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The prime minister looked at the file on the desk in front of him. It was massive, and he had scanned only a few pages, but even that had been enough to shake him to the core. The top pages of the file were recently printed, but as you went back through it the paper grew older, brittle and yellowed with age. The bottom section was composed of parchments and ancient cracked vellum. But each report, whatever its age, asserted the same thing. There was another world, existing in parallel with his own. A world of danger that threatened to invade his own, if the documents were to be believed. The file had been closed for many years, but its opening had been triggered by strange happenings: sightings of winged men and women flying in formation across the countryside, the sudden assault on a military base by a group of creatures with one brown eye and one blue. Inexplicable events that had brought the head of his secret service to his door.


‘I have grave news,’ said the chief, his face filled with concern. ‘My predecessors, going back hundreds of years, have always passed on an instruction – if winged men are seen in the countryside, then this file is to be passed to the prime minister.’


The prime minister had begun reading the file with growing incredulity.


‘This kingdom has always existed?’ he said.


‘Yes, sir. There have always been discreet contacts between the two worlds, but things turned sour. The Lower World, as the other is called, sought to take over this one. After terrible conflict, a treaty was signed between the two, forbidding almost all contact.’


‘And now?’


‘The Treaty has been broken. The Lower World is free to attack ours.’


‘Who are they?’ the prime minister asked. ‘Are they all … evil winged … things?’


‘No, Prime Minister, that is where our hope lies. We have allies in the Lower World sworn to fight evil, men and women of integrity and valour who have resisted for hundreds of years. I will introduce you to one!’


Harris stepped out of the room. The prime minister went to the window and looked down on the blackness of the river below. Who knew what foul secrets were concealed beneath its inky depths?


He heard the door behind him. He turned, half expecting to see a winged creature, but the door had opened to a pleasant-faced man, someone who looked like he might be a schoolteacher, with an open smile.


‘Here he is,’ the secret-service chief said, ‘the leader of the freedom fighters in the Lower World, our best hope in these dark times.’


The prime minister stepped forward eagerly, his hand outstretched. ‘Welcome,’ he said warmly. ‘Welcome to our country … I mean to say, our world … I am the prime minister.’


‘I’m very pleased to meet you,’ the man said, his voice low and pleasant.


‘And you are?’ the prime minister said.


‘I am Ambrose Longford, leader of the Ring of Five, and I hope your ally in this battle.’


‘Of course, of course,’ the prime minister cried. ‘All our resources are at your disposal. What can we do?’


‘Thank you,’ Longford said, taking the offered chair. ‘Time is short. The opposition is well organised and I am sad to say that their ringleader and chief troublemaker was born in your world.’


‘Who is he?’ the prime minister said. ‘We must work together to track this menace down.’


‘His name is Caulfield, Danny Caulfield,’ Longford said, ‘a boy with enormous power, bent on dominating your world and mine. He leads a gang from a school for spies known as Wilsons, a place and a name of such infamy that it must be erased.’


‘And this … this Danny Caulfield, what are we to do with him?’ the prime minister said. The whole situation was outside his experience and he felt helpless.


‘Many times I have tried to bring him to the side of righteousness,’ Longford said, ‘and on each occasion he has returned to the embrace of darkness. It pains me to say the words, as it must pain you to hear them, Prime Minister, but there is no other way. This scourge must be dealt with once and for all. We must pool our resources to this end. This menace must be eliminated!’


‘How do you propose to stop him?’ the prime minister said.


Longford’s eyes flickered, his mind travelling to a secret prison fifty miles away where a plan to do just that was unfolding. But the prime minister didn’t need to know everything. Knowledge was power, after all.


‘We are working to that end, Prime Minister,’ he said, ‘working with all our might. A trap has been laid. This Danny Caulfield was reared in the Upper World. The people he regarded as his parents are in our custody.’


‘Though of course they’re not his real parents,’ Harris broke in, ‘but rogue agents!’


‘He purports to hate them, but in fact he has a sick regard for them,’ Longford said. ‘They are the bait in the trap!’


‘This Ring of Five you mentioned,’ said the prime minister, ‘it must be a wonderful organisation!’


Longford inclined his head modestly, concealing a small, sly smile. Besides himself, the Ring of Five consisted of some of the most wicked beings it had ever been his pleasure to know. ‘A fine body of men and women, toiling selflessly in the cause of peace,’ he said.


‘Splendid,’ the prime minister said. ‘I hope to meet your colleagues some day.’


You will, Prime Minister, Longford thought with secret delight and malice. Some day soon you will!


At the secret prison Longford had been talking about, things were not going well for Agent Pearl, the woman who had been hired to look after young Danny by pretending to be his mother. When Danny had found out the truth he had been devastated by the betrayal, but if he had seen her at that moment, he would not have doubted how much she cared for him, how far she was prepared to go to save him, and how much she longed to see him one more time, although she could hardly see at all now, as a result of the beatings, so bruised and swollen were her eyes. She sensed rather than saw the interrogator enter the cellar where she had been for … how long? Time had long since lost any meaning.


‘Water,’ she whispered through parched lips. ‘Water, for pity’s sake.’ She would have reached out her hands to beg, but they were tied behind her. The interrogator touched her cheek gently and she flinched away from him.


‘Such a pretty face,’ he whispered, ‘and such a shame to see it like this. Why, even your own son would barely recognise you. But he’s not your son, is he?’ The man’s voice changed. ‘So why won’t you tell me where he is?’


She trembled and waited for the blow to fall. Danny was in Wilsons Academy of the Devious Arts, that was all she knew. Could they touch him there? Probably not, but she would not take the chance. She emptied her mind and waited for the pain to begin again.


In another cell, in another part of the same military building on the outskirts of a nondescript town, her partner, Agent Stone, swam into consciousness. He too had been tortured, but he had not seen his torturer for several days. He had even been fed, an anonymous hand placing a dish of rough but edible stew just inside the door. He sat up. Something had wakened him. There it was again. The scrape of a key. More food? The door creaked, then he heard quiet feet walking away. The door was open!


He went over to it, moving painfully. The corridor outside seemed deserted. A trap – it had to be. He would be shot down trying to escape. And yet, if they had wanted to kill him, they would have done so already. There was nothing to stop them. Perhaps he did have a friend in this secret prison. Hardly daring to hope, he stepped out of his cell.


Ten minutes later Agent Stone stood in an empty foyer lit by dim lights. He had come here with great caution. Once he heard footsteps and shrank into the shadows. A secretary had crossed ahead of him, carrying an armful of files. She had not looked up.


Now he could see the night sky, but he could also see barbed wire and watchtowers surrounding the building. How was he to escape? As the possibility, however remote, of freedom entered his heart, the face of his partner sprang unbidden into his mind. Agent Pearl! Was she in the same building? Was she even alive? He half turned to go back, but then, as if she was beside him, he heard her voice in his head.


Never mind about me. Find Danny. Look after him!


He heard the rattle of an engine outside. An old black taxi trundled around the corner and stopped in front of the building’s entrance, blocking the view from the towers. The rear door swung open.


‘Get in, you fool,’ a deep, gravelly voice said. In a flash Stone analysed the situation. He didn’t know the taxi driver. Hurt though he was, Stone was still a trained operative, and his training stood by him. Inching open the door of the building he dropped to the ground and rolled towards the cab. He dived into the back and hit the floor. The door slammed.


‘Stay down!’ The taxi trundled towards the gate. The engine slowed and he heard voices.


‘Where are you going this time of the night, Fairman, you old goat?’


‘You know I don’t answer for my comings and goings,’ the rough voice said. ‘Out of my way, sentry!’


‘Charming, I’m sure,’ the sentry said. ‘Go on, get out of here.’


The cab started forward. Stone waited for the shout, the thud of bullets against the bodywork, but none came. He was free.


‘Who are you?’ he said. ‘Why are you helping me?’


‘My name is Fairman,’ the taxi driver growled. ‘My taxi travels between the world you know – the Upper World – and the secret Lower World, unseen by you Upper-Worlders for many a year.’


Stone could not suppress a shiver of excitement. He had researched the existence of a Lower World and Danny had confirmed it to him – now he was to go there! His excitement vanished as he thought of Pearl held prisoner.


Don’t worry, Pearl. I’ll find Danny, then I’ll come back for you.’


He made the promise in his mind, even though Pearl couldn’t hear him. If he had lifted his head and looked right as the cab left the military base, he would have realised that he wasn’t the only person looking for Danny. A poster bearing a good artist’s impression of the boy was pasted to the wall. Underneath it was written:


WANTED FOR CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY.
EXTREMELY DANGEROUS.
DO NOT APPROACH.


But Stone did not look. He was thinking of his next move.


‘What part of the Lower World are we going to?’


‘Where do you think?’ Fairman said. ‘The school for spies: Wilsons.’





1
WANTED. EXTREMELY DANGEROUS



Danny’s life had changed forever on the night that the same black cab had appeared at his door, supposedly to take him to boarding school, but in fact sweeping him away to Wilsons Academy of the Devious Arts in the Lower World. From being an unhappy student at an average inner-city school he had been plunged into a world of spies and winged Messengers, intrigue and betrayal. The skinny boy with the triangular face and different-coloured eyes had been inducted into the Ring of Five as the fifth member. He was supposed to spy on the Ring on behalf of Wilsons, but part of Danny Caulfield’s soul belonged to the darkness, always longing to betray and hurt. The members of the Ring could join their minds to read each other’s thoughts, and would have spotted Danny as a double agent, were it not for the fact that he was partly one of them. He had broken away from them eventually, but still, at night, when the lights of Westwald, their city, could be seen across the turbulent waters of the sound, he could feel the warm treacherous allure of his old allies. The presence of Ambrose Longford, head of the Ring of Five, was like a shadow at the edge of his consciousness. He did not know that Longford was at that very minute plotting to capture him, but deep down he sensed that the man’s attention was somehow focused his way …


For now the sun was shining, and the ancient college looked rather less brooding and impenetrable than it usually did. In fact, Danny thought, it felt like home, more than anywhere else he had ever lived. Part of him wished he could stay there forever – the good part of him, he thought, that longed for home and family and security. But the other part of his mind – the part that plotted and spied – knew that this was only a lull, that the Ring of Five were restless and dangerous.


But his attention was on matters at hand, for he found himself perched precariously on the roof of an old summerhouse, pleading with a very pretty but very dangerous siren called Vicky.


‘Vicky, please, it’s not mine. Dixie will kill me.’ The roof flexed under Danny’s small frame. His face was dominated by the unusual eyes – one brown and one blue.


‘Oh, you took it from her, did you?’ Vicky said with an unpleasant smirk.


‘I just borrowed it to check something.’


The object in question was a globe about the size of a tennis ball.


‘I just wanted to see how it worked,’ Danny said.


‘A likely tale,’ Vicky said. Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re up to something.’


‘No, I swear, I was just looking at it.’


‘I know what you were doing,’ Vicky said. ‘You were trying to find your way out of here.’


‘No,’ Danny said crossly, although that was exactly what he had been doing. The glass ball was a Globe of Instant Positioning, which could be used like a GPS in a car in the Upper World. He had borrowed it (at least that was the word he had used to himself) from his friend Dixie’s bag and had brought it to the quiet little summerhouse in the woods in order to study it. He had left it on the windowsill for a moment, however, and when he turned back, the siren had made off with it and he had been forced to follow her up here.


He saw movement on the path behind the siren.


‘That dress is very pretty, Vicky,’ he said.


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It is pretty, but you’re not going to butter me up like that.’


‘No, really,’ he said. ‘Sets off the colour of your hair.’


You think so? Well, that’s very nice, cos it’ll make it a lot easier for me to sell this globe in Tarnstone.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Why not?’ the siren sneered, holding up the glass ball. Behind her a figure shot through the air and a hand grabbed the globe. Startled, Vicky fell backwards, slid down the roof, and landed with an enraged shriek in a gooseberry bush.


‘Thanks, Les,’ Danny said, climbing down to the ground, as his good friend landed at his feet, holding the globe. The Messenger folded his wings, dusted down the sleeve of his threadbare coat and looked at Danny, his grey eyes sombre in a thin face.


‘Yes, well,’ he said, ‘I been practising that move with the wings. Might come in useful in this war that everybody says is coming. But what you doing with Dixie’s globe?’


‘I kind of borrowed it,’ Danny said.


‘Kind of borrowed means stole.’


‘Maybe,’ Danny said defensively, ‘but, Les, I’ve got to be able to move between the two worlds on my own!’


‘You’re a spy, not a thief, Danny.’


‘I know that.’


‘So give it back.’


‘I will.’ Danny looked into the depths of the globe. He could see the summerhouse, and the bulk of Wilsons Academy of the Devious Arts half a mile away through woods and shrubbery. Further to the north was the town of Tarnstone and beyond that the sea inlet that separated Wilsons Island from the Ring of Five and the Cherbs on the other bank of the sound. If you looked south, however, you could see only darkness, the darkness of time and space that separated the Lower World from the Upper.


‘What’s wrong?’ Les said.


Danny shook his head. He didn’t want to talk about the two people who for years had pretended to be his parents, but who had turned out to be secret agents, paid to look after him. (How much had he been worth? he wondered.) His real parents, he had recently discovered, were the spy Steff Pilkington and a Cherb woman, both dead before he had a chance to know them.


His bogus parents, Agent Stone and Agent Pearl, claimed to have learned to care about him. He didn’t trust them in any way, but they were the only way he had of finding out what had happened to his real parents and how he had come into their care. He had to talk to them again! But first he had to find them.


In the globe he could see two small figures standing still, and a few hundred yards away, the retreating figure of the siren. Then he stopped dead.


‘What is it?’ Les said.


‘Stay very still,’ Danny said. ‘Don’t move a muscle.’ He moved his hand over the surface of the globe, making it zoom in on the summerhouse.


‘There,’ he whispered. Behind them, in the trees, something moved and there was a flash as though sunlight shone on steel.


‘Armed?’ Les whispered.


‘Looks like it.’


‘What do we do?’


‘Wait.’ Danny got the globe to zoom in closer. The watcher in the trees was clear now, sitting astride a bough. A boy, Danny thought. He couldn’t see the face, but there were leaves in his hair and a large tear in his coat. In his hand was a long knife.


‘Can you do what you did to Vicky?’ Danny said. As he spoke the boy in the tree turned to look behind him, as though sensing that he was being watched. Les drew a sharp breath.


‘A Cherb!’ he exclaimed, for he had seen the face of one of their bitter enemies, one blue eye and one brown, the chin and ears pointed.


‘I’ll take care of him, don’t worry,’ Les said grimly. His parents had been killed by the Cherbs in the last of the many wars between Wilsons and the Ring of Five, the Cherbs’ masters. Before Danny could stop him, or remind him about the dangers of an armed Cherb, the Messenger had shot off the ground like a bullet. He crashed through the branches, sending twigs and leaves flying. There was a thud of bodies meeting and a loud grunt. Two shapes plummeted through the foliage, the Cherb hitting the ground first, rolling and coming up with the knife in his hand. Les landed beside him, dazed, and Danny could see he was in trouble. He felt frantically in the pockets of his overcoat for the old revolver that was always concealed there, but the Cherb sprang towards Les, caught him by the hair and pulled his head back, exposing his throat. The knife flashed.


‘Nala!’ The word exploded from Danny’s mouth. The Cherb halted, the blade poised to begin its downward swing.


‘Nala, no! He’s a friend.’


‘No Cherb is a friend of mine,’ Les said through gritted teeth. Nala looked at him.


‘Nala, please,’ Danny said, inwardly cursing Les.


The Cherb met Danny’s eyes. He looked weary, frightened. Slowly he lowered the knife, pushed Les’s head away and spat on the ground.


Les looked at Danny, puzzled. ‘You making friends with Cherbs now?’


‘I didn’t tell you – I met Nala on the last mission. He helped me.’


‘I hate Cherbs,’ Les said. ‘They killed my parents.’


‘I know. That’s why I didn’t tell you.’


Les got to his feet, eyeing the Cherb with hostility. Nala raised his knife again.


‘Cut it out, both of you,’ Danny said. ‘There’s something strange going on. Nala, what are you doing here?’


‘You can say that again,’ a voice cut across him. It was Vandra, the Physick, a small pale girl with two pointed incisors just visible on her lower lip. She looked like a vampire, but she was the opposite. The fangs were used to inject antidotes and medicines rather than steal blood, for a Physick was a healer. Vandra had been a friend to Danny from the start, and once he had got over her intimidating looks, he had become very fond of her.


‘Is this the Cherb you and Dixie met on your mission?’ Vandra said.


‘So everybody knows ’cept me.’ Les sounded angry and hurt.


‘Never mind that now,’ Vandra said. ‘What’s he doing here?’


‘Probably trying to kill us in our beds,’ Les said. Nala kept his gaze fixed on Danny.


‘Stop it,’ Vandra said.


Danny walked towards Nala, ignoring the deadly blade. The Cherb had backed away when he saw Vandra, getting his back against a tree.


‘What are you doing here, Nala?’ Danny asked. ‘Why have you come to Wilsons?’


‘Nowhere else to go,’ Nala said. His look was hard but Danny could hear the fear in his voice.


‘Why?’


‘They try to kill Nala.’


‘Who’s trying to kill you?’ Vandra said. Despite her sometimes fearsome appearance, she was full of compassion, even for a deadly enemy.


‘Cherbs, Ring, they hunt Nala. Nala make friends with Danny and Dixie. Is not allowed.’


‘What isn’t allowed?’ Danny said. ‘To befriend an enemy?


‘No,’ Nala said. ‘Friends not allowed.’


‘How do they stop people being friends?’ Vandra asked.


‘Not people,’ Les said. ‘Cherbs.’


‘For friends with other Cherb, they cut off hand,’ Nala said. ‘For friends with people, they kill.’


There was a long silence. Danny knew how vicious the Cherbs could be, but this was the first he had heard of their laws.


‘Nala has nowhere else to go.’


‘That’s not our problem,’ Les said.


‘It is, Les,’ Danny said, ‘if our friendship caused what happened.’


‘He can stay in the summerhouse for the time being,’ Vandra said firmly. ‘We’ll get him some food later.’


‘You’re not serious?’ Les said.


‘I am.’


‘You’re on your own then,’ Les said. He glared at Nala and stalked off.


‘Go into the summerhouse,’ Vandra said. ‘You’ll be safe here.’


That’s what you think, Vicky said to herself. The siren had heard the commotion and doubled back to hide in the shrubbery behind the summerhouse. A Cherb in Wilsons! She hugged herself in delight. This was a juicy morsel of information, a very juicy morsel indeed!





2
PESTERING THE DEAD



Master Devoy, the Master of Wilsons, had never seen the school so busy. An air-raid shelter had been built in the lawns beside the school, its windows sandbagged. The Storeman had collected up all the weapons in the school and was cataloguing them prior to being distributed. Starling the spy (her real name was Cheryl Orr, but everyone thought of her by her spy name) and Master Brunholm, the viceprincipal, came and went at all hours of the day and night, trying to gather information on when an attack might come. The Treaty between the two worlds had been broken, and only Wilsons stood between the Ring of Five and their Cherb armies, and the Upper World. There were reports of Cherb raiding parties on the outskirts of the nearby town of Tarnstone.


Devoy glanced upwards as a raven fluttered through the rafters of the library of the third landing, engaged in some business of its own. The ravens of Wilsons went their own way, paying no attention to human affairs.


Devoy saw Danny come out of the shrubbery and cross the parade ground at the back of the school. The boy was key to everything. He was the Fifth, the final link in the Ring of Five. He was also possessed of extraordinary destructive power, coveted by the Ring and their allies. Devoy knew that good and evil, fidelity and treachery, waged war within the boy, and all their fates might depend on the outcome of that struggle. Danny was inching closer to the truth about his birth and upbringing, and Devoy knew that the truth might well turn him towards the Ring.


‘Sometimes I think it would be better just to put a bullet in him. Then no one could make use of him.’ Devoy did not need to look round to know that Marcus Brunholm had appeared beside him. Brunholm made a point of using secret entrances whenever possible.


‘Admit it, Devoy, the only reason you don’t do it is that we need his power more than the Ring do. We’re in big trouble.’


‘What’s he doing?’ Devoy said. Danny had stopped to talk to his friend Dixie, but they looked tense.


‘They’re up to something sneaky,’ Brunholm said. ‘I can tell.’


‘They’re students of spying,’ Devoy said drily. ‘They’re supposed to be sneaky.’


‘Yes, well,’ Brunholm said, ‘There’s another matter I’d like to bring to your attention. This power of Danny’s, the power of the Fifth, as they call it …’


Devoy turned sharply. Somehow membership of the Ring had uncovered a mysterious power in Danny, a force that welled up inside him, capable of unleashing huge destruction, a power that could devastate or kill.


‘What do you know?’


‘I researched it in the Library of the Antiquaries,’ Brunholm said.


‘It’s not like you to study, Marcus.’


‘I thought we might be able to use it to defend Wilsons.’


‘Ah. Continue.’


‘The power is a rare side effect of a union between Cherb and human. The changes on a genetic level were so profound that an effect not dissimilar to nuclear fission emerges from the very atoms of the child. In other words, Danny’s a human atom bomb.’


‘But such unions are almost unheard of. Cherbs despise humans.’


‘Perhaps. But it was not always so. In the ancient days there were many such marriages. The children were examined at birth for signs of the power, signs now lost to us.’


‘And if the signs were found?’


‘The power was too dangerous to control – eventually it consumes the holder, and those close to it. Indeed, in extreme cases whole towns were lost.’


‘So how did they control the power?’


‘They didn’t. If it had the power, the child was left outside to die.’


‘But is there no cure, Marcus? No antidote?’


‘In one old document I found what purported to be a cure.’


‘Purported to be?’


‘If death can be said to be a cure,’ Brunholm said grimly, ‘for the words were: “The Fifth may be washed of his power …”’


‘Yes?’ Devoy said. ‘And saved?’


‘I haven’t finished,’ Brunholm said, ‘“… may be washed of his power only in the waters of Death.”’


Far below them, Dixie was staring at Danny with her mouth hanging open.


‘You have Nala in the summerhouse!’


‘I didn’t know what else to do.’


‘If anyone sees him, they’ll kill him, or worse.’


‘Worse?’


‘Can you imagine what Brunholm would do to him to get information on Cherb troop movements?’


‘I can’t think about it now, Dixie. I have to go to the Butts.’ The Butts were a network of underground passages beneath Wilsons. The traitorous Dead of centuries had found refuge there, and they roamed the passages freely, as Danny and his friends had discovered when they had tried to sneak through one day last year. On that occasion a cold hand had thrust a ring into Danny’s shirt. The ring had the entwined initials S and G. Steff and Grace. His parents.


‘Whoever or whatever gave me that ring knows something about my parents, and I need to find out what.’


Since then Danny had at least discovered who his real parents were, but he had struck a wall of silence when he attempted to find out how they had died. Both Devoy and Brunholm had said they did not know, and the detective McGuinness, though he had tried to be helpful, could not cast any more light on the matter.


‘I want to go with you, Danny, but I’m afraid of the dead.’ Dixie shivered, and Danny remembered with a pang of guilt that on their last mission he had allowed her to be taken by the dead as a servant, although he had rescued her in the end.


‘You don’t have to go into the Butts, just come along as support,’ Danny said. ‘Les is mad at me over Nala, and Vandra flat refuses to go anywhere near the Butts.’


‘I’ll go with you to the entrance, but no further.’ Dixie flickered, disappeared and reappeared twenty feet away. She possessed the quality of indeterminate location, and when she was nervous she couldn’t control it.


‘Let’s go then.’


The entrance to the Butts that Danny had chosen was a nondescript little door beside a buttress which shielded it from view. Danny picked the lock in seconds.


‘Good luck, Danny,’ Dixie said. ‘I’ll stay here. I promise.’


‘Thanks, Dixie.’ Danny was nervous. The dead of Wilsons were, after all, the cheats and traitors of history who had proved themselves capable of any betrayal. He patted Dixie on the shoulder and plunged into the darkness.


At first the air was musty, but not unpleasantly so. But as he penetrated further into the foundations of the building, it grew colder and the odour changed to a sweet smell of putrefaction, as though things rotted in the shadows. Danny shivered. His torch beam caught something glistening in the dark. He shone it on a jelly-like mould on the ground, which heaved and writhed as though something, or someone, was trapped within.


Dread growing in his breast, dark thoughts flitted through his mind. He found himself thinking about his own death. He imagined a mournful procession to a graveyard at dusk, a new grave dug among ancient tombstones …


‘Stop it,’ he said firmly to himself, but the dread would not go away.


Every twenty yards or so, he stopped and called out, ‘Hello!’ but no answer came, save once for a swarm of blowflies that appeared out of nowhere – fat, slow-flying things that caught in his mouth and nostrils. He batted them away, trying not to think of what they might have been feeding on.


‘Hello!’ he called again and again, with the same result. You’re going about this the wrong way, he thought. If you were one of the traitorous Dead, you’d be wary of strangers.


He stopped and turned off the torch. The blackness was absolute, and the silence pressed down on him like a weight. He fought the panic that rose inside him, the feeling that he would be consumed by the nothingness all around. Then, at the furthest range of his hearing, a sound … someone whispering … there it was again. Voices, cold and far off. There was another noise – dead leaves perhaps, or scurrying feet. Ice stole through his veins. The noises stopped, but he knew, though he could not see and could hear nothing, that someone or something stood very close to him in the dark. A person, but not a living one, for a living form would not be able to disguise its breathing in the absolute stillness, and whoever was beside him made no sound.


He felt that he had been standing there forever, assailed by dark thoughts, evil imaginings, waves of horror sweeping through him. Just when he thought he could take no more, a bony hand touched his arm and he felt his insides turn to water.


‘What do you need from the dead?’ The voice was mournful, rasping, full of terrible regret that could never be assuaged.


‘Nothing … I mean …’


‘Nothing!’ The voice was scornful. The bony hand took hold of his wrist. ‘What does a child know of nothing? Wait until you have walked the halls of the dead and breathed of their stench and misery before you talk of nothing!’


‘I’m sorry—’ Danny began.


‘Sorry … sorrow …’ It wasn’t a voice any longer, but a low moan like a winter wind blowing across a moorland at night.


‘The ring,’ Danny managed to gasp. ‘We were in the Butts and someone put a ring in my pocket. A ring with initials on it … S and G … for Steff and Grace … my parents …’


There was a long silence. Then his dead companion spoke. ‘Steff and Grace. The living child comes among the dead to seek his parents. Who has heard of such a thing?’


Danny tried to ease himself away, but the bony grip tightened.


‘What do the dead long for? What do they dream of when the stillness of the tomb descends? What one thing would they take from among the living to assuage the endless night of death?’ The words echoed in the damp stone chambers of the Butts and fell away. Silence returned. Despair gripped Danny. The silence stretched on and on.


‘It’s a question,’ the voice said abruptly.


‘What?’


‘It’s a question. What one thing would the dead take from among the living to assuage the endless night of death?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Speak!’


‘I don’t know!’


‘Well, for me, it would be a cup of tea,’ the dead voice said. ‘A cup of tea, and maybe a muffin.’


‘Tea?’ Danny managed.


‘With milk and two sugars.’


‘Who are you?’


‘Name’s Hinault, James Hinault, former professional spy – damned good one until I got caught coming out of the Judges’ Wards with the judgement in the Schiele case under my coat.’


‘Who was Schiele?’


‘It doesn’t matter, sport. He’s been dead for a hundred years or more.’


‘What did they do to you? When they caught you, I mean.’


‘Hanged me high, then drawn and quartered for good measure.’


‘Drawn and quartered – doesn’t that mean …?’


‘They butchered me like a prize hog, but the Guild of Spies got hold of the body and stitched it up again. It’s in the contract, and I’d paid my dues. Always did, no matter what. But never mind that. Let’s go somewhere a little more cosy. Talking with the living is a little frowned upon in the Butts, you might say.’


‘Cosy?’ Danny couldn’t imagine anywhere cosy in this damp, cold underworld, but Hinault kept his grip on his arm.


‘Can I turn on the torch?’ Danny asked.


‘Keep it off for a minute,’ Hinault said. ‘You drew enough attention to yourself earlier.’


Danny heard the click of a lock and a door hinge squeaking. He was led through the door, which closed behind him.


‘You can light your torch now,’ Hinault said.


To his surprise Danny found himself in a railway carriage – a luxurious one, with leather seats, brass fittings and faded velvet drapes where the windows had been.


‘Previous owner was a railway enthusiast,’ Hinault said. Remembering what the dead man had said about being hanged, drawn and quartered, then stitched up, Danny turned reluctantly towards him. Hinault’s face was battered, and one eye was missing. His head lolled to one side at a strange angle on a neck that was longer than it should have been. Stitches in coarse thread on his throat disappeared downwards, and the body was lumpy and lopsided like a badly stuffed sack. Hinault stared at him with his one good eye, and Danny wondered shakily whether he would ever get out of the Butts.


‘So,’ Hinault said, ‘what’s this all about?’


Danny took the ring from his pocket and showed it to him.


‘Steff and Grace Pilkington – who would have thought it?’


‘Did you know them?’ Danny sat forward.


‘’Fraid not,’ Hinault said, ‘but I heard they were killed. You see, the dead don’t have much to do with the living unless they’re on their way here, when they do become of interest, if you follow.’


‘But … they’re not here,’ Danny said.


‘No,’ Hinault said, ‘only the faithless end up here, those with nowhere else to go.’


‘Then who gave me the ring, and why?’


‘Who gave it to you, I can’t tell, but the why might be more interesting.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘There’s a great silence around your parents’ death,’ Hinault said. ‘The silence was even commented on down here.’


‘I know,’ Danny exclaimed. ‘No one will tell me anything!’


‘Think about it, sport. The Cherbs and humans get together, marry, have children! There’s a lot of folks would have an interest in stopping that kind of peace. You get peace, then there’s awkward questions about why there was war in the first place, and who kept it going and why. Take it from me, many’s the person has been killed for less.’


‘Then why give me the ring?’


Hinault edged closer and dropped his voice.


‘There’s rumours of a movement – the S&Gs, they’re called. Very secret, but they’re trying to show that there can be peace between the Cherbs and people. I heard they were trying to contact you. Some say you’re not to be trusted, others say you are the last hope to lead the two worlds away from war. Now, I’ve said enough.’


‘Please,’ Danny said, ‘who are these S&Gs? How do I find them?’


But Hinault would say no more. Danny pressed him again and again. He had let the torch fall away from the dead spy’s face, and it was only when he lifted it again that he realised his mistake. You did not pester the dead. Hinault’s face was fixed in a rictus, his one good eye red-rimmed and staring, until it rolled back into his head so that only the white was showing. The mouth opened, wider than any mouth should open, and Danny had a vision of rot and putrefaction, such things as human eye should never see, before he was enveloped by a smell that was more than a smell, a hideous clinging fog of odour that made him retch. Last came the sound. A screech as though the gates of hell had opened and a legion of the damned rode out with foul war cries to destroy the earth. Gagging, choking, holding his ears, not daring to open his eyes for fear of what evil he might see, Danny reeled from the railway carriage, driven before the stench and noise, blind to all save panic.


He never knew how long he spent in the tunnels until finally a voice sounded in his ears, distant but familiar.


‘Danny … Danny!’


Somehow he followed it to its source, and found the entrance he had used. He pulled at the latch, then sprawled out into the fresh air, panting, his nostrils full of hideous odours, his mind assailed by visions of the dead.


‘Danny … it’s Dixie … are you all right?’


‘Yes.’ He gulped great lungfuls of fresh air. ‘I think so.’ He shook his head, trying to rid his mind of the thoughts of the dead.


‘What happened?’


‘Dixie, you know the way that nothing is ever the way it looks in the world of Wilsons? And how when you find out what’s really going on, the truth is always worse than you thought it might be?’


‘I know what you mean. I think.’


‘Well, what if the truth wasn’t as bad as you thought? What if there were good secrets?’


‘What are you talking about?’


Danny shook his head, but his eyes were shining. The S&Gs, he thought. A secret force for good!





3
THE SKELETON OF A MESSENGER



A mile away, Fairman’s taxi pulled up outside the gates to Wilsons. Agent Stone woke from his uneasy doze with a start.


‘Get out!’ Fairman snarled.


‘Where am I?’ Stone said.


‘Wilsons.’


‘Wilsons? The school for spies? I’m actually in the Lower World?’


‘I’m a taxi driver, not a tour guide. Get out.’


Stone clambered out of the taxi. He was exhausted, hungry and thirsty, his body bruised and torn, but none of that counted for anything. He barely noticed the taxi moving off. Despite Danny and everything Stone had been told and had read about another world, some part of him had resisted admitting the existence of the Lower World, but here he was, standing in it! He swayed as a wave of fatigue struck him, then set off into the growing dusk.


As soon as the taxi had rounded the next bend, the driver reached for the car radio.


‘Fairman here,’ he growled. ‘Your bait has been delivered.’


Despite his wonder at finding himself in the Lower World, Stone was desperately tired. The avenue to Wilsons snaked and turned so that he had no idea how far he had to go. He knew that he couldn’t walk much further without rest, but the temperature was falling, and in his present condition a night outside could be fatal. Then he caught a glimpse of lights through the trees – the lights of a great building flickering as the wind tossed the branches. Wilsons – it had to be.


He looked at the avenue, which appeared to be heading away from the building. He would take a short cut! With his last reserves of energy, Stone plunged into the woods.


Nala the Cherb sat on the veranda of the summerhouse. He was used to the cold stone walls of Grist, the fortress of the Lower World, and the forest around him and its noises made him nervous. He was used to disciplined Cherb life and its unforgiving laws and had never experienced freedom. He had been hunted from Grist by fellow Cherbs, had been sleeping rough and stealing food, and his nerves were stretched to breaking point. He hadn’t come to Danny because he had absolute trust in him, but because he had nowhere else to go. And he had seen the hostility of Les, Danny’s Messenger friend. If Nala wanted to stay alive, he had to be alert.


His eyes darted among the trees. He heard the sound of a bird roosting, and some night creature rustling in the leaves, but above that someone plunging through the forest, panting, moving fast directly towards the summerhouse. Nala reached into his boot, took out a short knife and turned to face the threat. A man, half stumbling, half running, broke from the cover of the trees. He saw the summerhouse and changed course towards it. Nala shrank back, but there was no way to avoid confrontation. The man was on the steps, one foot on the veranda. Nala stepped out of the shadows.


‘A real Cherb!’ Stone’s face lit up in wonder. ‘I really am in the Lower World.’ He reached out with one hand as though to touch Nala, to confirm that he existed.


It was too much for Nala. He stepped forward and plunged the knife into Stone’s chest. The man gasped and fell to his knees.


‘Nala, is that you?’ a voice whispered. Danny appeared from the shrubberies, a bag of food under his arm.


‘What happened?’ Danny dropped the bag and ran forward. In the dim light he could just make out the features of the man lying on the ground.


‘Dad!’ he cried out. He spun round to face Nala and saw the bloodied knife in his hand.


‘What have you done? Look at him!’ Danny took a step towards Nala. The Cherb raised the knife. It had tasted blood once that night. It could do so again. But it was not to be. A spotlight blazed in the darkness.


‘Halt, or die where you stand! Put down the knife, Cherb! Now!’ It was the voice of Master Brunholm.


Slowly Nala lowered the blade. The detective McGuinness stepped out from behind the spotlight and handcuffed Nala. Devoy moved into the spotlight and knelt beside the wounded man.


‘Get Jamshid, and the Physick, Marcus,’ he said. ‘Have this man brought to the infirmary.’


‘I’m going with him,’ Danny said.


‘You’re coming with me,’ Devoy said. ‘McGuinness, escort Caulfield to my study.’


‘He’s my …’ Danny started to say father, but stopped himself.


‘Yes,’ Brunholm said, ‘and he’s severely wounded, thanks to your stupidity in concealing a Cherb on the premises!’


McGuinness stepped forward.


Danny looked at him. He knew that deep down in his mind lay a limitless power, and that if he chose to use it then none could withstand him. Stone groaned, blood bubbling on his lips, and Danny felt all fight drain from him, leaving only despair. When McGuinness took his arm, he did not resist.


Twenty minutes later Danny stood in Devoy’s study, a grim-faced McGuinness behind him. The door burst open and Devoy entered. He sat down at his desk without looking at Danny.


‘Master Devoy,’ Danny said miserably, ‘Agent Stone … how …’


‘His condition is very grave,’ Devoy said. ‘He was weak to begin with and the wound is deep. What were you thinking of, bringing a Cherb into the heart of our defences?’


‘I didn’t bring him. He came on his own.’


‘Perhaps,’ Devoy said, ‘but you should have informed us straightaway.’


‘He helped me and Dixie when we were escaping from Morne. We couldn’t have done it without him.’


‘So that’s the Cherb you were talking about,’ Devoy said. ‘I understand a little better now.’


‘Do you?’ Brunholm appeared from a secret entrance. ‘I don’t. A Cherb is an evil, a blot on the face of this world to be exterminated. Even if this Nala did help you, it was only to further some end of his own.’
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