
 

 

CHAPTER 1 

 

 

BANG BANG BANG BANG.   

‘Help!  Please help me.’ 

Granny’s left hand shot to her chest as the thumping on the cottage door 

startled her from reading. 

‘Please, please.  Are you there?’ 

The left hand now followed the right to the arms of the chair so she could levy 

herself from the sunken cushions. This small armchair was as old as the woman 

prying herself from its clutches. Many years ago it had quite a bright and vibrant 

coloured pattern of flowers. As the seasons passed it suffered the wear of time and 

age, much like the elderly owner now upright in front of it. As she hobbled to the 

door, the young woman behind it could be heard sobbing. Granny Willow lifted the 

latch and opened the heavy oak door tentatively. 

The sobbing quickly elevated to wailing as the light from the cottage fell on 

the young lady’s face. The sound of the heavy rain was almost deafening as it struck 

the path outside with force, yet her cries pierced through the night. The wind had 

ravaged the strands of hair that now straddled her face in sodden tangles. She was 

soaked to the bone - the water running, not dripping, from her clothing. Granny 

noticed her shaking so violently she was unable to determine if it was from the 

shivering or absolute fear for her daughter’s life. 



‘Granny!  Granny, you must help.  My daughter isn’t breathing. They said to 

come to you. I don’t know what else to do.’ 

It’s important to note that Granny Willow is in no way related to the young woman. 

In fact, it would seem Granny had never had any children or grandchildren of her 

own. But her matriarchal position within the village, and her kindly yet aged face, 

earned her the honourable title by which all knew her. 

Granny opened the door wide now and took the child from her mother’s arms. 

The woman, Sarah Summers, collapsed in the doorway, hysterical. The girl was 

placed on the great oak table.  She was limp, cold, and blue-tinged around her lips 

and fingers. Granny smiled at her and placed both hands to cradle her tiny head. The 

child seemed so delicate and so small in this frail state. But within just a moment, 

she had coughed and taken a deep breath, assuring the world she lived. 

The young mother was silent now.  All that could be heard for that moment 

was the purring of the old lady’s cat.  A slow, deep, contented purr that comforted 

Granny as she stood over the child lying on the table.  The movement of the little 

girl’s arm attracted the mother’s gaze upon the great wooden surface. Granny was 

there, stood tall, smiling at the child who was softly sleeping. Granny Willow picked 

up the little one and cradled her to her chest. Sarah noticed how, for that moment 

only, Granny looked so happy and relaxed, she could have passed for the child’s own 

mother. She seemed full of vibrancy and youth, and surprisingly steady on her feet, 

despite the purring cat rubbing round her legs. 

But the sight of the cat led to an outburst of hysterical screaming from the 

young mother. She leapt to her feet pointing at the small feline.  

‘Get it away from my baby!’  



Granny almost dropped the girl back onto the table in shock. The cat too was more 

than a little startled, frozen to the spot staring in disbelief at the woman’s crazed 

reaction. 

The screaming continued as the mother rushed closer to her daughter in an 

attempt to protect her from some horror she imagined.  

‘Get the cat away from here,’ she screamed again, until Granny raised her arm 

and extended her hand up, putting an end to the drama. With fingers firmly together 

and the thumb only slightly relaxed by their side, seeing the palm of Granny’s hand 

was the stop sign the young woman needed.  

‘No,’ replied Granny. ‘Shadow stays. He is needed here. Calm yourself dear, 

and warm up by the fire. This cat does no harm.’ 

Sarah Summers was instantly silent and retreated to the rocking chair beside 

the fire. She took off her wet coat to hang over some string in front of the fireplace. 

She took off her shoes and upturned them on the stone bricks protruding from the 

fire’s hearth. As she sat in the chair, she took no notice of Shadow. Instead, she sat 

staring at the flames flickering, hearing only the pops and crackles of the wood 

within it. 

Granny continued to hold the child. She carefully unwrapped the many 

blankets and oversized coats that had kept her tiny body from the chill and the damp 

of the storm. What she found beneath horrified her. A deep wound across her neck 

was still bleeding heavily. Other slashes were minor in comparison, but nonetheless 

concerned Granny. She stared intently at them in sheer disbelief of their obvious 

origin. No wonder the poor, wet mother had reacted so hysterically to Shadow’s 

presence. Only a vicious, deranged feline could have caused this child so much 

suffering. 



But there was more. This child of only six or seven years had an aura of 

energy that spun a curiosity in Granny. It was hard to pinpoint exactly what was 

worrying Granny about this girl. Indeed, Granny wasn’t even sure it was a worry, but 

maybe more of a familiarity. She had no time to consider what that nagging feeling 

inside was right now. The child was still losing blood and needed to be healed. The 

why and the how of her condition would not help speed her work here. 

It took several hours before Granny finally stepped away from the table. She 

had been stood over the child mumbling and gesturing for a long time, yet the 

mother had not moved from her position in the rocking chair. Her eyes had not left 

the hearth. Her thoughts had not strayed to the presence of Shadow between her and 

her daughter. 

Even the scent of herbs, leaves and other unknown ingredients bubbling in the 

pot over the fire failed to disturb her. The smell wasn’t pleasant; although it wasn’t 

putrid enough to need a window open to the storm. Granny had spent quite some 

time filling it with a number of different items. Shadow seemed to be happy to rub 

around the legs of his owner despite having a more sensitive nose. The concoction 

was placed on the fire for just a few minutes before Granny retrieved it. 

She carefully filtered it through some muslin into a small cup. The rest was 

placed back over the fire. The remaining pulp must have been hot, but Granny placed 

it straight onto the little girl’s deepest wounds. The young child barely flinched as 

the old woman packed gauze and dressings on top of the medicine she had created. 

The whole process had taken several hours but the girl’s mother seemed not to notice 

the passing of time at all. 

Granny was exhausted. Her elderly body was now hunched and weary. The 

mother was resting in her favourite fireside chair so Granny retired to the faded 



armchair at the back of the room. It had good light from the window during the day, 

and Granny had positioned it within reach of her bookshelf. She almost fell into the 

chair with weariness rather than gently lowering her bony limbs down onto the 

cushions. There were blankets thrown over the back of the chair. Granny pulled these 

over her legs to keep warm away from the heat of the fire. 

The cat had been at her side the whole night, watching and waiting. He hadn’t 

dared to jump up and take a close-up view of the action upon the table. The mother’s 

reaction was still ringing in his pointy black ears. Shadow would have appeased the 

woman and stepped outside if Granny had asked. But he was grateful to be allowed 

to stay and watch Granny at work. He had even pawed at the book as she read to the 

bottom of the page and turned it to the next. 

Shadow was now curled up in front of the fire and falling into a deep sleep. 

His black fur was soft yet appeared quite sleek and shiny as the flames danced above 

it. His ears were still upright as he fell into his slumber. He had tucked his tail in 

under him to keep it warm and safe from the gentle motion of the rocking chair. 

Shadow’s breathing was now shallow like the little girl’s on the table. He was 

comfortable and warm, and couldn’t be more relaxed in his favourite sleeping spot. 

The cat’s stillness is all that prevented the little girl’s mother from diving into 

another fit of hysterical screaming when she spotted him there. Instead, she crept 

away and went to check on her daughter. Her skin was pale but the blueness was 

gone. Her lips and cheeks were instead gently blushed pink. She was asleep but 

seemed so peaceful. How beautiful her daughter appeared. How much she loved her 

right now. Yet she was tentative. She wouldn’t scoop her up in her arms to squeeze 

her tight just yet. Sarah sensed that sleep and rest would do her daughter far more 

good. 



Granny Willow wiped the tears of relief from the young mother’s cheeks. 

‘There, there dear,’ she said, brushing the windswept hair from the woman’s face. 

‘Your girl is fine now. She will be a beautiful, strong woman when she grows up, 

I’m sure.’  

Sarah sat at Granny’s feet on the cold hard floor and sobbed into her legs like 

a child. She couldn’t cope with the thought of losing her daughter. The night had 

begun with such horror. Yet Granny had made everything right again. The young 

woman didn’t know what to say. The gift of life from Granny to her daughter was 

greater than anything she could ever repay. Sarah couldn’t stop watching the rise and 

fall of the little girl’s chest as she breathed softly in her sleep. The fear that she 

would never see her reach her seventh birthday next week had almost destroyed her. 

The two women spoke for a time. She was clearly traumatised by the vision of 

a huge black cat mauling her daughter. Yet the mother was keen to detail the event 

accurately as Granny listened. Granny was careful not to react and determined not to 

yawn despite the exhaustion overcoming her now. She wanted to ask questions but 

couldn’t raise the energy to be more inquisitive. Granny glanced at Shadow sleeping 

quietly in a little ball of fur by the fire. Both of them needed to rest. 

After another hour of talk from the overwhelmed mother, Granny finally 

convinced her to get up off the floor and go to her bed for some proper rest. The 

mother was grateful and tired, and quickly fell asleep on Granny Willow’s bed. 

Granny pulled up her blankets on the chair to cover her shoulders. They were bony 

now and felt the cold like sharp spikes pushing deep into her arms. She turned her 

head to the side and closed her eyes, but she couldn’t sleep. There was something 

bothering her, and she knew the answer lay with the child. 



By now it was just a couple of hours from dawn. Granny Willow was so tired 

yet her mind was filled with questions and wondering. It took more than a full 

minute to gather her body in the right position to levy herself once more from her 

reading armchair. Her feet were sore from standing earlier and she felt each step 

judder her entire body. As she walked toward the table she was careful not to make 

any noise to disturb either the little girl or Shadow as they slept. 

Granny pulled back the thick woollen blanket from the little girl just enough to 

view the gauze taped to her neck. The cut was deep and blood had already soaked 

through the dressing. She reached for another and carefully pulled back the patch to 

see the wound once more. It was red and sore with swelling and bruising that would 

take a while to heal. The injury itself was very deep. There was an intention to kill 

behind the slash to this little girl’s throat. 

What wasn’t clear from staring intently at the shape and depth of the wound 

was why any cat would do this. Granny was shocked to see the size of the cut from 

the first viewing. She was still in awe of the girth and length of the gash. A large paw 

with claws almost twice as long as Shadow’s was the weapon. As for the owner of 

this devastating feline arm? She couldn’t begin to imagine a cat of this size, power, 

and anger that would hurt such a delicate little girl. 

The thoughts continued to roll around in her head bringing her no closer to 

solving the puzzle.  Granny watched Shadow sleep for a while, curled in a ball in 

front of the fire. She wondered how a graceful and elegant animal such as a cat could 

turn into a vicious, murderous beast. Shadow himself was like a child. Playful and 

inquisitive, he was never happier than on her lap being fussed. He especially loved it 

when she ruffled the fur next to his cheeks. This cat would flatten his ears and smile 



as a huge purr emanated from somewhere deep within him. Granny covered the child 

up again and hobbled to the bookcase. 

Granny started searching through the books and knick-knacks until she found 

it.  It was an old leather cat collar, very ordinary apart from the two gemstones set in 

the front. One was a red ruby so dark in colour it was nearly black and cold to the 

touch.  The other was a green emerald - a bright green that if you looked at it for too 

long it would remind you of a field on a hot sunny day. The collar belonged to 

Granny’s first cat, long since passed. But holding it brought much comfort to Granny 

when she was feeling puzzled or tired. And tonight she certainly wanted to feel close 

once more to the feline she missed so much. 

 

 

 

She must have dozed for a short while, for when Granny opened her eyes, she saw 

the little girl sitting up in the arms of her mother. A weary Granny smiled and said 

hello to the little girl. The child smiled and waved back. She seemed well; although it 

was obvious it would take some time to recover from such a traumatic incident. 

Shadow was in the room, but had the sense to stay out of sight of the wary mother. 

Granny knew he was nearby as she stepped away from the chair to make a drink for 

everyone. 

The little girl was naturally shy but immensely likeable. She clung to her 

mother, but wasn’t afraid to lift her head to make eye contact with Granny.  

‘How are you feeling now, little one?’ asked Granny as the child sipped on a 

cup of water she had given her. The child nodded her response, and Sarah once again 

thanked Granny for her kind hospitality. It was still dark outside so perhaps a little 



too early for small children to be up and about. But the mother would impose no 

further. She was determined to take her daughter back home to her own bed, and 

leave Granny to rest too. 

After her cup of water, the little girl could stand as her mother wrapped her 

carefully in the blankets and overcoats. The storm had subsided, and the faint chirrup 

of a dawn chorus was just beginning.  

‘Thank you so much, Granny Willow. I truly don’t know how I can ever repay 

you. I owe you everything,’ said Sarah as she opened the great oak door. 

‘Nonsense, my dear. I’m delighted to see your daughter will be well again, 

although the wound may scar I’m afraid.’  

The little girl put her hand up to the bandage on her neck, and then looked at 

Granny’s remorseful face. Despite her tender years, the child knew Granny had done 

everything possible to ensure the wound would be as well healed as it could possibly 

be. It wasn’t her fault that awful cat got in and hurt her. She lifted her head to look at 

her mother.  

‘Mummy, can Granny Willow come to my birthday party next week?’ she 

asked. Mum was quite embarrassed that her daughter was adding extra demands on 

the frail old woman.  

‘I’m sure Granny is far too busy to come, honey,’ and she lifted the last coat 

over her daughter’s shoulders. 

A large tuft of cat fur tumbled to the floor. All three stared at it for a moment 

until Granny bent down to pick it up. She was quick to tuck it away in her cardigan 

pocket out of sight. But she could feel the coarseness of the hairs between her 

fingers. The fur made her fingers sting and she recoiled her hand in an instant. The 

look of horror on her face was misinterpreted by the other two. They thought it to be 



a sign of upset for their distress of being reminded of that night. But it was the look 

of someone who had just made a horrible realisation. 

‘When is your birthday young lady?’ asked Granny with a forced smile on her 

face. ‘My birthday is on Wednesday, but my party will be Friday afternoon. I’m 

going to be 7. Will you come? Please?’ 

‘Come along now, Sophie,’ said Sarah as she ushered her through the door. It 

occurred to Granny that she hadn’t asked the mother what her name was before this 

time. Everyone in the village knew who she was, but as she became older, Granny 

found it harder to keep up with the new arrivals. But the elderly woman already 

knew who this child was. And now she had a twisted, knotting sensation in her 

stomach. 

‘Wait a moment,’ called Granny before the pair made it to the end of the path. 

She popped back into the cottage for several minutes while they waited patiently in 

the cool dawn air. They listened to the marvellous songs of the larks and sparrows. It 

seemed so beautiful and tuneful. They could just see the tinges of the sun creeping 

out of the distant ground ahead. When Granny rushed down the path in her slippers, 

they were quite stunned at her sprightliness. She held something wrapped in blue 

tissue paper in her right hand. 

‘Sophie, I’m sorry I can’t come to your birthday party. I would have loved to 

be there. But I can’t let you leave without giving you a little something, for a 

birthday present. Don’t open it now. You can wear it on your birthday and be the 

most beautiful girl at the party!’ Granny handed her the gift and wrapped the girl’s 

fingers tightly around it.  

‘Don’t lose it now. It’s just for you.’ She was looking intently into the little 

girl’s blue eyes that sparkled brightly when her gaze met Granny’s. Sophie thanked 



her, and held her gift tightly all the way home. Granny watched them walk for a 

while, then went inside and shut the heavy oak door. 

Shadow had been watching the woman and her daughter walk away beyond 

the garden from his cushion seat in the window.  

‘That’s funny,’ he began. ‘My seventh birthday is this coming Wednesday 

too.’ 

‘Yes Shadow,’ replied Granny Willow. Her voice was quite shaky and sad. 

Shadow found this peculiar when they were talking about a happy event like a 

birthday. He sat and thought for a while, then began to wash his tail. Granny said 

nothing, but sat pale and frail in her reading chair beside the bookcase. 

As the sun rose and bathed the room in a warm white light, Granny 

remembered it was time to give Shadow some breakfast. It was time for something 

else too. The elderly matriarch knew she had to sleep and rest, but her mind was 

away worrying about a time of long ago, and a time in the not so distant future. 

Shadow waited patiently for his dish to be placed down on the floor in front of him. 

He ate hungrily, enjoying the deliciously meaty meal Granny had prepared for him. 

How he loved her for spoiling him like this. He was a cat who wanted for nothing. 

The woman he loved to be around would stroke him, groom him, feed him, and 

provide a warm fire for him to sleep beside. And there was so little she asked for in 

return. 

As he finished the last bite of meat on his dish, he licked his lips and tousled 

his whiskers clean. He sat down and licked his left paw which then rubbed through 

his cheek fur again and again. The right paw was then chewed and licked a little 

before rubbing past each ear in turn. Finally, he stood up and went to stand beside 

the fire. Shadow loved looking at the flames dancing their waltzes and foxtrots in the 



hearth. It made him feel quite relaxed. He lay down and rolled a little way onto his 

back expecting Granny to tickle his tummy and make a fuss of him. But she was still 

stood in the kitchen staring thoughtfully at the empty meat dish. 

Shadow sighed and tucked his legs in a little.  

‘Granny, Do you remember the night I was born?’ he asked, hoping to find out 

what was on her mind.  

‘Oh yes I do,’ replied the witch. ‘It was almost seven years ago but I’ll never 

forget the moment you came into the world,’ Granny continued. She came to sit in 

the rocking chair by the fire, with a cup of nettle tea in her hand. Granny took a sip, 

looking longingly into the flames with a half frown on her face. Shadow placed his 

front paws in front of himself and gazed up at her, noticing the intense sparkle in her 

eyes as she retold the story of his birth. 

‘It was the biggest storm I had ever seen,’ she began. ‘The thunder was so 

loud I thought it was inside the house with us. Huge flashes of lightening illuminated 

the hills and moors as if the sun was shining brightly. The rain was heavy and the 

water was starting to come in under the door. The old barn was no place for a 

pregnant cat, so I invited your poor mother in out of the rain. She was terrified of the 

weather but somehow made her way to me. You have her ears, you know. Did I ever 

tell you that?’  

‘Yes Granny,’ Shadow replied. She nodded now and seemed to be lost in her 

thoughts once more. 

‘Tell me again about the moment I was born, Granny,’ Shadow urged. His ears 

were pricked up, his eyes staring intently at her, as he purred quietly to himself. 

Shadow's tail was quite still, but curled round at the tip behind him, much like a 

question mark. Granny seemed to be enjoying the conversation. It was a welcome 



distraction from the troubling thoughts that had haunted her mind for the past few 

hours.  

‘At the loudest crash and the brightest flash you arrived. And you mewed 

louder than all the rain and thunder combined!’ she regaled. 

‘What happened to my mother?’ queried Shadow.  

Granny stopped smiling and looked down at Shadow’s inquisitive little face. 

The fur was shining as the flames performed their ballet in front of them. His eyes 

were bright and staring back at her without a shadow of a care in the world.  

‘Why Shadow, you’ve never asked me that before,’ replied the witch. ‘I don’t 

know, I’m afraid. She was so terrified that she ran out of the cottage in the direction 

of the old castle ruins. I’ve not seen her since.’  

She paused, seeing Shadow’s eyes squint and shift their gaze ever so slightly. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. 

Shadow hadn’t ever really thought about a mother cat before. And he didn’t 

really think that much of one now. He was just trying to take Granny’s mind off her 

worries. She was his witch and that’s all that mattered to Shadow. He couldn’t have 

asked for a more loving, caring woman to be his lifelong companion and surrogate 

mum. And he loved nothing more than being in front of the fire with her as they 

were now, telling stories, and enjoying a little fuss. She, too, needed him. They were 

a family of two, a pair that was just enough for them both.  

‘You know, Shadow, you followed me around everywhere from the moment 

you could stand. You were like my own little shadow. That’s why I gave you your 

name’. 

The fire was dying a little now. Granny felt a little chilly and tucked her hands 

into her cardigan pockets. But as her right hand touched the woolly lining, her 



fingertips once again felt that jolt of tingling from the tuft of fur inside. It belonged 

to the cat that mauled the child, and there was something very wrong about the 

owner. The tuft was a clump of thick, coarse black fur. It almost seemed to soak up 

and extinguish the light that fell on it, rather than shining and reflecting its purity and 

sheen. 

Shadow hadn’t noticed Granny’s discomfort as he was busy arching his back 

in a big stretch across the floor. His fur lifted as he extended each leg out. As he 

swooped up his tail, the fur lay flat once more with a fresh layer of warm air beneath 

it. He was about to curl up for another doze when Granny interrupted him.  

‘Let me have your collar, Shadow. It needs a clean.’  

Shadow got up again and moved toward the rocking chair. He stretched his 

neck out and lifted his chin, expecting Granny to give the gem sphere hanging from 

his collar a spit-and-polish with a hanky. 

But the witch instead reached around the back and loosened the buckle, 

removing the entire collar in one swift movement. Shadow immediately felt a chill 

where the collar once sat plush against his fur. He watched as Granny got up and 

walked away to the table with it. Shadow didn’t like the naked feeling he was left 

with, but he knew he would get his collar back shortly. 

It was nearly two hours later when Shadow decided he couldn’t wait for his 

collar to be returned any longer. He went out of the cottage to greet the morning air 

with a sniff and a tail shake. He opened his jaws a little to take in the tastes of the 

dew and late pollen all around him. Shadow never wandered far from the cottage. He 

had no need to. But without his collar, he felt less inclined than usual to travel much 

beyond the garden path and into the field beyond. 



Shadow often played in this field. At the end of the summertime, the 

wildflowers burst up through the long grass in a symphony of colours. Red poppies 

with their black hearts made a solemn statement on the far north side of the plot. 

Behind them were sunnier buttercups that attracted the odd rabbit to sample a flower 

goblet of rain after a wet night. Purples and pinks from the wild snapdragons were 

great fun to box and kick. The tall stems would sway to and fro. The enclosed bees, 

busy collecting what pollen they could find, would buzz out disoriented and angry. 

Periwinkles swamped the south-eastern corner of the field. Beyond them 

sprawled the long country lane back to the village. In the opposite direction, past a 

rather vicious clump of nettles and dock leaves, lay the trail to the quarry paths. 

Shadow had ventured this way a few times as he explored the territories beyond his 

own patch. In fact, over the years, he had found many great playgrounds for a young, 

energetic witch’s cat to enjoy. What fun he has had in the great outdoors between 

breakfast and dinner during the last six summers. 

Shadow was becoming quite impatient now. His playmates for the morning 

had been just a few late season butterflies that were slow and sleepy in the cool 

autumn sun. And Shadow himself was in need of a lap cuddle in front of the fire on 

Granny’s knee. He missed his collar. The extra weight of it, although only a handful 

of grams, kept him in good balance, so he thought. Shadow had been quite put out 

when he pounced on a small toad, missed and tumbled over quite clumsily. He 

immediately blamed it on the lack of a collar, and retreated back toward the cottage 

with a dent in his feline pride. 

As he arrived back at the cottage, Granny Willow was using her handkerchief 

to polish the spherical gem that hung from Shadow’s collar. She looked up as 

Shadow greeted him, took one last look at the collar, and slipped it back on 



Shadow’s shoulders. He had never seen it shine so brightly or glisten quite so much. 

It seemed like a completely different colour, as if a brand new gem had been 

attached to his collar. He didn’t dwell on it for long. Granny had sat back down in 

her reading chair to make some notes in her spell book. Shadow leapt up onto her 

knee, padded around her somewhat bony thighs, and curled up tight against Granny’s 

tummy. 

She could feel his purr right through her body. The vibrations eased the aches 

in her bones, and massaged her muscles into a relaxed and happy state. She didn’t 

write for long before she found her eyes were closed more than they were open. Her 

old collar from the cat of long ago was now empty of gems. Only the worn brown 

leather and the partly broken gold buckle remained tightly wound in her hand. It 

comforted her still as she drifted off to sleep, worried for a little girl’s future and 

what it may bring. 

 

 


