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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.







PART ONE


SPECIAL HANDLING
7 OCTOBER 1944




 


M Francois de Menthon


Prosecutors’ Office


Palace of Justice


Furtherstrasse


NUREMBERG


12 August 1945


I will do my best to supply the information that you have asked me for. It is not, as you tactfully suggest, so difficult to remember; I only wish that it was. The difficulty is in the retelling.


You ask me where I was when I heard the explosion. I was by the gas-chamber elevator, helping to load an old woman onto our iron trolley. Two of us were working where one could have managed; she was naked and starved, and no weight at all. Her hair had been cropped to make felt for German boots, and her teeth had been jerked for their gold.


The explosion was close by, and it banged the soot off the crematorium walls. Petrov and I had either end of a plank which we used to lift the bodies on to the wagon, and we held it as we tried to listen over the throb from the drawing fans which heated the brick ovens. The tiny windows were still rattling in their frames when the gunfire started.


I looked across at Petrov, but he was no more certain than I was. He was nineteen, almost the same age as me, but he looked much younger. He shrugged, and we tipped the plank so that the woman rolled on to the trolley with the two children. Then we stepped over the rails and put our weight behind the carriage to start it rolling toward the incinerators.


I know it sounds commonplace. It was commonplace. I’d lost count by then of the number of corpses we’d rolled into the ovens, the grandparents and the children and the skeletal musulmans from the Auschwitz KZ across the railway track.


We were Sonderkommmando, pressed labour for the SS, alive and fed only as long as we worked. I’d had four months in the Kommando of the living dead, and my only tears were for the burnt-flesh odour of the ovens.


A siren had started up, somewhere on the Birkenau side of the camp. Still the gunfire went on, peppered here and there with louder blasts and an occasional hoarse command. Two of the SS men were at a window, trying to get some sight of what was happening, but I doubt if they could have seen much more than a haze of smoke over the pine trees.


We got the trolley on to the turntable in the middle of the Krema, and I looked around for an order; without an order, we couldn’t know which oven was the next to be loaded. But the SS were preoccupied, and one by one the incinerators were being left unattended as the labour group started to gather at the far end of the chamber. The acting guard commander was a man called Voss, and he was still at the window. If the smoke hadn’t been so heavy, he would have been able to see that the roof of the number three crematorium had been blown completely off.


Petrov and I were too conspicuous, out there in the middle of the floor. I left the wagon on the turntable, and Petrov followed me over to where everybody seemed to be heading. There was a group of indecisive men growing around Spalinsky, the Russian work boss, and we joined it. I suppose it was inevitable—Spalinsky was one of those who cursed and schemed in the dormitory loft at nights whilst the rest of us were quiet and resigned. Most of the Kommando worked their little rackets and tried not to count off the days towards the final bullet; Spalinsky spread hope like a disease.


The rumble of the fans in the chimneys made it difficult to hear what was being said. I caught some of the threads of the conversation as they ran like rats through straw; rebellion, revolt—do we break out the hidden weapons and fight now, or do we wait? Can we make it through the wire, and if we make it through the wire can we make it to the river, and if we make it across the river will the SS find us in the forest?


I didn’t join in. I had a bad feeling, and I realised what it was; for the first time in months, I was afraid. I could manage it when I’d had no future worth thinking about, but now the days ahead were opening up again.


And days were all we had as a Kommando; we’d served our time, and we were due for extermination and replacement. All we could look forward to was a march into the woods behind the number five crematorium, a moving line for a small-calibre shot in the back of the head and a common grave. And still, there were arguments.


They quietened as Sergeant-Major Voss turned from the window. He saw the unattended furnaces and the idle transport trolley. No SS could tolerate discipline falling apart so quickly, not from scum like us; he marched the length of the room, making straight for Spalinsky.


The men on either side of Spalinsky fell back, but the Russian stood his ground. Voss thrust his face up close, and barked.


He wanted to know who had given us permission to stop working. He was carrying the metal-tipped cane that was issued to all the SS in the camp, and he slapped it hard into the palm of his hand. Again, he demanded why we had left the ovens.


Spalinsky started to mumble something, but he wasn’t raising his voice enough to be heard. The acting commander’s cane whipped up suddenly and came down across the Russian’s head.


The force of the blow sent Spalinsky down on to one knee, and he fell heavily against the man beside him. The skin of his forehead was split open. As Voss turned away Spalinsky came up again, and as he straightened he brought a short knife from the top of his boot and rammed it upwards under the acting commander’s ribcage.


It was the irrevocable step, the trigger to action. The instruction turned into a gurgle and Voss began to sag, his jaw hanging open as he looked down at the knife protruding from the front of his jacket, still gripped by the Russian as he took more and more of the SS man’s weight on to the blade.


I heard Spalinsky call for the oven door to be opened. Voss was pushing against him feebly, trying to lever himself off the steel. Over by the window the other SS was starting forward. He couldn’t see exactly what was happening, but he was apprehensive.


Petrov was the nearest, and he took hold of the handle that unlocked the iron door and swung it open. The fans had been on too long and the incinerators were overheating; blistering air poured out carrying soot and sparks and smoke, and most of us had to fall back. But there were three who had a hold of Voss and he couldn’t fight them off—he was clutching at his stomach as if he feared that it would all spill out if he let go. They lifted him up by the seat of his pants and hauled him into the oven.


The other SS man had covered half the distance, but he faltered when he saw the guard commander’s boots disappearing over the rollers. He was fumbling with the cover on his holster, but several of the Kommando men had already produced Walthers and Lugers.


Spalinsky was shouting for everybody to save their bullets, and four of them got to the SS man before he’d half-drawn his automatic. One of them wrenched it out of his hand, another booted him in the groin to make him co-operative, and then they hustled him to the still-open oven and pitched him inside.


There was firing then as the armed SS by the door opened up. They got a volley of pistol shots which drove them back towards the entrance, and I was just scrambling to cover behind one of the incinerator supports when a grenade went off.


We had more weapons in the dormitory upstairs, machineguns and grenades hidden in the hollow spaces underneath the bunks. Those of us who weren’t armed went up to get them; as we kicked the bunks apart we could hear breaking glass down below.


There was a man with a pistol at almost every window when we returned. I went to the nearest and offered the machine-gun that I was carrying; I knew better than to try to use it myself, even though most of those who were now loosing off shots were far from marksmen. The man at the window was one that I knew vaguely, a lawyer from Sered; he’d been through the not uncommon anguish of discovering his wife amongst the dead in the gas chamber.


He took the machine-gun and gave me the pistol, telling me to load it. The gun felt strange and flat, and it was hot. After digging in his pocket for a moment he came out with a twist of handkerchief with half a dozen cartridges knotted into it.


I managed to find the release, and ejected the magazine from the grip. While I fumbled with the bullets, the lawyer poked out more glass from the window with the muzzle of the machine-gun and started spraying the yard. The noise was overpowering, and he shook with the recoil.


He fell back after a while. I’d filled the clip and reloaded the magazine by then, and I was expecting him to take it from me. But he told me not to nurse it, to find a window and use it; as he spoke, there was an explosion close by outside which shook out any glass that was left. Everybody ducked, and a couple of men fell back with bad cuts. I saw Spalinsky get over to one of the blown-in frames and throw out a grenade; the whipcrack came a few seconds later, and for a short time the gunfire stopped.


Windows were left free as the men with wounds were pulled to safety. I crawled over to one, and tried to look outside. The courtyard was empty, and the SS men along with a handful of Wehrmacht had fallen back as far as the perimeter wall. Spalinsky’s grenade had dropped well short on the lawn over the chambers.


As I was watching, a line of grey trucks arrived on the camp road. Four of them stopped behind the Krema perimeter whilst the others drove on. The tailgates fell open and out of the first one came the Kommandoführer with a heavy-armed squad of Wehrmacht behind him. As soon as he was recognised, we started firing again; I got a couple of shots away, but I doubt that I hit anything. I was afraid that I’d lose my grip on the gun and let it fall to the cinder path below.


There were more of us now. The men from the basement chambers had come up in the elevator, and there were over a hundred men crowded into the incinerator room. The ovens were still burning and the drawing fans were still rumbling; by that time the firebrick linings of the flues would be melting and breaking up to fall into the ovens.


Someone shouted that there were howitzers. I risked a look, and saw that it was true; two cannon being dragged to bear. They were going to demolish the Krema around us. It was a bad moment—we weren’t soldiers, we were students, jewellers, tailors, shopkeepers, clerks, and we’d only had a few minutes’ practice at resistance. It was Spalinsky who caught the mood and turned it.


He’d bound up the wound in his head with a strip from his shirt. He told us that two of his fellow-Russians had gone out of the back of the Krema with wirecutters just before the trucks arrived; there should be a way out for us, as long as we didn’t wait to be encircled.


The Birkenau sirens were still keening as we moved down to the coke-store corridor. Many of the Kommando didn’t know why they were moving or where they were going. Some stayed by the window with grenades, ready to set up a distraction.


A double explosion was the signal. It was followed by heavy gunfire from both sides, and the corridor crowd started to move as soon as the end door opened up to daylight. I was somewhere in the middle, and I was carried with the swell.


No SS were waiting outside; all of their firepower was on the KZ side of the building as they probably assumed it was the only route open to us. We ran for where the Russians were waiting; several layers of wire had been cut and wound back. We had to slow down when we reached the gap, because it wasn’t wide enough to take us all. The Russians were grabbing us and bundling us through, and as I shuffled and waited my turn—a couple tried to elbow in front of me, but I wasn’t going to let them—I glanced back and saw the last of our people emerging from the Krema gates. The SS on the far side of the building were still keeping up the barrage, and probably hadn’t yet realised that their fire wasn’t being returned. Then a hand gripped my shoulder and pushed me through the wire.


I’D CHEERED as loudly as everybody else as we ran from the wire, the SS on our tails and the cordon patrols and the river ahead. We were going nowhere, but we were moving. The last man at the wire turned and emptied a machine-gun at the soldiers, and they dropped him before he made it through.


We scattered. Thirteen of us made it as far as the river, the rest were probably gathered in by the dogs and the patrols. We hid in the marshes until the light started to go, and then we risked a crossing.


Spalinsky went first. I’d fixed my sights on him and stayed as close as I could, and the Sered lawyer had done the same. Petrov had stayed close to me, although I didn’t realise that he was following me until we stopped. There were also three Russian prisoners of war who had arrived in the KZ at the same time as Spalinsky, and five of the Slovak team who had come up in the gas-chamber elevator. The other was a small man named Mayerling; he used to swill the corpse wagon with water to keep it cool. We had three handguns and one machine-gun between us, and none had a full load of ammunition.


The river was low, showing yellowish mud flats. Spalinsky waded out, and the rest of us got into a line behind him. We hadn’t dared to wait for complete darkness—we’d never find the far bank—so we were dangerously exposed, and we left a deep trail in the silt. The day had been one of pleasant autumn sunshine but the water was cold, and Mayerling had to be helped. One of the Slovaks afterwards said that he’d soiled himself in fear on the way over.


We had another eight kilometres of marshland before the forest. What we would do then, nobody knew; back when the possibility of escape had been suggested, the idea had been to contact some partisans in the hope that they would take us in. But nobody knew for sure whether these guerilla groups really existed or whether they were just a piece of hopeful folklore—some of our guns and explosives were supposed to have come from outside rebels, but the lines of supply within the KZ were so well-covered that nobody could say for sure.


We kept moving, with the idea of covering as much ground as we could manage before the next light. By morning the SS and the Wehrmacht would have recovered from being stunned by the audacity of a bunch of rebellious Jews, and the search would be better-organised. We’d have to hide in the daytime, and move again at night.


It was about eleven o’clock when we reached a farmhouse, and we decided that we’d have to stop, at least for a while—we’d all been chilled in our wet clothes from the river, and Mayerling was shaking badly.


Even by moonlight it was obvious that the farm was poor and run-down. There was a barn that stood some distance from the main buildings and stables, along a track that was waist-high in weeds at some points and which passed through a broken fence on the perimeter of the yard. Twelve of us stayed whilst the lawyer went to take a look.


For some reason I was afraid of geese as the lawyer led us back, but nothing squawked or flapped up from the grass. The barn was a timber-framed structure that had started to warp and sag with neglect; the planking in the doors was split and they were jammed open.


Inside, it smelled of goats and old straw. There was a four-wheeled buggy filling most of the lower level, jammed in with the filthy cow stalls and leaving us no room to get around. One of the Russians found a ladder nailed to a crossbeam overhead, and by this we were able to get into the comparatively dry hayloft.


As we were getting settled, Spalinsky asked if we had any doctors amongst us. It was a futile hope because everybody knew that Mengele took all the doctors for his own uses, putting them to work on an odd range of projects that he’d concocted with a particular interest in any twins or dwarves that arrived at the camp. Spalinsky’s head had opened up and started to bleed again, so I admitted that I’d had less than a year in medical school before I’d been taken away.


The lawyer had the idea of going to the yard to get water. Petrov wanted to come along, but Spalinsky said no; so it was the lawyer and me.


We found a bucket in one of the cow stalls. It was dented and the handle was broken, but at least it wasn’t holed. I remember the strange, hard feel of the ground as we walked towards the farmhouse, beaten dirt that had packed down solid. There was no gate across the yard, where the dirt became ruts and tracks. We could hear horses stirring in a low shed by the main house, but otherwise nothing.


The pump was in a lean-to where the firewood was stacked. I held the pail and the lawyer tried the handle; it made a rusty grinding noise, and the pump did no more than give a couple of dry coughs. When he swung it again the noise was less but the water was still no more than a trickle, and it didn’t look clean. I emptied it away, and just got the bucket under the spout again in time for the rush of water that came with the third swing.


The lawyer checked the house before we moved out. The shutters were still up and there was no light showing through. We carried the pail back between us and managed not to lose too much. About two-thirds of it went for drinking when we got it up into the hayloft, and I used what was left to clean up Spalinsky’s head. The cleanest piece of rag that I could find was the twist of cloth that had held the pistol cartridges; everything else was filthy with river water. Besides the mud, the Vistula was a common dumping-ground for the crematoria ashes—all of our clothes and the striped burlap worn by two of the Slovaks would be stiff and rough by the morning.


I’m sure that I must have made a very rough job of Spalinsky’s hurt, but he didn’t complain. I remember feeling proud at the idea of having some identity within our group, and I suppose it was this dangerous glow of self-esteem that carried over to an hour or so later when everybody else was asleep and our water supply was nearly finished.


I decided that the bucket needed to be refilled, and that it was up to me to do it. Me, our doctor, hardly out of my teens and without training or skill—but then I couldn’t lead and I couldn’t fight, and against the brutality that I knew the rest of the Kommando would be suffering on the far side of the river, I needed to feel that I was earning my place in the group.


When I was sure that everybody was asleep, I put the handle of the bucket over my forearm and climbed down. The little water that was left was cloudy with blood and dirt, and I emptied it away outside the barn door. I was almost halfway to the yard when I heard voices.


I got into the long grass by the path—the cover wasn’t as thick as I’d hoped, but there was nowhere else to go. Even though I pressed myself down I could still see the path as far as the yard, and the moonlight picking out the details of the SS uniforms.


It was a small party, but a heavily armed one. There were dogs straining at the ends of their leads, and tagging along behind them was a man in rough peasant’s clothing—the farmer, I would assume. He must have heard the lawyer and me at the pump, and then waited for us to go before he slipped out to look for a patrol.


I was conscious of the sparseness of my cover, and the possibility that my prison-pale face would show through the grass. It was autumn cover, very dry and brittle, and I had to be careful not to make a noise as I turned my face to the ground and

tried to flatten myself into the earth. I could hear boots on the hard ground, and the breath of the dogs as they came down the path only a few yards away. And then I heard one of them yelp as it broke from its leash and came floundering towards me.


The sound was throttled off as the handler took the strain and then let the dog pull forward under control. I hugged the ground harder, and my skin crawled as I waited for the animal’s breath to fan my neck. As soon as the patrol knew what I was, there was a good chance that they’d let the dogs have me; there were slower agonies back at the camp but they existed in an indeterminate future, while this was a terror of the moment.


There was a sick, liquid kind of sound that I couldn’t identify. The handler was wading through the grass, and I heard him curse. There was a bang and the dog yelped, and there was a rough blow on my back. The dog was barking loudly now and trying to get to me; at least they’ll be hearing this in the barn, I thought. I’d like to say that it was because I wished them an escape, but all I really wished for was my own rescue.


I waited for the order to get to my feet, but none came. I raised my head, and saw no jackboots; I saw the bucket a couple of feet away, where it had rolled after bouncing off my back. The patrol were moving on down the path. It was the aftertaste of Spalinsky’s blood that had saved me, distracting the dog and diverting its handler.


They shot Petrov. He was by the barn doors; Petrov my puppy, who would follow me anywhere and was following me now. I saw the farmer hurrying back along the dirt track to the safety of his house as the first shots came from the hayloft. The SS scattered and started to return the fire, and somebody must have rolled grenades through the open doors. There were two explosions, and pieces of the buggy were thrown out high; the rest of it started to burn, and the fire spread to the structure itself.


I was crawling for the trees on the edge of the clearing. The flames moved quickly to the upper storey of the barn, and as they reached it the machine-gun stopped; the ammunition must nearly have gone, because only one handgun continued to fire from inside the building. This also stopped a few seconds later, but then I heard a defiant yelling. Spalinsky was leading the last of the Twelfth Sonderkommando through the flames and onto the guns.


Whilst the attention was away from me, I got into the trees. I ran for half a mile and crossed two narrow tracks, and only when the barn was a glow in the night sky did I stop and crawl under some low scrub.


I moved slowly over the next two nights, after unpicking the yellow Star of David from my jacket. I saw no more patrols, so perhaps the fanatical obsession of the KZ administrators with roll-calls and numbers had broken down under the mass of people involved in the escape attempt. Being a Sonderkommando rather than an ordinary prisoner I was reasonably fit and adequately clothed, and in preparation for the breakout—the one we’d planned as opposed to the one that had been forced upon us—I carried identity papers and money which I had organised from the belongings of the dead. They gave me at least a superficial legitimacy, and for real emergencies I had two 140-gramme cylinders of gold from the Krema 2 foundry.


What I didn’t have, and needed, was a travel warrant. But when I reached Gleiwitz there was no special guard around the station or the railway track, and I was able to get on a freight train heading south to Dresden. From there it was my idea to get a connection to Ulm, only eighty kilometres from the Swiss border on Lake Constance. In the end, I made it as far as Schaffhausen, where the border was not so heavily guarded and I was able to slip across to Basle.


After I reached England, I heard that there had been no other successes in the escape attempt. Those who hadn’t tried to run had been forced to lie face-down in one of the courtyards before being machine-gunned. For the remainder of that first day a steady flow of bodies on pushcarts and shambling columns of wounded had poured into the camp from the surrounding countryside; the survivors were taken out into the birch forests of Birkenau and shot. My own group were brought back across the river that night. They attacked their guards in the Krema courtyard and attempted to seize their weapons, but shortly afterwards they joined their brothers before the crematory ovens.


It was the first and the only organised mass revolt in the history of the Auschwitz KZ. It shocked and surprised the SS, who

were accustomed to a docile Jewry so starved of hope that they could be led with the emptiest promises to the extent of compliance up to the moment of extinction. I brought the story out with me, but it was given only the credence of a fantasy of persecution until the KZ gates were opened to the world. There is now evidence more persuasive than words.


Henryk Liawski


Cambridge.




PART TWO


CUMBRIA
15 OCTOBER 1987




ONE


THE POLICE howler and the horn blasted simultaneously close behind, and when Peter Carson looked in his rearview mirror he saw the white headlamps and the flashing blue lights closing fast in the rain. There wasn’t room to pass on the narrow country road, but the saloon wasn’t slowing at all. He wrenched the wheel of the Mercedes hard over to the left; there was an angled grass slope a couple of feet high between the road and the stone wall, and the whole car tipped dangerously as he hit it and braked, tyres riding and bouncing up the verge. The Mercedes threatened to slew back on to the tarmac or else fishtail around and ram the wall, but then the police car was charging through the gap and braking hard into the next bend. The howler cut abruptly and it was gone, swallowed by the turning of the lane.


The Mercedes came to an awkward halt. The drizzle-dampened road and fields ahead were canted across the windscreen, and Carson waited a moment to regain his breath before slowly unlocking his hands from around the steering wheel. He reached down to the floor for the folded map that had slid from his knees.


The engine was off, stalled. The only sound was the muted spatter of rain on the car’s body. He unhooked his seat belt and opened the door; because of the angle it fell away and he nearly fell out after it.


Leaves were still dropping from bushes that were pressed against the back of the wire link fence on the far side of the road. The white saloon had ripped at the foliage as it passed, ramming through a gap with only inches on either side. Must have been in a hell of a hurry to get somewhere, Carson thought. Couldn’t even wait until there was room to pass.


The wind slapped at his city clothes as he emerged from the car’s warm shell. It seemed to want to make a game of him, the kind of vicious game a belligerent child might devise against a stranger. He turned up the collar of his raincoat and wiped his face of beaded drizzle, circled the car and stepped up on to the bank.


He leaned over to check the side of the car, holding on to the wall to keep his balance on the wet turf. The irregular blocks of slate were stacked without mortar and flecked with yellow moss, and when he put his hand on to the top stones they shifted with a dull clacking sound. There was no sign that he’d actually hit the wall, only whiplash marks of dark sap from where the grasses had beaten against the paintwork.


From here he could see across the road and over the bushes and the wire that were its far boundary. A thinned-out stand of trees ran about fifty yards to the edge of the lake, a flat bright sheen of water that stretched across to the misted towering shoulders of the glacier-cut valley side. The Cumbrian greens were leached of colour by rain and distance but this couldn’t take anything from the awesome might of the mountains. Their sides were almost sheer in places, their crags and ridges softened by a rolling cover of heather and ferns, but the softness was deceptive; in places it was broken and betrayed, a curtain that had ripped and fallen with a rain of scree all the way down to the water’s edge.


Washed-out jade, wet and glistening greys, the tawny peppered browns of dying bracken on the lowlands, the iron darkness of sky and water; the valley seemed to beckon and threaten at the same time, as if it was in the process of shedding the bright summer disguise that it wore for the tourist season, exposing the harder and less tolerant persona that had always been underneath. The season in this part of the Lakes was obviously over—the fields at the valley’s open end had been empty of tents and trailers, and when he’d passed the driveway of a solitary country house hotel a mile or so later the iron gates had been chained and padlocked. From that point on Carson saw no other buildings besides the occasional block of a hill farm high on the valley slope above him, and no other vehicle until the police saloon had come howling up behind and forced him off the road.


Where could the police have been heading? The map showed the road on the side of the lake to run into a dead end, following along by the ribbon of water for another mile or so before turning off into a side valley and petering out at a place called Dale Head, where the contours were crammed so close that they almost merged. A little way into the side valley was the hamlet of Langstone, shown on the map as a group of insignificant grey blocks strung out along either side of the road, no more than two or three buildings in each; further along and set back from the road there was a featureless chapel that didn’t even merit a name, and beyond that there was nothing—nothing, that was, apart from the Jenner Clinic, which wasn’t shown on the map and which he’d added as a small red cross.


He was stepping down when the second saloon appeared, driving as hard and as fast as the first, and Carson scrambled back to safety as the police driver saw the Mercedes half-blocking the road and swerved to avoid it. Close behind came a dark-blue Land Rover pulling a caravan trailer that bounced and bucked at speed. The man in the Rover hit the brakes when he saw the tilted obstruction before him but he didn’t stop; he made a fast and noisy gear change and went over against the wire fence, rasping and banging as vehicle and trailer dragged along it, swinging out again as soon as the front of the vehicle was clear. The caravan bounced sideways to follow, sweeping across within a couple of feet of the Mercedes’ front fender and rocking unsteadily on its low axle.


Jesus, Carson thought, I’m going to be stuck here forever. He could see himself backing off the verge, straight into the path of another police stampede, more vehicles slamming into the back of the tangle as they came in an endless high-speed stream from Penrith. He crossed the road and tried to look back, but with its twisting to follow the lake shore and its rise and fall it was impossible to see more than a couple of hundred yards.


He slid into the car, and with an eye on the mirror he started the engine and put the shift into reverse. He got all four wheels back on to the tarmac, changed through to drive and rolled forward, tentatively at first, as he tried to feel for damage in the steering or suspension. No judder, no noise, no pull; with another glance in the mirror he started to accelerate.


Mist began collecting on the screen straight away, and he had to switch the blowers to cold. He was losing the lake now, and the road was becoming more enclosed; the wall on his left was higher and the trees and bushes to the right were much denser, overhanging the lane and shading it with greens and browns. Occasionally the wall was breached by a gateway, chained and padlocked like the one before the deserted hotel, and Carson had a brief glimpse of the jointed slabs of field that tilted until they met the sudden upward rush of the valley side. In a couple of them were the formless humps of browsing sheep, but otherwise the pastures were mostly empty and no two seemed to be of exactly the same shade.


It was hill-farm country, hard and functional, the rocks close under the surface like knots in muscle. The rubble of glacial deposits had been cleared and arranged into endless dry walls and the forests had been felled and replanted, but for all the superficial changes of use the tough underlying structures remained the same, only subject to the massive forces of time. It wasn’t the most obvious place on earth to site the backup for a fertility clinic.


It was true that they seemed to be everywhere these days, and when Tracy Pickford had told Carson that she worked at a place out in the country he hadn’t thought it remarkable; but then he’d automatically been thinking about the green belt around London. This wasn’t that kind of countryside. It was fell, forest and moor that could, without consideration or sympathy, be fatal to the unwary. Tracy had told him about a girl who had died the previous February, a lab assistant who had gone walking in the snow and who had only been found when the spring thaw uncovered her. Tracy had replaced her in May.


She’d told him this after he’d accepted her invitation to visit, knowing that he was an unrepentant city boy who claimed he refused to breathe air he couldn’t see. About her, he knew almost nothing at all. They’d only just met. But he had some money in the bank and there was nothing to keep him in London, and to be honest, she was attractive and a nurse, so it hadn’t been a difficult yes.


They’d left the invitation open. Then last night she’d called him, asking if he’d drive up as soon as he could. She wouldn’t tell him why.


And now here he was, on this remote valley road and slowing to a halt before a police roadblock.


IT WAS A big Sherpa van, quite new-looking, ultramarine in colour with POLICE lettered in white capitals on its side, parked at an angle by a farm gateway and straddling the road so that nothing could get past. As Carson pulled in he could see that the windows were misted on the inside but that little wet patches had been cleared, streaky spyholes which gave the occupants a view of the road. After a couple of seconds the nearest door opened and a policeman climbed out, slamming it wearily behind him and trudging over towards the Mercedes. He was wearing a flat peaked cap and a bulky cold-weather jacket, over which he had a fluorescent orange jerkin. Carson wound his window down and looked out.


“Is there something wrong?” Carson called as Sergeant Toby Knight walked around the car. Thunder rippled somewhere far off, somewhere on the other side of the mountains. A bunch of ragged crows lifted from the field beyond the wall and flapped off over the trees.


“Sorry, sir. The valley’s closed off.” Knight was big and square-looking, an impression that was enhanced by the padded jacket. His eyes were pale blue and seemingly devoid of enthusiasm, and whilst his nose and cheeks were pinched and reddened by the October chill the rest of his face seemed drained of colour.


“For how long?”


“We can’t say. You need to turn your car around in that gateway over there and head back towards the main road.”


Carson glanced over to where Knight was pointing, and said, “Wait a minute. At least tell me why.” There were a couple of sheep pressed up against the wooden bars, but they flinched and moved away as a second policeman stepped from the van.


“You’ll have to call the information centre in Penrith. We’re not allowed to tell you anything.”


“You’re bouncing me back after a four-hour drive from London and you won’t even give me a reason?”


“That’s right.”


“But I’ve got to meet someone at the Jenner Clinic. Isn’t there another road I can take?”


The pale-eyed man was unmoved. Beaded rain glistened on his jerkin, collected, ran. “The valley’s closed. I told you. Nobody goes in or out.”


“Look,” the younger policeman added. “It may not be obvious to you, but we’re getting pissed on out here.”


Carson hesitated for a moment and then stepped out on to the road, closing the door beside him. Now he was as exposed as they were although he wasn’t as well protected, and Knight was giving him a narrow sideways look.


“All I want to know,” Carson said, trying not to shiver and to sound reasonable, “is why you won’t let me drive to the Jenner Clinic.”


“It’s not the clinic,” Knight explained with all the patience of a man wheeling home a broken bicycle, “it’s the whole valley—the village, the farms and everything. You want to know any more than that, I’ve told you what to do.”


“I know. Ring some number and get a recorded message that won’t tell me anything either. I was elbowed off the road a couple of miles back by a line of your wagons tearing past as if they’d forgotten what their brakes were for.”


“So make a complaint,” the sharp-faced one said.


“I don’t want to make a complaint, I want to get to the clinic.”


“Well, you can’t.”


There was a honk from back up the road, and all three turned to look. There was another car drawing in, not a police vehicle but a big, comfortable-looking family motor that was just out of its best days and starting the five-year slide to the scrapyard. The brakes squealed as it stopped.


“I’ll see to it,” Knight said, and moved off. As he went he looked towards Forsyth and gave a sharp sideways nod in Carson’s direction, the meaning of which was obvious; get rid of him.


The younger copper watched his sergeant walk away, and then he turned to Carson. He put a hand on the Mercedes’ hardtop and leaned in close. His breath smelled of mint, and little rivers trickled off his shoulders.


“Right,” he said. “You’ve been as difficult as you’re going to be. Either you turn this car around or I have you booked.”


“On what charge?”


“I’ll think of something.”


THE SIDE-WINDOW on the second car was down, and the driver was looking out. “The valley’s closed,” Toby Knight was starting to recite as he approached. “You’ll have to …” Knight hesitated. Detective Inspector Mike Schaffer was looking at him, eyebrows raised in enquiry. “Oh. Sorry, sir.”


“It’s all right,” Schaffer said. The car was his own. He’d had to sell his battered old Spitfire to get something that was more suitable for a young family. He hated it. “Stoneley got me on the telephone an hour ago and told me every car was out.”


“I’ll let you through as soon as we get this civilian out of the way.”


Schaffer glanced across towards the civilian. His eyes lingered for a moment on the Mercedes, silver-grey and sleek, and he felt an ill-repressed twinge of envy. The driver didn’t seem to be putting up any great resistance; he was simply listening to Constable Forsyth and trying to pull the collar of his inadequate raincoat tight around his chest. Forsyth’s eyes had narrowed down and he was reinforcing his points by stabbing at the air with his forefinger just a couple of inches in front of the other man’s breastbone. Tact in action. Toby Knight certainly knew how to train them.


“What’s the problem?” Schaffer said.


“No problem, he just won’t turn back. Dick Forsyth’s having a go at him now.”


“Is he local?”


“Not with that motor. He’ll have driven up from London to get his tubes tied.”


That was doubtful. Vasectomies were almost a street-corner job these days, and few of the fertility clinics even bothered with them.


“He’s asking about the Jenner place?” Schaffer said.


“We haven’t told him anything. He saw a couple of the vans tear-arsing down the road to the village and got a bit suspicious, that’s all.”


Schaffer nodded. “What instructions has Stoneley given you about letting people through?”


“Nobody, he said.”


“He probably had other things on his mind. Might not be a good idea to let this one turn around if he suspects there’s something going on.”


Toby Knight didn’t give an opinion. When it came down to it, orders were orders and they weren’t for an under-age Police College snot like Schaffer to mess around with.


“What do you want to do about him?” he said neutrally.


Schaffer opened his door and reached back for the zippered jacket that he’d slung over the passenger seat. “I’ll come over.”


Forsyth was saying that he wasn’t going to argue, and that Carson was blocking the road, and Carson was pointing out that it wasn’t his van taking up all the space, and then Schaffer came around zipping up his anorak and broke in smoothly.


“My name’s Schaffer,” he said, “I’m a Detective Inspector. You’re asking about the Jenner Clinic, is that right?”


“I’m expected there.”


“Name?”


“Peter Carson.”


Schaffer looked him over. Shade under thirty, well-dressed but damp. And alone.


“Are you a patient?” Schaffer asked.


“Visitor. Meeting a girl who’s on the staff.”


That was more like it. Schaffer had heard that although the Jenner staff lived in, most of them kept rooms or flats in their home towns and spent their leave there. “Your girlfriend?”


“Sort of,” Carson said uneasily, and Schaffer realised that there was nothing to be gained from half-hearted questions in the wind and the rain. The sky had darkened a little more even in the couple of minutes that they’d wasted.


“Right,” he said. “Move your car over and let me through, and then follow me down to the village. Stay in sight of my mirror and don’t try wandering off when we arrive.”


He started to walk away. Carson called after him, “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”


“Later,” Schaffer called without turning around.


Forsyth went to move the van and clear the road. Toby Knight caught up with Schaffer before he reached his car.


“What do you want us to do if we get another like him?” he asked.


Schaffer hesitated. He might have made trouble already, but he wanted to be safe. “I’ll try to find Stoneley when I reach Langstone, see what he’s got in mind. If he wants to go on turning people away, we’ll have to come up with some kind of story.”


“We’ve only had a couple of delivery vans so far. Not what you’d call trouble.”


“It’ll come,” Schaffer assured him. “It’s about the only thing we can be sure of.”


“I expect so,” the sergeant said, and then tried to approach the subject that was really concerning him. “Sir …” The word tasted bitter for a man several years his junior.


“Yes?”


“Well … what is it? Have we got a major accident, or what?”


“You probably know as much as me,” Schaffer told him, and despite the truth of the statement he still felt some guilt when he saw the ill-disguised disbelief in the older man’s eyes. “I got a call to say my leave was cancelled and to get myself over here, and that was it.”


“Let us know, won’t you?”


He smiled. It felt hollow. “Of course I will.”


Carson started up the Mercedes and made a tight, slow turn to put the car’s nose into the gateway. This gave enough room for Schaffer to crawl past, head out of the window and watching his flank. When the two cars had fallen into file and driven off, Forsyth swung the van out to block the road again. Then he cut the engine and watched as his companion walked back through the drizzle and climbed into the passenger seat. The van bucked on its springs as he got settled.


“What did he tell you?” Forsyth asked.


Toby Knight removed his uniform cap and grimaced with disgust as he wiped the rain from his face with a damp handkerchief. “Nothing. He’s pretending he doesn’t know any more than we do.”


“The lousy sod.” Dick Forsyth looked down the road after the two cars, but they were out of sight and the rainwater had already seeped into the tracks left by their tyres. “They’ll tell that bastard in the Merc before they’ll tell us anything.”


Over on the Penrith side, something moved in the road. Forsyth switched on the ignition and flicked on the windscreen wipers. The heavy duty blades swept lazily across and licked the screen clear for a moment but it had gone, probably bounded into the bushes at the roadside. He cut the ignition, and the blower fans and the little coloured telltales on the dashboard all died.


The next driver along would be in for a hard time.




TWO


JERRY CRICHTON had started his career with the Cumbria Constabulary’s Eastern Division based at Kendal. He was obviously, in the morose vocabulary of Toby Knight, liked; within six years of service he’d got exactly what he wanted, transfer to a one-man station and the freedom (more or less) to set up his own working schedule.


For some it would have been a damnation; farmers’ squabbles and trespassers, tourist hassles and firearm certificates, long hours in winter snow closing off routes or setting up searches—but not for Jerry Crichton. He lived in a pebble-dashed house in Ravens’ Bridge at the tip of the lake and the head of the Langstone road, a house that was lodgings and station combined. It was on a quiet lane behind the church and there were open fields from whichever window you looked. He had a wife, a small daughter and a white police Metro. He also had area responsibility for four villages. Langstone was one of them.


Today, Langstone was in chaos.


It was a ribbon of a place, no more than three or four hundred yards from end to end, and fully a third of it was the Langstone Hotel. The hotel was a two-storeyed grey slate building, long and dignified and knitted over with ivy. In the middle of the frontage was a porch with a bay window above it, and fastened to the wall by the bay was a black wooden sign with the hotel’s name in gothic. Directly opposite the hotel was the schoolhouse, a one-floor, L-shaped building which was big enough for only three rooms, a cloakroom and a classroom and the schoolmaster’s office. Next to that was the old concrete and wood structure of the village meeting hall; opened in 1913 and disused since 1962, its windows were boarded and its single door nailed up. The two buildings sheltered Langstone’s only telephone box in the angle of the schoolhouse walls, beyond them there was only a short terrace of uneven cottages and the slightly larger block of Hamilton’s Store, and then it was back to the open road and the climbing valley.


There were no pavements, as such. The three incident caravans filled the car park at the side of the hotel, and the assortment of Sherpa vans and Metros and Rovers that had descended on the village shortly after dawn had to be parked wherever they would fit. Some had been squeezed into the protected angles behind bays and porches where they didn’t block the main—the only—route through the village, but most of them were in an uneven line down one side of the road beyond the end of the houses.


Keeping the route clear was the job that had been given to Jerry Crichton. It could have been anybody, but the sergeant had mumbled something about local knowledge before running off to leap for the open tail doors of a moving van, which was taking men and plastic sheeting and ropes to the Jenner Clinic. There were almost eighty men around the village, and most of them were engaged in labour shifts to cover the exposed parts of the clinic’s burnt-out shell against the weather. There was a constant van shuttle, bringing exhausted men down the track road and dropping them outside the hotel and then reloading with another force that was hardly any more spirited. There was another shuttle as well, a blue Rover which carried one-way loads. Polyurethane bags, man-sized and full.


The drains had become blocked with dead leaves, making the street into a shallow river that ran fast with the rattling expectorant of downspouts and gutters. Vehicles cut it up into white plumes as they passed through, leaving eddies and ripples that bobbed around in confusion until the slope of the valley got hold of them again.


When Schaffer’s car appeared and crawled into the village, Jerry Crichton wondered if the valley roadblock had somehow broken down; as far as he knew the forensic specialists that Stoneley had requested shouldn’t be arriving for a few hours, but then, as he signalled a stop and waded across in a crackling of oilskins, Schaffer was holding up his warrant card.


“Where’s Stoneley?” he said without preamble.


Crichton thought he’d seen the chief hopping out of the Rover on its last delivery. “He just got down from the clinic, I think.”


“Isn’t he setting up an incident room?”


“Not up there. Not enough room. He’s having as much of the clinic as he can manage covered and roped off. There isn’t even space to hook up a trailer.”
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