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Synopsis
Black Eyes & Broken Souls: The Corpse Wood follows Detective
Mick Hargraves and his demonic partner Marchosias as they investi-
gate a series of bizarre deaths in the Forest of Dean. Environmental
criminals—fly-tippers, toxic waste dumpers, and illegal loggers—are
being found dead in impossible circumstances that suggest supernat-
ural intervention. Each death appears elaborately themed to match
the specific environmental crime being committed, from victims im-
paled on branches to others buried alive or saturated with the very
chemicals they were trying to dump illegally.

As the Special Investigations Unit delves deeper into the case, they
encounter an ancient entity known as the Green Man—a towering,
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bark-skinned creature that appears to be hunting those who damage
the woodland. What initially seems like a straightforward case of a
supernatural serial killer becomes increasingly complex as the team
discovers the Forest of Dean represents one of Britain’s last remaining
fragments of ancient woodland. The entity demonstrates disturbing
intelligence, apparent moral judgement in its choice of victims, and
an intimate connection to the forest ecosystem that suggests it has
been present for centuries.

The investigation takes Mick, Marchosias, and Detective Inspector
Reeves deep into both the physical forest and its layered history,
from Celtic sacred groves to Roman mining operations to centuries
of systematic deforestation. As they uncover the true scope of what
Britain has lost environmentally—87% of its original ancient wood-
land destroyed over millennia—they begin to understand that their
case involves forces far older and more significant than simple envi-
ronmental vigilantism. The team must navigate an increasingly dan-
gerous supernatural landscape where the boundaries between protec-
tor and predator, justice and murder, become disturbingly unclear.

Copyright and Disclaimer
Copyright © 2025 Paul Green. All rights reserved. This work is
licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International licence. To view a copy of the licence,
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/.

This novel is licensed under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 licence. You may
copy, distribute, and modify this work, as long as you attribute the
original author and do not use it for commercial purposes.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places,
events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's
imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to ac-
tual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coinciden-
tal. The author makes no claims to the accuracy or authenticity of
any facts, locations, or events described in this novel. All charac-
ters, dialogue, and content in this book are entirely fictional, and no
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identification with actual persons (living or deceased), organisations,
products, or events is intended or should be inferred.
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Old Sins, New Sewers

The smell hit Mick first—a cocktail of human waste, rotting vegeta-
tion, and something else that made his stomach clench with primitive
recognition. Sulphur. Decay. The particular reek of something that
had crawled up from the deepest, filthiest places and decided to make
itself at home.

“Left tunnel, fifty metres,” Reeves’s voice crackled through his ear-
piece, tinny and distorted by the concrete walls pressing in around
him. “I’m positioned at the Tooley Street access. If he tries to
surface, I’ll be waiting.”

Mick adjusted his grip on the extendable baton, feeling the familiar
weight settle in his palm as he waded deeper into the Victorian sewers
beneath Bermondsey. The water reached mid-thigh, soaking through
his waterproof trousers and squelching between his toes with each
step. His leg injury sent sharp protests up his spine with every stride,
but he’d learned years ago to work through worse.

“The indignities I endure for this partnership,” Marchosias’s voice
resonated in his mind, layered with harmonics of disgust. “Ancient
battlefields spanning realms of existence, and I find myself trudging
through human excrement in pursuit of a sewer-dwelling parasite.”

“Sewer-dwelling parasite that’s been terrorising half of South Lon-
don,” Mick muttered under his breath, keeping his voice low enough
that the earpiece wouldn’t pick it up. “Remember that before you
start complaining about the accommodations.”
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The tunnel ahead curved to the left, following the path of an under-
ground river that had been buried beneath London’s sprawl two cen-
turies ago. Mick could hear something now—the splash of movement
through water, a wet sliding sound like something large dragging it-
self across stone. Their quarry was close.

Eccleston. If that was even its real name. The thing had been
stalking London’s public conveniences for three weeks, manifesting
in toilets, drainage systems, and anywhere else human waste collected
in sufficient quantities. The reports had started small—glimpses of
something moving in the shadows beneath public toilet stalls, strange
sounds echoing up from storm drains. Then people had started dis-
appearing.

Not many. Never enough to trigger a major investigation from regu-
lar police. A homeless man here, a late-night cleaner there. People
society barely noticed were missing until the body parts started turn-
ing up in the Thames, bearing teeth marks that didn’t match any
known animal.

That’s when Special Investigations had been called in.

“Something moves ahead,” Marchosias observed, his attention sharp-
ening. “The water carries its scent—corruption, filth, and something
else. Something hungry.”

Mick paused, letting his enhanced senses reach out into the darkness
ahead. There—a ripple in the water that moved against the current,
a disturbance that suggested something large and alien navigating
the tunnels with practised ease.

“Still down there?” he asked quietly.

“Oh yes. And it knows we’re coming. It’s excited about it.”

The tunnel opened into a wider chamber ahead—part of the old
Fleet River system that had been bricked over and forgotten. Perfect
habitat for something that thrived in filth and decay. Also perfect
place for that something to make a final stand when cornered by
authorities who actually knew what they were hunting.
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Mick pressed himself against the curved wall, feeling the slick moss
compress under his shoulder blade. The baton extended with a soft
click that seemed to echo off every surface in the chamber. Through
the murky water ahead, he could make out movement—something
large and pale shifting in the shadows near what had once been a
maintenance access point.

“Contact,” Mick whispered into his mic. “And it’s not hiding any
more.”

“Copy that,” Reeves replied. “All surface exits are covered. What-
ever it is, it’s got nowhere to run.”

“I suspect running was never part of its plan,” Marchosias observed
with what sounded like anticipation.

The thing in the chamber had heard him. Mick was sure of it, because
the movement in the water suddenly became more purposeful, more
directed. Something was coming toward him through the sewage,
and it was no longer trying to conceal its approach.

“Thomas Eccleston,” Mick called out, though he doubted the crea-
ture would respond to human names or human authority. “Special
Investigations. You’re surrounded.”

The response was immediate and horrifying.

The thing rose from the water like a nightmare given form—seven feet
of pale, bloated flesh that might once have been human but had been
transformed by centuries of feeding in the darkest places beneath
the city. Its limbs were too long, joints bending in directions that
violated anatomy, and its face… its face was a collection of features
that shifted and writhed as if they couldn’t decide what shape they
wanted to hold.

But the eyes. The eyes were the worst part. They were human eyes,
dozens of them, scattered across its torso and limbs like obscene deco-
rations. And every single one was filled with malevolent intelligence.

“Jesus Christ,” Mick breathed.
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“Not quite,” Marchosias replied with grim amusement. “More like
a scavenger demon that’s been feeding on human waste and fear for
so long it’s forgotten what it originally was. Unpleasant, but hardly
challenging.”

The Eccleston-thing opened what might have been its mouth, reveal-
ing rows of teeth like broken glass, and spoke in a voice that sounded
like drowning.

“Fresh meat,” it gurgled, water streaming from its many orifices.
“Clean meat. Been so long since clean meat came down to visit.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” Mick said, raising the baton, “but I’m here on
business, not pleasure.”

The creature lunged forward with surprising speed, its elongated
arms reaching for him across the water. Mick sidestepped, letting
momentum carry the thing past him, then brought the baton down
across what he hoped was its spine.

The impact felt like hitting wet concrete. The creature stumbled
but didn’t go down, instead spinning around with a movement that
should have been impossible given its apparent mass.

“Allow me,” Marchosias said, and Mick felt the familiar cold weight
settling into his consciousness.

The change was immediate. Mick’s shadow darkened, gained sub-
stance, began moving independently of his body. The temperature
in the chamber dropped ten degrees in as many seconds, and the
water around his feet began to steam.

The Eccleston-thing’s many eyes widened in what might have been
recognition or fear.

“Marchosias,” it hissed, backing away through the sewage. “Should
have known. Should have smelled the old power on you.”

“You know me?” Marchosias spoke through Mick, his voice layered
with harmonics that made the brick walls resonate. “How… interest-
ing. And here I thought you were merely another mindless scavenger.”
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“Mindless?” The creature’s laugh was like wet meat slapping against
stone. “I remember when this city was fields and forests. I remember
when your kind ruled the spaces between realms. Before the humans
learned to bind us, to trap us in forms like this.”

“Then you remember what happens to lesser demons who feed on
innocents in my territory.”

The threat was implicit but unmistakable. The Eccleston-thing
seemed to shrink in on itself, its pale flesh rippling with what might
have been fear.

“Wasn’t feeding on innocents,” it protested. “Only the forgotten ones.
The ones no one would miss. That’s the compact, isn’t it? The old
agreements?”

“The old agreements,” Marchosias said with something like contempt,
“did not include dismembering homeless humans and leaving their
remains in the Thames for children to find.”

“Details,” the creature spat. “Always getting caught up in details,
you greater demons. Can’t see the bigger picture.”

“The bigger picture being that you’ve attracted human attention to
supernatural activity in London. Do you have any idea how much
effort it takes to maintain the careful balance that keeps your kind
from being hunted to extinction?”

Mick felt a moment of disorientation as the conversation shifted into
territories of supernatural politics he didn’t fully understand. But
the gist was clear enough—this thing had broken some kind of rule,
and Marchosias was here to enforce consequences.

“Last chance,” Mick said, reasserting control over his own voice.
“Come quietly, and we’ll process you through the proper channels.
Resist, and my associate here gets creative with the punishment.”

The Eccleston-thing looked between Mick and the shadow that
moved independently at his feet, calculating odds that probably
weren’t in its favour.
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“Proper channels,” it laughed. “You mean the containment facilities?
The binding chambers? The endless questions from humans who
think they understand what we are?”

“Better than the alternative,” Mick replied.

“Speak for yourself,” Marchosias murmured privately. “I can think
of several alternatives that would serve justice far better.”

For a moment, it looked like the creature might surrender. Its shoul-
ders sagged, and the many eyes scattered across its body closed in
what might have been resignation.

Then it smiled, revealing those glass-shard teeth again.

“Tell me, detective,” it said, “how do you think I’ve managed to
survive in these tunnels for three centuries? Do you really think it
was just by hiding?”

The attack came from below.

Tendrils of something that might have been flesh erupted from the
sewage around Mick’s legs, wrapping around his thighs and trying to
drag him down into the filthy water. More appendages burst from
the walls—the thing had been using the chamber to extend itself, to
become part of the infrastructure itself.

“Clever,” Marchosias admitted, then manifested fully.

The shadow that had been pooling around Mick’s feet exploded out-
ward, taking on weight and substance that defied physics. It wrapped
around the creature’s tendrils like liquid darkness, and where it
touched, the pale flesh began to smoke and char.

The Eccleston-thing screamed—a sound like steam escaping from a
burst pipe—and tried to withdraw its extensions. But Marchosias
held fast, and began to pull.

“You have fed on fear and filth for too long,” Marchosias spoke
through the shadows, his voice echoing from every surface in the
chamber. “Perhaps it’s time you experienced what true darkness
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feels like.”

The creature’s form began to collapse, its stolen flesh losing coher-
ence as Marchosias systematically severed its connection to the sewer
system it had made part of itself. Within minutes, what had been a
seven-foot nightmare was reduced to something roughly human-sized
and considerably more manageable.

“Binding restraints,” Mick called into his mic, fishing the specialised
cuffs from his jacket pocket. The metal was warm to the touch—a
side effect of the ritual inscriptions that had been etched into every
surface by Superintendent Grayson’s “back room boys.” Three years
of trial and error had gone into perfecting those binding sigils, though
Mick still wasn’t entirely sure how the old man had managed to
recruit experts in supernatural containment without anyone asking
awkward questions about budget allocations.

The restraints clicked shut around the creature’s wrists with a sound
like breaking glass, and immediately the Eccleston-thing’s form be-
gan to solidify, losing the fluid quality that had let it extend tendrils
through the sewer system.

“Tell the containment team to prep an isolation chamber,” he contin-
ued. “And get Dr. Hendricks on standby for the interrogation. This
one’s been free-ranging for centuries—might actually have useful in-
telligence about other entities in the area.”

“Ah, the peculiar Dr. Hendricks,” Marchosias observed with what
might have been amusement. “I confess, that one continues to…
intrigue me.”

Mick suppressed a shudder. Dr. Emily Hendricks was brilliant at
what she did—designing banishment and containment rituals, ex-
tracting information from entities that refused to speak to anyone
else. She was also the only person Mick had ever met who made
demons visibly uncomfortable just by being in the same room.

There was something fundamentally wrong about her. Not evil, ex-
actly, but… off. Like she existed slightly to the left of normal reality.
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She was young—late twenties at most—but spoke about supernat-
ural entities with the kind of intimate knowledge that should have
taken centuries to acquire. And those eyes… they were too dark, too
knowing, and they never seemed to blink often enough.

Even Marchosias seemed to hold a cautious respect for Hendricks,
which was disturbing in itself. When Mick had mentioned his unease
to Reeves after their first case together, she’d simply shrugged.

“She gets results,” Reeves had said. “Whatever makes supernatural
entities cooperative, I’m not going to question it.”

But Mick wasn’t convinced. The way entities reacted to Hendricks
went beyond professional fear—it was more like recognition, as if
they knew something about her that she wasn’t telling the rest of
the team.

Where the hell had Grayson found her?

Twenty minutes later, they were back on street level. The Eccleston-
thing loaded into a transport van that looked like a standard police
vehicle but had been extensively modified with symbols that seemed
to writhe when you weren’t looking directly at them. The creature
had fallen into sullen silence once the binding restraints had taken
full effect—apparently being forced into a single, stable form was
profoundly uncomfortable for something that had spent centuries
flowing through London’s underground networks.

“Another satisfied customer,” Reeves observed, watching as the van
pulled away toward the facility that officially didn’t exist beneath a
government building in Whitehall. “How long do you think this one
will last before they manage the banishment ritual?”

“Depends on how cooperative it is with Hendricks,” Mick replied,
trying to keep the unease out of his voice. “She usually wants to
extract any useful information first. Something tells me this one
won’t give her much trouble, though.”

“She’s got a way with them, hasn’t she?” Reeves said with genuine
admiration. “Even the most hostile entities seem to settle down once
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she starts working with them.”

“Yeah,” Mick agreed, though his tone suggested he found that fact
more disturbing than reassuring.

The system had evolved considerably since Special Investigations had
been established three years ago. Initially, it had been just him and
Reeves, stumbling through supernatural cases with improvised meth-
ods and a lot of luck. Then Superintendent Grayson had somehow
recruited the right people at exactly the right time—Dr. Hendricks
for entity psychology, academic consultants who specialised in sub-
jects that weren’t supposed to exist, technicians who could modify
standard equipment for supernatural law enforcement.

Where Grayson found these people, Mick had stopped asking. Some
questions were better left unanswered, especially when the answers
might interfere with the work.

“Lovely morning for demon hunting,” Reeves commented as they
walked back toward their vehicle. “How many public conveniences
can we mark as safe again?”

“All of them, hopefully,” Mick said, accepting the towel she offered
and trying not to think about what exactly he was wiping off his
hands. “Thing had been using the entire South London sewer net-
work as an extended body. Should take months before anything
similar moves in to fill the void.”

“Should being the operative phrase,” Reeves observed. “You know
there’s probably dozens more like it down there. We just happened
to catch one that got sloppy and started leaving evidence.”

“A sobering thought,” Marchosias agreed privately. “Though most
sewer-dwellers are considerably less ambitious than our recent pris-
oner. They prefer to remain hidden.”

“Yeah, well,” Mick said, trying to ignore the way his leg was aching
from the combination of cold water and supernatural combat.
“That’s tomorrow’s problem. Today, we’ve made South London a
little bit safer for people who need to use public toilets.”
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It wasn’t much, but it was something. And in his line of work, some-
thing was often the best you could hope for.

Reeves’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen, and her expression
shifted from weary satisfaction to something more alert.

“What is it?” Mick asked.

“New case,” she said, scrolling through what looked like a preliminary
report. “Gloucestershire. Body found in the Forest of Dean under…
unusual circumstances.”

“Define unusual,” Marchosias said, and Mick could feel the demon’s
interest sharpen like a blade being drawn.

“Thug brought someone out to the forest for execution and burial,”
Reeves continued, reading from her phone. “Victim escaped, but
the would-be executioner was found buried upright to his chin. Face
frozen in terror, full magazine discharged without hitting anything.”
She looked up. “Victim’s in hospital claiming he saw ‘eyes in the
bark’ and something moving between the trees that saved his life.”

Mick sighed. After three years with Special Investigations, he’d
learned to spot the patterns. Panicked witnesses often reported
supernatural activity that turned out to have perfectly mundane
explanations—fear had a way of turning shadows into monsters and
coincidence into cosmic intervention. He’d seen ‘demonic possession’
turn out to be carbon monoxide poisoning, and ‘haunted hospitals’
masking serial killers. The key was always digging deeper until you
found the rational explanation.

“Let me guess,” he said. “Local police found evidence of a third party
at the scene, probably with excavation equipment, but the witness
was too traumatised to notice the obvious explanation.”

“Actually, no.” Reeves frowned at her phone. “That’s what makes
this one interesting. No equipment traces, no tyre tracks, no foot-
prints other than the victim and perpetrator. And the ballistics…”
She shook her head. “Nineteen rounds fired at close range in what
appears to be blind panic. No blood spatter on any trees, despite
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the victim claiming his saviour was ‘enormous.’”

“Curious,” Marchosias observed with mild interest. “Though your
species has such creative capacity for self-deception when terrified.
Perhaps the executioner simply panicked when confronted by local
wildlife? A large badger can seem quite imposing in poor lighting.”

“Probably something like that,” Mick agreed. “Startled by a deer,
fired wildly, then fell into a sinkhole or bog. Victim’s trauma did the
rest, turning a natural accident into supernatural intervention.”

“Maybe,” Reeves said, though she didn’t sound entirely convinced.
“Local CID specifically mentioned that there was no evidence of nat-
ural phenomena that could explain the burial. No sinkholes, no soft
ground, nothing.”

“There’s always something,” Mick replied with the confidence of ex-
perience. “We just haven’t found it yet.”

“The Forest of Dean,” Marchosias mused. “I haven’t been to that
region in… some time. It was quite beautiful once, when the woodlands
stretched much further than they do now.”

“You know the area?” Mick asked quietly.

“I know what all of Britain was like before your species developed such
enthusiasm for removing trees. Though I suspect the current case will
prove far less interesting than the landscape’s history.”

“When do we leave?” he asked.

“Transport’s being arranged now. We should be on the road within
the hour.” Reeves glanced at his sewage-stained appearance. “Might
want to clean up first, though. Pretty sure Gloucestershire has stan-
dards about how their visiting detectives are supposed to smell.”

“A shower would not go amiss,” Marchosias agreed. “The scent of
sewer water tends to interfere with more subtle supernatural percep-
tions.”

As they drove away from the containment facility, Mick watched
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London recede in the rear-view mirror. Somewhere in the Forest of
Dean, someone had probably got very creative with revenge and very
lucky with timing. Most likely explanation: the executioner had been
set up by someone who knew he was coming, someone with access to
the right equipment and a flair for the dramatic.

“You seem remarkably confident in mundane explanations,” Mar-
chosias observed with mild amusement.

“Experience,” Mick replied. “Point is, there’s usually a rational ex-
planation. We just have to dig deep enough to find it.”

“Indeed. Though I admit, I find myself curious about the ballistics
evidence. Nine rounds fired without hitting a supposedly enormous
target does suggest either remarkable incompetence or…”

“Or panic fire at shadows and coincidental wildlife,” Mick finished.
“Probably heard a fox rustling in the bushes, convinced himself it
was the Hound of the Baskervilles, and emptied his clip at nothing.”

The car engine hummed steadily as they headed toward what Mick
was absolutely certain would turn out to be a perfectly mundane
crime with a perfectly logical explanation.

Even if the locals insisted on calling it magic.

“Tell me, Mick,” Marchosias said as they reached the motorway,
“what if this one actually is supernatural? Will you be disappointed
to find genuine otherworldly activity after preparing yourself for elab-
orate human trickery?”

“If it’s actually supernatural, I’ll eat my hat,” Mick replied. “But I
suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”

“Indeed. Though I do hope you’re not particularly attached to that
hat.”
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Nature's Justice

The van's headlights carved a weak path through the darkness as
Dave Thornton navigated the rutted forestry track, deeper into the
Forest of Dean than any sensible person would venture after midnight.
Ancient oaks pressed close on either side, their gnarled branches
scraping against the vehicle's roof like skeletal fingers testing for
weakness.

“Christ, this place gives me the creeps,” muttered Pete Michaels from
the passenger seat, peering through the windscreen at the wall of
trees that seemed to swallow their headlight beams. “You sure no-
body comes out here?”

“Dead certain,” Dave replied, though his knuckles were white on the
steering wheel. “Perfect spot for this kind of work. Remote, quiet,
and the council couldn't give a toss about a few bits of furniture
rotting in the woods.”

The van's cargo area was crammed with the detritus of Dave's house
clearance business—threadbare sofas, broken chairs, a mildewed
armchair that reeked of cigarettes and something more unpleasant.
Proper disposal would cost more than Dave charged for the entire
clearance job. Much easier to find a quiet spot and let nature
reclaim the rubbish.

The track opened into a clearing surrounded by ancient beeches and
oaks, their trunks massive enough to hide a dozen men. Dave could
make out shapes in the darkness—previous fly-tipping expeditions
slowly surrendering to moss and decay. Perfect.
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“Right then,” Dave said, switching off the engine. The sudden silence
was absolute, pressing against them with the weight of centuries.
“Let's get this done and get back to the pub.”

They climbed out into air that hung heavy with the scent of damp
earth and decomposing leaves. The torch beams seemed pathetically
weak against the forest darkness, creating pools of sickly yellow light
that only emphasised how much remained hidden in the shadows.

“Fucking hell, it's quiet,” Pete observed, his voice unnaturally loud.
No owl calls, no rustling of small creatures, nothing but the oppres-
sive weight of ancient woodland pressing in around them.

They opened the van's rear doors and began hauling out furniture.
The armchair went first—a grotesque thing upholstered in brown
velvet that had seen better decades. Dave grabbed one end while
Pete took the other, and they began dragging it toward the treeline.

“Watch it,” Pete warned as they approached what looked like solid
ground. “Looks a bit boggy over—”

Dave's right foot punched through what appeared to be firm soil and
sank immediately up to the ankle. The ground gave way with a wet
sucking sound, and suddenly he was off-balance, still gripping the
chair while his leg disappeared into cold, clinging mud.

“Shit!” He tried to pull his foot free, but it wouldn't budge. “Pete,
give us a hand here. I'm stuck.”

Pete burst out laughing. “Stepped right in it, didn't you? Should've
worn your wellies, Dave.”

“Very fucking funny. Now help me get out of this.”

Dave twisted his leg, trying to work his boot free, but whatever had
hold of him seemed reluctant to let go. The earth felt strange against
his shin—too warm, too organic, with a quality that reminded him
uncomfortably of living tissue.

“Just take your boot off,” Pete suggested, tossing a rubbish bag into
the trees with casual indifference. “Can't be worth more than twenty
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quid.”

“I can't.” Dave's voice was taking on an edge of panic. “The laces
are caught on something. There's—Christ, there's something down
there.”

Pete's laughter died as he saw the expression on his partner's face.
Dave had gone pale, his eyes wide with something beyond mere frus-
tration. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the October chill.

“What do you mean, something?”

“I can feel it.” Dave's voice was tight with rising terror. “Moving
around my ankle. Like—like fingers, but not fingers. Root systems
or something, wrapping around my leg.”

Pete moved closer, playing his torch beam over the spot where Dave's
foot had disappeared. The ground looked solid enough, just normal
forest soil covered with fallen leaves. But as he watched, he could
see ripples in the surface, as if something large was moving beneath.

“Right, let's get you out.” Pete grabbed Dave's arm and pulled, but
his partner didn't budge. If anything, he seemed to sink deeper, the
earth now reaching halfway up his shin.

“Pull harder!” Dave gasped, panic fully evident now. “It's got me by
the ankle, and it's moving up my leg!”

Pete braced himself and hauled with everything he had, but Dave
might as well have been cemented in place. Whatever had hold of
him was stronger than both of them combined, and it was actively
pulling back.

“Jesus Christ,” Dave whimpered. “I can feel it inside my boot now.
Cold and wet, exploring every inch of my foot. It's moving—Oh God,
it's moving up my leg!”

The thing wrapped around Dave's calf felt like living cable, pulsing
with its own heartbeat as it tightened its grip. He could feel indi-
vidual tendrils probing at his skin through the fabric of his jeans,
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testing, exploring, finding the spaces between his sock and trouser
leg to make direct contact with bare flesh.

“It's inside my trousers,” Dave sobbed, all pretence of masculinity
abandoned in the face of creeping horror. “Cold and slimy, and it's
wrapping around my thigh. Pete, for fuck's sake, do something!”

Pete grabbed a fallen branch and began digging frantically around
Dave's trapped leg, but the soil seemed to close up again as quickly
as he could clear it. Worse, the ground beneath his own feet was
starting to feel unstable, as if the entire clearing was riddled with
hidden marsh.

Dave's screams reached a new pitch as the thing beneath the surface
found more intimate areas to explore. His face was sheet-white now,
eyes rolled back, mouth opening and closing like a landed fish as
indescribable sensations travelled up his spine.

“It's inside me,” he whispered, his voice barely human. “Oh Christ,
Pete, it's growing through me. I can feel it in my guts, wrapping
around my ribs, reaching for my—”

The scream that followed wasn't entirely Dave's. Something else was
using his vocal cords, something that had never been human and
never intended to be. Blood frothed at the corners of his mouth as
the root system burst through his chest, erupting from his sternum
like a grotesque flower blooming in fast-forward.

Pete stumbled backward, his torch beam revealing the full horror
of what was happening to his partner. Dave was still alive, still
conscious, watching with bulging eyes as the thing that had en-
tered through his ankle emerged from his torso, bark-covered tendrils
spreading like bloody wings before beginning to grow back down into
the soil.

“Run,” Dave managed to whisper through lips that were already turn-
ing blue. “Pete… run…”

Pete ran.
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He sprinted toward the van, crashed into the driver's seat, and
twisted the key with trembling fingers. The engine turned over, and
Pete floored the accelerator.

The wheels spun uselessly in mud that hadn't been there when they'd
arrived.

Behind him, Dave's screams had stopped, replaced by a wet organic
sound like root systems growing through flesh at impossible speed.
Pete didn't look back. He threw himself out of the van and ran for
the tree line, preferring to take his chances in the forest rather than
remain trapped with whatever was using his partner as fertiliser.

The woods swallowed him immediately.

Branches that had seemed merely ancient now reached for him with
obvious malevolence, twigs raking across his face and arms like claws
designed to draw blood. Thorns that should have been random
caught at his clothing with intelligent precision, slowing his flight
and directing him deeper into the maze of ancient trees.

Pete stumbled over roots that seemed to writhe beneath his feet, fell
face-first into ground that yielded like flesh, scrambled upright only
to find that the path he'd been following had somehow disappeared.
The forest was herding him, playing with him, ensuring that every
step took him further from safety and deeper into its hungry embrace.

Behind him, something large moved through the trees with impos-
sible grace, following his panic-scent and the sound of his crashing
passage through the undergrowth. Not hurrying. Patient. Confident
that the forest itself would deliver its prey when the time was right.

A branch caught Pete across the throat, clothes-lining him so hard
that he flipped backward and hit the ground with bone-jarring force.
He rolled aside just as something massive passed through the space
where his head had been, then scrambled to his feet and kept running.

The trees were closer together now, forcing him to weave between
trunks that seemed to shift position when he wasn't looking directly
at them. Overhead, the canopy had closed completely, blocking out
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even the faint starlight that had illuminated the clearing. He was
running blind through a maze that rearranged itself with each step.

A root caught his ankle—not accidentally, but with obvious intent—
and Pete went down hard. This time he didn't get up immediately.
His chest was heaving, his lungs burning with exertion and terror.
Blood streamed from dozens of cuts where thorns and branches had
found their mark. His clothes hung in tatters.

In the distance, he could hear something approaching through the
undergrowth. Not the random noise of an animal moving through
the forest, but the measured, deliberate sound of something large
and intelligent that knew exactly where it was going.

Pete pushed himself upright and stumbled forward, no longer running
but simply moving because stopping meant dying. The trees seemed
to part slightly ahead of him, offering what might have been a path
or might have been another trap.

He took three more steps before the branch took him through the
throat.

It emerged from the darkness like a spear thrown by an invisible
giant, the sharpened point punching through the soft tissue beneath
his jaw and erupting from the back of his neck in a spray of blood and
vertebrae. The force of impact lifted Pete off his feet and slammed
him back against an oak trunk, the branch pinning him upright like
a mounted specimen.

Pete's eyes bulged with shock and incomprehension. His mouth
worked soundlessly, blood pouring down his chest in thick rivulets.
His hands clawed at the wooden shaft protruding from his throat,
but his strength was already fading, leaking out through the massive
wound along with his life.

The last thing he saw was a figure emerging from the shadows be-
tween the trees—impossibly tall, bark-skinned, with root systems
writhing where its face should have been. Ancient beyond human
understanding, patient as the turning of the seasons, implacable as

22



winter frost.

Pete died staring into the hollow where eyes might have been on
something that had never been human and never would be.

The bodies were discovered three days later by a National Trust
ranger doing a routine patrol. Dave Thornton was found sitting up-
right in the mildewed armchair they'd been trying to dump, root
systems growing through his torso and spreading into the soil be-
neath. The organic matter had already begun to merge with his
flesh, bark sprouting from his ribs, leaves unfurling from what had
once been his fingers.

Pete Michaels hung from an oak tree fifty metres away, impaled on
a branch that grew from the trunk at an angle that should have
been impossible to achieve without industrial equipment. His face
was frozen in an expression of absolute terror, and his body swayed
gently in the autumn breeze like macabre fruit.

The scattered furniture around the clearing had been arranged with
obvious care and attention to detail, positioned to make the connec-
tion between the deaths and the environmental crime impossible to
miss. Every piece placed with ritualistic precision, as if something
had wanted to send a very clear message about the consequences of
defiling ancient woodland.

Local police found no evidence of human interference. No footprints
except those of the victims. No tool marks on the wooden implements
that had killed them. The branch that had pierced Pete's throat was
still attached to its tree, growing from the trunk as if it had always
been there.

For now, the Forest of Dean settled back into its ancient rhythms, and
something vast and patient among the trees continued its eternal vigil
over one of Britain's last surviving fragments of truly wild woodland.

In the clearing where fly-tippers had once scattered their rubbish,
new growth had already begun to emerge from the enriched soil.
And somewhere in the hollow spaces where root systems met flesh,
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an intelligence older than human civilisation registered the successful
defence of its territory.

The compact had been maintained. The violators had been processed
according to laws that predated human justice by millennia.

The forest remembered. The forest endured. And the forest was far
from finished.
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Toxic Retribution

Marcus Caldwell pulled the van to a stop beside the old quarry pond,
deep enough in the Forest of Dean that even the rangers rarely both-
ered with patrols. Three in the morning was perfect timing—no dog
walkers, no early joggers, nobody to ask awkward questions about
what exactly was in those sealed barrels rolling around in his cargo
space.

Industrial waste disposal was supposed to be expensive. Supposed
to involve permits and manifests and environmental impact assess-
ments. All of which cut into profit margins when you were running
a construction company on razor-thin contracts. Much easier to find
a quiet spot where nobody would notice a few barrels of paint thin-
ner, solvent, and assorted chemical nastiness disappearing into the
ecosystem.

“Right then,” Marcus muttered to himself, pulling on the hazmat suit
that was supposed to protect him from whatever caustic cocktail was
sloshing around in the containers. The thick rubber gloves destroyed
his grip, the face mask immediately fogged with his breath, and the
boots had no traction on the slippery ground. But Marcus had done
this before—half a dozen midnight runs over the past two years, and
never so much as a parking ticket.

The pond stretched away into darkness, its surface black as motor oil.
Perfect for disposal—deep enough that the barrels would sink com-
pletely out of sight, remote enough that any environmental damage
would take years to be noticed. Marcus wheeled the first barrel to-

25



ward the water's edge, grunting with effort as he navigated between
the overgrown vegetation that choked the old quarry site.

The brambles started as nothing more than an irritation. Thorny
tendrils catching at his protective suit, slowing his progress, forcing
him to push through thickets that seemed determined to block his
path to the water. Marcus swore under his breath as yet another
branch snagged his sleeve, then another caught at his ankle.

“Fucking weeds,” he muttered, shouldering through a particularly
dense patch of growth. The brambles seemed everywhere—not the
neat, contained hedgerows you'd find in cultivated areas, but wild, ag-
gressive tangles that grabbed at every piece of equipment and fought
his every step toward the pond.

By the time he'd manoeuvred the first barrel to the water's edge,
Marcus was breathing hard. The face mask fogged completely with
each exhalation, turning the world into a blur of condensation and
shadows. He could barely see where he was going, stumbling over
roots and rocks hidden beneath the undergrowth.

The barrel rolled into the water with a satisfying splash, disappearing
beneath the surface within seconds. One down, three to go.

Marcus wheeled the second container down the increasingly treach-
erous path, the brambles growing denser and more aggressive with
each step. Thorny vines seemed to rise from the ground itself, wrap-
ping around his ankles and catching at the barrel's wheels. Every
few metres he had to stop and untangle himself from vegetation that
appeared to be actively fighting his progress.

The face mask was completely useless now, fogged beyond any pos-
sibility of vision. Marcus yanked it off his head with an irritated
gesture, preferring to breathe freely and actually see where he was
going rather than stumble around blind in the protective gear.

“Fuck this thing, rather be able to breathe and see,” he grumbled to
the darkness, though removing the mask left him exposed to what-
ever fumes might be leaking from the chemical containers.
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The third barrel was the heaviest—industrial solvent that required
careful handling even under the best circumstances. Marcus strug-
gled to guide it through the bramble maze, swearing viciously as
thorny tendrils caught at the container and his suit with equal en-
thusiasm. The vegetation seemed almost alive in its determination
to block his path, forcing him to fight for every metre of progress
toward the water.

That's when he tripped.

A root—or maybe a particularly aggressive vine—caught his an-
kle and sent Marcus sprawling forward into the heart of a bramble
thicket. He threw out his hands to break his fall, and his right fist
plunged deep into a nest of thorns that immediately closed around
his arm like a living trap.

“Shit!” Marcus thrashed against the thorny embrace, trying to pull
his hand free from vegetation that seemed determined to hold him.
The thick rubber glove snagged on multiple thorns, stretching and
tearing as he fought to extract himself from the brambles’ grip.

When his hand finally came free, the glove stayed behind—impaled
on a dozen thorns and completely destroyed. Marcus stared at his
exposed hand, seeing blood welling from multiple puncture wounds
where the thorns had raked across his palm and fingers. The cuts
weren't deep, but they burned like acid.

“Bloody hell,” he muttered, examining the damage. The scratches
stung worse than they should have, as if the thorns had been dipped
in something caustic. But there was no time to worry about mi-
nor injuries—he had work to finish before dawn brought the risk of
discovery.

Marcus hauled himself upright and looked around for the barrel that
had tumbled away during his fall. He found it lying on its side near
the pond's edge, the cap partially dislodged and a thin stream of
green viscous fluid oozing from the compromised seal.

“Fuck's sake,” Marcus grumbled, bending to lift the heavy container.
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Without thinking, he grabbed the barrel with both hands—his pro-
tected left hand and his exposed, bleeding right hand.

The chemical contact was immediate and devastating.

The green ooze found every scratch and puncture wound on his
exposed palm, seeping into the torn flesh like liquid fire. Marcus
screamed and jerked his hand away, but the damage was already
done. The industrial solvent began its systematic destruction of
nerve endings and tissue, sending waves of agony up his arm that
made his earlier thorn scratches feel like gentle caresses.

“Christ, oh Christ!” Marcus stumbled toward the pond, desperate
to wash the caustic chemicals from his burning hand. The sensation
was beyond pain—a deep cellular agony that suggested his flesh was
being dissolved at the molecular level.

But as he reached the water's edge, his foot slipped on the muddy
bank. Marcus felt himself sliding backward, arms windmilling fran-
tically as he tried to regain his balance. The contaminated barrel
tumbled behind him as he crashed into the pond with a tremendous
splash.

The water was much deeper than it had appeared from the surface.

Marcus found himself submerged to his chin, feet unable to touch
bottom despite the quarry appearing to be only a few feet deep.
Panic set in as he realised he was trapped—unable to climb out of
the steep-sided pond, unable to move properly with one hand that
felt like it was being eaten alive by industrial acid.

He looked down through the dark water and saw what was holding
him in place: a rusted shopping trolley, his foot caught in its wire
frame, like a metallic cage. Always fucking shopping trolleys in every
canal, stream, and pond across Britain, as if they were magnetically
drawn to any body of water larger than a puddle. And now one had
him trapped, neck-deep and unable to escape.

That's when Marcus heard the sound that would haunt his remaining
hours of life: glug, glug, glug.
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The barrel he'd dropped was slowly emptying its contents into the
pond, the green ooze flowing down the muddy bank in a viscous
stream that glowed with its own sickly phosphorescence. Marcus
watched in growing horror as litres of industrial solvent poured into
the surrounding water, the chemical slick spreading across the surface
like an oil spill from hell.

“No, no, no,” he whimpered, trying to swim away from the contam-
ination zone. But the shopping trolley trap held him firmly, and
every movement sent fresh waves of agony through his dissolving
hand. The chemical burns had spread up his entire arm now, flesh
blistering and sloughing away to expose raw muscle beneath.

The contaminated water reached him.

Marcus felt the industrial solvent against his skin like liquid napalm,
working around his protective suit and beginning its methodical de-
struction of any exposed flesh. He could taste it in his mouth—bitter,
metallic, caustic—as pond water splashed across his face during his
increasingly desperate struggle to stay afloat.

“Help!” he screamed into the darkness, though he knew nobody
would hear him this deep in the forest. “Somebody help me!”

The only response was the continued glugging of the barrel as it dis-
charged its remaining contents into the water. Marcus could see the
chemical slick spreading wider, approaching the inevitable moment
when the entire pond would be contaminated with industrial poison.

That's when he saw the figure watching from the trees.

Impossibly tall, formed from bark and wood grown into something
that moved with purpose beyond mere plant life. The limbs bent
at angles that defied normal tree anatomy, while the surface rippled
with patterns that suggested consciousness dwelling within organic
matter. Ancient beyond comprehension, patient as stone, watching
his struggles with the dispassionate attention of something that had
witnessed such scenes countless times before.

The thing made no move to help. It simply watched as Marcus
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thrashed in the contaminated water, observed his suffering with the
calm assessment of something that understood the precise connection
between crime and consequence.

“Please,” Marcus sobbed, though he understood instinctively that
whatever was watching him had no intention of providing assistance.
“I'm sorry, I didn't know—didn't realise—”

The barrel gave a final glug and fell silent, its contents completely
discharged into the pond. The chemical slick covered the entire sur-
face now, ensuring that every breath Marcus took was contaminated
with industrial solvents. His protective suit hung in tatters, torn and
exposed to the very chemicals he'd been attempting to dump.

Hours passed.

Marcus's screams echoed through the ancient woodland as the in-
dustrial solvent continued its work, burning through skin and mus-
cle with methodical thoroughness. His hand had been reduced to
exposed bone, the flesh entirely consumed by chemical fire. The con-
tamination spread up his arm, across his chest, finding every cut
and scratch left by the brambles and using them as entry points for
deeper violation.

The figure in the trees never moved, never spoke, simply maintained
its vigil as Marcus experienced the full consequences of his environ-
mental crimes. Justice dispensed according to laws that predated
human industry by aeons, punishment that perfectly matched the
violation.

As dawn approached, Marcus's screams grew weaker, then stopped
entirely. The industrial chemicals had done their work, preserving
his body in a perfect state of chemical torture while ensuring that
his final hours were spent breathing the very poisons he had come
here to dump.

When National Trust rangers found Marcus Caldwell the next morn-
ing, he was standing upright in the pond, chin-deep in water that
tested completely clean of contamination. His body had been per-
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fectly preserved by whatever had killed him—not a trace of decompo-
sition, though his flesh had the waxy, artificial appearance of some-
thing that had been treated with industrial-grade preservatives.

The empty barrel sat neatly upright on the bank, its contents some-
how transferred into Marcus's tissues. Chemical analysis would later
reveal that his body had become a storage vessel for the exact com-
pounds he'd been attempting to dump—as if the forest had used him
as a human disposal unit for his own toxic waste.

The pond water showed no trace of chemical contamination. What-
ever had happened to Marcus Caldwell, the ecosystem had been
spared.

The Forest of Dean settled back into its ancient rhythms, and some-
thing vast and patient among the trees added another transgression
to its millennia-long ledger of environmental justice.

Deep in the hollow spaces where root systems met consciousness, an
intelligence older than human civilisation catalogued another success-
ful defence of its territory. The violator had been processed according
to protocols that transformed the transgressor into a monument to
his own crimes.

The compact had been maintained. The forest endured. And in the
growing light of dawn, the brambles that had guided Marcus to his
fate settled back into ordinary vegetation, their work complete for
another night.

The woodland remembered every poison, every violation, every scar.
And the woodland was very, very good at collecting debts.

In the quarry pond where toxic waste should have poisoned the water
for decades, no trace of chemical contamination remained. The forest
had processed the violator and neutralised the threat according to
laws that human courts could never comprehend.

The ancient intelligence stirred among the root networks, satisfied
with another debt collected, another violator processed. The forest
was patient. The forest was thorough. And the forest was far from
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finished with those who would dare to poison its sacred waters.

Marcus Caldwell had learned, in his final agonising hours, that some
crimes against nature carried sentences that no human court could
imagine. The forest dispensed its own justice, and the forest always
collected what was owed.
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The Executioner’s
Judgement

Tommy “The Brick” Hennessy had been looking forward to this par-
ticular job for weeks. Not because he enjoyed killing—though he’d be
lying if he said it didn’t provide a certain professional satisfaction—
but because this one was personal. The terrified man zip-tied in the
back of his transit van had made the fatal mistake of trying to skim
money from one of Hennessy’s protection rackets, and worse, he’d
been stupid enough to think nobody would notice.

“You awake back there, Martin?” Hennessy called over his shoulder
as he navigated the forestry track deeper into the Forest of Dean.
“Don’t want you missing the educational portion of our evening to-
gether.”

Martin Cosgrove whimpered through the duct tape covering his
mouth, his eyes wide with the kind of terror that came from
understanding exactly what was going to happen to him. Hennessy
had been very explicit during the journey about his plans for the
evening—a shallow grave in the woods, just deep enough to keep
the foxes from making a mess, and plenty of time beforehand for
Martin to reflect on his poor life choices.

The headlights carved through darkness that seemed to press against
the windows like something alive. Ancient trees lined the track, their
gnarled branches reaching overhead to form a tunnel of shadows
that swallowed the van’s progress. Perfect place for this kind of
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work—remote, quiet, and far enough from civilisation that scream-
ing wouldn’t attract unwanted attention.

“Lovely spot, isn’t it?” Hennessy observed, pulling into a clearing
surrounded by massive oaks and beeches. “Been using this area for
business for years. Very discreet. Very private. Nobody to bother
us while we have our little chat.”

He switched off the engine and climbed out into air thick with the
smell of rotting leaves and something else—something that made the
hairs on his neck stand up without understanding why. The silence
was complete, pressing in from all directions with an intensity that
felt almost hostile.

Hennessy opened the van’s rear doors and hauled Martin out, dump-
ing him onto ground that squelched unpleasantly underfoot. The
accountant was a small, thin man in his fifties, the type who’d spent
his whole life hiding behind spreadsheets and thinking numbers could
protect him from the real world’s consequences.

“Right then,” Hennessy said, pulling a folding spade from the van
and checking his Glock to make sure it was properly loaded. Nine
rounds in the magazine, one in the chamber. More than enough for
the night’s work. “Time for some exercise.”

He dragged Martin toward a spot where the soil looked soft enough
for easy digging, positioning him against the trunk of an enormous
oak that had probably been standing when Shakespeare was writing
plays. The tree’s bark was deeply furrowed, creating shadows that
seemed to move when you weren’t looking directly at them.

Tommy had learned years ago not to give condemned men tools.
Amateurs always made the same mistake—handing some terrified
accountant a shovel and expecting gratitude for the chance to par-
ticipate in their own execution. What actually happened was pre-
dictable: the victim would swing the spade at your head, miss be-
cause terror destroyed coordination, soil himself from the adrenaline
surge, and then you’d have to shoot him anyway and dig the grave
yourself while breathing the stench of fear-loosened bowels.
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Much better to handle the excavation personally. Tommy was a
big man—six-foot-four and built like a brick shithouse, hence the
nickname—and digging graves was just another form of exercise. Bet-
ter than a gym membership, and the psychological effect on the vic-
tim was worth the physical effort.

“Now then, Martin,” Hennessy said, cutting the zip-tie from the ac-
countant’s wrists but leaving the duct tape in place. “I want you to
sit there and watch while I prepare your final resting place. Think
of it as a preview of coming attractions.”

He drove the spade into the forest floor with casual efficiency, lifting
away chunks of soil and leaf mould with the rhythm of someone
who’d done this many times before. Tommy enjoyed the work—the
way his muscles burned with honest effort, the satisfying bite of steel
into earth, and most of all, the expression of dawning horror in his
victim’s eyes as the grave took shape spadeful by spadeful.

Martin stared with the kind of absolute terror that came from watch-
ing your own death being excavated in real time. Every shovelful of
soil removed was a countdown to extinction, a visible measure of how
much life remained before the darkness claimed him forever.

“Six feet’s traditional,” Hennessy observed conversationally as he
worked, “but three’s plenty for our purposes. Deep enough to keep
you tidy, shallow enough that I’m not here all bloody night.” He
paused in his digging to wipe sweat from his forehead. “Been doing
this for fifteen years, Martin. You learn efficiency after a while.”

The hole was taking shape nicely—roughly coffin-sized, with straight
sides and a flat bottom that would accommodate a human body with
room to spare. Tommy had developed his technique over dozens of
similar jobs, learning exactly how deep was deep enough and how
wide was wide enough to ensure the work stayed hidden.

That’s when he heard the sound.

A rustling in the trees overhead, like wind through leaves, except
there was no wind. Hennessy looked up, scanning the canopy for any
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sign of movement, but the ancient branches were perfectly still. Just
his imagination, probably. The forest at night could play tricks on
your hearing, especially when you were focused on work.

Martin had stopped staring at the grave and was looking into the
darkness beyond the clearing with an expression that had moved be-
yond terror into something approaching cataleptic shock. His mouth
worked soundlessly behind the duct tape, and his entire body had
gone rigid with a fear that seemed to transcend anything Hennessy
could inspire.

“What’s wrong with you?” Hennessy demanded, following Martin’s
gaze into the trees. “There’s nothing out there but—”

The temperature dropped ten degrees in as many seconds.

Tommy felt it like a physical presence, the kind of bone-deep cold that
had nothing to do with weather and everything to do with something
fundamentally wrong with the world. His breath began to mist in
air that had been pleasantly mild moments before, and the hair on
his arms stood up as if electricity was building in the atmosphere.

The eyes appeared first.

Not human eyes, but hollow spaces in the bark of the surround-
ing trees that seemed to watch with ancient malevolence. Hennessy
blinked hard, certain he was seeing things, but the sensation of be-
ing observed remained. Every tree in the clearing seemed to have
developed a face—not carved or grown, but simply present, as if
consciousness had awakened in the wood itself.

“Bloody hell,” Hennessy muttered, his hand moving instinctively to
the Glock tucked in his belt. Professional killers didn’t survive by
ignoring their instincts, and every survival instinct he possessed was
suddenly screaming that something was very, very wrong.

Martin made a sound behind the duct tape that might have been a
scream or might have been a prayer. He was staring over Hennessy’s
shoulder at something that made his face go white as paper.
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Hennessy spun around.

The thing emerging from between the trees was enormous—twelve,
maybe fifteen feet tall—with a form that challenged every assump-
tion about the boundaries between plant and animal life. Its body
appeared to be composed of living wood that had achieved mobility
through processes no botanist would recognise, bark-covered limbs
moving with deliberate purpose. Where a face might have been,
there were only dark hollows that suggested eyes without revealing
what might dwell within those wooden depths.

“Jesus Christ,” Hennessy breathed, his hand closing around the pistol
grip. The thing had no face in any recognising sense, just those hollow
spaces and fibrous growths that might have been hair or might have
been root systems extending from what passed for a skull.

Timeless beyond human comprehension. Implacable as winter
storms. Hostile as the grave itself.

The Green Man took a step forward, and the forest floor shuddered
under its weight. Every tree in the clearing seemed to lean inward, as
if the entire woodland was focusing its attention on the two humans
who had dared to bring violence into its space.

Sounds emerged from the thing’s throat—not words, but something
like timber groaning under pressure, the crack of branches breaking,
deep harmonics that spoke of wood grown ancient and angry. The
sounds carried meaning that bypassed conscious thought and spoke
directly to the primal parts of the human brain that still remembered
when forests were full of things that ate people.

Hennessy drew the Glock and fired.

The first shot should have been centre mass, but somehow the bullet
missed completely, shattering bark from a tree twenty feet to the left
of his target. The Green Man continued its advance, unaffected by
the gunfire, moving with the inexorable patience of something that
had all the time in the world.

The sounds from its throat grew louder, more urgent—the snap of
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breaking timber, the whisper of wind through dying branches, the
deep groaning of roots shifting underground. Whatever language it
spoke, it was older than human speech, older than human civilisa-
tion, older than anything that had ever needed to communicate with
words.

Hennessy fired again, and again, emptying the magazine in a panic-
driven barrage that should have dropped anything made of flesh and
bone. Every shot went wide, as if the bullets were being deflected by
forces that had nothing to do with physics.

The empty magazine clattered to the ground as Hennessy fumbled
for the spare in his jacket pocket. His hands were shaking so hard he
could barely manipulate the pistol, adrenaline and terror combining
to destroy his professional composure.

Behind him, Martin had torn the duct tape from his mouth and was
screaming.

The Green Man reached Martin first.

One massive hand—if it could be called a hand—descended toward
the terrified accountant with brutal efficiency. The wooden fingers
seized Martin by the throat and lifted him bodily from the ground.

More sounds emerged from the creature’s throat—harsh, guttural
noises like wind through a graveyard, the screech of branches scraping
against stone. The meaning was unmistakable even without words.

Martin gasped and clawed at the wooden fingers that held him sus-
pended three feet off the ground. The Green Man examined him with
the cold attention of something deciding whether prey was worth the
effort of killing, fibrous extensions probing at Martin’s skull like or-
ganic sensors.

After what felt like hours but was probably only seconds, the creature
made a sound like breaking glass, like autumn leaves crumbling to
dust. It hurled Martin away from the clearing with casual violence,
sending him crashing through the undergrowth toward where the
van was parked. The accountant hit the ground hard, rolled several

38



times, and lay still.

The Green Man turned toward Hennessy, and the weight of its atten-
tion was like being examined by geological forces given consciousness
and a serious grudge against humanity. The sounds from its throat
grew deeper, more threatening—the groan of trees falling, the crack
of wood splitting, the rumble of earth shifting.

Hennessy raised the reloaded pistol with hands that shook like leaves
in a hurricane. “Stay back! I’m warning you!”

He fired all nine rounds in rapid succession, brass cases spinning away
into the darkness as muzzle flashes strobed across the clearing. Every
shot perfect, every shot aimed at centre mass, every shot somehow
missing the enormous target that filled his vision.

The Green Man waited patiently for the shooting to stop, unaffected
by the barrage of gunfire that should have reduced it to splinters.
When the clicking of the empty pistol echoed through the clearing,
it made sounds that might have been laughter—the rustle of dead
leaves, the whisper of wind through hollow logs.

The ground beneath Hennessy’s feet began to soften, becoming boggy
and unstable. He tried to step backward but found his boots sinking
into soil that had suddenly achieved the consistency of thick mud.
With each struggle to free himself, he sank deeper, the earth seeming
to actively pull him down.

“What the fuck—” Hennessy tried to lift his right foot and discovered
it was held fast, locked in place by soil that felt more like wet concrete
than forest floor. Panic set in as he realised he was trapped, unable
to move, completely at the mercy of something that existed outside
every category of threat he’d ever trained to handle.

The Green Man approached with measured steps, its wooden feet
making no sound on the forest floor. Where it walked, the ground re-
mained solid, supporting its massive weight without difficulty. Only
around Hennessy did the earth behave like liquid, drawing him inex-
orably downward.

39



The sounds from the creature’s throat continued—not conversation,
but declaration. The deep, patient tones of something that had
watched this forest for millennia and had no intention of tolerating
further violation.

The soft earth continued its work, pulling Hennessy deeper with each
passing second. He could feel it flowing around his waist now, thick
and clinging, with an organic warmth that suggested it was more
than just soil. Root systems moved beneath the surface, guiding his
descent, ensuring he remained upright as the forest floor claimed him
inch by inch.

The Green Man’s voice rose and fell like wind through caves, like
water over stones, like the patient settling of ancient wood. Whatever
it was saying, it spoke with the authority of something that had
existed since before humans learned to make fire, and would continue
existing long after the last human city had crumbled to dust.

Hennessy’s struggles became increasingly frantic as the earth reached
his chest. He could feel individual roots wrapping around his torso,
holding him in perfect vertical alignment as the soil continued to
rise. The sensation was beyond claustrophobic—not just burial, but
integration, as if the forest floor was digesting him alive.

“Stop!” he screamed, his voice echoing off the ancient trees. “You
can’t do this!”

The Green Man’s response was a sound like breaking branches, like
the groan of trees in winter storms. There was no mercy in it, no
negotiation, just the implacable certainty of natural law asserting
itself against violation.

The soil reached Hennessy’s throat, and still the roots held him up-
right, ensuring his face remained above ground even as his body was
systematically consumed by the living earth. He could feel organic
matter pressing against his skin, not crushing him but somehow pre-
serving him, keeping him conscious and aware as the forest processed
him according to its own ancient laws.
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The sounds from the Green Man’s throat shifted to something that
might have been satisfaction—the rustle of leaves settling, the sigh
of wind through healthy branches. The message was delivered: The
forest remembers. The forest endures. The forest protects itself.

Hennessy’s final scream was cut short as soil flowed into his mouth,
but his eyes remained above ground, wide with terror and perfectly
preserved, staring sightlessly at the canopy overhead. The forest floor
settled around him, leaving only his head visible, like a grotesque
monument to the consequences of bringing violence to sacred ground.

In the distance, Martin Cosgrove struggled to his feet among the
brambles where the Green Man had thrown him. His memory of
recent events was clouded by trauma and the inhuman contact he’d
experienced, but he retained enough sense to stumble toward the van
with single-minded desperation.

Behind him, the clearing fell silent except for the sound of wind
through leaves that might have been words in a language older than
human speech. The Green Man settled back into the spaces between
the trees, its work complete for now.

Martin found the van’s keys still in the ignition and drove toward
civilisation with hands that shook on the steering wheel, glancing
repeatedly in the rear-view mirror at a forest that seemed to watch
his departure with ancient, hostile eyes.

The zip-ties that had bound his wrists lay cut on the ground back in
the clearing, along with Tommy Hennessy’s empty pistol and scat-
tered brass casings. But of Hennessy himself, there was only the head
that protruded from the forest floor like some nightmare sculpture,
a warning to any who might consider bringing violence to sacred
ground.

And in the hollow spaces where consciousness met root systems, an
intelligence older than human civilisation catalogued another suc-
cessful defence of its territory. The violator had been processed, the
witness expelled, the message delivered with perfect clarity.
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The forest was patient. The forest was territorial. And the forest
was far from finished with those who would dare to bring murder to
its ancient domain.

42



Pattern Discovery

The Forest of Dean incident command post had been established in
the car park of the local ranger station, a collection of police vehicles
and forensics equipment that looked strangely out of place against
the backdrop of ancient woodland. Mick pulled up beside a crime
scene van and surveyed the controlled chaos of a major investigation
in progress.

The crime scene itself was still cordoned off fifty metres into the forest,
marked by blue and white tape that fluttered between the massive
oak trunks like urban prayer flags in a cathedral of leaves. Local CID
officers moved between the trees with evidence bags and cameras,
documenting an incident that would probably be filed under “bizarre
murder with unknown circumstances” if Special Investigations hadn't
been called in.

“Right then,” Reeves said, checking her notebook as they walked to-
ward the incident tent. “Let's see what we're dealing with. Body
discovered yesterday morning by a jogger—male, mid-thirties, found
buried upright to his chin in what appears to be solid ground. No evi-
dence of excavation equipment, no footprints other than the victim's
and the witness who escaped.”

“And the ballistics evidence that so intrigued you earlier?” Marchosias
inquired with mild interest.

“Nineteen rounds fired at close range,” Mick replied, glancing at the
preliminary report. “Victim claims his attacker was shooting at some-
thing ‘enormous’ that was moving between the trees. Not a single
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trace of blood, suggesting zero bullet impact. They're still checking
surrounding vegetation for all the rounds.”

“Could be panic fire,” Reeves observed. “Scared man in the dark,
shooting at shadows.”

“Possible, though I find myself curious about this ‘enormous’ entity
that could apparently avoid nineteen rounds fired at close range in a
confined space.”

The incident commander turned out to be Detective Inspector Sarah
Mills, a woman in her late forties who looked like she'd rather be
investigating straightforward domestic violence than whatever this
case was turning into.

“Special Investigations?” she asked, looking up from a laptop perched
on a folding table. “About bloody time. This one's been giving my
team nightmares since yesterday morning.”

“What have you got for us?” Reeves asked, producing her warrant
card with practised efficiency.

“Victim's name is Tommy Hennessy. Small-time thug from Birming-
ham with a record going back to his teens. Violence, intimidation,
debt collection. The sort of man who'd definitely bring someone out
to the woods for an execution.”

Mills gestured toward the forest, where crime scene photographers
were still documenting the burial site. “Witness is Martin Cosgrove,
also from Birmingham, currently in protective custody at Gloucester
Royal. Claims Hennessy was going to kill him and bury the body,
but something in the forest… intervened.”

“Define intervened,” Mick said, recognising the familiar pattern of
witness accounts that strained credibility.

“According to Cosgrove, something large emerged from the trees—
he described it as having ‘eyes in the bark’ and being taller than a
man. Hennessy emptied two clips at whatever it was, then some-
thing grabbed him and buried him alive in the space of maybe thirty
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seconds.”

“Thirty seconds to excavate a man-sized hole, position the victim, and
pack the earth tight enough to hold him in place. Impressive, if true.”

“Physical evidence supports the burial,” Mills continued. “Soil com-
pression patterns indicate Hennessy was forced down into the ground
rather than having a hole dug around him. Coroner's preliminary as-
sessment suggests he suffocated over several hours.”

“Hours?” Reeves frowned. “He was alive when he was buried?”

“Very much so. And fully conscious, based on the damage to his
fingernails where he tried to claw his way out.” Mills's expression
suggested this detail was going to feature in her nightmares for some
time. “Whatever did this wanted him to suffer.”

Mick felt a familiar cold weight settling into his consciousness as
Marchosias took a more active interest in the conversation. The
surrounding temperature dropped a couple of degrees, and he could
see his breath misting slightly despite the mild October weather.

“Deliberate torture through entombment. Either we're dealing with
something that understands human psychology very well, or some-
thing that has its own particular ideas about justice.”

“Witness credibility?” Mick asked, falling back on standard proce-
dure despite the increasingly non-standard nature of the evidence.

“Surprisingly good, actually,” Mills replied. “Multiple previous con-
victions, but he's never shown any signs of mental illness or drug-
induced hallucinations. Medical examination came back clean—no
substances in his system, no head trauma, no obvious psychological
breaks.”

“So either he's telling the truth about supernatural intervention,”
Reeves said slowly, “or he's discovered a remarkable talent for cre-
ative lying under pressure.”

“There's something else,” Mills added, checking her notes. “Cosgrove
claims the… entity… seemed to recognise the difference between him
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and Hennessy. Made no attempt to harm the witness, despite him
being present during what was clearly meant to be a murder.”

“Selective justice. This entity doesn't kill indiscriminately—it makes
choices about who deserves what fate.”

Mick studied the crime scene tape fluttering between the ancient
trees, thinking about entities that could distinguish between perpe-
trators and victims, that understood human moral categories well
enough to apply their own version of justice.

“Any other unusual incidents in the area recently?” Reeves asked,
her pen poised over her notebook.

Mills's expression shifted to something approaching relief at being
able to discuss related cases. “You could say that. We've had a string
of bizarre deaths over the past few weeks. Nothing quite like this,
but…” She gestured to a young constable working at another laptop.
“Henderson, bring up those other files for the Special Investigations
team.”

PC Henderson looked up from his screen with obvious reluctance.
“The fly-tippers, ma'am?”

“All of them,” Mills confirmed. “Give these officers the full picture.”

Henderson consulted his screen with the careful attention of some-
one reading from official reports. “Three weeks ago, we had Dave
Thornton and Pete Michaels found dead in a clearing about two
miles from here. They'd been fly-tipping—household furniture, old
carpets, that sort of thing. Found Thornton sitting upright in an
armchair with what appeared to be root systems growing through
his torso. Michaels was impaled on a tree branch that… well, that
shouldn't have been physically possible without heavy machinery.”

“Root systems growing through human tissue. How… botanical.”

“No evidence of human interference?” Mick asked, though he was
already beginning to see a pattern.

“None whatsoever,” Henderson replied. “No footprints except the
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victims’, no tool marks, no equipment traces. The branch that killed
Michaels was still attached to its tree, growing naturally from the
trunk.”

“And the other incidents?” Reeves prompted, her note-taking becom-
ing more focused.

“Marcus Caldwell, found dead in an old quarry pond five days ago,”
Henderson continued. “Illegal waste disposal—industrial chemicals.
Found him standing upright in the water, perfectly preserved but
obviously dead. Coroner's report said his body had been saturated
with the exact same chemicals he'd been trying to dump.”

Mills leaned forward across her makeshift desk. “That's the one that
really bothers my forensics team. The pond water tested completely
clean—no trace of chemical contamination at all. But Caldwell's
tissue samples were full of industrial solvents and paint thinners.”

“So the chemicals went into his body instead of the water,” Reeves
observed, scribbling rapid notes. “Environmental crime prevented
through what appears to be supernatural intervention.”

“Each death precisely matched the specific crime being committed.
Fly-tippers killed by forest growth, chemical dumper transformed into
storage vessel for his own toxins, would-be murderer buried alive.”

“All in the Forest of Dean?” Mick asked, though he suspected he
knew the answer.

“All within a five-mile radius,” Mills confirmed. “And all involving
people who were actively damaging the woodland environment when
they died.”

Mick felt the familiar prickle of supernatural awareness that meant
Marchosias was paying very close attention to something. The de-
mon's consciousness pressed against his own, alert and focused with
predatory intensity.

“We are being observed. Something watches us from the forest, some-
thing old and territorial. It knows we're here, and it's deciding
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whether we represent a threat.”

Mick glanced toward the treeline, where ancient oaks pressed close
to the incident command post. The woods looked peaceful enough
in the afternoon sunlight, but there was something about the quality
of the shadows between the trunks that suggested hidden depth and
movement.

“Has anyone else reported feeling… watched… while working these
crime scenes?” he asked.

Henderson and Mills exchanged glances that suggested this was a
question they'd been hoping nobody would ask.

“Funny you should mention that,” Mills said slowly. “My team's
been reporting some odd experiences while processing evidence in
the forest. Nothing dramatic, just a sense of being observed. Couple
of officers have mentioned seeing movement in their peripheral vision
that disappears when they look directly.”

“Camera equipment malfunctions,” Henderson added. “GPS units
losing signal for no apparent reason. Mobile phones going dead de-
spite full batteries when you get more than a hundred metres into
the trees.”

“Electromagnetic interference is common around supernatural entities
that prefer to avoid documentation. This creature has learned to avoid
human detection methods.”

“Right,” Reeves said, closing her notebook with a snap that suggested
she'd heard enough to form some preliminary conclusions. “We'll
need to examine all three previous crime scenes, interview the witness
when he's medically cleared, and probably spend some time in the
forest itself to get a better sense of what we're dealing with.”

“You think this is connected to our usual sort of case?” Mills asked,
though her tone suggested she was already dreading the answer.

“Let's just say that three elaborate deaths involving environmental
criminals in the same small area doesn't strike me as coincidence,”
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Mick replied diplomatically. “Could be a very creative human killer
with access to some unusual equipment and a flair for the dramatic.”

“Or it could be something far older and more interesting than human
ingenuity.”

“We'll know more after we've had a chance to examine the evidence,”
Reeves added. “In the meantime, I'd recommend keeping your teams
out of the deeper forest areas unless absolutely necessary. If this
is what we think it might be, civilian law enforcement probably
shouldn't be wandering around alone in its territory.”

Mills nodded grimly. “Already given that order. My officers work
in pairs minimum, and nobody goes more than fifty metres from the
access roads without backup.”

As they walked back toward their vehicles, Mick could feel eyes on
them from the forest depths. Not human eyes—something older,
more patient, that studied them with the kind of attention predators
gave to potential threats or prey.

“It's still watching us. Deciding what we are, whether we belong here.
I suspect our next visit to these woods will be far more eventful.”

“Looking forward to it,” Mick muttered, though his tone suggested
otherwise.

“Three environmental deaths in three weeks,” Reeves said, consulting
her notes as they reached the car. “Each one more elaborate than the
last, each one perfectly matched to the specific type of environmental
crime being committed.”

“Suggests an intelligence that understands human behaviour and has
its own sense of justice,” Mick agreed. “Question is whether we're
dealing with a very creative human vigilante or something else en-
tirely.”

“Given the physical impossibilities involved in these deaths, I rather
suspect ‘something else entirely’ is the more likely explanation.”

“Either way,” Reeves said, starting the engine, “we're going to need
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to understand exactly what's happening in these woods before it
decides to expand its definition of environmental crime to include
police investigations.”

As they drove away from the incident command post, Mick watched
the Forest of Dean recede in the rear-view mirror. Ancient woodland
that had stood for centuries, gradually diminished by human devel-
opment but still vast enough to hide secrets that predated British
civilisation.

Somewhere in those trees, something was dispensing its own brand
of justice according to laws that human courts had never written.
The question was whether they could understand it before it decided
that their investigation represented another threat to be eliminated.

“I find myself curious about this entity's criteria for judgement. It
spared the witness but tortured the would-be murderer. Killed the fly-
tippers but left their rubbish arranged as evidence. There's a moral
framework here, but it's not entirely human.”

“Yeah, well,” Mick replied, “that's what makes our job interesting.
Understanding non-human moral frameworks and figuring out how
to work with them before they decide we're part of the problem.”

“Or before they decide to make us part of the solution,” Reeves added
darkly.

The Forest of Dean fell away behind them, but Mick could still feel
that patient, ancient attention following their progress. Something
in those woods knew they were coming back, and it was already
preparing for their return.

Whether that preparation involved cooperation or elimination re-
mained to be seen.
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Local Knowledge

The White Horse Inn sat hunkered against the narrow lane like it
had grown there—its weathered walls part whitewash, part crum-
bling stone, with ivy creeping toward the thatch of a sagging eave.
A battered wooden sign swung gently in the breeze, creaking just
enough to remind you of the years it had seen, bearing the faded
silhouette of a prancing steed. Smoke curled lazily from a squat
chimney, carrying with it the scent of peat and old stories.

Mick pushed through the heavy oak door into air thick with the scent
of woodsmoke, stale ale, and pipe tobacco. The bar was a stubby
corner of dark timber and brass pulls, its shelves cluttered with dusty
trophies, porcelain dogs, and a small army of pint glasses. Locals
gathered around the fire, their conversation low and murmured like
prayer. A grandfather clock ticked steadily in the background, its
hands frozen five minutes slow, as if time itself had agreed to linger
a little longer.

“Charming,” Marchosias observed, his attention drawn to the horse
brass glinting above the hearth. “These humans have such a talent
for creating spaces that feel simultaneously ancient and abandoned.”

“It's called atmosphere,” Mick muttered under his breath, approach-
ing the bar where a woman in her sixties was polishing glasses with
mechanical efficiency. Her grey hair was pulled back in a practical
bun, and her eyes held the kind of sharp intelligence that came from
decades of managing drunks, travellers, and the occasional awkward
question from authorities.
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“Room for the night?” she asked without preamble, apparently hav-
ing spotted them as police from the moment they'd walked through
the door. “You'll be the investigators from London. Word travels
fast around here when something interesting happens in the forest.”

“That obvious, are we?” Reeves asked with a grin, though she kept
her voice low enough not to carry to the locals clustered around the
fire.

“Thirty years behind this bar,” the landlady replied. “You learn
to read people. Besides, we don't get many visitors in October who
aren't here about whatever's been happening in the Dean. One room
or two?”

“Two, please,” Reeves said quickly.

She leaned closer, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper.
“Names's Margaret Hoskins, but everyone calls me Maggie. Your
rooms are upstairs—en suite, though the hot water's temperamen-
tal after ten o'clock. Breakfast is seven to nine, dinner's until eight.
And if you're planning to ask questions about the forest, you'll want
to buy a round first. Makes people more talkative.”

“Practical advice. I approve of this woman's understanding of human
social mechanics.”

“Much appreciated,” Mick said, accepting the keys. “We'll get settled
and be down for dinner shortly.”

“What's on tonight?” Reeves asked, eyeing the chalkboard behind
the bar that advertised the evening's offerings in Maggie's careful
handwriting.

“Beef and ale pie—that's the house speciality. Made with local beef
and our own bitter. Shepherd's pie if you prefer lamb. Fish and
chips if you're feeling traditional. All come with seasonal vegetables
from the garden out back.”

“Beef pie sounds perfect,” Mick said. “Been driving all day.”

“Same for me,” Reeves agreed. “And we'll have those pints you
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mentioned. Best bitter?”

“Good choice,” Maggie nodded approvingly. “That's from the Wye
Valley Brewery, just down the road. None of that London rubbish
here.”

“She has opinions about metropolitan brewing standards. How…
provincial.”

Twenty minutes later, they were back downstairs, having deposited
their overnight bags and changed into civilian clothes that would
help them blend in with the pub's clientele. The dinner crowd had
arrived—a mix of forestry workers still in their high-visibility gear,
local farmers nursing pints of cider, and what appeared to be a retired
teacher holding court near the window with detailed opinions about
everything from local politics to the proper way to prune apple trees.

Their table was tucked into an alcove near the back of the room,
close enough to the fire to feel its warmth but positioned so they
could observe the entire pub without appearing to eavesdrop. Mag-
gie delivered their pints with the satisfaction of someone who took
genuine pride in her establishment.

“Food'll be out in ten minutes,” she said, setting down two perfectly
poured bitters with exactly the right amount of head. “Kitchen's
been busy tonight, but Mary knows what she's doing back there.”

The beer was excellent—malty and full-bodied with the kind of com-
plex flavour that only came from local brewing traditions that had
been refined over generations. Mick took a long pull and felt some
of the day's tension ease from his shoulders.

“Not bad,” Reeves observed, consulting the preliminary crime scene
photos Mills had provided. “Bit of normalcy before we start dealing
with whatever's lurking in those woods.”

“’Lurking’ suggests hiding with malicious intent. I suspect this en-
tity is simply existing in its natural habitat, responding to intrusion
according to its own territorial imperatives.”
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The photographs made for grim viewing even in the pub's warm,
comfortable atmosphere. Hennessy's head protruding from the forest
floor, eyes wide with terminal terror. The impossibly precise burial
that had left him upright and fully conscious for what must have
been hours of suffocating horror.

“Look at the soil compression patterns,” Reeves said quietly, pointing
to close-up shots of the earth around the burial site. “It's not just
that he was forced down—the ground actually seems to have flowed
around him. Like liquid, then solidified once he was in position.”

“Physics don't work that way,” Mick observed, though his tone sug-
gested he was beginning to suspect that normal physics might not
apply to their current case.

“Physics work differently when consciousness can directly influence
matter. What you're seeing may be evidence of something that can
manipulate the fundamental properties of soil and stone.”

“Beef pie,” Maggie announced, arriving with plates that steamed
invitingly. The pastry was golden and flaky, the filling rich with
herbs and local ale, accompanied by roasted vegetables that had
clearly been grown with care and attention.

“Looks fantastic,” Reeves said, discreetly sliding the crime scene pho-
tos beneath her notebook as Maggie set down their meals.

“Mary's been cooking here for fifteen years,” Maggie replied with
obvious pride. “Won awards at the county fair three years running
for that pie. You'll not find better this side of Gloucester.”

The food was as good as advertised, hearty and warming after a long
day of investigating impossible crimes. Mick found himself relax-
ing despite the disturbing images they'd been reviewing, the pub's
atmosphere working its subtle magic on his stress levels.

“Interesting how certain human environments can induce physiological
changes—reduced cortisol, slower heartbeat, improved digestion. This
establishment appears designed to counteract the effects of anxiety and
threat response.”
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“It's called comfort food and a pint,” Mick replied quietly. “Some
things don't need supernatural explanation.”

By the time they'd finished eating, the pub had filled with the evening
crowd. Perfect cover for the kind of casual questioning that might
reveal local knowledge about the forest incidents without arousing
too much suspicion about the specific nature of their investigation.

Mick had learned long ago that the best way to gather intelligence
in small communities was to buy drinks and be honest about being
police, but frame yourself as the harmless sort who got stuck with
the weird cases nobody else wanted to touch. The first round went
to a table of forestry workers who'd spent the day marking trees for
selective harvesting.

“You're the police from London, then?” asked Bill Morrison, a weath-
ered man in his fifties who managed the local timber operations.
“Here about those strange deaths we've been having?”

“That's us,” Mick replied with a rueful grin. “Special Investigations
Unit. We're the ones who get called when regular CID can't make
sense of what happened.”

“Lucky you,” Bill said with obvious sympathy. “Must be interesting
work, dealing with all the weird stuff.”

“Interesting's one word for it,” Reeves agreed. “Though mostly it's
just people being creative with violence and us trying to figure out
how they managed it.”

“Excellent approach. Position yourselves as the unfortunate recipients
of cases that are probably mundane but appear mysterious due to
unusual circumstances.”

“And the tenth time?” asked a younger forestry worker with obvious
curiosity.

“The tenth time, we write very careful reports and hope our super-
intendent doesn't ask too many awkward questions,” Mick replied,
getting a laugh from the table.
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Bill leaned forward with interest. “So what's your take on these
forest deaths? Local CID seems completely baffled.”

“Early days yet,” Reeves said diplomatically. “But we've seen similar
patterns before. Usually turns out to be someone with specialised
knowledge and access to unusual equipment. Revenge killing made
to look supernatural, that sort of thing.”

“Makes sense,” Bill nodded. “Though I've got to say, there's been
some odd things happening in the woods lately. Nothing dramatic,
just… feelings, you know?”

“What kind of feelings?” Mick asked, genuinely interested now.

“Been working these woods for twenty years,” Bill continued, warm-
ing to his subject. “Past few months, the wildlife's been acting
strange. Deer avoiding certain areas completely—not just keeping
their distance, actively running if you try to drive them toward spe-
cific groves.”

A younger man at the next table leaned over to join the conversation.
“Dogs too. Mine won't go past the old oak grove any more, no matter
what I do. Acts like there's something in there that terrifies him.”

“The usual pattern. Animals possess superior threat detection—their
instincts haven't been compromised by rationalisation.”

“Which grove?” Reeves asked, producing her notebook.

“About three miles in on the Soudley track,” the younger man replied.
“Always been a quiet spot, but lately… well, it feels different. Like
something's watching you.”

“Imagination,” Bill scoffed, though his tone lacked conviction.
“Spend enough time alone in the woods, and you start seeing things
that aren't there.”

The retired teacher near the window looked up from her conversation
with obvious interest. “That's not imagination, William. I've been
walking those paths for forty years, and there are areas where the
atmosphere has definitely changed.”
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She introduced herself as Eleanor Hartwell, former headmistress of
the local primary school and self-appointed keeper of village history.
Her eyes were sharp behind wire-rimmed spectacles, and she carried
herself with the authority of someone accustomed to being listened
to.

“What kind of changes?” Reeves asked, pen poised over her note-
book.

“The children notice first,” Eleanor said firmly. “They always do.
Three of my former pupils have mentioned seeing ‘faces in the bark’
during nature walks. Different children, different occasions, but al-
ways the same description—eyes watching from the trees themselves.”

The forestry workers exchanged glances that suggested this wasn't
the first time they'd heard such stories.

“Kids have active imaginations,” Bill offered weakly.

“Children also see things before adults train themselves to ignore
them,” Eleanor countered with the confidence of someone who'd
spent decades observing young minds. “I've learned to pay atten-
tion when multiple children report the same impossible thing.”

“This woman understands something important about perception. The
young often notice what adults have conditioned themselves to dis-
miss.”

“Has anyone else noticed anything unusual?” Mick asked, addressing
the room generally.

The response was immediate and telling. Nearly everyone present
had experienced something—feelings of being watched, the sense that
familiar paths were somehow different, equipment behaving unreli-
ably in specific areas.

“Poaching's dropped off completely,” offered a farmer from the corner
table. “Used to be a problem every winter—local lads setting snares,
that sort of thing. This year, nobody's even trying. Ask them why,
and they'll tell you the forest ‘doesn't feel right.’”
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A pattern was emerging that mapped perfectly onto their crime scene
locations. The areas where environmental criminals had met elabo-
rate deaths were the same areas where locals reported feeling un-
welcome, where animals refused to go, where children saw faces in
bark.

“Territorial behaviour. Something has established boundaries and is
actively discouraging trespassers.”

“Anyone know the history of those particular areas?” Reeves asked,
maintaining her academic cover. “Old folklore, traditional stories
about forest guardians?”

Eleanor's eyes lit up with the enthusiasm of someone finally asked
about her speciality. “Oh, there are stories. Ancient ones, going back
to before the Romans came. The Celts considered the entire forest
sacred, but certain groves were… special. Protected by spirits that
didn't welcome human interference.”

She leaned forward, voice dropping to the conspiratorial tone re-
served for genuinely interesting gossip. “My grandmother used to
tell stories about the ‘Guardian of the Grove’—something that lived
in the deep woods and protected the trees from those who would
harm them. Supposedly, it could take the form of the forest itself,
appearing as bark and branches when it needed to defend its terri-
tory.”

“Fairy tales,” Bill muttered, though he didn't sound entirely con-
vinced.

“Perhaps,” Eleanor agreed. “But fairy tales often preserve older
truths that people have forgotten how to interpret literally.”

“Traditional knowledge systems often encode practical information
about supernatural phenomena in symbolic language. What she's
describing may be ancestral memory of actual encounters.”

The conversation continued for another hour, revealing a commu-
nity that was gradually becoming aware of something fundamentally
changed in their local environment. Not just criminal activity—the
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deaths of fly-tippers and toxic waste dumpers had barely registered in
local consciousness—but a deeper shift in the forest's character that
everyone could sense but nobody wanted to acknowledge directly.

“Classic prey species behaviour—heightened alertness, territorial
avoidance, group discussion of threat indicators. They know they're
sharing their environment with something dangerous, even if they
lack the framework to understand what it is.”

By closing time, Mick had filled several pages of notes with locations
where unusual activity had been reported, all of which corresponded
to areas within a five-mile radius of their crime scenes. The pattern
suggested something with a defined territory that it was actively
defending against specific types of human intrusion.

“Educational evening,” Reeves observed as they made their way up-
stairs to their rooms.

“Yeah,” Mick agreed, checking his notes against the crime scene
map Mills had provided. “Whatever's out there, it's been estab-
lishing territory for months. The deaths we're investigating aren't
the beginning—they're escalation.”

“Or perhaps they represent a new phase in this entity's relationship
with human activity. Something has changed its approach from pas-
sive deterrence to active elimination.”

“Question is whether it's going to stay focused on environmental
criminals or start expanding its definition of threats that need elim-
inating,” Reeves said, pausing at her door.

“Given that we're police investigating its activities, I'd say that's a
very relevant question,” Mick replied.

“Indeed. And given that we plan to enter its territory tomorrow for
direct investigation, I suspect we'll receive an answer whether we want
one or not.”

Through his window, Mick could see the Forest of Dean stretching
away into darkness, ancient trees standing like silent sentinels under
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a sky clouded with the promise of rain. Somewhere in those woods,
something was watching, waiting, deciding whether three police of-
ficers represented another threat to be eliminated or something else
entirely.

“It knows we're here. I can feel its attention like weight on the horizon.
Tomorrow will be… interesting.”

Outside, the forest waited with the patience of geological time, and
something vast and territorial settled deeper into the shadows be-
tween the trees, preparing for the inevitable confrontation with those
who would dare to investigate its domain. thing vast and territorial
settled deeper into the shadows between the trees, preparing for the
inevitable confrontation with those who would dare to investigate its
domain.
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Forest Predator

The morning mist clung to the Forest of Dean like something reluc-
tant to let go, creating a grey shroud that reduced visibility to twenty
metres and made the ancient trees loom out of the gloom like stand-
ing stones. Mick pulled the car into the ranger station car park at
half-past eight, windscreen wipers struggling against the fine drizzle
that had been falling since dawn.

“Lovely weather for tramping through the woods,” Reeves observed,
checking her equipment one final time. The overcast sky hung low
and threatening, the kind of October morning that promised heav-
ier rain before noon and shadows deep enough to hide things that
preferred not to be seen.

“Excellent conditions for entities that avoid direct sunlight,” Mar-
chosias noted with what sounded like satisfaction. “If our forest
guardian wishes to observe us more closely, this weather provides
perfect cover.”

“At least the locals weren't pulling our leg last night,” Mick said,
shouldering his equipment bag. “Half the village has stories about
feeling watched in these woods, but they all thought we were taking
the piss when we said we were investigating supernatural activity.”

“The poacher was interesting,” Reeves replied, consulting her note-
book. “Claimed something ‘bigger than a man’ had been tracking
him for weeks. Wouldn't set foot past the old oak grove any more,
and he's been hunting these woods for thirty years.”
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“And the forestry worker,” Mick added. “Tools going missing, feeling
unwelcome in certain areas. Said the trees themselves seemed to be
rejecting human presence.”

“Consistent territorial behaviour. This entity has been establishing
dominance over its domain for some time. The recent killings are
merely the most dramatic expression of that control.”

They'd planned a systematic examination of all three crime scenes,
starting with the most recent—Tommy Hennessy's burial site—and
working backward through the pattern of environmental deaths. The
local police had provided detailed location data and crime scene pho-
tographs, but Mick had learned that supernatural evidence rarely
showed up in official documentation.

The trail to the burial site was clearly marked with police tape and
reflective markers, a straight path through the ancient woodland
that should have taken fifteen minutes to walk. In the grey morning
light, the forest felt different from their evening reconnaissance—
not actively hostile, but watchful, as if every tree was noting their
passage.

“The ranger's story bothers me most,” Mick said as they followed the
marked trail. “Twenty years of daily patrols, then suddenly areas of
the forest become ‘uncomfortable’ to enter. Professional outdoors-
man developing superstitious avoidance behaviour.”

“Gradual escalation,” Reeves observed. “Whatever's happening here
has been building for months, maybe years. The environmental
killings are just the most recent development.”

“Or the most recent that humans have noticed. I suspect this entity
has been dispensing its own brand of justice for considerably longer
than your species realises.”

The forest around them was unnaturally quiet—no birdsong, no
rustling of small animals, just the sound of their boots on wet leaves
and the steady drip of moisture from the canopy overhead. But
beneath the silence, Mick could sense attention focused on their
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progress from multiple directions.

The burial site, when they reached it, looked almost mundane in the
grey daylight. A patch of disturbed earth surrounded by ancient oaks,
marked by crime scene tape and the lingering smell of turned soil.
Without the dramatic lighting and isolation of a midnight execution,
it could have been any cleared area in any woodland.

But the physical evidence was undeniable.

Mick knelt beside the spot where Tommy Hennessy had been found
buried upright to his chin, examining soil that still showed the com-
pression patterns where something had forced a human body into
the ground. The earth was packed tight as concrete, but there were
no tool marks, no evidence of excavation equipment.

“The pub landlord's comment keeps coming back to me,” Reeves
said, photographing the site from multiple angles. “Said the forest
has been ‘settling old accounts’ lately. When I pressed him on what
that meant, he just shrugged and said some places remember what's
been done to them.”

“Lot of environmental damage in these woods over the centuries,”
Mick replied, consulting the crime scene report. “Roman mining,
medieval logging, Victorian industrial waste. Maybe something fi-
nally decided to push back.”

“The locals understand more than they're willing to admit directly.
They've observed the pattern but lack the framework to discuss it
openly.”

“Soil analysis shows root fibres throughout the compressed area,”
Mick continued, running his fingers through the disturbed earth.
“Not from surface vegetation, but from deeper root systems. As
if the entire forest floor had been involved in the burial process.”

That's when he noticed the trees had been marked.

The oaks surrounding the burial site were massive specimens, prob-
ably centuries old, with trunks thick enough to hide a dozen people.
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But their bark showed scoring patterns that hadn't been there in the
crime scene photographs—long, parallel gouges carved deep into the
wood, as if something with very large claws had marked each tree.

“Fresh scoring,” he called to Reeves, running his fingers along the
deep cuts. The marks were at head height, extending in perfectly
straight lines around each trunk. “Made since the crime scene team
finished their work.”

“Territorial marking?” Reeves suggested, though her tone indicated
she found the precision of the cuts disturbing.

“More than that. These marks are deliberate communication. The
entity wants us to know it's been here since the official investigation
concluded.”

The drizzle was intensifying, creating a grey curtain that reduced
visibility and made the shadows between the trees seem deeper and
more substantial. Mick could feel the familiar weight of supernatural
attention, but now it carried a different quality—assessment rather
than mere observation.

“Second site?” Reeves asked, consulting her map. “The chemical
disposal location.”

The quarry pond where Marcus Caldwell had been found was two
miles deeper into the forest, accessible by a forestry track that had
deteriorated into little more than a muddy path through increasingly
ancient woodland. The grey sky made it impossible to judge the time
accurately, but Mick's watch showed half-past ten when they reached
the old quarry site.

The pond stretched away into the mist, its dark surface broken only
by the occasional ripple that suggested movement beneath. The area
around the water was churned with mud and the remnants of police
activity, but the overall impression was of a place that had been
forgotten by human development and reclaimed by older powers.

“Perfect spot for illegal dumping,” Reeves noted, photographing the
approaches to the water. “Remote, deep water, no regular patrols.
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Caldwell probably thought he was completely safe out here.”

Mick walked the perimeter of the pond, examining the muddy bank
where the chemical disposal had taken place. The soil here felt dif-
ferent beneath his boots—not just soft from the rain, but somehow
more alive, as if organic processes were working just below the sur-
face.

“Something lives in this water. Not the entity we encountered before,
but something connected to it. Part of the same… network.”

“Network?”

“This forest has been inhabited by the same intelligence for a very
long time. Long enough to establish connections throughout the entire
ecosystem. What we're seeing isn't random supernatural activity—
it's coordinated defence of territory.”

The evidence here was even more disturbing than the burial site. Ac-
cording to the forensics report, Marcus Caldwell's body had been
found standing upright in the pond, perfectly preserved but satu-
rated with the exact chemicals he'd been attempting to dump. The
water itself had tested completely clean—no trace of industrial con-
tamination.

“Environmental crime prevented through environmental justice,”
Reeves observed, studying the pond's edge. “The entity turned
Caldwell into a storage vessel for his own toxic waste.”

“And left the ecosystem untouched,” Mick added. “Whatever did this
understands the difference between punishment and prevention.”

“Sophisticated moral reasoning. This is not mindless vengeance, but
calculated justice according to principles we don't fully understand.”

That's when the paths changed.

Mick looked back toward the forestry track they'd followed to reach
the pond and found it wasn't there. Where a clear trail had ex-
isted ten minutes earlier, there was now an impenetrable thicket
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of brambles and undergrowth that looked like it had been growing
undisturbed for decades.

“Reeves,” he called quietly. “We may have a problem.”

She turned from her photography to see what he was indicating, and
her expression shifted from professional focus to controlled alarm.
“That's not possible. We just walked down that path.”

“Spatial manipulation,” Mick said, scanning the tree line for alterna-
tive routes. “We're being guided somewhere specific.”

“Indeed. And I suspect this guidance is not entirely voluntary.”

New paths had appeared where none had existed before—gaps be-
tween the trees that led deeper into the woodland, marked by the
subtle rearrangement of undergrowth that suggested intention rather
than natural development. Three different routes, each leading in a
different direction, each marked by vegetation that seemed to have
moved aside to create passage.

“It wants to show us something,” Reeves said, though her hand had
moved instinctively to her radio. The device produced only static
when she tested it—no signal, no connection to the outside world.

“The forest worker mentioned paths that lead nowhere,” Mick ob-
served, studying the new routes. “Familiar trails that suddenly end
in impassable thickets. We're experiencing it firsthand.”

“This entity has been influencing human behaviour in these woods
for generations. Guiding the acceptable, discouraging the unwelcome,
eliminating the actively harmful.”

The grey sky continued to lower, and the drizzle intensified enough
that water began dripping steadily from the brim of Mick's hat. The
shadows between the trees grew deeper despite the daylight, creating
pools of darkness that seemed to extend much further into the earth
than they should.

“Centre path looks most promising,” Mick said, shouldering his pack.
“Might lead toward the third crime scene.”
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They followed it between trees that grew increasingly massive, their
trunks achieving the kind of girth that suggested centuries of undis-
turbed growth. The canopy overhead thickened, blocking out more
of the grey daylight and creating an atmosphere that felt more like
dusk than midday.

“We're being herded toward something specific. This entity has de-
cided that our education requires direct experience rather than mere
observation.”

“Education in what?” Mick asked, though he suspected the answer
would be unsettling.

“In understanding exactly what we're dealing with. And possibly in
learning whether we represent a threat that needs to be eliminated.”

The drizzle continued, but somehow less of it reached the forest
floor, as if the trees were actively sheltering the space beneath their
branches. The silence remained absolute—no birdsong, no insect
noise, no sound except their footsteps on wet leaves and the occa-
sional drip from overhead.

That's when they began to feel watched.

Not the distant observation they'd experienced at the crime scenes,
but immediate, focused attention from something large and intelli-
gent positioned very close to their route. Mick could sense move-
ment in his peripheral vision—shapes that vanished when he turned
his head, suggestions of something massive keeping pace with their
progress through the undergrowth.

“Movement to our left,” Reeves said quietly, though she continued
walking without breaking stride. “Something big, staying parallel to
our path.”

“It's studying us more closely now. Learning our capabilities, our
reactions to stress. This examination will become more intensive.”

The shadows around them began to move independently of any light
source, sliding across the forest floor with obvious purpose and intel-
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ligence. Not Marchosias's shadow manipulation—this was something
else entirely, something that could bend darkness to its will without
demonic intervention.

“It's demonstrating capabilities,” Mick realised, watching his own
shadow detach from his feet and reach toward something in the trees.
“Showing us what it can do.”

“Like the poacher described,” Reeves observed, her voice tight with
controlled tension. “Shadows that move wrong, spaces between trees
that seem deeper than they should be.”

“And the children's stories about faces in the bark,” Mick added.
“We're seeing what they've been trying to tell the adults for months.”

“This entity has been revealing itself gradually, testing human per-
ceptions and reactions. We represent a more significant challenge—
beings capable of understanding what we're experiencing.”

The path ahead began to slope downward, leading them into a dell
surrounded by ancient beeches whose massive trunks formed a nat-
ural amphitheatre. The grey light filtering through the canopy cre-
ated an almost twilight atmosphere, and the shadows here were deep
enough to hide anything that chose to remain concealed.

“We're being presented for inspection. This is no longer
reconnaissance—this is a formal meeting.”

The feeling of being watched intensified, and Mick could sense some-
thing vast focusing its attention on their small group with the weight
of geological patience. The air grew colder, and their breath began
to mist despite the relative warmth of the October morning.

In the shadows at the edge of the dell, something moved—too large
to be human, too organic to be machinery, too purposeful to be
natural wildlife. Whatever lived in this forest was preparing to reveal
itself, and Mick had the distinct impression that their reaction to this
revelation would determine whether they left the woods alive.

“Remember what the landlord said about respecting the forest's
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rules,” Reeves said quietly, her hand moving to her equipment but
not drawing anything yet. “Maybe this is our chance to learn what
those rules actually are.”

The grey sky pressed down like a ceiling, the drizzle continued to fall,
and something ancient and territorial prepared to announce its pres-
ence to the three humans who had dared to investigate its domain.

The education was about to begin, whether they wanted it or not.
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Symbiosis and Shadows

The attack came without warning.

One moment Mick was studying the shadows at the edge of the
dell, the next he was diving sideways as something massive erupted
from between the ancient beeches with the sound of splintering wood
and tearing earth. The Green Man rose from the forest floor like a
nightmare given form—fifteen feet of bark-covered fury with limbs
that bent at impossible angles and root systems writhing where a
face should have been.

“Hostile contact!” Marchosias snarled, and Mick felt the familiar
cold weight settling into his consciousness as his shadow darkened
and gained substance.

The creature's first swing shattered a beech trunk three feet thick,
sending fragments of wood spinning through the air like shrapnel.
Reeves threw herself flat as splinters the size of spears whistled over-
head, one grazing her shoulder and tearing fabric.

“Jesus Christ!” she gasped, rolling behind the largest tree she could
find as the Green Man's attention fixed on Mick with obvious malev-
olent intent.

The sounds emerging from the creature's throat were like wind
through a graveyard—harsh, guttural noises that might have been
language or might have been the simple expression of rage. The
meaning, if there was meaning, was incomprehensible to human ears.
Every tree in the dell seemed to lean inward, as if the entire forest
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was focusing its attention on the three humans who had dared to
enter its sacred space.

Mick's shadow darkened but remained stubbornly flat against the
ground. The grey light filtering through the canopy was too diffuse,
the shadows too shallow for Marchosias to manifest his usual arsenal
of darkness-based attacks.

“Limited shadow depth,” the demon observed with frustration. “This
cursed overcast sky restricts my options considerably.”

The Green Man lunged forward with surprising speed for something
so massive, branch-like arms reaching for Mick with obvious intent to
crush him against the nearest trunk. He rolled aside just as wooden
fingers thick as tree branches punched holes in the beech bark where
his head had been.

Reeves drew her taser and fired without hesitation, the twin darts
striking the creature's torso with perfect accuracy. The electrical
discharge crackled across bark-covered skin for several seconds before
dying away completely, having no more effect than if she'd tasered a
telephone pole.

“Shit!” she muttered, dropping the useless device and extending her
baton as the Green Man turned its attention toward her with what
might have been annoyance.

“Physical combat it is, then,” Marchosias decided, and Mick felt his
body flood with supernatural strength.

The creature's counterattack came in the form of the forest itself
turning hostile. Roots erupted from the ground around Mick's feet,
trying to trap him in place while overhead branches reached down
with obvious intent to crush or strangle. The dell had become a
weapon, every natural element turned against the intruders.

Reeves found herself pinned as brambles erupted from soil that had
been clear moments before, thorny vines wrapping around her ankles
and wrists with botanical precision. She struggled against the veg-
etative restraints, feeling thorns pierce fabric and flesh as the forest
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floor seemed determined to hold her in place while the supernatural
battle raged overhead.

“Can't move!” she called out, hacking desperately at the vines with
her baton. The ASP cut through individual tendrils, but they grew
back faster than she could sever them, and more erupted from the
ground to replace what she'd destroyed.

The Green Man stepped between two massive beech trunks and sim-
ply… vanished. Not shadow transit or demonic teleportation, but
something more organic—as if it had become one with the forest it-
self, losing definition among the bark and branches before emerging
twenty feet away with no transition visible to human perception.

“Forest transit?” Marchosias observed with interest. “Or something
like it. It moves through the trees themselves, becoming part of the
woodland when it needs to relocate.”

The creature reappeared behind Mick, massive arms sweeping down
like falling timber. He spun aside as wooden limbs shattered the
ground where he'd been standing, then grabbed a fallen branch thick
as his torso and swung it like a club at the Green Man's midsection.

The impact should have been like hitting a brick wall. Instead, the
creature staggered backward, bark cracking along its ribs where the
improvised weapon had connected. Whatever this thing was, it could
be hurt by physical force.

The Green Man's response was a sound like thunder through caves,
like the collapse of ancient structures. It melted backward into the
tree line, becoming indistinct among the shadows and vertical lines
of trunk and branch.

“Behind you!” Reeves shouted, having managed to free one arm
enough to point toward where the creature was materialising beside
a massive oak.

Mick pivoted just as the Green Man's fist caught him in the ribs
with the force of a sledgehammer. Enhanced strength or not, the
blow lifted him off his feet and sent him flying backward through the
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air like a rag doll. He crashed into the trunk of an ancient beech
with bone-jarring force, bark fragments raining down as he crumpled
to the forest floor.

“That… was unpleasant,” Marchosias observed as Mick struggled to
his feet, ribs screaming in protest.

The Green Man was already moving, loping across the dell with sur-
prising grace for something so massive. Reeves managed to free her
other arm and swung her baton at the creature's leg as it passed, the
telescoping weapon bouncing off bark-covered flesh with no visible
effect.

“It's fast, but predictable,” Marchosias said as Mick dodged another
crushing blow. “The forest transit requires it to move between estab-
lished trees. We can anticipate the possible emergence points.”

For several minutes, the battle raged through the dell with brutal
intensity. The Green Man would vanish among the trees and reap-
pear for devastating attacks that sent Mick crashing into trunks and
boulders with sickening regularity. Ancient bark cracked under the
impact of his body, and he could taste blood where his teeth had cut
the inside of his mouth.

The creature fought with the patient fury of something that had de-
fended this territory for centuries, using every tree as a weapon and
every shadow as potential cover. When Mick managed to land a
blow that cracked its wooden ribs, the Green Man responded by ma-
terialising directly overhead and driving both fists down with enough
force to crater the forest floor.

Reeves finally managed to tear free from the bramble restraints, leav-
ing strips of fabric and skin on the thorns as she rolled clear. She
circled the combat zone with her baton extended, looking for oppor-
tunities to help without getting herself killed in the crossfire.

But gradually, Marchosias began to adapt to the creature's tactics.

The demon's analytical capabilities improved with each exchange,
learning to read the subtle signs that indicated where the Green Man
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would emerge next. When the creature melted into the tree line near
a cluster of ancient oaks, Mick was already moving to intercept its
reappearance beside the largest beech.

The punch caught the Green Man in what passed for its solar plexus,
driving bark fragments deep into its wooden torso. The creature
staggered backward, sounds of distress emerging from its throat like
wind through broken branches.

“Press the advantage,” Marchosias urged, and Mick felt his body
flood with predatory satisfaction.

The next exchange was savage and decisive. As the Green Man tried
to retreat into forest transit, Mick caught its left arm and wrenched
with supernatural strength. Wood splintered and bark tore as the
limb separated at the shoulder joint, leaving a ragged stump that
wept something like tree sap.

The creature's scream was like a forest fire, like the death-cry of every
tree that had ever fallen to human axes. It swung its remaining arm
in a desperate haymaker that Mick ducked, then grabbed the massive
limb and twisted until bones that weren't quite bones snapped with
wet cracking sounds.

The Green Man's right arm hung useless at its side, wooden fingers
flexing spasmodically as damaged nerves that weren't quite nerves
misfired in random patterns. It tried to back away, stumbling over
root systems that no longer obeyed its commands.

Mick advanced with Marchosias's strength flooding his muscles,
ready to deliver the killing blow that would end this ancient thing's
existence forever.

That's when he felt it.

Not evil. Not malevolence or predatory hunger or any of the familiar
signatures of entities that deserved destruction. Instead, there was
something else—anguish beyond human comprehension, but carrying
a weight of grief and loss that struck Marchosias like a physical blow.
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“Wait,” the demon said, his consciousness recoiling from what he'd
sensed in the creature's essence. “This is… this is not what I ex-
pected.”

The Green Man lay against a fallen log, crippled and defeated, but
the sounds from its throat were not rage or defiance. They were the
whisper of leaves falling, the settle of earth around root systems, the
patient endurance of wood through seasons uncounted. Sorrow so
profound it had become geological, loss measured in millennia rather
than years.

“You're not evil,” Marchosias said quietly, his killing blow frozen in
mid-strike. “You're… wounded. You've been protecting something for
so long you've forgotten what peace feels like.”

The creature's response was incomprehensible—wind through
branches, the creak of settling timber—but somehow it conveyed
acknowledgement of recognition it had never expected to receive.

Mick felt the demon's consciousness shift from predatory triumph to
something approaching reverence. Marchosias slowly stepped back,
creating space between them and the wounded entity.

“I remember when these woodlands had no edges,” the demon said,
though he knew the creature couldn't understand his words. “When
one could travel from here to Scotland without leaving the canopy.
You've watched it all disappear, haven't you? Tree by tree, grove by
grove.”

The Green Man pushed itself upright with its functioning arm,
wooden features somehow conveying confusion and wariness in
equal measure. In all its centuries of existence, it had never en-
countered mercy from a supernatural entity—had never experienced
anything from forces beyond the natural realm except opposition or
indifference.

“What's happening?” Reeves asked, approaching cautiously with her
baton still extended. “Why did you stop?”

“This entity isn't our enemy,” Marchosias realised. “It's been fighting
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a war we don't understand, defending something we haven't identified.
And it's been losing for a very long time.”

The Green Man struggled to its feet, damaged limbs making the
process awkward and painful. It stood swaying slightly, hollow spaces
where eyes might have been fixed on Mick with what could only be
described as baffled attention.

Mick took another step backward, hands raised in a gesture that
he hoped might be interpreted as non-threatening. “We're not here
to hurt your forest,” he said, though he doubted the creature could
understand human speech.

The Green Man's response was immediate and instinctive. Its func-
tioning arm swept out in a powerful shove that sent Mick stumbling
backward into Reeves, both of them going down in a tangle of limbs.
Not a killing blow, but a clear message: Stay back. Give me space.

The creature turned and loped toward the tree line with surprising
speed despite its injuries, moving with the awkward but determined
gait of something that had learned to function with damage. It
reached the edge of the dell and paused, that eyeless face turning
back toward them with an expression that was impossible to read on
features that weren't quite features.

Confusion, perhaps. Wariness, certainly. And something else—a
kind of baffled recognition, as if it had encountered something it had
no framework for understanding.

Then it stepped between two ancient oaks and vanished, becoming
one with the forest in a way that Mick was beginning to realise was
far more literal than he'd initially understood.

The dell fell silent except for the sound of water dripping from the
canopy overhead and their own ragged breathing. The hostile envi-
ronment had returned to merely natural woodland, brambles with-
drawing into ordinary undergrowth as if the supernatural combat
had never occurred.

“That,” Marchosias observed with what might have been respect,
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“was not what I expected when we entered these woods.”

“No kidding,” Mick replied, helping Reeves to her feet and checking
her torn arms for serious injury. “Think it'll come back?”

“Oh, it will be watching us. Deciding what we are, whether we rep-
resent a threat to whatever it's protecting. But I suspect our next
encounter will be… different.”

Somewhere in the surrounding forest, something ancient and
wounded was processing an experience that fell outside every
category of interaction it had learned over centuries of solitary
guardianship. And deeper in the woods, something else entirely was
taking note of this unprecedented display of supernatural mercy.
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Historical Wounds

The White Horse's snug bar felt like sanctuary after their morning
in the forest. Mick eased himself into a chair beside the fire with
movements that suggested every muscle in his body was filing formal
complaints about recent treatment. His ribs ached where the Green
Man's fist had connected, and purple bruises were already forming
along his left side despite Marchosias's supernatural resilience.

Reeves looked worse—her arms were crosshatched with scratches
from the bramble restraints, angry red welts where thorns had raked
across her skin. She'd applied antiseptic cream from the first aid
kit, but the cuts continued to sting with each movement. Her jacket
hung in tatters, and she'd given up trying to remove all the vegeta-
tion fragments from her hair.

“Right then,” she said, accepting the pint Maggie delivered with ob-
vious sympathy. “That was educational.”

“Indeed. Though perhaps not the education we were expecting when
we entered those woods,” Marchosias observed. He seemed unusually
contemplative after the encounter, his usual sardonic edge replaced
by something approaching philosophical uncertainty.

“Dock leaves for the nettle rash,” Maggie offered, having taken one
look at their condition and diagnosed woodland mishaps with profes-
sional efficiency. “Grows wild behind the pub. Traditional remedy,
but it works better than anything you'll buy from a chemist.”

“Much appreciated,” Mick replied, accepting the broad green leaves
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and rubbing them against the angry red patches on his forearms.
The relief was immediate—cool and soothing against skin that felt
like it had been attacked by microscopic needles.

“Been in the Dean long?” Maggie asked with the careful tone of
someone who'd seen enough police officers return from the forest
looking like they'd fought their way through a hedge backwards.

“Long enough,” Reeves replied diplomatically. “Beautiful area, but
the undergrowth is more aggressive than we expected.”

“An interesting way to describe nearly being torn apart by a supernat-
ural forest guardian.”

Maggie nodded knowingly. “Aye, the old woods can be tricky if
you don't know where you're going. Some areas are best left alone,
especially this time of year when the vegetation's still green enough
to be defensive.”

The pub was quiet in the early afternoon—just them and a retired
farmer reading the Telegraph by the window, the kind of peaceful
atmosphere that made their morning's supernatural combat feel like
a fever dream. Mick found himself studying the horse brasses above
the fireplace, trying to process what they'd experienced in the dell.

“That thing wasn't evil,” he said quietly, watching firelight play
across the polished metal. “Dangerous, absolutely. Territorial, defi-
nitely. But not evil.”

“No,” Reeves agreed, consulting her notebook despite the fact that
official records would never capture what had actually happened. “It
was protecting something. Fighting something. Question is what.”

“The grief,” Marchosias said thoughtfully. “When I touched its
essence during combat, the overwhelming sensation was loss. An-
cient, geological loss that stretched back centuries.”

“Loss of what?” Mick asked, though he suspected the answer would
be unsettling.

“Forest. This entity has watched these woodlands shrink for a millen-
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nium. What we're seeing may be the desperate actions of something
that's running out of territory to defend.”

The implication hung in the air like woodsmoke. Mick had grown
up in London, where green space meant manicured parks and the
occasional tree-lined street. The idea that Britain had once been
covered in vast forests was an abstract historical fact, not a living
reality that could inspire supernatural grief.

“How much forest has Britain actually lost?” Reeves asked, pen
poised over her notebook.

“More than your species tends to acknowledge. When I first walked
these lands, the woodland stretched without interruption from coast
to coast. One could travel from the Scottish Highlands to the Welsh
mountains without leaving the canopy.”

Mick pulled out his phone, grateful that the pub's wifi was strong
enough to support research despite their morning's encounter with
electromagnetic interference. “Says here that Britain was about
eighty percent forested five thousand years ago. Now it's down to
thirteen percent.”

“Thirteen percent,” Reeves repeated, her tone suggesting she was
trying to process the scale of that loss. “So we've destroyed eighty-
seven percent of our original woodland.”

“Not destroyed—eliminated. Cleared, converted to agriculture, buried
under cities and motorways. The island your species inhabits bears
almost no resemblance to the landscape I knew in earlier centuries.”

The numbers were staggering when you stopped to think about them.
Mick scrolled through government forestry data, academic studies,
historical analysis of deforestation patterns across Britain. The pic-
ture that emerged was of systematic environmental destruction on a
scale that spanned millennia.

“Forest of Dean used to be part of something much larger,” he read
from a Natural England report. “Connected woodland that stretched
across what's now Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, and into Wales.

80



One continuous forest ecosystem covering hundreds of square miles.”

“And now?” Reeves asked, though her tone suggested she already
suspected the answer.

“Forty-two square miles. What we're investigating represents one of
the largest remaining fragments of ancient British woodland.”

“A fragment. A remnant. A shadow of what once covered this entire
region.”

Maggie appeared with sandwiches they hadn't ordered—thick bread,
local cheese, and ham that looked like it had been carved from ani-
mals that had actually lived outdoors rather than in industrial sheds.
“On the house,” she said, noting their scratched condition and obvi-
ous need for sustenance. “You look like you could use some proper
food.”

“That's very kind,” Reeves said, realising she was actually starving
despite their morning's supernatural combat having suppressed her
appetite at the time.

“My family's been in this area for six generations,” Maggie continued,
settling into conversation with the ease of someone who genuinely
enjoyed talking to visitors. “My great-great-grandfather used to tell
stories about when the forest stretched all the way to the Severn.
Could walk for days without seeing open ground.”

“Local knowledge. These people retain cultural memory of what their
landscape used to be.”

“What happened to it all?” Mick asked, genuinely curious now about
the historical process that had reduced vast woodland to isolated
fragments.

“Layer by layer, century by century,” Maggie replied with a shrug
that suggested this was ancient history rather than ongoing tragedy.
“Romans did some clearing, but they were more interested in what
was under the forest than the trees themselves. Iron mining, mostly.
These hills are riddled with old Roman workings—they pulled tonnes
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of iron ore out of the ground beneath the Dean for centuries.”

“Iron extraction. The Romans understood the value of what lay be-
neath these ancient roots.”

“Then the real clearing started in earnest,” Maggie continued. “Me-
dieval farming expanded the edges. Sheep grazing ate away at the
young growth. Tudor shipbuilding took the finest timber.” She
paused, cutting her own portion of bread with precise movements.
“Napoleonic Wars were particularly hard on the ancient trees—navy
needed oak for ships of the line. Took centuries-old specimens and
turned them into warships.”

The sandwich was excellent—proper bread with texture and flavour,
cheese that tasted like it had come from specific cows rather than
industrial processing. But Mick found himself thinking about the
Green Man's grief-stricken rage while eating food that represented
centuries of agricultural development at the expense of ancient wood-
land.

“Then there was the coal mining,” Maggie said. “Industrial Revolu-
tion needed fuel, and the Dean had plenty beneath the trees. Easier
to cut down the forest than work around it. Then the railways, cut-
ting straight lines through whatever woodland remained.”

“Each tree that fell was a loss this entity experienced personally. Imag-
ine watching your home being destroyed piece by piece over centuries,
powerless to prevent it.”

Reeves was making notes with grim efficiency. “And more recently?”

“Development pressure,” Maggie said with obvious frustration.
“Housing estates, retail parks, motorways. Seems like every few
years, some developer wants to build on another piece of woodland.
Council usually says no, but they don't always win the appeals.”
She gestured toward the window, where the forest edge was visible
across the village boundary. “What you see there—that's about all
that's left of woodlands that once stretched from here to the Bristol
Channel.”
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The modern statistics were equally depressing. Despite conservation
efforts, Britain continued to lose woodland at rates that made sus-
tainable forest management nearly impossible. Ancient forests took
centuries to develop their complex ecosystems—clear-cutting could
destroy in days what had taken nature generations to create.

“Says here that ancient woodland takes four hundred years minimum
to develop full ecological complexity,” Mick read from his phone.
“Soil composition, mycorrhizal networks, interdependent species re-
lationships. Once you destroy it, you can't just replant and expect
the same ecosystem to regenerate.”

“Your species has a remarkable talent for destroying what it cannot
recreate. These ancient forests represent irreplaceable libraries of
ecological knowledge, developed over millennia.”

“And we're down to fragments,” Reeves observed, studying conserva-
tion maps on her own phone. “Forest of Dean, New Forest, bits of
Sherwood, few patches in Scotland. Maybe a dozen locations that
still qualify as truly ancient woodland.”

The scale of the loss was beginning to sink in, and with it, a different
understanding of what they'd encountered in the dell. The Green
Man's desperate fury wasn't irrational violence—it was the response
of something that had watched an entire world disappear tree by tree,
acre by acre, century by century.

“Local wildlife reflects the change,” Maggie continued, warming to
a subject she clearly cared about. “My grandfather used to talk
about species that just aren't here any more. Pine martens, wild-
cats, proper diversity of birds and mammals. Forest ecosystems that
supported hundreds of species reduced to isolated patches that can
barely sustain what's left.”

“This entity isn't just protecting trees—it's defending one of the last
remaining fragments of an entire civilisation. A way of life that your
species has systematically eliminated.”

The afternoon light filtering through the pub windows had a dif-
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ferent quality now, tinged with awareness of what lay beyond the
village boundaries. Ancient woodland that represented not just con-
servation success, but survival against odds that should have been
insurmountable.

“The really frightening bit,” Mick said, scrolling through climate
change projections, “is that what little ancient forest we have left is
under increasing pressure. Development, pollution, climate change,
disease. These remnants are struggling to survive even with legal
protection.”

“And something out there has been watching it happen for centuries,”
Reeves added quietly. “Understanding exactly what's being lost,
powerless to prevent it.”

“Until recently. The environmental crimes we've been investigating
represent something it can actively prevent. Finally, after millennia
of watching destruction, here are violators it can actually stop.”

The pattern was becoming clearer now. Fly-tippers, toxic waste
dumpers, illegal loggers—environmental criminals who targeted the
few remaining fragments of ancient woodland for their crimes. To
a human perspective, these were relatively minor infractions com-
pared to the vast historical destruction. But to something that had
watched the systematic elimination of its entire world, they repre-
sented violations that could finally be answered with direct action.

“It's not randomly killing environmental criminals,” Mick realised.
“It's specifically targeting people who threaten the last remaining
fragments of ancient forest.”

“Which makes it both more understandable and more dangerous,”
Reeves observed. “Because from its perspective, anyone who dam-
ages these remnants is destroying something irreplaceable.”

“And anyone who interferes with its protective activities might be seen
as complicit in that destruction.”

The weight of that implication settled over them like the grey sky
they'd experienced in the forest. They were investigating an entity
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that had watched the destruction of an entire ecological civilisation,
that was finally in a position to defend what little remained, and
that might view their investigation as interference with necessary
protective activities.

“The children's stories make more sense now,” Reeves said, consult-
ing her notes from the previous evening. “Faces in the bark, eyes
watching from the trees. It's been trying to communicate with the
next generation, the ones who might still understand what's being
lost.”

“And the wildlife behaviour,” Mick added. “Animals avoiding certain
areas, domestic pets refusing to enter the deep forest. They can sense
something ancient and territorial that's finally fighting back.”

“Question is whether we represent potential allies in its protective
mission, or additional threats that need to be eliminated.”

Maggie began clearing their plates with the efficient movements of
someone who'd been running a pub for decades. “You'll be stay-
ing another night, I expect? Weather's meant to turn worse this
evening.”

Through the windows, they could see grey clouds building toward
the kind of autumn storm that would turn the forest tracks into
rivers of mud and reduce visibility to near zero. Perfect conditions
for supernatural entities that preferred to operate without human
observation.

“Probably wise,” Reeves agreed. “Give us time to plan our next
approach.”

“Next approach?” Mick asked, though his tone suggested he already
knew they couldn't simply file a report and move on to the next case.

“We've established contact with an entity that's protecting one of
Britain's most important ancient woodlands,” Reeves replied. “Ques-
tion is whether we can find a way to work with it rather than against
it.”
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“Provided it doesn't decide we're part of the problem it's trying to
solve.”

Outside, the wind was beginning to pick up, stirring the autumn
leaves and carrying the scent of rain from the west. Somewhere in
the Forest of Dean, something ancient and wounded was processing
its first encounter with supernatural mercy, trying to understand
what three humans and a demon might represent in the context of
its millennium-long war against environmental destruction.

The educational portion of their investigation was just beginning,
and the lessons ahead would challenge everything they thought they
understood about justice, conservation, and the price of civilisation.

“The really sobering thought,” Mick said, staring into the fire, “is
that this might not be unique to the Forest of Dean. If we're right
about what's driving this entity's behaviour, similar guardians could
be awakening anywhere ancient woodland still survives.”

“New Forest, Sherwood, the Scottish Highlands,” Reeves nodded
grimly. “Every remaining fragment of ancient British forest could
have its own supernatural protector finally deciding to fight back.”

“And each one would have its own thousand-year ledger of grievances
against the species that destroyed their world.”

The fire crackled in the hearth, the wind rattled the windows, and
somewhere in the distance, ancient trees swayed in patterns that
might have been communication between entities that existed on
timescales human consciousness could barely comprehend.

Tomorrow, they would have to return to the forest. And next time,
the Green Man would be expecting them.
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Interference Patterns

The grey dawn brought rain that hammered against the pub win-
dows with the persistence of a debt collector. Mick sat in the White
Horse's breakfast room, nursing his second cup of coffee and study-
ing crime scene photographs that seemed to make less sense with
each viewing. His ribs still ached from yesterday's encounter, pur-
ple bruises spreading across his left side like a map of supernatural
violence.

“The weather favours our forest guardian,” Marchosias observed, his
attention drawn to the storm building outside. “Deep shadows, lim-
ited visibility, electromagnetic interference from the lightning. Per-
fect conditions for an entity that prefers to operate without human
observation.”

“And perfect conditions for us to get thoroughly lost if it decides to
rearrange the forest around us again,” Mick replied, buttering toast
with movements that suggested every muscle in his body was still
filing complaints about recent treatment.

Reeves appeared in the doorway, her arms still crosshatched with
scratches from the bramble restraints. She'd managed to clean most
of the vegetation from her hair, but angry red welts marked where
thorns had found exposed skin. Her expression suggested she'd slept
about as well as Mick had—which was to say, not at all.

“Lovely morning for tramping through supernatural woodland,” she
observed, accepting the coffee Maggie brought without being asked.
“Any bright ideas about how we approach this without ending up as
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fertiliser for ancient oak trees?”

“We go back,” Mick said simply. “But this time, we're not investi-
gating environmental crimes. We're trying to understand what the
Green Man is protecting.”

“And hoping it recognises the distinction before deciding to demon-
strate its territorial boundaries again.”

The breakfast room felt impossibly civilised after their morning in
the dell—white tablecloths, china cups, the scent of bacon and fresh
bread from the kitchen. But even here, surrounded by human com-
fort and normalcy, Mick could feel attention focused on them from
the forest depths. The weight of ancient observation that pressed
against his consciousness like a physical presence.

“It's monitoring us,” he said quietly, setting down his coffee cup and
scanning the windows that faced toward the woodland. “Right now.
Even inside the pub.”

Reeves followed his gaze to the tree line visible through the rain-
streaked glass. Ancient oaks pressed close to the village boundary,
their massive trunks disappearing into grey mist that reduced visibil-
ity to fifty metres. Nothing obviously supernatural about the scene,
but somehow the quality of the shadows between the trees suggested
hidden depth and movement.

“It has been tracking our presence since we arrived yesterday evening.
Learning our patterns, our capabilities, our intentions. This entity
understands that we represent something different from typical human
intrusion.”

“Different how?” Reeves asked, though her tone suggested she al-
ready suspected the answer would be disturbing.

“We know what it is,” Mick replied. “Most humans who encounter su-
pernatural activity either dismiss it as imagination or panic when con-
fronted with something outside normal categories. We're approach-
ing it as an intelligent entity with its own agenda.”
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“Which makes us either potential allies or a considerably more dan-
gerous threat than random environmental criminals.”

Through the windows, the forest looked deceptively peaceful in the
grey morning light. Ancient trees standing like sentinels in the
mist, their branches moving gently in the wind. But Mick had
learned to recognise the subtle wrongness that indicated supernatu-
ral attention—shadows that fell in directions that didn't match their
light sources, movements in his peripheral vision that vanished when
observed directly.

“Communication systems have been compromised since we arrived,”
Reeves observed, checking her mobile for what appeared to be the
dozenth time that morning. “GPS keeps losing satellite lock, radio
reception fading in and out. Classic electromagnetic interference
patterns around supernatural entities.”

“Getting worse,” Mick agreed, noting that his own phone showed no
signal bars despite the pub being well within coverage area. “What-
ever's out there doesn't want our activities documented or our loca-
tion easily tracked.”

“Standard defensive behaviour. This entity has learned to avoid hu-
man detection methods through centuries of experience with your
species’ documentation obsessions.”

Maggie appeared with plates of full English breakfast—eggs, bacon,
black pudding, grilled tomatoes, and toast thick enough to build
houses with. The kind of substantial meal that suggested she un-
derstood they'd need proper fuel for whatever they were planning to
attempt in the forest.

“Weather's settling in for the day,” she observed, glancing at the rain-
lashed windows. “Not the best conditions for woodland walking, but
I suppose you'll be wanting to get back out there regardless.”

“Afraid so,” Reeves replied, attacking her breakfast with the focused
efficiency of someone who'd learned to eat when food was available,
regardless of appetite. “Professional obligations.”
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“Aye, well, just mind how you go,” Maggie said with obvious concern.
“Forest can be tricky in weather like this. Paths get washed out,
visibility drops to nothing, easy to get turned around even if you
know the area well.”

“She understands more than she's saying directly. These locals have
learned to speak about supernatural phenomena in code that acknowl-
edges the reality without stating it explicitly.”

The breakfast was excellent—proper bacon with actual flavour, eggs
with yolks that were actually yellow, bread that had been baked
rather than manufactured. Mick found himself thinking about the
Green Man's ancient grief while eating food that represented cen-
turies of agricultural development at the expense of forest ecosys-
tems.

“Been any other unusual incidents in the area recently?” he asked,
maintaining his cover as a researcher interested in local anomalies.
“Equipment malfunctions, people getting lost in familiar areas, that
sort of thing?”

Maggie's expression shifted to the careful neutrality that suggested
this was exactly the kind of question she'd been expecting. “Funny
you should ask. We've had some odd reports from the forestry work-
ers over the past few weeks.”

She settled into the conversation with obvious relief at being able to
discuss something that had clearly been bothering the local commu-
nity. “Tools going missing from work sites, GPS units losing signal
for no apparent reason, mobile phones going dead despite full batter-
ies when they get more than a hundred metres into the trees.”

“Electronic failures?” Reeves asked, pen poised over her notebook
with academic interest.

“More than that,” Maggie continued. “Yesterday, one of the timber
crews reported that their chainsaw wouldn't start when they tried to
thin some damaged trees near the old oak grove. Worked perfectly
before they entered the forest, worked perfectly after they left, but
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completely dead for the three hours they were in the woods.”

“Selective technological interference. This entity can distinguish be-
tween humans engaged in activities it considers acceptable versus
those it views as threatening.”

“Any pattern to which areas cause problems?” Mick asked, though
he suspected the answer would map perfectly onto their crime scene
locations.

“Aye, that's the strange bit,” Maggie nodded. “Same areas where peo-
ple have been reporting feeling unwelcome. The deep woods around
Soudley, the old quarry sites, anywhere the ancient trees grow par-
ticularly thick.”

The rain continued to hammer against the windows, creating a grey
curtain that made the forest seem even more mysterious and threat-
ening. But beneath the normal sounds of autumn weather, Mick
could hear something else—a rhythmic quality to the wind through
the trees that suggested communication rather than random atmo-
spheric movement.

“It's speaking to us,” Marchosias said quietly. “Not in words, but in
patterns that carry meaning if you know how to interpret them. The
forest itself has become a communication medium.”

“Communication about what?” Mick asked under his breath.

“Acknowledgement. It knows we're here, knows we're planning to
return to its territory. The rhythms suggest… curiosity rather than
hostility. It's as intrigued by us as we are by it.”

“Files from the regional police came through this morning,” Reeves
said, consulting her laptop despite the patchy internet connection.
“Three more incidents over the past six months that we missed in
the initial briefing. All environmental crimes, all in the Forest of
Dean, all ending in deaths that local CID couldn't explain.”

She scrolled through the reports with growing unease. “Illegal logger
found hanging from his own chainsaw, suspended fifteen feet above
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ground from branches that couldn't possibly support his weight. Bad-
ger baiters discovered buried alive in the setts they'd been destroying.
Group of teenagers who'd been setting fires for entertainment found
with roots growing through their lungs.”

“The escalation pattern is clear. This entity has been developing more
sophisticated responses to environmental violations over time.”

“More sophisticated and more targeted,” Mick observed, studying
the crime scene photographs on Reeves's screen. “Early incidents
could be dismissed as bizarre accidents. Recent ones are obviously
supernatural intervention.”

“Which suggests it's become less concerned about hiding its activities
from human authorities,” Reeves added. “Either it's grown more
confident, or it's reached the point where concealment is no longer a
priority.”

“Or it's decided that the time for subtlety has passed. These wood-
lands are under increasing pressure—development, pollution, climate
change. Perhaps this entity has concluded that dramatic action is
necessary to preserve what little remains.”

The implications hung in the air like the wood smoke that drifted
from the pub's fireplace. An ancient entity that had watched the
systematic destruction of its entire world, finally in a position to
fight back, no longer concerned about human detection or official
response.

“Memory gaps,” Mick said, reviewing his notes from yesterday's en-
counter. “Both of us lost significant time while we were in the deeper
forest. I remember entering the dell, then the confrontation, but
there's at least an hour missing between those events.”

“Same here,” Reeves agreed. “And not just memory loss—physical
displacement. We entered through one path, but when we tried to
leave, all the routes had changed.”

“Spatial manipulation. This entity can influence human perception
and navigation within its territory. You experienced what it chose to
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show you, following paths it created for its own purposes.”

“Which means our entire encounter was orchestrated,” Mick realised.
“We didn't stumble onto it by accident—it wanted us to find it.”

“But why?” Reeves asked. “What could it want from three police
officers investigating environmental crimes?”

“Understanding. This entity has been operating in isolation for cen-
turies, defending its territory according to its own moral framework.
Our reaction to its protective activities may have been the first in-
dication that some humans might be capable of comprehending its
perspective.”

Through the windows, the ancient trees swayed in patterns that
seemed too coordinated to be natural wind movement. The shad-
ows between the trunks darkened and lightened in rhythmic cycles
that suggested communication on wavelengths human senses couldn't
directly perceive.

“It's gaining confidence,” Mick observed, watching the patterns in
the forest canopy. “Or more willing to manifest its presence openly.”

“Weather helps,” Reeves noted, studying the storm clouds building
overhead. “Deep shadows, electromagnetic interference from the
lightning, limited human activity in the woodland. Perfect condi-
tions for supernatural entities that prefer to avoid documentation.”

“And perfect conditions for us to experience the full extent of its terri-
torial control. Today's visit will be far more revealing than yesterday's
encounter.”

Maggie reappeared to clear their plates, moving with the efficient
grace of someone who'd been running a pub for decades. But her
expression suggested she was picking up on the tension radiating from
her police guests, the weight of unspoken knowledge that surrounded
them like a personal weather system.

“You'll be careful out there,” she said, though it was more statement
than question. “Forest's different in weather like this. Paths wash
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out, visibility drops to nothing, easy to get turned around.”

“We'll stick to the marked trails,” Reeves replied diplomatically.

“Aye, well, just remember that marked trails don't always lead where
they're supposed to,” Maggie said with the kind of casual wisdom
that came from generations of local knowledge. “Especially when the
woods don't want you going somewhere particular.”

“Local knowledge again. These people understand that the forest has
its own agenda, even if they lack the framework to discuss it directly.”

“Any areas we should specifically avoid?” Mick asked, maintaining
his cover as a cautious researcher.

“Common sense, mostly,” Maggie replied. “Don't go anywhere the
animals won't go. If the birds stop singing, pay attention. If your
equipment starts playing up, consider it a hint that you're not wel-
come.”

She paused at the doorway, expression serious. “And if the forest
starts feeling like it's watching you back, don't ignore that instinct.
These old woods have been here a lot longer than any of us.”

“She's trying to prepare us for what we're going to experience. These
locals have developed practical protocols for coexisting with supernat-
ural phenomena.”

The rain intensified, drumming against the windows with increasing
violence. Lightning flickered in the distance, followed by thunder that
seemed to roll through the forest canopy like the voice of something
vast and ancient expressing displeasure with the world.

“Right then,” Reeves said, closing her laptop and shouldering her
equipment bag. “Time to go have another educational conversation
with our forest guardian.”

“’Conversation’ assumes a shared language and mutual understanding.
I suspect today's encounter will be more like a negotiation between
species that have fundamentally different concepts of reality.”
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“Optimistic of you,” Mick replied, checking his equipment one final
time. Radio, torch, first aid kit, and the specialised restraints that
would be useless against something that could manipulate the forest
floor itself.

They made their way to the door, leaving the warm security of hu-
man civilisation for the grey uncertainty of ancient woodland that
operated according to laws no human court had ever written. The
weight of supernatural attention pressed against them like a physical
force, and the rain carried scents that spoke of deep earth and root
systems that stretched back to geological time.

Somewhere in the Forest of Dean, something ancient and territorial
was preparing for their return. Whether that preparation involved
education, negotiation, or elimination remained to be seen.

“It's waiting for us,” Marchosias observed as they stepped out into the
storm. “And this time, I suspect the conversation will be considerably
more direct.”

The forest watched them come with the patience of centuries, and
the rain fell like tears from a sky that had seen too much of human
ambition played out against landscapes that remembered older laws.
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The Forbidden Grove

The rain had eased to a fine drizzle by the time they reached the
forest, but the grey sky pressed down like a ceiling, creating an at-
mosphere of perpetual twilight beneath the ancient canopy. Mick
shouldered his equipment bag and studied the tree line, feeling the
familiar weight of supernatural attention focused on their approach.

“It knows we're coming,” Marchosias observed, his consciousness
sharpening with predatory interest. “But the quality of observation
has changed. Less territorial assessment, more… protective concern.
It doesn't want us going somewhere specific.”

“Question is where we're not supposed to go,” Mick replied quietly,
following Reeves along the forestry track that led deeper into the
Dean.

They'd planned a systematic approach this time—using GPS coor-
dinates to navigate directly toward the area that locals had been
unconsciously avoiding for months. The deep woodland where chil-
dren saw faces in bark, where animals refused to venture, where even
experienced forestry workers reported feeling fundamentally unwel-
come.

“Electronic interference is intensifying,” Reeves reported, holding up
her mobile to reveal zero bars. “GPS is placing us somewhere in the
Irish Sea.”

“Same pattern as before,” Mick agreed, noting that his own devices
were displaying increasingly creative interpretations of their actual
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position. “But look at how it's failing.”

He showed her his phone screen, where the GPS was jumping er-
ratically between locations that formed a rough circle around empty
space. “Active redirection away from a specific area.”

“More sophisticated than simple interference. This entity has learned
to manipulate human technology without destroying it outright.”

The path through the woodland felt different from their previous
visits—more attentive, as if every tree was taking note of their
progress and communicating their position to something deeper in
the forest. The silence remained absolute: no birdsong, no insect
noise, no rustling of small creatures.

“We're being herded again,” Reeves observed, consulting her map
and compass despite their obvious unreliability. “Every time we try
to head south-east toward that area marked on the survey maps, the
path curves away or becomes impassable.”

Mick checked his own compass and found it spinning lazily between
magnetic directions. “Same tactics, but more desperate. Yesterday
it was subtle misdirection. Today it's obvious intervention.”

“This entity is abandoning subtlety. Whatever lies in that direction,
it's something worth protecting at considerable cost to concealment.”

They'd been walking for two hours, following paths that should have
taken them deep into the forest's interior but somehow kept curving
back toward the edges of the ancient woodland. Every attempt to
navigate toward their intended destination met with obstacles that
were just plausible enough to avoid supernatural explanation while
being just convenient enough to suggest intelligent intervention.

“Temperature's dropping faster than weather would account for,”
Mick observed, his breath beginning to mist despite the relatively
mild October morning. “And look at the shadows.”

The shadows between the trees were growing deeper, more substan-
tial, as if darkness was pooling in spaces where it shouldn't naturally
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collect. Not Marchosias's shadow manipulation—this was environ-
mental control on a scale that suggested massive power focused on
keeping them away from something specific.

“Path's blocked again,” Reeves said, pointing ahead to where the
forestry track they'd been following simply… ended. Where there
should have been clear trail leading deeper into the woodland, there
was now an impenetrable wall of ancient oaks growing so close to-
gether that not even a child could squeeze between them.

“Fourth redirection this morning,” Mick said, consulting his notes.
“It's running out of subtle options.”

“Becoming more desperate. The initial gentle guidance isn't working,
so it's resorting to increasingly obvious spatial manipulation.”

They backtracked to the last junction and tried a different approach,
following a deer track that led through stands of ancient beech and
oak. The trees here were massive beyond normal proportions—
specimens that had been growing since before the Norman Conquest,
their trunks so thick that six people holding hands couldn't encircle
them.

“Pre-Saxon trees,” Reeves observed, running her hand along bark
that was furrowed deep enough to hide a fist. “Ancient when the
Romans built Hadrian's Wall.”

“Positioned to block access to whatever lies beyond them. This isn't
natural forest development—it's deliberate fortification.”

The deer track curved between the massive trunks and then simply
vanished, as if the animals that had created it had reached this point
and decided to go no further. Beyond the ancient trees, the forest
floor dropped away into a valley that shouldn't exist according to
their ordnance survey maps.

“Valley's not on any of the charts,” Reeves said, studying the to-
pographical maps with growing frustration. “According to this, we
should be on level ground for another two miles.”
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“GPS says we're standing in the North Sea,” Mick replied, though
he was studying the valley with growing interest. “But look at the
tree patterns down there.”

The woodland below them grew in patterns that seemed somehow
wrong—not diseased or damaged, but arranged according to prin-
ciples that violated natural forest development. Trees that should
have grown straight and tall were twisted into spirals, their branches
interweaving in ways that created geometric patterns visible from
above.

“Unnatural growth patterns. Something in that valley has been influ-
encing tree development for decades, possibly centuries. Whatever
our guardian is trying to protect us from, it's down there.”

“We need to reach that valley,” Mick said, though his tone suggested
he found the prospect less than appealing.

“Every direct approach gets redirected,” Reeves replied. “It's like the
forest itself is conspiring to keep us away.”

“Because it is. This entity understands that humans investigating its
territory represents a threat to something it's been protecting for a
very long time.”

They spent the next hour testing different approaches, each one re-
sulting in increasingly obvious spatial manipulation. Paths that led
directly toward the valley would curve back on themselves in im-
possible loops. Clear routes between trees would suddenly sprout
impassable thickets of brambles. At one point, they found them-
selves walking in what felt like a straight line for twenty minutes,
only to emerge from the forest exactly where they'd started.

“It's demonstrating just how much control it has over navigation
within its territory,” Mick realised, comparing their current position
to their starting point for the third time.

“And running out of patience with subtle guidance,” Reeves observed
grimly.
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“Protective behaviour, but increasingly frustrated protective behaviour.
This entity is approaching the limits of gentle redirection.”

The rain began to intensify, drumming against the canopy overhead
with enough force that water started dripping steadily from the an-
cient branches. The grey sky darkened further, creating an atmo-
sphere that felt more like dusk than midday despite their watches
showing it was barely past noon.

“Weather manipulation too,” Mick observed, noting how the rain
seemed to fall more heavily whenever they tried to approach the
valley. “Environmental pressure to encourage retreat.”

That's when they heard it—the sound that had been absent from
the forest since their arrival. Birdsong, distant but unmistakable,
coming from the direction of the forbidden valley.

“Birds,” Reeves said, tilting her head to catch the faint melody car-
ried on the wind. “First wildlife sounds we've heard all morning.”

“Coming from exactly where we're being prevented from going,” Mick
observed. “Either there's something down there that wildlife finds
more welcoming than the rest of the forest, or…”

“Or it's bait. Something that understands human psychology well
enough to know that the promise of normal wildlife behaviour might
overcome respect for supernatural territorial boundaries.”

The birdsong continued, but there was something slightly wrong with
it—too perfect, too melodious, like a recording rather than the real
thing.

“Artificial,” Mick decided after listening for several minutes. “Real
birds don't sing in those kinds of harmonious patterns.”

“Lure,” Reeves agreed. “Question is whether it's being used by our
guardian to draw us away from the valley, or by something in the
valley to draw us toward it.”

“Given this entity's demonstrated preference for subtle misdirection
over direct confrontation, I suspect the former. It's trying increasingly
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creative methods to redirect our investigation.”

They ignored the artificial birdsong and continued their systematic
attempts to reach the valley, each effort resulting in more obvi-
ous spatial manipulation. The forest was no longer trying to hide
its intervention—paths would change direction in plain sight, trees
would shift position when they weren't looking directly at them, and
at one point the ground itself tilted like a ship in heavy seas to en-
courage them to walk away from their intended destination.

“It's abandoning all pretence of subtlety,” Mick realised as they found
themselves on a path that led steadily uphill despite feeling like they
were walking downhill. “Which means whatever's in that valley is
something it really doesn't want us to discover.”

“Or something it's been protecting us from. This behaviour is consis-
tent with a guardian that understands we might be injured or corrupted
by whatever lies in its forbidden territory.”

The artificial birdsong stopped abruptly, replaced by a sound like
wind through autumn leaves—except there was no wind, and most of
the leaves were still green. The meaning bypassed conscious thought
and spoke directly to something deeper than language.

“Communication attempt,” Mick said, though he continued walking
toward where the valley should be despite the forest's increasingly
frantic attempts to redirect him.

“Warning us off,” Reeves agreed. “Question is whether we listen to
it or push forward anyway.”

“This entity has been trying to protect something for a very long time.
Its warnings should be taken seriously.”

But even as Marchosias spoke, Mick could sense something else in
the demon's consciousness—curiosity about what could inspire such
desperate protective behaviour from an entity as powerful as the
Green Man. Whatever lay in the forbidden valley was significant
enough to warrant century-spanning vigilance.
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“We need to see what's down there,” Mick decided, though his tone
suggested he found the prospect deeply unsettling. “Whatever it is,
it's connected to the environmental murders. Understanding it might
be the key to understanding everything else.”

The sound of wind through leaves grew louder, more urgent, carrying
emotional resonance that felt like desperation mixed with ancient
grief. The Green Man was running out of subtle ways to protect them
from whatever lay in the valley, and its frustration was becoming
palpable.

“It's about to abandon subtlety entirely. When this entity decides that
gentle redirection isn't sufficient, its next approach will be consider-
ably more direct.”

“How direct?” Reeves asked, though her expression suggested she
was already dreading the answer.

“Remember our encounter yesterday. This entity is fully capable of
physical intervention if it believes we're heading toward something
that poses a genuine threat to our survival.”

The temperature continued to drop, the shadows grew deeper, and
somewhere in the ancient woodland around them, something vast
and protective was preparing to abandon gentle guidance in favour
of more forceful methods of keeping three humans away from secrets
that had been buried for centuries.

But first, it would try one more desperate attempt at communication—
and this time, the message would be delivered in ways that human
consciousness could understand, even if human psychology wasn't
prepared to accept what it learned.

The wind through the trees grew louder, and the forest began to
whisper truths that would challenge everything they thought they
understood about the relationship between ancient guardians and
the evil they fought to contain.
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Ancient Defeats

The vision struck Mick without warning as they stood at the edge
of the forbidden valley. One moment he was studying the impossible
geography spread below them, the next his consciousness was pulled
backward through time like debris caught in a hurricane. His mind
tumbling through centuries until reality reassembled itself around a
forest that stretched unbroken to every horizon.

“What you’re experiencing happened here eight hundred years ago,”
Marchosias said, his voice distant and strained. “The psychic echo is
so strong even I can feel it bleeding through. This place remembers.”

The Forest of Dean as it had been—vast beyond comprehension, an
ocean of green that covered half of western Britain. Ancient oaks and
beeches rose like cathedral pillars, their canopy so thick that eternal
twilight reigned beneath the branches. This was woodland as it had
existed since the ice retreated, untouched by human axes, innocent
of roads and clearings.

And moving through it with grace beyond description, the Green
Man in his prime.

Fifteen feet tall and magnificent, bark-skin gleaming with health,
root systems flowing like living hair from his massive head. His
limbs moved with fluid power that spoke of absolute mastery over
his domain, every step causing flowers to bloom in his footprints.
The forest loved him, and he loved it in return with a devotion that
had lasted millennia.
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This was a guardian at the height of his power, protecting woodlands
that seemed eternal as the stars.

“Jesus,” Reeves breathed, and Mick realised she was experiencing the
vision too, her consciousness caught in the same temporal eddy that
had seized them both.

But even in this pristine age, something was wrong. Deep in the
valley where they now stood, a wrongness had taken root. The trees
here grew differently—twisted into spirals, their bark taking on an
organic quality that suggested flesh rather than wood. The very soil
had a reddish tinge, as if blood had been seeping into it for decades.

“Celtic sacrifice sites,” Marchosias explained grimly. “The druids
understood they were feeding something, but they lost control of what
they’d awakened. By the time the Romans arrived, this corruption
had been growing for three centuries.”

The Green Man approached the corrupted grove with obvious reluc-
tance, every step a battle against instincts that screamed at him to
flee. But he could not abandon any part of his forest to the violation,
no matter how it burned his essence to draw near.

The battle began at sunset.

Verlaine rose from the twisted trees like a nightmare given form—not
the aged gardener they would encounter centuries later, but corrup-
tion in its raw, primal state. Vines thick as trees erupted from the
reddish soil, their surfaces covered in thorns that wept acidic sap.
Flowers bloomed along his wooden limbs, beautiful and toxic, their
pollen carrying spores that would transform any living thing they
touched.

“How many times has this happened?” Mick found himself asking,
though he wasn’t sure if he meant the words to be heard.

“Seventeen battles over eight centuries. Each time the Green Man
drives the corruption back, but at terrible cost. Each victory forces
him to retreat for decades of healing, while the corruption slowly
regrows in his absence.”
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The Green Man’s first charge was magnificent—root systems erupt-
ing from the earth to bind Verlaine’s limbs, massive fists of living
wood crashing down with the force of falling mountains. For mo-
ments, it seemed he might actually succeed in destroying the corrup-
tion entirely.

Then Verlaine laughed.

The sound was like autumn leaves crumbling to dust, like the whisper
of parasites boring through healthy wood. Where the Green Man’s
roots touched Verlaine’s essence, they began to change. Bark became
flesh, heartwood transformed into something that pulsed with alien
life. The guardian’s own weapons were being turned against him,
converted into extensions of the very corruption he fought.

The Green Man’s voice rose in sounds that had no human
equivalent—wind through dying branches, the crack of splitting
heartwood, the groan of ancient timber under impossible strain.
Not words, but emotion raw and primal, grief and fury beyond the
scope of language.

Verlaine’s counterattack came as a wave of living corruption that
made the air itself toxic. His flesh-bark split open like rotten fruit,
spewing forth clouds of insects that descended on the Green Man in
writhing black masses. Wood-boring beetles the size of sparrows bur-
rowed into the guardian’s limbs, their mandibles designed to devour
healthy timber from within. Behind them came carpenter ants with
acidic bites that ate through bark like fire through paper.

The Green Man roared—a sound like forests burning—and shook
himself violently, trying to dislodge the swarm. But for every in-
sect he crushed, ten more erupted from Verlaine’s corrupted form.
Termites the size of rats gnawed through his wooden fingers, while
fungal spores released from Verlaine’s breath began to colonise the
guardian’s bark, spreading grey rot across his magnificent frame.

“Verlaine doesn’t just corrupt the wood—he brings the agents of decay
itself. Everything that breaks down healthy forest, concentrated and
weaponised.”
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The insects found purchase in the cracks and joints of the Green
Man’s form, burrowing deep into heartwood that had stood
untouched for millennia. Where they fed, mushrooms began to
sprout—pale, sickly growths that consumed the guardian’s essence
from within. His bark blistered and cracked as fungal networks
spread beneath the surface, turning solid wood into damp, crumbling
decay.

But the Green Man had fought this battle before. His response was
immediate and devastating—every flower that had bloomed in his
footsteps suddenly burst into brilliant flame, releasing clouds of nat-
ural insecticide that sent Verlaine’s swarm reeling back in confusion.
Predatory beetles emerged from his bark like wooden armour plates,
devouring the boring insects before they could establish colonies in
his heartwood.

The clash of giants shook the ancient forest. Verlaine’s vines lashed
out like whips, their thorns weeping acid that scored deep gouges
in the Green Man’s limbs. In response, the guardian’s root systems
erupted from the earth in a network of crushing tendrils, each one
seeking to bind and strangle the corruption before it could spread
further.

Where the Green Man’s roots found purchase, Verlaine’s flesh began
to smoke and char. But where the demon’s toxins touched healthy
wood, rot spread like wildfire, turning centuries of growth into mulch
in seconds. Ancient oaks that had stood since before human memory
began to sway and topple as their roots were consumed from within.

The Green Man fought with desperate fury, but he was losing ground.
For every section of corruption he managed to contain, two more
areas began to show signs of infection. Verlaine’s spores had taken
root throughout the grove, and the fungal networks were spreading
faster than natural immunity could counter them.

But gradually, the Green Man began to adapt. His experience with
seventeen previous battles had taught him Verlaine’s patterns, and
he began to anticipate the demon’s attacks. When Verlaine released
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clouds of defoliating moths, the guardian was ready with predatory
wasps that emerged from hollows in his bark. When fungal spores
tried to colonise his limbs, symbiotic bacteria activated to fight the
infection at a cellular level.

“This is why the guardian always wins, eventually. He learns from
each encounter, builds immunity to Verlaine’s weapons. But the
cost…”

The battle raged through the night and into the following dawn.
The Green Man fought with increasing success, his adaptations al-
lowing him to counter each of Verlaine’s assaults. But the toll
was devastating—acres of ancient woodland lay withered and dying
around them, sacrificed to prevent the corruption from spreading to
the healthy forest beyond.

By noon, the Green Man had begun to turn the tide. His superior
knowledge of the forest’s ecosystem allowed him to marshal allies
Verlaine couldn’t corrupt—beneficial fungi that fought the decay, in-
sects that preyed on the boring beetles, bacteria that neutralised the
acidic toxins. Slowly, inexorably, he began to drive the corruption
back toward its source.

Verlaine’s defeat was costly but inevitable. The demon’s form began
to lose coherence as his network of corruption was systematically
dismantled. His insect swarms turned on each other as the Green
Man’s pheromone signals confused their attack patterns. His fungal
networks withered as beneficial microorganisms reclaimed the soil.

The guardian’s final assault came as the sun reached its zenith. Call-
ing upon power that burned away years of his own existence, the
Green Man drove roots deep into the earth around the corruption’s
heart. Not to bind Verlaine, but to create a living cage—a network
of healthy wood that would contain the demon’s essence while slowly,
inexorably, crushing it back into dormancy.

The victory was absolute but pyrrhic.

Verlaine’s laughter echoed from the twisted remains of the grove as
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his essence was compressed back into the earth, contained but not
destroyed. “You know this changes nothing,” the demon said, his
words carried on spores that made the air itself toxic. “You grow
weak with each battle while I grow strong. Time is my ally, guardian.
I can wait.”

The Green Man stood victorious but broken at the crater’s edge, his
magnificent form diminished by the power he’d expended. Acres of
his beloved forest lay in ashes around him, sacrificed to contain the
corruption. His root-hair had withered, his limbs were cracked and
bleeding sap, his bark scored with wounds that would take decades
to heal. Worse, the burrowing insects had left their mark—internal
damage that would weaken him for centuries to come.

He had won, but at a cost that left him vulnerable and weak.

“He had just enough strength left to retreat to the deepest part of the
forest before collapse. But it took him three centuries to heal enough
to return, and by then, Verlaine had begun to stir again.”

The vision shattered as suddenly as it had begun, leaving them stand-
ing at the edge of the valley in the grey October present. But now
Mick understood what they were looking at—not just a corrupted
grove, but a containment zone. The living cage from that ancient
battle still existed, hidden beneath centuries of new growth. And at
its heart, Verlaine’s essence continued to test its bonds.

“That’s why the paths keep changing,” Reeves said, her voice shaky
from experiencing the psychic echo. “He’s not just protecting the
forest from us—he’s protecting us from what’s down there.”

“And protecting everything else from what could get out,” Mick
added, studying the twisted trees with new understanding. “This
isn’t just about environmental protection. It’s about containment.”

“Each time the Green Man drives the corruption back, both are weak-
ened. But Verlaine recovers faster, grows stronger with each feeding.
The guardian’s victories are becoming increasingly costly, his periods
of weakness longer.”
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The artificial birdsong they’d heard earlier made horrible sense now—
not a lure created by the Green Man, but something far more sinister
calling from the valley’s depths. Verlaine testing the boundaries of
his prison, trying to draw fresh essence toward the corruption to fuel
his next escape attempt.

“How many more times can he win?” Reeves asked, though her
expression suggested she dreaded the answer.

“Not many. The forest itself is smaller now, giving him less power to
draw upon. Meanwhile, environmental destruction feeds Verlaine’s
strength even while contained. The guardian is fighting a war of
attrition he cannot win.”

“And the recent environmental murders?”

“Desperation. The Green Man has realised that preventing corrup-
tion from spreading requires eliminating anything that might feed it.
Environmental criminals don’t just damage the forest—they provide
fresh death and violation for Verlaine to absorb, even through the
containment barriers.”

The weight of that understanding settled over them like a shroud.
The fly-tippers, the toxic waste dumpers, the illegal loggers—they
hadn’t just been committing crimes against the environment. They’d
been unknowingly feeding an ancient corruption that grew stronger
with every act of environmental destruction, preparing for the day
when the containment finally failed.

“He’s not a vigilante,” Mick realised. “He’s a jailer. And we’ve been
investigating his attempts to prevent a prison break.”

The grey sky pressed down like a ceiling, and somewhere in the dis-
tance, thunder rolled through clouds that seemed too low and too
dark for natural weather. The forest around them felt different now—
not just ancient, but desperate. Every tree a soldier in a war that
could only have one ending.

“The corruption is stronger now than it’s ever been. Climate change,
pollution, the systematic destruction of ancient woodlands—it’s all
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feeding into Verlaine’s power. Even contained, he draws strength
from every environmental violation in Britain.”

“And if the containment fails?” Reeves asked.

“Then every remaining fragment of ancient forest becomes a vector
for corruption,” Mick replied, studying the twisted trees with growing
dread. “New Forest, Sherwood, the Scottish Highlands—anywhere
that ancient woodland still survives becomes vulnerable to what’s
growing down there.”

“Which means our investigation isn’t just about understanding one
supernatural entity. We’re looking at a potential ecological catastrophe
with metaphysical dimensions.”

The artificial birdsong grew louder, more insistent, carrying har-
monies that bypassed conscious thought and spoke directly to some-
thing deeper than rational mind. Down in the valley, something that
had been testing its prison for eight centuries was calling to them,
promising knowledge and power and transformation beyond human
comprehension.

And somewhere in the forest around them, an ancient guardian pre-
pared for what might be his final battle, knowing that this time,
victory might not be possible. The containment was weakening, his
strength was failing, and time—cruel, patient time—was finally run-
ning out.

The vision was over, but its implications would haunt them through
whatever came next. They had glimpsed the true scope of the war
being fought in the Forest of Dean, and understood that their role
in it was far from over.

Thunder rolled across the ancient woodland, and the rain began to
fall like tears from a sky that had witnessed too much suffering, too
much loss, and too many battles where victory was indistinguishable
from defeat.
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The Corpse Wood Revealed

The breakthrough came when they stopped trying to fight the forest’s
misdirection and started following it backward.

“Every time we try to go south-east, we get redirected north,” Reeves
observed, studying their GPS tracks on her phone screen. “Every
time we attempt the direct route, we end up somewhere else entirely.
But look at the pattern.”

She showed Mick the erratic wandering lines their morning’s journey
had traced across the map. At first glance, it looked like random
confusion, but when viewed as a whole, the redirections formed a
rough circle around empty space—a void on their tracking data where
no GPS coordinates registered at all.

“Protective behaviour has its own logic,” Marchosias observed. “This
entity is so determined to keep us away from something specific that
its very efforts reveal the location of what it’s protecting.”

“The eye of the storm,” Mick agreed. “Whatever’s down there is sig-
nificant enough to warrant eight hundred years of desperate guardian-
ship.”

Instead of following the paths the forest provided, they began navi-
gating toward the centre of the interference zone. Where their equip-
ment failed most completely, where the electromagnetic chaos was
strongest, where the very landscape seemed to rebel against their
presence—that was where they needed to go.

The forest fought them every step of the way.
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Brambles erupted from soil that had been clear moments before,
thorny barriers that tore at clothing and flesh with botanical pre-
cision. Ancient trees shifted position when they weren’t looking
directly, creating walls of timber where paths had existed seconds
earlier. The very ground beneath their feet became unreliable, soft
earth opening into hidden bog that tried to claim their boots with
each step.

But desperation has its own momentum. The more frantically the
forest tried to redirect them, the more certain they became that they
were approaching something of terrible significance.

The barrier finally fell as they crested a ridge overlooking what should
have been empty woodland according to every map they’d consulted.
The forest simply stopped trying to mislead them, as if whatever
intelligence had been guiding their movements had finally accepted
the inevitable.

Below them lay the corpse wood in all its accumulated horror.

“Jesus Christ,” Reeves breathed, raising her binoculars to study the
impossible landscape spread before them.

The trees here grew wrong—not diseased or damaged, but arranged
according to principles that violated natural development. Ancient
oaks twisted into spiral shapes, their trunks flowing like frozen liquid,
bark that had taken on an organic quality suggesting flesh more than
wood. The branches interwove in geometric patterns that hurt to
look at directly, creating canopy formations that seemed to pulse
with their own heartbeat.

But it was the soil that told the real story.

Between the twisted trees, the ground showed a reddish-brown colour
that spoke of centuries of blood absorption. Not ordinary earth,
but something that had been transformed by systematic violence
spanning millennia. The very texture of the dirt suggested organic
matter that had been ground down and compressed over geological
time scales.
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“This place has been collecting death for over two thousand years,”
Marchosias said, his consciousness recoiling from what he sensed in
the valley below. “Layer upon layer of human suffering, each histor-
ical period adding its own contribution to the whole.”

Mick pulled out the historical research they’d compiled, cross-
referencing dates and events with the horror spread before them.
The pattern became clear once you understood what you were
looking at.

“Celtic sacrifice sites,” he read from his notes. “The druids under-
stood they were feeding something, but they lost control centuries
before the Romans arrived. Three hundred years of ritual murder to
placate whatever was growing in these groves.”

“Roman mining operations,” Reeves added, consulting her documen-
tation. “Slave labour, industrial accidents, deliberate disposal of
‘problem’ workers. The historical records show dozens of deaths an-
nually during peak extraction periods.”

“Medieval executions, gibbet sites, criminal disposal,” Marchosias con-
tinued the litany. “Every era of human occupation has contributed
its own horrors to this place. And underneath it all, something has
been growing stronger with each addition.”

Through his binoculars, Mick could see evidence that the corruption
was far from historical. Fresh earth where new graves had been
dug, disturbed vegetation where bodies had been dragged through
the undergrowth, cleared areas where the twisted trees had been
deliberately arranged to create ritual spaces.

“It’s still active,” he realised with growing horror. “This isn’t just
ancient evil—something’s been bringing fresh victims here regularly.”

The scope of it was staggering. Two millennia of systematic murder,
sacrifice, and disposal had created a zone where the soil itself was
composed primarily of human remains. Celtic druids feeding their
ancient gods, Roman administrators disposing of inconvenient wit-
nesses, medieval justice grinding through its bloody processes, mod-
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ern criminals using the remote location for bodies that needed to
disappear permanently.

“Every death, every act of violence, every violation—it all feeds what-
ever has taken root in this place. The corruption grows stronger
with each addition, and it’s been collecting contributions for twenty
centuries.”

“And every time the Green Man kills someone to protect the forest,”
Reeves said with dawning horror, “he’s adding to the very thing he’s
trying to fight.”

The tragic irony was inescapable. The guardian’s desperate attempts
to protect his domain by eliminating environmental criminals only
provided fresh death for the entity he was trying to contain. Every
fly-tipper buried alive, every toxic waste dumper transformed into a
storage vessel for his own chemicals, every illegal logger impaled on
animated branches—all of it fed the corruption growing in the corpse
wood’s heart.

“He knows. The desperation in his behaviour suggests he understands
the trap he’s caught in. Allow environmental criminals to damage
the forest and feed the corruption, or stop them and feed it anyway.
Either choice strengthens his enemy.”

Through the binoculars, Mick could see movement in the deepest
part of the wood. Not the Green Man’s organic grace, but something
else—shapes that flowed like liquid between the twisted trees, moving
according to patterns that suggested intelligence but definitely not
humanity.

“Verlaine,” he said, tracking the movement through the organic ar-
chitecture below. “Not just hiding down there—actively controlling
the entire ecosystem.”

The realisation explained everything they’d observed about the for-
est’s behaviour. The paths that changed direction, the electromag-
netic interference, the way wildlife avoided certain areas—all of it
was influence radiating outward from the corpse wood, using accu-
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mulated death as a power source to extend control throughout the
Forest of Dean.

“Look at the growth patterns,” Reeves said, studying the twisted
trees through her own binoculars. “They’re not random corruption.
There’s structure there, like they’ve been deliberately shaped into
some kind of framework.”

She was right. The spiral trunks and interwoven branches weren’t
natural decay but conscious design, creating a living architecture that
served purposes no human mind could entirely comprehend. The
trees themselves had become infrastructure for whatever was being
built in the valley’s depths.

“Ritual space. The entire grove has been transformed into a massive
ceremonial ground, designed to focus and amplify the power drawn
from two millennia of accumulated death.”

“Amplify it for what?” Mick asked, though he suspected the answer
would be disturbing.

“Expansion. This corruption has been contained to one valley for
eight centuries, but it’s finally grown strong enough to spread beyond
its original boundaries. The recent environmental murders are just
preparation for something much larger.”

The grey sky pressed down like a ceiling, creating an atmosphere of
perpetual twilight that made the corpse wood seem to exist in its
own temporal bubble. Thunder rolled in the distance, though no
storm clouds were visible overhead. The very air felt thick with the
weight of accumulated suffering.

“We need to understand what’s down there,” Mick said, studying
the nightmare landscape through his binoculars. “If this thing is
planning to spread beyond the Forest of Dean, we need to know
what we’re really dealing with.”

“Into that?” Reeves asked, gesturing toward the twisted architecture
below. “The place that’s been collecting death for two thousand
years? The place our forest guardian has been desperately trying to
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keep everyone away from?”

“The place where something ancient and hungry has been preparing
for the next phase of a plan that spans geological time. Whatever
Verlaine has become down there, it’s not the same entity that first
took root in these Celtic groves.”

The weight of human responsibility settled over them like a physical
presence. Every civilisation that had used this valley for violence,
every historical period that had contributed its own horrors to the
accumulated mass, every modern criminal who’d chosen this remote
location for disposal—all of it feeding an ancient corruption that had
now grown beyond any single guardian’s ability to contain.

Through the artificial twilight, something moved between the twisted
trees with purposeful intent. Not random wandering, but directed
activity that suggested preparation for whatever came next. In the
corpse wood’s depths, plans laid over centuries were approaching
culmination.

And somewhere in the forest around them, an ancient guardian was
making ready for what might be his final battle, knowing that this
time, defeat would mean the end of everything he had spent millennia
protecting.

The thunder grew louder, and the corpse wood waited in its unnatu-
ral silence, patient as the grave and hungry as geological time itself.
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Verlaine’s Garden

The descent into the valley felt like walking backwards through evo-
lutionary time. With each step down the slope, the trees grew more
twisted, their bark taking on an increasingly organic quality that
made Mick’s stomach clench with primitive revulsion. What had
begun as merely unusual growth patterns at the ridge evolved into
something that violated every natural law he thought he understood.

“The corruption is stronger here than I anticipated,” Marchosias ob-
served, his consciousness recoiling from the wrongness that pressed
against them like a physical force. “Eight centuries of growth and
feeding. This isn’t just a thin place any more—it’s a wound in reality
itself.”

The bark of the surrounding trees pulsed with a rhythm that sug-
gested circulatory systems rather than plant growth. Mick could see
veins beneath the surface, dark channels that carried something that
definitely wasn’t sap. When he pressed his hand against one trunk
to steady himself on the steep slope, the wood felt warm—body tem-
perature, with a faint pulse that made him jerk his hand away as if
he’d been burned.

“This is impossible,” Reeves muttered, though she continued follow-
ing him deeper into the valley despite her obvious revulsion. “Trees
don’t have cardiovascular systems. They don’t have—“

A sound from overhead cut her off—something like wind through
leaves, but wet. They looked up to see branches that moved without
any breeze, reaching toward each other with motions that were dis-
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turbingly purposeful. Where the branches touched, they seemed to
merge, bark flowing together like heated wax until it was impossible
to tell where one tree ended and another began.

The canopy above them was no longer separate trees but a single vast
organism, its surface rippling with organic movement that reminded
Mick of watching someone’s pulse through their skin.

“Verlaine has had centuries to perfect his integration of plant and flesh.
What we’re seeing represents the culmination of his corruption—not
just demonic influence, but actual transformation of matter itself.”

The path they followed was marked by stones that looked like they
had been shaped by human hands, but covered with what appeared
to be a fine layer of skin rather than moss. Each step produced a
slight squelching sound, as if they were walking on something that
was very much alive.

“Smell’s getting worse,” Reeves observed, though she was breathing
through her mouth to minimise the nauseating sweetness that hung
in the air like fog. The scent was floral but wrong—like roses rotting
from the inside, like honey made from corrupted nectar.

Mick could taste it on his tongue now, cloying and organic with an
aftertaste that suggested something had died and been imperfectly
preserved in sugar. Each breath made his throat feel coated with
syrup that carried microscopic fragments of things he didn’t want to
identify.

“Pheromone saturation. Verlaine is attempting to influence your
neurochemistry through respiratory exposure. The sweetness masks
compounds designed to make you more receptive to his perspective.”

“His perspective on what?” Mick asked, though he was already dread-
ing the answer.

“The beauty of decay. The necessity of transformation. The superi-
ority of hybrid existence over purely human consciousness.”

The trees pressed closer as they descended, their branches reaching
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down like fingers trying to caress their hair. Not aggressively—almost
lovingly, with the kind of attention a gardener might give to prized
specimens. But each touch left a residue that felt organic and warm,
and Mick found himself constantly wiping his hands on his jacket to
remove substances that shouldn’t exist.

“Movement ahead,” Reeves said quietly, pointing to where the path
curved between two massive oaks whose trunks had grown together
into a archway covered with what looked like veined skin.

Through the organic arch, they could see the heart of Verlaine’s
domain—a clearing where the ancient crater still existed, though it
had been transformed into something that challenged every assump-
tion about the boundaries between plant and animal life.

The crater had become a garden.

But it was a garden designed by something that understood anatomy
better than botany. Flower beds were arranged in patterns that
suggested internal organs—kidneys, lungs, a massive heart at the
centre that pulsed with visible rhythm. The flowers themselves were
beautiful and wrong, their petals too red, their centres too dark, their
stems flowing seamlessly into root systems that looked disturbingly
like blood vessels.

“Jesus Christ,” Reeves breathed, her hand moving instinctively to
her radio despite knowing it would be useless here.

At the garden’s heart, tending a bed of flowers that seemed to watch
them with petal-fringed eyes, was Verlaine.

He had abandoned any pretence of human form. What stood in the
corrupted clearing was fifteen feet of organic architecture—part tree,
part human, part something that had never existed in any natural
ecosystem. His torso was bark-covered but clearly possessed of in-
ternal organs, the surface rising and falling with breath that plants
should never need. His limbs were branch-like but articulated with
joints that bent in too many directions, ending in hands that were
equal parts wooden fingers and root systems.
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But it was his face that was truly disturbing. Still recognisably the
features of the aged gardener they’d glimpsed in the earlier visions,
but transformed into something that could exist partially in multi-
ple states simultaneously. When he turned toward them, his expres-
sion showed human intelligence combined with the patient hunger of
something that had been growing for centuries.

“Visitors,” he said, and his voice was like wind through a forest of
the dead. “How wonderful. It’s been so long since anyone made it
past my guardian’s increasingly desperate measures.”

Verlaine moved between his flower beds with obvious pride, each step
causing new growth to sprout from his footprints. But the flowers
that bloomed in his wake had human characteristics—teeth instead
of stamens, fingernails for petals, eyes that blinked with genuine
moisture.

“You like my garden?” he continued, gesturing to the organic archi-
tecture that surrounded them. “Eight centuries of careful cultivation.
Each specimen grown from the finest human materials, nurtured with
essence harvested from those who violated the spaces I protect.”

The flower beds stretched before them in neat, organised rows—each
one pulsing with consciousness that had been harvested and repur-
posed into living architecture. Some blooms were clearly recent ad-
ditions, their essence still bearing traces of the environmental crim-
inals they had once been. Others were ancient beyond measure, so
transformed by centuries of growth that only their eyes remained
recognisably human.

It was the eyes that made it unbearable. In every flower, every
twisted branch, every root system that pulsed beneath their feet—
human eyes that tracked their movement with desperate awareness.
Some still held traces of the people they had been, wide with terror
and regret. Others, the ancient ones, showed only a vast weariness
that spoke of centuries spent conscious but powerless, their humanity
slowly dissolving into something alien.

“There’s a beautiful symmetry to it,” Verlaine continued, his voice
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carrying genuine warmth. “Those who destroyed their own ecosys-
tem become the lifeblood of a new one. Their consciousness, properly
cultivated, provides endless spiritual energy for growth and expan-
sion.”

If it weren’t for the eyes, Mick thought with sick fascination, you
might mistake this alien landscape for something magnificent rather
than hellish. The garden was undeniably beautiful—organic architec-
ture that flowed in patterns that pleased the eye, colours that shifted
through spectrums impossible in natural flora. But seeing the pain,
torment, and regret alive inside every twisted tree, branch, root, and
flower made it too ghastly to comprehend.

Some of the specimens were so ancient they barely retained hu-
man characteristics. Trees whose consciousness had been processed
and refined for so many centuries they had become something ut-
terly alien, their awareness distributed through root networks that
spanned miles. But their eyes—always the eyes—remained tragically,
recognisably human, windows into souls that had been farming spir-
itual energy for longer than some civilisations had existed.

Reeves made a sound that might have been a sob or might have been
rage. Her hand had moved to her baton, though what use physical
weapons would be against something like this was unclear.

“How many?” she asked, her voice tight with controlled horror.

“Thousands,” Verlaine replied with obvious satisfaction. “Every en-
vironmental criminal who died in these woods over eight centuries.
Every illegal logger, every toxic dumper, every arsonist who thought
they could violate ancient woodland without consequence. The me-
dieval plague years were especially bountiful—entire villages dump-
ing their diseased dead among my trees, never realising they were
providing exactly the kind of bitter, desperate consciousness that
processes so beautifully.”

He moved between the beds with the satisfaction of a successful
farmer surveying his crops. “The Black Death was particularly gen-
erous,” he continued with obvious fondness. “Plague victims who’d
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spent their final days cursing the natural world that seemed to be
killing them. Their essence, properly cultivated, provided decades of
spiritual energy.”

His form rippled with genuine pleasure at the memory. “There’s
something particularly satisfying about consciousness that spent its
final moments raging against the natural world. The irony enhances
the spiritual flavour wonderfully. Humanity has such a talent for
seeding its own demise. Every environmental crisis feeds back into
systems like this. Your species creates the very conditions that make
its transformation inevitable.”

“He’s creating a collective consciousness distributed through plant net-
works, powered by harvested human souls,” Marchosias observed with
growing dread. “Each consciousness he captures becomes a process-
ing node in a vast organic intelligence. These specimens have been
providing spiritual energy for centuries.”

Mick studied the garden with growing horror, understanding now
what the Green Man had been fighting for eight centuries. This
wasn’t just corruption or evil—it was the systematic cultivation of
human consciousness as renewable spiritual energy, creating an in-
telligence that operated on timescales measured in geological ages.

“Exactly!” Verlaine’s excitement was palpable, his form rippling with
organic enthusiasm. “Those who violated natural spaces now power
its protection. Their consciousness provides the energy needed to
expand this system to every remaining fragment of ancient woodland
in Britain.”

At the heart of the garden stood the central tree—a massive organ-
ism that served as the processing centre for this spiritual agricul-
ture. Consciousness flowed through its trunk like sap, hundreds of
harvested souls contributing their essence to a collective intelligence
that had been growing for eight centuries. The tree pulsed with a
heartbeat that was actually the combined rhythm of thousands of
human hearts, all beating in synchrony within its alien structure.

“My masterpiece,” Verlaine said with obvious pride, approaching the
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tree with obvious reverence. “Not just a garden, but a new form
of existence. Hybrid consciousness that combines the persistence of
forest ecosystems with the processing power of human intelligence,
refined through centuries of cultivation.”

“You’re insane,” Mick said, though the words felt inadequate to de-
scribe what they were witnessing.

“Insane?” Verlaine’s laugh was like autumn leaves crumbling to dust.
“I’m the only entity that’s found a sustainable solution to the en-
vironmental crisis. Your species destroys everything it touches, but
transformation into hybrid organisms eliminates that destructive ten-
dency while preserving the useful aspects of human consciousness.”

“He’s not wrong about the destructive capacity of human activity.
But his solution represents a complete elimination of free will and
individual existence.”

The garden pulsed around them with increasing intensity, and Mick
realised that their presence was being processed by the hybrid intelli-
gence that permeated every surface. Dozens of human faces embed-
ded in bark and flower petals turned toward them with expressions
of desperate need to communicate.

But beneath the horror of individual transformation, something else
was happening. The garden’s collective consciousness was awakening
to their presence, evaluating them as potential specimens for incor-
poration into its growing network.

“You’re considering adding us to your collection,” Reeves said, her
hand finally drawing the baton despite its obvious inadequacy against
their current threat.

“The thought had occurred to me,” Verlaine admitted. “A police
detective with decades of experience in criminal investigation
would make an excellent addition to my security network. And
your companion—” he turned toward Mick with obvious interest
“—carries something quite unique. Dual consciousness, human and
demonic. The research potential would be extraordinary.”
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“We need to leave. Now. Before he decides that research potential
outweighs diplomatic courtesy.”

But as they turned toward the organic archway that marked the gar-
den’s entrance, Verlaine’s form began to shift. What had appeared
to be a stationary figure revealed itself as the mobile tip of something
much larger—root systems that extended throughout the garden sud-
denly rising from the earth like wooden serpents, surrounding them
with living barriers that pulsed with obvious hostile intent.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you leave just yet,” Verlaine said, his voice
now coming from multiple sources throughout the garden as his con-
sciousness distributed itself among his hybrid specimens. “You’ve
seen too much, learned too much. But don’t worry—the transforma-
tion process will preserve everything that makes you valuable while
eliminating the inconvenient aspects of individual will.”

The battle for the Forest of Dean was about to begin in earnest, and
this time, Verlaine had no intention of allowing his ancient enemy to
interfere with his plans for expansion beyond the boundaries of his
garden prison.

The hybrid consciousness that permeated the clearing focused its
attention on three intruders who represented both threat and oppor-
tunity, and the very air began to thicken with spores that would
begin their transformation whether they consented or not.

In the distance, something vast and wooden sensed the danger to
the humans who had shown it unexpected mercy, and began moving
through the forest with speed born of eight centuries of desperate
purpose.

The final battle was beginning, and this time, there would be no
strategic withdrawal into healing isolation. Either Verlaine’s garden
would be destroyed, or it would expand to consume everything that
remained of Britain’s ancient woodlands.

The choice was no longer in human hands.
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Iron and Ancient Wisdom

The garden erupted into chaos as Verlaine’s consciousness distributed
itself throughout every twisted tree and corrupted flower bed. Root
systems that had been dormant beneath the soil suddenly burst up-
ward, seeking to entangle their feet and drag them deeper into the
organic architecture that pulsed with harvested human awareness.

“Move!” Mick shouted, grabbing Reeves’s arm as a vine thick as his
torso whipped through the space where her head had been. The air
filled with spores that glittered like golden dust, each one carrying
fragments of Verlaine’s influence designed to begin their transforma-
tion before they could escape.

“Shadow transit—now!” Marchosias commanded, his consciousness
flooding Mick’s body with supernatural strength as the shadows
around them darkened and gained substance.

But Verlaine had spent centuries learning to manipulate the spaces
between realms. As Marchosias reached for the shadow network that
would carry them to safety, the demon’s laughter echoed from every
surface in the garden.

“Did you think I hadn’t learned to defend against such crude meth-
ods?” Verlaine’s voice came from the flowers, the trees, the very
soil beneath their feet. “Eight hundred years of battles with enti-
ties that use shadow transit. I’ve had considerable time to develop
countermeasures.”

The shadows writhed like living things, corrupted by Verlaine’s influ-
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ence until they became hostile territory rather than neutral passage.
What should have been smooth transit became a nightmare of or-
ganic tunnels that pulsed with malevolent life.

“He’s poisoned the pathways. I can force transit, but it won’t be clean.”

“Do it!” Reeves yelled as more vines erupted from the ground around
her ankles.

The shadow transit was violent and chaotic—instead of the usual
smooth passage between realms, they were thrown through dark-
ness that tasted of corruption and decay. Mick felt reality fragment
around him as Marchosias fought to navigate pathways that Verlaine
had deliberately contaminated.

They tumbled out of the shadows beside the old quarry pond in a
tangle of limbs and equipment. Mick rolled across muddy ground,
Marchosias’s consciousness scattered and strained from forcing pas-
sage through hostile territory. The grey daylight felt like sanctuary
after the organic nightmare of Verlaine’s garden.

But when he looked around, something was wrong.

“Where’s Reeves?” he gasped, struggling to his feet as he scanned
the area around the pond.

“She didn’t make it through. Something intercepted her in the transit.”

The shadows beside the pond remained unnaturally dark despite the
overcast sky, writhing with movement that suggested something was
happening within the darkness itself. But there was no sound, no
indication of what might be occurring in the space between realms.

Mick approached the shadow cautiously, but Marchosias’s conscious-
ness recoiled from contact with the contaminated darkness.

“I can’t reach her. Verlaine’s corruption has made the pathways toxic
to my essence. If I try to re-enter, I risk being contaminated myself.”

“Then we need another way—“

A sound like thunder through dead branches announced the Green
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Man’s arrival. He crashed through the tree line with urgent purpose,
his massive form showing the damage from their previous encounter.
His left arm remained a splintered stump, and deep gouges scored
his bark-covered torso, but he moved with desperate determination.

The ancient guardian took in the scene immediately—the contami-
nated shadows, Mick’s obvious distress, the absence of the second
human who had been with them. Without hesitation, he strode to-
ward the writhing darkness.

Mick watched in confusion as the massive creature approached the
corrupted shadows with obvious purpose. What was it planning to
do?

The Green Man was already moving. His remaining arm thrust into
the darkness with a motion that was both alien and purposeful, dis-
appearing up to the shoulder into shadow that rippled like disturbed
water around the point of contact.

For several heartbeats, nothing happened. The Green Man stood
motionless, his arm extended into darkness, his hollow eye sockets
fixed on something none of them could see. Then his massive frame
tensed, and he began to pull.

Reeves emerged from the shadows like someone being dragged from
deep water, gasping and covered with organic residue that smelled
of decay. She hit the muddy ground hard, rolling away from the con-
taminated darkness with movements that spoke of barely controlled
panic.

But something had followed her out.

A twisted root thick as Reeves’s waist erupted from the shadows, its
surface covered with what looked like scales that wept acidic moisture.
It wrapped around the Green Man’s extended arm with violence that
made his entire frame shudder, and where it touched his bark, smoke
began to rise.

The Green Man’s voice rose in a sound like wind through a forest of
the dead, but he maintained his grip on something in the shadows
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even as the acidic corruption began eating through his wooden flesh.
The root tightened its hold, and Mick could see damage spreading
up the guardian’s arm like liquid fire.

Reeves saw what was happening and reacted with the kind of instant
violence that had kept her alive through twenty years of police work.
Her hand closed around a chunk of rock from the quarry’s edge—
rough, dark stone that had been exposed by centuries of mining
operations.

She brought it down on the twisted root with enough force to shatter
bone.

The effect was immediate and startling. The moment the rock con-
tacted the organic tentacle, the root convulsed as if it had been
electrocuted. The acidic surface that had been eating through the
Green Man’s bark began to smoke and char, the corrupted tissue
collapsing in on itself like paper thrown into fire.

The severed end of the root immediately flared into brilliant flame
and crumbled to ash, the burning fragments falling away from the
Green Man’s arm like shed skin. The remainder of the tentacle dis-
appeared back into the shadows with a sound like steam escaping
from a ruptured pipe.

For a moment, all three of them simply stared at each other in the
sudden silence. The shadows returned to normal depth and colour,
the immediate danger apparently passed. But the implications of
what they’d just witnessed hung in the air like smoke.

“What the hell was that?” Reeves demanded, studying the chunk of
rock that had produced such a dramatic effect. “This thing worked
like acid on that root.”

“That’s not ordinary stone,” Marchosias observed, his consciousness
focusing on the dark rock with sharp interest. “That’s iron ore. Raw
metal extracted from these hills by Roman miners two millennia ago.”

“Iron ore,” Mick repeated, understanding beginning to dawn. “And
it destroyed Verlaine’s corruption on contact.”
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The Green Man stood swaying slightly, examining his damaged arm
where the acidic root had eaten through bark and heartwood. The
wounds were severe, but something about them looked different from
his previous injuries—cleaner somehow, as if the iron contact had
purified the damage even as it was inflicted.

Without warning, the ancient guardian turned and walked to the
water’s edge. His feet touched the muddy bank and immediately
began to change, bark peeling away to reveal root systems that flowed
like liquid into the earth. Within moments, he was anchored to
the soil around the quarry pond, his massive frame becoming as
motionless as any natural tree.

The transformation was mesmerising. What had been a mobile entity
became part of the landscape itself, his remaining branches swaying
gently in a breeze that barely stirred the autumn leaves. A soft
creaking sound emerged from his wooden frame—not distress, but
something approaching contentment.

As they watched, the damage to his arm began to slowly repair itself.
New bark crept across the acid burns like scabs forming over wounds,
and the splintered stump of his left arm showed the first signs of
regrowth. The process was glacially slow but unmistakably real.

“He’s healing,” Reeves said with wonder. “Regenerating like an ac-
tual tree.”

“More than healing. He’s integrating with the local ecosystem, drawing
strength from root networks that extend throughout the forest. This
is how he’s survived eight centuries of battles—by becoming part of
the woodland itself during recovery periods.”

The Green Man gave no indication that he was aware of their pres-
ence. His attention had turned entirely inward, focused on the slow
process of cellular regeneration that would restore his damaged form.
He might remain in this state for hours or days, healing according to
rhythms that operated on geological rather than human timescales.

“Right,” Mick said, shouldering his equipment pack. “I think that’s

129



our cue to give him some space. We’ve learned what we came here
to learn.”

“Have we?” Reeves asked, still staring at the chunk of iron ore in
her hand. “We know this metal affects Verlaine’s corruption, but we
don’t know how or why. And we certainly don’t know what it means
for the larger situation.”

“We know that something exists which can damage an entity that’s
been growing stronger for eight centuries. That’s more hope than this
forest has had in a very long time.”

The walk back to the village felt different from their morning journey
into the forest depths. They took a slightly different route, wanting
to avoid the areas where Verlaine’s corruption might still be active,
and found themselves skirting the edge of what had once been exten-
sive Roman workings.

“Look at this,” Reeves said, pausing beside what appeared to be a
hillside covered in brambles and saplings. But underneath the vege-
tation, the geometric lines of human construction were still visible—
stone-lined passages that disappeared into the earth.

“Mine entrance,” Mick observed, studying the partially collapsed
opening. Roman stonework was still visible around what had once
been a substantial tunnel, now mostly filled with centuries of debris
and overgrowth. “They really did extract a lot of metal from these
hills.”

“Extensive workings. The tunnel system probably extends throughout
this area, connecting to multiple extraction sites. Iron ore would be
much more concentrated underground than in the scattered surface
deposits.”

The woods no longer seemed actively hostile, though Mick could
sense attention focused on them from multiple directions. Not threat-
ening attention—more like curiosity about two humans who had
somehow formed an alliance with the ancient guardian.

The Grey sky was beginning to clear as they emerged from the tree
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line, and the White Horse Inn looked like civilisation itself after their
encounter with Verlaine’s corrupted garden. Mick found himself look-
ing forward to a hot meal, a pint of bitter, and time to process what
they’d experienced in the corpse wood.

“Questions for tomorrow,” Reeves said as they approached the pub’s
familiar bulk. “How much iron ore is scattered through these woods?
Can it be weaponised against Verlaine’s corruption? And what hap-
pens when an entity that’s been contained for eight centuries realises
it’s facing opposition with actual tactical advantages?”

“All excellent questions. Though I suspect we’ll receive answers
whether we want them or not. Verlaine now knows that his ancient
enemy has found allies and new methods. He won’t remain passive
while we develop countermeasures.”

The pub door opened with a warm gust of air that carried the scent
of woodsmoke and cooking food. Behind them, the Forest of Dean
settled into late afternoon quiet, and somewhere among the ancient
trees, a wounded guardian slowly healed while planning for battles
that would determine the fate of Britain’s last remaining fragments
of truly wild woodland.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges and new discoveries. But
tonight, they had sanctuary, time to think, and the first real hope
that eight centuries of desperate warfare might finally turn in favour
of preservation over corruption.

The iron ore in Reeves’s pocket felt heavier than its size suggested,
weighted with possibilities that could change everything—if they
could understand how to use them before Verlaine decided to elimi-
nate this unexpected threat to his expansion plans.
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Ferrum Sacrum

The White Horse’s back office felt cramped with three people, a
laptop, and stacks of historical documents that Mick had somehow
persuaded the local historian to loan them. Eleanor Hartwell had
been surprisingly cooperative once he’d explained they were investi-
gating “unusual geological phenomena” related to the Roman mining
operations.

“Right then,” Mick said, spreading photocopied manuscripts across
the small table. “If we’re going to weaponise iron against Verlaine,
we need to understand exactly why it works.”

“One successful application does not constitute tactical mastery,” Mar-
chosias observed with his usual precision. “That root recoiled from
contact, but we have no understanding of dosage, duration, or the
specific properties that made the iron effective.”

“Plus we’ve only tested it on one small manifestation,” Reeves added,
consulting her notes from the quarry pond incident. “Verlaine’s gar-
den is eight centuries of accumulated corruption. We need to know
if raw ore will be sufficient, or if we need to refine it somehow.”

Eleanor Hartwell’s manuscripts were a treasure trove of forgotten
local history, written in the careful script of Victorian antiquarians
who’d had access to documents that had since been lost or destroyed.
The most relevant appeared to be an 1847 study of Roman industrial
practices in the Forest of Dean, complete with translated extracts
from administrative records.
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“Look at this,” Mick said, pointing to a passage that had been marked
with excited marginalia by some long-dead scholar. “It’s not just
mining records—it’s containment protocols. But it’s all in Latin.”

He squinted at the faded text, trying to make sense of words that
meant nothing to him. “I can make out ‘Marcus Ostorius Scapula’
and… that’s about it.”

“Allow me,” Marchosias said, and suddenly Mick found himself read-
ing aloud in fluent Latin: “‘Iussu Gubernatoris Marci Ostorii Scapu-
lae, extractio ferri ex profundis operibus continuabitur secundum
proceduras constitutas. Omnes fossores in tertio vel inferiore nivel
operantes ferrum consecratum portare debent et quaslibet manifes-
tationes centurioni officio statim nuntiare.’”

Reeves looked up sharply. “Since when do you speak Latin?”

Reeves was staring at him with obvious fascination. “That was defi-
nitely not you speaking, was it?”

“No,” Mick admitted. “Marchosias has access to languages I’ve never
learned. It’s… unsettling when it happens.”

“That was me,” Marchosias confirmed. “Though I should translate
for both of you: ‘By order of Governor Marcus Ostorius Scapula, the
iron extraction from the deep workings shall continue according to
established procedures. All miners working below the third level must
carry consecrated iron amulets and report any… manifestations… to
the duty centurion immediately.’”

He looked up from the manuscript. “Manifestations. They weren’t
just digging for iron—they were dealing with something that lived in
the depths.”

“Continue reading. This sounds like operational experience rather
than theoretical concern.”

Mick let Marchosias guide his pronunciation through the next section,
translating as he went: “‘Circuli vinculorum in parietibus camerae
sculpti hebdomadatim renovandi sunt cum limaturis ferri permistis
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cum sale ex fontibus sacris. Operarii qui voces ex profundis operibus
audire referunt ad officia superficiei statim transferendi sunt. Nullo
modo extractio continuanda est si venae ferri humorem rubrum su-
dare incipiunt.’”

“‘The binding circles carved into the chamber walls are to be refreshed
weekly with iron filings mixed with salt from the sacred springs. Work-
ers who report hearing voices from the deep workings are to be rotated
back to surface duties immediately. Under no circumstances should
mining continue if the iron veins begin to weep red moisture.’”

Reeves leaned forward with the intense focus she brought to review-
ing crucial evidence. “They had established procedures for supernat-
ural containment. This wasn’t their first encounter with whatever
was down there.”

“Red moisture. That sounds disturbingly familiar. Verlaine’s corrup-
tion often manifests as organic fluids that resemble blood.”

Mick found himself reading the next section with Marchosias’s guid-
ance, the ancient demon translating Latin that had challenged even
Victorian scholars: “‘Ferrum ex terra in statu puro sumendum est,
sine tactu flammae vel fabricae. Metallum terrae virtutem profundo-
rum locorum retinet cum solummodo viribus quae mundum fecerunt
formatur. Semel igne humano refinatum, qualitatem quae antiquas
fames vincit amittit.’”

“‘The iron must be taken from the earth in its pure state, without the
touch of flame or forge. The earth-metal retains the strength of the
deep places when it is shaped only by the forces that made the world.
Once refined by human fire, it loses the quality that binds the ancient
hungers.’”

“Fascinating. They understood something about iron’s metaphysical
properties that modern metallurgy has forgotten.”

“Cold iron,” Reeves said with sudden understanding. “That’s why
the raw ore worked so well against the root. It hadn’t been pro-
cessed or refined—it still carried whatever natural properties make
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it effective against supernatural entities.”

“Which explains why modern steel would be less effective. The indus-
trial processes that create contemporary metals also strip away their
connection to the fundamental forces that shaped them.”

Mick continued reading through the Roman documents with Mar-
chosias’s translation, finding references to similar containment oper-
ations across the empire. Wherever Roman miners had encountered
“deep manifestations,” they’d developed protocols involving raw iron,
salt, and specific geometric patterns carved into stone.

“They dealt with this everywhere,” he realised, finding reports
from mines in Spain, Gaul, and Britain. “Verlaine-type corruptions
weren’t unique to the Forest of Dean—they were a standard
occupational hazard.”

“Which suggests the Romans developed considerable expertise in su-
pernatural containment. Knowledge that was apparently lost when
their empire fell.”

“Or suppressed by the Christian church,” Reeves suggested. “A lot of
Roman practical knowledge got classified as pagan superstition and
deliberately destroyed.”

The most detailed document appeared to be a technical manual for
mine supervisors, complete with diagrams showing how to create
“binding circles” and instructions for forging iron tools that could
“cut through shadow as easily as wood.”

“Listen to this,” Mick said, letting Marchosias translate another sec-
tion that seemed directly relevant to their current situation. “‘Cum
corruptio in rebus crescentibus radices egit, ferrum sola vi terrae
formatum ad nexus qui diffusionem nutriunt secandos adhibendum
est. Ignis fabricae virtutem metalli contra carnem umbrae debilitat,
sed formatio frigida auctoritatem terrae super omnia quae intra eius
dominium crescunt conservat.’”

“‘When the corruption has taken root in growing things, iron shaped
by earth-force alone must be used to sever the connections that feed
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its spread. Forge-fire weakens the metal’s power against shadow-flesh,
but cold shaping preserves the earth’s authority over all that grows
within its domain.’”

“Cold shaping. They mean working the metal without heat—
hammering and forming it through pure mechanical force rather than
making it molten first.”

“Is that even possible?” Reeves asked. “I thought metalworking
required high temperatures to make the material malleable enough
to shape.”

“Not for a consciousness that can manipulate matter at the funda-
mental level. What took Roman smiths hours of labour with hammer
and anvil, I can accomplish in minutes through direct molecular ma-
nipulation.”

Mick found himself studying the diagrams that accompanied the tech-
nical instructions. The Romans had developed specific weapon de-
signs for fighting supernatural corruption—curved blades optimised
for cutting through “shadow-flesh,” spear points designed to pierce
“void-armour,” and binding chains that could “hold that which has
no true form.”

“They were fighting a war,” he realised. “Not just individual encoun-
ters, but organised military operations against systematic supernat-
ural threats.”

“And winning, apparently. These documents suggest they not only
contained the corruptions but learned to use the extracted iron to
prevent future manifestations.”

“Which means we’re not pioneering new tactics,” Reeves observed
with satisfaction. “We’re rediscovering ancient methods that were
proven effective across an entire empire.”

“With the significant advantage that I can accomplish cold-forging
techniques that would have required teams of specialists working for
days.”
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But as Mick continued reading, he found increasingly ominous refer-
ences to operations that had gone wrong. Mines that had been sealed
rather than cleared, excavations that had been abandoned when “the
binding circles failed and the deep hunger broke loose.”

“Not every containment was successful,” he said, finding a report that
made his stomach clench with recognition. “Listen to this: ‘Metal-
lum Gallicum apud Lutetiam relictum est postquam tres cohortes
corruptioni diffundenti amissae sunt. Venae ferri decennibus pas-
cendi contaminatae erant, neque ulla quantitas metalli consecrati
virtutes eorum terrae restituere poterat.’”

“‘The Gallic mine at Lutetia was abandoned after three cohorts were
lost to the spreading corruption. The iron veins had been contam-
inated by decades of feeding, and no amount of consecrated metal
could restore their grounding properties.’”

“Cautionary tale. If corruption becomes sufficiently established, even
iron may lose its effectiveness.”

“How established?” Reeves asked, though her expression suggested
she already suspected the answer would be disturbing.

“Eight centuries of feeding would certainly qualify as ‘sufficiently es-
tablished.’ We may be attempting to use Roman techniques against a
threat that has evolved beyond their original scope.”

The weight of that possibility settled over their research like a shroud.
They’d been encouraged by iron’s effectiveness against a single cor-
rupted root, but Verlaine’s garden represented accumulation on a
scale that might have challenged even Roman expertise.

“There’s more,” Mick said, finding a section that had been marked
with particular attention by the Victorian translator. “Instructions
for what to do when standard containment fails.”

He read aloud from text that had clearly been written by someone
with direct experience of supernatural warfare: “‘Cum corruptio
ultra virtutem ferri solius continendi crevit, metallum terrae cum
ignibus profundis qui sine consumptione ardent coniungendum est.
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Solummodo in coniunctione virtutis terrae et flammae vacui arma
fabricari possunt quae umbram solidam facere poterunt.’”

“‘When the corruption has grown beyond the power of iron alone
to contain, the earth-metal must be united with the deep fires that
burn without consuming. Only in the joining of earth-strength and
void-flame can weapons be forged that will cut through shadow made
solid.’”

“Deep fires that burn without consuming. That sounds like infernal
flame—the cold fire that exists in realms beyond the physical.”

“Can you do that?” Reeves asked. “Combine raw iron with demonic
fire?”

“In theory, yes. But the process would require complete manifestation
in absolute darkness, and the resulting weapon would be… considerable.
Not something that could be hidden or explained through conventional
means.”

Mick studied the Roman diagrams showing weapons that had been
forged through supernatural means. Curved blades that seemed to
bend light around their edges, spear points that appeared to exist
partially outside normal space, chains that cast shadows in directions
that defied geometry.

“A scythe,” he said, understanding beginning to form. “That’s what
we need. Something designed for harvest—cutting through multiple
targets with single sweeps.”

“Appropriate symbolism. Death comes for corruption just as it comes
for grain when the season turns.”

“The question is whether we can create something like this with-
out alerting Verlaine to our preparations,” Reeves observed. “If he
senses us forging supernatural weapons, he’ll adapt his defences ac-
cordingly.”

“The Roman mines extend deep enough for full manifestation. In
absolute darkness, surrounded by raw iron ore, I could forge something
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that would cut through his garden like divine retribution.”

Mick gathered the manuscripts, already planning their return to the
abandoned workings they’d discovered earlier. “Right then. Time to
learn some practical Roman metallurgy.”

“With supernatural enhancements that would have impressed even
Governor Scapula’s most experienced battlefield engineers.”

As they prepared to leave the pub’s back office, Mick found himself
thinking about the long line of humans who had faced similar chal-
lenges across the centuries. Roman miners and centurions, medieval
smiths and scholars, Victorian antiquarians who preserved knowledge
without fully understanding its practical applications.

They weren’t the first to discover that ancient evils required ancient
solutions. But they might be the first in over a millennium to have
both the knowledge and the supernatural assistance necessary to
forge weapons equal to the task.

The forest was waiting, and somewhere in its depths, Verlaine con-
tinued his patient cultivation of horrors that had been growing since
before Rome fell. But now they had more than hope and raw courage.

They had a plan that had been tested across an empire and refined
through centuries of practical application. Governor Marcus Ostorius
Scapula had fought this war before, and he had won.

“Indeed. Though I suspect our application of their techniques will pro-
duce results that would have amazed even Scapula’s most experienced
supernatural specialists.”

Outside, the Forest of Dean stretched away under clearing skies, and
deep beneath its ancient roots, iron ore waited to be shaped into
justice for eight centuries of accumulated evil.

The forging could begin.
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Extremis Malis Extrema
Remedia

The first attempt nearly killed them all.

Mick knelt in the Roman mine’s deepest chamber, surrounded by
raw iron ore that glittered in the torchlight like frozen stars. The
manuscripts had made cold-forging sound straightforward—shape
the metal through earth-force alone, preserving its natural proper-
ties while creating weapons capable of cutting through supernatural
corruption.

What the manuscripts hadn’t mentioned was what happened when
you got it wrong.

“The resonance frequency needs to be lower,” Marchosias observed,
his consciousness focused on a chunk of ore that refused to respond
to their attempts at manipulation. “Iron shaped by human hands
carries different harmonics than metal worked by purely geological
forces.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” Reeves asked from her position near the
chamber entrance, monitoring their surroundings for any sign that
their experiments were attracting unwanted attention.

“Meaning we’re trying to replicate processes that normally take mil-
lennia and compress them into minutes. The margin for error is…
minimal.”

Mick reached toward the iron ore with hands that flickered between
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human flesh and something altogether more substantial. In the
mine’s absolute darkness, Marchosias could achieve fuller manifes-
tation than daylight ever allowed, but the transition between states
remained disconcerting.

“Focus on the crystalline structure,” the demon instructed. “Iron ore
isn’t just metal—it’s a lattice of possibilities, shaped by pressure and
time. We need to convince it to adopt new configurations without
destroying what makes it effective against corruption.”

The ore began to warm under their combined attention, its surface
taking on a malleability that had nothing to do with heat. But as
Mick tried to draw it into the curved shape the Roman diagrams
specified, something went catastrophically wrong.

The metal didn’t just resist—it rebelled.

A shock wave of displaced energy erupted from the ore, slamming into
the chamber walls with enough force to crack Roman stonework that
had stood for two millennia. Fragments of limestone showered down
from the ceiling, while the iron ore itself turned white-hot despite
never being exposed to flame.

“Shit!” Mick rolled aside as the superheated metal began to melt
through the chamber floor, its temperature climbing beyond any
normal fusion point. The air filled with toxic vapours that made
breathing an exercise in controlled poisoning.

“Abort,” Marchosias commanded, his consciousness withdrawing
from the process so quickly that Mick felt the separation like a
physical blow. “We’ve destabilised the metal’s fundamental structure.
It’s going to—”

The explosion sent them all diving for cover as the ore detonated
with the force of military ordnance. When the dust settled and the
ringing in their ears subsided, they found themselves staring at a
crater where the chamber floor had been. The centre still glowing
with residual heat that spoke of energies that had no place in the
material realm.
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“Well,” Reeves observed with the dry understatement that had made
her a successful police detective, “that didn’t go according to plan.”

“The Romans had teams of specialists working for months to achieve
successful cold-forging,” Marchosias admitted with uncharacteristic
humility. “I may have underestimated the complexity of the process.”

The second attempt was more cautious.

They moved to a different chamber, one that showed evidence of
extensive Roman use—carved binding circles, salt residue, and iron
filings worked into the stone walls according to patterns that sug-
gested serious supernatural engineering.

“Smaller piece this time,” Mick said, selecting an ore fragment no
larger than his fist. “If this explodes, at least it won’t bring down
the entire mine.”

“The binding circles should help contain any energy displacement,”
Marchosias observed, studying the Roman carvings with growing re-
spect. “These miners understood more about supernatural metallurgy
than I initially credited.”

Reeves had positioned herself with multiple escape routes planned,
her torch providing the minimal light necessary for navigation while
preserving the darkness Marchosias required for full manifestation.
“How will we know if it’s working properly this time?”

“The iron will sing,” Marchosias replied, as if this were perfectly
normal. “When metal achieves harmony between its earthly nature
and supernatural application, it produces harmonics that resonate
with the fundamental frequencies of reality.”

“Iron singing,” Reeves muttered, making notes that would probably
be classified beyond any clearance level she possessed. “Right. Be-
cause of course it does.”

This time, the process began more smoothly. The ore responded to
their manipulation with the fluid grace of liquid mercury, flowing into
new configurations while maintaining its essential structure. Mick
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could feel the metal’s willingness to be shaped, its eagerness to serve
purposes beyond mere industrial application.

But as the iron began to take on the curved form specified in the Ro-
man documents, something else emerged from the darkness beyond
their circle of torchlight.

The sound came first—a rustling like wind through dead leaves, but
carrying harmonics that spoke of intelligence and malevolent atten-
tion. Then came the temperature drop, sudden enough to make their
breath visible despite the mine’s natural warmth.

“We’re not alone down here,” Reeves said quietly, her hand moving
to the iron ore they’d collected as makeshift weapons.

“Verlaine’s influence extends further than we realised,” Marchosias
observed, his consciousness sharpening with predatory focus. “Our
experiments have attracted attention from the corruption networks.”

From the tunnel that led deeper into the mine came shapes that
challenged every assumption about the boundaries between plant
and animal life. Vine-like appendages thick as anacondas, their sur-
faces covered with what might have been scales or might have been
bark. They moved with obvious purpose, probing the edges of their
torchlight with intelligence that felt ancient and hungry.

“The binding circles,” Mick realised, studying the Roman carvings
that surrounded their workspace. “They’re not just for containing
energy—they’re for keeping things out.”

“Indeed. And our presence here has awakened things that have been
dormant since the Romans abandoned these workings.”

The corrupted vines began testing the invisible barrier created by
the carved symbols, their surfaces smoking where they made contact
with whatever force the ancient patterns projected. But the protec-
tion wasn’t absolute—cracks had appeared in the stonework over the
centuries, creating gaps that might allow penetration by something
sufficiently determined.
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“How long do we have?” Reeves asked, watching more vines emerge
from the deeper tunnels.

“Long enough to complete this attempt. But if we fail again, we may
not get a third chance.”

The iron ore continued its transformation, responding to their com-
bined will with increasing fluidity. The metal flowed like liquid while
maintaining its structural integrity, adopting curves and angles that
would maximise its effectiveness against supernatural corruption.

But the watching vines had grown bolder, extending thin tendrils
through the cracks in the binding circles. Where they touched the
chamber’s air, flowers began to bloom—beautiful and toxic, their
petals opening to release spores that glittered like golden dust in the
torchlight.

“Pheromone attack,” Mick recognised, holding his breath as the con-
taminated air tried to reach his lungs. “They’re trying to influence
our neurochemistry.”

“Focus on the forging. I can purge chemical contamination, but only
if we complete the process before the binding circles fail entirely.”

The iron had achieved a form that approximated the Roman weapon
designs—straight and double-edged, with a blade length that would
make it ideal for close combat. But as they attempted the crucial
shadow-quenching process, something went catastrophically wrong.

“The resonance is unstable,” Marchosias warned as the blade began
to vibrate with increasing intensity. “The binding between iron and
shadow is fighting against itself rather than achieving harmony.”

The weapon that should have been their first success instead became
their most dangerous failure. The iron blade began to resonate at
frequencies that made the chamber walls crack, while the shadow-
quenching process turned volatile, creating pockets of darkness that
seemed to exist outside normal space.

“Get back!” Mick shouted as the unstable weapon reached critical
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resonance.

The blade didn’t just shatter—it imploded, creating a brief void in
reality that sucked surrounding air inward with audible force. When
the implosion collapsed, it left behind nothing but twisted metal
fragments and the acrid smell of disrupted space-time.

“Failure, but instructive failure. The techniques work, but our execu-
tion lacks the precision required for smaller weapons. We need more
practise, more power, or both.”

The corrupted vines recoiled from the failure’s aftereffects, their sur-
faces withering as residual energies from the implosion disrupted their
connection to Verlaine’s network. Within moments, the threatening
plant matter had withdrawn into the deeper tunnels, apparently as
disturbed by their failure as they were.

“Well,” Reeves observed with dry understatement, “at least we know
the Romans weren’t exaggerating about the difficulty.”

“Indeed. What they described as established technique clearly required
considerable skill and experience to execute properly. We have the
theoretical knowledge, but not the practical mastery.”

Mick stared at the twisted metal fragments that were all that re-
mained of their attempted weapon, understanding beginning to form.
“It’s not just about the techniques—it’s about scale and purpose. We
were trying to force the process into a form it wasn’t ready for.”

“Precisely. The shadow-quenching requires perfect harmony between
the iron’s natural properties and the darkness we’re introducing. A
smaller blade means more precise control, but also more opportunities
for cascading failure.”

“So what do we do differently next time?” Reeves asked, studying
the metal fragments with professional interest.

“Larger scale, simpler geometry, and absolute darkness for the entire
process. The weapon we ultimately need—the scythe—may actually
be easier to create because its form more closely matches the natural
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flow of the forces we’re attempting to harness.”

They had learned valuable lessons from failure, even if they hadn’t
achieved the weapon they’d hoped for. The techniques worked—
they’d proven that much—but executing them properly would re-
quire everything they’d learned, applied with far more skill and pre-
cision than they currently possessed.

“We try again when we have better conditions,” Mick decided, gath-
ering the metal fragments as potential material for future attempts.
“Deeper darkness, more space, and a clearer understanding of what
we’re attempting to achieve.”

“The Romans didn’t perfect these techniques overnight. What matters
is that we now understand both the potential and the pitfalls. When we
forge the weapon we truly need, we’ll be better prepared for success.”

As they prepared to leave the mine, Mick found himself thinking
about the Romans who had developed these techniques through ne-
cessity and desperation. They hadn’t possessed supernatural as-
sistance or modern research methods, but they’d learned to forge
weapons capable of defending their empire against threats that ex-
isted beyond normal understanding—and they’d clearly failed many
times before achieving success.

“They were remarkable, your ancestors,” Marchosias observed.
“Practical enough to develop effective solutions, pragmatic enough to
implement them without understanding the full theoretical framework.
And patient enough to learn from their failures.”

“Will we be able to create what we need when the time comes?” Mick
asked, studying the metal fragments that represented their current
limitations.

“The principles are sound, and we now understand the practical chal-
lenges involved. With adequate preparation and proper conditions,
yes—we can forge a weapon capable of cutting through Verlaine’s cor-
ruption. But it will require everything we’ve learned here, applied
with far greater skill.”
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They emerged from the mine into afternoon sunlight that seemed
harsh after the comfortable darkness below. The weapon had to be
wrapped in multiple layers of cloth to prevent its unnatural properties
from attracting attention, though even concealed it radiated an aura
that made nearby wildlife nervous.

Behind them, the abandoned Roman workings settled back into an-
cient quiet, their binding circles having served their purpose once
again. But in the deepest chambers, things that had been disturbed
by their presence began to stir, testing boundaries that had held for
centuries.

The forging was complete, but the real test lay ahead. They had
created a weapon capable of cutting through supernatural corruption,
but Verlaine’s garden represented a challenge that would test its
effectiveness to the breaking point.

“The Romans would approve,” Marchosias observed as they walked
back toward the village. “Practical solutions implemented through
available resources, without excessive concern for theoretical
elegance.”

“Let’s hope they’d approve of the results as well,” Mick replied, feel-
ing the weight of ancient expectations settling on his shoulders like
a cloak woven from responsibility and hope.
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Alliance of Necessity

The White Horse’s breakfast room felt impossibly civilised after their
encounter with Verlaine’s garden. Mick sat nursing his second cup of
coffee, studying the chunk of iron ore that Reeves had placed on the
white tablecloth between them. The dark metal seemed innocuous
enough in the morning light—just a rough stone that could have
come from any quarry—but after yesterday’s events, it felt weighted
with possibilities.

“The reaction was immediate and devastating,” Marchosias observed,
his consciousness focused on the ore with sharp interest. “Verlaine’s
corruption recoiled from contact as if the iron carried some form of
poison specifically designed to counter his essence.”

“But we only saw it work once,” Reeves pointed out, buttering toast
with the methodical movements of someone thinking through com-
plex problems. “One root, one piece of ore, one dramatic reaction.
That’s not enough data to build a strategy around.”

“It’s more than we had yesterday,” Mick replied, turning the iron ore
over in his hands. The metal felt cold despite the warmth of the pub,
and something about its texture suggested it had been shaped by
forces older than human industry. “Question is whether we can find
enough of this stuff to make a difference.”

“These hills are riddled with old Roman workings. Two millennia of
iron extraction have left extensive deposits scattered throughout the
forest. The challenge will be accessing them without alerting Verlaine
to our intentions.”
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Maggie appeared with plates of full English breakfast, her expression
suggesting she’d noted the tension radiating from her police guests
despite their attempts at normal conversation. “Sleep well?” she
asked, though her tone indicated she already knew the answer.

“Well enough,” Reeves replied diplomatically. “Though we’ll prob-
ably need to spend another day or two in the forest. Professional
obligations.”

“Aye, well, just mind how you go,” Maggie said with obvious concern.
“Weather’s meant to be clearer today, but the woods can be tricky
even in good conditions.”

The breakfast was excellent—proper bacon, eggs with yolks like sun-
shine, black pudding that actually tasted of something other than
industrial processing. But Mick found himself eating mechanically,
his attention focused on the tactical problem of how to weaponise
raw iron ore against an entity that had been growing stronger for
eight centuries.

“We need to test the effectiveness under controlled conditions,” he
said, consulting his notes from the previous day’s encounter. “Find
out how much contact is required, whether the iron needs to be
refined or if raw ore works just as well, what kind of range we’re
looking at.”

“And we need to do it without getting ourselves killed by an ancient
demon who’s had all night to strengthen his defences,” Reeves added
grimly. “Something tells me yesterday’s invitation to visit his garden
won’t be extended again.”

“Verlaine now knows that his corruption can be damaged by direct iron
contact. He’ll have spent the night adapting his defences to account
for this new threat.”

Through the windows, they could see the Forest of Dean stretching
away under clearing skies. The ancient trees looked peaceful enough
in the morning sunlight, but Mick had learned to recognise the sub-
tle wrongness that indicated supernatural attention. Something was
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watching them from the forest depths, and it didn’t feel entirely
friendly.

“The problem isn’t just tactical,” Reeves said, studying the iron ore
with growing frustration. “Even if we collect every piece of Roman
debris in these woods, we’re talking about what—maybe enough iron
to clear a path through his defences? Not enough to destroy an entire
garden that’s been growing for eight centuries.”

“Every root, every vine, every corrupted tree would need direct con-
tact,” Mick agreed. “And that’s assuming Verlaine just sits there
and lets us methodically destroy his life’s work.”

“The iron is effective but limited in scope. We need a different ap-
proach.”

Reeves set down her coffee cup with a sharp click that suggested a
sudden realisation. “We’ve been thinking about this wrong. Looking
at symptoms instead of causes.”

“How do you mean?” Mick asked, though her tone suggested she was
onto something significant.

“Look at the pattern we’ve been missing,” she said, leaning forward
with the intensity that meant she was working through a complex
problem in real time. “The Green Man grows weaker as the forest
diminishes—his power comes from healthy woodland. Every tree
cut down, every acre lost to development, every fragment of ancient
forest destroyed makes him less capable of defending what remains.”

“True. His strength is tied directly to the ecosystem he protects.”

“But Verlaine grows stronger,” Reeves continued, her voice gain-
ing urgency. “Eight centuries of increasing power, expanding in-
fluence, more sophisticated defences. His power source isn’t just
corruption—it’s something renewable, something that actually in-
creases over time.”

Mick studied the crime scene photographs spread across the table,
understanding beginning to dawn. “The consciousness he’s harvested.
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Thousands of tortured souls providing spiritual energy.”

“Exactly,” Reeves said, stabbing her finger at the images from the
corpse wood. “Every environmental criminal who died in those
woods, every plague victim, every execution over two millennia—
their consciousness trapped in his garden, constantly generating
power for his expansion.”

“A spiritual battery farm. Human awareness converted into renewable
energy for supernatural purposes.”

“Which means the iron isn’t really the solution,” Mick realised. “It’s
a tool, but not the strategy. We can’t destroy his entire garden piece
by piece—but what if we don’t need to?”

“What if we can turn his power source against him?” Reeves asked,
her eyes bright with the kind of tactical thinking that had made her
a successful detective. “Those souls he’s been harvesting—they’re
not willing participants. They’re prisoners. What happens if we free
them?”

The implications hung in the air like the woodsmoke drifting from
the pub’s fireplace. Eight centuries of accumulated spiritual energy,
suddenly released from bondage. The power source that had made
Verlaine nearly invincible, turned into a weakness that could be ex-
ploited.

“Theoretically possible. But accessing the garden to release those souls
would require penetrating defences that we’ve already seen adapted to
counter our iron weapons.”

“Unless we don’t try to fight our way through,” Mick said, under-
standing the tactical picture that was emerging. “What if we had a
distraction? Something big enough to draw all of Verlaine’s attention
while we infiltrated from another angle?”

Reeves grinned with the satisfaction of someone who’d solved a puz-
zle that had been bothering her for days. “The Green Man. He’s
going to attack anyway—he’s been fighting this war for eight cen-
turies, and he’s not going to stop now. Especially not when he’s
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discovered that iron weapons can damage Verlaine’s corruption.”

“We use his assault as cover,” Mick agreed, seeing the strategy take
shape. “While he’s drawing Verlaine’s full attention, we slip into the
garden and start freeing the trapped consciousness.”

“Dangerous. If Verlaine detects what you’re attempting, you’ll be
trapped in the heart of his power with no backup and limited iron
weapons.”

“Everything about this is dangerous,” Reeves replied. “But it’s the
first plan we’ve had that doesn’t require us to single-handedly destroy
eight centuries of accumulated corruption.”

They spent the next hour refining the strategy, identifying the tacti-
cal requirements and potential failure points. The plan was complex
and dangerous, requiring precise timing and more than a little luck.
But it was also the first approach that offered genuine hope of con-
taining Verlaine’s expansion beyond the Forest of Dean.

“Right then,” Mick said, shouldering his equipment bag. “Time to
go collect some iron ore and see if we can turn an ancient guardian’s
desperate last stand into the distraction we need.”

The walk to the old quarry pond felt different from their previous
journeys into the woodland. The forest wasn’t actively hostile, but
there was a quality of watchfulness in the air that suggested every
tree was taking note of their progress. Not threatening attention—
more like anticipation, as if the entire ecosystem was waiting to see
what would happen next.

“We’re being observed,” Marchosias confirmed as they followed the
forestry track deeper into the Dean. “Multiple points of attention,
but I can’t determine whether it’s the Green Man or something else
entirely.”

“Something else like what?” Mick asked, though he suspected the
answer would be unsettling.

“The forest itself. These ancient woodlands have been shaped by su-
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pernatural influence for so long they may have developed their own
form of distributed consciousness.”

The quarry pond, when they reached it, was empty of the massive
presence that had dominated the space yesterday afternoon. Where
the Green Man had anchored himself for healing, there was only
disturbed earth and the lingering impression of root systems that
had extended deep into the surrounding soil.

“Gone,” Reeves observed, studying the area around the water’s edge.
“But recently. Some of these root impressions are still damp.”

“He’s mobile again. Faster healing than I anticipated, which sug-
gests he’s drawn considerable strength from the forest’s root networks
during the night.”

Mick knelt beside the quarry’s edge, examining the scattered chunks
of iron ore that littered the muddy bank. Roman mining had left con-
siderable debris—dark metal streaked with rust, pieces that ranged
from pebble-sized fragments to chunks large enough to require both
hands to lift.

“Plenty of raw material,” he said, selecting several promising spec-
imens and dropping them into his equipment bag. “Question is
whether quantity can substitute for whatever special properties made
yesterday’s piece so effective.”

They spent twenty minutes collecting iron ore, choosing pieces that
showed minimal weathering and maximum metallic content. The
quarry had clearly been a major extraction site—the Roman miners
had left behind enough debris to arm a small force, if iron proved
as effective against Verlaine’s corruption as their initial test had sug-
gested.

“Movement in the tree line,” Marchosias warned as they finished
their collection. “Something large, moving parallel to our position
but maintaining distance.”

Mick scanned the forest edge but saw nothing obviously supernatu-
ral. Just ancient trees swaying gently in the morning breeze, their
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branches creating patterns of light and shadow that could hide any-
thing patient enough to remain motionless.

“The Green Man?” Reeves asked, shouldering her own collection of
iron ore.

“Possibly. Or something else that’s learned to move through these
woods with equal stealth. Either way, we’re not alone.”

The walk toward Verlaine’s valley revealed the first sign that their
previous day’s escape had not gone unnoticed. The paths they’d
used to approach the corpse wood had been systematically blocked—
not with the subtle misdirection they’d experienced before, but with
obvious barriers that spoke of deliberate fortification.

Ancient trees had been felled across every route, their massive trunks
creating walls too high to climb over and too solid to move aside. But
these weren’t natural wind-falls—the trees had been uprooted and
repositioned with obvious purpose, their root systems still alive and
writhing with hostile intent.

“He’s sealed off the approaches,” Mick observed, studying a barrier
created from three enormous oaks whose branches had been woven
together like organic razor wire. “No more casual visitors to the
garden.”

“More than sealed. Look at the defensive positions he’s established.”

Where yesterday they’d encountered paths that led toward the valley,
now there were killing fields. Open spaces where anyone attempting
to approach would be exposed to attack from multiple directions,
covered by defensive positions that spoke of military thinking applied
to botanical warfare.

The thorny vines that emerged from the ground as they approached
the first barrier were unlike anything they’d encountered before.
These weren’t the casual brambles that had delayed their previous
exploration, but purpose-built weapons—thick as a man’s arm,
covered with barbs that wept something that definitely wasn’t sap,
and animated with intelligence that tracked their movement with
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obvious predatory interest.

“Jesus,” Reeves breathed as a vine thick as her torso erupted from the
soil beside her feet, its thorny surface gleaming with acidic moisture.
“Those things would tear us apart.”

The vine swayed like a cobra preparing to strike, its barbed sur-
face rippling with organic movement that suggested it was tasting
the air for their scent. More vines began emerging from the forest
floor around them—a defensive network that could shred anything
attempting to reach Verlaine’s domain.

“Testing time,” Mick said, pulling a chunk of iron ore from his bag.
“Let’s see if this works as well as we hope.”

He hurled the iron ore at the nearest vine with enough force to crack
bone. The moment the metal made contact, the reaction was imme-
diate and dramatic. The thorny surface began to smoke and char,
the vine writhing in what could only be described as agony as the
iron burned through its corrupted flesh like acid through paper.

The damaged section collapsed within seconds, crumbling to ash that
scattered on the morning breeze. But the effect didn’t stop there—
every vine within ten metres of the contact point recoiled as if they’d
been personally burned, withdrawing into the earth with movements
that spoke of genuine terror.

“Excellent. The iron doesn’t just damage Verlaine’s corruption—it
actively repels it. The other vines are afraid to approach the area
where their fellow was destroyed.”

“But look how quickly they adapt,” Reeves pointed out. Already,
new vines were emerging from the soil beyond the iron’s effective
range, carefully positioning themselves to attack from directions that
wouldn’t bring them into contact with the scattered ore.

The gap created by the destroyed vine remained clear for perhaps
thirty seconds before fresh growth began pushing up from the earth.
Not close enough to touch the iron ore, but positioned to seal the
breach in Verlaine’s defences. The corrupted vegetation had learned
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from watching one of its own destroyed, and was adapting its tactics
accordingly.

“It works,” Mick confirmed, studying the charred remains of the vine
that had touched the iron. “Direct contact causes immediate de-
struction. But it’s not a permanent solution—he can replace what
we destroy faster than we can destroy it.”

“And now he knows we’re armed with something that can damage his
creations. The element of surprise is gone.”

As if summoned by Marchosias’s observation, the thorny barricade
around them suddenly erupted into coordinated action. Dozens of
vines burst from the soil, creating a wall of acidic barbs that would
make retreat as dangerous as advance. They were surrounded by
botanical weapons that had learned to respect iron while still main-
taining enough coverage to prevent escape.

“We can fight our way out,” Mick said, hefting his collection of iron
ore and testing its weight. “Question is whether we want to reveal
our full capabilities before we understand what we’re really facing.”

“Movement in the forest behind us. Multiple entities, approaching
with purpose.”

Through the trees came sounds that spoke of something large moving
through the undergrowth with obvious intent. Not the organic grace
of the Green Man, but something else—multiple somethings, coor-
dinated in their approach and clearly focused on the three humans
who had dared to test Verlaine’s new defences.

They began fighting their way clear using iron ore as both weapon
and shield, each piece of metal creating temporary gaps in the vine
barrier that allowed them to advance toward what they hoped was
open ground. The corrupted vegetation recoiled from every contact,
but it adapted quickly, sealing each gap almost as soon as they’d
passed through.

“Running low,” Reeves called out, hurling her last large chunk of ore
at a cluster of vines that had emerged to block their retreat. The
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iron struck true, creating another smoking crater in the botanical
defences, but more growth immediately began flowing in to fill the
void.

Mick’s own supply was nearly exhausted, and the vines seemed to
understand their tactical situation better than they did. Instead of
pressing direct attacks, Verlaine’s creations were simply containing
them, allowing the humans to exhaust their iron reserves while cre-
ating an ever-tightening circle of thorny barriers.

“We’re being herded toward something specific. This isn’t random
defensive behaviour—it’s coordinated strategy.”

The realisation came just as they broke through the final vine barrier
into what appeared to be open woodland. But the clearing they’d
fought their way to was clearly a killing ground—a space deliberately
kept clear of undergrowrowth, surrounded by dense forest that would
provide perfect cover for whatever was hunting them.

“Trap,” Reeves said grimly, scanning the treeline for signs of move-
ment. “We’ve been played.”

The vines began emerging from the soil around the clearing’s perime-
ter, but these were different from the defensive barriers they’d en-
countered before. Thicker, more heavily armoured with acidic barbs,
and moving with the coordinated precision of a military unit execut-
ing a planned assault.

“Last of the iron,” Mick said, hefting his final piece of ore and calcu-
lating angles of attack. “Make it count.”

That’s when the Green Man stepped from between the ancient oaks.

His massive form showed signs of the previous night’s healing—the
acid damage to his arm had been repaired, and his left limb was in
the process of regeneration, showing the beginnings of what would
eventually become a new hand. But it was his behaviour that cap-
tured their attention.

The ancient guardian was studying the smoking remains of destroyed
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vines with obvious interest, his hollow eye sockets fixed on the charred
vegetation that had been eliminated by iron contact. He moved
between the destroyed sections with careful attention, examining the
ash that had once been Verlaine’s corruption.

Then he turned toward Mick and made a sound like wind through
ancient branches—not threatening, but curious. Almost questioning.

Mick raised his last chunk of iron ore into the air, displaying it clearly
for the Green Man’s inspection.

The Green Man’s response was immediate and startling. He drove his
massive fist into the forest floor with enough force to crack stone, his
root-like fingers extending deep into the earth as he probed through
layers of soil and clay. When he withdrew his hand moments later,
he was holding a chunk of iron ore that dwarfed anything they’d
collected—a mass of dark metal large enough to serve as a hammer
head.

Without hesitation, the ancient guardian brought his improvised
weapon down on the nearest cluster of attacking vines. The effect
was devastating—iron met corrupted flesh with a sound like steam
escaping from a ruptured boiler, and an entire section of Verlaine’s
defensive network collapsed into smoking ash.

The Green Man’s voice rose in what might have been satisfaction—a
sound like healthy trees swaying in clean wind. He moved through the
remaining vine barriers with methodical efficiency, his iron weapon
destroying everything it touched and clearing a path toward open
woodland.

“Jesus,” Reeves breathed, watching the ancient guardian eliminate
threats that had nearly overwhelmed them. “He was watching.
Learning. Figuring out what we were doing.”

“More than that. He’s adapted our tactics and improved on them. We
used iron as throwing weapons—he’s weaponised it as a melee tool.”

Within minutes, the clearing was secured. Verlaine’s attacking vines
had been reduced to scattered ash, and the Green Man stood among
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the remains holding his improvised iron hammer with obvious satis-
faction.

But instead of turning toward them in alliance, the ancient guardian
simply acknowledged their presence with a sound like wind through
healthy leaves, then began moving toward Verlaine’s valley with pur-
poseful intent. His body language spoke of grim determination rather
than triumph—this was not celebration, but preparation for battle.

“He’s going to attack,” Mick realised, watching the massive figure
disappear between the ancient trees. “Right now. While he has the
iron weapon advantage.”

“Which gives us our window,” Reeves said with satisfaction. “While
Verlaine’s attention is focused on defending against a frontal assault
with iron weapons, we can approach the garden from a different di-
rection.”

“Dangerous. If the Green Man fails to provide sufficient distraction,
you’ll be trapped in the heart of Verlaine’s power with limited re-
sources.”

“Everything about this is dangerous,” Mick replied, shouldering his
equipment bag and the remaining iron ore they’d managed to collect.
“But it’s our best chance to reach those trapped souls before Verlaine
realises what we’re really trying to accomplish.”

The sounds of battle began in the distance—the Green Man’s voice
raised in challenge, the answering roar of corrupted vegetation de-
fending its territory. Ancient wood meeting ancient corruption in a
conflict that had been building for eight centuries.

“Time to go,” Reeves said, heading toward the valley by the indirect
route they’d planned during breakfast. “While our unwitting ally
keeps Verlaine busy, we’ve got souls to liberate.”

Behind them, the sounds of supernatural combat grew louder, and
somewhere in the forest depths, an ancient guardian prepared to
make what might be his final stand against the corruption that had
claimed so much of his domain.
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The real battle for the Forest of Dean was about to begin, and this
time, the outcome would determine whether Verlaine’s influence re-
mained contained or spread to consume every remaining fragment of
Britain’s ancient woodlands.
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The Ancient Defeat

The iron hammer carved through Verlaine’s outer defences like divine
retribution made manifest.

The first corrupted oak—twisted into spiral patterns that spoke of
centuries of accumulated evil—disintegrated under the Green Man’s
opening assault. Where iron met corrupted bark, the reaction was
instantaneous and devastating. Eight hundred years of demonic influ-
ence crumbled to ash in seconds, leaving only smoking craters where
blasphemous trees had stood.

The Green Man pressed forward with methodical fury, his massive
frame moving through Verlaine’s botanical maze with purpose born
of eight centuries of accumulated rage. Each swing of the impro-
vised weapon eliminated yards of twisted vegetation, clearing paths
through defences that had repelled seventeen previous assaults.

The second ring of corrupted trees fared no better. Beeches that had
been transformed into flesh-like pillars collapsed under iron impact,
their surfaces bursting like rotten fruit to release clouds of spores
that withered and died before touching the guardian’s bark-covered
skin. Ancient yews whose branches had been sculpted into grasping
hands crumbled to dust, their alien geometry unable to withstand
contact with metal that grounded their supernatural essence.

For the first hour, it was systematic destruction.

The Green Man had learned patience during his centuries of healing.
No longer did he charge blindly toward Verlaine’s heart, exhausting
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his strength against overwhelming numbers. Instead, he methodi-
cally eliminated each ring of defences, ensuring no corrupted growth
survived to attack from behind as he advanced deeper into the gar-
den’s twisted architecture.

The iron hammer proved more effective than any weapon he had
wielded in previous encounters. Where his bare hands had been
forced to tear through corrupted wood—damaging himself as much as
his enemies—the improvised tool channelled his strength into precise
destruction. Each impact sent shock waves through the garden’s root
networks, disrupting the connections that allowed Verlaine’s domain
to function as a unified organism.

Ancient holly trees whose berries wept acidic poison collapsed under
hammer blows that reduced their trunks to smoking splinters. Ash
trees that had been transformed into nervous systems—their bark
pulsing with visible veins—crumbled when iron disrupted their un-
natural circulation. Even the ground-covering vines that erupted to
entangle his feet withered at the hammer’s approach, their surfaces
smoking as if touched by divine fire.

The Green Man’s voice rose in triumph as he carved his path of
destruction deeper into enemy territory. Not the desperate fury of
previous battles, but the methodical satisfaction of finally possessing
adequate tools for the work at hand. Eight centuries of defeats had
taught him the value of sustainable assault over berserker rage.

But as the second hour began, the garden itself started to adapt.

The corrupted trees in the third defensive ring had learned from
watching their fellows destroyed. Instead of standing rigid to receive
hammer blows, they began to sway and bend, their trunks flowing
like liquid to absorb impacts that should have shattered them. When
the iron struck, their bark would ripple and flow around the contact
point, containing the damage to small areas while preserving the
greater structure.

The Green Man adjusted his tactics accordingly. Where single blows
had previously sufficed, he now delivered sustained assaults—holding
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the hammer in contact with corrupted flesh until the iron’s grounding
effect could work deeper into the unnatural wood. It required more
effort, more precision, but it still achieved the necessary destruction.

The first sign of serious resistance came when he reached the garden’s
fourth ring.

Here, Verlaine had positioned his oldest and most established
corruptions—trees that had been feeding on accumulated death
for over a millennium. Their bark had evolved beyond mere plant
matter, taking on qualities that spoke of hybrid existence between
botanical and animal life. When the iron hammer struck these
ancient growths, they bled.

Not sap, but something that steamed and hissed where it touched the
forest floor. The Green Man’s weapon grew slick with organic fluids
that made each subsequent blow less certain, more likely to glance
off rather than penetrate to the corrupted heartwood beneath.

But still he pressed forward, adapting to each new challenge as it
arose. When bleeding bark made his grip uncertain, he adjusted
his stance and swing patterns. When the ancient trees began to
regenerate around iron damage, he increased the duration of contact,
holding his weapon against corrupted flesh until the grounding effect
achieved complete destruction.

The battle intensified as he approached the garden’s heart.

The trees here moved with obvious intelligence, coordinating their
defences in ways that spoke of collective consciousness rather than
individual survival instinct. Branches reached out to interfere with
his hammer swings, creating networks of interference that forced him
to fight through botanical obstacles while simultaneously attacking
primary targets.

The Green Man responded with increased aggression, his massive
frame spinning to deliver strikes from unexpected angles. When
branches blocked direct assault, he used the hammer’s weight as
a bludgeon, crushing interference before returning to systematic de-
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struction of the main targets. His bark-covered skin began to show
damage from thorns and acidic contact, but he pressed forward re-
gardless.

Three hours into the assault, he had cleared nearly half of Verlaine’s
garden.

That’s when the corruption demon finally rose to meet him.

Verlaine emerged from the garden’s heart like something that had
never been meant to exist in any natural ecosystem. Twenty feet of
organic architecture that combined the worst aspects of plant and an-
imal life, his form rippling with muscles that were equal parts wood
and flesh. Where the Green Man was bark and timber given con-
sciousness, Verlaine was corruption made manifest—beautiful and
terrible in his complete violation of natural law.

“My ancient nemesis,” Verlaine said, his voice emerging from every
corrupted surface in the garden simultaneously. “Still believing that
crude force can overcome centuries of careful preparation.”

The Green Man’s response was the iron hammer, swung with enough
force to crack stone.

The weapon connected with Verlaine’s torso, and where it struck,
the corruption demon’s flesh began to smoke and char. The impact
sent Verlaine staggering backward through his own garden, crashing
through corrupted undergrowth that burst into flames at contact
with his burning essence.

For a moment, it seemed the battle might end quickly.

Verlaine’s form was wreathed in iron-induced fire, his corrupted flesh
struggling to regenerate around damage that attacked him at the fun-
damental level of his existence. He fell to one knee among his twisted
flower beds, surfaces that had been seamlessly integrated into his ex-
tended consciousness now reflecting his agony through sympathetic
withering.

The Green Man pressed his advantage, raising the hammer for a
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killing blow that would end eight centuries of warfare.

But Verlaine’s apparent weakness had been strategic deception.

As the hammer descended, vines erupted from the garden floor—not
the decorative corruption of the outer defences, but thick, muscu-
lar appendages that moved with whip-crack speed. They wrapped
around the Green Man’s forearms just as his weapon reached the
peak of its arc, their combined force redirecting the blow away from
Verlaine’s vulnerable form.

The hammer struck earth instead of flesh, its iron head burying itself
in soil that immediately began to smoke and burn. But the weapon
was trapped, held fast by ground that flowed like quicksand around
the metal while maintaining stone-like resistance to extraction at-
tempts.

Verlaine rose with fluid grace, his burned flesh already beginning to
heal as his garden’s collective essence flowed back into his damaged
form. “Did you think I had learned nothing from our previous en-
counters? Eight hundred years of defeats, my ancient friend. I have
had considerable time to develop… countermeasures.”

The real battle began.

What followed was combat between entities that operated on scales
no human mind could fully comprehend. The Green Man wrenched
his weapon free through sheer strength, tearing chunks of corrupted
earth away with the hammer head, leaving sections of his bark ar-
mour behind where acidic contact had eaten through his protective
layers. Verlaine responded by reshaping his garden into an active
weapon, every surface becoming a potential source of attack.

The two titans crashed through corrupted groves that had stood for
centuries, their impacts sending shock waves through the valley that
could be felt miles away. Ancient trees splintered under the force of
their collisions, while the very ground cracked and heaved as they
grappled for advantage.

Verlaine fought with the fluid grace of something that could reshape
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its form at will, his limbs extending and contracting as tactical ne-
cessity demanded. When the Green Man’s massive fists struck, Ver-
laine’s torso would flow like liquid around the impact, absorbing and
redirecting force that should have crushed him.

But the Green Man possessed advantages of his own. His connection
to the healthy forest beyond Verlaine’s corruption allowed him to
draw strength from root networks that stretched across miles, replen-
ishing his energy as fast as the battle depleted it. When Verlaine’s
acidic touch burned through his bark armour, fresh wood flowed up
from underground sources to repair the damage.

They fought through the afternoon, their battle reshaping Verlaine’s
garden with each exchange. Corrupted trees that had stood for cen-
turies were reduced to splinters, while the very topography of the
valley changed as their impacts created new hills and craters.

But as the hours passed, Verlaine’s tactical advantages began to
assert themselves.

Each time the Green Man was thrown into corrupted vegetation, the
twisted plants responded with attacks of their own. Thorny branches
raked across his bark, leaving wounds that wept something more than
sap. Flowers bloomed in his impact craters, releasing clouds of toxic
pollen that clung to his wooden flesh and began eating inward like
acid.

When Verlaine slammed him into the garden’s corrupted soil, fungi
erupted from the decay-rich earth to release spores that attacked the
Green Man’s respiratory system. Even his enhanced connection to
the healthy forest couldn’t fully purge toxins designed specifically to
target his wooden physiology.

The Green Man fought on, but his movements began to slow as ac-
cumulated poisons worked deeper into his system. Where he had ini-
tially moved with fluid grace, now his attacks became more laboured,
his defences less certain.

Verlaine sensed the shift and pressed his advantage.
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The corruption demon’s attacks became more focused, more surgical.
Instead of trading blow for blow, he began targeting specific areas—
the Green Man’s joints, his connection points, the spots where bark
met heartwood. Each strike was designed to accumulate damage
rather than achieve immediate destruction.

Thick vines erupted from the garden floor with increasing frequency,
not to restrain but to interfere. Every time the Green Man attempted
a decisive attack, botanical obstacles appeared to spoil his aim or
reduce his leverage. His massive strength was gradually being neu-
tralised by an opponent who could reshape the battlefield at will.

The tide turned when Verlaine managed to trap the Green Man’s left
arm.

A cluster of corrupted brambles erupted around the guardian’s limb
just as he attempted a devastating cross-body strike. The thorny
vines wrapped around his forearm with crushing force, their acidic
surfaces beginning immediate work on his bark armour while their
grip prevented him from completing the attack.

Verlaine seized the opening, driving both fists into the Green Man’s
exposed midsection with enough force to lift the massive guardian
off his feet. The impact sent him crashing backward through a grove
of twisted apple trees, their branches raking across his bark while
their corrupted fruit burst against his form, releasing clouds of toxic
spores.

As the Green Man struggled to rise, fungi erupted from the decay-rich
soil where he’d fallen. Mushrooms the size of dinner plates bloomed
in seconds, their caps opening to release clouds of spores designed to
attack wooden tissue from within. The microscopic weapons found
every crack in his damaged bark, burrowing deeper toward the living
wood beneath.

But the Green Man’s greatest vulnerability came when Verlaine fi-
nally managed to damage his weapon beyond use.

A coordinated assault of acidic vines wrapped around the iron
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hammer’s makeshift wooden handle, their corrosive surfaces eating
through the guardian’s improvised binding until the metal head
separated completely. The iron weapon went spinning away across
the garden, coming to rest among corrupted flower beds that
immediately began withering at its presence.

Without the iron’s grounding effect, the Green Man was forced to rely
on his natural strength against an opponent who had spent centuries
preparing for exactly this encounter. Verlaine’s next assault drove
him deeper into the garden’s corrupted heart, where every surface
was poisonous and every breath filled his lungs with targeted toxins.

The Green Man fought on with desperate fury, but each exchange
left him weaker while strengthening his enemy. When his massive
fists struck Verlaine’s corrupted flesh, the damage was absorbed and
distributed through the garden’s network rather than accumulating
in any single location. But when Verlaine’s attacks landed, they
deposited toxins that the Green Man’s system couldn’t purge.

The end came when Verlaine managed to trap both of the Green
Man’s arms in crushing embraces of corrupted vine and bramble. The
guardian’s left forearm was caught in a mass of thorny growth that
immediately began applying pressure designed to crush the wooden
bones beneath his bark armour.

The Green Man’s voice rose in a sound like wind through a forest
of the dead as Verlaine applied leverage that no natural joint could
withstand. Ancient wood splintered under pressure that gradually
increased beyond any organic material’s capacity to resist.

The crack, when it came, echoed across the valley like breaking thun-
der.

The Green Man’s left forearm shattered, splinters of bark and heart-
wood spinning away as his limb bent at an angle that violated every
principle of natural architecture. Without the strength to maintain
his grip, his useless hand could no longer hold any weapon, even if
one had been within reach.
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Verlaine’s laughter was like autumn leaves crumbling to dust as he
surveyed his ancient enemy’s defeat. “And so it ends, as it always
ends. Your fury exhausts itself against superior preparation. Your
strength becomes my strength.”

The Green Man lay broken among Verlaine’s corrupted flower beds,
his massive frame reduced to barely connected fragments of splin-
tered wood. His left arm hung useless, his bark armour cracked and
weeping, his voice reduced to the whisper of wind through broken
branches.

This was the end. After eight centuries of desperate warfare, af-
ter seventeen defeats and seventeen retreats into healing exile, there
would be no eighteenth battle. His strength was gone, his weapon
lost, his body too damaged to regenerate before Verlaine’s corruption
claimed him completely.

He thought of the forest as it had been in his prime—endless canopy
stretching from coast to coast, ancient groves where sunlight filtered
through leaves that had never known axe or saw. He remembered the
streams that ran clear and cold, carrying snowmelt through wood-
lands that teemed with life. The deer paths worn smooth by countless
generations, the owl calls that echoed through twilight spaces, the
fox dens hidden among root systems that had grown undisturbed for
millennia.

All of it gone. Reduced to fragments like himself—scattered remnants
of what had once been a living world.

The tears that fell from his hollow eye sockets were sap, thick and
golden, carrying the essence of every tree that had fallen in his
thousand-year watch. They fell onto corrupted soil that drank them
greedily, adding his grief to the accumulated suffering that powered
Verlaine’s domain.

Soon the corruption would spread beyond these borders. The New
Forest would fall, then Sherwood, then every remaining fragment of
ancient woodland until nothing remained but agriculture and indus-
try and the grey sprawl of human ambition. The last guardian of
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Britain’s green heart would become the final meal for the very evil
he had failed to contain.

This was what defeat felt like. Not the clean death of battle, but the
slow dissolution of everything worth protecting, the knowledge that
his failure would echo through generations unborn who would never
know what had been lost.

His consciousness began to fade, bark darkening as life ebbed away
from wood that had stood sentinel for longer than human memory.
In his final moments, he grieved not for himself but for a world
that would die with him—for streams that would run poisoned, for
clearings that would never again echo with birdsong, for roots that
would never again reach deep into earth unspoiled by human touch.

The Green Man closed his hollow eyes and prepared to become one
more victim in Verlaine’s garden of accumulated horrors.
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Forging in Darkness

The collapsed mine entrance was little more than a wound in the
hillside, choked with decades of bramble growth and the detritus of
forgotten industry. Mick pulled away the twisted metal that had
once been a warning sign, its rusted surface bearing fragments of
words that might have been DANGER or KEEP OUT, though time
and weather had rendered them illegible.

“You sure about this?” Reeves asked, shining her torch into the
darkness beyond the collapsed timber supports. The beam revealed
rough-hewn stone disappearing into earth that had been hollowed
out by Roman hands two millennia ago.

From the direction of Verlaine's garden came sounds that spoke of
titanic violence—the crash of falling trees, the crack of splintering
wood, the Green Man's voice rising in something that might have
been triumph or agony. The ancient guardian was buying them time
with his own destruction, and they all knew it.

“The mine extends deep enough for proper manifestation,” Marchosias
observed, his consciousness pressing against the boundaries of Mick's
awareness with predatory eagerness. “In absolute darkness, I can
achieve my true form without the limitations daylight imposes.”

“And forge a weapon that can actually cut through Verlaine's gar-
den?” Mick asked, though he was already removing his equipment
to prepare for the descent.

“The scythe we need requires everything we learned from our failed
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attempts. This time, with adequate space and power, I can create
something worthy of the task ahead.”

The mine entrance was barely wide enough for Mick's shoulders, a
crude tunnel carved from living rock by slaves who had never ex-
pected to see sunlight again. The first twenty feet were treacherous
with loose stone and rotting timber, but beyond that, the passage
opened into chambers that had been excavated with more care.

Reeves remained at the surface, her torch providing the minimal light
necessary for navigation while preserving the darkness Marchosias
required for full manifestation. “Whatever you're going to do down
there, do it fast. The Green Man's not going to last much longer.”

“I know you, Hargraves,” she added, studying the twisted metal rem-
nants of the mine's warning signs with obvious purpose. “You're not
going into that garden without backup.”

Mick squeezed through the narrowest section of the entrance and
found himself in a natural chamber that the Romans had enlarged
for their mining operations. Crude tools still littered the floor—picks
and hammers that had been abandoned when the iron ore played out,
their wooden handles long since rotted away.

But it was the iron that commanded attention.

The chamber walls glittered with dark metal, veins of ore that ran
through the limestone like frozen rivers. Not the refined steel of mod-
ern industry, but raw iron as it had emerged from the earth—pure,
unalloyed, carrying the weight of geological time in every gleaming
surface.

“Perfect,” Marchosias said with satisfaction. “Cold iron, shaped by
natural forces rather than human ambition. The most potent sub-
stance for grounding supernatural corruption.”

Twenty metres from the entrance, the daylight failed completely.

The change was immediate and profound. Where Mick's torch had
been providing adequate illumination, now the darkness seemed to
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swallow its beam, reducing the circle of visibility to arm's length de-
spite the bulb's full power. The shadows didn't just lack light—they
possessed weight and substance, pressing against him like something
alive.

“Now,” Marchosias said, and his voice carried harmonics that had
been absent in the world above.

Mick felt his consciousness being drawn backward, not suppressed
but repositioned—like stepping aside to let someone with superior
skill take the controls of a complex machine. His awareness remained
intact, but it became observer rather than operator, watching as
Marchosias's true nature expanded to fill the space that absolute
darkness provided.

The transformation was extraordinary to witness from within.

Wings of living darkness erupted from his shoulders—not physical
appendages but extensions of will made manifest. They stretched
fifteen feet across, their surfaces rippling with patterns that sug-
gested depths beyond human comprehension. When they moved,
they created currents in the air that followed laws older than terres-
trial physics.

His hands elongated into claws that appeared to be carved from
the void between stars—black beyond black, sharp enough to cut
concepts as easily as matter. When they moved through the air,
they left trails that took several seconds to heal, as if reality itself
required time to recover from their passage.

From within this transformed state, Mick could perceive the cham-
ber differently. The iron veins in the walls glowed with their own
inner light, revealing deposits that extended far deeper than Roman
picks had ever reached. The very structure of the metal became
visible—crystalline patterns that spoke of forces operating on geolog-
ical timescales.

“Observe,” Marchosias said, though the voice came from Mick's own
throat, carrying harmonics no human vocal cords should produce.
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He reached toward the chamber wall where the largest vein of iron
ore ran through the limestone. His claws touched the dark metal,
and immediately both substances began to change. The iron grew
molten without heat, flowing like liquid while maintaining its struc-
tural integrity. The stone around it cracked and crumbled, releasing
ore that had been locked in place for millions of years.

Cold flames erupted around their hands—not the orange fire of com-
bustion, but something that burned blue and silver, carrying light
that revealed details no human eye was meant to perceive. In that
alien illumination, Mick could see the iron's crystalline structure rear-
ranging itself according to principles that belonged to realms beyond
the physical.

The blade took shape first—four feet of curved metal that gleamed
with its own inner light. Not the dull grey of ordinary iron, but
something that had been refined beyond earthly limitations. The
edge held sharpness that suggested it could cut through concepts
as easily as substance, while the flat carried weight that spoke of
geological force compressed into manageable form.

“The handle requires living wood,” Marchosias observed, their atten-
tion turning to the mine's entrance where roots from the forest above
had penetrated the limestone. “Something that grew in soil unstained
by corruption.”

They reached toward the root systems with one impossible hand,
claws making contact with wood that had never known Verlaine's
influence. Again the cold fire erupted, this time flowing into organic
matter that began to reshape itself according to infernal will.

From his observer's position, Mick watched in fascination as healthy
oak wood flowed like water, creating a handle that would fit human
hands despite being forged by demonic power. The grain aligned
itself to provide maximum strength, while the surface developed tex-
ture that would prevent slipping even when wet with blood or worse.

“The binding,” Marchosias continued, as metal met wood in a union
that would transcend simple physical joining.
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The organic handle began to wrap around the iron tang like rope
being wound under impossible tension. Wood fibres stretched and
twisted, creating knots that pulled tighter than any natural force
could achieve. The grain spiralled around the metal in patterns that
spoke of growth accelerated beyond normal time, creating bonds that
creaked and groaned as they formed.

The sound was like ancient trees bending in hurricane winds—deep,
resonant creaking that spoke of organic matter being pushed to the
very limits of its structural capacity. But the knots held, wood
and metal unified through sheer mechanical precision that no human
craftsman could achieve.

Above them, at the mine entrance, different sounds echoed down into
the depths. Not the groaning of supernatural forces, but the prac-
tical noise of someone working with determination—metal scraping
against stone, the rhythmic tapping of improvised hammer work.

Reeves had found her own materials to work with. The rusted warn-
ing signs that had once protected the mine entrance were yielding use-
ful steel under her persistent efforts, while fragments of iron slag from
ancient Roman operations provided the cutting edge she needed.

The finished scythe hung in the air before them, rotating slowly
to display every angle of its lethal perfection. The blade gleamed
with inner light that spoke of power barely contained, while the han-
dle showed the twisted grain patterns where wood had been wound
around metal with supernatural force.

“Behold,” Marchosias said, their voice carrying pride that spanned
aeons, “a weapon forged from the bones of the earth and bound with
wood that grew in clean soil. In your hands, it will cut through
Verlaine's corruption like divine justice made manifest.”

The transformation reversed as smoothly as it had begun. Mick
felt his consciousness flowing back into primary control, the demonic
manifestation receding until he stood in human form once again. But
the weapon remained, solid and real in his grip, carrying weight that
spoke of fundamental stability.
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The scythe was lighter than its size suggested but possessed a solidity
that transcended mere physical mass. When he moved it through the
air, it left trails of darkness that whispered of the power contained
within its iron edge. The handle fit his hands as if it had been custom-
made, the twisted wood grain providing grip that would hold even
when slick with blood.

“Each swing will ground whatever corruption it touches,” Marchosias
explained, his consciousness settling back into their usual partnership
arrangement. “Verlaine's garden exists through connections between
corrupted matter. Sever those connections, and his power collapses
like a house of cards.”

The climb back to the surface felt different with the scythe in his
hands. The weapon seemed to make the darkness lighter, its presence
driving back shadows that had nothing to do with ordinary absence
of light. When he emerged into the grey afternoon, Reeves looked
up from her own work with grim satisfaction.

She had fashioned a short spear from the materials at hand—a length
of steel rod salvaged from the mine's warning signage, with a jagged
piece of iron slag bound to its tip with strips of metal and improvised
cordage. The weapon was crude compared to the supernatural ele-
gance of the scythe, but it carried the same essential property: cold
iron that could ground supernatural corruption.

“Backup,” she said simply, testing the spear's balance with move-
ments that spoke of practical experience with improvised weapons.
“You're not going in there alone.”

The spear's point gleamed with the same dark light as the scythe's
edge, proof that raw iron—properly prepared—could be as effective
as the most sophisticated supernatural forging. Where Mick carried
elegance and power, Reeves had crafted pragmatism and determina-
tion.

“Excellent improvisation,” Marchosias observed with genuine ap-
proval. “Cold iron is cold iron, regardless of the sophistication of its
preparation. Her weapon will serve well in the battles ahead.”
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From the valley came the sound of splintering wood and the Green
Man's voice rising in what might have been his final cry. They were
almost out of time, but now they had weapons that could cut through
eight centuries of accumulated evil.

The scythe blade caught the afternoon light and threw it back trans-
formed, carrying gleams that spoke of infernal fire and earthly iron
united in purpose. In Mick's hands, it felt like justice waiting to
be delivered. Beside him, Reeves's improvised spear carried its own
promise—that practical determination could stand alongside super-
natural power when the stakes demanded it.

The final battle was about to begin, and this time, they had brought
adequate tools for the work ahead.
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Harvesting Souls

The iron scythe bit through Verlaine’s outer defences like a blade
forged in divine fury.

Mick advanced through the garden’s twisted perimeter with Mar-
chosias’s strength flooding his muscles, the supernatural weapon carv-
ing through corrupted vegetation that had stood for centuries. Each
swing sent shock waves through the root networks that connected
Verlaine’s domain, and with each impact, something that had been
trapped for generations found its way back to whatever lay beyond
the boundaries of flesh and bark.

Reeves moved alongside him, the improvised iron spear gripped in
both hands like a staff. Where the scythe carved through major cor-
ruption with devastating sweeps, her weapon provided close-quarters
defence—stabbing through defensive vines that tried to entangle
Mick’s legs, thrusting at scout-tendrils that emerged to assess their
threat, jabbing at any corruption that ventured within her shorter
reach.

“The weapon recognises its purpose,” Marchosias observed with grim
satisfaction as they carved deeper into the organic maze. “Infernal
fire and earthly iron, forged specifically to unmake this abomination.”

The first ring of corrupted trees disintegrated under their combined
assault. Ancient oaks that had been twisted into spiral patterns
burst like overripe fruit, their surfaces splitting to reveal chambers
filled with what might once have been human hearts. As the iron
weapons severed their connections to Verlaine’s network, Mick caught
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glimpses of eyes—human eyes—widening with something that could
only be described as relief before fading into whatever peace awaited
beyond corruption.

He didn’t pause to watch their passing. There were hundreds more
trapped in this botanical hell, and every second of delay meant pro-
longed suffering for consciousness that had been harvested and pro-
cessed for decades or centuries.

“Left flank,” Reeves called out, driving the iron tip through a cluster
of thorny vines that erupted from the soil to block their advance.
The crude weapon punched through corrupted plant matter with
satisfying efficiency, each strike releasing wisps of essence that had
been trapped for decades.

The improvised spear was rougher than any manufactured weapon,
its balance imperfect and its bindings showing signs of strain from
repeated impacts. But the iron tip carried the same grounding prop-
erties as the scythe’s edge, and where it touched corruption, purifying
fire spread along the length of whatever it pierced.

“The garden’s collective consciousness is in chaos,” Marchosias re-
ported as they pressed deeper into Verlaine’s domain. “Each soul we
free disrupts the network that holds this place together. It’s losing
cohesion.”

The proof lay in the increasingly erratic behaviour of the corrupted
vegetation around them. Where the twisted trees had previously
moved with coordinated intelligence, now they thrashed randomly,
their branches clawing at empty air as the connections that allowed
collective thought were severed one by one. Verlaine’s garden was
becoming a collection of individual nightmares rather than a unified
organism.

The deeper they penetrated into the garden, the more sophisticated
the corruption’s defences became. Here the twisted trees worked
in coordination, their branches weaving together to create barriers
that would have stopped any conventional assault. But the combi-
nation of scythe and spear proved effective—Mick’s weapon carving
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through primary structures while Reeves’s shorter blade stabbed at
the connecting tissues that allowed coordinated response.

Mick brought the scythe down on a cluster of corrupted holly trees
whose berries had been replaced with what looked disturbingly like
human teeth. The iron blade passed through their trunks with surgi-
cal precision, and as the unnatural wood parted, he saw consciousness
flicker in the hollow spaces where faces had been carved by centuries
of suffering.

No words passed between them—there was no time for gratitude or
explanation—but at that moment of release, Mick felt an overwhelm-
ing sense of weight lifted, of burdens set down after carrying them far
beyond any reasonable endurance. The freed souls didn’t linger; they
simply… weren’t, as if they’d been waiting centuries for permission
to stop existing in this violated form.

“Behind you,” Mick called out as a corrupted vine thick as his torso
erupted from the ground near Reeves’s position. She spun with prac-
tised efficiency, driving the spear’s iron tip deep into the vine’s core
with a two-handed thrust that used her full body weight for leverage.

The reaction was immediate and devastating. Where iron met cor-
rupted flesh, purifying fire spread along the vine’s length like liquid
lightning. The massive tentacle convulsed, its surface charring and
cracking as the spear’s power burned through its unnatural structure.

But as the vine thrashed in its death throes, the improvised bindings
that held the iron tip finally gave way. Reeves staggered backward as
the spearhead separated from its shaft, leaving her holding nothing
but a length of steel rod while the iron tip remained embedded in
dissolving corruption.

“Excellent work, though your weapon appears to have reached its lim-
its,” Marchosias observed with genuine approval. “The precision
strikes are allowing us to advance faster than I anticipated.”

“Bloody improvised equipment,” Reeves muttered, pulling spare
bindings from her kit and working quickly to reattach the iron tip

180



to its shaft. The process took precious seconds during which Mick
had to cover her position with broader sweeps of the scythe, but
soon her weapon was functional again, if somewhat less stable than
before.

The deeper they penetrated into the garden, the older and more
established the corruptions became. Here were trees that had been
feeding on human consciousness since the medieval period, their bark
so thoroughly transformed by accumulated essence that they barely
retained any recognisable plant characteristics. When the scythe cut
through these ancient horrors, the released souls carried a weight of
suffering that made Mick’s teeth ache in sympathy.

A massive beech whose trunk had been hollowed out and filled with
what appeared to be a primitive nervous system fell beneath their
combined assault. As its unnatural circulation was severed by the
scythe’s broad cut, Reeves darted in with quick, precise thrusts to
slice through the secondary connections that would have allowed re-
generation. Her spear tip sparked against whatever passed for nerve
tissue in the hybrid organism, each contact causing the entire struc-
ture to convulse with dying impulses.

“The medieval specimens are the worst,” Marchosias observed with
uncharacteristic gentleness. “Plague victims, mostly. Desperate souls
who cursed the natural world that seemed to be killing them, then
found themselves incorporated into the very ecosystem they’d blamed
for their suffering.”

The irony was staggering and heartbreaking in equal measure. Hu-
mans who had died raging against nature, transformed into perma-
nent batteries for a corruption that violated everything natural about
forest ecosystems. Their anger and despair had been harvested and
refined for centuries, providing spiritual energy for Verlaine’s expan-
sion while denying them any possibility of peace.

Mick swung the scythe with increasing fury, each strike motivated not
just by tactical necessity but by genuine grief for the suffering he was
ending. These weren’t anonymous victims—they were individuals
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who had been trapped in botanical hell for lifespans that exceeded
most nations’ histories.

A grove of twisted apple trees fell beneath their combined assault,
the scythe taking down primary trunks while Reeves used her spear
to pierce the root connections that had linked them into a collective
organism. Their corrupted fruit burst to release clouds of spores
that withered instantly in the iron weapons’ presence. But before
they died, Mick saw faces in the fruit—human features preserved in
organic matter that pulsed with its own heartbeat. Children, most
of them. Young faces that had been watching the world through
apple skin for God knew how long, conscious enough to recognise
their state but powerless to change it.

Their release hit him like a physical blow. Not just the lifting of
suffering, but the recognition that these had been the innocent vic-
tims of historical disasters—plague, famine, the casual brutality of
medieval existence. They’d been thrown into these woods during hu-
manity’s darkest periods, their small bodies providing seed material
for corruption that had grown stronger with each addition.

“Jesus,” Reeves breathed, her spear wavering slightly in her grip as
she witnessed the true scope of what they were liberating. The iron
tip had come loose again during the last exchange, and she was forced
to pause for another field repair while Mick covered their position.
“How many people are trapped in this place?”

“Don’t stop,” Marchosias urged as Mick hesitated, overwhelmed by
the scale of what they were witnessing. “Every moment of delay
means continued suffering for hundreds of others. We can grieve
later.”

The scythe resumed its work, carving through botanical horrors that
challenged every assumption about the boundaries between plant
and animal life, while Reeves provided close-quarters support with
her increasingly unreliable spear. Ash trees whose bark pulsed with
visible veins, their surfaces weeping something that definitely wasn’t
sap. Yew trees that had been sculpted into rib cage formations, their
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branches reaching inward to protect hearts that beat with stolen
rhythms.

Each cut brought release to consciousness that had been processed
and refined for purposes no human mind could fully comprehend.
Some freed souls had been trapped so long they’d forgotten what
they’d originally been—their humanity dissolved into something that
barely retained individual awareness. Others, the more recent addi-
tions, carried clear memories of the environmental crimes that had
brought them here, their eyes reflecting recognition of justice finally
rendered.

But there was no time for extended contemplation. The garden was
vast, containing centuries of accumulated victims, and every second
they spent on individual cases meant prolonged agony for hundreds
of others still trapped in Verlaine’s living architecture.

“Verlaine senses what we’re doing,” Marchosias reported as they
carved deeper into the garden’s heart. “He will return. We have
time, but not unlimited time.”

Mick could feel it too—a shift in the garden’s collective consciousness
as its creator realised his domain was being systematically disman-
tled. The remaining corrupted trees began moving with increasing
desperation, their branches reaching toward the iron weapons with
obvious intent to destroy the tools that were unmaking eight cen-
turies of careful cultivation.

But their movements were uncoordinated, lacking the collective in-
telligence that had made Verlaine’s garden such an effective weapon.
Each freed soul disrupted the network further, creating cascade fail-
ures that left entire sections of the corruption operating as isolated
nightmares rather than components of a unified organism.

A ring of ancient oaks fell beneath sustained assault, their trunks
splitting to reveal internal structures that belonged in no natural
ecosystem. Hearts, lungs, kidneys—human organs integrated into
tree architecture and functioning as components of some vast bio-
logical machine. As the iron severed their connections, the organs
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continued beating for several heartbeats before finally falling still,
their purposes finally completed.

The faces carved into the bark were harder to bear. Not abstract
representations but actual human features, preserved in wood that
had grown around them over decades or centuries. Eyes that tracked
movement, mouths that tried to form words, expressions that shifted
through the full range of human emotion despite being locked in
botanical prison.

Their release was immediate and absolute. As the scythe cut through
the connections that bound them, the faces simply faded—not de-
stroyed but finally allowed to stop existing in this violated form.
Whatever peace was available to consciousness that had been pro-
cessed beyond recognition was finally granted.

“The oldest specimens are concentrated at the heart,” Marchosias
observed as they approached the garden’s centre. “Celtic sacrifice
victims, Roman plague disposal, medieval execution grounds. Mil-
lennium of accumulated death forming the foundation of everything
else.”

These were the hardest to face. Consciousness that had been trapped
since before the Norman Conquest, awareness that had watched the
rise and fall of dynasties while remaining powerless to affect any
change. They’d been the seed material for everything that followed,
the original corruption that had allowed Verlaine to take root in these
ancient groves.

Their suffering was so old it had become geological, integrated into
the very landscape as a fundamental feature rather than an imposed
violation. When the iron scythe finally cut through their ancient
bonds, their release carried a weight that made the earth itself seem
to sigh with relief.

Mick worked with methodical fury, the supernatural weapon carv-
ing through horrors that had stood since before written history.
Each swing brought freedom to consciousness that had been denied
peace for longer than most civilisations had existed. No words were
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exchanged—there was no need for gratitude or explanation—but the
recognition in their eyes spoke of burdens finally set down, of suffer-
ing finally acknowledged and ended.

The garden’s heart lay ahead, where the central tree pulsed with
the combined rhythm of thousands of harvested souls. But around
its base, other figures moved with desperate purpose—not corrupted
plants but something else entirely, something that spoke of Verlaine’s
desperation as his domain crumbled around him.

The final phase of their assault was about to begin, and the stakes
were clear. Either they could complete the liberation of every trapped
soul, or Verlaine would find some way to preserve his collection at
the cost of everything they’d accomplished.

“Incoming,” Reeves warned, using her spear to deflect a whip-like
branch that would have taken Mick’s head off while he was focused
on a larger target. The iron tip bit into the attacking limb with
enough force to sever it completely, though the impact loosened her
weapon’s bindings yet again.

The improvised spear had served its purpose well, but it was clearly
reaching the end of its usefulness. Each impact stressed the crude
bindings further, and Reeves was spending increasing amounts of
time on field repairs that left them both vulnerable.

The iron scythe gleamed with infernal fire as Mick prepared for the
last charge into the heart of eight centuries of accumulated evil. Be-
hind them, the freed sections of garden were already beginning to
burn with clean flame that spoke of purification rather than destruc-
tion.

The harvest was almost complete. But the most difficult work still lay
ahead, and Reeves’s improvised weapon was becoming more liability
than asset with each passing moment.
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The Reckoning

Verlaine stood over his ancient enemy's broken form, surveying eight
centuries of accumulated victory with the satisfaction of something
that had outlasted geological ages. The Green Man lay motionless
among the corrupted flower beds, his massive frame reduced to barely
connected fragments of splintered wood. His left arm hung shattered,
his bark armour cracked and weeping, his voice silenced.

“And so it ends,” Verlaine murmured, his corrupted flesh already
beginning to heal as the garden's collective essence flowed back into
his form. “As it always—”

The psychic scream that tore across the valley cut through his words
like a blade through silk. Raw agony flooded through every root
network, every corrupted vine, every twisted branch that comprised
his extended consciousness. Something was wrong. Something was
happening to his garden's heart that sent shock waves of destruc-
tion rippling outward through connections that had been stable for
centuries.

Verlaine's head snapped toward the source of the disturbance, his
form already shifting toward shadow as escape instincts older than
human civilisation demanded immediate retreat to defend what mat-
tered most. The garden's outer defences were burning. The soul-
powered infrastructure that maintained his hold on this realm was
being systematically destroyed.

That's when the Green Man's remaining hand closed around his an-
kle.
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The grip was inexorable—not the desperate clutch of a dying crea-
ture, but the methodical grasp of something that had finally found
its purpose. Smoke began to rise where bark touched corrupted flesh,
the Green Man's wooden fingers charring and blackening as Ver-
laine's acidic essence ate through healthy tissue. But the guardian's
hold never wavered, even as his hand began to burn away to exposed
heartwood.

Verlaine looked down with incredulous fury at his ancient enemy,
who had somehow found the strength to sit upright despite injuries
that should have left him immobilised. The Green Man's hollow
eye sockets were fixed on him with attention that felt like gravity—
inescapable, patient, absolutely committed to preventing his escape.

“Release me!” Verlaine snarled, his form rippling with corrosive fury
as another wave of destruction from his distant garden sent tremors
through their connection. “Can't you understand what they're do-
ing?”

The Green Man's response was to drive his feet deeper into the cor-
rupted soil, root-like toes extending through earth and stone to an-
chor himself with connections that would require continent-moving
force to break. His burning hand tightened its grip, and where his fin-
gers pressed into Verlaine's flesh, the corruption demon's substance
began to smoke and char.

Verlaine's next assault was designed to force the guardian to release
his hold through sheer agony. Acidic discharge flowed from every
pore, concentrated poison that ate through bark and wood with sys-
tematic efficiency. The Green Man's hand began to dissolve, fingers
reducing to skeletal frameworks of heartwood as his flesh burned
away.

But still he held on.

The garden's death-screams grew more distant as whatever was de-
stroying it worked deeper into the corrupted infrastructure. Verlaine
could feel individual nodes of power failing—centuries of carefully cul-
tivated consciousness being severed from his network with surgical
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precision. Each loss weakened him in ways that no physical assault
could match.

With desperate strength born of genuine panic, Verlaine wrenched
his leg free from the guardian's disintegrating grip. Strips of his own
corrupted flesh came away with the separation, but he was mobile
again, already flowing toward shadow-state as his essence sought es-
cape through the spaces between realms.

The Green Man surged upright with movements that should have
been impossible for something so damaged. His anchor roots tore
free from the soil with sounds like breaking stone, but momentum
carried him forward in a tackle that sent both titans crashing through
a grove of twisted apple trees.

They rolled through corrupted undergrowth, the Green Man's re-
maining arm wrapped around Verlaine's torso like the roots of an
ancient oak claiming a boulder. Where they touched, flesh burned
and wood charred, but neither would release the other. Verlaine's
superior strength allowed him to break free moments later, but those
precious seconds of delay had cost him more than physical damage.

The corruption demon's form was visibly diminished now, his flesh
losing the solidity that marked full manifestation in the material
realm. Each moment away from his dying garden reduced his coher-
ence, forcing him to burn essence just to maintain physical existence.

“You wooden fool!” Verlaine gasped, staggering toward the nearest
shadow that might provide transit back to his garden's heart. “You're
destroying us both!”

The Green Man's response was to lunge forward again, his massive
frame moving with the inexorable patience of falling timber. This
time Verlaine was ready, his hands becoming claws that raked across
bark armour with surgical precision. Ancient wood splintered un-
der his assault, strips of protective covering peeling away to expose
vulnerable heartwood beneath.

But even as his bark split and bled, even as acidic contact withered
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the leaf-crown that served as his mane, the Green Man continued his
relentless pursuit. When Verlaine dodged left, the guardian was there.
When he tried to flow right, wooden arms blocked his escape. When
he attempted to dissolve into shadow-state, root systems erupted
from the ground to anchor him to physical form.

The chase became a running battle that carved a path of destruction
through Verlaine's domain. Corrupted trees splintered under the im-
pact of their collisions, while the very ground cracked and heaved as
they grappled for advantage. Verlaine fought with increasing desper-
ation, his attacks becoming more savage as his connection to distant
power sources continued to weaken.

He managed to land a devastating blow that sent the Green Man
crashing through a stand of twisted beeches, their trunks exploding
into smoking fragments as the guardian's mass struck them. For a
moment, Verlaine thought he might finally have disabled his pursuer
enough to allow escape.

But the Green Man rose again, bark armour hanging in tatters, left
arm reduced to splinters, his massive frame listing like a ship taking
water. Still he came forward, step by methodical step, his hollow
eyes fixed on his enemy with the kind of attention that could outlast
seasons.

Verlaine's form flickered as another massive surge of destruction
washed across his network. Entire sections of his garden were going
dark, centuries of carefully maintained infrastructure being severed
with what felt like surgical precision. He was running out of time,
running out of power, running out of options.

The shadow-pool he'd been seeking finally appeared—a patch of dark-
ness between two ancient oaks that would provide passage back to
his garden's heart. Verlaine dove toward it with the desperation of
something facing genuine extinction, his form already beginning to
dissolve into the spaces between realms.

That's when the iron scythe took him through the spine.
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The blade erupted from the shadow-pool like divine retribution made
manifest, its surface still glowing with the heat of supernatural forg-
ing. Where it touched Verlaine's dissolving form, his essence imme-
diately solidified, forced back into full material existence by iron's
grounding effect on supernatural matter.

Mick emerged from the darkness behind him, his form partially
merged with Marchosias's shadow as they maintained their grip on
the weapon that had become their lifeline. The scythe's blade was
buried deep in Verlaine's torso, its iron composition preventing any
attempt at realm transit while anchoring the corruption demon to
physical reality.

“Going somewhere?” Mick asked, though his voice carried harmonics
that spoke of demonic satisfaction at their enemy's plight.

Verlaine's response was a scream that would have shattered every
piece of corrupted glass in the garden, a sound like the death-cry
of every tree that had ever been violated by human ambition. He
thrashed against the iron that pinned him like a butterfly in a col-
lection, his flesh smoking where the metal disrupted his essential
structure.

The Green Man reached them both with the last of his strength,
his remaining arm wrapping around Verlaine's throat with crushing
finality. Where bark touched corrupted flesh, dissolution began—not
the gradual decay Verlaine usually inflicted, but the rapid breakdown
of matter that had been held together by will alone.

Verlaine's form began to collapse, his carefully maintained physical
structure losing coherence as the last of his power base crumbled.
The garden's death-song reached crescendo in the distance, eight
centuries of accumulated evil burning away in moments.

Without the constant flow of energy from his domain, the corruption
demon was being forced to burn his own essence to maintain exis-
tence. Each moment the iron held him, each second the Green Man's
grip tightened, brought him closer to the point where he would lack
the power to manifest in any realm at all.
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But as Verlaine's essence began to scatter, his connection to the
surrounding flora suddenly flared with desperate intensity. The cor-
rupted vegetation that had been dormant during their confrontation
erupted into frenzied action, responding to their master's final com-
mands.

Thorny vines thick as pythons burst from the ground around them,
their surfaces weeping acidic sap as they lashed out with coordinated
fury. Twisted branches reached down from overhead, trying to en-
tangle the iron scythe and prevent it from maintaining its grip on
their dissolving master.

Mick found himself fighting on multiple fronts—keeping the scythe
buried in Verlaine's torso while fending off attacks from vegetation
that moved with malevolent intelligence. Reeves moved to protect
his flanks, but without her spear—lost in their assault on the gar-
den's heart—she was reduced to dodging and taking cover behind
the larger corrupted trees.

A massive root erupted from the soil beneath her feet, catching her
ankle and sending her crashing to the ground among the writhing
vines that sought to entangle anyone within reach.

“Diana!” Mick called out, but he couldn't turn to help without re-
leasing his hold on Verlaine, who was using the distraction to try and
dissolve back into shadow-state.

From her position on the ground, Reeves saw it—a vine thick as
a man's torso rising from the shadow-pool behind Mick, its length
covered in thorns like sword blades. It moved with serpentine grace,
positioning itself for a strike that would take him through the spine
while he was focused on maintaining the scythe's grip.

Her improvised spear lay just within reach where she'd dropped it
during their advance through the garden's heart. The weapon's iron
tip had finally worked completely loose from its improvised bindings,
but both pieces were there—the steel shaft and the jagged chunk of
iron slag that had served as its point.
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Without hesitation, Reeves grabbed the loose iron fragment and
hurled it with all her remaining strength. The unbalanced piece of
slag spun awkwardly through the air, but her aim was true—it struck
the massive vine just as the tentacle reached striking distance.

The reaction was immediate and devastating. Where iron met cor-
ruption, purifying fire spread along the vine's length like liquid light-
ning. The massive tentacle convulsed, its surface charring and crack-
ing as the metal's power burned through its unnatural structure.

But as the vine collapsed, it fell backward into the shadow-pool from
which it had emerged, dragging the iron fragment with it into the
dark water. Reeves watched her improvised projectile disappear be-
neath the surface with a splash that seemed to echo across the ruined
garden.

The metal was gone, pulled into whatever dark realm the shadow-
pool connected to, lost along with the dying corruption it had de-
stroyed. But it had served its purpose—Mick was alive, and Verlaine
had no more desperate gambits left to play.

The end came quickly after that.

Verlaine's form simply dissolved, his corrupted flesh dissipating like
smoke on the wind as the foundations of his power finally collapsed
completely. Where moments before an ancient evil had stood, now
there was only empty air and the lingering scent of burnt wood.

Mick staggered backward, the scythe's weight suddenly feeling un-
bearable as exhaustion hit him like a physical blow. Around them,
the valley fell silent except for the sound of distant flames consuming
what remained of Verlaine's garden.

The Green Man released his grip on empty air and collapsed, his
massive frame hitting the corrupted earth with the sound of a falling
oak. His bark armour was burned and split, his left arm reduced
to splinters, his leaf-crown withered to brown fragments. But his
hollow eyes remained fixed on the space where Verlaine had been, as
if he couldn't quite believe that eight centuries of warfare had finally
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ended.

“Diana—” Mick began, seeing her pushing herself upright and brush-
ing dirt from her jacket.

“Did what it needed to do,” she said simply, glancing at the shadow-
pool where her improvised weapon's iron tip had disappeared. “That
vine would have killed you. Sometimes the tool you need is the tool
you've got.”

The corrupted garden lay in ruins around them, its blasphemous
architecture reduced to smoking craters and scattered ash. Where
twisted trees had imposed their alien geometry on the landscape, now
there were only charred stumps and the lingering smell of supernat-
ural fire.

Mick lowered the scythe and surveyed the devastation they had
wrought. The immediate threat was over, the ancient evil banished,
the guardian finally victorious after centuries of defeat. But the cost
had been enormous, and the landscape that surrounded them bore
the scars of a battle that had reshaped reality itself.

In the growing silence, as smoke drifted across the ruined valley and
the last echoes of destruction faded into memory, three figures stood
among the wreckage of something that should never have been al-
lowed to exist. The war was over. The corruption was ended.

But the work of healing had yet to begin.
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New Growth

The silence that followed Verlaine’s dissolution was profound, stretch-
ing across the ruined valley like a shroud woven from exhaustion and
disbelief. Mick stood among the smoking craters that had once been
a garden of accumulated horrors, the iron scythe hanging loose in
his grip, its blade still warm from the supernatural forging that had
shaped it hours earlier.

The devastation was absolute. Where twisted trees had imposed their
alien geometry on the landscape for eight centuries, now there were
only charred stumps and scattered ash. The soil itself looked raw
and wounded, stripped of the corruption that had saturated it but
also bereft of any capacity for life. Steam rose from exposed earth
that had been so thoroughly violated it might never again support
natural growth.

Reeves picked her way through the debris field with the careful move-
ments of someone navigating a crime scene that defied every category
of evidence she’d been trained to process. Her notebook remained
closed—how did you document the aftermath of metaphysical war-
fare? What forensic protocols applied when the crime scene existed
partially outside normal space-time?

“Jesus,” she breathed, kneeling beside a crater where one of the an-
cient specimen trees had stood. The depression was perfectly circular,
its edges still glowing with residual heat that spoke of purification
rather than mere destruction. “How long do you think this place has
been like this?”
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“Two millennia,” Mick replied, studying the layers of ash that marked
different historical periods. “Celtic sacrifice sites, Roman plague pits,
medieval execution grounds. Layer upon layer of accumulated evil,
all feeding the same corruption.”

“Longer than that,” Marchosias observed, his consciousness heavy
with something that might have been grief. “The foundation was
laid when your species first learned to make tools. Every act of
environmental destruction, every violation of natural law, contributed
to what grew here.”

The Green Man lay motionless where he had fallen, his massive frame
reduced to barely connected fragments of charred wood. His bark
armour hung in tatters, revealing heartwood that had been scored
and blackened by acidic contact. His left arm was nothing more than
splinters, while his remaining limb stretched toward the space where
Verlaine had been, fingers still extended as if grasping for an enemy
that no longer existed.

“Is he…?” Reeves began, though she couldn’t bring herself to com-
plete the question.

Mick approached the ancient guardian with the caution due to some-
thing that had fought with titanic fury just minutes before. The
Green Man’s chest—if it could be called a chest—no longer rose and
fell with the rhythm of whatever served him as breathing. His hollow
eye sockets were dark, reflecting no awareness of their presence or the
victory he had finally achieved.

“I don’t know,” Mick admitted, studying the guardian’s motionless
form. “He’s not dead, exactly. But he’s not responding either.”

“Death is a complex concept when applied to entities of his nature,”
Marchosias said carefully. “He exists partially outside time, drawing
sustenance from root networks that span continents. What you see
here is only the mobile manifestation of something much larger.”

Mick placed his hand against the Green Man’s bark-covered torso
and felt warmth beneath the damaged surface. Not the heat of fever
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or inflammation, but something deeper—the slow circulation of sap,
the patient pulse of cellular activity operating on timescales that
human consciousness could barely comprehend. Alive, but barely,
and focused entirely inward on the vast task of regeneration.

“He’s healing,” Mick realised. “Like a tree that’s been struck by
lightning. The visible damage is severe, but the root system is intact.”

“More than intact. His connection to the healthy forest beyond this
valley was never severed. He can draw strength from every ancient
oak in Britain, every surviving grove that remembers what the world
was like before your species discovered fire.”

The thought was both comforting and deeply unsettling. This crea-
ture’s consciousness was distributed across landscapes, its awareness
potentially extending to every fragment of ancient woodland that
still survived on an island that had been systematically deforested
for two thousand years. He was connected to something that pre-
dated human civilisation and might well outlast it.

“How long?” Reeves asked, studying the guardian’s motionless form
with professional assessment. “How long before he recovers enough
to be mobile again?”

“Years. Decades. Possibly centuries. The damage is extensive, and
his kind measures healing in geological rather than biological time.
But he will recover. Eventually.”

Mick walked to the edge of the ruined garden, where corrupted soil
gave way to healthy forest floor. The contrast was startling—where
Verlaine’s influence had held sway, the earth was grey and lifeless,
while just metres away, normal woodland thrived with the kind of
vibrant growth that spoke of deep roots and clean water.

“Will any of this grow back?” he asked, gesturing toward the devas-
tation behind them. “Or is it permanently poisoned?”

“The earth has endured far worse and recovered,” Marchosias replied,
his consciousness carrying the weight of memories that spanned aeons.
“I have witnessed continents break apart and reform, seen species
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arise and vanish in the space between one thought and the next. This
violation is significant by human standards, but trivial in the context
of geological time.”

“That’s not exactly comforting,” Reeves observed, making notes that
she would probably never include in any official report.

“It wasn’t meant to be comforting. It was meant to be accurate.
Your species has a remarkable capacity for both destruction and self-
deception about the consequences of that destruction. You clear-cut
forests and convince yourselves they will grow back exactly as they
were. You poison rivers and assume technology will restore them to
their original purity.”

Mick found himself studying the boundary between corrupted and
healthy soil, noting how the contamination ended in a perfect circle
despite having had centuries to spread outward. “Something was con-
taining it. All this time, there was a barrier keeping the corruption
from spreading beyond this valley.”

“The Green Man,” Reeves realised. “Even when he was losing, even
when Verlaine’s garden was growing stronger, he was still maintaining
some kind of containment.”

“Precisely. Eight centuries of defeats, but never complete failure.
Each time he was driven back, he established new boundaries. Each
time he returned, he prevented the corruption from expanding beyond
the original infection site.”

The scope of that sacrifice was staggering. The Green Man had spent
eight hundred years fighting a holding action, knowing he couldn’t
win but preventing Verlaine from spreading to every remaining frag-
ment of ancient woodland in Britain. Every defeat had been a tac-
tical victory that preserved something larger than his individual do-
main.

“So what happens now?” Mick asked, settling onto a fallen log to
rest muscles that felt like they’d been worked over by a professional
boxer. “Verlaine’s gone, the Green Man’s down for the count, and
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this place looks like the aftermath of an industrial accident.”

“Now we discover whether my assessment of natural resilience is ac-
curate. The corruption is gone, but so is everything else. What
grows in this soil will be different from what was here before—not
necessarily better or worse, but changed by what it has endured.”

Already, there were signs that nature was beginning the slow work
of reclamation. Tiny green shoots pushed through the ash near the
boundary between corrupted and healthy soil—not the twisted abom-
inations that Verlaine had cultivated, but ordinary plants beginning
the patient work of covering exposed earth. Moss appeared on the
charred stumps, and insects moved cautiously through the debris, be-
ginning the complex process of decomposition that would eventually
return organic matter to the soil.

“How long before this looks like a normal forest again?” Reeves
asked, photographing the early signs of recovery for files that would
probably be classified beyond any security clearance she possessed.

“Define normal. If you mean dominated by ancient trees that remem-
ber what Britain was like before human settlement, then never. Those
ecosystems took millennia to develop and cannot be replicated through
any human timeline. But if you mean functionally stable woodland
that supports wildlife and produces oxygen, then perhaps fifty years.”

“Fifty years,” Mick repeated, trying to imagine returning to this val-
ley as an old man to find it covered with healthy forest. “Will we
recognise it?”

“You will recognise that it is alive rather than corrupted, but it will be
something new. Evolution does not repeat itself—it adapts to current
conditions and creates solutions that have never existed before.”

The afternoon was advancing toward evening, painting the devas-
tated landscape in shades of gold and amber that somehow made the
destruction seem less absolute. In that forgiving light, the charred
stumps looked more like monuments than graves, while the emerg-
ing green shoots carried promises that time would heal wounds that
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seemed permanent.

Mick tested his radio and was surprised to find clear signal for the
first time since they’d entered the forest. The supernatural inter-
ference that had plagued their investigation was gone, swept away
with Verlaine’s destruction. He could call for backup, for specialist
teams, for whatever bureaucratic response their department deemed
appropriate.

But what would he tell them? That they’d assisted an ancient forest
guardian in destroying a demon who’d been cultivating human souls
for two millennia? That they’d forged a supernatural weapon in a
Roman mine and used it to liberate hundreds of trapped spirits?
That the threat was ended but the entity they’d allied with might
take centuries to recover?

“The truth, I suspect, will be filed under causes unknown and forgotten
by everyone except those who experienced it directly,” Marchosias
observed with his usual sardonic accuracy.

“Probably for the best,” Reeves agreed, closing her notebook with
the decisive snap of someone who’d decided that some stories were
too large for official documentation. “The world isn’t ready for de-
tailed reports about supernatural forest guardians and demonic cor-
ruption.”

The sun was beginning to set, sending long shadows across the valley
that no longer writhed with hostile intent. Just ordinary shadows,
falling in natural patterns that spoke of light and time rather than
supernatural manipulation. In the growing twilight, the first bats
appeared, beginning their nightly hunt through air that was finally
free of the psychic static that had made these woods unbearable to
wildlife.

“Time to go,” Mick said, shouldering the iron scythe with movements
that suggested he wasn’t ready to abandon the weapon that had
proven so effective. “Leave him to his healing.”

They made their way to the valley’s edge, where healthy forest waited
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to embrace them with the scent of clean earth and growing things.
At the boundary, Mick turned for one last look at the Green Man’s
motionless form.

The ancient guardian lay among the ruins of his enemy’s garden,
his massive frame somehow achieving dignity despite the extensive
damage. In the fading light, he looked less like a fallen warrior and
more like a natural feature of the landscape—an ancient oak that
had weathered storms for centuries and would continue to endure
whatever challenges arose.

“He will recover,” Marchosias said with quiet certainty. “Perhaps not
in our lifetime, but he will rise again. And when he does, this valley
will be protected by something that understands the true cost of the
victory we achieved here.”

As they walked back toward the village and the normal world of pubs
and paperwork and problems that could be solved through conven-
tional means, Mick found himself thinking about the balance they’d
witnessed. Verlaine’s destruction had required the alliance of an-
cient and modern, supernatural and human, wisdom accumulated
over aeons working alongside determination shaped by individual
lifespans.

The corruption was ended, but it would return elsewhere. The
guardian was victorious, but he would need centuries to fully heal.
The forest would recover, but it would be different from what had
existed before. Nothing was permanent except change itself, and the
eternal cycle of destruction and renewal that had shaped the world
since life first emerged from primordial oceans.

Behind them, the Forest of Dean settled into evening quiet, and
something vast and patient among the roots began the slow work of
healing that would restore both guardian and woodland to something
approaching their former glory.

The war was over. The forest would endure. And in the spaces be-
tween root and stone, ancient wisdom continued its eternal dialogue
with forces that measured time in seasons rather than heartbeats.
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It was enough. For now, it was enough.
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The Human Stain

The Special Investigations Unit's debrief room felt impossibly sterile
after three days in the Forest of Dean. Mick sat across from Super-
intendent Grayson's empty chair, the iron scythe resting against the
wall beside him—too dangerous to store in standard evidence lockup,
too important to abandon.

“Fascinating how quickly the human mind adapts to normalcy,” Mar-
chosias observed. “Three days ago, we were forging supernatural
weapons in abandoned mines. Now you're concerned about filing
proper paperwork.”

“It's called compartmentalisation,” Mick replied quietly, though he
was studying the scythe with something approaching reverence. The
weapon looked innocuous enough in the sterile office environment,
but he could still feel the potential within its iron blade.

Reeves entered carrying coffee and a stack of files. “Forensics report
on the garden site,” she said. “Officially, it was a ‘contained for-
est fire of unknown origin’ that eliminated twelve acres of ‘diseased
vegetation.’”

“Diseased. An interesting euphemism for corruption that spanned
eight centuries.”

“And the Green Man?” Mick asked.

“No mention. Hard to explain a fifteen-foot wooden entity that com-
municated through wind sounds.”
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She settled into her chair and opened the thickest file. “But that's
not what's bothering me about this case. We won—Verlaine's gone,
the corruption's ended, the guardian survived. So why does victory
feel hollow?”

“Because you've begun to understand the larger context. We didn't
defeat an invading force—we cleaned up a mess that shouldn't have
existed in the first place.”

Reeves spread topographical maps across the table—the same conser-
vation charts they'd studied in the pub, showing Britain's remaining
ancient woodlands as scattered green patches in a sea of human de-
velopment.

“Look at this,” she said, pointing to the scale. “Verlaine's garden
covered twelve acres of corrupted woodland. But the Forest of Dean
itself is only forty-two square miles—one of our largest remaining
fragments.”

“And you've realised that those fragments exist only because your
species hasn't yet found them profitable to destroy.”

The weight of their recent research settled over the conversation like
a shroud. All those statistics Maggie had shared, all the history
they'd uncovered—thirteen percent. That was what remained of the
forests that had once covered eighty percent of Britain.

“The iron worked because of Roman mining,” Mick said, hefting the
scythe. “But most ancient woodlands don't have that historical ad-
vantage. Whatever's protecting those places won't have access to our
tactical solutions.”

“If anything is protecting them at all. Consider this: the Green
Man was fighting a war he'd already lost before it began. Reduced to
defending fragments when he was designed to guard vast networks.”

“That's what I can't get past,” Reeves continued, her voice carrying a
frustration that went beyond professional disappointment. “Verlaine
wasn't some ancient evil that invaded Britain. He was a scavenger,
feeding on the corpse of what our forests used to be.”
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She pulled out photographs of illegal dumping, construction debris
scattered among ancient trees, toxic waste barrels hidden in wood-
land clearings. “Environmental crime statistics for the past decade.
Every violation creates conditions for similar corruptions to take
root.”

“Each crime weakens the guardians while strengthening potential
threats. Your species creates the vulnerabilities, then congratulates
itself for addressing the symptoms.”

“So what's the real victory here?” Mick asked, though his tone sug-
gested he already dreaded the answer. “We saved one fragment of
one forest by eliminating a corruption that existed only because we'd
already destroyed the broader ecosystem that would have prevented
it.”

“The real victory would be acknowledging that environmental protec-
tion isn't about saving trees—it's about preventing the conditions that
create supernatural threats in the first place.”

Reeves was making notes with mechanical precision, her detective's
mind cataloguing implications that extended far beyond their imme-
diate case. “Every ancient woodland we preserve is a guardian we
keep strong. Every habitat we restore is a corruption we prevent.”

“And every fragment we lose makes the surviving guardians more
desperate,” Mick added, understanding the tactical picture that was
emerging. “More likely to take extreme measures to protect what
little remains.”

“The environmental murders weren't random violence—they were pre-
ventive strikes by an entity that understood the connection between
small violations and larger catastrophes.”

The iron scythe caught the fluorescent light, a reminder of their re-
cent victory. But in the context of this larger understanding, it
represented something more troubling—a weapon designed to fight
enemies that humanity itself had created through systematic envi-
ronmental destruction.
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“There's something else,” Reeves said, consulting the forensics re-
ports with growing unease. “The corruption we destroyed had been
accumulating power for eight centuries. But look at the timeline—
most of that growth happened in the past fifty years.”

She showed him charts documenting Verlaine's accelerating influence,
maps showing the expansion of his psychic footprint, evidence of in-
creasing manifestation frequency that correlated directly with envi-
ronmental degradation patterns.

“Climate change, pollution, habitat fragmentation—it's all feeding
into systems like Verlaine's garden. Even contained, these corrup-
tions draw strength from every environmental violation across the
country.”

“Which means our victory may be temporary. The underlying con-
ditions that created Verlaine's threat haven't changed—if anything,
they're accelerating.”

“So we're not really fighting supernatural threats,” Mick realised.
“We're treating symptoms of a much larger problem that we're si-
multaneously making worse.”

“Your species has created a feedback loop. Environmental destruction
weakens natural defences while strengthening supernatural threats.
Each ‘victory’ against corruption becomes more difficult and more
costly.”

The weight of that responsibility settled over them like the grey sky
that had shrouded their investigation. They'd celebrated eliminating
an ancient evil, but that evil had been a product of choices made by
every generation of humans who prioritised short-term profit over
long-term sustainability.

“What do we do with this knowledge?” Mick asked.

“You continue responding to supernatural threats as they manifest, un-
derstanding that each corruption you fight exists because your species
created the conditions for its emergence. You are simultaneously the
arsonist and the firefighter.”
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“That's not exactly inspiring,” Reeves observed.

“It's not meant to be inspiring—it's meant to be accurate. But con-
sider this: every guardian you preserve, every ecosystem you protect,
every act of genuine conservation is a corruption prevented. The
work we do here matters precisely because the alternative is accept-
ing defeat.”

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting harsh shadows that
made the iron scythe look like what it was—a weapon forged to fight
wars that shouldn't need to be fought. Through the window, London
sprawled in all directions, concrete and steel built on land that had
once been ancient forest.

“Next case,” Reeves said, though her tone suggested she understood
now that every supernatural threat they encountered would trace
back to the same source.

“Whatever comes through that door will be something your species
created through environmental neglect or active destruction. The only
question is whether we'll have adequate tools to clean up the mess.”

“At least we know iron works,” Mick said, running his hand along
the scythe's twisted handle. “Against entities like Verlaine, anyway.”

“This time. But corruption adapts, learns from each encounter. The
next manifestation may not be so conveniently vulnerable to Roman
mining debris.”

The case files stacked on Reeves's desk represented a queue of su-
pernatural problems waiting for solutions that addressed symptoms
rather than causes. Each investigation would reveal another facet of
the same fundamental issue—a species that had systematically de-
stroyed the natural systems designed to protect it, then wondered
why monsters kept emerging from the wreckage.

“The Green Man will recover,” Mick said, more to convince himself
than to state fact. “In a few decades, maybe a century, he'll be
mobile again.”
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“If the Forest of Dean still exists in recognisable form. If develop-
ment pressure doesn't claim another few square miles. If climate
change doesn't shift growing conditions beyond what ancient species
can tolerate.”

“You're not exactly optimistic about our chances.”

“I'm realistic about the scope of the challenge. Your species has spent
two millennia creating the problems we now confront. Solving them
will require changes in thinking that most humans aren't prepared to
make.”

Through the window, the city continued its relentless expansion, con-
suming resources and generating waste with the mechanical efficiency
that had transformed Britain from eighty percent forest to thirteen
percent scattered fragments. Somewhere out there, new corruptions
were taking root in abandoned sites where environmental crimes fed
supernatural growth.

The iron scythe waited against the wall, patient as the seasons, ready
for whatever horror next emerged from humanity's systematic de-
struction of the natural world. They'd saved one forest guardian,
but only after their own species had spent centuries weakening him
to the point where ancient evil could flourish in sacred ground.

It was enough to justify continuing the fight. It had to be enough,
because the alternative was accepting that humanity would forever
be battling monsters of its own creation, each victory more costly
than the last, each defeat bringing the remaining fragments of the
ancient world closer to final extinction.

The war continued, but at least now they understood what they were
really fighting—not invading evil, but the consequences of choices
made by every generation that had prioritised convenience over con-
servation, profit over preservation, development over the deep wis-
dom that lived in root and stone.

And in that understanding, perhaps, lay the seed of something ap-
proaching hope.
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Eternal Vigil

Thirty miles north-east of London, in a stand of ancient oaks near
Epping Forest, two men unloaded black bags from the back of a white
transit van. The November evening was cold enough to make their
breath visible, and both wanted to finish their illegal business and get
back to the warmth of the nearest pub.

“Right then, Brian,” said the younger man, a thin Somali immigrant
whose accent still carried traces of Mogadishu despite fifteen years in
London. “Let’s dump this lot and get out of here. This place gives
me the creeps.”

“Don’t be soft, Mosi,” Brian replied, though he kept glancing over
his shoulder as they dragged the bags deeper into the grove. “Just
some old trees. Nothing here but birds and squirrels.”

The bags contained the usual suburban detritus—broken electronics
leaking battery acid, paint tins half-full of chemical solvents, garden
waste treated with industrial pesticides. The kind of toxic accumula-
tion that proper disposal would cost more than Brian’s construction
company wanted to pay, especially when isolated woodland offered
such convenient alternatives.

“Nobody ever comes out here,” Brian continued, tearing open the
first bag and spilling its contents across forest floor that had been
undisturbed for centuries. “Council doesn’t have the budget to patrol
every bit of green space. They just rely on people following the rules.”

Mosi laughed, adding his own contribution to the growing pile of
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contamination. “Rules are for people who can afford them. Rest of
us do what we have to do.”

Motor oil seeped into soil that had never known pollution, while plas-
tic fragments scattered among root systems that had been growing
since before London existed. The ancient oaks stood silent witness
to violation that would poison the earth for decades, their massive
trunks casting shadows that seemed deeper than the available light
should have created.

“You feel that?” Mosi asked suddenly, pausing in his work to scan
the darkness between the trees.

“Feel what?”

“Like we’re being watched. Like something’s paying attention to
what we’re doing.”

Brian shrugged and continued emptying his bags, but his movements
had become more hurried, less casual. The forest’s silence felt oppres-
sive now—no night birds, no rustling of small creatures, nothing but
the sound of their own breathing and the occasional crack of a set-
tling branch.

“Probably just security cameras,” he said, though his voice lacked
conviction. “They hide them in the trees sometimes, motion-
activated systems that record fly-tippers for prosecution.”

“Cameras don’t feel like that,” Mosi muttered, abandoning any pre-
tence of casual confidence. “This feels like something alive. Some-
thing that doesn’t like what we’re doing.”

They finished their dumping in uncomfortable silence, both men in-
creasingly aware that the surrounding forest had acquired a quality of
watchful hostility. The shadows between the ancient oaks seemed to
move independently of any wind, and the temperature had dropped
several degrees despite the still air.

“Let’s get out of here,” Brian said, no longer trying to maintain his
earlier bravado. They walked quickly toward their van, boots crunch-
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ing on fallen leaves that seemed unnaturally loud in the oppressive
quiet.

Behind them, something shifted in the darkness between the trees.

As their van disappeared down the country lane, the spilled chemi-
cals continued their seepage into ancient earth. Broken plastic caught
moonlight like scattered teeth among the roots of trees that remem-
bered what the world had been like before humans learned to poison
their own nest.

The war continued in spaces between root and stone, where ancient
powers watched human greed plant the seeds of its own destruc-
tion. Among trees that would outlast whatever brief madness drove
a species to poison the very ecosystems that sustained its existence.
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