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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







‘We will always be in the forest.
Even though you believe we are not in the forest,
we will be there.
You will just not see us.
Because you do not know how to see us.’


– Wai-wai saying




PROLOGUE


Years later, when the memories of what he had left behind had become just ghosts, he would still remember the time of his first loneliness, the sadness and the loss that had blanketed his senses for so many months.


At these times he would journey alone to the edge of the world and stand, half in, half out of the forest, one side of his body in the warm gloom, the other in the bright sunshine. And he would sway between the worlds as he had swayed between them as a child; only then, in those days, he had been gripping the end of a liana, draped from the high branch of a tree, and his father had been pushing him.


It was good to shed tears during his time at the edge of the world. He was an old man, now, and the ghosts of two worlds followed him. With each tear would come a memory, usually the echo of ancient laughter, and sometimes he could not tell from which world the laughter came. So he would leave the edge of the world and make the long trek home to his family. Somehow the journey was all he needed to banish the shadows of grief. Somehow, too, his mind would fill with new stories, and when his grandchildren clustered around him, he would sit them down in a tight circle and speak to them in the hushed, eerie voice that so scared and enthralled them.


His stories, now, were all about the dreamlight, but at the core of them were the images that were his last remembered ghosts. There was the story of the ‘man who ran into the World and could not see the people there’, and the image for this was of a man running across a dry field, his limbs waving like a pelican attempting flight; his mouth was open, his head thrown back, and the air was loud with his shout. And, as if in a strange, slow dream, the man never reached the forest, but continued to run towards it, howling out his haunting cry.


Then there was the story of the ‘room in the great stone tree’, and the image for this was of a man climbing one of the stone trees that grew in the wilderness, peering into the bright light of a room carved into its top, where people sat round a table and looked at images of the spirits of the dead.


But his favourite stories were always those he told about the Dead Forest. He would save them until last, because they were the most frightening, and very often by the time he had finished speaking all the family were sitting round, and not just the children.


He had many stories of the Dead Forest. But they all began in the same way, and they were all based on the same remembered image, of a boy alone in a strange land.


At a time, in that place beyond the edge of the world, there was a boy who walked through the stone trees of the Dead Forest. And all around him there were people, but the people spoke strange words, and he could not understand them …




PART ONE



The Wilderness
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He had tried to learn the language! But he was only seven, and Portuguese was one of the most difficult tongues to learn; it was not a bit like English, despite what his father had said about the two languages having much in common.


Tommy Markham stood, half in, half out of the tall, lush green vegetation that grew at the edge of the playground. He watched the local kids as they played on the metal structures of the adventure park, and felt deep envy of the fun they were having. It was a hot, sticky day and his shirt was uncomfortable. Each of the game structures seemed to be owned by one or two bigger children, who only allowed their friends to play. They shouted and yelled, and they laughed, but although Tommy recognized the occasional word he might as well have been on another planet.


The Markham family hadn’t even been here a day yet, and already Tommy was missing his friends in Newbury, California. And they were going to be here for so long! So many years. Why couldn’t the engineers build dams in just a few weeks? Why did it have to take so long? By the time they got back to Lincoln Avenue, in Newbury, all his friends would have grown up and gone away, and he’d be so old that no new kids would want to talk to him.


Brazil was definitely bad news.


Gloomily, he stepped away from the obscuring growth at the playground’s edge and walked cautiously across the patterned concrete ground. He longed to be sharing in the games, he longed to know what the sunburnt kids were shouting and saying. One of them came up to him and stared at him hard, a confident grin on his face. ‘Que cabelo louro!’ he said, and laughed. As Tommy walked past him the playground echoed to the taunting cry: ‘Estrangeiro! Estrangeiro louro!’


He looked different. Even the American children in the nearby market, where his mother was still shopping, even they were suntanned and swarthy, now. Tommy’s skin was as white as snow, and his blond hair, an unruly mass that curled to his shoulders, set him even further apart. As the dark eyes of the local children watched him, he stared back through eyes of the clearest, brightest blue.


The city was called Belore. It was two hundred miles inland from the Brazilian coast, built along a leisurely curve of the Yuruan river, which was itself a tributary of the giant Amazon. The river was Belore’s main connection with other towns in this South American land; there were three highways, too, and Tommy had seen them from the plane, great slashes of red across the grey-green landscape.


On the other side of the water, the jungle began. It was not really jungle, Tommy knew. There were farmers there, and foresters, and tribes that traded with the city, and priests, and oilmen …


But deeper in that forest there were Indians.


Indians!


In a way, Tommy felt let down. His father had tantalized him with tales of the real, honest-to-God Indians who still lived in the forest. Instead of learning Portuguese, Tommy had spent his preparation evenings fantasizing about what they would look like, how the air would be filled with the sound of their drums, and the smell of their peace pipes.


His ‘research’ into the Indians of the Amazon Basin had been as lazy and as hasty as any research designed not to learn the reality, only to sustain the imagination.


He had come to Belore expecting something akin to the Wild West. The only Indians he had seen, so far, had missing teeth, wrinkled skins, and wore baggy shirts and trousers. They had watched him, as the Markham family had walked through Belore’s shanty town, with an indifference matched exactly by his own disappointment.


His father had tricked him.


‘Belore is beautiful, Tommy,’ his father had said. ‘It’s so colourful, it’s like living in the National Geographic magazine. It makes Newbury look like Tombstone. You’re going to love it. It’s hot, good river swimming, great food, the kids are bright, the girls are great …’ father-to-son nudging, the broadest of winks. ‘And there are Indians. A hundred miles from the city it’s like stepping back into time. You’re going to love it, Tommy.’


‘Do they have electricity in Belore?’


‘Sure they have electricity. They’ll have even more when the dam’s built.’


‘Do they have TV?’


‘Of course. Where do you think we’re going? The South Pole?’


‘Do they have McDonalds?’


‘I sure as hell hope so, son.’


After a pause: ‘Okay. It’s a deal. You go. I’ll come too.’
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Their first day in Belore was chaos. Jean spent over an hour trying to make contact with the Belore and District Children’s Foundation, where she would be teaching, but no one answered the phone. She went shopping in the market, Tommy and Heather in tow, and nearly died when Tommy wandered off into the playground and she lost him for a few minutes. Heather had toothache, but it was one of her ‘punishment’ toothaches that came on when she was forbidden to play with certain things that fascinated her: in this case a large, red-backed bug that had been sunning itself on the plants of the apartment’s balcony.


Bill Markham had hoped for a few days to settle in before his first meeting with the AmazCo Corporation, who were building the dam up-river. ‘Just an hour,’ his immediate senior on the project – Enrico Costa – had begged. That hour, thanks to the thoughtless demands of the Project Supervisor, Joseph Perrera, had stretched to six. When he finally got home – as much as the crate-infested apartment could yet be called home – he discovered an atmosphere of minor rebellion.


It was late afternoon. Jean was still trying to make contact with her people. The food for the evening meal was neatly cut and ready for the two of them to cook. Heather was sitting at a packing case, a large book of exotic insects open upon it, her face in her hands. Absorbed.


‘Where’s Tommy?’


Jean placed the phone back on the hook and shook her head with exasperation. She looked exhausted. Her fair hair was a series of anguish-induced spikes about her head. Her thin face looked more pinched than usual. ‘Tommy? He’s out on the balcony. What took you so long?’


‘They’re glad to have me. Couldn’t get away.’ Bill shrugged off his jacket and loosened his tie. Smart suits seemed out of character for the man. He was dark complexioned and muscular. He felt – and looked – more comfortable in a tracksuit.


‘You should have taken the kids …’ Jean said.


‘I know. I’m sorry. But I didn’t think I’d be more than a few minutes. I’m treading carefully – those guys are big business.’


‘All of this is big business,’ Jean said. Bill smiled and the two of them hugged, weary from travel, overwhelmed by the amount of sorting out to do, desperate for a time of quiet together, a time to talk.


‘You’ve had a pretty tough first day too, by the looks of it,’ Bill said.


‘You could say that. And when you’ve said it, say it again. No one answers the phone. They argue with you in the market. And Tommy isn’t exactly the sunshine kid of the year.’


‘He’ll get used to Belore. Just like we all will.’


Jean tugged away from him. ‘Well, go and have a word with him. He’s missed you.’


Tommy was kneeling at the balcony rail, the family’s large Zeiss binoculars clutched firmly in his hands. Even so, the binoculars wavered precariously and Bill reached out to the leather strap, looping it over his son’s head.


‘What can you see?’


‘The river,’ Tommy said.


Bill crouched down by the boy. ‘What else?’


‘The forest. You can’t see much. Just trees.’


‘No Indians, huh?’


‘Not yet.’


Bill let his gaze drift over the city. It was dusk but the light was unlike anything he had ever seen before. They were looking to the west, across the shanty town that had grown along the river, away from the main harbour. Nearer, the city was as bustling and as modern as any city, with rooftop gardens and huge statuary, and black marble façades to the high-rise offices; and of course, a spill of bright night life in the tourist sectors.


The shanty town was like a place of ghosts, a dark, forbidding strip in which cold lights burned. The river beyond was already giving off the mist that so often shrouded it from dusk until dawn, so that the sheer edge of the jungle beyond was now grey, all colour lost.


Bill took the binoculars from his son. He scanned the far side of the river. Lights burned in the huts and shacks along the bank. To the south the land was cleared and the jungle that he now contemplated was in fact the home of many farmers and loggers and itinerants, content to exist at the interzone between the worlds. It amazed him, though, to see how strong, how forbidding that forest looked. As if, despite its occupation and use by the Brazilians and those half-castes who would never live in towns or cities, as if, despite all of these, it clung to an identity that at dusk showed it in its full and sinister light.


He turned the glasses, scanning the high-rise heart of the city. The AmazCo building was a slender finger, higher than the surrounding structures, its nature brightly signalled in glowing red letters.


Bill gave the glasses back to his son. He helped the boy train them on the building. ‘That’s where I’ll be working a lot of the time,’ he said.


‘I’ll be able to watch you,’ Tommy said.


‘But a lot more of the time I’ll be way out there, beyond the tree line.’


Tommy stared into the grey distance. His breathing was steady, and Bill watched him, aware that the boy’s interest was slowly rising. It would only be a matter of days before he accepted the new locale. Tommy was so old for his age, but then so was Heather. Kids seemed sharper, these days, the diet of fast TV making them more aware. In Newbury, Tommy had formed the sort of relationships with kids of his own age that a generation before had not formed until a child was ten or eleven.


Bill Markham suddenly realized that his son had his eyes closed and was whispering inaudibly as he faced the distance.


‘What’s that all about?’


Without opening his eyes, Tommy said, ‘I’m calling them.’


‘Calling who?’


‘The Indians. The Indians you said lived in the jungle. I’m calling them, like Charlie X.’


‘Who’s Charlie X?’


‘On Star Trek. He could call people with his mind.’


Bill smiled. ‘Well, don’t call them too hard.’ He surreptitiously encircled Tommy with his arms, then grabbed the boy. ‘They might come creeping into the apartment!’


Tommy yelled and laughed, struggling in his father’s tormentingly ticklish embrace.


Then there was a strange sound, above them in the dusk sky, and they both looked up. It was a great bird circling over them, wings wide, head cocked to peer down at the balcony.


‘An eagle!’ Bill shouted. ‘Heather! Quick! Come see!’


He ran inside to find the infra-red camera, bought especially and at great expense for nature shots. Heather came running out. She and Tommy stood and watched the eagle as it circled twice and swooped low over the apartment block. Heather clapped her hands in delight. Tommy called to it. It came almost close enough for the wind from its wing-beat to touch their faces.


Then it was gone.


Bill emerged from the apartment on to the balcony again, his camera loaded and ready, but there was no sign of their night visitor.


‘Damn!’ he said. Then smiled. ‘Ah well, plenty more eagles in the rainforest.’


‘It was watching us,’ Tommy said dramatically.


‘Sure it was,’ Bill said. ‘Come on, now. Supper time, and a good night’s sleep.’


 


It took a week to settle in, to begin to feel that Belore was their city, and that the small apartment was their home. Bill spent a day out at the site of the new dam, and Jean made contact – at last – with the organization for which she would be working. The rest of the time was their own and they made the most of it. For Tommy and Heather, though, the prospect of school loomed close. And a day before that dreaded event the Markham family went out to the edge of the world.


To picnic.


The site of the dam was at one of the wider curves of the Yuruan river. The land here had been denuded in a circle one mile wide around the critical construction point. The ground was hilly and the redness of the topsoil made it seem stark and arid. The encircling swathe of the emerald forest seemed to be silently watching and waiting its chance to creep back across the wilderness.


To arrive at the site, along the wide red track, was to emerge suddenly from a tunnel of green into an expanse of waste land, where hot dust formed a permanent orange cloud in the air above the great clearing. And the air was almost alive with sound, the vibrations of generators, chainsaws, bulldozers, earth-scoopers and the sirens calling shifts from one phase of clearing to another phase of digging.


The place was a confusion of activity. Great lumbering machines, painted yellow and with the AmazCo logo emblazoned on their sides, moved along the crudely marked tracks, or chewed and clawed at the earth, digging pits for the foundations of the buildings that would soon be erected here. So far, the site was a Portakabin City. Dust-smothered cars clustered by each small, bare hut. Men in hard-hats and shirtsleeves swarmed about the area, the sound of their voices lost against the roar of the machines.


‘You’ll go mad working here!’ Jean shouted at Bill. He couldn’t hear her. He braked sharply as a forty-ton earth-scoop suddenly trundled in front of the car. Tommy watched the immense machine in awe.


They parked the car. Standing in the heat and the noise, Bill checked in at the engineer’s hut. Two Brazilian men appeared with him and shook hands with Jean, then the children. Jean thought that Bill introduced one of them as Enrico Costa, his immediate supervisor, but she couldn’t be sure. The man smiled and Jean smiled; they spoke and the words were suffocated by the sudden raucous scream of a chainsaw a few metres away.


The air suddenly pulsed, a shock wave that made Tommy jump; a split second later the growling thunder of an explosion made them all turn towards the nearest tree line.


Four huge trees were slowly toppling out into the cleared land. The tallest must have been two hundred feet or more. The entire Markham family could not have held hands round its trunk.


‘A Grandfather tree!’ Bill shouted in Jean’s ear. ‘Bulldozers can’t shift them. Once they go, a thousand square metres of forest can be cleared in ten minutes.’


Jean, Tommy and Heather watched the majestic death of the great plants. The tallest hovered, at an angle, while the others crashed down. Then it too inclined more steeply and kissed the dry earth with a great explosion of red dust. A dozen men moved in towards it and slung chains round its bulk. Two bulldozers roared and shuddered as they took the strain, then backed away from the jungle, towing the leviathan with them, towards the timber yard.


Behind them, other machines with scooped jaws began to strip the top few feet of forest from which the four trees had been blasted. The earth, the ferns and the underwood – all were removed with the ease of skin being drawn from a rabbit.


Heather blocked her ears against the noise and went back to the car. Tommy – being Tommy – had to have a ride in a bulldozer. Bill swung him up into the cab where the tolerant mestizo driver let the boy take the controls on a tight fifty-foot circle turn. Tommy was delighted. His blue eyes sparkled as his father helped him down. There was a fine colouring of red dust in the boy’s blond hair.


‘Come on, Tommy. Let’s go see the jungle!’ Bill shouted. Jean had taken the picnic hamper from the car. Bill grabbed the ground-mat and his shotgun and the four of them walked away from the noisy centre of operations, towards a part of the forest wall where there was no activity.


The land rose slightly towards the tree line. The air became clearer, cleaner, though just as hot. The noise from the works abruptly faded away. The engines and the continual chainsaws were suddenly very distant. It was a welcome and magic peace.


Now at last they could hear the sounds of the forest. The wall of vegetation was almost geometrically straight, sheared off by the machines that could eat such woodland in seconds. The edge, then, showed them scarred trees and a bulging confusion of green and red colour from the undergrowth. Here, a bush chopped cleanly through, its red berries like drops of blood against the green. There, a sprawl of bristling roots, like grey spiders’ legs, flat upon the ground as they slowly began to reach back into the earth.


Smells, and a strange heat, exuded from the forest. The trees rustled and whispered. Out of sight, in the gloom, there was the occasional crack and creak of dry timber.


To step into this forest, as they did, was to enter a realm of scented twilight, but a twilight broken by the sharp-edged shafts of the sun as it gleamed through breaks in the fibrillating foliage. The smells were of flowers, and moss, and earth in its damp, living form. To turn from this dim, humid green to the baking, blasted red of the cleared land was to gaze from a primeval form of paradise into the reckless, blasted realm of hell. There was a comfort and a security in the crowded forest, the gentle touch of fronds, and webs, and the catch and snag of thorns – they seemed scary when regarded from outside, but became reassuring from inside, as if the forest tried to hold the family in its gentle grip, letting them see the barrenness beneath the skin, and the awful devastation that was progress.


Urging them to stay, but urging too softly, because Bill Markham was a man of progress, and of opportunity, and the jungle – to him – had a value measurable only in terms of its beauty, and its wildness; it was a zoo thing to him, a TV nature trail for real. He had no judgement or perception of this forest, beyond its association with the images that were created by technology, on the screen, in the colour magazines that were read and discarded – nature’s beauty, nature’s plea, printed upon nature’s pulped remains.


When Jean Markham looked across the void created by her people’s ingenuity, she could not help seeing the forest as it had so recently been. Where they had walked, where the crumbled soil still showed their tracks, just days ago there had been a million years of undisturbed, moist growth, a place so remote and so ancient that when it had died, the entire world had died a little.


There, where the red dust drifted, was a place that had always been below the trees. It was strange, to her, to think of a place that had never seen the full light of the sun. A place of shade. And now that forest was just an imagined painting, a ghostly realm, pulped and sawn, and floating down the river.


When her husband stared at that same barren land, with the river curling so remotely through its centre, he saw only the great rise of the AmazCo dam as it soon would be; and the town that would be built around it; and the roads, and the pylons, and the sheer concrete wall, against which even the huge earth-scoopers would seem mere toys. And he saw how that wall of sand and mortar would control the greatest of nature’s forces, the inexorable surge and flow of water; he saw too, as a series of glittering city images, the way that power would be transformed into a utilitarian energy that would feed the hungry, restless future.


And yet there was no beauty, to Bill Markham, in images of the dam itself. There was beauty in the lines of stress, in the shape, in the strength of the wall, in the way it would dissipate all of nature’s fury, making of evolution and geology a dead thing, a past thing, because the dam could hold against anything. It was the impenetrable barrier that would stop the unstoppable – only when it wished would water come through, towards the sea.


For twenty minutes they explored the forest’s edge. Heather gathered leaves, fungi and flowers. Most of them ended up in the pocket of Jean’s skirt. Tommy kept wandering a little too deeply into the jungle for his parent’s liking, and Bill had to warn him quite severely about going out of earshot.


‘There’s an animal in there,’ Tommy said. Bill had already seen a snake, a small rodent and an evil-looking spider, but he thought it prudent not to tell the kids. Heather in particular, since the girl would have started poking around in the undergrowth looking for them.


‘Probably a macaw,’ he said to the boy. ‘Either that or a howler …’


‘A howler?’


‘A type of monkey. Sits high up in the trees and drops certain things on passers-by below.’


‘What things?’


‘Figure it out for yourself. Howler monkeys made life hell for the conquistadores a few hundred years ago.’ He grinned at his son. ‘A constant rainstorm.’


‘You mean they peed!’ Tommy burst into laughter as he remembered the TV programme on the Spanish destruction of the Incas. He also remembered the time at Red Park Zoo when Heather had advanced a little too near to some primate – another sort of monkey – as it had spreadeagled itself on the cage bars. The animal’s greeting had been hot, wet and impressively accurate. Heather – drenched – had thought it was hilarious.


At the very edge of the forest a machine-scarred Grandfather tree still stood, its roots half-exposed, its life measurable, now, in hours. From one of its high branches hung strands of liana, the fibrous vine-like growth that parasitized most tropical trees. Bill – remembering the liana swings of his own childhood – tested one of the thicker strands until he was satisfied that it would take Tommy’s weight.


Heather first, then Tommy, swung on the liana, pushed through a wide arc as they screamed and laughed, twenty yards out into the sun, twenty yards into the jungle: Heather burned her hands a little, although she didn’t complain. Tommy just wanted more. It was an exhilarating feeling.


‘Push me more. Push me more!’ he cried.


And Bill reached high to his dangling, flying form, propelling it back into the moist undergrowth, waiting for the delighted figure to come hurtling through the leaves again, out into the sun …


He knew exactly what Tommy was experiencing, the exhilarating contrast between the bright heat and the warm shade, the sense of space and the sudden plunging into gloomy confinement. Swinging between two worlds.
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Jean had spread out the large picnic blanket and was carefully placing the plates and mugs round its edges. There were no insects. It was as if all living things had been stripped from the land, and nothing came further than the forest edge, too frightened that it would be consumed by the waste land.


The red soil blew slightly, the first dust already forming on the parched skin of the earth. Jean tried to keep it from the food, but as Bill and Tommy skidded down on the ground to eat, a small storm of dry grit drifted over the picnic area.


Bill buttered bread and mixed the salad. Heather tried to cut the sandwiches and somehow managed to get a thick layer of peanut butter all over her hands. Tommy poked in the soil with a stick.


An ant appeared from the hole he had made and scurried away across the woollen table-cloth landscape, veering between the steel girders of forks and the monolithic china towers that were the dishes. Heather was delighted. She reached over and picked up the insect in one sticky fist, ignoring her father’s sudden stern look.


‘I like ants.’


‘I don’t,’ Tommy said.


‘Put it down, sweetheart. They can give a nasty bite.’


Heather looked crestfallen. ‘Ants can love people too!’


‘Sure, honey. Put it down, now.’


The ant, liberated by paternal decree, began its next nightmare journey, lost against the dry earth. Directionless, it would know home when it found it.


They ate cold chicken and peanut butter sandwiches. Bill decided to reinforce the basic lessons of the new country.


‘What’s the first law of nature?’


Tommy said, ‘Nothing is what it seems.’


‘Ten out of ten,’ said Jean. She leaned towards him and pointed at his chest. ‘You have permission to lick the peanut butter off your shirt.’


With his mouth full of chicken, Bill Markham went on, ‘What’s the second law? Come on, you kids. You’ve shirked language and geography, but you’d better not shirk survival.’


Heather said, ‘Don’t poke snakes with sticks.’


‘Absolutely. Avoid ’em at all costs.’


With a little frown of anxiety, the girl added, ‘Not even the small ones? I like the small ones.’


‘I don’t,’ Tommy said.


‘Not even the small ones, honey. Small bite, big trouble. Come on. What else?’


Tommy said, ‘Don’t poke dead animals.’


‘Right! The possum posture!’ Bill leaned towards the children. ‘Did I ever tell you about the Awful Anteater? I did? Then it’s worth telling again …’


The tale of the Awful Anteater had now become funny simply because of Bill Markham’s insistence on repeating it at every possible opportunity, despite the loud cries of anguish and protest from the rest of the family. But it was a true story, and had not been funny at the time.


He had been to South America many times, but the first time had been as a child of about his own son’s age. He had come to Venezuela with his father, and they had stayed in a large house, with lush gardens to the rear and a ragged tarmac road to the front.


The anteater had walked across the lawn while the Spanish gardener had been pruning the roses. The gardener’s main tool was a machete, always carried at his hip. A useful garden instrument, but of course a valuable weapon.


When an animal comes blindly out of the forest it usually means trouble; the animal might be diseased, or wounded, or just mad in one of several animal madness ways. You can run, or you can kill. An anteater looks harmless, but it can easily kill a child if maddened.


The gardener knew no better. He struck the beast three times with his machete, killing it, he was sure. He dragged the carcass to the compost and left it there.


A few hours later the anteater’s body was on the lawn again, sixty yards from the rubbish tip. The gardener saw it and imagined that either a dog had dragged it there, or it had crawled there on its own, not dead only wounded.


It had been crawling directly towards the house.


The gardener prodded it with his machete. And for good measure he struck it again across the skull, breaking the bone.


And then he turned his back.


In a second the animal, which was in pain and enraged and had been simulating death, had clawed him open. An anteater digs in the ground, and its claws are like sharpened steel. No higher than the gardener’s thighs, it ripped the man’s legs open. Neither beast nor man survived the day.


Bill Markham repeated the lesson to be learned from that horrific incident in his own childhood. ‘You must never turn your back. Never assume that because something is pretty it’s safe. Look at Heather, for example. She’s quite the most deadly thing in the family.’ They all laughed. ‘And like the forest … it seems so peaceful, doesn’t it? So quiet, so warm. But you must always be wary.’


‘Can’t we even play with the spiders?’ Heather asked plaintively. ‘Just the little ones?’


‘Especially not the spiders,’ Bill said, exchanging a look of despair with Jean.


Tommy stared at his sister. After a moment he muttered, ‘For a girl you’re real weird.’


‘Not weird to want pets,’ Heather said gloomily.
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When they had finished eating, Bill leaned back on his elbows and Jean came round to sit quietly with him. They stared down the slope of land to the distant activity round the gleaming river. Tommy and Heather walked back to the great wall of vegetation and began to pursue their own explorations at the jungle’s edge.


‘Stay where we can see you, okay?’ Jean called. As Bill tugged the shotgun closer she asked him, ‘Are there jaguars this close to the edge?’


‘I don’t think so. The explosions frighten them off. I’m more worried about Heather touching insects.’


But the kids just walked along the cut forest edge, picking up leaves, bits of twig, and swinging on lianas as much as their small strength could manage.


Jean Markham said, ‘When it’s built it’s really going to be something. The dam, I mean. How much more forest is to be cleared?’


‘Not a great deal, now. A few thousand acres where they’ll make the landing strip and community centre. The logging companies will move in, though. The whole area will be grassland and farms in a few years.’


‘Seems a shame. The jungle’s so beautiful …’


Bill Markham smiled thinly. ‘As Costa always says, there’s a hell of a lot of jungle.’


‘And a hell of a lot of people cutting it down from the edge. The Indians are getting squeezed out.’


Bill grunted, the only comment he felt able to make at the moment. He was still confused about the forest, and its indigenous population. Costa had already referred to him as ‘our young American liberal’. It was quite clear that few, if any, of the engineers and builders working on the dam had given any real thought to the growing, and frightening, degree to which the rainforest was being cleared. Costa always said, ‘There’s a hell of a lot of forest. You leave it a year and it grows back over miles. The forest can look after itself.’


‘And the Indians?’ Bill had asked.


‘There are only two types of Indians, my liberal friend,’ Costa had said slowly and pointedly. ‘Those that live under Brazilian supervision, and those who come out of the forest to live under Brazilian supervision.’


‘What about the Indians that stay hidden?’


‘There are no Indians that stay hidden,’ Costa had said sharply.


‘But that’s just not true. I heard that there was evidence for at least four family groups, uncontacted by the outside.’


Costa had just stared at him, a look that combined irritation with pity. Then he smiled. ‘There are no such Indians.’ He stepped a little closer. ‘I heard you’re a fine engineer, Bill. My advice to you is that you do your job, then go home. To stay too long in Brazil might well break your heart …’


 


With a guilty glance towards his parents, who were stretched out on the rug staring wistfully into the far distance, Tommy scrambled up over the earthy root of a tall tree and crawled into the damp of the forest. Where he had entered was rather like a cavernous and exuberant tangle of trunks, branches and the rope-like strands of liana. Some of the wood he touched just crumbled in his hands. The underfoot was soft and rotten. Sunlight gleamed sporadically through the dense overhead foliage, and in its occasional rays he saw bright colours, and unnerving, rapid movements.


Close by, a bird trilled; a short, unfamiliar song. It was answered from deeper in the jungle. His body began to shiver. He jerked back as a wet leaf, the size of his head, gently touched his cheek. A sudden shaft of sunlight illuminated a dark plant, its smooth features streaked with white. It looked uncannily like a human face, its eyes closed.


Again the bird song. Again the answer, closer now. Again the sense of stealthy movement through the dense undergrowth.


Tommy turned back towards the dimly perceivable outside, the place where the light was strongest. He felt unnerved now. He felt that he was being watched, and it frightened him slightly. This was an altogether darker and more oppressive part of the jungle than the glade where they had played a few minutes before.


As he stepped back towards the day he stopped and his heart missed a beat. A snake was suspended in the air before him, just a foot away. It was horizontal, and quite motionless, blocking his path …


And then he realized that it wasn’t a snake at all. It was an arm, a human arm. The snake’s head blossomed into fingers, and the fingers came towards him and gently touched his dank, blond hair. He looked up and above the arm was a face, watching him. The face was black and white, with a pattern of red diamonds on the cheeks. The eyes were bright in the thin sunlight. The skin was wrinkled. An old man.


As Tommy watched him, so the old man smiled, then whistled quickly: the sound of the bird.


Tommy’s shadow, falling suddenly over Bill Markham, made the man jump. He looked up at his son, from where he lay on the rug, burning in the heat, then frowned as he saw the way the boy was shaking. Jean noticed too. ‘What’s happened, Tommy?’


‘There’re people in there,’ Tommy said plaintively, and his big eyes looked from one to the other of the adults. ‘They scared me.’


Bill reached for his shotgun and glanced quickly at Jean. Then he said to Tommy, ‘What sort of people?’


‘Smiling people …’


The expression meant nothing to Bill, and it certainly didn’t sound frightening. What had Tommy seen? Shadows? Or maybe one of the workers, walking in the forest, playing tricks on the kids. Or perhaps it was just Tommy’s imagination. He was desperate to see ‘real’ Indians, so he was starting to imagine them.


Bill stood up, checked the shotgun carefully, then – with his hand on his son’s shoulder – walked back up to the tree line. He clambered up the rough ground, then pulled Tommy up after him. They were in the bright area of the forest’s edge, but Tommy walked cautiously towards the gloom a few yards away.


‘Where were they?’ Bill asked.


‘Through there …’


They pushed through the lush undergrowth. Bill used the shotgun to push aside the strands of vine and creeper. He parted the broad leaves and peered carefully into the musty spaces so revealed.
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