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  It was Walpurgis Night in Michaelmas Wood and as they always did, all the animals gathered in the clearing. Tonight, Ghost, the barn owl would lead the meeting. On this one night of the year no creature, no matter how small, need fear another.

  But this Walpurgis Night an ill wind rode the skies – and as everyone knows – an ill wind never blows anyone any good. High above the rooftops, higher even than the tallest of tree tops, he gusted fitfully here and there, searching for a path to follow. He tore at clouds, lashed at branches and rattled windows. Finally he settled on his course and howled northwards.

  * * *

  ‘Gotcha!’ Silk mewed, as he gently batted the bumblebee. He sprinted for cover and an instant later he was squeezing himself beneath the low branches of a Leylandii hedge.

  ‘Not fair!’ buzzed the bee. ‘I can’t get under all those thick, heavy branches.’

  The little black and white kitten and the young bumble bee had been playing tag for quite some time. They had chased each other up and down the road where Silk lived for a while but they had long since left his home far behind.

  Wrapped up in their play, neither of them noticed as the ill wind passed over, pausing only long enough to huff at them spitefully. They both felt its passing though and their high spirits disappeared as chill fingers snatched at them.

  They glanced around realising that while they had been playing, the Sun had gone to sleep and the Moon was getting ready to rise.

  The young bee found himself strangely afraid. He hovered in place, buzzing quietly. All of a sudden he wanted to be home, safe and sound in his nest.

  ‘I – I’m going now,’ he told his new friend. ‘Bye.’ And with that he hastily flew off.

  The little kitten also found himself oddly troubled and wishing he were back home, curled up in his warm and comfortable basket. He peered around looking for the trail … but nothing seemed familiar. He didn’t know which way to go.

  Really scared now, he dashed first up this street and then down that road, before trying another. His heart was thumping hard in his chest and a frightened little mew escaped him as he darted about only to stop, disappointed and more and more panicky.

  His stomach growled hungrily and the sky darkened overhead as he ran and ran and ran, searching and searching, until the Moon sailed forth from behind a cloud, hanging so low that when he paused in his frantic running, he could clearly see her cold and beautiful face looking down at him.

  Perhaps, he thought desperately, the bee might be able to show him the way home. But his friend was nowhere to be seen. Still, Silk was sure he could remember the direction he had flown off in. Determined, the little kitten set off, doing his best to ignore the hunger pangs in his belly and the fear gnawing at his chest.

  What seemed to him a very long time later, when he was almost too tired to stay on his paws and much too tired to fight off the fear any more, he saw a group of humans standing a little way down the street. His heart leapt for joy. They would know! They would be able to show him the way home. Of course they would. With his last burst of energy he dashed toward them mewing as he ran, telling them all about what had happened and how he came to be so lost.

  Close to, he saw it was a group of young men – just for an instant he paused. Something in him telling him – no ! Don’t go there ! But Silk ignored it. He trusted humans. He loved his own humans dearly, almost as much as he loved his mommy and they had never been anything but good to them both.

  ‘Oh! Thank goodness, I’ve found you,’ he mewed, relieved, winding himself in and out between their legs, hugging them with his tail. ‘I was so scared! I’ve never been so far from home before. I’ve never been out so late. You’ll help me, won’t you? You—’

  One of the youths reached down and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, hauling him up and letting him dangle just level with his face.

  ‘Well – look what we’ve got us here!’

  ‘Y-you’ll help me, won’t you?’ Silk mewed, suddenly very nervous. There was something about the boy’s voice and the way he was looking at him that he didn’t like. He wished he’d listened to that thing inside him when it told him no. But it was too late.

  He hung miserably in the boy’s grip. His heart was pounding hard again and now all he wanted was for them to let him go.

  ‘ Please !’ He meowed. ‘Please – don’t hurt me.’

  * * *

  Mistflower, the mouse, had been one of the first to arrive. She glanced around herself, hearing soft rustlings and scamperings in the hedgerows and trees. If she strained her eyes and ears she could make out the slip and glide of a slow worm and several earthworms making their way to the gathering.

  To each side of her, as well as overhead, gleaming pairs of eyes shone through the leaves and blinked on and off in the grass. Everyone who could get there would be here, she knew. Even the animals that were normally fast asleep by now would come.

  She glanced up just in time to see a whole flock of starlings alight in the big old oak, in the centre of the clearing.

  Mistflower could feel her excitement growing, singing in her whiskers and twirling through her tail. She loved this night above all others but there was a sadness mixed in with her pleasure. This was the first gathering she had attended alone and quite suddenly she found herself lost in thought, her bright eyes glittering as she remembered.

  She had once heard somewhere, though she couldn’t remember where, that people had a saying, ‘poor as a church mouse’, but she couldn’t understand it at all. She supposed it had something to do with the fact there wasn’t much in the way of food to be had in a church. But every church had a vicarage and the meals there were good and plentiful.

  And Sage, ahh! She missed Sage most of all. A wise and loving mouse, and very much in demand in his younger days, she had never understood why he had chosen her. Her eyes softened, filling with tears. Sage had been everything to her and the pain of losing him was still as sharp now as it had ever been.

  Who could have known back then how things would change? She didn’t know why, but slowly people stopped coming to the church until, finally, no one at all came any more.

  She missed the singing and the sound of the organ. She missed the children’s choir; their voices had been so fresh, so full of hope. Mistflower loved children, her own and the sons and daughters of men, even though she knew full well she and her kind were not loved in return.

  She had particularly enjoyed Christmas. She loved the joyful Christmas hymns and the magical story of the wonderful, special, baby. She thought someone like that, someone so gentle and kind and so great, would surely have found love in his heart, even for a despised mouse.

  After all, it was The Great God of all living creatures Himself who had put her kind in the world. Mice were in the weave of the pattern and had their part to play.

  Finally, when the very last creature had arrived and an expectant hush had fallen over the assembly and all eyes lifted to the heavens, Mistflower saw the pale shape of Ghost glide in on soundless wings.

  No sooner had Ghost arranged himself comfortably in a deep V of the oak than he began to speak.

  ‘So, the wheel turns and brings us once more to Walpurgis Eve. And a clear, crisp one it is. Night has spread her dark shawl over Father Sky and her brothers and sisters, the Stars, have come out to decorate it.

  ‘See how they sparkle and how Mistress Moon lights our path.’ Ghost turned his head surveying the creatures, great and small, gathered before him.

  ‘Welcome all.’ He blinked his big, luminous eyes. ‘Welcome.

  ‘First, as always, we will pay respect to the Great God of All Things and give thanks for life. After that I will listen to any matters of disagreement, as well as any crimes against our Law.’

  The Law had been put in place at the time of Creation; it commanded every creature not to take more from any other creature, or from Mother Earth, than they had need of. It was a serious thing indeed to break the Law.

  ‘Lastly, when all has been dealt with satisfactorily, we will have some sharing time.’

  Mistflower curled her tail, content. Settling herself comfortably she waited for events to begin.

  Soon it was time for the best part of the evening – the sharing. Mistflower waited with equal parts of joy and sorrow for Ghost to tell his story because once it was finished, the gathering would break up and all would head for home and that would be the end of it for another year.

  Suddenly, Ghost began to speak. ‘Once upon a time, in a place, far, far away, lived a deer named Windspark.

  ‘Windspark was a very beautiful and graceful creature and she had many who loved her. But from the first time Windspark had glimpsed them, she loved only the stars. Every night when the other deer slept, Windspark would gaze up at Night’s shawl and long to be amongst the glittering brothers and sisters. Finally, The Great God took pity on her and one night drew her up into the sky.

  ‘At first, Windspark’s heart was satisfied and she ran and played, dipping her hooves into the Milky Way, roaming the four directions with The Great Bear and sliding around the Moon on the tail of Draco, The Great Serpent.

  ‘After a time though, her spirit grew heavy and she realised she missed her mother and her father. She missed the warmth of the herd and the simple pleasures of sweet grass and the cool, fresh water of the little river that flowed through their forest.

  ‘The worst of it was, try though she might, by the time her mother and the rest of the herd had risen, Windspark and the stars had set. Sorrowfully, Windspark realised she was fated never to see her family or her friends again.

  ‘One night, when Windspark felt her heart would break from longing, The Great God, who knows all, came to her.

  ‘“What is it, Windspark?” The Great God asked. “Why are you so unhappy?”

  ‘Windspark sighed. “I’m just sitting here thinking how very foolish I’ve been. I had so much and I took it all for granted and instead of being thankful, I wasted my time wanting something different and now I wish I was back where I started.” Windspark’s soft, brown eyes flowed with tears.

  ‘“Ahh!” said The Great God. “So you have been foolish, little one, and now you are wiser.”

  ‘“Maybe,” Windspark said, “for all the good it’ll do me.”

  ‘“Once, when the world was young, little Windspark,” spoke The Great God, “and you were only a seed upon the winds of creation, you played where you would. Time was of no importance. But as your life spark became wiser, out of your love for me, you asked if there was something for you to do. So I sent you to Mother Earth in order that she could grow you. But you did not drink enough from the waters of forgetfulness and you longed for your home in the heavens.”

  ‘The Great God laughed and a cloud of butterflies, with colours as bright as the jewels Mother Earth gives up to those who desire them, arose from his breath. “And now you are here, part of you has remembered what it was you were meant to do, little one, and you wish to take up your task again.”

  ‘Once more, The Great, all loving, God took pity on lonely little Windspark and in the blink of an eye set her back in the exact same spot from which she had been taken up.

  ‘In the morning there was great excitement and happiness when Windspark was reunited with her family and friends.

  ‘Never again did Windspark long for something other than what she had. She had come to understand, each creature has its own path and achieving a great desire can sometimes come at too high a cost.’

  There was silence among the animals for a little while as everyone thought over the story they had just heard. But soon enough, everyone said their thanks to Ghost and their goodbye’s and started to gather themselves for the journey home.

  In a few moments, Mistflower found herself all alone in the dark.

  * * *

  ‘Hate cats,’ the boy said, his hard eyes locked on the little kitten dangling helplessly from his grasp. ‘Vermin! Bad as rats. Dirty, filthy things.’

  He glanced around, spotting a plastic carrier bag poking out from another lad’s pocket. ‘Here,’ he held out his hand. ‘Gimme me that.’

  The lad took another swig from the vodka bottle he was nursing before wordlessly passing over the bag.

  Silk suddenly realised he was in trouble. Giving a long eerie yowl, he clawed desperately at the hand holding him prisoner.

  ‘Stop that!’ The hand tightened its grip on him so he could hardly breathe and shook him hard until his head spun and his eyes rolled around in his head. By the time he had his wits back he was already inside the plastic bag and someone was tying the handles together, tight.

  The next instant he found himself being whirled round and around.

  ‘One. Two.’ It was the boy’s voice – the one who had shaken him and almost strangled him. He could hear someone else laughing. ‘ Three. Whheeeee!

  One moment he was flying. The next, all the air whooshed out of his lungs as he landed heavily. He lay still, trembling, gripped with fear that the boys were standing over him, waiting for him to move, only to do it all again; whirl him round and around and then let him go, let him hit the ground all over again. It came to Silk that they meant to kill him.

  Silk lay there, waiting. Nothing moved. Everything was silent and when he had calmed down enough to be able to pay attention to his senses, he knew the boys were no longer there. He was alone. For a short space of time he relaxed … until he realised it was quickly becoming hard to breathe!
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  Mistflower scurried back to her house thinking how true it was that the very thing you long for above all else and that makes you so happy when you get it, can then turn around and make you so miserable.
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