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PART ONE

Mallmoc on the March


ONE



The goblin pedlar was trying to sell Jack a pair of shoes.

‘See, mortal, these are made of the finest woven reed grass. You could do worse, you know. Special price, just for you, being as I like you. Like you? I love you like a brother. I would trust you with the hunch on my back. If you asked me, I would give you my last three remaining teeth, rotten though they may be. Two crooked sixpences, that’s all I’m askin’ you. The others over there, it’d cost them a lot more, but this is between you and me. I’m letting them go at a cost to myself. I shan’t even be making a bent penny. Just for the sake of a sale. Can’t say fairer than that, can I?’

The goblin’s breath smelled worse than marsh gas. Jack was reminded of the stereotyped used-car salesman. It was true that his shoes had holes. But grass shoes as replacements? He couldn’t see them lasting five minutes. He wasn’t a youth who was easy on shoes. He liked to kick things. Stones, twigs, clods of earth. His shoes went through hell, really, and it wasn’t surprising they didn’t last long.

‘No, sorry – they’re – they’re much too small. They’re made for faerie. I take size nines.’

The goblin, who was quite ugly to start with, screwed his face into a hideous mask. He was big for a faerie, coming up to Jack’s shoulder. There was a lot of lumpy muscle on him too. Perhaps he had some boggart in him somewhere? Anyway, he looked menacing. A shock of dark hair bristled from his large head, falling as stiff as straw around his shoulders. He stared at Jack, still with the ugly expression, his eyes like wet flints.

‘We could soon fix that, mortal,’ he grated. ‘I could cut your feet to fit. Only need a couple of centimetres off the front.’

‘I’d lose my toes!’ gasped Jack.

‘What do you need toes for?’

Jack didn’t feel this deserved an answer. He left the goblin on the edge of the wood and joined the others quickly. The goblin shouted a name after him, but Jack chose not to hear it. Why get into a fight with a goblin pedlar, the most bad-tempered of the forest faerie? Gnomes were fine. Lovely creatures, really. Even pixies and elves were not too bad, providing you didn’t mind the odd prank. Marketplace goblins weren’t all that bad, once they got to know you. But goblin pedlars were the Rottweilers of the faerie world, when it came to dealing with mortals.

Jack went over to Spiggot, his boggart friend, who was busy polishing his armour. Kling, the water rat, was eating as usual: some fancy-looking dish he had cooked himself out of watercress and mushrooms.

Rosamund, the maiden from medieval England, was talking with Jack’s latest rival for her affections, Solomon. Solomon was a young monk, from her own time, who had followed her into Liöfwende. The pair seemed animated. Rosamund’s face was shining. Part of the reason for this, Jack knew, was that she had someone who understood her medieval language. Not simply the language in itself, but all the little nuances of speech which often went over Jack’s head. She was able to communicate with someone who knew exactly what she was talking about, without having to ask the meaning of words like ‘candle-waster’, ‘fardels’ and ‘hempseed’.

‘Ah,’ cried Solomon, when he saw Jack coming. ‘The candle-waster cometh, bearing more fardels than a hempseed.’

Rosamund giggled.

‘You watch it, baldy!’ retorted Jack, determined to give as good as he got.

‘Baldy?’ cried Solomon. ‘Dost thou refer to my holy tonsure in such fashion?’ He touched the shaven circle on his head. ‘Fie, youth!’

‘Twit!’ muttered Jack. He went to sit with Kling, who was wiping round his tin plate with a piece of bread. ‘What’s he on about, anyway?’ Jack asked the water rat, who was a walking encyclopaedia. ‘What did he say to me?’

‘He called you a bookworm – someone who wastes candles reading at night. It’s not true of course, you have no books in this place, but you did call yourself a student …’

‘I would’ve thought Rosy would approve of that. Anyway, he’s the bookworm. He’s the scholar, isn’t he? That’s all monks do, mess around with books. Illuminating letters and stuff.’

‘True, they are artists with the stylus and vellum. But Rosamund likes warriors. The monk is a warrior-priest as well as a scholar.’

‘Oh, is he? What about the fardels and the hempseed bit?’

Kling licked his whiskers to get off the last of the gravy.

‘A fardel is a burden and a hempseed is a small boy destined for the gallows.’

‘I’ll give him fardels,’ muttered Jack. ‘We’ll see who the warrior is around here.’

Kling put a ratty forelimb around Jack’s shoulders. This being Faerieland, or Liöfwende, to use the faerie name, the talking rodent was a giant amongst his kind and he was almost as big as Jack himself.

‘Take it from one who knows,’ said Kling, picking his fangs with one of his claws. ‘She’ll come round again, if you don’t make an ass of yourself in the meantime. Give the monk some rope. Let him drivel on, Jack. Slow and steady wins the race. Of course, some women like a bit of dash about a man, a rake in shining armour, but Rosamund is not one of those. Not really. Just play for time, son. Play for time.’

Since Jack had been in Liöfwende he had grown in spiritual stature. He was no longer the callow youth who had been shot through the invisible walls between the real world and Faerieland by a motorcycle accident. Several incidents and adventures in this place had carved character in the raw material that not long ago had been the would-be student engineer on his way to a college interview. He was a deeper human being now, able to rationalise, able to use a little wisdom. But then again, he was in love with Rosamund, and besotted young men act in stupid ways. It was touch and go whether Jack would heed the rat’s wise advice, or simply allow his chafed feelings to get the better of him.

‘Gather round everyone,’ called Spiggot, the boggart leader of the group. ‘Time to form our battle plans.’

The boggart son of an ironsmith, Spiggot had been chosen as the unlikely leader of an army of fairies, in the battle against the sorcerer, Mallmoc. Nutbrown in complexion, stocky in stature, simple and pleasant-looking, Spiggot took his calling seriously. He had to. The whole of Faerieland life as they knew it was at stake, not to mention the real world beyond the wall which divided the faerielands of Liöfwende, Thristlac and Eri-innis from Mortaland, the world of mortals.

Spiggot’s parents did not approve of what he was doing. Nor did his beloved Fen, a female boggart. But then they would not have approved of any boggart who was upstart enough to believe he was as good as a fairy. Boggarts were made to bash iron and that’s what they believed Spiggot should be doing. Not gallivanting over the countryside like a high-born fairy knight with a special task set by the fairy King of Northumberland.

They gathered round at the base of a blighted oak, a tree that had been torn to pieces at the root by the dreaded tree-eating thrum.

‘Here’s what’s going to happen,’ began Spiggot. ‘Word has it that Mallmoc’s castle is on the move. We have to get our army together …’

‘It’s called mobilising,’ interrupted Jack. ‘You mobilise an army.’

‘Quite,’ said Spiggot, flicking a look at Jack. ‘I knew that. Please do not interrupt in future, Jack. I’m trying to think here, which is not what this head was born to do.’ He scratched a sticky-out ear with a grubby, chipped fingernail. ‘If you keep butting in, I’ll get confused. I’ve got it all worked out, see. First we mobilise the army of fairies. We then attack the ulcugga, defeat them, and go on to destroy Mallmoc’s castle. We get rid of the sorcerer – I’m not sure how to do that bit yet – then we find the locking-stone to the magical cairn. We drive the thrum back underground, put the locking-stone in place, and Robert is your nephew.’

‘You mean, Bob’s your uncle.’

‘If you say so, Jack.’

Jack said, ‘Sounds like we’ve got our work cut out for us.’

‘Let’s make an account of our assets,’ said Solomon, taking a piece of vellum, a stylus, and finally a scraper to erase any mistakes he might make on the animal-skin paper, from the folds of his habit. ‘What do we have in the way of weapons and artefacts with which we might vanquish our foe?’

Rosamand said, ‘There’s Jack’s magic crossbow, the bolt of which changes to a hawk when in flight, then back to a bronze bolt again before it strikes.’

Solomon scribbled. ‘Good, I mark it then, the magic crossbow.’

‘Then there is Jack’s shirt of bumblebees,’ she continued, ‘which is not so much a weapon, as a thing to keep one warm on cold nights.’

‘Still, an asset,’ replied the young monk generously. He wrote, ‘Jyack’s bummbel-shirte’. ‘And more?’

‘And Jack is expert at sleight-of-hand.’

Solomon looked up with a frown. He was getting a little tired of hearing ‘Jack’s’. ‘Does no one else have a thing they own?’

‘My weapons and armour,’ answered Spiggot. ‘My sword, shield and helmet and stuff.’

‘I mark them down,’ cried a grateful Solomon, glad they had got off the subject of Jack. ‘The boggart’s “stuffe”.’

‘Then there is Jack’s bottle,’ continued Rosamund, relentlessly, ‘full of strange snakey things.’

‘Bottle,’ muttered Solomon, through gritted teeth. He made a mistake with Jack’s name, forgetting the essential ‘y’, and automatically reached for his scraper. Then his hand fell away, as he wickedly decided to let the error stand, so that future readers would find the name offensive. ‘Thus the strange bottle is marked, along with the name of its owner.’

‘And I have the eagle’s eyes,’ continued Rosamund. ‘These grey eyes that were given me by the faerie, in place of mine own blue ones.’

‘Ahhh,’ sighed the young monk, looking at her, ‘and how I miss those sky-blue orbs.’

Jack snorted, ‘I think she looks fine with any set of eyes.’

‘Thank you, kind sir,’ she said, smiling at him.

‘For mine own part,’ said Solomon, darkly, ‘I should never have allowed the faerie to steal a lady’s eyes, but then I was not there to prevent such a dastardly deed taking place.’

Rosamund intervened with, ‘Then there is Jack’s slitter, awarded him by the Irish fairy king.’

‘Jack’s slitter,’ snarled Solomon, ‘is thereby marked down.’

‘And Jack’s pair of silver shoes, those that crush the wearer’s feet.’

‘Jack’s this, Jack’s that,’ spat Solomon. ‘Marked and marked again.’

‘And finally, Spiggot’s quivvel, for finding locking-stones.’

‘Not Jack’s quivvel,’ cried a now incensed Solomon. ‘Surely my lady, it must be Jack who owns this device? Jack owns everything.’ He began to get reckless. He babbled, ‘Jack surely professes ownership of the whole world. And who would do such a thing, but an agent of the Devil, to be sure. I challenge thee, Jack-of-all-things, to deny thou art a lover of Satan’s hordes. Heretic! Thou shalt be pressed by stones, drawn on the rack, hung and quartered, thy innards trailed out of thy abdomen …’

‘Here, here, steady on,’ said Kling, ‘there’ll be none of that inquisition stuff here, human. You’ll be calling Kling a familiar next. Just you settle down, chum.’

Solomon looked wildly about him and realised that his fiery rhetoric had carried no one with him. Even Rosamund was looking at him with distaste in those eagle’s eyes of hers. He immediately humbled himself and begged pardon, for his ‘tongue had become temporarily unhinged’. The assets all duly recorded and set down for future reference, should the need arise, the group then decided to bed down for the night. Three of them slept under the stars, but Rosamund had a tent, made for her by Spiggot’s ex-fiancée, Fen, who thought that no young lady should sleep in the open. The night humours, Fen had said, would cause coughs and colds. Thus was the maid protected from the dew the next morning, while the others were soaked.


TWO



Arriving with the dew was one of Spiggot’s intelligence agents, the indomitable Puck or Robin Goodfellow. Puck was able to fly about the world at night, a facility given him by the old fairy king, Oberon. He was also able to make himself invisible, to sneak around and listen to conversations, or view things without others knowing he was there. Puck had some important news to impart to Spiggot.

‘Mallmoc’s castle is now an ironclad on the move.’

Spiggot, like many other faerie, was secretly in awe of the great Puck, who stood amongst the dew which sparkled from the tips of grass blades like crushed crystals. The energetic Puck glowed with energy. He was breathtakingly charismatic and it took all Spiggot’s willpower not to bow to his spy whenever the latter appeared in his presence.

‘The castle is sailing across the meadows?’

‘Cruising on the high landscape, ploughing a furrow from north to south. Its front is shaped like the bladed bows of a ship. Its turrets are now decks from which to view the way ahead. Soil sprays like spume about its plimsoll line. It’s a mighty vessel carving its way through valley and over hill, parting the turf and sending flints flying in its wake.’

‘Do we know where Mallmoc’s going?’ asked Jack. ‘Does he have a destination in mind?’

Puck folded his arms. He was dressed in his usual livery: Lincoln green, with a long jaybird’s feather sweeping from his Robin Hood hat. An imposing figure, he turned his penetrating eyes on the mortal. Jack felt a tingle go down his spine as the creature studied him from head to toe. Finally Puck seemed satisfied with his assessment of the youth and answered him.

‘It’s my guess that Mallmoc’s heading towards Sutton Hoo. There are certain weak points in the fabric of the invisible walls between Mortaland and Liöfwende, which might be breached by such a machine. Sutton Hoo is an ancient burial site, with several time layers laid one on the other. It’s a special place to man and faerie alike. There, like at other places such as Glastonbury Tor and Stonehenge, mortals and faerie are closer than is normally the case. They’re ghosts to each other, still, yet they drift by and sense the presence of an otherworld.’

‘Mallmoc’s going to smash through at Sutton Hoo?’ cried Jack. ‘He’ll emerge from one of the boat burial mounds! This vessel of his, the iron castle, will stave a hole between the two worlds.’

‘Which will widen and widen, until there is no division,’ added Rosamund. ‘The two worlds will merge, with Mallmoc as the undisputed ruler of both.’

Puck smiled. ‘The young ones understand.’

‘And his hordes of ulcugga fairies?’ questioned Spiggot, gravely. ‘Where are they?’

‘They are protecting the flanks, the front and the rear, of the cruising castle. The inriders are on horses, but the outriders are mounted on fire-tongued purple dragons, which they hatched from stolen eggs. Any attack on the castle must be preceded by a charge to breach the ranks of the ulcugga, who I have to say look very formidable, boggart. You have your work cut out for you. They are present in their thousands, being the most numerous of the fairies. You will need all the help you can get.’

‘Using bogles on owls and nightjars, I have sent messages out to the four points of the compass, calling on the armies of the Thristlac seelie court and unseelie court, the Northumberland fairies born of the pipes, the ferocious mamau, the tylwyth teg who ride black rats and enjoy mimicking, the coblynau and gwragedd fairies from Snowdonia, the tuatha dé of Eri-innis, and others. They should all soon be on the march south, to meet with us near Madwoman’s Stones on the moor which is the plateau of Kinder Scout in the Peak District.’

All this left Spiggot short of breath. The boggart was inclined to be very formal with the overwhelming Puck.

‘Then they will not be in time. You must find some way of slowing Mallmoc’s castle down, before it reaches Sutton Hoo. Now I must away, for there are sights to be seen and words to be heard. I shall be vigilant in the cause, for it grieves me sorely to see the thrum eating away at the roots of our dear old oaks, and other trees, and we must drive them back where they came from, into the stomach of the Earth, where they belong.’

With that, Puck vanished.

Spiggot and his crew turned and gaped at each other.

‘How are we going to delay Mallmoc?’ wailed the boggart. ‘We are but one faerie, three mortals and a mere water rat.’

‘Less of the “mere”, if you don’t mind,’ grumbled Kling, ‘unless you mean a lake or pond, in which case it’s all right.’

Jack said, ‘Could we build defences? Around Sutton Hoo?’

‘We couldn’t stop the iron castle-ship with bricks and mortar, or even boulders. It will cut through them without a pause. It would have to be something harder than iron and where would we find that?’

‘Diamonds are harder than iron,’ said Solomon.

Jack said, ‘And so is steel.’

‘Stele?’ asked the monk. ‘What is a stele?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ sighed Spiggot, ‘we have neither.’

Kling said, ‘Do we need to stop it? Couldn’t we send it in another direction?’

‘That’s silly,’ said Rosamund. ‘How will we turn such a metal monster from its course?’

‘No, wait,’ cried Jack, thoughtfully, ‘he may have something there, Rosy. Spiggot, how will Mallmoc navigate his landship? Will he know the way to Sutton Hoo by instinct or prior knowledge? There are no roads or landmarks such as we have in the mortal world. If there are, I haven’t seen ’em. How will he find his way through woods and fields which all look much alike? There are no townships. Just the odd boggart village or gnome hamlet. Nothing in the way of towers or big buildings.’

‘Good point, Jack,’ said Spiggot, rubbing his brown hands together. ‘Why, I suppose he will navigate by the stars, using such magic as he can muster for such a purpose. To my knowledge he hasn’t been south of Rutland before. Nor have the ulcugga, who are a midland clan of fairies. They are in unknown territory. The stars. It must be by the stars.’

‘Not a very reliable guide, to such a precise spot,’ said Jack.

‘No indeed, but as I said, he will have certain help from his sorcery – though in truth, magic does not work well on a science. Is navigating a science, Jack, or an art?’

‘It uses maths and stuff. I guess it’s a science.’

‘I thought so. Well done, Jack, for your idea.’

‘Hey!’ cried the water rat. ‘It was Kling who thought of it.’

‘Now now, rat, you always try to claim credit.’

‘But it was Kling. Oh, forget it.’ Kling walked off in a huff. ‘When you want another idea Kling will be down by the stream.’

‘Now, how do we use this knowledge?’ asked Rosamund. ‘Can we alter the positions of the stars, change their courses?’

They all looked up, but it was day of course, and they could see no twinkling diamonds in the sky.

‘We’ve hit the flaw in Jack’s plan,’ Spiggot groaned. ‘We can do nothing to change the heavens.’

‘We don’t need to,’ Jack said, triumphantly. ‘All we need to alter is Mallmoc’s perspective of the heavens. The way in which he views them. Or knobble his astrolabe or whatever he uses to calculate with. Or call on cloud cover, so the sky is hidden from sight. Something of that nature.’

‘Brilliant!’ cried Spiggot. Then, in a quieter tone, ‘How do we do that?’

‘It will take some thought,’ the youth replied. ‘Solomon, have you any ideas?’

‘Can we stop the beating of the sun’s heart, as it travels around the Earth? Can we halt the swimming of the stars, as they circle our world? I think not.’

Jack shook his head. He was not going to point out to this medieval monk that it was the Earth that moved around the sun. It would be useless anyway. A mindset from the monk’s era would not be able to comprehend such a change in its thinking. It would reject the notion outright.

‘Kling?’ cried Rosamund. ‘We need thee, now.’

The rat came back, his whiskers dripping with fresh water from the stream where he had been drinking.

‘Kling knew it,’ he said. ‘Well, then, listen and learn. Kling has heard of a magical tune that will draw forth the spirits of earth and stone, and have them dancing in the moonlight. Such a cluster of spirits – translucent forms – will act like a warped lens when peered through. Mallmoc is an old wizard, a very old wizard, whose eyes are not what they were in his youth. If you could create a wall of such spirits, one which escaped Mallmoc’s attention, you could alter his perception of the map in the sky, as Jack suggested.’

‘Brilliant!’ cried Spiggot. Then in that quiet aftertone, ‘How do we find this magical tune?’

‘We ask around,’ replied the rat. ‘Kling suggests we start with Gulnar Peck, the half-giant who lives in an old iron mine near here. He plays a mean penny whistle. He might know the tune.’

‘Let us go forth,’ cried Spiggot, extending a hairy arm dramatically to point in a westerly direction. ‘To Gulnar Peck, the half-giant.’

Kling was hitched to the cart which contained their goods and supplies and off they went. After encounters with roaming spriggans and their spiky parasites, by evening they were approaching hills turning purple in the mellow light of the falling sun. Thistles were bowing their heads ready to bear the heavy darkness which was encroaching on the land. In the gloaming rabbits were emerging, testing the evening air with their noses, eyes watchful for foxes who even in Faerieland were hunters and killers. The birdsongs floated over lea and bottom land, sweet and tuneful as ever.

‘You know what I miss here?’ said Jack to Spiggot, ‘Sheep and cows. You don’t see any sheep and cows in Liöfwende. The meadows are empty, except for rabbits and hares. Don’t you yearn to see a gambolling lamb in the spring? Or a newly-born calf staggering after its mother?’

‘No, Jack. We don’t eat pork chops here.’

‘Pork comes from pigs.’

‘We don’t eat pigs, either.’

‘Well, anyway, I miss ’em.’

‘I’ll buy you some for your birthday,’ grunted Kling, pulling the cart. ‘Maybe we can persuade one of them to help me drag this thing.’

They crested a rise at this point and ahead of them was a huge quarry cut into a hillside. Jack was surprised to see such an eyesore, for the faerie did not like interfering with natural landscapes. He guessed it was a mine for metal ores, since metal was one of the elements required by faerie for armour and weapons. However, when he asked Spiggot he was told it was a mine for semiprecious stones, used in faerie craft work.

‘You wouldn’t get all of those from one place in the ground.’

‘You do in Liöfwende – this is Faerieland, don’t forget.’

Jack was impressed. ‘And who uses these stones?’

‘The pixies make small boxes out of marble and inlay them with the semi-precious stones,’ explained Spiggot. ‘Minerals such as cornelian, garnet, agate chalcedony, malachite, lapis lazuli and jasper. Ivory they can get from the tooth fairy. There’s nothing so unblemished as milk teeth. You can often see the tooth fairy in the early dawn, going home with a sack of children’s toothy-pegs on his back, his night’s work done.’

‘What about mother-of-pearl and coral?’

Spiggot looked suitably shocked, as Jack knew he would do.

‘Those are living creatures, Jack – we would never take things from living creatures.’

‘Quite right, too,’ grinned Jack. ‘Just testing. And the boxes are used for what?’

‘To keep things in, of course. Sometimes, Jack, you are a bit dense.’

As they approached the quarry, in which there was a large cave which went into the cliff, it began to sparkle with millions of pinpricks of light. These lights were all of different colours: blue, orange, green, white, gold, red. This was the effect of the moonlight on the exposed semiprecious minerals. Now Jack knew why they had left the quarry looking so raw and open. It was not the beauty of the landscape during the day which had interested the faerie, but this coruscation at night. It was like a vast show of multi-coloured stars, whose twinkling could be seen for miles. Breathtakingly beautiful, this scene had Rosamund gasping. She was a little girl again, allowed to see inside her mother’s jewel box.

‘Oh, wow,’ said Jack. ‘Cool.’

As they continued into the quarry, someone lit a fire outside the cave, and it flared into life. This provided the light for the party to see by. In the fire’s glow they could discern a bulky shape: a muscled form, squarish and chunky. As they approached, this form rose and stood above the flames. The figure was about three metres high, not massive and towering like the Irish giants Jack had previously encountered, but big just the same. This, he guessed, was the half-giant of whom Kling had spoken.

What was amazing about the creature was not his size, nor even the contained power of his body, but his burnished-bronze hair and beard. It spread about his face like a child’s picture of a sun. It was like a lion’s mane, rather than that which decorated the head of a human. In the middle of this wild-looking fuzz was a benign face, gentle and unthreatening, with soft lustrous eyes. The mane itself was huge and rambling: a briar patch out of control. Jack could see small creatures within the tangle of hair: tiny birds, butterflies, moths and crickets. They seemed quite comfortable there, as if well at home.

‘Good evening, Gulnar Peck,’ said Spiggot with deference in his tone. ‘Greetings from the son of Gnomon and Quagmarish, the boggart Spiggot. You may have heard of me? They call me the Faerie Knight.’

‘Good evening, boggart.’

The half-giant sounded wary. These were dangerous times, with rogue wizards sailing the landscape in iron ships. Already the impetuous pixies and elves had gone to war and had been defeated, routed by the forces of Mallmoc. Their artefacts and weapons were scattered amongst the shrubs and bushes of battlefields all over the countryside. The news of the Gilscipe thrum, devouring all the trees in the kingdom, had travelled far and wide too. Even powerful half-giants needed to be vigilant, when four or five unknown and unexpected beings approached him out of the twilight.

‘May I ask the reason for this visit?’ said Gulnar Peck. ‘If you have come to steal the stones I guard, you will have a great deal of trouble.’

‘No, no. Nothing like that,’ replied Spiggot, hastily. ‘We seek your help on another matter. May we share your fire?’

‘Certainly, the hospitality of a half-giant is not to be scorned. Seat yourselves. Are they mortals you have there?’

Kling threw off the traces of the cart. ‘Right first time, giant. Would you like one to eat? Kling recommends the monk. He’s got the makings of some juicy crackling, that one.’

Solomon gulped, but Gulnar Peck merely laughed. ‘A water rat. Always thinking of their stomachs, water rats. I suppose you want some food, rodent?’

‘Funny you should ask that. You wouldn’t have any lemon soufflé handy, would you? Or a pashwari naan? Anything like that?’

‘There’s some stale cheese at the back of the cave.’

‘Par for the course,’ sighed Kling. ‘Well, if you’ll excuse a hungry rodent, Kling will sniff it out, though that shouldn’t be too difficult.’

Kling vanished into the recesses of the cave.

‘Sit down,’ Gulnar Peck said to the other four. ‘So, mortals, eh? How is the world of human beings?’

‘Oh, you know,’ replied Jack, ‘war, pestilence, famine, all that sort of thing.’

‘Three horses of the Apocalypse,’ cried Kling from the depths of the cave, his mouth full of cheese. ‘No one can ever remember the fourth.’

The companions sat at the fire and immediately the half-giant found some wooden bowls and began ladling soup into them. He handed them round, accompanied by chunks of softly-baked bread. Goblets of fresh stream water were also passed to them with the same polite gravity. The travellers accepted them gratefully. They were hungry and thirsty after tramping over the countryside. For the moment there was nothing but the sound of masticating jaws and grateful burps. Jack thought this show was disgusting. Clearly none of the others did, even Rosamund.

‘Where’s your table manners?’ cried Jack.

‘What table?’ asked Solomon, reasonably.

Once the meal was over, Spiggot told the half-giant why they were visiting him.

‘We need your help. You must be aware that Mallmoc is cruising through the turf, ploughing a furrow right down the middle of Liöfwende? We must divert him from his course. He’s heading for Sutton Hoo and if he gets there, death and destruction of all we hold dear will follow.’

‘I know it,’ came the reply. ‘But what can a poor half-giant do?’

‘When you lived in the real world, you were shepherds and goatherds, weren’t you? In ancient Greece and Persia. Then the age of myth ended and you had to come here, where we took you in and gave you a home.’

‘And I am grateful for the generosity of the faerie, boggart – but still, I have not the strength to stop Mallmoc’s castle.’

‘No, not that. But listen to me. As herdsmen you had to entertain yourselves, it being a very lonely occupation. And since you cannot sing and have no feeling for poetry, you taught yourselves to play the penny whistle. Isn’t that so?’

The half-giant nodded. ‘It is now part of our instinctive nature, to play the flute. We are expert.’

‘That’s what I mean,’ cried Spiggot, eagerly. ‘And you know the tune which draws forth the spirits of the Earth?’

Gulnar Peck’s head went back. He looked very grave. Clearly this question had disturbed him to very core of his being.

‘Such secrets,’ he said, ‘must remain in the flute. I do know this terrible tune of which you speak, but am bound by the laws of my clan to reveal it to no other ears but our own.’

Jack said, quickly, ‘You will have no clan if Mallmoc isn’t stopped.’

‘Still, I cannot. You ask too much of me. Whatever the reason, I will be ostracised from my kind. No one will speak to me. I will be shunned. Do you know the shun? It is horrible. I could not bear it. To have other half-giants turn their backs on me as I approach? It is a lonely enough life, a solitary enough existence, as it is, without being rejected.’

The half-giant hung his head in the firelight. Solomon looked at Rosamund and shrugged. Spiggot looked at Jack and shook his head. Kling belched loudly from the back of the cave. For a moment no one said anything. They were absorbed in their thoughts. Then Kling came out of the cave, licking his paws.

‘Kling found a custard pie in there too – hope you don’t mind.’

The half-giant did not even reply. He was still too upset by having to say no to his guests’ request. It was not that he did not want to help. All his instincts were bent in that direction. Half-giants were philanthropic, generous, gregarious creatures, who loved to assist those in trouble. The laws of hospitality demanded it of him. But Spiggot was asking too much. Gulnar Peck could not break the code. He was bound in honour never to use that tune in anger. Only on special occasions, under strict controls, could the melody that roused the spirits of the Earth be played.

‘You do understand?’ he pleaded, breaking the silence. ‘It is impossible for me.’

‘Oh, well, as to that,’ replied Spiggot, not prepared to smooth the half-giant’s feelings, ‘you must do what you feel is right. But I hope when Faerieland is barren and bare of trees, and faerie are wandering the landscape out of their heads with madness, that you remember you could have prevented the world from coming to an end.’ He sighed and stood up. ‘There it is, then. Come on mortals, we must be on our way. We have to find someone who is prepared to help us. Clearly we are not wanted here. This is a place of secrets.’ He spoke the word scathingly. ‘Ugly little secrets, like those whispered in the shadows by men wearing black cloaks and wide-brimmed hats. Secrets, hiding the truth …’

Gulnar Peck put his face in his large hands.

‘Please …’ he said.

Jack could see the half-giant’s nails, square-cut at the ends and chipped. They were the hands of a creature who knew honest toil. They were a farmer’s hands, a cowherd’s hands, a ploughboy’s hands. He felt sorry for the big fellow, who after all was a simple creature with a strong desire to please. The myriad small creatures in the half-giant’s hair and beard had gone all of a twitter. Little balls of feather fluffed their wings and chirruped. Crickets clicked like mad, hopping from one side of the head to the other. Mice left their nests and ran to a neighbour’s property. Spiders scuttled beneath follicle arches to an imagined safer place. These residents all sensed that their home-carrier was in an agony of spirit, caught between a terrible duty to keep a secret and a desperate desire to please.

‘… please. If I could help, I would. I am not permitted. I am not allowed. I am forbidden.’

‘I think we get the message,’ replied Jack.

‘It’s not my fault,’ cried Gulnar Peck, his face lifting out of his hands, streaked with dirty tears. ‘I don’t make the laws of the half-giants.’

‘You could bend one little law,’ suggested Rosamund, ‘to save mankind and faeriekind.’

‘It would not be bending, it would be breaking.’

Spiggot sensed a weakening in the half-giant’s tone. He sat down again, quickly. ‘Ah well,’ he said, picking up a stick and stirring the fire with it, ‘there’s nowhere we can go tonight. I suppose you would not object to us sleeping round your fire, Gulnar Peck? That wouldn’t be breaking any rules, would it? That would not breach the code of the half-giants I take it? Or would you like to turn us out into the night?’

‘No, no, please stay. Here, have some more soup and bread. I have plenty,’ said the half-giant, anxious to make amends. ‘If not I can soon make some more. Please, fill your plates.’

‘The food would taste like ashes in our mouths,’ answered Spiggot, laying back, his head on a log. ‘Wet ashes,’ he added as an afterthought. Jack thought Spiggot was overdoing it a bit, but the poor half-giant groaned. His soul was in an agony of torment. They all remained motionless, as if locked in their own thoughts, for over an hour.

The fire died, its soul floating up to heaven. Shadows darkened. The moon found some clouds to hide behind. Out in the night foxes barked coldly and badgers answered. It was a time for reflecting, for listening to inner voices, for wondering and making hard decisions.


THREE



It was Jack who broke the uncomfortable silence.

‘When is a secret not a secret?’ he asked.

Spiggot asked, ‘What’s that Jack?’ He stirred the embers in the stone grate and a redness turned to flames. Firelight flickered and shadows danced again.

‘I was pondering on the nature of secrets.’

‘That sounds very deep, Jack.’

‘Let me ask you, Gulnar Peck,’ continued Jack, turning to the half-giant, ‘how many people know of the tune to draw out the spirits of earth and stone? How many?’

Gulnar Peck looked a bit confused. ‘I don’t know how many. All the half-giants in Liöfwende. Some others.

‘Which others? Which of the faerie?’

‘Well, the Cornish piskies know it of course, along with the tune for the Floral Dance.’ He laughed. ‘Those are the only two melodies they know.’

‘But there’s only one or two piskies,’ said Jack, slyly.

‘Oh no, there are hundreds.’

‘And any others?’

‘No – not unless you count the creatures of nature.’

‘The creatures of nature?’

Gulnar Peck nodded. ‘Yes, you know, birds, bees, all the singers amongst the animal world. They know it by instinct. We had to learn it.’

‘They why aren’t the birds singing it all the time?’

‘There is no call for them to do so. They have to be asked, Jack. They aren’t real people like us. They need someone to lead them – a sort of orchestral conductor, if you like.’

‘And I suppose the wind knows the tune?’

‘Of course, and the sea. The wind and the sea know all the tunes that ever were or ever will be. That’s in their nature, Jack.’

‘Sounds to me like it isn’t a secret.’

Gulnar Peck said quickly, ‘Oh yes, it’s a secret all right.’

Jack murmured, ‘A secret is only a secret if one or two people only are privy to it. If hundreds of piskies, all the half-giants in the land, all the birds and bees, even the sea and the wind … the wind, mind you, which blows everywhere – if they all know it, it can’t be a secret. It’s just something half the world knows about and half the world will eventually find out about.’

‘You’re trying to trick me with words,’ cried Gulnar Peck, leaping to his feet. ‘You think because I’m a simple-headed half-giant …’

Rosamund said, ‘Jack doesn’t think you’re simple-headed.’

‘No?’ cried the half-giant, uncertainly.

‘No, of course not, because thou art bright and articulate, art thou not?’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘There you are, then.’

‘But,’ continued Gulnar Peck, miserably, ‘he’s trying to wheedle the secret out of me.’

‘No he’s not,’ continued Rosamund gently, ‘because, as he explained, it isn’t a secret at all. It’s something most beings know and a few don’t.’

Gulnar Peck’s eyes widened. ‘You know the tune.’

‘Yes,’ said Rosamund, ‘I didn’t want to interrupt Jack, because he was in full flow, but I do know the tune. It goes like this,’ and she began to hum a sweet melody.

‘No it doesn’t!’ shouted Gulnar Peck. ‘It’s not that at all.’

‘Art thou accusing a maid of lying?’ snapped Rosamund, jumping to her feet. ‘Think thee the only creature who knows what’s to do?’

‘Thou – I mean – you didn’t do it right.’

Hotly now. ‘Yes, I did.’

‘No, you didn’t!’

‘Prove it!’

‘It goes like this,’ and Gulnar Peck began to sing a weird and marvellous song.

A chill went trickling down Jack’s spine and Solomon looked worried and crossed himself. As the notes came out, like the strains of some unearthly music created by pagans in an England far back in time, Jack had an inkling he had heard the sound before. Yes, definitely. It was when his aunt had taken him to the Morris dancing festival at Thaxted in Essex, where dancers from all over the world gathered. At midnight, the culmination of the festival, one set of dancers gave a strange and terrible performance, coming out of the shadows of the churchyard on the hill. They wore antlers on their heads. They cavorted in a sinister way, making sinuous and serpentine movements, down the cobbled street. One of the male dancers was dressed as a woman, and wielded an inflated pig’s bladder on a stick, while the fiddler who produced the chilling music wore the mock clothing of a priest. Even at the time – Jack had been about seven years of age – he realised he was witnessing something ancient and forbidden.

Gulnar Peck stopped singing suddenly. He went a deathly white.

‘You tricked me,’ he groaned. ‘Now the shunning will start.’

‘Abbot’s Bromley Horn Dance!’ cried Jack, triumphantly, the name coming to him suddenly. ‘That’s what it is!’

Gulnar Peck blinked. ‘You know it?’

‘I have heard it once or twice before.’

‘You know the name, then,’ said a relieved half-giant. ‘I did not tell you the secret. You knew it already.’

‘Correct!’ said Jack. ‘Have no fear, Gulnar Peck, they can’t shun you for telling me what I already know.’

‘No, they can’t, can they?’ cried the half-giant, joyfully. ‘They can’t shun Gulnar Peck, now.’

With that, the half-giant took out his penny whistle, fashioned from a Norfolk reed, and began to play. The haunting tune made the hairs on the necks of the listeners stand on end. Jack could see Solomon quivering, as if he was witnessing devil-worship in his own back yard. Rosamund’s eyes were round with fear. Jack himself experienced a tightness round the chest which made it difficult for him to breathe. It was a preternatural sound, far worse than the singing of the same eerie tune. The reed flute caught the tone exactly. Thin strains like the songs of snakes, if snakes could sing, wove thread-like into the fantastical evening air. This was like no other music. It was not a threatening sound: more of a macabre, blood-curdling melody which might wither flowers, freeze running hares in their tracks or bring a severed head to cry vengeance at the axeman.

‘Now the spirits dance,’ whispered Spiggot into Jack’s ear. ‘See, out in the twilight.’

There were indeed shadowy shapes coming from the earth. They rose like the heatwaves that shimmer from hot sands. Their dance was peculiar, as if the ghosts of snakes were standing on their tails and wriggling to the rhythm of a minor key. There was nothing substantial about them. Jack could see no definite shapes. Nor actually could he see the spirits themselves. What he saw was the movement of air, the rippling of shadows, nothing more. It filled his heart with dread to see such a sight. It was as if he were a visual witness to graves opening up on Salvation Day and the dead rising and cavorting joyfully upon consecrated ground.
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