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PROLOGUE

The girl stood on the prow of the galleon, thick ropes binding her wrists, her hands limp and white against the black material of her heavy skirts. Her mouth moved but the sound that came forth was as restrained as her limbs; hushed whispers that cracked and wavered as they passed over parched lips. Wide eyes stared out across the bay, where the rolling blue waters of the Atlantic Ocean rose and fell like the folds of a great bed sheet aired in the sweet, spring breeze. 

Her position was precarious but her resolve was steadfast. The sea breeze tousled her hair—turning it into ebony tendrils—and the face beneath was as pale as candle-wax, marred only by a splash of strawberry beneath her right eye where a birthmark lay like a livid isle in the blanched skin of her cheeks. There was a smile on her lips, as though she knew things that others did not, yet there was no fear.

Behind the girl, the ship’s crew were a jeering mob, faces twisted in hate, and their cries of malice rose into the air where seagulls screamed a token response. Despite the loud catcalls from his men, the ship’s captain stood silently to one side, his hands clutching a leather-bound King James Bible to his breast, his eyes—cupped by heavy lids—never leaving the girl on the prow. He held up a hand as he called out to his men.

“Be silent!” 

At his command, the crew stopped their din. The seagulls took the opportunity to reassert themselves, their screeches carrying out across the bay. The chime of sword steel against the brass buttons of their long coats brought melody to the scene.

The captain raised the book into the air, his heavy raiment flapping about him as the wind swept across the deck. A series of creaks accompanying the breeze’s passing as rigging swayed against block and tackle. The captain closed his eyes for a few moments, drew in a breath, and let go a sigh as he caressed the Bible, taking comfort from it.

“I read from 2 Chronicles 33:6!” he called.

When he opened his eyes, they were blue steel, vivid against the unkempt brush of his black beard. He cleared his throat. As he began to speak, his voice became rhythmic, mesmerising those before him,

“And he caused his children to pass through the fire in the valley of the son of Hinnom: also he observed times, and used enchantments, and used witchcraft, and dealt with a familiar spirit, and with wizards: he wrought much evil in the sight of the LORD, to provoke him to anger.”

The captain paused in his recital, and addressed the girl, who remained facing the sea, as though oblivious to his rhetoric.

“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” he growled. “Elizabeth Caldecott, ye shall be cast down to the water. And it shall reveal yer true nature.” 

The captain looked at Elizabeth’s bound wrists, at the length of rope that snaked away from her bonds and joined a coil at the feet of several crewmen.

The captain continued his address. “The sea shall embrace ye into its depths as the purity of innocence. Or spew ye out, as an Apostate of evil. Only through The Lord will ye be made known to us all. Only through The Lord shall punishment be brought upon ye.” 

The crew muttered “amen” and crossed themselves. They were no longer consumed with rage. Instead their demeanour was that of a humbled mass, revered by the words of their captain.

“Ye know the crime of which ye are accused,” the captain said to Elizabeth. “Better in the eyes of the Lord ye pronounce yer affinity with Satan, child. Denounce yer allegiance with his black heart, and lift the curse ye have bestowed upon the governor of these lands.”

“If I am to die knowing the man who killed my mother is to waste away, consumed by his own jealousy, then witch or not, I shall be at peace, sir.”

“If ye are an apostate, child, there will be no peace in this world or the next,” the captain sneered. “Pike-man!” 

A tall and burly crewman, who leaned against a long spear, stood to attention and then stepped forward.

“My captain,” he said. His voice was heavy and rattled with phlegm. As he approached the girl, the shaft came down, the spearhead aiming at her back.

“Step from the forecastle, wench,” the captain said. “The trial begins. If ye survive, ye shall be drawn from the water by six strong hands at the end of this rope, proven a witch, and this same rope will be used to hang ye until yer sorry soul departs this world.”

The Pike-man edged forwards, the spearhead moving ominously close to the small of the girl’s back. The waves slapping against the hardwood hull counted away the seconds.

“Cast yerself to the waters and be with God,” the captain ordered. “Or stay yer fate with a confession, and release the curse.”

But the girl did not look back, nor did she need encouragement from the spear. She lifted her head and stared out towards the open ocean, stepping off of the forecastle, and hitting the water feet first. Her skirts blossomed for a few seconds before being dragged beneath the waves.

The captain went to the side of the ship and peered into the sea, his rope men waiting for his command. After a slow count, he held up his hand. The crewmen grabbed once more at the ropes and began to haul Elizabeth back in.

By the third pull something quite strange happened. The rope in their hand slackened as though Elizabeth was somehow moving faster than they could pull. Their captain confirmed that things were amiss when he cried out, and the crew went to the side to look down into the water.

The undulating shape of Elizabeth Caldecott was now visible just below the surface. But she was not sprawled or swimming, she was upright, the top of her head breaking the surface, her raven hair lank and slapped to her pallid face like streaks of tar. To the horror of all who looked upon her, the girl continued to rise. Her shoulders cleared the ocean, then her waist, the water pouring from her in fat rivulets, until she cleared the waves and stood on the surface as though she had merely stepped into a puddle. The surf slopped about her shoes.

She lifted her head and stared at the men standing watch over her. Her eyes were no longer ice; they were the colour of brilliant jade under the bright sunlight. A terrible smile played on her lips.

“Witch!” the captain called down to her. The crew began to shout and cuss, but they did not look at her. Instead, they cast their eyes away for fear of being stuck down.

Below, Elizabeth peered at her bonds. She muttered a few phrases and the ropes became opaque before disappearing altogether. The men holding onto the cables on the deck double checked their own hands just to be sure they were not imagining it. They absently rubbed their empty palms against their britches as though they were soiled.

“Aye,” Elizabeth spat at the captain above her. “I be a witch. Drawn to its dark power out of the despair only an orphaned, powerless child can know. My mother is dead! The man who robbed her of life grows fat on the profits from his labours. But no more, sir! He shall rot in his own envy. Mark these words, Captain: The Green Man will wake no more. My mother’s death is avenged in this act.” 

“Yer mother harboured evil, the Devil’s Child,” the captain said firmly. “Thus she is equal with thee in her guilt. Sinners both, I decree.”

“Sin?” Elizabeth laughed and it was heartfelt. “Your shipplays host to sin, Captain. Ye and thy kind have desire that turn hearts black as night. Ye hide behind The Book, yet there is no light there for thy soul. The holds of your ship are filled with ill-gotten gains. Gold from Spanish galleons blasted until no man lives, silk from the Ottoman, the blood of slaves on every fibre. Ye covet such things; harbour their value above life itself. Hypocrite, I say to thee. Murderer!”

“Ye shall once more face the rope,” the captain said. “About your neck as we watch ye dance on the air.” 

“Ye will have no such pleasure, sir,” the woman said. Her voice was low but they could all hear her as though she were with them on the deck. “Ye are all cursed, and all ye are connected to are cursed, both now and in times to come. Let the day become as night, and ye without guide, the darkness in each heart will succumb to the desires they harbour!” 

With trepidation, the captain watched Elizabeth stretch out her arms until she became a tiny “T” shape on the vast, rippling seascape. The girl lifted her head to the heavens, eyes closed.

“Where despair and desire in the same place be, let this wretched child return to thee. A Ship of Shadows, a distant shore, a maiden’s voyage forevermore.”

There was a terrible sound on the air, a cannon-blast that sent everyone on deck sprawling for cover. Overhead the sky began to lose light, the nebulous clouds turning the colour of wood smoke. At the sound of the explosion, the captain had ducked but now he was on his feet and staring down at the incredible sight of the girl standing on the surface of the ocean. To his horror the writhing waters about her feet were slowly turning black, a pool of India ink that was spreading at a rate of knots.

The men on the ship were now moaning in terror. The sky was becoming so dark there was no definition, just an ebony infinity, space with no stars. And in the fading light, the men could see things moving in the shadows, things that were difficult to define, their form as undulating as the ocean about them.

The captain watched the ocean turn to black sackcloth and then the world was as shadow. He stepped back from the side of the ship and lost his footing. He landed on his backside and his Bible went spinning into the darkness.

At his cry of despair, Elizabeth mocked him, her laughter now high pitched and bitter. She stemmed its flow and stood on the black ocean, her breathing faint.

“Let there be light,” she whispered.

All about the ship fierce green embers flickered with sinister beauty as the things in the shadows opened their eyes.

The witch began laughing once more but this time it was lost amongst the awful, terrified screams of the damned.


CHAPTER ONE

The boy runs headlong across the beach. There is the sound of music on the air, The Beatles are singing a song about a walrus and an egg-man, and it drifts from the promenade above, turned tinny by the transistor radio. 

The gulls are also demanding attention, wheeling overhead as wind currents determine their path across the flat grey sky.

Then there is the ocean, it sucks and slurps on the pebbles and shale, a drawn out hiss marking its advance and retreat.

All of these things are secondary to the boy’s sobs. They are the sounds of grief, the sound of loss. His heart is a stone in his chest, his throat raw with the screams of despair at the recent, awful news that has been brought to their door by a coastguard whose face was ashen with shock.

His father is dead. The man he looked up to, the man who kept him safe, made him laugh with terrible jokes, now gone claimed by the sea. The breeze hits his face, his eyes are already blurred with tears but now they are stinging with sea-salt, and he rubs at them with the heel of his palms.

He runs until his legs become weak and rubbery, the muscles slacken and give out, his knees ploughing into the shale, hands splaying and he is now on all fours, gasping for breath. He sees something on the ocean, a brief, brilliant flash, a perfect circle as though the sun has fallen into the writhing water. 

Then it is gone and the tide washes into him, almost knocking him sideways. The shock of the icy water revives him. As he stands, he places his palms on the ground to push off and his right hand finds something in the shale, a piece of driftwood that he drags with him to his feet.

Written in the black wood are words. He stares at the words, trying to make sense of them.

All would eventually become clear to him, but it would not be until many years later, and by then it will be far too late.

***

To the locals, Alvechurch antiques faire was a familiar event. On the last Sunday of each month, the man in the Paisley waistcoat would come along to the village hall and set up his stall, thermos flask of coffee and a plastic blue sandwich box by his feet.

The man sat at his table, unaware that at that very moment, over 300 miles away, a boy was mourning the loss of his father to the ocean. This in itself was not remarkable; no one can know all things, after all. And had he known, he would have wept for the boy, for he had also lost his father when he was young. He never spoke about it, never drew attention to it, because some losses are greater than others, and some simply cannot be replaced.

He did, however, know his merchandise perfectly. It was spread out and individually priced with small, neatly handwritten labels. All about him the busy sounds of traders setting up their stalls, the joyful and polite banter echoed around the hall. There were over thirty tables in the hall, laden with trinkets and jewellery, coins and medals, pieces of furniture and gold and silverware of all shapes and sizes.

Those who attended were as diverse as the items on show. Young and old, professional and amateur, all here for one end, to court the past, to own a piece of history. 

And the spoils of the past were indeed laid out on his table. Rows of military service memorabilia, from many conflicts, across centuries; medals and buttons, cap badges, regimental seals, and insignia, belt buckles, and service binoculars. The man surveyed them all as he adjusted his tiny glasses on his big nose, friendly eyes, watery with age, tufts of white hair escaping from beneath his red beret.

The man reached down for his flask, a polite cough stalled his hand and he looked up. Standing in front of his table was a large man who carried with him an air of authority, his broad shoulders squared off beneath a navy blue blazer, his paunch beneath his white shirt hanging over his belt.

“Good day, sir,” the man in the blazer said in a firm yet jaunty voice. “My name is Clive.”

“Good day,” said the man in the Paisley waistcoat. “ I’m Stephen. How may I help you?”

“I would very much like to purchase this item,” Clive said.

He reached down and tapped the object on the table. It was a gold disc, constructed of three circles, like plates stacked on top of each other, the largest at the bottom.

“I see,” said Stephen, vaguely.

“It is for sale, isn’t it?” Clive said.

“Everything is for sale here,” Stephen said with a beaming smile.

“There is no price tag,” Clive said. “I feared the worse.”

Stephen looked down at the disc and frowned. “Well, I guess I must have forgotten to price it up. Perhaps it is only right that you make me an offer.”

Now it was Clive who appeared surprised. “Are you sure?”

“The customer is always right, as they say. And there is a feeling coming upon me that this item means for you to take it home.” 

“Very well,” Clive said and made an offer on the spot.

After a few moments, Stephen stood and offered his hand. “It’s a deal. Shall I wrap it for you?”

Clive watched the Stephen shroud the disc in tissue paper and then add a layer of bubble wrap. He then stooped to retrieve a cardboard box into which he placed the wrappings, finally sealing the lid with parcel tape.

He gave Clive the box and in return received a wad of notes. The two men bid each other good day and Stephen watched Clive disappear into the throng of visitors, the box tucked under his arm.

Stephen counted out the money and shook his head. Not because the amount was short, not because it was more money than he’d made in the past two months put together.

No, he shook his head, because, for a reason that was beyond him, he had no recollection of ever owning the object he had just sold.


CHAPTER TWO

Beatrice Beecham checked her Smartphone and the vibrant screen told her two things. First, the timer was three minutes and ten seconds away from setting off the alarm to let her know the lamb roast would need to come out and rest before carving. Secondly, it told her there was a text message from Lucas Walker, the boy she had been dating for the past year, asking her if dinner was ready.

Beatrice turned around. “Will you stop doing that?” 

“Doing what?” Lucas said. His grin made it clear that he knew exactly “what” she meant. 

“Sending me texts when you’re three feet away,” she said. 

“What can I say?” He flashed her a disarming smile. “The art of conversation died with the birth of the emoji.” 

She fought back a chuckle, helped by the alarm on her Smartphone bleeping urgently.

Beatrice went for a pair of Masterchef oven gloves on the grey, marbled work surface. “Lucas Walker, you’ll never understand just how stressful it is having someone standing over you when you’re trying to do something.”

“Maybe I could, you know, help?” The offer lacked conviction.

“Shall I remind you of the last time you helped?” Beatrice replied. “It took three coats of paint to hide the smoke damage in here.”

She opened the oven door and retrieved the roast. The air crackled with the sound of sizzling meat juices as she carefully manoeuvred the big, black baking tray onto the kitchen’s work surface.

“You’re really not going to let that go, are you?” he said with a faux-aggrieved tone. “I’ll have you know that the incident made it to Dorsal Finn’s Fire Department’s YouTube Channel. Over two thousand hits, too.” 

“One day you may be able to explain how that could ever be thought of as a positive.” She watched the hissing meat juice calm enough to cover the lamb joint with a clean tea towel.

Lucas smiled. “Well, we all have our talents.” 

He watched as Beatrice busied herself with the meal, the smile on his face betraying the pleasure he felt when in her company. And in the time they had been dating they had been in each other’s company a lot.

This was not to say they were estranged before their relationship began in earnest. As members of the gang of inquisitive kids, known collectively as The Newshounds, Beatrice had known Lucas since she’d first moved to the town. The Beecham family had moved there when George Beecham, her jolly, rotund father, had lost his job. Along with Maureen, her mother, and Thomas, her irritant of a brother, the Beecham’s had migrated to help out “Aunt” Maud Postlethwaite to run the store where The Newshounds delivered copies of The Dorsal Finn Herald every morning and evening.

Their newspaper delivery days may have been over, but Lucas, Elmo, and Patience Userkaf remained like siblings to Beatrice. Their strength lay in the close bond their adventures had brought them.

“Your talent is detection and puzzle-solving, remember?” Beatrice said as their conversation continued. “Though being a pain in the arse does come in at a close second.” 

He flinched as though her words had cut him, before grinning at her once more.

“It’s been kind of quiet around here lately,” he said without any attempt to polish his disappointment. “I feel kind of redundant.” 

Beatrice was thoughtful. “I can do quiet for a little while longer.” 

A silence settled over them as they absorbed the comment.

Dorsal Finn was anything but quiet. Yes, on the surface, the town was the epitome of peace and serenity, a place of quaint tradition and quiet custom. The townsfolk were welcoming of outsiders, as Beatrice and her family had experienced first-hand on their arrival several years ago.

Yet Dorsal Finn’s tranquil ambience was a persona— some would say a facade—that hid a darker tone to its balmy nature. Most knew of it, but it was never discussed, the way a family never discusses a relative who has brought shame to the front door. Details and events were only implied, a nod of the head or a knowing frown, a wink of an eye. These nuances spoke more than words because there was, by and large, a collective understanding.

Dorsal Finn had a Dark Heart. Things always happened, some that could be explained, but most could not. Well, not by natural means, of course. That was where The Newshounds thrived, in the shaded spaces between the normal, mysterious and the fantastic.

“I do feel bad that it makes you feel useless,” Beatrice continued. “I thought that was my job.” She chuckled at her own joke as she prepped to cream the potatoes.

“You’re a better chef than you are a comedian, Beecham,” Lucas said.

“And I can’t think of anyone else who needs to keep their distance when I have sharp, pointy things in my hand, Walker.” She laughed.

Almost on cue, her brother’s voice came from the doorway. “Mum wants to know when dinner’s ready?”

Beatrice sighed. “Note to self: when you think things can’t get any worse, remember you have a younger brother.” 

Thomas Beecham entered the kitchen. He had a camouflage bandana wrapped around his head. A black vest top hung from his scarecrow frame, the combat fatigues he wore were two sizes too big, the material ballooning as though filled with water.

Lucas watched as Thomas entered the kitchen. “Why are you crawling on the floor there, chief?” he said as the younger boy inched forwards across the shining tiles on his stomach.

“In order to survive in the wilderness, you have to become the wilderness,” Tom said.

“That means something, right?” Lucas said, wearing a puzzled frown.

“It’s another one of his ridiculous fads,” she said. “Endless episodes of Claire Drill: Behind Enemy Lines.” 

“You mean the survival show?” Lucas said brightening suddenly. “I can see the appeal of that.”

Claire Drill had exploded onto Prime Time TV earlier that year. An exponent of extreme and urban survival skills, the feisty presenter had captured the imagination of a generation of kids—and adult males, if the truth be told—who were mesmerised by her adventures. The “Drill” brand was steadily growing alongside her fan base, and she was currently purveyor of several books, outdoor-store endorsements and even had a signature “Urban Combat Chic” clothing range.

Beatrice turned to Lucas with pursed lips. “What you can ‘see’ is a woman in tight vest tops crawling through mud.”

“I can’t say I’ve ever noticed that,” he said, looking up at the ceiling.

Beatrice shook her head and replied with a sour tone. “You’re a terrible liar, Walker. Well, if you’re into women who eat road kill and drink their own urine then don’t let me hold you back.”

“That would have been a selfless proposition had it not been for the drinking urine part,” Lucas said, wrinkling his nose.

“She doesn’t drink her own urine,” Thomas protested from the floor.

“You mean she drinks someone else’s?” Beatrice said in disgust.

Thomas looked at his sister as though she was stupid. “No, Bea. She doesn’t drink urine at all. Anyone with any survival knowledge knows that drinking urine dehydrates the body because it’s full of salt! She soaks her bandana in urine as a cooling agent in high temperatures.”

“Nice,” said Lucas with a queasy look on his face. “Let’s hope she never gets her own brand of perfume.”

Tom climbed to his feet. His trousers were dangerously close to falling down. “Claire teaches you how to make sure you can survive any given scenario. Covering every eventuality.”

“Think a belt might be better, chief,” Lucas said, observing Thomas’ oversized fatigues as gravity took hold and they dropped to his ankles. The younger boy was now displaying a bright blue pair of Star Wars boxer shorts.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Thomas!” Beatrice turned away quickly. “Will you go somewhere that’s not here?” 

The ringtone from Lucas’ mobile phone interrupted her diatribe. Thomas used the reprieve to yank up his trousers and hurry from the kitchen.

Lucas smiled as he watched Thomas’ enthusiastic exit, then pulled the phone from the work surface and answered it. An excited fizz came from the speaker.

“Hold on, Patience, I’ll put you on speaker,” Lucas said.

Beatrice turned when Lucas mentioned the name of her best friend. Then Patience’s bright, urgent voice joined them, making Beatrice smile.

“Now listen up,” Patience said. “We need to meet later today because I have some news. And I mean news of the pretty damn cool sort, if you get me? Tonight—my house—7:00 pm. Gotta go!”

“Patience, wait,” Beatrice said, but the speaker went dead.

Lucas looked down at the phone in his hand. “Now there’s a girl who doesn’t live up to her name.”

***

The loft hatch fell open, and a thin layer of dust took to the air. The motes turned to fireflies as they passed in front of the small, circular window.

The hatch stopped as its bracket locked into place, and extended ladders dropped to the landing below. After a few seconds, Tamsin Walker rose through a rectangular gap and delivered a small, delicate sneeze to the room. 

“Bless me,” she whispered before ducking down and retrieving a shoe box from the top of the steps. She carefully placed this onto the attic floor, pushing it away so as to create space for her to enter. 

Her bright, purple hair was kept off her face by a red, lopsided bandana that almost covered her right eye. Standing upright, she adjusted the swatch after chuckling to herself.

She stood, her hands placed on her slight waist. Bright blue eyes scanned the space about her, a place of neat clutter, a past hoarded in corners or stacked against walls, most of it hidden beneath tartan blankets or pallid linen dust sheets. 

“This is the only place I know where time stands still,” she said as she stooped and picked up the shoebox. 

Tamsin looked down at the beige, cardboard carton. There was the logo of a famous sports brand stamped across its surface. For as long as Lucas—her son of sixteen years—had been able to wear training shoes, he’d always worn the same brand. Once he’d bawled his eyes out in the middle of the shop because she’d suggested changing to a different trademark. Lucas was nothing if not loyal, a trait she adored in him.

She smiled at the thought of her son, her hands squeezing the carton too tightly, taking the cardboard walls slightly out of alignment. The action popped the lid and it became askew. In a startled panic, her token attempts to maintain her grip served only to tilt the carton so that several items fell onto the exposed floorboards before she could gain purchase. 

Tamsin knelt down in order to retrieve the objects that had escaped, a whispered swear word somehow making her feel good and bad at the same time. She quickly collected the items, eager to put the carton back in its special place, the only way she could keep the past at bay, a past that almost had the same contrasting effect as her recent swear word.

But unlike her expletive, the predominant emotion was not so clear cut as feeling simply good and bad. Instead it was an overwhelming sense of love, and loss. It was from this she was forever trying to protect herself.

And Lucas.

She could cope with the love, it was in her nature to reciprocate such affection, but the loss of something—someone—so dear to her, was simply too much to bear for long periods.

Instead, Tamsin shared moments, and inside the box those moments became objects and those objects memories of a time where emotional harm held no sway. So this was how she protected herself, and above all, Lucas from the great burden that is loss. 

Tamsin moved through the attic, the disturbed dust a lazy mist about her. She went over to a far corner that was kept in shadow by a large dressing table, its wooden surface warped with age and heat.

The wall beyond was made of dark, worn brick, and, as she knelt down, she placed the box on the floor, allowing her fingers to probe the edges of one of the bricks until it loosened. Rattling the block until she created a lip, Tamsin probed with her fingers and found purchase, pulling the brick free. She repeated this with the brick below, creating a dark recess, designed with but one purpose: keeping secrets. 

Though she meant well, and despite a solid rationale based on protecting her son, Tamsin still felt a sharp pang of guilt as she pushed the carton to the gap in the wall. She consoled herself with the thought that she was keeping not only secrets, but maintaining the stability upon which life as a single parent depended so much. And, in her eyes, this outweighed everything else. 

She replaced the bricks, sealing the shoebox inside its sanctuary where, in her mind, it would be safe until her need to revisit it again. 

By the time she stood and made her way back to the hatch, her mind was on what she was going to prepare for dinner. 

It was while she pondered on whether Lucas liked carrots or not that the face appeared in the air.

Tamsin took a step backwards, her hands going up to her mouth to stifle a scream. The face was one dimensional, a mask made up of dust motes and sunlight. The features were indistinguishable other than eyes and a mouth that moved as though manipulated by the shifting air about it. The lips parted, revealing only the room beyond the face, and when it spoke Tamsin found fear slipping away. The words were lilting, as though in song, telling her things that made perfect sense, unveiling things that she had often sought out, yearned for, and when she heard them she was both happy and sad. 

Then the face dissolved and she felt woozy, as though she’d had one glass of wine too many, and she adjusted her stance in order to stay on her feet. She closed her eyes to help remain upright. When she opened them again the face was gone.

As was her memory of it ever having been there.

***

Emily Hannigan slapped her hands together, the material of her goalkeeper gloves producing a dull thud that she could feel but not hear.

Contrary to what hearing people might have thought, Emily did not see being deaf as a disability at all. It was merely part of who she was. She felt at home straddling both worlds—that of the deaf and the hearing—and her life felt enriched rather than alienated by the synthesis.

Nothing could have exemplified this synergy more than being out on the football field of Dorsal Finn High School. As the first team goal keeper, Emily’s prowess had made sure DFHS FC was, at that moment, top of the school league table by ten clear points. With her hearing teammates, Emily was on track to take the school team to their first league title in its history.

She wasn’t alone of course. Elmo was standing on the side-lines, waving her on, giving her a thumbs up, or signing encouragement whenever she looked over to him. She loved being part of The Newshounds, always enjoyed the camaraderie and support membership offered to them all.

Yet it was in Elmo’s company that she found the greatest solace, his gentle demeanour was a great comfort, and his determination to learn sign language to a level beyond being merely proficient was a testament to his friendship. If she was honest, Emily hoped that they could become more than friends, but she was unsure if this was possible. He’d never shown any outward signs of seeing her more than part of The Newshounds, and when she thought about such things too much, it made her sad. So, she often cloaked her feelings, content with just being in his company.

She watched as the midfielders of Ashby-on-Sea High School FC—looking like giant, agitated wasps in their black and yellow kit—pushed forward from the halfway line. Their centre-forward, a tough girl with wild, raven-black hair, managed to send a through-ball to the left winger, who caught a DFH FC player off guard. The winger surged up the pitch until she was intercepted by a defender, but not before delivering an early, well-timed cross. The ball landed at the feet of the AOS FC striker, Millie Weatheroak, a stocky powerhouse of a girl who more than matched up to her surname.

So far Millie had scored in every game that season and Emily was determined to end this record. As Millie powered forward, the ball skilfully kept at her feet, Emily studied the play.

She watched Millie’s body position, the angle of her hips, the tilt of her head—all precursors to taking the shot. Emily danced on her toes and bent her knees, ready to leap as she prepared to gauge how much spin the formidable striker intended to put on the ball.

Millie’s face wore the stern mask of concentration. Her cheeks were twin sunsets and she had a sweaty sheen on her brow. Emily got ready, her eyes blinking prior to locking onto the image.

And it was during those moments when Emily blinked that Millie’s face changed.

At first, it became smudged, like a picture that was slightly out of focus. Emily pawed at her eyes to remove the blur. This appeared to only make matters worse because then Millie’s face appeared as a black smoke that wavered, framed by dark tendrils of mist. And not only did Millie’s face become smoke, so did everyone who was facing up-field.

Emily took a step backwards, the muscles in her legs twitching with fear. When a series of bright green eyes opened in every smoke-face she saw, her legs seemed to liquefy and gave way.

Green mouths opened now, hyper-extended oval shapes as though in a silent, everlasting scream. In the bruised sky, a rusted disc hovered, its edges wavering as if seen through a great heat. Like she had been speared and tethered to the circle, Emily felt a fierce tug in her chest, and an awful yearning to reach out and become part of the object overcame her. Then great, black clouds swallowed it, and Emily gasped as its pull on her was relinquished.

The thing that had replaced Millie began speaking, its voice inside her head, thin and uncomfortable, like nails down a chalk-board.

“The object you desire is lost to you,” the thing hissed. “That is the way it must be, Oracle. Only then will the forsaken lose hope.” 

Emily felt something whiz past her head, the breeze of its passing whipping her golden hair, causing her to turn to see the ball hitting the back of the net, and fear gave way to confusion. She faced the field, expecting the smoke-faces to be there, moving in to claim her.

Instead she saw the players of AOS FC celebrating, the team mobbing Millie, patting her on the back or giving hugs, each and every face was happy and smiling.

And back to normal.


CHAPTER THREE

Cooper’s Cove lay a mile to the east of Dorsal Finn’s harbour. As with other areas in the town, the large cave, accessible only at low tide, had bad folklore attached to it. The place was known locally as Coven Cove, and its association with witchcraft was no secret amongst the older generations. They took delight—especially around Halloween—in scaring kids with talk about the coven of witches who used to frequent the area, one of whom allegedly wrote The Book of Shadows, a grimoire of great power. 

The author was thought to be one Delores Mellor who, along with her four other coven members, died at the hands of the Witchfinder General in the 18th Century. Summer tourists often came to the cove, fascinated with its macabre history. For, although the true nature of the tales surrounding it was fantastic, it was also a fact that five women had actually died as a result of a witch trial, and such an event would only continue to serve to fascinate.

And, in part, the quest for such facts was exactly why three men were now moving cautiously over the smooth rocks, the surface made even more treacherous by wet, green moss and the dark streaks of seaweed left behind by the tide.

One of the men paused. He was short and wiry, his blue windbreaker appearing slightly too big for him. The strap of canvas satchel on his shoulder was pulled taut, indicating the weight of its contents. His brown eyes were shrewd and scrutinised the tablet in his hand.

“The entrance should be up ahead,” he said.

“When’s high tide, Mercer?” 

The man standing next to Mercer was bigger. He had a high forehead and blonde hair that was shaved close to his scalp. The bushy beard appeared to compensate for the lack of hair on his head. His eyes were as blue as Mercer’s windbreaker.

Mercer checked the read-out on his device. “Six hours, Professor Kane.”

The last man’s foot slithered from under him and he cursed as he went down hard onto his backside.

“Goddamn this place.” His jowls were heavy and his neck was a pink inner tube of flesh. He wore shapeless corduroys, and a green, waxed Barbour jacket. The flat cap on his head was askew from his fall and, as he climbed unsteadily to feet, he pushed his black-framed glasses back up his hooked nose.

“It’s you, not the place, Dr Ramsdale,” Kane said. “This is the price you pay when you spend too much time in the museum.”

“Fieldwork is greatly overrated,” Ramsdale muttered as he found more stable footing and eased himself upright. As he moved his Barbour jacket hissed like an angry snake.

Kane chuckled. “Where’s your sense of adventure, Ramsdale? If we find our goal, even you will see the benefits of coming here.”

Ramsdale was quiet for a moment as he composed himself. He allowed a small smile to surface.

“There is no denying that, Professor. Why do you think I’m here?” 

“Our time is limited, gentlemen,” Mercer said, his tone impatient. “Let’s keep moving.”

They found the cave via a blow hole at the south face of Cooper’s Cove, a dark, circular inlet, several feet overhead that they accessed by using a sequence of ascending rocks that made an effective, albeit arduous, stairway. Ramsdale swore a lot as he climbed, his face becoming bright scarlet by the time they got to the fissure.

On the threshold, Mercer delved into his satchel and retrieved a heavy duty flashlight which he activated. Satisfied, Mercer led the way, the blow hole taking them steadily downwards until the ground levelled off. They found themselves on an outcrop of rock, and looking down upon a huge cavern. The roar of the sea came up to them from over the ledge.

Mercer aimed his torch down at the floor far below where the sea was a broiling entity in the basin, the dark water barely reflecting the light from his powerful beam.

“This ledge will be under water in five and a half hours,” he called to them over the din.

“Then let’s go and find what we came for,” Kane yelled back.

Mercer handed the torch to Ramsdale. “Take this.” 

The doctor held the torch as though it were something he’d never seen before.

Mercer then pulled his tablet free of the satchel and activated it. At the home page, he hit an icon for one of the apps. He lifted the tablet and aimed it ahead of them, and the ledge became a sickly green image on the screen, the dark contours of the cave wall to their left contrasted starkly against shimmering green shades of the rocks.

“Okay,” Mercer said to Ramsdale. “The software is working. If what we’re looking for is here, we’ll see it.”

Ramsdale appeared puzzled. “You say that it’s working but what does it do?”

“It can see things that the naked eye can’t,” Mercer explained. “Think of it as a nuclear microscope, then times that by about a thousand.”

Kane laughed. “And then you’d still be understating its power. If this software is as effective as the bench tests, it will show us not only things from this world, but whatever lies beyond the fabric of our own.”

“Remarkable,” Ramsdale said.

Kane patted Mercer on his shoulder. “Yes he is, isn’t he?” 

Mercer moved off and the others followed. They crossed the ledge, Mercer guided by what was in the viewfinder of his tablet. The sound of the ocean accompanied them like a fierce, rowdy companion.

As they neared the other end of the outcrop, they came to a deep fissure shaped like a shark’s tooth. It was so hidden in shadow, they would have never have picked it out without Mercer’s software.

“Is this the place?” Kane said in awe. “Can this be as our records indicate? Can this be The Tooth of the Beast?” 

“Let’s see,” Mercer said, entering the crevice.

They all passed through, the ground sloping once more, the angled roof of the passageway narrowing to the point where both Ramsdale and Kane had to stoop slightly.

“This incline is taking us below sea level,” Kane observed.

“Which is why we need to make sure this is done in the timeframe, Professor,” Mercer said without looking back.

“Noted,” Kane said.

Pressing on, the trio moved through the subterranean landscape. In the viewfinder, the whole place appeared as though it was an image from an alien planet.

After ten minutes the passage opened up into a small circular chamber where a dark lake of seawater had been left behind by the tide. There was a chill in the air, and the rise and fall of the ocean were ever present, albeit muted; made ghostly by walls of thick gnarled rock all around them.

“This is the place,” Mercer said, looking back at Kane and Ramsdale.

“Are you sure?” Kane said.

“You gave me the details from your source materials, Professor,” Mercer said. “I’m the tech guy. And based on what you gave me, the tech brought us here. So I’m saying this is the place where Delores Mellor was executed and given to the ocean.”

“And the grimoire?” Ramsdale said.

“Folklore suggests the book was brought here,” Kane said. “To keep safe the exorcised spirit of the witch.”

Ramsdale frowned. “Why not just destroy it?”

“It was not in the hands of those who put the coven to death,” Ramsdale offered. “My research suggests that sympathisers kept the Book of Shadows safe until long after Mellor’s execution, and then brought it here thereafter.”

Ramsdale looked around him as if expecting the book to simply materialise. “Surely it should’ve perished. The ocean is unforgiving to metal and wood, let alone paper and leather.”

“Yet here you stand, still knowing such risks, Ramsdale.” Kane smiled. “Why is that if you hold such doubts?”

Ramsdale replied quickly. “The mere thought of this book still being in existence excites me beyond measure, Professor. It is an historical record that in its own right is priceless.”

Kane nodded. “Of that, there is no question. Mercer’s device will locate what we’ve come here to find. I believe it is protected from the elements by things not of this Earth.”

Ramsdale pawed at his brow. “Perhaps this is where we differ in our application of evidence, Professor. The Mellor case may well be fact in that a coven of witches were tried and executed. And I accept that those who felt this unjust may have seen fit to engage in a parting ceremony that returned earthly possessions to the woman who led this coven. But I am unsure about the true relevance to the supernatural.”

Kane laughed without any evidence of reproach. “And that is your right, Ramsdale. As a scientist, I understand the need for empirical evidence. I can only hope that Mercer is able to provide it.”

Mercer took this as his cue and walked forwards, to the edge of the lake. Black water slurped against the makeshift shoreline and the technician didn’t stop walking until the thick surf lapped against his boots. He scanned the lake with the tablet, studying the shifting images.

He found the writing on the far wall within a few seconds. They appeared as fire scrawled across the screen:

Beyond The Tooth of the Beast, the maiden lies

The Book of Shadows by her side,

Souls are destined to be set free

Children of the brooding sea!

“Professor!” Mercer called with excitement. Kane and Ramsdale were at his side immediately.

Kane looked down at the screen. “Dr Ramsdale, can I ask you to please aim the torch at the far wall?” 

Ramsdale did as he was asked and lifted the flashlight, but all the beam revealed was jagged rocks and deep shadow.

“Where the hell are the words?” Ramsdale gaped.

They looked down at the screen and the strange writing was still clear to all. Kane delved into the inside pocket of his coat and pulled free a folded sheet of paper. He opened this out under the beam of Ramsdale’s torch, revealing a scanned image of a yellowed page. The writing upon it was scrawled and spidery, and ink blotches stained some of the words. But his eyes were drawn to four specific sentences, and these sentences were the same as those written on Mercer’s tablet.

“This piece of manuscript comes from archives long since closed off from anyone but academics,” Ramsdale said. “The rumour is, someone from this town sold it for some meagre gain, but we do not know when such an item came into the possession of the university, nor do we know the identity of the person who handed it over. It may have meant something before but today, here and now, such things are irrelevant. This is the resting place of Delores Mellor and her grimoire.” 

Kane still saw reluctance in his colleagues face. “What is it, doctor?”

“Superstition fuels everything here,” Ramsdale said firmly. “To think otherwise is reckless. Especially if we find the book intact.” 

Despite Ramsdale’s concerns, Kane laughed, the sound bouncing around the chamber.

“You really have spent too much time behind a desk, dear Ramsdale!” he said. “We are on a path to find what was lost. This is merely the first step.”

“Gentlemen?” Mercer said with urgency. “Think you better take a look at this.”

Kane and Ramsdale parked their disagreement and turned their attention to Mercer who was, once again, monitoring the lake via his tablet. He had angled the camera lens towards the water. The software stripped away the fluid to reveal a single image. What they all saw left them speechless. 

A skeletal figure wavered beneath the water, the bones turned to shimmering lime by the tablet. 

“Good Lord,” Kane breathed. “Is that really her?” 

“Statistically speaking, the odds are favourable,” Mercer said. “We’ll not know for sure until we report this to the authorities and exhume her.”

Kane’s response was immediate. “Let’s not be too hasty. If we report this to the authorities too soon then we risk losing control of our objective. We are yet to establish if the book is with her.” 

Mercer looked up from the tablet. “We’ve found human remains. It has to be reported, Professor. You know it.”

“And it will be, Mercer,” Kane said gently. “But not until we return with the correct gear, and a diving team to take samples. Run tests. Confirm that this is who we think it is, and try to find the book. We will be sensitive and thorough. Once we’ve done that, then we will alert the authorities. They’ll never know otherwise. You have my word.”

“What if it’s not her?” Mercer said. “What if this is someone’s relative who was lost to the ocean?”

Kane nodded. “I understand your thinking here, but you said yourself that, statistically, this is the body of Delores Mellor. I do not refute that conclusion.”

Ramsdale interjected. “Is this because you have lost objectivity, Professor? Perhaps you do not want this to be anyone other than your precious witch.”

Mercer was suddenly animated. “Professor, look at this,” he said, holding the tablet up again. The other two men looked upon the screen and saw immediately the issue that had Mercer so riled.

“The words have changed!” Kane said in amazement. The previous script was nowhere to be seen, replaced instead by new text in the same spidery writing:

Water and blood from the Amazon join,

True justice in search of an unsound crime,

Curses and blessings, one and the same,

Places are taken at the heart of the game

Kane’s brow furrowed with frustration. “What does this mean?”

He was answered only by a noise to his left. The trickling sound originated from the tunnel that led them down to the chamber. The Tooth of the Beast, the script had called it. Ramsdale turned to face the exit and eyes widened as the trickling sound grew and a hiss came to him.

A steady stream of water descended into the chamber, pouring through the tunnel and pooling at its entrance as though meeting an invisible barrier. Then the water was pulled back into the tunnel where it disappeared into the darkness beyond the beam of Ramsdale’s torch.

“Oh my God,” Ramsdale breathed. “The tide! The tide is coming back in!” 

“How is it possible?” Kane said at Ramsdale’s shoulder. Fear was carved into his voice.

Mercer looked at the screen on his tablet. The clock was telling him something as bemusing as it was terrifying. “The screen is telling me we’ve been down here five and a half hours!”

“Impossible,” Ramsdale said. “We’ve only been here half an hour!” 

“We can’t think about that now,” Kane said. “We have to get out of here.”

The cavern trembled and a distant roar told them all that they were far too late. The churning waters of the Atlantic blasted its way into the chamber as a solid wall, forcing the men backwards, into the lake, where they were submerged and tousled by the powerful current, each of them lost in their own final moments.

Mercer had been knocked unconscious and succumbed in a state of quiet oblivion. Ramsdale’s heart gave out as soon as the chilled water poured into his nose and mouth, and flooded his lungs with its icy touch.

Disorientated and terrified, Kane tumbled through the darkness, his cheeks ballooning as he tried desperately to hold on to precious oxygen. His vision was fogged by the swirling waters; a savage all-embracing blackness grabbing at him like a thousand unseen hands.

Even in this state, he knew he was not alone. An object came out of the gloom—a grasping hand—making him think that one of his companions had somehow found him and was trying to haul him to safety.

Then he saw her.

She came to him, skin pale as ice, lips black and smeared into a parody of a smile. Her dark hair trailed around her almond-shaped face, like the tentacles of some hideous sea creature, the black dress pumping in a jelly-fish pulse as the tide played with the hem. Agog, Kane saw that this was not a woman; it was a girl in her mid-teens. His dimmed eyes saw the black strawberry smudge beneath the girl’s right eye.

You’re not Delores, his dying mind thought. You’re a child.

She reached out to him, fingers splayed, and even though the bitter brine surged into his mouth, Professor Kane tried to release his terror in one huge scream.

Then the girl in the water ended his horror with one single act: she spoke to him.

And her words were the language of the ocean.


CHAPTER FOUR

Elmo stood outside the gates of Dorsal Finn High School, his large frame clad in his usual black tee-shirt, blue jeans and training shoes. Deep in thought, he considered what he’d witnessed during the game. 

At first, things were going as predicted, with his school team scoring early in the first half, and fellow Newshound, Emily, making two crucial saves as the opposition sought to reassert itself with an equaliser. By half time, however, the home team were two goals to nil up.

Then came the second half and things went kind of weird. Well, even Elmo knew this was a colossal understatement. By the first fifteen minutes, AOS FC had smashed four goals past Emily before she was substituted. Then Millie Weatheroak put away three more. End result: seven goals to two, and quite possibly the most humiliating defeat in a long, long time. 

It was not this that had Elmo mulling things over in his quiet, considered brain, though. It was a concern for Emily. Because even before she came through the school gates and threw her kit bag angrily onto the pavement, Elmo knew things were not quite what they appeared to be. 

“What happened?” he signed to her. 

“Bad stuff,” Emily signed back.

Elmo thought that perhaps he’d misread her signing, but Emily’s reply came to him in large agitated movements to accentuate her irritation. 

He responded after she’d finished. “Bad stuff? Slow down. You mean losing the game, right?”

“No,” she said in exasperation. “Bad stuff made this happen!”

“Okay,” Elmo said carefully. “Can you explain it?” 

Emily took in air, letting it go as one long hiss. Her shoulders sagged a little as though she was deflating like a faulty inflatable at a kid’s birthday party.

Explaining such things was not always easy, even to the well-meaning, open-minded boy standing before her. The problem was always where to start. 

Emily had powers. Precognition, extra-sensory perception, foresight, whatever name people wanted to give to it, she had the ability to see things, and while these images were not always bad, more often than not they had very real meaning, and their interpretation was not always clear. 

Despite this, and under the intent and considered gaze of Elmo, Emily explained her vision.

***

Patience applied her lipstick with precision and care, her slim fingers deft and unwavering even under the curious stare of  Lucas, who sat opposite her on the large leather sofa dominating the Userkaf family lounge. 

The room was large and L-shaped. A huge fireplace, framed by a marble surround, provided a resplendent focal point. There was a large gilded mirror over the mantelpiece, and a 52 inch TV sat in the wide, bay window. The furnishings were a blend of tan and cream, and the air was scented with a light citrus fragrance. 

Exhausted from the exhilaration of cooking for her family, Beatrice sat next to Lucas, trying to resist the temptation to lie back for fear she would become too comfortable and doze off before her friend had a chance to make her announcement. 

When she was done applying lipstick, Patience checked over her handiwork with a practiced pout and nodded to her reflection in the compact mirror in the palm of her hand.

“You can’t perfect perfection,” Beatrice said with a smile.

Patience grinned. “Ooh, I like you. You can come here again.” 

The girls laughed and, like the atmosphere in the room, it was light and natural. 

“I have a question,” Lucas said as Patience snapped the compact case shut. 

“I haven’t told you anything to ask a question about yet,” she said, placing the mirror into her expensive-looking handbag perched on her lap. She placed the bag on the floor where it rested against the leg of a dark rosewood coffee table. 

“It’s an important question,” Lucas pressed.

Patience sighed. “Go on.”

“Why are you putting on lipstick when you’re not going anywhere?” 

Patience stared at him, her face stern. “You should stop talking now, Walker. Seriously. It’s a small thing I’m asking but it comes with huge health benefits.”

Lucas chuckled and sat back, allowing the soft brown leather cushions to envelop him.

Beatrice nudged him in the ribs. “Stop teasing my friend.” 

“She’s my friend too,” Lucas said in good-natured protest. 

“That’s under review,” Patience said. 

Beatrice giggled. She loved the playful air that always pervaded their banter. The digs and jibes were all part of who The Newshounds were, but it came from the tenet of respect. Respect was fundamental, the beating heart of their group, and a tenet that bound them together like glue; the many experiences—dangers—they had faced together during their time as the town’s unofficial champions had augmented this further. 

Beatrice knew she would do anything for her friends, without question or reproach, and she was absolute in her belief that this would be reciprocated by the others. It had already happened on more occasions than she cared to count. 

“We did say 07:00 pm, right?” Patience said, checking a delicate gold watch on her slim wrist. 

“Yeah,” said Lucas.

“I’m wondering what time zone Elmo and Emily are working on,” Patience said. “Because it sure isn’t GMT.”

“How about giving us a hint of what this is all about?” Lucas said.

Patience gave him a look that told him this was never going to happen. 

Lucas shrugged his shoulders. “A guy’s gotta try, right?”

“Oh, believe me, you’re very trying, Walker,” Patience said with a wink. 

At that moment, the doorbell rang. Patience jumped up and went out into the hallway.

Patience’s muted welcome came from the front door before Elmo and Emily shuffled into the lounge. As soon as Beatrice and Lucas saw the perplexed look on their faces, they knew that Patience’s announcement was going to have to take a backseat for a while.

***

The waves pounded the beach, white surf sucking and slurping upon silky pebbles and jagged shale. The sky looked like steel and the gulls overhead wheeled in the air before diving to the surface of the incoming tide, some coming away with a wriggling, glittering fish, others not so lucky. 

Thomas Beecham watched the gulls frolic as he faced the ocean. He had his hands on his slight hips, and his breathing was as heavy as the green rucksack he carried. He didn’t have any issue with such discomfort. As Claire Drill said in her weekly show, “Survival isn’t for the weak-willed.” 

Not that Thomas was the kind of person who thought badly of those who did not buy into such values. He was, after all, a product of parents who had a passion for social conscience and equity in all. But Thomas found that passion was infectious and he applied this to everything he held dear. As such, TV shows, movies, and comic books became more than just entertainment and ways to while away the time. He would always become not just a fan but a devotee. Not to the exclusion of other shows or movies, he simply loved them all. 

He saw this sense of passion in his sister, too. Though he would never say it to Beatrice, her total commitment to the culinary arts was inspirational to him and, in many ways, reinforced his own ethic. 

Thomas went to turn, his intention: To continue with his run and finish at Cooper’s Cove half a mile ahead. Something caught his attention. At first, he thought that the thrashing in the sea several yards out from the shoreline was another seagull hitting the surface in search of supper. Then he saw a shape rise briefly out of the churning water. 
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