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ABOUT THE BOOK

Our time has almost come, and we must leave this world and travel to Elysse. If we stay longer we shall perish . . .

Life is changing for Midge, and she has little time to think about the extraordinary events of last summer. Her discovery of the hidden tribes is like a dream to her now, their existence all but forgotten.

But the voice that calls out to her in the winter darkness one night is real enough and the hand that comes rapping against her bedroom window cannot be ignored. This is no dream. The Various have returned, and their desperation has made them all the more dangerous . . .

The only way that Midge can help the little people is by tracing the whereabouts of her great-great-aunt Celandine. But Celandine must be long dead, surely?

In this final part of Steve Augarde’s enthralling trilogy, we see how the past and present are connected, the interwoven threads drawing the reader on towards an astonishing series of revelations. A story of danger and magic, friendships and betrayals, this is fantasy writing at its very best.


WINTER WOOD

Steve Augarde
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To Bella and David, with thanks.
 And relief.
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Chapter One

THE TIP OF the bright orange float bobbed just once, no more than a twitch, a tiny bird-peck of movement, but it was enough to send a ripple circling over the water – and a jolt of excitement through George’s heart. He leaned forward, gripping the butt of the rod in his left hand, willing the float to go under properly and for good. Come on . . . come on . . . I know you’re down there, you old monster . . .

He turned the handle of the wooden reel, keeping it smooth and steady, winding in the line until most of the slack had been taken up.

Nothing more happened. The float drifted around the slowly eddying pool at the side of the weir, but remained stubbornly upon the surface.

Eventually George had to blink. He let out a little more line and allowed himself to fall back into his original dreamy trance, lost in the hypnotic roar of the weir beneath him and the strange chattering sounds that seemed hidden away in the background somewhere, like faraway voices.

The constant flow of water made him want to pee again, but he couldn’t be bothered to move. He just sat on the planks, swinging his legs to and fro. Each time the float approached the main current it seemed certain to be whisked away downstream, but then it was somehow repelled, forced back towards the bank to begin its cycle once more.

George was happy to watch and wait. He resisted the temptation to interfere. This was still the best place. Down there among those tall reeds . . . that’s where Old Whitey would be, if he were anywhere, silent and massive in his winter lair, biding his time. Old Whitey . . .

So old, they said, that the pigment had faded from his leathery skin and turned him into an albino. So old that he was half blind. Yes, and that could be the trouble. Pike would take just about any bait, but they had to be able to see it in the first place, surely? Maybe a bit of gristle left over from the Sunday lunch just wasn’t visible enough. Maybe it was time to try the spinner after all.

George shook himself out of his reverie, and began to rummage about in the ancient canvas bag that sat next to him on the plank. The leather straps were thin and frayed, and the brass buckles were all crusty with green stuff – too far gone to be cleaned up, George thought, even if he had the inclination to try. He liked the bag, though, and he liked the rod and reel too. In the flat days that followed Christmas it had been fun to help clear out the attic and so come across all this antique fishing gear.

‘It’s actually a very good make,’ his dad had said of the rod. ‘A split-cane Hardy. Expensive, even back in its day. Put that on ebay and you’d get a bob or two for it. And the old reel – a Shakespeare, no less. Beautiful. Worth something now.’ George didn’t give a hoot what they were worth; he wanted to keep them.

He found what he was looking for, the spoon-shaped spinner with its three rusty hooks, and he held it in the palm of his hand to examine it. The metal was very tarnished, black almost, with age. Maybe he ought to try and give it a polish before using it . . .

‘Hiya.’

George turned round and squinted up into the wintry sunshine.

‘Oh. Hi, Midge. How’re you feeling?’

‘OK. Bit better.’

George watched as his cousin began to make her way across the twin planks that spanned the little weir.

‘Careful,’ he said. ‘That one wobbles.’

‘Blimey. It does too.’ Midge put a steadying hand on one of the big iron stanchions, part of the rusted winding gear that controlled the flow of water over the weir. ‘Oh, great,’ she said. ‘Trust me to find the bit with grease on it.’

She sat down next to George, glanced at her blackened hand, and wiped it on the worn edge of the plank.

‘Hey! I’ve got to sit there!’

‘Sorry.’ Midge rubbed her palms together, in order to spread the dirt around a little. ‘Had any luck?’

‘Not really,’ said George. ‘Just one bite. Well, I think it was a bite. I don’t mind, though. Glad to get away for an hour or two, actually.’

‘Yeah, I know what you mean.’

Now that Christmas was over the builders were back at Mill Farm, and the air was once again filled with the noise of major conversion work – the clink of scaffolding, the rumble of diggers, stone cutting, wood sawing, cement lorries continuously coming and going. Midge was sure that the headache she’d had all day was from the noise of the builders.

It wasn’t so bad for her cousins, George and Katie, who were only visiting their dad for a couple of days, but for Midge the constant racket had become a nightmare. ‘It’s driving me nuts,’ she said. ‘I was really excited about it to begin with, but now I just wish they could have left everything how it was. I liked it better that way, in any case.’

‘Me too. But then they’d have had to sell the place, and so that’d be no good. Be worth it in the end, I s’pose. Is your room nearly done?’

‘Huh. I’ve given up asking. They keep saying it is, but it didn’t seem like it to me, last time I looked. And in the meantime I’m still sleeping in with Mum. You’ve got to be back before dark, by the way. Your dad said to tell you four o’clock at the latest.’

‘Oh yeah. Sent you to keep an eye on me, more like. Make sure I hadn’t drowned myself, or something.’

Midge didn’t reply to that, because it was exactly what her Uncle Brian had said: ‘Go and make sure George isn’t floating face-down in the weir, Midge. He’s daft enough for it.’

She looked across the patchily flooded wetlands towards Howard’s Hill. The shape of it was quite different from this angle, much longer than it appeared from her window back at Mill Farm. The tangled trees that crested the ridge were winter-bare, a stark dense line silhouetted against the pale blue of the January sky. The Royal Forest, she called it. An absolute stillness hung over the place, as though the hill were poised, a tufty-backed creature crouching on the landscape, waiting. No birds circled above it, no breath of air stirred those high distant branches.

Midge turned away and watched George’s float for a while. She had found, lately, that she didn’t want to think about Howard’s Hill very much.

‘So how old do you think he is?’

‘Who – Old Whitey? Well, Dad says he used to come here and fish for him when he was young. Before he was married to Mum, anyway. He reckons pike can live up to twenty-five years, maybe even more. Somebody down at the pub saw him not long ago, Dad said – Old Whitey. Big as a pig, almost.’

‘Hm.’ Midge was unconvinced. It sounded like yet another of Uncle Brian’s little stories. ‘What would you do if you caught it, anyway?’

George laughed. ‘Run a mile probably.’

Midge picked at a bit of moss that was growing out of a crack in the ancient planks, and flicked it into the water below. It disappeared into the tumbling foam, lost for ever.

‘School next week,’ she said.

‘Yeah. Hey – stop throwing stuff in the water. You’ll scare the fish away.’

‘Sorry. Can I have a go? With the rod?’

‘OK.’ George sighed, but handed the rod to her. He was nice like that, always willing to share whatever he had. ‘You don’t have to do anything,’ he said. ‘Just keep an eye on the float.’

‘But what if it goes under?’ said Midge.

‘Give me back the rod, quick. It’d be just my luck for you to catch him, after all the work I’ve put in.’

‘Can I wind the windy thing?’

‘The reel. Go on then, just a bit. No . . . the other way. That’s right. Whoa . . . that’s enough.’

They sat together for a while and said nothing. Midge found her attention straying from the orangey tip of the float. She glanced towards the bramble bushes that tumbled along the far bank. There was something creepy about this place, she decided. Not just the dark waters of the weir, but a feeling that everything around her was drawing a little closer, edging up on her as evening fell. Something watching, and waiting . . .

She was glad when George said, ‘I’m bored now. And I’m getting cold. Come on, you can wind the reel in if you like, and we’ll go back. Just give it a quick tug to make sure there’s nothing there.’

‘Like this?’ Midge swished the rod up into the air, and the float leaped straight out of the water. It dangled and bounced about wildly before wrapping itself around the end of the rod a couple of times.

‘Hey – look out!’ George ducked away from her. ‘You’ve got it all tangled up now. Give it here.’

‘No, I can do it.’ Midge pointed the rod downwards, gave it a little shake, and the float freed itself, tumbling down into the water once more. She began to turn the handle of the reel and wound in the line until the float had almost reached the tip of the rod. Then she handed the whole lot back to George.

‘Is it OK?’

‘Yeah, it’s fine.’ George was frowning, but not in an angry way. He looked puzzled.

‘Where’s the thingy?’ said Midge. ‘The bait? Isn’t there supposed to be something on there for the fish to eat?’

‘Yes,’ said George, ‘there is.’ He grabbed at the dancing piece of line and examined it. ‘There’s supposed to be a blimmin’ hook there, as well.’

‘Maybe you didn’t tie it on right.’

But there were no kinks in the end of the nylon line, as might have been expected if the knot had simply come undone. It was as clean and straight as if it had been cut by a pair of scissors.

‘Nothing wrong with my knots,’ George said.

‘So what’s happened to it then?’

‘Dunno.’ George flicked his hair out of his eyes, and began to dismantle the rod.

It was a good twenty minutes’ walk across the squelchy fields to Mill Farm, and in that time the sun had begun to sink behind the looming bulk of Howard’s Hill, turning the winter skies above it to orangey pink. There was a lonely feel to the darkening landscape, a sadness at the dying of the day. It had been warm for the time of year, but now Midge felt shivery, and she zipped the collar of her fleece a little closer to her chin.

‘Do you ever think about it much?’ she said.

George didn’t reply for a while, but eventually he said, ‘No. Not really. Try not to, anyway,’ and Midge knew that he’d understood her question. The events of last summer had been so overwhelming that at first they could talk of nothing else, but after a while the memory began to fade, as though none of it had ever truly happened. It was like some weird dream, scary-weird, a dream that you didn’t want to remember. And it was easy to forget, what with having so many other things to think about – the move down from London, a new school to cope with, and all the disruption of converting Mill Farm into something different. Something less wonderful than it had been, Midge felt.

She didn’t like what was happening, and she wasn’t as blissfully happy as she’d imagined she would be. It had seemed such a great idea at the time – moving to the dilapidated old farmhouse with her mum, dividing the property with Uncle Brian, her mum’s brother, and turning it into something new and exciting. But it wasn’t exciting, it was just a mess. They’d ripped the roofs off the old stables and the cider barn, knocked walls down in the house and changed the shape of the rooms, put in new staircases and smart kitchen units, tarmacked the cobbled yard. Nothing was the same any more. And her mum seemed even more distracted and stressed than when she’d been a musician. She was like a whirlwind, on the go from morning till night, haranguing the builders, nagging at Uncle Brian over this detail or that. It made Midge tired to think about it. Sometimes she wished that they’d just stayed in London.

Trudge trudge trudge. The two of them walked in single file along a rough track between a hedge and the bank of one of the open ditches – or rhynes – that criss-crossed the Somerset wetlands. The track was narrow and the hedge overgrown, so that they occasionally had to duck beneath the branches of the stunted willows that grew along the bank of the rhyne. Not so far to go now. Midge followed automatically in George’s footsteps, the clump of her Wellington boots keeping in time with his. And it was no good – there was a stone in one of those boots, niggling at her. She lifted her leg and pulled off the boot, hopping about and trying not to put her foot on the muddy ground. ‘Hang on, George . . .’ Midge turned the boot upside down, shook it, and then stooped to pull it back on again. George had either not heard her or taken no notice. He was still walking ahead. Midge struggled with the boot, stumbling forward and almost overbalancing. As she did so, she heard a kind of whizzing sound and a thunk in the hedge beside her. She peered at the hedge, but could see nothing unusual – just leaves and twigs, a couple of feathers. Weird. It hadn’t sounded like an animal, quite. A little surge of panic ran through her. ‘George . . . wait for me!’

George turned round, and looked surprised. ‘Huh?’

Midge ran to catch him up. ‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘Stone in my boot, that’s all.’ But she couldn’t help glancing over her shoulder.

‘Oh, right. Sorry.’

They walked on in silence. Midge looked up again at the shadowy mound of Howard’s Hill and at the jumbled barrier of trees and briars that kept the outside world at bay. They guarded another world within, those thick and thorny brambles, and other existences, secrets beyond all imagining. People lived up there – tribes of little people, wild and extraordinary.

The Various.

But although Midge had met them, and knew their names and could still picture their faces, she could no longer make any of it real somehow. It was too much to carry, too much to cope with. She knew that her cousins felt the same. George had seen the little people, and Katie too – and their lives had been put in real danger – but they seldom spoke about it any more. That terrifying day when Scurl and his archers had actually mounted an attack upon Mill Farm should have been impossible to forget, and yet it was becoming more and more difficult to put the sequence of events into any order.

Why was that? thought Midge. Finding Henty and Little-Marten in the cider barn . . . burying Tojo in the lagoon . . . hiding in terror on top of the wardrobe – all of these things she remembered as though they had happened to someone else. Katie with the water cannon. Scurl’s wretched crew being hauled out of the muck under Maglin’s stern and unforgiving eye. And Pegs . . . the amazing and wonderful little winged horse . . . whose voice spoke to her in soft bursts of colour. She could never forget him, how she had found him, and made him well again, and carried him back to the forest. But it had all become such a blur, such a confusion of vague images, like a film once watched a very long time ago.

Celandine’s cup – that was definitely real, thought Midge. It stood on her bedside table. Sometimes she picked it up and looked at it, studying the figures that were engraved upon it, the little people, with Celandine herself standing tall amongst them, and all of them open-mouthed, singing, singing. The cup had been a gift from Henty, but it was a struggle to say when that had been exactly. Was it before or after the day of the battle? Midge couldn’t remember. Perhaps she didn’t want to remember. Perhaps she didn’t want to remember because whenever she tried to do so another thought would take over – the thought that came to her in the darkness sometimes, and made her reach out to touch her mother’s bed for reassurance. There was more to come. There was more for her to do. It wasn’t over yet . . .

George had stopped to open the gate to the old paddock – the Field of Thistles, as Midge liked to call it. He turned to wait for her, smiling as he pushed his fair hair out of his eyes.

‘You OK?’

‘Yeah.’

Together they walked down the gently sloping patch of ground towards Mill Farm. A couple of the downstairs lights had already come on, and everything was quiet and peaceful. It looked as though the builders might have knocked off early for a change.

After tea her mum said, ‘Come upstairs, Midge. I’ve got a surprise for you.’

Midge thought that she could guess what it was. She followed Mum up to the landing, and from there towards the door of her old bedroom.

‘Ta-da!’ Her mum gave the freshly painted door a push, and flicked on the light switch. ‘I made them finish it today,’ she said. ‘I told them – “No more excuses. Just get it done.” What do you think, though? Isn’t it great?’

Midge stepped into the room and looked about her. She wouldn’t have recognized it. The heavy swagged curtains, the frilly lampshades and the chintzy matching valances had all gone. Now there was beechwood, and chrome, and a blue bedside lamp that shone softly against the clean white walls and made a starry pattern on the ceiling. A plain blue coverlet on her bed . . . stripped and polished floorboards . . . a creamy sheepskin rug. It was gorgeous – a picture from a catalogue. In fact it looked just like the catalogue that she and her mum had chosen all these things from. Everything new, and perfect. And different . . .

‘Oh, it’s lovely,’ she said. ‘Really lovely. Thanks, Mum.’

‘Well, you deserve it.’ Her mum kissed the top of her head – something Midge actually found quite annoying. ‘And I’m sorry that it’s taken so long. I’m afraid that everything does seem to be taking a bit longer than we’d hoped. Anyway, now you can move in properly. Go and get your clothes and things out of my room and start putting them away. I brought that little silver bowl of yours in and put it on the desk, next to your laptop, but I’ve left everything else for you to sort out. It’s a very nice little bowl, by the way. Where did you get it?’

Midge looked across at Celandine’s cup, sitting prettily on her new desk.

‘Oh . . . it was a present,’ she said, deliberately vague. ‘A friend gave it to me.’

‘Really? Who was that – Azzie? It must have cost her parents a fortune. Well, they could afford it, I suppose. Um . . . towels. I knew there was something else. I’d better find you some.’

Midge remained in the centre of the room for a few moments after Mum had gone, trying to take it all in. She had so loved it here when she had first come to stay – loved the silly fussiness of it, the daft curtains and the pointless frills. And now it was different and new and modern like everything else. She knew she should be grateful, and she was, but she wished that something could just stay the same.

The sheepskin rug didn’t appear to be the kind of rug that wanted to be stepped on, at least not by someone wearing shabby trainers. Midge walked around it and sat on her bed, jiggled up and down on it a couple of times to test the mattress. She looked at Celandine’s cup, brilliant in the gentle blue light that shone onto the desk that would also serve as her bedside table. Silver, her mum had said. Silver? How could that be? Midge reached out for the cup – and immediately fumbled it, almost dropped it in fright. There! It had happened again, just like before . . . a snatch of song . . . a chorus of many voices raised in harmony. The little people singing. On and off like a radio . . . just a brief burst of sound inside her head, no time to catch any of the words.

A funny feeling spread about Midge’s shoulders, and she turned round. The big old photograph was on the wall behind her. They’d put it in her room, just as she had asked them to. It was beside the new wardrobe, hidden from her view until now. The glass had been cleaned, and the lacquered frame was shiny black, polished. Celandine. That extraordinary-looking girl, gazing down upon her. The decades of kitchen grime and grease had been washed away, and now every detail of the photograph was clear and focused – the pale face, the wicker box, the sombre grandmother clock in the background. Twenty-five past ten. And the hands . . . the hands that held the little bridle. Midge could somehow feel the texture of that bridle, how the leather was smoother on one side than the other. She could hear the faint jingling sound that the three little bells made, and the deep hollow tick of the clock in the background. She knew how chilly the air had been in that little parlour, long ago, when that photograph had been taken, and how tight and uncomfortable that dress. Somehow she just knew. It was almost as though she had been there herself. Such a strange sensation, but she wasn’t afraid. There was no need.

Midge waited as her racing heart begin to calm itself. She took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. No, this was nothing to be afraid of. It was just a picture. A picture of a girl with wild fair hair, buttoned and booted and pinched and pinned to within an inch of her life. Celandine, her great-great-aunt. A girl who smiled with her mouth because she’d been told to, but whose eyes and thoughts were for ever elsewhere, somewhere far beyond the camera. Dark, dark eyes that looked over the shoulder of the photographer towards . . . what? Howard’s Hill? This was one thing that she didn’t know.

You’re lovely, though, thought Midge. You’re the best thing in this room, and you belong here with me. A moment of understanding came to her then – a jump of realization and certainty. This was your room, wasn’t it? You lived here. You sat here, and slept here, and read your books here, and looked out of this window, just as I do. You lived in this room, didn’t you? In this very room . . . where I was born.

The light from the blue lamp glowed softly in the picture glass, and Midge gradually saw that the hazy image of her own puzzled face was also reflected there, a shadow of her ancestor’s. A big lump came to her throat, and it was hard to swallow it away. She thought – it’s you and me, isn’t it? Just the two of us. There’s nobody else to help us in this. It’s just you and me . . .

She kept staring at the photograph, lost in her own swirling thoughts, until gradually she felt her shoulders begin to sag, a sense of comfort stealing over her. It would be all right. She shouldn’t worry so much. She must just take each day as it came, and do the best she could.

Eventually she heard quick footsteps coming along the landing.

‘Towels.’ Her mum swept in, a brisk presence, and Midge reluctantly turned away from the photograph.

‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘Forgot to ask you, darling – how’s that headache of yours?’

Midge considered for a moment. ‘Gone,’ she said.
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Chapter Two

‘UNCLE BRIAN, WHAT do you actually know about Great-aunt Celandine?’

Now that the photograph hung in her room, Midge’s curiosity had been rekindled. And after all, there was no reason why she shouldn’t ask questions. Celandine was family, wasn’t she?

‘What do I know about her?’ Uncle Brian was making heavy work of filling the new jug kettle. He hadn’t realized that there had been no need to take the lid off, and now he was searching for the plastic filter that had popped out and disappeared into the washing-up bowl.

‘Um . . . well, not much really. She was my grandfather’s younger sister – your great-great-aunt. There was always some talk . . . some suggestion . . . oh this thing is ridiculous! Why don’t they just keep things simple? OK, that’s it – I’ve had enough. Hang on a minute, Midge . . .’

Midge waited as Uncle Brian put the new kettle to one side and rootled around in the cupboard beneath the sink. He found what he was looking for – the old whistling kettle – filled it at the tap, and plonked it on top of the Rayburn stove. Water glooped out of it and spat up at him from the hotplate.

‘There! What could be easier than that? Stick to what you know, I say.’

Midge laughed. She liked the fact that Uncle Brian had resisted too much alteration to his part of the house. The old kitchen had been treated to some double-glazed windows and a fresh coat of paint, but by and large it was still the warm and friendly place that it had always been. The big Welsh dresser remained, and the little travel alarm clock ticked cheerfully away on the top shelf. The picture of Celandine was now in her own room, of course, and the space where it had been was taken up by a new noticeboard – already overcrowded with bills and receipts.

‘So.’ Uncle Brian reached up for a couple of mugs from the dresser. ‘Great-aunt Celandine. Sounds like something from a play, doesn’t it?’ He made his voice go deep and echoey. ‘Great . . . Aunt . . . Celandine. Yes, there was always the suggestion that she was a bit . . . what’s the word? . . . fey, perhaps. Believed in fairies and suchlike. Or so my old dad used to say. Tea? It was also said that she was run away with by the gypsies. I’d forgotten about that. Terrible really. It used to be a kind of family threat when your mum and I were kids. “If you don’t do so-and-so, then the gypsies’ll come for you – just like they did your Great-aunt Celandine.” Total nonsense, of course.’

‘But what happened to her? Is she still alive?’ Midge tried to sound casual.

‘Alive? No. Couldn’t be. I’ve got no idea what happened to her. Grew up and moved away, I suppose. The farm was passed down through the sons – the way it usually was in those days. From Great-grandad to Grandad, then to my dad, then to me. Girls . . . well, girls weren’t . . .’

‘Important?’

Uncle Brian leaned against the sink with his arms folded, and sighed. ‘It was all the farm, you see. That was what was important – the farm, the land. We’ve got a few family records in a box somewhere, but it’s nearly all connected with business. So many heifers raised. So much grain bought and sold. Nothing much there to do with people at all. Very few photos. No letters or anything like that, not that I’ve ever seen. I really don’t know much about those who lived here, let alone those who disappeared. One of ’em was killed in the First World War, I do know that. Some others emigrated – grandmother’s two sisters, I believe. A few of them are buried in the churchyard at Statton, including my mum and dad. Apart from that I’m pretty hazy on family history.’

‘Oh.’

The kettle, which had been muttering away to itself for the last half-minute, now began to properly whistle, and Uncle Brian pushed himself away from the sink in order to tend to it.

‘Why? Are you interested in that sort of thing?’

‘Yeah. Sort of. I’d just like to know.’

Uncle Brian brought milk from the fridge. ‘Well, I suppose there would be parish records – births, marriages, deaths and so on. Might be worth a shot, although if Great-auntie had been buried locally then we’d probably know about it. She’d be over the same churchyard wall as the rest of ’em.’

‘But if she’d moved away to London or something then there wouldn’t be any records here?’

‘Shouldn’t think so. And you have to remember that families do lose contact with one another. More so then than now, perhaps. Just a move of twenty or thirty miles in those days might mean that you lost touch with a brother or sister altogether – and especially if you hadn’t been that close in the first place. Tell you what’ – Uncle Brian placed three big mugs of tea on the kitchen table – ‘I could ask at the pub, if you like. There’s a couple of old boys down there who know a bit about local history. Easier than going through parish records, and just as likely to turn something up. Take a mug of tea through to Katie, will you? See if you can’t get her to buck up a bit. Last day of the holidays and I don’t think she’s spent more than an hour of it away from the sofa.’

‘OK. Thanks, Uncle Brian.’ Midge picked up two of the mugs, took a quick sip out of one of them, and wandered through to the sitting room.

‘Hiya,’ she said.

Her cousin Katie looked up from the magazine she was reading.

‘Oh. Hi, Midge. Is that for me? Do you know’ – Katie pushed herself into an upright position and held out her hand for the mug of tea – ‘I just refuse to believe that it’s school again tomorrow. It seems like we’ve only been on holiday for about ten minutes. God, I hate school, don’t you? The sooner it’s over and done with and I can get down to something useful, the better.’

Midge sat beside her cousin on the sofa, and glanced at the open magazine. ‘How to tell when he’s two-timing you . . .’ she read. ‘What do you call useful?’ she said.

‘Well, something real. Something that matters a bit more than simultaneous equations and . . . and physics. God, I hate physics. I’m thinking of becoming a fashion editor, actually.’

‘First week back shouldn’t be too bad,’ said Midge. Then she remembered something. ‘We’re supposed to be going on a trip, I think, this Friday. Some butterfly farm.’

‘Oh, that.’ Katie didn’t sound too impressed. ‘We went there in Year Eight. I thought I’d die of boredom.’

Midge stared out of the window of the school coach and watched the winter countryside roll by. The sun was shining, and it was dreamily pleasant to see the light dancing on the watery fields.

She had little or nothing to say to the girl who sat next to her – Kerry Hodge. What a moke. All teeth and adenoids. Kerry Hodge didn’t seem to be able to breathe without making a constant gurgling sound – little bubbles of spit that popped and crackled at the corners of her perpetually open mouth.

From the rear seat of the bus came the loud chatter of those who always occupied that privileged position: Rhona McAllister and her admirers. As a new girl, Midge had not yet achieved back-of-the-bus status. Nor front-of-the-dinner-queue status, for that matter. She was strictly in the middle for everything. It didn’t bother her. There was nothing so special about Rhona’s circle of buddies, male or female, that Midge felt desperate to be a part of. Most of them seemed a bit thick, really. Turnips. She missed her friend Azzie, quick-thinking, tap-dancing Azzie, who could run circles round this lot, physically and verbally, before they’d have time to blink. And she missed London, the buzz of it, far more than she’d thought she would. Everything was slower here.

There was one girl who was OK, Samantha Lewis. Sometimes she and Sam were paired off in chemistry or physics lessons, and they got on well enough. But Sam was really part of Rhona’s crowd, and so that’s where she was usually to be found during lunch break, or once school was over.

Break times were the hardest. Midge sometimes sought out one of her cousins, just to have someone to talk to and be with, but as Katie was in the year above and George in the year below this could be a bit awkward. And it was different at school. Katie and George each had their own friends. They weren’t very often at Mill Farm during term time, and so she didn’t see as much of them as she had expected.

‘Shall we work on our ashignment together?’

‘What?’

Kerry Hodge had turned to speak to her. Midge felt a speckle of saliva land on the back of her wrist, and she surreptitiously drew her hand into the sleeve of her blazer in order to wipe it off.

‘Er . . . maybe. I think we’re supposed to try and do it by ourselves.’

‘Mish Oldham saysh we can work in pairsh if we want.’ The wretched girl was like a watering can.

‘Does she?’ Midge was non-committal. She turned back to the window and said no more, hoping that this would be enough to make Kerry take the hint. Ten minutes’ conversation with that one and you’d be needing a bath towel. And in any case, she suspected that ‘working together’ with Kerry would simply mean that she’d end up doing her assignment for her. Plus, of course, it would be social suicide to be seen hanging around with a dreg like Kerry. It was bad enough having to sit next to her on a bus, let alone be her work partner.

But then she felt mean. It wasn’t Kerry’s fault that she had trouble breathing normally. Or speaking normally. Or eating, drinking, thinking . . .

‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll do questions one to five, you do six to ten. Then we’ll meet up and swap answers.’ It was a compromise, but it was as far as she was prepared to go. Also, she reasoned, if Kerry’s answers turned out to be rubbish, then there’d still be time to complete the assignment by herself.

‘OK.’ Kerry seemed happy enough with that. ‘Want some Juishy Fruit?’ She offered Midge a stick of gum. ‘Shtops my mouth getting dry,’ she said.

Midge gave Kerry a quick glance. Was that supposed to be a joke? But there was little to be gleaned from the expression on Kerry’s goofy face, and so Midge resisted the impulse to laugh. Instead she just said, ‘Er . . . no. I’m OK, thanks,’ and continued to gaze out of the window. It was pretty funny, though, and she had to bite her lip as she imagined herself telling Azzie about it in their Friday night chatroom sessions.

The bare countryside gave way to the outer suburbs of town, and then a long straight road bordered by open parkland and a big cemetery. Eventually the coach pulled into a broad driveway, and Midge caught a glimpse of the brightly painted sign as they passed through the entrance – Tone Vale Butterfly Farm. The coach wound on amid high banks of rhododendron bushes and finally came to a halt in front of a large white building. There was a general bustle of movement as everyone began to collect their question sheets and lunchboxes together. Miss Oldham stood up at the front of the coach and called for quiet.

‘I hope I don’t have to remind you of the purpose of this visit – Carl, are you with us? Good. Today’s exercise forms part of this term’s science project . . .’

Midge had discovered that she’d trodden on a piece of gum, Kerry’s probably, and was more concerned with scraping that off her shoe than listening to Miss Oldham. ‘. . . marked as coursework . . . sensible behaviour at all times . . . lunch in the gardens at twelve-fifteen, provided the weather stays fine . . . to either myself or Mr Edmunson . . . and leaving at two-thirty sharp . . .’ The bits of teacher-speak continued to drift over thirty heedless heads, as everyone bumped and shuffled their way down the centre of the coach and out onto the sunny tarmac. ‘Don’t chase the peacocks, don’t touch the displays, don’t all try and crowd into the shop at the same time . . .’

Midge stared up at the main building. It was big enough to be a mansion, but the white painted walls and small plain windows made it look as though it might once have been something official rather than a rich person’s home. The grounds were pretty though – quite exotic – with tall yew hedges and monkey-puzzle trees and spiky shrubs. Already some of the boys were opening their lunchboxes and throwing bits of bread to the peacocks.

‘Hey, Midge.’ Somebody tugged at her sleeve, and Midge instinctively jerked her arm away. ‘Don’t worry – I’m not going to bite you.’ It was Samantha Lewis. ‘I just wondered if you’d . . . if you wanted to . . . we could go round together.’

Midge stared stupidly at Sam for a few moments. ‘Oh. Yeah, sure.’ She looked over Sam’s shoulder and saw Rhona’s crowd moving off towards the entrance to the building.

‘They’re all paired up,’ said Sam, as though the question had been asked. ‘And anyway, I get fed up with them sometimes. It’s not a big deal – just that I can only talk about how gorgeous Carl Polegato is for so long. You don’t mind, do you?’

‘No, it’d be good.’

‘Come on, then. We can probably get through these stupid questions by lunchtime, and then do what we like.’

Midge was struck by a sudden pang of conscience. ‘I just remembered,’ she said. ‘I told Kerry Hodge I’d go round with her. Swap answers with her, at any rate.’ She looked about her, but couldn’t see Kerry anywhere.

‘Kerry Hodge? What are you – a charity worker or something?’

‘Well, you know, I felt a bit sorry for her. She can’t help . . . how she is, I suppose.’

‘Maybe not, but she could at least shtay out of shpitting dishtance.’

Midge couldn’t help but laugh at that. And it was good to have someone to laugh with, for a change.

Sam’s prediction turned out to be right. By midday the two of them had managed to complete their assignments. They’d wandered through the warm and slightly eerie rooms where the chrysalises were kept, peered in semi-darkness at the emerging gypsy moths that fluttered in vain against the netting of their cages, and answered all the questions on the life-cycle of Ephemera. They’d labelled their grasshopper diagrams, and identified all the European species of butterfly from the gorgeous specimens on display. Such beautiful things these were, yet sad somehow, in their neat little rows, each one daintily skewered through the thorax.

‘That’s it,’ said Sam. ‘We’re done. Come on, we can bog off and have our lunch now.’ They made their way back through the maze of tall display cabinets and out towards the main entrance hall once more.

Here they met the skinny figure of Miss Oldham, who looked as though she might have been on the prowl for absconders.

‘Aha!’ she said. ‘Finished already, you two?’

‘Er . . . yes, Miss,’ said Midge, and then wanted to kick herself. Always a bad idea to let a teacher know you’d finished your work ahead of time – because then they simply piled more on.

And she was right, because Miss Oldham took a quick glance at their papers and said, ‘Oh, you have worked hard. Excellent. Well, now you can do the quiz for me.’

‘Quiz, Miss?’

‘Yes. If you turn over the last page you’ll see that I’ve put together a little observational quiz for you. Just things that you might see as you wander around the house and grounds.’

‘Oh.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Miss Oldham gave them the hint of a smile. ‘I shan’t be marking it as such. Not as coursework, anyway. But there might be a merit point for those who complete it – and you could certainly do with a few more of those, couldn’t you, Sam? Yes. Run along and have your lunch, then. There’s a very pretty little enclosed garden, just behind those trees. Follow that gravel pathway down, and you can’t miss it.’

‘Huh,’ said Sam, once they were out of earshot. ‘If she thinks I’ve been grinding away all morning just so I can spend the afternoon doing extra work, she can think again.’

Midge made a vague noise of agreement. She actually quite liked quizzes, and would have been happy enough to tackle this one if it came down to it. Right now, though, she was hungry and tired of walking. ‘Where is this blimmin’ garden?’ she said.

[image: image-missing]

They scrunched along the path, in the chilly shade of tall yew hedges, and finally came to a little arched gateway. This opened out onto a sunny garden, circular with a white fountain in the middle. There was a winged statuette on top of the fountain, a cupid, made of bronze. Sam said, ‘Look, we’ve got a bench. Let’s go and grab it before anyone else gets here.’ She hurried off, but Midge remained at the gateway for a moment, looking around her. A quick tingle of familiarity had passed through her as she entered the garden, almost as though she had known what to expect. Had she been here before? No, she didn’t think so. Perhaps she had been taken somewhere like this as a baby – it wasn’t such an unusual place after all. At any rate, the feeling had gone now. She followed Sam over to the bench and opened her lunchbox.

They were both starving, and nothing was said for a while as they munched through their sandwiches – a comfortable silence that made Midge think that perhaps they could be real friends.

‘I can’t believe this weather. It’s just freaky for January.’ Sam lay backwards with her dark head lolling against the wooden bench, eyes closed and soaking up the sunshine. She looked like a cat, thought Midge. A lazy and contented cat, happy and relaxed. Not much bothered by anything or anybody. That was a good way to be, wasn’t it? Confident and cool. Clever enough to get by without having to work too hard. Friendly without being frantically demanding. Normal.

Midge half closed her own eyes and allowed her dreamy vision to rest upon the silhouetted figure on top of the fountain. Cupid, with his bow and arrow. Yes, it was good to lie back in the warmth of the sun and just think of nothing, nothing at all. To sit on a bench, with someone who you liked, and be normal. Drift away, to the sounds of the insects and the birds. Float up into the blue and forget all about . . .

. . . the Orbis . . .

Midge jerked upright with such a violent start that Sam jumped too.

‘What is it? Wassamatter?’ Sam was looking about her, wide-eyed and startled.

‘Nothing. It’s . . . nothing. I . . . I think I must have fallen asleep for a moment. Sorry.’

‘Should think so too. Nearly gave me a heart attack.’ Sam folded her arms and tilted her head back once more. ‘And I was just getting comfy,’ she muttered.

Midge stood up and looked towards the fountain. She was sure she hadn’t been here before. Why did it seem so familiar to her, then? She wandered across the circular gravel path, and perched herself sideways on the edge of the fountain. Again some vague memory of this place washed over her. Sitting here, in exactly the same position. A blackbird singing, and the sun going down. And she was holding something in her hand . . .

No. It had gone again, slippery as an eel.

‘Come on, Midge. Let’s go and have a look at the gift shop.’ Sam was on her feet and calling to her.

‘’K.’ Midge sighed and stretched out her arms.

They met Kerry Hodge on the way back, wandering along the path towards the circular garden.

‘Oh Gawd,’ said Sam, beneath her breath. ‘Here she comes. Get your umbrellas out, everyone.’

But Midge didn’t laugh this time. She felt guilty and embarrassed.

‘Hi, Kerry,’ she said. ‘How’re you getting on?’ She tried to appear cheerful, but knew what a fake she must have sounded.

‘Not bad. I’ve done shix to ten, like we shaid. Now I’m doing the quizsh.’ Kerry drew level with them and came to a halt. Sam was keeping well to one side, Midge noticed.

‘Really? I haven’t even started on the quiz. It’s getting a bit late now. We’ll, er . . . we’ll go over the answers on the coach, shall we?’

‘If you want.’

‘Yeah. We’ll sit together, like we did on the way here.’

‘OK. Shee you.’ Kerry started walking again.

‘See you,’ said Sam, and then muttered, ‘Wouldn’t want to be you . . .’ once they’d moved away a few paces.

Midge groaned. ‘Now I feel really mean.’

‘Nah, you worry too much. And anyway, it is mean to pretend to like someone when you don’t.’

‘Think so?’

‘Yeah, I do. Leading people on, it’s called.’

She had it all worked out, did Sam.

The coach was quieter on the return journey. Sam had resumed her place at the back with Rhona’s crowd, and Midge was stuck next to Kerry Hodge once more.

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Let’s compare papers and see what we’ve got.’ She made an effort to sound friendly, in order to make up for the fact that she’d ignored Kerry all day.

Kerry had done a lot better than might have been expected – good enough in fact to cause Midge to make an alteration to one or two of her own answers. Maybe this hadn’t been such a bad deal after all. She handed her assignment over to Kerry, and watched her copy down the answers to the first five questions, noticing how she changed the wording here and there, made little improvements to her own efforts. Kerry’s hand was slow, but the finished result was clear and neat.

‘You’re really good,’ said Midge.

‘Biology’sh my favourite,’ said Kerry. ‘Biology and English. How did you do with the quiszh?’

‘What? Oh, the quiz. We didn’t . . . I didn’t really get round to it. Don’t suppose it’ll matter much.’

‘Want to copy mine?’

‘Um . . . don’t know. Seems a bit of a cheek. OK, let’s have a quick look, then.’

Midge took Kerry’s paper and glanced at the quiz page. She was surprised at the amount that Kerry had written.

‘Question One,’ she read. ‘What is Cupid shooting at?’

And beneath that was Kerry’s answer: A topiary heart.

‘What’s a top . . . a top-i-ary heart?’ Midge said.

‘Topiary. Thatsh when they cut a bush or a hedge into a funny shape. Like an animal or a bird. There was a heart cut into the hedge of that round garden. Above the gateway.’

‘Was there? I didn’t notice that.’

Midge moved on to the next question.

‘Tone Vale Butterfly Farm was opened in nineteen seventy-eight. But what was the building used for before that?’

Kerry had written, ‘It was a hospital for soldiers in the First World War. Then it became a clinic, and then it was part of the local art college.’

Midge yawned. ‘Where did you get all this stuff?’

‘In here.’ Kerry pulled a folded booklet out of her pocket. Midge read the title: Tone Vale Butterfly Farm. A Guide and History. ‘Look – Mish Oldham got all her queshtions from here. Nothing to it.’ Kerry opened the booklet, and Midge saw a blurry photograph of two men and a woman – a nurse – standing in bright sunshine on the front steps of the building: Dr Sydney Lewis and Dr Joseph Wesser, founders of the Tone Valley Clinic . . . Funny name, Wesser.

But the leaflet looked boring, and so Midge just said, ‘Oh, right.’

‘Borrow it if you like, and do the quizsh when you get home. You could get a merit point for it.’

Midge rubbed her eyes, and leaned back in her seat. ‘Nah, it’s OK, thanks. I can’t be bothered.’

She was tired now, and didn’t want to talk any more. It had been quite a good day, though. Kerry was not as awful as she had supposed, and it had been fun to go round with Sam. But there was still something about that place that niggled at her – the Butterfly Farm. Some connection that she couldn’t quite make.
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Chapter Three

BA-BETTS, QUEEN of the Ickri, was dressed in her favourite white gown, her hair neatly combed and tied back, her face powdered and painted. Very peaceful, she looked, resting in the Gondla, her wicker chair, beneath the sycamores. The little wooded glade that they’d chosen for her was silent and secluded, yet open to the skies. The birds would see her soon enough.

Aye, it was a good place, thought Maglin, nicely suited its purpose. And Doolie had done her work well. The old queen looked better in death than she had in life. He glanced about at the quiet gathering, noting who was present and who was not. The entire Ickri tribe had turned out, as so they should, to listen in respectful silence to Crozer’s speech. Just behind Crozer stood the other two Elders, Ardel of the Naiad and Damsk of the Wisp, tribespeople to accompany them. He noticed Maven-the-Green lurking among the bushes, and that surprised him a little, for what had Ba-betts been to the mad old hag? Of the winged horse, Pegs, there was no sign.

Crozer’s voice droned away in the background, but Maglin was only half listening. His thoughts were more concerned with the immediate predicament of the tribes than with the Ickri Elder’s lengthy tribute to Ba-betts. There was the future to consider, and a new responsibility to bear, the weight of which lay heavy upon his shoulders. With no heir to succeed Ba-betts, her line was over. And without rightful King or Queen, a Steward must now govern instead. There had been but one choice. From this day on, he, Maglin, was ruler of the Ickri.

He had expected nothing less, though he knew well that the Elders would have picked another if they could. But as senior figure the Stewardship must fall to himself, and so now Steward he was, Keeper of the Stone – King in all but name, and all forest-dwellers should recognize his authority.

Aye, but who among them would? The woodlanders grew reckless in their hunger, and each now looked to his own. The Ickri hunters and Naiad farmers might listen to him for a while longer, but the fisher-folk of the Wisp lived largely by their own code and were seldom seen between dawn and dusk. There were few here today to mourn the Queen. And the cave-dwellers – the Tinklers and Troggles – they were rarely seen at all. Maglin doubted they would consider him their master, for although he was coming into power, yet that power was waning. Starvation brought rebellion, and with little to offer his people he could do little to hold them. The time had surely come for all to leave. He would talk to the heads of each tribe on the matter – beginning this very day with the one most likely to give him trouble: Tadgemole, leader of the cave-dwellers.

He must impress upon all the growing danger from the Gorji, and the urgent need of a plan. A full season and more the secret of the Various had been known to the Gorji childer. There was no reason to trust it was a secret still. And if that secret was out, then what hope was there that they could continue to live here in peace, or defend themselves from attack? How soon before full-grown giants came – and in what manner would they come? Not in friendly curiosity, that was certain. No, they would come to destroy, as was ever their way, to hunt down all that was unlike themselves. Maglin saw them in his troubled dreams, crowds of roaring men, ascending the hill with hounds and shovels, beating down the barrier of brambles that had protected the little people for so long. Aye, there was much to think on.

‘From seed we come, and to seed we go’ – Crozer was drawing towards the end of his speech – ‘. . . as we ever did, and ever shall. Let the birds now take of her, corben and magpie, as we take of them, corben and magpie. And so may she feed her people still, we who yet remain.’

‘So.’ The low muttered response from the crowd. A few moments more of silence, and the tribespeople began to separate and move quietly away through the trees.

Maglin walked over to where the half-dozen archers of the Guard stood, ranged in a semi-circle behind the Queen’s wicker chair. He spoke directly to Ictor, their captain – and sensed the animosity that lay between them. Ictor was brother to Scurl, the treacherous archer that Maglin had banished from the forest. Scurl was now presumed dead, along with his crew, and Maglin was well aware of Ictor’s resentment towards him – and towards the Gorji child who had played such a part in Scurl’s downfall.

‘I hold ’ee under my command now,’ he said. ‘The Guard shall have first vigil, as is right and proper, and for as long as ’ee will. Shoot whatever might come for her, be it bird, or fitch, or rat. There be little enough in these woods that we can afford to cast aught aside. All to be shared at Basket-time, mind.’

Ictor stared him in the eye, a long and deliberate pause. Eventually he said, ‘Just as ’ee command, Steward. I be in the right fettle for shooting a rat.’

The insult was plainly intended, and Maglin decided that this time he would not let it pass. Ictor had made several such remarks of late – slyly threatening, insolent, challenging. It was almost as though he sought punishment. Very well, then. Perhaps it was time to bring this captain down a rank or two. Aye, a spell as a lowly tunnel guard might help curb his tongue . . .

Royal Clearing lay silent and deserted below, as Little-Marten surveyed the scene from his high Perch in the Rowdy-Dow tree. The glade that had been chosen as the last resting place of Ba-betts was beyond his vision, hidden away in the bordering woodland, but he had caught some movement among the bare winter treetops and guessed that the tribute must now be over. Aye, and so it was, for there went one or two of the East Wood archers, Glim and Raim, returning to their work. Soon Maglin would come to give him orders, and then he hoped to say his piece.

Little-Marten shivered beneath his bindle-wrap, frozen hands tucked into his armpits for comfort. The day was bright, but none the warmer for that, and he was looking forward to drumming out Queen’s Herald, if only to get his blood moving. The clavensticks would be cold as ice, but their sound would carry well on such a still day. Crisp and clear in the winter air, the hard rattle of the woodpecker. Drrr-drrr . . . drrrrrr . . . drr . . .

He closed his eyes for a moment and ran through the rhythms of Queen’s Herald in his head. Drrr . . . drr-drrr . . .

Crack! Little-Marten sat up with a jerk as something thwhacked against the dead trunk of the Rowdy-Dow tree.

‘Be you awake, Woodpecker?’

‘Aye!’ Little-Marten looked down to see Maglin there, ready to hit the tree trunk with his spear again if necessary.

‘Aye, you are now,’ said Maglin. ‘Sound Queen’s Herald, then, to mark her passing. ’Twill be the last time.’ The old warrior began to walk on.

‘Maglin!’ Little-Marten somehow found the courage to call out. ‘Have ’ee . . . have ’ee spoken yet?’

‘Spoken?’ Maglin turned to scowl up at him, shading his eyes against the bright light. His thinning hair looked greyer than ever in the winter sunshine, the creases on his face deeper and more numerous. ‘Spoken o’ what?’

‘To Tadgemole. About . . . Henty.’

‘Ah. The Tinkler maid. You’ve still a mind to wed, then? I said that I’d ask for ’ee, didn’t I, come the turn of the season, and if Tadgemole were still against it. As I take it he be.’

‘Aye. He’ll have none o’ me.’

‘Hm. And what of your own father? What does Fletcher Marten say?’

‘He’ll not stand in our way.’

‘Oh? And be those his words or your own?’

Little-Marten said nothing.

‘Well, I’ll tell ’ee this, Woodpecker. The day that an Ickri weds a Tinkler, then both’ll be wedded to trouble, that’s certain. Such a thing have never happened yet, and there’s good reason for it; the two don’t mix. Now there’s my say. But now that I be Steward ’tis also my say to grant leave or no. And if Tadgemole will agree to it, then I shall also. Though I think ’ee a pair o’ young fools, I can’t see it’ll bring hurt to any but yourselves. I’ve to speak with Tadgemole directly on other matters, and I’ll put in a word for ’ee. Now that’s all I can promise. To your work, then.’

‘Aye. And . . . and thank ’ee, Maglin.’

‘Hmf.’

Maglin left Royal Clearing and followed the narrow woodland pathway that led down towards the caves. The dry rattle of the woodpecker sounded among the treetops, Little-Marten drumming out Queen’s Herald for the final time. The lad was too thin, thought Maglin, his wrists no thicker than the clavensticks that he wielded. Ah, but they were all too thin nowadays, lads and maids and stewards alike.

What a cuckoo’s errand this was. He was astonished at himself for agreeing to do it. Still, there it was. He had been flattered that Little-Marten and the Tinkler maid had come to him and begged him to plead their cause, and obviously thought him so powerful and wise that he could successfully do so. He found that he had a soft spot for the Woodpecker, honest little fool that he was, and the maid seemed properly respectful. But to wed! An Ickri and a Tinkler! Such a thing was unheard of, and he was not surprised that the idea had been turned down. Yet what did these things matter, when all tribes were likely to perish?

Maglin climbed awkwardly up the bank of loose shale that fronted the main cave. He waited for a moment until he had caught his breath, and then shouted, ‘Ho there! Are any of ’ee about?’

He peered into the gloom. Now that he was here he felt foolish, and was in half a mind to turn on his heel without waiting for a response. The cave-dwellers were no friends of his – less so now than they had ever been – and he began to wonder what business he had being here at all. But then he saw movement at the back of the cave. A figure crept forward, some old Troggle-dame, bearing an armful of sticks by the seem of it.

‘What do ’ee want?’

‘I’ve come to talk with Tadgemole. Tell him that Maglin is here for him.’

‘Maglin?’ The scraggy creature shuffled a little closer, squinting into the light. ‘Be you a heathen?’

‘A heathen? I’ll give ’ee . . . just you get back there and bring Tadgemole to me.’

‘Goppo!’ The old dame turned and faded back into the darkness. ‘Gop! Shift thee bones, and goo and find Tadgemole. Tell ’un there be one o’ they heathens at the wind-’ole. Come to see ’un.’

Maglin took a deep breath, but held his tongue. This was becoming ever more ridiculous.

Eventually, just when Maglin felt that his patience was being made mockery of, Tadgemole appeared. The leader of the cave-dwellers was dressed in grey, as always, and, again as always, he carried that air about him of one who thinks himself a little above all others.

‘Maglin.’ His greeting was cool, suspicious even.

‘Tadgemole. I find you hale and well, then?’

‘You do.’

‘Only I thought perhaps to see thee abroad today. For the Queen’s passing.’

‘She was not my Queen, Maglin.’

‘’Twould have been a respect, though. Did she bring thee any harm?’

‘No. Nor any good.’

It was a poor beginning. Maglin understood that he was not to be invited further into the cave, for Tadgemole took a step forward and stood at the entrance with his arms folded. It was almost as though he were barring the way. Maglin could see others of the cave-dwellers now, a little knot of them gathering in the far shadows. He thought he recognized Henty among them.

‘Yet you came to the muster of the tribes, Tadgemole, this summer last when Pegs were missing. And you allowed two of your own to join in searching for him.’

‘I thought that a matter of importance. A matter that might affect the safety of us all.’

Maglin let it drop. He was here to talk about the future of the tribes, not to argue. But first he would tackle that other business.

‘You’ve a daughter,’ he said, glancing over Tadgemole’s shoulder. ‘Henty. ’Tis her wish to be joined to Little-Marten, of the Ickri tribe. And he to her.’

‘Ah. And you are here to forbid it. Now that you are King, you think to have a say in these affairs, whether they concern you or not. I wonder that you bring word in person over such a trifle, Maglin. A lowling might have served as well.’

‘I am Steward, not King, and I am here to grant leave, not to forbid it.’

‘Steward or King, Maglin, you seek to rule – and to be one that may grant leave or not, at your whim. Well in this, at least, I have some say. And I do not grant such leave. Whilst I breathe, my daughter shall not be given to an Ickri heathen.’

‘Tread warily, Tadgemole.’ Maglin felt his temper rising. ‘I’ll not be ridden far by one of your kind.’

‘One of my kind? You come to this dwelling with a spear in your fist, granting leave that the highest of mine may be gifted to the lowest of yours – and you think it a fair match?’

‘Aye – I think it a fair match!’ Maglin’s blood was up now. ‘The Woodpecker may never make an archer, nor even a fletcher like his father, but he’ve a position and a skill.’

‘I know full well what his position is, Maglin, and where his skill lies. His position was to come crawling to us upon his knees, as a seeker of refuge in our dwelling when his own were like to hunt him down. His skill was to entwine himself about my daughter, when my eyes were elsewhere. I was fool enough to take him in, and my daughter was fool enough to listen to his wiles. As to being an archer – he could be ruler of the Ickri, for all I’d care, and my answer would be the same. He would still be an Ickri. And I’ll tell you this, Steward: if I see that young squab lurking about this place again, I’ll not answer for his skin.’

‘You think to threaten one o’ mine?’ Maglin shook his spear in Tadgemole’s face. ‘An Ickri? Then why any Ickri should want aught to do with a Tinkler’s spalpeen is beyond my grasping. ’Tis Little-Marten that’s the fool – and I a bigger one for hearing him out. And a bigger one yet to think of mixing our blood with yourn! Look out for your own, then – and to your own skins. We s’ll do the same and reckon ourselves the better for it! I came here to talk o’ more important things, Tadgemole, but I s’ll waste no more time on ’ee. You’ll not see me here again, nor the Woodpecker neither.’

Maglin turned and began to slither down the bank of shale. He very nearly lost his footing, and had to spread his wings in order to save himself. As he reached the bottom of the bank he turned again and looked upwards, thinking to hurl a last remark at Tadgemole. But the grey figure had already gone, and this incensed Maglin more than ever. Pah! He strode through the darkening woods, lashing out with his spear at any stalk or tendril that dared stray across his path. So much for his power and his wisdom. So much for his weak notions on intermingling the tribes. What had he achieved? Nothing. He hadn’t even got as far as mentioning the main reason for his visit – to persuade
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You have been granted three wishes,

The Various was but the first,

Celandine the second.

Now, all will be fulfilled as you enter

Winter Wood . . .
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