

[image: ]











The Curse of Salamander Street


G. P. Taylor





[image: alt]














To Hannah, Abigail, Lydia – the source of my inspiration






















The Curse of Salamander Street






















[image: ]






















[image: alt]


Pergrandis Cetus





IT had been three days since the ball of fire had crashed into the earth, somewhere far to the south. The sky had burnt blood red and turned the sea to a boiling cauldron. Beadle stumbled, half-mad with rage, as he cupped his bleeding cheek in his torn hands and licked the blood from his fingers. The dark of the wood clung like a blanket to the ground, and a fine white mist hovered above the stinking earth. From every tree and every branch came the screeching of small birds as they coughed and chattered mournfully in the cold evening air.


Beadle looked up and saw the light of day fading through the thick fingers of the growing eaves that locked together like the struts of a vast cathedral. The drip, drip, drip of the last of the storm fell to the forest floor from the twisted wooden spindles that beat against each other in the wind. Beadle held out a bloodstained hand to catch the drops that spat coldly against his skin.


‘Never mind, Beadle,’ he said softly to himself as he splashed the chilled water against his bloodied face. ‘On yer own now … Yer own man, and not a minute too soon.’ He spoke as if to calm his anger. The sound of his voice danced from tree to tree like the whisperings of a wood elf. Beadle laughed. With one hand he pulled the woven scarf up around his face to dampen the wound that throbbed and chided his skin. He wiped the back of his sleeve across his brow and commingled blood and sweat with evening dew. ‘Soon be at the sea and then on to the path – never look at Demurral’s face again, never hear another lie from his lips.’ Beadle said the words in a voice just above a mutter, fearful that the trees could hear his proclamations and the reeds would whisper and a spell be made.


He had trudged wearily for many hours along the twisting path that snaked across the heath and into the forest. To the west, the sky had wept bitterly, washing the moor until the track had run like a small river and babbled over the cliff edge and into the sea. Now, as he strode quickly on, Beadle could smell the ocean. It came to him in the fragrance of seaweed and dead fish. He stopped for a moment and looked about him. To one side the path fell away into a warren of dark gorse and bramble. Above him, cut into the shale crag was a stack of narrow treads that went this way and that amongst the trees that had grown from the cliff. Where the paths crossed the steps spiralled like a stone staircase of a vast cathedral. He stopped and looked to the sea below. Then he looked up to the high cliff that seemed to grow above him as if the earth moved upwards minute by minute with his every breath.


Beadle rubbed his chin and panted hard. The thought of climbing the steps onto the high peak daunted him. If he took that way, he knew he could be seen from the tower of the Vicarage. In his heart Beadle knew that Demurral wouldn’t let him go that easily. It had been too simple: Beadle had just walked away from his old life. Here in the wood that clung to the shale cliff, he thought he was safe. The trees and fallen winter leaves made reassuring sounds that reminded him of brighter days. Again he looked up and then down. Beadle stood in the middle of the crossed paths unable to make up his mind and wondering if Demurral had invoked an invisible creature to follow his every move.


‘Wouldn’t let me go that quick,’ he said to himself in a croaked voice as if he was unsure of his own words. ‘Can’t be just running off – don’t know which way …’ He looked to the path that swept into the arch of gorse and shook his head.


‘Never simple, never simple … Chin up, chest out, heart full of pride …’ he said as he looked back and forth, unsure as to which way he should go. ‘Down? Dark and easy – but up?’ He paused, scratched his bloodied nose and sighed as he thought.


Beadle took two paces up the flight of steps that led through the trees to the light above. He stopped again and looked up, listening to the sounds of the forest that rose up before him. From far off came the splintering of wood as if someone or something had taken hold of a small tree and split it in two.


‘Down,’ he commanded himself quickly. The call of his tired bones had won the battle of his will. ‘And down it will be.’ Beadle shuddered uneasily and looked about the dark wood, his eyes searching out the blackness.


Step by step he walked on into the gorse tunnel that formed a canopy above his head. Beneath his feet the mud squelched and moaned with every fall of his foot as it clasped to his worn boots like sticky fingers. In ten paces he was back to night. The gorse tunnel rustled and shivered with every breath of the wind. Spines of bramble sliced to his left and right like sharpened swords, as the shrill whisper of the dying gale leapt from the sea and through the forest.


He wrapped his bitter hands in the soft dampness of the tails of the neck scarf, muffling them against his worn-out jacket. Beadle smiled to himself as he saw the cut from the dagger that had slivered through the cotton warp of his frock coat, just missing his skin. It had burst open just above his heart, but the knife had glanced against the unread prayer book that he had carried for years like a talisman.


‘He’ll never do that again, not to Beadle,’ he grunted as he walked, wiping a tear from his eye as he thought of a time before.




*





Beadle had stood in the remnants of the Vicarage high above Baytown. The cannon of the Magenta had torn down every ceiling and mantel. When the world began to spin and the sky explode, Beadle had hidden in the cellar and listened as the stones crashed to the ground and what was once such a proud place was shaken to rubble. When he had emerged later that morning, all was in ruins. It was then that he knew his life had gone. What had been a reluctant home was now no more. With the falling of each stone, so had his life crumbled. He had no desire to serve his earthly master. All he knew was that his heart commanded him to take the road to London.


Beadle knew that Demurral would come for him. Demurral had once vowed that it would be futile for Beadle to think of leaving and that no matter where his footsteps led him, he would be there. It was a thought that had plagued Beadle all that night. He had hidden from his master and had taken a small knapsack and packed what meagre items he owned and fastened the brass catch. He had then slung it over his shoulder as he slammed the large wooden door to the empty house. In twenty paces he was in the stable. The night sky had quaked and the world shook. Beadle buried himself in the thick straw and, unable to fight off the hands of sleep, he quickly slumbered.


‘BEADLE! BEADLE, COME OUT!’ Obadiah Demurral shouted three hours later, the sharp words stabbing Beadle from his sleep. ‘NOW!’


Beadle had dug deeper into the straw, hoping not to be found as Demurral had trudged the stone courtyard searching for his servant. He had listened as Parson Demurral had smashed his walking cane against the stones and demanded his presence like an angry child.


Demurral had then slumped to the ground and sobbed. ‘Humiliated me, Beadle, humiliated,’ he squawked, weeping between each word and beating the ground. ‘They tricked us … A trap … Power beyond belief. Imagine, Beadle. They had an angel – and not even Pyratheon could withstand his wonders. It brought the Ethio back from the dead and took death from him in an instant. I fear he will come for me. I am as good as dead and for me there will be no everlasting life. This is my curse, my future. I have taken on the powers of Heaven and I have been crushed beneath their feet. HE CHEATED – BROKE THE COMMANDMENTS AND TWISTED HIS OWN MAGIC! I must leave this place.’


Demurral panted pathetically as he sobbed and as he spoke it was as if another spoke through him. ‘My only consolation is that the Ethio boy was snatched from the ship by Seloth and dragged to the depths. Saw it with my own eyes as the ship. They came from the sea like a ghostly choir of dead souls and snatched him from the ship. They moaned and cried until it deafened the world to their lament … Beadle, come to me. Beadle …’ Demurral had then wailed even louder, moaning into the palms of his hands and sighing like a dying dog.


Hiding his knapsack, Beadle crawled from the straw, crossed the yard and warily approached his master.


‘Beadle?’ Demurral whimpered, looking at him through tear-stained eyes. ‘Is it really you? I thought you were gone, abandoned me like the rest, never to be seen again.’


‘Still here.’ Beadle whispered his reply as he held out a hand to Demurral. ‘Just waiting for you to come back. I hid from the sky-quake and fell asleep.’


‘SLEEP?’ Demurral raged suddenly as he grabbed Beadle by the arm and pulled him towards him. ‘You slept and I died, that’s what you did. Stole from me while I lay in the grave and made your escape. I can see it in your eyes. Shoes for the road and two coats for the night. You weren’t waiting, you were going. Weren’t you, Beadle?’


Beadle nodded, his arm gripped by fingers that burnt his skin. He pulled to run away as Demurral twisted his cane with one hand and slipped the sheath from a long blade hidden within.


‘No, Mister Demurral. I would have waited, I promise,’ he wheezed fearfully as Demurral held the blade above his head ready to strike.


‘Why should I believe that? I took you in when no one wanted you. Nursed you, fed you, and this is what you do to me? Was I not kind?’ Demurral asked.


‘Very kind, sir. Too kind for my own good. Beadle was so ungrateful for your kindness,’ he replied as he cowered from the blade.


‘Then let this be a sign of my kindness, a cut for the cutting of my heartstrings.’ Demurral took the sword and slowly pulled it across Beadle’s face. ‘There,’ he said calmly, stepping back from his servant. ‘A slice of my benevolence and one you’ll never forget.’


‘Forget?’ Beadle screamed as he lashed out in pain, knocking the sword cane from Demurral’s hand. ‘Forget?’ he screamed, kicking Demurral in the leg. ‘No more, Mister Demurral, no more. This is the last you’ll see of me.’ Beadle kicked his master again and again as the priest scrabbled to be away from him, the dark shadows pressing in around them as if to hide what would come to pass. As Beadle scurried from the courtyard, all he could hear were Demurral’s curses.


‘I will find you, Beadle. I know where you will go to hide. My heart is your heart, my thoughts will be your thoughts, you will never be free of me. Remember the blood and the hound of love that pursues you …’




*





In the gorse and bramble, Beadle shook the dream from his head as he listened to the grunting and whining of a distant beast. The words of Demurral echoed relentlessly in his mind as if they were spoken time and again. ‘Never did like this place,’ he said as he hobbled even faster. In the remnants of the storm, the dribbles of rain pierced the thick shelter of the gorse. ‘Blast, bother and boiling blood,’ he chuntered, cursing the mud and squelching onward as the mire was transformed to a soft brown soup that covered his feet. ‘Not staying … He’ll never see me again. All them years wasted looking after a monster. Sold his soul so many times he’s forgotten who owns it.’ Beadle rubbed the rain from his brow. ‘He’ll never find me in London. Crane will help me. Three days and I’ll be there – no matter what will befall me …’ He spoke the words as if they were a prayer, knowing that the Magenta would sail to the south.


In the distance, Beadle could hear the gentle rolling of the waves upon the shingle beach. The sound dawdled in his mind like a dose of melancholy, stealing his wits from thoughts of Demurral. As the last drops of rain slithered through the branches of the gorse he wiped the blood again from his face with the scarf. He blundered deeper into the darkening tunnel until he walked in a muddy night, far away from the evening brightness. In the distance, at the bottom of the slope he could see a faint patchwork of light as the gorse and brambles thinned and the path ended.


Beadle allowed himself a single chuckle, which soon exploded into a beaming smile. His mind raced faster than his feelings. Thoughts of freedom were tinged with sadness and foreboding. What had been his world had crumbled with the meeting of a boy and the melting of a heart. Now, fear and exhilaration twisted together and spurged his guts like the salt washing of a frothed beer barrel.


As Beadle walked the last few yards through the tunnel of gorse and bramble, a faint scent of rotting flesh began to seep in from all around him. He shuddered and shook, then looked this way and that, his eyes trying to catch as much as they could from the half-darkness. It was as if someone was near – he could hear the wispy breath and the faint sighs and, more than that, the slathering, chomping and gnawing of bone. A yard ahead, just as the gorse tunnel dipped to the beach, was a hole in the tunnel roof. It was as if the gorse had been parted, and when Beadle looked more closely he could see that each thong of growth had died back and rotted. There at his feet was a pile of meatlets, small fragments of bone and strips of skin. Beadle nervously jigged two steps and, looking upwards from the shadows, saw the feet of a hanging man.


‘Blast, bother, boiling blood,’ he said in a whisper as he drew his breath sharply. In the wood, by the side of the path, was what was left of a man. The body hung from the long branch of an oak tree, the rope so stretched by the dead weight that he trailed upon the ground. Clinging to him like a heavy knapsack was a gruesome black creature that bit into his shoulder and chewed the flesh. The beast was the size of a large dog and covered in thick black hair that appeared to be stretched from bone to bone. Upon its back were two thick blades of shoulder bone like gargoyle wings that pulsed with every heartbeat. As Beadle watched, the creature stopped gnawing the bone and stealthily picked a piece of flesh between its lips, pulling a strip from the meat and then spitting it from its mouth. This was the beast that he had often spoken of but never dreamt he would meet. It was a nightmare of children, brought to life, a dark and distant memory or wicked thought made flesh. It was a creation of evil that had been conjured long ago when Demurral had first taken to his alchemy. It was said he had taken a child and merged its flesh with a dying wolf.


‘Not possible,’ Beadle said to himself as a quiet breath. ‘Cannot be … not never …’ The fearful words were choked in his mouth as he saw the beast gazing down at him and squinting through two red eyes that glowed in the darkness of the wood. It licked its teeth as it sniffed the air and two black, pointed ears twitched from side to side.


Since he was a boy, Beadle had heard of the creature. The story of its coming to those parts had been told every Beltane for many years. Some had said that it lived in the wood below the Vicarage and from this creature that place took its name – Beast Cliff. In all his time as servant to Obadiah Demurral he had been kept from the wood for fear of the beast. Its power had lain deep within the imagination. It would grow in force from generation to generation as the horror would be retold, its terror increasing with each telling. Mothers would warn their children that if they were not good then they would be left in the wood for the beast to find them. Every cow that disappeared, every slaughtered lamb or fox-snapped gosling, was blamed upon the creature.


It was said that at night, the creature would sit upon the milk churns and turn them sour or dance through the corn so it would die of mildew. Its shape was carved and placed upon the high spire of St Stephen’s, though it had never been seen for many years. From dream to dream it would plague the lives of children and keep them to their beds for fear that its clawed feet would dance upon their hearth and snatch them from their slumber.


Now the creature chewed the dangling corpse, occasionally looking down as if it were aware of Beadle’s presence but unable to see him. It ripped at the flesh and took another mouthful of meat, then dragged the corpse into the darkness.


Beadle waited no longer and edged back into the shadows of the gorse tunnel, careful to make no sound as he tiptoed through the mud. Soon, he found himself upon the shingle beach of Hayburn Wyke. He looked up and scanned the sky, wary that the creature could be above him. He felt like a mouse scurrying from the corn and awaiting the pounce of the falcon from the sky.


Walking close to the foot of the cliff, he tottered through the rocks and boulders that littered the cove. Eventually, Beadle came to the waterfall. It gushed from the dark of the wood and into the light, falling twenty feet to a large pool gouged from the shale. This was the place where Demurral had conjured the Seloth to attack the ship that had brought Raphah to the shore. This was the place where he had seen the madness take over his master and turn him from man to beast. Beadle slumped wearily on a large stone that was cut by the waves to the shape of a human hand. He looked to the sea as he soaked his muddied boots in the water and struggled to keep his eyes from closing. His eyelids flickered heavily as he fought the need to sleep.


Reaching into the depths of his pocket he dragged out a solitary boiled egg that smelt of sulphur. In two cracks he had smashed the shell and he peeled it with one hand, holding it to his nose as he sniffed its green skin.


‘Quite fresh?’ he asked himself, keeping his back to the cliff and glancing up for the beast. Beadle peered to the distance, mindful of the way he would have to go. The path would lead to the south; he would cross the fields and find the way to York. From there he knew he could take the coach to London and find Jacob Crane. This was the safest way – it would keep him from the high moor, keep him from the prying eyes of Demurral boiled egg that smelt of spower. The roads were open, the lanes broad, and he could easily see if he was being followed. This was a thought that nagged him. It was as if a voice told him that Demurral would not be far behind.


Beadle’s feet ached in anticipation, the blisters already twisting like sore burns against the wet leather boots. He stared down at his shimmering reflection in a pool. The wound to his cheek had dried, pulling the skin against the bone. He bathed his face in the cold water and washed away the blood. It burnt bitterly in the salt water. A sudden breeze glistened the pool. Beadle waited until it stilled again, then looked long and hard at the wrinkled face that peered back half-smiling and proud of his escape.


He shivered as he pulled his feet from the frozen pool and brushed flakes of ice from his soaking boots.


‘Not good,’ he muttered to himself with a shudder of his shoulders as he chomped upon the fusty egg. ‘Can’t be having things like this. Can’t freeze, not now …’


Beadle looked to the trees that edged the high cliff above him and he heard the cry of the beast.


‘Best be off,’ he said to himself in his most reassuring of voices. ‘Long way to York and then to London, and my feet won’t wait for me. Time and tide, time and tide …’ He wrapped the scarf around his head.


And then a sudden and painful desire leapt into his mind. A voice shouted from deep within. ‘Look into the pool … Look again,’ it bellowed time and again as if it would not let him leave until he had peered once more into the icy water.


Like a bristling hedgehog, Beadle slowly edged his way towards the pool. He scanned his reflection inch by inch taking care to enquire with his eyes of every chin wart and nose hair that he surveyed.


‘Getting older and not much wiser,’ he said as his stare fixed gaze-to-gaze, looking dreamily into his own eyes. A warm vapour rose from the pool, misting his reflection and swirling like a newborn cloud about him. Then the reflection of his face suddenly changed. What was once his brow and countenance had in an instant become that of Obadiah Demurral. Gone was the wound to his cheek and blood-covered brow, gone the wrinkled jowls that hung like a mastiff dog. Now, staring back, bold and blue-eyed, was his master. Obadiah had chased him in his imagination and was now before him, a thin smile cast like grim steel across his lips.


Beadle quickly closed his eyes and put his hands across his face for double measure to shield him from what he saw. ‘NO!’ he shouted. ‘I won’t see, can’t be … Not here, not now …’


Slowly he opened his fingers and peered through the cracks. There was Obadiah Demurral glaring up through the water as if he stood on the far side of a glass window.


‘You’ll not go far, Beadle,’ the vision said as it looked upon him. ‘Wherever you go I will find you.’


‘Not never … Not now,’ Beadle shouted back, his face contorted to a grimace as the vision of Demurral’s face slowly disappeared as the wind ruffled the water. ‘Never!’ he screamed. ‘I won’t go back.’


The sun broke through the grey clouds. In his hand was the freshly peeled egg that stuck to his palm like a bald head. He shuddered as he dared to peer again into the glistening water, looking for Demurral’s contorted face.


‘Alchemy, must have been alchemy,’ he croaked as a trickle of spittle rolled over his chin and onto his shirt.


The waves broke lazily upon the shore as if they had to drag themselves from the sea. A green farrago of stinking seaweed had been washed upon the stones in large mounds as if gathered into stacks along the strand. Beadle looked to the distance where the dark sea met a darker sky. There, on the far-off beach, was the wave torn body of a great fish the size of a small ship.
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The Magenta





KATE looked from the aft of the ship to the quiet and misty water of the estuary. It swirled in small whirlpools as the Magenta rocked with the powerful incoming tide. Above her head, the sails on three masts, gustless and empty, hung like drying palls against the reddened evening sky. The ship creaked and groaned as it was led on by the flood that rolled up the Thames towards the glow of the city of London. High on the stern mast, Thomas rang the fog bell and called out. The trees of Dog Island reached towards him as long thin fingers, stripped of life. All around the murk grew thicker, then cleared for a time as the vapours danced upon the water. It would then press in, unexpected and cold, like thick ice against the side of the ship.


Pulling her coat about like a warm mantle, Kate thought of Baytown and her father. She had left without a farewell. She knew he would think she was lost for good; his mind always looked that way and saw darkness even in the brightest of dawns. He would fear her gone in the sky-storm that had torn through time and spun the sun around the earth, turning day to night and back again as Kate had counted the chimes on the church clock.


As they sailed on she itched the flea bite upon her leg. It dribbled a single stream of blood to her ankle. It reminded her of home and how she would watch her father pick the nits from the hairs on his arm and crush them with his fingernails. In the time since leaving Whitby, she had seen the comet cross the sky and every night had wanted to return. As she had looked upon the cold waves of the German Ocean, she knew she would never see the town again. In her heart she had said goodbye. Knowing that she could never return as long as Demurral lived was a curse from which she felt there would be no escape.


Kate felt alone. About her the crew busied back and forth. They turned rope, stowed sail, shouted and hollered from the high mast, but it was as if Kate sailed upon a ghost ship, lost on the sea of her wits. The bell chimed again as the slopping water lapped against the wooden hull. To her right, Jacob Crane barked like a sea-dog at the crew, laughing between each command and wiping the sweat from his brow.


‘Hold her fast,’ he bellowed. The tide was pushing them on as if the Magenta was a bobbing cork. ‘Soon have to come about. Can you see the tower?’ he shouted to the lookout high above.


‘Nothing but the dragon’s breath,’ came the dull reply, deadened by the fog that had grown thicker. ‘Tanner’s chimney a mile to port and nothing more.’


‘Take in sail,’ Crane bawled to the crew as they scrambled to run the rigging like giants climbing into the clouds. ‘Keep deep water to the port side and away from the shore.’


Kate half-listened, her mind lost to wistful thoughts. She stared at the black, churning swell that lapped against the ship. Frantically, she searched for some sign of Raphah in the deep and gloomy depths. She ever hoped that he would come from the water, saved, alive.


‘Thomas,’ Crane shouted. ‘Keep a lookout for ships, should be all about us. Tide’s running fast and we would cut them through if we caught one amidships.’ He spoke quickly, his words bold and unfaltering as he paced up and down the deck knowing what each man should do.


Something greater than distance now separated Kate from Thomas Barrick. In the days that had followed their escape from Demurral, Thomas had spoken to her less and less. He had sought out a place far away, sleeping in the crow’s nest high above the deck. He would wrap himself in an old oilskin, twist himself around the mast and sleep on. By day he would look to the far horizon and keep his words to himself. Neither she nor Thomas had spoken of what had happened to Raphah. It was as if his presence in their lives had been a dream and that in the short time they had known him, he had visited them like a ghost and then left for another world.


After the Seloth had attacked the ship, Jacob Crane had rubbed his chin with his hand, turned to her and smiled. ‘Least they didn’t take you,’ he had said in words that brought no comfort. ‘Came from the sea and now the lascar has gone back to it. Can’t be moping over him, life is to be gotten on with.’


Kate had scowled as Crane had walked away. He would have cared more for a dog lost to the waves than Raphah, she had thought as the Magenta had crossed the bay and sailed far out to sea. Days had passed and with each rising moon Thomas had drifted further away. She had watched him change and had reached out in comfort, but was shrugged away with a nod of the head and the sharp glance of an eye. In his grief he had hidden from her and turned his face to the sea. Kate thought there were no words left for him to speak and anything said would be useless. Raphah was gone and so was their old life. Nothing would be the same again. Life would roll on to death and Kate believed in her heart that she would not find its purpose.


‘Ship ahead!’ Thomas hollered, and he rang the fog bell again and again, bringing Kate back from her dream. ‘Off to the portside, I can see the mast and …’ His voice faltered as if he had seen something he couldn’t describe.


‘What is it, lad?’ Crane asked as he held to the rail of the bridge and strained to see what lay ahead in the growing gloom of evening. The mist chilled the air; all was silent but for the running of the tide. The faint glow of the setting sun weaved its way through the fog. It was as if they had suddenly sailed into another world.


There before them, growing out of the mist, was a tall seaship. In fine gold letters, painted next to a figurehead of the wolf, was its name: Lupercal. It had one mast half-rigged with ropes that hung like tattered hair to the deck. It looked as if it were a November hedge webbed in dew, decked for a spider queen and glistening in the fading light.


Crane stood fast and stared as the Magenta drew alongside. Everyone to a man looked up as the two ships sailed slowly by. There, hanging from the yardarm, was the long-forgotten body of a man. In the sullen fog that surrounded the ship he could see that the sails had been torn through and burnt upon the masts. The deck was strewn with smouldering rocks, the remains of the comet that had exploded in the sky. As the ship drew closer, Crane began to smell the scent of death.


‘Make to!’ Crane shouted, as the crew stared on, not wanting to move. ‘The ship’s adrift without a crew and ours for the taking. Salvage, lads, salvage!’


The words brought his men to life. Kate looked at the high yardarm and the dangling corpse on the empty ship that somehow made progress against the tide.


‘How can it go the other way against the sea?’ Kate asked quickly as Crane drew the cutlass from his belt.


‘It can’t, lass, that’s what makes it our quest to find out.’ Crane sniggered, raising one eyebrow and creasing his lips with a thin smile. ‘Heave her to port and tie her on.’


From above her head, two men swung from the mast across the open water, landing upon the other ship. Quickly they threw several ropes back to the Magenta and within minutes the two hulks were strapped together, drawn closer by a bevy of smugglers spinning the capstan.


‘Search it from end to end, every door and cabin. If you find anyone, bring them to me.’ There was the slightest hint of trepidation in his voice. Kate sensed his throat growl upon the words as if even Captain Jacob Crane expected the worst. ‘And cut him from the yardarm – dead men often tell the most tales.’


Thomas went with the crew, clambering from the Magenta over the makeshift ramp that had been strapped across the divide between the two ships.


‘Captain,’ came the voice. ‘Best be seeing this for yourself.’


Crane looked at Kate, sensing she could feel his foreboding. ‘You better stay here, lass. Can’t have you getting yourself into trouble.’ In three strides he had crossed the bridge and jumped from the steps to the other vessel. Kate followed and gawped through the fog at the gathering upon the far deck. She could hear their whispers as they glanced this way and that, unsure as to what could be listening.


‘Search it well,’ she heard Crane mutter as he looked back and forth, cutlass in hand. ‘Go stay with the girl, keep her safe.’


Pulling up the collar of her sea-coat, she held on to the side rail as Crane’s first mate jumped aboard the Magenta and sauntered towards her.


‘What’s the fuss?’ Kate asked as he got near, resenting Crane thinking she couldn’t take care of herself. ‘Don’t need you to nanny me.’


‘If you’d seen what was over there you’d be glad of the company,’ he replied as he took the pistol from his belt and half-cocked the hammer.


‘Then let me look – I’ve seen worse. I once saw a drowned man who’d been dead for a month, crabs had …’ She was stopped short as the man quickly put his hand to her mouth.


‘You’ve never seen death like that,’ he said quickly, in a hushed voice. ‘Whatever killed him wasn’t a man, nor a creature I’ve ever seen. There’s an empty ship in the middle of the Thames, the lamps are lit below and captain’s table set for two and not a soul to be found. You best be keeping your words to yourself and holding on to your breath for as long as you can.’


‘Empty ships don’t sail themselves,’ Kate snapped as she tried to push by him.


‘Don’t be thinking you’re going from here, lass. Crane told me to keep you on the Magenta and that I’ll do.’


‘Then tell me what’s going on,’ Kate protested as she pulled on his coat and kicked her feet against the bulwarks.


‘Let her come, Martin,’ shouted Crane from the deck of the other ship. ‘If she’s a mind to see the state of this man, then let her be. Set three men on watch about the Magenta. Tell them to shoot at anything that comes near. Whatever did this is not far away.’ His voice echoed through the eerie silence. It was as if he stood in the middle of some great, empty hall and whispered his words for all to hear. ‘Come and stare, lass. Gawp at the dead and tell me of what palsy this man died to leave him like a dry canvas and every ounce of juice gone from his veins.’


Kate struggled to cross from the Magenta. The two ships twisted about each other as if in a dance as they slipped in the swell that spun them up the estuary towards the city. With a firm footstep, Kate planted herself upon the deck of the ship and stood beside Crane. She looked for Thomas. Crane saw her glance.


‘Thomas is searching the ship,’ he said in a whisper, without moving his lips. ‘Whatever did this could still be aboard.’ He pointed to a bundle of rags that littered the deck just by the forward hatch. ‘If it’s still on the ship, we’ll soon find the beast.’


Kate glared at what was once a man, lying on the deck empty-eyed and parch dry. He wore a scarlet tunic with gold braid with a large medal pinned to his chest. She could see that the skin of his face hung in jowls as if the fat had been boiled away to leave him like an empty sack.


‘What did this?’ she asked without thinking.


‘Well, he didn’t die of a broken heart,’ Crane snapped as he looked up to the high rigging, then realised he’d spoken tersely and tried to smile. ‘You’ve seen him now, best be back to the Magenta. I don’t have a good feeling for all this, Kate.’


‘Captain,’ came a voice from below, followed by a long groan. ‘There’s one alive.’


Crane stepped into the hatch and quickly went below the corked and polished deck that looked as if a foot had never sullied its gleaming boards. Kate followed, wanting to stay as near as she could, fearing that something stalked the ship and secretly trusting Crane for her protection. Nothing appeared out of place. A row of fine, neatly trimmed oil lamps lit their way, the like of which she had never seen before. Crane led on as the shouts and the mutter of gathered smugglers came again and again, calling them nearer.


They pressed on through a glistening corridor of polished wood and shining brass that stank of whale oil and gunpowder. Small cabins, all neatly trimmed and turned, led off to either side, each one lit by a small lamp pinned to the wall on a searocker. Kate looked as she passed by: upon every bed was the body of a man. Each was dressed for sea, each looked as if he had slept the river of death and had never known of his crossing. All looked the same: bodies dried with folds of skin that hung from their bones as if the fat had been boiled from them.


‘Here, Jacob,’ came the shout again from the midst of the gathering that filled the captain’s cabin. ‘He’s dying.’


Crane barged his way down the long corridor that led from the hatch ladder to the cabin at the back of the ship. It opened into a long galley strung with hammock beds, neatly tied and ready for sea.


‘Aside, lads,’ Crane shouted as he stepped into the room with Kate on his coat tails.


The gathering parted. There before Crane was a young man. He was slumped in the captain’s chair near to death, his head propped against a large table covered in rolled charts with a ship’s clock bolted to the wood. Behind him, two of the cabin’s windows had been smashed open. They hung from threads of wire as they gently swung in the night air. Kate could see that he was not much older than herself. He was dressed in the coat of a junior officer. He slowly raised his head from the table and tried to smile at them. The skin hung from one side of his face, but the other side appeared quite normal. To Kate, it looked as if he were two men in one, the first young and fresh, the other old and sagged.


‘What became of the ship?’ Crane asked, as the lad appeared to struggle for his breath.


‘A comet crashed from the sky. It exploded above us. We had just left the dock. It was as if the world was on fire. I could smell the burning as we were bombarded. I saw them die, one by one. Their flesh fell from them …’ He spoke quietly, then slumped back to the table as if the words had taken from him all his strength.


Crane took hold of him by the mop of thick black hair and held his head to the light. For several moments he looked at the lad’s face; then, taking a handful of skin, he tugged his flesh. ‘What did this to you?’ Crane asked as he pulled a stretch of skin away from the lad’s face.


‘There was a scream – I came in and …’ He gulped his breath, his eyes flickering with each re-lived moment. ‘It was the dust from the sky, it burnt as it came to earth. Everyone it touched melted, the fat dripped from them.’ As he spoke there was a sudden creaking of the deck as if a goat had dropped from the rigging and had run from stem to stern. ‘We will all burn,’ he moaned as Crane let him go and ran to the door.


‘Quickly,’ Crane said. The officer was melting before them, the fat soaking from his ears and trickling across the floor.


No one dared move. Crane stopped and looked back at his men. They stared wide-eyed at the lad and then at Crane. ‘It will kill us too, Captain. The dust is everywhere,’ one said as he stepped back from the door.


‘We will not die from this,’ Crane replied sharply as he raised his cutlass and pulled the pistol from his belt. ‘Leave him, he’s as good as dead. I care for the living and this is a trick of hell. People don’t melt like wax dolls.’ Above his head the ship creaked again as if she would split in two.


‘I set a charge in the magazine,’ the lad moaned. ‘Strapped it to the gunpowder, long fuse, it will explode on the hour.’ He slumped against the table. ‘I couldn’t do anything else, had to sink her before we reached the sea. I didn’t want to die of this, I didn’t want to die away from the city. It’s always been my home …’ He gasped for breath as more of his bile seeped from his skin, soaking through his coat. ‘I always thought I would die from a Frenchman’s bullet and that I would stare into the eyes of the coward as he pulled the trigger. That’s how the old sooth said I would see my death, staring into the eyes of a coward.’


‘What hour was the charge set for?’ Crane asked.


‘When the hands strike midnight, we will be gone. London will never see such an explosion again and the name of the Lupercal shall live on forever,’ he whispered. ‘I thought no one would come for us. We were anchored in the river for three days. I cut the ropes and set us adrift.’


‘I’ve heard enough,’ Crane shouted. ‘Get every man from the ship, there is but two minutes before this madman has us all in hell.’


‘Save the Lupercal,’ said the lad in his last breath. ‘You could cut the charge.’


‘And die trying?’ Crane shouted as he pushed them all to the door. ‘To the Magenta – we must be free of this place! Run!’


‘We’ve been through this before,’ Thomas shouted to Kate as they all began to run. He dug his fingers deep in the palm of her hand. Kate looked towards the hatch as she ran. Taking two short paces, Crane peered up the narrow flight of steps and into the night. Kate could hardly swallow – her mouth was dried to a crust, her lips charred by a sudden desire to escape her own pounding heart. Strangely, she could taste the scent of salt and feel the chafing of the wind.


For what seemed to be a whole watch of the night they ran. Crane pushed Kate from the galley, his eyes fixed on a square of sky that flooded through the narrow opening onto the deck. He knew that in the hold of the ship, far away in the dark depths was a charge that would soon explode.


‘We can make Rotherhithe by morning. There are no ghosts here.’ Crane shuddered like a dawn cockerel and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Be off and set the Magenta free – save her.’


‘You can’t leave him,’ Kate shouted as the chief officer dragged her across the deck.


Every man was for himself. They ran across the decks like rats with no care or concern for their compatriots. The chief officer took his sword and cut the ropes that bound the ships together. He jumped the widening gap that swirled with deep black water. Kate was the last to run the gangway from the Lupercal as it fell into the water. Thomas swung the gap on a long rope that stretched from the high rigging.


‘Where’s Crane?’ Kate shouted, unable to see him in the crowd of smugglers who dived from one vessel to the other.


Looking back, Thomas saw Crane coming from the hatch of the ship. He held a pistol in his hand, the hammer fallen and barrel smoking. Thomas realised what Crane had done. The lad would not see his beloved destroyed – he had died close to the city he cherished and, as the seer had foreseen, stared into the eyes of the man who killed him.


‘Run, Jacob!’ Thomas shouted as the gap between the two ships widened by the second. Crane strode across the deck of the Lupercal. The divide was now too wide to jump and the river was bubbling beneath.


‘If we fail, find The Prospect of Whitby, the Devil’s Inn – and there we shall meet,’ he shouted from the Lupercal, as if his men knew what he meant.


From the guts of the ship came a sudden boiling sound that began to split the timbers and spit each nail from every wooden board.


Thomas swung from high above and as the Magenta rolled in the tide swooped to the deck of the Lupercal. He screamed to Crane as he sped like a black cormorant towards him.


‘Crane, Crane!’ he shouted as the rope took him closer.


Jacob Crane looked up as the boy swung near, then, looking to the waves and then to the rope, he dived into the smoke-filled air. Thomas reached out as the cable trailed behind him. Crane missed his hand but as he fell he grasped the rope as it passed by. Together they swung towards the Magenta as the Lupercal drifted further away, its boards splitting as from deep within came the sound of the growing explosion.


A ball of fire lit the night sky. The mast fired into the heavens as rigging exploded across the river. The fire burst from the ship. splitting it in two as it spun on the tide.


Thomas jumped from the rope, falling to the deck of the Magenta, and Crane clutched to the side of the ship as a ball of fire billowed above his head. There was yet another explosion. Splinters of wood were blown through the air, and then all was silent. The burning hulk of the Lupercal drifted on like a Viking grave-ship.
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Orcus Gravatus





BEADLE stood in the foaming shingle, the waves washing his feet, and looked to the sky for fear of the beast. Far away, high up the cliff in the dark of the wood, he heard its cry – in amongst the murky branches, covered in dew and rot, the beast wailing like a sea-siren wanting to drag mariners to their grave. The frit-hairs on his neck whispered to Beadle that he was being watched. He swallowed hard, fearing the beast could see him against the sky, then ran towards the stranded fish that humped against the shore like an upturned boat wrapped in seaweed.


‘Glory, glory,’ he said in a daze. ‘If it isn’t a whale! No greater fish have I ever seen. How such a beast should be found in this way …’ A sudden wave fell upon the shore, knocking him from his feet. For several moments he lay there silently, his head peering from the surf just above the water like a fat seal pup. He leapt to his stubby feet, water pouring from his pockets and the neatly sewn comfort flap of his breeches. He walked on towards the great fish, soggy-booted and brushing the wet sand from his face.


‘Bathed,’ he said sarcastically to himself. ‘First time in a year have I had a bath.’ He scorned the great fish as he slapped his chest, sure that something was writhing in his waistcoat. ‘Look at you – sally-eyed and land-drowned. Not much of an exemplar to us, are you, fish?’


To his surprise there was a dull groan from the belly of the whale. Beadle listened again, sure he had heard his own name muttered from its bowels.


With an outstretched finger he prodded its thick skin. It was cold, hard and felt like candle wax. Beadle looked into the creature’s glazed grey eye as a large black gull landed upon its back and began to peck at a long tear in its flesh.


‘Scuppered,’ he said out loud as he mulled his own fate. ‘What brought you to these shores from the far north?’ he asked.


The whale writhed slightly as if it were shuddered by a wave. There was another low moan just within the realms of hearing. Beadle placed his head against the side of the fish and listened. Again the groan came from the lifeless creature.


‘But you’re dead,’ Beadle said. ‘Fish don’t speak and men wouldn’t listen if they did.’


He stopped momentarily, then opened the whale’s mouth with both hands and looked deep inside.


‘Hello,’ he said slowly, rubbing his chin against its large, hairy tongue. ‘Can’t see how you can speak – unless you’re a spirit.’


Suddenly a dark hand darted from the throat of the fish and grabbed Beadle by the collar. In two tugs, it pulled him head- first into the creature’s mouth. He was held fast by row upon row of stiff hairs like a curtain of baleen teeth. Beadle could smell the stink of rotting flesh and the dank fermentation of the whale’s last belched breath. His head was pressed against the inners of the creature’s throat and all was dark. Within the blackness he could hear the shouting that came from within. It was as if his name was being said again and again in a voice that he had heard before.


The hand twisted his shirt around his neck in a grip that would never be freed. It choked the wind from him as he kicked and struggled to be liberated.


‘Leave me be, spirit,’ Beadle groaned.


The hand pulled tighter through the death-stiffened opening of the whale’s gullet. ‘Beadle, it is I – Raphah,’ came the half-drowned voice from the stomach of the fish.


‘But you’re dead. Demurral told me,’ Beadle screamed, as he panicked and pushed against the fish and fell back onto the sand. ‘Said he saw you picked from the Magenta by the Seloth and thrown into the sea.’


‘That I was and if I’m not out of here soon I’ll be drowned on the next tide and gone for good,’ Raphah cried, his voice muffled by the tightening inners of the whale.


Beadle stared in through the open mouth of the sea-beast and looked at the glistening black face of a lad he knew well. ‘It is you,’ he said as he pulled the mouth open wider, tilting his head to one side so he could gain a closer look. ‘How?’


‘Swallowed, completely whole – a miracle of miracles,’ Raphah replied, forcing a laugh. ‘Cut me free before I die of the stench.’


Beadle reached into his pocket and took out the knife he always carried. With both hands he cut again and again into the side of the whale. Skin and blubber parted as the sharp blade went deeper, until it suddenly spilled open like a broken keg of herring.


Raphah slid like a breech pup into the surf, surrounded by black treacle that oozed from the whale as if it were birthing water. For a moment he covered his eyes as he sat in the waves, then as the water cleared he dived beneath the surface and rolled in the gentle swell.


‘Free again and by what miracle,’ he said, washing gut mucus and bloodied blubber from his face and running his finger through his long dreads. ‘Never thought I would see the light of day.’ He stopped and looked at Beadle as if startled by his presence. ‘Your master saw me?’


‘So he said, but he’s not my master. He and I have …’ Beadle paused. ‘Parted company.’


Beadle attempted to smile as the sea salt stung the wound across his cheek.


‘You’re hurt,’ Raphah said as he saw the man holding his face.


‘A mark for my memory. I’ll never forget Demurral now. Every time I look into a glass I’ll remember the night he gave this to me. A parting gift for all my years of service.’


‘And your journey now?’ Raphah asked as he looked to the dark wood.


‘London. I know a man who would love a servant like me. A scientist and a scholar, lives in Bloomsbury Square. I once heard Demurral talking of him. Either that or I’ll find Jacob Crane and put to sea with him.’


‘Then I’ll walk with you, share the journey. I search for Kate and Thomas. I know that Demurral will want them dead.’ Raphah went silent and looked again to the wood as if he could hear something far off. Beadle saw the look in his eyes but kept silent. He too had heard the distant wail of the beast.


‘I’ll go alone, if you don’t mind,’ Beadle replied as he turned to walk away. ‘Wouldn’t be good for you to be yoked to one like me. Not you …’


‘Do you forget what happened, Beadle? A friendship forged in adversity is not to be given away lightly. You helped us escape from Demurral. It was you who saved us.’ Raphah held out a hand towards him.


‘That were then. Needs must and I couldn’t see you killed. Not another one – there’s been too many,’ Beadle replied as he looked to the wave-washed shingle. ‘I travel alone, Raphah. It’ll be safer for you. Don’t forget who I am. I will never be free of that or my old master. If you came with me he would find you easily. I’m not the Keruvim, you are … I’ll be off. Soon be dark and best be out of the woods.’


‘I know a cave, a Hob-hole. It’s not far. We can have a fire and food. You can tell me of your plans and I of mine,’ Raphah said hopefully. He pushed his palm closer to Beadle.


‘Not tonight. Another time. The further I am away the better I will be. Demurral has a way of reaching you that grows wicked by night. Don’t want to close my eyes again until I am far away. Demurral can see things to which mortal eyes are blind. He can see the future and visions that are beyond the sight of men. Wouldn’t be surprised if he weren’t watching us now. Head to the north, Raphah – he would never think you would go that way.’


‘I’ll come with you and watch you whilst you sleep,’ Raphah insisted.


‘No, I walk alone. Take my advice, head for York. Take a coach to Peveril and there change for London. That’s where you’ll find the Magenta. Jacob Crane always boasted that the finest berth in the world was at Rotherhithe.’ Beadle spoke urgently and looked nervously about. ‘Perhaps I’ll see you there, but better you travel alone.’


‘So mote it be,’ Raphah said, resigned to Beadle’s wishes, ‘but a handshake for the journey?’


Tentatively, Beadle reached out and took hold of his hand. He looked at Raphah’s shining black face and as he held his bright white palm, felt its warmth.


‘Best be gone. Want to be out of the wood before sunset.’ Beadle chuntered his words half-heartedly. He held on to Raphah’s hand and continued to smile, searching his face for some flaw or sign of disgrace. ‘You’d best be getting to that Hob-hole, soon be dark.’


‘It wasn’t by chance you walked this path, Beadle,’ Raphah said as Beadle turned to walk away across the shingle beach. ‘I asked Riathamus twice for a saviour. Once I was sent a great fish and then I was sent you. There is a power at work in your life that you will never escape from.’ But Beadle was walking further away, not turning back. ‘Nothing happens by chance. There is a plan to prosper and not to harm you …’


Raphah’s words faded on the wind as Beadle took the muddied path across the shingle to the shale cliff and into the wood. It rose steeply up a dirt slope and twisted in and out of clumps of trees that gripped the rocks. As he crossed a small mound close to the cliff edge, Beadle turned to look back to the bay. He could make out the shape of the whale in amongst a glutton of seagulls that bobbed and dived upon its carcass. There on the beach was Raphah, now almost indistinct in the fading light. Beadle stopped and gave a half-wave. Raphah lifted his head and smiled.


‘Poppycock and balderdash,’ he said to himself as his feet squelched through the mud. ‘I can go alone, now is my chance,’ he said again and again to mark each step. As he walked on, he thought of what he had become. From somewhere in his head, the memory of a Christmas came to mind. He didn’t know where or when. All he could see was a great fire stacked in an old hearth and upon the hearth a weighty stocking that swung in the first light of the morning. Beadle could smell the memory: a burning pine log scented the room, and in the pot mug that steamed by the fire was brandy and fresh tea. Then as now it filled him with great happiness. Joy replaced his desperation and fear – ‘A merry Christmas,’ he said out loud as he walked along, ‘and many of them.’


Beadle pressed on as the brambles pushed in on either side. The wood grew thicker and branches pulled at his coat. Somewhere near by, he could hear the call of the beast as it brooded, high upon the moor. He fiddled with his collar, muttering as he walked, hoping he would not cross its path.


The track climbed speedily towards the high peak that grew from the sea to its stark summit. In his heart he knew that once at the top he would be able to see a castle far to the south and the pasture lands that led to York. Beadle picked a long staff that lay across the path and peeled the dry bark as he walked, deep in thought.


‘Good for villains,’ he said out loud, dreaming of being attacked by footpads and beating off an attack. ‘Beadle the brave – not one left standing, aha!’ He laughed as he dreamed brave dreams and lashed out at the overhanging branches. ‘That would be me, given the chance. All would be gone as they saw my shadow, not a single footpad or rogue in the county and all down to Beadle.’ He sighed a contented sigh as he mused on another and more adventurous life.


As he walked on he licked his lips and patted the pocket of his coat and felt for another hen-boiler. ‘Best be walking on faster,’ he muttered. ‘Best head inland and get a coach in the morning. Five guineas in my pocket, enough for bread, beer and a seat on the roof with plenty left over for the rest of the way. London calling – to a far away town, as Uncle Joe would say.’


Just ahead, in a dark shadow in the wood, came a sudden cry that raced through the twilight. It screamed from his right and then his left. All around was the echoing sound of the beast. It shook the branches of the trees like a winter wind, and the air around him grew fetid as if filled with the breath of a stinking dog. His neck suddenly blistered with large goosebumps that rushed along his hairy arms. Beadle swallowed what spit was left in his arid mouth and gripped the staff in his hand.


The howling of the dog-beast came again. It echoed about the rotting tree trunks and moss-covered branches as it ran swift footed through the forest. Beadle peered into the failing light, wishing he had invited Raphah for the journey. There in the wood he wanted a companion.


‘Stupid old fart,’ he said to himself in a devilish whisper. ‘Fear of Demurral stopped you asking him to come with you. Now look what you’ve done. Humph!’


He weighed in his mind whether he should scream and call out for the boy. But he knew he had walked too far and anyway, he thought, why should he come?


The shriek of the beast was suddenly distorted into a low, angry growl coming from the undergrowth to his right. Beadle walked faster, dragging his leg the best he could as he beat the stick against the ground.


‘Not frightened of you, not never,’ he shouted loudly, hoping against hope that the beast couldn’t smell the fear that dripped in beads of sweat from his brow. ‘You won’t get a meal from me – far too scrawny.’


Beadle peered into the shadows, knowing the creature to be near. Something leapt suddenly from the shadows and quickly vanished into the black canopy of an old yew. It groaned as it went, then chattered its teeth as if the frost had taken hold of its skin. The night fell silent. Beadle sighed and rubbed his strained eyes with the back of his hand, muttering slowly under his breath.


‘Nothing to be frit of. Beast won’t come. Not for Beadle, the old feckwit …’ He laughed as he hobbled faster. He cast a wary eye behind him with every third step and strained his ears to the sounds of the wood. Far ahead, the path came to the peak. The glow of the evening sky greeted him like a welcome friend.


As the sunset faded into the black of night, a bright star hung beneath the moon. With every yard the trees gave way to tall grass and deer shrub. Tufts of thick heather gripped the peat between the washed-out paths. A craggy outcrop lined with veins of pyrite glistened at the top of the peak, held for the last thousand years by the twisted roots of a stumped tree.


Beadle looked behind for the last time, certain the beast had gone, then cast an eye upwards at the star. Far to the north he could make out the thin wisps of chimney smoke that spiralled up from the alum works. The glow of the burning slag was crescented against the black of the sky. It was a place of darkness and desolation, of smouldering mounds of stinking slag – a dark factory where the cries of children went unnoticed. The alum works were a cluster of houses that gripped the steep cliff, a debtors’ prison where Demurral was the master. He thought of Raphah and how he had been held captive and the boy he had healed of his deafness.


‘Never see that place again and so be it,’ he said, as if it were the ending to an answered prayer. ‘Never again …’


With a firm arm he planted his staff against the shale path and tottered on, chortling a merry song as he forgot the night-beast. The lane fell away to the undulating vale that continued until it faded into darkness. Scattered across this dark veldt were the lights of farmsteads that glowed like warm candles against the night. As he strode on, he imagined every hearth: in his mind he could smell the morrow bread cooking in the black oven pots hung over the flames of a hot fire, and he saw the faces of the children gathered in straw beds and wrapped like sleeping butterflies, their tired eyes gently resting in the soft warm glimmers of fading embers. Beadle felt even more alone, friendless and miserable. The more he thought of what joys were entertained before the fires of the distant houses, the more his heart ached.


‘Bless the lot of them,’ he exclaimed as he lifted his dreg-leg over the stile that crossed from lane to field. ‘Should have asked him to come. Shown him the way. Demurral would never find us, not now. Too busy licking his wounds like an old cat.’


The lane picked its way from field to field. A large solitary oak sprouted from a mound of stones in the centre of a pasture, standing above the terrain like an island.


Beadle picked his way under the cover of its branches and sat facing the south as he tried to count the lights of the houses below. Instinctively he pulled his cloak about himself and, turning up the collar of his coat, snuggled down for the night. The mist rolled down from the high peak like dragon’s breath. His eyes shut, he twitched his nose, picked a hair from his ear and slept on, unaware that he now rested on an island above the fog.


There was no warning as a heifer screamed as if it fought to the death. Beadle woke suddenly and looked about, unsure if he dreamt what he had heard. He listened hard as the night again fell silent and the sea of fog swelled back and forth like a rolling tide. There was not a sound.


He breathed heavily, panting in alarm as his eyes searched for what had made such a deathly sound.


‘I’m armed!’ he shouted, his empty words echoing across the land.


It was then that it came, rising silently from the mist as it crawled upon a moss-covered heel-stone and licked the cow-blood from its lips. The beast turned to Beadle and raised an eyebrow, staring through glowing eyes that cast a red light upon him. It growled as it slowly chewed a fragment of skin that it had ripped from the heifer.


‘You’ll not get far with me,’ Beadle shouted nervously, pointing his staff towards the creature.


The beast jumped from the stone into the fog. Beadle could see the blaze of its eyes glimmering as it circled the old burial mound from which the oak had sprouted. It stopped momentarily and looked up, its head just above the crest of the mist. It barked eerily, then ducked beneath the mist and slowly crawled towards the mound.


Beadle stood his ground, back to the oak, staff in hand. His fingers trembled as he tightened his lips across his teeth and waited for what he knew would soon come. And then the creature climbed from the fog and sat before him. It stared at him and gave what he thought was a half-smile. The ponderings and fears from Beadle’s childhood leapt through his mind as one by one each of his fingers froze in fear. Every story that he had heard of the creature churned in his head, and the words of the teller were now again in his ears. ‘No one can survive the beast,’ he heard the voice say as it repeated its warning: ‘Once it sees you – done for …’


The beast growled and barked as it stood before him with blazing eyes. Beadle waited, ready to make one valiant wallop with the stick, knowing he did not want to die without a fight.


‘Give me the staff,’ a soft, dark voice said by his side.


‘Raphah?’ Beadle asked as the beast growled in discontent.


‘You are not a hard man to follow and I never take no for an answer,’ Raphah replied quietly. ‘Friends shall always be friends no matter what … Give me the staff.’


Beadle handed him the oak staff as Raphah stepped before him.


‘Go, creature. Leave this world be and do no more harm.’


The beast snarled and bared its teeth like an old dog as it clawed the air, about to attack.


‘Very well,’ Raphah said as he held the staff towards the beast. ‘So be it.’


The mound began to shake and every limb of the oak tree started to tremble. Mud and stone quivered beneath their feet as a power welled up from the earth through Raphah and into the staff. The beast stared at Raphah. In that instant, the staff began to shine and glisten. What bark was left turned quickly into scales as the staff was transformed to a spitting serpent that danced back and forth in Raphah’s hands.


‘Take him!’ Raphah shouted as he threw the serpent towards the beast.


Beadle screamed and buried his head in his hands and huddled deeper in his coat as the sound of the attack burst through the night air. The creature shrieked at the edge of hearing as the snake took it by the throat and wrapped itself around its limbs and choked from it what life it had left. It writhed and tore at the beast, falling into the mist. The creature screeched as the snake pulsed venom into its veins with every bite.


‘Is it gone?’ Beadle asked as Raphah sat by his side and cradled the man in his arms.


‘Soon,’ he replied.


There was a final ear-splitting howl that shook the trees and swirled the crows from a far-away roost to circle the moon. The beast shook the snake from its neck and turned and ran into the night. Then all was silent. Raphah stood, picked the staff from the ground and handed it to Beadle, who cowered by the oak tree. He held it in his hands and looked at the dry wood. A single scale was all that remained of the snake – that, and the faintest outline of a serpent’s head in the grain of the wood.


‘It has gone,’ Raphah said.


‘But will it be back?’ Beadle asked warily, sure the beast would return.


‘Where it has gone, it will not stay forever.’


‘What was it?’ Beadle asked.


‘A Diakka – a creature created through magic, sent by an old friend to haunt me.’ Raphah smiled.


‘The oak staff – was it transformed by magic?’


‘No,’ Raphah said. ‘By a power that we can all know.’ He sat next to Beadle and held his hand. Together they looked out across the vale towards the lights of the castle and the sea beyond.


‘Will Demurral follow?’ Raphah asked.


‘He will,’ Beadle said. ‘He will not be content until we are all dead.’


‘Then we find Thomas and Kate and live or die together.’


‘The Magenta will be in Rotherhithe by the morning,’ Beadle said, as if he knew the lad’s thoughts. ‘It’ll take us four days if we travel fast enough. We could get to London before Demurral.’


‘Us?’ Raphah asked.


‘Best we travel together, lad. Can’t have you coming to any harm.’ Beadle laughed. ‘After all, that golden statue you carried must be worth a pretty penny.’


‘The Keruvim?’ Raphah asked.


‘The golden creature that Demurral had.’


‘It’s lost,’ Raphah said as Beadle began to dream by his side. ‘Dropped from the ship and given to the depths. It was my task to return the Keruvim to my homeland. Now it is gone – but I will wait for a sign. There is a power, Beadle, that speaks through the rising of the sun and the dew upon a blade of grass. Soon it will reveal what I am to do. One thing is certain: as long as Demurral has breath he will seek us all. His desire is to see me dead and my spirit captured to be used as trinkets of divination. I know it will not be long before I see him again.’
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