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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.












I dreamed and behold I saw a man clothed with rags standing in a certain place, with his face from his own house, a Book in his hand and a great burden upon his back. I looked and saw him open the book and read therein; and as he read he wept and trembled; and not being able longer to contain, he broke out with a lamentable cry, saying,


“What shall I do?”


John Bunyan The Pilgrim’s Progress.









Author’s Note


This book is deeply indebted to Richard Deacon’s biography, Matthew Hopkins: Witch Finder General. Mr Deacon is not merely the leading authority on Hopkins; he is almost the only authority. He has rescued Hopkins from oblivion and the horror movie.


Hopkins repays study. For five hundred years after the Battle of Hastings, the English scarcely executed a witch a century. In the two years between 1645 and 1647, Hopkins, a bright young man in his twenties, promoted by a cunning publicity campaign the hanging of about five hundred old ladies on charges of witchcraft. His main motive seems to have been money. He made a fortune for himself.


His character and actions in this book needed little invention. Most of the dialogue is drawn from his own writings, or the writings of those of his ilk. His death is popular legend. There is an alternative legend: that his death was faked, his coffin empty, that he was spirited away to New England, where members of his family were already living. Perhaps his pernicious views and methods survived to foster the similar witch-hunt that broke out in Salem, Massachusetts, some fifty years later. Not that they were needed; the social dynamics that Hopkins manipulated remain dormant in our society to this day. Wherever minorities exist, despised, not understood, difficult to live with, there is witch-hunt potential.


I would like to thank Mr Christopher Westall for his unstinting technical advice about motorcycling. He asks me to stress that Master Jack Webster, like many motorcyclists, has perhaps an optimistic speedometer.


R.A.W.


24.2.78
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My name’s John Webster, and I’m on a drug.


Not speed or grass, or even alcohol the oldie’s friend (though I like beer).


My drug’s Chance.


What do I mean, Chance? Tell you what I mean. When I was a kid, Dad used to get in from the school where he’s Head, switch on telly and watch a John Wayne western he’d watched ten times before. I used to wonder why, because he’s not thick.


I see why now. He was squeezing Chance out of his life; for a couple of hours he was living in a scene where he knew every gunshot by heart. Keeping Chance at bay; getting a bit of peace.


I don’t blame him. He has plenty of Chance at school, what with kids stuffing other kids down toilets, or getting pregnant, or shoving their hands through a glass door and running to him sprinkling blood all over the floor like a watering-can.


But some oldies try squeezing Chance out of their lives altogether. Like Dad’s mate, the bank manager. He insured his home, wife, kids, holidays — even the cat and dog. He had a suit for every day of the week and wore them in rotation. Used fourteen razor-blades in rotation too; reckoned they lasted longer that way. Had time-tables in his pockets for every train and bus that moved. If Dad invited him round for dinner, he’d open a diary like a Bible. And there you’d see a mass of entries like Dentist or D’s birthday or car service stretching years and years ahead. And three-month medical checkups on BUPA.


Fat lot of good it did him. Dropped down dead stacking money in the bank safe. Lady Chance got him right between the eyes and he didn’t even have time to reach for the alarm-bell.


I go looking for Lady Chance, before she comes looking for me. I fill up the tank of my Triumph Tiger-Cub, and at the filling-station entrance, I flick a coin. Heads for go left, tails for right. After that, at every road-junction, I go where fancy takes me. Or else flick the coin again.


It’s crazy. I once went round and round the same two-mile circuit for an hour. My mind sort of got stuck in a groove.


Best time was last Easter, in Surrey. Met a pair of married vets in a pub. The husband had broken his leg and I spent the whole vac helping the wife out. Learnt a lot about the engineering of calving a cow. Fascinating when you’re up to your armpits in it.


Worst time was last summer; that nearly put me off for good.


The moment I passed the first-year exams, I shook the dust of University College, London, off my tyres. Got nothing against U.C. Great building. Got smashing wide entrance-steps, where you can swot and sunbathe. And bloody marvellous bathrooms each side of the entrance, that hardly anybody knows about. You can lie and soak all morning, after a night on the beer, listening to people talking as they go past the door.


That’s the trouble with U.C. — the people. The rimless-spectacle types who think that just because you’re studying Civil Engineering and play rugby for the first XV, you must be Neanderthal man in person. The birds are worse. Wear a tee-shirt and they start pinching your biceps and wanting to play Lady Chatterley to your gamekeeper. Or else they see the Tiger-Cub and want to do a ton. Up the Finchley Road at midnight, jumping traffic-lights. To turn them on before they go to bed with me.


They don’t get as far as my saddle. The Cub’s not for playing Russian roulette with. I worked all one summer in a motorway cafe to buy her, scraping chewing-gum off the floors with a knife under the direction of some middle-aged mental-defective who couldn’t forgive me for passing the 11 plus. Rebuilt her from top to bottom; high-lift cam, high-compression piston and roller-bearing crankshaft so she wouldn’t blow apart. I can strip her in a day and put it all back. Tuned her like Yehudi Menuhin’s violin. She can do ninety downhill with the wind behind her. Don’t like taking her out in the rain.


I had her parked by the college gates; illegally, of course. Started first kick. Off I went after Lady Chance, with all July and August in front of me. Here we go into the wide blue yonder, as the marching song of the USAF has it.


The North Circular Road was blue all right; with exhaust fumes. Either the morning rush-hour hadn’t finished, or the lunchtime rush had started early, or all the suicidal soap-salesmen were getting away early before the week-end rush. Every traffic-light was a starting-grid. Every kid on a Honda Fifty playing Barry Sheene; every trainee-executive playing Niki Lauda behind the wheel of his Viva. I stayed alive, but it was a lousy scene for starting the chance-game. Every road I fancied was one-way — the wrong way. Or else I got forced into the wrong lane by some stripe-shirted nut in a Fiesta.


Finally, a traffic-surge like a tidal-wave carried me onto the A12. Just no arguing. Ah well, Lady Chance, with your permission I’ll go to fabled Clacton and swim in the sea.


But the further I went, the hotter it got. The sun climbed; the sky turned bronzy-yellow with exhaust-fumes. The road turned bronzy-yellow too, shining up in my face. Every car approaching had a big reflected sun bouncing off its windscreen and a hundred little suns bouncing off its chrome. Cars in front had suns bouncing off their rear-windows. Flash, flash, flash. Had a smoked visor, but I had to keep it up, because it was crawling with mangled flies. Had dark glasses, but they were at the bottom of my top-box.


Every cross-road, traffic jams. Creeping five yards and five yards. Brake, clutch, gear, till my left wrist and right foot were two big toothaches. I could feel the clutch swelling and catching; much more of this and it would burn out.


Tried working up the inside of the traffic jams, but it’s hard when your bike’s got panniers; they make it nearly as wide and clumsy as a car. And the heat was making the motorists narky. If they saw me coming, they’d edge nearer the kerb to block me off. And even touch their paintwork with a brake-lever and they’ll have your no-claims bonus off you as quick as they can whip out a Biro.


Trying to work up the outside of the traffic jam was worse. The oncoming drivers were half-insane with the sun in their eyes and sticky kids wiping choc-bars all over them, and mothers-in-law in the back seat saying they should have gone to Skegness instead. They were in a mood to drive straight at you with headlights on and horns blaring. And to swear after the accident that they never saw the motorcyclist, officer, even if he was wearing an orange suit and a yellow crash-helmet.


And if you once left the traffic-stream, the sods closed ranks and wouldn’t let you back in, even if oncoming maniacs were trying to slice your right knee off.


The only bathe I was going to get was in my own sweat. I licked thirstily at the drops running down my face. The vinyl saddle was like sitting in a puddle. Every time I changed gear, the sole of my Doc Martin’s touched the exhaust and the smell of burning plastic came wafting up.


Nothing for it but try a side-road on the left, make a few miles, then try the A12 again.


The side-road was dreamy. Empty, shady with trees. Only the sound of my own exhaust blatting off the hedges. Rabbits lolloping out of the way; a grey squirrel streaking up a tree; harvesters in a field like a Weetabix commercial. The countryside soaked me up like a green sponge. Mile after mile of green dream.


Hell, I was supposed to be going to Clacton!


The moment I headed back to the A12, the road turned hostile again. Sun in my eyes. Cars coming round blind corners at sixty. One had me into the hedge, shaking all over, and didn’t even bother to stop. I was a long time finding the A12. When I did, there was a jam of cars as far as the eye could see.


I tried three times, getting angrier and angrier, more and more knackered. The last time, I stood on the halt-line for twenty minutes waiting for someone to give me a break. But the cars ground past bumper to bumper. Incurious faces watched me in procession from behind glass. They’d look at me the same way if I was splattered all over the road.


Suddenly I hated the whole bloody twentieth century. I turned and let Suffolk suck me in like a great big, shadowed, oak-treed, hay-stacked vacuum cleaner. Happy as a child.


That should have been warning enough.
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Sudbury’s nice. I had a couple of jars and shopped in the supermarket. Corned beef, baked beans, thick-sliced-white, spam and jam. Keep on thinking I ought to expand my menu, but it’s too much bother. Even cornflakes are useless because the milk goes sour overnight. Eat most of my stuff out of the tin with a spoon — saves washing-up.


I was stuffing the spam and jam into my pannier when I saw the poster. Lots of guys waving pikes. Close-ups of Oliver Cromwell looking smug and Charles I looking like he knew he was going to lose.




HISTORIC BATTLE SPECTACULAR


Re-enacted by the Sealed Knot


In conjunction with the Roundhead Association


In Hammer’s Field, near Besingtree


(By permission of Ice-Star Frozen Foods Ltd)


Sat. 25th June. Gates open 12 noon. Main Battle 2.30





I’d heard about the Sealed Knot. Guys who spend their spare time poncing round in Cavalier gear, losing the Civil War all over again. Suppose they need a Roundhead Association like Liverpool need Everton. I don’t dig fancy-dress, but I do like a good punch-up. And since Lady Chance wouldn’t let me bathe in the sea. …


There were lots of jokey RAC signs saying To the Battle so I found Hammer’s Field easy enough. Like a rugger-pitch, only bigger, with a ditch for the halfway-line. The Cavaliers, defending the goal on my left, were busy filling the ditch with thorn-bushes, stripped to the waist, but still wearing their feathered hats and looking around every so often, to see if any birds were admiring their sunbronzed torsos. But there was a guy with a real brass cannon, right on the touchline, and I couldn’t resist that.


“Nice bit of engineering,” I said.


He looked pleased for about ten seconds, then squashed it and said, “S’not bad. Old signal-gun from a yacht-club. Get two good cart-wheels and the rest’s just joinery. Japanese oak.”


Lugubrious-looking guy; a born loser. Who else would be a Royalist?


“Must be worth a bit.”


“Three hundred quid.” He showed me his little touch-hole, and his gunpowder-charges, and the little brass-bound swabbing-out bucket that swung beneath the gun-carriage.


“How far can it fire a ball?”


“Dunno. We only use blank-charges. They’re dicey. Burn your face off at twenty yards. Got to be careful where you fire it. Responsible job.”


“You a bank-clerk or something?”


“Trainee-accountant.”


It figured. “Fancy your chances today?”


“No — we’re going to lose.”


“Why — is there a script like a film? Did you lose a real battle here?”


“Never was a real battle here. Somebody just loaned us the field.”


“Why’d you have to lose then? You look a likely lot.”


He surveyed his allies unenthusiastically. “Bunch of show-offs. Look at that guy.” A musketeer, resplendent in lace and satin, was just getting out of a Jaguar. “He paid five hundred for that gear. Think he’d risk getting it torn by actually fighting? He just stands well back, firing shotgun-blanks out of his fancy musket, till we start to lose. Then whips off back to his car.”


“They look useful,” I said, pointing to two more peacocks who were duelling with buttoned rapiers.


“They only fight one-to-one against a poshed-up Roundhead. Right on the edge where the crowd can admire them. The real rough-stuff’s in the middle — the pikemen. Our lot don’t like being pikemen. They all want to be bishops, and pray before the battle. Or camp-followers and get raped after it.”


He had a point. No less than five bishops were parading up and down, giving each other nasty looks. And the female camp-followers had cleavages you could have ridden a horse down. The few pikemen looked nervous, in spite of their fine red uniforms.


“Any cavalry?”


“Only in the Home Counties. Anyway, they’re worse than useless. They only chase each other in circles. If they charged, they could kill somebody.”


“What about Prince Rupert, then?” There was an elderly gent with white moustache, cantering to and fro on a solid chestnut.


“Referee.”


“What, with a whistle? Offside and all that?”


He gave me a sour look. “They tell people when they’re dead — try to make sure they don’t get up and start fighting again. Nobody likes being dead, actually.”


“Yeah?”


“Like to help me with the gun? My mate’s got flu.”


“Never fired one before,” I said, modest but willing.


“I do the firing. Only I’ll need help at the end. Getting the gun away to the car-park sharp. Some Roundheads get a bit … carried away when they win. Turned the gun over once; cracked a wheel.”


I’d got involved with a real hero. We’d probably beat the ponced-up musketeer to his Jag.


“I’m not dressed for it,” I said, taking off my crash-helmet.


“Here’s a hat.” He offered me a shapeless broad-brimmed effort. “Take off your jacket. You’ll look O.K. in those boots.”


Roundheads began drifting past in dribs and drabs, helmets hung on pikes, saying things like, “Not a bad day for it,” and, “How’s your foot, Charlie?”


“They look decent enough,” I said.


“Oh, they’re all right,” said the Gunner. “They’re local. But there’s one lot …” He suddenly cocked his ear and turned pale. “Oh, God, that’s them now. Somebody said they weren’t coming.”


I listened with him. There was a sound, above the chatter of the spectators who were gathering. Might have been a marching-song, or just a grunting.




“The ancient Prince of Hell


Hath risen with purpose fell;


Strong craft of mail and power


He weareth in this hour …”





Two flags appeared, bobbing along behind the hedge: huge black flags with silver crosses and silver fringes. Then two sour-faced elderly men on horseback. Then a forest of pikes, all at exactly the same slope, swaying and dipping in unison.




“And were this world all devils o’er


And watching to devour us


We lay it not to heart so sore


Not they can overpower us …”





They burst through a gap in the hedge, and swept past without even looking at us. Bare muscular arms in leather jerkins. Bowed muscular legs moving together in square-toed boots. Sloping shoulders and beer-paunches. Heads shaved like cannonballs, and big mouths wide open, bawling their battle hymn.




“And let the Prince of Ill


Look grim as e’er he will


He harms us not a whit


For why, his doom is writ


A word shall quickly slay him … ”





They nearly trampled down a little kid who’d run out from the crowd. The kid’s mother snatched her back just in time. They’d have trampled down the Queen, the Pope and the Archbishop of Canterbury.


“Who are they?” I whispered.


“One of the Midland Companies. From the car works round Brum. They work together, drink together, train together. Just live to bash Royalists. We complain to the Roundhead Association, but it doesn’t do any good. Nobody can control them. Envy on the march; envy convinced its cause is just.”


“Envy of what?”


He pointed to the brilliant musketeer with the Jaguar.


“They’re nobbut skinheads,” I shouted, fists clenched, hoping the ones at the back would hear me. But they all went marching on in step, and vanished behind a large clump of gorse at the far end of Hammer’s Field, with the rest of the Roundhead army.


“Skinheads? Roundheads? What’s the difference?” said the Gunner bitterly.


I’ve often wondered which side I’d have been on, if I’d lived in the days of the real Civil War. Never made my mind up till now. Maybe the old Royalists had been like these Sealed Knot chaps: frivolous show-offs, a bit too quick to scarper when the going got rough. But faced with that load of pig-ignorance on the march. …


I rolled my shirt-sleeves up and jammed on that floppy hat. Felt like I did before a big rugger-match.









3


We then had a long wait. The crowd along the edge of the field thickened. Every second spectator had a camera, and they began discussing us as if we were animals in the zoo. The Gunner couldn’t touch his cannon without a flash-bulb going off. I found myself starting to pose like a film-star. Revolting!


People began shoving kids up into the hedgerow-trees for a better view. The trees were already full of loudspeakers, and the kids began playing Tarzan on the electric cables. Then the loudspeakers crackled into life so suddenly that three kids fell off with fright. The loudspeakers, in a jolly gymkhana voice, asked people not to put their children up trees, as any sudden loud noise could make them fall.


Gymkhana welcomed all visitors on behalf of the Sealed Knot. And of course our good friends the Roundhead Association. Would visitors kindly not put their children up trees? (Two more had just fallen out.) Would visitors not let their children stray under the boundary-ropes, as cannon are rather dangerous? Lady-visitors are warned that cannon make a loud noise.


An ice-cream van arrived, and soon the stricken field was knee deep in Puritan-Maid ice-cream wrappers. It began to feel like a funfair. Except to our pikemen, who were tightening each other’s buckles and pulling up their own boots in a compulsive twitch.


Bet there weren’t any spectators eating ice-cream at the real Battle of Naseby. No, on second thought, and knowing the nature of the human race, there probably were people licking ice lollies at Naseby, while enjoying the sight of real human blood.


The Roundhead Army rose above the gorse-bushes in one dramatic movement. Horses, guns, a forest of banners. It would have made a great movie-shot, but for the factory chimney behind, proclaiming Ice-Star Frozen Foods.


There seemed a lot more of them than us.


All the bishops began praying and exhorting at once, so you couldn’t hear a thing they said. Gymkhana-voice told the crowd the bishops were praying and exhorting.


The Roundheads looked bigger and nastier close-to. They had guys exhorting, too, only in tall black hats. You couldn’t make out what they said, either.


Then a big silence. Except for a girl on our side. She wasn’t a camp-follower; she hadn’t got a cleavage. She had a lute and she sang a song about The King shall enjoy his own again. I may be a soft sod, but she had me in tears, because she made it all real: the doomed king, and all the poor buggers who had died in vain at Naseby and Marston Moor, Edgehill and Worcester.


Then the Gunner blew on his little glowing cord, and put it to his touch-hole, and the cannon jumped three yards back and made a bang like the clappers, and showered the Roundhead Army with charred and burning paper, and all the ladies in the crowd screamed with delight. We were off.


Our musketeer blazed away, in between showing little kids the lovely engraving on his musket. Our pretty fencing-masters chummed up with Roundhead fencing-masters and wowed the girls all up and down the touchline, stamping and pirouetting. Camp-followers wandered about giggling, getting in everybody’s way. Odd pikemen poked at each other feebly across the thorn-filled ditch. We blew paper over a Roundhead gun and they blew paper over us. I think we made their gunner sneeze once. It was all as real as a three-pound note.


All the action was in the middle. A gap of thirty yards had been left in the thorn-ditch. We had enough pike-men to hold the gap, but the Roundheads had five times as many. They were queueing up to have a go at our lot. I watched the Midland Company have a go, charging from a hundred yards back, lowering twelve-foot pikes as they came. Terrifying sight; but at the very last moment, when you expected the point of a pike to emerge from somebody’s backbone, they raised pikes again, and began battering away, using them as quarter-staffs. It made a noise like a mile-wide carpenter’s shop.


The Midlanders were good; but we just managed to throw them back into the ditch. Except three of them who got cut off. Our lads used them as trampolines, and after that they seemed content to lie still. Everybody enjoyed that bit.


It seemed as though the battle could go on forever. Referees kept galloping about, telling people at random that they were dead. After a lot of argument, the dead would lie down. But as soon as the ref turned his back, they would start wriggling surreptitiously towards the nearest bush or long grass, from which they would suddenly leap reborn. After an hour, I counted four corpses, not counting those who’d been trampolined.


But our pikemen were tiring. After every punch-up, there were more of them lying down, or showing each other their grazed knuckles.


Came a time when our lot couldn’t throw them back; till some bright lad set fire to the thorns in the ditch. That moved Cromwell’s little mates, one with his backside well alight.


But setting light to the thorns was a mistake in the long run, because once the thorns were burnt, Roundheads started leaping the ditch all over the place. Guess who made for us, bawling their disgusting hymns and literally slavering at the mouth? Two of them heaved the cannon over. Another got the Gunner with his back to a tree, and a pike across his neck, screwing him till he was half-strangled and shouting crap like, “Yield, malignant cur, to the authority of the Parliament!”


Another looked at me, weighing up his chances. But I’m thirteen stone, and yielding’s not my bag. He changed his mind.


There was a lot of carrying-about of camp-followers, who were screaming their heads off and having a ball. All except one; the girl who had sung about the King. As a guy carried her past, I heard her say, “Please put me down! Please!’


He had his great hairy arms tight across her breasts. He was really hurting her, and loving it. She dropped her lute, and the cluddering brute put his foot right through it.


I removed his helmet and hit him on the ear.


He put her down and looked round to see what hit him.


I caught him smack on the nose; it made a lovely mess. He was a big kid; meaty slabs of yobbo muscle. But he wasn’t very bright or fast; reckon I could have taken him — if about fifty Roundheads and Cavaliers, suddenly ardent for peace, hadn’t thrust between us, grabbing every possible part of our respective anatomies. When the Brummie saw there was no possible danger of the fight continuing, he struggled with his captors very dramatically.


“Oi’ll see yow again!”


“Any time, mate,” I said. “Any time.”


The old ref came galloping up, purple round the gills.


“You were fighting!” he roared. A horrible silence fell.


“It’s a battle,” I said.


“We never fight in battles,” he said. “It’s not cricket.”


“If I’d known we were playing cricket, I’d have brought my bat.”


“Where’s your membership card?”


“Haven’t got one. He invited me.” I pointed at the Gunner.


The ref told the Gunner his membership would be reviewed. Looking at the Gunner’s face, I reckoned having your membership reviewed was not a pleasant experience. I pointed out it wasn’t the Gunner’s fault. But the ref just started waving his hand in my face and shouting, “Get away, get away,” with monotonous regularity, ears shut like watertight doors. There didn’t seem much else to do.


I looked for the girl, but she’d gone. Her lute lay in pieces on the grass. I picked up the bits in my floppy hat, and shoved the lot in my top-box. Maybe I’d meet the girl again.


I put on my jacket and helmet and kicked the Cub over. The Sealed Knot and the Roundhead Association had formed up into one mass in the middle of the field, now apparently the best of friends. Then all the little play-actors formed one great big line, preparatory to charging the spectators as a Grand Finale. Big thrill for the ladies.


I had different plans.


As they started their charge, I gave the Cub all she’d got. Front wheel shot a foot into the air. Then I shot across the front of them, spraying mud like I was scrambling, and riding one-handed so I could hold up the two fingers of scorn at the whole flaming lot.


I saw the ref; I think he was having a fit. The rest scattered like wet hens.


Reckon twenty kids on scrambler-bikes could’ve won the Battle of Marston Moor. Specially if they had machine-guns on their handlebars. …









4


Can’t really explain what happened next. Except whenever I get in a fight, I feel all confused afterwards. It’s the only time I do stupid things. If I ever mangle the Cub, it’ll be after a fight. I even know I’m being stupid, but I can’t stop myself.


Anyway, as I turned off the battlefield, I did remember to look left. Besides a totally empty road, I saw a beautiful sight. North, over Norfolk, cumulonimbus was building. High perfect anvil-shapes, creamy in sunlight. I was so lost in admiration that it was a minute before I remembered that cumulonimbus are thunderclouds. That shook me. Riding in a thunderstorm’s like barebacking a polar-bear across pack-ice.


Maybe it wasn’t coming my way. Wind at ground-level hardly stirred the leaves. But overhead the wind was moving south; little smoky clouds fled before the big anvils. I somehow knew the storm was coming for me.


At the same time I had the crazy conviction that if I could only reach Clacton, I’d be O.K. When I was a kid, safe with Mum, Dad and rubber-ring, the sun was always shining in Clacton. Could I outrun the anvils?


I couldn’t find a main road going the right way. Suffolk lanes are great for dawdling, but hell in a hurry. Take one heading east and before you know it you’re travelling north. Every cross-road has six ways out, and signposts, if any, carry names the RAC never heard of. Next signpost carries totally different names.


Twice I broke eastwards, down lanes I knew were too narrow. Both ended in farmyards. Once I backed the Cub up to its axles in liquid cowdung. Had words with a farmer, who made out like I was stealing his best manure.


My sensible half kept saying get your map-book out of the pannier, you silly berk. But there wasn’t time, with the anvils growing and heading straight at me. Kept on hoping the road-system — or Lady Chance — would give me a break.


They didn’t. And every time I pulled up to try and think, the air moved like a warm soggy blanket against my face. I was sweating like a pig, and sweating makes me panic. I could see beautiful dark curving scarves below the cumulus now. Rain, torrents, washouts.


I stopped looking for Clacton and started looking for shelter. Passed the odd cottage, but didn’t fancy knocking on doors. Everyone thinks motorcyclists are yobs. By the time I’d convinced some old dear I wasn’t from Mars, I’d be soaked anyway.


God, this was a lonely stretch. Passed a church, but it was roofless. Passed a water-tower alone on a hill, without a house in sight. But it stood on stilts, and the rain would blow underneath. Then, zooming despairingly down the side of a hill, I saw a roof below. Red pantiles; looked like a house. Then the roadside hedge hid it.


Looked ahead down the road, expecting it to reappear any moment. It didn’t. Mustn’t be on the road. I was riding past it.


Saw the turn-off just in time. Narrow. Unused. Thought it was only a field-gate. But it had once been a road of sorts. Decayed to a pair of footpaths, a car-width apart. Dark hawthorn-hedges closed in from each side, slashing at my face like swordsmen. Cow-parsley sprouted head-high in the middle.


The twin-paths grew fainter, just a zigzagging of shadow ahead. At times they vanished and it was like riding a meadow fit for reaping.


Reap I did. Cow-parsley cut at my visor, leaving splashes of trickling green blood. Plants twanged my spokes like harps. Laden grass-heads and dandelion-clocks exploded and swept past like smoke.


The hawthorns, whanging my helmet, forced me flat on my petrol-tank. Handlebars jerked left, left, right, left under my hands, like they were alive and fighting to be free. Suppose some farmer had left a bloody great stone lying. … My saddle gave me a boot up the backside, and I knew some bloody farmer had. My engine was roaring like a mad thing, even though I’d changed down to first. Maybe the long grass was winding itself round and round my wheels. Maybe I’d end up going arse over tip in a great big grass cocoon, and nobody would ever find my body. But I had to keep going. The shadow of the anvils reared over my shoulder and lay heavy on the path ahead. Hurry, hurry. I was desperate for shelter.


Then I was through, and idling up to the building. It wasn’t a house, but an old barn. Why had I been so sure it was a house? I couldn’t remember. But there were the barn-doors, twelve feet high to take the old hay-wains. One was half-open, and dark straw inside. I pulled the open door wide, backed the Cub half-in, and cut the engine. My panic was gone. I’d beaten the storm and now I wanted to enjoy it. Since I was a kid I’ve loved big bangs.


The first big dark shillings of rain; the bitter-sweet smell as they hit summer dust …


By God, this was a funny storm. Bright blue sky to the left; bright blue sky to the right. Even bright blue sky behind, only looking all dim and dirty through the sheets of rain. It was as if the storm was aimed just at me. Well, hard luck, storm. I was safe and dry.


The valley was dotted with lines of trees, as far as the eye could see. Now the rain-scarves were swallowing them into invisibility, one by one. Nearer and nearer. Leaves and bits of straw flicked across the dust of the barnyard as the storm-wind came. Thunder rumbling, like the MGM lion.


Wham! The whole scene turned electric-blue, with trees etched white, like the negative of a photograph. Then blackness and the smell of ozone and burning, and an insanity of thunder.


Wham! A tree not fifty yards away burst into crashing smoking ruin. I suddenly realised I was sitting on the biggest mass of lightning-conducting metal for miles around. And a gallon of petrol. I was just swinging my leg over the Cub when:


Wham! I thought in the dark that followed that the whole world was falling on me.


Silence. Then a thin wail of fear in the barn behind, and the sound of blows, like someone chopping wood.


I blundered into the barn. It wasn’t quite dark. There was a flicker of flame over the far side. The lightning must have set the barn on fire. And there was a guy in there going mad, flailing around with something like a long billhook. Firelight flashed on its steel blade. Was he trying to beat out the flames? But he was nowhere near the flames. He was hitting out blindly at the floor, the walls and the low rafters of the roof. As I watched, he struck a beam, and a star of raw white wood blossomed under his blade, shaped roughly like a letter T.


God, I was fastened up with a maniac axe-murderer or something!


Then I noticed his clothes. Bare arms, leather jerkin, square-toed knee-boots.


One of the sodding Midland Company. Vandalising the place. Typical skinhead. I felt better. Haven’t got much experience of axe-maniacs, but I know how to deal with a vandalising skin.


I gently banged my gauntleted fists together, and waited for him to spot me. Maybe it was the yob who’d said he’d see me again.


But he didn’t notice me; just went on dancing his lunatic dance, beating hell out of walls and beams.


Then, as my eyes got used to the semi-dark, I saw his dance wasn’t aimless. A small dark furry ball was fleeing from his billhook, round and round the room. It turned at bay in a corner and I saw the glint of green eyes and the pink triangle of an open mouth.


He was trying to kill a kitten; trying to chop it in half.


It was obscene; it made him just not part of the human race.


As he raised his billhook to finish the kitten — and its mouth opened in one last pathetic miaow — I roared like a bull. In the same instant, my visor dropped down over my face. My roar echoed and boomed hollowly even to my own ears.


He turned and looked at me. My visor’s smoked, which made things pretty dark, but I could still see his face, even if he couldn’t see mine. He had long greasy fair hair that looked like it had been cut with a lawn-mower, and that glinting gold stubble round his chin that yobs have ’cause they only shave Saturday nights. I braced myself; a guy who’ll use a billhook on a cat won’t stop when it comes to humans. …


But his blue eyes grew as round as saucers. His mouth drooped open and went on drooping; saliva trickled from one corner, and fell to the floor in a long glistening filament, like a spider’s web. Then he dropped the billhook, and began shaking all over.


What was the matter with the guy? I know I’m big, and I was feeling nasty. But he was just as big and nasty, and I was handicapped by my helmet. He had a chance to take me. …


But when I moved in, he didn’t put up his mitts, or even try to run away. Just backed into the corner, holding himself up with his hands against the wall, babbling something like “Eleazar. Beelzebub.” Then he made a funny little sign with one hand in the air.


I hit him a clout in the gut that had in it all I felt about the Midland Company. My fist sunk in to the wrist; he gave a great whoosh and collapsed on the straw. I stirred him with my foot, but he was out cold. I felt pretty disappointed.


Then I thought: my God, where are the rest of them? They work together, eat together, drink together, do everything together. I whirled and looked towards the door.


The door seemed smaller; too small for a barn door. But I didn’t brood on that for long. Because the Cub was gone. The bastards; nicking my bike while I was beating up their mate. Typical skin. Where had they taken it? What were they doing to it? The top-box wasn’t locked. They’d have all my gear out, kicking it around. Or setting fire to the bike by dropping burning paper down the petrol-tank.


I ran for the door. There was another of them standing in the doorway. I could see the light glinting on his Roundhead helmet, his big thigh-boots. Breastplate all rusty; pistol in his hand. That wouldn’t save him; not if he’d laid one finger on the Cub.


I ran at him. He raised the pistol. All I could see was his open shouting mouth and the big black round hole in the end of the pistol pointing straight at my face, and his finger tightening on the trigger. If that goes off, I thought, it could burn my eyes out. …


There was a blinding flash. Something tightened round my throat, nearly throttling me. But I had my hands on him. I could feel the wires of his helmet’s face-guard bending under my fingers. Still blind, I banged head and helmet against the wall. I could feel his head rattling round inside the helmet like a pea in a pod. Then he went limp. I dropped him and staggered outside.


A cooling breeze wafted round my ears. Funny, I was supposed to be wearing a skid-lid. But I was really scared about my eyes. They seemed full of sand. I couldn’t bear to open them. If there were any more skins, and they came at me now. …


I listened. No footsteps. No sound but water dripping from the roof of the barn. Sunlight came warm onto my face. The storm had passed.


The first thing I saw through my tears, when I finally got my eyes open, was the Cub. In the barn doorway, just where I’d left it. Funny. …


But I was too glad to think much. I had the Cub back, and I hadn’t gone blind, though my eyes went on watering like hell.


I rubbed my throat where it hurt, and found a rucked band of fabric that hadn’t been there before. A band with bits of yellow polycarbonate still attached, like a row of shark’s teeth.
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