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Chapter 1 — Sparrow Pit Road
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Ben and Gregory. Before everything.
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Picture this, first.

A ridge of pale limestone against a yellow July sky. Two bikes at the top of it. Two boys on the bikes, standing on the pedals, silhouetted like something out of a film. For one second they stop pedalling, because the view is the view, and the wind lifts Ben's fringe and makes Gregory's school tie flap behind him where he never quite remembered to take it off, and nobody is watching them except a crow and God.

Then they hear the shouting behind them. And they start pedalling again.

The bikes were too small for them now.

Ben had outgrown his about a year back and never mentioned it, because admitting you needed a new bike meant admitting you were not a kid anymore, and he was not ready to do that yet. Gregory's bike was less embarrassing only because the saddle had been raised every summer since he was eight, though Gregory had always been the taller of the two — half a head, which he brought up whenever Ben got cocky.

They came barrelling out of Dove Holes at speed, standing on the pedals, crouched low like they were racing the Tour de France and not escaping a punch in the face on a Saturday morning in July, 1987.

"Faster, yer daft sod," Ben called over his shoulder, thickening his accent on purpose. "They're makin' ground."

"I can't go any faster," Gregory panted.

"Yer can. Yer just don't want to."

Behind them, somewhere down by the quarry fence, Neil and Tony were howling like two terriers on a lead.

Neil was fifteen and had the eyebrows of a forty-year-old plasterer. His jumper always smelled, even in June, of chip fat and damp. His favourite hobby, which he practised daily and openly, was licking his thumb and pressing it into other boys' faces. He had a laugh like a gate that needed oiling.

Tony was smaller, meaner and far worse. He had the flat pale face of a dinner plate. He carried in his pocket, at all times, a rock he had named Ethel. Ethel was for emergencies. An emergency, for Tony, was any time he felt like hitting somebody in the mouth with a rock, which was often. He had a laugh like a tap that had not been turned all the way off.

"Why are they after us this time?" Gregory asked, pumping his skinny legs.

"Because it's Saturday," Ben said. "And because tha exists. Proper pair of arseholes, those two."

It was a fair point. Gregory got punched in the face roughly once a month, sometimes more if it was a bank holiday, and there was rarely any reason beyond the fact that he had a long face, a permanently worried expression, and a habit of looking at people too long — he had always found the world slightly more present than other people seemed to, as if things were trying to tell him something and he had not yet learned the language. Ben had been defending him since primary school, mostly by running, occasionally by standing his ground, and once by headbutting Tony in the nose, which had resulted in a week of detention and a mother slamming a kitchen cupboard for five days straight.

There was, under all of it, one thing that Ben did not say out loud and that Gregory did not ask him to. Gregory’s father had been missing for seven years. Seven years of the police coming round and the file staying open and Sue making her mouth a straight line and Gregory deciding, by the time he was twelve, that dead was the only word that fit. You do not run from one lad with a rock and towards another fight. You get good at running away and you find the one person who stays, and you keep him. That was what Gregory had done. That was what Ben was. He never mentioned it. Neither did Gregory. Some things you understand without them needing to be said.

"Sparrow Pit," Ben shouted, pointing with his chin at the horizon where the limestone began to rise. "We'll cut across the fields."

"My mum says not to cross the top field."

"Thy mum's not here, is she. Ride, soft lad."

(Now listen. Some boys, when they are chased by other boys, pedal harder. Other boys, of whom Gregory was the prize specimen, pedal harder AND start crying AND start apologising AND start writing a mental will. He was doing all four things at once, and his bike, bless it, was still doing nine miles an hour.)

They took the turn, gravel spitting from under the tyres, and the wind shifted and brought with it the smell of hot silage and something else, something metallic and almost sweet that neither of them noticed because they were too busy trying not to die. The road rose. The hedgerows thickened. Somewhere behind them Neil was still making noises like a dog that had forgotten what dogs sound like.

"Through the gate," Ben called. "Now."

They lifted the bikes over the stile, bumped down a track, and then the track ended and there was only grass and limestone and a low wall and beyond that the sort of sky that only happens in Derbyshire in the late afternoon in summer — wide and pale and faintly yellow, as if someone had spilled tea on it.

Neil and Tony fell behind. Sort of. You could still hear them, but the hedges were thicker here, and Neil's asthma was starting to win. Tony would not give up, though. Tony never gave up. Tony had followed them all the way to Chapel one time when they were nine.

"Drop behind the wall," Ben said. They did. Breathing like two horses. Bikes tipped on their sides.

"I hate this village," Gregory whispered.

"Tha loves this village."

"I hate the people in this village."

"Fair enough."

They lay in the grass. Somewhere above them a crow made its long thin whistle. Ben looked sideways at his friend, whose long face was pink all the way to the ears, and whose lower lip was trembling only a small amount and only because he was nearly fifteen and he thought he was too old to cry.

"I'll take a punch for thee," Ben said. "If it comes to it.

Always have."

"You won't have to," Gregory said. "They're gone. Listen."

They listened. The shouting was gone. The wind had swallowed it. There was only the crow and the limestone and far off the sound of a farmer's quad bike struggling up a hill.

"Right," Ben said. "Up."

They got up. They picked up the bikes. They looked at the field, at the wall, at the sky, and at the little scar of dark in the limestone at the far corner of the field that, on any other day, they would not have seen.

Neither of them had ever noticed the cave before.

It must have been there. Caves do not grow. Not in Derbyshire. Not usually. There was, come to think of it, an old skipping-rhyme the girls at Gregory's primary school used to chant on the tarmac at playtime, though no one could say who had taught them: If you go down t' field on Saturday, don't. If you see a dark hole, won't. If the hole wasn't there last Tuesday, run.

If it pulls, then the pulling's begun.

No one had sung it for years. No one was singing it now.

And so the boys, who had forgotten the rhyme the way one forgets a warning on a label, walked towards the hole.

But it was there now, a low dark mouth in the pale stone, half hidden by a bramble that was already brown at the tips, and it had the pulling quality that certain holes in the ground have when you are fifteen and terrified and trying to pretend you were not just running from a lad who carries a rock.

"Ey up," Gregory said. "That new?"

"No," Ben lied.

"I've never seen it."

"Tha's never looked."

They walked the bikes over. They laid them against the wall. They stood at the mouth of the hole and looked in. It was not deep. You could see the back of it. You could not quite see the back of it. It changed when you looked at it, like your eyes were wrong.

"Let's go in," Ben said.

"Why?"

"Because they'll not look in a cave."

Gregory looked at the hole. The hole looked back — or seemed to. It was hard to tell.

"What if there's summat in there?"

"Then we'll leave. There's nowt in that hole. Caves round here are empty. It's just limestone."

He said it like a man who had already decided — with the quiet shrug of a Yorkshire farmer explaining the weather to a townie. Ben was a Derbyshire lad born and bred, but his grandad had been from Barnsley, and Ben had inherited the accent like a pair of wellies — he put it on whenever he wanted to take the piss, and he wanted to take the piss most of the time, especially when Gregory was nervous, because Gregory nervous was Gregory funny.

Gregory looked at the cave. Gregory looked at Ben.

Gregory thought about Tony and the rock.

"Fine," Gregory said.

They ducked inside.
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Chapter 2 — The Wrong Inside
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It was cold. Not cool. Cold. The sort of cold that is not weather.

They had to bend nearly double for the first three steps, and then the ceiling lifted and they could stand, and Ben put his hand out to the wall and said, "Summat's off about this."

"It's a cave," Gregory said. "Caves are reyt off."

"Not like this."

The air had a smell in it that had no name. Not damp. Not mineral. Not the limestone sharpness you get in Castleton on a school trip. Something else. Something green in the way a bruise is green.

Ben's torch wavered. The beam did not reach as far as it should have. It got about five feet and then it gave up, not because the batteries were dying but because the dark was doing something to it.

"Hold up," Gregory said.

"What?"

"Listen."

They listened. There was no sound. No drip, no echo of their own breath, no shuffle. A cave without any sound at all is a very wrong thing, and they both knew it without having been told, because some things you feel in your chest before you feel them in your head.

"We should go back," Gregory said.

"Aye," Ben said. "Probably."

They turned. They did not turn, exactly. Their heads turned. Their feet did not. Ben lifted his right boot to walk back up the slope and the boot came down further forward than it had been before, as if the floor beneath him had chosen an outcome on his behalf. Gregory felt the same thing, and knew, without being told, that Ben had felt it too.

Neither of them had moved, in the way a man decides to move.

The floor tilted downward. Not sharply. Just a long gentle slope that made their knees complain. It went further than it should have. The cave had been shallow from the field —

shallow enough to see the back of, or nearly to see the back of. The cave was not shallow any more. They had been walking, they thought, for maybe a minute, but the mouth of the cave was not behind them any more, and when Ben turned his torch around there was no pale square of field light where the entrance had been. There was only more dark.

"Ben," Gregory said.

"Keep walking."

"Ben."

"Keep bloody walking, Gregory."

The slope steepened. Their trainers slipped. Ben went down on one knee and felt something under his palm that was not stone. Something cold, and not in the way stone is cold. It was a cold that was alive, the way pond water is alive when you put your foot in it for the first time in May.

His torch flickered and went out.

"Stay close," he said. His voice came out flat. The cave did not echo. "Grab the back of my jumper."

Gregory grabbed.

They walked on in the dark. There was no reason to keep going. There was every reason to go back. Neither of them turned around, because the dark behind them had begun to have a weight to it, as if something patient was standing there and waiting.

"Ben," Gregory said. "I don't want to —"

The floor went out from under them.

It was not a drop. Not really. It was more like the ground reconsidered. One step there was ground; the next step there was not; and they fell in a sort of slow resigned way, the way you fall in a dream before you wake up.

They fell together.

They did not land.

Not straight away.
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Chapter 3 — Branook
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They landed on moss.

Soft moss. Not English moss. Moss so thick your hand sank into it up to the wrist. Ben landed on his side, hit something spongy, and came to a stop with his face in a patch of blue-green fuzz that smelled like damp bread and honey.

Gregory landed on top of him.

"Off," Ben said.

"Sorry."

"Get off."

Gregory rolled off. He had noticed, even before he sat up, that the ground felt different here. Not softer or harder — present. Like pressing your palm against a warm wall and feeling the whole building through it. He did not mention this. He did not have the words for it yet.

They lay side by side, panting, the way they had lain behind the wall in the top field, except the sky above them was not the pale yellow of a Derbyshire afternoon. It was lilac. Lilac the way a bruise is lilac. And there were two moons in it.

Branook had no Earth creatures in it at all, though the boys would only learn that slowly. Nothing that hopped, flew, crawled or ran here was a true cousin of anything back home. Some of it resembled English things — a thing shaped like a deer, a thing shaped like a bat, a thing shaped like a badger. Some resemblances were closer than others. The boys would learn, in time, which was which.

"That's two moons," Gregory said.

"I can count," Ben said.

"That's two."

"I know."

The moons were small. Not much bigger than full moons at home, but two of them, and one was slightly pink and the other was slightly green, and together they made the sort of light you would paint a nursery with if you had lost your mind.

They sat up slowly. Bones checked themselves. Nothing seemed to be broken, but Gregory had landed harder than he looked — his elbow was open to the bone in a long wet graze, and his shin was split above the ankle. He looked at both wounds the way a boy looks at a thing happening to somebody else. The pain had not arrived yet, which was not the same as it not being there; it was walking towards him, slowly, from a distance, and he had a minute or two before it would get to him. Ben's jeans had torn at the knee; he'd come off lighter, as usual. Their bikes were gone. The cave was gone. Above them there was no cave mouth, no shaft, no shaft of light. Only the lilac sky and the two moons and, arching above them, the canopy of a forest that was not any forest they had ever seen.

The trees were tall. Taller than oaks. Their bark was the colour of old copper, and their leaves were not quite leaves but long flat ribbons that moved in a breeze that Ben and Gregory could not feel on their skin.

Between two of the trees, half-swallowed by the moss, leaned a stone. It was not a natural stone. It had been cut once, by hands, a long time ago. A face had been carved into it — a long thin face with the antlers of a deer — and the face had been worn down by weather and time until only the suggestion of it remained. Around the rim ran marks in a writing neither of them could read. The marks had been deep once. Now they were shallow grooves the colour of rust. The moss had climbed halfway up the stone and seemed to be in no hurry.

"Ben."

"I see it."

"Was that here first. Or was the tree here first."

"Stone," Ben said. "Stone was here first, tha daft sod.

Trees don't grow through cut stone."

Gregory looked at the stone for a long time. He did not know why he was looking at it for so long. He had the feeling he sometimes got in maths — not understanding the answer but knowing, somewhere below the surface, that the answer was there and waiting. He did not want to look away. Eventually Ben had to touch his arm.

A bird called. It did not sound like a bird.

Far off, something answered it. Not with a bird's note; with a slow, low sound that carried no direction — as if the forest itself had cleared its throat. Then the answer stopped.

The forest went back to the noises it had been making, and the boys did not know they had heard anything at all, because neither of them had an ear for a thing like that yet.

"Ben," Gregory said.

"Aye."

"Where are we."

"Not Derbyshire." Ben sat up slowly. "It's proper cold. An'

the sky's wrong. Tha'll want to stop shiverin', nesh sod, 'fore summat hears thee."

"Ben."

"I don't know, Gregory. I don't know."

He said it in his own voice this time. No Yorkshire. No piss-take. Just Ben. That scared Gregory more than the two moons, which was saying something.

They stood up. The moss gave under their feet like a mattress. Somewhere in the canopy a second bird called, and then a third, and then a fourth, until the whole forest was ringing with a noise that was somewhere between a piano being tuned and a dog being stepped on.

"We should shout," Gregory said.

"No," Ben said.

"Why?"

"Because we don't know what's listening."

Gregory shut his mouth. They stood still. They waited for the noise to stop, and after a long while it did, and the forest went quiet in a thoughtful way, as if it had noticed them.

"We walk," Ben said.

"Which way."

"Any way. We can't stay on the ground."

"Why?"

"Because moss is soft. Things that like soft things come to moss."

Gregory did not argue with this. They walked. Ben went first. His jumper was still being gripped at the back by Gregory's hand, because Gregory had never let go after the cave, and Ben had not told him to.
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Chapter 4 — The Badger
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"You're new," he said.
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They saw the badger about twenty minutes later.

He was, strictly speaking, a badger. A very large one. He stood on two legs, not four, and nine feet tall at the shoulder in that stance — the size of a bear and then considerably more, with the broad black-and-white head and long soft muzzle of his kind, but at a scale that had no business existing. His head carried a badger's white stripe and black eye. He was unmistakably a badger. He was unmistakably not a normal one.

He was leaning upright against a rock with his weight on his hind feet, one huge clawed paw hooked over the stone.

He had a bundle over the other shoulder. He was eating a long red fruit the shape of a courgette, and he was watching them approach through the moss with the patient look of a man who has been waiting for a bus he is not in a particular hurry to catch.

"Ben," Gregory whispered.

"I see it."

"That's a badger."

"I'm aware."

"Ben, that's a —"

The badger lowered the fruit.

"You're new," he said.

Neither boy said anything. The badger had spoken. The badger had spoken in English. The badger had said you're new with a voice that was deep and slow and sad and slightly amused, like someone's dad after a long day at work.

"Yes," Ben said, eventually. It seemed rude not to answer.

"Fell through, I expect."

"Yes."

"Hm." The badger took another bite. He chewed. He swallowed. "They usually do, the ones that come from your side. The Vein opens, folk fall, folk land on moss. Moss is merciful. I've lived here a long while and I have never once seen anyone land on rock. That is a kindness, if you think about it."

"How many," Ben said. "Of us."

Drut's eyes went long. The patient amused thing in them thinned down, and what was left was older, and sadder, and quieter.

"Four," he said, "that I met. Seven, that I did not meet but buried. The first one was a woman. I remember her because she could read. The last one was a boy your age.

Him I buried three summers ago, after the forest had done what the forest does, and I could not get all of him in the one grave. They are not all in the ground together. They are scattered, where they ran."

He pointed with the red fruit.

"There," he said. "Past the second copper tree. Behind the moss hummock. That is one of them. I put a stone over the stone, so the weather would not carry the marker off.

That is the boy."

Ben and Gregory looked. They did not want to, but they looked. Through a gap in the trees, twenty yards off, they could see a low pale stone laid on a darker stone, set into the moss, with something scratched on it in a careful, childlike hand — a name perhaps, they could not tell from here — and a few dried flowers that had been placed on it and had then been replaced, it was clear, more than once.

"You came back," Gregory said, quietly. "To put flowers."

"Of course I came back," Drut said. "He had no one else.

It is the least a neighbour can do."

Nobody said anything for a while.

"Are you going to eat us," Gregory said.

The badger looked at Gregory for a long time. The long look had a lot in it. Then the badger's muzzle twitched, and a noise came out of him that after a moment the boys realised was laughter — a deep, warm, rumbling, extremely patient laugh, the laugh of a creature who had heard the same question from a great many small frightened bipeds over the years and had, every time, found it funny.

"No," he said. "I am not going to eat you. I am a Crachow.

We do not, as a rule, eat new things. We do not, as a rule, eat anything that can speak, unless it deserves it, and very few things deserve it."

He pushed himself upright off the rock. On two feet he was the size of a bear and then some — nine feet of black fur and thoughtful eye and great gripping paws. He could drop to all fours if speed was wanted, but he preferred to stand. His English, the boys would come to learn, was not his first language; he mixed it with a soft native Crachow tongue full of chirrs and rolled stops, and where his English ran out he dropped into broken Old English, which he had learned from men long dead and spoke like a grandfather reading a halfremembered prayer.

"Drut," he said, and extended one huge clawed hand.

Ben shook it, because he did not know what else to do.

The paw was warm. The claws were wickedly long. Drut did not squeeze.

"Benjamin," Ben said. "Ben. And this is Gregory."

"Benandgregory," Drut said, as if testing the shape of a single word. "A pleasure. You will be hungry."

"Starving," Ben admitted, because he was.

"Mm." Drut unslung the bundle. He opened it. Inside there were roots. Pale roots, and dark roots, and one root in particular that was shaped like a carrot and glowing faintly orange from the inside, as if it had a candle in it.

"Not this one," Drut said, pushing the Radising root to one side. "This one is for later. Eat these."

He handed each of them a pale root. The pale roots tasted faintly of parsnip and mint. They were chewy. They were filling in a way food should not be. Two bites and Ben's belly was full. Three bites and Gregory's eyes went wide.

"Good, aye?" Drut said, fondly, patting the bundle.

"Crachow food. Only we can smell them out. Fourteen paces down, they grow, and only a Crachow's nose finds them. The Radising one especially. That one's the best. Tastes like fire and honey. I save it for breaking my fast. A delicacy, in my mother's word."

"What are these," Gregory said.

"Food," Drut said. "What else would they be."

He sat back down on his rock. He finished his red courgette. He looked at the lilac sky and at the boys and at the moss and then back at the boys, and then he said, not unkindly: "You shouldn't be here."

"We know," Ben said.

"No," Drut said. "I don't mean here, in the forest. I mean here on Branook. None of you should be here. Not any more.

There was an agreement."

He did not look at them as he said the next part. He looked at the moss between his paws.

"And something walks closer every year, because the agreement was broken. It does not walk quickly. It walks like a thing that knows where it is going. We do not use its name out in the open. Not yet. You will hear it in the Hollow, where the stones break the hearing of such things. Until then, do not say what you do not know. Things listen, here, that do not listen at home."

"What agreement," Ben said.

"What is the Vein?" Gregory said.

Drut considered. He looked at the two boys the way a creature looks at something it has been waiting a long time to be asked. "Think of two stones in a river," he said. "The current between them — you cannot touch it, but it is there, and fish know it, and birds know it by the way the water moves. The Vein is what runs between your world and mine. It is old. It is not quite alive, but it is not dead. Things move along it. People move along it, if they find the right crack. If it is not disturbed, it holds. If it is torn —" He shrugged his great shoulders. "— things fall through. Like you."

Neither boy said anything. The Vein. The thing between the worlds. They held the word in their heads for a moment, and then Ben put it in a mental drawer, because some words need time before they fit.

"A long agreement," Drut said. "Broken. And the breaking of it is why your cave opened where it did not exist yesterday. And why you fell. And why, I am very sorry to tell you, you are not going home any time soon."

He said the last part gently.

Gregory started to cry. Just a little. He wiped his nose on his sleeve and pretended he wasn't.

Ben put his hand on Gregory's shoulder, and in a voice that was not Yorkshire at all, he said, "Right. So. We'd best learn."
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Chapter 5 — The Radising Root
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They slept in a hollow under the roots of one of the copper trees that night, if it was a night. The lilac sky did not darken so much as it dimmed, the way a room dims when you put a hand over a lamp.

Drut slept sitting up with his back against the trunk, snoring like a lawnmower left running outside a pub.

Ben did not sleep. Gregory, who had decided that the big black-and-white furry thing was either a hallucination or a friend and had settled on friend, slept with his head against Drut's flank, and Drut did not mind.

Ben lay on his back and looked up at the lilac going dim.

He ran the afternoon over in his head, and when he came to the bit where he had said it — Let's go in; caves round here are empty; it's just limestone — he ran it again, and then again, because it would not stay ran-through. It kept coming back. He had said it the way his grandad said things. Quiet. Decided. Like he already knew.

He had not known.

Gregory had said What if there's summat in there and Ben had said, in that voice, Then we'll leave. And they had not left.

He had made Gregory go in. He had not pushed him, not really, but he had done the equivalent, which was to go in first and to say something like caves round here. If he had not said it, Gregory would be at home. Gregory would be in bed with a mug of tea in the kitchen and his dad still alive upstairs, probably, or at least not dying on an alien moss planet four hundred miles from nowhere. Ben turned on his side. His chest was tight in a way he did not know how to loosen. He tried to tell himself it was the cave that had done it, not him. The cave that had opened. The Vein. The agreement. Big abstract things. But in the dark the big abstract things were not there, and what was there was Ben, and Ben had said let's go in, and Gregory had come after him. A thing his mother used to say came back to him, as if from a lit kitchen half a world away: Our lad's the sort that walks in front. Keep an eye on what he's walking into.

He did not sleep. He watched the lilac sky dim, and he watched Gregory breathe against Drut's flank, and he decided, in the private way a boy decides a thing when there is no one to witness the decision, that whatever else happened, Gregory was going home. He did not decide anything about himself.
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