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It was later than usual, but Stanley Buggles was being kept awake. The distant howl that sang across the moor was somehow louder tonight. It was a reminder to him that all was not well on the island he had made his home.

His worries rolled around his head all night, until eventually he climbed out of bed and now here he was, seated at the window, staring into the darkness and recalling all his fears.

Firstly, the sinister figure of escaped criminal Edmund Darkling, who he knew was prowling the night in the shape of a wolf.

Secondly, the endless gold mine that ran like a maze beneath the island itself – and the thought that one day its secret might be revealed by the grubbiest of hands, the hands of old MacDowell. This craftiest of pirates had managed to convince Stanley and his good friend Daisy Grouse that he had no interest in what might lie beneath the ground. But when they had innocently led him to it, somehow the magical glint of gold under the candlelight had changed his mind.
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Right now, Stanley had no idea of the whereabouts of MacDowell. The old buccaneer had left the island in a sailing boat, but it was no great secret that he would be back.

Stanley looked further into the blackness. The glow from the lighthouse drew his eye and he thought of Daisy and her uncle Lionel, the lighthouse keeper. Daisy would be tucked up in bed right now, safe from harm. But trouble was brewing and Stanley knew that young Miss Grouse would be his greatest help in the times ahead.

He could see a figure in the nearest watchtower. It was the night watchman, draped in a blanket and no doubt wrapped in a wind-blown slumber. This was not uncommon. By now the drink would have got the better of him, and the last thing on his mind would be watching out for the wolf. Everyone knew that it took a good bottle of grog just to gather the bravery to sit at the black of night on the look-outs, with only the biting cold to keep you company.

Eventually Stanley also drifted into a slouching sleep that left him propped up in the window like a rag-doll. As the early morning light nudged the harbour awake, he lifted his head again. A hazy outline of something tall was coming into view. Stanley rubbed his eyes and stretched his aching bones.

It was a ship, and not just any old ship. It must have had a hundred sails. A clipper ship, long and narrow with white sails waving like carnival flags. And it was heading into the welcoming shape of Crampton Rock harbour.

Stanley watched the vessel roll into the bay, and someone heading along the harbour wall. It was Mr Grouse, Daisy’s uncle. His tall shape was unmistakeable. He waved at the ship as it steered to a safe spot and dropped anchor.

On board, three men let a small boat down into the water and after climbing in they made their way to the harbour wall.

Stanley kept watch. He knew by now that they would be traders. Penelope Spoonbill, the Mayoress, appeared from the village square. With a coat wrapped around her nightclothes she rushed to the shore and greeted the sailors along with Mr Grouse. They handed her a box of some kind, perhaps a gift, shook hands like old friends and headed into the village.
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But Stanley could see something else from where he sat. Back on board the ship a long, thin shape was shifting around. Someone else was there, someone who had opted not to leave the vessel and greet the villagers. Someone who slunk around in the background, preferring to stay unnoticed. Maybe he had work to do on board and would join them later.

Maybe so, thought Stanley … And maybe not!



After Stanley had coaxed himself back to life and decorated his bony frame with the clothes that lay scattered around his room, he went downstairs. On his way to the kitchen he wandered over to the glass case where his old friend the pike lived.

And how are you?’ he asked with still-sleepy eyes, dusting the glass to clear his view.

‘Yes, yes, quite well, thank you, Stanley. Now I can see clearly, there is something I must tell you,’ answered the pike. It was a rare occasion: he had decided to speak. There were not many days when he opened his mouth, but today was one such day.

‘Ah, good,’ replied Stanley, surprised to find the pike so approachable at such an early hour. ‘You know I always appreciate your advice. You’ve saved me from many a foul deed in the past.’
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‘Well. I am old and wise, Stanley, it is true. And I don’t dish out my visionary foresight to just anyone. I hope you realize you are in a most privileged position!’

‘Yes, I know, so you keep saying. Anyway, can you get on with it? My stomach’s rumbling.’

‘Of course, my friend. You have a right to know when my view is clouded with ill doings.’

‘Ill doings? What ill doings are these?’ asked Stanley.
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‘Hang on,’ said the pike. ‘It’s gone! Sorry. It was right there under my snout and now it’s gone.’

Stanley began to walk away. ‘Useless old haddock,’ he mumbled.

‘Wait. I have it. I have it!’ The pike paused a moment. ‘Ah yes, that is it. Take heed, Stanley. I must warn you not to bring the four-legged one into the house. He will bring you trouble. He has already let you down.’

‘The four-legged one? You mean Steadman, the Darkling dog? What else would come here with four legs? Why has he let me down?’

Stanley couldn’t understand it. Perhaps the pike meant Mr Darkling, in the form of a wolf? But that made no sense either.

But the big fish would not say any more. And as Stanley knew, that would be the end of it until he worked things out for himself and more than likely, by then it would be too late.
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Stanley was eager to find out more about the man on board the ship. He hung around in the harbour, hoping he would meet the traders and open a conversation that would answer his questions.

Something flapped in the wind. It was the old ‘Wanted’ poster of Edmund Darkling, still nailed to a post and so weather-beaten that it was barely recognizable. Poor Mr Darkling. Despite his sinister background, Stanley felt sorry for him: he knew that he longed to be back to normal, at home with his family in the village.

But a stint in the local prison had driven Mr Darkling almost to madness, and by means of escape he had summoned the werewolf curse. This beastly form had allowed him to force through the iron bars and now he wandered alone, in hiding, upon the moor.
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And Mrs Darkling was responsible for bringing up the Darkling children by herself: no easy task with three strong-willed youngsters.

But Stanley had grown friendly with the Darkling children. The young twins Olive and Berkeley and their older sister Annabelle formed part of the Secret-Keepers Alliance, along with Stanley and, who could forget, Stanley’s oldest friend Daisy. They were the only ones on the Rock who knew of the gold mines that rippled beneath their feet. For the rest of their days they knew they must keep the secret held tight.



That night, something sinister pulled Stanley’s thoughts away from the smugglers’ mine and the mystery man who still sat aboard the clipper ship.

There was a terrible scream out on the moor, a piercing whining moan of someone or something in pain. Ghastly squealing awoke the whole village, but there was not a chance that anyone would venture out at that hour. They would light their candles and peer through their ragged curtains, but none would go there. A lone watchman pointed his flaming torch towards the moor. He shivered and shook so much that the flame almost flickered out, but he could see nothing.

At dawn, a crowd of villagers assembled. They had all heard it, and they knew it spelled something bad. They took to the hills and began searching in their droves. Waves of villagers trickled across the plains like as many ants in their nest.

The alliance assembled too. Stanley and Daisy stood at the fountain in the square, and shortly they were joined by the Darkling children, who had all awoken in the night.

Annabelle was close to tears. She confided in Stanley and Daisy. ‘What if something happened to Father in the night? I fear for his safety.’

‘In whatever form he takes, Mister Darkling can look after himself. Don’t worry. Come on, let’s go,’ said Stanley – and the Secret-Keepers Alliance marched, business-like, up the grassy climb.
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