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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.








PROLOGUE



It took just five seconds for the woman to walk briskly past the broad frontage of the restaurant. She held on to her shoulder bag with both hands, walking with a slight stoop. As she passed the window she turned and glanced quickly back along the road.


She was a woman pursued and could not hide the fact.


The five seconds, and that furtive hindwards glance, were all that the man who sat just inside the restaurant needed. He recognized her at once.


‘Christ! That’s Ellen!’


He became aware of the ripple of laughter in the half-full coffee shop, and glanced around in embarrassment. Five or six youthful faces regarded him in amusement.


Conscious of a healthy glow in his face, he reached for his coat and briefcase, then stepped quickly out into the chill spring air.


This area of London was quite unfamiliar to him; he knew Oxford Street, and Charing Cross Road, and the various side streets in the region of the University buildings near Senate House. But Islington was just a name to him, a reference on the Monopoly board. He didn’t know much of London at all, living as he did in the quiet suburbs of Sussex. It was his work for the Ennean Institute of Paranormal Research that had brought him to this bustling East London thoroughfare. He had interviewed a man who claimed clairvoyant powers (and who patently possessed no powers at all, save those of persuasion) and had come to the steamy, unpleasant restaurant for coffee, a cheese sandwich, and a few moments of debate as to how he would spend the rest of the afternoon.


And Ellen Bancroft, who had disappeared six months ago, had walked right past him, out of nowhere, out of memory …


And now out of sight.


It was market day, and the broad carriageway at the junction of Pentonville Road and Upper Street was a confusion of cars, buses and lorries, not to mention pedestrians surging like a mob towards the market stalls. He searched the crowds frantically for Ellen, following swiftly along the route she had taken.


By the time he had spotted her again, and was in hailing distance of her, he was quite breathless. He had to stop, doubling up for a moment and drawing breath deeply into his lungs before he could manage a cry of ‘Ellen! Ellen Bancroft!’


The way she turned round was like a beast of prey cornered, eyes wide, face registering some awful fear. At fifty yards distance she couldn’t have failed to recognize him, but she turned away and began to run.


‘What the devil …?’


He picked up his case, trying to forget about the pain in his side, and sprinted up the road, managing to call her name again and cursing himself for his unfit condition.


She stopped abruptly, turned very slowly and let him catch up with her. They were opposite the pink façade of a cinema, next to the iron railings of a tiny park. He leaned against the fence and tried to smile as he caught his breath. He was in his forties, out of condition, and was now quite flushed. But he ceased to worry about his own discomfort; rather, he found himself shocked and distressed to observe this woman who had once been so close to him.


‘What do you want, David? Are you following me?’ Her words were cold, hostile.


He stood upright, shaking his head. Such anger when there had been such affection; such anger after so many months of disappearance.


When she had first come to England, from University in Boston, she had been a full-figured, dusky-skinned woman, with sparkling brown eyes and rich, black hair, hair that had framed a face as shapely and perfect as any he had seen in his life. To have seen Ellen Bancroft without a smile touching her lips was to have seen her (most likely) unconscious. She was cheerful, companionable and chatty, and she and David Marchant had been lovers; but she had settled with another man, and one not connected with the Ennean Institute, and had had a child by him.


Now, just six months after the last time Marchant had seen her, she was hollow-faced and her eyes were rimmed with the dark lines of anxiety and fatigue; her hair was streaked with grey; her breath was stale; she stood before him, shaking, not with rage, nor with fear, but with something that seemed to consist of a little of both. A woman going rapidly and pathetically to seed.


‘Ellen,’ he said, as his heart calmed down and his breathing became easier, ‘Ellen, where on earth have you been?’


‘What do you want, David?’


‘Just to talk. It’s been six months or more … Everyone’s upset by the way you just disappeared, Geoffrey Dean …’


She spat the name back at him, contemptuous, angry. He had forgotten the strained relationship between Ellen and her supervisor. ‘We’re just worried about you, Ellen. Elizabeth Smallwood, John Stanchell, all your old friends.’


‘Enough!’ she shouted at him, her face a mask of irritation. Her gaze shifted restlessly past him. She clutched her shoulder bag even tighter, trying to turn it away from Marchant.


‘What’s happened to you, Ellen? You look so ill …’


‘Fuck off, David!’ she said violently, and turned away, stopping only when he reached out and grabbed her arm.


Furiously she swung on him, stared at him hard, and said with careful, angry words, ‘Go away, David. I beg you. For your sake, for my sake, just leave me alone! Forget you’ve seen me; forget me. If you keep following me …’ a veiled threat, or an unspoken warning, he couldn’t be sure, but he sensed behind the words a quality of desperation which told of her regret that she could not behave naturally with a man who had once been her lover.


He said, ‘Let me help, Ellen. Let me help you …’


‘You fool! I’m beyond help! You know what happened, to Michael, to Justin …’


‘It was cruel. I know that. But you can’t hide away for ever. Your friends are desperate to help, but you’ve –’


He stopped speaking. Her gaze had gone beyond him, her eyes widening with what he took to be shock. He immediately looked round: a busy street, people with shopping, young couples, children. There was a traffic jam at the lights; a faded yellow Datsun had broken down and three spiky-haired youths were helping to push it up onto the pavement, out of the way of the crush of cars and vans.


All this he took in at a glance. But when he stared back at Ellen she seemed shocked, then angry, and before he could say more than, ‘What is it?’ she had shouted, ‘You bastard! You’re one of them … you’ve led it here!’


She began to run, away from him, away from the traffic. Marchant followed her and in five long strides had caught her up and stopped her in her flight. ‘Ellen, please!’


‘Oh Christ!’ she shrieked, staring beyond him. The look she gave him, then, was one of total contempt, a contempt which shifted into uncertainty, then resolve: her right hand slapped across his face, the nails turned in so that his skin was scratched with two inch-long lines. He clutched his cheek, felt the sticky warmth of blood, and was too stunned to do or say anything as Ellen raced away from him, hair flying, her arms awkwardly positioned as she struggled to run and keep hold of her bag.


Marchant turned again to see what had frightened her. He saw only ordinary people, doing ordinary things; the blood cooled on his cheek and he began to feel pain. He noticed that there was something pungent about the smell of that blood, as if she had smeared some chemical, or herb on his skin. He stared hard into the distance, wondering who had so terrified Ellen Bancroft.


She had left the main street, darting down a narrow passageway between the shops, and emerging into a wide square where four-storey houses rose steeply all around. Many of the flats, here, were empty, the buildings being run-down and often semi-derelict. The smell that hung in the air was of refuse, left for weeks without collection. It was an area of dereliction in sharp – and poignant! – contrast to the general belief that Islington was an ‘in’ part of the city, and had been attractively modernized; the nouveau chic had its areas of desolation.


Ellen was walking swiftly from the square. Marchant briskly pursued her, but half-way across he stopped, turned and stared at the empty passageway.


He could have sworn that someone had walked through behind him and called to him.


A woman came trotting down the steps from one of the houses, glanced at him, and scurried off towards the shops through the passage, unbothered by any person or persons unseen. Marchant was glad of that touch of normality. But something had disturbed him, either Ellen’s strange behaviour, or something else …


As he walked from the square he felt his face go quite cold, his heart begin to race. The sensation of being followed was quite appalling.


Without really thinking of where he was headed, Marchant found himself in an area of garages, behind two blocks of flats. Across the courtyard an iron fire-escape rose up the side of a building close at hand and he could see Ellen’s distraught figure rapidly climbing the stairs to an apartment some way above ground. She disappeared from sight.


He began to walk towards Ellen’s apartment block, but to his surprise found his legs went weak, eventually refusing to move forward. He took a step back and tried again, but as he passed a certain point his head grew dizzy, his limbs went weak, and he was forced to retrace his steps to avoid fainting. His body was wet, soaking his shirt and trousers. He noticed that his hands were shaking.


Standing quite still, and staring up at the higher windows of the block, he called Ellen’s name, and eventually thought he saw a curtain twitch on the third floor. ‘Ellen. Please let me talk to you. Please!’


Behind him, someone took four quick steps towards him, and he turned in shock, half thinking that he was about to be attacked.


At the sound of the first scream an old lady came to the window of her flat and watched in shocked astonishment as the struggling body of a man was apparently blown high into the air, higher than the flats themselves. There was a persistent and agonized ululation of terror from the thrashing figure, which fell heavily back to the concreted roadway and began to crawl towards the fire-escape.


As if a sudden wind had gusted, and the man weighed no more than a leaf, he was blown across the courtyard through mid-air, body turning head-over-heels and smashing hard against a garage door. A moment later his clothes were shredded from his body, cast into the wind like tatters of coloured paper. The old lady choked on her own gorge as the naked man’s head twisted completely round on its shoulders and the broken body ceased to struggle forever.
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Later, he would think back to these cold, frantically busy days before Christmas and try to discern, among the chaos of experiments and travel and meetings, some clue as to what had happened, some hint as to the beginning of the tragedy that would soon sweep through his life.


At the age of thirty-five Daniel Brady was fully immortal. A tall, leanly-built man in the full flush of health, and with a secure and challenging research position in the Ministry of Defence at Hillingvale, he could no more have seriously contemplated his own mortality than he could have changed the flow of time. Death, if certainly a reality to him, was nevertheless a reality one step removed, something that happened to others. It was not a consideration that he applied to himself, nor to his young wife, Alison, nor to his two growing children. His concerns were for work, for the research project that was only giving very tentative results, and for his new house in Berkshire which was too big, too cold, and probably a very ill-considered buy; and his youngest child, six-year-old Marianna, was not settling in at school, and neither he nor Alison could understand why.


Worries about his family intruded upon the concentration necessary for him to conduct his research properly; concerns for his research likewise affected him at home: during the rainy autumn he had been broody, distant, distracted. He was well aware that results were essential in his line of work, and in particular in this place of work that had so readily accepted him from University, ten years before. The Ministry of Defence had small research installations scattered over the length and breadth of Britain. It was considered a considerable achievement to be invited to work in one of them. It was very common indeed for a man or woman to leave the Ministry’s employ after two or three unsuccessful years.


Three days before Christmas Dan Brady had set up his study for one last attempt to get some results in the old year, prior to despairingly closing down the action until January 3rd. In the months to come, when he would have ample opportunity to contemplate these last happy, if frustrating days, he would see the first hint that at that time he had already been ‘marked’.


‘Are we ready to go?’


Brady sat before two green-tinted screens, watching the solid-line traces upon one and the regular, wavy patterns on the other. In a small, enclosed cage a sullen looking female fat-tailed gerbil sat watching the blank walls of her environment. She couldn’t see Brady, nor could she hear, nor smell, nor feel vibration through the wall of her prison. Brady’s sole contact with her was through the cerebellar trace on the screen; the animal’s hind-brain was active, and actively registering.


The young man who worked as Brady’s research assistant made some final adjustments to the various pieces of equipment, then sat down at his own station and called, ‘Ready.’ He was thin and willowy, his eyes framed by huge, silver rimmed spectacles. He wore the white coat of a lab technician, whereas Brady was dressed informally, casually (his department supervisor said scruffily) in a voluminous roll neck, and grey cord slacks. Brady hated formality, and the formal attire of the laboratory.


He leaned forward and peered beyond a glass screen into a strange landscape …


It was night and the desert was cold. There was no moon, but an eerie light picked out the shapes of boulders, stubby cactus, and the solitary, upright shape of an animal, feeding nervously on a locust. The creature was small and rat-like, its feet abnormally long, and it balanced precariously in the danger-filled darkness, ready to flee at the first hint of attack. Pachyuromys duprasi was a native of deserts in East Africa; a nocturnal predator of locusts, spiders and other night-feeding creatures it was, itself, the natural prey of the sand cat.


Into this tiny desert, bordered not by the lusher vegetation of a river terrace, or by high, snow-capped mountains, but rather by Perspex walls darkened to allow the illusion of night, into this miniature world the first danger came.


The sand cat betrayed its stealthy approach by the faintest of drumming on the reverberant sand. The gerbil straightened, ceased chewing, then peered to the right and the left through wide, shining eyes. The cat leapt towards it in an instant, but the gerbil was faster: it bounded across the dry, chill landscape until it fetched up against the invisible wall across its territory.


The pursuit was not continued; the cat was illusory, generated by the research assistant from across the environment.


But in that single instant of escape something happened fifty yards distant, where Brady sat watching the screens, and the imprisoned female animal. First, on the broader of the two screens, which showed four single, unbroken traces, a tiny, almost fleeting peak of activity had occurred. On the smaller screen, which showed the cerebellar activity of the female gerbil, three powerful, sustained peaks registered a dramatic change in the unconscious awareness of the tiny animal.


Out of sight of her mate, unaware of the danger, the female’s own hindbrain had registered the input of a warning signal; not by sound, nor by sight, nor by vibration; an extra-sensory signal had been relayed from brain to brain, and then to machinery; a warning signal that had been observed!


Brady sat back in his chair and allowed himself the luxury of a thin smile, a token gesture of self-congratulation. ‘What did we get?’ called the assistant, and Brady said, ‘A hint … just a hint. The female registered the warning very powerfully, but our own detectors spotted something too. Just a hint …’


‘Stronger than Trial 17?’


‘Maybe not. But a damn sight stronger than nothing at all!’


The wiry young man beamed his pleasure. They had got two results, then, out of forty trials. They had repeated their result, and surely now it was just a question of refining the equipment until it was sensitive enough clearly to pick up the electro-magnetic output of the frightened animal.


‘And that,’ said Brady, beginning to rise from his chair, ‘is that until the New Year. Close down for Christmas …’


He had been about to say more, but he stopped, feeling suddenly cold, suddenly chilled. He straightened and looked around, wondering idly if cool air from the desert environment was leaking into the laboratory. A light flickered. The research assistant frowned, looked uneasily around. For some reason Brady stared at the oscilloscope screens, at the single lines that showed the machine’s own mechanical unresponsiveness, and at the fluctuating output from the brain of the female gerbil.


And quite suddenly the signals went haywire.


‘Good God, come and look at this!’


Brady leaned forward on the console, watching the trace from the gerbil peak and race, the animal cowering in a corner of its box, staring vaguely upwards and outwards, the leads from the skull probes tangled around its tiny body.


‘Something’s scared the hell out of it … and the other!’


In the desert the gerbil was racing in energetic circles; the mechanical trace, for all its insensitivity, was registering an output of electro-magnetic energy of such strength that the signal was too large for the screen.


In the eerie silence Brady stared first at the machinery, then at the animals. Finally, the signals on the smaller screen became single, straight lines; the animals had died.


‘Well I’m damned,’ he said. ‘That’s the first time … what the hell could have caused that?’


He got no answer from the technician. Brady pulled the sleeves of his jumper down his arms, feeling cold and shivery. For no reason that he could identify he felt afraid, the laboratory becoming claustrophobic, threatening.


He turned and left the room, his heart racing, his mind registering nothing but a strong, almost violent urge to get away from the place.


As he fairly shot into the corridor, ignoring his jacket which hung just inside the laboratory door, he realized that his Section Chief, Andrew Haddingham, was strolling easily towards him, looking half puzzled, half amused. Haddingham was in thoughtful conversation with the lean, greying figure of the Department Superintendent, George Campbell. Campbell was a sour-faced Scot, a man who had little tolerance for the personal side of his employees’ lives. He frowned as he witnessed Brady’s slight dishevelment, and clamped his teeth on his unlit pipe in a gesture of annoyance.


‘What’s the matter, Dan?’ said Haddingham with a smile, as the three men met. ‘You look spooked.’


Brady nodded, and tried a slight grin back. He was aware of Campbell’s intense, disapproving scrutiny. Dammit, he thought, at least I’m still working seriously this close to the holidays.


He liked Haddingham, though, and got on well with the plump man. Haddingham was only slightly younger than the Supervisor, perhaps fifty-five, but he was far younger at heart and had an enthusiasm for ideas and projects that could spark even the dullest of the Ministry minds. Unmarried, and rather private about his past, Haddingham was a regular visitor at Brady’s home.


‘A touch of claustrophobia,’ Brady said, and glanced at Campbell. ‘Been stuck in the laboratory a few hours too many.’


Campbell, to Brady’s surprise, allowed a genuine smile to touch his lips; his grey eyes flashed with something approaching pleasure. ‘Good to see you working so hard, Mister Brady,’ he said. ‘I hope we’ll be seeing some positive results from you in the coming year. Excuse me gentlemen, I have a train …’


Campbell walked off, left hand in the pocket of his grey suit jacket. Brady stared after him, then glanced at Haddingham and laughed wearily. ‘Never lets up, does he?’


‘Not on anybody, Dan,’ said Haddingham, running a hand through his unkempt brown hair. ‘I feel shell shocked myself, just now. Been hauled over the coals for the whole department.’


‘His way of saying Happy Christmas,’ grinned Brady. ‘I’d buy you a drink, but my house is a disaster zone …’


He was about to turn away and fetch his jacket when Haddingham tugged at his arm, questioned the younger man with his gaze, then said, ‘You really are spooked, Dan. What happened in there?’


Brady hesitated just a second before deciding not to tell the other man what had occurred … not yet. ‘Got a strange result, that’s all. I’ll tell you about it next year.’


‘A strange result sends you running scared from the room? What is it, Dan?’


Brady shrugged, disliking Haddingham’s sudden intensity, the way he was intuiting Brady’s genuine sense of fear. ‘As I said, claustrophobia, too close to Christmas … it really is nothing Andrew. I’m on edge, that’s all.’


Haddingham shrugged, smiled and reached out a hand to the younger man. ‘Happy Christmas to you, then, Dan. And to the family. Enjoy yourselves …’


‘We shall. First Christmas in a new home; got to make it something special.’


It had really been Alison who had fallen in love with the house at Brook’s Corner, that previous March. Their town house in West London had suddenly – for no perceptible reason – become too small; it was perhaps because of Marianna’s great enthusiasm for ‘projects’, involving cutting paper, using clay, and sticking bits and pieces of disposable carton and package to make buildings and cars, all of which meant that living rooms, bedrooms, even bathrooms, became cluttered and untidy. And with Dominick wanting to have a room where he could bring back his friends and play music at exceptionally loud volumes (he was eleven, but had already discovered more than twenty forms of contemporary rhythm and blues), Brady had, on impulse, decided to sell and move his family westwards, to the area around Pinewood, where houses could either be of exceptional expense, or of very reasonable price.


They had been directed to the house at Brook’s Corner because, at seventy-five thousand pounds, it would not stretch them that much, even though it was in need of considerable decoration. Alison Brady had taken one look at the place and adored it. Dan Brady himself was the sort of man who could be happy anywhere that his family were happy. The house struck him as too large, too cold and too isolated, but Alison’s rapture at the thought of living there was overwhelming. While the children had chased about the overgrown, partly wooded grounds (over an acre!) he and Alison had come to the decision to buy, to paint three of the rooms, and to leave the greater part of the needed modernisation for a year or so while they saved a little capital.


They had moved in in June, and made a presentable lawn at the back, gravelled the driveway at the front, and found that rapidly, almost inevitably, they had expanded – as a family – to fill every nook and cranny of the place.


Brook’s Corner was just ten miles from the Ministry of Defence Institute at Hillingvale, where Brady worked, and he drove those ten miles, now, fast and without due care to the conditions of the road. He half hoped Alison would be home, but she was conscientious, and very much involved with two MSc projects at the College where she worked, and from years of experience Brady knew that she would only take off the day before Christmas Eve, and would work on in her department until such time as her students would relinquish her.


He was not surprised, then, to find the house in darkness. It was four in the afternoon, a gloomy, bitterly cold day, and the central heating was off – one of the children fiddling with it, no doubt. Briskly he turned the radiators on, then poured himself a gin with tonic, going into the lounge where he set a log fire, but refrained from lighting it. In the corner of the lounge the Christmas tree was an immense forest of a structure, rising to the ceiling, shedding needles in spiky layers, and half covered with a mess of tinsel and coloured streamers – Marianna’s ineffective attempt to decorate the tree, and an effort that would have to be discreetly corrected before Christmas Eve itself.


Both Marianna and Dominick were at the Newmans’ (causing havoc, no doubt) and Alison would pick them up on her way home from the college. That would be within a few minutes, so Brady took the opportunity to relax, feet up on one of the armchairs, gin and tonic freshened, a well-creased copy of Omni propped up before him.


At four thirty it began to rain, the windows shaking slightly with the driving force of the dusk wind. The lounge was large and not yet completely draught proof and Brady shivered as a cool breeze tickled his neck. Fragments of leaf that had been caught in the chimney fell into the grate, startling him. He got up, draining his drink, and glanced at his watch.


Alison was very late. They should all have been home some time before.


As he was about to pick up the phone to call the Newmans, it rang; Alison was on the line. ‘Dan? It’s Alison. Listen, I’m really stuck here. Probably for an hour …’


‘An hour! Oh for God’s sake …’


‘It can’t be helped. I’m behind with my own work. Pete Wright’s project took a lot of reading. I’ve only just finished with him.’


Brady felt a touch of irritation. He was rapidly trying to get into the spirit of the impending Christmas, and very much wanted to spend time this evening tidying the tree, and getting the last paper-chains slung in the downstairs rooms. He was finished with Hillingvale for the rest of the year, and chauvinistically felt a touch of resentment that Alison wouldn’t finish with her own work place with equal enthusiasm.


‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘Get home as quickly as you can. I’ll get supper going. How about the kids?’


‘Could you pick them up? The Newmans will be screaming murder by now. Would you mind?’


‘Okay. Hurry home.’


Before he left he set the log fire alight, so that they would all come home to a cosy lounge. It was only a twenty minute round trip to John Newman’s.


And he wouldn’t stay for a drink.


Alison almost called Dan right back again, just to say that there was cold pork to be used up for supper that evening, and before they started on anything else, but she refrained. Dan hated her to fuss about the house and kitchen, liking to share the responsibility for all those drab and irritating chores that make a household run smoothly. He was a good cook, if one of erratic inclination, and their only real point of difference in the kitchen (in twelve years of marriage) was that Dan tended to cook extravagantly, and in quantities more suited to a barracks than a family of four, whereas Alison practised a frugality instilled upon her by both her childhood, and her year in Kenya.


She left her small second-floor office, turning out the light as she did so, and walked briskly along the corridor to the extensive library. She only really needed an hour to cross-check three references for her paper (with Pete Wright) on zonal agriculture on clay-based river terraces, but she wanted to get it done before tonight because she knew that tomorrow – the last day before the Christmas break for the staff – there would be no work possible in the atmosphere of drunken boisterousness.


On the way to the library she picked up her coat, ready to leave as soon as possible.


Alison Brady was thirty-four years old, a sprightly, energetic woman, thin to the point of being skinny, but content to be so because she loathed the idea of fat people, and of becoming plump and unfit herself. She was a sports fanatic, playing at least half an hour’s badminton every day, and was increasingly scornful of Dan for neglecting his body so much.


Like husband Dan, Alison was an informal dresser, preferring jeans and a jumper to tailored skirts and blouses; but there was an elegance about her that made her always seem perfectly dressed for any occasion. She wore her dark hair naturally wavy, and swept it back from her forehead; she knew the style suited her, and she was not by any means averse to the flattering attentions of her teenage male students.


In the library she dumped her coat and papers on one of the desks nearest to the door and walked into the complex of rows of books and journals to seek the three journals she wished to consult. Pete Wright was working busily at the back of the library, seemingly unexhausted by the marathon supervision session with his tutor that afternoon. There were no other students or staff in the library; of course not. It was three days to Christmas and only the workaholics were left.


Later, in the peace of her own house and lying still in the darkness, she would be able to remember the exact moment at which she had known someone else had entered the library. She hadn’t heard anything, neither the door opening and shutting, nor a footfall; she hadn’t seen anything, or smelled anything. It was a sensation as intangible and discrete as it was potent and certain. As she stood leafing through the Journal of Industrial Agriculture she just knew that a third party had entered the library, and was walking down the aisle of books towards her.


She didn’t bother to look up, merely stood closer to the side of the narrow alleyway between the shelves to let the person pass. After a second or two she realised that he had stopped and was staring at her, and with just the slightest of unpleasant sensations on her skin she glanced round to see who it was.


‘Oh God!’


The words came as involuntarily as the journal slipping from her fingers. The book hit the floor with a crash, and Alison reached down, confused and upset, to retrieve it. She looked both ways along the aisle. Her knees were like jelly, hardly able to support her weight as she walked slowly out from the bookshelves, frightened and disturbed by her certain knowledge that someone had walked up behind her.


The student was gone. She was alone in the library. The room was empty, cold, and musty with the smell of old journals; rain beat noisily against the high windows; wind shook the overhead strip-lights.


She placed her journals on one of the tables and sat down, her hands shaking, her whole body trembling with fright. She stared across the room at the journal-shelves, and the dark, deserted gangways between them.


Somewhere in that stillness the pages of a book were noisily turned, as if blown in a wind. A moment later there was silence again.


But as Alison listened to the heavy silence, and stared at the shelves of books, she could not shake off the idea – powerfully felt – that someone was standing in the nearest aisle, intently and deliberately watching her.
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‘I’ve finished them!’ came the voice from the hallway, and a moment later the lounge door was noisily and awkwardly opened and tiny Marianna entered, smiling with triumph and achievement.


From his precarious position, half-way up a step-ladder next to the Christmas tree, Brady said, ‘Well done, that strange-looking child!’


‘I’m not strange-looking!’ she said adamantly, as she carried her tray of papier-mâché crib figures across the room to the fireside. The tray was so big that the girl could hardly walk with it. Alison rose to help her. Brady climbed down from the ladder, glad of the opportunity for a pause in the back-breaking work of decorating the tree. His daughter literally reeked of paint, he noticed, as he sat down beside her.


‘What are those?’ said Dominick, peering at Marianna’s creations. ‘Crib figures! They’re more like aliens.’


‘You’re just jealous,’ said the girl, with as much contempt as she could muster, then grinned with satisfaction as she settled back on her haunches and surveyed her handiwork.


At the age of six (and two-thirds, she would insist) Marianna Brady was the smallest, skinniest definition of human chaos that her father could bring to mind. She was spider thin, and could never keep her socks above an untidy bunch around each ankle; her print dresses hung on her like tents. In the last year or so her raucous behaviour had initiated, slightly early, the growing-up process by which milk teeth become replaced with stronger, more adult dentition; her mouth, if pretty, was a disaster zone of gaps, which she hid with her left hand when giggling, but which she only disguised because Dominick teased her. He teased her more about her spectacles, a tiny, round-framed pair of corrective lenses that the family had nicknamed “granny glasses”. She was slightly short-sighted in her left eye, although her right eye was perfectly strong.


When she moved through the house she was incapable of walking; her spindly form would clatter up stairs and through the rooms in search of raw materials for her various projects, or pursuing one of the Brady’s two patient, but rather war-torn cats.
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