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No Man’s Land is for Virginia
Companion in the Forest, Comrade in the Fight,
Country Girl Convert Extraordinaire.




The woods are lovely, dark and deep,
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.


—ROBERT FROST


To hope’s end I rode and to heart’s breaking:
Now for wrath, now for ruin and a red nightfall!


—J.R.R. TOLKIEN





PROLOGUE



He came out of the Forest at Dunsany Crag as night was falling, stood for a moment looking down into the dale. The evening sky above was bruising steadily to black. The winking lights of villages showed like clusters of votive candles across the valley floor. He heard a dog bark in the distance, the iron clank of a farm gate as it closed. He breathed deep, as if trying to catch a scent to go with these faint sounds of human habitation. He shoved the cut-down McCulloch trench gun into the leather sheath across his back. Relaxed for the first time in what felt like days. Faint hints of a breeze, spider-walking delicately over his face, almost warm. This time of year, late spring, trembling on the brink of summer, there was no real wind to speak of up here.


But the trees behind him rustled their branches noisily just the same.


They weren’t happy. They didn’t like what had been done.


He supposed they had a point. The scent of the skogsra was still on his fingers, green and musty as he lifted his right hand to his nose and breathed it in. Wry grin. Tree sprites were picky lovers, but nothing if not passionate once aroused. He was going to be sore down there for a while.


His own gratification aside, he counted it well worth the cost. The child drowsed peacefully in her blanket, pillowed on his shoulder, held firm in the crook of his arm. Little Ellie Furlough, brought out safe and sound, less than three full days from when her mother first begged him to help, and not a mark on her. He was proud of that, for all that most of the work had not been his own. Tree sprites were noted gossips; there was little enough in the Forest they didn’t know about. After some ribald pillow talk, the skogsra led him straight to the sleeping child, and that was that.


Easy money.


There was a sheep track, unwinding down the slope beside the crag, indistinct in the gloom, but nothing his Forest-sharpened eyes couldn’t handle. It should get him safely down into the rolling pastures below. Then it was just a matter of homing in on the nearest of the villages. He couldn’t recall specific names for any of these places; he wasn’t up this end of the valley that much. They tended anyway toward uniformity in his mind—modest stone cottages, quiet lanes and infrequent streetlamps, cozy inns and neatly kept market squares.


It didn’t matter. A phone box, a taxicab, he was home and dry.


Behind him, darkness thickened through the Forest, as if massing for one last attempt to drag him back in beneath the trees. He grinned again, drew the blanket up an inch on the sleeping child’s cheek. He reached up and touched the worn walnut butt of the McCulloch where it jutted at his shoulder—for luck, for comfort, hard to say which. He shook off a final reflexive shudder in the broad muscles of his back. Began a careful descent toward the soft beckon and gleam of the lights below.


He found the phone box he wanted easily enough, tucked away in a gloomy corner of the village square, the iron lattice cubicle lit wan yellow from within by the light in its roof. Like most of its kind this close to the Forest, it had been stripped of all but the faintest flecks of paint. Naked iron—sign of the times. He dug out a coin, thumbed it through the slot, and hit the button. Asked the operator to put him through to the Erlsley exchange.


Niamh picked up on the third ring.


“Erl—” Throaty, explosive coughing, swiftly stifled. “Erlsley Bird Cabs.”


“It’s Duncan. I thought you quit the Craven As.”


“So I did.” The lie palpable down the crackly line, even through her soft Irish lilt. “Turns out the first thing that happens when you stop smokin’ is this hackin’ fuckin’ cough comes right back. Had it all day.”


“Thought you were going to the doctor, too.”


She snorted. “Sure, I’m made of money, Duncan. It’s just a fuckin’ cough.”


“All right. Listen, I’m out at”—he bent and peered out of the phone box, found the village sign—“Kettley Cross, looks like. I got her.”


“You got her? That’s—two days, Duncan! That’s got to be some kind of record, is it not? How in the name of Mother Mary did you—”


“Believe me, you’ll not want to know. Can you send someone?”


“Sure. Kettley Cross. Gonna be a while before they arrive; that’s way out west. But I can get one of the Holden Bridge drivers to cover it for us. Anything he should bring? You need a doctor?”


“No. We’re all good. Quick as you can, though.”


“Oh, and here I was thinking I’d let it lie for a couple of hours. It’s me, Duncan! You gonna wait there by the box?” She coughed again. Stifled it again. “Like I said, it could be a while.”


“No, there’s an inn across the street here, Man of Oak. Tell the driver I’ll be inside.”


“Got it.” She rang off.


He replaced the black Bakelite receiver, looked at it pensively. Despite everything, scrying had never been his thing. He sometimes got flashes, had learned not to trust them too much.


But that cough sounded bad.


He shouldered his way out of the phone box, pushing the stiff iron hinges on the door with an effort, trying not to bump the sleeping child in the crook of his arm.


Maybe that was what distracted him, or maybe just the lingering concern about Niamh and her—


“Hoy, Treefuckah!”


Duncan whipped about, hand raised to the butt of the McCulloch at his shoulder. The insult had come crisp and clear through the evening quiet, but there was no disguising the otherworldly melodic chime of the voice. He took a careful step away from the iron comfort of the phone box, just enough room to draw the trench gun in a hurry if he needed to.


Because now, almost certainly, he’d need to.


High musical laughter, pattering ghostly across the deserted market square.


“And look at that—he can dance, too,” said the voice. “Aren’t we lucky?”


Huldu.


They were perched at random across the square, five of them, like man-sized roosting vultures made of moonlight and tinsel shards. He clocked and counted them with speed born of long, grim custom. Two on the drystone wall that led in from the lane; one on the driver’s bench of a horseless dray parked by the Man of Oak—neatly blocking Duncan’s way to the inn door; one on a low cottage rooftop; and one, as if to make a point, on the tall, brand-new sandstone war memorial cross in the center of the square.


It was the one on the cross who had spoken.


The one with rank, the one with the most voluminous glimmering robes hanging about his ivory-pale flanks. The one now grinning a thin-lipped, wolfish grin full of sharper-than-human teeth.


Duncan nerved himself up. Flexed the fingers of his right hand, preparatory.


Perhaps seeing this, the Huldu leader rose on his perch with a full-body shudder, sprang lightly down from the war memorial, and landed in a crouch. He straightened up in front of the engraved names of the fallen, adjusted his robes with mannered care—it was like watching someone wrap themselves in the emptied-out fragments of a thousand smashed kaleidoscopes. He squared his shoulders and slowly raised his head. Six foot six, maybe closer to seven. Muscled like an Olympic swimmer. Eyes like pitch with a tiny candle glimmering in the depths of each one, moonlight thrown back from the mirror black. The stare was meant to paralyze with fear. He ambled toward Duncan like the promise of death.


“You have something of ours there, I believe.”


“Certainly do.” Duncan reached up and cleared the McCulloch from its sheath—single unhurried pull, soft strop of it leaving the leather. He pointed the gun, one handed. “Small grape, unrefined iron load, eight balls. Where do you want them, Fae?”


The Huldu stopped dead. The grin turned upside down, the fangs gritted.


“That’s better,” Duncan said. “Now suppose you fuck off.”


“We are five, Treefucker. And you are one.”


“Makes no difference.” Duncan willed his voice not to tremble. “I don’t know how fast your pals are, but it won’t matter to you. You’ll be down and screaming with your guts torn out.”


“Is that so, mortal?”


“Count on it. And I’ll be sure and put the second shot right through your fucking skull. That’s a stone promise. You want to die, immortal?”


The Huldu shifted on their perches, exchanged glances with each other behind their leader’s back. Something rustled among them. Duncan hoped it was fear. He could just about work the pump action on the McCulloch once without dropping Ellie Furlough, but if it came to a real fight …


The Huldu’s leader hissed, like the world’s biggest, angriest black cat.


“I don’t think you realize who I am,” he snarled.


“I don’t care who you are.” Duncan reaching now for the old rage, feeling how it fueled him, how it fed cold iron into his voice. “I hate your whole fucking species, pal. It doesn’t matter to me which ones I send back to the Gray. And it might as well be you tonight, so give me a fucking reason!”


The shouted words hung in the air like smoke. And now he was shaking; he couldn’t help it. Ellie Furlough stirred and frowned in her sleep, snuffled and burrowed closer into Duncan’s shoulder. But she didn’t wake. The Huldu leader’s gaze glittered as it switched from his confrontation with Duncan to the toddler’s sleeping face.


“Oh, you hate us, yes, how you hate us.” It came out a sibilant whisper. “But I see that hasn’t stopped you taking our culture when it suits you.”


“This?” Duncan tipped his chin down at Ellie. “This is a curative, a resting glamour. Learn ’em from any woodswoman or witch in the county.”


“Yes.” The Fae leader’s eyes seemed to kindle with tiny flames. “And where do you think your woodswomen found their magic in the first place? Where do you think they went, like bitches in heat, to suck and fuck and be paid in kind for their whoring?”


High chimes of laughter once again from the other Huldu, like shards of stained glass, falling and shattering. But Duncan knew a climbdown when he saw one. The relief coursed through him, hot as fresh piss.


He kept his face stone.


“That is none of my concern,” he said.


“Well, this little squealer”—the Huldu reached out toward Ellie’s sleeping head with one pale long-taloned hand; the hunger in his elfin face was terrifying—“was also none of your concern. And yet you saw fit to interfere and take her from us.”


Duncan’s forearm was starting to ache from the strain of holding up the McCulloch with just one hand.


“It’s what they pay me for,” he said.


“Pay!” The Huldu spat out the word. “Tree thief, in your whole pathetically short life, they couldn’t pay you enough to cross me. You made a grave mistake tonight. You fell into a trap.”


“You going to talk all night, Fae? Here she is. Come and get her.”


Small silence and stillness in the air between them now—as if the whole village square and the confrontation in it had become a daguerreotype of times past, silvery and smudged and hung to be peered at on some drawing room wall. The Huldu leader drew in breath across his teeth. He shook his head.


“No. We’ve had our fun. For now. But mark this, tree thief—the next time someone asks you to set foot in the Forest and bring back some pretty little brat we took a shine to, understand that you are known and marked. That we have found you, and now our eye is on you. Your time is ending, Duncan Silver.” The Huldu leaned in a little, the fanged grin came out again. “Or should I call you Master Duncan of Stac Dubh?”


The daguerreotype, bleaching out, protective glass shattering …


The mansion—crashing into his mind—blond sandstone Victorian grandeur, four stories tall with the cupola, neatly kept lawns and graceful sweep of gravel drive, architectural statement and testimony to an age now renounced. He sees the wooded rise of the Munro behind, the peak set against a torn and tarnished silver evening sky, a light on in the window of his third-floor room …


It was an image so rock solid it could only have been summoned by glamour. Pulled hard from his memories by the creature in front of him, given fresh life in both their mind’s eyes.


Like a storm wind howling through his head …


Duncan pulled the trigger on the McCulloch without a second thought.





PART I



FAE RISING


As the light faded and the haze deepened, mystery crept nearer from every side.


—LORD DUNSANY





ONE



The address was in West Erlsley—they often were—in a maze of run-down tenements and concrete walkways that stank of piss and the charred extinction of small conjuring fires. Pathetic remnants of bone and fur and feathers in sheltered corners, where the meager sacrifices had been made. Huldu runes scrawled across the stone in charcoal or daubed in blood. As far as Duncan could tell, most of it was gibberish. Certainly, there was nothing you’d call a functional spell anywhere on these walls. Here and there, he even spotted the odd piece of mathematical notation in the mix, though his math was not good enough to work out if it had any more coherence than the Huldu symbols it coexisted among.


None of which surprised him in the least.


In the trenches, he’d seen men cling to all and any systems of faith they could muster, some even distilling their own homegrown superstition, ritual, prayer, whatever—anything at all to give the illusion of control over the vast impersonal forces that brought them death on a daily basis. One soldier under his command in early 1915, Private Greaves, had carried with him a set of intricately whittled wooden figures that he would take out whenever he had leisure, set up in some configuration that evidently had meaning to him—though the configuration often changed—and would then crouch and whisper softly to them under his breath, like a mother soothing small children to sleep.


Greaves had taken some sour ribbing for this early on, but Duncan had ordered it staunched, and after that the other men left him alone. Later, when Greaves had proved remarkably long lived, given the action they’d all seen, a couple of the other soldiers from the company even started to gather round and join in with the ritual. They’d stand and watch diffidently while Greaves set out the whittled figures, wait until he gestured them closer, and then crouch with him, and begin. Their pooled murmuring would softly rise and fall in the lamp glow and gloom of whatever bivouac they’d lucked into. It managed to be both eerie and strangely comforting at one and the same time.


Now that he thought back, Duncan realized that there might have been something of Huldu slenderness and poise in those carved wooden figures. And he wondered belatedly what home Greaves had come from, what part of Britain, where such things might already have had currency, even back then. It wasn’t something he’d ever find out now—Greaves died in the mud at Ypres, along with almost everyone else under Duncan’s command at the time. The way he heard it later, a tank whose driver was addled on carbon monoxide fumes lost control nosing around a machine gun nest revetment. The tank veered, clipped and toppled three men, Greaves among them, then crushed them into the ground as it churned desperately in reverse. Duncan supposed the slender, whittled wooden figures met a similar fate.


Wake up, Duncan.


Stir of other figures now, blunt and hunched against the cold as they spilled across the concrete walkway ahead; clink as a boot caught an empty bottle and sent it skittering. The sound yanked him back to present concerns. He slowed a little, assessed the spread. It didn’t look like much—local toughs, three of them, pinched pale faces under rain-damp hoods, bulky workman’s jackets that made them look bigger than they were. Booted feet, stumbling a little with the booze or maybe just with sitting too long in the cold. Long-necked brown beer bottles, too loosely held to be weapons. WAR DEBT MALAISE, blared the headlines, ECONOMY STALLED, NO SOLUTION IN SIGHT FOR FOREST CRISIS. Fear, panic, exhaustion, unemployment spiraling steadily upward, and well, here’s your result.


Duncan eased to a halt.


“Gentlemen,” he said warily.


“Fucking Otherkin,” one of them spat uncertainly.


Duncan couldn’t really blame him. It was in the cut and weave of the hooded jacket he wore, the boots with their intricate tooled leather. For clients, he dressed to broadcast his trade, to sell how well he belonged in the Forest, and that look wasn’t a million miles from all the cute and cheap and practiced signifiers the dress-up brigade pulled to ape the Huldu they’d mostly only ever met in the pages of novels and maybe the sepia-tone projector slides of a Russell Maynard Dalton lecture. To the young toughs’ boozed-up eyes, Duncan looked the part. Wannabe Fae fuck pretender at large. Dilettante. An easy mark.


If they’d seen Duncan’s eyes and expression and stance more clearly, they would have understood their mistake.


But it was a gloomy autumn afternoon in West Erlsley, glowering black rain clouds hung low and soaking up what little decent light was left in the sky. And these angry, idle young men were neither close enough nor sober enough to pick up on the details of the mess they were about to make.


“I’m looking for Umber Cottages,” he preempted them. “This the right way?”


It stalled whatever they’d had in mind. They looked at each other, unsure. The biggest of the three swigged exaggeratedly at his beer. He lowered the bottle, wiped his mouth. Belched loudly. Gestured broadly.


“It’s this way, yeah. But, uh …” Swaggering closer, visibly gathering courage. “You gotta pay a toll, like.”


Duncan looked at him. “No, I don’t.”


The moment stretched, twanged, and snapped. The tough looked away.


“You’ll want to let me pass,” Duncan suggested.


Confused looks between the other two. They hadn’t seen what the first man had, but they weren’t too drunk to sense the shift. The lead tough stood reluctantly aside. Duncan moved past them with every appearance of casual amiability. He grinned at them, nodded. Later, sobering up, they would try to piece it together and fail, and bicker and blame each other. But Duncan’s eyes would linger in all their memories, and each would privately understand that this was not a scuffle they could have won.


Meanwhile, Duncan made his way along the concrete walkway, undecided if he was happy to have avoided the fight or not. As ever, his rage simmered close to the surface. But something, some remnant of shame and regret for the mess with Ellie Furlough last spring, was enough to hold it down.


Just enough.


He took a couple of turns in the concrete warren, following the directions he’d been given, and shortly after that, he stumbled on Umber Cottages. It was one of the worst misnomers he’d ever seen—a short, ugly terraced row of two-story worker housing in cheaply finished gray stone. Raw concrete steps led up to wooden front doors with peeling black paint. Pokey little windows sat high up, like eyes peering myopically into a future printed too fine to read. The facades were modern—probably put up in the early days of Re-clearance, when it was still thought the advance of the Forest could be stopped, and thousands were drafted for the work—but already the stonework looked stained and tired.


Duncan found number sixteen and knocked. A wan-looking woman of about fifty opened for him, looked him up and down with narrow suspicion.


“We don’t want none o’ that,” she snapped, in accents from somewhere a long way south of Erlsley. “She’s to be left alone. G’ahn, or I’ll call the bottles on yer.”


“Duncan Silver,” he said. “For Irene Rush. I’m expected.”


From within the dimly lit spaces behind the door, something shrieked like a howitzer shell descending.


The noise froze the woman where she stood. Duncan nodded.


“Perhaps you’d better let me in.”


She stood aside, wordless. Duncan ducked his head and stepped through into the hall space. The shriek came again, intensified. He tracked it to a side room, door solidly closed. He moved past into the living room. No gas in these premises, certainly no electric; what light there was came from hurricane lamps stood on the sideboard and main table, wicks cranked up, and a struggling fire in the grate. Shadows capered on the walls.


“Are you him?”


She sat coiled and wrapped in a shawl and nightgown in an armchair at the sole window in the room, staring out at what must have been the backyards of the row. Legs drawn up under her, one naked foot trailing from under the hem of the gown. Hard to tell in the dim light, but she seemed young. Pale skin. Long dark hair, left down and uncombed, he reckoned, for quite a while. There was a livid mark on one cheek where someone had struck her hard enough to break the skin. Glimmer of recent tear tracks she’d left unwiped.


“Aye, I’m Silver.” He said it as gently as he could. “Like the pirate.”


“Like the pirate,” she repeated mechanically.


Speaking seemed to stir something in her. She turned in her chair to look at him fully, and it dawned on him that she was an attractive woman. The pale face framed in all that hair reminded him of someone—one of the actresses he’d had postcards of as a boy, perhaps. Ethel Warwick, tits out for Whistler, or maybe that American one he’d liked, Marie Doro. Fey, young, silk-draped things, all big beckoning eyes, leaves and flowers strewn through their hair.


“They say you’ll go to the Forest, Mr. Silver?” Her voice was a dredged whisper, a husk. “They say you’re not afraid?”


“A lot of men will go to the Forest, Mrs. Rush. Especially for the money you promise. Especially in these times.”


She nodded, moved again in the chair. Both feet touched down on the floor, revealed long, shapely calves above. He saw that the gown was pricey—sheer silk, out of place in the stark tenement surroundings. Irene Rush had fallen on hard times, and maybe not that long ago.


She sniffed and cleared her throat, wiped the back of her hand over each cheek in turn to clear the tracks of her tears.


“Yes, I—I suppose you have seen service? You have passed through the fire?”


He tried not to grimace at the phrase. It was overly popular that year, much delivered from pulpits and lecterns and the benches of Parliament—passed through the flames; baptism of fire; passage through the flaming rites of the War to End All Wars. So forth.


“I was in France, yes. And Flanders, for a while.”


“Then you are not afraid.”


“Mrs. Rush, a man who goes to the Forest and is not afraid is a man who will not be coming out again. Try not to believe too much of what you read in the pulps.”


The hard-faced older woman came and stood in the room with her back to the window. Arms folded, watchful, touching distance to her ward. He saw in her face that she didn’t trust him any more now than she had when they had their misunderstanding at the door. He wondered how many like him they’d already seen, how much of their obviously dwindling funds they’d seen wasted with no result, how many shysters calling and slipping away with an easy grin. Demonologists, Theosophicals, Sword-and-Orbsters, all the sub-Blavatsky types and splinters, Woodsmen-who-weren’t, fly-by-night witch and warlock fakes, Otherkin flimflam artists, the whole sad circus erupting into their lives one tawdry act after another …


Once again, through the wall from the room next door, the awful, downward hurtling shriek. The older woman’s eyes moistened. He saw how Mrs. Rush flinched, how her hand rose trembling toward the livid mark on her cheek. Her gaze fell away into whatever place had stolen the strength from her voice.


“It won’t stop,” she husked—to him or to herself, it wasn’t clear. “It just … won’t stop.”


He nodded. “In all likelihood, it has the Sight. It will know I’m here.”


She looked at him again, then, as if for the first time. As if the whole thing had only now become real in her mind. It was a common enough moment among afflicted parents. Duncan took the snuff box from his pocket, crouched beside her to make himself less alarming.


“Look—Mrs. Rush, let me be honest. At this moment, I cannot be sure that your child has been removed to the Forest, or that what’s in the next room is a changeling. But it certainly sounds that way. And there is an easy test. Here.” He held out the snuff box. “Open this.”


She took the box, struggled a moment with the ornate catch, then lifted the lid and peered inside.


“Iron filings,” he told her. “Perfectly harmless. Touch them. You, too, please, madam.”


The older woman looked at him mistrustfully a moment, then leaned in and put a finger into the box.


“Take a small pinch, please, both of you. Rub it onto your skin.” He watched them obey him like sleepwalkers. “You’ll agree it does no harm?”


They both nodded, like mechanical toys. He straightened up. “Good. Now, should I bring Miriam in? Or would you prefer …”


Mrs. Rush looked up at the older woman. The retainer pursed her lips and left the room.


“It’s Mimi,” Mrs. Rush said brokenly. “No one ever calls her Miriam.”


Out in the corridor, Duncan heard a key in a lock, a door opened. The shrieking began in earnest. The woman came back, dragging a thrashing, flailing, diminutive rag-clad figure by one thin arm. It resembled nothing so much as a three- or four-year-old girl with similar features to Mrs. Rush herself, and it was clearly terrified of everyone and everything in the room.


“Mama, Mama, no, don’t let them,” it wailed. “Don’t let them burn me!”


Mrs. Rush dissolved in tears, buried her face in her hands.


“Mama, please, I’ll be good, I didn’t mean it, please, Mama, please, I won’t—”


Duncan hissed a word of command in Skogurtal, and the creature blinked, then shut up as if its jaw were a sprung trap.


It was all the evidence he needed. Nothing human could be compelled in the Forest speech that way. But of course it would not do for the mother, and Duncan felt a tiny prickling sensation in his throat at that tenacity, an unquantified blend of joy and rage and loss that threatened to prick out tears in his eyes. He swallowed hard. Cleared his throat.


“Let me hold her,” he said very gently.


And rapidly, before anyone could react, he stepped across and took the child by both thin wrists from behind, held the skinny arms apart. The older woman let go, startled. Duncan lifted the creature forward so it stood right in front of the mother. He felt how its muscles tensed and writhed, fighting his grip. He widened his arms, pulled seeming-Mimi into something resembling a crucifixion. Tears flooded the child’s eyes, flooded down its face. It moaned and writhed.


But it no longer spoke.


“Mrs. Rush.” Duncan, urgently now—this had to be done fast, while her fortitude lasted. “For your own peace of mind, I would like you to take some of the iron filings and gently rub them on this child’s arm.”


She stared at him, long moments in which he saw the truth finally breach the walls she’d built in her mind, erupt to the conscious level, where it could no longer be denied. She made a noise, a convulsive sob that wracked her whole body. But when she met his eyes again, he saw the change, the new determination to go with the knowledge she now would not deny.


She pressed her lips together, tears still welling up, still spilling down her cheeks.


But she did it.


She pinched up the iron filings in her fingers, reached out for the thing that looked like her daughter. The creature’s muscles cabled against Duncan’s grip. It kicked out, twisted and thrashed. Duncan grimaced, tightened his hold, and nodded urgently at Irene Rush.


“I’m sorry,” she wept.


But she pressed the iron filings onto one thin arm near the elbow.


Duncan averted his eyes.


Flash-flare, magnesium bright, blinding in the dimly lit room.


The mother screamed, but it was lost in the high, ululating howl that broke from the child, and put every hair on Duncan’s body erect. It was all he could do to maintain his grip, haul back and prevent the creature from kicking Mrs. Rush in the face.


A sudden reek of scorching stormed the room, made the two women gag.


Then acrid smoke, ribboning up off a wound that glowed moss green in the blotched and blunted vision the flare had left them.


Duncan wrestled the thrashing sprite back, away from the mother it had fooled.


“Your daughter is in the Forest,” he said.





TWO



He told Irene Rush two weeks, because he had to tell her something. The truth was he had no idea how long it might take to locate her daughter. But in his experience, this was not what parents wanted to hear. They needed parameters for the agony. They needed the promise it would end, and soon.


“What should I do?” she asked in a firmer voice than she’d so far shown him. With the changeling dragged back to its room by the older woman and reimprisoned there, she seemed to have composed herself a little, gathered some fragments of previously unsuspected resolve.


“There’s nothing you can do,” he said truthfully. “You must understand, the Huldu are nothing like us. They are not a unified society, they’re not even a unified tribe, especially not in this part of the country. These are not coordinated raids, authorized by some Faerie parliament or king—all that’s a fantasy of the romances and the pulps and that bloody Maynard Dalton.”


“I—I thought that Mr. Dalton … He is a—a psychical researcher, is he not? An expert on Faerie and the Forest?”


“Russell Maynard Dalton is a charlatan. A purveyor of sensationalist lies and half-truths for profit. Frankly, the man should be jailed for the false theories and conspiracies he spouts to the—” Duncan stopped himself, held down his temper with an effort. He’d been about to say the needy and the credulous. Dealing with the changeling and Mrs. Rush’s tears had churned him up. He smoothed his voice out, played the expert. “There are some semblances of an ancient Faerie kingdom in the south and west of England, parts of Wales, that much is true. And something similar in parts of Scotland, some preeminent warlords here and there. But even these are remnants, rotted through with the centuries the Huldu have been in hiding. And here in the north of England, there is not even that. It’s a mess of clans, sparring and squabbling, trying to fill the new forest spaces. Things are in flux. If I had to guess, Mrs. Rush, I would say the Unbinding has taken the Huldu almost as much by surprise as it has us. In the meantime, abductions like these are casual acts, whimsical, spur-of-the-moment impulses of passion or spite by beings we really don’t understand at all. There’s no obvious pattern, there’s no rationale.”


He saw the fresh, rising wave of horror in her eyes. He reached across the small space between where they sat, laid a hand softly on her arm. “But—there are ways for me to track Mimi’s abductors, and we can expect that they won’t have taken her very far. You must wait to hear from me. One day at a time, Mrs. Rush. It is the only way. And as I said, it will most likely take a couple of weeks.”


His worst result for a successful rescue was nineteen days; he had no reason to think this one would take longer, and he guessed the mother, once reunited with her child, would likely forgive any overrun. Certainly anything up to an extra week.


And if he was gone much longer than three weeks in the Forest, well—in all likelihood he wouldn’t be coming home at all, with or without Mimi Rush.


“Will …” She swallowed. “Will they hurt her?”


“No.” Said with blunt conviction—because how could he tell her anything else, what purpose would it serve?—hoping he’d get the girl back before he was proven a liar. “Not intentionally, anyway. Not when she’s so small. They will be fascinated with her, the way you or I might be with a puppy, or perhaps a pet monkey you thought to train. But the Huldu are not consistent in their enthusiasms. They grow easily bored.”


She shuddered. “How long do you think they have had her?”


“Not long.”


It was a reflex, dismissive, the bare instinct to comfort, and Irene Rush saw through it like a pane of cheap glass. Her lips tightened. Duncan cursed himself. Hurried, stumbling, to limit the damage.


“That test with the iron filings? It tells us a lot. It works on the Huldu, and most of what they’ve brought back into our world with them. But the changelings are different. They’re conjured to fit in with humans, to fool us. The sorcery is made with that in mind. It’s a slow process, but give most changelings a couple of years and they lose almost all of their sorcerous attributes. In time, they will come to be almost as human as the children they were made to replace. Now you saw that reaction, Mrs. Rush. I can tell you with certainty that that thing in there pretending to be your daughter was brought into being no more than six months ago, probably much less.”


“Six … months?” Something in her eyes—a trembling on the brink.


“I would say so. Is that when you started to notice the differences? The mood changes, the frenzies?”


“Mr. Silver, six months ago, we were not here, in Erlsley.”


Oh, Christ on a fucking bike …


“We have had to move around, you see. For work. With my husband … gone, and the times the way they are. It has not been easy …”


She saw the look on his face, jarred to a halt.


He remembered the Thames snarl in the older woman’s voice. “You were in London?”


“No, not—not then. We haven’t lived in the capital for … some years.”


“Where, then?” Trying to keep the snap out of his voice, because this was fucking … “How far from here?”


“A village called Dowgreave. It’s—it’s not far outside Macclesfield.”


“Aye, I know it.”


“I had clerical work in Macclesfield. For a while.”


“And you came here when exactly?”


Glances between Rush and the older woman. “Uhm—about four months ago, I would say.”


Macclesfield. Well over fifty miles from Erlsley, even for a south-southwest-flying crow. By Forest path, it was going to be more than half as much again. A lot of ground between, some of it still unfamiliar to him despite the years …


Come on, Duncan, get a grip. It’s the same basic Forest either way. Maybe a couple of clan lines to be crossed, but nothing you haven’t done before.


Still …


He drew a deep breath. “All right, Mrs. Rush, this part is important. Can you remember if Mimi—what you thought was Mimi—started acting out of character while you were still in Dowgreave? Or did it begin here?”


“I—don’t know.” Staring into the space between them. “She’s always unhappy when we have to move. I suppose it started when we got here; but maybe just before, yes, in Dowgreave. When we were packing up. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I don’t know, I just don’t remember.”


Voice muffling as she pressed her face into her hands and sobbed. Her shoulders trembled with the force of it. Duncan said nothing. The older woman glowered at him, put a tentative hand on the nape of her mistress’s neck. He waited. The sobbing ebbed, the trembling seemed to ease …


Abruptly, Irene Rush lifted her face from her hands. Something new in her eyes as she looked at him now. A new iron in the voice as well.


“Susan, would you leave us alone for a moment?”


The older woman went on glowering at Duncan. “Ma’am, that’s not—”


“It’s fine, Susan.” Mrs. Rush sniffed, like a debutante snorting cocaine for the very first time. Dabbed at her eyes with a ragged handkerchief from her sleeve. “Mr. Silver is an honorable man. Go to your room, please.”


Susan’s glare redoubled in intensity, clear warning for him in her eyes. But she gave way. She took her hand away from Mrs. Rush’s neck, patted her awkwardly on the shoulder a couple of times instead, then swept past Duncan with a final murderous look.


They waited until they heard the door to her room open and close again.


“Is it more money you want, Mr. Silver?”


There was a defiant gleam in her eyes, something that went beyond tear sheen. Duncan shook his head.


“It’s not the money. But the more of the Forest I have to cover—”


“I will do anything, Mr. Silver.” Shrugging so the shawl fell away from her upper body, reaching to slowly unlace the top of her nightgown. “Anything at all to have my daughter back. Do you understand me?”


Her breasts mounded under the thin silk as she tugged at it. He could make out the dark ovals of the aureole around each nipple, the weight where they pressed forward against the garment. He thought of his boyhood postcards again …


But the women on those cards had gazes that beckoned coyly or burned with heated desire as they looked at you out of the lens. Availability by design. He looked into Irene Rush’s eyes, saw nothing there but desperation and the gritted will of some animal willing and able to gnaw off one of its own limbs to escape the trap it was in.


He’d seen the same thing once or twice before, over in France when they passed through towns shattered by artillery or hamlets pillaged by previous waves of soldiers also passing through. Women who’d had everything else taken from them, offering up, with dead eyes, the only bargaining counter they had left in return for rations to feed a child or aged parent a few more godforsaken days …


“It’s not the money,” he repeated. “The money’s fine. I don’t need anything more from you, Mrs. Rush. But if I don’t know whether Mimi was taken at Dowgreave or here, it does complicate matters. And that may mean more time. I’m sorry.”


A shudder ran through her. She reached up to lace her nightgown again.


“No, Mr. Silver. It is I who should be sorry. I tell Susan I see an honorable man before me, and then I attempt to prove myself wrong the moment she is gone. Please forgive me.”


He felt the hot surge of mingled joy and rage again, prickling at the back of his eyes.


“You are a mother,” he said quietly. “You want your child back. Nothing you do to that end will ever need forgiving. Nothing, ever. Please remember that.”


“Well …” She drew the shawl about her shoulders again. She pulled herself visibly back together, sat up straighter. “What must we do with Mi—with Mimi’s … with the … changeling? While you are gone, I mean. I don’t know if I—”


“Don’t concern yourself,” he told her. “I’ll deal with that. All part of the service.”


He took a few pages of notes after that, careful, probing questions that Irene Rush answered in a dead and distant voice when she could or simply shook her head when she couldn’t. It didn’t take long. Duncan thanked her, got no reply beyond a brief meeting of his gaze and a dutiful twitch of the lips. You could not have called it a smile. He left her sitting wordless in the chair, staring into space much as she’d been when he came in.


He met Susan in the entry hall and explained what he needed her to do.


She cracked the door on the imprisoning room, stony faced, and Duncan dragged the changeling out by one arm. It kicked and wailed and clung to handy bits of furniture, finally to the doorjamb itself, until he managed to tear it loose and get it out into the hall. Instant change of tactics—now it bared its teeth and flew at him, flailing, scratching, shrilling in his face like a lost soul. Duncan rode out the ineffectual attacks, then backhanded the creature savagely across the face to still it. Irene Rush had chosen to stay in the living room; she’d pretty clearly had enough for one day. But the blow was loud in the hall space, unmistakable, and he heard her stifle a sob in response. He sighed, dragged the dazed changeling to the front door. Susan held it open for him, stood aside, and handed him a folded cheque. From the way she looked at him, she still didn’t like him much better than she had when he came in.


“It’s orl the money we ’ave.” She made sure he knew.


He nodded, dragged the changeling outside and down the concrete steps. It stirred as it felt the cold, began to weep and beg again for its mother—until Susan closed the door behind them, and then its noise making abruptly ceased. A change went through it, a complete unpicking of the motions and gestures and expressions that had made it Mimi Rush. It ceased to cringe and cry, stood up straight and poised. It cocked its head with preternatural, wholly adult aplomb, watched him out of suddenly unblinking urchin eyes.


“That’s better.” Duncan felt the ooze of blood from a scratch over his eye, thumbed it away, licked his thumb. “You want to live much longer, you shut up and do what I tell you.”


Of course, changelings severed from their intended hearth and purpose tended not to live very long anyway. The spell-work saw to that. Listlessness set in fast, followed in short order by actual physical decline. Decay time varied, depending on the age and art of the Huldu who’d built the enchantment in the first place, how much effort went into the spell, and how long the changeling had been in place. The end result would always be the same. Dissolution was usually waiting a matter of days, at most weeks, down the line.


But this changeling didn’t know that yet.


Briefly, he tried once again to imagine himself into what it must be like—called into being, fully formed as the simulacrum echo of some other, more important life; put in place of that being with nothing to hold you but a driven instinct to imitate the original and hide your own nature as best you could. Left forever alone among strange creatures, to fend for yourself and fit in, losing any faint sense of self you might ever once have owned.


And then to lose it all, to be cut loose from any purpose you ever had.


He shivered in the chilly air, sniffed. Papery odor of rain inbound.


“I’m taking you back to the Forest,” he said roughly. “It’s not far. You behave, we won’t have a problem. You give me any trouble, I’m going to take another handful of those iron filings and grind them into your eyes. Are we clear?”


“Ffforessst …” the changeling rustled, apparently to itself.


“That’s right. Time for you to go home.”


Back before the war and what the Theosophicals now liked to call the Unbinding, it was a good couple of hour’s brisk walk from the western fringes of Erlsley to anything you could reasonably call forest. Once you were out of town, bleak moorland was the norm, sporadically netted over with the crisscross of dry stone walls and drover’s paths. The landscape came studded with outlying farms and sheep folds and shepherd’s hides, the safe, monotonous roll of the terrain broken up here and there by occasional copses, lone ancient oak or yew or elm, and the odd squiggle of younger foliage tracking and shrouding the meander of a small river or ambitious stream. Open ground, easy to navigate, bracing to hike.


No longer.


The oak and yew and elm had bred back overnight, brought forth monstrous atavistic versions of themselves by the legion, taken back the land wherever humans were sparse. Those who’d been around when it happened—as opposed to overseas and getting shot at—reported the crack and boom and horizon-wide sheet lightning of endless thunderstorms, driving, drenching rain for weeks, unearthly rumbling, tearing, creaking sounds, night after night, making dogs skulk and whine, infants cry, and adults shudder. According to official record, it drove a small number of people gibbering insane. Some claimed to have seen the Wild Hunt thundering headlong amid the clouds, others the emergence of the ancient dead in ranks from fiery chasms torn deep in the land.


And so forth.


By the time Duncan got back from the abruptly aborted war in Europe, it was impossible to know how much of this might have been true. The weather had quietened, as if exhausted by the birthing it had done. The night skies were eerily clear and quiet. Any fiery chasms were long gone, or at least shrouded from the human eye. The dry stone walls and drovers tracks, the outlying farms, sheep folds and shepherd’s hides—all had been swallowed up along with the moors. They existed now under the new forest canopies like the drowned ruins of some rural Atlantis—overgrown, brooding, silent. He’d seen them in his work, generally gave them a wide berth. Often they contained things you were better not having to see.


Whether a similar fate awaited Erlsley itself in the long run, along with all other human habitation across Britain, was something bookish experts in Whitehall and Oxford and Cambridge were apparently still debating. For now, the massive canopied ramparts of the Forest bulked and loomed and drowsed in the breeze, a scant half mile from where the cheap new housing on the city’s western fringes gave out.


The Number 4 tramline went out that way.


Duncan rode the tram standing up, one hand looped in the safety strap overhead, the other clamped on the changeling’s wrist. Muggy warmth belted out from the carriage heater, steamed up windows streaked with rain, spread the woolly, intimate smell of dampened clothes and human bodies around him. The tram was packed, people hurrying home from work or errands run, eager to get indoors before night could fall. They did an intricate, shuffling dance at every stop, as passengers got up to disembark, bumping and pressing and excusing themselves to each other as they maneuvered down the aisle.


The changeling stood quiescent at his side—altogether too much exposed iron and steel in the tram’s interior for any kind of struggle to be worth the risk—and played to perfection the role of small child out with her rather stern father. They got the odd glance now and then, maybe the cut of Duncan’s woodsman clothes, maybe just someone wondering where this poor little poppet’s mother was. But the war and its dislocations had shaken family roles loose of their mountings along with everything else, and there was little sign yet that things would settle back the way they’d once been. People made do, and unusual tableaus just weren’t that unusual anymore.


The tram lurched on the last curve before the turnaround at Rawbury. The changeling flinched as the motion threw it in the direction of the gleaming metal trim on the nearest seat. Instinctively, Duncan yanked it back to avoid the contact. It knocked briefly into him, regained its poise, said nothing. They locked gazes for a moment.


“Just watch yourself,” said Duncan gruffly. “You can get hurt.”


The tram rattled to a halt at the turnaround and people bundled out. Duncan broke gaze with the changeling, hung on to the strap, and ducked his head in a vain attempt to see through the misted windows. Rain striping the glass now in earnest. They got out onto slick gray cobblestones in the full horizontal bluster of it all, watched the other passengers tramp off with heads down against the weather. No one looked back. The driver gathered up his satchel and left the cabin, headed for the warmth of a cozy-looking break cabin built alongside the line. He nodded at Duncan, but said nothing. The door of the cabin opened onto cheery fire glow within, then swallowed him up. Boisterous male voices, right down at the limits of Duncan’s hearing, nothing a normal man would have caught. He thought the changeling was listening, too. He jerked its arm.


“You’re done with this world,” he told it, switching to Skogurtal. “Let’s go.”


Beyond the rails and cobbles of the terminus, a muddy lane unwound up a rolling incline into the countryside. A waist-high dry stone wall tracked it on the left. On the other side of the wall were fields of rough grazing, rising to the piled and tangled remnants of the trees felled during the Re-clearance.


And beyond that—like some fantastical frozen tidal wave in autumnal shades—the Forest itself lay waiting.


They trudged up the lane in the gusty wind and rain, found a gap in the drystone that had once been barred by an iron gate. Duncan supposed it had been unhinged and removed to facilitate the carriage of felled timber down the hill and through to the town. Inured by the long Victorian dream of man’s mastery over nature, the authorities had kept at clearing back the Forest for quite a while before realization set in—that the forces now at work in the land were beyond any human control. Whatever this change was, whatever it presaged, that splendid Victorian whip hand was lost. Between the freakish accidents and casualties on the cutting line and the unexplained disappearances by night, morale was already sputtering and spiraling down in flames, like a defeated Sopwith Pup Duncan had once seen die in the skies over the Somme.


But what really killed the Re-clearance effort once and for all was the demoralizing rapid regrowth the Forest could put on within days of a fresh cut.


Pushed hard, the logging crews found they could maybe make fifty to sixty yards a day into the encroaching tree line while daylight lasted—no one would work once darkness fell—though clearing the resulting mess afterward took far longer than the cut itself. Then, after a couple of days, the storms would roll in, bringing torrential rain and near dark conditions all day, forcing the crews to abandon all work and sit the weather out, grumbling and shivering and recounting apocryphal Forest horror stories in taverns and guesthouses nearby.


And when the skies finally cleared, the logged area was regrown once again, if anything, thicker and more impenetrable than before.


Duncan led the changeling into the fields, then up toward the dead tree line. It wasn’t his preferred approach to the Forest. The felled trunks and tangled branches were a nuisance to negotiate, and reminded him uncomfortably of antitank obstacles the Germans had built at Delville Wood. As if, in their idiocy, men had attempted to destroy the invading Forest and ended up just furnishing it with a handy demarcation zone instead.


They reached the first of the toppled oaks and clambered up, the changeling proving preternaturally agile on bark surfaces once he let it go. For a moment they both stood atop the broad curve of the trunk, staring out over the yards and yards of similarly murdered and tangled-up trees and the living Forest beyond. The wind-driven rain came and striped them both across the face, gave the moment a wet immediacy in contrast to the dreary trudge they’d endured to get here. The canopies in the tree line tipped and shook and shivered. Duncan pointed at the motion.


“That’s where you belong,” he said flatly.


“Ffffforessssst.”


“The Forest, aye.” Duncan went to give the changeling a hard shove in the back, knock it off the trunk to the grass. At the last moment, something stopped him.


“In there,” he said, pointing again instead, “somewhere, is the one who made you. Maybe you can find that Fae fuck. Ask them what they think you should do now.”


The changeling swiveled its head to look up at him. He thought he heard vertebrae click and crack with the motion. With every passing minute, it looked less and less like the small child it had been spawned to replace.


“Siiiiiilvaaaa,” it hissed.


“Aye, Silver.” Brusque impatience now. “That’s me. You tell them in there, I’m coming for the child. Silver is coming. Tell them I’m bringing the speaking iron. Tell them I’ll cut down anything that gets in my way. Tell them if they’ve harmed her in any way—”


And then, like the hiss/snap of a camera bulb, firing and dying, he was suddenly sick of his own unrelenting rage.


“It’s not your fault,” he heard himself say, unaccountably with the faintest hint of a Welsh lilt. “You did only what you were made for. No hard feelings, eh? Just get going.”


The changeling looked steadily back at him. Wet gleam in its eyes.


“Ffffffffeelingssss,” it said, as if describing a decision it had taken, and then it jumped down to the turf below. It landed like a cat, turned on all fours, and stared back up at him.


Duncan pointed at the tree line again. “Get yourself under cover,” he said. “This rain is going to come down hard. Get in the woods.”


It looked at him a moment longer, then, like the flash of a fish belly in water, it whipped about and was gone, scuttling on all fours into the tangled chaos of felled and shattered trees. He lost it there, stood watching a minute longer, unsure why. He thought he caught a flicker of movement, saw it once more, clambering slickly up and over a jutting deadwood branch farther out, slipping instantly back down again.


But in the thickening rain, it was hard to tell for sure.





THREE



He made it back to the tram terminus just in time for turnaround. Grabbed a seat at the window and dozed with his head against the glass as the tram rattled back into town. Ragged, flash-lit dreams, fragments from the war, stalking his shallow sleep. Machine gun fire, screams and pleading eyes. A soft, Welsh-accented voice. And somewhere in there, little Ellie Furlough, falling terror-stricken into a hole filled with mud and rusted barbed wire and the rotted corpses of men still somehow moving and moaning in pain …


He jolted awake, a half dozen stops short of the city center.


On the other side of the glass, the rain appeared to have relented, and the interior of the tram felt abruptly stuffy and overheated. He shook off the dream, got out at the next stop, and walked the rest of the way to Skoldergate. Around him, the city shuttered and fussed its way toward end of day—lights in shops and offices going out, blinds going down, men and women with keys locking up and hurrying home. Along each street, the gallows-arm iron streetlamps took up the fight against the early dark.


Corner of Skoldergate and East Cavendish there was a brazier stand selling roast chestnuts. Duncan stopped to get a bag and chat to the big weatherbeaten Glaswegian who ran it, a marine color sergeant called Crammond who’d managed to mislay his lower left arm and eye on a beach at Gallipoli. The army had duly fitted him with a natty aluminum replacement built by some French-sounding firm working out of Hendon—De Soutier or something—and Crammond affected a black patch to cover the scar-edged void where his eye had once been. Been ma leg, he was known to comment to his customers, coulda goan the whole hog and got masael a fuckin’ parrot, too.


“Awright, big man?” he asked Duncan, using his prosthetic hand to prod and stir the current scatter of chestnuts on the griddle. “Whit ye up tae?”


“Out to Rawbury.”


“Oh aye—dumpin’ trip, wiz it?”


Duncan nodded.


“That mean ye’re goin’ tae the Forest again soon?”


“Looks that way.”


“Sooner you than me, pal. Work I wouldnae dae if ye paid me a fuckin’ peerage.”


Crammond’s first job after demob, he once confided to Duncan, was with a Re-clearance crew working the fringes of the vast new growth now carpeting the ground between Loch Lomond and his native Glasgow. There was a big national drive to employ disabled veterans—your company could get the King’s Crest for it—and the newly established Forestry Commission was no exception to the trend. For most of that first summer home, Crammond had made himself useful around the logging camps in whatever way he could; had even helped pioneer some specifically tooled limbs designed for Forestry work that were apparently part of a coming trend in the prosthetics industry. At the time, he viewed the Forest and the tales he’d heard about it with the same mix of skepticism and fascination most returning soldiers had. On the one hand, it seemed like a bunch of old wives’ tales. On the other hand—well, ye had the fuckin’ Forest, right there in front o’ ye, newly grown and seemingly overnight. Ye couldnae really argue wi’ that, now, could ye?


Since the trees were actually there, and no argument about that, Crammond split the difference and just concentrated on getting paid to chop them down.


Then his new limbs started talking to him.


In ma heid, like. Tellin’ me no’ tae cut the fuckin’ trees, leave them be, what did they ever dae tae me? These communications, initially soft and liminal, grew more insistent over time, and more violent; incitements dinning in Crammond’s head, like teeth grinding on tin, to jist stoap cuttin’, turn his metal-and-leather appendage on his fellow workers, why not, and ultimately on himself. Thought it wiz jist the fuckin’ shell shock, ye ken? But then one day ah’m intae the tree line wi’ this big sook oot o’ Inverness, ah’ve got a limb on wi’ this big fuckin’ saw blade. And it turns, all by itself, that blade, goes to chib this teuchter in the neck. Fuckin’ limb moved like it wiz alive. Ah fell over oan ma erse, wiz the only way tae stoap it, pretend ah tripped oan a fuckin’ root. But ah saw the way that teuchter looked at me efter, and ah knew he knew. By then, the disappearances had started. The men were hearing uncanny voices from deeper in the forest, a growing terror stalked the forestry camps after dark. Whole fuckin’ circus wiz comin’ apart. Ah took oaff that limb and ah fuckin’ walked. Literally fuckin’ walked, man, right back to Govan.


After that, like so many veterans with combat stress reaction, Crammond drifted. His neighborhood would not hold him, nor in the end would the wider cradle of Glasgow itself. Everything in the city just reminded him of what he’d been before the war, what he’d lost, and how there was no way back to any of it. The drift took him down to London for a while, some work that Duncan gathered was less than wholly legal or wholesome, then on to Birmingham for more of the same or worse, and finally to Erlsley, where he worked doors and dealt cocaine and mostly stayed out of trouble. Random collision with a chorus girl dancing at the Lyceum cemented him in place and, as the relationship blossomed, apparently gave him something approaching peace.


The hot chestnut stand followed soon after, mainly as a cover for more lucrative illicit activities. Against Crammond’s expectations, it did quite well. Now he and his girl were ensconced in expansive furnished lodgings above a confectioner’s over on Mitchell Street, and were making plans to actually buy the place. Duncan had been across there a couple of times, but he didn’t make a habit of it. The girl, May, didn’t seem to like him. Crammond once mentioned something about her coming from tinker stock, various aunts and grandmothers who had the Sight, and Duncan guessed that the gift had made its way down the generations. In which case, what she saw when she looked at him wasn’t likely to reassure her very much.


Duncan held up his end of the blether with Crammond for a while, long enough for night to fully fall, then he took his paper-bagged chestnuts and headed off with their comforting heat held one-handed to his chest. Fifty yards up the street and across, Erlsley Bird Cabs was a beacon of yellowish light between shop frontages already shuttered and dark. A single car sat in the rank outside, a rickety-looking prewar Unic, one of its ornate head lamps listing visibly lower than the other. No driver at the wheel—he was in the office, chatting up Niamh.


“Broken down, aye?” Duncan asked, banging noisily inside. The door was sticking since last winter, and no one seemed disposed to do anything about it. “I’ll come out and take a look at the engine if you want.”


He knew the cabby—a wiry, weatherbeaten thirtysomething with powerful, work-worn hands, years of farm labor in his past, trench memories in his gaze. No one you’d choose to cross. But these days, the Forest trumped the trenches in all but the most extreme cases, and Duncan was a bigger man into the bargain. The cabby shrugged.


“Car’s fine. Just on my way out for some snap, like. Takin’ orders.” He turned back to Niamh. “So you want owt bringing for you, hen? Butty or summat?”


Niamh shook her head, smiling a rueful smile. The cabby said something softly under his breath, grabbed his cloth cap off her desk, and crammed it on his head. He nodded at Duncan with measured defiance and walked out. The door banged behind him, the echo of the noise flew around the high-ceilinged room a couple of times. They watched through the window as the man bent and cranked his Unic to life.


“Could you try not to scare away all the pretty birds, Duncan?” Niamh, no longer smiling so much. “Sure, it’s boring enough sitting in here without them being scared to talk to me, too.”


“Him?” Duncan stared balefully out at the cabby as he climbed aboard his chariot and clattered away into the night. “He could have stayed.”


She picked up the post from where it lay sheafed on her desk, shoved it at him like a challenge.


“For your information, Duncan Silver, I have a father and three brothers back in Galway for that paternal shite. That’s why I left. Don’t need it from you here as well, just because—” Her voice snagged on the last word, tore open into the hacking cough. She stifled it before it could get properly started, hurried into other conversation, voice tightened with the effort. “So how was the Merry Widow Rush?”


“Aye, it’s a changeling.” Leafing absently through the thin sheaf of envelopes, pretending not to notice the cough. “Dropped it off out at Rawbury.”


“You don’t sound too happy about it. It’s a job, isn’t it?”


“It’s complicated. Rush moved home at least once in the last six months. Dowgreave, outside Macclesfield, before she ended up here. It’s right on the fringes of the Forest. Been there a couple of times; it’s risky country. The Huldu could easily have worked the switch while she was still living there. I’ll need to talk to Garner, see if he still has his ear to the ground over that way.”


“You want me to call him?”


“No, I’ll do it. Garner’s prickly at the best of times. You don’t need that grief.”


Niamh rolled her eyes. “I’m a big girl, Duncan.”


Duncan grunted. The one interesting exception in the sheaf of obvious bills and circulars he held was a grubby white envelope with a Whitby postmark, addressed in a rounded feminine hand. He turned it over, saw the name on the return address, and grimaced.


Ellie Furlough’s mother.


“This everything that came in today?”


“No, you had a drop-in, too. This fella.” Niamh prodded a calling card across the desk at him. It was pricey work—embossed lettering, a stylized color crest, done in painstaking flecks of black and gold and green.


“Forestry Commission?” Duncan picked the card up, eyed it curiously. “That’s a new one.”


“Thought they’d been around since the end of the war?”


“Aye, but not coming to see me. What’s he like then, this”—squinting at the name—“ ‘Martin Hardy, Special Estates Management’?”


Niamh shrugged. “He’s a Brit. Suit, mustache, forties; serious as fuck. Got an accent on him to match. The way he stands, I’d say he was ex-military, too.”


“Who isn’t these days? Is he coming back?”


“He asked if you would be so keind”—sliding into her upper-class English burlesque—“as to attend the commission’s offices at Albion Place, tomorrow at nine. Tea will be served.”


“You’re making that up.”


“Only the last part.” She dropped back into her habitual Irish brogue. “You had nothing in the diary, so I told him yes. I’ve marked it for you.”


Duncan hesitated.


“It might be paying work, Duncan.”


It might. It might also be a run-in with someone from his military past that he could well do without. Reminiscence that could only open old wounds, questions he’d rather not put answers to. Besides which, he had an 1891 bottle of Port Ellen upstairs, gift from an overjoyed and very wealthy client last year, and it was long overdue for opening. The bad taste of Irene Rush’s desolation sat in the back of his throat like dust, and the letter from Ellie Furlough’s mother promised more of the same. He fancied a determined effort to wash it all away tonight. An early start tomorrow was not what he needed most.


“Duncan?”


“Heard you, Niamh. Loud and clear.”


He unlocked the formal glazed door on the staircase against the right-hand wall, tramped up the six flights of stairs to the top, and let himself into his rooms.


… and do not doubt that we are eternally grateful to you for the return of Our Angel. We look only for some hopeful news on the future of her Condition, but no doctor that we consult can give any such assurance to us. Perhaps you, with your gathered Experience and Arts, may yet …


Duncan closed his eyes, pressed thumb and forefinger against the lids. He let the primly written sheets slip from his other hand and float to the floor beside his armchair. Nothing there that Mrs. Furlough hadn’t written to him at least twice before over the last five months. Little Ellie, her angel, still crumpling to the ground like dropped laundry as soon as she heard any sudden, loud report, and then taking hours to wake again. They’d hoped that over the summer it might pass, but there’d been no improvement, and now autumn was here with its farewell to promise and light and—


He’d fucked up.


Behind his eyes, for the hundredth time, he saw the fight at Kettley Cross play out—


The Huldu leader leaning in, the fanged grin. “Or should I call you … Master Duncan of Stac Dubh?”


The mansion crashes into his mind—blond sandstone Victorian grandeur, wooded rise of the Munro peak behind, torn and tarnished silver evening sky, light on in the window of his third-floor room …


Like a storm wind howling through his head …


He pulls the trigger on the McCulloch without a second thought.


The trench gun belches smoke and fire, delivers the small grape load into the Huldu at sternum height and point-blank range.


Magnesium flash-dazzle in the space between them, like some angry newborn sun, flaring to life. The Huldu leader screams, goes thrashing backward like he’s made of snakes, innards wreathed in green fire.


Hits the cobbled ground hard.


Duncan’s eyes are already screwed mostly shut against the expected glare, but still his vision blotches and worms in purple and green and black. He scans for the others, ready to leap and spin. Yanks the McCulloch in close, left hand tight on the pump-action slide, arm awkwardly bent to keep Ellie Furlough in its crook.


He chambers the second shot. The spent shell jumps out and tumbles, hits the cobbles, rolls away.


On the ground, the Huldu leader twists and smolders and screams. Inhuman sounds. His acolytes move in, hissing, crouched low, watchful and poised. In all likelihood, they have Duncan bracketed. There’s no way he can beat them all to the pounce.


He sees the option—a way out of the mess he’s made—and grabs it.


Step in, angle down. The McCulloch pointed now at the Huldu leader’s head.


“Your call,” he shouts. “Get him to the Forest, pick the iron out of his guts, he might heal. You rush me and he dies, right now! So do some of you!”


And the instinctive assessment he’s chasing turns out to be true.


These are not clan warriors, not canny, centuries-old skirmisher types. They’re sycophants, courtiers, hangers-on. Young, unproven males.


They act accordingly.


They hesitate, they show him their fangs, they hang back.


On the ground, their leader screams. Skogurtal syllables, surfacing, sibilant and broken, from the heaving morass of his agony.


“I’m waiting,” Duncan snarls.


Two of the bigger Huldu creep forward, more on all fours than upright. The unhuman gait, the bared fangs, the hatred in their faces is nightmare fuel for weeks to come. They grab at their writhing, groaning leader, get him under the arms. Drag him slowly back.


And the leader lifts an arm.


Hinges upward from the waist—Christ knows what it costs him in pain, what arcane strengths he pulls on to do it—and points one taloned hand.


Utters the curse.


It took Duncan a while to work it out.


At the time, grinning high on the combat adrenaline of the moment, he’d thought he was the target and shrugged it off. He was pretty much immune to that shit, as far he could tell; had been for years. Go see the witch up on Crawgate, get it muttered over for offset, maybe even set some kind of minor offering at a tree altar in the Forest fringes to seal the deal. Worst-case scenario, it was going to be a rash of some sort or headaches for a couple of weeks.


But then Ellie Furlough’s family threw a modest party to celebrate her safe return, some overjoyed relative clapped his hands loud, and little Ellie keeled over on the spot like a sniper victim at the parapet.


Duncan was there, guest of honor, glass in hand. The moment he saw the wean go down, he knew.


You fucked up, Duncan.


“You certainly did,” he told the empty room around him.


He knocked back what was left of the Port Ellen in his glass, grimaced as the neat spirit went down. The bottle was on the floor by his chair, dark glass, ornate label, long neck. He reached down, hooked it up between his fingers by touch alone, poured himself another harsh measure. He got up with a convulsive effort, took his glass to the window. Peered out at the lamplit street below, the facades across the way and the march of rooftops away west.


You couldn’t see the Forest from this far into town. But its presence haunted Erlsley just the same, hovered in the margins of thought, like the letter from Ellie Furlough’s mother, discarded on the floor at his back, like the promise of the hangover tomorrow morning would bring.


He stared out across the rooftops and into the night.


“Come on then, you Fae fuck,” he said softly. “Stop hiding behind little girls. I’m right here. Let’s see you finish what you fucking started.”


It was like an incantation in which he had no faith. Hollow, tinged with bitter desperation. The night waited impassive, unaffected, like an incoming tide piled up beyond the glass. He cursed again, a soft, indeterminate fuck it under his breath. Turned back to the room behind him, but all it held for him was the whisky and his rage.


He set about sinking himself, slowly and deliberately, in the depths of both.





FOUR



Albion Place, at the heart of Erlsley’s bustling municipal center, looked pretty much the way you’d expect with a name like that. Proud Victorian facades in blond sandstone faced each other across a boulevard-width street. Big doors and porticos every thirty yards and tall sash windows on every floor bar the attic. Number 28 featured a grand porch held up by four smooth columns on a two-step base, and the Union Jack on an angled flagpole above. Twinned brass plates on the forward columns announced BRITISH FORESTRY COMMISSION EST. 1919 in cleanly graven, black painted letters.


The polished brass winked unmercifully at him in the morning sun.


Against all odds, the new day had come in viciously bright, with clear blue skies and what Duncan’s father used to call a lazy wind—it couldn’t be bothered to go around, so went right through you instead. Alerted to some of this by the slanting blades of sunlight through the blinds in his bedroom as he woke, Duncan wore a pair of smoked-glass sharpshooter lenses against the glare when he headed out. It got him some funny looks on the street—outside of movie stars, no one wore sunglasses this side of the Atlantic—but whether it did anything for his hangover, he couldn’t honestly say. It didn’t feel like it. The aspirin he’d taken when he got up didn’t seem to be helping much either.


He went past the hard-gleaming brass, up the two steps, and through the double-width door under the portico, where he was greeted by a doorman and then a receptionist, who verified his appointment and led him on clacking heels across the marble lobby and up a sweeping staircase to offices on the second floor. Subdued bustle of coming and going in the corridor, in and out of rooms with doors left ajar. Men in suits, women in secretarial attire, carrying files or folded papers, here and there the cylindrical tubing of a map holder. They paused and stood aside for Duncan and his escort. Duncan glanced into one office, saw a small group of men gathered at a blackboard with a neatly chalked diagram across it. In another, dusty-looking antique tomes lay opened on a long table. The receptionist stopped, finally, at a handsomely varnished wood paneled door. Knocked and gave him a reassuring, if slightly quizzical, smile. He realized he was still wearing the sharpshooter lenses and fumbled them hastily off.


“Come!”


Exactly the cut-glass tones Niamh had described to Duncan the night before. The receptionist opened the door, ushered Duncan into a high-ceilinged space almost as big as his whole apartment. Turkish carpet on the polished wood floor, two sash windows almost twice the height of a man, ornate cornicing on the ceiling overhead. Sunlight poured into the room with a bright force Duncan could have very well done without.


“Mr. Duncan Silver,” the receptionist announced.


“Thank you, Molly.” Hardy came out from behind a large mahogany desk to greet him. “Perhaps you could rustle us up some tea. Have you breakfasted, Mr. Silver?”


As a safety measure, he had not.


“I’m not very hungry,” he said truthfully.


“Just tea, then, Molly. Thank you.” He waited until Molly had left. “Very pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Silver. Colonel Martin Hardy, at your service.”


Duncan took the proffered hand, got a firm shake that wasn’t trying to prove anything, and a smile to match. But the smile was quick, perfunctory, and above it, hard dark eyes measured Duncan’s face with keen attention.


“Where did you serve, Mr. Silver?” Deceptively casual.


“Western Front. You?”


It was blunt to the point of rudeness. Among fellow veterans, you’d mention place names, battles, regiment. Hardy took the deflection with no more than an elegant raised brow. “Oh, like you—Flanders and France, for my sins. Coldstream Guards.”


Another smile, this one wintry. The Guards had famously taken a pasting in the early years of the war. Duncan heard their officer ranks were all but wiped out.


“Must be a change.” Duncan looked around at the office. “Forestry.”


“Not as much as you’d think, really. It is, after all, another kind of war.” Hardy gestured to an occasional table and a couple of armchairs, all drenched in the sunlight streaming through the tall windows. “Please, Mr. Silver. Take a seat. Take off your jacket, if you prefer. The tea won’t be long.”


They sat. Duncan couldn’t make up his mind whether the warmth of the sun on his face made him feel better or worse. He left his jacket on. Hardy crossed his legs with officer elegance, placed clasped hands on his knee.


“Yes, as I say, another kind of war. With new enemies, and rules we have yet to learn. You, Mr. Silver, will know that more than most.”


“Never thought of it that way.” He honestly hadn’t.


“Yet you’ll agree that Great Britain is once more under threat, in all likelihood under a far greater threat than Kaiser Bill ever presented? Vast swaths of our country taken effortlessly from us, cities under siege, smaller communities all but cut off from each other in many cases. In the war, we were at least an island, with coasts we could defend. Here, the enemy sprouts, quite literally, from within.” Producing a slim silver case from his jacket. “Smoke?”


Duncan shook his head. He’d never acquired the habit, even in the trenches.


Hardy arched the elegant eyebrow again, but he made no comment. He took a cigarette for himself, leaned forward to light it from a heavy onyx lighter stood on the table between them, then sat back and smoked for a moment or two.


“I’m curious to know,” he said finally. “If you don’t think of what we face as a war, what keeps you going back into the Forest as you do?”


“They pay me.”


“Yes, I know that.” Trickling smoke idly from his nose. “Quite highly, too, if the one or two cases I’m familiar with are anything to go by.”


Best leave that one alone. If Hardy meant the business with Viscount Savin’s son, or the Canning family mess, then he had levels of access Duncan didn’t want to think about. And if not, well, then he was just fishing and fuck him into a muddy crater for that.


“My fees vary.”


“Indeed. According to what, I wonder.”


This hangover was going fucking nowhere. “What do you want, Colonel Hardy?”


“Hmm.” There was an onyx ashtray on the table to match the lighter. Hardy leaned in and knocked ash off his cigarette. “Yes, they said you were blunt. What do I want, Mr. Silver? I suppose you might say I need to satisfy my professional curiosity. We live in times of smoke and mirrors, and cheap conjuring for effect. Séances and revenants and bloody fairies at the bottom of the garden—I assume you saw that asinine piece by Conan Doyle in The Strand a couple of years back?”


“Heard about it.”


“Yes, well. As I say, times of cheap conjuring for effect. But I have no use for a cheap conjuror, and would like to spare myself the embarrassment of being seen to hire one in error. We are newly established here at the commission. It wouldn’t do to jeopardize the faith being placed in us.”


“And what faith is that?”


Hardy shrugged. “That we can hold back the darkness.”


The tea came, pushed in on an ornate trolley by a matronly woman with a pink shiny face. She parked beside the occasional table. Demure clinking of good china as the trolley rolled to a halt. Hardy nodded his thanks.


“Ah, here we are—Harrogate’s finest. And cake, too! You are spoiling us, Mrs. Clifton! Thank you, you can just leave it for us.” He beamed at Duncan. “Shall I be mother?”


He set about pouring for them, as if it were the thing he’d been trained for his entire life. Mrs. Clifton closed the door discreetly behind her. A stillness settled into the sunlit room.


“Tell me, Mr. Silver,” Hardy not looking up from his task. Voice as careful as his gaze on the teapot and cups. The tea sparkled as it poured. “Did you ever see … angels? Over there, I mean. At the front? At Mons, perhaps? Or later, at the Somme?”


“No.”


Hardy distributed teacups and saucers, milk jug and sugar pot. He served slices of the cake onto small plates and laid them out.


“I see. Did you perhaps encounter … other things?”


Duncan shifted impatiently. “I was not at Mons. And from what I hear, that whole thing was shite the church made up to boost morale. Ghostly bowmen, wasn’t? The shades of Agincourt? Arrow wounds on the bodies of German soldiers?”


“I’ve heard that said, yes.”


“But that’s not what you’re talking about?”


Hardy finished with the tea service, took his own cup, and cradled it between his palms as if for warmth.


“I saw arrow wounds not long after Mons,” he said quietly. “And the arrows that made them. But those wounds weren’t just on the Germans.”


“No, I don’t imagine they were.”


“Arrows the likes of which I’ve never seen, before or since. Black and filigree silver, so they caught the light, as if the shafts had been … embedded with shards of crystal. When you looked at the fletching, it was thick, too thick for just feathers. It seemed to move. Like something alive, like … leeches attached to the shaft. And the wounds were …” Hardy looked up, manufactured a small, apologetic smile. “Well. No one wanted to touch those arrows.”


He sipped some tea. Cleared his throat.


“The first time was a reconnaissance mission. Woods on a slope to the northeast of our position. The Germans had been scarce, considering what advances they’d already made. Command suspected a pincer movement, so we were detailed to sneak up there and take a look. I took eighteen men into those woods, Mr. Silver. I came back out with only two. What do you say to that?”


“I’d say you got lucky. Did you see what killed your men?”


“Not really, no.” Tone matter-of-fact. “We had no frame of reference back then, you see, for what we were facing. We saw the bodies, German infantry, looked like a whole detachment had been ambushed. And while we were staring at them, the Huldu did for us, too. Corporal Timmons was the first. From the sound, I thought he’d been bitten by a viper. That was the arrow, of course. Made a hissing through the air. Timmons cried out, fell. Nobody knew what to make of it; we’d no experience to put it against. Timmons crawling toward us, screaming, we didn’t spot the shaft at first. And then, when we did, I couldn’t work it out. Looked like a swagger stick, caught up somehow in his battle dress. And by then, two more men were down. Someone—I think my sergeant—yelled Archers! It made no sense.”


He gave Duncan the small, awkward smile again.


“We started firing into the trees. Blind barrage, completely hopeless. Someone tried to pull the arrow out of Timmons. He was still screaming, you see. And then so was the poor sod who’d tried to help him. Private Lamb—young lad, quite possibly underage when he volunteered. There were a lot like that. Anyway, he grabbed the arrow shaft and pulled. His hand came away ripped up and bloody, as if he’d hauled on a strand of barbed wire.”


Duncan nodded. “Fresh elf-shot will do that, aye.”


“We fired another barrage, very ragged this time. Timmons died, or at least he stopped making any noise. Lamb collapsed, weeping over his hand. More hissing; we saw the arrows coming this time, they seemed to glint in the air. More screams, more men down, I’m sure you can imagine. And yes, Mr. Silver, maybe I did see something then, in those moments. Some … wisp of something, between the trees, there and gone. Gray figures, like ghosts, or just—smoke.” Hardy shrugged. “And then, suddenly, it was just the sergeant and myself shooting. Man was bawling at me: We need to fall back, sir, we must fall back. He was right, of course.”


“That he was.”


“We got Lamb up between us, dragged him away. Got out of the woods and back to post. By then, of course, they’d started finding dead Germans all over the place, with the arrow wounds on them. Not many shafts, though.”


“No. They’ll melt fully into the wound if you give them the chance.” Duncan watched Hardy’s face. “That’s not the end of this story, though, is it.”


“Not quite, no.”


“I assume Lamb died?”


Hardy met his gaze, almost unwillingly, and Duncan saw a shard of old anger in his eyes that made him like the Guardsman just a fraction more.


“He didn’t just die.” Voice tightening like a tourniquet. “That boy … suffered. He was running a fever, almost from the moment we got him back to the command post. Never seen anything like it. It seemed to burn the flesh from him. You could almost see it happening. In and out of delirium, screaming nightmares. They moved him out to a field hospital the following day. And he died there, two days later, I’m told.”
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