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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.







 


‘Wandering between two worlds, one dead,
The other powerless to be born …’


Matthew Arnold
Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse





1



Haven




I recognized the place a good twenty minutes before we set eyes on it. The wind dropped soon after we left the abandoned village and, as the snow veils thinned, wisping away to disclose the low hills to the north, I paused. Margaret who was following a pace or two behind me, looked up. ‘What is it, Cal?’


Slowly I shook my head. ‘Maybe …’ I muttered. And at that moment the clouds drew apart and the sun elbowed its way through. At once everything clicked into focus. I knew.


I glanced round at Margaret and caught that tell-tale flicker in her grey eyes which said, far more clearly than any words could have done, ‘Please, God, let him be right.’ I grinned, pulled off my left mitt and felt inside the slit pocket of my anorak for the map. As I bent to examine it a sprinkling of fine snow cascaded from my fur cap and blotted out the grid. It seemed an inauspicious sort of omen. I blew the snow away and laid my finger on the point on the chart which approximated to where we were, moved it across to the pale fawn area which denoted the hills and then began circling slowly westward. Margaret’s fur-capped head bent beside mine and the barrel of the 22 repeater she was carrying nudged my shoulder. My roving finger came to rest on a tiny patch of blue among a group of stylized cartographic trees. Margaret peered down. ‘M-o-y-n-e,’ she spelled out. ‘Does it mean anything to you?’


‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘But there’s nowhere else within range.’ As I spoke the sunlight paled abruptly. A breeze sprang up, the familiar snow clouds thickened and the hills withdrew. I folded the map, thrust it back into my pocket and fumbled my hand into its glove. Easing the straps of my rucksack on my shoulders I looked around. ‘There should be a drive off to the left somewhere,’ I said. ‘Probably beyond those trees.’


‘Cal …?’


‘Um?’


‘What if it’s … if you’re …?’


I helped her over the verbal threshold. ‘If I’m wrong, you mean?’


She nodded.


‘Well, it won’t be the first time, Skeet. If I am we’ll just have to push on further north.’ I patted her arm clumsily with my muffled hand. ‘But I don’t think I am wrong. Not this time. Maybe it’s not Moyne, but it’s round here somewhere. I’ll bet my life on it.’ I grinned at her and she smiled back, a little tremulously, nibbling at the luxury of hope.


I took a firm grip on the five foot blackthorn which I used for plumbing the drifts and, as I did so, an odd thought struck me. ‘I do believe it’s my birthday, Skeet. June the fifth.’


‘Is it?’


‘Well, it’s June all right. They told me that at Peterborough. And that was four days ago. Hey, I must be forty-five! I never thought I’d make it.’


A few flakes of snow shaken from the low apron of cloud drifted past my shoulder.


‘Come on,’ said Margaret. ‘We don’t want to get caught out here in a blizzard.’


As we plodded off up the track beside the tumbledown wall I was assailed by a poignant memory of the last time I had been in this region of England all of fifteen years before. Mad summer 83! I recalled the great blue mounds of slumbering trees; bone-white corn quivering in the liquid heat haze; the scent of crushed wild peppermint flowers along a river bank where Laura and I had stopped to picnic; and it was all as remote and unbelievable as the Arabian Nights. I found my eyes were searching the snow-bandaged twigs of a thorn bush for signs of buds and I actually found some. Perhaps the nightmare would end and the world would come back to its senses again. But even as I toyed with my daydream I knew it for what it was. Whatever the future held for us it was not the past. Too much had altered.


We found the turn-off more or less where I was expecting it. Snow had drifted like a petrified wave against the long white gate so that only the top bar and the curved bracing post were visible. I ploughed my way forward and probed with my stick till I struck a buried chain. Plunging my arm down into the drift I felt the solid weight of a padlock. ‘Over the top, Skeet,’ I said.


She handed me her rifle, clambered on top of the gate and dropped on to the other side. I passed the gun back to her and watched her wade forward through the drift and out on to the track beyond. As she stamped to rid herself of the clinging snow a dog howled in the distance. Hardly had the sound registered on my ears before I caught the purposeful click-click as Margaret worked a shell out of the magazine. Using the bars of the gate as ladder-rungs I heaved myself over and forged along her wake through the drift. I reached her just as another anguished howl rose and fell and rose again to die away at last fitfully in the distance.


Margaret eased off her right mitt and stuffed it into her trousers pocket. ‘Are they after us, do you think?’


‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘More likely to have picked up those pony tracks outside the village. Still, there’s no point in us hanging about longer than we have to.’


‘I thought there weren’t supposed to be any packs this far above the snow-line,’ she said. ‘Do you think they’ve sensed a change in the weather?’


‘Maybe,’ I shrugged. ‘Or maybe they’re homing mutes too.’


I’d meant it as a joke but Margaret didn’t laugh – which wasn’t altogether surprising in the circumstances.


We couldn’t have progressed more than a couple of hundred yards down the drive before we heard the baying again. This time there was no doubt in either of our minds as to what was the probable quarry. Of course we’d both had experience of dogs before but never this far north of London and such stories as we’d heard had seemed to belong to the usual travellers’ Apocrypha. Below the snow-line the packs still tended to keep to a wary distance and to leave men alone. I prayed fervently that the same behavioural pattern applied up here too.


To add to our difficulties it started to snow again – not really heavily, but enough to gather in the horizons of our world to the point where it was difficult to be certain where the tree-line ended and the driveway dipped. I consulted the map again while Margaret screwed up her eyes and peered into the shifting gauze of snowflakes that had been drawn across the track behind us. ‘The drive should drop down on the other side of that hump,’ I said. ‘There’s a stream which feeds the lake coming in from the north west, and there seems to be a bridge marked here. The house is beyond it and round to the right. Can you see anything?’


‘Snow,’ she muttered.


I thrust the map back into my pocket, seized my stick and crunched on through the folded drifts. Twice I stumbled over branches that earlier storms had torn from the wayside trees and then buried from sight. Beyond the crest of the hump where the prevailing wind had scoured the snow from the exposed slope, we found the going was easier. We broke into a lumbering jog-trot which carried us round a slow, right-hand bend through what appeared to be a rhododendron shrubbery and there, just as I had known it would be, was the lake and the bridge and the house.


I stood for a moment peering at it while my panted breath plumed up like smoke. ‘Pilgrim’s rest, Skeet,’ I grunted, and the words were still hovering frozen in the air when a chorus of savage yelping spilled over the ridge-crest at our backs.


‘Run!’ cried Margaret. ‘Get to the bridge! They won’t risk it in the open.’


We plunged off down the slope, our loaded packs thumping into our backs, and gained the bridge just as the gaunt leader of the pack bounded into sight down the drive. Margaret dropped to one knee and fired. The crack of the rifle was flung back sharp and distinct from the blank front of the house. She pumped the magazine and fired again. I saw the leader leap into the air, execute a sort of crazy pirouette on his hind legs, and then vanish into the shrubbery. ‘You got him!’ I exulted.


‘No. Look there!’ Margaret gestured with the rifle barrel and I now saw the dog racing low among the frozen bushes in a wide, looping circle to our left. Margaret fired twice more then stood up and pointed to the house. ‘They’ve guessed where we’re heading,’ she said grimly. ‘Come on, Cal.’


At the instant she spoke I time-tripped – did what in the dear distant days we would have called experiencing ‘déjà vu’. Had the moment not been quite so urgent I might have tried feeling my way along the filament to find where it led, but as it was I had to content myself with the reality within reality of the instant of Margaret’s outflung arm and the whiff of gunsmoke and the aching whiteness of the interminable snows. So that moment joined my previous glimpse of the sun-sculpted hills as just another strand of the elusive web that had drawn us here, and, as I stumbled forwards beside her up to the house, I had the weirdest feeling that I was fugitive in limbo fleeing between two worlds, one dead, the other powerless to be born.


Margaret, as usual, sensed what had happened. ‘You got it too?’ I panted.


She nodded. ‘Where does it lead?’


I shook my head and then, suddenly, I was running full tilt into it. ‘Blood on the snow!’ I gasped. ‘Look out, Skeet!’


‘When, Cal? When?’


My boots felt as though they were shod with lead. Ahead of me the frozen eyebrows frowning above the windows seemed to jig up and down over their blank glazing. Ridiculously, hysterically, I heard myself laughing at the enormous effrontery of her question, laughing so much that the tears sluiced across my eyes and the ancient stonework of the façade before me became both real and insubstantial at the same time. I had been running over this snow for a million million years while the molten universe was poured from the crucible of Time. It was all there for my grasping—


‘Look out!’


Dimly I sensed the force driving towards me, hurtling out of a different time, its primitive hunger-energy preceding it like a shock-wave, and I had half turned to meet it, thrusting out my stick to fend it off when, with a roar like a small cannon exploding, the leaping dog arched up into the air and dropped – its spine smashed and its belly blasted to shreds – five paces from where I stood. All the tangled time-strands unravelled themselves again and went their whispering separate ways.


I stared down at the blood and the mess and even noted dully that the dog was in fact a bitch. I raised my eyes and saw a young girl in a tattered sheepskin coat step out from beneath the brick archway at the end of the house. Without saying a word she broke open the huge double-barrelled shotgun she was holding, pulled out the spent cartridge, dropped it in the snow at her feet and then, deliberately, pushed another into the breech, snapped the gun shut and stood staring at us. I spread my hands to show I was unarmed and then pointed to the shattered carcass of the dog. ‘Thank you,’ I said feebly.


Who are you?’


‘I’m Calvin Johnson,’ I replied. ‘She’s Margaret – “Skeet” to her friends.’


‘Margaret what?’


‘Hardy,’ said Margaret. ‘Is it important?’


‘Are you robbers?’


The archaic word seemed singularly appropriate to the setting. I smiled and shook my head. ‘We’ve got our own food. But we’d be grateful for some shelter and a warm at your fire.’


For a moment I thought she was going to refuse but finally she nodded. ‘You’d better gut that and bring it in,’ she said motioning with her chin towards the dead dog. ‘We won’t get rid of the rest of the pack till it’s gone.’


Very conscious of her eyes upon me I looked down at the carcass and wondered where to begin. I dumped my pack in the snow, slipped off my mitts and drew my knife from its sheath. Squatting down I prodded gingerly at the toast-rack of gaunt ribs then, giving a mental shrug, I jabbed the knife point through the pinky-grey skin and sawed my way down the lacerated belly. Coiled entrails and gobbets of saffron-yellow fat spilled through the gash and steamed in the frosty air. Averting my face I plunged my hand into the gruesome cavern, scraped around with the knife and scooped out anything that seemed willing to come. Then, lurching to my feet, I caught hold of the carcass by the hind legs and dragged it across to where the girl was standing. Margaret picked up my pack and my stick and followed me.


The girl led the way through the arch, along a paved pathway treacherous with trodden ice, into a stable courtyard. This she crossed and unbolted one of the doors. ‘Hang it in here,’ she said, thrusting the door open.


I peered in to what had once been a tack room and saw the carcass of a red deer hanging head down from a vicious hook in a wooden beam. ‘Did you shoot that too?’ I asked.


She shook her head. ‘Tony got it five days ago down in the valley.’


I noticed how the deer had been suspended by its tendons and I had the presence of mind to slit the dog’s hind leg likewise. Then, assisted by Margaret, I succeeded in hanging the carcass. It swung gently back and forth. A single drop of dark blood plopped from its muzzle on to the bricks beneath.


‘All passion spent,’ I muttered.


The girl frowned and gave me a thoughtful sideways glance of her brown eyes. ‘What does that mean?’


‘It’s a quotation,’ I grinned. ‘From Samson Agonistes. A poem.’


She looked at me again and then at Margaret. ‘Is he yours?’ she asked.


Margaret cocked her head on one side and eyed me ironically. ‘Are you, Cal?’


I glanced down at my right hand and noted with a spasm of disgust that black blood was congealing between my fingers. ‘Is there somewhere I can get cleaned up?’ I asked the girl.


She nodded and led the way back into the courtyard. I scooped up my rucksack and followed her. As she slammed the door hard behind her, walloping the bolts home and thumping them down firmly, she said: ‘If we don’t do that the dogs can drag them open. Listen!’


She held up a finger and we caught the yelping and snarling as the rest of the pack fought over the tripes of their lost leader. I shivered violently. ‘It’ll have taught them a lesson,’ she shrugged. ‘They’ll clean it up so’s you’ll never know it happened. Then, with luck, they’ll keep away for a couple of months.’


‘How did you come to be standing there with your gun?’ I asked.


She tilted her chin at Margaret. ‘I heard her shooting. It’s over two years since we saw anyone we don’t know.’


‘Well, you aren’t exactly what you’d call on the beaten track, are you?’


‘Is there a beaten track any more?’


‘There’s a weather station at Peterborough still operating,’ I said, ‘and another at Cambridge. Otherwise it’s all more or less south of London now. I doubt if you’d find more than a couple of thousand people between here and Manchester.’


She nodded. ‘Two summers ago a helicopter came and landed out in the front. They’d seen Spencer and Tony working in the garden. They told us we should move south – that the government wouldn’t consider themselves responsible for us if we stayed. They were the last strangers I’d seen till you came.’


She led the way up to the back door and kicked her boots against the wall to free them of snow. Margaret and I followed her example. ‘You still haven’t told us your name,’ I said.


‘It’s Elizabeth – Elizabeth Toombes.’ She had her hand on the wrought-iron ring of the latch and, as she said this, she turned and looked at us again. ‘You really aren’t robbers, are you?’


‘Do we look like it?’ smiled Margaret.


‘I don’t know. I’ve never seen any.’


‘Well, we’re not,’ I said. ‘But I don’t see how we can prove it.’


‘What are you then?’


She would have to know sooner or later and it was probably better that she should know now. I pulled off my fur cap and slapped it against my knee. Then, making the words sound as casual as I possibly could, I said: ‘She’s a Zeta and I’m – well, I’m a sort of Zeta too.’


Elizabeth’s ‘Oh,’ was so absolutely non-committal that I confess I was taken aback, though in retrospect I find I cannot recall what I was expecting her reaction to be. There was something here which didn’t fit. I wondered how old she was. ‘You’ve met others then?’ I asked.


She nodded. ‘Spencer was one.’


‘Was?’


‘He went away last year. He had to. Tony thinks he’s been killed, but I’m sure he’ll come back again one day.’


The heavy door groaned as she pushed it open and led the way into a brick-tiled passage. I clacked the latch down behind me and followed Margaret along the corridor into a long, low, whitewashed room. It was lit by three mullioned windows and warmed by a log fire which flickered in a huge inglenook fireplace. As soon as I set eyes on the place I knew that our journey really was over – ‘port after stormie seas’. We were where we had to be, just as, no doubt, Spencer was where he had to be. But I suspect that only a genuine DD can appreciate that extraordinary sense of ‘completeness’ that invests us when we find our ordained haven. In part it is, no doubt, a relaxation of mental tension – a lifting of the burden – but only in part. There is, above all, an awareness of total satisfaction, almost as though you are a compass needle which no longer needs to seek for the north – point east, west, or south, all are now one.


I hefted my rucksack on to the huge oak table, drew in an enormous breath and smiled at Margaret. ‘We made it, Skeet.’


As she nodded I caught a memory picture from her of us both setting out from Provence twelve long months ago, climbing to the top of the hill behind Fontveille and gazing around us while we waited for something to direct our feet on to the trail which was eventually to lead us here. I saw the glint of tears in her eyes and, at that moment, it wouldn’t have surprised me in the least to find some in my own.


Elizabeth broke open her gun, extracted the cartridges and slipped them into the pocket of her coat. Then she replaced the gun in the wooden rack and turned towards me. ‘You wanted to wash?’


‘Please.’


She shrugged off her coat and looped it from a peg beside the gun rack. Underneath she was wearing a faded and patched Fair Isle sweater and corduroy trousers. She was as slim as a boy. It occurred to me then that she must have been one of the very last of the Twilight generation and yet I wasn’t contacting her at all. It just didn’t make sense. ‘Bring the kettle,’ she said and nodded towards the hearth.


I walked across to the fireplace and unhooked the black iron kettle that was hanging from a chain above the logs. Margaret squatted down and held out her hands to the flames. ‘Coming, Skeet?’


Perhaps she didn’t hear me, certainly she made no sign that she had, so I left her there and followed Elizabeth down the passage into a scullery where a pump stood at the end of a stone sink. ‘What luxury,’ I said. ‘Does it work?’


‘Oh, yes. There’s a well right under the house.’ She seized the handle and cranked it rapidly up and down half a dozen times. Water began to trickle then to gush from the lead spout. She stopped pumping and pushed a scarlet plastic basin under the flow.


‘Hey, is that soap?’


She smiled, I think for the first time since we’d met. ‘Are you surprised?’


The truth was that I was and I wasn’t, but since she obviously wished me to be I said: ‘Who wouldn’t be?’


‘We’ve got boxes of it down in the cellars,’ she said. ‘The Captain laid it down right at the beginning.’ Then, perhaps realizing that she was being unwise in confiding so much to a stranger, she said: ‘Pour the kettle in here.’


I tilted the spout obediently and the steam billowed up from the plunging jet and misted the windows above the sink. ‘There’s a towel behind the door,’ she said. ‘Don’t tip the water out when you’ve finished in case she wants to use it.’


I nodded, set the kettle down in the sink beside the basin and unzipped my anorak. As she moved away to the door and was about to go out I called: ‘You were expecting us, weren’t you, Elizabeth?’


She glanced back, regarded me sombrely and said nothing.


‘Well, you must have been expecting someone.’


Not a solitary tremor could I detect.


I tried again. ‘Did Spencer—?’


‘No.’


‘Yet you were,’ I insisted. ‘You had to be. Because of the dog.’


‘The dog?’


‘The pattern was there,’ I said. ‘As strong as death. Skeet and I both got it. Was it really just hearing her shots that brought you out?’


‘Does it matter?’


‘How long had you been waiting there?’


She shrugged, so small a movement that I all but missed it.


‘You were waiting though.’


‘And if I was?’


What was it that was making her so wary? Surely she must know that we couldn’t harm her. Besides, not only was I picking up no trace of fear from her, I was picking up absolutely nothing at all. ‘We’ve been a long time getting here,’ I said.


She was dusked by the shadow of the open door, a slender shadow against the whitewashed wall behind her. ‘What happens will happen,’ she murmured. ‘Your water’s getting cold.’


The shadow was gone. I paused just long enough to be certain she was not there then stripped off my layers of woollen jumper, my shirt and my vest, and began sluicing myself over the ancient sink.


When I had dried myself I dragged my clothes on again and examined my reflection in the mirror which I found tucked in behind the pump. The hairy features regarded me dubiously. I fingered the crowfeet at the corners of my eyes and even had the effrontery to grin at myself. ‘Forty-five,’ I grunted, ‘give or take a week either side. Could be worse, I suppose.’


I tidied myself up as best I could, replaced the towel, and took a final glance round the scullery. It was old-fashioned to a degree but even so the pump was by no means a museum piece – in fact it bore the name of a well-known engineering firm. Similarly the copper looked as though it might have come straight out of a folk museum yet the brickwork and the metal flue were obviously modem. Whoever had installed them had known what he was about: forget the frills and concentrate on the essentials. I found myself becoming more and more intrigued by Moyne.


I returned to the kitchen to find Margaret and Elizabeth sitting side by side on one of the inglenook benches. By the way they both glanced up as I entered I guessed they had been talking about me. ‘I feel a new man,’ I grinned. ‘There’s still some water left, Skeet, if you want it.’


‘I suppose I’d better,’ she said, ‘otherwise you’ll be making snide remarks.’ She stepped down from the hearth, picked up her rucksack and went out.


I slotted myself into the seat opposite Elizabeth and presented my palms to the blaze. All at once I felt as gauche and shy as a thirteen year old. I glanced across at her and saw the tiny reflected flame tongues whispering deep in her eyes. ‘Tell me something about the Captain,’ I said.


She lifted her head slightly. ‘He’s dead.’


I nodded. ‘A long time ago?’


‘Three years.’


‘How did it happen?’


‘He just died,’ she said. ‘His heart stopped beating.’


‘Was he very old?’


‘Nearly seventy. We were out chopping wood. He just dropped the axe and sat down in the snow. By the time Spencer got there he was dead.’


‘And how old were you then, Elizabeth?’


‘Twelve.’


‘You were born in 83?’


‘84. In the blizzard.’


‘February?’


She smiled. ‘Are you hoping I’ll say March?’


I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. After all it’s a human failing, isn’t it? Have you lived here on your own since he died?’


‘With Tony – he’s my cousin. And with Spencer too, till he went away.’


‘And where’s Tony?’


‘He’s gone to Grantham.’


‘On foot?’


She laughed. ‘Good Lord, no! He’s taken the tractor and sledge. He’ll be back tomorrow.’


‘He’ll be surprised to see us.’


‘He’ll be glad. Ever since Spencer went he’s been moody. If it hadn’t been for me he’d have gone south long ago.’


‘And you wouldn’t?’


She shook her head. ‘What for?’


‘Well, don’t you ever feel like sunbathing?’


‘Oh, but we get the sun here too. Three years ago I was brown all over. I hardly knew myself.’


‘But don’t you want to meet other people?’


‘I’ve met people.’


‘How many?’


‘Are numbers so important?’


‘No,’ I said, ‘they’re not important at all.’


‘Well then?’


She was right, of course, but I needed to justify myself. ‘Experience can be valuable too, you know.’


‘Do you think I need to go south to find that out?’ she said. ‘I’m not afraid of the dark.’


I recognized the authentic voice of the Twilight generation when I heard it and, as always, it left me feeling at a total loss. She was speaking to me across the apocalyptic gulf, reassuring me, offering herself as evidence. I knew I would never wholly understand her because I would always have to question what she could accept. At that moment I swear I could have believed that our ages were reversed.


As though she knew what was passing through my mind she chose that moment to stand up. Stepping down from the hearth she said: ‘Would you like to see over the rest of the house?’


‘Do you still use it?’


‘Some of it. I’ll show you.’


She opened the other door and led the way down a corridor into a panelled hall from which an oak staircase climbed by three equal stages to a landing above. ‘This is the library,’ she announced, thrusting open a door. ‘We don’t use it in the winter – that’s why it smells stuffy. In the summer I sometimes open those windows and sit in that seat.’


I glanced along the stacked shelves. ‘Were these all the Captain’s?’


She nodded.


I peered at some of the titles. ‘What was he? A meteorologist?’


‘What’s that?’


‘A weather expert.’


She shrugged. ‘He was a bit of everything, I think. ‘There’s a whole lot more books in the sitting-room. And upstairs. He kept scrapbooks too. Look.’ She walked across to a revolving bookcase, heaved it round and pointed to a file of leather-bound ledgers on the bottom shelf. ‘There’s one for each year up to 87. After that he just kept a diary.’


‘Have you looked at these?’


‘Some of them. I prefer the novels and poetry. They’re in the sitting-room. ‘Through here.’


She pushed open another door and led me into a second long, beautifully proportioned room which, like the study, looked out across the sloping snowfield to the lake and the bridge. There was a piano standing in one corner. The whole place had a lived-in feeling. I walked over to the piano and ran my fingers along the keys. To my surprise it was more or less in tune. ‘Do you play?’ I asked her.


‘A bit,’ she admitted. ‘Spencer taught me. He used to play a lot. He kept it in tune.’


I sat down and began fingering my way hesitantly through Barnyard Blues but gave it up in disgust after a dozen bars.


Elizabeth smiled. ‘It’ll come back with practice. Does Margaret play?’


‘Do you know, I’ve never thought to ask her.’


‘Have you known each other a long time?’


‘On and off a very long time. Years ago I used to teach her.’


‘Teach her what?’


‘English.’


‘Is that what you were?’


‘That’s what I was,’ I confessed. ‘What I still am, I suppose. Insofar as I’m anything.’


‘Do you miss it?’


‘Miss what? Teaching?’


She nodded.


‘No, not very often. Just occasionally I meet someone I’d like to teach, but that doesn’t happen very often nowadays.’


‘Would you like to teach me?’


I laughed. ‘What do you want to learn?’


She frowned. ‘I’m not sure. Well, this, for a start.’ She walked over to an armchair where a book was lying open. She picked it up, turned over a few pages and then read out:


‘… If it were now to die
‘Twere now to be most happy, for I fear
My soul hath her content so absolute
That not another comfort like to this
Succeeds in unknown fate.’


She laid the book down again and looked across at me. ‘Well, go on,’ she said.


I spread my hands. ‘What do you want me to say?’


‘What’s it mean?’ she insisted.


I shrugged. For the life of me I couldn’t see what was bothering her. ‘Well, Othello’s in love with her – with Desdemona. He realizes that such a love as his is impossible – maybe he’s sensed what’s going to happen – so he suggests that to die there and then would be the only way of preserving their love.’


‘He means if he were to die?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Well, why does he say “it”? “If it were now to die”?’


‘That’s just Elizabethan. What he means is “If it were now my fortune to die”.’


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I thought it meant that Desdemona was pregnant and he wanted her to miscarry. It didn’t seem to make much sense.’


She was wholly serious. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t suppose it would.’ I got up from the piano and walked across to the table which was piled with scrolls of paper. ‘What are these?’


‘They’re some of Tony’s drawings. You can look if you want to.’


I unrolled one of the scrolls. It was a pen and ink drawing of a mother giving her baby the breast. It was stylized and had the extraordinary sensuous economy of line that I had seen occasionally in rubbings of Mediaeval church brasses. Even so I recognized the model. ‘That’s very good,’ I said, and unrolled another. I found this contained three nude studies of Elizabeth again drawn with an assurance that normally one would expect to come only from a lifetime’s devoted practice.


‘He says the ones which are finished before the ink’s had time to dry are the best,’ she said and smiled.


I laid the scroll aside and picked up a third. This too was a nude study but surely the record of a dream. Elizabeth was sitting cross-legged, her head bent forward, her long dark hair falling in a screen before her face. Her arms, slim as reeds, were bent, and her hands lay curved like sleeping eyelids around her pregnant womb. I stared at the vision and felt my spirit lurch and recover itself as though it had stumbled on the brink of an appalling precipice. I let the picture roll itself up again and purposely avoided meeting her eyes. ‘They’re beautiful,’ I said. ‘Really beautiful. He has a remarkable talent.’


‘You’ll tell him so, won’t you?’ she said. ‘He needs to be told.’


‘Of course I will.’ I still dared not look at her, yet I was aware of her presence in a way that I find almost impossible to describe, as though I knew that any false move on my part would precipitate an avalanche. Was she what I had been brought here for? I slammed the doors of my mind and resolutely shut her out. ‘It’s surprising how warm it is in here,’ I said.


‘The kitchen fire’s on the other side of this wall,’ she explained. ‘Feel here.’ She walked over to the fireplace in which were lying the dead ashes of a previous fire and laid her hand palm flat against the chimney breast.


I moved across to her, stretched out my arm and placed my hand by hers. ‘As good as central heating,’ I grinned. ‘The man who built this place certainly knew what he was about.’


She nodded. ‘Most of it’s over four hundred years old. This wall’s more than three feet thick.’


As she spoke she moved her hand sideways and, either by accident or design, her fingers touched my wrist. It was as if my palm had become rooted to the stone. I experienced the complete cessation of volition, the ineluctable sensation of total disembodiment which all aberrants will recognize as the prelude to a trip. Only this time there was no trip. The stone wall, the dead ashes in the grate, the faint blue tracery of veins in Elizabeth’s wrist were as real and solid as they had ever been. From a point about a couple of feet above my own left shoulder I seemed to look down on us both, while in some dimension apart I was aware of a furious debate taking place. That it concerned myself and this girl I had no doubt at all, and I was even, in essence, aware of its import, but I was as powerless as any other prisoner to intervene in the deliberations of the jury which was deciding my fate.


It ended as suddenly as it had begun. I heard Elizabeth say: ‘Once the bricks have got thoroughly heated up they stay warm for days. The Captain said that these two rooms and the two above them were built around the main chimney on purpose.’


I turned my head and looked at her, wondering if she could really be unaware of what had happened. For a long moment our eyes met. As she glanced away I saw, heightened by the reflected snowlight, a new pallor in her cheek. At that same moment I heard Margaret calling me. ‘In here, Skeet!’ I shouted.


Elizabeth palmed a wisp of hair back from her forehead. ‘How long will you stay?’


I shrugged. ‘That depends on a lot of things. You for one, apparently.’


Again her brown eyes flickered over my face. ‘Could you go?’


‘I don’t know,’ I admitted. ‘It’s the first time I’ve ever been in this precise situation.’


‘You’re not afraid?’


‘Yes, of course I am.’


‘But of what?’


I heard Margaret’s footsteps crossing the library. ‘Of losing what’s left of my own identity, I suppose.’


Elizabeth’s lips parted in a smile. ‘Maybe you’ll find a better one.’


‘And maybe the weather will improve,’ I grunted.


Why not?’ she laughed. I’m sure we’ll see those dragonflies yet.’
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Briareus Delta


Where does a journey begin? In one very real sense the journey that had brought me to Moyne Hall in June 1999 could be said to have begun some hundred and thirty odd years before, perhaps even, as one historian with an eye for irony was quick to point out, on that breathless evening of 1 May 1851 when Queen Victoria was writing in her diary: ‘God bless my Dearest Country which has shown herself so Great today!’ At the very moment when the gawping crowds were thronging through Paxton’s Crystal Palace marvelling at the man-made miracles of the Industrial Revolution, a cosmic catastrophe was overwhelming a rather insignificant star known to astronomers as Briareus Delta, a body whose misfortune it was to have its mass slightly above that mystical figure the whole world would one day learn to recognize as ‘Chandrasekar’s Limit’.


Such intelligent life-forms as may have existed within the system of which Briareus Delta was the sun would have had little warning of their fate, though no doubt it’s conceivable – supposing such beings did exist – that they might have advanced as far beyond our own puny scientific achievements as we ourselves have passed beyond Australopithecus. Indeed, far further, for it appears fairly certain that Briareus Delta had been progressing along its evolutionary path for some two thousand million years longer than our Sun. Time enough, one might think, for some intelligence to develop which would be capable of anticipating even the transformation of its luminary into a celestial explosion of such brilliance that it would eventually capture the attention of half the galaxy.


Travelling outwards with the speed of light the news of the catastrophe took some six score years to reach our planet and, when it did, it proved a classic example of a nine days’ wonder.


Looking back on it from the vantage point of hindsight it seems remarkable how little impact the Briarian supernova made on the average human consciousness at the time. In an attempt to check whether my memory was at fault I have just been down and consulted Captain Toombes’ scrapbook of 1983. Even allowing for the fact that the event caught the Captain’s interest and that the press-cuttings he harvested reflected this, they seem a fairly representative selection. Briareus Delta was a scientific freak – a sort of celestial Coelacanth – and, with a couple of notable exceptions, Fleet Street seems to have treated it as such. Two extracts will give a fair indication of the type of comment it evoked.


STAR EXPLODES


At 9.15 p.m. GMT a star in the constellation Briareus (The Serpent’s Tongue) suddenly flared up into what the astronomers call a ‘supernova’. From being just an ordinary star Briareus Delta became in the space of two dramatic seconds the most brilliant and beautiful sight in the whole sky. Since the star lies at an enormous distance from the earth it has taken the light 130 years to reach us. Believe it or not what we are seeing today is an event which actually took place when Queen Victoria was on the throne. Such is the brilliance of this new addition to the heavens that it will be clearly visible during the day time providing the sky is clear, but the best viewing will probably be immediately after sunset. If it follows the usual pattern it should begin to fade after about a week and will probably have vanished within ten days. The Post Office Telecommunications Headquarters warn us that there may be some temporary radio and television interference, particularly with satellite programmes.


The second extract reads:


SUPERNOVA DETECTED IN BRIAREUS
(from our scientific correspondent)


An event of the greatest astronomical importance was reported from a number of observatories yesterday evening. This is no less than a supernova in the constellation Briareus. The explosion involved the 2nd magnitude star Briareus Delta and is the first supernova within a range of less than 3,000 light years to have been recorded in human history. Lying at a distance from the Solar System of some 132 light years, Briareus Delta was, until today, regarded as an object of only average astronomical interest and it seems unlikely that the vital initial phases of the explosion will have been recorded photographically. Some idea of the magnitude of the phenomenon can be conveyed by imagining the total mass of our Sun being ejected outwards instantaneously at a speed in the region of 3,000 Km per second. The accompanying radiation may be assumed to be roughly equivalent to 200 million times the normal radiation rate of our Sun and could amount to something approaching 1050 ergs of soft x-rays as well as vast quantities of cosmic and gamma emission. Without wishing to be in any way alarmist, I feel I should be doing less than my duty if I failed to point out that even the minute fraction of this radiation reaching our own earth’s atmosphere could have unforeseen consequences both on the ozone layer and the ionosphere. What can be foreseen with certainty is a hitherto unparalleled display of the aurora borealis; drastic (albeit temporary) interference with our telecommunications; and a new star in the heavens whose majestic effulgence will surely strike awe into the heart of every beholder.


Only Printing House Square could have got away with that ‘majestic effulgence’ – a phrase which must surely have been left over from the eyewitness description of the 1851 illuminations of the Crystal Palace!


It so happened that I in common, no doubt, with several million others – was among the first in England to observe that ‘majestic effulgence’ within seconds of its arrival. At about twenty past nine on the Tuesday evening I switched off the telly and suggested to Laura that we could do worse than saunter down to The Three Foxes for some fresh air and a gin and tonic. Ten minutes later we were strolling pubwards when she suddenly gripped my arm and yelped: ‘Hey, look at that!’


We stood stock still and gaped up into the heavens.


‘It’s a magnesium flare,’ I said. ‘They used to drop them during the war. There must be some sort of RAF exercise.’


‘Well, why isn’t it moving then?’


‘It is. Only slowly. They have parachutes.’


‘But it’s so bright!’ exclaimed Laura. ‘Look at the shadows it’s given us!’


She was quite right. There on the road beside us were two distinct silhouettes. I contemplated them for a moment and then looked up again. The flare was still there, completely outshining every other thing in the sky with its eye-aching bluish-white brilliance.


‘I don’t think it is a flare,’ said Laura. ‘I can’t hear any planes.’


‘Maybe it’s some new sort of satellite,’ I suggested. ‘Made of mirrors or something. I must remember to ask Philip tomorrow.’


Somewhere over the fields towards Chadwick a dog began to howl and, a moment later, half a dozen others had taken up the challenge. I felt a shiver skitter up my backbone and tightened my arm round Laura. ‘That row gives me the creeps,’ I muttered.


We set off again, our shoes clattering briskly on the tarmac sidewalk, and as we came in sight of the A23 and saw the headlights of the Hampton-bound traffic probing along the tops of the hedgerows, I found myself drawing in a deep, reassuring breath.


Outside the pub a group of patrons had gathered with drinks in their hands and were gazing up at the sky. Their faces were ash-pale blobs in the cold brilliance with, here and there, the warm glow of a cigarette. As we came closer I recognized one or two I knew by sight. ‘Any idea what it is?’ I asked.


‘Some sort of exploding star,’ said a voice I couldn’t identify. ‘There was a news flash on Radio One a couple of minutes ago.’


‘You see,’ said Laura. ‘I told you it wasn’t a flare.’


‘Rum sort of explosion,’ observed an agricultural accent. ‘I never heard nothin’.’


‘Nor would yer, Bob. Tha’s miles away. Millions o’ miles.’


‘Twinkle, twinkle, little star,


How I wonder what you are—’ chanted a girl with blonde hair and then broke off into a self-conscious giggle.


Laura and I made our way into the saloon. Mr Duckam, the proprietor, was serving behind the bar. As I ordered our drinks he asked me if I’d seen ‘it’.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Have you?’


He grinned. ‘I managed to pop out for a shufti. Pretty, isn’t it?’


While we were chatting to him the star-gazers drifted back in. The blonde girl and her companion came up to the bar. ‘Well, I’m Taurus,’ she was saying, ‘so it’s bound to affect me.’


‘That’s a load of cobblers,’ retorted her boy friend. ‘Anyway, I thought it was supposed to happen when you were born.’ He appealed to Laura. ‘Do you believe in that stuff?’


Laura laughed. ‘I read my horoscope in the hairdresser’s, but I never remember what it says.’


‘It just doesn’t stand to reason,’ he complained. ‘I mean to say, how could the stars affect us?’
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