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PART ONE
A boggart’s homecoming

ONE



‘Where are we going?’

It was the young mortal youth who had spoken.

Spiggot, the boggart knight, answered, ‘Home. To my home, that is, not yours I’m afraid, Jack. I need to pick up some things.’

They were trudging over hill and dale, across fen and moor, through woodland, around bog and marsh.

‘If we get there alive’ muttered Kling, who was as usual harnessed to the cart which held Spiggot’s wonderful suit of fairy armour.

Rosamund, the only other mortal in the party apart from Jack, remained silent. The daughter of Baron Guillaume de Arundel was a maiden from the medieval era of Britain and the gulf between her and Jack was considerable. They each spoke about matters which confused and often distressed the other.

Spiggot was an unlikely leader even for such a party – a short, stocky, muscular boggart who came from a long line of faerie metalsmiths. He had a shock of dark hair on his head and there was good deal left over for his arms and legs. His features, however, were pleasant and simple, with little hostility in them. Spiggot’s culture was firmly embedded in Liöfwende, the faerie name for Faerieland, and sometimes he was more a hindrance than a help when sorting out the differences between the two mortals. Only the rat, Kling, had a reasonable grasp of universal knowledge and Kling was not inclined to assist the others when they became confused. In fact, he rather enjoyed watching them wallow in misunderstandings and misconceptions.

The group of four travellers were a little more grumpy with each other than usual this fine Liöfwende morning. They had just been through a wide valley where thousands of faerie weapons lay scattered amongst the grassy knolls. Great white feathers from elven hats littered the ground. A rare pixie cannon, its barrel etched with curlicues and fleur-de-lis, was buried snout first in the blackened earth, having coughed its last. A fairy musket, the like of which were few and far between, was twisted around the stem of a gorse bush. Bolts from fairy crossbows, long thin pikes, breastplates, helmets, all were cluttering the turf. It had been an amazing sight.

A great battle had recently taken place there, between pixies and elves on one side, and ulcugga fairies. Ulcugga, fair of complexion and foul of heart, were the most numerous and certainly the most vicious fairies in Liöfwende. The pixies and elves had lost. Their armies had been routed. They had fled in all directions. The ulcugga had returned in triumph to the north, where the sorcerer Mallmoc’s iron castle held sway, boasting of their victory. They had slaughtered valorous West Country pixies and the Southland elves and had sent them crawling into rabbit holes and under the thorns of heathland shrubs. It was not a result which had the four travellers hopping around in glee.

‘See, this is why we have to enlist other fairy nations,’ said Spiggot. ‘You have to fight fairies with fairies. Elves and pixies are all right, but they haven’t the flair for fighting that fairies possess. And Mallmoc has been increasing his ulcugga army for ages and ages.’ Spiggot was always vague about time passing, as it almost seemed to stand still in Liöfwende. ‘There’s thousands of them. There didn’t used to be.’

If Spiggot was unsure about the passage of time, it was nothing to Jack’s ignorance of procreation in Liöfwende. He knew that boggarts and possibly most goblin families were born much in the same way as mortals, but fairies, the highest order of aerial beings and supernatural lifeforms, seemed to come out of thin air. He now made the mistake of asking Spiggot where Mallmoc got his ulcugga fairies from.

‘Why, they’re there, aren’t they?’ said Spiggot.

‘He conjures them up by sorcery, does he?’ asked Jack.

‘No, he just calls them forth, and they come from their sleeping-lairs, from their jars and pots, from their holes in doorposts, from green wooden bottles, from amongst the fallen ash branches and flinty rocks. They are disgorged from the lips of trout, they fall from the nests.’

‘All right, all right.’

It seemed there were secret places where ulcugga without number lay dormant. Or perhaps where the ingredients which made an ulcugga were to be found? Mallmoc apparently knew the cryptic ways of drawing these malicious and nefarious creatures forth, multiplying them, until he had vast armies that were spreading across the plains and hills of Liöfwende.

It was also believed that the sorcerer had stolen a keystone to a Scottish cairn. The theft had freed dread underworld creatures – skaggs and thrum of Gilscipe – who were now pouring forth in great numbers to ravage the land. King Cimberlin of the Northumberland fairies, whose standing stone city of Xuagguaqac had been surrounded by the ulcugga after the pixies and elves had been defeated, had given Spiggot the authority to go out and find the locking-stone to the magic cairn. A quest. Spiggot, however, had been thinking about this and decided that if the stone was indeed with Mallmoc then it was not enough simply to look for the stone. He had decided to sound out faerie clans on the way, to see if they would follow him into battle against the ulcugga, should it be necessary in the end.

To aid him, the King had allowed Spiggot to keep the magical armour which Spiggot’s father, Gnomon, had fashioned for the northern monarch – armour which Spiggot was supposed to deliver to the King, but had worn without permission during various emergencies on the way. The boggart was thus armed as a faerie knight and he had his father’s domestic giant rat to help him in his quest. Kling was wise in the ways of Liöfwende and Mortaland, and was an invaluable source of information. And Jack and Rosamund were tagging along in the hope of finding a way back to their own time.

The group were tired after the long day’s march. As the sun began to descend in the west, Spiggot threw off his pack. ‘We’ll camp here,’ he said, pointing out that there was a beck nearby with fresh clean water tumbling over its stones.

‘Kling wants to get out of the harness,’ said the giant rat. ‘Kling is weary from his teeth to his tail.’

‘Aren’t we all?’ said Jack, falling to the ground and laying on his back, to stare up at the emerging stars. ‘I’ll help you in a minute.’

‘Now, please, Jack,’ Kling ordered. ‘Look at the sweaty stripes the leather has made on Kling’s poor back. Kling needs to wash in the stream. Kling needs his coat brushing to its usual glossy form.’

‘What do you think you are, a sable?’ Jack grumbled. ‘You’re a common rat. Rats don’t have glossy coats.’

‘I shall brush thee, dear Kling,’ Rosamund said. ‘Thou shalt have a shining coat, rat or no. Thou hast worked thy right to be cossetted and coddled. I shall groom thee as I would my jennet, my dear sweet horse whom I shall never see again.’

‘Well, I’m glad someone appreciates Kling.’

‘That’s right,’ said Jack, getting up reluctantly and loosening the buckles on Kling’s harness, ‘spoil him.’

‘He deserves spoiling, Jack. Rosamund would do the same for thee, if thou wast in harness. Or mayhap you would prefer your gadfly, Jenny, to do it?’

Jenny was Jack’s ex-girlfriend back in Mortaland. Their break-up had been recent and try as he might, Jack could not help talking about her some of the time. He hated himself for it, and knew he was acting like the dumped, pathetic, whining creature he was, but one couldn’t simply forget someone like Jenny overnight. They had been childhood sweethearts. For all he knew Jenny was pining for him right now, back in Mortaland, wetting her pillow with her tears. He admitted it was unlikely, given that she had been stone-faced when she told him to get lost, but the hope was always there.

Once Kling was out of his straps, all four of them went down to the beck and started splashing water on themselves and each other. Rosamund, in the red velvet gown which Jack had shortened for her, soon became drenched. Her medieval turban had long since gone and her hair hung soft about her shoulders. She hummed an ancient tune and when she glanced up at Jack her eyes had a merry twinkle to them. Whenever Jack looked at her, as he was doing so now, his heart melted like butter in the sun.

Afterwards they all lay on the warm grass in the evening sun to dry. When darkness came, Spiggot lit a fire. They clustered round the flames, watching the sparks from the dry wood go skywards into the blackness above. Now that the birds had ceased their songs, and the only sound was that of one or two crickets in the grass, they could hear the defeated pixies and elves calling to one another in distressed voices. These poor creatures were hiding under stones and logs, out on the moors, hoping to find friends with whom to travel back to their homelands.

‘Can we do nothing to help them?’ asked Jack, after a while.

‘Best not,’ replied Spiggot, his squat and hairy form the darkest of those around the fire: the colour of an old conker left to weather in the sun, wind and rain. ‘Best leave them be.’

‘The voices are so sad,’ Rosamund said. ‘It is enough to make one melancholy too.’

‘I know, I know. But best leave them be. Isn’t that right, Kling?’

‘Very right, master’s son. Involvement is unwise. After all, the pixie and elf armies brought it on themselves. It was they who attacked Mallmoc. Not the other way around.’

This was true, but they had had good reason. The thrum Mallmoc was said to have released ate the roots of trees and killed them. To faerie all trees, especially the oak, are sacred. Without trees Liöfwende would become a wasteland where faerie folk would wander and go increasingly mad. A mad faerie, as Jack and Rosamund had witnessed, was a terrible thing to meet. And skaggs, well, they were giant lobster-like vermin, monstrous creatures, who could chop a faerie in two with their multiple pincers.

‘I still don’t understand why Mallmoc did this thing,’ said Spiggot, poking the fire. ‘He stands to lose as much as the rest of us. I mean, he loves iron and the cold metals of the Earth more than he does trees, but his army of ulcugga fairies will lose their reason along with the rest of us.’

‘Maybe by that time he won’t need them?’ Jack suggested. ‘Perhaps he just doesn’t care?’

‘Well, if we ever meet him, we’ll find out,’ said Spiggot, not at all looking forward to the prospect. ‘I hope we never do.’

While they were talking, a figure suddenly came out of a nearby wood and stood over them. It was a mortal man in a grey cloak which shut out the stars when he stretched his arms. Spiggot gave a little cry and jumped up. The others just sat there and stared at the newcomer, wondering if this was indeed the wizard Mallmoc, come to squash these puny upstarts before they could even begin to raise an army. The sorcerer was surely now aware, through his various spies – moles, gulls, adders and coots – especially the nefarious coots – of Spiggot’s intentions, since he hardly kept quiet on the matter.

‘May I share your fire, friends?’ the stranger asked in a low, gruff voice. ‘I am always drawn to a flame.’

Jack asked, ‘Who are you?’

‘King of the Moths,’ came the swift reply.

Spiggot let out a sigh of relief. The others, on seeing their leader was now unafraid, also relaxed. Clearly this creature was known to the boggart, who now sat down again and stirred the embers with a stick.

‘Please join us,’ said Spiggot, once the fire was licking the hem of the night again. ‘Be our guest.’

Almost as soon as the King of the Moths sat down there was a soft fluttering from out in the darkness. Soon swarms of moths flew into the light and began dancing with their own shadows around the fire. Every so often there was a little blue or green flare as one went into the flames. The King did nothing to prevent this happening. It appeared that this was normal and could not be helped. It was all part of what was supposed to be.

Rosamund was the first to speak to him.

‘Sire,’ she said, ‘thou hast an air of sweet sadness about thee.’

The King of the Moths turned his mournful countenance towards the speaker and she saw how pale and dusty was his complexion.

‘Moths are not happy creatures,’ he told her. ‘They have, by their nature, a dull and formless life. They are the shadows of butterflies, who – bright-winged and joyful – fill our blue summer skies. The wings of moths crumple to the touch like ancient garments lying forgotten in an attic. As flakes of darkness they come, from cupboards, from disused rooms, from the depths of bracken and choked briar patches. They are torn fragments of colourless dreams; the parings of cheerless thoughts; the eldritch rag-ends of pointless conversations and speeches that have lost the thread.’

There was silence for a while, then Kling blew a raspberry.

‘Too rich for a water rat,’ he said. ‘Kling’s off to bed.’

TWO



The others remained talking around the remains of the campfire. In truth, Rosamund said very little. Jack felt she was still suffering from the jump from the real world into Liöfwende. Not only was the transition physically hurtful, coming as it did as the result of some violent accident, but the mental and emotional adjustments were quite difficult too. Jack was more able to cope with the idea of a parallel Britain, a place of faerie, having read a lot of science fiction and fantasy. And Rosamund was not too thrown by the world she had landed in, coming as she did from a similar medieval society. But both of them had great trouble with having been wrenched from a fairly comfortable life and thrust into a dangerous situation.

So, Jack sympathised with this young woman, whom he found beguiling in more ways than one. He wanted to put his arm around her and tell her everything would be all right, but the gesture would most certainly be misunderstood and Jack was not a young man who took rejection on the chin. He found it better just to murmur a few words of encouragement now and then, and to do his best not to upset her too much. She was rapt now, by what the King of the Moths was saying, and Jack listened too.

‘… so my work is to gather the dust from the wings of moths and sell it to those who need it.’

Jack stared at the King of the Moths in the glow of fire. This mortal, if mortal he was, sat straight and square. A large figure with a wide-brimmed hat, cloak and leather boots to his thighs. A Gothic figure, really, with the most frightened and frightening eyes. They locked on to Jack’s when he spoke to him and sent chills down Jack’s spine. In those eyes was another world, a strange place which told of flimsy, fluttering death. Death that brushed your cheek with its velvet wings in the darkness. A silent, soft messenger from that place on the other side of life. Perhaps it was unreasonable, but Jack had always associated moths and their muted, dark colours with the world of the dead. In a bad dream he had had once, Jack was put in a huge sack which was tied at the top. The sack was full of moths that bothered his skin and tried to enter his nose and mouth.

‘What?’ he asked now, clearing his throat with difficulty. ‘What do people do with moth dust?’

Those scared eyes locked instantly on to Jack’s.

‘People?’ said the King of the Moths. ‘Why, there are no people involved. Only faerie. Well, now, let’s see. The thunder moth’s dust is used for faerie gunpowder. I have a purse full here.’ He held up a pouch and shook it, before returning it to a pocket in his cloak. ‘The green dust from the malachite moth is used by fairy princesses to colour their eyes. Dust from the beaded chestnut moth is used in brownie cooking and sometimes as flour by trolls, with which to make their bread. The copper moth’s dust is mixed to a paste by goblins and used to paint wood to make it look like metal, which they sell to naïve boggart smiths …’

‘This is true,’ murmured Spiggot, a little too quickly, so that everyone present knew he had bought some at one time. He looked around the circle and added, ‘So I have heard,’ before staring intently into the fire.

‘… the clay moth’s wing-dust is mixed with water and used for lining terracotta pots, dust from the smoky wainscot has properties which will not be spoken of here, amongst good honest folk, and the same from the gold spot is precious enough to be used exclusively by fairy kings. The use of dust from the ghost moth would be too ghastly to describe at this hour of the night, but does that answer your question, mortal youth? Or shall I continue?’

‘No, that’s fascinating, though. Really interesting.’

Rosamund, nodding, said, ‘In my father’s castle we would use the dust from a dark arches moth to mark a moustache and beard on a pig about to be sentenced to hang on the gallows.’

The King of the Moths nodded his approval. ‘Yes, I have heard of this use. It gives the pig a more human appearance.’

Jack’s head came up with a start. A shudder went through him. This was one of those times when he and Rosamund seemed to come from different nightmares.

‘Sent to the gallows? A pig?’

‘Yes,’ replied Rosamund, simply, ‘or a donkey, or sheep, or some other domestic creature which has committed a major crime. After a proper trial, of course, and the guilty verdict has been cast. Domestic creatures like pigs are not permitted trial by fire or trial by combat, so they must submit to the judge’s decision without question.’

‘That’s barbaric!’

‘Oh no, Jack,’ interrupted Spiggot. ‘If an animal commits murder, or is a familiar to a witch, then it has to be punished. Capital crimes, after all. You have to agree with that. It’s right and just.’

‘It’s right-wing and fascist and plain stupid,’ said Jack, with great distaste. ‘A domestic animal doesn’t know right from wrong. If a dog has bitten someone, or a donkey kicks and hurts someone, by all means take it to the vet and have it put to sleep, but to try it in a court of law, sentence it and then carry out a ritual form of punishment. Why it’s …’

‘Inhuman!’ called Kling from his bed.

‘Yes. Inhuman.’ Jack stared around the circle of faces. ‘Of course, I don’t blame the Moth King, or Spiggot, because they aren’t human. But you, Rosamund! I’m surprised. I really am. I can’t believe things like that happened, even a thousand years ago. It’s crazy.’

‘Jack,’ said the young maiden, ‘what is a vet?’

‘It’s an animal doctor. You know, they cure sick animals.’

‘And put to sleep the birds of the air and beasts of the field?’

‘Sometimes, but usually pets – that is, domestic animals.’

‘Witches!’ muttered Rosamund, firmly. ‘Dark witchcraft, Jack. I, too, am surprised. I am surprised at thee, permitting such vile creatures as these vets to live amongst you and practise their evil arts. Art thou not ashamed of such doings?’ She frowned at him. ‘There are no such things as animal physicians, Jack. Only foul witches who would link with the devil to destroy good folk such as we. Why, my father would rather lay waste to a whole village and its inhabitants than allow one sorcerer to live. Fire-and-sword is the only method of bleaching witchcraft from the world. I would add that even an innocent, sick animal is one possessed by a demon, and therefore needs to be despatched with the utmost urgency.’

Jack once again saw the gulf between him and this otherwise sweet person who had come into his life.

‘Well, there you go,’ he said, weakly. ‘There’s another difference between us.’

Clearly he was the odd man out here, amongst this group around the fire, whose worlds were full of aerial beings, witches, long-leggedy beasties and things that went bump in the night. Both he and Rosamund went to bed upset with one another. The King of the Moths lay down at the base of a tree and moths of all sizes flew in and settled on him, covering him like a blanket. Only his pale face remained visible under the constantly fluttering layers of moths. Rosamund was on one side of the fire and Jack on the other. They turned their backs to the flames. Spiggot, never really sensitive to atmospheres such as this, bid them both a hearty ‘Goodnight’ before retiring himself in a hollow below an oak, where he spent an uncomfortable night being rained on by falling acorns.

The following morning the King of the Moths found a butterfly with only one wing, down by the beck. He came back to the fire with it in his hands, a sorrowful look on his face. ‘This was my fault,’ he said. ‘I trod on it without noticing. Me, of all creatures! Apart from everything else the Queen of the Butterflies is going to be very angry with me. How the little monarch butterfly suffers. Can you hear her screams?’

No, they couldn’t, but they all nodded in sympathy. Jack had a great idea and now saw his chance to show the medieval maid what he had been talking about the previous evening.

‘Well, Rosamund, now I’ll show you what a vet does to ease the suffering of poor creatures such as this one.’

He found a wild rose in a nearby hedgerow and plucked one of its petals. This he cut roughly in the shape of the monarch’s good wing. Then he looked around him. Glue. He needed glue. Superglue would be good, but there would obviously be none of that in Liöfwende. Then he noticed a sycamore. Jack was ever good at improvising. He went to the sycamore and procured some amber sap. This would make excellent glue. With the others breathing over his shoulder and the King of the Moths holding the butterfly gently, Jack glued the shaped petal on to the side of the wounded creature. To Jack’s great wonder, and to the delight of the others, it flew out of the pale hands and out over the meadows.

‘There,’ he said, with heavy satisfaction. ‘It won’t last long, but then butterflies have very short lives anyway. Two weeks, I think. How old was that one, King?’

The Moth King shrugged. ‘Several days.’

‘There you are, then.’

While they packed up, ready to march on again, Rosamund brushed against Jack a couple of times, apologising immediately for touching him. Jack knew he had been forgiven. And he in turn of course, forgave. She was someone who did not know any better. If he had been raised in medieval times, he too would think there was good reason to hang a pig.

‘I must confess something to thee, Jack,’ she whispered. ‘The wizard Mallmoc. I know him.’

‘Well, yes, he captured you when you first arrived in Liöfwende, didn’t he?’

‘No, I knew him in my own land, in my father’s house.’

Jack said, ‘Why didn’t you say so before, Rosy?’

‘I was afraid Spiggot would turn me away, thinking me corrupted by association with his mortal enemy. I thought to keep it from him until he knew me well and would not think the worse of me. Whist! I will tell thee more later, Jack, when we are alone, for Spiggot glances at me …’

Jack nodded. He liked this idea. That he and Rosamund shared a secret. Sharing anything with Rosy was a bonus as far as Jack was concerned.

Kling was hitched up to the cart, the Moth King bid them farewell and strode out over the lea, westward. The group was finally on its way again. Spiggot had been a little slow in striking camp that morning. The reason was they were nearly home. He had to face his father, who would be none too pleased with him, though Spiggot expected the rest of the boggart village to treat him as a homecoming hero. That much he was looking forward too. There was his old friend Boskywod, the boggart he had grown up with. And of course, Fen, his sweetheart. They would be full of wonder at his deeds and the places he had seen. He couldn’t wait to see their faces.

Midmorning, in the heat of the day, Rosamund let out a cry.

‘I see woodsmoke, curling like ghostly towers to the sky. There are many chimneys, from quaint little cottages with clay walls and thatched roofs. There are other chimneys around the village, on full-rounded mounds, letting out the thin smoke of charcoal fires. Is that thy village, Spiggot dear? Are those mounds hollow, and are they the forges of the boggart smiths with fiery furnaces as their hearts? Is that our destination?’

Spiggot shrugged. He was now feeling ghastly. Once again about to be in the bosom of his family he was appalled by what he had done. It had seemed right enough, out in the fields, out of sight of Gnomon, his father, and Quagmarish, his mother. Yet on seeing his home village he was horrified at his actions. To use a fairy king’s armour without permission! To wander here there and everywhere in search of adventure! To accept responsibility for bringing Mallmoc to his knees! Why, it was all so absurd, all so ridiculous, all so unthinkably unboggart-like. His father was going to slaughter him and use him for fuel in the family forge.

‘Maybe we should camp here for one more night?’ he suggested, feebly. ‘Just to gather our breath.’

Kling said, ‘Master’s son, you fear your father, with good justification, Kling believes. You must not put off what will come, what must come. Go down there and take it like a boggart. Kling too, will be chastised by the master, perhaps even put to sleep by a vet? Kling is but a beast of burden and of no consequence. Perhaps they will try me like a guilty pig.’

Rosamund put her red velveteen arm about his neck. ‘We will allow no one to harm thee, friend rat. Will we, Jack? Thou hast done no wrong.’

And so they entered the village. Boggarts out and about stopped and stared. There was no cheering. They looked stern-faced. Spiggot, whose heart was beating fast, passed his friend Boskywod. Boskywod merely nodded, then turned away, as if ashamed of having acknowledged him. Fen, thankfully, was nowhere to be seen. A whispered word went out and by the time the group approached the cottage of Quagmarish and Gnomon, Spiggot’s father was standing in the doorway, thick stubby arms on his thick lumpy hips. There was no thunder in his face, but no sunshine either. He simply waited for his son to approach with a non-committal expression.
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