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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.


      




CHAPTER ONE


No Right Turn


SEX IS ALL RIGHT, but it’s nothing like the real thing.


I pressed my foot down gingerly. I almost jumped at the snarl that answered me, deep enough to feel, not hear. It was the old electric feeling. Suddenly I was lord of limitless power. The bucket seat hugged me in white hide and made me a part of the machine, brain to a bigger, stronger body whose every quiver I felt and controlled. Now I was the strong man, the wild one. I was the one who set the pace.


Out ahead of me they stretched, fat, docile slugs in dotted ranks, and I saw myself weaving and winding a stream of fire between them, leaving a trail of dropping jaws and wet pants. The road stretched out arrow-straight ahead to where it met the sky, and I felt I could just ground the pedal and go shooting off it like a launching ramp, straight into the sunset. But there was all that bloody traffic in the way, taillights flocking like mindless fireflies; and I had to be careful. Didn’t want to draw attention to myself, did I? I’d gone carefully this far, light on the throttle, low on the revs. Draw back; rein in. There were cameras and things. Don’t stand out. Just another commuter, however sleek the car.


There’d be time enough for thrills, later.


I did an elegant side-swerve, all four-wheel drift, to avoid an unwary citizen in the outer lane, a sardine gaping out of his conventional little can, carved him up neatly on the inside – and swore. I was getting careless already. Leave the plebs alone, boy. Let them gape. Be grey; be glad.


The back of my neck was itching. Cameras and things – why the hell had I moved out on to the motorway? This bitch coked up at low revs. Speed, that was what I’d been thinking of. Stupid, stupid. If I’d only stuck to the back roads.


Maybe I could turn off. I searched my memory feverishly, there was one hell of a junction up ahead, wasn’t there? All splits and merges and multiple laning, idiot planning. Cloverleaf hell, as junctions go this was a Venus flytrap.


I could drop out of sight there, altogether. I reached around for my road atlas on the passenger seat, but my hand lit on the hard little box of the scanner radio beside it. Christ, I hadn’t even turned it on! I flicked the switch, the array of lights flickered, sweeping up and down the frequencies. A couple of meaningless crackles, and then there was a voice.


‘… car checking in – suspect is moving through traffic on the westbound carriageway, I say again westbound, driving recklessly …’ I swore, and stared into my mirror. I couldn’t see anything, but there was so much traffic. A trickle of sweat ran down behind my ear lobe, and the old urges surfaced, swamping all my cool good sense. Never mind whether they meant me! Get moving, now, fast, get away, get out, run run run run run. All the old primeval rat rose up in me, as the boot stamped down into the sewer mud. I floored the pedal and changed up, and up, and a hard hand pressed down on my chest as the car really took off.


The engine was amidships, behind my head, and the manic bass bellow filled my ears as I was blasted back in my seat. The deep-dish wheel leaped and bucked against my wrists, a battle that hardly had anything to do with direction. It was like wrestling a living will, a maniac writhing any way and all ways. Yet in the midst of it, weaving between citizen cans and rustbucket trucks and trailer units full of freezer-fresh cabbages, fear snatched my eyes back to the mirror and the ice-blue flicker that had awoken in the dusk.


I couldn’t hear the sound, I didn’t need to. Sickening fear. They were that close, they must have been shadowing me right from the start, practically, waiting so I wouldn’t panic and bolt in the commuter traffic, maybe damage the pretty car. Christ, that meant they’d be ahead of me as well! Waiting to drop a stinger in my path, split the tyres and stop me painlessly …


We’d bloody well see about that! Cops can’t drive worth a damn. I could outrun them in this, I could hardly do anything else. Just one clear stretch—


I wrenched the wheel straight-armed, sliding up and down the gears with featherlight jabs on the brakes, no more. I wove a jagged line of swerves and skids and sudden violent braking, I beat crazy riffs of dents and bangs and ditching as the citizens smacked each other. But not me, not one of them touched me, not one!


Then the balloon burst and fizzled, like all my balloons, always. I hunched behind the wheel, and wailed between my teeth. Why here? Why now? Why me? Why’d they have to be there, the bastards? Why weren’t they out catching real crooks?


Look at the dash! The citizen who’d shelled out for this classic had never put more than twelve thou on it. Just used it as a weekend runabout, probably, when he was tired of his Roller. Now that was a crime. That was the old man’s kind of thing …


Sign gantries came sweeping up above me, and batteries of lights – and cameras. I could see them swivelling on their poles, and gave them the finger for their trouble. The flicker was nearer now, though, for all my speed, sweeping blue across the low cockpit roof, filling the mirror. Christ, he was close – how the hell, in a pissy little patrol car? Cops can’t drive.


We were just past an exit lane. I swung this way and that to shake him, then bore down hard, spinning the soft leather rim, wrenched the car across the lanes, across the shoulder, the grass – bump, crash, sang the six-figure suspension in a spray of dry soil and weeds – and out, away up the exit slope, leaving Blueballs skidding into the shrubbery. I twisted around in my seat to gloat.


The engine retched. The revs sank. Memory, swift-slashing glass shards – a fuel cutoff, if the car overturned and the driver’s weight came off the seat. All Ferraris had them; formula stuff. And I hadn’t much weight, so when I shifted …


I slammed my backside down hard, but the engine was coughing, misfiring, coking up probably like all these high-revving temperamental—


And suddenly the screen was full of truck, as if someone threw it at me. Big, bigger, bright green, very, with a red light leering. Me – why bloody well me?


I slammed on the brakes, I hauled the wheel, I screamed. All very conventional. The car took off. Like a launching ramp. Straight into the sunset. Still screaming.


It landed. I rose and smacked into the roof. It bounced, I sprawled, the gearstick goosed me playfully, the bright-red bullet ran forward on burst tyres and collapsing suspension, howling like a demon. I must have landed on the bloody fuel switch. We were racing across one lane, then another, brakes screeching, cars swerving, blank faces turned to terror-masks whirled by – and I never guessed, then, that they must be mirroring mine. Another lane, a bump, a crash and a screech of sparking metal and now I really saw the sunset, whirling, spiralling as I spilled and tumbled about, knowing I was falling into a pit of fire. The old man’s hand came up and cuffed me so hard my eyes went dark and whizzing spots of red filled my head, like the atomic models in the college labs. And the turning and bouncing went on and on and on.


Why didn’t the fire come? Why?


A breathtaking bang, a slithering roll and agony flared as I was flung about like a cat in a spindrier, my knees and elbows and head whirled out into a wild riff of blows. Then, almost sickeningly, stillness and silence, except for the tick and creak of cooling metal. A burning stench filled my nostrils. Something gave, and I slumped down heavily on my neck, my head driven painfully into my chest. I was upside down, knees by my shoulders, showing my usual aspect to the world.


And, it began to dawn on me, I was still alive. I might even be all right. Normally I wasn’t too hot on life, but right then it was sunshine and apples and Pimm’s No. 1 – how long since I’d tasted that? – and Celia the Snake Dancer and steak and chips all rolled into one.


You think that’s improbable? Try hanging arse-upward under about eighty litres of high-octane.


An awful hope and panic billowed up, and I was thrashing and gibbering to get free, seeing the fireball blossoming above the seat of my jeans any moment. A leg fell free into emptiness and I did an involuntary backward roll. Suddenly there was open air and grass, and I scrabbled like a maniac on all fours to get away, clutching at the ground in gratitude.


When I ran out of breath I lifted myself on my stinging elbows, and looked around. The car was a mess, crumpled like a beer can in a giant fist, resting upside down on its rollbar in deep grass, wreathed in steam or smoke. Whoever owned this wasn’t going to get his toy back. Serve the bastard right.


I was sitting on a garden wall, looking at a row of toy cars, telling two littler kids that my dad worked in the factory that made these, and that if they let me take them tonight I could get copies tomorrow. So they picked out all their favourites, of course. A treat to watch them.


I was looking at the old man’s Jaguar, with its wing stove in against the gatepost, feeling my pants wet – oh hell, they were. Somehow in the middle of that lot I’d lost control. I began to shake violently and my stomach just punched up at me. Explosive vomit arched across the grass.


Strangely enough I felt better, as if I’d spewed out my terror. At least the bloody machine hadn’t caught. Maybe, I decided with the idiot clarity of the concussed, I ought to get my scanner out; it could be traced to me. I tested one aching knee gingerly, and managed to get to my feet. Then the flare of heat stung my face, and I fell down again. It wasn’t a movie-style explosion, more like elephant gas, but it was fierce enough, a greedy, mocking roar that took all the relief out of being alive. It was telling me just how close I’d come. It was crisping up all the cash I’d been looking forward to, that might have made the difference – not that Ahwaz would have paid out anything like a fair price anyway. He’d just shrug and go on about the shipping costs to the Gulf, the way he always did. He didn’t even have to get nasty. One of these days …


No. I couldn’t do anything about Ahwaz. I couldn’t do anything about anything. And my legs and arms hurt, a real wincing pain, and the back of my head. I’d bitten my cheek, and my damp pants were riding up. The cash wouldn’t have changed anything. I hugged myself and whimpered.


I looked up abruptly. Somebody was looking at me, and I hated his guts for it. He was standing there quite calmly, about ten yards away, a smallish man, little bigger than me but more heavily built. His face, as far as I could see it in the gathering dusk, was leathery, outdoor, expressionless; he was leaning on some kind of heavy crooked pole. I stood up again, not too shakily. He didn’t say anything. I glanced around quickly for ways out. Plenty of those; it was an open field, rich-looking strips of some kind of grain – wheat, probably, heavy heads whispering in the breeze over the rumble of the road.


The car had burst through a low straggly hedge and come to rest in the lush green grass at its edge. Above the hedge, a surprising distance away, I saw the rising strips of bridge and flyover that made up the junction, its lamps a hazy golden curtain in the dusk. I looked nervously for flashing lights at the edge, but there weren’t any. Maybe they hadn’t even seen me spin off! Maybe nobody had!


But they’d see the fire soon enough, and the scar; I’d crashed like a jet. I’d better get out of here, fast. I looked back; the junction was there too, and its approach roads, glowing beads told endlessly in the dark. And to the other side – Christ, it was all around! This must be a patch in the middle. And yet somehow the junction hadn’t ever seemed that big, as I remembered it.


I rubbed the back of my head gingerly. It was all a bit much. The yokel still hadn’t said a word, which confirmed everything I’d ever felt about yokels. I looked at him. He looked back, a very ordinary sort of oik in the usual shabby shirt and trousers. Only one thing stood out, a gleam of metal among the grass at the base of that stick; it was a scythe, begod, the huge old-fashioned kind. They still used them on verges, sometimes, but I didn’t like the connotations. He made a pretty grim reaper, at that.


‘Ferrari,’ he said suddenly. ‘Ar.’


Well, that about put the situation in a nutshell, I had to admit. Voice like a corncrake, but a bit more reassuring. At least he didn’t talk in small capitals. I assumed my best upper-crust self-confidence. ‘Yah. Bit of a nasty smash, eh?’


Silence.


I shook my head ruefully. ‘I was fond of that car. Still, lucky I’m alive. And nobody’s hurt. It’s burning itself out, it shouldn’t spread to your wheat or whatever it is.’


Silence. I wanted to kick him, but I wasn’t feeling too stable right then, and he looked tough. Besides, there was that scythe. Play it natural. ‘Look, laddie, I’d better get to a phone, hadn’t I? Is there a pub somewhere around?’


He jerked his head backward, at what looked like an oak covert, but was actually something like a windbreak. Now I looked, I could just make out a squat roof behind it, thatched probably. ‘Oh. Right. Well, I’ll just – pop over there, then, eh? Er – right.’


Silence. He stood watching me as I limped off, first into the grain, then, remembering myself, around the verge; but he didn’t say a damn thing more. I decided his parents were first cousins.


The last thing I wanted was a phone. I wanted to get out of there. I needed a ride out, but trying to thumb one around the junction I’d just spun off would be about as clever as tapdancing in a minefield. But before all that I needed, I really needed, a drink.


By the time I reached the door I needed it a lot more. There was a path alongside a fence, and I found myself hanging on to the wooden rails. The pub was easy to spot from here, its newish-looking red brick glowing cheerfully in the greyness beneath an ornate thatched roof, very high pitched. It had a sign, but it was swaying in the breeze so much I couldn’t read it – or was it? By the time I reached the post it was quite still.


The Wheel, it said, with an odd design of an old carved cartwheel apparently hanging against a starry sky. Très, très quaint, I thought giddily; something Biblical. Yay for Ezekiel. I shuffled effortlessly down the path, fumbled with the old-fashioned lever latch and more or less fell inside.


It was dark as any number of pits, and the resemblance didn’t stop there. The waft of beer was pleasant enough, but it carried a wide range of guest odours, ranging from old locker rooms to a hint that the landlord kept pigs – lots of them and very well fed. I was past caring. As my eyes struggled to adjust, I slumped down on the nearest empty bench I saw, leaned my elbows on the table and sank my head in my hands. The moment my elbows took the weight I yelped and clutched at them, bruised and raw, and sat wincing and swearing. Then I felt a light hand on my shoulder, and realised somebody had said something. I looked up to see a pleasant, plump face, female and quite young, beaming down at me sympathetically through the gloom.


‘Had an accident, ’ave yer, moi dear?’


I nodded painfully. ‘Came off the road a way back. Into the grassfield behind the trees. Lucky I got thrown out, I suppose.’


The face nodded. ‘Oo yer, moi dear. Could do yerself a proper peck o’ mischief that-wise. And yer could use a drink, I’ll be bound. Just sit yer down there and let Poppy fetch yer a good deep draught. And physic for your sores and scathes, to boot!’


I nodded thankfully, hardly able to speak. God, what a nice girl! More sympathy than I’d have got from the usual tarts I went out with. I blinked gratefully at her – then I half shot to my feet, forgetting aches and pains and everything else. She was wearing some kind of costume – white cap, long skirt, full blouse – full enough, at that. Why tell? Label her ‘Tavern Wench’ and you’ve got the essentials.


God, just my luck. One of those bloody tourist traps. Ye Olde Banquet Fayre and that sort of crap; though this one looked more authentic than most, if only because of the gloom. The only light came from the small leaded windows, and that was fading fast, building a great pool of shadow between me and the bar. No cod hanging lanterns or plastic chandeliers – no lamps at all, by the look of it. That might be carrying things a touch far. I wasn’t alone, though, that much I could make out. Rough accents grated through the air. They must have stopped talking the moment I came in, but now they were ignoring me again. Fine by me. Within a minute the girl was bouncing her way back with an encouraging smile and a laden tray.


‘There now! Get you that down your pipe, and a bite of bread to boot.’ She plonked down a great earthenware mug of ale, and a wooden platter with a hunk of brown bread. ‘And here’s water and salve, moi dear, and a rag or two. If you can’t—’


‘No, thanks, love, I can manage. Kind of you, though.’ I hoisted the mug in a toast, and dimples broke out all round. A born comic’s face, kindly, sleepy-looking eyes and tip-tilted nose, an odd upper lip that pursed and pouted around her broad rustic burr and turned her smile into a beaming half-moon. I was almost a bit sorry when she did leave me alone. She unnerved me slightly; maybe I just didn’t want her fussing. I was about to ask about Band-aids, but maybe she’d go galloping out for some, or something else embarrassing; she looked the type. Nice, but I didn’t need it. The beer I needed.


It was real ale with a vengeance, hoppy as hell and full of bits, but not too strong; and though I prefer white bread, I had to admit this fresh wholemeal stuff set it off nicely. I could have done with some butter, though; stuff this healthy eating lark. Maybe she’d put something in the beer, because after a few minutes I felt strong enough to try the first aid. The water made me want to hop around the ceiling, but the salve – something herbal and greenish, as best I could make out, and smelling strongly of mint – certainly cooled things off quickly enough, and dulled the general ache. For the first time since I’d got behind that bloody wheel things began to calm down a little. I’d still got off pretty lightly, considering. In the shit I might be, but with waterwings.


Or that was what I thought then, anyhow.


A wizened old man came doddering out with a lantern in each hand, and began struggling vainly to loop their handles over little pegs in the beams, while the customers egged him on with ribald suggestions. This was evidently the floor show around here, the local answer to Las Vegas. With much moaning and clanking and Gabby Hayes-type mutterings he managed it eventually and trimmed the wicks. After the gloom even those dim yellow flames made the room stand out as stark as a bank of photofloods.


I blinked, and kept blinking. My God, not just a theme pub. They must be doing Olde English banquets or something, all chicken legs and Charles Laughton. They’d sure as hell overdone the picturesque clientele – as ripe a load of yokels as ever dropped out of a butter commercial, all leathery cheeks and tangled whiskers. A couple of them were even wearing smockfrocks, and one warty character had battered kneebritches and boatlike wooden shoes. Straight out of the casting agency, most likely, and filling in before summer rep.


Not that barmaid Poppy, though. Somehow you couldn’t mistake her for anything she wasn’t. And come to that, I felt less sure about the others. Those faces, the hard outdoor gloss to their cheeks, the bad teeth, the dirt on their hair and clothes – life and work did that. Not many people lived that way these days, not even gypsies or travellers. Grating-squatters and Cardboard City bums, maybe, but they never look that tough. These grimy tables, the dim walls with painted hangings obscured by smoke and grease, the trodden patina of bare earth, brick and bone chips – this was all just a bit too bloody real for the coach trade, wasn’t it? And after a few minutes downwind I could guarantee one thing: this lot had never even heard of a hygiene inspector.


So, underneath all this some very nasty little thoughts indeed seethed up and out.


Like, maybe this was a haunted inn and I was seeing—


Like maybe that yokel with the scythe—


Like maybe I didn’t get out of that crash after all—


Frantically I clutched at my wits as they made an excuse and left. I’d never believed in ghosts – not really, anyhow, not much. This beer wasn’t off the astral plane, was it? And if they were anything ancient at all, why weren’t they more surprised at modern me?


Besides, spooks shouldn’t need Lifebuoy this badly.


Then I heard the door open behind me. I always notice that. Not a sound I like much, maybe because all my life I’ve been waiting for it – the old man or the teachers or the cops or bookie’s goons, something like that; but it always makes me look around.


What I saw, though, flooded me right out with relief. A tall man, stooping under the lintel. A modern man, in modern clothes – very modern. He strode past me to the bar and rapped lightly upon the rough planks with a smart walking stick. He would have looked smooth anywhere, but down here among the shit-kickers the hair and the rigout made him almost ridiculous, like something cut out of a lifestyle glossy.


Almost. He looked too sure of himself by half. He took a beer mug – no, a tankard – from the old scrote, and leaned back on the counter, glancing calmly about. A regular, at home here. More than that, maybe; the massed village idiots were all tossing him a wave or knuckling brows and tugging forelocks and whatever. A bit out of character for spooks.


I tried not to feel too relieved. A theme park, it had to be – a stately home, maybe. I could believe Flash Harry was the owner, or the manager at least. Or maybe …


A great light dawned. It had to be these recreator types – middle-class pillocks who got their rocks off living out Olde English fantasies down to the nth detail. Even the sackcloth knickers, or total lack of same, and who knows, maybe authentic pet lice called Bill and Shirley. I’d seen them in Civil War gear and Viking armour hanging around railway stations on their way to fight old battles – total prats and proud of it. Being surrounded by them made me itchy, as if I was catching codpiece fever or something. This one probably had his doublet and hose in the car. In a Harrods bag.


I relaxed – too soon. His eyes were fixed on me as surely as bombsights. Reflex suggested I hop up and shoot out the door, but I fought it down, sort of. He had that calm, considering look I kept seeing on people who gave me grief, and when he hoisted himself easily off the bar and strolled over my heart sank. He lowered himself on to a high-backed settle by the wall, propped his stick against it and swung his shoes – pretty good shoes – up on to the bench opposite. I clutched the heavy table, half tempted to tip it over right now and run. But suppose I couldn’t? Then he’d have me cold. And he was a big, sleek bastard, not quite young but lean and strong-looking, like a tennis pro. His clothes were casual, cords and a blouson jacket, pricey-looking; they wouldn’t slow him up.


He gave a polite half-nod. His voice was surprisingly deep, his accent BBC neutral. ‘Evening. You the chap who came off at the junction, are you?’ He didn’t wait for me to deny it, shaking his head. ‘Willum told me you’d come this way. Bad smash, that. You’re lucky to be here.’


That was a matter of opinion, but I mumbled something into my beer, trying to look dazed and delicate. I wished he’d take those bloody eyes away, but he just tilted his head back. ‘Sad, too. Nice motor, very nice. Ferrari Testarossa, wasn’t it? Don’t see too many of those these days. Never ever, in fact, eh? Worth – God, I don’t know, what would you say? Two hundred big ones at least. At least,’ he repeated.


I tried not to wince, but I could see where every step was leading. ‘Sure. I wouldn’t know. It was the old man’s.’ It could easily have been, after all. And I’d probably have screwed it up just the same way. Too much Testarosterone.


He looked a little surprised, maybe at my accent, but he didn’t give up twisting the screw. ‘And the insurance! A classic boy racer like that, third-party cover alone’d come to, I don’t know, how much? I mean, even my Morgans cost me into the high hundreds. Each. Something like that, at least a couple more big ones a year, whew! You must be a very lucky guy.’


I ground my teeth. This close I was seeing more about him, the kind of things I make a habit of noticing. Casual buckskin shoes, ordinary enough except there was no maker’s mark on the sole, and the fit was perfect. Casual cord trousers, not new but heavy and uncreased, with a soft, thick belt, and above them a casual shirt in a subtle heathery shade you don’t just find in the shops. But it was the blouson jacket that bugged my eyes; that nubbly designer Donegal stuff with the coloured flecks would have cost serious money in wool, but this was raw silk, thick and close woven. And I’d caught a glimpse of a hand-painted lining, some kind of sailing scene.


I knew that kind of stuff. A bit more luck and sense, and I’d still have been wearing something almost as good. They put this smug son of a bitch in the millionaire class. Even his bloody stick looked like a personality concept, the wood probably something Peruvian or whatever. And extinct.


Not a cop, then; but dangerous. Power. The kind of power that might go with owning that stately home or theme park. Or – sickening thought – owning a Ferrari. He’d certainly identify with the owner; Morgans were pricey enough. Power. One word, one move, and you could bet I’d have all these loyal arsekissers on my back.


‘Well,’ he remarked, ‘since you had the car in the first place I suppose you can afford all that. Lucky, as I said.’


And he was looking at my clothes, too; cheap Levis, leather bomber whose shoddy thinness showed through the tears and scorches, chain-store shirt fraying at the collar, stained trainers. But I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. ‘Yah. My people have the cash. Can’t take any credit for it – I was born, that was all. Like in Figaro. Silver spoon, consider the lilies, that kind of thing.’


That shook him, and so it should. It was near as dammit the truth, and these days I was finding that more and more of a luxury. The eyes narrowed, all the same, and he lounged even further back on the settle.


‘There are problems, though, aren’t there, with owning a car like that? Like thieves – oh, not just your ordinary joyrider, but the kind of organised thief who steals with a ready resale market in mind. Sometimes to order, even with a target and an information dossier supplied by the dealer. Classic cars for export, to countries where they don’t ask too many questions before they register, that kind of thing.’


‘Yeah,’ I said savagely, ‘they keep me awake at nights sometimes. Listen, I’d better go get to a phone, hadn’t I? Obviously they don’t have one here!’


‘Not right now,’ he said mildly. ‘And my mobile’s in the car. Back at the junction, though—’


‘I don’t want to go that way,’ I said, thinking quickly. ‘The, uh, the beer – I shouldn’t have had that. If they breathalyse me – well, one more spot on the licence and I turn into a pumpkin, eh?’


I was surprised to see something very much like laughter in those implacable eyes, and the twinge of hope was so sudden it hurt. ‘Look, er – there wouldn’t happen to be another way out of here, would there? Rather, er, unobtrusive. Then I can just blame the crash on a joyrider, and …’


He really was laughing now, silently. And there was a disturbing shade of pity in his voice. ‘Listen. I’d better explain something to you. I wasn’t even going to try, but you – well, you’re very well educated, aren’t you? A bright lad, for a – never mind. So listen, listen hard and try to use those brains of yours, because you’ve dropped into something a lot bigger than you can imagine. What do you think of this place?’ He waved his hand about. ‘Don’t bother answering. It’s real, isn’t it? Completely real. Could be, oh, Elizabethan, seventeenth century, eighteenth, maybe even early nineteenth, where the Industrial Revolution hadn’t reached yet.’


I wasn’t going to say anything. He was trying to sell me something.


‘Well, it isn’t. It’s all of the above, and a lot more besides. You see, they built it at a crossroads, this inn – logical enough. But then other roads were built, all around this area, and suddenly fewer people stopped here. They drove by, and the trees grew up and hid it, and nobody bothered to cut them back. Roads crossed and recrossed around it, more and more of them, in a little shallow circle. That has an effect, you know, in space and time – junctions, and journeys. Things, places, they recede, they fall away, they become harder to reach, except in certain ways and at certain times. They – drift away, you could call it, not physically, but in time. Away into a wider region, or realm. A strange kind of place some people call the Spiral.’


‘Fascinating,’ I said. ‘And that’s where the flying saucers come from, is it?’


I’d worked once as a placeman for a pro psychic, the spoon-bending variety – one of my more reputable jobs. I’d got used to dealing with nutters and true believers of every kind. But it was this character who looked like the sceptic, amused, detached, not unkindly. ‘As a matter of fact, no. They’re dreamed up by utter nutters. But they may well be out there somewhere all the same, because everything is. Everything man can imagine or dream up, and more.’


I looked amused right back at him. ‘Heard that idea before somewhere. Interesting, but, well, it’s just philosophy, isn’t it? Sort of carrying on from that bloke Giordano Bruno or somebody. They may exist or not, these worlds, but it’s never going to make much—’


‘Oh, they exist,’ he interrupted calmly. ‘And they can make quite a lot of difference to us. Though whether we shape them, or they shape us, that’s a question. With me, well it sort of went both ways. It may for you, too.’


‘Me? Why should I ever—’


‘Because you are already. Involved, I mean. There are places where space and time mingle, and this – here, now – this is one of them. You’re in it. And the more you know about it, the better. Listen and remember. You don’t have to believe, not now – just remember, so you’ll know, if … When.’


At least it wasn’t cop-calling time. I shrugged, and hoped he wouldn’t bite me. ‘I can’t stop you, sunshine.’


‘Damn right you can’t. Places like this, they’re sort of a margin, a borderland – caught on the edge of the Spiral. Its influence reaches out right through them and beyond, right into the everyday world at times – night more than day, and most of all at dawn and evening. And everywhere it touches, things can happen. Pretty strange things. But they also open a gate the other way, these places. OK, you can quote Beaumarchais, but did you ever do any science?’


‘Some. Not to college level – that was modern languages. But—’


‘Right. Ever hear of Maxwell’s Demon?’


I felt a silly sense of panic, the way you do watching a TV quiz with an answer chasing itself around your subconscious. Then it bubbled up. ‘Hey … yes. Sort of a paradox, wasn’t it? In thermodynamics?’


His immaculate eyebrows shifted maybe a millimetre. ‘I’m impressed. Yes, a joke really, by a nineteenth-century boffin called Clerk Maxwell. A discriminating gate that only let molecules through one way – a potential perpetual motion machine, among other things. If it worked, it’d violate entropy; and we still have a hell of a job proving it wouldn’t. They hadn’t quite got round to computers, so he had it worked by a demon. Well, I often think of the Spiral the same way, only with probabilities instead of molecules. The wilder probabilities pass outward, but they power the centre, which keeps on generating more. And there are lots of gates. They open on to all these … worlds, realms, regions if you like. You can reach them – a lot too easily, sometimes. You can steer your way between them, if you’re the right kind of natural navigator, pass into pasts and futures and times that never were at all. Myths, legends, ideals, dreams, even delusions if they’re self-consistent enough – all the shadows cast by our everyday, mundane world.’


He caressed the head of his stick. The lanterns flickered in the draught. ‘Everywhere has a shadow of that kind. Every country, every region or city creates its archetype, its shadow self, where its past and present – and future, sometimes – mingle with its mythical existence. Even people cast shadows, the mythical counterparts that grow up around a real person, like Robin Hood, or King Arthur. Or the George Washington who really did throw a dollar across the Potomac – and probably cut down that goddamned cherry tree, for all I know. And out on the Spiral they all come together, these shadow worlds, drifting and shifting around us as if we live at the hub of a wheel.’


He downed an impressive swig of beer, and sighed happily. ‘Which is another name for the Spiral, in fact. Hence the name of the inn.’


I shrugged. ‘I’d have thought the Pub at the Hub would have been better.’ But despite myself, I was impressed. This citizen was the best value since the late Marquis of Bath, an authentic visionary. And he had the money to kit out his own private fantasy, that was evident. I wished I had some of what he smoked.


He shook his head, a little grimly. ‘You still don’t understand. This isn’t the Core – or the Hub – any more. This is the Spiral. And out here the rules are all changed. It’s a jungle; it has paths, but there’s a pitfall every few feet, and wild things lurking in the bush around. Anything’s possible – literally anything you can think of. Even … I suppose you’d call it magic. Anywhere in the Spiral, along its margins even – reaching out into our world, as I told you. It can get powerful – horribly powerful. Maybe Maxwell spoke truer than he knew.’ He smiled at something, definitely not me, and I didn’t like that smile one bit. Then he shrugged. ‘Of course you don’t believe me. I don’t expect you to do that – just to be careful.’


‘Thanks, I’m sure. Don’t get het up on my account. It’s what I’m good at.’


‘Is it? Is it really? The best, the safest thing you could do is head back to that junction, right now. But here’s something to think about. When you were standing in that field, by the wreck, didn’t the junction look farther away than it should? In every direction?’


‘A mere trick of the setting sun—’


Suddenly he looked really dangerous. ‘Don’t piss me about, boy. How far would you have to have flown in that thing? A hundred yards? Two hundred? Then why didn’t the landing reduce you to instant corned beef? Don’t waste your snappy answers on me. Save them for yourself. You’ll need them.’


‘Sure,’ I said. Neutrally, because that flash of anger had put the frighteners on me. ‘Er – but the other ways—’


‘Out the door, turn right and down the village street, straight over the crossroads.’


‘Thanks,’ I said, trying to get up as if I wasn’t running away. Then I remembered something awkward, and fumbled in my pocket. If they were all pretending to be Elizabethan or whatever, would they take my money?


‘Don’t sweat it,’ he grunted, seeing me hesitate. ‘I’ll pay.’


I almost accepted, as usual. I’d hardly any cash, I might need it all, but something inside me twisted into a tiny knot of defiance. Maybe it was the weary contempt in his voice, maybe it was Poppy’s kindness. ‘I’d rather,’ I said stubbornly, lobbing back the sneer.


He looked up, surprised. ‘All right. I’d say a pound would cover it, with a tip.’


‘So they take our money in the …’


‘On the Spiral. Here they do; a very good rate, too. Not further in.’ He watched me put the money down. ‘Since you won’t listen to reason, chew on this – a long time back, when I first wandered out on to the Spiral, a very wise friend of mine told me that how you manage out here often seems to depend on how you first get in, good way or bad. I was lucky. You – well, what would you say? I needed help. You may, even more. You can leave word for me here. My name’s Steve.’


‘Mine’s Hugh,’ I said, because it isn’t. ‘Thanks, but I wouldn’t hold your breath or anything. And thank the girl for the salve!’


I tried to head for the door at a civilised pace, not bolt. But the sheer relief when I slammed it behind me, and heard the latch drop, was almost dizzying. There was this old eccentric who used to sit in railway carriages, wearing dark glasses and grinning and beckoning at anyone about to come in. Somehow he always got a compartment to himself. And that would be what this citizen had been trying to do to me. Scare me back to the junction, sure – which’d be lousy with blue pointed heads by now, every cop in the county probably, all busy taking statements and causing five-mile tailbacks. Sod that for a game of soldiers! And him pissing himself with laughter at the thought, no doubt. The only safe way for me was the other way, wherever it led.


Last time it had been an open prison, fraudsters and embezzlers for company – a better class of felon, just like the old man’s friends. This time it’d be somewhere harder; so there wasn’t going to be a this time.


Maxie’s word on it, and Maxie is never wrong; well, not since the 3.45 at Kempton Park, anyhow. Odds-on favourite, too.




CHAPTER TWO


Green Light


THE VILLAGE STREET was a misnomer. You’ve heard of getting into a rut; this was it. In places it was still a path, well trodden and pebble-strewn, meandering away between banks of scrubby grass. Maybe two or three cottages on each side, a few grubby sheds, a couple of farmhouses set well back along even narrower paths.


None of your honeysuckle-round-the-door perfuming the evening air; more like faulty drains. Or no drains at all.


So this is Broadway!


At the little crossroads the other streets looked just exactly the same. Handy; saves all that stressful decision-making. It was dusk, but none of the windows were lit; they were probably all in the pub. It did occur to me I might slip in and snap up the odd essential to speed me on my way, but these yokels probably still clapped people in the stocks or the ducking-stool or something. Besides, did I really want some guy’s best moleskin leggings? No, the sooner I was out of here the better.


I hurried over the crossroads and on, stubbing my unprotected toes on stones and swearing, and found the path beginning to slope upward through a narrow dell. This countryside didn’t go in much for hills, but there seemed to be a rolling stretch beginning here, with what looked like grazing fields behind solid hedges – nice to look at but murder to dodge through. I glanced back hurriedly to see if I was being followed, but the only citizen in sight was a vaguely female form beating the hell out of something in a cottage vegetable patch.


I shivered. I could empathise with weeds; nobody wanted me either. Ahwaz wouldn’t, not now I’d blown his biggest single profit this year. Neither would his competitors. So I’d have to find some other scam; but where would I start? The sun rolled down behind a hill, and darkness wrapped itself around me as I walked.


I hobbled up the path, spurning unseen pebbles lurking among the grass tussocks. It hurt, it was getting bloody cold and my feet skidded on the half-frozen mud, but I told myself I didn’t care. I was set on getting out of this den of acculturated lunatics and back into the real world I’d just about learned to cope with, even if they couldn’t. The high bank on either side, crowned with a rickety rail fence, bulked higher as I approached the rim of the dell, turning the path into a sharp V against the stars. I plodded on, shivering in my jacket. At least my knees weren’t aching so badly now; they were numb with cold.


A star – a planet, rather – gleamed golden at the brow. I fixed my eye on that as a guide, tripping now and again over the tussocks and the hardness of the world. Tiredness gave me tunnel vision; it was a little while before I realised that the banks had sunk down again, and I was over the brow. My guide glistened in a vast chilly dome of blue and silver, cloudless and moonless, floored with deep velvet. It was achingly beautiful, and for a moment it held me, not cursing, not caring, not thinking at all, simply drinking it in with the clean air. It was clean, too; it smelt. …


I didn’t know what it smelt like. Inhaling starlight, maybe, needles of it, jagged edges, fire in my lungs; I coughed. It sounded strangely loud, weirdly so, and the darkness swallowed it once it was gone. The chill drove through me, painfully. I thought of the warm fug of a heated car, and looked hungrily around for the road.


I couldn’t see it; and I couldn’t hear it. Yet I could hear my own soft, rasping breath, desperately loud. There was nothing else, not even the faint background hum that haunts you when you’re sitting awake in the small hours, waiting bleakly for the wrong kind of knock on the door. This was madness, this was utter bloody lunacy. They were all around us, the roads. I’d seen them with my own two eyes. I’d dropped off one, for God’s sake. I ought to see that same approach ramp looming against the distance now, all three tiers of it, and the grotty concrete landscape that always goes with the things, studded with little token greenery patches and half-dead shrubbery. I could hardly help hearing it; in the field I’d heard it, in the village – there was nothing wrong with my hearing.


That was right. There was nothing. Nothing between the stars and the velvet but a path, two fences and in the middle me. Trees were painted silhouettes around the dome’s base, infinitely distant, mere shapes with no solidity. There were no lights of any kind, still or speeding, chained or single. There was nothing except what the stars threw down. There was too much nothing, it became an unbearable pressure. Sheer emptiness pinned me down and stared at me, an insect on a card. It bowed my spine like a ton weight. There was only my breathing, and that was in little short gasps now, and each breath blew a little more of my last warmth out into the nothing, which drank it up. Nothing, and it was wrong.


Almost as if it answered the thought, suddenly there was something. Light blinked, a faint, fragmented gleam through lacing foliage, and one clump of the painted trees sprang into shape and nearness. Not that near, though; and there wasn’t a bloody thing comforting about it. It was close to the ground, but not at it; and it was completely still. It might be an upper window, not very large; but it was pale, maybe greenish. There was no warmth in that lonely gleam; the stars seemed warmer, and by being there it only stressed what was missing. This was no world of mine.


The village felt warm and normal by comparison. I didn’t know what or where this was, I wasn’t even going to wonder about it. I was going to turn right back and walk down between the little houses, not even warm myself at the inn but keep on straight back to the junction and take my chances there.


Warm myself? I hadn’t been that cold. I’d crashed into a field of ripe grain, being harvested – a bit early in the year, maybe. It had been a warm evening, with masses of fleecy cloud; it couldn’t have turned to this, not so quickly. This was the bleak midwinter, like the carol said, and if frost wasn’t making moan it was just drawing a deep breath. I was plain terrified; I wasn’t going to walk back, I was going to run like hell. Only before I could turn, I heard it.


It was from the field next to me, a little way behind. It wasn’t a human cry, that much I was sure of and no more. If it wasn’t human it had to be animal – didn’t it? But there I wasn’t so sure. High-pitched and hungry, it turned me to an animal myself, hunched and frozen like a rabbit caught in the headlamp beam. But I shook off the paralysis with a single convulsive shudder; then, bruises or no, I was over the further fence in a vault and pumping legs across the barren soil with my breath sobbing in my ears.


A vixen’s cry is a shocking thing. I’d heard one, late at night, on a moonless country lane. It had made me jump; it didn’t make me run. This wasn’t it. This one left me no choice; it gave me a sharp jab right in the basic instincts. And it was somewhere down the slope, between me and the village.


The boot slapped into the sewer; the rat leaped and ran like – well, like me. My ruined jacket squeaked with the effort as my elbows pumped, close to my sides, keeping my balance, wasting no energy, my knees lifting high. I’d been on the school team, but as a distance runner, and this was a sprint, a merciless thing with God knew what on my traces any second. At least I was light-footed enough so my shoes didn’t break the frozen crust. I’d been running for a good few minutes before I registered where. I was heading for that light, because it was the only thing to head for; it looked a lot nearer now, but not that much more reassuring, still pallid, still greenish.


I ran headlong into the shadow of the trees, and hung crucified on a hawthorn bush. This is about as comfortable as bonking on barbed wire, but all I could do was hang there and gasp. Then I heard that cry again, only much, much closer. Flailing and panting, I tore myself free, ripping more off my jacket and my hide. Blood ran down my face, twigs tangled irremovably in my hair. Then I was past, pushing through the trees and heading for the house they half concealed.


In good repair and a good light it might have looked better – well, quaint, maybe. But even in the starlight you could see the mangy-looking gaps in the thatch, the flaking half-timbering and the crumbling walls with the wattles standing out like bones in a corpse. It had me peering around for the gingerbread oven.


There were no lights at all in the lower windows; they were heavily shuttered, and the door tight shut. It had an old-fashioned garden-gate type of latch, the kind you can open with a penknife, or a reasonably stiff potato chip for that matter. I tested it gingerly, but it didn’t lift. The light came from the upper floor, from a smallish window just below the eaves. It was escaping through a half-closed shutter, it wavered as if people were passing and repassing before it. Somehow it didn’t occur to me to knock, at least not at first; but I had to get off the ground, and fast. So, up and let’s have a look, then maybe I might risk introducing myself.


There were no drainpipes, but there was a low, shingle-roofed outhouse with a water butt to one side, and I could reach the sill from there. The butt moaned and creaked under me, and something parted with a little flurry of dust, but I was on the roof in seconds, and inching along towards the window. I couldn’t see through the casement, though; I’d have to get on to the actual sill itself, and that was narrow. I’d known cat burglars who’d taught me a thing or two and said I should try it; but like the old man always said, never buy into a falling market.


Still, I was only going to look, wasn’t I? And it wasn’t that far up, and there were bushes to land in. Gingerly I plastered myself to the grimy wall and stretched out a toe. Just as well I didn’t have big feet. No sweat; the wood was firm as a doorstep. I took the weight, reached out to snatch the side of the aperture and pulled myself across on shaky fingers. I stood a minute, breathing fast, then very slowly peered around the edge. I could have saved the caution; the mildewed casement wasn’t glazed. Its panes were small patches of some thin, streaky plastic, brownish, whitish – mostly opaque. I touched it, and realised it was horn, ground very thin – transparent in places. There was one I could get my eye to, so I leaned that bit further, trying not to breathe too hard.


I sighed gratefully. The light in there was peculiar, but I could see through, in a misty sort of way. Just people. I don’t know what else I’d been expecting, but that cry gave you all sorts of ideas. They might even be sane, who knows?


Mind you, I wouldn’t have given you odds. The older of the two citizens, the one I could see quite clearly, looked like something you trip over at Grateful Dead disinterments – sorry, revivals. All hair and beard and kaftan, very white, tall and thin – clearly a casualty of Woodstock, or walking wounded, anyhow. The other one had his back to me, but you could tell he was younger, rough-haired, shortish and muscular, with tension in his stance. His hand crooked like a knob-legged spider on the pages of a large book, poised on some kind of lectern. They were both bent over, peering at the floor as if somebody’d dropped a contact lens. The old hippie was prodding at the floor with a long, thin stick.


After a moment I realised they were bobbing, in time to something, a chant maybe. I felt a terrible urge to start clucking and scattering grain. Their shadows against the walls exaggerated the movement grotesquely; shadows that showed the light was coming from between them, from the floor. It was green, all right – very green, to show through the dense panes like that, and very bright. If I stretched up to that other transparent bit—


The wood cracked with an explosive pop. My foot skidded. My balance went, and emptiness yawned at my back. I scrabbled at the side, at the pane. Mildew and slime threw off my clutching fingers. Logically I should have just turned a fall into a jump, aiming for the bushes, but at that kind of moment logic is generally in the corridor smoking a cigarette. Fighting for balance I lurched forward, then lost it again and toppled headfirst against the casement.


It gave and exploded inward. I went straight through it with a howl of raw panic and claws of horn and wood scraping at my face and hands, clipped a stack of books and landed in a sort of obscene crouch slap in the middle of the floor. The books toppled, and the table beneath them collapsed in a flurrying snowstorm of paper scraps. I hit something hot; it fell with a clang, green fire streaked along the floor and the most godawful stench hit me. The green light went out, and the room was suddenly black, except for fire-dancing shadows. The old fellow reared up and let out the most amazing screech.


‘The daemon! The daemon!’


I heard a door flung back and feet go rattling down a stair, punctuated by screeches. I tried to stand up and instead found myself nose to nose with the other man, gibbering and scrabbling on the floor.


‘What the hell—’ I snarled, and he let out an even worse scream, with a burst of bad breath to boot.


‘Hell? Oh no, no, most merciful daemon, I do avouch thee no, I am not worthy the taking, I’m but a miserable, misled sinner led astray by men of more schooling and wisdom to speed the satisfaction of their greed for treasure in the search for which we did seek indeed to raise a spirit but would not for the world have disturbed thee—’


About the middle of this stream of apologetic gibberish I became aware that all was not well at my back; to be precise, I was getting more than a little hot. And where was that firelight coming from? And the stench—


My turn to scream, and who wouldn’t? I was on fire, my torn jacket was smouldering and singeing my hair. I sprang up, scrabbling at it, bashed my head on a rafter and came down all over said citizen. He broke the local scream record and shot out from underneath me, headfirst down the stairs by the sound of it. I was too busy rolling on the boards trying to put the flame out, and by the time I’d managed it there was only the sound of somebody shrieking in the distance – about half a mile away, I guessed, which meant he was putting up a good speed. Serve the stupid bastard right.


I looked at what I’d knocked over when I landed. A brazier of some kind, full of God alone knew what mess, still sizzling and flaming as it trickled out across the floor. Sulphur I was sure of, stale lard or tallow I guessed at, the rest I didn’t want to know. I was half tempted to let it burn the place down, but I wanted some shelter till dawn, so I scooped it back with a stained brass ladle. I righted a low stool, slumped down and sank my face in my hands. More loonies—


My hands came away wet. My face was bleeding from a hundred little scratches. I must be a sight; what would Poppy make of me now? Smother me in bandages, probably. And take me home to meet her mummy.
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