
I opened my mouth, but before I could get the words out, there was a shimmer in the air, and the body and face of the witch became strangely blurred. Then, to my utter astonishment, I was staring at myself. It was as though I was looking into a mirror. Bryony and Susan both gasped, and their eyes flicked back and forth between me and the transformed Grimalkin.
Seconds later, there was another shimmer and the witch was there again, glaring back at us. “Now do you see how it may be accomplished?”
All three of us nodded. I was too stunned to speak.
“She became just like you, Nessa!” Bryony suddenly exclaimed, finding her tongue. “She could have been your identical twin.”
“But it’s magic!” Susan protested. “It’s wrong to do such things. No good can come of it.”
“No?” asked the witch. “Would you rather die in the arena, then?”
Susan didn’t answer. She looked down at the floor and started weeping again.
“I will do my best to slay the haggenbrood and to protect your two sisters,” the witch continued, staring straight into my eyes. “I’ll also do my best to ensure that all three of you stay together and are taken to live with your relatives. I do not promise that it will happen. But I will try.”
“Thank you,” I said, forcing a smile onto my face. For the first time in days, I felt a glimmer of hope. For some reason, fearsome as she was, I trusted this witch. “Will I stay here while you take my place?”
“Yes,” Grimalkin answered. “As I understand it, these are private quarters and no one would think to enter without permission from a haizda mage. And why should they suspect anything, anyway? You will be safe here. And now,” she continued, “I would like to ask you a question. They enslave human females, whom they call purrai. Most are the daughters of slaves who are born here in captivity. Others, very much the minority, are captured and enslaved. But I have seen no sign at all of their own females. Why are they hidden away?”
“We haven’t seen their women, either,” I admitted. “On their city thoroughfares there are only Kobalos men and the occasional purra being dragged about like an animal on a leash. I am sorry, but I am unable to answer your question.”
The witch nodded. “But it is a very interesting question nonetheless,” she mused. “I suspect that when we learn the answer, we will understand these creatures far better.”



CHAPTER XIX
HOSTILE, HUNGRY EYES

ON first glimpsing the witch, the three sisters were terrified and shrank away as if she were some kind of fearsome monster. I found it difficult to understand. The four of them were human, after all. But when I returned half an hour later, they had calmed down somewhat and were engaged in conversation.
Nessa in particular seemed much happier, and I wondered if they had been plotting together. Perhaps the witch did not respect a trade in the same way that I did? It made little difference. The priority now was to survive our encounter with the haggenbrood. I would deal with any other difficulties later.
Grimalkin had explained to them what needed to be done, and Nessa seemed calm and agreeable to being replaced in the arena. It appeared that she had entrusted the safety of her two sisters to the assassin. I wondered what the witch had said to win them over so completely.
The three sisters hugged each other as we left for the arena. All three were crying as Grimalkin used her magic to mask herself as Nessa.
As they pulled apart, I was surprised to see that Susan was the calmest and least affected of them all. She wiped away her tears, straightened her back, and forced a smile onto her face as she looked directly at Nessa. “I’m sorry for being such a burden and for always complaining,” she told her. “If I live through this, I’ll try to be a better sister in the future.”
“You’ll be back soon,” Nessa said. “You’ll both live, I promise you, and we’ll all be safe again.”
I wondered if the girl was right. But I could not dwell on the question for long; it was time to face the haggenbrood.
The arena was already full of excited spectators who began calling out and jeering, baying for our blood the moment we entered. News of my trial had spread throughout Valkarky, and to say the least, the crowd was hostile toward me. Because we are outsiders and our lives and vocation—gathering power, managing our haizdas, and seeking understanding of the universe—are mysterious and unknown to the majority, haizda mages have never been popular in the city. To make matters worse, I had slain a high mage, one of those who might one day have become part of the triumvirate. Valkarky is very patriarchal; in their minds, I had slain one of the city fathers. During the trial, as the hysteria increased, it would have become more personal still—as if each spectator believed that I had killed his own father.
Of course, many had come simply to view the spectacle and savor the spilling of red blood on the arena floor, as I had done as a youngster. Some were visibly salivating already.
On being led into position, all three girls looked terrified and sobbed hysterically. It was hard to believe that the real Nessa had been left behind in my quarters. It was a testament to the power of the human witch. A haizda mage must gather knowledge wherever he can—from friend and foe alike. Should I survive this encounter, I intended to learn from this witch assassin.
The purrai were tied to the posts by the Kobalos who served the trial judge, while I waited patiently close to the pit where the haggenbrood was confined. I glanced down through the grille. Nothing was moving. The creature was sedated. The moment the grille was removed, the first of three trumpets would sound and the creature would become aware, wishing to know more of the opponent it faced. At the second trumpet, it would crawl out of the pit. The blast of the third trumpet would rouse it to extreme fury and bloodlust, and the battle would begin. Such was its conditioning. It was all very predictable—up to that point. But once the battle began, everything was uncertain.
During my earlier preparations in my quarters, I had gone into a trance to summon into my mind all previous trials during the last fifty years. The haggenbrood had proved victorious in all three hundred and twelve encounters, never once repeating the same pattern of attack. Most victories had been achieved within less than a minute.
Dressed in his black robes of office, the trial judge entered the arena and held up both hands for silence. He had to wait several minutes before the crowd calmed down sufficiently for the proceedings to begin.
In a loud voice he began to read out the charges.
“The haizda mage known as Slither is charged with the murder of the high mage known as Nunc and stealing from him the three purrai that you see before you.”
At this, a great roar of anger erupted from the spectators, and the judge had to hold up his hand to order silence again.
“Second, he is charged with the unlawful slaying of a Shaiksa assassin who attempted to prevent him from leaving with the stolen purrai. Third, he is charged with the unlawful slaying of the hyb warrior who was sent to execute him for those crimes.”
The spectators brayed out their anger once more, and the judge was forced to hold up his hand even longer to command order. Only when absolute silence was achieved did he continue.
“The haizda mage refutes those charges on the grounds that the three purrai were, and still are, his property and that he killed lawfully to protect his rights. In addition, his mind has been probed thoroughly and he is convinced that he is being truthful. He would therefore have been released but for the fact that the Shaiksa brotherhood has objected on the grounds of evidence supplied to them from the dying mind of the assassin slain by this haizda mage.
“That communication asserts that Lord Nunc had paid Slither for the purrai and they were his lawful property. Lord Nunc is dead and therefore unavailable for questioning. Consequently, as this contradiction is impossible to resolve, we require this trial by combat.”
Then the judge pointed at me.
The auditorium had been absolutely quiet during the final part of the reading of the charge. Now he called out dramatically, in a voice filled with authority, loud enough to reach every corner of the arena. “Choose!” he cried.
I was being asked to choose my starting position. This had to be directly in front of one of the three posts. I had, of course, selected it long before entering the arena. I quickly stood before the semblance of Nessa. In my possession I had the saber, which I now drew, preparing for battle. In addition I now had three blades; the extra one in my pocket was for the witch, even though I knew that behind the facade she projected, she had her own blades too. It was important for the maintenance of the magical illusion that the spectators see me hand her a blade.
The employment of magic such as cloaking or changing size were forbidden in the arena. I hoped the witch’s use of it would go undetected. Otherwise, I would instantly be declared the loser and my life—and those of the sisters—would be forfeit.
The judge signaled again by raising his arms. This time three Kobalos appeared. Together they walked toward the heavy grille and, in a well-rehearsed move, lifted it clear and carried it away, strutting self-importantly across the arena. Now the dark mouth of the pit was wide open.
The judge walked to each side of the triangular arena in turn and bowed to the spectators ostentatiously. His fourth bow was to me—to the one who was about to die. And with that, a low murmuring began, gathering slowly in volume.
I returned his bow and then straightened up again, maintaining eye contact until he looked away. Then he left the arena and raised his hand high above his head. In answer to that gesture, a loud trumpet blast was heard. It filled the auditorium, echoing from wall to wall.
At that sound, the several thousand spectators became absolutely silent again. At first, all that could be heard was the irritating sniffling of the youngest sister.
But then the haggenbrood spoke to me from the darkness of the pit.
There came a crepitation, a rhythmical clicking and snapping that somehow seemed to be full of meaning; it was almost like speech, as if a withered old Kobalos had opened and closed his arthritic jaws while his bewildered mind searched the empty vault of his mind for fragments of memory. Then the noises sharpened into focus and became words that all present could hear and understand.
It spoke in Losta, the language used by Kobalos and humans. The voice had three distinct components, which, even as I listened, fused so fully into one that that they could not be separated; all three of the creature’s selves were speaking to me simultaneously, three mouths opening; one thinking mind teasing, taunting and testing the fiber of my resolve.
You are a haizda mage, it said. It is a long time since I last tasted one of your kind.
“Talk not of eating. You have had your last meal!” I cried. “Tonight I will carve your flesh into cubes and feed it to the carrion creatures in the sewers of the city. Then I will melt your bones in the furnaces so that they can be used for glue. Nothing will be wasted! You will prove a useful servant until the end!”
In response to my words the crowd gave a roar of approval. But I did not fool myself into thinking that they were now on my side. It was just the opposite—they were looking forward to my bloody defeat. But my words had given them hope that I would make a proper fight of it, that the spectacle would not be over quite as quickly as was the norm.
You speak boldly, but soon you will start to scream, haizda mage. I will bite off your arms and legs, and lick the stumps to stop the flow of blood. Then I will give you a slow, painful death so that all can delight in your screams. Finally I will slice the soft flesh of your purrai very slowly, savoring each morsel.
Hearing those words, all three captives became even more hysterical, straining against their ties in vain, but I did not reply. We had talked enough. Action would speak much louder than words.
Then came the second trumpet blast. In the following silence I heard the haggenbrood begin to move. As the creature dragged itself out of the pit, I registered a razor beak and two murderously sharp-clawed hands. Within seconds, the first of the selves had emerged and was regarding me with hostile, hungry eyes.
I had never been so close to the unconfined haggenbrood before, and it momentarily filled me with dismay. It was even more formidable than I had imagined. Despite the fact that each part of it had only four appendages and a long serpentine neck, they resembled nothing more than insects. Glistening as if smeared with some gelatinous substance, the sides and arms were covered in plates of bone like the ribbed armor worn in battle by Kobalos high mages. It gave off a new stench now. I smelled its hunger and eagerness for battle.
I took a deep breath, straightened my back, and gathered my courage. I was a haizda mage, an undefeated warrior. I would prevail.
Within moments, its three selves were crouched on all fours, ready to spring, but they could not do so until the blast of the third trumpet was heard.
I prepared myself to cut the bonds of the human witch and thrust the blade into her hands as she had asked. I was reaching for it, but suddenly, at the last moment, I changed my mind and left it in my pocket—with good reason, too.



CHAPTER XX
THE TAWNY DEATH

OUT of the previous trial encounters that I had studied, on only two occasions had the haggenbrood concentrated its efforts on its opponent, waiting to attack and devour the sacrificial purrai until after he was dead.
In both cases, the opponent had somehow managed to inflict the first wound on the haggenbrood. In neither case had the trial lasted long, but the move had succeeded in changing the pattern of conflict. If I could get it to concentrate solely on me, then the intervention of the witch would be an even more effective surprise.
As the sound of the third trumpet echoed from the walls of the auditorium, the twelve limbs of the haggenbrood extended, and the three selves each came up onto two legs, growling with battle fury. Then it attacked. I was the target, not the purrai.
But a fraction of a second later, I began to move, too—directly toward it. In my left hand I held Old Rowler’s saber; in my right, my favorite dagger.
Five strides, each faster than its predecessor, brought me to the edge of the pit and within cutting range of my multiselved opponent. The element of surprise was now mine. It had not expected me to be so bold. Teeth snapped toward me. Hot, foul breath was in my face. Talons missed my face by the thickness of a rat’s whisker.
Then it was my turn.
I attempted two blows, one fractionally after the other. The scything cut with my saber missed because of the amazingly rapid reaction of the self I’d targeted; my favorite dagger didn’t.
Its tip penetrated an eye. The crowd roared. Three throats gave a simultaneous delicious scream. Each self felt the pain. That was good to know.
Now the haggenbrood only had five eyes left.
Then I leaped across the pit, landing safely on the other side. My tail was parallel with my back and ready. I needed it for balance.
The selves scuttled toward me, jaws open wide, faces twisted in fury. But they didn’t leap over the pit. They kept to the edges—two on my left, one on my right. I waited until the very last moment, then did a backflip, returning to the opposite side. Quickly I ran toward the post where the witch in the shape of Nessa was secured and cut her bonds.
As I handed her the blade, a huge gasp went up from the crowd. This had never been done before, but there was no mention of it in the rules. It was perfectly legal.
We stood side by side facing the pit. Once again the three selves of the haggenbrood circled it slowly, five eyes signaling their fierce intent.
Sometimes in battle we act instinctively. The thrust of a blade, the avoidance of a spear, is automatic and faster than thought. One enters a trancelike condition in which the body moves of its own volition, far faster than any action can be planned.
So it was now. And there was something else: when I fought alongside the witch, it was as if we shared one consciousness. Whether she employed some human magic to achieve that, or whether, in the heat of battle, we somehow became transcendent, elevated to a fighting ferocity where our two bodies were controlled by one joint mind, I didn’t know. But it seemed to me that the way we two fought was similar to the haggenbrood’s coordinated selves.
My concentration was total, and I no longer heard the baying of the excited crowd. I fought with Grimalkin in a pocket of silence.
One touch was enough to cause kirrhos, the tawny death, but as we attacked, taking the battle to the haggenbrood, its claws missed my face by inches. I felt its collective corrosive breath singe the skin of my face, but our blades flashed and the creature screamed. We cut it, and it bled.
I was aware of Grimalkin’s cuts and thrusts as if they were my own; no doubt she too felt my strikes at the enemy that confronted us. It was as if I were floating just above my body, watching us do battle below. I remember briefly wondering how the fight appeared to the spectators on their tiers of seats. Surely they would not see it as I did?
For how could the purra Nessa fight with such consummate ferocity and skill? Somehow the witch must be cloaking that from their gaze, making it seem as if the brunt of the battle was all mine. In truth, it was hard for me to judge which of us made the greater contribution. As I said, we were like one. My arms were her arms; her blades were my blades. It was a pleasure to share combat with such a warrior.
Within moments. two of the haggenbrood’s selves had been cut to pieces, their body parts scattered across the arena floor. Victory was almost ours, but then, with victory almost in sight, there was a small reversal of fortune.
The last of the enemy selves broke away from us and scuttled straight toward Susan, the elder of the two bound sisters. This took me completely by surprise; the creature had hitherto shown no interest in the captives, who had their eyes shut in terror. The creature was defeated and could not have achieved anything by such an act unless it could slay both purrai—but it would not have time for that. Perhaps it was sheer spitefulness.
I intercepted it, slaying it on the spot by burying a blade deep within its left eye. It twitched, jerked, and went into a death spasm. Seconds later all life had left its body. We had defeated the haggenbrood. I had won!
My unexpected victory caused an uproar that came close to a riot. More than a hundred stewards rushed in, and immediately set about the foolish spectators with clubs and maces. I watched heads break and bleed as the stewards laid about them, clearly enjoying their task. Soon more blood flowed there than had ever graced the combat area itself. It was enjoyable to watch, and I savored every moment. But all too soon the unruly spectators had been forced back into their seats.
After order had been restored and the bodies removed, the trial judge climbed up into the arena and formally announced my win. He did not look happy at my unexpected and unorthodox triumph. I could see that he was struggling to conceal his shock and dismay. But what could he do other than confirm my victory?
This time he did not read aloud. No doubt he had prepared only one statement—that announcing my expected defeat and death. But he spoke slowly and ponderously, as if weighing each phrase in his mind before uttering it.
“The haizda mage who stands before you has triumphed in combat and proved his case beyond refute. Both the Shaiksa brotherhood and the triumvirate must acknowledge and abide by this outcome. He is free to leave the city and may take his purrai with him. They are now officially his lawful property. That is the law and none are above it.”
All that remained was for me to seize my property, return to my quarters, and leave as soon as possible. I cut the youngest purra, Bryony, free, but when I approached the stake to which Susan was bound, I suddenly realized what had happened.
As I’d intercepted the third self of the haggenbrood, unknown to me, the tip of its claw must have penetrated the skin on Susan’s forearm. That had sealed her fate. Her skin had become yellow-brown in color and as dry as ancient parchment. Her face was distorted and she was gurgling deep in her throat, obviously in the grip of terrible pain. Even as I reached her, she took her dying breath, a great rattling sob. I could do nothing to help her. There is no antidote, no cure for kirrhos.
The youngest sister screamed in horror and grief as, within seconds, Susan’s eyes fell back into her skull and her skin began to flake and crack. Within that crust of skin, her flesh had melted like soft yellow butter, and her tissues began to ooze out of the widening rifts in her skin, dissolving, dripping down her bones to form a noxious, stinking puddle at her feet.
She had succumbed to the tawny death.



CHAPTER XXI
THE SLARINDA

I was in Slither’s quarters, my thoughts in turmoil, endlessly pacing back and forth across the small room allocated to me. The door was locked, and would remain so until their return.
I remembered the arena and how Slither had graphically described what might happen. I saw in my mind’s eye the terrible haggenbrood holding the grille with a taloned hand. Slither had stamped upon it and treated the creature with disdain, but it had never been defeated in previous trials. How would the mage fare when all three selves attacked him in the arena?
And what of Grimalkin, the witch assassin? She was formidable and had dark magic at her disposal. She was so confident, too—so very sure of herself. But if the haggenbrood proved victorious, then my sisters would both die.
I heard footsteps approaching Slither’s quarters, and the voices of the beast and the witch. Then a child crying. It sounded like poor Bryony. She must have been traumatized by the events in the arena, but despite that, my heart soared with joy. They were here. They had triumphed, surely . . . otherwise they would be dead. They had won, and soon we would be able to leave this cursed city!
Then the key turned in the lock and the door of my room was opened wide. I stepped out to look at each of them in turn. Suddenly my heart sank.
Where was Susan?
“I did my best, little Nessa,” Slither said, and for the first time he was unable to meet my gaze. “But your poor sister succumbed to the terrible tawny death. Her brain turned to mush, her eyes fell back into her skull, and her flesh slid from her bones. The pain was terrible, but she is at peace now. We must be thankful for that.”
“What?” I cried. “What do you mean? Where is Susan?”
“She is dead, as I have tried to explain. One fatality was a small price to pay for such a glorious victory—surely you agree that it is better than all of us being dead.”
“But you promised!” I said, my throat and chest tightening so that I could hardly breathe. “You promised my father to keep my sisters safe!”
“I did my best, Nessa, but the odds against us were great. I could do no more than what I did.”
Tears sprang from my eyes, and I fell to my knees beside the sobbing Bryony and held her close. I felt betrayed. I had sacrificed myself just as my father had demanded, but for what?
“Say nothing more,” Grimalkin said to Slither. “Your words do not help.”
I was aware of their footsteps fading as they retreated to the far corner of the large room, leaving Bryony and me alone in our pocket of misery.
I was in two places at once—my imagination re-creating the horror of poor Susan’s death; the other part of my mind listening to the conversation between Slither and the witch, which was still just audible to me.
“The two surviving girls both deserve to be taken south to live in peace with their relatives,” I heard Grimalkin say. She was a witch, but it was good that she took our side.
“I will keep my promise regarding the younger purra,” Slither replied. “But I intend to sell Nessa in the slave market, as is my right. After all, she belongs to me. She is my chattel. I must abide by the law of bindos or become an outlaw. Records are kept, and after my triumph in the arena, my notoriety will guarantee that I am closely watched. The high mages will seize upon any excuse to bring me down. So do you intend to hinder me?”
I looked up and saw the witch shake her head. “We made a trade, and I will keep to it. I always keep my word. But where is the slave market of which you speak?”
“It is held within the large kulad called Karpotha, seventy leagues directly southwest of Valkarky, in the foothills of the Dendar Mountains.”
“Does it hold many slaves?”
“It is the largest of all our purrai markets, but the numbers vary according to the season. The end of winter heralds the first of the auctions. In about a week’s time the first big spring market will be held there. Hundreds of purrai will be sold and bought within its walls before being taken in chains back to Valkarky.”
Grimalkin was silent for almost a minute and seemed to be deep in thought. At last she spoke again. “Where do your own women dwell?” she asked. “Within the walls of your city I found no trace of them.”
I saw the look of dismay on Slither’s face, and he seemed to stagger, as if the question had shocked him to the core of his being.
“We Kobalos do not talk of such things,” he replied, clearly outraged. “To ask such a question is a flagrant breach of etiquette.”
“But I am an outsider,” Grimalkin replied. “One foreign to your customs and beliefs. So I ask you to answer my question so that I may learn.”
“I too would like an answer!” I called angrily across the room. “You are hiding something—I feel sure of it!”
Slither glanced quickly toward me, but his answer was directed at Grimalkin. “Our females were called Slarinda; they have been extinct for over three thousand years.”
“Extinct? How could that happen? And how do you continue your species without females?” she demanded.
Slither answered her second question first. “Kobalos males are born of purrai—human females held prisoner in the skleech pens.”
The witch nodded. “Why did the Slarinda all die?” she persisted.
“It is a tale of madness, of a time when our whole people must have become temporarily insane. All our women were executed in a vast arena; once its inner doors were shut fast, it could be flooded. And on that day of madness, it was flooded with blood.”
“What? You murdered all your women?” I screamed out, clutching the sobbing Bryony even tighter. “What manner of filthy beasts are you?”
I saw Slither’s tail quiver upright against his back, as it sometimes did when he was annoyed or faced danger. But he didn’t so much as glance in my direction. It was as if I had not spoken.
“The Kobalos females were dragged in groups down the steps,” he said slowly. “Their throats were cut and they were suspended from chains that hung from the high roof of the stadium—until all the blood had drained out of their bodies, pooling upon the ice of the arena floor. It did not freeze, for warm air blew from conduits in the sides of the arena.
“The work was carried out quickly and efficiently. Once a body had been drained, it was removed from its chain and carried back up the steps; immediately, another took its place. The females did not resist; most approached their death with bowed heads and resignation. A few cried out in fear at the approach of the knife; very occasionally, a shrill scream was to be heard echoing across the vastness of the stadium.
“For seven days the work went on, until gradually the arena was filled with blood, almost to shoulder height. From time to time, the mages stirred in small dilutions of other liquids so that it should not congeal. Finally this work of madness was accomplished. At the end of the seventh day, the last female had been killed, and our race now consisted of only males. The path had been cleared; the weakness excised; the stain washed clean. That is what they believed had been achieved.”
“I don’t understand,” Grimalkin said. “Which weakness do you speak of?”
“It was thought that females made us weak. That they softened males with their wiles and undermined the savagery that is necessary to be a warrior.”
“Do you believe that?” Grimalkin asked, staring into the eyes of Slither.
He shook his head. “A warrior must always guard against a softening of his nature, but it can come from many sources. It was an act of madness to kill our females, though all societies can temporarily lapse into insanity.”
I felt sick but was astonished to hear Grimalkin say, “Yes, I think you are correct.”
“Of course, such events are hard to forecast, but in the case of my own people, I’m sure that the madness will return. And I know the circumstances that will bring it about.”
“Have you seen this? Or is it common knowledge among your people?” Grimalkin demanded.
“It is a faith that our people blindly hold to. But we mages have probed the future and think that it is very likely to occur again.”
“When will that happen?”
“I know not the when, but I know the why,” Slither replied. “When our god Talkus is born, Kobalos strength will be tripled, and we will surge out of Valkarky in a holy war that will wipe humankind from the face of this world. That is what my people believe. They will embrace the insanity of total war.”
“I thank you for being truthful,” Grimalkin said. “The history of your people is terrible—it explains why you steal human women and practice slavery. I oppose such a thing with every fiber of my being; however, I will keep my word regarding your sale of Nessa. I will leave your city secretly but will join you again soon. First I will escort you on your journey south to deliver the younger sister to her aunt and uncle. Then I will accompany you as you travel toward the Dendar Mountains. I wish to see the kulad of Karpotha, where human females are traded.”
Hearing her words, I could not prevent a sob from escaping my lips. For a moment I had thought that Grimalkin might stand up to Slither and demand that I be given my freedom to go with Bryony. Now I saw that she would honor her promise to him—a beast among beasts! These animals had killed their own females, and now I was to be delivered into their filthy hands.



CHAPTER XXII
THE KANGADON

WE left Valkarky on good mounts, shod in the Kobalos manner so that they could walk more easily through the snow. Our saddlebags contained grain to feed the horses and, additionally, sufficient oscher to meet any emergencies. We also had provisions of our own for the journey.
There was no sign of the witch. She had done as she’d said and left Valkarky secretly, riding on ahead.
The two purrai had stopped their sobbing at last, but they looked pale, their eyes downcast, evidently still in the grip of grief. I shook my head at their foolishness. What was done was done. There was no profit in dwelling on it. The minds of humans were indeed weak.
At the gate, the high mage Balkai, the most senior of the triumvirate, said a bitter farewell to me. A poor loser, he was scowling as we parted ways. I knew that he had no love for haizda mages; he was made uneasy by the fact that we worked alone, far from the city, and thus beyond his scrutiny and control.
“You ride away an apparent victor,” he said, leaning close and whispering into my right ear so that those in attendance could not hear. “Your shakamure magic may have helped you to survive a little while longer, but your days are numbered.”
“I did not use my magic in the arena,” I replied truthfully. “However, before I arrived here I used it quite legally in order to reclaim my purrai. It is my right. It is an expression of what I am!”
“We cannot forget what you have done—you haizdas must be taught a lesson. It is nothing personal, just an exercise of power to maintain our rule. Eblis, foremost of the Shaiksa, will come after you; he will be armed with the Kangadon, the Lance of Power.”
“The trial has exonerated me and allowed me to go free, with my purrai acknowledged as my own. In sending an assassin after me you act illegally!” I hissed defiantly.
“Listen well, fool,” Balkai continued, his mouth still close to my ear. “We the triumvirate always act in our own best interests. We make, shape, and break the law when necessary. I wish you a safe journey until you die.”
I bowed and smiled sarcastically. “I thank you for your kind solicitations, lord. After I have killed Eblis, I will hang his ugly head from the tallest branch of my ghanbala tree. It is early spring in my haizda, and the crows will be hungry. They consider eyeballs a great delicacy.”
Then, without another glance at him, I mounted my horse and rode with Nessa and Bryony away from Valkarky. I felt the eyes of the high mage boring into my back. He was seething with anger, and his discomfort made my heart sing.
In truth, I had hoped to ride away from the city bathed in goodwill, able to put the unpleasantness of my visit behind me. But some people cannot let things go, and Balkai seemed determined to have one last attempt to end my life.
Eblis was the leader and most formidable of the Shaiksa assassins. He was known as He Who Cannot Be Defeated. The order advanced their knowledge each time one of their brotherhood died in combat, his dying thoughts communicating the manner of that demise. Some of them would also have studied my fight in the arena; by now they would be well versed in my style of fighting and might have detected a weakness, unknown even to me, that they might exploit.
Using powerful magic, they had created a dangerous weapon, the Kangadon, also known as the Lance of Power or the Lance That Cannot Be Broken. Its other name is the King Slayer, for it had been used to kill the last king of Valkarky: his immense strength and formidable magical defenses had proved inadequate against such a weapon. There were many rumors about this blade, but none other than a Shaiksa had ever set eyes upon it, let alone witnessed it in action.
There was nothing I could do but deal with the threat when it came, so I thrust the problem from my mind and led the sisters south. I would try to keep my promise and return the younger purra to her aunt and uncle. There was no point in telling the two girls about the new danger. If I died before parting ways with them, they would be returned to Valkarky—either to be eaten or to face a lifetime of slavery.
The wind was blowing from the south with a promise of spring, and on the fifth day we entered a forest of tall pines. Among them was a scattering of deciduous trees, their stark branches already softened with new green shoots.
As evening approached, we made camp, and soon I had a fire going and was heating soup for the purrai, its aroma steaming up into the cold, crisp air. They seemed subdued and deep in thought, so I left Nessa stirring the liquid, watched by the hungry Bryony, and decided to go hunting. My needs were different. I needed blood and raw meat.
The snow was thin on the ground, with tussocks of grass showing through. However, it was deep enough to show fresh tracks, and soon my belly was rumbling with hunger as I closed in on my prey. It had already gone to ground, but its shallow burrow offered no protection and I reached in and seized it by the tail. It was an anchiette, fully mature and about as long as my arm. Its blood was warm and sweet, and I drank my fill before picking the delicate meat from its skinny ribs. Finally I chewed, crunched, and swallowed its tasty leg bones.
My hunger somewhat assuaged, I turned to retrace my steps. It was then that I noticed something carved into the trunk of a nearby tree.

It had been gouged into the bark quite recently, and I examined it closely, tracing its shape with my forefinger. It was the simple depiction of a pair of scissors. Why should anyone wish to carve such a thing here? I wondered. Was it a marker so that others might follow?
And then I remembered that the witch assassin had a pair of scissors in a leather sheath. Had she carved that symbol, and if so, why?
Grimalkin had said that she would escort us south and then on to the slave kulad, but this was the first sign that she might be somewhere close.
Again I wondered if I could trust the witch. Why did she not reveal herself? Puzzled, I walked back to our camp.
The next day, after the purrai had eaten, I removed the overshoes of the horses and we continued on our way south.
Two days later we came to a temperate valley. Sheltered from the northern winds, it had its own microclimate. The deciduous trees now outnumbered the conifers, and their branches were already covered in fresh green leaves. The snow had melted here, making the ground squelchy, and in places our mounts churned it to soft mud.
The setting sun was bright, shining into our eyes out of a clear sky. Birds sang overhead, insects droned, and we rode along slowly, looking for a place to camp.
Suddenly everything became unnaturally quiet.
The birds ceased their spring songs. Even the insects fell silent. All that could be heard was the breathing of the horses and the slow rhythm of hooves on the soft ground.
Then I understood the reason why.
Directly ahead was a large, solitary oak tree. It was gnarled, black, and twisted, all life driven from it by the cold of the winter. Beneath that tree the Shaiksa waited. He was sitting astride a black stallion; a long lance, which he gripped with a black leather gauntlet, was angled back to rest easily against his shoulder. He was clad in black armor of the highest quality; plate lay across plate, sure to turn aside the strongest blade. He also wore a helmet with a lowered visor so that only the throat was truly vulnerable. Balkai had been true to his word: here was the assassin he had promised to send against me.
I could not see his eyes. It always bothers me when I cannot gaze into the eyes of an enemy. I feel at a disadvantage.
The neck of the assassin was adorned with a triple necklace of skulls; some, though incredibly small, were human. The Shaiksa used magic to shrink the skulls of their defeated enemies; thus they were able to decorate themselves with many such signs of victory without impeding their movements. The number of such adornments told me that I was indeed gazing upon Eblis, the most deadly of all the Shaiksa brotherhood. The lance he held was the Kangadon, which he had used to kill the last king of Valkarky nine centuries earlier.
I heard the sound of hooves behind me as the sisters wisely moved their mounts out of the way of the expected attack.
Taking the initiative, I drew two blades and charged toward Eblis, my mount gathering speed as it pounded over the muddy ground. So sudden was my assault that the Shaiksa didn’t have time to bring up the lance properly. I was upon him before he could target me.
My blades flashed in the sunlight, and there was the clash of metal on metal. The one in my right hand found the join between two armored plates on Eblis’s chest. I thrust it upward into the gap, and it jammed. Whether it had penetrated the flesh was impossible to say. But the blade in my left hand shattered against the Shaiksa’s armor, and I tossed away the hilt of the broken weapon. As I turned my mount, ready to attack again, I drew the saber.
But this time I lacked the advantage of surprise. Eblis was ready for my attack, and he urged his own horse forward too, the sharp tip of the Kangadon aimed straight at my heart. I twisted in my saddle, ensuring that the point of the lance missed me, but I had no opportunity to strike a blow of my own.
We brought our horses around and thundered toward each other again, the assassin once more lowering the lance into a horizontal position, his horse kicking up a spray of mud behind him.
However, I focused my concentration, and now I created a magical shield identical to the one that had thwarted the hyb’s sharp talons. It was small and bright, gleaming in the air, no bigger than a hand’s span, but I positioned it precisely with my mind and held it firm so that the lance, despite its magical properties, might be deflected.
But at the moment of contact I suddenly understood how Eblis had defeated the king of Valkarky so long ago. The king would no doubt have used a magical shield even more powerful than my own, but at the moment of his death he must have recognized the true power of the Kangadon: nothing could deflect it from its target.
And so it was now. The tip of the lance went through my shield like a knife through butter and sought out my heart. I was a fraction of a second away from death. Only one thing remained for me to do; I could not deflect the Kangadon, so I had to evade it.
I twisted in the saddle, avoiding its tip by the thickness of a butterfly’s wing, and threw myself off my horse. I absorbed some of the impact by tucking my arms and legs in close to my body and rolling forward as I met the ground. It was soft after the melting of the winter’s snow, and that helped to cushion the blow, but nevertheless the air was punched from my lungs. The saber flew out of my hand, and I lay sprawled on the ground while my deadly opponent quickly turned his horse and charged at me again.
I managed to sit up, but I was befuddled, struggling to clear my head after my heavy tumble. Eblis had almost reached me, the tip of the Kangadon still aimed unerringly at my heart. I thought my end had come—when suddenly I heard the drumming of other hooves, and something rushed toward him from my left.
It was a white horse and a rider. Now they were between me and the assassin, and they met the force of his charge. The white horse whinnied and toppled over, throwing its rider into the air like a rag doll. I glimpsed her face as she spun over and over before hitting the ground hard.
It was little Nessa. She had tried to save me and had now paid the price.
Her mount whinnied again and rolled over before heaving itself upright. I glanced toward Nessa. She was lying facedown and was not moving. Her death had been quick and kind—far better than the one she would have faced at the hands of the Shaiksa once I had been dispatched. She was the luckiest of the three sisters. The tawny death was quick, but it was extremely painful to undergo, with hot bubbles popping inside your stomach and intestines, and your flesh melting from within.
I realized I had failed to keep my promise to Old Rowler. Once I was dead, the youngest child would be slain too, her throat cut by this assassin. She would suffer the same death they had originally intended for her back in the tower. I had merely delayed the inevitable. I felt angry and bitter at the prospect of my defeat. It had all been for nothing.
Eblis brought his horse round in a slow arc, his lance at the ready. My head was clearing now, and I looked around for my saber. I was unable to deflect the blade, but at least I could die with a weapon in my hand. But my legs simply refused to work; all I could do was struggle up onto my knees.
The Shaiksa raised his visor and smiled at me. He wished me to gaze upon the face of the one who would slay me. I did not waste any words and kept my expression impassive. Inside, I was seething with anger at the thought that Balkai would get his way. I had proved myself in the trial; in sending this assassin, he had showed no honor. He was unscrupulous and corrupt.
Although I knew that I would die here, I wanted to reach my saber. I would do my best to hurt Eblis so that he would always remember our encounter. One had to die sometime, and to fall to the greatest of the Shaiksa assassins—He Who Cannot Be Defeated—was a worthy death.
He charged again. I twisted away, but the tip of the lance pierced my right shoulder and Eblis jerked it upward violently, lifting me off my feet. For a moment I was helpless and in terrible pain, but my weight, in addition to the length of the lance, meant that he could not hold me aloft for more than a few seconds. The moment he was forced to lower it, I slid down the lance, hit the ground, and rolled to the side.
When I got to my knees again, blood was running down my arm and dripping into the mud. In moments I would surely be dead, but still I would not give up, and I began to crawl across the mud toward my saber. It seemed a long way away; at any moment Eblis might charge again and transfix me with his lance—maybe this time through the heart.
As I made my way painfully along, I kept my eyes on him. He was staring at me but did not urge his mount forward. Everything was very still and quiet. Then I realized that he was not looking at me after all. I risked a quick backward glance.
Behind me, slightly to my left, I saw another rider on a stallion as black and powerful as Eblis’s. I knew that rider. It was a purra.
It was Grimalkin, the human witch assassin.



CHAPTER XXIII
HE WHO CAN NEVER DIE

GRIMALKIN was holding the necklace of bones that she wore around her neck. Hers must be bones from the hands of her defeated enemies rather than the shrunken skulls worn by Eblis. She was tapping and stroking them in some mysterious ritualistic fashion. As I watched, she released the bones and drew a long dagger from one of her scabbards, then approached me, her horse stepping delicately across the soft mud.
“Get up off your knees, Slither,” she commanded. “Kill your enemy with this. Kill him before he kills you. Never give in! Never surrender!”
She threw the dagger toward me. It spun over and over through the air, but I reached up with a cry of pain and caught it by the hilt.
There was something odd about that weapon. The moment I lifted my tail, it told me that the blade was crafted from a silver alloy. My eyes told me something even more astounding.
The hilt was crafted in the shape of a skelt’s head, and its eyes were two rubies. It was the image of our unborn god, Talkus. As I watched, the ruby eyes shed tears of blood that dripped onto the mud close to my feet, to mingle with my own. It was without doubt a blade of power. I could feel the magical force emanating from it.
Grimalkin smiled and backed her horse away from me. Filled with new hope and strength, I got to my feet. Eblis had been gazing warily at Grimalkin, but now, as she moved away, his attention came back to me—his target.
He charged straight toward me. I took a deep breath and stood my ground, bringing the whole of my concentration to bear upon the task at hand. As the tip of the lance came within range, I stepped to one side to avoid being trampled by the stallion, lifted the blade, and parried the tip of the spear.
To my astonishment, the blade did not break. It deflected the lance and scraped along its whole length, sending up a shower of sparks. When it reached the Shaiksa’s gauntlets and found his hands, he cried out in shock. He released the Kangadon, and it spun upward out of his grasp, turning over and over in the air.
Then, in a moment of whalakai—the perception that comes to a haizda mage but rarely—I was aware of every nuance of the situation in a flash of insight.
I knew what I must do! I sliced sideways, my arm moving almost too fast to be seen, and struck the spinning lance with my blade.
The Kangadon split into two pieces.
Thus the Lance That Cannot Be Broken was no more.
But it was not for nothing that Eblis had survived and prevailed as an assassin for more than two thousand years. The lance was destroyed and he was wounded, but he summoned his strength and attacked once more. This time he wielded two more long blades as he attempted to ride me down.
Once again I struck out with the skelt blade, and then spun away quickly to avoid being trampled. His horse galloped onward, nostrils snorting steam into the chill air. But Eblis fell, hit the ground hard, and lay there without moving.
I approached and looked down at my enemy—but, to my own surprise, I did not deal the final blow. It was not a conscious decision. Something within me had chosen another way for this to end. I waited in silence, still gripping the blade. After many minutes, Eblis rolled onto his stomach and struggled to his feet. His hands were empty of weapons. He had lost them in the fall. Nevertheless I waited patiently while he retrieved them from the mud, which had been churned up by the galloping hooves.
Then we began to fight at close quarters. We were evenly matched, and the struggle continued for a long time. Soon the sun went down and the light began to fail. Now we were fighting in darkness, and I used my shakamure magic to see my enemy. I also drew upon my other magical reserves to bolster my strength. No doubt Eblis employed his own magic, because his blades were guided with great accuracy, and for a while I was hard-pressed just to parry them. We fought in silence—all that could be heard was grunts, the clash of blades, and our boots churning the mud.
But slowly I began to gain the ascendancy, and at last I brought my enemy to his knees and lifted the dagger for the killing blow.
As I did so, I felt a hand staying my arm.
“You have won, Slither, but now he is mine,” whispered the voice of Grimalkin in my ear. “Return the blade to my hand.”
What could I do but acquiesce? After all, I had won a great victory, and I owed the witch for that. Without her intervention I would have died in the mud. So I returned the blade to her and walked across to the place where Nessa lay.
I knelt down beside her. She was still breathing, just, but her life signs were slowly fading. I had a little magic remaining to me, so I placed my hand on her forehead and let it seep into her body until she began to revive.
After a while I helped her up into a sitting position, and she opened her eyes.
“You were dying, little Nessa, but I have revived you with my strength. It is no more than what I owe you.”
Just as she had saved me when bitten by the snake, now I had repaid her. She stared at me and seemed about to make some reply, but then I heard a sound from behind that made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.
Shaiksa assassins do not scream. And yet Eblis, the bravest, strongest, and most ruthless of them all, cried out. His screams went on for a very long time.
Nessa looked at me, her eyes widening at the sound. I found the sounds pleasing—but obviously she did not. The assassin was being killed slowly, and his dying thoughts were being sent out to the rest of his brotherhood. Even as he died, their knowledge was being advanced. But what were they learning?
In another moment of whalakai, I understood what was happening. They were not only learning—they were being taught. That lesson was being given by Grimalkin: just as she had carved the symbol of her scissors on trees to mark her territory and warn off her enemies, so now, she was sending the whole Shaiksa brotherhood a message.
She was telling them who she was, what she was capable of; teaching them all about pain and fear.
And then, in a loud voice, she called out her verbal message to the brotherhood: “Keep away from me,” she warned, “or what I did to your brother, so I will do to you! Those who pursue me will die a death such as this! I am Grimalkin.”
So it was that the Lance That Cannot Be Broken was indeed broken, and He Who Can Never Die was slain and left this world after more than two thousand years as an undefeated Shaiksa assassin.
And in that moment I knew that the witch assassin was the most deadly warrior I had ever encountered. So now a great challenge lay ahead. One day I must fight and defeat her. To accomplish that would be the summit of my endeavors as a haizda mage.
When later I examined the body of Eblis to see what had been done to him, I could see nothing that could have made him shriek so musically. It is true that she had carved the symbol of her scissors on his forehead, but there was nothing else. I had to admit that there were many things I could learn from the human witch.



CHAPTER XXIV
DAUGHTER OF DARKNESS

NESSA was bruised and battered but, because of my help, had survived her fall; her greatest hurt was still the loss of her sister Susan.
Later, after the two girls had cried themselves to sleep, the witch and I talked by the campfire.
“The magnificent blade that I used to defeat Eblis—where did you obtain it?” I asked.
“It does not belong to me,” she replied. “I hold it in trust for another and must return it to him.”
“May I see it again?” I asked.
The witch smiled grimly, showing her pointed teeth, and for a moment I thought that she might refuse me. Then she drew it out of its scabbard and handed it to me. I held it carefully, turning it over and over in my hands. I sensed its power immediately.
“This is a very special blade. Who made it?” I asked.
“It was crafted by one of our gods, little mage. We have our own god of blacksmiths, and he is called Hephaestus.”
“It is strange that he should choose a skelt’s head for the hilt,” I observed. “Talkus, our God Who Is Yet to Be, will assume this likeness at the moment of his birth.”
“I remember what you said,” the witch said with a frown. “Your people will begin a holy war and try to drive us into the sea.”
“Then we will rule the whole world,” I told her.
“It will certainly be an interesting time,” she said. “Were you to attempt such a thing, my people would certainly offer fierce resistance. And then we would eventually pull down the walls of Valkarky and rid the world of the Kobalos. So let us hope that it is a long time before Talkus enters this world!”
I handed the blade back to her without comment, but then several thoughts came to me almost simultaneously.
“The star stone—is it valuable to humans?” I asked. “Is that why you entered our territory and approached Valkarky? It seems an odd coincidence that you should be nearby when it fell.”
“It was not a coincidence. I knew when and where it would fall,” the witch retorted.
“Did you use magic to learn that?”
“We witches can sometimes scry the future; we are also able to long sniff approaching danger. But I will admit that it was actually a strange dream that revealed the coming of the stone to me, one that seemed so real I thought I had awakened. There was a blinding light so fierce that I feared my eyes would be burned from my head. Then a voice told me where and when it would fall—and then, once it was in my possession, what I must do with it.”
“Did the voice that came out of the light also warn you of the danger from my people?”
“I already knew that the piece of ore would plummet to earth near your city,” she replied. “It fell exactly as predicted, but then, while I waited for it to cool so that I could carry it away south, I sniffed the approach of your warriors. I fought them, but they were too numerous.”
“Now that it is once more in your possession, what will you do with it?”
“This is a blade from the dark and not truly suitable for the one who must wield it!” she exclaimed, holding out the skelt-shaped hilt toward me. “So I will forge a new blade—one even greater and more potent!”
“Who is the one it is destined for? Is he a king?”
“At this time he is the apprentice of a spook—one skilled in dealing with the dark and its servants. He is the only one who has the ability to destroy the Fiend forever. This dark blade is one of three that he must use to achieve that end. But if he survives, he may have other tasks awaiting him.”
“What other tasks?”
“I have scryed the future and know that further challenges await him—but all is uncertain. Scrying is an imperfect art. He may even die in his attempt to kill the Fiend. I looked into a mirror, striving to see his future, but it became cloudy with doubt. I will forge the blade for him, anyway.”
“You hope to forge a better blade than that created by your blacksmith god?” I said, shaking my head at her presumption. “My people call such vaunted ambition hubris. Pride is the greatest sin of all—one that can call down the combined anger of the gods.”
“Nevertheless, I am determined to try,” she replied. “This is what the voice commanded: I must forge a blade of light. It shall be called the Star Blade.”
“You belong to what you call the dark, and yet you would create its antithesis. It is strange indeed that a daughter of darkness should forge a blade of light!” I commented.
“We live in strange times,” the witch replied. “It is also strange that I, a witch, should have formed an alliance with the enemies of my clan. But this is what has forced the situation upon us,” she said, lifting the leather sack that contained the head of their dark god. “The Fiend must be destroyed. Nothing else matters but that.”



CHAPTER XXV
FAREWELL TO MY SISTER

WE continued south, heading for the village of Stoneleigh on the edge of Pwodente. I shared a horse with Bryony. It broke my heart to think that though we were now so close, and I could put my arms around her, it would be for the last time.
I leaned forward and put my mouth next to her ear. “Try to keep hope alive in your heart, Bryony,” I whispered. “One day I will find a way to return to you, I swear it!”
“I’m sure you’ll find a way, Nessa!” she exclaimed with a smile. “You’re so clever, I’m certain it won’t take you long.”
Despite my sister’s youthful optimism, I knew that it was extremely unlikely that we would ever meet again. But at least Bryony had the prospect of a long and happy life. I could still hardly believe that Susan had been taken from us. The witch had fought alongside the beast, and somehow they had prevailed—but at what a terrible cost! Poor Susan must have been so frightened—and to die such a death! The pain in my heart was unbearable.
If only my life could have been taken instead, I would have willingly given it so that she might live.
“What if my aunt and uncle are cruel to me?” Bryony said suddenly.
“They’re family. They will be good to you, I feel certain of that,” I said softly.
In truth, I was certain of nothing. Times were hard, and if our aunt and uncle were scratching out a living here on the edge of Kobalos territory, the last thing they needed was another hungry mouth to feed.
That night around the campfire, we discussed how Bryony might best be handed over to our relatives.
“If we show our faces, it will cause great alarm,” Grimalkin told the beast, “for you are Kobalos and I am clearly a witch. As a result we will be hunted down and thus be forced to kill our pursuers. The girls’ relatives might even be among them.”
This was indeed the likely outcome of being seen, and I nodded in agreement.
“I suggest we cloak ourselves,” Grimalkin continued.
“That may not be necessary. Let us see the lay of the land. We may be able to send the youngest purra out alone and watch from afar,” Slither proposed.
“Yes, but we must be certain that she is well received and accepted into the family,” I insisted. “After all, we have never met them. They may not wish to be burdened with my sister. They may even be dead by now. Times are hard, and there is no guarantee that a small community struggling to survive would welcome even one extra mouth to feed. I need some reassurance that my sister is safe.”
The following morning we completed the final stage of the journey to the dwelling place of our aunt and uncle.
Keeping to the left bank, we followed the river downstream and approached the last bridge before the western sea, which we could now see in the distance. There was a small wood between us and the bridge. It couldn’t have been better for what we planned.
“This is perfect,” said Grimalkin. “We can wait hidden within the trees at the edge of the wood and yet watch Bryony cross the bridge.”
“But if our aunt and uncle take you in, you must come back to the bridge and wave to show us that all is well,” I said. “Promise me that.”
“I promise,” Bryony said, her voice choked with emotion. “They’ll ask me about you and Susan,” she continued, her eyes brimming with tears. “What shall I say?”
I thought hard. As far as I knew, Father had never exchanged letters with his kin in Pwodente. They might not even know of his daughters, or that his wife was dead. But it was better to approximate the truth as far as possible.
“You must be brave, Bryony,” I replied. “Tell them how our father died, but say that your sisters stayed behind to try and work the farm with a view to selling it eventually. Say things were hard and they felt unable to care for you properly and hoped that one day they might join you or maybe send for you to return. Say that you have been accompanied by travelers who have gone many miles out of their way to bring you safely here, and they cannot afford to tarry longer but just wish to know that all is well. Could you say that?”
“I’ll do my best, Nessa. I’ll try.” She was being as brave as she could.
So we dismounted and waited just within the trees. Bryony and I withdrew a little distance from Grimalkin and Slither and exchanged a tearful farewell—one of such duration that the beast began to pace up and down in a most agitated fashion, his tail up high, and I knew that we were testing his patience to its limits.
But at last, after a final hug, Bryony gulped and then set off toward the river. I watched her go, trying to hold back the tears. I knew what it cost her to leave me behind, and I was proud of her courage. Her figure grew smaller and smaller as she approached the bridge and crossed it to disappear among the small huddle of cottages that we judged to be Stoneleigh.
We waited in silence, Slither displaying increasing impatience, and after about an hour, three people came over the bridge and looked at us across the meadow. I saw a man and a woman, and between them stood my sister Bryony. She raised her hand and waved three times.
That was the prearranged signal that she was well and had found sanctuary with our aunt and uncle. With that final wave, I was satisfied; we were free to head northwest toward the dreaded slave market. Bryony’s new life was just beginning. Mine was as good as over. I did not expect to live long as a slave of the Kobalos.



CHAPTER XXVI
THE SLAVE KULAD

AS we rode, my spirits were high, knowing that once Nessa was sold I would be free to return to my haizda. I was looking forward to going home. But Nessa countered my happy, optimistic mood with a constant flow of tears, which I somehow found disturbing. The threat of skaiium was still there. Although I tried my utmost, I found it hard to rid myself of the memory of some of her actions.
She had given me her blood to revive me after I’d been bitten by the skulka; much later, she had ridden between me and Eblis, thus giving me a chance of life. These actions could, I suppose, be accounted for in the same way as her request for a knife in order to help fight the haggenbrood: she had simply been trying to ensure the survival of her sisters.
But I could not forget how she had pressed her forehead against mine—such a daring thing for a purra to do. Again, it was prompted by a desire to persuade me to save Bryony and had resulted in my slaying of Nunc and then the Shaiksa assassin. But I could not forget the touch of her skin on mine.
A small part of me wanted to set her free to go and live with her sister, but I could not countenance that. I was a haizda mage; I had to be strong and fight any hint of weakness within myself. In any case, it was important that I sell a slave and meet the requirements of bindos; otherwise, I would find myself an outlaw once more.
We headed north, crossed the Fittzanda Fissure without mishap, experiencing just a few mild tremors, and soon were traveling through snow once more. It lay thin on the ground now, with a crisp crust of ice; the skies were clear. Even in the land of the Kobalos there was a short summer, and now it was on its way.
We began to climb into the foothills of the Dendar Mountains, and just before dusk on the second day, we saw Karpotha, the largest of all the slave kulads, in the distance. It was a broad, dark tower rising up into the sky; a large walled courtyard surrounded it. This was where the holding pens for the purrai were located.
I wished to be done with the business of selling Nessa. All I wanted to do now was to return to my haizda and replenish my magic. It was seriously depleted—I didn’t like to admit it, but that was why I had rejected the idea of cloaking myself in order to hide from the child’s family. I scarcely had the magical strength to do so, and I might yet have need of my last reserves.
We made camp under an outcrop of rock, and I told the witch that, soon after dawn, I would take Nessa to the kulad and sell her.
Grimalkin made no reply and was silent for a long time. Around the campfire the atmosphere was cooler than the northerly breeze, and all three of us ate in silence. Finally, without a word, Nessa wrapped herself in her blanket and withdrew from us under the shelter of the cliff. Once the purra had gone, the witch started to talk.
“Where did you get that coat?” she asked. “I’ve never seen one like it.”
“It’s a sign of office,” I replied. “Once each haizda mage completes his novitiate, he is given such a coat. There are thirteen buttons symbolizing the thirteen truths.”
“The thirteen truths? What are they?”
“If you knew that, then you too would be a haizda mage,” I told her. “Perhaps one day I could teach you. But it would take thirty years of your life or more. Such knowledge is not truly suited to short-lived humans.”
She smiled grimly. “I have not thirty years to spare just now, but one day I may visit you again. Maybe then you could teach me a little of your craft. My sister witches in Pendle are conservative and keep to the old ways, but I like to learn from other cultures and disciplines and increase my knowledge in new methods.
“But now I will speak to you of a matter that concerns me much. I ask again that you do not sell the girl in the slave market. She has been brave, and by some of her actions has ensured your own survival. But for the danger to the two girls, I would not have loaned you the dagger that you used to defeat the assassin.”
“What you say is true,” I admitted, “but I must refuse your request. Have I not explained my situation to you already? Do you forget so quickly? It is not that I need the money, but according to a Kobalos law called bindos, every forty years each citizen must sell at least one purra in the slave markets. That sale is carefully recorded. Otherwise we forgo our citizenship and are cast out of Valkarky, never to be welcomed there again. Consequently, we become outlaws and may be killed on sight.”
“So by law you are forced to become a party to the slave trade that is at the very heart of your society. It is a clever piece of legislation, designed to bind you together with your common values.”
“That is true,” I replied. “Without the trade, we could not breed and survive. We would become extinct.”
“Are there no dissenters?”
I nodded. “There is a group within the city that call themselves the Skapien. Some say they have no central organization but work within small, independent, isolated cells. What they achieve or attempt, nobody knows. Occasionally one declares himself publicly; after a brief trial, he is executed as a traitor whose aim is to destroy the state.”
“Do you personally know anybody who has been executed in this way?”
“No,” I replied. “I visit the city only rarely, and apart from the haizda servants like Hom, who bring me news, I have no friends or acquaintances.”
“What about other haizda mages—do you communicate with them?”
“Only if we meet by chance,” I told the witch.
“Then yours is a lonely life indeed.”
“It is what I choose,” I replied. “I wish for no other. Now I must ask you a question. . . . You promised not to hinder me. Will you keep your word?”
“Yes, I will keep my word,” the witch replied. “You may enter the kulad tomorrow and sell a slave—which means that you will have met your obligation as a citizen. But after that, our trade is over. Do you understand?”
“You mean that from then on, we are enemies?”
“Perhaps we will be somewhere between allies and enemies. But for now we will go our separate ways.”
Soon after that we retired for the night, but later I awoke to the murmur of voices. The witch and Nessa were whispering together. I attempted to tune in my hearing and listen to their conversation, but they immediately fell silent. It seemed to me that they had been plotting something, though I was not unduly concerned. Whatever else she was, I believed the human witch to be honorable—one who would keep her word. Tomorrow, without hindrance, I would sell Nessa, and thus fulfill my duties as a citizen for another four decades.
For the remainder of the night, I slept well. At some point, however, I began to dream, and it was one of the strangest that I have ever experienced. In it I rescued Nessa from some deadly threat. It seemed so real. Afterward, I remembered all but the very end; it was a most enjoyable dream—and whatever occurred at the end, it was extremely pleasurable.
I awoke at dawn to find that the witch had already left our camp. No doubt she did not wish to see one of her race being sold into slavery. But at least she had kept her word not to hinder me. So, wasting no time on breakfasting, Nessa and I mounted our horses in silence, and I led her toward the kulad.
She looked sad, so as we rode I offered her a few kind words of advice, which I hoped might be useful to her in her new life as a slave.
“Once you have left my possession, little Nessa, be subservient and deferential at all times. Never look your new masters in the eye. That is most important. And when they begin the auction, stand tall on the platform, with your head held high but your gaze always on the boards at your feet. Thank them for each stroke of the whip upon your skin and each cut of the blade into your flesh. That is expected. By such means, not only will you command a higher price and please all who gaze upon you—it will be the means to live as long a life as can reasonably be expected for a purra.”
“How long do slaves live?” Nessa asked.
“Once they reach adulthood, some purrai live as long as ten or twelve years, but once their flesh is no longer young and the taste of their blood becomes less sweet, they are slain and their aging bodies consumed by the whoskor, the multilegged builders of Valkarky.”
“Then I don’t have much to look forward to,” she observed sadly. “It can’t be right to treat people in this manner.”
I did not reply, for now I saw the dark stone of the outer kulad wall looming over us; it was time to get down to business. From the northeast, the hooves of horses and the feet of manacled slaves had churned the route to the fortress into a dirty river of mud and slush. I presented myself at the gate, declared my purpose, and gained entry. Once that was done I did not linger, forcing the girl onward. The truth was, I was still feeling slightly uncomfortable at the idea of disposing of Nessa in this way, and I wished to get it over with as quickly as possible.
Despite the early hour, there was a bustle of activity within the open courtyard of the kulad. Purrai were already being brought in chains to the three wooden bidding platforms where large groups of Kobalos merchants were gathered. At least a dozen armed Oussa guards were present. They looked surly, and clearly considered watching over the proceedings here to be beneath them. No doubt they thought they would be better employed hunting down the witch—it was rumored that she had fled south. They would still be smarting from the shame of seeing four of their number dispatched by her when she was first captured.
I noticed that some gave me glances of recognition that verged on respect. No doubt they had witnessed my defeat of the haggenbrood.
I dismounted, pulled Nessa unceremoniously down off her horse, and dragged her over to the nearest platform. I would have liked to be gentler, but in so public a gathering I had no choice but to conform to the norms of this society. It took less than a minute to complete the transaction with the merchant.
“I offer one hundred valcrons for the purra,” he said, rubbing his hands together.
A valcron is the daily wage of a lowly Kobalos foot soldier, and I knew that he would make at least twice that amount when he put her up for auction. However, I was in no mood to haggle and simply wished to seal the transaction as quickly as possible. Money did not concern me; I simply had to meet my legal obligations. So I nodded, accepting the offer, and he counted the small coins into a bag.
“What do you offer for this horse?” I asked, indicating the mare that Nessa had been riding.
“Two hundred and twenty valcrons,” he said with a smile, and began rubbing his hands together again, in the irritating manner merchants deem appropriate when conducting business.
He added the coins to the bag, handed it over, and the deal was done.
Thus I got more for the animal than I had for Nessa. It was because she was so skinny. Such purrai never attract high prices.
However, the important thing was that the transaction was recorded against my name and would now be entered into the bindos records. I had discharged my duties as a citizen.
The servants of the merchant dragged Nessa over to face him, and I was glad to see that she was following my advice, keeping her eyes respectfully upon the ground rather than meeting his eyes. It had always disconcerted me when she met my own gaze so levelly. A trained purra must never do that. She must accept her new station or suffer terribly.
The merchant drew the knife from his belt and swiftly made two cuts to Nessa’s forearm. She did not even flinch. Then I distinctly heard her say, “Thank you, master.”
Something inside me rebelled against this. For all that Nessa had been my property, I had never cut her.
But there was nothing I could do about it. I rode away, resisting the urge to glance back at her as I approached the gate. I knew that I had to fight the onset of skaiium with every last bit of my strength. It was difficult, but I was strong and did not yield.



CHAPTER XXVII
A CRY IN THE NIGHT

ONCE through the gateway, I looked up at the sky and frowned. Clouds were racing in from the north. Such storms were rare in early spring, but they could strike with a terrible fury.
I could have returned to the kulad and sat it out there, but something inside me was reluctant to witness Nessa’s new situation. However, it would soon be impossible to travel farther, so I urged my horse back to the shelter of the cliff where we had spent the previous night.
By now the wind was rising, and no sooner had I retreated under the overhang than the first large flakes of snow began to whirl down from a sky the color of lead. Within minutes a blizzard was blowing out of the north.
As was usually the case with such early spring storms, it was, although fierce, of relatively short duration. After about six hours it began to abate, and by dusk the sky was clear. The approach of darkness caused me to delay my journey until first light; even though I was accustomed to traveling during the hours of darkness, there would be deep drifts in the foothills, making the going treacherous.
So, after feeding my horse, I settled down for the night. With no crisis looming and the delightful prospect of returning to my haizda, my mind was very calm, clear, and sharp, and I began to review the events of recent weeks and reevaluate my own role in what had taken place.
It seemed to me that I had behaved with honor and courage, and had fully discharged my obligation to Old Rowler. It was not my fault that Susan had died. I had done my best to save her. Alone, I had triumphed over a high mage, a Shaiksa assassin, and a dangerous hyb warrior. It was true that I had later worked in partnership with a human witch, but that had been necessary because of the great odds against me. Together with Grimalkin, I had defeated the haggenbrood, a wondrous achievement. Then, using the borrowed skelt blade, I had brought the mighty Eblis to his knees. How was it then that I had feared an attack of skaiium? Now, with a tranquil mind, I saw that such a thought was absurd. As a warrior mage, I had achieved near perfection.
Thus, safe from skaiium, I could afford to be generous. I considered little Nessa again and recognized that she had aided me at every turn. It was true that she had done so in order to ensure her sisters’ survival, but her help had been timely and decisive. Suddenly I saw how I might repay her.
It was not possible to buy her back directly from the merchant with whom I had traded. Such a thing was forbidden. Even if, for a bribe, he agreed to the deal, my original sale would be considered void, and I would no longer have fulfilled my duty. But there was another way.
Once Nessa had been sold on, I could buy her from her new owner without repercussions. No doubt it would cost me at least double what I had received for her, but money was not really a consideration for me. I could always get what I needed from my haizda. It would not even put me to much trouble. Because of the storm, her new owner would not yet have left Karpotha.
I resolved to go down to the kulad at first light and repurchase Nessa. Then I would take her south to join her sister. Of course, I would sample a little of her blood on the way. Not enough to do her any real harm. She could hardly object to that, could she?
I awoke about an hour before dawn with a vague impression that I had just heard an animal cry out in the night. I heightened my senses and listened.
Within moments it came again—there was indeed a high, thin cry. But it was not an animal. It had come from either a human or a Kobalos throat. I lifted my tail, but unfortunately the wind from the north was still brisk and carried any scent away from me.
Soon there were other cries and screams, but I yawned and took little notice. No doubt a number of the purrai were being punished, probably those who had failed to attract a buyer. It served them right for not behaving in the correct manner. In retaliation, their owners would be whipping them or slicing into their flesh with sharp knives in places that would be concealed by their clothes.
At dawn I mounted my horse and set off directly for Karpotha. I needed to reach the kulad before Nessa’s new owner left.
As soon as I crested the hill and looked down toward it, I knew that something was wrong. The gates were wide open.
I urged my horse forward across the fresh snow. It was then that I saw the tracks of many feet heading south, the snow churned up and no longer a pristine white. It seemed as if a large party had traveled in that direction. But why should that be? It made no sense at all. They should have been going either east or west, toward the other slave markets, or northeast, toward Valkarky itself—anywhere but south.
Then I noticed the first of the bodies. It was one of the small party of Oussa who had escorted slaves to Karpotha. The warrior was lying facedown. Beneath his head and upper body, the snow had been turned to slush and stained bright red with his blood: his throat had been cut.
There were two more dead Oussa guards near the gates, and then I saw bloodied footprints heading away from the city—mostly northward. Horses had gone in the same direction too.
What had happened? Why had they fled?
Inside the kulad, there were bodies everywhere—Kobalos merchants as well as Oussa guards. The wooden platforms were slick with blood. Nothing lived. Nothing moved.
But there was no sign of the slaves. Where could they be?
Then, for the first time, I noticed the shape carved into the gatepost.

This was the sign of the scissors that the witch assassin carried in a leather sheath. How could it possibly be marked here on the post? Had she returned?
No! She had not returned. She had been here all the time.
In a flash of understanding, I realized what had happened.
I had not sold Nessa at the slave market.
I had sold Grimalkin!



CHAPTER XXVIII
WE WILL MEET AGAIN

WHAT a fool I had been to trust the human witch!
Nessa had ridden away from the camp before I awoke, and Grimalkin, in a perfect simulacrum of the girl, had taken her place, just as she had in the arena. After slaughtering many of the Oussa and merchants, the witch had then led the slaves south, toward the lands of the humans and freedom.
But she still had me to deal with.
She had broken her promise not to hinder me, and now I must pursue her and bring her to account.
It took me less than an hour to catch up with the witch and the escaped purrai.
She was riding at the head of the column of slaves, and there was another rider alongside her—surely it was Nessa. The hundred or so following them, walking two by two, carried sacks of provisions; they were dressed in sensible purrai clothes and were well protected against the elements.
I began to charge toward the witch, passing along the left flank of the column, when, to my astonishment, the purrai broke formation and came between me and my enemy. Then, whooping and cheering, they began to hurl balls of snow in my direction, making my horse rear up in panic. It was astounding and unprecedented behavior from purrai, and my mount, hardened by magic to face even the charge of a Shaiksa assassin, could not withstand the pelting of cold, wet snow.
I was forced to retreat in order to bring the animal back under control. By the time I had done so, Grimalkin was already racing toward me, two blades held aloft, glittering with reflected light from the morning sun. But I had time to draw my saber and urge my own mount forward, so we came together hard and fast.
Neither of us managed to inflict any damage upon the other, and we came about quickly and began our second charge. The witch passed very close by on my left and thrust at me viciously with a blade. However, using the last of my reserves of shakamure magic, I had already formed a magical shield and, positioning it perfectly, deflected her weapon, lunging toward her head as I did so.
She leaned away and I missed my target, but the tip of my saber cut her shoulder, drawing blood. At that my heart sang with joy. Next time we passed I would finish her!
But as I faced my enemy again, I saw that now she wielded only one knife. Her other blade hadn’t shattered against my shield, so why had she put it away? Perhaps the wound I had inflicted upon her left shoulder meant that she could no longer hold a blade with that hand? No, she now held this one in her left hand.
Then I concentrated my vision and noted that in her right hand she carried the skelt sword—the weapon that had broken the Kangadon. It would do the same to my shield. Nor was I comfortable fighting against a blade with a hilt fashioned in the image of Talkus, he who, once born into this world, would be the most powerful of all Kobalos gods.
It was ominous. Did it signify my death? I wondered.
It did no good to think upon such things now, so, gathering my resolve, I spurred my horse forward once more. Closer and closer we approached, the hooves of our mounts sending a fine spray of snow up into the air. Blood was running down Grimalkin’s left shoulder, but she was smiling.
My saber will cut the smile from her face! I thought.
Then another horse was between us, forcing me to change direction, veering away to the left. It was Nessa. She galloped after me, and we came to a halt some distance away.
I glanced back and saw that the witch had reined in her horse and was staring at us.
“You fool!” Nessa cried. “Stop this at once or she will kill you. You don’t have to die here. Return to your haizda and let us go on our way in peace.”
I was outraged by her words. She had called me a fool! Who was she to speak to me in this manner? But before I could vent my anger, Grimalkin had brought her mount alongside Nessa.
“Keep away!” she warned, pointing the skelt blade toward me. “Our trade is over, little mage, and you are no longer safe!”
“You claimed to be one who kept to her word!” I retorted angrily.
“I did keep my word!” the witch insisted. “Did I not keep my promise and help you to slay the haggenbrood? And once we left your abominable city, I did nothing to impede what you consider to be your lawful business.”
“You just play with words!” I shouted. “I told you that I intended to sell Nessa in the slave market, as was my right. She was my chattel. And you replied that you would not hinder me in that.”
“You sold a slave in Karpotha and thus discharged your duties under the law of bindos. That is what is truly important. The fact that I was that slave matters nought. It was done, and with our trade completed, I was free to liberate the slaves from the kulad. And know this and remember it well: I cannot allow your people to continue to hold human slaves!
“I declare war on the Kobalos. I go to forge the Star Blade, but once my business with this is done,” she cried, holding up the sack, “I will return with my sisters and we will pull down the walls of Valkarky and kill all the Kobalos within! So remain at your haizda, mage! Keep away from that cursed city, and you might live a little while longer! But now, lest we fight to the death prematurely, I would ask you a question. Why did you return to Karpotha and witness what I had done?”
“I returned to the cliff and sheltered from the storm,” I answered.
“That necessitated your delay, but you did not need to return to the kulad. I know why you went back. You intended to buy Nessa’s freedom. Is that not so?”
I was shocked by Grimalkin’s words. How could she know this?
I nodded.
She smiled. “So in that case, what has been lost? Nessa has the freedom you intended for her, and it has been achieved at no financial or legal cost to yourself. Now I will return some of these women to their own lands. Others, even if born in the skleech pens, will be found homes among humans. As for Nessa, I will reunite her with her sister. In the meantime, you will go home and prosper. You are looking forward to returning to your haizda. Is that not true?”
I nodded again; then, finally finding my voice, I lifted my saber and pointed it toward her. “One day there will be a reckoning between us—I promise you that!”
“And I return that promise, so go in peace, Slither. One day we will surely meet again, but there is no need for us to spill more blood this day. I will go and attend to my own business. In the meantime, ready yourself for my return. Gather your resources, hone your fighting skills, and strengthen your magic. Then we will meet and fight to the death, thus proving once and for all which of us is the stronger. I will take great pleasure in defeating such a formidable warrior. Is it a trade?”
“Yes! It is a trade!” I cried, lifting my saber in salute.
Her words were wise. My magic was gone and must be replenished with blood. Better to face her when I was once again at the height of my powers. I looked forward to it.
She smiled, showing her pointed teeth, then rode her horse back to the head of the column.
Nessa remained where she was. “Is that true? Did you really intend to buy me back and give me my freedom?” she asked.
“It is true, little Nessa. Grimalkin does not lie, although I think she finds too much freedom within the terms of a trade. I am more concerned with the precise letter of the contract.”
Nessa smiled. “But I think she kept closely to the spirit of the agreement. Is that not true?”
It took me almost a week to reach my haizda again. The journey was delayed somewhat because, on the evening of the third day, I suddenly grew exceedingly thirsty. So great and immediate was my need that I was forced to plunge my teeth into the neck of my horse and drain its blood.
Usually I am able to resist such impulses, but the long days and nights of restraint—when I had stopped myself from leaping on one of Nessa’s plump sisters and drinking until she died—suddenly took their toll. After such prolonged discipline, there must be release. It is only natural for a Kobalos.
Winter is approaching once more, and I am preparing for my customary hibernation. I have spent the short summer in my haizda, drinking blood, reaping souls, sharpening my skills as a warrior, and strengthening my magic. Now the final stage of my preparations will take place as I sleep.
I will be ready for the return of the witch. Whatever the outcome, I look forward to combat with Grimalkin. It will mark the pinnacle of my endeavors as a warrior mage. She has threatened the city of Valkarky. Although there is little love between me and certain of its inhabitants, I have an allegiance to my own people.
Perhaps I will be the means to end that threat.
—Slither
Each day the sun crosses the sky a little closer to the horizon; soon the short summer will draw to a close.
Now my uncle knows the full story of how Susan died and how I was carried off to be a slave. It made him angry but also fearful. He says that the world is cooling, and it makes him apprehensive. He remembers the tales of his grandparents, ancient, fearful stories passed down through the generations.
When Golgoth, the Lord of Winter, last awoke, the ice expanded and the Kobalos beasts traveled south with it, slaying the men and boys but sparing the women and their daughters and carrying them off to be slaves. My uncle believes that it will happen again, but he prays that it will not be in his lifetime.
My aunt and uncle are good-hearted and have given shelter to Bryony and me. This is my home now. We work hard, but I also worked hard on Father’s farm. Little has changed in that respect.
The time since my poor father’s death has been terrifying and traumatic, but it has opened my eyes to just how big the world is and shown me that there are so many unknowns, so many new things to learn . . . in a way that has made me restless and discontented with the routines of life. I would like to travel and see more of the world.
Maybe I have not seen the last of Grimalkin or of Slither. It is just a hunch, but I believe that one day our paths will cross again. I hope so.
—Nessa



Slither’s Dream
Little Nessa beckons me
By tapping on her silken knee.
She’s trapped behind a prison grille
So I think to bend it to my will.
That iron grille is tall and wide
And spans the room from side to side
From floor to ceiling and wall to wall,
And though at present I am not tall,
My haizda magic’s very strong;
It coils and twists and flicks the grille
Until the metal quivers, twists, and yields
Like poppies dancing in the fields—
For that grille’s alive, no doubt of that;
It’s lithe and stretchy like a cat.
Now it opens very wide
And I beckon Nessa to my side.
As we climb the twisty tunnel stairs,
Nessa holds my hand and purrs,
But a shadow begins to grow and coil
Like a serpent slick with poisonous oil,
Like the withering breath of a demon lord
Or a thing unblest that raps on boards.
But my silver blade is very sharp,
It weaves strange patterns in the dark.
Its curvy point is sharp and long
More thirsty than my slithery tongue.
A fainter heart might here have prayed,
But I stand my ground
And draw my blade!
One shatek screaming in the night
Has startled armies into flight,
For a shatek’s brood share a single soul,
Taking many forms with a single goal,
And its whole’s a creature called a djinn
An entity that’s spawned to spin
A web of darkness round the sun
And puncture with a probing pin
All pleasures that be clothed with skin.
It’s nursed its envy in the dark
And clothed its hope with a leprous bark
Like the dark jibberdee of old Combesarke!
And little Nessa it did see
And carried her off against her will
To imprison her behind that grille.
By that it aimed to summon me
To a final battle ’neath its tree.
For above this pit a great tree stands
That casts a shadow across the land;
It grows above the shatek’s lair
At the very top of the thousandth stair
And bears fruit of such slimy green
That would taint the womb of a virgin queen.
Its leaves they twist and turn and glower
And fall each spring in a malevolent shower
To poison soul and wither breast
And churn the soil so the dead can’t rest.
But my silver blade is very sharp,
It weaves strange patterns in the dark.
Its curvy point is sharp and long,
As thirsty as my slithery tongue.
So I wield my blade
And my blade’s my song!
Six feet begin to tap on stone
With a click and a snap of flexing bone,
As with agile flesh and cunning leers
They seek to multiply my fears.
But I whirl my blade with a swish and hiss
Because I’ve been there and I’ve done this;
I’ve seen the sand that hides the stains,
I’ve seen the corpses bound with chains,
I’ve seen the demon lord called Hob,
And I’ve heard the falling virgins sob.
For I know the pit where his mother lies,
Smelled the blood, heard the drone of flies,
Seen the vultures haunt the skies.
And I know this dance,
I know its pattern well,
Even better than the path to hell!
So I lift my blade and lick my lips
Until six eyes pop like orange pips
And I shuffle left and I shuffle right
And weave strange patterns in the night.
First blood to me as I take a head
With a blow so swift it outspeeds dread.
Then quick as thought, I strike again,
And two heads roll now as a pair,
And squelch and bounce from stair to stair
Deep down in the bowels of the shatek’s lair.
O boastful lord of this ancient tree,
What a fool you be to mess with me!
For I’ve tortured sharks in the deepest seas
And made them vomit boggarts’ knees;
I’ve savaged eagles in their nests
And bit the bones from ogres’ chests;
I’ve hunted vampires in the east
And laughed in the face of Satan’s priest.
O boastful lord of this ancient tree,
This is what Nessa swore to me:
That our love was like a petal tree,
And ere the sun falls in the sea
I’ve promised Nessa she’ll be free!
But he tries once more to cut me down
With a twist, a leer, and an evil frown.
But I shuffle left and I shuffle right,
And strike a blow with all my might.
And through helmet, hauberk, shield, and breast,
My blade it cuts from east to west.
Faster than falcon stoops to prey
My blade it cuts that fiend away.
O boastful lord of this ancient tree,
What a fool you were to mess with me,
For even in death I’m bound to win
Despite my darkest secret sin,
For I’ll go to a world called Kinderquest,
A sphere where even the damned are blest.
Where they can rest for a thousand years
In a deep warm sleep beyond all fears,
Until when bored with safe and dark
They spread new wings and soar with the lark
High into a heaven of the deepest blue
Where all their secret dreams come true.
The battle’s over, the victory’s won
But the final deed is not yet done.
For little Nessa I do see
Still tapping on her silken knee!
So I carve her flesh in succulent slices
And add a pinch of pungent spices.
Then boil her up to make a broth
And soothe away my latent wrath.
For although I loved our downy bed
I’m happier still when I’ve been fed!
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GLOSSARY OF THE KOBALOS WORLD
Anchiette: A burrowing mammal found in northern forests on the edge of the snow line. The Kobalos consider them a delicacy eaten raw. There is little meat on the creature, but the leg bones are chewed with relish.
Askana: This is the dwelling place of the Kobalos gods. Probably just another term for the dark.
Baelic: The ordinary low tongue of the Kobalos people, used only in informal situations between family members or to show friendship. The true language of the Kobalos is Losta, which is also spoken by the humans who border their territory. For a stranger to speak to another Kobalos in Baelic implies warmth, but it is sometimes used before a trade is made.
Balkai: The first and most powerful of the three Kobalos high mages who formed the triumvirate after the slaying of the king and now rule Valkarky.
Berserkers: Kobalos warriors sworn to die in battle.
Boska: The breath of a Kobalos mage, which can be used to induce sudden unconsciousness, paralysis, or terror within a human victim. The mage varies the effects of boska by altering the chemical composition of his breath. It is also sometimes used to change the mood of animals.
Bindos: Bindos is the Kobalos law that demands each citizen sell at least one purra in the slave markets every forty years. Failure to do so makes the perpetrator of the crime an outcast, shunned by his fellows.
Bychon: The Kobalos name for the spirit known in the County as a boggart.
Chaal: A substance used by a haizda mage to control the responses of his human victim.
Cumular Mountains: A high mountain range that marks the northwestern boundary of the southern peninsula.
Dendar Mountains: The high mountain range about seventy leagues southwest of Valkarky. In its foothills is the large kulad known as Karpotha. More slaves are bought and sold here than in all the other fortresses put together.
Dexturai: Kobalos changelings that are born of human females. Such creatures, although totally human in appearance, are easily susceptible to the will of any Kobalos. They are extremely strong and hardy and have the ability to become great warriors.
Eblis: Foremost of the Shaiksa, the Kobalos brotherhood of assassins. He slew the last king of Valkarky using a magical lance called the Kangadon. It is believed that he is more than two thousand years old, and it is certain that he has never been bested in combat. The brotherhood refers to him by two other designations: He Who Cannot Be Defeated and He Who Can Never Die.
Erestaba: The Plain of Erestaba lies just north of the Shanna River, within the territory of the Kobalos.
Fittzanda Fissure: Also known as the Great Fissure, this is an area of earthquakes and instability that marks the southern boundary of the Kobalos territories.
Galena Sea: The sea southeast of Combesarke. It lies between that kingdom and Pennade.
Gannar Glacier: The great ice flow whose source is the Cumular Mountains.
Ghanabalsam: A resinous material bled from a ghanbala tree by a haizda mage and used as a base for ointments such as chaal.
Ghanbala: The deciduous gum tree most favored as a dwelling by a Kobalos haizda mage.
Haggenbrood: A warrior entity bred from the flesh of a human female. Its function is one of ritual combat. It has three selves that share a common mind; they are, to all intents and purposes, one creature.
Haizda: This is the territory of a haizda mage; here he hunts and farms the human beings he owns. He takes blood from them, and occasionally their souls.
Haizda mage: A rare type of Kobalos mage, who dwells in his own territory far from Valkarky and gathers wisdom from territory he has marked as his own.
Homunculus: A small creature bred from the purrai in the skleech pens. Like the haggenbrood, these often have several selves controlled by a single mind. However, rather than being identical, each self has a specialized function, and only one of them is capable of speaking Losta.
Hubris: The sin of pride against the gods. The full wrath of the gods is likely to be directed against one who persists in this sin in the face of repeated warnings. The very act of becoming a mage is in itself an act of hubris, and few live to progress beyond the period of novitiate.
Hybuski: Hybuski (commonly known as hyb) are a special type of warrior created and employed in battle by the Kobalos. They are a hybrid of Kobalos and horse but possess other attributes designed for combat. Their upper body is hairy and muscular, combining exceptional strength with speed. They are capable of ripping an opponent to pieces. Their hands are also specially adapted for fighting.
Kangadon: This is the Lance That Cannot Be Broken, also known as the King Slayer, a lance of power crafted by the Kobalos high mages—although some believe that it was forged by their blacksmith god, Olkie.
Karpotha: The kulad in the foothills of the Dendar Mountains, which holds the largest purrai slave markets. Markets are generally held early in the spring.
Kashilowa: The gatekeeper of Valkarky, responsible for allowing or refusing admittance to the city. It is a huge creature with one thousand legs and was created by mage magic to carry out its function.
Kastarand: This is the word for the Kobalos holy war. They will wage it to rid the land of the humans, whom they believe to be the descendants of escaped slaves. It cannot begin until Talkus, the god of the Kobalos, is born.
Kirrhos: This is the tawny death that comes to victims of the haggenbrood.
Kulad: A defensive tower built by the Kobalos that marks strategic positions on the border of their territories. Others deeper within their territory are used as slave markets.
League: The distance a galloping horse can cover in five minutes.
Lenklewth: The second of the three Kobalos high mages who form the triumvirate.
Losta: The language spoken by all who inhabit the southern peninsula. This includes the Kobalos, who claim that the language was stolen and degraded by mankind. The Kobalos version of Losta contains a lexicon almost one third larger than that used by humans, perhaps giving some credence to their claims. It is certainly a linguistic anomaly that two distinct species should share a common language.
Mages: There are many types of human mage; the same is also true of the Kobalos. But for an outsider they are difficult to describe and categorize. However, the highest rank is nominally that of a high mage. There is also one type, the haizda mage, that does not fit within that hierarchy, for these are outsiders who dwell in their own individual territories far from Valkarky. Their powers are hard to quantify.
Mandrake: Sometimes called mandragora, this is a root that resembles the human form and is sometimes used by a Kobalos mage to give focus to the power that dwells within his mind.
Meljann: The third of three Kobalos high mages who form the triumvirate.
Northern Kingdoms: This is the collective name sometimes given to the small kingdoms, such as Pwodente and Wayaland, which lie south of the Great Fissure. More usually it refers to all the kingdoms north of Shallotte and Serwentia.
Novitiate: This is the first stage of the learning process undertaken by a haizda mage, which lasts approximately thirty years. The candidate studies under one of the older and most powerful mages. If the novitiate is completed satisfactorily, the mage must then go off alone to study and develop his craft.
Oscher: A substance that can be used as emergency food for horses. Made from oats, it has special chemical additives that can sustain a beast of burden for the duration of a long journey. Unfortunately, it results in a severe shortening of the animal’s life.
Olkie: The god of Kobalos blacksmiths. He has four arms and teeth made of brass. It is believed that he crafted the Kangadon, the magical lance that cannot be deflected from its target.
Oussa: The elite guard that serves and defends the triumvirate; also used to guard parties of slaves taken from Valkarky to the kulads to be bought and sold.
Triumvirate: The ruling body of Valkarky, composed of the three most powerful high mages in the city. It was first formed after the king of Valkarky was slain by Eblis, the Shaiksa assassin. It is essentially a dictatorship that uses ruthless means to hold on to power. Others are always waiting in the wings to replace the three high mages.
Plunder room: This is the vault where the triumvirate store the items they have confiscated by the power of magic, force of arms, or legal process. It is the most secure place in Valkarky.
Purra (pl. purrai): The term used to denote one of the female humans bred into slavery by the Kobalos. The term is also applicable to those females who dwell within a haizda.
Salamander: A fire dragon tulpa.
Shaiksa: This is the highest order of Kobalos assassins. If one is slain, the remainder of the brotherhood are honor bound to hunt down his killer.
Shakamure: The magecraft of haizda mages, which draws its power from the taking of human blood and the borrowing of souls.
Shanna River: The Shanna marks the old border between the northern human kingdoms and the territory of the Kobalos. Now Kobalos are often to be found south of this line. The treaty that agreed upon this border has long been disregarded by both sides.
Shatek (also known as a djinn): A warrior entity with three selves and a single controlling mind. It differs from the haggenbrood in that it was created to be deployed in battle. A number of shatek have rebelled and are no longer subject to Kobalos authority. They dwell far from Valkarky, bringing death and terror to the lands surrounding their lairs.
Shudru: The Kobalos term for the harsh winter of the northern kingdoms.
Skaiium: A time when a haizda mage faces a dangerous softening of his predatory nature.
Skapien: A small secret group of Kobalos within Valkarky who are opposed to the trade in purra.
Skelt: A creature that lives near water and kills its victims by inserting its long snout into their bodies and draining their blood. The Kobalos believe it is the shape that their god Talkus will assume at his birth.
Skleech pens: Pens within Valkarky where the Kobalos keep human female slaves, using them for food or to breed other new species and hybrid forms to do their bidding.
Sklutch: A type of creature employed by the Kobalos as servants. Its speciality is cleaning the rapidly growing fungus from the walls and ceilings of the dwellings within Valkarky.
Skoya: The material, formed within the bodies of whoskor, of which Valkarky is constructed.
Skulka: A poisonous water snake whose bite induces instant paralysis. It is much favored by Kobalos assassins, who use it to render their victims helpless before slaying them. After death, its toxins are impossible to detect in the victim’s blood.
Slarinda: These are the females of the Kobalos. They have been extinct for over three thousand years. They were murdered by a cult of Kobalos males who hated women. Now Kobalos males are born of purrai, human females held prisoner in the skleech pens.
Talkus: The god of the Kobalos who is not yet born. In form he will resemble the creature known as a skelt. Talkus means the God Who Is Yet to Be. He is sometimes also referred to as the Unborn.
Therskold: A threshold upon which a word of interdiction or harming has been laid. This is a potent area of haizda strength, and it is dangerous to cross such a portal, even for a human mage.
Trade: Although the unit of currency is the valcron, many Kobalos, particularly haizda mages, rely on what they call trade. This implies an exchange of goods or services, but it is much more than that. It is a question of honor, and each party must keep its word, even if to do so means death.
Tulpa: A creature created within the mind of a mage and occasionally given form in the outer world.
Ulska: A deadly but rare Kobalos poison that burns its victim from within. It is also excreted from glands at the base of the claws of the haggenbrood. It results in kirrhos, which is known as the tawny death.
Unktus: A minor Kobalos deity, worshipped only by the lowest menials of the city. He is depicted with very small horns curving backward from the crown of his head.
Valkarky: The chief city of the Kobalos, which lies just within the Arctic Circle. Valkarky means the City of the Petrified Tree.
Valcron: A small coin, often referred to as a valc, accepted throughout the southern peninsula. Made of an alloy that is one-tenth silver, a valcron is the wage paid daily to a Kobalos foot soldier.
Whalakai: Known as a vision of what is, this is an instant of perception that comes to either a high mage or a haizda mage. It is an epiphany, a moment of revelation, when the totality of a situation, with all the complexities that have led to it, are known to him in a flash of insight. The Kobalos believe this is a vision given to the mage by Talkus, their God Who Is Yet to Be, its purpose being to facilitate the path to his birth.
Whoskor: The collective name for the creatures subservient to the Kobalos who are engaged in the never-ending task of extending the city of Valkarky. They have sixteen legs, eight of which also function as arms and are used to shape the skoya, the soft stone which they exude from their mouths.
Widdershins: A movement that is counterclockwise, or against the sun. Seen as counter to the natural order of things, it is sometimes employed by a Kobalos mage to assert his will upon the cosmos. Filled with hubris, it holds within it great risk.
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I’m a bad girl, bad inside.
My hair is kindling; my flesh tallow; my bones dry twigs.
One day I’ll burn in the fires of hell. As sure as eggs rot, that’s the truth.
So there ain’t no use denying it.
My name is Alice.



PROLOGUE

THE destruction of the Fiend may be achieved by the following means. First, the three sacred objects must be at hand. They are the hero swords forged by Hephaestus. The greatest of these is the Destiny Blade; the second is the dagger called Bone Cutter, which will be given to you by Slake. The third is the dagger named Dolorous, sometimes called the Blade of Sorrow, which you must retrieve from the dark.
The place is also important. It must be one especially conducive to the use of magic. Thus the ritual must be carried out on a high hill east of Caster, which is known as the Wardstone.
The blood sacrifice should be made in this precise manner. A fire must be constructed—one capable of generating great heat. To achieve this, it will be necessary to build a forge.
Throughout the ritual, the willing sacrificial victim must display great courage. If she once cries out to betray her pain, all will be lost and the rite will fail.
Using the dagger Bone Cutter, the thumb bones must be taken from the right hand and cast into the flames. Only if she does not cry out may the second cut be made to remove the bones of the left hand. These also are added to the fire.
Next, using the dagger Dolorous, the heart must be cut out of the victim and, still beating, cast into the flames.



CHAPTER I
A PRICE TO PAY
Into the Dark
 
Hell has many names.
Some call it the underworld,
Others Hades or the abyss.
We witches simply call it the dark.
It is our beginning and our end.
 

I was being trained as a witch, wasn’t I, when I first met Tom Ward, the Spook’s apprentice. We should have been enemies, but after a very uncertain start, we ended up friends. I helped him and fought the dark by his side, and it was during that time that I learned a terrible truth about myself—I was one of the Fiend’s daughters, and Bony Lizzie was actually my mother.
But I carried on helping Tom and Old Gregory, the Spook. Despite my background, I couldn’t let myself go over to the dark. We fought the Fiend together, with the help of Grimalkin, the witch assassin, and eventually we dealt him a terrible blow: We chopped off his head and bound his body with silver spears so that he was trapped within his dead flesh.
Knowing that his servants would pursue us relentlessly, Grimalkin went on the run with the Fiend’s head wrapped in a leather bag, fighting any creature she encountered. It would only be a matter of time before she was caught, I was sure—not even the powerful witch assassin could defeat so many dark entities. Once they killed Grimalkin and retrieved the head, they would take it back to Ireland and reunite it with the rest of the Fiend’s body; then he would be set loose in the world once more, and a new age of darkness and terror would begin.
There is just one chance to stop him—just one way to destroy him forever. My friend Tom Ward has to complete a sacrificial ritual at midnight next Halloween, now less than four months away. It involves the use of three blades known as the hero swords. Tom already has two of these weapons in his possession, but the third is located in the dark, and it is up to me to retrieve it.
The details of the ritual had been communicated to him by his own mother, who was the first and most powerful of all the lamias. She died in Greece fighting the Ordeen, one of the Old Gods, but her spirit was still very strong, and she had been trying to aid us in our attempt to deal with the Fiend.
But there was something about the ritual that Tom had withheld from me. Something that I’d had to find out for myself. 
It involved a sacrifice. There had to be a “willing sacrificial victim.” Someone had to die.
Tom had to sacrifice the person he loved most of all.
That someone was me.
So I am off to the dark to find the dagger called Dolorous—the blade that will eventually be used to kill me.
Just one thing worse than the dark, ain’t there? And that’s what’s inside it—the things that call it home. . . . 
 
Lots of my enemies were in there, supporters of the Fiend. So I cloaked myself using the most powerful magic I had. I wasn’t sure it would be enough. The dark is where magic comes from, and it’s the dwelling place of the Old Gods. And I was alone.
I’d been there once before, snatched away by the Fiend. Each of the Old Gods has a home in the dark—a territory, a personal domain that belongs only to them—and there was one god who’d helped me. Brought me back to the world, he had. Pan. He, like some of the others, wants to be left alone, completely alone, and doesn’t take kindly to intruders. If I found a way into Pan’s domain, none of my enemies would be waiting for me there. ’Course that didn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t destroy me for invading his space.
Pan has two aspects, two different forms. One, which I hoped I would never see, is terrible. Most folk would be driven mad just by gazing into his face. The other form was the one I hoped I’d be able to talk to.
To get into Pan’s domain with my powerful magic should be relatively easy. He mostly dwells in the dark, but he’s also the god of nature. His home is never that far from our world.
Anyone who’s been alone in a forest has sensed his presence. There are times when everything becomes still and silent; everything that can breathe seems to be holding its breath. There are no rustles in the undergrowth, no breeze; just a sense of a gigantic unseen presence.
Which means that Pan is close.
So I chose a forested area southeast of Chipenden, not too far from the River Ribble. If I did manage to get back safely with the dagger, I wouldn’t have far to go to find Tom Ward again.
I selected a lonely spot, sat in the long grass, and made myself comfortable with my back against a tree. I was scared, my whole body trembling, so I took long, slow, deep breaths to calm myself. Then I waited for the conditions to become right.
It happened very close to dusk.
Everything became still and quiet, just as I knew it would. Pan was nearby. It was as if he were just behind a curtain, so close I could have touched him.
I used my magic and tried to enter his domain. It was much more difficult than I expected—it took me a long time to find a way in. It was like searching for a tiny lock in a big door with my eyes blindfolded. It was hard to locate, and it resisted my attempts for so long that I thought I was sure to fail. Then, very suddenly, I was in, and a mixture of feelings raced through me: elation at my success, nervousness at entering Pan’s domain, and a touch of fear.
I was standing close to a lake that was gleaming bright green. Above, the sky was dark, so I knew it wasn’t reflected light. Everything around me was glowing with that same green—even the tree trunks. Green is the color of nature. Green is the color of Pan.
At the river margin were tall reeds, and beyond them, on the far bank, thin ash saplings, but all was absolutely still. Nothing moved but my chest, which was rising and falling rapidly. I took three deep breaths, trying to slow down my heart.
I had to stay calm.
Just beyond the saplings was the edge of a forest—tall deciduous trees of a type I didn’t recognize. They were covered in blossoms that suggested early spring, but rather than being pink or white, the flowers were green, too.
It was as if the forest were alive and listening to my fluttery breaths and the thumpety-bump of my heart. The word panic comes from Pan’s name; they say that if he appears in his terrible form, a strong sense of dread is experienced at his approach. Few have lived to tell the tale.
Was he approaching in that aspect now? If so, I wasn’t feeling the dread.
At that moment I heard high, thin musical notes in the distance. Could it be Pan in his more benign form, playing his reed pipes?
I could only hope for the best.
So I circled the green lake, pushed my way through the thicket of saplings, and entered the forest. I hurried toward the sound of the music and came to a wide clearing that was thick with ferns. At its center, they had been flattened by many creatures, hares, rabbits, rats, mice, voles, a couple of badgers, and a bushy-tailed red fox, while above, the branches were laden with birds. All were silent and still, held in thrall to the source of that exquisite music.
Looking like a young, pale-faced, fair-haired boy, Pan was sitting on a log playing a reed pipe, just as I remembered him. His clothes seemed to be made out of grass, leaves, and bark. The face appeared human, but the ears that poked out through his long, unkempt hair were elongated and pointy. I also noticed the green toenails of his bare feet. They were so long that each curled upward into a spiral.
The Old God looked at me and stopped playing. Immediately the spell of the music was broken, and the creatures of the forest fled, while the birds soared up into the sky, making the branches overhead dance. Moments later, we were alone.
He glared at me, and his face began to distort into something fierce and bestial. I felt a cold dread wash over me. In seconds the boy would be gone and I would face his other terrible aspect.
“Please! Please!” I cried. “I’m Alice. Remember me? You helped me once before. Please listen to me. Didn’t mean to cause any offense, did I?”
To my relief, the change stopped and slowly reversed until I was looking at the boy once more—though his face looked very serious, without even a hint of a smile. Then it flickered with anger.
“You assume too much,” he snarled. “Tell me why I shouldn’t strike you dead on the spot.”
“Don’t mean no harm,” I told him. “Sorry to intrude without permission. Helped me once before, you did, and I’m really grateful for that. And now I need your help again. I have to fetch something from the dark, and this is the safest place I could think of to enter. Got lots of enemies here, I have. But I know they won’t dare come here because of you.”
“But you dared! And there is a price to pay for such presumption.”
“I’ll pay whatever you want,” I told him, “as long as you don’t take away my life. I ain’t afraid to die, we all got to go sometime—but I need to give it to someone else. My life has to be sacrificed. Help me, please. I have to find a blade that’s hidden under the Fiend’s throne. Just guide me to the edge of his domain and let me escape back this way afterward . . . that’s all I ask.”
Pan looked intrigued. “And why is the recovery of this blade so important?”
I had learned that I was to be the sacrifice by scrying, but later, when Tom Ward lay unconscious, recovering from his battle with Siscoi, the vampire god, I’d taken the letter from his pocket and read it several times, so that I’d remember it. I saw no reason why I shouldn’t now tell the god. After all, he already knew how we’d bound the Fiend. It was that weakening of the Fiend’s power that had made it possible for Pan to return me to the world above.
“We need three sacred objects for the ritual that’ll destroy the Fiend for all time—the hero swords forged by the old blacksmith god. They must be present when Tom Ward carries it out.”
“These blades are known to me,” said Pan. “And they have brought much misery and suffering to humans. Which one is hidden here in the dark?”
“Tom already has the Destiny Blade and Bone Cutter. The one I’m here to find is the one called Dolorous,” I told him.
“Ah, but the Blade of Sorrow is by far the worst of the three. It would be better for humankind if it were not returned to your world.”
“But by using it we can destroy our worst enemy.”
Pan slowly shook his head and regarded me with an expression of extreme pity. “Foolish human—don’t you see what will happen? You may be able to destroy the Fiend, but you cannot destroy the dark, for it will always find a way to achieve balance with the light. End the present situation, and a new equilibrium will develop. Destroy the dark’s most powerful entity, and another will eventually grow in power and replace it.”
These were not words I wanted to hear. Did it mean I was going to sacrifice my life for nothing? But that was for the long term; it was the situation now we had to deal with. What happened in the distant future seemed less important.
“If that happens, it happens, and I can’t do nothing about it, can I? But we have already attacked the Fiend and hurt him badly. If he recovers and returns to his former power, his revenge will be terrible. Ain’t just talking about me, Tom, and Old Gregory—the whole world will suffer. So we got to stop him somehow. And the ritual has to be carried out this coming Halloween, or it will be too late.”
Pan stared at me for a long time, and my knees began to tremble. I had strong magic at my disposal, and for a moment I thought about using it, but I knew that I had no chance against one of the Old Gods in the heart of his territory. He might kill me on the spot, and all I’d done would have been for nothing.
Then he gave me a quick nod. “Tell me more about the ritual,” he commanded.
“It has to be done on a special hill in the County called the Wardstone. A forge has to be built there,” I explained. “The victim must not cry out, no matter how terrible the pain. The dagger called Bone Cutter is well named—that is the blade that will cut the thumb bones from her. If she cries out when the bones of her right hand are cut away, the sacrifice fails. After the bones have been thrown into the fire, a second cut does the same to the left hand. The other dagger, the one I’ve come to get, is then used to cut out the victim’s heart, which is cast, still beating, into the flames.”
“You say ‘the sacrifice,’ ‘the thumb bones,’ and ‘the victim’s heart’ as if they belong to somebody else. But this terrible thing will be done to you! Do you not know this?” Pan asked me.
I nodded and, unable to meet his fierce gaze, lowered my eyes. “Of course I know. Detaching my mind from it is the only way I can deal with it. . . .”
“Do you think when it comes to the sacrifice that you will be able to endure the pain? When they cut the bones from your hand, your body may disobey you and cry out anyway. To be human is to be weak. For you creatures, some things are simply impossible to bear.”
“Just do my best. That’s all anybody can do, ain’t it?”
Pan nodded, and for the first time he didn’t look quite so angry. When he replied, his voice was gentler.
“You may be foolish, human, but you are also brave. I will escort you across my land and start you on the next stage of your journey.”
We traveled in silence, Pan about five paces ahead, striding out through the trees. All was still and our journey seemed endless, for it was difficult to judge the passing of time in the dark. And that was a worry.
From my last visit I knew that time behaved differently here. It had seemed as if I’d spent long years as a prisoner of the Fiend, but on my return to earth I found it had been mere weeks. I knew the reverse could happen too. For all I knew, time might be passing more rapidly back in the County, where now only four months remained before Halloween. Even if I did succeed in retrieving the dagger, it might be too late.
The forest was beginning to thin out now, the large ancient trees giving way to saplings and scrub. Directly ahead I could see what appeared to be a vast, featureless plain, divided by a path that began just beyond the final tree. Beyond the green glow from the forest, the land was dark but for this narrow path, which was formed of tiny white stones.
“I must leave you now,” Pan said. “Follow the white path across the abyss that lies between each domain. It will take you into the next one.”
“Into the territory of the Fiend?” I asked.
Pan shook his head. “Who can say? The domains of the dark constantly shift and change in relation to one another. Nothing stays the same for long. But if you can eventually find your way back here, I will help you return to your own world. But you entered my domain without an invitation, so remember that before doing so, I will demand that you pay the price of your presumption.”
I stared at the path for a moment longer, and when I turned back to ask Pan what the price was, he had already gone.
I was standing still, but the green trees were receding. As I watched, the forest quickly shrank until it was no larger than the moon back on earth. A moment later it was no bigger than a star, and then it vanished completely. Had it grown smaller or had it simply moved farther away? It was impossible to tell.
I was alone, and now all around me was darkness. I sniffed three times, checking for danger. All seemed well, so I stepped onto the path and began to walk, the stones crunching loudly with each cautious step of my pointy shoes. It was perfectly straight, becoming fainter and fainter until, in the distance, it appeared to be no more than a fine line. Only the white stones were visible. I began to walk faster, striding on.
Again it was hard to judge the passage of time, and I don’t know how long I’d been walking when I heard a distant howl somewhere to my left. It sounded like the hunting cry of a wolf or some other large predator.
Suddenly nervous, I increased my pace a little, listening out. I became aware of the loud crunching of my shoes on the pebble path. If it was some sort of wolf and it hadn’t sniffed my scent already, surely the sound of my footsteps would bring it in my direction? I decided to walk alongside the path rather than on it.
But when I tried to step off, my left shoe encountered no resistance. There was nothing there. No ground.
Pan had said that an abyss lay between each of the zones! And what was an abyss other than a great emptiness, a bottomless pit?
Pitching forward into the darkness, I twisted desperately and managed to fall sideways, back onto the path. Then, my heart hammering after that close call, I knelt and looked down. I could see nothing. On all sides was absolute darkness. With my left hand I reached down but could feel nothing. What could I do but continue on my way, keeping to the path?
My heart steadying to a normal rhythm, I crunched along, trying to work out the most likely explanation for what had happened. Either the ground had just disappeared, or the path had somehow climbed upward—in which case, what was supporting it?
The hunting cry came again. This time it was much nearer, but it came from below. So I had left the ground behind. I was safe from the creature for now—unless it could somehow find its way up onto the path.
Soon I heard the howl once more, higher and nearer, and I immediately became more nervous. Was it already up on the path?
I walked even faster, wondering what manner of creature was behind me. Was I being hunted? Was it some sort of demon?
I glanced back, and in the distance I could see something loping toward me on all fours. It looked like a small dog, but that might be because it was still a considerable distance behind me. I really had no idea how big it was. I began to run. It was difficult to get up much speed on the stones, and I slipped and almost fell headlong.
Risking another glance back, I immediately wished I hadn’t. What was following me now looked very big, more wolf than dog, and it was gaining by the second. There was something strange about the creature’s face. Yes, it had the bestial face of a wolf, but its expression was sly, crafty, and almost human.
A chill ran the length of my spine as, suddenly, I knew exactly what pursued me.
It was the kretch, the creature that had been created by witches to hunt down and slay Grimalkin as she carried the Fiend’s head. Fathered by a demon called Tanaki, it had great powers of regeneration and had grown steadily stronger, learning from each encounter with the witch assassin. One of its weapons was a deadly poison that had weakened Grimalkin; only with the help of my magic had she finally been able to kill it.
Now it had a new existence in the dark.
And I was its target. I had hoped to sneak into the dark unseen but for Pan. What a fool I’d been! Things were watchful here, and this creature had found me already.
I didn’t want to use my magic; it was a finite resource, and I might have need of it later. Not only that, each use of dark magic brought me nearer to being a fully fledged malevolent witch with a cruel heart of stone. This is what worried me most.
But here I had no choice. I decided to be economical with my power and use the minimum. I exerted my will, and a thick mist began to form across the path so that I could no longer see the kretch. I added to that a spell of bewilderment.
I didn’t know how effective this would be against such a creature, but within seconds it howled again—no longer the triumphant cruel cry of a hunter; more of a baffled whine.
There was no knowing how long it would remain lost and befuddled, so I began to run again, until the mist and the kretch were far behind.
Soon I had something else to worry about, though. I realized that, in the distance, I could see the end of the path. The white line of stones simply stopped, and beyond it lay nothing but darkness.
What if I had become trapped in the space between zones? Did the path start and end with nothingness? I wondered. A dark rocky cliff lay directly ahead, and I saw that the white path didn’t end after all; it simply disappeared into the mouth of a small cave.
Was this the entrance to the next domain?
A yellow light shone just inside. Unless I was mistaken, it was the flickering light of a candle. Who did it belong to? Cautiously I approached the entrance and halted, peering within.
A pair of vivid sapphire-blue eyes stared back at me. I saw a girl of about my own age. Her black hair was cut short, and she had a small tattoo on her left cheek—that of a bear. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, holding up her hands toward me. She had been maimed—they were dripping with blood, and the cause was terrible. Where her thumbs should have been, there were two gaping wounds.
“You must be Alice,” she said. “My name is Thorne.”



CHAPTER II
THE KRETCH

THORNE was the girl Grimalkin had trained as a witch assassin. We had never met. She had been kept a secret from most people, but I knew all about her, especially how she had died. She had been slain by the servants of the Fiend on the edge of Witch Dell. They had sliced off her thumbs while she still lived, and the shock and loss of blood had killed her.
The eyes that now regarded me with such seriousness were surprisingly gentle. But the lithe body crisscrossed with leather straps containing an assortment of blades marked her as a warrior.
“Do you know that you’re being followed?” she asked.
“Yes. I think it’s the kretch,” I replied. “I used magic to keep it at bay, but it won’t hold it for very long.”
That was true. It was beyond death now. How could it be stopped?
As if the creature knew we were discussing it, there came another howl from the darkness, once again a hunting cry. It sounded very close.
“We must hurry!” Thorne rose to her feet. “Take the candle and follow me!”
I looked beyond her and saw that the cave opened up into a tunnel.
Thorne turned toward it, and I snatched up the candle and jogged after her.
Sometimes the tunnel was so low that we were forced to bow our heads even when crawling on all fours. In one way, that made me feel better—for how could the kretch hope to squeeze through such a confined space? But then we would briefly emerge into caverns so vast that the candle could not illuminate the roof. There were ledges far above us, and I sensed malevolent, hostile eyes peering down at us.
“Whose domain is this?” I asked, shocked as my voice echoed to fill such vastness.
At my question, Thorne came to a sudden halt and turned to face me, putting her forefinger vertically to her lips to indicate the need for silence. Blood was still dripping from her mutilated hands.
“We are still in the place between domains, but sometimes the white path gives way to tunnels that are somewhat safer—too small to accommodate anything really big and dangerous.”
“How big is the kretch, then? Grimalkin told me it was the size of a small horse. Can it follow us here?”
“It can and will,” Thorne answered. “The laws of size, matter, and distance are very different from those back on earth. It might well be catching us now. But there are worse things than its size. It was fathered by Tanaki, one of the hidden demons that dwell in the abyss. He too may come after us, but fortunately he truly is too large to enter this system of tunnels.”
“Were you waiting for me?” I asked her.
Thorne nodded. “You have friends here as well as enemies. I will do what I can to help. But why have you come? The living should not enter the dark.”
For a moment I hesitated. Could I trust Thorne? I asked myself. But then I remembered how positively Grimalkin had spoken about her. I had never heard the witch assassin speak of another with such warmth. Also, I had been alone in the dark and had not expected to be helped. My chances of success would be much greater with a brave ally such as Thorne alongside me.
“I need to find the domain of the Fiend,” I told her. “There’s a dagger under his throne. It can be used as part of a special ritual to finish him off. But what about you, Thorne? How did you know when I would arrive and where to find me?”
“We’ll talk later, and I’ll tell you some of what I know of the dark,” Thorne said. “There’s a lot for you to learn, but now we need to reach the next domain. With luck it will be the Fiend’s. Then you can get what you need and leave this place.”
I would have liked an answer to my question. However, although I had spent time in the dark, it had been as a prisoner; Thorne had survived here. So, for now, it seemed best to accept that she knew more than I did and allow her to lead.
Soon we came to the end of the tunnel system, and the white path once more stretched out into the darkness above the abyss. It looked identical to what we had left behind. For all I knew, we had somehow come about in a circle and returned to the point where I’d first entered the cave.
Thorne led the way onto the path, so I blew out the candle and pushed it into the pocket of my skirt. “How long before we reach the next domain?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Everything shifts and moves here. It’s impossible to say. I’ve not been in the dark very long. There are many who are much better at getting about, especially demons. They can get from point to point almost in the blink of an eye.”
This was a dangerous and scary place. Thorne had found me; if she could do that, then a demon servant of the Fiend might do likewise. But it was no use dwelling on such possibilities. I had to simply deal with threats as they arose.
As we walked on into the darkness and emptiness, it seemed as if nothing existed except the two of us and the white path; that, and the rhythmic crunching of our feet on the stones.
It was difficult to judge the passing of time, so I began to count my steps to try and keep track. I’d almost reached a thousand when we heard the threatening howl of the kretch behind us. It had managed to get through that narrow tunnel!
In response, Thorne began to stride faster. When the sound came again, she broke into a run, and I sprinted at her heels.
The howls became more frequent and louder. The creature was catching us. Thorne came to a sudden halt and turned to look back down the path. I followed her gaze. The creature was only just visible, but bounding toward us, getting closer and closer. All too soon I could see it in more detail.
It was as Grimalkin had described—similar to an enormous wolf—but as it drew near, I detected the significant differences. Although it ran on what seemed to be four legs, the front two limbs were like powerful, muscular arms, capable of snapping the bones of an opponent and tearing the flesh into bloody shreds. Its fur was black, but there were flecks of silver-gray on its powerful back. Set into its body were pouches from which the hilts of weapons protruded, but it also had sharp, poisonous claws. One scratch had almost killed Grimalkin, leaving her with recurrent bouts of weakness that made her vulnerable to her enemies.
I didn’t want the same thing to happen to me now. I prepared to use my magic again, but Thorne had other ideas.
“Stay behind me, Alice!” she commanded. Then she stepped forward to face the kretch.
To my astonishment, she kicked off her pointy shoes and, balancing on one leg, reached up with her left foot for the leather straps that crisscrossed her body. Gripping the hilt with her toes, she drew a blade from its sheath.
The kretch was bounding directly toward her now, eyes full of anger and hate, teeth ready to rend her body. Thorne kicked out savagely, and the blade flew from her toes, skittering across the forehead of the beast, missing its eye by a whisker. She changed legs, now balancing on the left. This time the toes of her right foot selected a blade.
I admired her calmness. The kretch was almost upon her now, but the second blade sped from her foot and buried itself up to the hilt in the beast’s left eye—right on target. It gave a roar of pain and reared up onto its hind legs, trying to tug the dagger out of its eye socket. It was then that Thorne dispatched a third blade and found the other eye.
Blood was running down the creature’s face, matting the fur and dripping from its chin. Blinded, it slashed wildly at the girl, but she was no longer there. Howling with rage and pain, it lost its balance and fell off the path. The scream faded as it plunged into the abyss, getting fainter and fainter until it could no longer be heard.
I looked for Thorne to ask if we could be sure that the kretch was gone . . . but she was already running past me and sprinting onward. “Quickly! That could bring its father, the demon Tanaki, after us!”
We ran at full pelt down the path, Thorne carrying her shoes in her mutilated left hand. I was impressed by her despatch of the kretch, but from what she’d just said we were now in even greater danger. Tanaki might arrive in the blink of an eye; we had to reach the next set of tunnels.
Another cliff face was now in sight, the path disappearing into a cave once more. As we approached it, we heard a sound that became more worrying and scary with every step we took. It began as a low rumble but quickly grew in volume and intensity, until the small white stones on the path were shaking, juddering, and jumping.
“Those sounds . . . that’s Tanaki!” cried Thorne. “He’s big—really big—and the nearer he comes, the louder they will get!”
By now even the teeth in my head were vibrating. Then the vault of darkness above was suddenly sundered by blue-white lightning. The deafening crash of thunder was simultaneous.
“Run! Run!” Thorne shouted, sprinting ahead. “That lightning means he’s almost here!”
Tanaki was still out of sight, but I sensed him getting closer and closer, and I ran at Thorne’s heels, feeling that he might appear at any second.
But soon, to my relief, we gained the refuge of a cave mouth once more.
“We’re safe for now,” Thorne said, falling to her knees. “Tanaki never gives up, though. Each time we walk the path between domains, he will be hunting us.”



CHAPTER III
WHAT MANNER OF CREATURE?

THORNE looked exhausted, and the blood still dripped where her thumbs had been. She tried to stand, but her legs buckled under her and she sat down again. “Sorry, but it looks like I need to rest up for a while. That took a lot out of me,” she said.
“Ain’t no problem. You rest until you feel better. That was a good trick, throwing knives with your feet!” I told her.
Thorne stared at me for a moment. “I’ve had to teach myself to do that. I can grip daggers with my fingers, but not half as well as I could when I had thumbs. It’s painful, too—makes it hard to concentrate. But I was trained by Grimalkin, and she taught me to improvise and never to give up.”
“Must have been good to be taught by the witch assassin,” I said. “I drew the short straw—Bony Lizzie taught me, and I had to endure two years of cruelty and misery!”
“I could never abide her,” Thorne said.
“Me neither!” I exclaimed with a smile.
“You didn’t have to be trained by her, did you?” she asked me next.
My time with the bone witch wasn’t usually something I liked to dwell on, never mind talk about. But Thorne’s words had annoyed me.
“Easy for you to say!” I said angrily. “Ain’t so easy to do, though. Didn’t want her to train me, did I? But Lizzie wasn’t one to take no for an answer. She’d decided to teach me the craft, and she got her way. That’s how it was.”
“Couldn’t you have run away?” Thorne asked.
I had tried it on several occasions, but each time she found me and dragged me back. “Whenever I did, I suffered days and nights of pain, hunger, and terror as a punishment,” I told her. “Used sprogs against me, she did. They tried to eat their way into my brain.”
Sprogs were newborn entities from the dark, still trying to understand who they were and what their place was. They had tentacles with hooks, and sharp teeth, and could bite themselves right into your head if you weren’t careful, forcing their way up your nose or into your ears.
“So mostly I did as I was told,” I continued. “If Lizzie said study, I studied. She scared me with her magic, and I remember the cutting and the big sharp knife she used. Sometimes that hurt a lot. Got scars all over my body, I have. She took blood from me most weeks to help with her spells.”
I glanced across at Thorne, who had put her hands over her ears and was shuddering, her eyes tightly closed.
“What’s wrong?” I asked when she finally took her hands away and opened her eyes to look at me.
“When you said Lizzie came at you with a knife, it reminded me of how I died,” she replied. “I have terrible flashbacks. The kretch seized me in its jaws and carried me to a mage called Bowker. Then witches held me down. I fought with all my strength, but there were too many of them. When Bowker sliced off my thumb bones, the pain was terrible, but there was something even worse. I knew it was the end of my time on earth; I’d never get to be a witch assassin like Grimalkin. And I wanted so much to follow in her footsteps. I wanted to be the best—the greatest Malkin assassin who’d ever lived. And all that was cut from me.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to bring back bad memories.”
“It’s not your fault. I just keep remembering how I died. It’ll always come back to me, again and again.”
There was a sudden noise from somewhere back down the tunnel, and we both came to our feet in an instant. Had Tanaki sent something smaller after us? I wondered.
“We need to press on. The sooner we reach the next domain, the better!” Thorne said.
I’d expected to see the path again, but we emerged from the tunnel straight into what was clearly another domain.
There was enough light radiating from the purple sky above for us to see what a terrible place we’d arrived in. There were no trees and no grass, just a vast, arid wilderness scattered with rocks and boulders. The air was very warm, with a stink of sulfur, but not as hot as the ground beneath our feet. I bent and touched it, removing my fingers quickly. It was very uneven, with long cracks that vented steam.
This was a strange and terrifying place. I wondered who it belonged to. What manner of god would make this home?
Thorne and I glanced at each other and set off up the nearest slope. When we reached the top, I could see mountains directly ahead.
“We should head over there.” Thorne pointed toward them. “From higher ground, we’ll be able to get our bearings.”
“What is this place? Who would want to live here?” I asked.
“Well, that’s a good question, Alice. You said you’ve seen Pan’s domain. It’s suited to him, isn’t it? It must be green and lush because he’s a god of nature. . . .”
I realized what she was getting at. “So what sort of creature would be happy living in this hot, barren wilderness?” I wondered. “Some sort of fire entity, no doubt.”
Thorne nodded. “That sounds likely. Whatever it is, we don’t want to meet it. It won’t be long before the owner knows we’re here and comes looking for us. We need to get out as quickly as possible. From the slopes of those mountains ahead, we might just be able to see our best route.”
There was no arguing with that, so we set off just as fast as we could. Wasn’t easy, though. Sometimes huge boulders blocked our path and we had to go around. We had a close escape when a jet of steam hissed up from the ground about ten paces to our left. Any nearer and it would have scalded our faces. It was so hot that we had to turn away.
At times the ground rumbled and shook, though not as violently as when Tanaki had come close. According to Thorne, he was mostly a threat between domains. Whatever was approaching was something peculiar to this place. I was thinking again about what sort of god would have this as his home when, as if she had read my thoughts, Thorne spoke up.
“Do you know what?” she said. “I think this is a new domain that hasn’t been around for very long. Grimalkin traveled a lot and told me about her journeys. She said that she had recently visited an island full of volcanoes. The ground there was hot underfoot, with scalding steam just like this. The fisherman she forced to take her there told her that three years earlier there had been nothing there but sea; it was a new island born of fire that had burst up out of the waves. This seems to be something similar.”
“That makes sense,” I told her. “Maybe it’s a new god, only just born. Most gods are ancient, but they all had to begin somewhere, didn’t they?”
Thorne nodded in agreement. “Grimalkin has her own ideas about that,” she said. “She’s learned things on her travels that those Pendle witches, set in their ways, wouldn’t even dream of. She thinks that a demon can sometimes grow in power until it becomes a god, or that the reverse can happen.”
I had always known that there was much I could learn from Grimalkin. Not only was she a great assassin, she had also acquired a great deal of knowledge.
“That’s true enough,” I agreed. “Old Gregory thought that about the demon called the Bane. It was trapped behind a silver gate in the labyrinth under Priestown Cathedral. Once it was a god, but because it was no longer worshiped, it gradually grew weaker.”
“I suppose it depends on what people believe,” continued Thorne. “If enough of them want something to happen, it will! You could well be right. Maybe a new god has been born here or is about to come into existence because of the worship of thousands of people somewhere back on earth.”
I shuddered at the prospect of another dark god. Weren’t there enough already? “Well, let’s hope we never meet it,” I said. “We must find our way to the Fiend’s domain. I need to get that dagger.”
We trudged onward, and I started to get thirsty—though I realized that I wasn’t the slightest bit hungry. This might be the dark, but I was here with my human body. Surely it had the same needs as back on earth. I wondered what it was like for the dead. Did Thorne need to eat?
I tried to remember how I had managed when I’d been a prisoner of the Fiend all those months ago, but could bring little to mind. When I arrived, he had immediately handed me over to his servants. At first I had been kept in a cage, and I remembered a wet sponge being pushed through the bars into my hands. I had sucked on it eagerly, desperate for any drop of moisture. Sometimes the Fiend’s servants had soaked the sponge in vinegar rather than water, and I recalled the intense, stinging pain as it made contact with my parched, cracked lips. Once they’d held me down and rubbed it into all my cuts. The memory made me more determined than ever to play my part in destroying the Fiend—no matter what it cost me.
Once again, it was difficult to judge the passing of time. Crossing the abyss, it had moved very slowly; here it flashed past, and it seemed to me that we were nearing the mountains much more quickly than we would have done back on earth. I could now see that their upper slopes were white.
“Snow and ice!” I pointed upward.
Thorne stared at the jagged peaks for a few moments, then nodded. “On earth, the higher you go, the cooler it gets. The same could apply in this domain.”
“Snow and ice mean water!” I exclaimed. “Don’t know about you, but I’ve never felt so thirsty. My mouth is so dry I can hardly swallow. If there’s ice up there and it’s hot down here, then at some point on those slopes it must turn to water. There’ll be streams running down the mountainside!”
Thorne nodded again, not saying whether she was thirsty too, and we hurried on. Soon we were climbing, once more picking our way between boulders and giving the crevices a wide berth. At any moment they could send up jets of scalding steam.
The closer we got to the mountains, the more formidable and inaccessible they appeared; soon they’d become too steep to climb. But then Thorne pointed to our left.
“There’s a gap . . . a valley. Let’s head for that.”
It proved to be a narrow ravine, no more than a hundred paces across. Two sheer walls of rock confined us on either side. It was very gloomy, and the sky was just a narrow zigzag, far above our heads.
Soon we emerged onto a plateau, and I saw what I needed. So thirsty, I was! We had reached an almost circular area surrounded on all sides. At its center was a lake . . . but after one glance at the water, my elation turned to disappointment. There was no way I could even approach it, let alone drink it. The surface bubbled and churned, and steam rose up to form a cloud above our heads. The water was boiling.
“Ain’t no chance of drinking that!” I complained, suddenly aware that the ground was hot beneath my feet too. I could feel it through my pointy shoes.
“The water must come from somewhere to fill that lake, Alice,” Thorne pointed out. “Most likely from the mountain peaks. There must be streams flowing down the slopes and across the ground toward it. They might be cooler.”
So we began to follow the curve of the rock walls that bounded the plateau, moving to our right, widdershins. Soon we met a narrow stream, but it too was sizzling across the stones and hissing steam as it wound its way toward the hot lake.
“We should keep going,” I told Thorne. “There might be something better farther along.”
We jumped across the stream and continued in the same direction. Suddenly we got lucky. Water ran down the vertical rock and fell like heavy rain five or six paces beyond it.
“Ain’t steaming,” I said. “Don’t look hot at all. Maybe it’s falling from much higher up?”
I walked toward the waterfall and cautiously stretched my fingers out into it. It was just mildly warm. Moments later, Thorne and I were both dancing around, getting soaked to the skin, laughing and shouting with happiness. I lifted my head, opened my mouth wide, and wet my cracked lips and dry tongue. Next I moved closer to the rock face, cupped my hands under the water, and drank until I’d had my fill.
It was then that I noticed something strange. Although Thorne was happy to let the water soak her and was busy washing her face and arms and hair, she wasn’t drinking anything at all.
Didn’t the dead need water and food?
But that thought was immediately driven from my head. I heard a sequence of clicks, like dry twigs being snapped underfoot. I looked about for the source of the sound. It seemed to be coming from the rock face, about four or five paces beyond the waterfall.
There was a narrow crack in the rock, and I could hear something inside it. Was it a rat? I wondered.
I was curious, but also very wary; I prepared to use my magic if I had to. Then something gleamed in the darkness. There was a loud, angry hiss, and two menacing eyes stared into mine. I backed away from the crevice. The eyes had been large—far too big for a rat. What could be hiding in a narrow crack like that? What manner of creature was down there?



CHAPTER IV
THE SKELT DOMAIN

I watched, scared silly, as a twiglike thing poked out, making a curious circling movement as if testing the air. It was gray, multijointed, and very long indeed. It looked like the leg of a giant insect. As it lowered itself to make contact with the floor, a second limb followed, making the same spiral, jerky movement. When the head emerged, I knew immediately what the creature was. Its thin head and long snout were familiar to me. I knew them only too well.
“Thorne!” I shouted, for she was still under the water. “A skelt!” I didn’t take my eyes off it as the rest of the spindly creature extricated itself from the crack.
The two segments of body were ridged and hard, as tough as armor. It was a cross between a lobster and a giant insect, with eight legs. As it stared at me, I felt the strength slowly starting to leave my body. There was power in those eyes—the ability to freeze its prey to the spot while it approached.
Skelts were very dangerous. I’d witnessed them in action, killing victims as part of a ritual practiced by water witches. They’d also attacked Tom Ward at the water mill north of Caster. Bill Arkwright had killed that one.
The long snout was a bone tube that it would stick into the throat or chest of its victims in order to suck out their blood. The creature was a vicious killer—bigger than I was, and a lot stronger, and very fast.
I knew I could fight it off with my magic, but that had to be a last resort. There were lots of reasons why I needed to keep my use of magic to a minimum; I had realized very quickly that I might need all my reserves to do what I had to do and escape from the dark.
The skelt was moving slowly toward me now, its joints clicking and creaking as it stepped delicately over the warm rocks. I could feel its power as it attempted to control my mind and freeze me to the spot as a stoat does a rabbit. I struggled and began to resist, but my strength was still draining away. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Thorne running toward me. She held a dagger in each hand, and her face was twisted with pain.
Before she reached the creature, it sensed her and turned, ready to meet her attack. I was suddenly free of its influence. This was my chance. I picked up a rock—a heavy one that I could only lift with two hands. Then I did what Bill Arkwright had done when he saved Tom Ward. As the skelt lifted its two front legs, ready to fend off Thorne’s attack, I brought the rock down on the back of its head with all my strength. There was a crack, then a crunching, squelching sound as the skelt’s head split open. Its legs collapsed under it, and it began to twitch and shake. It was dead or dying.
To my shock and astonishment, Thorne said nothing. She replaced her blades in their scabbards, knelt down beside the skelt, and began to lap the warm blood and fluid from its shattered skull.
I stepped back, horrified.
Thorne looked up and saw the expression on my face. Her lips were covered in blood. It began to trickle down from the corner of her mouth and drip off her chin. “What are you looking at me like that for?” she shouted. “It’s what we need to keep up our strength. It’s what the dead have to do in the dark. How else could we survive?”
She continued to drink the blood in greedy, desperate gulps, ignoring me.
Sickened, I couldn’t watch. I turned my back on her and walked slowly away from the rock face, heading back toward the boiling lake. As I walked, I gradually began to calm down. Lots of Pendle witches used blood magic, but usually it was only small amounts. The rest of the time they ate normal food, like mutton, bacon, and bread. It was true that Lizzie had had a good appetite for rats’ blood, but the only witches who gorged themselves on blood as Thorne was doing now were dead ones, bound to their bones, like those in the dell east of Pendle.
The rules must be different here—as I was starting to find out. This was the dark, and the dead here needed blood. How then could I judge or blame Thorne? She was just doing what was necessary in order to survive.
Although I was still some distance away from the lake, I realized that I could already feel warmth on my face. It was giving off far more heat than could be accounted for by the hot water flowing into it. Maybe there was volcanic activity directly below it? What if it suddenly exploded in a great surge of fire and boiling water?
I came to a halt. Suddenly I was afraid of the bubbling, churning lake. I sniffed quickly three times, trying to find out what threat it posed. I’ve always been good at sniffing things out. Some witches are better at it than others, but the skill came easily to me. It was one of the few things that seemed to impress Bony Lizzie when she first began my training. This time I was having difficulty gathering information. I tried again—three more quick sniffs.
I still couldn’t find precisely what the threat from the boiling lake was. I felt that something might emerge from it at any time.
Then, as I watched, some small creature came crawling out of the lake toward me. How could that be? How could anything actually live in water of that temperature?
Another of the creatures emerged, and then another. Within seconds there were at least a dozen, all heading in my direction.
That was when I realized that they were not small after all. The lake was much farther away than I had thought. The creatures only appeared small because of the distance between us. But they were moving fast and getting larger and larger—which meant they were getting steadily closer.
Suddenly I knew what they were. The fact that they’d been some distance away and had crawled out of a boiling lake had delayed that realization.
They were skelts, too!
I turned and ran back toward Thorne. “Skelts! More skelts!” I shouted at the top of my voice.
She looked up from where she was still feeding from the skelt’s head, and at first did nothing but stare at me. I knew she was looking toward the lake, beyond me. She too would be able to see the creatures.
Slowly she came to her feet but stayed where she was. She was brave, Thorne, and I knew that she would wait until we were level before running herself. She was truly loyal—Grimalkin had made sure of that—and would not flee while I was still in danger.
I was right. As I came alongside her, Thorne gestured toward the plateau, and we sprinted toward it, stride for stride. We ran hard, and soon the breath was rasping in my throat—though Thorne seemed full of energy, her breaths still coming easily. Was that a result of the blood that she’d just drunk?
I glanced back a couple of times, but although the skelts still seemed to be following us, they were not gaining on us. I needed to catch my breath, so I paused at the edge of the narrow ravine, pulling Thorne to my side, and looked back.
The skelts seemed to have abandoned their chase. They had turned and were slowly moving back toward the steaming lake.
Why would they give up? Perhaps they didn’t want to venture too far from their home?
Thorne and I turned and continued at a brisk walk.
“They came out of boiling water,” I puzzled. “Skelts couldn’t live in such conditions.”
“Things are different here,” Thorne reminded me. “These are skelts that died back on earth. Different rules apply. . . . Now that they’ve retreated, we need to climb again. We need to look for signs of the gate.”
I didn’t know what she meant. “Are we looking for another wall of rock and a cave to take us back onto the path between the domains? Is that what you mean by a gate?”
“No. Getting out of a domain is not the same as getting in. An exit gate is so full of magic, it usually gives off a beam of maroon light. It’s easy to see in the dark, but very difficult if a domain is well lit. Don’t suppose it ever gets that light in this one, so we shouldn’t have too much trouble. But we’ll see it more easily if we’re higher up.”
Soon, after crunching up a windy, steaming path of volcanic rock, we did indeed catch sight of it. Thorne spotted it first but had to point it out twice before I saw it. It was a thin vertical beam of maroon light.
We took careful note of its position, then set off down the slope toward it. We were both nervous that the owner of the domain might find us before we could get away.
“Sniff it out!” Thorne commanded. “And tell me what it smells like.”
I sniffed three times and instantly got the direction of the beam, which was invisible from our present position. There was a strong stench of rotten eggs.
“Eggs!” I cried, wrinkling my nose. “It’s like stinky eggs!”
“That’s right, Alice. So remember that smell—it’s another way to locate a gate. Sometimes you can’t see the maroon light.”
As we neared the gate, Thorne led me to the left, and we approached it at an angle. What had been a vertical line changed first into a crescent, gradually giving way to an oval shape. When we were standing directly before it, I saw its true form.
The gate was made up of three concentric rotating circles of maroon light floating in the air at about waist height. Through it I glimpsed another landscape—something very different from this volcanic wasteland.
Its position made it difficult to access. I approached it nervously.
“You have to dive through without touching the edge,” Thorne instructed. “Catch it by accident, and you could lose a limb. The edge of the gate is sharper than one of Grimalkin’s blades! You go first. I’ll follow. Once you’re through, go into a forward roll.”
So I prepared to dive through the gate—into who knows what.



CHAPTER V
THE DOWNCAST DEAD

I threw myself into a forward roll, as Thorne had told me, and hit soft ground. She came to her feet behind me, clutching her blades, looking ready for anything.
It was night, but the air was warmer than the County on a summer’s day. There was that same damp feeling as if, despite the clear skies, rain wasn’t far away. It was quite a relief after the dry heat of the last domain. The sky was black and seemingly clear of cloud, though I could see no stars.
Directly ahead of us was a grassy slope. Without speaking, we began to climb it. As we came to the summit, I saw a full moon low on the horizon.
It was blood red.
I had witnessed such a moon before, on the night the Pendle witches brought the Fiend through a portal to our world—the same night the Malkin clan had sent their witch assassin to hunt down Tom Ward and kill him.
Somewhere ahead, I heard seabirds calling and, before we reached the summit, another harsh, rhythmic sound—the surge and ebb of the sea on a shingle beach.
At the top, we paused and looked down. Below us was what appeared to be a large coastal town. Its huddle of narrow streets sloped down to meet the wide curve of a bay. Fishing boats bobbed at anchor or lay stranded on the beach, where a red tide was lapping hungrily at the pebbles.
“Is this the Fiend’s domain?” I asked, staring up at that scary red moon, sure that I was right and very relieved to have found it so quickly.
But to my dismay, Thorne shook her head, looking tense; I thought I saw fear in her eyes. “I’ve never been in the Fiend’s domain, so I don’t know what to expect,” she explained, “but I do know where we are now. This is one of the most dangerous domains of all. It’s where most of the human dead who belong to the dark congregate. It’s full of dead witches and abhumans, not to mention demons and other entities that prey upon them. This is where I first came when I died. I got out of here just as quick as I could!”
“It was the blood moon that made me think this place belonged to the Fiend. It’s like the scary one we all saw that night he came to earth,” I said.
“That moon never sets here; it’s fixed in one position. It’s always dark. This is a terrible place,” Thorne murmured.
“Ain’t no point in going down there, then, is there? Best thing we can do is follow in your footsteps,” I told her. “We need to get out of here right away.”
But Thorne shook her head. “I wish it were that simple, Alice . . . I do know the way out. There is only one in this domain, but it’s in that ugly, dangerous town. If we want to leave here, we have to go into those streets.”
This was bad. A town full of such entities offered a whole range of threats. And if the place scared Thorne—said by Grimalkin to be one of the bravest people she’d ever met—it certainly scared me.
“I could have lots of enemies down there,” I told her. “Will they know I’m here? I did my best to cloak myself.”
Thorne nodded. “Even with the most powerful cloaking imaginable, there are still ways, especially as you’re still alive. It’s very rare to see a living person here. It sends out strange ripples into the dark, and some of the dead will be skilled at sniffing out where you are.”
“Wouldn’t like to meet up with Bony Lizzie,” I said. She was the first of many enemies who came to mind. There were lots of things that witch would like to pay me back for. I remembered how I’d helped Tom escape from the pit near Chipenden where Lizzie had imprisoned him. That had led to Old Gregory capturing her and throwing her into a pit in his garden. But she wasn’t the only one I needed to fear.
“And there are others whose days I’ve ended or helped to end. They could all be waiting for me,” I told Thorne.
Thorne wouldn’t meet my gaze. She bit her bottom lip and turned her back on me.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
She swiveled round to face me. For a moment I thought I saw her eyes glisten with tears, but then I wondered if it was just a trick of the light. That strange moon had made it look like they were filled with blood.
“There’ll be plenty waiting for me, too,” said Thorne. “I helped Grimalkin for several years, and there are a fair number whose lives I ended with just my own blades. That’s all the more reason to move quickly. Let’s make for the gate without further delay.”
What she said made sense. The longer we waited up here, the more likely it was that our enemies would be able to sniff us out. So we began to descend the slope toward the town.
As we walked, I decided to bring up the subject of the dead drinking blood. There were things that I needed to know, and I also wanted to make up for my reaction when Thorne had drunk the skelt’s blood. It was best to get it out into the open and find out what the situation was.
“So the dead need blood. What happens if you resist and don’t drink it?” I asked.
“It’s impossible to resist.” Thorne’s voice was full of passion, and I knew she must have struggled to fight against it. “The hunger for blood just grows and grows until you can’t resist it anymore.”
“So what about me?” I asked. “Is the rule different for someone who enters the dark while still alive?” I had felt no urge to drink the blood of that dead skelt, only disgust. “The truth is, I ain’t hungry for food at all. I just get thirsty from time to time.”
“I’ve got bad news for you, Alice. All you can do is drink water. You can’t afford to eat anything here. If you drink blood or eat anything at all, you can never go back to the world of the living. That’s just the way things are here—one of the rules that you have to follow. It’s not likely that you’ll feel any urge to eat. But the truth is, at the moment you are using up your body’s life force. That’s what’s feeding you. You’re drawing on your own reserves. Stay in the dark too long, and you’d use it all up. You’d return a dry husk and wouldn’t live for more than a few weeks—or even days. So that’s all the more reason to find what you need quickly and get out of here.”
It was usually good to know the truth, but every new piece of information made my situation appear worse. However, there were many more reasons other than my own survival to hasten my return to the County.
“You’re right, Thorne,” I told her. “I have to get back with the dagger in time to complete the ritual at Halloween. Grimalkin may be powerful, but she can’t keep the Fiend’s head out of the clutches of his supporters forever. There are too many of them, and they’ll catch up with her one day. I need to get back before that happens. Is that one of the reasons why you’re helping me, Thorne—to help Grimalkin?”
By way of reply, Thorne gave a barely perceptible nod. She had died at the hands of the Fiend’s servants. No doubt revenge was another of her motives. Then I thought of another question. It was something I didn’t really want to dwell on, but I had to know the worst.
“What happens to those who die here in the dark?”
“If the dead die again here, they crumble away to nothing and cease to exist. It means oblivion. After a while, some of the dead don’t struggle to survive anymore. They’d rather be nothing than exist in eternal torment here in the dark. That would be my fate. But I don’t know about the consequences for you, Alice. I’ve seen no other living people here. Maybe there are others who know what happens. . . .”
I hadn’t intended to linger in the dark longer than necessary anyway, but none of this was good to hear.
It was then, as we drew closer, that I noticed something about the town below us. It was mainly formed of a network of narrow streets and small houses that led down to the shingle beach, but there were a few larger buildings. One of these looked a bit like a castle, and there was at least one church and a couple of what looked like warehouses that, back on earth, might have been used to store grain.
“Is that a castle?” I pointed at the largest structure, set on the very highest of the streets.
“No. That’s the basilica—it’s a big church, like a cathedral back on earth,” Thorne replied.
I frowned in puzzlement. The only cathedral I’d ever seen before was the one in Priestown, the most important church in the County, which had a really tall steeple. This building had a square tower rather than a spire, but its size was impressive. What would a big church like that be doing in the dark?
“Do people in the dark go to church and pray?”
“Yes, they pray,” replied Thorne. “But it’s not like back on earth where folk say their prayers to God. As you know, the dead here mostly worship the Fiend, though some pray to other dark deities like the Morrigan or Golgoth, the Lord of Winter. Well, there are altars to all of them in the basilica.”
“There must be some who don’t bow to any god—some who are enemies of the Fiend here, too?” I was wondering if somebody might be able to protect us as we traveled through this domain.
“There are a few who might just help us if we get into serious trouble,” Thorne told me. “We do have friends here that we could call upon if our need is great enough. But I wouldn’t count on it. We can only do that if our situation is dire. We’d be putting them in serious danger.”
I could only hope that it wouldn’t come to that. But I would do whatever it took to get the dagger back to Tom. “So whereabouts is the exit from this domain?” I asked Thorne next.
“The gate never stays in the same place for long; it drifts around. I know that some of the stronger entities here can manipulate its location. Sometimes they charge a price for using it. We’ll have to search for it. We’ll sniff it out eventually.”
“But you left this domain once before, Thorne. Did you have to pay a price then?”
Thorne nodded. “Blood is the currency here. I paid them in blood.”
I didn’t like to think about what she’d been forced to do, but I had to question her. I thought I should know all the details of what I might have to face. But before I could speak, Thorne had turned her back on me and was striding along at a rapid pace.
We came to the foot of the slope, and the ground leveled out. Between us and the first buildings, which showed no lights in their windows, was an area of flat, soggy ground with a few dead trees and tufts of marsh grass. Thorne led the way, and we squelched forward, our pointy shoes sinking deeper into the marsh the farther we walked.
In the distance I could just see a few figures. The moon was behind the buildings, and it was hard to make them out in the gloom, but there were both men and women. They walked along, apparently aimlessly. One was going around in a circle; I heard a faint muttering but couldn’t catch any words.
“They’re known as the Lost,” Thorne explained. “They don’t know that they’re dead, and their memories of earth are muddled. They’re the easiest prey of all—their blood is easy to take so they don’t last long.”
At last the ground became firmer. As we left the marsh, however, I suddenly started to feel as if I was being watched, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up on end. Twice I looked over my shoulder, but there was nobody there. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw movement.
“There’s something over there to our left. . . .” I kept my voice low. A shadowy thing had seemed to rise up from the marsh but had disappeared as soon as I’d glanced at it.
“Just keep walking and don’t look at it directly,” Thorne advised. “Don’t worry, the things that inhabit these dark dwellings and the outer marsh are usually the ones that aren’t strong enough to survive in the town. It’s most likely a glipp.”
I had never heard the term, but Thorne explained. “It’s a low-level elemental that likes mud and stagnant pools. A demon would gobble it up in an instant, and it’s probably nervous about us, but I know that sometimes they get really hungry, and that can make them desperate.”
We reached the first of the buildings—a two-story house with cracked windows and tattered lace curtains. It was dark inside, but I spotted a curtain twitching, and then something thin and gray moving away, back into the front room.
“That’s probably nothing to worry about, either,” said Thorne. “As I said, the most dangerous entities congregate either near the waterfront, or in and around the basilica.”
I could only hope that she was right. She was the only friend I had down here.
We were now walking along a narrow alley between two stone buildings, but I could see lights ahead and hear the murmur of voices. Moments later, we emerged onto a busy cobbled street that sloped upward, away from us. Candles flickered behind windows, and there were torches on wall brackets on the dark side of the street, which was untouched by the baleful glare of the blood moon. But this was like no place on earth.
For one thing, rather than being gray, as they usually were in the County, these cobbles were black and shiny like cobs of coal. But the most sinister thing was the drain that ran beside the street, close to the houses on our left. A dark liquid trickled along it toward us. I gasped as I realized that it looked like old blood—the stuff that is swept from the floor of a butcher’s shop when the day’s business is over. I could smell it; there was a sickening coppery taint in the air.
There were people, too—the dead, who shuffled along with their eyes fixed on the cobbles. Mostly their clothes were in tatters, their shoes down at the heels. One woman with dark, matted hair had a red gash in her throat, from which protruded the hilt of a dagger; blood was trickling from it, and the front of her dress was saturated.
I glanced sideways at Thorne. Her mutilated hands were still bleeding too. So the manner of your death was carried over into the dark domain of the dead. . . . If I was right, then I might soon see far worse horrors than these.
“Fix your eyes on the ground!” Thorne hissed. “Otherwise you’ll draw attention to us!”
I glanced sideways and saw that she was walking with her head bowed. I did the same, though I wondered why it mattered.
“Everyone is looking at the ground anyway, so how can they notice how we carry ourselves?” I whispered back.
“There’ll be more time for questions later, Alice.” Thorne muttered this so low, I could hardly hear her. “It’s not these folk we have to worry about. These are what we call the downcast dead, poor weak souls who are mostly just prey. What do you think the strong feed on? These dead are just a source of blood—that’s the currency here!”



CHAPTER VI
PREDATORS AND PREY

WE turned a corner, and another similar street stretched ahead, still continuing upward. There were more of the same shuffling dead, and more candlelit windows too—behind them, I sensed unseen hostile eyes watching us.
Suddenly I heard an eerie screech in the distance. I shivered, filled with dread. I knew I had heard that sound before . . . where?
The cry came again. This time it was much louder. Whatever had made it was traveling fast and heading our way.
The third time it echoed along that narrow cobbled street, I realized that it was coming from the sky. And instantly I knew what it was. It was the screech of a corpse fowl, sometimes called a nightjar; a bird that flies by night in the County. I’d used that eldritch cry myself as a secret night-time signal when I wanted to contact Agnes Sowerbutts. How could I have forgotten? Then a chill went down my spine as I remembered someone who’d had one as a familiar. Someone Grimalkin had killed and sent here to the dark: Morwena, the most powerful of the water witches, and another child of the Fiend.
The prospect of meeting her filled me with dread. She’d had great strength and speed, and a bloodeye that could freeze you to the spot while she ripped you to pieces and drank your blood. She’d been dangerous in life, and might be even more terrible now that she was dead. My heart began to race with anxiety.
The bird came into sight and swooped low over the rooftops, its plumage lit to fire by the light of the blood moon. To my surprise, within seconds it had disappeared, and when I heard its cry again, it sounded some distance away. Was it still looking for us, just as it had searched for Tom Ward in the marsh near Bill Arkwright’s water mill? If it had indeed spotted us, its terrifying mistress would soon appear. Of this I was certain.
With Tom Ward’s help, Grimalkin had killed both Morwena and her familiar. And I’d certainly played my part in the days that led up to her death—as she would no doubt have learned from others in the dark. I was her enemy, and she’d be out for revenge.
There was one thing that worked in my favor, though . . . something that made the threat from her less immediate. Morwena’s natural environment was water, and she could not survive outside a wet or marshy environment for too long. Away from water, she soon weakened. And this city was full of cobbled streets; the only liquid I’d seen so far was blood.
But what if the rules were different here? After all, she was one of the dead. Did she still need a watery environment to protect her?
Then, in the distance, from the direction of the basilica, I heard a bell begin to toll, each powerful chime vibrating through my teeth and jaw. It seemed that even the black cobbles beneath my feet were resonating with that terrible sound.
Thorne took my arm, pulling me off the street and into a narrow alley. She pressed down on my shoulder, indicating that we should crouch.
The toll of the bell stopped at thirteen. Almost immediately I heard a scream from farther down the street, and then, much closer, someone began to wail in anguish.
“What’s happening?” I asked, keeping my voice low.
Thorne put her lips close to my ear and began to whisper. “That bell tolls frequently, but the precise time cannot be predicted, so it is never safe to walk these streets. The bell marks what is known as the choosing. If you are chosen to die again, you are summoned at the final chime—a terrible commanding voice booms out within your mind, and you must go directly to the basilica to be drained unto death.”
“What if the chosen don’t go?”
“Most cannot resist the voice, but in any case, it is better to obey the summons. Those who do so die their second death with little pain. Those who flee are hunted down without mercy and suffer a long, cruel end.”
“Have you seen that happen?” I asked.
“Yes, once, not long after I died and found myself here. I watched a group of witches drag a man to the ground in the market square behind the basilica and slowly rip him to pieces. There were bits of his body strewn across the cobbles, but he was still screaming.”
I cringed at the thought, but I sensed that there was something Thorne had not told me. I was right.
“This is a dangerous time for another reason,” she admitted. “Immediately after the bell, there is a brief period when predators have a license to hunt whoever they like. A single chime follows, signaling that this time is over.”
There were more screams from the street, and close by, deeper into the darkness of the alley, I heard someone moaning—though whether in pain or fear, it was impossible to tell. One part of me wanted to investigate the sound and offer some help or consolation; the other was too scared to move. Even if I had forced myself into action, Thorne was still gripping my shoulder very tightly, and it would have been difficult to move.
Twice, something swooped low over our hiding place, first from left to right, and then the other way, as if it had missed us the first time but, sensing that we were there, had come back for a second look. It wasn’t the corpse fowl, I was sure of that; it was far too big.
A moment later the creature returned, letting out a cry like the raucous screech of a giant crow. This time it didn’t swoop over us. It hovered directly above our heads, and I had time to see it properly for the first time. It bore some resemblance to a bat, but it was at least as long as a human is tall, and extremely thin, with long, leathery, bone-tipped wings and glowing red eyes. It also had four spindly limbs, terminating not in feet, but in clawed hands.
“We are its chosen prey!” cried Thorne, rising to her feet, ready to defend us.
Whatever it was didn’t look too powerful—though appearances could be deceptive. The claws were murderously sharp, and no doubt it had agility and speed.
Reluctantly I prepared to use my magic, but just when I thought the creature was about to dive and attack, a single deep peal of the bell rang out over the rooftops. In response, it gave a shriek, flapped its leathery wings, and flew away.
Thorne pointed to the entrance of the alley, and we rose to our feet again. “We’ll be safe until the next time the bell chimes.”
“At least the period when predators can hunt is short,” I commented. Luck seemed to be on our side for now.
“That’s true, but often a predator spots a likely prey and stalks it while remaining unseen. You never know where danger will strike.”
“So that thing will keep track of us till the next hunting period. . . .” I realized.
Thorne nodded. “The entity that hovered directly above us is called a chyke. It’s one of a class of lesser demons but is dangerous because it often hunts in flocks. It has marked us now and will be able to sniff us out. It might even pass on that information to others of its kind so that they can join in the hunt. The longer we stay here, the greater the threat.”
“What about Tanaki?” I asked. “Can we be sure he won’t follow us here?”
“There’s a risk that he might come after us,” Thorne admitted. “But mostly he haunts the path and the area between domains. That’s where we’ll be in most danger from him. That’s where he’ll be waiting for us.”
We stepped back out into the street, and when Thorne bowed her head this time, I immediately did likewise and followed at her heels. Soon she turned left into an even narrower street, which climbed up in steps. Ahead, rising above the houses, I saw the threatening bulk of the basilica tower, bathed in the eerie light of the blood moon; we seemed to be heading directly toward it.
The dead were still shuffling along before and behind us. Those heading upward walked on the left side of the street, keeping close to the drain and its trickling blood; those coming toward us kept to the right. All had downcast eyes.
“Where are all these people going?” I asked.
“Some are going to the basilica to worship. Others might be going to feed. There are blood shops, where victims are trapped and then slowly drained. A measure of blood is the reward for information regarding the whereabouts of someone who’s fled the choosing. That happens a lot. It’s dog-eat-dog here.”
“What’s the point of looking down and avoiding eye contact if predators can come from the sky?” I thought back to the chyke.
“Some of those who hunt are shape-shifters. They may be walking behind us in human guise, waiting for their moment to strike. Many of them have the power to freeze you to the spot with a glance, or plant a thought in your mind that will compel you to wait somewhere, ready for the tolling of the bell. So to look another of the dead in the eye is very risky.”
“Could we be chosen?” I asked, filled with terror at the thought of hearing a voice in my head summoning me to the basilica.
“You’re not dead, Alice, so you’re safe enough—from that, at least. But, yes, I could be chosen. That’s why I got out of this domain so quickly; that’s why it’s such a risk to come back.”
I nodded, appreciating how brave she was being in volunteering to help me. In some ways, she was in more danger than I was. I began to wonder if it would be kinder to say thank you, send her on her way, and face the danger alone from now on.
Despite her warning about keeping my eyes down, I risked a glance upward at the basilica. There was something about it that made me feel uneasy. I had seen the citadel of the Ordeen in Greece emerge from a vortex of fire; I would never forget its three twisted spires, with their long narrow windows, through which I glimpsed demons and other entities moving to and fro.
I’d also been brought as a prisoner to trial in Priestown and had stared up at the fearful gargoyle over the main entrance of its cathedral—the image of the terrible entity called the Bane. I had walked the labyrinth in the tunnels beneath it, and eventually had been held in thrall to that demon. . . .
Both were scary places, but this basilica of the dead, lit by the moon to the color of blood, terrified me in a different way. As yet, I knew not why.
The higher we climbed, the narrower the street became. The blood moon illuminated the rooftops, but the house fronts and cobbles were in darkness, the torches now few and far between.
There were also fewer of the dead around. Thorne had taken the lead, but I noticed that her pace was gradually slowing. Eventually she came to a halt and sniffed loudly three times. Then she turned round, and the look on her face terrified me.
“It couldn’t be worse,” she said. “The gate is now right inside the basilica.”
“I suppose it ain’t likely that it’s just drifted there?” I said. Did one of my enemies know I was looking for it? I wondered.
“You’re right there, Alice. It certainly won’t be here by chance,” replied Thorne. “Powerful servants of the Fiend will have moved it there so that you will be forced to enter. They’ll be waiting for you.”
“It’s a trap.” I took a deep breath. “But I have to go on. Time is running out, and I have to get that dagger, whatever the cost. But there’s no need for you to come too, Thorne. I’m grateful for your help—you’ve risked enough already.”
Thorne raised her head and looked me straight in the eye. “There’s another way, Alice.” Her voice was soft. “I know a place where friends are waiting to help you—the ones I mentioned earlier.”
“Friends?” I asked. “Who are they?”
“Some of them you might know; others are enemies of the Fiend, and that makes them your friends too. I wasn’t going to accept their offer of help. I don’t want to put them in danger. But now that the gate has been moved within the basilica, we have no choice. We need their help. They might know a way to get us inside without being detected.”
“Do you mean there are secret entrances?” I asked. I remembered the tunnel that led from the ruined chapel into the dungeons of Malkin Tower.
“There could be. Some of these people have been here a very long time. They know almost everything about the dark.”
I nodded. “Let’s go and meet them,” I agreed.
Thorne continued in the direction of the basilica until its massive bulk loomed over the rooftops. She led us toward a house that was larger than the others I’d seen. It wasn’t terraced, but set back from the narrow cobbled lane on what appeared to be its own piece of land, full of tall weeds and nettles.
As we approached it, our feet squelched across soggy ground. The front door was slightly ajar, and Thorne didn’t knock. She eased it open and led us through an empty room to some stone steps that led downward.
As our pointy shoes clip-clopped on the stone, signaling our arrival, I became more and more uneasy. I could never have walked down these particular steps before, but they reminded me of something from my past, something scary and terrible.
We emerged into a cellar that spread out over a larger area than the old house above us. About half of it was taken up by a big pit full of murky water. I knew this place now. It was the exact replica of a certain cellar back on earth . . . a place I remembered all too well.
Against the wall stood a single large chair.
It was occupied.
Facing me was a large, podgy-faced woman with piggy eyes. Her hair was gray and unkempt. She was scowling at me from under her bristly eyebrows, hatred radiating from every pore of her body.
It was Betsy Gammon, an old enemy of mine. Someone who had plenty of cause to do me harm.
This was a trap.
Thorne had betrayed me.



CHAPTER VII
HOW IT BEGAN

TO explain about Betsy Gammon, I have to go way back to my time with Lizzie.
I was born just east of Pendle in the shadow of that big, brooding hill. My kin were witches, and so there was badness in my blood. It was inevitable that I would be trained as a witch, and I had two years of learning the dark craft from one of the most powerful witches of all—Bony Lizzie. It was a difficult two years. She taught me a lot of dark stuff, and there were things that happened during my time with her—things I’ve never told my friend Tom Ward; dark, scary things that led me to my first confrontation with Betsy.
One of the worst weeks I ever spent with Lizzie was when she took me with her to try and kill a spook.
I was down in the cellar of her dark, dingy cottage, studying. I heard the clip-clip of her pointy shoes coming down the cold stone steps. I was surprised. There was still another hour until midnight, and I wasn’t expecting Lizzie until dawn—she had gone off to meet the rest of the Malkin coven.
I looked up from my book just as she moved into the candlelight. Wasn’t a bad-looking woman, Lizzie, with dark hair and big eyes, but she scowled a lot. Muttered under her breath, too—spells and curses mostly—and I could tell she was in a foul mood now, because the corners of her mouth were twitching.
“That’s enough reading for now. We’re off to Bury,” she said.
It was the middle of the night, and I wasn’t best pleased by this news. I was tired and looking forward to crawling into bed. “Where’s that?” I asked.
“It’s a village not far south of Ramsbottom.”
I’d never heard of Ramsbottom either. I’d lived in the Pendle district all my life and didn’t know much of the County beyond that.
“Got work to do, we have. Dark work,” Lizzie hissed. “Coven business. We drew straws, and of the thirteen, mine was the shortest. The witch assassin is busy elsewhere, so it’s down to me now. I’m going to kill a spook. Deserves to die, he does. We cursed him before, but somehow he survived. Messed with us far too long, and now he’s got it coming.”
Lizzie must have seen the reluctance in my face, and she scowled at me. “Right, girl! You’ve dawdled long enough. On your feet, or you’ll wish you’d never been born!” She stamped her foot. Immediately, nasty twitchy things with tentacles and sharp teeth began to form in the darkest corners of the room, places where the flickering light from the candle flame couldn’t reach.
They were sprogs from the dark—those newborn entities, still trying to understand who they were and what their place was. Lizzie could summon them to do her bidding, and she was good at that. They could terrify, torment, or even kill if there were enough of them. I shuddered. Lizzie loved to use them against me—she knew how scared of them I was. The first time she set sprogs on me, she’d told me the story of a young Malkin girl who’d been killed by them. The witch training her had been old and a bit absentminded. She’d summoned the sprogs to punish the girl for burning the toast, but then forgot all about them. She was deaf, too, so she didn’t hear the screams. And when she finally went looking for the girl, it was too late. Her brain had been eaten clean away. Her eyes were empty sockets, and there were bloody holes all over her where the sprogs had eaten their fill and left the body.
That was why I was so terrified. If I didn’t get up right away, the most powerful ones would come closer and start to nip and scratch. I’d have to close my mouth firmly and pinch my nostrils to stop any from getting up my nose. But while I was doing that, they’d be trying to get into my ears. . . . I just didn’t have enough hands to fight them off. The pain would get worse and worse, while my panic slowly grew. It was a nasty experience, and I really believed that if I angered Lizzie enough, one day she’d walk away and leave me to be eaten.
So I closed the grimoire, Lizzie’s oldest book of spells, got up, and pushed my stool underneath the table. As the sprogs started to fade away, I blew out the candle and followed her up the stairs.
We were off to kill a spook, and I didn’t like the sound of that one little bit. This was well before I met John Gregory, Tom Ward’s master. At that time I had only heard witches’ tales about them—that they were our enemies and they fought ghosts, ghasts, boggarts, and malevolent witches like Lizzie. I believed that to fall into their hands was the worst fate possible. Some would throw you into pits and leave you to rot there for the rest of your miserable life. Or they might cut out your heart and eat it to stop you from coming back from the dead.
I did know that some spooks were better at their job than others. If this spook had messed with Lizzie’s coven, which was the most dangerous one in Pendle, he was no doubt brave and knew what he was doing. Maybe sorting out witches was his specialty? In that case, he’d have a silver chain and lots of pits ready to bind his victims.
Didn’t fancy spending the rest of my life in a pit, did I? But I had no choice, so I followed Lizzie out into the night.
Lizzie was in a rush. We set off south at a fair old pace, and I struggled to keep up. But just before dawn, we settled down in a wood to pass the daylight hours. I was tired and was pleased that Lizzie let me sleep right through until dusk, when she sent me out hunting for rabbits. I was good at that—been able to set traps since I was a little girl, I have. I also knew how to charm a rabbit. If you whispered in exactly the right way, they’d come right to your hand.
I caught two and came back to find that she’d already made a fire, so I set to work cooking our supper. Sometimes Lizzie liked her meat raw—she had a taste for rats—but on this occasion she was content to eat her rabbit straight from the cooking spit.
“You’re lucky to be coming with me, girl.” She licked her fingers. “There’s not many has the chance to see a spook get his comeuppance.”
“How are you going to sort him, Lizzie?” I asked nervously. I kept imagining the spook catching me and burying me alive in a pit, where I’d have to survive by eating slugs, snails, and rats. Lizzie had taught me the spell to summon a rat, but I knew I’d never be able to face eating one raw.
“There’s lots of ways, girl.” For once Lizzie seemed pleased at my interest. “We could try cursing him, but that’s slow, and spooks, being seventh sons of seventh sons, have some immunity to it. So we’ve got to get in close and do it the hard way. Best way would be to get someone else to kill him for us.”
“Who’d do that?” I asked. “Would you put a spell on someone?” There were spells of compulsion that could make people do things against their will, especially men. Men are much easier to control than women. And Lizzie was cruel, with a strange sense of humor—especially when it came to men. There was a miller who worked just south of Sabden village, a big man with more hair on his arms than on his head. Whenever we passed, she had him running up and down on all fours, barking like a dog.
“Why waste a spell when you can get the spook’s enemies to do it for you?” she snapped.
“Do we know any of his enemies who live nearby?” I asked. No doubt he would have lots in Pendle, but we were strangers here.
“That we do, girl, but not personally. Just their names. Annie Cradwick and Jessie Clegg—ever heard of them?”
I shook my head.
“Not really surprising. Both of ’em were daft enough to get married and change their names. But they’re both from Pendle originally. And when their husbands died, they started to practice the craft again. This spook caught and killed ’em both within a month of each other, and now they’re bound in graves in his garden. Once released, those two dead witches will happily do our work for us.”
We set off south again and arrived on the outskirts of Bury a couple of hours before dawn. Dark as it was, it didn’t take Lizzie long to find the spook’s house. He lived about a mile east of the village, down a narrow farm track. I learned that the coven had been spying on him to search out his weaknesses, but I could see that the house certainly wasn’t one of them. As Lizzie pointed out, its only defensive flaw was that it could be overlooked from a nearby hill. That’s where we settled ourselves down to watch, hidden among the scrub and long grass at its summit.
The spook’s house was two stories high, with an extensive garden enclosed by a stone wall that had only one big gate. Inside the garden there was a grove of trees; somewhere beneath their branches lay the graves of the two witches.
There were no lights showing from the house, but we watched until sunrise, then took it in turns to sleep, Lizzie doing most of the sleeping. Although we stared all day until our eyes ached, still there was no sign of life.
“He must be away,” said Lizzie as the sun started to set. “We’ll give it an hour, then go down and have a look around.”
“Shall I catch us some rabbits first?” I asked. I was famished.
Lizzie shook her head. “Work first, eat later!” she snapped.
“What’s the spook’s name?”
“His name? What does that matter, girl? He’ll be dead soon, and he won’t need a name where he’s going!”
“Not even for his grave?” I asked.
Lizzie smirked. “Won’t be anything left of him to bury once those witches get their teeth and claws into him. Want revenge, they do, for spending years in the cold, damp ground.”
The hour passed quickly, but I could tell that Lizzie was nervous. Witches like Lizzie use long-sniffing to detect approaching danger. It was something I’d found very easy to learn—to tell the truth, I thought I was already better at it than Lizzie. But it doesn’t work on a spook, because they’re seventh sons of seventh sons, so I knew she was worried that he might return while we were in his garden.
Darkness fell, but the sky was clear and there was a horned moon above, casting enough silvery light for us to see by. At last Lizzie led us down to the garden wall. The gate was made of iron, which causes witches lots of pain, so I knew she wouldn’t want to climb over that. She gave me a wicked smile and nodded toward the stone wall.
“Over you go, girl. Be quick about it. Call me once you’ve checked that it’s safe!”
Didn’t want to take any chances, did she? I was the one who had to take the risks. Still, I had no choice, so I clambered up and, once on top, lowered myself carefully until I was facing the inside of the wall. Dropping the remaining few feet, I bent my knees to lessen the impact and rolled over onto the grass. Then I kept perfectly still and listened. I was nervous. It seemed a terrible risk to trespass on a spook’s land like this.
I could hear a slight breeze whistling through the nearby trees, but apart from that, and a single hoot from a distant owl, all was silent.
“Is it safe?” Lizzie hissed.
I sniffed quickly three times. It seemed safe enough to me.
I came slowly to my feet and called back that it was all clear. Moments later, after landing with a thud on the soft ground, the witch was standing beside me. “Nice to see you still in one piece,” she said with a sneer. “Never can tell what traps and snares a spook might use to protect his property. Take Old Gregory of Chipenden—he’s the strongest spook in the County, and he’s got himself a powerful boggart guarding his land. It tears any intruder to pieces.”
Without a backward glance, Lizzie set off toward the grove of trees. I followed in her wake, fuming with anger. I’d never heard of spooks keeping a tame boggart. Had this spook also kept one to guard his garden, I’d be dead by now. Lizzie had used me to ensure her own safety.
Once within the trees, Lizzie made straight for the spot where two dark boulders lay side by side.
“Annie and Jessie are buried underneath these big stones,” she said. “Some spooks use iron bars to imprison a witch and stop her from scratching her way to the surface. But Jacob Stone’s one of the old school, and a cheapskate at that. Boulders are free—you just need lots of strong shoulders to heave them into position over each grave, and laborers don’t cost much.”
So the spook’s name was Jacob Stone. I started to feel almost sorry for him. No doubt the two imprisoned witches were like Lizzie, who I was pretty sure murdered children and drank their blood to gain power for her magic. I’d never seen her do it, but sometimes when she’d been away all night, she brought back fresh thumb bones from her victims and boiled the flesh off them in a bubbling pot. Some of the bones had seemed too small to come from an adult.
“Are we going to hire some laborers, then?” I asked. “Can’t see how else we’re going to move those big boulders and free the dead witches.”
I was mocking Lizzie, because that was the last thing she’d do. A witch like Lizzie never paid for anything. But she didn’t detect it; I kept my voice all innocent. I guessed she’d use some sort of dark magic but had no idea what it might be.
Lizzie smirked. “What we need is rats, girl. Lots and lots of fat, juicy rats!”
With those words, she sat down cross-legged and began to mutter a spell. It didn’t take more than thirty seconds before the first rat ran squealing toward her. It seemed daft to me. How could rats move big stones like those?
The rat, a big gray one with long whiskers, headed straight for her left hand. She gently tapped it on the head with her finger, and it immediately lay still. But it was still alive—I could see its belly heaving. Within minutes, Lizzie had thirteen rats laid out in a row. She dealt with each in turn in a way that filled me with disgust. . . .
Lizzie bit the head off each rat, then spat it out at her feet before throwing the body away.
After the first two, I had to walk away, struggling not to be sick. But I knew she’d order me back, and I wanted to go on my own terms so, a couple of minutes later, when my stomach had stopped heaving, I went back to find her on her knees before a small mound of rats’ heads. She was chanting spells again, this time with her eyes closed. Everything had become really still in the garden: the breeze had died down, and all I could hear was the muttering of the witch. Then I heard something else—the drone of a fly, and it sounded like a big one.
I hate all kinds of creepy-crawlies, but flies and spiders most of all. I couldn’t bear the feel of them on my skin, so I jumped back.
An enormous bluebottle landed on the glassy left eye of the topmost rat’s head. The droning grew louder, and a frantic buzzing filled the air, louder than a swarm of bees. A dark cloud of flies descended on the severed rats’ heads. They writhed and buzzed and feasted in a heaving mass.
Lizzie bowed forward until her forehead was almost touching the fly-covered mound. Then she uttered a word in the Old Tongue, and the flies surged up from their feast and swarmed as one onto Lizzie’s head and shoulders, completely covering her face. But then a hole appeared, and I realized that she had opened her mouth wide. She stuck out her tongue, until that too was covered in flies.
I turned away and covered my ears with my hands to shut out that awful sound.
Next thing I knew, there was a tap on my shoulder, and I turned to see Lizzie laughing right in my face and licking her lips.
The flies had gone; no doubt most of ’em had flown away, but knowing Lizzie, she’d have swallowed a bellyful.
“You’re too squeamish by far, girl!” she told me. “A witch needs to be hard. I likes eating rats anyway—loves the taste of their blood—and a few flies don’t bother me much, although they’re not as tasty. Why should flies worry me when I’ve got what I need in return? They gave me the strength I need to move those boulders!”
There was a weird glint in her eyes, something I’d not witnessed before.
“Something else you should know,” she continued. “This power comes from a mighty demon called Beelzebub. One of the Fiend’s best servants, he is—sits on his left-hand side. Best to have lots of different friends in the dark, and he’s one of mine. Helps me out a lot, he does. Don’t expect much back in return, either. But see what he’s given me now!”
Her words made me shiver. Lizzie walked across to the nearest boulder and pushed, rolling it away as if it were no heavier than a sack of feathers. As the grave was uncovered, there was a wet, sucking, squelching sound and a stink of soft mud. Moments later she’d moved the other stone too.
I was astonished by Lizzie’s display of strength. But it was one spell I certainly wouldn’t be using—I couldn’t bear the thought of biting off rats’ heads and being covered with flies.
“Right.” Lizzie pulled a knife from the pocket of her ragged skirt. “Now it’s time to free those two dead witches. I need more blood for that, but rats won’t do. I need human blood. So come here. You won’t feel a thing!”



CHAPTER VIII
THE FIRST SCARS

I froze to the spot. I didn’t like the sound of that one bit.
“Come here, girl. I need your blood now!” Lizzie commanded.
Did she mean to kill me? I wondered. Was I some sort of sacrifice? Is that why she’d brought me along?
“My blood?” I eyed the sharp blade nervously.
“Can’t use my own, can I?” Lizzie hissed. “I need to keep my strength up. Don’t you worry, girl. I’ll leave you just enough to keep your heart beating—although for a while it might flutter a bit.”
With those words she seized me by the left arm and pushed up my sleeve. There was a sharp sting, and then my blood was dripping onto the grave. It wasn’t over. There was the second grave to sort, and she made a cut to my right arm, too. Gritting my teeth against the pain, I watched the thick drops fall onto the damp soil. I was shaking, and my stomach was knotted with fear.
It was the first time Lizzie had ever taken my blood for her magic. There would be many more such occasions—I still have the scars on my body to prove it, though they’re mostly under my clothes so they don’t show.
As Lizzie pushed the knife back into her pocket, she shook her head. “Ain’t that bad, girl,” she told me. “Stop sniveling. Need that blood, we do, because we got problems here. There’s a nasty trick that spooks use. Annie and Jessie have likely been buried head down so that, without realizing it, they’ve been digging themselves in even deeper. We might have to drag ’em out by their feet. But your blood will give ’em a bit of encouragement and point them in the right direction. They’ll sniff it and make a special effort to get free.”
Much sooner than I’d expected, I began to hear small disturbances from the soil, and then three fingers were thrust upward from the grave to our left, to writhe in the moonlight. Moments later, two whole hands were clear and the top of a head was just showing. Then fingers began to wriggle out of the second grave as well.
“Caused some trouble, has Jacob Stone, but he’s been sloppy here! Must be losing his touch!” Lizzie remarked. “Buried them the right way up, he has. They’ll both be out in a jiffy!”
It didn’t take the two witches more than five minutes to drag themselves out of their graves. They certainly didn’t need any help from us—for which I was glad. I’d seen a dead witch before, but these two started my hands and knees trembling again. Jessie and Annie probably hadn’t been much to look at alive, but dead, they were just about the ugliest, most repulsive creatures I’d ever seen.
They were coated in stinking mud and their lank hair was matted and stuck to their faces. Jessie, the larger witch, had only two teeth, big ones that curved down over her bottom lip like fangs. Both had long jaws and narrow-set eyes that gleamed white in the moonlight. And both started to advance toward me, sniffing and snuffling, hands outstretched, long nails at the ready, with just one thing on their minds.
For them, I was the only item on the menu.
My blood froze inside my veins, and my whole body began to tremble. Dead witches are incredibly strong. Sometimes they just suck blood greedily until their victim is dead. Other times they go into a feeding frenzy and tear their prey to pieces. Terrified, I hid behind Lizzie. I don’t know what I was hoping for—she merely laughed at my predicament.
“Had a taste of your blood, girl, and now they want some more,” she gloated before turning to the witches. “Listen well, Annie and Jessie,” she shouted. “This girl’s blood ain’t for you! She’s done you a favor. Her blood it was that woke you up, and me it was who rolled back the two stones. Get you some rats, I will—enough to be going on with for a while. But it’s revenge on Jacob Stone you need. You need to kill him that done you in, not this girl here. Drink his blood, and then you’ll be free to hunt whoever you please.”
With that, Lizzie muttered something under her breath, and many more rats began to run, squealing, toward us, not realizing that they were scampering to their deaths. It was a spell that Lizzie had already taught me, another one that I was very unlikely to use.
Lizzie caught each rodent quickly and thrust them into the hands of the dead witches, who soon began to bite into them and slurp their blood.
“Right, girl, while these two get their strength up, let’s go and look inside the old spook’s house. Never know what we might find there.”
Lizzie led the way, and I followed at her heels, only too glad to get away from the dead witches.
The front door was made of solid oak, but the magical strength that Lizzie had summoned was far from spent. She gripped the handle and tore the door off its hinges, throwing it aside on the path with a loud crash. Next she pulled a stubby black candle out of the pocket of her long skirt and ignited it with a word muttered under her breath. With that to illuminate our way, we entered the spook’s house.
I didn’t want to be a witch and murder people and drink their blood—but, later, I had to admit there was something about Lizzie that one tiny part of my mind found interesting. In Pendle I spent a lot of my time feeling afraid and just hoping to survive. But Lizzie was so confident and competent as a witch . . . it would be good to be like that, in control of things and unafraid. It would be good to be strong enough to push away those who threatened me.
But those thoughts were far from me back then. I was nervous. This spook hadn’t bothered to set traps in his garden, but what if there was something waiting for us inside? Lizzie didn’t seem the slightest bit worried. She led us into a small room lined with bookshelves, all dusty and covered in cobwebs. It didn’t look like old Jacob Stone had read any of his books in a long time.
“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” Lizzie said, lifting the candle high, her eyes starting to dart along the shelves of the spook’s library.
There must have been a couple of hundred books, with titles such as The Binding of Boggarts and Demons and Elementals, almost all of them dealing with some aspect of the dark. But after a quick inspection, Lizzie seized just one and, blowing away the cobwebs, thrust it under my nose. It was bound in brown leather, and the title was on the spine.
The Practices of Malevolent Witches.
“We’ll take that one with us.” She gave it to me to carry. “It’ll be useful to know exactly what a spook believes about us. I’ll add it to my own library!”
I didn’t really care what spooks thought about us. I just wanted to get out of this house and garden as soon as possible.
But Lizzie insisted on making a thorough search of the house, finding little to interest her. It was only when we reached the very last room, the attic, that her eyes lit up with what appeared to be excitement, and I heard her breathing quicken.
“Something special here!” she said. “Some sort of treasure!”
The attic was large, covering the whole top story of the house. Mostly it was being used for storage, it seemed. There were lots of open boxes, heaped with junk; nothing to do with spook’s work, just discarded household items, and even a landscape painting with trees and a house in the distance. It looked like a scene somewhere in the County, because it was raining and a mist was rolling in.
However, it wasn’t the stored items that Lizzie was interested in. She made no search of the boxes. After handing me the candle, she went down on her hands and knees, sniffing at the floorboards, her nose almost touching the rough wood. Serve her right if she got a splinter up her nose!
I sniffed three times very quickly myself, doing it quietly so that Lizzie wouldn’t hear. She was right. There was something under the floorboards—something very strange.
“It’s here!” she cried, coming to a halt at last. She thrust her hand down hard, and her nails tore into the wood. In one convulsive heave she ripped up a floorboard and tossed it aside. Another one followed in seconds. Then she peered down into the darkness and started searching the cavity with both hands. Moments later she lifted something into the candlelight.
At first I thought it was some sort of egg; a large egg, bigger than my fist. But then I saw that it was artificial, stitched into an oval from several pieces of stiff black leather.
“Bring the candle nearer, girl!” Lizzie commanded, and I did as she asked, stepping forward and holding it next to the leather egg so that she could examine it more closely. I noticed then that it was covered in writing that spiraled around from one end to the other.
“It’s in a language I never came across before, but it’s signed with a name at the bottom—Nicholas Browne. Wonder who he is? Might be written in a foreign language, but it sounds like a County name,” Lizzie muttered. “Maybe it’s some sort of warning.”
She brought the strange object closer to her face and squinted at it, turning it first one way, then another, her mouth twitching. She sniffed it three times.
“I’m thinking there might be real power here; danger, too. That crafty old spook hid this away so that none like us could get their hands on it. We need to know where the fool got it and all that he knows about it. That means we need to keep him alive a little while.”
Lizzie set off down the stairs right away. But she was too late. Just as we reached the door, we heard a terrible scream.
It came from the direction of the garden gate.
By the time we reached it, the two dead witches had already fed.
The old spook had hardly made it through the gate before they’d leaped on him, dragging him down into the long grass and sinking their teeth into his flesh. Now Jacob Stone was drained and lay on his back, cold and dead, his unseeing eyes staring up at the moon. I felt sorry for him. He was old, far past the age when he should have retired from such a dangerous trade.
There was no sign of Annie and Jessie, but the iron gate was now open—they’d obviously gone off hunting, strengthened by the old spook’s blood. They’d want some more. Some poor local family would be grieving soon.
“It ain’t the end of the world,” Lizzie said, kicking the spook’s rowan-wood staff out of his dead hand. “If we can’t question the living, then we’ll question the dead!”
With that, she drew a knife with a sharp blade and knelt beside the body. I turned away in disgust, my stomach heaving. I’d never been present when Lizzie had done this before, but I knew that she would be cutting away the old man’s thumb bones. Using them, she’d be able to summon his soul and get the answers she needed.



CHAPTER IX
THE RELUCTANT SOUL

WE set off toward Pendle immediately. Lizzie was eager to get back to her cottage and find out what the leather egg was and what it could do.
We arrived after dark, but despite her impatience, she couldn’t get started on it right away. First she had to contact the coven in order to report back formally on the success of her expedition to kill the spook. I had a feeling that she wouldn’t be telling them about the mysterious object she’d found hidden under the floorboards. That was something she’d be keeping to herself. And Lizzie was one of the most powerful witches in Pendle, well able to cloak her activities against the most competent of scryers.
So it was not until the following evening, just before twilight, that Lizzie finally set to work. She used the largest of her cauldrons, which was always positioned close to the rear door of her cottage. I was ordered to light a fire beneath it and then fill it three quarters full of water. That meant half an hour’s hard work winding the bucket up from the well at the bottom of the garden. Once it started to boil, I stepped back and Lizzie began her ritual.
She positioned a wooden stool close to the cauldron and sat gazing into the steam that wafted up from the bubbling surface. Next she threw in Jacob Stone’s thumbs; each made a splash before sinking toward the bottom. As I watched from a distance, she began to mutter under her breath, adding sprinklings of herbs and other plants to the pot.
During a ritual Lizzie would usually explain to me what she was doing and the purpose of each addition to the cauldron, but this was too important; she couldn’t be bothered with teaching me now. As it happened, I already knew the names of most of the plants she used, and what they could do, and I knew that the crisis would occur when the meat softened and boiled off the bones. That was when she would try to seize control of the old spook’s spirit and make him tell her the information she needed.
It was getting dark now, but Lizzie didn’t bother lighting a candle. Soon I knew why. There was a faint glow from the inside of the cauldron; gradually it grew brighter, until I could see the witch’s face clearly. Her mouth was twisted downward and her eyes were wide open, the pupils rolled right up into her head. Faster and faster she muttered the incantation. The water was boiling furiously now, and suddenly two white things bobbed to the surface, sticking up like twigs with the bark removed. Jacob’s thumb bones were floating.
Moments later, the bones were lost to sight. It wasn’t because they’d sunk. The great cloud of steam from the cauldron swelled and grew into a huge thunderhead that soared to the height of the cottage. It was glowing, too, and I half expected to see forked lightning. Instead, a face began to form within the cloud—one that I’d last seen staring at the moon with dead, sightless eyes.
It was the spirit of Jacob Stone.
The first thing that struck me was that the old man didn’t look in the least afraid. He stared down at Lizzie calmly and patiently without uttering a word.
It was the first time I’d ever seen her summon a dead person like this. When most people die, they have to find their way through limbo. After that, they either go to the dark or the light, depending on what they are and how they’ve lived their lives. Those going to the light find their way across in a few days at the most. That’s why Lizzie had been so impatient to start the ritual. If a witch can summon a spirit, then she can hold him trapped in limbo indefinitely and cause him enough pain to make him do what she wants.
As a spook, Jacob Stone would know all about what a witch like Lizzie could do to him. He should have been terrified at being held in limbo at her mercy. But he wasn’t, and that was odd.
“You’re mine, old man! Mine to do with as I please,” Lizzie crowed. “Just tell me what I need to know and I’ll let you go. It’s as easy as that.” She got right to the point. “What’s the purpose of the leather egg that I found under the floorboards of your house? What is it? What can it do?”
“I’ll tell you nothing,” Jacob Stone’s spirit said. “All my life I’ve fought the dark and tried to help the good people of the County. Why should it be different when I’m dead? I’ll do nothing to help you and your kind—nothing at all!”
“Won’t you now! Then I’ll make you suffer. Give you pain such as you’ve never had before!”
“I’ve suffered pain before and I’ve endured. I can do that again if need be!”
“Can you, old man? Don’t you remember how in recent months your knees were starting to play up? So much so that you were beginning to develop a bit of a limp. It was the result of too many years walking the County lines in the cold and damp. The sockets were starting to rot away. Now it’s getting worse. Can’t you feel it?”
“I’m a spirit! I have no body. I have no knees!” Jacob Stone cried. “I can feel nothing! Nothing at all!”
Lizzie began to chant again, and the expression on his face began to change. The lines on his forehead deepened, and his face began to contort, showing that, despite his brave words, he was in extreme pain.
“Not sure now, are you?” Lizzie gloated, her voice ringing with triumph. “Your bones are grinding together inside their sockets. Your knees are starting to crumble. It’s agony. You can’t bear the agony a moment longer!”
Jacob Stone cried out and his face set in a grimace, but still he said nothing. Lizzie chanted again for a few moments, though I could tell that she was shaken by the old man’s resistance. Suddenly, in a paroxysm of fury, she pointed at his spirit and stamped her left foot three times.
“I’m pushing a red-hot needle into your right eye!” she cried. “Can you feel it twisting and piercing as it goes in deeper, inch by inch? Right into your brain it’s going! Answer my question and I’ll stop the pain. Then you can go on your way!”
The spook’s spirit cried out in agony, and I could see a trickle of blood flowing from his eye, down his right cheek, to drip off his chin. But still he did not tell Lizzie what she wanted to know.
It was a terrible thing to see—for him to be a spirit but still feel pain. I felt sorry for the dead spook and wanted to walk away to avoid seeing even worse. But I daren’t move. It would interrupt the ritual, and Lizzie would be so angry with me that an encounter with sprogs would be the very least of my worries.
Her face was filled with intense concentration, but I could tell, by the way her mouth was twitching and her hands clenched and unclenched, that she’d failed to break the spook. A witch can only use such spells in short bursts before becoming weary. Lizzie simply couldn’t continue to give him such pain for more than ten or twenty seconds at a time. After that she would have to stop.
Releasing her breath angrily, Lizzie did just that. Then she began to pace back and forth in front of the cauldron with her eyes closed, as if deep in thought.
Jacob Stone’s face was peaceful now. The pain had left him, and he was staring down at the witch, looking calm and dignified.
Suddenly Lizzie halted and a crafty expression settled upon her face. “You’re tough, old man!” she said. “You can stand pain, all right, I’ll give you that. But what happens if I hurt someone else? Have you any family?”
“I never married,” he said. “A spook can’t be distracted by a woman. He dedicates his life to his trade—to his vocation. The people of the County are his family!”
“But you are the seventh son of a seventh son, so you’ll have brothers, and maybe sisters, too! And no doubt they’ll have children. What if I bring one of your nephews or nieces here and hurt them? No doubt you’d tell me what I want to know to save that child pain!”
The spirit smiled. “You’ve failed again, witch,” he told her. “I was the seventh and youngest, but our house caught fire when I was still a child. My whole family died. My father got me to safety and then died of his burns. I have no family left for you to torment.”
“Does it have to be family, old man?” Lizzie sneered. “Any child will do. To save a child from torment you’ll tell me exactly what I need to know.”
The spirit didn’t answer, though I could tell by the worried expression on his face that she was right. Lizzie gave a wild, wicked laugh and muttered a word under her breath. Immediately the face vanished, and the cloud above the cauldron dispersed into the night air.
“He’s trapped until I release him,” Lizzie told me. “We need to grab ourselves a child tomorrow—maybe more than one—and use it to break his spirit. Now go and make me some supper, and be quick about it!”
I went inside and did as Lizzie had ordered, just pleased to get away from her. I didn’t like the way things were developing. I’d known that Lizzie murdered children to get their bones, but to hear her say it out loud made me feel sick to my stomach. Once she’d used the little ones to get what she needed from the spook, they’d be as good as dead.
After supper Lizzie made me clear away the plates and then give the table a really good scrub. Once it was dry, she inspected it closely, her nose just inches from its surface.
“You’ve done a good job, girl,” she said at last. “Can’t be too careful. One speck of dirt could spoil everything.”
That said, she went and brought the leather egg down from its hiding place in her room and positioned it right in the center of the table. Next she sat on a stool, leaned her elbows on the table, and stared at the strange object for a long time. She didn’t move and I couldn’t even hear her breathing, but a couple of times she gave a sniff. Doing her best to learn all about it, she was.
I had a bad feeling about that egg. It was dangerous, I was sure. Didn’t even want to be in the same room.
“What’s inside it—that’s what we need to know,” muttered Lizzie, more to herself than me. “But it don’t feel right tonight.” She gave a little shiver. “There are good times and bad times for delving into mysteries like this one, and sometimes things shouldn’t be forced. Cutting it open might well ruin it. But there are other ways . . . I’ll think for a while and see what I can come up with.”
It seemed to me that it was always going to be a bad time to be meddling with that leather egg. But Lizzie would have her way. What could I do?
Putting an end to her muttering, Lizzie clutched the leather egg to her bosom and took it back up to its hiding place.
I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed. I was curious about what was inside the egg too, but a sense of danger radiated from it. It was best left alone—I knew that for sure.



CHAPTER X
BLOOD SPOTS

LIZZIE quickly became impatient once more. She wouldn’t touch the egg, but as the sun went down, she decided to tackle the spirit of Jacob Stone again, forcing him to tell her what she needed to know about it.
As usual, the hard work of drawing the water, filling the big cauldron, and lighting the fire was left to me.
This time the bones were free of the spook’s flesh. White and gleaming, they were, in the palm of Lizzie’s grubby left hand. When she tipped them into the cauldron, they sank briefly but then bobbed up to the surface, just like the day before. Once again, the cauldron glowed and the cloud of steam rose above it—but this time there was one big difference.
The face of Jacob Stone was nowhere to be seen.
Lizzie muttered her spells with increasing desperation, but to no avail. “He’s broken free!” she hissed. “Gone to the light, he has. Who would have thought the old man was that strong?”
I couldn’t believe it either. Old Jacob Stone was really something. I wondered how he’d managed to do it. It made me realize that there was a lot Lizzie didn’t know—she certainly wasn’t all-powerful. Even a dead spook could give her trouble.
But her failure to make the spook’s spirit tell her the secrets of the egg put Lizzie in a foul mood.
That night I didn’t sleep well.
 
I got up early and went to carry out the first of my early morning chores. I began by collecting eggs, carefully searching the hedgerow on the eastern edge of the garden, where the youngest hens usually laid. I sniffed each egg twice to make sure, only placing Lizzie’s favorites in my basket. She liked the ones that contained blood spots best—couldn’t get enough of ’em. Once I had half a dozen, I went back to the house. Lizzie was usually a late riser, but to my surprise she was up already, waiting in the kitchen like a cat ready for the cream.
She snatched the basket from me, put it on the table, and selected one of the speckled eggs. After poking her fingernail into the end, she tipped back her head and poured the contents of the raw egg into her mouth. When she licked her lips, I could see big clots of blood on her tongue.
“A tasty egg, that!” Lizzie said. “It was nearly as good as a ready-to-hatch baby bird! Why don’t you try one, girl?”
I shook my head, wrinkling my nose in disgust.
“You’re a fool, you are, to turn down good food. Could be all you get until tonight. No time for a cooked breakfast. We’re off right away.”
“Off where?” I asked.
“You’ll find out soon enough, but we’ll be away for days up north, where our slimy sisters live. . . . Let’s hope they don’t take a dislike to you!”
I didn’t bother to ask what she meant by “slimy sisters.” No doubt I’d learn.
I was never happy being trained by Lizzie; sometimes it really got to me. I’d not ruled out the idea of trying to escape, but I didn’t feel confident of getting clear away. She was sure to come after me and drag me back. Still, if things were really bad and the chance presented itself, I knew I’d take it.
Lizzie soon finished off the other eggs and then, after pushing me outside and locking the door, set off at a brisk pace, heading southwest. I followed at her heels as the sun climbed in the eastern sky. To the northwest lay the brooding mass of Pendle. Long before noon we had skirted its southern slopes and had reached the bank of the River Ribble.
Lizzie eyed the fording place doubtfully. “You’ll have to carry me across, girl,” she snapped, leaping up onto my back and wrapping her arms around my neck.
Witches couldn’t cross running water. That was why you saw witch dams across most of the streams in the Pendle district. These devices temporarily halted the flow of water so that a witch could avoid a long detour. There was no possibility of doing the same to a river as wide as the Ribble; it would take all my strength and Lizzie’s willpower to get her to the far bank.
I set off just as fast as I dared. I had to get her across before my energy failed. The stones sloping down from the bank were slippery, and when I reached the water it got worse. The river was quite high and was rushing past my ankles with some force. Lizzie started shrieking with pain, and her arms tightened around my neck so that I could hardly breathe.
I staggered and almost fell—the water was up to my knees now. Just when I felt unable to take another step, the ground beneath my feet sloped upward and the water level fell to my ankles again. We were almost there! We collapsed in a heap on the bank. I was trembling with exhaustion, and Lizzie was shaking with the pain and trauma of the crossing. She started cursing me fit to burst, but I knew that for once she didn’t mean it. She’d been really scared. Few things terrify a witch like running water. Lizzie had been brave to risk being carried across that wide river.
We rested for an hour and then continued west. By early evening we were climbing a big hill that Lizzie told me was Parlick Pike. At one point she halted and gazed out across the valley with narrowed eyes, as if searching for something. In the distance I could see Pendle. Nearby was another hill of a similar shape, which she said was called the Long Ridge. Nothing moved in the valley but sheep and cattle. Then Lizzie pointed to a large wood to the west. Beside it was a cluster of houses; smoke from the chimneys drifted eastward with the breeze.
“That’s Chipenden,” she told me. “And on the edge of that wood lives a very dangerous spook. In his garden he has a relative of mine, Mother Malkin, still alive but trapped in a pit. She is one of the most powerful and dangerous witches Pendle has ever known. One day we’ll come back here to rescue her and put an end to him, but it’ll be much more difficult than it was dealing with Jacob Stone. It’s that John Gregory I told you about—he’s the most powerful spook who’s ever walked the lanes of the County.”
It sounded risky to me. I just hoped that Lizzie would forget all about it. Going up against a dangerous spook like that was madness.
We didn’t tarry near Chipenden but pressed on north through the night, crossing more soggy fell tops before descending to skirt what Lizzie told me was the city of Caster. It was a place where they didn’t take too kindly to witches, choosing to hang rather than burn them.
At least the body of a hanged witch could be collected by her family and taken to join the other dead witches in the dell east of Pendle, I thought. Burning sent you straight to the dark, with no hope of return. But either way, Lizzie wasn’t keen to join her sisters in Witch Dell and was very nervous of the city with its big, ancient castle.
At last we reached a canal. I was tired, but Lizzie insisted on continuing through the darkness; she kept up an alarming pace along the slippery bank. Just before dawn she halted, her back to the water, and pointed across the fields.
“Over there, hidden behind those trees, is a water mill where another troublesome spook lives. His name is William Arkwright. He hunts our slimy sisters. One day I’ll put an end to him, too—just see if I don’t!”
I decided it was time to ask. “Slimy sisters? Who are they?”
“They’re witches, girl, like ourselves in some ways but different in others. They live in water and slime. One could be down in that murky canal water, just biding her time. Any second now she could surge up, get her claws into you, and you’d be as good as dead. She’d pull you down into the water but drain every drop of blood from you before you could drown. Lots of water witches in these parts, there are.”
I looked down at the canal nervously. Suddenly dogs started barking; it sounded as if they were in the trees that obscured the house of the spook called Arkwright, and for a moment I saw fear in Lizzie’s eyes. But then her mouth twitched at the corners, her eyes filled with determination, and she set off northward again at a furious pace. Soon we left the canal, veering slightly west.
We spent the daylight hours sleeping under a hedge, and then, at dusk, we were off again. There was a moon, and in the distance I could see the sea. We were climbing now, and the higher we went, the more choppy water I could see, stretching as far as the horizon. I did wonder then if I’d ever voyage to other lands. I knew it wasn’t very likely if I did become a witch. The sea was full of salt, and witches usually kept as far away from it as possible. And that’s what I seemed destined to become.
A malevolent witch.
I didn’t want that, though, did I? Such witches kill even little children just so they can gain power. That power drives them on, until all human feelings eventually leave them. They end up cold inside and capable of anything. No, I didn’t want that.
Anyway, it was after midnight when we passed through a small village with a big church. Then we were climbing again, up onto the grassy fells. It was hard work, and soon Lizzie was cursing under her breath. I knew better than to ask where we were going—she was in a really foul temper.
But at last, when we were crossing a rocky bank and I could smell smoke, Lizzie came to a halt and dragged me close, her nails digging into my arm.
“Below here, in a stinky hovel, lives a holy fool, a hermit!” she hissed. “He’s going to tell us what we need to know about that egg!”
“How will he know, Lizzie?” I asked.
She didn’t reply, so I followed her in silence down some stone steps until we came to the mouth of a small cave. She walked in as if the place belonged to her. Before us was a figure with a tangled mop of hair that came down to his shoulders and a long gray beard, sitting in front of a fire. Lizzie stared down at him for a long time, but he didn’t so much as glance up; just stared into the embers.
“Look at me! Look at me now!” she commanded.
The face slowly turned upward and he met Lizzie’s gaze. Whoever he was, the man seemed calm and unafraid. I hoped she’d have more luck here than she’d had with Jacob Stone—otherwise she’d be in a bad mood for a month, and I knew I’d suffer.
“You’re a dowser, old man. The best in the County, they say. I want you to do something for me.”
“I’ll find nobody for you, witch!” the man retorted. “Get back from whence ye came and leave me be. Your kind isn’t welcome in these parts.”
He was a brave man to speak to Lizzie in that manner. Didn’t he know what she was capable of? Perhaps that was why she’d called him a holy fool.
“Listen to me, Judd Atkins, and listen well. Do what I ask and I’ll leave you alone to rot in your stinky hole. Cross me, and I’ll cut off your thumb bones and boil ’em up in my cauldron. Do you understand?”
Judd Atkins stared back at her calmly, without a trace of fear in his expression. A moment later, all that changed.
Lizzie simply muttered a few words under her breath. It was a piece of dark magic that she’d already taught me. It didn’t work against other witches but was very effective against someone like the hermit. It was the spell called dread.
I knew that in his eyes, within seconds, she would begin to change into something terrifying and monstrous, her hair becoming a tangle of writhing black snakes, eyes turning into two fiery coals brighter than the glowing embers of his fire.
Judd Atkins came to his feet in a rush, his face filled with frantic terror. He screamed like a stuck pig and began to back away from Lizzie. Then he fell to his knees, covering his eyes with the palms of his hands. His whole body was shaking, and he was moaning in terror of what Lizzie had seemingly transformed herself into. Dread didn’t involve a real physical change; it was an illusion combined with a strong pulse of fear directed at the victim. But of course the old hermit didn’t know that.
Lizzie slowly reverted to her normal appearance, and when she spoke again, her voice was softer and reassuring. It was almost as if she were speaking to a small child or a frightened animal.
“Listen, old man,” she said. “No need for things to turn ugly. Just do what I ask and we’ll be on our way. What do you say?”
Judd Atkins made no reply, but a low moan escaped his lips.
“Take your hands from your face and look at me!” Lizzie commanded, her voice developing an edge to it.
The hermit did as she ordered, with an open mouth and terror-filled eyes. “I’ll do what I can, but please don’t hurt me,” he begged. “Who do you want me to find?”
“Nobody!”
“Is it something you’ve lost, then? Or are you looking for hidden gold? I’m good at finding treasure.”
He fumbled in his breeches pocket and pulled out a short length of string, attached to which was a piece of clear, colorless crystal. “With the right map I can find almost anything. Have you brought a map with you?”
Lizzie shook her head, and by way of reply reached into the small bag she carried across her shoulder and pulled out the strange leather egg. “I want to know what this is. I want to know what it can do,” she demanded.
“That will be hard. That’s the most difficult type of dowsing.” He stared at the egg, a dubious expression on his face. “All we can do is ask questions. And the answers will only be yes or no, in each case. It could take a long time. A very long time indeed.”
“Sooner we get started, the better, then.”



CHAPTER XI
DO YOU NEED BLOOD?

IN the corner of the hovel there was a small oblong piece of wood that the hermit used as a table. It had no legs but rested on four stones. Lizzie knelt before it, swept the plates and cups off with the back of her hand, then wiped the surface carefully with the hem of her skirt. Next, slowly and reverentially, she placed the leather egg on the wooden surface.
I couldn’t bear to look at it. I’d a bad feeling that Lizzie was dabbling in something really dangerous. But it was a waste of time telling her that—before I knew it I’d have sprogs clawing their way up my nose and into my ears. So I kept quiet and backed away a little.
She beckoned the hermit across, and with some difficulty he knelt down opposite her, with the table between them. I heard his knees creak, and his face twisted in pain. He positioned his hand directly above the egg so that the crystal at the end of the piece of string was suspended just a couple of inches above it.
“I’m ready,” he said. “Ask your first question. The crystal will spin clockwise for a yes and against the clock for a no.”
“Does this egg belong to the dark?” Lizzie asked, wasting no time.
The crystal jerked into motion and began to spin clockwise. No surprise to me, that.
“That’s a yes,” said the hermit.
“Ain’t blind, am I?” snapped Lizzie. “Shut your gob, old man, and let me do the talking. Now for my second question. Can this egg bestow magical power on its owner?”
Once again the crystal spun clockwise, and for the first time in days Lizzie smiled.
“How can the owner get this power?” she asked, forgetting herself for the first time. Of course, it was a question that couldn’t be answered by a simple yes or no, so the crystal didn’t move.
Her mouth began to twitch at the corners, and her eyes rolled up into her head—which was a sign that she was concentrating, working out what to do next. It made her look uglier than ever, and twice as daft as any village idiot. I would have laughed if I hadn’t been so frightened of that egg.
Suddenly Lizzie opened her eyes wide, muttered a spell under her breath, and spat into the old hermit’s face. His jaw dropped in astonishment, but he gave no other reaction.
“I’ve wasted too much time on this foolish yes-and-no business.” She stared into his face; by now his eyes appeared glassy, as if he were no longer seeing anything. “Now you are the egg. . . . Be it! Become it now! Just tell me what I need to know!”
This was something new. I’d never seen Lizzie do anything like this before. Sometimes her power surprised me.
“What’s this spell called?” I asked.
“Shut your gob, girl!” she snarled at me. “Can’t you see that I’m trying to concentrate?”
Then she continued speaking, looking at the egg rather than at the hermit.
“I want your power. What do you need in exchange?” she demanded. “Do you need blood?”
The crystal began to spin in a clockwise direction for a yes.
“How much blood?”
The string didn’t even twitch. Instead the hermit opened his mouth and spoke, but his voice was different now. It sounded like the growl of an animal, though the words were clear enough. They sent a chill down my spine.
“Give me the heart’s blood of seven human children on the night of a full moon. Give me thirteen witches united in that deed, and I will give the one who holds the egg her heart’s desire! More power than she has ever dreamed of. Once my need is met, let her think only upon what she wishes, and it will be done within seven days.”
My heart sank, and my throat tightened against a feeling of nausea. Lizzie wouldn’t hesitate to do what was required. Seven children were going to be snatched from their parents and slain so that she could get her way.
“That can be done easily enough,” Lizzie said with a smirk. “Now tell me exactly what you are!”
“What I am is not for you to know,” the voice growled from the throat of the hermit. “And remember that you cannot do this alone. It is the work of a full coven of thirteen combining its strength!”
I saw the anger in Lizzie’s face. She didn’t want to share power with her coven. But it seemed that she had no choice.
We left right away and set off down the hill. Lizzie seemed determined to cover as much ground as possible before dawn. Surprisingly, she left the hermit alive. I guessed she thought he might be of use again one day.
As dawn approached we were heading east, the sea visible on our right-hand side. We found a refuge in a small wood, and Lizzie sent me out to hunt for rabbits. When I came back, she had a small fire going, and I cleaned and gutted the rabbits and cooked them on a spit while she sat cross-legged before the flames, her eyes closed.
We ate in silence, but every so often Lizzie would shudder, her eyes rolling up into her head to leave only the whites staring blindly at the fire. When she finally spoke, she seemed to be just thinking aloud.
“Ain’t going back to the Malkin coven with this,” she muttered, lifting the leather egg out of her bag and clutching it to her bosom. “Not going to share this with anyone. The power’s all going to be mine.
“But only two of us, there are, just me and a girl who’s too young to count. So I needs twelve other witches to form a new coven. Witches who ain’t too bright and won’t expect anything but blood. They’re dangerous to work with, our slimy sisters are, but it could be done . . . it might just work!”
Lizzie never bothered to explain her plan to me. She didn’t sleep that day, and we set off well before dusk. We were quite close to the sea, but the tide was a long way out, and at first all I could see was mile upon mile of flat sands. Then I saw a group of people in the distance, heading toward the shore. There seemed to be a coach and horses down there as well.
“It’s a dangerous shortcut across the sand,” Lizzie told me. “Though there’s a guide who leads parties across, including coaches. We witches have to go round the bay the long way, because at times you have to wade through salt water. Best move on, girl, before they reach the shore and see us!”
However, just as we set off again, there was the sound of barking from the party crossing the sands, and Lizzie pulled me down into a clump of bushes.
“Could it be? Could it be?” she whispered. “Might just be farm dogs . . . but could I be that lucky? Could I really? Sometimes things are just meant to be, and this could be one of ’em!”
I wondered what Lizzie was ranting on about. Great teacher, she was—always went to great pains to explain what was going on.
There was a tall man with a shaven head walking behind the coach, a big dog on either side of him. I crossed my fingers they didn’t sniff us out, for they looked like huge wolfhounds.
“It’s William Arkwright, the spook I told you about,” Lizzie said excitedly. “He’ll be off hunting our slimy sisters farther north. Could be away for days. He’ll certainly need the tide to be right before he can cross the bay again. His place will be deserted—couldn’t be better!”
Lizzie didn’t bother to explain anything, but once the party had moved on, reaching the shore at least half a mile south, she led us forward again.
“Are we going to the mill where he lives?” I asked.
“We are that, girl. There’s a marsh behind the mill that he keeps free of our slimy sisters. But it’s a place that’s sacred to them. While the cat’s away, the mice will play, I’m sure of it. Every water witch for miles around will head for that marsh. And we’ll be there to meet ’em!”
We journeyed on through the night until we came to the canal again and turned south along its western bank. Before dawn we left the towpath lest we encounter bargemen or anyone else who might identify Lizzie as a witch. But we didn’t rest—if anything, Lizzie drove us on at an even more furious pace. By now the sky was overcast, and a light drizzle was wafting into our faces.
At last, about an hour before dusk, we reached the mill that was home to the spook. It was hidden by trees and surrounded by tall iron palings; a ditch marked the boundary of the garden.
I didn’t like the look of that ditch. Lizzie was dragging me into danger again. I wished we could go home. “It’s like the moat that encircles Malkin Tower!” I exclaimed.
“Aye, girl, that’s exactly what it is, but it’s a very special kind of moat. Arkwright dissolves tubs of salt in it to keep the water witches out.” I wondered how we’d make it, but Lizzie didn’t seem too bothered. “That won’t stop us. Not as difficult a crossing as that big river. You could easily carry me across. Love to explore that old mill, I would. Old Jacob Stone had that leather egg. No doubt Arkwright’s got something hidden, too. That’s what spooks do. If they find something useful to the dark, they either destroy it or hide it away from us!”
Lizzie led the way around to the gate and stared at that broken-down old mill for a long time. I kept thinking she’d ask me to carry her across the moat, but finally she shook her head. I breathed a sigh of relief.
“I’m tempted, but I’ve decided it’s not worth the risk, girl. Do you know what the biggest danger is?”
I thought for a moment, and then the answer came to me. “The dogs,” I said. “If we cross the moat, they’ll get our scent. Arkwright would be able to use those big dogs to hunt us down!”
For a minute Lizzie seemed almost proud of me. “That he would, girl. If those wolfhounds can follow the trail of our slimy sisters across a marsh, they’d have no trouble at all finding us. And we need to stay here until our business is done.”
With that, Lizzie turned her back on the mill and led us along a narrow path through the marsh. Slimy bogs with clumps of reeds and marsh grass made up most of it; there were also dark, stagnant pools of water that looked really deep. It was slippery, and I was scared of falling in. And what if there were water witches hiding just below the surface of the bog? It was all very well, Lizzie saying that she was going to work with them and form a temporary coven. But they didn’t know that yet, did they? They might just attack anything that moved through their territory. And because Arkwright was away, lots of ’em could be on their way right now. Some might already be here!
Fear heightened my senses, and I kept thinking I saw things out of the corner of my eye or heard the faintest of ripples or other minute disturbances of the water. Maybe it was just my imagination. Or perhaps it was some small nocturnal insects or water creatures. I could see nothing, but it would be so easy for a water witch to hide beneath that murk and slime, and I half expected a hand to come up out of the bog and grab my ankle. However, soon the footing became less slippery and squelchy; we were walking on dry land again. As we climbed a small hill, I saw a couple of stone walls and the foundations of a building at its summit.
“This is called Monks’ Hill,” Lizzie told me. “This was once a monastery—until the monks were taken and drained of their blood, one by one. This marsh used to be home to scores of water witches who did as they liked. Until the spooks grew stronger in the County, that is. Even now, but for Arkwright and his dogs, they’d soon be back for good. Ain’t no doubt about that, girl.”
Lizzie led the way to the top of the incline and hunkered down with her back to the wall, facing the marsh. I settled down at her side and followed her gaze. Nothing moved, but I felt very uneasy. There wasn’t even a breath of wind, and a mist was starting to rise, its snakelike tendrils twisting up onto the lower slopes of the hill.
Suddenly Lizzie sniffed three times before giving me an evil grin. “They’ll be here shortly, but I’d as soon watch ’em for a while without being seen.”
Didn’t bother sniffing myself, did I? I was sure Lizzie was right. I could sense danger approaching.
She began to mutter under her breath, and I recognized the cloaking spell.
“That should keep us hidden,” Lizzie said.
I was confused. “I thought you wanted to form a coven with them?”
“It all depends which of our slimy sisters show up here,” she replied. “Most water witches are stupid—little better than animals. In return for a bit of blood, they’ll help me capture the seven children I need. But there’s one sister who is really dangerous. I don’t want any dealings with her. She’d want the egg all for herself. Her name is Morwena, and her father was the Fiend himself. No, we don’t want her to see us!”
As Lizzie spoke the name Morwena, a ripple of cold fear ran right up my spine. I felt sure I’d heard that name before; it was as if someone had walked over my grave.
I was surprised to see fear in Lizzie’s eyes too. “How dangerous is she?” I asked. “Has she powerful dark magic?”
“Aye, that she has, girl. She’s stronger and faster than any of her sisters, and she has a deadly weapon—a blood-filled eye. One glance and you’re paralyzed, rooted to the spot like a defenseless tree before a forester with a big, sharp ax. You’re helpless while she sinks her sharp fangs into your throat. So if we see her here tonight, we’ll leave and look elsewhere for the help I need.”
 
We waited in silence until darkness fell and we could no longer see the edge of the marsh. But the sky was clearing, and soon a moon shone down, bathing the whole area in its silvery light.
All at once I saw a movement below—and this time I wasn’t imagining it. A ripple on the water, the lightest of splashes, and then a dark shape dragged itself up onto dry ground at the foot of the hill. It was the first of the water witches, and she stood with her back to us, water dripping from her tattered clothes, which seemed to be composed of weed and slime rather than cloth.
Suddenly she turned in our direction and sniffed very loudly, as if searching for us. I held my breath, but Lizzie’s cloaking magic proved strong enough. The witch turned back to face the water, but not before I’d glimpsed the long fangs protruding from her open mouth and the sharp talons that sprouted from each finger. And then I noticed that each of her forefingers was exceptionally long.
Soon other water witches joined her on the bank, and they began to talk. I say talk, but it was hardly speech. I recognized a few words, such as “hungry” and “blood,” but mostly it was just a series of grunts and belches.
I had always looked down on most of the Malkins. The stench of their cottages, with the heaps of bones left in the sink or by the door, turned my stomach, but these creatures were far worse. Lizzie was right. These water witches were little better than animals. Did we really want to be teaming up with them? I asked myself.
Soon there were about a dozen witches dripping on the edge of the marsh; a few were dragging something strange onto the bank. It was a tubular wooden cage, about one and a half times the length of a tall man but considerably narrower than a human torso. Within it, something was moving.
And more was to come. The next three witches to emerge from the water brought prisoners with them: two men and a woman, who looked half drowned. They were choking and sputtering, the whites of their eyes showing, and covered in bog slime from head to toe. They were thrown down into the mud without ceremony, rolled onto their backs, dragged about ten paces away from one another, and arranged in a row. Next, short stakes were driven into the ground a little way from their heads and feet. Then, quickly and efficiently, their arms and legs were bound to the stakes with narrow twine. The two men were hardly breathing now, but the woman groaned as the twine was pulled taut, stretching her arms and legs wide.
The witches formed a line on the bank facing the prisoners. This meant that they were now looking toward Lizzie and me too. As they joined hands and began to chant, I wondered whether their combined magical power might allow them to see through the magical cloak the Lizzie had summoned. That made me nervous.
Wasn’t bad at cloaking spells myself, but as much as I wanted to, I daren’t add mine to hers. Take it as an insult, she would—it would seem like I doubted her.
I needn’t have worried. Her magic proved strong enough. Soon the water witches stopped chanting, and one of them left the line. This one did not approach the prisoners, as I had assumed she would. She made directly for the wooden cage. In seconds she had opened a hinged door at the end; then she rejoined her slimy companions.
I stared at the cage, fascinated. For a few moments nothing moved. Then something slowly emerged from the open door. It looked like a large insect and stepped delicately on spindly legs. All at once I saw its elongated head, and I began to tremble with fear. It had a long, thin snout, which I knew was called a bone tube. I had never seen such a creature in the flesh before, but I had seen drawings in a book from Lizzie’s small library about dark magic.
This creature was a skelt.
For a moment it seemed to be looking right at me. Suddenly it gave a loud hiss and turned to face the three captives. With a shrug, it appeared to grow larger and, on eight multijointed legs, scuttled toward the nearer man. It thrust its long snout into his chest, and the victim cried out in pain. Immediately I saw the bone tube darken. If I had been watching by sunlight rather than moonlight, I knew I would have seen the transparent tube turn a bright red. The creature was sucking up blood from its victim at an alarming rate.
After that first cry of pain, the victim merely gave a series of moans, which gradually became weaker. When the skelt withdrew its bone tube, the man gave a loud gasp and a sigh. I knew he had taken his final breath.
Now the skelt turned its attention to the next in line. This was the woman; she began to struggle against her bonds and scream at the top of her voice. But in vain: The skelt was upon her in seconds, this time thrusting its sharp snout into her neck. Once more the tube darkened, and the woman’s screams became a choking gurgle—until the skelt had drained her of blood, and she twitched and lay still.
The third victim did not scream or struggle. He began to pray out loud.
“Father, forgive them!” he cried into the night. “Let them see the error of their ways and turn away from the darkness. I accept the pain of my death. Use it to lessen the pain of others.”
I wondered if he was a priest. But priest, farmer, innkeeper, or bargeman, it made no difference to the predator which scrambled up onto his body. The man tried to speak again, but instead his body convulsed as the skelt stabbed his neck. Soon he too lay still.
The skelt moved slowly away from his body, and then turned toward the still and silent line of witches, who were staring at it as if waiting for something.
Surely it wasn’t going to attack them? I thought. How much blood did the terrible creature need?
But it was not the skelt that attacked.
It was the witches!
They surged toward us, madness in their eyes.



CHAPTER XII
BETSY GAMMON

FOR a heart-stopping moment I thought Lizzie and I were their targets. But I was wrong. As if at some silent, invisible signal, they ran toward the skelt, mouths wide, showing their sharp fangs. They stretched their hands out toward it; long talons gleamed in the moonlight.
The creature tried to scuttle through the surging throng to reach the water, but there were too many of them and they were too fast.
Ferociously they fell upon the skelt and, to my horror, began to tear it to pieces. Arms, legs, and head were ripped from the body as blood began to pool on the muddy ground—no doubt its own blood as well as that of the three people it had gorged itself on. Like some insects, its body was divided into two segments, and these were quickly sundered by the taloned hands. Even afterward, the legs and body segments continued to twitch.
I realized that these water witches were exceptionally strong and wondered how Lizzie dared to try and enlist them in her cause. What if they turned on us? All her magic would be useless against so many fierce creatures who seemed hardly human at all.
For now they were feeding upon the remains of the skelt, breaking into its body cavities to feed, splitting its limbs with their teeth to strip the meat from within.
I watched them, revolted and yet unable to pull my gaze away from the sight. It was then that I heard the barking. . . .
The witches looked up from their frantic feeding. Now, in addition to the baying of approaching dogs, I could hear the pounding of heavy boots.
“It’s Arkwright and those wolfhounds, back sooner than we expected!” Lizzie hissed into my ear. “Whatever you do, girl, don’t move and don’t make a sound. The cloak should protect us from the spook, but the biggest danger is that the dogs might sniff us out. With luck they’ll be too busy biting pieces out of our slimy sisters!”
As the dogs emerged from the mist, teeth gleaming in the moonlight, saliva dripping from their open jaws, most of the witches ran for the water. They entered quickly, with hardly a splash, submerged, and disappeared from sight.
For some reason, about five of them sprinted along another path into the marsh. I thought they were going to escape too, but the last one left it too late.
The first wolfhound seized her ankle in its jaws. She fell to her knees but struck back viciously at the animal. The long talons would have sliced open its head, but just in time, the second dog leaped onto her and gripped her wrist firmly in its jaws, shaking it like a rat.
The dogs looked capable of finishing her off, and she began to shriek and thrash, trying to drag herself back toward the water’s edge. But then the shaven-headed spook emerged from the mist and, with a curse, clubbed the witch with his long staff, striking her on the back of the skull. She went limp, and without hesitation he seized her by her long, matted hair.
“Good girl! Good lad!” he exclaimed. “Now let go and we’ll take her back and put her where she rightly belongs!”
At that, the dogs obediently relinquished their prey, and Arkwright began to drag the witch away by the legs, her head bouncing along the muddy path.
Lizzie grinned at the sight of this. I couldn’t understand it. This spook was the enemy of witches. It could just as easily be our heads banging on the ground.
Within moments, spook, water witch, and hounds had vanished into the mist.
When the sounds of their retreat had faded away, Lizzie turned toward me and twisted her face into an evil smile. “Well, girl, this could work out better than I expected!” she said, full of glee.
“I don’t understand. Doesn’t this spoil your plan?” I asked.
“Be patient and I’ll explain later. Just keep still and be quiet.”
But I was curious and couldn’t resist asking Lizzie a question.
“Why did the witches let the skelt feed first, before taking the victims’ blood at secondhand?” I asked. “They’re really strong. They could have ripped those people to pieces with their bare hands!”
“Of course they could, girl!” Lizzie snapped. “But that’s part of their ritual, ain’t it? Taking human blood that the skelt has already sucked up triples the strength of the magic.”
 
After about half an hour, to my dismay, I once more heard the barking of the dogs getting louder and louder.
“They must have our scent,” I told Lizzie nervously. “Let’s run for it!”
“You stay put, girl. Got scents aplenty, they have, but they ain’t ours, don’t you worry.”
I didn’t understand how she could be so sure. Once more the dogs bounded out of the mist, the grim-faced spook hard on their heels. For one heart-stopping moment I thought they were going to run right at us, but then the dogs halted on the bank near the cage, sniffing at the blood-soaked ground and moving in widening circles.
Within moments they had bounded away down the path taken by the escaping witches, and Arkwright followed, gripping his staff, his face hard with determination.
When at last the sound of their pursuit faded away into the distance, I whispered to Lizzie, “Wouldn’t like to meet him on a dark night.”
“You ain’t spoken a truer word, girl. They don’t come any meaner. It’s one thing to deal with an old spook like Jacob Stone; facing the Arkwrights of this world is a different matter. Ruthless, he is, and never gives up. Those dogs of his can track prey even across a marsh. Before dawn he’ll no doubt catch at least one more of our slimy sisters. But while he’s away, we have time to set the first one free!”
With those words Lizzie set off, heading back in the direction we’d come from—toward the old water mill where the spook lived.
When we reached the edge of the moat, Lizzie halted and stared at me hard. “What do I want?” she demanded at last.
“To be carried across the salty water,” I replied.
“Of course I do, girl, so what are you waiting for? Shouldn’t have to ask, should I? You know what needs to be done!” she hissed.
So I gave Lizzie a piggyback across the moat, through cold water that came just above my knees. Since I wasn’t yet a witch, neither the water nor the salt worried me. On the other side, she led the way toward the dilapidated mill. I thought she was going to try and get in through the front door, or maybe break a window. Instead she went around the side, heading toward the waterwheel. There were bits of it missing—it didn’t look like it had moved in years, despite the stream that still flowed beneath it.
There was a narrow door beside the wheel, but when Lizzie turned the handle and pushed, she found it was locked.
“Soon have that open,” she crowed, bending forward so her mouth was level with the lock. Then she spat into it and muttered a spell I didn’t know under her breath. She cocked her head and placed her ear next to it as if listening for something.
Don’t know why she needed to put her dirty earhole so close. I heard it from three paces away—the grind and click as the lock opened. With a smile of triumph, Lizzie seized the handle again, turned it, and opened the door.
Inside there was a stink of rotten wood, and the air was damp. It was muddy underfoot, and on our left, through the gloom, I could make out the big curve of the waterwheel. With a mutter, Lizzie tugged something out of her skirt pocket. Instantly a flame flickered into life, and she held it up and led the way forward.
She moved slowly and cautiously. No doubt she reckoned the spook might have set some sort of trap to catch anyone who managed to get inside. She shuffled right and left as if searching for something. Then, at last, she found it.
We came to the edge of a square pit with thirteen bars across the top. Lizzie held out the candle to illuminate it. The pit was filled with water, but there was a shelf of mud on one side, and the captured water witch was lying there on her back, looking up at us, her eyes gleaming in the candlelight.
I’d thought that some of the Pendle witches were ugly, but this water witch was truly grotesque, with her big scary fangs. Would we be safe if Lizzie freed her from the pit? I wondered.
“Listen, sister,” Lizzie called down to her. “Come to get you free, we have. In return I’ve a proposal for you, and another eleven of your kind. Will you take us to your keeper so we can talk terms?”
I wondered what Lizzie meant by “your keeper,” but as usual she didn’t bother to explain what was going on.
The witch got to her knees and looked directly at Lizzie. Then I saw her nod.
“Right.” Lizzie smirked at me. “We have a deal, girl. I’ll soon get her out of here. No time for rats-and-flies magic, so it’s lucky we aren’t in Chipenden facing one of John Gregory’s witch pits. There the bars are securely fixed in place, and without magic we’d need the help of a blacksmith to pull ’em free. Here it’s just a hinged lid with two locks. Do you know why Arkwright makes it so easy to get in and out of this pit?”
I shrugged. I hadn’t got a clue.
“When John Gregory puts a witch in a pit, he means her to stay there until the end of her days, so the bars are permanent. That ain’t the case with Arkwright. If a witch kills an adult, it’s one year in the pit; two if it’s a child. He’s like a judge passing sentence, and at the end of their time he pulls ’em out and kills ’em. To make sure they ain’t coming back from the dead, he cuts out the heart, slices it in half, and feeds it to his dogs.”
Bill Arkwright was a really scary spook. Lizzie’s tale made me nervous. What if he tired of the chase and came back? I didn’t fancy being shut in one of his slimy pits!
Lizzie spat into each lock, and within moments both had clicked open. The lid was free, but there was no way that she was going to touch it.
“Made of iron, those bars are. You’ll have to lift the lid, girl. You ain’t a witch yet, so you shouldn’t feel much. Get on with it!”
Lizzie might be training me as a witch, but I still had a long way to go yet. So she was right; touching those iron bars didn’t hurt at all. The problem was the weight. I struggled for some time before I managed to raise them high enough for Lizzie to kneel at the pit’s edge and lean down to offer the water witch her hands.
My whole body was shaking with the effort, but I managed to hold it up long enough for the water witch to be dragged to safety. No sooner was she on the mud floor beside the pit than I let the lid fall back into place with a clang.
Then I stepped back two paces very rapidly. The water witch was crouching, face distorted into a bestial snarl, as if ready to spring at us. She looked hungry for blood rather than grateful for being rescued.
“Right,” said Lizzie, who didn’t seem in the least perturbed by the witch’s attitude. “Let’s get clear of here before Arkwright returns with those bog dogs of his. Lead on, sister,” she said. “Guide us to somewhere safe.”
In reply the water witch merely gave a sort of grimace; it twisted her face so that her mouth opened, revealing more of her sharp yellow teeth. She was covered in slime and dripping with water. She smelled bad, too—the stench of mud, rot, and stagnant ponds. As she walked ahead of us, she waddled slightly. If I hadn’t been so nervous, I would have laughed. Water witches weren’t suited to land.
We left the mill, and to my surprise, the water witch led us eastward, away from the marsh. We crossed the canal by the nearest bridge and then kept to the hedgerows.
Where could we be going? And how could we ever be safe? Once those wolfhounds got our scent, they’d track us down for sure. Hadn’t Lizzie said that Arkwright was relentless and never gave up?
At last, after nearly two hours of scrambling through muddy countryside, the witch pointed across a big field. There was nothing ahead but another distant hedgerow. However, I could sense something . . . something unseen.
But then the witch uttered some disgusting guttural noises and waved her arm about, making signs in the air.
The air shimmered, and suddenly the outline of a building came into view. It had been hidden by magic—some sort of powerful cloaking spell I’d never seen before. As we approached, I saw that it had once been a farmhouse but now seemed deserted. There were no animals in the fields; no dog was set to guard the house. It was in pitch blackness.
Then, by the light of the moon, I saw that there was a large pond beside the house. Most ponds, like middens, were kept some distance away to avoid leakage into the house’s cellar. This one had been extended—and in a most unusual way. The water was deep and came right up to the walls of the house, lapping against the brickwork. There was something else strange, too. In what should have been the farmyard sat a huge mound of soil almost as big as the house. It was covered with grass and nettles but didn’t look natural. Who had put it there? What was its purpose, and where had the soil come from?
Without looking back at us, the witch slipped into the dark water and disappeared from sight. She was gone a long time, and I wondered if she was gathering some of her sisters to drag us down after her. But then there was a flicker of light from an upstairs window.
“There’ll be an entrance under the water,” Lizzie said. “No doubt the cellar has been flooded deliberately. But we ain’t going in that way. Let’s go back to the front door.”
Leading the way past the pond, she headed around the side of the house. The glass had gone from the windows, but they had been fixed with board so that you couldn’t see inside. The front door looked rotten but was closed. I felt that a good kick with a pointy shoe would shatter it into soggy pieces.
However, we didn’t need to do that. I heard the sounds of chains being released and bolts being drawn back, and then the door slowly opened, creaking on its hinges.
A stout, round-faced woman with piggy eyes was standing in the doorway holding up a candle, the better to examine our faces. Her hair was a tangle of gray, and her eyebrows were unkempt; hairs stuck out like a cat’s whiskers. She looked anything but friendly.
“What do you want?” she demanded abruptly.
“We rescued one of yours from a pit in the spook’s mill,” Lizzie said, as if that were all she needed to say to gain entry to the house.
But she was wrong. I didn’t like the look of this woman and sensed some threat from her. She wasn’t a witch, but she looked very confident as she faced Lizzie. That was unusual. This must be the keeper of the water witches that Lizzie had referred to earlier. I couldn’t see why she’d want to live here with all those witches. What did she get out of it?
“Aye, I know that, but what do you want?”
Lizzie forced a smile onto her face. “There’s something needs doing, so I want your help to form a coven with those you keep. Just once and for something special. There’ll be lots of blood for them, power too. What do you say?”
“What’s your name and where be you from?”
“My name is Bony Lizzie, and I’m from Pendle.”
“Not much love lost between those from Pendle and those I keep here,” the woman replied. “There’s been trouble in the past—deaths on both sides.”
“You’ll get no trouble from me or the girl.” Lizzie nodded at me. “Let bygones be bygones, eh? What I propose will be to the benefit of us all. Can’t I come inside and talk about it? What’s your name—can’t you at least tell me who I’m speaking to?”
I thought at first that she was going to refuse, but then she nodded. “My name’s Betsy Gammon, and I’ll give you just five minutes of my time.”
With that, she stood aside, so I followed Lizzie inside. Betsy led us to the rear of the house and into the kitchen. It was dirty, full of rubbish, and there were flies everywhere, most of them disgusting big bluebottles. There was a small door on the right, and she opened it and began to descend some narrow stone steps, her candle sending scary shadows onto the wall. When we reached the cellar, I gazed about me in astonishment.
It was huge, at least three or four times the area of the farmhouse above. At some point, a great deal of excavation had been carried out—the reason, I realized, for the huge pile of soil next to the house. About half the cellar was taken up by a big pit full of water, but on a huge earthen shelf there were several tables and more than twenty stools. In the far corner lay four of those tubular skelt cages. Two of them were occupied. The creatures stared at us with hungry eyes, their long bone tubes jutting out through the bars and quivering with anticipation.
Betsy settled herself down on a stool and stared up at us shrewdly. She didn’t invite us to sit. “Well,” she said at last, “tell me what your proposal is.”
Although the woman wasn’t a witch, there was something very threatening about her. She was one of the most horrible people I’d ever met—and that says a lot when you come from a village of Pendle witches as I do.
“Summon twelve of the sisters first,” Lizzie said. “I’ll put it to all of ’em while you tell me what they say.”
Betsy Gammon shook her head. “I don’t think you understand what’s what here. Not very bright, most of them, are they? So they listen to me and do exactly what I say. They’ve got the talons and teeth, and I’ve got the brains.” She tapped her head and gave us an evil smile. “So don’t waste any more of my time. Explain fully why you’re here! It don’t do to mess with Betsy!”
Lizzie’s face had gone red with anger, and she began to mutter under her breath.
“And don’t waste your Pendle spells on me!” Betsy cried. “I’ve no magic of my own, but I’m shielded by the sisters. Your spells can’t hurt me. And all I have to do is whistle, and twenty or more of those I keep will surge up out of that pit and rip you and the girl to shreds. I’ve half a mind to do it anyway!” She lurched to her feet.
I jumped up in terror, but then Lizzie spoke. “Nay, hear us out.” Her voice was surprisingly gentle, placating the woman. “I didn’t know how it was here, but you’ve put us right. I can see that you run things. Here, let me show you something. . . .”
Lizzie pulled the egg out of her pocket, slowly unfolded the blue silken cloth, and showed it to Betsy. “There’s power in this, lots of power!” she exclaimed, eyes bright with excitement. “Stole it from a spook, I did. And a coven could get that power for itself. I’m offering to share it with those you keep.”
Betsy scowled at Lizzie, her little piggy eyes almost lost within her bloated face. “Why would you come here when you could share it with your own clan back in Pendle?”
“Had a falling-out with my sisters there,” Lizzie lied smoothly. “Almost sent the Malkin assassin after me, they did. Best I stay away until things cool down a bit. That’s why I’ve come to you.”
“You’re as good as dead if they send Grimalkin after you.” Betsy nodded in agreement, her voice softening, too. “So tell me. What needs be done to get that power?”
“It’s a full moon three nights from now,” said Lizzie. “It has to be done then. We need to sacrifice seven children and drip their blood onto the egg. Then the whole coven performing this rite gets power. Each one of us can make any wish, and it’ll come true within seven days!”
Lizzie was crafty, she was. I remembered the exact wording of what the egg had said:
“Give me the heart’s blood of seven human children on the night of a full moon. Give me thirteen witches united in that deed, and I will give the one who holds the egg her heart’s desire! More power than she has ever dreamed of. Once my need is met, let her think only upon what she wishes, and it will be done within seven days.”
Lizzie would be holding the egg, and only she would get her wish. The others would be cheated. And to achieve that, seven children would be murdered.



CHAPTER XIII
A HORRIBLE THING

I knew Lizzie killed people for their bones. I knew she some- times murdered children—though she’d never done it in front of me before.
There was nothing I could do. If I made a fuss, it would be my bones she’d take. She didn’t have to spell it out. I knew how it was.
But this was worse than anything that had happened so far.
Seven children were going to be murdered so that Lizzie could get her wish from that evil leather egg. And this time I would be right there in the thick of it.
I’d be as guilty as Lizzie.
I had never wanted to be a witch, but what choice had I been given?
I like to think I was upset on the awful night Lizzie came to claim me, but I don’t remember crying. My mam and dad had been cold and dead in the damp earth for three days, and I still hadn’t managed to shed a single tear—though it wasn’t for want of trying. Tried to remember the good times, I really did. And there were a few, despite the fact that they fought like cat and dog and clouted me harder than they ever hit each other. I mean, you should be upset, shouldn’t you? It’s your own mam and dad that have just died, so you should be able to squeeze out one tear at least.
It wasn’t until much later that I found out that they weren’t my real mam and dad after all. Not only that, they’d been murdered by Lizzie, using a spell that made their blood grow hot and bubble within their veins, so that later it appeared as if they’d just died of a fever. She’d done it so that she could control me and teach me the dark arts.
I had an aunt, Agnes Sowerbutts, and she was kind to me and took me in. But Lizzie wanted me herself, so that was that. The night she came for me there was a bad storm, forks of Fiend lightning sizzling across the sky and crashes of thunder shaking the walls of the cottage and rattling the pots and pans.
But that was nowt compared to what Lizzie did. All day I’d been nervous, waiting for her to come calling, but Agnes had scryed that it would most likely be after dark—Lizzie’s favorite time. At last there was a hammering on the door fit to wake the rotting dead, and when Agnes drew back the bolt, Bony Lizzie strode into the room, her black hair matted with rain, water streaming from her cape to cascade onto the stone flags. Poor Agnes was scared, but she stood her ground, bravely placing herself between me and Lizzie.
But I wasn’t brave at all. I was terrified—so much so that my knees knocked together and big sobs kept snatching my breath away.
“Leave the girl alone!” Agnes said calmly. “Her home is with me now. She’ll be well looked after, don’t you worry.”
Lizzie’s first response was a sneer. They say there’s a family resemblance, but I could never have twisted my face the way she did that night. It was enough to turn the milk sour or send the cat shrieking up the chimney as if Old Nick himself were reaching for its tail.
I’d always done my best to keep out of Lizzie’s way. It had been over a year since I’d last seen her, and she was scarier than ever. But the day before, news had reached us that she wanted me to live with her. Agnes was supposed to take me to Lizzie’s cottage, but I’d pleaded with her not to, and she’d sent word that she wouldn’t do it. We’d both known that wouldn’t be the end of it.
“The girl belongs to me, Sowerbutts,” Lizzie said, her voice cold and quiet, filled with malice. “We share the same dark blood. I can teach her what she has to know. I’m the one she needs.”
I’d known that Lizzie wanted me to live with her but hadn’t realized she wanted to train me as a witch. That came as a real shock.
I remember thinking that she was just about the last thing I needed, but as I said, I was really scared and kept my mouth shut.
“Alice needn’t be a witch like you!” Agnes retorted. “Her mam and dad weren’t witches, so why should she follow your dark path? Leave her be. Leave the girl with me and go about your business.”
“She’s the blood of a witch inside her and that’s enough!” Lizzie hissed angrily. “You’re just an outsider and not fit to raise the girl.”
It wasn’t true. Agnes was a Deane, all right, but she’d married a good honest man from Whalley, an ironmonger. When he’d died, she’d returned to Roughlee, where the Deane witch clan made its home.
“I’m her aunt, and I’ll be a mother to her now,” Agnes said. She still spoke bravely, but her face was pale, and I could see her plump chin wobbling, her hands fluttering and trembling with fear.
By now I’d edged away into the far corner of the room, wondering if I could slip away into the kitchen, reach the back door, and make a run for it. I knew that the argument between Lizzie and Agnes wouldn’t last long. I knew who’d win.
Next thing, Lizzie stamped her left foot. It was as easy as that. In the twinkling of an eye, the fire died in the grate, the candles flickered and went out, and the whole room became instantly dark, cold, and terrifying. I heard Agnes cry out in terror, and I was screaming myself, desperate to flee. I would have run through the closed door, jumped through a window, or even scrabbled my way up the chimney. I’d have done anything just to escape.
But I couldn’t move a muscle. I was paralyzed with fear.
I did get out, but with Lizzie at my side. She just seized me by the wrist and dragged me off into the night. It was no use trying to resist—she was too strong and held me tight, her nails digging into my skin. I belonged to her now, and there was no way she was ever going to let me go. And that night she began my training as a witch. It was the start of all my troubles.
That was how it had begun with Lizzie, and my training had indeed been hard and unpleasant.
With the murder of seven children it was going to get a whole lot worse.
I was about to take the first proper step toward becoming a malevolent witch. If I helped Lizzie with this, there would be no going back.
Betsy put two fingers in her mouth and gave a piercing shriek. It was enough to make your ears bleed. Something surged up out of the water and landed on its feet on the soft ground facing her. Muddy water went everywhere, and I took a quick step backward.
It was a water witch, wearing rags covered in green and brown scum, her hair matted, face filthy with muck. I’d seen those murderous talons before, but what I hadn’t noticed was the deadly feet. The witch had webbed toes, each one ending in a sharp talon. I guessed they would propel her fast through the water; she could fight, cut, and kill with all four limbs.
Betsy Gammon began to talk to her in the language of the water witches. Most of it was made up of grunts and other noises—something between a bark and an old tomcat spitting up a hairball. But there were a few words I recognized: “blood” and “skelt” were two that I would have expected to be part of the conversation between a water witch and her keeper, and both were uttered several times.
I also heard the name Arkwright, which didn’t surprise me. The local spook must be an ever-present danger to these witches. He hunted them down with his two fearsome dogs and kept them away from the monastery ruins, a place that was sacred to them. There was also the considerable danger that he would one day discover the whereabouts of this farm and put an end to their keeper, scattering the witches and making their activities as a coven more difficult. They must be using powerful magic to cloak the building and keep the dogs from following the scent of a witch here. But how long could they keep that up? The use of magic could be very taxing; it must require a good deal of blood.
In reply to Betsy’s long monologue, the water witch gave just a single grunt before turning and diving back into the water with hardly a splash. She didn’t even look at us. When she had disappeared, the keeper turned to confront Lizzie again.
“It will be done,” she said. “But first we need children. It’s best to have more than seven. Extras always come in useful—skelts love their sweet young blood. They must be taken from the east, well away from the local spook’s territory. We will supply twelve brats. You must bring us the thirteenth. We all contribute. Isn’t that fair?”
I shuddered, but Lizzie agreed. “Aye, that’s very fair. I’ll do my share.”
“Then be back here one night before the full moon and bring your sacrifice! But first I’ll cook you some supper. It’s best to dine together to seal a bargain.”
I didn’t fancy eating anything out of that dirty kitchen, but I didn’t have much choice, did I?
“Gammon by name and gammon’s what I love to eat!” Betsy cackled as if this were a great joke, then bade us sit at the grimy table and handed out plates.
She’d cooked the gammon so that it melted in my mouth. The problem was, it immediately sent me into a coughing fit. Gammon is always on the salty side, but this was almost inedible, and I found myself choking.
Lizzie nibbled a little, trying to hide her annoyance at being given salty gammon. Then I saw her slyly spit it out under the table when Betsy wasn’t looking. Witches had an aversion to salt. Even in food, it could be dangerous. Betsy knew that only too well and was enjoying Lizzie’s discomfort.
Betsy herself was no witch. There was a small pot of salt on the table, and she kept dipping her fingers into it and licking them with relish.
After a while Lizzie commented on it. “You certainly like a bit of salt with your food, Betsy,” she said with an ingratiating smile.
“Aye, that I do,” she replied. “That’s why some call me Salty Betsy!”
Lizzie and Betsy had a good old cackle over that, but once they’d calmed down, Betsy became serious.
“I don’t have any magic of my own, you see. Nothing to keep ’em at bay. And the slimy sisters can be funny at times. It’s bloodlust that does it. They can turn on you in an instant. But salt discourages them. So I eat lots of it. Smear it in my hair, too. It works a treat!”
With that meal, the contract was sealed, and leaving Betsy still stuffing salty gammon into her mouth, I followed Lizzie out the door into the chilly night air.
Lizzie looked up at the moon and faint stars, and then did a slow circle, her eyes sweeping the house, nearby trees, and the distant horizon to the west.
“Just fixing this place in my head, girl,” she told me with a smirk. “Wouldn’t do to catch our brat an’ not be able to find it again.”
We hadn’t gone more than fifty paces east before the old farmhouse, its pond and big mound of dirt all disappeared from view, cloaked again by dark magic.
We covered about a dozen miles before dawn, and then settled down to hide for the daylight hours in a small copse. We were less than two miles from a village, and there were lights showing from a couple of farmhouses ahead, the farmers already up and beginning their predawn chores.
“I’m famished, girl! Get us some rabbits!” Lizzie snapped.
I was still hungry too, not having been able to eat more than a mouthful of that salty gammon. So I caught, skinned, and gutted a couple of rabbits and cooked them on the smallest fire I could manage. It was no more than embers when the tip of the sun peered above the horizon. We didn’t want smoke to give away our position.
Stomachs full, we settled down to sleep. I was still thinking about everything that had happened over the past few days, but Lizzie was very soon lying on her back, mouth wide open, snoring away. Occasionally she muttered in her sleep and a smile split her face. She was dreaming, probably about her clever scheme to fool the water witches and their keeper and have the power of the leather egg all to herself. But I couldn’t sleep, no matter how hard I tried.
I couldn’t stop thinking about what we were planning to do. When night fell, Lizzie would target one of the outlying village houses and snatch a child. And that child would die—either as part of the ritual or to be drained by a skelt.
I would be a murderer, too.
Lizzie managed to sleep right through the day until the sun went down. The moment the light began to fail, she sat up, stretched, yawned, and spat into the cold gray embers of the fire.
“Well, girl, let’s get on with it,” she said, clambering to her feet.
I followed her out of the trees, and keeping to the shelter of a hedgerow, we approached the nearer of two farms.
Lizzie paused and sniffed three times. “Nowt there!” she exclaimed. “No young bones, just a skinny old farmer and his fat, stinky sow of a wife. And they’ve got big dogs, too!”
No sooner had she spoken than they began to bark, and Lizzie moved on quickly, keeping her distance from the threat.
We headed northeast, approaching the village at a tangent. It was dark now, and the moon had yet to rise, but there were lights showing from the bedroom windows of one of the houses. It was set some distance from the others, and Lizzie made a beeline for it.
This time, after pausing to sniff, she gave a cackle of delight. “Just a woman and her brat of a daughter, so it couldn’t be better!” she crowed. “No dog, either.”
She led the way to the front door. I could just make out the shape of a cat on the step.
The poor animal made two mistakes. First, it hissed at Lizzie. That was bad enough. But when she tried to sweep it off the step with the back of her hand, it scratched and hung on to her, its claws embedded in her flesh.
Faster than a snake striking, Lizzie picked it up and, holding it with two hands, twisted the animal violently. I heard a sound like a twig snapping underfoot. She flung the body away into a clump of nettles. Then she knelt and spat into the lock.
Moments later the lock clicked, and Lizzie eased the door open. She stepped inside and turned to face me. “Wait at the bottom of the stairs. If anybody gets past me, don’t let them out of the house, understand?”
I nodded, though my heart was pounding, and watched Lizzie climb slowly up toward the bedroom. It was dark inside the house—the bedroom lights were off now—and she disappeared into the gloom at the top. I heard her open a door, and then, suddenly, a child began to scream in terror. The cries quickly gave way to a shrill, frantic pleading.
“Mam! Mam! Help me, please! A horrible thing is here. It’s got me. Help me! Help me, Mam!”
One part of me felt sorry for the child and wanted to help her. I couldn’t help putting myself in her place and experiencing the terror of being snatched by a witch in the middle of the night. But there was nothing I could do.
I heard another door open, and then heavy footsteps. The mother was awake and rushing toward her daughter. But what chance did she have against a witch such as Bony Lizzie?
There was another terrible scream, this time from the woman, followed by a heavy thump.
“You’ve killed Mam!” the child cried out. “Oh, Mam! Mam! My poor mam!”
Lizzie had murdered the mother! And in front of her own daughter, too! I felt sick to my stomach.



CHAPTER XIV
WHAT CAN YOU DO?

“YOU’LL be next if you don’t shut your stinking gob!” Lizzie cried, and I heard her clumping down the stairs toward me.
She pushed past, carrying the child, who was sobbing pitifully. She was a skinny little thing, no older than six. I suddenly felt angry. I raced after Lizzie, grabbed her arm, and brought her to a halt. She spun around to face me, eyes wild with anger.
“Why did you have to murder her mother?” I demanded. “Ain’t the rest of it bad enough without that?”
Lizzie glared at me. Had her hands been free, she’d have slapped me hard for sure. I was shaking with fear at what I’d just done—grabbing her arm and shouting at her like that. True, we’d had words before, but I’d never been so openly defiant.
“Know your place, girl, or you’ll be sorry!” she warned, her mouth twitching dangerously, showing how close she was to hurting me. “I just used a sleep-now spell on her. Her mam shouldn’t be dead, not unless she broke her silly neck when she fell. And that would serve her right for being so fat!”
With that, she strode off westward, into the dark, carrying the sobbing child.
I really wanted to help that little girl. But what could I do against Lizzie’s magic? If she stopped to sleep or rest, I might get a chance to try something, but it would be risky; I’d pay a terrible price if I was caught. I was probably wasting my time even thinking about it, because I knew she wouldn’t stop until we reached the water witches’ lair.
By morning there’d be a hue and cry—that was, if the mother did recover from the effects of Lizzie’s spell. If she had broken her neck, it might be hours or even days before neighbors found her body and realized that the girl was missing. But no doubt the witches were grabbing other children right now, and the hunt for the abductors would begin. Every able-bodied person for miles would be up in arms. Despite the distance from the mill, they’d finally alert the spook, Arkwright. His dogs and eyes might be baffled by the cloaking magic, but this whole area would be searched. I knew Lizzie wanted to reach that refuge as quickly as possible.
We got back well before dawn and found that the cloaking of the farm was still of the highest standard. Lizzie sniffed and cursed, studying the stars and the horizon in frustration for nearly an hour. I hoped she might hand the girl to me—I could pretend to stumble and allow her to make a run for it. But Lizzie kept a fierce grip on her prize every second of the way. Finally she backtracked and led us to a place where the air shimmered to reveal the house.
Betsy was waiting at the open door, and she grinned and beckoned us inside. As we followed her down the cellar steps, I heard the cries. The child Lizzie carried was still sobbing, but this was a loud wail from more than one child . . . a cacophony of misery.
The sight that greeted me in that gloomy cellar made me sick to my stomach. There were more than a dozen new cages now—larger ones, intended to hold children rather than skelts. Four of these had occupants; one was asleep, three crying their lungs out with fear. All were covered in slime, and one, a little boy with two front teeth missing, was dripping wet.
There were more confined skelts than last time, too—six of them now, all staring out at the children and twitching with hunger.
“Give her to me!” Betsy Gammon demanded, and Lizzie handed the little girl over without question. The huge woman lifted her up and held her at arm’s length. “A skinny little thing, but better than nowt! We’ll need to feed her up!” she declared, before thrusting her into a cage and clicking a lock into place.
“We’re still two short of the seven we require,” Lizzie said, “but I’ve kept my end of the bargain.”
“That you have,” Betsy agreed. “But don’t worry. Tomorrow night a bunch of my girls will be on their way to a place where there should be rich pickings. It’s an orphanage run by a few scrawny old nuns. So soon we should have brats to spare!”
 
The next couple of days became a nightmare. Lizzie and Betsy were getting on like a house on fire now, cackling together in an upstairs room and sipping dandelion wine. While they did that, I was given all the chores to do, the worst being to look after the children they’d stolen.
I didn’t want to face them, didn’t want to be confronted by their misery . . . but someone had to do it. They needed to be fed and kept alive until the ritual at the full moon. Lizzie would have been happy for me to push stale bread through the bars of their cage and tip a cupful of water into each little mouth.
However, I couldn’t leave them sitting there in their own stink, so I dealt with them one at a time, opening each cage to let them out to be fed and cleaned up.
One night Lizzie caught me asking one little girl her name. I was just trying to be friendly and make the child feel a little better, but Lizzie scoffed at me.
“You’re a fool, girl!” she hissed into my ear, giving the child a false smile. “Why waste your time learning her name when she’ll be dead soon? You’d be better off studying your spells.”
But once Lizzie had gone, I carried on as before. I also gave each child ten minutes to walk about and stretch their legs a bit. Most sniffled and sobbed and stared at the caged skelts openmouthed, clearly terrified of the creatures.
Just a few hours before midnight, when they were due to be sacrificed, I was cleaning up the little girl that Lizzie had snatched. She didn’t stop talking, and her words were painful to hear: “Mam’s dead! She killed her. Struck her down dead!” she wailed.
“She ain’t dead.” I tried to make my voice as soft and reassuring as possible. “It was just a spell to make her sleep. By now she’ll have woken up. So don’t you worry. Your mam’s all right.”
“She hit her head when she fell. Made a big thump. Blood trickled out of her ear. I saw it.”
“She’ll recover. Your mam is strong. It’ll take more than a bump on the head to finish her off,” I insisted, taking her hand.
Despite my reassuring words, I began to wonder if the girl’s mother might actually be dead. I didn’t like what she’d said about blood trickling out of her ear. Back in Pendle I’d once watched a boy climb a big tree, cheered on by his friends. He’d climbed too high, onto a thin branch that wouldn’t bear his weight. It had snapped, and he’d plunged to the ground and hit his head on a rock. He’d bled from both ears and never woke up. They carried him home, and I heard he’d died soon afterward.
“But what if Mam’s hurt and can’t walk? She might die of thirst without help. She might be dying now!”
With that, the little girl tore her hand free of mine and ran toward the door. I managed to catch her before she reached the top of the steps. Good thing I did, or there’d have been hell to pay. I carried her kicking and screaming back to her cage, locked her inside, and was forced to feed her through the bars.
“What’s your name?” I asked when she’d finally calmed down.
“Emily. My name’s Emily Jenks,” she replied with a sniff.
“Well, Emily, there’s no need to worry. Your mam will be fine.”
“Will I ever see her again?”
“Of course you will.”
“Maybe it’d be better if Mam was dead,” Emily said softly.
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
“Because then I will see her again. We’ll be together again when we’re both dead.”
“Don’t be silly, you’re just a child. It’ll be a long time before you die,” I lied.
“That isn’t what the fat lady said. She said we’d be given to those horrible things!” Emily cried, pointing through the bars toward the nearest skelt cage. The occupant was staring at us with evident interest. “She said it would stick its long, sharp snout into us and suck up our blood until our hearts stopped beating.”
Some of the nearer children heard that and started crying. I was appalled. The children were scared enough as it was. Why make it worse by telling them they were going to die in such a horrible way?
What kind of a monster was Betsy Gammon? In some ways she was far worse than the witches she kept. Without her, the killing would be random and less frequent. She organized the water witches and made the slaying of innocents happen on a bigger scale. Of course, this time Lizzie had started it, seeking the power of that egg.
“Look . . . that’s not going to happen,” I said, hoping one of the cackling hags from upstairs didn’t suddenly decide to pay the children a visit. “She’s just trying to scare you.”
“Then why did you steal me from my mam and bring me here? And why are those creatures in the cages staring at us all the time? Are they hungry? Do they want our blood?” Emily cried.
I was just as guilty as Lizzie. “Don’t worry, they ain’t going to get your blood,” I said.
“But the fat lady said they would.”
“It ain’t true. I won’t let that happen.”
“You’re only a girl. What can you do? The witches are fierce, with big teeth and claws, and there’s lots and lots of ’em!”
I thought for a moment before answering. Up until now I’d just tried to be cheerful and optimistic, to give the child some hope. Then words just flowed from my mouth as if my answer had come from somebody else.
“I’m Alice, and I won’t let them hurt you. I can stop them. I can and I will!”
I must have said it with real conviction, because the girl’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open in astonishment. For the first time she seemed calm.
My business in the cellar finished, I walked back up the steps to ground level. I heard Lizzie and Betsy still chatting and laughing together upstairs. I couldn’t bear the sight of either of them, so I walked out into the yard and stared at the pond for a while, thinking things through.
How foolish I’d been to claim that I could prevent the child from being hurt. What could I actually do? I wondered.
Nothing! Nothing at all!
No, that wasn’t quite true. Within hours those children would all be dead, but I could do something for myself. I could run away from this terrible place so that when they died I would no longer be here. I wouldn’t be a murderer, then.
Not only that—I could escape from Lizzie. That way I wouldn’t have to become a witch.
But how badly would she want me back? Last time she’d known I was staying with Agnes Sowerbutts. And Agnes hadn’t been strong enough to protect me from such a strong malevolent witch. But this time I could flee far from Pendle, and Lizzie wouldn’t know where. Even if she managed to scry my whereabouts, she’d be too busy wielding the power from that leather egg to bother her head about me.
So why waste time? Better to go now, this very minute.



CHAPTER XV
ELIZABETH OF THE BONES

WITHOUT a backward glance, I left the yard and walked east, back in the direction of the canal. I intended to follow it south, but I wouldn’t be heading toward Pendle. I’d keep going until I was far beyond the County. They said the weather was warmer down south and that it didn’t rain as much. It would be good to get a bit more sun on my face. I hated this damp, blustery County climate.
The light was beginning to fail, so the sun must be very close to the horizon. Not that there was much chance of seeing it. Low gray clouds were rushing in from the west. Soon it would rain.
I felt no lifting of my spirits, no happiness at the thought that I was leaving my old life forever. In my chest, where my heart should have been, was a lump of cold lead that made it difficult to breathe. I kept seeing the hungry skelts and those frightened children in their cages. Seven of them would be sacrificed in order to release the power of the egg; the remainder would be given to those bloodthirsty creatures.
The farther I walked, the worse I felt. Even if I were many miles away when they killed those children, I’d still be guilty, wouldn’t I?
I’d kept watch while Lizzie snatched the child and hurt—maybe even killed—the mother. There was more than one type of guilt. You might do something horrible that you later regretted. But you could also feel guilty for something that you’d not done! If I didn’t help the children in some way, that guilt would stay with me for the rest of my life.
Something struck me like lightning. I could go and tell Arkwright, the spook, and lead him to the children. I could take him through the magical cloak, straight to the house.
But that would be very risky. He might assume that I was a witch, and either put me in a pit or kill me on sight! Still, it was a chance. I might be able to persuade him of the danger that faced the children; and I was the only one who could lead him through the magic cloak to save them. . . .
Once there, I could slip away while he sorted out the witches and that pig Salty Betsy. No doubt Lizzie would get away; she was crafty and had more lives than a cat.
Yes, that’s what I would do, I thought. So I pressed on faster toward the canal. Once I reached it, the mill lay only a little way farther north.
I couldn’t have been more than five minutes from the canal when it began to rain really hard—the kind of downpour that could soak you to the skin in minutes. Next forked lightning suddenly split the sky, to be followed moments later by a loud thunderclap almost directly overhead. It reminded me of that bad storm the night Lizzie had snatched me from Agnes’s house.
I’ve always been afraid of being struck by lightning. It scares me almost as much as spiders and flies. The Malkin coven was once caught in a bad storm on Pendle Hill. One of ’em was struck dead on the spot. And when they carried her corpse back to the village, it was all blackened and burned. It happened before I was born, but they say the stink of her charred body hung in the air for weeks afterward.
Where could I shelter? There were a few isolated trees, but it was dangerous to take refuge beneath them, and the nearby hedgerow wouldn’t keep me dry for long, or safe from the lightning.
It was almost dark, and in the distance I now saw a faint light—it seemed to come from south of the canal. That probably meant a farm. Perhaps I could shelter in one of the outbuildings. No doubt there’d be dogs. They’d get my scent and bark fit to wake the dead, but the farmer wasn’t likely to venture out in such filthy weather after dark.
So I began to walk faster, cutting across two big fields and climbing over a gate, all the while making directly for that light.
Because of the cloud cover, there was neither moon nor stars to light my way, and the rain was driving horizontally into my face now, making it hard to see much. So it wasn’t until I got much closer to the light that I realized my mistake.
Its source wasn’t a farmhouse window or a lantern hanging from a barn door.
It was a barge moored on the canal.
I halted on the towpath and stared at it. It was big, black, and shiny, a far cry from the working craft that usually plied the canal, carrying food, coal, and other materials between Caster and Kendal. It had a flat deck and one closed hatch.
Then I looked at the source of the light that had drawn me across the fields like a foolish moth to the flame that would consume it. On the prow stood thirteen large black candles. They burned steadily, without even the slightest flicker, despite the gusts of wind that snatched the breath from my open mouth. It was still raining hard, churning up the surface of the canal, but not one drop reached the deck of that mysterious barge.
The candles bothered me. Black ones were used by witches—they made me think of the dark. But the barge was very grand and beautiful, which made me put aside most of my fears.
I was rooted to the spot, unable to tear my gaze from the candles and run away. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a movement. I finally turned and saw that the hatch was slowly sliding open.
I gasped in astonishment at what was revealed. There were steps leading downward—too many steps. Canals were not deep, so barges were flat bottomed. These steps went down too far. It was impossible, yet I could see them there in front of me.
Anyone with a shred of common sense would have turned and fled. But I wasn’t thinking straight. I felt compelled to step onto the deck of that black barge and go down into that deep hold. And that’s what I did, as if walking in a dream.
A dream? Looking back, it was a nightmare!
Apart from dozens of candles positioned in clusters, there was just one object in that big hold: a large throne of dark, shiny wood. It was covered in carvings of evil-looking creatures—dragons, snakes, and all sorts of monstrosities. But the throne was unoccupied; there was no one else in the hold . . . at least, nobody I could see. The hairs on the back of my neck began to stand up, and I felt as if someone was watching me. Nevertheless, I walked forward and stood facing the empty throne.
Who would sit on a throne like that, anyway?
I hadn’t spoken those words aloud, but immediately I got an answer to my question.
“A good friend of yours would sit on that throne if he could, Alice. I am that friend. One day, with your help, that may be possible.”
I was confused. I didn’t have any good friends. The words had come from some distance behind the throne. It was a young voice, that of a boy.
“How do you know my name?” I asked.
“I know your name as well as your predicament, Alice. I know that you serve Elizabeth of the Bones unwillingly, and you fear what she might soon do to a number of poor innocent children.”
I had never heard her referred to by that name, but I knew he meant Bony Lizzie.
“Who are you? And how do you know so much about me?” I asked nervously. I noticed that whereas the candle flames on the deck had burned steadily despite the storm, here in the perfect calm of the hold they flickered wildly, as if in response to some ghostly wind.
“I am an unseen prince of this world, and it is my duty to know all about my subjects. I can help you, Alice. All you need to do is ask.”
“Where are you now? Could I see you?”
“I am far away, but you may see my image for a moment. Look just directly above the throne. But don’t blink—it cannot stay here long!”
As bidden, I looked at a point just above that shiny ebony throne. For a moment nothing happened, but then there was a shimmer, and a face, without a body, appeared before me.
It was the face of a boy of about thirteen or fourteen, barely older than me. He wore a broad smile, and his hair was a mass of golden curls that gleamed in the candlelight. He was good to look at; it was clear that he would grow up to become a very handsome young man. Not only that. Kindness and friendship beamed out at me. I felt as if he really cared what happened to me, as if he would do anything he could to help me. No one had ever cared much for me—apart from Agnes, maybe. My mam and dad had been cruel to me, and I hadn’t seen much of Agnes anyway. So it warmed my heart to see someone looking at me like that. I felt that my life might begin properly if he was my friend.
“Would you help me, please?” I found myself saying. All fear and nervousness had left me. I felt happy and sure that somehow things would turn out for the best. “I want to help those children. I was on my way to see Arkwright, the spook, and take him to the house where the children are held captive.”
“You needn’t waste your time going to get the aid of a spook,” he replied as his image faded and vanished. “Look inside yourself. You have the strength and power to do whatever you wish! You need no one but yourself!”
I thought back to the testing in Pendle, the time when a young potential witch is tested to see what her strengths are and what type of magic she should use. Mine had been a terrifying experience that had gone badly. But I had learned from it that I might one day become very powerful. Now I was hearing it again. Could I start to believe it?
“What can I do against all those fierce witches?” I asked. “Lizzie alone would sort me out proper in seconds. She’s forgotten more spells than I’ve managed to learn so far. And what about the sharp teeth and claws of the others? What have I got to match that?”
“Match it? You can surpass it with ease. As I said, the power is within you. Look for it now! Search within yourself!” continued the disembodied voice.
“How can I do that?” I asked.
“Begin by closing your eyes,” the voice said softly.
I obeyed, eager to learn. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be powerful and not spend my life being scared? I thought.
I could see the light flickering through the blood within my eyelids.
“Relax and drift downward!” commanded the voice. “Go down into the darkness, deep within yourself.”
For a moment I fought that instruction. The thought of going down into darkness was scary. But I was already moving; it was too late. I sank slowly at first, then faster and faster. I left my stomach behind and fell, like a stone kicked into an abyss, anticipating some fearful impact when I reached the bottom. I was terrified. I was lost and about to be destroyed. Why had I listened to this boy?
But there was no blow, no collision. Instead I found myself floating in darkness, utterly at peace. And suddenly I discovered the power that the handsome boy had spoken of. It was inside me, part of me; something I owned. It was something that I had been born with. Until this moment I had not been aware that I possessed such strength. Before I’d felt vulnerable, prone to being pushed and hurt by those around me. Now I had no doubt that I had the strength to push back.
“See? You don’t need spells, Alice, but speak them if they make you comfortable. All you need do is focus your mind and exert your will! Wish for what you want. Say to yourself, ‘I am Alice.’ Then be Alice. Nothing can then stand against you. Do you believe me?”
“Yes! Yes, I do!” I cried. It was true. I had absolute faith in what the voice promised. When I’d promised little Emily that I would stop her from being harmed, the words had come out of me without prior thought. And I’d really believed what I said to her. Perhaps that was because, deep down, a part of me already knew that I possessed the power to make it happen.
“Then go in peace, and do what must be done in order to save those poor children. One day we will meet again, and then you will be able to help me.”
One second I was drifting happily in absolute darkness; the next I was standing on the canal towpath in the rain, with the thunder rumbling overhead.
The barge had vanished.
Without hesitation, filled with a terrible certainty that I could intervene and rescue those children from the witches, I set off east toward the house of Salty Betsy.
I walked fast—but would I be too late?



CHAPTER XVI
THE DANCE OF DEATH

I was dripping wet by the time I was even halfway there, my hair soaked and my pointy shoes squelching in the soggy grass. And as I walked, the confidence and determination that had come to me on the canal slowly ebbed away.
Now the barge and its strange occupant seemed nothing but a dream. Had it really happened? If so, what I’d believed at the time now seemed foolish. Lizzie was a really strong malevolent witch. I thought of the sprogs that she could summon from the dark to torment me. They usually just scratched and nipped a bit, but the threat of worse was always there. One had once pushed itself into my left nostril. If I hadn’t screamed for mercy to make Lizzie relent, it might have crawled right up into my brain and started to feed. Could I really disobey her? I wondered.
There were no stars visible, so I wasn’t sure of the time, but it had to be approaching midnight. I walked even faster, finally breaking into a run.
Where was the house? It must be close by now. Then I remembered how difficult it had been even for Lizzie to find it. And she had studied the horizon in order to note its position. I had done the same, but it had been daylight then; now it was night, and the low cloud and rain obscured everything. Not only that, the magic cloaking it was very strong.
I became desperate. By now the witches might have already begun to kill the children. Where was the house?
Show yourself! I thought desperately. Show yourself!
And suddenly, lit by a flash of lightning, the house appeared.
It wasn’t as if I had gotten lucky and blundered through the cloak by chance. Because of the rain and poor visibility, like a small boat battling a storm, I had drifted off course. It was about two hundred strides to my left. I had been about to pass right by it.
Had I somehow broken through that powerful magical cloak with my will? Had I drawn upon the magic deep within me without even muttering a spell, just as the boy on the barge had told me I could?
I turned and began to run toward the house. Perhaps I wasn’t too late, after all . . . ? But what would I do when I got there?
With its boarded-up windows, the house appeared to be in darkness, barely an outline against the clouds. But I knew that down in the cellar, flickering candles and torches would be illuminating a scene of horror.
Lightning flashed again almost directly overhead, showing the surface of the pond churning under the force of the rain, which hammered down on the roof and cascaded in sheets from the overburdened gutters.
I reached the front door and tried the handle. It turned, but the door resisted my pressure. They had locked it. I bent forward, preparing to spit into the lock and use the spell of opening. Lizzie had mastered it, but my grasp of it was less sure. I hadn’t used it by myself before. But then I remembered what the boy aboard the barge had said:
“You don’t need spells, Alice, but speak them if they make you comfortable. All you need do is focus your mind and exert your will! Wish for what you want. Say to yourself, ‘I am Alice.’ Then be Alice. Nothing can then stand against you. Do you believe me?”
The house had revealed itself in response to my command. So I straightened my back, looked down at the lock, and concentrated.
“Open!” I commanded.
There was a click, and in obedience to my wish, the lock turned. I liked that. It made me feel in control. It made me believe that perhaps I could rescue those children, despite the great odds against me.
I eased open the door and went inside, closing it softly behind me. It was dark within, but I remembered the way to the cellar steps. I waited for a moment before going down, my sense of urgency temporarily overwhelmed by the new wave of fear that washed over me.
But the sounds I heard from below spurred my feet to begin a rapid descent. There were wails of fear; a child screamed as if within an inch of losing its life.
When I reached the foot of the stone steps, I waited for a second or two, taking in the scene before me. It seemed that the water witches had decided to begin by gathering blood from the skelts in order to increase their power. Seven of the children were still in their cages. They must be the ones chosen for the ritual with Jacob Stone’s egg later. Six others were already staked out on the cellar floor; a skelt was being released from its cage even as I watched.
Some of the water witches were gathered around the terrified children. I counted them quickly, noting their positions; there were twelve, making Lizzie the thirteenth member of the temporary coven. She was sitting on a stool, clutching the leather egg to her bosom, a self-satisfied smile on her face. Other witches were in the water, clearly enjoying the proceedings. Some surged up like excited seals, only to dive back in with hardly a ripple. Nobody seemed to be looking in my direction.
But where was Salty Betsy? There was no sign of her.
I had taken everything in with little more than a glance. I felt sharp and alert. Now I noticed that the skelt was advancing toward one of the children. It scuttled forward, its multijointed legs a blur, bone tube raised, ready to plunge into the neck of its first screaming victim.
I had to do something quickly. . . .
 
Rage and revulsion fill me.
I concentrate.
Stare hard at the advancing creature.
I will it away from the child. Push it with my mind.
It is thrown backward, high into the air, as if seized by an invisible giant hand. It halts impossibly close to the ceiling, floats there as if time is freezing, then is hurled violently against the far wall of the cellar.
The skelt splatters against the stones, its head breaking with a loud crack. It slithers down like a squashed bug, leaving a slimy trail of blood and brains. Then it enters the water with a loud splash and quickly sinks from sight.
There is a moment’s silence.
The children stop crying; the screaming pauses.
All the witches turn to look at me, hatred and anger etched on their faces.
It is Lizzie who attacks first. Clutching the egg in her right hand, she runs toward me, the fingers of her other hand extended as if she means to scratch out my eyes.
I wait calmly, taking in a deep, slow breath.
I am not afraid.
I am Alice.
I step aside, and Lizzie’s hand misses my face. I extend my foot. She trips over it, falling headlong onto the muddy floor of the cellar. The leather egg spills from her grasp and rolls away, right to the edge of the water.
The children are silent.
It is the witches who scream now. They scream in rage.
I look down at Lizzie, who is sprawled in the mud. She glares up at me with hatred. Her mouth twists in a sneer.
She is still a threat, and I will have to deal with her very soon.
But it is the water witches who pose the more immediate danger. Wild with anger, they run at me, all fangs and claws. They have tremendous strength. They could rip me limb from limb, devour my flesh, drink my blood, and chew my bones into fragments.
They could. But I will not allow it.
I have no talons of my own. My teeth are ordinary teeth. I have no blades at my disposal.
I have only my magic.
And there is more than one way to use it.
I wish I had the abilities of another—someone more capable of dealing with this threat.
I slip off my pointy shoes and grip one in each hand. Their heels will be my weapons. All I need is the skill. So I wield my magic and gather it to me. I exert my will. Now I have the innate ability and honed skill of the greatest warrior. I feel it pour into my body.
I am Alice.
The first of the water witches reaches for me. I step aside and clout her hard with the heel of my pointy shoe. She goes down. She now has a third eye in her forehead; a red one, dribbling blood.
I spin and whirl, doing the dance of Grimalkin; the dance of death. And I strike left, right, and left again. Each savage strike makes contact. Each blow fells an enemy. And I wish them to be terrified. That is my will.
Soon they are fleeing.
Some splash into the water and escape that way. Others scamper up the steps.
I feel so strong. Even the threat of Morwena does not concern me. Let her come. I will deal with her, too!
But Morwena does not show herself. It is almost a disappointment.
Now only Lizzie remains.
She scrambles to her feet, daubed in mud.
The moment of reckoning has arrived.
Something inside me wants to kill her. She is a murderess—a slayer of innocent children. The world would be a much better place without her. I gather my will, but then I hesitate. I cannot do it.
She is family. I will not take her life.
Then I remember what she did to me, and I smile.
The sprogs! I will use the sprogs to torment her!
Can I do that? Will they obey my command? Is my magic that strong? 
Using my will, I summon them from the dark. Full of hunger, they surge into our world.
I hurl them at Lizzie.
When I leave with the children, she is in serious trouble.
She is screaming.
One sprog is already forcing itself into her ear. She is fighting desperately, vainly. Another is scratching its way up into her left nostril. So I put a limit on things. Give it five minutes before the sprogs go back to the dark.
Next I look over to where the egg is balanced on the edge of the muddy shelf. I walk toward it. But then something strange occurs. Something writhes upward; a long, thin multijointed limb.
I recognize it immediately.
It is the foreleg of a skelt. One must have been lurking in the water. The limb moves toward the leather egg.
I step forward to seize it. It should be kept safe, far from Lizzie’s clutches.
But then I halt and relax.
Let the skelt take it. It will be safer beyond Lizzie’s reach.
However . . . I consider the water witches who might still be able to locate and retrieve it.
I have hesitated too long.
The limb grips the leather egg and draws it down beneath the surface with hardly more than a ripple. It is a strange thing for the skelt to do. Why does it want the egg? I push it from my mind. The children must be returned to their homes.
 
As I led the way out of the house, I realized it was still raining. But the children didn’t seem to care. When I looked back at them, I saw that most were chatting excitedly, just glad to be away from the witches and scary skelts.
Some would be going home to their families, others to the orphanage. I wondered if they were happy there.
Then I noticed Emily, the girl whose mother Lizzie had attacked. She was not talking to anyone. I made up my mind to go back, take her by the hand, and ask her to walk alongside me. But suddenly I was distracted.
As we passed the pond, a figure stepped out of the shadows and ran toward me. The children scattered, but I stood my ground.
It was Betsy Gammon.
“You’ve spoiled things for me, girl!” she said, spitting her words out in a fury, her piggy eyes almost popping from her head. “I can’t use magic, but that was my one chance to have that kind of power. You’ve taken it from me!”
She had a long, curved blade in her right hand, and I had no doubt that she intended to kill me. She was almost within striking range. Death was in her eyes, so I defended myself instinctively. Using magic, I pushed her away from me.
She flew back, up into the air, head over heels, and dropped into the pond with a loud splash.
Moments later she came to the surface, spluttering and gasping. She began to flail her arms, and her face was filled with panic.
I realized that she couldn’t swim.
It was strange to think that she was a keeper of water witches and that their natural environment could be her death. I felt torn. I could use my magic again to save her. But what would I be saving her for? So that she could organize her witches again? So that other children would die?
In anguish, pulled between actions and inaction, I did nothing. We watched in silence from the bank while she struggled and finally sank from sight.



CHAPTER XVII
YOU LITTLE FOOL!

AFTER Betsy Gammon drowned, I led the children home.
As we approached the first hamlet, I saw men walking down the main street carrying torches. Some were armed with clubs; one, probably an ex-soldier, had a sword in his belt. No doubt they were a search party.
I didn’t want to get too close. My pointy shoes would identify me as a witch, and they might think I’d been party to the abductions—which, with a twinge of guilt, I acknowledged was true.
“That’s my dad and my uncle!” one little boy exclaimed, a smile widening on his face.
“Go to them!” I commanded the other children. “They’ll take you home.”
Some ran toward the distant figures eagerly, while others walked behind with far less enthusiasm. I put my hand on Emily’s shoulder.
“You come with me,” I said softly. “I’ll take you home myself.”
She came with me happily. I took hold of her hand, and we stepped off the path and skirted the hamlet before heading toward the village where Lizzie had seized her.
As we approached her house, I noted that it was in darkness. That wasn’t promising. Of course, her mam might have gone to join another search party, or she could be staying with friends or family.
But then it got worse. I saw that the front door was still unlocked.
I eased it open and slowly climbed the stairs, Emily at my heels. Neither of us said anything, but she began to cry softly. We both feared the worst.
When we reached the darkness of the bedroom, I heard someone breathing. The sounds were harsh, suggesting we were listening to a struggle to draw air into lungs that desperately needed it. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the stub of candle I always carried. I muttered a spell out of habit, realizing as I did so that the words were unnecessary. The candle flared into life.
Emily’s mother was on all fours, staring toward us. There was nothing in her eyes that told me she recognized her own daughter. She tried to speak, but only gibberish came out.
Then she tried to stand but immediately collapsed onto her hands and knees again. Emily crouched beside her and wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck.
“Oh, Mam! Mam!” she cried. “Don’t you know me? It’s me, your daughter, Emily. Can’t you speak?”
The poor woman only groaned and rolled her eyes. It might well be that she was dying. Some witches believe that a bad blow to the head can make the brain swell up until it becomes too big for the skull and oozes out of the ears and nose. There was certainly a spell to bring this about.
It was also possible that, despite the damage to her brain, the poor woman would live on, unable to speak or recognize her own daughter.
Could I help her? I wondered. Was my magic strong enough to heal her? I was not sure that I could do anything. Dark magic is useful for fighting enemies and forcing obedience upon others. It can kill, maim, and terrify, but its use in healing is uncertain. Some believe that healers use a more gentle, benign magic.
My magic was probably the wrong kind, but I had to try.
“Stand back, Emily,” I said softly. “Let me see if I can do anything to help your mam.”
The girl did as I asked, and I knelt down beside her mother, placing my right hand on her head. She just stared at me, her eyes wide, looking utterly bewildered.
I willed the woman to get better. With all my strength I pushed that wish toward her. For a few seconds nothing happened. Then I felt intense warmth spreading down my arm and into my hand.
The expression in the woman’s eyes changed. She looked up at me angrily and then pushed my hands away. She got to her feet and stared at her daughter. “Emily!” she cried. “I thought I’d never see you again!”
She went to pick up her daughter and started to cry. Soon both of them were weeping; they seemed to have forgotten all about me. I slipped out of the room, went down the stairs, and left the house.
 
As I headed back toward Pendle, I thought back over what I’d just done. I’d healed Emily’s mam. So my magic could do good as well as the other . . . maybe there was hope for me?
I walked as if in a dream.
Walked? I was almost floating, wafting along effortlessly toward Pendle.
Brambles moved aside at my approach, low branches raised themselves so that I could have headroom, and butterflies fluttered in my wake.
I even walked through the middle of a small village in broad daylight, my pointy shoes clacking on the cobbles. I willed the people not to see me, and I was instantly invisible to them. There was a small market in the square, and I helped myself to a piece of fruit right in front of the stallholder. He didn’t notice a thing, and that rosy-cheeked apple proved to be one of the sweetest and juiciest I’d ever munched. Or perhaps it was just the manner in which I’d taken it that made it taste so delicious!
At one point, as I passed south of the great brooding hill, it rained heavily, a torrential downpour that flattened the wheat in the fields and sent rivulets of rainwater rushing down the incline. But none of it touched me. Not one drop fell upon my head, and my shoes were as dry as if there had been a dusty road beneath my feet.
The inside of my head was filled with music. A choir of unseen stars sang in harmony only for me, and I was consumed with a tremendous sense of exultation. I was stronger than all of them. I was free of Lizzie. Free to do as I wished.
I was powerful, strong, and invulnerable.
Nobody could touch me.
Not Lizzie. Not even Grimalkin.
 
It was dark by the time I reached the village of Roughlee. I climbed up through the trees toward the cottage of Agnes Sowerbutts. I’d been happy here. I would be happy again.
Didn’t I deserve some happiness after all I’d been through?
A light was showing at the window to the left of the front door. I had a secret call that I used to let her know I was on my way. It was the cry of a corpse fowl, slightly modulated so that Agnes would know that it was me and not the random call of a night bird.
But I didn’t bother to use it this time. I just willed Agnes to know that I was here. And it worked. The door to the cottage opened wide, and I could see her standing in the doorway.
I walked right up to her and gave her a big grin.
She didn’t smile back.
She slapped me very hard across the face.
“You little fool!” she cried angrily.



CHAPTER XVIII
THE DARK MOON

“WHAT is it, Agnes? What have I done wrong? You should be happy!” I said, my eyes filling with tears. It wasn’t the pain. The slap had hurt, but much worse was the way Agnes was looking at me.
She took me by the shoulder and dragged me inside the cottage, slamming the door behind us.
“No witch flaunts her power like that, or it will consume her. And so much power, too. I can smell the stink of it evaporating off your skin! Tell me everything!” she demanded. “Something’s happened, something momentous. Tell me all of it!”
So I sat on a stool in the kitchen, facing Agnes, and told her everything I could remember: the leather egg, the meeting with Betsy Gammon, the water witches capturing the children to be sacrificed. Then I told her of my decision to flee the house.
“I was scared, but I knew I had to do something. I was so desperate, I decided to go and ask for the help of the local spook. But the thunder and lightning started, and the rain came down, and I needed shelter. I saw a light ahead and thought it was a farm. When I got closer, I saw that it was a strange black barge on the canal; the light came from candles on the deck. The rain should have put them out, but it didn’t. . . .”
Next I told her how I’d stepped onto the barge and climbed down too many steps to see the large throne before talking to the mysterious bargeman.
“What was he like?” Agnes demanded. “Tell me all about him.”
“Well, he was invisible at first. Said he couldn’t be here in person, but that one day, with my help, he might be able to sit on that throne. For a couple of seconds he appeared above it. Hardly older than me, he was, but he had a smiley face and golden hair. However, it was the way he behaved that got to me. He was kind and friendly, and looked at me like he really cared about me. Ain’t many people ever looked at me in that way. Told me I had power inside me and didn’t need no spook to help those children—I could do it myself!”
“Did he tell you who he was, Alice? Did he give you his name?”
I shook my head. “He said he was one of the unseen princes of this world.”
“You foolish girl! It was the Fiend himself, if I’m not mistaken,” Agnes cried, shaking her head.
I looked at her in astonishment. “That can’t be true! The Fiend’s ugly and old, with a sly look on his face. He has big curved horns, too—everyone knows that.”
“No, girl, there’s more to him than that. He can make himself large or small and change his shape to whatever he wants. He could become a handsome golden-haired boy in the twinkling of a maiden’s eye—as many have found out, to their cost!”
“But why would the Fiend have used me to save those children? He’s of the dark, and yet he helped me to thwart the dark. Why would he do that? It doesn’t make sense.”
“Yes, it does. It makes perfect sense if you just think about it. He recognized your guilt and remorse for what you’d been involved in. He sensed your desperation to put things right. So he gave you what you needed. Child, he must want you very badly.”
“What do you mean—want me?”
“He wants your soul, child,” Agnes told me. “He wants your allegiance. He wants you to stand at his side and fight the light. Some witches are relatively weak. All they can do is charm away a wart or poison an enemy. Others have a power that can be developed throughout their lives. Lizzie’s such a one. She works hard at getting stronger. Each year that she lives, her power grows. But there are a few witches, a very few, with extreme innate power; rare ones who are born incredibly strong. And that’s what you are, Alice. I’ve always known. And the Fiend wants you to use your power to help him. That’s why I wanted to look after you and bring you up. I wanted to keep you away from witches who’d awaken those dark abilities within you. But Lizzie took you away . . . and now it’s come to this!
“Listen to me. You can’t use that power for anyone or anything, or it will destroy you. It comes from the very heart of darkness, and if you use it willy-nilly as you’ve just done, it will seize you for its own and take your soul. Show me your mark!” Agnes commanded.
“What mark?” I asked.
“Don’t try to hide things from me, child. Show me the secret mark that tells of your potential.”
I began to tremble. I knew what she meant, but I didn’t even want to think about it. In Pendle, every female child with the potential to become a witch had such a mark. It was a sign of what she could become.
“Where is it, child?”
I pulled up my skirt above my knee to reveal the dark stain on the outside of my left thigh. It had been a thin crescent when I last looked.
“Has it grown?” Agnes asked.
“A bit,” I admitted. It definitely seemed thicker now.
“Each time you use magic,” Agnes told me, “it will grow larger. The use of dark magic has a cumulative effect on the user. Eventually that crescent will become a full dark moon, and then you will belong to the dark entirely. Your soul will be hard. All human compassion will have left you. Do you understand what I am saying?”
“But what can I do, Aunt?” I cried. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Survive, Alice. That’s all you can do. That’s all any of us can do. But you can’t use that power—certainly not in the way you’ve just done. You must limit its use. Better not to use it at all.”
“But Lizzie will want revenge for what I did to her!”
“What did you do?” Agnes asked.
So I told her how I’d saved those children, how I’d killed some of the water witches and driven the rest off, how I’d drowned Betsy Gammon.
“What about Lizzie? She wouldn’t just let you walk away after that. What did you do to her?” demanded Agnes.
“Paid her back for what she often does to me,” I replied. “I summoned a dozen sprogs and set ’em to work on her. Didn’t like that one little bit, did she? She’ll come after me, for sure. Those water witches, too—they’ll want revenge. Without the use of my magic, I’ll be helpless. Could be dead and buried before the week is out, Agnes.”
Agnes buried her face in her hands. She didn’t speak for a long time, but then she looked up at me. “Yes, you are in great danger. There’s nothing for it . . . despite my misgivings, you’ll have to use just a bit of your power one last time. Only a bit, mind. Just wish confusion on Lizzie and those slimy sisters. Wish them to forget your part in everything. Make them forget that egg ever existed.
“It’s a risk, using your magic even once more, but I can see no other way. I’m not strong enough to keep you safe from her, so go back to Lizzie and continue your training for now. It may not be forever. Sometimes things change when you least expect it; one day you might be free of her.”
So I did as Agnes advised. I used a bit of my power one more time. Then, the following day, I trudged unhappily back to Lizzie’s cottage.
She seemed bewildered, and for days walked around as if in a dream. Then she went back to normal and started making my life difficult again. But it had worked. She never mentioned that leather egg or the water witches. It was as if it had never happened.
My training as a witch continued, but I always hid from Lizzie what I was really capable of. I knew that Agnes was right. It was the Fiend who had spoken to me that night, awakening my latent power. If I kept using it, eventually I would belong to him. My heart would harden, and I would become an evil entity without human feelings. I wouldn’t let that happen.
Agnes was proved right in another way, too. My time with Lizzie came to an end just when I least expected it. She led us back to Chipenden, intending to rescue Mother Malkin from the pit in the Spook’s garden and then slay him.
But things didn’t work out as she hoped.
It was then that I first met Thomas Ward, Old Gregory’s apprentice, and my life changed forever. My time as the friend of the Spook’s apprentice has been the happiest of my life.



CHAPTER XIX
AN OLD ENEMY

All that had happened years earlier, but now, down here in the dark, as I looked at Betsy Gammon, it seemed like only yesterday.
She smirked at me from her chair, set against the dank cellar wall. The deep, dirty pond was to her right. Water witches were probably waiting beneath the surface.
“Didn’t expect to come face-to-face with me again, did you, girl?”
I turned back toward Thorne, my betrayer, ready with angry words, but she had already disappeared. I could hear the sound of her pointy shoes receding up the steps.
“It’s sad when people let you down, isn’t it?” Betsy said, coming to her feet and taking a step toward me. “But everyone has their price, and Thorne is no exception.”
I stared at her, feeling hurt. I’d thought that Thorne was my friend. How could the girl who’d fought alongside Grimalkin have changed so much? The witch assassin had nothing but praise for her.
“Do you know what her price was?” Betsy asked.
I didn’t answer. I was considering my options. My best chance was to escape up the steps. But no doubt someone or something would be there now, ready to stop me.
“It’s possible for a witch to be born again. Did you know that, girl?”
“Some believe it, but I’ve never met a witch who claimed to be leading a second life,” I replied.
“Oh, it’s very rare,” Betsy continued. “Takes a lot of power, it does. At least two of the Old Gods have to combine their will to achieve it. And it requires special skill to detect the position of a living person who enters the dark. The best at that is Morwena, the most powerful of the water witches. The moment she knew you’d entered the dark, she got to work. So Thorne was promised another chance to live on earth in return for leading you here. She badly wants an opportunity to prove herself the greatest witch assassin of all—even greater than her teacher, Grimalkin. The chance to become that is to be her reward. Morwena put her in your path and told her to wait. You followed her without a second thought. She led you to us like a lamb!”
Again I made no comment. I had meant to ask Thorne how she’d known where to find me, but I’d never gotten around to it. Now I knew. Agnes was right; I was a fool.
“It’s all over for you now, girl. There’s nothing you can do to save yourself. You’ve got powerful magic, but it won’t help this time. You see, dark magic doesn’t work in the basilica and the area around it. It’s a forbidden zone. And there’s lots of us and only one of you!”
Betsy put two fingers in her mouth and gave a long, piercing whistle. Immediately, in response, a dozen witches surged out of the water. Some dragged themselves up onto the muddy floor; others soared out like salmon and landed on their webbed and taloned feet, water cascading off them. They glared at me with hungry eyes.
Water witches normally begin by drowning their prey. They drag it into the water, and while it’s drowning, they begin to suck its blood—so quickly that the heart stops before drowning can take place.
Alternatively they might just rip me to pieces. Either way, I expected it to be quick.
Perhaps Betsy had lied about not being able to use magic? I thought. I didn’t want my life to end here. I had to find the dagger. We had to put an end to the Fiend.
So I exerted my will.
Nothing.
No response.
Magic really didn’t work here.
I had failed to get the dagger that Tom needed. Now the Fiend would triumph and my best friend would die, too. It had all been for nothing. I was filled with anger.
If this was the end of me, at least I would hurt Betsy one more time.
I kicked out hard, and the point of my shoe went deep into her fat belly. The air came out of her with a whoosh, and she doubled over and fell to her knees.
But then many clawed hands seized me and dragged me toward the water. I struggled, but they were extremely strong, and there were too many of them. Fanged teeth appeared inches from my face. Rancid breath filled my nostrils. Then the water closed over my head, and I felt myself being pulled down. It happened so quickly that I hadn’t time to take a breath, and as I sank into the murk, water rushed up my nose and into my open mouth. I was choking, drowning, desperate for air.
I thrashed about but couldn’t tear myself out of the relentless grip of my enemies. After a while all grew dark, and I felt my consciousness fading away. All I could hear was the thump-thump of my heart, slower and slower. Perhaps they were draining my blood. If so, there was no pain other than that in my chest—the frantic need to breathe.
Then there was nothing.
Nothing at all.
The next thing I knew, I was back on the muddy bank on my hands and knees, retching.
“Did you enjoy that, girl?” Betsy gloated, once more seated in her chair. On either side of me, a water witch gripped my shoulder with a taloned hand. “Now you know what it’s like to be drowning. You know how I felt when you did that to me. But it’s not over yet! Soon as you’ve got your breath back, it starts all over again. A very slow and painful death is what I plan for you!”
She was as good as her word. Within a minute, I was dragged back into the water again. By now there were only two water witches present, but I would have been helpless against just one.
This time I managed to suck in a deep breath first. But all that did was delay my agony. Once again the pressure in my lungs was so great that I was forced to breathe out, and soon the water was rushing into my nose and mouth once more.
There was a roaring in my ears; darkness. Then, once again, I found myself on my knees, gasping for air and vomiting water.
I lost count of how many times the process was repeated. On each occasion Betsy taunted and gloated from her chair while I went through the agonizing process of recovery.
But everything must come to an end.
I looked up for the umpteenth time, water pouring from my nose and mouth, trying to draw in a first painful breath, when I realized that it was Betsy who had come to an end.
She was sitting back, slumped in her chair, a knife buried up to its hilt in her throat. Even as I watched, I saw her body start to disintegrate. Her head had fallen off now, and was sliding down between her knees. I vaguely remember wondering if that was what usually happened when you died for the second time.
Moments later, I knew the answer.
There were no taloned hands gripping my shoulders any longer. The two water witches were lying beside me, stretched out on the muddy floor of the cellar. Each had a knife between her shoulder blades. Their bodies were starting to crumble, too.
A hand seized my arm and yanked me to my feet. I came face-to-face with Thorne and angrily tried to pull away. But I was too weak, still fighting for breath.
“Come on! Come on!” she screamed into my face. “Morwena could arrive at any moment.”
She dragged me toward the steps and pulled me up to the top. I was too feeble to resist.
We crossed the room and went out through the front door. I staggered across the marshy ground with Thorne. Finally we crouched in the shadow of a stone wall, out of the light of the blood moon.
“I’m sorry.” Thorne’s voice was hardly more than a whisper.
I was about to give her a piece of my mind, but my stomach lurched, everything began to spin, and I leaned sideways and vomited into the grass.
At last I got my breath back and blasted her with my anger.
“You’re sorry? Sorry? Sorry for what? For betraying me and sending me to my death? Sorry for stopping me from getting the dagger and destroying the Fiend? And who would he go after first? Ain’t much doubt about it! Grimalkin, I think, because of what she’s done. Fine way to repay someone who trained you! Grimalkin wouldn’t be pleased with what you did. You were brave in life; she hoped you’d be brave in death. That’s what she told me. But you weren’t brave, were you? You were a coward who couldn’t face being in the dark and would do anything for the chance at a second life!”
Thorne said nothing. She just bowed her head and stared down at the ground.
After a while my anger began to ebb away, and I spoke again. “Why did you come back?”
She replied without looking up. “Even before I reached the top of the steps, I regretted what I’d done. It hadn’t seemed real until then. Then I heard what was happening below. You drowned Betsy back on earth, but her death was nothing compared to what you would experience. I couldn’t bear it. So I came down to help you.”
“What now?” I asked.
“I’ll help you to get the dagger.”
“I would be better off on my own,” I retorted. “How can I trust you after that? Did you talk to anybody else when you left the cellar? Did you tell ’em why I’m here—that I have to reach the Fiend’s domain?”
That was important. If they knew what I wanted and where I was going, they’d be there waiting for me.
“No, Alice, I didn’t have time. They still don’t know. . . . So think about it. You’ve more chance with me than on your own; we need each other. After what I just did, they’ll be after me too. No doubt they’ll plan a horrible, slow second death for me. You’re close now to where you want to go. The domains move around, but they say the Fiend’s domain is always near this one with its basilica for worship. There’s a good chance that this gate will take us there. Trust me again, please. Let me help you.”
I thought carefully. There was truth in what she’d just said. And she had come back for me.
“I need to get into the basilica and avoid the trap they’ve set,” I told Thorne. “I must reach that gate. Can you help me to do that?”
“Inside the basilica, we’ll have to trust to luck. I’ve never been in there myself, and the gate could be anywhere—we’ll have to search for it. But I might be able to get us inside unobserved. I know those who might help. But you’ll have to wait here. It’ll be easier and faster if I go alone.”
“How long will you be?”
“As long as it takes. Just wait.”
Then Thorne was gone, and I was alone in the shadow of the wall, shivering in my wet clothes.



CHAPTER XX
JAWS WIDE OPEN

IT was hard to judge the passing of time, and I crouched there, wet and uncomfortable, for what seemed like an hour or more.
I began to wonder if Thorne would ever return. Maybe she’d changed her mind again and sided with my enemies once more. Perhaps she’d been caught.
I could wait only a little while longer. There was no way of knowing how much time had passed back on earth—it could already be close to Halloween. Soon I would have to try and find my own way into the basilica.
But finally Thorne reappeared and, without a word of explanation, crooked her finger in a sign that I should follow her.
Keeping mostly to back alleys, we approached the basilica in a slow widdershins spiral. We arrived at the side of the huge building. Between us and the wall was a large paved area, perhaps a hundred paces across. Whether we faced south, north, east, or west, it was impossible to say in a domain where the blood moon remained fixed in the same position.
Thorne came to a halt, and as we dropped into a crouch, she pointed. “Do you see the third door from the left?” she asked.
I counted quickly. There were five doors of varying sizes. The third, oval in shape, was the smallest of them all. I nodded.
“That’s the best way in. I’ve been told it isn’t usually guarded,” Thorne told me.
“Do you trust the people you spoke to?” I said.
“As much as you can trust anybody who’s been in the dark for some time. The longer you’re here, the more desperate you become. I spoke to a group of people and trust some more than others. But all agreed that was the door to use.”
I wasn’t filled with confidence, but I had to take the risk. I nodded again, and Thorne pointed toward the door and put her finger to her lips before setting off immediately. I followed at her heels.
We were less than fifty strides from the door we’d been directed to when I heard a bell begin to toll—the one that summoned the chosen to be slain in the basilica, and then the random taking of blood. Now we were in immediate danger.
At the thirteenth toll of that dreadful bell, something shrieked out from above. I recognized it immediately—the raucous cry of a chyke. And it wasn’t alone. Others were swooping down toward us, a dozen or more of the batlike creatures, their clawed hands extended to rend our flesh, their eyes glowing red like embers. Last time I had estimated the creature to be of approximately human size, but these appeared even larger.
Thorne had her blades, but I had no weapons at all, and as I’d just learned, to my cost, magic didn’t work near the basilica. I decided to try again anyway. I flicked at the nearest chyke with my mind—a spell of repulsion. It didn’t work. The creature continued to glide toward me, its open jaws dripping saliva.
We began to run toward the shelter of the dark oval doorway.
The chyke attacked, swooping down, and I dived forward into a roll. But not before I felt a sharp pain in my forehead. When I scrambled to my feet, blood was running into my eyes, but Thorne had returned to stand over me and, despite the pain she must be feeling in her hands, was holding two blades and trying to drive away the attacker.
I glanced about me and knew a moment of real terror. Other chykes were coming for us, too many for Thorne to fend off alone. We were about to be ripped to pieces.
I lurched to my feet, holding my arms high to protect my face. I anticipated the tearing of my flesh, but there was no pain. Instead, the claws that had been aiming for my face were gone. I looked up and saw the chykes fleeing from another, larger winged being. One was too late and, screaming in terror, was seized by its pursuer. It was quickly ripped asunder, the bloody pieces falling onto the flags behind us.
My stomach turned over as I saw the killer banking and flying toward us. The rest of the chykes had fled. Were we its new prey? I wondered. But then I recognized the predator.
“It’s Wynde, the lamia who died before the walls of Malkin Tower,” Thorne said. “She was a friend in life and will be so in death.”
Grimalkin had told me that she had watched from the battlements of the tower, unable to help, as Wynde had been slain by the kretch. It had eaten her heart, thus sending her directly to the dark. But the lamia witch had fought bravely, and others had to help the kretch to overcome her, among them the dark mage Bowker and three witches who had speared Wynde with knives on long poles.
Later Grimalkin had slain them all.
Wynde landed close to us. “Why have you, who still live and breathe, entered the dark?” she demanded of me. “Why have you risked so much?”
Her voice was guttural and her words difficult to make out. Sometimes when a lamia was in the process of shape-shifting toward the feral, she temporarily lost the use of language altogether. In this final winged form it usually returned, but it was still difficult to understand what she was saying.
“I am here to gain the means to destroy the Fiend. The gate I need to reach his domain is somewhere inside the basilica, and I must use it,” I told her. “There is something vital there that I must retrieve.”
“Enemies wait for you beyond that door,” she rasped.
Thorne scowled. “You’ve been betrayed again, Alice, but it wasn’t of my doing, I swear it. The friends I spoke of were witches who sometimes cared for me after my cruel father beat me. I hoped they could be trusted. I’m sorry. I’ve let you down again.”
“You did your best, Thorne,” I told her.
“There is another entrance, a high one in the roof,” said Wynde. “I will carry you up to it. Who will be first?”
“Go first!” Thorne commanded. “You’ve no weapons.”
There was no time to argue. Wynde flapped her wings and hovered before me, her scaly knees level with my face.
“Grab on to my legs!” she commanded.
I’d barely managed to get a proper hold before she lurched upward; the ground receded at a terrifying speed. Moments later she was flying toward the dark mass of the basilica. I was facing backward, and the first indication I had that we were over it was when we passed the tower, the tip of the lamia’s wing almost brushing the stones. Then she folded her wings close to her body and plummeted down like a stone. I gasped as I left my stomach behind.
The roof rushed up to meet us, but at the last moment Wynde unfurled her wings, and my feet made contact with the tiles. I released my grip on her legs, and she flew up again, returning to collect Thorne.
I looked around. I was standing with my back to a huge buttress that supported the square tower. Ahead of me was a narrow path leading between two sloping roofs to a wall with a narrow door in it. Was that a way into the basilica? We couldn’t now be seen by those on the ground, but some would have noted our journey with the lamia. Now others within the building might be racing to intercept us. We needed to move quickly.
I waited impatiently for the lamia to bring Thorne to me. What was taking so long? I had a moment of fear. What if in the meantime she’d been attacked by the chykes again? How long could she hope to hold such a fierce flock at bay?
Then I heard the beating of wings and sighed with relief as Wynde lowered Thorne to stand beside me. Hovering before us, the winged lamia pointed at the door with a taloned hand.
“That is the way,” she confirmed. “There may be others inside who are willing to help, but whether they can fight their way to you is uncertain.”
“We thank you for your help,” I told her.
“Thank me by getting what you seek. Thank me by putting an end to the Fiend!” she cried. Then she soared aloft, flew round the tower, and was lost to sight.
Wasting no time, we hurried toward the door. There was no visible handle. What if it was locked? I asked myself. The spell of opening wouldn’t work in this place.
But I needn’t have feared. It opened at the pressure of my hand and swung inward, its hinges groaning. It was very dark inside, and I reached for the candle in my pocket. But as I brought it out, I remembered that without magic I wouldn’t be able to light it. Thorne shrugged, then squeezed past me and went through the door slowly, her hands extended before her. She was touching the wall, feeling her way in the dark.
“It seems to be a spiral staircase,” she said, her voice hardly more than a whisper. “It goes counterclockwise. Feel for the rail on the right.”
Pushing the candle back into my pocket, I went through the open doorway cautiously. Sliding my hand down the rail, I steadied myself as I descended the stone steps, following the spiral downward. Hemmed in by cold stone walls on both sides, I felt claustrophobic. There was no way to stop our pointy shoes from clacking on the stone steps, and I hoped that nothing was waiting for us below. It would have plenty of warning of our arrival.
We must have gone down at least a couple of hundred steps when I noticed a yellow flickering light from below, which allowed me to see Thorne’s silhouette. The constant turning left was starting to make me feel dizzy, and it seemed to be getting warmer, which wasn’t helping.
We emerged onto a narrow ledge, and glancing beyond it, my dizziness grew worse and I almost fell forward. The space I gazed upon was vast and the ground lay far below. It resembled some gigantic cavern, and my first thought was that the inside of the basilica was somehow larger than the outside. Then I remembered the house where Betsy Gammon had been the keeper of the water witches, and realized that the effect was due to something similar. The lowest level of the basilica had been excavated in the same way. Its floor was far lower than the ground outside the building.
Nothing seemed to be moving below, but I could see a number of structures. Were they altars to the various Old Gods of the dark?
“Where’s the gate, then?” I said, immediately realizing I had made a mistake. I had kept my voice low, but it was amplified by the vast inner area of the basilica and echoed from wall to wall.
Had I further alerted our enemies to our presence?
In response to my question, Thorne put a warning finger against her lips and pointed downward.
But how could we get there? The narrow ledge didn’t slope down. It ran along the wall at the same height. However, Thorne set off along the ledge, taking slow, careful steps. I kept my eyes on her right shoulder, the one nearest the wall, not daring to glance into the scary abyss. Beyond her I saw an archway in the wall. When Thorne ducked her head and stepped inside it, I followed. Narrow steps led into the dark, slowly becoming wider, the dank walls pressing in on either side.
Once again the thought came to me that someone or something would be waiting for us below. Could it be that our every move was known? Again I had the sense of being watched. This time it was stronger than ever.
I could see flickering lights ahead. Below us lay a chamber, with candles in wall brackets.
Thorne whispered, “We’re getting closer to the gate. But if it is there, then so are our enemies. They control it.”
She was still going down, but her steps were slowing. Then she suddenly stopped completely. “Go back!” she shouted, spinning round to face me and gesticulating wildly. “It’s a trap! I can see enemies waiting below!”
But it was already too late. Heavy boots thudded down the steps behind us. I couldn’t see who they were, but I knew that there were too many boots and too many enemies. We were trapped.
Thorne drew her blades and then ran the steps toward the chamber. I followed hard on her heels. Once on level ground, I stood at her right shoulder and stared at the occupants of the small, windowless room we found ourselves in.
There were three of them.
Two were dressed in the garb of Pendle witches, with tattered black gowns and pointy shoes. The third was a huge abhuman with too many teeth to fit into his mouth.
I faced three old enemies: Bony Lizzie, Mother Malkin, and Tusk.



CHAPTER XXI
A NEW THREAT

I should have realized that at least one of the enemies I had bested on earth would be waiting in the basilica to get their revenge.
Tusk, the abhuman, had been slain by Old Gregory, the Chipenden spook. Soon after that, Tom Ward had used salt and iron to weaken Mother Malkin, and in her desperation to escape she had fled across the pigpen at the Ward family farm. Those hungry pigs had eaten every bit of her, including her heart, sending her into the dark forever.
She was small—Tom Ward’s use of salt and iron had shrunk her to a third of her previous size. And now, after death, she was trapped in that form, but she was still terribly dangerous.
Bony Lizzie had been bound in a pit by John Gregory until war had come to the County and the Pendle witches had rescued her. My final confrontation with her had been on the Isle of Mona. Tom and I had pursued her, and she had fallen off a cliff into the sea. Destroyed by saltwater, her heart eventually eaten by fish, she too was trapped in the dark and would be desperate for revenge.
“Well, daughter,” Lizzie said, a gloating smile on her face. “At last I have the chance to pay you back. Now we will make you suffer!”
Old Mother Malkin shuffled forward, too. I saw that her long white hair was matted with dirt. Magic didn’t work here, but once this gnarled old witch had been the most powerful in the County, and her wrinkled body would still show a terrible, inhuman strength. Although she barely came up to my knees, her talons were extended toward me, her glowing red eyes desperate for my blood.
I took a step backward; Thorne took a step forward.
“Well, look what the cat’s dragged in!” Lizzie exclaimed. “Morwena ain’t going to like the way you’ve gone back on your word. She won’t be best pleased—she’ll be cutting more than your thumbs away!”
Thorne didn’t waste words on replying. She never even looked at Lizzie. A blade was in her hand, and she slashed horizontally at Mother Malkin, opening a wide red mouth in her wrinkled forehead.
The old witch screamed and staggered back, blood cascading down into her eyes and blinding her. I attacked, too, and struck at Lizzie with my left hand, my nails narrowly missing her eyes.
But before I could do anything more, I was seized by Tusk. He grabbed me from behind, pinned my arms to my sides, and lifted me up so that my feet were clear of the ground. I kicked back at his knees with the heels of my pointy shoes, but he began to squeeze me so that I could hardly breathe.
Tighter and tighter he clasped me, until I felt as if my ribs would snap. I could no longer draw air into my lungs. He was killing me. My only hope was that Thorne would somehow intervene and cut him down.
“Let her go! Let her go!” cried Thorne.
“Then drop your blades!” Lizzie screeched back at her.
By then my vision had grown dark, but I heard the sound of her blades clanking on the ground. There were other noises, too—more heavy boots running down the steps and coming into the room behind us.
We were finished. Now I would never be able to get the dagger. The chance to destroy the Fiend would be lost.
 
The next thing I knew, I was lying facedown on a cold stone floor. A woman’s voice spoke somewhere behind me.
“She’s awake. Now I’ll teach her all about suffering!”
There was a sudden sharp pain in my ribs. I knew it was a jab from a pointy shoe, and I recognized the voice. I had been kicked by Bony Lizzie—my own mother.
I rolled into a ball, attempting to protect myself, but was dragged to my feet by a fist bunched in my hair. Lizzie’s eyes were glaring into mine. She looked insane with rage.
“Now you’ll get your comeuppance, girl!” she shrieked, showering me with spittle. Almost ripping my hair out by the roots, she twisted me away from her so that I fell back into Tusk’s arms once more. He roared at me, opening his mouth wide. The foul breath was a hot wind in my face, making me retch. The yellow tusks were almost touching my cheeks, and there were a lot more sharp teeth inside his mouth—two double rows of them.
For a moment I thought he was going to bite off my nose or tear a chunk of flesh from my face, but instead he gave me an evil grin, set me down on my feet, and turned me round to face a dark doorway opposite the steps. When I turned back to face the witches, I saw that Lizzie had a blade in each hand, pointing toward me.
These were the blades that Thorne had been holding. The assassin was being held by a couple of the brutish men who had followed us down the stairs. Others were standing behind her—perhaps a dozen in all. I thought I recognized a couple of them as yeomen who had served Lizzie on the Isle of Mona, where she had attempted to become queen.
For a second I gazed into Thorne’s eyes. Even though she didn’t speak, somehow I understood that not all was lost. She had dropped her blades and surrendered in order to save me. Otherwise I would have died, my ribs caved in and the life squeezed from my body by Tusk. They had disarmed her; I could see no other blades in the scabbards set in the leather straps crisscrossing her chest.
However, I knew that Thorne’s armory was a duplication of Grimalkin’s. There was a smaller sheath just under her left arm containing another weapon—the scissors that were used to snip off the thumb bones of a slain witch.
But for my desperate plight at the hands of Tusk, Thorne would still have been fighting. And I knew that at the first favorable opportunity, she would fight again.
Thorne had said that the gate could be somewhere in this room. I glanced about me quickly but could see nothing. What would it look like, anyway? Gates took on different shapes and could be manipulated by those who controlled them.
“That way!” Lizzie snapped, pushing me toward the doorway.
I stepped forward to enter another room. This one was long and narrow—no more than three people could walk abreast. On the floor lay a bloodred carpet. I walked directly ahead of Lizzie, Tusk, and Mother Malkin, trying not to show my fear.
I was prodded along, blade points pricking my back, toward the shadowed recess at the far end. As we approached it, my first thought was that it contained a throne, but then I saw a hooded figure slouched on a simple wooden chair with a high back. Dressed in a gown and hood, he could easily have been mistaken for a spook. Set on each side of him was a big bucket. And I didn’t have to look to know what the buckets contained. The stink told me.
It was an unmistakable metallic, coppery smell.
The two buckets were filled with blood.
I glanced about me, aware that all eyes were locked upon the rich blood in the bucket—the currency in the dark. But my attention was quickly drawn back to the hooded figure.
Slowly the head lifted, and I saw golden eyes gleaming at me from within the darkness of the hood. They were vast, at least five or six times bigger than those usually found in a human face.
What exactly was the creature facing me? Another abhuman like Tusk? I wondered.
Very slowly the entity raised its left hand toward its face. The fingers were long and bony and seemed to be covered in short black bristles. They drew back the hood to reveal what had been hidden within its shadows.
But the face! The horror of that terrible face! The eyes were multifaceted, bulbous, and huge. And each one contained the image of a terrified girl. It took me a couple of moments to realize that I was gazing at my own reflection over and over again.
The head was that of a giant fly, covered in dark hair, with a long, flickering tongue. It was a being straight out of my worst nightmares.
I remembered again that day when we had set out to kill the old spook Jacob Stone. Lizzie had bitten the heads off thirteen rats and attracted a swarm of large black flies in order to gather sufficient magic to be able to move two large stones and free the dead witches. Lizzie had told me that the source of her power had been the dark lieutenant who sat at the left-hand side of the Fiend. And now, after death, she had clearly become his disciple and servant in the dark.
I was facing the demon Beelzebub, sometimes called the Lord of the Flies.
“Well, girl,” Lizzie snapped from behind me. “You always feared flies. But nothing you ever saw on earth will match this. You’re going to get exactly what you deserve! Now I remember how you cheated me of the power inside that leather egg. Well, it’s time to pay you back for everything!”
The tongue of the demon rasped in and out of the mouth, making a strange grating, vibrating sound. Was Beelzebub attempting to speak to me?
A moment later I realized that it was indeed some kind of communication—but it was not directed at me.
It was a command.
The Lord of the Flies had summoned his own special creatures to his presence.
It began as a faint buzzing, which steadily increased in volume. Suddenly a fly was circling my head—a bluebottle as big as a bumblebee. It was quickly joined by a couple more, and then another. And it was only when the number increased to a dozen or more that I saw where the flies were coming from.
They were erupting from Beelzebub’s open mouth, a steady line of them flying out faster and faster to swarm about my head. I cried out in fear, remembering how, back in Jacob Stone’s garden, they had settled on Lizzie’s face, obscuring every inch of it, even landing on her tongue. I was filled with a claustrophobic terror at the thought of that happening to me. But the flies quickly left me and descended in two clouds onto the buckets of blood on either side of the demon.
They were still hurtling out of that hideous mouth, darting past the long, rasping tongue to form a living, writhing mound of flies, a dark, pulsating lid on each bucket of blood.
Moments later the two swarms left the buckets and joined into one huge cloud less than two feet from my face. Their drone became a roar, and I tried to step back, immediately feeling the sharp points of two blades against my back as I did so.
The dark cloud began to contract into a rough oval. Then, out of that simple egg shape, a more complex structure began to form. At first I thought it was just my imagination. I often see images like that in clouds, or even in the leaves of shrubs and trees. If you look hard enough, faces are everywhere.
But I knew that my imagination was playing no part here. The swarm had taken on the shape of a huge face with a hooked nose, bulbous eyes, and a wide-open mouth that showed two sets of sharp teeth. And there was a further touch of horror.
The flies had been feeding on the blood from the buckets. Some of them must have been immersed in it, under the weight of those pressing down from above. Now those flies had formed the lips and teeth of the huge face, and they were covered in blood.
Suddenly I detected a faint smell of rotting eggs. The gate must be somewhere nearby, I realized. I looked about me, searching for a glint of maroon, but could see nothing.
The mouth moved and the buzzing changed, became deeper.
It was speaking to me.
“You are the daughter of my master!” cried the humming, rasping voice. “Why have you betrayed him? You could have had so much. Why have you turned against him? Power was yours, simply for the asking!”
I shook my head. “Ain’t nothing I wanted from him,” I said. “Better not to have been born than have him for a father and that dirty witch behind me for a mam.”
That earned me a kick from Lizzie, but I bit my lip to stop myself crying out from the pain. Didn’t want to give her the satisfaction, did I?
“Why are you here?” asked that huge mouth. “Why have you entered the dark?”
It seemed to me that, maimed as he was, the Fiend might somehow have discovered my intent and passed it on to his servants. But perhaps Tom’s mam had been able to cloak her plan from him and from his servants in the dark. They didn’t know that we hoped to destroy him by means of the ritual. Tom’s mam had hobbled him once, and he’d snatched the blade and taken it into the dark. But if they didn’t already know that I was here to get that dagger—the third hero sword, the Dolorous Blade—it might not take them long to work it out. I certainly wasn’t going to give anything away.
Didn’t want ’em waiting for me in the Fiend’s throne room, did I, when I went to get it?
There was still hope. Thorne had her scissors—but would she get the chance to use them? Or would they kill us both right here and now?
I was waiting for my chance, too. I couldn’t use magic here, but I had no intention of giving up without a fight.



CHAPTER XXII
THE BONES OF BEELZEBUB

“DON’T keep him waiting for an answer!” Lizzie screeched into my ear. “You wouldn’t believe what he’s capable of!”
“I will give you one more opportunity to answer,” said the mouth, opening and closing, dripping blood as the flies droned each word. “I know your secret fear. Remain silent and it will happen to you now!”
My secret fear! What did Beelzebub mean? I had many fears: that I might not manage to retrieve the dagger; that I would return too late for the ritual to be performed; that something might have happened to Tom; that Grimalkin would fail to keep the head safe and that the Fiend would walk the earth again; that I would lack the courage to keep silent when Tom took my bones; that one day I would be struck by lightning; that—
Suddenly I knew what the demon meant. A memory flashed into my mind to make me shudder. Once more I saw Lizzie in Jacob Stone’s garden, flies crawling all over her face.
That was what I feared here and now, and Beelzebub knew it! Creepy-crawlies. After spiders, I feared swarms of flies. I couldn’t bear the thought of them crawling over my face.
“Tell him nothing!” Thorne cried out.
I glanced across to where she was still held by two brutish thugs. I nodded. She was right. I couldn’t tell them why I had entered the dark.
“So be it!” said the mouth, which immediately closed. The features melted back into the simple oval that had given birth to them. Then the swarm of flies soared aloft and zoomed toward me.
I lashed out with my hands, trying to keep them away. But it was hopeless. There was more chance of fending off hailstones with a sewing needle. In seconds, the flies were all over my face and head. They covered my eyes so that I couldn’t see, buzzed into my ears and up my nose. I felt the weight of them bowing my head forward.
My nose was blocked and I couldn’t breathe . . . I panicked. There was only one thing I could do—something I was desperate to avoid.
I needed to open my mouth to draw in a lungful of precious air. . . .
But if I did that, the flies would be able to get in.
I reached for my nose and squashed as many as I could, feeling them turn to slime under my desperate fingers. I squeezed my nostrils together and sneezed out the flies. But I had less than a second’s relief before they crawled up my nose again. Strong hands seized mine and pulled my fingers away from my face so that I could not gain even a moment’s further relief.
I hung on as long as I could, my lungs bursting, enduring the horror of those big, fat bluebottles crawling all over my face and getting tangled in my hair.
Then at last I had no choice.
I opened my mouth and gulped in air.
And the flies followed.
I tried spitting them out, but there were far too many of them. They were all over my tongue, and I began to retch as they crawled down my throat. Moments later, that too was blocked. I fell to my knees, gagging because of the flies in my throat, and then vomited. That gave me another second of relief, one brief fresh intake of air before they filled my mouth and throat once more.
My wrists were still held tightly, my arms now twisted behind my back. My eyes were covered and I couldn’t breathe; I was in darkness, slowly dying.
Suddenly the weight was gone from my head, and I saw the flickering yellow of torchlight. The swarm had lifted off me and was shifting to form a gigantic face again. I spat the last of the flies out of my mouth and looked up at it.
Out of the corner of my eye I could see Tusk, still behind me. He was holding my wrists so tightly that the bones were being crushed. Lizzie was now on my right, a gloating smile on her face.
“Never did like flies, did you, girl?” she said. “They seem to like you, though—can’t get enough of you!”
The huge mouth opened again, and words rumbled out. “Speak now. Tell me what I want!”
I shook my head and stared up at the swarm defiantly.
“You are brave and can endure difficult trials,” said the gigantic mouth. “But I sense another weakness within you. Another fear. You would not let harm befall a friend whom you have the power to save. Bring the other girl closer!”
Lizzie stepped aside to allow the two men to drag Thorne forward to my side.
“This time I will not relent until you tell me what I wish to know,” said the voice. “And if you refuse, she who is your friend will die the second death!”
The face became a dark egg again and moved up closer to the ceiling, forming an angry swarm, ready to descend upon Thorne.
I was beaten. I would have to tell the demon what he wanted.
We were prisoners, and our hopes of ever achieving our goal were slim. What little hope I had now rested on Thorne finding an opportunity to set us free by using her remaining weapon—the scissors.
She couldn’t do that if I allowed the flies to smother her. So what would it matter then if they knew I’d come here for the dagger?
I opened my mouth, intending to tell Beelzebub what he wished to know. . . .
But in that second, Thorne tore herself free. It happened very quickly. She drew the scissors from their sheath, but instead of using these on her captors, she ran straight toward the chair where Beelzebub was seated.
He was a demon, but he had only been able to manipulate the flies because they were part of him, part of who he was; they were like extra limbs, particles of self that he could direct using his mind. Anywhere else but within this basilica, and he would have blasted Thorne with powerful magic, hurling her across the room or incinerating her on the spot. But even his demonic magic didn’t work here.
Thorne was fast. She took Beelzebub by surprise. At the last moment, his tongue flickering in and out of his mouth, he came to his feet and tried to fend off her attack with his left hand.
That was a mistake. Probably the biggest he’d ever made in the countless eons he’d spent in the dark.
He had never met a human as brave and fast and deadly as Thorne. She had been trained by Grimalkin. She thought like Grimalkin. She fought like Grimalkin.
And, like Grimalkin, Thorne dared things that some couldn’t even imagine!
The scissors flashed as they caught the light from the nearest of the torches. The blades closed.
And she snipped the thumb from the demon’s left hand.
Beelzebub screamed and brought up his right hand to protect himself.
She took that thumb, too.
She caught each thumb as it fell, holding them in her left hand as the demon staggered backward, shrieking like a stuck pig.
At that moment I once more became aware of that faint stink of rotting eggs. Was it the gate? I sniffed quickly three times, and to my astonishment, my eyes were drawn toward the swarm of flies. They were losing the egg shape, beginning to form something else.
Then Thorne whirled to meet a new threat. It was Tusk, roaring like a bull and lumbering toward her, ready to rip her limb from limb while Lizzie and Mother Malkin stood immobile, mouths open, paralyzed with shock.
She was ready for him. I knew exactly what she would do before she struck. I remembered how John Gregory had dealt with Tusk back in the County. He had stabbed him through the forehead with the silver-alloy blade of his spook’s staff. Pierced to the brain, Tusk had fallen down stone-dead.
Now Thorne did the same, but with her scissors. Quickly she stepped within Tusk’s lumbering grasp. As his arms closed to try and crush her, she struck. For a moment the scissors were left sticking out of the center of Tusk’s forehead. He made no sound, but his grasping hands sank to his side and he fell to his knees, eyes already glassy.
She plucked the scissors free, looked directly at me, and then pointed to the swarm of flies. “The gate!” she shouted.
The swarm was no longer in the shape of an egg; neither had it formed the face that had allowed Beelzebub to speak to us. They had become three large concentric circles, their color changing from black to maroon, and they were flying rapidly widdershins, making it look as if those hoops were spinning. Within those circles was something else.
Another domain.
I could see columns and dark arches . . . some sort of building.
“Go through it, Alice! You first!” cried Thorne.
For a moment I hesitated. What if I got through and she was left behind?
But I had to find the blade. Everything depended on that. I looked up and saw both Mother Malkin and Lizzie reaching for me with their long, sharp nails.
I ran past them and leaped through the gate of flies.



CHAPTER XXIII
THE BLOOD-FILLED EYE

WE were sitting on wooden stools before a cauldron, and Thorne was holding the demon’s thumbs above the boiling water. She wanted the power that wearing them could bring. It would increase our chances of success and survival.
Thorne had followed me through the gate, and at last, just as she had predicted, we found ourselves in the domain of the Fiend. I remembered it from my last visit. There was no doubt. For one thing, there was the pervasive smell—an odor of sulfur, a hint of something being burned. The light was distinctive; it had a strange coppery sheen, as if we were viewing everything through ancient colored glass.
The only difference was that this time his servants, the lesser demons who had tormented and tortured me, were absent. In fact, at present the domain appeared to be deserted.
We were in the large stone-flagged kitchen of some vast building that could have been a castle or a place of worship like the one we’d just left. I had never seen it from the outside, though I had previously spent time in its dungeons and had been dragged in manacles through its interminable dank stone corridors. It was all flooding back to me now, the horror of my earlier visit here.
Cauldrons, pots, pans, and cooking utensils were everywhere. But there were no chefs, and we saw no food. When Thorne dropped the demon’s thumbs into the boiling water, they began to cook.
Then I noticed Thorne’s own thumbs . . . she had them back. It was as if she had never been mutilated.
“How did that happen?” I asked in astonishment. “Surely it must be the result of magic—but I thought that wasn’t possible within the basilica.”
She shrugged and smiled. “Maybe it’s the result of some natural law of the dark. I came here minus thumbs because having them cut off was what killed me. But here in the dark, I just took the thumbs of Beelzebub, a powerful demon. So I get them back.”
“Grimalkin would be proud of you!” I said. “Taking the thumbs of a demon is something that she probably never did.”
“She helped take the head of the Fiend, though,” said Thorne with a smile.
“How was it that the flies became the gate?” I wondered, watching the thumbs spinning in the boiling water. “I could smell the gate when we faced Beelzebub, but I never guessed it was the flies. I thought they were part of him.”
“They were, but I think he had seized the gate to lure us into his presence. To control it, he had to make it temporarily part of himself. But when I cut off his thumbs, the pain made him lose concentration, and the gate broke free and formed its natural shape, using the flies as a frame.”
“Did you know that would happen?”
“I wasn’t certain,” Thorne replied, “but I thought there was a chance. In any case, I just did what Grimalkin taught me—when you face many enemies, hurt the strongest first.”
After a while, the bristly flesh slipped off the white thumb bones, and they danced in the churning water. Thorne got to her feet and leaned over the cauldron, her face intent on what had to be done.
She must pluck the bones out of the scalding water, ignoring the pain. They must be grasped at exactly the same time. Dropping one would cause the magic to be lost.
Thorne moved quickly, her hands a blur, then looked at me, smiling in triumph, one of the demon’s thumb bones in each hand.
It took her another half hour to bore a tiny hole in each bone with a blade adapted for the purpose; it was long, thin, and very hard at the tip.
I was impatient to search for the throne room—Tom’s mam had told him that the blade was hidden under the Fiend’s throne. However, I bit my lip. We needed all the help we could get, and those demon bones would strengthen Thorne considerably.
Once she had finished, she transferred the bones to her necklace to join the others.
“Should be more power in there than in the bones of even the strongest witch,” I remarked.
“Then let’s hope we don’t need it. It’s too quiet here, but that won’t last.”
“Why didn’t they just jump through the gate after us?” I asked.
“It was already closing as I leaped through,” Thorne replied. “Beelzebub was in too much pain to control it, and it had pulled away from him. But they’ll find it again eventually, and then they’ll follow us.”
“Will they know it leads to the Fiend’s domain?”
“That’s what they’ll guess—although gates don’t always lead to the same domain. If it moves before they can find it, they won’t know where we’ve gone and will need incredibly strong magic to locate us again. They’ll have to be well clear of the basilica to use it. Do you know where the Fiend’s throne room is?”
I shook my head. “I saw lots of dungeons, but never the throne room. . . . At least, I don’t recollect being there. The truth is, it was so terrible that my mind won’t let me remember most of it.”
“So that’s two things we have to search for—the blade, and the gate to get us out of here. Let’s look for the blade first,” Thorne said.
But the difficulty that faced us soon became apparent. We left the kitchen, went down three flights of stairs to a courtyard, and were faced with a choice of three passageways. We chose the central and widest one, which had a high arched roof.
We hurried along, but after about an hour we had still not reached its end, nor did we have any idea where it was leading.
“This place is vast,” Thorne observed. “We could search for years and still not find it.”
It was true. The sheer size of the Fiend’s domain made our task nearly impossible.
But we had to plow on. When, after another half hour, we finally reached the end of the passageway, I didn’t like what I saw. We found ourselves in a vast, open circular space. Above us was a dome, so high that we might have been looking up at clouds. Before us was a dark gray lake, its waters still and forbidding. Its surface was like glass, and it looked deep enough to hide anything. It filled almost the whole area but for a narrow path that led away to our left, hugging the curved stone wall
Suddenly there was cry from far above—the screech of a corpse fowl. We both looked up and saw the bird flapping across the calm lake toward us. It glided for a few seconds, swooped lower, then curved away, heading back toward the center.
“That’s probably Morwena’s familiar,” I said. “This lake would be the ideal place for her to lurk.”
“But we heard that cry back in the last domain,” Thorne protested. “How can she be here? The gate closed after me, and they can’t have found a way through already.”
“We heard her as we first entered the city,” I said. “She had plenty of time to use the gate before we faced Beelzebub. And she didn’t appear when you killed Betsy and the water witches. So she’d probably already gone then.”
“But how would she know we were coming to this domain?”
“She’s powerful and crafty. She might have worked it out for herself. As a loyal daughter of the Fiend, she might have been given more information than the rest of his followers. Perhaps she knows about the dagger that Tom’s mam used against him before. Don’t forget, she was the one who first knew when I entered the dark.”
“Even if Morwena is here, together we’re a match for her!” asserted Thorne confidently, and I knew she was feeling guilty about being lured by Morwena and Betsy to trick me. “She can only use her bloodeye on one person at a time. Grimalkin told me how she and Tom fought the water witches. They came face-to-face with Morwena, and she paralyzed Grimalkin with her blood-filled eye. But Tom wasn’t affected, so he used his silver chain to bind her, bringing her to her knees. That freed Grimalkin, and she killed the water witch. We can do the same. When she puts one of us in thrall, the other can kill her. That way she’ll be dead forever—it’ll be the end of her.”
Thorne made it sound so easy, but Morwena was very dangerous, even to someone as strong as a witch assassin. The lids of that witch’s left eye were pinned together with a piece of bone. When she opened it, one glance from that terrible bloodeye could freeze you to the spot. But it was true that she could only use it on one person at a time.
So if we faced her, I hoped she would paralyze me, so that Thorne would be the one to kill her. I didn’t want to use the sort of magic it would take to destroy her unless it was absolutely necessary.
Thorne turned to look at me. “So what do we do? Go back, or follow the path around the lake and risk being attacked? You decide, Alice, but do it quickly. You can’t stay in the dark much longer without great cost to yourself. And who knows how much time has already passed, out in the world?”
She was right; I couldn’t dither. I made up my mind instantly. The thought of retracing my steps filled me with dismay.
“Let’s follow the path,” I said.
Blades at the ready, Thorne led the way. The path was narrow but dry, the water at least a foot below it.
For the first few minutes we made good progress, although I could see nothing to suggest that the path would lead anywhere significant.
It was then that I noticed the mist that seemed to be forming out in the center of the lake. Tendrils were spreading across its calm surface, meandering toward us.
“Faster!” Thorne cried, having noticed it too. We began to run, but within moments had to slow to a walk again. The mist was all around us now, so thick that I could hardly make out the shape of Thorne’s body even though she was only a couple of paces in front.
To make things worse, the path had suddenly narrowed and become slippery. It was barely higher than the lake now, and in places dipped down so that our pointy shoes were splashing through shallow water.
At any moment I expected Morwena to surge up and attack, but after a tense few moments the path widened out again. Suddenly there were cobbles underfoot, and where my left shoulder and arm had been almost scraping the wall, now it seemed to have receded. There was space to our left, but how much? And if it was veering away from the lake, where did this path lead?
The mist was still thick, so I held my left hand out in front of me to stop myself from blundering into the wall. But as we left the lake, my fear of the water witch slowly abated.
The attack took us by surprise. There wasn’t even the faintest warning.
Morwena had not been lurking in the lake. Although she was an entity that rarely ventured far from water, she was waiting for us on dry land.
She appeared out of the mist, standing directly before me. Clawed, webbed feet gripped the cobbles; her skirt and smock were covered in mud and green slime. Her mouth was open, revealing four large yellow fangs, and her fleshless nose was a sharp triangular bone.
All those things I noted in less than a heartbeat. But then one terrible aspect of her captured my full attention.
Her blood-filled eye was staring directly at me. The bone that pinned it had been removed.
I had gotten my wish. I was now her target.



CHAPTER XXIV
THE THRONE ROOM

I was paralyzed—rooted to the spot. That red, blood-filled eye seemed to grow and grow. I was scared, but one part of me was detached because I had faith in Thorne. It was better this way, better that Morwena had turned her attention on me, if wanted to avoid using my magic.
But suddenly I was aware that Morwena was not alone. There were other water witches moving up to her side and attacking Thorne, who was now being driven back by the ferocity of that onslaught of fangs and claws.
Morwena took a step toward me, her arms outstretched, ready to rend the flesh from my bones. I was no longer detached; I was terrified. More and more water witches surged past me to attack Thorne. Even her great skill and courage would surely not enable her to defeat so many quickly enough to return and save me.
The foul breath of the powerful witch was now in my face, her fangs ready to bite. I could not think. My mind was paralyzed like my body. I could not summon up any will. Even if I’d wanted to, it was now too late to use my magic. For me, it was over. I had intended to surrender my life for Tom so that he could use my death to destroy the Fiend forever. Now I would die for nothing. Everything that I had done from the moment I was born had been in vain.
Then something happened that I could make no sense of . . .
Something was emerging from Morwena’s open mouth.
At first I thought it was some kind of tongue—maybe an aspect of a water witch that I’d never seen before. It was sharp and ridged. It was also covered in blood.
Blood poured from Morwena’s mouth, cascading down her chin, and I saw that her bloodeye was no longer looking at me. Both eyes were closed, and she screamed in agony.
Finding that I was now able to move, I quickly stepped back, out of her reach. She twisted away, and in that moment I realized what had happened to her.
A huge skelt had scuttled up onto her back and had transfixed her with its bone tube, driving the tube into the back of her neck so that it had emerged from her mouth. As Morwena staggered and fell forward onto her face, the skelt removed its bone tube and stabbed it into her again, right between the shoulder blades. Immediately the translucent tube turned a bright red as the skelt sucked the blood from her body.
Other witches screamed in anger and ran to her aid, but immediately they had problems of their own. There were more skelts scuttling across the ground, each targeting a water witch.
The mist was lifting, the visibility improving by the second—had it been created by the dark magic of Morwena? It seemed likely. Another skelt scuttled toward me, its thin multijointed legs a blur. It moved so fast that I barely had time to react. It passed by less than an arm’s length away but didn’t so much as look at me; all its attention was on the slimy witches, who were desperately trying to flee.
“Alice!”
I turned and saw Thorne running toward me, her blades red with blood. Several of the witches were on the ground, each under attack by a skelt.
Thorne pointed toward the stone wall, and I saw a small archway that the mist had hidden from our sight. We ran through it and found ourselves in a large oval antechamber with three narrow passageways leading from it.
Which one led to the throne room? I wondered. Maybe none of them, but anywhere seemed safer than near the water’s edge.
“I’ll try sniffing them in turn,” I told Thorne.
Long-sniffing could sometimes warn of danger. At least I could avoid choosing a passageway that held a direct threat to us. But before I could start, something moved into the chamber behind us.
It was a skelt.
Thorne readied her blades and moved between me and the deadly creature. For a moment it halted and stared at us—perhaps it was already bloated with the blood of the witches and needed no more sustenance. But then, suddenly, it scuttled toward the entrance of the left-hand passageway. There it paused and looked back at us before disappearing from view.
Was it going back the way it had come? If so, others might follow it at any moment, and some of them might still be hungry.
But something very strange happened: The skelt slowly backed out of the passageway until its large red eyes were staring at us once more, then reentered the passageway. We didn’t move. I watched the entrance to the chamber in case more skelts came in; Thorne watched the passage the lone skelt had taken.
It was then that the creature backed out into the chamber for the second time. Once more it regarded us with its red eyes—they were exactly the same color as the rubies in the hero swords. . . . 
It was strange that the image of a skelt should adorn the hilts of those weapons. I wondered what the connection between them was. Would the Dolorous Blade, the dagger I had come to retrieve, be fashioned in a similar way?
“I think it wants us to follow,” I said slowly, trying to make sense of its strange behavior.
“Why would a skelt do that?” Thorne challenged. “If we were to follow, the others might follow us, and then we’d be trapped between them.”
“It might want to lead us to the throne room.”
“Why should it help us?”
“Not all creatures of the dark are on the side of the Fiend, are they? They didn’t attack us just now. They killed the water witches and left us alone.”
Thorne looked doubtful. “True, but those skelts in the hot domain weren’t exactly friendly. The ones that came out of that boiling lake would have drained our blood for sure if they had caught us.”
“Maybe they were just exceptionally hungry. Perhaps the skelts are different here in the Fiend’s domain? Maybe they are divided among themselves, just like we witches are? Some are for the Fiend and some against him. Ain’t it worth taking a chance? As you keep reminding me, I’m running out of time.”
Without even waiting for Thorne’s reply, I strode across and entered the passageway. Moments later, I heard her pointy shoes clicking along behind me. We walked in silence for several minutes. At one point the passageway grew very dark, and I pulled the candle stub from my pocket and ignited it with a wish. It was a minor use of magic—better than being unable to see danger ahead. I couldn’t hear the skelt ahead of us, but it had to be there.
We emerged into a vast, cavernous space. I held up the candle, but its light was feeble—like a solitary firefly trying to illuminate a dark forest at midnight. At first I could make no sense of what I was seeing. The room was huge, longer than it was wide, and I looked up, suddenly aware of something else. Curtains seemed to be hanging from the arched wooden beams far above.
I realized that finally, after our long search, we had reached the throne room. There was no doubt: The whole purpose of this space was to provide an approach to that throne. There was a path leading toward it, but rather than being covered in marble or carpet, it was formed of grass and flowers.
There was a multitude of flowers with pale yellow petals, which I recognized as primroses. There were daisies, too, and buttercups, and blooms I didn’t recognize, all filling the air with a pleasant scent. It seemed strange—more appropriate to Pan’s domain than that of the Fiend. I wondered if things were changing here because of the Fiend’s absence. But then I heard the drone of insects, and I shuddered, thinking of Beelzebub. Listening more closely, I decided that these sounded more like the gnats and midges of a sleepy summer evening than the bloated bluebottles that had filled my nose and mouth.
No doubt many terrified prisoners had been dragged to this place to suffer the Fiend’s cruel wrath, but I’d certainly never been here before.
I began to walk along the grassy path. It was soft and yielding underfoot, with a real spring to it. Directly ahead, I could see the throne itself. It was veiled, partly obscured by those diaphanous curtains that reached almost to the ground. At first I thought it was no more than a dozen paces away. But then I realized my mistake; it was at least ten times farther than that.
I remembered that the Fiend could shift in size. After Old Gregory’s battle against the witches on Pendle Hill, the Fiend had tried to destroy Tom, who’d taken refuge in the attic of his brother’s farm; that room had been protected by his mam’s magic, and the Fiend had been unable to break into it. But afterward, a dark scar had appeared on the southern slope of Hangman’s Hill, marking the route he had taken to attack the farm. In the fast fury of his passing, he had felled a huge swathe of trees, showing just how large he had been.
When I encountered the Fiend, he had been perhaps three times the size of a man. But those flattened trees and the size of this throne gave an indication of how truly dreadful he could be. The being who sat here in his fearsome majesty had been big enough to fit a human in his mouth; he’d been much taller than the tallest County tree.
I continued walking forward cautiously, Thorne just behind me. I kept telling myself to be brave. After all, there was no way the Fiend could be here now. His head was still in the sack carried by Grimalkin. He was trapped in that dead flesh.
When I reached the first of the curtains, I came to a halt, and my knees began to tremble. I saw now what it actually was.
It was a web.
“What sort of spider could have made so many huge hanging webs such as these?” I wondered.
It was Thorne who spoke his name.
“It’s Raknid.”



CHAPTER XXV
THE TESTING

RAKNID and I had met once before, long ago, and his name brought another flood of terrible memories from my time with Lizzie. It had happened the month before she found the leather egg and we encountered Betsy Gammon.
It was at the testing.
“Well, girl,” Lizzie had said to me one morning. “Got something for you to look forward to. In a week’s time, on Lammas night, you’re for the testing!”
Lammas was one of the four main witch sabbaths—the occasions when the most powerful magic was performed and the Pendle clans were at their most dangerous.
I didn’t like the look on Lizzie’s face. I knew that every girl trained as a witch had to undergo some sort of ritual called the testing. But the details were never discussed; nothing was passed on from witch to witch.
“But I’m not a Malkin, I’m a Deane!” I protested. “My mother was a Malkin, but my father was a Deane. I’m Alice Deane, so I don’t need to be tested.”
Lizzie gave me a strange smile. “You’re with me and being trained by me, so that makes you a Malkin. You’d better get used to it, girl.”
Now, years later, I know why Lizzie smiled so strangely. It turned out later that it was she who was my mother, and I’d been fathered by the Fiend—the Devil himself. But I didn’t know that then, so I fell silent. Lizzie often gave weird little smiles; all I was concerned with was the test. Part of me didn’t want to know what the testing involved, but it was always better to be prepared for the worst.
“What will I be tested for?” I asked.
“Two things, girl. First off, to see what type of witchcraft would best suit you—bone magic, blood magic, or familiar magic. Next to find out how strong a witch you’re likely to become.”
My mouth was really dry now, but I forced myself to ask the next question. “How do they test you? What do they do?”
Lizzie smirked. She was probably enjoying the look of fear on my face. “Best you just wait and see. You’ll find out on the night, girl. But in the meantime, there are three things you have to do in order to prepare for the testing. From now on, don’t wash. You need a full week of dirt to cake your body so that you’ll be ready.”
“Why do I need to be dirty?” I asked.
“Dirt and dark magic go together—I thought you knew that. The dirtier the skin, the darker and stronger the magic!
“Secondly, don’t eat any meat, not even gravy or soup with a trace of meat in it. And thirdly, think hard about what you’d like to work with as a witch—blood, bone, or a familiar. Because that’s one thing you’ll have to declare.”
I didn’t sleep the night before the testing. I was dreading it, and my stomach was in twisty, tormenting knots. Some folk talk about having butterflies when they feel nervous. With me it was more like big fanged snakes and worms were writhing inside me, biting my insides.
I rose at dawn, but that meant I had the whole day to get through before the testing at dusk. I really wanted to wash, but Lizzie had forbidden it, and I was mucky from head to toe, my hair caked with dirt. I kept scratching my itchy head, but that only seemed to make it worse.
Deanes didn’t usually go near Malkin Tower. If they got in, they’d most likely never come out alive. There were terrifying stories about bloodstained chambers far beneath it, where the Malkins tortured their enemies before throwing them into deep, dank dungeons to starve to death.
The day passed, and soon we were walking through Crow Wood, and that dreadful dark stone tower was directly ahead. It was a scary place, all right, at least three times taller than the treetops. It reminded me of a castle tower because of the battlements on top and the narrow pointy windows. It also had a wide moat with a drawbridge. But the big wooden door to the tower was closed. It was studded with rusty iron—a metal that witches could not bear to touch.
Lizzie walked onto the drawbridge, and I followed reluctantly at her heels. Someone waved down to her from the battlements, probably one of the witches from her coven. A moment later we heard heavy bolts being drawn back, and then the door began to swing slowly open, grinding on its hinges. We stepped inside, and the door closed behind us. I stood there, eyes stinging from the smoke that filled the big, gloomy room where the coven lived. I recognized some of their faces because I’d passed them in the village street. But some were complete strangers, and I wondered if they ever left the tower.
By now my mouth was dry, my heart beating against my ribs fit to burst. Terrible things happened in this tower. I feared that they might happen to me.
In the corners of the room, there were fires with cooking pots—and heaps of bones. Some of these looked like animal bones, but others could easily have been human. Sacks and crumpled dirty sheets lay piled on the floor against the curve of the wall, obviously the witches’ beds. In the middle of the room was another fire with a large cauldron bubbling away over it.
The coven stared at me curiously. The witches were dressed in long, dark gowns that looked none too clean, and their faces were streaked with dirt and grease. They stank of stale sweat and animal fat. Lizzie was right: Dirt and dark magic really did go together. But there was one tall woman who stood out from the rest, one who looked clean and bright-eyed. Her body was crisscrossed with leather straps, and fastened to them were sheaths holding blades. One weapon wasn’t visible, but everybody knew about it. She wore it in a special sheath under her left arm; it was a pair of pointy scissors, which she used to snip off the thumbs of her enemies.
I had never seen her before, but I knew that this witch wasn’t a member of the coven of thirteen. She had to be Grimalkin, the assassin of the Malkin clan. Our eyes locked, and she smiled: I saw that behind her black-painted lips, her teeth had been filed to sharp points.
Lizzie seized me by the arm and dragged me toward the far wall, where a big woman with long white hair stood staring at us. I knew her by reputation. It was Maggie Malkin, the leader of the clan.
She scowled at me and took my left arm just above the elbow, squeezing it so hard that I yelped with pain.
“Skinny little thing, ain’t she?” Maggie said. “Not much meat on them twiggy bones. Have you told her what happens if she fails the test?”
Lizzie gave me an evil smile. “I thought it best to save that pleasure for you, Maggie. I wouldn’t want to steal your thunder!”
It was the first time I’d seen Lizzie being so ingratiating. It made me realize that, as a group, these witches were really powerful. She was nervous of them, no matter what she said about them in private.
With an appreciative nod toward Lizzie, Maggie dragged me toward the big pot in the center of the room. Next to it was a wooden table with several small boxes on it, along with three wooden cups, each covered with a red cloth. Additionally, beside the table stood what looked like a very big box with a black silk cloth laid over it. Maybe it was a chest of drawers? I wondered what was inside.
I tried a sly sniff to see if I could get some hint of what it might be, but I got nothing back. No doubt the coven had collaborated to create a powerful spell to stop nosy people like me.
Two other girls were waiting in the room, looking just as scared as I felt, and Maggie released my arm and pushed me next to them. I knew them by sight, although we’d never spoken. I’d lived with my mam and dad in the Deane village of Roughlee, whereas they were Malkins and came from Goldshaw Booth. The taller girl was called Marsha, the shorter one Gloria.
The coven moved in to encircle us. I could feel Lizzie standing close behind me, her eyes boring into the back of my head.
“Who owns these girls? Who will teach them the craft?” demanded Maggie in a loud voice.
In response I felt Lizzie’s hand clamp onto my left shoulder. I kept my eyes straight ahead but knew that two other Malkin witches would have done the same to Marsha and Gloria.
“Three girls I see before me!” cried Maggie. “Three scared girls you be, and there ain’t no shame in that. But things are worse than you expect. Ain’t no easy way to tell you this, but one of you will die this very night!”
At that, all the witches gave a shriek so fierce and loud that the piles of bones in the corners of the room began to vibrate and spread out across the stone flags.
A tremor of fear ran through me. This was even worse than I’d expected. I’d thought we were about to be tested as a type of witch, not chosen to die. How would they decide which one of us it would be?
Maggie went on to tell us what I already knew from Lizzie: “You’ll each be tested twice—firstly, to show us what type of magic would suit you best. The second test will predict your eventual strength as a witch. But then one of you must die so that her strength can be absorbed by the other two. It has always been so. . . . Well, is there anything else you wish to know before the rituals begin?” She glared at each of us in turn.
I didn’t think there was any point in asking anything, because it was going to happen anyway, and it might be better not to know in advance. But, to my surprise, Marsha spoke up.
“I know what works for me!” she cried. “Blood is what I need!”
I thought that Maggie would be angry and warn the girl to keep quiet; the coven would surely decide what was best for her. Instead she beamed at her, reached across the table, and lifted one of the wooden cups.
“It’s pleasing when a young potential witch knows what’s good for her,” said Maggie, snatching away the cloth and holding out the cup to the eager Marsha.
I could smell the blood as she lifted it to her lips and began to gulp it down greedily. It was human blood, too—I could smell it, and I wondered where they’d gotten it. Had someone been murdered to provide what they needed? Maybe it was the blood of some prisoner they kept in the dungeons below the tower.
It disgusted me to watch her slurp it. So eager was Marsha to drain the cup that blood trickled down out of the corners of her mouth and began to drip from the end of her chin. With a satisfied smile she handed the cup back to Maggie, who placed it on the table, then picked up the second cup and handed it to the smaller girl, Gloria.
I could tell by the look on Gloria’s face that she didn’t fancy even a sip of what that wooden cup contained. She tried, I’ll give her that. First she held her nose with the thumb and forefinger of her right hand. She brought the cup to her lips twice, each time holding it away again at arm’s length, gagging. Finally she managed to take a sip, but then she heaved. Blood mixed with vomit spurted out of her mouth to splash down on the floor between her and the witch.
Maggie wasn’t best pleased, and she gave the poor girl a furious glare before snatching the cup from her hand. Then she offered the third cup to me, but I folded my arms and shook my head.
“I ain’t a blood witch,” I told her. “I can sniff it from here, and it’s not for me.”
“You’ll try it, girl, if you know what’s good for you,” Maggie warned. “If you don’t try it, we’ll force it down your throat.”
I knew they’d do just that, so reluctantly I took a small sip. It was cold, salty, and had a metallic tang. There was no way I was going to swallow that, so I spat it out and shook my head again. For a moment I thought Maggie was going to carry out her threat and force me to drink the whole amount, but she frowned, snatched the cup away, and put it on the table before opening one of the small boxes and taking something from it.
“Hold out your left hand, girl.” She strode over to face me again. I could see that she was holding a pair of thumb bones. She placed them in the palm of my left hand.
“Grip ’em tightly and tell me who they belonged to and how their owner died.”
It was something I’d often practiced with Lizzie. I had learned to tell a lot from just touching a bone.
I did as instructed, and shivered immediately. They were as cold as ice. Instantly the images of a terrible murder flashed into my head. A priest was walking down a narrow woodland track toward a bridge over a fast-flowing stream. It was dark, but a thin crescent moon dappled the ground with shadows of twigs and leaves. He turned to glance back down the track, and I saw his eyes widen with fear. He was being followed by witches.
The priest began to run. If only he could reach the stream, he’d be safe, because witches couldn’t cross running water. But he was too old to run quickly, and they caught him easily. There were three witches, and I recognized two of them: one was Maggie, the other Lisa Dugdale—a sour-faced witch who didn’t know what a smile was. They held him down, and he began to scream as they cut his thumbs away while he was still alive. He had a large chalice in his bag, and they used that to collect his blood. Then they threw his body into the river, and it was carried away downstream by the torrent. The last thing I saw was his sightless eyes staring up at the moon.
I suddenly realized that he had been killed only the previous night. Not only was I holding his thumb bones, from which the flesh had been boiled less than an hour ago; it was his blood that I’d been forced to drink.
“Well, girl, what have you learned?” demanded Maggie.
“The bones belong to an old farmer,” I said. “He was gored by a bull. While he was dying, a witch came and collected his thumb bones.”
I’d lied because there was no way I was ever going to become a bone witch. They murdered people to get the bones they used in magic rituals; many of those were only children. I would never do that.
“Rubbish!” Maggie snapped, and took the bones from me and handed them to Gloria, whose eyes rolled up into her head the moment they touched them. Her teeth chattered and she began to shiver and tremble all over.
“They’re the bones of a dead priest! Didn’t like his blood, but love his old bones!” she cried.
Maggie grinned. “They’re yours, girl. Keep ’em. You’ll become a bone witch, for sure. But what are we going to do with you, Alice Deane?” she demanded. “Only one thing left. Fail that, and you can’t be a witch at all. And if you can’t be a witch, you might as well be dead. So that’s what will happen!”
She went across and lifted another small box from the table. Maggie opened it, then stooped and shook something out onto the floor at my feet. “This could be your first familiar, girl. Let’s see if he likes you.”
I looked down, horrified, at what was twitching on the ground no more than a hand’s breadth from my foot.
I’d had a fear of creepy-crawlies for just about as long as I could remember. Sometimes as a young child I’d had nightmares in which I was trapped in my bed, staring up at the bedroom ceiling, which was covered in spiders’ webs. I’d be in mortal terror, lying paralyzed on my back, waiting for the big spider to appear.
And this was just about the biggest, hairiest spider I’d ever seen. This type of spider didn’t belong in the County, so it had to be from overseas. Either that, or it was specially crafted using dark magic. Looked like it could bite. Might even be poisonous.
A familiar witch made a pact with a creature. She fed it her blood, and in return it became her eyes and ears and did her bidding. Having a familiar was better than being a blood or a bone witch, but although I might have coped with a cat or maybe some kind of bird, I feared and hated spiders.
After Lizzie had told me about the testing, I’d been worrying about it a lot and had decided that if I had to choose a type of magic, familiar would be best, and the animal I might cope with best would be a cat.
“A spider ain’t my choice of familiar!” I cried. “I need a cat. That’s what suits me!”
“You’ll do as you’re told, girl!” Maggie snapped. “You need to start off small. You train using a spider ’cause they don’t live long. Maybe later you can have a cat.”
I stared in horror at the spider. Just the thought of it touching me made me shudder.
It scuttled toward me.
What if it ran up my skirt . . . ?
I acted without thought. I just did what I had to do.
I stepped forward and squashed that nasty spider with the toe of my pointy left shoe, smearing it into the floor.
As I stepped back, the air was filled with cries of outrage. I looked at the angry faces staring at me, and even now I remember that just one was different. Just one face wasn’t contorted with anger.
Grimalkin was smiling.
Maggie stepped toward me, then slapped me hard across the face, bringing tears to my eyes. Next she dragged me across to the table by my hair and picked up a knife.
“She has defiled the testing. Another must replace her. Is this girl fit to be a witch of the Malkin clan?” she demanded.
“Unfit! Unfit! Unfit!” the coven chanted in unison, until the piles of bones began to vibrate and rattle.
“Does she deserve to die? Shall I kill her now?” Maggie cried.
I looked back at Lizzie. Her face was hard to read, and she wasn’t chanting with her sisters, but she had bowed her head slightly, as if in deference to the will of the coven. I could expect no help from her.
“Kill her! Kill! Kill! Kill!” yelled the coven members, ending their chant with a chorus of shrieks.
Maggie raised the knife above her head and prepared to stab down into my chest. I closed my eyes, feeling sick to my stomach.
I was going to die.



CHAPTER XXVI
THE STRONG ONES

“STOP now!” a lone voice cried out in a commanding tone. I opened my eyes and watched Grimalkin step out of the circle and approach Maggie.
“You dare too much!” Maggie hissed. “By her behavior the girl has forfeited her life.”
I glanced at Lizzie, whose eyes had widened in astonishment.
“She is just a child and has much to learn,” said Grimalkin, easing the hilt of a dagger from its sheath so that the sharp metal of the blade gleamed in the firelight. “To take her life might waste a rare talent. She has courage and deserves to move on to the second test. Let’s see just how strong she could become.”
Maggie tightened her grip on my hair. “The clan has voted for her death. As leader, I have a mandate to slay her. The testing has been defiled. We will kill the girl and convene again at the next sabbath for a new testing.”
Grimalkin eased her dagger another inch or so from its scabbard and took another step toward Maggie. She was balanced on her toes, coiled like a spring, ready to attack. A deadly, expectant silence fell upon the gathering.
“Clan leaders can be replaced,” hissed Grimalkin. Then her eyes swept around the circle of witches. “So can this coven!”
I saw the fear in the eyes of the witches. Some stepped back; one eyed the door as if calculating her chances of escape. They were all clearly scared of Grimalkin—even Lizzie. I had thought that the assassin was controlled by the coven and did its bidding without question. The balance of power here was not what I’d expected.
“You speak nonsense. Nothing has been defiled. Continue with the testing. Let Raknid decide,” continued Grimalkin, her tone more conciliatory. “If he marks this girl for death, then I will accept that choice.”
I wondered who Raknid was. I looked around quickly but could see no men in the room. The coven had male servants too, but none seemed to be present at this meeting.
Maggie let out a sigh, released my hair, and stepped back. “Very well. We would be foolish to quarrel about this child. It will soon be settled one way or the other. We will move on to the second test.”
Grimalkin nodded, sheathed her blade, and stepped back to join the circle of witches. I caught Lizzie’s eye, and she beckoned to me. I obeyed her and moved back to my original position.
I was grateful for Grimalkin’s intervention—she’d saved my life. But why had she done it? I had no opportunity to think further about it, because it was time for the second part of the test.
Maggie looked at us each in turn. “For now, the three of you still live. But death moves closer with each second that passes. Now I will summon Raknid, the tester. He will assess your strengths and select the one who will die.”
“Who’s Raknid?” Marsha asked.
I thought Maggie would refuse to answer, but Marsha was clearly her favorite.
“There was once a dangerous boggart that folk called the Pendle Ripper. It was used by our clan to attack our enemies. It was formidable, killing more than a hundred of them over less than forty years. Outsiders assume it is dead or dormant, but seventy years ago, by use of powerful dark magic, we elevated that boggart to the level of a demon. He still does our bidding, but spends most of his time in the dark, only entering our world when summoned. His main task is to assess new witches and decide which of the three should surrender her strength and life to the others.”
I felt really annoyed at Lizzie. Surely she could have given me a bit of warning about what was to happen tonight? My life was at risk, yet I’d walked into the tower like a lamb to the slaughter.
Maggie strode toward the big box beside the table and pulled off the black cloth that covered it. As she folded it, placing it carefully on the table, my eyes were drawn to the large object that had been revealed. I had expected some sort of wooden box, but this was crafted from metal. It stood upon four iron legs carved into the shape of scaly feet, each with three sharp-clawed toes. It was a square cabinet, its top made of glass, with a small circular hole right at its center.
What was that for? I wondered.
At a signal from Maggie, the coven began to chant again. I recognized it as a spell of summoning. They were calling the demon.
The air grew cold very quickly, and I began to shiver. I thought I heard a distant rumble of thunder, but then realized that the sound was coming from somewhere below. Was it something down in the dungeons?
Soon the floor started to shake and the tower itself seemed to move. There was a roar, like the warning cry of some fierce animal, and the metal cabinet began to vibrate. Then, suddenly, everything became very still and silent again.
There was dangerous dark magic being deployed here. I was scared about what might happen next. Were any of us safe from such a powerful entity?
“Raknid is here,” Maggie announced, “and is ready to begin the testing. You shall be first. Come here, child!”
Maggie was pointing at Gloria, and the girl walked forward to stand beside the clan leader, who put a hand on her shoulder and led her right up to the metal cabinet.
“Put your hand in the cabinet palm upward, girl, and leave it there. But before you do so, look upon Raknid.”
Gloria looked down through the glass, and I saw her eyes widen. “No,” she murmured. “Please . . . I don’t want to do it.”
“You have no choice, girl. Every witch in our clan has endured this. You must put your hand into the cabinet. And don’t try to remove it until I give you permission. Remove it earlier, and you’ll be without a hand for the rest of your life. Understand?”
Gloria nodded and, very slowly and reluctantly, put her hand through the circular hole. Within seconds she was shrieking like a piglet about to have its throat cut.
Hearing her scream like that made me tremble all over. What was in that cabinet? Soon my hand would be inside it.
After about thirty seconds, Maggie told Gloria to pull her hand out of the hole, and she returned to her place, clasping it against her side. Blood was dripping from it—the demon had clearly bitten her. Drawing blood was no doubt part of the process of testing.
Next it was the turn of Marsha. She came forward with a confident look on her face, but when she peered down through the glass into the cabinet, I saw fear distort her features too, and her knees began to tremble. What was the form taken by the demon? It had to be something really scary.
But whatever it looked like and whatever the pain, Marsha was far braver than Gloria. She cried out just once, and then became silent as the demon did its work. All too soon it was my turn to be beckoned forward.
“This couldn’t be better, Alice Deane,” the clan leader told me. “There is a certain justice here after what you did before. Look down!”
I peered down through the glass and immediately began to shiver with fear. The demon had taken on the shape of a gigantic, hairy spider. Its body was the size of a human head, each of its eight legs as long as my forearm.
It had once been a boggart, before becoming more powerful and transforming into a demon. Hairy boggarts usually took on the shape of cats, dogs, goats, or horses. I had never heard of one looking like a spider. It was rare, and probably very dangerous.
“Put your left hand into the cabinet, girl!” Maggie commanded. “Palm upward.”
I began to sweat and shake. I feared all creepy-crawlies, and spiders were at the top of the list. This was a nightmare. How could I do it?
But Maggie had come close to killing me. If I refused now, I would forfeit my life. Even Grimalkin would be unable to save me.
It took all my willpower to force my body to obey. Slowly and nervously, with a dry mouth, I put my hand through the hole toward the huge, terrifying spider.
Despite my fear, I was determined not to let it show. I would not cry out in pain. Why give ’em that satisfaction?
The spider placed one of its hairy legs across my wrist. I shuddered at its touch. The leg felt very heavy, and I knew it was pinning down my hand so that I couldn’t move it. When the creature opened its mouth, it took all my strength not to scream, for it had the long, curved, poisonous fangs of a snake.
It bit down quickly into the soft mound of flesh below my thumb. I groaned, but somehow managed not to cry out. The pain was severe. It felt as if two hot needles were pressing deeper and deeper into my flesh. Then the blood began to flow, forming a red pool in the palm of my hand. It seemed to go on for many minutes—much longer than what the other two girls had had to endure—but at last Maggie told me to withdraw my hand.
I didn’t hold it against my dress as the other two had. What was the point of that? I’d only struggle to get the stains out afterward—that’s if I survived the night. I just let it fall to my side and returned to my place by Lizzie, leaving a trail of blood on the flags.
A voice boomed from the cabinet, making the piles of bones vibrate again. It was harsh and rasping, like the teeth of a coarse file grinding against jagged metal.
“The weakest is the girl Gloria. Her bone magic will hardly be worth the name. She’d make a better servant than a witch—more suited to cooking and cleaning. As for Marsha, she is thrice as strong and will become a powerful blood witch. The most powerful of all by far, however, is the girl Alice. All she needs is a suitable familiar.”
I saw Maggie’s face twist with anger, and the other witches gave gasps of surprise. Maggie had wanted me to be the weakest and Marsha to be the strongest—I was sure of it. But I felt sorry for poor Gloria. As the declared weakest, she would be the one to forfeit her life. As for what he’d said about me, I was surprised. I was a reluctant trainee witch and didn’t think I’d any special aptitude for the craft—I didn’t want to be good at it.
But the demon hadn’t finished yet. “Although she is the strongest, Alice must forfeit her life now. I sense danger. One day she may become an enemy of the dark. Better safe than sorry, so take her strength now and share it between the other two!”
“That ain’t fair!” I cried out—arguing my own case for the first time. “I’ve passed the test and beaten the other two! I’m the strongest. Why should I die?”
“Shut your face, girl! Raknid has spoken, and the tester’s word is law. Even Grimalkin will abide by it. Is that not so?” Maggie asked, looking at the witch assassin.
I turned toward Grimalkin, hoping against hope that she might intervene again, but she simply compressed her lips and gave the faintest of nods.
So next I turned back to plead with Lizzie. “Help me!” I cried. “How can this be right when I’m the strongest?”
“I can do nothing, girl. The law is the law.”
Nobody would help me now. This was it.
I thought they were going to give me to Raknid, but to my surprise the witches began to chant again. Once more the metal cabinet began to vibrate, and the room grew steadily warmer. When the spell was completed, there was a feeling of peace and calm. Raknid was gone. The demon had returned to the dark.
“Bring the girl here!” Maggie commanded, and Lizzie pushed me toward her.
To my surprise, there was a sad expression on the clan leader’s face. “I’ve done this many times, girl,” she said, “and I know you must be afraid, so I’d like to offer you a few words of comfort. First of all, I can promise you it won’t hurt much. There’ll be a pressure inside your head, and then you’ll fall away into soothing darkness and the pain of this life will be over.
“Next, I want you to think how you’ll be helping your clan, so your death won’t be in vain. Two other young witches, Marsha and Gloria, will receive your strength and be better able to serve our needs. And you have a lot of power to yield, so remember that. You leave a legacy, girl. Be glad to serve us.”
I glanced across at Lizzie. It wasn’t that I expected any help, because she’d told me plainly that she could do nothing to oppose clan law. But I thought she might at least be a bit sad that I was going to die, even a little annoyed because of the time she’d wasted in training me. But her face was a mask—no trace of emotion—and her eyes were like two black coals.
“It ain’t right!” I shouted. “What do I care about you lot? My life’s not even worth tuppence to you. I’ll be dead!”
“Being dead’s not that bad,” Maggie told me. “We’ll carry your body to Witch Dell and bury it there in a shallow grave under the rotting leaves. You’ll be nice and cozy, and when the first beam of the full moon falls on your grave, you’ll come back to life and be able to go hunting for victims. Dead witches really love the taste of blood. And there are so many delicious flavors—rats, mice, rabbits, even humans, if you manage to catch one.”
“You’re lying!” I screeched. “That only happens to dead witches, and I ain’t a witch yet. I’ll just fall into the dark and you know it!”
Maggie didn’t reply. She knew what I’d said was true.
I turned and ran toward the big door, but then realized I had no hope of getting away because it was barred. It would have taken me several minutes to draw every bar across, and even then I probably wouldn’t have had the strength to open that heavy door by myself; the drawbridge was most likely raised as well. But I wasn’t even thinking then. I was desperate, like a frightened animal in a trap when the gamekeeper comes to collect it.
The witches caught me easily and brought me back to stand before Maggie. My hands were bound behind my back, and I was forced to my knees before her. I felt numb; I couldn’t believe this was happening to me. Memories of my childhood flitted through my mind. I saw my mam and dad rolling on the floor, fighting; he was trying to throttle her while she was scratching at his eyes with her long nails. But there were happier ones, too: walking through the woods alone, just listening to the birds. My life had hardly begun, though. I’d hoped that somehow it would start to get better, but it was just going to end here in Malkin Tower.
There was nothing I could do to save myself. They had made up their minds, and I wasn’t strong enough to fight them all.
I was held in position by two witches while Gloria and Marsha each placed a hand on my left shoulder. Then Maggie put her hands on top of my head and exerted a steady pressure, beginning the singsong chant that would draw forth my strength and life into the bodies of the two girls, leaving me stone-dead on the flags.
At first I struggled, but then I felt the beginnings of pain: a slow pressure building right inside my head. The pain grew until I thought my head would burst. Now I could hardly think. All that was left was emotion—a mixture of anger and resentment.
Why should I die while Marsha and Gloria lived? I thought. It wasn’t fair!
I must have screamed, or maybe I just cried out in anger. The next thing I knew, the hands had released their grip on my body, and Maggie had fallen away.
I lurched to my feet. Maggie was lying on her back, her whole body twitching. Her eyes had rolled right up into her head, and she was spitting out small pieces of tooth, vomit dribbling from her mouth. The two witches who had held me down were on their knees, cradling their hands against their bodies, their faces twisted in pain. The two girls were sobbing.
I looked about me and saw eyes staring at me in horror. What had happened? But once again, Grimalkin was smiling. She stepped forward to seize my arm, and then turned and spoke to Lizzie.
“The girl is free to go,” she said. “Another life must be forfeit.”
Lizzie nodded and smiled back. Within moments my hands had been released; the big doors of Malkin Tower were opened and the drawbridge lowered. Astonished, I walked out into the fresh air with Grimalkin at my side. Lizzie was following at our heels. I couldn’t believe it was over and I was still alive.
On the drawbridge, the witch assassin leaned close to my left ear.
“I would have stood on that spider too, Alice,” she whispered. “That’s what we do. We are the strong ones. We squash anything that we don’t like. Anything that threatens us gets smeared!”
All the way home, Bony Lizzie refused to answer my questions, but back at the cottage she finally relented.
“Will they still come for me?” I asked. “Will I still have to die?”
Lizzie shook her head. “No, girl, you’re safe for now. Maggie wasn’t strong enough to suck away your power. So she paid the price. When she’s well enough, one of the other girls will have to die in your place. It will be Gloria, as she is the weakest.”
“Why couldn’t Maggie do it?” I asked. “Why couldn’t she take my power?”
“Who knows?” said Lizzie, giving me a strange smile. “But the witch who takes another’s power must be stronger than her victim. Otherwise she pays a hefty price.”
“Are you saying that I’m somehow stronger than Maggie?” I asked in amazement.
“Not yet, girl, so don’t get ideas above your station. There’s a lot of work in front of you yet. But you must have the potential—otherwise Maggie wouldn’t have suffered that attack.”



CHAPTER XXVII
THE SPIDER DEMON

I still remembered my own testing as if it had happened yesterday—how I had crushed that spider beneath the heel of my pointy shoe; how I had been forced to place my hand in the glass-topped cabinet and let Raknid, the spider demon, bite me. Afterward he had said I was the strongest of the three girls. . . .
Raknid’s words had indeed proved to be correct. I was the enemy of the Fiend and his servants, and that now meant that Raknid was my enemy. If he had his way, I would die here.
But not if I could help it! I was strong, and I would do what was necessary.
“Look! Up there!” cried Thorne, pointing to something almost directly above us. It was the skelt that had led us here. It seemed to be writhing, legs twitching, twisting, spinning, suspended from what appeared to be a rope.
No . . . it wasn’t a rope. The creature was bound fast by a silken thread spun from the demon’s body, still out of sight, high above us. And now the skelt was being hauled aloft. I watched it being pulled higher and higher into the darkness of the roof, where the light of my candle couldn’t reach, up into the place where the spider demon was waiting to feed.
The creature had paid a terrible price for guiding us to the throne room.
“Perhaps Raknid is too occupied with the skelt to notice us,” Thorne suggested.
But there was no conviction in her voice. We both knew the truth.
Raknid would know we were here. He would feed quickly, drain the skelt, and then we would be next on the menu. To escape from the throne room, we would have to fight him head-on.
“Let’s find the blade and get out of here,” I said, hurrying toward the gigantic throne.
But the nearer we got, the less I liked what I saw. The throne was raised up on a base that was set above the grassy path. We could walk underneath it and search without having to stoop. It seemed almost too easy. Was it a trap? Was there something else here, in addition to the spider demon? No sooner had that thought entered my head than I glimpsed something moving under the throne. There were eyes reflected in the gleam of the candle flame.
I stepped beneath the Fiend’s throne, the candle held before me, Thorne at my shoulder. But then I saw that there were lots of eyes belonging to different large insects. Some of them were huge. The nearest one looked like a centipede and had a long undulating body the thickness of my arm.
More scary creepy-crawlies . . .
Then a further horror was revealed by the light of the candle.
All these creatures had human faces.
The centipede spoke, its voice hardly more than the rustle and crackle of dry dead leaves stirred by the wind. But somehow it communicated extreme sadness.
“Once we walked the earth with human bodies,” it explained. “We served the Fiend on earth but eventually displeased him. This is our punishment—to take these shapes and crawl for all eternity beneath his throne. There are others like us who live in the vaults beneath the basilica, and also in some of the deepest cellars of the city. We hate to be gazed upon. Depart from here, and leave us to suffer.”
The creature squinted toward the candle flame, and its eyes began to water.
Thorne’s own eyes widened in astonishment and pity, and it was left to me to reply.
“We will leave as soon as we can,” I replied. “But first we must search for something. There is a dagger hidden beneath this throne. Show us where it is, and we will be away at once.”
None of those pitiful creatures replied; instead, so accustomed to darkness that they were dazzled by the feeble light of my candle, they turned and fled.
Without a word, Thorne and I began to search the grassy area beneath the throne. Where could the dagger be?
It might be hidden in the grass; this was no longer the fragrant, flower-filled carpet that had led from the door to the throne. It was sodden and stank of rot, so that our shoes squelched with each step, and it was covered with disgusting debris—dead skin shed by the creatures that had fled, along with coarse hair and warty protuberances. I avoided touching it with my hand and just pushed everything aside with my shoes.
We completed our searches at the same time. We’d found nothing.
“Perhaps it’s buried in the ground?” Thorne suggested.
Were we going to have to dig up the whole area under the throne? I wondered.
“The blade could be anywhere,” I said. “What if it’s already been moved? If Morwena knew we were coming here to get it, she could have taken it.”
Then, suddenly, I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “There’s someone else who could have hidden it,” I murmured.
Thorne nodded. “You mean Raknid? Yes, I think that’s very likely.”
Together we emerged from beneath that immense throne and gazed upward. The skelt was no longer visible. Strands of the web were fastened to the walls and various parts of the floor, each one thicker than my forefinger; there were even a couple attached high on the throne.
I held the candle up as far as I could. It illuminated the lower edge of the central part of the web. The web had been constructed on a vast scale, and there were things stuck to it, desiccated, long-dead things—Raknid’s victims.
But they were not the flies you might find in an ordinary spider’s web.
These had arms and legs; heads, too.
They were human.
“If I were Raknid, I’d bind the blade high up in my web so that anyone seeking it would have to climb up to reach it,” said Thorne.
“That’s what I have to do,” I realized.
I was afraid, but I hadn’t come all this way and gone through so much to fail now.
Thorne pointed at the nearest strand of web and shook her head. “It’s sticky—you’d get bound to it. And the moment you touch it, the web will vibrate, alerting the spider demon. His feet won’t stick to the web like yours. He’ll scuttle across and inject you with venom. You’ll be paralyzed. Then he’ll tug you up into the darkness and start to feed on you. You’ll be conscious all the time, and you’ll be in agony. He won’t just take your blood. He’ll suck the brains from your skull. He’ll drain every bit of fluid from your body until you’re just a dry, dead husk. Don’t you see? He wants you to climb it. So don’t do it, Alice. There has to be another way.”
Then, as if he had been listening to every word we’d uttered, Raknid spoke to us from the darkness above, his deep, harsh voice vibrating through my head and setting my teeth on edge.
“Yes, climb up to me, little witch! Let’s see how brave you really are. Don’t listen to your cowardly dead friend. What does she know? I have the Dolorous Blade that you seek. Are you brave enough to try and take it from me?”
“I’ll climb up and confront him!” said Thorne furiously. “I will stick to his web, but when he attacks he’ll find me no easy prey. This blade will take out his eyes!”
“Wait for a moment. Let me speak to him first.” I held Thorne’s arm to prevent her from climbing the nearest strand up into the web.
A slow anger began to build within me. Back in Malkin Tower, this demon had taken my blood and then condemned me to death. Now I would not only take the blade; I would pay Raknid back for what he had done.
“I think you lie!” I shouted up into the dark. “I don’t believe you have the blade.”
“Why would I lie? The blade is here with me.”
“Then show it to me! Prove that you have it. Why should I climb up there for nothing?”
“For a little witch, you have caused us big trouble. I knew that when I tasted your blood. You are strong for a mere girl, and in your prime might have become peerless; but you will not survive to fulfill your potential. I was right about the danger I sensed within you. You are a grave threat to my master. But I will show you the blade, because I know it will bring you to my side! And then I will kill you!”
Suddenly the huge web trembled. Raknid had probably been crouching on a ledge far above. Now he had stepped onto the threads, causing them to shake. He was climbing down toward us. Within seconds he was taking up a position at the very center of his web.
He was huge—far larger than he’d been in the metal cabinet in Malkin Tower. The rounded central part of his body, which was covered in long, silky red-brown hair, was perhaps the size of a bull, but his eight long, thin black legs tripled his size.
And there at his side was a dagger, stuck to the web.
“I see a blade!” I cried. “But how do I know it’s Dolorous? Ain’t no way to tell from this distance, is there? Bring it nearer so that I can be sure!”
“No, little witch. You must climb up to me!”
I leaned across to whisper into Thorne’s ear: “When he falls, be ready to slay him.”
Her eyes widened in astonishment.
Then I ran forward and held the flame of my candle against the nearest strand of the web. It smoldered a little, but the strand remained intact. It did not catch fire.
The candle flickered and was about to go out.
“You fool!” Raknid laughed.
But I was no fool; just desperate enough to do what had to be done. I was gathering my power. That was the reason for the delay. I did not speak a word. I didn’t need spells—though I knew there might be a price to pay later.
I remembered the warning that Agnes Sowerbutts had once given me regarding my use of magic: “You can’t use that power for anyone or anything, or it will destroy you. It comes from the very heart of darkness, and if you use it willy-nilly as you’ve just done, it will seize you for its own and take your soul.”
But I had to risk it.
So I simply wished . . . and it was done.
The candle flame grew brighter, caught, then raced up the web strand directly toward the spider demon.
For a second Raknid didn’t react. Perhaps he couldn’t believe what was happening . . .
The whole web went up in a whoosh of flame, yellow and orange, so bright that it hurt my eyes.
Raknid was burning too. He was burning and shrieking—so shrilly that it was like sharp needles being driven into my ears. His red fur was crisping to black.
Now he was falling. Falling like a meteorite plummeting to earth.
But the dagger was falling faster.
Like a hawk stooping to a falconer’s wrist, the Dolorous Blade came straight to my hand.
I caught it by the handle and tossed it toward Thorne.
Over and over it spun, end over end, and she caught it too.
“Kill him!” I commanded.
Raknid, still shrieking, hit the ground in a shower of sparks.
Thorne went to work quickly.
He fell silent.
Then we ran.



CHAPTER XXVIII
POOR BRAVE THORNE

THE first time we paused to catch our breath, I examined the dagger carefully. It resembled the other one needed for the ritual. The sword and the daggers were of different lengths, but the hilts were identical, with their skelt heads and ruby-red eyes. But this was the Dolorous Blade—the one that would be used to take my life.
Then, as I held that dagger, a wave of sadness passed through me. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. It wasn’t simply that it was linked to my own approaching death; it was as if I was suddenly connected to the sadness of millions of souls. I staggered and almost dropped the blade, and Thorne held my arm to steady me.
“Are you all right? Are you ill?” she asked anxiously.
I saw no point in telling her what I had experienced, so I just smiled. “I’m tired, that’s all. We must move on. I have to leave this place.”
So we set off again. It took a long time to sniff out the gate, hours and hours of searching. All the time I was scared, and very much aware that we were being hunted down by powerful beings.
And our enemies had lots of reasons to try and stop us.
Thorne had hurt Beelzebub and killed Tusk; we had fought the water witches and had been there when Morwena was slain. We had destroyed the demon Raknid. And now we were escaping with the Dolorous Blade, one of the three hero swords that could be used to destroy the Fiend.
They would do anything to catch us.
But at last we found the gate and passed through it safely. We found ourselves once more on the white path that crossed the black abyss, joining domain to domain.
It was then, just as we were approaching a cave, that the demon Tanaki found us.
In the blink of an eye, with a sound of thunder, the father of the kretch arrived.
He was a colossus—far too big to fit into the cave—but he materialized between us and our refuge. I had come so close, but now our chance of escape was gone.
Whether Tanaki was floating or standing on something far below the path was impossible to say, but he straddled it, his legs level with our heads, while his head and body towered above us. He was a fearsome sight and, like his son, there was much that was wolflike about him.
His hairy jaw was elongated, and large, pointed canines jutted upward and downward, too big to fit inside. He opened his mouth and roared, his hot, rank breath rushing over us like scalding steam, so that I was forced to shield my eyes with my forearm. I could easily fit within that mouth; I was no more than a morsel for such a monster, chewed and swallowed in an instant.
Once again Thorne stepped between me and the threat. She was brave and dangerous, but what chance did she have?
She was already sliding a dagger from its sheath. But the demon was not only huge; he was very fast. He struck down at Thorne with a scaly taloned hand. She somersaulted backward, but Tanaki delivered a glancing blow to her shoulder and spun her onto the stones.
He gripped both sides of the path with his monstrous hands, mouth wide open, ready to crunch Thorne in his jaws.
I had to do something.
But did I dare use my magic one more time?
Surely I had almost reached the point of no return. . . .



CHAPTER XXIX
HEART OF DARKNESS

EVERY time I used my magical power, the crescent mark on my thigh had grown bigger and bigger; it was now close to becoming a full moon.
The blood jar that I had used to keep the Fiend away from Tom had seemed to make little difference. But in Ireland, I had used my power to save him from death. So much magical energy had surged out of me that it had caused a localized earthquake. I had saved our lives, but when I next checked my mark, it had become a half-moon.
Then, soon after Thorne’s death, I had used my magic to help Grimalkin retrieve the Fiend’s head from his supporters. They had been about to set sail for Ireland, where they would have reunited head and body, returning the Fiend to his former state, loose in the world. I had used my magic to conjure up a storm and burn their ship. With my help, Grimalkin had eventually triumphed, but the cost to me had been terrible. Even before the burning of the spider demon Raknid, the mark on my thigh had grown to a gibbous moon. Afterward I hadn’t even dared glance at it, fearful of what might be revealed. Further expenditure of magic might make it a full circle. Then I would belong to the dark forever.
Poor, brave Thorne had died a horrible death on earth, her thumbs cut away by the dark mage Bowker on the edge of Witch Dell. Now she faced a second death in the jaws of the demon Tanaki.
How could I allow that, after all she had done to help me?
But how could I use my magic again when I knew what the result might be?
My knees were trembling and my heart threatened to pound itself out of my chest. But I forced myself to step forward until I was between Thorne and that monstrous mouthful of savage, vengeful teeth.
I wasn’t going to use my magic carelessly, was I? I wasn’t going to use it to keep me dry in a rainstorm or make branches bow away out of my path as I had on my walk back to Pendle to see Agnes. I was going to use it to fight the demon Tanaki. I was doing it for Thorne.
“Get back!” I cried, raising my fists at the demon. “Leave her be! You can’t have her!”
For a moment the huge head paused. I saw the hungry expression in the bestial eyes change quickly, revealing three things: humor, anger, and finally contempt.
It was the last of these that brought the fury rising up like bile in my throat.
“You don’t know who I am!” I screamed up at him. “You don’t know who I really am!”
The demon’s mocking laughter rumbled across the abyss. Tanaki was amused by my outburst.
Then I spoke again—this time quietly, words whispering from my lips as if uttered by another.
“I am Alice,” I announced. “And you ain’t strong enough to stand against me!”
If I could burn Raknid, I could do the same to Tanaki.
I had no choice. Whatever it cost me, this must be done.
My anger became fire. I shuddered with ecstasy as it left my body, surging through my shoulders and arms to exit through my clenched fists. The two jets of white flame hit their targets simultaneously—the eyes of the demon.
I stood swaying, almost floating up from the path, so extreme was my sense of exultation. The demon was screaming now, his eyes melting and running down his cheeks. Then, like a huge tree felled by a woodsman’s ax, he slowly toppled sideways and fell away into the abyss.
I turned, dragging Thorne to her feet. She seemed befuddled and stared at me with wide eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. I seized her arm, and she leaned against me as we stumbled along the path to the shelter of the cave. Once there, she shrugged me off, so I tugged the candle out of my pocket again, ignited it with my will, and led the way farther into the darkness.
Three times we entered cave systems and located gates that took us elsewhere. Once we ended up in a place of ice and snow, and would have died had not the exit gate been close by. Once we reentered the hot domain where the skelts had scuttled out of the boiling lake. But we had been there before; the gate was still in the same place. We got out quickly, but I was starting to feel exhausted.
Finally we emerged into a domain of total darkness; we could hear the roar of huge predators and the thump-thump of their gigantic feet getting nearer.
It was a close thing, but we found the gate before they found us.
Something was really starting to worry me. I was feeling weaker and weaker. Thorne had told me that being in the dark while still alive would use up my life force, that if I stayed too long, I would end up a dried husk, able to live for only a few days once back on earth.
I needed to get out of the dark as soon as possible.
Was it already too late for me?
Now we were on the white path again; it disappeared directly ahead into a cave at the base of a huge black cliff. Thorne felt certain that this would lead to the domain of Pan. Beyond that the outside world awaited me—the land of the living.
We were almost there.
I was almost home.
Almost safe . . .
After a few minutes, Thorne put her hand on my shoulder. “Let’s rest for a while. I want to talk,” she said.
I was feeling shaky and was only too glad to stop, so we sat down cross-legged, facing each other, and I placed the flickering candle between us.
“How did you do that to the demon?” Thorne asked.
My reply was a shrug.
“Raknid too,” she continued. “You burned his web and brought him to the ground in flames. And the dagger flew into your hands as if it had wings. Mine was the easy part. All I had to do was finish him off. Grimalkin told me you had powerful magic, but I didn’t expect that. I’ve never seen such power used by a witch.”
“Is that the end of Tanaki?” I said, trying to change the subject.
“Things are hard to predict here,” Thorne replied, “but I think it’s unlikely. As I told you, if something that was born and died back on earth is killed here for a second time, it ceases to exist; the soul is obliterated. So the kretch has likely fallen to his second and final death. Morwena too is gone forever. But Tanaki is different; like his son, he has great powers of regeneration. If he survived the fall, he could eventually get his eyes back. And once set on a course, he never deviates until his will is accomplished; any defeat only makes him stronger. Each time he fights, he grows more formidable. Even Raknid might not be truly destroyed. He has eons in which to regenerate. But other vengeful dark entities will be hunting us now. . . .”
I said nothing; I had no words of comfort for Thorne, who truly needed them more than I did. Soon I would leave the dark, but she would have to stay behind, and the servants of the Fiend would continue to hunt her. Many were like Tanaki—they never gave up.
We got to our feet and set off again. Soon we were entering another cave. Then, after a series of tunnels and caverns, we emerged onto the white path again. This time there was no cave at its end, just a tiny green star that grew quickly to first become an orb and then, finally, an oasis of green floating in the abyss.
I had reached Pan’s domain.
“Send my regards to my teacher, Grimalkin,” Thorne said. “Tell her I am sorry that I faltered and betrayed you. But please let her know that I came back to help, that her words reached me in the dark, and that I have tried hard to become what she wished—as brave in death as I was in life!”
“You’ve tried and succeeded. Ain’t no doubt about that,” I said with a smile. “I’ll tell her all that you did. How you took Beelzebub’s thumb bones and stabbed Raknid in both eyes, then cut off his legs. She’ll like that. Couldn’t have done better herself!”
We stared at each other for a moment, and a lump came into my throat. Perhaps I didn’t have long to live, but at least I would see earth once more. I was going home; Thorne was trapped in the dark forever—unless she eventually fell victim to one of its predators. And then she would be nothing. Her soul would be obliterated.
I headed toward that green oasis. Just before I entered it, I looked back. Thorne was walking away into the distance, getting smaller and smaller.
I felt really sad.



CHAPTER XXX
GOOD NEWS AND BAD

AS soon as I entered Pan’s domain, I eased up my skirt and checked the mark on my thigh.
At first glance, I was terrified. It looked like the full dark moon that I had been warned about by Agnes Sowerbutts. But I felt no different, and on closer inspection it seemed to me that it was not quite grown to its maximum size..
There was still hope.
I walked on to find Pan, clothed in leaves and bark, sitting on a log playing a reed pipe, just as he had been the last time we talked. It was as if all the dangers I’d faced in the dark had been no more than a dream, and he had been waiting here for me to open my eyes and see him once more.
He was that same fair boy, pleasant to look upon, only his long pointy ears and green curly toenails marking him as other than human.
He smiled at me and lowered the pipes from his mouth. I smiled back.
“You were successful!” he cried, nodding toward the dagger at my belt.
“I hope so,” I replied. “I have the blade I came for, but am I too late? How much time has passed back on earth? Halloween hasn’t come and gone, has it?”
“It is the thirtieth of September. A month remains before Halloween. You are not too late. But before you return to your world, you must first pay the price of your presumption in entering my domain uninvited!”
“Then please tell me what it is,” I said, holding my breath in fear of what he might demand.
He smiled again. “I have helped you. All I ask is that you help me.”
“Help you . . . to do what?”
“For now it is not for you to know. In time I will tell you. The price is simple—just be ready to answer my call and give me the help I need. Whatever you are doing when you hear my pipes, come to me at once. Do you understand?”
“Yes, I understand,” I replied, so desperate to find Tom that I would have agreed to anything.
“And will you do as I ask?”
“Yes. When I hear the pipes, I will come to you.”
What else could I say? If I didn’t agree, he would never let me go home.
“Then for now, return to the world and do what you must do!” he commanded.
Everything seemed to spin about me. I felt sick; I closed my eyes.
When I opened them again, I was sitting on the grass with my back against a tree. I was once more in the forest close to the river.
I was home.
I set off for Chipenden at once. I was looking forward to seeing Tom. We would have a little time together before the ritual—almost a month. I would have to make the best of it.
It was late afternoon, and the sun was warm overhead. It was good weather for the last day of September in the County. I could see the smoke from the village chimney pots rising above the trees. I took the path to the left, the one that would take me away from those houses and straight to the home of Old Gregory.
But on the slope, someone was waiting in the shadow of the trees.
It was Grimalkin.
How long had she been waiting here for me? No doubt she had scryed the likely time I’d emerge from the dark. I was relieved to see that she was still carrying the leather sack containing the Fiend’s head. But she had something else in her left hand. It looked like a book—a slim one, bound in brown leather.
“I have good news for you, and bad,” Grimalkin announced, straight out. She was grim faced, and my heart lurched.
“Is Tom all right?” I demanded, my voice wobbling with panic. “Nothing’s happened to him, has it?”
“Tom is safe, Alice. What I have to tell you does not concern him at all. In fact, it’s better that he doesn’t know anything.”
“What then? What’s wrong?”
“The bad news is that you didn’t need to journey into the dark after all. The dagger you hold is not needed. You risked your life and very soul for nothing. The good news is that you need not surrender your life to Tom’s blades. You don’t have to be sacrificed. I have found another way to destroy the Fiend.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.
“Here,” Grimalkin continued, holding out the book toward me. “This is all we need.”
I felt a strange reluctance even to touch what she offered. As soon as it was within my hands, I knew why. In silver letters engraved into the brown cover was its title—a word that sent a chill into my heart.
DOOMDRYTE.
Also embossed in silver was an ominous image that I instantly recognized: the head and forelimbs of a skelt.
Those bloodthirsty creatures had played a big part in my life recently: the encounters with them in the dark; the skelt heads that formed the hilts of the hero swords; and now this cover. It seemed more than just a series of coincidences. What did they have to do with the destruction of the Fiend?
This book was the most powerful grimoire that had ever been written, and some believed it had been dictated to an ancient mage called Lukrasta by the Fiend himself. Every Pendle witch knew the potential of the Doomdryte, and a few had spent their lives searching for it. It contained just one very long spell that had to be recited without the slightest mistake, over a period of many hours. It was said that the successful reading of the spell, combined with certain rituals, would give the reader the powers of a god—invulnerability and immortality.
There was one problem. History demonstrated that to complete a perfect reading was impossible.
Everyone who had ever attempted the incantation had died in the process—including Lukrasta. Just one hesitation or mispronunciation, and that was the end of you.
“You have the strength and ability to do this, Alice,” Grimalkin told me. “Use your magic to enhance your concentration and complete the incantation. Then, with what you draw from the Doomdryte, you will be able to destroy the Fiend.”
I just stared at the witch assassin, not knowing how to reply. What she said was probably true. The power of the book and my own magical strength combined could well be enough to do what was necessary.
But at what cost to myself?
Would it be better to allow myself to be sacrificed after all?
But then Grimalkin told me something that made me put aside my own concerns.
“I also come to meet you with news of a great danger,” she said. “I have been on a journey far to the north, where I encountered a strange nonhuman species called the Kobalos; they have powerful mages, able to wield strange magic that may eventually pose a threat to the County. They have the ability to create monstrous creatures, and they enslave human women because they have no females of their own.”
“No females? How can that be possible?” I asked.
“They murdered all their own long ago,” Grimalkin replied. “I fear that soon they will burst out of their northern territory and embark upon a war that will have dire consequences for humans. They will kill all our men and boys, and our women will become slaves. It is vital that we deal with the Fiend quickly and put an end to him once and for all. Once that is done, we can begin to prepare for that new threat. Alice, we must use the Doomdryte!”
 
It fills my heart with sadness to have approached so close to the house of Old Gregory without being able to greet Tom. I have missed him so much. . . . When Grimalkin guided me away from Chipenden, I thought my heart would burst with the pain of it.
But she is right. She has convinced me that we must use the Doomdryte. And this is something that we can tell neither Tom nor his master, because they would strive to prevent it.
I believe my magic will enable me to bring sufficient concentration to bear upon the recital of the long spell so that I may complete it successfully. That done, I will use the power I have acquired to destroy the Fiend.
But I know that the consequences for me will be terrible.
The mark on my skin will quickly become a dark full moon. I will be bound to the dark forever, a thing without conscience, compassion, or a shred of human feeling.
That is a more terrible sacrifice than to die at the hands of Tom Ward, but it is the course that I have embarked upon.
For now, the witch assassin and I are living in a ruined cottage not too far from the Spook’s house. It is the place where I once stayed with Lizzie while she plotted the death of John Gregory, hoping to free Mother Malkin from the pit in his garden. It is from that cottage that I once set out and met Tom for the first time.
Now it is the place where I will triumph or die in the attempt.
I must be brave.
I must do what has to be done.
I am Alice.
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CHAPTER I
ANOTHER WAY




I awoke from a nightmare, my heart pounding, and sat up in bed feeling sick. For a few moments I thought I was going to vomit, but gradually my stomach settled down.
In my dream I had been killing Alice—cutting away her thumb bones.
At Halloween, now barely a month away, I would have to carry out this terrible ritual in the real world. It was what was expected of me. My mam wished it, for it was the only way to end the threat of the Fiend forever.
But how could I do it? How could I kill Alice?
I lay awake, fearful of going back to sleep lest the nightmare resume. Painful thoughts continued to swirl through my head. Alice was a willing victim. She was prepared to be sacrificed. Not only that, but she had bravely ventured into the dark to retrieve the Blade of Sorrow. This was one of the hero swords—three sacred weapons to be used to destroy the Fiend . . . weapons that would kill her in the process.
The hero swords had been forged by the Old God Hephaestus; the first of these was the Destiny Blade, given to me by Cuchulain in Ireland. The second was called Bone Cutter, and now, if Alice had succeeded in her quest into the dark, I would possess all three.
At the moment the Fiend was bound to his dead flesh—his body impaled with silver spears in the Irish countryside, his head in a leather sack in the possession of Grimalkin, the witch assassin. She was on the run, fighting desperately to keep it from the Fiend’s servants. If they got hold of it, they would reunite head and body, and the Fiend would walk the earth once more, and the ritual could not take place.
But Alice had still not returned from the dark. Perhaps something had happened, I thought. Maybe she would never come back. . . .
I was also worried about my brother James, who had gone missing. The fiend had said that his servants had cut his throat and thrown him into a ditch. I desperately hoped he was lying, but I couldn’t keep the terrible thought of it out of my head for long.
I tried to sleep again, without success, and the night dragged on. Then, just before dawn, the mirror on my bedside table suddenly began to glow. Alice was the only one who ever contacted me using a mirror. I sat up and grabbed it, looking into the glass, hardly daring to hope. For weeks and weeks I had been waiting for word from her. I had thought that perhaps I would see her just stroll happily into the garden, the Dolorous Blade in hand. But now Alice would be able to tell me that all was well immediately.
My heart soared with happiness as she stared out of the glass at me, a faint smile on her lips. She mouthed a sentence: “I’m on the edge of the western garden.”
In the past I used to communicate with Alice by breathing on the glass and writing, but I had grown skilled at reading her lips. She had no difficulty at all in reading mine.
“Wait there!” I told her. “I’ll be down right away.”
I dressed quickly, then went downstairs as quietly as possible, trying not to wake the Spook. As I headed out through the back door, a thought struck me: Why hadn’t Alice come into the garden?
The sky was growing lighter in the east, and as I passed the bench where my master sometimes gave me lessons, I saw Alice waiting at the edge of the trees.
She was dressed as I had last seen her—in a dark dress that just came down below her knees, and her pointy shoes. But what cheered me most of all was the smile on her pretty face. I ran toward her and she opened her arms, her smile broadening. We hugged each other tight and rocked back and forth.
“You’re safe! You’re safe!” I cried. “I never thought I’d see you again.”
At last we broke apart and stared at each other silently for a moment or two.
“There were times when I thought I’d never escape from the dark,” Alice said. “But I did it, Tom. I got in and out safely, and I have the blade. Glad to see you, I am.”
She pulled it from a pocket and held it out to me. I turned it over and over in my hands, looking at it closely. It looked just like its twin, Bone Cutter: the same skelt with ruby eyes adorned the hilt, staring up at me. The skelt was a killer that hid in crevices near water before scuttling out on its eight legs to pierce its victims with its bone tube and drain their blood.
I forced my eyes away from the blade and looked again at Alice, feeling a surge of happiness. I’d missed her so much. How could I ever have considered sacrificing her? Even the destruction of the Fiend surely couldn’t justify it. It was clear to me now that I couldn’t go through with it. Tears came to my eyes and a lump to my throat.
“You’re brave, Alice. Nobody else could have succeeded. But I’m sorry—you did it all for nothing. I can’t go through with the ritual. I won’t sacrifice you. I wouldn’t hurt you for anything. We’ll have to find another way to put an end to the Fiend.”
“It’s funny, Tom, but you’re the second person to tell me that my going into the dark was unnecessary. Grimalkin thinks so, too.”
“You’ve talked to Grimalkin? I haven’t seen her in over a month.”
“Grimalkin’s been helping me. She’s found another way to destroy the Fiend—we’re working on it together. I’m hopeful, Tom. I really believe we can do it without the need for such a sacrifice. Had to come and see you and tell you, I did, but I’ve got to get back now. There’s work to do.”
I couldn’t believe that Alice was already going off again.
We’d been apart for so long, and now all we’d had was a couple of minutes together. It was so disappointing. I wanted to know more about Grimalkin’s plan. How had she discovered a method that Mam had not been aware of?
“Come back to the house for a while, please,” I begged her. “Tell me what’s going on. And I’d like to know how you coped in the dark—I’m sure the Spook will have all sorts of questions to ask you, too.”
But Alice shook her head firmly. “That ain’t possible, Tom. You see, Grimalkin’s plan makes use of seriously dark magic. It’s the only thing that’ll work. Old Gregory wouldn’t approve, you know that. He’s bound to ask me questions about what I’m up to, and I’d have to lie to him. He’s good at telling when people are lying. It’s best that I go.”
“Then when will I see you again, Alice?”
“Ain’t sure, but Grimalkin and I will return for sure. . . . See you when we’ve succeeded.”
Alice looked just as I remembered her, but as she spoke now, she sounded different—completely confident of success. Was she being overconfident?
“Is it dangerous?” I asked nervously.
“I won’t lie to you, Tom. Of course it’s dangerous. But we’ve been in danger from the dark from the moment we met, and we’ve always come through safely. Don’t see why this shouldn’t be the same.”
Suddenly she rushed into my arms and kissed me fiercely on the lips. Before I could respond, it was over; she broke away from me and began to walk off.
I stared after her in shock. I was stunned. Why had she kissed me? Could it really be that she cared for me as much as I cared for her? I had never known. I desperately wanted to hold her in my arms again.
Alice turned, looked back, and called out over her shoulder, “Take care, Tom! Don’t tell Old Gregory you’ve seen me. It’s best that way.”
And then she was gone. There was so much I hadn’t had time to ask her. What had it been like in the dark? How had she managed to survive and retrieve the blade I now held in my hand?
I walked back toward the house sadly. I was very relieved that Alice had returned safely, but now I had something else to worry about. What were Alice and Grimalkin about to attempt? No doubt there were great risks involved.
She’d asked me not to tell my master that I’d met her. One part of me agreed with her; it was probably for the best to keep it from him—he’d only ask questions. But I’d kept too many things from him in the past. I’d have to hide the blade to make sure he didn’t see it.
I’d been feeling increasingly guilty about such deceptions. Each had seemed very necessary at the time, but they had accumulated, and the more there were, the worse I’d felt. This was one more to add to the list, and I didn’t like it.



CHAPTER II
THE SPOOK’S LEGACY




THE following day, late in the morning, the Spook and I were sitting at a table in his new Chipenden library. Opposite us sat a small thin man dressed in a black three-piece suit and a white shirt with a dark gray tie. He was a lawyer, a Mr. Timothy Potts, who had made the journey south from Caster. He was taking notes as my master spoke.
The Spook was making his will. Or, to be more accurate, he was updating it.
As he did so, I looked around, only half listening. The house had burned down and had been rebuilt, and now almost everything within it was new. The library smelled of fresh wood. The shelves were still mostly empty and probably contained fewer than three dozen books. It would take a long time to restore it, and much of what had burned was irreplaceable—especially the legacy of books written by former spooks, with their personal accounts of how they’d practiced their trade. We dealt with ghosts, ghasts, boggarts, and witches—all manner of things from the dark. So we relied on books and notebooks a lot. Our careful records were vital; we looked to the past in order to prepare for the future.
“So those are my wishes,” ended the Spook very firmly.
Mr. Potts adjusted the glasses on the bridge of his nose and coughed to clear his throat. “I’ll read it back to you, Mr. Gregory. Please interrupt if you have anything to add or feel that I have not accurately recorded those wishes.”
The Spook nodded, and Mr. Potts began to read very slowly, with hardly a trace of a County accent. He sounded really posh. He was obviously an “incomer” who had been born and educated down south.
“‘I leave my two main houses, at Chipenden and Anglezarke, to my apprentice, Thomas Ward, including all fixtures, fittings, books, and tools of the trade. They remain his, as long as he lives, on condition that he practices the trade of spook for as long as he is able. In his own will, he may only leave them to another spook, and on these same conditions.’”
I was sad to hear those words. It made me feel as if my time as the Spook’s apprentice was almost over. But I took a deep breath and tried to think positively. Our time together might be drawing to a close, but surely we had another couple of years—time to complete my apprenticeship properly, and then perhaps continue when I was a fully trained spook, so that I could take some of the burden off his shoulders.
“‘I grant the use of my third house, north of Caster, which I inherited from William Arkwright, to Judd Brinscall, for as long as he practices as a spook in that location. In the event of his death or early retirement from the trade, that property, with its library, will revert to the ownership of Thomas Ward on the same terms stipulated for my other properties.”
Bill Arkwright had died fighting the dark in Greece. Now Judd Brinscall, a previous apprentice of the Spook, had taken up residence in Bill’s old water mill and was attempting to deal with the water witches there.
Mr. Potts gave a little cough. “Is that correct, Mr. Gregory?”
“Aye, it’s correct,” my master confirmed.
“What about your other financial affairs? Have you any income to dispose of?”
The Spook shook his head. “There is nothing significant, Mr. Potts. This is not a trade that makes a man rich. But if money is in my possession at my death, I leave that to my apprentice, Master Ward.”
“Very well.” Potts made a further short note before packing up his papers, pushing back his chair, and rising to his feet. He took his pocket watch from his waistcoat and glanced at the time before tucking it away again. “I will write this up in the proper manner and return here next week so that you may sign the document.”
The two men shook hands, and then it was my duty to escort the lawyer through the garden and off the premises—otherwise, he would have been in danger from the Spook’s pet boggart, which guarded against intruders, both human and otherwise.
After setting Mr. Potts safely on his way, I returned to the library to find my master still sitting in the same position. He was slumped in his chair, staring down at the tabletop. He had aged a lot during the past two years; his beard was now totally white and his face gaunt. He probably felt that his life was drawing to a close. That, no doubt, was why he wanted to put his affairs in order. He certainly did not look happy.
In a few moments he was going to feel a lot worse.
Alice had asked me to keep her return and work with Grimalkin secret. But I’d been feeling guilty about it. My master was planning to entrust me with his property and his work after his death, whenever that might be. There were important things that I had to confess, things that would anger and dismay him. And I felt that now was the right time.
“Well, lad, that’s one more thing sorted out,” he said, giving me a weary smile.
“There’s something I’ve not told you,” I blurted before I could change my mind. “I already know the details of the ritual for destroying the Fiend.”
My master stared at me for a few moments without speaking, looking far from pleased. “In that case, you’ve lied to me, lad. You told me that the details would only be revealed to you when Alice returned with the third blade.”
“I’m sorry. Yes, I did lie, but I did so for good reason. I didn’t want to worry you until Alice got back and we knew we had the third weapon. And I needed time to think, to find a way of avoiding what’s supposed to be done . . . because it’s bad—really bad.”
“Lying to your master is also bad. I’m disappointed, lad. I’ve left you my property because I want you to follow in my footsteps after I’ve gone. And how do you repay me? Yes, I’m disappointed, and hurt, too. After years of working together in mutual trust, speaking the truth to each other should be second only to breathing. And time’s running out. Halloween is approaching. Is there any news about the girl yet, or have you been hiding that from me too?”
“No.” I shook my head, telling a new lie.
“Well, lad, I’m waiting. Get it off your chest. Spit it out. Tell me about the ritual, and don’t leave anything out.”
“I won’t be carrying out the ritual,” I told him. “I can’t. There has to be a sacrifice. To make it work, I have to kill Alice.”
“Why does it have to be her?” the Spook demanded.
The next words were very hard to utter. My master had always mistrusted Alice because she had been trained as a witch. He also thought that a spook should devote his entire life to the trade and not marry. To get too close to a girl was, in his eyes, a dangerous distraction.
“To carry out the ritual, I have to sacrifice the person I most love on this earth. That’s what Mam told me. So it has to be Alice.”
The Spook closed his eyes and gave a deep sigh. There was a long silence. At last he spoke, his voice hardly more than a whisper.
“Does the girl know?”
I nodded. “The victim has to be a willing sacrifice. Alice is willing to die in order to destroy the Fiend. But it’s too horrible—I won’t do it. Here!” I said bitterly, reaching into my pocket and pulling out the piece of paper that gave the details of the ritual. I held it out. I’d been carrying it around, waiting for the right time to reveal all this to my master.
He shook his head. “My eyes are tired. Each day I’m finding it more and more difficult to read. So do it for me, lad. Read it aloud slowly.”
So I did as he said, but just read out the most important sentences:
“The destruction of the Fiend may be achieved by the following means. First, the three sacred objects must be at hand. They are the hero swords forged by Hephaestus. The greatest of these is the Destiny Blade; the second is the dagger called Bone Cutter. . . . The third is the dagger named Dolorous, sometimes also called the Blade of Sorrow. . . .
“The place is also important: it must be one especially conducive to the use of magic. Thus the ritual must be carried out on a high hill east of Caster, which is known as the Wardstone.
“First the blood sacrifice should be made in this precise manner. A fire must be constructed, one capable of generating great heat. To achieve this it will be necessary to build a forge.
“Throughout the ritual, the willing sacrificial victim must display great courage. If she once cries out to betray her pain, all will be lost and the rite will fail.
“Using the dagger Bone Cutter, the thumb bones must be taken from the right hand of the victim and cast into the flames. Only if she does not cry out may the second cut be made to remove the bones of the left hand. These also are added to the fire.
“Next, using the dagger Dolorous, the heart must be cut out of the victim and, still beating, cast into the flames—”
“Stop!” cried the Spook, rising to his feet so suddenly that his chair overturned.
“But there’s more,” I protested. “I have to—”
“I don’t want to hear any more!” he exclaimed. “I’ve put my own affairs in order because I know that I’m approaching the end of my time in this world. But there’s one thing more that I want to do—use the last of my strength to destroy the Fiend forever. We need to pay him back for all the suffering and misery he’s inflicted upon the world. But you’re right, lad, in not wanting to use that ritual. We’ve already compromised with the dark in order to get this far. You and the girl—you’ve used a blood jar to keep the Fiend at bay, and we’ve had a long-standing alliance with Grimalkin, the witch assassin. Those were bad enough, but this is something far worse. It’s more than just cold-blooded murder. It’s barbaric. Do that, and we’re not fit to call ourselves human. The ritual is out of the question.”
The Spook righted his chair, sat down again, and glared at me across the table. “Now I want to ask you a few questions. You learned of the ritual from your mam when you visited Malkin Tower?”
“Yes.”
“She appeared to you?”
I nodded. Mam had died in Greece fighting her mortal enemy, the Ordeen. But her spirit had survived. It was still strong—and was trying to help us finish off the Fiend.
“What form did she take?”
“At first she looked like a fierce angel with claws, just as she appeared in Greece. But then she changed into the Mam I remembered—the woman you talked to at our farm soon after you first took me on as your apprentice.”
The Spook nodded. He seemed to be deep in thought.
“Where did that piece of paper come from?” he asked, taking it from me.
“Mam appeared to Slake and dictated the instructions. She wrote them down.”
Slake was a lamia witch—one of Mam’s “sisters.” She was still in control of Malkin Tower, keeping the local witches from repossessing it.
“Well, lad, we’ve some serious thinking and talking to do. What’s the job for us today? I heard the bell ring early this morning. It must be important if somebody walked through the night to reach us.”
The bell was at the withy trees crossroads, not far from the house. When somebody wanted the Spook’s help, they went there and rang the bell and waited.
I wondered why the Spook was suddenly so interested in our work again. For weeks he had just sat in the garden or in the library, dreaming. The heart seemed to have gone out of him. Mostly he’d just left me to it, not even asking who’d come for help or what their problem was.
It had been hard work dealing with the dark alone— there had been more spook’s business in the last week than normally came to us in a month. It seemed that it was becoming more active. Perhaps it was something to do with the approach of Halloween and the coming ritual?
“No, he didn’t journey through the night,” I replied. “He lives locally—south of the village. It’s only half an hour away at most. He’s accused someone of using dark magic against him. He claims she’s a witch.”
“Who made the complaint?”
“A man called Briggs. He lives at number three Norcotts Lane.”
“I’ll come with you, lad,” said the Spook, nodding his head. “It’ll give us a chance to talk things through.”
I smiled at him. It was good to see him taking an interest in the trade once more.
Within the hour we had left the house and garden and were walking across the fields. I was carrying both bags.
It was just like old times!



CHAPTER III
THE FIRST LAMIA




THE sun was shining, and there was hardly a cloud in the sky. It was warm for late autumn, but that wouldn’t last. In the County, more often than not, we had rain and winds blustering in from the west. By November, the wet weather would really have set in.
At first the Spook seemed to be enjoying the walk, but after about ten minutes his expression became grim. I wondered if his knees were bothering him. He’d started to complain about them more frequently, claiming that too many chilly and wet County winters had destroyed the joints. But today’s warmer, drier weather should have been making him feel better.
“Are you all right?” I asked. “Do you want to slow down a bit?”
“Nay, lad, this pace is fine. I’m just thinking things through, that’s all.”
So it was the thoughts in his head that gave him that grim expression. I wondered what was bothering him.
We continued in silence until we came to a row of three small terraced houses set on the edge of a large grassy meadow, fronted by a low hawthorn hedge. They had been built many years earlier, for farm laborers and their families, but were now in a bad state of repair. The windows of the middle one were boarded up, and the small front gardens of all three were unkempt and overgrown.
Only the nearest house had a number—a crude three, carved high on the top left-hand corner of the front door.
“Well, lad, you go and talk to Mr. Briggs, and I’ll go for a little walk. See you in about five minutes!”
To my astonishment, the Spook headed off along the row and disappeared round the corner of the last house. His manner had seemed almost flippant. This wasn’t like him at all. I felt disappointed. My master of old would have been eager to sort out the problem. After all, this was spook’s business—I thought that was why he’d decided to join me.
I walked up to the front door of the house and rapped on it three times. Within moments I heard footsteps approaching, and the door was eased open. A scowling face peered out at me. Then it opened fully to reveal the old man I’d talked to earlier at the crossroads. He had a bald head, a large red bulbous nose, and a fierce, angry face.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Briggs,” I said.
“Where’s Gregory?” he demanded. “When I spoke to you earlier, I told you quite clearly that I wanted your master to deal with the situation, not a stripling still wet behind the ears.”
“He’s sent me in his place,” I told him politely. “I’ve been working alone for weeks now and getting each job completed successfully. I know exactly what I’m doing, and I’m capable of sorting out your problem. But first you need to tell me a little more about it.”
“There’s nothing more to tell,” he cried, his face contorting with rage. “The old witch used a spell to stop my chickens laying. When I went to complain, she just laughed in my face, and the day afterward my dog dropped stone dead right in front of me!”
I couldn’t just accept what he said without looking into it more closely. I had to be sure that he really was a victim of witchcraft. The Spook had taught me that there were four categories of witch: the benign, the malevolent, the falsely accused, and the unaware. The first were usually healers. The second was the largest category—those who used dark magic to increase their power and hurt people. The fourth were extremely rare—those who used magic without knowing that they were doing so. But it was the third category I had to consider here. Anybody could accuse a person of witchcraft. An innocent person couldn’t be made to suffer because of someone’s mistaken belief. I had to be sure.
“Did this happen recently?”
“Yes, this week.”
“And when did your dog die?”
“Are your ears made out of cloth? This week, as I told you!”
“But which day?”
“Yesterday evening. I came to see you at first light.”
“Could I see the dog, please?” I asked.
It was a reasonable request, but Mr. Briggs didn’t seem to be a reasonable man.
“Don’t be daft! I buried it, didn’t I?” he exclaimed.
“Even so, we might have to dig it up,” I warned him. “How old was it?”
I’d no intention of digging up a dead dog, but I needed to prod him for information.
“It was witchcraft! Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said?”
I was being polite, but he wasn’t, and I was starting to get annoyed.
“How old was your dog?” I persisted.
“Sixteen years, but it was fit and healthy.”
“That’s old for most types of dog. It could have died of natural causes. . . . Where does the woman whom you accuse live?” I took a slow, deep breath to keep myself calm.
“There!” he shouted, jabbing his finger at the only other occupied house. “That’s where you’ll find her. She calls herself Bertha, but no doubt she goes by another name after dark.”
Then, his face red with anger, he went back inside and slammed the door in my face.
What he’d said was nonsense. Some people believed that the witches in a coven had special secret names for one another, but it was just superstition.
I walked along the front hedge that separated the small front gardens from the track and went down the path of the first house in order to talk to Bertha. I was about to knock on the door when I heard the sound of voices. One of them sounded like my master’s.
So I strolled round the side of the house. My first surprise was that there was a large, well-maintained back garden, an area of lawn bordered by flowers, and beyond that an extensive vegetable and herb garden. Two people were sitting on a bench sipping tea from small cups. One was indeed the Spook; the other was a dainty white-haired woman. I liked the look of her immediately. She was old, yet there was something extremely youthful about the joyful expression in her laughing green eyes.
It was good to see the Spook looking so relaxed and at ease. It was a rare sight these days.
“Well, lad, you certainly took your time!” he exclaimed. “Come here and meet Bertha.”
“Hello, boy,” said the old lady. “I’ve been hearing all about you. Your master tells me you’re a good apprentice. But let me judge for myself. Come closer and tell me what you think. Am I a witch or not?”
I approached her as she beamed up at me from the bench. There was no feeling of coldness to warn me that I was dealing with someone or something from the dark. That wasn’t always a factor, but I was almost certain that she wasn’t a witch.
“Well, lad, speak up!” commanded my master. “Don’t be afraid to talk in front of Bertha. Is she or isn’t she?”
“Bertha isn’t a malevolent witch,” I answered.
“On what do you base that judgment?” he asked.
“I have no feeling of warning coldness, but more than that, I trust my instincts. They tell me that Bertha isn’t a servant of the dark. And Mr. Briggs didn’t offer any real evidence. Anyone can accuse someone of being a witch for their own reasons. Some witch finders do that, don’t they? They burn someone as a witch just so they can confiscate their property.”
“That they do, lad.”
“What am I supposed to have done?” Bertha asked, still smiling.
“Mr. Briggs’s hens won’t lay, and he says his dog dropped down dead after he complained to you.”
“She was a very old dog and not in good health,” she told me. “And there could be lots of reasons why his hens have stopped laying.”
“Aye, I totally agree,” said the Spook, coming to his feet. “Thanks for the tea, Bertha Briggs. You make the best in the County!”
I glanced at them both in astonishment. She had the same name as her accuser. . . . What was going on? Was my master testing me in some way—trying to see if I could quickly get to the root of a situation that he was already familiar with?
With that, the Spook led me out of the garden and back along the front hedge, toward the house where Mr. Briggs lived. He rapped hard on the front door.
The man opened it and scowled at us aggressively.
“Bertha isn’t a witch,” asserted the Spook, “as you well know! This isn’t the first time she’s been falsely accused by you. So let that be an end to it. Don’t waste my time or that of my apprentice again. Do you hear?”
“Scratch any woman, and just beneath the skin you’ll find a witch!” said Briggs with a sneer.
The Spook shook his head. “Well, you should know, you old fool! After all, you were married to Bertha for thirty-eight years! So she must have used some pretty powerful magic to tolerate being close to a malicious idiot like you for so long!
“Come on, lad!” he said, turning to me. “We have more important things on our minds.”
Soon we were striding back across the fields toward Chipenden, my master setting quite a pace. His joints did indeed seem better today.
“They were married? So what was all that about?” I asked.
“Bertha finally got sick of him, and when her mother died and left her the other cottage, she left him. No doubt she’d prefer to be twenty miles farther away, but it’s better than sharing a house. It’s the third time he’s accused her of witchcraft since they parted, and that was my third visit here. I just thought I’d come along and see how you handled the situation. Not all spook’s business involves dealing with the dark.
“But you did well, lad,” he continued. “And there was another reason why I came along. I wanted to stretch my legs, get a bit of pure County air into my lungs and do a bit of clearheaded thinking. I’ve spent too much time brooding recently, worrying and doing little. Now sit yourself down and listen to what I’ve got to say,” he said, pointing to a stile we were approaching.
I set down our bags next to the hedge, took a seat, and watched the Spook pacing up and down in front of me, his boots flattening the long grass. It reminded me of our lessons in the pretty western garden behind his house, where there were no bound witches or boggarts. It was a long time since we’d done that, and I missed it. Nowadays he usually taught me in his new library or at the kitchen table.
“We’ve already agreed that we can’t use the ritual—it’s barbaric. But we need to ask ourselves some serious questions.” The Spook came to a halt and looked me straight in the eye. “I asked you what your mam looked like when she appeared to you in Malkin Tower. You said she was like a fierce angel, but then she changed into the woman I spoke to at your farm, the woman we accompanied to Greece to fight the Ordeen. I remember her well. She had an honest, open face. I sensed a tremendous strength in her and, above all, goodness. That woman would never ask you to sacrifice Alice—never mind kill her in such a cruel, inhuman way. So my conclusion is this, lad. You’ve been deceived. That wasn’t your mam. Someone or something was impersonating her.”
I could understand why the Spook said what he did. But this time his instincts had let him down. I still knew things that he didn’t. Now was the time to tell him more.
“Just before she left me, Mam turned back into that cruel angel. She’s very old, and only a very small part of her existence has been in human form. She became Mam for two reasons. One was because she loved my dad and wanted to repay him for rescuing her when she was chained to a rock, about to perish in the sun’s lethal rays. The other reason was so that she could have me, a seventh son of a seventh son. I would be her son as well as my father’s, so I would inherit some of her gifts, such as the ability to slow or halt time—the gifts that have helped us come through some dangerous situations and bind the Fiend. She had me so that I would be a weapon to be used against the Fiend. That was why I was born. She would do anything to put an end to him. And if it means killing Alice, then she would do that, too.”
“I’m still not convinced, lad.”
There was nothing for it. I had to tell him the whole truth, something I’d always hoped to avoid.
“Mam was the first lamia,” I told him. “She was the mother of them all.”



CHAPTER IV
THE UNEXPLAINED




THE Spook stared at me for a long time without saying a word. Then he turned, bowed his head, and started to walk slowly away. He’d almost reached the gate at the far end of the field before he stopped and paced back toward me.
“This seems to be a day for truths,” he said quietly. “Let’s get ourselves back to the library.”
I stood up, allowing my master to climb over the stile first, then picked up our bags and followed him miserably back to the Chipenden house.
Once there, he led the way up to the library and pointed to my usual chair at the table. I took a seat while he went to get a book from the almost-empty shelves. I knew which book it would be.
The Bestiary.
There was an entry that the Spook had made in this book, which was the only one that had survived the fire. I knew it almost word for word because it was so important and painful to me personally. He set the book down in front of me, open at the page I’d predicted. The heading was LAMIA WITCHES.
“Read the full entry—not out loud, because I remember what I wrote. I just want to be sure you know what you’re saying about your mam.”
Feeling more and more despondent, I read the account silently.
The first Lamia was a powerful enchantress of great beauty. She loved Zeus, the leader of the Old Gods, who was already married to the goddess Hera. Unwisely, Lamia then bore Zeus children. On discovering this, the jealous Hera slew all but one of these unfortunate infants. Driven insane by grief, Lamia began to kill children wherever she found them, so that streams and rivers ran red with their blood and the air trembled with the cries of distraught parents. At last the gods punished her by shifting her shape so that her lower body became sinuous and scaled like that of a serpent.
Thus changed, she now turned her attentions to young men. She would call to them from a forest glade, only her beautiful head and shoulders visible above the undergrowth. Once she had lured her victim close, she wrapped her lower body around him tightly, squeezing the breath from his helpless body as her mouth fastened upon his neck until the very last drop of blood was drained.
Lamia later had a lover called Chaemog, a spider thing that dwelled in the deepest caverns of the earth. She bore him triplets, all female, and these were the first lamia witches. On their thirteenth birthday, they quarreled with their mother and, after a terrible fight, tore off her limbs and ripped her body to pieces. They fed every bit of her, including her heart, to a herd of wild boar.
The three lamia witches reached adulthood and became feared throughout the land. They were long-lived creatures and, by the process of parthenogenesis (needing no father), each gave birth to several children. Over centuries, the race of lamia witches began to evolve, and breeding patterns—
“Are you past the third paragraph?” the Spook interrupted.
I nodded.
“Then that’s enough,” he said. “It’s a terrible tale. But according to that, Lamia was slain by her own children.”
“The information is wrong. Yes, she did quarrel with her children, but they did her no physical harm. You once told me that not everything in your Bestiary can be verified, and that some things are definitely wrong. And we make notes and corrections as we find out more, don’t we?”
“That’s true enough,” said the Spook, nodding. “Well, how did you find this out, lad?”
“Mam told me herself when we were in Greece. It’s true. After the terrible things she did, Mam repented and started to fight against the dark. Her greatest wish is to destroy the Fiend, but you have to realize that she isn’t just the woman you met at the farm. She has spent most of her long life as Lamia, and she is ruthless. She sacrificed herself to destroy the Ordeen. She loves me . . . but would ask me to sacrifice myself if it proved necessary. She is also willing to sacrifice Alice. She’ll do anything to destroy the Fiend. She really does want me to carry out that terrible ritual.”
As I said this, I wondered if I’d have been brave enough to sacrifice myself if Mam had actually asked me to. Would I be as brave as Alice?
“Despite all you say, I still find it hard to believe,” said the Spook. “I trust my instincts. The woman I met wouldn’t ask you to do that.”
“She’ll do anything to destroy the Fiend. She really does want me to carry out that terrible ritual.”
As I said this, I wondered if I’d have been brave enough to sacrifice myself if Mam had actually asked me to. Would I be as courageous as Alice?
“She’s no longer the woman you knew,” I continued. “It’s as simple as that.”
“Well, we’ll agree to differ, lad, but it changes little. You can’t carry out that ritual. So in that case, we need another plan. Let’s both get our thinking caps on and try to come up with some alternative method.”
I nodded and resolved to try—though I wasn’t optimistic. How could I hope to do better than Mam, who had lived so long and knew so much about the Fiend?
The following morning, just after dawn, I headed for the area in the western garden that we used for training. There was a dead tree, which was useful for practicing with our staffs, and a post over which I would cast my silver chain. I remembered the first time I’d managed to cast it successfully one hundred times. My master had warned me against complacency, pointing out that a witch wouldn’t oblige me by standing still; after that, I’d had to cast on the run and from a variety of angles.
Now I was competent with both chain and staff, but still practiced here three times a week in order to maintain those skills. The Spook had done the same until a few months ago.
I was surprised to find him using his staff against the trunk of the dead tree. He was driving the blade into the wood again and again, almost in a fury. The sweat was pouring down his forehead, and he was breathing hard.
In fact, so great was his concentration that I stood watching him for a couple of minutes before he stepped back and looked round, as if becoming aware of my presence for the first time.
“Well, lad, that’s just about enough for one day—for me, that is. Now it’s your turn to sweat a bit. I’ll get back to the house. I’ll see you at breakfast. We need to talk again.”
With that, still panting after his exertions, he strode away through the trees. I did my routine training, and after about an hour followed him back, wondering what he wanted to say to me now.
It was a good breakfast. The boggart had done us proud. The toast was crisp and brown, and our plates were heaped high with bacon, eggs, and mushrooms.
The Spook nodded, and I nodded back; then, without further preamble, we tucked in and didn’t say a word until we’d finished every last mouthful. Only then did my master ease his chair back from the table and fix his gaze firmly upon me.
“I’m sorry, lad,” he said. “I’ve been neglecting my duties and letting you do all the work. What’s worse, I’ve not been training you.”
“It’s been a very difficult few years,” I said. “We’ve traveled a lot and faced great dangers; we’ve both been lucky to survive. Recently, you’ve needed time to recuperate and gather your strength—I know that. So there’s no need to apologize. You’ve been a good master. But for your help and training, I’d be dead by now.”
“It’s kind of you to say so, lad. But I’m going to try and make up for the past weeks. Do you remember what I said we’d be studying in your fourth year of training?”
“Yes . . . it’s something that you called the ‘unexplained’; you told me to look in the back of your Bestiary.”
“And did you do that?”
I nodded, not mentioning the fact that my master had failed to follow it up with the expected lessons.
At the end of the Spook’s book there was a short section called “Mysterious Deaths in the County.” One account told of a woman called Emily Jane Hudson, who had died under very strange circumstances. There had been puncture marks in her neck, but she hadn’t been drained of blood. Instead, the blood had been forced in between her flesh and her skin, as if to store it there. The incident had remained a mystery. Who or what had done that to her?
“So you do have an idea what you’ll be learning. It will take us right to the edge of what we know. It’s a higher level of study. Rather than me just passing on my acquired knowledge to you, we’ll be carrying out research together. We’ll hopefully be able to expand our knowledge and record what we learn. Some of it will be just speculation, but we will also search for likely causes. We’ll begin today with a journey to a location that’s mentioned in that terrible ritual—the place where you were bidden to perform it. We’re going to journey across the fells to the northeast. It’s time for me to show you the Wardstone.”
“Is it a big stone, or just the name of a hill? I remember once seeing it marked on one of your maps, but that wasn’t clear.”
“It’s a big hill and a big stone, lad. One of the highest in the County.”
“And what we see when we get there? Will that be part of our study of the unexplained?” I asked.
“Aye,” replied the Spook. “It certainly will. And I’ll tell you something else. You’ll be the first apprentice I’ve ever shown the Wardstone. Despite some deceits—or shall we call them ‘failings of trust’?—you really have become the best apprentice I’ve ever trained.”



CHAPTER V
THE WARDSTONE




WITHIN the hour we had set off from Chipenden, heading north across the fells. I was carrying both bags as well as my staff, and I also had an extra burden—a bundle of firewood tied to my back. There were no trees up there, and we planned to cook supper.
I went with mixed feelings. On one hand, it was good to be traveling with my master, who suddenly seemed invigorated and enthusiastic. I was also intrigued by the Wardstone. Was it just coincidence that it shared my name? I wondered. I remembered noticing that when I’d first spotted the place on the Spook’s map.
However, one part of me would have preferred to stay close to Chipenden. That was where Alice would go if she managed to defeat the Fiend using magic. I was desperate for news, desperate to see her again. I’d even tried using a mirror to contact her—something that would have infuriated my master. But although I’d called her name repeatedly, she hadn’t responded. Why couldn’t I reach her now? That failure made me even more worried. But I’d had no choice but to leave with the Spook.
It was good walking weather, chillier up on the fell tops, but the sun was shining and the breeze was light. There were curlews swooping down to glide low over the tufts of grass, and fresh rabbit droppings, suggesting that supper wouldn’t be too difficult to find. Out to the northwest I could see the light-blue waters of Morecambe Bay sparkling in the sunlight. We had trekked this way many times together; we would often bypass Caster, with its ancient castle, keeping well to the east. If there was a witch finder operating in the County, this was where he was usually based. And most of them believed spooks to be fair game. We dabbled with the dark, and that was as good an excuse as any to hang us.
But this time, instead of continuing past Caster, we turned directly east and went deeper into the fells than I’d ever been before. The Spook was still setting a lively pace and seemed to know exactly where he was going. By now the breeze had become a chill wind battering us from the west. Clouds were racing overhead, and I could smell rain.
“You’ve visited the Wardstone before?” I asked.
“Aye, lad, I certainly have—twice, to be exact. The first time I came as a young spook, soon after the death of my master. He’d told me a bit about it, and I was curious enough to want to see it for myself. The second time was soon after your mam wrote me that letter. You remember which one I’m talking about?”
“The one she wrote to you in Greek just after I’d been born?”
“That’s the one, lad. It stuck in my memory: I can still recite it word for word! ‘I’ve just given birth to a baby boy,’” she wrote. ‘And he’s the seventh son of a seventh son. His name is Thomas J. Ward, and he’s my gift to the County. When he’s old enough, we’ll send you word. Train him well. He’ll be the best apprentice you’ve ever had, and he’ll also be your last.’”
The final sentence made me sad, but I had to expect that unless something happened to me, I would probably be my master’s last apprentice. Once again I had a sense of things coming to an end, but I shook it off and tried to think positively. My master and I probably had years left to work together.
“I remember you telling me about it just after you’d taken me to the haunted house in Horshaw to see if I was brave enough to become your apprentice. You seemed angry about the letter.”
“It annoyed me at the time because of its presumption,” the Spook explained. “I’d never met your mam then, and I wondered just who she thought she was—to decide who my apprentice would be. Not only that. There was an element of prophecy in her letter—and as you know, I believe in free will, that we shape the future ourselves with our daily choices.”
“But that letter made you want to visit the Wardstone again? Is that right? Was it something to do with my name and the name of the hill being the same?”
“Curb your curiosity and practice a little patience; it’s a quality that’s very useful when studying the unexplained. You’ll find out when we get there, lad,” my master retorted. “Now the sun will be going down in a couple of hours, so I think we’ve gone far enough for one day. Why don’t you catch us a couple of rabbits for our supper?”
I was hungry and only too pleased to nod in agreement. The Spook found us a hollow in which to shelter from the wind, and I was glad to put down our bags and my staff and remove the bundle of wood from my back. My master was already laying the fire as I set off to hunt for our supper.
A couple of hours later, we were eating the rabbits I’d caught and cooked. We didn’t speak much, but we were both enjoying ourselves. It was just like the early days, when I first became his apprentice and we used to walk across the fells a lot. I’d been nervous about the job and sometimes scared, too. But there’d been a sense of everything just beginning. Things had seemed so simple, I realized; now everything was much more complicated. Sometimes it was just good to appreciate being alive and not worry about the more problematic things . . . though the delicious rabbits put me in mind of Alice. She usually did the hunting and cooking when we were traveling, and the thought tempered my happiness a little.
The rain began just before dawn and woke us. By then, the wind had become a gale, driving the rain almost horizontally above us so that mostly we remained dry in our hollow. But we could hear it drumming on the ground above, and I knew that the second phase of our journey to the Wardstone would be delayed.
“We’ll sleep late, lad,” said the Spook. “It’ll be wet enough up on yonder hill without turning ourselves into drowned rats before we even begin.”
It was almost noon before the rain finally stopped and we were able to continue our journey east. The wind had died away almost to nothing, but the visibility was worsening.
“I’ll carry my own bag,” the Spook told me. “The going gets difficult soon, and you’ll need the support of your staff.” He was quickly proved correct as we left what he told me was Grit Fell to follow a meandering muddy track through clumps of reddish grass.
“Keep to the path, lad,” he warned. “The ground on either side is not just soggy. There are deep pools of stagnant water, no doubt swollen by the recent heavy rain. It’s worse where the grass grows tallest.”
Without the Spook to guide me, I’d probably have blundered into the bog. He knew the County like the back of his hand and still had lots to teach me about traveling across it, particularly remote places like this.
Finally we reached the summit of the Wardstone. Here we were shrouded in low cloud and unable to see that we were walking across one of the highest places in the County.
“There it is!” The Spook pointed ahead of us. Through the mist I could see a gigantic rock to which the name Wardstone was also given. There were smaller rocks surrounding it, half buried in the ground.
My master walked right up to it and put his left hand against the wall of stone that rose into the sky before him. “Place your palm against it, too,” he commanded.
I obeyed.
“Tell me what you feel,” he said.
“It’s warm to the touch.”
It was strange but true. There was no doubt. Despite the chill, damp air, the rock seemed to be radiating heat.
“And what else, lad? There’s something else. Can you tell what it is?”
At first I couldn’t work out what he meant, but then I became aware that everything seemed very still. I was breathing very slowly . . . unnaturally slowly. I could feel the pulse of blood circulating through my body, too. It was so slow that I thought for a moment that my heart had stopped.
I snatched my hand away from the rock, and immediately my breathing and heart rate returned to normal. When I put my hand back on it, everything slowed again. The Spook beckoned me away from the Wardstone, and I followed him for about twenty paces.
“Did you feel it?” he asked, coming to a halt.
“It slows time. The Wardstone slows down time!” I exclaimed excitedly.
“And you can do that too, lad, can’t you? But what’s the difference here?”
My ability to slow down time was a gift that had saved my life on many occasions when fighting servants of the dark—most importantly the Fiend, who had the same power. I’d prevented him from moving for long enough for us to launch our attack on him.
But what was the difference here? I thought carefully before replying.
“When I use my gift, I’m in control. Everything slows down, but I’m free to move. Here it’s the Wardstone slowing time, affecting everything around it. But, of course, being a big chunk of rock, it can’t move.”
“Can’t it, lad? Are you sure?”
“How can a rock move?”
“Maybe it can move through time. I’m just speculating, but it’s a possibility. I’ll tell you the reason for my thinking. There are eyewitness accounts from some who’ve climbed to the summit of this big hill to find, to their astonishment, that the rock wasn’t there. It had vanished. So where would it go, lad, but into a different time?”
“Were they reliable witnesses?”
“Some were fools, that’s for sure,” the Spook answered with a smile, “but others were sensible folk not much given to flights of fantasy. But it’s a coincidence, isn’t it—a rock that goes by your name also being able to affect time? And isn’t it strange that this should be the location specified for the ritual? There’s a lot needs explaining. . . . Now I’m going to show you something that’s also strange.”
My master led the way widdershins around the rock. He came to a sudden halt, staring at its surface, then moved closer. For a moment I thought he intended to place his hand against it again. Instead he pointed with his index finger.
“Read that,” he commanded.
I approached it and saw that words had been carved into the rock face. It looked a little like a poem, because it was set out in a pattern and not all the lines were of equal length. The inscription was partly covered in moss, making sections of it hard to read, so it took me a few moments to decipher it while my master waited patiently.
The highest point in the County


is marked by mystery.


It is said that a man died there in a


great storm, while binding an evil


that threatened the whole world.


Then the ice came again, and when it


retreated, even the shapes of the


hills and the names of the towns


in the valleys changed.


Now, at that highest point on


the fells, no trace remains of what


was done so long ago,


but its name has endured.


They call it


The Wardstone.


“Well, lad, you’ve read it. What have you to say for yourself?”
“It might have been someone with my name who bound the evil, whatever it was,” I suggested.
“Aye, it might—that’s a possibility. But the word ‘ward’ also means something else. It’s the old name for a district. So the stone might simply mark the corner of some plot of land whose ownership has long been forgotten; it might be nothing to do with your family name. Does anything else come to mind?” my master asked.
“Whatever happened here was a long time ago. How long ago was the last ice age?”
“Thousands of years, lad. I reckon it was thousands and thousands of years back in time.”
“That’s a long time ago to have an ancestor called Ward— and language changes, doesn’t it? You once told me that during an ice age, when it is difficult to survive, men forget knowledge and live in caves and hunt, concentrating on survival. How old is this inscription? It might not be that old—just somebody commemorating a legend.”
“It’s hard to estimate its age, but it was there at least a hundred years ago, because my own master, Henry Horrocks, saw it when he visited the spot as a new apprentice in the company of his master. The truth is, we’ll probably never find out when that lettering was carved into the stone. It’s one of the great mysteries—another example of the unexplained. However, I want to put something else to you, lad. What if this big rock really can move through time? If that were true, it would open up two possibilities. The inscription might be a record of something that happened long ago in the past. But what else could it be?”
I didn’t have to think. It was as if a deep part of my brain had always known and now surrendered the knowledge to my conscious mind. When I opened my mouth, the words just fell out, as if they had been readying themselves to escape.
“It could point to something that’s going to happen in the future. It could have been written in the distant future, looking back on events yet to happen in our time. It could be a prophecy.”
The Spook seemed deep in thought. He didn’t believe in scrying—for him the future could not be fixed. But during my years of training with him, I had seen that belief challenged over and over again.
“On the other hand, the Wardstone might go somewhere else but stay in our own time,” he suggested.
“What do you mean? Where else could it go?”
“Some folks believe that there are other worlds, invisible but very close to ours. You should know, lad. You’ve been to one of ’em yourself—the Hollow Hills, where you got that sword, is one example. Of course, that could be just an extension of the dark.”
“Could the Wardstone go to the dark?”
“Who knows? It’s part of the unexplained, and another mystery to be solved.”
Then, without another word, my master led me off the fell, and we headed back toward Chipenden.



CHAPTER VI
THE DOOMDRYTE




AFTER spending another night outdoors, we arrived back at the Spook’s house early in the afternoon. I was tired, but my master seemed bright and full of energy.
“That was just what I needed, lad. Despite the wet weather on the way there, the pains in my joints have gone. That walk has done me a power of good.”
I smiled and nodded. It was good to see the Spook’s health and attitude so much improved, but I was feeling down again. I had hoped to find Alice waiting for me at the Chipenden house, but she wasn’t there. Moreover, the Spook’s suggestion that the inscription on the stone might be a prophecy troubled me.
It said that a “man died there.” Who could that be . . . the Spook? But I was turned sixteen now, so I probably counted as a man, too. Was the end in sight for me? Perhaps I wouldn’t be the Spook’s last apprentice, after all.
“Cheer up, lad!” my master said. “Things have a way of sorting themselves out.”
I forced myself to smile back at him. He meant well.
That night I didn’t sleep well. No sooner had my head touched the pillow than I was plunged straight into a nightmare. And in that dream I was reliving one of the scariest experiences I’d ever endured as a Spook’s apprentice.
I was back in Read Hall, south of Pendle Hill, living moment by moment the night, years ago now, that I’d been visited by the evil creature called Tibb. He had been created from the body of a sow by the Malkin clan, in order to see into the future. They needed a powerful seer because they were being challenged by the young Mab Mouldheel, who had tremendous powers of prophecy.
I was lying in bed, paralyzed by a dark magical spell. Tibb was above me, and I could hear the sound of his claws biting into the wood as he clung to the ceiling. He resembled a giant spider, but he had four limbs and his head hung down backward from his long neck. The mouth was open wide, and I could see his sharp teeth. In the dream I was just as terrified as I’d been then. Something fell from his gaping mouth onto my shirt. It was sticky and warm. At the time I hadn’t realized what it was, but now, despite the terror of the dream, I knew that it was human blood; Tibb had been in the next room feeding on Father Stocks. I had heard the poor priest crying out in anguish.
It was then that Tibb spoke to me—the terrible words of a prophecy:
“I see a girl, soon to be a woman. She will love you, she will betray you, and finally she will die for you.”
I awoke dripping with sweat, my heart racing.
Alice would be using dangerous magic, perhaps even at this very moment.
Had Tibb foretold her death?
Early in the afternoon I went to collect the week’s groceries from Chipenden, visiting the butcher’s, the greengrocer’s, and then the baker’s, as usual. The village had been attacked during the recent war, a patrol of enemy soldiers killing some of the inhabitants and setting fire to several houses. I was pleased to see that things were almost back to normal.
Like the Spook’s, most of the damaged houses had been rebuilt, and the main cobbled street that sloped down between the shops was bustling with housewives clutching shopping baskets. People came to Chipenden from distant farms and hamlets, for here they could find the best cheese in the County, and mutton and beef of the highest quality.
I threw the sack of provisions over my shoulder and set off back toward my master’s house. I was trudging up the lane toward the gate when I saw that I was being watched.
To my left, not far from the place where I had first met Alice, three people were standing underneath a large, wide-branched oak. I knew them of old, and automatically put down my sack and brought my staff up into the diagonal defensive position—for they were witches.
It was Mab, Beth, and Jennet Mouldheel.
They came toward me, but halted about five paces away. I kept my staff at the ready.
Mab was a girl of about seventeen; despite her youth, she was a dangerous malevolent witch and the leader of the Mouldheel witch clan. I’d found out what she was capable of on my first visit to Pendle. I’d gone there with the Spook to rescue my brother Jack and his family, who’d been kidnapped. She had a strong personality, powerful magic, and was without a doubt the best scryer in the County. She was attractive, too, with big bright-green eyes and fair hair. Like the rest of her clan, she went barefoot, and her feet and legs and tattered skirt were spattered with mud.
Her two younger sisters, Jennet and Beth, were twins, and it was difficult to tell them apart. They lacked the good looks of their elder sister and had thin, pinched faces and hooked noses.
All of them appeared a little older than when I’d last seen them. They were taller, and their faces and bodies were now those of young women.
“You’ve taken your time! Been waiting here for you for almost an hour, we have. And you don’t seem too pleased to see me, Tom.” Mab smiled. “Should be glad, because we’re here to help you again.”
I didn’t trust her one bit. Before the battle on Pendle Hill, she had tried to force me to open one of Mam’s boxes for her—the trunks that the Malkins had stolen after raiding the farm and kidnapping my family. When I’d refused, she’d threatened to murder Mary, my young niece. And I’d known instinctively that it was no idle threat. Mab was a blood witch and would kill to get what she needed in order to practice her dark magic.
However, she had since formed an uneasy alliance with us. She had accompanied us to Greece to fight Mam’s mortal enemy, the Ordeen.
“Help us to do what?” I demanded.
“Help you to finish off the Fiend, of course—destroy him near that big rock. Must make you feel really important to have a hill and a rock named after you!”
I felt cold inside. I’d thought that this knowledge was confined to just a few people—me, the Spook, Grimalkin, Alice, and the lamia witch Slake.
Mab gave me a wicked smile. “I suppose you thought it was a secret! But nothing stays hidden from me for very long. It was easy-peasy to scry what you’re up to. And I know others will find out too, and at Halloween they’ll all head for that hill where you’re supposed to kill Alice! Many will be servants of the Fiend. You’ll need our help to fight ’em off, so don’t you scowl at me like that. I thought you liked me once.”
“He was a bit soft on you, that’s for sure!” Jennet said. “Once Alice is dead, he’ll soon come round to that way of thinking again.”
Of course it wasn’t true. Mab had used dark magic to make me kiss her, hoping to sap my will and control me. But her attempt was doomed: when we first knew each other, Alice had gripped my forearm so tightly that her nails pierced my flesh, leaving scars. She’d told me it was her brand. And it meant that no witch could control me in that way. So Mab had failed. I’d never felt anything for her but anger and revulsion.
“Should I tell him about Alice?” she said, smiling slyly at each of her sisters in turn.
“Yes! Yes! Tell him now. I want to see the look on his face,” Beth gloated.
I thought I knew what was coming. No doubt she was going to claim that she’d scryed Alice’s death again. Had she seen me slay her as part of the ritual? If so, she was mistaken. I wasn’t going to do it. And for all her power, Mab had been wrong about Alice before.
Scrying could be uncertain. In Greece, Mab had predicted Alice’s death. But when Alice had been seized by a lamia and dragged deep into its lair, I had saved her with a spell—a dark wish given to me by Grimalkin.
But what Mab now told me came as a real surprise.
“You saw Alice, didn’t you?” she said. “Well, guess what—she’d been back for nearly a week before she bothered to contact you! She can’t care that much about you or she wouldn’t have let you go on worrying, would she?”
I just stared at Mab, wondering if she was simply lying to hurt me.
“Tell him the rest, Mab!” said Jennet. “I want him to hear all of it!”
“Alice has found another way to finish off the Fiend. Grimalkin is helping her,” Mab gloated.
“I know that already,” I snapped angrily. “She told me what she was doing.”
“Did she now? Well, I bet she didn’t tell you everything. Alice is going to use the Doomdryte,” Mab crowed.
That word, Doomdryte, was like a blow. I couldn’t hide my feelings, and all three girls grinned at the dismay on my face.
Grimoires were books full of dark magic spells. And the most notorious and dangerous of them all was the book Mab had just referred to—the Doomdryte. It contained one very long spell. It had to be recited perfectly, without even the slightest pause for rest or mispronunciation of a single syllable. That task had never been accomplished. Every mage or witch who had attempted the incantation had failed.
And the price of failure was death.
I didn’t know what to say. My master and I had found that grimoire in a private library in Todmorden while fighting witches and demons from Romania. I had been unconscious for three days and nights, then confined to my sickbed for two more weeks after almost dying in the grip of Siscoi, the vampire god. While I lay helpless, Grimalkin had killed or driven away the remaining vampiric entities. She said she had searched for the Doomdryte, but in vain. But if what Mab Mouldheel said was correct, I knew exactly what had happened.
Grimalkin must have found that deadly book, hidden it away, and then taken it to Alice when she emerged from the dark. It was no wonder Alice hadn’t come to see me at Chipenden right away! She’d waited a whole week and then visited me on the edge of the garden without my master present. And she’d told me only half a tale. The Spook and I would have been in full agreement: it was madness to even attempt the incantation. I was hurt, really hurt, by Alice’s failure to confide in me.
My master considered the Doomdryte to be totally evil. He had wanted to burn it. Alice would surely die attempting such an impossible task. And even if she did succeed, what would be the result? Would it help her destroy the Fiend? My fear was that, in using that evil grimoire, she would finally become a fully fledged malevolent witch.
Alice would have finally joined the dark.
“Do you know where Alice is now?” I asked Mab. “Could you take me to her?”
As I uttered these words, I remembered the last time Mab had taken me to her. It had been a trap: Alice had already been a prisoner of the Mouldheels.
“She’s too well hidden,” Mab retorted. “Must have used an incredibly powerful cloaking spell to hide from me.”
“So she’s too strong? You can’t scry her whereabouts?”
It was a measure of Alice’s tremendous power that not even Mab could find her.
“I wouldn’t go looking for her anyway!” snapped Mab. “Me and Alice never did see eye to eye, and she wouldn’t thank me for meddling in her affairs.”
“So you won’t help?”
“Can’t, and wouldn’t if I could. There’s Grimalkin to worry about, too. It doesn’t do to cross her. Anyway, it’s been nice talking to you, Tom. We’re off to visit the Wardstone. Need to learn the lay of the land so that we’ll know what’s what at Halloween.”
“You’re wasting your time, Mab. I’d already decided not to carry out the ritual, and now that Alice is using the Doomdryte, I won’t even be there at Halloween.”
“Don’t be so sure about that, Tom. Scrying is difficult—sometimes the future changes from minute to minute—but I do know one thing. Something really big and powerful is going to happen near the Wardstone this Halloween. Creatures of the dark will be drawn to that spot—some to fight for the Fiend, others to oppose him. There’ll be witches of every type, abhumans, and other dark entities. The outcome of that conflict will change the world. And guess what! You’ll be there too. That’s one thing I’m sure of.”
With that, Mab gave me a wave of farewell, turned her back, and led her grinning sisters off into the trees.
I stayed in the same spot for quite a while, deep in thought. My instincts told me that Mab was correct in at least one thing. Even without the ritual, something significant would happen at Halloween, and I felt certain that the Wardstone would play a part.
My mind returned to Tibb’s prophecy again; to the part that came before “and finally she will die for you.”
I remember what had preceded it: Tibb had claimed that “she will betray you . . .”
Isn’t that what Alice had just done? She’d been back from the dark for almost a week before bothering to tell me that she was safe, that she’d survived. And she’d known that I’d be desperate for news. Not only that; she’d gone off to use the Doomdryte, knowing that it was against everything my master and I believed in.
Wasn’t that a betrayal?



CHAPTER VII
A TERRIBLE SCENE




THE following night I didn’t dream at all. It was a wonder, because I’d enough worries and anxieties to conjure a dozen nightmares.
There was no nightmare.
It was something far worse.
Well before dawn, I suddenly awoke in a cold sweat, certain that something was terribly wrong. I got out of bed, trembling from head to foot, full of dread and a terrible sense of loss. I felt sure that somebody close to me had died—or at least been badly injured.
My master!
I ran downstairs. The Spook was in the kitchen. He didn’t sleep in his bed every night. Sometimes his back felt stiff and sore of a morning, so he dozed upright in a chair. He was in his armchair now, close to the embers of the fire. He was very still.
Was he breathing?
I walked slowly across the flags toward him. I was expecting the worst, but suddenly he opened his eyes, stared up at me, and scratched his beard.
“What’s wrong, lad? You look as white as a sheet.” “There’s something not right. Something’s happened to someone, I feel sure—something terrible.”
“Perhaps it’s nothing, lad.” My master rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Maybe you just woke from a bad dream and carried the feeling of unease back with you. That happens sometimes.”
“I wasn’t dreaming.”
“Dreams can be forgotten at the instant of waking. You can’t be sure of that,” said the Spook.
I shook my head. “I need to go outside,” I told him.
Full of apprehension, I went out into the garden. The dark sky was covered with uniform light-gray cloud; it was starting to drizzle. I shivered. The feeling of dread and loss was stronger than ever.
Suddenly there was something like a flash of light right inside my skull, and a pain in the center of my forehead. And now the wrongness had a direction. Its source was some distance away, in a southeasterly direction.
I heard the Spook approach and stand at my side.
“Whatever is wrong, it’s over there. . . .” I pointed through the trees.
“It could be dark magic,” said my master, “luring you out into a trap. The servants of the Fiend will never give in. We must be on our guard.”
“It’s strange. I’ve never felt like this before. I’m scared. . . . But you could be right—it might just be a trap.” I began to pace up and down, my stomach churning with anxiety while the Spook stared at me, clearly concerned and alarmed.
“Take deep breaths, lad. Try to calm yourself. It’ll pass in a few moments.”
“But what if it doesn’t?” I demanded, coming to a halt and looking him right in the eye.
All at once the need to go and investigate became overwhelming. “I have to go!” I cried out. “I have to see for myself what’s wrong or I can never rest.”
The Spook stared into the trees for over a minute without speaking. Then he simply nodded.
Five minutes later we’d left the garden and were striding southeast. I was carrying both bags, as usual, as well as my staff. In addition to his own staff, the Spook had also brought a lantern, as dawn was still some way off. I didn’t know how far we had to go.
The source of my unease proved to be much nearer than I expected.
Years earlier, when I first met Alice, she had been staying in the area with Bony Lizzie and an abhuman called Tusk. Lizzie’s plan had been to rescue Mother Malkin from a pit in our garden, and also to kill my master, John Gregory. They had all been living in an abandoned cottage southeast of the Spook’s house. Of course they failed, and the cottage had been burned out by local people who were outraged by the proximity of a dangerous witch.
Now I could just glimpse that cottage through the trees, and the nearer we came, the more certain I was that this was the source of my fear.
The lantern light showed us the first of the dead bodies: a man lying on his back, his eyes wide open; rain streamed down his face like tears. Blades were still clutched in both dead hands, but they had availed him not. His throat was cut from ear to ear.
There were other bodies closer to the blackened walls of the cottage—maybe a dozen or more. Most were female, and almost certainly witches. They were armed with blades, some lashed to the ends of long poles in the Pendle manner. All had died violent deaths. Their wounds were fresh, and there was a lot of blood splattered on the grass.
All was silent, but I was drawn to the cottage. I led the way in, shaking nervously at what I might find there. The doors and windows had been burned out years ago and never replaced. All at once, in the gloom, I saw someone propped up against a far wall. At first I thought it was another dead body. Could it be Alice? The thought made me tremble with anguish.
My eyes were slowly adjusting to the darkness, but when my master came in behind me, the lantern illuminated a terrible scene.
I saw that it was the witch assassin, sitting in a pool of her own blood. She was breathing hoarsely, and her eyes were half closed. It was hard to tell whether she was conscious or not. Her body was covered in stab wounds that looked like open mouths.
She was still gripping a skelt dagger in her left hand. This was Bone Cutter, the blade I’d loaned her to help in her running battle with the Fiend’s supporters. Additionally, her left leg had been broken just below the knee. I could see a piece of bone jutting through the flesh.
Of the leather sack containing the Fiend’s head, there was no sign.
I just stared down at Grimalkin helplessly, feeling emotions surge through me. A torrent of terrible possibilities churned through my mind.
I had never imagined a situation where she would be bested in combat. How could this have happened? I wondered. The servants of the Fiend had been hunting her for a long time. They were numerous and relentless, and a number of them were very powerful—it was perhaps inevitable that they would finally prevail. She had put up a good fight, as the dead bodies scattered around the cottage showed.
My heart sank even further as I suddenly remembered that Grimalkin and Alice had been planning to use the Doomdryte. Was this where they had been hiding and preparing for the ritual?
If so, where was Alice now?
My thoughts were still racing and I couldn’t move. I stared dumbly as the Spook knelt close to the witch assassin.
“I’ll make a splint for her leg,” he said, coming to his feet, “but I can’t do much for her wounds—she’s lost a lot of blood. We’re close to the western boundary of Clegg’s farm. He has a cart. Run there and get him to bring it here. We need to get her back to Chipenden and a doctor. There may still be a chance to save her. Stop gawping, lad! Run!”



CHAPTER VIII
ONLY YOU CAN DO IT




SO I ran—but nothing proved to be straightforward. Clegg was a very sound sleeper, and he apparently lived alone. I woke the dogs all right, but it was a good fifteen minutes before the farmer came to the door, bleary-eyed and cantankerous, wielding a stick.
“What time do you call this to come knocking on my door fit to wake the dead? Be off with you, before I give you a taste of this!”
“My master, John Gregory, sent me. Could he borrow your horse and cart? There’s somebody badly injured over at the ruined cottage. We need to get them to a doctor.”
“What? Ye want my cart? Who’s injured? Nobody lives in that cottage. It’s a ruin.”
“Look, there’s been a fight. People are dead. But there’s one still alive and we can save her. We need your cart. Don’t worry—my master will pay you well!”
At the offer of money, Clegg led me to an outbuilding; he found it locked and had to go back to the house for the key. At last we dragged out the cart and harnessed it to a horse.
By the time I got the cart back to the cottage, almost an hour had passed. I expected the Spook to complain about my delay, but he said nothing. He’d made a fire and boiled water in a small pan he’d found in the kitchen.
After cleaning up Grimalkin’s wounds as best he could, he’d managed to push the bone back into place and had used two thin branches as rough splints on each side of the leg. He was binding them into position when I arrived. Grimalkin was still unconscious, her breath rasping through her open mouth. There were beads of sweat on her forehead, and her upper body twitched as if gripped by a fever.
The dagger lay on the ground beside her. I picked it up and tucked it into my belt.
Carefully we lifted her up into the cart and set off for the Spook’s house. Once there, we carried her upstairs and put her in my bed. Then my master sent me off to fetch the local doctor. Fortunately he was at home, and within half an hour was treating his patient.
When he took his leave, we walked him across the garden to the boundary, protecting him from the boggart. There he halted and shook his head. “By rights she should be dead,” he said.
“As you saw, she’s no ordinary woman,” the Spook replied.
“I’ve known you a long time, Mr. Gregory,” the doctor said. “The people around here owe you a lot. You’ve kept this village safe. The whole County is in your debt. So I won’t ask why you’re harboring a witch.”
“I have good reason. I wouldn’t do it if it weren’t absolutely necessary for the good of us all. Now I need your opinion. Will she live, do you think?”
“If she survives the night, she has a chance. But even then she won’t be out of danger. There’s the risk of infection. And if she does survive, life will never be quite the same for her again. It’s an extremely bad break. She’ll have a permanent limp. Anyway, I’ll come back tomorrow and see how she’s doing.”
Poor Grimalkin, I thought. Much of her potency as a witch assassin relied on her speed—that whirling dance of death was what made her so formidable. She would no longer be such a powerful opponent.
“Come back at noon,” the Spook instructed. “I’ll meet you at the edge of the western garden.”
With a nod, the doctor went off down the hill.
We decided that Grimalkin would have to be observed at all times in case she took a turn for the worse. The Spook sat with her for the rest of the day; I volunteered to take over at sunset.
I sat beside the bed, staring at her anxiously and wondering what had happened to Alice. Grimalkin muttered in her sleep, and sometimes gave a low groan, but she showed no sign of regaining consciousness. I felt helpless, but I did what I could, occasionally mopping the sweat from her brow or lifting her head and holding a cup of water to her lips—though each time this brought on a fit of choking.
Her breathing was hoarse and irregular. Sometimes it seemed to stop for almost a minute; each time this happened, I thought she was dead. Then, about half an hour after midnight, there was a change. Grimalkin’s breathing became steadier, and then she finally opened her eyes and looked at me.
She tried to speak, opening and closing her mouth, but no words emerged. Then her face twisted with pain and she attempted to sit up, so I pulled the pillows into position behind her back and helped her upright. I held a cup to her lips, and this time she was able to sip without choking.
She stared at me for a long time in silence. At last I could hold back no longer.
“Alice?”
Grimalkin dropped her gaze, as though unable to meet my eyes. Then she replied with one word: “Lukrasta!”
I knew the name. Lukrasta appeared in the Spook’s Bestiary in the section that dealt with mages. He was supposed to have been the dark mage who had written that grimoire in the first place, taking dictation from the Fiend! Despite this, he had died while attempting the full Doomdryte ritual. He’d supposedly made an error and been destroyed.
“Do you mean the mage who died?” I asked.
“No! No! Not dead,” Grimalkin protested, struggling to speak, her voice very faint; I had to lean over the bed and bring my ear close to her lips. “When Alice opened the grimoire to begin the ritual, he appeared before us, right out of thin air. He took us by surprise. Blasted us with power. Later the Fiend’s servants attacked.”
“Where’s Alice?”
Grimalkin shrugged. “I was stunned. Befuddled. Far less than what I am . . . too many to hold off . . . didn’t see what happened to Alice . . . think Lukrasta has her.”
Alice was the prisoner of Lukrasta! What exactly had happened? I had to know.
Grimalkin began to cough, and I brought the cup to her lips again. This time she drank greedily, draining every drop.
“They have the Fiend’s head,” she continued. “They’ll try to return it to Ireland . . . reunite it with the body. . . . You have to go after them. Bring it back!”
“Which direction did they take? Did they go west?”
“I didn’t see—but, yes, I expect they’ll have gone west toward the coast. No doubt they’ll follow the river. . . . It’s up to you to find them.”
With the help of the kretch, a creature fathered by a demon, the Fiend’s servants had seized the sack from Grimalkin once before. They had boarded a boat north of Liverpool but had been thwarted by Alice, and Grimalkin had recaptured the Fiend’s head. Would they make for the same place again, or go north to the main County port, Sunderland Point?
“How many are left?” I asked.
“A dozen or more—certainly enough to have slayed me had they pressed home their attack. Others will surely join up with them later.”
I wondered what I could do alone. By now they could have reached the river estuary and headed south, or maybe crossed by the Priestown bridge and gone north. “They’ll probably have too much of a start on me,” I said. “They’ll have set sail before I can reach the coast.”
Grimalkin seized me fiercely by my collar and drew me close, so that our noses were almost touching. Wounded as she was, I could feel the strength in her grip. Her eyes blazed into my own.
“Only you can do it!” she hissed. “If they cross the sea to Ireland, then you must do the same. Follow them as far as is necessary! You’re not a boy any longer. You’re a man. You have the sword. Was Bone Cutter still in my hand?”
“Yes, it’s safe.”
“I know Alice gave you the other dagger, Dolorous. You have all three blades now, and the gifts from your mam. What’s more, you’re a seventh son of a seventh son. So go and do what’s necessary. Kill anyone who stands in your way, but bring back the Fiend’s head!”



CHAPTER IX
THE AMBUSH




GRIMALKIN collapsed back against her pillow, fighting for breath, her eyes closed. The effort had exhausted her.
I quickly left the room and went to find the Spook. As I expected, he was sleeping in his chair in the kitchen, close to the embers of the fire.
“My turn, is it, lad?” he asked, opening his eyes at the sound of my boots crossing the flags toward him. He thought I’d come to wake him for his turn to watch over Grimalkin.
I realized I had to make my mind up about how much to tell him. I decided to leave out any reference to Alice and Grimalkin’s use of the Doomdryte. He would have considered that unforgivable, and the greatest of follies. I just concentrated on the need to recapture the sack and its contents.
I shook my head. “Grimalkin said I had to go after those witches and try to recover the Fiend’s head.”
“The odds against you are very great, lad. You might well be going to your death.”
“It’s death and worse for all of us if those witches reunite the head with the body.”
I thought my master would protest more, but all he did was apologize.
“I’d go with you if I could,” he said sadly, “but I haven’t the speed for such a pursuit. You’d never catch them with me dragging at your heels.”
As quickly as I could, I prepared for my journey. I didn’t take my bag because it would only hinder me. I wouldn’t need my silver chain—I wouldn’t be taking any prisoners to bind in pits. Salt and iron would also be an unnecessary encumbrance. So I wore the sword and the two daggers in their sheaths and, carrying my staff, prepared to set off into the night.
The Spook was waiting at the door. He had a small parcel of cheese for me, which I stuffed into the inside pocket of my cloak.
“I fear for you, lad,” he said, patting my shoulder. “If anyone else were setting out alone after them, I’d think it a hopeless task. But I’ve seen what you can do.”
Then he did a strange thing: He shook my hand—something that happened very rarely, because nobody wanted to shake hands with a spook. Even when my dad and John Gregory had agreed on the terms of my apprenticeship, they hadn’t shaken hands. He’d certainly never taken mine before.
It made me feel strange. In one way it was as if he was treating me as an equal—a fellow spook rather than just the apprentice that he was training. Yet I felt a chill in my heart. It seemed like the end of something.
I headed west at a fast walking pace. When I came to the River Ribble, I had to make a decision: which bank should I follow toward the sea? Had they gone north or south? Soon the river would become too wide and deep to cross. If I got it wrong, I would have to go into Priestown, a place where spooks weren’t welcome, and cross the bridge there. It would mean several hours’ delay.
I found no evidence of tracks to the north, so I took a chance and crossed at the next ford, opting for the south bank of the Ribble. Then I pressed on, breaking into a jog. Those I hunted had over twelve hours’ start on me. Would they have made camp for the night? That was surely my only real chance of catching them before it was too late.
According to Grimalkin, there were over a dozen of the Fiend’s servants, with perhaps more joining them on their journey. But such a large group would draw attention, especially as many of them were witches. So would they split up into smaller units? After all, their main objective would be to get the Fiend’s head to the pit where his body was bound—in Kerry, in the southwest of Ireland. One person could do that. They could all converge later.
Soon after dawn, I had my first piece of good luck. Beside the path was a pond. The earth around it had been churned into mud by cattle, and there were a dozen or more fresh tracks . . . the majority clear imprints of pointy shoes.
I could find no trace of a man’s boot. I thought Lukrasta might be with the witches, Alice his prisoner, but I knew Alice’s tracks well and saw no sign of her either. That made my heart drop into my boots—I’d hoped that in following the witches I would also find Alice.
Half an hour later, I faced my first threat. But it wasn’t witches.
As I passed a farm, a big farmer suddenly stepped out from behind a barn into my path. He had broad shoulders and well-muscled arms, but a bulbous belly hung down over his leather belt.
“You a spook?” he demanded belligerently.
I nodded.
“Well, where were you last night when you were needed?”
He was angry and unreasonable, so I tried to placate him.
“On my way here,” I replied calmly.
“Well, you’re too late to be any use to me. There were witches here last night—dozens of ’em. Helped themselves to three pigs and most of my hens. What are you going to do about it? You owe me compensation. It’s your job to stop things like that from happening.”
Most people are nervous in the company of a spook. They think that we’re contaminated by the dark. But very occasionally we get angry reactions such as this. The man’s livelihood had suffered, and he wanted to take it out on someone. I looked young and I was smaller than he was, so I would do.
With a snarl, he stepped toward me, hands outstretched, intending to grip my shirtfront. I dodged to the side and ran toward the gate that led to the next field. I could hear his heavy boots pounding across the grass behind me. He was fast for a big man; he would catch me as I clambered over the gate.
I didn’t want to hurt him, but I had to do something. I spun quickly and rapped him twice with the base of my staff, one blow to his left shin, the other to his right forearm. He dropped to his knees with a groan, which gave me a chance to climb over the gate. I ran on, and when I glanced back he was still on the other side, shaking his fat fist at me.
Soon it started to rain, a cold wind blustering into my face from the west. If anything, this drove me on faster. I ran all morning, pausing to catch my breath only briefly. Twice I found the tracks of those I pursued. They were still together, and three or four new witches had joined the group.
The third time I found their tracks, it was at a crossroads. They were heading south. Liverpool seemed the most likely port for a boat to Ireland. Would they have already arranged passage? They’d been hunting Grimalkin for many months. It could well be that plans were already in place to return the Fiend’s head to Kerry.
By noon I was exhausted and desperately in need of rest, so I sat on the edge of a ditch in the lee of the wind and the rain and nibbled at the cheese my master had given me. I remained there no more than five minutes. After slaking my thirst with the icy-cold water of a nearby stream, I ran on.
All morning, desperate thoughts had been churning around inside my head—mainly fears for Alice. Perhaps I’d been mistaken, and her pointy shoe prints had simply been obscured by those of her captors? That made me run even faster.
I’d also speculated about the Wardstone and what might happen on Halloween. What was it Mab had said about something that would change the world?
Finally, as the late afternoon gave way to evening, I ran on without thought, numb and weary, driving myself on in pursuit of my enemies. I thrust to the back of my mind the fear that when I caught up with them I would achieve nothing. It was all very well for Grimalkin to send me off after them, to say that only I could retrieve the Fiend’s head. But the odds against me were too great. How could I defeat so many? How could I hope to rescue Alice as well? I began to wonder if they knew that I was following them. Witches could long-sniff the approach of danger; this didn’t work against seventh sons of seventh sons, so I was safe from that, but of course they might have a scryer with them. Someone with even half the ability of Mab Mouldheel would see that I was on their trail. Then again, there were many nonmagical means of protecting themselves against pursuit.
Once the witches knew that they were being followed, they might wait in ambush. A couple of them would peel off to the side and make their way back toward me. It would be impossible to tell that this had happened until it was too late.
That’s exactly what they did.
But there were more than two.
Five witches lay in wait for me.
The rain had stopped, and the clouds were in shreds. The sun had dropped below the horizon; soon the light would begin to fail.
I was now moving at a slow jog. Before long I would have to stop and snatch a few hours of sleep. As I moved into a forest, I immediately sensed that something was wrong. It was too quiet. The birds should not have been roosting yet. Seconds earlier, the countryside had been filled with song. Now, in the deeper gloom beneath the branches, all was silent.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw someone running toward me from behind and to my left. Without breaking stride, I swung hard, widdershins, with the base of my staff. There was a dull thud, and the satisfying feel of contact with a skull. My attacker went down, and I ran on.
However, I’d made a mistake, and I knew it. I heard the voice of Grimalkin in my head; a fierce rebuke filled with scorn. Fool! Fool! that imaginary voice cried. That one will get up and attack again. You are greatly outnumbered. Kill or be killed!
That was what she would have said. Now I had one enemy behind me as well as many ahead. So I pressed the button on my staff to release its blade. Next time I would show no mercy.
Suddenly a long-haired witch burst out of a group of saplings close by. She attacked, shrieking like a banshee, scattering dead leaves with her pointy shoes. She wielded a blade strapped to a pole, and I saw that her lips were flecked with foam. She looked demented, insane with hatred and anger. I barely had time to lift my staff, but somehow I parried her blade and then flicked it upward so that it arced away from her.
She ran to retrieve her weapon, but I came round in a circle and attacked quickly, thrusting the blade of my staff under her ribs and into her heart. She screamed and fell, and I ran on. I needed to get out of the trees so as to see other attackers earlier.
When I emerged from the forest, three more witches were waiting. They were Pendle witches; their brown garb, long skirts, and leather jerkins marked them out as Deanes. They waited in a line, their eyes watchful, confidently wielding their long blades. They looked much more formidable than the previous two.
“You’re a fool to follow us, boy!” the tallest one jeered.
All three began to cackle.
“I’ll drink his blood!” one cried.
“I’ll take his thumbs!” shrieked another.
The third one drew her finger across her neck. “I’ll cut off his head,” she said softly, her voice hardly more than a whisper. “That will please our master!”
I thrust my staff, blade first, deep into the soft ground, and drew the sword and a dagger—the Bone Cutter. They were more flexible weapons.
The ruby eyes in the skelt hilt of the sword seemed to glow in the gloom under the trees. Then both eyes began to drip blood. The sword was hungry.
A second later the dagger also began to bleed.
I concentrated, waiting for them to make a move.
Let them come to me. . . .
They did. All three attacked at once.



CHAPTER X
THE PURSUIT




THE battle was fast and furious, and I had no time to think. All I could do was react as they pressed home their attack. More by luck than skill, I managed to kill two of them: a slash with my sword against a neck, an upward thrust with the dagger, and it was done.
The third witch ran back into the wood.
I followed. She was fast, and by the time we came out of the trees again, I hadn’t managed to close the gap. She had thrown away her weapon in the interest of speed and was heading back in the direction we’d been traveling. Then I saw the witch I’d previously stunned, perhaps two hundred yards ahead, also running away.
They were scared.
I came to a halt and sheathed my sword and dagger, waiting for a minute to regain my breath and composure. Then I turned to head back through the trees and reclaimed my staff. My whole body was trembling, a reaction to the fierce fight and having taken three lives. I felt more and more nauseous, until eventually I came to a halt and was violently sick.
It was getting dark now, so I decided to rest for a few hours. I found a copse on high ground—a little knoll that would give me a good view over the surrounding countryside. After a while, a half-moon rose above the eastern horizon, and I used its pale glow to search for my enemies. Nothing moved. I was exhausted and settled down with my back against the trunk of a tree and my staff across my lap.
Eventually I dozed, then awoke, suddenly terrified that I was under attack. But still there was no threat, and the moon was much higher. Each time I nodded off, my sleep was deeper and longer, until finally I had a strange dream.
It was one of those dreams where you know that you’re dreaming. I was back at the farm. Mam was facing me across the hearth, smiling from her rocking chair. She looked exactly as she had the night before I left the farm to begin my job as the Spook’s apprentice. Her skin was pale, but her eyes were bright; apart from a few gray streaks in her black hair, she looked far too young to have grown-up married sons.
“I’m proud of you, son,” she said to me. “Whatever happens, I want you to know that.”
“I’m sorry, Mam, if I let you down. But I could never perform that ritual. I couldn’t sacrifice Alice.”
“There’s no need to apologize, Tom. It was your decision to make, and what’s done is done. Maybe the Fiend can be destroyed in other ways. Nothing is certain. At the moment, everything hangs in the balance. You must draw upon your strengths. Some came from your dad, because you’re a seventh son of a seventh son; others came from me, for lamia blood courses through your veins. You are already aware of some of those gifts, but more will become apparent as you grow up. There is one you need now . . . one that would not normally have emerged for many years. But I reached out to bless you with it earlier. It is a gift that a hunter needs—the ability to know the location of his prey!”
Mam began to rock back and forth on her chair, smiling at me all the while. So I smiled back, hoping the moment would never end. But the dream began to fade. I could still see her smile, and I wanted to hug her, but then she was gone. . . . I woke up to the sound of a distant cock crowing and the eastern sky pink with the promise of sun. The dream was vivid and real in my mind. My head was whirling with thoughts. Was it more than just a dream? I wondered. Could it really have been Mam talking to me?
If it was, she seemed to have forgiven me for not being prepared to carry out the ritual she had decreed. She had also used the word “hunter”—I would receive the gift that a hunter needs. In the first year of my apprenticeship, she had told me that one day I would be the hunter; then it would be the dark that would be afraid.
Mam had been giving me important information. She said she had reached out to unlock the gift. Somehow it all made sense. That was why, lying in my bed in the Spook’s house, I’d had the strange feeling that something was wrong. And yes, I’d known exactly which direction to take. My new gift had led me to the cottage where Grimalkin lay gravely injured. It was lovely to think that I might really have been talking to Mam, and for a while I was filled with hope. But as the seconds became minutes, the dream seemed less substantial; soon I felt it was merely wishful thinking. What was I doing fooling myself and wasting time? I sat up and cursed for sleeping right through the night. The witches would be even farther ahead now. Wasting no time, I ate half the remaining cheese and set off west again. This time I didn’t run; I would save that for later. My legs felt stiff, and I contented myself with a fast stride to loosen them up.
I thought about Lukrasta again. He had abducted Alice—Grimalkin had been unable to do anything to stop him. What had happened when he attempted the ritual with the Doomdryte? And more importantly, what might Alice be suffering now? I felt helpless. He could be anywhere, and even if I could find him, what could I hope to do against such a mage?
By late morning I was getting worried. I hadn’t found the witches’ tracks again; I was now crossing meadows and rough pasture rather than following lanes and tracks. This meant they could already have turned and headed for the coast. I estimated that I was presently about four miles from the sea, heading south, somewhere between Formby and Liverpool.
I came to a halt, filled with uncertainty. Then, very suddenly, there was a flash of light behind my eyes and a pressure on my forehead—and I knew precisely where they had gone. It was something very similar to the feeling I’d had back in my bedroom in Chipenden, the conviction that something was terribly wrong. Now I felt that certainty again. I knew where the witches were, the direction they had taken with the Fiend’s head. This was surely the gift that Mam was talking about in the dream—the gift that a hunter needs: the ability to track a prey without signs, to pinpoint its location.
They hadn’t gone west to the sea. They were continuing south and were passing east of Liverpool. Where could they be bound? In my mind’s eye I tried to conjure up the maps I’d studied in the Spook’s library, all of which had perished in the fire. Beyond Liverpool lay the County border, and beyond that, county after county—more than two hundred miles to the south coast.
That made no sense at all. They needed a port on the west coast to take a boat over the Irish Sea.
I began to run again. Wherever they were heading, I would eventually find out, because I could sense their location in my head. For a while they seemed to have changed direction and were heading east, but after a few hours they veered back toward the coast and continued south again.
I came to a wide river, which I guessed was the Mersey. As I forded it, I wondered how the witches had managed to cross over. One possibility was that they had witch dams in place; in Pendle, these were used to temporarily hold back running water. They would have had to make a detour east, to where the river was narrower. That explained their earlier change of direction. The delay meant that I was closing in on them once more.
After a while, in the far distance, I saw a walled city with a castle and the tower of a cathedral. We were beyond the County border now, and again drawing on my memories of the Spook’s maps, I guessed that the city was Chester— though I’d never traveled this far south over land. If that were the case, it also had a river called the Dee.
Sure enough, I sensed my enemies heading east again, no doubt to use another witch dam. I simply forded the river, which meant that I was drawing near to my prey. Beyond the city, the witches turned directly west.
Soon I saw mountains ahead and glimpsed the sea in the distance to the north. We seemed to be following a coastal plain, a wide strip of flat land between the mountains and the water. And now I was on a track that eventually gave way to a wide road. It was muddy, so I slowed down and walked on the grass verge. The occasional cart trundled past, its wheels adding to the deep ruts, but nobody gave me a second glance.
Eventually I came to a large sign that had been nailed to two posts, proclaiming
CYMRU
I remembered that word from my master’s maps. It was in another language, the name for the country that we called Wales. I was entering a foreign land, with its own customs, language and—no doubt—dangers.
I sensed that the witches were no longer moving; they had made camp for the night. I had two choices. Catch up with them now and attack under cover of darkness, or wait one more night and rest to gather my own strength.
I decided on a compromise.
I would rest for a while and then press on. I moved some distance from the road and settled down as best I could. I didn’t have time to set traps for rabbits, so I finished off the rest of my cheese and drank some cold water from a stream. I intended to sleep for about three hours before setting off west again.
I awoke suddenly after just one hour, immediately fully alert. Although my physical senses told me nothing, I had a sudden flash of light inside my head and a pain above my nose.
Something was amiss. I sat up quickly and stared into the darkness. The moon was covered by clouds; I could see nothing and hear nothing. But danger was out there, and it was creeping toward me.
I came up onto my knees and reached for the sword that I had placed on the grass beside me before lying down to sleep. My gift was telling me precisely where my enemy was.
A witch was crawling stealthily toward me; she was now less than ten feet away.
No, not the Destiny Blade, I decided; a spook’s primary weapon was more suited to dealing with this threat. So, leaving the hero sword where it was, I seized my staff, released the blade at its tip, ran straight toward the witch, and stabbed downward, piercing her back directly over her heart and pinning her to the ground. She had no time to scream, but I felt her body twitch beneath my staff, and she gave a little gasp.
I knew instantly that she was dead. The inner certainty I had about where she was simply ceased. It went out like a light. I wondered if it was the soul or life force I could detect? Whatever it was, I knew that I’d put an end to her.
I fumbled for my tinderbox and lit the candle stub I always carry. I looked at the dead witch, holding the light close to her face. I was almost certain that she was one of those who had fled after the attack the previous day. That made me wary. Perhaps the other one had come back too?
I listened but could hear only the sighing of the wind. My new ability to sense things at a distance no longer alerted me to any immediate danger. Those I pursued were some way ahead; I knew that they still had not broken camp. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to take any chances, so I extinguished the candle, gathered my things together, and continued steadily west.
Just before dawn I sensed that the witches were moving again, but by now I knew that I was within a few miles of them. They were still out of sight, but my objective was to get close without being detected and then, once night fell, move in quickly. My new ability seemed to be refining itself and getting stronger as I used it. I felt certain that even in the dark I would be able to go straight to the leather sack containing the Fiend’s head, retrieve it quickly—fighting only if necessary—and then make my escape.
My only fear was the sea to the north, which was quite close now. At times I spotted big ships, their sails billowing in the wind. The danger was that the witches would rendezvous with one of the ships before I could intervene.
But the witches turned south, not north, heading inland toward the hills and taking me completely by surprise.
Less than an hour later, at the point where they had left the road, I found their tracks. Puzzled, I followed them; I was no longer running, for I was exhausted.
How could they possibly manage to reach Ireland by heading away from the sea? I asked myself. It didn’t make any sense.
I was following a narrow road, just as badly rutted as the main one that had led westward. Once again, I walked on the grass to the side. The land was beginning to rise; I could see wooded hills ahead and high mountains behind, with snow atop the highest, even though it was still autumn.
After a while I found myself in a dense wood where most of the trees had already shed their leaves. I was wary of another ambush and moved some distance away from the road. It was just a precaution—I was confident that my new ability would provide me with an early warning of any threat. It was as if, like a witch, I could long-sniff future danger.
Then the trees gradually changed, until I was tramping through a forest of tall conifers. I reached the summit of a hill and saw that the land fell away before rising again.
It was then that I glimpsed something in the distance. It stood on the summit of the next hill, rising high above the trees at the end of the muddy road.
It was a dark tower, and the sight of it filled me with unease.



CHAPTER XI
THE DARK TOWER




MY enemies had already disappeared inside, and now the Fiendâ€™s head was in there too.
I studied the tower. Built from big blocks of gray stone, it was an impressive structure, perhaps twice the height and at least three times the girth of Malkin Tower, square, with a flat top but no battlements. Strangely, high up on the side of the tower there was a wide balcony and a tall, pointed door.
The tower had no moat, but any attacking force had only one point of access: a narrow flight of stone steps, two hundred of them or more, that led up a steep incline to a heavy metal door. There were arrow slits as well as windows in the high walls, and climbing those steps would be suicidal.
Hidden by the trees, I made a slow circuit of the building, keeping my distance, and was able to confirm that there was only that one door. Then, after setting some traps for rabbits, I made myself as comfortable as possible on the hilltop facing the steps, and watched and waited.
Late in the afternoon the big door opened with a grinding sound that echoed across the hills, and a party of eight witches emerged and descended the steps. Something about their manner and clothes suggested that they werenâ€™t from Pendle. Their skirts were short, hardly covering their knees, and their hair was pulled back from the forehead and braided into a single ponytail behind. They were probably from some unknown clan beyond the County.
Behind them, the door closed, and I heard heavy bolts being slid back into place.
For a while I was apprehensive. Had they somehow detected my presence? Were they coming for me?
One thing I was immediately sure ofâ€”they were not in possession of the head. They passed within half a mile of where I was hiding and continued north. How many did that leave in the tower? I had a sense of a largish group, but exactly how many I couldnâ€™t tell.
I had set four traps, but to my disappointment, only one held a rabbitâ€”and a small one at that. I was hungry, but it would have to do. After dark, I descended the northern slope of the hill so that I was out of sight of the tower. Here I lit a small fire and cooked the rabbit, listening to the dripping juice sizzling on the embers.
It was delicious, and feeling better for having eaten, I climbed back up to my original position and kept watch. I intended to do so for just a couple of hours and then snatch some sleep.
As I stared at the tower, I considered what to do after that. My priority was to stop the Fiendâ€™s head from being reunited with his body. Now that it was in the tower and not on a ship, there was no immediate threat of that happening. But I needed to reclaim it and take it back to the relative safety of Chipendenâ€”which was easier said than done.
First, I was alone. And even if I could somehow climb the steps undetected and reach the metal door, it was locked and bolted. But this must be just a temporary refuge, I thoughtâ€”maybe while they waited for a passage to Ireland to be organized? Surely they would soon transport the head toward the sea?
I was just about to lie down and try to get some sleep when the moon came out from behind a cloud and bathed the tower in its silver light. Almost simultaneously I heard the sound of a door opening. It wasnâ€™t the harsh, grating sound of the main door; more of a click. . . from the door that led onto the wide balcony. Someone emerged and approached the balustrade, resting their hands upon it and staring out over the forest.
For a moment I was too astonished to take in what I was seeing. But there was no doubt.
It was Alice.
I stared at her in amazement. Despite the lack of evidence in the tracks, Iâ€™d expected her to be held prisoner in the towerâ€”brought here either by the witches, or by Lukrasta (using a different route). But her appearance was a surprise to me.
In the moonlight, she looked radiant, transfiguredâ€” almost happy. Her face and slim body had always been beautiful; I remembered the first time Iâ€™d seen her at the edge of a wood close to the village. Sheâ€™d been wearing a tattered black dress tied at the waist with a piece of string.
Now she wore a long dress that seemed to flow down her body like water. It was hard to determine the color in the pale glow of the moon, but I thought it was black or dark-purple silk. Her hair was different too; while before it had hung down past her shoulders, now it was lifted away from her forehead and ears and fastened into a bun with a jeweled clasp that glittered in the soft light. And around her neck was a necklace with a locket that hung down over her heart.
She seemed to be looking toward me. I was tempted to wave, but a sense of unease held me back. She was a prisoner and couldnâ€™t escape from that high balcony. Maybe there were others behind herâ€”guards who were permitting her to take a little air.
Then, as I gazed at her, full of wonder and foreboding, another figure emerged from the open doorway and went to stand beside her on the balcony. It was a tall man with a long mustache that fell below his chin and hooked upward like two horns. He wore a dark cloak, and his long hair hung down his chest in two pigtails.
As he came alongside Alice, he put his left arm across her shoulder. There was something protective and fatherly about the gesture. But then she turned her face up toward his, and seconds later my whole world fell apart, shattered like an icicle falling onto a slab of granite.
They kissed.



CHAPTER XII
THE COFFIN




IT was not a fatherly kiss. It went on for a long time, their bodies locked together.
Then the man lifted Alice, holding her under her arms and knees, and carried her back through the door. Moments later, it closed, and there was the distant click of a lock or bolt.
I felt as though I had been punched in the heart. All the breath left my body in a rush, and I felt powerless to replace it. At the end of our last meeting, Alice had kissed me. I had thought that meant something. And now, so soon afterward, I thought bitterly, she was kissing someone else.
I had no doubt in my mind that I loved Alice. I’d believed that she felt the same way about me. But I had never really thought about a future together. Spooks do not have wives. They are like priests, who dedicate their lives to God, putting their parishioners first. In the same way, a spook serves the people of the County; his duty is to protect them from the dark. That was what my master had taught me.
However, in some vague way I had felt that I would find a way round that. Perhaps when I became the Chipenden Spook, we would marry. . . . I had never thought about the future in those terms until now.
Until now, when she was clearly with somebody else . . .
Slowly my shock and bewilderment gave way to rage and jealousy. I couldn’t bear the thought of her being in the arms of another. It took all my willpower to stop myself from going directly to the tower and calling out a challenge.
After all, what would that achieve? I would get no chance to fight the stranger and take Alice away. Most likely I would lose my life on the steps—or be taken prisoner.
I paced up and down until, after a while, my anger subsided, and I began to think about the situation and what it meant.
Was the tall stranger the mage Lukrasta? I had no way of knowing because I had never seen him. But he had put his arm round Alice and seemed to be controlling her. He was tall, powerful, and imposing, and there had been an arrogance in his expression. I felt certain it was him.
In my head I began to work through the steps of what had happened. It seemed to me that, with the aid of Grimalkin, Alice had prepared to use the Doomdryte.
Lukrasta was supposed to be dead, having failed to complete the ritual successfully. But somehow he was here, and had enchanted Grimalkin so that she had been unable to repel a simultaneous coordinated attack by hordes of witches. Afterward, she’d been in no condition to give a coherent and detailed account of events, but I felt I could now piece together what might have happened.
Perhaps Lukrasta had used dark magic to control Alice and bring her to this tower? If he could overpower Grimalkin, I was sure he could do the same to Alice. She was not in her right mind. She was no longer in possession of her free will. That’s what I told myself. Perhaps she’d had no choice but to kiss him. . . .
That thought made me feel better. But it still did not tell me what I might do about the situation.
I tried to sleep, but I was raging inside and was still wide awake when the sun came up.
I felt sick inside, anything but hungry, but I went through the motions and set my traps anyway. Suddenly I remembered what my master had always believed—that it was helpful to fast before facing the dark. Well, this was surely my biggest challenge yet. I should keep up my strength for whatever lay ahead, but I would only nibble on some cheese.
I wondered again how I might get into the tower. Storming the front entrance was impossible. But could I climb up to the balcony and gain access through the smaller door?
If, despite the odds, I managed to get inside, what would my priority be? It had to be the retrieval of the Fiend’s head. But what about Alice? How could I just leave her there in the power of that monster?
Cautiously I moved through the trees and approached the tower, climbing a little way up the hill on which it was built. I stared up at it. The crevices between the stones might afford hand- and footholds. But it would be difficult and very risky. The base was surrounded by boulders and scree. A fall from any but the lower sections of the wall would result in death or serious injury.
Chastened, I retreated down the slope and returned to my original position. There I thought about the stranger again, remembering his arm round Alice, the way they had kissed. . . . Try as I might, I could not force the image from my mind. If it was Lukrasta, he was a powerful, dangerous mage. The Spook’s Bestiary claimed that he had died while attempting the ritual, but it seemed that he had instead completed it.
This was why he had been able to appear before Alice and Grimalkin, taking them by surprise. His power was too terrible to contemplate.
He would have immortality, invulnerability, and godlike powers.
Just after noon I saw a party of witches climbing the track toward the tower. They were on foot, over a score of them, and they had a cart with them. They were making slow progress—the cart’s wheels kept getting stuck in the mud, and each time they had to lift it clear.
The nearer they came, the more puzzled I became. The cart was being pulled by a team of six dray horses, which seemed a lot. Usually four big horses were sufficient to manage the heaviest loads of coal, stone, or barrels of ale. The road was steep in places, and the track muddy and rutted; that might be the explanation, I supposed.
Then I looked more closely at the cart. It was long, with four wheels on each side. It looked as if it had been made specially. Perhaps two carts had been joined together. . . .
It was only as it drew nearer that I saw what it carried: a long wooden box. The best materials had been used, and it had brass handles, six on either side, to allow it to be carried.
It was a coffin.
At that realization, my heart began to pound within my chest. This coffin was far bigger than necessary for ordinary human remains. It was at least three times the length of a tall man, and twice as broad.
I knew what this meant, but at first my mind simply refused to accept it.
We had always believed that if the Fiend’s head was ever recaptured, it would be taken back over the sea to Ireland.
But they had done the reverse.
For in that coffin lay the body of the Fiend.



CHAPTER XIII
THE VAST, DARK TIDE




EVEN as I watched, it was being carried toward the dark tower where the severed head waited.
In some dark magical ritual they would join the head back to the body, and he would return to our world, able to do his worst. No doubt he would deal with the Spook, Grimalkin, and me first. After all, we were the ones who had hurt him so badly, cutting off his head and binding his body with silver spears. Or perhaps Alice would be his primary target—the daughter who had betrayed him . . . and she was a prisoner in the tower, near at hand.
I wanted to run down the slope and attack the escorting witches. I knew I would not last long—there were far too many of them for one person to deal with. But at least I would die fighting, and then find my way through limbo to the light before the agents of the Fiend could reach me. Bone witches could sometimes seize a soul after death as it moved through limbo and hold it there, torturing it.
I was in danger. Both my life and my soul were at risk, and I was truly scared.
A surge of anger went through me—anger at myself. I remembered what my master had always told me: Duty came first.
Stop thinking about your own situation! I told myself silently. Think about the people of the County and the world beyond. Put first the interests of those you are bound to protect.
Yes, I had to put all concerns about my own safety—and that of Alice—out of my mind. The shock of seeing the Fiend’s body brought to this place, and the thought of how close he was to regaining power, had jolted me to my senses. I had to focus. I had to do the right thing.
The witches had now reached the foot of the stone steps, and I watched as they gathered around the cart and struggled to lift the huge coffin. I had to be calm and think logically, keeping my emotions at bay. I had to put the image of Alice and Lukrasta out of my mind.
The witches were carrying the Fiend’s body up the steps. The huge door was slowly opening to receive it, filling the air with the sound of metal grating on stone.
I took a pace forward and put my left hand on the hilt of my sword. I could attack and attempt to halt time. If only the head had been in their possession, I could seize it and run. But what could I do with that gigantic body? I could cut it into pieces—but would that make any difference? We’d always considered it too dangerous to destroy the head itself. The Fiend had remained bound because the two parts of his body had been kept intact but separate. According to the Spook, destroying head, body, or both might somehow free the Fiend, enabling him to return to the dark, where he would quickly gather strength and, with the aid of his supporters, return to our world more dangerous and powerful than ever.
As a warning to these supporters, Grimalkin had gouged out one of the Fiend’s eyes. She had done it in the heat of the moment; looking back, I realized it had been a very risky thing to do. It might have brought about the very thing that the Spook had feared.
I watched the witches carry the coffin through the huge door. There was another grating sound as it closed behind them.
I had done nothing.
It was over.
The Fiend had won.
I walked in a daze through the trees, away from the tower, climbing hills and stumbling down into valleys. My mind was numb. I was unable to think. I had no plan, no idea of where I was going.
I had no clear sense of how much time had passed, but eventually I found myself at the summit of a bare, rocky hill, walking through a ruined building. At first I thought it was a farmhouse, but then I noticed a stone altar and a solitary arched window, the glass broken. I realized that this had once been a chapel. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a similar window in the opposite wall, next to where the door had once been.
I looked back at the altar and gazed through the window. I had never felt so low. Terrible things had happened during my time as the Spook’s apprentice: the deaths of friends such as Bill Arkwright; threats to my life and, worse, my soul; moments of extreme terror. But somehow this seemed worse.
This was a final defeat—the end of everything.
The witches now had both parts of the Fiend in their possession. How long would it take to restore him?
What had Mab said about the Wardstone?
“Creatures of the dark will be drawn to that spot—some to fight for the Fiend, others to oppose him. There’ll be witches of every type, abhumans, and other dark entities. The outcome of that conflict will change the world.”
But for all her skill, she’d been wrong before and might be wrong again. It could happen here and now, in Wales, far from the Wardstone.
No doubt it would require some form of magical ritual. This could take days, hours, or might even be near completion now. The Fiend might come for me at any second. I might never even leave this ruined church.
I looked about me.
This was what some called a house of God. Was there a God? I wondered. A supreme creator? It seemed very unlikely to me. What was it that my master had once said . . . ? That there had been times during his life as a spook when he thought he was facing the end, when it was all up with him. But at these moments he had sensed something invisible standing at his side, lending him strength. That was the nearest he had come to admitting to any kind of faith.
Well, now I felt nothing, nothing at all. I was alone, with nobody to help or advise me.
A memory suddenly came to me: my dad standing in the farmyard, stamping his feet, spattering my breeches with manure and mud, facing the Spook with both bravery and impatience—the latter because he was eager to get back to the milking, the former because most people thought spooks were scary. This was our first meeting with the Spook. An agreement had been reached, and John Gregory had given me a month’s trial as his apprentice. Little had any of us known that it would end like this.
What was it that my dad had once said?
“Heaven helps those who help themselves.”
Well, I’d done my best. I’d tried to help myself. But I wasn’t getting any assistance in return. There was nothing to guide me, nobody to even offer advice. Entities from the dark banded together, sometimes in large numbers. And what did the light have? Just a few scattered spooks, helpless against the vast dark tide that would soon sweep all goodness aside.
I stared through the window. It was dusk, and the light was beginning to fail, but I could see a village in the distance. Through the trees was a church spire. Another church . . . either an empty shell like this one, or a place where deluded fools banded together to offer useless prayers that were never answered.
I felt a surge of bitter anger, and stepped out of the ruins onto the rocky ground. Advancing a few steps so that I could see the gray slate rooftops below the spire, I spotted something else. It must be quite a large village, I thought—a small town, even, for I could now see another church spire just behind and to the right of the first.
I went forward a few more paces. My heart was starting to beat a little faster as an understanding started to form inside my head. Then I retraced my steps, went back into the chapel, and looked through the window.
Once again I could see only one church spire.
That was because the other, more distant, steeple was hidden directly behind it.
They were in perfect alignment.
I spun through a hundred and eighty degrees and looked back in the opposite direction, through the window at the rear of the chapel. I could now see the tower, dark against the red sky above the setting sun.
My heart was beating even faster as I turned toward the churches once more; toward the east, where the sun would rise tomorrow, filling the world with light.
Four buildings stood in a straight line: the tower, the ruined chapel, and two churches. I knew what that meant. Churches and ancient buildings were often erected in such alignments.
They were ancient tracks, lines of power. Some called them ley lines.
I was actually standing on a ley line, and it ran directly through the dark tower.
I had been given help, after all. I had been shown what I could do.
I had thought myself alone and without any support. But this ley line changed everything.
I had a powerful ally, and the ley line would make it possible for him to reach me.
I could summon the Spook’s boggart.



CHAPTER XIV
THE SPOOK’S BOGGART




BOGGARTS used ley lines to travel from one location to another, though they could not stray far from these ancient tracks that crisscrossed the County.
But this tower was on a line.
And so was the Spook’s house at Chipenden.
The Spook’s boggart had left that house after the fire, its agreement with my master at an end. But I had been sent to search for it and issue a new contract. That I had done, and it had since successfully defended the house and garden against an attack by Romanian witches. What I had not told my master was that the new agreement had been made with me, not him, and that it had been necessary to offer the boggart more in return for its services.
The boggart had scratched its demands on a piece of timber.
my price is higher this time.
you must give me more.
I’d had to think quickly, but then I’d had a moment of inspiration.
“In addition to killing dark things that try to enter the garden,” I’d said, “I have another task for you. Sometimes when I hunt out creatures of the dark, I find myself in extreme danger; then I will summon you to fight by my side. You will be able to slay my enemies and drink their blood! What is your name? I must know your name so that I can call.”
The boggart had thought for a long time before replying, and I’d wondered if it was reluctant to reveal its name to anyone. But at last it had scratched it on the wood.
kratch!
“When I am in danger, I will call your name three times!” I had told it, and so the pact was made. I had never used its services since because I did not like to leave my master’s premises unprotected. But this was an extreme situation. I felt certain that the Spook would agree with my decision to summon the boggart.
It was then, still staring at the alignment of churches, that I reconsidered my fear of imminent attack by the Fiend. I started to think things through carefully, step-by-step, using the brain I’d been born with.
Back on Pendle, the witches had summoned the Fiend, but they had only been able to accomplish this at a very special time, when dark magic was powerful; they had been forced to wait for Lammas, one of the four main witches’ sabbaths. Similarly, they couldn’t now simply put head and body together and reanimate him. Our original plans for the ritual with Alice could not have gone ahead until a certain time of year; the witches too would have to wait to perform their own ceremony.
Mab was right, after all.
They would have to wait for Halloween!
Circling the tower, I returned to my original position. Now I was free to choose the moment when I would attack.
I was hungry and went to check my snares. I had set four, and all of them held rabbits. I retreated to my previous spot, out of sight of the tower, and lit a fire. I abandoned my resolve to follow my master’s advice and just eat cheese before facing the dark. My plans would require energy and physical strength. So I cooked and ate one of the rabbits.
The moon was rising in the east, sending shafts of silver light down through the trees. The moment was right. I summoned the boggart.
First I just whispered his name: “Kratch!”
The air had been very still, but as I spoke, I heard a faint rustle. A breeze was stirring the fallen leaves. I called the name again—but this time much louder.
“Kratch!”
Now the wind was whipping the branches, gaining in power. The last of the crisp autumn leaves fell to join the soggy brown mounds beneath the trees.
The third time, I shouted the name of the boggart at the top of my voice like a priest calling out to the faithful. I cared nothing for the fact that it might be heard in the tower. Now it was my enemies who would be afraid. My voice resonated through the air so that it seemed to ring like a great bell.
“KRATCH!”
In response, the wind surged in from the west, howling like a banshee and almost throwing me off my feet. I staggered back and covered my eyes with my arm to protect my face from the fragments of wood, mud, and stones that hurtled between the trees.
And then the gale dropped to nothing. There was silence, the air absolutely still.
Had the boggart responded? I wondered. Was it here?
The silence continued. I held my breath, listening hard.
Still there was nothing.
My heart began to sink into my boots. Had my summons failed?
But then I heard it: the very lightest of treads. Something was approaching from the west, moving very stealthily toward me.
I picked up one of the rabbits and cast it high in the air in the direction the sound was coming from.
I heard the low thud of the carcass hitting the ground. Then came a wet rending noise, as if flesh were being torn apart, followed by the crunch of bones being crushed by powerful jaws.
I heard footsteps approaching me again, louder now.
Pad! Pad! Pad!
Then I heard the swish of a big tail.
I tossed over the second dead rabbit. It was devoured even more quickly.
Again those heavy padding feet, coming toward where I waited—the approach of a confident and deadly creature that didn’t need to tread softly. Now only one rabbit remained, and that too I threw.
Why had I given the rabbits to the boggart?
Its reward for answering my summons would be the blood of my enemies, but the rabbits were a first offering to mark our first meeting under the new pact. I had also acted out of fear. I was afraid that the boggart might turn on me. This could well be the final approach of a predator stalking its prey, the moment before it sprang. Perhaps I was the next thing on the menu.
I was scared, and my knees shook violently because we were no longer in the Spook’s house or garden. The old pact had endured for many years, made safe by custom and repetition. Now we were out in the open; this was a new and dangerous beginning.
I was truly afraid.
All at once I heard a deep purring and felt a furry animal rubbing against my legs. At this moment, the boggart felt no bigger than a normal cat. This was the shape it assumed when carrying out its agreed domestic duties. Perhaps this was what suddenly made me feel brave. . . .
I should probably have just spoken to the boggart, telling it what I intended. Instead, without thinking, I did something very dangerous—something that would have shocked John Gregory.
He had always kept his distance from the creature.
But I acted from pure instinct.
I knelt down beside that cat-boggart and gently placed my hand upon its head. I could feel its fur, but the body was not warm like that of an animal. It was ice cold.
Then, very slowly, I stroked it from its head to the tip of its long tail.
In response, the boggart stopped purring and became very still.
Unable to help myself, one part of me watching in astonishment at what I was risking, I repeated the action. Once more I stroked it from head to tail.
This time the boggart gave a hiss; as I stroked it for the third time, I realized that its fur was standing up on end, its back arched.
What a fool I’d been. What had come over me? What madness had driven me to do such a thing? I remembered how irascible the boggart could be. On my first morning in the Spook’s house, I’d come down to breakfast too early and had soon received a blow to the back of the head. My master had warned me that it could have been worse.
What would happen now? I needed the creature on my side.
Gradually the boggart began to glow in the darkness until I could see it clearly. A livid scar ran across its left eye: It had been blinded defending us against a demonic entity called the Bane. Its remaining eye was a vortex of orange fire.
Now it seemed to be growing larger. My sense of danger grew too. Salt and iron could be effective against such entities, but I had none in my pockets. I had left everything in my bag back in Chipenden. I had been pursuing witches, and my chosen weapons had been staff, sword, and dagger.
Suddenly the boggart struck me a terrible blow, and I fell backward. I was stunned, barely conscious, in pain. It was as if a shock wave had passed straight through me.
I was lying on my right side, my left hand stretched out in front of me. I sensed the boggart looming over me. Now it seemed much larger than I was.
Then it struck my left hand. I felt its claws rake my skin. Pain seared into the flesh, running up my arm and into my chest; I feared my heart would stop.
I was rigid with agony. My hand had surely been mangled, the flesh torn, the bones crushed. But I saw in the light of the moon that it was intact, but for a single scratch running across from my little finger to the base of my thumb. As I watched, dark blood welled up from the wound and began to trickle down toward my wrist.
Why had the boggart turned on me? How could I ever hope to understand the motives of such an alien entity? It seemed likely that this was a reaction to my audacity in stroking it—though its response could have been much worse. My hand was still connected to my arm. Perhaps our pact had survived my recklessness?
Suddenly I felt the boggart’s huge, rough tongue begin to lick the blood from my hand. As it lapped, the pain receded from my body; I closed my eyes and fell into darkness.
I was dragged back to consciousness by a deep rumbling vibration that seemed to shake the ground beneath me. I was lying on my back, and there was a cold, heavy weight across my lower legs.
I sat up very slowly and saw in the bright moonlight that the boggart had laid its huge head and paws across my body. The rumbling was its purr—a sound that in a normal cat indicated contentment. For a long time I didn’t dare move my legs, even though I was cramped; any movement that disturbed the boggart’s comfort might result in another violent reaction.
At last I could stand it no longer. I moved my legs very slightly. Immediately the weight vanished and the boggart disappeared. I came to my feet and took a deep breath. Had it returned to Chipenden? I wondered. Had it abandoned me?
But then I heard a voice, harsh and sibilant, right inside my head.
I thirst! it hissed insistently. The rabbits welcomed me, thank you, but were just morsels. Now I need to quench my thirst with human blood. I kept my promise and answered your summons. Now you must provide me with what I need!
My previous communications with the boggart had been very different: I had spoken and it had understood, but it had scratched its replies on wood. Why had things changed now? Was this another gift inherited from Mam?
I reflected that it might well be connected with the fact that it had drunk my blood.
What
are we waiting for? demanded the voice of the boggart. No human has ever dared touch me before. You are brave! You are worthy to walk with me. Let us kill together!
It seemed that it was happy with me after all. That was why it had been purring.
“Yes, we’ll go together to the tower on the hill, where my enemies are lodged!” I replied. “Help me to defeat them and their blood is yours.” So saying, I picked up my staff and set off. The boggart was still invisible, but I could hear it padding at my side as we climbed the final hill. I halted just short of the narrow stone steps and drove my staff into the ground.
“I’ll climb up to the tower and fight those who emerge,” I told it. “Then I will retreat slowly, drawing them forth. While I live, do not pass beyond this staff! If I die or fall, then you may attack at will. But when my retreat brings me back below this staff and as many as possible are in the open, that is when I wish you to attack. At that moment you may kill all those both within and without the tower—with the exception of one person. The girl Alice, who you know, is not to be harmed. Do you understand and accept?”
I knew that the boggart could enter through the arrow slits and slay the witches, but in the confines of the tower they might be able to combine their magic and fight it off. That was why I needed to surprise them out in the open.
Yes! hissed the boggart. It is a good plan. They will be easier to hunt and kill out in the open. My thirst will be slaked more rapidly!
I looked up at the dark tower and the narrow steps that led to the door. With my right hand I drew the sword; with my left, the dagger called Bone Cutter.
I began to climb.



CHAPTER XV
THE BATTLE ON THE STEPS




THE steep stone steps were barely wide enough for two to walk abreast, and that would serve me well. On either side was a sheer drop to the rocks below, so it would be difficult for my enemies to surround me and come at me from behind. Their superiority in numbers would count for little.
I climbed at a steady pace, wondering if I was being watched. Were there eyes hidden behind the arrow slits? I did not expect to be fired upon. Witches did not use bows themselves, though they sometimes employed servants to carry out tasks such as cooking . . . and opening the iron gate that I now approached; direct contact with iron was painful for a witch. They might have people to fight for them, too. I just had to hope that none of these were bowmen.
Halfway up the steps, I started to wonder if Alice was still in the balcony room. At the thought of her alone in there with the mustached stranger, my anger flared. I tried to banish it from my mind. If I were to succeed in what I was about to attempt, I needed a clear head.
I reached the door and paused before it, taking a deep breath to steady myself.
Then I struck it hard, three times, with the hilt of my sword.
The sound of each blow was loud enough to awaken the dead, echoing around from valley to hill again and again. But there was no response. Nothing seemed to be moving within that dark tower.
So I struck the door three more times—harder than before.
All was still and silent. What were the witches doing? Were they gathering behind the door, ready to attack? If so, they could not take me by surprise, for the door was heavy and opened only slowly.
For the third time I beat on the door with my sword. And this time I shouted out a challenge. “Come out and fight, coward! Come out and die! What are you waiting for?”
Perhaps they were watching me through the arrow slits, surely thinking that I was touched with madness. Either that, or I had reached such depths of despair that I desired death. For what could one person do against so many enemies? But they did not know about the boggart.
The boggart had defended the Spook’s garden for many years. Early in my apprenticeship, I’d been pursued by the witch Bony Lizzie and the abhuman Tusk—but I’d reached the sanctuary of the Spook’s garden just in time, and the boggart had driven them away. Even a powerful witch like Lizzie had run from it in terror. It had also fought off that powerful demon called the Bane and, more recently, Romanian witches. It was a force to be reckoned with.
I hoped it would take these witches completely by surprise. It was unlikely that they could discover the specific danger—though some of them had no doubt long-sniffed the future and sensed the threat of death. If this was the case, they might ignore my challenge and stay inside the tower. Then I would have to command the boggart to go in. It might be able to kill many of them before they could fight back with their magic. But that would not open the door for me. The Fiend’s head would still be out of reach.
Suddenly there was a harsh sound—the grating of metal upon stone—and slowly the door began to move, no doubt dragged open by the witches’ servants. I waited, my blades at the ready. When it was less than a third open, it stopped, and I stared into a darkness that the moonlight could not penetrate. There were eyes glowing in the gloom, the strange wide eyes of witches staring out at me.
All at once my confidence wavered. Fear seized me, filling me with doubts that I had previously thrust to the back of my mind. What if I couldn’t carry out my plan? There might be skilled fighters here, perhaps even a witch assassin—someone with the ability to pierce my guard with ease and slay me on the steps.
While I stood there, the door began to open farther, pulled by unseen hands. It was almost half open when the first witch attacked. Her hair was long and hung down over her face; it parted to reveal one baleful eye, a hooked nose, and the slit of a sneering mouth. She ran straight at me, a long, thin blade in her left hand.
I took two rapid steps: the first backward, moving down; the second to the right.
Her wild swing missed my head by inches. Then I retaliated. I did not use a blade; I simply smashed my left elbow into the side of her head. That and her own momentum carried her over the edge of the steps. She screamed as she fell. Then there was a horrible thud as her body struck the boulders below. I glanced down and saw blood splattered on the rocks, black and wet in the moonlight.
Now my fear was gone. My objective was to retrieve the Fiend’s head, and to do so, I first had to clear the steps of witches. Grimalkin had once told me that she fought within the present, living in each moment, without thought of the future. I had to do that now. So I concentrated and stepped into another place where all that mattered was the need to deal with each attack.
Almost immediately, two more witches came for me, shrieking and spitting curses as they emerged through the door. This time I quickly retreated farther down the stone stairs. Although there were two of them, their attack was uncoordinated and they posed little threat. Their blades were easily parried, and I thrust quickly with my own. One fell away to the right; the other collapsed sideways across the steps, forcing the next attacker to step over her body.
I continued my descent, fighting my enemies in ones and twos, driving them back, parrying their blows. But inevitably, they started to advance in larger numbers; perhaps eight or nine emerged at once from behind the iron door. Faced with this, I turned and ran—though halfway down the steps I halted, spun suddenly, and readied my blades. They were many, and I was but one. Yet barely two could attack me together; the others must wait behind while I dispatched their vanguard.
But they were not helpless. While I fought those closest to me, the others gathered their collective strength and began to use their magic. Their faces distorted and became demonic; their hair clustered into coils of writhing snakes; forked tongues spat poison toward me. I knew it was an illusion—part of the common witch spell known as dread.
A seventh son of a seventh son has some immunity against the dark magic of witches; but this is not totally effective. The illusions soon faded, but the force of their magic filled me with a fear that was more difficult to banish. It also repelled me. I was pushed backward as if by a great wind, struggling to stand my ground.
I gritted my teeth and fought on, and as I gathered my own strength and rallied, the ruby eyes in both sword and dagger began to drip blood that was far redder than that which now streaked the blades. I regained control. My retreat was once again slow and steady, as I had planned, even though more and more witches came hurrying out above me.
Soon there were fewer than twenty steps remaining before I reached the ground and passed beyond my staff, at which point the boggart would attack. But then I heard a noise from above—the click that I remembered from the previous night. And out onto that high balcony came Alice and the tall mustached stranger who I took to be Lukrasta, the dark mage of the Doomdryte.
At that moment, the witch to my left thrust her blade toward my shoulder with such speed that I could not avoid it completely. The distraction from above almost cost me dear, but just in time I twisted away, and the stinging cut I received was shallow. I swung with the sword and toppled the witch from the steps.
After that I dared not glance upward again, but I could feel the eyes of Alice and the mage on me. I continued down, growing more tired with every step. My arms felt heavy, my breathing ragged as I struggled against the press of witches. I was aware of other cuts, two to my forearms and one to my left shoulder. If I stumbled and fell, it would all be over—though at least I’d have the small satisfaction of knowing that the boggart would attack immediately; there were enough witches out in the open now to make that devastating. But nevertheless, I would have failed. My pact with the boggart would end, the Spook’s Chipenden house would be once more unprotected . . . and at Halloween, servants of the dark would converge from every direction to join the head of the Fiend to his body and return him to power.
I was struck by a sudden blow and for a second was blinded. I swayed but did not fall. The attack had not been mounted by one of the witches. In a flash of fear, I knew that it came from the balcony above. Some kind of magical force had been deployed against me. It had to be the mage—for surely it couldn’t have been Alice . . . she wouldn’t try to hurt me, I thought. But perhaps she was not in her right mind. In that case I would be in danger.
Despite the risk, I glanced upward and saw an orb of orange fire hurtling toward me from the balcony. I ducked—just in time! Had I not done so, it would have taken off my head.
Faced with this new threat, I decided to turn and run down the final steps. As I passed beyond my staff, I looked back at the steps. Instantly I heard a low purr and felt the invisible boggart rub itself against my left ankle. Then it spoke to me right inside my head, as before.
You fought well and executed a perfect plan. Most of them are out in the open. I thank you for this feast of blood!



CHAPTER XVI
A TIDE OF BLOOD




THE boggart suddenly made itself visible.
It no longer took the shape it sometimes showed to us back in Chipenden, that of a small domestic ginger tomcat; the creature that had just rubbed itself against my ankle. Earlier I had thought it scary when I felt its large body lying across my legs, but now it was fearsome indeed.
It was huge; even on all fours its muscular shoulders were at least two feet taller than my head. It was still catlike in shape, but now its face was demonic, its canine teeth protruding from both upper and lower jaws. Its stripy ginger fur stood up on end like the quills of a hedgehog, and its right eye was a glowing orb of fire.
All at once it gave a terrible howl that halted the witches in midstride. No words were articulated either out loud or within my head, but the message was clear.
The hour of your death has arrived! it seemed to say. I will crunch your bones and drink your blood, and there is nothing you can do to prevent it!
Then the boggart attacked. As it sprang toward the steps, the witches turned and fled, shrieking in their terror. Their frantic retreat was uncoordinated; the ones nearest to the open door did not turn fast enough. Witch collided with witch, and some fell onto the rocks below.
I saw the boggart swipe one with its paw, then bite her head from her body. But it was already losing definition; the monstrous cat was changing into a vortex of orange energy that spiraled upward into the mass of witches, filling the air with a mist of blood and tiny fragments of bone.
It took less than three seconds for the boggart to kill all those on the steps and enter the tower through the open door. Then there was an eerie silence—for there were no witches left to scream. There were no bodies to be seen, either. A tide of blood was flowing down the steps, carrying with it dozens of pairs of pointy shoes.
I ran up toward the door, twice almost slipping in the blood. At the top I paused before entering very cautiously, for I could now hear shouts and screams from within.
In a second, inner doorway lay a severed head, twice the size of a human one. It belonged to an abhuman—I saw the horns jutting from its forehead, the open mouth crammed with teeth. Its eyes were open, and they stared up at me with a puzzled expression, as if the creature was wondering what had happened to its body.
I stepped over it and went through the doorway. The vast space ahead of me was flagged and devoid of furniture, but for two items. The first was the huge coffin, which had been placed on the floor beneath a wide mullioned window. It was empty.
The second was a long wooden table. Lying upon it was the huge body of the Fiend. For a moment I thought that the head had already been attached, and I ran forward in alarm, my sword at the ready, but I soon saw that this wasn’t the case.
It was positioned precisely, the two stumps in perfect alignment. And I could see evidence of new growth: tendrils of fleshy roots were reaching out, as if to link together, binding head to neck. It was the slow beginning of a process that would be completed at Halloween.
One of the Fiend’s eyes was a ruin, thanks to Grimalkin’s blade, but the other was intact, and the lid slowly opened and that remaining eye stared out at me. And then the mouth opened to reveal the yellow stumps of broken teeth—another blow from Grimalkin.
“You cannot win!” The Fiend’s voice was hardly more than a croak. “My servants are too many. Hundreds of them are even now converging upon this place. Any small triumph you achieve here will be short-lived. Flee while you can!”
There was no point in replying, so, wasting no time, I grabbed the head and attempted to tug it away from the body. I pulled hard, but something was holding it in place. Then I noticed that some of the tendrils behind the ears had advanced farther than the ones I’d first noticed. They had formed bonds between head and neck. I would need to cut them away. So I drew the dagger called Bone Cutter and readied its blade.
“You have lost Alice to the dark,” continued the Fiend.
I knew he was trying to distract me, maybe to buy time so that someone else could intervene on his behalf—perhaps Lukrasta—and I knew I should ignore the bait, but I replied before I could stop myself.
“I will end the life of the mage, and with it the enchantment that gives him power over her,” I snapped back angrily.
“He uses no enchantment!” cried the Fiend, his voice filled with triumph and growing in strength. “By her choice she is his. By his choice he is hers. He is a dark mage and she a malevolent witch. They are a perfect pair and delight in each other’s company! She met him for the first time when she attempted the ritual. From the moment their eyes beheld each other, they were bound together for all time.”
Fear and dismay filled me. The Fiend was sometimes called the Father of Lies; I knew that, but I could not get his words out of my mind. What if he was speaking the truth for once? What if Alice’s trip into the dark, followed soon after by her willingness to attempt the Doomdryte ritual, had finally turned her into a malevolent witch?
Savagely I cut away the fleshy strands that held the head to the body and snatched it aloft. Then, carrying it by the hair, I ran through another door and came to a spiral staircase. As I climbed, I passed door after door, all of them open.
I could tell which rooms had been occupied. The flagged floors were slick with blood. At last I reached the one where Alice and Lukrasta had been: an inner door was open, revealing the balcony beyond. There was no blood on the flags. Had Kratch been thwarted here—halted or even destroyed by the power of the mage?
I entered the room cautiously, my heart beating quickly. It was empty, but there was evidence that it had been occupied. On a dressing table lay a small mirror, a comb, and a hairbrush. In the very center of the room stood a large double bed; it was clear that it had been slept in. And then I noticed something on one of the pillows: a folded piece of paper. I placed the Fiend’s head on the dressing table, walked across to the bed, and snatched up the paper.
I recognized Alice’s handwriting immediately, and began to read. It was a note to me.
Dear Tom,
We now belong to different worlds. We were friends once, but now that friendship must come to an end. We can never see each other again. I bear you no malice, but I cannot help you again because now I belong to the dark.
Alice
As I read it again, my hands began to shake. I couldn’t believe what I was reading. Perhaps it was a forgery? I thought. It certainly looked like Alice’s handwriting, but Alice would never have written such a letter.
The truth was staring me in the face: the Alice I had known no longer existed.
It was something that I had always feared, and now it had finally happened. I felt the bile rise into my throat as my insides twisted.
Alice had gone to the dark.
I stuffed the letter into my breeches pocket, picked up the Fiend’s head, and ran up the remainder of the stairs, checking in every room. I soon reached the top. There was no sign of Lukrasta or Alice, but I saw blood in two more of the rooms. The boggart might have slain the mage, but it was a creature of its word, bound by the pact between us, so I felt confident that it would have spared Alice.
I had not seen her leave the tower. So what had happened? Was she somewhere close by, cloaked by dark magic, watching me?
Slowly I turned and began to descend the steps. All was silent. Nothing moved. There was no sign of the boggart, either. Having feasted well, it had no doubt returned to Chipenden. I owed it my life.
Then I remembered the Fiend’s words—that hundreds more of his servants would be converging on this place. I knew this was more than likely, so I hurried out the main door. My eyes swept the horizon, but I could see no one. I continued down the steps, snatched up my staff, and ran east, clutching the huge head.
I had it in my possession, but only half of my task was completed. I had to get it back to Chipenden.



CHAPTER XVII
THE DARK RIDER




I stopped briefly to quench my thirst at a stream that crossed my path, scooping the water up into my mouth. I looked round, continually fearful of attack from behind. I’d been traveling for more than two days now and had barely slept or eaten. The wounds I’d suffered were slight and I’d lost little blood, but I was sore and very close to exhaustion.
My enemies were following me, some walking parallel to me, hidden among the trees. When I halted, I heard the crunch of their feet and the frequent snapping of twigs.
They made no attempt to conceal their presence; I assumed they were certain of ultimate victory. They might decide to rush me at any time, but perhaps they felt they didn’t need to. I was still many miles from the relative safety of Chipenden; soon I would be too weak to take another step.
The Fiend’s head, which I held by its hair, seemed to be getting heavier by the minute. I stumbled out of the trees onto a vast, featureless, grassy plain, and in the moonlight saw perhaps a hundred servants of the Fiend ahead of me in the far distance. They were waiting in groups of five or six, and as they caught sight of me, they began to advance. They walked slowly. They were still in no rush, but they had evidently decided to finish it now.
Mostly they were witches in long tattered gowns, but among them were larger, bulkier creatures. At this distance I could not be sure, but I assumed they were abhumans, creatures born of witches and fathered by the Fiend. They were strong and ferocious, and I remembered my first encounter with such a creature. His name had been Tusk, and he had finally been slain by my master.
How I wished my master were standing beside me—not the man with failing health who I had left behind in Chipenden, but the strong, formidable Spook who had first collected me from my family’s farm to train as his apprentice. I felt absolutely alone. I had come so far only to fail.
Then I thought of Alice. The image of her kissing the mage came unbidden into my mind. All the previous memories I had of her—the dangers we’d faced, the adventures we’d shared, our conversations, and feelings of warmth and friendship—were eclipsed by that. I felt bitter and angry.
I could now hear footsteps closing in behind me. More figures emerged from the trees on each side. I was surrounded.
I would die here, but I resolved to take as many of these creatures with me as possible. A cold rage began to fill me as I reflected that not only had Alice betrayed me; after all those years of training to be a spook, I would never become one. It seemed so unfair.
But I took a deep breath and thrust those thoughts of injustice, betrayal, and despair out of my mind, for they threatened to overwhelm me. I was a spook’s apprentice, and here, facing my last battle, I would leave the sword and dagger in their scabbards. I would take up my staff, as John Gregory had first taught me.
As I glanced about me, attempting to judge which of these denizens of the dark would reach me first, out of the corner of my eye I saw a figure on horseback approaching at a canter, a dark rider, clothes black like the horse.
I turned to face my first opponent, wondering who it could be, mounted like that. Witches didn’t usually ride horses. But then I remembered how Wurmalde had led a horde of Pendle witches to loot the farm, capture my brother and his family, and steal Mam’s boxes. She had come on horseback. So, although unlikely, it could be a witch.
Perhaps it was the mage Lukrasta. Maybe this was my chance to save Alice from his dominance. If I could kill him before the others reached me, I might somehow be able to reclaim her from the dark.
It was then that I noticed something strange. The figure sat very upright, with legs that gripped the horse oddly. There was no saddle; the rider was tied to the horse with a number of leather straps that passed underneath its belly.
At that moment I realized who it was.
Grimalkin!
She brought her mount to a halt at my side and smiled at me without showing her teeth. My heart soared, filling with sudden hope. Perhaps I could escape after all.
“You have done well!” she cried, pointing to the Fiend’s head.
She took it by the hair and tied it to the leather straps before bidding me to mount up behind her. I handed her my staff while I struggled onto the horse’s back. I glanced around as I did so, hearing cries of anger and seeing that some of the witches were now running toward us.
Once I was in position, Grimalkin gave me back my staff and drew two of her blades. Then, without further ado, she rode straight for our advancing enemies.
As we galloped through the line, her blades flashed in the moonlight. Howls of anger and pain filled the night sky. The only horses I had ever ridden had been heavy shire ones used for plowing, so with one hand I clung to Grimalkin, fearful of falling. Nevertheless, I managed to stab my staff downward with the other, helping to fend off the witches.
Soon we were through, and riding north toward Chipenden. As we rode, a strong stench of urine filled my nostrils. That was little wonder. No doubt Grimalkin had ridden for over a day to reach me, and she would have been unable to dismount. I thought of her broken leg and remembered the terrible sight of the bone jutting through the flesh. I knew that she must be in terrible pain.
At dawn we halted at the edge of a dense wood. Saplings fought for space and light below the mature trees. We could hear the roar of water nearby.
I dismounted and, using my blades, cut a path down to a fast-flowing stream. It took a long time because I was so weak; all I really wanted to do was sleep. From the bank I looked up and saw, high above, a waterfall crashing down into the torrent. There was also a rocky ledge beside it, where a few of the saplings had been able to take root. I decided to make camp there.
First Grimalkin used her magic to cloak our hiding place. Then I untied her legs and helped her down from the horse. To my surprise she was able to stand, but she walked with a bad limp. The Fiend’s head was still attached to the horse, along with a bag of oats, which she fed to the animal. Meanwhile I went off to find sustenance for us. It would have to be rabbits again.
Wearily, struggling to stay awake, I set traps on the edge of the thickets; within an hour I had snared two plump rabbits. When I carried them back to our hiding place, I halted in surprise and confusion. Grimalkin was standing naked beneath the waterfall, scrubbing the dirt from her body.
“I’m sorry,” I muttered, turning my back in embarrassment.
I heard her step out of the cascading water and take two steps toward me, squeezing the water out of her hair. Then there was a rustling sound, and I knew that she was pulling on her dress again.
“There is nothing wrong with nakedness,” she said softly. “But this body has been badly damaged and must be healed if I am ever to fight again as I once did. Turn and look at my leg.”
I did as she asked. It was twisted and withered, the muscle wasted away. I could see why she limped.
“I healed the flesh and bone with my magic so that I could ride to your assistance. Your master did his best to set it, but he is not a bone surgeon. It will be necessary to break the leg again and begin the process anew. Once we are back at Chipenden, will you help me to do that?”
“Of course I will,” I promised, wondering what my part would be. I shuddered at the thought of helping to break her leg again, but how could I refuse?
“Good. Now you wash the dirt from your own body. You needn’t be shy. I will be busy cooking our breakfast.”
I waded in under the cascade, the cold water making me gasp and reviving me. Afterward we sat before the embers of the fire and ate the succulent rabbits. I didn’t have much appetite after all that had happened, but I forced the food down. I needed to keep up my strength; it was still many miles back to Chipenden, and I didn’t know when I’d next get a chance to eat.
I told Grimalkin about the tower. “That’s where I found the head. Alice was inside, too. She was with Lukrasta.”
“My magic told me something of what occurred, but I would like the details, and from your own lips. Afterward I will tell you what I know.”
I nodded and began my tale, starting with my pursuit of the witches. When I told her of the team of horses drawing the long coffin that contained the Fiend’s body, her eyes widened in surprise.
“I did not see that!” she exclaimed. “I should have been aware of the danger the moment they withdrew the silver spears from his body. I cast a spell upon them—I should have been alerted the moment they were touched. Very powerful magic has been used here. It must indeed be Lukrasta.”
I continued my story, describing how I had summoned the boggart to assist me, how I had retreated down the tower steps, and how Kratch had attacked, killing all in sight as well as those inside. Yet I did not tell Grimalkin the boggart’s name. I held that back, for it was knowledge that only the boggart and I should share.
Finally I described how I’d seen Alice on the balcony with Lukrasta but had later found their room empty.
“They had shared a bed.” I was bitter, hearing the wobble in my voice. “She wants to be with him. . . .” It hurt me to say that aloud, but in a strange way it eased my pain to have it out in the open.
I passed Alice’s note to Grimalkin. She read it quickly, then handed it back.
“Do you think she’s in her right mind?” I asked her. “Does Lukrasta control her by the use of dark magic?”
It was a long time before Grimalkin replied. At last she shook her head sadly. “I am sorry, Tom. What has happened is my fault. I made a mistake—the second most important mistake of my life.”
Her greatest mistake was no doubt sleeping with the Fiend and having to suffer the consequences. He had slayed her newborn baby, dashing his brains out against a rock.
“I meant well,” she continued. “I wanted to avoid a ritual that demanded the sacrifice of Alice, who I have always liked and respected. She is brave and has great potential, so I tried to find another way. Then, by chance, when I was in Todmorden, despatching the last of the vampiric entities there, I found the Doomdryte. I promised you that I would follow John Gregory’s wishes and destroy it, but when it came into my hands, I lied and said I could not find it.
“You see, I believed that Alice was powerful enough to use that grimoire to complete the ritual. The power gained from it, when added to her own innate ability, would have been enough to destroy the Fiend. I waited for her to return from the dark, and then we hid in the cottage near Chipenden while we readied ourselves for what had to be done. But as I said, I made a big mistake. Lukrasta was supposed to have died when he failed to complete the ritual. That was a lie he spread around so that others would not seek to do the same and gain power equal to his own. No sooner had Alice opened the book than Lukrasta appeared in the room beside us. I think he must have touched it with his magic so that he could be warned of any such attempt.”
“Did the other witches attack at the same moment?”
“Yes . . . within minutes of his appearance. When Lukrasta first materialized, I attempted to use my blades against him, but his magic was so powerful that I could not even move. I told you previously that I did not know what happened to Alice . . . forgive me . . . that was a white lie to save your feelings. Now I must tell you the truth. I thought that Alice would try to use her own magic to defend us, but she just stared at him, an expression of wonder on her face. Then they smiled at each other and embraced.”
My heart plummeted, and emotion constricted my throat.
Grimalkin stared at me and shook her head. “I am sorry, but you needed to know. It was as if Alice and Lukrasta had found each other after a long search. It seemed that they were soul mates who recognized each other in an instant, who had always been meant to be together. Take my advice, Tom, and put Alice from your mind.”
I could not speak, and tears welled in my eyes. If Grimalkin noted that, she did not show it but simply continued with her tale.
“I was paralyzed and in a trance, completely in thrall to the mage. Lukrasta wanted to kill me—I cannot remember what was said, because my mind was befuddled, but I think Alice pleaded for my life. He also wanted to take the Fiend’s head with him, but again Alice opposed him. She said it was better to let the other witches collect it. There were already many on their way, and I would be unable to fight them all off. She was eager to get away, and he seemed to be of a similar mind. And then they both simply vanished into thin air. I finally found the strength to climb to my feet, but before I could get away from the cottage, the Fiend’s servants attacked.
“Three times I fought them off; I almost broke through their lines and escaped. But I was still suffering from the effects of Lukrasta’s magic, and I was not at my best. At last I was forced to retreat into the cottage. An abhuman wielding a heavy club struck me a terrible blow, breaking my leg. I fought on from my knees, but then they managed to snatch the leather sack and it was all over. They had what they wanted—the Fiend’s head—and thought that I was dying anyway. So they left me kneeling in a pool of my own blood and fled.
“I thought that my time on earth had finally come to an end, but then you and your master found me. So I live to fight again. You have done well to retrieve the head.”
“But what chance do we have against Lukrasta? What powers does he have that make him so strong?”
“The power gained by one who has completed the ritual successfully is no doubt great. But I do not believe that it makes you a god. When Lukrasta attacked, I could do nothing against him, but that was partly because I was taken completely by surprise. Next time I will be ready, and I already know one way in which his magic might be neutralized. I need time to think about all this—time to prepare so that we may yet prove victorious.”
“We will win!” I exclaimed. “We have to win!”
Yes, I thought to myself, we might still triumph over the Fiend and his servants. We might win.
But I had lost Alice.



CHAPTER XVIII
THE LAST APPRENTICE




AS we set off for Chipenden again, Grimalkin no longer needed to be tied to the horse. But although she said nothing, I could see that she was in pain.
We completed the journey without having to engage any of our enemies. Once we saw a large party of witches in the distance, heading in the same direction, but we soon left them behind.
Eventually the gray roofs of Chipenden were visible, and soon afterward we arrived at the boundary of the Spook’s garden. I heard a low growl from the shrubs that bordered the first of the trees. Kratch was safely back and was challenging Grimalkin.
After calling out to the boggart that I was bringing Grimalkin with me, we rode up to the front door. My master came out to greet us, an expression of relief on his face. He nodded with satisfaction at the sight of the Fiend’s head once more in Grimalkin’s possession.
“You’ve both done well!” he exclaimed. “I hardly dared hope that you’d succeed!”
“It is your apprentice who deserves the credit,” Grimalkin replied. “Tom Ward retrieved the head in the face of great odds. I merely escorted him back. However, our enemies are out there in force and heading this way.”
“Glad to see you back safely, lad,” said the Spook, turning to me. “I must say I’ve been worried. But I kept myself busy. I was called to sort out a boggart south of Scorton. Managed to persuade it to move on from the cottage it had been plaguing.”
I smiled at my master. It was good to see him engaging in spook’s business again.
After I had dismounted, Grimalkin slid down too and walked back and forth, her limp pronounced.
“You’ve healed rapidly,” said the Spook. “It’s only days since I tied you on to your horse.”
“The fast healing was necessary, but now the leg needs to be broken and reset. I would like to build a small forge in the garden,” the witch assassin told him.
“By all means, do what you think necessary. Will you be forging new weapons?” he asked her.
“Yes, that too—but my other need is more urgent. I must repair my leg and restore it to full strength.”
The Spook glanced at me with a puzzled expression. Neither of us saw the connection between the forge and healing her leg, but as Grimalkin offered no further explanation, we did not pursue it. As she limped away, leading her horse to graze upon the lush grass of the western garden, my master placed his arm round my shoulders in a fatherly way and smiled.
“We need to talk, lad. Let’s go up to the library.”
The shelves were still mostly empty, but there were a few recent additions. I went across and examined one at random. It was entitled The Flora and Fauna of the North County.
“That’s one of Bill Arkwright’s books, isn’t it?” I asked, tapping its spine. I remembered seeing it in his library when I’d spent six months training with him. Of course, Bill had died in Greece, and Judd Brinscall was now operating north of Caster.
“Aye, lad, it is. I’ve got his notebooks here as well—apart from a couple which deal exclusively with water witches, which will be needed at the water mill. Judd brought them. He thought they were suffering from damp and mildew, so they would do better here.”
“Well, we’ve another book to talk about . . .” I began, my heart sinking.
“The Doomdryte. Aye, Grimalkin told me what she did. That book should have been burned. Now it will do untold harm. She mentioned Lukrasta, too. It seems as if the girl Alice has finally gone to the dark.”
I nodded, trying to control my emotions, not knowing what to say.
“Sit yourself down, lad,” my master said, pointing to a chair. “Tell me how you managed to get the Fiend’s head back from all those witches. That was quite some feat. Start at the beginning, and don’t miss anything.”
So I sat down opposite him and told my tale for the second time, explaining about the dream I’d had and the latest of the gifts I’d inherited from Mam. When I came to the part about summoning Kratch, my master raised his eyes in astonishment. I knew that I would now have to tell him about my pact with the boggart. I was sick to death of all the lies and deceits; I truly wished that I had always been honest with my master. Although painful, it was a relief to get everything off my chest.
“I never even knew that it had left,” he said. “I didn’t ask you the details of the new pact you made with it, lad. Do you know why?”
I shook my head.
“Because I suspected that it would have made the agreement with you rather than me. You have a future ahead and long years to work together, whereas my life is almost done. I wasn’t ready to face it. I didn’t want to hear the words that confirmed my suspicions, so I kept quiet. But now I’m more settled in my mind and prepared to bow to the inevitable. So come on, lad. Spit it out. Tell me the details.”
So I told him how Kratch had agreed to come to my aid if summoned, and in return could drink the blood of my enemies. Then I described how it had killed the witches below the tower, and how the waterfall of blood had brought dozens of pointy shoes to the foot of the steps.
But I left some things out. I didn’t tell him I’d stroked the creature, nor that I’d given it some of my blood. I knew he wouldn’t approve of that. So for all my new resolutions, I still found it impossible to be completely honest with him.
I went on to tell him about Alice and Lukrasta, and chose that moment to hand over Alice’s note. I paused while he read it. He handed it back without a word, and I continued my tale, finishing with my rescue by Grimalkin.
“What do you think will happen now?” the Spook asked, getting to his feet and pacing up and down in front of me.
“I’ll never see Alice again,” I replied. “Or if I do, she’ll be a stranger to me—maybe even an enemy.”
“Forget the girl!” he said, his voice full of anger. “I meant the larger, more important picture. What will the witches do?”
I shrugged. “They might try to enter the garden and seize their master’s head again. We took them by surprise last time, but now they’ve seen what the boggart can do. No doubt they’ll join together and use their magic collectively. That could be a threat. The boggart’s power is not unlimited.”
“Aye, that’s true enough, lad. We saw that for ourselves when it fought off the Bane. Not only that, Lukrasta himself might come here—and who knows what he’s capable of? They say that completing the ritual from that grimoire gives you unlimited power. Well, I find that difficult to believe, but if it achieves just a fraction of that, then we’ll be hard-pressed. We know how formidable Grimalkin is, and even she was helpless when confronted by him.”
It was then that I remembered something about my fight with the witches on the tower steps.
“When I was trying to lure as many witches as possible out into the open, Lukrasta came out onto the balcony with Alice and stared down at me. Then he hurled some sort of magical energy at me. I felt the blow, and it hurt me. But why, if he’s so powerful, wasn’t I slain on the spot?”
It was something that I’d been thinking about on the way home. Was it because I was a seventh son of a seventh son and had lamia blood in me? Then it struck me that it might have been Alice rather than Lukrasta who had launched the attack. I didn’t want to even think about that, and thrust it from my mind.
The Spook scratched at his beard; a few white flakes of dandruff speckled his black gown. “My guess is that what you are is significant. It might well be that you have some resistance to his kind of dark magecraft.”
I nodded. My master and I agreed. It was a possibility. There were many things that I’d inherited from Mam: the ability to slow or stop time, the knowledge that someone was close to death, and most recently, locating a threat from a distance, which had enabled me to follow the witches and find the Fiend’s head.
“There’s something else the witches might do,” I added after a moment’s reflection. “They’re heading this way, drawn toward the head. I think they’ll bring his body too, so that it’ll be close at hand at Halloween: midnight on that witches’ sabbath—the most powerful feast of all for creatures of the dark. That’s when they’ll hope to join the two pieces of his flesh together and return him to power.”
“Aye, lad, you’re correct about the day. It was at midnight on the witches’ Lammas sabbath, high on Pendle, that they summoned him to our world. It’s likely that they’ll use Halloween, the most important and propitious dark feast of them all, to repair the damage we’ve done and attempt to ensure his victory over the light. But it may not be at midnight. Sunset is another time when dark spells have increased power—the moment when daylight prepares to give way to darkness.”
After dark I carried a candle upstairs to my old room. Grimalkin was happy to sleep in the garden, by the forge she was building.
Everything in the room had been replaced: the floorboards, the bed, the dressing table, and the curtains. There was just one thing that remained, something that I had first examined on the very first night I’d spent in the Spook’s house.
Three walls had been newly plastered, but the fourth had not, despite the fact that it was slightly blackened by smoke. My master had left it intact because upon that wall were thirty names, including my own. They were the names of the apprentices he had trained or, in most cases, begun to train. Over a third of them, including my predecessor, Billy Bradley, had died violent deaths while learning the trade. One at least had gone to the dark, while many others had simply not completed their time. I had met three who had: Father Stocks, Bill Arkwright, and most recently, Judd Brinscall.
I examined my own name and remembered how, on that first night, it had seemed presumptuous to write on the wall. Only later had I screwed up enough courage to do so. I’d searched for a space before adding my name to the preceding ones. It seemed so long ago now; so much had happened since that time.
As I thought of my master again, I sensed that things really were coming to an end. Ever since he’d made his will with the solicitor, Mr. Potts, I’d become more and more sure that I would be his last apprentice.
After all, as my master had recently reminded me, Mam had made that prophecy in a letter soon after I was born . . .
Thoughts of Mam brought Alice to mind again. Mam had had a lot of time for Alice, but even she had been uncertain how she’d end up. Her words stuck in my mind.
“That girl could be the bane of your life, a blight, a poison on everything you do. Or she might turn out to be the best and strongest friend you’ll ever have. Someone who’ll make all the difference in the world. I just don’t know which way it will go. I can’t see it, no matter how hard I try.”
Well, now I knew which way it had gone. All false hope had left me. Alice had indeed gone to the dark.
I set my candle down on the dressing table and then started to undress, starting with my shirt. Suddenly my gaze was drawn to my left forearm.
The mark of Alice’s fingernails had vanished. Years ago, on the night Mother Malkin had been destroyed, Alice had dug them into my skin and drawn blood. She’d called it her brand. It had served me well when Mab Mouldheel had tried her magic on me; it had kept me safe.
Alice had told me that it would never fade . . . but now, suddenly, it was gone!
Did this mean that the bond between me and Alice was finally broken?
During one of our first conversations, the Spook had said something to me that I had found both annoying and offensive: “Never trust a woman!”
I learned afterward why he had given me that strange advice. The love of his life had been Meg, a lamia witch, and she had caused him all sorts of problems. And now history had repeated itself.
When I first met her, Alice was already being trained in witchcraft by Bony Lizzie. She’d used magic to protect us both against the Fiend—that was true enough. But from the start, she had driven a wedge between me and my master. I had lied or withheld information from him on numerous occasions.
Yes, he had been right all along. I should have listened to his advice.
I should never have trusted Alice Deane.



CHAPTER XIX
A PRICE TO BE PAID




I blew out the candle and crawled into bed, feeling miserable and lonely. Sleep proved impossible, and a couple of hours before dawn I got up, stretched my limbs, yawned, and then restlessly paced back and forth across the floorboards of my small bedroom.
After a while I heard a noise outside and peered through the sash window. The eight thick panes of glass obscured my view out into the darkness, so I raised the bottom half of the window. It glided up easily; the carpenter had done a good job. Instantly, cold October air wafted in, making me shiver. I couldn’t see much, but I could certainly hear something. I recognized it as the sound of a hammer on metal.
It had to be Grimalkin. She was nowhere in sight, but I decided to go and talk to her and find out more about how she intended to fix her leg, so I got dressed, pulled on my boots, and went downstairs.
I went out through the back door and headed toward the noise, which came from the eastern garden, where the dead witches were buried. It was not a place to venture after dark. Anyone else would have worked closer to the house or in the pleasant western garden, where I sometimes sat for my lessons; they’d have worked during daylight, too. However, I doubted whether a few dead witches would bother a powerful witch like Grimalkin. Though the moon was gibbous and the main garden was well illuminated with its silver light, it was very dark beneath the trees, and I moved forward cautiously. I passed a gravestone; below it was a patch of earth edged with stones linked by thirteen iron bars. It was the grave of a dead witch. The bars were to stop her from crawling out.
I saw a light ahead and realized that it came from a small forge. The anvil was set upon a bed of stones; leaning against it were a number of smith’s hammers. The forge itself was also constructed of stones, and the witch assassin was crouched before it, holding the hilt of a blade with a pair of tongs.
Close by her side was a burlap sack, the lower half stained with blood. No doubt the Fiend’s head lay within it.
I watched as Grimalkin quickly withdrew the blade, then thrust it back, sending up a shower of sparks from the mouth of the forge.
I knew that she made different sorts of blades. The short ones were throwing daggers; the others were for fighting at close quarters. But I had never seen one this long. It looked more like a sword.
Suddenly she spun round and rose to her feet, walking toward me purposefully. She didn’t seem surprised to see me; I realized she’d known I was there, watching her work, all along. I felt nervous—until she smiled, her lips covering her pointy teeth.
“I’ll leave the blade to heat up for a while,” she said. “Let’s walk. I have a few things to tell you.”
Snatching up the sack, Grimalkin headed out of the trees and away from the dead witches. I followed her across the central lawn toward the western garden. Here, by the bench, she paused and stared at me, her eyes glittering in the moonlight.
I was about to ask about her leg, but she preempted my question.
“Tomorrow night I want you to assist me. I intend to break my leg and reset it. I will then drill two holes in the bone and join the sections together with a silver pin.”
“You’re going to use silver?” I exclaimed in astonishment. Witches could be bound with silver; it was the most potent weapon against them. It caused them intense pain.
“It is a necessary part of the magic,” the witch assassin replied. “With a powerful spell of healing, the silver will join the bone and hasten the new growth of flesh and muscle. It will return my leg to its former state. But there is always a price to be paid. Sometimes the bill does not come for years; in this case it will arrive immediately. The embedding of the silver pin in my leg will cause me agony.”
“Will the pain fade in time? How long will you have to endure it?” I asked.
“It will last until the moment of my death,” Grimalkin murmured.
“But then how will you manage to function?” I asked.
“There are disciplines of the mind that I have long practiced. For example, by a concentrated effort of will, I am able to cross running water—something that is impossible for most witches. The pain is still there, but I can push it into the background. Eventually I will learn to cope with a silver pin.”
“I can’t imagine doing that,” I told her.
“It is difficult, but if I wish to continue to be a witch assassin, it must be done. Come to the southern garden tomorrow night, an hour after sunset. I will have already done the preparatory work—but to insert the pin into my own leg will be beyond me. It is for this, the final stage of the task, that I need your help.”
I agreed to do what she asked, but I wondered why she had chosen the southern garden, which was where the Spook had bound a number of boggarts.
The following day was uneventful. In the afternoon, I circled the village and then walked up onto the fells. I wanted to see if any of the witches were approaching the Spook’s house. We didn’t want to be taken by surprise and wake up one morning to find the garden surrounded. I also wanted to clear my head and think. It was very hard to put Alice out of my mind.
Halloween was now less than two weeks away. I realized that we couldn’t just drift into the situation and react, always a step behind. We needed a plan of action. I would have to work something out with the Spook.
I could see no threat to the house, but in the far distance, on the lower slopes, I spotted a small group of women heading north. They were dressed in black and walked in single file—almost certainly witches. Were they heading for the Wardstone, ready for Halloween? It seemed likely. I wondered how many more had taken or would take that same route.
My master had told me that I was the first of his apprentices ever to be taken to the Wardstone, so it was something of a secret. Mab Mouldheel and her sisters had known about it, but that was because she was the most powerful scryer in Pendle. However, it seemed that half the denizens of the dark now knew of the Wardstone and were traveling toward it. Perhaps they had been summoned there by the Fiend. . . . Even though his head was detached from his body and his spirit bound within it, he could still sometimes communicate with his servants.
An hour after sunset, dreading the task that faced me, I set off for the southern garden. Once again it was a bright moonlit night.
The witch assassin was already waiting for me. She was lying on her right side, her leg stretched across a flat slab of rock that had been positioned over a pit to bind a boggart. I now understood why Grimalkin had chosen this place: The stone would provide a firm base for her leg when the pin was driven into it. The flesh had been peeled back and tacked with stitches to keep it in place. The bone beneath shone in the moonlight. There was little blood in evidence—no doubt she had kept it at bay using magic— and I could see the hole that she had already drilled in the bone. The silver pin lay on the stone beside her leg, and next to it was a small, light hammer.
As I stared at her leg, my mouth went dry and I shuddered. This was going to be hard, but I couldn’t afford to be squeamish. If Grimalkin could tolerate this, I must force myself to help her.
“The silver pin is slightly tapered,” Grimalkin explained. “Insert the narrow end and then drive it home with the hammer. Three light taps should do it. After that, leave me, and I will do the rest.”
I noted that the bulging, dripping burlap sack was still close by. Even now, facing terrible pain, she had to remain vigilant.
I picked up the pin with my right hand, the hammer with my left. Then I turned, approached Grimalkin, and knelt down. After checking the taper, I held the pin above the dark hole in the bone. Glancing at her, I noticed a film of sweat on her brow and upper lip.
She had already suffered much pain to reach this point; now it would suddenly become far worse—and it would never go away.
“Don’t waver! Do it now!” she commanded. “The anticipation is worse than the act.”
Wasting no more time, I positioned the pin very carefully and gave it a light tap. Then a second. It was almost fully home, but I felt a little resistance. It was tightening, binding the shattered bones together.
Then I gave a harder third tap, and the pin went in, flush with the surface of the bone.
I had never seen Grimalkin react to pain, beyond the sweat that had stood out on her brow. I had certainly never heard her cry out.
But now, as the pin went home, she screamed in agony; her whole body shivered and went into convulsions.
Then she stopped breathing.



CHAPTER XX
TENDRILS OF GREEN MIST




WAS she dead? I wondered in horror. Had the shock of the silver pin killed her?
After all, what could be worse for a witch than to have a piece of silver, that most deadly of metals, inside her own body?
Grimalkin lay perfectly still; it was as if her soul had fled. I touched her forehead and found it ice cold. But there was nothing I could do. She was beyond the help of doctors.
What if I were to remove the pin? First I would have to turn her onto her other side. There were surely various tools in Grimalkin’s forge. Maybe among them I could find a pointed piece of metal and strike the pin out from the opposite side?
But as I came to my feet, I shook my head. It was not that it could not be done—it should not be done! Even if Grimalkin started breathing again and eventually recovered her strength, that leg would never heal properly without the silver pin. She would never again be the deadly witch assassin of old. She would never be able to perform the dance of death. I felt certain that she would rather die.
I started to walk away, intending to tell the Spook what had happened. But at that moment, Grimalkin sucked in a huge breath. When I turned round, I saw that her eyes were open, her face twisted with pain.
“Leave me now!” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. “I will do the rest alone.” Then she reached for the sack and clutched it to her.
So I went back into the house and climbed the stairs to my room. It took me a long time to fall asleep. I kept thinking of what I’d just done and the agony that Grimalkin must be enduring. She was prepared to suffer in order to continue her work as a witch assassin.
The following day was bright and mild for October. During breakfast, I told the Spook what I had done to help Grimalkin. “She must truly be in agony,” he said, shaking his head sadly. Then he fell silent, apparently deep in thought.
After breakfast I headed for the southern garden to see how Grimalkin was doing. She was lying on her back on one of the boggart stones, her eyes closed again. With her left hand, she still grasped the neck of the sack. I thought she was asleep.
I was wrong.
She spoke to me without opening her eyes. “Leave me! Go away! Leave me alone!” she hissed.
I turned on my heel without a word and did as she commanded. Would she learn to live with the pain? I wondered. Would she ever regain her former strength?
Later my master sent me down to collect the week’s provisions from the village.
At the grocer’s, I got a surprise. A letter from my eldest brother, Jack, was waiting for me. I went back out into the street and leaned back against the wall to read it.
Dear Tom,
I have some good news at last. Our brother James has turned up safely after all. He was attacked by robbers, beaten, and then held captive for many weeks—no doubt with ransom in mind. He managed to escape after killing two of his captors with his bare hands.
I hope you are strong and healthy. If you are ever close to the farm, by all means call in—we would love to see you again. But please don’t visit after dark, because I have my wife and child to think about.
Ellie and little Mary send their love.
My best regards,
Jack
It was good to know that James had survived—though I did not believe that he had simply been captured by opportunistic thugs. On our final journey to Todmorden, Grimalkin had told me that the Fiend wished to speak to me. She had opened the sack and allowed me to talk to him. He had used the opportunity to tell me that my brother was to be killed. I already knew that James’s captors were servants of the dark and that his life was in danger. I was very glad to hear that he was safely back at the farm.
I had suspected that he would be used to put pressure on me. Or perhaps, knowing how the Fiend operated, my brother’s head would have been delivered to me in a sack. Mercifully, all that had been averted by James’s strength and determination—a blacksmith can prove a dangerous foe.
But while the Fiend still existed, the threat to all my family remained. He had predicted that I would be the last of my mam’s sons, that they would all die violent deaths before me.
I was a little saddened by the final lines of Jack’s letter. They didn’t want me to stay at the farm overnight because they were scared that something from the dark might be following. Ellie was scared for their daughter, Mary. I could hardly blame her. After all, years earlier, the powerful malevolent witch Mother Malkin had indeed pursued me back to the farm and threatened them.
I understood now why it was impossible for a spook to marry. I must keep my distance from any family still living. How had I ever imagined that Alice and I could be together? My job would have placed her in permanent danger.
Then I laughed grimly at my foolish thoughts. Alice was powerful in her own right, well able to take care of herself, and now she had found another to share her life with.
I collected the rest of the provisions and carried them back to the Spook’s house. I found him in the library and showed him Jack’s letter.
He was pleased to hear that James was safe and well. “Once this is over, you should visit your family. You’ve not seen them for a while.”
“I’d better make sure I go while the sun’s shining then,” I said, pulling a face. “My home is not to be visited after dark!”
“I’m sorry, lad, but you can’t blame folks for being afraid of what we deal with. All my life I’ve made people nervous, sometimes scaring them half out of their skins. It’s just something that goes with the job. We have to accept it.”
I slept badly that night, drifting in and out of sleep. Then, in the early hours of the morning, I had a sense that something was wrong. Something bad had happened.
I felt dizzy and sluggish, hardly able to think coherently. I dragged myself out of bed, my heart thudding with the effort, and struggled to raise the sash window. Previously I had lifted it with ease, but now it seemed stiff and my arms felt heavy. At last I was able to look down at the garden. Once again the sky was clear, and by the light of the moon I saw a mist drifting out of the trees to cover the lawn.
There were two strange things about that mist.
First of all, it moved in an unnatural way, stretching out tendrils like long, slender fingers feeling their way toward the house. Moonlight neutralizes or changes colors, but I realized that this mist, rather than being white or gray, had a weird green tinge to it. I felt certain that dark magic was being used.
The Spook’s back had been better lately, so instead of sleeping in a chair in the kitchen, he’d come up to bed. I dressed quickly, went to his bedroom, and rapped hard on the door. There was no response, so I knocked again. Finally I eased open the door and went inside. I needed to alert the Spook to the fact that we were under some sort of magical attack. He was lying on his back, mouth slightly open, and appeared to be in a deep sleep. Then, in the sliver of moonlight that came through the window, I saw a tendril of green mist on the floor. It completely encircled his bed.
I shook his shoulder gently. He groaned; that was all. I called his name and shook him again, more roughly, but I still couldn’t get him to wake up.
There could be witches in the garden! I suddenly realized. I ran back into my bedroom, snatched my silver chain from my bag, and thrust it into my breeches pocket. Then I went down the stairs, three at a time, grabbed my staff from where it leaned beside the back door, and sprinted out into the garden. Here, the mist was now much more than serpentine tendrils. It came up almost to my waist, rising like a tide as if intent on drowning the house and trees.
So far I had simply felt befuddled, as if moving in a dream, but alarm bells suddenly went off inside my head. I was alert to the danger.
Grimalkin!
The Fiend’s head!
I ran toward the southern garden and reached the boggart slab where I had last seen the witch assassin. She was still there, sleeping deeply, surrounded by the green mist, which writhed and coiled like a living snake about to crush its prey.
But the sack was gone.
Someone had entered the garden, using magic to make sure that we were all in a deep sleep. Even the boggart had succumbed.
I had awoken in spite of the dark magic. Somehow I had been able to resist it. And now one of the other gifts I had inherited from Mam came to my aid once more.
There was that flash of light inside my head, and the pain in my forehead. And instantly I knew the precise location of the Fiend’s head.
It was being carried toward the western garden.
I didn’t bother trying to awaken the witch assassin; she was probably still in no fit condition to help anyway. I released the blade of my staff and ran off through the trees in pursuit of whoever had seized the sack.
Not a moment too soon! Ahead of me I saw a figure carrying it. It was a woman, and she was wearing pointy shoes. I lifted my staff like a spear. There was no room for mercy here. . . . Soon this witch, whoever she was, would have crossed the boundary, where others would be waiting to assist her. I had to strike now. I ran at her full pelt, aiming to drive the blade straight into her back and through her heart. But at the last moment she whirled around to face me.
It was Alice.



CHAPTER XXI
A SCRAWNY BOY




“I might have known you’d come after me,” Alice said. “You’re the only one I feared might be strong enough to resist my magic.”
She carried the burlap sack in her left hand. Dark liquid dripped from it, spotting the grass. The stump of the Fiend’s head never stopped bleeding for long.
Alice held her head high and met my eyes. There was no trace of shame or guilt in her demeanor, not the slightest acknowledgment of her betrayal. I couldn’t help noticing how beautiful she looked. Her face was radiant, her hair held up by a wooden clip. Her dress of dark silk hugged her body.
More than ever now she resembled Bony Lizzie—though she lacked the habitual sneer and shifty eyes of her dead mother; she had only her dark beauty. Would the rest follow along eventually?
“Why, Alice?” I cried, lowering my staff. “Why are you doing this? I thought the Fiend was your enemy. I thought you’d do anything to destroy him.”
“It ain’t worth the effort trying to explain it to you, Tom. You’d never understand, so it’s best that I save my breath.” She turned and began to walk away, but I ran forward, grabbed her by the shoulder, and spun her round to face me once more.
“No!” I shouted. “I deserve to know why you’re doing this. You’re going to tell me.”
“You ain’t going to like it,” Alice said. “It’s simple, Tom. I went too far. I practiced my dark magic too many times, just as Agnes Sowerbutts warned me years ago. And now I’ve changed. I’m a malevolent witch. It don’t matter, because that’s what I was always doomed to become. I’d no chance of being any different because I was born bad— bad inside. Don’t bother to feel sorry for me.”
“I don’t feel the tiniest bit sorry for you,” I said bitterly. “I just want to know why you’d want to help the Fiend and restore him to power.”
“There are things that you don’t know, Tom. Just ask Grimalkin—she traveled far to the north and discovered a threat to us humans far greater than that posed by the Fiend. If we destroy him now, it will start something that will finish us all, one way or the other. It’s best that he rules, because the alternative is far worse, believe me.”
I wondered why Grimalkin hadn’t told me that. When she was feeling better, I would ask her.
“What could be worse than a new age of darkness, Alice? There’ll be demons roaming the land. The Old God Golgoth could bring perpetual winter. People would freeze to death—and starve, because it’d be too cold for crops to grow. We’re not just talking about men and women. What about all the children who’d die? Don’t you care about them?”
“People can endure an age of darkness—it’s happened before. But they won’t survive the new dark god who’d replace the Fiend. He’s worshipped by creatures called the Kobalos, who ain’t human. He and his servants plan to wipe half the human race—the men—off the face of the earth. There’d be no mercy for male children, either. Only the women would live on in slavery. They’d be better off dead! So it’s better to put up with the Fiend.”
“You say that Grimalkin detected this threat from the north. If so, why is she still fighting the Fiend? You both have the same information, so why is she behaving differently?”
“You can guess the answer to that, Tom. Don’t need to think too hard, do you? Grimalkin is a law unto herself. She does what she pleases, whether it makes sense or not. The Fiend murdered her baby, and for most of her life she’s been driven by revenge. She doesn’t care what nightmare replaces the Fiend. She don’t care what horrors befall the human race. All that matters to her is destroying the Fiend and paying him back for what he did. Nothing else counts.”
Alice’s words troubled me. Suddenly I remembered that I had heard of the Kobalos before. I’d read of them in the Spook’s Bestiary. What she said had a ring of truth, but I couldn’t accept that justification for what she was doing.
“You’re just doing it for Lukrasta, aren’t you, Alice?” I jibed. “You no longer have a mind of your own—you’re in thrall to his power! Leave him, I beg you. It’s still not too late.”
“I ain’t in thrall to anybody. Lukrasta and me are partners. We’re equals. We look after each other.”
“How can you say that, when you’ve only just met him? We’ve known each other for years and been through so much. Isn’t our bond stronger?”
“Sorry to have to tell you this, Tom, but the moment I met Lukrasta, something changed inside me. I’d been gathering my power and getting ready to attempt the Doomdryte ritual, and that tipped me over the edge so that I joined the dark. And when I opened the book, there he was—my other half, the mage I was always destined to be with. It happened in an instant, and now there’s no going back! Look at this!” Alice cried.
She lifted her dress with her free hand and pointed to a circular mark on the outside of her left thigh.
“Know what that is, Tom?”
I shook my head, staring at it in dismay and knowing that what she was about to tell me would be bad.
“When I was young, it was just a thin crescent, but each time I used dark magic, it grew. First it turned into a half moon and then a gibbous moon; the moment I met Lukrasta, it became full. It’s the sign that I belong to the dark. Note it well—it shows the truth about me!”
“Leave him, Alice,” I begged, tears coming into my eyes. “We’ve always been close friends. Come back to me.”
Alice’s face twisted with fury, and she allowed her dress to fall below her knees once more. Now it really was as if Bony Lizzie were looking out of her eyes.
“Why should I leave Lukrasta for you? Why should I leave a strong man for a scrawny boy?” she cried.
“We are meant to be together, Alice,” I told her, my throat tightening with emotion so that my voice wobbled. Why did she have to be so hurtful?
But I no longer believed what I’d just said. I could hear the pleading note in my voice, and I didn’t like it. As Alice replied, anger began to fill me.
“You and me together? That ain’t possible!” she mocked. “Don’t make me laugh! What woman in her right mind would want to spend her life with a spook? Stop begging, Tom, it don’t suit you. But now I’m going to ask something of you. Spent a lot of time together, we have. You’re not my enemy, Tom, and you never will be. So please, just accept things.”
“I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to stop you!” I shouted. “And as soon as I see the mage, he’s as good as dead!”
“You’re little better than a child, with a child’s simple thoughts and needs. Keep away from Lukrasta, or it’s you that’ll die—or suffer an even worse fate. He’s not a man to meddle with. He don’t know the meaning of the word mercy. That’s why I came for the Fiend’s head instead of him. I didn’t want any of you hurt. Lukrasta wouldn’t have cared!”
“Give me the sack, Alice. Just put it down on the grass, and I’ll let you go.”
Alice laughed long and loud at that, the ugly sound echoing through the trees. “You can’t hurt me. One twitch of my little finger and you’d be burned to a frazzle, nothing left but ashes. No, I don’t even need to make a sign. Don’t need to speak spells either. Just have to think it, I do. If I wish it, you’ll be dead and gone.”
“Do you think it’ll be that easy, Alice?” My voice was hardly more than a whisper. “Lukrasta tried to kill me on the steps, didn’t he? He tried and failed. I’ve Mam’s power inside me. I won’t die that easily, and you know it. And now it’s your turn. . . .”
With those words I plunged my staff into the ground at my side and swiftly reached into my breeches pocket for my silver chain. Within a second it was coiled about my left hand, ready for throwing.
Under the Spook’s guidance I’d spent many long hours practicing with my chain. I’d begun by casting against a post in the garden until I could encircle it over and over again, never once missing. Then I’d progressed to throwing the chain on the run, and then against other people I was chasing. Mostly my target had been John Gregory, but I’d also practiced with Alice.
I took a deep breath, held it, and cast my chain at her now. She wasn’t moving. It was an easy shot. The silver chain whirled aloft, then descended, lit by a shaft of moonlight into a gleaming spiral.
The result was excellent. It dropped down on target to enclose Alice perfectly. The lower section of chain pinned her arms to her sides, while the upper part tightened against her teeth to prevent her from speaking spells of dark magic.
Alice gave a soft little cry before she was silenced by the chain, and she fell to her knees, staring up at me with wide eyes.
My own eyes brimmed over with tears that trickled down my cheeks, and I gave a sob of anguish. How had it finally come to this? Never in my wildest and darkest nightmares had I envisioned binding Alice. Yes, I had practiced, but this was for real.
And what would happen now? Must I put her in a pit? Must I do what I had often struggled to persuade my master not to do?
I stared down at Alice, my vision blurred. Then I noticed that, despite the chain, her left hand was still holding the burlap sack. I reached forward to snatch it from her . . . and then it happened.
Alice vanished.



CHAPTER XXII
A FIERCE, WARLIKE RACE




THE silver chain fell in a coil on the grass. Alice had disappeared, taking the Fiend’s head with her.
I stared at the place where she had been kneeling, apparently vanquished. How had she done that? Once bound with a silver chain, a witch was helpless. That was what my master had taught me, and all my experience told me the same.
For Alice to escape in this way—to vanish—was an incredible display of dark magic. I wondered for a moment if it was simply some spell of illusion. But when I reached down and retrieved my chain, I was forced to accept what had happened.
When casting a chain, I had to position it perfectly, so that it lay across a witch’s mouth, thus preventing her from hurling some spell against her captor. I had done that, but it had been useless against such a powerful witch. I remembered now what Alice had said about not even needing to utter spells.
But maybe it still wasn’t over. I could use the most recent gift I’d received from Mam: the ability to locate people and objects. Could I find Alice? If so, I could surely follow the Fiend’s head.
On my journey into Cymru I’d known exactly where it was at any one time. But when I tried now, concentrating on the image of the gory head in the burlap sack, nothing happened. I had no sense of it at all. Either the gift didn’t work all the time, or Alice was using some powerful cloaking spell. I suspected the latter.
She had won; I had lost. Once again the Fiend’s head was in the possession of his servants.
Thrusting the chain into my breeches pocket, I set off for the southern garden. The green mist had gone, the magic dispersed with it. Perhaps Grimalkin would now be awake.
As I approached the boggart stone where I’d left her, I saw that she was on her feet. She limped toward me.
I was amazed to see that she was able to put weight on that leg so soon. And it was an expression of alarm on her face, rather than pain.
“It was Alice,” I told her. “She has the Fiend’s head. She used magic to put you into a deep sleep.”
“But not you?” asked Grimalkin. “Her magic didn’t work on you?”
“It made me groggy, but I recovered and went after her. I caught up with her at the edge of the garden. Not that it did me any good. I bound her with a silver chain, and she simply vanished. She has the head, and I haven’t a clue where she’s gone.”
“She’s powerful. In Lukrasta and Alice we couldn’t have two more dangerous and powerful enemies ranged against us,” Grimalkin observed.
“We talked for a little before I cast the chain. She claims she’s doing this for a good reason—she’s chosen to help the Fiend because if he’s destroyed, something worse will come about. She said you’d gone north and discovered a terrible threat. Why didn’t you tell me about it?”
Grimalkin nodded. “I always intended to, but there were other, more immediate threats that claimed priority. What she said is true, though. We should go and talk to Old Gregory, and then decide what to do.”
I followed her through the trees toward the house. She was limping badly now.
“How’s the pain?” I asked. “Is it more manageable?”
“The pin hurts. It’s like a needle of fire boring into me. But I can keep it at bay, and the leg is healing fast. Soon I should be as before. Then it will be time to make our enemies pay.”
I said nothing. We now had to number Alice among these enemies. I didn’t want to think of Grimalkin and Alice fighting to the death, but that was what it had come to.
The Spook was already downstairs when we entered the kitchen. We sat at the table and talked there, two candles illuminating the room and casting our flickering shadows into the corners.
I explained to my master what had happened. I left nothing out, because he was a stickler for detail. Finally I gave him a quick summary of what Alice had said, as far as I could remember.
“Do you take this threat from the north seriously?” said the Spook, directing his question at Grimalkin.
“Alice is right. Part of it she heard from my own lips. There is indeed a warlike race of creatures that has built a great city in the frozen wastes,” Grimalkin began. “In ancient times they went forth and waged war on the humans to the south. They enslaved the women and killed all the males. They are barbaric. They murdered their own females long ago. That much is certainly true.”
“They killed all their women?” exclaimed the Spook. “Is that true as well? That’s insane! How do they continue their race?”
“They enslave human women, breed with them, and also drink their blood. They have powerful magic, too.”
“They’re called the Kobalos,” I interrupted. “There’s something about them in your Bestiary.”
“Aye, lad, that there is. It’s something I once scoffed at, but now I’ve been proved wrong. Go and get it from the library!”
I ran upstairs to fetch the Bestiary, then returned and handed it to my master. He quickly found the right page and began to read silently. After a few moments he looked up.
“I got this information from a few notebooks that once came into my hands, supposedly from an ancient spook called Nicholas Browne. It seemed incredible; I wasn’t really convinced of their authenticity, but just in case there was some smidgeon of truth, I entered the information in the Bestiary with a comment that it couldn’t be verified. I’d have liked a closer look at those notebooks in light of what you’ve told me, but unfortunately they were lost in the fire. Here, lad,” he said, handing me the book. “Read the final paragraph aloud.”
I did as he bade me.
“The Kobalos are a fierce, warlike race who, with the exception of their mages, inhabit Valkarky, a city deep within the arctic circle.
“The name Valkarky means ‘the City of the Petrified Tree’; it is filled with all types of abominations that have been created by dark magic. Its walls are constructed and renewed by creatures that never sleep, creatures that spit soft stone from their mouths. The Kobalos believe that their city will not stop growing until it covers the entire world.”
“Remember what else Alice said,” Grimalkin reminded us. “They worship a god called Talkus who has yet to come into existence. Because of that, they occasionally refer to him as the God Who Is Yet to Be Born. The Kobalos are convinced that he is all-powerful and will lead them in a war against humanity that will never cease until all our males are dead and our females enslaved.”
“Do they predict when this will happen?” asked the Spook.
“They believe it will be very soon,” she replied.
“Alice thinks she’s doing the right thing in preserving the Fiend. She thinks that destroying him will make way for the Kobalos god. . . . Doesn’t that worry you?” I asked Grimalkin. “She claimed it was only your hatred of the Fiend and desire for revenge that stopped you from joining her.”
Grimalkin shook her head. “I don’t necessarily think that finishing the Fiend will lead to the birth of Talkus. Alice’s thinking is shaped by the will of the mage Lukrasta, who certainly wants to preserve his master. I think we must deal with the Fiend first and then turn our attention to the Kobalos threat.”
The Spook nodded. “Of course, the first part’s easier said than done. They have the head once more.”
But by this time I was hardly listening. I had grasped the witch assassin’s words as fiercely as a drowning man would the hand that pulls him from the torrent.
“Do you think that Alice is really in thrall to Lukrasta?” I asked.
“In a way, yes,” she replied.
My hopes soared at this confirmation. But Grimalkin hadn’t finished yet, and she made herself clear.
“I think that Alice has also changed. I was there. I saw their meeting. It was as if their eyes sent forth coils of mutual attraction that bound each to the other. Such things are rare, but it does happen between thinking beings. Alice is strongly influenced by Lukrasta, yes. But if she is in thrall to him, he is also in thrall to her. Alice is a malevolent witch and has found a place where she feels at home: beside a dark mage. You had a bond between you when you were children, but now you have both grown up. Must I repeat what I told you? I will say it again. Forget Alice, Tom, because she is not for you.”
I thought my master would seize upon Grimalkin’s words as confirmation of what he had always believed. But he looked sad, and there was pity in his eyes when he turned to me. I was sure he was about to say something, but he just patted me on the shoulder like a father offering unspoken consolation.
He did speak later, soon after Grimalkin had left the house.
“Getting attached to somebody like Alice is hard, lad,” he told me. “I should know, because I was in love with Meg. The truth is, I still miss her. But it’s for the best that you’re apart—a witch has no business in a spook’s life.”
He and Meg, a lamia witch, had spent winters together in his house up on Anglezarke Moor. But now she had gone back to Greece with her sister, Marcia; the parting had been hard for him.
I nodded. He was trying to help, but it didn’t ease the hurt that I felt inside.
The following morning there was no breakfast waiting. The Spook was sitting there alone, staring at the bare tabletop.
“It doesn’t look good. I think something has happened to the boggart,” he told me.
“Alice wouldn’t harm it!” I retorted. “She made you and Grimalkin sleep. She’d have done the same to the boggart, I’m sure of it.”
After all my efforts summoning the boggart to my aid and forming a bond with it, I certainly hoped it was all right.
“Don’t be so quick to defend her, lad,” said the Spook. “She’s gone to the dark, so who can tell what she might be capable of? But I’m not accusing Alice. I think it’s more likely that Lukrasta did it out of revenge—he didn’t enter the garden, but he might well have been nearby. Don’t forget that the boggart slayed a lot of witches. Lukrasta was in that tower, unable to stop you from getting away with the Fiend’s head. I’ve heard it said that he’s motivated by a terrible pride. It was something you couldn’t have achieved without the boggart, so now he’s taken his revenge.”
“Do you think he’s destroyed it?”
“I fear the worst, lad. Aye, I fear the worst. And now the house and garden are undefended.”
We sat there in silence for a while, and then the Spook suddenly seemed to cheer up a bit; there was a twinkle in his eye. “Well, lad, I suppose you’d better go and burn the bacon, as usual!”
And, despite my best efforts, I did burn it. But we finished every singed bit of it—and soft bread smeared with butter helped to make it a little more palatable.
After breakfast I went out into the garden to talk to Grimalkin, and told her about the missing boggart.
“Lukrasta may have tried to destroy it, but boggarts are very resilient,” she observed. “It may eventually recover— though maybe not in time to help us again.”
Grimalkin was leaning against a tree, seemingly deep in thought. Then I noticed something different about her. Across her body she was wearing her usual diagonal leather straps, bristling with her snippy scissors and other weapons. But at her waist hung a new scabbard with an exceptionally long blade.
“That’s new,” I said, pointing toward the sword. “Is it the one you were forging the other night?”
“It is indeed,” she replied. “As you know, I like to try new methods of combat. A witch assassin must always stretch herself.”
I thought she would draw the sword and show it to me, but she made no move to do so. I didn’t like to ask—maybe she didn’t like anybody else to touch it. Perhaps it was magical in some way, and easily contaminated. So instead I asked about her leg.
“I’m now confident that it will heal fully, but I need to rest it for a couple more days. One of us needs to go in search of our enemies. I would like to know when they bring the Fiend’s body north.”



CHAPTER XXIII
THE ABHUMANS




THERE is a place in the County known locally as Beacon Fell because, generations earlier, during the civil war, it was used for signaling purposes. Fires were lit on the line of hilltops, warning of the approach of enemy troops from horizon to horizon.
It was heavily wooded, but one section, near the summit, was cleared of trees and made a good vantage point. From here I could look west and south—the two directions from which I expected the Fiend’s servants to convey his body.
I settled myself down and kept watch. I expected to be there for at least a couple of days; as usual, I set traps for rabbits to augment the chicken legs and strips of salted ham I’d brought with me. And, of course, I had my usual supply of cheese. The waiting was tedious, and sometimes I studied my most recent notebook, adding to observations and making corrections where necessary.
Memories of my dad drifted into my mind. For a man who’d had little schooling and had gone to sea at an early age, he had been wise. Later he’d become a farmer— which involved hard physical labor from dawn to dusk. But Dad knew his letters and could read and write well. He’d once told me that the best way to think through a problem was to commit all the possible solutions to paper, jotting down anything that came into your head, no matter how crazy it seemed at the time. Then, later, you could read through them, scrapping the daftest ideas and concentrating on the ones that seemed most likely to be effective—although he’d added that sometimes, what at first glance appeared daft would turn out to have real possibilities.
And I really did have a big problem. So I moved to a new page and, on impulse, wrote a heading:
Other Ways to Deal with the Fiend
I hardly thought it likely that I really could just pluck the answer out of my head and find an alternative, but there was no harm in trying. And it would keep the boredom at bay. So I jotted things down quickly as they popped into my head.
1. Burn the Fiend’s head.
2. Burn the Fiend’s body.
3. Burn both.
All these options were very risky. My master thought destroying the Fiend’s flesh on earth would free him to return to the dark to gather his power. So the third was definitely out of the question, but what about the first two? Still risky, no doubt, but burn either head or body, and he certainly couldn’t be put back together again; his spirit might still be trapped in the remaining part. It reminded me of the old rhyme told to children.
All the king’s horses and all the king’s men
Couldn’t put Humpty together again.
That brought a third solution into my head.
4. Cut the Fiend into many small pieces—too many to be found.
Now, that was a possibility. At present he was in two pieces, but if, like Humpty Dumpty, he was cut up into many, which were then hidden, it would be almost impossible to retrieve and reassemble them all.
I carried on jotting down ideas—some dafter than others. By the end I had quite a list, and I resolved to show them to my master when I got back to Chipenden.
Just before noon on the second day of my vigil, the weather, which had been chilly but bright for almost a week, began to change for the worse. I’d had a good view of the distant Irish Sea sparkling in the October sunshine, but now the water slowly darkened and low clouds drifted inland.
There was hardly more than a breeze, although the first cloud was overhead within the hour, and then a light drizzle began to fall. It was a lot warmer than before, but the drizzle turned to rain, and I was soon wet and uncomfortable. The visibility deteriorated steadily, with a mist rolling in from the west. I was just about to return to Chipenden when I heard a chanting in the distance, getting louder as it approached the fell. I’d been expecting witches, but these voices were male and very deep.
At first I couldn’t make out any words, but gradually the sound drew nearer and they became clear.
“Turn wheels! Push cart! Heave it up! Burst your heart!” boomed the voices.
Then, out of the mist, moving up the grassy incline, something astonishing emerged. It was the long eight-wheeled cart bearing the brass-handled coffin containing the body of the Fiend. But in the place of the six strong dray horses were four incredibly large abhumans.
“Turn wheels! Push cart! Heave it up! Burst your heart!”
My heart filled with dismay at the sight of those daunting creatures. How could we hope to fight them?
Two pulled the coffin by means of thick ropes harnessed to their shoulders. Two more were pushing it from the rear. All four were stripped to the waist, their thickset, muscular bodies glistening with rain. Their trousers were saturated and splattered with mud, their feet bare. However, their most distinctive features were the ramlike horns that sprouted from their heads. They were huge—far bigger than Tusk; each must have been at least nine feet tall.
I could attack them on my own, but had little hope of victory against such monstrous brutes. No sooner had I rejected the idea of trying to hinder their progress than other figures emerged from the mist, following the big cart.
I noticed a tall, fierce woman in the lead. Dressed in the manner of Grimalkin, she had leather straps crisscrossing her body, from which the hilts of weapons were visible in their sheaths. I saw that she also had yellow orbs dangling from each earlobe. Was she the leader of this throng? I wondered. Was she a witch assassin?
And it was indeed a throng. More and more figures emerged from the mist, all armed to the teeth. The majority were witches, with black gowns, matted hair, and pointy shoes. Among them were a few more abhumans, though none as big as the four monsters with the cart. There were other witches carrying blades like Grimalkin, and I wondered if they were the assassins of clans that dwelled far beyond the County. Some witches carried long poles with blades lashed to the end. But it wasn’t their weapons that filled my heart with foreboding; it was the sheer number of them. After ten minutes the column was still emerging from the mist. This was an army! What hope had we against so many?
I realized that instead of taking one of the possible routes to the Wardstone or coming toward Chipenden, they were heading northeast. Perhaps they intended to meet up with more of their kind in Pendle?
I left Beacon Fell and headed back toward the Spook’s house.
We talked in the kitchen as we ate our supper, the rain pattering against the windowpanes.
My master had cooked the meal, and it was delicious, but he was in a somber mood and just picked at his plate of ham and potatoes. Grimalkin, on the other hand, cleared her own dish quickly and helped herself to more.
“How many do you think there were?” she asked.
“More than a thousand—they were still coming when I left. Where have so many witches and abhumans come from?” I asked. “Is the tall woman who led them an assassin like you? She had yellow earrings in the shape of spheres.”
Grimalkin knew her immediately. “Her name is Katrina. She is the witch assassin of the Peverel clan, who dwell far to the southeast in a county known as Essex. The orbs are shrunken human skulls in which she has stored power; as you know, I prefer to use the thumb bones of my dead enemies. The quantity of bones means that a greater variety of magic is available to me—but each to her own method. They say she is formidable. We have never met, but no doubt we will cross blades soon. The Fiend’s followers will have gathered from all over this land, from clans that dwell far beyond the County, all banding together to help their master in his hour of need.”
“Aye, and there are so few of us!” exclaimed my master.
“We will be outnumbered, certainly, but we are more than you might think,” said Grimalkin. “As you know, Pendle is divided against itself, and in some cases so are the clans. There are many witches who oppose the Fiend. Tomorrow I will use a mirror to summon those who dwell in more remote locations, but I will also ride to Pendle to rally our local allies.”
At Grimalkin’s mention of the use of the mirror, I saw the Spook grimace and stare down at the tabletop. He had accepted the need to form such alliances, but still couldn’t condone the use of any form of dark magic.
“Mab Mouldheel and her sisters have already been to the Wardstone. I spoke to her when they passed through Chipenden over two weeks ago. They promised to help us at Halloween,” I told Grimalkin. “But I wouldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her,” I added.
“You never bothered to tell me that, lad,” the Spook complained. “You’ve been a good, brave, diligent apprentice—I’ve never had a better. But there’s something that you’ve lacked. You’ve kept too many secrets from your master. And for that you should be sorry!”
“I am sorry for what happened in the past,” I said, “but this is different. It just slipped my mind.”
“Slipped your mind!” he said angrily. “You meet a witch who’s the leader of the Mouldheels and don’t think that worth passing on to me? That’s not to mention all the other things you’ve kept from me!”
“I was going to tell you, I swear it, but the day after, we found Grimalkin injured, and then I had to follow the witches. Since then it’s been one thing after another.”
The Spook nodded but didn’t meet my eyes. My omissions were piling up in his mind. He was clearly hurt by my lapse.
“I agree that Mab Mouldheel is not entirely to be trusted,” Grimalkin added after what seemed an uncomfortable silence, “but she helped us in Greece and I know she is opposed to the Fiend. Very few of her clan support him. They should come to us in numbers. Against such vast opposition, we need all the help we can get.”
Recent events had exhausted me, and no sooner had my head touched the pillow that night than I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
I awoke in the early hours. It was absolutely dark. I was finding it difficult to breathe.
There was a weight on my chest.
I felt a moment of terror, for the thing on my chest was moving.
Was this a nightmare? Was I still asleep? I wondered.
A moment later I was assured that I was wide awake by a voice whispering right inside my head.
Help me. I am desperate. Give me some of your blood or I will die.
It was the boggart, Kratch! The voice sounded weak and wobbly.
Without hesitation I spoke into the darkness. “Where have you been?” I asked. “I thought that you’d been destroyed.”
I fell away from this world toward the dark and lacked the strength to get back. I flickered like a candle in a storm on the edge of oblivion. I struggled long and hard; now I am finally here, but fear to fall again. It is as if I am on the edge of a cliff above a dark abyss. Help me or I will fall, never to rise again!
I was afraid to offer more of my blood, afraid that I might die in the process, afraid of what the consequences might be. But if I wished to have the boggart as an ally—how could I refuse?
“You can have some of my blood. Take it!” I commanded.
There was the lightest of touches on the back of my left hand as the boggart’s claw scratched my skin. There was no pain. But then I felt the lapping of a very small, rough tongue.
It seemed to go on for a long time. After a while I felt my heart thundering in my ears. It was a slow, heavy beat, and it seemed to be laboring.
“Enough! Enough!” I cried. “If you take too much, my heart will stop and I’ll die!”
The lapping ceased and there was a new sound—the low, light purring of a cat. And then, but for the thudding within my head, there was silence. Kratch had gone.
I sat up, fumbled in the dark for my tinderbox, and lit a candle. And there I stayed, feeling weak and nauseous, the room spinning around me.
When I felt strong enough to stand, I walked unsteadily down to the kitchen to get a cup of water. I sat slumped at the kitchen table and began to sip it, enjoying the feeling of the cold water slipping down my throat, thinking over what had happened.
Of course, there was no certainty that the boggart would be able to regain its strength and help us in the approaching battle. But it had not been destroyed—that was the good news. However, the thought of what I had done still filled me with unease.
The first time the boggart had taken my blood, I’d had no choice in the matter. This time I’d given it freely. Should I have done otherwise? To deny it what it asked might have been fatal, and we needed its help more than ever.
But the process reminded me of what some Pendle witches did—they had a familiar and fed it their blood. In return, it became almost a part of them, like extra hands or a pair of eyes, able to do their bidding at a distance. In the first year of my apprenticeship, Alice had done something similar, giving her blood to the demonic creature called the Bane. But the Bane was nothing like a rat, a toad, or a bird, the small creatures used by most witches; he had threatened to dominate and control her.
That might happen to me, for Kratch was a powerful boggart.
What if it came to me again asking for blood?
What should I do?



CHAPTER XXIV
A PLAGUE OF SKELTS




THE following morning I woke up late and was the last one down to breakfast.
My master and Grimalkin were already at the table, engaged in conversation. They were tucking into big plates of bacon and eggs.
“Good news, lad!” the Spook greeted me cheerfully. “The boggart’s back and it’s cooked us a hearty breakfast. My compliments to the chef!” He looked toward the fireplace, where a fire was blazing, filling the room with warmth.
The invisible boggart responded to his words with a faint purr.
I took my place at the table with a barely perceptible nod to each of them. Then I reached across and heaped up my plate with eggs and bacon, cutting myself a thick slice of bread and butter. I ate in silence, barely listening to the conversation between the witch assassin and my master. The food was cooked to perfection, though not as piping hot as I liked it; I wished I’d come down earlier.
“So are you in agreement with that, lad?” asked the Spook.
I looked up. I’d been concentrating on eating. “Am I in agreement with what?”
“Aren’t you listening? Keep your mind on things!” His voice was sharp. “You look a bit peaky. Did you sleep badly?”
I nodded. “I was awake half the night.”
“Sleep is important, lad. But there’s nothing better for combating insomnia than being physically exhausted when you go to bed. So what I’d like you to do is get yourself to the mill north of Caster and ask Judd Brinscall to join us in the coming fight. He’s a handy lad with a staff, and those three big dogs will be more than welcome, too. And what about that blacksmith brother of yours—James? You said he’s safe and well now. He’s a strong lad and gave a good account of himself up on Pendle Hill when we fought those witches. Maybe you should go out to the farm afterward and ask him to join us.”
I shook my head. “My family is in enough danger already. Remember what the Fiend warned about James? He was doubtless attacked by creatures of the dark, not robbers as he thought. I’d rather not bring him into more danger.”
“I’ll leave it up to you, lad. But remember, the odds are against us and we need every good soul we can get. All the County families will be in danger if we lose this battle and the Fiend is restored. Anyway, contact Judd first. I’ll expect you back tomorrow. Don’t forget that time is short. It’s only six days till Halloween.”
In order to do as he asked I’d have to run part of the way—the mill was at least a full day’s journey each way. But he was right. Time was running out.
“I’ll set off as soon as I’ve eaten,” I told him.
“Good lad! And while you’re doing that, Grimalkin will travel to Pendle to see how many allies she can gather for us there.”
I prepared to set off. I didn’t bother with my bag because I’d be traveling fast. But I had my silver chain tied around my waist under my shirt, and I was carrying my staff. I brought the two daggers but left the Destiny Blade behind.
Grimalkin was leaning against her horse, apparently whispering into its left ear. She wore the leather scabbards across her body, and they bristled with blades. Her lips were painted black. She looked formidable, and ready for combat.
“You’re going to ride?” I called out to her.
She nodded and led her mount to where I was standing.
“My leg is getting stronger every day but is still not ready for the walk to Pendle and back. . . . You fed the boggart last night, didn’t you?” she asked.
“Yes,” I admitted. “It came and asked for my blood, so I agreed. Otherwise it would have died. That’s what it told me.”
“You probably saved its life. But your face was so pale this morning—it’s a wonder your master didn’t suspect as much.”
“I never told him about the previous time, so the thought would never have entered his head. He was too busy enjoying his breakfast to notice.”
“Beware, Tom. The danger is that such a creature might take too much and kill you.”
“That’s what worries me,” I told Grimalkin. “What if it starts to dominate and control me like the Bane did with Alice? That’s the second time I’ve given it my blood.”
“That is another danger,” she agreed. “But if it works out well, you could establish a good partnership with the boggart. Remember what happened with Alice?”
I thought back to those dark days in Priestown, when Alice had released the Bane from its prison in the labyrinth behind the silver gate. “The third time she gave it her blood . . . that was to be the crucial moment when she became completely dominated by it.”
“Yes,” said Grimalkin, “and that’s the moment of risk for you too. But the Bane was a dark demonic entity, far more powerful than this boggart, and Alice was always being tugged toward the dark. You are strong. If you are careful, you could form a more equal partnership.”
I nodded; what she said was interesting.
Grimalkin rode southeast toward Pendle while I headed in the opposite direction, taking the high route over the fells. As I walked, I thought about the boggart—both the threat and the promise of greater united strength. And I remembered what it had said to me: You are brave! You are worthy to walk with me.
Those words suggested that it was indeed offering me an equal relationship rather than seeking to control me. But could you trust a creature of the dark? It had little of the human about it.
I strode up onto Parlick. Halfway up I came to some narrow sheep trails cutting across the rough grass, and I followed one round. It brought me onto the western flank of a sequence of fells, with the sea visible to my left.
It was another bright, sunny day with little cloud. I couldn’t help thinking that we’d soon pay for the fact that, apart from the downpour on Beacon Fell, we’d had little rain lately. The County is mostly wet and windy, and nature would probably redress the balance by giving everything a long, hard soaking.
I set a fast pace but soon got winded and had to rest. It was all right the Spook telling me to complete the journey quickly so that I’d sleep, but losing so much blood to the boggart had weakened me; it was unlikely I’d reach the mill before dark.
While I nibbled at my cheese I realized that I hadn’t yet talked to the Spook about the ideas that I’d jotted down in my notebook.
I thought about the list again and contemplated the battle ahead. We would be outnumbered, but the aim was not to defeat our opponents but to somehow ensure that the head and body of the Fiend were kept apart. This had to be done either before sunset or midnight on Halloween, when their dark magic would restore his power.
I knew from studying my master’s maps—now unfortunately lost in the fire—that several ley lines passed through the Wardstone. If I could get myself into the right position, I could summon the boggart to my side again. Of course, this time our enemies would be well aware of the potential threat. No doubt Lukrasta would try to destroy Kratch. And Alice might be by his side, joining her strength to his.
I pushed the hurtful thought aside and continued on my way, passing east of Caster as the sun sank below the horizon. Here I crossed a ley line that ran east toward the Wardstone; the invisible line of power was also one of the old tracks that led from the coast toward the hill. But there was no sight of any witches, nor any indication that they had been in the area.
By the time I started to follow the west bank of the canal, the sun had set. This place held many memories. Here I’d been pushed into the cold mucky water by Bill Arkwright and taught to swim the hard way! He’d been a tough master, but I’d grown to like him. I recalled sadly how in Greece he had fallen when holding off some fire elementals while the Spook, Alice, and I escaped.
My most scary memory of that time had taken place here on the canal bank. I’d climbed down into the hold of a black barge and come face-to-face with the Fiend himself, sitting on a huge throne and surrounded by black candles. It was from his lips that I first learned that Alice was his daughter; and that Bony Lizzie was her true mother. . . .
The mill was hidden behind a row of trees and the moon was obscured by clouds, so it was difficult to find the place where I needed to leave the canal. But then I came to the bridge and heard a stream rushing below in the darkness, so I scrambled down the bank and followed this west. Soon I was ducking beneath the branches of weeping willows to reach the six-foot iron fence that bordered the mill garden.
It was then that I heard a noise in the darkness, somewhere to my left. I turned just as the moon emerged to illuminate a fearsome insectlike creature with a flat head and a long snout. I recognized it immediately—that long bone tube put its identity beyond doubt. I raised my staff, but it scuttled away, and I lost sight of it when the moon went behind a cloud again.
It was a skelt! They were rare, and to find one so close to the mill was disturbing. What was it doing here? I wondered.
After that I proceeded more cautiously, following the fence through soggy ground to find the narrow gap that was the only entrance to the mill. I waded through the saltwater moat to the inner garden. All this, fence and saltwater, formed part of the defenses against water witches; the whole area teemed with them. But there was another deterrent—the dogs!
As I headed toward the mill, they began to bark. I heard a door open, and then the three big wolfhounds were racing through the darkness toward me. A tremor of fear momentarily knotted my stomach. Claw and her two fully grown pups, Blood and Bone, were used to hunt down water witches. I knew them well; they were savage. They should have recognized me by my scent, but they were bounding toward me, and I was still nervous.
At the last moment the furious barking ceased, and then I was down on my knees, patting them and being licked in return.
“It’s Tom Ward!” I called out before continuing, the dogs running around me in circles.
I wished it was Bill Arkwright stepping out to greet me, but things changed and you had to live with it. Instead it was Judd Brinscall who came to shake my hand and give me a warm, welcoming smile before leading me inside.
Soon I was seated at Judd’s table, tucking into a large plate of lamb’s liver and onions. Judging by this, Judd was an excellent cook. I was starving so, aside from the first pleasantries we’d exchanged on meeting, I hadn’t yet told him the reason for my visit.
He waited patiently, watching me eat, and I suddenly remembered his betrayal of the Spook at Todmorden. He had helped to lure my master into a situation where he had almost lost his life. Of course Judd’s family had been targeted by dark forces, and he’d been acting under duress. At the time I’d found it difficult to forgive him for his betrayal, but now I realized that I had to let bygones be bygones.
“How are things here, Judd?” I asked, swallowing the last tasty mouthful. “Do you know, I saw a skelt not too far from your fence.”
I expected him to be surprised, but he just nodded. “The water witches are under control at last. I must have killed a dozen of them, and I’ve another three in pits. Now I have another infestation on my hands—this time it’s skelts.”
My blood ran cold at that. I remembered what Grimalkin and Alice had told me about the Kobalos to the north: They awaited the birth of their god in the form of a skelt. Skelts formed the hilts of the hero swords, too. Why should there be so many skelts around—especially at this critical time, as we approached Halloween?
“But they’re rare, surely,” I said. “Bill Arkwright once told me that you could go for years without seeing even one.”
“That’s true,” Judd agreed. “He told me exactly the same thing. But they’re anything but rare now. They’re killing a lot of sheep. Every morning there’s a dozen or so lying drained and dead along the canal. Farmers no longer put their animals in fields anywhere near water or bog. I could do with a bit of help. . . . I don’t suppose your master would loan you to me for a couple of months?”
“In other circumstances, Judd, I’m sure he’d have been glad to offer you my help, but I’m afraid we’re facing a crisis and we need your help. That’s why I’m here. Mr. Gregory has asked me to bring you to Chipenden—the three dogs too, if you don’t mind.”
The Spook had written to Judd, informing him of what had happened, but now I explained in detail. Judd listened in silence, his face grave.
“It sounds like the odds are against us,” he said at last, looking glum.
“It’s likely to go hard,” I agreed. “Not all of us will live to tell the tale.”
For a moment I thought he was going to refuse his help, but then he leaned forward and patted my shoulder. “Well, get a good night’s sleep, Tom. We’ll set off for Chipenden at first light.”
It was late when we reached the Spook’s house. After eating supper and discussing matters with my master, Judd went to bed in the spare room that had once belonged to Alice. I sat with the Spook for a while, watching a big fire roaring in the grate. The nights were starting to get colder. Winter was approaching.
“Well, lad, thanks for bringing Judd and the dogs to our aid. Tomorrow morning you can set off for the farm to collect that big blacksmith brother of yours. No doubt you’ll enjoy meeting up with your family again.”
I felt annoyed—I’d already told him that I didn’t want to involve James again. Hadn’t he listened to what I’d said? My master was certainly persistent, but he meant well, so I tried to keep the anger from my reply.
“No,” I told him firmly. “As I said, I’ve caused enough trouble for my family. Jack and Ellie and Mary could have died when they were taken prisoner by the witches. They’ll always be in some danger because of the job I do—but no, not this time. I’m sorry, but I can’t do it. Not when the risk is so great.”
I thought back to those dark days when I’d helped to rescue my family from a cell in Malkin Tower. The experience had almost killed Jack and driven him to the edge of insanity. And then James had risked his life in the battle on Pendle Hill.
“I understand, lad.” The Spook looked grave. “But I would still like you to think again. Sleep on it overnight. If you change your mind, let me know in the morning. After that, I won’t mention it again unless you do. Now, there is something else we need to talk over. What about the boggart? You know that several ley lines run through the Wardstone . . . you could summon it again. But should we use it in the battle ahead?”
“It’ll be weaker after what’s happened,” I said. “Even at its full strength, it would have been no match for Lukrasta and all those witches, had they been prepared. This time they’ll be ready for it.”
“That may be so, but it would destroy some of them and help us to achieve our aims. You aren’t willing to put the life of James on the line. I understand that well enough— sorry!” The Spook held up his hand. “I promised I wouldn’t mention that again. But this is a boggart we’re talking about—a fearsome creature of the dark that would take your life and mine but for the bargains we made with it. Surely you can see that?”
I nodded. “I won’t squander its life, but I’ll summon it if our need is great. If we face defeat. . . .”
The Spook nodded. “That’s good to hear, lad. Now for the most important thing of all—how are we to deal with the Fiend? I’ve been thinking about that lately. The ritual’s out of the question, we agree on that, and the girl’s foolish experiment with the Doomdryte came to nothing. Is there another way?”
“I’ve been thinking about that myself,” I told him. “I’ve jotted some ideas down in my notebook. . . .”
“Then read them out to me, lad.”
I did as he asked, but I suspected that he already had some ideas of his own.
I had nine: some sounded really stupid to me now, but I read them out anyway.
“The fourth one seems the most promising,” said the Spook. “Cutting the Fiend into small pieces is gruesome, but it could work. Hiding them might not put an end to the Fiend, but it would certainly make it difficult for his supporters to locate and reassemble the pieces. In Ireland, we should have thought more carefully about simply separating the head from the body.”
“So you think that’s a good idea?” I asked.
“It’s as good as anything I’ve been able to come up with, lad. It will be very difficult to implement, but we can do it. . . .” He sighed, and then added, “We’ll be greatly outnumbered. We must prepare to fight to the bitter end. And we’ve got to believe that we’ll succeed. Maybe a few of us will get through to the Fiend. In that case, we should just take pieces of him and scatter. . . . You have those three blades—the hero swords which were to be used to sacrifice Alice. What if we use them against the Fiend in a similar way?”
“What, cut off his thumb bones?”
“Aye, lad, why not? They have great significance to witches. They’re a source of magical power. That’s why Grimalkin wears them as a necklace. For one witch to lose them to another is a source of shame; some believe that it means that after death they’ll be trapped in the dark forever, never able to return to this world. So my advice to you is to take his thumbs and carry them away with you if you can. Do to him what you were supposed to do to Alice!”
“Cut out his heart?”
“I doubt you’ll get the chance to do that, but sever the head from the body if it’s already reconnected, then take the thumbs and run. That might buy us some time. If more of us get through, we’ll each take another piece of him.”
We sat in silence for a moment, thinking about the huge challenge that awaited us. I did feel better now that we had a plan in place.
The Spook stirred. “Get yourself off to bed, lad. You must be tired after your journey. Grimalkin agrees with me that they will probably attempt to restore the Fiend at sunset. So gather your strength—Halloween is only four days away.”
I went up to my room and crawled into bed. The journey to and from the mill had indeed tired me out. I was exhausted, and my eyes closed the moment my head touched the pillow.
I woke up just as swiftly.
The boggart was lying across my legs again. I could hear it purring loudly.
I need more of your blood. Give it to me now! Kratch demanded in a rasping voice.
“Why do you need my blood so urgently?” I asked. “Won’t your strength return without more? Haven’t you taken enough already?”
I need more for the coming battle! the boggart cried.
“Why does it have to be my blood? Can’t you take the blood of an animal? Or I could walk with you down a line until we reach one of the many enemies who seek our lives. Why not take the blood of a witch?”
Your blood is special to me. It is the blood of a brother.
“We are brothers?”
Yes, we are brothers in spirit. And without me you will be defeated. “But if you fight alongside us, you may be destroyed,” I pointed out.
Nothing lives forever. I have dwelled on this world too long already!
The boggart seemed prepared to sacrifice itself. Was it really tired of existing? But what it said changed nothing. I would still be cautious and avoid using it if at all possible.
“I will not summon you to certain destruction unless we face defeat.”
Then give me more blood and I will await your call.
“I am afraid to give you more,” I admitted. “You might take too much and stop my heart.”
It is good that you say that. Only the truly brave can admit that they are afraid. I look forward to fighting alongside you again. Fear not. You will not die in this bed. I will take what I need—not one jot more. Trust me, I will leave you your life, and within a day you will completely recover your strength.
But I remembered the threat to Alice from the Bane. The third time blood was given was truly dangerous. Who knew what the consequences might be? I had to weigh Grimalkin’s advice against that. She saw the dangers but had argued that the boggart wasn’t as powerful as the Bane. One day, because I was strong, I might achieve a very useful partnership with it. But then another thought struck me. . . .
“But will giving you more of my blood change me? There is a significance attached to the third gift of blood.”
Yes, it will change you. All exchanges between conscious beings result in change. I will become more human, and you will become more boggart. Isn’t that fair?
I didn’t know what that would mean for me, but my instincts told me to go ahead. My master had always taught me to follow my gut feelings. And it had proven good advice—that inner sense of what was right had rarely let me down.
“Then take my blood,” I said softly.
I felt the scratch on the back of my left hand, and then the rough tongue of the cat-boggart began to lap. Soon the metallic smell of my blood filled my nostrils. It seemed to go on for a long time, and eventually my heart began to labor and the pulse in my temple turned into a throbbing headache.
I fell into a deep, dark, dreamless sleep, aware that the boggart was still lapping.
Would I ever wake up? I was too weak and weary to be truly afraid. At that moment I didn’t care what happened to me.
The next thing I remember, morning light was streaming in through the window. I felt the boggart lying across my legs again, but it was invisible.
Can you hear that? it asked.
“What?” I asked. “What do you mean?”
I can hear the birds singing!
“The birds sing every morning,” I said.
I took little notice of them until this moment. I thought no more of them than I did insects buzzing around a stagnant pool. But their singing is like music. I would rather listen to them than eat them.
And then the weight of the boggart left my legs, and it was gone. When I got out of bed, I felt weak and dizzy. I hoped that I’d recover quickly. I was going to need all my strength for the coming battle.
After breakfast the Spook went up to his library. I headed into the garden for a stroll. Grimalkin was turning her horse out to graze. She had evidently just returned from a ride.
“I have been out to scout the movements of our enemies,” she reported. “There is a large encampment on the lower slopes of Beacon Fell. They seem to be preparing to head north.”
“Did you manage to enlist more allies for the battle?” I asked.
“Yes, but some I had counted on are afraid to join our cause. Still, we will have enough to carry the fight to our enemies.”
She pointed toward the eastern garden and gave me a strange smile. She was wearing her many blades, but I noticed that the long one that she had recently forged was no longer at her hip.
“Walk with me,” she commanded.
So I followed her among the trees to her forge. It was cold now, filled with ashes. The sword lay on the grass beside it. She picked it up and held it toward me, hilt first.
“I forged this for you,” she said. “It is a gift. Take it!”
I looked down at the sword in astonishment. The first thing that struck me was that it was ugly. It was nothing like the ornate, carefully crafted hero swords, supposedly fashioned by the Old God Hephaestus. This one looked unfinished, and lacked any embellishment. Rather than glinting in the sunlight, the blade was dull and rusty.
Grimalkin smiled as if reading my mind. “Never look a gift horse in the mouth,” she warned. “This blade may not look pretty, but combat is not about that. Embellishments are often an affectation that pleases the creator. I prefer functionality. The sword I have crafted is a formidable weapon. It is designed to win. It is designed to kill your opponent. Take it!”
So I accepted the blade. As soon as I held it in my right hand, the one I used for wielding the Destiny Blade, I knew that the balance was perfect. The skelt sword had not been made for me, and I had only slowly learned to adjust to its feel and weight. This was much lighter, and instantly felt perfect in my hand. I would fight more easily with such a blade.
“I made it from a meteorite that fell to earth far to the north,” Grimalkin explained. “The ore is very rare. This starblade retains its edge without the need for sharpening. And it will never break—it is exceptionally strong.
“That ore has an additional quality,” she continued. “It readily absorbs the magic of the person who crafts it. After that, it will accept changes from no one else. Thus I have built into it a powerful shield against any dark magic that is intended to harm you. While you wield it or wear it on your person, you will be impervious to such threats. With that blade in your hand, you may face the strongest witch or mage and be in no fear of them. But it will not make you invulnerable. My own magic would fail if I directed it at you, but that would not daunt me. I would use my blades and kill you anyway. So beware. Another may do the same. Many mages are also warriors.”
I nodded, and then remembered my recent conversation with my master.
“I was talking to the Spook about the best way to deal with the Fiend. We think we should first sever the head from the body again and then take the thumbs. After that, we could cut away as many pieces of him as possible and scatter them to the winds. I think I should make the main cuts with the hero swords. After all, they were to have been part of the ritual that involved Alice. What do you think?”
“I agree. It will at least make the task of his servants more difficult next time they attempt to restore him,” she replied. “But I doubt whether that alone will prove sufficient to destroy him completely. . . .” She stared at the ground, frowning.
“I thank you for the blade.” I smiled at the witch assassin. “But why give it to me now? Have you scryed that I’ll have need of it soon?”
“Use the hero swords against the Fiend, but take the starblade along as an additional weapon. Sooner or later you will need it.”
I resolved to do as she advised. Magic would be used against us, and this blade would help to protect me.



CHAPTER XXV
BREWER’S FARM




LATE in the morning I was in the library with my master. I was jotting down information about the new sword in my notebook; he was updating his Bestiary.
I’d told him about Grimalkin’s gift, but he had made no comment. I knew why. It might ward off dark magic, but magic had also been used to create it. He would never fully come to terms with that.
He caught my eye and gave me a sad smile. And in that second I changed my mind.
Sometimes we don’t make decisions as a result of careful reflection and a step-by-step process of logical thought. It is as if something deep within the mind has been considering a problem, and suddenly makes a decision, which we accept.
I’d said I wouldn’t risk my brother James, but suddenly I realized that something far greater than an individual life was at stake here. I was willing to lay my own life on the line. Shouldn’t I at least go and give James that option? After all, he had been a formidable figure, leading the charge against the witches during the battle on Pendle Hill.
“I’ll visit the farm and ask James if he’ll join us,” I said to the Spook.
“Thanks, lad. I know it’s hard for you to involve your family, but I believe you’ve made the right decision. I could send word to my only remaining brother, Andrew, the locksmith, but he isn’t a fighter, whereas James will be a real asset.”
“If James is killed in the battle, I’ll have made the wrong decision,” I muttered.
“The odds against us are great. We could all die,” replied the Spook, weariness and resignation in his voice. “Many of us surely will. But if we succeed, then the sacrifice will have been worthwhile. I am not a vengeful person, but I’ve seen a good deal of evil in my life. I’ve seen families brought to their knees by war; I’ve seen brother fight brother and son turn against father— and all those things were the result of the Fiend’s influence in this world. Not to mention the direct attacks by servants of the dark, which I’ve tried to thwart all my life. Aye. As I’ve said, I’m not a person who would ordinarily seek revenge, but it’s time to pay them back for what’s been inflicted, not only upon the County but on the wider world beyond.”
I nodded. I knew that he was right.
Within the hour I had set off for the farm that was once my home—where I was raised alongside my six brothers, four of whom were now dispersed across the County, with families of their own. Jack still ran the farm, but he now had the help of James, who was also working as a blacksmith there. I certainly wasn’t going to ask Jack to help us in the coming battle—he had a family, as did my other brothers.
I had mixed feelings about going home. So much had changed. Mam was no longer there; both she and Dad were dead. I remembered I had been happy there as a child. But I could never go back to that. It had changed into something else.
I halted and made camp overnight, still some miles from the farm. It was best to arrive in the light, as Jack had requested.
Early the next morning I came down through the wood on Hangman’s Hill, crunching through the fallen leaves. Here, on a cold winter’s night, a select few could doubtless still hear the ghasts of the dead soldiers executed during the civil war, swinging from their ropes. But now the trees were full of morning birdsong and the sun was shining through the chilly air, casting twig patterns on the grass.
There was no hint of a ghast, but to one side I could see the huge swath of trees felled by the Fiend when he’d come for me. I’d taken shelter in the special room where Mam had once kept her boxes; the Fiend had been unable to prevail against the magic she’d used to defend it.
At last I could see the familiar shape of Brewer’s Farm below me—the locals called it that because it had once been the only source of locally brewed beer. Dad had never bothered with brewing, though, and we had just called it “the farm” or “home.”
The farm dogs warned of my arrival, and Jack came out of the barn and strode toward me. He was a big man whose bushy eyebrows often met in a scowl. But today he was smiling.
“Tom! Tom! What a surprise! It’s good to see you!” he cried.
He grasped me in a bear hug, but without his usual trick of trying to crush my ribs. As we broke apart, I saw that he didn’t tower over me as he’d done formerly. I would never be as tall as Jack, but in a couple more years I might come close.
“How’s the family—Ellie and little Mary?” I asked.
“Oh, they’re just fine. You won’t recognize Mary. She’s bright as a button and a right little tomboy, full of mischief. She’s always climbing things and getting into trouble.”
“And James?”
“He would never admit it, but he was more than a little shaken by his ordeal at the hands of those thugs. He’s back to his usual self, though. His forge makes more than the farm now—he’s very generous and does more than just pay his way. He’s been a good brother to me.”
This was going to make things even harder. If James came with me, I would be depriving my other brother of his help and financial support.
“So what brings you out this way, Tom?” Jack continued. “No doubt you’re here to sort out a few of the problems we’ve been having locally.”
“What problems?” I asked.
“Nothing’s happened near the farm, apart from the usual,” Jack said, gesturing toward Hangman’s Hill. “But on the far side of Topley village, all hell’s broken loose. It’s been like that for weeks. Ghosts, boggarts, witches, you name it. There’ve been sightings of ghosts just outside the churchyard, and a boggart has taken up residence at Beck Cottage. The owners stayed on less than a week after it took over. Now it’s becoming dangerous—it keeps throwing stones at passersby. We’ve seen a lot of witches, too. Small groups have passed through, heading north, stealing and threatening folk as they go.”
No doubt the witches were heading for the Wardstone to join other supporters of the Fiend. But this increased level of activity from the dark made me wonder. Was it because of the coming crisis at Halloween? Were dark powers gathering everywhere?
“I’ve actually come to ask for James’s help with a big problem we’ve got to the north,” I said, “but I’ll certainly find time to sort that boggart before we leave.” I reckoned I could spare an hour or two to deal with it before I returned to Chipenden.
“You said ‘we.’ Do you intend to take James with you?”
I nodded. “That’s if he’ll agree to help.”
“You’ll be taking him into danger? You expect him to help you fight the dark in some way?” The smile was gone from Jack’s face, replaced by a growing anger. “Don’t you think he’s suffered enough recently?”
“Yes, he’s suffered. We’ve all suffered in one way or another. But the whole County and beyond is facing something much worse. And don’t think that you’ll be safe here, Jack,” I warned. “There’s danger ahead, and it’s got to be faced, even if it takes the lives of both James and me.”
The anger faded from Jack’s face. I saw instead a mixture of fear and sadness as he stared at the ground.
“Ellie’s having another baby,” he said at last. “After what happened at Pendle, I thought we’d never add to our family. But she’s nervous, Tom, so play down the danger, won’t you?”
Ellie had been pregnant when she and Jack and Mary were captured by the witches. The trauma of their abduction had caused her to lose what would have been her second child.
“Of course I will, Jack—and congratulations!”
He beamed at me and clapped me on the shoulder before leading me toward the house. The forge lay just beyond the barn, but I couldn’t see James at work there.
“James is repairing farm machinery on the other side of Topley,” Jack said, reading my thoughts. “He’ll be back before dark, most likely in time for the evening meal. I’d be grateful if you didn’t tell him what’s needed while we’re dining—it will only upset Ellie. She gets tired and we go to bed early most nights, so you’ll get your chance to talk then, out of her earshot. I’ll break it to her gently once we’ve gone to bed. Will you be all right sleeping on the couch downstairs?”
“Of course I will, but are you sure? Will Ellie be happy with that? I know having a spook’s apprentice around makes you all nervous. I had planned to be away by dusk.”
“Ellie will be fine, and so will I, Tom. We’ll manage this time. Besides, James will be more ready for bed than a long journey. We’ll survive until morning, don’t you worry.”
I wondered why Jack had changed his mind about me staying in the farmhouse after dark. Was it because of the danger we all faced? Maybe it was because he thought he might never see me or James again and didn’t want to turn me out on what might be our last meeting.
I turned to see that Ellie had come out to greet me. I noticed that her corn-colored hair was lighter now; the recent years had leached something of the glow from it. There were also faint lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. But when she smiled, you realized how lucky Jack was to have a wife like her. I had a sudden tightness in my throat at the thought of losing Alice, but with a surge of anger I thrust it away from me.
“Oh, Tom! It’s so good to see you!” Ellie gave me a warm hug. “Mary! Mary! Tom’s here! Come and see your uncle!” she shouted.
A little girl came running through the doorway to stare up at me with big round eyes. She bore no resemblance to the dirty, terrified child I’d seen clutching her mother in Malkin Tower two years earlier.
“Hello, Mary,” I said with a smile.
“Hello, Uncle Tom. Have you come to kill the bog?”
“She means the boggart that’s been throwing stones,” Ellie explained. “She can’t stop talking about it.”
“Hopefully I won’t have to kill it,” I told the child. “Sometimes you can talk a boggart into moving on.”
“Can I come and watch? I want to hear it speak.”
“I’m not allowed to take other people with me when I go to deal with boggarts,” I told her. “Most don’t talk, but if this one does, I’ll remember every word and repeat it back to you. Will that do?”
Mary smiled and nodded.
I smiled back, then glanced quickly at my brother and his wife. They were a happy family. I’d almost forgotten how pleasant it was to spend time in their company. Then a wave of sadness washed over me. I might die in the coming battle. I might never see them again.
James came back just in time for supper, just as Jack had predicted, and he shook my hand warmly. He looked strong and fit—his job no doubt kept him that way. He was as tall as Jack, but much more muscular. His nose had been broken at one time and not properly reset, so that it was squashed against his face. But despite that, he was still handsome in a roguish way, and smiles came to his face very easily.
I did as Jack asked and didn’t mention the real reason for my visit, even when James asked me outright.
“What brings you home, Tom? Anything special, or are you just passing through?”
I swallowed a mouthful of hotpot to give me time to think. “I hear you’ve been having some local problems with the dark,” I told him. “Tomorrow I’m going to try and sort out that boggart the other side of Topley.”
Jack gave me a grateful smile.
“Tom’s going to talk to it!” Mary announced.
“Of course he is, love,” Ellie told her warmly. “Most things in this world can be solved by talking. It just takes a little patience, that’s all—something that most men lack.”
I smiled at Ellie, wishing that were really true. Could we talk the servants of the Fiend out of supporting their master come Halloween? It would be easier to hold back the tide.



CHAPTER XXVI
NOBODY WILL BE SAFE




WHEN Jack and Ellie went upstairs, James rose from the table. “Come and look at the forge, Tom,” he suggested. “It’s changed a bit since the last time you saw it.”
It gave me the perfect excuse to talk to him alone. He lit a lantern and led me across the yard, then proudly showed off his new equipment: two big new vises, an anvil, and rows and rows of specialized tools hanging from hooks on the wall.
“I love this job,” he told me. “There’s a lot of satisfaction to be had in doing a job well and providing a service at a reasonable price. People appreciate that. The other local smith has retired now, and I’ve almost more work than I can handle.”
I nodded. “You’ve done well, James. But I didn’t give you the whole story because Jack doesn’t want to upset Ellie. I’m here to ask you a favor. Remember when you led the charge against the witches on Pendle Hill? Well, something similar is afoot, and we need your help again.”
I explained what had been going on and how there would be a violent struggle at Halloween between us and the forces of the dark. Jack’s face became grim as he listened. Twice he shook his head.
“It sounds bad, Tom, but I’m not sure that I can help. I did it last time because my family was in danger, but this is different. The crops haven’t been too good these last few years—the yield’s been low—and some of the cattle had to be put down recently because of foot rot. Things are tough. Jack and Ellie need me to keep the wolf from the door. Can’t you get the military involved?”
I shook my head. “Soldiers don’t think much of spooks,” I told him. “I don’t think they’d help, and they certainly wouldn’t be prepared to fight alongside our witch allies. They would probably consider both sides to be their enemies. Early this year a large patrol of soldiers was killed by servants of the Fiend near Todmorden. Soldiers aren’t suited to that sort of battle.” I had already discussed this idea with the Spook, and we had decided it wouldn’t help to get the military involved. “Whether you help us or not is up to you, James.”
“I’m just not sure, Tom. . . .”
“There is one thing you should consider. Those thugs who kidnapped you—they weren’t just robbers. They were under orders from the dark, no doubt from the Fiend himself. The intention was to hurt you to put pressure on me. I’m sorry, James,” I added guiltily, “but that could happen again. Not just to you, but to Jack, Ellie, and little Mary. If we do not prevail at Halloween, nobody will be safe. I promised my master that I’d ask you, and now I have. I must confess that at first I was reluctant to drag you into this; I didn’t want to put you in danger again. But it’s desperate times. . . . Anyway, as I said, it’s your decision, James, and I will respect that.”
“When are you going back?”
“Tomorrow morning. I’m off to deal with that boggart now—it’s a thing more easily done in the dark.”
Despite the coming battle, routine spook’s business still had to go on. The boggart would eventually kill somebody if I didn’t sort it out. It was my duty to do so.
“Right, Tom,” James said with a sigh. “Let me think it over. I’ll give you my decision tomorrow.”
The boggart proved uncooperative.
Talking it through didn’t seem to work. You can sometimes persuade such a creature to leave the area, but this one was stubborn.
Like most other types of boggart, stone chuckers spend most of their time invisible—just as well, because they are very ugly, and have six arms. In the first year of my apprenticeship, my master was almost killed by one that had taken up residence in a farmhouse near Adlington.
I could have tried to intimidate it by laying lines of salt and iron around the farm. But that doesn’t always work, and anyway I had no time to spare. So although it was risky, I went up against it head to head. It was armed with rocks, while I had salt in my left hand and iron filings in my right.
My aim was good. The two clouds of salt and iron came together perfectly to slay the boggart. All that was left of it was a stinky puddle of slime on the floor. I came away with a lump the size of an egg on my forehead, but I’d gotten the better of it and was still alive.
I was settled on the couch back at the farm soon after midnight. And, despite a thumping headache, I eventually got sleep.
I was woken early by Jack setting off to do his chores and Ellie cooking breakfast. I sat down to a big plateful of toast and scrambled eggs. Mary was already at the table, spooning porridge into her mouth.
“What did the bog say?” she asked.
“Not a word.” I smiled at her. “We fought, and I won. The bog’s gone.”
“Uncle Tom won!” Mary cried to her mother. 
“Of course he did, love. I never doubted that he would. That’s his job and he’s good at it.”
Ellie was smiling, but as James came in, the smile slipped from her face. One glance told us both what his decision was. In one hand he had his big blacksmith’s hammer; in the other was a traveling bag.
“I’m coming with you, Tom,” he said, confirming what we’d already guessed.
Within the hour James and I were saying our farewells. Jack shook my hand and patted me on the shoulder. “Take care, Tom. Take care. Come back safely, you two.”
Ellie gave James a big hug, and when they broke apart, tears were streaming down her face.
As we set off, leaving the farm behind, I wondered if I’d ever see it again.
And I wondered if I was taking my brother to his death.
Two days before Halloween, we met at dusk in the kitchen of the Spook’s house. I had escorted the members of our small gathering through the garden so that they would not be ripped to shreds by the boggart.
I suspect that even in his wildest dreams my master had not foreseen a situation where such a mixed company would be seated around his table, their eyes shining in the candlelight.
The Spook and I had grown used to Grimalkin’s presence, and Judd and James were no problem. It was Mab, the young leader of the Mouldheels, and a sullen witch with dirty fingernails called Fancy who probably taxed my master the most.
“The first thing to decide is where we should gather our forces,” he said.
“Need we gather at all?” asked Fancy. “Best to attack at once from many directions!”
I could smell her foul breath all the way across the big table, and I began to suspect that it was dried blood rather than dirt under her long fingernails. But she was the leader of a large group from the Deane witch clan, and she had to be tolerated. We needed every ally we could get.
“No!” said Grimalkin emphatically. “We need to combine our strength and focus it. We should be like a spear point. We need to penetrate to wherever our enemies are holding the body of the Fiend. John Gregory and Tom Ward have put forward an idea that seems sound to me. We will cut the Fiend into as many pieces as possible, and scatter, each of us taking one. We can hide them or, even better, do as I have done—keep each part with us and defend it to the death. If this does not put an end to him, at least it will delay any attempt to restore him to the power he once was. Have you attempted to scry the outcome?” She had turned her gaze upon Mab Mouldheel, who was seated on her left.
Mab delighted in being the best scryer in the whole of Pendle, and her pretty face broke into a smile at that tacit acknowledgment of her status by Grimalkin, who had good scrying abilities of her own. One downside of having Mab with us, though, was the stink of her unwashed bare feet, which was even worse than Fancy’s foul breath.
“I have.” She beamed. “But things are unclear. I know that there will be many deaths on both sides. It is highly likely that at least one of us will be slain. Would you like to know the names so you can prepare yourselves?”
“Keep your dark thoughts to yourself,” growled the Spook angrily. “Speak not of such things while you’re under my roof.”
Mab smiled at him sweetly. “As you wish, John Gregory, but I would add this. The decisions we make around this table will further shape the outcome of the battle. Once those decisions have been made, I will scry again. I will then reveal to all the likely outcome of the battle. If anyone sitting here wishes to know if they will or will not be numbered among the dead, let them come to me privately and I will tell them.”
“So it’s agreed,” my master went on. “We assemble in one place, concentrate our forces, and strike at our enemy’s flank like a sharp spear driving toward its heart, which is the Fiend.”
For a moment Fancy opened her mouth as if to protest, but Grimalkin gave her such a savage glare that she immediately closed it again. Everyone around the table, including Fancy, then nodded in agreement.
“Where’s the best place to assemble?” I asked. It seemed to me that wherever we chose, our enemies would either spy us with ease or use dark magic to find us.
“Just south of Clough Pike?” suggested the Spook.
“It’s as good a place as any,” replied Grimalkin. “Wherever we meet, you can be sure that our enemies will discover it and set ambushes for us. So I will take a small party of Malkins with me to clear the way.”
“I’d like to say something about the timing.” James spoke for the first time, his deep voice rumbling across the table. “Before, on Pendle Hill, we failed to stop the summoning of the Fiend into the world because we arrived too late. It had already been done. We must get the timing right.”
It was a very good point. With the help of Mam’s sisters, the flying lamia witches, we had eventually won the battle and disrupted the gathering of the witch clans on Pendle. But we had certainly arrived too late.
“I’ll attempt to scry it,” Mab muttered.
“You sound doubtful,” Grimalkin said, raising her eyebrows.
“If Alice and Lukrasta try to cloak the information, it may prove difficult,” she replied.
“You’re the only one who can do it. I believe you will be successful!”
Mab almost glowed at more praise from the witch assassin. I realized that Grimalkin had achieved her purpose—given something for Mab to live up to. The witch would now push herself to the limits to get that vital information.
Soon after that, the witches took their leave. I escorted them to the edge of the garden while Grimalkin headed for her usual place near the boggart stones.
“Take great care in the battle, Tom,” Mab warned. “For you, life and death are in the balance. And if you manage to survive, even greater risks await you soon afterward. There are three times when you are likely to die: during the battle, immediately following it, and finally, facing a powerful adversary.”
“Thanks for those cheery thoughts, Mab,” I told her sarcastically. None of that filled me with confidence, so I quickly banished her words from my mind.
“No offense, Tom. You know I like you. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you, would I? I wouldn’t rely too much on that rusty sword that Grimalkin gave you, either.”
I stood watching the two witches as they headed away from Chipenden. I was seething with anger. I knew that Grimalkin wouldn’t have told Mab about the sword—she had scryed it for herself. Could nothing be kept from her?
However, she had already admitted that Alice and Lukrasta could deny her. This might pose a problem. We needed to know the time of the ritual.
As for her warnings about my death, I knew that the enemy outnumbered us many times over. There was no guarantee that we would win, so it was no use worrying about it.
What would be would be. . . .
When I got back to the kitchen, my master, James, and Judd were still sitting around the table. I could sense an atmosphere.
“Sit down, lad!” the Spook snapped, an edge of irritation in his voice.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“It goes against the grain to ally myself with witches. Grimalkin I have respect for, despite what she is, but the other two—especially that sly woman with blood under her fingernails and the stink of it on her breath—well, I never thought it would come to this!”
“We have no choice,” I said, trying to calm him. “If we’re to have any chance, we need them and those they lead.”
“Yes, lead! That’s another thing that rankles.” He raised his voice in anger now. “James spoke up, but you were quiet, lad—and you didn’t utter a single word, Judd. They’ll make all the decisions if we let them.”
“I’m sorry, John,” Judd replied. “I’m not good at speaking out in company. I’ve only just arrived, still learning about the situation. I thought it best to just sit and listen.”
The Spook looked at him and nodded wearily.
“I know you’re not going to like this,” I told my master, looking him right in the eye, “but it has to be said. We face a big battle. This is not one or two of us against some single threatening entity from the dark. So we need a leader who is strong in combat skills, someone who can unite us. It can’t be James—he’s mostly unknown to our allies. It can’t be a spook or an apprentice, because witches barely trust us at best. It has to be Grimalkin. They’ll all follow her, either through fear or respect. She knows what she’s doing in this situation. So we have to accept that and live with it.”
“Live with it or die with it!” snapped the Spook. “If we deal with the Fiend, it’ll be worth it, I suppose—at last we’ll have paid him back for all the suffering he’s inflicted. Well, I’m off to bed now. We’ll be traveling tomorrow, and sleeping on hard ground. So take your last bit of comfort while you can.”
I nodded and smiled, but his words struck home. It might be the last time either of us ever slept in a bed again.



CHAPTER XXVII
THE CLASH OF WITCH ASSASSINS




MAB returned at noon the following day with the results of her latest scrying, beaming at her success. She had learned that the ritual would take place at sunset, rather than just before midnight, which had seemed most likely.
Soon after that, Grimalkin took her leave. “We will meet just south of Clough Pike, as agreed,” she said. “I will go to clear the way. Then it will be time for the battle that will decide everything.”
She was taking a few hand-picked witches with her to search for and kill those who might lie in wait for us.
“Aye.” The Spook nodded. “That time is fast approaching.”
Grimalkin walked away from us without even a trace of a limp. No doubt she still felt pain from the silver pin, but she was disguising it well. Suddenly she turned and looked back.
“Remember to carry both swords with you,” she told me.
Within the hour, we had set off for the appointed place. The Spook, James, Judd, and I traveled together, along with the three dogs, Claw, Blood, and Bone. The bands of witches went separately; they would meet us at midday tomorrow. We spoke little on the journey, even when we made camp far to the west of the Wardstone. We sat around the fire, deep in thought, staring into the embers.
Later, James regaled me with stories about life on the farm during the past year. Little Mary had evidently gotten up to all sorts of mischief. But I had little to say in reply. Most of my news concerned struggles against the dark, which disturbed most people. I didn’t mention Alice, either—I couldn’t bear to talk about her anymore.
Halloween began with rain. We ate a late breakfast of cold chicken, miserable and uncomfortable in the partial shelter of a wood, with big drops dripping from the branches.
We were the last to arrive at Clough Pike, and my heart sank to my boots as I gazed around. How few we had managed to gather to our cause, in the end: the Spook, my brother James, Judd Brinscall with the three wolfhounds, Grimalkin, and perhaps a hundred and fifty Pendle witches, the majority of them from the Mouldheel clan, led by Mab and her two sisters. There were also about a dozen witches Grimalkin had summoned from the far north; they had crossed the sea to fight alongside us. We were silent, driven to inner reflection by the task that faced us, in the course of which many of us would surely lose our lives.
The wind whistled across the fell tops, and somewhere in the distance I heard the call of a lapwing, but the dogs were as silent as we were. Animals are sensitive—perhaps they had an inkling of what lay ahead.
Then, as we prepared to head toward the Wardstone, there was a surprise addition to our group. The sky had cleared, and now, as the sun dipped toward the horizon, I glimpsed something dark flit across it. Moments later, a winged figure was falling toward us.
Once seen, never forgotten. It was Slake, the vaengir, Mam’s lamia sister, whom I’d last seen in Malkin Tower. She’d told me she would stay there until the Fiend was destroyed, and only then be free to fly away.
The witches scattered, some shrieking in fear, as she dropped to where the Spook and I were standing. Some of our present allies would have fought against us on Pendle two years earlier. They had reason to fear the winged lamia who, together with her sister, had played a decisive part in the battle.
Slake landed in front of me and my master. I studied her in awe. Black-feathered wings were folded across her back, covering the more delicate inner ones; her powerful lower body was scaly, and her four limbs ended in razor-sharp talons. It was not comfortable standing so close to her, gazing into her cruel, unblinking eyes.
“Zenobia’s plan is not being carried out!” she hissed in accusation. “I scryed your disobedience and came here to see for myself!”
Zenobia was Mam’s lamia name. I had been asked to sacrifice Alice, and that was what Slake had expected to happen. She had not come to join our cause; she had arrived to challenge me.
“The victim is no longer willing,” I told her. “She’s formed an alliance with the mage Lukrasta. She thinks it better that the Fiend should survive, lest another god take his place—one who’d lead his people in a war to annihilate humanity. Whether I wish it or not, the sacrifice would be useless.”
“The Fiend has already been bound to the Wardstone for the ritual,” said the lamia. “I flew over the stone and saw what was being done. His head and body are joined. Time is short. Have you a better plan? What do you propose to do?”
“We’ll do what we can,” said the Spook, answering for me. “We’ve gathered as many as we can here. We’ll disrupt the ritual, then try to separate the head from the body again and carry it away. This time we’ll carve him up before we scatter, each with a small piece, and attempt to keep them out of the clutches of his supporters.”
“You are few and they are many, perhaps five of them for each one of you. And they will have Lukrasta and the girl Alice on their side. The outlook is bleak.”
I thought back to the battle on Pendle Hill. With the help of Slake and her sister lamia we had won—though our main objective had not been realized. We had failed to prevent the witches from summoning the Fiend. Slake was right—the outlook was indeed bleak. It seemed likely that we would fail again.
“We can but try,” I said.
“Aye! It’s better to die fighting than stand by and do nothing,” agreed the Spook.
“I agree wholeheartedly with that,” said Grimalkin, coming to face the winged lamia. “A great battle awaits us. The odds against us are overwhelming, and the price of defeat is terrible. All my life has led up to this point. What could be better than to die in such a battle? I tell you this—I am Grimalkin, and if I die, then I will take many of our enemies with me. So will you join us, sister?”
By now the other witches had moved closer and were listening with rapt attention to the witch assassin’s every word.
Slake stared at her for a long time. Then, slowly, she nodded her fierce head. “Yes, I will join my strength with yours. Remember that each one of us gathered here needs to take the lives of at least five of those who oppose us. Do that, and we might win, despite the great odds.”
Moments later, we were heading for the Wardstone, Grimalkin leading the way. We made slow progress. The ground was soggy underfoot, with pools of deep, stagnant water to trap the unwary. The wind was growing in force, but it was no longer a prevailing westerly, gusting instead in our faces. The sky was still clear, the setting sun illuminating the landscape; as yet, there was no threat of rain.
But then, suddenly, I saw a flash on the horizon directly ahead. Was it lightning? I wondered. There was no answering rumble of thunder. Soon afterward there was another flash of blue.
“Magic is being used,” said Grimalkin. “You can smell it!”
There was a faint stink of brimstone being carried toward us on the air, and I knew that she was right.
As we drew nearer to our goal, the dark mass of the Wardstone slowly reared up before us like some malevolent beast ready to pounce. In the setting sun it looked as if it had been painted with blood. Then we spotted our enemies encircling the rock; as we approached, they turned to face us, weapons at the ready. The sight was daunting. It was one thing to know the numerical odds we faced . . . much worse to see their massed ranks in the flesh. How could we win through to the Wardstone against such opposition?
I looked for Alice or Lukrasta but could see no sign of them. That was a relief. To find Alice among the opposing forces would have sickened me.
Behind them, I could make out the huge form of the Fiend bound to the Wardstone. Ropes encircled his body; these were fastened to pegs that had been driven into the rock. It seemed that he had to be in contact with the rock in order for the dark magic to work. Why else would they have bound him in such a way? Without the ropes, he would have slid off onto the flat boggy ground below.
Never had he looked more terrifying. I feared that at any moment he might open his eyes, see me, and tear himself free to come for me. I knew that the ritual had not yet been completed, but the terror did not leave me.
As we advanced, the ground became a little firmer, and we picked up our pace. We would not halt now. At any moment I expected to be setting off in a wild charge. The Spook had accepted Grimalkin’s leadership, as I always knew he would. She would make the decisions regarding the coming battle, giving the all-important order to attack.
She walked ahead, in complete command of our small army. Who would challenge her right to lead us? In this type of battle, there was no question that she was the right person.
I looked up as lightning targeted the Wardstone. This time it wasn’t a sheet of light; this was a blue zigzag that came out of a cloudless sky. It struck the massive body of the Fiend, who began to writhe, twisting his head from side to side. The ritual had started, and dread filled me once more.
My mind went back to the tower, and I remembered the tendrils that had grown from the base of the head to intertwine with those from the stump of the neck. Here the process seemed far more advanced. Was the head already fully attached to the body, as Slake had indicated?
Suddenly I felt a pressure against my face and body. It wasn’t just the wind, which seemed to be blustering at us straight from the Wardstone. This was a strange cold force, immediately chilling me to the bone and causing my body to tremble uncontrollably. I glanced left and right and saw that others were feeling something too. One witch began to shriek and pull handfuls of hair from her scalp. Another fell to her knees and began to beat her forehead against the ground.
Others were still moving forward, but much more slowly now. Even Grimalkin and my master seemed to be struggling. I was finding it an effort just to lift my feet. Powerful dark magic was being used to halt our advance—no doubt through the collective will of the mass of witches who opposed us. Lukrasta and Alice might also be contributing.
Seventh sons of seventh sons are usually able to defy the spell called dread, which induces a terrible fear in its victims. But the Spook and I both came to a complete halt. I felt rooted to the spot, befuddled, all my willpower drained from me.
What about the starblade? I thought. Wasn’t that supposed to protect me from any attack of dark magic? Could it be that the force being used against us was even stronger than what Grimalkin had forged? Maybe Lukrasta was just too powerful?
The witches around the Wardstone began to taunt us, pointing and shrieking with wild laughter. Then the tall witch assassin, Katrina, stepped forward and began to mock Grimalkin, calling out to her in a loud voice. As she shouted, the shrunken skulls in which she stored her magic spun and danced.
“I see you shiver and shake with fear, Grimalkin! Your knees tremble, and terror dries the stinking spittle in your fetid mouth. Fools have whispered your name in the dark and trumpeted forth lies about your vaunted reputation. But all is falsehood! I am Katrina, the greatest of all the witch assassins—the most formidable who has ever walked the earth! In the face of my strength, you are weak; I am brave and you are cowardly. I can hear your knees knocking together. You dare not step forward to fight!”
I expected Grimalkin to answer, but she remained silent, and to my dismay, I saw that her whole body was trembling. But surely it was not fear that caused her to shake; it must be the enemy magic.
“This night you will die, Grimalkin!” Katrina continued. “You face a stronger assassin than you have ever met before. When dawn comes, our master will be lord of the earth and your shrunken skull will adorn my body to mark my victory!”
Still Grimalkin did not reply, but I could see that she was moving now, forcing herself forward defiantly, taking one slow, painful step after the other to where the grinning Katrina was waiting, sharp blades at the ready.
Had Grimalkin’s magic failed her? I wondered. Where were her usual grace and strength? And what chance did she have against such an opponent, backed by the powerful magic of Lukrasta?
Then, suddenly, in one fluid movement, Grimalkin cast off the spell completely, drew two blades, and ran directly toward her enemy, accelerating with every stride. It was as if she had used her own magic to throw off the yoke that held her back. Or was it simply her iron will—the determination and self-belief that had served her so well in the past?
There was no trace now of the injury that had caused her to limp so badly. If she felt pain, as surely she must, it did not affect her in the slightest.
When she reached her opponent, there was no wary circling, no tentative exchange of blows; caution was thrown to the winds by both antagonists. Grimalkin was performing her usual dance of death, spinning and whirling, her blades reflecting the red from the setting sun. But Katrina seemed to be matching her, meeting each cut and thrust with her own blades.
I had a sudden moment of doubt, and feared for Grimalkin. She had always seemed so formidable, so totally in control whenever it came to combat. What if her leg wasn’t back to full strength and she had finally met her match?
The loss of Grimalkin now would be a devastating blow to us all—but particularly to the witches. If, in addition to their numerical superiority, our enemies proved to have the deadlier assassin, we might lose the battle before it had even begun.
With the odds against us so great, it required an act of faith; we had to believe that we would win. The defeat of Grimalkin might shatter our self-belief.
The opposing sides had begun by shouting encouragement to their own champion or hurling insults at her opponent, but that didn’t last. Gradually they fell silent, concentrating all their attention upon the spectacle of two well-matched witch assassins, each at the height of her power and skill.
At one point they came together, blade against blade, in close combat. Muscles straining, they both tried to win the ascendancy. Grimalkin gained ground, only to be thrust steadily back again. To and fro they struggled—I could hardly bear to watch. I kept thinking about the shattered bone held by that silver pin. Surely Grimalkin’s leg would give way.
But suddenly, to my relief, they broke apart again, and now speed and timing became more important than brute strength.
For a while they seemed evenly matched, but then the tide of the battle changed. Grimalkin’s power now ebbed, as Katrina pushed her back like some unstoppable wave. Blood sprayed upward, and a huge groan went up from our side as Katrina drew first blood.
Grimalkin had received a cut above her left eye, and she staggered back, for a moment apparently overwhelmed by her opponent’s furious onslaught. Things were going badly for her. Blood was pouring down, partially obscuring her vision, and she now seemed less agile, barely managing to defend herself against each stab or thrust of a blade.
Then, to my dismay, Grimalkin turned her back on Katrina and ran toward our lines. My heart sank. I’d never thought to see such a day.
“See—she flees! She flees!” Katrina cried in exultation, while behind her the enemy witches whooped and cheered with glee.
It was then that Grimalkin halted her flight to turn and face her enemy once more. She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead to divert the flow of blood and muttered under her breath. She was panting hard but made no response to Katrina.
I noticed then that the blood was no longer dripping from the wound. She had used her magic to stem its flow.
Now she began to run toward her opponent again, accelerating with every step.
Three things happened almost simultaneously.
A red spray of blood plumed up above the place where they came together—but this time it was not Grimalkin’s.
Katrina slumped to the ground.
The victorious witch assassin ran on, still not checking her pace.
She headed straight for the waiting ranks of our enemies.



CHAPTER XXVIII
THE BATTLE OF THE WARDSTONE




GRIMALKIN had slayed Katrina almost casually, like an upstart pawn swept from a chessboard by the advance of a black queen. She looked black indeed. Although in alliance with the light, for this struggle against the Fiend and his supporters she was Grimalkin, the darkest and most dangerous of all the witch assassins; Grimalkin, who loved to fight; Grimalkin, who would do anything to win—and would willingly die here if it proved necessary.
The truth was that we all faced death here. For my part I was somewhat fatalistic—if it happened, then so be it. But I wanted to survive. The future—even a future without Alice—called to me, and I didn’t want that taken away.
Ahead, the massed ranks of the Fiend’s supporters waited for us, weapons at the ready. No longer were they making catcalls and baying for blood; they had already been given blood, which lay red and slick on the grass around the dead body of their champion, Katrina. Now they watched in silent astonishment as Grimalkin ran on.
She feared nothing. It was as if she truly believed she could defeat that multitude single-handed. Her blades flashed and flashed again, reflecting the amber light of the setting sun. She was whirling, doing her deadly dance— but then that horde of enemy witches and abhumans began to surround her, pressing in on every side.
Not one of us moved. We were still paralyzed by the power of their dark magic. I was struggling to break free of the spell, but my breathing was labored, my limbs sluggish, and I could not force my left foot to take the first step.
But then someone else finally broke free of that magical binding and began to run forward. It was John Gregory, my master—who was defying that powerful enchantment like a true seventh son of a seventh son.
He ran toward Grimalkin. In addition to freeing himself from the spell that bound him, he seemed to have cast off the years, and I was reminded of the time, very early in my apprenticeship, when he’d sprinted to my rescue, slaying Tusk and binding Bony Lizzie. Then, as now, his hood had fallen back, and lit by the setting sun, his hair streamed out behind him like tongues of amber fire.
The silver-alloy blade at the end of his staff looked like a flame too, and he jabbed forward with it, surprising his opponents, for they were facing away from him, trying desperately to overcome the witch assassin through sheer weight of numbers.
But they soon became aware of the new threat and turned to face him. It made no difference. My master sliced through them like a heated blade through soft butter and was almost immediately at the side of the witch assassin.
According to the Malkin curse, he was supposed to die in a dark place far underground, with no friend at his side.
On the first count, this was wrong. He was fighting on the highest hill in the County, the sun had not yet set, and light still filled the heavens.
On the second, it was also wrong—at least, I like to think so. For without either of them realizing it, he and the witch assassin had indeed become friends . . . or, at the very least, comrades-in-arms.
The Spook had always believed that the future was not fixed, that we shape it with every action, every decision we make each and every day. And now it seemed to me that he’d been proved correct. What scryer, what prophecy, could ever have foretold that most unlikely of alliances?
As I watched him, I was still struggling to break free of the enchantment. A lump came into my throat at the sight of him fighting back-to-back with Grimalkin against their common enemy. That image of him is burned into my memory and will remain with me to my dying day.
It was my last glimpse of his part in the battle.
I never saw him alive again.
Stirred to action at last, the power of the enemy magic fading, our small band surged as one toward the enemy, toward the place where the Spook and Grimalkin still fought together against overwhelming odds.
This was a battle between the servants of the Fiend and those who opposed him. There were Pendle witches on both sides, but the majority of our enemies came from beyond the County—including those four monstrous abhumans who had moved the cart carrying the Fiend’s body to this place.
There were witch clans from Essex and Suffolk, from Cymru too, and from Scotland. From far overseas they also came to fight here; to fight and die. I learned later that Romanian witches had fought alongside a small force of Celtic witches from Ireland.
The strength of those aligned against us was indeed fearsome. But perhaps our will to win was greater. We were spurred on by the thought of what would happen if we lost. And we didn’t need to defeat them all. Our aim was simply to disrupt their attempts to restore the Fiend, force our way through to where his body was tied to the rocks, and sunder it once more. We would become the spear that Grimalkin had envisaged.
Historians have given learned accounts of great battles from the past that have determined the fate of nations and shaped our world. The Spook had some such detailed narratives in his library before it was destroyed by fire. They outlined maneuvers and deployments prior to engagement, the positioning of ranks, the order of attack. They described such battles from the point of view of gods looking down from a great height upon antlike combatants marching far below.
There were generals, too, in such accounts; skilled strategists and tacticians who sat high and proud on their horses behind the line where battle was joined. They noted the ebb and flow and instructed the sections of their army accordingly.
But if Grimalkin was indeed our general, she was too busy in the thick of battle to be concerned with the larger picture. We had only one clear objective—to reach the Wardstone and deal with the Fiend before it was too late.
Did our enemies also have a leader? Or had it been Katrina? If anybody was truly orchestrating the movements of our opponents, surely it would be Lukrasta?
I glanced up toward the Wardstone, thinking that was where he might position himself, wondering if Alice would be at his side. But I saw only the huge body of the Fiend.
I believe that battles are really nothing like those depicted by the histories that I have read—at least not for the individual combatant. There is fear, anger, and a certain sense that forces much larger than you hold you in their grip and decide whether you live or die. Then there is the stench of blood and excrement, and the screams of the wounded and dying.
It was like that for me from the moment we clashed with the enemy. I was not in the lead. Others ran faster than I, so at first I simply followed in their footsteps, and our opponents fell back before us. But gradually our advance toward the Wardstone slowed.
I saw my brother James using his huge blacksmith’s hammer to clear our way—and I feared for him. Judd too I saw fighting somewhere to my left, and I wondered how many of my friends would perish this day.
At first I used my staff, reaching down over the shoulders of those in front of me to stab the enemy. Slowly the gap diminished as the allies ahead of me died and I stumbled over their bodies.
There was one moment of terrible grief—for one of the bodies I stepped over was known so well to me. The face of my dead master looked up at me, his unseeing eyes wide open.
But the tide of battle carried me forward, and I forced the stinging sorrow away. All that mattered right now was survival, and to make our way through to the Wardstone.
At some point the staff was torn from my grip. There was no space to use my sword, so I used my daggers as I was pressed forward against the witches.
The two short hero swords, Dolorous and Bone Cutter, felt light in my hands and found the flesh of my enemies. There was blood on their blades—and oozing from the skelt eyes in the hilts.
How long that close bloody fight went on I cannot estimate. My mind was befuddled by the tricks of time. I remember claws and blades striking at my face, arms, shoulders, and chest; at one point blood ran down into my eyes and I was temporarily blinded. But I fought on— until eventually something gave. Against the odds, we had broken through and were suddenly racing toward the Wardstone, harried on either side while a smaller group of witches waited ahead—their last defense, the rear guard of their army. Among them stood the four monstrous abhumans, wielding clubs, and as I watched, one dashed out the brains of a fearsome Deane witch, who was no match for her huge adversary.
Somehow I had to reach the Fiend, but how was I to get past the abhumans? Then, suddenly, Slake swooped down, screeching her hatred, claws extended, wings a blur, and the first of those monsters fell back, blinded, tatters of bloody skin hanging from the ruin of its face.
I saw Grimalkin again: a throwing knife dispatched the second of the abhumans. Her blades whirled, and she hamstrung the third, bringing him to his knees, ready to be finished by a long blade through the left eye.
Next I caught sight of a big man with a hammer running straight at the fourth. I realized it was James—and felt a moment of fear. I never saw who prevailed, because in seconds I was closing on the Wardstone, where the body of the Fiend was surrounded by a coven of thirteen chanting witches.
There was a scream just behind me, and I knew that one of my allies had fallen; others were running with me, but somehow I was drawing ahead.
I have always had a good sense of time, awaking from a night’s sleep at exactly the hour I had appointed. I sensed that the moment of the Fiend’s restoration had come. I ran faster.
The giant body stirred. The huge eyes opened and glared down at me, eyes full of victory and anticipation, eyes that promised unimaginable eternal torment.
On Pendle we had once failed. Now we had failed here too.
We were already too late.
The Fiend was back in the flesh.
His vengeance would be terrible.



CHAPTER XXIX
A QUESTION OF TIME




I did not think. I leaped up onto the rock and began to climb toward the Fiend.
I glanced behind me. Nobody else was following me up. Perhaps the Fiend’s supporters had prevented them?
I was alone. This was an outcome I hadn’t anticipated, and my heart sank into my boots. I’d always thought that Grimalkin and the Spook would be with me, along with perhaps a dozen others, to share what had to be done.
This meant that it would no longer be possible to cut the Fiend into pieces and flee, but I could still play my part. Many had sacrificed their lives to bring me to this place. Their hopes rested on me now; whatever the cost, I couldn’t let them down.
The witches around the Fiend had completed their ritual, and now thirteen pairs of malevolent, glittering eyes concentrated their attention on me. As they began to chant again, the air sparked and crackled around me as if about to burst into flame.
I was afraid.
The starblade hadn’t protected me against the earlier spell that had halted me in my tracks. Would it help now?
To my relief, Grimalkin had been right about her gift: I found that their magic had no effect on me at all. I could hear the cries and the clash of weapons from the battle still being fought around the Wardstone, but the figures below seemed somehow distant, and were slowly being obscured by a green mist tinged with tendrils of blue. The mist that had filled the Spook’s garden, bewitching both Grimalkin and the Spook, had been brought about by Alice’s magic. Was she summoning this one too? Was it more dark magic? Magic not intended to harm me, but still effective because it prevented my allies from joining me on the Wardstone?
“Do not kill him!” the deep voice of the Fiend boomed out. “His soul will be mine for all time, but I wish to torment his flesh before he dies.”
The witches began to advance toward me, no doubt intending to seize me and give me to their master. I tried to remain calm and hold my fear at bay. Everything depended on me now. Even if I failed, I must do my very best. I would fight until the last spark of life remained within me.
The gigantic figure of the Fiend loomed above me, his face a grotesque gargoyle, a gloating, cruel smile showing the stumps of his broken yellow teeth. I noticed that his eye was still missing too. Although his head was firmly back upon his shoulders, he had not reverted to his original form as I had expected. Had something gone wrong with the ritual? I wondered.
Suddenly he turned his head and leaned toward me, snapping some of the ropes that bound his left shoulder and arm and pulling a shower of nails out of the rock.
In response, I concentrated my mind, bringing one of Mam’s gifts to bear against him.
Concentrate! Squeeze time! Make it stop!
I had used this talent successfully many times, and had gradually become more and more skilled—it had enabled us to subdue the Fiend in Ireland.
But this time it seemed to have no effect. Was the Fiend resisting me with his own ability to control time?
I tried again: Concentrate! Squeeze time! Make it stop!
Time continued as normal, ticking me forward toward my destruction. The one power that might have given me a chance against such a formidable opponent was ineffectual. Maybe it was because of the Wardstone . . . that rock had its own power over time.
Terrified, in a moment of panic I called out a name.
“Kratch!”
I did it without thought. I had promised to call on the boggart only if my need was great—if we faced total defeat. Wasn’t that the situation now?
I glanced at the Fiend, expecting to see him lumbering to his feet, but the massive head twisted from side to side and he brought his free hand to his face, rubbing it across his forehead.
Was he in pain? He certainly seemed befuddled.
“Kratch!” I shouted for the second time.
The witches were almost upon me, and I had a moment of doubt. I was summoning the creature to certain destruction—and to achieve what? It could only delay my fate. This powerful coven might be prepared, ready with a spell to fling at the boggart the moment it appeared. Even if it did prevail against the witches, it would have no chance at all against the Fiend.
My master had believed it was merely a creature of the dark; an entity that, but for the pact between us, would consider me its prey. But it had helped me once already, more than fulfilling its part of the deal. It had expressed a willingness to die if necessary. It had also called me brother and wanted to fight alongside me. Alone, I had no chance at all.
I looked down again. The green mist was thickening and spreading out below the Wardstone.
I turned back to the advancing witches and called the name of the boggart for the third time:
“KRATCH!”
Then I heard a purring deep inside my head, and the boggart spoke words that only I could hear.
I am here, brother! Now we fight to the death! I thank you for bringing me to a place where there is so much dark blood! I will drink the nectar of the witches first. The big one, the old maimed god, is also ready for the taking! I give him to you, but leave some of his rich powerful blood for me!
And then the boggart attacked the coven.
It began as it had last time. For a moment Kratch was visible as a giant catlike beast—a fearsome distortion of the ginger tomcat sometimes glimpsed in the kitchen at Chipenden. Then it morphed into a spiral of orange fire and whirled toward the nearest of the witches. She disintegrated in an explosion of flesh and blood. Tiny fragments of bone fell from the air like hail, but rather than melting on contact with the rock, they hissed like hot cinders falling into water.
Now their number was only twelve, not the thirteen required for a true coven. Their power must surely have been diminished.
I moved again, ready to attack the Fiend, who was now twisting his head from side to side as if in pain, seemingly oblivious to the struggle around him. The green mist completely encircled the Wardstone, and now I could neither see nor hear anything of the battle.
But then the other witches rallied, and joined together in a new chant. I heard Kratch scream; it was a cry torn from him by pain but filled with rage too. There was only one thing I could do: follow the boggart’s advice.
I scrambled farther up the rock, drawing with my left hand one of the hero swords forged by the Old God Hephaestus, the dagger known as Bone Cutter. At the top, I emerged near the Fiend’s left leg, continuing on toward his barrel of a chest. He still seemed preoccupied, so he failed to see the threat that I presented. And then—by luck or fate; call it what you will—I was gifted a chance.
His left hand ceased its rubbing and rested for a moment at his side, palm uppermost. I stabbed down with the blade, right through it. I expected it to come to a stop, but instead it bit deep into the rock and held firm.
The Fiend let out a bellow of rage and attempted to tug his hand free, but Bone Cutter was embedded to the hilt in his bleeding palm, the blade stuck fast.
I scrambled up onto his chest and jumped down the other side. His right wrist was still tied to the rock, so my job was easier. I drew the Dolorous Blade, and thrust that through his right hand. Now that he was immobilized, I drew the third, bigger hero sword—the Destiny Blade. I wondered now if, all along, its true destiny had been to end the power of the Fiend. Was that why it had been forged so long ago? Had this been its true purpose?
At this moment I knew instinctively what must be done: I used the blade to sever the thumbs—of first the left and then the right hand.
I quickly turned my attention to the huge head and, gripping my blade with both hands, swung it down on the neck with all my strength. The Fiend thrashed from side to side, and screamed and howled, making my task difficult. Then, in his agony, he began to call out threats.
“Do this and all men will die!” he roared. “Do this and all women will curse your name!”
I ignored his bluster and continued to strike down with the sword. It took three blows to sever the head from the body. The head rolled away down the slope, lodging in a crevice.
I made no attempt to cut out the Fiend’s heart but did the next best thing: Once again I lifted the sword with both hands, then plunged it down into his chest. The blade went straight through him and buried itself deep in the Wardstone.
The great roar of agony seemed to come from the very earth itself rather than from the Fiend’s mouth. The ground began to shake, and the whole rock suddenly surged upward, so that I was thrown off my feet and cast down onto the ground, winded.
I had done all I could—but would it be enough to destroy the Fiend?
As I came up onto my knees, I saw steam rising from all three blades, and there was a sudden sickening stench of burning flesh. Another scream came from the ground, which trembled and convulsed. Then I got to my feet and gazed in astonishment as the sword hilts glowed red and melted.
The Destiny Blade began to drip molten metal onto the Fiend’s chest, while the ruby eyes of the skelt embedded themselves in his flesh. Dolorous and Bone Cutter did likewise, bubbling and dripping, the rubies forming two unnatural eyes in each of the open, clutching palms.
I turned away in revulsion, the bile rising in my throat at the smell. But one part of me felt a sense of triumph at what I had accomplished. I wished that Lukrasta and Alice could have witnessed this. Alice had dismissed me as a child; I wanted her to see what this “scrawny boy” had achieved.
There was nobody here to help me—I still couldn’t see what was happening below me. Now I needed to collect the head and thumbs and flee. But before I could do so, the rock shifted again, throwing me to my knees. My head struck something, and I tasted blood in my mouth—and then I fell into blackness.
When I recovered consciousness, I glanced up and saw the headless body of the Fiend still lying on the Wardstone. The air was very warm; far too hot for the end of October in the dank, chilly County.
I looked about me. There were pieces of the dead witches scattered across the rock, though I could see no sign of Kratch. He had defeated the witches and no doubt drained their blood, but had he been destroyed in the process?
I could hear no sounds of the battle. Had the two sides ceased fighting and dispersed? The green mist had finally gone, but when I looked below the Wardstone, I got a shock. The country around seemed to be somewhere quite different—a large flat plain ringed by walls of sheer rock. I saw mountains in the distance, some snow-capped, others smoking. Were these volcanoes? I wondered. I had visited Greece but had never seen a fire mountain, though my master had told me about them. In the distance was what looked like a lake; it boiled and bubbled, with steam rising from its surface.
The sky was clear, but no sun, stars, or clouds were visible . . . yet there was enough light to see by. This was nothing like the world I knew. So where was I?
Had the Wardstone traveled through time, carrying me with it? The Spook had suggested that this might be possible. If so, I’d surely been transported to a very early era in the earth’s history. According to my master, the ancients believed that it began as a molten sphere and cooled down very slowly.
Then I remembered what Alice had said would happen to our world after the Fiend was gone. Was this the future . . . the earth shaped by a new dark god?
This place was surely too inhospitable to support any kind of life—though no sooner had that thought entered my head than I spotted something moving by the shore of that boiling lake. I tried to make some sense of what I was seeing. What could possibly live here? Then I saw that there was not one but many of these things, and they seemed to be moving toward me.
They looked like small insects, though I soon saw that it was only distance that made them appear small. When I realized what they were, I was afraid. They were skelts, a host of them, all heading toward the Wardstone.
One part of me wanted to run. But if I left the Wardstone, it might move on through time again and leave me behind to die in this inhospitable place.
The skelts were getting closer now—there were too many of them to count. I could see their multijointed legs and the long bone tubes that they plunged into their victims to drink their blood.
Finally, in the face of that advancing horde, my nerve broke and I prepared to flee. I glanced around, planning my escape route, but saw skelts advancing from all directions. Within moments I would be completely surrounded.



CHAPTER XXX
A TERRIBLE HUNGER




I put my hand on the hilt of the sword that Grimalkin had given me. Apart from the silver chain tied about my waist, it was the only weapon I had left—the three hero swords, having done their job well, were still impaled in the Fiend’s body.
The first of the skelts reached the base of the rock, stepped up onto it with its thin legs, and began to climb toward me. I watched it warily but didn’t draw my sword. I felt weary, weakened by the heat and my exertions in the battle. The skelt paused less than a yard from me, regarded me with its two red eyes, and gave a little twitch of its head, its long snout quivering slightly. Then it moved on, heading for the Fiend.
It scuttled up onto his chest, settled close to the wound made by the sword, and plunged in its bone tube. Instantly the tube turned red; the skelt was drinking the Fiend’s blood. Soon others were passing me to join the first, driven by a terrible hunger. But each one that came close to me paused and gave the same twitch of the head.
What did it mean? Whatever the reason for this behavior, I was just grateful not to be attacked.
Within minutes, the huge body was hidden by a mass of writhing, twitching, ravenous skelts. Did the Fiend truly feel pain? I wondered. Was he still conscious, his spirit trapped within the flesh of that gigantic body?
It was difficult to judge the passing of time, but at last the feeding frenzy ended. One by one, the skelts left the Fiend’s body, passing by me in single file as if I weren’t there. As they did so, I stared at the creatures in fascination and wonder.
Each carried a small piece of the Fiend in its mouth. Until that moment I had never thought of skelts as having teeth, for they had that terrible bone tube. But below this, I now saw a mouth full of small, needle-sharp teeth. With a combination of teeth and bone tube, they had ripped away what they wanted.
I suddenly realized that these creatures were carrying out our plan. Each took away a small piece of flesh or a fragment of bone in its mouth. I had maimed and incapacitated the Fiend, making this possible. What I had started, they had finished. It was strange to think that they had become my partners in the final destruction of the Fiend.
They moved away toward the lake, carrying their prizes. I watched until they had receded into the distance. Then, one by one, they disappeared into the boiling water, taking the remains of the Fiend with them.
I looked at the place where he had been bound to the rock. All that was left was a few stains and damp patches. Could that really be the end of him? Had the combination of the hero swords and the skelts really destroyed him?
It seemed likely. After all, it would be almost impossible for the Fiend’s servants to return him to power if all those pieces of his body were hidden.
All at once I remembered the Spook. My master had died to make this possible. I felt very sad, but he had played a large part in this outcome. We had won.
I sat on the rock for what seemed like ages. I was hungry, but even more thirsty; the air was growing warmer, and my mouth was parched.
In the distance I saw what appeared to be a waterfall cascading down the rock face. From there, a stream cut across the valley and flowed into the lake. I knew that eventually I would be driven by my thirst to leave the Wardstone.
But what would happen, I wondered fearfully, if the rock moved through time while I was away? I could be trapped here until I died. So I tried to ignore my thirst and thought about the passage of time here. No doubt the Wardstone didn’t appear to leave its place on the County fells for long. But time might pass differently here. There was no knowing how long I might be trapped in this scary, inhospitable place.
At last, as I watched, a green mist began to cover the landscape; first the lake and then the cliffs were hidden from view. Then the rock lurched, and I was thrown forward onto my face. I felt dizzy and nauseous. Once again, I lost consciousness.
I awoke with a headache, lying facedown on the ground. The first thing I was aware of was the change in temperature. It was cold and I lifted my head, hoping to see the County, for the rock below me was now covered in a white frost.
But despite the cold air and whining wind, I had certainly not returned home. The sun sat on the horizon, perhaps five or six times larger than I had ever seen it before, and a dull orange. There were no clouds, but it seemed much dimmer than usual. I found I was able to look directly at it—something I’d never been able to do with the County sun, in one of its rare appearances between rain clouds.
I was thirstier than ever, but I forced myself to stay where I was and look around. The ground below me was flat and grassy but coated with a thick hoarfrost. In the distance I saw a hill and, atop that, a dark tower. It looked very similar to the one in Cymru, where I’d found the Fiend’s head.
And then I spotted a dark figure approaching from the direction of the tower. Long before she came near, I knew that it was Alice.
At last I stepped down from the rock to meet her, my feet crunching on the frosty grass. Her face betrayed no emotion at all. I couldn’t tell whether she was angry, or even glad to see me—although I thought the latter unlikely. We both came to a halt a little distance away from each other.
Alice was wearing a long black coat trimmed with fur and fastened with a broad leather belt. It looked expensive—something that a titled lady might wear. She appeared so different from the girl I’d first met; then she’d worn a tattered dress tied at the waist with a piece of string.
But there was one thing that hadn’t changed. She was still wearing pointy shoes.
“I hope you’re satisfied,” she said, her voice colder than the frosty air.
“You mean what I did to the Fiend? I don’t regret that one bit.”
“Don’t you? That’s because you don’t know what you’ve done. We saw it all in a mirror. You stabbed him with the blades—with the skelt blades, mind. Don’t forget the skelts! And then that big rock that has your name carried you off into the dark—”
“Into the dark?” I interrupted, astonished at her words.
“Ain’t no doubt about it—I been to that bit of the dark myself. It’s one of the domains. Lots of different domains, there are, most of ’em controlled by one of the Old Gods. Haven’t you thought about what happened after you stabbed him? Doesn’t that worry you?”
“The skelts, you mean? The way they cut the body of the Fiend into pieces?”
“Yes, Tom, what else? The way they cut him up into pieces and carried him into that boiling lake. Do you know why they did that?”
I didn’t reply. I was remembering what she’d told me about a god shaped like a skelt.
“They fed those bits to their god, Talkus—the bloodthirsty god who’s just been born. Newborns are hungry, Tom. Every woman knows that. Talkus is hungry for power. And just as Grimalkin takes the bones of the witches she slays and wears them around her neck to take their power, so the Kobalos god drew the power of the Fiend into his own body! And now Talkus will lead his people in a war to exterminate every male and enslave every female. Ain’t you starting to see what you’ve done? The Fiend, evil as he was, would’ve stood beside us against that threat. As much as he likes hurting us, he wouldn’t have allowed Talkus to carry out his plan and conquer the whole world for his people. Now he’s gone, and we’re no longer protected. Only Lukrasta stands between us and that skelt god. He’s the only human mage who has a chance. The Kobalos have lots of mages, and now that this god is born, their strength will be increased tenfold. Even Lukrasta may not be powerful enough to fight them.”
“What about you, Alice? You have power.”
She shook her head. “What I have belongs to Lukrasta. He’ll need most of my strength if we’re to fight Talkus and the Kobalos, so I’ve offered it to him. He’ll know how best to use it.”
Anger surged through me at the way Alice was completely in thrall to him. I preferred Grimalkin’s stance on Talkus. We had removed the Fiend—that had been our most urgent task. Now we would find a way to deal with Talkus and the Kobalos. And as for Lukrasta, why did we need him? I would deal with the mage, and then Alice would help us with her magic.
“Where is Lukrasta now?” I demanded.
“He’s in the tower.” She gestured toward it. “He’s waiting to talk to you. Once the Fiend was destroyed, he brought the rock here so that you could meet. But you’ve made him angry, Tom—I know it. He’s got a terrible temper, and he’s dangerous when he’s angry. So don’t go. Climb back onto that big stone and I’ll send it back to the County.”
“I’ll do that, Alice, if you’ll come with me.”
She stared at me for a moment, and I saw something flicker in her eyes. This was my last chance to win her from the dark. I held my breath. But then her expression changed, and I knew that I had lost.
“Ain’t coming back with you, Tom. Not now. Not ever. I belong here with Lukrasta. He needs my strength. There’s nothing for me in the County. I feel different. I feel cold, and I don’t care about people anymore—not even you.”
“I don’t believe that, Alice.”
I listened to words tumble from my mouth, but I didn’t really believe what I had just said. I felt only pain, and I was desperate, clutching at straws.
“Think what you like. You ain’t me. How can you know how I feel inside?”
“Well, even if you do feel that now, you can change. We all change—all the time. Don’t you remember saying that to me? With help, you can change back to what you once were. Surely that isn’t impossible? I can help you to do that, Alice. Please, let me help you.”
“No, Tom. Climb back onto that rock and I’ll send you back.”
I shook my head and set off toward the tower. Alice stepped into my path, trying to stop me. Our shoulders collided with some force, and she went spinning down onto her knees.
“No, Tom! No! Come back! Come back!” she cried.
But I just carried on walking.
Lukrasta wanted to talk to me, did he? And he was easily roused to anger. Well, I would make him very angry, and then I would kill him.
I was tired of being walked over. I was going to make him pay for what he had done. I wanted revenge, and I was determined to achieve it.
Only one of us would leave that tower.



CHAPTER XXXI
THE TOWER OF TIME




THE nearer I got, the more certain I was that this tower was identical to the one in Cymru, where the boggart had killed the witches. It was very high, square, and constructed from gray stone blocks.
There was the same long narrow flight of steps leading up to the big iron door; the same arrow slits in the walls; the same high balcony where Lukrasta had stood with Alice, his arm round her shoulders. He had hurled something against me there, some form of dark magic. Would he do so again? This time I did not have the boggart with me. I wondered if it had survived the battle on the Wardstone and returned to Chipenden. . . .
But I had something else to aid me. I now carried the starblade; I hoped I would no longer be vulnerable to his magic.
But I guessed Lukrasta would not want to attack me from afar. He would prefer to look me in the eye as he killed me. Perhaps he wanted me to die in pain. What sort of a man was he? Power changed people; in time it might corrupt those who had started out with the very best of intentions. How might it affect an ambitious mage who had successfully completed the Doomdryte ritual?
By now he was probably more god than a man; an amoral god who considered the rights and desires of human beings unimportant. Lukrasta had lived a very long time—at least a thousand years, maybe longer. . . . He might have evolved into something terrible.
I was soon approaching the tower, and I began the long climb to the top of the steps. The stones were slippery with ice, and I had to be cautious. At one point I paused and glanced back at the surrounding land. It was mostly flat, unlike the mountainous region in Cymru. But the most alien feature was the sun. It still sat on the horizon, large, orange, and bloated, and seemed to be in the same position as when I’d arrived. Was it early morning or late evening? I wondered. It had moved neither upward nor downward . . . but had perhaps shifted along a little? Was this another domain within the dark? Or maybe, on this occasion, the Wardstone had carried me through time.
I continued my careful ascent to the iron door. Last time I had hammered upon it with the hilt of my sword until the witches had opened it. I saw that it was now ajar. Slowly it began to move, grating on the stone, opening wide as if pulled by some invisible hand. Of course. Lukrasta wanted to trap me inside his tower so that he could put an end to me at his leisure.
I stepped inside; immediately the door slammed shut behind me. I didn’t bother to try it—I knew that it would now be locked.
Before taking another step, I looked about me. Although the outside of the tower resembled the one in Cymru, the inside was very different.
I found myself in a small circular room with a single wooden door leading from it. This door had a silver handle and, at head height, a strange symbol, also of silver, shaped a little like a horseshoe. I recognized it.
It was omega, a letter from the Greek alphabet.
Ω
My mam had taught me Latin and Greek, which had come in useful when learning my trade as a spook. When we bound a boggart, we carved on the stone the Greek letter beta. But the letter on the door was one we never used. Omega was the last letter in the Greek alphabet.
Why was it carved here? I wondered. Could it possibly mean . . . the end of something?
I was nervous about what I would find on the other side of that mysterious omega door, but to find Lukrasta I had to go forward. Glancing back, I now realized that I couldn’t retrace my steps even if I’d wanted to. The metal door behind me had vanished.
I had no choice but to advance farther into the tower. It was an early demonstration of the powerful dark magic that Lukrasta had at his disposal. He was deciding and controlling my movements.
I grasped the handle firmly, twisted it, and pushed. The door opened without resistance. Beyond was only darkness. I couldn’t see a thing.
Apart from the sword that Grimalkin had given to me and my silver chain, I had no weapons; I’d lost my staff on the battlefield.
But I did have two things that might help me—the small tinderbox that my dad had given me, and the candle stub I always carried in my breeches pocket.
It was the work of moments to light the candle. With that held high in my right hand, and with my left hand on the hilt of my sword, I brought a yellow glow to that dark place.
To my surprise, I found myself in what appeared to be the kitchen at the Spook’s Chipenden house. But it was greatly changed. There were cobwebs everywhere; a thick coating of dust and grime lay on the floor and on the table and chairs. Disturbed by the flickering light of the candle and the soft tread of my boots, a rat scampered away into a gloomy corner.
I looked about me. The fire was cold in the grate, and the glass of one of the windows was cracked. The house looked as if it had been abandoned for many years. It was as if there were no more spooks to carry on the work of fighting the dark.
The Wardstone could travel through time . . . but were we back in the past or in the future? Perhaps I was correct about the meaning of omega. Was I being shown the end of something?
I reflected that in the domain of a powerful mage I could not truly trust my eyes. Dark magic could create powerful illusions—not least the spell dread. I recalled how the demon’s house in Todmorden had changed at nightfall from a warm, comfortable abode into a ruin.
I could trust nothing here. Of course I was not really in the Spook’s house. Although it seemed real, this was an illusion created by the magic of Lukrasta. I turned to leave, but again, the door I’d entered by had vanished. I felt a surge of anger. He was playing games with me, feeding me untruths. I was trapped within his illusory world.
I wondered about the starblade. Grimalkin had said that it would protect me against dark magic that was intended to harm me. But right now I wasn’t actually being harmed, just shown what the mage wished me to see.
What now? How long would I have to wander through this maze before Lukrasta finally confronted me?
I had a sudden hunch that I should go upstairs. Was it my instinct, telling me the right thing to do? Or was it Mam’s latest gift, showing me where to find Lukrasta? If this was indeed the case, there was no flash of light inside my head to confirm it.
Of course, it might simply be more of Lukrasta’s magic. I began to climb the stairs anyway.
As I headed for my bedroom, the candle began to flicker violently in the draft from a broken pane of glass and almost went out. I shielded it with my cupped hand. The room was damp; there was mildew on the blankets. The bed hadn’t been slept in for a long time.
Only one thing in that room had survived the fire—that wall where each of the Spook’s apprentices had scrawled his name. I stared at it. Something was different. I could see my own name, almost lost among the others. But another name had been added to the original thirty.
Jenny
But Jenny was surely a girl’s name. How could a girl be the apprentice to a spook? What madness was this? What game was Lukrasta playing?
Angrily, I turned to leave the bedroom, and descended the stairs. I went through the kitchen again and out through the back door. But this was more trickery. Instead of the Spook’s garden, I found myself in a wood, and darkness had suddenly changed to daylight. Not that there was much of it left. The sun had set, and light was rapidly being leached from the sky.
I was being controlled by Lukrasta.
He was showing me what he wished me to see.
Soon, I resolved, there would be a reckoning.



CHAPTER XXXII
DRAW YOUR SWORD




THERE was still enough light to make out the shapes of buildings through the trees ahead. A light breeze was blowing toward me, and it carried an unpleasant smell—something fetid and unclean—in the air.
I emerged from the wood to find myself on the edge of a ruined village. The roofs had collapsed; some of the houses were just heaps of rubble, and blackened beams lay everywhere.
This sight reminded me of the aftermath of the war that had swept through the County. The same enemy patrol that had burned down the Spook’s house had attacked the village. They’d killed, burned, and looted. But the devastation here looked much worse.
It was then that I came upon the first of the dead bodies. It was that of a man; he had clearly been dead for a number of days, and decomposition was well under way. I soon saw others. Some were children; all were male. Had the women escaped? I wondered.
The next person I found lying in the rubble was still alive, though badly injured. He was lying on his back, with a heavy stone lintel lying across his left leg. His trousers were soaked with blood—the leg was badly crushed. To give him any hope of life, it should have been amputated, but it was now too late for that. The leg was already gangrenous. I could smell it from ten paces. The poison would already have spread through his body.
He groaned, opened his eyes, and stared at me.
I suddenly recognized him: It was the village blacksmith.
With a shock, I realized that the ruined village was indeed Chipenden.
But this couldn’t be real. It was just a magical illusion, surely?
This man had been the Spook’s main contact in the village, the skilled smith who had fashioned the retractable blades in the ends of our staffs, who’d kept him informed of village news and gossip—a necessary contact for a spook who, because of the nature of his job fighting the dark, was isolated from the life of the community.
The blacksmith was clearly dying, but I noticed something else. He looked older. It wasn’t just the gaunt face, perhaps a result of lying in pain without food, water, or shelter. His hair had grayed at the temples.
“Mr. Ward?” he said, his voice hardly more than a croak. “Is it you? Can that be possible?”
Illusion or not, he had spoken to me, and I replied automatically. “Yes, it’s me,” I said, walking over to kneel beside him.
“But you’re dead!” he exclaimed. “How can this be?”
I shook my head. “You’re mistaken. I’m alive. Who did this?”
“Why ask that? Surely you know. Who else but beast warriors and their mages . . . ?”
He must mean the Kobalos. . . . A terrible thought came into my mind. That while I was on the Wardstone, many years had passed back on earth. What if I’d passed through the second door and had been carried by Lukrasta’s magic to a Chipenden far in the future, when the Kobalos had invaded the County?
The smith began to cough and choke. “Water, please,” he begged. “My lips are parched. Give me water.”
I was torn. This was surely some magical deceit conjured by Lukrasta, another illusion. That’s what I wanted to believe. And yet the plight of the poor smith seemed all too real. How could I refuse him?
He raised a shaking hand and pointed toward the trees. “The stream,” he said.
At the foot of the slope was a shallow stream that bubbled over rocks. The water was ice cold and delicious. I’d drunk from it myself many times. But first I needed something to carry it in.
“I’ll be back soon,” I told the smith, and then began to search through the ruined houses. In the shell of a kitchen, I found what I was looking for. Pots, pans, and other utensils were strewn among the rubble. I picked up a large pan and carried it down the slope into the trees.
I knelt beside the stream and angled the pan against the flow of water. It started to fill.
“I wouldn’t bother with that,” a deep voice said behind me. “You’re just wasting your time. He died a few moments after you left him.”
I dropped the pan in the water and leaped to my feet, whirling round.
It was my enemy, the mage Lukrasta.
It was the first time I had been close to him. He was even more formidable than he had looked from a distance. I gazed at the long mustache, the feral mouth with sharp white teeth and lips that were unusually pink, as if suffused with blood. But on closer inspection, the eyes were the most striking feature. They were close set, and blazed with a fierce intensity. They were arrogant eyes, mirrors of a soul filled with the knowledge and certainty of its own power. He was almost a head taller than me, and his body was muscular, like that of the dead blacksmith in his prime.
In a scabbard at his hip he carried a sword. That pleased me. I wanted him to defend himself.
“What did you hope to achieve by all these illusions?” I asked. “Are you trying to play with my mind to give you some sort of advantage?”
“They were not illusions,” said Lukrasta. “The tower is real, and everything within it has the potential to be real, too. This is my home—the very same tower that you entered in Cymru.”
“That’s impossible,” I replied, looking him in the eye. “Here the tower stands on a flat plain. If this is Cymru, where are the mountains?”
“Over eons, mountains can be leveled, seas can evaporate, and a landscape can change beyond recognition. This is still Cymru. The place is the same, but the time is different. Did you not notice the sun?”
“That is not our sun,” I said, shaking my head. “I think you’re lying. The Wardstone carried me into the dark. We are probably still there, in another of the domains.”
Lukrasta gave me a sardonic smile. “No,” he said. “We are still in Cymru, as I told you. But we are close to the end of the world. The earth is almost devoid of life and cools as the dying sun cools. The Wardstone can travel through time and space as well as visit the dark. That enabled me to bring you to this place. But my home, the Tower of Time, can move through that dimension, but not space. It always remains rooted in this same spot.”
Lukrasta had a sincerity about him that was all too convincing. That was why the witches had taken the Fiend’s body to his tower. They had wanted him to use his powerful magic to protect it. But with the boggart’s help, I’d put an end to that.
“Then what about what I saw in that room?” I asked. “You said that everything in the tower is potentially real. What do you mean by that?”
“Yes, everything you saw is from a time and place on earth, conjured up by my magic. I have shown you what could come to pass if things do not change. It is similar to the scrying of a witch. What she foresees might come to pass. But things are not fixed, and decisions and acts by others can change the future. When the witch scrys the same thing at a later date, it will have changed—she will find something different. Thus it has always been. The future is never fixed. You can help to change it.”
What he was telling me was very close to what my own master had always believed—that each of our actions shapes the future, that it is not fixed. Well, I was about to change the future again.
“Yes, I think I’ll do just that!” I told him bitterly, images of Lukrasta and Alice together flickering into my mind. “I’ll start by putting an end to you. Draw your sword!”
“Haven’t you listened to a single word I’ve said?” Lukrasta asked impatiently, an edge of anger in his voice now. “You have made a great mistake in putting an end to the Fiend. Now the Kobalos god has been born. He will steadily grow in power until none of the Old Gods will be able to resist his will. Through that birth, the mage strength of the Kobalos has already been tripled and will continue to grow. They are breeding new creatures to fight a war of conquest and extermination against mankind. You will play a part in our defense. You must do so! That is the least you can do to make up for your foolishness.”
“What I intend to do is go back to Chipenden and continue to fight the dark in the best way I know—as the Spook’s apprentice.”
“In that case you will need a new master. John Gregory died in the battle.”
I felt a mixture of grief and anger, but I knew it was true because I’d glimpsed his dead face—though to hear it from Lukrasta’s lips was unbearable. So I vented my feelings in the only way I knew.
“Draw your sword!” I commanded him. “I won’t give you another chance.”
“What a fool you are to challenge me! What do you hope to achieve? Who do you think you are?” demanded Lukrasta.
“I am a seventh son of a seventh son,” I told him. As I drew the starblade with my right hand, flakes of rust fell onto the grass at my feet. “I’m the son of a good man, a farmer who taught me right from wrong, who taught me manners, who taught me what goodness is. But I’m also the son of the first lamia, who, although a loving mother, could be fierce and cruel beyond your imagination. I’m the child of them both. And I’ve been trained by John Gregory, perhaps the greatest spook the County has ever known. I’m Thomas Ward, your worst nightmare. You’ve lived too long, Lukrasta, and this is the time of your death. And now I’ll say it for the third time: Draw your sword!”
Lukrasta muttered under his breath and made a sign in the air.
I tensed. This was the moment of truth. Would the starblade be strong enough to protect me against his magic?
Sparks flickered at his fingertips, and a blue light flashed toward me. But I held the sword vertically before my face, and the light played around its sharp tip before changing to orange and fading away.
I smiled then, showing my teeth.
Grimalkin had forged a powerful weapon for me. The mage couldn’t hurt me with his magic. I was about to have my revenge. I would pay him back for taking Alice from me.
“Where did you get that weapon?” he demanded, his voice cold and imperious.
“It was fashioned by the witch assassin Grimalkin, and she gave it to me,” I told him. “She calls it the starblade because of what it was made from. While I possess it, your magic is powerless against me. So let’s see how well you can fight. Let’s see how well you can die.”
Lukrasta straightened his back, held his head high, and looked down at me. “The last thing I took you for was a fool!” he growled. “It looks like I was wrong.”
Then, finally, he drew his sword.



CHAPTER XXXIII
LAMIA BLOOD




LUKRASTA drew his sword but did not attack. He waited, his weapon held vertically like my own. His expression was inscrutable, but his eyes were fixed upon my blade.
I would have to initiate the fight.
I took a tentative step toward him and thrust the tip of my sword toward his chest. He made no attempt to parry. He just took two rapid steps backward, taking us away from the stream.
I jabbed again, and he retreated farther. There was a tree behind him; soon his back would be against the trunk. So, thinking to force him to retreat, I ran at him, bringing my sword round in an arc toward his head. For the first time he used his own sword. Its blade met mine in midair, and the woodland was filled with the sound of clashing metal and the beating of wings as a flock of frightened birds took flight.
I pressed home my attack, getting into the swing of things, seeking an opening in his defense. But he too was moving now, on his toes, his weapon blocking each thrust and swing of my own. Lukrasta certainly knew how to use a sword, but I sensed that he was not fighting to his full ability, and that angered me. He was moving sideways in an arc rather than backward, and now my own back was to the trees. Even though he was on the defensive, he still managed to manipulate me, choosing his position and maneuvering me where he wanted me.
So I stepped up the pace and drove him toward the stream.
I was really getting into a rhythm now, using all the tricks that Grimalkin had taught me. The sword felt light, the balance just right. It was the perfect weapon for me. I was getting my second wind, my speed gradually building. It was as if I could predict each of Lukrasta’s moves in advance, but that was relatively easy because each was a reaction to what I did. He was still fighting defensively.
I had him at the edge of the water now, and I saw my chance. He seemed to hesitate and glance backward, down at the stream.
Was he like a witch, unable to cross running water?
Seeing his hesitation and temporary loss of concentration, I took my opportunity. The scything stroke of my sword should have sundered his head from his body. But he suddenly stepped back into the water, with far more grace than he had so far displayed.
My blade missed.
But his didn’t.
Passing within a hair’s breadth of my left eye, the tip of his sword cut my cheek to the bone.
I staggered back, my cheek burning, feeling the blood run down my face and onto my neck. Lukrasta was smiling at me arrogantly, standing up to his knees in the fast- flowing stream. It had been a trick. He had been waiting for me to overextend myself.
“Only one side of your face will be handsome now!” he mocked. “But never fear. I’m sure there is a woman somewhere who will take pity on you!”
He could have said anything but that. He had taken Alice from me; he had ended my dream of being with her someday; he had shattered our friendship as casually as a drunken man hurls an empty glass against a wall.
I fought on, filled with increasing fury, desperate for revenge—although that did not lessen my skill. I was one with the sword, pressing harder and harder against my opponent. But he matched every jab and every swing I made.
All but the last one.
I moved without thinking, repeating the ruse I’d used against Grimalkin when she had hunted me down after the battle on Pendle Hill. Then, I had flicked my staff from my right hand to my left and driven its blade through her left shoulder, pinning her to a tree, never dreaming that we would later become allies.
Grimalkin had taught me how to fight with a sword, but John Gregory had taught me to wield a staff, and it was my master’s teaching that now came to my aid.
I flicked the sword, caught it with my left hand, and drove it through Lukrasta’s shoulder. His eyes widened in surprise, and he dropped his own weapon into the water. When I pulled the blade from his flesh, he groaned and fell to his knees.
The water was up to his waist, swirling away the blood that dripped from his shoulder. That was nothing to the blood he was about to lose. I grasped my sword with both hands and held it above my head. Lukrasta looked up at me. He was stupefied, unable to believe what was about to happen.
I gathered my strength, ready to strike his head from his shoulders. A second, and it would be done. My enemy would be dead.
But then a voice cried out behind me.
“Don’t, Tom! Please, Tom! Please don’t kill him!”
It was Alice.
I shifted slightly so that I could see both of them. I watched her out of the corner of my eye but kept my attention on Lukrasta.
“Why beg, Alice? Why don’t you save him? All you have to do is blast me with your magic. That should be easy enough for a witch like you,” I jibed.
“Don’t mock me, Tom, it doesn’t suit you. I wouldn’t hurt you for anything. You should know that by now. But even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. Ain’t possible, is it? Magic can’t hurt you while you have that sword.”
“You know about the sword?” I asked in astonishment.
Alice nodded. “Grimalkin told me she was going to forge you a special blade. She said it couldn’t be broken and could ward off dark magic. I suppose that must be what you’re holding, otherwise you wouldn’t have beaten Lukrasta.”
“I beat him fair and square, Alice!” I snapped angrily. “The sword gave me no special advantage.”
“That’s not what I meant. He didn’t want to hurt you, Tom. He didn’t want to fight you. He would have knocked you out with his magic, that’s all, and then sent you back to the County.”
“That’s not what you told me earlier!” I snapped.
“I didn’t want either of you hurt. I knew you would quarrel. And it’s exactly as I feared.”
“You must think me a fool. I would be if I believed that. You didn’t care about me—it was Lukrasta you wanted to protect. Your friend Lukrasta thought me a fool to fight him. Look at him on his knees. Who’s the fool now?”
Tears started to run down Alice’s cheeks. I felt a pang of jealousy, and in anger raised the sword a little, ready to strike.
“Please! Please! Listen to me. You’re both on the same side. Don’t do it, I beg you,” she pleaded, coming to the bank and wading in to stand between me and Lukrasta.
For the first time I looked at her directly, still keeping an eye on Lukrasta. There was something pitiful about the way she was crying; it was obvious that she cared deeply for him.
Suddenly I was divided. I felt within me a need for vengeance; my urge to kill Lukrasta was strong. No doubt that was the lamia blood coursing through my veins. But as I had told the mage, I was also a seventh son of a seventh son. My father’s blood was also in me. And he had taught me right from wrong.
Years ago Dad had been involved in a dispute with a neighboring farmer. The man had been grazing his cattle on Dad’s land for at least a decade, ignoring Dad’s protests and claiming the field was his. Finally, fed up with the situation, Dad took his grievance to the local magistrate, and after much deliberation and study of parish records, Dad had won. The magistrate ordered the neighbor to stop grazing his cattle there and to give Dad a dozen animals by way of compensation.
But Dad had refused the cattle, saying he was content just to have the field officially acknowledged as his own. Later I’d asked him why he’d done it. Didn’t he deserve to have those cows to make up for the grazing he’d lost over the years?
Dad had smiled. “Listen, son,” he’d said. “Never kick a man when he’s down. In the long term it’ll pay off.”
That farmer eventually turned into a good neighbor: It was Mr. Wilkinson, who’d helped after the farm had been raided by witches. He’d seen the barn burning and had rushed to help, only to suffer a blow to the head. He had been lucky that the witches hadn’t killed him. Later he’d looked after the livestock and dogs until Jack and Ellie returned. So in the end, Dad had been proved right. The kick that I was about to deliver would be a lot more damaging and permanent than the harm done by a boot. So I listened again to Dad’s voice in my head.
Then I lowered my sword and stared at my enemy. It was almost dark now, and Lukrasta’s face was in shadow.
“You’re welcome to each other,” I said, the edge of bitterness still sharp in my voice. “Now I want to go home.”
Alice nodded and turned on her heel, saying nothing.
I followed her up onto the muddy bank, leaving Lukrasta still on his knees in the stream. She led me back through the ruins of the village to a wall with a door in it.
“Go through that,” she said, “and you’ll find yourself on the steps outside the tower. You’ll be back in Cymru, but in our own time. Sorry, but you’ll have to walk to the County.”
Suddenly a pale moon came out from behind a cloud and cast my shadow onto the wall. It was a giant shadow, an impossible shadow—perhaps three times larger than it should have been. I pointed toward it.
“Do you remember what you told me soon after we first met?” I asked Alice.
“Yes. The moon cast your shadow onto a barn wall, and I said that the moon shows the truth of you.”
“And you’ve never spoken truer words. That’s me, Alice,” I said, pointing to my shadow. “The scrawny boy is only what you think you see. I’m the hunter. The hunter of the dark. So don’t make me hunt you! I never want to see you again. Keep well away from Chipenden,” I warned, pointing the sword at her. “This will protect me from your magic, and I’ll put you in a pit as soon as look at you. You’d better believe me.”
“There’s lots of things you don’t know, Tom. I won’t waste my time trying to explain now, because you’re bitter and angry. But I will tell you one thing. We’ll meet again, and you won’t put me in a pit. Thanks for sparing Lukrasta’s life. You don’t know how important that was.”
I didn’t bother to reply. I opened the door and gazed out at the Cymru of our time. Without looking back at Alice, I slammed it shut and began to hurry down the steps. The ice had gone; the sun was back to normal, about to retreat behind a cloud that threatened rain. It was early morning—the morning after the battle—so I needed to make the most of the daylight hours.
It was a long journey home, and my cheek throbbed with every step that I took.



CHAPTER XXXIV
THE LAST LESSON




IT took me nearly three days to walk back to Chipenden. I arrived at dusk, intending to spend the night there, resting, before returning to the Wardstone to collect my master’s body and bring it back to the house for burial. But when I reached the edge of the garden, I found Grimalkin waiting for me under a tree, her horse grazing on the lush grass beside her.
I had lots of questions for her. Who had died? Who had survived? I was particularly concerned about James. But what I saw silenced me.
Beside her, bound within a blanket, lay a body.
She had brought the Spook home.
We sat by the hearth in the kitchen, with the Spook’s body laid out on the table. I had stared at his face for a while, thinking of our time together until tears came into my eyes. When I turned away, Grimalkin had tied the blanket about him for the final time.
“Is James all right?” I asked.
She nodded. “Yes, he’s gone back to the farm.”
“And Judd?”
“He lost a couple of fingers, but what bothered him most was that one of the dogs was killed, the one called Claw. He said he should never have taken them to the battle. There were other deaths—the Deanes suffered badly, and the Mouldheels, too. One of Mab’s sisters was killed, the twin called Jennet. But the lamia, Slake, survived. She intends to return to Greece. Despite their numerical advantage, the enemy suffered far heavier losses than we did. Romanian and Celtic witches fought on their side, and every one of them died. Perhaps less than half the Essex witches escaped the County.”
I nodded, then described all that had happened to me afterward. Toward the end of my account, I asked her about the sword. “I fought Lukrasta and defeated him. He tried to use his magic against me, but it had no effect. The starblade protected me. So why didn’t it keep the dark magic at bay during the battle?” I asked. “I was paralyzed like everybody else.”
“It was a spell that joined the power of all the enemies who faced us,” Grimalkin replied. “Combined with that was the magic of Lukrasta. Alice also probably added hers, too. The starblade has its limits. I did my best, but nothing is perfect.”
“It must have been Alice!” I exclaimed angrily. “It protected me against Lukrasta when we fought—she didn’t add her magic then.”
“Such bitterness is bad for you,” Grimalkin said. “It achieves nothing. Put her from your mind.”
For a while I said nothing. Then, as I gradually calmed down, I went on with my account, ending with my decision not to kill Lukrasta.
“Alice thanked me for sparing his life,” I told her. “She was crying. I think she loves him very much.”
“Maybe she does and maybe she doesn’t,” replied the witch assassin. “But for now their fates are bound together. You did the right thing, of that I am certain. We must deal with the Kobalos now, or at least begin the process. Despite her grief at the loss of her sister, Mab scryed for me to see what she could about our new enemies. Their god, Talkus, has been born, but it will take him time to reach his full strength and gain dominion over the other gods, demons, and entities from the dark. The Kobalos are preparing for war, but that will also take time. We must use this interval to ready ourselves. And Lukrasta will be important in helping to deal with their mages. I intend to begin by finding out more about their strengths and weaknesses. Will you join me? I intend to travel north tomorrow.”
I shook my head. “No, I’ve had enough of killing. I intend to follow in my master’s footsteps and become the Chipenden Spook, protecting folk in the County from the dark. It’s what John Gregory trained me for—it’s what he’d have wanted.”
“Whether you help me now or later is your decision,” Grimalkin replied. “But eventually you will be forced to do so, because the Kobalos will come here. Then they will kill all the people you seek to protect—but not the women. For the women and girls they will have other uses.”
“If that happens, I’ll have to help, but it’s a long way to the land of the Kobalos. There are many kingdoms between us and them. If those human kingdoms unite, the Kobalos may lose. They may not venture this far. Here . . .” I said, drawing the starblade and holding it out toward her, hilt first. “Thanks for the loan of this blade, but I won’t be needing it any more. I’ll use the traditional weapons of my trade.”
Grimalkin shook her head. “It’s a gift, not a loan. It was made for you and nobody else. I won’t take it back.”
“In that case, I’ll hide it in a place where I won’t be tempted to use it,” I told her. “I’ve seen too much death recently. I’ve killed again and again until it sickens me. Swords are not for me. I’ll go back to using a staff; back to my silver chain, salt, and iron. I’ll fight the dark in traditional ways. I’m sorry, but I’ve thought it over on my way back from Cymru. It’s what I want to do.”
“It’s your decision,” she told me, “so let’s speak of something else. I could improve your face. I cannot get rid of all the scarring, but the disfigurement would be greatly reduced. Would you like me to try?”
I nodded.
“It will hurt,” she warned. “For that kind of magic, there is always a price to be paid. But unlike the pain caused by the silver pin in my leg, it will be of only short duration.”
“Yes, it would be worth it. I’ve already seen the way people look at it. Being a spook puts people off enough without this scar.”
After we’d talked, I walked down to the village and bought a coffin from the village carpenter.
“I’m sorry to hear of your master’s death,” he told me, shaking his head sadly. “He was a good man.”
The Spook was a tall man, and so I was surprised to find that the carpenter already had a coffin big enough to accommodate his body. Otherwise it would have spent another night unburied.
“Mr. Gregory ordered and paid for this last month,” the man told me.
The Spook had sensed the imminence of his own death, I realized.
Grimalkin helped me to dig the grave. As we prepared to slide my master’s body into the dark hole in the damp earth, I nodded at the sword that I had laid down on the grass to one side.
“I’m going to put it under the coffin,” I said. “You won’t take it back, and this way there is less chance that anyone else will be able to get their hands on it.”
“But what if you change your mind? You would have to disturb his grave to retrieve it.”
“That’s another good reason for placing it here,” I answered. “I would never disturb my master’s grave. May his body rest in peace.”
Grimalkin said nothing, but she stared at me for a moment, then shook her head. I shivered at the expression in her eyes. She was not only a powerful witch, but also an excellent scryer, and you never knew what she glimpsed in the future. Whatever it was, she didn’t tell me. Even if she had, I would have disregarded it, because the future is not fixed.
So I put the sword in the grave, and we lowered the coffin on top of it. Then we stood there in silence for a few moments. What Grimalkin thought I do not know, but her eyes were downcast.
I do not make a habit of praying, but I remembered what I had said at Dad’s grave. Now I repeated the words to myself.
Please, God, give him peace. It’s what he deserves. He was a good, hardworking man and I loved him.
For in truth he had been a teacher, a friend, and also a father to me.
Then, together, without speaking, Grimalkin and I filled in the grave. The only sounds to be heard were the thrust and lift of our spades, and the soil falling upon the wooden casket. The air was very still; even the birds had fallen silent.
Immediately afterward, Grimalkin attended to the scar on my face. For some reason known only to herself, it had to be done in the dark. I sat in a chair in a storeroom adjacent to the house.
“Keep still!” she hissed. “However severe the pain, you must not move.”
I felt her finger touch my face, tracing the line of the scar that began just below my eye. She muttered three words under her breath, and then I felt a strange sensation in my left cheek. At first it felt like ice, then like fire. Whether she cut me with a blade or some other instrument, I don’t know. But the pain was intense, and I felt blood running down my face.
Although it was extremely difficult, I did not move— though inside I was crying out in pain.
Later I examined my face in a mirror. She had opened the scar again; in my opinion, it looked worse than ever. But I thanked her anyway. I didn’t care how I looked anymore. I felt flat, my emotions deadened.
At dawn we said a brief good-bye. Grimalkin gave me a nod and headed over to where her horse was grazing. She told me neither where she was bound nor when she would return. I had refused her request to help with the new threat, so we had probably reached the end of our temporary alliance. She would go back to her business of being a witch assassin.
I wondered if I would ever see her again.
That night I dreamed of Alice . . .
Alice looked terrified. She stared up at me, and I could see her whole body trembling.
I was shaking, too, sick to my stomach.
Alice was tied to a large flat stone on a raised platform.
There was a large mound of stones nearby, but it wasn’t a cairn such as was often found at the peak of a high fell. It was hollowed out, and a fierce fire burned within. It was a furnace created for a terrible purpose.
It was Halloween, and I was about to begin the ritual that would destroy the Fiend.
Standing on the other side of Alice, directly opposite me, was Grimalkin. She was balancing Bone Cutter and the Blade of Sorrow in the palm of her hand. The first would be used to slice the thumb bones from Alice’s hands, the other to cut her beating heart from her chest.
If Alice cried out while I sliced the first bones, the ritual would fail. Her silence and bravery were essential to a successful outcome.
“I’m ready, Tom,” she said softly.
“It is time to begin,” added Grimalkin.
I loved Alice.
And Alice loved me.
But now I was about to kill her.
“Good-bye, Tom,” she said. “You were the best thing that ever happened to me. I have no regrets.”
I tried to reply, but my throat seemed to swell and I couldn’t get the words out. My eyes brimmed with tears.
“Do it now! Quickly!” Grimalkin commanded.
I blinked the tears out of my eyes and, very gently, took Alice’s left hand. Next I held it firmly against the stone. Now I had to position the knife. I took it from Grimalkin and readied myself for what must be done. It was difficult, because my hand was shaking violently, my palms sweating, making it difficult to grip the blade.
I took a deep breath and forced the blade through the base of Alice’s thumb. I was screaming as I did so, but Alice was brave. Not one cry escaped her lips.
I awoke suddenly, my heart racing. It had been a nightmare of what might have been. That terrible dream had seemed real, but we had taken a different path, and the future had changed.
Then I became aware of a weight resting on my legs and heard the sound of purring.
So the boggart had survived, after all.
It did not speak to me; it did not demand my blood. Had it done so, I would have given it willingly. John Gregory had begun the process by doing a deal with the boggart to guard the house and garden. My own partnership with the boggart was far closer, and I knew not where it would take me. I knew that I was very unusual, but the dark was changing. The battle would perhaps demand different tactics.
We keep notebooks so that we may learn from the past, but now I know that a spook must look to the future, and adapt and change. A wise man continues to learn until the day he dies. John Gregory was wise, and he realized that sometimes a compromise with the dark is necessary. That was perhaps the last lesson that he learned.



CHAPTER XXXV
THE CHIPENDEN SPOOK




LATE in the afternoon the day after we laid the Spook to rest, the bell rang at the withy trees.
I found a red-faced farmer in muddy boots waiting for me there, nervous and frightened and badly needing help.
“My name’s Morris—Brian Morris from Ruff Lane Farm just south of Grimsargh. There’s a boggart made its home in my barn,” he told me. “It’s throwing great big rocks at the house. One went right through the kitchen window. Luckily my wife had moved away from the sink to tend to the baby. Had she been standing there, she’d have been killed for sure.”
It was routine spook’s business, so I nodded and answered in what I hoped was a reassuring tone. “It sounds like you’re under attack from a stone chucker. Get back home as quickly as possible—you and your family should leave the house. Stay with a neighbor. I’ll follow as soon as I collect my things. With luck, I’ll sort it out tonight. Otherwise two nights at the most, and it’ll be gone.”
“No disrespect, lad, but I’d prefer it if your master attended to my problem.”
“That won’t be possible,” I told him firmly. “Unfortunately John Gregory is dead. My name is Mister Ward, and I’m the Chipenden Spook now. I’m offering you my help.” I stared hard at him until he lowered his eyes.
“I won’t be able to pay you right away,” he said. “Times are hard.”
“After the next harvest will do,” I replied. “Now be on your way. Get your family out and leave the rest to me. I’ll deal with it—don’t worry.”
He turned and, with a barely perceptible nod of acceptance, trudged off into the distance.
I went back to the house to collect my bag, not forgetting a small parcel of cheese for the journey.
My life as the Chipenden Spook had begun.



EPILOGUE
ONCE again, I’ve written most of this from memory, just using my notebook when necessary.
I am no longer John Gregory’s apprentice. Now I am the Chipenden Spook, and I must do my best to keep the County safe from ghosts, ghasts, boggarts, witches, and all manner of creatures from the dark—some, perhaps, as yet unknown. For, as my master taught me, life as a spook is one long process of learning.
Out there in the County, many incidents are, as yet, unexplained. We can learn from the past by using the legacy of knowledge left to us by former spooks, but the dark is always throwing up new challenges and surprises, and we must adapt and learn to counter any new threat.
Although I am no longer an apprentice, there is one local spook who will still be able to contribute to my learning. Judd Brinscall has offered his aid and experience, should I require it. I am practicing regularly to enhance my skills with staff and chain, the main weapons of a spook. As for the scar on my face, it is greatly improved. There is now just a faint white diagonal line running down from my eye. So Grimalkin’s magic did its work.
That is the difference between me and previous generations of spooks. I am prepared to accept the use of magic, but only if the ends justify it and there is no cost to others. No doubt that is because of the lamia blood coursing through my veins. And I have another potent ally to help me should I require it—the boggart.
It had been the Spook’s boggart; now it is mine.
But the sword will remain under my master’s coffin. I am sick of killing. Now I will concentrate on dealing with the dark in the County.
As for my master, John Gregory, I will never forget what he did for me. In the eyes of most priests, spooks are no better than witches and cannot be interred in holy ground. Some are buried as close as possible to the boundary of a churchyard. But I didn’t want that for my master.
We buried the Spook in what I guessed must be one of his favorite locations, next to the seat in the western garden—the place where we had often sat for my lessons. It was full of happy memories, with a view of the fells in the distance and the sound of birdsong filling the air. I was the thirtieth and last of his apprentices, and he must have spent many satisfying years here as he trained boys to fight the dark.
One day, perhaps, I will have an apprentice of my own. Maybe this is the place where I will also be buried.
I had the local mason craft a gravestone, and on it carve the following:
HERE LIETH
JOHN GREGORY OF CHIPENDEN,
THE GREATEST OF THE COUNTY SPOOKS
It was a fitting epitaph. What I had ordered to be written there was true; there was no exaggeration. For more than sixty years, my master had fought the dark and kept the County safe. He had always done his duty, and done it well, displaying great skill and courage. Finally he had laid down his life in order that the Fiend might be destroyed.
But life goes on. Last week I had good news from Jack. Ellie has given birth to a healthy baby boy. They’ve called him Matthew, and now Jack has a son to help with the farm when he is older.
My job now is to keep the County safe from the dark.
If I achieve half as much as my master, I will be satisfied.
THOMAS J. WARD
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THE HORRORS BEGIN




THE LAST APPRENTICE books tell the continuing story of Tom Ward’s apprenticeship to Old Gregory, the County Spook who rids the land of boggarts, ghosts, and witches. Over the course of his journey, Tom has been befriended by Alice Deane, a girl raised by witches. He has also survived an attack by the witch assassin Grimalkin.
In The Spook’s Tale and Other Horrors, readers will learn about other adventures experienced by these people in Tom’s life. Long before he was Tom Ward’s master, John Gregory had his first confrontation with the dangers of the dark. Alice Deane relates what happened when she journeyed into the dangerous, witch- infested district of Pendle in search of Tom’s kidnapped family. And Grimalkin reveals the twisted road that the led her to become a witch assassin.



THE SPOOK’S TALE



SOME say that John Gregory is the greatest of the County spooks. Others believe that he only prepared the way for the one who was to follow. What is certain is that from an early age, he had true courage and the ability to overcome his greatest fears.
Before becoming the Spook, John Gregory faced many terrors: a malevolent witch, a bone-snatching boggart, and a tormented ghast. “The Spook’s Tale” is his own account of how he took the first steps toward becoming a spook’s apprentice.



CHAPTER I
The Dead Apprentice

WHEN I was really young, perhaps no older than six or seven, I had a terrible nightmare. It began as a pleasant dream. I was sitting on a hearth rug in the small front room of our cramped row house in Horshaw. I was gazing into a coal fire, watching the sparks flicker and dance before they disappeared up the chimney. My mam was also in the room. She was knitting. I could hear the rhythmical click-click of her needles, and I felt really happy and safe. But then, over the noise of the knitting needles, I heard the dull thud of approaching footsteps. At first I thought they were outside, where my dad and brothers were working, but with a growing sense of unease I realized they were coming from the cellar. Who could possibly be down in our cellar? The sound of the heavy boots on stone grew louder. They were climbing the steps toward the kitchen, and I knew that, whatever it was, it was coming to get me. The air suddenly developed a distinct chill—not the cold that winter brings; this was something else.
In the nightmare I tried to call out to my mam for help, but I couldn’t make a sound. I was mute and paralyzed, frozen to the spot. The boots came nearer and nearer, but my mam just carried on sitting and knitting while my terror slowly increased. The fire flickered and died in the grate and the room grew colder and darker with each ominous approaching footstep. I was terrified, panic and dread building within me by the second.
A dark shadow shaped like a man entered the room. He crossed to where I cowered by the fire, and before I had a chance to move or cry out, he picked me up and put me under his arm. Then he took me back into the kitchen and began to descend the cellar steps, each clump of his big boots taking me deeper and deeper. I knew that I was having a nightmare and realized I had to wake myself up before I was taken into the absolute darkness at the foot of the cellar steps.
Struggling and straining with all my might, I somehow managed to do it just in time. I awoke, panting with fear, my brow wet with sweat, trembling at the thought of what had almost happened.
But my nightmare didn’t happen just once. It came to me time and time again over the course of several years. After a while I had to tell someone, so I confided in my brother Paul. I was afraid that he might laugh, that he might mock me for being so terrified of a dream. But to my surprise his eyes widened, and with a shaking voice, he revealed that he had been having exactly the same nightmare! At first I could scarcely believe him—but it was true! We had both been dreaming the same dream. In some ways it was a comfort, but what could this strange coincidence mean? Together we reached an important agreement.
If you were in the dream and managed to escape it, you had to wake your brother, because he might still be trapped in that nightmare, awaiting his turn to be taken down the cellar steps. Many’s the night when I was sleeping peacefully, not dreaming at all, and my brother would shake me by the shoulder. I’d wake up blazing with anger, ready to thump him. But then he’d whisper in my ear, his eyes wide, his face terrified, his bottom lip trembling:
“I’ve just had the dream!”
I was instantly glad I hadn’t thumped him—otherwise next time he might not wake me when I was having the nightmare and needed his help!
Although we told ourselves this was just a dream, there was one thing that terrified us both. We felt absolutely sure that, if we were ever taken into the dark at the foot of the cellar steps, we would die in our sleep and be trapped in that nightmare forever!
One night as I lay awake, I heard disturbing noises coming from the cellar. At first I thought I was in the dream, but slowly, with a shudder of fear, I realized these were waking sounds, not dreaming sounds. Someone was digging into the soft earth of the cellar floor with a shovel. I felt that strange unnatural coldness again and heard boots climbing the stone steps, just as they did in my nightmare. Covering my ears to block out the sounds was hopeless, because they didn’t stop. Eventually, scared almost witless and weeping in distress, I screamed out into the darkness.
That wasn’t the only time it happened, and my family’s patience started to wear thin. Another night, angered by the fact that I’d woken them all up again, my dad dragged me down the cellar steps, threw me into the darkness, and nailed the door shut, leaving me alone and trapped there.
“Please, Dad! Please. Don’t leave me here in the dark!” I pleaded.
“You’ll stay there until you learn to stop waking us up!” he retorted. “We’ve all got work in the morning. Think of your brothers and your poor mam. It’s about time you grew up!”
“Please, Dad! Give me another chance!” I begged, but he didn’t relent.
He was a good man but also hard—that’s why he put me in that dark, terrifying cellar. He didn’t realize what I could see and hear: things other people couldn’t, things that would make the hairs on the back of your neck stand up and your heart hammer hard enough to break out of your chest. Although I didn’t know it at the time, it was a consequence of what I was. I was the seventh son and my dad had been a seventh son before me. For me, the world was a very different place. I could both see and hear the dead; sometimes I could even feel them. As I sat on the cold cellar floor, I heard things approaching me in the dark, seeking me out with cold fingers and whispers, taking forms that only I could see.
I shivered with a coldness that went right through my bones and watched as a figure emerged from the darkness, carrying something over his shoulder. He had big boots and looked like a miner. At first I thought it was a sack of coal he was carrying, but then, to my horror, I saw that it was the limp body of a woman. I watched the tears running down the man’s face as he dropped the lifeless form into the shallow pit he had dug and started to cover it with earth. As he worked, the miner gasped for air, his lungs destroyed by years of breathing in the coal dust.
It was only later that a neighbor told me the whole story. The miner mistakenly believed his wife had betrayed him by seeing another man, so he’d killed the woman he truly loved. It was a sad tale, and my pity for those who’d died so long ago slowly helped me to overcome my fear.
I didn’t know it then, but that was my first step toward becoming a spook. I faced my fear, and slowly it ebbed away. Confronting the dark and overcoming his fear is what every spook first needs to do.
My name is John Gregory, and I’ve worked at my trade for more than sixty years. I protect the County against ghosts, ghasts, witches, and boggarts. Especially witches and boggarts. If anything goes bump in the night, I deal with it.
Mine’s a lonely and difficult life, and I’ve been close to death more times than I care to remember. Now, as I approach the end of my time on earth, I’m training Tom Ward, who’ll be my last apprentice.
So here’s an account of my own early days. How it began for me. How I lost one vocation and gained another. How I took the first tentative step toward becoming a spook’s apprentice myself.
I left home when I was twelve. Not as an apprentice to a spook—mine was a very different vocation then. I was going to travel to the seminary at Houghton and train there for the priesthood.
It was a bright, crisp day in late October, and I was looking forward to the long walk and eagerly anticipating the beginning of my new life.
“It’s a proud day for me, son,” my poor old dad said, struggling for each breath. By then the coal dust had started to clog his lungs, too, and each month they became more damaged. “It’s what every devout father wants—that one of his sons should have a vocation for the priesthood. I look forward to the day when you return to this house to give me your blessing.”
My mam wasn’t there to see me leave, as she’d already set off for work. As for my brothers, four of them had left home for good. Of those, one was already dead: He’d been drowned while working on a canal barge that plied the route between Priestown and Caster. The two still living at home had left the house long before dawn. Andrew was an apprentice locksmith. Paul had already begun working down the mine.
Before I started out on the road to Houghton, I called in at the little parish church to speak to Father Ainsworth. He’d been my teacher for as long as I could remember. His inspirational sermons and tireless work to aid the poor of the parish had made me want to follow in his footsteps. Not for me days of claustrophobic darkness toiling in the mine. I was going to be a priest and help people.
As I walked down the narrow lane that led out of Horshaw, I could see someone digging in the field that belonged to the church. At first I thought it was a gravedigger, but then I noticed he was working just outside the boundary of the churchyard—not actually in holy ground. Also, he seemed to be wearing a hood and gown, the garb of a priest.
However, I’d much more exciting things to think about, so I put it from my mind. I took a shortcut through the hedge and began to weave my way through the gravestones toward the dilapidated church. It was always in need of repair, and I could see now that there was new damage—a couple of slates missing from the roof, the result of a recent storm.
It was another of Father Ainsworth’s routine tasks to raise the necessary funds for such repairs. When I entered the church, he was standing in the central aisle, counting copper coins into a small leather pouch.
“I’ve come to say good-bye, Father,” I told him, my voice echoing from the high ceiling.
“Are you looking forward to it, John?” he asked, his eyes bright with excitement. It was almost as if he were going rather than me.
“Aye, Father. I can’t wait to get started on my studies. The Latin you’ve taught me should help me get off to a good start.”
“Well, you’ve been a good, diligent pupil, my boy. My hope is that one day you’ll come back and take over this parish. It would be a fine thing if a member of the local flock could one day be its shepherd. That would be fitting, John. Very fitting indeed. I can’t carry on forever.”
Father Ainsworth was a small, wiry, gray-haired man, well into his sixties. He still looked fit and far from ready to retire, but someone would need to take over this small church one day. I remember thinking how proud that would make my dad—one of his own sons becoming the parish priest!
“It looks like last Sunday’s collection plate was unusually good, Father!” I said, looking down at the pouch full of money that he was cradling in his hand.
Father Ainsworth smiled. “It was a little better than usual, that’s true, but what’s really made a difference is the money I got from the spook. Did you see him working by the hedge? He paid me to allow him to dig a grave there.”
Although spooks dealt with witches and got rid of ghosts and boggarts, the hierarchy of the Church considered them no better than creatures of the dark themselves. As spooks weren’t ordained into the priesthood, it was thought they had no right to meddle with the dark; priests were nervous of the methods they used. Some spooks had been imprisoned or even burned at the stake. However, Father Ainsworth was a tolerant man who took people as he found them.
“I thought he was a gravedigger,” I explained, “but it was odd because he wasn’t working in the right place.”
“Well, his apprentice died last night, and because of his trade he can’t be laid to rest in the holy ground of the churchyard. But the spook wants to bury him as close to consecrated ground as possible because it’ll make the boy’s family feel better. Why not, John? What harm can come of it?”
I took my leave of Father Ainsworth and set off north toward Houghton, my coat buttoned against the chill wind from the west. My path took me close to the place where the Spook was still digging.
The grave was almost deep enough, and I could see the body of a young boy lying on the ground beside it. He looked no older than I was. The eyes of the corpse were wide open, and even from a distance it seemed to me that the dead face was twisted into an expression of absolute terror. There was something else really horrible, too. Where his left hand should have been, there was just a red and bloodied stump. How had he died? An accident?
I shuddered and walked on quickly, but the spook glanced in my direction. I saw that he had very bushy eyebrows and a thick head of dark hair, but the most noticeable thing about him was a very deep scar that ran the whole length of the left side of his face. I remember wondering what sort of accident had left him with such a serious disfigurement. I shuddered, wondering if a witch had done it, raking down his face with her razor-sharp talons.
The late morning and afternoon passed quickly, and the sun began to sink lower in the sky. I’d no hope of reaching Houghton before nightfall and planned to spend the night in a barn or outbuilding. I had a pack of cheese sandwiches to keep my hunger at bay, so it was just a case of finding some shelter. At least it was dry, unusually for this time of year in the County, but as the sun went down, a mist began to swirl in from the west. Soon I could hardly see half a dozen paces in any direction. Somehow I wandered from the track and became completely lost.
It was getting colder, and soon it would be totally dark. I didn’t fancy a night in the open but had little choice in the matter. I’d reached the edge of a wood and decided to settle down under a tree and try to sleep. It was then that I heard footsteps in the distance. I held my breath, hoping they would pass by, but they just came nearer and nearer. I wasn’t happy at the prospect of meeting a stranger out here in the dark, miles from anywhere.
It could well have been a robber, someone who’d cut my throat simply to steal the coat off my back. People sometimes went missing in the County, never to be seen again. The countryside was dangerous at night—anything could be out there.



CHAPTER II
The Witch’s Lair

A figure emerged from the mist, walking straight toward me. For a moment his garb made me think he was a priest, but then I realized he was a spook. He wore a hood and gown, and boots of the finest quality leather. He came up really close, until I could see his scarred face. It was the same man who had been digging in the churchyard at Horshaw.
“You lost, boy?” he demanded, glaring at me from under his black bushy eyebrows.
I nodded.
“Thought so. We’ve been heading in the same direction for miles. You make enough noise to wake the dead! Doesn’t do to draw too much attention to yourself in these parts. Where are you bound?”
“The seminary at Houghton. I’m going to study there for the priesthood.”
“Are you now? Well, you won’t get to Houghton tonight. Follow me—I’ll see if I can find you somewhere better to bed down. This area is even more dangerous than usual, but as you’re here you’d be better off in my company.”
I had mixed feelings about the offer. I felt nervous being anywhere near a spook, but at the same time it was better than spending the night on my own in the open, at the mercy of any passing robber. And what did he mean, “more dangerous than usual”?
It was as if the spook had read my thoughts. “Please yourself, boy. I’m only trying to help,” he said, turning his back and beginning to walk away.
“Thanks for the offer. I’d like to travel with you,” I blurted out, something deep inside having made the decision for me.
So I followed him through the trees, glancing nervously both left and right into the mist. It was said that spirits and all manner of creepy things were towed along in the wake of a spook because of his line of work. That’s why people usually crossed the road to avoid passing close to one—and here I was on a dark misty night near enough to touch him!
He finally led me to an old wooden barn, and we settled ourselves down on some dry straw. There were holes in the roof and the door was missing, but it wasn’t raining and there was hardly any wind, so it was comfortable enough. The spook took a lantern from his bag and lit it while I opened my pack of cheese sandwiches and offered him one.
He declined with a smile and a shake of his head. “Thanks for the offer, boy. That’s generous of you, but I’m working at present, and it’s my habit to fast when facing the dark!”
“Is something from the dark nearby?” I asked nervously.
He grimaced. “That’s more than likely. I buried my apprentice today. He was killed by a boggart. Do you know anything about boggarts?”
I nodded. I’d been told that boggarts were spirits; they usually made a nuisance of themselves, scaring people by breaking plates or banging on doors. But I hadn’t heard of anyone being killed by one before.
“There was one that plagued the Green Bottle Tavern in Horshaw for a while,” I told him. “It used to howl down the chimney and whistle through keyholes. It never hurt anybody, though, and after a few weeks it just disappeared.”
“Sounds like a type we call a whistler, boy. They are mostly harmless. But there are lots of different kinds of boggarts, and some are more dangerous than others. For example, there are hall knockers, which usually just make noises. They feed on the fear they generate—that’s how they get their power. But hall-knockers sometimes change without warning into stone chuckers, which can hurl large rocks and kill people. But there are even worse types of boggarts. I’ve been trying to deal with what we call a bone breaker. They rob fresh graves, digging up the corpses, then scraping off the flesh and devouring the marrow inside the bones.”
I shuddered at the gruesome picture he’d painted, but he hadn’t finished yet.
“However, the worst of them develop a taste for the living. This happens when a witch gets involved. Some witches use bone magic as the source of their dark power. What better for such a malevolent witch than to control a bone breaker and get it to bring her what she needs!”
I shivered. “Sounds horrible!” I told him.
“It’s worse than that, boy. Soldiers fighting a battle rarely have to face such terrors. There I was, just two nights ago, on my way to bind a bone breaker, when the boggart struck. I heard it coming across the field, and I called out a warning to my apprentice. But it was too late. The boggart snatched the thumb bone of his left hand. Well, that’s what it wanted, but it took off the whole hand at the wrist. There was little I could do. I managed to stop the bleeding by binding his upper arm tightly with strips torn from his cloak. But he soon went blue round the lips and stopped breathing. The shock of the injury must have killed him.
“That was totally unexpected,” continued the spook. “The boggart would have had no idea we were in the vicinity. Someone must have directed it to us. I suspect a witch must have been involved . . .”
He fell silent and stared at the wall for a long time, as if reliving those terrible events. It gave me chance to study his face. The scar was exceedingly deep and ran from high on his forehead right down to his chin. He was lucky not to have lost the sight of his left eye. The scar cut a white swath through his eyebrow, and the two separated ridges of hair were not quite in line.
The spook glanced at me quickly. I looked away, but he knew that I’d been studying his face. “Not a pretty sight, is it, boy?” he growled. “Another boggart did that—a stone chucker. But that’s another story.”
“The boggart that killed your apprentice . . . is it close by?” I asked.
“It won’t be far away, boy. It all happened less than a mile from here. Over yonder to the east,” he said, pointing through the open doorway. “Just south of Grimshaw Wood—and that’s where I’ll be heading at first light. The job needs finishing.”
The thought of such a dangerous boggart so close to our shelter made me really nervous, and I jumped a few times when some noise outside disturbed me. But I was so tired that I eventually fell asleep.
Soon after dawn, with a brief “Good morning” and a nod, the spook and I parted, and I continued north through the trees. The weather had changed. It was now unseasonably warm, and dark clouds were gathering overhead. I’d traveled less than a mile when I heard the first rumble of thunder. Soon forked lightning was splitting the sky with flash after jagged flash. I’d never liked thunder—it made me nervous, and I wanted to get away from the trees and the risk of being struck by lightning.
Suddenly I saw what I took to be a ruined cottage ahead. One of the windows was boarded up, another had a broken pane, and the front door hung wide on its hinges. It seemed like a good place to shelter while the storm passed. But no sooner had I stepped inside than I realized I’d made a very big mistake.
The place showed signs of recent occupation. The ashes of a fire were still smoking in the grate of the small front room, and I saw the stub of a fat candle on the window ledge. A candle made from black wax.
When I saw that, my heart began to hammer with fear. It was said that witches used such candles: They were that dark color because blood had been stirred into the molten wax. This cottage must be a witch’s lair!
I held my breath and listened very carefully. The cottage was totally silent. All I could hear was the rain drumming on the roof. Should I run for it? Was it safer out there, at the mercy of the elements? Ready to flee at the slightest hint of danger, I tiptoed to the kitchen doorway and peered through. What I saw was bad. Very bad . . .
There were bones in an untidy heap in the far corner of the flagged floor: leg bones, arm bones, finger bones, and even a skull. But they weren’t just animal bones left over from cooking. My whole body started trembling at what I saw.
They were human bones. And among them were thumb bones. Lots of them.
I turned around and made straight for the cottage door, but I was too late. I glimpsed something through the broken window. Someone was approaching through the trees—a woman dressed in black, her long gown trailing on the wet grass. The sky was very dark now, and at first I couldn’t make out her face. But she suddenly came to a halt and the lightning flashed almost directly overhead, so I could see her clearly. How I wished I hadn’t! Her expression was cruel, her eyes narrow slits, her sharp nose almost fleshless. As I watched, she tilted her head upward, and I heard her sniff loudly three times. Then she started to move more quickly toward the cottage, as if she knew I was there.
I ran back into the kitchen. Could I escape through the back door? Desperately I tried to open it. The door was locked and too sturdy to force open. There were only two places to go. Either up the stairs or down stone steps into the darkness of the cellar! It was no choice at all, so I quickly tiptoed upstairs. The witch would surely have reached the front door by now.
I crept onto the landing and saw that there were only two bedrooms. Which one should I choose? There was no time to think. I opened the door and stepped into the first one. There was no bed, just a small table and lots of rubbish on the floor: a heap of moldering rags, pieces of a broken chair, and an old pair of pointy black shoes with the soles worn right through.
I sat down on the floor and tried to keep as still as possible. I heard the witch enter the house. She crossed the front room and stepped into the kitchen. Would she come up the stairs?
Lightning flashed just outside the window, to be answered by a loud crack of thunder. The storm was now almost directly overhead. I heard the click-click of the witch’s heels as she crossed the kitchen flags. Next the creaking of the wooden stairs. She was coming up toward me. And as she climbed, I began to feel very cold—the same sort of cold I’d experienced when my dad had locked me in the cellar and I’d come face-to-face with the dead miner.
Maybe the witch would go into the other room? This one was only a storeroom, but there might be a bed in the one next door. A bed where she’d settle down and go to sleep. I’d be able to sneak out of the house and make my escape then.
“Please, God! Please!” I prayed silently. “Make her choose the other room!”
But my prayer was in vain. My last desperate hopes were dashed as the witch came directly to the room where I was hiding. For a moment she paused outside: My heart pounded in my chest, the palms of my hands began to sweat, and the cold became more intense. Then she opened the door and looked down at me, her cruel eyes staring into mine so that I felt like a rabbit in thrall to a stoat. I tried to stand but found that I couldn’t even move. It wasn’t just fear. I was bound to the spot. Was she using dark magic against me?
To my horror, the witch pulled a knife from the pocket of her black gown. It had a long, sharp blade and she held it out, moving toward me purposefully. Was she going to take some of my bones? She held the knife above my head and suddenly grasped me very tightly by my hair, twisting my head backward. She was going to kill me!



CHAPTER III
A Spook’s Bones

“OH! I’m sorry! Really sorry!” I cried out. “I didn’t mean to come into your cottage. I didn’t know it was occupied. I just wanted to shelter from the storm—”
“Of course you didn’t intend to come here, child,” the witch said, her voice a cruel rasp. “I brought you here with a spider spell. I lured you into my web. And now you’re in a right tangle, aren’t you?”
With those words, the blade swept down toward my head. I gasped in anticipation of pain and closed my eyes, but the next second she released me, and I opened them again. She was holding a clump of my hair. She’d used the knife to cut it off.
“Without my help, you’ll never get free—never leave this house,” she warned. “At least not while you’re still breathing. But if you’re obedient, I’ll let you go. So are you going to do exactly what I tell you?”
I was shaking like a leaf now and felt utterly weak and powerless. I still couldn’t move, apart from my mouth, which I opened to say, “Yes.”
“I can see you’re going to be a sensible boy,” the witch continued. “But if you get up to any tricks, I’ll set Snatcher on you. And you wouldn’t want to meet him. Snatch your bones, he will, and bring ’em straight back to me!”
By Snatcher I guessed she meant the boggart. The spook had been right. The bone breaker was being controlled by a witch.
“All you have to do is bring the spook to this house. He’ll be hunting me down soon enough, so I’ll deal with him once and for all.”
“Can’t you just bring him here the way you brought me?” I asked.
The witch shook her head. “Can’t use the spider spell on him. He’s too old and strong and crafty. Just tell him you were going to shelter from the storm in this cottage. Then you peered through the window and saw a child here, bound with rope to hooks on the wall while a witch stirred a big cauldron over a fire. That should do the trick. He’ll hope to take me by surprise, but I’ll be ready for him!”
“What will you do then?” I asked nervously.
The witch’s face cracked into a cruel smile. “Well, a spook’s bones are the most useful of all. Especially the thumbs. No doubt I’ll find something useful to do with the bits of him that are left over. Nothing ever goes to waste! But let me worry about that. You just bring him here. Once he’s through the door, I’ll do the rest, and you can get on your way and forget that you ever met me. What do you say?”
It was horrible. She wanted me to lure the spook to his death. But if I didn’t do as she said, I’d never leave the witch’s cottage. I’d be the one to die.
“I’ll do it,” I said, feeling like a coward. But what else could I have done?
The witch gave me a wicked smile, and instantly my limbs were released from the spell and I was free to move.
“Downstairs with you!” she commanded, then followed me into the kitchen and along to the small front room. She watched me from the front doorway as I walked away.
“Don’t forget, child! Snatcher would love your bones! Once he sniffs this lock of hair, he’ll be able to find you anywhere! No matter how far you run, he’ll follow. So do as I say, or it’ll be the worse for you. Bring that spook here by nightfall, or I’ll send Snatcher after you. And you’ll never see the sun rise again!”
Terrified, I set off in the direction the spook had indicated the previous night, my mind spinning with all that had happened. I felt as if I’d stepped into a nightmare—one that I’d never wake up from.
The thunder was rumbling away into the distance, and the rain was now little more than drizzle. But another storm was exploding inside my head. What if I simply turned and headed toward Houghton? Could the boggart really follow and find me anywhere I went? Or was the witch just saying that to scare me? It seemed too big a chance to take. So I kept walking toward the place where the spook should be.
What if I just told him the truth—that she’d ordered me to lure him back to the cottage? Would he be able to help me? It didn’t seem likely. After all, he’d failed to protect his own apprentice against the boggart.
It didn’t take me long to find the spook. Grimshaw Wood, mainly composed of bare ash, oak, and sycamore trees, lay in a narrow valley. As I approached its southern end, my feet sinking into the dank moldering autumn leaves, I could hear someone digging in the soft earth.
There, close to the roots of an ancient oak, two riggers in shirtsleeves were digging a pit. The spook was watching them with folded arms. Nearby stood a horse and cart with a large flat stone tied to the boards. As I drew nearer, the spook turned to watch me, but the men continued working, not even giving a single glance in my direction.
“What’s wrong, boy? Lost again?” he demanded.
“I’ve found the witch,” I told him. “I was going to shelter from the storm in what I thought was an abandoned cottage. But I looked through the window and saw a child tied up and a witch stirring a big cauldron. . . .”
The spook looked at me hard, his eyes locked upon mine. “A child tied up, you say? That’s bad. But how do you know the woman was a witch?”
I thought quickly, remembering the feeling of cold I’d experienced as she approached the cottage. “I felt cold, really cold,” I told him. “It’s the same sort of feeling I get when I’m near a ghost—which is something from the dark like a witch, isn’t it?”
The spook nodded but looked suspicious. “See many ghosts, do you?”
“There are two in our cellar. A miner and the wife he killed.”
“What’s your name, boy?”
“John Gregory.”
The spook looked at me thoughtfully. “Have you any brothers, John?”
“Six,” I told him. “I’m the last one to leave home.”
“So you’re the youngest, no doubt. What about your father? How many brothers did he have?”
“Six as well, just like me. He was the youngest, too.”
“Do you know what that makes you, boy?”
I shook my head.
“It makes you a seventh son of a seventh son. You have gifts: the ability to see the dead and to deal with them if necessary, to talk to them and enable them to leave this world and go to the light. The strength to deal with witches, too, and all manner of other things that serve the dark. It’s a gift. Anyway, where is this cottage?” he asked, his voice suddenly very quiet.
“Back there. Not that far north of the barn where we stayed last night.”
“And you just happened to stumble upon a cottage where a witch is holding a child captive? Are you sure you’re telling me the truth, boy? You’re afraid, I can see that. And who can blame you, if that’s what you’ve really seen? But in my line of work it’s useful to be able to tell when someone’s telling a lie or holding something back. You rely on instincts and experience to do that. Looking at you, I’m getting that feeling now. Am I right, boy?”
I looked down. I couldn’t meet his gaze any longer. I began to tremble. “There is no child!” I admitted, blurting out the truth. “The witch made me say that. She cut off a lock of my hair and said the boggart would snatch my bones if I didn’t. She wants to lure you to the cottage. She said if I took you there she’d let me go. I’m sorry for lying, but I’m scared. Really scared! She said I’ve till nightfall to bring you back to her cottage. After that she’ll send her boggart after me.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” said the spook. “Were you lying about feeling cold, too?”
I shook my head. “No, that’s true. I was trapped upstairs, and when she came into the cottage, I felt that strange chill.”
“So you really are a seventh son of a seventh son?”
I nodded.
“Well, I don’t tell lies, boy, under any circumstances. So I’m going to tell you the truth, unpleasant though it may be. The witch has a lock of your hair, and she can use it to weave dark spells. She could hurt you now if she wanted, make you feel seriously unwell. She can also use it to help the boggart track you down. There are mysterious lines of power under the earth—we call them ley lines, and the County is crisscrossed with them. Boggarts use them to travel quickly from place to place. That bone breaker could get to Houghton in the blinking of an eye and then snatch your bones, just as it did with my poor apprentice. And all the priests in that big seminary wouldn’t be able to help you. So you are in real danger, mark my words.
“But I’ll tell you something else for nothing. It would have done you no good at all to have gotten me to that cottage. She wouldn’t have let you go. She’d have taken your bones, too. We’re both seventh sons of seventh sons, and that’s why our bones are so valuable to a witch. They make the dark magic she uses more powerful. Anyway, let’s see what we can do to save ourselves from such a fate.”
The spook closed his eyes, deep in thought, and said nothing for several minutes. The only sound was the shovels cutting into the soft earth. I was very much aware of the passage of time. Sunset was drawing closer with every breath I took.
At last the spook looked at me and nodded as if he’d just arrived at an important decision. “We could go to the cottage together in full knowledge of what we face. There’s a chance that I might take the witch by surprise and bind her, although there’s the boggart to deal with as well. Not only that, but we’d be going into the witch’s territory. If she’s lived in that cottage for some time, it could be full of traps and dark magic spells.
“No,” he went on, his jaw suddenly firming with resolve. “Let her come to us. Let her face what we’ve prepared. Sorry, lads!” he called out to the two men. “That pit won’t do now. I’m afraid we’re going to have to start all over again elsewhere . . .”
The two men rested their arms on their shovels and glared at us, their expressions a mixture of annoyance and disbelief.
”Cheer up!” called the spook. “I’ll be paying you extra for your trouble. But we need to get a move on. Do you know Demdike Tower?”
“Aye,” the larger of the two men replied. “Nothing but a ruin, though. Place to keep well away from after dark, Mr. Horrocks, that’s for sure!”
“You’ll be safe enough with me,” said the spook. “And what lingers there couldn’t hurt you anyway. But we need to work fast. The boggart we’re out to trap will be there soon after the sun sets, so follow me as quick as you can!”
With those words he set off at a furious pace. I followed at his heels and glanced back to see that the two men were throwing their shovels onto the cart.
“Why will the boggart go to Demdike Tower?” I asked.
“You can’t be that wet behind the ears! Think about it, boy. Why do you think it’ll go there?”
Suddenly it dawned on me. “Because I’ll be there.”
“Aye, lad. You’ll be the bait.”



CHAPTER IV
The Blood Dish

WE reached the tower late in the afternoon. It was a crumbling ab an-doned ruin, part of a larger fortification that had long since been leveled by time and the elements. Only a few half-buried stones marked the boundaries of what had once been a formidable castle. Looking up at it, I remembered what the riggers had said.
“What was that about the tower?” I asked the spook. “You said something lingers there. Is it haunted?”
“After a fashion—but only by a ghast, which is just what’s left after a spirit has gone on to the light. It’s the bad part of it, the baggage the soul had to leave behind to be free of this world. It’s nothing to worry about as long as you don’t show fear. You see, that’s what ghasts feed on, just like boggarts. It makes them more powerful. But what’s a ghast when we’ve a malevolent witch and a bone breaker to face? That’s the least of our worries!”
To my surprise, the spook walked past the tower and headed for the sloping wood just beyond it, where I could hear the sound of water rushing over stones.
Soon, picking our way through the trees, we were walking downstream beside a torrent of foaming water, a small river rather than a stream, the noise growing louder with every step we took. We left the bank and descended a steep, rocky path to emerge on the edge of a large pool into which a wide waterfall dropped with considerable force.
The spook pointed at the curtain of water. “That’s just about the best chance you’ve got, boy,” he told me. “Creatures of the dark find it very difficult to cross running water. For example, witches can’t ford a flowing stream or a river. The same applies to boggarts. Behind that waterfall, there’s a small recess in the rock, just big enough for you to crouch inside. You should be safe enough there, so long as the water doesn’t dry up.” He looked up at the torrent.
“It rained hard earlier,” he continued. “Let’s just hope it rained sufficiently to fill those hills with enough to last until well after dark. On some days that waterfall is reduced to little more than a trickle. If that were to happen at the wrong moment . . .”
He didn’t need to finish his sentence. I could already imagine the water ceasing to flow, the barrier upon which my life depended failing, and the savage bone-breaker boggart racing toward me. The image of the apprentice without his hand flashed into my mind. I tried to shut it out but kept seeing the red stump of his wrist and the look of horror on his dead face. I also turned to look at the waterfall and whispered a silent prayer.
We walked back up to meet the riggers, who were already unloading the stone from their cart. Under the spook’s direction, we carried it down through the trees. It was really heavy, and it took all four of us to manage it. That done, there was a second trip to bring down the riggers’ tools and other equipment, including a couple of heavy sacks. The spook then showed them where to dig a new pit. It was close to the waterfall, under the branch of a mature rowan tree.
With only a couple of hours left to get everything prepared before dark, the riggers set to work with a vengeance and finished the pit with fifteen minutes to spare. They were sweating a lot, and I suddenly realized that it wasn’t just with exertion. They were nervous, but not half as afraid as I was. After all, the boggart was coming for me, not them.
Once the pit had been dug, the riggers went back up to their wagon, this time returning with a large barrel, which they rolled down through the trees. When opened, it proved to be half full of a disgustingly smelly, sticky mixture.
“It’s just bone glue, boy,” the spook told me. “Now we have to mix salt and iron into it—”
“Salt and iron?” I interrupted. “What do you use that for?”
“Salt burns a boggart; iron bleeds away its power. The trick is to mix those two substances into this glue and coat the inside of the pit with it to keep the boggart inside, not forgetting the lid. You lure the boggart into the pit, then down comes the stone lid, and it’s trapped. Artificially bound, we call it.”
The spook poured half a sack of iron filings into the glue and began to stir it with a big stick. While he was working, the two riggers climbed up into the tree and fastened a block and tackle to the branch. I’d seen one used at the local mill to lift heavy flour sacks. After the iron was dispersed, the spook told me to pour the half sack of salt in slowly while he gave the mixture another thorough stirring. That done, he used a brush to coat the inside of the pit with it.
“Can’t afford to miss the tiniest bit, boy,” he told me as he worked, “or the boggart will eventually escape!”
I looked up uneasily at the sky and the low clouds. Already the light was beginning to go. The sun couldn’t be that far from the horizon by now. I hoped the spook could see what he was doing down there in the gloom of the pit and was sealing it properly.
By now the riggers had hoisted the stone. The chain from the block had a hook at the end, and this fitted through a ring in the center of that heavy stone lid so that it was suspended directly above the pit. The spook quickly coated the underside, put down the brush, took something else out of his bag, and polished it on his sleeve. It was a metal dish with three small holes in it, close to the rim.
“This is what we call a bait dish, boy. Or sometimes a blood dish. And now we need the blood. . . . There’s no easy way to break this to you—I need some of your blood. We’ll fill the dish with it, then lower it down into the pit. When the boggart arrives, it’ll make straight for you, hoping to get hold of your bones, but the waterfall should stop it. Denied the bones it wants, it’ll sniff out your blood—which is the next best thing—then go straight down into the pit after it. While it’s drinking, we’ll lower the stone into position, and the job’s complete. So roll up your sleeve, boy. Can’t say it won’t hurt, but it’s got to be done.”
So saying, he pulled a knife from his bag and tested the blade against his thumb. The lightest of touches produced a thin line of blood. It was sharp, all right.
“Kneel down,” he commanded, “and hold your arm over the dish.”
Very nervously I did as I was told, and for the second time that day someone approached me with a knife. But whereas the witch only cut off a lock of my hair, the spook made a cut to the inner part of my arm, just below the elbow. It hurt and I flinched, closing my eyes. When I opened them again, the blood was dripping into the dish.
“That should do,” the spook said at last. “Raise your arm and press the palm of your other hand hard against the cut. That’ll stop the bleeding.”
I did as I was told, watching him work to distract myself from the stinging of the cut. He now produced from his bag a long chain with three smaller ones at the end, each furnished with a tiny hook. Carefully he inserted each hook into the holes in the edge of the dish and lowered it into the pit. Once it was at the bottom, he relaxed the chain and gave a sort of flick, and the hooks came free without spilling even a drop of my blood. I could see that it took skill to do that—he must have practiced for a long time.
Suddenly there was a bloodcurdling scream from the direction of the tower above. I shivered and locked eyes with the spook. He nodded to signify that he’d heard it too, but the two riggers just carried on making their preparations, oblivious to the sound.
“That’s the ghast I was telling you about,” the spook explained. “The lord who once ruled that castle on the hill had a beautiful daughter called Miriam. She was young and foolish and fell in love with a poor forester without thinking of the consequences for them both. The boy was hunted down and killed by the savage dogs her father employed to hunt deer. When she found out, Miriam threw herself from the highest window of the tower to her death on the rocks below.”
He shook his head and sighed wearily. “Her spirit was trapped in that tower, suffering over and over again the anguish of bereavement and the fear and pain of her own death. One of my very first tasks after completing my apprenticeship was to send that poor girl’s spirit to the light. Other spooks had tried and failed, but I persevered and finally managed to talk some sense into her—though she left that poor tormented fragment behind. That’s her ghast that you just heard cry out. As she fell, she screamed, and now the ghast relives that moment over and over again. Sometimes the sound is so strong that even ordinary folk like our two riggers hear it. That’s why the ruined tower is avoided, especially after dark.
“Right, there’s no time to waste!” he finished, looking at me. “We need to get you into position before dark. Don’t worry. The recess is small, but it’s comfortable enough. Just don’t go to sleep and fall down the waterfall!”
I didn’t know whether his last remark was meant to be a joke—there was little chance of me falling asleep when a dangerous boggart was about to arrive at any moment.
The spook led me closer to the waterfall and pointed. “There’s a narrow ledge just inside. Work your way along until you come to the recess. There are plenty of handholds, but be careful. It’ll be slippery.”
I held my breath, then stepped through the curtain of water onto the stone ledge. The water was icy cold and made me gasp, but I was through it in a second. The spook was right about the ledge being narrow; right, too, about it being slippery. So facing toward the rock face and holding on to it where I could, I began to inch slowly along to my right. I shut out all thoughts of the drop behind me and muttered a few prayers to keep me calm. Moments later, to my relief, I reached the recess in the rock. It was big enough to sit in, and when I drew my knees up to my chest, my boots were just clear of the falling water. It was cold and damp, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to spend the whole night there. But anything was better than being at the mercy of the boggart.
I didn’t have to wait long. It grew darker and darker, and by the end of twenty minutes it was difficult to see my hand in front of my face. Sounds became significant then. Someone coughed in the distance from the direction of the pit. Moments later, I heard the screech of an owl, followed almost immediately by the scream of the ghast. The most important noise of all was the comforting one of that screen of water falling into the pool below. But it wasn’t long before I began to worry. Was the noise lessening? If so, how long before it became just a trickle and gave no protection at all?
Then I heard a faint scream in the distance. At first I thought it was the ghast again, but it grew steadily louder; added to this was what sounded like a ferocious wind gathering speed—one so powerful that it could strip the summer leaves off trees or rasp the flesh from living bones. And then the sound took on another dimension, as if a third note had been added to harmonize with the other two. This was the sort of rumbling growl that a very big and dangerous animal might make as it rushed toward its prey . . . rushed toward me! I realized then that this was the boggart.
Louder and louder grew the three sounds; nearer and nearer came the boggart—until suddenly it was right in front of the waterfall, the noise so loud that I wanted to put my hands over my ears. But I didn’t. I kept perfectly still, too scared to even twitch an eyebrow. All I could see was a sort of red glow shining through the water, but I knew the terrible creature was there, threatening me: It sounded now as if huge teeth were being gnashed and ground together, hardly more than an arm’s length away. But for that protective curtain of water it would already have snatched my bones. I would be dead like the spook’s poor apprentice.
I don’t know how long it waited there. The glow kept brightening and fading and moving from side to side as if it were searching for a gap in the curtain of water. This was the scariest moment of all: I remembered the spook had told me that the inside of the pit had to be coated thoroughly because a boggart could escape through the narrowest of openings. Would it find one in the waterfall? I wondered, my heart pounding in my chest.
Its search lasted just a few minutes, though it seemed a lot longer. Then, to my relief, it was gone. Still I sat rigid, not daring to move until at last I heard the sudden whir of chains. The boggart must be in the pit, attracted by my blood in the bait dish, and the riggers were lowering the stone to trap it inside.
Finally I heard a thud and guessed that it must be the stone dropping onto the rim of the pit, hitting the ground. Then, at last, the spook called out to me.
“Right, boy, the boggart’s safe and sound. Out you come!”
Weak with relief, I did as I was told, moving carefully back along the slippery ledge and ducking out through the cold waterfall again. The spook had lit a lantern and was sitting beside it on the stone lid of the boggart pit, which was now safely in position. The boggart was bound. My nightmare was over at last.
“It all went according to plan,” said the spook. “Did you hear the boggart?”
“Aye, I heard it approach. I could see it, too, glowing red through the waterfall.”
“That it did, boy. You’re a seventh son of a seventh son, all right. It was red because it had fed earlier in the day—they take blood if they can’t get their favorite bones. But when it attacked, those two riggers wouldn’t have seen or heard a thing. Good job, too, or they’d have run a mile and we’d never have gotten the stone into place. I think they heard it slurping your blood down in the pit, though. One of them started to moan with fear, and the other’s hands were shaking so much he could hardly manipulate the chain! Well, sit yourself down, boy. It’s not over yet.”
I sat down next to him on the stone. What did he mean, it wasn’t over yet? I wondered. But I said nothing for a while. The riggers were still busy taking the block and tackle down from the rowan branch and collecting their tools together.
“We’ll be off now, Mr. Horrocks,” the taller one said, holding up a lantern and touching the rim of his cap in respect.
“You did a good job, lads, so get you gone,” said the spook. “There’s a witch heading this way from the northwest, so I’d take any direction but that.”
With those words he counted money into the man’s palm in payment for the work done, and both riggers set off up the slope as if the Devil himself were chasing them. When they’d left, the spook patted me on the shoulder. “You’ve been brave and sensible so far, boy. So I’m going to be honest with you again and tell you what’s likely to happen. To start with, there’s no way you can go to Houghton until all this is finally sorted out. You see, the witch still has that lock of your hair. . . .”
With all the danger and excitement, I’d forgotten all about the witch. Suddenly I began to feel scared again. I’d disobeyed her, and telling the spook the truth had led to her boggart being trapped in the pit. She’d want vengeance for that.
“Using it,” the spook continued, “she can do you serious mischief, so we have to get it back and destroy it— otherwise you’ll never be safe. And for now the best place you can be is by my side. Understand?”
I nodded nervously and peered out into the darkness beyond the circle of light cast by the lantern. “Will she come here?” I asked.
“That’s what I believe, boy, but hopefully not before dawn. She’ll be easier to deal with in daylight. You see, she’ll come to find out what’s happened to the boggart. Once she sees it’s bound, the witch will try to free it. That will give me a chance to sort her out once and for all. I’ll bind her with my silver chain and carry her back to my garden at Chipenden. She’ll spend the rest of her life bound in a pit, and the County will be a much safer place!”
He made it sound easy, but we spent a long and uncomfortable night waiting for the witch. I didn’t sleep at all, and neither did the spook. Dawn came and the morning drew on. Once it was past noon and into early afternoon, the spook began to pace up and down, looking increasingly concerned.
Finally he turned to face me. “Looks like I was wrong, boy. We’re dealing with a particularly crafty witch. She must have worked out that I’ve bound her boggart and that I’m planning to trap her. So she won’t come here. No, I’m afraid we’re going to have to seek her out.”
“But won’t that mean going into her cottage? You said there’d be lots of dark magic traps and snares there!”
“That’s true enough, boy. But what choice do we have? We might as well get it over with. Follow me!”
With those words he picked up his bag and staff and set off northwest at a rapid pace while I struggled to keep up. At first we walked in silence, but as we drew nearer to the witch’s cottage, the spook slowed down and dropped back to walk beside me.
“We’re not going to get there much before dark, boy, so we’ll have to wait until morning to deal with her. It’ll be easier and safer then. But I’m going to explain what we’re up against so that you know the worst.
“The land around her cottage will no doubt be full of danger, with dark magic spells and snares ready to trap us. But inside her dwelling—well, that doesn’t bear thinking about. I expect the witch will be waiting down in the cellar. That’s what witches often do when at bay. They find an underground lair, a place of darkness, and defend it with every dirty trick that a lifetime of malevolence has taught them. This isn’t going to be easy, boy.”
As we approached the cottage through the trees, it was already getting dark. We were moving slowly and cautiously in case she’d set any snares. There was a sudden rustle from above, and I shuddered with fear as I saw a pair of large eyes staring down at us from a branch. It was an owl, and it suddenly took off, gliding away almost soundlessly through the trees toward the cottage.
“If I’m not mistaken, that was the witch’s familiar,” said the spook. “There was an owl about last night when you were safely positioned behind the waterfall—almost certainly the same one—so it must have been watching what we were doing then.
“A familiar can be something as small as a toad or as large as a big dog. Whatever it is, it’ll be the eyes and ears of the witch. You see, a witch usually uses what we call long-sniffing to see what’s about to happen, especially if danger threatens. But I’m not worried about that. Long-sniffing doesn’t work on seventh sons of seventh sons. So she has to find another way. Bone magic is stronger that blood magic, but more powerful than both put together is familiar magic. And a witch strong enough to control a boggart may also have a familiar doing her bidding. Most likely it’s that owl. If so, the witch will already know what’s happened to her boggart. Just as she’ll know now that we’re very close to her cottage.”
We settled down in the trees just within sight of the cottage, ready for a long vigil. The spook had told me that we had to stay alert and couldn’t afford to sleep even for a moment. We’d only been there about ten minutes or so when I started to feel unwell. It was as if someone very strong had me in a bear hug and was squeezing my chest. I couldn’t get my breath and started to gasp and choke.
The spook turned toward me. “You all right, boy?” he asked.
“I’m finding it hard to breathe,” I told him.
“Have you ever had problems like this before?” he asked.
I shook my head. It was getting difficult to speak. But after a few moments the pain went away and I could breathe more easily. My brow was wet with sweat, but I was relieved. It felt so good just to be able to fill my lungs and not fight for air. But my relief was short-lived. Within minutes the pain came back, worse than ever. This time the constriction of my chest was so tight that I couldn’t breathe at all. I lurched to my feet in panic, the world spun about me, and I felt myself falling into darkness.



CHAPTER V
The Silver Chain

THE next thing I knew, I was lying on my back looking up at the moon through the bare branches of a tree.
The spook helped me to sit up. “It’s the witch,” he told me. “She’s using that lock of your hair to do you harm. I thought you were a goner then. You see, she’s trying to force my hand. She wants me to face her now, while it’s still dark and her powers are in the ascendancy. So I don’t have any choice—the next time she might kill you. You’ll have to come with me; it’s far too dangerous to leave you out here alone. Your best chance is still to stick close to me.”
He helped me to my feet. I felt weak but stumbled after him as he made directly for the cottage. We hadn’t taken more than a dozen paces when I began to feel ill again. But this time it was different. Rather than feeling breathless, my body was now so heavy and weary I could hardly take another step.
Then I began to see things beneath the trees—objects that shone white in the moonlight. Beads of sweat formed on my forehead and ran into my eyes. I was about to call out to the spook when he came to a sudden halt and motioned with his staff that I should stop too. When he turned slowly back to face me, the moonlight illuminating his face, I could see he also had sweat on his brow.
“How are you, boy? You don’t look well to me. Not well at all.”
“Is it the witch again?” I asked. “I feel really sluggish and heavy.”
“Yes, she’s the one who’s making you feel like that—that’s certain. She’s not using your lock of hair though, because I can feel it, too. See those bones over there?” he asked, pointing with his staff.
He indicated one of the white things I’d noticed. Now I could see that it was actually a heap of small bones, those of a rabbit, long since dead. I glanced about and saw other similar mounds. Some were the bones of birds; a particularly large pile in the distance looked like the remains of a deer.
“We’re right on the edge of a dark magic snare,” said the spook. “It’s what we call a bone yard. Anything that enters the snare’s in trouble right away. Your bones start to get heavy. After a while you can’t move at all and die a slow death of starvation—that’s if you’ve not gone too far in. Later the witch comes to collect the bones she needs for her spells. She can make do with animals, but she’s really waiting for a person to blunder into her yard. Right near the center, victims suffer a speedier death. Their bones become so heavy they’re crushed to powder. Now we need to start walking backward, boy. Do it nice and slowly and take deep breaths—otherwise you might faint, and there’s no way I’d be able to carry you out of this trap.”
I did as he instructed, breathing evenly and deeply and taking slow backward steps. It was hard, and I began to sweat with the exertion. At one point I almost lost my balance and just managed to recover in time. Falling would be as bad as fainting. Gradually the heaviness of my body eased, and eventually I felt quite comfortable in my skin again.
“Now follow me. We need to skirt this trap and go the long way round,” the spook told me.
As we took a roundabout route toward the witch’s lair, a thought struck me. “I was lucky not to stumble into that snare yesterday when I first saw the cottage,” I commented.
“Luck wasn’t involved, boy. That spider spell the witch spun to lure you to her door would have guaranteed that you got there safely. It tugged you along by the safest path. Anyway, now we come to the dangerous part. I’ve got to go in and find where she’s hiding.”
We were at the edge of the trees and could now see the front of the cottage. Getting inside would be easy. The door was hanging open as if inviting us to enter, but it was utterly dark within. The spook led us forward but paused at the threshold. He placed his staff on the ground and took the lantern from his bag, lighting it at once. Next he pulled out his silver chain and coiled it around his left wrist before handing the bag to me.
“You’ll have to carry that for now, boy. Bring my staff, too, and hand it to me if I need it.”
“How will I know when to hand it to you?”
He gave me a withering look, then smiled grimly. “Because I’ll shout for it so loud it’ll blow your ears off! Look, just stay alert. As we search the cottage, stay five steps behind me. I need room to work. I’m going to try and bind the witch with my chain. That’s our best hope of dealing with her quickly.”
So saying, he turned, picked up the lantern with his right hand, and led the way into the witch’s cottage. I followed close behind, carrying his heavy bag and staff, my knees starting to tremble. The lantern was casting strange shadows on the walls and ceiling, and I started to feel very cold. The unnatural cold that warns that something from the dark is very near.
The spook advanced slowly and cautiously through the small front room and into the kitchen. The witch could be anywhere and might attack at any moment. He glanced at the heap of bones in the corner and shook his head; then, sighing deeply, he began to climb the stairs. I followed at a distance, my legs trembling with every step. My back was now to the kitchen, and I didn’t know if I was more afraid of what might lie in wait ahead of us or what might lurch out of the darkness behind. I could almost feel the witch’s talons clawing at my ankles as I climbed. I glanced nervously over my shoulder, but the kitchen was empty. We checked each bedroom in turn. Again, nothing. We would have to go down to the cellar. The prospect of that scared me more than anything. I hated cellars. It brought back memories of my recurring nightmare. That, and the time my dad had thrown me into the cellar at home and nailed the door shut.
We went down to the kitchen again, and the spook strode purposefully toward the cellar steps. I let him go down five before I began my own slow descent. There was a bend in the stair; beyond it, the steps continued down at right angles. When he reached that bend, the spook held the lantern high. I was facing his left-hand side, and from the expression on his face and the way his whole body suddenly straightened, I knew that he could see the witch waiting below.
I was right! He uncoiled the silver chain with one flick of his wrist and prepared to cast it downward. But no sooner had he done so than the ground seemed to move beneath my feet. That was impossible. How could solid stone steps do that? But whatever I felt, farther down the effect must have been much stronger. Before he could cast the chain, the spook tottered, lost his balance, then fell headlong and was lost to view.
Instantly I was plunged into darkness. The spook, chain, and lantern were down in the cellar. He was at the mercy of the witch. My heart hammering, I turned to flee. I could do nothing against a witch. How could I help him? I had to get away or she’d take my bones, too.
But then something stopped me. What it was or why I changed my mind, I can’t explain to this day. Maybe it was self-preservation, because if I abandoned the spook, the witch would still have a lock of my hair. Later, she could release the boggart and send it after me. Or perhaps it was something inside me—the courage that a spook needs in order to face the dark and do his dangerous job.
Whatever it was, I edged cautiously down the steps and, hardly able to believe what I was doing, my heart pounding in my chest, peered around the corner. Rather than looking down into absolute darkness, I could see almost everything in the cellar. The lantern was lying on its side but hadn’t gone out. The spook was on all fours, head hanging, forehead almost touching the floor. The witch was crouching over him with a knife in her hand. In just moments she’d take his life. But so intent was she upon her evil business that she didn’t look up and see me on the steps. No doubt she’d expected me to be long gone.
The spook looked up at the witch and gave a groan of fear. “No! No! Not like this!” he pleaded. “Please, God, don’t let it end like this!”
Without thinking, I put down the bag, lifted the spook’s staff, and ran down the steps, straight toward the witch. At the very last moment she looked up at me, but she was too late. I swung the staff and hit her hard on the forehead. She fell backward with a cry, the knife flying out of her hand, though she was up on her knees again almost at once, face twisted with fury. And for the second time I felt the solid ground move beneath my feet, this time with a violent lurch that brought me down hard onto the cellar floor, jolting the staff from my grasp.
I was flat on my back and started to sit up, but within seconds the witch was on me, both hands around my throat, trying to choke the life from me. Her face was close to my own, her eyes wild, her open mouth showing sharp teeth. Her foul breath made me heave. It stank like a cat’s or a dog’s, of stale meat with a sweet hint of blood.
I glanced to my right and saw the spook struggle shakily to his feet and stagger against the cellar wall. He was in no fit state to help me. If I didn’t do something, I’d be dead in moments!
I gripped the witch by the shoulders and tried to throw her off me, but she was squeezing my throat so hard I couldn’t breathe. I could feel myself weakening, my sight darkening, and I desperately reached out with both hands, trying to find the spook’s staff. It wasn’t there. But then my left hand closed over something else. The silver chain!
I gripped it and swung it across. It caught her head a glancing blow and she screamed, withdrew her hands from my throat, and pressed them to her face. I whipped the chain back in the opposite direction, this time catching her on the chin. She stood up, then staggered and dropped to her knees. I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to see the spook standing over me, breathing hard.
“Here, boy. You’ve done well. Now give me the chain.”
I handed it to him, and after quickly coiling it about his wrist, he sent it soaring aloft with a crack, and it dropped over the witch and coiled about her tightly. She rolled over and over, her eyes bulging from their sockets, the chain tight against her teeth and binding her arms to her side.
“She’s bound good and proper now,” the spook said, smiling grimly. “I owe you a big thanks, boy.”
With the witch safely bound, we searched the cottage, and the spook made a fire outside and burned the things he found: powders, herbs, and a book of dark magic that he called a grimoire. Eventually he found my lock of hair in a leather pouch that the witch wore on a chain around her neck. He burned that, too. At last I was safe, and I began to feel a lot better.
We sat by the fire for a while, both of us locked into our own thoughts, until a question came into my mind and I broke the silence.
“What was it on the steps that made you fall?” I asked. “I felt the ground tremble beneath my feet. Later, in the cellar, it gave another lurch and I fell, too.”
“One of the snares she’d set to defend herself, boy,” the spook said, throwing another handful of the witch’s possessions into the flickering flames of the bonfire. “It’s called slither, a spell that causes the victim to feel unsteady on his feet, lose his balance, slide, and fall. It nearly did for me, all right. Even if you anticipate it, little can be done. As I said, I owe you a big thanks, and I’d like to make you an offer. How would you like to train as a spook? As it happens, I’m looking for an apprentice to replace the one I’ve just lost. Would you be interested? I need a brave lad for my line of work.”
“Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to be a priest,” I told him. “It’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time.”
“It’s your choice, boy. I won’t say anything against the priesthood, because some of them are good men who mean well—”
“Father Ainsworth works hard to help the poor,” I interrupted. “He’s spent his whole life helping people. I want to be like him.”
“Well, good luck to you then, young John. But if you ever change your mind, you can find my house near Chipenden village, west of the Long Ridge. Just ask any of the locals. My name’s Henry Horrocks. They’ll point you in the right direction.”
With that we parted. Carrying the witch over his shoulder, the spook set off toward Chipenden, where he’d bind her in a pit. I watched him walk away and supposed that would be the last I’d ever see of him.
I continued my journey to Houghton and began to train for the priesthood. I did become a priest, but not for long—though that’s another story. But as a young man of twenty, I eventually went to Chipenden and asked Henry Horrocks if he would train me as a spook.
He took awhile to make up his mind. Could you blame him? After all, it had taken me a long time to change mine! I was far older than the boys he usually trained. But he remembered what I’d done back in that dark cottage when we’d faced the dangerous witch. That finally decided him.
I became his apprentice. His last one. Finally, after his death, I inherited his house at Chipenden and began working as a spook from there. Now, after all these years, I’m training Tom Ward. He’ll be my last apprentice. The house will belong to him, and he’ll be the new spook. Our work will go on. Someone has to fight the dark.
John Gregory



ALICE’S TALE



TOM Ward’s friend Alice Deane has the potential to travel two different paths in her life. She has the opportunity to become an agent of the light, combining her powers with those of Tom Ward to bind or destroy their deadly enemy, the Fiend. Or she could become the most powerful and dangerous malevolent witch who ever existed. But, always, Alice walks a narrow, crooked path meandering between the forces of light and dark that tug first one way, then another.



Mouldheels and Maggots

BORN into the Pendle witch clans, I was—my mother a Malkin, my father a Deane. But though I was raised there, the last place in the world I’d ever want to visit is Pendle. The clans fight one another, and I’ve a lot of enemies there, mostly Mouldheels. Lots of spite, there is. Lots of hatred. Vendettas that’ve lasted centuries. Fall into the hands of enemies there, and they’ll take your bones and drink your blood. Even so, I went back. I went back alone. I did it for Tom Ward. Did it all for him.
Because Tom’s the only person in this whole world I really care about—he’s my best friend. Ain’t like me, Tom. He belongs to the light, and he’s apprenticed to a spook named John Gregory.
We’d traveled from Chipenden to visit the farm where Tom was born and grew up. He wanted to see inside the boxes that his mam had left him. Must say I wanted to see inside them, too. Curious, I was. Very curious and just dying to know all their secrets. But when we got there, the boxes were gone. Stolen. The barn had been burned to the ground, the farmhouse ransacked, and Tom’s family kidnapped. Didn’t take me long to sniff out that witches had done it. That they’d taken Tom’s brother Jack, his wife, Ellie, and their little child, Mary. The trail led toward Pendle, and Tom was desperate to set off after them then and there. But I talked him out of it.
I mean, how long would a spook’s apprentice survive alone in the shadow of that brooding hill? Seventh son of a seventh son, he is. Love his bones, they would. Cut ’em out just before dawn. Ain’t any bones better than Tom’s, that’s for sure.
So I traveled on alone while Tom went back to Chipenden to tell the Spook what had happened. Went east to Pendle. Told you I’d enemies there—and that’s true—but I got friends, too, though precious few. And the best friend I got in that hag-ridden place is my aunt, Agnes Sowerbutts. Got a soft spot for Agnes, I have. She’d have brought me up but for Bony Lizzie.
I remember the night that Lizzie came for me. I like to think I was upset, but I don’t remember crying. My mam and dad had been cold and dead in the earth for three days, and I still hadn’t managed to shed a single tear. Wasn’t for want of trying. I tried to remember the good times, I really did. And there were a few, even though they fought like cat and dog and clouted me even harder than they hit each other. I mean, you should be upset, shouldn’t you? It’s your own mam and dad, and they’ve just died, so you should be able to squeeze out one tear at least.
There was a bad storm that night, forks of lightning sizzling across the sky and crashes of thunder shaking the walls of the cottage and rattling the pots and pans. But that was nowt compared to what Lizzie did. There was a hammering at the door fit to wake the rotting dead, and when Agnes drew back the bolt, Bony Lizzie strode into the room, her black hair matted with rain, water streaming from her cape onto the stone flags. Agnes was scared, but she stood her ground, placing herself between me and Lizzie.
“Leave the girl alone!” Agnes said calmly, trying to be brave. “Her home is with me now. She’ll be well looked after, don’t you worry.”
Lizzie’s first response was a sneer. They say there’s a family resemblance. That I’m the spitting image of her. But I could never have twisted my face the way she did that night. It was enough to turn the milk sour or send the cat shrieking up the chimney as if the Devil himself was reaching for its tail.
“The girl belongs to me, Sowerbutts,” Lizzie said, her voice cold and quiet, filled with malice. “We share the same dark blood. I can teach her what she has to know. I’m the one she needs.”
“Alice needn’t be a witch like you!” Agnes retorted. “Her mam and dad weren’t witches, so why should she follow your dark path? Leave her be. Leave the girl with me and get about your business.”
“She’s the blood of a witch inside her and that’s enough!” Lizzie hissed angrily. “You’re just an outsider and not fit to raise the girl.”
It wasn’t true. Agnes was a Deane, all right, but she’d married a good man from Whalley. An ironmonger. When he died, she’d returned to where the Deane witch clan made its home.
“I’m her aunt, and I’ll be a mother to her now,” Agnes retorted. She still spoke bravely, but her face was white and I could see her plump chin wobbling, her hands fluttering and trembling with fear.
Next thing, Lizzie stamped her left foot. It was as easy as that. In the twinkling of an eye, the fire died in the grate, the candles flickered and went out, and the whole room became instantly dark, cold, and terrifying. I heard Agnes scream with fear, and then I was screaming myself and desperate to get out. I would have run through the door, jumped through a window, or even scrabbled my way up the chimney. I’d have done anything, just to escape.
I did get out, but with Lizzie at my side. She just seized me by the wrist and dragged me into the night. It was no use trying to resist. She was too strong and she held me tight, her nails digging into my skin. I belonged to her now, and there was no way she was ever going to let me go. And that night she began my training as a witch. It was the start of all my troubles.
I’d only seen Agnes once since that awful night, but I knew I’d be welcome at her house now as I returned to Pendle. In fact, no sooner had I walked down through the darkness of the trees than her door opened wide and she stood there, her smile brighter than the beeswax candles that illuminated her rooms. Uses a mirror for scrying, Agnes does, and she’d seen me coming.
“Come in, Alice girl, and warm your bones!” she called out in her gruff but kindly voice. “It’s good to see you again. Just sit yourself down by the fire and I’ll boil you up some tasty broth.”
While Agnes busied herself, I sat in her rocking chair facing the warm fire, my eyes drawn upward to the rows of shelves that I remembered so well. She was a healer, and the shelves were full of pots and jars. There were also leather pouches tied with string containing the blends of herbs and potions she used to practice her craft.
Soon I was sipping delicious hot broth while my aunt seated herself on a stool by the fire. It was a long time before she spoke. “What brings you to Pendle again, girl?” she asked cautiously. “Is Lizzie nearby?”
I shook my head. “No, Agnes. Ain’t you heard? No need to worry yourself about Lizzie. Trapped in a pit in Old Gregory’s garden at Chipenden, she is. Stay there till she rots! Best place for her.”
So I explained how I’d befriended Tom Ward and was now staying at the Spook’s Chipenden house, helping to make copies of the precious books in his library. I told her about the theft of Tom’s boxes and the kidnapping of his family—Jack, Ellie, and their young child.
“Thought you might like to help me, aunt. I’ve no clue where they’ve been taken and I don’t know where else to turn. Thought you might scry ’em for me with your special mirror.”
Without a word, Agnes went and fetched her scrying mirror from the cupboard. It was small but set in a brass frame with a heavy base. Then she blew out all her candles but one, which she set just to the left of it. Soon she was muttering incantations under her breath, and the glass flickered to brightness. She was searching for Tom’s family. Images began to form. . . . .
I glimpsed a dark stone wall. Curved, it was. We were looking up at it. Not much doubt, was there? We were looking at Malkin Tower. Agnes was using the surface of the moat to see it. Water’s as good as a mirror if you’re skilled like Agnes. Quickly a new image flashed across the mirror: the arched ceiling of a dark, dank dungeon with dripping water. Then a weary pain-racked face filled the glass, eyes closed. It was Ellie!
Her hands reached toward us, and I realized that we were peering up at her from a bowl of water. The image distorted and fragmented. She was dabbing water onto her face. Then the mirror darkened, and Agnes gave a sigh and turned toward me.
“Was that Ellie, girl?”
I nodded.
“Just used the mirror to be sure,” Agnes said. “But I suspected the Malkins from the start. You’ve no chance of getting them out of that tower alive. Best get yourself away from Pendle, girl. It’s more dangerous than it’s ever been. Go while you’re still able to breathe!”
I spent the rest of the night with Agnes. We chatted about old times, and she told me what had been happening more recently. How the Mouldheels were growing in strength and had a new coven leader, a girl witch called Mab. Apparently this Mab could peer into the future so well that, to counteract her power, the Malkins and Deanes had called a truce and created an evil creature called Tibb using dark magic. Tibb was a seer and could also see things at a distance. Agnes reckoned that was how they’d found Tom’s boxes.
I spent the night in Agnes’s back room, and at dawn I headed for Malkin Tower. Knew I couldn’t do much on my own, but I thought I might as well just sniff around a bit before pushing on to the church at Downham, where I’d meet up with Tom and Old Gregory. Might find out something useful. It was worth a try. But then, as I circled through Crow Wood, skirting Bareleigh to the north, the sun dappling the tree trunks, I saw a girl ahead, sitting on a stump. Staring at me, she was. Sniffed her out right away and knew she was a witch.
As I got nearer, her feet told me more. Barefooted, so she had to be a Mouldheel. Last of the three main clans to settle in Pendle, they were. Before that they were nomads. Called “stink feet” by some and, later, “moldy heels.”
She didn’t look much older than me and was certainly no bigger. So why should I run? I kept walking toward her, ready to fight if necessary. She had pale hair that hung down beyond her shoulders, and green eyes. Her clothes were in tatters, too. No pride in their appearance, the Mouldheels. She was one of them, all right.
I halted about five paces away and tried to stare her out, but she wouldn’t look away. “Shouldn’t have come here, Alice Deane,” she warned, a faint smile on her face. “You’ll never leave Pendle alive.”
How did she know who I was? I gave her a dirty look and spat at her feet. “Haven’t met before, have we? Know that for sure ’cause I’d have remembered your ugly face!”
“Scried you in a mirror. Knew who you were the moment you crossed into Pendle. Don’t you know who I am?”
“Don’t really care who you are, girl,” I told her. “You’re nothing! You’re nothing to me!”
“Well, you should care who I am ’cause you’ll have good cause to remember me. My name’s Mab. Mab Mouldheel.”
It was the girl Agnes had told me about, the new leader of the Mouldheels. I wasn’t impressed, I can tell you, so there wasn’t much point in wasting words. Mab was supposed to be a seer. Good at seeing the future. But she didn’t see what hit her.
I went straight for Mab, gave her a good slapping in the face, and grabbed a handful of her hair. She fell sideways off the log, and we rolled over and over. Couple of seconds and I knew I was stronger than she was. I was just getting the better of her when there were shouts in the distance. More Mouldheels! Lots of ’em!
Struggled to get away then, I did, but Mab hung on to my clothes and hair. Almost tore myself free, but she held me fast. Then rapid footsteps. Somebody running hard toward us. Next something hit me really hard on the side of the head, and everything went dark.
I woke up with a thumping headache to find myself sitting in a meadow, my back against a drystone wall. My hands were free, but my legs were chained together. I wasn’t in Crow Wood any longer. Cottages in the near distance looked like Bareleigh, the Mouldheel village. The sun was high in the sky. Had to be almost noon.
“She’s awake!” someone called out, and I turned my head to see three girls walking barefoot toward me through the long grass. One of them was Mab; the other two looked like twins. They had thin faces with hooked noses and narrow, mean mouths.
The three girls sat down in the grass opposite me, Mab in the middle. “Meet my twin sisters, Alice Deane,” Mab called out. “This is Jennet and this is Beth. Both younger than me but older than you.”
I looked at Jennet. She was eating something from the palm of her left hand. White, soft, squishy, wriggling things that didn’t like sunlight. They were maggots!
“Want one o’ these?” Jennet asked, holding out her hand toward the other two girls.
Mab declined with a curt shake of her head, but Beth popped a couple into her mouth and began to chew. “Good, these,” she said with a crooked smile.
“Should be!” Jennet mumbled, stuffing her own mouth full of writhing maggots. “Got ’em from a dead cat. Black one, it was, too. Black-cat maggots are always the tastiest.”
“Well, sisters,” Mab said, squinting straight into my face. “What should we do with this ugly Deane? Roast her over hot coals, or tie her to a tree and let the crows peck out her eyes?”
“Best we cover her with leeches,” said Beth. “Once they’re plump and squishy with blood we can eat ’em! Nothing quite so juicy as a bloated leech.”
“Prefer sheep ticks,” Jennet said. “But they’re hard work collecting.”
“Ain’t a Deane any longer,” I interrupted, directing my words at Mab. “Finished with my family, I have. Could be on your side if you’d have me. Sick of the Deanes. Sick of the Malkins, too.”
“Who you trying to fool?” Mab sneered. “Wasn’t born yesterday, was I? You’d better talk now and tell us why you’re here. What brings you back to Pendle?”
“Supposed to be a seer, ain’t you?” I laughed. “Wouldn’t have to ask questions if you knew your craft!”
Shouldn’t have laughed like that. Mab was livid. Tried to fight ’em off, but my legs were bound and it was three against one. The twins held me down while Mab pulled out a blade and cut off a lock of my hair. I began to tremble then. Knew I was in her power now, all right. Using dark magic, they could hurt me real bad. They took me back to the row of cottages where Mab and her sisters lived. Got me down into a cellar and started to work on me.
The first time they questioned me it wasn’t that bad. Mab slapped me a few times. Getting her own back, she was, for the pasting I’d given her in the woods. I said nowt anyway. And didn’t cry out. Wouldn’t give ’em the satisfaction.
After that, they left me alone in the dark for an hour or so. There were four mirrors in that cellar, one on each wall. Despite the dark, out of the corners of my eyes I kept glimpsing things. Witches spying on me. Making sure I wasn’t trying to get away.
When Mab and her sisters came down the steps the second time, they meant business. Mab had my lock of hair. Kept stroking it, she did, and muttering dark spells. Then the pains started. Pins and needles in my feet for starters. Next bad cramps in my stomach. But the worst thing of all was when I started to choke. It was just like cold invisible hands squeezing my throat. Couldn’t breathe, could I? An hour of that and I told ’em everything they wanted to know. No hope of escape either. Even if I could have gotten free of the padlock and chain, they’d put a bind on me—a spell that meant I couldn’t go more than fifty paces from that cellar. Hopeless, it was.
Told ’em about Tom and the Spook staying at Downham presbytery. Told ’em why we’d come to Pendle—to rescue Tom’s family and get back his boxes.
“That’s all I need, Alice Deane!” Mab gloated. “I’m off to Downham now to lure Tom back here. I’ll tell him you asked me to bring him. He’ll follow me for sure then. We’ll have his bones before the night’s over!”
I really hadn’t wanted to do it. Last person in the world I’d hurt is Tom; I felt really bad giving his whereabouts away. Putting him in danger like that. And I was afraid that Mab’s plan to lure Tom here might just work. She set off for Downham right away, taking her sisters with her.
After that it was all up with me. Said they were going to take both my bones and my blood just before dawn. Left me down in the cellar for a couple of hours, then some others from their clan took me out into the yard, where a big cauldron was bubbling, and made me sit on the ground nearby. Lots of other Mouldheels there—they all came across and gathered round me. Thought they were going to hit me, but they just stared down at me, their mouths thin, hard lines. Women and men, there were—not all witches, but every last one of ’em a clan member and sworn enemy of a Malkin or a Deane.
Someone shouted that the food was ready, so they left me alone then. But they didn’t eat from the pot. Two big baskets full of roasted chicken were brought out, and they filled their plates and went and sat in small groups, leaving me be. Started laughing and chatting among themselves then. Nobody offered me any chicken but I was too scared and anxious to eat anyway.
An old woman was stirring the pot. She came across and sneered down at me. “Pain’s coming your way, girl!” she gloated. “Lots and lots of pain. It hurts a lot when they take your bones. No matter how sharp the knife, it’s still agony. Brewed you up a broth, though. I’ll fetch you some now.”
So saying, she went back to that bubbling pot and ladled some broth into a bowl. Came back and offered it to me. “Sip that, girl. Laced with special herbs, it is. It’ll take away some of the pain—not all of it, but it might just make it bearable.”
I shook my head. Maybe she meant it kindly but most likely not. Didn’t like the smell wafting up from the bowl she was holding under my nose. Some believe that the more it hurts when they take your bones, the more powerful the dark magic, so it could have been a broth to make me hurt more. I couldn’t take a chance. I shook my head a second time, and she shuffled away, grumbling and muttering under her breath.
Soon after that, Mab and her two sisters came down the hill. I was relieved that Tom wasn’t with them. Mab looked angry, so something must have gone wrong. Went right up to the fire, Mab did, and spat into it. Flames died down right away. Then, on Mab’s orders, one of the Mouldheel men picked me up and carried me back down to the cellar and left me alone.
I waited to die. Thought then of all I’d lost. I’d never see Tom Ward again. That hurt me most of all. Didn’t seem fair. Tears came to my eyes, and I sobbed deep in my throat. I’d assumed that we’d have years together; that I’d be with him until he’d finished his apprenticeship with Old Gregory and then some more. Couldn’t believe it was all over.
I was scared, too. Really scared. I thought of the knife, the pain, and dying in agony. It started to get really cold in that cellar. Witches kept glancing down at me from the mirrors on the walls. And then something else appeared in a mirror that was even more scary. I saw the ugliest of faces. Looked like a child, but it had no hair at all and a grown man’s features with really sharp needlelike teeth. What was it? And then, suddenly, I knew. It had to be Tibb, the creature that the Malkins and Deanes had made. It seemed to be looking straight at me, laughing and leering, till I turned away in fear and let a few tears come.
I heard boots coming down the steps and my heart began to race, my whole body trembling with fear. Then the door opened, and somebody was standing there holding a candle. But it wasn’t a Mouldheel with a sharp knife.
It was Tom Ward. He’d come to rescue me. From a clan of witches, I am, and don’t deserve to be Tom’s friend. But I’d do anything for him. Anything at all. Even die for him if necessary.
Alice 



GRIMALKIN’S TALE



GRIMALKIN, the witch assassin, is deadly indeed and this plays an important role in the adventures of Tom Ward. The challenge is that she belongs to the dark, while Tom fights for the light. Their temporary alliances are frowned on by the Spook, who cannot tolerate any compromise with evil.
This is the story of how the young Grimalkin first decided to become a witch assassin; of how that seventeen- year-old girl challenged Kernolde the Strangler and fought her and her allies in the dark dell east of Pendle Hill.



The Witch Assassin

MY name is Grimalkin, and I fear nobody. But my enemies fear me. With my scissors, I snip the flesh of the dead, the clan enemies that I have slain in combat. I cut out their thumb bones, which I wear around my neck as a warning to others. What else would I do? Without ruthlessness and savagery I could not survive even a week of the life I lead. I am the witch assassin of the Malkin clan.
Are you my enemy? Are you strong, with speed and agility? Have you had the training of a warrior? It matters not to me. Run now! Run fast into the forest! I’ll give you a few moments’ start. An hour if you wish. Because no matter how hard you run, you’ll never be fast enough, and I’ll catch and kill you before long.
All the prey that I hunt I will slay. If it is clothed in flesh, I will cut it. If it breathes, I will stop its breath. And your magic daunts me not, because I have magic of my own. And boggarts, ghosts, and ghasts are no greater threat to me than they are to a spook. For I have looked into the darkness—into the blackest darkness of all—and now I am no longer afraid.
My greatest enemy is the Fiend, the dark made flesh, to whom a witch must make obeisance. But there is one way that a witch can free herself from his fearsome majesty—one way to ensure that he keeps his distance. She need be close to him just once, then bear his child. After that, after he has inspected his offspring, he may not approach her again.
Most of the Fiend’s children prove to be abhumans, evil creatures that will do the bidding of the dark. Others are born to be powerful witches. But a few—and it is rare indeed—are born perfect human children, untainted by evil. Mine was such a child, but I was not prepared for the Fiend’s reaction. With a roar of anger he picked up my innocent baby boy, lifted him high, and smashed his fragile head against a rock. Then he vanished.
For a long time I was insane with grief. And then thoughts of revenge began to swirl within my head. Was it possible? Could I destroy the Fiend? Impossible or not, that became my goal. My only reason to continue to live. I was still young; just turned seventeen, although strong and tall for my age. I had chosen to bear the Fiend’s child as a means to be free of him forever, and once I’d decided to pursue that course nothing could have stopped me. With the same dedication, I now sought the role of witch assassin as the first step to achieving revenge.
A scryer had placed the thought within my head. Her name was Martha Ribstalk, an incomer from the far north. At that time, before the rise of Mab, the young scryer of the Mouldheels, she was the foremost practitioner of that dark art. I visited her one hour after midnight as we had arranged. One hour after she had drunk the blood of an enemy and performed the necessary rituals.
“Do you accept my money?” I demanded.
She nodded, so I tossed three coins into the cauldron.
“Be seated!” she commanded sternly, pointing to the cold stone flags before the bubbling cauldron. The air was tainted with blood, and each breath that I took increased the metallic taste on the back of my tongue.
I obeyed, sitting cross-legged and gazing up at her through the steam. She had remained standing beyond the cauldron, so that her body would be higher than mine, a tactic often practiced by those who wish to dominate others. But I was not cowed and met her gaze calmly.
“What did you see?” I demanded. “What is my future?”
She did not speak for a long time. It pleased her to keep me waiting. I think Ribstalk was annoyed because I had asked a question rather than waiting to be told the outcome of her scrying.
“You have chosen an enemy,” she said at last. “The most powerful enemy any mortal could face. The outcome should be simple. The Fiend cannot approach you, but he can send many against you. He will await your death, then seize your soul and subject it to everlasting torments. But there is something else. Something that I cannot see clearly. An uncertainty. Another force that may intervene. For you, just a glimmer of hope.”
She paused, stepped forward, and peered into the steam. Once again there was a long pause. “There is someone there. A child just born . . .”
“Who is this child?” I demanded.
“I cannot see him clearly. Someone hides him from my sight. But even with that intervention, only one highly skilled with weapons could hope to survive with the Fiend as her enemy. Only one with the speed and ruthlessness of a witch assassin. Only the greatest of all witch assassins, more deadly even than Kernolde, could do that. Nothing less will do. So what hope have you?” Ribstalk mocked.
Kernolde was then the assassin of the Malkins. A fearsome woman of great strength and speed who had slain twenty-seven challengers for her position. Three each year, as this was the tenth year of her reign.
I rose to my feet and smiled down at Ribstalk. “I will slay Kernolde and then take her place. I will become the witch assassin of the Malkins. The greatest of them all.”
I turned and walked away, listening to the scryer cackling with mocking laughter behind me. But mine were not vain boasts. I believed that I could do it. I truly believed.
Three pretenders to the position of assassin were trained annually, but this year only two had come forward. No wonder, for most believed it was certain death to face Kernolde. The other two had been in training for six months. Thus half a year remained before the three days assigned for the challenges. I was given just that time to gain some of the skills necessary. Barely time for most to learn the rudiments of the assassin’s trade.
But I walked out of that training school after less than a month. The other two trainees had no confidence, and death was already written on their foreheads. Grist Malkin, our mentor and trainer, had already prepared twenty-seven defeated challengers before us. What could he teach me but how to lose and how to die? And one more thing that I have not yet told you. Grist had trained my older sister, Wrekinda. She was Kernolde’s fifth victim. One more reason to kill the assassin.
It was fortunate that I was a hunter and an able blacksmith; fortunate that I was already skilled in the ways of the forest and crafting weapons. Fortunate, too, that as the third accepted for training, I’d be the last to face Kernolde. Even in defeat the other challengers might injure her or, at least, drain some of her strength.
So I trained myself. Worked hard. Invited danger. In a forest, far north beyond the boundaries of the County, I faced a pack of howling wolves. They circled me, moving ever closer, death glittering in their eyes. I held a throwing knife in each hand. The first wolf leaped for my throat. Leaped and died as my blade found its throat first. The second died, too. Next I drew my long blade, awaiting the third attack. With one powerful sweep I struck the animal’s head from its body. Before the pack turned and fled my wrath, seven lay dead, their blood staining the white snow red.
I crafted the best blades of which I was capable. I wore them in sheathes about my body, which grew stronger and faster by the day. I ran up and down the steep slopes of Pendle to improve my stamina, readying myself for combat against Kernolde.
Did I say I hoped the other challengers would weaken the witch assassin? My hopes were short-lived. She slew each with ease; both were dead in less than an hour. On the third night, it was my turn.
The challenge always takes place north of the Devil’s triangle, where the villages of the Malkins, Deanes, and Mouldheels are located. Kernolde chose Witch Dell as her killing ground, where witches are taken by their families after death. Taken there and buried among the trees to rise with the full moon, scratching their way back to the surface to feed upon small animals and unwary human intruders. Some of the dead witches are strong and can roam for miles, seeking their prey. Kernolde used these dead things as her allies, sometimes as her eyes, nose, and ears; other times as weapons. More than one challenger had been drained of blood by the dead before Kernolde took her thumb bones as proof of victory. But Kernolde often proved victorious without these allies. She was skilled with blades, ropes, traps, and pits full of spikes; once they were captured or incapacitated, she invariably strangled her opponents.
All this I knew before my challenge began. I had thought long and hard about it. In the shadow of the trees I stood outside the dell just before midnight, the appointed time for combat to begin. High to my left was the large brooding mass of Pendle Hill, its eastern slopes bathed in the light of the full moon that was high to the south. Within moments a beacon flared at the summit, sparks shooting upward into the air, signaling the witching hour had begun.
Immediately, I did what no other challenger had done before. Most crept into the dell nervous and fearful, in dread of what they faced. Some were braver but still entered cautiously. I was different. I announced my presence in a loud clear voice.
“I’m here, Kernolde! My name is Grimalkin, and I am your death!” I shouted loudly into the dell. “I’m coming for you, Kernolde! I’m coming for you! And nothing living or dead can stop me!”
It was not just bravado, although that played a part. It was a product of much thought and calculation. I knew that my shouts would bring the dead witches toward me, and that’s what I wanted. Now I would know where they were.
You see, most dead witches are slow, and I could sprint beyond them. It was the powerful ones I had to beware of. One of them was named Gertrude the Grim because of her intimidating appearance, and she was both strong and relatively speedy for one who had been dead more than a century. She roamed far and wide beyond the dell, hunting for blood. But tonight she would be waiting within it, for she was Kernolde’s closest accomplice, well rewarded for aiding each victory.
I waited about fifteen minutes. I’d already sniffed out Gertrude, the old one. She’d been close to the perimeter for some time but had chosen not to venture out into the open and had moved back deeper into the trees so that her slower sisters could threaten me first. I could hear the rustling of leaves and the occasional faint crack of a twig as they shuffled forward. They were slow, but I didn’t underestimate them. Dead witches have great strength, and once they grip your flesh cannot be easily prized free. They begin to suck your blood until you weaken and can fight no more. Some would be on the ground, hiding within the dead leaves, ready to reach out and grasp at my ankles as I sped by.
I sprinted into the trees. I had sniffed out Kernolde. She was where I expected, waiting beneath the branches of the oldest oak in the dell. This was her tree, the one in which she stored her magic; her place of power.
A hand reached up toward me from the leaves. Without breaking my stride, I slipped a dagger from the scabbard on my left thigh and pinned the dead witch to the thick, gnarled root of a tree. I thrust the blade into the wrist rather than the palm, making it more difficult for her to tear herself free.
The next witch appeared from the left, her face lit by a shaft of moonlight. Saliva was dribbling down her chin and onto her tattered gown, covered in dark stains. She jabbered curses at me, eager for my blood. Instead she got my blade, which I plucked from my right shoulder sheath, hurling it toward her. The point took her in the throat, throwing her backward. I ran on even faster.
Four more times my blades cut dead flesh, and by now the other witches would be left behind; the slow and those maimed by my blades. But Kernolde and the powerful old one waited somewhere ahead. I wore eight sheathes in those days; each contained a blade. Now only two remained.
I leaped a hidden pit. Then a second. Although they were covered with leaves and mud, I knew they were there. For I had visited this dell many times during the previous months. I had gone there in daylight when the dead witches were dormant and Kernolde was out hunting prey in distant parts of the County. I had sniffed out every inch of the wood, knew every tree, the whereabouts of every pit and trap.
At last the old one barred my path. I came to a halt and awaited her attack. Let her come to me! Her tangled hair reached down to her knees. She was grim indeed, and well named! Maggots and beetles scuttled within that slimy curtain that obscured all of her face but one malevolent eye; that, and an elongated tooth that jutted upward over her top lip almost as far as her left nostril.
She ran toward me, kicking up leaves, her hands extended to rend my face or squeeze my throat. She was fast for a dead witch. Very fast. But not fast enough.
With my left hand, I drew the largest of my blades from its scabbard at my hip. This was not crafted for throwing; it was more akin to a short sword with razor-sharp double edges. I leaped forward to meet her and cut Grim Gertrude’s head clean from her shoulders. It bounced on a root and rolled away. I ran on, glancing back to see her searching among the pile of moldy leaves where it had come to rest.
Now for Kernolde. She was waiting beneath her tree; ropes hung from the branches, ready to bind and hang my body. She was rubbing her back against the bark, drawing strength for the fight. But I was not afraid, and she looked to me like an old bear ridding itself of fleas rather than the dreaded witch assassin feared by all. Running at full pelt directly toward her, I drew the last of my throwing knives and hurled it straight at her throat. End over end it spun, my aim fast and true, but she knocked it to one side with a disdainful flick of her wrist. Undaunted, I increased my pace and prepared to use the long blade. It was then that the ground opened beneath my feet, my heart lurched, and I fell into a hidden pit.
The moon was high, and as I fell I saw the sharp spikes below, waiting to impale me. I twisted desperately, trying to reposition my body, but to avoid every spike was impossible. All I could do was contort myself so that the one spike I couldn’t avoid was the one that would do me the least damage.
The least, did I say? It hurt me enough. Damaged me badly. The spike pierced my outer thigh. Down its length I slid until I hit the ground hard and all the breath left my body, the long blade flying from my hand to lie out of reach.
I lay there trying to breathe and control the pain. The spikes were sharp, thin, and very long—more than six feet—so there was no way I could lift my leg and free it. I cursed my folly. I had thought myself safe, but Kernolde had dug another pit, probably the previous night. No doubt she’d been aware of my forays into the dell and had waited until the last moment to do so.
A witch assassin must constantly adapt and learn from her own mistakes. Even as I lay there, facing my own imminent death, I recognized my stupidity. I had been too confident and had underestimated Kernolde. If I survived, I swore to temper my attitude with a smitch of caution. If . . .
Her broad moonface appeared above, and she looked down at me without uttering a word. Not for nothing did some call her Kernolde the Strangler. Once victorious, she sometimes hung her victims by their thumbs before slowly asphyxiating them. Not this time, though. She had seen what I had achieved already and would take no chances. I would die here.
She began to climb down into the pit. She would place her hands about my throat and squeeze the breath and life from my body. I was calm and ready to die if need be. But I had already thought of something. I had a slim chance of survival.
As she reached the bottom of the pit and began to weave toward me through the spikes, flexing her big, muscular hands, I prepared myself to cope with pain. Not that which she would inflict upon me; that which I chose myself.
My hands were strong, my arms and shoulders capable of exerting extreme leverage. The spikes were thin but sturdy, flexible, not brittle. But I had to try. Seizing the one that pierced my leg, I began to bend it. Back and forth, back and forth I flexed and twisted the spike, each movement sending pain shooting down my leg and up into my body. But I gritted my teeth and worked the spike even harder until it finally yielded and broke, coming away in my hands.
Quickly I lifted my leg clear of the stump and knelt to face Kernolde, my blood running down to soak the earthen floor of the killing pit. In my hands I held the spike like a spear and pointed it toward her. Before her hands could reach my throat, I would pierce her heart.
But the witch assassin had drawn much of her stored magic from the tree, and now she halted and concentrated, beginning to hurl shards of darkness toward me. She tried dread first of all, that dark spell a witch uses to terrify her enemies, holding them in thrall to fear. Terror tried to claim me, and my teeth began to chitter-chatter like those of the dead on the Halloween sabbath. Her magic was strong, but not strong enough. I braced and shrugged aside her spell. Soon its effects receded, and it bothered me no more than the cold wind that blew down from the arctic ice when I slew the wolves and left their bodies on the snow.
Next she used the unquiet dead, the bone-bound, against me, hurling toward me the spirits she had trapped in limbo. They clung to my body, leaning hard against my arm to bring it downward so that it took all of my strength to keep my grip upon the spike. They were strong and fortified by dark magic, one being a strangler that gripped my throat so hard that Kernolde herself might have been squeezing it. The worst of these was an abhuman spirit, the ghost of one born of the Fiend and a witch. He darkened my eyes and thrust his long, cold fingers into my ears so that I thought my head was about to burst, but I fought back and cried out into the darkness and silence.
“I’m still here, Kernolde! Still to be reckoned with. I am Grimalkin, your doom!”
My eyes cleared, and the abhuman’s fingers left my ears with a pop so that sound rushed back. The weight was gone from my arms, and I struggled to my feet, taking aim with the spike. She rushed at me then, that big ugly bear of a woman with strangler’s hands. But my aim was true. I thrust the spear right into her heart, and she died at my feet, her blood soaking into the earth to mix with my own.
After taking what I needed, I lifted her body from the pit using her own ropes. Finally I hung her by her feet so that at dawn the birds could peck her bones clean. That done, I passed through the dell without incident, the dead witches keeping their distance. Grim Gertrude was on her hands and knees, still rooting through the moldy leaves, trying to find her head. Without eyes it would prove difficult.
When I emerged from the trees, the clan was waiting to greet me. I held up Kernolde’s thumb bones and they bowed their heads in acknowledgement of what I’d done. Even Katrise, the head of the coven of thirteen, made obeisance. When they looked up I saw the new respect in their eyes; the fear, too. Now I would begin my quest to one day destroy my enemy, the Fiend.
My name is Grimalkin. I am the witch assassin of the Malkins, and I fear nobody.
Grimalkin



MANY villains and demons have threatened the peace and safety of the County: the water witches of the far north; Golgoth, the Lord of Winter, who dwells beneath the bleak southern moor of Anglezarke; Wurmalde, the incomer witch who united the Pendle clans to bring the Fiend himself through the dark portal into our world; Morgan, the necromancer, an ex-apprentice of the Spook who tried to raise Golgoth and bring a perpetual winter to the County. These are just a few of the servants of the dark that Tom Ward has had to face, and there are others whose stories are yet to be told.
But of all these, the most dangerous is the Fiend, the dark personified, and here is one more clue that points toward how the Last Apprentice series will continue.
The highest point in the County is marked by mystery.
It is said that a man died there in a great storm, while binding an evil that threatened the whole world.
Then the ice came again and, when it retreated, even the shapes of the hills and the names of the towns in the valleys were changed.
Now, at that highest point on the fells, no trace remains of what was done so long ago, but its name has endured.
They call it . . .
the Wardstone.
Does this hint at the death of Tom Ward or maybe the Spook? And is that “evil” the Fiend? Only time will tell. There are many more stories to be told before the answers are finally revealed.



THE GALLERY OF VILLAINS



Mother Malkin

Mother Malkin, one of the vilest witches imaginable, has been bound in a pit in the Spook’s garden for years. Then the Spook’s apprentice, Tom Ward, is tricked into giving her blood cakes, and she gains enough strength to break free.
She looked up at me then, lifting into the moonlight a face that was something out of a nightmare, a face that didn’t belong to a living person. Oh, but she was alive all right. You could tell that by the noises she was making eating that rat.
But there was something else about her that terrified me so much that I almost fainted away on the spot. It was her eyes. They were like two hot coals burning inside their sockets, two red points of fire.
And then she spoke to me, her voice something between a whisper and a croak. It sounded like dry, dead leaves rustling together in a late autumn wind.
“It’s a boy,” she said. “I like boys. Come here, boy.”
I didn’t move, of course. I just stood there, rooted to the spot. I felt dizzy and light-headed.
She was still moving toward me and her eyes seemed to be growing larger. Not only her eyes; her whole body seemed to be swelling up. She was expanding into a vast cloud of darkness that within moments would darken my own eyes forever.
Without thinking, I lifted the Spook’s staff. My hands and arms did it, not me.
“What’s that, boy, a wand?” she croaked. Then she chuckled to herself and dropped the dead rat, lifting both her arms toward me.
It was me she wanted. She wanted my blood. In absolute terror, my body began to sway from side to side. I was like a sapling agitated by the first stirrings of a wind, the first storm wind of a dark winter that would never end.
I could have died then, on the bank of that river. There was nobody to help, and I felt powerless to help myself.
But suddenly it happened. . . .
The Spook’s staff wasn’t a wand, but there’s more than one kind of magic. My arms conjured up something special, moving faster than I could even think.
They lifted the staff and swung it hard, catching the witch a terrible blow on the side of the head.
She gave a sort of grunt and fell sideways into the river. There was a big splash, and she went right under but came up very close to the bank, about five or six paces downstream. At first I thought that that was the end of her, but to my horror, her left arm came out of the water and grabbed a tussock of grass. Then the other arm reached for the bank, and she started to drag herself out of the water.
I knew I had to do something before it was too late. So, using all my willpower, I forced myself to take a step toward her as she heaved more of her body up onto the bank.
When I got close enough, I did something that I can still remember vividly. I still have nightmares about it. But what choice did I have? It was her or me. Only one of us was going to survive.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Revenge of the Witch)



Bony Lizzie and Tusk

Bony Lizzie, Mother Malkin’s granddaughter, uses bone magic, and raised the young witch Alice, who becomes Tom’s ally.
Tusk, Mother Malkin’s son, is a monster of incredible strength. His name comes from the two yellow tusks that curve upward on either side of his nose. He lives with Bony Lizzie and obeys her without question, no matter how terrible a deed she asks of him.
 
There, standing at the summit of the slope ahead, was a tall figure dressed in black, carrying a long staff. It was the Spook, all right, but somehow he looked different. His hood was thrown back and his hair, lit by the rays of the rising sun, seemed to be streaming back from his head like orange tongues of flame.
Tusk gave a sort of roar and ran up the slope toward him, brandishing his blade, with Bony Lizzie close at his heels. They weren’t bothered about us for the moment. They knew who their main enemy was. They could deal with us later.
By now Alice had come to a halt, too, so I took a couple of shaky steps to bring myself level with her. We both watched as Tusk made his final charge, lifting his curved blade and bellowing angrily as he ran.
The Spook had been standing as still as a statue, but then in response he took two big strides down the slope toward him and lifted his staff high. Aiming it like a spear, he drove it hard at Tusk’s head. Just before it made contact with his forehead, there was a sort of click and a red flame appeared at the very tip. There was a heavy thud as it struck home. The curved knife went up in the air, and Tusk’s body fell like a sack of potatoes. I knew he was dead even before he hit the ground.
Next the Spook cast his staff to one side and reached inside his cloak. When his left hand appeared again, it was clutching something that he cracked high in the air like a whip. It caught the sun, and I knew it was a silver chain.
Bony Lizzie turned and tried to run, but it was too late: The second time he cracked the chain, it was followed almost immediately by a thin, high, metallic sound. The chain began to fall, shaping itself into a spiral of fire to bind itself tightly around Bony Lizzie. She gave one great shriek of anguish, then fell to the ground.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Revenge of the Witch)



The Bane

The Bane is an ancient, malevolent spirit—the only one of its kind—that is bound behind the Silver Gate in the catacombs beneath Priestown’s cathedral.
The head of the Bane grew larger, the face becoming even more hideous, the chin lengthening and curving upward to meet the hooked nose. The dark cloud was boiling downward, forming flesh so that now a neck was visible and the beginnings of broad, powerful, muscular shoulders. But instead of skin, they were covered in rough green scales.
I knew what the Spook was waiting for. The moment the chest was clearly defined, he would strike straight for the heart within. Even as I watched, the boiling cloud descended farther to form the body as far down as the waist.
But I was mistaken! The Spook didn’t use his blade. As if appearing from nowhere, the silver chain was in his left hand, and he raised his arm to hurl it at the Bane.
I’d seen him do it before. I’d watched him throw it at the witch, Bony Lizzie, so that it formed a perfect spiral and dropped upon her, binding her arms to her sides. She’d fallen to the ground and could do nothing but lie there snarling, the chain enclosing her body and tight against her teeth.
The same would have happened here, I’m sure of it, and it would have been the Bane’s turn to lie there helplessly. But at the very moment when the Spook prepared to hurl the silver chain, Alice lurched to her feet and tore off her blindfold.
I know she didn’t mean to do it, but somehow she got between the Spook and his target and spoiled his aim. Instead of landing over the Bane’s head, the silver chain fell against its shoulder. At its touch, the creature screamed out in agony and the chain fell to the floor.
But it wasn’t over yet, and the Spook snatched up his staff. As he held it high, preparing to drive it into the Bane, there was a sudden click, and the retractable blade, made from an alloy containing silver, was now bared, glinting in the candlelight. The blade that I’d watched him sharpening at Heysham. I’d seen him use it once before, when he’d faced Tusk, the son of the old witch, Mother Malkin.
Now the Spook stabbed his staff hard and fast, straight at the Bane, aiming for its heart. It tried to twist away but was too late to avoid the thrust completely. The blade pierced its left shoulder, and it screamed out in agony. Alice backed away, a look of terror on her face, while the Spook pulled back his staff and readied it for a second thrust, his face grim and determined.
But suddenly, both candles were snuffed out, plunging the chamber and tunnel into darkness.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Curse of the Bane)



Morgan

Morgan is a failed apprentice of the Spook’s who has turned to the dark, using the creatures of the dark to make his own powers greater.
“The dead have had their lives. It’s over for them. But we’re still living and can use them. We can profit from them. I want what Gregory owes me. I want his house in Chipenden with that big library of books that contains so much knowledge. And then there’s something else. Something even more important. Something that he’s stolen from me. He has a grimoire, a book of spells and rituals, and you’re going to help me get it back. In return, you can continue your apprenticeship, with me training you. And I’ll teach you those things he’s never even dreamed of. I’ll put real power at your fingertips!”
“I don’t want you training me,” I snapped angrily. “I’m happy with things just the way they are!”
“What makes you think that you’ve any choice in the matter?” Morgan said, his voice suddenly cold and threatening. “I think it’s time to show you just what I can do.”
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Night of the Soul Stealer)



Marcia

Marcia, the sister of the Spook’s love, is a feral lamia witch.
The floorboards were scattered with feathers, splattered with blood and littered with fragments of dead birds. It was as if a fox had got into a chicken coop. There were wings, legs, heads, and hundreds of feathers. Feathers falling through the air, swirling around my head, stirred by the chill breeze that was blowing through the skylight.
When I saw something much larger, I wasn’t surprised. But the sight of it chilled me to the bone. Crouching in the corner, close to the writing desk, was the feral lamia, eyes closed, the top lids thick and heavy. Her body seemed smaller somehow, but her face looked far larger than the last time I’d glimpsed it. It was no longer gaunt but pale and bloated, the cheeks almost two pouches. As I watched, the mouth opened slightly and a trickle of blood ran down her chin and began to drip onto the floorboards. She licked her lips, opened her eyes, and looked up at me as if she had all the time in the world.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Night of the Soul Stealer)



Golgoth

Golgoth, Lord of Winter, is an elemental force, the most powerful of the old gods once worshipped in the County.
“Although trapped within the bounds of this circle, I can still reach you. Let me show you . . .”
Cold began to radiate out from the pentacle, the mosaic whitening with frost. A pattern of ice crystals was forming until I could feel the chill rising into my flesh from the floor, starting to numb me to the bone. I remembered Meg’s warning when I left for home: “. . . wrap up warm against the cold. Frostbite can make your fingers fall off.”
The most severe cold was at my back, close to my hands where they were bound to the ring, and as the cold bit into my flesh, I imagined my frozen fingers with the blood no longer circulating, becoming blackened and brittle, ready to break off like dead twigs from a dying branch. I felt my mouth opening to scream, the cold air rasping within my throat. I thought of Mam. Now I would never see her again. But suddenly I fell away onto my side, away from the iron ring. I glanced back and saw that it was in pieces at the foot of the wall. Golgoth had frozen and fragmented it in order to free me. He’d done it so that I could do his bidding. He spoke to me again from the pentacle, but this time his voice seemed fainter.
“Dislodge the candle. Do it now, or I’ll take more than your life. I’ll snuff out your soul, too. . . .”
Those words sent a deeper chill into me than the cold that had shattered the iron ring. Morgan had been right. My very soul was at risk. But to save it, all I had to do was obey. My hands were still tied behind my back and had no feeling in them, but I could have stood, moved toward the nearest candle, and kicked it over. But I thought of those who would suffer because of what I’d done. The severe winter cold itself would kill the old and the young first. Babies would die in their cradles. But the threat would become even greater. Crops wouldn’t grow, and there’d be no harvest next year. And for how many years after that? There’d be nothing to feed the livestock. Famine would result. Thousands would perish. And it would all be my fault.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Night of the Soul Stealer)



Tibb

Tibb is an inhuman creature created by the Malkin and Deane witch clans during a rare truce between them. He can see things at a distance, and can see into the future.
I could see nothing at all, but I could hear him—claws scratching and scrabbling, biting into wood. Then I realized that the sound was above, not below me. I looked upward just in time to see a dark shape moving across the ceiling like a spider, to halt directly above my bed. Unable to move anything but my head, I started to take deep breaths, trying to slow my heartbeat. To be afraid made the dark stronger. I had to get my fear under control.
I could see the outline of the four limbs and the body, but the head seemed far closer. I’ve always been able to see well in the dark, and my eyes were continuing to adjust until I could finally make some sense of what threatened from above.
Tibb had crawled across the wooden panels of the ceiling so that his hairy back and limbs were facing away from me. But his head was hanging down backward toward the bed, supported by a long, muscular neck, so that his eyes were below his mouth; and those eyes were glowing slightly in the dark and staring directly toward my own; the mouth was wide open, revealing the sharp needlelike teeth within.
Something dripped onto my forehead then. Something slightly sticky and warm. It seemed to fall from the creature’s open mouth. Twice more drops fell—one onto the pillow beside my head, the next onto my shirtfront. Then Tibb spoke, his voice rasping harshly in the darkness.
“I see your future clearly. Your life will be sad. Your master will be dead and you will be alone. It would be better if you had never been born.”
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Attack of the Fiend)



Wurmalde

Wurmalde comes from the same land as Tom’s mother—in fact, they are old enemies, and Wurmalde carries her grudge onto Tom.
Mistress Wurmalde frowned, and anger flashed into her eyes. She took a step toward me: Her skirts rustled and the sound of her pointy shoes made two hard clicks on the cold flags of the kitchen. “Time to think is a luxury that you can ill afford,” she told me. “Have you got an imagination, boy?”
I nodded. My mouth was too dry to speak.
“Then let me paint a picture for you. Imagine a grim dungeon, dark and dreary, crawling with vermin and rats. Imagine a bone pit, redolent of the tormented dead, its stench an affront to high heaven. No daylight reaches it from the upper ground, and just one small candle is allowed each day, a few hours of flickering yellow light to illuminate the horror of that place. Your brother Jack is bound to a pillar. He rants and raves; his eyes are wild, his face gaunt, his mind in hell. Some of it is our doing, but most of the blame must fall to you and yours. Yes, it is your fault that he suffers.”
“How can it be my fault?” I asked angrily.
“Because you are your mother’s son, and you have inherited the work that she has done. Both the work and the blame,” said Mistress Wurmalde.
“What do you know of my mother?” I demanded, stung by her words.
“We are old enemies,” she said, almost spitting the words out.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Attack of the Fiend)



Grimalkin

Grimalkin is the witch assassin of the Malkin clan. She is ruthless and unrelenting, delighting in torture and inflicting pain. The snip-snip of her scissors is a particular favorite, and she uses them to cut the flesh and bone of her victims.
Grimalkin might pull me back as I climbed over the fence. She could catch me crossing the pasture. Or the yard. Then I would have to wait while I unlocked the door. I imagined my trembling fingers trying to insert the key into the lock as she ran up the stairs behind me. But would I even reach the fence? She was getting nearer now. Much nearer. I could hear her feet pounding down the slope toward me. Better to turn and fight, said a voice inside my head. Better to face her now than be cut down from behind. But what chance did I have against a trained and experienced assassin? What hope against the strength and speed of a witch whose talent was murder?
In my right hand I gripped the Spook’s staff; in my left was my silver chain, coiled about my wrist, ready for throwing. I ran on, the blood moon flickering its baleful light through the leaf canopy to my left. I’d almost reached the edge of Hangman’s Wood, but the witch assassin was very close now. I could hear the pad-pad of her feet and the swish-swish of her breath.
As I ran beyond the final tree, the farm fence directly ahead, the witch sprinted toward me from the right, a dagger in each hand, the long blades reflecting the moon’s red light. I staggered to my left and cracked the chain to send it hurtling at her. But all my training proved useless. I was weary, terrified, and on the verge of despair. The chain fell harmlessly onto the grass. So, exhausted, I finally turned to face the witch.
It was over, and I knew it. All I had now was the Spook’s staff, but I barely had the strength to lift it. My heart was hammering, my breath rasping, and the world seemed to spin around me.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Attack of the Fiend)



Bloodeye

Bloodeye’s true name is Morwena. She is the daughter of the Fiend, and the oldest and most powerful of the water witches. Some say she has been terrorizing the County for a thousand years.
Morwena surged into the air with the strength of a salmon leaping up a waterfall, her arms outstretched to tear at the Spook’s face, though her left eye was still closed.
My master met her with equal speed. He spun, bringing his staff in a rapid arc from left to right. It missed Morwena’s throat by a hair’s breadth, and with a terrible shriek of anger she flopped back into the water less than gracefully, creating a huge splash.
The Spook froze, looking down into the water. Then, with his right hand, he reached back and tugged his hood up, forward, and down so that it shielded his eyes. He must have seen the pinned eye and realized who he was dealing with. Without eye contact Morwena would not be able to use her bloodeye against him. Nonetheless he would be fighting “blind.”
He waited, immobile, and I watched anxiously as the last ripple erased itself from the surface of the canal, which became as still as glass. Suddenly Morwena surged from the water again, this second attack even more sudden than the first, and then landed on the very edge of the wharf, her webbed feet slapping hard against the wooden boards. Her bloodeye was now open, its baleful red fire directed at the Spook. But without looking up, he stabbed toward her legs and she was forced to retreat.
Immediately she struck at him with her left hand, the claws raking toward his shoulder, but he stepped away just in time. Then, as she moved the other way, he flicked his staff from his left to his right hand and jabbed toward her hard and fast. It was the same maneuver he’d made me practice against the dead tree in his garden—the one that had saved my life in the summer when I’d used it successfully against Grimalkin.
He executed it perfectly, and the tip of his blade speared Morwena in the side. She let out a cry of anguish but leaped away quickly, somersaulting back into the water. The Spook waited a long time but she didn’t attack again.
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Wrath of the Bloodeye)



The Fiend

The Fiend is the dark made flesh, the Devil himself.
I heard a noise from the shadows in the far corner of the room: a thump followed immediately by a sizzling, hissing sound. It was repeated twice more.
Suddenly I could smell burning. Wood smoke. The floorboards. And then I saw that although time had stopped and everything within the room seemed to be frozen into immobility, one thing was moving. And what else could move but the Fiend himself?
I couldn’t see him yet—he was invisible—but I could see his footprints advancing toward me. Each time one of his unseen feet made contact with the floorboards, it burned the shape of a cloven hoof into the wood, which glowed red before darkening with a spluttering hiss. Would he make himself visible? The thought was terrifying. I’d been told by Grimalkin that to inspire awe and force obeisance he’d appeared in his true majestic shape to the covens at Halloween. According to the Spook, some people believed his true form was so terrible that anyone who saw it would instantly drop dead. Was that just a scary bedtime tale or was it real? Would he do that to me now?
(For the full story, read
The Last Apprentice: Wrath of the Bloodeye)
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A Coven Of Witches
 




Meg Skelton

THIS is a tale that must be told, a warning to those who might one day take my place. My name is John Gregory, and I’m the local spook; what now follows is the full and truthful account of my dealings with the witch Meg Skelton.



CHAPTER I
 The Fight with the Abhuman
FOR five years my master, Henry Horrocks, had trained me as a spook, teaching me how to deal with ghosts, boggarts, witches, and all manner of creatures from the dark. Now my apprenticeship was completed and I was fully qualified, still living at my master’s house, working alongside him to make the County a safer place.
Late in the autumn, an urgent message came from Arnside, to the northwest of the County, begging my old master and me to deal with an abhuman, a foul, monstrous creature that had brought terror to the district for far too long. Many families had suffered at its cruel hands, and there had been many deaths and maimings.
Henry Horrocks’s health had been deteriorating for quite some time, and three days before the message arrived, he’d taken to his bed.
“You’ll have to go on ahead, lad,” he told me, struggling for breath, his chest wheezing as he spoke. “But take care—abhumans can be very strong. Keep it at bay as I’ve taught you, using your staff, then stab it through the forehead. If the job looks too dangerous, keep watch from a distance. As soon as I’m fit enough, I’ll follow you north. Hopefully tomorrow . . . ”
With those words we parted, and carrying my staff and bag, I set off for Arnside. Had I been going to face a witch, I would have borrowed my master’s silver chain, but there were doubts about its effectiveness against abhumans, which have varying levels of resistance toward such tools of our trade as rowan wood, salt, and iron. No—a blade was the best way to deal with such a creature.
I visited Arnside village and a few farms to gather as much information as possible concerning the nature of what I faced and where I would find it. What I heard did little to boost my confidence. The creature was immensely strong and had attacked a farmer only a week earlier, ripping his head from his shoulders while the terrified milkmaid watched from her hiding place in the barn. After killing her unfortunate employer, the abhuman drank his blood, then tore the raw flesh from his bones with its teeth. It had now made its home in a tower and usually went hunting for prey soon after midnight. People for miles around were living in fear; no home was safe.
I came down into the forest at dusk. All the leaves had fallen and lay on the ground, rotten and brown. The tower was twice the height of the tallest trees, like a black demon finger pointing up at the gray County sky. A girl had been seen waving from its solitary window, frantically beckoning for aid. I’d been told that the creature had seized her for its own and now held her as its plaything, imprisoning her within those dank stone walls.
First I made a fire and sat gazing into its flames while I gathered my courage. It would be better to wait for Henry Horrocks to arrive; two of us would have a far greater chance against the creature. But despite his assurances, I had no confidence that he would join me. His condition had been steadily worsening rather than improving. Besides, the creature would probably kill again this very night. It was my duty as a spook to deal with it before then; my duty to the people of the County.
Taking the whetstone from my bag, I sharpened the blade of my staff until my fingers could not touch its edge without yielding blood. Finally, just before midnight, I went to the tower and hammered out a challenge upon the wooden door with the base of my staff.
The creature came forth, brandishing a great club, and roared out in anger. It was a foul thing dressed in the skins of animals, reeking of blood. Almost seven feet tall, with a chest like a barrel, it was a truly formidable opponent. I am a spook and trained to deal with creatures of the dark, and I was strong then and in my prime, but my courage faltered as it attacked me with a terrible fury.
At first I retreated steadily, but I released the blade from its recess in my staff and waited for my chance to counterattack. Jabbing repeatedly at the beast to keep it at bay, I whirled to the left in a rapid spiral and drew it away from the tower into the trees. Twice that massive club smashed against tree trunks, missing my head by inches. Either blow would have shattered my skull like an eggshell.
But now it was my turn to attack. I whacked the creature hard on the side of the head, a blow that would have felled a village blacksmith, but it didn’t even stagger. Then I managed to spear it deeply in the right shoulder so that, within moments, blood started to run down its bare arm and splatter onto the grass. That brought it to a halt, and we faced each other warily.
As it bellowed in anger and prepared to attack again, I flicked my staff from my left hand to my right and drove it straight into the creature’s forehead with all my strength. The blade went in deep and, with a gasp and then a terrible groan, the abhuman fell, stone dead, at my feet.
I paused to catch my breath, looking down at the dead creature. I had no regrets about taking its life, for it would have killed again and again and would never have been sated.
It was then that the girl called out to me from the tower, her siren voice luring me up the stone steps. There, in the topmost room, I found her lying upon a bed of straw, bare-footed and bound fast with a long silver chain. With skin like milk and long fair hair, she was by far the prettiest woman that I had ever set eyes on. She told me that her name was Meg and pleaded to be released from the chain.Her voice was so persuasive that my reason fled and the world spun about me.
No sooner had I unbound her from the coils of the chain than she fastened her lips hard upon mine. And so sweet were her kisses that I almost swooned away in her arms. It was a night that was to change my life. My first night with Meg.
I awoke to see sunlight streaming through the window, and spied the toes of Meg’s shoes peeping out from under a chair in the corner of the room. They were pointy; pointy shoes. My heart sank within my chest. My master had warned me that pointy shoes were often a strong indication that the wearer might be a witch. Worse was to come, for as Meg dressed, I saw her back clearly for the first time, and my blood froze cold within my veins. She was one of the lamia witches, and the mark of the serpent was upon her. Fair of face though she was, her spine was covered with green and yellow scales.
“Witch!” I cried, reaching for the silver chain. “You’re a witch!”
“I harm nobody!” she cried. “Only those who wish me harm!”
“It’s in your nature to practice deceit,” I said angrily. “Once a witch, always a witch—your kind are not even human. . . .”
I threw the chain that had previously bound her, and the long hours I’d spent casting against the practice post in the Chipenden garden paid off. The chain dropped over her head and shoulders, binding her fast so that she could neither walk, speak, nor move her arms. Filled with anger at her deceit, I carried her, thus bound, back to Chipenden—where a terrible shock awaited me.



CHAPTER II
 Harboring a Witch
TO my sorrow and dismay, I found Henry Horrocks dead and cold in his bed. He had been a good master and eventually my friend, and it grieved me sorely to lose him.
Leaving the witch safely bound, I buried my master at the edge of the local churchyard. Although a spook is not permitted to be interred in holy ground, no doubt some priest might have been persuaded to pray over his body, but Henry Horrocks had already told me that he didn’t want that. He had lived a blameless, hardworking life defending the County against the dark and felt capable of finding his own way through the mists of Limbo to the light.
That taken care of, it was time to deal with the witch. First I dug a pit for her in the eastern garden, then had the local mason and blacksmith construct its lid, a stone rim with thirteen iron bars. Once she was in the pit, I would drag the lid into position.
By now my anger had abated somewhat. I had left Meg chained to the side of the house, where she had been soaked to the skin by a heavy downpour of rain. She looked a pitiful sight, but despite her bedraggled appearance, her beauty still captivated me. My heart lurched with pity, and I had to harden my resolve.
When I released her from the chain, she struggled so fiercely that I barely overcame her and was forced to pull her by her long hair through the trees toward the pit, while she ranted and screamed fit to wake the dead. It was still raining hard and she slipped on the wet grass, but I carried on, dragging her along the ground, though her bare arms and legs were scratched by brambles. It was cruel, but it had to be done.
We reached the edge of the pit, but when I started to tip her over the edge, she clutched at my knees and began to sob pitifully.
“Please!” she cried. “Spare me. I can’t live like that—not trapped down there in the dark!”
“You’re a witch and that’s where you belong,” I told her. “Be grateful you’re not suffering a worse fate—”
“Oh, please, please, John, think again. Can I help it that I was born a witch? Despite that, I never hurt others unless they threaten me. Remember what we said to each other last night? How we felt? Nothing’s changed. Nothing’s changed at all. Please put your arms around me again and forget this foolishness.”
I stood there for a long time, full of anguish, about to topple over the edge myself—until, at last, I made a decision that changed my life.
She was a lamia witch, and such creatures have two forms. Meg appeared to be in the domestic, near-human shape rather than the feral one, in which form the creatures become savage killers. So perhaps she spoke the truth. Maybe she did only use her strength in self-defense.
There was hope for her, I thought. So why not give her a chance?
I helped her to her feet and wrapped my arms about her, and we both wept. My love for her was so sudden and all-consuming that my heart almost burst through my chest. How could I put her into the pit when I loved her better than my own soul? It was her eyes that captivated me: They were the most beautiful I’d ever seen—along with her voice, which was sweeter and more melodious than any siren song.
I begged her forgiveness, and then we turned together and, hand in hand, walked away from the pit, back toward the house that now belonged to me.
It was a fateful night, and sometimes, despite my faith in free will and my firm belief that, minute by minute, second by second, we shape our own futures, it does seem to me that some things are meant to be. For had Henry Horrocks still been alive on my return, Meg would certainly have gone into a pit.
So I was captivated by Meg, and she became the love of my life. Beauty is a terrible thing: It binds a man tighter than a silver chain about a witch.
We lived happily together for almost a month in my Chipenden house, Meg and I. My fondest memories are of the times we sat together on the bench in the western garden, holding hands and watching the sun go down.
However, things soon started to go wrong. Unfortunately, Meg was very strong willed, and against my wishes she insisted on visiting the village shops. Her tongue was as sharp as a barber’s razor, and right from the start she began to have lively arguments with some of the village women. These disagreements had small beginnings: one woman pushed in front of Meg in a shop, as if she wasn’t there. Another called her an incomer, and she sensed hostility from all the women to an outsider who was certainly prettier than any of them. A few of these disputes quickly developed into bitter feuds. No doubt there was spite on both sides.
“Meg, let me do the shopping,” I suggested to her. “You’re drawing too much attention to yourself. If it wasn’t for me being a spook and you living at my house, they’d have already accused you of being a witch. You’ll end up in the dungeons at Caster Castle if you’re not careful!”
“I can take care of myself, John,” she replied, “as you well know. Would you want me to be confined to this house and garden just because some shrews in the village insist on making trouble? No, I must fight my own battles, and well you know it!”
Eventually, being a witch, Meg resorted to witchcraft against her enemies. She did no serious harm to the women. One suffered nasty boils all over her body; another exceptionally house-proud woman who worshipped cleanliness had recurring infestations of lice and a plague of cockroaches in her kitchen.
At first the accusations were little more than whispers. Then one woman spat at Meg in the street and received a good hard slap for her discourtesy. It would probably have stopped at that, but unfortunately she was the sister of the parish constable.
One morning the bell rang at the withy-trees crossroads, and I went down to investigate. Instead of the poor boggart-haunted farmer that I had been expecting, the stout red-faced parish constable was standing there, truncheon in his belt and hands on his hips.
“Mr. Gregory,” he said, his manner proud and pompous, “it has come to my attention that you are harboring a witch. The woman, known as Margery Skelton, has used witchcraft to hurt some good women of this parish. She has also been seen at midnight, under a full moon, gathering herbs and dancing naked by the pond at the edge of Homeslack Farm. I have come to arrest her, and demand that you bring her to this spot immediately!”
“Meg no longer lives with me!” I said. “She’s gone to Sunderland Point to sail for her homeland, Greece.”
It was a lie, of course, but what could I do? There was no way I was going to deliver Meg into his hands. The man would take her north to Caster—where, no doubt, she’d eventually hang.
I could see that the parish constable wasn’t satisfied, but there was little he could do about it immediately. Being a local, he knew not to enter my garden for fear of what he might find there. Generations of spooks had lived and worked at Chipenden, and the villagers believed the house and its surroundings were haunted by denizens of the dark. So he went away with his tail between his legs. I had to keep Meg away from the village from that day forth. It proved difficult and was the cause of many arguments between us, but there was worse to come.
Egged on by his sister, the constable went to Caster and made a formal complaint to the high sheriff there. Consequently, they sent a young constable with a warrant to arrest Meg. I was told about his imminent arrival by the village blacksmith, so I was ready. I needed to get Meg away as quickly as possible.
My former master had bequeathed another house to me. It lay on the edge of brooding Anglezarke Moor. I had visited it just once and found little about it to my taste. Now it could be put to good use. In the dead of night, very late in the autumn, Meg and I journeyed to Anglezarke and set up home there.
It was a bleak place, wet and windy, with the winter threatening long months of ice and snow. The house had no garden and was built in a ravine, right back against a sheer rocky crag that kept it in shadow for most of the day. It was big, with ten bedrooms, including an attic, and a deep cellar; but even though I lit fires in every room, it was cold and damp—not a place where I could safely store books. However, we made the best of it and were happy for a while. But then there was an unexpected development that made my life much more difficult.
Unbeknown to me, Meg had written to her sister, giving her our new address. When the reply arrived, she became agitated. I found her pacing up and down in the kitchen, the letter clutched to her chest.
“What ails you, woman?” I demanded.
“It’s my sister, Marcia,” she admitted at last. “Unless we help, she’ll be killed for sure. Can she come here to us?”
I groaned inside. Her sister? Another lamia witch!
“Where is she now?”
“Far to the north, beyond the boundaries of the County. She’s being hidden and protected, but it can’t go on for much longer or those who guard her will be in danger themselves. There’s a quisitor in the area, and he’s already growing suspicious. A thorough search is being carried out. Please say she can come here,” Meg begged. “Please do. She’s my only relative in the whole world.”
Quisitors worked for the Church, and hunted down and burned witches. I had no love for such men—they would burn a spook too if they got the chance. Often they were corrupt and colluded with jealous neighbors to burn women who were totally innocent of witchcraft. Afterward the quistitors confiscated their land and grew rich.
“She can come for a while until the danger is over,” I said, relenting at last. I was too much in love with Meg to deny her anything.
Meg wrote back, and later that week a reply came. Her sister was traveling to Anglezarke by coach. We were to meet her on the Bolton road at the foot of the moor.
“She’s coming by night,” Meg said. “It’ll be safer for her that way.”



CHAPTER III
 Just a Pussycat
SO it was that just after midnight we waited, shivering, at the crossroads for the coach that would bring her sister to stay with us. There was still snow on the ground, but there had been no fresh falls for over three days, so I was reasonably confident that the road would be open. At last, in the distance, we saw the coach approaching, the breath of the team of six horses steaming in the cold night air.
I waited for Marcia to alight from the coach, but instead the driver and his mate jumped down and began to unfasten the ropes that bound something large to the back. They carried it toward us and laid it at our feet. It was a black coffin.
Without a word, the two men climbed back up onto the coach. Then the driver cracked his whip, brought the horses about, and off they went again, back the way they’d come. I felt cold inside. Colder than the air freezing my forehead and cheeks.
“Don’t tell me this is what I think it is,” I said softly.
“My sister is inside. How else could she have gotten here undetected?”
“She’s feral, isn’t she?”
Meg nodded.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because you would never have allowed her to come here.”
Cursing under my breath, I helped Meg drag the coffin back up the slope toward the house. Beautiful though she was, Meg was extremely strong, and once back in the house she wasted no time in tearing off the lid with her bare hands.
I stood back, my staff at the ready. “Can you control her?” I asked.
“She’s just a pussycat.” Meg smiled, stepping back to allow Marcia to scuttle from the open coffin.
It was the first time I’d seen a lamia in the feral form. My master had described them to me, and I’d read entries from books in the Chipenden library, but nothing could have prepared me for the actual thing.
Marcia was far from human in shape: she balanced herself, as if ready to spring, on four thin limbs that ended in large hands. Each finger ended in a long claw. Her back was covered in green-and-yellow scales, and her hair was long and greasy, falling over her shoulders as far as the ground. Her face, which looked up at us each in turn, was like something out of a nightmare, with gaunt features and heavy-lidded eyes.
Marcia first took up residence in the attic, and this worked well enough for a week or so. A feral lamia can summon birds to her side, where they wait in thrall, unable to fly off, until she finally devours them. The attic had a big skylight, and I would hear the birds gathering on the roof, then their cries of terror as she pulled off their wings and, too late, they realized they were food for a lamia.
Then there were the rats. She could summon them, too. I would hear them squealing in excitement as they climbed up the drainpipes, finally using the same route as the birds and dropping through the skylight to scamper across the floorboards. Every evening I would hear Marcia scuttling about as she chased them, and Meg would look up from her weaving and give me a warm smile.
“She likes a juicy rat, that sister of mine. But the chase is as good as the eating!”
Every week Meg would bring Marcia raw meat from the butcher’s to supplement her diet. She looked after her sister well, regularly sweeping the attic floor clean of feathers and rat skins. I wasn’t happy, but what could I do? I didn’t want to lose Meg. And I reasoned that a feral lamia was better off safe in the attic of my house than roaming free and threatening the County.
But then, one dark, moonless night, Marcia got out through the skylight, went up onto the moor, and killed a sheep. There was a bloody trail leading back to the house where she’d dragged the carcass behind her. Luckily a fresh fall of snow before dawn obscured the tracks, so the farmer was none the wiser. I imagine he put the loss down to wolves or the wild dogs that sometimes ran in packs on Anglezarke Moor during the winter.
Meg gave her sister a good talking to and told me that she’d promised never to do it again.
It was just a few weeks later that Marcia first came downstairs.
I had been sitting next to Meg, facing the fire, when I heard unexpected sounds on the stairs: the clip-clop of shoes. I turned and saw Marcia peering at us from the doorway. It was as if a savage animal, a predator, had suddenly dressed itself in human clothes, producing a creature that was breathing too rapidly and noisily and still hadn’t learned how to stand properly.
“Come here, sister, and sit beside us. Warm yourself at the fire,” Meg invited.
I was shocked by the change in her appearance. Lamias are slow shape-shifters, and the weeks Marcia had lived at the house and the long hours she’d spent in the company of her sister had altered her form significantly toward the domestic. She was wearing a pair of her sister’s pointy shoes and one of her dresses. The garment’s hem was knee length and cut away at the shoulders, and I could see how Marcia’s arms and legs had fleshed out. Her hair had been cut neatly, too, and her long, deadly claws were the only visible aspect of the feral that remained. Her face was almost fully human, with a wild, savage beauty.
Marcia sat herself down and looked at me out of the corners of her eyes. She licked her lips before giving me a twisted smile.
“We could share him, sister, couldn’t we? A man between us. Why not?”
“He’s mine!” Meg retorted. “I don’t share my man with anyone—not even my sister!”
I think that was what hardened Meg against Marcia, what spurred her to alert me to danger in the middle of the night.
“Marcia’s not in the attic!” she told me breathlessly. “She’s gone out onto the moor looking for food.”
“Not another sheep,” I groaned, swinging my legs out over the edge of the bed and starting to pull on my boots. It seemed that Marcia, despite her changed appearance, still had much of the feral lamia’s inner urges.
“No. It’s worse than that. Far worse. She’s after a child. One she spied at the farm when she killed that sheep. I thought I’d talked her out of it!”
“How long has she been gone?”
“A few minutes at most. I heard a noise on the roof and went up to the attic and found her missing.”
Marcia’s tracks were easy enough to follow across the snow-clad moor. Meg went with me, offering to help as best she could.
“If she kills a child, they’ll find her eventually. She’ll never get away with that, and we’ll have to move again,” Meg complained.
“That may well be true, but we should be thinking of the poor child. The child and the family!” I retorted angrily, increasing my pace. Would we be too late? I wondered with a sinking heart.
The footprints led through the farm gate and into the yard. Then we saw Marcia crouching in the shadow of the barn, looking up at a window—no doubt the bedroom of her intended prey. I breathed a sigh of relief. We could still save the child.
“No, sister, you’re going too far!” Meg called out, keeping her voice low so as not to disturb the household. “Come back with us now!”
But bloodlust held Marcia in its grip; she was beyond words. She hissed at us, then looked up at the bedroom again. Suddenly she kicked off her pointy shoes, surged forward, and scampered straight up the sheer wall of the house, her finger- and toenails gouging into the stone.
She smashed the glass with her left fist, then seized the window frame and plucked the whole thing, wood and remaining glass panes, from the wall and hurled it down into the yard, where it fell with a tremendous crash. She climbed into the bedroom, and I heard a child cry out with fear. The next moment she jumped out through the window again, down into the yard, and landed facing me, carrying the child under her arm. It was more baby than toddler, and it was screaming its lungs out.
“Give the child to me, Marcia!” I commanded, my left hand targeting her with the blade of my staff, my right reaching out toward the baby.
She hesitated, and maybe she would have done as I instructed. But all at once the farmer burst out of the front door brandishing a big stick, his wife at his heels wailing as loud as a banshee. He went straight for Marcia, but she swiped him with the fingers of her free hand, the talons laying open his forehead to the bone. He fell to his knees, blood running into his eyes, while his wife screamed even louder and started tearing at her hair.
Seizing her chance, Marcia raced off across the farmyard, and I immediately gave chase. She started to climb, heading up toward the moor tops. She seemed to be pulling ahead, even though I was running as fast as I could. I glanced back. Meg was quickly catching up with me. When she drew level, I shouted out angrily.
“If your sister kills that baby, I’ll put my blade through her heart! Do something now or she’s dead!” I warned, and I meant every word.
In response, Meg began to surge ahead of me. I was slowing because of the deepening snow, but she was starting to close on her sister. I lost sight of them as they passed beyond the brow of one of the lower slopes. When they came into view again, there was a series of bloodcurdling yells and screams.
They were fighting: clawing, biting, and scratching so that blood sprayed out onto the snow. But where was the baby?
To my relief, I saw that it lay on the ground to one side, still crying loudly. My first instinct was to pick up the child and get it away from the danger of that furious fight. But then the two witches broke apart, and I saw my chance.
With a flick of my wrist, I cast my silver chain toward Marcia. It was the one I’d inherited from my master—though I also had the one that had once bound Meg in the abhuman’s tower. It was a good shot, and it dropped over Marcia’s head and bound her tightly, bringing her down into the snow.
Meg wiped the blood from her face, went over to pick up the child, and started to whisper in its ear. I don’t know what she said, but it was effective: within seconds it became silent, closed its eyes, and nestled against her neck.
I hefted the bound Marcia into position over my left shoulder and headed back toward the farm. When we arrived, the mother cried louder than ever at being reunited with her baby, but they were tears of joy.
“Thank you! Thank you! I never thought I’d see my little girl again!” she said between sobs. “My poor husband, though—he’ll be scarred for life!”
I wondered how grateful she’d be if she knew that I’d been harboring her baby’s abductor in my own house? So with Meg walking silently at my side, I trudged back to my house, deep in thought. Once inside I told Meg what I intended.
“Down in the cellar there are graves and pits ready for boggarts and witches. So far they’re all empty. My master, Henry Horrocks, had them prepared for the work he was doing locally. But after staying here for a while, he decided that he didn’t like this house, so they’ve never been used—”
“No! Please, John, don’t put my sister in a pit. Don’t do that. . . .”
“I’ll give her just one chance to avoid a pit, and one chance only. There are rooms on the upper levels of the cellar. She can stay in one of them—she’ll be comfortable enough there. The iron gate on the cellar steps will give us extra security, so effectively she’ll be sealed behind that gate and the neighborhood will be safe.”
So that’s what we did. A lamia has more resistance to iron than other witches, but the gate was very strong; Marcia was in a secure place. Of course, Meg insisted on seeing her sister every day. The chatted in her room below the gate, and Meg often took her fresh meat and offal from the butcher. Marcia couldn’t summon birds down there, but she ate a lot of rats—as I could see from all the skins Meg had to clear up.
The winter moved on, and the days began to lengthen. I did a few jobs locally, including moving on a troublesome hall-knocker boggart and slaying a ripper with salt and iron. I realized that there was a lot of work to be done on Anglezarke Moor, but Chipenden also needed my help. Could I leave Meg here while I paid the village and its surroundings a short spring visit?
Eventually the decision was made for me, but in a way I didn’t expect. It began in a similar fashion to the difficulties in Chipenden. A few words were exchanged between Meg and the local women. This time the constable didn’t get involved, because the people of Adlington had a strong sense of community and believed in sorting things out for themselves.
Meg still liked to go shopping, but I’d employed the local odd-job man, Bill Battersby, to bring me bulk supplies of potatoes and other vegetables up from the village to save her the trouble of carrying them. It was he who gave me warning of what was happening. To begin with, it was nothing that I hadn’t heard before: accusations of using curses, a woman suffering night terrors; another too afraid to venture beyond her own front door. But then there was something new. . . .
“She’s after someone’s husband. The villagers won’t stand for that. Your Meg has gone too far!” Battersby warned.
“What do you mean? Make yourself clear!” I demanded, my heart already torn by his words. I knew precisely what he meant but couldn’t bring myself to believe it.
“She’s taken a fancy to Dan Crumbleholme, the village tanner. His wife, Dolly, spied them together. And there are reports that they’ve been seen kissing behind the tannery. Folks won’t stand for it. They think she’s used witchcraft to turn his head. If it happens again . . .”
I sent Battersby away with bitter words, still unable to believe that Meg would betray me by seeing another man. But I’d noticed that she’d taken to shopping later, when the sun was about to go down—something I could see no reason for. So the following afternoon I resolved to follow her.
I noticed that she had put on a pair of pointy shoes that she’d only bought the previous week. It was the first time she’d worn them, and I remember thinking how attractively they set off her ankles. I kept my distance but was always in danger of being detected. A seventh son of a seventh son has a certain immunity against the powers of a witch, but Meg was exceptionally strong, and I had to be vigilant.
Meg did her shopping, being the last customer at each shop she visited, and I began to feel better. No doubt she just shopped late to avoid the throng of local women and the opportunity for quarrels and disputes. But my relief was short-lived. She went to the tannery last of all. Worse, rather than knocking at the front door, which was already locked for the night, she went to the rear of the premises.
I didn’t wait long before following her. I had hardly gone round the corner when the back door slammed and I saw Meg walking toward me.
“What are you up to, Meg?” I demanded.
“Nothing. Nothing at all,” she protested. “I wanted some soft leather to stitch myself a new bag, that’s all. The shop was shut, but I knocked on the back door and Dan was kind enough to take my order even though his business has just shut for the night.”
I didn’t believe her. She seemed flustered, which was unusual for Meg. We quarreled bitterly, and following the heat of our exchange, a coldness came between us to rival that of the winter top of Anglezarke Moor. It persisted, and three days later, despite my protests, Meg went shopping again.
This time the village women resorted to violence. Over a dozen of them seized her in the market square. Bill Battersby told me later that she’d fought with fists like a man, but also scratched like a cat, almost blinding the ringleader of the women. Finally they struck her down from behind with a cobblestone and, once felled, she was bound tightly with ropes.
Only a silver chain can hold a witch for long, but they rushed her down to the pond and, after breaking the ice with stones, threw her into the deep, cold water. If she drowned, they would accept that she was innocent of witchcraft; if she floated, they’d have the satisfaction of burning her.
Meg did float, but facedown, and after five minutes or so became very still in the water. The women were satisfied that she had drowned and didn’t really have the stomach for burning her anyway. So they left her where she was.
It was Battersby who pulled her out of the pond. By rights she should have been dead, but Meg was exceptionally strong. To his amazement, she soon began to twitch and splutter, coughing up water onto the muddy bank. He brought her back to my house across the back of his pony. She looked a sorry sight, but in hours she was fully recovered and soon started to plot her revenge.
I’d already thought long and hard about what needed to be done. I could cast her out; let her take her own chances in the world. But that would have broken my heart, because I still loved her. And I had to make allowances, because it wasn’t all Meg’s fault. You see, she was an exceptionally pretty woman, and it was natural that men should be attracted to her. The temptations for her were consequently greater than for most women, I told myself.
My knowledge of a special herb tea seemed to be the answer. It is possible to administer this to keep a witch in a deep sleep for many months. If the dose is reduced, she can even walk and talk—though it impairs the memory, making the witch forget her knowledge of the dark arts. So this was the method I decided to use.
It was very difficult to get the dosage right, and painful to see Meg so docile and mild, her fiery spirit (something that had attracted me to her in the first place) now subdued. So much so that, at times, she seemed a stranger to me. The worst time of all was when I decided to leave her alone in my Anglezarke house and return to Chipenden for the summer. It had to be done lest the law catch up with her. There was still a danger that she might be hanged at Caster. So I locked her in a dark room off the cellar steps, in so deep a trance that she was hardly breathing.
“Farewell, Meg,” I whispered into her ear. “Dream of the garden at Chipenden where we were so happy. I’ll see you in the autumn.”
As for her sister, Marcia . . . despite my former promise to Meg, I hired a mason and smith and had her bound in a pit in the cellar. I had no choice. I could not take the risk that she might eventually break through the iron gate. Without human companionship or contact with a domestic lamia, she would slowly shift her shape until she became feral again. And she wouldn’t starve. She would never run out of rats—they could always be relied on.
I left for Chipenden with a heavy heart. Although I’d experimented through the winter, I still worried whether or not I’d gotten Meg’s dose of herb tea right. Too much, and she might stop breathing; too little, and she could wake up alone in that dark cell with many long weeks to wait until my return. So I spent our enforced separation riddled with sorrow and anxiety.
Fortunately, I had calculated the dosage correctly and returned late the following autumn, just as Meg was beginning to stir. It was hard for her, but at least she didn’t hang, and the County was spared the harm she could have inflicted.
But a lesson must be learned from this, one that my apprentices should note carefully. A spook should never become romantically involved with a witch; it compromises his position and draws him dangerously close to the dark. I have fallen short in my duty to the County more than once, but my relationship with Meg Skelton was my greatest failing of all. This is a tale that had to be told, and I’m glad the telling is over.
Always beware a woman who wears pointy shoes!



Dirty Dora

MY name is Dirty Dora Deane and I’m a dead witch.
Some call me dirty because I spit thick slimy gobs of spittle to mark my territory. But I’m bad, not mad; have a reason for all I do. When I sniff that spit, I know I’m home and safe in the dell. Sniff it in the dark, I can, when I’m crawling back on my hands and knees.
Although I’m cold and dead now, and live under the rotting leaves in Witch Dell, I’m still strong enough to leave it, and I want to tell my tales while I still can. Most nights I hunt for blood, but once or twice a week I go back to our cozy cottage, where my sister, Aggy, still lives. We chat together about the old times while my damp clothes steam in front of the fire; then, after Aggy has combed the beetles out of my hair, I spend a bit of time jotting down my memories. It’s not easy, because I find it difficult to remember what happened and I want to get it all down before it’s all gone out of my mind—or I can’t write no more. Don’t know which will happen first. Never can tell with us dead witches. Sometimes the mind goes completely. Then again, it could be my hands that drop off so that I can’t hold a pen. More than one dead witch crawls round the dell with pieces of her body missing. One ain’t even got a head!
Now I only remember three things properly. Three chunks—that’s all. The rest has gone.



CHAPTER I
 My Sabbaths
I’LL start by telling you about my sabbaths. The ones I enjoyed as a girl and a young woman.
The four main ones are Candlemas, Walpurgis, Lammas, and Halloween. They’re the nights when the Pendle witches meet. Not together, mind. The different clans don’t see eye to eye; they gather in different places. We Deanes usually meet on the outskirts of our village and build a big fire. The thirteen members of the coven form a circle around it, warming their hands. Other witches from the clan stand farther back, according to their age and power.
We kill a lamb first, slitting its throat and covering our hands and faces with its warm blood. Once its carcass has been thrown into the fire, we start with curses, shrieking them up into the sky to fly out toward our enemies or make their bodies wither and rot. Exciting, it is. Loved that more than anything when I was young.
But Halloween was always my favorite Sabbath, because that was when the Fiend sometimes paid a visit. Got lots of names, he has. Some call him Old Nick, but people who ain’t witches usually call him the Devil.
Didn’t stay long, but it was good just to get a glimpse of him. Most witches want to see the Fiend at least once in their lives. Big, he was. Very big, with a tail, hooves, and lovely glossy black hair all over his body. And what a lovely stink he gave out—ranker than a tomcat. He’d appear right in the middle of the flames, and the coven members would reach out their hands to touch and stroke him, not caring about burning their arms.
I remember the night it all went wrong, though. The night when an enemy stole into our gathering. Nobody saw it coming. Nobody sniffed it out. The Fiend had just appeared in the flames and all our eyes were on him, not on what was dashing out of the darkness straight toward the fire.
It was a wild woman, her hair flying behind her as she ran. She carried three blades—one in each hand, the third gripped between her teeth. She burst right through to the edge of the flames before anyone could stop her, and threw a blade straight at the Fiend. I heard him scream, a shriek that split the sky above with forked lightning and made the stones groan beneath our feet.
But she wasn’t satisfied with that. Twice more she threw her blades. I wasn’t close enough to see, but they told me later that all three reached their target: the first one stuck in his chest, the second in his throat, and the third went up to the hilt in the left cheek of his hairy arse. The last would have been the worst for sure, but he turned away at the last moment.
Why he didn’t kill her on the spot nobody knows—certainly not we Deanes. The Fiend simply vanished, and the fire died down and went out in an instant, plunging us all into darkness. That was how the mad knife woman made her escape.
We raked three blades out of the embers of the fire. Each one was tipped with silver. We used our best scryers, but we couldn’t find out who the madwoman was or where she’d gone. She’d cloaked herself in powerful magic.
Later we sent assassins after her, three in all, over the space of a few days. Not one of them came back, and then the trail went cold and even the best trackers couldn’t find her. The Fiend didn’t appear to us for five years after that. It was a bad time. Really bad. Our magic was weak or didn’t work at all, and some of our coven died of wasting diseases. They say it was the Fiend taking his revenge on us because we hadn’t taken enough precautions against an intruder; we hadn’t kept him safe.
Why she did it nobody knows—at least, perhaps some do, but, if so, they ain’t saying. Got a glimpse of her face as she passed me sprinting toward the fire. She was young, hardly more than a girl . . . somehow, I felt I knew her. Seen her somewhere before. Almost had her name. Almost. It was on the tip of my tongue. . . .
They were good times until then. I miss being part of that big happy group. Most of all I miss the cursing and seeing the Fiend. Who knows, if I’d lived long enough, I might have become one of the coven and got to stroke the Fiend myself. But it wasn’t to be. The mad girl spoiled all that.
And there was something else. Didn’t see it coming, but my life was almost over.



CHAPTER II
 My Doom
WE are all fated. All doomed. What is written will be. We witches can sniff out the future, see dangers approaching. But few of us see our own doom coming. I certainly didn’t.
Over seventy years ago, even before my mother was born, a quisitor called Wilkinson arrived in Pendle. Wanted to deal with the clans once and for all, so he brought priests, wardens, and thirty special constables. And they were all armed to the teeth and keen to kill witches.
Made his base in Downham, he did, and started to arrest suspected witches from all three clan villages—Goldshaw Booth, Roughlee, and Bareleigh. Not all clan members are witches, though, and he tried to sort them out using different tests. He swam a dozen of them. Three drowned and another died of fever afterward. Another three sank but were dragged out barely alive. The five who floated were tried, found guilty, and hanged at Caster Castle. But swimming never works, and only one of them was really a witch. Not that it bothered Wilkinson much anyway. He was a nasty, greedy man. He seized their houses and possessions, sold them, and kept the money.
After that he arrested lots more—mainly Malkins. Tested them with a bodkin this time; jabbed its sharp blade into their flesh until he found what he called the Devil’s mark, a place where he said they couldn’t feel any pain. All nonsense, of course, but they say that he enjoyed his work.
However, the clans weren’t going to stand for that. Not them. So they banded together in a temporary truce and collected their dead. Buried them under the loam in Witch Dell with the others. Somehow Wilkinson and his men were tricked into passing through the dell. Don’t know how the clans did it. Nobody seems to remember that.
It happened after dark, as they were traveling back to Downham. The dead witches were lying in wait, desperate for blood.
Wilkinson survived, but over half his party were slaughtered. Their bodies were recovered later—but in broad daylight, of course, with the bright sun overhead. All the dead had been drained of blood and their thumb bones were missing.
The quisitor was in fear for his own life, so he made a hasty retreat from the district. But they weren’t finished with him yet, were they. The Malkin clan used a powerful curse, and within thirteen months every last one of Wilkinson’s men was dead, including him. Some died in accidents; others just vanished from the face of the earth—probably victims of witch assassins. Wilkinson’s own death was particularly horrible. His nose and fingers fell off, and his ears turned black and withered away. Scared of dying but scared of living, he was. So he tried to hang himself but failed when the rope gave way. Driven mad with pain, he drowned himself in a local pond. So the clans’ revenge was complete. Didn’t think anyone would ever try it again.
Became too sure of ourselves, we did. All of us—me included. Well, I paid the price for that and no mistake. Didn’t see my own doom coming, did I?
One morning I was begging at a farm gate on the outskirts of Downham. This was the third time I’d been back in less than a week, and I’d scared that old farmer good and proper—threatened to make his crops fail and his livestock be struck down with foot and mouth. The first time I’d just asked for eggs; the second, a leg of lamb; but this time I’d come for his hoard of coins.
Farmers are always moaning and crying poverty, but most of them have got something squirreled away. “I want money this time,” I told him. “Nothing less will do.”
“I have no money,” he protested. “I can scarcely make ends meet. You’ve already taken the food out of my children’s mouths. . . .”
“Ah, you have children,” I said, giving him a wicked grin. “I do hope they thrive! How many have you?”
At that his hands began to shake and his bottom lip to tremble like a withered leaf in an autumn gale. I could tell that he really loved those children of his.
“Two girls,” he said, “and another child on the way.”
“You’re bit old to be a father. Got a young wife, have you?”
There was a movement in the doorway, and a woman came out into the late evening light and started to peg out her washing. She was less than half his age but a bit of a dumpling and not at all pretty.
“Give me your money, or it’ll be the worse for you,” I threatened.
The farmer shook his head, his expression a mixture of despair and defiance. He was on the fence now and didn’t know which way to jump, so I made up his mind for him.
“Wouldn’t want anything to happen to that little defenseless unborn your wife’s carrying in her belly, would you? And what about her? Is she strong? What if she were to die in childbirth? How would you manage this farm alone, as well as raise young children?”
“Be off with you!” he cried, raising his stick.
“Give you a chance, I will. Be back tomorrow at the same time. Don’t want all your money—I’m not greedy. Half will do. Have it ready or suffer the consequences!”
Should have sniffed out what was coming. A stinky wind blows from the future, but I didn’t even get a whiff.
Next evening the old farmer was waiting for me at the gate, but his hands were empty. Where was my bag of coins? I wondered angrily.
“Made a big mistake, you have!” I warned him, curling my lip. “Got a nasty curse ready for you, old man. I’ll make the flesh drop off your young wife’s bones. . . .”
He didn’t reply. Not only that, he didn’t even look scared. Well, maybe just a bit nervous, but not what I’d expected. I opened my mouth to begin the curse but suddenly heard footsteps behind, running toward me. I turned and saw half a dozen big men with clubs approaching, spread out in a big arc and cutting off any hope of escape.
Right! I’d show him. I leaped the gate and ran past the farmer toward the house. His wife was inside—and, even better, his children. I’d take them hostage, use them to make my escape. I slipped my sharp knife—the blade I used to take thumb bones—down my sleeve into my left hand to be ready. Let ’em know I meant business. I’d almost reached the back door when I was brought to a sudden halt.
A man was standing just inside; behind him lurked another one holding a large stick. Swaggering confidently, they both came out into the yard in front of me. By then other men were climbing over the gate behind me, and within moments they’d surrounded me. I tried to fight, I really did. I spun and slashed at them with my knife, but there were too many of them, and the blows they dealt were savage. One of the first knocked the knife from my hand; then they rained down on my back and shoulders. I crouched low, trying to cover my head, but they found it eventually. There was a flash of light and then darkness.
I was the first they captured that day. In the end five of us were tested down at the pond. By chance I’d chosen to beg from that farm on the very day that a witch finder had called at Downham—the first such visit to Pendle by a quisitor since the days of Wilkinson. The farmer had gone to warn him, and then they’d set their trap and awaited my return.
How come I chose that day and that place? It was my doom. It had been fated to happen.
Swimming is terrifying. We witches can’t cross running water, but lakes and ponds are usually no problem. I’d even been known to kneel at the water’s edge and wash myself once in a while. Not in winter, though—far too cold then. Dirt keeps out the winter chills.
But it’s very different when your hands are tied to your feet. I was the third they swam that cold January afternoon. The first woman floated. She was just a clan member and lacked the craft, but that didn’t bother them; dragged her out of the pond, they did, and threw her up into the back of a wagon.
The second one sank like a stone—and she was a real witch, one of the Malkins. The Fiend didn’t bother to save her, did he? Told you swimming don’t work. They took their time getting her out of the water. By the time they did, she’d stopped breathing, so they chucked her body back into the pond, where it sank for a second time.
Then it was my turn. Two of them swung me back and forth before letting go. I hit the water hard. Was going to try and hold my breath, but that cold water was too much of a shock. I gasped and opened my mouth. The dirty water rushed in. I seemed to sink but must have been floating facedown. I could see the dead witch below me through the murk, hair drifting over her open mouth and bony nose, dead eyes staring up at me. I choked for a while, but then it didn’t hurt anymore. Gave up, I did. I was going into the dark. Well, why not? I’m a witch. That’s where I belong.
Next thing I knew, I was lying facedown in the mud, pond water gushing out of my mouth. Then I was sick as a dog over one of the men’s boots. Gave me a good kicking for that, he did, before bundling me into the back of the wagon.
They called three of us witches and rushed off toward Caster. Weren’t going to risk the wrath of the clans this time, were they? Wanted to get us away from Pendle and into the safety of Caster Castle.
Thrown into a dark dungeon, I was. And all alone. Not that I wanted the company of the other two. One was a Mouldheel, the other a Malkin—clan enemies. Dark and damp it was down there, with water dripping from the ceiling and just a bed of filthy straw to lie on. They couldn’t even leave me in peace to enjoy my misery, though. Came for me at midnight. Dragged me along a corridor and into a room with a big wooden table. Clamped my wrists and chained my arms. Weren’t satisfied with testing me once.
“Before we kill a witch, we have to be doubly sure she is one,” said the quisitor. “We’ve used swimming. Now it’s time for pricking!”
Really loved his work, that one. Matthew Carter was his name, and he smiled as he stuck that long pin into me. The more I groaned and flinched and shrieked, the more he loved it. I fainted more than once. Soon my body was hurting all over and I couldn’t tell when he was jabbing me and when he’d stopped. Said he’d found the Devil’s mark then. True enough, I’d a birthmark just below my knee. About the same size as a copper coin, it was, and this was where he said the Devil had touched me; a place where the Fiend protected me and I couldn’t feel pain. It was enough for him. I was proved a witch twice over.
They were going to execute us just after dawn—that’s what he told me—and I spent the long night in that dungeon shivering with cold and fear. Couldn’t face being burned. Not that. Please not that! The pain was supposed to be terrible. And a witch can’t come back after burning. She has to stay in the dark forever.
They took us out at first light into the yard. It was a miserable morning with heavy drizzle falling out of a gray sky. I remember there were three seagulls on a nearby roof—one for each witch about to die. But then my spirits lifted because I saw what awaited us in the far corner of the castle yard. It wasn’t a fire. It was a gallows. They were going to hang us. That meant I’d be able to come back. . . .
Can’t say it was pleasant, though. Not nice to be swinging on a rope, panting for breath, with your face going purple and eyes bulging. That’s the last thing I saw: the Mouldheel witch hanging next to me, gasping out her last breaths. Then my sight dimmed and everything went dark. All I could hear was my own heart thudding. At first it was going so fast that the thumps all merged into one. Then it grew tired. It was faltering . . . slowing . . . missing beats.
Funny thing, dying. Strange, the last memories you have. I saw the madwoman run past me again on her way to throw her knives at the Fiend. Suddenly I recognized her. Knew her name! It was—
But then I died.



CHAPTER III
 My Revenge
THE Deane clan collected my body from the castle yard and took it back to Pendle. They buried me in a shallow grave in Witch Dell and covered the bare earth with rotting leaves. Then they left me to enjoy my new existence.
I remember sensing something above, so I stretched up my arms into the chill night air. I sat up and my head burst through the covering of earth. The dell was lit with a silver light: I was looking up through the branches of a tree toward a yellow orb. It was the full moon. That was what first summoned me back to this world.
My next need was blood. Never had I felt so hungry. I began to crawl through the dell, sniffing for prey. There were no humans within range, but I soon caught a few juicy rats and a field mouse. The rats took the edge off my appetite. Very small, the mouse was, hardly a mouthful, but I couldn’t remember anything tasting so delicious. I was a bone witch but had drunk blood before—though none tasting like that. It’s so much better when you’re dead. You don’t need ordinary food anymore. What good are potatoes and cooked meat to a dead stomach?
That food, little though it was, gave me strength. Now I could stand . . . walk . . . maybe even run? So how would I feel if I managed to catch a man, woman, or child and drink human blood? Some dead witches ain’t that strong and the most they can ever do is crawl. I felt sure I’d be one of the stronger ones.
So I slid under my covering of leaves again and lay on my back for a while, just my nose and eyes peeping up through them. Lying there, I suddenly noticed just how much my head itched. I kept having to scratch it. That’s the problem with spending so much time close to the ground and hiding under dead leaves. Things get into your hair and make their homes there.
You get lots of time to think when you’re a dead witch. And my first thoughts were of revenge. At first I decided just to kill that farmer and his dumpling wife; the children would be really juicy. But that would be too easy. There was someone else I really owed for what had happened. Matthew Carter had tortured and murdered me; brought my happy life to an end. I wouldn’t enjoy sabbaths no more, would never get to stroke the Fiend.
Deserved the same back, he did, and more. But how could I get to him? I now knew he was based in Caster. It was a long way there—could be done, but surely there had to be a better way. . . .
Didn’t take me long to work it out, so I set out for Downham right away. I was going to have a serious talk with that old farmer.
I still wasn’t as strong as I’d have liked, but I made my way slowly north, keeping Pendle Hill to my left. Just before dawn I managed to catch a couple of rats and settled myself down under a hedge to while away the daylight hours.
It was long after midnight the following night before I arrived at the boundary of his farm. The first thing I did was kill one of his pigs. It was a small plump pink thing, and it squealed almost until the moment it died. That started the farm dogs barking; must have been chained up, or they’d have caught my scent. Pity, that. I could have managed to drain a dog or two. But I have to tell you that pig blood is quite tasty. Next best thing to draining a human.
That little squealer made me feel a lot stronger. I walked up to the front of the farmhouse and pulled the door right off its hinges. Somewhere above, a child started to cry; it was soon joined by another, and it wasn’t long before the old farmer came to the top of the stairs in his nightshirt, the stub of a candle in his trembling hand. He saw me standing in the open doorway, gave a cry of terror, and ran back into the bedroom. I heard him slide a bolt into place. Not that it would do him much good.
I followed him upstairs and leaned hard against the door until, with a creak and a crunch, it flew open. By then his wife was making more noise than her children, who were still screaming from the next bedroom.
I went in, sat down on the edge of the bed, and stared hard at the pair of them. They were sat straight up, blankets pulled up to their chins, arms around each other. Couldn’t tell which one was shaking the most. I grinned at them and scratched at my itchy head. A worm dropped out of my hair and began to wriggle around on the coverlet.
“Might let you both live,” I told them. “Might let your children live, too. But you’ve got to do exactly what I say.”
“Don’t hurt us, please,” begged the farmer. “We’ll do anything. Anything at all.”
I smiled. “All you have to do is get Matthew Carter to come here again. Make sure he arrives after dark, mind. Must be after dark—that’s important. Round about midnight would be best. Just tell him another witch has been bothering you. And you need him here to sort her.”
“What if he won’t come?” asked the trembling farmer, his eyes wide with fear.
“Well, in that case don’t bother coming back. Because if you do, you’ll find your family dead.”
He left before dawn, but I stayed close to the house and buried myself under a pile of straw in the barn until it was dark again. Just the tip of my bony nose was sticking out.
At dusk, that’s where the child found me. The eldest daughter—no more than five years old, she was; plump little thing, too. I could smell blood pumping through her warm body, and it took all my willpower to let her live. I didn’t want to have the mother in hysterics again. She had to be calm and peaceful when Matthew Carter arrived.
“When it goes dark,” said the child, “my mother turns all the mirrors in the house to the wall.”
“Then she’s a wise mother. That’ll stop witches spying on you and your family.”
“But you’re a witch and my mother says I should keep away from you,” said the child.
“Mothers know best,” I told her, “so perhaps you should.”
“What’s it like being a dead witch?”
“Itchy, child,” I told her, scratching at my head. “Very itchy.”
“I could comb your hair if you like,” the child offered.
She ran off and, five minutes later, came back with a comb. I had planned to kill her and the rest of her family eventually, but as she was combing the worms and insects out of my hair, I relented. I’d just kill the old farmer.
“Go back to your mother and tell her to take you and your sister as far away as possible from here,” I told her. “And don’t come back until well after dawn. Tell her to go right away. It’s the only way to save your lives.”
I watched from the doorway of the barn as the mother took her children to safety, waddling like a duck as she set off on her little legs. Now I had to get myself ready. This time I would be the one waiting in ambush. Firstly I lit the entrance and the stairs well, using half a dozen candles.
A dead witch slowly loses her control of dark magic. But I hadn’t been dead long, and I had enough left for what was needed.
I heard the men approaching the front door. The old farmer had done well. I guessed that two would be planning to wait inside the house, like last time. I wasn’t disappointed; luckily Matthew Carter was one of them. He came through the doorway first.
I smiled at him from the top of the stairs. “Why don’t we two have a little chat, handsome Matthew?” I suggested pleasantly, giving him my sweetest smile. “Just you and me alone together in the bedroom . . .”
As he started to climb the stairs toward me, his tongue was hanging further out than a hungry dog’s at the sight of fresh meat. Below, his companion looked very disappointed at not being invited into my company.
I was using the dark magic spells glamour and fascination, of course. The first could make even a dead witch appear extremely attractive; the second would have made him climb those stairs anyway.
“Come and sit next to me on the bed,” I bade the quisitor, closing the door behind us. “Why don’t we start with a little kiss?”
He did as I suggested, but just before his lips fastened on mine, the eager expression on his face turned to one of dismay. He’d smelled the real me: the stench of rot and decay, of dark damp loam and moldy leaves. Then I uncloaked myself from the spell, and his dismay turned to terror.
As I started to feed, Matthew Carter screamed louder than the little pink pig I’d killed the previous night. I plunged my teeth deep into his neck and drained him with great hungry gulps. I felt the throb of his blood start to become erratic. Soon his heart stopped beating. Now he was Dead Matthew, and no longer of any interest to me.
I killed the second man in the doorway. The third and fourth were hiding in the barn, but I soon sniffed them out. There were others, but they ran off in panic. Only the old farmer stayed. He thought his wife and children were still inside the house.
I’d had more blood than I needed and was full to bursting. Even so, I passed close to the old farmer as I walked across the yard—close enough to start his knees knocking.
“I’ve decided to let you live. But next time a witch begs at your gate,” I warned him, “give her what she asks for.”
Then I was gone, heading back south toward Witch Dell.
There’s something else I forgot to tell you. After I’d died, I couldn’t remember the name of the madwoman again. Strained my dead brain, but it just wouldn’t come. Now I’m a lot weaker and can’t walk anymore. Even a dead witch doesn’t last forever. And though my memories are slipping away fast, odd fragments keep coming back.
I can see that daft girl now as she’s running past me on her way to knife the Fiend. And now I’ve remembered she was a Malkin, and her name’s on the tip of my tongue. . . . the very tip. If only I could remember! I’d write it down, then and our clan would seek her out for sure. She can’t hide forever. There are too many of us, and she can’t defeat us all.
It’ll be light soon, so I got to crawl back to the dell. Maybe I’ll remember and write it down tomorrow night. That’s if my fingers haven’t dropped off. And if I can still remember the way here. . . .



Alice and the Brain Guzzler



CHAPTER I
 My Name Is Alice Deane

MY name is Alice Deane, and I was born into the Pendle witch clans. Didn’t want to be a witch, did I? But sometimes you’ve no choice and things just happen.
I remember the night my aunt, Bony Lizzie, came for me. Like to think I was upset, but I don’t remember crying. My mam and dad had been cold and dead in the damp earth for three days, and I still hadn’t managed to shed a single tear—though it wasn’t for want of trying. Tried to remember the good times, I really did. And there were a few, despite the fact that they fought like cat and dog and clouted me even harder than they hit each other. I mean, you should be upset, shouldn’t you? It’s your own mam and dad and they’ve just died, so you should be able to squeeze out one tear at least.
I was staying with my other aunt, Agnes Sowerbutts. She’d taken me in and wanted to bring me up proper and give me a good start in life. Fat chance of that!
The day had been a scorcher, and there was a bad summer storm that night—forks of devil lightning sizzling across the sky and crashes of thunder shaking the walls of the cottage and rattling the pots and pans. But that was nowt compared to what Lizzie did. There was a hammering at the door fit to wake the rotting dead, and when Agnes drew back the bolt, Bony Lizzie strode into the room, her black hair matted with rain, water streaming from her cape to cascade onto the stone flags. Agnes was scared, but she stood her ground, placing herself between me and Lizzie.
“Leave the girl alone!” she said calmly, trying to be brave. “Her home is with me now. She’ll be well looked after, don’t you worry.”
Lizzie’s first response was a sneer. They say there’s a family resemblance and that I’m the spitting image of her. But I could never have twisted my face the way she did that night. It was enough to turn the milk sour or send the cat shrieking up the chimney as if Old Nick himself was reaching for its tail.
“The girl belongs to me, Sowerbutts,” Lizzie said, her voice cold and quiet, filled with malice. “We share the same dark blood. I can teach her what she has to know. I’m the one she needs.”
“Alice needn’t be a witch like you!” Agnes retorted. “Her mam and dad weren’t witches, so why should she follow your dark path? Leave her be. Leave the girl with me and get about your business.”
“She has the blood of a witch inside her and that’s enough!” Lizzie hissed angrily. “You’re just an outsider and not fit to raise the girl.”
It wasn’t true. Agnes was a Deane, all right, but she’d married a good man from Whalley, an ironmonger. When he died, she’d returned to Roughlee, where the Deane witch clan made its home.
“I’m her aunt and I’ll be a mother to her now,” Agnes retorted. She still spoke bravely, but her face was pale, and now I could see her plump chin wobbling, her hands fluttering and trembling with fear.
Next thing, Lizzie stamped her left foot. It was as easy as that. In the twinkling of an eye, the fire died in the grate, the candles flickered and went out, and the whole room became instantly dark, cold, and terrifying. I heard Agnes scream with fear; I was screaming myself and desperate to get out. I would have run through the door, jumped through a window, or even scrabbled my way up the chimney—I’d have done anything, just to escape.
I did get out, but with Lizzie at my side. She just seized me by the wrist and dragged me off into the night. It was no use trying to resist. She was too strong, and she held me tight, her nails digging into my skin. I belonged to her now, and there was no way she was ever going to let me go. And that night she began my training as a witch. It was the start of all my troubles.
That first night in her cottage was the worst. Lizzie started off by showing me the crone she used as her servant. The old woman was standing outside the front door, leaning back against the window ledge, and didn’t look too friendly.
She was old, all right, and big and ugly, too, with long gray hair hanging almost to her waist. She wore a dirty smock, but her short sleeves showed big, muscly, hairy arms that could easily have belonged to a man. Didn’t like the look of her one bit. She just stared at me—didn’t say a word.
“Her name is Nanna Nuckle, and she’s a very useful servant,” Lizzie told me. “Only problem is, she can’t go outside in daylight. So she sleeps then. Good at lifting big iron pots and at keeping disobedient girls in check, though. Best do as you’re told, girl. She’ll be watching you.”
Soon as we got inside, she locked me in a room without a window. Ain’t many times in my life I’ve been as scared as that. It was so dark I couldn’t see my hands in front of my face. Didn’t smell good either. Something had died in there recently. Not sure if it was animal or human—maybe something in between. But it had breathed its last, slowly and in great pain. Didn’t take much sniffing to work that out.
Sniffing is a gift. Born that way, I was. Always been able to do it. But I didn’t know then that you could be trained so that it would become a powerful sense, almost as useful as the eyes in your head. That was the first lesson Lizzie gave me. Dragged me out of that stinky dark room well before dawn and took me outside. There were three small fires burning, and above each, a black bubbling iron pot with a wooden lid.
“Well, girl,” Lizzie said, that sneer on her face again, “let’s see how strong your gift is. In one of those pots is your breakfast. Find it, and you’ll eat well. Lift the wrong lid, and you’ll eat what’s inside anyway. Either that, or it’ll eat you!”
After the storm, the air was much cooler, and shivering with cold and fear, I stared at the three pots for a long time, watching the lids twitch and jerk as the water bubbled and the steam rose. At last Lizzie lost patience and gripped my shoulder hard, pushing me close to the pot on the left.
“Get on with it, girl, if you know what’s good for you!”
I was scared of Lizzie and she was hurting my shoulder, her sharp nails pressing right into the flesh as if searching for my bones, so I did what she said. I sniffed three times.
Didn’t smell good. Something wick in there, I felt sure; something alive when it ought to be dead; something thin and twiggy but still moving in that bubbly, boiling water.
Lizzie dragged me along to face the center pot. Sniffed three times again and didn’t like what was inside that one either. Something soft and squishy, it was. Something that once grew in the ground—but not fit to eat, I was sure of that. One bite of what was inside would boil your blood, make your eyes swell and pop right out of your head. Didn’t want to eat that any more than what was in the first pot.
The third pot contained rabbit—tender, delicious pieces of it, melting off the bone and almost ready to eat. One sniff and I knew that for sure.
“This one,” I said. “I’ll eat rabbit for breakfast.” I lifted the lid to prove that I was right.
“That was easy enough, girl, but you’re right—this morning you’ll enjoy your breakfast,” Lizzie said. “Now, let’s see what’s in the middle pot. What do you think it is?”
“Something poisonous. Just one mouthful and you’d be dead.”
“But what kind of poison?” demanded Lizzie. “Can you tell me the ingredients?”
I shook my head and sniffed again. “Maybe toadstools . . . not sure.”
“Lift the lid and take a look!”
I replaced the lid on my breakfast and lifted the one over the center pot. Stepped back right away, I did. Didn’t want to breathe in that poisonous steam. There were pieces of toadstool churning in the boiling water.
“Nine different toadstools in there,” Lizzie told me. “By the end of the month, with just three sniffs you’ll know every one by name. You’ve a lot of work ahead of you, girl, but the gift is strong inside you. Just needs developing, that’s all. Now try the third lid.”
This pot really scared me. What lay within? What could survive in that boiling water? As I hesitated, Lizzie dug her nails deeper into my shoulder, hurting me so much that, despite my fear, I reached for the lid.
As I slowly lifted it, Lizzie released me and stepped back. I got the shock of my life. Almost wet myself, I did. A small evil-looking face was watching me from within the pot. The head of the creature was just above the boiling water, but I couldn’t see its body. Suddenly it leaped at my face. I dropped the lid and ducked.
It went straight over my head. I turned and saw that it had landed high on Lizzie’s chest, its ugly head nestling at her throat. It convulsed and burrowed down into her dress, hiding.
“This is Old Spig, my familiar,” Lizzie said with a fond smile. “He’s my eyes, nose, and ears. Doesn’t miss much, does Old Spig. So you do as you’re told, girl, or he’ll find you out. And once he tells me, you’ll be in real trouble. Then I’ll teach you all about pain. . . .”
That was my first sight of Lizzie’s familiar. Mostly she was a witch who used bone magic, but for Lizzie, Old Spig was well worth his keep. He was scary, and from that first time I set eyes on him, I knew he’d give me trouble.
After tucking into that delicious rabbit, I felt a bit better. And for the rest of that day, all I had to do was a few household chores; it wasn’t so different to what I’d been doing while staying with Agnes. I had to lay the cooking fire, wash the pots, pans, and cutlery, and prepare a lamb stew for our evening meal. Nanna Nuckle didn’t help; she stayed in her room all day because she couldn’t stand daylight. She wasn’t a witch, so I couldn’t understand why this was. But when I asked Lizzie, she just told me to mind my own business.
Didn’t do much cleaning, though, except in my own room. It seemed that Lizzie liked the cottage to be dirty. Made her feel comfortable. There was one room I wasn’t allowed inside—I reckoned it was the one where Old Spig spent most of his time, and I didn’t like the sounds that were coming out of there. Couldn’t hear Spig, but something was whining like it was in pain, so I kept well clear.
But, looking on the bright side, I’d survived Lizzie’s first test. Old Spig scared me rotten, but apart from him, maybe living with Lizzie wouldn’t be quite as bad as I’d expected.
“Are you brave, girl?” Lizzie asked me once I’d finished my work. “A witch needs to be brave! I’ve got something in mind that only a really brave girl can cope with.”
I nodded at Bony Lizzie. I didn’t want to admit that I was scared, but my teeth were chattering with fear, and she smiled at my discomfort as if it gave her pleasure. The sun had been down about half an hour, and we were standing in her small front room, which was very gloomy. A single candle made from black wax was flickering on the mantelpiece, filling the corners with strange shadows.
“Are you strong, girl?”
“Strong for my age,” I told her, nodding again, my voice quavering.
“Well, all you have to do is go down into Witch Dell and bring me back a special jug. You’ll find it buried close to the trunk of the tallest oak there. Dig where the moon casts the tree’s shadow at midnight!”
My whole body began to shake then. The dell was full of dead witches. They came out at night, looking for blood.
“Are you going to be a witch, girl?” Lizzie asked. “Is that what you want?”
I didn’t really want to become a witch, but to say no would have made Lizzie really angry, so I nodded for the third time.
“Then don’t be a-feared of dead witches. Besides, those down in the dell won’t do you much harm. They’re all sisters in death. They don’t bother one another much and they won’t bother you. Get ye gone, but be sure to be back afore dawn. What’s in the jug will spoil in daylight!”



CHAPTER II
 A Witch You’ll Always Be
WITCH Dell was north of the Devil’s Triangle, the three villages where the Malkins, Deanes, and Mouldheels made their homes. It was a clear night, the moon waxing to three quarters full. Pendle Hill, to the west, was bathed in silver light, and so bright was that moonshine that only two stars in the sky were visible.
When I reached the dell, it was less than half an hour before midnight, so I couldn’t afford to dawdle and walked straight in. It was gloomy, a patchwork of dappled moon shadows, the gnarled roots like ogres’ fingers clutching the ground. But last year’s autumn leaves were heaped thickly around the trunks of some of the trees. That bothered me. They could have been blown there by the wind, but a dark alternative wormed its way into my head.
They could have been piled there by dead witches, couldn’t they? Dank loamy beds to rest dead bones under on a chill night; leafy lairs from which to strike, grasping the ankles of unwary travelers before dragging them down for a blood feast.
Had to trust what Lizzie had told me, though—that they wouldn’t hurt me, that the dead forgot clan enmities. But I’d not gone more than a hundred yards when I heard something heading my way, feet shuffling through the leaves. Something nasty was approaching. . . .
So I sniffed her out. It was a dead witch, all right, but there was something odd about her. It was only when she stepped into a shaft of moonlight that I saw that she didn’t have a head. She was carrying it under her arm like a big pumpkin. So I knew who she was right away!
It was Grim Gertrude, the oldest witch in the dell. Years earlier, the witch assassin Grimalkin had sliced off her head. Best thing to do in the circumstances. That had slowed her down, all right! Story goes that it was almost a month before she finally found it again. So she wasn’t going to let it go now. Gripping it really tightly, she was.
Gertrude turned so that she was facing me, her eyes watching me. The glassy, rheumy eyes glistened in the moonlight and the pale lips moved, but no sound reached my ears. The head wasn’t connected to the neck, so her voice box didn’t work. But I could read her lips and knew what she was saying:
“Who are you? What clan are ye from? Speak while you’ve still breath in your scrawny body!”
“My name’s Alice Deane, but my mother was a Malkin.”
“As you’re half Malkin, I’ll let you live, but you’re not welcome here, child,” mouthed the lips. “The living don’t come here—not if they know what’s good for them!”
I began to tremble. Lizzie had lied to me. She’d not wanted to risk coming to the dell herself after dark, so she’d sent me to risk my neck.
“Bony Lizzie sent me to get something, she did. It’s a jug buried near the biggest oak in the dell. . . .”
Gertrude stepped nearer to me and suddenly reached out to grab me by the arm. She pulled me close, and a damp, loamy, rotting smell filled my nostrils, making me want to retch.
“Do you do everything that Lizzie tells you?” she asked.
“She’s my mistress and is training me to be a witch. Don’t have much choice, do I?”
Gertrude sniffed me three times. “You were born a witch, and a witch you’ll always be. Don’t have to be Lizzie who trains you. You’ve got the makings of somebody really strong. You could find someone else to show you the way.”
“Only been with Lizzie just over a day,” I told her. “Might give her till the end of the week. Let’s see how she shapes up.”
Couldn’t lip-read what Gertrude said next. It took me a few moments to realize that she was laughing.
“You’ve got spirit, girl,” her lips mouthed at last. “If Lizzie don’t suit, I can teach you all about the dark. Won’t be the first dead witch who’s trained a young girl and shown her what’s proper. Can’t do dark magic myself—been dead too long for that—but I do still remember how things are done, and I can see that the power’s in you. Together, we could bring it out. We’d make a good team, me and you. Help each other. So think it over, girl. You know where to find me. Now go and get what Lizzie needs. I won’t stand in your way.”
I watched the dead witch shuffle off into the trees, her head still tucked underneath her arm. Dead and smelly, she was, but still nicer than Lizzie.
I went on till I reached the tallest oak tree in the dell, waited until exactly midnight, and then dug with my fingers close to the trunk in the shadow cast by the moon. Didn’t take me long to find what Lizzie wanted, because it wasn’t buried very deep. It was a small earthen jug. The lid was fastened on tight, so I didn’t try to force it off. It was Lizzie’s business anyway. So I took it back to her.
“Well done, girl!” she said, giving me a twisted smile. “Now get yourself to bed. I’ve got work to do, and it’s not something you’re ready to see yet. You’ll need months of training afore you’re ready for that.”
So I went up to my room and tried to sleep. It took me a long while, because every time I closed my eyes, I kept seeing scary Gertrude. The noises coming from downstairs didn’t help either. I heard what sounded like a wild animal growling and then, a little later, a young child bawling its eyes out. When I finally nodded off, I slept for hours. Lizzie didn’t bother to wake me, and I didn’t get up till late afternoon.
“Look what the cat’s dragged in!” Lizzie said as I staggered downstairs. “Now you’re up at last you’d best get busy making supper. Fancy a good beef stew, I do. I’m going out and won’t be back until after dark. Make sure that stew’s waiting for me and that it’s piping hot.”
Sleeping in late had given me a headache, so I went for a stroll first to clear my head. Enjoyed my walk and got back later than I’d intended, so I had to rush a bit with the meal. The sun had set before I even got started. I chopped up onions, potatoes, carrots, and beets, and added them to the big iron pot, where chunks of beef were already boiling away over the kitchen fire. Only really good at cooking one meal, I am—that’s rabbit turned on a spit over an open fire—but though I say it myself, about half an hour later, when I took a sip from the ladle, that stew was quite tasty.
All I needed to do now was put the lid on and let it simmer till Lizzie got back. Had to root through her mucky cupboards, and it took me quite a while to find the lid. While I was giving it a good scrubbing in the sink, I heard a noise behind me—what sounded like a splash. I turned round but could see nothing. Puzzled, I dried the lid, then carried it across to the pot.
What I saw next made me come to a sudden halt and drop the lid, which fell onto the flags with a loud clang. Two eyes were staring at me from the pot. It was Lizzie’s familiar, Old Spig—but only his ugly head was visible; the rest of him was hidden by the bubbling stew. His mouth was wide open and he was slurping up the boiling liquid just as fast as he could.
“That’s Lizzie’s supper! She ain’t going to thank you for eating it!” I warned him.
Spig’s eyes widened a little, but he didn’t bother to reply. He just kept on gulping down the stew as if he couldn’t get enough of it.
I started to get angry. Soon there wouldn’t be enough left for our suppers and Lizzie would be really annoyed with me, to say the least. Not that I fancied the stew much now that Spig had decided to swim in it.
“Get out of there, you dirty little thing!” I snapped.
Old Spig’s head rose out of the stew so that I could just see the beginning of his narrow scaly neck. “What did you just call me?” he demanded.
His voice was harsh and surprisingly deep for such a small creature. There was something so malevolent about it that it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
“Called you a dirty little thing!” I said. “It ain’t nice, you crawling around in our supper like that. Lizzie won’t like it. I’ll tell her what you’ve done unless you get out of my pot right away.”
He leaped out toward me and I stepped back quickly. But he hadn’t meant to jump on me. He landed short of where I’d been standing and perched on the edge of the mantelpiece. He was covered in soupy stew, and it started to ooze from his body and form a puddle underneath him. Despite that, I was now able to get a proper look at him for the first time.
Old Spig was about the size of a small rabbit, but he was almost all head—and an uglier one I’d never seen. It was covered with green scales, apart from the face. He had a hooked nose and pointy ears, with a very wide mouth that he never closed properly, and his teeth were very long and thin—more like needles really. Apart from a scaly body, which was not much bigger than a large potato, the rest of him was just legs. Triple jointed, they were. Four of them had sharp talons, but the fifth was really strange: it was like a long thin strip of bone, but one edge was like the teeth of a wood saw.
“You won’t last long in this house if you speak to me like that!” he warned, his voice almost a growl now. “And as for telling Lizzie, you’d just be wasting your time. We’re close and snug, just like brother and sister. If ever she needed to choose between you and me, you’d be the one whose bones would go into the pot! You’re new and still wet behind the ears, so I’ll give you just one more chance. But ever behave like that again and you are dead—make no mistake about it!”
That said, Spig leaped from the mantelpiece to the floor and scuttled across the kitchen, leaving a trail of gravy across the flags which I had to clean up after him.
Later, when Lizzie got back, I decided to tell her what Spig had done anyway.
“Eat up your stew, girl,” Lizzie commanded. “Need to keep up your strength in our line of work.”
“Don’t fancy it much. Old Spig jumped in it and ate some. Put me right off it.”
“Creature needs to eat too. Can’t blame him for that. Not his favorite meal, though. When he’s not after blood, Old Spig likes to eat brains. Human ones are best, but he’ll make do with sheep and cows. Once he was so desperate he cut off the top of a hedgehog’s head and tried to crawl in. Funniest thing you ever saw.”
I couldn’t touch the stew; I left Lizzie eating her supper and went to bed early. At the top of the stairs I found someone standing outside my room. It was Nanna Nuckle, and she didn’t look happy. She stepped to one side as I reached for the door handle, but then, when I crossed the threshold, she gave me a slap across the back of my head so hard that it almost knocked me into the middle of next week.
“What was that for?” I asked angrily as I regained my balance.
“It’s for giving me cheek, girl. I won’t tolerate cheek!”
With that, Nanna Nuckle stomped along the landing to her own room. I hadn’t given her cheek, I thought to myself. What on earth was she on about?



CHAPTER III
 Nanna Nuckle’s Head
THE following morning Lizzie started to teach me all about plants and herbs. To my surprise, it wasn’t just about stopping enemies’ hearts or cankering their brains. She taught me about healing too. And some plants were both good and bad.
One of those was called mandrake. Eating it could make you fall unconscious; too much and you’d never wake up, or it could drive you absolutely mad. But it could also purge poisons and take away the pain from a bad tooth. Lizzie said its roots were shaped like a human body and it shrieked when you dragged it from the ground. I’d have liked to see one of them, but Lizzie said they were rare in the County.
“You never know when this will come in useful, girl,” she told me, pointing to a black-ink sketch of an elder leaf. “The plant has white flowers and red or blue berries, and can cure rheumatic pain and ease heart problems. It rallies the dying, too, giving them new vigor. Once in a while, some even make a full recovery. If you or another witch were suffering and close to death, this would revive you.”
I wasn’t allowed to write any of this information down, though—Lizzie said I had to develop my memory. She said a witch needed to keep most of her spells in her head so she didn’t need to waste time looking things up in books again. Lizzie had to go out again that afternoon; she told me to use her library and learn what I could about toadstools.
It wasn’t much of a library—just two shelves of mildewed books down in the cellar. I put my candle on the table and looked along the first row, reading the spines. Three of ’em were grimoires covered in cobwebs—books of dark magic spells. I found the book on toadstools and pulled it off the shelf . . . but then I noticed something else: Familiars: Good Practice and Bad Habits.
That sounded a lot more interesting than reading about toadstools. I wanted to find out more about Old Spig, and this was my chance! So I picked up the book and started to leaf through it.
The introductory section was all about the different types of familiars and their suitability for different purposes. I found out that toads are good familiars for old witches who were long past their best, but that water witches in their prime use them all the time because they were suited to a wet and boggy environment.
I also read about how a witch got herself a familiar. You had to tempt it with blood. Most witches started by feeding it from a dish, but some made a small cut on their upper arm and let it suck the blood out directly from their flesh. Eventually, after months of that, a small nipple developed, making it easier for the familiar to draw out the blood. It was a bit like a mother feeding her baby, but really weird. Didn’t really want to be a witch, did I? But if it ever happened, I certainly wouldn’t be one who used familiar magic.
I flicked through the book faster, trying to find out what Old Spig was. No sign of him at first, but then I came to the last chapter, which was very long. It was called “The Highest and Most Dangerous Categories of Familiar.”
Lots of strange creatures there, including boggarts and water beasts, which I’d already heard of. As for some of the others, I didn’t even know that they existed in our world. Maybe some came through portals from the dark, but I didn’t have time to read it all and find out.
The opening paragraph contained a warning.
These types of familiar are difficult to control and can present serious dangers to a witch who employs one in her service. Frequently the creature becomes threatening, and over time, the familiar often assumes the dominant role. The witch then becomes the servant.
Then I came to a whole page of sketches. Whoever wrote the book had done a little drawing of each category with the name underneath and a page reference.
Old Spig was there. He was what they called a brain guzzler. I was just turning to the page to find out more when I was suddenly interrupted.
There was a tremendous anguished cry from somewhere upstairs. It sounded like someone had been hurt badly. Lizzie had gone out, so who could it be? Nanna Nuckle?
After the way she’d clouted me the previous night, it wouldn’t have bothered me if she’d fallen downstairs and broken her blooming neck, but I left the cellar and went to find out what had happened. She wasn’t in the kitchen or the gloomy front room. Neither was she lying dead at the bottom of the stairs. A pity, that! So I went up to her room. The door was open, and I could see her sitting on a chair next to her bed. I gasped in horror at what I saw. I couldn’t believe what had happened to her. It was just too horrible. . . . I started shaking all over.
The top of her head had been sliced off and was hanging forward over her face, held on by just a bit of skin. And the inside of her skull was empty. Old Spig had killed her! He’d guzzled her brains!
I ran down the stairs in a panic, desperate to get as far away as possible. What if Spig was still hungry and he wanted my brains, too? I might well be next.
I ran out into the woods and hid among the trees, waiting for Lizzie to return. She’d know what to do. Soon it started to rain and I got soaked to the skin, but I was too scared to take shelter back in Lizzie’s house.
Lizzie didn’t come back until well after dark. I heard her coming through the trees toward the house and rushed to meet her. It was the nearest I ever came to being glad to see her.
“What ails you, girl?” she shouted as I ran toward her.
“Old Spig has killed Nanna Nuckle!” I gasped out. “He’s sliced open the top of her head and eaten her brains!”
Lizzie came to a halt, but instead of being shocked and outraged, she started to laugh. It was loud, wild laughter that could have been heard for miles. Then she grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me back toward the house. We went straight up to Nanna Nuckle’s room.
To my surprise, the woman was sleeping in her chair, snoring away, with her head slumped forward onto her chest, her long gray hair hanging down like a dirty curtain almost as far as the floor.
“But I saw it!” I protested. “She was dead and her head was wide open and her skull was empty.”
Instead of replying, Lizzie stepped forward and eased away the curtain of hair to show a red line around the top of Nanna Nuckle’s head.
“Old Spig’s inside her head now, fast asleep. I’d show you how cozy he is, but it’s best not to disturb him. Likes his rest, he does.”
“So he has eaten her brains?”
“That’s true enough, girl, but it happened long ago. To be truthful, Nanna Nuckle didn’t have many brains left to eat. She was getting forgetful and couldn’t concentrate. But she was still strong, and that big body can do lots of useful chores for me, like lifting big iron pots when I mix up my potions and poisons. So I let Spig guzzle her brains. It’s a good arrangement: He finds it cozy inside her head—once inside he can look through her eyes, hear what she hears, and talk using her voice. So he uses Nanna Nuckle’s body to do heavy work for me. It’s a good arrangement. Old Spig spends about half his time in there.”
“But I heard her cry out in pain last night. That’s why I went upstairs to her room.”
“Nanna Nuckle isn’t there any longer, but when Spig opens up her skull to climb in or out, her body feels the pain and sometimes gives a gasp or even screams if Spig’s a bit rough. Anyway, now you know, girl. So take care and do as I say. That big old body is starting to slow down, and Old Spig will be looking for a replacement soon. Best make sure it’s not you, girl!”
I went to bed, glad to take off my wet clothes. I’d a lot to think about, and I lay there in the dark for hours before finally dropping off to sleep.
That was why Nanna Nuckle had clouted me the other night, I realized. It had been Spig taking his revenge because when he was in the stew I called him a dirty little thing. He was a nasty, dangerous creature, and I knew that in order to survive I’d have to sort him out one way or another.



CHAPTER IV
 Brain Plugs in Apple Juice
THE next four days were uneventful, and I was starting to get into a routine. Daytimes were the best, because then I saw neither hide nor hair of Old Spig and Nanna Nuckle.
Lizzie liked to sleep in late, and after I’d made her breakfast I’d have a lesson—usually the only one of the day. A lot of it was memory work. She’d make me learn spells by heart and then recite ’em back to her. Later I’d go down into her little library and study the book she’d suggested.
After that I’d go and collect herbs and toadstools before making the main meal of the day. But then it happened. . . .
I was making another stew. It was lamb this time. Lizzie had caught and killed one north of Downham and carried it over her shoulders all the way back to her cottage. Wasn’t the only thing she’d killed, either. I saw the thumb bones she pulled out of the leather pouch she always wears. They were human, and small, too. She’d probably killed a child. It was too horrible to contemplate. I could never do that so it stood to reason that I could never become a bone witch.
Anyway, I was making the stew when Old Spig jumped into it again. This time he didn’t even wait until my back was turned. He came over my shoulder from behind and landed slap bang in the middle of it. Gravy splashed up onto my dress, face, and hair. It was boiling hot, too, and it hurt. And there he was, just his ugly head showing while he slurped away like there was no tomorrow.
I saw red, and before I could bite my tongue I really gave him a telling off.
“Get out of there, you ugly little thing!” I shouted. “Get out now, you greedy, slimy piece of muck! Don’t you mess with me!”
Old Spig got out, jumping onto the mantelpiece again. I could see him quivering with anger: his mouth kept opening and closing, showing those sharp little needlelike teeth. It was a long time before he spoke, and when he did, his voice was low and dangerous.
“You’re as good as dead,” he told me. “Brains are best eaten just before the full moon, and that’s when I’ll eat yours. Soon I’ll be sawing off the top of your head. Can’t wait to get inside!”
With that, he put the edge of that strange little bone limb he had against the edge of the wooded mantelpiece. Back and forth he drew it, and that sharp-toothed edge cut through the wood like butter, with the sawdust falling into the hearth. Then he leaped down and was gone, leaving me trembling.
It was just a few days till the full moon. What could I do? I wondered. Tell Lizzie? I decided to do just that, even though I wasn’t at all sure she’d help me.
“Old Spig said he’s going to eat my brains,” I told her just as she was starting to eat her lamb stew.
“Is he now, girl. You must have done something to really annoy him then.”
“He jumped in the stew again, and I called him names and shouted at him to get out. Threatened me, he did. Said I was as good as dead and that he’d kill me before the full moon.”
Lizzie never even looked at me. She just kept shoveling stew into her mouth.
“Can’t you help me?” I asked her at last.
Finally she glanced my way, but her eyes were hard and cruel, with no hint of any kind of sympathy for my plight. “I’m training you to be a witch, so there’s one thing you should get into your head now—and that’s before Spig’s teeth get there!” she said. “A witch needs to be hard; she needs to survive. This is between you and Old Spig. You got to sort it out one way or the other. Either that, or you’re not up to the job. Understand?”
I nodded. I would get no help from Lizzie—that was certain.
“Anyway, tonight you must take yourself up to the dell again. I’ve buried another little jug close to the roots of that tree. Make sure you have it back here well before dawn. Moon won’t help you this time, so the digging might just take a little longer.”
That much was true: there was indeed no moon that night. A storm was moving in from the west, the wind bending the tree branches, the whole dell groaning and creaking as if in pain.
Only halfway to the old oak, I was, when Grim Gertrude found me. Moved fast for such an old dead witch who was carrying her head under her arm. Got herself between me and where I wanted to go.
“Left Lizzie, have you, and come to work with me?” the pale lips mouthed.
“Ain’t ready to do that yet a while,” I told her.
“No time like the present, girl. You and me would be useful to each other. I could teach you much more than Lizzie—help you lots, I could.”
It suddenly dawned on me that Gertrude might just be able to help me now. There was no harm in trying. Who else could I turn to?
“Trouble is, Gertrude, I may never be able to work for you. Going to be dead myself soon. Lizzie’s familiar, Spig, is going to guzzle my brains. Told me he’d do it before the next full moon. And Lizzie won’t help; said I needed to be strong and survive. But I don’t know what I can do.”
“There’s always a way, girl, especially when you’ve got friends like me to help you. Do you know what’s in that little jug that Lizzie’s sent you to get?”
“Wouldn’t let me see into the last jug I brought her. Told me I’d need a lot of training before I could see into it.”
“Did she now? Well, inside are prime plugs of young brain, fermenting in apple juice. Whenever Lizzie kills somebody, she takes the thumb bones but gets bits o’ brain for Old Spig as a treat. Doesn’t saw the tops off their heads, though—got an easier method than that. Has a special tool she uses. Plunges it right up through the nose and into the skull and cuts out a few choice brain plugs. Brings them back and puts them in that jug with a good lashing of juice. Buries it close to the roots of that tree and leaves it for a few nights to ferment into alcohol. Old Spig loves it. There’s lots of magic in this dell that’s seeped out of dead witches. That’s absorbed by the jug, too, and gives him extra strength so he can do Lizzie’s bidding.”
“So when I take the jug back he’ll be more dangerous than ever?”
“She won’t give him the jug until tomorrow night. She’ll be going out then, so it’ll keep him quiet. But what you say’s true enough. At first it makes him really sleepy. That would be your time to strike. Kill him while he sleeps. That’s your best chance. And it’s you or him, so you can’t afford to be squeamish. Kill him tomorrow night. That’s what I’d do in your place!”
“What’s the best way to finish him off?” I asked.
“You could use a sharp knife and chop his little legs off. Couldn’t do much then, could he? He’d starve to death slowly. Burying him under a big stone would be best. A very heavy one would finish him off quicker.
“Another good reason to do it tomorrow, girl. Big meeting of the three clans then—could last several nights. They’re going to curse a spook who works in the south of the County. They want him dead. Done a lot of damage to our sisters down there over the years, he has, so he deserves it, all right. Bit of a loner, is Lizzie, but she certainly won’t miss something that big. So she’ll be out, leaving you alone in the house with Old Spig. So kill him then!”
I’d killed things before, mostly by wringing their necks—chickens, rabbits and hares; you’ve got to eat, and everybody does that. But killing something that talks—that’s different. Didn’t like the idea at all. But if I didn’t kill Old Spig, then he’d kill me for sure. So I didn’t have much choice.
When I got back, I gave Lizzie the jug, then went straight to bed. The following day it rained heavily and Lizzie was quiet and in a right mood. Didn’t even bother to give me a lesson—just sat staring into the fire all afternoon, muttering to herself—so I went down to her little library and started reading about familiars again, that last chapter with the section on brain guzzlers.
It didn’t tell me much about how to deal with Old Spig. I suppose that’s the last thing that crosses most witches’ minds. They want to befriend and control a familiar, not kill it. But there was one interesting section on guzzlers’ likes and dislikes that told witches about their vulnerabilities.
Brain guzzlers can tolerate extreme temperatures, but they love boiling liquids, in which they happily immerse themselves for hours at a time.
Although they can generally look after themselves, it is important to be aware of some weaknesses that may be exploited by a witch’s enemies.
The hard, scaly head and body are tough and resistant to the sharpest of blades, but salt is corrosive and burns them. Even if there is insufficient to kill them, salt saps their strength and affects their coordination.
A blade can also be used to remove their limbs and immobilize them. They are also vulnerable to sunlight and rarely venture out during the day.
The line about cutting off their limbs told me that dead Gertrude knew her stuff, all right. That was all the help I could find in that book, but it was useful to know about the salt. Not that it was of any immediate help. Lizzy didn’t like the stuff, and there wasn’t even a pinch of it in the house.
“I’ll be gone for a couple of nights—maybe more,” Lizzie said that evening as she paused on the doorstep, looking up at the waxing moon. “It’s the full moon in a couple of nights. Will you still be here when I get back, girl? Or will Old Spig be curled up inside your skull?”
With a wicked laugh she set off into the trees. Full of foreboding, I closed the door and went to the kitchen. There I sorted through the knife drawer and picked up the biggest, sharpest one I could find, then started to climb the stairs.
No point in dawdling. It was best to get it over with. Lizzie had given Old Spig the jug about an hour before she’d gone out. I hoped he’d still be sleeping. . . .
The door of Nanna Nuckle’s room was slightly ajar. I opened it just a fraction of an inch and peeped in. She was sitting in her chair, illuminated by a shaft of moonlight, the top of her head hanging forward on that bit of skin. So where was Old Spig?
I heard him before I saw him. There were faint snores coming from the window ledge, so I eased the door open ever so slowly and carefully stepped into the room. There he was, curled up into a ball, most of his legs tucked underneath that ugly head and body of his. I raised the knife and began to tiptoe toward him, one cautious step at a time.
I raised the knife high and prepared to bring it down. Three legs were sticking out. All I had to do was chop them off. He’d probably jump up in pain and fright, and then I could slice off the other ones. But I hesitated, and my hand began to tremble. To do that in cold blood was horrible. I just couldn’t force myself to bring down that knife.
Suddenly both Spig’s eyes opened wide, and he stared right at me. “You’d kill me in my sleep, would you?” he said, his voice quiet and dangerous. “Did you think I’d be that easy? Well, now it’s my turn!”
He leaped straight at me. I twisted away, but I wasn’t fast enough. He landed on top of my head, and I felt his claws dig sharply into my scalp. I screamed, dropped the knife, and tried to pull him off, but he was tangled up in my hair—and then something even worse happened. I felt him draw that bone saw across the back of my head, felt it bite into my scalp!
I screamed and fell to my knees. I was terrified. Spig was starting to saw off the top of my head. There was only one thing I could do. One last chance. I crawled over to the wall and butted my head against it as hard as I could. Spig cried out as I squashed his body against the stone. Twice more I did it; then he let go and dropped to the floor, twitching and gasping.
Knew that wasn’t the end of him, so I stumbled to my feet and ran out of the room and down the stairs, then out of the house and into the trees. I halted then and looked back, watching the doorway to see if he’d follow me.
Didn’t take that long before Spig came after me, but now he was inside Nanna Nuckle’s skull. So I kept moving through the trees, farther and farther from Lizzie’s house. Wasn’t that worried, though. She was big, strong, and ugly, and if she got hold of me, those big hands could kill me without a doubt, but she had to find and catch me first. Nanna Nuckle wasn’t a witch, so she couldn’t sniff me out.
As long as I kept moving, I’d be safe. And she’d have to be back in her room before dawn. For now the worst was over. But Lizzie would be away for at least another night, and after dark I’d have to face Spig again.



CHAPTER V
 Seven Big Handfuls
LONG before the sun came up, Nanna Nuckle’s big body turned and lumbered slowly back toward Lizzie’s house. But I was in no hurry to return. I had a lot of thinking to do.
One option was to run away. But where would I go? I’d be welcome at the cottage of my other aunt, Agnes Sowerbutts, but Lizzie would only drag me back again. There was a good chance that she would find me wherever I went. Did she want me dead? Did she want Old Spig to guzzle my brains? What had been the point of training me as a witch if she was going to let Spig kill me? I wondered. Or was that what she’d intended all along? Was I the replacement for Nanna Nuckle’s old body, which was slowing down now?
Get hard and survive, she’d told me. That didn’t make sense and contradicted the rest. Did she want me to survive or not? Well, I would do just that. It was me or Spig—one of us was going to die, and it wasn’t going to be me. He was vulnerable during the daylight hours and might not think I was brave enough to go back to the house.
That was to my advantage. But what else? Think, girl! I told myself. Use everything you know. . . .
Salt! That would slow him down and affect his coordination. He wouldn’t be able to leap onto my head again so easily. But where could I get my hands on some? It was no use looking in any of the local villages. Witches lived there, and they were wary of the stuff. None of them used it. I was still only being trained—hopefully I could still touch it. So I needed to go south and get right out of the Pendle district.
Washed myself in a stream first. My hair was matted with blood at the back where Spig had tried to saw my head open. Sore, too, when I touched it, but the blade hadn’t gone very deep. A few tufts of hair came away, but I would mend eventually.
I’m not a thief. Never take stuff that doesn’t belong to me. But I was desperate. Besides, salt’s cheap and I didn’t want that much. I saw a farmer and his wife in the distance, working in the fields, so I sneaked into their store. There were big sacks of salt, but I found a bit of cloth and wrapped what I needed in that—seven big handfuls. That done, I set off back toward Lizzie’s house.
It was late afternoon when I walked into the kitchen—plenty of time to sort out what I needed. But I went upstairs first to see what was what. Took a knife and a handful of salt, just in case.
Eased open the door of Old Spig’s room. Gloomy in there, it was, with the heavy curtains closed. I waited for a few moments for my eyes to adjust, then tiptoed in. Nanna Nuckle was in her usual position in her chair, the top of her head hanging forward, but there was no sign of Spig.
Wasn’t daft, was he? He was hiding away somewhere until dark. So I had another think. I had to make the best of the situation, and after about half an hour or so I’d worked out what to do.
I went down into the kitchen, made myself a brew, and had something to eat. Then I searched Lizzie’s house to find the things I needed. She’d no idea of how to keep things tidy and organized, so it took me ages. One of the things I found was a meat cleaver—heavier than a knife and just what the doctor ordered.
About an hour before dark, I went back up to Spig’s room and made my preparations. That done, I became nervous and kept pacing up and down; but then, as it started to get dark, I hid behind the door, the cleaver in my right hand, salt in my left.
Old Spig didn’t make much noise when he approached. I could just about hear the tapping of his spindly limbs on the floorboards as he came to the door. I was scared and my hands were trembling, but I couldn’t afford to miss. Make a mistake, and a minute later I’d be dead.
At the very last moment he saw me, but it didn’t do him any good. I hurled the handful of salt at him. A good shot, it was, and he screamed and started to twitch and writhe, his limbs trying to go in different directions. Then I used the cleaver—but I didn’t chop off his legs as Grim Gertrude had advised. He still needed them for what I had planned. I chopped off his bone saw instead, bringing down the cleaver so hard that it went deep into the floorboards and I couldn’t pull it out. Not that it mattered.
After Old Spig had screamed for about a minute, he went very quiet and looked up at me. His mouth opened and closed a few times, showing his needle teeth. His legs were still twitching, but I was no longer worried about him jumping onto my head.
“You’ve maimed me!” he said, his voice all wobbly. “I’ll kill you for that.”
“You said something like that once before,” I told him, “but I’m still here. Reckon I’ll still be here when you’re dead and gone! Can’t saw my head open now, can you?”
“Not today, I can’t, but it won’t take long to grow back. Didn’t know that, did you? All my limbs grow back eventually. And now I’ll make you wish you’d never been born! I’m going to twist your head off your scrawny neck!”
That said, he leaped toward the top of Nanna Nuckle’s head, which was exactly what I wanted. No doubt he wanted to use that big body to hurt me good and proper, but he missed and skittered off onto the floor again. Took him five attempts to get inside.
As soon as he managed it, Old Spig started screaming. I’d thrown just one handful of salt at him. That left six more, and I’d put them inside Nanna Nuckle’s skull.
Once he was in there, I didn’t waste any time. Had to work fast, didn’t I? Took the needle and twine I’d found in one of Lizzie’s mucky cupboards and stitched the top of the skull to the bottom. Wasn’t a very tidy job, but I used lots of stitches and made them really tight. Nanna Nuckle twitched a lot and saliva started to dribble down her chin while I did it, but she didn’t groan as she had when I’d poured the salt in. Old Spig was trapped inside—I didn’t think his bone saw would grow back fast enough to save him.
When I went back the following morning, Nanna Nuckle was very still. She looked dead. Couldn’t tell whether Old Spig was still alive inside her skull, but when I put my ear really close there were no sounds. Of course, it didn’t help that I’d pulled the curtains right back and a shaft of bright sunlight was shining straight into her face. Wasn’t over yet, though, was it? I still had to face Lizzie and tell her what I’d done.
I was sitting on a stool in front of the fire when Lizzie came home. It was late afternoon.
“You still here?” she asked. “Thought you’d be dead by now.”
“It’s Old Spig that’s dead,” I replied. “I killed him.”
“Pull my other leg,” she said. “It’s got bells on it!”
“Ain’t joking,” I told her. “He’s upstairs.”
Lizzie must have read in my face that I was telling the truth, because she sort of twisted her mouth like she does when she’s angry, grabbed me by the wrist, and dragged me upstairs. She peered closely at Nanna Nuckle, and then, with her forefinger, traced the jagged line of stitches across that broad forehead, then put her nose very close, and after sniffing three times, shook her head.
“What I can’t understand is why he didn’t just saw his way out,” she muttered. Then her eyes drifted across to the place behind the door, and she noticed the cleaver still sticking out of the floorboards and Old Spig’s little bone saw lying on the floor. The stump was red with his blood.
“I threw salt at him and put more inside the skull. When he jumped into it, I stitched him up.”
Lizzie didn’t say anything for a long time; she just kept staring at the top of Nanna Nuckle’s head.
“It was him or me. You told me I had to sort it one way or the other or I wouldn’t be up to the job. Well, I sorted it, didn’t I?”
“Get hold of her legs, girl. I’ll take the shoulders,” Lizzie said. “Can’t leave ’em here or they’ll start to rot.”
So we buried them out in the woods. One grave, two bodies—not that you’d notice. After that I walked back to the house with Lizzie, not sure what would happen next. I was past being scared. At that moment, after all I’d done, I didn’t care one jot what happened to me.
We sat in front of the fire, and it was a long time before Lizzie spoke.
“In a way, girl, you did me a favor,” she said, staring into the flames. “Using a familiar as strong as Old Spig is dangerous. The longer it goes on, the more they start to get the upper hand. In the end I was killing when I didn’t need fresh bones. Just doing it to keep him happy and stocked up with his favorite tipple—brain plugs in apple juice.
“He was starting to control me, and when it gets like that it’s best for a witch to put an end to it and get herself a new familiar. But me and Old Spig were close, and I just couldn’t bring myself to do him in. So I was half hoping that you might do the job for me. And you did well, girl. You remind me of myself when I was a girl of your age. You could almost be my daughter,” she said, giving me a wicked smile.
So that was it. I’d survived my first week with Bony Lizzie. And that was what I was going to do in the future. Wasn’t going to drink people’s blood or take their bones, but I was willing to learn all the tricks that would keep me safe from other witches—and anyone else who tried to harm me.
I’m going to survive. You can be sure of that. It’s as certain as my name’s Alice Deane.



The Banshee Witch



CHAPTER I
 A Hard Lesson

THE enemy before me was big, strong, and ruthless. This was dangerous, and I couldn’t afford to make a mistake. He clasped a long knife in his right hand and a heavy club in his left and was eager to use them.
With a roar of anger, he charged straight at me, swinging his club in an arc from right to left. I managed to block it, but the force of the impact jarred my arm and shoulder so badly that I almost dropped my staff. I groaned and twisted away, retreating clockwise.
We were in a ruined building, an old tavern long abandoned to the elements. I’d been chased through the woods and, thinking I’d shaken my pursuer off my trail, had taken refuge here. It was a big mistake: now I was in serious trouble.
We were fighting in a confined space, down in a large, gloomy cellar with only one door. Steps led upward, but he was standing between me and my escape route. I feinted with my staff, and when he responded to block it, I changed the direction of my swing and made contact with his right temple. It was a good strong blow, and he dropped to one knee. I hit him again—a hard crack on his shoulder. Then I ran for it, up the steps and toward the open door.
There was a thud as the knife buried itself in the woodwork to my left, just a few inches from my shoulder. Then he was pounding up the steps after me, getting nearer with every stride. I almost made it through the door, but then he jumped on me from behind, bringing me down hard, flat on my face. His right arm came across my windpipe and started to press. I’d just time to suck in a quick breath before I began to choke.
I struggled, kicking my legs and twisting my body, but it was no good. I was still gripping my staff with my left hand, but from that prone position couldn’t use it. My eyes were darkening. He was strangling the life out of me. . . .
So I rapped three times on the top step with my right hand. Instantly my assailant relinquished the choker hold and stood up. I stumbled to my feet, my head spinning, but feeling happy just to be able to breathe again.
“Not one of your best days, Master Ward!” he said, shaking his head. “Never take refuge in any room that’s only got one door! Mind you, you did get in a couple of good blows with your staff. But never turn your back on an enemy with a knife. I could have stuck it in the back of your neck with my eyes shut!”
I bowed my head and said nothing, but I knew there was no chance he would have put the knife into me from behind. His job was to train me, not kill me. I’d taken my chance of escape and had come close to succeeding.
I’m a spook’s apprentice, being trained to deal with all manner of things that come out of the dark, such as ghosts, ghasts, boggarts, and witches. Facing me was a large, shaven-headed man called Bill Arkwright. My master, John Gregory, had seconded me to him for training in the physical skills needed by a spook: fighting with staffs, unarmed combat, hunting and tracking.
Picking up my staff, I followed him out of the house; soon we were on the canal bank, heading back to the dilapidated old mill that was his home. Arkwright was the spook who looked after the County north of Caster. He specialized in things that came out of the lakes, marshes, and canals of this region—water witches mainly, but there were also all manner of weird beasts, such as wormes, selkies, skelts, and kelpies to contend with, some of which I’d never seen except in the Bestiary, the big book of creatures of the dark that my master, John Gregory, had illustrated with his own hand.
Recently we’d defeated the water witch Morwena, and now Mr. Gregory had set off back to his house at Chipenden without me. The final months of my training with Bill Arkwright were proving to be the hardest I’d ever experienced. I was covered in bruises from head to foot. The practice sessions when we fought with staffs were brutal, with no quarter given. But I was sharpening my skills, slowly starting to improve.
Arkwright’s mill had once been haunted by the ghosts of his mam and dad, trapped there despite all his efforts to release them. That had made him bitter, driving him to drink. But recently I’d helped him to liberate them, and they had gone to the light. As a result, Arkwright had slowly changed, a lot of his pain and anger dissipating. Now he drank rarely and his temper was much better. I preferred John Gregory as my master, but Bill Arkwright was teaching me well, and despite his rough ways, I was learning to respect him.
But Arkwright was still a very hard man. John Gregory kept live witches imprisoned in pits indefinitely. Bill Arkwright confined them as a punishment for a limited time. Then he killed them, cutting out their hearts so that they couldn’t return from the dead. He was a good spook, but I knew him to be ruthless.
It was misty on the towpath, and before we came within sight of the large tethering post on the canal bank outside the mill, we heard the bell. Three rings indicated that it was spook’s business, so Arkwright picked up the pace, and I followed close at his heels.
A middle-aged woman was standing beneath the huge bell. She wore a dark wide-brimmed hat pulled low over her eyes, black stockings, and sturdy leather shoes with flat heels. I thought she looked like a servant from a big house, and I was soon proved right.
“Good day to you, sir,” she said, giving a little curtsy. “Would you by any chance be Mister Arkwright?”
I tried to keep a straight face. Bill was wearing his cloak with the hood up against the damp and carrying his big staff with its twelve-inch blade and six backward-facing barbs. Quite clearly he was the local spook.
“Aye, I’m Bill Arkwright,” he replied. “What brings you here on a cold, damp winter afternoon?”
“Mistress Wicklow of Lune Hall has sent me. She’d like to see you as soon as possible. We’ve heard a banshee wailing two nights in a row, and we’re all frit to death! The gardener saw it on the lake side near the narrow bridge. It was washing a burial shroud in the water—which means someone is going to die soon—”
“Let me be the judge of that,” Arkwright said.
“My mistress thinks it’ll be her husband.”
Arkwright raised one eyebrow. “Is he in good health at present?”
“Fell off his horse in the autumn and broke a leg. Got pneumonia soon after and it’s left him with a bad cough. Mistress says he’s not the man he was. Getting worse by the hour . . .”
“Tell your mistress I’ll be there before dark.”
The servant gave another little curtsy, and with a muttered thanks turned north and set off down the towpath.
“It’s a waste of time, really,” Arkwright said as we watched her disappear into the mist. “There’s nothing a spook can do about a banshee. They forecast deaths but don’t bring them about.”
“Mr. Gregory doesn’t even think they do that,” I said. “He doesn’t believe anybody can see into the future.”
“Do you agree with him, Master Ward?”
“Witches are able to scry, I’m sure of it. The things they prophesy can happen. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”
“Your master would just say it was coincidence,” Arkwright said, rubbing the top of his bald head, “but I’m sure that you and I are both of the same mind. There’s got to be something in it. Some people and some entities, including a banshee, can see what’s going to happen in the future. So I think it’s very likely that Master Wicklow or somebody else in that house will be dead before the end of the week. But it won’t be the banshee that actually does the killing. It’s sensed a coming death, that’s all.”
“So why are we going, then? Why get involved?”
Arkwright frowned. “People expect us to help; they feel better if we’re around in situations like this. Think how many times a doctor repeatedly visits the bedside of a dying man when he’s unable to do anything—sometimes not even to relieve the pain. But he visits anyway, because it makes the patient and his family feel better.
“And we have a second reason for going. We need the money. Clients have been few and far between recently. I’ve killed water witches, but nobody has paid me for it. Our larder is bare, Master Ward, and although they’re easy enough to catch, we don’t want to eat fish every day. Up at that big house they pay good money to local tradesman. They can well afford it, so we might as well have our share.
“And there’s a third reason, if the first two aren’t enough for you. An apprentice should see and hear a banshee if there’s one about. It’s part of your training to learn the limitations of a spook. As I said, we can do nothing about ’em!”



CHAPTER II
 The Shroud Washer
CARRYING our bags and staffs, we set off within the hour, heading north. Normally we would have taken Claw, the big wolfhound that Arkwright used to hunt water witches through the marshes, but she was expecting pups and would give birth any day now.
“Let’s hope they give us a bite of supper and a hot drink,” Arkwright growled as we left the canal and headed northeast through the trees. “It’s a miserable damp night to keep watch.”
We hadn’t been walking much more than half an hour when we saw a figure jump over a stile and head our way down the towpath. It was a red-faced farmer, striding toward us in big muddy boots. He looked very worried, as if carrying the weight of the whole world on his shoulders.
“Here comes trouble!” Arkwright said, keeping his voice low as the man approached. “Not known for paying his bills, is Farmer Dalton. Half the tradesmen in the district are chasing him!”
“Thank goodness I’ve caught you, Mr. Arkwright!” he said, blocking our path. “Three sheep have been taken in one night. In the west pasture. The one next to the marsh.”
“Taken? Do you mean missing, eaten, or drained?” Arkwright asked.
“Drained of blood.”
“Big wounds or small?”
“Deep puncture marks on their necks and backs.”
“Three in one night, you say? Well, it’s not a ripper boggart or their bellies would be cut open—most likely a water witch is to blame. Though for them to take animals is rare. It suggests the witch is injured and can’t get human prey. In that case, she could be very dangerous—might even approach the farmhouse.”
“I’ve young children. . . .”
“Well, they’ll be safe enough as long as you keep all your doors and windows secure. I’ll sort it, but I expect to be paid.”
“Won’t have money until after the first spring market.”
“I can’t wait that long,” Arkwright said firmly. “I’ll take mutton and cheese in direct payment. A week’s supply. Is that a deal?”
The farmer nodded but clearly wasn’t pleased at having to cough up payment so soon.
“I’ll be there soon after dark,” said Arkwright. “I’ve another job to attend to first.”
The farmer soon left us, climbing back over the stile to head for his farm, now clearly really worried that his family might be at risk.
The mist thickened, hampering our progress, and we didn’t reach the manor house much before dark. Lune Hall was big, with a fancy turret, and was set in extensive grounds. Approaching it from the west, I could see a lake to the rear, with a small island at its center, connected to the main garden by a narrow ornamental bridge. Beyond the lake was what looked like an ancient mound.
“Is that a burial mound?” I asked. “A barrow?”
“Indeed it is, Master Ward. Some say it’s the last resting place of an important Celtic chieftain.”
The Celts were the race who arrived in the County as the native Little People were starting to decline. Centuries later, they sailed west across the sea to the large island called Ireland and made that their home.
I turned my attention back to the large and imposing house. Only lords, ladies, knights, and squires would be admitted through the front door of such an establishment, so Arkwright led us round the back to the tradesmen’s entrance. After he’d knocked twice, the door was opened by the same maid who’d made the journey to the mill. She showed us into the kitchen and, without being asked, brought us each a bowl of hot soup and some generous slices of bread, thickly buttered. We sat at the table and tucked in. When we’d finished, she led us along a gloomy wood-paneled corridor and out into a small flagged yard to the rear, where a small woman in a dark, well-tailored coat and sturdy walking shoes was waiting.
“This is Mr. Arkwright, ma’am,” said the maid, who immediately turned and went back into the house, leaving us alone with her mistress.
“Good evening, Mr. Arkwright,” said the woman, giving us a warm smile. “Is this your apprentice?”
Her accent told me that she originated from Ireland. Long ago, when I visited the Topley market with my dad, there were lots of horse traders there from that country. They used to race their mounts up and down the muddy lanes.
“It is that, ma’am,” Bill Arkwright replied, giving a little bow. “His name is Tom Ward.”
“Well, thank you both for coming so promptly,” she said. “I do fear that my husband’s life is in danger. His cough is worsening by the hour.”
“Has the doctor attended him?” asked Arkwright.
“To be sure, he comes twice a day but can find no explanation for my husband’s very sudden deterioration. He had recovered fully from the pneumonia. There’s no reason for him to get worse now. I fear the banshee has marked him for death. I’m just hoping that you can do something to save him. Follow me—I’ll show you where she appears.”
It was still winter, so the garden was not at its best. Even so, you could tell that in spring and summer it would really be something special. It was subdivided into many sections, the path weaving its way through wicker archways and bowers sheltered by stone ivy-clad walls. The shrubs and ornamental trees gradually started to give way to larger species of oak and ash as the garden merged naturally into a wood.
We followed Mistress Wicklow down the long garden path toward the bridge that crossed the lake to give access to the island.
“In my country, banshee means ‘woman of the fay folk,’” she said, glancing back at us over her shoulder. “A fay is what you’d call a fairy in the County. . . .”
“We don’t believe in goblins and fairies, ma’am,” Arkwright told her. “We have enough to contend with without them!”
“I’m sure you do, Mr. Arkwright, but this threat is real enough. Matthew, my gardener, has seen her and I’ve heard her. ’Tis a terrible scream, enough to curdle the blood. Anyway, here is Matthew—he is waiting for us now.”
Matthew stepped forward out of the gloom and touched his cap in respect. He was old and weather-beaten, long past his prime. It must have been hard for him to keep up the hard physical work of gardener to such a big house.
“Tell them what you saw, Matthew,” Mistress Wicklow commanded.
The gardener nodded and shivered. “It was yonder,” he said, pointing toward the lake. “I was standing on the narrow bridge, thinking how the lilies wanted thinning out, when I saw her kneeling on the bank—”
“On this shore or on the island?” Arkwright interrupted.
“This shore, sir. She was kneeling right on the edge of the lake, washing something in the water. It looked like a burial shroud to me. The moon was shining brightly, and I could see that the material was covered in dark stains. I was scared; fixed to the spot. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. She kept dipping the shroud into the water, then wringing it out, but the stains were still there. The water was darkening each time, but she couldn’t wash it clean.
“Then she turned her head and looked straight at me. Gave a terrible wailing cry that almost killed me stone dead on the spot. A second later she disappeared, but I’ll never forget her.”
“What did she look like? Was she young or old?” my master asked.
“That was the surprising thing, sir. She was young and really pretty. It was hard to believe that such a terrible cry could be uttered by such a comely mouth.”
“Well, ma’am, we’ll stay here tonight and keep watch,” Arkwright told Mistress Wicklow. “I suggest that nobody approaches this part of the garden for at least twenty-four hours. By then we should know what’s what.”
“Then I’ll leave everything in your hands,” she said. “I have faith in you, Mr. Arkwright. You look strong and dependable. If anyone can save my husband’s life, it’ll be you.”
Arkwright bowed, and with a little smile for both of us, Mistress Wicklow turned and walked back toward the house.
I looked at my temporary master. I wondered if he had forgotten all about the farmer he’d promised to help with the water witch that evening. I was about to ask him about it when he looked at me and shook his head. “I fear there’s nothing to be done here,” he said sadly. “If Mistress Wicklow’s husband is going to die, he’ll die, and there’s nothing you or I can do about it. But there’s no point me telling her that.”
I wasn’t happy with Arkwright’s attitude. John Gregory would have told her the truth, but it wasn’t worth saying anything to him. My new master was a law unto himself. And he soon answered my question about the farmer.
“Well, Master Ward, I’ll be off to deal with the water witch but should be back sometime tomorrow. Probably best if they think I’m keeping watch, too. It means that when you go to the kitchen at dawn, they’ll give you two breakfasts to bring back here. Aren’t you a lucky lad?”
“Looks like being a long, cold night first,” I grumbled. I didn’t like the idea of misleading Mistress Wicklow.
But he simply shrugged and told me, “You’ve got the easy job! Forget all that fairies and fays nonsense—a banshee is just an elemental, and a low-level one at that. And this one’s pretty, with it! What more could you want? She can’t hurt you, so get as close as you can and see what she’s about.”
With that, Arkwright gave me a wink, headed for the edge of the garden, and pushed through the hedge to rejoin the lane.
Soon the mist began to lift and the large disk of the moon rose over the trees. It was waning, two days beyond full, but it cast a strong silver light over the garden.
I decided to keep watch from the bridge. At first I stood leaning against the wooden rail, but finally I grew weary and settled myself down cross-legged on the boards, my staff in my left hand, my bag close by me. I kept nodding off and waking up suddenly, so finally I lay down on my back and rested my head on my bag. Then I closed my eyes.
Had Bill Arkwright been here, we’d have taken it in turns to keep watch while the other slept. But what did it matter in this case? The banshee couldn’t actually hurt anyone, and if it appeared on the lake shore, its cry would wake me up instantly. So I allowed myself to fall asleep.
But suddenly I awoke. Something was wrong. . . . A cold feeling was running the length of my spine—the one that warned me when something from the dark was close. I seized my staff and got quickly to my feet. Instantly I heard a terrible wail, which made me shiver and shake. No animal or bird of the night could utter such a terrifying sound—I knew it had to be the banshee.
That unnerving cry seemed to have come from the far side of the lake. I decided to go and take a closer look, as my master had instructed, so I left the bridge and began to follow the shore counterclockwise, heading for the source of that chilling scream. There were lots of shrubs and trees close to the lake—mainly willows with long trailing branches. The ground was boggy underfoot, so my progress was slow.
Again I heard the wail of the banshee, this time much closer. It stopped me dead in my tracks. Arkwright had said that a banshee wasn’t dangerous, but that cry suggested otherwise, and the hairs on the back of my neck were beginning to rise.
And then I saw her.
She had her back to me and was kneeling in the mud right on the very edge of the water.
Arkwright had advised me to get a really close look. Why not? She couldn’t harm me, he’d said. So I took a cautious step nearer, then another one. Yes, she was washing something in the lake. And the gardener had been right. It certainly looked like the shroud they wrapped a corpse in before nailing it inside the coffin. I moved closer still. The figure had her back to me, and I could see stains spreading in the water like black ink.
Blood from the shroud? It certainly looked like it. And what was it that I’d read in the Spook’s Bestiary? Blood on the banshee shroud meant that a violent death was being foretold.
But Mr. Wicklow was ill with worsening congestion of the lungs, perhaps resulting from pneumonia. So that didn’t fit—unless someone else in the house was going to die violently.
I took another couple of steps. Then I became aware of something else. . . .
Perched on a branch directly above the banshee, I saw a large black crow. It seemed to be staring directly at me. I shivered. There was something baleful and malevolent about that bird.
Suddenly the banshee pulled the shroud out of the water and started to wring it dry. At the same time, she wailed for a third time, a cry so terrible and intense that I held my breath until it was finished and felt myself trembling all over.
The cry stopped as quickly as it had begun, and she carried on twisting the shroud as if determined to wring every last drop of moisture from it. While she was thus occupied, I took another step toward her. That was a mistake. A twig cracked under my foot, and the banshee turned her head and looked directly at me.
My mouth grew dry, and my whole body started to tremble. The cold feeling down my spine was much more intense. The gardener had been right about the burial shroud, but wrong about the banshee’s face.
It was hideous—pitted and cracked like the surface of a dry lake bed in high summer. The eyes were just two dark holes. She opened her mouth wide, but instead of that bloodcurdling wail, the banshee hissed at me like an angry cat. No doubt she meant to terrify me, but I stood my ground, gazing directly into that horrible face.
I expected the water elemental to disappear, but to my surprise, she got to her feet. And then she spoke.
“Be gone, boy! Don’t linger here or you’ll be dead!”
No sooner had she uttered those words than the black crow flapped its wings and took flight.
I didn’t think banshees spoke. They were known only for their terrible wail. Now she began to move away from me along the lake shore, walking quickly. I followed, but as I passed the place where she’d been washing the shroud, a shaft of moonlight showed me footprints in the mud. She was barefoot. Not only that: I could hear the sound of squelching feet moving away from me. This wasn’t a banshee, I was sure of it, because they weren’t solid. But what exactly was I dealing with? Some sort of witch? Had that black crow been her familiar? Mouldheel witches went barefoot. Surely there wasn’t one here?
She started to run, and I gave chase. Now I regretted leaving my silver chain in my bag—I could have cast it ahead of me and brought her down. I hadn’t thought I’d be dealing with something solid that ran so quickly. She was beginning to widen the gap between us. And there, directly ahead, right at the edge of the trees, was the burial mound. She made straight for it and was now out in the open, while I was still hampered by trees. There was a sudden flash of bright light directly ahead. It blinded me momentarily, and I almost ran into a low branch, grazing it with my head. Then I burst out of the trees. I was in the open too now, but there was no sign of the banshee.
I stopped and looked about me. Nothing. Then I approached the grassy mound cautiously. It was roughly oval in shape, and on the side nearest me rose up quite steeply in an almost vertical wall. I looked down and saw the footprints in the mud. They led right up to the earthen wall. It was as if the witch had suddenly disappeared. Either that, or somehow run right into the mound . . .
Puzzled, I did one full circuit of the mound and then headed back through the trees toward the ornamental bridge. Once there, I settled down for the night again, wrapped in my cloak with my head resting on my bag. It was very cold and my sleep was fitful. I kept thinking over what had happened. What was going on? This certainly wasn’t a banshee we were facing—not according to what I’d read. I had a lot to tell Bill Arkwright.
By dawn I was pacing back and forth across the bridge, deciding whether or not it was too early to go to the kitchen and ask for my breakfast. Perhaps I would get two as Arkwright had suggested. Why not? I was certainly hungry enough. Thinking I’d waited long enough, I was just about to set off for the house when I heard footsteps in the lane and Bill Arkwright forced his way through the hedge and back into the garden. I started—I hadn’t expected him back so soon.
As soon as I saw his face, I groaned inwardly. He was leaning heavily on his staff and walking with a pronounced roll of his shoulders. He looked very angry. What was worse, his lips were stained purple. He’d been drinking red wine. He did so only rarely these days, but it never helped his mood.
“Shall I go and get us some breakfast?” I suggested as he approached the bridge.
“Breakfast? You can forget about that, Master Ward. It’s the last thing I want. I should have gone straight to the farm instead of bringing you here to see this blessed banshee.”
“It’s not—” I began, about to tell him what I’d discovered, but his face instantly darkened with anger.
“Shut your mouth! Just listen for once!” he roared. “It was a worme, not a water witch, and a blooming big one at that. It got into the farmhouse and killed a child! Blood and bone!” he cursed. “A child died because I came here.”
I bowed my head, not knowing what to say.
“We’re going back there right away. It’s holed up somewhere in an old boathouse, and it’ll take two of us to flush it out. A very dangerous thing, is a worme. So come on, let’s waste no time or it’ll kill again.”
With those words, he led us back onto the lane, and soon we were hurrying back toward the canal and the farm beyond it—the banshee far from our thoughts.



CHAPTER III
 The Worme
A cold wind was blowing in from the sea, so I pulled up my hood to keep my ears warm. I lagged behind Arkwright for most of the way, knowing of old that he was not in the mood for company and that the only words I’d hear would be curses. But once we’d crossed the canal and were on the track that led to the farm, he beckoned me forward to walk alongside him.
“Listen carefully, Master Ward, because what I say might just save your life. I’m going to tell you what I know about wormes—which, as you know, are spelled with an E at the end to set them apart from ordinary earthworms. Some have legs, most have tails, and all are vicious and very bad tempered. I saw the tracks the creature made in the mud; this one has legs and a tail. The legs’ll give it speed, so watch out!”
The thought of facing such a danger made me feel nervous. Arkwright hadn’t been prepared to risk tackling it alone, so this was clearly going to be a very hazardous job.
“Their bodies are eel-like but covered with very tough green scales like armor plates, which are very difficult to penetrate with a blade,” he went on. “And as for their jaws, they’re long, with a mouth full of razor-sharp fangs that can easily bite off a head or an arm. Wormes are very dangerous creatures, Master Ward—they can be the size of a small dog or as big as a horse. This one is bigger than me, surprisingly big to stray this far south, away from the lakes. That’s where they are usually to be found.
“When they catch a human, they usually kill their victim by squeezing him to death before eating him, bones and all, leaving hardly a trace. But with animals such as cattle, they just bite deeply and suck out the blood. That’s what this one did with the sheep; that’s why I made the mistake of thinking it was a water witch. A mistake that cost a young boy’s life. It got into the house and dragged him from his bed. When the farmer went upstairs to check on the boy before going to bed himself, it was already too late. The worme had eaten him. All that remained was bloodstained fragments of his nightshirt.”
What Arkwright had described was terrible and sad. I felt really sorry for the parents. No wonder my master was angry, but it was a mistake that any spook could have made.
“Some people call them dragons,” Arkwright continued. “That’s because they breathe out clouds of steam to confuse their prey. It hides them while they spit. That spit is poisonous and can kill a fully grown man in just minutes. If it makes contact with your skin, you’re as good as dead. If it even touched your breeches or shirt, it would soak through in seconds, still probably delivering a lethal dose. But with two of us on the attack, it’ll be confused. It won’t know which of us to tackle first, and that’ll give us a better chance of dealing with it. Any questions?”
“Will I be able to use my silver chain against it?”
Arkwright shook his head. “You’d be wasting your time, Master Ward. Despite those scales, it’s sinuous and slippery and would soon wriggle clear of it. No, it’s immune to silver and to salt. We use our staffs. That’s the safest and surest way. Let me deal with it directly while you approach it from one side; keep some distance between us to confuse it—then it won’t be absolutely sure where the main threat will come from. Hopefully I’ll be able to get in close and finish it off before it can do me any serious damage.”
As we passed the farmhouse, we heard a woman wailing inside—no doubt the poor mother who’d lost her young son. We continued down the narrow, muddy track, which led to a water channel and then ran alongside it. We were now passing through a marsh and approaching the sea. There was little water in the channel at that moment, but it was tidal and allowed small boats access to the sea. A number of wooden boathouses were dotted along its edges, and Arkwright stopped outside the largest. The building was as big as a barn but dilapidated and fallen into disrepair. I saw that the clasp on the small door was fastened with a coil of barbed wire.
“Well, here we are,” Arkwright said. “This is the place I tracked it to. Let’s hope it’s still lurking in here. It’s likely to stay here, because it’s fed recently and will remain under cover until it next goes hunting again—probably after dark tonight. Let’s check before we go in.”
Arkwright circled the boathouse warily. Around us the marsh grass was bent and twisted; it danced to the dictates of the wind. The landscape was flat and bleak, with mudflats in the distance. It seemed totally deserted, but for the seabirds far above descending in long, slow spirals out of the gray winter sky.
“There! Can you see the tracks? That’s where it went in. . . .”
On the channel side of the boathouse there was a mud slope that led from a huge door down to the water. This was where boats were launched. There were clawed tracks, smeared in places where the worme’s tail had slicked across the mud. The door was rotten, with most of the planks broken away near the bottom, leaving a jagged lower edge. The creature had squeezed itself in underneath.
We completed the circuit and Arkwright nodded in satisfaction. “No fresh tracks, Master Ward, so it’s still here. Light a candle. It’ll be dark in there.”
I pulled a candle stub from my pocket and got the tinderbox from my bag. I had to crouch low near the door and shield both from the cold wind, but in moments I’d managed to light the wick.
“Ready?” Arkwright asked.
I nodded. It took Arkwright just seconds to twist the wire free of the clasp across the small door; then he stepped inside cautiously, his staff at the ready. I followed close behind, protecting the flickering candle as best I could.
The moment I entered, I knew that the worme was lurking nearby. The whole area was filled with a dense, warm mist that had a noxious, acrid stink, making my eyes water. It was the breath of the creature. No wonder some people confused wormes with dragons, thinking that they breathed fire.
The rotting hulk of a boat filled most of the space inside. It was supported by wooden beams, three feet or more above the earthen floor, and something large scuttled out toward us from the darkness beneath.
I caught a glimpse of a wide mouth full of sharp, murderous teeth. Then most of the worme came into view. It was big, all right. Had it been able to stand upon its hind legs, it would have been taller than Arkwright, and the tail trailing behind it added another third to that. But its legs were stubby and the large toes were webbed and armed with sharp curved talons, so that its body was almost scraping the earth. As Arkwright had told me, it had green scales covering its long body.
With a sudden loud hiss, the worme breathed out, and a large plume of steam erupted from its nostrils, making it difficult to see. Arkwright jabbed downward at it with his staff. He missed the head by inches, and it scampered backward until the rear half of its body was once more under the hulk of the boat. It snarled up at us, its small eyes glittering in the candlelight.
“Stand back, Master Ward. I’ll deal with this,” Arkwright said, moving forward and readying the blade of his staff.
Suddenly the creature spat, and Arkwright quickly stepped to one side, just in time to avoid the large globule of dark liquid that had been aimed at his legs.
“Keep your distance,” he advised, gesturing me back with his right arm. “Remember what I said about worme spit! If the venom touches your skin, you could be dead within minutes. Pass me the candle, then move away to the left.”
I handed him the candle, and he held it high. The worme seemed to move its head and stare toward the light, but then it twisted back to face Arkwright and breathed out another plume of mist. Next, hidden by that cloud, it hissed and spat again; a thick ball of slime landed on Arkwright’s right boot. Luckily the boot leather would be too thick to be penetrated; it was a good job it hadn’t landed on his trousers.
Again Arkwright moved the candle. “The light fascinates it,” he said softly. “It’s a good idea to distract its attention. Now you move a little closer and threaten it with your staff. Not too close, mind!”
I did as he commanded, thrusting my staff toward it. Its eyes were on me now, and then, in a fury, his staff raised, Arkwright suddenly rushed in to attack the ugly creature. He brought the blade down hard, three times in quick succession. The first blow missed as the beast twisted away, but the second and third blows struck home, and the long blade went deep into its head and neck. It thrashed and writhed, sliding back into the darkness under the boat. Its blood was dark and thick, a viscous slime oozing out onto the ground.
Arkwright handed the candle back to me. “Crouch down and give me as much light as possible,” he ordered.
Then he put down his staff, fished a long-bladed knife from his bag, and crawled under the boat. By the light of the candle I watched him stabbing the creature again and again until it gave a great gasp and lay still.
“Not quite as difficult as I’d thought,” he remarked when, once more, he was standing beside me. “Well, Master Ward, let’s go and tell Farmer Dalton the job’s done.”
V V V
In answer to Arkwright’s triple rap, the farmer came to the front door. I saw that his eyes were red and swollen with grief.
“The beast’s body is lying in the biggest of the boatyards yonder, and soon it’ll start to rot,” Arkwright said, gesturing toward the salt marsh. “It’ll need attending to. I have urgent business elsewhere now.”
The farmer nodded and gave a great sob that shook his whole body.
“I’m sorry for the loss of your son,” Arkwright said respectfully.
The man nodded but couldn’t speak.
“Well, erm, we’d best be on our way,” continued my master.
“Wait! You’ll want paying,” said the farmer. “Forget the mutton and cheese—I do have a little emergency money in the attic. . . .”
“No payment is required,” my master said. “Put it toward the funeral expenses.”
With that, we were on our way east again, heading back toward the Wicklows’ residence. For a while we walked in silence, keeping up a steady pace, but then I remembered the strange business of the banshee.
“The banshee, Mr. Arkwright . . .”
“The banshee, indeed, Master Ward. We really do need to be seen to sort that banshee now. We must hope they pay us well for our trouble. I hadn’t the heart to take anything from Dalton after what happened.”
“But it wasn’t a banshee, Mr. Arkwright. At least, I don’t think so. . . .”
Arkwright came to a sudden halt and glared at me. “Did you see it?” he demanded.
I nodded.
“Was she as pretty as the gardener said?”
I shook my head.
“Well, he was an old man. To a man of his age, any woman looks pretty!”
“She was hideous. Her skin was cracked and disfigured.”
“Was she washing a burial shroud?”
“It was covered in blood and there were big dark stains in the water—that predicts a violent death, doesn’t it? Yet Master Wicklow is suffering from congestion of the lungs. . . .”
Arkwright rubbed the top of his head and frowned. “So what makes you think it wasn’t a banshee?”
“She left footprints in the mud at the water’s edge. Banshees don’t leave footprints, do they? That type of elemental is just a spirit. And she spoke to me. Warned me off. Said if I lingered, I’d be dead. Then she set off through the trees.”
As I spoke, I heard her voice in my memory, and I realized something that I’d thought nothing of at the time. “She had the same accent as Mistress Wicklow. She was from Ireland, the big island across the water.”
“Was she now? So what happened then, Master Ward? Did you obey her?”
“No. I followed her. I was running as fast as I could, but I didn’t catch her. She sprinted toward the burial mound and disappeared. Her footprints went right up to it. It was as if she’d vanished.”
“Really?” said Arkwright, scratching his head. “Well, that’s interesting.”
“And just before that there was a flash of bright light,” I continued. “I think she was a witch. There was a black crow on a branch just above her while she was washing the shroud. Could that have been her familiar?”
Arkwright looked thoughtful and perhaps a little worried. “Come on, Master Ward, let’s continue on our way. I’ll have to think about this for a while.”
So we went on toward Lune Hall, my master silent and deep in thought.



CHAPTER IV
 The Celtic Assassin
IT was getting dark again by the time we reached the hall, but the sky was clear and the moon would soon be up.
“Right, Master Ward, we need to talk,” Arkwright said, stepping off the track, placing his bag and staff on the ground and leaning back against a tree trunk. “It’s been a long day, and our bellies must be thinking our throats have been cut. I was going to suggest we get ourselves a bite to eat, but we can’t risk that now. We need to follow the advice that John Gregory gave us, and fast before facing the dark. Because I think we’re about to step into unknown territory. Ever heard of the Celtic witches?”
I put down my own staff and bag and frowned, searching my memory. “I’m not sure whether the Spook’s Bestiary has an entry on them or not—if so, it’s very short.”
“Exactly, Master Ward, because not a lot’s known about them. They mostly come from the southwestern region of Ireland. That whole island is shrouded in mystery. Some call it the Emerald Isle, because it gets even more rainfall than the County and the grass there is just as green. But it has dense mists, too, and treacherous bogs. In the south-west there are also malevolent goat mages. We know more about them than we do about the witches—”
“I do remember reading about them!” I interrupted.
“Aye, they worship the old god, Pan. They’re a force to be reckoned with but never leave Ireland. As far as records go back, there is no mention of these Celtic witches visiting the County, either. But among our fragments of knowledge is the name of the old god they worship—the Morrigan. She haunts battlefields, and some call her the goddess of slaughter. When summoned to this earth by one of the Celtic witches, she usually takes the shape of a large black crow—”
“The big crow on the branch?”
Arkwright shrugged. “Who knows? But there’s one more thing that I’ve heard said about Celtic witches. There are lots of burial mounds in Eire—and I mean a lot. For every one we have in the County, they have at least another ten. It’s said that those witches can get into burial mounds and take refuge there. And that’s exactly what she did when you chased her—I’m almost certain of it. I think we’re dealing with a Celtic witch, Master Ward, and because we don’t know much about her or her powers, that makes her very dangerous!”
Before going into the garden to keep watch, Arkwright decided to pay his respects to the mistress of the house again, so we went round to the tradesmen’s entrance. This time it was a long while before anyone answered the door, and Arkwright started snorting with impatience.
The same maid answered, but this time she didn’t meet our eyes and merely beckoned us inside. We were led, not into the kitchen, but toward the front of the house and were shown into a large drawing room.
Mistress Wicklow was standing with her back to the fire, her face pale; she was dressed in black. To her right, beneath the curtained window, was a coffin positioned on a long, low table draped with a purple cloth. Two large candles were burning, one at its head, the other at its foot.
“My husband died suddenly last night at the very moment that the banshee wailed for the third time. Where were you?” she demanded, a dangerous chill to her voice.
“A child was killed by a worme and I was called away urgently,” Arkwright said abruptly, bending the truth a little. “But I left my very capable apprentice here on watch. And from what he tells me, I don’t think we are dealing with a banshee at all.”
Mistress Wicklow lowered her gaze to the carpet, and her hands started to flutter nervously. She clasped them together tightly in an attempt to keep them still.
“Ah, I see it now. You knew that already, didn’t you?” Arkwright accused her. “You knew there was a witch out there. . . .”
She looked up to meet his gaze, her eyes brimming with tears. “We’ve been here in the County almost five years and I thought we were safe. But they’ve sent a witch assassin after us. She’s killed my husband and I’ll be next.”
“They? Who? A witch clan?” demanded Arkwright.
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Celtic witches don’t form clans. They always work alone. The goat mages sent her. They want revenge for what my husband did. Do you know of those mages? Do you know what they do?”
“We know very little about them, ma’am. Most of what happens on that island of yours is a mystery to us.”
“Each year the mages tether a goat to a high platform,” she explained. “They worship it for a week and a day. Human beings are sacrificed until the animal is gradually possessed by one of the old gods called Pan. Soon the goat starts to talk, stands upon its hind legs, and grows larger, dominating the proceedings and demanding more and more sacrifices.”
What she was telling us was already in the Spook’s Bestiary. Arkwright would also have read it there, but he let her speak without interruption in the hope of learning something new from a native of Ireland.
“The power they gain during those days of bloodshed lasts the goat mages for almost a year. But some years things go badly wrong. If Pan doesn’t possess the goat, the mages must flee the region, taking refuge in hiding places throughout Ireland. They’re vulnerable then, and their sworn enemies, a federation of landowners to the southwest, hunt them down. My husband was part of that federation; at that time, eight years ago, when the mages were weak, he was its leader. The landowners managed to kill five of them.
“But, following that, there was a succession of good years for the mages, when their power was in the ascendancy. Then it was their turn to hunt and kill the landowners. So, in fear for our lives, we gathered what we could of our wealth and fled here. This house belonged to my husband’s brother, a bachelor. He died in a riding accident last year, and my husband inherited it. We thought we were safe here, but the goat mages and the federation are in a perpetual state of war. Somehow our enemies found out where we were living and sent the witch after us.”
“If you knew, why didn’t you tell us? My apprentice could have been killed!”
“I thought if you found out what you faced, you might not take on the job. I was scared and desperate.”
“What do we face, then? You come from that land. What powers does a Celtic witch have—especially an assassin?”
This really was an area we knew nothing about; more material for my notebook.
“They are deadly with blades and spears. Sometimes they impale their enemies so that they die slowly. But their favorite method is the one used against my husband—the one that will soon be employed against me. They mimic banshees. That’s why my people call them banshee witches, though instead of just foretelling a death, they bring it about. When they lift the burial shroud from the water and wring it out, by dark magic they twist the heart and arteries of their victim. Last night, when the witch wailed for the third time, my husband’s heart burst and blood spurted from his mouth to saturate the pillow. Tonight she’ll begin the process again. This time I’ll be the victim.”
“Not if we can help it. But it may take us more than one night,” Arkwright said.
“You have until her third cry on the third night. Then, if you fail, I will also die.”
Arkwright nodded, then turned to leave the room. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said.
“He wasn’t a nice man,” Mistress Wicklow told us, an edge of bitterness in her voice. “Ours was a marriage arranged by our families. I never loved him. He was a fool, and he caused me nothing but trouble.”
Arkwright bowed his head, at a loss for words.
“Have you eaten?” she asked us.
“We fast when we face the dark,” Arkwright answered. “But we’d appreciate a light breakfast tomorrow morning. We’ll need to keep up our strength for what’s ahead.”
Mistress Wicklow rang for the maid, who showed us out through the tradesmen’s entrance once more. We began to walk down the garden, heading toward the lake.
“Well, Master Ward,” Arkwright commented, keeping his voice low. “This is something new, all right. We face a Celtic witch, so ready your silver chain!”



CHAPTER V
 The Banshee Cry
ONCE more we settled ourselves down on the nar-row bridge. My silver chain was now in the left pocket of my breeches, and I coiled it about my wrist, ready to throw. We didn’t have to wait long. . . .
Soon the terrible wailing banshee cry echoed over the garden. This time it came from farther round the lake, near the burial mound. Immediately Arkwright set off at a run; I followed close at his heels.
The second cry came far more quickly than it had the previous night. Would the witch shriek for the third time before we reached her? She did, and I groaned inside. Mistress Wicklow would already have been hurt.
Arkwright was now on my right, almost level with me and running toward the source of the cry. “There she is!” he called out, pointing with his staff as he ran. I saw a female figure ahead, fleeing through the trees.
Suddenly something dark swooped down toward me, claws outstretched. I ducked and glanced to my right as it glided on silently toward Arkwright. It was the large black crow I’d seen the previous night. I heard him cry out, saw him stumble.
“Keep going!” he shouted. “Keep after her!”
I kept running, but the moon had gone behind a cloud and all that told me the witch was still ahead was the slap-slap of her bare feet against the ground. We were coming toward the end of the trees, and the mound lay just beyond the wood. This time I felt sure that I was catching up with her. I prepared to throw my silver chain, relying on my ears to guide me.
All at once, straight ahead, there was an explosion of light so bright that it hurt my eyes. It was like gazing directly into the sun. My vision instantly darkened, and I stumbled to a halt. The light quickly faded in intensity; now it was just the silver of a full moon, but one that had fallen to earth.
It wasn’t the moon, though; it was a circular door in the grassy wall of the burial mound. I could see the black silhouette of the banshee witch against it. As the light faded, I glimpsed things beyond, within the mound; what looked like a table and chairs . . .
Now it was dark once again, and I walked slowly forward to face the mound. Now there was no sign of a door at all—just grass. The real moon came out again; I looked down and saw more footprints.
Arkwright ran to my side. There was a cut on his head, just above his left eye. Blood was running down his face.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“It’s nothing,” he growled. “Bit of a scratch. That bird did it. Probably her familiar. So the witch got away again?”
I nodded. “She did go into the mound—I’m sure of it. I saw a door this time, a circular entrance, and things inside. Looked like furniture.”
“Furniture? You’ll be telling me next that she’s got a bed in there and is going to settle down for a cozy sleep. Sure you weren’t seeing things, Master Ward?”
“It really did look like a table and chairs.”
“Well, the eyes can play funny tricks in such situations, but I am inclined to believe that by use of dark magic she’s somehow taken refuge in that mound.”
We spent the rest of the night on the bridge, taking it in turns to sleep. Not that we expected anything to happen again that night, but Arkwright wasn’t taking any chances.
At dawn we washed our faces and hands in the lake, then went back to the tradesmen’s entrance once more.
“Your mistress promised us a bite of breakfast,” Arkwright told the maid.
We ate a light meal of bread, cheese, and ham, and were then shown through to the drawing room again. Mistress Wicklow was sitting in an armchair in front of the fire, wrapped in a long shawl. She was shivering, and her lips had a blue tinge.
“I’ve always had a fear of dying in my bed,” she said, her voice slightly breathless, “so I prefer to sit in my chair until all this ends—one way or the other. . . .”
“She escaped into the mound,” Arkwright explained. “But don’t you worry. She won’t get away tonight.”
“You’ve hurt your face,” she observed.
“It was a black crow that seems to be around whenever the witch is—probably just her familiar. Though I reckon it could be the Morrigan. But if it really is her, I’d expect her to do more than just scratch my face.”
Mistress Wicklow shook her head. “Not necessarily. They say that those who are cut or scratched by the Morrigan are marked for death. They always die within the year. Of course, that’s probably just a foolish superstition—and it probably wasn’t the goddess anyway.”
We thanked Mistress Wicklow for breakfast, took our leave of her, and strolled back toward the lake. It was a nice day, but there was little warmth in the sun. It would be a long wait until nightfall. I just wanted to get all this over with and return to the mill.
“Quite a deep cut,” Arkwright said, kneeling down to gaze at his face in the mirror of the lake. “Don’t think it’ll scar, though. Wouldn’t want it to spoil my good looks!”
I laughed.
He was on his feet in a flash and cuffed me hard across the back of the head, sending me reeling forward. I almost fell into the water.
“It’s not that funny, Master Ward,” he said angrily. “I’m your master and you’re just the apprentice. I expect a little respect.”
“I thought you were making a joke!” I protested.
“Blood and bone!” he cursed. “I was—but it was a very mild joke. You laughed too long and too loud.”
He suddenly gave me a wolfish grin, showing a mouthful of teeth. “Get yourself ready, Master Ward. We shouldn’t neglect your training. Prepare to defend yourself!”
With that, he picked up his staff and attacked me, trying to drive me into the lake. We fought for almost an hour, and by the end of it, muscles I didn’t know I had were complaining and I’d two more bruises to add to my collection. But Arkwright never did manage to force me into the lake, so that counted as some sort of victory.
“We’ll do things differently tonight,” he said as we rested on the bridge once more. “You chase her toward the mound. I’ll lie in wait among the trees close to it and block her escape.”
It seemed a good plan—that is, if the witch didn’t somehow manage to long sniff the threat. Witches could usually to this to see danger coming. But as seventh sons of seventh sons, spooks were usually immune to this power—though with a witch about whom we knew little, nothing was certain.
That night, the first cry of the banshee witch told me that she was very close! This time she had farther to run in order to reach the safety of the mound. I might even be able to catch her before the edge of the wood. So, putting my silver chain in my pocket and gripping my staff, I ran toward the sound.
There was often an edge of competition between my temporary master and me; it would be really pleasing to bind her with my chain before he could intercept her, I thought. So I ran just as fast as I could in the direction of the cry. She would hear me coming, but I didn’t care. I was on the attack. My heart was pounding, and I was filled with exhilaration.
The second cry came very soon after the first. The witch would be using some kind of curse that demanded a precise form of words. Surely there had to be a limit to how fast she could utter it? But, to my dismay, the third cry echoed over the lake before I reached her. I groaned, remembering Mistress Wicklow’s blue-tinged lips and breathlessness. Now she would have suffered further pain.
I drove myself on even harder. I could hear the witch running through the trees ahead. I had to catch her. We hadn’t managed to stop her uttering her third cry tonight—what chance had we of doing that tomorrow, when it would kill her victim? I wondered.
I could see her just ahead of me now, and I was closing fast, readying my silver chain. As I was about to cast it, she swerved to the left so that a tree lay between me and my target.
Suddenly a burly figure rose up to confront her. Arkwright! They seemed to collide . . . he fell . . . she staggered and ran on. We were in the open now, beyond the trees, making straight for the mound. Just as I was about to cast my chain, the light blazed out again. Again I was blinded, but this time I kept going. The witch’s silhouette came into view against the round yellow doorway. Then, all at once, darkness and silence.
For a moment I didn’t realize what had happened. The air was warmer and absolutely still. Lights flared on the rocky walls—I saw black candles in brackets. And furniture! My eyes hadn’t deceived me. There was a small table and two wooden straight-backed chairs. I was inside the burial mound!
I’d followed the witch through the magical door, and there she was, standing directly ahead of me, still gripping the rolled-up burial shroud, an expression of anger and bemusement on her face. I took a few deep breaths to calm myself and slow my pounding heart.
“What a fool you be, to follow me!” cried the witch.
“Do you always talk in rhyme?” I asked.
The witch didn’t reply, because as I spoke, I cast my silver chain, and it brought her to her knees, the links tight against her mouth to silence her. It was a perfect shot. I’d bound the witch—but now I had a real problem.
There was no visible door. How was I going to get out of the mound?
I searched the inside of the chamber carefully, running my fingers over the place where I thought I’d entered, but it was seamless. I was in a rocky cave without an entrance. Arkwright was on the outside; I was trapped inside. Had I bound the witch—or had she bound me? I looked at her. She was still gripping the shroud; despite the chain, she hadn’t dropped it.
I knelt close to her, staring into her eyes, which seemed to crinkle with amusement. Beneath the chain, her mouth was pulled away from her teeth; half smile, half grimace. But her face wasn’t that of the hideous hag I’d glimpsed as she washed the shroud. It could have belonged to any young countrywoman passed without a second glance at a market. Perhaps she’d used some spell to try and scare me off—a mild form of dread, perhaps?
I eased the chain from her mouth so that she could speak. It was a dangerous thing to do, but I urgently needed to question her, make her tell me how I could get out. But I soon realized that it was a big mistake.
Her lips free of the chain, the witch was free to speak dark magic spells, and she began to do that immediately. She uttered three quick phrases, each in a language I’d never heard before, each ending in a rhyme. Then she opened her mouth very wide, and a thick black cloud of smoke erupted from it.
I sprang to my feet and staggered backward. The cloud continued to grow, to the point where her whole face was engulfed. It reminded me of the blood from the shroud that had stained the water of the lake. Now the air between us grew dark and tainted.
The cloud was becoming even denser and taking on a shape. There were wings. Outstretched claws. A ravenous beak. It had become a black crow. The witch’s open mouth was a portal to the dark! It was the Morrigan!
But this was no longer a bird of normal size and proportions. It was nothing like the seemingly ordinary crow that had swooped through the trees to attack Bill Arkwright. This creature was immense; it was distorted and twisted into something grotesque. The beak, legs, and claws were elongated, stretching out toward me, while the head and body remained relatively small.
But then the wings grew, too, until they reached out on either side of the monstrous bird to fill all the available space. They flapped violently, battering against the walls of the chamber and smashing the table so that it broke in half. Its claws struck out at me. I ducked, and they raked the wall over my head, gouging deep grooves into the rock.
For a moment I was filled with panic. A spook has little chance of defeating one of the old gods. I was going to die here, I was sure. But then I took a deep breath and calmed myself. My master had taught me well, and I knew that the first and most important thing to do was control my fear. I’d faced great dangers from the dark before and survived. I could do so again. . . .
So I concentrated hard, feeling the strength rise within me. And confidence began to replace fear. There was anger, too.
I acted without conscious decision, with a speed that astonished even me. I stepped forward, closer to the Morrigan, released the retractable blade, and swept my staff across from left to right. The blade cut deep into the bird’s breast, slicing a bloody red line through the black feathers.
There was a tremendous scream. The Morrigan convulsed and contracted, shrinking rapidly until she was no larger than my fist. Then she vanished—leaving behind only a few black feathers smeared with blood that fluttered slowly to the ground.
The witch shook her head, her expression one of acute astonishment. “That’s not possible!” she cried. “Who are you to be able to do such a thing?”
“My name is Tom Ward,” I told her. “I’m a spook’s apprentice, and my job is to fight the dark.”
She smiled grimly. “Well, you’ve fought your last fight, boy. There is no way you can escape this place. Soon the goddess will return. You will not find it so easy a second time.”
I smiled and looked down at the blood-splattered feathers littering the floor. Then I looked up and stared her straight in the eye, doing my best not to blink. “We’ll see. Next time I might cut off her head.”
I was bluffing, of course; trying to appear more confident than I felt. I had to persuade this witch to open the door of the mound.
“You’re a fool, boy. She’ll return, slay you, then carry off your soul to her kingdom in the dark!”
“In that case, you may suffer the same fate!” I warned. “You brought her into a dangerous situation that caused her pain. She might feel that should earn its own reward.”
I watched expressions flicker across the witch’s face: anger, uncertainty, and then fear. The old gods could be vindictive and vengeful, even toward their own servants. There was some truth in what I’d just said, and the witch knew it.
“So why don’t you open the door so that we can leave this mound?” I continued.
“What? So that you can kill me or bind me forever? Which fate do you have in store for me?”
“Neither. Once outside I’ll release you from the chain. But, in return, you must promise to stop cursing Mistress Wicklow and go back to Ireland.”
“Why worry about her? She and her man were landowners who cared nothing at all for their servants and tenants. Six years ago, when the crops failed, they let the people starve. They could have helped, but they didn’t.”
“I know nothing about that. But you’ve killed her husband. Isn’t that enough?” I asked.
The witch frowned, but then she allowed the shroud to fall from her left hand to the floor. “Help me to my feet!” she commanded.
I did as she asked, and she hobbled toward the rock wall and muttered words in the same strange language as before. There was a flare of pale light, and the doorway opened before us. Gripping the chain, I pulled her forward into the cold night air. The moon bathed the mound behind us in silver light.
“Release me!” she commanded.
“Will you keep your word?”
“Yes, but will you keep yours?”
I nodded and, with a flick of my wrist, released the witch from the chain. She smiled. “Don’t ever visit my land, boy. The Morrigan is much more powerful there. And she is vengeful. She would torment you beyond anything you can imagine. Whatever you do, stay away from Ireland.”
With that, the banshee witch turned her back on me and made a sign in the air, muttering under her breath. Beyond her, the door faded and became the sheer grassy wall of the burial mound.
I think she was about to turn back and say something to me, but she never got the chance.
Something flew through the air toward her and buried itself between her shoulder blades. She fell down in the mud, a knife buried to the hilt in her back. She groaned, twitched twice, and lay still.
Bill Arkwright walked toward me from the edge of the trees, carrying his staff and bag.
“You did a deal with her, Master Ward? Can’t blame you, I suppose. How else could you have gotten out of that mound?”
“She would have kept her promise!” I protested. “She was going home. She wasn’t going to complete the curse. . . .”
“You’ve just the word of a witch for that,” Arkwright said. “What I’ve just done makes things more certain. Now she can’t complete the curse. Am I right?”
“But I gave her my word—”
“Blood and bone!” cursed Arkwright. “Grow up, boy! This is what we do. We kill witches. We fight the dark. If you can’t stomach the job, go back to your farm!”
I didn’t speak. I just stared down at the dead witch.
“What’s done is done,” said Arkwright, pulling the knife out of her back. “If you’re squeamish, don’t linger here.”
So I walked back through the trees and waited for him on the bridge. Dead witches could scratch their way to the surface of their graves and go hunting for victims. He was cutting out her heart to make sure that she couldn’t come back.
We went to see Mistress Wicklow, and Arkwright told her most of what had happened. She seemed even more breathless than the previous night but felt confident that she’d now make a full recovery. My master told her where the dead witch was, and she made arrangements to have her buried close to the mound. Then she paid him, and we took our leave of her.
We walked back to the mill in silence. I was far from happy with what had happened and couldn’t bring myself to chat to Arkwright; he, too, seemed lost in his own thoughts.
At last we waded through the salt moat that protects his garden from water witches and other creatures of the dark and headed for the side door. Before we reached it, Claw started to bark.
“Well, at least somebody’s speaking to me!” Arkwright said. But when we went in, Claw didn’t bound toward him as I’d expected. She was otherwise occupied. . . .
“Good girl! Good girl!” Arkwright said, kneeling down to pat her on the head.
She was feeding her newborn pups. There were two of them.
“So what shall we call these two little beauties, Master Ward?”
I smiled. “Blood and Bone?” I suggested.
Arkwright grinned up at me. “Perfect!” he exclaimed. “Couldn’t have chosen better myself. That’s what I’ll call them.”
The pups had stopped feeding now. Arkwright got to his feet and reached down into his bag. “Better safe than sorry,” he said. “And a nice treat for a new mother!”
Then he pulled out the witch’s heart and threw it to Claw.
I had other adventures with Bill Arkwright, but that’s the one I’ll never forget. It’s because of what Mistress Wicklow said: that those cut or scratched by the Morrigan are marked for death—they always die within the year.
And Bill Arkwright did die less than a year later, sacrificing his life in Greece so that the Spook, Alice, and I could escape.
Perhaps we paid a high price for dealing with that banshee witch.
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To the Reader
My name is John Gregory and I’ve walked the length and breadth of the County for more years than I care to remember, defending it against ghosts, ghasts, boggarts, witches, and all manner of things that go bump in the night. The trade I follow is that of a spook, and all those who practice our craft must be the seventh son of a seventh son, with the ability to see and talk to the dead, and with a degree of immunity against witches.
Each spook takes on and trains apprentices so that the fight against the dark may go on from generation to generation. And an important part of what we do is accrue, record, and share knowledge so that we may learn from the past. What follows is my Bestiary—my personal account of the denizens of the dark I’ve encountered, together with the lessons I have learned and the mistakes I have made. I have held nothing back, and my hope is that the spook who follows me will continue to keep this record of the practical ways in which we deal with the dark.
The fight will go on, and there are always new things to learn about our enemies—and, indeed, new types of enemy to face. But we must take heart from the fact that the record shows we are always finding ways to deal with each fresh threat. As long as I can see and am able to hold a pen, I will continue to augment this store of knowledge. Let this Bestiary grow and be added to by each new spook who follows my path.
John Gregory
 of Chipenden





The Dark
The Dark
We can only speculate as to how the dark originated. Perhaps it was there from the moment the universe was first created, a force to balance against the light, each striving from that first instant to gain the upper hand. One other possibility is that it was a tiny seed of possibility that grew stronger as its roots developed and fed upon human wickedness. For there is no doubt in my mind that human involvement—especially the worship of and contact with the servants of the dark for personal gain—is strengthening it now.
Whatever the truth, the dark is still growing in power, and its denizens threaten to plunge the whole world into a long age of terror and bloodshed.
HOW TO DEAL WITH THE DARK
(General preparations and remedies)
1. It is important to prepare the mind. To conquer one’s fear is difficult, but that is the first thing that must be done. The dark feeds upon human fear, which enables it to grow stronger. It helps to breathe slowly and deeply and focus on the task at hand. A spook must be prepared to die if necessary. Once that is accepted, the fear often fades into insignificance. Our duty to the County is more important than our own lives.
2. It is beneficial to fast: This clears the mind and makes us less susceptible to dark magic. However, a balance must be struck because our work is often physically demanding. When the dark threatens, I keep up my strength by eating very small pieces of County cheese.1

3. Fortunately there are many substances that cause pain and eventual destruction to the creatures of the dark—or, at the very least, limit their capacity to do harm. The combination of salt and iron is particularly effective against boggarts and witches and can be used either to slay or bind them. Rowan is the most effective wood against witches, and a silver alloy can hurt even the most powerful of the dark’s servants. Hence a spook’s use of a rowan staff with a retractable silver alloy blade.
4. A silver chain, which can be used to bind a witch, is an equally useful tool. It is less effective against demons, but even there may temporarily incapacitate them until a blade can be used.

5. A spook’s best weapons against the dark are common sense, courage, plus the acquisition of skills and knowledge built up over many generations. We don’t use magic. Ours is a craft, a trade, and we must learn from both our mistakes and our successes.




An Angry Stone Chucker
Boggarts
Boggarts are far more numerous in the County than anywhere else on earth. There are several different types of these spirit entities—some are little more than an irritation, but others can cause serious damage to property, or to people, and in some cases they may even prove deadly.
Typically boggarts make their lairs in cellars, barns, and hollow trees; most are, at the very least, an inconvenience to people nearby. They are usually invisible, but unless exceptionally powerful, they can be seen by spooks. When angry or happy they briefly show themselves to ordinary folk, taking on forms such as cats, horses, or goats. They can also leave unsettling signs of their presence. For example, a cat boggart may leave paw prints on a clean kitchen floor or claw marks on the furniture.
Unlike other boggarts, stone chuckers cannot directly materialize, but when they want to scare people, they cover themselves in something visible, like mud or leaves, so that their true multiarmed shape can be seen. A terrifying sight indeed!
All boggarts use ley lines1 to travel from place to place, and when mobile they are called free boggarts. Sometimes disturbances to the leys, such as an earthquake hundreds of miles away, cause a boggart to become naturally bound and trapped in one location, unable to escape. Angered, this boggart immediately becomes very disruptive, and a spook may be required to drive it away.
All boggarts can understand human language, but most communicate with actions rather than words. If they are displeased, they show it by throwing and breaking things or being disruptive—for example, by digging up rows of potatoes after they have been planted, or opening gates to allow livestock to escape. If pleased, they may clean out a cowshed or wash and dry plates, placing them carefully back on the rack afterward.
Boggarts that talk, however, are difficult to deal with. Speech indicates a higher than usual intelli-gence. These creatures, combining this attribute with malicious behavior, are to be feared and dealt with very carefully indeed. It is usually necessary to slay them.


TYPES OF BOGGARTS
Bone Breakers
Bone breakers feed on the marrow in bones. Mostly they feast on dead animals, but they sometimes acquire a taste for the skeletons of recently buried people. This can be very upsetting for relatives of the deceased (and makes a lot of work for the poor sexton, who has to clear up the fragments of flesh and bone left behind in the graveyard). Worse still, bone breakers sometimes attack the living, wrenching bones from flesh while their victim is fully conscious. This is rare, but it does happen.
Henry Horrocks, the Spook who would, years later, become my own master, once had an apprentice killed by a bone breaker. I happened to pass by just as Henry was about to bury the poor lad, who was lying by the graveside. I’ve never seen such a look of terror on a dead face. The boggart had really only wanted the thumb bone but had torn the lad’s hand off at the wrist. He’d died of shock and loss of blood. It’s a sight that I’ll take with me to my own grave. The boggart was being controlled by a witch, who used it to gather thumb bones for her magic rituals. When two creatures of the dark cooperate like this, the danger is greatly increased. Even an experienced spook such as Henry can miscalculate—hence the demise of his poor apprentice.

Church Movers
These usually carry away the foundations of churches that are in the process of construction and place them elsewhere. There are many locations in the County—for example, at Leyland and Rochdale—where the new site chosen by the boggart has been accepted. The aim of the boggart is to remove the church from land where it has made its home, thus keeping people away. They rarely move the foundations of taverns, houses, or farm buildings, so it may be that, being creatures of the dark, the act of worship annoys them, causing a disturbance that they cannot tolerate.
Grave Wreckers
These boggarts smash tombstones, disinter corpses, and break coffins into tiny pieces. Like most of their kind, they feed on terror, but additionally draw extra strength from the outraged grief of the bereaved. They also collect bones, often hiding those they have stolen in deep caverns, where they are never seen again. Unlike bone breakers, they never feed on them, and as yet no spook has been able to discover why they do it and what purpose it serves.
Hairy Boggarts
These take on the shapes of animals such as black dogs, horses, goats, and cats. Goat boggarts and dog boggarts tend to be untrustworthy and malevolent. Cat and horse boggarts,2 by contrast, can be friendly. They may even help with household and farmyard chores in exchange for being allowed to share a location undisturbed.
Very rarely, boggarts of this type can take any form they choose, usually in order to terrify their victim and grow stronger by feeding on that fear. I once had to deal with a boggart that took on the best-known shape of the Devil, complete with horns, tail, and cloven hooves. It could also talk, making it very dangerous indeed.

Hairy Boggart

Hall Knockers
Hall knockers frighten people by rapping on walls, banging doors, and generally causing a nuisance. If all your doors and windows are closed up tight when you go to bed, but you are still woken by slamming or rattling or loud noises in the night, then it’s likely you are sharing your house with a hall knocker. They are very unpredictable and can be exceptionally dangerous. They may be stable for years, then change without warning into stone chuckers.
One of the most notorious County hall knockers was located in Staumin. It caused severe disruptions in and around the church and manor house for many years. It was eventually bound by a priest. But he was no ordinary member of the clergy. A fully trained spook, who had taken holy orders afterward, he was one of my previous apprentices, Father Robert Stocks.3
Rippers
Without doubt the most dangerous category of all boggarts is the ripper. These begin as cattle rippers, which drink the blood of animals—usually cattle, horses, sheep, or pigs. They can cause the farmer real hardship by preventing his stock from thriving, but eventually this type of boggart starts to kill, draining its chosen animal slowly, visiting it many times until the final encounter, when it drinks until the animal’s heart stops.
The very worst cattle rippers sometimes kill dozens of animals in a single night. They rip open the poor creatures’ bellies or slit their throats, drinking only a small amount of blood in each case. It is simply wanton killing, done for the gruesome pleasure it affords the boggart. On such occasions, the howls of the boggart can be heard across the fields as it satisfies its blood lust. This is usually the final rogue stage, before the boggart becomes a full-blown ripper.

Rippers also drink the blood of humans, often trapping them in some way so they can’t escape.4 They will take small amounts of blood over several days but always finally gorge themselves so that the victim dies. Human blood has become a great delicacy for the boggart, something to be savored. After it has tasted human blood, it will kill and kill again until a spook is summoned to deal with it.
Stone Chuckers
These boggarts throw pebbles, stones, or even boulders. Their intention is to terrify or slay those they wish to drive away from a chosen domain. Sometimes showers of stones rain down on a village or house for weeks at a time. These attacks are often fatal, making stone chuckers one of the most dangerous boggarts to deal with. An angry stone chucker is a terrifying sight to behold, with six huge arms, each hurling rocks. They need to be artificially bound or slain.
Whistlers
Feeding on fear, these boggarts attach themselves to anyone who appears susceptible. They whistle and howl down chimneys and through keyholes, using shrill, terrifying sounds as their weapon. Some victims are driven insane; others kill themselves. The wise ones send for a spook.

DEALING WITH UNKNOWN BOGGARTS
There are four stages when dealing with an unknown boggart, which may be easily remembered by use of the acronym NIBS (Negotiation, Intimidation, Binding, and Slaying).
STAGE 1: NEGOTIATION
The first step is to find out why a boggart is being troublesome and then make it an offer. This can simply be the respect of the people it is plaguing, or even their gratitude. It is, in fact, possible to live in the same house as a boggart and for the situation to be quite comfortable. Many boggarts respond to flattery. To illustrate this, I give below an account of my very first attempt to negotiate with a boggart.
THE CHIPENDEN BOGGART
After the death of my master, Henry Horrocks, I’d been plying my trade from the Chipenden house for less than a month when I was summoned to deal with a boggart. It had recently begun plaguing the workers at the local wood mill. A young spook must build his reputation carefully, and I was nervous at the prospect of having to prove myself so soon and so close to home.
Once all had left for the night, I wrapped myself in my cloak and began my vigil in the large workshop with just a single candle to light the darkness. I expected to face a hall knocker because raps, bangs, and thuds had been disturbing the mill and frightening the workers who opened the premises in the morning and locked them at night. Tools and materials also seemed to have been moved and were found in unexpected places.
I’d salt in my right breeches pocket, iron in my left. When combined, they’re the most effective weapon against a boggart, but I was ill at ease and not quite sure what to expect.
A hall knocker can become extremely violent, changing in the twinkling of an eye into a stone chucker. These boggarts can hurl boulders big enough to crush a man or pitch sharp shards of flint accurately enough to take out an eye, so I was ready for anything. But the first sounds I heard in the darkness told me that I was dealing with a hairy boggart.
I could hear the insistent scritch-scratch of sharp claws against wood, and as I watched, the boggart slowly began to materialize, taking on the shape of a large ginger tomcat.
I was both pleased and relieved, to say the least. Cat boggarts have a tendency to be benign and are more amenable to reason than their goat and dog counterparts. So I called out to it loudly but firmly, attempting to fill my voice with as much confidence as possible.

“Get you gone! Those who work here neither respect nor appreciate your worth. The ley is open, so move along! Choose a place where you’ll be more comfortable! Find a location where you’ll be welcome!”
No sooner had I spoken than the image of the large ginger cat faded and then disappeared altogether. For a few seconds, a loud purring filled the workshop, vibrating the floorboards and rattling the tools on the bench. Then all was silent. The boggart had gone! I was surprised at how easily it had yielded to my wishes.
It was with a sense of deep pride that I reported my success to the mill foreman the following morning. But as the proverb says, “Pride comes before a fall,” and as I walked happily back to my house, already well paid for my services, little did I expect what was about to unfold.
As I lay in my bed the following night, I heard a tremendous tumult from the kitchen below—crashing and banging and clattering. It sounded as if all the plates in the kitchen were being systematically shattered and the pots and pans hurled violently against the walls.
Downstairs, my worst fears were proved correct. The kitchen was littered with broken crockery, and all the pans and cooking utensils had been scattered about the floor. To my dismay, it seemed that the boggart had taken my words as an invitation to move into my own house! As several ley lines pass under my Chipenden dwelling, it had managed this with ease.

I was really angry, and my first thought was to finish this malicious boggart off with salt and iron. But the wise teachings of my dead master prevailed. After all, the boggart was now in a fresh location, and the process of dealing with it should begin anew. It was only proper that I should try negotiation once more.
That night, in total darkness, I waited patiently in the kitchen for the hairy boggart to make its presence felt. Just before midnight, I heard a pan clatter across the stone floor.
“Why do that?” I asked in a calm and reasonable voice. “What have I done to hurt you? Why don’t you just move on again and find somewhere more to your liking?”
A deep, throbbing growl of displeasure filled the darkness, making the hairs on the back of my neck rise and goose pimples stand up on my arms. I sensed that I was in the presence of a very powerful boggart, one that had just informed me, in no uncertain terms, that it had no intention of following my advice. Despite the fact that most cat boggarts are benign, on rare occasions some have shown themselves to be malevolent; a few are very dangerous indeed. If provoked, they can kill, delivering a blow hard enough to shatter a skull or tear out a throat with one swift slash of their sharp claws.
It was then that I had a sudden flash of inspiration. My master had told me that far to the south of the County, an old spook had once reached a comfortable accommodation with a boggart. In return for certain concessions, it had agreed to keep his house clean and tidy. So why didn’t I attempt to do the same?
“Sounds like you don’t much want to move on again. Well, I can tell you, I don’t much want to move either, so we’ve reached a deadlock. We could fight it out until one of us is destroyed, but I think there’s a better way to settle this. You and I need to come to an arrangement. Life could be very comfortable for both of us,” I suggested. “Perhaps you could stay here and keep things tidy; also cook and clean for me. You’d never have to worry about being hunted and hounded by another spook, and on top of that I’d make sure you were well rewarded in other ways.”
The boggart began to materialize again, taking the form of the large ginger tomcat. It glowed in the dark, and its fur was standing on end. Was it preparing to attack?
I thrust my hands into my pockets and pulled out two handfuls of what I’d stored there: salt in my right hand, iron filings in my left. The boggart saw my intention and let out a warning growl.
“Accept my offer or suffer the consequences!” I warned in reply.
For a moment we faced each other. Then the boggart slowly faded away. I waited in the darkness for almost an hour, just in case it returned. Finally I went off to bed, tired and worried. I felt I should have reacted faster and slayed the creature there and then.
But the following morning, there was a surprise waiting for me in the kitchen. A cozy fire was burning in the grate, and a hot meal was laid out on the table: bacon, eggs, and sausages, cooked to perfection. I ate with relish, but when I stood to leave the table, I heard a low angry growl. Thinking quickly, I realized my mistake and put it right immediately.

“My compliments to the cook,” I said hastily. “That was just about the best breakfast I’ve ever tasted!”
At once there came a deep purring from beneath the table and I felt a big cat rub itself against my ankles. So far, so good. This boggart certainly appreciated flattery!
For a while things continued in the same way. Each morning an appetizing breakfast was waiting for me, and this was eventually extended to suppers as well. This continued—until, very gradually, things began to change and the quality of the cooking started to deteriorate. Some mornings the bacon would be burned or the eggs underdone. Then there came a time when no breakfast was waiting; that night, once again, I heard the sound of plates being smashed downstairs.
By the time I reached the kitchen door, the sounds had stopped, but I could hear the scritch-scratching of the boggart’s sharp claws. I waited until there was silence, then, carrying a candle, finally entered that room. There, etched deeply into the wooden chopping block, were the words:

Quickly I realized my folly. I had promised a reward but had failed to deliver. In that instant the candle blew out and the door slammed shut behind me. I was in grave danger.
I had salt and iron in my pockets, but this was a powerful boggart that had chosen not to show itself, so I had no means of locating my target. I reached for the door handle, and as I began to turn it, I felt a tremendous blow to my head that knocked it back hard against the frame. Befuddled and in pain, I stumbled to my knees. Then came the sharp sting of claws being raked down my right cheek. I was close to panic and scrambled to my feet, my heart racing with fear.
Somehow I managed to get the door open and stagger out of the room. There I looked in the mirror, examining the livid scratches on my face and listening to the smashing of crockery from the kitchen.
With the pain burning my right cheek, a lump the size of an egg on my head, and a raging headache, I had the whole night to consider my folly. I had, of course, promised a reward but allowed it to slip from my mind. Now the need to fulfill that promise was urgent. So I thought things through very carefully and by morning had an idea of how to proceed.
The following night I entered the kitchen with some trepidation and spoke to the invisible boggart.
“Your reward shall be my garden!” I called out. “In addition to cooking, washing, cleaning, and tidying, you will also guard the house and garden, keeping at bay all threats and dangers.”
The boggart growled at that, angered that I’d demanded more work from it by extending its duties to the garden. Quickly I continued explaining what its reward would be.
“But in return for that, the garden shall also be your domain. With the exception of things bound within pits or chains, or my future apprentices, the blood of any creature found there after dark is yours to claim. But if the intruder is human, you must first give three warning howls. This is a pact between us, which will endure as long as this house has a roof!”
No sooner had I spoken than a deep purring commenced. The boggart was happy and the bargain was sealed. I immediately called at every house in the village and the neighboring farms, warning all that the garden was patrolled by a dangerous boggart and they would enter at their peril. Soon afterward I set up a bell at the withy-trees crossroads so that those in need of help could summon me rather than approach the house.

I have little fear that some innocent will ultimately fall victim to the boggart. Its warning growl can be heard for miles and is so loud and terrifying that any intruder would immediately flee. As for incursions by creatures of the dark, the boggart is strong enough to keep almost anything at bay.5
STAGE 2: INTIMIDATION
If negotiation fails, then an attempt should be made to intimidate the boggart by making its life in that location uncomfortable or even impossible. Salt and iron may be positioned strategically. Some boggarts take up residence in old thorn trees or store their power there. The tree may be chopped down or burned, thus forcing the creature to search for a new location. Note that intimidation can often prove to be the most dangerous technique of the four. For, while a spook is annoying the boggart in an attempt to drive it away, the entity is unpredictable and may suddenly resort to extreme violence.

THE SAMLESBURY STONE CHUCKER
Toward the end of my first year at Chipenden I had to deal with a very dangerous boggart. It had made its home close to the village of Samlesbury, near the River Ribble, and in less than a month had transformed itself from a hall knocker, content to rap on doors and walls, to a fully fledged stone chucker, which was proving a real threat to the lives of the villagers.
For over a week stones had fallen on the village, breaking roof slates, chimney pots, and windows, terrorizing men, women, children, and animals. A stone chucker’s objective is simple: It wishes to drive everyone away from land that it considers to be its own exclusive territory. When it claims ownership of a village and surrounding farmland, it must be relocated urgently.
My first task was to determine the location of its temporary home. This proved easy enough because, as usual, it was at the very center of the disruptions. On this occasion it had taken up residence in a cellar below the local tavern. I carried out the standard intimidation procedures, laying lines of salt and iron on the stairs, then mixing up a bone glue containing the same mixture and painting sections of the walls and doors with it.
That proved successful, and the howl as the boggart left its home could be heard for miles. However, I’d not anticipated its violent reaction. By way of reprisal, it killed the landlord of the tavern. That morning he was found in the yard under a very large boulder. Only his head, hands, and feet were visible. Once the boulder had been rolled away, we had to scrape the rest of him up from the flags. The boggart had turned rogue, a murderer of human beings, and now had to be slayed—a process I carried out to the letter.
I learned an important lesson from that unfortunate incident. Whenever I deal with a stone chucker, I now persuade everyone to leave the surrounding area until the job is completed successfully. Usually it just means finding a farmer and his family temporary accommodation, but if necessary I would evacuate a whole village.
STAGE 3: BINDING
To bind a boggart, a spook must first dig a pit and then coat the inside with salt and iron mixed into a bone glue. Next, a lid must be fashioned by a reliable stonemason, then hoisted into position directly above by a skilled rigger. To facilitate this, the mason attaches a hook to the top of the stone, which is later removed. After the underside of the stone has been coated with the mixture, a bait dish is filled with blood. This lures the boggart into the pit, at which point the stone is quickly lowered into position to bind it there.
Below are the important stages of the process.
1. Hire a master mason to cut and shape the stone lid of the pit, and a rigger and his mate to lower that stone safely into position. The tradesmen should have previous experience of binding boggarts. This is vital. Using inexperienced or unskilled labor has cost the lives of both spooks and apprentices.
2. Dig the pit, which needs to be at least six feet deep and six feet square. This should be as close as possible to the roots of a mature tree and positioned beneath a branch from which the rigger can hang a block and tackle. The oak is the best choice because such trees are the most efficient at slowly draining the strength of an imprisoned boggart, making it less likely to escape. (Note: The pit should be nine feet deep for a ripper.)

3. Mix the powdered cattle bone with water to make a thick glue. It is usual for the riggers to supply this and bring it to the location on their cart. When the mixture is sufficiently thick, add equal parts of iron filings and salt (half a standard sack in each case, also supplied by the riggers). Then stir thoroughly.
4. Using a block and tackle, and utilizing a strong branch, the rigger must now position the stone cover over the pit.
5. While this is being accomplished, use a brush to coat the inside of the pit with the glue mixture. This must be completed carefully, because to miss the tiniest spot would allow the boggart to escape.
6. Once the stone is suspended over the pit, its underside should also be thoroughly coated with the mixture.
7. Using a bait dish,6 the boggart must be lured into the pit with milk or blood, the latter being preferable. (Blood is vital when dealing with a ripper.)
8. Once it has been lured into the pit, the rigger and his mate must quickly lower the stone lid into position. It is useful to have the mason also standing by to help with the positioning of the stone.
9. With the stone safely in place, the boggart is artificially bound.
BOGGART SIGNS
Spooks use a system of signs to mark the position of boggarts. This is both a warning to other spooks and a record of what has been done.

Gregory
The sign above is typical of that found on the stone lid covering a boggart pit. The Greek letter beta indicates that a boggart is bound beneath the stone. The name (Gregory) tells who has carried out the binding. The rank 1 warns of the highest degree of danger (the ranks are graded from 1 to 10): a boggart of the first rank is very dangerous indeed and can kill without warning. The line sloping downward from right to left marks the boggart as having been artificially bound by a spook. More County spooks have died while attempting to bind boggarts than from any other cause. They are more prevalent here than anywhere else in the world.
A mark may be placed above the letter beta to signify the type of boggart bound—for example, the Greek letter P (rho) for ripper.
If the line slopes downward from left to right, the boggart is only naturally bound, probably as a result of some disturbance to the ley line that it has traveled to reach this place. In this case, the sign could be carved on a tree or scratched on a wall. A naturally bound boggart may break free at any time as a result of an earth tremor many miles distant.
THE FATES OF MY APPRENTICES
Being a spook is a dangerous business.7 Some apprentices have been unlucky or just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Paul Preston, for example, was diligent and hard working; I had never seen a neater or more thorough notebook. All the preparation and knowledge in the world, however, would not have saved him.
Paul was gored by a goat boggart as we crossed a muddy field near Wheeton. It intended to drive us away, but by mischance it achieved solidity the moment it made contact with my apprentice. Its horns entered just below his ribs, the left one spearing upward to pierce the heart. Poor unlucky Paul died instantly.

By contrast, some apprentices have brought misfortune upon themselves. I had taken to my bed with a severe fever and was forced to send my apprentice Billy Bradley out alone to bind a ripper, which is one of the most dangerous boggarts of all. I had trained the boy well and given him full instructions; he should have been able to complete the task successfully. What went wrong must be noted so that no future apprentice ever repeats his mistakes.
Unfortunately, Billy was something of a daydreamer who never wrote up his notes with the thoroughness and detail required. To add to his lack of knowledge, there was a serious flaw in his character—that of impatience. The weather was bad, with wind and torrential rain, and Billy tried to complete the task too quickly. He lined the pit with salt and iron and managed to lower the bait dish in successfully, but he had already made one mistake that was to prove fatal.
Rather than hiring the very necessary experienced riggers, he had employed local laborers who lacked the necessary knowledge and skills. A block and tackle is the best device for positioning the stone; it uses a system of metal chains to lower the lid slowly and precisely. But you have to know what you’re doing, and these men didn’t. The stone trapped Billy’s left hand, and before it could be released, the boggart bit his fingers off at the second knuckles and started to suck his blood. In the five minutes following this unfortunate incident, panic and sheer incompetence turned a retrievable situation into a tragedy.
The boy was screaming with pain, contributing to the terror and confusion. And whereas skilled riggers would have lifted the stone from Billy’s hand in mere seconds, the hired laborers panicked. The stone was hoisted unevenly. The far side rose slightly and the chain jammed. The edge that had trapped Billy’s hand pressed down on it even harder. By the time they managed to drag him free, the damage was done. The boy was unconscious and within moments stopped breathing. The shock and severe loss of blood had resulted in his death.
Billy had also made a second mistake. Being impatient, he’d failed to wait for the mason to return from his supper at a local tavern. Not only do masons cut and shape stone expertly; when working with riggers they are also skillful at positioning the lid of a boggart pit. The presence of the mason might just have saved Billy’s life.8
STAGE 4: SLAYING
Finally, when all else fails, a boggart must be slain by casting salt and iron at it. It is important to get the timing right. Both substances must be hurled in such a way that they come together at exactly the same moment and envelop the boggart in a lethal cloud. Again, this takes a great deal of practice. Very powerful boggarts who can remain invisible even to spooks are particularly difficult to deal with. They may be located only by the sounds they make and the direction from which objects are thrown. But as they get weaker and expend their energy, they gradually become visible. Stone chuckers are the worst of these to deal with.9
The method when dealing with a stone chucker is as follows:
1. Stir salt and iron into a bone glue.
2. If it is necessary to drive it away from human habitation, daub the mixture in all the places the boggart frequents. This stops it from taking refuge there.
3. Locate its true home. This is often a hollow tree. Stone chuckers prefer thorn trees.

4. Chop down the tree and burn the roots. The creature has stored its power there, and by denying it that, you will make it less dangerous. Now angry and aggressive, it will seek out the one responsible for its woes.
5. Finally, present yourself as a target for the boggart. It will waste the last of its strength in trying to hurt you. It is best to do this outdoors, somewhere where there are few materials at hand. Even so, accept that you will suffer at least a few cuts and bruises.
6. When the boggart’s strength is almost spent, lead it indoors, where the materials can’t be dissipated by the wind. Use salt and iron to finish it off. Make sure to take aim with care. You will only get one chance!
Not all boggarts are as difficult to slay as a stone chucker. The secret is to be crafty and try to get close to your target.
THE COCKERHAM BOGGART
I arrived at Cockerham just after dark one evening, summoned there by the village schoolteacher, who met me at the churchyard gate.
“Thank goodness you got my message,” he said. “You’re only just in time.”
Then he led me away from the church, down a narrow cobbled path between two overhanging buildings until we reached his cottage.
He was a typical village teacher, with bad dandruff and glasses with lenses so thick they gave him the appearance of a barn owl. He was also very tall and thin and bent forward from the waist. The wind could have blown him over at any moment—it was gusting hard, bending the branches of the sycamores and rattling the slates on the roofs. What caught my eye first, however, were his hands, which were large and bony, with long thin fingers. They were shaking so much that he had to try three times before he could insert his key into the lock. It was cold, but not that cold, so he was clearly terrified. Once inside, he offered me some potato soup, but I told him that I always fasted before spook’s business.
“Tell me what your problem is,” I demanded.
“There’s not much to tell, but it’s all bad,” he said, his voice all of a quiver. “The Devil’s here in Cockerham, and I’ve made a big mistake. I thought I was clever enough to deal with him, but I was wrong, and tonight at midnight he’s coming back for my soul.”
I smiled at him and, placing my hand on his shoulder, invited him to sit down. I tried to sound reassuring. “Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me the whole story?” I said. “Leave nothing out. Give me all the details. There may be something there that’s important.”
So the teacher began his tale. Most teachers like to talk, and enjoy the sound of their own voices; this one was different. Maybe it was because he was scared, but it took him less than five minutes from start to finish.
“The Devil’s been visiting Cockerham every night for most of the winter,” he said. “At first he just played tricks, rattling door knockers and overturning a few milk churns. But later he moved into the churchyard and started flattening gravestones, until finally he started frightening people to death—usually old people who live alone. Three have been found dead in just the past month, with such a look of terror on their faces that they’ve had to be put into their coffin facedown. Only then could the undertaker get up enough courage to nail down the lid.
“The villagers asked the parish priest to help, but after years of brave words in the pulpit, his response was disappointing. He suddenly decided to take early retirement, leaving the following day to live with his three sisters somewhere south of the River Ribble. So, having no one else to turn to, they finally asked me. They flattered me with kind words—told me I was the greatest scholar in the whole of the County; reminded me that I’d spent a lifetime reading and learning and passing on my knowledge to others. If anyone could get rid of the Devil, they said, it was me.
“Finally I agreed to help, not because of their flattery, but because I felt it was my duty. So, three nights ago, I cleared my schoolroom of all the desks but my own, and used my tattered and well-worn old copy of the Bible to summon the Devil.
“The malicious creature appeared immediately, threatening to drag me off to Hell, but then suddenly seemed to relent. With a sly look on his face, he ordered me to set him three tasks, promising that, if he was unable to complete just one of the tasks, he’d leave Cockerham immediately and never return. If he managed to do all three, however, my soul would belong to him for all eternity.
“I was so terrified I could hardly think and blurted out the first task that came into my head. ‘Tell me how many grains of sand there are on Cockerham’s shore,’ I said. But immediately I realized my mistake. Cockerham’s sands are very large and flat, but what are their exact boundaries? Is it the extent of the sands at the lowest tide or the highest? And where exactly do Cockerham’s sands become Pilling’s sands, the shore of the next village along the coast? But the worst problem of all was that I didn’t know the answer to my own question.
“The Devil disappeared but was gone for less than three seconds. When he was standing before me again, he said a number so big that it was impossible to imagine. Too scared to challenge him, I could only accept his answer and set him another task. I was foolish for a second time. ‘Tell me how many buds there are on all the sycamore trees in Cockerham,’ I said. Again, it was a poor task because, whether the Devil really counted them or not, there was no way to check. I still didn’t know the answer myself, so I just had to take his word for it. But finally I calmed down enough to ask for three days in which to think up a third task. The Devil agreed, and so I had just enough time to get word to you. Can you help me? I’m at my wits’ end!”
“What did he look like, this Devil?” I asked.
“Just the way you’d expect, only worse,” answered the teacher. “He had horns and a tail and he smelled like a goat. I’ve never felt so terrified in my life. That’s why I couldn’t think.”
“Don’t you worry,” I reassured him. “I’ll soon sort him out for you. Just take me to that schoolroom of yours and then come back here and heat up that soup for our suppers. Ten minutes after midnight, and it’ll all be over.”
There were just four things in the big schoolroom: the teacher’s desk, a large cupboard, a sink with a tap, and the Bible, unopened on the desk. I’d taken off my cloak and hood because I didn’t want to be recognized as a spook. I knew that the schoolmaster had really been plagued not by the Devil but by a dangerous hairy boggart that could talk and had the ability to shift its shape. As it had taken human lives already, I had no choice but to proceed to the fourth stage in the process, which was to slay it.
No sooner had I entered the room than there was a bright flash of lightning right outside the window, followed by a clap of thunder so loud that it made the roof shake and the floorboards vibrate beneath my feet. Distracted by that, I glanced toward the window. When I looked back again, something nasty was standing in front of the desk.

Hairy Boggart Disguised as the Devil
The boggart was exactly as the teacher had described, but no words could do justice to actually seeing it in the flesh. In addition to the curved horns and tail, it had cloven hooves just like a goat—and, yes, it certainly did smell very bad. Its body was covered in black hair that gleamed in the candlelight like the coat of a thoroughbred horse groomed for a big race. The face was very long, with two rows of brilliant white teeth.
But its tail reminded me of a rat’s. It was long, thin, and black, and completely hairless. The boggart smiled at me then, a wicked, ugly smile that showed all its teeth. That long tail coiled and uncoiled, rapping three times upon the boards each time it was fully extended.
“What have we got here?” it asked, looking at me like I’d just been served up for supper.
“The schoolteacher’s not feeling too well,” I explained, “so he’s sent me along in his place. I’m here to set the third task.”
“Do you know the rules?”
I nodded.
“Good,” said the evil creature, its tail rapping again on the wooden boards. “So get on with it. Set me my third task!”
“Weave a rope out of the best sand on Cockerham’s shore,” I said. “Then carry it back, wash it under that tap there, and give it to me.”
I was pleased with the task I’d set, because even if the boggart did somehow manage to weave a rope out of sand, it would never be able to wash it under the tap because it would simply dissolve. Witches can’t cross rivers or streams, but all servants of the dark find running water extremely difficult to deal with.
The smile left the boggart’s face. It frowned, showed its teeth, then disappeared. It was maybe all of five seconds before it stood before me once more, now holding a rope made out of sand but looking doubtfully toward the sink.
It didn’t want to do it, but we had a contract of sorts and the creature had no choice. When it held the rope under the tap, of course, the sand just washed away between its fingers and ran down the plughole. So when the boggart walked back toward the desk, its face like a thundercloud, I gave a big smile in order to make it angry.
“I win,” I said mockingly. “Off you go, right back to where you came from!”
It leaned across the desk toward me until its forehead was almost touching mine, and the mean, vindictive expression on its face told me that it had no intention of keeping its end of the bargain. The boggart’s breath smelled so bad that I moved back a little, but not too far. Just so that I could reach into my breeches pockets.
I hurled something white from my right hand and something dark from my left. Salt and iron. Salt to burn the boggart; iron to bleed away its power. They came together, a lethal-white-and black cloud, just as they struck the creature’s face and shoulders.
What happened next wasn’t a pretty sight. The boggart, howling fit to wake the dead, began to crumple and melt. Within seconds it was nothing more than an unpleasant puddle on the schoolroom floor.
After that I went back and had supper with the schoolteacher, explaining that we’d been dealing with a boggart rather than the Devil. He listened patiently, but I’m not sure he really believed me. Later he must have told his version of what happened to all who’d listen, explaining how he’d cleverly invented a third task that the Devil couldn’t perform.
Years later, the tale of how a clever Cockerham schoolmaster outwitted the Devil is still being told across the County. To make things worse, he never did pay me for getting rid of the boggart!

NOTORIOUS BOGGARTS
NAME: Bury Boggart
CATEGORY: Bone breaker—used by the witch Anne Caxton to snatch the bones of the living for dark magic
RANK: 1
BOUND OR SLAIN: Slain
SPOOK: Henry Horrocks (my own master)
APPRENTICE
IN ATTENDANCE: I was with Horrocks but didn’t become his apprentice until five years later
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: Three, including his former apprentice, Brian Harwood
NAME: Coniston Ripper
CATEGORY: Cattle ripper turned rogue
RANK: 1
BOUND OR SLAIN: Slain
SPOOK: Bill Arkwright
APPRENTICE
IN ATTENDANCE: None
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: Thirty at least
NAME: Wheeton Goat
CATEGORY: Hairy boggart
RANK: 2
BOUND OR SLAIN: Slain
SPOOK: John Gregory
APPRENTICE
IN ATTENDANCE: Paul Preston
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: One—my apprentice, Paul Preston
NAME: Horshaw Boggart
CATEGORY: Cattle ripper turned rogue
RANK: 1
BOUND OR SLAIN: Bound
SPOOK: Thomas Ward (apprentice)
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: One—my foolish priest brother
NAME: Pendle Ripper
CATEGORY: Cattle ripper turned rogue; used by Malkin witch clan to attack their enemies
RANK: 1
BOUND OR SLAIN: Still at large
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: More than one hundred deaths in forty years
CURRENT SITUATION: Active more than seventy years ago, now dormant; controlled by dark magic
NAME: Layton Ripper
CATEGORY: Cattle ripper turned rogue
RANK: 1
BOUND OR SLAIN: Slain
SPOOK: John Gregory
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: Just one—my apprentice Billy Bradley, who behaved rashly
NAME: Rivington Sheep Ripper
CATEGORY: Cattle ripper turned rogue; got a taste for shepherds
RANK: 1
BOUND OR SLAIN: Slain
SPOOK: John Gregory
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: Six; killed five shepherds and a parish constable
NAME: Staumin Hall Knocker
CATEGORY: Hall knocker
RANK: 1
BOUND OR SLAIN: Bound
SPOOK: Robert Stocks—by then he had a second trade at his fingertips: He was also a priest
APPRENTICE
IN ATTENDANCE: None
NUMBER OF VICTIMS: One suicide induced by fear




The Bane
The Old Gods
One common debate among spooks concerns the true nature of the Old Gods. There are those who believe that they are not all denizens of the dark and that some are actually benign.
It is true that some seem more evil and cruel than others, but to me the case is beyond dispute. The Old Gods trifled with human emotions, behaved selfishly, caused wars and inflicted terrible cruelties on humankind. Many demanded blood sacrifices. They are all creatures of the dark.
Aphrodite
Her name is derived from the Greek word aphros, which means foam. She was said to have been born from the ocean waves, already a fully formed adult. The golden daughter of Zeus, she presides over all things beautiful in the world. However, she has a malevolent destructive side and seems to delight in the power her beauty allows her to wield over men.
Aphrodite also has the power to drive away storms and calm the winds. Some say she is the wife of Hephaestus, the blacksmith of the gods. It is strange that the ugliest of the Old Gods should win for his bride one of the most beautiful. Or perhaps she used her allure to bind him to her in order to gain some as yet unknown advantage.
Artemis/Hecate
Another goddess who originated in Greece, Artemis is a cruel huntress, a lover of woods and wild places.

Hecate
Beautiful and athletic, she draws the admiration of all men but also takes on a different, hideous shape—that of Hecate, sometimes called the Queen of the Witches. She rules over gloomy places and is especially to be feared on the darkest of nights, when there is no moon.
She is also said to linger near crossroads, taking the souls of those who pass by. Although supposed to be the protector of the young, she sometimes demands blood sacrifices, and many maidens have been put to death in order to placate her. Hecate is another dangerous female to beware of.
The Bane
The Bane was originally one of the Old Gods, worshipped by an ancient people called the Segantii (sometimes also called the Little People). He lived in the long barrows at Heysham but was free to roam the whole County.
The Bane’s physical form was hideous, his squat, muscular body vaguely human in shape but covered in scales, with long, sharp talons sprouting from fingers and toes. His face was ugly indeed, with a long chin that curved upward almost as far as his nose and large ears that resembled those of a wolf.
The Bane terrorized everybody, including the king of the Segantii, King Heys. The Bane demanded a yearly tribute, and King Heys was even forced to sacrifice his own sons. One son died each year, starting with the eldest, but the last and seventh son, Naze, managed to bind the Bane.
He died in doing so, but the Bane was now trapped in the catacombs under Priestown Cathedral behind a silver gate, his strength diminished so that he was no longer a god. The only way he could ever get free was for someone to open that gate.
Over time, despite his imprisonment and initially weakened state, the Bane slowly grew in power.

The Bane
Eventually, whisperings could be heard in some of the cellars of the houses facing the cathedral. These voices gradually became deeper and more disturbing, and the floors and walls would shake and vibrate under the influence of the Bane’s rumbling bass voice.
In recent times the Bane has grown even more powerful and is trying to regain the physical form he possessed so long ago. He can also shift his shape, read minds, and even look out through the eyes of others. Slowly he is starting to control the priests in the cathedral above the catacombs. A great danger now lies in wait for anyone who goes down into the catacombs: the press. The Bane can exert a tremendous pressure, crush bones, and smear the unfortunate victim into the cobbles that line the tunnels.
He has a few weaknesses, however. He needs blood, and will take that of animals if humans aren’t available. But humans must give their blood freely— though when faced with the terror of the press, most will do so eventually. If he has to make do with rats and mice, the Bane grows weaker. He can also be hurt by silver—especially a silver blade. Women make him nervous, and he will often flee from their presence.1 Hence his victims are usually male.
MY FIRST ATTEMPT TO DEAL WITH THE BANE
When I was in my prime, five years after first becoming a spook, I attempted to deal with the Bane. Although bound behind the silver gate under Priestown Cathedral, he was slowly growing in power and needed to be slain.
I entered the town under cover of darkness and went directly to the shop of my brother, Andrew, who was a master locksmith. He feared that I would not survive an encounter with the Bane, but reluctantly agreed to fashion me a key to the silver gate.
We set off for an abandoned house very close to the cathedral; one haunted by a powerful strangler ghost. It was enough to deter people from living there and I’d not tried to send it to the light, because its presence guaranteed that I would always have that access to the catacombs. I’d been planning this attempt on the Bane for over two years.
By means of a trapdoor in the cellar, we climbed down into the crooked cobbled tunnels and headed in the direction of the silver gate. Once there, Andrew drew in a deep breath to steady his shaking hands and took a wax impression of the lock.
Back in his workshop, he shaped the key while I slept: I needed to rest after my journey and gather strength for the struggle ahead. By dusk the key was in my hands, and I set off alone through the dark and deserted streets of Priestown. Using the trapdoor of the haunted house once more, I was soon down in the tunnels. When I reached the gate this time, my own hands began to tremble. Would the key work? Even if it did, there was great danger in opening the gate. The Bane might be lying in wait close by and seize his chance to escape.
One thing reassured me, though. The Bane lacked the power to know what was going on in every corner of the labyrinth, and the instincts of a seventh son of a seventh son were very useful. I closed my eyes and concentrated. Instinctively I felt that the Bane was not nearby, so I inserted the key into the lock. Andrew had done a good job: It turned easily, and the gate swung open. Wasting no time, I closed and locked it again.
So that I wouldn’t get lost in the labyrinth, I used the same method that Theseus employed to kill the minotaur and escape from a similar maze. I carried with me a large ball of twine and tied one end of it to the hinges of the silver gate. That done, I set off into the darkness, slowly unraveling the twine. In my right hand I carried my staff and candle; my silver chain was tied about my waist; salt and iron were in my pockets. Thus prepared, I began an exploration of the tunnels.
I hadn’t been walking along the tunnels for much more than half an hour when a cold feeling ran down my spine, the warning that something from the dark was very near. I halted, placed the candle on the floor, and pressed the recess on my staff so that the blade emerged with a click. Then I untied my silver chain and coiled it about my left wrist, ready to throw. I waited, my heart hammering in my chest, trying to control my breathing.
I would get but one chance. Only if the Bane materialized, taking on a definite physical shape, would I have some hope of dealing with him. A spook cannot usually hope to triumph over one of the Old Gods, but his confinement in the labyrinth meant that he was now no more powerful than a demon; that was bad enough, but he did have weaknesses. So I felt certain that my silver chain could bind him—for a while. That would give me time to drive my silver-alloy blade through his heart, and I hoped that would finish him off forever. At least I had to try.
But in his spirit form I had no defense against it. None whatsoever. I hoped that he would just see me as another victim, easy prey. When he attacked, I would be ready.

There was a deep growl from the darkness where the tunnel curved away to the left and the Bane padded into view. He had taken on the shape of a large black dog with sharp yellow teeth and powerful jaws. Saliva dripped from his mouth to splatter on the cobbles; he was hungry for my blood but, unlike a ripper boggart, could not take it unless I gave it freely. It used terror and pain to persuade his victims. First he would seize me in his jaws.
He loped forward, then sprang straight toward me. I unfurled my silver chain and cast it at my assailant. It cracked and dropped toward the head and shoulders of the Bane, but then the beast twisted in midair and the edge of the chain just caught his shoulder. I heard him scream at that contact with silver, but then he simply vanished.
Despite hurting my enemy, I knew I was defeated as good as dead. My only chance of victory had been to pierce his heart with my blade. Now he was in his spirit form, and I had no defense against him. He would never leave the labyrinth. He would now use the press against me, exerting its power until I was crushed and smeared into the cobbles. But he spoke first. I thought he did so partly to torment me, partly to fill me with terror so that I would give my blood freely. But it wasn’t my blood he wanted. It was freedom!
“I’m got proper in this place!” his voice moaned to me out of the darkness. “Bound fast, I am. But you came through the gates and must have a key. Open it for me! Let me out and I’ll let you live!”
“Nay! I can’t do that!” I replied. “My duty is to the County. I must keep you bound within these tunnels even at the price of my own life.”
“One more time I’ll ask. Set me free or I’ll make an end to you!”
“Make an end to me now. Get it over with because my answer’s still the same.”
“Get it over with?” growled the Bane. “Not so easy as that. Take my time, I will, and press you slowly. . . .”
With those words, my staff was dashed from my hand and an invisible weight fell onto my shoulders and forced me to my knees. The pressure was steady at first and not unbearable, but the creature was toying with me, and much worse was to come. I was pushed backward, and within a few minutes lay on my back on the cobbles. The weight pressing me down became so great that I couldn’t move a muscle and was struggling to draw breath.
Some cruel quisitors test suspected witches by placing thirteen heavy stones, one by one, on the woman’s supine body. The weights are calculated carefully so as to inflict the maximum torment. Only as the eleventh stone is placed upon her chest does it become almost impossible to breathe. The placing of the thirteenth stone usually results in death as the organs are crushed and there is internal bleeding. Now I was being subjected to a similar process, except that instead of stones, the Bane himself was exerting an invisible pressure. But just when I was about to lose consciousness, thinking my end had come, the press would ease and I would awake to more torment.
“One more chance! One more chance I’ll give you! Will you set me free?”
By then I was unable to speak but just managed to give a slight shake of my head.
“So now I’ll make a end of you!” cried the Bane.
This time the pressure on my body increased rapidly, and within moments I was no longer able to breathe. My eyes grew dim, and I could taste blood in my mouth. I was beginning to resign myself to death when something happened that I had never experienced before.
I heard a scream of fear and pain, and suddenly the weight was gone from my body. The Bane had fled—I felt sure of it. But why? I was too weak to turn my head, but out of the corner of my right eye I could see what looked like a column of light. It was the form that a ghost sometimes takes—though the color was wrong. Ghosts are a pale white; this was a strong, shimmering purple. And from it waves of warmth and peace seemed to radiate. I closed my eyes and, completely unafraid, slipped down into a darkness that could have been death.
I was unconscious for days and woke up in the guest bedroom above Andrew’s shop. Concerned that I’d not returned from the catacombs, Andrew had crafted another key and, managing to overcome his terror of the Bane, had gone through the silver gate to find and retrieve me.
I was in a bad way, with five broken ribs and bruises all over my body, so I recovered only very slowly. Even now I don’t know what drove off the Bane and saved my life. Perhaps it was some sort of spirit from the light, ensuring that I survived. But why? I wonder.
Could it be that I have something of importance to do beyond the routine tasks of a County spook? I don’t believe in the God that priests preach about in their churches. Not for me, a grim old man with a white beard. But that wasn’t the only time I’ve been helped in a time of need. Often I’ve felt that something was standing at my side, lending me strength. I have come to believe that when we face the dark, we are never truly alone.
The Fiend
The Fiend is the dark made flesh, the most powerful of all its denizens and the very oldest of the Old Gods. He has many other names, including the Devil, Satan, Lucifer and the Father of Lies. It is believed that he meddled in the affairs of humanity from the earliest times, gradually growing in power as the dark strengthened. At some point he walked the earth in a reign of terror lasting over a hundred years but then returned to the dark. Occasionally he passes through a portal and visits our world—usually at the instigation of a witch or mage who seeks power through satanic magic. The most famous pact between a human and the Fiend is that of Faustus, but there are many others, some barely remembered now.
The Fiend sometimes makes a special bargain with a witch.2 In exchange for bearing him a child, her power is increased. He hopes that the child will be an abhuman, witch, or mage and will grow up to serve the dark. There is one other benefit of such a liaison to a witch: once the Fiend has visited her child, he can no longer approach the mother for as long as she lives, unless she wishes it. Henceforth she is free from his influence and meddling.

The Fiend
The Fiend has many supernatural powers. He can make himself large or small, taking on any form he desires, either to trick or terrify people.3 His true shape is said to be so terrible that one glance can drive people insane or cause them to die of fright. He can appear out of thin air, look over a victim’s shoulder, and even read human minds. Often he remains invisible, but his cloven hoofprints can be seen burned into the ground. He can also manipulate time—speeding it up, slowing it down, or even halting its flow entirely.
Above all, he is crafty and treacherous. Rather than resorting to force, he often uses trickery and deceit.
SATANIC MAGIC
This magic is earned at great cost by making obeisance to the Fiend, often known as the Devil. Such worship is fraught with danger, as the worshipper, mage, or witch gradually grows less human and more subservient, eventually becoming merely a tool of the dark.
The highest and most dangerous form of satanic magic is obtained in return for selling one’s soul to the Devil. However, he is usually sly and subtle, getting the best part of the bargain—as can be seen from the following account.
THE FAUSTIAN PACT
Faustus, the foremost scholar of his age, was disappointed by the limited knowledge available to him. He had mastered the main university subjects but found that they neither provided answers to the big questions he asked nor granted him the power he sought.
He fell into bad company, and a dark mage lent him a grimoire—a book of magic containing a spell to raise the Devil or his servants. After dithering for many days, Faustus finally used the spell to summon an assistant to the Devil, a lesser devil called Mephisto. On behalf of his master, Mephisto made a pact with Faustus. In return for knowledge and power, the scholar agreed to surrender his soul at midnight twenty-four years after the bargain was made. Faustus signed the contract in his own blood. He attempted to do this three times—on the first two occasions, the blood dried too quickly for him to write his name. It is said that this was angels of the light attempting to save his soul. But finally the pact was made, and Faustus was doomed.
Using satanic magic, Faustus became the most notorious mage in the known world, visiting the courts of kings and emperors to display his magical power: levitating, making himself disappear, or conjuring wonders from thin air. But as time went on, Faustus began to realize that he’d been cheated. He could not create life or learn all the secrets of the universe. These things were denied to him because the Devil did not have the power to supply them. They belonged to the light and were beyond the reach of dark magic.
There were times when Faustus longed to repent, but each time the Devil appeared to the mage in his true shape and terrified him so much that he was forced to continue with his wicked ways. Finally the twenty-four years approached their end, and at midnight the Devil was due to come for Faustus’s soul.
He tried to pray; tried one last time to turn back to the light. It was no use. Years of bad habits were ingrained in his soul, and he failed. In the next room, three scholars from the university prayed for his soul, but their prayers went unanswered. At midnight they heard terrible noises from Faustus’s chamber: thuds, bangs, terrible tearing sounds, and then, loudest of all, the screams of Faustus. Then all became ominously silent.
They waited until daybreak to enter. The floor was wet with blood. The body of Faustus had been torn to pieces by the Devil, and his soul dragged off to the domain of darkness.
No one should ever make a pact with the Fiend. For its practitioners, satanic magic is the most dangerous category of all.
Golgoth
Golgoth is also known as the Lord of Winter and was worshipped so fervently by the first race of mankind that he was able to pass through a portal from the dark to dwell on earth for thousands of years. He has the power to create local pockets of cold so extreme that human flesh and bone become brittle and can shatter into fragments. It is believed that Golgoth caused at least one of the great ages of ice.
Golgoth now sleeps4 under a large barrow on Anglezarke Moor, known as the Round Loaf because of its shape. For the sake of the County and the world beyond, let us hope that he continues to do so.

Hephaestus
Hephaestus5 was the blacksmith of the Old Gods; he fashioned tools and weapons to serve their interests during the first age when they all dwelt in this world. At that time humans had yet to emerge from their caves, where they cowered in fear of the terrible external forces that might extinguish all their lives. Hephaestus was the only one of the gods considered to be ugly. Some say he was also lame. He has fallen silent and now sleeps in the dark, but he has left a dangerous legacy.

Hephaestus
There are supposedly weapons still in existence that were manufactured by Hephaestus. The most famous, a sword able to cut through any armor and even stone, is said to make its bearer invincible. It is also reputed to be a potent weapon against demons and other denizens of the dark. The king who last owned it was betrayed, his sword stolen, and he was slain. People say that it was sealed in an ancient barrow6 with the king’s body, somewhere to the south of the County, but the precise location is unknown.
Another weapon forged by Hephaestus, which has also left Greece, is a war hammer that never misses its target and always returns to its owner’s hand. It is believed to be in the possession of one of the strigoi, the vampiric demons that dwell in Romania.
The Morrigan
This is the female Old God who is worshipped by the Celtic witches in that mysterious place called Ireland, which lies over the sea far to the west of the County. We cannot be sure of the extent of her powers, but she is also known as the goddess of slaughter.
When a witch summons her to our world, she may take the shape of a large black crow and alight on the left shoulder of one who is soon to die. Additionally, she sometimes scratches the heads of her enemies with her claws, marking them for death. In this shape the Morrigan frequents battlefields, pecking out and eating the eyes of the dead and wounded.7

The Ordeen
This female deity is the most powerful agent of the dark in Greece. She visits our world every seven years. While most other deities who use portals need the help of humans, the Ordeen does not.

The Ordeen
Little else is known about her other than she is extremely bloodthirsty.8 Her chief worshippers are maenads, but she brings other denizens of the dark through the portal with her, particularly flying lamias, demons, and fire elementals. Between them they slaughter all in their path, and the bloodshed spreads for many miles around. Few survive to record what happens during these visitations, so knowledge is limited. It’s a mercy that the County is apparently beyond her reach.
Her maenad supporters usually confine themselves to their homeland, Greece, and draw their power from a mixture of wine and blood. Under its influence they fly into a frenzy and fight their enemies with a wild fury. Sometimes they use blades, but they are phenomenally strong and can dismember enemies with their bare hands. They are slowly regressing, emotion taking over from intellect, and it is likely that they will eventually lose the power of speech and, like water witches, become more animal than human.
Although they worship the Ordeen, gathering in great numbers to await her arrival, they receive no reward for their services; after she and her followers have ravaged the land, they feast upon the blood of the dead and the dying.
The maenads have scryers but do not use mirrors. After forcing quantities of wine down the throat of a sacrificial goat, they slit open its belly and study its intestines. By such means they claim they can peer into the future.9
Pan (the Horned God)
Pan is the Old God, originally worshipped by the Greeks, who rules over nature and takes on two distinct physical forms. In one manifestation he is a boy and plays a set of reed pipes, his melodies so powerful that no birdsong can equal them and the very rocks move under their influence.

Pan
In his other form he is the terrifying deity of nature whose approach fills humans with terror—the word “panic” is derived from his name. Now his sphere of influence has widened and he is worshipped by the goat mages of Ireland. After eight days of human sacrifice, Pan passes through a portal from the dark and briefly enters the body of a goat. He distorts the shape of that animal into a thing awful to behold and drives the mages to perform more and more terrible acts of bloodshed.
Portals
These are magical doorways through which the Old Gods can pass to enter our world.10 Human intervention is usually required to make this possible, but there are four particular locations where portals may occur. These are also places where elemental spirits evolve naturally and can become sentient and powerful.
The first is the County in England, where witches have always attempted to communicate with servants of the dark, particularly the Fiend. And within the County itself, the prime place for portals is the Pendle district, where the brooding presence of the hill aids all types of dark magic.
The second is Greece, where mages and witches have communicated with the dark from ancient times, probably before such activity was observed in the County. This is the land where the Ordeen rules; she is the only one of the Old Gods who can emerge through a portal without human aid.
Thirdly, there is a district of Romania called Transylvania, known as the Land Beyond the Forest, where vampiric creatures are legion and the most powerful of the Old Gods, Siscoi (see below), rules the mountains and forests. Aided by witches, he frequently passes through a portal, but even from the dark he can possess both the living and the dead.
Fourthly, in the southwest of Ireland is a mysterious region where goat mages and Celtic witches dwell. The former worship the Old God Pan; the latter worship the Morrigan, the goddess of slaughter.
Siscoi
This powerful vampire god is frequently brought through a portal into the Romanian province of Transylvania. He is the lord of the numerous vampiric creatures that dwell in the mountains and forests of that remote region. Even from his abode in the dark, and without making use of a portal, he can send out his spirit to reanimate the dead or possess the living.
Romanian spooks have many successful methods for dealing with ordinary vampires, but they are utterly powerless against Siscoi. He is now the most active and malignant of the Old Gods, even surpassing the Ordeen in ferocity.
Siscoi sometimes animates the skin of a newly buried corpse: His minions first remove the bones and skillfully rend the skin from the muscle; the latter they devour. The reanimated corpse appears to the close relatives of the dead. Siscoi appears before his victims as the bloated skin of their loved one, filled only with air. But as he begins to feed, the corpse skin fills up with blood, turning red in the process.

Zeus
Zeus was once the leader of the Old Gods, sometimes given the title King of the Gods. Like his subjects, he once walked the earth but has not passed through a portal from the dark for many thousands of years. He is no longer worshipped widely in Greece, and his power has lessened.
Lord of the storm, controller of the sky, his preferred weapon was the thunderbolt, using lightning to incinerate his enemies. Zeus had many relationships with mortal women, who gave birth to his children. His jealous wife, Hera, punished those she discovered, among them Lamia.


Zeus




A Kobalos
Mages
Human mages are the male counterparts of witches and may also be placed in the same categories—the benign, the falsely accused, the malevolent, and the unaware—but they are relatively few in number, the use of dark magic coming more naturally to the female. With the exception of goat mages they work alone.
The only nonhuman mages that have come to my attention are the Kobalos, and there is some doubt about their actual existence. But if the report I’ve heard proves to be true, one day they may pose a dangerous threat to the County as they wander farther south toward our shores.
Like witches, whatever the type of magecraft they practice, each mage varies in ability. The weakest may be no more than fairground conjurors faking most of their tricks to take coins from gullible audiences; the strongest may rule a kingdom, although often they are the hidden power behind a throne.
Mages tend to use longer and more complicated spells than witches, reading them aloud from a grimoire. They also use a pentacle, a circle encompassing a five-pointed star, at each point of which is placed a black wax candle. Such pentacles must be drawn very precisely, and the magical symbols within must also be accurate; the survival of the mage depends upon it.
He may stand at its center, safe from the demon, or Old God, that materializes beyond its protecting boundary. The danger here is that the conjured entity —brought from the dark against its will—may take revenge on innocent people nearby. Sometimes this is deliberate, the conjuring a premeditated act of violence against the mage’s enemies.
The safer alternative is when the mage stands outside the pentacle and conjures the entity to appear within it, where it is bound until dismissed.
DEALING WITH MAGES
When dealing with live mages, the techniques used to slay or confine witches usually prove successful— except for salt and iron, which have no effect at all.
A malevolent mage is a servant of the dark and may be bound with a silver chain or slain with a silver-alloy blade. Rowan wood can also cause some mages severe pain, while others have a tolerance for it. A spook has some degree of immunity against magecraft, but the struggle can become physical: When threatened, most mages quickly resort to extreme violence.
Unlike witches, dead malevolent mages are not bone bound and cannot leave their graves. Their spirits pass through limbo to their natural home in the dark. Some mages do live extraordinarily long lives, and indeed much of their magic is designed to achieve that end; while malevolent witches accept death through natural old age, knowing they have a physical existence beyond the grave where they will still be able to satisfy their blood lust.
Merlin
Merlin is perhaps the most famous mage of all, the power behind the throne of Arthur, a warlike Celtic king. Merlin had a human mother, but his father was reportedly a demon, and from him he inherited magical powers, including the ability to shift his shape into different people or even animals.
In later life he increased his existing power by learning to use the energy of a dragon, which is a very dangerous thing to do. He then fell in love with the witch Nimueh, who pried out his magical secrets, drained him of power, and used it against him. She trapped Merlin within the aura of a powerful dragon. He still sleeps and will remain there until the end of the world.

Merlin
TYPES OF MAGES
Goat Mages
Goat mages dwell in Ireland and derive their power through Pan magic, routinely sacrificing goats to that Old God.1 The idea is that, through worship and blood letting, Pan will grant them power. Fortunately, Pan is unreliable, and the mage is more likely to be driven insane. When, on occasion, Pan does reward the mage, the power received is used with unpredictable and devastating effects. (Pan magic is akin to madness.)
Goat mages have a major annual event, which is very sinister and dangerous. A goat is tethered to a high platform and worshipped for a week and a day. Human beings are sacrificed to the cloven-hoofed creature, which is gradually possessed by Pan, the horned god. Soon the goat acquires the power of speech, stands upon its hind legs, and grows larger, dominating the proceedings and demanding more and more sacrifices.

A Goat Mage
The power derived from those eight days of bloodshed lasts the mages for almost a year. Some years Pan is not contacted and the mages must flee, scattering themselves to the winds. They are then totally vulnerable, and their enemies, a federation of landowners to the southwest of that land, hunt them down. But in a good year, when their power is in the ascendancy, they are greatly feared. Then they travel unchecked, seek out their enemies, and put them to death, stealing their land and wealth. The goat mages and the federation are in a perpetual state of war.
Kobalos Mages
The Kobalos are not human. They walk upright but have the appearance of a fox or a wolf. The body is covered with dark hair; the face and hands are shaved according to custom; and the mage wears a long black coat with a slit in the back to accommodate his tail, which can function as an extra limb.
These mages are solitary creatures who shun their fellow citizens and usually dwell beyond the fringes of the frozen Kobalos domain, which is far to the north of the continent known as Europa. Each one “farms” a haizda, a territory that he has marked out as his own. Within it there are several hundred humans, living in hamlets, villages, and farms. He rules by fear and magecraft, harvesting souls and accumulating power. He usually lives in an old, gnarled ghanbala tree, sleeping by day but traveling the boundaries of his haizda by night, taking the blood of humans and animals for sustenance. He can shift his shape, taking on the appearance of animals, and can also vary his size. This type of mage is also a formidable warrior whose favorite weapon is a sabre.
The Kobalos are a fierce, warlike race who, with the exception of their mages, inhabit Valkarky, a city deep within the arctic circle.
The name Valkarky means the City of the Petrified Tree; it is filled with all types of abominations that have been created by dark magic. Its walls are constructed and renewed by creatures that never sleep; creatures that spit soft stone from their mouths. The Kobalos believe that their city will not stop growing until it covers the entire world.2

The Kobalos
Necromancers
While a spook deals with the unquiet dead as a routine part of his job, talking to them and sending them on their way to the light, a necromancer does the opposite.3 He often uses a grimoire, a book of spells and rituals, and binds the dead so that they serve his purposes and help him to line his pockets with silver. The bereaved will pay hard-earned money for a brief conversation—or even a glimpse of their loved ones.
He also uses the dead as spies and to terrorize his enemies. Most often it is just a case of trapping graveside lingerers, or those bound to their bones, because they’ve committed some terrible crime.
Rarely, some very powerful necromancers can trap the dead in limbo and stop them from reaching the light; they can then summon them at will into the presence of the living. Initially this is done by means of a pentacle, which is chalked on the floor, making sure that all five points of the star are of equal length and that a black candle4 is positioned upon each one. After the correct spell has been cast, reading accurately from the grimoire, the lost soul appears in the pentacle and is trapped there until the necromancer has completed further spells of binding.5 The soul is then dismissed and goes back into limbo, with no chance of finding its way to the light. After this, the pentacle is no longer required and the necromancer can summon the ghost to his side with a simple command.

MORGAN’S FIRST ATTEMPT TO RAISE GOLGOTH
My apprentice Morgan had many faults, but the two worst were laziness and an extreme lust for power. He was approaching the end of the third year of his apprenticeship when he attempted something that could have had terrible consequences for the inhabitants of the County and beyond.
At the time he was tall and strong for his sixteen years, and already giving me much cause for concern. As well as the two serious faults listed above, he was rebellious and imperious, always believing that he was right. It all came to a head when we were staying at my winter house in Anglezarke.

The Hursts, a family who had fostered Morgan until he was almost thirteen, also lived nearby, and theirs was a tragic tale. Within a year of his return, he and their daughter Eveline had fallen in love. Although they weren’t blood relatives, the parents considered them to be brother and sister and reacted violently, beating both children and making their lives unbearable. As a result, the distraught Eveline drowned herself in the miserable stretch of gray water that borders their farm.
Morgan was the seventh son of a seventh son and the daughter of a woman called Emily Burns, whom I’d once been very close to. So as a favor to her, and to help Morgan and get him away from that dreadful situation, where his adoptive parents held him responsible for their daughter’s death, I took him on as my apprentice. It proved to be one of the biggest mistakes of my long life.

During our winter visits to Anglezarke, unlikely though it might seem, Morgan seemed to grow closer to the Hursts. He took to visiting them at Moor View Farm and even spent the occasional night there. I didn’t object, thinking that his presence might afford them some consolation. Perhaps they’d realized that they had played a part in causing Eveline to take her own life and were trying to make amends in some way.
I was careless—I realize that now. The boy often wandered onto the bleak moor and was obsessed by an ancient burial mound called the Round Loaf. Beneath it, supposedly, was a secret chamber where the ancients once worshipped one of the Old Gods. This deity was Golgoth, the Lord of Winter, and it was believed that the meddling of those ancient priests as they tried to raise their god brought about the last Ice Age, when Golgoth had stayed in our world, freezing it in the grip of an extended winter that had resulted in thousands of deaths.
I’d caught Morgan digging into the mound more than once. He didn’t find the secret chamber then but discovered something else that I hadn’t even suspected was there. Morgan had been preparing for months to attempt a terrible summoning; as his master, I failed to guess the danger. As a spook, I must confess that I failed the County.
Late one winter’s night there was a loud rapping on the back door of my winter house; on the doorstep was Mr. Hurst, wrapped up well against the snow that was beginning to whirl down out of the dark clouds above.
“Come inside, man, before you freeze to death!” I cried, welcoming him into the kitchen. “What brings you out on such a night?”
The walk up from the farm was difficult in winter, but when a blizzard threatened, it was dangerous to life. Even someone with a lifetime of local knowledge might get lost in the snow, which would mean certain death before morning.
“We need you back at the farm quickly!” Mr Hurst told me. “Something terrible’s happening. . . .” At that, his jaw clamped shut and his whole body began to tremble.
“Take your time,” I said, sitting him down on a stool close to the fire and handing him the cup of the hot broth I’d prepared for my supper. “Your need may be urgent, but I must know exactly what I’m dealing with.”
So, as the old farmer sipped his broth and got some warmth back into his bones, he began to tell his tale.
“It’s that daft lad Morgan,” he said. “He’s locked himself in his room and is up to no good. He’s using dark magic, I’m sure of it!”
“His bedroom?” I asked.
“Nay, the front room, where he writes things in his notebook and does his reading.”
‘“Reading? What reading?” I asked. Writing up what he’d learned in his notebook was only to be expected, but I brought few books with me from Chipenden to my cold, damp house on Anglezarke Moor; those I did were kept in the warmest room and rarely allowed out of my sight. My books are precious to me, a store of knowledge that I fear to lose.
“He came home with a big leather book a few weeks ago, and he’s hardly had his nose out of it since. But tonight he locked himself in the room. First he carried a sack in there; then he dragged the farm dog in. Now he won’t answer the door, and the poor animal keeps whining. It sounds terrified out of its skin. There are other sounds, too. And the whole house seems to be getting really cold despite all the logs we heap on the fire. Our breath is steaming and ice is forming on the outside of the door of Morgan’s room.”
“What other sounds are there?” I cried, jumping to my feet. Suddenly I’d glimpsed how great the danger might be.
“Bells keep ringing. Not small bells. One sounds like a big church bell, so loud that the wooden floors vibrate with each peal. And from time to time there’s a deep grinding sound that seems to come from right under the house.”
At last, convinced of the need for urgency, I wasted no further time in leading Mr. Hurst out into the night. We headed down the steep clough and onto the slope that led off the snow-clad moor. White flakes were dancing into our faces, and it was bitterly cold. It was a good hour before we had finally trudged across to Moor View Farm. No sooner had we crossed the threshold than I realized that the old farmer had not exaggerated. The farmhouse was unnaturally cold, that strange chill that warns us spooks that something from the dark is close at hand.
As we approached the locked room, I heard an unnerving sound from deep beneath the house: a grinding, crunching, grating roar, as if some huge beast were munching on rock. We both became still, feeling the boards move beneath our feet. When the noise subsided, I rapped hard on the door and called out Morgan’s name loudly.
There was no reply. On the outside of the wooden door, rivulets of ice had formed. Suddenly the noise began again, as if some monster were rising up from the depths beneath, clawing aside rocks and earth in its eagerness to be free of its subterranean prison.
I threw my shoulder against the door again and again, desperation lending me strength. At last the hinges sheered away from the wood and the door burst open. I stepped into a cold more severe than that on the bleak moor from which we’d just descended.
I’d been in that room before and knew its layout. Longer than it was wide, it had one window on the far wall, shrouded with heavy black curtains. There was a big table with two chairs; these usually occupied the center of the room, but now they’d been pushed right back against the wall. Morgan was sitting inside a huge pentacle that he had chalked on the floor. At each of its five outer points was a black candle. Their yellow flickering light filled the room and showed me exactly what I was dealing with.

In his left hand Morgan held a grimoire, a book of dark magic incantations. It was bound in green leather, and there was a silver pentacle embossed on its cover. Where he had gotten it from I didn’t know, but he was chanting from it, reading words in the Old Tongue—the language of the ancients who first made their home in the County. His accent was far from perfect, but close enough to make the incantation potent, and although it was invisible, I sensed that something was taking shape just beyond the pentacle, between Morgan and the dark curtains at the window.
Behind me, in the open doorway, I heard Mrs. Hurst scream with fright, and her husband give a deep groan of pure terror. I too was very afraid, but something greater than fear for my own safety urged me forward and gave me the courage I needed. It was a realization of what threatened; the knowledge that the whole County was just a few seconds away from a disaster of almost unimaginable proportions.
There was one other creature in the room: the farm dog. It was chained to a hook in the wall just by the curtains. Flat on its belly, its ears back against its skull, the poor animal was whining softly and trembling all over. The dog was the blood sacrifice that Morgan was offering in order to bring Golgoth into our world. He was trying to raise the Lord of Winter and had almost succeeded.

The cold intensified, blasting toward me; it felt as if sharp knives were cutting into my face. But although my foolish apprentice was far closer to the emerging Old God, he was protected by the pentacle.
I ran forward and kicked over one of the candles, thus destroying its protective power. Immediately Morgan’s eyes widened as he felt the first icy fingers of cold reach toward him. But lust for power had filled him with madness, and although he rose to his feet, he continued to chant from the grimoire.
I stepped inside the pentacle and struck his wrists hard with my staff. The book flew from his hands. He stared at me, his expression a mixture of anger, bewilderment, and fear. For a moment he seemed in a trance, unaware of who he was or what he was trying to do. But then his eyes widened in alarm and he looked across to where Golgoth had begun to materialize.
Again that roaring filled the house, the bare stone flags beneath our feet beginning to move. As the noise reached its climax, the dog gave a shrill cry, shuddered, and lay still. It was dead—not because Golgoth had touched it with his cold deadly fingers. It had died of fright.
Gradually the noises subsided, the cold began to lessen, and the fear that had been squeezing my heart slowly released its grip. I had knocked the grimoire from Morgan’s hand before he could complete the ritual. Golgoth had been forced to return to the dark. For now, the County was safe.
It was the end of Morgan’s apprenticeship to me. I couldn’t keep him on after he’d done that. I should really have bound him in a pit. After all, I do that to witches. But his mother begged me not to, and I relented. He turned fully to the dark after that.6
Shamans
A shaman uses animism magic and employs the spirit of an animal as his familiar. He feeds it some of his life essence in return for its guidance and protection. Using this, a shaman projects his soul from his body and can venture far in the twinkling of an eye; in addition to his journeys to earthly locations, he routinely ventures into limbo. One famous shaman called Lucius Grim crossed over to the domain of the dark several times, until his soul was finally devoured by a demon. His body continued to breathe for many years afterward, but it was just an empty vessel.
Not all shamans are malevolent. Using their animal spirit, some practice healing; others attempt to control the weather, bringing rainfall to alleviate droughts.
Grimoires
These are ancient books, full of spells and rituals, used to invoke the dark. Sometimes they are employed by witches, but they are mainly used by mages, and their spells have to be followed to the letter, or death can result.7
Many of these famous texts have been lost (the Patrixa and the Key of Solomon). The most dangerous and powerful grimoires, however, were written in the Old Tongue by the first men of the County. Primarily used to summon demons, these books contain terrible dark magic. Most have been deliberately destroyed or hidden far from human sight.
The most mysterious, and reputedly most deadly, of these is the Doomdryte. Some believe that this book was dictated word for word by the Fiend to a mage called Lukrasta. That grimoire contains just one long dark magic incantation. If successfully completed (in conjunction with certain rituals), it would allow a mage to achieve immortality, invulnerability, and godlike powers.
Fortunately no one has ever succeeded, as it requires intense concentration and great endurance: The book takes thirteen hours to read aloud, and you cannot pause for rest.
One word mispronounced brings about the immediate death of the mage. Lukrasta was the first to attempt the ritual, and the first to die. Others followed in his foolish footsteps.
We must hope that the Doomdryte remains lost for- ever.
The Pendle witches have their own grimoires, but they never contain the ritual for summoning the Fiend. They consider this too dangerous to be written down: it is learned by heart and passed down through the clans from mother to daughter.8





A Pendle Witch
Witches
Witches have walked the earth from the earliest times, and the development of human language has allowed them to weave ever more complex curses, spells, and rituals. By trial and error they have also learned the potential of plants to either poison or cure. Some witches are benign healers, following a path toward the light and helping their communities; others choose to ally themselves with the dark, lured to sell their souls in exchange for the ability to wield dark magic.
HOW TO TEST A WITCH
Throughout time, witches have been seen as rivals to organized religion, and consequently persecuted. Some have been burned, some hanged, others drowned or decapitated. Certain tests are used to decide whether or not a woman is a witch. These are usually administered by a witchfinder or quisitor, an agent of the Church, although some communities take the law into their own hands. Many of these tests do not work, and spooks don’t hold with them.1
Swimming has been the test most frequently used. The suspected witch is taken to the nearest pond or lake and her hands tied to her feet before she is thrown in. If she floats, she is presumed guilty and taken away to be burned. Sinking supposedly proves her innocence, but in sinking, many innocent women drown or die of pneumonia or shock. Swimming someone in a lake or pond does not work as a means to identify a witch; whether the woman floats or not depends on luck and the kind of body she has.2

Pricking is equally cruel. A pin or bodkin (a sharp dagger) is jabbed hard into the flesh of a suspected witch in order to find the devil’s mark. The object is to discover a section of her body that cannot feel pain. Sometimes the mark is invisible, but a mole or skin discoloration is considered strong evidence of the guilt of the accused. Again, this is not a sufficient test for finding a true witch.

Pressing involves using thirteen stones. The witch is tied down onto a wooden rack, and the stones are then laid on her body one at a time. Once all are in place, she is left for an hour before the stones are removed. If she survives, it is assumed that the Devil has saved her and she is hanged. Some quisitors use stones so heavy that the suspected woman is pressed to death—either her internal organs are crushed, or she suffocates.
Alternatively, in some parts of the world quisitors use the stones as a means to force a confession from a suspected witch. After the eleventh stone, she is barely able to breathe, but one nod will free her from the press. Yet in admitting that she is a witch, the unfortunate woman has signed her own death warrant.

Human Witches
Water witches and lamia witches are only partly human, but each fully human type of witch can be divided up into four general categories.
THE BENIGN
These are wise women who have a great knowledge of herbs and potions. Some are midwives, others healers, and they have saved countless lives. They serve the light, and any monetary gain is small. If their clients are poor, they will usually work for nothing.
In the County there are a number of benign witches, mainly healers and midwives. The foremost among them are:
             Maddy Hermside of Kirkham
             Jenny Bentham of Oakenclough
             Eliza Brinscall of Sabden
             Angela Nateby of Belmont
             Emma Hoole of Rochdale
             Madge Claughton of Samlesbury3

These women can be relied on to help spooks and their apprentices with their local knowledge and healing capabilities. Charges of witchcraft may be brought against them from time to time, and we should be prepared to defend them and educate their neighbors where necessary.
THE FALSELY ACCUSED
These are poor women wrongly persecuted by a witchfinder. Often they are victims of malicious gossip, but sometimes conspiracy is involved when the witchfinder colludes with neighbors in order to have an innocent woman tried and condemned, usually with a view to seizing her house and possessions.
THE MALEVOLENT
These witches draw power from the dark and pursue their own ends—either without any consideration of the consequences for others, or deliberately setting out to do harm. While some serve the Fiend directly, many act of their own volition. There is also a whole spectrum of power and ability. At the lowest end of the scale, witchcraft is dabbled in to survive; it is a means to fill the belly and gain shelter against the cold ravages of winter. Such witches are little more than beggars. At the highest end of the scale, whole kingdoms may rise or fall at the whim of a powerful witch.
THE BINDING OF MOTHER MALKIN
The most dangerous malevolent witch I ever had to deal with was, without doubt, Mother Malkin. She had a long history of slaying children. Living on boggy moss land, far to the west of the County, she had once offered homes to young women who, although expecting babies, had no husband to support them. For this supposedly charitable enterprise, she earned the title Mother. It was, however, a cruel ruse: Years later, when the local villagers finally grew suspicious and drove her out, they found a field full of bones and rotting flesh. She had slain both mothers and babies to feed her insatiable need for blood.

Mother Malkin
I’d spent the long cold winter at my house in Anglezarke, returning late in the spring to find that Chipenden had been terrorized in my absence. Mother Malkin wasn’t working alone; she was with her son, a terrifying creature known as Tusk, and her granddaughter, Bony Lizzie. During that long winter people had been afraid to venture out after dark, and the threesome had used the time to steal, intimidate, and commit murder.
Five local children had been taken, the last over a month earlier so there was no hope of retrieving them alive; they would have been sacrificed for blood magic. All I could do was prevent further abductions by dealing with the witches and their thuggish accomplice.
Tracking them down wasn’t difficult, as they had set up home in an abandoned farm about three miles southeast of my Chipenden house. As I was dealing with three adversaries, I was forced to compromise: I had only one silver chain and could therefore only hope to bind one witch and put her in the pit I had already prepared in my eastern garden. But I also hoped to drive off the other two and make the area safe once more. First I decided to dispose of the creature. It was clear why the villagers had nicknamed him Tusk. His canine teeth were huge and horribly deformed, protruding sharply from his mouth. He was dangerous and immensely strong, so my first priority was to prevent him from getting too close to me. Many of the victims that were dug up from that boggy moss land had clearly suffered broken ribs. It was thought that Tusk had squeezed the breath from their bodies, shattering their bones in the process. I waited until he returned one night, his large sack of ill-gotten gains over his shoulder, and followed him back through the trees.

Tusk
“Put that down, thief!” I called, putting a mixture of disdain and imperiousness into my voice in an attempt to rile the creature so he would charge me recklessly.
It worked almost too well! Even faster than I’d anticipated, he whirled round, dropped the sack, and charged straight at me, bellowing like an angry bull. I used my staff, stepping to one side to deliver a heavy blow to his head. He went down hard but scrambled back to his feet within seconds to attack once more. Four or maybe five times I managed to fend him off, bringing him to the ground on two occasions at least. But he became wilder and more aggressive, and I began to tire. I was worried that he’d succeed in grappling with me at close quarters. I had two witches still to deal with, so it was time to finish it.
I pressed the recess in my staff, and with a click, the retractable blade emerged. I was prepared to kill him—after all, he’d already played his part in the abduction and murder of children. When he charged again, I wounded him in the shoulder. Even that was not enough to deter him, so the next time I stabbed him in the knee. He fell down in the long grass and howled with pain like a whipped dog. He started to crawl away from me, so I let him go. He was no longer a threat, and my priority was the witches.
I set off for the house of Mother Malkin and Bony Lizzie. As expected, they’d sniffed out the danger and were waiting for me in the trees as I approached. They were strong and very malevolent. The old one, Mother Malkin, used dark magic against me—the powerful spell called dread. I’d never experienced anything like it, and waves of fear washed toward me so that I began to shiver, shake, and sweat. For a few moments I couldn’t move; I stood there, struggling even to breathe, while the younger witch, Bony Lizzie, slowly moved closer, her eyes glistening with blood lust, a sharp blade raised to take my life.
My perceptions distorted by the spell, I saw the two women as demons with horned heads and the forked tongues of fanged snakes. Only by a great effort of will was I able to swing my staff and dash the blade from Lizzie’s hand. That done, I stunned her with a blow to the head and turned my attention to Mother Malkin. She was by far the more dangerous of the two, the one I most needed to bind.

Mother Malkin and Bony Lizzie
I reached under my cloak and eased my silver chain onto my wrist. As I approached, she began to back away warily. Casting a silver chain is a skill that must be honed, and I’ve always practiced dutifully, routinely throwing the chain at a post in my garden. Of course, it’s far harder to cast successfully against a moving target, and other factors have to be allowed for, such as the force of the wind and the elevation of the ground.
I cracked the chain and threw it, and it fell in a perfect spiral to enfold the witch and tighten against her limbs and teeth. She collapsed into the long grass, twitching and struggling, but to no avail. Seizing her by the left foot, I dragged her for quite some distance until she became quiet. Once she was docile, I carried her over one shoulder back to my eastern garden, calling in at the outskirts of the village on my way to hire the services of the local stonemason and blacksmith.
Under my supervision, they fashioned a stone border for the pit I’d already prepared, and the witch was safely bound. I was pleased with how things had turned out—but that night, to my surprise, the other witch made an approach to the garden in a hopeless attempt to rescue Mother Malkin. The roar uttered by the boggart must have made her almost jump out of her skin. She ran, but I gave chase. Her flight was difficult because there are many streams east of Chipenden and a witch cannot cross running water! There were no witch dams here, such as one found in the Pendle district.4 Nonetheless, she had a good head start and I was unlikely to catch her. Instead I shouted out to her, telling her of the terrible fate that awaited her should she dare to return. And when she turned to check my progress, I whirled my silver chain aloft to drive the point home.
After that I was content to let her go. The warning from the boggart and the fate of Mother Malkin should have scared her badly, making it unlikely that she would venture into the area of Chipenden again.5
The following day I searched for Tusk; on further reflection I had decided to take his life. There were bloodstains in the grass and a clear trail where he had crawled away, but the signs ended mysteriously; clearly, powerful dark magic was involved. Despite my best endeavors I was unable to track him down.6
THE UNAWARE
It is possible for a witch to live out her whole life and not once realize her potential. This never happens in witch communities such as Pendle: here, an unaware witch is quickly sniffed out by the coven and pressure put on her to develop her abilities for the good of the clan. But in some isolated villages, the ability may jump two or three generations and suddenly manifest itself in a child who is completely unaware of her own power. Sometimes this is revealed in a crisis: For example, when her own life or that of a loved one is threatened, a witch’s latent power may flare up. Even then, many attribute it to a “miracle” or the intervention of some deity, rather than realizing that the true power lies within.

Celtic Witches
These witches come mainly from the southwestern regions of Ireland, sometimes known as the Emerald Isle because of its lush green grasslands, a consequence of even heavier rainfall than the County endures. It is a mysterious land, often shrouded in mist.
Little is known about these Celtic witches other than they worship the Old God called the Morrigan and operate alone (they do not belong to clans). They also form temporary alliances with the goat mages of that region, who sometimes use them as assassins to kill their enemies.
Lamia Witches
The first Lamia was a powerful enchantress of great beauty. She loved Zeus, the leader of the Old Gods, who was already married to the goddess Hera. Unwisely, Lamia then bore Zeus children. On discovering this, the jealous Hera slayed all but one of these unfortunate infants. Driven insane by grief, Lamia began to kill children wherever she found them, so that streams and rivers ran red with their blood and the air trembled with the cries of distraught parents. At last the gods punished her by shifting her shape so that her lower body became sinuous and scaled like that of a serpent.
Thus changed, she now turned her attentions to young men. She would call to them from a forest glade, only her beautiful head and shoulders visible above the undergrowth. Once she had lured her victim close, she wrapped her lower body around him tightly, squeezing the breath from his helpless body as her mouth fastened upon his neck until the very last drop of blood was drained.
Lamia later had a lover called Chaemog, a spider thing that dwelled in the deepest caverns of the earth. She bore him triplets, all female, and these were the first lamia witches. On their thirteenth birthday, they quarreled with their mother and, after a terrible fight, tore off her limbs and ripped her body to pieces. They fed every bit of her, including her heart, to a herd of wild boars.

Chaemog
The three lamia witches reached adulthood and became feared throughout the land. They were long-lived creatures and, by the process of parthenogenesis (needing no father), each gave birth to several children. Over centuries the race of lamia witches began to evolve and breeding patterns changed. Those who consorted with men took on human characteristics and sometimes bore hybrids; those who shunned human companionship retained their original forms and continued to give birth to fatherless children.
Lamia witches can now be classified as either feral or domestic. The former retain the shape of the originals—the triplets who emerged from Lamia’s womb. In their feral form, the majority scuttle about on all fours, have sharp claws, and drink the blood of humans and animals. They use blood magic and can summon victims to their presence and hold them in thrall just as a stoat transfixes a rabbit. Their homeland is Greece, but they often range far be-yond that nation’s boundaries and have been found in the County.

Those classified as domestic are human in appearance, but for a line of green and yellow scales that runs the length of the spine. They also use blood magic but augment this with bone magic; some even use familiars (see Witch Powers, page 120).

A Feral Lamia
Lamia witches are slow shape shifters. Those who associate with humans gradually take on the human female form. The opposite is also true. Bound in a pit, or somehow cut off from communication with humans, a domestic lamia witch gradually reverts to her feral form.
Some feral lamias, called vaengir,7 also have wings and can fly short distances, attacking victims from the air. These are relatively rare and seem doomed to extinction.
Hybrid lamias take many forms. Those born of human fathers are never totally human or totally lamia.

A Vaengir
MEG SKELTON8
One of the natural enemies of a spook is a witch, so it pains me to confess that the love of my life was the witch Meg Skelton. As a young man, I rescued her from a tower where she had been imprisoned by an abhuman who had been terrorizing the district, a fierce creature that I slew with my staff.
Finding Meg bound with a silver chain, I released her, and such was her powerful allure that I fell in love with her there and then. But when the morning came, I saw the line of green and yellow scales running the length of her spine and knew that Meg was a lamia witch in her domestic form, and that it was my duty to bind her in a pit. I dragged her to its edge, but finally could not bring myself to do it. Love binds a man tighter than a silver chain.
We walked away hand in hand and lived together for one happy month in my Chipenden house. Unfortunately Meg was strong willed, and despite my advice she insisted on visiting the village shops. Her tongue was as sharp as a barber’s razor, and she argued with some of the village women. A few of these disputes developed into feuds. No doubt there was spite on both sides, but eventually, being a witch, Meg resorted to witchcraft.
She did no serious harm to her enemies. One was afflicted by nasty boils all over her body; one exceptionally house-proud woman suffered recurrent infestations of lice and a plague of cockroaches in her kitchen. At first the accusations were little more than whispers. Then one woman spat at Meg in the street and received a good slap for her discourtesy. It would have stopped at that, but unfortunately the woman was the sister of the parish constable.
One morning the bell rang at the withy-trees crossroads and I went down to investigate. Instead of the poor haunted farmer that I expected, the stout, red-faced parish constable was standing there, truncheon in his belt and hands on his hips.
“Mr. Gregory,” he said, his manner proud and pompous—had I been a poor farm laborer, the weapon would already have been in his hand—“it has come to my attention that you are harboring a witch. The woman, known as Margery Skelton, has used witchcraft to hurt some good women of this parish. She has also been seen at midnight, under a full moon, gathering herbs and dancing naked by the pond at the edge of Homeslack Farm. I have come to arrest her and demand that you bring her to this spot immediately!”
While Meg always gathered herbs at the new moon and did indeed dance naked, she had the power to ensure that, unless she wished it, nobody could see her. So I knew that the last of the charges was a lie.
“Meg no longer lives with me!” I said. “She’s gone to Sunderland Point to sail for her homeland, Greece.”
It was a lie, of course, but what could I do? There was no way I was going to deliver Meg into his hands. The man would take her north to Caster, where no doubt she’d eventually hang.

I could see that the parish constable wasn’t satisfied, but there was little he could do. Being a local, he dared not enter my garden for fear of the boggart, so he went away, his tail between his legs. I had to keep Meg away from the village from that day forth. It proved difficult and was the cause of many arguments between us, but there was worse to come.
At the insistence of his sister, the constable went to Caster and made a formal complaint to the high sheriff there. Consequently they sent a young constable with a warrant to arrest Meg. I was concerned for his life—he was an outsider and might be stubborn enough to enter my garden. I’d been warned about this by the village blacksmith, so I was ready. With the smith’s help I managed to persuade him that Meg really had left the shores of the County forever.
Disaster had narrowly been avoided—but that decided me. My former master, Henry Horrocks, had left me another house on the edge of brooding Anglezarke Moor. I had visited it just once and found little about it to my taste. Now it could be put to good use. In the dead of night, very late in the autumn, Meg and I journeyed to Anglezarke and set up home there.
It was a bleak place, wet and windy, with the winter threatening long months of ice and snow. Even though I lit fires in every room, the house itself was cold and damp—not a place where I could safely store books. We made the best of it for a while, but eventually the same problem reared its head when Meg insisted on doing the shopping.
I managed to persuade her to avoid Blackrod, a village where I had family, but she started to have problems in Adlington.
It began in a similar fashion to the difficulties in Chipenden. A few words were exchanged with the local women: accusations of using curses; a woman suffering night terrors; another too afraid to venture beyond her own front door. This time the local constable didn’t get involved because the people of Adlington had a strong sense of community and believed in sorting things out for themselves.
I told Meg not to visit Adlington again and employed the village carpenter, a man called Shanks, to bring groceries up to the house. She was angry at that and we quarreled bitterly. After this, there was a coldness between us to rival that of the winter on Anglezarke Moor. It persisted, and three days later, despite my protests, Meg went shopping again.
This time the village women resorted to violence. Over a dozen of them seized her in the market square. Shanks told me that she’d fought with her fists like a man but also scratched like a cat, almost blinding the ringleader of the women. Finally they struck her down from behind with a cobblestone; once felled, she was bound tightly with ropes.
Only a silver chain can hold a witch for long, but they rushed her down to the pond and threw her into the deep, cold water. If she drowned, they would accept that she was innocent of witchcraft; if she floated, they’d burn her.
Meg did float, but facedown, and after five minutes or so became very still in the water. The women were satisfied that she had drowned, so they left her where she was.
It was Shanks who pulled her out of the pond. By rights she should have been dead, but Meg was exceptionally strong. To Shanks’s amazement, she soon began to twitch and splutter, coughing up water onto the muddy bank. He brought her back to my house across the back of his pony. She looked a sorry sight, but within hours she was fully recovered and soon started to plot her revenge.
I’d already thought long and hard about what needed to be done. I could cast her out—let her take her own chances in the world. But that would have broken my heart because I still loved her.
My knowledge of a special herb tea seemed to be the answer. It is possible to administer this to keep a witch in a deep sleep for many months. If the dose is reduced, she can be kept awake but docile: She can walk and talk but the tea impairs the memory, making her forget her knowledge of the dark arts. So this was the method I decided to use.
It was very difficult to get the dosage right, and painful to see Meg walking about so subdued and mild, her fiery spirit (something that had attracted me to her in the first place) now dampened. So much so that she often seemed a stranger to me. The worst time of all was when I left her alone in my Anglezarke house and returned to Chipenden for the summer. It had to be done, lest the law catch up with her. There was still the danger of her being hanged at Caster. So I locked her in a dark room off the cellar steps in so deep a trance that she was hardly breathing.
I left for Chipenden with a heavy heart. Although I’d experimented through the winter, I still worried about whether or not I’d gotten the dose right. Too much herb tea, and Meg might stop breathing; too little, and she could wake up alone in that dark cell with many long weeks to wait until my return. So I spent our enforced separation riddled with sorrow and anxiety.
Fortunately I had calculated the dose correctly and returned late the following autumn just as Meg was beginning to stir. It was hard for her, but at least she wasn’t hanged, or exiled to Greece. The County was spared the harm she could inflict.
But a lesson must be learned from this, one that my apprentices should note carefully. A spook should never become romantically involved with a witch; it compromises his position and draws him dangerously close to the dark. I have fallen short in my duty to the County more than once, but my relationship with Meg Skelton was my greatest failing of all.
Water Witches
These witches are far more animal than human and have mostly lost the power of speech. They dwell in marshes, rivers, canals, and ditches, and, unlike human witches, have the ability to cross running water.9 However, they cannot use mirrors, either to com-municate or to spy on others. One name commonly given to water witches is greenteeth, because of the green slime that sometimes forms on their lips and teeth. Children are often warned by their parents to
keep away from all places where greenteeth might be lying in wait.
Their noses are sharp and without flesh, while their canines are elongated into immense fangs. They hook their prey using razor-sharp taloned forefingers. Sometimes they strike into the cheek or ear, but their aim is to pierce the upper neck and wrap a finger around the teeth, taking a firm grip upon the jaw. That grip is almost impossible to escape from, as water witches are extremely strong. They drag their victims into marsh or water and drain them of blood as they drown.

A Greentooth
MORWENA
The oldest and most powerful of all the water witches is Morwena. She may be more than a thousand years old, and her father is the Fiend, her mother a witch who dwelt in the deepest and dankest caverns of the earth.
In addition to the attributes of a common water witch (with even greater speed and strength), she has a blood-filled eye with which she is able to paralyze her victims. There are limitations to her power, however: That eye can only be used against one person at a time. She must also conserve its strength, and when she isn’t using it, she pins her top and bottom eyelids together over it with a piece of sharp bone. A further weakness is that, even more than other witches of her type, she may not stray too far away from her element—bog and water—or her strength begins to wane.
For the definitive account of this water witch, refer to Bill Arkwright’s book, Morwena.

Morwena
Romanian Witches

What sets these witches apart from those in other parts of the world is twofold:
1. The ability to project their souls far from their bodies while they sleep. These meet up with other souls in forest dells, taking the form of small orbs of flickering light that move together rhythmically in a dance. These disembodied covens are not always thirteen strong, which is usual elsewhere, but they are always odd in number, most frequently dancing in sevens, nines, or elevens.
2. If humans see the moving lights, they are drawn toward them and are soon in thrall to the witches. When the dance ends, the humans die, the witches having gradually absorbed their vitality.
Romanian witches use animism magic; which means that rather than using blood or bone magic they draw out the life essence of their victims and use it, along with rituals and incantations, to gather power from the dark.
They worship Siscoi, the Romanian Old God, and have the power to bring him through a portal into our world at midnight—though he can stay only until dawn. They also form alliances with strigoi and strigoica, vampire demons, and can control Transylvanian elementals known as the moroi as an aid to draining humans of their life force.
The dark magical power gained is used primarily for the following:
1. To summon their vampire god, Siscoi, from the dark.
2. To kill their enemies.
3. To scry the future.
4. To control the humans who live within their chosen domain.
5. To gather wealth.
Romanian witches are very rich and live alone in big, isolated dwellings. They do not form clans, and the only time they meet is when they send forth their souls to combine temporarily in covens.
WITCH GROUPINGS
Clans
A witch clan is composed of family groups. Not all members of such a clan will necessarily be witches, but they will support those who are.
The three main clans in Pendle are the Malkins, the Deanes, and the Mouldheels. Witches often migrate to places that are a source of power or have the right ambience for performing dark magic. It was the brooding presence of Pendle itself that drew the clans to that area.
First came the Malkins, who now operate from their stronghold, Malkin Tower. They are not only the oldest, but also the most powerful clan. The original tower was owned by a local landowner called Benjamin Wright. He was a strong, stubborn man, and it took the witches three years to drive him out, using curses, poison, and finally the abduction of his eldest son. Once Benjamin Wright vacated the tower, his son was released. Unfortunately it happened too late: The boy was already insane and died within the year.

From then the building became known as Malkin Tower. The witches extended it—mainly downward, where deep dungeons and an escape tunnel were excavated. The mortar that binds the stones of the tower is brown because it is mixed with human blood and powdered bone. Usually only the Malkin coven and a few supporters live in the tower. Most of the Malkins reside in the village of Goldshaw Booth.
The Deanes were the second group to migrate to Pendle. Their families came by boat from Ireland, the wet, misty land across the western sea. Bloodthirsty battles were fought against the Malkins in Crow Wood, but they failed to capture Malkin Tower. So they made their home in the village of Roughlee. The Deanes are the proudest of the main clans and are easily insulted. Sometimes they imagine grievances and become spiteful and vindictive. They still dream of making Malkin Tower their own. Although Celtic in origin, after centuries of life in the County they gradually changed their ways. Their families interbred, formed the Deane clan, and ceased worshipping the Morrigan.

Malkin Tower
The Mouldheels, formerly nomadic, were the last of the main clans to arrive. These witches went barefooted, and behind their backs, some called them “stink feet” or “moldy heels,” the latter evolving into their present name. The village of Bareleigh eventually became their home.10
The three main witch villages lie quite close together in an area sometimes known as the Devil’s Triangle. There are other Pendle witch clans, but these are smaller and much less powerful. Among them are the Hewitts, Ogdens, Nutters, and the Preesalls. There are also some more recent incomer witches, although these are shunned.11
Covens
A coven means thirteen witches gathered to use dark magic, usually at celebratory feasts such as Candlemas (February 2), Walpurgis Night (April 30), Lammas (August 1) and Halloween (October 31).
The covens gather at midnight on those feasts, and occasionally, drawing strength from the adulation of his worshippers, the Fiend materializes briefly to accept obeisance and grant dark power.12
Witch Assassins
Each Pendle witch clan (most notably the Malkin, Deane, and Mouldheel families) employs at least one witch assassin—whose primary role is to seek out and destroy their enemies. The successor is usually chosen by a challenge followed by mortal combat. The Malkins’ assassin is easily the most formidable. Three challengers are trained each year and take turns fighting her.

The current assassin of the Malkin clan is Grim-alkin. Very fast and strong, she has a code of honor and never resorts to trickery. She prefers her opponent to be a real test. Although honorable, Grimalkin also has a dark side and is reputed to use torture.
All fear the snip-snip of her terrible scissors. She uses these to shear the flesh and bone of her enemies. She carves this sign on trees to mark her territory or warn others away. Grimalkin’s favorite killing tool is the long blade, and she is a skilled blacksmith who forges her own weapons.

Grimalkin
OTHER NOTABLE MALKIN WITCH ASSASSINS
The previous Malkin assassin was Kernolde the Strangler, who, in addition to blades, used ropes, traps, and pits full of spikes to capture and slay her enemies. Once victorious, Kernolde habitually hung her victims by their thumbs before slowly asphyxiating them. She always faced challengers in the Witch Dell, north of the Devil’s Triangle. There she was aided by the dead witches who haunt that place, particularly Gertrude the Grim, who has been dead for over a century. Kernolde was finally slain by Grimalkin, who hung her by her feet so that the birds could peck her bones clean.
The assassin known as Needle used a long spear as her primary weapon. She impaled her victims and watched them die slowly. After losing an eye to a poisoned dart, she went into decline, finally being defeated in combat by Kernolde.
Dretch was one of the very first Malkin assassins, and the clan still talks of her to this day. She could stalk her enemies with such skill that it was impossible to hear her approach. Her primary weapons were her fingernails and her teeth. In combat, she would blind her enemy with her nails and bite savagely into the throat, tearing out an artery. She was ambushed by a dozen Deanes on Walpurgis Night, when there is traditionally a truce between the clans. After a fierce fight she was slain, but five of her attackers paid with their own lives. This began a year-long war between the Malkins and the Deanes.
Demdike was the only assassin ever to have been murdered by her own clan—the Mouldheels. She made powerful enemies by disobeying directives and insulting the Mouldheel clan leader to her face. At the Halloween sabbath they took her by surprise, stoned her, and threw her body into the fire.

Kernolde
WITCH POWERS
Animism Magic
This type of magic is also practiced by the category of mages known as shamans, but its strongest adherents are the Romanian witches. They feed upon the animus, the life essence of a creature. This is not its soul; it is the vitality or energy that animates body and mind. They do not take blood but draw the animus forth directly by use of willpower and incantations, sometimes over many weeks or months. The body of the victim becomes gray and wrinkled and withers until the skin is like dry parchment over the brittle bones. Sometimes, in the later stages, the victim appears dead but still walks. He breathes and his heart beats feebly, but his eyes are unseeing and he cannot speak. At that stage, death is very close.
Very occasionally, when seven or more witches are gathered together, the victim drops dead within seconds. Again, the feeding is accompanied by exertion of the group willpower and incantations. Romanian witches never write down any of their spells; they are passed through the generations and learned by heart.
Blood Magic
This is the most basic of the types of magic practiced by witches. They may progress to the higher levels of bone magic or familiar magic, but all start at this stage and continue to use it from time to time throughout their lives.

Blood features in rituals, especially at the time of the four main witches’ sabbaths (February, April, August, and October). Drinking copious amounts, especially the blood of children, increases the potency of dark magic. It enhances both scrying and cursing, the latter being used to bring about the death of an enemy from a great distance.
Bone Magic
This type of magic is one level higher than blood magic. The bones of animals can be used, but human bones, especially thumb bones, are the most valued. The thumb bones of a seventh son of a seventh son are the greatest prize of all.13
Using bones in rituals can achieve a variety of things. One of the most notorious uses is to create a bone yard, a deadly place to trap the unwary. After drinking blood squeezed from the thumbs of a still-living victim, the witch invokes the dark, using incantations, then cuts away the thumb bones and buries them at the center of the yard.

When someone wanders into the boneyard, their own bones become very heavy and they are bound to the spot; slow starvation is the result. At the center of such a trap, the pressure exerted is so great that the victim’s bones are broken and crushed. To reach that point is rare, however; it is a fate usually suffered by an animal such as a hare or deer that is moving very fast. Once the flesh has rotted and fallen away, the witch comes to claim her harvest.

When approaching the lair of a bone witch, always move with extreme caution. The first warning when entering a boneyard is a feeling of lethargy, soon followed by a sense that your whole body is becoming heavier. But it is important not to panic. To turn around can alert the witches that a victim is trying to escape and causes the pressure to intensify. So start to move backward very slowly, taking deep breaths. Once clear, find another route to the witch’s lair, but beware of further traps.
Witches can also use bone magic to enslave graveside lingerers, ghosts bound to the scene of a crime or confused spirits wandering in limbo.14 Once a spirit is summoned, a witch enslaves it and can make it do her bidding, often using it to spy on or terrorize enemies.
Sometimes bones are ground down to a fine powder and mixed with blood before being sipped from a human skull. Not only does this provide an easy way to get bone into the witch’s body, it adds an element of blood magic as well, thus heightening the power of the ritual.
Curses
In conjunction with blood or bone magic, witches routinely use curses to kill their enemies from afar.15 The accurate use of words is vital, and sometimes the curse is actually written down and sent to the intended victim. In rare cases it is written on skin rather than parchment or paper.
A number of years ago, the three main Pendle clans, the Malkins, the Deanes, and the Mouldheels, came together and cursed me. The parchment they sent had spots of blood on it from victims who were probably murdered as part of the dark magical ritual. The leaders of the three covens also signed in blood. On the next page is that curse—which I must confess did cause me a few sleepless nights.
             By screeching owl, by toad and bat,
             By scuttling beetle, shiny black,
             We curse thy soul! We›ll take thy life!
              
             By bloodred moon and starless sky,
             By writhing bones and corpse›s sigh,
             We curse thy soul! We›ll take thy life!
              
             By slithering snake and long-tailed rat,
             By mandrake root and familiar cat,
             We curse thy soul! We›ll take thy life!
              
              These words have been written in the blood of innocents.
             Thus cursed you are by covens three:
             You will die in a dark place, far underground, 
             with no friend at your side!
             Darcie Malkin, Jessie Deane, & Claris Mouldheel

Many years have passed and the curse has still had no effect, but whenever my work calls me to venture underground, it always comes into my mind, and I am doubly on my guard.
Elemental Magic
At its most basic level, this form of magic is usually practiced by novice witches being trained within a clan, or unaware witches who frequent lonely places where they feel in tune with nature. The latter often sense a presence close by: unknown to them, this is an emerging elemental spirit, feeding and growing as a result of contact with a curious human mind. By focusing on the outcome she desires, the novice malevolent witch can use the power of the elemental to ill wish.
The elemental will do her bidding and exert its power against the chosen victim. Death rarely results from such a malignant partnership, but night terrors, ill health, and infestations of lice are common.

Used by skilled and experienced practitioners, elemental magic is very powerful. Fully developed elementals such as barghests and moroi are used both as guardians and killers. The latter in particular are a deadly threat in Romania, where, under the control of demons, they possess bears and attack their designated victims with terrible fury.
Familiar Magic
This is the most powerful of the three categories of magic used by the Pendle witches, although such practitioners may also use blood and bone magic from time to time. Magic of this type has tremendous and terrible potential.
The witch binds a creature to her will, at first feeding her own blood to her chosen familiar. Once it is bound to her, the blood of victims may be substituted. The creature effectively becomes an extension of the witch’s own body. It is as if she can detach her hand and have it operate at a distance. It becomes her eyes and ears. The possibilities afforded by this dreadful magic are numerous and varied, depending on what type of creature a witch chooses as her familiar. Often witches have more than one, each suited to a different purpose. A cat can be used to spy on an enemy witch or scratch out her eyes, or even kill her baby by sitting on its face and smothering it while it sleeps.
Bats and birds have the advantage of flight and can enable a witch to search for both enemies and victims. She usually chooses birds of the night, such as owls and corpse fowls.16
Cats, especially black ones, are probably the most popular familiars, and many witches choose them because of their own feline nature. Cats are quick and subtle, but also cruel: They play with their prey before devouring it.
Snakes are almost as common, not least because of their ability to kill. County snakes are not usually dangerous, but association with a witch increases the power of their jaws and endows them with a lethal venom they would not normally possess.
Toads are the least powerful of familiars, and are usually employed by very old, isolated witches (whose powers are waning and who merely want the latest gossip) and by those whose grasp of dark magic is extremely limited. However, they are the favorite familiars of water witches, well suited to the boggy terrain they inhabit, and their skin oozes a particularly virulent poison: The merest contact with it results in death.

Finally there are what we term higher-order familiars. These are entities such as demons that would normally be considered too dangerous and power-ful to be employed as familiars. Only the very strongest witches dare to attempt this, and few can carry it off. Almost inevitably there is a power struggle, and the witch may become subservient to that which she sought to control.17


Mirrors and Scrying
There are three ways in which the Pendle witches combine dark magic with the use of mirrors.
1. To communicate over a distance, either by lip reading from one another’s reflected images or by writing. Most witches are skilled at lip reading, but sometimes they write on the mirror when communicating with others unused to the practice. Using dark magic, they can locate another mirror and their message appears there. A very skillful witch can even use a puddle or any surface of calm water.
2. They use mirrors to spy on their enemies or victims. As a defense against that magical art, many inhabitants of the Pendle district turn their mirrors to the wall after dark.
3. Some witches believe that they have the ability to use mirrors to prophesy. Using the blood of a victim as ink, they draw magical symbols along the edges of a mirror. Afterward, spells are chanted, and they supposedly see visions of the future in the glass. Such so-called scryers are almost certainly deluded. I refuse to believe that the future is fixed. Free will and choice shape what happens.18
Moon Magic
This type of magic is mostly practiced by benign witches. Practitioners sometimes dance naked at the time of the full moon to strengthen the power of the herbs they gather for healing.
The moon is said to show the truth of things, and can sometimes counter spells of false appearance.
Sniffing
Long sniffing is used by a witch to sniff out approaching danger.19 Seventh sons of seventh sons are immune to that power, but we must still beware of short sniffing; up close, a witch can use it to find out our strengths and weaknesses. The nearer she approaches, the worse it gets. Always keep a witch at bay with a rowan staff, and above all, never let her breathe into your face!

Spells of False Appearance
Otherwise known as dread, glamour, and fascination, these spells allow a malevolent witch to hide what she really is.
Dread is used to change her appearance in order to terrify her enemies. Instead of hair, a nest of black snakes may adorn her head and her eyes may glow red like fiery coals. Additionally, her face deforms and becomes monstrous.
Glamour and fascination work together. The former makes a witch seem younger and more beautiful than she really is; fascination then forces a man to believe anything she tells him. He becomes like a rabbit in thrall to a stoat. But only the very strongest of witches can maintain such illusions in moonlight.

Sympathetic Magic
This type of magic is usually used to kill, cripple, or seriously hurt the enemy of a witch. A clay or wax figure is modeled in the shape of the intended victim. Into it are mixed ingredients that make it more potent, such as the victim’s blood or urine. If these cannot be obtained, a strand of hair or a small piece of material from the victim’s clothing will usually suffice.
What happens next is bounded only by the imagination and vindictiveness of the witch. Any injury inflicted on the figure will result in the victim feeling that pain. The witch has created sympathy between the figure and the living person. So a nail driven into any part of the model’s anatomy will be felt in the same place on the living being. If the head and heart are targeted, then death will come swiftly. Alternatively, the victim may be crippled. Melting part of the model might result in a wasting disease.
A witch bottle is often used as a defense against an enemy witch who is already using dark magic. Some of her urine is placed in the bottle, along with sharp stones, pins, and iron nails. Once corked, the bottle is given a good shake, then left in the sun for three days. On the night of the next full moon it’s buried under a dung heap. The next time the witch tries to urinate, she finds herself in agony. Thereupon the witch is informed of what has been done, and in return for halting her own magical attack, the witch bottle is destroyed.
DEALING WITH WITCHES
Unlike boggarts, witches cannot be confined using the power of salt and iron alone. But several techniques can be used to bind them successfully.
Symbols such as those sketched on the facing page are used to mark the pit of a bound witch. A Greek letter sigma is used to denote a sorceress, and a diagonal line sloping from right to left indicates a successful binding. Additionally, the type of witch (here the Greek letter lambda for lamia) and the ranking (1 being the most powerful) may be marked on the stone. It is vital to write the witch’s full name below the symbols to identify her. Being women, they are subtle and may change over time. Each history must be consulted in my Chipenden library.
Finally, as with boggarts, the name of the spook who carried out the binding should be written directly under the witch’s name.

Dealing with Dead Witches
Witches are sometimes hanged, then given to their families for burial, but this achieves little.
One problem when dealing with witches is that for most, death isn’t the end of them. They are bone bound, their spirits trapped in their corpses, so if a witch is simply buried, one night she’ll scratch her way to the surface and go hunting for victims and suck their blood to renew her strength.
Witches vary in power. A really strong witch might roam for miles in a single night; others can only drag themselves a few paces and often hide under moldering leaves, waiting for someone to pass close to their lair.20

Below are the important stages in the process of binding a dead witch.

1. Hire a master mason and a blacksmith. Both tradesmen should have previous experience of the task at hand. Set them to work constructing a stone-and-iron cover for the pit.
2. Dig a pit to contain the body of the witch. This should be a shaft nine feet deep and six feet long by three feet wide.
3. Next, ease the body into the pit headfirst. When night falls, unaware of her orientation, the dead witch will mistakenly dig herself deeper into the ground.

4. Next the mason and blacksmith must work together to construct the thirteen bars that will cover the pit, each bolted to a rim of stones.21
Dealing with Live Witches
First, a malevolent witch must be captured; This is best accomplished by use of a silver chain. The technique for casting the chain can only be acquired by hours of practice against targets: My apprentice must test his skills first against the post in my garden, then against moving targets. I also practice regularly, as it wouldn’t do to let these skills get rusty. Below are the general principles involved.
1. The silver chain should be coiled about the left wrist.
2. It should be cast with a twisting upward motion of the hand so that it spins widdershins, against the clock.
3. Enough elevation should be gained so that it drops over the witch, tightening as it falls, but not enough that she has time to evade it.
4. It is important to achieve a degree of what we call spread. This means that the chain should bind the witch from head to knee. With sufficient practice, it is possible to ensure that the chain tightens against her teeth. Her silence is desirable. She may attempt to use dark magic.
Once captured, the witch must be dealt with. Burning, cruel though it is, destroys the witch for all time. Another good method is to eat the heart of the witch. This barbarous but reliable method is not usually practiced in the County, but some spooks kill a witch, then feed her heart to their dogs.22 One other reliable method of dealing with a witch—the one I use—is to keep her in a pit reinforced with iron bars.
Below are the important stages of the process of binding a live witch in a pit.
1. Hire a master mason and a blacksmith. Both tradesmen should be reliable and experienced. They should also have strong nerves because dealing with a live witch can be very dangerous.
2. Dig the pit. This should be nine feet deep, six feet wide, and six feet long.
3. With a strong witch, line the walls with a mixture of salt and iron. Leave the floor of the pit clear so that she can survive on a diet of slugs and insects. When dealing with feral lamias or water witches, a cage of iron bars needs to be constructed and buried in the ground (both types of witch can burrow).
4. The critical point is getting the witch into the pit. The silver chain should bind her until the very last moment. The skill lies in rolling the witch into the pit, simultaneously uncoiling the chain. This can only be learned by practice.
5. Finally, stay in attendance until the mason and smith have sealed the pit.
This technique has one serious but fortunately rare drawback. After being kept in a pit for many years, eating slugs and worms, the water seeping into her flesh and bones, an extremely strong witch starts to change. If she is then killed, she will become wick– not only able to move her body great distances, but soft and pliable, with the ability to squeeze into a tiny space. Entering a human body through the nose or ears, the witch can possess it and use it for her own purposes.

The difficulty then is to identify the witch, but there are two ways: A body that is newly possessed has poor balance and may stagger as if dizzy or even completely lose its balance and fall over. There are often personality changes, too. Someone who was formerly kind, calm, and happy may suddenly become excitable and bad tempered.23





The Ghasts on Hangman’s Hill
The Unquiet Dead
The unquiet dead form a large part of the work carried out by spooks. Being seventh sons of seventh sons, we can see and hear the dead and have conversations with their spirits. Ghasts we can do nothing about, but with ghosts our rate of success is high.
Unlike priests, who try to exorcise ghosts using the ritual of bell, book, and candle, we talk directly to them, as you would to a living person. Our first priority is to find out why they have become trapped on earth. This is usually a consequence of some crime they have committed or their own sudden violent death. Many do not even realize they are dead. After convincing them that this is so, the next step is to persuade them to think of a happy memory from their former life. Concentration upon that usually solves the problem and gives them sufficient peace of mind to be able to find their way through the mists of limbo to the light.
The art of speaking to the dead must be practiced and the necessary skills developed. Some spooks are better at this than others. To be effective in this regard, we must empathize with ghosts and understand their pain and disorientation.1
SYMBOLS USED FOR THE UNQUIET DEAD
These are usually marked close to where the spirit lurks, perhaps carved into a tree or door. A Greek letter gamma (see opposite) is used for both ghosts and ghasts. The type of spirit is indicated at the top right. In this case, the letter sigma labels it as a strangler ghost.
Note the ranking system used: to the bottom right of the main symbol is a number; ranks 1 to 5 are ghosts; 6 to 10 are ghasts. In the example here, the strangler is a rank 3.
Abhuman spirits are indicated by the Greek letter alpha. They are not classified into types, but a ranking is given from 1 to 10.

Abhuman Spirits
Abhuman spirits are human souls that have degenerated and fallen so far from their former condition that they are more akin to beasts, sometimes taking the form of hybrids, half human, half animal. This is often a result of spending a long time trapped in limbo or having committed some terrible crime on earth.

An Abhuman

A Group of Abhumans
Although a spirit can usually be persuaded to go to the light by focusing upon a happy memory of its former life, this always proves far more difficult when dealing with abhuman spirits. Often they cannot remember much of their existence on earth, much less any brief periods of happiness. 
Most of these poor unfortunates cannot be helped by a spook and are doomed to exist in that tormented condition until the end of time itself. Nevertheless, if the opportunity presents itself, it is still worth making the effort to free them from that miserable existence.2

Ghasts
Ghasts are fragments of spirits that have been able to move on to the light only by leaving the evil part of themselves behind. Their behavior is repetitive and compulsive: Over and over again they repeat some act that they once performed when they were alive. Often it is a crime such as murder, but occasionally they are the victims.
The largest ghast visitation in the County takes place on Hangman’s Hill, where, after a savage battle during their civil war, a large number of soldiers were executed. They can sometimes be seen there, hanging from the trees as they slowly choke to death.3
Ghasts feed upon terror. It makes them stronger. They are ranked from 6 to 10. Most people would be hardly aware of a 10, but those of the highest rank sometimes drive people insane from pure fear. Sometimes they try to touch the living with their cold fingers or even squeeze the throat or press on the chest to make breathing difficult.
The house in Horshaw, where I was born, harbors the ghast of a miner in the cellar. As soon as their training commences, I take all my apprentices there to see if they have sufficient courage to face the dark. I also attempt from time to time to deal with ghasts myself, but so far without success. As yet a spook can do nothing about such entities, and we must continue 
to search for a way to get rid of them. It is fortunate that they fade slowly over time, eventually disappearing altogether.
Ghosts
Ghosts are full spirits still trapped on earth and unable to pass on, either because they are victims or have committed some heinous crime. Some may be bound to the scene of their crime; some to their own grave. Occasionally they have a message for those still alive and may linger for years, waiting for the opportunity to pass this on.
Ghosts are ranked from 1 to 5; strangler ghosts are always ranked from 1 to 3. A rank 1 strangler, although rare, is extremely dangerous and can asphyxiate its victims. Ghosts can choose whether or not to make themselves visible.
There are, very rarely, other visitations from beyond the grave. These never make themselves directly visible but sometimes cast a shadow. More usually there is a noise in the air—a cracking or tearing sound, as if the very fabric of our world is being ripped asunder and an entrance created. Very occasionally there is a physical sensation of warmth that announces the presence. I have never experienced such a phenomenon myself but have spoken to other spooks who have, and I’m convinced of the truth of such encounters. I suspect that such visitations come directly from the light and are both powerful and benign.4

A CONVERSATION WITH A STRANGLER GHOST
In the third year after the death of my master, Henry Horrocks, I was summoned to Balderstone to deal with a suspected strangler ghost. Three deaths had occurred in less than a year, in a hamlet that had only forty remaining inhabitants. I was able to view the most recent corpse but was unable to interrogate its spirit, which had already moved on to the light.
Only rarely can strangler ghosts kill people; I knew that if this was what I was dealing with, then it must be exceptionally powerful, because it had exerted enough pressure to actually leave finger marks on the victim’s throat. And there was a chance that the murderer was human. There are many examples in the County record of killers who have attempted to blame supernatural agencies for the deaths they have been charged with. But in this case all the victims had died on the western edge of the hamlet, close to a small dell, and that’s where I eventually found the strangler.
There was no moon and the night was dark, with heavy cloud cover and hardly a breath of wind. I saw the ghost as a faint column of light moving through the trees toward the village. The strangler was no doubt seeking out its next victim. When I called out to it, the column of light halted and then proceeded swiftly in my direction. No doubt it thought I’d be easy prey. Stranglers and other ghosts are deterred by groups of people and are always more likely to manifest themselves to lone humans.
When it was no more than a staff’s length away, it halted for a moment, at which point it became aware that I was not the easy victim it had anticipated. Nonetheless it attacked me, and I felt it place its cold fingers around my throat. It tried to choke me, but a seventh son of a seventh son has a degree of immunity, and it lacked the strength to do me any serious harm. So I tried to talk to it.

“How came you here?” I demanded. “Why are you bound to this place?”
“Love this dark dell,” replied the strangler. “Killed many here before they caught me. Three women, a child, and an old man. Put my hands around their necks and squeezed until they struggled no more. But they caught me at last. . . .”
“Did you hang?”
“Nay. They kicked me with their heavy boots until all my bones were broken. Battered me until my spirit fled my body to escape the pain. Here I am now. Can’t go too far from this place, but it’s not so bad. Not so bad at all. Three I’ve taken in the last few months. So good, it is. So nice to put my cold fingers around warm plump necks!”
“You must leave here now,” I warned him. “Each life you take only makes it harder for you. Go to the light. Go now while you still can!”
“What chance have I got of ever reaching the light?” the strangler asked in a melancholy voice.
“It’s difficult, but it can be done,” I explained. “Think of a happy memory. The moment on this earth when you were most happy!”
There was silence for over a minute; then at last the strangler spoke. “I remember one summer’s morning when I was hardly higher than my mam’s knee. She’d just given me a good slapping for doing something wrong—I can’t remember what—when I saw a large butterfly hovering over a clump of long-stemmed dog daisies. It had red wings that shone in the sunlight, and I remember feeling so jealous that it should look that way when I was ugly and misshapen myself—my mam always said I should never have been born. It just didn’t seem fair that it should be able to fly as well, when all I could do was hobble about.
“So when it settled on a flower head, I seized it quickly and pulled off both its wings. That showed it! Now it was just an ugly little insect and couldn’t fly. I felt happier and better than I had in a long time. Aye, I remember that morning well. It taught me how I could make myself feel better by hurting others.”
At that, I knew that the strangler was beyond salvation. Part of me felt sorry for that poor twisted spirit. It sounded as if he had endured a difficult childhood. But others are afflicted by worse and yet still rise above their pain. My duty was clear.
“Look toward the light!” I cried. “You should be able to see it now . . .”
“I can’t see the light. Just a gray swirling mist . . .”
“Enter the mist and you’ll find it. The light is just beyond it. Do it now!”
Within moments the column of light faded. But I had tricked it. The ghost was too tainted by its evil ways to ever reach the light. I had sent it off into the gray mists of limbo. The light did indeed lie beyond that region—I hadn’t lied about that. But the strangler ghost had no hope of reaching it and would wander in limbo, perhaps for all eternity. It was cruel, but it had to be done. My first duty is always to the County and its inhabitants. No more people would die in that dell at the hands of the strangler.
This sketch is of a creature I glimpsed at dusk on the edge of Crow Wood. Whether demon or elemental, I am not sure. I raised my staff toward it and it flittered away into the gloom, never to be seen again. There are many unknown entities at large in the County. We must continue to observe and record; a spook’s work is never done. – John Gregory





The Minotaur
Demons
Demons, like boggarts, are spirit entities, but they are much more powerful and intelligent. They have complete control of their shape and appearance, becoming visible or invisible at will. They also have highly developed language skills. Some of them aspire to be gods, like the Old Gods, and spend their time trying to augment their power at the expense of their human victims. The stronger ones want to be worshipped.
They do not dwell in the dark like the Old Gods, who pass into our world through portals. Demons are bound to this world, usually frequenting a particular location from which they cannot wander far.1 Although they are less powerful than the Old Gods, they can be extremely dangerous.
Bugganes
The buggane is a category of demon that frequents ruins and usually materializes as a black bull or a hairy man, although other forms are chosen if they suit its purpose. In marshy ground, bugganes have been known to shape shift into wormes (see under Water Beasts, page 200).
The buggane makes two distinctive sounds—either bellowing like an enraged bull to warn off those who venture near its domain, or whispering to its victims in a sinister human voice. It tells the afflicted that it is sapping their life force, and their terror lends the demon even greater strength. Covering one’s ears is no protection—the voice of the buggane is heard right inside the head. Even the profoundly deaf have been known to fall victim to its insidious sound. Those who hear the whisper die within days unless they slay the buggane first. It stores the life force (see Animism Magic, page 120) of each person it slays in a labyrinth, which it constructs far underground.

A Buggane
Bugganes are immune to salt and iron, which makes them hard to kill and to confine. The only thing they are vulnerable to is a blade made from silver alloy, which must be driven into the heart of the buggane when it has fully materialized. 
Another source of their strength is the alliance they sometimes make with witches or mages: In return for human sacrifices, they will destroy an enemy.
They are most common on the Isle of Mona, which lies to the northwest of the County coast, where a particularly dangerous one haunts a ruined chapel at the foot of Greeba Mountain. Bugganes, like some types of boggart, are occasionally open to persuasion or may be prepared to move location in exchange for something they badly want.
Harpies
These are said to be female; they are winged, and descend upon their prey faster than a stone falls through the air. The only warning that they are heading in your direction is a stench that is carried toward the victim no matter which way the wind is blowing. Sent out by Zeus, the former leader of the Old Gods, they hunt down those who have displeased him, to rend and tear them apart with their sharp claws. The bodies of the slain are contaminated by their visit, along with the surrounding land; plants and animals die, and nothing will grow in the soil there for many decades afterward.

Harpies
These observations were recorded from the ancient writings of the Greek spooks, but it seems likely to me that harpies never existed. Sightings of flying lamias probably gave birth to this legend. Without evidence we must always be skeptical. Note also that Zeus is no longer the leader of the Old Gods and through lack of worship has declined in power.
Kelpies
The kelpie is a type of malevolent demon that lives in rivers and lakes and has a great hunger for human flesh. It’s a shape shifter that usually takes the form of a black horse or pony. It allows a human to ride on its back before galloping into the water to drown him. If particularly hungry, it bites off the feet of its victim.

A Kelpie
The kelpie loves extreme weather conditions and often manifests itself during thunderstorms, when it shape shifts into a very hairy man, leaps out of the water and crushes its victim to death, snapping every bone in the process. Whether in the form of a man or a horse, however, a kelpie’s teeth are barbed and slope backward. Once it has bitten into flesh, it is almost impossible to pry its jaws open. A kelpie can be bound with a silver chain—though only with difficulty, because of its great agility. Like other demons, it is vulnerable to a silver blade.
Selkies
Selkies are water demons and usually live in the sea, appearing in the shape of a seal. But they can also take the form of a beautiful woman and live on land undetected. In this guise, selkies have been known to live with an unsuspecting man for years at a time. Selkies are benign creatures and like music, particularly sad songs. They are essentially lonely and thrive on human companionship. But they age very slowly indeed, and if one does choose to live with a man, her youth can attract the attention of neighbors, particularly jealous women. Although harmless in themselves, their presence makes people uneasy and nervous, given that they are a type of demon. Then a spook may be called in to help.
The best way to deal with a selkie is to hunt the creature, usually with dogs, which attempt to catch it and tear it to pieces. If the selkie escapes, she returns to the sea and again takes on the shape of a seal.2
Strigoi and Strigoica
Strigoi are masculine; strigoica are feminine. These vampiric (blood-drinking) demons live in Romania, mostly in the province of Transylvania. Often content to exist for years in spirit form, many eventually choose to possess the living; when their host dies, they move on to seize another body. Others prefer to animate the dead and choose a corpse soon after it has been buried.
These demons enter a living host through a cut or wound. Romanians are so fearful of this that they will endure the pain of cauterization—the wound being burned with a hot poker to seal it against that threat. The dead have no defense, and strigoi and strigoica follow wormholes into a corpse.
Strigoi and strigoica demons often work in pairs. One animates a living host, guarding and protecting the other during daylight hours. Many live in grand, isolated dwellings and have accumulated wealth acquired from the living hosts they have possessed.
Once clothed in human form, living or dead, they exist on a diet of human blood, but sometimes eat raw flesh, hearts and livers being considered particular delicacies.
It is the practice of Romanian spooks to dig up bodies one year after they have been interred. If decomposition is under way, the corpse is considered to be free of possession. However, if it has changed little— and especially if the face is pink or red and the lips swollen—it is deemed to be possessed by vampiric demons and the head is cut off and burned.

A Strigoi
There are many ways to deal with strigoi and strigoica, both the living and the dead: They can be decapitated; a stake may be driven through the left eye; or they can be burned. They also can be kept at bay using garlic, roses, and the same method employed against water witches—a salt-filled water moat. Only a demon possessing a dead body can be destroyed by sunlight.
Minotaurs
Minotaurs once roamed the southern islands of Greece, particularly Crete. They were carnivorous, terrorizing isolated villages into making human sacrifices to appease them. Each had the body of a very strong and muscular man but the head and horns of a bull. They would let out a tremendous roar, which transfixed their victims to the spot with fear.
There is a tale of a king who constructed a complex labyrinth and placed a savage minotaur at its center, sending those who displeased him in to meet their death. It is said that a Greek hero called Theseus slayed the terrible demon. He solved the problem of the labyrinth by using a ball of thread, one end of which he tied to a post at the entrance, unraveling the ball as he proceeded. Once he had slain the minotaur, all he had to do was follow the thread back to the entrance.
As no reports of sightings have been made for at least two centuries, minotaurs are now presumed to be extinct.
Cyclops
These demons take the shape of one-eyed carnivorous giants who feed upon sheep and other livestock, considering mountain goats a great delicacy. They are found in the accounts of the early Greek historians and storytellers. It is possible that they are now extinct in that land, but there is some evidence that they have migrated north—there are records of sightings in southern Romania. In my opinion all accounts of “giants” are greatly exaggerated. No doubt there are humans and other creatures in this world that exceed normal dimensions, but the capacity of the human mind to embellish and exaggerate what already is a wonder in itself never ceases to amaze me.

A Cyclops




A Skelt
Water Beasts
Water beasts are to be found all over the known world in seas, lakes, rivers, marshes, ponds, and canals. In the County they cause the biggest problems north of Caster. It is my hope that one day I will train an apprentice who will specialize in dealing with such creatures.1

Scylla
Scylla are a type of fierce water beast to be found only in freshwater rivers and lakes in Greece. The creatures vary in size, but each of them has seven heads, two tails, and five limbs. Covered in green scales, they often hide in underwater foliage, then scuttle out at great speed to seize their prey—usually fishermen or unwary travelers. The first scylla is said to have been one of the children of the first Lamia. It inherited its mother’s voracious appetite, which has been passed down to her descendants.

A Scylla
Skelts2
Skelts resemble huge insects, with long, thin, multi-jointed legs. Despite their size, they can fold themselves into very narrow spaces. Their segmented bodies are hard and ridged like a crustacean and usually barnacle encrusted. They live close to water, often in caves, and emerge to feed on the warm blood of mammals. They have snouts but are toothless, and their most notable feature is a long, narrow, sharp bone tube, which they insert into their prey in order to suck its blood.

A Skelt

A Water Witch Feasting on a Skelt
The skelt is greatly prized by water witches, who use it in their rituals. They allow it to drink the blood of a sacrificial victim over a period of days. Once the victim is dead, the witches then dismember the skelt alive and eat it raw. This triples the power of the blood magic gained.
Sirens
These female creatures use their powerful, enchanting voices to lure sailors to their deaths. In trying to reach the sirens, the mariners either plunge into the sea, where they are drowned, or sail their boats onto the rocks.3 It is believed that sirens feed upon the flesh of the drowned.

A Siren

A Wight
Wights
A wight is another creature created and used by witches, usually as the watery guardian of some secret place.4 Wights are created using dark magic. A drowned sailor’s soul is bound to his body, which then does not decay but becomes bloated and extremely strong. Although blind, their eyes having been devoured by fishes, wights have keen hearing and can locate their victims while still submerged. A victim may be totally unaware that a wight lies in wait in nearby water. The attack, when it comes, is swift. The wight seizes its prey and drags it down into deep water, where it drowns while being slowly dismembered.
Wights, like the witches who create them, can be repulsed and hurt by a staff of rowan wood. With a silver chain, they can also be dragged out of the water and finished off with salt and iron.

A Wight
Wormes
Wormes5 are dangerous creatures that range in size from that of a small dog to something as big as a house. Some have legs, most have tails, and all are vicious and bad tempered. Their bodies are sinuous and eel-like, but covered with tough green scales that are very difficult to penetrate with a blade. They have long jaws with a mouth full of fangs that can bite off a head or an arm in the twinkling of an eye. When on land, they can also spit a deadly poison that is quickly absorbed through the victim’s skin, with fatal results. Some wormes have short stubby wings, and because steam often erupts from their jaws, they are sometimes mistakenly believed to be fire-breathing dragons.

Wormes
They are mainly water dwellers, and although they prefer deep lakes, they occasionally make do with a marsh or river. Wormes are rare in the County but are to be found in its most northerly regions, ranging from the lakes down almost as far as Caster.
When they catch humans, they invariably squeeze their prey to death before eating them, bones and all, leaving hardly a trace. Sometimes they even swallow the clothes and shoes. But with animals such as cattle, they just bite deeply and drain them of blood.
Wormes are dangerous creatures to approach and are best dealt with by two people attacking the creature simultaneously.6





A Dragon
Elemental Spirits
As the name suggests, elemental spirits emerge from earth, water, air, or fire over a long period of time. The elements give birth to them, but they move only very slowly toward consciousness. It is in the early stage of their development that novice witches can use them to exert power; the older the spirit, the more aware it is. Once they have interacted with a fully fledged malevolent witch, their development is complete.
One plausible theory is that elemental spirits eventually evolve first into demons, then finally into gods. There is no hard evidence for this, but it does seem likely. Thus the Old Gods are the result of a long developing process, the final catalyst being their worship by humans.1
Barghests
Barghests are earth spirits that take the form of a huge black dog with fiery eyes and enormous fangs. Usually artificially bound to a certain location, they draw their strength from human fear, something they have in common with ghasts and boggarts. They are used and controlled by some witches to guard their homes, or places where covens gather. A spook can deal with them using salt and iron, but they can be a great danger to ordinary folk, projecting waves of fear that can stop a heart or drive the susceptible insane.

A Barghest
Boogles
Boogles are elemental spirits of earth that frequent caves and tunnels. Most are harmless, but they naturally make miners very nervous. They take the form of grotesque shadows that move extremely slowly. Occasionally they whisper or sigh. (Tappers are a much greater threat.)
Dragons
Dragons are mistakenly believed by many to be fire breathers with wings and talons. True dragons are very different. They are elemental spirits of the air, some so large they can coil themselves right round a big hill. They often sleep for centuries like that, covering it from foot to summit. They are invisible, so most people aren’t even aware of them. The more sensitive may just shiver suddenly on a hot summer’s day and think they’re coming down with a cold. Big dragons are sluggish things. They don’t move much, but if they do, it happens very slowly.
Their thought processes also seem slow, but that’s because they experience time differently: A day seems of no more duration than a second. Thus to them humans are no more than tiny insects and they are hardly aware of our existence. In ancient times, spooks could communicate with such beings, but that art has been lost.
Some mages try to use the energy of a dragon—with mixed results. There is great danger in such attempts. The mage is sometimes trapped within the aura of the dragon and falls into a deep sleep from which he never awakes, the most famous example being Merlin (under Mages) who, it is said, still sleeps within a dragon’s lair and will do so until the end of the world.
Fire Elementals
Fire elementals are not found in the County because of its wet climate and prevailing westerly winds from the sea.2 In hot lands, however, they can be very dangerous, often taking the form of glowing orbs, some of which are translucent, others opaque. At noon they are usually to be found on rocks, from which they draw heat and power. Additionally, they may frequent ruined or abandoned buildings.
As a general rule, the opaque ones are hotter and more dangerous than translucent ones. Indoors these often float close to the ceiling but can move very suddenly, which makes them almost impossible to dodge. Contact with such a sphere can result in severe burns and a painful death. In more extreme cases, such elementals can reduce their victims to ashes almost instantly.
Other fire elementals called asteri are similar in shape to a starfish, with five fiery arms. These elementals cling to the surface of walls or ceilings and drop onto the heads of unsuspecting victims.
The most dangerous fire elemental of all is the salamander, a large lizard that basks in the heat of intense flames. These can spit streaks of fire or scalding steam.

A Salamander
Fire elementals are notoriously difficult to defend against, but a metal alloy blade with the correct percentage of silver can sometimes cause one to implode. A spook’s staff is particularly useful for this purpose.3 Failing that, water can seriously weaken a fire elemental and cause it to hibernate until drier conditions prevail.4 Water also offers a refuge when under attack.
Moroi
These are vampiric elemental spirits found in Romania. They are sometimes controlled by the strigoi and strigoica, but even when operating alone are a considerable threat to travelers. In their disembodied form, they inhabit hollow trees and clumps of holly. However, they often possess bears, which crush and lacerate their human victims before dragging them back to their lair. Sunlight destroys them, and they are only at large after dark.
Moroi have one significant weakness: They are compulsive in their behavior and often linger close to their lair, counting holly berries, seeds, twigs, or even blades of grass, wasting the hours that would otherwise have been used to hunt human prey. By the time they have finished counting, it’s usually almost dawn—which can be the most dangerous time of all for unwary humans, because the creatures are desperate to drink blood before the sun rises.

This weakness is exploited by Romanian spooks, who always have a pocketful of seeds or berries. Threatened by the moroi, they cast these toward it. Rather than attack, it is forced to begin counting again.
Tappers
Tappers, distant cousins to the boggarts that plague the County, live deep within rock clefts and sometimes cause tunnels to collapse. County miners fear them more than anything else.
Tappers try to drive humans away from territory they have claimed as their own. First of all, they use fear—hence the mysterious and unnerving rhythmical tapping sounds that are typical signs of their presence. But if fear doesn’t work, they bring down rocks and try to crush those they consider to be interlopers.
In an abandoned mine, huge numbers may gather unchecked over time, endangering the lives of any humans who venture there. Even many of them working together cannot cause a tunnel to collapse unless there is an existing fault line. However, if they do find a serious crack in the structure of the rock above, they can easily bring the ceiling down, either crushing or sealing victims underground so they perish from lack of air or water.5
Water Elementals
Water elementals are mostly found in the north of the County, where the bogs, lakes, and coast are inhabited by other denizens of the dark, such as water witches. There is a dangerous type called a wisp, which appears as a spiral of light over dangerous marshes and lures travelers off the path to their doom. These are usually too elusive to be dealt with unless there is a severe drought (a rare thing in the County). Then a spook can bind one in a pit using the same method as he would for a boggart.

A Wisp
Then there are banshees (also known as bean sidhe), which are female water spirits that warn of death. Mostly they are invisible: All you hear is a wailing cry, uttered just three times each night. If they are heard close to a house three nights running, it is said someone inside will die at the very moment the final wail is heard.
Sometimes banshees can be glimpsed apparently washing a burial shroud. If there is blood either on the shroud or in the water, then a violent death is predicted.6 They are not solid and do not leave footprints or any other evidence of their presence.
A spook has no means of dealing with banshees, but they react to future events rather than bringing them about, so are not in themselves dangerous.7

A Banshee




The Cawley Stone Crawler
Mysterious Deaths in the County
Spooks catalog the creatures of the dark. Bit by bit, year by year, we learn more about the threats posed by the dark and develop ways in which to thwart or limit its effects. But there are still entities out there that defy our attempts to take their measure. In the County there have been many mysterious deaths that so far have not been explained.
THE BLOATED BODY OF EMILY JANE HUDSON
Emily Jane Hudson had lived in Ormskirk all her life but had taken to her sick bed two years before her plight was brought to my notice. Doctors had visited her regularly, attempting unsuccessfully to deal with her strange affliction.
Emily was still alive when I first saw her. I had been called to her bedside by Dr. Gill, with whom I’d worked many times in the past; he was a liberal and intelligent man who understood the part played in the County by the servants of the dark and routinely sought my advice.
At first I thought I was dealing with a woman who was extremely obese, but when the doctor lit a candle and pulled back the bedclothes slightly, I was astonished by the sight of poor Emily. Her face, shoulders, and neck were terribly swollen, but there was not an ounce of visible fat on her. The bright red skin was stretched tight by the blood beneath it. It was as if someone or something had forced blood into the space between skin and flesh. To support that theory, there were two large puncture marks on her neck, and the same on each shoulder.

There are many cases in the County where blood has been removed from a living body. Witches who use blood magic do so routinely. Sometimes they drain their victim completely; at other times they draw blood in small amounts over days or even weeks. But never had I encountered a case where blood had been added rather than subtracted.
I was unable to help, and within two hours poor Emily was dead. Fortunately the local priest allowed her to be buried within the churchyard, which was of some consolation to her family.
Thus I was forced to record one more mysterious death in the County. I can only suppose that some unknown type of witch or dark entity was using her body as a place to store blood for some future ritual. But although I watched over her grave for weeks, they never returned to take it.
THE CAWLEY STONE CRAWLER
There have been many mysterious deaths near the outcrop of rock known as the Cawley Stone. At first it was animals being killed: sheep, rabbits, stoats, and squirrels. But twice I have been called to the area to investigate human deaths. The first was that of a hermit who lived in the woods nearby; the second time I traveled to view the remains of a shepherd who had pursued a stray lamb into the vicinity of the rock.
Both the lamb and shepherd were dead, but they had no marks on their bodies—not even the slightest sign of violence.
The Cawley Stone has one visible peculiarity. About six feet from the ground on its northern face, there is a shape that might be a carving carried out in the distant past. If so, it has been weathered and worn and the details are not sharp. Alternatively, the shape could be the result of natural erosion. Whatever the truth of the matter, it has the appearance of a head, with muscular shoulders, arms, and hands. In certain lights, particularly just before sunset, it appears to be climbing out of the rock. If so, let us hope that it never completes its slow escape, because there is something very frightening about the figure.1
Some say that it is indeed emerging very slowly and claim to remember a time when it had not climbed out as far. Human memory is fallible, so we must allow for that, but I happened to speak to Jonathan Brown, the oldest resident of the nearby village. He says that as a young man he approached the Cawley Stone crawler for a dare and spent some time examining it closely. He was an artist who specialized in drawing landscapes and landmarks such as churches, so he took the opportunity to make a sketch of what he saw, striving, as usual, for accuracy. That sketch was still in his possession after all those years, and he showed it to me.

In the drawing, the figure was much further embedded in the rock: only one hand had emerged. I looked at some of his other work and was impressed by his eye for detail—particularly in his sketch of the gargoyle of the Bane, which is located over the main entrance to Priestown Cathedral. I was satisfied that he had rendered the crawler accurately—as it was then!
My suspicion is that we are dealing with some new type of earth elemental. It might well be that the rock face was worshipped in ancient times, sacrificial blood being splattered against it. That would have awakened the elemental, giving it strength and a sense of self. How it kills those who venture close, I do not know. But it is something to be aware of as it makes its slow escape from its rocky prison.
It may not need my attention again, but no doubt some future spook will be forced to deal with it.
THE MYSTERY OF THE CREEPING VINE
Late in the August of my fiftieth year, I was called from my Chipenden home to view a death that defied explanation. A suspected witch, Agatha Anderton, had long been watched at a distance by wary and distrustful neighbors. I’d talked to her once and found no evidence to support their whispered accusations. Although advanced in years, Agatha was bright, alert, and in my opinion, completely without malice—definitely falling into the category of witch known as the falsely accused.
This final time I was summoned because of the state of her house and garden. The latter had been overrun by a strange yellow vine that had displaced her herbs and flowers; worse, and far more ominously, it had grown over the exterior of her cottage, covering walls, doors and windows in a profusion of sickly smelling bloodred blossoms. No smoke had come from her chimney for days, and her neighbors believed that witchcraft was involved.
The vine was tough. Although it looked like fresh growth, the stems were woody and I had to use an ax to cut it away from the front door. Once inside, although it was just before noon, I was forced to light a lantern because the rooms were so dark. I gasped in shock, finding it difficult to believe my eyes.
The vine had apparently sprouted directly from poor Agatha’s body before displacing the floorboards and splitting the wooden bed upon which the old woman lay. She was cold and dead and had been in that condition for some time; her corpse was severely decayed.

But the real horror lay in what the vine had done to her body. Buds erupted from her dead flesh; shoots sprang from her ears and eyes; tendrils snaked down her nostrils and coiled about her throat; her feet and hands were covered in red blooms. The creeping vine had used her body as its soil, a nutrient to sustain its prolific growth.
Though it was hard to cut her from the bed, it had to be done. A priest was called, but although he said a few prayers over the body, he would not allow her to be buried in holy ground. So with his grudging permission, I laid her to rest just outside the churchyard.

From her grave the vine continued to sprout—but far more slowly than previously. Nevertheless, it’s a dense, tangled growth from which both animals and humans keep their distance. After many years, it now covers a roughly circular area of approximately one hundred yards in diameter. I say circular, but it has extended in every direction but one; it has halted at the boundaries of the churchyard, almost encircling it but seemingly unable to encroach upon holy ground.
Why did it happen? It must remain one of the great mysteries of the County. I have no doubt that dark forces were involved. But whether it was conjured by Agatha Anderton or by some unidentified enemy, we will never know. If dark magic was used, it is a spell unknown to the witches of the County, suggesting that an incomer was involved.



Final Words
This Bestiary, my personal guide to the dark, is the last remaining book from the old spooks’ library.
It is hard for me to convey the sense of loss I felt when the Chipenden library was destroyed. Up in flames went words written by generations of spooks, a great store of knowledge, the heritage of countless years of struggle against the ever-growing power of the dark. I was its guardian, and it was my task to extend and preserve it for the future. And now it is gone.
Its destruction filled me with a great sense of personal failure. It was a terrible blow that literally brought me to my knees.
Now I have had time to reflect, and I am filled with renewed strength and determination. My fight against the dark will continue. One day I will rebuild the library, and this book, my personal Bestiary, will be the first to be placed upon its shelves.
John Gregory of Chipenden
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1
I had not been working from the Chipenden house for long when I learned that the village and surrounding area are the very center of County cheese-making.—John Gregory
I’m sick to death of eating cheese. For me it’s the very worst part of the job. I don’t know how much longer I can put up with it.—apprentice Andy Cuerden
Andrew Cuerden left within a month of making the above observation. This trade needs discipline. He thought too much about the needs of his belly and lacked commitment.—John Gregory



1
Leys are lines of power beneath the earth: secret invisible roads that boggarts can travel. Several intersect underneath the Spook’s Chipenden house, and sometimes you can hear a loud deep rumble as a boggart passes by below. This is particularly scary, and I’ve lost more nights of sleep because of this than I care to remember.—apprentice Paul Preston



2
I was born near Hackensall Hall and a glimpse of the horse boggart there, when I was just five years old, was my first warning that I had the gift of seeing the dead and other creatures such as boggarts. My father had left my mother, running off with another woman, and only years later did I learn that he had also been a seventh son.—apprentice James Fowler



3
Father Stocks was killed in Read Hall near Pendle by the witch Wurmalde. He was a hard working and sincere priest and also a very capable spook who had for years kept the Pendle parish of Downham free of witches .—apprentice Tom Ward
The priest was my brother, and although we never got on well, his death saddened me greatly. Unfortunately he set in motion the chain of events by trying to rid himself of the boggart using bell, book and candle. Why do such people have to meddle? When threatened by the dark, it’s sensible to send for a spook,—John Gregory



4
I once had to try and save a priest who had been trapped by a ripper. It had split open the floor of a church and dragged the priest’s leg into the crack, where it was slowly sipping his blood. Although I successfully freed the priest and bound the boggart—my first—the man died later because we had to amputate his leg in order to free him .—Tom Ward
We discovered another weakness of the boggart. It was tricked by a maenad assassin, who left blood dishes just outside the garden for the boggart to drink. There must have been something mixed into the blood because it didn’t intercept the assassin; it only attacked and killed her when she was safely bound. The Spook considers it a real problem that might one day happen again. We are no longer as safe in that Chipenden house.—Tom Ward



5
The boggart managed to keep the Priestown Bane at bay but it suffered badly and could have died. When it materialized afterward, it had been blinded in one eye.



6
The bait dish, which holds the blood, is a deep metal dish with three small holes drilled close to the rim, at equal distances from each other. These are to take the hooks from a tripod chain, which is used to lower the dish into the pit. Once in position, the chain may be relaxed in order to free the hooks. This demands a skill which takes much practice to acquire. It took me almost a year. It’s especially hard when your hands are shaking with fear.—apprentice Billy Bradley



7
Two-thirds of my apprentices either failed or died while learning the trade. In addition to that, perhaps another ten fled into the night when taken to the haunted house at Horshaw to be tested. But only one of my apprentices turned to the dark. His name was Morgan, and he became a necromancer. He always sought an easy way to do things, and that was his downfall. Another weakness was laziness. He failed to apply himself properly to the study of the Old Tongue.—John Gregory



8
I encountered an extremely dangerous one at Stone Farm, near Owshaw Clough. After its thorn tree was chopped and burned down, the boggart relocated to Moor View Farm, to the west of Anglezarke Moor. I went out into the yard to present myself as a target for the stone chucker and so make it use up its power. It was a stormy night, and I needed the weakened boggart to enter the house, where the salt and iron would not be dispersed by the wind.



9
Spooks and their apprentices are not permitted to be interred in church graveyards, so poor Billy was buried in unhallowed ground just outside the cemetery at Layton. He was my twenty-ninth apprentice. It is vital that lessons are listened to carefully, notes written up accurately, and instructions followed to the letter.—John Gregory
The boggart was very strong and battered me so hard that I almost died. I crawled back into the kitchen, using myself as bait so that it would follow. It was fortunate that my apprentice, Tom Ward, kept his nerve and slayed the boggart. It was many weeks before I made a full recovery.
Despite that, I did nothing wrong and dealt with the stone chucker according to the tried and tested method outlined here. Boggarts are dangerous creatures, and the risk of being maimed or killed goes with the job of being a spook.—John Gregory



1
It is certainly true that females make the Bane nervous. In the labyrinth beneath Priestown Cathedral, Alice drove the Bane away by hissing and spitting into its face .—Tom Ward



2
Last year, the Pendle witch clans united, the three covens performing a ritual to bring the Fiend through the portal and allow him to stay in our world indefinitely. They only controlled him for two days; now he is his own master and poses the biggest threat to the County since the records in my library began. His influence upon our world is waxing, along with that of the dark. Churches lose their congregations, war grows more savage, and men forget their humanity; father is turned against son, marriages fail, and famine and disease increase.—John Gregory



3
 The Fiend took on the shape of bargeman Matthew Gilbert, who was murdered by the water witch Morwena. It was impossible to tell that it wasn’t the bargeman: In appearance and voice they were identical .– Tom Ward



4
Twice in my lifetime Golgoth has awakened; both events were facilitated by a human agency—that of my former apprentice, Morgan, who used a grimoire.



5
 Although my second eldest brother received the name James in the local church, my mam’s secret name for him was Hephaestus. How apt that he should grow up to follow the trade of a blacksmith! Another example of Mam’s ability
to see into the future .—Tom Ward



6
Barrows are interesting and mysterious. Most probably contain more than just the bones of the dead; some surely hide powerful artifacts.—apprentice Morgan Hurst



7
 When we faced the banshee witch, the Morrigan, in the shape of a crow, attacked Bill Arkwright, scratching his head with her claws. He was killed by fire elementals within one year of that attack .—Tom Ward



8
 I saw the Ordeen at close quarters, and she was truly terrifying. Initially she had the form of a human female but with a rank animal smell. Her teeth appeared very sharp and her jaws powerful. But after I bound her with my silver chain, she took on her true shape —that of a huge lizard with green scales, a salamander. She spat fire and scalding steam at me, and when I tried to slay her with my staff, it burst into flames and turned into hot ash in seconds .—Tom Ward



9
Since the above entry, the Ordeen has been destroyed. As I was one of the group who brought this about, I am in a good position to record what we learned. The portal used by the Ordeen to come into this world was both breathtaking and terrifying—a pillar of fire extending from earth to sky. Through it came an immense citadel known as the Ord, many times the size of Priestown Cathedral. Within it were many traps and dangers, not the least being a multitude of fire elementals, including both translucent and opaque orbs, and also asteri.
It was the first time I’d ever seen fire elementals, but they behaved as other spooks have recorded, and this enabled me to fight them off, so we owe a great debt to the past. On the roof of the main structure were a large number of abhuman spirits, no doubt trapped by the Ord over aeons as it passed backward and forward through the portal.
What is truly worrying, though the threat from the Ordeen now seems to have ended, is that we did not discover how she could visit our world without human intervention. If that ability were shared by another of the Old Gods, such as Golgoth or Pan, life on earth would become even more difficult and dangerous.—John Gregory



10
I have now seen three of the Old Gods enter our world through portals. The first was Golgoth, when Morgan used a pentacle to conjure him into our world. The second was the Ordeen, who entered via her own fiery portal. The third, and perhaps the strangest, was when the banshee witch summoned the Morrigan to kill me, using her own mouth as the portal.—Bill Arkwright
Once again it must be stressed that it is very dangerous to trust a woman—especially a witch. There are many good women in the world, but even when dealing with a benign witch, never tell her everything; always hold something in reserve.—John Gregory



1
This type of magic is rarely practiced by witches.—John Gregory



2
The above is based upon the writings of a very early spook called Nicholas Browne, who traveled far beyond the borders of the County. Apart from his notebooks, there is no evidence that any of his assertions are true, but we must keep an open mind. The world is a big place and much remains to be explored.—John Gregory



3
The word necromancer comes from the Greek nekros, which means corpse. —apprentice Mark Caster



4
The black candles are identical to those used by malevolent witches in their rituals. Bony Lizzie had them in her house when I rescued the child called Tommy. I’ve seen them many times since, and their presence is always a bad sign. Their dark color is achieved by mixing human blood into the wax.—Tom Ward



5
My master’s ex-apprentice, Morgan, turned from the light and practiced necromancy. In return for money, he summoned the dead from limbo for grieving families. Even worse, he trapped the spirit of my own father and made him believe that he was burning in Hell .—Tom Ward



6
Morgan tried to raise Golgoth a second time and succeeded. However, it cost him his life. It was a horrific death that I will never forget.—Tom Ward



7
Mr. Gregory keeps a grimoire in the locked writing desk of his Anglezarke house. I once saw him reading it and asked him why it was there. He told me to mind my own business.—apprentice Andy Cuerden



8
 Alice told me that Bony Lizzie owned three grimoires, but they were destroyed by fire when a mob attacked their dwelling near Chipenden. —Tom Ward



1
Testing a witch? Just never trust a woman. And never trust a woman who wears pointy shoes.—John Gregory



2
The principle behind the swimming test is right—it’s just the practice that is wrong. Most witches cannot cross running water, so a stream or river would be a better place to test them. Witches also find seawater toxic because of its high salt content.—Bill Arkwright



3
Agnes Sowerbutts of Pendle could fall into the category of a benign witch, but her status is not certain. She is a healer but uses a mirror for magical purposes, something usually considered a tool of the dark.—Tom Ward



4
Witches (with the exception of water witches) cannot cross running water. As the Pendle district has numerous streams, some means had to be found to enable witches to move about relatively freely. Thus witch dams were developed. A system of pulleys and a handle are used to lower a big wooden board into a stream to block its flow. The heavy board slides down between two grooved posts into a trench in the bottom of the stream, which is lined with wood to make a good seal. Water quickly builds and flows around the dam, but before it does so, several witches are able to cross safely.—John Gregory



5
Now I know better. Time has shown that I was wrong to allow Bony Lizzie to escape, and I also should have killed Tusk while I had the chance. Years later, both returned to Chipenden in another attempt to free Mother Malkin. It almost cost me the life of my apprentice, Tom Ward. (How we finally dealt with Mother Malkin is chronicled in Tom Ward’s own notebooks.) I have always had a tendency to be merciful. Sometimes it has cost both me and others dearly.—John Gregory



6
From what has been learned since the return of the Fiend to this world, it is highly probable that Tusk was an abhuman, the result of a union between a witch and the Fiend.—John Gregory



7
Inside the Ord there were hundreds of vaengir summoned by the Fiend to swell the ranks of the Ordeen’s servants. This accounts for them rarely being seen elsewhere.—Tom Ward



8
This is the account of my dealings with the lamia witch Meg Skelton. She has now returned to her homeland, Greece, and I do not expect to see her again. I include it now as a warning to my apprentices. —John Gregory



9
Seawater, with its high levels of salt, is toxic for witches. They avoid the seashore and cannot safely walk on sand even when the tide is at its lowest ebb. Even water witches die if immersed in seawater for too long. However, witches can and do make successful sea voyages. To do so, they must stay in the boat’s hold as much as possible and dress to shield their skin from the wind and spray. —John Gregory
Bill Arkwright uses a salt solution in the pits he uses to bind water witches. This makes them docile. He also has a salt moat around his garden to keep others at bay.—apprentice Graham Cain



10
The current leader of the Mouldheels is Mab. She’s a very young but powerful witch and an extremely skilled scryer. Beware—she will use fascination against a spook if she can!—Tom Ward



11
The powerful witch Wurmalde journeyed from Greece to Pendle and succeeded in briefly uniting the three main clans to bring the Fiend through a portal to this world. That witch is dead now, and the clans are in conflict once more. We must be watchful lest another outsider comes to bring the Malkins, Deanes, and Mouldheels together again.—John Gregory



12
These former appearances of the Fiend often lasted just a minute or so. Now, of course, he dwells in our world and threatens it with a new age of darkness.—John Gregory



13
The witch Bony Lizzie had me trapped in a pit and was ready to take my bones. She was already sharpening her knives when Alice helped me escape. —Tom Ward



14
Limbo comes from the Latin word limbus, which means the edge or fringe. Souls have to pass through it to reach the light. Some find it harder than others.—John Gregory



15
 When working with Bill Arkwright, I came into contact with a Celtic witch from Ireland, who used a curse to kill a County landowner. We called her a banshee witch because she behaved like that elemental, the difference being that she brought about the death rather than just foretelling it. In addition to the curse—uttered in the Old Tongue—and the wailing cries, she used a ritual that involved washing and twisting a burial shroud. This caused the heart of the victim to rupture.—Tom Ward



16
 The water witch Morwena had a corpse fowl as her familiar. She used it to hunt for me on Monastery Marsh. It was slayed by Grimalkin, the witch assassin .—Tom Ward



17
Alice Deane made a pact with the Bane, a very powerful spirit that had formerly been one of the Old Gods. In giving it her blood and attempting to bind it to her will, she was in effect making it her familiar. She was in great danger, but the fact that she was able to deal with it in such a way is a testimony to her power. Alice Deane must never be allowed to turn to the dark.—John Gregory



18
Bony Lizzie used long sniffing to foresee the danger from the Chipenden mob that eventually burned down her house.—Tom Ward



19
 Mab Mouldheel used mirrors twice, to my knowledge, to predict the future. In the first instance, she foretold the breaching of Malkin Tower and the threat to our lives by retreating witches. In the second, she foretold the near death of Alice Deane in Greece at the hands of a feral lamia.—Tom Ward



20
Some witches are so strong that they can break free and be born into the world again. My master calls this reincarnation.—apprentice Bob Crosby



21
In order to save money, some spooks place a large boulder over the witch’s grave instead of iron bars. I would only use that as a temporary measure when dealing with a relatively weak witch. It’s better to be safe than sorry.—John Gregory



22
I was sent to work with Bill Arkwright for six months. He was a hard man who beat me badly on two occasions. One of the worst things I ever witnessed was the killing of a water witch that he’d had imprisoned in a pit for two years. She was still screaming when he threw her heart to his dogs.—apprentice Jack Farington
Mother Malkin, one of the strongest witches the County has ever seen, possessed the body of a pig butcher. After she was driven out by salt and iron, her heart was devoured by pigs.—Tom Ward
When the witch Wurmalde died, dropped by a vaengir lamia from a great height onto Gore Rock in Pendle, the Spook told me that her slayer had already ripped out her heart and devoured it.—Tom Ward



23
As a young man, I wrote the definitive guide to possession. It is to be found in my Chipenden library and is titled The Damned, the Dizzy, and the Desperate.—John Gregory



1
Having completed my training as a spook, I was very disappointed to be unable to send the ghosts of my mam and dad to the light. Abe died in an accident; Amelia killed herself because she could not bear to live on alone. Still they haunt the mill. I have returned to Chipenden to ask my former master, John Gregory, to see if he can do anything for them. —Bill Arkwright
I tried my best but could not send them to the light. The dead husband could leave but refuses to do so without his wife. For some reason all my skill and experience in dealing with such matters proved useless. —John Gregory
The water witch Morwena revealed that the Fiend had prevented Arkwright’s mam, Amelia, from going to the light. That explains why all the efforts to free her came to nothing. Then I bargained with the Fiend, agreeing to go out onto the marsh and face Morwena if, in exchange, he would release Amelia’s soul. Now at last she and her husband, Abe, are at peace. —Tom Ward



2
Within the Ord, the citadel of the Ordeen, I saw a large number of abhuman spirits. They had degenerated as a result of passing back and forth between this world and the realm of the dark. It would have been impossible to free them by the usual means of talking them through to the light. —John Gregory



3
As a child, I was terrified by the ghasts on that hill. I could hear them swinging on the branches and choking as they hanged. When it got really bad and I couldn’t sleep, my mam went alone up the hill and made them quiet for more than a month, something that not even a spook can do. —Tom Ward



4
On the way back from Greece on board the Celeste, I had such an experience. I believe it was Mam returning briefly to say good-bye and let me know that she was all right. —Tom Ward



1
The main exception to this rule is the demons that pass to and fro from the dark to our world through the fiery portal used by the Ordeen. It is the power of that goddess that makes such a thing possible. —John Gregory



2
Seconded to Bill Arkwright, I helped hunt down a selkie far to the north of the County. Bill’s poor dog followed it into the water and was seized and drowned. After killing the dog, the selkie escaped. —apprentice Graham Cain
Working with Bill Arkwright, I was also witness to the hunting of a selkie. The creature was living happily with a fisherman in the shape of a woman, and it seemed cruel and unjust that she should be driven into the sea, leaving him alone. The poor man was distraught. There are some jobs a spook shouldn’t have to do. —Tom Ward



1
At last I have trained an apprentice from that northern region of the County who wishes to return there and deal with things that come out of the water. His name is Bill Arkwright. —John Gregory



2
Skelts are extremely rare. One day I hope to see one! —apprentice Bill Arkwright
Bill Arkwright got his wish! He had one trapped in a water pit below the mill. When it escaped, it attacked me and started draining my blood. Bill saved me, killing it with a rock. When he was a prisoner of water witches, they used a skelt to drink his blood. Once he was dead, the creature would have been ritually slain. —Tom Ward



3
On the Greek coast, the crew of our ship, the Celeste, suddenly found themselves in thrall to sirens who waited on a headland of jagged rocks. These creatures, because of the power of their song, appeared as great beauties. However, their true form was hideous, with huge fangs and swollen lips. As spooks, Tom Ward and I had some immunity to their allure, but only by pressing wax into the ears of the helmsman could we free him from their spell so that the ship could be steered to safety. —John Gregory



4
 A wight was used to guard the secret tunnel that led to Malkin Tower. It was slain by a lamia, which tore it to pieces. —Tom Ward



5
The word worme is spelled with an e to distinguish it from the common earthworm. —apprentice George Eccles



6
 I faced a dangerous worme with Bill Arkwright. I helped to attract its attention while he stabbed it with his staff, then finished it off with his knife. Bill also demonstrated how a candle flame could be used to distract it .—Tom Ward



1
There is some recent evidence to support this view. The Bane was once one of the Old Gods, worshipped by the Little People. At the time of its unfortunate liberation from the catacombs under Priestown Cathedral, where it had little human contact, it had the strength of a demon. Gradually it then began to grow in power. I’m convinced that, using terror, it would eventually have forced people to worship it in great numbers. It would have become a god once more. It was destroyed by my apprentice, Tom Ward, just in time. —John Gregory



2
No doubt the reduced danger was in part due to that, but we must not discount the recent arrival of these elementals through the portal. After reaching our world, denizens of the dark always need time to achieve their full strength. —John Gregory



3
This proved to be the case when we were in Greece and encountered fire elementals. One of the asteri was cut in two by my staff’s blade, but it was not the end of the elemental. It began to re-form, and we had to leave the location quickly. —John Gregory



4
 During our encounter with the Ordeen, a tremendous amount of water had fallen into the Ord, and this made some of the fire elementals less dangerous. —Tom Ward



5
In a cave in the Pindhos Mountains, fleeing from maenads, Alice and I heard tappers all around us. They brought the roof down, and we only just escaped with our lives. —Tom Ward



6
The predicted deaths do not always occur, leading me to suspect that coincidence may be involved, or that people simply die of fear, thereby fulfilling the prophecy. —John Gregory



7
They are not to be confused with the Celtic witches (also known as banshee witches). Those mimic the action of a banshee but actually bring about the death of their chosen victim. These witches worship the Old Goddess known as the Morrigan, who often appears in the shape of a crow. —John Gregory



1
I passed by the Cawley Stone just before sunset with my master, John Gregory, and we examined the crawler. It did appear to be climbing out of the rock and looked very scary indeed. I noticed that while we were there, everything was very still; there wasn’t a breath of wind and the birds had stopped singing. —apprentice Henry Burrows
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© Saerificed herself. In final poct. made
Bane promise nat o hurt me or Spook.
Otherwise wouldn't have been able o kill il
© Luoysland prepared to sk owa life to help others.
© Knows shout plant remedics.
Healed my buened hand.

DAD

© Comes from o family of witches

© Has some witcheraftskills and prepared
e them if necessar.
© Used candleand mieror tosearch for
Mother Malkin.
© Unlocked Silver Gate and relessed the Bane!
© Made paet with Bane. Tred tomoke ¢
e familiar and control

S bl i
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“What Afice fold me atout Botany

Plangs have lots of wser
They can kil cure,or drive you insane!
Dendly nightshade i sleo called belladona. which means
Tt fullads.” Can be wsed as ointinent to make s
worman'seyes bright and setactive, Ve risky and
dangerous but i sometimes caten by witches. Eat
o0 much and you dic o are driven mod! A small
amount can bewsal to s into the future
7 Pendle witches ke it t0 1! Alice sid they
makean ointment from it and smear it on thebe

bodies. But shed never seena witeh actually ly.

Mandsike. Alsocalled mandsagors.C
recognized by ke blue flowers and lage leves Some witches
aall it herries i the plant can make yot
£l uneonscions T mch and you never wake up. Or wake
msane. Can be used as purseto clsnse poisons from body.
Helps relieve toothache and pains in the
joints. Alsovsed as ingredics
love potions. Roots are shaped i

hman hods.
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THE QUISTTOR.

The Quisitar hunts witches, but his victims are wnually
e menemy of the
heholdsa quick tral
There heacts as judge. Uses swimming to test o suspected
witeh: throwing her into  decp pond. Tnnocent f she sinks
(rometimes drowas!) but guily if she floats. Also usesa
eedleto find the Devils mark,an area on a witch's body
* that'snot supposed tofee pain. I¢sjust a eruel orture,
After being stabbed with pin many times.the poor womsn's
body becomes numb and docsit feel theneedlego in. Ifshe

docsn't ey out.she's ilty and is burned ot thestake.

The Quiritor besomes the xceutioner and organises the
buraing. Fié's a eruel man and positions the sake

carcfully so that the victim takesa very long ime to di.
He's grown rich from the money he makes sellng the

homes and property of those he condemns.
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Crepry
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Give me what felongs to ma or
I Wmake you sorry you were ever born.

L/ —
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THe Unouigr Deap

USUALLY AL INTO 1RO CATEGONIES

Ghasts are fragments ofsprits that have moved
bad partof themselves hehind makes them able to d
Ghastsare repeitive. dojag thesame thing over

again. Usually something doe at scen of erime.
Something violent like a murdet. Ghasts can only harm
souif you're afraid. Ao ranked from one to ten. Most
people hardly aware of a ten. Ghasts of the highest rank
can drive people insane through fear, Sometimes they try
o touch you. Squeere your throat or presson chest to m

ithard to breuthe.

Ghost are full pirits sl trspped o corch and wnable
committed. Others have s message for peoplesill alive
May linger yearsuaciltheirtsk s completed. Sometimen
hosts don't know ey re dead. Can sometims he givena
tolking.to and shed t0move on. These are o ranked
from one 0 ten Ones can be rally daerousand con
choose whther t make themsclvs isibleor ot. Most

are malevolea.
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Do you mean the stone circle at Kenmare?
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Symlols *

BOGGARTS

Beta for Boggart
P S B\

Naturally bound bogart

X a=rnk
Gregpry = mme

T~ dungerous

X - hardly detectable

Artifically bound hogart
GHOSTS/GHASTS

1= dongerous
X - hardly deeetable
i A

Grepry
WiTcHES

e M mlevolent

B benign

U umaware
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Hairy boggarts

Can be friendly or hostile or a mixture of both.

Have course hairy conts and take on different

animal shapes—maialy dogs but lots of cas anid o

few tots. Can also be shaped like horses. Lots of hairy
boggartsin the Counts! There'sa horse boggart st
Hackensall Black dog boggarcs t be found at Warton
and up on the Long Ridg.

Hall Knockers

Boggarts that rap on walls or doors and cause s nuisance.
Often et wp totricks. May throwe pots and pans around in
Kitchen. smash eups and saucers. and wake up hovschold.
Pull bedelothes from bed. Dangerous because wnpredictable.
Can change without notice inta stone chuckers. These are
borgarts that throw pebbles or even boulders. All types of
bosgart ar ranked from one to ten. One i the most powerful,
Can kill. Sometimes. stone chuckers make shovwers of

stones rain dowen on a village or house for weeks ata time.

Need to be artificially bound.
Caltle Rippers
. Cattle rippers are boggarts that drink blood from cattle.

Con s farmer bardibi. Sometimeschane without waring. &
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Wights

A wightis another creature used by witches,usualy as
Quardian of some secretplace. Wights e created using
dark magic. A drovwned ssilor' soul isbound to his body,
which does o decay but becomes bloated and extremely
strong. Although blind (their eyes devoured by fishes).
they have ke hearing and locatevictims whilst til sub-
merged. Once seized, prey is dragged into deep water and.
drowned whilst being siowly dismembered,

Wormes

(NOTE: Theword worme* isspelled with an “¢"to mark.
itas different from the common earthworm)
—Frederick Harper

Wormesare dangerous creatures tht rangeinsize from
thatof a small dog o the sze of ahouse. Some e fegs,
mosthave tails,and al arevicious and bac-temperes
Have long s and a mouth full of fangs thatcan biteoff
‘ahead or anarm in the twinkling of an eye. Can also spit
adeadly poison that is quickly absorbed through the
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ictin' sin, with rapidly ftal result. Some wormes
even haveshort, stubby wings, and becausesteam often
eruptsfrom thei jaws sometimes mistakenly believed o
e firebreathing dragons.

Mainly water dwellers, and although they prefer deep
lakes,occasionally make do with a marsh o ariver.
‘Wormes rare in the County but are o be found inits most
northerly regions,ranging from the lakes dow amost as
faras Caster.

Boogles

‘Booglesare lemertal earth sprits Found incavesand
tunnels Mostly harmiess, but make miners very nervous
“Takethe form of grotesque shadowsthat move relly
slowly. Sometimes they whisper o sigh.
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ansura(falseimage) thatsthe e stoge i binding o
male victin o her will

Second stage s Fusoinstion. A power ehich cavses
man to believe everything a witch ells him and never
doubt her for a moment. Might be convinced she 't o
witeh.

SNifFIng oo types)
Long-sniffing used by a witch to suiff out approaching
danger (Bomy Lizaie used it to escape the Chipenden
b who burat hes housel.Spok sid we'e e
tothatbutmstsill eware shortsnifling Uy

close a witch can useit t find out our strengths and

weaknesses. Nearer she et the worse it ets. Always

eeprat witch a bay with rovan staff. Never let her
b
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Skelts

‘Skelts ook like huge nsects. Have long. thin multijointed
egsand, despie ize,can fold themselves nto very.
narrow spaces Seqmented bodies hard and ridged like
crustaceans and usually barnacle-encrusted. They live in
or close towate. Often incaves, Emerge to feed on the
warm blood of mammals Have ong snouts bt toothiess.
IMost naticesble feature isfong, narrow sharp-ended bone
tube. They insert it intotheir prey in order tosuck their.
blood.

Skeltsare gratly prizedby viater witches. They use

the creatures in thei rituals. T hey allow them to drink
the blood ofascrificial victim aver aperiod of days

(Once the victimis dead,they then dismember theskelt
alive and eat it raw, This triplesthe power o the blood:-

magic ained.

Skeltsrelatively rare. Need tobe studied and notes
made. To dothis keep in watr pit with sirong it
solution
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i Blood and Bone Masgic

‘Spook told me more shovt these, Witch who wses Blood
Magicmostly takes it st before fll moon. Childzen

| prerred but adults snd animal blood sccspuble
hirt great enough. Water witches we it mainly for
" sustenance but Pendle witches slwaystosecumslate
ower: Alsoincreases ssength and agilcy. Longevity
too Used in ritualstosushmon spiitsand slay enemies
st distnce. Mouldhecls use it o eahance serying
ability:

Witches who e Bone Magic refs resly taken
hones. Mt b rom  esson Killed jstbefore daw.
Nothing wastd. Those bonesnot used immedisely
buriedforfutureuse—but not as powerful. When
sesded (conld b yearslter)itch s thes ot ike

" 4 dog. Washes them in milk before wse. All bones
ekl bt thumb bonesar most sought afer Can be
wsed o sommon the desd.
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The. fiend

Has many other names: Fither o Lies, the Devil. Old
Nick Fob, Sutan. Lueifer, snd Horned God. During
first Ageof Darkness walked the carth for nearly theee
centuries. Banished by unknown power. Records lost.
Aftersnrd could only visit briefly. st special times
such sswitches ssbbaths. Or when some terrible crime
and evocation briefly opens portal to this work

Fiend's Powers: can chang size and shift shape:
erafty and deceitfol masipulatestime; summons storms
and controlselements:dark personified so can force ts
denizens todo his biddings has childsen by witches.

True shapes terrible. Fw can ook wpon him and.
live. Die n the spotor become insane. Very strong

witchun e im bt e become blind .
Prophecies

Willuny of the come true? They worry me a lot.

Hel be the best apprentice you've ever had and he'll

also be your lst”
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Mam wrote that in lette tothe Spook. Nice i
could be his best ever spprentice but sad becauseof the
‘Spook. Means hisob and maybe his life are coming to
anend

' Youwill diein a dark place. far underground with ro
friend st your sidd
st prophecy partof curse against Spook. Made
by three Pendlleclans. T chought it might happen in
Priestown but he rurvived: Seill worries me. We spend
Tote oftime nderground!

“Laeen girl. soon o be s woman. Thegirl who will
share yourlfe She will ove you.she wil beteay you.
and fually she will die for you.”

This prophecy made by Tibb. Dida't mention giel's

e, Could itbe Alice? This i one tha eares me
most Conlidt ear tolose Alice.

Glamour and fascmation

Glumour—power used by s witch to make hersel{seem

ounger and more beautiful thax she really is. Crestes
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toreach siens. Sail their bostsonto rocks. Or dive nto s
and drown. Sirens feed wpon flsh of the drowncd.

Song makes sirens appear besutiful. But are relly
hideous. Huge fangs and swollen lips. Spooki have some
rosistance t theie song. Greck silors pres wa into their
ars Can'thear s then magic doesn't work. Suilon to
ety

Lamia Witches
"o types: feral and domestic. Most ferals seuttle on all

fours.have sharp elows, and drink the blood of hurms

can'tfind people,make do with animals, ke ros Can o

summon birds o their presence. Pulloffcheir wingssothey
ly and drink the blood slowly.
Honeland ~Greece. But often found beyond that nacions
boundarics.Som inthe County. Worst lacein Greeeefor

them is Phindos Mountains. Vry dangerovs there

Domesticones human in sppesrance bt green and yellow
scales run the length of their spin
Lamia witches are slow shape shifters. Those close to

people gradusly ke on human female form. The ppsie
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Deanes came later, from beyond sea to west. Big bateles
in Cronw Wood. Lotsof buried bones. iled to capture
Malkin Tower Made their home in village of
Roughlee. Vry provd people; Easily take insulis
Toagine grievances and can become spiteful. Sill
dream of making towr their own.

Mouldheelslat o arrive. These witches formerly.
nomadic axd went barefooted. Otherscalled them “stink
feet”or “mouldy heels” hence present name. Gradually
infltrated village of Barcleigh and made i their home.
The three main witeh villagesquite close together
Sometimes known ss Devils Triangle. There aceothes
smaller Pendle witch lans bt smaller and les powerful:
Hewitts,Ogdens. Nutters,and Precsalls. Alsosome

incomer witches bt these mostly shus

Powrer of Witch Clans

Clans very powerful and dangerous Spook seys best

sears ago. Witch Finder called Wilkinson areived in

Pendle o deal with clans once and foral. Brought two.
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Walpurgis Night (April 30). Subbth whee sovi
are ausigaed to the witches who'l tra them. Blood
cituals Spells of binding. Attempts to ool trainees
and ke sy free will Notall survive. Blood of the

shain wsed o anoint the successful.

Laummas (August 1). Most propitious sbbsth for
opening portal to the dark. Thisiswhen sitempts
made o contact the Fiend or summon him to our world,
Needs tleas combined srength of three covens to
attempt this saely

Halloween(October 31). Celebrates coming of the
dark winter montha Witch feast when ghosts most

receptive o interrogation. Forced to answer quertions
nd some can prophesy. Witches usally wear masks at

thissabbath. Even when main clans celebrate separately,
b

spies williniltrate. [ detected spiessl
‘and bone aken for dark magic.
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Deancs and Mlkins gottng clos
Mouldheels mich more mysterious. As wellas blood
and bone magie they re skilled with mirrors.sometimes
wsing them for serying which means foretelling the

* future (Spook docsn't believein this). Movldheels
monly Keep distance from other two clans sofur but
new danger is thit someori s trying to wnitell hree.

Very dangerous that Together could do grest evil.

Witches™ Sablaths

These are celcbratory fessts where covens ther st

miduight
Candlemas (ebruary 2). Witches make their own.
Black candles, Tillow eax slways mixed with human

" blood. Masy contain poisonous herbs oo. Some candles
Tave specific purpore. Can make vietims fall helpless
into decp slesp. Or besome in thrll o witch. Also can
make ime seem to pss more quickly or slowly than it

relly docs.
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Allurmed.

Made basein Dowham. Started toaerest suspected

witchesin Devil's Triangle: Swam over thirty: Theee
drowned. One died of fever afterwards Five losted

 and weretried. Al fve found guilty and hanged.
Wilkinson began second phase. More arrsts.

T meantime witches collected their desd. Buried
them under los (ch Dell. Trvelling back to
Dowshan afer dark, Wilkinson tricked into pss
through dell. Halt his party slaughtered by dead
witches. Bodies recovered later. All drained of blood.
Thumb bones missing.

Made hasty etreat from district bt Malkins used
powerful curse. Within chisteen months every lastone
ead. including Wilkinson. Some died i sccidents.

| Othersjus vanished from fceof arth. Probbly victim

“

" cfwiteh assasing. Wilkinson's desth partieularly
Horrible. Nose and fingers fel off. Ears turned black
and withered sway: Tried to hang himsel€ Filed when
£ope broke. Mad with pain, drowned himsel{in pond.
Sowitch clans revenge wastotal.
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Witch Assassing

Each clan employs st lesst e witch assassin—role
toseck out and destroy enemies. Some no etter than
poisoners but Malking’assssin formidable. Successor
chosen by challene and mortal comba.
Previous asmssin was Keenolde the Strangler who
ontly used rope to kil but sometimes traps and pits
full of spikes. Flung victims by their thunbs.
Defested by Grimalkin who slew Kernolde in
Crons Wood. Birds pecked her bones cean.
Grimalkin's fvorite weapons—long blades. Skilled

blacksmith. Foges her own weapons. Very fustand
strong. Flas code of honor. Never wins wing trickery.
Likes opponet to be s dangerous challenge. Has dark
side.Sometimes uses torture.

Snigs flesh and bone. Carves sbovesign on tres to mark.
tersitory or warn others sway. All fear snipsnip of her
terribleseissors.
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also trve. Bound in  pit. orsomehow eutoff from humans.a

domestie amia setch gradually gocs back t her feral form.
alled sacngir.have wings. Can fly

hort distances attacking vietims from thesir: Onee thovght

twbe rare. Now knowethatthey come through portal with

Ordecn.
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seriouscrack.can casly bring the roof down. Either erush o

seal victims underground. Perish from lack of sir or water:
‘Sometimes County miners knows asection of tunnel i

safe. Know toppiescan't harm thems. So they rap back the

sallswith theie hammers. Sometimes dance i their lo

tapper's hythm.

The. Ordeen

Oneof Old Gods.foundin Gresee Visitsour world every
scven e Othr god who wse gortals need the helpof
. Bumans o et toour world. Ordeen dossn't. Her portal s
pillarof fire. S hons docsshe do 2 Was somthing done in
dhepas o el hr? Very dongerous ifother sods could do
thesane
Prayerof monks in Metcor monasteies have kept her
- confined tosouthern plai s fr.But their poseee wanin.
Steensth of Ordeen waing. Danger incressing
Notalot knownabaut her But very bloodshirsts. Her
ehiefworshippers in Greceeare maenads. But brings othee
Scrvantswith her from the dork: demons. flying lamiss. and.
| fire clementals Nothing known st bout demons What
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 ircors Makescrificil soutdrink lots of wine Foree i

dowen amimal's throat. Then splitopen s belly and study its

intestines. Seeintothe foture:

Alhuman Spirits

B Thcare ollen human souls. Degencrsted and nowe more like
sl of beast Sometines half human and halfanimal. Why?
Notaluys certain. Could be because trapped in Limbo oo
Tong. O mayhe committed some errible erime when sl
‘Can usually persande spirt 1o gotoche ight by aking
St focus wpon a happy memors from s lfetme. Not with

sbhuman, spiritsthough. Very diffieult toachieve because

Bapy memories. Most con't be helped by a spook: Dened s

existin torment anil ed f tme Neverthelss weshould
b
Sirens

Female water creatures found on Greek coast. Loungeon

rocksat wter's ede. Lure sailors o theie desths uing s
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Covens and Clans

A Covenmeansthirteen witches gathered tose dask
magic Larger family ofwitches called a Clan. It
 fnludes men, women,andchildren who don' dirstly

E praic witherel
History of Pendie Clans
Malkins. Deanes, and Mouldheels are the three main

i Paadle ki s wichestomake homein

L Poudle Oldest and most powerul group. Original

tower was owned by losal landowner. Malkins drove
him out. Used sursespoison. and sbduetion of his

st son. Henceforward became known as Malkin
Tower. Extended the building Mainly downward.
Earth mounds cat of Crow Wood contain soil
excavated from desper dungeons Some of the mortar
i brown because mixed with human blood and.
gowdered bone. Not all Malkins live in tower.
Most now live in village of Goldshaw Booth.
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e5peare they? Spook wants to know moreso can put i his
Bestinry. Her scrvants shaughteral in their path. Grest
Bloodshed. People dic for milesaround. Very few survive to
record what happens Knowledge limited. Spook saysi'sa
merey that County sccmsfar beyond her resch,

Macenads

Macnads usually sty in Grecee butone tried o kill mein the

County: Very seary and dangerous, Gt power from wine and
blood. Flyintoa frensy. Fight their encmics with wild fury.
Sometimes wse blades (ome who attacked mein garden did)

sth. Can pull enemics part with jus bare

Macnadsslowly regressing. Emotion taking over from
thought. Eventually lose the power of speceh. Become like
water witehes—more animal than human

Reciveno reward for warship of Ordeen but sillgather

i great numbersto it herarrival. Onee she and her
servants have rvaged theland, macnads fesst upon dead and

dying.

Macnads not witches but do haveseryers. Don't s
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fire. Elementals

Not found in the County—toowetand windy. Toonear the
s But very dangerous in Gresee,because s hot and dey in
© Lot ofdifferent sizesand shapes. Ofen toke the form of
lovwing fiery srhs, Some you cansee through. Otherslook
solid. Solid ones hotter and more dungerous: Whtch out!
Tadoors these often loat close o the celing but can mave sy
‘uddenly. Very fast. Hard tododge. They cause severe burns.
A painfol death. Can turn you o ashesalmostinstanel:
biser than o human hosd. But can beassmll asa

Bngernail Littleores try too up your nose snd sizale your.
b

i Orsometims o down th throstintostomach. Abweys
Keep your mouth closed when theyttack.

‘Atnoon.usually found ne rocks from which they
v hetand por Somtimes oy in it inside rained
building.

Other fre clmentals e clled steicLook ike starfish
with five fery radiatingarms. Cling to walls and eslings
Drop ontothe hesdsof nsuspectag vietims. Burn them o

 death inscconds,
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The most dangerous fire lemental of all s the slamander.

Lok likea big lzard and slecps n o hot fire. This ypecan
cor sealding steam.

Hard o defend yourselfagainst fre cleméntals But
Spooksstaff hasmetal lloy blade and can cut them nto
picees. But need to have quick reactions.

Water weskens fire clementals Become dormant,
Hibernate until drier. Water aho offers a refuge when vader.

 ataek:

‘lappers

Earthelementals that live deep inside cracks in rock. Can
cxusetunnel o collape, When n new o unknwn tunsel
County mincrs sared of them. Tipers ound i other

Ty todrive humans away: Firtthe use fenr—makeseury. i
rhythmical tapping sounds. Butif that doesn't work. they
brimg down rockstosquash ntruders

I an abandoned mine.ots gther ver ime. Very
dangerous. But cven lotsof them cn't makes tunnel collapse

wnlessthere'sanexistimg oult Tine But if they do find a
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Boggarts move up and down L lines bt un e raped i
one lace This is olled turlly bound. Some think the
Tinesareancentpoths wsed by forTahers nancient i
Buttheyre resly linesof porer wndergrouad. Lvisble
ronds thatsme boggarts v totravl quicklyfrom placs t0
slace Earthauakes o trop boggarts and ke chem
turaly bownd, unabletomove morethan s dosen paees
any disetion. Mostbst e where theyare A awloward

 spot{near houseor roud).néed to b moved sway and.

artificilly bound ss follovs:

© Pitncedstobe dug a st six fvt decp.
Forrippersnine fct.

© Pt must b coated with mixture of salt
and iron mixed into s bone .

© Sulthurns s hoggart
Tron bleeds awsy s strensth.

© Blood glaced in it tolure boggartinto it before
stome s dropped into place sesling ¢ undergrouad.

© Dot forget to coat nside of stone!

Need 0 employ help of tradesmen. Mason. Rigger, Lintof

 County tradesmen it this esperincen Spooks Hbrary

NEED TOMEMORIZETHEM
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Coniston
On way back.
Tell Spook. Meet me at
Arkwright's water mill.
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amous Rippers

The Rivington Ripperterrorised area
o outh of the Caunty for three months.
Rippers usually start s catele rippers.then
levelop taste fo hustan blood. This wss
diferent. Preferred sheep Then gottuste
for shepherds. Bud winter made it hard to locate.
Killed five shepherds and o parish constable before
being succcssfully bound.

The Luyton Rippor nl billed one person.the Spook's
apprentice. Billy Bradles. Ripper had been sucking blood
from o local farmer. Killing him slowly. Billy had pit dug
but used inexperienced locsl workers, Weather bad s0

Billy rushed thejob. Stone slipped and trapped his ingers.
Ripper bit therm off. Billy died of shock and los of blood.

& The frmersurvived.
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Yo tree. Sometimes knovwn asthe graveyard tree it has
porsonousleaves that witches somtimes boil and drink to
try and see into the future. Alice sy it docsn't work.
Many witches have dicd attempting this. Alice says that s
barksoaked in vinegar.can remove warts. Bt only if the
sufferertruly belicves in the power of the witch,

Willow tree. This tree grows near water and has catkin
e Bark peclingsarc wacfulfor reliving pain.

parsieularly dhat of burns,

Bryony isa clinbing plant with white flowers and red

Berries Alice sys it can make bruises fude quickly and can
often stop serious internal bleeding. Difficult for atientto
take. Causes masen 4

Dack leaves can be used to relive the pain of nettle stings

Aspen tree. This s sometimes known as the trembling treé
becauscits lesves aresensitive tothe slightest of brecees:

Aninfusion of the laves can lessen the shivers and shakes.

of abad fever
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Alicesaysthatlots of lanss can be used to trest illcsses.
ut the skill often lcs in the dose given. Toolittle and there
e noclloct. Too nach and death may result.

Elderisaactive o witches and i theopposite of ewan
oo which repels them. It has white flowers nd red or
blue berries. Useful as o cure for cheunatie oin and hear
disorders. Alice sys its partieularly effective i rallying
Uhe dying.giving them neve strength, Some cun even make s

full recovery. Bay tree leavescan also be used to revive the

dying.but not n effctive s lder

Foxgloveis nothe useful plant for improving heart

Sonditions Some .Uu...w...w,.cl.u Glove.ithss
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THE BANE @

(Notes written up on journcy back)

The Buneoncea god worshipped by an ancient
peoplecllod theSeganii (ometimesslso led

" he Litde Pople). rvorised cverybody including Heys.
theie king. Demandod yearly trbute from him. He'had to

isseven sons O ench yearsarting with the dldest.

B B L v Noss meged tobid he B Tpped
the ctaconbs under Pricstoen Cathedral behind a Silver
Gate. Was  spirit but o couldst ly fre unless someore
opencd the gt

Bane lowly grew i power. At begianing of century:

wery fow reported contacts. Gradually, rumors spresd that
whisperings could be heard insomeof the eellars of the
Housesfrcing the cathedral.

First written reportof this made by Edward Baines.o
rocer Gave testimony to Bishop Warbreck. When he

et dow o his eelar o collet coal after dark, Baines's

* e regularly called by  disembodied voice. Tt atempted

to ngage him in conversation. Voice too deep to be human
slthough seemed to spesk dircerly inside his head. ston
oo of the sellar vibested and runbld.
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Exorcisms.wsing bell, book and candle performed twice

without sucecs. So Edward Buinesfirt t hve door to ki cellar
ricked . Fom then stored cosl i the ard behind his house.

Within sesen yeursfl hoscholders i the rod i the e,

By the end of third decade first desths occurred. One

every four or five yeurs. Frequeney gradually in

Some deaths recorded a due to natural causes
but proportion of suicides increased seadily, Mot deaths
resulted from fllsfrom the cathedral oof. Others
oceurred i catacombs, At frst,the bishops of the diocese

dealt with these themselves under Church L. Eventually

fiest pressings. Alsooccasionalsihtings of lrge
black dog by the riests. Al recorded by theconstble.
Things gotworse. Within ten yers il ithritis withdrens
lewving Church fre o deal with the itution s t s it This
wasthe resultof the deuch of Constable Pl Wolsly.ho
s sl presed investigsing s desh in hecsconba

| Frciuency of desth ncressed o the prsentdey.
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lots of intended County chureh sites

d because of boggart interference
Emndmuumok s church had been dug at Whittle-
1e-Woods. Stones for building already gat

Overnight stones mysteriously moved to Leyland.

This was done by a stone-chueker based in Whitle.
Boggart wanted to keep humans away from one of ts
fuvorite places. Rather than bringing in o spook to help.
the easy option was taken: chureh builtin Leyland.

Stone-chucker got its own way!

GRIMOIRES

Grimoires(sometimes spelled Grimmores)are tools of
the durk. Ancient books full ofspells and rituals.
Rituals have tobe followed to the leter. One mistake
and death can result, Mostly written in the O1d Tongue
by the frst men of the County. Some mages arestill
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writing them now. Spook thinks these are not as
dangerous because much of old knowledge lost. Witches
have their own grimoires. Alice says that Bony Lizzic
had three. Destroyed when her house burned by mob

at Chipenden.

INTIMATIONS Of DEATH

This is my first notebook entry not gotten from Spook,
Alice.or Spook’s library: Thught to me by Man.
Strange smell when Dad was ill. Told us that he was
elose to death. If patient starts to recover, smell fades
and goes away altogether. This is a gife I've inherited
from Mam. Could be useful when teying to heal. Could
try different potions and intimations could give carly
suide to which one's working best. As well as seventh

son of aseventh son. I'm Mam's son. too.
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Limbo comes from the Latin word Limbus, which
means the edge or fringe. Souls have to pass through it
to reach the light. Some find it harder than others.

ROGUE
STONE-CHUCKER.S

Stone-chuckersalways evolve from hall-knockers
boggarts that rap on walls or daors and enuse a nuisance.
Often throw pots and pans around, smash eups and
saucers and wake up household.

Stone-chuckers move outdoors and throw
pebbles oreven boulders. Usually invisible and some-
times can cause showers of stones to fall o a house for
wecks: Once they kill. Spook reclassifies them as rogues
and they must he destroyed rather than just bound.
When hoggart inflicts terror upon a houschold. ts
power grows. Can store energy and this must be bled

away first before hoggart is dealt with.
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nt deities ofen have dangerous supernatural
powers. Whereas vietims of the Bane(which lived in
eatacombs under Priestown Cathedral) suffered the
press(could besquashed and smeared into the cobbles),
vietims of Golgoth suffer intense cold. They can be
frosen solid i an instant, both flesh and bones becoming

brittle and lable to shatter,

ANGLEZARKE

is s big moor in the south of the County. Word
comes from the Old Tongue,the language spoken by
the first men who came to the County from lands over
the s to the west: Anglezarke s supposed o mean
“Pagan Temple.” but not everyone agrees. The Spook
convinced though. Suys it really was  big temple, open
o the skies. Men worshipped the Old Gods there—
particularly Golgoth.
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NECROMANCERS

A Necromancerisa typé of Mage (another word fora
wizard or magician). The word comes from the Greek
word nekros, which means"corpse.”

A spook deals with the unquict dead asa
routine part of the job. Gives them a good talking to
and sends them on their way. Frees the dead.

Neeromancer does the opposite. Binds the dead.
Encourages them to stay trapped on earth to serve his

s pockets with silver. The
bereaved will pay hard-carned money for aglimpse of
their loved ones o a brief conversation.

dead. Either as spies or by preying
on vulnersble, grieving folk. U
trapping graveside lingerers.or those bound to their
bones because they ve committed some terrible erime.
Rarely: some powerful necromancers can trap the dead
in limbo and stop them from reaching the light and then

summon them. at will.into the presence of the living.
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Village Girls with
Pointy Shoes

tricks, Enpecially need totoke care with an who wear

pointy shoes. They're not to be trusted

Mot Alice.a girl who acually wears ity shoed
She wasnice o m but terrified some of the illage L.

Must e on my guard.
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GOLGOTH

Golgoth—one of the Old Gods. Name means " The

Lord of Winter.” Began as powerful elemental foree
that loved the cold. a spirit of nature that gradually
grewin conseiousness, Dress power from being:
worshipped and became willful. Stayed too long after
allotted season, so winters became prolonged. Some
think this helped to bring about last Jee Age.
The Round Loaf (an ancient barrow high on
Anglerarke Moof) became his speeisl altor. Fluman
Blood sacrifices made at Winter Solstiee (December
21) to appease him. After gorging himselfon blood
hed fall into a deep. satisfied sleep and allow summer to
return. Men eventually stopped worshipping him. 5o

s power faded. Still stirs in winter so it's dangerous

toget close to the Round Loaf
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More on itches.

‘Some use bone magie. Victim nearly

avays dicsof shock or blood loss Finger

and thunband rib bones are the most wseful.

Sexveath ribmostofll. Bones usually taken st before dana.
Malevolent witches wsually bone bound afier death. Spirits
trapped in their bones T3 stop them seratching their way to
the surface. thirteen rom bars should be used. st into stone.
Also helpsto bry them head downeard, Close to roots of

atreeifposible.

A very powerful maleolnt witch can be ndead
Canerawllither.or drag hr vy toward her vieim.
Body will hesoft nd plicble nd able t ooz ntoa vieti’s
carsor noseand pases his body, Makin sure shedocen'
come bk s difieul.Can burn or cat the witeh's heart,
Bt both ey oo barbaric. Pi i the nl et the
Spook approvesof.
Swimming

O of the main st for  witch. Suspected witeh has et
tied t0 hands. Thrown into nearst pond or ahe, S

Tosting
shack anywa: Especsly i winter: Mam suye i o et

carried ot by fools.
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Arkwright killed by water witch
called Morwena. Help!
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The Coniston Ripper killed thirty people over threc-year.
period Beavior of ripper very unusual. Seived fishermen.
Pulled them overboard into lake. Mystery of missing
bodies. Why weren's they washed ashore? Wihere was
ripper based? Finally tracked down by Bill A kwright.
spook who covers northern borders of County. Ripper
ssed cave under shore of lake. Dragged victims wponton
rock shelf and fed at Leisure. Arkwright dug down into

* eave from above. Full of hones and rotting corpscs, Also.
recent bodies emptied of blood. Waited for ripper for
three days and nights Killed it with salt and iron.

The Pendle Ripper. Most fumovs rpger ofll. Active
morethan seventy years o, Controlled by coven of witches |
ruled by the Makin Funily. Used it against theie enemies.
Atleast one hundred deaths oceurred in forty years
Also summoned on witches sabbaths to driak blood of
sucrificil vietim. Power of witches made it diffiuls for
Toesl spook o deal with. Never bound. Never sain. Sorne
believe issillin Pendle but dormas. Just waiting to he
summoned aga
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INFORMATION ON
MOTHER MALKIN fROM
THE SPOOIKS
Boor oN WITCHES

Mother Malkin uses blood magic; Gets her power from
huaman blood—smainly thatof children! Onee lved on fars
o westof the County:. Gave home and suport o young.
women (ithout husbands) who were expecting habics
Blood of babies wed for magic Scine of women never scen
again. Has  son called Tusk. Very stromg and damgerous
Loterlocals dug up bodien o wonen. Many had been
erushed. Ribs broken. Tusk did it Wherever Mother
Malkin lived there'd been trouble. Lt stay was near
Chipenden. Spook drove Lizzic away and pus Malkin i pit.

POSSESSION:
THE DAMNED. THE Drzzy,
Axp iz DESPERATE

Spook lent me ook from hi ibrae (sleabovelllshout
oscsion.Suid it was the “definitive work” Best hook ever
swrttenan the sbject Not much helpa he mosven. I

Latin.a language I goin to startlearning soon. T don't

Know what thettle means bus Lm seared. Couldie' be more,
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Where is the door, Alice?
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