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‘Gripping. I raced through it’

A.M. Howell, author of The Garden of Lost Secrets

‘A beautifully rendered adventure. You’ll cheer for its brave, big-hearted hero’

Carlie Sorosiak, author of I Cosmo

‘Compelling, moving, illuminating …’

Mike Leigh

‘An enchanting tapestry of beauty and bravery’

Emma Read, author of Milton the Mighty

‘Art’s journey into the wicked heart of the witch trials is immersive, and vividly drawn’

Hana Tooke, author of The Unadoptables

‘A beautiful adventure filled with mystery, folklore, suspense and friendship’

Jess Butterworth, author of Where the Wilderness Lives

‘Set in a vividly realised 17th century, but one filled with contemporary resonances, The Forest of Moon and Sword is dark and intense, and very exciting’

Anthony McGowan, author of Lark

‘A wonderful book. Compulsively gripping, I had my heart in my mouth on every page. A twin testament to the restorative power of nature and the indomitable spirit of the falsely accused’

Piers Torday, author of The Last Wild
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For Bonnie, always
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“I took a deep breath and listened to the old brag of my heart. I am, I am, I am.”

Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar
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I wake up in the dark.

I remember.

They are coming.

They will be here soon.

Word came this afternoon from the next village that the soldiers had crossed the border from England into Scotland, their weary horses hauling empty carts.

The wall is cold against my back. My body is stiff. I slowly stretch out my legs and the floorboard beneath me creaks.

‘Art! Keep still,’ whispers Mother.

We sit, my mother and I, in heavy silence.

I am suddenly glad of the dark because I can no longer see the desperation in her eyes.

‘Hold my hand,’ I say, so quietly that I don’t expect her to respond. I place my hand on the dusty attic floor and she strokes it, her fingers as light and cold as the first snow, then wraps it in her hand and squeezes it tight.
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I can barely hear the shallow breath of the women sitting on the other side of the attic. I have never met them before. They turned up at our house late this afternoon and told Mother they were scared their husbands might hand them over to the soldiers. Mother took them in and told them that as long they couldn’t be seen or heard, they wouldn’t be discovered. They are strangers, but I desperately want them to be safe.

I shut my eyes tight and try to imagine what I would be doing on an ordinary day. Perhaps Mother would be setting the fire against the last chill of spring while I read the Bible out loud to her. I would be hungry, as always. Oh, how hungry I am now, how thirsty. I try to stay still, but I need to use the chamber pot so badly.

I cannot leave the attic. Mother says hiding here is our best chance of evading capture. By the time the news of the soldiers came, it was too late to run. All we can do is wait. And hope against hope.

I huddle as close to Mother as possible, and she puts her mouth right up against my ear, so close that it tickles.

‘Are you sure you know how to find the trapdoor in the dark?’

‘Yes, Mother. And I am sure I will be able to fit through it. We have practised enough times.’ I immediately feel guilty for the edge in my voice, but I can’t take it back.

We sit in silence before Mother speaks softly again. I know this story well. This is the story she tells to settle me when I have a fever, but this time I sense that I need to calm her too, so I squeeze her hand even tighter. ‘When you were seven, I came home one afternoon to find you gone. I looked everywhere. I was beside myself. Eventually, as night was falling, I asked some townspeople to help search for you in the forest.’ Her voice is unsteady. ‘I thought you had been taken.’

It soothes me to remember that summer’s morning, the mist burning off the fields and the sun already warm on my skin. I had seen a cloth sack on a neighbour’s doorstep that was tied lightly at the top and that somehow seemed to be moving. Inside, I found four tiny kittens, three ginger and one pure black, all tiny and helpless, their mouths making silent mews as they blinked up at me. As I peered into the sack, the black kitten climbed above the others and pressed its face against mine. My heart soared. How I had longed for a black cat! Then my heart sank. At the bottom of the bag were three large stones, to weigh the sack down.

How could anybody plan to throw the sack in the river and drown these tiny, helpless kittens?

I removed the stones, threw them to the ground and ran, feeling the warmth of the kittens as I clutched the twitching sack to my chest.

I don’t know how long I ran through the forest, but eventually I stopped by a small pond and set the sack down. The kittens looked up at me with their round, bright eyes, and a wave of pure love washed over me. I had saved them!
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‘When we finally found you by the pond, you were asleep and rigid with cold. The kittens you had tried so desperately to save had run away.’ Mother sighs. ‘All but one. Malkin was stretched out next to you, her black paws resting on your arm.’

Malkin. As black as night and as devoted to me as I was to her.

‘I was furious,’ says Mother, gently stroking my long, curly hair. ‘I wanted to shake you to make you understand how much you’d scared me.’

Mother’s face was drained of colour when she found Malkin and me. I looked up and saw her long red hair, as straight as an arrow, her face paler even than usual and flooded with concern, her green eyes brimming with tears. I had saved the kittens, but Mother had saved me. She always does.

She wrapped me in a woollen blanket and held me close, her heart beating furiously through her thin summer dress.

‘I am so sorry about Malkin.’ She squeezes my hand and continues. ‘I know how much you loved her. You thought you’d never get over her death, but you are stronger than you think, Art Flynt.’

My beloved Malkin. Slaughtered less than a year ago by an unknown neighbour for being a so-called witch’s cat. We mummified her body and laid her to rest inside the wall above the door, to ward off evil forces. I don’t know why Mother doesn’t think Malkin can help us now.

The attic is getting colder as the night deepens. I bring my legs up to my chest and rest my chin on my knees.

We sit in silence again.

A loud bang makes me jump. I stiffen.

‘It’s the wind playing with the stable door, Mother,’ I whisper.

Mother’s body is frozen with fear.

Another bang, this time louder and closer. The heavy wood of the front door being flung open.

Then – nothing.

The wind again. It must be the wind. Please let it be so.

I know Mother shut the front door carefully. I know it is not the wind.

‘Search every room!’ The voice booms through the house, as though the walls are made of paper and not thick, thick stone.

Mother’s breath is warm in my ear. ‘Aunt Elizabeth will care for you. She is a strange sister, but I do believe that she will take you in with open arms. I love you, Art. Always. Carry me in your heart.’ She puts her hand in her pocket and gives me something in the dark. ‘Take this letter and read it only when it is safe to do so.’

I put it carefully in my pocket and open my mouth, but no words come. The footsteps on the wooden stairs are heavy and deliberate.

‘Go, my child. Go now.’

‘But, Mother …’

I don’t move. I cannot say goodbye, not now, not like this. The footsteps are in the bedroom below. A man laughs as though this is some kind of game. I hear a chair being dragged along the floor, out of my bedroom and into the hallway. One of the soldiers pushes at the attic door. It always catches. Before, it made me cross. Now, it gives me time.

I jump to my feet. I locate the trapdoor above my head. Push the small square of wood aside. Pull myself up into the apex of the house. I have practised this so many times in the past few weeks, but always with Mother telling me what to do and praising my agility.
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I can hear the attic door below being lifted up.

I push the trapdoor back in place and crouch on top of it.

‘Traitors! Witches! Scottish witches! You will burn in hell.’ The soldier’s voice is ablaze with pure hatred.

My mouth is dry. I cannot swallow. My legs shake uncontrollably. I shut my eyes and count slowly, as Mother told me to.

   100. 99. 98. 97. 96. 95.

One of the women emits a high-pitched wail as she is lowered through the attic door.

‘Silence, woman! Silence, all of you!’

The soldier’s tone is so sharp that the woman falls silent. All I can hear is muffled voices as the soldiers direct Mother and the women out of the attic and down the stairs.

50. 49. 48.

The front door slams.

Now I am alone.

10. 9. 8.

My legs are shaking hard. I can no longer feel my feet.

3. 2. 1.

I breathe in and out slowly before standing up. The space is narrow but tall, with a small window on one side. I look out across the fields, biting my nails. The moon is bright and the puddles on the track leading away from the farm are finally starting to dry up after weeks of rain. If I balance on the old milking stool, I can just about see the four soldiers and their horses and carts. The horses stand patiently, occasionally flicking their tails, unaware of what is happening around them. I long to put my arms around my own horse’s neck, but Lady will have to wait.

One of the soldiers lines up the women. I can see the first three women, but the remaining three, including Mother, are just out of sight.

I strain to hear. ‘Do what I say and no one will be hurt,’ says the chief soldier. He stands with his legs apart, one hand thrust deep in his pocket and the other pulling at his huge beard as though it is some kind of prize. He is as vain as Uncle Samuel, who used to admire himself in the polished stone every Sunday morning before church.

The women stare at the ground.

The chief soldier reaches into the cart closest to him and throws a coil of coarse rope at another soldier. ‘Hastings, tie them up.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Whoever Hastings is takes a knife from his belt and starts cutting the rope.

‘Five of you will be executed at dawn,’ says the chief soldier. ‘There will be a short trial first. We know you are all guilty of being witches, of course, so think of the trial as a mere formality. One of you will be taken straight to England.’

Who? Who will be saved? The thought that it might not be Mother chills my blood.

Hastings stands behind the woman at the start of the line and wrenches her hands behind her back. He wraps the rope around her wrists three times, pulling it until she flinches. He walks methodically along the line tying up each of the women’s wrists.

‘Throw them in the cart,’ says the chief soldier.

Hastings pushes one woman into the cart as though she is an animal. He pushes another. A third.

Mother must be standing with the other two women, but I cannot see her.

I stand on tiptoes on the stool. As it sways, I grab hold of the window ledge. The stool falls and I tumble to the floor. Fool! What if they heard me?

As I jump to my feet and step back on to the stool, the chief soldier below laughs so hard that I think he must have lost his reason. But at least he doesn’t look up. He doesn’t know I’m here.

Clouds obscure the moon. I wipe away some of the dirt on the window with my sleeve, though still I see only darkness. I allow myself a moment to remember all those times my best friend Cecily and I used to hang out of the attic window and blow at the clouds until they drifted away from the sun, laughing so hard when the sun reappeared that our stomachs hurt.

‘Please,’ I whisper, squeezing my eyes shut. ‘Please let me see Mother one last time.’

When I open my eyes, the clouds have vanished and the moon is bright.

Malkin is helping me!

The soldiers are guiding the horses and carts down the dirt track. The wheels bump in and out of puddles. One of the soldiers leans to the side and spits into the earth. Leaving a marker behind and taking Mother away. Taking away everything I have.

Five women huddle together in the first cart, their faces hidden. I stare and stare at the solitary woman in the second cart, at the woman who is to be taken to England, to a fate unknown.

As the second cart turns a bend, I see the woman glance up at the attic window.

I see Mother.
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All I want to do is sit on this wobbly stool and think of Mother. She said I could read the letter only when it was safe to do so. Here, alone in the secret room at the top of the house I love so much, with the moon blazing bright, is as safe as I can imagine. I take the letter out of my pocket, unfold it carefully and hold it up to the moonlight.

A deep breath.

My beloved Art,

I write this in haste. If you have this letter in your hands, it is because the soldiers have taken me. As you know, Kelso has been sending men to battle since war broke out five years ago, but we have yet to experience bloodshed on our doorstep. England, however, is broken in two. It is being destroyed by civil war between those who are for the king and those who are for parliament. People on both sides are uncertain of what the future holds. They are scared. As always in times of great fear, there are scapegoats. Women are sacrificed.

I am hoping that the soldiers take me all the way to Essex, in the south-east of England. This is where, in the parish of Manningtree, witch trials have been scheduled on the summer solstice, the longest day of the year. They say that as many as a hundred women will be murdered that day. But the trials must be stopped!

The thought of never seeing you again is unbearable and I shall do everything in my power to survive. Whatever happens, I will not go gently.

I take a moment to steady my hand, which shakes uncontrollably.

I have some advice for you. You may not need it, but I am your mother and I want to make your life less painful in any way I can. Your journey will ebb and flow, like a river searching for the sea. You will not, I know, be dragged under. Like any journey, it will begin with the first step.

You will meet your guides along the way – be open to them.

Be on your guard, but do not be afraid to take risks. Let love give you courage.

Always believe in your destiny.

My love for you is infinite. My heart is with you always.

God bless you, my child.

Mother

P.S. You will find my recipe book in the drawer beneath the kitchen sink. Let only those you trust with your life see it. Others will regard it with scorn, as a book of magic.
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The book of magic! When the war started, Father threatened to burn Mother’s recipe book, declaring that it would stop men and women lining up outside our house, asking to be saved. Thomas and I sat at the top of the stairs late one night, holding hands and listening to Mother and Father argue. The calmer Mother remained, the more impatience we could hear in Father’s voice. The kitchen door was ajar and words floated up the stairs. I only remember three, repeated again and again by Father: Potions. Poison. Witch.

But I know the truth. It is an honour to be trusted with Mother’s recipe book. Helping people to heal isn’t about magic, it’s about compassion.



I promised Mother that I would go straight to Aunt Elizabeth’s house, but I decide to wait until tomorrow. It’s not as though she will notice my absence – she doesn’t yet know that Mother has been taken. Besides, the idea of living with Aunt is loathsome. It’s hard to believe that she is Mother’s sister. She is as cold as a winter burn, her hands are bony and her brown eyes indifferent. Mother, meanwhile, was – is – as warm as the midsummer sun, wise and loving, her mouth quick to smile, her green eyes bright, her hair the warm copper colour of leaves in autumn. When Ann and Patrick Percy and their twin babies moved to our small town of Kelso, Aunt decided immediately that she disliked the idea of them simply because they weren’t born here. Mother argued with her. Always be kind, she said. She took remedies to their house on the edge of the town when the twins were poorly, which Aunt considered madness. Who knows what you might catch in a house full of diseased strangers?

But I don’t want to think about Aunt. I fold the letter up and cry so hard that I cannot catch my breath.

When there are no more tears left, I leave the attic, walk straight past Mother’s room without looking and go to the stable. Lady nuzzles me when I put my arms tightly around her neck, as though she knows my heart is broken. I am suddenly so tired that I can barely stand and I curl up in the corner of her stable, barely noticing the sharp straw and instead listening to Lady’s slow, calm breathing until I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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The pew is hard and uncomfortable and I have to force myself to sit still. Sun streams into the church through the stained-glass windows, but here, at the very back, little light ever falls and the air holds a chill even on warm days. I wrap my woollen blanket around my shoulders, but I can’t stop shivering. Out of the corner of my eye I can see my cousins Arthur, Dorothy and Anne sitting next to Aunt Elizabeth, unable to stop twitching when they should be sitting still. Aunt sits primly at the far end of the pew, close to the aisle, her mouth set in a thin, mean line. Neither of us looks at one another. She has not uttered a word to me since I walked into the church and it’s not because I was a minute or two late. My mother and I have clearly brought shame on the family. I feel utterly alone.

The church falls silent as the minister, a short man with thinning hair and a sagging stomach, climbs into his pulpit. He bangs his Bible down on the lectern and peers out into the congregation. He looks at each row of packed pews, running his hand through tufts of hair and pulling at his beaky red nose. I interlace my fingers and stare at my bitten nails. When I look up, he is glaring at me, his face pinched.

‘People of Kelso and any visitors from local border towns, I welcome you,’ says the minister, holding his arms open. He pauses as though waiting for applause, but none comes. He is worse than Hastings and Uncle Samuel put together, I think to myself.

He takes the Bible from the lectern and holds it in both hands. ‘You may have heard – in fact, I am sure you have heard – that English soldiers came last night to round up more witches. They took half a dozen women from this town alone.’

He suddenly thrusts the Bible in the air. ‘People! The devil is among us. Scotland is no longer safe! There are witches, witches, witches everywhere! You have the right to know the truth: Agnes Flynt was harbouring witches in this very town and putting all our lives in danger.’

Do not mention my mother! I am almost on my feet when I see Aunt Elizabeth frowning and shaking her head at me. Anger surges through my body but I stay seated.

Agnes Flynt not only let known witches into her house, but she also treated them as though they were mere women.’ Spittle flies from the minister’s mouth.

‘We all know the truth. Agnes Flynt made potions! I could list at least thirteen men who drank her potions in good faith when the measles and smallpox were upon us, and died shortly afterwards.’

Lies. All lies.

Those men were almost dead when Mother gave them the so-called potions! Their wives had come to our house and begged her for remedies. How dare he blame her for everything that has gone wrong in the town; perhaps he is envious of her because people preferred to share their troubles with her instead of him.

‘There is more,’ says the minister triumphantly. ‘Agnes Flynt has a third nipple! She has a birthmark on her back. I am telling you all: her body is decorated with the marks of the devil.’

The congregation gasps. People in the pews in front turn to stare at me and, feeling my cheeks blazing red, I lower my head. I am not ashamed of my mother, but I want to run out of the church, through the graveyard, across the green and home. I want to take Lady into the forest and feel the trees close ranks behind me, like my own private army.
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