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CHAPTER I

TIME TO REBUILD
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THE Spook was perched on a log in his garden at Chipenden, the sun singing through the trees and the air bright with birdsong. It was a warm spring morning in late May—as good as it got in the County. Things seemed to be changing for the better. I was sitting on the grass, wolfing down my breakfast, and he was smiling to himself and looking quite contented for a change as he gazed back toward the house.

From it came the sound of sawing; I could smell the sawdust. My master’s house was being repaired, starting with the roof. It had been burned out by enemy soldiers, but now the war in the County was over, and it was time to rebuild and get on with our lives as a Spook and his apprentice dealing with all manner of things from the dark—boggarts, ghosts, ghasts, and witches.

“I can’t understand why Alice would leave like that without saying anything,” I complained to the Spook. “It’s not like her at all. Especially as she knows we’ll soon be setting off east and will be away for at least a couple of days.”

My friend Alice had disappeared three nights earlier. I had been talking to her in the garden and had left briefly to tell the Spook something, saying I’d be back in a few moments. On my return, she was gone. At first I hadn’t been too worried, but then she’d missed supper and she hadn’t reappeared since.

The Spook sighed. “Don’t take this too hard, lad, but maybe she’s gone for good. After all, you’ve been bound together for quite some time by the need to use that blood jar. Now she’s free to do as she pleases. And she’s a different person after being dragged off to the dark and held there for so long.”

My master’s words were harsh. Despite the fact that she had been helping us for years, he still didn’t trust Alice. She’d been born in Pendle and had spent two years being trained as a witch. John Gregory would be glad to see the back of her. When we were in Greece, Alice had created a blood jar to keep the Fiend at bay; otherwise we would both have been snatched away into the dark. But it was no longer needed. We had bound the Fiend and cut off his head—which was in the possession of Grimalkin, the witch assassin. She was on the run from his servants. Were the two halves of his body ever reunited, he would be free again and his vengeance would certainly be terrible. The consequences would be dire, not only for the County, but for the whole world beyond it; a new age of darkness would begin. But we had bought a little time in order to seek a way to destroy him permanently.

My master’s final words hurt me most of all. The Fiend had taken Alice off into the dark; on her return she’d changed dramatically. Her hair had turned white. That was merely physical, but I feared that her soul had been damaged—that she’d moved closer to the dark. Alice had expressed that same concern. Maybe she would never return? Maybe she could no longer be close to a spook’s apprentice? After four years of facing dangers together, we had become close friends, and it saddened me that we were now drifting apart. I remembered something my dad had told me when I was younger. Although just an ordinary farmer, he’d been wise, and as I was growing up he’d taught me lots of truths about life.

“Listen, Tom,” he’d once said. “You have to accept that in this world things are constantly changing. Nothing stays the same forever. We have to learn to live with that.”

He was right. I’d been happy living at home with my family. Now Mam and Dad were both dead, and I could never go back to that life. I just hoped that my friendship with Alice wasn’t coming to an end too.

“What sort of place is Todmorden?” I asked, changing the subject. There was no point in arguing with my master about Alice.

“Well, lad, my duties have never taken me to that town, but I do know a bit about it. Todmorden straddles the eastern County border, which is marked by the River Calder. So half the town is in the County, and half is beyond it. No doubt the folk across the river will have different customs and attitudes. We’ve traveled a bit in the past two years—first to Greece, next to the Isle of Mona, and finally to Ireland. Each of those lands presented us with new problems and difficulties to overcome. The fact that our destination isn’t far from home doesn’t change the fact that we need to be on our toes.”

The Spook’s library had been destroyed in the fire—the legacy of generations of spooks, filled with knowledge of how to fight the dark. Now we had heard of a collection of books about the dark in Todmorden. After ringing the bell at the withy trees crossroads late one night a week earlier, a mysterious visitor had left a note for us. It had been short but to the point.

Dear Mr. Gregory,

I learned with deep sadness of the loss of your Chipenden library. I offer my condolences. However, I hope to be of assistance, because I own a large collection of books about the dark. Perhaps some might be of use to you? I am prepared to sell at a reasonable price. If you are interested, please visit me soon at Todmorden. I live in the house at the top of Bent Lane.

Mistress Fresque

Only one book from my master’s original library remained—the Bestiary that he had written and illustrated himself. It was more than just a book. It was a living, working document annotated by his other apprentices, including me. It was a record of his life’s work and what he had discovered with the help of others. Now he hoped to start restocking his library. However, he refused to take any books from the small collection in the water mill north of Caster that had been occupied by Bill Arkwright, one of his ex-apprentices. He had hopes that one day the mill would become a spook’s house once more; if that happened, the new incumbent would need those books. John Gregory anticipated that the visit to Todmorden would be the first step to replacing his own library.

My master had originally intended to set off right away, but as interested as he was in acquiring books, the rebuilding of his house came first, and he had spent hours going over plans and schedules with the builder. He had a list of priorities, and the completion of a new library was one of them. I’d encouraged him in that because I wanted to delay our departure to give Alice time to return.

“What’s the point of getting new books if we haven’t a library ready to put them in?” I’d argued.

He’d agreed, and it had bought me more time, but at last we were off to meet Mistress Fresque.

In the afternoon, about an hour or so before we were to set off on our journey, I wrote a note of my own. This one was for the absent Alice.

Dear Alice,

Why did you go off like that without a word? I am worried about you. This morning my master and I will set off for Todmorden to look at the library we heard about. We should be back in a couple of days.

Take care. I miss you.

Tom

But no sooner had I pinned it to the new back door than I suddenly sensed a coldness—the warning I sometimes get that something from the dark is nearby. Then I heard someone coming up behind me. My staff was leaning against the wall, so I snatched it up and spun around to face the danger, holding it in the defensive diagonal position.

To my surprise, Alice was standing before me. She was smiling but looked tired and disheveled, as if she’d been on a long, wearisome journey. The coldness quickly faded. She wasn’t an enemy, but that brief warning worried me. To what extent had she been contaminated by the dark? I wondered.

“Alice! I’ve been really worried about you. Why did you leave like that without saying anything?”

She stepped forward and, without answering, gave me a hug. After a few moments I held her at arm’s length.

“You look like you’ve had a hard time of it, but it’s really good to see you,” I told her. “Your hair’s returning to its usual color. It’ll be back to normal soon.”

Alice nodded, but the smile slipped from her face and she looked very serious. “I’ve something really important to tell you, Tom,” she said. “It’s best if Old Gregory hears it too!”

I’d have liked a little more time to talk to Alice alone, but she insisted that we see my master immediately. I went to fetch him, and as it was a sunny afternoon, he led the way to the bench in the western garden.

The Spook and I sat down, but Alice remained standing. I had to stop myself from laughing because it reminded me of the occasions when the Spook would stand there giving me a lesson while I took notes. Now my master and I were like two apprentices!

But what Alice had to say soon wiped the smile off my face.

“While she was on the run with the Fiend’s head, Grimalkin took refuge in Malkin Tower,” she told us. “It’s a long story, and no doubt she’ll eventually tell you the details of what happened herself—”

“Is the Fiend’s head still safe in her possession?” interrupted the Spook.

“It’s been hard, but Grimalkin’s kept it safe so far. Ain’t going to get any easier though. There’s some bad news. Agnes Sowerbutts was killed by the Fiend’s supporters.”

“Poor Agnes,” I said, shaking my head sadly. “I’m really sorry.” She was Alice’s aunt and had helped both of us in the past.

“One of the two lamia sisters was killed as well, and now only Slake is left defending the tower. She’s under siege and can’t hold out indefinitely. From what Grimalkin said, it’s important that you go there as soon as possible, Tom. The lamias studied your mam’s books and found out that she was the one who hobbled the Fiend. Slake thinks that by looking more closely at the hobbling process, you might be able to work out how to finish him off for good.”

The hobble had limited the Fiend’s power in certain ways. If he was able to kill me himself, he’d reign on in our world for a hundred years before being forced to return to the dark. Of course, for an immortal being, that wasn’t long enough. But if he got one of his children to do the deed, the son or daughter of a witch, then the Fiend could rule the world indefinitely. There was also a third way to achieve this end: he could simply convert me to the dark.

“I always thought it was likely that Mam did the hobbling,” I said. After all, I was her seventh son born to Dad, another seventh son, and thus her chosen weapon against the Fiend. The hobble concerned me, and which other of his enemies could have been powerful enough to do it?

The Spook nodded in agreement but didn’t look at all happy. Any use of magic made him very uneasy. At present an alliance with the dark was necessary, but he didn’t like it.

“I thought the same,” said Alice. “But there’s one more thing, Tom. Whatever’s needed, whatever it takes, you need to do it at Halloween. There’s a seventeen-year cycle, and it’s got to be next Halloween—the thirty-fourth anniversary of the hobble carried out by your mam. That leaves little over five months....”

“Well, lad,” said the Spook, “you’d better get yourself to Malkin Tower as soon as possible. That’s more important than books for my new library. Our visit to Todmorden can wait until you get back.”

“Aren’t you coming?” I asked.

My master shook his head. “Nay, lad, not this time. At my age the County damp starts to rot your joints, and my old knees are playing up worse than I can remember. I’d only slow you down. With the girl to guide you, you’ll be able to reach the tower without being seen. Besides, you’ve got years of training behind you now; it’s time you started to think and behave like the spook you’ll soon become. I have confidence in you, lad. I wouldn’t send you off like this if I didn’t think you could take care of yourself.”


CHAPTER II

SACRED OBJECTS
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AFTER that, I spent an hour with the dogs. Claw and her fully grown pups, Blood and Bone, were wolfhounds trained to hunt water witches. They’d belonged to Bill Arkwright, a spook who had died fighting the dark with us in Greece. Now I considered them to be my dogs—although my master had still not agreed to give them a permanent home. While we were away he had promised to look after them, but I knew he was busy planning repairs to the house; moreover, his knees were playing up, so the dogs would no doubt spend most of their time chained. I took them for a long walk, letting them run free.

Within an hour of my return, we were setting off on our journey. We walked fast. Carrying my staff and bag, I followed Alice east toward Pendle. Our aim was to arrive just before sunset, enter under cover of dark, and then head directly for Malkin Tower.

Under my gown, in the scabbard crafted for me by Grimalkin, I was carrying the Destiny Blade, a weapon given to me by one of Ireland’s greatest heroes, Cuchulain. The witch assassin had trained me in its use, and it would prove a valuable additional weapon.

We crossed the River Ribble with hours to spare and, heading north, kept to the west of that huge, ominous hill, feeling the chill of its brooding presence. Pendle was a place that was particularly conducive to the use of dark magic. This was why so many witches lived here.

However, we were on the safer side of Pendle; the villages of the three main witch clans lay to the southeast, beyond the hill. We knew that the clans were divided among themselves; there were those who supported the Fiend and those who opposed him. The situation was complicated, but one thing was certain—a spook’s apprentice would not be welcome anywhere in the district.

We skirted Downham, then rounded the northern edge of the hill before heading south once more. Now, with every stride, we were moving closer to danger, so we settled down in a small copse to wait for nightfall.

Alice turned to me, her face pale in the gloom. “I’ve more to tell you, Tom,” she said. “I think this is as good a time as any.”

“You’re being very mysterious. Is it something bad?” I asked her.

“The first part ain’t—though the second might upset you, so I’ll start with the easy bit. When your mam hobbled the Fiend, she used two sacred objects. One of ’em is in the trunk in Malkin Tower. The other could be anywhere, so we need to track it down.”

“So we have one—that’s a start. What is it?”

“Grimalkin doesn’t know. Slake wouldn’t let her see it.”

“Why not? Why should the lamia decide that? She’s the guardian of the trunk, not the owner.”

“It wasn’t Slake’s idea—it was your mam’s. She said nobody but you could know what it was or see it.”

“This was in Mam’s writings that Slake found in the trunk?”

“No, Tom,” Alice said, shaking her head sadly. “Your mam appeared to Slake and told her that directly.”

I looked at Alice in astonishment. Since Mam died I’d had contact with her once, on the ship on the way home from Greece—but I hadn’t seen her; it had just been a feeling of warmth. At the time, I’d been certain that she’d come to say good-bye to her son. But as time had passed, I’d become less and less sure that it had really happened. Now it seemed more like dreaming than waking. But could she really have been talking to Slake?

“Why would she tell Slake that? Why not tell me directly? I need to know—I’m her son!” Suddenly I felt angry. I tried to suppress the feeling, but I felt tears prickling behind my eyes. I missed Mam terribly. Why hadn’t she contacted me?

“I knew you’d be upset, Tom, but please try not to let it bother you. It might be easier for her to talk to Slake. After all, they are both lamias. There’s something else I should tell you. Grimalkin said the lamia sisters talked about her as if she were still alive. And they worship her. They call her Zenobia.”

I took a deep breath to calm myself. It made sense. Mam had been the very first lamia, a powerful and evil servant of the dark. But she had changed: after marrying Dad, she’d finally turned her back on her former life and become an enemy of the Fiend.

“Perhaps she’ll talk to me when I get to the tower?” I suggested.

“Ain’t good to build up your hopes too much, Tom. But yes, she might. Now, there’s something else I’d like to ask. It’s important to me, but if you say no I’ll understand.”

“If it’s important to you, Alice, I won’t say no. You should know me better than that.”

“It’s just that, on our way to the tower, we’ll be passing by Witch Dell. Grimalkin said that part of it was burned by the Fiend’s supporters as they pursued her, but that Agnes Sowerbutts might have survived. She was my friend as well as my aunt, Tom. She helped me a lot. If she’s still in there, I’d like to talk to her one last time.”

“I thought it was best to stay away from dead witches. The longer they stay in the dell, the more they change, forgetting their past life, their family and friends.”

“That’s mostly true, Tom—their personalities change for the worse, which means that living and dead witches don’t mingle much. But Agnes ain’t been dead for long, and I feel sure she’ll still remember me.”

“If she did survive, how will you find her? We can’t just wander through the dell with all those dead witches around. Some are really strong and dangerous.”

“Grimalkin told me that there’s probably only one strong one around at the moment. But there’s a call I sometimes used to contact Agnes. She taught it to me herself. It’s the cry of the corpse fowl. That’ll bring her out.”

The sun went down and the copse grew darker. It was a clear, moonless night—the moon wouldn’t rise for several hours—but the sky was sprinkled with stars. Keeping to the shelter of hedgerows, we began a meandering journey south toward the tower, finally skirting the eastern edge of Witch Dell. We could see the devastation caused by the fire—a wide swath of burned trees cut it in half. It must have destroyed a lot of dead witches, many of them with allegiance to the Fiend. I realized that his supporters would do anything to retrieve his head.

We stopped about fifty yards from the dell’s southern tip. There were signs of the terrible battle between Grimalkin and her witch opponents. She was formidable, but I wondered at the size of the forces that were hunting her down—and about Alice’s part in all this.

Alice cupped her hands around her mouth and sent an eerie call out into the darkness. The corpse fowl—or nightjar—flies by night, and the cry sent shivers down my spine. The powerful water witch Morwena had used a corpse fowl as her familiar, and I had some scary memories of being hunted by her. I remembered the time she had surged up out of the marsh, hooked me with a talon, and tried to drag me down to drain my blood.

I couldn’t tell the difference between Alice’s cry and the real thing, but she told me she modulated it slightly so that Agnes would know it was her and not just a bird.

Every five minutes, Alice repeated that cry. Each time, that eldritch call, echoing among the trees of the dell, made me shudder. Each time it went out into the darkness, my heart beat harder: the bad memories came flooding back. Claw had bitten off Morwena’s finger and saved me. Otherwise I’d have been dragged down into the marsh, my blood drained before I’d even had time to drown. I pushed these thoughts to the back of my mind and tried to stay calm, slowing my breathing as my master had taught me.

Alice was about to give up when, after the eighth attempt, I suddenly felt cold. It was the warning that something from the dark was approaching. Everything became unnaturally still and silent. Then there was a rustle of grass, followed by low squelching noises. Something was approaching across the soggy ground. Soon I could hear snuffling and grunting.

Within moments, we spotted a dead witch crawling toward us. It could have been any dead witch out hunting for blood, thinking we were likely prey, so I tightened my grip on my staff.

Alice quickly sniffed twice, checking for danger. “It’s Agnes,” she whispered.

I could hear the witch sniffing the ground, finding her way toward us. Then I saw her. She was a sorry creature indeed, and the sight brought a lump to my throat. She had always been such a clean, house-proud woman; now she wore a tatty dress that was caked in dirt, and her hair was greasy and wriggling with maggots. She smelled very strongly of leaf mold. I needn’t have been concerned that she might have forgotten us: as soon as she came close she began to sob, the tears running down her cheeks to drip onto the grass. Then she sat up and put her head in her hands.

“Sorry to be so maudlin, Alice,” she cried, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand. “I thought it was bad when my husband died—I missed him terribly for many a long year—but this is far worse. I just can’t get used to being like this. I wish the fire had taken me. I can never go back to my cottage and live my old comfortable life. I’ll never be happy again. If only I’d been a strong dead witch. At least then I’d have been able to travel by night and hunt far from this miserable dell. But I’m not strong enough to catch anything big. Beetles, voles, and mice are the best I can hope for!”

Alice didn’t speak for quite a while. I couldn’t think of anything to say either. What comfort could I give to poor Agnes? No wonder most living witches kept away from their dead relatives. It was painful to see someone you liked in such a terrible state. There was nothing to be said that would make her feel better.

“Listen, Tom, I’d like to have a few words alone with Agnes. Is that all right?” Alice asked me eventually.

“Of course it is,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll wait over there.”

I walked well out of earshot to allow Alice a bit of privacy with her aunt. In truth I was more than happy to get away. Being close to Agnes made me feel sad and uneasy.

After about five minutes Alice came toward me, her eyes glittering in the starlight. “What if Agnes was a really strong witch, Tom? Just think what that would mean. Not only would she have a much better existence, which she deserves, she’d be a really useful ally.”

“What are you saying, Alice?” I asked nervously, knowing she wasn’t much given to idle speculation.

“Suppose I make her strong....”

“Using dark magic?”

“Yes. I can do it.... Whether I should is another matter. What do you think?”
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