

[image: ]













Shadowmancer


G. P. Taylor





[image: ]



















Shadowmancer






















[image: ]






















[image: alt]


The Dark Storm





IT was a still October night. On the cliff top the harvest was gathered in and sheaves of corn were stacked together to form peculiar straw houses. A bright silver moon shone down on a calm sea. In the distance the silhouette of the Friendship, a collier brig, could be seen picked out against the waves. The sails of the ship looked like the flags of a small army preparing for war.


The brilliance of the full moon penetrated the darkest depths of the wood that gripped the tops of the cliffs. A small, darkly clad figure in a frock coat and knee boots stumbled along, carrying a long black leather case, timidly following a tall, confident man with long flowing white hair.


Nearby, a fox lay hidden in the undergrowth dreaming of fresh rabbit, when suddenly it was woken by the panic of a deer bolting from the cover of a holly bush and running deeper into the darkness of Wyke woods.


‘What was that?’ The small man was startled and his voice jumped and quivered. He dropped the leather case in fright and clutched at the cloaked figure that he had followed so closely through the autumn night. ‘It’s there,’ he squealed. ‘I can see it, it’s in the trees.’


His companion grabbed him by the ear. ‘Keep quiet, Beadle. The world doesn’t need to hear your voice.’


The small man pinched his eyelids together as he tried to peer into the darkness and hide in his companion’s cloak at the same time. Beadle didn’t like the darkness and he hated the night. Bravery was for other people, and the night was to be spent by the fire of the inn, listening to stories of far-away places, the news of war in other lands and of smuggling, while drinking warm, frothy beer.


Here in the wood on the top of the cliff was a different world for Beadle, a world where he did not belong. The wood was the place of boggles, hedge witches, hobs, and thulak. Beadle feared the thulak more than anything. They were strange, invisible creatures of the dark. They could steal upon you at night, smother you in a dark mist and take from you the will to live. There were stories that they would creep through open windows and come into houses to cover an unsuspecting sleeping victim like a dark blanket. Once the victim was seized he couldn’t move. They would take his strength and fill his mind with horrifying, hideous thoughts. These were the thulakian dreams that would be with him for the rest of his life. They would leave their victims listless and heavy-limbed, with sunken eyes from the sleepless nights spent fearing their return.


Beadle grasped his companion’s cloak even tighter as a gentle breeze rustled the brown, crisp leaves in the trees.


‘Is it a man or is it … them?’ He could hardly say the words; his right leg shook, his eyelids twitched, his mouth went dry and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.


‘Them?’ hissed his companion in his face. ‘Who are them? Can’t you say the word? What are you frightened of?’


Beadle hunched his shoulders and buried his face in the musty black cloak of his tall, angry companion. ‘Thulak,’ he  whispered feebly, trying to muffle his voice so they would not hear him.


His companion raised both his hands and cupped his mouth like the bell of a trumpet; he took in a deep breath and with a voice that came from the depths of his soul, he bellowed: ‘Thulak. Thulak. Thulak.’ The voice echoed around the woods, the fox scurried from the brush and ran deeper into the undergrowth.


A roost of the blackest rooks lifted from the trees above their heads and their caw-caw-caw filled the night sky as they circled above the branches, dancing in the moonlight.


‘… No,’ whispered the now terrified Beadle. ‘Please, Parson Demurral, don’t say that word, they will hear and they will come and get us, my mother said …’


He was hastily interrupted.


‘Us, Beadle? Did you say us?’ Demurral towered over the cowering, frightened form of his servant. ‘I fear nothing and no one, and they have every reason in the world to fear me. Tonight, my little friend, you will see who I really am and you will not say a word to anyone. I control creatures that are far more frightening than the thulak. One word of what you see tonight and you will never dare to close your eyes again, or want to see the sun go down on another day. Now, come on, we have work to do; a ship awaits its fate and I await mine.’


Demurral took Beadle by the collar and lifted him to his feet, dragging him down the path towards the sea. Beadle could not refuse. He had been servant to the Vicar of Thorpe for twenty years. On his eleventh birthday he had been sent to work for a penny a week all found, a bed in the barn, fresh straw, and a Sabbath rest once a month. People said he was lucky – stunted, one leg withered, he was not much use to anybody. Demurral was a harsh master: he had a harsh tongue and an even harsher hand. Sometimes Beadle would creep into  the back of the church and listen to his ranting from the pulpit. Hellfire, damnation, boiling cauldrons of molten blood, serpents and all things horrible that would await the unbeliever.


Beadle muttered to himself: ‘Blast, bother, boiling blood, this isn’t a job; too dark, too cold, too many …’


Demurral butted in. ‘Stop your mumbling; there are things to be done. Drag that leg of yours a little faster. Maybe then we’ll get to the stone before the ship passes.’ Beadle slipped in the mud as he tried to obey his master’s command. ‘Be careful with the box, it took me a long time and a lot of my money to find what I’ve been looking for. Now be careful: we have to get down the waterfall before we find the stone.’


Beadle knew that it had not been Demurral’s money that had been used to buy the black box. Sunday by Sunday he had stolen from the villagers in rents and tithes.


He thought back to the night when the long black leather case had arrived at the Vicarage. Beadle had peered through the open crack of the study door, which hung very slightly ajar. For the first time in his life he had seen a man with a skin so black that it shone. Never before had such a trader been in these parts. The landlord of the Hart Inn had said that he had come from Whitby by carriage, the sole passenger on the brig Whitehall, which had docked the day before from Spain.


Beadle had watched carefully as the man opened the case and in the glimmering candlelight brought forth a long, shining, metal pole as tall as Beadle himself. From the case the man then took a solid jet-black stone hand in the shape of a clenched fist. Into the grip of the fist he placed a silver dagger encrusted with two pieces of darkest jet.


It was then that Beadle saw something so beautiful that its image was impressed on his soul for ever. The man brought out a black velvet bag from beneath his cloak and placed it  gently on the desk. As he opened the bag, Beadle could make out two gold wings stretching back over a small statue. Before he could see any more Demurral quickly got up from the desk and slammed the door shut. He and his guest spoke in hushed tones. Beadle pressed his left ear to the door and listened.


The visitor spoke to Demurral in fluent English ‘I have risked many things and come many miles to bring you this. It has powerful magic and they will stop at nothing to get it back. You are a brave man, Demurral. Either that or a rich fool.’


Beadle heard his master laugh. ‘What I am, is what I am. Now take your money and go, and not a word to anyone. Fear not that which can destroy the body, but that which can destroy the soul.’ Demurral paused and then continued. ‘When does the other Keruvim arrive?’


Demurral’s guest spoke softly. ‘It will not be long; they cannot be separated. The Keruvim will find you.’ Beadle heard footsteps coming to the door and hid himself behind the large curtain of the hall window.




*





Now, many nights later, Beadle and Demurral came out of the wood that covered the cliff path. The noise of the waterfall and the smell of the sea filled Beadle with a sense of excitement tinged with trepidation. Demurral lowered himself down the rope ladder at the side of the waterfall and then on to the shingle beach. Beadle tied a length of hemp cord on to the case and gently lowered it down to his master.


‘Yes,’ cried Demurral. ‘It is almost time. Hurry, I can see her sails.’


Beadle almost dropped the twenty feet to the shingle beach; he did not want to be left behind on the edge of the wood. A shudder ran up and through his spine and the hairs on his head stood on end. Thulak could be anywhere.


Demurral made his way to a large flat rock only a few feet away from the gently breaking waves. In the full light of the moon everything had a dark blue and silver glow; everything looked so cold.


He noticed that the rock was in the shape of an open palm, cupped to receive the sea. In the centre was a small carved hole. Three steps were cut into the side of the rock. The steps were too small for his feet so he scrabbled up the stone on hands and knees.


‘Come on, man!’ shouted Demurral. ‘We have only minutes, then it will be too late.’ For the first time he allowed Beadle to see all that was in the case. ‘Stand back, Beadle, this is holy work …’


Demurral took out the golden staff and placed the shaft into the hole in the centre of the rock. It was a pole made from the finest acacia wood and wrapped in bands of beaten gold. He quickly screwed in the black stone hand and placed the silver dagger in it. He knelt down and opened a long, narrow, concealed lid within the case. From the baize he took out a solid gold winged figure. Beadle giggled with excitement. In the light of the full moon the figure glowed with a ghostly radiance.


Demurral looked at Beadle and lifted the gold statue from the box. ‘This is a Keruvim. There are only two in the whole world. Now I have one and tonight I will have the other.’


Beadle gazed at the beautiful creature as Demurral held it in his hand. It was the size of a barn owl, and had golden wings folded back along the length of its body and the head of a beautiful child with eyes of purest pearl.


‘Stand aside, Beadle. Our work begins,’ Demurral said. He took hold of the golden staff and placed his left hand on the stone fist. He raised the Keruvim with his right hand, pointing it towards the sailing ship that silently cut through the night in  full sail. Beadle saw the red and green lanterns for port and starboard bobbing up and down as the ship dipped and peaked in the gently rolling sea.


Demurral shouted out into the night. ‘Waves and wind, fire and water. Thunder, lightning and hail, hearken to my desire, hearken to my words. Come forth from the north and from deep below. Tempest, storm and ravaging wind, crash this boat to this shore, bring the Keruvim to me.’


A single flash of the brightest, whitest light appeared to shoot out of the mouth of the Keruvim. It hit the sea and then deflected upwards until it touched the sky, making a loud crack like a bolt of lightning crashing to earth.


Beadle jumped back in fear, lost his footing and fell from the stone to the shingle beach, landing on his back with a thud and a crunch.


For a moment he lay motionless. ‘What are you doing, Beadle? There is no time for resting. Get up, get up,’ Demurral snapped angrily.


Beadle lay on the shingle and quietly moaned. He placed his hand in the pocket of his frock coat and felt the broken shards and soft mess of the cold boiled egg that he had been going to eat for his supper.


All was silent. At first there was nothing. No movement, just the same calm as before. The sailing ship moved majestically through the rolling waves, cutting further and further to the north.


Then it began. First quietly, then louder and louder, from the depths of the sea a shrill and piercing singing was heard. At first it was faint like a whisper and then it grew stronger and stronger, heard not through the ears, but through the soul. From the deep black sea came a choir of Seloth. Graceful, flowing, feminine creatures that sang and swirled around the ship, woken from their sleep by the call of the priest.


Through the rigging, the sails and ropes, they swept around and around, singing louder and louder. Their sea-green hair trailed out behind them, long and billowing; their sightless eyes stared into the darkening night.


From behind the stone Beadle could hear their voices as they chanted and sang over and over again in ever more frightening tones. Beadle was too scared to look out from the safety of his hiding place and covered his ears, trying to stop the singing of the Seloth driving him mad.


‘What are they singing? It’s piercing my brain like a hot knife. Tell them to stop.’


Beadle pushed his face into a pile of damp seaweed, hoping to hide himself in its depths.


‘It is the song of the deep. They are calling the dead to come to the feast. The Seloth will not stop until the ship is broken on the rocks. They want a sacrifice, not mercy.’ Demurral shouted above the wind and the waves, his eyes devouring the spectacle set before him. As they sang, the sea whipped higher and higher. Waves washed back and forth against the cliffs of Baytown, three miles to the north. Thick black clouds grew in the night sky and lightning exploded into the swell.


As the storm grew, the fishing cobles anchored in the bay were dashed against the rocks that jutted out of the surf below the high cliff. The slipway of the town was awash; high into the main street the waves beat against the doors of the houses like the fists of the pressgang searching for menfolk to drag off to sea.


As the sea smashed against the steep rock, the cliff suddenly gave way and tons of mud and rock fell into the raging water. With the pounding of the storm the houses and shops of King Street crumbled and tumbled into the sea. As the buildings slid and toppled into the maelstrom, men, women, and children were thrown from their sleep. In the dark of the night they cried out to be saved, but their screams for mercy could not be  heard over the terrible thundering of the German Ocean.


Wisps of grey and blue fire broke through the swelling surf. Ghostly figures like giant white horses leapt from the waves that began to crash upon the shore.


The sky grew darker and darker and the full moon was blotted out by thick black cloud as streaks of lightning flashed from sky to sea, exploding in the water. A lightning sword hit the ship. The mainsail cracked, then crashed to the deck, sending startled crewmen bolting from their hammocks.


As they rushed on deck another sail crashed down, splitting the deck in half and sending shafts of splintered wood into the air. The ship lifted and dropped with each wave; a crewman was thrown through the air and into the cold sea, never to be seen again.


‘A direct hit,’ shouted Demurral, laughing and rubbing his hands together in glee at the sight. ‘One more strike and the Keruvim will be mine.’


He raised the statue into the air and chanted more magic. ‘Wind, hail, lightning, thunder, and wave.’ The sea rose at his command, each surge growing higher and higher. Breakers like black fists smashed against the ship almost engulfing the vessel.




*





On the ship, the captain shouted to the crew: ‘Tie on. Tie on. We’ll run for the beach. It’s the only chance we have.’ He spun the ship’s wheel and the brig lurched towards the shore.


The first mate struggled through the waves breaking on the deck. He grappled with the broken rigging, pulled himself along the deck to the rear hatch and pushed it open.


He looked down into the darkness. There, staring back at him was a young man with dark skin and bright white eyes.


‘Take the empty barrels and tie yourself on, we’re going down.’ He could just be heard over the roaring of the sea and the screaming of the Seloth.


As he spoke a wave hit the stern of the ship, throwing the first mate crashing down into the hold. His head smashed against the floor. A large beam of wood slid the length of the hold and pressed him against a locker. As he lost consciousness, his face was submerged in the water. The youth took the barrels and with discarded rope from the sail-mender’s locker tied them to the first mate. Thick salt water splashed against his feet, as gallons of spray showered down through the open hatch.


‘You all right down there?’ the captain yelled into the hold. Then he turned to see a large wave looming above him. The sea was rising like a large mountain, higher and higher, coming closer and closer.


The biggest wave he had ever seen lifted the ship from the stern and tipped it over, end upon end, ripping out its very heart and spinning it through the spray towards the beach. It crashed the ship upon the rocks, splintering it like matchwood. The vessel cracked in two as the keel snapped. The sound of the breaking beam cut above the noise of the waves, echoing into the heart of the wood.


Seeing the ship in such distress, Demurral jumped up and down on the hand stone: ‘It’s mine, all mine, I will have it tonight. Tonight Beadle … Tonight, I will have the Keruvim.’ Beadle looked up at Demurral and saw his face change. His eyes began to glow as wisps of green mist swirled around him.


‘I will have both the Keruvim. They will be mine.’ Demurral repeated over and over. The black hand on the acacia pole began to glow brighter and brighter.


He thrust the pole towards Beadle. ‘See. The hand tells me the Keruvim is coming closer. When I have it in my grasp then the power of God will be mine. No more begging for a favour, clucking like a chicken at his altar. When I have the Keruvim then he will have to listen to me.’


Demurral shouted into the sky and jumped down from the stone to the gravel beach. In his hand he held the acacia pole. ‘Come on Beadle, let us await the arrival of the Keruvim!’ With that he grabbed Beadle by the ear and pulled him along the beach.


In the distance the Friendship lay broken on the rocks. The masts had snapped off. The sails and the rigging were torn from them, hanging like a gallows in the calming waters. The ship was broken open, exposing every deck to the torture of the sea.


The captain floated face-down in the water, gently buffeted by the waves. He was dead, like all the crew, including the first mate, although he had been kept afloat by the barrels. Their broken bodies bobbed in the ebbing tide as the Seloth gathered their souls, taking them back into the deep. The storm faded into the night, the dark clouds parted and the moon dulled as it set behind the hills to the west.


In the bay, pieces of the Friendship were washed ashore by the now gentle waves. Demurral walked up and down the beach becoming ever angrier.


He screamed at the sea, ‘Come to me my pretty, come to me.’ In his hands he held the acacia pole. The glow of the divining hand was beginning to fade.


Beadle followed his every step. ‘How do you know it was on the ship? How do you know it will be here?’


‘It has to be here. It has to be tonight. There are only two Keruvim in the whole universe and they must be together. They will always find each other, that is the Law.’ Demurral looked out to the ship.


‘What if it’s gone down with the wreck? Gold doesn’t float.’ Beadle asked.


‘Then you, my friend, will have to learn to swim or you will go the same way as they have and the Seloth will feast on your  soul as well.’ He pointed a long bony finger to the ship lying slaughtered on the rocks.


‘Where are you? Come to me, come to me!’ The priest shouted at the waves. The sea gave no reply. The wind was silent and the waves babbled over the shingle. Beadle followed Demurral along the beach, both men searching the tide for the Keruvim. It was nowhere to be found.
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The Poisoned Angel





THE following morning, as the waves crashed and rolled against the beach, a bright amber glow appeared to the north just above the horizon. The clouds were edged with a green tinge, and the fresh morning sun was glowing blood-red. It was as if the sky had been re-coloured.


The villagers from Thorpe filled the beach looking over the wreckage and taking whatever they thought useful. Obadiah Demurral, Vicar of Thorpe and all lands to the south, rushed into the centre of the gathering and jumped up on a small rock. He was now higher than the crowd that picked over the boxes, sails, and smashed barrels littering the beach. Beadle, his servant, followed on behind, even more pained from the fall of the night before. The Friendship lay broken open a hundred yards from the shore in a gentle swell.


‘Gentlemen, ladies, we stand in the midst of a great tragedy. Many fine men have lost their lives in this vessel, and we have to bury the dead of Baytown. Let us not become grave robbers.’ It was clear that he spoke with false concern. The crowd gathered around him and began to mutter and moan. Demurral spoke even louder.


‘As vicar of the parish I have the right of salvage. All this belongs to me.’


‘The whole world belongs to you, Vicar,’ a young boy with a pair of old boots hanging around his neck shouted out from the crowd, then laughing, ducked down behind a burly fisherman.


The fisherman took him by the collar of his torn and tattered jacket and held him in the air. The collar ripped and the fabric split around the neck; the boy kicked at his shins. ‘Put me down, you barrel of fish bones!’ he cried.


The fisherman spun him around by the scruff of his neck, released his grip and the boy slumped to the beach, slipping and falling backwards into a rock pool directly in front of Parson Demurral.


‘Thomas Barrick,’ he roared. ‘I should have known it would be you. You’re not only wet behind the ears, you’re wet behind the rump as well.’


The crowd laughed at the boy as he got to his feet and brushed the damp sand from the back of his trousers. He turned and began to walk away. Demurral continued to speak.


‘Friends, let us treat all these things with great dignity. Take all you find to the Vicarage and I will make a correct record. We will hold a wreck sale on the quay at Whitby on All Souls’ Eve. We will divide what we sell by the number here today.’ Demurral smiled as he spoke, but his face was closed and secret.


Like an obedient congregation, the villagers all nodded. The fisherman shouted up, ‘I agree with the Vicar, let’s take what we can find and sell it on the quay.’ As he spoke he nodded in approval of himself.


Thomas turned back and shouted at him: ‘You’d agree with the hangman before he dropped you through the trap. What you collect will not be what you sell.’ He looked across to Demurral. ‘Are you going to steal a tenth of this, like you do everything else?’


‘Ignore this little vermin, he is only too lazy to help and too stubborn to want to. He’ll be the one who loses, when all he’s got is the bread dole.’ Beadle had surprised himself. He hadn’t intended to speak; the words had just appeared in his mouth. The crowd cheered and Beadle pushed out his chest, suddenly feeling important. His ears began to glow and he twitched his nose with great glee.


Thomas picked up a smooth round stone from the beach.


‘I don’t mind work, Beadle. One more word from you and I’ll knock that wart from the end of your nose. Where were you the night my mother was burnt out of the cottage?’ He pulled back his arm, closed one eye and aimed the stone.


An old woman spoke softly and motioned with the back of her hand for Thomas to walk on.


‘Be off with you, Thomas, this isn’t the place and it isn’t the way. Leave the Vicar to his business or you’ll find yourself before the Magistrate.’


‘I’ll be off, but you mark my words, that man has a plan and it’s not one from God. It’ll cost each one of you more than your life.’ His eyes filled with angry tears and he smashed the stone against the cliff.


Demurral smiled complacently at Beadle and said quietly:‘He may throw stones, but he will find that I can cast shadows. It will not be long before the darkness gathers on his life.’


Thomas turned and walked along the shingle towards a finger of mud and shale that jutted out of the cliff into the sea, separating the bay from Beastcliff. He scrambled up the shale, over the rock and into the cover of the wood. His anger burnt inside his head and he coughed back tears that he didn’t want to cry.


Thomas Barrick was thirteen years old. He had lived all his life in Thorpe and had never been any further than Whitby. His father had been lost at sea in a great storm when Thomas was seven years old. He and his mother had lived on in the cottage rented from the church. It was more a stack of rooms than a house. It had one room down and another up, with a dry privy in the yard that they shared with three other cottages. The Vicar owned the villages of Peak and Thorpe. Every house, hostel, farm, and shop paid him rent and tithes: one tenth of everything went to Demurral and the villagers never saw a penny back.


Thomas was now homeless. The death of his father and the sickness of his mother had left them unable to pay the rent, and with Demurral there was no charity. As he walked along the path through Beastcliff, he remembered how Demurral and his men had threatened that she would be out within the week if she couldn’t pay.


Two nights later, just after dark, he had left the cottage to pick sea coal from the beach. From the shore he had seen the smoke. He ran back to the village and found the cottage burning brightly in the night air. Demurral and Beadle had just happened to be passing. His mother was sprawled in the back of Leadley’s cart, covered in a blanket. Mrs Leadley was by her side.


‘Don’t worry, Tom, she’s all right. We’ll take her to the infirmary. They’ll look after her,’ she said.


Demurral had butted in. ‘Sorry, Thomas, you should have taken more care of my property. I’m afraid this is a clear breach of tenancy. You will both have to find somewhere else to live.’ He raised one eyebrow higher than the other. The side of his mouth twitched a pleasing twitch. ‘There is always room with my pigs.’


‘Pigs!’ Thomas had shouted. ‘There is only one pig around here and that is the Vicar himself.’


He grabbed hold of an old bramble to pull himself up. The spines stuck into his palm, but his bursting anger dulled the pain. He found the path through the wood that led across the back of the Nab and then down into the Bay.


He loved the Bay. It was a place of adventure, with the finest sand and no shingle. It was shaped like a giant horseshoe set in the sea. At low tide there were wonderful rock pools full of seaweed, small fish and red crabs. It was a place of legend – chilling stories that went back to the dawn of time, tales of King Henry and Robyn of Loch Sley – framed by the high moor and the great sea.


For the past few weeks the Bay had also been his home. Since the fire he had lived in a hob hole, a large cave in which the villagers believed the Hob of Thorpe lived. Every village had its own hob: a spirit that would take on the form of a small man. Hobs were little dark brown creatures with large eyes, small ears, and tufts of black stubbly hair – just like Beadle. They possessed magical powers and would play tricks on the unwary and those who didn’t leave it food or money.


The villagers at Peak said that Beadle was the son of a hob, that he had been conceived when his mother had fallen asleep on Beastcliff.


The hob always lived in a hole or cave in the sea cliff. It was said that they could cure all things from belly spots to whooping cough. The whooping cough had killed Thomas’s older sister when she was two years old. She had whooped and coughed for several days and nights, then finally died. His mother had said it had smothered her spirit, taking away her life. Next time, she said, they would take a child to the Hob.


When Thomas was five he had coughed his way through his fourth winter and fifth birthday on Lady Day and by Maundy Thursday was so sick he couldn’t walk. His father had carried him over to the Hob at Runswick Bay.


He was covered in goose grease and brown paper and wrapped in a thick blanket. His father had set out to cover the eleven miles on foot with Thomas strapped to his chest. When they arrived at Runswick Bay it was mid-afternoon. His father had stood on the beach in front of the hob hole and shouted the spell into the darkness.


‘Hob! Hob! Lad’s got hicky cough. Tak’ it off, tak’ it off, tak’ it off.’ With that he threw a penny coin into the hole, lifted Thomas from the ground and slapped him on the back three times before pushing his head into the hole.


Thomas could still remember the sickening, musty smell. It was dark, damp and almost full of rotten food thrown in by the old woman who looked after the Hob. Thomas took in a deep breath and began to cough and cough and cough. He felt as though his breathing would stop. He coughed until he was sick. But he never coughed again.


Thomas had felt cheated. All that way and he hadn’t even glimpsed the Hob. Surely it couldn’t have been that small. There was barely enough room for his head down the hole, never mind a hob as well. By Easter Eve he had convinced himself that hobs did not exist – but he wondered why his cough had gone.


Now he was returning to his makeshift home deep in a real hob hole, thoughts of his mother’s illness replacing the memory of his own. He had all that he needed: driftwood for a fire, bracken for a bed, candle stubs that he had stolen from Demurral, and dole bread. As a pauper, he was allowed to collect the dole bread from St Stephen’s. Each week one loaf of bread was left for him in the cupboard at the back of the church. This was the only charity he got; the only charity he wanted. Thomas promised to himself that now he was settled he would visit his mother.


Thomas knew that none of the villagers would come near the cave until All Souls’ Day, for fear of the Hob. He hurried down the track and through the wood. It was a gentle slope to the beach. Soon the tree cover would break open and he would have a view of Baytown and the coast.


Suddenly he heard the sound of scratching against wood, like the noise of a large animal sharpening its claws. It rasped and chaffed at the bark of a tree to his right, higher up the cliff. He looked but could see nothing. Thomas knew there were no wild dogs in these woods, yet the sound came again, this time from behind him and getting closer. Whatever it was moved from tree to tree and scratched each one as it went by. It was like the sound of a farm cat scratching for mice at the barn door, only this time it was a louder and far bigger creature.


He shrugged his shoulders and pulled up his torn collar against the wind blowing through the trees. Then he heard the scream. It was a scream that almost burst his ears and took the breath from his body. Thomas began to run in fear to the caves.


Whatever was stalking him was getting closer. The path of Beastcliff was slippery from the morning frost and as he ran downhill he went faster and faster, jumping the knots of tree roots that burst through the path. Twenty yards ahead the path forked. To the right it went to the beach and the caves, straight on to the top of the Nab and then the sea. He grabbed the bow of a small sapling and it flung him round and on to the beach path.


He laughed to himself and thought, I’ll never be caught, by man or beast.


Suddenly in front of him, only a few feet down the path, he heard the scream again. Immense, unseen claws frantically rasped at the wood, gouging deep wounds into the soft flesh, shredding the bark, of an oak tree to his left. All around him the light of day was being transformed into a deep black, sucked into a dark shape that now blocked his escape. The light of the sun was being stolen from the sky and pulled into a black shadow. A shadow that slowly and meticulously began to take the form of a large black animal.


Thomas felt that his feet were rooted to the ground with fear, beads of sweat dripped across his forehead. The animal began to take on form and substance, becoming almost solid in appearance, towering frighteningly above him. An aura of power surrounded the creature, as the pulsating shadow reached out towards him.


Digging at the last of his strength, he turned and ran towards the Nab. He was soon out of the trees and on to the narrow path that ran along the top of the rocky outcrop separating Beastcliff from the Bay. He looked back to the wreck of the ship. The beach was now empty apart from a solitary figure dressed in clerical black holding both arms above his head, in his hands a small figure that glinted in the morning light.


From the wood Thomas again heard the scream and the shredding of wood as the shadow creature got closer and closer.


There was no escape. He was trapped on the cliff top. Behind him were the creature and the forest; in front was the sea a hundred feet below. High above his head were the battlements of the Vicarage, the home of Demurral.


The bushes at the side of the path began to shudder as their branches were torn from the trunks and thrown into the air. The invisible beast was at the edge of the wood and only feet away from Thomas.


Thomas could feel the energy and life being sucked from his body. A thick mist surrounded him and began to wrap him tighter and tighter. His eyelids became heavy and all he wanted was sleep. He began to dream with his eyes wide open, yet he could no longer see the world or hear the sea. Dark shapes appeared then vanished; disfigured faces in black cowls lurched at him laughing and chattering through broken teeth. In his stupor he felt as if he was being lifted from his feet by the mist. A dark hand was squeezing his body so that he could hardly breathe. In his dream he could see his father on the night of the great storm. He was struggling in the sea as waves crashed over him, taking him deeper into the depths.


Through the blackness he saw something reaching out to him.


‘Come to me, Thomas. Come to me. Take my hand; it will free you from the darkness.’ It was the rich, warm, loving voice of his dead father. ‘Fight, Thomas, like I told you how to fight.’


Thomas limply raised his hand, fighting against the thick black cords of mist that gripped him in his weakness.


‘I can’t … I want to sleep. Just to sleep.’ His voiced ebbed away. He had no strength. He was being emptied of his life as the shadow creature swirled around him, binding him tighter and tighter.


There was a sudden thunderous explosion. The mist disappeared and Thomas felt his arms drop to his side. He could see the sky, then the sea, then the cliff. He was falling, crashing the hundred feet to the rocks below.


The sea swiftly engulfed him and the ice-cold water burnt against his skin. Down and down he sank, surrounded by the swirling green of seaweed. He could feel the breath bursting in his lungs as he lashed out frantically with his arms and legs, grappling for the surface and the fresh October air. But he couldn’t. His feet were gripped in a mass of seaweed that covered the rocky seabed. He held his breath for as long as he could until his lungs threatened to burst. When he could hold his breath no more he closed his eyes and breathed out, knowing there was no air to breathe in. He stopped struggling in the weed and rested in the waves, his long hair covering his face like a watery mask.
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The Triptych





THOMAS woke up in his hob cave. A warm fire glowed in the darkness and the smell of cooked fish greeted him. His clothes were hanging against the wall, drying by the heat of the fire.


‘How?’


He spoke out quietly, his eyes looking around the cave he knew so well and where he had lived for the past few months.


‘Who?’


There was a crunching on the shingles in the mouth of the cave and footsteps crept stealthily towards him. A dark shadow moved over the wall of the cave, growing larger. Thomas slid back under the tatty grey horse blanket and hid his head.


‘You’re awake, aren’t you?’ It was more of a statement than a question. Thomas slowly pulled the blanket down from his face and stared into the eyes of a young man with deep black skin and long hair that had been rolled into shoulder-length locks, glinting with drops of oil.


‘Who are …?’ But Thomas was interrupted by the smooth voice of the young man who replied in perfect English.


‘I am Raphah. I realized you were in trouble when I saw you fall into the sea. I pulled you from the weed.’ There was peace in his voice. He paused, smiled and said, ‘Welcome to my home.’ His bright eyes wandered around the fire-lit cave.


‘This isn’t your home,’ snapped Thomas. ‘It is my cave. I found it before you. I’ve been coming here for years.’ He pulled the blanket closer to himself and stared at Raphah through narrowed eyes.


‘Maybe I should have left you to the sea, then I could have lived here alone. I hope that not everyone in this place is as ungrateful as you; or are they worse?’ Raphah laughed and turned the fish that was slowly cooking on long sticks held over the fire. ‘Do you want to eat, or are you still full of seaweed?’


Thomas was just glad to be alive. He thought back to what he had endured that morning and the forces that had tried to take his life. He thought of the creature that had chased him through the wood, and the sight of Parson Demurral on the beach. Raphah saw the distant look in his eyes.


‘You think a great deal for someone so young. Why are you living here and not with your family?’


Thomas could feel tears welling up. ‘I can’t live with them. I lost my home, my family, and I’ve no money, so I live here.’ He buried his face in the horse blanket and the smell filled his nostrils. Thomas had never seen anyone like this before. Raphah could have been fourteen or twenty. He had a glow of youth and an incredible smile that burst on to the world. He was dressed in a thick black smock coat, white shirt, and knee-length boots. He looked like a highwayman or smuggler.


‘Where are you from? I have never seen a …’ He paused, not knowing what word would best describe him.


Raphah had seen that look many times before. It was the embarrassed, angry look as the onlooker surveyed the colour of his skin before speaking to him brusquely or ignoring his presence completely.


‘I may not be the same on the outside, but I speak English …and many other languages.’ He paused. ‘I am from Cush. It is in a land that you call Africa. I want to return there as soon as possible.’


He turned the fish on the spike again. The skin spat and hissed in the flames of the fire. ‘I am here to find something that was stolen from my family; then I will return. Your sea is cold and your sun is too weak. That is why you must be so pale. Eat the fish and then I will show you a secret.’


While Thomas was eating, Raphah pulled on a cord around his neck and took out an embroidered gold bag. He opened the top and from inside gently removed an ornate piece of dark jet like a huge almond-shaped eye. He held the object towards Thomas.


‘Where I am from we are told that if we know the Spirit of Riathamus, our old men will dream dreams and young people will see visions. Look inside, little fish, and tell me what you see.’


Thomas gazed into the depths of the stone. He saw the blackness slowly begin to transform into the brightest blue, like the opening-up of the night sky at dawn.


His eyes were drawn deeper until the solid gold edges became the horizons of a new world. He could clearly see large stone buildings like cathedrals rising out of thick forests. Enormous red and green birds circled round and around above the tall trees. Hundreds of people all like Raphah were gathered on the steps of the largest building. They were dressed in white linen robes with bright gold bands around their necks. The strands of their hair dripped with golden oil that glistened in the morning sun.


‘These are my people.’ Raphah smiled as he spoke. ‘They are at the Temple. Meeting with the Riathamus. He guides us in all things. It is he who has sent me here and he has brought you to help me. Caught like a fish.’ His laughter echoed around the cave, his shadow flickered against the walls and his face glowed in the amber light of the fire.


Frightened, Thomas broke his vision from the eye-stone and looked at Raphah.


‘What are you? Are you a witch? Only witches can do that sort of thing.’ He raised himself up. ‘How do you know I will help you; and help you do what? I want nothing to do with witchcraft. They’ll hang you for that.’ Thomas had a sudden swell of bravery. Raphah may have been older but Thomas didn’t care.


He decided that if Raphah were a witch he would make a run from the cave, even without his clothes. He had begun to feel that this day was a dream from which he would soon awaken; a day in which he had been chased and half drowned and rescued by an African who could make people appear from jet stones.


Raphah smiled again. ‘I am not a witch, or a warlock, or a sorcerer. They are filled with wickedness. All I have is that which is given to me by Riathamus.’ Raphah looked into Thomas’s eyes. ‘Look again, my little fish. This is the power of all goodness. He who is will show you.’


Thomas could not look away. He felt the heat of the fire grow more intense; the driftwood burnt brighter. The warm blackness of the stone drew his eyes in. There, within the swirling dark mists, he saw two men, one white, the other black. They were running from the entrance of the Temple, down the steps and into the forest. The white man carried the most beautiful golden figure that Thomas had ever seen. As he ran he wrapped the creature in his sweat-stained shirt and clutched the bundle to his chest. The forest then became awash with white breaking foam as the scene suddenly changed. Thomas was able to see the sails of a ship that blew back and forth in a full gale. Waves grabbed and plundered at a tall masted ship. The two men huddled in a cabin below deck, holding on to each other against the sea’s rage. Again the stone changed the scene as the cabin faded to be replaced by a candlelit study. Thomas gasped. There, appearing in the eye of the stone, was a face that he knew too well.


‘Demurral.’ Thomas shouted out the name. ‘Demurral.’


‘Do you know this man?’ Raphah had an urgency in his voice. ‘Tell me – I must know. Do you know him?’


For the first time in their brief encounter, Thomas noted a change in his companion. Raphah looked as if he was waiting for some urgent and unwelcome news.


‘He is the man that I seek, he has something that was stolen from my people.’ He tried to remain composed but it was easy for Thomas to see the concern that burnt through his eyes.


‘I know him,’ Thomas replied. ‘He has stolen from so many people, so many times, that it comes easily to him.’ There was bitterness in his voice for the years of misery that Demurral had inflicted on his family. ‘I hate him, I hate him so much that I could kill him like he tried to kill my mother.’ He spat out the words. ‘He calls himself a man of God. Anyone who knew God wouldn’t act that way. With all his cheating and lies, I say he is the spawn of Satan. He has the whole village in his power and wants to control every one of us.’


Raphah was quick to reply. ‘It is more than this village that he wants to control. If he has his way, and if what is stolen is put to work, then he could control the world and even the power of Riathamus for himself.’


Thomas knew nothing about Riathamus, neither did he care. But he had waited a long time to get his own back on the Reverend Demurral and he sensed that here was an opportunity for revenge. Thomas prided himself on his ability to fight, catch fish, and plunder the hiding places of the smugglers of Baytown without them knowing. He knew every inch of the village and the passages under the Vicarage. Whatever Demurral had stolen, he would steal back. Thomas gazed into the embers of the dying fire, trying to keep his thoughts to himself.


‘So you will help me, I know you will.’ Raphah was excited. ‘Who is this Demurral? Tell me all and then we will plan.’ Raphah thrust out his strong black hand, grabbed hold of Thomas’s wrist before he had time to reply and stared into his eyes.


‘First we bind ourselves to the thing that we do. This Demurral is not a servant of God and he will do all in his power to destroy us both. We fight principalities and powers, spirits and demons. Demurral is more than just a man, he is a speaker to the dead – a Shadowmancer.’


The grip on Thomas’s arm grew tighter as Raphah’s smile grew wider.


‘Now I will speak with Riathamus. Close your eyes.’


Thomas was given no option. This was a command and not a request. There was something powerful about Raphah, something that Thomas could not resist, nor did he want to. All he cared about was the increasing numbness in his hand from Raphah’s strong grip and the smell of his scorching trousers on the fire. To obey would mean that he could save his hand and, with any luck, his trousers. He crunched his eyes shut, but tried to keep them open just a crack so he could see what would happen.


Raphah began to speak in a voice deeper and stronger than before. ‘Lord Riathamus … Creator of all that is good … Fill us with your Spirit.’


He shouted out and the cave echoed with the power of the words. Thomas opened his eyes to see what looked like tongues of fire leaping around the chamber. A whirlwind blew round the cave, blasting his bedding and supplies into the air. It was like standing in the eye of a storm, whilst all around was chaos. In the centre of the cave floor the fire burnt even brighter, while all around, his books, candles, bread and blankets danced and swirled in the air. He held on to Raphah for as long as he could, then without thinking stepped back into the tornado. He was lifted from his feet and thrown back against the damp, slimy wall. His body shook.


Tears welled up in his eyes and he began to sob. As he lay motionless on the floor of the cave it was as if unseen hands untwisted the knot of emotions in his chest that he had carried for so many years. All the anger for his father’s death, his hatred towards the world and his fear of dying – all began to melt and leave him. Thomas could not understand what was happening. The musty smell of seaweed, damp walls, and fish skins was replaced by the overwhelming fragrance of the meadow harvest. In the darkness of the cave he felt as if the heat of the summer sun was gently warming him.


He could hear Raphah speaking to him from far away.


‘Don’t fight this. Allow Riathamus to touch your heart, he knows how much you hurt. He knows the sadness of your life. In Riathamus we can all find peace.’


Thomas felt the warmth of Raphah’s hand on his forehead. It soothed like the nettle bandages that his mother made. The heat from Raphah’s palm became more and more intense; it radiated through Thomas’s whole body. He didn’t fight; he allowed the experience to go on and on for what seemed hours of blissful peace. Is this more witchcraft? he thought to himself, half-dreaming.


As if he knew Thomas’s thoughts, Raphah replied, ‘No, there is no fear in this. This is not made by man or conjured from the darkness. There is no power within me; it is a gift from the Creator to you. Take it … Breathe it … Allow this time to last.’ His words echoed deep into Thomas’s mind. They were restful, bringing with them sleep and dreams.


Raphah covered him with the horse blanket, put more driftwood on the fire, sat back and closed his eyes.




*





The noise of the crashing sea pulled them from their dreams. Thomas woke first and in the half-light of the embers of the fire he got dressed. His trousers were crisp and hot and smelt of salt water. Raphah opened his eyes and his smile exploded like the sun. ‘Did you dream?’


Thomas could hardly contain his new-found feeling of joy. ‘I dreamt of many things, my father … mother … yesterday. It was all so real. I feel as if my body has wings.’ Thomas paused, his smile drained from his face as he remembered the vision. ‘I dreamt of Demurral. I know why you are here and what you are looking for. He has the creature I saw in your stone … He tried to use it against you.’


‘Fear not, it was only a dream, but we are given dreams to warn us of what is ahead and also what is in our hearts.’ Raphah got up from his makeshift bed of bracken on the floor of the cave. ‘Dreams are a shadow of the future or of ourselves; they are never to be feared but embraced and used for our good.’ He placed his hand on Thomas’s shoulder. ‘Where does Demurral live? Is it near?’


Thomas thought of the quickest way from the cave to the Vicarage. ‘It’s about three miles, but if you don’t mind the dark we can make it two if we go through the tunnel from the wood.’


He knew the tunnels from the nights when he had helped his father load casks of smuggled brandy, silk, and tobacco that had been brought ashore by small boats. His father had been a fisherman, a hard and poor life that he supplemented by the occasional trip offshore to a French schooner from which he would return with wonderful things. Demurral had taken his cut, even from this. ‘Storage fee’, he called it. There was no brandy for the parson or baccy for the clerk. No. Demurral wanted his cut in hard cash, in gold or silver.


Tonight, thought Thomas, Demurral’s greed will lead to his downfall.


‘Then it’s through the tunnel,’ said Raphah. ‘Not a moment to waste.’


In the entrance to the cave the soft blue light of the full moon illuminated the stones that led out on to the sandy beach. In the northern sky Thomas could see the amber glow, although he thought it was bright, it didn’t cast much light, leaving the night dark and menacing.


The air was fresh and clear – such a change from the must and smoke of the cave. They walked quietly through the wood. Thomas avoided the path where he had met the thulak and took Raphah along the edge of the cliff, keeping the sea to the left with the thickest part of the wood to the right.


They began to climb the slope away from the Bay and towards the Vicarage that dominated the cliff top on the headland at Peak. The trees reached over their heads like the knotted fingers of old hands. Crisp leaves dropped to the floor in the gentle breeze of the night and rustled in the undergrowth. The call of an old owl, deep and husky, broke the silence and the dry branches of the trees clashed against each other.


Thomas stepped from the path and dropped into a small gully that was blocked by a holly bush. He pulled back the spiky growth, revealing the entrance to a tunnel. It had been cut into the rock just wide enough for a man to carry a brandy barrel through without tearing the flesh from the back of his hands.


‘This way.’ Thomas spoke as quietly as possible, but the owl burst from the tree with a loud shout. Without any warning, a small figure leapt out of the darkness at Thomas and Raphah, grabbing them both by the throat and pushing them face down on to the ground. They lay side by side in the wet bracken and grass, the smell of cold earth pushed up their nostrils and the heel of a boot embedded in the back of their necks. They had been ambushed and were now captured.


‘Stand and deliver, your money or your life. What’s it to be, musket ball or knife?’ There was the familiar click of the hammer of a pistol being pulled back and Thomas felt the cold ring of the steel barrel pushed against the back of his head.


‘Give us yer money, Barrick, or your friend takes the lead.’ It was a girl’s voice and one that Thomas knew.


‘Get off my back, Kate Coglan, or I’ll whip your backside from now till next Friday and harder than your father does.’ He tried to move but the full weight of the girl fixed him to the floor.


‘Where have you been, Thomas? It’s Monday. I bring you supper on a Monday. I’ve been waiting for hours.’ There was another click as the hammer of the pistol was allowed to fall without igniting the powder.


‘I’ve had a visitor. I’m taking him to see Demurral. Now, are you going to let me up?’ Kate Coglan jumped from their backs and sat on a tuft of broken-down bracken.


‘Who’s your friend? He’s not one of us.’


Raphah got to his feet and brushed the dirt from his tunic.


‘I am certainly glad I am not one of you. I’ve been in this country for less than a day and have had welcome that has been neither gracious nor friendly.’ He stopped speaking and looked her up and down. ‘May I say that for a girl you look incredibly like a man.’ Raphah pointed in the moonlight to the trousers and boots she was wearing. Kate Coglan was definitely a girl, a defiant girl, a brash girl, but none the less a girl.


Thomas stood between them. He knew that Kate would be on her feet, with her fists ready to bring dark bruises to dark skin.


‘What’s with the pistol, Kate? Taken to highway robbery?’


‘Borrowed it from my father – he’ll be as drunk as an ass by now so he won’t know it’s gone. Brought it to blast any of them shadows or boggles, or anything else that may get in the way.’ She aimed the pistol at Raphah. ‘Are you a shadow or don’t you wash? Never seen one like you before.’


‘He’s from Africa and he has saved my life so that’s enough of your piggery.’ Thomas felt the sharp edge of her words. They were reckless words that pierced like a sword. He looked at Raphah.


‘Don’t worry, Thomas, I have heard much worse and from far more frightening people than a girl in man’s clothing.’ Raphah grinned. ‘Take pity. From the way of her dress she has problems of her own.’ Raphah winked at Thomas and they both bowed to Kate.


‘Enough,’ Kate shouted at them both. ‘Let’s start again.’ She paused and then smiled. ‘I’m Kate; you know Thomas. So who are you?’ She stood up from the bracken, put the pistol in her belt and held out her right hand.


‘My name is Raphah. I am from Africa. It is good to start again.’ He reached out. Kate felt the soft warmth of his hand, and their eyes met. Thomas broke the moment.


‘We’re going thieving from Demurral. He has got something from Raphah’s family and I’m going to help him get it back. Are you up for coming? That pistol of yours would be a handy signal – you could keep watch here so we can make our escape.’


Kate reached into the holly bush and threw a muslin bag at Thomas. ‘Maybe. First, here’s your supper. Bread, cheese and ginger cake – better eaten now than later.’


They sat in the hollow and shared the food. Raphah spoke of the voyage and the shipwreck. Kate chattered and filled the night air with her questions. The full moon slowly began to set behind the distant hills. The three shadows sat in the grassy hollow of the woodland glade. Thomas got to his feet and went to the base of the holly bush. He dug the toe of his boot into the earth. The soil gave way to wood as he uncovered the top of a barrel buried near to the entrance to the tunnel.


‘We need some light, so let there be light.’ He bent down and squeezed his fingers under the tight lid, pulling back the wooden flap and reaching in.


‘Sorry, Kate, there are only two lamps in here. Never mind, you have eyes like a cat.’ He set the wick and fired the tinderbox that he had found in the very bottom of the barrel. The forest was lit with a brilliant amber light from the storm lamps.


Kate placed the lid back on the barrel.


‘We don’t want to leave any tracks and I don’t want my father to know I have been here.’ Her father was the Revenue man. He patrolled the coast from Whitby to Hayburn Wyke looking for smugglers; at least for those who had forgotten to pay him his cut of brandy. Such was the life of the moors and the coast. A thin veneer separated law from disorder, good from evil, and this world from the next. At least for tonight she knew her father would be so drunk that he would neither know nor care where she was.


‘Don’t hang about; I don’t want to be here all night.’ Kate gestured for them to get going. She drew the pistol from the belt and cocked the hammer.


Thomas replied, ‘Keep your powder dry and the muzzle trained and shoot anyone that tries to come in after us.’


He was beginning to feel that this was no longer a game; it was real. This was life or death.


Raphah and Thomas set off into the dark of the tunnel. They could hear the water dripping from the roof. With each step the air got colder and colder; the light from the lamp shone only a few feet and cast eerie shadows on the wall. Thomas listened to each noise fearing the creature from the wood, or finding the secret hiding place of a hob or boggle.


‘Do you know the way, little fish?’ Raphah spoke in a whisper.


‘We keep to the left-hand tunnel. That is where we always put Demurral’s money. There’s an empty stone jar by an iron door. When we find that, we find the way into the cellar of the Vicarage and then our problems begin.’


Raphah was quick to whisper his reply. ‘Be sure of this: the wicked will not go unpunished, but those who are righteous will go free.’ The words, though spoken in a whisper, echoed through the tunnel. They walked through the biting cold for ten minutes. The dark smell of dankness grew stronger and stronger. Thomas’s feet crunched through the rubble on the tunnel floor. He looked down and realized he was walking on the bones of a dead deer. Its head and antlers fell to one side of the floor.


‘It must have got lost. There are miles of caves and tunnels down here. That’s why the smugglers use them; once in here, if you know your way you will never be caught.’


‘Ah yes, but if you don’t know your way then you may become as dead as the deer.’ Raphah spoke, hoping that his words would never come true. He felt the weight of the task firmly on his shoulders. It was he who was responsible for Thomas and now Kate. They had been brought into his life to help him. He had to keep them safe.




*





High above, in the Vicarage, Obadiah Demurral sat at the large oak desk of his study surrounded by dusty books. Across the front of the desk was the acacia pole, wrapped in bands of pure gold. To the right was the winged figure of the stolen Keruvim. In the gentle candlelight of the room, the jet hand began to glow. At first it glowed softly and was hardly noticeable, but with each second it pulsed brighter and brighter.


There was a knock at the door. Demurral awoke from his snoozing. ‘Yes, come in.’


Beadle entered carrying a tray of neatly cut pieces of meat, the end of a loaf of bread, and an exceedingly large chalice of red wine. ‘Your supper, Master.’


‘On the table over there, then go.’ He spat the reply at Beadle.


‘Master?’ whined Beadle.


‘Go, Beadle, now!’ he shouted.


‘Master … it’s the hand.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with my hand. Get out, before I slam it on the back of your head.’ He picked up the bread loaf and launched it at Beadle, hitting him in the left eye, sending crumbs across the room.


Undeterred Beadle tried again, but this time put both arms over his head for fear of wine, or cheese, or both being launched at him. ‘Master, the … black … hand … is … glowing.’


‘What!’ cried Demurral as he launched the wine into the air above his head. He turned to see the hand now burning, now almost white hot.


He ran to Beadle and hugged him into his waist, rubbing the wart on Beadle’s nose into his belt buckle. ‘Quickly, let us prepare a welcome for our guest. I knew it didn’t go down with the ship and now it has come here. Blessing be to Pyratheon, dark god of the universe.’


‘What shall I do, Master?’ Beadle scurried around the room picking up pieces of the shattered loaf and using them to mop up the wine.


‘Go to the cellar and bring me the Hand of Glory. Quickly – we haven’t got much time.’ Demurral could not wait and they both raced to the cellar. From a large oak chest Beadle removed the hand, wrapped in a black silk cloth. It was the severed hand of a hanged murderer dipped in wax so that each finger could be lit like a candle. Once it had been lit, anyone in the house would be put into a deep sleep until the candle was blown out. All were affected except the one who carried the hand. Demurral took it and lit the little finger. ‘Leave, Beadle, or you too will fall under the spell.’


Demurral turned and went towards the metal door that led to the tunnel. From a lamp on the wall he lit the thumb and the remaining fingers. They hissed and spat as the spell began to charm the darkness. He pulled open the stiff metal door and the light from the Hand broke through the blackness. Demurral stepped into the tunnel.


‘Welcome, my friends, welcome to my home. Come, eat with me and we will share the wonders of this night.’


Thomas and Raphah pressed themselves to the side of the tunnel walls and tried to merge with the dampness.


Demurral spoke again. ‘Come, come, now, don’t be so shy, I know you are near. I will never harm you.’ He gave a one-sided smile and raised his eyebrow to cover the lie. From their hiding place they tried not to breathe for fear he would hear them.


‘If I can’t find you …’ he paused and thought. ‘Then maybe a thulak will prise you from your hole.’


In the cold of the tunnel, beads of sweat dripped across Thomas’s forehead. Raphah sensed his fear and reached across to hold his hand. He looked down and noticed that the lamps were beginning to fade. Soon they would be plunged into darkness.
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