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Joseph Delaney The Last
Apprentice Series

Discovering Joseph
Delaney’s The Last
Apprentice Series: A
Journey into Dark
Fantasy

Few  series  in  young  adult  fantasy
have  managed  to  blend  folklore,
horror, and coming-of-age storytelling
as  seamlessly  as  Joseph  Delaney’s
The  Last  Apprentice  series.  Also
widely  known  as  The  Wardstone
Chronicles,  this  multi-volume  saga
follows  the  perilous  training  of
Thomas  Ward,  a  boy  destined  to
become the final spook — a protector
who  battles  creatures  of  darkness.
Since the first book was published in
2004,  the  series  has  captured  the
imaginations  of  millions  of  readers
worldwide,  earning a  reputation for
its unflinching tone, richly imagined
world,  and  memorable  characters.
For anyone seeking a fantasy series
that  offers  genuine  chills  alongside
heartfelt  growth,  Joseph  Delaney’s
The Last Apprentice series remains a
must-read.

What Is The Last
Apprentice Series?

Set  in  an  alternate  version  of
northern England, the series centers
on Thomas (Tom) Ward, the seventh

son of a seventh son, who possesses
the  innate  ability  to  see  and  fight
supernatural beings. Under the gruff
but wise tutelage of John Gregory —
the  local  spook  —  Tom  learns  to
confront  boggarts,  witches,  ghasts,
and even the Devil himself. The series
blends  classic  British  folklore  with
original  mythos,  creating  a  dark,
atmospheric  world  where  every
shadow could hide a threat. Over the
course  of  thirteen  main  novels  and
several  spin-offs,  readers  follow
Tom’s  transformation  from  a
frightened  boy  into  a  powerful
defender.

The  series  is  often  categorized  as
dystopian  fantasy  or  gothic  horror,
but  it  transcends  easy  labels.  It
explores  timeless  themes  of  duty,
sacrifice, friendship, and the thin line
between  good  and  evil.  Joseph
Delaney’s writing style is direct and
immersive,  pulling  readers  into  the
damp, cold landscapes of the County
while  never  shying  away  from  the
moral  complexities  his  young  hero
must face.

The Creation of the Spook’s
World

Joseph  Delaney,  a  former  English
teacher  from  Lancashire,  drew
heavily on the folklore and landscape
of northern England. The hills, caves,
and  villages  of  the  County  feel
authentic because they are rooted in



real  places,  albeit  twisted  to  fit  a
darker  narrative.  Delaney  once
explained that he wanted to write a
story that  would appeal  to  his  own
sons — something thrilling but also
thoughtful.  The  result  is  a  world
w h e r e  m a g i c  i s  d a n g e r o u s ,
knowledge  is  earned  through
hardship,  and  no  victory  comes
without  a  cost.

This  integration  of  regional  legend
gives the series a distinct flavor that
sets  it  apart  from  generic  fantasy.
The presence of the Pendle witches,
for  example,  echoes  the  real-life
Pendle  witch  trials,  while  the
boggarts and ghasts are drawn from
English  and  Scottish  mythology.  By
grounding his fiction in historical and
folkloric  roots,  Delaney  creates  a
setting  that  feels  both  familiar  and
eerie.

Main Characters in
The Last Apprentice
Series

One  of  the  greatest  strengths  of
Joseph Delaney’s The Last Apprentice
series is its cast of richly developed
characters.  Each  figure  brings  a
unique  dynamic  to  the  story,  and
their  growth  mirrors  the  darkening
tone of the plot.

Thomas (Tom) Ward — The
Reluctant Hero

Tom starts as an uncertain, somewhat
fearful boy who is sent to the Spook’s
house by his father. He is the seventh
son of a seventh son, a rare birthright
that grants him the ability to see the
dead  and  resist  certain  forms  of
magic. Over the course of the series,

Tom learns to master his talents, but
he  never  loses  his  compassion.  He
struggles with the moral implications
of  his  work,  often  questioning
whether  every  witch  or  creature
deserves  destruction.  This  internal
conflict  makes  him  a  relatable  and
deeply human protagonist.

John Gregory — The Spook

The Spook is a crotchety, weathered
man with a deep sense of duty. He is
not a flashy wizard but a practical,
battle-scarred mentor who carries a
heavy satchel of salt, iron, and chains.
His gruff exterior hides a tragic past
— lost loves, broken apprenticeships,
and a  buried grief  that  surfaces as
the  series  progresses.  Gregory’s
wisdom often comes in hard lessons,
but  it  is  always  earned  through
experience.  He  is  one  of  the  most
memorable mentor figures in young
adult  fiction,  precisely  because  he
feels like a real, imperfect man.

Alice Dean — The Witch Girl

Alice  is  a  complex  character  who
defies easy labels. She has the blood
of  the Pendle  witches  in  her  veins,
but  she  desperately  wants  to  avoid
their path of darkness. Her friendship
with Tom is fraught with tension, as
he must constantly decide whether to
trust  her.  Over  the  series,  Alice
becomes a symbol of redemption and
choice, proving that lineage does not
def ine  dest iny .  Her  arc  adds
emotional  depth  and  romantic
ambiguity  to  the  narrative.

The Fiend (The Devil)

The primary antagonist of the series
is  the Fiend,  an ancient  entity  who
seeks to claim Tom’s soul. He is not a
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cartoon  villain  but  a  manipulative,
patient  force  of  pure  malice.  The
Fiend’s  presence  looms  over  the
en t i r e  se r i e s ,  and  the  f i na l
confrontation with him is one of the
most intensely written sequences in
modern fantasy for young adults.

Themes That Resonate
Across the Series

At its core, Joseph Delaney’s The Last
Apprentice  series  is  not  just  about
ghos ts  and  mons ters .  I t  i s  a
meditation  on  courage,  loyalty,  and
the  price  of  doing  the  right  thing.
Several key themes recur throughout
the books:

Good vs. Evil: But never in
black-and-white terms.
Characters repeatedly face
moral gray areas, especially
with witches who may or may
not deserve punishment.
Coming of Age: Tom grows
from a child to a young man,
making difficult decisions and
accepting responsibilities that
would break many adults.
Sacrifice and Loss: The series
does not spare its characters.
Friends die, mentors falter, and
happy endings are often
bittersweet.
The Power of Knowledge: The
Spook’s training relies on
learning the strengths and
weaknesses of each type of
creature. Intelligence and
preparation are as important as
bravery.
Free Will vs. Destiny: Tom is
fated for great things, but he
constantly exercises his own
choices, especially regarding
Alice and the Fiend.

These  themes  elevate  the  series
beyond  simple  horror.  They  give
young readers  something to  ponder
while still delivering thrills and chills.
Delaney  never  talks  down  to  his
audience;  he  trusts  them to  handle
dark  concepts,  which  is  why  the
books appeal to both teenagers and
adults.

The Complete Book
List: The Last
Apprentice Series

Understanding the scope of the series
is helpful for new readers. The main
s e q u e n c e  i s  k n o w n  a s  T h e
Wardstone  Chronicles,  and  it
consists  of  13  novels.  In  addition,
there  a re  severa l  p reque l s ,
companion  books,  and  a  spin-off
t r i logy  t i t led  The  Starb lade
Chronicles  that  continues  Tom’s
story. Here are the essential titles in
order:

The Last Apprentice: Revenge of1.
the Witch (published in the UK
as The Spook’s Apprentice)
The Last Apprentice: Curse of2.
the Bane (The Spook’s Curse)
The Last Apprentice: Night of3.
the Soul Stealer (The Spook’s
Secret)
The Last Apprentice: Attack of4.
the Fiend (The Spook’s Battle)
The Last Apprentice: Wrath of5.
the Bloodeye (The Spook’s
Mistake)
The Last Apprentice: Clash of6.
the Demons (The Spook’s
Sacrifice)
The Last Apprentice: Rise of the7.
Huntress (The Spook’s
Nightmare)
The Last Apprentice: Rage of8.



the Fallen (The Spook’s Destiny)
The Last Apprentice: Grimalkin9.
the Witch Assassin
The Last Apprentice: Lure of the10.
Dead (The Spook’s Blood)
The Last Apprentice: Fury of the11.
Seventh Son (The Spook’s
Revenge)
The Last Apprentice: Slither12.
The Last Apprentice: Alice13.

There are also short story collections
and a prequel novel, A New Darkness,
which  launches  the  Starblade
C h r o n i c l e s  s e r i e s .  F o r
completionists,  Joseph  Delaney’s
world  extends  far  beyond the  main
books,  offering  dozens  of  hours  of
reading.

Why the Series
Endures

Nearly  two  decades  after  its  first
publication,  Joseph  Delaney’s  The
Last  Apprentice  series  continues  to
attract new readers. Part of its lasting
appeal  lies in its  refusal  to sanitize
darkness. Unlike many fantasy series
that  pull  their  punches,  Delaney
allows real consequences. Characters
die  permanently.  Evil  sometimes
wins,  i f  only  temporarily.  The
a tmosphere  i s  cons i s ten t l y
foreboding,  and the  prose  does  not
flinch from describing gory details or
psychological horror.

Additionally,  the  series  has  aged
remarkably  well  in  terms  of  its
themes. The questions Tom faces —
about loyalty, trust, and the nature of
evil  — are as relevant as ever. The
diverse  cast  of  strong  female
characters  (Alice,  Grimalkin,  Mam)
offers  representation  that  feels
organic rather than forced. The books

have  been  translated  into  over  30
languages and have sold millions of
copies worldwide.

A film adaptation was in development
f o r  y e a r s ,  t h o u g h  i t  n e v e r
materialized. Nonetheless, the series
gained a loyal following and inspired
a  graphic  novel  adaptation  as  well.
Fans  often  cite  the  deep  sense  of
place  and  the  realistic  mentor-
apprentice  relationship  as  reasons
they  keep  returning  to  the  books.

Tips for New Readers
Starting the Series

If  you are new to Joseph Delaney’s
The Last Apprentice series, here are
a  few suggestions  to  enhance  your
reading experience:

Start with the first book:
Revenge of the Witch sets up
the world perfectly and
introduces the tone without
overwhelming you with lore.
Read in publication order:
While some spin-offs can be
read standalone, the main arc
builds sequentially. Key plot
twists rely on earlier events.
Don’t skip the prequels: The
Spook’s Tale and other short
stories add depth to John
Gregory’s backstory and make
the main novels richer.
Be prepared for a dark
journey: These are not
lighthearted fantasy adventures.
The series deals with death,
betrayal, and moral ambiguity.
Younger readers should be
ready for frights.
Look for the British editions:
The U.S. titles differ from the
UK ones, so be aware of the
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dual naming system to avoid
confusion.

Conclusion

Joseph Delaney’s The Last Apprentice
ser i e s  s tands  as  a  t ower ing
achievement  in  dark  fantasy  for
young  adults.  Its  blend  of  folklore,
horror,  and  heartfelt  growth  has
earned it  a  place alongside classics

like The Dark Is Rising and His Dark
Materials.  Through  the  journey  of
Tom Ward,  readers  learn  that  true
courage is  not  the absence of  fear,
but  the  will  to  act  despite  it.  The
series  offers  not  just  thrills,  but  a
deeply satisfying emotional  arc that
rewards  every  investment.  Whether
you are a longtime fan or a curious
newcomer, the world of the spook is
waiting — and it is darker, and richer,
than you can imagine.


