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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



THROUGH THE narrow rock opening the wind came screaming off the sea, flattening the undergrowth and the flames of the bonfire until it roared in answer. Wood cracked explosively, lashing showers of sparks into the eddying air. Against the sudden light the horned head stood out sharply, tossing this way and that among the little knot of struggling figures. The circle of watchers bellowed and jeered as they fought, panting and cursing, to force it forward. But all the voices, and the terrified bleating of the beast, were swallowed up in the wind’s whine and the answering rumble of surf far below. The tall tree swayed and bent back against the sheltering cliff face, its boughs rattling in a clacking rhythm. The things that hung from them seemed to be dancing to it.


The sound, or the sudden waft of corruption that went with it, maddened the struggling ram still further. The black face ducked down and jerked up violently, twisting to one side. One horn scored a jagged, welling line across a bare chest, and flicked red droplets hissing into the fire. The man fell back with a yelp, and the shrilling beast half leapt, pawing frantically at the empty air.


Another horned shape swept across the circle of light, huge and upright, stooping over the beast before it could break loose. Careless of the flailing horns, an arm snaked under the neck and around, tightened, and jerked sharply back, catching the ram’s head in the crook of the elbow and choking it instantly silent. The beast threw all its weight forward, but the arm was a broad, immovable collar. Two men pinioned its legs, and the horned figure jerked the quivering creature into the air; instantly it was half conscious. He took a few clumsy steps forward with his burden, and the circle round the fire swayed forward with him. The man with the gouged chest sat up, moaning. No one paid him any attention. Another two steps, and the horned figure was at the flat rock under the tree, throwing a fantastic shadow across it. He hefted the huge ram as if to hurl it down, then dumped it more gently onto the rock. It lay twisting feebly.


He gestured, and two figures little shorter than himself strode out of the circle. One held a length of rope and a tall staff, cloth-bound at the top, the other a great logging axe. The horned figure snatched the staff impatiently, twitching the rags off the gleaming blade and into the man’s face. He ducked, and looped his rope around the ram’s neck, pulling it smoothly together till it vanished into the fleece, then let it hang loosely from his hands. There was a rippling murmur from the watchers. The horned figure struck the rock a ringing blow with his spear-butt, and then again, more lightly, tapping out a softly regular rhythm. He began to chant in time with it, and the watchers echoed him raggedly. The fire flickered and swirled as figures circled it, faster and faster, feet drumming the earth. The chant grew louder, the horned helmet bobbing and swaying till sweat ran from beneath it, gleaming across neck and shoulders. Swaying wisps of smoke whirled out of the fire, rasping at eyes and nostrils. The ram, aroused, began to twist and kick. The horned figure shouted, and the watchers crowded suddenly around the rock. The rope-holder braced a foot against the rock, tensed, and heaved. The loop snapped taut, and the ram’s body jerked with the force of it, drawing the neck right out beyond the enveloping wool. The axe swept up into the shivering leaves overhead; the spear whirled in the horned figure’s hand till its blade pointed down, and in that instant thrust hard. There was an exultant yell from the watchers as the axehead clipped the leaves apart in its downward plunge – then a leaden, snapping sound, a gritty metallic ring, and the rope-holder fell backwards. The watchers sprang aside from the leaping sprays of red; again the fire hissed and sizzled. The horned man was probing with his spear, as if picking out some delicacy. He jabbed sharply, then raised the spear at arm’s length, staring at it almost dreamily as the impaled head rose above his own. He grinned suddenly and whirled it around over the heads of the onlookers, spraying the ones who didn’t move fast enough. He swung right round, shouting, and in the same movement swept the speartip high into the tree, slicing off twigs and leaves and fragments of what hung among them. With a meaty thud the head was impaled on a broken branch. He jerked the spear free and bayed out a single word, the others echoing him, a name and a defiance flung in the face of the seawind. Then they cheered as the carcase was gutted over the stone, and two of the men began to skin it roughly; stakes for the spit were already being set up by the fire. But the horned man stood for an instant, gazing up into the tree. Then he turned, and with a wild yell hurled the heavy spear into the air, high over the others’ heads, across the bonfire. The flames roared up to meet it, filling the whole glade with light.


Far below, out on the choppy waters of the estuary, the man in the small dory saw the faintest flicker of light high on the cliff face, swelling and fading in a moment. He laughed.


‘Some berk out on the paths!’ he remarked to the big black German Shepherd beside him. ‘Need more’n a torch to be safe up there, an’ all. Where some folk’ll go for a bit of –’ He broke off, swinging the wheel around to send the little boat into the lee of the huge structure that straddled the centre of the channel.


‘Talking of torches …’ He pulled the tazer from his belt and swept it across the dark, choppy water ahead. The truck-tyre fenders lining the jetty gleamed wetly black in the beam, and he twirled the wheel one-handed to bring the little boat smoothly alongside, right under the sign that read:


SAITHEBY SHIP EXCAVATION
by the
FERN FARM PROJECT
NO UNAUTHORISED LANDINGS
ON THIS DAM AT ANY TIME
WARNING: GUARD DOGS PATROL NIGHTLY


‘Which means you,’ he grunted to the dog as he looped the painter round a handy upright. ‘So ’op to it.’ Even in the shelter of the coffer-dam’s high seawall there was plenty of swell to bounce the little craft around, and the dog had a difficult jump. That seemed to disturb it, and it stood whimpering at the edge as if about to leap back again.


‘ ’Ere, don’t you bloody dare!’ barked the guard, and hastily swung himself up after it – too hastily, because he missed his footing on the spray-soaked metal ribbing and fell with a crash that rang hollowly through the jetty and wakened odd echoes in the dam. The dog jumped and hunched, snarling. The guard was so startled he forgot to swear.


‘What’s up wi’ you, then, you great soft pillock? Fine bloody guard dog you’re turning out to be.’ He hauled himself painfully off the soaking walkway. ‘C’mere and get a leash on you, then – c’mon.’


He pulled the walkie-talkie from his belt and thumbed it on; the light glowed and static whispered. He clicked it off and replaced it, looking up at the looming bulk of the dam. He sniffed, and checked over the tazer as well – but only the flashlight button. He was careful not to touch the two others, the ones in line with the two stubby barrels under the light. He knew only too well what the barbed dart-tips inside could do. Satisfied, he swung the beam round to the ramp that led up to the dam, unlocked the gate, and urged the dog through. It went willingly enough, trotting at his side as usual, but when they reached the walkway at the top it plunged ahead suddenly, straining at the lead, and stopped short, quivering. The guard felt the lead shake with the tension in the animal’s body; he heard it sniff and growl faintly, and bent down to put a hand on its harness. It jumped at the touch.


‘Eh, boy, eh,’ he whispered. ‘What’s all this, then? If there’s someone there why don’t you come right out an’ bark like you’re bloody trained to? Eh? Shall I let you go find it, eh? Eh?’ He flicked open the quick-release catch, but the dog did not spring forward as he expected. It stood, still tense, still sniffing at the turbulent air. Puzzled, the guard swept the high-powered torch beam all across the top of the dam, and up and down the levels of scaffolding that supported the seawall. Nothing moved except the dancing shadows, and here and there a tarpaulin flapping in the wind. The only sound came from the dark pit at his feet – the soft patter of the sprayer system. He leant over the single railing and turned the beam downwards; the fountaining mist of water iridesced like a rainbow before it drifted down onto the dark, hummocked shape at the centre.


Quite a bit of it clear now, thought the guard. Looks like some bloody great whale, all buried in the mud – He winced as the wind turned, and the stench of the exposed estuary bed – dead seaweed, dead fish and centuries of sewage from the town that flanked it – struck him in the face. ‘Aw God – smells like it, too. That what’s worrying you, boy? Can’t say as I blame you. Come on, let’s have yer leash on again. Too cold to linger. Get our rounds done – slope off ’ome sharpish. Must be mad, them all, diggin’ away in that shit’eap. Be lucky if they don’t catch something. Serve ’em right, too. Past’s dead. Should let it be – who needs it?’ He looked up, as the briefest flicker of pale light on the cliffs caught his eye, but it was already gone. He snorted, and looked down into the unbroken darkness of the pit.


‘Thousand years it’s been down there. Could’ve left it another thousand, for all the difference it makes.’


‘… and now local news, and a special report from Saitheby, where the Fern Farm archaeological project has once again been making headlines. Two years ago they came up with the only known remains of a pagan Viking temple. Today they’ve chalked up another first, in a rather unusual spot. From the middle of the Saithe Estuary, Tom Latimer reports …’


A raucous cheer went up from the dig workers gathered round the TV screen. Latimer acknowledged it with a wave of his beer can and his best weather-worn grin. He was glad he’d decided to spend the evening with the diggers, partly because they were the best company he could hope for in a town that rolled up its pavements after six, but mainly because of a very foxy lady called Pru Ravenshead, now sitting just out of grab range and smiling. Latimer liked English girls, especially English girls with a tasty dash of blue blood. A rugged Aussie newshound with tales to tell from all the world’s trouble spots was just what she needed – even if said newshound was beginning the long slide into middle age. Experience. Girls like Pru valued it.


The setting had him a bit nonplussed, though. The diggers’ quarters had all the heady luxury of a north London squat. It had been some Victorian fatcat’s house during Saitheby’s brief fling as a fashionable resort; in harder times it had been turned into offices for the local council, and about ten years ago it had been gradually abandoned and neglected until even the mice moved out. It had walls, a floor, and most of a roof, but not much else – the diggers slept on the floor, and lived off sticks of furniture the thrift shops had thrown out. Proof that archaeologists were universally nuts – as if he needed any more! Even Pru. She had a home of her own, the bloody great manor her folks had up at Fern Farm. What did she need to come down here for? Not even a TV – he’d had to bring his monitor in from the van. Now, in their so-called common room, he lounged in the doubtful comfort of a clapped-out armchair, dodging the broken spring he’d been warned about, and cursed the mess the local news editor had made of his material. At least they’d left his commentary alone.


‘It’s more than a thousand years since the Saitheby ship caught fire and sank into the chilly waters of the Saithe Estuary,’ said his own voice. The wide-angle shot over the dam had worked well, at least. ‘Over the centuries the ship, turned right over on its belly, sank deep into the preserving mud, its back broken, its upper timbers scattered. And there it stayed, until just over a year ago a team of archaeologists from the Fern Farm site tracked it down at last. Massive funding came from the British Museum and from Rayner College, Texas, which is running the project. The team used it to build this dam, and started to pump out the water that barred the way to an astonishing archaeological first.’


On the screen, figures were moving along the planked walkways in the shadow of the towering seawall, anonymous in their yellow oilskins. A perpetual mist of fine spray drifted across the exposed estuary mud, half concealing the bewildering array of timbers, markers and multicoloured tags that was the Saitheby Viking ship.


‘This morning the team began the tricky job of moving the ship, timber by timber, to its new home at the Saitheby Museum …’


The camera moved in to frame a long, low mound flanked by a wooden catwalk, glistening with mud in the hazy light. Oilskinned diggers were kneeling along it, chatting to each other and occasionally glancing along at the great slab of a man who stood at the far end. A swift change of shot showed him in close-up, gesticulating furiously at the crane operator up on the dam wall as a web of chains and canvas was lowered into position. Looking up, he shook his hood back to reveal an almost classically handsome young face, given a hint of toughness by a nose that had obviously been broken and reset, and by the concentrated intensity of his expression, lips compressed and blue eyes glittering under heavy eyebrows.


‘Let’s ’ear it for J.R.!’ suggested a raucous Liverpudlian voice from the back of the common room. ‘ ’Ip, ’ip –’ At least three other diggers replied with a resounding Bronx cheer.


‘Handling this critical stage of the operation was site supervisor Jay Colby, of Rayner College. The first and most crucial part of the ship to be moved was the main section of its keel – a single oak timber more than thirty feet long, mud-soaked, waterlogged, and ready to crack apart under its own weight at any minute …’


The camera pulled back to show the diggers very gingerly easing the heavy keel out of the mud and sliding it onto the cradle, inch by painful inch. Equally slowly the crane cable was taking up the slack, lifting the cradle into shape around the great dark beam, until at last the cable and support chains quivered with the tension and a hair-thin line of daylight suddenly showed under the enshrouded shape. The diggers hastily slid their fingers into the gap, steadying, supporting, almost caressing the delicate weight. Inches, a foot, knee-high – the diggers were rising to their feet now, with infinite care – waist-high, chest-high …


‘To begin with, it all went by the book. But then …’


The crane was taking the actual weight, but the diggers had to prevent the mass of timber from shifting or twisting. They were having to reach up to it now as it swung over their heads towards the waiting preservation tank. One overreached, slid on the muddy catwalk, and lost his footing; his neighbour spared a hand to try and steady him, and lost his footing, too. They fell heavily, knocking into the next along. She staggered, stayed upright, but lost her grip on the keel. There was a faint moan of stressed timber, and suddenly the massive beam was turning with the torque of the tautened cable, ponderously slewing over and down and beginning, with dreamlike, unstoppable slowness, to slide out of the tilted cradle.


Even on the screen, it made some of the audience gasp. Latimer smirked to himself. There was a sudden rush, a massive figure bowling the panicky diggers aside, darting under the falling end of the beam – Colby, catching it, holding it, bowing down under that immense weight. The camera jerked slightly, then zoomed in on him as his wide shoulders split the heavy oilskins at the seams. His face was purple, rigid with effort as he struggled to hold back the ancient weight of wood. Balanced as he was on the edge of a teetering catwalk, it didn’t look possible.


‘Like holding up a house!’ someone muttered. Colby was visibly shaking with the effort, but the beam slid no further. In the instant before the diggers collected their wits and ran to help him it almost seemed to move back slightly. Then other hands caught it, and Colby’s face relaxed. The camera moved back to show him and the other diggers gently manoeuvring the laden cradle down into the tank.


‘Ey,’ said the Liverpudlian at the back, ‘for ’is next trick ’e turns green and busts out of ’is shirt –’


‘Oh shut up, Neville,’ said Pru. ‘He may be the Hulk, but he saved the keel, didn’t he?’


Again the camera closed in on the central mound. ‘But it was two hours after that moment of drama that the archaeologists made their most spectacular discovery so far …’


More outer planking had been stripped from the hull, and its ribs stood bare out of the mud like the carcase of some giant sea-beast. Between them something was just visible above the slimy surface, and diggers were carefully cleaning it with trowels and small water jets.


‘A thousand years on, site director Wilf Jackson was about to uncover what had broken the back of the Saitheby ship, the secret that lay hidden under its hull …’


The camera moved in to frame a low plank-and-trestle bridge thrown across the open centre of the hull, and the man who knelt there, enthusiastically playing a water jet over the dark object beneath him. As the camera came nearer he shut it off and looked up. He was somewhere in his thirties, smallish, spare, with dark curly hair and a pleasant-looking face. He wore a neat ring of beard round mouth and chin.


‘This is really very exciting,’ he was saying. ’Superb. I’d even say unique. Look here – it seems to be covered in pitch or something similar, but it’s definitely wooden. And ironbound. You may just be able to see these traces of decoration on the banding. And this here may well be a keyhole for the simple locks they used. That’s significant. It means they valued the contents very highly.’


‘You’re saying it’s a treasure chest?’ came Latimer’s off-camera voice.


‘Not quite,’ said Jackson, with a demure smile. ‘I think that might be going a little too far, just at the moment. But it could be – it certainly could be. It wouldn’t be the first time that treasure had been found in a shipwreck, after all!’


The screen image dissolved to a view of the fully excavated chest, a blackish rectangular shape about four feet by three, and quite deep. The dark metal banding was corroded but clearly visible under the irregular coating of pitch. The view cut to a shot of it being lifted in a cradle and swung high over the edge of the dam into the wide hold of one of the project’s two tenders, a converted fishing boat, waiting at the jetty.


‘The chest is immensely fragile after its long spell on the seabed, and the mud may well have seeped in – though Dr Jackson thinks the pitch has protected it. Now it’s being taken ashore for careful conservation treatment. Over the next few days it’ll be opened, and examined minutely. Almost anything could be inside. And I’ll be on the spot with regular reports. From the site of the most exciting archaeological find since the Mary Rose, this is Tom Latimer, in the Saithe Estuary.’


Latimer reached out a long arm and clicked off the set. ‘Well?’ he asked, looking hard at Pru. ‘Every shot a ruddy little work of art, right? Really caught that dicey bit with the keel –’


Pru was looking puzzled. ‘Yes, it was very good – but you didn’t say anything about the other chest, the one underneath –’


‘Bit of Press cooperation there. Old Prof Hansen, see, he asked me to say nothing about that till you folks’ve actually got it out. Bit sharp about it, he was. Seems he only let Jackson take number one out so fast because it was going to crush number two into safety matches. Could damn well stay there tonight and get done properly tomorrow. In the meantime he’s got ants in his pants about treasure-hunters.’


‘What I don’t follow,’ said Neville, ‘is how you spent the whole day under our flaming feet with that overgrown Box Brownie and only got five minutes of film.’


Latimer chuckled. ‘Not even that, squire. That was a three-minute slot they gave me – not bad, by their standards. That’s how ENG works – electronic news gathering to you. In the old days they’d’ve had a whole film crew up here. Now there’s just me and the box of tricks. I get tons of stuff and shoot it back to them down a phone line. And they get their mad axemen to work cutting it to fit the slot they want to use it in. Like to see some of the stuff they didn’t use?’


There was a general rumble of interest. ‘ ’Ow about some shots of Evil K-Neville?’ bellowed a burly, curly-haired man with a local accent.


‘Ey, thanks, Harry,’ chuckled Neville. ‘Always fancied ’aving a fan club of me own.’


Latimer turned the monitor back on, changed channel, and switched on the ENG unit attached to it. He clicked a cassette into the combined camera and recorder and set it to rewind. The interviews, that would give them a few laughs. And let Pru see herself on the box – they always liked that. He scrabbled for another beer, listening to the rising wind rattle the tall windows, and grinned over at Pru.


‘Pity the poor bugger out on that dam tonight!’


The guard had made himself as comfortable as he could, in a niche under the seawall scaffolding where crates and tarpaulins formed a windbreak. It was still draughty, though, and every gust made the flame of his butane lantern flicker. There was no real lighting on the dam except for the self-powered hazard lights around the walls. He toyed with the idea of bringing one in, but lighting the place deep red or green didn’t appeal – it was spooky enough already.


‘Probably drive you daft, wouldn’t it, you great soft gowk?’ he remarked to the dog. ‘Specially the way you are tonight.’ He’d had a fine time settling it down, and even now it was nervy and aggressive. It lay curled up at his feet, but keeping a wary eye on the darkness beyond the lamp’s charmed circle, growling softly at every creak, and every large wavelet that slapped against the side of the dam. ‘Know what? You’re getting on my ruddy nerves, you are.’ He listened to the sea rising, and thanked God those nutty professors had had the sense to build a sheltered jetty. The dory would be safe from anything less than a full-dress storm, and there’d been no sign of one on the weather maps. Still … He looked at his watch. Midnight plus fifteen; might as well check in. He thumbed the walkie-talkie’s call button.


It was a full five minutes before a sleepy voice crackled out of it, leading off with a tinny yawn. ‘Securiguard, Stockton – that you, Lees?’


‘No, it’s his frigging mutt!’


‘Oh aye? That’s what you get up to, is it? Ah well, keeps you warm, I suppose. Owt to report? Caught any treasure-hunters yet?’


‘On a night like this? You’re joking. Hear that wind?’


‘Christ, thought that was static. Getting a bit high isn’t it? Forecast was light to medium and scattered showers.’


‘Yeah, well, you’re ten flaming miles inland. Might be medium there, but it’s blowing ’ard out here. Not dangerous yet, but –’


‘Ay, well, you hang on where you are, even if it does start to blow. You’ll be safer on that dam than running for shore in a small boat.’


‘Couldn’t I just go now?’


‘A night they’ve paid for, a night they get. Treasure-hunters might not worry about the weather, and then where are we? The dig could sue us blind. Check in again about five and we’ll see. Dunno what’s eating you anyway. Fifteen years I’ve been running this show and never lost a man yet –’


With a snort of disgust Lees switched him off and put the radio back on the table. He sat for a moment contemplating the lamp and the coffee Thermos, all that stood between him and five o’clock. Then he pulled a slightly soggy copy of the Daily Mirror out of his pocket and turned to the racing page, weighting it down with the radio. The boss was right – mad bastards, some of these fishermen, and not too fond of the dam. Mostly because it blocked their easiest channel in, but the ones he’d talked to seemed a bit superstitious about it as well. If they got drunk enough they might just risk coming out and seeing what they could pinch. Or just mess it up – loosen a few bolts, even, and blame the result on the weather. He looked out, and saw the moon shine momentarily through the scudding clouds, silvering the dam wall, leaving the pit a pool of shadow. The dog’s eyes were wide and gleaming. It looked chilly, and felt it. He shuddered, huddling closer to the spluttering lamp. Heaven help anyone he got his hands on tonight!


Latimer touched the start control, and chuckled as the first face materialised out of a jumpy blur. Nothing like starting at the top – and the great Viking expert looked pretty much like a Viking himself. The figure that came striding into shot was nearly as tall as Colby, though much less bulky, and the face that filled the close-up had the slightly gaunt look of the well-trained athlete. Latimer remembered him saying that a few seasons’ fieldwork kept him as fit as anyone in their forties should be. It was a slightly piratical face, tanned and hard-planed under reddish hair, tousled and windblown, showing flecks of grey. The bladelike nose and neatly pointed red-grey beard heightened the impression, and only the calm intelligence in the eyes countered it. Or did it?


‘Professor Halfdan Hansen,’ said Latimer’s commentary voice, ‘head of the Archaeology Department at Rayner College, Texas – and, as one of the world’s foremost Viking scholars, director of the whole Fern Farm project. But Professor Hansen –’


‘Hal.’


‘Hal – can you tell us how you go from digging up a temple to digging up a ship?’


The tall man smiled slightly. ‘It’s very simple. We just listened to what people were saying. When we found the temple, we realised that people here had been telling folktales about it for centuries. But because they were folktales, fairy tales even, no one bothered to take them seriously. A big mistake. So we also listened to the local fishermen – they tell stories about something called “King Henry’s Ship” – I don’t know which of the Henrys it is supposed to be. They say it sank in the estuary. Once in a while they would find some timber fragments in their nets. We had one of these radio-carbon dated, and suddenly everyone was very excited! Then we began to search. We had much help from scuba clubs along the coast. I thought it worth the effort – this must have been a seagoing community.’


‘Community – you mean the temple?’


‘Indeed. What is a god without worshippers, a church without a congregation? All your newspaper cartoonists, they have fun with the temple, but they forget it must have been supported by a local community – farms, maybe a village where Saitheby now stands. And the Vikings who settled here were a seagoing people. There may well be the remains of a boatyard somewhere beneath the seafront at Saitheby, but they will not let me rip it up.’


Latimer still wasn’t sure whether or not he had been joking. The regret in his deep voice sounded all too real, and in his sea-green eyes there was a definite gleam. Humour or fanaticism? The Dane was a quiet giant, but a baffling one – to Latimer, anyway. His English was precise, almost formal, those eyes constantly narrowed in the light. The diggers seemed to find him friendly and approachable, yet when Latimer had approached him –


‘Just a simple feature, Prof. A personality spot, for Timescape, the history show. You know – like they did of you last year –’


‘I did not like that much. And for a young man like Mr Colby – it is out of the question, I am afraid.’


‘Why?’ Colby was a natural – rising young archaeologist who looked more like the college football hero. After that business with the keel –


‘I am afraid I cannot tell you why. It would hardly be in his best interests.’


‘Oh come on now, Prof. It could make him!’


‘He is made anyway, once his doctoral thesis is published. I have seen the draft, and I have no doubts. He is brilliant, far more so than I was at that age. In time I hope he will surpass me, so I am not holding him back. I can only repeat, it is out of the question. And I know he will agree.’


Latimer smiled. Outwardly Hansen had kept cool, but after a couple of minutes he had been so het up that his Danish accent had started to come through. There was almost certainly a story there, though maybe not for Timescape. Hell! He’d let the tape run on! The recording had cut abruptly from Hansen to another figure, evidently female even with her back to the camera. She was conspicuously not wearing yellow oilskins – instead she had neat blue waterproof overalls and a matching rainhat. Curly black hair spilled out under the brim. She was perched on a pile of boards to one side of the hull, hunched over something that looked like a sketchpad, but was attached by a cable to the case at her side.


‘Hi there. You from Rayner? Tom Latimer – Timescape.’


‘Mmh?’ A natural camera face, thought Latimer. Could’ve been a model with those strong bones, that skin, those great big googly eyes, and oh, that body. If only –


‘Timescape,’ he was repeating. ‘TV – archaeology – you know.’


‘Oh – uh, yes, hi. Jessica Thorne – Jess – California. I’m with Rayner, yeah. But you don’t want me –’


‘No?’ Latimer grimaced. Could he just quietly turn this off?


‘No. See, I’m not an archaeologist. I just run the computers round here.’ She waggled the sketchpad. ‘Graphics tablet, see? Linked to my little smart terminal here. Have to keep a complete record of the finds, map them out as we uncover them, layer by layer, then just phone the results right on through to the Rayner database. They can make a 3D reconstruct of the whole site, track down scatter patterns, maybe pick out parts we’ve missed. Fun job, I guess, and it pays my stay over here, ’cause I can do research for my doctoral thesis. In anthropology – folklore. That’s my real thing. Hey, d’you always hide behind cameras when you talk to people?’


That got the audience reaction Latimer expected. ‘Funny,’ said Neville, ‘you never struck me as a shrinking violet.’ Pru giggled. Latimer winced, and again as his screen voice said, ‘Hey, folklore, that’s fascinating. What’s it about, then, this thesis?’


‘Sure you wanna know? The Cult of the Horned God in Western European Myth and Folktale. Get that?’


‘Er – loud and clear. Hey, you know where I come from, Aussie-land, the abos have some really wild stories –’


‘Uhuh, I’ve heard some. Dreamtime, Wandjina, that kind of thing –’


‘Yeah, yeah. Fascinating. Listen, that thesis of yours – I’d like to hear more. Maybe some time soon we could –’


Latimer stabbed a long finger hard down on the fast forward wind button, and the beginnings of the pass he had made on camera – and the instant put-down – vanished into a speeded-up gibber and blur. ‘Time for another beer,’ he grinned, and headed for the pile on the rickety table.


He was just opening a can when a voice next to him said, ‘Bust yer balls, did she?’ and he almost snapped off the tag. ‘Shouldn’t worry about it,’ Neville added, also reaching for a can. He sighed regretfully. ‘She does it to everyone – well, almost everyone.’


‘Meaning everyone except you, uh?’


‘Me? Perish the thought, wacker. I don’t mess with other fellas’ girls – rather roll me own.’


‘Go on, mate, laugh it up. You’re on next.’


The guard jerked upright in his chair, suddenly awake and staring wildly round. Everything was dark. The dead lamp rolled gently on the table, snuffed and toppled by the great gusts of wind. But something louder than a falling lamp had snatched him back from the brink of sleep – a rending, explosive crash from outside. The dog pressed back, snarling, against his legs, tail down and ears flattened, hunched down ready to spring. Another gust made the tarpaulins bulge and flap like vast wings, dry and leathery. Shivering in the sudden waking chill, he had a confused image of the dam broken and the sea pouring in to reclaim its own, the ancient hulk, rotten ribs gaping, sailed off down the tide by a crew in the same condition …


Grimly he shut off the gas still hissing from the fallen lamp, and snatched up the tazer. No more sounds, so the dam was still holding. The moment he touched the dog’s lead it bounded out of the cubby ahead of him, growling and casting about in the flurrying wind.


‘What is it, boy? Eh? What d’you smell?’ He swept the beam down across the jetty to where his boat bobbed whitely on the black water. Nothing broken there, anyway. And it hadn’t been in the seawall overhead, or he’d have heard it more clearly; if anything was going, then, it was at the far end. He set off round the creaking walkway at a fast trot, with the dog loping beside him. Another minute and he’d have been out cold, literally caught napping. Anything serious and they’d have had his guts for garters. They might yet.


Panting, he reached the far end of the dam and stood for a moment. Nothing was different, nothing was wrong. The sea boomed just as loudly against the wall down here, the metal and concrete piles rang just as soundly. No more strange noises in the wind, and not the slightest tremor in the guardrail. He risked swinging himself out on it, one-handed above the hungry licking of the water beneath, to shine the tazer along the lengths of the outer walls. Not the slightest flaw visible in the cladding, and no frothing that might indicate an underwater leak. He’d have heard that anyway, chuckling nastily to itself. He swung his leg back over the railing, ignoring the futile plucking of the wind, and sat for a moment, gnawing his lip. Whatever made that crash hadn’t been small – it meant damage, maybe serious damage. He stepped across the narrow walkway to the lower inner rail. The pit beneath him was a pool of darkness, so still and deep he almost expected to see his own reflection on its surface, as on water. He hesitated a moment, listening, and when he heard nothing more he thumbed on the beam and reluctantly tilted it down into the pit.


It glanced quickly across the metal walls, the bright plastic tags and white tape of the chessboard squares, the dully gleaming mud beneath. It dazzled over pools of water from the sprinklers, past them onto the great hummock at the heart of the pattern. He gave a gusty sigh of relief as he saw the gaunt, gnawed-looking ribs still upright and intact above the carcase of the hull. But then he saw past them, and relief died. In the mud that filled the belly of the hull a hole gaped like the rotten hollow of a tooth. Wide, deep, irregular, as if something had been torn violently from the mud. Jagged fragments sticking out … One wall of the cavity collapsed softly inwards. Only a minute ago, right enough. Furiously he swept the beam round and about the pit, snarling to match the dog. Nobody. A complete cock-up, doubled. The one thing he was here to look after …


Suddenly he froze. There had only been his boat at the jetty! They couldn’t possibly have got away that quickly, unless that crash had been a biggish hull – a fishing boat, say – bumping the lee wall of the dam … No way. He’d seen the news, too. These chests were big, a ton weight, and they hadn’t had a crane this time. They were still here somewhere.


He flashed the beam onto the opposite wall, over the main steps up from the pit. Every few minutes the sprinklers washed them clean, but they were muddy now. He swore violently, and was about to run round again when the moon shone clear of the clouds for an instant. In that moment he found himself staring at a figure on the opposite walkway, an unmistakable silhouette against the sudden glitter on the sea. A woman, a tall, slender woman in a stance of rigid surprise …


The dog growled once, loud and fierce. She spun sharply on her heel and ducked into the shadow of the seawall. With a half-formed shout the guard sent the beam scything after her – too late. As she vanished into the tangle under the scaffolding the beam barely glanced on her flank, and the guard grunted with surprise. Smooth, dark, and slickly glistening – she had to be wearing a wetsuit. Her head had been clearly outlined, as if by wet hair. He turned and pounded back along the walkways, the dog straining at the leash and yipping with breathless anger. He kept one finger on the quick-release trigger for the leash, and in his other hand the tazer, thumb between torch-beam and firing-button. If whoever that was had really been crazy or determined enough to come swimming through seas like these, he’d better take them very, very seriously.


Latimer sent the tape skating further down the reel, past a hopeless attempt to interview a young digger called Paul, to the point where Neville’s face rose like a moon with moustache and horn-rims from behind some hull timbers.


‘Neville Battley, in everyday life a local government officer in Liverpool, is one of the most experienced volunteer diggers. Neville, this is your second season here – what makes you spend your hard-earned holidays this way?’ The on-screen Neville twitched his toothbrush moustache cheerfully. ‘Knee-deep in clag, you mean? I dunno, really. The sex, maybe. Or the drugs – plenty of that, there is, drugs. Mostly it’s spending the rest of the year polishing up me bum on office chairs.’


‘But why archaeology? Had you done any before?’


‘Oh aye. Spent a fortnight once scrapin’ out me granddad’s aquarium. Never found ’im, though. Got a thing going for me diving suit, mind you – oo, that rubber –’


The camera was developing a distinct shake, but Neville was interrupted in mid-quiver by a harsh shout from off-screen. ‘Battley, you stupid s.o.b.! Shut off that sprayer before you wash out the whole section!’


Neville snatched up the dribbling sprayer and held it up in a snappy Nazi salute, heel-click and all, thrusting two fingers over his already Hitlerian moustache.


‘Jawohl, mein Führer! Ve hear and obey!’ All the diggers in the audience cheered as the picture cut off hastily. Latimer looked at Pru, who’d been cheering with the rest.


‘That was this guy Colby? Not so popular, is he?’


Pru was blushing. ‘Well …’ She seemed to be almost writhing with the effort of saying anything unkind. ‘I suppose he’s nice enough really. But when we’re all pushed together like this things get sort of exaggerated – everyone living on top of each other all the time –’ With you I like that idea! thought Latimer, ‘– and he’s brilliant, really, but a bit too arrogant about it, I mean he and Wilf – oh dear –’


Jackson’s smiling face popped round the door as if she had conjured him up. ‘Evening everyone! Pru – oh, hallo Tom. Quite a gathering, eh? Except Jay, of course. He’ll come rolling in at three in the morning and fall over everybody.’


‘He lives here, then?’


Jackson pursed his lips. ‘Just about everyone does. It’s cheap, you see. We archaeologists don’t earn much; not till we reach Hal Hansen’s level, with books and broadcasts and guest lectures and so on. So he has a room at the Two Ravens –’


Pru laughed. ‘Nobody minds that, really. He needs his privacy to work – and he comes down here often enough.’


Jackson smiled again. ‘He does come slumming now and again. I was hoping I’d find him here, actually. Any idea, Pru?’


‘Well – he did say he was going back to the Ravens to do some work. But I saw Jess get into his car, so he must be giving her a lift home.’


Jackson’s smile became very knowing. ‘Ah yes. Tom, you’ve met Ms Thorne? I see you have. She’s our other anti-social type. She’d rather go off and live like a hermit on a particularly windy cliff top at Fern Farm.’


Latimer blinked. The Fern Farm estate was miles out of town; quite a lift home. Well, well. So the iron lady did have a soft spot, after all? Hansen – old enough to be her father, and she bit your head off for making a simple suggestion. Typical, bloody typical …


‘Don’t listen to him, Tom,’ Pru was saying. ‘She’s very comfortable, really. And it’s a beautiful view. We keep an old caravan – or would you call it a trailer, like Jess does? Anyway, we keep it there to rent to tourists sometimes. She took it when she came over for the temple dig, and liked it so much she’s taken it again this season. I don’t blame her a bit, really.’


‘Well, at least no one wakes her up at three o’clock in the morning,’ sighed Jackson. ‘What’s all this gear, Tom? Holiday snaps?’


‘Just a few interviews they didn’t use tonight. Get to see yourself, then?’


He’d asked the right question: Jackson was positively glowing. ‘Yes, actually – in the cafe where I was eating. Made me feel like quite a celebrity. Er – listen, Tom, I hate to bother you, but could you get me a copy of that bit? With the interview. Not for me really; it’s more for Pru –’


‘Sure,’ said Latimer. ‘No problem, squire.’ You jammy bugger, he thought. You and Pru, eh? So that’s why she dosses down here. ‘There was one of Pru as well,’ he added aloud. ‘Haven’t seen that yet – we were savin’ all the treats for the end.’ He grinned at Pru, and saw her blush all the way up to her hairline. Three cheers for the English rose. ‘Let’s have it now, eh?’


There was a rumble of agreement from the diggers. He clicked a second cassette into the machine, and Pru appeared on the deck of the tender boat, kneeling by a pile of plastic-swathed timbers she was labelling.


‘For one dig volunteer,’ said his voice-over, ‘the whole Fern Farm project has a special significance. Prudence Ravenshead. Pru, hallo.’ She dimpled prettily, at the camera. ‘The whole project’s pretty much a family affair, isn’t it?’


She laughed. ‘You could say that. It did all start when we were having new power lines put in up to the house, because ours are always going wrong, you know, and blacking the whole place out, and then they found some paving and a buckle, and the local history people and the Museum started a little dig, and called in the British Museum, but they couldn’t afford it on their own so they called in the Texans because they’ve got lots of money and Hal Hansen’s an absolute Viking fanatic and …’


‘And so you’re working under Rayner College supervision now,’ he interrupted, to dam the flood. ‘Your family have been landowners round here for a long time, haven’t they? How long, exactly?’


‘Oh gosh, I don’t know really. Almost for ever, we’re in the Domesday Book as the local squires, and we’ve got a coat of arms from somewhere, it’s the sign on the Two Ravens you know, but that sounds awfully snobbish, doesn’t it? There’s really nothing special about us now.’


Latimer froze the frame on Pru’s particularly winsome smile, and grinned over at her. ‘Wouldn’t say that, exactly.’ He could never use that clip, of course, but it had been a useful lead in to chatting her up, whether or not it actually made it to the screen – he could just blame that on his editor.


Jackson touched his arm. ‘Tom – you’re up here for news, aren’t you? But had you thought of doing something else – a little feature piece for Timescape, maybe?’


Jeez Louise, thought Latimer, he’s not reading my mind, is he?


Jackson steepled his fingers. ‘You see, the archaeology of this area – well, it’s my speciality – my doctoral subject. That’s why I’m site director here. And I have some fascinating ideas –’


If they’re anything like mine you’re some kind of perv. ‘Okay, we’ll have a chat about them some time soon,’ was what he actually said. ‘Over a pint, maybe.’ He looked around. The party atmosphere had definitely died, and the diggers were chatting softly among themselves; even Neville had dampened down. What the hell had done that? Couldn’t be Jackson, could it? ‘By the way, talking of features, I had an idea of centring one on your Mr Colby, after his showstopper this morning. But Prof Hansen stood on it hard.’


Jackson’s smile hardened. ‘Yes, well, he would. Colby’s his star doctoral student – his protégé, really. But it’s no use hiding it from you, Tom, that there was some opposition to his appointment here.’


‘Doesn’t he know his stuff, then?’


‘Oh, he’s brilliant,’ admitted Jackson, ‘but I prefer my supervisors to have more practical knowledge. That matter of the keel – it was Colby’s insistence on raising it in one piece that led to the accident. The rule in such cases is to section the timber. But Hansen backed him, of course.’


‘Why “of course”? What is it with those two?’


Jackson looked around theatrically and lowered his voice. ‘Well, strictly off the record, I believe the professor feels rather responsible for him. You see, a couple of years ago when Colby was a senior student at Rayner – and some kind of football star – you’ve heard of American college fraternities? He was president of one. They often have bizarre initiation rites for freshmen – sometimes they go too far … I believe the boy in this case never recovered consciousness.’


Latimer whistled softly.


‘Indeed,’ said Jackson. ‘An unfortunate accident – no question of charges. Even the family money wouldn’t have saved him from being expelled, but Hansen stood up for him. Perhaps because he was such a promising student, perhaps …’ He shrugged. ‘You know Hansen is close to Jessica Thorne? Since around that time, I believe. Before that, she and Colby had been friends.’


‘Uhuh,’ said Latimer. ‘Really put my furry little foot in it, didn’t I? Thanks for telling me. No wonder Hansen didn’t want publicity. Well, he won’t get it. No story in that – not for any news outfit I’d want to work for.’


He made sure Pru heard that. She had been hovering around anxiously.


‘We’re making coffee,’ she called over. ‘Want some?’


‘And something stronger in it?’ suggested Jackson.


‘Why not?’ said Latimer. Now what’s going on here? I wouldn’t blab all that to a newshound I hardly knew. Not sure I like this guy – or is he just a bit naive? Well, either way, he’s not going to hang onto Ms Pru for long. She’s not the dumb blonde she makes herself out. Give her half a chance, and she’ll run.


The guard and the dog came pounding up to the shadowy seawall and plunged, without stopping, into the maze of tarpaulin-draped equipment at its base. He’d flashed the torch-beam over it as he ran, and seen nobody, so they had to be hiding in here somewhere. He flicked the dazzling beam to left and right, but its intensity only seemed to deepen the shadows – shadows that hopped and twitched startlingly with every little tremor of the light. The wire cage that screened off the main generators cast a confusing grid over everything, breaking up the outlines.


Behind the generators – had he heard the faintest rustling? He squinted cautiously through the mesh, and saw nothing. He snorted impatiently, stepped round – and fell back with a yell as something dark whirled up in his face, all but triggering the tazer. But as the gust died the scrap of canvas fell away again, and he leaned back against the cage, trying to slow the heartbeat that thundered in his ears. He hated being spooked. He’d been made to look a complete bloody idiot, and almost wasted a valuable shot. Well, he’d make good use of it now; someone was going to suffer for this.


He suddenly became aware that the dog was whining at his heel, straining the lead again, but in an unexpected direction. It was facing the narrow stairway – little more than a ladder with wider treads – that led up to the two higher floors on the scaffolding. He stared. They must be pretty well spooked themselves to hide up there – now he just had to search each floor in turn, keeping an eye on the ladders. Maybe they were only panicky teenagers – he thought about shouting up to them to stop pissing about and come down –


He looked up sharply. The faint, slow creak had come from above – from the boards of the first floor. He waited a moment in silence, breathing shallowly, and heard it again. It seemed to come from directly over his head: a soft, gradual sound like the measured footfall of someone infinitely patient – and very heavy. They would need to be, to make solid boards creak like that. They seemed to be moving closer to the stairwell … For a moment he braced himself, expecting a sudden rush down out of the dark. Then he heard another footfall, and a different, sharper creak, and remembered suddenly that the stairway to the second floor was, naturally enough, right beside the first. And he realised, too, that the top of the wall would make an excellent vantage point for someone to signal any pickup boats he – or she – happened to have waiting around …


With a furious hiss the guard triggered the leash release and cracked it, whip-like, off the dog’s collar. In the same movement the animal sprang for the stairs with a ravening growl and bounded up them, claws clacking on the rubber-sheathed metal. The guard was right on its heels, torch full on now and searing away the dark. It was a manoeuvre they’d often rehearsed in training. Anyone waiting to attack the guard met the dog, and anyone attacking the dog would find the tazer a shocking experience.


The guard jumped the last few steps, caught a stanchion, and swung himself up round it, in the same movement sweeping the beam right round the first floor. Only shadows leapt out at him. Then he looked up, shouted, and jabbed his thumb hard on the trigger button. There was a flash, a bang, and the tazer jerked in his hand as the little streak of silver spat down the torch-beam, straight at the leg that was just lifting off the last step up.


But with a spanging smack of metal it struck sparks off the stairs and ricocheted away into the shadows. Snarling, the guard jerked its tail of fine wire free of the little pulley inside the barrel – the dart had discharged its voltage now, and it was useless. Then he was off after the dog, now bounding up the last few steps. Again he leaped, and swung himself up on the supports of a fuel tank, squinting into the wind that was suddenly whipping at his cheeks. The top of the wall formed a high parapet to this floor; it offered little shelter, and not much was kept up here except the gravity-feed tank for the boats and generators. The only place anyone could possibly be hiding was at the far end, behind one or two low stacks of boxes swathed in glossy black plastic. The dog stood facing them, growling faintly, and the guard’s face twisted into a lop-sided grin. There couldn’t be room for more than two back there, so the one shot he had left would be enough.


He bent down to the dog. ‘Well, boy? Going to go flush ’em out for me, are you?’ It growled, once, more savagely than he’d ever heard it growl before, but it didn’t move. ‘Well? What’re you waiting for, yer great daft gowk – the tide?’ He jerked its collar forward, and finally had to nudge it with his boot. It went then, but not bounding forward as it was trained to; it went low on its belly, ears back, hackles rising, with a continual singsong snarl of menace. A sudden chilly qualm of realisation crept over the guard. The dog wasn’t hunting something out – it was stalking it, stalking something it saw as a serious threat …


He plunged forward, but in that moment the dog also sprang, onto and over the pile of boxes and back down on whoever was behind them, taking the topmost boxes with it. He winced at the impact. The brute was as strong as most men, and the way it was now, half crazy with fear, it was quite capable of ripping somebody’s throat out, and where would they all be then? He had to get it off – with the tazer, if need be. But then he saw it thrown back and away, rolling over and over almost to the edge of the inside railing, with nothing but open space beyond it and the pit far beneath. It was stopping, barking, snarling, gathering for another spring at the dark figure rising out of the wreckage. He swung up the tazer. The one that moved first –


The figure’s head turned, and he jerked the beam away from the dog. But before it made contact there was a flurry of movement, a black blur rising in the light towards him, and he stabbed the second trigger in the instant before he dived aside. The flash, the bang, and the thump of connection were almost simultaneous, and as he hit the wall and dropped he felt the boards spring and vibrate under the crashing weight that struck them. Dizzy with relief, he hauled himself quickly up against the wall – and then he choked. Against the turbulent sky in front of him, the figure was also standing – the same slender female silhouette he had seen below, the same slim shape that had just been hit by a dart carrying an electrical charge calculated to stun, even hospitalise, the strongest man.


The foul smell of the pit seemed to grow stronger, as if the seawind caught it up like spray. Suddenly he could hardly breathe for it, and shook his head violently, choking on the rankness of the air. In that instant there was a rush of feet and weight slammed into him, forcing him back against the wall, pinning him there. Fingers touched his face almost caressingly, choosing their place. Then they closed – hard.


He screamed through teeth he could not open, shook his head violently and only increased the terrible strain on his neck. The heel of the chill hand was under his chin, forcing it up and back with the slow strength of a hydraulic press. He battered at the arm beyond for a futile instant, and then, in desperation, he grabbed the wrist and heaved. The grip broke, and he kicked upwards, trying to put a knee in his enemy’s stomach, bracing himself against the seawall. But again the fingers closed, and his head sang with the pressure. Through distorted eyes he saw the shadowed head stoop over him, and then he felt his spine bend back against the seawall, creaking. Between pain and pressure he could hardly breathe, and the blood roared in his ears. He tried to claw the fingers off his face, but a terrible, numbing tingle was growing in his arms, and he could hardly control them.


Then the clouds broke again, and momentarily the moon came out.


The guard gave a single, tearing, convulsive shriek, and the sheer violence of it jerked one leg free. He wrenched it up, connected, and with the last shreds of his strength he lashed out his foot. The killing grip tore loose, gouging agony over face and throat, and the force of his kick shot him upward and back, out over the parapet of the wall. The glittering water careered crazily under him for an instant, he threshed his arms hopelessly for grip or balance, and then air, sea and sky were whirling around him in an insane kaleidoscope –


The mirror broke with a hammerblow, and shattered him to shards. He sank into chill darkness and pain, fighting to breathe against a new and harsher weight. And after an age, an agony, there was air to gasp, and light. Above him the wall, and for a moment it seemed he would be hurled against it. His fingers scrabbled on rusty metal. Then, from above, came a single shriek of yelping agony and a terrible crash, and his fingers tore loose. The cold current whirled him around and past, outwards, seawards. A spark of orange flared in the blackness, and he clutched at that, too. But it was far away, high on the cold cliffs above him, and like the last ember of his consciousness it flickered, guttered, and went out.
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