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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


AFTER THE DROWNING




Old and young, we are all on our last cruise


Robert Louis Stevenson







 


HE HADN’T been out to McCarthy’s old place on the Step in almost a year. It held too many memories for him, and not only recent ones; the bad and the good were all thrown in together, and sometimes it seemed as if the good could be almost as painful. He’d think of childhood summers, spent in that same shaky wooden cottage with his sister and her family after their parents had died. Of the three years with Nerys when they’d just been married, both of them too poor to afford anywhere better as they saved for a stake in the boatyard. Now the boatyard was all his, had been since before Wayne had learned to walk, but Nerys was long gone.


Those had been hard times, but happy ones. He only wished that he could have realised it then.


“Come on, Ted,” he told himself. “Don’t get morbid.” And he tried not to crash the van’s worn gears as he made the turn onto the leaf-strewn headland track.


If only.


If only that last, terrible summer could be wiped away. Not just burned out of his mind with a controlled dose of lightning, but actually wiped away like a poem on a blackboard that had somehow turned wrong, and the rhythm picked up again as if nothing bad had ever happened. What would he give? The answer to that one was anything, right down to his soul. Anything, just to have it all back the way it had been. The memories, he’d keep. As memories alone they wouldn’t be able to hurt him then but, by God, how they’d make him appreciate what he’d had.


So much for not getting morbid.


The track was fairly rough, and had begun to get overgrown. The van bounced where old ruts had dried-in, and in some places low branches slashed at the windshield. As a child, he’d always loved the Step best of anywhere in the valley. It was a high, wooded headland jutting out into the lake, with a steep climb to its summit from the shore and a tortuous drive from the road; easier access would have made it less private and less privacy might have taken away some of the magic, and the magic was what had made it so special. He’d played here, he’d grown here; and the last time he’d been here, he’d sat on the high rocks overlooking the water and he’d wept in solitude and without shame.


He didn’t need to wonder what the view from the top would be like today. It would be of the valley, and whether the sun shone or the clouds cast a shadow across it or the rain came down, it was the homeland that would never let him go.


The track was coming to an end. The old place—lately McCarthy’s place, although Pete McCarthy had moved out almost a year ago—lay just ahead.


Most of the valley people felt that autumn was the best time of year around these parts. Then the sunsets were like red gold in the mountains, and the woodland stood as dark and shady as anything out of a fairy tale. Strangers had been known to spend an hour or more out on the terrace behind the Venetz sisters’ restaurant, watching the evening mists rise from the lake with tears in their eyes.


The valley people, meanwhile, were checking the high season’s take and wondering if this was going to be the year that they could afford a new Volvo or even a winter cruise. They’d worked flat-out through the summer, sometimes so hard that they’d forget to raise their heads and remind themselves of the real reason for living here. It wasn’t the money, or the uncertain pleasure of servicing the tourist trade; it was just the valley, a subtle presence which seemed to get into people and which never let them go.


Ted Hammond knew that he could never leave. It was too late to stop the dance; the valley had held him close for too long. Friends might come and go, but he’d always be the one to stay behind.


He pulled in before the old house, onto the strip of rough ground before the covered wooden porch. A few yards ahead, the overgrown track petered out and became an even more overgrown footpath. The house stood in the silence of desertion. Neither the track nor the path had any destination other than this.


It had been given a name, once, Rosedale, but the board had weathered away and the name had been mostly forgotten. It was a one-storey frame building, too run-down to sell or even to rent; the walls and the roof were sound, but it would need a lot of paint and timberwork as well as some new windows before it could charm the holiday crowd.


Letting it was his sister’s plan, anyway, and she was still the owner even though she let Ted look after the key and the box with all the paperwork. And it was the reason for his coming up here today, because she’d asked him to clean out the gutters and fix the blocked stove and generally check the place over before she advertised it. Ted’s feeling was that he’d rather see it left to fade away. It already had the air of some forgotten corner in a churchyard, with the roses long-dead and the side-garden turned to moss and the trees crowding in too close. A gingerbread house, gone stale and old. Better to let the valley take it back.


Or keep it as-is until McCarthy returns, was the thought in the back of his mind,


He stepped out of the van, and looked across the porch. He could almost see the front door standing open and Pete McCarthy coming down the hallway and into the light, carrying a Heinz Soup box crammed with his shirts and a radio balanced on top. Not the best mechanic that Ted had ever employed, but easily the best to work with. He forgot the punchlines to jokes and his whistling was a public embarrassment, but Ted had known even then that he was going to miss him.


And he did. He missed the two of them, a lot.


That was the last time he’d been out here. To say goodbye. Their car had already been loaded and the boy sat playing behind the wheel as the three of them stood out on the porch and talked around everything other than what really needed to be said. They were putting off the moment, and they knew it; much better if they all just shook hands, and then they got into their car and went.


Oh, Ted, Diane had said simply, and she’d stepped up to him and hugged him hard. Ted had put his arms around her, and it had come to him in a sudden realisation that Diane was about the same age that Nerys had been when she died, the age that she’d be in his memory forever. There hadn’t been a week in which he hadn’t wished for her back at least once; and for a moment it was as if that wish had come true.


He’d hugged her back, and then she’d become Diane again; a different scent, a different presence, a different life ahead of her. No less dear, but not the young woman who had quietly slipped away from him on that November night. There had been tears in Diane’s eyes as she’d finally let go and taken a step back.


Then Pete had stretched out his hand. Goodbye, Ted, he’d said seriously. I’m sorry for what I brought you.


It wasn’t your fault, Ted had told him. You couldn’t know.


But Pete, being Pete, was probably blaming himself still.


As he unlocked the main door, Ted was wondering where the two of them were, how they were doing. He’d had a couple of postcards in the early months, but nothing since. They’d checked out the south coast where Pete had been offered boatyard work but they couldn’t find anywhere cheap enough to rent, so then they’d headed over to the east somewhere. Opening the door, he found himself overtaken by a certainty that, in spite of everything that had happened here, they would come back; the worst of the memories finally buried, perhaps, and that under-the-skin presence of the valley drawing them home.


Let his sister think that he was getting the house ready for Spring rental. He’d get it ready, all right, but he’d tell her that the roof needed work, that some of the boards were too rotten to be safe. He’d say that he’d fix it when he could, maybe in time for next year.


And in the meantime, if Pete and Diane should return, the old place would be waiting.


A cool, musty smell hit him as he stepped inside. There was a stillness in the air that made any sound seem hollow and intrusive; the atmosphere was as empty as at four o’clock in the morning, here in the middle of this afternoon. He felt as if he were standing in a doll’s house. Doorways along the hall before him; a couple of bedrooms and a sitting room, a bathroom with an old castiron tub, the big kitchen at the back with the wood-burning stove that didn’t work and the electric ring that did. All of the doors leading off the hallway had been left open, except for one.


The door that had led to Alina’s room.


HE MIGHT as well start there, since he couldn’t skip it. He felt a strange kind of anticipation as he started to turn the doorknob. Would Pete and Diane have cleared everything out before they left? They must have. Surely one of them would have said something if they hadn’t.


He opened the door, and stepped through.


With some relief, he saw that the room was bare. The bed had been stripped to the mattress and there was nothing on the walls, nothing on the dresser. He checked the drawers and they were empty, too. It was as if she’d never been here.


Which left another question, occurring to him as he gave a couple of tugs at the sash of the window which looked out onto the overgrown side-garden. What had they done with Alina’s stuff? He couldn’t imagine either of them wanting to take it away.


He found the answer a short time later, when he came to work on the wood-burning stove in the kitchen.


It was dimmer in here than in any other room in the cottage, because the trees around the back had been left to get so wild that their branches scratched against the windows in anything more than the mildest breeze. Some other time, he’d bring along a chainsaw and trim them back. Right now, the job was to clear out the stove.


But when he opened everything up to take a look, he found that it had already been done.


The flue had apparently been unblocked some time ago, and the stove had then been used. Pete had said nothing about it but there was the evidence, there in the cold ashes. Ted unhooked the iron poker from its nail on the wall alongside and gave the ashes a stir.


Whatever had been burned, it hadn’t burned completely. He turned up hairpins, part of a melted comb. A piece of fabric with some of the pattern still discernible. And paper ash, lots of it. In amongst the ash there was the corner of a postcard or a photo. He tilted it to the light with the tip of the poker, but it showed no recognisable detail.


He raked the cold embers together in a mound and then, using deadwood that he found within a few yards of the house, he relit the stove and clamped everything down tight. This way it would burn hot, and it would burn until only the ashes of ashes remained. For Ted Hammond, even one surviving scrap of Alina Peterson would be one scrap too many.


He waited until he was sure. Then he turned to go.


Leaving the cottage and locking the door behind him, Ted was thinking of something that Diane had once said. That of those who’d known the truth, they were the only ones who had made it through. She hadn’t put it like that, but it was what she’d meant; that they were a survivors’ club, whether they liked the idea or not.


He went down the porch steps to the van, climbed in, and started the engine. And then he sat for a few moments, letting it idle as he found himself looking at the faint line of the path that picked up from the track only a few yards ahead. It led on up through the woodland to the high rocks where he’d gone to look down on the flat expanse of the lake after the goodbyes.


It was a path that Alina had walked before him, many times.


Diane was wrong. The three of them weren’t alone. Others knew what had happened, and how.


But they’d never speak out again.




I.


BEGINNINGS




We are familiar merely with the everyday, apparent and current, and this only insofar as it appears to us, whereas the ends and the beginnings still constitute to man a realm of the fantastic.


Fyodor Dostoevsky, Diary of a Writer


Everything must have a beginning … and that beginning must be linked to something that went before.


Mary Shelley, Introduction to Frankenstein







ONE


BUT THERE’S no clear point at which one could say, here it began.


Instead, there are many. Like the day that Pete McCarthy turned up at Ted Hammond’s auto-marine with nothing more than a cardboard suitcase and the hope of a season’s maintenance work (a season that ran on into a year, and then into the next, and seemed set to run on indefinitely should nothing ever happen to break up their growing friendship), or perhaps the one some years before when a seven-year-old Russian girl named Alina Petrovna led a teenaged boy out into the marshlands near her village and came back alone. Or the day that Alina, now grown, gathered whatever possessions she could carry and made her first, unsuccessful attempt to cross the border out of her Karelian homeland.


Or perhaps, getting closer to it, the night that Pete McCarthy set out from the valley to attend his mother’s funeral, while Alina Petrovna, hardened if not chastened by her punishment, got most of those same possessions together and tried it again. As beginnings go, this one’s probably better than most.


McCarthy first.


I


AS THE woman who was to change his life was boarding the train that would, indirectly, bring her to him, Pete McCarthy was doing his best to kick some life into his old heap of a car.


But the old heap simply didn’t want to know; it sat under the workshop lights, mean and dark and uncooperative, its chromed grin shining dully and a spirit of mischief showing deep in its sixty-watt eyes. It was a black Zodiac, close to twenty years old and easily the ugliest car to be seen on the roads around Three Oaks Bay, and even if its colour was appropriate for a funeral it was going to be of no use at all to Pete if it didn’t get him there.


This was all he needed. This, after three hours of tweaking and tuning and a once-over with the Turtle Wax to make it look halfway presentable. He’d given it loving care, he’d given it attention. What more did it expect of him?


There was nothing else for it.


He took off his suit jacket, rolled up the sleeves of the shirt that he’d changed into in the back washroom less than ten minutes before, and reached for the bonnet release.


He was still working at it when Ted Hammond called by after a late session in the auto-marine’s office. “Problems, Pete?” he said, and Pete growled and kicked the nearest wheel. The Zodiac’s hubcap fell off and rolled into the grease pit. The two of them had the carburettor in pieces by the time that Wayne, Ted’s sixteen-year-old boy, put in an appearance; Wayne spent no more than a few seconds contemplating the engine before saying that he knew what was needed.


“Give me some money,” he said, and then he went off in the breakdown wagon (which, in only seven months, he’d be able to drive legally), and returned fifteen minutes later with a party can of beer.


It was almost midnight when Ted found the fault.


The fault was in the new set of contact breakers that Pete had fitted as part of the routine service. If he’d left everything alone, he’d have had no trouble. Nobody, was unkind enough to say so out loud.


They put everything back together, and Pete tidied himself up again. Because there were no chairs around the workshop, they opened up the Zodiac and all three of them sat inside as they finished what remained of the party can. Or rather, Ted and Wayne took care of it, seated in the back of the car; Pete turned around the rear view mirror in the front and tried, without much success, to make a decent job of knotting his borrowed black tie.


Ted said, “Wayne can check on the cottage every now and again while you’re away.” Wayne raised his plastic cup, and belched in assent.


Pete said, “If anybody’s desperate enough to steal my stuff, they’re welcome to it.” He gave the knot a final check in the mirror before half-turning himself to face the two in the back. They were sitting there patiently like a bleary-eyed jury, Ted looking like a Toby Jug in a frayed old sweater, and Wayne slumped into the corner with the skull on his Judge Death T-shirt grinning out of the shadows.


Pete said, “How do I look?”


“You want the truth?” Ted asked.


“Not necessarily.”


“You look fine.”


“Like they just let you out of prison,” Wayne added.


“Thanks,” Pete said. “Just what I need.” And then, to signal that the brief and sober goodbye party was over, he got out of the car and went around the back to close the boot lid on his suitcase. The drive ahead would take most of the night. His brother had promised to fix him up with a borrowed flat for the stopover, but now he’d have to skip it and catch up on his sleep sometime later. Big brother Michael—the respectable one in the family, who’d taken it upon himself to make all the funeral arrangements—probably wouldn’t be pleased at the change in schedule, but that would cause Pete no extra grief at all. Mike was so uptight, he probably couldn’t even fart without the aid of a shoehorn.


Ted Hammond and Wayne climbed out and then Pete walked all around the Zodiac, slamming and checking the doors. Wayne followed him, looking doubtful. No denying it, the car was a rust bucket; in the past Pete had welded so many pieces onto the underside that he could have driven over a landmine without personally suffering a scratch.


“Think you’ll make it?” Wayne said.


“Are you kidding? She’s running like a dream.”


Wayne stepped back, so that he could take the whole car in at once; the pitted grille, the yellowing headlamps, the small chip-crack in the windshield that had never quite become bad enough to star, the wrapping of black tape that held the radio

aerial into the bodywork.


“Yeah,” he said, finally, “I had a dream like that, once.” And then he moved to open the workshop’s big double doors as Pete got in behind the wheel.


Ted bent to speak to Pete through the car’s half-open window. “Anyway,” he said quietly and seriously, “I’m sorry about your mother.”


“Yeah,” Pete said. “We could see it coming, but … ” And he shrugged; it was a thought that he’d been unable to complete in any satisfactory way since the news had first come through, in a phone call from Michael three days before.


Ted took a step back; Wayne now had the doors open to the darkness, standing just inside the workshop and trying not to shiver in the March night’s chill. Pete nodded to Ted and smiled briefly, and then he reached for the key to start the engine.


THE ZODIAC eased out into the lake-misted night, smoothly and in silence.


It moved in silence because Ted and Wayne were pushing it; Pete’s earlier attempts had run the battery down, and the jump-starter was way over on the marina side of the yard. Grunting and wheezing, they got him across the dusty forecourt and onto the stony track that went on to the main road, and after a few yards the engine kicked and turned over and coughed into a ragged kind of life.


On came the lights, making sudden and bizarre shapes out of the boat hulls, trailers, and half-dismantled cruisers that were crowded in along the trackside verge, and then the car was out from under their hands and pulling away as the two of them stopped to catch their breath.


They watched his tail-lights all the way down the track, until the turn around behind the trees. A few moments after he’d gone from sight, there came a faint singsong of tyres on metal as the Zodiac crossed the iron bridge that was their link to Three Oaks Bay. The sound lasted less than a second, and left silence behind.


Ted put his hand on Wayne’s shoulder as they turned to go back inside.


And then he winced as, somewhere far off, there was a loud backfire. The high valley sides caught and echoed it, like a gunshot deep in some vast, empty building.


“Don’t worry,” Wayne said. “Think of it as advertising.”


“In what way?”


“If he can keep that old banger on the road, he can probably fix anything on wheels.”


Wayne closed the big workshop doors, and turned the handle to lock them from the inside. Ted stood by the smaller back exit, his hand ready on the light switch. He was thinking that, with Pete away, things were going to seem strange around here for a while. He had another mechanic, a quiet, intensely private man named Frank Lowry, but their relationship wasn’t the same; in the four years since he’d joined them Pete had become like another son to him, and almost an older brother to Wayne. Maybe it wasn’t your standard family unit, but in a world where it seemed that just about everyone was damaged goods in one way or another, they’d made themselves a fairly happy corner of the junk heap.


It wouldn’t last forever, of course, because nothing did. Wayne was starting to spread his wings a little, swapping Custom Bike for Playboy and getting into a relationship with a girl named Sandy which seemed to consist mostly of baiting each other and trading insults and playing music somewhere around the pain threshold. And Pete; Pete, eventually, was going to hook up with someone who really appreciated him, and then it would be goodbye to those shared evenings of beer and popcorn and rented videos. Both of them would leave, and then he’d be alone.


But maybe not this year, was his thought as they moved out into the main part of the yard and he closed and locked the door behind them. It wasn’t much of a lock, but then it didn’t need to be; Chuck and Bob, Ted’s two German shepherd dogs, were let to run free in the yard on all but the coldest of nights.


Wayne Hammond was a likeable boy, much as his father had been at the same age. He wasn’t academically bright, but he was sharp in all the ways that counted. He was taller than his father, with a lithe swimmer’s body and an averagely pleasant face that

wouldn’t break any hearts—but then it wouldn’t stop any clocks, either. Ted would look at him sometimes and, just for a moment, he’d see the boy’s mother again.


As the two of them crossed the yard to their unlit house—Wayne going along to raid the fridge before returning to his two-roomed teenager’s den above the workshop—the woman who would bring disaster to their lives and to the valley was making a crossing of a different kind, more than two thousand miles away.


II


NIKOLAI HAD done little more than to sit watching her for the first couple of hours, until he’d realised that he was making her nervous. That was when he’d climbed to lie full-length on the compartment’s upper berth, leaving Alina below to gaze out of the window at the passing landscape. This was continuous and unvarying, birch and pine forests standing dark in the moonlight; occasionally the trees thinned out for settlements of low wooden houses with small-paned windows and snow-laden roofs, but for the most part it was just a rolling backdrop for their dreams and fears.


He adored her. One dream, at least, seemed to be coming true for him.


He was nervous about their situation, but nothing more. This wasn’t like the dark old days, where people were let out of the USSR grudgingly if at all and only with the certainty of family ties to draw them back; Nikolai knew that, had he chosen to travel alone now, he’d almost certainly have faced no difficulty in getting permission. Border controls were easing, the Berlin wall had fallen, there was a different kind of outlook all around. The problem lay with Alina. She had some kind of a criminal record, and there were outstanding charges she’d have to answer if ever they caught up with her.


He’d never asked her what the charges were. He trusted her. But he knew that she’d spent time in a prison psychiatric hospital, and that she’d slipped out on a technicality and they wanted her back, and that before he’d met her she’d already lived without a permanent address or identity for at least two years.


He couldn’t imagine himself surviving in that way, but he could see what it was doing to her. There was no question about it, she had to leave; and after he’d known her for only a short time, there had been no question but that he’d have to go with her.


A sharp rap on the wall by the door brought him slithering down from the berth. Alina was already standing as the guard came in, a boy soldier in an iron-grey uniform and with a deep cheek-scar like a cattle brand. He was carrying a short stepladder in one hand, their passports in the other. After setting the ladder down he read out the names on their papers, mispronouncing them, and then turned to the photographs. They were French passports, guaranteed stolen but not yet reported, and the flimsy visa forms inside were simple forgeries.


There wasn’t much room. Alina was standing close beside Nikolai, her head only just level with his shoulder, and she was looking at the floor. Nikolai felt a small flame of apprehension coming to life inside him at this, and the flame became a steady heat as the guard—barely out of school but already as tough and as ugly as a board—looked up from her picture to find her avoiding his eyes.


Nikolai began to feel scared.


It wasn’t as if he needed to be here. He’d chosen to be here, gone out of his way to take the risk, elected to travel on forged documents instead of legitimately under his own name because it meant that Alina would be less conspicuous than if she made the journey alone; but if her nerve folded now, if she gave them away, it would all be for nothing.


Alina lifted her head, and returned the guard’s level stare.


Her self-possession was as cold and as hard as the light of a star. She was around twenty-eight, perhaps a little more; it was hard to tell because she was small and slim with a dancer’s compact grace and a clear north-country skin, a feature that still caused her to be mistaken for a teenager almost everywhere that she went. Her hair, not quite shoulder-length, had been tied back. It had been longer, once, but in one of those rare moments where she’d unwound a little and told him something about herself he’d learned that they’d cut it short during her time in the hospital. He tried to imagine her like that, gaunt and defeated, but he couldn’t.


The worst was over. The boy soldier handed back their passports and then hopped up onto his ladder to check the luggage rack and the vent seals. He then unhooked a flashlight from his belt and shone it into the space under the lower bunk; this ritual completed, he stepped out into the corridor and closed the door on them.


There was no baggage check.


The train rolled on slowly.


Alina lay back in the shadowed corner of the lower berth, and this time Nikolai sat beside her. The scene outside grew more and more empty, the forests cleared back from the trackside in a sure sign that the border was approaching. He saw the ruined remains of old concrete bunkers, many of them roofless and all of them half-buried in the snow; the train glided on in near silence past the tracks of earlier ski patrols and the occasional bulldozed vehicle road, the snow thrown up at its sides like dirty concrete.


There was daylight in the darkness as they came under the first of the searchlight gantries. These straddled the track every fifty metres or so, and the effect was of a slow pulsing as the thousand-watt arrays passed over. There were other lines here with other trains, all of them freight cars and none of them moving; it was like a forgotten railyard, the place where all the ghost-trains ended their runs, the only sign of life a small fire that had been lit under one of the diesel engines to free its iced-up brakes. The fire’s attendant was a silhouette that stepped out to watch them go by, an eyeless, faceless shadow of a man.


Alina hitched herself up, and moved closer to the window.


The train was slowing in its river of light. At this moment they were being watched from a two-man tower out across the tracks, a dark shape sketched in darkness that stood taller than the pines. Alina stared out at the tower; even in this harsh gantry light she was a wide-eyed Madonna, and Nikolai felt his heart turn over.


He couldn’t understand her power over him, and had no urge to; if he was a lost soul, then he was grateful to be damned.


They stopped briefly in a wooded clearing so that the border control people could disembark. The train was already rolling again as the officials trudged off in ranking order, the two junior soldiers last in line; they were filing down a snow-cut path toward a green-painted building about a hundred metres away, and then the trees closed in again and they were gone.


Alina was now staring into the reflected eyes of her own, ghost-glass image.


“Don’t celebrate too soon,” she said; perhaps to Nikolai, perhaps more to herself. “I’ve been this far before.”


HE WASN’T aware of having fallen asleep. But when he woke the train had stopped, and Alina was already up and buttoning herself into her mid-length overcoat. He looked out. By now the darkness had given way to that strange northern twilight that took a little of the colour out of everything but which sharpened up edges and outlines and presented them in a range of greys that shone like opal. It wasn’t daylight—it wasn’t even full dawn—but daylight couldn’t be so far away.


“What’s happening?” he said, but she didn’t give him a direct answer.


“Get the bag,” she told him.


The pre-dawn chill began to seep into them from the moment that they took the long step down from the carriage. Nikolai paused to look around, his breath misting in the grey air as he tugged his gloves on a little further and zippered his jacket a little tighter. At first glance they seemed to be at an anonymous spot in the middle of nowhere, endless woodland crowding right up to the trackside and cutting off any chance of seeing what lay beyond. Farther along the track, a crowd was gathering by the engine. Alina was already heading to join it.


He hurried to catch up.


He was walking on snow-covered gravel that had been stained brown with the throw-off of the passing trains. There were faces at most of the windows above him, and people were hanging out of the open doorways at the carriage-ends as they craned to see what was going on. Everybody seemed dazed, rumpled, slightly shocked to find themselves active and awake at such an hour.


He and Alina joined the crowd, stepping over the collapsed wire of the woodland’s boundary fence so that they could circle around and get a better view. Two Finnish policemen in fur caps and cold-weather gear were doing their best not to argue with five of the railway’s people, all of whom were looking around anxiously when not taking a turn at protesting. Glancing around, Nikolai could now see that they weren’t in the middle of nowhere after all but on the outskirts of a small township of wooden buildings, a few brick sheds, and a grey metal radio tower; the Poliisi van had been moved in to block the train on the township’s solitary level crossing.


Keeping his voice low, Nikolai said, uncertainly, “They’re not searching.”


But Alina was looking past hope, to harder possibilities. “No,” she said. “But they’re waiting for someone who will.”


It was hard to know what to do. Some passengers were drifting back to their compartments as the cold worked its way into them, and others were taking their places. Two or three men were tramping off into the woods to relieve themselves out of sight of the train, but everyone could see them go.


The sounds of cars, being driven hard.


They came around the bend, three of them with their lights full on, and at the sight of the van they had to stop suddenly with a squeal of snow tyres and a cloud of road grit. They didn’t look like police cars, just ordinary saloons. There were four men in each. They started to get out.


Nikolai could hardly believe what he was seeing. They were Russians, not military or border patrol but just the ordinary militia, on the wrong side of the frontier in cars with Soviet registrations. Some were still in police uniform, and had thrown on anonymous-looking topcoats as if in an attempt at disguise; they looked around nervously as they stepped out by the rail tracks, aware that they were off home territory and in what was potentially a diplomatic minefield.


Their leader was an older man in plain clothes, overdressed even for this kind of weather; a raincoat over a heavy topcoat, which in turn was over a jacket and at least two baggy sweaters. Everything was unbuttoned, his scarf hung loose, and still he appeared to be steaming. His old-fashioned spectacles had one milky, sandblasted lens as if he’d lost an eye or, at least, the use of it. He approached the Finns and started to talk. The Finns didn’t look happy. Cross-border cooperation, it seemed, was being pushed to the limits and beyond, here.


Nikolai said, “None of them knows us.”


“Yes they do,” Alina said. “Pavel’s with them.”


She was looking at the last of the three cars. Nikolai followed her gaze and saw a young Russian policeman of the lowest rank, the last to climb out; he was scanning the windows of the train and in his eyes was a certain desperation, as if his presence here was the result of a drive beyond that of uniform and duty.


If he should happen to lower his gaze to the trackside crowd, he’d see them in moments. The Finns and their cross-border counterparts were almost arguing now and those from the cars were gathering around, but the young policeman was ignoring them—eyes still scanning the train, his lips moving slightly as if keeping a tally or reciting a prayer.


And with a quick glance around to judge the moment, Alina took a few steps backward and then turned and headed for the trees.


Realising almost too late that she’d begun to move, Nikolai followed her. A few heads turned, but the crowd mostly screened them from the police and nobody called out.


He caught up with her. The immediate cover was sparse, mostly leafless silver birch; Nikolai was expecting a shout at any moment, and he ran hunched as if he anticipated it coming as an actual physical blow between the shoulders. When he stumbled and slowed, he felt Alina’s steadying hand on his arm. She was surprisingly strong, and she hustled him forward a little faster than he felt able to run.


They climbed. The tracks seemed a long way behind them now. One moment when Nikolai lost his footing, he almost brought Alina down with him. When finally they came to a stop they were both breathing hard, the cold air feeling like broken glass in Nikolai’s lungs, but he forced himself to keep it under control so that he could look back down the trail and listen. The early-morning air was still, a silence broken only by the occasional rustling of tree branches shedding their snow.


But then, after a few moments, they were rewarded by the sound that they most wanted to hear.


The train was leaving. Without them.


Nikolai said, “Why do I get the feeling there’s something you haven’t been telling me?”


“There’s a lot I haven’t been telling you,” Alina said. “Mostly for your own protection.”


“Who’s Pavel?”


She looked at him, her breath feathering in the cold air. Her face was a hard, perfect mask; the face of a stranger, her grey eyes like chips of slate in the light of dawn.


“He’s the man I’ve been living with,” she said.


For Nikolai, it was as if the ground had dropped away beneath him. But then before either of them could say anything more, they were stopped by the sound of a distant whistle as it cut through the air.


Just the cry of a bird, Nikolai wanted to say, but he couldn’t bring himself to believe it. Alina took the lead and said, “They guessed. They left someone behind.”


Another whistle answered, from some way further down the ridge. This one was more distant, less expert.


It was definitely no bird.


Alina faced him again.


“Listen, Nikolai,” she said. “I’d have abandoned you anyway, once we got to England. You could never be happy with me, and I’d hurt you in the end. I’ve used you, and I’m sorry. But I can’t let them take me back. I’ll die before that happens.”


“We can still make it,” he insisted.


“Perhaps you can,” she said. “Be happy, Nikolai.”


And she gave him a hard shove, much harder than he would have expected, sending him on his way and nearly pushing him off his balance on the slippery path.


By the time that he’d recovered enough to protest again, she’d gone.




II.


THE KINDNESS OF STRANGERS




TWO


BY NIGHTFALL, Pete had made it as far as a window seat in a motorway services cafeteria overlooking three lanes of northbound traffic. He could feel that he needed a shave, and his dark suit now looked and felt as if a family of dogs had been using it for a bed. Wayne had told him the previous night that he’d had the appearance of someone who’d just emerged from prison, but Pete now reckoned that he looked more like somebody who was heading for one. The worst of the day was behind him; before him on the table were a cup, the remains of a sandwich, and the key that Mike had given to him.


He’d an address to go with it, for some place that he knew nothing about. Mike was in the property business—buying, leasing, renting, renovating—and when Pete needed a night somewhere, a call to Mike would get him into whichever property happened to be unoccupied at the time. Pete didn’t know exactly what his brother’s business entailed, but it enabled him to run three cars and to spend two months of the year in an apartment in the Canary Islands.


Their mother had always said that Mike was the worker, Pete the dreamer; but Mike’s true knack was in living well on someone else’s labour, while Pete’s dreams had more or less played themselves out in an adolescence of fast cars and Marvel Comics.


The cars had given him a few saleable skills, the comic books he’d sold off to a market trader a long time ago. The old girl had been proud of Mike, but she’d worried for Pete; he’d been irritated by her constant concern, but he realised now what it represented. He missed the feeling already. He wondered if there would ever be anyone who’d worry for him again.


Family funerals. The only bright thing about them was that, unlike at weddings, the family didn’t tend to end up fighting.


Pete glanced around. The cafeteria was quiet at this time of the evening, the empty tables around him uncleared and one whole section across the way roped-off and unlit. There were a few people down the far end, but not many. Airport traffic, at a guess; the airport was only ten miles on and they had the look of late arrivals heading for homes with empty refrigerators. Some had ski tans, others were in loud shirts from some tropical beach. Beyond them, a young woman in a mid-length coat stood reading the menu.


He lowered his eyes, and looked at the key.


It wasn’t like a guarantee of a four-star hotel, or anything. For all that he knew, Mike was probably expecting him to camp out amongst dust sheets and bags of plaster. It’s costing you nothing, the logic would go, you ought to be grateful. Pete’s brother could make a personal favour seem like a tip to the bellboy. He was tempted simply to press on, see if he could make it back to the valley by morning; the Zodiac was still giving him problems, and this way he wouldn’t have to cope with a cold engine after a night in the open.


Turning the key around on the tabletop had made a faint pattern in spilled sugar. Strange, how he felt more attached to the valley than he did to the place where he’d been raised. But then, the old town and its suburbs were barely recognisable now. New roads, new buildings, a shopping centre that was down-at-heel less than five years after it had opened. He dusted off the key, and pocketed it. Then he glanced out at the endless river of lights that he was soon to rejoin.


A wraith stood at his shoulder.


It was a trick of reflection, of course, but still it startled him. He turned to face the woman who stood by his table, and the shell of darkness became filled-out and real.


“Excuse me,” she said. “Do you have a car?”


At a distance she’d hardly appeared to be more than a girl, but now he could see that she was probably closer to his own age. Her face was clear and hardly lined, but her grey eyes had a depth that could only have been earned. And she had a trace of an accent—not one that he could immediately identify, but enough to transform a simple question into something strange and unexpected.


“Yes,” Pete said, guardedly; given the location, he could hardly say anything else.


“And you’re alone?”


“I suppose I am.” He was looking her over as he said it, half-aware of what was coming. His usual response to roadside hitch-hikers was the same as that of ninety-nine per cent of the population, which was to zip on by, feel bad for a while, and then forget all about it. But this kind of approach was different. For one thing, it was personal. And Pete, when it came down to it, knew that he was your basic and average Nice Guy; couldn’t help it, that was the way he’d always been.


What the hell, she seemed okay. Sane, clean, and probably decent company. Maybe she could even help him to stay awake.


“Can I have a ride?” she said.


“You don’t even know where I’m going.”


“It doesn’t matter.”


And then she smiled; and Pete’s momentary suspicion faded, like a drowned sailor returning to the deep.


THEY WALKED out through the big glass doors and into the night. The parking area was well-lit and, like the cafeteria, almost empty; there were a couple of dozen vehicles in the bays before them, but beyond these lay an acreage of line-marked space running all the way out to the landscaped boundary hill and the trees. Motorway noise was a continuous background drone, the sodium-glow buzz of the airport just over the horizon. Pete led the way across the paved area and onto the asphalt.


The Zodiac stood alone. It was as if the cars on either side had waited until nobody was looking and then quietly rolled away.


“This is it,” he said when they were close enough for it to be obvious which one he was talking about. “Want to change your mind?”


She didn’t even take time to think it over. “No,” she said. “Is it American?”


“No,” he said, unlocking the door. “It’s the kind of car they’re usually talking about when they say how they don’t make ’em like that anymore. This is just before they cross themselves and say, Thank God. Any luggage?”


“Just this,” she said, showing the yellow carrier bag that she’d brought out with her. “Where are we going?”


“You really don’t care?”


“I’m touring around. I haven’t decided where I’m going to settle, yet.”


Well, it was probably none of his business, but it struck him as a risky thing to be doing. There were some pretty weird people around, and at this time of night they came into their own. But what was it to him? She was over twenty-one, and at least with him she’d be safe for a couple of hours. He checked all the doors, and then he got in beside her. She was all ready to go, hands folded in her lap.


The Zodiac played for sympathy a little, but started anyway. Without looking at the woman, Pete said, “Where are you from?”


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said.


“Try me.”


There was no reply for a moment, and when Pete glanced up from switching on the headlights he saw that she was looking across at him with an expression that he couldn’t make out in the half-shadows of the car. It might have been mischief, but it looked like something more.


“I’m Russian,” she said. “I came here tonight on a stolen passport. I think they may have caught the boy I was with, but I carried on.”


She watched him for a few seconds longer, until he was the one who turned away.


“Sure,” Pete said as they rolled forward and he swung the car around toward the motorway slip road.


He could take a hint as well as anyone.




THREE


ABOUT AN hour later, he was saying, “You were telling me the truth, weren’t you?”


Motorway lighting had given the night journey a sense of unreality. They hadn’t covered many miles, mainly due to a mistaken choice of exit that had taken them out of their way on the wrong side of town. So much for his ability to make it home without a map; even on roads that he was supposed to know, he was no better than a stranger. He and his passenger had talked about a number of things along the way, but the topic of her background wasn’t among them.


Perhaps that was it, the way that she’d said it and then said nothing more.


I’m a Russian. I came here tonight on a stolen passport.


Could such things happen?


They could, and they did; sometimes in full colour on the six o’clock news, but never in a way that seemed to intersect with Pete’s life in any meaningful sense. To anyone who lived in the West, Cold War Russia was a mythical empire, a vast enigma. You knew it through spy movies, if you knew it at all.


She wasn’t particularly remarkable. Different, but not remarkable. You could lose her in a crowd without too much problem.


I think they caught the boy I was with, but I carried on.


Belief had been simmering in him for some time now, and it seemed that this was the moment that it had chosen to boil over.


They were off the motorway network and it was starting to get late, but Pete had an instinct for seeking out the low-life places that traded outside normal hours. The café was one of a row of old shops, and the parking area behind the row was a

demolition site that had been bulldozed flat and now served as rough standing for heavy lorries. The two of them had picked their way over bricks and glass and half-buried timbers. Some of the original street layout of the site was still visible, but only just. The extractor fans over the back yard of the cafe were working full-time, pumping out a steam that carried with it the scents of hot fat and bacon.


In the doorway, they stopped. And in response to his question she said, “You think these things don’t happen?”


“Not to people I know.”


And then she smiled faintly, as if it really didn’t matter whether he believed her or not, because nothing would alter the facts.


And she said, “Well, here’s your first,” and then they went on inside.


She was the only woman in the place. Few of the tables matched each other, and none of the chairs did; the floor was bare and the tablecloths were chequered plastic, and some driver with a deep reverence for Willie Nelson had spent all of his spare change at the jukebox. There were three pinball machines, and when Pete had placed their order he showed her how to play. The pinball table was old, its glass split and some of its bulbs dead, probably edged out of some arcade by newer and flashier video games. He tried to see this ordinary, common place and this broken-down machine through her eyes. But he didn’t know how.


He said, “What are you going to do?”


She shrugged, her eyes on the silver ball as it made its rounds of the table and ran up almost a thousand points in a frenzied dalliance with the bonus section. The lights flashed and the bells rang, and the silver ball made a quick exit down the left-hand side of the layout where the flippers couldn’t reach.


“Do you know anyone?” he said. “Have you got anywhere to go?”


Again, she didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.


“Any money?”


“More than seventy pounds.”


“It won’t last.”


“I know. But I’m feeling lucky.”


Her last ball shot around the table and dropped out of sight with a zero score.


Their order came up, and they moved across to a table in the window. A red neon sign hung against the glass, and its backglow was like the rays of a sunset. He hadn’t had much of a chance to study her, not in the short time that they’d been on the road, but he’d started to catch up during the game and he carried on with it now. Even in the soft red light she seemed tired, a mechanism of some elegance and delicacy that was being pushed too far.
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