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Dedication

FOR MARIE





Epigraph

Do not think that you will be returned to Earth with a beating heart and warm blood coursing through your veins. You will never again dine on fish or meat or berries. Nor will you sip cool water from mountain streams or feel the warmth of the sun on your skin. At first, each return to Earth will be extremely painful, and you may only dwell there during the hours of darkness. Before the cock crows, you must return to the dark, or else be burned to ashes by the first rays of the morning sun.

—HECATE, QUEEN OF THE WITCHES





PROLOGUE

I awoke in darkness, shivering with cold, my mind numb and void of memories.

Who am I?

I was lying on my back, staring up at a pitch-black, starless sky. The full moon hung low on the horizon, and it was the color of blood.

I felt bewildered.

Where am I? I wondered.

I sat up slowly and looked around. The ground was flat, dotted with dead trees and patches of scrub. I could see lights in the distance, and the faint outline of what looked like cottages.

I began to stumble toward them, weak and unsteady on my feet. Perhaps someone there could help me, or at least tell me the name of this strange place. I didn’t like the look of that moon; it should have been a pale silvery yellow—not a monstrous bloated thing, its staring face covered in blood. It seemed to be watching every step I took.

I gradually grew stronger and made better progress toward the cottages—but suddenly I was brought to a halt by what sounded like the growl of an animal in the darkness behind me. It growled again, and my anxiety became a stab of fear.

Something was stalking me. I could hear it padding closer in the darkness. Filled with panic, I fled, sprinting toward the nearest of those lights.

I hadn’t run far when I saw the silhouette of a figure approaching, walking directly toward me. Now there was danger ahead as well as behind.

I am skilled at judging people by their gait. The figure had a swagger that comes from confidence and walked the walk of a fighter. The threat was growing.

Whoever it was halted about six feet from me; I halted too, my whole body shaking with fear. Perhaps this was the moment when my life ended. Maybe the trembling of my limbs was telling me that my demise was near. . . . My mind was bewildered, but perhaps my body sensed its demise?

“Grimalkin? Is that you?” the figure cried.

The sound of that name acted like a spell. It affected me profoundly. My body stopped trembling, and my fear fell from my shoulders like a worn-out cloak. Somewhere in the distant past I had heard that name before. I struggled to recall everything that was associated with it.

Then I realized that the voice I’d heard was that of a girl. She stepped closer and smiled; a smile that was like a light illuminating the darkness.

I knew this girl well. Her name was Thorne.

Suddenly the name Grimalkin awoke my memories. Images flashed into my mind in vivid color. I saw my opponents fall before me, their bodies soaked in blood. My knives sliced and pierced; I drew my scissors from the secret sheath beneath my left armpit and snipped away the pallid thumbs of my dead enemies.

Suddenly my identity surged back.

I am Grimalkin.

I am dead. . . .

But I am still Grimalkin.

I was now in the dark. I remembered the confrontation up on Anglezarke Moor. I remembered how I had attacked Golgoth, the Lord of Winter, running toward him with my blades. I’d known that I could not win, but I’d bought time so that Alice, the earth witch, could fight back.

There had been a moment of freezing cold and intense pain; then I had fallen into the dark. My life as a witch assassin on Earth was over.

My fear ceased. I was now aware of the straps that crisscrossed my body, and was pleased to find my blades in place: short ones for throwing and long ones for fighting at close quarters. I felt under my left armpit: my snippy scissors were also safe in their sheath. There would be other dead witches here in the dark—enemies I had encountered in the past, and perhaps new adversaries too. Would I be able to take their thumb bones to increase my own strength? Was the dark like Earth in some respects?

All at once I was aware that my heart was beating and I was breathing steadily, just as I had on Earth.

It was then that I had a moment of regret.

Never again would I be the witch assassin of the Malkin clan. Another would take my place—probably already had. Nor would I be able to help the humans in their fight against the Kobalos, a race that had waged war, intending to slay all human males and enslave the females. I thought of the girls and women who were already slaves of the Kobalos and felt sad. I had sworn to free them—but now, in the dark, I could no longer keep that vow. I could only hope that my allies left behind on Earth would still prove victorious without my help.

Death was final. It was hard to accept that, but what had happened could not be changed. I had to let the past go and deal with my new situation.

How would things differ now? I wondered. What opportunities would the dark present?

My attention returned to the girl in front of me. When we had known each other, I’d been training her to become a witch assassin like me. We had been close.

I’d wept when my enemies slayed Thorne—but tears are a waste of time. They achieve nothing. And afterward I’d taken my revenge and hunted down every one of her killers.

I glanced at her hands. She had died when her thumbs were sliced away, but now they were whole again.

“It’s good to see you, child,” I told her.

My memory had now fully returned. My mind was sharp and clear, just as it had been when I was alive—maybe even better.

“It’s good to see you again, Grimalkin,” Thorne replied. “But I wish we were meeting under better circumstances. The dark’s a terrible place. It’s hard to survive.”

“But you have survived, child. I’m impressed,” I told her. “I obviously trained you well. Now you can teach me what I need to know of this place.”

“That’s why I came. When a soul arrives here, the first hours are the most dangerous. I’ll help you, if you will allow it,” she said.

“How did you know that I had died?” I asked her.

“There are those here who specialize in knowing the affairs of Earth—we call them Watchers; they take the shape of ravens. They told me of your death, so I came to help you. This dank field is where most of those who serve the dark materialize after death.”

“Do you know what happened immediately after my death? Did the others survive?” I asked.

“Yes, I do know much of what happened. Tom Ward and his apprentice, Jenny, continue the struggle against your enemies. The god Pan fought Golgoth and drove him away. But although Pan won that battle, he’s badly weakened, and the conflict simmers on. Golgoth will eventually return, stronger and more dangerous than ever. Since then the Kobalos have won battle after battle and are now close to the shores of the Northern Sea. No doubt they plan more attacks upon the County. But there is nothing we can do about it from the dark.”

“Thank you for that information,” I said.

“We must leave this place immediately,” Thorne said, her eyes flickering to and fro as if searching the darkness for some threat. “It is dangerous to remain in one place for too long.”

“I put myself in your hands. Lead the way!” I commanded with a smile.

Now the trainee would train her trainer. I followed Thorne toward the distant lights.

As we set off, I glanced back over my shoulder but could see nothing.

“Something was following me,” I told Thorne. “It padded on four legs. I was being stalked.”

“You’ll have to get used to that,” she replied. “There are lots of predators in the dark. Some are human, but there are all manner of other creatures that are hungry for blood. They usually concentrate on lone victims; now that there are two of us, we will be more secure. You will find that those who dwell in the dark have formed groups—there is safety in numbers.”

We left the wasteland behind and emerged onto a narrow cobbled street. At first glance, it could have been somewhere in the County—Priestown or Caster, perhaps.

The baleful blood moon lit only one half of it, but I could see that the cobbles were a shiny black. On our left was an open drain, with dark, old blood trickling along it. It could have come from a slaughterhouse or a butcher’s shop . . . but I sniffed and knew instantly that the blood hadn’t come from animals.

It was human blood, its coppery taint clear in the damp air.

On either side of us, the small windows of the houses were illuminated by candlelight, shaded by black lace curtains that twitched like spiderwebs.

Were eyes peering from behind those curtains? I felt sure that they were. If so, were they spies, dead humans, witches, or other creatures of the dark?

Dead people shuffled along the street toward us. Some showed evidence of the manner of their death. A man was staggering forward with a wide gash in his throat that gaped like an extra mouth; he was moaning with pain, and the wound was still dribbling blood.

If you were carried over into this dark domain of the dead complete with your wounds, then I should surely be in bloody fragments—after all, I’d been blasted into pieces of flesh and bone by Golgoth, the Butcher God.

I glanced sideways at Thorne. Why did she still have her thumbs? I wondered. Why was I whole? There was much to learn here. I lived for challenges; I thrived on combat. This was a whole new world to understand and eventually dominate. My interest was roused. Death might even be better than life!

Then I noticed that the dead were walking along with their eyes fixed on the cobbles, as if they dared not look others in the eye.

“Why do they walk with their eyes cast down?” I asked Thorne.

“So as not to draw attention to themselves,” she explained. “These are weak souls who are mostly just prey.”

“Prey to what?” I asked.

But before Thorne could answer, I heard a screech in the distance, and simultaneously a big bell began to boom; a terrible tolling that vibrated through the soles of my feet.

Was it some kind of warning? I started to count the peals.

Thorne looked anxious. She pointed toward a narrow alley and started running. I followed her into the shadows. At the thirteenth peal, the tolling stopped. In the new silence I heard screams and wails of terror from every direction.

“What is happening?” I demanded.

“That bell serves more than one purpose,” Thorne told me, “but right now it signals an immediate threat. Now predators are permitted to hunt whoever they like. It’s best to hide until a single chime signals that the period of danger is over. Predators are legion and take many forms. Look! There’s one above us now!” She pointed upward.

Something large swooped low over the alley, letting out a raucous screech. It hovered directly above our heads, bathed in the light of the blood moon. It looked like a giant bat, with glowing eyes and long, bone-tipped wings terminating in clawed hands.

“It’s a chyke—one of the lesser demons. They hunt in packs, and we’re their chosen prey!” cried Thorne. “They are very sensitive to the fresh blood of new arrivals to the dark. That is why it’s found you so quickly! It will be directing other predators toward us. Hopefully the second bell will chime soon.”

Anger flared within me. It was not my way to cower in an alley like this, hoping for a bell to save me. I listened carefully. There were cries of fear and pain all around us, but they seemed to be concentrated ahead of us, in the direction of the moon, where they were accompanied by screams of agony. That was where most of the predators and victims must be gathered.

I turned, gestured that Thorne should follow me, and began to run toward that baleful red moon, toward those cries.

“No!” Thorne’s voice shook. “That leads to the basilica square. That’s the killing ground!”

I ignored her, gathering speed as I ran through the narrow streets, each turn taking me closer to those terrible screams. I could hear Thorne running close at my heels.

“Please, Grimalkin, listen to me!” she called. “There are too many of them to fight. They’ll rip us to pieces. You can die again in the dark. And if you do, you become nothing. You fall into oblivion!”

“Better to be nothing than to cringe in fear!” I retorted.

Now I was sprinting, easing the first of my blades out of its leather sheath. The square was a vast flagged area with the great stone walls of the basilica rising up beyond it, even higher than those of Priestown Cathedral.

Who prayed within those walls? To which dark entities did they offer worship?

In front of the basilica, the square was a scene of carnage. The flags ran with blood, and there were bodies everywhere, some dead, others still twitching or attempting to crawl to safety. The air was full of chykes that swooped and tore, slaying those who cowered below. The sound of screams rent the air, but loudest of all was the infernal beating of huge wings.

One creature saw me and glided forward, eyes glowing, talons outstretched. I hurled a blade into its throat and it fluttered to the ground, blood spraying from its open mouth.

Then I raised two of my long blades high above my head and yelled out a challenge: “Here I am! Attack me if you dare!”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Thorne’s face; it was full of alarm and fear. Had the dark diminished her so much? I wondered sadly.

The chykes flocked to where I was standing, and soon I was spinning and whirling, performing my dance of death, slaying my enemies with each stab and thrust of my blades.

Suddenly I realized that the alarm on Thorne’s face had changed to grim determination. Soon we were fighting back to back. I laughed as we slew our enemies.

I had gone to the dark, but nothing had changed.

I was still Grimalkin.





Thomas Ward
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Spook’s Business

I accompanied Alice to the edge of the garden, where we halted and kissed good-bye.

“Take care,” I begged her. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Alice was just about the prettiest girl I’d ever seen, but now there was sadness in her beautiful eyes. She felt the same way as I did; we didn’t want to be apart.

She was off to Pendle once more to try to form an alliance with the witches there. She’d already made two failed attempts. The three main clans—the Malkins, the Deanes, and the Mouldheels—didn’t get along. Well, that was to seriously understate the situation. There was rivalry and hatred between them; sometimes they even fought and killed one another. But an alliance between these clans and our allies was vital if we were to defend the County against the magic of the Kobalos mages.

The witch clans had formed alliances before, so I knew it was possible, and Alice was optimistic. I had to hope.

The dark army of the bestial Kobalos was approaching the far shore of the Northern Sea, their malicious gaze fixed upon our own country. But there was an even more immediate danger. Using powerful magic, their high mages were able to project themselves directly into the County. They could bring a few warriors with them and attack at any time.

By now the military were aware of the army, and the County was on a war footing against the threat of invasion. Forces from the two main barracks, at Burnley and Colne, had marched east to fortify the border. Those that remained were stretched thin, fighting off Kobalos raids. People were scared, and travel was dangerous.

The Kobalos mages had also tried to summon Golgoth, the Lord of Winter, into the County. Had they succeeded, we would have been plunged into a permanent winter, the countryside left frozen and weakened by famine. Only with the help of the Old God Pan, and Alice’s powerful magic, had we managed to prevent that. Despite this, I’d never felt so vulnerable; never felt less able to do my duty and protect the County from the dark.

“You take care too, Tom. Ain’t going to be away for more than a week, I promise you,” Alice told me now.

We hugged, kissed again, and then she set off for Pendle. She was wearing a green dress and a short brown jacket as protection against the chill air. It was early spring, but as yet there was little warmth in the sun. As she walked away, I glanced down at her pointy shoes, the mark of a witch. Alice had finally gone to the dark, but she wasn’t a witch who practiced bone, blood, or familiar magic—she was an earth witch, perhaps the first one ever. She served Pan and drew her magic from the Earth itself.

Just before she reached the edge of the slope, she turned and waved to me. I waved back, and then she was out of sight. Already missing her, I turned back to the garden and headed for the practice post.

As I did so, I saw a silver chain falling toward it, spinning widdershins—against the clock. It formed a spiral, tightening upon the post in the classic manner, achieving a perfect spread from top to bottom. Had that post been a witch, she would have been bound from head to knee, the chain tightening hard against her teeth to prevent her from chanting spells.

“Well done, Jenny!” I called out.

Jenny was my apprentice. I knew that my own master, John Gregory, would never have taken her on. To become a spook’s apprentice, you had to be a seventh son of a seventh son.

Jenny was a girl; as far as I knew, she was the first girl ever to have been trained by a spook. She claimed to be a seventh daughter of a seventh daughter, but I’d never been able to verify that, because she’d been brought up by foster parents. Still, I could not deny that she had gifts that were useful when fighting the dark—different ones than mine. She could make herself almost invisible and possessed such great empathy that she could almost read people’s minds.

I looked at her as she stood there smiling. Her face was freckled and she had different-colored eyes—the left was blue, the right one brown.

“Well, what’s your score?” I demanded.

“I’ve managed fifteen successes in twenty attempts! A couple more weeks of this and I’ll be better than you!” she said cheekily.

That success rate was good, but I would have preferred a little more respect from my apprentice. The trouble was, I was only two years older than her; in August I’d be eighteen and she’d be sixteen. We even shared the same birthday—the third. My own apprenticeship had come to a premature end when my master had been killed fighting enemy witches.

Suddenly a sound drew our attention. It was the pealing of the bell at the withy trees crossroads. Our garden was guarded by the boggart Kratch, which meant that it was dangerous for outsiders to venture in, so those in need of help stayed clear; they usually went to the crossroads and summoned me by ringing the bell.

“It’s spook’s business,” I said softly.

The last couple of days had been quiet, but I’d known that it couldn’t last. There were always local threats from the dark in the County. This time the danger might come from the Kobalos.

“Can I come with you?” Jenny asked.

“No, Jenny, it’s best that I go alone. You carry on practicing here. You’ll need to work a lot harder if you want to be as good as me!”

Here in the garden, the boggart would keep her safe against most things, I knew. Beyond its boundaries, it was a different matter.

I was carrying my staff, but I also had the powerful Starblade in a scabbard on my back. As long as I held it or had it on my person, dark magic couldn’t harm me.

“But if it means a journey, can I go with you to sort out the problem?” Jenny persisted.

My apprentice had to be trained, and that meant sharing the danger of our craft. So I nodded, and with a grin, she went to retrieve my silver chain and prepared to cast it at the post again. I supposed that I had to let her learn, just as I had. . . .

As I strode out of the garden and headed toward the sound of that pealing bell, a wave of sadness washed over me. Things had changed so much since I’d begun my own apprenticeship. Not only was my master, John Gregory, dead; Grimalkin, the assassin of the Malkin clan, had been slain by Golgoth. Although she was a witch, she’d been a strong and powerful ally who had taken the lead in fighting the Kobalos. I would almost go so far as to say that she had become a friend. She’d certainly saved my life on several occasions. It was Grimalkin who had forged the Starblade for me, and then trained me in its use. She would be greatly missed.

As I walked, I glanced up at the fells that rose far above the village—Parlick Pike and Wolf Fell. Their summits were still white with snow that sparkled in the sunlight.

As I reached the withy trees, the pealing of the bell ceased. Whoever was ringing it must have heard my approach. People were often nervous when waiting to speak to a spook, not sure what to expect from the man who wore a cloak and carried a staff and a silver chain. Sometimes those nerves got the better of them and they left before I arrived.

I headed into the shade of the trees and saw a stocky figure standing by the bell rope, which was dancing and swaying at his side. He wore a black gown and hood and even carried a staff—he was dressed like a spook! Who could it be? This man was surely too broad to be Judd Brinscall, who worked the territory north of Caster.

I halted close to him, and he suddenly pulled back his hood to reveal his face.

The shock of what I saw took my breath away.

It was impossible.

I was gazing at a dead man.
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Training a Girl

Bill Arkwright had died in Greece fighting a rear-guard action against the dangerous fire elementals that had pursued us. He’d taken up a position between us and their deadly flames, thus buying time, but sacrificing his life so that the Spook, Alice, and I could escape.

In appearance, this was certainly the Arkwright I remembered—the man who, at the request of John Gregory, had given me six months’ training to toughen me up.

He had a shaved head, striking green eyes, and a sturdy body that suggested great strength. The rowan staff he carried differed from mine, which had a retractable blade; his was tipped with a twelve-inch blade with six backward-facing barbs, three on each side. By his side lay a heavy bag at least twice the size of the one I usually carried.

Yes, this was the exact likeness of the Bill Arkwright I remembered from life. I had once encountered what I thought was Arkwright’s ghost, its face badly burned, as if by a fire elemental, but the man who stood before me had no scars whatsoever.

Instantly I was on my guard. This could be a trick. Kobalos high mages were expert shape-shifters.

I cast my staff down on the ground and drew the Starblade from its scabbard, gripping it with both hands and pointing it at the figure before me

“Throw down your staff and kneel on your hands!” I commanded.

“Well, Master Ward, what sort of a welcome do you call this?” the figure growled angrily, sounding just like Bill Arkwright. “I’ve traveled a long way to greet you, and what do I get for my pains? I’m threatened with a rusty sword!”

“It’s the only welcome you’ll get until I’m sure you’re who you say you are,” I retorted.

The Starblade wasn’t much to look at, I knew, but it was incredibly sharp and strong. If I wielded it with confidence, it could slice through the toughest armor. It would also defend me against any dark magic that might be used against me here. The witch assassin Grimalkin had imbued it with her powerful magic.

Rather than obeying my command, the man held his staff at an angle of forty-five degrees, in the defensive position. Then he sucked in a breath and suddenly attacked, bringing the weapon round in an arc, aiming at my head.

But suspicion had made me ready. I raised the Starblade to block the blow, and with barely a shudder, the sword cut into his staff as if it was butter, slicing it neatly in two. I paused, not pressing home my attack. Arkwright had taken aim with the base of his staff rather than the blade, so he hadn’t intended to kill me.

He threw the two pieces of staff away in disgust and glared at me.

“I’ll tell you just one more time. Kneel on your hands!” I shouted angrily.

“Well, Master Ward, I’m prepared to humor you for a while. But if you know what’s good for you, you won’t try my patience too far.”

The man who called himself Bill Arkwright slowly knelt down on the ground, glaring up at me sullenly, his hands at his sides.

“Now kneel on your hands!” I ordered.

For a moment I thought he was going to refuse, but then, with a scowl, he did so.

“We have a problem,” I told him. “I believed you to be dead, slain in Greece years ago. If you survived, then why wait so long to come here and show yourself?”

“You have the gifts of a seventh son of a seventh son,” he said calmly. “What about that sense of cold that tells you something from the dark is close by? Do you feel it now? If you don’t, I’m not from the dark, and well you know it!”

From somewhere to my left, in the shadows of the trees, came the raucous cry of a raven. I forced myself not to be distracted, despite the racket it was making. I focused all my attention on the figure kneeling on his hands.

I shook my head.

“Then I’m not from the dark—it’s as simple as that!” Arkwright insisted.

I thought back. . . . I had never actually seen his dead body in Greece.

“Nothing is simple anymore,” I told this man. “Many times I’ve been close to the dark and never had that warning. It doesn’t always work, especially with the powerful Kobalos mages. You could be one of them.” I’d already encountered a human who’d turned out to be one of the high mages—second in rank and power only to the triumvirate that ruled the Kobalos.

“Then we have a standoff, Master Ward. So how can we resolve it?” Arkwright asked me.

“Let’s start with some explanations from you. How did you survive the encounter with the fire elementals? Then, assuming you did so, why did it take you so long to return here? The help of another spook would have been useful over the past years. So where were you when you were needed?”

“I was badly hurt when I fought those demonic elementals to give you time to escape,” Arkwright said angrily. “For a while I lost my sight, but the damage was more to my mind than my body. I wandered in Greece for a long time, not caring if I lived or died. I begged like a dog. . . . I turned to drink again. You remember that old weakness of mine, Master Ward?”

I nodded. Bill Arkwright had been addicted to red wine, but he’d overcome his need. It was plausible that he’d lapsed into his old ways. Many people addicted to alcohol did exactly that.

“It took me a long time to kick the habit and find myself again. But at last I did, and I embarked on the long sea voyage from Greece. There were rumors of war—a threat from the north—but little hard information was to be had. When I reached the County, I learned that John Gregory was dead and that his apprentice, Tom Ward, was the new Chipenden Spook. So I’m here to offer my services. Better late than never, eh?”

“If you really are Bill Arkwright, your help will be very welcome. But I have to be sure. You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen and experienced, the deceits that have been perpetrated.”

I had been the pawn of others too many times. For all I knew, I could be confronting Balkai, the most powerful of the Kobalos mages, in human form. His magic couldn’t harm me while I had the Starblade, but I had to be vigilant. How could I ever be certain that this was indeed Bill Arkwright?

As I reached forward and tugged the bell rope, I heard the beating of wings: the raven had taken flight. I hoped that Jenny would hear the ringing bell and, knowing that I was already at the crossroads, come and investigate. Maybe her gift of empathy could help me get at the truth.

“Who are you calling?” Arkwright asked me, looking up at the bell swinging above us.

“Jenny, my apprentice.”

“Did I hear you correctly, Master Ward? Your apprentice is called Jenny? You’re training a girl?”
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Little Cat

We stood glaring at each other in silence until I heard Jenny approaching through the trees.

She walked quickly toward us, a figure full of youthful energy. But when she noticed my prisoner kneeling on his hands before me, she began to slow down. She came to a halt, her eyes glancing at the two pieces of rowan staff on the ground.

“Is he a spook?” she asked me.

“Perhaps,” I answered. “He looks like a spook called Bill Arkwright who once trained me for six months. But I fear that he is really something else. Is he a Kobalos mage?”

There was a silence as Jenny stared at the man in front of us.

“He looks like Arkwright and he talks like Arkwright. But I believed Arkwright to be dead,” I went on. “Now, after years away, he turns up out of the blue. He has a plausible story to account for his absence, but we can’t afford to take any chances. So you tell me what you think. Use your gift of empathy. Tell me what the inside of his head looks like.”

“Empathy!” sneered the man kneeling before us. “So she has gifts like we do, only hers are different. Is that it? Next you’ll be telling me that she’s the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter!”

“I am!” Jenny moved a little closer to him.

He shifted his weight, so I jabbed the point of the sword toward his throat. “Keep still. I’ll assume the slightest move to be a threat!” I warned.

“This may not work,” Jenny said uneasily. She frowned, then closed her eyes in concentration. She stood there for a few seconds, then opened her eyes wide and jabbed her finger toward the kneeling man.

“He has a temper! He’s very angry with you for doubting him. He likes a drink too. That temptation is always there. He’ll never be free of it—there’s a lot of pain deep inside him. He’s all mixed up, I think. He’s dangerous too, with a ruthless streak. He loves dogs, but he hates witches!” she finished, turning to look at me.

“That’s a good summary of the Bill Arkwright I knew. But is it really him? Is he human or Kobalos?” I asked.

“Witches and mages are hard to empathize with. He seems human enough to me,” Jenny replied.

“But maybe a clever Kobalos mage could shield his mind with the thoughts of someone else,” I said, thinking aloud.

“Surely there are some things that such an impersonator wouldn’t know,” said Arkwright. “We’ve a lot of history between us, Master Ward. What about the months I spent training you? Ask me a question that only I would know the answer to.”

The first question came to mind very quickly: “How did you teach me to swim?” I asked.

“I threw you into the canal! Cold, wasn’t it? But it worked!”

I stared at the man and nodded. Then I thought of something that only the real Bill Arkwright could know. He would find this painful, but it had to be done.

“There was something about the mill where you lived that I found really strange. It was a situation that most spooks wouldn’t have tolerated,” I said, studying him closely.

Pain clouded his eyes, and he let out a deep sigh. “I had ghosts there. Spooks usually rid buildings of any such entities—that’s part of their job—but I hadn’t. I know you didn’t like it, Master Ward, but as you finally discovered, the ghosts were those of my parents, Abe and Amelia. I kept their coffins in their bedroom at the top of the house. My father was killed when he fell from the roof. My mother couldn’t bear to live without him, so she threw herself under the waterwheel.

“Because she was a suicide, she couldn’t cross to the light, so my father’s ghost chose to stay with her so she wouldn’t be alone. I’d done my level best to send them to the light, but I failed—as did our master, John Gregory. But it was you, Master Ward, who won their freedom. At great risk to yourself, you made a bargain with the Fiend, and he released my mother. Then they were both able to go to the light. I’ll be eternally grateful for that.”

I nodded. Only Bill Arkwright could know these details. Surely it had to be him.

Jenny and I exchanged glances, and I nodded. Then I turned back to Arkwright.

“We managed to destroy the Fiend, but now we have a worse enemy,” I told him. “I’d be happy to have your help. I’m sorry for doubting you.”

I sheathed the Starblade and held out my hand. Bill Arkwright gripped it, and I hauled him to his feet.

The boggart made the breakfasts, but other meals were down to us, and neither Jenny nor I was a particularly good cook. However, Bill Arkwright was—my mouth still watered when I remembered the fish he’d cooked back at the mill—and that evening he served up a delicious chicken casserole.

I still felt a little ill at ease with him, but as we sat eating our supper in the kitchen, I tried to bring him up to date with all that had happened. While we talked, Jenny remained silent, no doubt sensing his attitude toward girl apprentices.

“What happened to my three dogs?” Arkwright asked suddenly.

“Blood and Bone are still alive and well. They’re with a spook called Judd Brinscall who’s living at the watermill and covering your old territory. But their mother, Claw, is dead,” I told him. “She was killed in the same battle as John Gregory.”

I was surprised when Arkwright didn’t comment on the death of his dog. He simply nodded and said, “They’re my dogs and I want them back with me. And I think I’d like to take a look at the mill.”

Bill Arkwright had specialized in hunting water witches across the nearby marsh and had used his big wolfhounds to help him in this task.

“Would you want to take over that area again?” I asked him.

“Why not, Master Ward? After all, I worked the area north of Caster for years—I’m an expert at dealing with creatures from the dark that live in water. Even John Gregory deferred to me when we dealt with water witches.”

“Judd is a good man—he’s settled into your old role now. You left the mill to John Gregory, and when he drew up his own will he left this house and the one at Anglezarke to me, for as long as I should practice the trade of a spook. He gave the use of the watermill to Judd, who now thinks it’s his for life.”

“But I’m not dead, so that part of the will is void, isn’t it? Couldn’t Judd take over the winter house up on Anglezarke Moor?” Arkwright asked, forking a large piece of chicken into his mouth.

I shrugged. “I suppose he could. It would be good to have three spooks working this part of the County.”

“Would you come with me to the mill? It might make things easier. After all, this Brinscall has never met me. I don’t think I’d take kindly to someone asking me to kneel on my hands again.”

“We could set off tomorrow if you like,” I suggested.

Arkwright shook his head. “I’ve been traveling for weeks, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to rest here for a few days first. Besides, there’s something that needs doing. Could you lend me a staff while I sort out a new one?”

“Of course. I always keep a few spares. What is it you plan to do?” I asked.

Arkwright had been ignoring Jenny. Now he fixed his eyes on her for the first time. “I propose to see what this young lady is made of. It seems strange to me, a girl being trained as a spook. It would have troubled John Gregory, as well you know. But you’ve taken her on and she needs to be able to survive—”

“Don’t refer to me as ‘she’!” Jenny retorted angrily. “She’s the cat’s mother!”

“Well, you’ll get your chance to pay me back, little cat—that’s if you’re good enough. Tomorrow I’ll give you a taste of what I taught your master. I’ll teach you to fight with a staff. So get ready for some whacks and bumps!”

Bill Arkwright was as good as his word. Late the next morning I watched them face each other in the garden, staffs held in the diagonal defensive position, blades retracted.
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