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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









And Isaac intreated the Lord for his wife … and Rebekah his wife conceived.


And the children struggled together within her; and she said, If it be so, why am I thus? And she went to inquire of the Lord.


And the Lord said unto her, Two nations are in thy womb, and two manner of people shall be separated from thy bowels; and the one people shall be stronger than the other people; and the elder shall serve the younger.


And when her days to be delivered were fulfilled, behold, there were twins in her womb.


And the first came out red, all over like an hairy garment; and they called his name Esau.


And after that came his brother out, and his hand took hold on Esau’s heel; and his name was called Jacob …


And the boys grew: and Esau was a cunning hunter, a man of the field; and Jacob was a plain man, dwelling in tents.


Genesis 25










PROLOGUE



The snow leopard had twenty seconds to live. Satiated, half-asleep, he stretched beside a spur of rock which buttressed the first few feet of a sheer drop into the Himalayan valley. His belly was comfortably full of the feral goat he had killed a hundred feet lower, twenty minutes ago. Far, far below, the silver thread of a river cut across the green-brown patchwork of the valley floor. Although the ledge where the leopard sunned his eighty pounds of flesh and bone and muscle was fully 12,000 feet higher, the midday air was warm. Two bright orange butterflies skipped over the thin grass, endlessly spiralling for position in an intricate game of territory or sex or something more unknowably complicated than either of these. Lazily, the leopard blinked his yellow eyes as they passed within paw-length, but he was too relaxed to cuff at them in play as he sometimes did. He was safe, supreme, in the heart of his own territory … the undisputed ruler of three desolate square miles of the Great Himalaya.


White clouds, driven by air currents funnelled from the mountain walls, moved steadily down the valley, hundreds of feet below the ledge where the leopard lay. Yet above them the air was still. The autumn sunlight gilded the fronds of a cluster of ferns sprouting from the base of the spur. It etched sharp shadows from the wrecked trunk of a long-dead pine which lay a few feet along the ledge. The whole world seemed set in the stillness of a trance. There came the very faintest phantom of a sound. Instantly, in that first thousandth of a second, the snow leopard’s ears pricked. In the same splinter of time, the rock beside which he sprawled seemed to blur and alter shape.


The leopard was seized through the thick mottled fur of his neck, and below the muscles of a hind-leg. Even as he struggled, snarling, to turn his jaws behind, his back was arched uncontrollably, helplessly. With a sharp snap, his spine broke. He twitched on the turf, his eyes clouding. The butterflies drifted back, still intent on their private manoeuvres. The white clouds navigated on down the valley towards China and Ladakh. For a moment or two, a higher cloud passed across the sun, and the ledge was chill. As though pulled down by invisible strings, the orange butterflies sank to earth, the flying veins in their wings contracting as they cooled. Nothing now moved on the ledge. The leopard was dead.
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Kneeling uncomfortably on the flinty ground, Prakash Chowdhuri thrust the fingers of his right hand through the scum-like crust which remained in the lee of the rocks from last winter’s snowfall. There was definitely something there. He could feel it, embedded in the volcanic tuff under the overhang of the rock. A gust of wind, with a first scattering of rain, blew up the valley, fluttering the plastic tags on the grid of one-meter squares which made up Bed Four. He glanced over his shoulder. On the other side of the dig Mohammad, the foreman of the Kashmiri workmen, was watching him covertly. Chowdhuri sat back, squatting on his heels.


‘Bring me the sieve,’ he said sharply. ‘And then go down to the tents and fetch my camera.’


As soon as Mohammad had placed the sieve beside him and disappeared down the old stream bed towards the camp, Chowdhuri turned back to the overhang where he had been working. He took from his belt the pointed, flat-bladed chisel that a back-yard foundry in Srinagar had made for him from a fifteen-centimetre nail. Delicately, he began to probe the point into the shale, working it steadily back and forward until the tuff began to break up. Then he put his hand back under the overhang and drew out handfuls of powdered, crumbled tuff—the residue of a volcanic eruption long, long ago, when the Himalayas were still young. One by one the handfuls went into the sieve. At last he sank back on his heels and gently shook the sieve. Something lay greyish-white against the red ash.


He picked it out of the sieve, holding it between finger and thumb. There was no doubt what it was … a tooth. With mounting excitement he turned it over, holding it now in the cupped palm of his other hand. It wasn’t one of the frequently-encountered fossil fangs from the ancestral form of hyena which had roamed here ten thousand centuries ago, but a large primate molar, from a monkey or an ape. Unbelievingly, he counted the bump-like cusps around its edge. Yes, there were five. Its owner, then, had been an ape. He was no specialised anatomist, but he knew enough anatomy for his job. Men and other apes, like chimpanzees, had five cusps. Monkeys had four.


The rain-gusts were settling into a steady drizzle, scudding up the valley and soaking the shale around him. Heedless of this, he lay full-length on the ground and thrust his wrist further into the overhang. His fingers met with a hard smooth surface, and then, exploring lower, with a curved row of jagged indentations. A jaw … he was sure of it … it was a jaw. His trousers and anorak were now sodden, but he pressed himself up against the overhang, unclipping a small pencil-torch from his belt. With his head wedged under the overhang he positioned the torch against his ear and switched it on. Little more than a foot away the empty eye-sockets of a skull stared into his.


The blood rushed to his head, and he felt physically sick, almost faint. He wriggled into a better position, his heart pounding, and looked once more at the skull in the thin light of the torch. It seemed to be wedged awkwardly between two layers of hardened tuff. The upper half, with the eye-sockets and the great brow-ridge, was mostly in shadow, and however he manoeuvred the torch in the few inches of space available, he could see no more of it. The jaw, both mandible and frontal teeth, was broken away, embedded in the lower level of tuff, at the edge of which his fingers had found the single molar.


Chowdhuri forced himself to be calm. Even on this shadowy inspection it looked as though the frontal dentition, at least, was almost complete. He peered again at the upper half. The torch battery was beginning to fade, and the shadows around the empty eyes were deeper than ever. There was something alien about that brow-ridge … no matter, no matter, that would have to wait for Liliane. It was going to be a difficult skull to move. But Liliane would deal with that.


As he rose stiffly to his feet he saw that Mohammad was back from the tents. Silently, the Kashmiri held out Chowdhuri’s camera. The light was poor, but Chowdhuri took four pictures of the general site from various angles, and then tried to position the camera, with its flash attachment, under the overhang of the rock. There was no way he could get his eye to the viewfinder, but he took four more flash pictures with the lens pointing to where the two halves of the skull were wedged. The pictures were unlikely to be of much value, but at least he would be able to tell Liliane he had obeyed her rules. He looked round. Mohammad was standing beside him.


‘Is there something there, sahib?’


There was no point in completely evading the question, though Chowdhuri was not eager to have the find talked about yet among the workmen. If that happened, he reflected, it would be all over Srinagar, the next time one of the Kashmiris went into the little Kashmir summer capital for supplies.


‘Yes, there is something, Mohammad. What it is—’ he hesitated for a moment—‘I am not sure. We will leave it until the memsahib returns.’


‘Shall I make a shelter for it, sahib? As we did for the hyena bones? It is a time of rain.’


Chowdhuri considered for a moment.


‘No,’ he said at last. ‘It—whatever it is—is well sheltered by the rock.’


Better, he thought, not to indicate too closely either what or precisely where it is. He had no especial reason to distrust Mohammad or the other four workmen, but after all, they were Kashmiris. Any Indian from further south knew that Kashmiris were a treacherous, dishonest, swindling race.


When he reached the huddle of tents on the grassy expanse of the mountain merg, two hundred feet below Bed Four, Harry Kernow was waiting for him. His eyes rested on the camera which swung from Chowdhuri’s shoulder.


‘Have you found something, Prakash?’


Chowdhuri nodded, hesitating for a moment. ‘Yes, I think it may be important. You’re picking up Liliane tomorrow?’


‘Yes, I’m leaving early in the morning. Mohammad can take the ponies down and wait for Liliane and me to get back in the Land-Rover from Srinagar. Unless the plane is late we’ll be back before dark. Or we might stay on the houseboat. Anyway, Mohammad has a friend who runs that old dak-bungalow in the valley. He can wait there. But what have you found?’


‘I’d rather not say yet, Harry. I think we should wait for Liliane. She’ll be back tomorrow, or the next day.’


The Englishman grinned. ‘Have it your way.’


‘It’s not my way, Harry, it’s Liliane’s way. She made the rules. You know that.’


‘You always obey the rules, don’t you, Prakash?’ said another voice, behind them.


Chowdhuri swung round. It was the American, Tom Meachem, looking at him, half-smiling.


‘What’s to stop me or Harry going up there and looking as much as we want?’ said Meachem.


Harry laughed, patting Chowdhuri on the shoulder. ‘Count me out, Tom. You and Prakash and Judy and Liliane are the palaeontologists. It’s you who’re rooting around here for human beginnings, not me. I’m just here to run thexamp. I don’t join the in-fighting.’


Chowdhuri looked at Meachem and swallowed, ‘I don’t think you should go up there, Tom. Liliane wouldn’t like that.’


Never certain whether Meachem was joking or serious, Chowdhuri was always nervous of these exchanges with the American, though they usually fizzled out and came to nothing.


‘I’m asking you not to go,’ Chowdhuri said again. ‘I am second-in-charge here. I hope you will agree not to go up there yet.’


Meachem looked at him for a moment, shrugged, and went back into his tent. Harry turned to Chowdhuri.


‘He won’t do it, you know. He just likes to assert his independence from time to time. But he won’t cross Liliane.’


‘How is Judy?’ asked Chowdhuri, to change the subject.


Kernow jerked his head towards the second of the six tents. ‘Asleep at the moment,’ he said. ‘But I think she’s going to be all right in a day or so. I’ve given her a couple of tablets, and she can have two more this evening. They should do the trick. We all get a touch of tummy when we first come out here. That’s where you’re lucky, Prakash.’


‘Oh, I’ve had it, too, last year,’ said Chowdhuri. ‘These damn Kashmiris—they never wash the fruit …’


Almost four hundred miles south of the tents on the mountain meadow, Liliane Erckmann lay awake in her hotel room in Chandigarh, listening to the quiet hiss of the punkah blades revolving on the ceiling above her. She was annoyed—with herself as much as with others, though the realisation did not soothe her. Why, for three days, had she wasted her time here in the Indian Punjab, when she ached to be back at the dig in Kashmir? Surely Harry could have had enough perception to see that she ought to have stayed at Shalamerg at this stage of the operations, how that they were beginning on Bed Four. It’s mostly my own fault, though, she reminded herself. When they put me in charge, I made up my mind that I’d behave like a man, take no privileges, lead from the front. I ought to have known that’s precisely how a man would not have behaved—that he’d have taken all the privileges he wanted, having led from the front just long enough to prove himself to the other men. It was ridiculous. Here she was, with a doctorate in anthropology from Berkeley and another in palaeontology from the Sorbonne, by far the best qualified investigator in the party—and the best brain, too, she told herself firmly—wasting time and nervous energy on a hot sticky return trip to the University of the Punjab to dump a load of not-very-exciting specimens at the Institute, simply because it was her turn for that particular job. Somebody else could easily have done it, but nobody else had offered. Harry Kernow was supposed to be in charge of administration. He could have managed it so that she stayed at Shalamerg, even if it meant altering the rota.


Yet perhaps it had a bonus side after all. The University here was important—its prestige in India was the deciding factor which had persuaded the Government in Delhi to give permission for the dig. Kashmir was a very fraught area, politically speaking, as Chowdhuri sometimes reminded them. Chowdhuri was observer as well as colleague, acting as the University’s representative in the party. So maybe it was no bad thing that the Indians at the Institute should see that she, the leader, didn’t mind coming down to Chandigarh every so often. If she’d sent Chowdhuri again, out of turn, they—and he—might have thought he was being used as a messenger boy.


I don’t like Chandigarh, she thought sleepily. Too modern, too rectilinear, a battery city for battery human beings. No, that’s unfair. Indians aren’t battery humans. They’ve been what they are for a long, long time … longer than the American half of me, or the French half, for that matter, can properly comprehend. Not battery humans at all. Just humans in an intolerable situation, like the rest of us. A situation that’s been developing steadily for five thousand years. And even that’s a totally inadequate concept. Of all the people in the world, I should be one of the few who know better. Not five thousand years. Not fifty thousand years. Something, give or take a few millennia, closer to a million years.


As she turned on her side to sleep her mind flicked for a last drowsy moment to the rocky slope in Kashmir, marked with its red and blue plastic tags, that was now known as Bed Four. Perhaps Bed Four was one of the places where it had all begun.


‘How much longer do you imagine Erckmann will be able to carry on out there?’ asked the Directeur of the Musée de I’Homme Primitif, looking absently out of his high office window, watching the tops of the lime trees shake in the sunshine. Somewhere to the east roared Paris, but here in the great museum’s administrative annexe it was peaceful. The man opposite shrugged, wagging his grey head with wry amusement.


‘Who knows? She’s got American money, of course—as well as our own grant. And it’s a small party. Not too expensive …’


The Directeur reached out and stirred his tea. This cup in the afternoon was an English habit—almost the only Anglo-Saxon habit he liked.


‘Oh, Emile, it’s always expensive in Kashmir,’ he said. ‘I remember ten years ago. We were working on that new area for Ramapithecus, you recall?’


The other nodded.


‘It was expensive then,’ said the Directeur. ‘We were fifteen per cent over budget. The costs must be horrific now.’


‘And we got results on Ramapithecus,’ said Emile.


The Directeur laughed. ‘Well, we confirmed other people’s findings, at any rate, Emile. That jaw—the best yet. Eleven million years ago, and it ate like a man—well, something like a man. More like a man than an ape, at any rate.’


‘You should see some of my students eat,’ said Emile morosely. ‘And so … what are you going to do about Erckmann?’


‘Give her another month, and then put the whole thing to the Committee,’ said the Directeur. ‘I think they’ll conclude she’s had a fair chance. They’ll have to refer everything to Berkeley, of course, but even in America the optimism must be running a little low. And American money … it isn’t endless, these days. I think we’ll be seeing la Liliane back in Paris within a few weeks.’


‘I’m sorry for her,’ said the other. ‘No, I mean it. I know she has a royal arrogance, but she’s clever, M’sieu Directeur. She’s more than clever. She’s brilliant.’


The Directeur smiled. ‘Too much like the Maid of Orleans for my taste. But I know what you mean. In any case, she’ll get work soon enough. She could go out to the Fayum Depression with the Germans, Stross and Rindt.’


‘She doesn’t like Germans.’


‘There’s a new project in Tanzania, with that young Englishman everybody talks about … Kemble.’


‘She’s not too enthusiastic about the English, either,’ said Emile.


Impatiently, the Directeur stirred his tea. ‘Then if she wants to work in France and not in America, she’ll have to settle down here at the Musee, though God knows she’s not the easiest of colleagues. But she can’t go on spending a lot of money looking for human origins in the Great Himalaya, following up what is basically a purely personal theory. She’s got this absolute obsession that the Himalayas were the cradle of mankind. But we could use the same money to send out a party to Tanzania. And get better results in a month than Erckmann has managed in half a year at Shalamerg.’


‘No doubt,’ said Emile. ‘But I’m glad it’s you, not I, who’ll have to tell her.’
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Harry Kernow waited out on the edge of the dusty concrete apron in front of the airport administration building at Srinagar. Reaching a howling crescendo, an ochre-coloured MIG 21 wearing the green insignia of the Indian Air Force hurtled off the far runway and climbed steeply, trailing a streamer of expended fuel across the hard bright blue of the Kashmir sky. It was followed by another … and another … and another. They’re putting on a bit of a show for the old man today, thought Kernow, looking beyond the apron to where a group of medalled Indian air force and army officers stood beside a brown, bald man in an elegant grey corduroy suit. Three camouflaged army cars waited nearby and, as Kernow watched, the party arranged itself inside them and drove slowly off the airfield, preceded by a couple of smart despatch riders on motorcycles.


From long habit Kernow looked at them critically as they rode by, sitting upright in the saddle in attitudes of rigid attention. We British left India one thing that was really good, he thought, with a faintly absurd sense of pride. The Army. It was good when my father was in it, and it’s good now. He wondered what the man in the corduroy suit, an Indian Deputy Defence Minister, thought about that. Long, long ago, in the days of the King-Emperor, the Minister had been a subadar, a captain, in the Mahrattas. That was a regiment that could take its place beside any in the world.


Kernow jerked his mind back to the present. Now that the Minister’s party had left the tarmac, the passengers were being allowed off the jet from Chandigarh. A grubby yellow bus pulled out from the aircraft steps. Kernow walked back to the gates where it would unload. For a moment or two he could not see her. Then, suddenly, there she was, striding through the Indian crowd, looking questioningly towards where he stood at the barrier. He felt his usual twitch of reluctant admiration.


‘Good morning, Harry.’


She was always so unnecessarily formal. He looked at her more closely. Maybe she wasn’t in a very good temper.


‘Hello, Liliane. Good trip?’


She shrugged, smiling. ‘It wasn’t a bad flight. And they were pretty good to me at the Institute—though I think they were disappointed with the specimen. Probably hoping for something more interesting than ancestral mongoose bones.’


He nodded. ‘Well, it’s good to see you, Liliane. Listen … if you want, you could stay overnight on the houseboat, just down the road. We could go on tomorrow. It was raining up above Shalamerg when I left—the weather forecast isn’t good. We could get away early tomorrow—have a quiet evening tonight and get our heads down. Do you good.’


Liliane hesitated for a moment, and then shook her head. ‘No … I want to be out early at Shalamerg tomorrow morning. Has … has Chowdhuri got any further?’


‘Well, he’s pretty keen to see you. You know what he’s like … he doesn’t think it necessary to tell me very much. Something’s getting him excited, though. But I don’t see that a night on the houseboat would—’


‘No, Harry,’ she said decisively. ‘I can’t spare the time. Besides, it would not be proper.’


‘Not proper?’


‘Of course not. You and me—alone on the boat, except for Abdul. And even he sleeps on the bank…’


He looked at her without expression. ‘Do you really mean you think I’m going to try—?’


‘Of course not,’ she said again, impatiently this time. ‘But people talk—you know how they talk. I … we … can’t afford that to happen. You, of all people, should know that.’


God, he thought, why do Anglo-Saxons imagine French women are sexy? Did she seriously think … but no, she’d given the real reason. She was absorbed with her image as leader of this particular little party up at Shalamerg. That was why he hadn’t risked changing the rota when it was her turn to go to Chandigarh. For anybody else—well, he’d have fixed it without a second thought. But not for Liliane. She’d have pushed back that heavy dark hair off her forehead and looked at him and said, ‘When it’s my turn, Harry, I do it.’ She’d said it before, and he wasn’t a man who enjoyed being snubbed. He was always the outsider, anyway, in this little squad of scientists. He couldn’t really accompany them mentally on their trips digging back to Adam and Eve, up there on Beds Two, Three and Four. He simply didn’t talk their academic language. He was the fix-it man, the hired hand, the one who was there because he knew the people and the country … and because twenty years in the Army was supposed to have taught him how to organise life in the wild.


‘Are the others all right?’


She seemed to be speaking more to break an awkward silence than because she wanted to know.


‘Tom Meachem’s fine. He gets a bit stroppy from time to time, but he’ll learn. The new girl, Judy—she’s got a touch of tummy, and I’ve given her some pills. She’ll be better in a day or two.’


His leg was hurting a little, in the way he’d become used to, as they walked out through the crowded reception hall of the little airport. But he was careful not to limp. He hated Liliane to see him limp.


The unmistakable scent of Srinagar, a compound of spice, heat, dust, flowers, fruit and sweat, pricked once more at their noses. Nearly half a million people lived in this grubby river-threaded city, in houseboats, corrugated iron shacks, tiny rooms above shops, and tall red villas of carved sandstone, each with a fountain and a herd of goats in the shaded gardens. Harry, leading, pushed his way through the crowd … women in bright saris, children in dazzling white tunics, young men in cheap, European-style suits, old men wearing the astrakhan hat that was almost a trademark of Kashmir. These old men—most of them barely more than sixty—moved with a kind of eager dignity, straight-backed. Over their shoulders hung the wide-sleeved dun-coloured woollen pheron. Under the ample folds of these cloaks, in winter, they held little pots of hot charcoal to warm them against the cold.


Outside was Harry’s old Land-Rover, and beside it stood a saddhu, a beggar-priest, vivid in his saffron-yellow robe. Almost absently, yet politely, Harry gave him a couple of small coins. Harry always manages that so well, Liliane thought grudgingly. When I do it, I feel either slightly ashamed, or slightly superior. The saddhu, watching her with unexpectedly bright eyes in a dirty face, brought his hands together in front of his throat, and inclined his head to Harry.


‘May your life prosper, burra-sahib,’ he said.


Once she’d asked Tom Meachem what was the difference between burra-sahib and just sahib. Paradoxically, although Tom was American and a relative newcomer to India, he’d majored in Eastern languages and spoke both Hindustani and the Kashmiri dialect better than Harry, who in every other respect knew far more about the Himalayas than the rest of the party put together. Burra-sahib, Tom had told her, meant ‘great lord’. And it wasn’t a title that Kashmiris conferred on everyone who gave them a half-rupee. Plain sahib or its feminine equivalent memsahib was good enough for the rest of them.


She glanced out of the corner of her eye as Harry sat beside her at the wheel of the Land-Rover. How old was he … thirty-eight? He was good-looking in that clipped, English military way—not that it’s the way I particularly like a man to be, she told herself. All that quiet authority raises my hackles. Still, they’d been lucky to get him. Harry was known throughout the Himalayas—before the accident which had taken him out of the British Army, and had also left him with that slight limp, he had climbed twice on Everest—reconnoitring, a French mountaineering friend had told her with respectful awe, the Great Central Gully on the south-west face. And an American who himself had climbed on Annapurna had said to her, on hearing that Harry would manage the Shalamerg party: ‘Kernow, eh? You couldn’t do better. He’s a good guy—a first-class rockface man, safe and careful. The kind of man the Brits say they’d go into the jungle with …’ That, it seemed, was high praise.


Harry drove into the city, down the side of the sprawling channels of the Jhelum River, along a road lined with fruit stalls, and shaded at intervals by giant chenar trees. The Land-Rover crossed a bridge and nosed carefully through the traffic of patient buffaloes, wandering bullocks, battered taxis. Down in the waterchannels the living-boats were moored in rows, thin columns of cooking smoke rising from their galleys. The shikara taxi-boats, high-prowed, were busy as they arrived at the glittering stretch of the Nagim Lake. Somewhere over on the far bank lay the spacious houseboat that the digging party used as a headquarters for rest and recreation when they came down, at intervals, from the austerity of life at Shalamerg. There would be a bath and a shower, and Abdul the house-boy would make tea in a silver pot. Cool sheets waited on a comfortable bed. Resolutely, she thrust the thought from her mind. There was a lot to do at Shalamerg.


She turned to Harry.


‘Chowdhuri gave you no message for me, then?’


‘No, but I’ve got a fair idea what he’s been doing.’


‘Yes?’


‘He’s well down into that tuff. You know, the section that sticks out of the rock overhang on the north end of Bed Four?’


She nodded. In her mind’s eye she could see the welded mass of tuff … volcanic ash which millions of years ago had fused hard from the heat of its own eruption. The tuff had preserved fossils, in some cases, in a protected natural store-place over hundreds of thousands of years.


‘At that far end, he’s digging under the tuff,’ Harry said. ‘I gave him a hand when Judy was sick. There was a bit of the usual material. An unmistakable hyena … what do you call it, Hyaena hyaena?’


She nodded again. ‘Yes, the ancestral form.’


‘Well, there was that, and a few scattered mongoose bones—at least, Chowdhuri said it was mongoose. I’m damned if I’d know. But yesterday he found something else.’


‘What was it?’


Harry shrugged. ‘I don’t know. He shut up about it—told Mohammad and the rest of us to stay away until you came. You know what Chowdhuri’s like. He keeps a poker face. He simply said you’d be interested, and nobody must work there until you’d seen the site. So Tom and he are at the other end today, clearing some pretty basic tuff. There was one interesting thing, though. Last night, when he thought nobody was noticing, he went up to Bed Four and stood there, brooding. God knows what’s going on in that Indian mind.’


‘It’s a very good mind—an excellent mind,’ she said, half-annoyed.


‘All right, all right,’ he replied peaceably. ‘I’m not arguing. I’m just a simple soldier—was a simple soldier.’


‘There’s nothing simple about you, Harry,’ said Liliane.


He smiled without speaking more, concentrating on picking his way through the last outskirts of Srinagar. They were heading away from the city, out into the Vale of Kashmir. For miles the road wound through a checkerboard of rice paddies and bright yellow fields of ripening rice. Every so often a grove of willows sheltered a little farm, until at last the landscape began to change as the Land-Rover climbed into the foothills of the Great Himalaya. Liliane, still tired from the previous day, half-dozed, half-watched, conscious of Harry’s steady hands on the wheel, and more relaxed than she had been for days.


It had begun to rain in swift little flurries. The mountains ahead seemed lost in dark mist. Far away the thunder muttered. At about 8,000 feet they rounded a bend on the mountain road to find themselves in the muddy main street of a small village, decrepit in the wet. Men in loose brown woollen gowns sheltered under roadside awnings, talking and chaffering beside open boxes of apples piled on the ground, or over the cheap shirts and blankets offered on rickety booths.


There was a long travellers’ bungalow in the centre of the village, perched on an escarpment looking over the Vale far below. Harry climbed stiffly from the Land-Rover to buy a couple of bottles of Campa-Cola. The usual knot of children, hands outheld, was gathering round the car. To avoid them, Liliane followed him into the bungalow. It was as seedy as the rest of the village—a long veranda of shabby armchairs, a bar piled with dusty crates of soft drinks and boxes of sweet cakes, with a couple of grubby toilets at the far end.


In some indefinable way, the tawdriness of the bungalow put her out of tune again with Harry, and although he made one or two attempts at conversation when they got back to the car, she pretended to be asleep. And then Harry was shaking her gently by the shoulder, and they were there, below Shalamerg. She had been asleep … it must have been for more than an hour. The rain had stopped, but up here at more than 10,000 feet the late autumn afternoon was chill.


She shivered as the blanket Harry must have tucked round her fell away. She got out of the Land-Rover and looked around. Mohammad and his boy Jinni were standing a few yards away with the four ponies. Mohammad himself came forward, clasped her hand between both of his, and said a few conventional words of greeting. It had been hard for Mohammad to accept her as leader of the party, but he seemed to be coming to terms with it. Her own pony, Bulbul, was waiting—a sturdy little Himalayan animal that knew every rock on the path ahead. You didn’t try to ride or guide Bulbul—you simply sat on her back and let her take you her own way.


In a straggling single file they jogged away from the Land-Rover up into the steep valley which rose above them … Jinni proudly leading, then herself, then Harry, then Mohammad last of all. Within a few minutes they crossed a shallow stream bed, littered with the great boulders of an old glacier, and trotted on over the short grass and mossy stones, climbing steadily higher. Ahead of them, the tall mountains gleamed with a covering of unbroken snow, though the snowline itself was fully two thousand feet above them. Soon, she reflected, it would have reached down to the stream beside which they rode. The brown, ribbed flanks of last year’s snow, protected here and there by overhanging rocks, were all around them. There was no sign of animal life apart from a white-tailed goshawk which swung overhead on its ceaseless hunt for snow-pigeons, though Harry had told her that there were wild goats and bears and even, very occasionally, a leopard in these hills.


Bulbul picked her way along the stony paths which skirted the mountainside, unhesitating even when, every so often, the way was no more than three or four feet wide, with a long rolling drop on the other side. Behind her Harry’s pony slipped and scrabbled for a moment, and then recovered itself. It was probably Harry’s fault, she thought—sometimes he thought he knew better than the pony and tried to guide it. He was nearly always wrong.


It was already dark and beginning to rain again when, two hours later, they reached the mountain meadow of Shalamerg. Stiffly, she slid from the pony, and Jinni came forward to lead it away. The tents were white against the dark of the mountain. The door of the little log hut where they stored the specimens opened abruptly, and Chowdhuri peered out, his olive face breaking into a grave smile as he saw her. But before either of them could speak the flap of the nearest tent parted and the small slim figure of Judy Agar came through it quickly, her short dark hair tousled and her face alive with pleasure. She ran to Liliane and hugged her.


‘How lovely to see you—I imagined you might have stopped over on the houseboat. Have you heard the news?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Prakash Chowdhuri has found something. He’s being very mysterious about it.’


‘Yes, Harry told me. But how are you? Harry said …’


‘Oh, that. I took four of his wonder-pills, and it all seems to be over.’


‘Good.’


Liliane looked up as Chowdhuri joined them. He was certainly excited, his eyes glinting behind his spectacles.


‘I am glad to see you, Liliane. I thought perhaps you might not come until tomorrow.’


‘Not if you have news, Prakash. I couldn’t wait.’


Chowdhuri smiled nervously and began to speak very quickly.


‘I’ve got a skull. Up on Bed Four … you know where the overhang …’


She nodded.


‘It looks like the best skull imaginable, Liliane. Almost complete, I should say. But it’s quite a long way under the overhang and I couldn’t see it very clearly. The cranium and the jaw seem to be there, though they’re in two pieces. The teeth, too—I’ve got one of them.’


‘You don’t mean you knocked one out?’ Her voice was sharp.


His reply was reproachful. ‘Of course not. It was the tooth that led me to the skull—I was probing behind the overhang when I found it. It was at least a foot away. Probably detached from the jaw long ago. I have it in the hut. Come and see.’


The tooth lay on a sheet of yellow blotting paper pinned to the top of an old trestle table. Carefully, Liliane picked it up. Her heart began to beat faster.


‘Pongid,’ she said almost absently. ‘Ape-like. It looks like a first molar.’


‘The cusps?’ Chowdhuri’s voice was triumphant.


‘Yes. I had no idea of anything like this, though. Harry was talking about Hyaena hyaena. He didn’t say anything about apes.’


‘I didn’t show it to Harry, or to anyone else.’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s your own rule,’ he protested, indignation sounding faintly in his voice. ‘You’ve always said that when anything is discovered there must be a sequence, beginning with you personally seeing the place it was found, and then the find itself. And no chatter about it until then. That’s your rule.’


‘Prakash has been a good boy.’ It was Tom Meachem’s voice. He had joined the group unnoticed. In spite of his tall, thin, angular body, which sometimes made him look clumsy, he had a disconcerting capacity for silent movement. Now he was smiling in a way calculated to make Chowdhuri feel uncomfortable.


Liliane felt a prickle of annoyance. At twenty-seven, Tom was already a first-class palaeontologist—one of the best of the new generation, his professor at Columbia had told her when she was choosing the party. He’d worked at Jebel Kafzeh in Israel and in central Java—and he wouldn’t have lasted long at either dig if he couldn’t get along with non-Americans. But somewhere in Tom was a schoolboy sense of humour that could be irritating enough even to Americans, and that Chowdhuri found completely incomprehensible. Luckily, the open friendliness of Judy Agar, the other American, helped to balance Tom’s occasional abrasiveness. Judy was there mostly because her father had founded the Agar Scholarships, and still poured money into university campuses from Boston to Berkeley. She was very young—only twenty-three—and she wasn’t the world’s greatest palaeontologist, but she was a tireless worker and her cheerful little face usually bubbled with fun. Even though Tom didn’t really approve of little rich girls who got places on their father’s money, he was on good terms with Judy. But now he must not be allowed to make Prakash feel the odd man out. Liliane put her hand on the Indian’s arm.


‘You were absolutely right, of course.’ Well, he was right. Her strict procedure with any find sounded an arrogant rule, and she knew that Meachem sometimes felt it was exactly that. But it was the only way she could keep a clear mind about anything found.


Chowdhuri was watching her eagerly. ‘You will come and see the place now?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘Better to wait for morning. I won’t get much idea in the dark.’


His face fell, but she was firm. If she went up to Bed Four in the twilight she would be able to see very little by the light of a torch. And then she’d have to spend the rest of the evening talking about it with the others—and that was something she did not want to do. She wanted to think. As soon as was possible without rudeness after the evening meal—the usual curried lamb, cooked by Mohammad’s assistant Zareer—she went to her tent, taking the tooth with her. From the box beneath her bed she took the big green volume of Tobias’s report on the man-like ape, or possibly ape-like man, nearly two million years old, whose bones were found by the Leakey family and their co-workers at Olduvai Gorge in East Africa in 1959. Almost feverishly, she turned to the tables which measured the size of the creature’s individual teeth. There it was … first molar … mesiodistal diameter 15.2 millimetres. She looked down the table for comparison. A modern American white man had a figure of 10.7. In spite of herself her fingers trembled as she measured the tooth Chowdhuri had found. It was 12.9 millimetres—almost exactly half-way between the Leakey’s Australopithecus pre-man and modern man himself. It wasn’t remotely conclusive, she told herself firmly. Not nearly enough was known about the dentition of ancient apes. But was it what she had gone there to find? Was it?










3



Lying beside the overhang on Bed Four, Liliane turned her face up to Chowdhuri, blinking her eyes against the bright autumn sunlight which had followed the rain.


‘Do you have a spatula with you, Prakash?’


Chowdhuri tut-tutted, spreading his hands in a gesture of self-annoyance. Silently Tom Meachem took a spatula—it looked like a flattened tablespoon—from his belt and handed it down. She scraped at the tuff for a couple of minutes. There was a sort of powdery material there—thank heaven, it was so far under the rock that the rain hadn’t washed it away. Was it bone residue? She’d never seen anything quite like it before. She took a small plastic pillbox from her pocket and spooned a little of the residue inside it. Then she put her face back to the rock. There was something else there, something bulky behind the upper half of the wedged skull, but even with Harry’s more powerful torch she couldn’t see what it was. And there was another small, loose object … gently she slid the spatula beneath it and brought it out. It was another tooth, an incisor this time. Silently, she held it up to the others, and Tom Meachem picked it up carefully.


‘My God,’ he said slowly. ‘This is a whole new ball-game.’


He turned to Chowdhuri, grinning.


‘Well, you’ve got your name in the history books, Prakash. It looks like you’ve found a hominid. That’s a mighty small incisor, to belong to an ape. That tooth could cut up meat. Maybe it’s small enough to have eaten cooked meat.’


Liliane scrambled to her feet. She smiled at Chowdhuri, but she spoke to Meachem.


‘Have a good look down there, Tom. It’s going to be difficult to get those two halves of skull out without bringing down the rock and crushing them.’


Meachem took five minutes to make his examination, before he nodded briskly.


‘I can do it. I’ll need Mohammad and two of the others. We’ll have to build a scaffolding to hold up the rockface. We could burrow underneath, of course, but I guess you don’t want that?’


‘No, don’t go underneath. There may be something else there. That skull is so complete there could well be other bones.’


‘OK. Then we’ll start building.’


Liliane spent the next six hours at the camp, trying to shut Bed Four from her racing mind. Tom was a superb excavator—the best she had ever known—and Mohammad a good foreman. Neither of them liked an audience when they were working, especially on a site as difficult as this. She noticed that, with seeming casualness, Judy Agar climbed up there from time to time, and even Harry occasionally disappeared without explanation. And it was Judy who eventually came running across the merg, half-gasping, half-laughing.


‘They’re ready. And Tom says he thinks there’s something else there … something behind.’


The others were already grouped round the overhang when she reached it. Tom handed her the biggest spatula available in their equipment. His smile obliterated the slight irritation she had felt with him since the small episode with Chowdhuri.


‘I guess you should do the honours, Liliane,’ he said. ‘It’s your dig.’


‘It’s an Indian dig,’ she said, and proffered the tool to Chowdhuri. He shook his head. She knelt down beside the overhang. All the debris at its front had been cleared, and a jointed metal scaffolding, perhaps two feet high, was supporting the rockface. The skull was now clearly visible, and although most of it was still deep in shadow all the tuff in which it had been embedded was now loose. With infinite care she pushed the spatula beneath the loose shale under the skull and drew it out on the broad blade. There was a soft ‘aaah’ from Judy behind her, but Liliane was staring, transfixed, into the overhang beyond. Tom squatted beside her, busy with a feathered dusting stick. He looked up at Liliane and she nodded. With infinite care, he drew out what appeared to be the cranium of a second skull.


‘I thought there was something else there,’ he said slowly. ‘But not this …’


The two skulls—the larger one still partly embedded in the matrix of tuff which had encased it for many thousands of years—lay on the blotting paper in the wooden hut. While the others crowded round her, she stared at the skulls, her stomach heaving. Carefully, she picked up the upper half of the first one, trying to make her voice as dispassionate as possible. All her life she would remember the shock of first seeing these bones.
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