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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.


      









Between the idea


And the reality


Between the motion


And the act


Falls the Shadow


For Thine is the Kingdom







T. S. Eliot: The Hollow Men







Woe to the bloody city!


It is all full of lies and predation.


Its prey departeth not!







Book of Nahum, 3:1







PROLOGUE


The City


The man who had spent his life dowsing for lost cities eventually came to Exburgh, drawn by the shadow of ancient Glanum, a place of sanctuaries and sacred groves which had suddenly become visible to him among the office blocks and churches of the modern age.


For the next fourteen years, John Garth prowled the boardwalks around each site, supervising the excavations with little more than a murmured word and gentle encouragement. To his own eyes, as the flint walls, the fallen trees and the forgotten shrines were exposed, the buried town of Glanum grew above him and around him, engaging all his senses as its ghosts seeped up from the excavation.


He took photographs and made sketches, but his gaze was as often in the middle distance, above the foundations, as on the cold remains below. A tall man, he wore his long, greying hair in a ponytail, below a wide-brimmed, black oilskin hat which helped to hide the deep and ugly scar between his eyes. Rain or shine, he dressed in boots, jeans and a long, olive-green raincoat. His eyes weakening as he approached the last years of his forties, he now wore gold-rimmed glasses. He had stopped smoking cigarettes, but regularly indulged in the luxury of a half-corona. The students and assistants who worked on the dig, scattered across the town, referred to him as the Sixties Kid, an affectionate nickname that amused him.


On a stifling, hot summer’s day, he crouched on the muddy boards around the edge of what had been named the ‘Hercules pit’ and surveyed the shattered signs of the temple that were slowly coming to light. An archaeologist from Cambridge was supervising the site, which was being extensively photographed; and a detailed drawing was being made as four students with trowels and brushes did their gentle work in the dry clay, below the lines of white labels that tagged the levels.


As with everything that was emerging from Glanum, nothing was right about what Garth could see. The attribution to ‘Hercules’ was for convenience, based on little more than fragments of statue – muscular and male – and the base of what was unmistakably a granite phallic column. And yet there were clear intrusions of a second shrine, fragments of vast, carved stone vessels more familiar from the Minoan culture. And a mud-brick wall, almost inserted into the limestone of the Hercules shrine, suggesting either an earlier or an eccentric addition to this part of the city.


Nothing was right, and Garth was not surprised. Like the bones of prehistoric men, the bones of ancient cities could be mixed, mingled and confused in the grave. Garth, though, was entertaining another possibility, one that had little to do with the compression of time.


And then, as he tried to smell, see and hear the true life of this strange place, his mind drifting through the ghostly walls, there was a shout from below.


‘There’s something here!’


Drawn back to reality, Garth stood and strode quickly round the boardwalk.


There’s something here!


How many times in his long life had he heard those words? It was a phrase he never tired of hearing.


He slipped down the ladder to the lower level of the pit and crossed to the flash of colour that one of the students had revealed. She was kneeling, sitting back, shaking her head as she stared at the wall.


‘What have we got?’


‘Two masks,’ she said, using the brush as a pointer, outlining the faces. ‘Pecked out of the mudbrick, I think, thinly plastered and painted. The colour is very strong, though the plaster’s loosening.’ She seemed uncomfortable. ‘There’s something not right about them.’


‘Not right?’


‘They make me nervous. I don’t want to work on them any more. If you don’t mind.’


‘I don’t mind,’ Garth said, and took the brush from her.


Gently, then, over the next two hours, he revealed the faces, one decorated in black and white, the other in whorls and stripes of green. The eyes of both had been gouged out and the mouths gaped. The green mask had a ‘female’ feel to its shape.


‘Well, well. Hello again …’


Eventually, he couldn’t resist the impulse: he reached out with both hands, one to each mask, and touched the dead eyes.


It was nearly three o’clock in the afternoon.


For the first time in ages, he felt a city shift below him …





PART ONE



Shadows in Stone
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Ten minutes before the end of the class, the unmistakable and pungent aroma of dense, dank forest began to emanate from Jack Chatwin.


It was a bright day and he was sitting by the open window, staring vacantly out across the playing fields. The room was filled with the sweet smell of newly-cut grass, coming off the sun-warmed football pitch. The class was drowsy with warmth and the dullness of the lesson, which was on the subject of Language, Literature and the Representation of the Primitive. Miss Pierce paced up and down, reading from Golding’s The Inheritors, punctuating her reading with sharp, critical points that a few of the pupils were lazily noting, their enthusiasm for the dissection no match for their enjoyment of the book itself.


The sudden, alien smell of musty woodland made Angela Harris look up sharply from her notes. She was sitting behind Jack and her first thought was that the school’s drains had flooded; but she caught the faint illumination around her friend and leaned forward sharply.


‘He’s shimmering!’ she hissed to the girl sitting next to her. ‘It’s happening again.’


Instinctively, she glanced at the classroom clock. Ten minutes to three. She scrawled the time on her pad then again leaned close to Jack.


Around the boy’s wavy brown hair, a ripple of strange light had formed. It was so thin it might have been a film of moisture, but Angela could see flashing greens and reds, and something white in that faint halo, moving left to right then back. There was the faintest sound of shouting, so distant it might have been a child playing across the fields, but it was coming from Jack Chatwin, who sat still and silent at his desk!


The wildwood blew at her, and she breathed the other world, drawn to it, drawn to Jack through the almost ecstatic nature of her curiosity.


Deborah had slipped from her chair and tip-toed to the front of the class, halting the intense reading from Golding, drawing Miss Pierce’s attention to the boy.


‘He’s shimmering.’


‘Are you sure? Then fetch Mr Keeble.’


As Deborah went for the headmaster, the teacher opened the resources cupboard, where a video camera was set up and ready to run. She pulled the camera and its trolley into the room, focused it carefully on Jack in full close-up and set it recording.


Around the silent, dreaming boy, the rest of the class had drawn back, shuffling on their chairs, delighted at the break in routine and fascinated by the odd phenomenon. Angela had reached out her hand and was trying to touch the shimmering. As she brushed Jack’s hair the boy moaned, then raised his voice in a cry that was more akin to pain than pleasure.


‘Move away from him, Angela,’ Miss Pierce said quietly, and the girl drew back her hand.


‘I was just seeing if I could feel it,’ she said.


‘I don’t want him disturbed.’


‘It’s very close,’ Angela murmured. ‘They’re very frightened. Several people. I can hear them shouting …’


Miss Pierce frowned at that, but again insisted, ‘Move away for the moment.’


The headteacher came quickly, quietly into the room and walked over to the boy, leaning down to stare at the film of light. He sniffed the air. He carried the reek of pipe-tobacco about him, but he still wrinkled his nose at the scent of rotting forest.


‘Has he said anything? Do we know where the hell he is now?’


Miss Pierce was touching absorbent paper discs to the skin of Jack’s neck and cheeks, where the shimmering was most visible and moisture was forming. ‘Use the trigger word,’ she whispered, putting the discs into a sterile bottle.


After a second, Keeble agreed. He spoke slowly, steadily. Tell me about the hunters. Jack? Tell me about the hunters.’


‘Greyface,’ Jack said. He was almost inaudible, the word, which he kept repeating, no more than a breath.


‘Tell me about the hunters. Jack? Tell me about the hunters.’


‘Greyface,’ Jack said, aloud this time. He became agitated, looking away from the window and into the class, a watery, frightened gaze that swept past teachers and pupils alike. ‘Greenface is lost. She’s sinking … in the river … too deep, too fast … Greyface swimming down for her. Hitting the rocks, bruising, bleeding. The stone beast is close. The bull is close. It’s so cold …’


‘Where are they, Jack? Can you tell me where they are?’


‘Running … hunters being hunted … so far to travel … Greenface is drowning …’


‘Is it our world, Jack?’


‘Not our world.’


‘Can you tell which world it is?’


‘Far away place. Very far away. But closer now. Running closer …’ He began to gasp for breath, half choking, hands flapping at the air. Around him, no one moved. The video camera whirred.


A second later, before Keeble could continue to speak to him, or act, Jack flung himself to his feet with a howling cry, followed by a long, loud inhalation. He stood rigidly, eyes staring, his head tilted up. As he sucked in breath it was as if he had surfaced from water and was struggling again for life.


The moment of drowning had passed. Greenface was alive. And Jack fell into the headteacher’s waiting arms, a limp figure still shuddering with the aftershock of the encounter.
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Camera and tape-recorder running, his pulse connected to an oscillograph, Jack sat in the technician’s room of the physics lab. The headmaster leaned against one of the benches, Angela next to him, her notebook ready, her gaze intense and curious as she waited for the session to begin. Opposite Jack sat a psychologist from Exburgh’s General Hospital, a woman who was fascinated by the paranormal and who had agreed to be on call should the shimmering effect occur again. He was to call her Ruth. Jack was slightly intimidated by the fierceness of her blue eyes and the sharp authority in her voice, but she spoke reassuringly, now, calming him as she explained what she was doing, how she wished to proceed.


It was not a lie-detector, she pointed out as she finished taping electrodes to his wrist and temples. She was simply looking to see where the memory of his encounter was sharpest, and where his own imagination might be filling in gaps in perceived detail.


The chemical samples from his skin had already been passed to the hospital’s forensic section to see if there were traces of the sort of chemicals – terpenes, esters – that would be found in a dank wildwood.


Jack was impatient to get on with the ‘debriefing’. It was nearly five, now, and he wanted to earn some money. His friend Simon and the others would be waiting outside; and his parents would want him home by seven. They’d already called to agree the session and for it to proceed without them. Neither could get away from work. Finally, Ruth said, ‘Now. I want you to describe what you saw, how you saw it, every detail that is familiar to you from this encounter. Don’t worry about repeating yourself. Just say it as you felt it, and saw it.


‘Begin now, please.’


Angela looked over at him and smiled, giving him a supportive thumbs-up.


They’re like humans, but they’re not human. The man is tall and very fast on his feet; his face is painted grey, his hair looks silver and he wears a thick, black headband with animal teeth stitched into it. He carries a heavy leather pack, and two long spears. He has a foul cloak made out of scalps and feathers, mostly black, some coppery, so that they gleam in the twilight. It’s a twilight world. The sun seems so big, the sky so red. It’s not always like that, I just don’t think they come close when the day is hottest. But I’ve seen blue sky, and the tall towers, but just in glimpses. In the dreams it’s always twilight.


Greenface is tall too. Her face is covered in lines and circles of green marks, running up from her chin, over her mouth and fanning out on each side. Her eyes are really dark. Her hair is long and shining black. She ties it to a brooch on her shoulder when she’s running. Sometimes she ties it into strands with blue glass beads. She glitters with amber and green stones, very polished and shiny. She carries two long pipes which she uses to shoot darts when the strange-looking creatures attack them. She plays them too, and Greyface does a twirling dance with his eyes closed. The tunes aren’t very interesting. Sometimes, at the end of the twilight, she goes and crouches by rivers and lakes and watches the flocks of waterbirds. I think she’s crying.


Greyface lopes through the woods like a wolf. He’s a good hunter. He only ever seems really afraid when he sees the tall, stone towers, or hears the creatures. They don’t have horses or carts or anything like that, just running all the time. Sometimes there are sounds like machines coming and going, a deep vibrating noise, and the running people are very wary.


I don’t know who’s following them, who’s chasing them, but they’re running for their lives. They’re looking for a gate made of ivory, I think, and Greenface sometimes gets upset. She doesn’t think they’ll get there before the hunters hunt them down. Greyface keeps shouting at her, encouraging her to run. She finds paths and escape routes, but she’s very sad.


There’s something else:


I think they did something terrible. A long way away – very far away – in a city. They did something that means they can never go back. The people from the city are following them. It’s the city people, I think, who build the watching towers which frighten the runners.


That’s just a feeling.


I saw them really clearly this time. They were in a thick wood, very hot, very humid. There was something behind them, running on hindlegs, but so big it was getting caught in the undergrowth. There was a lot of briar with small, red flowers on it. Greyface was hacking his way through it with a big, stone blade with a heavy wooden handle.


Then suddenly they’d slipped down a bank and over the edge of a rocky cliff, falling quite a way into a narrow gorge. They splashed into the water and sank a long way down before surfacing. Rubble and dirt were falling after them from the precipice and a piece of stone hit Greenface and she started to sink again. She was choking. I could feel her beginning to swallow water, then Greyface had swum down and grabbed her. The river was running very fast, surging over sharp rocks, but he hauled them both to a ledge, turned her face down and she started to be sick, then breathed in, gasping for breath. He went back into the water and rescued the pack. For a moment I thought I was drowning. I was so close, so inside them both. And then it was like falling asleep again. It always ends with me falling asleep.


He shrugged to indicate he’d finished. But Ruth was fascinated.


‘I want to hear more!’
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He had been five years old when the bull-runners first smashed through the walls of space-time and plundered his inner eye.


He was on a hillside, looking out over scattered woods, down-land and fields golden with late summer wheat, hazy in the strong sun. Behind him, in the shade of tall trees on the knoll, his father sat cross-legged and contemplative, staring into the distance, while his mother read a fat book, lazily turning the pages.


The remains of the picnic were scattered on the white cloth, where two finches darted in to feed.


Jack suddenly wanted to run down the hill, arms wide like a plane, until the wind took him and lifted him, to float out across the fragrant land. It was a dream he often experienced, though he was usually hunched up, arms round his legs, skimming the tree tops, turning sharp angles, circling above and around his home. Now he wanted to run. He could hear running, the sound of gasping breath. His legs felt compelled to move as the sound of people running came pounding close behind him.


He glanced back in fright, just as the shadow-shapes leaped across him, making him cry out. In the trees behind his parents, an enormous red-faced bull bellowed; he glimpsed the spread of its horns, the wet glistening around its mouth.


If he was aware of his father’s cry of alarm, he later forgot it. Suddenly he was running – running down the hill – then towards the sandstone cliff, to the overhang, where deep shadows on the sun-baked red rock suggested shelter, safety. The tall, dark man in his swirling cloak was ahead of him, the woman in her leopard skins and flayed leathers running at his shoulder, her green face grimacing with fear.


On he ran, towards the cliff, above the wide, parched land, descending fast, his legs threatening to give way.


He started to scream. An animal’s breath was hot and hoarse behind him, bellowing suddenly as the ground thundered beneath its hooves.


The bull-runners had fled into the shadows against the rock wall. Jack stumbled, rolling towards the precipice – falling heavily down the hill until strong arms grabbed him, halted his uncontrollable tumble. Breathless, he gazed at the sky. His father’s ruddy face loomed close.


‘What are you doing? You’ll hurt yourself, you silly boy! What was all that screaming?’


He didn’t know what to say. He watched a floating cloud, felt the warm drops of sweat from his father’s face on his own.


‘The running people. Running before the bull. Red cliffs …’


‘You’ve been daydreaming,’ the strong man said. ‘Come on. It’s a long way back to the knoll.’


He stood, hauled up by his father. He heard his mother’s voice, distantly, and his father shouted, ‘He’s fine. Just acting on impulse. Get the heart massage machine ready for me, though.’


He grinned down at the wheezing boy. ‘You certainly run fast!’


‘Bull-runners. Running from the bull.’


They began the hot walk up the hill.


His story about two running people was put down to a blossoming imagination. His cousin Roland was much the same, an older lad who delighted in constructing wild tales, usually concerned with the grotesque murders of the Victorian Age, from Burke and Hare to the Ripper, but often with that abiding obsession of the young: buried treasure.


Jack liked Roland’s company, he liked the stories, he liked the hidden camps in his cousin’s huge family garden in Devon, a tract of land that opened onto fields, and the river shore. He especially liked fantasizing about building a raft and floating away down the wide river and out to sea.


It was here, two years after the incident known in the family as ‘running-down-the-hill’, that Jack glimpsed the two hunted people for the second time. He was sitting with Roland on the upturned rowing boat that belonged to Roland’s family. It was a cool autumn day, heavily overcast and showery and the river was grey and choppy.


They’d been sitting in silence for a while, caught in that restless ennui that comes from being aspiringly adventurous, but constrained by the conditions of the weather. They certainly didn’t want to go up to the house, where the parents and grandparents would be talking endlessly about things the boys had no interest in. They wanted to go exploring, but Jack had to leave in thirty minutes for the return drive to Exburgh.


With a shift in the wind came the smell of fire and the sound of flames, huge flames, like a forest burning …


The man and the woman were suddenly stumbling towards him, the wood behind them brilliant with the conflagration. Both of the bull-runners were coughing violently, the woman crying out in her distress. She was carrying a flaming torch, which she cast aside, throwing it into Jack’s face, it seemed. They ran past him, smoke streaming from the fire that burned them, brushing at their smouldering clothes. Jack heard the roar of an animal beyond the wall of fire, the shaking of the earth as it ran towards him. In terror, he turned and ran after the hunters, the heat making him sweat, the smoke making him gag. The land gave way to water, an angled drop down rocks, and he scrambled down to the cool river, where Greyface and Greenface were already immersed and swimming strongly in the current. As he followed them in, splashing helplessly as the river swept him round and down towards the sheer sides of a gorge, he looked back and saw the swaying shape of an immense horned animal, standing on the rocks above the water.


Behind it, white stone towers gleamed! The ruins of a castle, he imagined, reaching right to the river, half fallen into the river itself.


This was all he glimpsed before the current tugged him down and he felt water in his lungs …


And was suddenly being dragged up by the hair, pulled to the shore amidst screaming voices and confusion.


Roland was half crying, half shouting.


‘He just suddenly ran into the water! I couldn’t stop him. He shouted, “It’s burning!” and ran into the water. But I can’t swim! I can’t swim!’


A soothing voice calmed the boy. Then Jack’s father’s voice, ‘Was something burning, Roland?’


‘No. I did smell woodsmoke, just briefly, but there wasn’t a fire. He just ran away from the shore. He was splashing so hard, but he was in deep water in no time. I can’t swim. I’m sorry …’


‘It’s OK, Roland. You did the right thing, fetching us as quickly as you did. Everything’s all right. Jack’s OK, now. Aren’t you, Jack?’


Jack sat up, shivering. It was beginning to rain again. He stared at the ring of solemn, adult faces. Their expressions seemed to demand an explanation.


‘I thought there was a fire. I followed the running people, the bull-runners. I think they’d started it – the fire – to stop the beast – but they got caught in it …’


‘The runners, again,’ his father said, shaking his head and looking away in exasperation.


His mother said something sharp to her husband, then helped Jack up and placed a heavy towel around his shoulders. He huddled inside it, shaken and confused, as he followed the procession back up the five wooden steps from the shoreline and through the long garden, to the welcome warmth of his grandparents’ house.


* * *


After this incident, running-from-the-fire, Roland became very aggressive toward his cousin. The friendship that had been close and comfortable now became a distanced challenge, Roland always putting the younger boy down, stalking off on his own, seeking separate company.


Jack missed the older boy, partly for his sense of direction, his knack of always knowing what to do, what to suggest for fun; but mostly for his gruesome stories.


A year after running-from-the-fire, however, he met Angela, the daughter of friends of his own parents, and at once found a willing pair of ears for his own versions of the ‘gruesome’, discovering that he could satisfy his own imaginative craving by copying Roland, by evoking memories of Roland’s tales, and by describing, in as much detail as possible, his odd, occasional visions of the bull-runners. He could see and remember in such fine detail the various exotic landscapes that the hunted couple inhabited as they ran from the immense, red-faced beast which pursued them, and from the furious men who followed that beast, that his descriptions were awe-inspiring.


‘It’s as if you’ve really been there!’


And in a very real way, Jack had.


Angela was a tidy girl, orderly in her habits, precise in her thinking. She hated sports, preferring to read books about the mind, astronomy and bizarre events; so-called past-lives, which were fashionable parapsychology when she was nine years old, absorbed her thoroughly. She believed in them totally, but was unwilling to accept anything other than a rational basis for the phenomenon. It might or might not be reincarnation, but if it were, then reincarnation could be explained!


Her games invariably consisted of ‘projects’, analyses of her friends and family for evidence of reincarnation; searches in chalk quarries or other fossil sites for unusual remains (evidence of time travel); speculative essays about life on other planets. It was natural that she should begin to study Jack, and although their friendship waned towards the end of their primary school years and into their first years at Exburgh’s red-brick comprehensive, they eventually came to be in the same class and joined the same group – which they called a tribe, the fashion of the time.


Angela’s interest in the phenomenon associated with Jack’s encounters remained high, and it was she who coined the word ‘shimmering’ for the film of other light that seemed to seep from Jack’s skin when the bull-runners were close.
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Jack had finally escaped from school.


The endless questions from Ruth, the ‘retesting’ with electrodes as he described running-from-the-fire, and Angela’s long conversation with the psychologist afterwards had eaten up his spare time, and he was edgy and irritable as he met Simon and the others at the school gates.


‘Come on. There’s a lot to tell.’


‘Don’t do this,’ Angela called to him, standing away from the rest of the tribe. Jack ignored her.


Simon Baines’ parents always worked late, and his house, close to Jack’s, was a perfect place to go to after school. He’d been nicknamed ‘Mouse’ – alone in the house, although ‘Mouse’ hardly described his stocky, slightly swaggering gait and long, unkempt hair. He knew where to find the key to the glass-fronted cabinet where the Scotch, gin, Cognac and liqueurs were kept. Each drink was rationed carefully so that the dip in quantity wasn’t too obvious. Even so, lately there had been a questioning look in his father’s eyes as he studied the depleted bottle of Southern Comfort.


Most evenings, when Simon opened his house to the tribe, they watched videos, or played Elite, a 3-D space game that ran on Simon’s personal computer. He alone possessed such an extravagance; the computers at school were never made available for games. Jack was hopeless at Elite, which depended on lightning reflexes and a willingness to kill everything in sight. He preferred to watch the Baines’ collection of banned horror videos, and especially the pirated copy of Clockwork Orange which they kept poorly hidden in the drawer of their bedroom table.


They approached the house shortly after six, Angela trailing reluctantly behind. Jack’s parents wanted him home by seven, so there was not a lot of time, but Simon led the way to the front door, then stood back to collect the fifty pence coins, the price of entrance.


‘Don’t do this,’ Angela said again, standing at the bottom of the step. Jack shrugged her off, but felt his skin flush at her disapproving look. ‘You’re such a fool!’


‘I have to tell the story. I saw it today. I have to tell it.’


‘You’ll make it up. It’s all lies. I don’t like you, Jack. You’re cheating on Greenface.’


Simon gave Jack four of the six coins. ‘If you’re coming in,’ he said to Angela, his face pinched with hostility and dislike, ‘pay up. If you’re not: eff off!’


Angela stared at him for a moment. ‘You’re disgusting,’ she said coldly. Then with a sharp glance at Jack she turned quickly away, hunched in her black school jacket, arms folded.


Inside, Jennifer was clumsily rolling a joint. Simon swore. ‘Not that! They always know how much they’ve got of that!’


But Jennifer moved away from him to the window and leaned out with her friend Deborah, laughing as they drew on the cigarette, blowing the smoke into the day.


‘Don’t worry, Mouse, we won’t give you away in court.’


‘We love your body too much.’


Laughter.


Simon’s parents had supplied the cannabis – inadvertently. The boy knew where everything was hidden, and how to get it, and kept most of his knowledge to himself. But the girls were sharper than him. They’d worked out just where to look and had taken their cut while the boy had been collecting the Jack-tale fee at the front door.


‘Come on. Come on.’


They went up to Simon’s room, closed the curtains and turned on the green light.


Jack sat on a high stool, the green spotlight on his face. The boys in the tribe sat on the floor, the girls on the bed, all holding plastic cups of gin, all waiting for the story of Jack’s Vision.


It was so easy.


Jack had noticed months ago how quickly the two girls, Jennifer and Deborah, changed from being threatening to so gullible when it came to engaging their imaginations in a little romance. He sensed there was an explanation, but also that as yet he was too inexperienced to understand it fully, and so he never confronted them at school, where they’d certainly cut him as dead as they always cut Mouse (who in any case seemed to ask for abuse, as if he somehow thrived on it). He just kept them at a distance, but fed them the fairytale on these after-school sessions, and happily took their money.


And it was especially easy today because they’d all seen the encounter, they’d seen the fuss, the filming, the arrival of the psychologist … All of them, now, accepted that Jack could glimpse a world in parallel to their own. And though they hadn’t heard the question and answer session in the technician’s room, they were up for the fantasy today more so than on any of the days when he’d lied, claiming to have encountered the hunters in order to boost his finances. He should have charged more!


After a while, he began to speak:


‘Their journey has now taken them away from the snows and the mountains of Eriodor (he’d made the name up; it was the best he could do: a touch of Tolkien), the land of the redskull knights … now the hunters, who are the hunted, have come to a land where the earth is older, where the creatures of the past struggle among the sucking swamps, and crowded, stinking forest of the oldest times …’


And later:


‘… I saw them making love, a time of naked joy in a place that is trying to kill them. But when they made love it was sensuous and sexy … it went on for several hours … They were aware that the Scorched Face, their guardian, watched them from the treeline, smiling at them in this time of passion …’


And so on. He knew what the group wanted. He could read their faces, every one of them, knew how to add sexual titillation for Deborah, Rex, romantic longing for Jennifer and Kate, quest adventure for Danny and Sandra, and the macho detail of fights that always made Simon lick his lips and narrow his eyes as he sat cross-legged by the far wall, playing with the coins that were his cut of any evening in the house.


What they all really wanted was the weird, and to achieve this he simply combined what he had glimpsed in those terrifying moments of day-dream with the elements of fantasy that had always intrigued him: dragons and dinosaurs, time-travelling princesses from ancient Egypt, trigger words like Avalon, Atlantis, Lavondyss, Middle-earth. He had invented a burning face which watched the runners and warned them, The Scorched Face, a primal elemental which he used to get them out of trouble when his plotting failed him. And a wolf which served the same purpose by assisting their shape-changing into animals. He mixed it, he fixed it, and they loved it.


He was a born storyteller. He could have made a fortune in ancient times. Now he was making ten or twelve pounds a week evoking ancient echoes.


‘Greenface is carrying a child, I think. The wounds inflicted on her by the Megatherium, that giant creature, with its horned protuberances, gaping jaws and slashing claws, those wounds have healed, but she is still weak. She holds the stolen magic carefully at night. There is something in the obsidian flask that flows into her, and Greyface knows it. He’s jealous, but the child is his, and there are dangers all around … He’s trying to ensure that the pursuing Demon cannot find a way to enter the unborn child …’


He didn’t want to handle the subject of childbirth. Besides, the Greenface in his vision wasn’t at all pregnant! He’d got into deep water trying to please the Romantics. Next time there’d have to be a miscarriage during a fight with a sabre-tooth.


It was nearly seven o’clock. Jack stopped speaking and walked silently from the room. He hoped that Angela would be outside waiting for him by the gate, but she’d gone home, angry.


The money for his Jack-tale felt good in his pocket.


His mother was tearful with guilty concern when he got home (she’d not been able to leave a meeting to go to the school and support him). She hugged him and fussed him. Later, when his father asked to hear what had happened, he simply recounted the brief details of his real glimpse into the parallel world, and concisely described the questions that Ruth had asked him afterwards.


He’d been frightened for a while, certainly, then elated. And he was still revelling in the experience of the encounter with the bull-runners.


Right now, though, he just wanted to watch TV.




5


A week later, Garth came to Jack’s house, climbing the hill from Exburgh slowly and steadily, walking in the middle of the road. It was evening, and the sun was setting behind the town. Garth was a dark shape against the glare from the west, his long coat flung back, his hands in his pockets. A trail of smoke drifted behind him as he chewed on the stub of a cigar.


Jack saw the man from the window of his room and went out to meet him, walking to the end of the path. He’d had a phone call from Angela about two hours before, saying that Garth wanted to speak to him. Angela’s father had taken photographs of the new frescoes in the pit, and the girl, who’d been with him, was surprised at the similarity between the blinded mask-faces on the east wall, and the sketches of the bull-runners, Greyface and Greenface, that Jack had been occasionally drawing over the years. Her articulated surprise had provoked the dowser’s curiosity.


Angela cycled slowly behind the man, trying to keep her balance on the mountain bike as she weaved a zig-zag across the road. When Garth emerged from the sun’s glare he tossed the cigar to the road then kicked it to the kerb, where it dropped into a drain. He removed his hat and swept fingers through his loose, long hair, then grinned.


‘Are you the boy who sees other worlds?’ he asked as he came up to Jack.


‘Yes. You’re the man who dowses for buried cities. I came to the excavation with the school.’


Garth towered above the boy, reaching out a hand that almost enclosed Jack’s fingers. The pressure was gentle, the skin of the man’s hand coarse and etched. The face that smiled down was deeply lined too, around the eyes especially, which glittered greyly, almost without feature. The smell of the cigar was fresh. There was a fleck of black paper on the man’s thin upper lip, and as if conscious of Jack’s gaze on it he picked it away. Garth hadn’t shaved for a couple of days, and a salt and pepper stubble covered his chin and cheeks.


‘How do you find them?’ Jack asked nervously. ‘The ruins …’


‘I don’t use hazel rods, if that’s what you mean. Not two sticks. Not like a water diviner.’


‘What do you use?’


The man seemed amused by the question. ‘Emotion. Insight. Magnetism? Christ! I don’t know. Luck? Smell? Dreams. Simple tools, really. All the tools of any hunter! I never really think about it.’


‘How do you know when a city’s there?’


‘I feel it move away from me,’ the tall man said. ‘They’re clever, but they’re big. They can’t hide that easily.’


Jack laughed at that. ‘Cities can’t move …’


‘Depends what you mean by a city,’ Garth said pointedly, then tapped a long finger on the boy’s shoulder. ‘I came to talk about you. If that’s all right? I’m intrigued by these visions of yours. We’ll talk about hidden cities later. Are your parents in?’


Rachel and David Chatwin came out to greet their son’s guest, and the three of them talked for a while, mostly about the excavations, partly about the worry of living with a son whose dreaming occasionally turned dangerous. Jack’s father had work to do and excused himself. His mother and Angela brought four garden chairs and a small table out to the front lawn so they could sit and stare down the elm-lined avenue to the sprawl of Exburgh. The river could be glimpsed between the Abbey and the shopping centre. A few barges drifted downriver to the locks at Ashford. The church spire of St John’s still caught the dying light. The breeze was warm and John Garth sipped a cold beer and ate a welcome supper of toasted cheese and grilled bacon. ‘When things are turning up all the time, on the sites, I forget to eat.’


As Jack described his visions of the running couple and their bizarre landscape, he kept to the actual detail of what he’d experienced, not embroidering, aware that Angela was sitting, watching him with censorious intentness. She was clutching the slim file of notes she’d compiled on her friend and was nervous, her palms leaving moist prints on the red plastic binder.


‘Greyface, in a cloak of scalps and feathers, and Greenface, bright with mother of pearl.’ Garth repeated the words as he absorbed the image. He lit a cigar, then thought better of it, grinding the tip against the sole of his patterned boot. ‘Any chance of another beer? I feel I need it.’


Jack’s mother smiled and went quickly to the kitchen.


As Garth sipped from the bottle, still contemplative, Angela opened her file and spread it on the garden table. The sun had vanished but it was a bright twilight and Jack’s colourful sketches of the bull-runners were clear against the lined paper.


Angela said, ‘Jack has been sketching the running couple for seven years, now. These are a selection of his drawings. Mrs Chatwin has lots more, from Jack’s infant years.’


Rachel agreed. ‘I have dozens. Jack started to draw oddities from about the age of five, mostly these two people, and prehistoric beasts attacking them. We always thought he’d have a career in drawing comics. If you’d like to see them …’


‘Please. I’m fascinated.’


When Rachel returned with the sheaf of childish paintings and crayon drawings, Garth turned the pages, studying each representation with great care. ‘Greyface and Greenface,’ he repeated, running his fingers gently over the crude, increasingly sophisticated pictures. This one looks like a mountain pass. And this … it’s swamp, I would think. These look like Mangroves.’


Jack agreed. ‘I never seem to see them in the same place. It’s like I get a glimpse when their world comes close to ours, just a glimpse, and maybe years have passed in their world.’


‘Where is their world, I wonder?’


Angela was prepared for this moment and said quickly, ‘I have some suggestions.’


She pulled the file towards her, watching Garth nervously. ‘I’ve been keeping a record of Jack’s experience, as he describes it, and as I can witness it. I’ve listed a few possibilities – I can outline them for you, if you like.’


‘Please!’ Garth agreed. ‘As I said, I’m fascinated.’


The girl drew a deep breath, pushed back her tumble of hair as she scanned the first page of the file, then began, suddenly seeming years older than her age of fifteen.


‘The first, most rational explanation for what Jack is experiencing is temporal lobe hallucination. This is quite common, and can be brought about by tumour, dysfunction akin to epilepsy, drugs, alcohol abuse or physical trauma. Jack doesn’t take drugs, as far as we know.’


She said this pointedly and Jack answered irritably, ‘I don’t do drugs!’


‘Jack doesn’t take drugs, as you’ve just heard. And he hasn’t suffered physical trauma. A tumour would have long since shown itself or killed him, and so we’re left with a possible dysfunction, an inherited trait.


‘We really shouldn’t dismiss temporal lobe epilepsy: people who suffer from it have extremely realistic encounters with the imaginary, especially its sounds and smells. However:


‘When the encounter occurs with Jack, there is a physical, and witnessable phenomenon associated with it. We call it the shimmering. It’s like a skim of oil on water, reflective and occasional, but it covers his skin. Smells come from it, and distant sounds. His body could produce the odours – a form of psychosomatic-controlled excretion – but it’s hard to explain how the sense of sound could be coming from his skin.’


She turned the page and drew breath, again pushing her hair back from her face as she read quickly through the next set of notes.


Garth had been staring at her in increasing astonishment. Now he exchanged a long look with Jack, raising his eyebrows on an otherwise blank face. Jack smiled. The man looked back at Angela, then folded his arms and settled into his seat, awaiting the next instalment.


Angela went on, ‘The second rational possibility is that Jack is simply daydreaming. Quite literally Day Dreaming. His unconscious mind, a hurly-burly of images, memories, fears and shadows, is slipping through to his conscious mind during his waking hours, rather than just during sleep. This is so common that it is hardly worth mentioning, except that it may be occurring far more powerfully in Jack.


‘And there is research to show that the dying brain creates images from memory/imagination – these seem very real to people experiencing ‘near-death’. Oxygen starvation seems to be the trigger, coupled with sensory input reduction. Jack’s sensory input is certainly reduced during his ‘Visions’, and his breathing is very shallow. Is he having mini-near-death experiences?’


Jack’s mother Rachel looked horrified.


‘Again,’ Angela said emphatically. ‘The shimmering is the phenomenon that puts these explanations into doubt.


‘So now we come to the paranormal,’ she said after taking a deep breath.


‘Oh good,’ said Garth, with a sidelong glance at the silent boy. ‘I like the paranormal. I use it a great deal.’


‘A parallel world!’ Angela said, stabbing a slim finger at the first of four numbered notes. She looked at the older man thoughtfully. ‘If quantum theory is correct, then the possibility that there are innumerable worlds running alongside ours, but existing in one of innumerable, inaccessible dimensions, is very strong. When the boundaries between such worlds come close, then a certain spillage might occur, like two rivers running very close to each other, and intermingling during a flood season …’


‘I get the idea,’ Garth said.


‘The channel for interactive parallel worlds might be the physical fabric of the external world, or the non-physical fabric of the mind. Question, then: is Jack experiencing a parallel world through his own unconscious mind?’


‘Hell of a question!’ Garth muttered.


‘And if so, where is that world? Is it Earth? Or is it an alien world, whose own dimensions are running very close to our own, linked to our own by a wormhole effect?


‘Is it the past?’ she continued. ‘Is it the future? Or is it a totally imagined world that has been given reality by the mind imagining it?’


There were a few seconds of silence. Garth realized that Angela had finished her report and was watching him expectantly. ‘I think I’ll have that cigar, now,’ he murmured, and fumbled for a half-corona, lighting up as he reached for the folder, turning it towards him, reading quickly, then checking back through the pages, lingering on each sketch, each paragraph of observation, glancing at the columns of dates.


‘This is very impressive. What are the dates?’


‘Jack’s visions. His encounters with Greyface and Greenface. As near as I can get them.’


In the seven years Jack had known Angela, he’d had twenty encounters with the bull-runners, and her record was accurate. Before that, Rachel Chatwin’s letters to her own mother were a fair indication of when the ‘fits’ had occurred. Rachel herself had experienced something strange, a frightening vision of being pursued by huge, red-furred wolves, during the birth of her son.


Angela stared across the table at Jack. ‘I suppose it has to be from the past. If the faces are on the fresco, then you’re picking up the ghosts of the hidden city.’


Without looking at her, still staring at the notes in her folder, Garth said, ‘Who says all lost cities come from the past?’


Angela reacted with a pulled face of surprise. ‘What?’


Garth patted the journal. ‘May I borrow this? I’ll take good care of it.’


‘OK. But I want it back. Jack is my life’s work, although he doesn’t know it yet.’


‘Thank you. I’d like to keep the other sketches, Rachel. If that’s OK?’


Jack’s mother was more than willing.


‘Anything! If it helps us understand what’s happening inside this strange head!’ She ruffled Jack’s brown hair and the boy pulled away in embarrassment.


Garth said, ‘I’ll look after them, I promise. I’ll bring them back in a week or so.’


‘What about Glanum?’ Jack said. ‘The excavation.’


‘What about it?’


‘You were going to tell me how you found it. Is it a Roman city?’


‘There’s some Roman in it, certainly. And some Greek. And Byzantine. And Celtic. Bronze Age, Persian … It’s an odd place. You get the idea? It doesn’t fit at all with what you might be expecting. As you’ll find out when you come and visit.’


The man leaned across to Jack. ‘What does the fifth of May 1965 mean to you?’


Jack almost laughed. ‘It’s when I was born.’


‘I know. I just saw it on Angela’s list of dates. Do you know what that date means to me?’


‘No.’


‘It’s the day I dowsed Glanum for the first time.’ He leaned close to Jack. ‘Now ain’t that peculiar?’


Jack was confused. Exburgh’s hidden city hadn’t come to light until nine years ago, in 1971, its discovery due to John Garth, who had been looking in the backstreets and on building sites for five years or more. The man talked in riddles. Garth stood and shrugged into his coat, fixing his hat and working the envelope of sketches into Angela’s folder. He glanced at Jack, half amused. ‘I said “dowsed” it … “sensed” it. Not “found” it. I was a long way away at the time – on your birthday. Thank you for the cheese, the bacon, and the beers, Rachel,’ he said to Jack’s mother. ‘It was good to meet you. I expect I’ll see you again. Angela? You’re an inspiration. And now I’m to take you home.’


‘I’d like to talk to Jack for a while …’


‘I promised your father …’


Rachel said, ‘I’ll run her home. It’s OK.’


Agreeing to that, Garth shook Jack’s hand. ‘Come down to the Hercules pit tomorrow. The excavation behind the shopping centre. I need you there. Can you get a morning off school? No?’ He frowned. ‘Then come after school. To the church. St John’s. I’ll be waiting for you. To give you a guided tour of a very ancient echo. Yes?’


‘I’ll be there. Thanks.’


‘Don’t let me down.’


Without being asked, Angela followed Jack up to his room. As he fussed with his computer – a very simple model compared to Simon’s – she closed the door. He was conscious of his discarded clothes, the piles of superhero comics, the posters of his favourite Heavy Metal bands above his narrow bed. Was she looking round? She’d been here before. Oddly, he felt uncomfortable with her in his private space this time. He wondered – as he pretended to do things on the keyboard – whether she was feeling critical of the chaos she could see around her.


‘Jack?’


‘What?’


‘I’d like to ask you a favour.’ When he turned she was leaning against the door, arms crossed. She was biting her lip, watching him carefully. She walked over to him, still defensive, and lowered her gaze for a moment. Then she looked back at him and said firmly, ‘Don’t lie to me. Promise not to lie. To me.’


‘I don’t lie,’ he muttered irritably, trying to turn away.


She reached for his arm. ‘You lie all the time. But it’s OK. I know you like telling the stories. I shouldn’t have been so annoyed. They’re good stories. I just want you to promise – me – promise me that you’ll only tell me the truth.’


‘Yeah. OK.’


‘Promise it!’


‘I promise,’ he said, again irritably. He was shaking. The look in her large eyes was very earnest, but he could smell soap and her breath, which was warm and sweet. He was getting aroused, and he flushed as he realized it but was helpless to control his body, and he knew that he was beginning to show through the loose cotton trousers of his track suit. Angela aroused him. He’d heard through one of her friends that she’d like to be his girlfriend, but was as shy as Jack himself when it came to making such arrangements, something that amused the bolder members of the school’s tribes. He’d also heard that she thought he lied too much for his own good. This recognition from her that it was all right to tell elaborate stories was almost an invitation.


He suddenly realized she was shaking, but not with nerves, with suppressed laughter. ‘Is that where you keep your Heavy Metal?’ she said, glancing quickly down, then went bright red, a hand to her mouth as she tried to control her amusement. ‘I’m sorry,’ she managed to say.


Jack twisted away, face burning, but she reached out and grabbed his arm again, stepping suddenly close, putting both arms round him. ‘It’s OK,’ she said, and chanced a kiss, which was soft and nervous, very dry. ‘It’s OK, Jack. I really like you. The stories, that stuff you do, it’s just like earning a living, isn’t it? It’s OK.’


‘I know it is.’ He licked his lips. He held her awkwardly, aware of the straining and longing below his waist. When they kissed for the second time it was soft and moist, the tentative then more adventurous probing of her tongue like a shock. She suddenly pushed against him and he tried to pull away, aware of the hardness of her breasts through her thin jumper. She tugged him back by the waistband of his track suit, breaking the kiss to whisper, ‘Let me feel it. Don’t pull back.’


Damn! His knees were shaking. She’d lost her shyness, he felt he was about to faint. He tightened his embrace, more for support than love, and Angela seemed to sink into him, kissing him again, a surprisingly confident hand suddenly reaching between their bodies to press against his groin.


He opened his eyes in delighted shock. She was already watching him as her fingers explored the Heavy Metal. And behind her, the door opened and his mother glanced in, made a profuse apology and backed out, but already the kiss was broken as each of them had leapt apart with the sudden surprise of the woman’s voice.


Angela smiled mischievously. ‘Don’t tell me any lies,’ she said as she ran quickly from the room. ‘Remember – I’ll be keeping my eye on you.’
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John Garth was waiting for him on the steps of the greystone church, St John the Divine. He was pacing up and down, clearly impatient. Jack felt guilty for being late, but he had spent most of the day with Angela, either talking with her in the seclusion of the sports huts, or passing silly notes to her in class. He was basking in the excitement of the relationship that was now beginning to blossom. The touch and smell of her skin had become exquisitely sensuous.


Traffic shunted past, heading down the Church street to the ring road. It was cool in the shadow of the tower and Jack was glad to be out of the sun.


‘What do you think is below us?’ the dowser asked. Jack looked down, then around, at the wide flagstones, the cracked pavement by the road.


‘The crypt?’ he volunteered.


‘The suicide gate through the city’s curtain wall,’ Garth corrected. ‘Glanum was divided in two by a massive wall, several layers deep, labyrinthine. It separated the urban district, which had a gate to the outside, from the Sanctuary heart. The remains of the gate into the Sanctuary are below you.’


‘How can you tell?’


‘It’s my job to tell. Come on.’


He led the way round St John’s and through the narrow alley called Mourning Passage. They crossed High Street, passed through the crowds in Market Square to emerge onto Ickendon Way, a wide, busy road, now, but part of an ancient droving road. From here they walked briskly to the river. On the lawned bank, watching the barges and pleasure boats, Garth lit a cigar and pointed across to the recreation fields on the far side.


‘The buried city crosses below the river and reaches its widest point. The urban area, with a single, towered gate opening to the north. Anything strike you as strange?’


‘The city was built across the river?’ Jack asked, frowning. ‘It wouldn’t be easy to defend.’


‘Exactly,’ the man said. ‘It would be a stupid thing to do, wouldn’t it? A weak design. You build along the bank, like at London, or Paris, and use natural wells. And you make sure you strongly defend an access way to the river itself.’


‘Maybe the river changed its course. This could be the new course.’


‘River’s been flowing here for thousands of years.’


‘Maybe there were water gates. Like in London.’


‘Interesting idea. But I don’t think so. Again: why make the main gate so close to two water gates? That’s a concentration of weak points. It makes no sense. Does it?’


‘No.’


‘I’m glad you agree. Think hard about what we’ve just been saying. Come on.’


Garth, now, retraced their steps, working their way through Exburgh towards the Hercules excavation. Glanum, he explained as they walked, was shaped like a coffin, wide and single-gated at the head-end, the urban area with its forges, bakeries, potteries, leather-workers and discreet houses. The triple curtain wall, with its suicide passage, divided the coffin at the shoulders. The tapering body of the ‘coffin’, where the multitude of shrines were located, the actual heart of Glanum, lay substantially below Exburgh Castle hill.


As they walked up Abermyle Street, through Gogmagog Square and back towards the church, Garth defined the perimeter of the city, showing how the old walls were now below modern buildings, how nothing of the new in any way reflected the buried.


‘It doesn’t fit,’ Garth said. ‘Everything below you, everything to do with Glanum, is at the wrong angle. It’s rare to encounter a hidden city like this, though they certainly exist. You usually get clues in the new town: Oldgate; Westgate; Oldwall street; Roman Way; Tower Green. You know the sort of thing. New towns are built on old towns and the shadows are there in the architecture.’


‘But not here …’


‘No. Not here. Because this is Glanum,’ he added cryptically. ‘The hidden city doesn’t belong, Jack. What do you remember from the museum? What is it you know about Glanum?’


‘That Glanum was obliterated on this site. Sometime in the third or fourth century AD. Between then and the first town of Exburgh, five hundred years later, this was just wildwood, wild country. The two histories don’t connect.’


‘What if there weren’t two histories?’


‘Not two histories? I don’t get it.’


‘What if Glanum was never here!’


‘You mean – like a fake city? You’re digging up a fake city?’


Garth was expressionless as they walked. He said only, ‘Funny word: fake.’


Jack let Garth’s words hang in his mind as they came to Westwell Passage and turned to walk along a cobbled way until they reached the excavation of the shrine to Hercules. And here, for the first time in the real world, he saw the blinded faces of the running hunters, the bull-runners.


And for a moment, as he gazed at them, time seemed to stop. The faces on the wall seemed to scream at him, but he could hear nothing. The gouged eyes seemed to weep as he watched them, but nothing had changed, only the pattern of shadow on the colour as the sun faded behind clouds.


He knew these people! They inhabited his dreams. Their violent retreat from the consequences of some terrible action was a sound of terror, and a fear of reprisal, and a stink of effort as they fled across the land that was ever-present in his life.


‘Who blinded them?’ he asked quietly.


‘The person who painted them, I expect. Far away, in the past, or wherever. Your friend Angela might have a few suggestions. The blinding was part of the depiction. A curse, perhaps. Or a wish. Have you ever seen these faces before? In the town, I mean.’


‘No.’


‘Not in a church, somewhere? Or an old hall? Or the museum?’


‘No. Only in visions.’


Jack understood the point of the question: if this savage painting of his dream-hunters was represented elsewhere in Exburgh, then he might have seen the faces, registered them subliminally, used them to inform his hallucinatory encounters with the running couple. But he could not recall seeing such faces in the churches, though there was an abundance of Green Men, gargoyles, and the stone faces of mediaeval peasants. And if his drawings of Greyface and Greenface had been taken from anything in the museum, then his school’s headteacher, Mr Keeble, would have recognized them: he’d been the museum’s curator for years, before returning to the teaching profession. Besides, Jack instinctively knew that such exposure could never have happened. It simply didn’t feel right. He couldn’t articulate the particular feeling to the grey-haired man who now led him around the inner walls of what had once been a sanctuary, but the bull-runners were real. He wasn’t hallucinating them; he wasn’t daydreaming them, drawing on scenes from TV or comics, or film. He wasn’t dreaming them at all! They were as real, when they appeared in his Vision, as the ancient plaster wall around the pit, with its fading colours, its frescoes depicting faces, figures and animals.


Greyface and Greenface were close enough to touch (almost). When they came to him, he was running with them, slipping from this world to theirs, aware of the textures of the earth, the gusting of the wind, the sounds and scents of the landscape they fought against.


They were not dreams. The bull-runners were a part of him. And even now he could feel them, hear them, but distantly, as if on the other side of a high wall, and as he realized this, so he realized that they had always been there, like a vague distraction, an ache, a murmuring in the ear, a part of his life that only occasionally concerned him when it became acute.


He realized that he was standing again by the mutilated faces of his dream, his hands reaching out to touch the thin paint, the grey, the green, the touches of red, feeling the moulded plaster below. Garth was standing behind him and he turned, squinting up at the man against the bright sky.


‘It feels angry here. I’m frightened.’


‘You’ve been drifting,’ Garth said quietly. ‘You’ve been standing there for thirty minutes …’


Jack was shocked. Seconds ago he’d been walking round the walls, listening as Garth suggested possible meanings in the various painted motifs of the place.


Seconds ago!


‘I think I’ll go home.’


‘Stay,’ the man said. ‘I want to show you something else. This place has a grip on you. It has the same grip on me. I want you to enter more deeply … will you?’


The words were frightening. Jack tried to see the look in Garth’s eyes, but there was just shadow below the brim of the hat, the faint waft of cigar smoke from the figure, the man standing on the rise of earth away from the wall, looking down at the shaking youth.


‘I don’t like it here,’ Jack said loudly. ‘I feel sick.’


‘So do I. The place is alive. I know that now. That’s why I want you to enter more deeply. Can you feel the bull-runners?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are they close?’


‘No.’


‘I want to be there when they next come. I want to see for myself …’


‘But I already told you, I can’t tell when they’re going to come! It happens suddenly. I’ll go home now, please.’


‘Not yet.’


Garth stepped down and gripped Jack’s shoulder; almost hauling him up to the level of earth, then propelling him to the ladder from the pit. His voice was a fierce whisper. ‘Don’t be afraid, boy. You have more control than you know. I was frightened at first, just like you. The fear passes – believe me. I want to show you where the shadows are. Stand in the shadows for a while and then go home. But come again. Come and help me out. There’s a lot of digging to do, and I like the way you see things. Do you understand?’


‘Do you see the bull-runners too?’


‘If I did, I wouldn’t need you. I’m not letting you go, Jack. This place is too alive and you’re part of that life. If you want to know more, you’ve got to do what I say. Understand?’


Jack got the point. Garth released his grip and they walked the street at speed, the man’s hand an occasional encouragement on his back, Jack almost stumbling at times. They crossed a road between complaining cars, walked over grass to the side of St John’s, approached one of the flying buttresses, walking a straight line towards the sheer wall. Jack pulled back as they approached the dark stone, but Garth urged him on, until a moment later the man walked straight into the church, reeling back, holding his face.


Jack stood beside him, not knowing what to do. Garth fumbled in his pocket for a handkerchief, wiped at the blood that streamed from his nose.


‘Damn and blast!’


He looked furiously up at the church. ‘I’d forgotten this … this …’ he bit back the expletive. ‘This thing was in the way. Damn! Come on, we have to go round.’


He paced along the wall, occasionally glancing up, dabbing at his nose. Jack followed behind, aware of the curious looks from the drivers on the Broadway, but now intrigued, his apprehension dissipated, perhaps by the odd impact of man on church, perhaps by being away from the excavation.


Garth was in his own world, it seemed. They entered the church, paced down the north aisle, and for a moment hesitated below a modern stained glass window that depicted the Garden of Eden and the dove released from the Ark, after the Flood.


‘There’s no way through,’ Garth said. ‘What about down here …’


‘Why don’t we just walk through Mourning Passage?’


The man stared at Jack for a second, then frowned, then smiled. He led the way back to the main doors, out and down the steps, and so to Mourning Passage, where he picked up speed again and followed an odd route until they came to the site of an excavation from four years ago, now preserved beneath a newly-built shopping centre, specifically, below the shoe shop.


The store was just closing, which would mean denying access to the ruins, but the store-manager knew John Garth and welcomed him in. He led the way to the rear of the shop and then down steps to the neon-lit room. An observation ramp ran all the way around the chamber; the remains of the shrine were now enclosed in glass.


Jack had been here two years ago and had been as little impressed then as he was now, finding no particular fascination in the exposed layers of red brick, the flint walls defining rooms and entrance ways, and the broken expanses of plaster with the faint impressions of goats, satyrs, bulls and sun discs.
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