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Introduction

 


 


Welcome to Words from the Cauldron, a
showcase of magical writing from some of the fabulous authors of
the Witch Lit Facebook group. You can find out about each author
and their writing at the end of their individual pieces.

 


Witch Lit is magical writing in all its
guises—short story, novel, essay, song and poem. In this anthology,
you’ll enjoy a range of short stories and poems, and an insight
into the life of a Forest Witch.

 


Our Facebook
group and Twitter
presence seek to bring together writers and readers of
magical fiction. Follow the links and join us.

 


This anthology is being sold in aid of
Books for Africa—all
proceeds go to this charity. We love their simple mission, to
collect, sort, ship, and distribute books to students of all ages
in Africa, and their goal, to end the book famine in
Africa.

 


If you enjoy this book, we would appreciate you
leaving a few lines on Amazon, so other like- minded readers can
find us and our writing.

 


Sit back with a cup of tea in your favourite
chair and let the magic begin…

 


 



 


The Pook Project

A Wyrde Woods Tale by Nils Nisse Visser

 


 


Joy Whitfield rarely ventured further into the
village of Wolfden than she had to. Up and down the Roreford Road
to the village school was the extent of it. Not going to school
would have been better, Joy reckoned, but that would have meant
trouble for her mum. It wasn’t so much the lessons Joy objected to;
she just preferred the solace of the Wyrde Woods to being
surrounded by people.

 


It was therefore rare for Joy to walk into
Wolfden on a sunny Sunday afternoon out of her own free will. She
could feel the stares as she crossed Stone Square in the village’s
heart. She could hear the village gossips tut-tutting.

 


They disapproved of her wild mane of frizzled
red hair that refused to stay in place, no matter how often Joy
brushed it. They also took offence at the girl’s bare feet and
legs. Joy didn’t like shoes much and as it was summer just wore a
simple white dress without stockings. Apparently this was wrong for
a twelve-year-old, but Joy didn’t know why; she liked the freedom
of it.

 


Joy pretended not to notice the remarks made by
the gossips. She didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of
knowing that their remarks were hurtful.

 


Relieved to leave Stone Square behind, Joy made
her way toward the West Manor Woods. She began to feel more
confident again as she approached Manor Lane.

 


The street was lined by rows of tiny terraced
cottages. The kind that looked homely on postcards but weren’t
necessarily pleasant to live in, crammed as they were with large
families. Nonetheless, Joy felt more at ease. Folk here were too
poor to put on airs and fancy themselves better than
others.

 


The lane was busier than Wolfden’s other
streets. Many household activities were conducted on the front door
steps, every inch of the small plots out back used to grow greens
to supplement meagre war rations.

 


There weren’t many menfolk about. Most of them
had gone off to war or were serving in the Home Guard. Most
able-bodied women worked at the munitions factories in the nearby
town of Odesby.

 


That left the elderly to maintain the home
front on Manor Lane, as well as a host of youngsters playing
hopscotch, tag, hide and seek, and other outdoor games.

 


There was no traffic. The street didn’t lead
anywhere except outlying fields and then through the woods until it
ended as the driveway of the abandoned Westwood Manor.

 


Being a native, Joy had no problem
understanding the snatches of Broad Sussex dialect as she passed
the houses.

 


“…So I were telling that brabagious
draggle-tail twas naun of her purvension, so I were…”

 


“…middling tessy, coked at me as if
I en-a’most merited a proper bannicking, so I loped away
otherwheres…”

 


“…why, hullo there young Miss
Whitfield!”

 


Joy smiled at the silver-haired woman who had
greeted her. “How do, Goody Cauldale?”

 


“Scratching along, bethanks. Please tell your
mum my sister’s leg be healing bettermost.”

 


“I’ll do that, Goody Caulfield. I’m sure she’ll
be out to look at it somewhen this week.”

 


Joy walked on, happier now. The folk of Manor
Lane often appealed to her mum when they were ill or hurt. Not
everyone in Wolfden was hostile to the Whitfields; some valued the
old healing skills.

 


The last remnant of unpleasantness from Stone
Square was wiped away when Joy spotted Katie, anxiously hovering by
a cottage door.

 


Katie was three years younger than Joy, a shy
and timid girl. They were friends of sorts because they both played
in the same gang that had regular adventures in the Wyrde Woods.
The younger members were in awe of the older ones though, and often
kept a distance within the group. Joy had been surprised when Katie
had approached her at the end of a day’s play, to ask Joy to come
and look at something in the West Manor Woods. She hadn’t said what
it was, but made clear it was important for her.

 


The younger girl’s impish face burst into
delight when she saw Joy.

 


“Joy! You came!”

 


“’Course I did; you asked me to.”
Joy shrugged, as if walking through the gossip’s lair on Stone
Square had been of no concern. It didn’t matter now. Katie’s
delight at seeing Joy more than made up for it. “So what did you
want me to look at?”
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Katie led Joy out of Wolfden, along a dirt road
with the woods to their left and fields to their right. Joy was
beginning to wonder if they’d walk all the way to the abandoned
manor, when Katie indicated a narrow path leading out of the
sunshine and into the wood’s shade.

 


Late flowering rhododendrons reached overhead
to form a protective roof over the path. A heavy, sweet fragrance
pervaded the air.

 


The girls passed an elegant statue of a woman,
draped in a long gown and covered almost entirely in moss, a
forlorn ghost of days long past. Joy saw orbs float around the
green lady’s torso and smiled, whispering a greeting.

 


Shortly thereafter the path led into a more
open part of the woods. Joy looked around curiously. She had never
been to this corner of the Wyrde Woods. The woodlands here were
mixed, a curious combination of exotic trees planted a long time
ago, and native trees which had begun to encroach the once
well-maintained parkland.

 


“What do you think?” Katie asked
eagerly.

 


“Think about what?”

 


“This! And that! Those!” Katie pointed at the
bases of nearby trees. “These! We’ve been making them for months
now.”

 


“Oh!” Joy exclaimed. Everywhere she looked, she
could see tiny doors. Some were no more than rectangles of
waste-wood, crudely painted in bright colours and propped up
against tree trunks. Others were meticulous works of art, complete
with a door-knob, a spy-window, and even door frames. These latter
were the type of thing wood-working and indulgent grandfathers
could be relied on to make.

 


Joy made her way to the nearest one, finely
crafted, and knelt next to it. She looked up at Katie, who had
followed her. Other children were drifting towards them.

 


“Some people say it’s silly,” Katie said
apologetically.

 


“Grown-ups?” Joy asked.

 


Katie nodded and Joy scowled.

 


Typical.

 


Joy opened the tiny door. The triangular cavity
behind the door wasn’t empty. Someone had laid a soft carpet of
moss on the ground and left a glass marble, a tin soldier, and a
boiled sweet in the middle of the miniature den.

 


Joy felt the thrilling tickle of goose bumps
rising on her arms and legs. A delicious shiver swept through
her.

 


“Do all of them…” Joy’s arm swept in a broad
circle. “…leave things behind the doors?”

 


“Yes,” Katie answered. “We leave them
toys and treats, so they don’t get bored. But…”

 


“…Grown-ups say it’s silly.” Joy
carefully closed the little door and rose to her feet to face
Katie.

 


A dozen boys and girls, most of them younger
than Katie, had gathered around. They were all looking at Joy with
wary respect.

 


Dawning realisations swirled through Joy’s
mind. These youngsters were honouring the forest spirits in a
fashion that mirrored centuries of tradition. Nobody had told them
to do it. It was pure intuition. In doing so they had summoned a
level of magic. It wasn’t much, nowhere near the powerful
envelopment at the sacred places deeper in the Wyrde Woods, but
tangible enough for Joy to sense it all around her.

 


Joy reckoned that even well-meaning adults,
like Joy’s mother and the Guardians of the Wyrde Woods,
underestimated the magical potency of the young. The elders seemed
to think that children were too inexperienced to know much, but Joy
suspected that it was often adults who were blind to things
children could perceive.

 


The whole was a notion which Joy found near
impossible to put into words, much to her frustration.

 


“Patience,” Joy’s mum would say. “You’re still
only an apprentice; your time will come.”

 


Only an apprentice!

 


Joy knew it to be true, but also felt she was
far more than that. She had perceived the magic of the Wyrde Woods
for as long as she could remember, but over the last few years had
discovered that she was able to change its fabric and manipulate
the very essence of it.

 


Her first experiments had been small ones,
accompanied by her own astonishment. Now Joy was tackling
increasingly ambitious challenges with growing confidence.
Unguided, because Mum and the Guardians didn’t deem Joy ready. She
knew she shouldn’t, but most of the time Joy couldn’t help it; the
urge would simply become too great. It was a deep yearning that
threatened to overwhelm her, one that would only subside for a
while if Joy gave in to further exploration of her
powers.

 


Why should I wait until I’m older?
The magic might be gone then…

 


“Well?” Katie’s voice drew Joy out of her
reveries.

 


“Well what?” Joy asked, readjusting to the here
and now.

 


She took in Katie’s hopeful face, and the eager
expectancy that could be read in the expressions of the
others.

 


Joy was struck by the notion that Katie had
told these youngsters to expect Joy’s visit. They seemed to be
looking to her for answers, perhaps to quell doubts planted by
adults.

 


Joy had never found herself in this position
before, but she had seen Mum, outside of their cottage in the
woods, receiving groups of women from nearby farms and villages.
They would come to seek Mum’s advice and look at Mum the way
Katie’s friends looked at Joy now.

 


You’re still only an
apprentice.

 


Mum’s voice, cautioning patience.

 


Am I, though?

 


There was a cycle to everything, an endless
circle. Offerings made to the ancient deities and spirits that were
part of the living landscape. The seer—wise woman or man—consulted
in matters of the Unseen, because there were always a few who could
see what others couldn’t, for whom the invisible world was as clear
as daylight. A person like Joy’s mum, who presided over the rituals
conducted in moonlight by those who followed the Old
Ways.

 


In the eyes of these children, it was Joy who
fulfilled that role. They would have distrusted any adult in this
matter. Led once again by intuition, they looked to Joy for
guidance.

 


Joy could not deny the pride that swelled
within her chest. These children had set in motion an experience
that would tie them to the land… and bind them to guardianship over
the woods in the future. Her elders might not deem Joy ready, but
the children of Manor Lane did.

 


“You’ve done well,” Joy told the children.
“Bettermost.”

 


There were sighs of relief, followed by
smiles.

 


One little boy still looked anxious. “Will
they like them?”

 


“The Pooks,” Katie clarified. “Do you think
Pooks will come to visit?”

 


Joy looked around at the many tiny doors. She
hid a smile when she contemplated the larger types of Pooks that
lived deep in the Wyrde Woods. They’d be puzzled by the small
spaces behind the doors, hardly large enough to fit one of their
paws or hooves. There were other Pooks though, the small, jittery,
squeaky ones who were easily excitable and would love the garish
colours, the gifts, and the attention.

 


“Yes,” Joy said. “The Pooks will love this. I
reckon they’ve come already somewhen.”

 


As if on cue, there was rustling in nearby
bushes, a glimpse of furtive movement… could be a rabbit or a
squirrel… but Joy knew better.

 


Looking at the pleasure reflected on the faces
around her, she was glad that she had come.
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Joy had less cause to smile on her way back
home. She strode across Stone Square confidently, empowered by her
visit to the West Manor Woods. Her way was barred though, by a
cluster of gossips led by Mrs. Hare, the chairwoman of Wolfden’s
Christian Ladies Society. Mrs. Hare wasn’t a large woman, only
slightly taller than Joy, but she had a fierce-some presence. She
blocked Joy’s way, hands on her hips, a scornful scowl on her
narrow face, and her eyes shining with malice.

 


Joy came to a halt, her confidence rapidly
ebbing away in the face of the hostility she didn’t really
understand. As far as Joy knew, she had never been rude to these
women, nor caused them any harm. Still, they resented her with an
intensity that was frightening.

 


Joy’s mum said that things had always been this
way, and it was best to ignore them, but that wasn’t possible when
they barred the way.

 


“You’ve been out to the West Manor Woods, no
doubt.” Mrs Hare sniffed haughtily.

 


“Yes, I have.” Joy forced herself to make eye
contact, and spoke slowly to avoid her voice from trembling. She
didn’t want the women to know they scared her.

 


“Come to poison the minds of our
children.”

 


“Poison?”

 


“Encouraging them to build those foul
abominations in the woods!” Mrs. Hare practically spat the words
out.

 


“Devil’s portals!” one of the other women
screeched.

 


Joy took a step backwards. “I just came to look
at them.”

 


“Nonsense!” Mrs. Hare shrilled. “Do you expect
us to believe that you had nothing to do with it? Do you take us to
be fools, girl?”

 


Yes.

 


“No, I don’t.” Joy took another step backwards,
then repeated: “I just came to look at them.”

 


Mrs. Hare stabbed at the air with an
index-finger. “You came to corrupt our children!”

 


Joy shook her head frantically, then darted to
her left, before making a dash for Roreford Road.

 


“Witch!” one of the women called out, and
others took up the call.

 


“I’ll not be having your pagan ways in
Wolfden,” Mrs. Hare screamed after Joy. “Do you hear me? Tell your
mum that we won’t be having it!”

 


Joy kept on running until she reached the
crossroads at the Raven’s Roost pub, not slowing down until she
felt safe in the woods beyond the crossroads. She was much shaken
by the confrontation, and nauseous from the sheer barrage of
animosity exuded by the gossips. What was worst though, was that
she kept on seeing and hearing the Manor Lane children’s enthusiasm
in her mind, interspersed with Mrs. Hare’s threats. Joy feared the
worst for the Pook project in West Manor Woods.
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Mrs. Hare made work of her threat without much
delay. The following day, at school, there were rumours that she
had been seen marching a gaggle of gossips across Stone Square, in
the direction of Manor Lane.

 


Worried, Joy decided to go with Katie after
school.

 


They found tearful faces in the West Manor
Woods. Mrs. Hare and her followers had been thorough. Not a single
Pook door had escaped their wrath. The tiny doors had been smashed
and splintered, their pitiful remnants scattered across the
ground.

 


The Manor Lane children were in tears, stunned
by the violent end of their project.

 


“They can’t get away with this, can they?”
Katie asked Joy. “We mustn’t let them!”

 


Joy was filled with fury. The children had
intended no harm. They had certainly not earned this savage
brutality. The small Pooks were heartbroken… and angry.

 


Katie was right, Joy decided. A price would
have to paid for dispersing the budding magic which had begun to
gather here. She clenched her fists. What did they always say in
that church of theirs? An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth? Joy
could give them teeth if that was what they wanted. A flurry of
teeth, claws, and beaks if she summoned the Pooks to exact
vengeance. An army of critters, large and small, that would descend
upon Wolfden to hiss, spit, bite, claw, scratch, and destroy
fragile human minds.

 


The woods seemed to grow darker, more menacing.
Joy sank to her knees, letting her hands touch the ground, sifting
through the leafy carpet to find the soil beneath. She sensed that
she had but to say the word, and Mrs. Hare and her cronies would
regret forever their acts of destruction today.

 


Joy closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
Yesterday she had told herself that she was ready to use her
powers, even if her elders didn’t. She could hear Mum’s
voice.

 


With power comes responsibility. Great
responsibility.

 


It was tempting to invite the Pooks of the
Wyrde Woods to bring a whirlwind of frenzy to Wolfden, but such
things rarely worked out as planned. Would the Pooks differentiate
between Mrs. Hare’s cronies and the other villagers? That wasn’t
guaranteed. What if some of the human minds that would be turned
inside out belonged to the very children now wandering about in
tearful disbelief?

 


Vengeance was required, of that Joy was sure,
but it would have to be measured, dosed according to the offence
committed. That ‘eye for an eye’ notion wasn’t that far off the
mark…

 


…a smile formed on Joy’s face and she whispered
the cause of it to the waiting woods.
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It was hard to refrain from smiling the next
morning as Joy made her way to school. She failed miserably at it.
By the time she reached Stone Square, where villagers young and old
milled in confusion, Joy was grinning broadly. Her enjoyment was
shared by a dozen children from Manor Lane, whose glee formed a
sharp contrast to the general puzzlement that could be read on most
faces.

 


The village had experienced a bizarre awakening
that morning, for there wasn’t a house, a barn, a shed, an
outhouse, or a shop that had been left untouched. Even the small
church, town hall, and school were affected. Everywhere Joy looked
she saw gaping gaps. Someone had visited the village that night,
and removed every single door. All of them were gone. There was no
trace of them. They had vanished, as if by magic.

 


 


 


About the Author:

Nils Nisse Visser is an Indie who writes
contemporary fantasy, historical, historical fantasy, and steampunk
stories. He has published nine novels and novellas so far, and more
are on the way. His contemporary fantasy is set in the fictional
Wyrde Woods in Sussex, first introduced in the novels Escape
from Neverland and Dance into the Wyrd. Visser has since
explored this setting further in Forgotten Road, Draka
Raid, and various short stories such as 'The Pook Project'
which features in this anthology. The stories are praised for their
unforgettable characters, inventive plots, and integral use of
setting. Find Visser online.

 


 



 


Empath

by Jaq D Hawkins

 


 


The first time I felt his lunacy was when I
came across Arlan Morana in the local bookstore. I was looking in
the Mind, Body, Spirit section, hoping to find something
interesting on Moon Magic and he was squatting in front of the
bottom shelf next to me, perusing the diminishing supply of books
on Magick™. Neither of us was finding what we wanted.

 


“Back to online,” I muttered to myself,
disappointed at the selection of what was effectively self-help
books and commercial ‘teen witch’ offerings. He looked up at me
with his eyes narrowed in a predatory sort of expression and the
hint of a smirk curling the corner of his mouth. He didn’t speak
then, not yet. Instead he stood up and charged away from the tiny
corner of the bookstore as if I had personally offended him in some
way. I sensed anger and frustration, but most of all a sense of
unbalance. It was something I had come across before, from those
who embrace either the left hand path or the right hand path to the
exclusion of the other.

 


I put the encounter out of my mind and went
home to look for information on the Internet. Mostly all I found
were names of various Moon goddesses: Selene, Artemis, Diana,
Astarte and of course Luna. There were many other cultural deities
with lunar associations, but none of them elicited the feeling of
belonging I sought from the nameless face of the Moon
herself.

 


There was something about the Moon that
captivated me. Even as a little girl, I used to sneak out at night
and sit by the river on the night of the Full Moon, watching her
silver face watching me back. Gazing at her reflection in the
flowing water beguiled my imagination and inspired stories that I
imagined a warm and loving mother telling to me as I fell asleep at
night. One warm summer night, I did actually drift off and sleep
most of the night on the banks of the river. Luckily I awakened
just as my Moon mother crested the distant horizon before
disappearing into the darkness to make way for the dawn.

 


A feeling of expectation always overshadowed
these night time trysts between myself and the lady of the Moon.
Without knowing how, I knew she was a lady and not the man in the
Moon that nursery rhymes told about. The information online gave me
folklore, but the source of my spiritual attraction to the Moon
remained a mystery.

 


I had tried going to moots to meet some of the
local Wiccans, but my dark skin and Afro-Caribbean features made me
stand out among the Anglophiles with their traditions based in
European history. People were forever asking me if I practiced
Voodoo. Despite my heritage, my family were six generations removed
from those roots and what little I knew about Voodoo convinced me
that asking the Loa for intervention demanded sacrifice beyond my
comfort zone.

 


My nocturnal wanderings continued through
adolescent curfews, then young adulthood, yet still I found no
answers. Not until one night a few days after my forgotten
encounter with Arlan at the bookstore.

 


I went outside to gaze at the Moon as usual.
Though I no longer lived near the river from my childhood, a nearby
lake served as a watery reflection for her compassionate face.
Having had no one to train me in the ways of Moon Magic and having
found no written resources to satisfy my undefined questions, I
followed my instincts. I raised my arms to the soft glow of
moonlight and allowed whatever energy it was that I sensed to
intermingle with my awareness of my own spirit. There were no words
to accompany this fusion of ethereal forces, only a sense of
complete rightness that this magical joining should
occur.

 


The night was pleasantly cool. I stood within
the night shadows of two large conifer trees hung with vines,
embraced within the protective shelter of their cloaked branches to
shield me from the gentle wind and from prying eyes. The sweet
aroma of native flowers mixed with the slightly fishy mist from the
lake, rising in ground fog now as the air grew colder. Still my
lady Moon gazed out from a clear sky, unhindered by the elements
traversing the distant Earth.

 


All was quiet except for the chirping of
crickets and the occasional faint shuffling of wild, tree-dwelling
creatures and their nearly silent prey. An owl hooted and I held my
breath to keep from giggling. It felt too much like an old B-movie
setting with the hoots perfectly timed to precede the next scene
when the monster would appear.

 


Suddenly an almighty howl cut through the peace
of the night. At first it sounded like a wolf, though I knew no
wild wolves lived here. Worse, it sounded close. My breath caught
and I backed closer to the trees, hoping to conceal myself further
within their shelter, yet I couldn't help thinking that if it were
a stray dog, he would surely catch my scent.

 


Despite my natural terror, I had to look. The
howl repeated and I shrank even further into the trees, yet it
sounded only a few steps away. I forced myself to peer through the
branches, mouthing a silent prayer to the Moon to illuminate the
source of that ghastly wail and show me a path to escape the
danger.

 


What I saw was a man, wearing a long black
jacket and standing near the water’s edge. At first I wondered if
he might be a local resident out walking a particularly noisy dog,
but then I watched as he sucked in a deep breath and let it out in
that beast-like yowl a third time. Though I would have feared a
large dog of unknown temperament running wild, a man who howled at
the Moon brought other dangers to mind. Was he crazy? A potential
murderer? Perhaps even armed? Was my concealment within the trees a
sanctuary... or imprisonment? The only clear path away from the
lake was the one where he was standing, and escaping through the
trees in darkness would be both noisy and treacherous.

 


He half-turned so that the Moon illuminated his
features and... I recognised him. Those sharp features, the
shoulder-length brown hair framing thick eyebrows. It was the man
from the bookstore. Familiarity gave me false confidence and I
walked out from my hiding place as if to greet him.

 


What Was I Thinking? A chance encounter in a
bookstore didn’t preclude a stranger turning out to be an axe
murderer, regardless of his choice of reading material. Still, I
have always been able to trust my instincts and sensed no danger
from him. I stepped towards him, and when I got close enough to be
heard without shouting, I spoke to him in a tone of confidence far
beyond what I could actually feel.

“The Moon calls each of us in our own
way.”

 


He turned and met my eyes with his own intense
gaze. A half-smile stretched the right side of his face. He didn’t
appear to be the least bit surprised to find me suddenly
there.

 


“I wondered when our paths would cross again,”
he confided. “My name is Arlan. You're Moon-touched, like
me.”

 


“What do you mean, Moon-touched?” I noted that
he hadn’t asked my name in return for giving his. Did he already
know it? Had he
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