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Long Sharp Yellow Fangs

Before the sun went down, I would probably be dead.

With less than an hour before sunset, the light was already beginning to fail and I was walking through the mist along a soggy marsh path towards the haunt of the deadly water witches.

I was a spook’s apprentice and my master, Will Johnson, was using me as bait. Spooks fight creatures that belong to the dark – ghosts, boggarts and witches just to mention a few – but Spook Johnson was a little different. He called himself a ‘witch specialist’ and he confined his activities to just dealing with them.

His plan was simple. I would walk about fifty yards in front of him. When a water witch attacked me, he would intervene and kill it.

I had no doubt that he would kill it. He was big, strong and fast. Johnson also had a huge staff with a silver-alloy blade. But during the time it took him to reach me, I might die in a horrible and painful way.

Water witches spent a lot of time under stagnant water or buried in the slime of a marsh. When a victim walked by, they would surge up from their hiding place and attack with great speed and ferocity with their sharp talons.

They could drag you down into the marsh or the water, sink their long sharp yellow fangs into your throat and start to drain your blood. At the same time, water or marsh slime would be surging into your lungs and you’d begin to drown.

‘Don’t worry about drowning!’ Johnson had said with a cruel mocking laugh. ‘You won’t have time to drown, boy. Those witches feed very quickly. You’ll die from loss of blood first!’

He thought it was a great joke, but his words terrified me.

My boots were squelching on the slippery ground and there was a thick grey mist which made it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. Monastery Marsh wasn’t that far from the sea but there was a small body of water nearby. I was walking west towards Monk’s Hill where there was the ruin of a monastery. But just ahead and to my right was Little Mere, a small lake where the witches were most numerous. This was the most dangerous part of the path and I was moments away from reaching it.

The only thing in my favour is that I did have two weapons that I could use to try and defend myself. One was tucked away in my breeches pocket. It was a small dagger that Alice, the close friend of Tom Ward, had once given to me. Tom was the young spook who worked from Chipenden, and it had belonged to one of his predecessors who’d lived there many years previously. Its blade was also made from a silver alloy – something that was effective against witches and other devilish creatures.

I also had a staff made from rowan wood. Although a witch might flinch at its touch, it wouldn’t deter one desperate for blood. Unlike Spook Johnson’s staff, mine lacked a silver-alloy blade.

There was a sudden shriek from somewhere to the east, close to the canal. Water witches were most numerous in the marsh and the area surrounding it. But they could also be found along the length of the canal, which ran north from Priestown, through Caster and then all the way up to Kendal. I’d heard such terrifying sounds before and it was definitely the cry of a water witch. At least it was some distance away and in the opposite direction from my line of travel, but witches could sniff your presence from a great distance. Even now one might be heading towards me at speed.

The mist was thickening and the damp was now starting to penetrate my cloak. I shivered partly from cold but mostly from fear.

I began to pray.

My full name was Brother Beowulf because I’d been a noviciate monk before becoming a spook’s apprentice. I’d been sent to spy on Spook Johnson and gather information so that he could be tried for heresy and burned at the stake. But Johnson, despite his strength and skills, had been carried off by an unusual and dangerous witch. I’d gone north to ask for help from Tom Ward, the Chipenden spook.

That had led to all sorts of trouble and I’d been in danger of being burned to death myself. Both Spook Johnson and Tom had eventually been imprisoned by the goddess Circe, who would only release them in exchange for Tilda, Alice and Tom’s daughter. With my help, Alice had rescued Johnson and Tom but there had been a terrible price to pay.

Now I was called ‘Wulf’ for short, but despite having lost my faith in God and no longer being a monk, I still prayed to the saints. Mostly they didn’t reply. But sometimes I did receive help. It was important to choose the right patron saint.

So, I started praying to Raphael. He was, among other things, the patron saint of safe journeys and, after all, I was on a journey. My destination was Monk’s Hill. To get there safely along this dangerous marsh path I badly needed his help.

‘Please protect me, Saint Raphael! Please grant me a safe journey and shield me from the Devil’s creatures!’

Of course, I didn’t say the prayer aloud in case it attracted the attention of a witch. I prayed silently inside my head, which was sometimes just as effective. This particular saint was also supposed to be an archangel, although some monks disputed that. If so, he would be extremely powerful. But perhaps that made it less likely that he’d respond, especially to someone like me. After all, why should such a powerful saint help a boy who’d lost his faith and left his priestly vocation?

The path seemed to be getting even more slippery and I slowed my pace. I was very close to the lake now – it was less than two feet from the path and I could just make out the calm grey surface of the water through the mist.

I thought I heard a noise, the slightest splash no louder than a single raindrop falling into the water, but it was enough to bring me to a sudden halt. I waited there, holding my breath, my heart hammering in my chest. Apart from my own breathing there was silence. I couldn’t even hear the distant sound of Spook Johnson’s footsteps. For a big man he could be light on his feet. I really did hope he was following me and wasn’t lagging too far behind.

I took another tentative step forward, then another. Once again, I was walking along the path but this time more slowly than before.

It happened so quickly that I didn’t have time to react. There was a flutter in the mist to my right, a movement over the water, a suggestion of white wings. Then something pushed me really hard, thumping into my right shoulder. It was enough to knock me off balance and I fell to my left, away from the water.

Had the saint pushed me? What had I done to deserve that? Maybe he was unhappy because I had turned away from being a monk?

But then something large surged up out of the water, like a salmon leaping up a waterfall. I had a glimpse of a wet body wrapped in rags. Terrified, I saw tangled green hair, long yellow fangs and taloned fingers reaching towards me. My fall had taken me beyond the clutch of the water witch but the creature landed on two webbed feet close to the edge of the lake and reached down towards me.

I knew exactly what was going to happen to me. The witch was going to grab me and take me down into the depths of the murky water. I would be bled before I could drown.

I was lying on my side but the staff was still in my left hand. I jabbed it towards the witch desperately.

The rowan wood of the staff lived up to its promise – witches were supposed to recoil from its touch. The end of my staff made contact with the left hip of the witch and she took two rapid steps backwards, almost falling back into the water.

I tried to scramble to my feet but I realized that I’d never make it in time. The creature had already recovered her balance and was reaching towards me again, arms outstretched, talons inches from my face, the face a nightmare of fury and ravenous hunger.

But she didn’t touch me.

Suddenly she screamed and fell sideways, the blade of Spook Johnson’s staff buried in her side. He withdrew the blade and stabbed her again. When his blade entered her body for the third time, she was already dead, lying on her back with one hand trailing in the water.

‘What a beauty she is!’ Spook Johnson said, his voice full of triumph. ‘She’s my first kill here – but just the first of many who’ll rue the day that I came to this marsh.’

Of course, he was being sarcastic. The water witch was a monster and anything but beautiful. I’d read in one of Johnson’s books that water witches had degenerated so far that they had lost the power of speech and were no longer human. Her skirt was caked with brown marsh slime and on her upper body she wore a ragged smock which was coated with thick green scum. The webbed feet were terrifying, each toe ending in a sharp talon.

‘Did you see that big bird?’ Johnson asked. ‘It was just above you – seconds before the witch attacked!’

I tore my gaze away from the dead witch. I didn’t like telling lies but I forced myself to deceive him. I wouldn’t admit that I’d seen anything.

‘What bird?’ I asked. The last thing I was going to tell him was that I’d prayed to Saint Raphael and he’d saved my life. It might have looked like a bird to Johnson, but birds didn’t punch you on the shoulder hard enough to knock you off your feet.

‘I wonder if I’ve just killed Morwena?’ Johnson mused. ‘She’s very old and the queen of the water witches. She likes blood just the same as her ugly sisters but she also has a familiar – a corpse fowl. Maybe that bird I saw was her familiar? Yes, it could well be her! I’ll leave the body here as a warning to the rest. Now they’ll know what they’re up against. Give it a month and there won’t be a water witch within twenty miles of here.’

He grinned at me, full of happiness at what he’d achieved. ‘Write that up tonight, boy, while it’s still fresh in your mind. That should make a great introduction to the latest chapter!’

One of my tasks, in addition to my duties as his apprentice, was to write the story of his life. The working title of the book was ‘The Legend of Spook Johnson’. Often, I had to exaggerate what he’d done, but sometimes he more than lived up to the legend that he was trying to create.

You should never underestimate Will Johnson!

It had been a memorable day – the first water witch killed by Spook Johnson since our arrival at the millhouse.

But it wasn’t over yet.

That night, just before I drifted off to sleep, I heard a noise under my bed.

It sounded like some small animal was scratching at the floorboards. I could hear it snuffling. It didn’t sound like a rat. Maybe it was a hedgehog that had somehow got into the house.

I got out of bed and picked up the candle from the table. It had burned really low but still had a few minutes before it went out. Holding the candle close to my head, I peered under the bed.

I could see nothing. Perhaps there was a hole in the floorboards and the little creature had seen the candlelight and escaped?

I went back to sleep and forgot about it.

Until the next time that it happened …

Because that was just the first time that I heard scary noises under my bed – the first of many.
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The Fatal Grip

It was now over two months since that first evening on the marsh, when Spook Johnson had killed his first water witch. Since then, there had been a few close calls. Once, as the light failed, we’d been taken by surprise and surrounded by witches and had been lucky to escape back to the mill. But since then life had settled into a routine and together we’d gradually reduced the threat to almost nothing. Now Johnson only very rarely used me as bait.

He was out patrolling the edges of the marsh and I was alone in the kitchen reading from a slim book about water witches:


A Guide to Water Witches

by

Bill Arkwright



It was a very interesting and useful guide that didn’t waste a single word. Arkwright was the spook who’d worked from this house and Tom Ward, the Chipenden spook, had once mentioned him. One short section in this book was particularly chilling.

It was called: The Fatal Grip.


The intention of a water witch is to seize and drag her human prey down into deep water where she begins to feed. The witch may attempt to grip a leg, an arm or even the head or an ear but her preferred hold, from which there is no hope of survival, is what may be termed the Fatal Grip.

The witch pushes her thumb into the mouth of her victim and thrusts her first and second fingers, cutting through the skin of the upper throat to meet it. All three of those digits then encircle the jaw. Once achieved, the human victim can never break free. The grip is fatal and death is assured.



I shuddered at the image of that death grip, realizing how close I’d come on several occasions to losing my life.

Just then there was a loud triple-rap at the door of the millhouse and I jumped to my feet nervously.

Who could it be? There were two Quisitors active in the County. Usually they hunted and burned witches but the new Bishop of Blackburn had also directed them to seek out spooks, like Johnson, and bring them to trial.

Once spooks were caught they would be found guilty and burned at the stake too. I was a spook’s apprentice. The same could happen to me.

Nervously, I walked through into the large empty front room, opened the door a crack and peered through.

Then I threw it wide open and stood there smiling with relief.

It was Tom Ward, the Spook from Chipenden. He was tall and dark-haired, wearing the cloak and hood typical of our calling. Tom was young for a spook – he didn’t look more than nineteen or twenty. He had offered to make me his apprentice but I’d chosen Spook Johnson instead. As I stared at him the smile slipped from his face and I wondered if he was annoyed at me.

‘Hi, Wulf! Cat got your tongue? Aren’t you going to invite me in?’

‘Of course! It’s good to see you again!’ I stepped aside and waved him into the room. It was basically a store area for the watermill and wasn’t used now. So I led Tom through into the kitchen where a steady heat was radiating from the huge stove. It was late November and the winter chill was increasing by the day.

‘Is the big man at home?’ Tom asked.

My master, Will Johnson, was definitely a big man. He was tall and broad-shouldered, but the biggest thing of all was his belly. It expanded and contracted on a daily basis depending on how many sausages he’d eaten and how many glasses of wine and beer he’d drunk.

‘No, he’s out on the edge of the marsh hunting for water witches. But he’s not had much luck lately. He’s already killed a lot of them and the rest have moved north away from the marsh. Now he’s starting to get restless and talking about going east to face the Pendle witches,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘His plan is to kill the Malkin clan witch assassin. He reckons that will flush the rest of them out and he’ll be able to deal with them.’

It was a crazy plan. There were several witch clans – too many witches for one spook and his apprentice to deal with.

‘Don’t worry, Wulf. I’ll soon talk him out of it. I’ve got something else that might interest him. How’s he been treating you by the way? He’s not been bullying you, has he?’

‘He works me hard and can be difficult at times. But I wouldn’t call it bullying. He means well. It’s just his blunt manner – just the way he is.’

Tom Ward nodded thoughtfully. ‘Well, it’s up to you. But I’d be glad to take you on as my apprentice, if you ever do change your mind.’

I nodded but didn’t meet Tom’s eyes. There was a reason why I had chosen to be Spook Johnson’s apprentice rather than Tom’s, but I didn’t even want to think about it.

‘This is a great little book,’ Tom said, picking it up from the table where it lay next to the piece of paper that I’d been scribbling notes on. ‘Bill Arkwright was an expert on water witches and even my own master, John Gregory, accepted his superior knowledge regarding them. I was seconded to Bill for six months so that he could toughen me up. He taught me how to fight with a staff and threw me in the canal – that was his idea of teaching me to swim. Poor Bill’s dead now but I’ll never forget him …’

I nodded and smiled. Tom had already told me a bit about Bill Arkwright on our first journey together when we had gone south to Salford to try and rescue Spook Johnson.

Tom went quiet and neither of us spoke for a while. I was the one to break the silence.

‘Sorry!’ I said. ‘Would you like a hot drink?’

‘I thought you’d never ask!’ Tom replied with a grin.

So I brewed two mugs of tea and we settled ourselves down at the kitchen table.

‘How’s Alice?’ I asked.

Tom shrugged, but his face immediately became downcast. ‘It’s nearly three months since Grimalkin took our child and it isn’t getting any easier for Alice. It’s bad enough for me – and I never even saw Tilda – but Alice is her mother and being without her is a terrible sacrifice. At least it keeps our daughter safe …’

The evil goddess called Circe had wanted to drain the blood of their daughter, Tilda, believing that by doing so she would gain immense power. Circe had previously tried and failed to abduct Tilda. But she would try again, and to keep her safe Alice had put her under the protection of Grimalkin, the dead witch assassin who could only visit the earth during the hours of darkness. Tom and Alice had great trust in Grimalkin but I had thought deeply about what it meant and found it very disturbing.

What was it like for Tilda who was now only a few months old? Where was she being kept safe – in the dark? And wouldn’t she be terrified and missing her mother? It was bad enough for the two parents but might be much worse for the child.

Circe was still a threat. Alice believed that she was physically unable to leave her underworld, a place somewhere between the dark and the human world. However, she could send demonic entities after us. I too was in danger because I had helped Tom and Alice. Circe had tormented my dreams and intruded into my mind. Alice was a witch, and only a magic feather from the red breast of a robin, given to me by her and always kept in my pocket, was keeping Circe at bay.

Those dreams had been terrible. At first, I’d thought Circe to be a male demon that had appeared on my bedroom ceiling as a terrifying entity without a face, the body made out of sticks. But everything that Circe had done had been part of her deceptions and she had manipulated me as part of her larger plan.

It had been her servant who had snatched Spook Johnson and then, in the guise of the demon, she’d pretended to help by advising me to go north to bring Tom to Johnson’s rescue. Her plan all along had been to eventually lure Alice into her domain and, through her, finally seize her prize – the baby, Tilda – and I’d been her unwitting accomplice.

Alice’s magical feather now kept Circe at bay, but it was hard for me to rely on magic. Having been a noviciate monk, despite having lost my faith in God, I still shrank from any contact with dark arts that must surely be tainted by the Devil.

‘Any news of the Quisitors?’ I asked.

One of them, Father Matthew Ormskirk, had sought to arrest and burn Spook Johnson. That had come to an end when he’d been killed by a boggart. Then his servants had died at the hands of Spook Johnson. But there were still two Quisitors left at large in the County.

Tom took a sip of his hot tea and frowned. ‘That’s the main reason for my visit. The two of them are very much active,’ he said. ‘As far as I can be sure, one has stayed in Blackburn and is working from there. The other has come north to Caster. We all need to be on our guard. I think I’m safe enough at the Chipenden house as it’s off the beaten track, but I think you and Will Johnson are much more at risk here. It’s time that you both moved on because I got a timely warning just yesterday. A farmer I’d once done some work for, and still owed me money, paid off his debt with some important information. He said that someone who lives close to the canal, and is no friend of our trade, had sold vital information to the Caster Quisitor. He’d informed him that a spook was operating from the vicinity of Monastery Marsh.’

That was scary. It meant that the Quisitor knew we were here, and could come hunting for us. It could only be a matter of time.

Tom and Alice were safe enough at home. It wasn’t just that they were high above the main roads of the Ribble Valley, on the edge of the fells. Their house was also guarded by a boggart called Kratch who would rip into pieces anybody who tried to enter the garden.

Not only that, Alice could use her magic to call up a mist to befuddle and confuse anybody who tried to find them. I’d already seen it used to great effect.

But Tom was right about us – even before the warning he’d just brought. If the Quisitor thought a spook was operating close to the marsh, we would be easy to find. Then we’d be arrested and after being tortured would be burned at the stake.

I heard the front door opening then – Johnson was back earlier than I’d expected. Now it was my job to make the supper.

Spook Johnson, Tom Ward and I sat at the kitchen table together eating a very early supper. We were tucking into three big plates of tomatoes, bacon, eggs and sausages, all cooked by me. That was one of my most important duties – to keep Johnson’s big belly full.

‘It looks like you’ve been doing an excellent job here, Will,’ Tom said, swallowing his last mouthful and laying down his knife and fork. ‘Wulf tells me that you’ve cleared the area of water witches.’

‘That I have. The job’s done. I think my work here is certainly finished – especially after what you’ve just told me about the Quisitor – and it’s time to go. But I’ve liked working here. The first witch I dealt with was the best kill of all. There was a bird with her – no doubt her familiar. I think I put an end to Morwena, the ancient queen of the water witches!’ Johnson boasted.

‘Well, it’s not impossible that you killed one with a bird familiar – although most just use blood magic – but it couldn’t have been Morwena,’ Tom said mildly. ‘She was killed by Grimalkin years ago. I was an apprentice then, in just my second year, but I saw it with my own eyes. Grimalkin killed her familiar too. It all happened not very far from here on the edge of Monk’s Hill.’

Johnson’s face betrayed rapid changes of mood. His happiness gave way to disbelief and brief anger but he didn’t challenge what Tom had just told him. Then his expression became calm and he just bobbed his head in acceptance before speaking again.

Once that would have caused a big angry outburst, but Spook Johnson had changed and become more tolerant – no doubt because of the shared danger and mutual cooperation we had experienced when surviving the threat from Circe.

‘Thanks for the warning about the Quisitor, but we were off anyway. I aim to visit Pendle to do what should have been done a long time ago,’ Johnson said. ‘I’m going to put an end to those witch clans and make that district safe!’

I thought that Tom would put him straight and point out that it would take an army of spooks to do that, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he asked for Spook Johnson’s help.

‘I was hoping that first you’d do me a big favour, Will. There’s a problem near Billinge village, which is about four miles or so south of Wigan, and it would be right up your street. A small clan of witches have taken up residence in the abandoned manor house there. I’d go myself, but Chipenden is keeping me pretty busy at the moment and the list of jobs pending could take a while to finish. And I’ve another problem – Alice isn’t too well at the moment and I don’t like to be away from home more than I can avoid. That’s why I must turn down your offer of a bed for the night. I need to head back as soon as possible.’
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No Hope at All

We left Johnson guzzling his first bottle of red wine and I walked with Tom as far as the canal. We stood together on the towpath to take our leave of each other. Next to us was the post upon which the bell hung which was used to summon the Spook from the millhouse.

Tom’s news had put me on my guard. I glanced along the towpath in both directions, afraid I might see a Quisitor and his men approaching. If it was up to me, I’d leave the mill this minute. But Spook Johnson had little fear of anything and was much more interested in drinking his red wine.

Soon it was going to rain. It was almost dark and clouds were racing in from Morecambe Bay. A few weeks earlier I’d have been wary of the threat from water witches but, after Spook Johnson’s endeavours, now I felt perfectly safe. Johnson was full of bluster and he had an ego the size of a city, but I had to admit that he’d certainly got the job done.

Tom was staring at the canal with a sad expression on his face. I remembered our first walk together from Chipenden to Salford just a few months previously, and how he had kept making jokes, despite his sadness at leaving Alice behind at home. Now the present situation seemed to have lowered his spirits.

There was a long pause before he spoke.

‘What sort of training is Johnson giving you?’ asked Tom.

‘Training? Well, he tells me about witches and directs me to read books from the library. I’m still writing the book about him, of course …’

‘Are you using a notebook to record what you learn?’ Tom asked.

I shook my head.

Tom sighed and rummaged in his bag. He pulled out a small book bound with black leather and held it out to me. I accepted it and flicked through the pages, which were blank.

‘I thought that might be the case, so I brought this for you. Use it to record things,’ Tom advised. ‘Even if you have an excellent memory you can’t retain everything. Jot down everything you learn from books and when actively on spook’s business. Understand?’

I nodded.

‘Has he shown you how to use his silver chain? And has he let you practise casting it?’ Tom continued.

‘No. It stays in his bag. He hasn’t used it much since we’ve been here. He prefers to kill water witches rather than take them prisoner.’

‘What about fighting with a staff – is he teaching you that?’

I shook my head.

Tom looked annoyed.

I thought back to Tom’s offer to train me, and felt a twinge of regret. But then I quickly remembered why I’d had no choice but to turn him down.

‘He should be doing those things and more. When I next see him, I’ll be having a word about that. Anyway, Alice will be glad to see you, Wulf. I hope it’ll cheer her up a bit,’ he said.

Johnson had agreed to call in at Chipenden on our way south to Billinge. We were going to stay overnight.

‘It’ll be good to see her again, Tom,’ I told him. ‘You said she wasn’t too well. I hope she’ll soon be better.’

‘She won’t be better until we get Tilda back and the threat from Circe is finally over. Alice is making herself ill. She’s desperately trying to increase the power of her magic. She goes days without speaking a word and she’s fasting too. She’s lost a lot of weight. All that’s bad enough but she’s doing it for a reason. She won’t talk about it, but I think she plans to confront Circe face to face and fight her to the death. Alice’s magic has always been strong and now she’s more powerful than ever. But she’s got no hope at all if she pits herself against a goddess. I’m afraid I’ll lose them both – Alice and Tilda.’

I struggled to find words of comfort and hope but they didn’t come. I didn’t know what to say and we both stared at the canal in silence.

I felt the first raindrops on my head and pulled up my hood. Within moments it was pouring down.

‘I’ll be off, Wulf. See you late tomorrow. Oh! And another thing – I know the boggart knows you by now but it’s a bit temperamental at the moment, what with everything being out of kilter. So just to be on the safe side you’d best ring the bell and wait for me before coming up to the house.’

With a wave of farewell, Tom Ward started walking along the towpath south towards Caster. After circling the city to avoid the Quisitor and his men, he’d have to cross the fells to reach Chipenden. He’d be walking all night and well into the following morning.

I turned, left the path and made my way along the stream towards the moat that encircled the mill. Tom told me that it had once been filled regularly with salt to keep the water witches at bay. Johnson didn’t bother with that.

‘I hope they do attack the millhouse!’ he’d once told me. ‘I’d kill them faster that way. It would save me the bother of hunting them down.’

Johnson was well into his second bottle of wine already so I left him to it and went up to my room. Working by candlelight, I continued reading Bill Arkwright’s book, but this time I jotted down the important facts in my new notebook. You never know when you might need the right information to help you fight the dark.

The following day we were up at the crack of dawn and, after I’d made breakfast, we locked up the old millhouse and set off for Chipenden.

I was carrying Johnson’s bag as usual and it was heavy. On top of the usual spook’s items, such as small packets of salt and iron and his silver chain, he’d also added several bottles of wine for the journey.

‘It’s good for walking!’ Johnson declared. ‘Wine lubricates the leg muscles.’

After skirting Caster, we were soon climbing up into the fells. There was a cool breeze but the sky was clear. Although there wasn’t much warmth in the late autumn sun, it was good to feel it on my face. It was a pleasure to be so high with the pastures and woods of the County spread out below us and the sea shimmering to the west. This was a welcome change from the mists and chill dank air of the marsh and, despite the weight of Johnson’s bag, I felt glad to be alive.

We walked around the western edge of Parlick Pike, the hill overlooking Chipenden, and descended its southern slope. Soon after we entered the trees, I sensed something in the shadows to our left. It was just the barest hint of movement. I glanced across but saw nothing and thought I must have been mistaken. It couldn’t be the Quisitors – they would cause too much noise, riding after us on horseback. Then I remembered how the Malkin witch assassin sometimes followed Tom Ward. Could it be her that was following us? After all, we were a spook and his apprentice – natural enemies. Or perhaps she was following us for a chance to get to Tom through us, and then kill him?

I peered hard into the depths of the forest, but I could see nothing more. It could have been my eyes playing tricks on me. Or Tom’s news about the Quisitors had put me on edge. I decided that there was no point in mentioning it to Spook Johnson – he’d only say that I should stop being so jumpy. In my opinion he sometimes recklessly disregarded signs of danger, but he seemed to regard such caution in others as a weakness.

We reached Tom’s house just before dark. Following his instructions, I led the way to the crossroads at the withy trees and pulled the rope to ring the bell.

‘I never did like that boggart much,’ Spook Johnson told me, grumbling at the diversion and delay – I’d explained the situation to him and he’d been muttering about it ever since. ‘And it didn’t like me either. I always thought it would eventually cause trouble and turn against its master. Old Gregory kept it in line but young Tom was bound to have problems. He lacks the experience to deal with a creature like that.’

I didn’t reply but thought Johnson was a fine one to talk. He knew little about boggarts because he only dealt with witches. Ignoring him, I got into a rhythm so that pulling the bell rope became easy. It reminded me of when it was my turn to join the bell ringers at the abbey on a Sunday morning. It was one of the very few things that I’d really enjoyed about being a monk.

At last Tom walked towards us and greeted us both by name, then wasting no time he led us towards the garden. At its edge he paused. ‘Kratch! Kratch! Kratch!’ he called. ‘Keep your distance! Those who walk with me are under my protection and must not be harmed.’

There was a distant growl but nothing more, and after a few seconds Tom walked on into the garden and we followed at his heels. The big lawn had recently been cut and was very trim. I could see that Tom Ward was an expert with a scythe.

‘Why’s the boggart being difficult?’ I asked as we walked across the grass.

‘Hard to be sure,’ Tom replied, ‘but there’s something strange brewing. It could be to do with what Alice has been up to. She’s been summoning more and more magic and storing it ready for her fight against Circe. Some nights there have been localized thunderstorms directly above the house and garden and the branches have crackled with sparks. Boggarts are sensitive and it’s made Kratch a little unreliable. Even though it knows you’re protected, I didn’t think it was safe to let you cross the garden alone.’

In the kitchen, the table was piled with food. There were steaming dishes of potatoes, carrots, swedes and cauliflower and our large warmed plates were already heaped with thick slices of beef. We sat down and tucked in and it was only when I was full fit to bursting that I mentioned that Alice wasn’t seated at the table with us.

‘Where’s Alice?’ I asked.

‘She’s gone to bed early,’ Tom explained. ‘I’m getting increasingly worried about her. Gathering so much power is exhausting and, as I said, it’s making her ill now. I’ve tried to persuade her to ease back a bit but she won’t listen. All she cares about is destroying Circe and making this place safe for Tilda.’

‘Well, Tom, when you’re ready to deal with Circe,’ Spook Johnson said, pushing his plate away and clasping his swollen belly with both big hands, ‘I’ll be only too glad to help. You just have to ask.’

‘I’ll certainly do that, Will,’ Tom said, ‘and it’s good of you to offer. But there’s something else I’ve been meaning to talk to you about. It’s young Wulf’s training …’

I held my breath, afraid of what Tom Ward might say next. Spook Johnson was very sensitive to criticism and quick to anger. But I needn’t have worried. Tom had clearly planned what he was going to say with care.

‘I know that nobody could prepare Wulf better for dealing with witches and he’s learning from the County expert,’ Tom continued.
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