The highest point in the County
is marked by mystery.

It is said that a man died therein a
great storm, while binding an evil
that threatened the whole world.

Then the ice came again, and when it
retreated, even the shapes of the
hills and the names of the towns

in the valleys were changed.
now, at that highest point on

the fells, no trace remains of what

was done so long ago,
but its name has endured.
They call it -

The Wardstone.

CHAPTER1

The Horshaw Ripper

W hen | heard thefirst scream, | turned away and covered my earswith my hands, pressing hard until

my head hurt. At that moment | could do nothing to help. But | could till heer it, the sound of apriestin
torment, and it went on for along time before finaly fading away.

So | shivered in the dark barn, listening to rain drumming on the roof, trying to gather my courage. It
was a bad night and it was about to get worse.

Ten minutes later, when the rigger and hismate arrived, | rushed across to meet them in the doorway.
Both of them were big men and | barely came up to their shoulders.

‘Well, lad, where sMr Gregory? asked therigger, an edge of impatience in hisvoice. Helifted the
lantern he was holding and peered about suspicioudy. His eyes were shrewd and intelligent. Neither of
the men looked like they would stand any nonsense.



‘He' sbeen taken badly,” | said, trying to control the nerves that were making my voice sound weak
and wobbly. ‘He' s been in bed with abad fever this past week so he'ssent mein hisplace. I'm Tom
Ward. His apprentice’

Therigger looked me up and down quickly, like an undertaker measuring me up for future business.
Then he raised one eyebrow so high that it disappeared under the peak of hisflat cap, which was il
dripping withrain.

‘Well, Mr Ward,” he said, an edge of sarcasm sharp in hisvoice, ‘we await your ingtructions.”

| put my left hand into my breeches pocket and pulled out the sketch that the stonemason had made.
Therigger set the lantern down on the earthen floor and then, with aworld-weary shake of his head and
aglance a his mate, accepted the sketch and began to examineit.

The mason’ singtructions gave the dimensions of the pit that needed to be dug, and the measurements
of the stone that would be lowered into place.

After afew momentsthe rigger shook his head again and knelt beside the lantern, holding the paper
very closeto it. When he cameto hisfeet, he was frowning. The pit should be nine feet deep,” he said.
“Thisonly sayssx.’

Therigger knew hisjob dl right. The standard boggart pit is six feet deep but for aripper, the most
dangerous boggart of al, nine feet isthe norm. We were certainly facing aripper - the priet’ s screams
were proof of that - but there wasn't timeto dig nine fest.

‘It'll haveto do,” | said. ‘It hasto be done by morning or it'll betoo late and the priest will be dead.’

Until that moment they’ d both been big men wearing big boots, 0ozing confidence from every pore.
Now, suddenly, they looked nervous. They knew the situation from the note I’ d sent summoning them to
the barn. I’ d used the Spook’ s name to make sure they came right away.

‘Know what you' re doing, lad? asked therigger. ‘ Areyou up to the job?

| stared straight back into his eyes and tried hard not to blink. ‘Well, I've made agood start,” | said.
‘I’ve hired the best rigger and mate in the County.’

It wasthe right thing to say and therigger’ sface cracked into asmile. “When will the stone arrive? he
asked.

‘Well before dawn. The mason’ s bringing it himsdf. We have to be ready.’
The rigger nodded. ‘ Then lead the way, Mr Ward. Show us where you want it dug.’

Thistime there was no sarcasm in hisvoice. His tone was busi ness-like. He wanted the job over and
donewith. We al wanted the same, and time was short so | pulled up my hood and, carrying the
Spook’ s gaff in my left hand, led the way out into the cold, heavy drizzle.

Their two-whed cart was outside, the equipment covered with awaterproof sheet, the patient horse
between the shafts steaming in therain.

We crossed the muddy field, then followed the blackthorn hedge to the place where it thinned,
beneath the branches of an ancient oak on the boundary of the churchyard. The pit would be closeto
holy ground, but not too close. The nearest gravestones were just twenty paces away.



‘Digthe pit as close asyou can get to that,” | said, pointing towards the trunk of the tree.

Under the Spook’ swatchful eye I’ d dug lots of practice pits. In an emergency | could have donethe
job mysdlf but these men were experts and they’ d work fast.

Asthey went back for their tools, | pushed through the hedge and weaved between the gravestones
towards the old church. It wasin abad state of repair: there were dates missing from the roof and it
hadn’t seen alick of paint for years. | pushed open the side door, which yielded with agroan and a
creak.

The old priest was till in the same position, lying on his back near the dtar. The woman was knedling
on thefloor closeto hishead, crying. The only difference now was that the church was flooded with light.
She' d raided the vestry for itshoard of candles and lit them dl. There were ahundred at least, clustered
in groups of five or sx. She'd positioned them on benches, on the floor and on window |ledges but the
mgjority were on the dtar.

As| closed the door, agust of wind blew into the church and the flames dl flickered together. She
looked up at me, her face running with tears.

‘He' sdying,” she said, her echoing voice full of anguish. ‘Why did it take you so long to get here?

Since the message reached us at Chipenden, it had taken me two daysto arrive at the church. 1t was
over thirty milesto Horshaw and | hadn’t set off right away. At first the Spook, still tooill to leave his
bed, had refused to let me go.

Usudly the Spook never sends apprentices out to work aone until he’ s been training them for at least
ayear. I'd just turned thirteen and had been his gpprentice for less than six months. It was adifficult,
scary trade, which often involved dedling with what we cal ‘the dark’. I’ d been learning how to cope
with witches, ghosts, boggarts and things that go bump in the night. But was | ready for this?

There was aboggart to bind which, if done properly, should be pretty straightforward. I’ d seen the
Spook do it twice. Each time he' d hired good men to help and the job had gone smoothly. But this job
wasalittle different. There were complications.

Y ou seeg, this priest was the Spook’ s own brother. I’ d seen him just once before when we' d visited
Horshaw in the spring. He' d glared at us and made ahuge sign of the crossinthe air, hisface twisted
with anger. The Spook hadn’t even glanced in his direction because there' d been little love lost between
them and they hadn’t spoken for over forty years. But family was family and thafswhy he' d eventudly
sent me to Horshaw.

‘Priestsl’ the Spook had raved. ‘Why don't they stick to what they know? Why do they always have
to meddle? What was he thinking of, trying to tackle aripper? Let me get on with my business and other
folks get on with theirs’

At last he' d camed down and spent hours giving me detailed instructions on what had to be done and
telling me the names and addresses of the rigger and mason | had to hire. He' d also named a doctor,
inggting that only he would do. That was another nuisance because the doctor lived some distance away.
I’d had to send word and | just hoped that he' d set off immediately.

| looked down at the woman, who was dabbing very gently at the priest’ sforehead with acloth. His
greasy, lank white hair was pulled back from hisface and his eyeswererolling feverishly in his head. He
hadn’t known that the woman was going to send to the Spook for help. If he had, he would have
objected so it was agood job that he couldn’t see me now.



Tearswere dripping from the woman's eyes and sparkling in the candlelight. Shewas his
housekeeper, not even family and | remember thinking that he must have been redlly kind to her to make
her get so upset.

‘Thedoctor’ll be heresoon,” | said, *and he'll give him something for the pain.’

‘He' shad pain dl hislife; sheanswered. ‘I’ ve been abig trouble to him too. It's made him terrified of
dying. HE sasinner and he knows where he sgoing.’

Whatever he was or had done, the old priest didn’t deserve this. Nobody did. He was certainly a
brave man. Either brave or very stupid. When the boggart had got up to itstricks, he'd tried to deal with
it himsdf by using the priest’ stools: bell, book and candle. But that’ s no way to ded with the dark. In
most cases it wouldn't have mattered because the boggart would just have ignored the priest and his
exorcism. Eventudly it would have moved on and the priest, as often happens, would have taken the
credit.

But thiswas the most dangerous type of boggart we ever have to ded with. Usudly, we call them
‘cattle-rippers because of their main diet, but when the priest had started meddling, he had become the
boggart’ s victim. Now it was afull-blown ‘ripper’ with ataste for human blood and the priest would be

lucky to escapewith hislife.

Therewas acrack in the flagged floor, a zigzag crack that ran from the foot of the dtar to about three
paces beyond the priest. At itswidest point it was more a chasm and dmost haf ahand’ s span wide.
After splitting the floor, the boggart had caught the old priest by hisfoot and dragged hisleg down into
the ground almost asfar as hisknee. Now, in the darkness below, it was sucking his blood, drawing the
lifefrom him very dowly. It waslike abig fat leech, keeping itsvictim dive aslong as possible to extend
its own enjoyment.

Whatever | did, it would be touch and go whether or not the priest survived. In any case, | had to bind
the boggart. Now that it had drunk human blood it would no longer be content with ripping cattle.

‘Save himif you can,’ the Spook had said, as | prepared to leave. ‘ But whatever else you do, make
sure you ded with that boggart. That’syour first duty.’

| started making my own preparations.

Leaving therigger’ s mate to carry on digging the pit, | went back to the barn with the rigger himsalf.
He knew what to do: first of al he poured water into the large bucket they’ d brought with them. That
was one advantage of working with people who had experience of the business: they provided the heavy
equipment. Thiswas a strong bucket, made of wood, bound with metal hoops and large enough to dedl
with even atwelve-foot pit.

After filling it aout haf full with water, the rigger began to shake brown powder into it from thelarge
sack he' d brought in from the cart. He did thisalittle at atime and then, after each addition, began to stir
it with astout tick.

It soon became hard work as, very gradualy, the mixture turned into athick goo which became more
and more difficult to mix. It stank aswell, like something that had been dead for weeks, which wasn't
redly surprising seeing as the bulk of the powder was crushed bone.

The end result would be avery strong glue, and the longer the rigger stirred, the more he began to
swest and gasp. The Spook aways mixed his own glue, and he' d made me practise doing the same, but



time was very short and therigger had the musclesfor the job. Knowing thet, he' d started work without
even being asked.

When the gluewasready, | began to add iron filings and sdt from the much smaller sacks I’ d brought
with me, stirring dowly to ensure they were spread evenly right through the mixture. Iron is dangerousto
aboggart becauseit can bleed away its strength, while the salt burnsit. Once aboggart isin the pit, it will
stay there because the underside of the stone and the sides of the pit are coated with the mixture, forcing
it to makeitsalf smadl and stay within the boundaries of the space ingde. Of course, the problem is getting
the boggart into the pit in the first place.

For now | wasn't worrying about that. At last therigger and | were both satisfied. The glue was ready.

Asthe pit was't finished yet, | had nothing to do but wait for the doctor in the narrow, crooked lane that
led into Horshaw.

Therain had stopped and the air seemed very Hill. It was late September and the weather was
changing for the worse. We were going to have more than just rain soon, and the sudden, first, faint
rumble of thunder from the west made me even more nervous. After about twenty minutes | heard the
sound of hooves pounding in the distance. Riding asthough al the hounds of Hell were on histail, the
doctor came round the corner, hishorse at full gallop, his cloak flying behind him.

| was holding the Spook’ s taff so there was no need for introductions, and in any case the doctor had
been riding so fast hewas out of breath. So | just nodded at him and he left his sweating horse munching
at thelong grassin front of the church and followed me round to the sde door. | held it open out of
respect so that he could goinfirg.

My dad’ s taught me to be respectful to everyone, because that way they’ll respect you back. | didn’t
know this doctor but the Spook had insisted on him so | knew he' d be good at hisjob. His name was
Sherdley and he was carrying ablack leather bag. It looked amost as heavy asthe Spook’s, which I'd
brought with me and | eft in the barn. He put it down about six feet from his patient and, ignoring the
housekeeper, who was till heaving with dry sobs, he began his examination.

| stood just behind him and to one side so that | had the best possible view. Gently he pulled up the
priest’ sblack cassock to reveal hislegs.

Hisright leg wasthin, white and dmost hairless but the |ft, the one gripped by the boggart, was red
and swollen, bulging with purple veins that darkened the closer they were to the wide crack in thefloor.

The doctor shook hishead and Iet out his breath very dowly. Then he spoke to the housekeeper, his
voice so low that | barely caught the words.

‘It'll haveto come off,” hesaid. “ That' s hisonly hope.’

At that, the tears started running down her cheeks again and the doctor looked a me and pointed to
the door. Once outside, he leaned back against the wall and sighed.

‘“How long before you' re ready? he asked.
‘Lessthan an hour, Doctor,” | replied, Imt it depends on the mason. He' s bringing the stone himself.’

‘If it smuch longer, we Il losehim. Thetruthis, | don't redly give much for his chances anyway. |
can't even give him anything for the pain yet because his body won't stand two dosesand I'll haveto
give him something just before | amputate. Even then, the shock could kill him outright. Having to move



him straight afterwards makesit even worse’
| shrugged. | didn’t even like to think about it.
“Y ou do know exactly what has to be done? the doctor asked, studying my face carefully.

‘Mr Gregory explained everything,’ | said, trying to sound confident. In fact, if he'd explained it once,
the Spook had explained it adozen times. Then he'd made merecite it back to him over and over again
until hewas satisfied.

‘ About fifteen years ago we dedlt with asmilar case,” the doctor said. ‘We did what we could but the
man died anyway and he was ayoung farmer, fit asabutcher’ sdog and in the prime of life. Let’sjust
cross our fingers. Sometimes the old ones are alot tougher than you think.’

Therewas along silence then, which | broke by checking something I’ d been worrying about.
*So you know that I’ ll need some of hisblood.’

‘Don’'t tdll your grandfather how to suck eggs,” the doctor growled, then he gave me atired smileand
pointed down the lane towards Horshaw. ‘ The mason’s on hisway so you'’ d better get off and do your
job. You can leave therest to me.

| listened and heard the distant sound of a cart approaching, so | headed back through the gravestones
to see how theriggers were getting on.

The pit was ready and they’ d already assembled the wooden platform under the tree. Therigger's
mate had climbed up into the tree and was fixing the block and tackle onto asturdy branch. It wasa
device the size of aman’ s head, made out of iron and hanging with chains and a big hook. We would
need it to support the weight of the stone and position it very precisdly.

‘Themason’'shere,’ | said.
Immediately, both men left what they were doing and followed me back towards the church.

Now another horse was waiting in the lane, the stone resting in the back of the cart. No problems so
far, but the mason didn’t look too happy and he avoided my eyes. Still, wasting no time, we brought the
cart round the long way to the gate that led into the field.

Once closeto the tree, the mason dipped the hook into the ring in the centre of the stone and it was
lifted off the cart. Whether or not it would fit precisely, we d have to wait and see. The mason had
certainly fitted the ring correctly because the stone hung horizontally from the chain in perfect balance,

It was lowered into a position about two paces from the edge of the pit. Then the mason gave methe
bad news.

Hisyoungest daughter was very ill with afever, the one that had swept right through the County,
confining the Spook to his bed. Hiswife was by her bedside and he had to get back right away.

‘I'msorry,” he said, meeting my eyes properly for thefirst time. * But the sone’ sagood ‘un and you'll
have no problems. | can promise you that’

| believed him. He' d done his best and had worked on the stone at short notice, when he' d rather
have been with his daughter. So | paid him and sent him on hisway with the Spook’ sthanks, my thanks
and best wishes for the recovery of his daughter.



Then | turned back to the businessin hand. Aswell as chisglling stone, masons are experts a
positioning it so I'd rather he/ d stayed in case anything went wrong. Still, the rigger and mate were good
at their job. All | had to do was keep calm and be careful not to make any silly mistakes.

First | had to work fast and coat the Sides of the pit with the glue; then, findly, the underside of the
stone, just before it was lowered into position.

| climbed down into the pit and, using abrush and working by the light of alantern held by therigger’s
mate, | got to work. It wasacareful process. | couldn’t afford to miss the tiniest spot because that would
be enough to | et the boggart escape. And with the pit only being six feet deep rather than the regulation
nine, | had to be extra careful.

The mixture keyed itsdlf into the soil as | worked, which was good, because it wouldn't easily crack
and flake off asthe soil dried out in summer. The bad thing wasthat it was difficult to judge just how
much to apply so that athick enough outer coat was left on the soil. The Spook had told methat it was
something that would come with experience. Up to now he' d been there to check my work and add a
few finishing touches. Now, | would have to do the job right mysdf. First time.

Findly I climbed out of the pit and attended to its upper edge. The top thirteen inches, the thickness of
the stone, were longer and broader than the pit itself, so there was aledge for the stone to rest on without
leaving the dightest crack for the boggart to dip through. This needed very careful attention because it
was where the sone made its sedl with the ground.

Asl finished there was aflash of lightning and, seconds later, aheavy rumble of thunder. The storm
had moved amost directly overhead.

| went back to the barn to get something important from my bag. It was what the Spook called a
‘bait-dish’. Made out of metal, it was specialy crafted for the job and had three smal holes drilled at
equal distances from each other, closetoitsrim. | eased it out, polished it on my deeve, thenranto the
church to tell the doctor that we were ready.

As| opened the door there was astrong smell of tar and, just left of the altar, asmall fire was blazing.
Over it, on ametd tripod, a pot bubbled and spat. Dr Sherdley was going to use the tar to stop the
bleeding. Painting the stump with it would also prevent the rest of the leg from going bad afterwards.

| smiled to myself when | saw where the doctor had got hiswood from. It was wet outside, so he'd
gonefor the only dry kindling available. He' d chopped up one of the church pews. No doubt the priest
wouldn’t be too happy, but it might just save hislife. In any case he was now unconscious, bresthing very
deeply, and would stay that way for severd hours until the effects of the potion wore off.

From the crack in the floor came the noise of the boggart feeding. It was anasty gulping, durping
sound asit continued to draw blood from the leg. It was too preoccupied to redlize that we were close
by and about to bring its meal to an end.

Wedidn't speak. | just nodded at the doctor and he nodded back. | handed him the deep metal dish
to catch the blood | needed, and he took a small metal saw from hisbag and laid its cold, shiny teeth
againgt the bone just below the priest’ sknee.

The housekeeper was till in the same position but her eyes were squeezed tight shut and she was
muttering to hersaf. She was probably praying and it was obvious she wouldn't be much help. So, witha
shiver, | knelt down beside the doctor.

He shook his head. “There’ sno need for you to seethis,” he said. *No doubt you’ Il witness worse one



day but it needn’t be now. Go on, lad. Back to your own business. | can dedl with this. Just send the
other two back to give me a hand getting him up onto the cart when I ve finished.’

I’d been gritting my teeth ready to faceit but | didn’t need to betold twice. Full of relief, | went back
to the pit. Even before | reached it, aloud scream cut through the air followed by the sound of anguished
weeping. But it wasn't the priest. He was unconscious. It was the housekeeper.

Therigger and his mate had aready hoisted the stone doft again and were busy wiping off the mud.
Then, asthey went back to the church to help the doctor, | dipped the brush into the last of the mixture
and gave the underside of the stone a thorough coating.

I’d hardly time to admire my handiwork before the mate came back a arun. Behind him, moving
much more dowly, camethe rigger. He was carrying the dish with the blood init, being careful not to spill
asingle drop. The bait-dish was avery important piece of equipment. The Spook had astore of them
back in Chipenden and they’ d been made according to his own specifications.

| lifted along chain from the Spook’ s bag. Fastened to alarge ring a one end were three shorter
chains, each ending in asmall metal hook. | dipped the three hooks into the three holes close to the rim
of thedish.

When | lifted the chain, the bait-dish hung below it in perfect balance, so it didn’t need that much skill
to lower it into the pit and set it down very gently &t its centre.

No, the skill wasin freeing the three hooks. Y ou had to be very careful to relax the chains so that the
hooks dropped away from the dish without tipping it over and spilling the blood.

I’ d spent hours practising this, and despite being very nervous | managed to get the hooks out a my
very firg attempt.

Now it wasjust aquestion of waiting.

Asl said, rippers are some of the most dangerous boggarts of all because they feed on blood. Their
minds are usualy quick and very crafty, but while they’ re feeding they think very dowly and it takesthem
along time to work things out.

The amputated leg was till jammed into the crack in the church floor and the boggart was busily
durping blood from it, but sucking very dowly so asto makeit last. That’ sthe way with aripper. It just
durps and sucks, thinking of nothing else until it dowly redizesthat lessand lessblood isreaching its
mouth. It wants more blood, but blood comesin lots of different flavoursand it likesthe taste of what it's
been sucking. It likesit very much.

So it wants more of the same, and once it works out that the rest of the body has been separated from
theleg, it goes after it. That’swhy the riggers had to lift the priest up onto the cart. By now the cart
would have reached the edge of Horshaw, every clip-clop of the horse' shoovestaking it further from
the angry boggart, desperate for more of that same blood.

A ripper’slike abloodhound. It would have agood idea of the direction in which the priest was being
taken. It would also redlize that he was getting further and further away. Then it would be aware of
something else. That more of what it needed was very close by.

That'swhy I'd put the dish into the pit. That waswhy it was called a“‘bait-dish’. It wasthe snareto
lure the ripper into the trap. Once it wasin there, feeding, we had to work fast and we couldn’t afford to



make asingle mistake,

| looked up. The mate was standing on the platform, one hand on the short chain, ready to Start
lowering the stone. Therigger was standing opposite me, his hand on the stone, ready to poditioniit asit
came down. Neither of them looked in the least bit afraid, not even nervous, and suddenly it felt good to
be working with people like that. People who knew what they were doing. We' d al played our part, all
done what had to be done as quickly and efficiently as possible. It made mefedl good. It made mefed a
part of something. Quietly we waited for the boggart.

After afew minutes| heard it coming. At first it sounded just like the wind whistling through the trees.

But there was no wind. The air was perfectly still and, in anarrow band of starlight between the edge
of the thundercloud and the horizon, the crescent moon was visible, adding its paelight to that cast by
the lanterns.

Therigger and his mate could hear nothing, of course, because they weren't seventh sons of seventh
sonslikeme. So | had to warn them.

‘Itsonitsway,’ | sad. ‘I'll tell you when.’

By now the sound of its approach had become more shrill, dmost like a scream, and | could hear
something el setoo: asort of low, rumbling growl. It was coming across the graveyard fast, heading
graight for the dish of blood insdethe pit.

Unlike anormal boggart, aripper isdightly more than aspirit, especidly when it’ sjust been feeding.
Even then, most people can’t seeit but they can fed it dl right, if it ever getsagrip on their flesh.

Even | didn’'t see much - just something shapeless and a sort of pinky red. Then | felt amovement of
the air close to my face and the ripper went down into the pit.

| said “When' to the rigger who, in turn, nodded to his mate, who tightened his grip upon the short
chain. Even before he pulled it there came a sound from the pit. Thistimeit wasloud and dl three of us
heard it. | glanced quickly a my companions and saw their eyes widen and mouths tighten with the fear
of what was below us.

The sound we heard was the boggart feeding from the dish. It was like the greedy lapping of some
monstrous tongue, combined with the ravenous snuffling and snorting of abig carnivorous anima. We
had lessthan aminute or so beforeit finished it dl. Then it would sense our blood. It was rogue now and
wewere dl on the menu.

The mate began to |oosen the chain and the stone came down steadily. | was adjusting one end, the
rigger the other. If they’ d dug the pit accurately and the stone was exactly the size specified on the
sketch, there should be no problem. That’ swhat | told mysalf - but | kept thinking of the Spook’ s last
apprentice, poor Billy Bradley, who'd died trying to bind a boggart like this. The stone had jammed,
trgpping hisfingers under its edge. Before they could lift it free, the boggart had bitten hisfingers off and
sucked hisblood. Later he' d died of shock. | couldn’t get him out of my mind no matter how hard |
tried.

The important thing wasto get the stone into the pit first time - and, of course, to keep my fingers out
of theway.

Therigger wasin control, doing the job of the mason. At hissigna, the chain hated when the stone



wasjust afraction of aninch clear. Helooked a me then, hisface very stern, and raised hisright
eyebrow. | looked down and moved my end of the stone very dightly so that it seemed to bein perfect
position. | checked again just to make sure, then nodded to the rigger, who signaled to his mate.

A few turns of the short chain and the stone eased down into position first time, searing the boggart
into the pit. A scream of anger came from the ripper and we dl heard it. But it didn’'t matter because it
was trapped now and there was nothing more to be scared of.

‘Job’sagood ‘un!’ shouted the mate, jumping down from the platform, agrin splitting hisface from
ear to ear. ‘It sa perfect fit!’

‘Aye’ said therigger, joking drily, ‘1t could ve been made for the job.’

| felt ahuge sense of rdlief, glad that it was dl over. Then, asthe thunder crashed and the lightning
flashed directly overhead to illuminate the stone, | noticed, for the first time, what the mason had carved
there and suddenly felt very proud.

Thelarge Greek | etter beta, crossed with adiagona line, was the sign that aboggart had been laid
under it. Below it, to the right, the Roman numera for one meant that it was a dangerous boggart of the
firs rank. There wereten ranksin al and those from oneto four could kill. Then, underneath, was my
own name, Ward, which gave methe credit for what had been done.

I’d just bound my first boggart. And it was aripper at that!

CHAPTER 2

The Spook’s Past

Two days later, back at Chipenden, the Spook made metell him everything that had happened. When
I’d finished, he made me repest it. That done, he scratched at his beard and gave agreat big sigh.

‘What did the doctor say about that daft brother of mine? the Spook asked. ‘ Does he expect him to
recover?

‘He said he seemed to be over the worst but it wastoo early to tell’

The Spook nodded thoughtfully. *Wdll, lad, you' ve donewell,” hesaid. ‘1 can't think of onething you
could have done better. So you can have the rest of the day off. But don't let it go to your head.
Tomorrow it's

Joseph Delaney
business asusual. After dl that excitement you need to get back into asteady routine.’

The following day he worked me twice as hard as usud. Lessons began soon after dawn and included
what he cdlled * practicals . Even though I’ d now bound a boggart for red, that meant practisng digging
pits.



‘Do | really haveto dig another boggart pit? | asked wearily.
The Spook gave me awithering look until | dropped my eyes, feding very uncomfortable.

‘Think you' re above dl that now, lad? he asked. ‘“Well, you' re not, so don’t get complacent! You've
il alot to learn. Y ou may have bound your first boggart but you’ d good men helping. One day you
might haveto dig the pit yourself and do it fast in order to save alife.’

After digging the pit and coating it with salt and iron, | had to practise getting the bait-dish down into
the pit without spilling asingle drop of blood. Of course, because it was only part of my training, we used
water rather than blood but the Spook took it very serioudy and usualy got annoyed if | didn’t manage
to doit first time. But on this occasion he didn’t get the chance. I'd managed it at Horshaw and | was just
asgood in practice, succeeding ten timesin arow. Despite that, the Spook didn’t give me one word of
praise and | was garting to fee abit annoyed.

Next came one practical | redly enjoyed - using the Spook’ ssilver chain. There was a six-foot post
set up in the western garden and the ideawas to cast the chain over it. The Spook made me stand at
various distancesfrom it and practise for over an hour at atime, keeping in mind that & some point it
might beareal witch I’d befacing, and if | missed, | wouldn’t get another chance. There was a specia
way to usethe chain. You coiled it over your left hand and cast it with aflick of your wrist so that it soun
widdershins, faling in aleft-handed spira to enclose the post and tighten against it. From a distance of
eight feet | could now get the chain over the post nine times out of ten but, as usud, the Spook was
grudging with hispraise.

‘Not bad, | suppose,’ he said. ‘But don't get smug, lad. A red witch won't oblige you by standing still
while you throw that chain. By the end of the year Il expect ten out of ten and nothing less!’

| felt more than abit annoyed at that. I’ d been working hard and had improved alot. Not only that,
I"d just bound my first boggart and done it without any help from the Spook. It made me wonder if he'd
done any better during his own apprenticeship!

In the afternoon the Spook allowed meinto hislibrary to work by mysdf, reading and making notes,
but he only let me read certain books. He was very gtrict about that. | was till in my first year, so
boggarts were my main area of study. But sometimes, when he was off doing something else, | couldn’t
help having aglance a some of his other books too.

So, after reading my fill of boggarts, | went to the three long shelves near the window and chose one
of the large leather-bound notebooks from the very top shelf. They were diaries, some of them written by
spooks hundreds of years ago. Each one covered a period of about five years.

Thistime | knew exactly what | waslooking for. | chose one of the Spook’ s earliest diaries, curiousto
see how he' d coped with the job as ayoung man and whether he' d shaped up better than me. Of
course, he' d been apriest before training to be a spook so he' d have been redlly old for an apprentice.

Anyway, | picked afew pages at random and started to read. | recognized his handwriting, of course,
but a stranger reading an extract for the first time wouldn't have guessed the Spook had written it. When
hetalks, hisvoiceistypica County, down to earth and without a hint of what my dad cdls*arsand
graces . When hewritesit’ sdifferent. It' sasif al those books he' s read have dtered hisvoice, whereas
| mostly writetheway | talk: if my dad were ever to read my notes he' d be proud of me and know | was
dill hisson.

At first what | read didn’t seem any different from the Spook’ s more recent writings, apart from the
fact that he made more mistakes. Asusud he was very honest, and each time explained just how he'd



gonewrong. As hewas dwaysteling me, it wasimportant to write everything down and so learn from
the past.

He described how, one week, he’ d spent hours and hours practising with the bait-dish and his master
had got angry because he couldn’t manage a better average than eight out of ten! That made mefed alot
better. And then | came to something that lifted my spirits even further. The Spook hadn’t bound hisfirst
boggart until he' d been an apprentice for dmost e ghteen months. What’ s more, it had only been ahairy
boggart, not a dangerous ripper!

That wasthe best | could find to cheer me up: clearly the Spook had been agood, hard-working
apprentice. A lot of what | found was routine so | skipped through the pages quickly until | reached the
point when my master became a spook, working on hisown. I'd seen al | really needed to see and was
just about to close the book when something caught my eye. | flipped back to the sart of the entry just to
make sure, and thisiswhat | read. It s not exactly word for word but | have agood memory and it’s
pretty close. And after reading what he' d written, | certainly wasn't going to forget it.

Late in the autumn, | journeyed far to the north of the County,
summoned there to deal with an abhuman, a creature who had Brought
terror to the district for far too long. Many families in the locality had
suffered at its cruel hands and there had been many deaths and
maimings.

| came down into the forest at dusk.. All the leaves had fallen and were
rotten and brown on the ground, and the tower was like a black demon
finger pointing at the sky. A girl had been seen waving fromits solitary
window, Beckoning frantically for aid. The creature had seized her for its
own and now held her asits plaything, imprisoning her within those dank
stonewalls.

Firstly I made a fire and sat gazing into its flames while gathering my
courage. Taking the whetstone from my bag, | sharpened my blade until
my fingers could not touch its edge without yielding blood. Finally, at
midnight, | went to the tower and hammered out a challenge upon the
door with my staff.

The creature came forth brandishing a great club and roared out in
anger. It was a foul thing dressed in the skins of animals, reeking of
blood and animal fat, and it attacked me with terrible fury.

At first | retreated, waiting my chance, but the next time it hurled itself at
me | released the blade from its recessin my staff and, using all my
strength, drove it deep into its head. It fell stone-dead at my feet but |
had no regrets at taking its life, for it would have killed again and again
and would never have been sated.

It was then that the girl called out to me, her siren voice luring me up the
stone steps, There, in the topmost room of the tower, | found her upon a
bed of straw, bounds fast with a long silver chain. With skin like milk.
and long fair hair, she was by far the prettiest woman that my eyes had
ever seen., Her name was Meg and she pleaded to be released fromthe
chain and her voice was so persuasive that my reason fled and the world



spun about me.

No sooner had | unbound her from the coils of the chain than she
fastened her lips hard upon mine own. And so sweet were her kisses that |
almost swooned away in her arms.

| awoke with sunlightt streaming through the window and saw her clearly
for thefirst time. She was one of the Lamia witches, and the mark of the
snake was upon her. Fair of face though she was, her spine was covered
with green and yellow scales.

Full of anger at her deceit, | bound her again with the chain, and carried
her at fast to the pit at Chipenden. When | released her, she struggled so
hard that | barely overcame her and was forced to pull her by her long
hair through the trees, while she ranted and screamed fit to wake the
dead. It was raining hard and she slipped on the wet grass but | carried
on dragging her along the ground, though her bare arms and legs were
scratched by brambles. It was cruel but it had to be done.

But when | started to tip her over the edge into the pit, she clutched at my
kniees and began to sob pitifully. | stood there for a long time, full of
anguish, about to topple over the edge myself, until at last | made a
decision that | may cometo regret. | helped her to her feet and wrapped
my arms about her and we both wept. How could | put her into the pit,
when | realized that | loved her better than my own soul? | begged her
forgiveness and then we turned together and, hand in hand, walked away
from, the pit.

From this encounter | have gained a silver chain, an expensive tool
which otherwise would have taken many long months of hard work to
acquire. What | have lost, or might yet lose, | dare not think about.
Beauty isa terrible thing; it binds a man tighter than a silver chain about
awitch.

| couldn’t believewhat I’d just read! The Spook had warned me about pretty women more than once,
but here he' d broken his own rulel Meg was awitch and yet he hadn’t put her into the pit!

| quickly leafed through the rest of the notebook, expecting to find another reference to her, but there
was nothing - nothing a all! It was asif she' d ceased to exist.

| knew quite a bit about witches, but had never heard of a Lamiawitch before so | put the notebook
back and searched the next shelf down, where the books were arranged in a phabetical order. | opened
the book labelled Witches but there was no reference to aMeg. Why hadn’t the Spook written about
her? What had happened to her? Was she il alive? Still out there, somewhere in the County?

| wasredly curiousand | had another ideg; | pulled abig book out from the lowest shelf. Thiswas
entitled The Bestiary and was an alphabetical listing of al sorts of creatures, witchesincluded. At last |
found the entry | wanted: Lamia witches.

It seemed that lamiawitches weren't native to the County but came from lands across the sea. They
shunned sunlight, but at night they preyed upon men and drank their blood. They were shape-shiftersand
bel onged to two different categories. the feral and the domestic.



Theferd werelamiawitchesin their natural state, dangerous and unpredictable and with little physical
resemblance to humans. All had scalesrather than skin and claws rather than fingernails. Some scuttled
across the ground on dl fours, while others had wings and fegthers on their upper bodies and could fly
short distances.

But aferd lamiacould become adomestic lamia by closely associating with humans. Very gradudly, it
took awoman’sform and looked human but for anarrow line of green and yellow scalesthat could till
be found on its back, running the length of its spine. Domestic lamias had even been known to grow to
share human beliefs. Often they ceased to be maevolent and became benign, working for the good of
others.

So had Meg eventualy become benign? Had the Spook been right not to bind her in the pit?

Suddenly | redlized how lateit wasand | ran out of the library to my lesson, my head whirling. A few
minutes later my master and | were out on the edge of the western garden, under the trees with aclear
view of thefdls, the autumn sun dropping towards the horizon. | sat on the bench as usua, busy making
notes while the Spook paced back and forth dictating. But | couldn’t concentrate.

We gtarted with a L atin lesson. | had a specia notebook to write down the grammar and new
vocabulary the Spook taught me. There were alot of lists and the book was dmost full.

| wanted to confront the Spook with what I"d just read, but how could 1?1’ d broken arule myself by
not keeping to the books he' d specified. | wasn't supposed to have been reading his diaries and now |
wished | hadn’t. If | said anything to him about it, | knew he’ d be angry.

Because of what I’d read in the library, | found it harder and harder to kegp my mind on what he was
saying. | was hungry too and couldn’t wait until it was supper time. Usudly the eveningswere mineand |
was free to do what | wanted, but today he' d been working me very hard. Still, there wasless than an
hour before the sun went down and the worst of the lessons were over.

And then | heard a sound that made me groan inside.

It was abdl ringing. Not achurch bell. No, this had the higher, thinner note of amuch smaler bell —
the one that was used by our visitors. Nobody was allowed up to the Spook’ s house so people had to
go to the crossroads and ring the bell there to let my master know they needed help.

‘Go and seetoiit, lad,” the Spook said, nodding in the direction of the bell. Generally we would both
have gone but he was il quite weak from hisillness.

| didn’t rush. Once out of sight of the house and gardens, | settled down to astroll. It wastoo closeto
dusk to do anything tonight, especialy with the Spook till not properly recovered, so nothing would get
done until morning anyway. | would bring back an account of the trouble and tell the Spook the details
during supper. Thelater | got back, the lesswriting there’ d be. I’ d done enough for one day and my
wrist was aching.

Overhung by willow trees, which wein the County call ‘withy trees’, the crossroads was a gloomy
place even a noon and it always made me nervous. For one thing, you never knew who might be waiting
there; for another, they amost always had bad news because that’ swhy they came. They needed the

Spook’ s help.

Thistime alad was waiting there. He wore big miners boots and hisfingernailswere dirty. Looking
even more nervous than | felt, he dashed off histale so quickly that my ears couldn’t keep up and | had
to ask him to repest it. When heleft, | set off back towards the house.



| didn't gtroll, | ran.

The Spook was standing by the bench with his head bowed. When | approached, he looked up and
his face seemed sad. Somehow | guessed that he knew what | was going to say, but | told him anyway.

‘It sbad news from Horshaw,” | said, trying to catch my breath. ‘I’ m sorry but it’s about your
brother. The doctor couldn’t save him. He died yesterday morning, just before dawn. Thefunera’son
Friday morning.’

The Spook gave along, deep sigh and didn’t speak for several minutes. | didn’t know what to say so
| just kept silent. It was hard to guesswhat he was fedling. Asthey hadn’t spoken for over forty years,
they couldn’t have been that close, but the priest was till his brother and he must have had some happy
memories of him - perhaps from before they’ d quarrelled or when they were children.

At last the Spook sighed again and then he spoke.

‘Comeon, lad,” he said. *We might aswell have an early supper.’

Weate in silence. The Spook picked at hisfood and | wondered if that was because of the bad news
about his brother or because he still hadn’t got his appetite back since being ill. He usualy spoke afew
words, even if they were just to ask me how the meal was. It was almost aritua because we had to keep
praising the Spook’ s pet boggart, which prepared dl the medls, or it got sulky. Praise a supper was very
important or the bacon would end up burned the following morning.

‘It saredly good hotpot,” | said at last. ‘| can’t remember when | |ast tasted one so good.’

The boggart was mostly invisible but sometimes took on the shape of abig ginger cat; if it wasredly
pleased, it would rub itself againgt my legs under the kitchen table. Thistime there wasn't even so much
asafaint purr. Either | hadn’'t sounded very convincing or it was keeping quiet because of the bad news.

The Spook suddenly pushed his plate awvay and scratched at his beard with hisleft hand. ‘We re going
to Priestown,” he said suddenly. ‘“We'll set off first thing tomorrow.’

Priestown? | couldn’t believe what | was hearing. The Spook shunned the place like the plague and
had once told me that he would never set foot within its boundaries. He hadn’t explained the reason and
I’d never asked because you could dwaystell when he didn’t want to explain something. But when we' d
been within spitting distance of the coast and needed to crossthe river Ribble, the Spook’ s hatred of the
town had been ared nuisance. Instead of using the Priestown bridge we' d had to travel milesinland to
the next one so that we could steer clear of it.

‘Why? | asked, my voice hardly more than awhisper, wondering if what | was saying might make him
angry. | thought we might be going to Horshaw, for the funera”’

‘We are going to thefunerd, lad,” the Spook said, his voice very calm and patient. My daft brother
only worked in Horshaw, but he was a priest: when apriest diesin the County, they take his body back
to Priestown and hold afuneral servicein the big cathedra there before laying hisbonesto rest in the
churchyard.

‘So we're going there to pay our last respects. But that’ s not the only reason. I’ ve unfinished business
in that godforsaken town. Get out your notebook, lad. Turn to aclean page and make this heading...’

| hadn’t finished my hotpot but | did what he asked right away. When he said ‘ unfinished business , |
knew he meant spook’ sbusiness so | pulled the bottle of ink out of my pocket and placed it on the table



next to my plae.

Something clicked in my head. * Do you mean that ripper | bound? Do you think it's escaped? There
just wasn't time to dig ninefeet. Do you think it’' s gone to Priestown?

‘No, lad, you did fine. There' s something far worse than that there. That town is cursed! Cursed with
something that | last faced over twenty long years ago. It got the better of me then and put mein bed for
amost six months. Infact | amost died. Since then I’ ve never been back, but aswe ve aneed to visit the
place, | might aswell attend to that unfinished business. No, it's not some straightforward ripper that
plaguesthat cursed town. It'san ancient evil spirit caled “the Bang’ and it’ sthe only one of itskind. It's
getting stronger and stronger so something needsto be doneand | can't put it off any longer.’

| wrote ‘Bane’ at the top of anew page but then, to my disappointment, the Spook suddenly shook
his head and followed that with abig yawn.

‘Cometo think of it, this || save until tomorrow, lad. Y ou’ d better finish up your supper. WE Il be
making an early sart in the morning so we' d best be off to bed.’

CHAPTER 3

The Bane

W e set off soon after dawn, with me carrying the Spook’ s heavy bag as usud. But within an hour |

realized the journey would take ustwo days at least. Usualy the Spook walked at a tremendous pace,
making me struggle to keep up, but he was still weak and kept getting breathless and stopping to rest.

It was anice sunny day with just atouch of autumn chill inthe air. The sky was blue and the birds
were singing but none of that mattered. | just couldn’t stop thinking about the Bane.

What worried me was the fact that the Spook had already nearly been killed oncetrying to bind it. He
was older now and if hedidn’t get his strength back soon, how could he possibly hope to best it this
time?

So a noon, when we stopped for along rest, | decided to ask him all about thisterrible spirit. | didn’t
ask him right away because, to my surprise, aswe sat down together on the trunk of afalen tree, he
pulled aloaf and abig hunk of ham from his bag and cut us a very generous portion each. Usudly, when

on the way to ajob, we made do with ameady nibble of cheese because you haveto fast before facing
the dark.

Stll, 1 was hungry, so | didn’t complain. | supposed that we' d have time to fast once the funera was
over and that the Spook needed food now to build up his strength again.

At last, when I’ d finished eating, | took a deep breath, got out my notebook and finally asked him
about the Bane. To my surprise he told me to put the book away.

“Y ou can write this up later when we're on our way back,” he said. *Besides, I've alot to learn about
the Bane mysdlf so there’ sno point in writing down something that you might need to change later.’

| suppose my mouth dropped open at that. | mean, I’d aways thought the Spook knew almost



everything there was to know about the dark.

‘Don’'t look so surprised, lad,” he said. * Asyou know, | still keep anotebook myself and so will you,
if you liveto my age. We never sop learning in thisjob, and the first step towards knowledgeisto
accept your own ignorance.

‘As| said before, the Baneis an ancient, malevolent spirit that has so far got the better of me, I'm
ashamed to admit. But hopefully not thistime. Our firgt problem will betofind it,” continued the Spook.
‘It livesin the catacombs down under Priestown cathedrd - there are miles and miles of tunnels’

‘What are the catacombsfor? | asked, wondering who would build so many tunnels.

‘They'refull of crypts, lad, underground burial chambersthat hold ancient bones. Those tunnds
exigted long before the cathedra was built. The hill was dready aholy site when the first priests came
herein shipsfrom thewest.’

*So who built the catacombs?

‘Some call the buildersthe “Little People€’ on account of their Size but their true name was the Segarntii;
not that much is known about them apart from the fact that the Bane was once their god.’

‘Isagod?

‘Aye, it was dways a powerful force, and the earliest Little People recognized its strength and
worshipped it. Reckon the Bane would like to be agod again. Y ou see, it used to roam freein the
County. Over the centuriesit grew corrupt and evil and terrorized the Little People night and day, turning
brother againgt brother, destroying crops, burning homes, daughtering innocents. It liked to see people
exiging in fear and poverty, beaten down until life was hardly worth living. Those were dark, terrible
timesfor the Segantii.

‘But it wasn't just the poor peopleit plagued. The Segantii’ s king was a good man caled Heys. He'd
defeated dl hisenemiesin battle and tried to make his people strong and prosperous. But there was one
enemy they couldn’t beat: the Bane. It suddenly demanded an annua tribute from King Heys. The poor
man was ordered to sacrifice his saven sons, sarting with the eldest. One son each year until none
remained dive. It was more than any father could bear. But somehow Naze, the very last son, managed
to bind the Bane to the catacombs. | don’'t know how hedid it - perhapsif | did it would be easier to
defest this creature. All | know isthat its way was blocked by alocked silver gate: like many crestures of
the dark it has avulnerability to slver.’

‘And S0 it’ s il trapped down there after dl thistime?

‘Yes, lad. It' s bound down there until someone opensthat gate and setsit free. That'sfact andit’'s
something that al the priests know. It's knowledge passed down from generation to generation.’

‘But isn't there any other way out? How can the Silver Gate keep it in? | asked.

‘I don’t know, lad. All I know isthat the Bane is bound in the catacombs, and isonly ableto leave
through that gate.’

| wanted to ask what waswrong with just leaving it thereif it was bound and unlikely to escape, but he
answered before | could voice the question. The Spook knew me well by now and was good at guessing
what | wasthinking.

‘But we can't just leave things asthey are, I'm afraid, lad. Y ou seg, it’ sgrowing stronger again now. It



wasn't dwaysjust aspirit. That only happened after it was bound. Before that, when it was very
powerful, it had aphysica form.’

‘What did it look like? | asked.

“You'll find out tomorrow. Before you enter the cathedral for the funera service, look up at the stone
carving directly above the main doorway. It's as good arepresentation of the creasture asyou're likely to
See’

‘Have you seen thered thing then?

‘Nay, lad. Twenty years ago, when | first tried to kill the Bane, it was still aspirit. But there are
rumoursthat its strength has grown so much that it's now taking the shape of other creatures.’

‘“What do you mean?

‘I mean it's sarted shagpe-shifting and it won't be long beforeit’ s trong enough to take on its origina
trueform. Thenit'll be able to make dmost anyone do what it wants. And the red danger isthat it might
force somebody to unlock the Silver Gate. That’ sthe most worrying thing of al!’

‘But where' sit getting its strength from? | wanted to know.
‘Blood mainly.
‘Blood?

‘Aye. Theblood of animas - and humans. It hasaterrible thirst. But fortunately, unlike aripper, it
can't take the blood of ahuman being unlessit’ sgiven fredy—'

‘Why would anyonewant to give it their blood? | asked, astonished at the very idea

‘Becauseit can get insde people s minds. It tempts them with money, position and power - you hame
it. If it can’t get what it wants by persuasion, it terrorizesits victims. Sometimesit lures them down to the
catacombs and threatens them with what we call “the press’”’

‘The press? | asked.

‘Aye, lad. It can makeitself so heavy that some of its victims are found squashed flat, their bones
broken and their bodies smeared into the ground - you have to scrape them up for burid. They’ve been
“pressed” and it’s not a pleasant sight. The Bane cannot rip our blood against our will, but remember
we' re dill vulnerable to the press’

‘| don’t understand how it can make people do these things when it’ strapped in the catacombs;” |
sad.

‘It can read thoughts, shape dreams, weaken and corrupt the minds of those above ground.
Sometimes it even sees through their eyes. Itsinfluence extends up into the cathedra and presbytery, and
it terrorizesthe priests. It' s been working its mischief that way through Priestown for years!’

‘With the priests?

‘Y es - epecidly those who are wesk-minded. Whenever it can it gets them to spread itsevil. My
brother Andrew works as alocksmith in Priestown, and more than once he' s sent warnings to me about
what' s hgppening. The Bane drainsthe spirit and the will. 1t makes people do what it wants, sillencing the
voices of goodness and reason: they become greedy and cruel, abuse their power, robbing the poor and



sck. In Priestown tithes are now collected twice ayear.’

| knew what atithewas. A tenth of our farm’ sincome for the year and we had to pay it asatax to the
locdl church. It wasthe law.

‘Paying it onceis bad enough,” the Spook continued, ‘ but twice and it’s hard to keep the wolf from
the door. Once again, it’ s beating the people down into fear and poverty, just asit did to the Segantii. It's
one of the purest and most evil manifestations of the dark I’ ve ever met. But the Situation can’t go on
much longer. I’ ve got to put astop to it once and for al beforeit’ stoo late’

‘How will wedo that? | asked.

‘Well, I'm not surel rightly know just yet. The Baneisadangerous and clever foe; it may be ableto
read our minds and know just what we' re thinking before we redlize it ourselves.

‘But gpart from dlver, it does have one other serious weakness. Women make it very nervous and it
triesto avoid their company. It can’t abide being near them. Well, | can understand that easily enough,
but how to useit to our advantage needs some thinking about.’

The Spook had often warned me to beware of girls, and for some reason, particularly those who wore
pointy shoes. So | was used to him saying things like that. But now | knew about him and Meg |
wondered if she' d played some part in making him talk the way he did.

Well, my master had certainly given mealot to think about. And | couldn’t help wondering about all
those churchesin Priestown, and the priests and congregations, dl believing in God. Could they dl be
wrong? If their God was so powerful why didn’t He do something about the Bane? Why did He alow it
to corrupt the priests and spread evil out into the town?

My dad was a believer, even though he never went to church. None of our family did because farming
didn’t stop on Sunday and we were dways too busy milking or doing other chores. But it suddenly made
me wonder what the Spook believed, especially knowing what Mam had told me - that the Spook had
once been apriest himsdf.

‘Do you beievein God? | asked him.

‘| used to believein God,” the Spook replied, his expression very thoughtful. “When | wasachild |
never doubted the existence of God for a single moment, but eventualy | changed. Y ou see, lad, when
you'velived aslong as| have, there are things that make you wonder. So now I’m not so sure but | till
keep an open mind.

‘But I'll tdll you this; hewent on. * Two or threetimesin my life I’ ve been in Situations so bad thet |
never expected to wak away from them. I’ ve faced the dark and amost, but not quite, resgned myself
to death. Then, just when dl’ s seemed logt, I’ ve been filled with new strength. Whereit camefrom | can
only guess. But with that strength came anew fedling. That someone or something wasa my side. That |
was no longer aone.’

The Spook paused and sighed deeply. ‘1 don’'t believe in the God they preach about in church,” he
sad. ‘| don't believein an old man with awhite beard. But there' s something watching what we do, and
if you liveyour liferight, in your hour of need it'll stand at your sde and lend you its strength. That’ swhat
| believe. Well, come on, lad. W€ ve dawdled herelong enough and had best be on our way.’

| picked up his bag and followed him. Soon we |eft the road and took a short cut through awood and
across awide meadow. It was pleasant enough but we stopped long before the sun set. The Spook was



too exhausted to continue and should really have been back at Chipenden, recuperating after hisillness.
| had abad feeling about what lay ahead, a strong sense of danger.

CHAPTER 4

Priestown

P riestown, built on the banks of theriver Ribble, was the biggest town I’ d ever visited. Aswe came
down thehill, the river was like a huge snake gleaming orange in the light from the setting sun.

It was atown of churches, with spires and towers rising above the rows of small terraced houses. Set
right on the summit of a hill, near the centre of the town, wasthe cathedrd. Three of the largest churches
I’d seenin my wholelifewould have easly fitted insdeit. And its stegple was something else. Built from
limestone, it was almost white and so high that | guessed on arainy day the cross at itstop would be
hidden by clouds.

‘Isthat the biggest steeplein theworld? | asked, pointing in excitement.

‘No, lad,” the Spook answered with arare grin. ‘But it’ sthe biggest steeplein the County, aswell it
might be with atown that boasts so many priests. | only wish there were fewer of them but we' Il just
have to take our chance’

Suddenly the grin faded from hisface. * Tak of the Devil!" he said, clenching histeeth before pulling me
through a gap in the hedge into the adjoining field. There he placed hisforefinger againgt hislipsfor
slence and made me crouch down with him, while | listened to the sound of approaching footsteps.

It was agood, thick hawthorn hedge and it still had most of itsleaves, but throughit | could just make
out ablack cassock above the boots. It was a priest!

We stayed there for quite awhile even after the footsteps had faded into the distance. Only then did
the Spook lead us back onto the path. | couldn’t work out what al the fuss was about. On our travels
we' d passed lots of priests. They hadn’t been too friendly but we' d never tried to hide before.

We need to be on our guard, lad,” the Spook explained. * Priests are always troubl e but they represent
ared danger inthistown. Y ou see, Priestown’ s bishop isthe uncle of the High Quisitor. No doubt you'll
have heard of him.” | nodded. ‘ He hunts witches, doesn’t he? ‘ Aye, lad, he does that. When he catches
someone he considers to be awitch or warlock, he puts on his black cap and becomesthe judge at their
trid - atrid that’susudly over very quickly. Thefollowing day he puts on adifferent hat. He becomesthe
executioner, and organizes the burning. He' sareputation for being good at that and abig crowd usudly
gathersto watch. They say he positions the stake carefully so that the poor wretch takes avery long time
to die. The pain is supposed to make awitch sorry for what she’ sdone, so she'll beg God' s forgiveness
and, as shedies, her soul will be saved. But thafs just an excuse. The Quisitor lacks the knowledge a
spook has and wouldn't know ared witch if she reached up from her grave and grabbed hisankle! No,
he' sjust acrud man who likesto inflict pain. He enjoys hiswork and he’ s grown rich from the money he
makes sdlling the homes and property of those he condemns.

‘Aye, and that brings me to the problem for us. Y ou see, the Quisitor counts a spook as awarlock.



The Church doesn't like anyone to meddle with the dark, even if they' refighting it. They think only
priests should be dlowed to do that. The Quisitor has the power of arrest, with armed churchwardensto
do hisbidding -but cheer up, lad, because that’ sjust the bad news.

The good newsisthat the Quisitor livesin abig city way to the south, far beyond the boundaries of the
County, and rarely comes north. So if we' re spotted and he' s summoned, it would take him more than a
week to arrive, even on horseback. Also my arrival here should be asurprise. Thelast thing anyone will
expect isthat Il be attending the funera of abrother | haven't spoken toin forty years.”

But hiswords were of little comfort. Aswe moved off down the hill, | shivered at what he’ d said.
Entering the town seemed full of risks. With his cloak and staff he was unmistakably a spook. | wasjust
about to say as much when he gestured | eft with histhumb and we walked off theroad into asmall
wood. After about thirty paces or so my master cameto a halt.

‘Right, lad,” he said. Take off your cloak and giveit to me’

| didn’t argue; from the tone of hisvoice redized that he meant business, but | did wonder what he
was up to. Hetook off his own cloak with its attached hood and laid his staff on the ground.

‘Right,” he said. *Now find me some thin branches and twigs. Nothing too heavy, mind.’

A few minuteslater I’ d done as he asked and | watched him place his staff amongst the branches and
wrap thewhole lot up with our cloaks. Of course, by then I’ d aready guessed what he was up to. Sticks
were poking out of each end of the bundle and it just looked like we' d been out gathering firewood. It
wasadisguise.

‘Therearelots of smdl inns closeto the cathedral,’ he said, tossing measilver coin. ‘It' || be safer for
you if we don't stay at the same one, because if they came for me, they’ d arrest you too. Best if you
don’t know where | am either, lad. The Quisitor usestorture. Capture one of us and he’ d soon have the
other. I'll set off firgt. Give meten minutes, then follow.

‘Choose any inn that hasn't got anything to do with churchesin itstitle, so we don't end up in the same
one by accident. Don’'t have any supper either because we' Il be working tomorrow. Thefunera’sat nine
inthe morning but try to be early and sit near the back of the cathedrd; if I’ m there dready, keep your
distance’

‘Working' meant spook’ sbusinessand | wondered if we' d be going down into the catacombsto face
the Bane. | didn't like the idea of that onelittle bit.

‘Oh, and one more thing,” the Spook added as he turned to go. * Y ou' Il be looking after my bag, so
what should you remember when carrying it in aplace like Priestown?

‘Tocary itinmy right hand, | said.

He nodded in agreement, then lifted the bundle up onto hisright shoulder and left me waiting in the
wood.

We were both | eft-handed, something that priests didn’t approve of. Left-handers were what they
cdled ‘sniger, those most easly tempted by the Devil or even in league with him.

| gave him ten minutes or more, just to be sure there was enough distance between us, then, carrying
his heavy bag, | set off down the hill, heading for the steeple. Oncein thetown | started to climb again
towardsthe cathedral, and when | got close, | began my search for aninn.



Therewere plenty of them dl right; most of the cobbled streets seemed to have one, but the trouble
wasthat al of them seemed to be linked to churchesin some way or other. There wasthe Bishop's
Crook, the Steeple Inn, the Jolly Friar, the Mitre and the Book and Candle, to name but afew. Thelast
one reminded me of the reason we' d cometo Priestown in the first place. Asthe Spook’ s brother had
found to his cost, books and candles didn’t usudly work againgt the dark. Not even when you used a
bell aswell.

| soon redlized that the Spook had madeit easy for himself but very difficult for me, and | spent along
time searching Priestown’ s maze of narrow streets and the wider roads that linked them. | walked along
Fylde Road and then up awide street caled Friargate, where there was no sign of agate at al. The
cobbled streets were full of people and most of them seemed to be in arush. The big market near the top
of Friargate was closing for the day, but afew customers still jostled and haggled with traders for good
prices. The smdll of fish was overpowering and abig flock of hungry seagulls squawked overheed.

Every so often | saw afigure dressed in ablack cassock and | would change direction or crossthe
road. | found it hard to believe that one town could have so many priests.

Next | walked down Fishergate Hill until I could seetheriver in the distance, and then al the way
back again. Findly | cameround in acircle, but without any success. | couldn’t just ask somebody to
direct me to an inn whose name had nothing to do with churches because they’ d have thought me mad.
Drawing attention to myself wasthe last thing | wanted. Even though | was carrying the Spook’ s heavy
black leather bag in my right hand, it till attracted too many curious glances my way.

At lag, just asit was getting dark, | found somewhere to stay not too far from the cathedral where I’ d
first begun my search. It wasasmadl inn cdled the Black Bull.

Before becoming the Spook’ s gpprentice I’ d never stayed at an inn, never having any cause to wander
far from my dad’ sfarm. Since then I’ d spent the night in maybe half a dozen. It should have been alot
more, for we were often on the road, sometimes for several days at atime, but the Spook liked to save
his money, and unless the weether was redlly bad he thought atree or an old barn good enough shelter
for the night. Still, thiswasthefirst inn I'd ever stayed in done, and as| pushed my way in through the
door, | fdt alittle nervous.

The narrow entrance opened out into alarge gloomy room, lit only by asingle lantern. It wasfull of
empty tablesand chairs, with awooden counter at the far end. The counter smelled strongly of vinegar
but | soon redlized it was just stale ale that had soaked into the wood. There was asmal bell hanging
from aropeto theright of the counter, so | rang it.

Presently a door behind the counter opened and a bald man came out, wiping hisbig handson alarge
dirty gpron.

I’d likearoom for the night, please,’ | said, adding quickly, ‘1 might be staying longer.’

Helooked at me asif | were something he' d just found on the bottom of his shoe, but when | pulled
out the sillver coin and put it on the counter, his expression became alot more pleasant.

“Will you be wanting supper, master? he asked.

| shook my head. | was fasting anyway, but one glance at his stained gpron had made melose my
appetite.

Five minuteslater | was up in my room with the door locked. The bed looked a mess and the sheets
weredirty. | knew the Spook would have complained but | just wanted to deep and it was still alot



better than a draughty barn. However, when | looked through the window, | felt homesick for
Chipenden.

Instead of the white path leading across the green lawn to the western garden and my usud view of
Parlick Pike and the other fells, al | could see was arow of grimy houses opposite, each with a
chimneypot sending dark smoke billowing down into the Street.

So | lay on top of the bed and, till gripping the handles of the Spook’ s bag, quickly fell adeep.

Just after eight the next morning | was heading for the cathedrd. I” d |eft the bag locked inside my room
because it would have looked odd carrying it into afunera service. | was abit anxious about leaving it at
the inn but the bag had alock and so did the door and both keys were safely in my pocket. | dso carried
athird key.

The Spook had given it to me when | went to Horshaw to deal with the ripper. It had been made by
his other brother, Andrew the locksmith, and it opened most locks aslong as they weren’t too complex.
| should have given it back but | knew the Spook had more than one, and as he hadn’t asked, I d kept it.
It was very useful to have, just like the smal tinderbox my dad gave mewhen | started my
apprenticeship. | always kept that in my pocket too. It had belonged to his dad and was afamily
heirloom but avery useful one for someone who followed the Spook’ s trade.

Beforelong | was climbing the hill, with the steeple to my left. It was awet morning, aheavy drizzle
faling straight into my face, and I’ d been right about the steeple. At least the top third of it was hidden by
the dark grey cloudsthat were racing in from the south-west. There was abad smell of sawersintheair
too, and every house had a smoking chimney, most of the smoke finding itsway down to street level.

A lot of people seemed to be rushing up the hill. One woman went by amost running, dragging two
children faster than their little legs could manage. ‘ Come on! Hurry up!” she scolded. ‘We re going to
missit.

For amoment | wondered if they were going to the funerd too but it seemed unlikely because their
faceswerefilled with excitement. Right at the top the hill flattened out and | turned Ieft towards the
cathedral. Here an excited crowd was eagerly lining both sides of the road, asif waiting for something.
They were blocking the pavement and | tried to ease my way through as carefully as possible. | kept
apologizing, desperate to avoid stepping on anyone stoes, but eventudly the people became so thickly
packed that | had to cometo ahalt and wait with them.

| didn’t wait long. Sounds of applause and cheers had suddenly erupted to my right. Abovethem |
heard the clip-clop of approaching hooves. A large procession was moving towards the cathedrd,, the
first two riders dressed in black hats and cloaks and wearing swords at their hips. Behind them came
more riders, these armed with daggers and huge cudgels, ten, twenty, fifty, until eventually one man
gppeared riding alone on agigantic white stalion.

Hewore ablack cloak, but undernesth it expensive chain mail wasvisible at neck and wrists and the
sword at his hip had ahilt encrusted with rubies. His boots were of the very finest leather and probably
worth more than afarm |abourer earned in ayear.

Therider's clothes and bearing marked him out as aleader, but even if he’d been dressed inrags,
there would have been no doubt about it. He had very blond hair, tumbling from beneath a
wide-brimmed red hat, and eyes so blue they put asummer’ s sky to shame. | was fascinated by hisface.
It was dmost too handsome to be aman's, but it was strong at the sametime, with ajutting chinand a
determined forehead. Then | looked again at the blue eyes and saw the crudty glaring from them.



He reminded me of aknight I’d once seen ride past our farm, when | was ayoung lad. He hadn’'t so
much as glanced our way. To himwe didn’t exist. Well, that’ swhat my dad said anyway. Dad also said
that the man was noble, that he could tell by looking at him that he came from afamily that could trace its
ancestors back for generations, dl of them rich and powerful.

At theword ‘noble my dad spat into the mud and told me that | was lucky to be afarmer’slad with
an honest day’ swork in front of me.

This man riding through Priestown was aso clearly noble and had arrogance and authority written all
over hisface. To my shock and dismay | realized that | must belooking at the Quisitor, for behind him
was abig open cart pulled by two shire horses and there were people standing in the back bound
together with chains.

Mostly they were women but there were a couple of men too. The mgjority of them looked asif they
hadn’t eaten properly for along time. They worefilthy clothes and many had clearly been beeten. All
were covered in bruises and one woman had aleft eye that looked like arotten tomato. Some of the
women were wailing hopelesdy, tears running down their cheeks. One screeched again and again at the
top of her voice that she wasinnocent. But to no avail. They were dl captives, soon to betried and
burned.

A young woman suddenly darted towards the cart, reaching up towards one of the male prisonersand
trying desperately to pass him an apple. Perhaps she was arelative of the prisoner - maybe a daughter.

To my horror, the Quisitor smply turned his horse and rode her down. One moment she was holding
out the apple; the next she was on her sde on the cobbles howling in pain. | saw the crudl expression on
hisface. He d enjoyed hurting her. Asthe cart trundled past, followed by an escort of even more armed
riders, the crowd’ s cheersturned to howls of abuse and criesof ‘Burn them al!’

It wasthen that | saw the girl chained amongst the other prisoners. She was no older than me and her
eyes were wide and frightened. Her black hair was streaked across her forehead with the rain, which
was dribbling from her nose and the end of her chin liketears. | looked at the black dress she was
wearing, then glanced down at her pointy shoes, hardly able to believe what | was seeing.

It was Alice. And she was a prisoner of the Quisitor.

CHAPTER 5

The Funeral

My head was whirling with what I’ d witnessed. It was several monthssince I’ d last seen Alice. Her

aunt, Bony Lizzie, was awitch the Spook and | had dedlt with, but Alice, unlike the rest of her family,
wasn't redly bad. In fact she was probably the closest I’ d ever cometo having afriend, and it was
thanks to her that afew months back I’ d managed to destroy Mother Makin - the most evil witch inthe
County.

No, Alice had just been brought up in bad company. | couldn’t let her be burned as awitch.
Somehow | had to find away to rescue her, but at that moment | didn’t have the dightest clue how it
could be done. | decided that as soon asthe funeral was over, I'd have to try and persuade the Spook to



help.

And then there was the Quisitor. What terrible timing that our visit to Priestown should coincide with
hisarrival. The Spook and | were in grave danger. Surely now my master wouldn’t stay here after the
funerd. A huge part of me hoped he'd want to leave right away and not face the Bane. But | couldn’t
leave Alice behind to die.

When the cart had gone by, the crowd surged forward and began to follow the Quisitor’ s procession.
Jammed in shoulder to shoulder, I’ d little choice but to move with them. The cart continued past the
cathedral and halted outside a big three-storey house with mullioned windows. | assumed thet it wasthe
presbytery - the priests house - and that the prisoners were about to be tried there. They were taken
down from the cart and dragged inside but | wastoo far away to see Alice properly. Therewas nothing |
could do but I’ d have to think of something quickly before the burning, which was bound to take place
soon.

Sadly, | turned away and pushed through the crowd until | reached the cathedral and Father
Gregory’ sfunerd. The building had big buttresses and tal, pointy stained-glass windows. Then,
remembering what the Spook had told me, | glanced upwards at the large stone gargoyle above the main
door.

Thiswas arepresentation of the origina form of the Bane, the shape it was dowly trying to return to as
it grew stronger down there in the catacombs. The body, covered in scales, was crouching with tense,
knotted muscles, long sharp talons gripping the stone lintel. It looked ready to legp down.

I ve seen someterrifying thingsin my time but I d never seen anything uglier than that huge head. 1t had
an eongated chin that curved upwards amost asfar asitslong nose, and wicked eyesthat seemed to
follow me as| walked towardsit. Its ears were strange too, and wouldn’t have been out of placeon a
big dog or even awolf. Not something to face in the darkness of the catacombs!

Beforel went in, | glanced back desperately towards the presbytery once more, wondering if there
was any red hope of rescuing Alice.

The cathedra was amost empty so | found a place near the back. Close by, acouple of old ladies
were knedling in prayer with bowed heads, and an atar boy was busy lighting candles.

| had plenty of timeto look around. The cathedrd seemed even bigger on the inside, with a high roof
and huge wooden beams; even the dightest cough seemed to echo for ever. Therewerethreeaides- the
middle one, which led right up to the dtar steps, was wide enough to take a horse and cart. Thisplace
was grand dl right: every statue in sight was gilded and even the walls were covered in marble. It was
worlds away from thelittle church in Horshaw where the Spook’ s brother had gone about his business.

At thefront of the central aide stood Father Gregory’ s open coffin, with acandle at each corner. I'd
never seen such candlesin my life. Each one, set in abig brass candlestick, wastaler than aman.

People had started to drift into the church. They entered in ones and twos and, like me, selected pews
closeto the back. | kept looking for the Spook but there was no sign of him yet.

| couldn’t help glancing around for evidence of the Bane. | certainly didn't fed its presence, but
perhaps a creature so powerful would be able to fed mine. What if the rumours were true? What if it did
have the strength to take on a physica form and was sitting here in the congregation! | |ooked about
nervoudy but then relaxed when | remembered what the Spook had told me. The Bane was bound to the
catacombsfar below, so for now, surely, | was safe.



Or was|?Its mind was very strong, my master had said, and it could reach up into the presbytery or
the cathedra to influence and corrupt the priests. Maybe at this very moment it wastrying to get indde
my head!

| looked up, horrified, and caught the eye of awoman returning to her seet after paying her last
respectsto Father Gregory. | recognized her ingtantly as his weeping housekeeper and she knew mein
the same moment. She stopped at the end of my pew.

‘Why wereyou o late? she demanded in araised whisper. ‘ If you'd comewhen | first sent for you
he'd till bedivetoday.’

‘I did my best,” | said, trying not to attract too much attention to us.

‘ Sometimes your best ain’t good enough then, isit? shesaid. ‘ The Quisitor’ sright about your lot,
you' re nowt but trouble and deserve dl that’s coming to you.’

At the Quisitor' sname| started but lots of people had begun to stream in, al of them wearing black
cassocks and coats. Priests - dozens of them! I’ d never thought to see so many in one place a atime. It
wasasif dl the clergymen in the whole world had come together for the funerd of old Father Gregory.
But I knew that was't true and that they were only the ones who lived in Priestown - and maybe afew
from the surrounding villages and towns. The housekeeper said nothing more and hurriedly returned to

her pew.

Now | wasredly afraid. Here | was, Sitting in the cathedrd, just above the catacombs that were home
to the most fearsome creature in the County, at atime when the Quisitor wasvisiting - and I’ d been
recognized. | desperately wanted to get as far from that place as possible and looked anxioudy around
for any sign of my master, but | couldn’t see him. | wasjust deciding that | should probably leave, when
suddenly the big doors of the church were flung back wide and along procession entered. There was no

escape.

At first | thought the man at the head was the Quisitor for he had smilar festures. But he was older and
| remembered the Spook saying that the Quisitor had an uncle who was the bishop of Priestown; |
redized it must be him.

The ceremony began. Therewas alot of singing and we stood up, sat down and knelt endlesdy. No
sooner had we settled in one position than we had to move again. Now if the funeral service had beenin
Greek | might have understood a bit more of what was going on because my mam taught me that
language when | waslittle. But most of Father Gregory’ sfunera wasin Létin. | could follow some of it
but it made meredizel’d have to work alot harder at my lessons.

The bishop spoke of Father Gregory being in Heaven, saying that he deserved to be there after dl the
good work he'd done. | was alittle surprised that he made no mention of how Father Gregory had died,
but | suppose the priests wanted to keep that quiet. They were probably reluctant to admit that his
exorcism had failed.

At ladt, after dmost an hour, the funerd service was over and the procession |eft the church, thistime
with six priests carrying the coffin. Thefour big priests holding the candles had the harder job because
they were staggering under their weight. It was only asthe last one passed by, walking behind the coffin,
that | noticed the triangular base of the big brass candlestick.

On each of itsthree faceswas a vivid representation of the ugly gargoylethat I’ d seen abovethe
cathedral door. And dthough it was probably caused by the flickering of the flame, once again its eyes
seemed to follow me asthe priest carried the candle dowly by.



All the priestsfiled out to join the procession and most of the people at the back followed them, but |
stayed inside the church for along time, wanting to keep clear of the housekeeper.

| was wondering what to do. | hadn’t seen the Spook and | had no idea where he was staying or how
| was supposed to meet up with him again. | needed to warn him about the Quisitor - and now the
housekeeper.

Outside, the rain had stopped and the yard at the front of the cathedra was empty. Glancing to my
right, | could just seethetail of the procession disappearing round the back of the cathedral where |
supposed the graveyard must be.

| decided to go the other way, through the front gate and out into the street, but | wasin for a shock.
Acrossthe road two people were having a heated conversation. More precisaly, most of the heat was
coming from an angry, red-faced priest with a bandaged hand. The other man was the Spook.

They both seemed to notice me at the sametime. The Spook gestured with his thumb, signalling meto
sart walking right away. | did as| wastold and my master followed me, keeping to the opposite sde of
the road.

The priest called out after him, * Think on, John, beforeit’ stoo late!’

| risked a glance back and saw that the priest hadn’t followed us but seemed to be staring at me. It
was hard to be sure, but | thought he suddenly seemed far more interested in me than in the Spook.

Wewaked downhill for severd minutes before the ground levelled out. At firgt there weren't many
people around but the streets soon became narrower and much busier, and after changing direction a
couple of timeswe came to the flagged market. It was abig, bustling square, full of sdls, which were
sheltered by wooden frames draped with grey waterproof awnings. | followed the Spook into the crowd,
at timesnot far from hishedls. What else could | do? It would have been easy to lose him in aplace like
thet.

Therewas alarge tavern a the northern edge of the market with empty benches outsde and the
Spook headed straight for it. At first | thought he was going in and wondered if we were going to buy
lunch. If he intended to leave because of the Quisitor, there' d be no need to fast. But instead he turned
into anarrow, cobbled blind aley, led meto alow stone wall and wiped the nearest section with his
deeve. When he' d got most of the beads of water off, he sat himsalf down and gestured that | should do
the same.

| sat down and looked around. The adley was deserted and the walls of warehouses hemmed usin on
three sdes. There were few windows and they were cracked and smeared with grime so at least we
were out of theway of prying eyes.

The Spook was out of breath with waking and this gave me a chanceto get the first word in.
The Quistor'shere’ | told him.

The Spook nodded. ‘ Aye, lad, he' s here all right. | was standing on the opposite side of the road but
you were too busy gawping at the cart to notice me.’

‘But didn’t you see her? Alice was in the cart—'
‘Alice? Alicewho?

‘Bony Lizzi€ sniece. Wehaveto hdp her ...



As| mentioned before, Bony Lizzie was awitch we' d dealt with in the spring. Now the Spook had
her imprisoned in a pit, back in his garden in Chipenden.

‘Oh, that Alice. Wdll, you' d best forget her, lad, because there’ s nothing to be done. The Quisitor has
a leadt fifty armed men with him.’

‘Butit'snot fair,’ | said, hardly able to believe that he could stay so cam. ‘Aliceisn’'t awitch.’

‘Littleinthislifeisfair,” the Spook replied. Thetruth is, none of them were witches. Asyou well
know, ared witch would have sniffed the Quisitor coming from milesaway.’

‘But Aliceismy friend. | can't leave her todie!’ | protested, feding the anger risng insde me.

‘Thisisno time for sentiment. Our job isto protect people from the dark, not to get distracted by
pretty girls’

| was furious - especially as | knew the Spook himself had once been distracted by a pretty girl - and
that one was awitch. * Alice hel ped save my family from Mother Makin, remember!’

‘And why was Mother Makin freein thefirst place, lad, answer methat!’
| hung my head in shame.

‘Because you got yourself mixed up with that girl,” he continued, ‘and | don’t want it happening again.
Especidly not herein Priestown, with the Quisitor breathing down our necks. Y ou'll be putting your own
lifein danger - and mine. And keep your voice down. We don’t want to attract any unwelcome
attention.’

| looked about me. But for us, the alley was deserted. A few people could be seen passing the
entrance but they were some distance away and didn’t so much as glancein our direction. Beyond them |
could see the rooftops at the far side of the market square and, rising above the chimneypots, the
cathedra steeple. But when | spoke again, | did lower my voice.

‘What' s the Quigtor doing here anyway? | asked. ‘ Didn't you say that he did hiswork down south
and only came north when he was sent for?

“That' s mostly true but sometimes he mounts an expedition up north to the County and even beyond.
Turnsout that for the last few weeks he’ s been sweeping the coast, picking up the poor dregs of
humanity he had chained up in that cart.’

| was angry that he'd said Alice was one of the dregs because | knew it was't true. It wasn't the right
time to continue the argument though, so | kept my peace.

‘But we' |l be safe enough in Chipenden,” continued the Spook. ‘He s never yet ventured up towards
thefdls’

‘ Are we going home now then? | asked.
‘No, lad, not yet. | told you before, I’ ve got unfinished businessin thistown.’

My heart sank and | looked towards the aley entrance uneasily. People were il scurrying past, going
about their business, and | could hear some stdlholders calling out the price of their wares. But dthough
therewas alot of noise and bustle, we were thankfully out of sght. Despitethat, | still felt unessy. We
were supposed to be keeping our distance from each other. The priest outside the cathedral had known



the Spook. The housekeeper knew me. What if someone else walked down the alley and recognized us
and we were both arrested? Many priests from County parishes would be in town and they’ d know the
Spook by sight. The only good news wasthat at the moment they were probably dl il inthe
churchyard.

‘That priest you were talking to before, who was he? He seemed to know you so won't hetell the
Quistor you're here? | asked, wondering if anywhere wasredlly safe. For dl | knew that red-faced
priest outside the cathedral could even direct the Quisitor to Chipenden.  Oh, and ther€’ s something else.
Y our brother’ s housekeeper recognized me at the funeral. She wasredlly angry. She might tell somebody
that we're here’

It seemed to me that we were taking aseriousrisk in staying in Priestown while the Quisitor wasin the
area.

‘Cam yoursdf, lad. The housekeeper won't tell a soul. She and my brother weren't exactly without
snthemsalves. And asfor that priest,’” said the Spook with afaint smile, ‘that’ s Father Cairns. HE's
family, my cousin. A cousin who meddles and gets abit excited at times but he meanswell dl the same.
He' sdwaystrying to save me from mysdf and get me on the path of “righteousness’. But he' swasting
his bregth. I’ ve chosen my path - and right or wrong it'sthe onel| tread.’

At that moment | heard footsteps and my heart lurched into my mouth. Someone had turned into the
aley and waswalking directly towards ud

‘Anyway, talking of family,” the Spook said, totaly unconcerned, ‘ here comes another member. This
ismy brother Andrew.’

A tall man with athin body and sad, bony face was approaching us across the cobbles. He looked
even older than the Spook and reminded me of awell-dressed scarecrow, for although he was wearing
good quaity boots and clean clothes, his garments flapped in the wind. He looked more in need of a
good breskfast than | did.

Without bothering to brush away the beads of water, he sat on thewall on the other side of the
Spook.

‘I thought I'd find you here. A sad business, brother,” he said gloomily.

‘Aye’ said the Spook. ‘ There sjust the two of usleft now. Five brothers dead and gone.’
‘John, | must tell you, the Quis—’

‘Yes, | know,” said the Spook, an edge of impatiencein hisvoice.

‘Then you must be going. It' s not safe for elther of you here” said his brother, acknowledging me with
anod.

‘No, Andrew, we' re not going anywhere until I’ ve done what needs to be done. So I'd like you to
make me aspecia key again,’ the Spook told him. ‘ For the gate.’

Andrew started. ‘Nay, John, don't beafool,” he said, shaking his head. ‘| wouldn’t have come hereiif
I’d known you wanted that. Have you forgotten the curse?

‘Hush,” said the Spook. ‘Not in front of the boy. Keep your silly superstitious nonsense to yourself.’

‘Curse? | asked, suddenly curious.



‘Seewhat you've done? my master hissed angrily to his brother. ‘It' snothing,” he said, turning to me.
‘| don't believe in such rubbish and neither should you.’

‘Wdll, I've buried one brother today,” said Andrew. ‘ Get yourself home now, before | find mysdlf
burying another. The Quisitor would love to get his hands on the County Spook. Get back to Chipenden
whileyou gl can!

‘I’'m not leaving, Andrew, and that’ sfind. I’ ve got ajob to do here, Quisitor or no Quisitor,” the
Spook said firmly. * So are you going to help or not?

‘That’ ss not the point, and you know it!” Andrew inssted. ‘I’ ve dways helped you before, haven't 1?
When havel ever let you down? But thisis madness. Y ou risk burning just by being here. Thisisn't the
time to meddle with that thing again,” he said, gesturing towards the dley entrance and raising his eyes
towardsthe steeple. * And think of the boy - you can’'t drag him into this. Not now. Come back againin
the spring when the Quisitor’ sgone and we' ll talk again. Y ou'd be afoal to attempt anything now. You
can't take on the Bane and the Quisitor - you' re not ayoung man, nor awell one by the looks of you.’

Asthey spoke, | looked up &t the steeple mysdlf. | suspected that it could be seen from amost
anywhere in the town and that the whole town was aso visible from the steeple. There were four small
windowsright near the top, just below the cross. From there you' d be able to see every rooftop in
Priestown, most of the streets and alot of the people, including us.

The Spook had told me that the Bane could use people, get inside their heads and peer out through
their eyes. | shivered, wondering if one of the priests was up there now, the Bane using him to watch us
from the darknessinsde the spire.

But the Spook wasn't for changing hismind. * Come on, Andrew, think on! How many times have you
told me that the dark’ s getting stronger in this town? That the priests are becoming more corrupt, that
people are afraid? And think about the double tithes and the Quisitor stealing land, and burning innocent
women and girls. What' s turned the priests and corrupted them so much? What terrible force makes
good men inflict such atrocities or stland by and let them happen?

Why, thisvery day the lad here has seen hisfriend carted off to certain death. Aye, the Baneisto
blame, and the Bane must be stopped now. Do you redly think | can let thisgo on for half ayear more?
How many more innocent people will have been burned by then, or will perish thiswinter through
poverty, hunger and cold if | don't do something? The town isrife with rumours of sghtingsdown in the
catacombs. If they’ re true then the Bane is growing in strength and power, turning from aspirit into a
creature clothed in flesh. Soon it could return to itsorigind form, amanifestation of the evil spirit that
tyrannized the Little People. And then where will we al be? How easy will it be thenfor it to terrify or
trick someone into opening that gate? No, it’ s as plain as the nose on your face. I’ ve got to act now to
rid Priestown of the dark, before the Bane' s power grows any stronger. So I’ll ask you again, one more
time. Will you make me akey?

For amoment the Spook’ s brother buried hisface in hishands just like one of the old women saying
her prayersin church. Findly helooked up and nodded. ‘I ill have the mould from last time. I'll have the
key ready first thing tomorrow morning. | must be dafter than you,” he said.

‘Good man,’ replied the Spook. ‘I knew you wouldn't let medown. I'll call for it at first light.”
‘Thistime | hope you know what you’ re doing when you get down there!’

The Spook’ s face reddened with anger. Tou do your job, brother, and I’ll do mine!’” he said.



With that, Andrew stood up, gave aworld-weary sigh and walked off without even a backward
glance.

‘Right, lad,” said the Spook, ‘you leave first. Go back to your room and stay theretill tomorrow.
Andrew’ s shop isdown Friargate. I’ [l have collected the key and will be ready to meet you about twenty
minutes after dawn. There shouldn’t be many people about that early. Remember where you were
standing earlier when the Quisitor rode by?

| nodded.

‘Beon the nearest corner, lad. Don't belate. And remember, we must continue to fast. Oh, and one
morething: don’t forget my bag. | think we might be needing it

My mind whirled on the way back to theinn. What should | fear most: a powerful man who would hunt
me down and burn me at the stake? Or afearsome creature that had beaten my master in his prime and,
through the eyes of a priest, might be watching me at this very moment from the windows highin the

Steeple?

As| glanced up at the cathedral my eye caught the blackness of a priest’s cassock nearby. | averted
my gaze but not before I’ d noted the priest: Father Cairns. Luckily the pavement was busy and he was
gtaring straight ahead and didn’t even glance in my direction. | wasrelieved, for had he seen me here, so
closeto my inn, it wouldn't have taken much for him to work out where | might be staying. The Spook
had said he was harmless but | couldn’t help thinking the fewer people who knew who we were and
where we were staying, the better. But my relief was short-lived for when | got back to my room there
was a note pinned to the door.

Thomas,

If you would save your masters life, come to my confessional this evening
at seven. After that it will be too late.

Father Cairns

| felt a sickening unease. How had Father Cairns found out where | was staying? Had someone been
following me? Father Gregory’ s housekeeper? Or the innkeeper? | hadn’t liked thelook of him at dll.
Had he sent amessage to the cathedral ? Or the Bane? Did that creature know my every movement?
Had it told Father Cairns where to find me? Whatever had happened, the priests knew where | was
staying and if they told the Quisitor he could come for me at any moment.

| hurriedly opened my bedroom door and locked it behind me. Then | closed the shutters, hoping
desperately to keep out the prying eyes of Priestown. | checked that the Spook’ s bag waswhere I’ d | eft
it then sat on my bed, not knowing what to do. The Spook had told me to stay in my room until morning.
| knew hewouldn’t really want meto go and see his cousin. He' d said he was a priest who meddled.
Was hejust going to meddle again? On the other hand he' d told me that Father Cairns meant well. But
what if the priest redlly did know something that threatened the Spook? If | stayed, my master might end
up in the hands of the Quisitor. Yet if | went to the cathedral, | waswalking right into the lair of the
Quigtor and the Bane! The funera had been dangerous enough. Could | really push my luck again?

What | realy should have done wastell the Spook about the message. But | couldn’t. For onething he
hadn’t told me where he was staying.



‘Trust your ingtincts,” the Spook had always taught me, so at last | made up my mind. | decided to go
and speak to Father Cairns.

CHAPTER 6

A Pact With hell

Givi ng mysdf plenty of time, | walked dowly through the damp, cobbled streets. My pdmswere

clammy with nerves and my feet seemed reluctant to move towards the cathedrd. It was asif they were
wiser than | wasand | had to keep forcing onefoot in front of the other. But the evening was chilly, and
luckily there weren't many people about. | didn’t pass even one priest.

| arrived at the cathedral at about ten minutes to seven and as | walked through the gate into the big
flagged forecourt, | couldn’t help glancing up at the gargoyle over the main door. The ugly head seemed
bigger than ever and the eyes still seemed wick with life; they followed me as| waked towards the door.
The long chin curved upwards so much that it dmaost met the nose, making it unlike any cregture I’ d ever
seen. Aswadl asthe dog-like ears and along tongue protruding from its mouth, two short horns curved
upwards from its skull and it suddenly reminded me of agoat.

| looked away and entered the cathedral, shivering at the sheer strangeness of the creature. Insde the
building it took afew moments for my eyesto adjust to the gloom, and to my relief | saw that the place
was amost empty.

| was afraid though for two reasons. Firstly | didn’t like being in the cathedral, where priests could
gppear a any moment. If Father Cairnswas tricking methen | had just walked straight into histrap.
Secondly | was now in the Bane' sterritory. Soon the day would draw in, and once the sun went down
the Bane, like dl creatures of the dark, would be at its most dangerous. Perhaps then its mind might
reach up from the catacombs and seek me out. | had to get this business over with as quickly as possible.

Where was the confessiona? There were just a couple of old ladies at the back of the cathedrd, but
an old man was knedling near the front, close to the small door of awooden box that stood with its back
to the tonewall.

That told me what | wanted to know. There was an identical box abit further dong. The confessiona
boxes. Each had a candle fixed above it set within ablue glass holder. But only the one near the knedling
man waslit.

| walked down the right-hand aide and knelt in the pew behind him. After afew momentsthe door to
the confessional box opened and awoman wearing ablack veil came out. She crossed the aide and knelt
inapew further back while the old man went insde.

After afew moments| could hear him muttering. I’ d never been to confessonin my lifebut | had a
pretty good idea of what went on. One of Dad' s brothers had become very religious before he' d died.
Dad aways called him *Holy Joe' but hisreal name was Matthew. He went to confession twice aweek
and after hearing hissinsthe priest gave him abig penance. That meant that afterwards he had to say lots
of prayers over and over again. | supposed the old man wastelling the priest about hissins.

The door stayed closed for what seemed an age and | started to grow impatient. Another thought



struck me: what if it wasn't Father Cairnsingde but some other priest? | redly would haveto makea
confession then or it would seem very suspicious. | tried to think of afew sinsthat might sound
convincing. Wasgreed asin? Or did you cdl it gluttony? Well, | certainly liked my food but I'd had
nothing to eat al day and my belly was starting to rumble. Suddenly it seemed madnessto be doing this.
In moments | could end up a prisoner.

| panicked and stood up to leave. It was only then that | noticed with relief asmall card dotted into a
holder on the door. A name was written on it: Father CAIRNS.

At that moment the door opened and the old man came out, so | took his place in the confessiond and
closed the door behind me. 1t was smal and gloomy insde, and when | knelt down, my face was very
closeto ametd grille. Behind the grille was abrown curtain and, somewhere beyond that, aflickering
candle. | couldn’t see aface through the grille, just the shadowy outline of ahead.

“Would you like meto hear your confession? The priest’s voice had a strong County accent and he
bresthed loudly.

| just shrugged. Then | realized that he couldn’t see me properly through the grille. *No, Father,’ |
said, ‘but thank you for asking. I'm Tom, Mr Gregory’ s apprentice. Y ou wanted to seeme.’

There was adight pause before Father Cairns spoke. ‘ Ah, Thomas, I'm glad you came. | asked you
here because | need to talk to you. | need to tell you something very important, so | want you to stay
here until I’ vefinished. Will you promise methat you won't leave until I’ ve said what | haveto say?

‘I'll listen,” | replied doubtfully. | was wary of making promises now. Inthe spring I’d made a promise
to Aliceand it had got mein awholelot of trouble.

‘That'sagood lad,” he said. * W€ ve made agood start to an important task. And do you know what
that task is?

| wondered whether he was talking about the Bane but thought it best not to mention that creature so
closeto the catacombs, so | said, ‘No, Father.’

‘Well, Thomas, we have to put together a plan. We have to work out how we can save your immortal
soul. But you know what you have to do to begin the process, don’t you? Y ou must walk away from
John Gregory. Y ou must cease practising thet vile trade. Will you do that for me?

‘I thought you wanted to see me about helping Mr Gregory,’ | said, Sarting to fed angry. ‘| thought he
wasin danger.’

‘Heis, Thomas. We are here to help John Gregory but we must begin by helping you. So will you do
what | ask?

‘I can't,’ | said. ‘My dad paid good money for my gpprenticeship and my mam would be even more
disappointed. She says|’ve agift and | haveto useit to help people. That’s what spooks do. We go
round helping people when they’ rein danger from thingsthat come out of the dark.’

Therewasalong slence. All | could hear wasthe priest’ s breathing. Then | thought of something else.

‘I helped Father Gregory, you know,’ | blurted out. ‘He died later, it' strue, but | saved him from a
worse degth. At least hedied in bed, in the warmth. He tried to get rid of aboggart,’ | explained, raising
my voicealittle. ‘ That’ swhat got him into troublein the first place. Mr Gregory could have sorted it out
for him. He can do things that a priest can’t. Priests can't get rid of boggarts because they don’t know
how. It takes more than just afew prayers.’



| knew that | shouldn’t have said that about prayersand | expected him to get very angry. Hedidn't.
He kept calm and that made it seem awhole lot worse.

‘Oh, yes, it takes much more,” Father Cairns answered quietly, his voice hardly more than awhisper.
“Much, much more. Do you know what John Gregory’ s secret is, Thomas? Do you know the source of
his power?

‘Yes,' | said, my own voice suddenly much camer. ‘ He s studied for years, for thewhole of his
working life. He' sgot awhole library full of books and he did an apprenticeship like me and he listened
carefully to what his master said and wrote it down in notebooks, just like | do now.’

‘Don’'t you think that we do the same? It takeslong, long yearsto train for the priesthood. And priests
are clever men being trained by even cleverer men. So how did you accomplish what Father Gregory
couldn’t, despite the fact that he read from God' s holy book? How do you explain the fact that your
master routingly does what his brother could not?

‘It’ sbecause priests have the wrong kind of training,” | said. ‘And it’s because my master and | are
both seventh sons of seventh sons'’

The priest made astrange noise behind the grille. At first | thought he was choking; then | redlized |
could hear laughter. He waslaughing a me.

| thought that was very rude. My dad always says that you should respect other peopl€ s opinions
even if they sometimes seem daft.

‘That’sjust superdtition, Thomas,” Father Cairnssaid &t last. * Being the seventh son of a seventh son
means nothing. It'sjust an old wives' tae. Thetrue explanation for John Gregory’ s power is something
S0 terrible that it makes me shudder just to think about it. Y ou see, John Gregory has made a pact with
Hell. He ssold his soul to the Devil .’

| couldn’t believe what he was saying. When | opened my mouth, no words came out so | just kept
shaking my heed.

‘It strue, Thomeas. All his power comes from the Devil. What you and other County folk call boggarts
arejust lesser devilswho only yield because their master bids them do that. It' sworth it to the Devil
because, in return, one day he' Il get hold of John Gregory’ s soul. And asoul is preciousto God, athing
of brightness and splendour, and the Devil will do anything to dirty it with Sin and drag it down into the
eternd flamesof Hell.’

‘“What about me? | said, getting angry again. ‘I’ ve not sold my soul. But | saved Father Gregory.’

“That’ seasy, Thomas. Y ou' re aservant of the Spook, asyou call him, who, in turn, isa servant of the
Devil. So the power of evil ison loan to you while you serve. But of course, if you were to complete your
training in evil and prepare to practise your vile trade as master rather than apprentice, then it would be
your turn. Y ou too would have to sign away your soul. John Gregory hasn't yet told you this because
you' re too young, but he would certainly do so one day. And when that day arrived, it would come as no
surprise because you' d remember my words to you how. John Gregory has made many serious mistakes
in hislifeand hasfallen along, long way from grace. Do you know that he was once apriest?

| nodded. ‘I know that aready.’

‘And do you know how, just fresh from ordination as apriest, he cameto leave his caling? Do you
know of hisshame?



| didn’t reply. | knew that Father Cairnswas going to tell me anyway.

‘ Some theol ogians have argued that awoman does not have asoul. That debate continues, but of one
thing we can be certain - a priest cannot take awife, because it would distract him from his devotion to
God. John Gregory’ sfailing was doubly bad: not only was he distracted by awoman but that woman
was aready betrothed to one of his own brothers. It tore the family apart. Brother turned against brother
over awoman called Emily Burns’

By now | didn't like Father Cairnsonelittle bit and knew that if he’ d talked to my mam about women
not having souls, she d have flayed him with her tongue to within an inch of hislife. But | was curious
about the Spook. Firstly I'd heard about Meg and now | was being told that, even earlier, he'd been
involved with this Emily Burns. | was astonished and wanted to know more,

‘Did Mr Gregory marry Emily Burns? | asked, spitting my question right out.

‘Never inthe eyesof God,” answered the priest. * She came from Blackrod, where our family hasits
roots, and lives there alone to this day. Some say they quarrdlled, but whatever the case John Gregory
eventualy took another woman, whom he met in thefar north of the County and brought south. Her
name was Margery Skelton, anotorious witch. The locas knew her as Meg, and in time she became
feared and loathed across the breadth of Anglezarke Moor and the towns and villages to the south of the
County.’

| said nothing. I know that he expected me to be shocked. | was, at everything he' d said, but reading
the Spook’ s diary back in Chipenden had prepared me for the worst.

Father Cairns gave another deep sniff then coughed deep in histhroat. ‘ Do you know which of hissx
brothers John Gregory wronged?

I’d aready guessed. ‘ Father Gregory,’ | answered.

‘In devout families such asthe Gregorys, it isthe tradition that one son takes Holy Orders. When John
threw away his vocation, another brother took his place and began training for the priesthood. Yes,
Thomas, it was Father Gregory, the brother we buried today. Helost his betrothed and helost his
brother. What €l se could he do but turn to God?

When I’ d arrived, the church had been amost empty, but aswe' d talked I’ d become aware of sounds
outside the confessional box. There' d been footsteps and the increasing murmur of voices. Now,
suddenly, achoir began to sing. It would be well after seven by now and the sun would already have set.
| decided to make an excuse and leave but just as| opened my mouth | heard Father Cairns cometo his
feet.

‘Comewith me, Thomas,” he said. ‘1 want to show you something.’
| heard him open his door and go out into the church, so | followed.

He beckoned me towards the dtar where, led by another priest, neatly arranged in three rows of ten,
achoir of dtar boys was standing on the steps. Each wore ablack cassock and white surplice.

Father Cairns hated and put his bandaged hand on my right shoulder.
‘Ligten to them, Thomas. Don't they sound like holy angels?

I’d never heard an angdl sing so | couldn’t answer, but they certainly made a better noise than my dad,
who used to start Snging aswe got near to the end of the milking. His voice was bad enough to turn the



milk sour.

“Y ou could have been amember of that choir, Thomas. But you' veleft it too late. Y our voiceis
aready beginning to deepen and a chance to serve hasbeen lost.’

He was right about that. Most of the boys were younger than me and their voices were more like girls
than lads . In any case, my singing wasn't much better than my dad’s.

‘Still, there are other things you can do. Let me show you...’

Heled the way past the dtar, through adoor and along a corridor. Then we went out into the garden
a the rear of the cathedral. Wéll, it was more the size of afield than agarden, and rather than flowers
and roses, vegetables grew there.

It was dready beginning to get dark but there was still enough light to see ahawthorn hedge in the
distance with the gravestones of the churchyard just visible beyond it. In the foreground a priest was on
his knees, weeding with atrowd . It was abig garden and only asmdll trowd.

“Y ou come from afamily of farmers, Thomas. It's good, honest work. Y ou’ d be at home working
here, he said, pointing to the knedling priest.

| shook my head. ‘| don’t want to beapriest,’ | said firmly.

‘Oh, you could never beapriest!” Father Cairns said, hisvoicefilled with shock and indignation.
“Y ou’ ve been too closeto the Devil for that and now will have to be watched closely for therest of your
lifelest you dip back. No, that manisabrother.’

‘A brother? | asked, puzzled, thinking he was family or something.

The priest amiled. * At abig cathedra like this, priests have assistants who offer support. We cal them
brothers because, dthough they can’t administer the sacraments, they do other vital tasks and are part of
the family of the Church. Brother Peter is our gardener and very good at it too. What do you say,
Thomas? Would you like to be a brother?

| knew all about being a brother. With being the youngest of seven, I’ d been given all the jobs that
nobody el se wanted to do. It looked like it was the same here. In any case, | dready had ajob and |
didn’t believe what Father Cairns had told me about the Devil and the Spook. It had made methink a
bit, but deep down | knew it couldn’t be true. Mr Gregory was agood man.

It was getting darker and chillier by the moment so | decided it wastimeto go.

‘Thanksfor talking to me, Father,” | said, ‘ But could you tell me about the danger to Mr Gregory
now, please?

‘All ingood time, Thomas,” he said, giving me alittle smile.

Something in that smiletold methat I’ d been tricked. That he had no intention at al of helping the
Spook.

‘I’ll think about what you' ve told me but I’ ve got to be getting back now or I’ [l miss my supper,’ | told
him. It seemed agood excuse a the time. He d no way of knowing that | was fasting because | had to be
ready to ded with the Bane.

‘We ve got supper for you here, Thomas,” said Father Cairns. ‘In fact we' d like you to stay the night.’



Two other priests had come out of the side door and were walking towards us. They were big men
and | didn’t like the expressions on their faces.

There was amoment when | could probably have got away, but it ssemed silly to run when | wasn't
redly sure what was going to happen.

Then it wastoo late because the priests siood on each side of me, gripping me firmly by my upper
arms and shoulders. | didn’t struggle because there was no point. Their hands were big and heavy and |
felt that if | stayed in the same pot too long, I'd tart to sink into the earth. Then they waked me back
into the vestry.

‘Thisisfor your own good, Thomas,” Father Cairns said, as he followed usinside. ‘ The Quisitor will
saize John Gregory tonight. HE Il have atrid, of course, but the outcome is certain. Found guilty of
dedling with the Devil, he will be burned at the stake. That’swhy | can’t let you go back to him. There's
gl achance for you. You'rejust aboy and your soul can till be saved without burning. But if you're
with him when he' sarrested then you' Il suffer the same fate. So thisisfor your own good.’

‘But he/ syour cousin!’ | blurted out. *He' sfamily. How can you do this? Let me go and warn him.’

‘Warn him? asked Father Cairns. ‘ Do you think | haven't tried to warn him? 1’ ve been warning him
for most of hisadult life. Now | need to think about his soul more than hisbody. The flameswill cleanse
him. By means of pain, hissoul can be saved. Don’'t you see?I’m doing it to help him, Thomas. There
are much more important things than our brief existencein thisworld.’

“You've betrayed him! Y our own flesh and blood. Y ou’ ve told the Quisitor we' re here!’

‘Not both of you, just John. So join us, Thomas. Y our soul will be cleansed through prayer and your
lifewill no longer bein danger. What do you say?

There was no point in arguing with someone who was so sure that hewasright, so | didn’t waste my
breath. The only sound to be heard was the echo of our footsteps and the jangle of keys asthey led me
further and further into the gloom of the cathedrd.

CHAPTER 7

Escape And Capture

T hey locked mein asmall damp room without awindow and didn’t bring me the supper they’d

mentioned. For abed there was just asmall heap of straw. When the door closed | stood thereinthe
dark, listening to the key being turned in the lock and the footsteps echoing away down the corridor.

It was too dark to see my hands before my face but that didn’t worry me much. After nearly six
months as the Spook’ s apprentice I’ d become alot braver. Being a seventh son of a seventh son, I'd
always seen things that others couldn’t but the Spook had taught me that most of them couldn’t do you
much harm. It was an old cathedral and there was abig graveyard beyond the garden so that meant there
would be things about - unquiet things like ghasts and ghosts - but | wasn't afraid of them.

No, what bothered me was the Bane below in the catacombs! The thought of it reaching into my mind



wasterrifying. | certainly didn’t want to face that, and if it was now as strong as the Spook suspected, it
would know exactly what was going on. In fact it had probably corrupted Father Cairns, turning him
againgt hisown cousin. It might have worked its evil amongst the priests and been listening to their
conversations. It was bound to know who | was and where | was and it wouldn't be too friendly to say
thelesst.

Of course, | didn’t plan on staying there dl night. Y ou see, | still had the three keysin my pocket and |
intended to use the specia one Andrew had made. Father Cairns wasn't the only one with tricks up his
deeve.

The key wouldn’'t get me beyond the Silver Gate, because you needed something far more subtle and
well-crafted to open that lock, but I knew it would get me out into the corridor and through any door of
the cathedrd. | just had to wait awhile until everyone was adeep and then | could sneak out. If | went
too early, I'd probably be caught. On the other hand, if | delayed, I’ d be too late to warn the Spook and
might get avist from the Bane, o it was ajudgement | couldn’t afford to get wrong.

Asdarknessfell and the noises outside faded, | decided to take my chance. The key turned in the lock
without ahint of resistance, but just before | opened the door | heard footsteps. | froze and held my
breath as, gradualy, they receded into the distance and everything returned to silence.

| waited along time, listening very carefully. Findly | drew in adow breath and eased open the door.
Fortunately, it opened without asingle creak and | stepped out into the corridor, pausing and listening

again.

| didn’t know for sure that there was anybody |€eft in the cathedral and its side buildings. Perhaps
they’d al gone back to the big, priests house? But | couldn’t believe they wouldn't have left somebody
on guard, so | tiptoed aong the dark corridor, afraid to make even the dightest sound.

When | cameto the side door of the vestry, | had ashock. | didn’t need my key. It was already open.

The sky was clear now and the moon was up, bathing the path in asilver light. | stepped outside and
moved cautioudly. Only then did | sense somebody behind me; someone standing to the side of the door,
hidden in the shadow of one of the big stone buttresses that shored up the sides of the cathedral.

For amoment | froze. Then, my heart pounding so loudly | could hear it, | dowly turned round. The
shadowy figure stepped out into the moonlight. | recognized him straight away. Not apriest, but the
brother who' d been on his knees tending the garden earlier. Gaunt of face, Brother Peter was amost
totaly bald, with just athin collar of white hair below hisears.

Suddenly he spoke. ‘Warn your master, Thomas,” he said. * Go quickly! Get away from thistown
while you both can!’

| didn’t reply. | just turned and ran down the path asfast as| could. | only stopped running when |
reached the streets. | walked so as not to draw too much attention to myself and | wondered why
Brother Peter hadn't tried to stop me. Wasn't that hisjob? Hadn't he been left on guard?

But | didn’'t have timeto think about that properly. | had to warn the Spook of his cousin’s betraya
beforeit wastoo late. | didn’t know which inn the Spook was staying at but perhaps his brother would
know. That was a start because | knew where Friargate was. it was one of the roads I’ d walked down
while searching for an inn, so Andrew’ s shop wouldn't be too difficult to find. | hurried through the
cobbled gtreets, knowing that | didn’t have much time; that the Quisitor and his men would aready be on
their way.



Friargate was awide, hilly road with two rows of shopsand | found the locksmith’seasily. The name
above the shop said andrew Gregory but the premiseswere in darkness. | had to knock three times
before alight flickered in the upstairs room.

Andrew opened the door and held a candle up to my face. He was wearing along nightshirt and his
face held amixture of expressions. He looked puzzled, angry and weary.

“Your brother’sin danger,’ | said, trying to keep my voice aslow as possible. ‘| would have warned
him mysdif, but | don’t know where he' sstaying ...

He beckoned me in without aword and led me through into his workshop. The walls were festooned
with keys and locks of every possible shape and size. One large key was aslong as my forearm and |
wondered at the size of thelock it belonged to. Quickly | explained what had happened.

‘I told him hewas afool to stay here!” he exclaimed, thumping hisfist down hard on thetop of a
workbench. * And damn that treacherous, two-faced cousin of ours! | knew al along he wasn't to be
trusted. The Bane must have findly got to him, twisting his mind to get John out of the way - the one
person in the whole County who sill posesared threat to it!’

Hewent upstairs but it didn’t take him long to get dressed. Soon we were heading back through the
empty streets, taking aroute that led us back in the direction of the cathedra.

‘He sstaying at the Book and Candle,” muttered Andrew Gregory, shaking his head. ‘Why on earth
didn't hetell you that? Y ou could have saved time by going straight there. Let’ s hope we' re not too late!”

But weretoo late. We heard them from severd streets away: men’ svoices raised in anger and
someone thumping a door loud enough to wake the dead.

We watched from a corner, taking care not to be seen. There was nothing we could do now. The
Quisitor was there on his huge horse and he had about twenty armed men at his command. They had
cudgels and some of them had drawn their swords asif they expected resistance. One of the men
hammered on theinn door again with the hilt of his sword.

‘Open up! Open up! Be quick about it!" he shouted. * Or we' |l break down the door!’

There was the sound of bolts being drawn back and the innkeeper came to the door in his nightshirt,
holding alantern. He looked bewildered, asif he'd just woken up from avery deep deep. He saw only
the two armed men facing him, not the Quisitor. Perhaps that was why he made abig mistake: he began
to protest and bluster.

‘What' sthis? hecried. ‘Can’'t aman get some deep after ahard day’ swork? Disturbing the peace at
thistime of night! | know my rights. Thereé' slaws againg such things’

‘Fool!” shouted the Quisitor angrily, riding closer to the door. ‘| am thelaw! A warlock degpswithin
your walls. A servant of the Devil! Sheltering aknown enemy of the Church carries dire pendties. Stand
asdeor pay with your life!’

‘Sorry, lord. Sorry!” wailed the innkeeper, holding up his handsin supplication, alook of terror on his
face.

In answer the Quisitor smply gestured to his men, who seized the innkeeper roughly. Without
ceremony he was dragged into the street and hurled to the ground.

Then, very deiberatdly, with cruelty etched on hisface, the Quisitor rode hiswhite stallion over the



innkeeper. A hoof came down hard on hisleg and | clearly heard the bone snap. My blood ran cold. The
man lay screaming on the ground while four of the guards ran into the house; their boots thumped up the
wooden tairs.

When they dragged the Spook outside, he looked old and frail. Perhaps alittle afraid too, but | was
too far away to be sure.

‘Well, John Gregory, you'remineat lagt!” cried the Quisitor, in aloud, arrogant voice. ‘ Those dry old
bones of yours should burn well’

The Spook didn’t answer. | watched them tie his hands behind his back and lead him away down the
dreet.

‘All these years, then it comesto this; muttered Andrew. ‘He dways meant well. He doesn’t deserve
to burn.’

| couldn’t believe it was happening. | had alump in my throat so big that, until the Spook had been
taken round the corner and out of sight, | couldn’t even speak. ‘W€ ve got to do something!’ | said at
last.

Andrew shook his head wearily. “Wdll, boy, have athink about it and then tell mejust what we're
supposed to do. Because | haven't aclue. You' d better come back to my place and at first light get as
far away from here as possible’

CHAPTER 8

Brother Peter’s Tale

T he kitchen was at the back of the house, overlooking asmall flagged yard. Asthe sky grew lighter,

Andrew offered me some breakfadt. It wasn’t much, just an egg and adice of toasted bread. | thanked
him but had to refuse because | was till fasting. To eat would mean I’ d accepted that the Spook was
gone and that we wouldn’t be facing the Bane together. Anyway, | didn't fedl the dightest bit hungry. I'd
done what Andrew had suggested. Since the Spook had been taken I’ d spent every single moment
thinking of how we could save him. | thought about Alicetoo. If | didn’t do something, they were both
going to burn.

‘Mr Gregory’ sbag is<till in my room at the Black Bull,” 1 suddenly remembered, turning to the
locksmith. * And he must have left his staff and our cloaksin hisroom at the inn. How will we get them
back?

‘Well, that’ sonething | can help you with,” Andrew said. It stoo risky for either of usto go, but |
know someone who could pick them up for you. I'll seetoit later.’

While| watched Andrew earing, abell started to ring somewherein the distance. It had asingle dull
tone and there was along pause between each chime. It sounded mournful, like the tolling of afunera
bell.

‘Isthat from the cathedral ? | asked.



Andrew nodded and carried on chewing hisfood very dowly. Helooked asif he'd aslittle appetite as
| had.

| wondered if it was calling people to an early morning service, but before | could say asmuch
Andrew swallowed his piece of toast and told me, * It means another death at the cathedral or a some
other church in the town. Either that or a priest’s died somewhere else in the County and the news has
only just got here. It sacommon sound here these days. I'm afraid any priests who question the
darkness and corruption in our town are swiftly dedlt with.’

| shuddered. ‘ Does everybody in Priestown know it’ sthe Bane that’ s the cause of the dark times? |
asked. ‘Or just the priests?

‘The Bane' s common enough knowledge. In the area closest to the cathedral most folk have had the
doorsto their cellars bricked up, and fear and supergtition are rife. Who can blame the townsfolk when
they can’t even rely on their own prieststo protect them? No wonder congregations are dwindling,’
Andrew said, shaking his head sadly.

‘Did you finishthekey? | asked him.
‘Aye,’ hesaid, ‘but poor John won't be needing it now.’

We could useit,’ | said, speaking quickly so that | could finish what | was saying before he stopped
me. ‘ The catacombs run right under the cathedral and presbytery, so there could be away up into them.
We could wait until dark, when everyone' s adeep, and get up into the house.’

‘That’ sjust foolishness,” Andrew said, shaking his head. * The presbytery’ s huge, with alot of rooms
both above and below ground. And we don’t even know where the prisoners are being held. Not only
that, there are armed men guarding them. Do you want to burn aswell? | certainly don't!’

‘It sworth atry,” | ingsted. ‘ They won't expect anyone to come up into the house from below with
the Bane down there. WE Il have surprise on our side and maybe the guards will be adeep.’

‘No,” Andrew said, shaking his head firmly. ‘ It's madness. It’s not worth two morelives.’
‘Thengivemethekey and I'll doit.’

“You d never find your way without me. It'samaze of tunnels down there’

‘So you do know theway? | said. ‘Y ou’ ve been down there before?

‘Aye, | know theway asfar asthe Silver Gate. But that’sasfar as|'d ever want to go. And it’'s
twenty years since | went down there with John. That thing down there nearly killed him. It could kill us
too. Y ou heard John: it' s changing from a spirit, shape-shifting into God knows what. We could meet
anything down there. Folk have spoken of ferocious black dogs with huge, snarling teeth; venomous
serpents. The Bane can read your mind, remember, take the shape of your worst fears. No, it’' stoo
dangerous. | don’'t know which fate isworse - being burned dive at the stake by the Quisitor or pressed
to death by the Bane. They’ re not choices ayoung lad should be making.’

‘Don’'t worry about that,” | said. Y ou deal with thelocksand I’ll do my job.’

boy
‘I’m not daft enough to try and destroy the Bane,’ | said. ‘1" d just do enough to get the Spook to

f my brother couldn’t cope, then what hope have you? He was ill in his prime then and you'rejust a



sofety.
Andrew shook his head. *How long have you been with him?
‘Nearly sx months, | said.

‘Well,” said Andrew, ‘that tells us everything, doesn’t it? Y ou mean well, | know that, but we d just be
making thingsworse’

‘The Spook told me that burning’ s aterrible death. The worst desth of al. That'swhy he doesn't hold
with burning awitch. Would you let him suffer that? Please, you' ve got to help. It shislast chance.’

Thistime Andrew didn’t say anything. He sat for along time, deep in thought. When he did get up
from hischair, dl he said wasthat | should stay out of sight.

That seemed agood sign. At least he hadn’t sent me packing.

| sat inthe back, kicking my hedls, asthe morning dowly woreon. | hadn’t dept at al and | wastired,
but deep wasthelast thing on my mind after the events of the night.

Andrew wasworking. Mogt of thetime| could hear him in hisworkshop, but sometimestherewasa
tinkle from the doorbell as a customer entered or |eft the shop.

It was dmost noon before Andrew came back into the kitchen. There was something different in his
face. Helooked thoughtful. And walking right behind him was someone el <!

| cameto my feet, ready to run, but the back door was locked and the two men were between me
and the other doorway. Then | recognized the stranger and relaxed. It was Brother Peter and he was
carrying the Spook’ s bag and staff and our cloaks!

‘It'sdl right, boy,” Andrew said, walking up and laying his hand on my shoulder in reassurance. Take
that anxiouslook off your face and sit yoursalf back down. Brother Peter isafriend. Look, he' s brought
you John'sthings’

He smiled and handed me the bag, staff and cloaks. | accepted them with anod of thanks and put
them in the corner before sitting down. Both men pulled chairs out from the table and sat facing me.

Brother Peter was a man who' d spent most of hislife working in the open air and the skin on his head
was wesathered by the wind and sun to an even shade of brown. Hewas astal as Andrew but didn’'t
stand as upright. His back and shoulders were bent, perhaps with too many yearsworking away at the
earth with atrowe or hoe. His nose was his most distinctive fegture; it was hooked like a crow’ s besk,
but his eyeswere set wide gpart and had akindly twinkle. My ingtincts told me that he was a good man.

‘Well," hesaid, ‘you were lucky it was me doing the rounds last night and not one of the others or
you’ d have found yourself back in that cell! Asit was, Father Cairns summoned me just after dawn and
I’d afew awkward questions to answer. He was't happy and I’ m not sure that he' s finished with me
yet!’

‘I'msorry,’ | said.

Brother Peter smiled. ‘ Don’t worry, lad. I’'m just a gardener with areputation for being hard of
hearing. Hewon't bother himself for long about me. Not when the Quisitor’ s got so many others ready
for burning!”



‘Why did you let me escape? | asked.

Brother Peter raised his eyebrows. ‘Not al priests are under the control of the Bane. | know he' s your
cousin,” hesaid, turning to Andrew, but | don’t trust Father Cairns. | think the Bane may have got to
him.

‘I"ve been thinking as much mysdlf,” said Andrew. ‘ John was betrayed and I’ m sure the Bane must
have been behind it dl. It knows John's athreat to it so it got that weak cousin of oursto get rid of him.’

‘Aye, | think you'reright. Did you notice his hand? He saysit’ s bandaged because he burned himself
on acandle, but Father Hendle had an injury in asimilar place after the Bane got to him. | think Cairns
has given that creature hisblood.’

| must have looked horrified because Brother Peter came over and put an arm around my shoulders.
‘Don’'t worry, son. There are still some good men left in that cathedra and | may just be alowly brother
but | count mysalf one of them and do the Lord’ swork whenever | can. I'll do everything in my power to
help you and your master. The dark hasn't won yet! So let’ s get down to business. Andrew tells me that
you' re brave enough to go down into the catacombs. Isthat right? he asked, rubbing the end of hisnose

thoughtfully.
‘Somebody hasto doit, so I’'mwilling totry,” | told him.
‘And what if you comefaceto facewith ...
Hedidn't finish the sentence. It was amost asif he couldn’t bring himsdlf to say ‘the Bane'.

‘Has anyone told you what you could be facing? About the shape-shifting, and the mind reading and
the...” He hesitated and looked over his shoulder before whispering, ‘ Pressing?

‘Yes, I'veheard,” | said, sounding alot more confident than | felt. * But there are things | could do. It
doesn't likeslver...

| unlocked the Spook’ s bag, reached into it and showed them the silver chain. ‘I could bind it with
this’ | said, staring straight into Brother Peter’ s eyes and trying not to blink.

The two men looked at each other and Andrew smiled. * Practised alot, have you? he asked.

‘For hoursand hours,” | told him. ‘ There' sapost in Mr Gregory’ s garden at Chipenden. | can cast
thischain at it from eight feet away and drop it clean over it ninetimes out of ten.’

‘Well, if you could somehow get past that cresture and reach the presbytery tonight, one thing would
be on your side. It would certainly be quieter than normal,” Brother Peter said. “ The degth last night was
at the cathedra so the body’ s already here, rather than out of town. Tonight nearly all the priestswill be
intherekeeping avigil.’

From my Latin lessons| knew that ‘vigil’ meant *awake'. It fill didn’t tell me what they’d be up to.

‘They say prayers and watch over the body,” Andrew said, smiling at the puzzlement on my face.
‘Who was it who died, Peter?

‘Poor Father Roberts. Took hisown life. Threw himself from the roof. That' s five suicides this year
dready,’ hesaid, glancing at Andrew then staring right back at me. ‘It getsinsde their minds, you see.
Makes them do thingsthat are against God and againgt their conscience. And that’ savery hard thing for
apriest who'staken holy ordersto serve God. So when he can't stand it any longer he sometimes takes



hisown life. And that’ saterrible thing to do. To take on€ slifeisamortal sin, and the priests know they
can never go to Heaven, never be with God. Think how bad it must be to drive them to that! If only we
could berid of thisterrible evil before there’ s nothing good Ieft in the town for it to corrupt.”

Therewas ashort slence, asif weweredl thinking, but then | saw Brother Peter’ s mouth moving and
| thought that he might be praying for the poor dead priest. When he made the sign of the cross| was
sure of it. Then the two men glanced at each other and they both nodded. Without speaking, they'd
reached an agreement.

‘I'll gowith you asfar asthe Silver Gate,” Andrew said. ‘ After that, Brother Peter here might be able
tohdp...

Was Brother Peter going with us? He must have read the expression on my face because he held up
both hands, smiled and shook his head.

‘Oh, no, Tom. | lack the courage to go anywhere near the catacombs. No, what Andrew meansis
that | can help in another way: by giving you directions. Y ou see, thereé samap of thetunnéls. It's
mounted in aframejust insde the presbytery entrance - the one that leads directly to the garden. I’ ve lost
count of the hours |’ ve spent waiting there for one of the priests to come down and give me my duties for
the day. Over theyears |’ ve got to know every inch of that map. Do you want to write this down, or can
you remember it?

‘I’ve got agood memory,’ | told him.

‘Well, just tdl meif you want meto repeat anything. As Andrew said, he' Il guide you asfar asthe
Siver Gate. Oncethrough it, just keep going until the tunnel forks. Follow the left-hand passage until you
reach some steps. They lead up to adoor, beyond which isthe big wine cellar of the presbytery. It'll be
locked but that should cause no problem at al when you' ve afriend like Andrew. There s only one other
door that leads from the cellar and it' son the far wall in the right-hand corner.’

‘But can't the Bane follow me through into the wine cellar and escape? | asked.

‘No - it can only leave the catacombs through the Silver Gate, so you' re quite safe from it once you' ve
gone through the door into the wine cdllar. Now, before you leave the cdllar there' s something you
should do. There' satrapdoor in the celling to the | eft of the door. It leads up to the path that runsalong
the north wall of the cathedra - the ddlivery men useit to get the wine and ale down there. Unlock it
before you go any further. It should prove afaster escape route than going back to the gate. Isthat clear
ofar?

‘Wouldn't it be alot easier to use that trapdoor to get down? | asked. ‘ That way | could avoid the
Silver Gate and the Bane!’

‘I only wish it were so easy,’” said Brother Peter. ‘But it’ stoo risky. The door isvisible from the road
and from the presbytery. Someone might seeyou goingin.’

| nodded thoughtfully.

‘ Although you can't useit to get in, there’ s another good reason why you should try to get out that
way,” Andrew said. ‘I don’t want John to risk coming face to face with the Bane again. Y ou see, deep
down | think he' safraid - so afraid that he couldn’t possibly win—

‘Afraid? | asked indignantly. ‘Mr Gregory’ snot afraid of anything that belongsto the dark.’

‘Not so ashe'd admitit,” continued Andrew. ‘I’ll give you that al right. He probably wouldn’t even



admit it to himsdlf. But he was cursed long ago and—
‘Mr Gregory doesn't believein curses;’ | interrupted again. ‘Hetold you that.’

‘If you'll let me get aword in edgeways, I'll explain,” indsted Andrew. ‘ Thiswas a dangerous and
powerful curse. Asbig asthey ever get. Three whole covens of Pendle witches came together to doit.
John had been interfering too much in their business, so they put aside their own quarrds and grievances
and cursed him. It was a blood sacrifice and innocents were daughtered. It happened on Walpurgis
Night, the eve of thefirst of May, twenty years ago, and afterwards they sent it to him on a piece of
parchment splattered with blood. He once told me what was written there: You will diein a dark place,
far underground with no friend at your side!’

‘The catacombs....” | said, my voice hardly more than awhisper. If he faced the Bane done downin
the catacombs, then the conditions of the curse would be fulfilled.

‘Aye, the catacombs,’ Andrew said. ‘As| said, get him away through the hatch. Anyway, Brother
Peter, sorry to have interrupted ...’

Peter gave ableak smile and continued. * Once you' ve unlocked the hatch, go through the door into a
corridor. Thisistherisky part. There' sacdl at the far end which they useto hold prisoners. That's
where you should find your master. But to get to it, you'll have to pass the guardroom. It's adangerous
business but it's damp and chilly down there. They'll have abig fire blazing away in the grate and, if
God' swilling, the door will be closed againgt the cold. So there you haveit! Release Mr Gregory and get
him out through the trgpdoor and away from thistown. He |l have to come back and ded with that foul
cresture another time, when the Quisitor’ sgone.’

‘Nay!" said Andrew. ‘ After dl this| wouldn't have him coming back here’

‘But if he doesn’t fight the Bane, then who can? asked Brother Peter. ‘1 don’t believein curses either.
With God' s help, John can defest that evil spirit. Y ou know it’s getting worse. No doubt Il be next.’

‘Not you, Brother Peter,” Andrew said. ‘I’ ve met few men as strong-minded asyou.’

‘l domy best,; he said, shuddering. ‘When | hear it whispering inside my heed, | just pray harder.
God gives us the strength we need - that’ s if we' ve the senseto ask for it. But something has to be done.
| don’'t know how it'sdl going to end.’

‘It'll end when the townsfolk have had enough,” said Andrew. “Y ou can only push peoplesofar. I'm
surprised they’ ve stood the Quisitor’ s wickedness for so long. Some of those for burning have relatives
and friends here’

‘Maybe and maybe not,” said Brother Peter. ‘ There arelots of people love aburning. We can only
pray’

CHAPTER 9

The Catacombs

B rother Peter went back to his duties at the cathedral while we waited for the sun to go down.



Andrew told me that the best way into the catacombs was through the cellar of an abandoned house
closeto the cathedral; we were less likely to be noticed after dark.

Asthe hours passed, | began to grow more and more nervous. When talking to Andrew and Brother
Peter, I’d tried to sound confident, but the Bane redlly scared me. | kept rummaging through the Spook’s
bag, looking for anything that might be of some help.

Of course, | took thelong silver chain that he used to bind witches and tied it around my waist, hidden
under my shirt. But | knew it was one thing to be able to cast it over awooden post and quite another to
do it to the Bane. Next were st and iron. After transferring my tinderbox to my jacket pocket, | filled
my breeches pockets - the right pocket with sdlt, the left with iron. The combination worked against most
thingsthat haunted the dark. That was how I’ d findlly dealt with the old witch, Mother Malkin.

| couldn’t seeit being enough to finish off something as powerful asthe Bane; if it had been, the Spook
would have dedt with it last time, once and for al. However, | was desperate enough to try anything, and
just having that and the silver chain made me fedl better. After dl, | wasn't planning to destroy the Bane
thistime, but to fend it off long enough to rescue my madter.

At lagt, with the Spook’ s staff in my left hand and his bag with our cloaksin my right, | wasfollowing
Andrew through the darkening streetsin the direction of the cathedra. Above, the sky was heavy with
cloudsand it smelled asif rain wasn't very far away. | waslearning to hate Priestown, with its narrow
cobbled streets and walled back yards. | missed the fells and the wide open spaces. If only | werein
Chipenden, back in the routine of my lessons with the Spook! It was hard to accept that my life there
might be over.

Aswe gpproached the cathedra, Andrew led usinto one of the narrow passages that ran between the
backs of the terraced houses. He halted at adoor, dowly lifted the latch and nodded me through into the
smdll back yard. After closing the yard door carefully, he went up to the back door of the house, which
wasdl in darkness,

A moment later he turned akey in the lock and we wereinside. Locking the door behind us, helit two
candles and handed oneto me.

‘This house has been deserted for well over twenty years,” hesaid, *and it’ll stay likethistoo, for as
you' ve redized, those like my brother aren’t welcome in thistown. It's haunted by something pretty nasty
S0 most people keep well away and even dogs avoid it.’

He was right about there being something nasty in the house. The Spook had carved asign on the
insde of the back door.

It wasthe Greek |etter gamma, which was used for either aghast or aghost. The number to theright
was aone, meaning it was aghost of thefirst rank, dangerous enough to push some people to the edge
of insanity.

‘His name was Matty Barnes,” Andrew said, ‘ and he murdered seven people in thistown, maybe
more. He had big hands and he used them to choke the life from hisvictims. They were mainly young
women. They say he brought them back here and squeezed the life from them in this very room.
Eventudly one of the women fought back and stabbed him through the eye with a hat pin. He died dowly
of blood poisoning. John was going to talk his ghost into moving on but thought better of it. He aways



intended to come back here one day and dedl with the Bane and wanted to make sure thisway down
into the catacombs would till be available. Nobody wants to buy a haunted house.’

Suddenly | felt theair grow colder and our candle flames began to flicker. Something was close by
and getting nearer by the second. Before | could take another breeth, it arrived. | couldn’t actualy seeit
but | sensed something lurking in the shadows in the far corner of the kitchen; something staring at me
hard.

That | couldn’t actually see it made things worse. The most powerful of ghosts can choose whether or
not to make themsalves visible. The ghost of Matty Barnes was showing me just how strong it was by
keeping hidden, yet letting me know that it was watching me. What' smore, | could senseits
malevolence. It wished usill and the sooner we were out of there the better.

‘Am | imagining it, or hasit suddenly got very chilly in here? asked Andrew.

‘It'scold dl right,” | said, not mentioning the presence of the ghost. There was no need to make him
more nervous than he dready was.

‘Then let’smove on,” Andrew said, leading the way towardsthe cdllar steps.

The house wastypical of many terraced housesin the County’ stowns. asmple two rooms upstairs
and two rooms down with an attic under the eaves. And the cellar door in the kitchen wasin exactly the
same posgition asthe one in Horshaw, where the Spook had taken me on the first night after I’ d become
his apprentice. That house had been haunted by aghast, and to seeif | was up to doing the job the
Spook had ordered me to go down to the cdllar at midnight. It wasn't anight I’ d forget; thinking about it
now gtill makes me shiver.

Andrew and | followed the steps down into the cellar. The flagged floor was empty but for apile of
old rugs and carpets. It seemed dry enough but there was amusty smell. Andrew handed me his candle
then quickly dragged the rugs away to reveal awooden trapdoor.

‘There’ smore than one way into the catacombs,” he said, but thisisthe easiest and the least risky.
You'renot likely to get many folk nosing about down here.’

Helifted the trapdoor and | could see stone steps descending into the darkness. There was asmell of
damp earth and rot. Andrew took the candle from me and went down firg, telling meto wait for a
moment. Then he caled up,  Down you come, but leave the trap open. We might have to get out of here
inahurry!’

| 1eft the Spook’ s bag, with the cloaks, in the cellar and followed him, gtill clutching my master’ s staff.
When | got down, to my surprise | found myself standing on cobbles rather than the mud I’ d expected.
The catacombs were as well paved as the streets above. Had these been made by the people who' d
lived here before the town was built; those who' d worshipped the Bane? If so, the cobbled streets of
Priestown had been copied from those of the catacombs.

Andrew st off without another word and | had afeding he wanted to get the whole thing over with. |
know | did.

At first the tunnel was wide enough for two people to walk side by side but the cobbled roof was low
and Andrew was forced to walk with his head bowed forward. No wonder the Spook had called them
the‘ Little Peopl€ . The builders had certainly been alot smaller than folk were now.

We d not gone very far before the tunnel began to narrow; in placesit was distorted, asif the weight



of the cathedral and the buildingsfar above were squashing it out of shape. At timesthe cobblesthat also
lined the roof and walls had falen away, alowing mud and dime to seep through and ooze down the
walls. There was a sound of dripping water in the distance and the echo of our boots on the cobbles.

Soon the passage narrowed even further. | was forced to walk behind Andrew, and our path forked
into two even smaller tunnels. After we' d taken the left-hand one, we cameto arecessin thewall on our
left. Andrew paused and held his candle up so that it lit part of theinterior. | stared in horror at what |
saw. Therewere rows of shelves and they were filled with bones: skullswith eyeless sockets, leg bones,
arm bones, finger bones and bones | didn’t recognize, dl different sizes, dl mixed up. And al human!

‘The catacombs are full of cryptslikethis; Andrew said. ‘“Wouldn't do to get lost down herein the
dark.’

The boneswere small too, like those of children. They werethe remains of the Little People dl right.

We moved on and soon | could hear fast-flowing water ahead. We turned acorner and there it was,
more asmdl river than astream.

‘Thisflows under the main Street in front of the cathedral,” Andrew said, pointing towards the dark
water, ‘and we crossthere ...’

Stepping stones, ninein dl, broad, smooth and flat but each of them only just above the surface of the
water.

Once again Andrew led the way, striding effortlesdy from stone to stone. At the other side he paused
and turned back to watch me complete my crossing.

‘It'seasy tonight,” he said, but after heavy rain the water level can be well above the sones. Then
there sared danger of being swept away.

We walked on and the sound of rushing -water began to recede into the distance.

Andrew halted suddenly and | could see over his shoulder that we'd cometo agate. But what a gate!
I’d never seen onelikeit. From floor to celling, wall to wall, agrille of meta blocked the runnel
completely, meta that gleamed in thelight of Andrew’s candle. It seemed to be an dloy that contained a
lot of slver and it had been fashioned by ablacksmith of great skill. Each bar was made up not of solid
cylindrical meta, but of severad much thinner bars, twisted around to form aspiral. The design wasvery
complex: patterns and shapes were suggested, but the more | looked the more they seemed to change.

Andrew turned and put hishand on my shoulder. ‘ Thisisit, the Silver Gate. Solisten,” hesad, ‘thisis
important. Isthere anything near? Anything from the dark?

‘| don't think so,’ | said.

‘That’s not good enough,” Andrew snapped, hisvoice harsh. ‘Y ou’'ve got to be sure! If we let this
cregture escape it'll terrorize the whole County, not just the priests.’

Well, | didn’t fedl the cold, the usua warning that something from the dark was near. So that was one
sign that everything was safe. But the Spook had always told meto trust my ingtincts, so to make doubly
sure | took a deep breath and concentrated hard.

Nothing. | sensed nothing at &l

‘It'sdll clear,” | told Andrew.



“You sure? You'reredly sure?
‘I'msure’

Andrew suddenly dropped to his knees and reached into the pocket of his breeches. Therewasa
small curved door inthe grille but itstiny lock was very close to the ground and that was why Andrew
was bent so low. Very carefully hewas easing thetiniest of keysinto the lock. | remembered the huge
key displayed on thewall of hisworkshop. Y ou would have thought that the bigger the key, the more
important it was, but here the opposite was true. What could be more important than the minute key that
Andrew now held in his hand? One that had kept the whole County safe from the Bane.

He seemed to struggle and kept positioning and repositioning the key. At last it turned and Andrew
opened the gate and stood up.

*Still want to do this? he asked.

| nodded, then knelt down, pushed the staff through the open gate and followed it, crawling on dl
fours. Immediately Andrew locked the gate behind me and poked the key through the grille. | put it insde
my left breeches pocket, pushing it down into the iron filings.

‘Good luck,” Andrew said. ‘I'll go back to the cellar and wait for an hour in case you come back this
way for some reason. If you don’t appear, I’ [l head home. Wish | could do moreto help. You' re abrave
lad, Tom. | truly wish I’ d the courage to go with you.’

| thanked him, turned and, carrying the staff in my left hand and the candlein my right, set off into the
darkness done. Within momentsthe full horror of what | was undertaking descended upon me. Was|
mad? | was now inthe Ban€ slair and it could gppear a any moment. What had | been thinking? It might
aready know that | was here!

But | took a deep breath and reassured mysdlf with the thought that asit hadn’t rushed to the Silver
Gate when Andrew unlocked it, it couldn’t be al-knowing. And if the catacombs were as extensive as
people clamed, then at that very moment the Bane might be miles away. Anyway, what else could | do
but keep walking forward? The lives of the Spook and Alice both depended onwhat | did.

| walked for about aminute before | came to two branching runnels. Remembering what Brother Peter
had told me, | chosethe left one. The ar around me grew colder and | sensed that | was no longer alone.
In the distance, beyond the light of the candle, there were smadll, faint, luminous shapesflitting like bats, in
and out of cryptsaong the tunnd walls. As| approached them, they disappeared. They didn’t get too
near but | felt certain that they were the ghosts of some of the Little People. The ghosts didn’t bother me
much; it wasthe Banethat | couldn’t get out of my mind.

| cameto the corner and, as| turned, following it to theleft, | felt something underfoot and amost
tripped. I’ d stepped on something soft and sticky.

I moved back and lifted my candle to get a better look. What | saw started my knees shaking and the
candle dancing in my trembling hand. It was adead cat. But it wasn't the fact that it was dead that
bothered me; it was the way it had died.

No doubt it had found itsway down into the catacombsin search of rats or mice but it had met with a
terrible end. It waslying onits belly, its eyes bulging. The poor animal had been squashed so flat that at
no point wasits body any thicker than an inch. It had been smeared into the cobbles but its protruding
tongue was il glistening so it couldn’t have been dead very long. | shuddered with horror, ft had been
‘pressed’ dl right. If the Bane found me, that would surely be my fate too.



| moved on quickly, glad to leave that terrible sight behind, and &t last | cameto the foot of aflight of
stone stepsthat led up to awooden door. If Brother Peter was right, behind that was the wine cdllar of
the priests’ house.

| climbed to the top of the steps and used the Spook’ s key. A moment later | was easing the door
open. Onceingdethecdlar, | closed it behind me but didn't lock it.

The cdlar was very large, with huge barrels of de and row upon row of dusty wine racksfilled with
bottles, some of which had clearly been there along time - they were covered with spiders webs. It was
deadly silent down here, and unless somebody was hiding and watching me, it seemed completely
deserted. Of course, the candle only illuminated the smdl areaaround me and beyond the nearest barrels
was adarkness that could have hidden anything.

Before he' d left Andrew’ s house Brother Peter had told me that the priests only came down into the
cdlar once aweek to collect the wine they needed, and that most of them wouldn’t dream of going down
into the catacombs because of the Bane. But he couldn’t promise the same for the Quisitor’s men: they
weren't loca and didn’t know enough to be fearful. Not only that; they’ d help themselvesto the de and
probably wouldn’t be content with just one barrel.

| crossed the length of the cellar cautioudy, pausing every ten stridesor soto listen. At last | could see
the door that led to the corridor and there, in the ceiling to the left, right up against the wall, was alarge
wooden hatch. We had a similar hatch back home. Our farm had once been called ‘ Brewer’ s Farm’
because it had supplied deto neighbouring taverns and farms. As Brother Peter had explained, this
trapdoor was used to get barrels and cratesin and out of the cellar without the bother of going through
the presbytery. And hewasright in saying that it would be the easiest way of escaping. If | diduseit’d
certainly run the risk of being spotted, but going back towards the Silver Gate would mean possibly
facing the Bane, and after being locked up the Spook wouldn’t be strong enough to deal with it. Not only
that, there was the Spook’ s curse to think about. Whether he believed in it or not, it wasn't worth
tempting fate.

There were big barrels of de standing on end directly under the hatch. Resting the candle on one and
setting the staff to one side, | climbed up onto another and was able to reach the lock, which was set into
the wooden hatch so that it could be locked or unlocked from either side. It was smple enough and the
Spook’ s key worked again, but | |eft the hatch closed for now in case someone spotted it from above.

| unfastened the door to the corridor just as eadly, turning the key very dowly so as not to make any
noise. It made me redlize how lucky the Spook was to have alocksmith for abrother.

Next | eased open the door and stepped through into along, narrow, flagged corridor. It was
deserted, but about twenty steps ahead, on theright, | could see aflickering torch in awall bracket
above a closed door. It had to be the guardroom that Brother Peter had warned me about. Further down
the corridor was a second door, and beyond it stone steps that must lead up to the rooms above.

| walked dowly down the corridor towards the first door, amost on tiptoe and keeping to the
shadows. Once close to the guardroom, | could hear sounds coming from within. Somebody coughed,
somebody laughed and there was the murmur of voices.

Suddenly my heart was set racing. I’ d heard a deep voice very close to the door but before | could
hide, the door was flung open with some force. It dmost hit me but | stepped back behind it quickly and
flattened mysalf againgt the rough stones of the wall. Heavy boots stepped out into the corridor.

‘1 must get back to my work,” said avoicethat | recognized. It was the Quisitor and he wastalking to
someone who was standing just inside the doorway!



‘ Send someone to collect Brother Peter,” he continued, *and have him brought to mewhen I've
finished with the other. Father Cairns may have lost us a prisoner but he knew who wasto blame, I'll say
that for him. And at least he had the good sense to report it to me. Bind our good brother’ s hands tightly
behind his back, and don't be gentle. Make the cord cut into his flesh so that he knows exactly what he's
facing! It' I be more than afew harsh words, you can be sure of that. Hot irons || soon loosen his

tongue!’

By way of answer there came aburst of loud, crud laughter from the guards. Then the Quisitor’ slong
black cloak billowed out behind him in the draught as he closed the door and walked quickly towardsthe
steps at the far end of the corridor.

If he turned round he’ d see meright away! For amoment | thought he was going to stop outside the
prisoners cdl, but to my relief he continued up the steps and out of sight.

Poor Brother Peter. He was going to be questioned but there was no way | could warn him. And I’ d
been the prisoner the Quisitor had referred to. They were going to torture him because he' d let me go
free! And not only that - Father Cairns had told the Quisitor about me. Now that he had the Spook, the
Quisitor would probably come looking for me too.

| had to rescue my master before it wastoo late for both of us.

| amost made a big mistake then and moved down the corridor towards the cell; however, just in time
| realized that the Quisitor’ s order would be carried out immediately. Sure enough, the guardroom door
opened again and two men came out brandishing clubs and strode away towards the steps.

When the door was again closed from within, | wasin full view but my luck held once more and the
guards didn’t turn round. After they’ d climbed up the steps and out of sight, | waited for afew moments
until the echo of their distant boots had faded awvay and my heart had stopped pounding so loudly. It was
then that | heard other voices from the cell ahead. Someone was crying; another chanted in prayer. |
rushed towards the sound until | reached aheavy meta door, itstop third formed of vertical metal bars.

| held the candle right up close to the bars and peered inside. In the flickering light the cell looked
really bad but smelled even worse. There were about twenty people cramped into that small space.
Some were lying on the floor and seemed to be adeep. Others were Sitting with their backs againgt the
wall. A woman was standing close to the door and it was her voicethat I’d heard. I’ d assumed she was
praying but she was chanting gibberish and her eyeswererolling in her head asif what she'd gone
through had driven her insane.

| couldn’t see the Spook and | couldn’t see Alice but that didn’t mean they weren't inside. These were
the prisonersdl right. The prisoners of the Quisitor, ready for burning.

Wasting no time, | laid down the staff, unlocked the door and opened it dowly. | wanted to goin and
look for the Spook and Alice, but even before the door was fully open the woman who' d been chanting
moved forward and blocked my way.

She shouted something out, spitting her words into my face. | couldn’t understand what she said but it
was S0 loud it made me glance back towards the guardroom. Within seconds, others were at her back,
pushing her forwards and out into the corridor. There was agirl to her Ieft, no more than ayear older
than Alice. She had big brown eyes and akind face, so | appeded to her.

‘I"'m looking for someone,” | said, my voice hardly more than awhisper.

Before | could say anything else, she opened her lipswide asif to speak, revealing two rows of teeth,



some broken, others black with decay. Instead of words,, loud wild laughter erupted from her throat and
sheimmediately set off an uproar from the others around her. These people had been tortured and had
spent days or even weeks under the threat of desth. It was no good appealing to reason or asking for
cam. Fingersjabbed a me and abig, gangling man with long limbs and wild eyes grabbed my Ieft hand
hard and began to pump it up and down in gratitude.

‘Thank you! Thank you!" he cried, and his grip became o tight that | thought he would crunch my
bones.

| managed to snatch my hand free, picked up the staff and retreated afew steps. Any moment now the
guards would hear the commotion and come out into the corridor to investigate. What if the Spook and
Aliceweren't in that cel?What if they were being held somewhere else?

It was too late now because, pushed roughly from behind, | was aready retreating past the
guardroom, and afew seconds more brought me to the door of the wine cdllar. | glanced back and saw
aline of people following me. At least nobody was shouting now but there was till too much noisefor
my liking. | just hoped that the guards had been drinking heavily. They’ d probably be used to noise from
the prisoners; they wouldn't be expecting a breakout.

Onceinsidethewinecdlar, | climbed up onto abarrel and balanced there, while | quickly pushed the
hatch upwards. Through the open hatch | glimpsed a stone buttress of the cathedra’ s outer wall and
there was arush of cool air and dampness on my face. It wasraining hard.

Other people were clambering up onto the barrels.

The man who' d thanked me elbowed me aside roughly and started to pull himself up through the
hatch. Moments later he was out, holding a hand down towards me, offering to pull me up.

‘Comeon!’ he hissed.

| hesitated. | wanted to seeif the Spook and Alice had got out of the cell. Then it wastoo late because
awoman had clambered up onto the barrel beside me and wasraising her arms towards the man who,
without amoment’ s hesitation, gripped her wrists and pulled her up through the open hatch.

After that I’d missed my chance. There were others, some dmogt fighting amongst themselvesin their
desperation to get out. Not everyone was like that though. Another man pushed abarrel onto itssde and
rolled it againgt the upright one to form astep that made it easier to climb. He helped an old woman up
and steadied her legs while the man above gripped her wrists and drew her dowly upwards.

Prisoners were getting out through the hatch, but others were still coming through the door into the
wine cdllar and | kept glancing towards them, hoping that one would be the Spook or Alice.

A thought suddenly struck me. What if one of them wastoo ill or wesk to move and hadn’t been able
to leave the cdl?

| had no choice. | had to go back and see. | jumped down from the barrel, but it wastoo late: ashout,
then angry voices. Boots thundering along the corridor. A big burly guard pushed into the cellar
brandishing acudgel. He looked around and, with abellow of anger, rushed directly towards me.

CHAPTER 10



Girl Spit

W ithout asecond’ s hesitation | grabbed the staff and blew out the candle, plunging the cdllar into
darkness, and moved quickly in the direction of the door that led down into the catacombs.

There was aterrible commotion behind: shouts, screams and the sounds of a struggle. Glancing back, |
saw another of the guards carrying atorch into the cellar, so | dipped behind the wine racks, keeping
them between me and the light as | headed for the door in the far wall.

| felt terrible leaving the Spook and Alice behind. To have comethisfar and till be unable to rescue
them left me feding wretched. | only hoped that somehow in the confusion they’ d managed to get out.
They could both seewdll inthe dark and if 1 could manage to find the door to the catacombs, so could
they. | sensed some of the prisoners moving with me, away from the guards into the dark recesses of the
cdlar. A few seemed to bein front of me. Perhgps amongst them were my master and Alice but |
couldn’t risk cdling out and aerting the guards. As| picked my way through the wine racks, ahead of me
| thought | saw the door to the catacombs open and close quickly but it wastoo dark to be sure.

A few momentslater and | wasthrough the door. Theingtant | closed it behind me | was plunged into
adarkness so intense that, for a few seconds, | couldn’t see my hand before my face. | stood there at
the top of the steps, waiting desperately for my eyesto adjust.

Assoon as| could make out the steps, | went down carefully and moved along the tunndl as quickly
as| could, aware that, eventualy, someone would probably check the door: | hadn't locked it behind me
justin case Alice or the Spook were close behind.

I’'m usually good at seeing in the dark but in those catacombs it seemed to be getting darker and
darker so | cameto ahdt and tugged the tinderbox out of my jacket pocket. | knelt down and shook a
smadl pile of tinder out onto the stones. Quickly | used the stone and metal to create a spark and afew
seconds later I'd managed to light my candle.

With candldlight to guide me | made better progress but the air around me grew colder with every
step, and not far ahead | could see sinister flickerings on the wal. Again, white luminous shapes were
moving in and out of the shadows but there were now far more than last time. The dead were gathering.
My previouswalk aong the tunnels had disturbed them.

| stopped. What was that? Somewhere in the distance I’ d heard the howl of adog. | cameto ahdlt,
my heart pounding. Wasit ared dog or could it be the Bane? Andrew had mentioned a huge black dog
with ferociousteeth. A huge dog that wasredly the Bane. | tried to tell mysdlf it wasared dog | was
hearing, one that had somehow found its way down into the catacombs. After dl, if acat could do it, why
not adog?

Thehowl cameagain, and it hung in the air for along time, echoing and reverberating down the long
tunnds. Wasit ahead of me or behind? In thistunne or another one? It wasimpossible to say. But with
the Quigtor and his men behind me | had no choice but to keep moving towards the gate.

So | walked quickly, shivering with cold, skirting the pressed cat, till | reached the point where the
forked tunnels merged. At last | rounded a corner and saw the Silver Gate. There | halted, my knees
beginning to shake, my mind afraid to go on. For ahead, in the darkness beyond the candle flame,
someone was waiting for me. A shadowy figure was Sitting on the floor near the gate, its back against the
wall, its head bowed forward. Could it be an escaped prisoner? Someone who' d got through the door



before me?

| couldn’t go back, so | took afew steps towards the gate and held the candle higher. A bearded face
turned to me.

‘What kept you? called out avoicel recognized. ‘I’ ve been waiting here five minutes aready!’

It was the Spook, alive and well! | rushed forward, filled with relief that he' d managed to escape.
Therewas an ugly bruise over hisleft eye and his mouth was swollen. He d clearly been beaten.

‘Areyou dl right? | asked anxioudy.

‘Aye, lad. Give me afew more momentsto get my breath back and I'll beright asrain. Just get that
gate open and we' |l soon be on our way.’

‘Was Alicewithyou? | asked. Wereyou in the same cdll?

‘No, lad. Best forget al about her. She’ sno good. Nowt but trouble and there’ s nothing we can do to
help her now.” Hisvoice sounded cruel and hard. * She deserves what’ s coming to her.’

‘Burning? | asked. ‘Y ou've never hed with burning awitch, let done ayoung girl, and you told
Andrew yoursdlf that she’ sinnocent.”

| was shocked. He' d never trusted Alice but it hurt meto hear him talk that way, especialy ashe'd
faced such aterrible fate himsdlf. And what about Meg? He hadn’t always been so cold and heartless ...

‘For goodness' sake, lad, are you dreaming or awake? the Spook demanded, his voice full of
annoyance and impatience. ‘ Come on, snap out of it! Get the key and open that gate.’

When | hesitated, he held out his hand towards me. * Give me my staff, lad. I’ ve been in that damp cell
far too long and my old bones are aching tonight...’

| reached out to hand it to him, but as his fingers began to close around it, | suddenly backed away in
horror.

It wasn't just the sudden shock of his hot, foul-smelling breath searing up into my face. It was because
he was holding out hisright hand towards me! Hisright hand, not his|eft!

It wasn't the Spook! Thiswasn't my master!

As| watched, frozen to the spot, his hand dropped back to his side then, like a snake, began to writhe
towards me over the cobbles. Before | could move, hisarm dithered and stretched to twice its normal
length and his hand closed upon my ankle, holding it in atight, painful grip. My immediate resction wasto
try and drag it away from hisdreadful grasp, but | knew that wasn't the way. | kept perfectly till.

| tried to concentrate. | gripped the staff and tried to curb my fear, remembered to breathe. | was
terrified, but athough my body wasn't moving, my mind was. There was only one explanation and it
made me shudder with terror: | wasfacing the Bane!

Forcing mysdlf to focus, | studied the thing before me carefully, looking hard for anything that might
help mein the dightest way. It looked just like the Spook and sounded like him too. It wasimpossible to
tell the difference, but for the snaking hand.

After watching for afew seconds | felt alittle better. It was atrick the Spook had taught me: when



face to face with our greatest fears we should concentrate hard and leave our fedlings behind.

‘Getsthem every time, lad!’” he' d once told me. ‘ The dark feeds on fear, and with acam mind and an
empty belly the battle' shaf won before you even sart.’

And it wasworking. My body had stopped shaking and | felt camer, almost relaxed.

The Bane released my ankle and the hand dlithered back to its side. The creature stood up and took a
step towards me. Asit did so | heard a curious noise: not the sound of boots | was expecting, more like
the scratching of huge claws againgt the cobbles. The Bane' s movement disturbed the air too, so that the
candleflame flickered, distorting the shadow of the Spook cast against the Silver Gate.

Quickly I knelt and placed the candle and the staff on the floor between us. An instant later | wason
my feet, my handsin each of my breeches pockets, grabbing afistful of sat and one of iron.

‘Wasting your time, you are,” said the Bane, its voice suddenly nothing like the Spook’ s at dl. Harsh
and deep, it reverberated through the very rocks of the catacombs, vibrating up through my boots and
setting my teeth on edge. * Old tricks like that won’t get me. Been around too long, | have, to be hurt
by that! Your master, Old Bones, tried it once but it did himno good. No good at all”’

| hesitated, but only for amoment. It might just be lying - anything was worth atry. But then, amongst
theiron filings, my left hand closed upon something hard. It wasthe smal key to the Silver Gate. |
couldn’'t risk losing thet.

‘Ahhh ... got what | need, you have,’ said the Banewith ady amile.

Had it read my mind? Or perhaps just read the expression on my face, or maybe guessed? Either way,
it knew too much.

‘Look,’ it said, acrafty look onitsface, ‘if Old Bones couldn’t fix me then what chance have you?
No chance at all! Down here they'll come, and be searching for you soon. Can’'t you hear the
guards now? Burn, you will! Burn with the rest! There's no way out from here but through this
gate. No way at all, see. So use the key now beforeit’ stoo late!’

The Bane stood to one side so that its back was againgt the tunnel wall. | knew exactly what it wanted:
to follow me through the gate, to be free, able to work its mischief anywherein the County. | knew what
the Spook would say; what he' d expect from me. It was my duty to make sure the Bane stayed trapped
in the catacombs. That was more important than my own life.

‘Don’t beafool!” the Bane hissed, itsvoice again far louder and harsher than I’ d ever heard the
Spook’s. ‘Listen to me and free you'll be! And rewarded aswell. A big reward. The same as|
offered Old Bones many years ago, but he wouldn’t listen. And where hasit got him, see? Tell me
that! Tomorrow he'll be tried and found guilty. The day after that he'll burn.’

‘No!" | said. ‘I can'tdoit.’

With that the Bane' sfacefilled with anger. It still resembled the Spook but the features | knew so well
were digtorted and twisted with evil. It took another step towards me, raising afist. It might only have
been atrick of the candlelight but the creature seemed to be growing. And | could fed an invisible weight
sarting to press down on my head and shoulders. As | wasforced to my knees, | thought of the cat
smeared into the cobbles and redlized that the same fate was awaiting me. | tried to suck in abreath but |
couldn’t and began to panic. | couldn't breathe! Thiswasit!

Thelight of the candle was|ost in the sudden darkness that covered my eyes. | tried desperately to



speak, to beg for mercy, but | knew there would be no mercy unless | unlocked the Silver Gate. What
had | been thinking? What afool I’ d been to believe that with afew months' training | could fend off a
cregture as evil and powerful asthe Bane! | wasdying -I felt sure of it. Alone in the catacombs. And the
worgt of it wasthat I’ d failed miserably. | hadn’t managed to rescue my master or Alice.

Then | heard something in the distance: the sound of a shoe scuffing againgt the cobbles. They say that,
asyou die, the last senseto goisyour hearing. And for amoment | thought that the scuffing of that shoe
wasthe last experience I’ d have of thislife. But then theinvisible weight crushing my body dowly eased.
My vision cleared and suddenly | could breathe again. | watched the Bane turn its head and look back
towards the bend in the tunndl. The Bane had heard it too!

The sound came again. Thistime there was no doubt. Footsteps! Someone was coming!

| looked back towards the Bane and saw that it was changing. | hadn’t imagined it before. 1t was
growing. By now its head had almost reached the top of the tunndl, the body curving forward, the face
shifting until it was no longer that of the Spook. The chin was e ongating, jutting outwards and upwardsto
form the beginning of a hook, and the nose was curving downwardsto meset it. Wasit changing into its
true form - that of the stone gargoyle above the main door of the cathedral? Had it gained itsfull
grength?

| listened to the gpproaching footsteps. | would have blown the candle out, only that would have | eft
mein the dark with the Bane. At least it sounded like there was only one person coming rather than a
troop of the Quisitor'smen. | didn't carewho it was. They’ d saved me for now.

| saw the feet first, as someone stepped round the corner and into the candldlight. Pointy shoes, then a
dimgirl in ablack dress and the swing of her hips as she came round the corner.

It wasAlicel

She hdted, glanced towards me quickly, and her eyes widened. When she looked up at the Bane, her
face was angry rather than afraid.

| looked back, and for amoment the Bane' s eyes met mine. Aswell asthe anger blazing in them, |
could see something else, but before | could work it out Alice ran towards the Bane, hissing like acat.
Then, to my astonishment, she spat up into itsface.

What happened next was too quick to see. There was a sudden wind and the Bane was gone.
We stood motionless for what seemed like along time. Then Alice turned to face me.
‘Didn't like girl spit much, didit? shesaid with afaint smile. ‘Good job | came dong when | did.’

| didn’t reply. | couldn’t believe that the Bane had fled so easily, but | was dready on my knees,
struggling to fit the key into thelock of the Siver Gate. My hands were shaking and it was just as difficult
asit had looked when Andrew did it.

At last | managed to get the key into the right position and it turned. | pushed the gate open, seized the
key and the staff and crawled through.

‘Bring the candle!” | shouted back to Alice, and as soon as she was safdly through, | did the key into
the other sde of the lock and struggled to turniit. Thistimeit seemed to take an age; at any moment |
expected the Bane to come back.

‘Can’t you go any quicker? Alice asked.



‘It snot aseasy asit looks,” | told her.
Eventualy | managed to lock it and let out asigh of relief. Then | remembered the Spook...
‘“Was Mr Gregory in the cell with you? | asked.

Alice shook her head. ‘ Not when you let us out. They took him away for questioning about an hour
before you came.’

I”d been lucky in managing to avoid capture. Lucky in getting the prisoners out of the cell. But luck has
away of balancing itsdf out. I’ d been just an hour too late. Alice was free but the Spook was still a
prisoner, and unless | could do something about it, he was going to burn.

Weasting no moretime, | led Alice dong the tunnel until we cameto the fast-flowing river.
| crossed quickly but when | turned back, Alice was till on the far bank, staring down at the water.
‘It sdeep, Tom,” shecried. ‘It’ stoo deep and the stones are dippery!’

| crossed back to where she was standing. Then, gripping her hand, | led her back across the nineflat
stones. We soon reached the open hatch that led up into the empty house and, onceinsdethe cdlar, |
closed the hatch behind us. To my disappointment, Andrew had already gone. | needed to talk to him: to
tell him that the Spook hadn’t been in the cell; warn him that Brother Peter was in danger and that the
rumours realy were true - the Bane' s strength was back!

‘We d better stay down here for awhile. The Quisitor will start searching the town once he redlizes so
many of you have escaped. This houseis haunted - the last place anybody will want to look is down here
inthecdlar’

Alice nodded, and for thefirst time since the spring | looked at her properly. She was astall asme,
which meant that she'd grown at least an inch too, but shewas il dressed as1’d last seen her when I'd
taken her to her aunt in Staumin. If it wasn't the same black dress, it wasitstwin.

Her face was as pretty as ever but thinner, and older, asthough it had seen things that had forced it to
grow up quickly; things that nobody should have to see. Her black hair was matted and filthy and there
were smears of dirt on her face. Alicelooked like she hadn’t had awash for at least a month.

It' sgood to seeyou again,’ | said. ‘“When | saw you in the Quisitor’ s cart, | thought that would beit.’

Shedidn’t reply. Just grabbed my hand and squeezed it. ‘I’ m half-starved, Tom. Ain’t got anything to
egt, have you?

| shook my head.

‘Not even apiece of that mouldy old cheese?

‘Sorry,’ | said. I’ve none left.

Aliceturned away and seized one edge of the old carpet that was at the top of the heap.
‘Help me, Tom,” shesaid. ‘Need to Sit down and | don’t fancy the cold stones much.’

| put the candle and staff down and together we pulled the carpet onto the flags. The musty smell was
stronger than ever and | watched the beetles and woodlice that we' d uncovered scurrying away across
the cdlar floor.



Unconcerned, Alice sat down on the carpet and drew her knees up so that she could rest her chin.
‘Oneday I’'m going to get even,” she said. ‘Nobody deservesto be treated like that.’

| sat down next to her and put my hand on hers. *What happened? | asked.

Shewasdlent for awhile, and just as |’ d decided she wasn't going to answer me, she suddenly
spoke. * Once she got to know me, my old aunt was good to me. Worked me hard, she did, but always
fed mewdl. | wasjust getting used to living there a Staumin when the Quisitor came. Took us by
surprise and broke down the door. But my aunt weren't no Bony Lizzie. She weren’t no witch.

They swam her down at the pond a midnight while abig crowd watched, al laughing and jeering. Redl
scared | was, expecting it was my turn next. Tied her feet to her hands and threw her in. Sank likea
stone, shedid. But it was dark and windy and a big gust came the moment she hit the water; blew alot of
the torches out. Took along timeto find her and drag her out.’

Alice buried her faceinto her hands and gave asob. | waited quietly until she was able to go on. When
she uncovered her face, her eyeswere dry but her lipswere trembling.

‘“When they pulled her out she was dead. It an't fair, Tom. Shedidn’t float, she sank, so she must
have been innocent but they’ d killed her anyway! After that they left me alone and just put meup inthe
cat withtherest.

‘My mam told me that swimming witches doesn't work anyway,’ | said. ‘Only foolsuseit.’

‘No, Tom, the Quisitor’ sno fool. There' sareason for everything he does, you can be sure of that.
He' sgreedy. Greedy for money. He sold my old aunt’ s cottage and kept the money. We watched him
counting it. That’swhat he does. Calls people witches, gets them out of the way and takes their houses,
land and money. What's more, he enjoys hiswork. There' sdarknessin him. He sayshe' sdoing it to rid
the County of witches, but he’s more cruel than any witch I’ ve ever known -and that’ s saying something.

‘Therewasagirl caled Maggie. Not much older than me, shewas. Didn't bother with swvimming her.
Used adifferent test and we al had to watch. Quisitor used along sharp pin. He kept sticking it into her
body over and over again. Y ou should have heard her shriek. Poor girl dmost went mad with the pain.
She kept fainting and they had a bucket of water by the side of the table to bring her round. But at last
they found what they werelooking for. The Devil’smark! Know what that is, Tom?

| nodded. The Spook had told me that it was one of the things witchfinders used. But it was another
lie, he' d said. There was no such thing asthe Devil’ s mark. Anyone with true knowledge of the dark
knew that.

‘Itscrud anditain’t just,” Alice continued. ‘ After abit the pain gets too much and your body goes
numb, so eventualy when the needle goesin you don’t fed it. Then they say that’ s the spot where the
Devil touched you, so you' re guilty and have to burn. Worst thing was the look on the Quisitor’ sface. So
pleasad with himsdlf, hewas. I'll get even dl right. I'll pay him back for that. Maggie don’t deserveto
burn.’

‘The Spook doesn’'t deserveto burn ether!” | said bitterly. * All hislife he sworked hard fighting the
dark.’

‘He'saman and he'll get an easier death than some,” said Alice. * The Quisitor giveswomen amuch
harder time. Makes sure they take along time to burn. Saysit’s harder to save awoman’ s soul than a
man's. That they need alot of pain to make them fed sorry for their Sns’



That brought to mind what the Spook had said about the Bane not being able to abide women. The
fact that they made it nervous.

‘The creature you spat at wasthe Bane,” | told her. ‘Have you heard of it? How did you manageto
scareit away so easily?

Alice shrugged. * Ain't too difficult to tell when something ain’t comfortable having you around. Some
men arelikethat - | dways know when I’m not welcome. | get that feding near Old Gregory and it was
the same down there. And spit sends most things on their way. Spit threetimes at atoad and nothing with
cold damp skin will bother you for amonth or more. Lizzie used to swear by it. Don’t think it Il work that
way on the Bane though. Yes, I’ ve heard about that creature. And if it’s now able to shape-shift then
we' redl infor some serious bother. | took it by surprise, that’sal. It'll beready nexttimeso | ain't
going down there again.’

For awhile neither of us spoke. | just stared down at the musty old carpet, until suddenly | heard
Alice sbreathing deepen. When | looked back her eyeswere closed and she' d fallen adeep in the same
position, her chin resting on her knees.

| didn’t redly want to blow the candle out, but | didn’t know how long we' d have to stay down in the
cdlar and it was better to save some light until later.

Onceitwasout | tried to get to deep mysdf but it was difficult. For onething | was cold and kept
shivering. For another, | couldn’t get the Spook out of my mind. We' d failed to rescue him, and the
Quisitor would be redly angry at what had happened. It wouldn’t be long before he started burning

people.

Findly | must have drifted off because | was suddenly woken by the sound of Alice'svoice very close
tomy left ear.

‘Tom,’” she said, her voice hardly more than awhisper, ‘there’ s something over there in the corner of
the cdlar with us. It sstaring &t meand | don’t likeit much.’

Alicewasright. | could sense something in the corner and | felt cold. The hair on the back of my neck
was beginning to rise. It was probably just Matty Barnes, the strangler, again.

‘Don’'t worry, Alice,’ | told her. ‘It sjust aghost. Try and forget about it. Aslong asyou're not afraid,
it can’'t harm you.’

‘| an't afraid. At least not now.” She paused, then said, ‘But | was scared in that cell. Didn't deep a
wink, what with al that shouting and screaming. Il soon be off to degp again. It sjust that | want it to go
away. Itan'tright, it saring likethat.’

‘1 don’'t know what to do next,’ | said, thinking about the Spook again.

Alicedidn’t reply but her breathing deepened once more. She was aseep. And | must have gone back
to deep mysdf because a noise woke me up suddenly.

It was the sound of heavy boots. Someone was in the kitchen above us.

CHAPTER 11



The Spook’s Trial

The door creaked open and candldight filled the room. To my relief it was Andrew.

‘Thought I’ d find you down here,’ he said. He was carrying asmall parcd. Ashe put it down and
placed the candle next to mine, he nodded towards Alice, who was still deeping deeply but now lying on
her side with her back to us, her face resting on her hands.

‘So who' sthisthen? he asked.

‘She used to live near Chipenden,’ | told him. ‘ Her name’ s Alice. Mr Gregory wasn't there. They'd
taken him upstairsfor questioning.’

Andrew shook his head sadly. * Brother Peter said as much. Y ou couldn’t have been more unlucky.
Half an hour later and John would' ve been back in the cell with the others. Asit was, eeven got away,
but five were caught again soon afterwards. But there’' s more bad news. The Quisitor’ s men arrested
Brother Peter in the street just after he’ d left my shop. | saw it from the upstairs window. So that’sme
finished in thistown. They’ll probably come for me next but I’ m not sticking around to answer any
questions. I’ ve locked the shop up aready. My tools are on the cart and I’ m heading south, back
towards Adlington, where | used to work.’

‘I'm sorry, Andrew.’

‘Well don’t be. Who wouldn’t try to help his own brother? Besides, it’ s not that bad for me. The shop
premises were only rented and I’ ve got atrade a my fingertips. I’ ll dwaysfind work. Here,’ he said,
opening the parcd, ‘I’ ve brought you some food.’

‘What timeisit? | asked.

‘A couple of hours or so before dawn. | took arisk coming here. After al the commotion half the
town’sawake. A lot of people have goneto the big hall down Fishergate. After what happened last night
the Quisitor’ sholding aquick trid for al the prisoners he' still got.’

‘Why doesn't hewait till daylight? | asked.

‘Even more people would attend then,” Andrew answered. ‘Wantsto get it over and done with before
there sany red opposition. Some of the townsfolk are against what he' sdoing. Asfor the burning, it'll be
tonight, after dark, on the beacon hill at Wortham, south of the river. The Quisitor will have alot of
armed men with himin casethere strouble, o0 if you' ve any sense, you' |l stay heretill nightfall then be on
the road and away.’

Even before he managed to unwrap the parcel, Alice rolled towards us and sat up. Maybe she'd
smelled thefood or had been ligtening dl the time, just pretending to be adegp. There were dices of ham,
fresh bread and two big tomatoes. Without aword of thanksto Andrew, Alice set to work right away,
and after just amoment’ s hesitation | joined her. | wasredly hungry and there didn’t seem much point in
fagting now.

‘So I’ll be off,” said Andrew. ‘ Poor John, but there' s nothing we can do now.’

‘lsn’'tit worth having onelast try to save him? | asked.



‘No, you' ve done enough. It' stoo dangerous to go anywhere near thetrial. And soon poor John'U be
with the rest, under armed guard and on the way to Wortham to be burned alive with al those other poor
wretches’

‘But what about the curse? | said. * Y ou said yourself he's cursed to die aone underground, not up on
abeacon.’

‘Oh, the curse. | don't believe in that any more than John does. | was just desperate to stop him going
after the Bane with the Quisitor in town. No, I'm afraid my brother’ sfate is sealed so you just get
yoursalf away. John once told me that there’ s a spook operating somewhere near Caster. He coversthe
County bordersto the north. Mention John’s name and he might just take you on. He was once one of
John's apprentices.’

With anod, Andrew turned to go. ‘I’ll leave you the candle,” he said. * Good luck on the road. And if
you ever need agood locksmith, you' l| know where to come.’

With that hewas gone. | listened to him climb the cellar steps and close the back door. A few
moments later Alice was licking tomato juice from her fingers. We d eaten everything - not acrumb was
|eft.

‘Alice’ | sad, ‘I want to go to thetrid. There might be achance | can do something to help the
Spook. Will you comewith me?

Alice seyeswidened. * Do something? Y ou heard what he said. Ain't nothing to be done, Tom! What
can you do againgt armed men? No, be sensible. Ain’t worth therisk, isit? Besdes, why should | try to
help? Old Gregory wouldn’t do the same for me. Leave meto burn, he would, and that’ s afact!’

| didn’t know what to say to that. In away it wastrue. I’ d asked the Spook about helping Alice and
he' d refused. So, withasigh, | cameto my feet.

‘I'mgoing anyway,’ | told her.
‘No, Tom, don’t leave me here. Not with the ghogt...’
‘| thought you weren't scared.’

‘l an't. But last time| fell adeep | fdt it starting to squeeze my throat, | did. Might do worseif you're
not here’

‘Come with me then. It won't be that dangerous becauseit’ll ill be dark. And the best placeto hide
isinabig crowd. Come on, please. What do you say?

‘Got aplan? she asked.  Something you ain’t told me about?
| shook my head.
“Thought as much,” shesaid.

‘Look, Alice, | just want to go and see. If | can’'t hdp we'll come away. But I’ d never forgive mysdf if
| didn’t at least try.’

Reluctantly, Alice stood up. ‘I’ ll come and seewhat’ swhat,” she said. ‘ But you' ve got to promise me
that if it stoo dangerous we' Il turn back right away. | know the Quisitor better than you do. Trust me, we
shouldn’t be messing around near him.’



‘| promise,’ | told her.

| 1eft the Spook’ s bag and staff in the cellar and we set off for Fishergate, wherethetria wasbeing
hdd.

Andrew had said that half the town was awake. That was an exaggeration, but for so early in the morning
there were alot of candlesflickering behind curtains and quite afew people seemed to be hastening
through the dark streetsin the same direction aswe were.

I"d half expected that we wouldn't be able to get anywhere near the building, thinking guards would be
lining the road outside, but to my surprise none of the Quisitor’'s men were anywhere to be seen. The big
wooden doors were wide open and a crowd of people filled the doorway, spilling out onto the road
outside, asif therewasn't room for them dl tofit ingde.

| led the way forward cautioudy, glad of the darkness. When | reached the back of the crowd, |
redlized that it wasn't as densely packed asit had first seemed. Insde the hall the air wastainted with a
swest, sickly scent. It was just one big room with aflagged floor, across which sawdust was scattered
unevenly. | couldn’t see properly over the backs of the crowd because most of the people weretaler
than me, but there seemed to be a big space ahead that nobody wanted to move forward into. | grabbed
Alice shand and eased my way into the throng of people, tugging her dong behind me.

It was dark towards the back of the hal but the front was it by two huge torches a each corner of a
wooden platform. The Quisitor was standing at the front of it, looking down. He was saying something
but his voice sounded muffled.

| looked at those about me and saw the range of expressions on their faces. anger, sadness, bitterness
and resignation. Some looked openly hostile. This crowd was probably mainly composed of those who
opposed the work of the Quisitor. Some of them might even be relatives and friends of the accused. For
amoment that thought gave me hope that some sort of rescue might be attempted.

But then my hopes were dashed: | saw why nobody had moved forward. Below the platform were
fivelong benches of priestswith their backsto us, but behind them and facing towards us was a double
line of grim-faced armed men. Some had their armsfolded; others had hands on the hilts of their swords
asif they couldn’t wait to draw them from their scabbards. Nobody wanted to get too close to them.

| glanced up towards the ceiling and saw that ahigh balcony ran dong the sdes of the hall; faceswere
peering down, pale white ovalsthat al looked the same from the ground. That would be the safest place
to be and it would provide amuch better view. There were stepsto the left and | tugged Alice towards
them. Moments later we were moving aong the wide ba cony.

It wasn't full and we soon found ourselves a place against the rail about hafway between the doors
and the platform. There was gtill the same sweet stench in the air, much stronger now than it had been
when we were standing on the flags below. | suddenly redlized what it was. The hal was dmogt certainly
used as amest market. It was the smell of blood.

The Quisitor wasn't the only person on the platform.

Right at the back, in the shadows, a huddle of guards surrounded the prisoners awaiting tria, but
immediately behind the Quisitor were two guards gripping aweeping prisoner by thearms. It was atall
girl with long dark hair. She was wearing atattered dress and had no shoes.

‘That'sMaggie!” Alice hissed into my ear. ‘ The one they kept sticking pinsinto. Poor Maggie, it ain't



fair. Thought she'd got away ...’

Up here the sound was much better and | could hear every word the Quisitor spoke. ‘ By her own lips
thiswoman is condemned!” he caled out, hisvoice loud and arrogant. * She has confessed al and the
Devil’smark was found upon her flesh. | sentence her to be bound to the stake and burned alive. And
may God have mercy upon her soul.’

Maggie began to sob even louder, but one of her captors seized her by the hair and she was dragged
away towards adoorway at the back of the platform. No sooner had she disappeared through it than
another prisoner wearing ablack cassock and with his hands bound behind his back was pulled forward
into the torchlight. For amoment | thought | was mistaken but there was no doubt.

It was Brother Peter. | knew him by the thin collar of white hair that fringed his bald head and by the
curve of hisback and shoulders. But his face was so badly besten and stresked with blood that | hardly
recognized it. His nose was broken, squashed back against his face, and one eye was closed to a swollen
red dit.

Seaing him in that condition made mefed terrible. It was al because of me. To begin with he'd
allowed meto escape; later he’' d told me how | could get to the cell to rescue the Spook and Alice.
Under torture, he must have told them everything. It was all my fault and | was racked with guilt.

‘Oncethiswas abrother, afaithful servant of the Church!” cried the Quisitor. * But ook at him now!
Look at thistraitor! One who has helped our enemies and dlied himsdf with the forces of darkness. We
have his confession, written with hisown hand. Hereit isl’ he shouted, holding up a piece of paper high
for al to see.

Nobody got achancetoread it - it could have said anything at dl. Evenif it was a confession, one
look at poor Brother Peter’ sface told methat it had been beaten out of him. It wasn't fair. There was no
justice here. Thiswas't atrid at al. The Spook had once told me that when people weretried in the
castle at Cadter, at least they got ahearing - ajudge, a prosecutor and someone to defend them. But
here the Quistor wasdoing it dl himsdf!

‘Heisquilty. Guilty beyond dl doubt,” he continued. ‘|1 therefore sentence him to be taken down to the
catacombs and | eft there. And may God have mercy on hissoul!’

There was asudden gasp of horror from the crowd but it was loudest of al from the priests seated at
the front. They knew exactly what Brother Peter’ sfate would be. He would be pressed to death by the
Bane.

Brother Peter tried to speak, but hislips were too swollen. One of the guards cuffed him about the
head while the Quisitor gave acruel smile. They pulled him away towards the door at the rear of the
platform, and no sooner had he been led out of the building than another prisoner was brought forward
from the gloom. My heart sank into my boots. It was the Spook.

At firgt glance, apart from afew bruises on hisface, the Spook didn’t seem to have had ashard atime
as Brother Peter. But then | noticed something more chilling. He was squinting into the torchlight and
looked bewildered, with avacant expression in his green eyes. He seemed logt. It was asif his memory
had gone and he didn’t even know who he was. | began to wonder just how badly he' d been beaten.

‘Before you is John Gregory!’ cried the Quisitor, hisvoice echoing from wal towadll. * A disciple of the
Devil, no less, who for many years has plied hisevil tradein this county, taking money from poor gullible
folk. But does this man recant? Does he accept his sins and beg forgiveness? No, he is stubborn and will
not confess. Now only through fire may he be purged and given hope of sdvation. But furthermore, not



content with the evil he can do, he has trained others and still continues to do so. Father Cairns, | ask you
to sand and give testimony!’

From the front row of benches apriest stepped forward into the torchlight closer to the platform. He
had his back to me so | couldn’t see hisface, but | spotted his bandaged hand and when he spoke it was
the same voicethat I"d listened to in the confessional box.

‘Lord Quisitor, John Gregory brought an apprentice with him on hisvist to thistown, one whom he
has aready corrupted. His nameis Thomas Ward.’

| heard Alicelet out alow gasp and my own knees began to tremble. | was suddenly sharply aware of
how dangerousit wasto be here in the hdl, so close to the Quisitor and his armed men.

‘By the grace of God the boy fell into my hands,’” Father Cairns continued, ‘ and, but for the
intervention of Brother Peter, who alowed him to escape justice, | would have delivered him to you for
questioning. But | did question him myself, lord, and found him to be hardened beyond hisyears and far
beyond persuasion by mere words. Despite my best efforts, he failed to see the error of hisways and for
that we must blame John Gregory, aman not content with practising hisvile trade, one who actively
corruptsthe young. To nay knowledge over a score of apprentices have passed through his hands and
some, in turn, now follow that same trade and have taken on gpprentices of their own. By such means
does evil spread like a plague through the County.’

‘Thank you, Father. Y ou may be seated. Y our testimony aone is enough to condemn John Gregory!’

AsFather Cairnstook his seat again, Alice gripped my elbow. ‘Come on,” she whispered into my ear,
‘i’ stoo dangerousto stay!’

‘No, please,’ | whispered back. ‘ Just abit longer.’

The mention of my name had scared me but | wanted to stay afew more minutes to see what
happened to my master.

‘ John Gregory, for you there can be only one punishment!” roared the Quisitor. * Y ou will be bound to
astake and burned dive. | will pray for you. | will pray that pain teaches you the error of your ways. |
will pray that you beg God' s forgiveness so that, as your body burns, your soul issaved.’

The Quisitor stared at the Spook al the while he was ranting but he might aswell have been shouting
a astone wall. There was no understanding behind the Spook’ s eyes. In away it was amercy because
he didn’t seem to know what was happening. But it made meredlize that, even if | somehow did manage
to rescue him, he might never be the same again.

A lump cameto my throat. The Spook’ s house had become my new home and | remembered the
lessons, the conversations with the Spook and even the scary times when we had to dedl with the dark. |
was going to missdl that, and the thought of my master being burned aive brought pricking tearsto my

eyes.

My mam had been right. At first I’ d been doubtful about being the Spook’ s apprentice. I’ d feared the
loneliness. But she'd told methat I’ d have the Spook to talk to; that although he was my teacher,
eventudly he' d become my friend. Wdll, | didn’t know if that had happened yet, because he was il
often stern and fierce, but | was certainly going to misshim.

Asthe guards dragged him towards the doorway, | nodded to Alice, and keeping my head down and
not making eye contact with anybody, | led the way aong the balcony and down the steps. Outside |



could see that the sky was beginning to grow lighter. Soon we wouldn't have the cover of darkness and
someone might recognize one of us. The streets were dready busier and the crowd outside the hall had
more than doubled since we' d been ingide. | pushed through the throng so that | could look down the
sde of the building, towards the door the prisoners had been taken through.

One glance told me that the Situation was hopeless. | couldn’t see any prisoners, but that wasn't
surprising because there must have been at least twenty guards near the doorway. What chance did we
have against so many? With my heartin my boots| turned to Alice. ‘Let’sget back,’ | said. “There's
nothing to be done here.’

| was anxious to reach the safety of the cellar so we waked quickly. Alice followed me without a
word.

CHAPTER 12

The Silver Gate

O nce back inthe cdlar, Alice turned to me, her eyes blazing with anger.

‘Itain’t fair, Tom! Poor Maggie. She doesn’'t deserve to burn. None of ‘em do. Something’ s got to be
done’

| shrugged and just stared into space, my mind numb. After awhile Alice lay back and fell adeep. |
tried to do the same but | started thinking about the Spook again. Even though it seemed hopeless,
should | till go to the burning and seeif | could do anything to help? After turning it over in my mind for a
while, | findly decided that, & nightfall, | would leave Priestown and go hometo talk to my mam.

She' d know what | should do. | was out of my depth here and | needed help. I’ d bewalking all night
and would get no deep then so it was best to grab what | could now. It took me awhile to nod off, but
when | did, amost immediatdly | started to dream and the next thing | knew | was back in the
catacombs.

In most dreams you don’t know that you' re dreaming. But when you do, one of two things usualy
happens. Either you wake up right away or you stay in the dream and do what you want. That' s the way
it saways been with me, anyway.

But this dream was different. It was asif something was controlling my movements. | waswalking
down adark tunnel with the stub of acandlein my left hand and | was approaching the dark doorway to
one of the cryptsthat held the bones of the Little People. | didn’t want to go anywhere near it but my feet
just kept onwalking.

| halted at the open doorway, the flickering light of the candle illuminating the bones. Most were on
shelves at the rear of the crypt, but afew broken ones were scattered across the cobbled floor and lying
inahegp inthe corner. | didn’'t want to go in there, | redly didn’t, but | seemed to have no choice. |
stepped into the crypt, hearing smal fragments of bone crunching beneath my feet, when suddenly | felt
very cold.

One winter when | was young, my brother James chased me and filled my earswith snow. | tried to



fight back but he was only one year younger than my eldest brother Jack and just asbig and strong, so
much so that my dad had eventually got him apprenticed to a blacksmith. He shared the same sense of
humour as Jack too. Snow in the ears had been James s daft idea of ajoke but it had really hurt and all
my face had gone numb and ached for dmost an hour afterwards. It wasjust like that in the dream.
Extreme cold. It meant that something from the dark was approaching. The cold began inside my head
until it felt frozen and numb, asthough it didn’t belong to me any more.

Something spoke from the darkness behind me. Something that was standing close to my back and
between me and the doorway. The voice was harsh and deep and | didn’t need to ask who was

gpesking.
Even though | wasn't facing towardsit, | could smell itsrank breath.
‘I’'mgot proper,” saidtheBane. ‘I'mbound. Thisisall | have.’

| said nothing and there was along silence. It was anightmare and | tried to wake up. | redly struggled
but it was usaless.

‘A pleasant room, this,” the Bane continued. ‘ One of my favourite places, it is. Full of old bones.
But fresh blood is what | want and the blood of the young is best of all. But if | can’t get blood
then I’ll make do with bones. New bones are the best. Give me new bones every time, fresh and
sweet and filled with marrow. That'swhat | like. | love to split young bones and suck out the
marrow. But old bones are better than nothing. Old bones like these. They' re better than the
hunger gnawing away at my insides. Hunger that hurts so much.

‘There’ s no marrow inside old bones. But old bones till have memories, see. | stroke old bones,
| do, Slowly so that they give up all their secrets. | see the flesh that once covered them, the hopes
and ambitions that ended in this dry, dead brittleness. That fills me up too. That eases the hunger.’

The Banewas very closeto my left ear, its voice now hardly more than awhisper. | had asudden urge
to turn round and look at it but it must have read my mind.

‘Don’t turn round, boy,” it warned. ‘ Or you won't like what you see. Just answer me this
guestion ...’

Therewasalong pause and | could fed my heart hammering in my chest. At last the Bane asked its
question.

‘ After death, what happens?’

| didn’t know the answer. The Spook never spoke about such things. All | knew was that there were
ghosts who could il think and talk. And fragments called ghasts that had been left behind when the soul
had moved on. But moved on to what? | didn’t know. Only God knew. If there was a God.

| shook my head. | didn’'t speak and | was too scared to turn round. Behind me | had a sense of
something huge and terrifying.

‘There s nothing after death! Nothing! Nothing at all!” bellowed the Bane closeto my ear.
‘There’ sjust blackness and emptiness. No thinking. No feeling, just oblivion. That’s all that waits
for you on the other side of death. But do my bidding, boy, and | can give you a long, long life!
Three score years and ten is the best that most feeble humans can hope for. But ten or twenty
timesthat | could give you! And all you have to do is open the gate and let me go free! Just open
the gate and I'll do the rest. Your master could go freetoo. | know that’s what you want. Go



back, you could, to the life you once had.’

A part of melonged to say yes. | faced the Spook being burned and alonely journey north to Caster
with no certainty that I’ d be able to continue my apprenticeship. If only things could return to the way
they’ d been! But dthough | was tempted to say yes, | knew that it just wasn't possible. Even if the Bane
kept itsword, | couldn’t dlow it to roam loose in the County, able to work itsevil a will. | knew the
Spook would rather die than let that happen.

| opened my mouth to say no, but even before | could get the word out the Bane spoke again.

‘The girl would be easy!” it said. ‘ All shewantsisawarmfire. Ahometo livein. Clean clothes.
But think what | offer you! And all | want isyour blood. Not a lot, see. And it won't hurt that
much. Just enough isall | ask. And then a pact we'll make together. Just let me suck your blood
so | can be strong again. Just let me through the gate and give me my freedom. Three times after,
I’ll do your bidding and you'll live along, long life. The girl’s blood is better than nothing but
you're what | really need. A seven times seven, you are. Only once before have | tasted sweet
blood like yours. And | still remember it well, I do. The sweet blood of a seven times seven. How
strong that would make me! How great would be your reward! Isn’t that better than the
nothingness of death?

‘Ah, death will come to you one day. It will surely come despite all that | do, creeping towards
you like the mist on a riverbank on a cold damp night. But | can delay that moment. Delay it for
years and years. It would be a long time before you’ d have to face that darkness. That blackness.
That nothingness! So what do you say, boy? I’m got proper. I’m bound. But you can help!’

| was scared and tried again to wake up. But suddenly words tumbled out of my mouth, dmost asif
they’ d been spoken by somebody else:

‘| don't believe there’ snothing after death,” | said. ‘I’ ve asoul andif | livemy liferight, I'll liveonin
someway. There Il be something. | don't believein nothingness. | don’t believein that!’

‘No! No!" roared the Bane. * You don’t know what | know! You can’t see what | see! | see beyond
death. | see the emptiness. The nothingness. | know! | see the horrible state of being nothing.
Nothing at all, thereis! Nothing at all!’

My heart began to dow and | suddenly felt very cam. The Bane was still behind me but the crypt was
dtarting to get warmer. Now | understood. | knew the Bane spain. | knew why it needed to feed upon
people, upon their blood, upon their hopes and dreams ...

‘I'veasoul and I'll liveon,” | told the Bane, keeping my voice very cam. * And that’ sthe difference. |
have asoul and you don’t! For you there is nothing after death! Nothing at al!’

My head was pushed hard againgt the near wall of the crypt and there was a hiss of anger behind me.
A hissthat changed to abellow of rage.

‘Fool!” shouted the Bane, its voice booming to fill the crypt and echo beyond it down the long, dark
tunnds of the catacombs. Violently, it swatted my head sideways, scraping my forehead againgt the hard,
cold stones. Out of the corner of my |eft eyel could seethe size of the huge hand that was gripping my
head. Instead of nails, itsfingers ended in huge yelow talons.

“You had your chance but now it’s gone for ever!” bellowed the Bane. ‘ But there' s someone else
who can help me. Soif | can’t have you, 1’1l make do with her!’



| was pushed downwards into the hesp of bonesin the corner. | felt mysdlf falling through them. Down
and down | went, deep into a bottomless pit filled with bones. The candle was out but the bones seemed
to glow in the darkness: grinning skulls, ribcages, leg bones and arm bones, fragments of hands, fingers
and thumbs, and dl the while the dry dust of desth covered my face, went up my noseinto my mouth and
down my throat, until 1 was choking and could hardly breathe.

‘Thisiswhat death tastes like!’ cried the Bane. * And this is what death looks like!”

The bonesfaded from view and | could see nothing. Nothing at dl. | wasjust faling through
blackness. Falling into the dark. | wasterrified that the Bane had somehow killed mein my deep, but |
struggled and struggled to wake up. Somehow the Bane had been talking to mewhile | dept and | knew
who it would now be persuading to do what I’ d refused.

Alice

At last | managed to wake myself up, but it was dready too late. A candle was burning close beside me
but it wasjust astub. I’ d been adeep for hours! The other one had gone and so had Alice!

| feltin my pocket but only confirmed what I’ d guessed aready. Alice had taken the key to the Silver
Gate...

When | staggered to my feet | felt dizzy and my head hurt. | touched the back of my hand to my
forehead and it came away wet with blood. Somehow the Bane had done that to me in adream. It could
read minds too. How could you defeat a creature when it knew what you intended before you had a
chance to move or even speak? The Spook was right - this creature was the most dangerous thing we'd
ever faced.

Alice had |eft the hatch open and, snatching up the candle, | wasted no time in climbing down the steps
into the catacombs. A few minutes later | reached the river, which seemed a bit deeper than before. The
water, swirling downstream, was actudly covering three of the nine stepping stones, the onesright in the
middle, and | could fed the current tugging a my boots.

| crossed quickly, hoping against hope that | wouldn’t be too late. But when | turned the corner, | saw
Alice gtting with her back against thewall. Her |eft hand was resting on the cobbles, her fingers covered
in blood.

And the Slver Gate was wide open!

CHAPTER 13

The Burning

Alice!’ | cried, staring in dishelief at the open gate. *What have you done?

She looked up a me, her eyes glistening with tears.

The key was dtill inthe lock. Angrily, | seized it and pushed it back into my breeches pocket, burying it
deep within theironfilings.



‘Comeon!” | snapped, amost too furious to speak. ‘We ve got to get out of here.’

| held out my left hand but she didn’t take it. Instead she held her own, the one covered in blood,
againg her body and looked down at it, wincing with pain.

‘“What happened to your hand? | asked.
‘Ain’t nothing much,” shereplied. * Soon beright asrain. Everything’ sgoing to bedl right now.’
‘No, Alice,’ | replied, ‘it's not. The whole County’ sin danger now, thanksto you.’

| pulled gently at her good hand and led her down the tunndl until we cameto theriver. At the edge of
the water she tugged her hand free of mineand | didn’t think anything of it. | Smply crossed quickly. It
was only when | got to the other sdethat | looked back to see Alice still standing there staring down at
the weter.

‘Comeon!’ | shouted. ‘Hurry up!’
‘| can't, Tom!" Alice shouted back. ‘| can’t cross!’

| put the candle down and went back for her. She flinched away but | grabbed hold of her. If she'd
struggled I’ d have had no chance at al, but the moment my hands touched her, Alice sbody became
limp and she fell againg me. Wasting notime, | bent my knees and lifted her over my shoulder, the way
I’ d seen the Spook carry awitch.

You see, | had no doubt. If she couldn’t cross running water, then Alice had become what the Spook
had aways feared she would. Her dedlings with the Bane had finally made her crossto the dark.

One part of me wanted to leave her there. | knew that’ swhat the Spook would have done. But |
couldn’t. | wasgoing against him but | had to do it. Shewas till Alice and we' d been through alot
together.

Light asshewas, it was dill quite difficult to crosstheriver with her over my shoulder and | struggled
to keep my baance on the stepping stones. What made it worse was the fact that as soon as | started
across, Alice began towall asif shewerein torment.

When we finally reached the other side, | lowered her back onto her feet and picked up the candle.

‘Comeon!’ | said, but shejust stood there trembling and | had to seize her hand and drag her dong
until we reached the stepsthat led up to the cdllar.

Once back there, | put the candle down and sat on the edge of the old carpet. Thistime Alice didn’'t
st. Shejust folded her arms and leaned back againgt the wall. Neither of us spoke. There was nothing to
say and | wastoo busy thinking.

I’d dept for along time, both before the dream and after it. | went to peer out of the door at the top of
the cellar steps and saw that the sun was just going down. I"d leave it another half-hour and then I’d be
on my way. | desperately wanted to hel p the Spook but | felt utterly powerless. It hurt me even to think
about what was going to happen to him, but what could | possibly do against dozens of armed men? And
| wasn't going to the beacon hill just to watch the burning. | couldn’t bear that. No, | was going hometo
see Mam. She’ d know what | should do next.

Maybe my life as a 5000k’ s apprentice was over. Or she might just suggest that | go to north of
Cadgter and find myself anew magter. It was difficult to know what she' d advise meto do.



When | judged it time, | pulled the silver chain from where|’d tied it under my shirt, and put it back
inside the Spook’ s bag with his cloak. Asmy dad aways says. ‘ Waste not, want not!” So | also put the
st and iron back into their compartments insde the bag - as much as | could manage to get out of my
breeches pockets.

‘Comeon, | saidtoAlice. ‘I'll let you out.’

So, wearing my cloak and carrying the bag and the staff, | climbed the steps, then used my other key
to unlock the back door. Once we were out in theyard | locked it behind us again.

‘Goodbye, Alice,’ | said, turning to walk away.
‘What? Ain't you coming with me, Tom? Alice demanded.
‘Where?

‘To the burning, of course, to find the Quisitor. HE sgoing to get what’ s coming to him. What he
deserves. I'm going to pay him back for what he did to my poor old aunt and Maggie.’

‘And how are you going to do that? | asked.

‘I gave the Bane my blood, you see,’ Alice said, her eyes opening very wide. ‘1 put my fingersthrough
the grilleand it sucked it out from under my fingernails. It may not like girls, but it likestheir blood. It
took what it wanted so the pact’s sealed and now it hasto do what | say. It hasto do my will.’

Thefingernails of Alice' sleft hand were black with dried blood. Sickened, | turned away and opened
the yard gate, stepping out into the passageway.

‘“Where you going, Tom? Y ou can't leave now!” Alice shouted.

‘I’'m going hometo talk to Mam,’ | said, not even turning back to look at her.

‘Go hometo your mam, then! Y ou'rejust amam'’ slad, amammy’sboy, and you dwayswill be!’
| hadn’t taken more than a dozen paces before she came running after me.

‘Don’'t go, Tom! Pleasedon’t go!’ shecried.

| kept walking. | didn’t even turn round.

The next time Alice shouted after me there was red anger in her voice. But more than that, she
sounded desperate.

“You can't leave, Tom! | won't let you. You' re mine. Y ou belong to me!’

Assheran towards me, | turned round and faced her. ‘No, Alice,’ | said. ‘I don’t belong to you. |
belong to the light and now you belong to the dark!’

She reached forward and gripped my |eft forearm very hard. | could fed her nails cutting into my flesh.
| flinched with the pain of it but stared back directly into her eyes.

“Y ou don’'t know what you've done!’ | said.

‘Ohyes| do, Tom. | know exactly what I’ ve done and one day you' re going to thank mefor it.
Y ou’ re so worried about your precious Bane but believe me, heain’'t no worse than the Quisitor,” said



Alice, rdleasing my arm. ‘What I’ ve done, I’ ve done for al our sakes, yours and mine, even Old
Gregory’s!’

‘The Banewill kill him. That’ sthefirgt thing it will do now it' sfreg!’

‘No, you'rewrong, Tom! It ain’t the Bane who wantsto kill Old Gregory, it’sthe Quisitor. Right now
the Bane s hisonly hope of survivad. And that’ sal thanksto me.’

| felt confused.

‘Look, Tom, comewith meand I’ [l show you.’

| shook my head.

‘Wdl, whether you come with meor not,” she continued, ‘I'll do it anyway.’
‘Do what?

‘I"'m going to save the Quisitor’ s prisoners. All of ‘em! And I’'m going to show him what it'slike to
burn!’

| looked hard at Alice again but she didn’t flinch away from my gaze. Anger blazed in her eyes, and a
that moment | felt that she could even have looked the Spook in the eye, something shewasn't usudly
capable of. Alice meant it dl right and it seemed to me that the Bane might just obey her and help. After
all, they’ d made some kind of pact.

If there was any chance of saving the Spook then | had to be thereto help him to safety. | didn’t fed
at dl comfortable about relying on something as evil asthe Bane, yet what choicedid | have? Alice
turned in the direction of the beacon fell and, dowly, | began to follow.

The streets were deserted and we walked quickly, heading south.
‘I"d better get rid of thisstaff,’ | said to Alice. ‘It might give usaway.’

She nodded and pointed to an old broken-down shed. ‘ Leave it behind there,” she said. “We can pick
it up on our way back.’

There was ftill somelight left in the sky to the west and it wasreflected in theriver, twisting below the
heights of Wortham. My eyeswere drawn upwards to the daunting beacon fell. Itslower dopeswere
covered in trees, now garting to lose their leaves, but above there was only grass and scrub.

We left the last of the houses behind us and joined athrong of people crossing the narrow stone bridge
over theriver, moving dowly through the damp, sill air. There was awhite mist on the riverbank but we
soon rose above it aswe climbed up through the trees, trudging through mounds of damp, mouldering
leavesto emerge near the summit of the hill. A large crowd had dready gathered, with more people
arriving by the minute. There were three huge piles of branches and twigs ready for lighting, the largest
one et between the other two. Rising from these pyres were the thick wooden stakes to which the
victimswould betied.

High on the beacon fell, with the lights of the town spread out below us, the air was fresher. The area
waslit by torches attached to tall, dender wooden poles, which were swaying gently in the light westerly
breeze. But there were patches of darkness, where the faces of the crowd were in shadow, and |
followed Aliceinto one of these, so that we could watch what was going on without being noticed



oursdves.

On guard, with their backsto the pyres, were a dozen big men wearing black hoods, with just ditsfor
eyes and mouths. In their hands they carried cudgels and |ooked eager to use them. These were the
assigtant executioners, who would help the Quisitor with the burning and, if necessary, keep back the
crowd.

| wasn't sure how the crowd would behave. Was it worth hoping that they might do something? Any
relatives and friends of the condemned would want to save them, but whether there were enough of them
to attempt arescue was uncertain. Of course, as Brother Peter had said, there were lots of people who
loved aburning. Many were here to be entertained.

No sooner had that thought entered my head than, in the distance, | heard the steady besat of drums.
‘Burn! Burn! Burn, witches, burn!’ the drums seemed to thunder.

At that sound the crowd began to murmur, their voices swelling to aroar that findly erupted into loud
catcals and hisses. The Quisitor was gpproaching, riding tal on hisbig white horse, and behind him
trundled the open cart containing the prisoners. Other men on horseback wereriding longsde and to the
rear of the cart, and they had swords at their hips. Behind them, on foot, were a dozen drummers
walking with aswagger, their amsrising and falling theetrically to the beat they were pounding ot.

‘Burn! Burn! Burn, witches, burn!’

Suddenly the whole situation seemed hopeless. Somein the front rank of the crowd started to shy
rotten fruit at the prisoners but the guards on the flanks, probably worried about being hit by mistake,
drew their swords and rode directly at them, driving them back into the throng, causing the whole mass
of peopleto sway backwards.

The cart came nearer and halted, and for the first time | could see the Spook. Some of the prisoners
were on their knees, praying. Otherswerewailing or tearing at their hair, but my master was standing
graight and tall, staring ahead. His face looked haggard and tired, and there was the same vague
expresson in hiseyes, asif he il didn't understand what was happening to him. Therewas anew dark
bruise on hisforehead above hisleft eye, and his bottom lip was split and swollen - he' d evidently been
given another besting.

A priest stepped forward, ascrall in hisright hand, and the rhythm of the drums changed. It became a
deep rall which built to a crescendo then halted suddenly, as the priest began to read from the
parchment.

‘People of Priestown, hear thisl We are gathered here to witness the lawful execution by fire of twelve
witches and one warlock, the sinful wretches whom you see before you now. Pray for their souls! Pray
that through pain they may come to know the error of their ways. Pray that they may beg God's
forgiveness and thus redeem their immortal souls’

Therewas another roll of drums. The priest hadn't finished yet and in the succeeding silence he
continued to reed.

‘Our Lord Protector, the High Quisitor, wishes thisto be alesson to others who might choose the path
of darkness. Waich these sinners burn! Watch their bones crack and their fat melt like candle tallow.
Ligento their screamsand al the while remember that thisisnothing! Thisisnothing at all compared to
the flames of Hell! Nothing compared to the eternity of torment that awaits those who do not seek
forgiveness’



The crowd had falen slent at these words. Perhaps it was the fear of Hell that the priest had
mentioned, but morelikely, | thought, it was something else. It waswhat | now feared. To stand and
watch the horror of what was about to happen. The redlization that living flesh and blood wasto be put
into the flames to endure ungpeakable agony.

Two of the hooded men came forward and roughly pulled the first prisoner from the cart - awoman
with long grey hair that hung down thickly over her shoulders, amost asfar as her waist. Asthey dragged
her towards the nearest pyre, she began to spit and curse, fighting desperately to tear hersdlf free. Some
of the crowd laughed and jeered, cdling her names, but unexpectedly she managed to break awvay and
began running off into the darkness.

Before the guards could take even astep to follow, the Quisitor galloped his horse past them, its
hooves throwing up mud from the soft ground. He seized the woman by the hair, twiting hisfingersinto
her locks before bunching hisfist. Then he tugged her upwards so violently that her back arched and she
was amogt lifted from her feet. She gave ahigh, thinwail asthe Quisitor dragged her back towardsthe
guards, who seized her again and quickly tied her to one of the stakes on the edge of the largest pyre.
Her fate was sedled.

My heart sank as| saw that the Spook was the next prisoner pulled down from the cart. They walked
him towards the largest pyre and bound him to the central stake but not once did he struggle. He dtill just
looked bewildered. | remembered once more how he' d told me that burning was one of the most painful
deaths imaginable and he didn’t hold with doing that to awitch. To watch him bound there, awaiting his
fate, was unbearable. Some of the Quisitor's men were carrying torches and | imagined them lighting the
pyres, the flames leaping upwards towards the Spook. It was too horrible to think about and tears began
streaming down my face.

| tried to recall what my master had said about something or someone watching what we do. If you
lived your liferight, he'd told me, in your hour of need it would stand at your sde and lend you its
grength. Wdll, he'd lived hislife right and had done everything for what he thought was the best. So he
deserved something. Surely?

If I'd been part of afamily that went to church and prayed more, I’ d have prayed then. The habit
wasttinmeand | didn’t know how, but without redizing it | whispered something to mysdif. | didn’t
mean it to be aprayer but | supposeit wasoneredly.

‘Help him, please,’ | whispered. ‘ Please help him.’

Suddenly the hair on the back of my neck began to move and | instantly felt cold, very cold.
Something from the dark was approaching. Something strong and very dangerous. | heard Alice givea
sudden gasp and adeep groan, and immediately my vision darkened so that, when | turned and reached
towards her, | couldn’t even see my hand before my face. The murmur of the crowd receded into the
distance and everything grew till and quiet. | felt cut off from the rest of the world, donein darkness.

| knew that the Bane had arrived. | couldn’t see anything but | could senseit nearby, avast dark spirit,
agreat weight that threatened to crush the life from me. | wasterrified, for mysdf and for dl the innocent
people gathered there, but could do nothing but wait in the darknessfor it to end.

When my eyescleared, | saw Alice sart forward.

Before | could stop her, she walked out of the shadows and headed directly towards the Spook and
the two executioners at the central pyre. The Quisitor was close by, watching. As she approached, | saw
him turn his horse towards her and spur it into acanter. For amoment | thought he intended to ride her
down but he brought the animal to ahdt, so closethat Alice could have reached up and patted its nose.



A cruel smile split hisface and | knew that he recognized her as one of the escaped prisoners. What
Alicedid next, I'll dwaysremember.

In the sudden silence that had falen shelifted her hands towards the Quisitor, pointing at him with both
forefingers. Then shelaughed long and loud and the sound echoed right across the hill, making the hair
stand up on the back of my neck again. It was alaugh of triumph and defiance and | thought how strange
it wasthat the Quisitor was preparing to burn those people, dl of them falsaly accused, dl of them
innocents, while free and facing him was areal witch, with real power.

Next, Aliceturned on her hed's and began to spin, holding her arms stretched out horizontaly. Asl
watched, dark spots began to gppear on the nose and head of the Quisitor’ swhite stdlion. At first | was
puzzled and didn’t understand what was happening. But then the horse whinnied in fear and reared up on
itshind legsand | saw that droplets of blood were flying from Alice sleft hand. Blood from where the
Bane had just fed.

There was asudden overpowering wind, ablinding flash of lightning and a clap of thunder so loud that
it hurt my ears. | found mysalf on my knees and could hear people screaming and shouting. | looked
back towards Alice and saw that she was till spinning, whirling faster and faster. The white horse reared
up again, thistime unsesting the Quisitor, who fell off backwards onto the pyre.

Another flash of lightning and suddenly the edge of the pyre was aight, the flames crackling upwards
and the Quisitor on hiskneeswith flames dl around him. | saw some of the guards rush forward to help
him but the crowd was a so moving forwards and one of the guards was dragged from his horse. Within
moments afull-scaeriot had begun. On al sides people were struggling and fighting. Others were running
to escape and the air was full of shouts and screams.

| dropped the bag and ran to my master, for the flames were travelling fast, threatening to engulf him.
Without thinking, | charged straight acrossthe pyre, feding the heat of the flames, which were dready
garting to take hold on the larger pieces of wood.

| struggled to untie him, my fingers fumbling at the knots. To my left aman wastrying to freethe
grey-haired woman they’ d bound firgt. | panicked because | was getting nowhere. There were too many
knots! They were too tight and the heat was building!

Suddenly there was a shout of triumph to my left. The man had freed the woman and one look told me
how: he was holding a knife and had cut through the ropes with ease. He was starting to lead her away
from the stake when he glanced towards me. The air wasfilled with shouts and screams and the crackle
of theflames. Evenif I d shouted, he wouldn’t have heard me so | Smply held out my left hand towards
him. For amoment he seemed to hesitate, staring at my hand, but then he tossed the knifein my
direction.

It fell short, into the flames. Without even thinking, | plunged my hand deep into the burning wood and
retrieved it. It took just seconds to dash through the ropes.

To have freed the Spook when he had been so close to burning gave me agreet fedling of relief. But
my happiness was short-lived. We were dtill far from being safe. The Quisitor’ s men were dl around us
and there was a strong possibility that we' d be spotted and caught. Thistime we' d both burn!

| had to get him away from the burning pyre to the darkness beyond; to somewhere we couldn’t be
seen. It seemed to take an age. He leaned on me heavily and took small, unsteady steps. | remembered
his bag, so we made for the spot where I’ d dropped it. It was only by good fortune that we avoided the
Quisitor'smen. Of their leader there was no sign, but in the distance | could see mounted men cutting
down with their swords anyone within range. At any moment | expected one of them to charge at us. It



was getting harder and harder to make progress; the burden of the Spook seemed to increase against my
shoulder and | till had the weight of hisbag in my right hand. But then someone else was holding his
other arm and we were moving towards the darkness of the trees and safety.

It wasAlice.
‘I didit, Tom! | didit!" she shouted excitedly.

| wasn't sure how to reply. Of course | was pleased but | couldn’t approve of her method. Where's
the Bane now? | asked.

‘Don’'t you worry about that, Tom. | cantell when it’snear and | don't fed it anywhere now. Must
have taken alot of power to do what it just did so | reckon it’s gone back to the dark for awhile to build
up itsstrength.’

| didn’t like the sound of that. *What about the Quisitor? | asked. ‘1 didn’t see what happened to him.
Is he dead?

Alice shook her head. ‘ Burned his hands when hefédl, that’ sdl. But now he knowswhat it'sliketo
burn!l’

Asshesadthat, | became aware of the pain in my own hand, the left one that was supporting the
Spook. | looked down and saw that the back of it was raw and blistered. With each step | took the pain
seemed to increase.

We crossed the bridge with ajostling crowd of frightened people, dl hastening north, eager to be
away from the riot and what would follow. Soon the Quisitor’s men would regroup, eager to recapture
the prisoners and punish anyone who' d played a part in their escape. Anyonein their path would suffer.

Long before dawn we were clear of Priestown and spent thefirst few hours of daylight in the shelter of
adilapidated cattle shed, afraid that the Quisitor’s men might be nearby searching for escaped prisoners.

The Spook hadn’t said asingle word when I’ d spoken to him, not even after I’d collected his staff and
handed it to him. His eyeswere ill vacant and staring, asthough hismind wasin an entirely different
place. | began to worry that the blow to his head was serious, which gave melittle choice.

‘We need to get him back to our farm,” | told Alice. ‘My mam will be ableto help him.’

Won't take too kindly to seeing me though, will she? said Alice. * Not when shefinds out what I ve
done. Neither will that brother of yours.’

| nodded, wincing at the painin my hand. What Alice said wastrue. It would be better if shedidn’t
come with me but | needed her to help with the Spook, who was far from steady on hisfeet.

‘What' swrong, Tom? she asked. She' d noticed my hand and came across to take alook at it. * Soon
fix that,” shesad, ‘| won't belong ...’

‘No, Alice, it’ stoo dangerous!’

But before | could stop her she dipped out of the shed. Ten minutes later she was back with some
small pieces of bark and the leaves of aplant | didn’t recognize. She chewed the bark with her teeth until
it wasin smal fibrous pieces.

‘Hold out your hand!” she commanded.



‘What'sthat? | asked doubtfully, but my hand wasredly hurting so | did as| wastold.

Gently, she placed the small pieces of bark on the burn and wrapped my hand in the leaves. Then she
teased a black thread from her dress and used that to bind them in position.

‘Lizzietaught methis,’ shesaid. ‘It'll soon take away the pain.’

| was about to protest, but dmost immediately the pain began to fade. It was aremedy taught to Alice
by awitch. A remedy that worked. The ways of the world were strange. Out of evil good could come.
Anditwasn't just my hand. Because of Alice and her pact with the Bane, the Spook had been saved.

CHAPTER 14

Dad’s Tale

W e camein sight of the farm about an hour before sunset. | knew that Dad and Jack would just be

garting the milking so it was agood timeto arrive. | needed a chance to speak to Mam on my own. |
hadn’t been back home since the spring, when the old witch, Mother Malkin, had paid my family avist.
Thanksto Alice s bravery on that occasion we' d destroyed her, but the incident had upset Jack and his
wife Ellie, and | knew they wouldn't be keen on me staying after dark. Spooks' business scared them
and they were worried that something might happen to their child. So | just wanted to help the Spook
and then get back on the road as quickly as possible.

| was dso awarethat | wasrisking everyone slives by bringing the Spook and Aliceto thefarm. If the
Quisitor’s men followed us here they would have no mercy on those harbouring awitch and a spook. |
didn’t want to put my family in any more danger than | had to, so | decided to leave Alice and the Spook
just outside the farm boundary. There was an old shepherd’ s hut belonging to the nearest farm to us.
They’ d gone over to cattle so it hadn’'t been used for years. | helped Alice get the Spook inside and told
her to wait there. That done, | crossed the field, heading directly towards the fence that bordered our
farmyard.

When | opened the door to the kitchen, Mam wasin her usud place in the corner next to thefire,
gtting in her rocking chair. The chair was very gill and shejust stared at me as| went in. The curtains
were aready closed, and in the brass candlestick the beeswax candle was dight.

‘Sit down, son,” sheinvited, her voice low and soft. ‘ Pull up achair and tel medl aout it.” Shedidn’t
seem in theleast bit surprised to see me.

It waswhat | was used to. Mam was often in demand when midwives encountered problemswith a
difficult birth, and eerily she dways knew when someone wanted her help long before the message
arrived at the farm. She sensed these things, just as she' d sensed my approach. There was something
specia about my mam. She had gifts that someone like the Quisitor would want to destroy.

‘ Something bad' s happened, hasn't it? Mam said. * And what’ s wrong with your hand?
‘It snothing, Mam. Just aburn. Alicefixed it. It doesn't hurt at dl now.’

Mam raised her eyebrows at the mention of Alice. * Tell meal about it, son.’



| nodded, feding alump comeinto my throat. | tried three times before | was ableto get my first
sentence out. When | did manage to speak, it all came out in arush.

‘They dmost burned Mr Gregory, Mam. The Quisitor caught him in Priestown. We ve escaped but
they’ll be after us, and the Spook’ s not well. He needs help. Wedl do.’

The tears started to run down my face as | admitted to mysalf what was now bothering me most of all.
The main reason | hadn’'t wanted to go to the beacon fell was because I’ d been scared. I’ d been afraid
that they’ d catch me and that | would burn aswell.

‘What on earth were you doing in Priestown? Mam asked.
‘Mr Gregory’ s brother died and his funeral wasthere. We had to go.’
Y ou're not telling me everything,, Mam said. ‘How did you escape from the Quisitor?

| didn’t want Mam to know what Alice had done. Y ou see, Mam had oncetried to help Aliceand |
didn’t want her to know how she' d finaly ended up, turning to the dark as the Spook had dways feared.

But | had no choice. | told her the full story. When I’ d finished, Mam sighed deeply. ‘It' sbad, redly
bad, she said. ‘ The Bane on the loose doesn’t bode well for anyone in the County - and ayoung witch
bound to itswill - well, | fear for usdl. But we' Il just have to make the best of it. That’ sal we can do.
I’1l get my bag and go and seewhat | can do for poor Mr Gregory.’

‘Thanks, Mam,’ | told her, suddenly redlizing that al I’ d talked about had been my own troubles. * But
how are things here? How' s Elli€’ s baby doing? | asked.

Mam smiled but | detected a hint of sadnessin her eyes. * Oh, the baby’ s doing fine and Ellie and Jack
are happier than they’ ve ever been. But son,” she said, touching my arm gently, ‘I’ ve got some bad news
for you too. It' s about your dad. He sbeen very ill.’

| stood up, hardly able to believe what she was saying. The look on her face told me that it was
serious.

‘Sit down, son,” she said, ‘and listen carefully before you start getting al upset. It' sbad but it could
have been alot worse. It started as a heavy cold but then it got on his chest and turned to pneumoniaand
we nearly lost him. He's on the mend now, | hope, but he/ll need to wrap up well thiswinter. I'm afraid
he won't be able to do much on the farm any more. Jack will just have to cope without him.’

‘I could help out, Mam.’

‘No, son, you' ve got your own job to do. With the Bane free and your master weakened the County
needs you more than ever. Look, let mejust go up first and tell your dad that you' re here. And |
wouldn’'t say anything about the trouble you' ve had. We don't want to give him any bad news or nasty
shocks. We'll just keep that to oursalves!’

| waited in the kitchen but a couple of minuteslater Mam came back downgtairs, carrying her bag.

‘Wl you go up and see your dad while | go and help your master. He' sglad that you' re back but
don't keep him talking too long. He s ill very wesk.

Dad was sitting propped up in bed on severd pillows. He smiled weakly when | came into the room. His
face was gaunt and tired and there was a grey stubble on his chin that made him look much older.



‘“What anice surprise, Tom. Sit down,” he said, nodding towards the chair at the side of the bed.
‘I'msorry,” | said. ‘If I'd known you wereill I’ d have come home sooner to seeyou.’
Dad held up hishand asif to say it didn’t matter.

Then he began to cough violently. He was supposed to be getting better so | wouldn't like to have
heard him when hewasredly ill. The room had asmell of illness. The hint of something you never smelled
outdoors. Something that only lingersin sick rooms.

‘How’ sthejob going? he asked, when he' d findly stopped choking.

‘Not bad. I’'m getting used to it now and | prefer it to farming,’ | said, pushing dl that had happened to
the very back of my mind.

‘Farming too dull for you, eh? he asked with afaint smile. ‘“Mind you, | was't dwaysafarmer.’

| nodded. In hisyounger days Dad had been a seaman. He' d told |ots of tales of the placeshe'd
visited. They’ d been rich stories, full of colour and excitement. His eyes dways shone with afarawvay
look when he remembered those times. | wanted to see that spark of life return to them.

‘Aye, Dad,’ | said, ‘tell me one of your stories. The one about that huge whale’

He paused for amoment, then grabbed my hand, pulling me closer. * Reckon there s one story | needs
betdling you, son, beforeit’stoo late.’

‘Don’t talk daft,” | said, shocked by thisturn in the conversation.

‘Nay, Tom, I’'m hoping to see another spring and summer but | don't think I’ m long for thisworld.
I’ve been thinking alot lately and | reckon it’stime | told you what | know. | wasn't expecting to see you
for awhile but you' re here now and who knows when I'll see you next? He paused and then said, ‘It's
about your mother - how we met and the like’

‘You'll seelotsof springs, Dad,’ | said, but | was surprised. For al my father’ swonderful stories,
there was one he’ d never told properly: how he' d met Mam. We could alwaystell that he never redly
wanted to talk about it. He either changed the subject or told usto go and ask her. We never did. When
you're achild there are things you don’t understand but just don’t ask about. Y ou know that your dad
and mam don’t want to tell you. But today was different.

He shook his head wearily, then bowed it low, asif agreat burden was pressing down on his
shoulders. When he straightened up again, the faint smile was back on hisface,

‘I'm not sure she' |l thank mefor telling you, mind, so let’ s keep this between ourselves. I'll not be
telling your brothers either, and I’ d ask you to do the same, son. But | think in your line of work, and you
being a seventh son of aseventh sonand dl, well...

He paused again and shut hiseyes. | stared at him and felt awave of sadnessas| redlized how old
and ill hewas looking. He opened his eyes again and began to talk.

‘Wesailed into alittle harbour to take on water,’” he said, beginning histale asif he needed to get
going quickly before he changed hismind. ‘It was alonely place overhung with high, rocky hills, with just
the harbour master’ s house and afew smal fishermen’s cottages built of white stone. We d been at sea
for weeks and the captain, being agood man, said that we deserved a break. So he gave us al shore
leave. Wetook it in two shiftsand | got the second one, which started well after dark.



“There were adozen of us and when we finally madeit to the nearest tavern, which was on the edge
of avillage dmost hafway up amountain, it was almost ready to close. So we drank fast, throwing
strong spirits down our throats like there was no tomorrow, and then bought a flagon of red wine each to
drink on the way back to the ship.

‘I must have drunk too much because | woke up aone at the side of the steep track that led down to
the harbour. The sun was just about to come up but | wasn't too bothered because we weren't sailing till
noon. | climbed to my feet and dusted mysdlf off. It was then that | heard the sound of distant sobbing.

‘| listened for dmost aminute before | made up my mind. | mean, it sounded just like awoman but
how could | be sure? There are dl sorts of strange tales from those parts about creatures that prey on
travellers. | wasdoneand | don’'t mind telling you | was scared, but if | hadn’t gone to see who was
crying I’ d never have met your mam and you wouldn’t be here now.

‘I climbed the steep hill at the side of the track and scrambled down the other side until it brought me
right to the edge of adliff. It was ahigh cliff, with the waves crashing on the rocks below, and | could see
the ship a anchor in the bay and it was so small that it seemed asif it could fit into the palm of my hand.

‘A narrow rock jutted up from the cliff like arat’ stooth and a young woman was sitting with her back
to it, facing out to sea. She' d been bound to that rock with achain. Not only that, but she was as naked
asthe day shewasborn.’

With those words, Dad blushed so deeply that his face turned amost County-red.

‘ She started to try and tell me something then. Something that she feared. Something far worse than
just being fastened to that rock. But she was speaking in her own language and | didn’t understand a
word of it -I still don’t but she taught you well enough and, do you know, you were the only one that she
bothered with in that way? She' s a good mother but none of your brothers heard even aword of Greek.’

| nodded. Some of my brothers hadn’t been best pleased by that, particularly Jack, and it had
sometimes made life difficult for me.

‘No, she couldn’t explain in words what it was but there was something out to seathat was terrifying
her. | couldn’t think what it could be, but then the tip of the sun came up above the horizon and she
screamed.

‘| stared at her but | couldn’t believe what | was seeing: tiny blisters began to erupt on her skin until,
within less than aminute, she was a mass of sores. It wasthe sun shefeared. To thisday, asyou've
probably noticed, shefindsit difficult to be out evenin aCounty sun, but the sunlight in that land was
fierce and without help she'd have died.

He paused to catch his breath, and | thought about Mam. I’ d dways known that she avoided sunlight
-but it was something I’ d just taken for granted.

‘“What could | do? Dad continued. ‘1 had to think fast so | took off my shirt and covered her withiit. It
wasn't big enough so there was nothing elsefor it and | had to use my trousersaswell. Then | crouched
there with my back to the sun, so that my shadow fell over her, protecting her from itsfierce light.

‘| stayed that way until long after noon, when the sun finally moved out of sght behind the hill. By then
my ship had sailed without me and my back was raw’ with sunburn, but your mam was dlive and the
blisters had aready faded away. | struggled to get her free of the chain, but whoever had tied it knew
even more about knotsthan | did and | was a seaman. It was only when | findly got it off her that |
noticed something so cruel that | could hardly believeit. | mean, she'sagood woman, your mam - how



could someone have done such athing, and to awoman too?

Dad fdll slent and stared down at his hands and | could see that they were trembling with the memory
of what he'd seen. | waited dmost aminute and then | prompted him gently.

‘What wasit, Dad? | asked. ‘What had they done?

When helooked up, hiseyeswere full of tears. “They'd nailed her Ieft hand to therock,” hesaid. *It
was athick nail with abroad head and | couldn’t begin to think how | was going to get her hand free
without hurting her even more. But she just smiled and tore her hand free, leaving the nail till intherock.
Therewas blood dripping onto the ground at her feet but she stood up and walked towards me asiif it
were nothing.

‘| took astep backwards and dmost fell over the cliff but she put her right hand on my shoulder to
steady me and then we kissed. Being a seaman who visited dozens of ports each yesr, I'd kissed afew
women before but usudly it was after I'd had askinful of ale and was numb, sometimes even closeto
passing out. I’ d never kissed awoman when sober and certainly never in broad daylight. | can’t explain it
but I knew right away that she was the one for me. Thewoman I’ d spend the rest of my lifewith.’

He gtarted coughing then and it went on for along time. When he' d finished it |eft him bresthlessand it
was another couple of minutes before | spoke again. | should have let him rest but | knew | might not get
another chance. My mind was racing. Some thingsin Dad' s tale reminded me of what the Spook had
written about Meg. She' d a so been bound with achain. When released she' d kissed the Spook just as
Mam had kissed Dad. | wondered if the chain was silver but | couldn’t ask. Part of me didn’t want to
know the answer. If Dad had wanted me to know, he’ d have told me.

‘“What happened next, Dad? How did you manage to get back home?

“Y our mother had money, son. Shelived alone in abig house set in agarden surrounded by ahigh
wadll. It wasn't more than amile or so from where |’ d found her so we went back there and | stayed. Her
hand healed quickly, leaving not even the faintest of scars, and | taught her our language. Or, to be
honest, she taught me how to teach her. | pointed at objects and said their names aloud. When she'd
repeated what I'd said I’ d just nod to say it sounded right. Once was enough for each word. Y our
mam’ s sharp, son. Redlly sharp. She' sa clever woman and never forgetsathing.

‘Anyway, | stayed at that house for weeks and | was happy enough but for the odd night or so when
her Ssters cameto visit. There were two of them, tall, fierce-looking women, and they used to build afire
out back behind the house and stay theretill dawn talking to your mam. Sometimes all three of them
would dance around the fire; other nightsthey played dice. But each time they came there were
arguments and they gradually got worse.

‘I knew it was something to do with me because her ssters would glare at me through the window
with anger in their eyes and your mam would wave a me to go back into theroom. No, they didn’t like
me much and that was the main reason, | think, that we left that house and came back to the County.

‘I'd set sall asahired hand, an ordinary seaman, but | came back like a gentleman. Y our mam paid
for our passage home and we had a cabin al to oursalves. Then she bought thisfarm and we were
married in thelittle church at Méllor, where my own mam and dad are buried. Y our mother doesn’t
believe what we believe but she did it for me so that the neighbours wouldn't talk, and before the end of
the year your brother Jack was born. I’ ve had agood life, son, and the best part of it started the day |
met your mam. But I’ m telling you this because | want you to understand. Y ou do redlize, don’t you, that
one day when I’'m gone, she' Il go back home, back to where she belongs?



My mouth opened in amazement when Dad said that. ‘What about her family? | asked. * Surely she
wouldn't leave her grandchildren?

Dad shook hishead sadly. ‘| don't think she' s any choice, son. She once told me she’ swhat she cals
“unfinished business’ back there. | don’t know what it isand she never did tell me why she'd been
fastened to the rock to die. She has her own world and her own life, and when the time comes, she'll go
back toit, so don’'t make it hard for her. Look at me, lad. What do you see?

| didn’t know what to say.

‘What you seeisan old man who'snot long for thislife. | seethetruth of it every timel look in a
mirror, so don't try to tell me I’m wrong. Asfor your mam, she' sill in the prime of life. She may not be
the girl she once wasbut she' s till got years of good living left in her. But for what | did that day, your
mam wouldn’'t have looked a me twice. She deserves her freedom, so let her go with asmile. Will you
do that, son?

| nodded and then stayed with him until he cdmed down and drifted off to deep.

CHAPTER 15

The Silver Chain

W hen | went downgtairs, Mam was aready back. | was anxious to ask how the Spook was and

what she'd donefor him but | didn’t get the chance. Through the kitchen window I’ d spied Jack crossing
the yard with Ellie, their baby cradled in her arms.

‘I’ve donewhat | can for your master, son,” Mam whispered just before Jack opened the door. We'll
talk after supper.’

For amoment Jack froze in the doorway looking a me, amixture of expressionsflickering acrosshis
face. At last he smiled and walked forward to rest his arm across my shoulders.

‘Good to seeyou, Tom,” he said.

‘1 was just passing on my way back to Chipenden,” | told him. ‘Thought I’ d call in and see how you all
were. I'd have visted earlier if I'd known that Dad had been soiill...

‘He' son the mend now,” Jack said. ‘ That’ sthe important thing.’
‘Oh, yes, Tom, he' smuch better now,’ Ellie agreed. ‘H€e Il beright asrain in afew weeks'’

| could see that the sad expression on Mam' sface said otherwise. The truth of it was that Dad would
be lucky to makeit till spring. She knew it and so did .

At supper everybody seemed subdued, even Mam. | couldn’t work out whether it was my being there
or Dad' sillness making everyone so quiet, but during the mea Jack could barely more than nod at me,
and when he did spesk it was to say something sarcastic.

“You'relooking pae, Tom,” hesaid. ‘Must bedl that skulking about in the dark. Can't be good for



you.’

‘Don’'t be crud, Jack!” Ellie scolded. * Anyway, what do you think about our Mary? Had her
christened last month. Grown up quite abit since you last saw her, hasn't she?

| smiled and nodded. | was astonished to see how much the baby had grown. Instead of being atiny
thing with ared, wrinkled-up face, she was plump and round with sturdy limbs and awatchful, dert
expression. She looked ready to leave Ellie' s knee and start crawling round the kitchen floor.

| hadn’t felt very hungry but the moment Mam hegped alarge portion of steaming hotpot onto my
plate, | tucked in right away.

No sooner had we finished than she smiled at Jack and Ellie. ‘I’ ve something to discuss with Tom,’
shesaid. ' So why don’t you two go up and get an early night for once? And don't worry about the
washing-up, Ellie. I'll seetoit.’

Therewas ill some hotpot Ieft in the dish and | saw Jack’ s eyesflicker towardsit then back to Mam.
But Ellie stood up and Jack followed dowly. | could see hewasn't best pleased.

‘I think I’ll just take the dogs and walk the boundary fence first,” he said. ‘ There was afox about last
night.

As soon asthey’ d |eft theroom | blurted out the question I’ d been dying to ask.
‘How ishe, Mam?1s Mr Gregory going to beal right?

I’ve donewhat | canfor him,” Mam said. ‘ But injuriesto the head usualy sort themselves out one way
or the other. Only timewill tell. I think the sooner you get him back to Chipenden the better. He d be
welcome here but I” ve got to respect Jack and Elli€ swishes!’

| nodded and stared down at the table sadly.
‘Can you manage a second helping, Tom? Mam asked.

| didn’t need to be asked twice and Mam smiled as | tucked in. ‘I’ll just go up and see how your dad
IS’ shesad.

She soon came back downgtairs. ‘He' sfine,’ she said. ‘He' sjust nodded off to deep again.’

She sat down opposite and watched me edt, her face serious. ‘ The wounds | saw on Alice sfingers-
isthat where the Bane took blood from her?

| nodded.
‘Do you trust her now after dl that’ s happened? she asked suddenly.

| shrugged. ‘1 don’t know what to do. She's crossed to the dark, but without her the Spook and lots
of other innocent people would have died.’

Mam dighed. ‘It' sanasty busnessand I’ m not sure the answer’ s clear yet. | wish | could go with you
and help you get your master back to Chipenden, because it won't be an easy journey, but | can’t leave
your dad. Without careful nursing he could suffer ardlapseand | can't risk that happening.”

| cleaned my plate with a piece of bread then pushed back my chair.



‘I think I"d better get going, Mam. Thelonger I’'m here, the more danger I'm putting you dl in. There's
no way the Quisitor will let us go without achase. And now the Ban€ s free and hasfed on Alice' sblood
| can't risk leading him here’

‘Don't rush off just yet,” Mam said. ‘I’ [l dice you some ham and bread to eat on theroad.’
‘Thanks, Mam.’

She set to work dicing the bread while | watched, wishing | could stay longer. It would be good to be
home again, evenif only for one night.

“Tom, in your lessons about witches, did Mr Gregory tell you about those who use familiars?

| nodded. Different types of witches gained their power in different ways. Some used bone magic,
others blood magic; recently he d told me about a third and even more dangerous type. They used what
was cdled ‘familiar magic’. They gave their blood to some creature - it could be acat, atoad or even a
bat. In return it became their eyes and ears and did their will. Sometimesit grew so powerful that they fell
completely under its power and had little or no will of their own.

‘Well, that’ swhat Alice thinks she’ sdoing now, Tom - using familiar magic. She' smade apact with
that creature, and isusing it to get what she wants. But she' s playing a dangerous game, son. If she' snot
careful she'll end up belonging to it and you'll never really be ableto trust her again. At least, not while
the Bane dill lives’

‘Mr Gregory said that it was getting stronger, Mam. That soon it would be able to take on the flesh of
itsorigina shape. | saw it down in the catacombs - it had shape-shifted into the Spook and tried to trick
me. Soit'sobvioudy been getting stronger down there.’

“That’ strue enough but what' s just happened will have st it back abit. Y ou see, the Bane will have
used up alot of energy inflying free of aplaceit’s been bound to for so long. So for now it will be
confused and logt, probably aspirit again, not strong enough to clotheitself inflesh a al. It probably
won't be ableto regainitsfull strength until the blood pact with Aliceis completed.’

‘Can it seethrough Alice' seyes? | asked.

The thought was terrifying. | was about to go off with Alice through the darkness. | remembered the
fed of the Bane' sweight on my head and shoulders, the expectation that | was about to be pressed and
that my last moment had come. Maybe it was safer to wait until daylight...

‘No, not yet, son. She gaveit her blood and its freedom. In return it will have promised to obey her
threetimes, but each timeit’ll want more of her blood. After feeding it again at the Wortham burning,
she'll be weakened and finding it harder and harder to ress. If shefeedsit once more, it will be ableto
see out of her eyes. Findly, on the last feeding, she'll belong to it and it will have the strength to return to
itstrue form. And there' |l be nothing anyone can do to save Alice then, Mam said.

‘Sowherever itisit'll belooking for Alice? It will, son, but for ashort while, unless she cdlsit to her,
the chances of it finding her will be very dight. Especidly when she'son the move. If she staysin one
placefor any length of time the Bane will have more chance of finding her. Each night it'll get alittle
stronger though, especidly if it chances upon some other victim. Any sort of blood would helpit, animal
or human. Someone donein the dark would be easy to terrorize. Easy to bend to itswill. Inawhileit’ll
find Alice, and after that it’'Il aways be somewhere near to her except during daylight hours, when it'll
probably stay underground. Creatures of the dark rarely venture abroad when it’ slight. But with the
Bane on theloose, gaining in strength, everyone in the County should be afraid when night falls’



‘How did it dl start, Mam? Mr Gregory told methat King Heys of the Little People had to sacrifice
his sons to the Bane and that somehow the last son managed to bind it.’

‘Ifsasad and terrible story,” Mam said. *What happened to the king’ s sons doesn't bear thinking
about. But | think ifs better that you know so you understand just what you' re up againgt. The Bane lived
in the long barrows at Heysham, amongst the bones of the dead. First it took the eldest son thereto use
him as a plaything, picking the thoughts and dreams from hismind until little remained but misery and
darkest despair. And so it went on with son after son. Think how their father must have felt! Hewasa
king and yet he could do nothing to help.’

Mam sighed sadly. * Not one of Heys s sons survived much more than amonth of such torment. Three
threw themsalves from the cliffs nearby to smash themselves to pieces on the rocks below. Two refused
to eat and wasted away. The sixth swam out to seauntil his strength failed and he drowned - his body
was brought back to shore by the spring tides. All six are buried in the stone graves carved from the
rock. A further grave holds the body of their father, who died soon after his six sons, of abroken heart.
So only Naze, thelast of his children, his seventh son, outlived him.

‘The king was a seventh son too, so Naze was like you and had the gift. Hewas small, even by the
standards of his own people, and the old blood ran strongly through his veins. He managed to bind the
Bane somehow but nobody knows how, not even your master. Afterwards the creature dew Naze on
the spot, pressing him flat againgt the stones. Then, years later, because they reminded the Bane of how it
had been tricked, it broke hisbonesinto tiny pieces and pushed them through the Silver Gate so that at
last Naze' s people were able to give him a proper buriad. His remains are with the othersin the stone
graves a Heysham, which is named after the ancient king.’

Wedidn't say anything for afew moments. It was aterribletae.
“Then how can we stop it now it’ sloose again, Mam? | asked, breaking the silence. ‘ How can weKkill
it?

‘Leavethat to Mr Gregory, Tom. Just help him get back to Chipenden and grow fit and well again.
He' |l work out what to do next. The easiest way would beto bind it again, but even then it would still be
ableto work itsevil asit has more and morein recent years. If it was able to clotheitsdf in flesh before,
down therein the catacombs, then it would do it again, and before long, asits strength grew, it would
revert to its natural form, corrupting Priestown and the County beyond. So athough we' d be safer with it
bound, it'snot afina solution. Y our master needsto learn how to kill it, for al our sakes!’

‘But what if he doesn’t recover?

‘Let’sjust hope that he does, for there is more to be done than perhaps you are ready to cope with
yet. Y ou see, son, wherever Alice goes, it will use her to hurt others so your master may have no choice
but to put her into apit.’

Mam looked troubled, then suddenly paused and put her hand to her forehead, squeezing her eyes
shut asif she had a sudden painful headache.

‘Areyou dl right, Mam? | asked anxioudy.

She nodded and smiled weekly. ‘' Look, son, you sit yoursdlf down for awhile. | need to write aletter
for you to take.’

‘A letter? Who for?



‘We ll talk morewhen I’ vefinished.’

| sat inachair by thefire, saring into the embers while Mam wrote at the table. | kept wondering what
shewaswriting. When she' d finished, she sat down in her rocking chair and handed me the envelope. It
was sedled and on it waswritten:

To my youngest son, Thomas J. Ward

| was surprised. I'd imagined it must be aletter for the Spook to read when he got better.
‘Why are you writing to me, Mam? Why not just tell me what you have to say now?

‘Because every little thing we do changes things, son,” Mam said, putting her hand gently on my left
forearm. ‘ To see the future is dangerous and to communicate what you see doubly so. Y our master must
follow hisown path. He must find his own way. We each have free will. But there’ s a darkening ahead
and | haveto do everything in my powersto avert the worst that might happen. Only opentheletter ina
time of great need when the future looks hopeless. Trust your ingtincts. Y ou’ Il know when this moment
comes-though | pray for al your sakesthat it never does. Till then, keep it safe.’

Obediently, | dippeditinsgde my jacket.
‘Now follow me, Mam said. ‘I’ ve something else for you.’

From the tone of her voice and strange manner | guessed where we were heading. And | was right.
Carrying the brass candlestick, she led me upstairsto her private storeroom, the locked room just below
the attic. Nowadays nobody ever went in that room but Mam. Not even Dad. I'd been in with her a
couple of timesasasmal child, dthough | could hardly remember it now.

Taking akey from her pocket, she unlocked the door and | followed her inside. The room wasfull of
boxes and chests. | knew she came in here once amonth. What she did | couldn’t guess.

Mam walked into the room and halted before the large trunk closest to the window. Then she stared
a mehard until | felt abit uneasy. Shewas my mam and | loved her but | certainly wouldn't have liked to
be her enemy.

Y ou’' ve been Mr Gregory’ s apprentice for nearly six months, so you' ve had long enough to see things
for yoursdf,’ shesaid. ‘ And by now the dark has noticed you, and will be trying to hunt you down. So
you'rein danger, son, and for awhile that danger will keep on growing. But remember this. You're
growing too. Y ou're growing up fast. Each breath, each beat of your heart makes you stronger, braver,
better. John Gregory’ s been struggling againgt the dark for years preparing the way for you. Because,
son, when you' reaman then it’'ll be the dark’ sturn to be afraid, because then you' Il be the hunter, not
the hunted. That’swhy | gaveyou life’

She amiled at mefor thefirgt timesince I’d gone into the room, but it was asad smile. Then, lifting the
lid of the box, she held the candle up so | could seewhat lay inside.

A long slver chain with fine links gleamed brightly in the candidight. ‘Lift it out, Mamsaid. ‘| can't
touchit.

| shivered a her words because something told me that this was the same chain that had bound Mam
to therock. Dad hadn’'t mentioned it being silver, avital omission because aslver chain was used to bind
awitch. It was an important tool of a gpook’ strade. Could this mean that Mam was awitch? Perhapsa



lamiawitch like Meg? The silver chain, theway she' d kissed my dad - it dl sounded very familiar.

| lifted out the chain and balanced it in my hands. It wasfineand light, of better qudity than the
Spook’ s chain, with much moresilver inthedloy.

Asif she guessed what I’ d been thinking, Mam said, ‘1 know your dad told you how we met. But
aways remember this, son. None of usiseither al good or dl bad - we' re all somewherein between -
but there comes amoment in each life when we take an important step, either towardsthe light or
towards the dark. Sometimesit’s a decision we make insgde our head. Or maybe it’ s because of a
specia person we meet. Because of what your dad did for me | stepped in the right direction and that's
why I'm heretoday. That chain now beongsto you. So put it awvay and keep it safe until you need it.’

| coiled the chain around my wrigt, then dipped it into my inside pocket, next to the letter. That done,
Mam closed thelid and | followed her out of the room, waiting while she locked the door.

Downgtairs | picked up the packet of sandwiches and prepared to leave.
‘Let’shave alook at that hand before you go!’

| held it out and Mam carefully untied the threads and pulled away the leaves. The burn seemed to be
hedling aready.

‘That girl knows her stuff,” shesaid. ‘I'll give her that. Let theair getto it now and it'll beright asrain
inafew days’

Mam hugged me and, after thanking her once more, | opened the back door and stepped out into the
night. | was halfway acrossthe field, heading for the boundary fence, when | heard adog bark and saw a
figure heading towards me through the darkness.

It was Jack, and when he got close, | saw by the starlight that his face was twisted with anger.
‘Do you think I'm stupid? he shouted. ‘ Do you? It didn’t take five minutes for the dogsto find them!”’

| looked at the dogs, which were both cowering behind Jack’ slegs. They were working dogs and
weren't soft, but they knew me and I" d have expected some sort of greeting. Something had scared them
badly.

“You might well look,” said Jack. That girl hissed and spat at them and they ran off asif the Devil
himsalf weretwisting therr tails. When | told her to clear off, she had the cheek to tell me that shewason
somebody else’ sland and it was nothing at al to do with me.’

‘“Mr Gregory’sill, Jack. | had no choice but to call in and get Mam’s help. | kept him and Alice
outside the farm boundary. | know how you fedl so | did the best | could.’

‘I'll bet you did. I'm agrown man but Mam ordered me to bed like a child. How do you think that
makes mefed? And in front of my own wife too. Sometimes | wonder if the farm will ever redlly belong
tome’

| was angry myself by then and | fdlt liketelling him that it probably would and alot sooner than he
thought. 1t would al be his once Dad was dead and Mam had gone back home to her own land. But | bit
my lip and said nothing abot it.

‘I"'m sorry, Jack, but I’ ve got to be off,” | told him, setting off towards the hut where I’ d |eft Aliceand
the Spook. After adozen or so steps | turned but Jack aready had his back to me and was on hisway



home,

We st off without saying aword. | had alot to think about and | think Alice knew that. The Spook just
stared into space but he did seem to be walking better and no longer needed to lean on us.

About an hour before the sun came up, | wasthefirst to break the silence.
‘Areyou hungry? | asked. IMam’s made us some breakfast.’

Alice nodded and we sat down on agrassy bank and started on the food. | offered someto the
Spook but he pushed my arm away roughly. After afew moments he walked alittle way off and sat
down on adtileasif he didn’'t want to be anywhere near us. Or Alice at least.

‘He seems stronger. What did Mam do? | asked.

* She bathed hisforehead and kept looking at his eyes. Then she gave him apotion to drink. | kept my
distance and she didn’t even glancein my direction.’

‘That’ s because she knows what you' ve done. | had to tell her. | can’'t lieto Mam.’

‘| didwhat | did for the best. Paid him back, | did, and saved al those people. | did it for you too,
Tom. So you could get Old Gregory back and carry on with your studies. That' s what you want, ain't it?
Ain't | donetheright thing?

| didn’t reply. Alice had stopped the Quisitor burning innocent people. She' d saved alot of lives,
including the Spook’s. She’' d done al those things and they were dl good things. No, it wasn't what
she'd done, it was how she’ d gone about it. | wanted to help her but | didn’t know how.

Alice belonged to the dark now, and once the Spook was strong enough he' d want to put her in a pit.
Sheknew that and so did I.

CHAPTER 16

A Pit For Alice

A_t last, with the sun once more sinking into the west, the fells were directly ahead and soon we were
climbing up through the trees towards the Spook’ s house, taking the path that avoided Chipenden village.

| halted just short of the front gate. The Spook was about twenty paces further back, staring up at the
house asif he were seeing it for thefirst time.

| turned to face Alice. ‘Y ou'd better go,’ | said.

Alice nodded. There was the Spook’ s pet boggart to worry about. It guarded the house and grounds.
One step insde the gate and she' d bein great danger.

‘Wherewill you stay? | asked.

‘Don’'t you worry about me none. And don’t go thinking | belong to the Bane either. | ain't stupid.



Have to summon him twice more before that happens, don’t 1? The weather’ s not that cold yet, so I'll
stay close by for afew days. Maybein what' sleft of Lizzie shouse. Then I’ll most likely go east to
Pendle. What else can | do?

Alice dill had family in Pendle but they were witches. Despite what she said, Alice belonged to the
dark now. That'swhere she' d fed most comfortable.

Without another word she turned and walked away into the gloom. Sadly, | watched her until she'd
disappeared from sight, then | turned and opened the gate.

| unlocked the front door and the Spook followed meinsde. | led theway to the kitchen, where afire
was blazing in the grate and the table was set for two. The boggart had been expecting us. It was alight
supper, just two bowls of pea soup and thick dices of bread. | was hungry after our longwalk so |
tucked in straight away.

For awhile the Spook just sat there staring at his bowl of steaming hot soup but then he picked up a
diceof bread and dunked it in.

‘It' sbeen hard, lad. And it's good to be home,” he said.
| was S0 surprised that he was spesking again that | amost fell off my chair.
‘Areyou fedling better? | asked.

‘Aye, lad, better than | did. A good night’sdeep and I'll beright asrain. Y our mam’s agood woman.
Nobody in the County knowstheir potions better.’

‘I didn’t think you’ d remember anything,” | said. Y ou seemed digtant. Almost like you were
despwaking.’

“That’ swhat it waslike, lad. | could see and hear everything but it didn’'t seemredl. It wasjust like |
wasinanightmare. And | couldn’t speak. | couldn’t seem to find the words. It was only when | was
outside, standing there looking up at this house, that | found myself again. Have you still got the key to the
Siver Gate?

Surprised, | reached into my |left breeches pocket and pulled out the key. | held it out to the Spook.

‘Caused alot of trouble, this| he said, turning it over in hishand. ‘ But you did well, dl things
consdered.’

| smiled, fedling happier than | had in days, but when my master spoke again, hisvoice was harsh.
‘Where sthe girl? he snapped.

‘Probably not too far away,” | admitted.

‘Wdll, we'll ded with her |ater.’

All through supper | thought of Alice. What would she find to eat? Well, shewas good at catching
rabbits so she wouldn't starve - that was one thing sorted out. However, in the spring, after Bony Lizzie
had kidnapped a child, the men from the village had st fire to her house and the ruin wouldn’t provide
much shelter on an autumn night. Still, as Alice had said, the weether till hadn’t turned cold. No, her
biggest threat was from the Spook.



Asit turned out, it wasthe last mild night of the year: the following morning there was adistinct chill inthe
air. The Spook and | sat on the bench staring towards the fells, the wind getting stronger. The leaves
werefdling in earnest. The summer waswell and truly over.

I"d aready got my notebook out but the Spook seemed in no hurry to start the lesson. He wasn't
recovered from his ordeal with the Quisitor. During breskfast he' d said little and spent most of thetime
garing into space, asif deep in thought.

| was the one who findly broke the silence. *What does the Bane want now that it's free? What will it
do to the County?

‘That’seasly answered,” said the Spook. ‘ Above all it wantsto grow bigger and more powerful. Then
therewill be no limit to theterror it will cause. It will cast a shadow of evil over the County. And no living
thing will be ableto hidefromiit. It will take blood and read minds until its powers are complete. It will
see through the eyes of people who can walk in daylight whileit’ sforced to hide in the dark somewhere
underground. Whereas before it just controlled the priestsin the cathedral and extended itsinfluenceinto
Priestown, now nowhere in the County will be safe.

‘Cagter could well be the next to suffer. But first the Bane might just pick on some small hamlet and
press everyone to death as awarning, just to show what it can do! That was the way it controlled Heys
and the kings who ruled before him. Disobedience meant awhole community would be pressed.’

‘Mam told methat it'll belooking for Alice,” | said miserably.

‘That’sright, lad! Y our foolish friend Alice. It needs her to regain its strength. She' stwice given it her
blood, so while sheremainsfree she' sfast on her way to becoming totaly under its contral. If nothing
happensto stop it, she' | become part of the Bane and have hardly any will left of her own. 1t could move
her, use her just aseasily as| can bend my little finger. The Bane knowsthis- it'll bedoing dl it canto
feed from her again. 1t’'ll be searching for her now.’

‘But she'sstrong,” | protested. * And anyway, | thought the Bane was afraid of women. We both met
it in the catacombs when | wastrying to rescue you. It had shape-shifted into you in order to trick me.’

‘So the rumours were true - it had learned to take on a physicd form down there’
“Yes, but when Alice spat at it, it ran off. Perhaps she could just keep doing that.’

‘Yes, the Bane does find it harder to control awoman than a man. Women make it nervous because
they’ rewilful creatures and often unpredictable. But onceit’ sdrunk the blood of afemdedl that
changes. It'll be after Alice now and give her no peace. It'll worm itsway into her dreams and show her
the things she can have - the things that can be hersjust for the asking -until findly she'll think there'sa
need to summon it again. No doubt that cousin of mine was under the Bane's control. Otherwise he'd
never have betrayed melikethat.

The Spook scratched at hisbeard. * Aye, the Bane will grow and grow and there |l belittleto stop it
working itsevil through others until everything becomesrotten in the County. That’ swhat happened to
the Little People until, finally, desperate measures were caled for. We need to find out exactly how the
Bane was bound; even better, how it can bekilled. That' swhy we need to go to Heysham. There'sabig
barrow there, aburia mound, and the bodies of Heys and his sons are in stone graves nearby.

‘Assoon as I’ m strong enough, that’ swhere we' re going. As you know, those who suffer violent
deaths sometimes have trouble moving on from thisworld. So we' |l vidt those graves. If we' relucky, a
ghost or two might still linger there. Maybe even the ghost of Naze, who did the binding. That might well



be our only hope because, to be honest, lad, at the moment | haven't a clue how we're going to bring this
toanend.

With those words the Spook hung his head and |ooked really sad and worried. I’ d never seen him so
low.

‘Have you been there before? | asked, wondering why the ghosts hadn’t been given ataking to and
asked to move on.

‘Aye, lad, just once. | went there as an apprentice. My master was there to dedl with atroublesome
seawraith that had been haunting the shore. That done, on the hill above the cliffs we passed the graves
and | knew there was something there because what had been awarm summer’ s night suddenly became
very cold. When my master kept on walking, | asked him why he wasn't stopping to do something.

‘ “Leavewdl enough adone,” hetold me. “It’sabother to nobody. Besides, some ghosts stay on this
earth because they’ ve atask to perform. Soit’sbest to leave ‘emtoit.” | didn’t know what he meant at
thetime, but asusud hewasright.’

| tried to imagine the Spook as an apprentice. He' d have been alot older than me because he'd
trained asapriest first. | wondered what his own master had been like, aman who would take on an
apprentice so old.

‘Anyway,” said the Spook, ‘we' |l be going to Heysham very soon, but before that happensthere's
something el se that hasto be done. Know what it is?

| shivered. | knew what he was going to say.

‘We haveto ded with the girl, so we need to know where she' shiding. My guesswould bein theruin
of Lizzi€ shouse. What do you think? the Spook demanded.

| was going to tell him that | disagreed but he stared at me hard until | was forced to drop my gazeto
the ground. | couldn’t lieto him.

‘That’ s where she' d probably stay,” | admitted.

‘Well, lad, she can't stay there for much longer. She' sadanger to everyone. She'll haveto go into a
pit. And the sooner the better. So you' d better start

| looked at him, hardly ableto believe what | was hearing.

‘Look, lad, it'shard but it's got to be done. It’s our duty to make the County safe for others and that
girl will dwaysbeathreet.’

‘But that’ snot fair!” | said. * She saved your life! Back in the spring she saved my lifetoo. Everything
she’ sdone has turned out dl right in the end. She meanswell.’

The Spook held up his hand to silence me. * Don’'t waste your breath!” he commanded, his expression
very stern. ‘| know that she stopped the burning. | know that she saved lives, including my own. But she
released the Bane and I d rather be dead than have that foul thing loose and free to do its mischief. So
follow meand let’sget it over with!”

‘But if wekilled the Bane Alicewould be freel She’ d have another chance!’

The Spook’ s face reddened with anger, and when he spoke there was a sharp edge of menaceto his



voice. ‘A witch who usesfamiliar magic isaways dangerous. Intime, in her maturity, far more deadly
than those who use blood or bone. But usually it'sjust abat or atoad - something small and wesk that
gradualy growsin power. But think what that girl’s done! The Bane of dl thingsl And shethinksthe
Baneisbound to her will!

‘She's clever and reckless and there' s nothing that she wouldn't dare. And yes, arrogant too! But
even with the Bane dead, it wouldn't be over. If she' sallowed to grow into awoman, unchecked, she'll
be the most dangerous witch the County has ever seen! We have to deal with her now beforeit’ stoo
late. I’'m the master; you' re the apprentice. Follow me and do asyou'retold!”’

With that he turned his back and set off at afurious pace. With my heart down in my boots | followed
him back to the house to collect the spade and measuring rod. We went directly to the eastern garden
and there, lessthan fifty paces from the dark pit that held Bony Lizzie, | started to dig anew deep pit,
eight feet deep and four feet by four square.

It was after sunset before I’ d finished it to the Spook’ s satisfaction”™ | climbed out of the pit feding
uneasy, knowing that Bony Lizziewasin her own pit not far away.

‘That’ 1l do for now,” the Spook said. * Tomorrow morning go down to the village and fetch the local
mason to measure up.’

The mason would cement aborder of stones around the pit into which thirteen strong iron bars would
eventualy be set to prevent any chance of escape. The Spook would have to be on watch while he
worked to keep him safe from the pet boggart.

As| trudged back towards the house, my master briefly rested hishand on my shoulder. *You've
doneyour duty, lad. That'sall that anybody can ask and I'd just liketo tell you that so far you' ve more
than lived up to what your mam promised ...

| looked up a him in astonishment. My mam had once written him aletter saying that I’ d be the best
gpprentice he' d ever had, but he hadn’t liked her telling him that.

‘Carry onlikethis,” the Spook continued, *and when the day comesfor meto retire, I'll besureI’'m
leaving the County in very good hands. | hope that makes you fed alittle better.’

The Spook was dways grudging with his praise and to hear him say that was something redlly specid.
| suppose he was just trying to cheer me up but | couldn’t get the pit and Alice out of my mind and I'm
afrad hisprasedidn’t help at all.

That night | found it hard to deep, so | was wide avake when it happened.

At firgt | thought it was a sudden storm. Therewas aroar and awhoosh and the whole house seemed
to shake and tremble asif buffeted by agreat wind. Something struck my window with terrible force and
| clearly heard glass crack. Alarmed, | knelt up on the bed and pulled back the curtains.

The large sash window was divided into eight thick, uneven panes so you couldn’t see that much
through them at the best of times, but there was ahalf moon and | could just make out the tops of the
trees, bowing and writhing asif their trunks were being shaken by an army of angry giants. And three of
my thick windowpanes were cracked. For amoment | was tempted to use the sash cord to raise the
bottom half of thewindow so | could see what was happening. But then | thought better of it. The moon
was shining so it was unlikely to be anatura storm. Something was attacking us. Could it be the Bane?
Had it found us?



Next came aloud pounding and ripping noise from somewhere directly above my head. It sounded as
if something was beating hard on the roof, thumping it with heavy figts. | heard the dates begin to fly off
and crash down onto the flags that bordered the western lawn.

| dressed quickly and rushed downstairs two steps at atime. The back door was wide open and | ran
out onto the lawn, straight into the teeth of awind so powerful that it was hardly possibleto breethe,
never mind take astep forward. But | did force mysalf on, one dow step at atime, battling to keep my
eyes open as the wind pounded my face.

By thelight of the moon | could see the Spook standing hafway between the trees and the house, his
black cloak flapping in the fierce wind. He had his staff held high before him asif ready to ward off a
blow. It seemed to take an age to reach him.

What isit? What isit? | shouted, as| findly madeit to hisside.

My answer came amost immediately, but not from the Spook. A terrible, menacing sound filled the
ar; amixture of an angry scream and athrobbing grow! that could have been heard for miles. It wasthe
Spook’ sboggart. I’ d heard that sound before, in the spring, when it had prevented Bony Lizziefrom
chasing me into the western garden. So | knew that down there in the darkness amongst the trees, it was
face to face with something that was threatening the house and gardens.

What € se could it be but the Bane?

| stood there shivering with fear and cold, my teeth chattering and my body aching from the battering
the galewas giving it. But after afew moments the wind subsided and very gradually everything became
very dill and quiet.

‘Back to thehouse,” said the Spook. ‘ There' s nothing to be done here until morning.’
When we reached the back door | stood looking at the fragments of tilesthet littered the flags.
‘Wasit the Bane? | asked.

The Spook nodded. ‘ Didn't take long to find us, did it? he said, shaking his head. ‘ No doubt the
girl’ sto blamefor that. It must have found her firdt. Either that or shecdled it

‘Shewouldn’t do that again,’ | said, trying to defend Alice. * Did the boggart save us? | asked,
changing the subject.

‘Aye, it did for now and at what cost we'll find out in the morning. But | wouldn't bet on it succeeding
asecond time. I'll stay on watch here,” said the Spook. ‘ Go up to your room and get some Seep.
Anything could happen tomorrow so you' Il need dl your wits about you.”

CHAPTER 17
The Quisitor Arrives

I came downgtairs again just before dawn. The clear sky of the night was now overcadt, the air
perfectly ill and the lawns dusted white with the first red frost of the autumn.



The Spook was near the back door, still standing in ddmost the same position aswhen I’ d last seen
him. He looked tired and his face was as bleak and grey as the sky.

‘Wdll, lad,” he said weerily, ‘let’ s go and inspect the damage.’

| thought he meant the house but instead he set of f towards the treesin the western garden. Damage
there was, certainly, but not as bad asit had sounded last night. There were some big branches down,
twigs scattered across the grass and the bench had been overturned. The Spook gestured and | hel ped
him to lift the bench and postionit again.

‘It'snot that bad,” | said, trying to cheer him up for he looked really glum and down in the mouth.

‘It sbad enough,” he said grimly. * The Bane was dways going to get stronger but thisis much faster
than | expected. Much fagter. It shouldn’t have been able to do this so soon. We haven't much time eft!’

The Spook led the way back towards the house. We could see dates missing from the roof and one of
the chimneypots had been toppled from the stack.

‘It'll have to wait until we vetimeto get it fixed,” hesaid.

Just then there came the sound of abell from the kitchen. For thefirgt time that morning the Spook
gave afant amile. Helooked relieved.

‘I wasn't sure we d be having bregkfast thismorning,” he said. ‘ Perhapsit’ s not quite asbad as|
thought...

Aswe entered the kitchen the first thing | noticed was that the flags between the table and the hearth
were spotted with bloodstains. And the kitchen was redlly chilly. Then | saw why. I’ d been the Spook’s
apprentice for dmost Sx months, but thiswas the first morning there’ d been no fire burning in the grate.
And on the table there were no eggs, no bacon, just one thin dice of toast each.

The Spook touched my shoulder in warning. * Say nothing, lad. Eat it up and be grateful for what
we' vereceived.

| did as| wastold but when I’ d swalowed my last mouthful of toast my belly was still rumbling.

The Spook cameto hisfeet. * That was an excellent breakfast. The bread was toasted to perfection,’
he said to the empty air. * And thank you for everything you did last night. We re both very grateful .’

Mostly, the boggart didn’t show itself, but now once again it took the form of the big ginger cat. There
was just the faintest of purrs and it appeared briefly closeto the hearth. However, I'd never seeniit
looking asit did then. Itsleft ear wastorn and bleeding and the fur on its neck was matted with blood.
But the worst thing of al was what had been doneto itsface. It had been blinded in one eye. Where its
left eye used to be there was now araw vertical wound.

‘It' [l never be quite the same again,” said the Spook sadly when we were outside the back door. ‘We
should be grateful that the Bane' s till not regained itsfull strength or we' d have died last night. That
boggart’ s bought us alittle time. Now we ve got to useit before it' stoo late ...

Even as he spoke the bell began to ring down at the crossroads. Business for the Spook. With al that
had happened and the danger from the Bane, | thought he'd ignoreit but | waswrong.

‘Wdll, lad,” he said. * Off you go and find out what’ swanted.’



The bell stopped ringing just before | got there but the rope was still swaying. Down amongst the withy
treesit was gloomy asusua but it only took me asecond to realize that it wasn't a summonsto spook’s
business. A girl in ablack dresswaswaiting there.

Alice

‘You'retaking abig risk!” I told her, shaking my head. ‘Y ou're lucky that Mr Gregory didn’'t come
down herewith me.’

Alice amiled. ‘ Old Gregory couldn’t catch me the way heisnow. Ain't haf the man hewas!’

‘Don’t be too sure about that!” | said angrily. ‘He made me dig apit. A pit for you. And that’ swhere
you'll end up if you're not careful.’

‘Old Gregory’ s strength has gone. No wonder he got you to digit!” Alicejibed, her voice full of
mockery.

‘No," | said, “hemade medig it so that I d accept what hasto be done. That it's my duty to put you in
there’

Alice stone suddenly became sad. “Would you redly do that to me, Tom? she asked. ‘ After al
we' ve been through together? | saved you from apit. Don’'t you remember that, when Bony Lizzie
wanted your bones? When Lizzie was sharpening her knife?

| remembered it well. But for Alice shelp | would have died that night.

‘Look, Alice, go to Pendle now beforeit’stoo late,” | told her. ‘ Get asfar away from here as
possible!’

‘Banedon’'t agree. Thinks| should stay nearby awhile longer, he does.’

‘TheBane'san it, not ahe!’ | sad, irritated by what Alice was saying.

‘No, Tom, heain't, said Alice. * Sniffed him out, | did, and he'saman-thing for certain!’
‘The Bane attacked the Spook’ s house last night. It could have killed us. Did you send it?

Alice shook her head inafirm denid. ‘ That ain’'t nothing to do with me, Tom. | swear it. Wetaked,
that’ sdl, and hetold methings’

‘| thought you weren't going to have any more dedingswithit!’ | said, hardly able to believe what she
was saying.

‘I'vetried hard, Tom, | redly have. But he comes and whispersthingsto me. Comesto meinthe
dark, he does, when I’'m trying to deep. He even talksto mein my dreams. He promises me things.’

‘What sort of things?

‘Itain’'t easy, Tom. It'sgetting colder at nights. The weether’ sdrawing in. Bane said | could have a
house with abig fireplace and lots of cod and wood and that I’ d never want for anything. He said | could
have nice clothes too, so that people wouldn’t look down their noses at me like they do now, thinking
I’m something that’ sjust crawled out of ahedge.’

‘Don'tlisgtentoit, Alice. You'vegot to try harder!”



‘Good job | do listen to him sometimes,” Alice said, astrange haf-smile on her face, * otherwise you' d
beredly sorry. | know something, see. Something that might save Old Gregory’ slife aswell asyours!’

‘Tel me;’ | urged.

‘Not surewhy | should, seeing asyou' re plotting for me to spend the rest of my daysin apit!’
‘That'snot fair, Alice”

‘I'll help you again, | will. But | wonder if you’ d do the samefor me... ?

She paused and gave me asad smile. Y ou see, the Quisitor’ s on hisway up here to Chipenden.
Burned hishandsin that fire, that’ sal, and now he wants revenge. He knows Old Gregory lives
somewhere nearby and he’' s coming with armed men and dogs. Big bloodhounds, they are, with big
teeth. HE |l be here by noon at the latest. So go and tell Old Gregory what | said. Don't expect he'll say
thanksthough.’

‘I'll goand tell him,’ | said, and st off right away, running up the hill towardsthe house. Asl ran, |
realized that | hadn’t thanked Alice, but how could | thank her for using the dark to help us?

The Spook was waiting just inside the back door. ‘“Well, lad,” he said, ‘ get your breath back firgt. |
cantdl from your face you' re bringing bad news.’

‘The Quigitor’'son hisway here,’ | said. ‘He sfound out that we live near Chipenden!’
‘And who told you this? asked the Spook, scratching at his beard.
‘Alice. She said he'll be here by noon. The Banetold her...’

The Spook sighed deeply. *Well, we' d better get away as soon as possible. First of al, you go down
to the village and et the butcher know we' re heading north over the fellsto Caster and won't be back for
sometime. Go into the grocer’ sand tell him the same and say that we won't need any provisions next
week.’

| ran down into the village and did exactly what he’ d told me. When | got back the Spook was dready
waiting at the door, ready to set off. He handed me his bag.

‘Arewe going south? | asked.

The Spook shook his head. *No, lad, we' re heading north as | said. We need to get to Heysham and,
if we'relucky, spesk to the ghost of Naze!’

‘But we' vetold everyone the way we' re going. Why didn’t | pretend we were heading south?

‘Because I’'m hoping the Quisitor will pay avigt to the village on hisway up here. Then, instead of
searching for thishouse, he'll head north and the hounds will pick up our trail. W€ ve got to draw them
away from the house. Some of the booksin my library areirreplacegble. If he comes here, his men might
loot this place and maybe burn it to the ground. No, | can’t risk anything happening to my books.’

‘But what about the boggart? Won't it guard the house and gardens? How can they even get in
without the risk of being torn to pieces? Or isit too weak now?

The Spook sighed and stared down at hisboots. ‘No, it’s till got strength enough to dedl with the
Quisitor and hismen but | don’t want unnecessary deaths on my conscience. And even if it killed those



who entered, some might get away. What more proof would they need then that | deserveto burn?
They’ d come back with an army. There d be no end to it. No peace until the end of my days. I’ d haveto
flee the County.’

‘But won't they catch us anyway?

‘No, lad. Not if we take the route over thefells. They won’t be able to use their horses and we' Il have
agood few hours gtart. We have the advantage. We know the County well, but the Quisitor’ smen are
outsiders. Anyway, let’s get started. We' ve wasted enough time aready!’

Heading for thefells, the Spook set off at avery fast pace. | followed asbest | could, carrying his
heavy bag asusud.

‘“Won't some of his men just ride ahead and wait for usat Caster? | said.

‘No doubt they will, lad, and if we were going to Caster, that could just be a problem. No, we're
going to passthe town to the east. Then we' re going southwest, as| just told you, to Heysham, to visit
the stone graves. There' sthe Bane il to be dedlt with and timeisrunning out. Talking to the ghost of
Nazeisour last chanceto find out how to do it.’

‘And after that? Where will we go? Will we ever be able to come back here?

‘1 see no reason why we couldn’t in time. Eventually we' Il throw the Quisitor off our trail. There are
waysto do that. Oh, he'll search for abit and make a nuisance of himsalf, no doubt. But before long he'll
go back to where he came from. To where he can keep himsalf warm during the coming winter.’

| nodded but | wasn't entirely happy. | could see |l sorts of flawsin the Spook’ s plan. For onething
he might have set off strongly, but he still wasn't fully fit and crossing the fellswould be hard work. And
they might just catch us before we reached Heysham. Then again, they might search for the Spook’s
house anyway and burn it out of spite, especidly if they lost our trail. And there was next year to worry
about. In the spring the Quisitor was bound to come north again. He seemed like aman who' d never
giveup. | couldn’t see any way that life would ever return to normal. And another thought struck me...

What if they caught me? The Quisitor tortured people to make them answer questions. What if they
forced meto tell them where | used to live? They confiscated or burned the homes of witches and
warlocks. | thought of Dad, Jack and Ellie with nowhereto live. And what would they do when they saw
Mam? She couldn’t go out in sunlight. And she often helped the local midwiveswith difficult ddiveries
and had abig collection of herbs and other plants. Mam would bein real danger!

| didn’t say any of thisto the Spook because | could see that he was already weary of my questions.

We were high on the fellswithin the hour. The weether was calm and it looked like we' d have afine day
ahead.

If only | could have got out of my mind the reason we were up there, I’ d have enjoyed mysdlf because
it was good walking weather. We' d only curlews and rabbits for company, and far to the north-west the
distant seawas sparkling in the sunshine.

At firgt the Spook strode out energetically, leading the way. But long before noon he began to flag,
and when we stopped and sat ourselves down close to acairn of stones, he looked utterly weary. Ashe
unwrapped the cheese, | noticed that his hands were trembling.

‘Here, lad,” he said, handing measmall piece. ‘Don't edt it dl at once’



Doing ashe advised, | nibbled onit dowly.
“Y ou do know the girl’ sfollowing us? the Spook asked.
| looked a him in astonishment and shook my heed.

‘She' sabout amile or so back there,” he told me, gesturing south.  Now we' ve stopped, she's
stopped. What do you suppose she wants?

‘| suppose she' s nowhere else to go, apart from east to Pendle and she doesn't really want to go
there. And she’ d no choice but to leave Chipenden. It wouldn’t be safe when the Quisitor and hismen
arived.

‘Aye, and maybeit’ s because she' staken ashine to you and just wantsto go whereyou go. | wish I'd
had time to deal with her before we |eft Chipenden. She' sathreat because wherever sheis, the Bane
won't betoo far away. It'll be hiding underground for now, but onceit’sdark she'll draw it to her likea
moth to acandle flame and it’ Il be hovering about for sure. If shefeedsit again, it'll grow stronger and
gtart seeing through her eyes. Before then it may chance upon other victims - people or animals, the effect
will bethe same. After bloating itsalf with blood, it' [l grow stronger and soon be ableto clotheitsdlf in
flesh and bones again. Last night wasjust the Sart.’

‘If it hadn’t been for Alice we d never have left Chipenden,’ | pointed out. *We d be prisoners of the
Quigtor.

But the Spook chosetoignoreme. *Well,” he said, ‘we' d best get on. I'm not getting any younger
whilel’m gtting here’

But after another hour we rested again. Thistime the Spook stayed down longer before finaly forcing
himself to hisfeet. It went on like that throughout the day, with the periods of rest getting longer and the
time we were on our feet getting shorter. Towards sunset the weather began to change. The smdll of rain
was gtrong in the air and soon it began to drizzle.

Asdarknessfdl we began to descend towards a patchwork of drystone wall enclosures. The fell side
was steep and the grass was dippery and we both kept losing our footing. What's more, the rain was
getting heavier and the wind starting to build from the west.

‘We'll rest while | get my breath back,” the Spook said.

Heled the way to the nearest section of wall and we clambered over and hunkered down onits
eastern edge, to shelter from the worst of therain.

‘The damp gets deep into your bones when you' remy age,” said the Spook. “ That’ swhat alifetime of
County weether doesto you. It getsus al eventualy. Either your bones or your lungs suffer.’

We crouched againgt the wall miserably. | wastired and weary, and even though we were outside on
such anight it was astruggle to keep awake. Before long | fell into adeep deep and began to dream. It
was one of thoselong dreamsthat seem to go on al night. And towards the end it became a nightmare...

CHAPTER 18



Nightmare On The Hill

It was quite definitely the worst nightmare I’d ever had. Andinajob likeminel’d had alot. | waslost

and trying to find my way home. | should have been able to manage it easily enough because everything
was bathed in thelight of the full moon, but every time| turned acorner and thought | recognized some
landmark, | was soon proved wrong. At last | came over the top of Hangman' s Hill and saw our farm
below.

As| waked down thehill, I began to fed very uneasy. Even though it was night time everything was
too till and too quiet and nothing was moving below. The fences werein apoor state of repair,
something that Dad and Jack would never have alowed to happen, and the barn doors were hanging half
off ther hinges.

The house |ooked deserted: some of the windows were broken and there were dates missing from the
roof. | struggled to open the back door, and when it yielded with the usud jerk, | stepped into akitchen
that looked asthough it hadn’t been lived in for years. There was dust everywhere and cobwebs hung
from the ceiling. Mam’ srocking chair was right &t the centre of the room and on it was a piece of folded
paper, which | picked up and carried outside to read by the light of the moon.

Your dad’s, Jack’s Ellie sand Mary’s graves are up on Hangman’s Hill.
You' Il find your mother in the barn.

My heart aching to burgting point, | ran out into the yard. Then | halted outside the barn, listening
carefully. Everything was sllent. There wasn't even abreath of wind. | stepped nervoudy into the gloom,
hardly knowing what to expect. Would there be agrave there? Mam'’ sgrave?

Therewas aholein theroof amost directly above, and within a shaft of moonlight | could see Mam's
head. She was looking Straight at me. Her body was in darkness, but from the position of her face she
seemed to be knedling on the ground.

Why would she do that? And why did shelook so unhappy? Wasn't she pleased to see me?

Suddenly Mam let out ascream of anguish. ‘Don’'t look a me, Tom! Don't look a me! Turn away
now!” she cried asif in torment.

The moment | looked away Mam rose up from the floor, and out of the corner of my eyel glimpsed
something that turned my bonesto jely. From the neck down Mam was different. | saw wings and scales
and aglint of sharp claws as sheflew straight up into the air and smashed her way out through the barn
roof, taking haf of it with her. | looked up, shielding my face from the pieces of wood and debris that
werefalling towards me, and saw Mam, ablack slhouette against the disc of the full moon as sheflew
upwards from the wreckage of the barn roof.

‘No! No!" | shouted. ‘ Thisisn't true, Thisisn’t happening!’
In reply, avoice spokeinsde my head. It wasthe low hiss of the Bane.

‘The moon shows the truth of things, boy. You know that already. All you have seen istrue or
will cometo pass. All it takesistime.’



Someone began to shake my shoulder and | woke up in acold swesat. The Spook was bending over me.

‘Wake up, lad! Wakeup!’ hecdled. ‘ It'sjust anightmare. It’sthe Bane trying to get into your mind,
trying to weaken us.’

| nodded but didn’t tell the Spook what had happened in the dream. It was too painful to talk about. |
glanced up at the sky. Rain was gtill faling but the cloud was patchy and afew starswerevisble. It was
gill dark, but dawn was not far off.

‘Havewedept dl night?

‘We havethat, replied the Spook, ‘but | didn’t plan it that way.’

Herose diffly. ‘ Better move on whilewe still can,’ he said anxioudy. * Can't you hear ‘em?

| listened and findly, above the noise of thewind and rain, | heard the distant baying of hounds.

‘Aye, they're not too far behind,” the Spook said. ‘ Our only hopeisto throw them off our scent. We
need water to do that but it needs to be shallow enough for usto wak in. Of course, we'll haveto get
back on dry land sometime but the dogs will have to be taken up and down the bank to pick up the scent
again. And if there' s another stream close by it makesthejob alot easer.’

We scrambled over another wall and walked down a steep dope, moving as fast as we dared across
the damp, dippery grass. There was a shepherd' s cottage below us, afaint silhouette against the sky, and
next to it an ancient blackthorn tree, bent over towards it by the prevailing winds, its bare brancheslike
claws clutching at the eaves. We kept walking towards the cottage for afew moments but then cameto a
sudden hdlt.

There was awooden pen ahead and to our |eft. And there wasjust enough light to seethat it
contained asmall flock of sheep, about twenty or so. And al of them were dead.

‘| don't likethelook of thisonelittle hit, lad.’

| didn’t like the look of it either. But then | redlized that he didn’t mean the dead sheep. He was
looking at the cottage beyond.

‘WEe re probably too late, he said, his voice hardly more than awhisper. ‘But it sour duty togoin
and see...’

With that he set off towards the cottage, gripping his staff. | followed carrying hisbag. As| passed the
pen, | glanced sideways at the nearest of the dead sheep. The white wool of its coat was streaked with
blood. If that was the work of the Bane it had fed well. How much stronger would it be now?

The front door was wide open so without ceremony we went in, the Spook leading the way. He'd just
taken one step over the threshold when he halted and sucked in his breath. He was staring to the | ft.
There was a candle somewhere degper in the room and by itsflickering light | could seewhat, at first
glance, | took to be a shadow of the shepherd. But it was too solid to be just a shadow. He had his back
to thewall and the crook of his staff was raised above his head asiif to threaten us. It took awhile for me
to understand what | was looking at, but something set my knees a-trembling and my heart fluttering up
into my mouith.

On hisface was amixture of anger and terror. His teeth were showing but some of them were broken
and blood was smeared across his mouth. He was upright but he wasn't standing. He' d been flattened.



Pressed back againgt the wall. Smeared into the stones. It was the work of the Bane.

The Spook took another step into the room. And another. | followed close behind until 1 could seethe
whole of the nightmare within. There’ d been ababy’ s cot in the corner but it had been smashed against
thewall and amongst the debris were blankets and a small sheet streaked with blood. Of the child there
was no sign. My master approached the blankets and raised them cautiously. What he saw clearly
distressed him and he motioned a me not to look before replacing the blankets with asigh.

By now | had spotted the infant’s mother. A woman’'s body was on the floor, partly hidden by a
rocking chair. | was grateful that | couldn’t see her face. In her right hand she gripped aknitting needle,
and aball of wool had rolled into the hearth close to the embers, which were fading to grey.

The door to the kitchen was open and | had a sudden sense of dread. | felt certain something was
lurking there. No sooner had that thought entered my head than the temperature in the room dropped.
The Banewas il here. | could fed it in my bones. In terror | amost fled from that cottage but the
Spook stood his ground and while he remained how could | leave him?

At that moment the candle was suddenly extinguished, asif snuffed out by unseen fingers, plunging us
into gloom, and a deep voice spoke out of the utter blackness of the kitchen doorway. A voice that
resounded through the air and vibrated a ong the flagged floor of the cottage so that | could fed it in my
feet.

‘Hello, Old Bones. At last we meet again. Been looking for you. Knew you were somewhere
nearby.’

‘Aye and now you'vefound me,” said the Spook weerily, resting his staff on the flags and leaning his
weight againd it.

‘ Always were a meddler, weren’t you, Old Bones? But you’ ve meddled once too often now. I'll
kill the boy first, while you stand and watch. Then it’ll be your turn.’

Aninvisible hand picked me up and dammed me back against thewall so hard that al the breath was
driven from my body. Then the pressure began, a steady force so strong that my ribsfelt about to snap.
Worgt of dl wastheterrible weight against my forehead and | remembered the face of the shepherd
flattened and smeared into the stones. | wasterrified, unable to move or even breathe. A darkness came
over my eyes and the last thing | knew was a sense that the Spook had rushed towards the kitchen
doorway rasng his geff.

Someone was shaking me gently.

| opened my eyes and saw the Spook bending over me. | waslying on the floor of the cottage. *Are
you dl right, lad? he asked anxioudly.

| nodded. My ribsfelt sore. With every bregth | took they hurt. But | was bresthing. | was ill dive.
‘Comeon, let’sseeif we can get you to your feet...’

With the Spook supporting me, | managed to stand.

‘Canyouwak?

| nodded and took a step forward. | didn’t fed too steady on my feet but | could walk.



‘Good lad.’
‘Thanksfor savingme,” | said.

The Spook shook hishead. ‘I did nothing, lad. The Banejust disappeared suddenly, asif it had been
cdled. | saw it moving up the hill. It looked just like ablack cloud blotting out the last of the stars. A
terrible thing’ sbeen done here” he said, glancing at the horror within the cottage. ‘ But we' ve got to get
away just asfast aswe can. First we must save oursalves. We might be able to escape the Quisitor, but
with that girl following usthe Bane will dways be near and growing more powerful dl thetime. We need
to get to Heysham and find out how we can ded with that foul thing once and for dlY’

With the Spook leading the way, we |eft the cottage and continued down the hill. We crossed two
more sections of wall until 1 could hear the sound of rushing water. My master was moving alot quicker
now, amost as fast as when we' d set out from Chipenden, so | suppose the deep had done him some
good. Whereas | was sore al over and struggling to keep up, his bag heavy in my hand.

We came out onto a steep, narrow path beside a beck, awide torrent of water rushing headlong
downwards over rocks.

‘ About amile further down thisemptiesout into atarn,” said the Spook, striding down the path. * The
land levels and two streams flow out of it. It’ sjust what we' relooking for.’

| followed asbest | could. It seemed to be raining harder than ever and the ground was treacherous
underfoot. One dip and you' d end up in the water. | wondered if Alice was nearby and if she could walk
down apath like this so close to fast-flowing water. Alice would be in danger too. The dogs might pick
up her scent.

Even above the noise of the beck and therain | could hear the bloodhounds; they seemed to be getting
closer and closer. Suddenly | heard something that made me catch my breeth.

It was a scream!

Alice! | turned and looked back up the path but the Spook grabbed my arm and pulled me forward.
‘There’ snothing we can do, lad!” he shouted. ‘ Nothing at dl! So just keep moving.’

| did as| wastold, trying to ignore the sounds that were coming from thefell sde behind us. There
were shouts and yells and more horrifying screams until gradualy everything grew quiet and dl | could
hear was the water rushing by. The sky was much lighter now and below us, in thefirst dawn light, |
could see the pale waters of the tarn spread out amongst the trees.

My heart ached at the thought of what could have happened to Alice. She didn’t deservethis.
‘Keegp moving, lad,” the Spook repeated.

And then we heard something on the path behind us - but moving closer and closer. It sounded like an
animal bounding down towards us. A big dog.

It didn’t seem fair. We were so close to the tarn and its two streams. Just another ten minutes and
we' d have been able to throw the hounds off our scent. But to my surprise the Spook wasn't moving any
faster. He even seemed to be dowing down. Finaly he stopped atogether and pulled me to the side of
the path; | wondered if he'd cometo the end of his strength. If so, then it was all over for both of us.

| looked to the Spook, hoping he’ d produce something from his bag to save us. But he didn’t. The
dog was now running towards us a full pelt. Yet asit got closer | noticed something strange about it. For



onething it was yel ping rather than baying like ahound in full cry. And its eyeswere fixed ahead rather
than upon us. It passed so closethat | could have reached out and touched it.

‘If I'm not mistaken, it’ sterrified,” said the Spook. ‘Watch out! Here comes another one!’

The next one passed, yelping likethefirg, itstail between itslegs. Quickly, two more came by. Then,
close behind, afifth hound. All taking no notice of us but running headlong down the muddy path towards
the tarn.

‘What' s happened? | asked.
‘No doubt we' |l find out soon enough,’” said the Spook. ‘Let’ sjust keep going.’

Soon the rain stopped and we reached the tarn. It was big and, for the most part, calm. But near us
the beck entered it in afury of white water, hurtling down a steep dope to agitate the surface. We stood
garing at the faling water, where twigs, leaves and even the occasiond log were being swept down into
the tarn.

Suddenly something larger hit the water with atremendous splash. It was thrust deep under the surface
but reappeared about thirty or so paces further on and began to drift towards the western shore of the
tarn. 1t looked like a human body.

| rushed forward to the water’ sedge. Wheat if it was Alice? But before | could plungein, the Spook
put his hand on my shoulder and gripped it hard.

‘It snot Alice, he said softly. ‘ That body’ stoo big. Besides, | think she called the Bane. Why dse
would it have | eft so suddenly? With the Bane on her sde she' |l have won any argument going on back
there. We' d best walk round to the far shore and take a closer look.’

Wefollowed the curved shore until, after afew minutes, we were standing on the western bank under
the branches of alarge sycamore tree, inches deep in falen leaves. The thing in the water was some
distance away but getting closer. | hoped the Spook was right, that the body wastoo big to be Alice's,
but it was till too dark to be sure. And if it wasn’t her, whose body was it?

| began to fed afraid but there was nothing | could do but wait asthe sky grew lighter and the body
drifted closer towards us.

Sowly the clouds broke up and soon the sky was light enough for usto identify the body beyond al
doubt.

It wasthe Quigitor.

| looked at the floating body. It was on its back and only the face was clear of the water. The mouth
was open and so were the eyes. There wasterror on the pale dead face. It was asif there wasn’t adrop
of blood l€ft in hisbody.

‘He' sswum alot of innocentsin histime,” said the Spook. The poor, the old and the londly. Many
who'd worked hard al their lives and just deserved a bit of peace and quiet in their old age, and abit of
respect too. And now it’s histurn. He' s got exactly what he deserves.’

| knew that swimming awitch was just superdtitious nonsense, but | couldn’t get out of my head the
fact that he was floating. The innocent sank; the guilty floated. Innocentslike Alice’saunt, who'd died of
shock.



‘Alicedidthis didn't she? | said.

The Spook nodded. ‘ Aye, lad. Some would say shedid. But it wasthe Baneredly. Twiceshe's
caled him now. Its power over her will be growing and what she seesit can seedso.’

‘Shouldn’t we be on our way? | asked nervoudy, looking back acrossthe lake to wherethetarn
rushed headlong into it. Beside it was the path. *Won't his men come down here?

‘They might eventudly, lad. That'sif they’ ve il got breeth in their bodies. But I ve afeding that they
won't bein afit state to do much for awhile. No, I’ m expecting somebody ese, and if I'm not much
mistaken, here she comesnow ...’

| followed the Spook’ s gaze towards the beck, where asmall figure walked down the path and stood
for amoment watching the faling water. Then Alice s gaze turned towards us and she began to walk
aong the bank in our direction.

‘Remember,” the Spook warned, ‘the Bane sees through her eyes now. It sbuilding its strength and
power, learning our wesknesses. Be very careful what you say or do.’

One part of me wanted to shout out and warn Alice to run away while she till could. Therewasno
knowing what the Spook might do to her now. Another part of me was suddenly desperately afraid of
her. But what could | do? Deep down, | knew that the Spook was her only hope. Who el se could free
her from the Bane now?

Alice walked up to stand at the edge of the water, keeping me between her and the Spook. She was
staring towards the body of the Quisitor. There was amixture of terror and triumph on her face.

“Y ou might aswell take agood look, girl,’ said the Spook. ‘ Examine your handiwork close up. Wasit
worth it?

Alice nodded. ‘ He got what was coming to him,” she said firmly.

‘Aye, but at what cost? asked the Spook. *Y ou belong more and more to the dark. Call the Bane
oncemore and you'll belost for ever.’

Alicedidn’t reply and we stood there for along timein sllence, just saring at the water.

‘Wdll, lad,” said the Spook, ‘we' d best be on our way. Someone ese will have to ded with the body
because we' ve got work to do. Asfor you, girl, you' Il come with usif you know what's good for you.
And now you' d better listen and you' d better listen carefully because what I’ m proposing is your only
hope. The only chanceyou'll ever haveto break free of that creature.’

Alice looked up, her eyesvery wide.

“Y ou do know the danger you'rein?Y ou do want to be free? he asked.
Alice nodded.

‘“Then come here!” he commanded sternly.

Alice walked obediently to hisside.

‘“Wherever you are the Bane won't be far behind so for now you' d better come with me and the lad.
I’d rather know roughly where that creature isthan have it roaming anywhereit likes through the County,
terrorizing decent folks. So listen to me and listen good. For now it’ simportant that you see and hear



nothing - that way the Banewill learn nothing from you. But you haveto do it willingly, mind. If you cheet
inthe dightest way, it'll go hard with dl of us’

He opened his bag and began to rummage about ingdeit. “Thisisablindfold,” hesad, holding up a
gtrip of black cloth for Aliceto see. “Will you wesr it? he asked.

Alice nodded and the Spook held out the palm of hisleft hand towards her. * Seethese? he said.
‘They’ re plugs of wax for your ears.’

Each plug had asmadll silver sud embedded in it to make it easy to get the wax out afterwards.

Alicelooked at them doubtfully but then shetilted her head obediently while the Spook gently inserted
thefirst plug. After pushing in the second plug hetied the blindfold firmly across her eyes.

We st off, heading north-east, the Spook guiding Alice by her elbow. | hoped we didn’t pass
anybody on the road. What would they think? We d certainly attract alot of unwelcome attention.

CHAPTER 19

The Stone Graves

It was daylight so there was no immediate threat from the Bane. Like most crestures of the dark it

would be hiding underground. And with Alice blindfolded and her ears plugged, it could no longer ook
out through her eyes or listen to what we said. It wouldn’t know where we were.

| had anticipated another day of hard walking and wondered if we' d get to Heysham before nightfall.
But to my surprise the Spook led us up atrack to alarge farm and we waited at the gate, the dogs
barking fit to wake the dead, while an old farmer limped towards usleaning on astick. He had aworried
expresson on hisface.

‘I'm sorry,” he croaked. ‘I’'m really sorry, but nothing’s changed. If | had it to give, if d beyours.’

It seemed that five years earlier the Spook had rid this man’sfarm of atroublesome boggart and il
hadn’t been paid. My master wanted paying now but not in money.

Within haf an hour we wereriding in acart pulled by one of the biggest shire horses |’ d ever seen;
driving the cart was the fanner’ s son. At first, before setting off, he'd stared at the blindfolded Alice, a
puzzled look on hisface.

‘Stop gawping at the girl and concentrate on your own business!’” the Spook had snapped and the lad
had quickly averted his eyes. He seemed happy enough to take us, glad to be away from his choresfor a
few hours, and soon we were following the back lanes, passing east of Caster. The Spook made Alicelie
down in the cart and covered her with straw so that she couldn’t be seen by other travellers.

No doubt the horse was used to pulling a heavy load, and with just usthree in the back was trotting
ahead at afair old lick. In the distance we could see the city of Caster with its castle. Many awitch had
died there after along trid, but they didn’t burn witchesin Caster, they hanged them. So, to use one of
my dad’'s sea-going expressions, we gave it ‘awide berth’, and soon we were beyond it and crossing a
bridge over theriver Lune, before changing our direction to head south-west towards Heysham.



Thefarmer’slad wastold to wait at the end of the lane on the outskirts of the village.
‘We'll be back a dawn,” said the Spook. ‘Don't worry. I'll makeit well worth your while.’

We climbed anarrow track up a hill, with an old church and graveyard on our right. There, on that lee
sdeof thehill, everything was till and quiet and tall ancient trees shrouded the gravestones. But on
clambering over a gate onto the cliff top we were met by a stiff breeze and the tang of the sea. Before us
wasthe ruin of asmall stone chapd with just three of itswals standing. We were quite high up and |
could see abay below, with asandy beach almost covered by the tide and the sea crashing against the
rocks of asmall headland in the distance.

‘Modtly, shoresto thewest areflat,” said the Spook, ‘and thisis as high as County cliffs ever get.
They say thisiswhere the first men landed in the County. They came from aland far to the west and their
boat ran aground on the rocks below. Their descendants built that chapel .’

He pointed and there, just beyond theruin, | saw the stone graves. ‘ There' s nothing like them
anywhere esein the County,” said the Spook.

Carved into ahuge dab of stone, right on the edge of asteep hill, there was arow of six coffins, each
in the shape of ahuman body and with astone lid fitting into agroove. They were different szesand
shapes but generdly smdll, asif hewn for children, but these were the graves of six of the Little People.
Six of King Heys ssons,

The Spook knelt down beside the nearest of the graves. Above the head of each was a square socket
and hetraced the shape of it with hisfinger. Then he extended the fingers of hisleft hand. The span of his
hand just covered the socket.

‘Now what could those have been used for? he muttered to himsdlf.

‘How big werethe Little People? | asked. The graveswere all different sizes and, now that | looked
closdly | saw that they weren't quite assmall as|’d first thought.

By way of answer the Spook opened his bag and pulled out afolded measuring rod. He opened it out
and measured the grave.

‘Thisisabout fivefoot fivelong,” he announced, ‘ and abouit thirteen and a haf incheswidein the
middle. But some belongings would have been buried with the Little People for usein the next world.
Few were abovefive feet tdll and alot were much smaller. Asthe yearswent by, each generation got
bigger because there were marriages between them and the invaders from the sea. So they didn't redlly
dieout. Their blood il runsthrough our veins!’

The Spook turned to Alice and, to my surprise, untied her blindfold. Next he removed her earplugs,
putting everything safely back in hisbag. Alice blinked and |ooked about her. She didn’t look happy.

‘Don’'t likeit here,” she complained. ‘ Something ain't right. It fedsbad.’

‘Doesit, girl? the Spook said. ‘Well, that’ sthe most interesting thing you' ve said al day. It's odd
because | find this spot quite pleasant. There' s nothing like abit of bracing seaar!’

It didn’t seem bracing to me. The breeze had died away and now tendrils of mist were snaking in from
the seaand it was starting to grow colder. Within an hour it would be dark. | knew what Alice meant. It
was a place to be avoided after sunset. | could sense something and | didn’t think it wastoo friendly.

‘There’ s something lurking nearby,’ | told the Spook.



‘Let’sst over thereand giveit timeto get used to us, said the Spook. We wouldn’t want to frighten it
off...

‘Isit Naze' sghost? | asked.
‘l hope so, lad! | certainly hope so. But we'll find out soon enough. Just be patient.’

We sat on agrassy bank some distance away, whilethe light dowly failed. | was getting more and
more worried.

‘“What about when it gets dark? | asked the Spook. ‘Won't the Bane appear? Now you' ve taken
Alice sblindfold off it'll know wherewe arel’

‘| think we' re safe enough here, lad,” said the Spook. ‘ Thisis possibly the one place in the whole
County whereit hasto keep its distance. Something was done here, and if I'm not mistaken, the Bane
won't come within amile of the place. It might know where we are but there’ s not much it can do about
it. Am1 right, girl?

Alice shivered and nodded. * Trying to speak to me, heis. But hisvoiceisvery faint and distant. He
can't even get insde my head.’

‘That'sjust what | hoped,” said the Spook. ‘It means our journey here hasn’t been wasted.’
‘He wants meto get right away from here. Wantsmetogotohim...

‘And isthat what you want?

Alice shook her head and shivered.

‘Glad to hear it, girl, because after the next time, as| told you, nobody will be able to help you. Where
isit now?

‘He' s deep under the earth. In adark, damp cavern. He' sfound himself some bones but he' s hungry
and they aren’t enough.’

‘Right! Now it stimeto get down to business,” said the Spook. ‘Y ou two settle yourselves down in
the shdlter of those walls.” He pointed towards the ruin of the chapd. ‘ Try to get some deep while | keep
watch here by the graves’

Wedidn't argue and settled oursel ves down on the grass within the ruins of the chapel. Because of the
missing wall we could till see the Spook and the graves. | thought he might have sat down but he
remained standing, hisleft hand resting on his staff.

| wastired out and it wasn't long before | fell adeep. But | awoke suddenly. Alice was shaking me by
the shoulder.

‘What' swrong? | asked.

‘Wadting histime there, heis,” Alice said, pointing to where the Spook was now crouched down by
the graves. * There’ s something nearby but it’'s back there, close to the hedge.’

‘Areyou sure?

Alice nodded. ‘But you go and tell him. Won't takeit too kindly coming from me.’



| walked over to the Spook and called out, ‘Mr Gregory!” He didn’t move and | wondered if he'd
goneto deep crouching down. But dowly he stood up and turned his upper body towards me, keeping
hisfeet in exactly the same pogtion.

There were afew gapsin the cloud but those patches of starlight weren't enough to let me seethe
Spook’ sface. It was just adark shadow under his hood.

‘ Alice saysthere’ s something back there close to the hedge,’ | told him.
‘Did she now,” muttered the Spook. Then we' d better go and have alook.’

We walked back towards the hedge. Aswe got nearer it seemed to get even colder so | knew Alice
was right. There was some sort of spirit lurking nearby.

The Spook pointed downwards, then suddenly he was on hisknees, pulling at thelong grass. | knelt
too and began to help him. We uncovered two more stone graves. One was about five foot long but the
other was only half that Sze. It wasthe smallest grave of dl.

 Someone with the old blood running pure in hisveinswas buried here,” said the Spook. * With that
would come gtrength. Thisisthe onewe relooking for. This |l be the ghost of Naze dl right! Walk back
alittleway, lad. Keep your distance.’

‘Can't| stay and listen? | asked.
The Spook shook his head.
‘Don’'t you trust me? | asked.

‘Do you trust yoursdf? was hisreply. ‘ Ask yoursdlf that! For agtart he' smore likely to put in an
appearance with only one of us here. Anyway, it’s better that you don't hear this. The Bane can read
minds, remember? Are you strong enough to stop it reading yours? We can't let it know that we' re onto
it; that we have aplan; that we know its weaknesses. When it’ sin your dreams, rummaging through your
brain for cluesand plans, do you trust yoursdlf not to give anything away?

| wasn't sure.

‘You'reabravelad, the bravest that was ever gpprenticed to me. But that’ swhat you are, an
apprentice, and we mustn't let ourselves lose sight of that. So get back there with you!” he said, waving
me away.

| did as| wastold and trudged my way back to the ruined chapel. Alice was adeep so | sat down
next to her for afew momentsbut | couldn’t settle. | was restless because | redlly wanted to know what
the ghost of Naze would haveto say for itself. Asfor the Spook’ swarning about the Bane rummaging
through my mind while | was degping, it didn’t worry me that much. We were safe from the Bane here,
and if the Spook found out what he needed to know, it would dl be over for the Bane by tomorrow
night.

So | |eft the ruins again and crept dong the wall nearer to the Spook. It wasn't thefirst timel’d
disobeyed my master, but it was the first time so much had been at stake. | sat down with my back
againgt thewall and waited. But not for long. Even at that distance | began to fedl very cold and kept
shivering. One of the dead was approaching, but wasit the ghost of Naze?

A faint glimmer of light began to form above the smdler of the two graves. It wasn't particularly human
in shape, just aluminous column hardly up to the Spook’ s knees. Immediatdly | heard him beginto



guestioniit. Thear wasvery ill, and even though the Spook was keeping hisvoice low, | could hear
every word he said.

‘Speak!” said the Spook. * Speak, | command you!’
‘Leave me be! Let merest!’” camethereply.

Although Naze had died when he was young and in the prime of life, the voice of the ghost sounded
likethat of avery old man. It croaked and rasped and wasfilled with utter weariness. But that didn’t
necessarily mean thiswasn't his ghost. The Spook had told me that ghosts didn’t speak asthey had in
life. They communicated directly to your mind and that was why you could understand one that had lived
many ages ago; one that might have spoken avery different language.

‘John Gregory’s my name and I’ m the seventh son of aseventh son,” said the Spook, raising hisvoice.
‘I'm here to do what should have been done long ago; here to put an end to the evil of the Bane and give
you peace a last. But there are thingsthat | need to know. First, you must tell me your name!’

There was along pause and | thought the ghost wasn't going to answer but at last it replied.
‘| am Naze, the seventh son of Heys. What do you wish to know?’

‘Itistimeto finishthisonce and for dl,” said the Spook. ‘ The Baneisfree and soon will grow to itsfull
power and threaten the whole land. It must be destroyed. So I’ ve come to you for knowledge. How did
you bind it within the catacombs? How can it be dain? Can you tell me that?

‘Areyou strong?’ the voice of Naze rasped. & Isquo; Can you close your mind and prevent the
Bane from reading your thoughts?’

‘Aye, | can do that,” said the Spook.

‘Then maybe there is hope. | will tell you what | did. How | bound the Bane. Firstly, | made a
pact giving it my blood to drink. Three more times after could it drink, and in return three times it
must obey my commands. At the deepest point of the catacombs of Priestown isa burial chamber
which contains the urns holding the dust of our ancient dead, the founding fathers of our people.
It was to that chamber that | summoned the Bane and gave it my blood to drink. In return |
proved myself to be a hard taskmaster.

‘Thefirst time | demanded that the Bane should never more return to the barrows and keep
well clear of this area where my father and brothers are buried, because | wanted themto rest in
peace. The Bane groaned in dismay because the barrows were its favourite dwelling place, where
it lay through the daylight hours hugging the bones of the dead and sucking the last of the
memories contained within them. But a pact was a pact and it had no option but to obey. When |
summoned it for a second time, | sent it questing to the ends of the earth in search of knowledge,
and it was away for a month and a day, giving me all the time that | needed.

‘For then | set my people to work, making and fitting the Slver Gate. But even upon itsreturn
the Bane knew nothing of this because my mind was strong and | kept my thoughts hidden.

‘After giving it my blood for the final time, | told the Bane what | required, crying out in a loud
voice the price that it must pay.

‘ “You are bound to this place!” | commanded. “ Confined to the inner catacombs with no way
out. But because | would wish no being, however foul, to endure without even a glimmer of hope,
| have built a Slver Gate. If anyone is ever foolish enough to open that gate in your presence, you



may pass through it to freedom. However, following that, if you ever return to this spot, you will
be bound here for all eternity!”

‘Thus the softness of my heart dictated to me and the binding was not as firm as it might have
been. During my lifetime | was filled with compassion for others. Some considered it a weakness
and on this occasion they were proved correct. For | could not doom even the Bane to an eternity
of imprisonment without offering it a faint chance of escape.’

“You did enough,” said the Spook. * And now I'm going to finish the job. If we can only get it back
thereit will be bound for ever! That isagart. But how can it be dain? Can you tell methat? This creature
isso evil now, binding it isno longer enough. | need to destroy it

‘Firstly it must have taken on the mantle of flesh. Secondly it must be deep within the
catacombs. Thirdly its heart must be pierced with silver. Only if all three conditions are met will it
finally die. But thereisa great risk for he who attempts this. In its death throes the Bane will
release so much energy that its slayer will almost certainly die.’

The Spook gave adeep sigh. ‘| thank you for that knowledge,” he said to the ghost. 1t will be hard but
it must be done, whatever the cost. But your task is now complete. Go in peace. Pass over to the other
gde’

In reply the ghost of Naze groaned so deeply that the hair began to move on the back of my neck. It
was agroan filled with agony.
‘Theré€ |l be no peacefor me,” moaned the ghost wearily. ‘ No peace until the Baneisfindly dead ...

And with those words the small column of light faded away. Wasting no time, | moved back adong the
wall and into the ruins once more. A few moments later the Spook walked in, lay down on the grassand
closed hiseyes.

‘I’ ve some serious thinking to do,” he whispered.

| didn’'t say anything. Suddenly, | felt guilty for listening to his conversation with Naze' s ghost. Now |
knew too much. | was afraid that if | told him, he'd send me away and face the Bane done.

‘I'll explain at first light,” he whispered. ‘But for now, get some deep. It snot safe to leave this spot
until the sun comes up!”’

Tomy surprise, | dept quite well. Just before dawn | was awakened by a strange grating sound. It was
the Spook, sharpening the retractable blade in his staff with awhetstone that he' d taken from hisbag. He
worked methodically, occasondly testing it with hisfinger. At last he was satisfied and therewas aclick
as the blade snapped back into the staff.

| clambered to my feet and stretched my legsfor afew moments, while the Spook reached down,
unfastened his bag again and rummaged around ingdeit.

‘I know exactly what to do now,” he said. We can defeat the Bane. It can be done but it’ll be the most
difficult task I’ ve ever had to undertake. If | fail, it will go hard with dl of us’

‘What hasto be done? | asked, feeling bad because | knew aready. He didn’'t answer and he
walked right past me towards Alice, who was sitting up, hugging her knees.

Hetied the blindfold in position and inserted the first of the wax earplugs. iSTow for the other one, but



before it goesinto place listen well to me, girl, because thisisimportant,” he said. ‘“When | take this out
tonight, I’ll speak to you right away and you must do what | say immediately and without question. Do
you understand?

Alice nodded and hefitted the second plug. Once again, Alice couldn’t see and she couldn’t hear.
And the Bane wouldn’t know what we were up to or where we were going. Unless it somehow managed
to read my mind. | began to fedl very uneasy about what I’ d done. | knew too much.

‘Now, said the Spook, turning towardsme. ‘I'll tell you one thing you won't like. We have to go
back to Priestown. Back to the catacombs.’

Then heturned on his heels and, gripping Alice by her |eft elbow, walked her back to the horse and
cat wherethe farmer’ slad was till waiting.

“We need to get to Priestown as fast as this horse can manage,” said the Spook.

‘Don’'t know about that,” said thelad. “ My old dad expects me back before noon. There' swork to
be done.’

The Spook held out asilver coin. ‘Here, take this. Get us there before dark and ther€' Il be another
one. | don't think your dad'll mind too much. Helikesto count his money’

The Spook made Alice lie down &t our feet and he covered her with straw again so that she wouldn't
be visible to anybody we passed, and soon we were on our way. At first we skirted Caster but then,
instead of moving back towardsthe fells, we headed for the main road which led directly to Priestown.

Won't it be dangerousto go back in daylight? | asked nervoudy. Theroad was very busy and we
kept passing other carts and people on foot. ‘What if the Quisitor’s men spot us?

‘l won't say it’snot without risk,” said the Spook. ‘ But those who were searching for us are now
probably busy bringing the body down thefellsde. No doubt they’ Il bring him to Priestown for buria but
that won't take placetill tomorrow; by thenit'll all be over and we'll be on our way. Of course, then
there’ sthe storm to think about. People with any sensewill beindoors, sheltering from therain.’

| looked at the sky. To the south, clouds were building but didn’t look that bad to me. When | said as
much, the Spook smiled.

‘“You'vedill alottolearn, lad,” hesaid. * Thiswill be one of the biggest stcormsyou’ ve ever seen.’
‘After dl that rain I’ d have thought we were due afew days of good wesether,” | complained.

‘No doubt we are, lad. But thisisfar from naturd. Unless I’ m very much mistaken it’s been called up
by the Bane just asit cdled up the wind to batter my house. It’ sanother sign of just how powerful it's
become. It’Il wield the storm to show its anger and frustration at not being able to use Alice asit wants.
Weéll, that’ s good for us. whileit’s concentrating on thet, it’s not bothering much about me and you. And
It'll help usto get into the town without problems.’

‘“Why do we have to go to the catacombsto kill the Bane? | asked, hoping that he'd tell mewhat |
aready knew. That way | wouldn’t have to keep up the pretence any longer.

‘It'sin case | fal to destroy it, lad. At least once back there, with the Silver Gate locked, the Ban€' Il
be trapped again. Thistime for ever. That' swhat the ghost of Naze told me. Then, evenif | don't
succeed in destroying it, at least I’ 1l have returned things to the way they were. And now that’ s enough of
your questions. | need some peace to prepare mysalf for what I’'m goingtodo ...



Wedidn't spesk again until we reached the outskirts of Priestown. By then the sky was as black as
pitch, split with great zigzags of lightning as thunderclaps burst dmost directly overhead. Therain was
coming straight down and soaking into our clothesand | was wet and uncomfortable. | felt sorry for Alice
because shewas il lying on the floor of the cart, which now held dmost an inch of water. It must have
been redly hard not being able to see or hear and not knowing where she was going or when the journey
would end.

My own journey ended alot sooner than I” d expected. On the outskirts of Priestown, when we came
to the last crossroads, the Spook called out to the farmer’ s lad to stop the cart.

‘Thisiswhereyou get out,” he said, looking a me sternly.

| gazed at him in astonishment. The rain was dripping from the end of his nose and running into his
beard but he didn’t blink as he stared a me with avery fierce expression.

‘| want you to go back to Chipenden,” he said, pointing towards the narrow road that went roughly
north-east. ‘ Go into the kitchen and tell that boggart of mine that | might not be coming back. Tel him
that if that’ sthe case he' s got to keep the house safe for when you' re ready. Safe and secure until you
complete your gpprenticeship and are finaly fit to take over.

‘That done, go north of Caster and look for Bill Arkwright, the loca Spook. He' sabit of aplodder
but he' s honest enough and he'll train you for the next four years or so. In the end you' Il need to go back
to Chipenden and do alot more studying. Y ou must get your head down in those books to make up for
thefact that I’ ve not been thereto train you!”’

‘Why? What' swrong? Why won't you be coming back? | asked. It was another question towhich |
aready knew the answer.

The Spook shook his head sadlly. * Because there' s only one certain way to ded withthe Baneand it's
probably going to cost memy life. The girl’stoo, if I'm not mistaken. It shard, lad, but it hasto be done.
Maybe one day, years from now, you'll be faced with atask like thisyoursdlf. | hope not but it
sometimes happens. My own master died doing something similar and now it’smy turn. History can
repest itsalf, and if it does, we have to be ready to lay down our lives. It' s just something that goes with
thejob so you' d better get used toit.’

| wondered if the Spook was thinking about the curse. Was he expecting to die because of that? If he
died then there’ d be no one to protect Alice down there a the mercy of the Bane.

‘But what about Alice? | protested. Tou didn’t tell Alice what was going to happen! Y ou tricked
her!”

‘It had to be done. The girl’s probably too far gone to be saved anyway. It’ sfor the best. At least her
spirit will befree. It' s better than being bound to that filthy creature.’

‘Please,’ | begged. ‘Let me come with you. Let me help.’
‘The best way you can helpisto dowhat | say!’ the Spook said impatiently, and seizing my arm he

pushed me roughly from the cart. | landed awkwardly and fell onto my knees. When | scrambled to my
feet, the cart was aready moving away and the Spook wasn'’t looking back.

Chapter 20



Mam’s Letter

I waited until the cart was dmost out of sight before | began to follow it, my breath sobbing in my

throat. | didn’'t know what | was going to do but | couldn’t bear the thought of what lay ahead. The
Spook seemed resigned to his desth and poor Alice didn’t even know what was going to happen to her.

There shouldn’t have been too much risk of being seen - the rain was teeming straight down and the
black clouds above madeit dmost as dark as midnight. But the Spook’ s senses were keen, and if | got
too close, he' d know right away. So | ran and walked dternately, keeping my distance but still managing
to get aglimpse of the cart from timeto time. The Streets of Priestown were deserted, and despite the
rain, even when the cart wasfar ahead, | could still hear the distant clip-clop of hooves and the trundling
of the cart’swheels over the cobbles.

Soon the white limestone spire began to loom up above the rooftops, confirming the Spook’ sdirection
and destination. As |’ d expected, he was heading for the haunted house with the cellar that led down into
the catacombs.

At that moment | felt something very strange. It was't the usua numbing sensation of cold that
announced the approach of something from the dark. No, thiswas more like a sudden tiny splinter of ice
right insde my heed. I’ d never experienced anything like it before but it was dl thewarning | needed. |
guessed what it was and managed to clear my mind just before the Bane spoke.

‘Found you at last, | have!’

Ingtinctively, | halted and closed my eyes. When | redlized that it wouldn't be able to see out of them, |
kept them closed anyway. The Spook had told me that the Bane didn’t see the world aswe saw it. Even
though it might be ableto find you, just like aspider linked to its prey by asilken thread, it still wouldn’t
know where you were. So | had to keep it that way. Anything my eyes saw would be filtered into my
thoughts and soon the Bane would start trying to sift through them. It might be ableto pick up cluesthat |
wasin Priestown.

“Where are you, boy? Might aswell tell me. Sooner or later you'll do it. Easy or hard, it can be.
You choose ...’

The splinter of ice was growing and the whole of my head was becoming numb. It made me think
again of my brother James and the farm. Of how he’ d chased me that winter and filled my earswith
Sow.

‘I'm on my way back home,’ | lied. ‘Back homefor arest.’

Asl spoke, | imagined walking into the farmyard with Hangman' s Hill just visible on the horizon,
through the murk. The dogs were starting to bark and | was approaching the back door, splashing
through puddles, therain driving into my face.

‘Where's Old Bones? Tell me that. Where's he going with the girl?’

‘Back to Chipenden,’ | said. ‘He sgoing to put Alicein apit. | tried to talk him out of it but he
wouldn't listen. That’ swhat he aways doeswith awitch.’

| imagined myself jerking open the back door and entering the kitchen. The curtains were drawn and
the beeswax candle was dight in the brass candlestick on the table. Mam was Sitting in her rocking chair.



As| camein, shelooked up and smiled.

Instantly the Bane was gone and the cold began to fade. | hadn’t stopped it from reading my mind but
I’d decelved it. I’d doneit! Seconds later my elation faded. Would it pay me another visit? Or worse
dill, would it pay my family one?

| opened my eyes and began to run asfast as| could towards the haunted house. After afew minutes
| heard the sound of the cart again and went back to walking and running aternately.

At last the cart cameto ahdt, but dmost immediately it set off again and | ducked into an dley asit
rumbled back towards me. Thefarmer’slad sat hunched low and flicked the reins, sending the hooves of
the big shire horse clattering across the wet cobbles. Hewasin arush to get homeand | couldn’t say |
blamed him.

| waited five minutes or so to let Alice and the Spook get into the house before | ran aong the street
and lifted the latch on the yard door. As| expected, the Spook had |ocked the back door but | till had
Andrew’skey, and amoment later | was standing in the kitchen. | took the candle stub from my pocket,
litit and after that it didn’t take melong to get down into the catacombs.

| heard a scream somewhere ahead and guessed what it was. The Spook was carrying Alice over the
river. Even with the blindfold and the earplugs she must have been able to sense the running water.

Soon | was crossing the steps over theriver myself and | reached the Silver Gatejust intime. Alice
and the Spook were aready on the other side and he was on his knees, just about to closeit.

Helooked up angrily as| ran towards him. ‘1 might have knownit!” he shouted, his voicefilled with
fury. ‘Didn’t your mam teach you any obedience?

Looking back, | can see now that the Spook was right, that he just wanted to keep me safe, but |
rushed forward, gripped the gate and started to pull it open. The Spook resisted for amoment but then
he smply let go and came through to my side, carrying his saff.

| didn’t know what to say. | was't thinking clearly. I’d no ideawhat | hoped to achieve by going with
them anyway. But suddenly | remembered the curse again.

‘I want to help,’ | said. * Andrew told me about the curse. That you' |l die alonein the dark without a
friend a your side. Aliceisn’t your friend but | am. If I’'m thereit can’'t cometrue...

Helifted the staff above his head asif he was going to hit me with it. He seemed to grow in Size until he
towered over me. I’d never seen him so angry. Next, to my surprise and dismay, he lowered his staff,
took a step towards me and dapped me acrossthe face. | ssumbled backwards, hardly able to believe
that it had happened.

It wasn't ahard blow but tears flooded into my eyes and ran down my cheeks. Dad had never
dapped melikethat. | couldn’'t believe the Spook had doneit and | felt hurt inside. Hurt much more than

by any physical pain.

He stared hard a me for afew moments and shook hishead asif I’ d been a big disappointment to
him. Then he went back through the gate, closing and locking it behind him.

‘Do as| say!” he commanded. Y ou were born into thisworld for areason. Don't throw it away for
something you can’t change. If you won't do it for me, do it for your mam’s sake. Go back to
Chipenden. Then go to Caster and do what I’ ve asked. That's what she' d want. Make her proud of
you.’



With those words the Spook turned on his heels and, guiding Alice by the left elbow, walked her dong
the tunnd. | watched until they turned the corner and were out of sight.

| must have waited there for half an hour or so, just Staring at the locked gate, my mind numb.

At lagt, dl hope gone, | turned and began to retrace my steps. | didn’t know what | was going to do.
Probably just obey the Spook, | suppose. Go back to Chipenden and then to Caster. What other choice
did I have? But | couldn’t get out of my mind the fact that the Spook had dapped me. That it was
probably the last time we d ever meet and we' d parted in anger and disappointment.

| crossed theriver, followed the cobble path and climbed up into the cellar. Oncethere, | sat onthe
musty old carpet trying to decide what to do. Suddenly | remembered another way down into the
catacombs that would bring me out beyond the Silver Gate. The hatch that led down to the wine céllar,
the one that some of the prisoners had escaped through! Could | get to it without being seen? It wasjust
possbleif everybody wasin the cathedra.

But even if | could get down into the catacombs, | didn’t know what | could do to help. Wasit worth
disobeying the Spook again and dl for nothing? Was| just going to throw my life away when it was my
duty to go to Caster and carry on learning my trade? Was the Spook right? Would Mam agree that it
was the right thing to do? The thoughtsjust kept whirling around insde my head but led meto no clear
answer.

It was hard to be sure of anything but the Spook had awaystold meto trust my ingtincts and they
seemed to betelling methat | had to try and do something to help. Thinking of thet, | suddenly
remembered Mam’ sletter because that’ s exactly what she’' d said.

‘Only open it in a time of great need. Trust your instincts.’

It wasatime of great need dl right so, very nervoudy, | pulled the envelope from my jacket pocket. |
dared at it for afew moments, then tore it open and pulled out the | etter within. Holding it closeto the
candle, | began to read.

Dear Tom

You face a moment of great danger. | had not expected such a crisisto
come so soon and now all | can do is prepare you by telling you what you
face and indicatint the outcomes that depend on the decision that you
must make.

Thereis much that | cannot see but one thing is certain. Your master will
decend to the burial chambers at the deepest point of the catacombs and
there he will confront the Bane in a struggle to the death. Of Necessity,
hewill use Aliceto lure it to that spot. He has no choice. But you do have
a choice. You can go down to the burial chamber and try to help. But
then of the three who face the Bane only two will leave the catacombs
alive.

But if you turn back now, the two down there will surely die. And they’ll
dieinvain.

Sometimes in thislife it is necessary to sacrifice oneself for the good of
others. | would like to offer you comfort but cannot. Be strong and do



what your conscience tells you. Whatever you chose, | will always be
proud of you.

Mam

| remembered what the Spook had once told me soon after he took me on as his apprentice. He' d
spoken it with such conviction that I'd committed it to memory.

‘Above all, we don’t believe in prophecy. We don’t believe that the future is fixed.’

| badly wanted to believe what the Spook said because, if Mam was right, one of us - the Spook,
Aliceor | - would die below in the dark. But the letter in my hand told me beyond a shadow of al doubt
that prophecy was possible. How else could Mam have known that the Spook and Alice would be down
inthe buria chamber now about to face the Bane? And how had it happened that I’ d read her letter at
just theright time?

Ingtinct? Was that enough to explain it?1 shivered and felt more afraid than at any time sincel’d
started working for the Spook. | felt asif | were walking in a nightmare where everything had been
decided in advance and | could do nothing and had no choice at all. How could there be achoice, when
to leave Alice and the Spook and walk away would result in their desths?

And there was another reason why | had to go down into the catacombs again. The curse. Was that
why the Spook had dapped me? Was he angry because he secretly believed in it and was afraid? All the
more reason to help. Mam had once told me that he’ d be my teacher and eventually become my friend.
Whether that time had arrived or not it was hard to say but | was certainly more of afriend to him than
Alice was and the Spook needed me!

When | |€eft the yard and waked into the dley, it was fill raining but the skieswere quiet. | sensed that
more thunder was to come and we werein what my dad cals‘the eye of the storm’. It wasthen that, in
therelative slence, | heard the cathedra bell. It wasn't the mournful sound that I’ d heard from Andrew’s
house, tolling for the priest who'd killed himself. It was a bright, hopeful bell summoning the congregation
to the evening sarvice.

So | waited inthe dley, leaning back against awall to avoid theworst of therain. | don’t know why |
bothered because | was aready soaked to the skin. At last the bell stopped ringing, which | hoped meant
that everybody was now inside the cathedral and out of the way. So | began to head dowly towardsit
too.

| turned the corner and walked down towards the gate. The light was starting to fail, and the black
cloudswere till piled up overhead. Then the sky suddenly it up with asheet of lightning and | saw that
the areaiin front of the cathedral was completely deserted. | could see the building’ sdark exterior with its
big buttresses and itstal pointy windows. There was candldlight illuminating the stained glass, and in the
window to the left of the door was the image of St George dressed in armour, holding asword and a
shield with ared cross. On the right was St Peter, standing in front of afishing boat. And in the centre,
over the door, was the maevolent carving of the Bane, the gargoyle head glaring towards me.

The saint | was named after was't there. Thomas the Doubter. Thomas the Disbeliever. | didn’t know
whether it was my mam or my dad who' d chosen that name but they’ d chosenit well. | didn’t believe
what the Church believed; one day I’ d be buried outside a churchyard, not in it. Once | became a spook,
my bones could never rest in holy ground. But it didn’t bother mein the dightest. Asthe Spook often
sad, priests knew nothing.



| could hear singing from inside the cathedral. Probably the choir I’ d heard practising after | visited
Father Cairnsin his confessond. For amoment | envied them their religion. They were lucky to have
something they could dl believein together. It was easier to be insde the cathedral with al those people
than to go down into the damp, cold catacombs aone.

| walked across the flags and onto the wide gravel path that ran parallé to the north wall of the church.
Instantly, as | was about to turn the corner, my heart lurched up into my mouth. There was somebody
gtting down opposite the hatch with his back againgt thewall, sheltering from therain. At hissdewasa
stout wooden club. It was one of the churchwardens.

| @most groaned dloud. | should have expected that. After al those prisoners had escaped they’ d be
worried about security - and their cdllar full of wineand de.

| was filled with despair and almost gave up there and then, but just as| turned, about to tiptoe away,
| heard asound and listened again until | was sure. But | hadn’t been mistaken. It was the sound of
snoring. The warden was adegp! How on earth could he have dept through al that thunder?

Hardly ableto believe my luck, | walked towards the hatch very, very dowly, trying not to let my
boots crunch on the gravel, worrying that the warden might wake up a any moment and I’d haveto run
forit.

| felt alot better when | got closer. There were two empty bottles of wine nearby. He was probably
drunk and unlikely to wake up for sometime. However, | still couldn’t take any chances. | knelt and
inserted Andrew’ s key into thelock very carefully. A moment later I’ d pulled the hatch open and
lowered mysdlf down onto the barrels below before easing it carefully back into place.

| still had my tinderbox and a stub of candlethat | dways carried about with me. It didn't take melong
tolight it. Now | could see- but | till didn’t know how | was going to find the burial chamber.

CHAPTER 21

A Sacrifice

I picked my way through the barrels and wine racks until I came to the door that led to the catacombs.

By my reckoning it was less than fifteen minutes or so before nightfal so | didn’t havelong. | knew that
as soon as the sun went down, my master would make Alice summon the Banefor thefina time.

The Spook would try to stab the Bane through the heart with his blade but he would only get one
chance. If he succeeded, the energy released would probably kill him. 1t was brave of him to be
prepared to sacrifice hislife, but if he missed, Alice would also suffer. Redizing it had been tricked, and
was now trapped behind the Silver Gate for ever, the Bane would be furious; Alice and my master would
certainly both pay with their livesif it wasn't destroyed quickly enough. It would presstheir bodiesinto
the cobbles.

At the bottom of the steps | paused. Which way should | go? Immediately my question was answered.
one of Dad' s sayings cameinto my head.

‘ Always put your best foot forward!’



Well, my best foot was my left foot so, rather than taking the tunnel directly ahead, the onethat led to
the Silver Gate and the underground river beyond it, | followed the one to the left. Thiswas narrow, just
wide enough to alow one person through, and it curved and doped steeply downwards so that | had a
sense of descending aspird.

The deeper | went, the colder it got and | knew that the dead were gathering. | kept glimpsing things
out of the corner of my eye: the ghosts of the Little People, small shapes hardly more than glimmers of
light that kept moving in and out of the tunnel walls. And | had a suspicion that there were more behind
methanin front - afeding that they were following me; that we were al moving down towards the burid
chamber.

At last | saw aflicker of candldight ahead and | emerged into the burial chamber. It was smaller than
I’ d expected, acircular room perhaps no more than twenty pacesin diameter. There was ahigh shelf
above, recessed into the rock, and on it were the large stone urnsthat held the remains of the ancient
dead. At the centre of the calling was aroughly circular opening like achimney, adark hole into which
the candlelight couldn’t reach. From that hole dangled chains and a hook.

Water was dripping from the stone ceiling and the walls were covered in green dime. Therewasa
strong stench too: amixture of rot and stagnant weter.

A stone bench curved around the wall; the Spook was sitting on it, both hands leaning on his staff,
whileto hisright was Alice, ill wearing the blindfold and earplugs.

As| approached, he stared at me but he didn’t look angry any more, just very sad.

“You're even dafter than | thought,” he said quietly, as| walked up and stood before him. * Go back
now whileyou sill can. Inafew moments|it’ll betoo late’

| shook my head. ‘ Please, let me stay. | want to help.’

The Spook let out along sigh. Y ou might make thingseven worse,” he said. ‘ If the Bane gets any
warning a al, it'll stay well clear of this place. The girl doesn’t know where sheisand | can close my
mind againg it. Can you? What if it reads your mind?

‘The Banetried to read my mind awhile back. It wanted to know where you were. Where | wastoo.
But | sood uptoitanditfaled, I told him.

‘How did you stop it? he asked, his voice suddenly harsh.

‘I liedtoit. | pretended that | was on my way home and | told it you were on your way to
Chipenden.’

‘And did it believe you?
‘It seemed to,’ | said, suddenly feding less certain.

‘Wdl, we'll find out soon enough when it's summoned. Go alittle way back up the tunnd then,” said
the Spook, hisvoice softer. “ Y ou'll be able to watch from there. If things go badly you might even have
half achance of escaping. Go on, lad! Don't hesitate. It' s nearly time!”’

drawing in. The Bane would leaveits hiding place below ground. Inits spirit form it could fly fredy
through the

| did as| wastold, moving back quite some distance into the tunnel. | knew that by now the sun would



have dipped below the horizon and dusk would be air and pass through solid rock. Once summoned it
would fly straight to Alice, faster than a hawk with folded wings, dropping like a stone towardsits prey.
If the Spook’ s plan worked, it wouldn'’t realize where Alice was waiting. Once it was here, it would be
too late. But we d be here too, facing its anger when it realized it had been tricked and trapped.

| watched the Spook climb to his feet and stand facing Alice. He bowed his head and stayed perfectly
gtill for along time. Had he been apriest I’ d have thought he was praying. Findly he reached towards
Aliceand | saw him draw the wax plug from her |eft ear.

‘Summon the Bane!’ he shouted, in aloud voice that filled the chamber and echoed down the tunndl.
‘Doit now, girl! Don't delay!’

Alicedidn’'t speak. She didn’t even move. She didn’t need to because she called it from within her
mind, willing its presence.

There was no warning of itsarrival. One moment there was just silence, the next there was ablast of
cold and the Bane appeared in the chamber. From the neck upwardsit was the replica of the gargoyle
over themain cathedra door: gaping teeth, lolling tongue, huge dog’ s ears and wicked horns. From the
neck down, it was avast, black, shapeless boiling cloud.

It had gained the strength to take on its original form! What chance had the Spook againgt it now?

For one short moment the Bane remained perfectly sill whileits eyes darted everywhere. Eyeswith
pupilsthat were dark green, vertical dits. Pupils shaped like those of agoat.

Then, upon redlizing whereit was, it let out agroan of anguish and dismay that boomed along the
tunnd sothat | could fed it vibrate through the very soles of my boots and shiver up into my bones.

‘Bound again, | am! Bound fast!” it cried with harsh, hissng coldness that echoed in the chambers
and penetrated melikeice.

‘Aye,’ said the Spook. ‘ Y ou're here now and here you' Il stay, bound for ever to this cursed place!’

‘Enjoy what you’ ve done! Suck in your last breath, Old Bones. Tricked me, you have, but what
for? What will you gain but the darkness of death? Nothing, you'll be, but I’'ll still have my way
with the ones above. Siill do my bidding, they will. Fresh blood they’ Il send me down! So all for
nothing it was!’

The head of the Bane grew larger, the face becoming even more hideous, the chin lengthening and
curving upwards to meet the hooked nose. The dark cloud was boiling downwards, forming flesh so that
now aneck was visible and the beginnings of broad, powerful, muscular shoulders. But instead of skin
they were covered in rough green scales.

| knew what the Spook was waiting for. The moment the chest was clearly defined he would strike
sraight for the heart within. Even as| watched, the boiling cloud descended further to form the body as
far down asthewaist.

But | was mistaken! The Spook didn’'t use hisblade. Asif gppearing from nowhere, the sllver chain
wasin hisleft hand and heraised hisarm to hurl it at the Bane.

I’d seen him do it before. I’d watched him throw it at the witch, Bony Lizzie, so that it formed a
perfect spiral and dropped upon her, binding her armsto her sides. She' d fallen to the ground and could
do nothing but lie there snarling, the chain enclosing her body and tight againgt her teeth.



The same would have happened here, I'm sure of it, and it would have been the Bane' sturntolie
there helplesdy. But at the very moment when the Spook prepared to hurl the silver chain, Alice lurched
to her feet and tore off her blindfold.

| know she didn’t mean to do it, but somehow she got between the Spook and his target and spoiled
hisaim. Instead of landing over the Ban€ s heed, the silver chain fell againgt its shoulder. At itstouch, the
creature screamed out in agony and the chain fell to the floor.

But it wasn't over yet and the Spook snatched up his staff. Ashe held it high, preparing to driveit into
the Bane, there was asudden click and the retractable blade, made from an aloy containing silver, was
now bared, glinting in the candldight. The blade that I’ d watched him sharpening at Heysham. I'd seen
him useit once before, when he' d faced Tusk, the son of the old witch, Mother Malkin.

Now the Spook stabbed his staff hard and fast, straight at the Bane, aiming for its heart. It tried to
twist away but wastoo late to avoid the thrust completely. The blade pierced itsleft shoulder and it
screamed out in agony. Alice backed away, alook of terror on her face, while the Spook pulled back his
staff and readied it for a second thrugt, hisface grim and determined.

But suddenly, both candles were snuffed out, plunging the chamber and tunnel into darkness.
Franticdly, | used my tinderbox to light my own candle again but it flickered into life to reved that the
Spook now stood aonein the chamber. The Bane had simply disappeared! And so had Alicel!

‘Whereisshe? | cried, running towards the Spook, who just shook his head sadly.
‘Don’'t move!” he commanded. ‘It’ s not finished yet!’

He was staring up at where the chains disappeared into the dark hole in the ceiling. There was aloop,
and besideit asecond single length of chain. Affixed to the end of it, and dmost touching the floor, wasa
large hook. It was a sort of block and tackle smilar to the ones used by riggersto lower boggart stones
into pogtion.

The Spook seemed to be listening for something. ‘1t's somewhere up there,” he whispered.
‘Isthat achimney? | asked.

‘Aye, lad. Something like that. At least, that was the purpose it sometimes served. Even long after it
had been bound, and the L.ittle People were dead and gone, weak and foolish men made sacrificesto the
Bane on this very spot. The chimney carried the smoke up into itslair above and they used the chain to
send up the burnt offering. Some of them got pressed for their trouble!”

Something was beginning to happen. | felt adraught from the chimney and there was a sudden chill in
theair. | looked up as what looked like smoke began to waft dowly downwardsto fill the upper reaches
of the chamber. It was asif dl the burnt offerings that had ever been made on this spot were being
returned!

But it wasfar denser than smoke; it looked like water, like ablack whirlpool swirling above our heads.
Within seconds it became calm and till, resembling the polished surface of adark mirror. | could even
see our reflectionsin it: me standing next to the Spook, his staff at the ready, blade pointing upwards,

ready to jab.

What happened next was too swift to see properly. The surface of the smoke mirror bulged out
towards us and something broke through fast and hard enough to send the Spook sprawling backwards.
Hefdl heavily, the g&ff flying out of his hand and bresking into two unequa pieces with asharp snapping



sound.

At firgt | stood there stunned, hardly able to think, unable to move amuscle, but at last, my whole
body trembling, | went acrossto seeif the Spook wasdl right.

Hewas on hisback, hiseyes closed, atrickle of blood running from his nose down into his open
mouth. He was breathing deeply and evenly so | shook him gently, trying to wake him up. Hedidn't
respond. | walked across to the broken staff and picked up the smaller of the two pieces, the one with
the blade attached. It was about the length of my forearm so | tucked it into my belt. | stood at the side
of the chain looking upwards.

Somebody had to try to help Alice destroy this creature once and for dl, and | was the only one who
could. | couldn’t leave her to the Bane. Sofirdtly | tried to clear my mind. If it was empty, the Bane
couldn’'t read my thoughts. The Spook had probably been practising that for days but | would just have
to do my best.

| put the end of the candle in my mouth, biting into it with my teeth, then gripped the single chain
carefully with both hands, trying to keep it as still aspossible. Next | placed my feet above the hook and
gripped the chain between my knees. | was good at climbing ropes and a chain couldn’t be that different.

| began to move upwards quite fast, the chain cold and biting in my hand. At the bottom of the thick
smoke | took adeep breath, held it, and pushed my head up into the darkness. | couldn’'t see athing,
and despite not breathing the smoke was getting up my nose and into my open mouth and therewasa
sharp acrid taste at the back of my throat that reminded me of burned sausages.

Suddenly, my head was out of the smoke and | pulled mysdlf further up the chain until my shoulders
and chest were clear of it. | wasin acircular chamber dmost identica to the one bel ow except that,
rather than achimney above, there was a shaft below and the smoke filled the lower half of the chamber.

A tunnd led from the opposite wall into the darkness and there was another stone bench where Alice
was Sitting, the smoke amost up to her knees. She was holding out her |eft hand towards the Bane. That
heinous creature was knedling in the smoke bending over her, the naked arch of its back reminding me of
alarge green toad. Even as| watched, it drew her hand into itslarge mouth and | heard Alice cry out in
pain asit began to suck the blood from beneath her nails. Thiswasthe third time the Bane had fed on
Alice sblood since she rdleased it. When it had finished, Alicewould belong toit!

| was cold, ascold asice, and my mind was blank. | was thinking about nothing at dl. | pulled myself
up further and stepped from the chain onto the stone floor of the upper chamber. The Bane was too
preoccupied with what it was doing to be aware of my presence. No doubt in that respect it waslikethe
Horshaw ripper: when it was feeding, hardly anything €l se mattered.

| stepped closer and pulled the piece of the Spook’ s staff from my belt. | raised it and held it above
my head, the blade pointing a the Bane' s scaly green back. All | had to do was bring it down hard and
pierceits heart. It was clothed in flesh and that would be the end of it. It would be dead. But just as|
wastensing my arm, | suddenly became afraid.

| knew what would happen to me. So much energy would be released that | would die too. | would
be aghost just like poor Billy Bradley, who'd died after having hisfingers bitten off by aboggart. He' d
been happy once as the Spook’ s apprentice but now was buried outside the churchyard at Layton. The
thought of it wastoo much to bear.

| wasterrified - terrified of death - and | began to tremble again. It started at my knees and travelled
right up my body until the hand holding the blade began to sheke.



The Bane must have sensed my fear because it suddenly turned its heed, Alice sfingerstill inits
mouth, blood trickling down its big curved chin. But then, when it was dmost too late, my fear smply
evaporated away. All at once | redized why | wasthere facing the Bane. | remembered what Mam had
sadin her letter ...

‘Sometimesin thislifeit is necessary to sacrifice oneself for the good of others.’

She' d warned methat of the three who faced the Bane, only two would leave the catacombs dive. I'd
somehow thought it was going to be the Spook or Alice who would die, but now | redized that it would
beme! | was never going to complete my apprenticeship, never going to become a spook. But by
sacrificing my life now | could save both of them. | was very calm. | smply accepted what had to be
done.

| fed surethat at the very last moment the Bane redlized what | was going to do, but instead of
pressing me dead on the spot it turned its head back towards Alice, who gave it astrange, mysterious
amile

| struck quickly with all my strength, driving the blade towardsits heart. | didn’t fed the blade make
contact but a shuddering darkness rose before my eyes; my body quivered from head to foot, so that |
had no control over my muscles. The candle dropped out of my mouth and | felt myself falling. I’d missed
it's heart!

For amoment | thought that I’ d died. Everything was dark but for now the Bane seemed to have
vanished. | fumbled around on thefloor for my candleand lit it again. Listening carefully, | gestured to
Aliceto be sllent, and heard a sound from the tunnél. The padding of alarge dog.

| tucked the piece of staff with the blade back into my belt. Next | eased Mam'’ ssilver chain from my
jacket pocket and coiled it round my |eft hand and wrist, ready for throwing. With my other hand |
picked up the candle, and without further delay | set off after the Bane.

‘No, Tom, no! Leaveit be!’ Alice called out from behind. ‘It'sover. Y ou can go back to Chipenden!’

She ran towards me but | pushed her back hard. She staggered and dmost fell. When she moved
towardsmeagain, | lifted my left hand so that she could seethe silver chain.

‘Keep back! Y ou belong to the Bane now. Keep your distance or I'll bind you too!’

The Bane had fed for thefina time and now nothing she said could be trusted. 1t would have to be
dead before she'd be free.

| turned my back on her and moved away quickly. Ahead of me | could hear the Bane; behind me the
click-click of Alice spointy shoes as she followed meinto the tunnd. Suddenly the padding ahead
stopped.

Had the Bane smply vanished and gone to another part of the catacombs? | stopped and listened
before moving forward more cautioudy. It was then that | saw something ahead. Something on the floor
of the tunnd. | halted closeto it and my stomach heaved. | was dmost sick on the spot.

Brother Peter lay on his back. He' d been pressed. His head was till intact; the wide-open, staring
eyes showed the terror he had obvioudy felt at the time of his death. But from the neck downwards his
body had been flattened against the stones.

Thesght horrified me. During my first few months as an gpprentice I’ d seen many terrible things and
been close to desth and the dead more timesthan | cared to remember. But thiswasthefirst timel’d



seen the death of someone | cared about - and such a horrible dezth.

| stood, distracted by the sight of Brother Peter, and the Bane chose that moment to come loping out
of the darknesstowards me. For amoment it halted and stared a me, the green dits of its eyes glowing
in the gloom. Its heavy, muscular body was covered in coarse black hair and itsjaws were wide
revealing the rows of sharp yellow teeth. Something was dripping from that long tongue which lolled
forwards, beyond the gaping jaws. Instead of sdliva, it was blood!

Suddenly the Bane attacked, bounding towards me. | readied my chain and heard Alice scream
behind me. Just intime | redlized that it had changed its angle of attack. | wasn't the target! Alice wad!

| was stunned. | wasthe threat to the Bane, not Alice. So why her rather than me?

Ingtinctively | adjusted my aim. Ninetimes out of ten | could hit the post in the Spook’ s garden but this
was different. The Bane was moving fast, already beginning to leap. So | cracked the chain and cast it
towards the creature, watching it open like anet and drop in the shape of aspira. All my practice paid
off and it fell over the Bane cleanly and tightened againgt its body. It rolled over and over, howling,

struggling to escape.

Intheory it couldn’t get itsalf free and neither could it vanish or change shape. But | wasn't taking any
chances. | had to pierceits heart quickly. | had to finish it now. So | ran forward, pulled the blade from
my belt and prepared to stab downwardsinto its chest. Its eyeslooked up at me as| readied the blade.
They werefilled with hatred. But there was fear there too: the absolute terror of degth; terror of the
nothingnessit faced, and it gpoke ingde my head begging franticaly for itslife.

‘Mercy! Mercy!’ it cried. *Nothing for us, thereis! Just darkness. Is that what you want, boy?
You'll dietool’

‘No, Tom, no! Don't doit!” Alice shouted out behind me, adding her voiceto the Bane's. But | didn’t
listen to elther of them. No matter what the cost to mysdlf it had to die. It was writhing within the coils of
the chain and | stabbed it twice before | found its heart.

Thethird time | lunged downwards the Bane smply vanished, but | heard aloud scream. Whether it
was the Bane, Alice or me who made that sound, I'll never know. Maybe it was al three of us.

| fet atremendous blow to my chest, followed by astrange sinking feding. Everything went very quiet
and | fdt mysdf faling into darkness.

The next thing | knew | was standing by alarge expanse of water.

Despiteitssize, it was more like alake than a seafor dthough a pleasant breeze was blowing towards
the shore, the water remained calm, like amirror, reflecting the perfect blue of the sky.

Small boats were being launched from a beach of golden sand, and beyond them | could see anidand
quite close to the shore. It was green with trees and rolling meadows and seemed to me more wonderful
than anything I’ d ever seen beforein my whole life. Amongst the trees on ahilltop was abuilding like the
castle we' d glimpsed from the low fells as we skirted Caster. But instead of being constructed of cold
grey stone it shimmered with light asif built from the beams of arainbow and its rays warmed my
forehead like aglorious sun.

| wasn't breathing but | was calm and happy and | remember thinking that if | was dead then it was
niceto be dead and | just had to get to that castle, so | ran towards the nearest of the boats, desperate to



get on board. As| drew closer, the people stopped trying to launch the boat and turned their faces
towards me. At that moment | knew who they were. They were smdll, very smdll, and had dark hair and
brown eyes. It was the Little People! The Segantii!

They smiled in welcome, rushed towards me and began to pull me towards the boat. I’ d never felt so
happy in my life, so welcomed, so wanted, so accepted. All my londinesswas over. But just as| was
about to climb aboard, | felt acold hand grip my left forearm.

When | turned, there was nobody there but the pressure on my arm increased until it began to hurt. |
could fed fingernails cutting into my skin. | tried to pull away and get into the boat and the Little People
tried to help me but the pressure on my arm was now aburning pain. | cried out and sucked in ahuge,
painful breath that sobbed in my throat and made my whole body tingle then grow hotter and hotter asif |
were burning indde.

| waslying on my back in the dark. It wasraining very hard and | could fed the raindrops drumming on
my eyelids and forehead and even falling into my mouth, which was wide open. | was too weary to open
my eyes but | heard the Spook’ s voice from some distance away.

‘Leavehimbe!l’ hesaid. ‘ Give him peace, girl. That'sall we can do for him now!’

| opened my eyes and looked up to see Alice bending over me. Behind her | could see the dark wall
of the cathedrd. She was gripping my left forearm, her nails very sharp againgt my skin. She leaned
forwards and whispered into my ear.

“You don't get away that easily, Tom. Y ou’ re back now. Back where you belong!’

| sucked in adeep bresth and the Spook came forward, his eyesfilled with amazement. As he knelt at
my side, Alice stood up and drew back.

“How do you fed, lad? he asked gently, helping me up into asitting position. ‘| thought you were
dead. When | carried you out of the catacombs, | swear there was no breath left in your body!’

‘TheBane? | asked. ‘Isit dead?

‘Aye, itisthat, lad. You finished it off and nearly did for yoursdlf in the process. But can you walk?
We need to get away from here’

Beyond the Spook | could see the guard with the empty bottles of wine by hisside. Hewas dtill ina
drunken deep, but he could wake up at any moment.

With the Spook’ shelp | managed to get to my feet and the three of us|eft the cathedral grounds and
made our way through the deserted Streets.

At first | was weak and shaky, but as we climbed away from the rows of terraced houses and back up
into the countryside, | started to feel stronger. After awhile | turned and looked back towards
Priestown, which was spread out below us. The clouds had lifted and the moon was out. The cathedral
Spire seemed to be gleaming.

‘It looks better dready,’ | said, stopping to take in the view.

The Spook halted beside me and followed the direction of my gaze. ‘Mogt thingslook better from a
distance,’ he said. ‘ And as a matter of fact, so do most people.’



He seemed to bejoking so | smiled.

‘Well,” he sighed, ‘it should be afar better place from now on. But, that said, we won't be coming
back inahurry.’

After an hour or so on the road we found an old abandoned barn to shelter in. It was draughty but at
least it was dry and there was abit of the yellow cheese to nibble on. Alice dropped off to deep right
away but | sat up along time thinking about what had happened. The Spook didn’t seem tired either but
just sat in slence, hugging his knees. Eventualy he spoke.

“How did you know how to kill the Bane? he asked.
‘| watched you,” | answered. ‘| saw you strikefor its heart...’

But suddenly | was overcome with shamea my lieand | hung my head low. ‘No, I'm sorry,’ | said.
‘That’ snot true. | sneaked forward when you talked to the ghost of Naze. | heard everything you said.’

‘ And so you should be sorry, lad. Y ou took abig risk. If the Bane had managed to read your mind—
‘I'mredly sorry.’

‘And you didn't tell meyou had aslver chain,” he said.

‘Mam gaveittome,’ | answered.

‘Well, it sagood job that shedid. Anyway, it'sin my bag and safe enough for now. Until you need it
again... headded ominoudy.

There was another long silence, asif the Spook were deep in thought.

‘“When | carried you up from the catacombs you seemed cold and dead,” hesaid at last. ‘I’ ve seen
death so many timesthat | know | wasn't mistaken. Then that girl grabbed your arm and you came back.
| don’t know what to make of it.’

‘| waswith the Little People,’ | said.

The Spook nodded. ‘Aye,’ hesaid, ‘they’ll al be at peace now that the Bane' s dead. Naze included.
But what about you, lad? What wasit like? Were you afraid?

| shook my head. ‘| was more afraid just after I’d read Mam'’ sletter,” | told him. ‘ She knew what was
going to happen. | felt that | had no choice. That everything was dready decided. But if everything's
aready decided, then what' sthe point of living?

The Spook frowned and held out hishand. * Give methe letter,” he demanded.

| took it out of my pocket and passed it to him. He took along time reading it but at last he handed it
back. He didn’'t speak for quite awhile.

“Y our mother isashrewd and intelligent woman,” the Spook said at last. ‘ That accounts for much of
what’ swritten there. She' d worked out exactly what | was going to do. She’ d more than enough
knowledge to do that. It'snot prophecy. Life sbad enough asit iswithout believing in that. Y ou choseto
go down the steps. But you had another choice. Y ou could have walked away and then everything would
have been different.’

‘But once I’ d chosen, she was right. Three of us faced the Bane and only two survived. | was dead.



Y ou carried me back to the surface. How can we explain that?

The Spook didn’t reply and the silence between us grew longer and longer. After awhilel lay down
and fell into adreamless deep. | didn’'t mention the curse. | knew it was something he wouldn’t want to
talk about.

CHAPTER 22
A Bargain’s A Bargain

It was amost midnight and a horned moon was rising above the trees. Rather than approaching his

house by the most direct route the Spook brought us towardsit from the east. | thought of the eastern
garden ahead and the pit that lay in wait for Alice. The pit that I’d dug.

Surely he wasn't going to put her in the pit now? Not after al she'd done to help put things right?
She' d dlowed him to blindfold her and sedl her ears with wax. And then she' d sat there for hoursin
dlence and darkness without complaining even once.

But then | saw the stream ahead and wasfilled with new hope. It was narrow but fast-flowing, the
water sparkling silver in the moonlight, and there was a single stepping stone at its centre.

Hewasgoing totest Alice.
‘Right, girl,” he said, hisexpression stern. * Y ou lead the way. Over you gol’

When | looked at Alice'sface my heart sank. She looked terrified and | remembered how I'd had to
carry her acrossthe river near the Silver Gate. The Bane was dead now, its power over Alice broken,
but was the damage already done beyond al hope of repair? Had Alice moved too close to the dark?
Could she never be free? Never be able to cross running water? Was she a fully-fledged maevolent
witch?

Alice hesitated at the water’ s edge and began to tremble. Twice shelifted her foot to make the smple
step to the flat stone at the centre of the stream. Twice she put it down again. Beads of swesat gathered
on her forehead and began to roll down towards her nose and eyes.

‘Goon, Alice, youcandoit!’ | caled, trying to encourage her. For my trouble | got awithering stare
from the Spook.

With a sudden, terrible effort Alice stepped onto the stone and swung her left leg forward amost
immediately to carry hersaf over to the far bank. Once there, she hurriedly sat down and buried her face
in her hands.

The Spook made a clicking noise with histongue, crossed the stream and strode quickly up the hill
towards the trees on the edge of the garden. | waited behind while Alice got to her feet, then together we
walked up to where the Spook was waiting, hisarmsfolded.

When we reached him, the Spook suddenly stepped forward and seized Alice. Gripping her by the
legs, hethrew her back over his shoulder. She began to wail and struggle, but without another word he
clutched her more firmly, then turned and strode into the garden.



| followed behind desperately. He was heading deep into the eastern garden, moving directly towards
the graves where the witches were kept, towards the empty pit. It didn’t seem fair! Alice had passed the
test, hadn’t she?

‘Help me, Tom! Help me, please!” Alice cried.

‘Can’'t she have one more chance? | pleaded. ‘ Just one more chance? She crossed. She'snot a
witch.’

‘Shejust about got away with it thistime,” snarled the Spook over his shoulder. ‘ But there' s badness
ingde her, just waiting its chance.’

‘“How can you say that? After dl she'sdone—
‘Thisisthe safest way. It’ sthe best thing for everyone!’

| knew then that it wastime for what my dad cdls‘afew hometruths . | had to tell him what | knew
about Meg, even though he might hate me for it and not want me as his gpprentice any more. But
perhaps areminder of his past might make him change his mind. The thought of Alice going into the pit
was unbearable, and the fact that I’ d been made to dig it made it a hundred timesworse.

The Spook reached the pit and halted at its very edge. As he moved to lower Alice into the darkness,
| shouted out, Tou didn’t do it to Meg!’

He turned towards me with alook of utter astonishment on hisface.

“You didn’'t put Meg in the pit, did you? | cried out. ‘ And shewas awitch! You didn’'t do it because
you cared too much about her! So pleasedon’t doit to Alice! Itisn’t right!’

The Spook’ s expression of astonishment changed to one of fury and he stood there, tottering on the
edge of the pit; for amoment | didn’t know whether he was going to throw Alice down or fal into it
himsdlf. He stood there for what seemed like avery long time, but then, to my relief, hisfury seemed to
give way to something else and he turned and walked away, il carrying Alice.

He walked beyond the new, empty pit, passed the one where Bony Lizzie was imprisoned, strode
away from the graves where the two dead witches were buried and stepped onto the path of white
stones that led towards the house.

Despite hisrecent illness, dl that he d been through, and the weight of Alice over his shoulder, the
Spook waswalking so fast that | was struggling to keep up. He pulled the key from the left pocket of his
breeches, opened the back door of the house and was inside before my foot even touched the step.

Hewaked straight into the kitchen and halted close to the fireplace, where flames were flickering
gparks up the chimney. The kitchen was warm, the candleslit, with cutlery and plates set for two on the
table.

Sowly the Spook eased Alice from his shoulder and set her down. The moment her pointy shoes
touched the flags the fire died right down, the candle flickered and dmost went out, and the air grew
diginctly chilly.

The next moment there was agrowl of anger that rattled the crockery and vibrated right through the
floor. It was the Spook’ s pet boggart. Had Alice walked into the garden, even with the Spook close by,
she would have been torn to pieces. But because the Spook had been carrying her it wasn't until her feet
touched the ground that the boggart became aware of Alice s presence. And now it wasn't best pleased.



The Spook placed hisleft hand on top of Alice' s head. Next, with hisleft foot he slamped hard three
timesagaing theflags.

Theair grew very ill and the Spook cdled out in aloud voice, ‘ Hear me now! Listen well to what |
say!’

There was no answer but the fire recovered alittle and the air didn’t seem quite so cold.

‘Whilethischild isin my house, harm not ahair of her head!” ordered the Spook. ‘ But watch
everything that she does and ensure that she does dl that | command.’

With that, he ssamped three more times againgt the flags. In answer, the fire flared up in the grate and
the kitchen suddenly seemed warm and welcoming.

‘ And now prepare supper for three!” the Spook commanded. Then he beckoned and we followed
him out of the kitchen and up the stairs. He paused outside the locked door of the library.

‘Whileyou're here, girl, you'll earn your keep,” the Spook growled. ‘ There are booksin there that
can't bereplaced. You'll never be dlowed insde but I'll give you one book at atime and you can make
acopy of it. Isthat understood?

Alice nodded.

“Y our second job will beto tell my lad everything that Bony Lizzie taught you. And | mean everything.
He'll writeit al down. A lot of it'll be nonsense, of course, but that doesn’t matter becauseit’ll till add
to our store of knowledge. Are you prepared to do that?

Again Alice nodded, her expression very serious.

‘Right, so that’ s settled,’” said the Spook. ‘ You' |l deep in the room above Tom's, the oneright at the
top of the house. And now, think well on what I'm saying. That boggart down in the kitchen knows what
you are and what you almost became. So don’t take even onelittle step out of line becauseit’ll be
watching everything that you do. And it would like nothing better thanto ...’

The Spook sighed long and hard. * It does't bear thinking about,” he said. “ So don't giveit the
chance. Will you do what | ask, girl? Can you be trusted?

Alice nodded and her mouth widened into abig smile.

At supper the Spook was unusualy quiet. It was like the calm before a storm. Nobody said much but
Alice seyeswere everywhere and they returned again and again to the huge, blazing log fire that was
filling the room with warmth.

At last, the Spook pushed back his plate and sighed. ‘Right, girl,;’ he said, ‘ off you get to bed. I'vea
few thingsthat need to be said to thelad.’

When Alice had gone, the Spook pushed back his chair and strode towards the fire. He bent and
warmed his hands over the flames before turning to face me. ‘Wl lad,’” he growled, ‘ spit it out. Where
did you find out about Meg?

‘I read it inone of your diaries,’ | said sheepishly, bowing my head.

‘| thought as much. Didn’t | warn you about that? Y ou’ ve disobeyed me again! There are thingsin my



library that you re not meant to read yet,” the Spook said sternly. Things you' re not quite ready for. I'll
be the judge of what’ sfit for you to read. Isthat understood?

‘Yes, dr,” | said, addressing him by that title for the first time in months. ‘But I’ d have found out about
Meg anyway. Father Cairns mentioned her and he told me about Emily Burns too and how you took her
away from your brother and it plit your family.’

‘Can’'t keep much from you, can |, lad?
| shrugged, feding relieved to have got it dl off my chest.

‘Wdl,” he said, coming back towardsthetable, ‘I’ velived to agood age and I’ m not proud of
everything I’ ve done, but there’ s dways more than one side to every story. None of usis perfect, lad,
and one day you'll find out al you need to know and then you can make up your own mind about me.
There slittle point in picking through the bones now, but asfor Meg, you'll be meeting her when we get
to Anglezarke. That' Il be sooner than you think because, depending on the wegther, we' Il be setting of f
for my winter housein amonth or so. What else did Father Cairns have to say for himsalf?

‘He said that you' d sold your soul to the Devil...’

The Spook smiled. ‘What do priests know? No, lad, my soul still belongsto me. I’ ve fought long, long
yearsto hold onto it, and againgt dl the oddsit’ s till mine. And asfor the Devil, well, | used to think that
evil wasmore likely to beinsde each one of us, like abit of tinder just waiting for the spark to set it
aight. But more recently I’ ve begun to wonder if, after al, thereis something behind all that we face,
something hidden deep within the dark. Something that grows stronger asthe dark grows stronger.
Something that a priest would cdll the Devil...

The Spook looked at me hard, his green eyes boring into my own. ‘What if there were such athing as
the Devil, lad? What would we do about it?

| thought for afew moments before | answered. ‘We' d need to dig aredly big pit,’ | said. ‘A bigger
pit than any spook has ever dug before. Then we' d need bags and bags of sdlt and iron and aredly big
sone’

The Spook smiled. *Wewould that, lad, there’ d be work for half the masons, riggers and matesin the
County! Anyway, get off to bed with you now. It’ sback to your lessons tomorrow so you' |l need agood
night' sdeep.’

As| opened the door to my room, Alice emerged from the shadows on the sairs.

‘I redly likeit here, Tom,” she said, giving me awide smile. ‘Nice big warm housg, it is. A good place
to be now that winter’ sdrawing in.’

| smiled back. | could havetold her that we' d be off to Anglezarke soon, to the Spook’ s winter
house, but she was happy and | didn’t want to spoil her first night.

‘One day thishouse will belong to us, Tom. Don't you fed it? she asked.

| shrugged. ‘ Nobody knows what’ s going to happen in the future,’ | said, putting Mam'’ sletter to the
back of my mind.

‘Old Gregory tell you that, did he? Well, there are lots of things he does't know. You'll be a better
spook than he ever was. Ain't nothing more certain than that!’



Aliceturned and went up the stairs swinging her hips. Suddenly she looked back.

‘Desperate for my blood, the Banewas,” she said. * So | made the bargain even before he drank. | just
wanted to make everything dl right again, so | asked that you and Old Gregory could go free. Bane
agreed. A bargain’ sabargain, so he couldn’t kill Old Gregory and he couldn’t hurt you. Y ou killed the
Banebut | madeit possible. At the end that’ swhy it attacked me. It couldn’t touch you. Don't tell Old
Gregory though. He wouldn’t understand.’

Aliceleft me standing on the stairs while what she d done dowly became clear in my mind. Inaway
she' d sacrificed hersdf. It would have killed her just asit had killed Naze. But she' d saved me and the
Spook. Saved our lives. And | would never forget it.

Stunned by what she’ d said, | went into my room and closed the door. It took me along timeto get to
deep.

Once again I’ ve written most of thisfrom memory, just using my notebook when necessary.

Alice has been good and the Spook’ sredlly pleased with the work she’ s been doing. She writesvery
quickly but her hand is<till clear and negt. She’ saso doing as she promised, telling me the things that
Bony Lizzietaught her sothat | can writethem al down.

Of course, dthough Alice doesn’t know it yet, she won't be staying with usfor that long. The Spook
told methat she' Il start to distract me too much and | won't be able to concentrate on my studies. He's
not happy about having agirl with pointy shoesliving in his house, especialy onewho'sbeen so closeto
the dark.

It'slate October now and soon we' |l be setting off for the Spook’ s winter house on Anglezarke
Moor. Nearby there’ safarm run by some people whom the Spook trusts. He thinks that they’ |l let Alice
stay with them. Of course, he' s made me promise not to tell Aliceyet. Anyway, I'll be sad to see her go.

And of course I’ [l meet Meg, the lamiawitch. Maybe I’ ll meet the Spook’ s other woman too.
Blackrod is close to the moor and that’ s where Emily Burnsis still supposed to live. | have afedling that
there are lots of other thingsin the Spook’ s past that | <till don’t know about.

I’d rather stay here in Chipenden, but he’ s the Spook and I’ m only the gpprentice. And I’ ve cometo
redlize that there' savery good reason for everything that he does.

Thomas J. Ward



