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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







‘Now certainly the place is deserted,’ said Gawain.
‘It is a hideous oratory, all overgrown,
And well graced for the gallant garbed in green
To deal out his devotions in the Devil’s fashion.
Now I feel in my five wits, it is the Fiend himself
That has tricked me into this tryst, to destroy me here.’


From Sir Gawain and the Green Knight




One of the deep silences fell on them, that seemed so much more natural than speech, a timeless silence in which there were at first many minds in the overhang; and then perhaps no mind at all.


William Golding: The Inheritors





PART ONE



From the Unknown Region
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The Green Chapel: I



Each dawn, since the hollyjack had come to the cathedral bringing her strange dreams, the boy had started to think of waking as the opening of petals, or a form of budding. At this time the light was not green, it became green later, but he could never wait to wake, and in the same way that flowers opened to the sun, and leaves turned and unfurled, so he unfurled, so he opened. At first curled up on the inscribed marble floor, arms and legs gathered in for warmth during the night, now he began to straighten, then stretch, face to the open sky where the roof had been, mouth agape and damp with dew.


His eyes remained closed but he knew the cathedral was not yet green, it was still in stark light, and the world was not yet quick. And like the pores of the leaves, still closed, the water stayed inside him. He liked the feeling of the water. It pressed painfully against his belly, but he kept the water with him, waiting for green light. He rolled on the hard, cold marble, touching the grooves in the slab, the hidden names of the dead carved in the floor that guarded their bones. He listened to the cathedral stir, to the forest beyond begin to wake, to the hollyjack as she woke and moved restlessly, like a bird, in her nest of vegetation at the end of the aisle, against the great outer doors of the church.


The hollyjack had been here for days, now, weeks perhaps. She had changed his dreams. He could dream more widely, and feel his way over great distances of the forest, peering up from the roots, or glimpsing the ground as he flowed through the branches. She still frightened him, but until she had come he had been unable to see anything at all. With her arrival he had seen how like a leaf he was, unfurling with the new day. But last night, the dream last night had been startling. He didn’t want to let it go.


The sun moved over the line of the trees. The ragged edges of the cathedral’s fallen roof caught its warmth, its light. On the cold marble the brilliant edge of the green light spread, moving like a growing thing, an unfurling plant, towards the unfurled boy.


He felt it touch his legs. He woke fully and cried out as the light spread across him and birds fled from the nest where the hollyjack chattered. The bones of the dead below him shifted as roots prowled among them. The cathedral shuddered into life, from nave to chancel. The rotting wood of the pews began to steam, and he could smell this, and the carved dancing men drew deeper into the knots and rings of the old trees, their night of freedom and exuberance finished for a while.


He let the water go, now, adding his own moisture to the heavy dawn as his belly deflated. The water stank of nettles as it passed, and this mingled with wood sorrel and anemone in the rising steam of the chapel. He was relieved, out of pain, and felt at last that it was time to open fully. To open his eyes. To let green light shape him for the day.


The hollyjack had left her nest. He saw her moving up the ivy-covered wall towards the high arch of a window, where tree branches reached into the ruins of the cathedral and stone faces grinned down at him. She hesitated for a moment, glancing back at her nest, and at the boy, then had gone, outside into the forest.


He wanted to call to her, to tell her about his dream, but it was too late. He stood and stared through the leaning trunks of oaks at the rows of rotting wooden pews, some of them crushed, others raised above the floor as the forest grew from below them. The altar space was a distant grove among white-flowered thorns, the gold cross sparkling through the leaves. Saplings were sprouting everywhere, coming up from the crypt below. Only the marble slabs, with the names and dates of the dead, defied the forest as it struggled to emerge into the cathedral, keeping a clear channel to the high altar. Since the hollyjack had come to him, he had begun to imagine how the roots and branches in the crypt, and the bones themselves, were all entangled, all pushing at the floor, a great pressure ready to erupt upwards.


It had been such a dream. It had been his first real dream since he had come to the forest. He said the words aloud into the decaying church. Real dream. For so long his dreams had been of endless snow, and endless forest, and endless running, and endless water, an endless flight across unchanging lands. All that had broken with the first dream of the unfurling leaf. And now this one. He had begun to remember so much again.


‘They danced!’ he shouted, staring into the brightening sky, through the crossing branches of the trees, through the green light. As if to answer his cry, one of the carved wooden faces on a pew moved slightly, then stretched forward from the end of the stall, poking out into the aisle. It turned and peered at the shouting boy, who watched back through the sunlit mist that hung heavily in the great space. It looked like the hollyjack, branches extending from its mouth, leaves around its face. As quickly as it had stretched to look at him, it withdrew and was silent again. The boy blinked, then laughed. He was still dreaming. Last night that same figure and twenty others had come all the way out of the wooden benches, small, gnarled shapes with willow-thin arms and legs. They had led a wild dance up the stone walls and into the branches, among the stone faces in the high eaves, which had laughed and twisted too, stretching out from the pillars and cornices of the cathedral, peering at the wild activity below them and around their vaulted positions.


In the stillness of the new day, the boy went to the hollyjack’s nest and peered through the small hole into the stinking mass of rotten wood and foliage, grass, bracken and dead birds that the creature had compacted against the tall cathedral doors. Above those doors, half of a stained glass window began to glow purple and red as it was struck by first light. He liked the shape of the knight with his lance and silver armour, but now – another question! He was so full of questions these days – now he wondered what the knight was fighting – he could just see the creature’s legs – what was missing from the shattered area of the window.


Away from the nest, he went into the gloom of the sacristy and looked at his disjointed reflection in the cracked mirror. His hair was long and filthy now, falling in a lank, black mass around his pale, smooth face. A new thought occurred to him (he smiled at the pleasure of it) that he looked like the picture of an Apache Indian boy he had seen in a book at school. The boy in the picture had worn animal skins. The boy in the mirror was naked. The picture of the Apache now blurred and shifted in his mind, then faded. The chapel boy’s teeth were still white when he grinned, shifting his head across a distorting fracture in the glass.


The deep scratches on his chest and right arm were healed, now no more than bright red lines. They no longer hurt. The skin around them was still yellowed with bruising. He could hardly remember the attack, now, it had been so fast, and at dusk. He hadn’t even seen the creature, just heard its awful laugh. He thought of it as the giggler.


He was grimy with dirt and remembered that he should wash, so he thought of the well, but the well was at the edge of the clearing outside, and the wood was dangerous there. When the giggler had snatched at him and ripped him, it had hurt him badly, and when the hollyjack had tried to help him it had torn her leaves before retreating into the deep bosk of the wood. She mightn’t help him again.


The moment of apprehension faded as fast as the memory of the Indian boy from the book. He was suddenly on the ivy ‘ladder’, hauling himself up the stonework to the open roof, over an empty gallery, then across a broad sill that was carved with intricate rose and leaf patterns. He held the long neck of an ugly stone animal, and peered back down into the body of the church, swinging gently in the vast space and watching the wooden seats below, but they were quite lifeless now. Then he had clambered over the gargoyle and out onto a branch, crawling into the daylight and slipping down the twisted beech tree and onto the slate roof of the porch. The clearing stretched around him, ending at the wood. A few granite headstones poked from mounds in the tall grass and nettles. The stone well was half in shadow. The crowding wood was dark, crushing, and he felt a tingle of apprehension again. The giggler came and went, usually at dusk, but he couldn’t be sure it wasn’t there now, watching him from the shadows. He needed to drink, though.


Without really thinking, he reached the well and drew up the bucket, splashing water into his mouth and over his body, liking the cold touch on his bruises. Some impulse, faintly remembered, made him rub water between his toes.


Something moved suddenly in the dark wood, startling him, and he scampered back to the open door of the porch, yelping at the stings he received from the dense nettlebed. It was only the hollyjack, in fact. She hovered in the gloom, then stepped quickly past the well, crouching against a headstone. He knew that her eyes would tell him of fear, but her eyes said nothing. They gleamed from deep in the holly leaves that wreathed her face. The thin twigs that stretched from each side of her round mouth were wet. She had been feeding, then. She was fat, these days, and her body often moved as if she was being kicked from inside.


In her hands she held a selection of colourful fungi. She offered these, and he came forward and picked carefully, knowing that some would make him dizzy and sick. The rest he ate gratefully as the hollyjack quickly examined those he had rejected. She was trying to learn.


The hollyjack was disturbed. Her mouth flexed and she made bird noises. Her long fingers stroked her body leaves restlessly, almost nervously. He wanted to go back into the chapel, to safety and security, away from the strange men and creatures who so often prowled among the trees. But he sensed that the hollyjack needed him, so he stayed in the shadow, listening to furtive movement in the woodland and the fluttering of wings in his friend’s body.


He realised quite suddenly that she was inviting him to dream again, and his heart surged.


He had had a dream last night, in the cathedral … as he ate the last of the mushrooms he struggled to recall the details. There had been wild dancing. The green men in the church stalls had slipped out of the wood and run amok. He was like a leaf, unfurling at dawn. The giggler had stepped from the wood and walked into his dreams, hiding there …


But as he tried to remember these things, so they faded, leaving him blank again, empty and restless, lonely and isolated. The details had gone.


A bigger dream was on offer, now. The way the hollyjack crouched and trembled, watching him and chitter-chattering in her funny way, all of this told him that she had heard something. Big Dream, he wondered as he chewed, or Little Dream?


When he was full he left the porch and went over to the hollyjack, curling up in her twiggy arms. The prick of holly leaves made him shudder, but after a while the mixing of blood and sap soothed him, and although the inside of her body shifted and fluttered restlessly, he felt himself slip out into the wood, flowing softly, spreading widely, connected to the forest around him through her roots, now embedded in the earth of the graveyard, and touching the tendrils of wilder trees.


She was sending him on the Little Dream, and he heard his father’s voice again, for only the second time since the hollyjack had come. His father was in the wood. His father was coming closer. He was looking desperately for his son. There was someone with him, a man like a bear, dark-featured and fierce. There was excitement, running, they were afraid. The wood shifted around them, tripped them, snagged them, sucked them deeper. The giggler was watching them, but they weren’t aware of it.


Then he touched his father’s dreams again, his memories, and he shouted with pain at the anguish he felt, the sadness. The hollyjack wrapped her arms more tightly around him, soothed him, rustled and twittered at him with her voice. Blood and sap mingled more deeply. He lay back in the hollybush and started to cry. But he dreamed his father’s dream for a while, feeding on it, bringing himself close again to a man he remembered only as a picture. He moved out of the cathedral and into the wood, a wraith, anxious to touch the man who was searching for him.





Out of the Dark



It was to be an evening of rain and strange encounters. There would be a return from the dead, and the beginning of the ending of a life.


Richard Bradley hastened along the road to his house, at the edge of Shadoxhurst, hatless and drenched by the torrential and freezing late September downpour. The whole town had become dark. The few shops had their lights on, and at four in the afternoon this made a depressingly wintry scene. Richard was wearing only his suit, the collar of his jacket drawn tightly around his neck in a vain attempt to stop the rain coursing down his back. Bedraggled and fed up, he broke into a run as he neared his cottage, then slowed abruptly as he saw the woman dart away from the back gate towards the fields.


She was wearing strange clothes. She too was saturated, he could see, her dark hair plastered to her scalp. He didn’t see her face, only the army trousers, tucked into muddy, black boots, and a full and heavy-looking green anorak drawn tightly around her neck. She had something slung across her shoulder, and although it was hard to be sure, Richard thought it was a short bow and full quiver.


He quickened his step, puzzled by the fact that she had been at his back door, but by the time he reached the gate she was a bulky and distant shape, running through the downpour towards the stream that led to Ryhope Wood, on the estate. The rain made the wood seem grim, as always.


He opened the back door and peered inside the house, noticing the wet footprints that led across the kitchen and into the small parlour. The footprints were small. He assumed at once that they were those of the woman, but what on earth was she doing here? Nothing looked disturbed. The cash box, clearly labelled as such (it contained only coppers), was still on its shelf.


Richard followed the footprints. They ascended the stairs and showed clearly, though slightly faded, how the intruder had looked into each room. The carpet had dried the wetness from her boots by mid-landing of the return, but downstairs, on the bureau, he found a note, which he read with astonishment.




Why aren’t you here? Everything’s OK with Old Stone Hollow. I really hoped you’d be here. I miss you. It’s been too long.
IMPORTANT: Lytton reckons he knows how to locate the boy’s protogenomorph, but we need YOU there. Come to the Station. I’m going back into the wood by the old brook, taking path through Huxley’s Lodge. Follow me the moment you get back. This may be our only chance to find the true Cathedral! Just do it! I miss you.





The note was unsigned. The paper was wet where she had held it, the pen, a cheap biro, flung on the table. She had rested a hand on the polished wood and he placed his own hand upon the vague outline, noting its smallness, the details of her fingerprints, three of which were crossed with scars.


A thought had occurred to him, that he should fetch the police, but he stood there unwilling to do so. He just looked at the handprint, and the note, savouring its strangeness and its incomprehensibility. And remembering the image of the woman, wet, dark-haired, bulky with clothes, but fast, running along the bridleway towards the wood that had so fascinated Alexander’s young friend Tallis Keeton, before she and her father had so tragically and mysteriously disappeared, over a year ago, now.


Alex came bounding up to the front door and rang the bell. Richard folded the note and tucked it into his trousers pocket, then opened the door to the wet, excitable thirteen-year-old. The boy ran straight to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of orange juice, then crashed upstairs to get ready for the school play.


On impulse, Richard followed his son to the ‘treasure house’, as he and Alice called Alexander’s room.


‘Do you want tea?’ he asked from the door, watching the boy poring over some typewritten sheets.


‘No thanks. Had crisps and two Lion bars.’


‘Well, that sounds healthy enough.’ Alex didn’t respond. ‘We’ll be leaving at six, if they want you there at six-thirty, so don’t lounge around reading for long.’


‘I’m not reading – I’m memorising. Mr Evans and me wrote a new scene today.’


‘Mr Evans and I …’


Alex groaned tiredly.


Richard looked around the room, reaching out to flick one of the many model planes that were suspended from the ceiling. Alexander’s costume – he was to play the red-bearded Lord Bertolac in the third year’s production of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight – was draped around a tailor’s dummy. The red beard and hair had been fashioned from two very old wigs and looked hilarious upon the boy. Another pupil would be playing the Green Knight himself (who was, in fact, Lord Bertolac in otherworldly form) as the change of costuming was too difficult.


There was something about Alex’s den that both embraced and unnerved Richard. It was a difficult feeling – there was so much obsession here, so much passion, from the paintings of knights, with odd insignia and helmet crests, to the drawings of dinosaurs and the carefully ordered trays of fossils and crystals, gathered from all over Britain, all labelled and all imbued with mystery. Chunks of iron marcasite from chalk pits were questioningly labelled ‘Spacecraft remains?’ The intricate patterns of fossils were related to Star Creatures, lost in the chalk seas in primordial times. Models, in plastic and wood, were everywhere, and the boy could tell a story about each one.


It was an imagination inherited from his grandfather (along with a love of toy soldiers), but a trait completely missing from Richard himself, although he tried hard to remember what had been his own childhood dream: he had walked, lazed in the sun and swum in the freezing seas off the Welsh coast. He had very little to show for growing up.


He realised that Alex was watching him anxiously. He asked, ‘What is it?’


Alex said simply, ‘You can come in, if you want. You can test me.’


Feeling awkward, for no reason he could identify, Richard turned to go downstairs. ‘I’ll test you in the car, shall I? I’d better get some tea going.’


Leaving Alexander to memorise the final few lines of his part in the heavily adapted play, he went down to the kitchen, taking out the note and re-reading it. It had an odd, foreign quality to the language – Lytton reckons he knows how to locate the boy’s protogenomorph. It had an American twang to it. And what on earth was a protogenomorph?


The rain drummed monotonously. He heard the sound of the family car, an old Rover that roared and spluttered as the engine was turned off. Alice struggled out onto the kerb and cursed the rain.


He had hidden the note before she entered the house to begin her relentless domestic routine and preparing for the evening out. She had little time for idle chat. Richard prepared tea and wrote two letters, but he was distracted and disturbed – indeed, he was enjoying a welcome if vicarious experience.


The note had surely been intended for someone else, not for Richard Bradley. But he couldn’t get over the odd and thrilling sensation that nine words in the woman’s hand gave him.


I really hoped you’d be here. I miss you.


Alice was half asleep in the passenger seat, her head rocking as the car bumped slowly over the uneven road, leading back to Shadoxhurst. The headlights cut a bright path through the rain. Houses appeared grey, windows reflecting dully; trees were dark, looming shapes that appeared and disappeared from vision in seconds. The road curved across the country; two foxes scampered across the path of the car, casting gleam-eyed glances, hesitating as the vehicle approached.


Behind Richard, Alexander stared at the night land, awake, alert, excited. He was still dressed in his Lord Bertolac costume, all but the bushy beard. His performance had been warmly applauded.


In fact, it had been a spectacular performance all round, from the mad chase around the stage for the Green Knight’s severed head, which took on an unintentional role of its own, to the sub-Gilbert and Sullivan words of the songs, all written by the children.


Even now, Richard found himself singing the ‘Wild Man’s’ Song:


‘I am a Mountain Wodwo,


‘I live on leaves and fish roe …’


There had been no subtleties, of course, simply an adventure, with monsters and supernatural entities. The Green Knight’s beheading, his magical return to life and subsequent challenge to Gawain, to meet a year later at the Green Chapel (an ancient burial mound) for a return stroke, were powerfully played; the three attempts at seducing Sir Gawain by the enchantress Morgan le Fay, disguised as Lady Bertolac, were excruciating, as the boy playing Morgan couldn’t keep the pitch of his voice constantly high. Alex’s innovation to the story had been to make the pagan Green Knight the guardian of a fabulous talisman. At the end, Gawain, disguised as a hunting falcon, tricked the monstrous knight out of his chapel, entered the mound to the fairy Otherworld and stole the treasure.


Alexander had been singled out for special applause. Richard and Alice had felt very proud of the lad and joined heartily in the encore, a refrain from the final song (‘One bloody nick at the side of my neck – All for the sake of My Lady’s Green Girdle’).


Headlights cut through the dark, swinging across trees, hedges, walls, briefly illuminating a land that was silent, saturated and sleeping.


The man who suddenly staggered in front of the car was wearing only a dressing gown. He waved both hands helplessly as Richard swerved to avoid him. He was holding what looked like a round, white mask.


For a second, in the headlamps, the man had been startled like a wild animal, frozen in the road. Then he flung himself aside to escape hurt. Richard saw only his white body, naked beneath the gaping gown. He had been thinly bearded, and everything about him had glistened like oil, the effect of light on rain-drenched skin.


The car stopped heavily and Alice woke up abruptly.


‘What the hell is it?’


‘A man just ran into the road. I nearly knocked him down.’


‘You should drive more slowly,’ Alice said predictably.


Richard was already outside the car, peering into the darkness behind. He listened through the rain but could hear nothing.


Alice said, ‘I’ll drive, shall I? That way we might get home safely.’


‘I didn’t hit him, Alice. And he did run into the road …’ But Richard was disturbed by the man’s appearance. ‘I just thought for a minute …’


He got back into the car and sat quietly. As Alice woke more fully from her drowsy state so her shock and her irritation passed away. ‘Let’s get home.’


‘I thought I recognised him. I only glimpsed him …’


‘Probably a farmer’s lad, drunk. As you said, you didn’t hit him, so let it alone. I’m cold.’


‘He was wearing a dressing gown. Gaping open. Did you see him, Alex?’


Behind him the boy nodded palely. His eyes were wide and he looked upset.


‘Alex?’


‘It was Mr Keeton,’ the boy said quietly. He was shaking. Richard went cold as the man’s face became clearer to him. ‘It was Tallis’s father,’ Alex repeated. ‘It was Mr Keeton.’


‘Nonsense,’ Alice said, but she frowned when she saw the look on her husband’s face. ‘Jim Keeton and Tallis disappeared over a year ago. You know that, Alex. He hasn’t come back, now. If it was Jim, then it’s his ghost.’


Richard was trying to remember something from those distressing days, when the countryside had been searched and no sign of the two Keetons found. ‘When Jim vanished … wasn’t it in the morning? He’d run out of the house in his dressing gown. Don’t you remember what Margaret told the inquest?’


Alice shrugged. ‘I remember. But they’ve been gone for over a year. You’re not telling me that a year later he’s still wearing his dressing gown …’


Richard looked round in the darkness. On the small back seat of the car his Red Knight son was hunched, knees drawn up, eyes wide as he stared at his father. He was crying silently.


Five hours later, James Keeton came to their cottage. The rain had eased, but he made a miserable and bedraggled figure, standing at the bottom of the garden, staring at the dark window where Alexander watched, the mask held against his chest. He opened the gate and ran quickly to the back door, tapping on the glass. Alex struggled to see the man from his bedroom, but Keeton had moved through the rain to stand outside the dining room. Like a bird, tapping with its beak, Keeton kept tapping with his fingers, pressing his face against the glass, hand raised, tap-tap-tapping as he peered into the darkness of the cottage.


Alex stood on the landing, shivering. His pyjama trousers came undone and he struggled to tie them more securely. He listened to the noise of the beak on the glass downstairs, and remembered his friend Tallis’s tales of birds, and bird creatures, and nights filled with wings. He slowly descended the stairs, and in the dining room approached the half-moon face of the man outside, coming closer until he could see the beard and the curve of pale flesh above, stepping right up to the window where the half-naked man tap-tap-tapped in slow desperation. Alex gently tap-tap-tapped back. Keeton’s nose was squashed against the glass. A trickle of rain ran down between eyes and windowpane. He held the odd piece of rotting wood in one hand, and Alex saw the crude face, the moon-like curves, the cuts for eyes. He recognised it as one of Tallis’s masks. It was Moondream. He pressed his hand against the glass where the mask watched, remembering his lost friend.


The water on the pane, outside, mingled with the tears that Mr Keeton shed.


‘Don’t run away,’ Alex called, and the man closed his eyes. He seemed to slump against the glass and continued to tap with the mask, as if he were a weary Punch and Judy man, using the cold-eyed wood to entice the children’s fancy. Moondream tapped the window and Keeton sank down into a huddle; mask-face and man-face disappeared from view.


Alex went outside with the Persian rug from the hallway and wrapped the heavy fabric around the freezing man. Mr Keeton was silent, now, hugging the mask and watching the dark, damp night through eyes that were unpleasantly blank and watery. Alex tried to help him stand, but he wouldn’t move.


‘Don’t run away again. Promise? Stay here.’


The man made a strange sound, then curled more tightly into his saturated dressing gown and the thick, dry rug, pulling the knotted ends around his neck.


Alex went upstairs and woke his father.


‘Mr Keeton’s come home. But he’s very sad. I think Tallis must be dead.’





Moondreaming



There was something very curious about James Keeton’s condition. When he had been bathed, shaved and his hair brushed, only a desperate, haunted look in his eyes suggested any difference to the robust and over-nourished man who had disappeared, presumably to live rough and wild, one year and fifteen days ago. His wife Margaret was very distressed, hardly touching her husband, but staring at him as he was examined by a local doctor, and talked to and tested, but without responding in any way.


Keeton’s skin was scratched in places, and his two big toes very bruised. The growth of beard, now removed, had been that of four or five days. His dressing gown, though the pockets were torn, once dry was as good as new – not the raggy robe that might have been expected from a year in the wild.


Oddest of all, the elastoplast on his index finger covered an almost healed cut. The day before he had disappeared, Keeton had cut himself carving a shoulder of lamb for the family lunch.


Had he been looked after somewhere during his absence, only to be returned to his original appearance (minus pyjamas!) a few days before, to run blindly along the country lanes around Shadoxhurst? Only James Keeton could answer that question, and Keeton was saying nothing. He rocked slightly in the armchair, and seemed, at times, to be looking into the far distance. He cried silently, and his lips moved, but no sound emerged.


The doctor made a tentative diagnosis of shock, inducing a temporary catatonic state. He might emerge from it at any moment, or he might become dangerous, to himself if not to others. He should be taken to hospital for further and more expert examination, he advised.


Throughout all of this, from two in the morning to the new day, Keeton held firmly onto the crude mask, his grip tightening like a child’s when Richard tentatively tried to take it.


‘Tallis was always making those things,’ Margaret murmured from across the room. She was pale, exhausted with confusion. ‘Which one is it?’


Alexander said, ‘It’s Moondream. She told me more about it, but I’ve forgotten.’


At the sound of the boy’s voice, or perhaps at the mention of the mask’s name, Keeton’s unfocused gaze hardened and he sat up straighter, his lips smacking together for a moment. When Alex put his arm around the man’s shoulder, Keeton curled into the embrace, apparently relaxed.


At his own request, Alex drove with the Keetons to the infirmary, fifteen miles away, near a secluded village on the county border. Richard and others from Shadoxhurst spent the next three days searching the countryside for any sign of Tallis, but for a second time they found nothing. The owners of the Ryhope Estate scoured the edges of Ryhope Wood and the area adjacent to the mill-pond, but reported that they, too, had found no traces. Twice, Richard went across the fields to the wired-off road, and stood where the old road entered the gloom, to the ruins of Oak Lodge where his son, and other children, had once played. High, barbed-wire fencing and notices of the prosecution of trespassers, were unfriendly reminders of the detached and hostile attitude to the local community that now resided in the Manor House: the two children (now in their thirties) had inherited the property after the death of their father.


Alex was a regular visitor to James Keeton over the next four weeks, and Richard and Alice both became concerned at what appeared to be the boy’s insatiable curiosity about the silent man. Keeton sat immobile and silent, staring into space, the Moondream mask either clutched to his chest or propped up on the mantelpiece of his small, private room, overlooking the woods. But although Richard talked to his son, tried to discourage him from the obsessive visiting, Alex would not be persuaded. He could cycle the fifteen miles to the hospital in just over two hours. His homework suffered. He was always glad if Richard drove him to the secluded place, and seemed unbothered by his father being in the room.


What Alex did was to whisper stories to the frozen man. As he spoke, he stroked Keeton’s hands. Sometimes he held the mask up for him, and invariably Keeton leaned forward to peer through its eyes. It was the only voluntary movement he made. Everything that Alex did sounded reassuring. He told jokes, wild adventures, he talked of Tallis.


‘Come back, Mr Keeton. Come back home,’ Richard heard him saying once. ‘I know you’re still wandering. You can come back now. Everything is safe.’


In the car, driving back to Shadoxhurst, Richard asked his son what he had meant by those words.


‘It’s just a feeling,’ the boy said. ‘His body’s here, but I think his spirit is still wandering, still searching for Tallis.’


‘This sounds like a fairy story.’


Alex shrugged. ‘Sometimes he whispers things that make me think he can see other lands.’


‘Like the land of the Green Knight, eh?’ Richard said, and then the implication of what Alex had said struck him. ‘He whispers things? He talks to you?’


‘Not to me,’ the boy said, shifting in the car seat and staring out at the darkening landscape. ‘But he talks … Not very much, and always in whispers. It doesn’t make much sense, but I think he’s wandering somewhere, searching hard.’


A month to the day after his committal to the infirmary, Keeton recovered consciousness dramatically. By the time Richard and Alex arrived at the hospital he was in a state of high excitement. He didn’t appear to recognise Richard, but began to talk almost incoherently to the boy, even as he peered through the face of the mask on the mantel-ledge.


‘I can see her, Alex. I’ve caught up at last! She’s on the other side of the mask. I’m not sure if she knows it’s me, and she can’t hear me, but she’s there, among big trees, with several riders. She seems well. But she’s so grown up.’


Richard watched and listened as the older man poured out his vision to the thirteen-year-old.


‘Her face is scarred. She’s become so tall. I think she must be a hunter of some sort. They’re in a deep wood, near a river, among stone ruins. An old man is with her, and he keeps crying. There’s something very strange in the trees – like a creature …’


‘May I look?’ Alex asked.


Keeton passed the boy the mask and Alex held it to his face, peering in through the eyes, turning slightly as if adjusting his view. From his expression it was clear that he had seen nothing but the room. Keeton took the mask back and placed it on the mantelpiece, touching the smeared moon-shapes, the crudely gouged eyes. His white shirt was saturated with sweat, his grey flannels creased and drooping. His hair had turned completely white in the last month, a startling change that occurred overnight, as if a ghost had touched him and he had been unable to respond.


He sat down now and sighed deeply. ‘Alex?’


‘Yes?’


‘It was her. It was my little girl all grown up. Wasn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ Alex whispered.


‘Oh dear,’ the man said, then slumped a little. ‘Oh dear …


And then he was silent. Within moments he had slipped away again.


He came back two weeks later, raving and angry, screaming as he stared inwards through the eyes of the mask. He had to be sedated. Thereafter, every three or four days he would emerge from his catatonic state and address an aspect of the reality he could experience through his daughter’s childish creation.


As often as possible, Richard took Alex to see him, aware that the two of them shared a rapport that was quite exclusive. Keeton described wild visions, of journeys across marshlands, of great snows, of thudding and frightening skirmishes, fought out in bloodstained mud, of fires on hills and mad dancing at fire-lit dusk. And as he described these visions he seemed at peace, as if he knew that his daughter would return to him.


The periods of lucidity were short-lived, however, the longest being only five hours. And the longer the lucid phase, the longer the time in silence, empty of dreams, empty of life. Quite often, at weekends, Alex would beg to visit the hospital, only to be frustrated and saddened by a day of sitting with a dead man. Not even the touching of the precious mask could draw a flicker of response from James Keeton.


Alex must have heard the rows between his parents, but said nothing, just became more withdrawn himself. Alice had become increasingly angry and concerned at the time Alex was spending at the hospital. She wanted to end the relationship. Richard argued that there was a special trust between the two, and that Alex might be the channel through which the man would return to full sanity.


‘What the hell is the attraction? They hardly know each other—’


‘I know. I don’t know what the attraction is. Perhaps it’s Tallis, a link with her. All I know is, Alex seems to comfort the man, and he’s happiest when they’re talking, sharing visions.’


‘Visions!’ Alice’s frustration made her face contort, anguish and anger ageing her. ‘We’ve got to put a stop to it, Richard. He’s not himself any more. I don’t recognise him.’


‘Give him time, Alice. If he can help Jim …’


Alice, exasperated, closed her mind to the argument. ‘You’re a fool.’


Alex, certainly, heard it all, and sometimes he would try to reassure both parents, but only by touch, never with words.


One night, in the early spring, he crawled on all fours into his parents’ bedroom, reached up and tugged his father awake. Richard peered over the side of the bed and groaned. Alex silenced him with a finger to lips and beckoned him to come downstairs. Blearily, Richard followed, as Alice slept restlessly and full of her own unexpressed – perhaps inexpressible – pain.


At the back door Alex pointed into the March night. ‘There’s a fire by the wood, people dancing. They’ve got drums. It’s very weird.’


Now that he looked carefully, Richard could see the faint, flickering glow of light from near Hunter’s Brook, at the edge of Ryhope Wood. When he investigated his tall son with his fingers he could tell that Alex was wet with rain, and cold with night air. He was also dressed in jeans and windcheater.


‘Have you been out?’


‘Come and see! Bring a stick. They’re all dancing with sticks around the fire.’


‘Have you been out?’ he whispered again. ‘At three in the morning?’


From the far distance the sound of drums swelled on the night breeze. It was an odd rhythm, faintly audible, a fluctuating murmur in the cold night.


‘Come and dance! Please, Daddy. Get a stick. Do it for Tallis.’


Richard stared at the pale features of his son. ‘For Tallis? What do you mean by that?’


‘I was dreaming of her. And the fire. Then I woke up. It might help Mr Keeton to find her again.’


Confused, very cold, aware that he was operating in a game that he didn’t understand, Richard nodded. ‘What sort of stick?’


‘Anything. Anything wooden. Tallis’s call was always wood.’


Richard went upstairs and dressed quietly, then explored the playroom, searching behind cartons, trunks and camping equipment until he found his old school cricket bat. ‘Willow,’ he said as he closed the door, walking down the path with Alex. ‘Will that do? It’s signed by Fred Trueman.’


Alex had no idea what his father was talking about. Impatiently he said, ‘Let’s go!’


Six months before, Richard had watched a rain-saturated woman in army fatigues run along this bridle-way. Now he used a heavy torch to illuminate the way to the small fire that burned by Hunter’s Brook.


The air pulsed dramatically with the fierce drum sound. As he drew closer he could see dark shapes twisting wildly in front of the flames. He was reminded of Indian dancing from Western films, but there was no chanting or singing, just the rapid, turning dance of eight or nine cloaked human figures, whose death-white faces caught the firelight as they spun.


The land dropped slightly to a muddy brook, then rose again. Alex scrambled up the slope in the darkness, an eager shape picked out in the beam from Richard’s torch. As Richard struggled through the freezing brook, gasping as cold water soaked his feet, he became aware of the sudden ceasing of the drum beat. At the top of the rise he stared at the fire close by, but the figures had gone now, and the March night was still and silent, save for the murmur of wind.


Alex ran to the fire, crying out and running around the flames waving his stick. As Richard flashed the torch around, he picked out the tall, feathered pole that had been pushed into the ground. An odd twig-doll dangled from the top, clattering against the wood as the wind whipped up. A light but steady rain began to fall, driving in gusts at Richard as he stood and watched the fire. The glowing embers sizzled as they were quenched.


‘They’ve gone!’ Alex cried again, staring towards the woods.


‘Let’s go home,’ Richard said.


Alex turned back to him. ‘We should dance. Dance round the fire.’


Richard raised his cricket bat and looked, by flamelight, at the faded scrawl that was the signature of his cricketing hero. The face of the bat was dented and discoloured from years of use at school. Where the handle joined the willow blade there was a deep split, making use of the bat dangerous.


‘Alex—’


‘Daddy! Dance with me! It’ll bring them back …’


‘I’m afraid I’d feel rather foolish.’


‘That’s what you always say! That’s why you never do anything!’


Alex ran to the feathered pole and knocked the twig-doll down, turning it in his hands, examining it minutely. He was shuddering, and Richard realised the boy was crying.


The rain suddenly started to fall more heavily, and the fire hissed and spluttered, burning more brightly before dimming. Disappointed and distressed, but unwilling to take his father’s hand, Alex followed back through the pitch-dark of the night, back along the mudtrack, to the dark house where Alice slept.


Richard crawled gratefully back to bed, but slept badly, his dreams centring around dancing and fire. He was not a man given to intuition or premonition, but he felt nevertheless an eerie sense that something was about to happen.


The phone woke him at six in the morning. He stumbled out onto the landing and snatched the receiver from its cradle, groggily acknowledging the caller. It was Margaret Keeton. Her husband was awake and raving. He kept asking for Alex. The specialist in charge of his case felt that this might be a last moment of lucidity before a total collapse; so could the family and friends come at once?


James Keeton was standing at the mantelpiece. He was fully dressed and stooping slightly to peer in through the moondream eyes of the ragged mask. He was calling softly for his daughter. He was hardly raving, but Alice took one look at him and turned, walking stiffly away down the corridor. ‘I’ll go and keep Margaret company at reception. She’s had a night of this. She must be exhausted.’


Alex went up to the man and touched his arm. Keeton looked round, glanced over at Richard and smiled.


‘Where’s Margaret?’


‘Downstairs. Shall I get her?’


Keeton shook his head. ‘Poor Margaret. She’s aged … This must have been a hard few days.’ He stroked the mask gently, then seemed to change his mood, a glow entering his eyes. ‘I think she’s coming home,’ he said to Richard, then repeated the words to Alex and squeezed the boy’s shoulders.


‘Tallis?’


‘Yes. Tallis. Coming home – but I’m afraid – I’m afraid she’s coming the hardest way of all.’ A moment’s shadow, then a vigorous voice again. ‘There has been such a battle, Richard. Crows on the field, feeding on the dead, and ragged folk dismembering and carrying off the corpses. Through these eyes I can see her, but she’s so old now. Such a full life led. I wish I could have been with her. I don’t know if she even hears me.’


He turned to the mask and called again. ‘Tallis?’ And after a moment, the name again, and again, before a sad yet smiling resolution. ‘She can’t hear me.’


Aware of Alex, Keeton rested a hand on the boy’s shoulder, then took down the mask and placed it against Alex’s eyes. ‘What do you see? Do you see anything? Perhaps she’ll speak to you.’


‘I can’t see anything,’ Alex confessed.


Again, Keeton placed the mask on the mantelpiece, then went to the armchair and sat down heavily, letting his breath out slowly, his eyes half-closed as if with effort.


He watched Richard for a moment, then asked, ‘How long was I away?’


‘Away?’


‘Before I was brought to this place.’


‘A year, Jim. We thought you were dead. We thought – suicide.’


Keeton laughed dully, shaking his head. ‘Why not? There’s no life left, now. I’ve lost her, Richard, just as I lost my son before her. There’s nothing, now. I didn’t believe her when she told me stories of the wood, what a strange place it is – but she’s gone there, and she’s gone for good. Four days ago she went away. She won’t come back. And I’m a dead man, as good as. I’ve seen what’s happened to her—’


‘She’s been gone for a year and a half, Jim. She was gone a year when you turned up again.’ Richard felt awkward. ‘You were gone for a year yourself …’


‘Four days,’ James Keeton repeated. ‘And a lifetime.’ But now he frowned, watching Richard curiously. ‘A year?’


‘A year. Not that you’d have known it from looking at you. You’ve been in hospital for six months.’


‘A year,’ Keeton said, savouring the words, his eyes closed. ‘Dear God, it was a strange place. The stream into the wood. Ryhope Wood. I saw her riding. There were four men with her. I tried to follow, but they were too fast, and I was so cold – and then the strange place, and the gentle ghosts, and they took me by boat across the sea to a lovely island, but I was so unhappy and they brought me back. A moon-faced girl showed me the way from the wood. And when she left me, a demon started to laugh and tear at me, and then the rain …’


‘What strange place? Can you tell me, Jim? Can you remember?’


Keeton’s eyes opened, looking wild for an instant, then with a long sigh he said, ‘It comes over me and traps me. It’s as if everything is sucked from me, all energy, all thought, all hope, all intensity. I become empty, clinging by a thread. I am aware of you, but can’t respond. I don’t even have the energy to scream inside.’


Richard realised that the subject had changed. Keeton was talking about his existence now, how it felt to be home.


‘Time means nothing,’ he went on. ‘Alex’s voice is soothing, but even that is just like water, lapping over me. There is no pain, Richard, no anguish. And then suddenly there is a flow of energy and Tallis is back. She’s on the other side of the mask, do you know that? The mask is her, and the eyes can see her. When she’s close I can hear her, see her, almost touch her. I’ve watched her in glimpses, growing old, fighting, loving. She bore three children. Three. But they all died. She’s nearly gone now. When she goes, I go too. I have nothing left.’


‘You’ve got us,’ Alex said. ‘Especially me.’


Keeton laughed and hugged the boy.


‘We don’t want you to go, Jim,’ Richard said. ‘We want you to come home. Come with us. Keep yourself well.’


‘If I could I would,’ Keeton said. ‘But I have no control over the ebb and flow of my life. Margaret means nothing to me any more, and she knows it, and I feel it is the same with her. When Tallis went away, part of me went with her. First Harry, now her … Whatever is beyond that mask controls me.’


Nonsense, Richard thought, looking at the scrap of wood. But he couldn’t bring himself to articulate the dismissive word aloud.


A male nurse came into the room and spoke briefly with Keeton, then Richard, and left. Richard, weary of the other man’s sentimental ramblings, aware that he was really addressing everything to Alex, excused himself for a while and went down to sit with Alice and Margaret. But he had been downstairs for only a few minutes when he began to feel uncomfortable, even alarmed. The two women talked quietly together.


‘I’m going back up,’ Richard said, and hastened away from reception, taking the stairs three steps at a time, breaking into a run along the stark, grey-carpeted corridor.


Breathless, he arrived at Keeton’s room, and saw the man again standing at the mask, stooping to peer through the eyes. Behind him, Alex was a hunched, crying shape. Tearful eyes turned on Richard, and the boy shook his head, mouth quivering.


What was happening?


Richard stepped into the room.


Keeton said, ‘Tallis?’


Then more loudly, ‘Tallis!’


A look of relief touched his face. ‘We were worried about you,’ he said through the eyes of the mask. ‘We thought we’d lost you.’


And a moment later, smiling, Keeton added, to no one in particular, ‘Well, thank God for that.’


He turned from the mask and went to the window, looking out across the grounds of the hospital. Then, with a small laugh and a sigh, he came to his chair, sat down, closed his eyes …


Richard went over to him … ‘Jim?’


‘He’s dead,’ Alex said.


Richard felt quickly for Keeton’s pulse. ‘He can’t be.’


‘She came home,’ the boy said, trembling as he spoke, looking very frightened. ‘That’s the end of it. Mr Keeton found what he wanted. Tallis came home.’


Alex had crossed the room and was peering through the eyes of the mask. Richard felt for the pulse in Keeton’s warm wrist, found none. He listened at the man’s mouth, stretched open an eyelid, then dragged the body down onto the floor, stretching it out.


‘Get a nurse!’ he said, but Alex kept staring through the mask. ‘Alex! Go and fetch help. I don’t know how to do this. Alex!’


Thump.


A fist to the dead man’s chest, then a more controlled, careful placing of one hand over the sternum, and a thump with the other. Dear God, how should it be done? Press, then hit. Press, that was right …


‘Alex!’


He pushed down on Keeton’s chest, four times hard, then opened the man’s jaws and pressed his own mouth against the cooling lips. He inflated Keeton’s lungs, then watched the air drain away.


‘I don’t know what to do. I never trained … Alex, for Christ’s sake get some help!’


As he shouted his son’s name, as he turned in desperation, aware that footsteps were pounding along the corridor outside and that a cacophony of screaming and shouting had erupted from the other rooms, as he looked desperately to Alex for help, so the boy screamed ‘Mr Keeton!’ A second later he was blown across the room. The air stank suddenly of wet earth and wood and for a moment the space between mask and boy writhed and rippled, like the distorted reflection in disturbed water. There was a distant sound, like harsh laughter, then all air was drawn from the room and the windows rattled, the door slammed back on its hinges.


Frozen with shock, Richard watched Alex hit the wall and slump. In the instant before he collapsed his eyes were wide, his face a mask of terror. Then he fell forward, folding into himself, curling up like a leaf, and Richard was on him in moments, unrolling him, cradling him.


Laughter – echoing, then dying – mocking laughter …


‘Alex! Alex!’


The boy was still conscious, but his whole body was shuddering uncontrollably. Wet, empty eyes stared up at his father. His mouth worked, his tongue licked his lips.


‘Alex … what happened? What happened?’


Alex stared at his father blankly, his gaze unfocused. Then, like a small child, he reached up and put his arms round Richard’s neck, drawing himself closer, curling into the heavy frame of the man, nestling there.


A male nurse was at work on James Keeton.


‘What happened? What’s that smell? Oh Christ! Adrenalin! I need adrenalin—’


‘He suddenly collapsed,’ Richard said, as he crouched, cradling Alex in his arms.


‘He’s gone,’ the man said anxiously, shaking his head. ‘He was so fit. This isn’t right. I’ll keep trying. Where the hell’s the adrenalin?’


Two female nurses ran into the room, one to look after Alex. Richard stood up and bit back his own tears, watching the black eyes of the boy, the wet lips moving silently. The nurse whispered to the lad, then looked up.


‘You’d better go to your wife. She and Mrs Keeton are walking out in the grounds.’


Richard nodded dumbly. But instead of going downstairs, he felt impelled to go over to the mask, to pick it up—


(‘He’s dead. I can’t get him back. Damn! Get Doctor Warren up here.’)


It was an odd and eerie sensation, but where before when he had handled the mask it had tickled his senses, making the hair on his neck prickle, now he saw just a childishly-daubed piece of bark. It was quite lifeless, rotting; dead-eyed and meaningless.


Later, when he went over the events of that morning in his mind, Richard could no longer be sure that Alex had been blown across the room. He had run back and struck the wall in his excitement or panic; he had stunned himself. Everything had been happening so fast, with such urgency, that the boy’s movements had taken on a surreal quality.


Nevertheless, something had shocked him, something so startling that it had caused him almost to fly backwards with surprise.


Alex slept, then woke and was silent for the next few hours, not responding to his parents’ attentions. Then he slept again, deeply, restlessly.


By the end of the second day Richard’s apprehension had begun to develop into terror. Alice, grim-faced and cold, talked and talked to the boy, but Alex just responded with incoherent murmurs. His eyes were wide, almost depthless. He stared at things without thought, without real sight. He seemed immune to suggestion. He was in his own world, a new world. The only words he used, at this time, were ‘chapel’ and ‘giggler’. When he murmured ‘chapel’ he seemed agitated, perhaps puzzled. But ‘giggler’ was a sound he used in his nightmares, waking screaming this word, or name, shrieked from lips that were flecked, wet, the expression of a boy terrified by his vision.


He no longer read books. He no longer took interest in the radio, or music, or the events in Shadoxhurst. His models meant nothing. He sat in his room, surrounded by the treasures of his imagination, and stared at the insubstantial air in front of him. The Bradleys kept him away from school, and when the school’s inspector came to interview them it took no more than five minutes to convince him that Alex was seriously ill.


Perhaps it was this humiliating and embarrassing visit that broke the wall of resistance in both Richard and Alice. A day after the inspector’s visit they arranged for Alex to be taken to the same hospital where James Keeton had spent his last days.


The boy came home every weekend. The three of them walked, and tried to talk, and Alex was calm, pleasant, responsive to the simplest of things, but without any engagement of intellect or imagination. He might have been two years old again. He showed no wonder, no surprise, no interest. Only at night did he scream. When they walked in the woods, when the light was gentle, Alex would sound wistful and point into the distance.


‘Chapel …’


Perhaps he was remembering the school play, Gawain, the Green Knight, the woodland chapel below the fairy hill. Richard could never find out, because Alex had no words for him, and quite soon Richard gave up trying.


Late that summer, Alex disappeared. The windows of his room were locked, but his door had been left open – there had seemed no reason not to leave it so – and he had probably walked out of the hospital at some time during the night. His day clothes were missing. There was no note, of course. One of the nurses told Richard that for two or three days before, Alex had been more vocal than usual. He had seemed frightened, jumping at shadows or unexpected movements around him. Twice he had locked himself in the small toilet at the end of the corridor, only emerging when his favourite nurse encouraged him out. It was to her that he had spoken his last word, before disappearing from the hospital, a wistfully breathed ‘chapel’. He had been looking into the distance, from his window, over the trees towards Shadoxhurst. Perhaps he had been thinking of home.


His badly decomposed body was found a year later, half-buried in the leaf litter and wild growth of a boggy elm wood at the edge of a local farm. Rooted up by an animal, probably a fox, the traces had been sniffed out by the farmer’s dog. The skull had been so badly crushed, by two or three blows, that precise dental association was impossible, but from the size of the bones, the male features of the pelvis, scraps of clothing in the same grave, and the fact that it was found so close to Shadoxhurst, the conclusion at the inquest was that the remains were those of Alex Bradley, unlawfully done to death by person or persons unknown. The police investigation lasted two months, and the file was kept open when local activity ceased.


Alex was buried in Shadoxhurst church in May 1961. His parents’ wreath was shaped like Alex’s favourite model plane.


Tallis Keeton’s moondream mask was buried with the bones.





PART TWO



In the Wildwood
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The Green Chapel: 2



It had been raining for hours and he sheltered high on the east wall, curled up below the wide stone arch of an empty window. From here he could see down into the cathedral, where the hollyjack moved restlessly among the saturated trees.


She was upset again. He could tell this easily from the chattering sounds she made, and the way she passed from nest to altar, kicking at the wet benches, gabbling at the wooden faces and watching the boy from behind rain-glistening leaves. The wood in the cathedral rustled continually, occasionally juddered violently as new growth stretched the trunks, the marble floor buckling suddenly as each tree, its roots in the crypt among the bones, thrust a boy’s length upwards, feeding on the rain and the new life that flowed through the earth.


In the big wood, the giggler came and went, its face thrusting from the edge for an instant only, time enough for the boy in the high window to see a gleaming eye in the black face, a second gouged socket, a grinning mouth, white tusks thin and deadly.


Other creatures hovered at the edgewood too. During this long time of rain he had seen wolves on their hindlegs, men with the heads of snarling dogs, a pig of vast size, and bird-men of all descriptions. Most disturbing was a woman in torn green robes. Her hair was a rich and full tumble of red around a noseless face that was as white and dead as a fish, the eyes cold and unblinking, her mouth open and wet. She had watched him for an hour, unmoving, then had stepped carefully back into cover. A minute later the giggler had taken her, noisily and terribly, and fed for a long time while the crows had circled in the rain above the trees, disturbed by the stink of flesh.


Other humans came, peering at the high stone wall of the cathedral. Some had weapons, others were mere shades, cloaked and hooded. One was half-armoured, his face covered with metal, the features of a fox, his heavy cloak red around the green bronze. He watched the boy for a long time, then waved and withdrew. The giggler tried for him, but failed to secure the life and retired howling for a while, before it recovered, parted the undergrowth and leered at the watching boy.
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