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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.


      






Between the pedestals of Night and Morning,


Between red death and radiant desire


With not one sound of triumph or of warning


Stands the great sentry on the Bridge of Fire …


Flecker, The Bridge of Fire







Too angry to wait for the creaky elevator, I went clattering down the dusty stairs, so fast that I outpaced Dave. I stalked across the little lobby, ignoring the receptionist’s soft-voiced courtesies, and barged straight out into the sunshine before I stopped to take a deep breath. This wasn’t the best idea. Rumour awarded the atmosphere here one of the world’s lowest oxygen counts, and beyond the air-conditioned shade of the shipping offices the sunlight beat down on it with the brassy intensity of a gong. The roar of the city enveloped me, the growl of cars mingled with the deeper cough of the buses, the high-pitched fizz of the little tuk-tuk taxi-rickshaws and the flatulent mopeds. A thousand stinks smote my nostrils: smoke, exhausts, spices, street filth, sweat and all the other stalenesses of humanity. Round here they were pretty considerable, these offices being in a low-rent district not far from the riverside wharves. Just the kind of one-horse outfit who’d normally be falling over themselves for the business of a worldwide agency like ours.


Normally.


I was actually trembling with rage and resentment. I was fed up with this place. I just wanted to walk, to get away to somewhere less hot and stinking and uncooperative. I turned on my heel and plunged away through the counterflowing crowd. A sea of heads hardly reached my shoulder; I had to fight the feeling that I ought to be swimming. But for all the crush and hubbub, the eternal plastic pop blaring from Japanese blasters, there was none of Hong Kong’s earsplitting jabber, nor the barging you’d find in Western crowds. By and large this was a quiet-spoken, courteous people; only their children and their rock bands screeched above the traffic. On the other hand, I became aware of nimble fingers probing my jacket now and again, and was glad I’d zipped away everything in inside pockets. But that was just this part of town. The crush cleared a little, and Dave caught up. ‘All right,’ I said heavily. ‘You told me so. Anywhere else? Or is that the lot?’


‘Nowhere else,’ he said, just as heavily. ‘Look, I only wanted you to see for yourself, that’s all, okay? I’m new in the job, I didn’t want you of all people to think I couldn’t handle it. You’re sort of a hard act to follow –’specially when it’s you I’m reporting to.’


I stormed on, still too angry to appreciate the compliment. Pounding the pavements suited my temper. ‘Damn it, Dave! It’s an everyday deal, this. Just a simple set of consignments to Indonesia, that’s all!’


‘Yeah, so simple nobody wants it.’


‘But in god’s name, why not?’ We skipped back as a string of mopeds ran a light, spattering debris from the gutter, then we plunged across with the human barrier before any more broke through. ‘I mean, we couldn’t make it any bloody easier, could we? One or two shipments at most for any big carrier, but we can feed it through one container at a time if we have to. So how come none of ’em want it? Not the big boys, not the little boys – not the absolute bloody dregs back there! Air, sea, land – no matter how we finagle it, this is the nearest we get. That’s hard enough; but from here it’s just like running into a bloody wall!’ I glared at him. ‘I know damn well just how much pull we used to have around here! So how come you’ve somehow managed to lose it in a week?’


‘That’s unfair,’ said Dave quietly. He flicked his gold-topped Zippo under a cigarette, shielding it between dark fingers, then slid the lighter carefully back into an inner pocket he could fasten. It underlined a point; he was no stranger here, either. ‘Look, I’m slipping shipments through points East all the time, no sweat – as you’d know if you’d read my this month’s sheets. Contracts all nitt and tiddy. Never a bother. It’s just this one. And a pretty penny-ante job at that – or so you say. So why all the fuss? Not doing a little dealing on the side, are we, already? Arms? Nose candy?’


‘For Christ’s sake, Dave! You know damn well I’d never—’I caught the jibe, and reined in my temper. ‘Look, I’m sorry, right? I know you can handle things okay, you’re doing at least as good a job at Contracts as I ever did. That’s why I found it hard to believe you could run into such a foul-up over this one – penny-ante, as you say. Even when you’d flown out personally. So that’s why I came myself.’


‘Yeah. When I couldn’t fix it. And now neither can you. So you might as well spill it. What’s so important about this pipsqueak account, anyhow, that it brings our new assistant managing director out and running?’


‘Well …’


‘Oh, c’mon. I work for you, remember? Why’re you so interested – personally, I mean?’


I shrugged, and jammed my hands hard into the pockets of my light silk suit. ‘Look, it’s nothing like – nothing big, all right? It’s just a favour. A Good Cause one of my political cronies talked me into. Kind of millstone you have to take on now and again, good for street cred. You know! Could be awkward if it flops. Bad PR. That’s all.’


There was a short silence. Only between us; the roar of business as usual in Bangkok, that concrete lump dropped into the belly of Asia, filled in the gap.


‘We’re old mates, remember?’ Dave informed me, reverting to his would-be streetwise manner. He blew a casual jet of smoke back at the street. ‘C’mon, you’re not fooling me, Fisher. I know you – workwise, anyhow. I know just how much trouble you’d take over any given punter – normally, that is. And just how much temper you’d lose, which is not much. This is something you want to go right, and not just because of your precious political buddies, either. Something you care about. And it’s just like you to be embarrassed as hell about that, too.’ He shrugged. ‘Oh, don’t worry. I like that. I like seeing you forget you’re made of wheels and clockwork and cryonic chips, and getting involved with the human race now and again. It suits you.’


As so often with Dave, I was slightly taken aback. ‘Well … I wouldn’t say it like that. Making me out as some kind of altruist or something.’


‘Sure. Could ruin your rep.’


‘Thank you. I mean, this just fell into my lap – at a Rotary do, in fact. Someone suggesting we might be able to help out a foundation they were involved in – friend of a friend, that kind of thing. So I looked into it a bit further, and it sort of … caught my imagination. Barry and I agreed. Right in our field, dead simple, the sort of thing we could pass through in ten minutes before tea, so why not? At cost. No skin off our noses.’


‘So you send a contracts manager jetting halfway round the world, then come chasing after him yourself? Boy, you sure are ruthless. But don’t worry, I won’t spill your secret – if you ever get around to spilling it to me!’


I hesitated. Not because I didn’t want to tell him, but because he’d touched that same old sore point, asking a question I’d been asking myself for some time now. Why was I so interested? Not just because it was a good cause. Every business gets swamped with those and soon learns to be hard-hearted; if we responded to them all we’d be bankrupt in a month, and doing nobody any favours. So why this one, especially? I’d never come up with an answer – unless, as I suspected, it was one particular thing I didn’t want to admit. Not even to myself.


My furious progress was cut short. Even with my eyes closed I’d have baulked at the sudden wall of stench that rose before me, riper even than all the other city stinks put together. Dave wrinkled his nostrils. ‘Wow. Try charging across that crossing and you’d really be in deep –’


The street ended in one of the narrower klongs, the famous city canals that still serve as home, highway, water supply and sanitation – not necessarily in that order – for a chunk of the poorer population. A tour boat raised a churning wake, its cargo of tourists filming the uninhibited behaviour of the dwellers in stilt-borne shacks along the bank; and it said a lot for the dwellers that they didn’t summarily drown the tourists, and even grinned curiously at the all-devouring lenses as they buzzed past. For us, too, they had grins, though they were inclined to stare askance at Dave; Africans were pretty rare in these parts, let alone Oxbridge-accented Africans in raw silk suits. Dave chucked his gilt cigarette-end into the turbid brown water, which swallowed it with a faint greasy belch.


‘Yuk,’ he observed.


‘Yuk it is,’ I agreed. ‘But all the same, that’s what it’s all about, here or anywhere. Water.’


‘You call that water?’


‘To a lot of places it’d be lifeblood. Might even be glad to have it in California, these days. And Bali. You know, the island—’


‘Which just happens to be our consignment destination, right. One more lush tropical paradise I never get sent to.’


‘I haven’t been there either. Not yet. Anyhow, you were born in one.’


‘The Kano suburbs are a tropical paradise? Oi.’


‘Paradise is relative. So is lush. Thing is, Bali’s got little or no water of its own; and that’s what this business is all about. It depends mostly on rainwater flowing down from the central highlands, and there’s none too much of that. Fair shares make the difference between idyll and starvation. It’s been that way for centuries now, so they’ve evolved a pretty sophisticated irrigation system to distribute water – so long it’s become all mixed up with their society, their religion, everything. They have these societies called subaks to govern the community rice paddies, sort of local water-temples with complicated law codes and judge-priests to administer them. It’s democratic, in its way, and it works. So far.’


Dave nodded. ‘We had things like that back home, in some places. Pretty arbitrary, though – the chief or shaman or elders settling disputes under the banyan tree, that kind of thing. Or the District Officer, when you guys took over. This sounds more sophisticated.’


‘It is. Complicated as hell. And Bali’s changing, just like everywhere else.’


‘Tourism booming in the eighties and nineties, sure. Rock stars getting married there, that kind of thing.’


‘That – but not just that. The population’s expanding – better medicine, hygiene, the usual reasons. And whatever the cause, global warming or deforestation or the natural cycle or whatever, the rainfall patterns are definitely altering. For the worse. The subak system’s had its day; the klian subaks, the priests, they can’t cope any more, or soon won’t. A few years back this American college project thought they could get it to hold up by teaching ’em to put the whole damn system on little home computers! But there’s got to be something serious done now, and soon. I can tell you, the central government’s pretty worried. The island’s going to need a whole new system, a couple of desalination plants like they have in the Gulf – and guess what those cost! Plus more efficient collection, storage, distribution, all controlled by a centralised computer network. Maximise the use of every last drop they can get.’


‘The difference between idyll and starvation …’ repeated Dave thoughtfully. ‘Seems like a shame. And how the hell are they going to pay for all that?’


‘Usual channels – World Bank lending, aid from the Gulf States, European Community, a lot of places. But it’s all pretty tight, after the debt crisis; that’s all earmarked for the desalination plants, and they won’t be operational for maybe ten years. They were going to have to muck along with the present irrigation system meanwhile, and that could mean eight or nine crisis years – maybe even hard famine. A hell of a lot of suffering, plus infant mortality, environmental damage, maybe even epidemics. At the very least it’d kill the tourist industry stone-dead, and that means less hard currency, the central government less willing to spend money there – you see the progression?’


‘I do,’ said Dave grimly. He’d grown up in the aftermath of the Nigerian famine; he knew. ‘Anybody doing anything?’


‘They got one of the US college foundations to step in. It set up a project, finagled a bit more public and private funding – good PR. So the Project’s buying the most expensive stuff, the sluice engineering and control systems, in the USA and Europe, and recruiting the manpower; but even there money’s very short. This is an ecologically clean project; big money’s not interested, because there are no massive returns to be made. The islanders will benefit, and the government’s all for it – no political problem involved as far as we can see. Yet it seems that all along the line there’s been trouble.’


Dave cocked his head. ‘Now you tell me?’


I felt slightly abashed. I hadn’t believed it could affect us, that was all. ‘Well, I didn’t fully understand it myself, not at first. All I was told was, the foundation was having a hell of a time shipping their stuff. When I saw what they could afford to pay, that didn’t seem too hard to understand. So we polished up our haloes and said cost or below. And here we are.’


‘Yeah. And we might as well be up to our necks in that damn klong. So it appears you’ve heard a bit more about this mysterious trouble since.’


‘No, it bloody well doesn’t! Just what all our friends and associates here – our usual associates – let drop when they turned us down. Only to me; they don’t know you that well yet. Vague rumbles, worried mutterings; nothing too specific. But each and every one of them effectively stuck the black spot on the whole Project. And you’ve heard nothing else yourself?’


We fetched up at some huts, and absent-mindedly turned down behind them, away from the klong. Dave thought back. ‘Well, now that you mention it … I didn’t even connect it at the time. But old Lee Wang Ji over at Taiwan Star just happened to drop into the conversation that guerrilla trouble on Jawa might be spreading to Bali. He didn’t add anything.’


‘Yes, well, Boonserb at Pacific C did. Hinted the terrorists might have their knives into the Project. But he was shipping right into Jakarta during the last big blow-up a couple of years back – and Sulawesi, too. Never stopped him for a minute. I looked up the Bali incidents, and they were just a couple of bushwhackings, nothing like the same scale. Probably by Javanese fugitives. You’re not telling me that’s the reason!’


We strolled along in silence, thinking deeply. At last Dave stopped and fished for his cigarettes. ‘So the shippers are just looking for excuses. Me with my wicked Third World upbringing, I’d say any block as complete as this has got to be political. Bound to be. Maybe some other governments in the region …’


I felt a great tide of hopelessness surge over me. This was ground I’d been over and over these last few days. ‘Which ones, for god’s sake? What could any of them gain by scuppering this Project? Bali’s about the most peaceful place in Indonesia. Peace, natural beauty, rich farming, good surfing – that’s about the sum total of its resources. No threat to anyone, damn near impossible to invade …’ I sighed, and kicked at the ground. A great fan of dirt showered out. ‘Dave, I don’t know … I’m not just being paranoid, am I?’


‘Well, we both …’ He finished lighting his cigarette, and blew out an irritable blast of expensive smoke. It dawned on us both then; no pavement underfoot. ‘Damn! Just where the hell have we got to?’


We gazed around. Somehow or other the crowded little streets had melted away, and we were standing in some sort of back alley, barren and dirty and unusually empty. The walls around us were a wild assortment. Rows of rotting brown planks, patched with bamboo and rusty corrugated iron, ran right up to elegant old stonework, pitted and cracked. Pastel plasterwork crumbled away from the wall of cheap yellow brick that crowded up against it, shedding its mortar in loose flakes, or absorbed the sordid staining from a cracked downflow pipe, pooling in fetid puddles at its base. A wrought-iron fire-escape sagged drunkenly from windows that seemed to be mostly boards, grinning sharklike with shards of dirty glass. As a child, fascinated, I’d watched windows like that in old half-empty tenements, a strong wind setting the glass teeth chattering with a faint chilly icicle music. Now and again one would work loose and drop with a crash into the sordid lot behind, unregarded by those within. Here they rippled to a softer breeze, like a hot breath on our necks, to a more alien music.


We turned round. Behind us we could dimly see a complex warren of alleys kinking away in all directions, floored with mud and refuse, swimming with pools of accumulated unpleasantness. Dave stared appalled at his elegant brogues. ‘Did we really come stomping through that stuff? Without noticing?’


‘We must have got turned around somehow,’ I remarked, and strode confidently around the next corner. ‘So it must have been …’


I walked straight into a wall of mist. No other word for it; not a cloud, not wisps, just a single sudden wall, the way it looks when you come up against it on a nightbound motorway with too much on the clock and brakes squealing into lock. One minute I was walking in the late afternoon light, the next I was stumbling through obscurity where even sounds rang differently, where refuse piles I’d been carefully avoiding were somehow no longer there. It was warm, clammy, hard to breathe. Even my footfalls sounded different.


‘Dave? You there?’


‘If I knew where there is, I might answer that! I’m sure somewhere.’


‘Can you see anything? What’s underfoot?’


‘Well, dirt … no, wait a minute. Stone?’


‘Remains of one of the older buildings, maybe. And dammit, there’s even a pillar of some sort, I just saw it over there … damn, it’s gone now.’


‘Over where?’


He answered himself by crashing into me. We staggered back against the pillar. What felt like very uneven stonework jabbed into my back. The mist was thinner here, and looking down I saw I was resting on uneven nubs of grey stone, its surface faintly cracked and lichen-encrusted; it was deeply carved, with what looked like hanging foliage. I looked up. Dimly through the whiteness I could see what must be other pillars, tall tapering shadows that seemed to stand alone, supporting nothing more substantial than the coils of mist. I was about to say something when Dave grabbed my arm. He didn’t need to point. Between two of the columns there was now a third shadow, inchoate, changing. It took me a moment to realise it was a human outline, half turning, this way, that way, hunched up as if it was peering about. For an instant it loomed our way, and I found myself silent, short-breathed, desperately hoping it wouldn’t spot us. Then, still in that concentrated half-crouch, it disappeared back into the mist.


If anything it left its feeling behind it. A horrible hunted sensation was growing on me, spreading like chilly lichen. I’d felt something like it once before, a burgeoning unease in my bones – but where? I looked at Dave. There was a grey tinge to his skin as if the mist had got under it. I mouthed Let’s get out of here! and he nodded fervently. Slowly, quietly, keeping a firm grip on each other’s arms, we sidled around the curve of the pillar. Ahead were other pillars, and we hadn’t passed any on our way in; so this ought to be the best bet. If the normal rules applied, that was …


Why had I thought that? When didn’t they apply?


Something was stirring in my memory, something formless as the shadow in the mist. Something that still woke me in the cold chill hours before dawn, confused, in conflict, still spinning on a sparking pinwheel of feelings. Less often, these last few years; but on a night not long ago one girl had put a hand up to my cheek as I sat there, panting. She’d exclaimed, wondering, ‘You’re all sweaty! Like a fever! And …’


Did the silly bitch have to sound so utterly dumbfounded? ‘Steve, you’ve been crying!’


A few years earlier I might have thrown her out on the spot; even then I was tempted. But the strongest feeling in me was loss; only for what? Something definite, but something I struggled against, something I refused to give shape to. My great barn of a flat was in darkness; but in the living room below the gallery that was my bedroom I could see a gleam of light, that just seemed to hang there in the emptiness. I’d got up, padded down the steps past the clothes she’d scattered there – always a bad sign. The light was only the moon, shining through the open window on to the grey Portland stone mantel and the old broadsword I’d hung over it. My designer had shed bitter tears over that; it was right out of place in his glassy post-modernist vision. Most of my guests agreed with him, but I wouldn’t be parted from it. I touched the cool perfection of the blade, like still waters. Impulsively I laid my hot forehead against it, and that seemed to still the confusion. Then I’d mixed up drinks and taken them back to bed. She’d enough sense not to press me, so we’d had a pleasant time making the sun come up – but the darkness of that half-formed dream had lingered. And now, here, I sensed somehow, as with a hint of a long-forgotten scent or flavour, that it was out of that darkness all this had come boiling up.


With the pillar in front of us we hastily backed away, darting looks this way and that as each swirl in the mist threatened us with hidden fears. We’d rounded a corner; so if we went back—


With switching suddenness there was light around us again, the same warm light we’d left, the same soft dirt underfoot, the same compounded stinks. After that formless emptiness they were almost welcome, the stained walls gloriously solid and confining. ‘It’s the alley okay!’ Dave’s grin was a rictus of relief. ‘Now let’s get the hell—’


But as we turned around again, we saw that the alley wasn’t empty any more. A minute ago I’d almost have welcomed company, any company; but these …


They were short compared to me, to Dave even; but there were a lot of them. They were Orientals, but oddly indeterminate, their faces so many scowling masks of light bronze; and even their own mothers might have called them ugly, seamed and scarred and broken-nosed, with gaping gravestone teeth. And their old-fashioned baggy blue pyjamas, bound with heavy black sashes, had an unpleasant hint of uniform about them, ragged and filthy as they looked. So did the long wavy daggers in their hands. Their heads lolled mockingly as they advanced, silently, flicking the blades with expressive, menacing force. Equally silently, Dave and I gave back; I saw the sweat gleam on his face, felt it around my own collar. They came on, steady and relentless, herding us back towards that crucial corner.


‘Can’t you do something?’ hissed Dave, out of the corner of his mouth.


‘Why me?’


‘You, the hotshot leader in the strategy team! Wiped the floor with that Securities team, everyone saying what a fighter you were—’


‘With a bloody paint-ball pistol, yes! I haven’t even got that here!’


‘There’s my lighter! They might think …’


‘Going to offer them a Sobranie? I somehow don’t think a little flame’s going to worry these guys. We’d need a bloody machine gun—’


But even as I said it, the image that sprang to mind wasn’t a gun at all. It was that sword. I could have used that – couldn’t I? In fact, I had. Somehow, somewhere – where the hell had I picked that thing up, anyhow? Down by the docks, wasn’t it? Nearly eight years back …


The docks!


In a summer storm I’d seen a wave arch high over a seawall. It hadn’t looked like much more than spray; but it crashed down on a street of shops and parked cars, and when the water-curtain pulled back it left a shattered chaos in its wake. So memory rose and roared down into my thoughts, spilling tangled images of sea fights and stark terror, of stars and drifting clouds and sails, of sea and fire and the jar of blade on blade, the touch of a woman who burned from within, with hair that rose like smoke. Of once upon a darkling field a swordhilt leaping doglike to my hand. These things had been. Beyond reason, beyond question, they had been. The certainty shone in me, gem-hard and with the same fire at its heart. And out of it, sprouting like a time-lapsed seedling, burgeoned the beginnings of an idea …


With a screeching yell the leading knifeman sprang, flinging his blade up to fall on my throat. Fear takes time – I had none. Instinct flung up my arms in futile self-preservation, but all I felt was anger, furious anger at being interrupted now, of all times, just when I’d suddenly seen what I had to do. The dark fire flared. Now, of all times now, to be distracted, killed even – that couldn’t be. To fight back became an instant, all-consuming need, that sucked me into it like a flooding channel.


The red darkness of oxygen starvation roared in my head, faded to black. A tiny point of light glittered in the blackness behind my eyes, glittered and grew against a swirling dimness, turning in a great slow wheeling motion. A streak of circling light, it sparkled agonisingly against my closed lids, closer, brighter, larger … My eyelids flew open. No time had passed. The knifeman still loomed up in front of me, mouth agape; the knife hung at the top of its sweep, and came slashing down. And into my outstretched palm something slapped with stinging force.


The blow curled my fingers about it; they closed and held, tight. The descending knifeblade clanged against the massive blade I held across my breast, skipped along it and stuck at the hilt. I twisted the heavy blade viciously, tearing the weapon from the wielder’s grasp with a force that whipped him around and dropped him face down into the mud. The knife clattered aside. With a yell I sprang forward, treading on his back, and brought the blade hissing down a hair’s breadth in front of the next knifeman’s flattened snout. It thudded into the mud, kicking up a spray. I tore it free and sprang again, sweeping my way clear with great circling slashes – horribly clumsy, but it made the ancient sword rush and sing like a child. The remaining bandits leaped back, back again, back at every swing till they reached the far end of the alley. Then I yelled aloud and charged at them, and with one massive slashing sweep scattered them into its shadows.


‘Dave?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Run like hell!’


Which he proceeded to do, though he did look back once to be sure I was hard on his heels.


Not for long. He was younger and lighter, and if it hadn’t been for sheer and utter terror I couldn’t have kept up. No doubt fright was winging his feet, too. Certainly it made us both forget we’d no idea where the hell we were running to; any alley without mist and muggers seemed pretty pleasant just then. And I was almost as frightened of the sword in my hand, and of the equally sharp and lethal things that swarmed around in my head. Things I’d made a pretty good job of banishing, all told, these last few years; and yet never had the skill, or maybe the courage, to forget completely. When had I last made it back to the Tavern? Three years, was it? Or four?


Wheezing and panting in the sulphurous humidity, I rounded one more corner – and narrowly missed impaling Dave, who’d stopped stone-dead in my path. This was a gloomy hole, two small side alleys and a dead-end sink of scum and sewage the rickety buildings curved out over, their roof tiles almost touching, as if to hide its shame from the sky. Beneath the arch they made, as the tropical twilight dimmed the sky, the shadows hung in the sweltering air blacker than the coming night. Within those shadows, higher than our heads, something moved.


A mask, one of those processional things you find all over the East – a monstrous animalian face, long-jawed and triangular, that might have been remotely based on some bug-eyed nocturnal tiger. Its colour scheme was more natural than in most Eastern art, lacking the shrieking reds and yellows, a rich shading instead from autumn russet to glossy leaf-green, offset by glistening ivory fangs and its scarlet, lolling tongue; but gold-encrusted ornaments fringed its gaping jaw and sleek silvery mane. It was a rich, amazing sight, and I found myself wondering who in this lousy quarter could have hung out such an expensive-looking, vibrant work of art.


Then the staring eyes narrowed, the jaws spilled slaver and the scarlet tongue lapped it off yellowed leonine teeth. The gilt rustled and jingled as the monstrous head tossed, threateningly. A soft purring snarl throbbed in the air, as disembodied as a lion’s cough and even more alarming. For Dave and myself, still jangling from the mist and the knife attack, this was too much. We yelled with one voice, turned and bolted for our lives. I plunged down the little side alley to the left, feet skidding on decaying garbage and worse, and around a corner stacked with boxes of empty bottles and gaudy food containers. I found myself looking at a wall faced with decaying concrete, blank except for one door, narrow, low and forbiddingly faced with a single sheet of zinc, dented, weatherstained but very, very solid.


I grabbed at the handle; it turned freely, but nothing happened. I hammered my fist on the door; the zinc thudded, but nothing stirred. ‘No use, Dave …’ I panted, and knew even as I looked around that he wasn’t there to hear. The alley was empty behind me, empty and silent save for my own sobbing breath. But beyond, as I listened, I heard distinctly a soft padding step, plashing delicately through the muddy staleness. I was about to call out, when I noticed something about the sound. My jaw clamped shut; the sweat started out in rivulets. Whatever was padding along that way had four legs. Frantically now I battered the door again, kicking it hard enough to mark the zinc and jar flakes of concrete off the surround, clanging on it with my swordhilt. At least I had that. Dave must have run the other way; he’d be all right. Probably. Better it had followed me, I told myself, and turned again, slowly, putting my back to the unyielding door, to face it.


The door opened, outwards, so suddenly it sent me staggering. A hand clamped on my flailing arm, and yanked. Helplessly I lurched into the dark opening, and the door swung to behind me with a solid slamming boom. I was left leaning against it, gasping in darkness; there was the soft dull snick of a key turning, the sharper snap of bolts being shot at foot and head. Then there was silence. I half expected an impact on the metal, or a soft curious scratching; but there was nothing. Then long nails brushed my hand, and I jumped violently. But the fingers that closed over mine were definitely a woman’s, and they drew me away from the door. I was in a pitch-dark corridor, it seemed, with soft matting underfoot, and warm air heavy with stale, sickly perfume. A little way ahead thin threads of light outlined a door ajar, and the hand on my arm guided me towards this. A slim arm gleamed, sliding it gently open. A slender silhouette crossed the dim pinkish light, and wordlessly drew me in after her.


The door closed softly, and a bead curtain rattled back across it. The room beyond …


I blinked. It was low-ceilinged and shabby, over-decorated in the fashion of a cheap Chinese restaurant, encrusted with fake lacquer, plastic ‘carvings’ and peeling bamboo wallpaper. Except that these carvings wouldn’t have graced any ordinary restaurant, that was instantly obvious; nor would the pictures on the wall. The heavy scent masked a faint animal smell, tinged with the musky sweetness of decay.


A soft voice spoke. ‘You are safe here. You need fear no pursuit. Will you not sit and rest?’ It was perfect English, with only the faintest tinge of Eastern staccato. I turned; and whatever I’d meant to say choked in my throat. She was breathtaking enough in herself; but there was still more to it than that. Maybe she saw my lips frame a name, for she stretched out a hand in a strangely elaborate, courteous gesture, bowing from the waist. That left me even more speechless. For a moment it seemed as if I’d summoned up still more of my past, as if a gentle ghost of my student days had stepped in to rescue me.


A delicate oriental face, delicate but strong; but the skin was the light honey-brown of a tanned European, and the mane of hair that framed it was ash-blonde, constant from root to tip, a subtle luminous shade that almost certainly owed nothing to any dye. Even the strong slender shoulders and the sleek curves of the figure beneath the loose batik wrap were the same strange mingling of Eastern and Western forms, strange, lovely and alluring. This could have been the girl I once knew; whom I’d come nearest to loving, whom I’d long ago thrown over for reasons that even now I didn’t care to dwell on. Whose name, or one that could be hers, had leapt out at me from the staff lists of the Bali Project prospectus, and dragged me down into this whole lunatic business.


But though I’d never dreamed anyone else could look like her, it wasn’t Jacquie. Like enough to shake me severely, to throw me back – what was it? – fifteen or sixteen years. To stir my blood, make my breathing shallow, my collar far too tight. Alarming, alluring – but not her.


This girl’s face was slightly browner, her features smaller, neater, less of the Chinese in them, nothing at all of the European. Yet she was no Thai, either; and the same sharp intelligence shone out of those mild eyes, though her bow revealed that beneath that wrap she was dressed, or undressed, in the black bikini that was practically a Bangkok bar girl’s everyday uniform. She repeated her offer, and I managed to find my voice.


‘It’s … kind of you. Very kind.’ The English phrases sounded stilted, ridiculous. ‘You got me out of real trouble there. There were these … characters with knives, and then there was …’


How could I tell her what there was, when I didn’t know myself?


She cut me off with another gentle gesture. ‘Yes. My pleasure. Sometimes people are found murdered in those alleys. It comforts me to have helped you. Will you not sit down? Would you like a drink? Whisky?’


I became aware how shaky my legs were. I let the sword lean against the wall; she hadn’t even glanced at it. ‘Y–yes. Thank you. I would, very much.’


She smiled, and her hand on my arm guided me to a shabby rattan couch, under a picture framed in fake gilt. It was one of those night scenes painted with fluorescent colours on black velvet. An obvious imitation of classic Chinese art, a Ming dynasty erotic illustration, but the naked figures were crudely modern, Westernised and very graphic. One man, three women, picked out in peeling paint in a stilted tangle of limbs and heads and groins that looked barely possible, let alone enjoyable. The girl followed my gaze as she handed me a double measure of yellowish fluid, and smiled demurely. I sipped, and was startled to find it was a single malt – not even Chivas, which was the usual status drink around here.


I exhaled gratefully. ‘That’s bloody marvellous!’ She smiled again, and sat down next to me, stretching out her legs, letting the robe slip back off them. She looked at me as if she was expecting something. ‘Er – my name’s Steve, by the way. Steve Fisher.’


‘And mine is Rangda.’ She bit off the last syllable with an exquisite flash of pure white teeth, eclipsing her earlier smiles.


I looked at her more keenly. ‘Beautiful. It suits you. Not a Thai name, though, is it?’


She looked down. ‘No.’ My turn to expect something more, but she didn’t explain. I was about to ask where it did come from when she gave a sudden explosive giggle, snatched my Scotch and sipped at it. I got the message: don’t ask. ‘May I?’ she added.


I wasn’t quite sure why, until she began to stroke my hair. In this part of the world they consider the head sacred, not to be touched without permission; but why should a tart bother, and with a Westerner? Definitely she was something a bit out of the ordinary. There was no mark of age about her, yet she seemed much older than the giggling teenage bar girls of the Three Streets, farm girls most of them who age early in the city.


I looked around, shifted awkwardly on the lurid floral cushions. They had a faint greasy feel which gave me the urge to burn my suit; but it was a clash of feelings that made me really uncomfortable. I was strongly aware of her, this close, the warmth of her skin, the scent she wore as languorous as jungle orchids, far fresher and heavier than the dismal background odour. The surroundings were sexy in their way, but it was the blatant pin-up sexuality of the Phatphong bars. With the girl it was … different. She radiated sexuality, availability even; but another kind altogether, hard to fix on. I didn’t know what to make of her; the closest I could get was that the room was what you might find in any brothel, the girl what you might dream you’d find. She didn’t seem to belong. ‘You … work here, then?’


She raised a sardonic eyebrow. ‘When it suits me.’ She stretched again, and her robe fell wider. ‘Not … tied to this place; I come, I go, as I like.’ She leaned over and tilted the Scotch to my lips. ‘And with whom I like. Not … necessarily …’ She made a nice play of pronouncing the difficult word, and we chuckled. ‘Not necessarily for business.’


She leaned her forehead against my head; blonde hair brushed my shoulder, lips brushed my ear. ‘Though, I am at home here. You stay as long as you like. We are not disturbed.’


She guided my hand to the sash of her robe; her warm belly fluttered against my fingers an instant, and the sash fell away, the robe parted. Almost without meaning to, I slid my arm around her waist, drew her to me. Almost, because though my heart was racing furiously, so was my mind. Wheels and clockwork and cryonic chips, Dave had said. Others had said worse, women especially, and maybe they were not so far wrong. But there were times it served me well, gave me a cynical eye, a wary tread and a distrust of illusions – most of all my own. I’d never had much trouble with women, but I knew full well I wasn’t that attractive. Yet she seemed to want to make me feel I was. Not for money maybe, but then there would be something else, some other thing she wanted, and after the shocks I’d had I wasn’t sure I could cope. I hated anybody manipulating my feelings, no matter how they did it, power or money or sex or anything else; I hated any kind of possession. And somehow, surely, that must be just what she was trying to do.


There was Dave to think about, too; where had he got to? Had anyone helped him?


‘No,’ I whispered, because I was still having breathing problems, and slid the girl gently back on to the cushion. ‘Not … now. I mustn’t stay.’


‘Oh, but please!’ she breathed, where an ordinary bar girl might have whined and called me honey. ‘Please stay! I need you, I want …’


I made as if to detach myself gently, but somehow I couldn’t shift her. ‘There was this friend of mine – in trouble too—’


She made a grimacing moue of impatience and slumped back, flicking her robe wide, splaying her legs and hooking one thigh over mine to hold me down. She seized my hand and slid it down over the smooth bikini, between her legs. I felt every detail through the thin glossy fabric, a radiant, thrilling warmth, a hint of moisture. She ground my hand against her, and writhed. Her other hand …


I swallowed; a blatant whore’s gesture, but none the less there was a power in it, a devouring appeal to things a whole lot deeper than sense or inhibition. Wheels, clockwork, chips – and the pulse that beat beneath my ear, roaring in mockery. I pulled her to me, crushed her to me in an ecstasy of lust and anger, anger at having my strength so tested; anger that it had almost not been enough; anger that it had. ‘No!’ I croaked again, and wished I didn’t mean it. ‘You … I want you too. You can’t guess how much …’


Because you don’t know how much you look like Jacquie.


‘But not now. I would … you. Everything. You’re beautiful … but I can’t. Mustn’t.’


Abruptly she released me, swung to her feet so fast I winced, thinking she’d start a screaming tantrum or call in the boys from the bar. Instead she just looked around at me, slowly, expressionless, and gathered her robe around her. ‘If you meant that,’ she said slowly, ‘you would come back.’


‘I will!’ I wheezed, infinitely relieved, hastily shoving my shirt back into my waistband.


‘You owe me much. Do you not?’


‘Well, yes! Of course!’ Her hand stopped mine as it reached for my wallet.


‘Not business. Not ever business. I took you through the door. I made you mine, and you will promise, and that promise will hold you. Promise you will come back. Soon.’ She smiled again, and gently straightened my tie. ‘You see? I do not bind you to a day and hour. There is no – necessity. I feel your need of me. You have much to seek in me, I in you. You will open yourself to me. Promise!’


I stared down at her, wildly uncertain. How much of me could she see? And by what sight? But she was right; something of me was hers, she’d made it so. ‘I owe you more than a promise,’ I said. ‘Okay, I’ll come back. Soon. I promise. Is that all you want of me?’


She smiled, and shook her head demurely. ‘But enough for now. I will show you another way out. A busy street.’


She took my arm, and we were almost at the door when I remembered the sword. ‘There’s this,’ I said awkwardly, and was startled; the glance she flashed me was impatient, almost malevolent. ‘It’d take too long to explain, but – I can’t just walk into a busy street with it. If you had something I could wrap it in …’ She cast about, then flicked up a long thin scarf or shawl from a chairback and coiled it around the blade. ‘Thanks. I’ll bring it back.’


She nodded, as if it was a statement, not a promise. And perhaps it was.


She led me out into the darkened corridor again, up stairs and down, across a creaking bridge over a malodorous little court where a black pig grunted in a pen, through a narrow door and along more corridors, lightened by dim oil-paper windows, beneath one of which a dark-skinned man lay snoring. She pouted in disapproval, and as we passed she kicked him with surprising force. Occasional noises filtered out from doors as we passed, but apart from him I saw nobody else in our passage till we came to a broad, dirty hallway, little more than a corridor, that pulsed and thudded with anonymous disco music. It ended in a heavy door, but to one side an archway with only a curtain of plastic strips opened on to a wide, dim-lit expanse of booths and tables, and beyond them a tiny stage where brown-limbed figures jerked and gyrated. A strong odour of sweat and stale beer and cheap cigarettes drifted out, mingled with disinfectant.


‘Bar,’ said Rangda, leading me past, her plastic sandals clacking on the cracked vinyl. ‘Pricey drinks, cheap girls. Too much of one makes you buy the other. Either way, you get sick. You come back, you ask for me, drink with me.’


I looked at her once more. ‘When will you be here?’


She gave a short laugh. ‘You come, you ask, you will find me. Now go. Go!’


With that surprising strength she yanked the door open and boosted me through. I staggered out, blinking and gasping in the low light and sudden heat, straight into a bunch of giggling tourists, almost overbalancing a fat European in pink shorts who was wielding a video camera.


‘Sauvertrünkener!’ he snarled, spraying sweat and spittle. I glanced back at what he’d been filming. Framing the door and all along the sleazy mock-pagoda facade were tall pink placards with crude line sketches of girls with legs akimbo, a motif animated in pink neon along the roof ledge and racks of raw-meat photographs. The girls looked about fourteen.


Bar Cabaret – Sex Show – Pussy Jim’s.


Most of the city’s girlie bars and brothels are actually crowded into a small area of three streets and their interconnecting soi, all owned by one tycoon and even known by his nickname, Phatphong. This was one of the rare outsiders. The street was tiny, almost empty by Bangkok standards, except for those bloody tourists. The building looked less ramshackle than I’d expected, but old, positively ancient, with the traditional rising gable; there was no sign it had ever been anything but a brothel, every sign that it had been one for a long time. Maybe that was why it was tolerated, that and its out-of-the-way location near the wharves. Unable to fake aplomb, I slunk past the tourists, feeling the faint stickiness of the cushions still on my fingers, wishing the whole city in hell.


And of course everybody looked round at me again when Dave yelled and came running, pushing his way through the gawkers. ‘Steve! Steve, damn it!’ He grabbed me by the shoulders. ‘You bastard, you’re all right! And what the hell happened? I mean, there we were, then there was – wow, you sod, you’ve just gone and fallen on your feet again, haven’t you?’ He twitched up the dangling end of Rangda’s scarf, and whistled at the pattern. I hadn’t even noticed it. It was one of those temple friezes from Angkor or somewhere, full of figures cheerfully writhing in erotic, athletic and apparently endless combinations. Dave lifted it to his broad nostrils and made appreciative sniffing noises. ‘Hoo, some scent that is! Full of yer actual Eastern promise – knock over a carthorse, that would – so hey, I want to know just where you got that! I mean, here have I been, scouring the bloody streets, half out of my mind with worry, and all the time you’ve been getting yours with a vengeance – c’mon, what’s she like?’


I snatched the scarf out of Dave’s hand and wound it tighter round the sword. That was his idea of ribbing me, and right now I’d had a bellyful of it. ‘Well, you’d bloody know where I’ve been,’ I growled, ‘if you hadn’t just pissed off and left me to it – wouldn’t you?’


‘Ah, come on!’ protested Dave. ‘Last thing I knew, you were right wiv me! We both did a runner there, didn’t we?’ He shivered, and touched a hand to his temple, as if at some unpleasant but murky memory. His real accent surfaced again. ‘Only thing we could do. Only sensible. Didn’t know they just let lions run loose round the backstreets here. Shouldn’t we tell somebody?’


He sounded very unconvinced by the idea.


‘A lion,’ I said. ‘Is that what you think we saw?’


‘Well … yes. A lion. In some sort of harness, maybe, like a circus animal, but …’ He was struggling. ‘Christ, it gave me a fright! I … it’s gone all blurred. And you know something? That suits me, right down.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘What about you? Don’t tell me you weren’t frightened, either!’


It wasn’t possible to stay irritated for long, I was so relieved to see him alive and in one piece. ‘Are you implying your superior is a rank coward?’


‘No, just a sensible one. Listen, you’re not going to believe this. I mean, I know how it sounds, but … well, I came thundering out on the street, this street, before I realised you weren’t with me. And then I did go back after you. Or rather I tried to. But, I know it sounds crazy, but …’ He shook his head. ‘Oh, shit. Forget it, you’d never believe it.’


‘Try me,’ I said, and there must have been something in my tone to make him look at me so sharply.


‘I couldn’t get back. I just … couldn’t. Every corner I turned – it was the wrong corner, it was just another street. Till I was tearing my hair out … Those alleys. It was like, like they’d never even existed.’


I looked around at the little street, and set off towards the main road, the one furthest from those tourists. The sun was sinking, leaving a veil of dust and grime on the oven-hot air. My throat hurt, and I felt very tired; and yet somewhere inside me, throughout all this, I’d guarded that precious germinating idea. I wanted a rest, I wanted some peace and quiet to sit and think about it, and let it develop out of those turbulent, insane memories. But most of all I wanted a drink.


‘Oh, they existed all right. Fifty – a hundred years ago, maybe. Before the Vietnam War brought in all the GIs for R & R and changed all the teahouse brothels into bars. Before bloody Anna Leonowens and all the rest of us brought this goddamned place all the benefits of Western civilisation. But they never really went away. They’re still around. You were looking in the light, Dave. You should just have looked in the shadows.’


At some point in all that he’d opened his mouth to say something. Now it was hanging open, and he shut it with a snap, and said nothing at all. I could sympathise; a few years back it had affected me the same way. But I didn’t feel like explaining now. At the corner I hailed a passing samlor and began the inevitable weary haggling over the fare. We climbed in and slumped back under the little canopy, sagging in the airless heat of sunset. The covered sword clanked against the curlicued steel armrail, and the wiry little driver looked at me oddly. ‘A souvenir,’ I explained; and so it was, of stranger places than this.


He dropped us outside the hotel’s well-shaded terrace bar. We didn’t get any further. We sat there, and we drank, and it was a couple of hours and a good few leisurely gin slings later that we levered our weary bones off the cane chairs and shambled into the lobby.


‘Suite 405? Oh yes, Mistah Fishah,’ said the American-accented clerk, and produced a telegram. ‘Come in for you momentarily,’ he added.


‘Don’t tell me home office has found us a carrier,’ I remarked to Dave, and ripped it open. But it was from my flat management company. Apparently the burglar alarm had been triggered by somebody breaking a window.


‘But you live up in the bloody stratosphere!’ protested Dave. ‘Breaking a window in a fourteenth-floor penthouse?’


‘Well, they say the caretaker and the security man found nothing else was damaged. Or missing.’


I blinked in sudden realisation. I was still trailing that startling scarf of Rangda’s – much to the amusement of the lobby staff, I realised, having learned to spot a Thai poker-face. But it hung feather-light in my hand, no more than a wisp of printed silk. I looked around in sudden panic. The rickshaw – had I let it fall? Or the bar – had I left it there? But I remembered all too clearly the awkwardness of clambering out with it, of leaning the thing against my chair and manoeuvring it out as I stood up. Dave too was staring at the scarf, a weird range of emotions chasing each other across his mobile face. They settled swiftly into wide-eyed anger. By tacit consent we’d carefully skirted around recent experiences while we enjoyed our drinks, but that couldn’t last. I rolled up the scarf, thrust it into my pocket, and headed for the lifts.


‘Bandits,’ grated Dave softly, hurrying behind me. ‘Old-fashioned dacoits or whatever you’d call them—’


‘That’s a Burmese word.’


I could almost hear the twang as Dave grabbed at his overstretched self-control. ‘It’s good enough! Dacoits. Lions. Sex bars. Alleys that suddenly show up from nowhere and then pftt! away again. Into the shadows, say you. A hundred years in the past. Or more. You know all about them. And all you fucking well condescend to do is laugh at me! Okay, that’s enough, you hear? I’m entitled to some answers, and by god I’ll have them!’


I knew this mood. If he didn’t get them I might be needing that sword again. I wasn’t worried about it. The caretaker knew what it looked like; and it would have left a clear mark in the mushroom-grey paint. If it had been missing, he would have missed it. When I got back I knew it would be hanging there above the fireplace, as obstinately out of place as ever. ‘I’m not laughing,’ I said, ‘In my room, though. In private. And before we go get any dinner. If need be I’ll have something sent up.’


‘You know!’ repeated Dave, unmollified. It seemed to offend him; he glared at me with aggressive scepticism. ‘What’re you trying to sell me here, a ghost story or something?’


I shook my head. ‘Something.’ The lift sighed open, and we trod over thick pile, building up the inevitable static charge that would leap into the first metal we touched. ‘Something,’ I repeated as I slid the keycard into the lock, ‘that happened to me, years ago now. Something not so easy to explain, or believe; so I know how you feel.’


The wide glass doors to the balcony showed me it was night. I crossed the room in three long strides and thrust them rumbling wide. The river breezes had dispersed the furnace airs of day, and this high the heavy traffic fumes could not reach. In the black-glass sky the stars were twinkling, and the great arm of the Milky Way arched across the city like trailing translucent silk. The arm of a spiral galaxy, I thought; and with dramatic suddenness I seemed to see, superimposed over that awesome image in my mind, that far mightier, immaterial Spiral of space and time. That swirling pool of being in which our own reality, fixed and regulated, was the solid Core; but along whose arms lay every infinite variation of it that the human mind could conceive, and more, far more. And among whose shadowy reaches dwelt powers that could play with humanity like toys. Through those same reaches, in immortal, timeless journeying, a man might become more than a man, more truly himself till in the end – if he survived – he might rise to rival those powers, rise as they must once have done themselves.


Rise – or sink; I had seen both. I had seen both, and trembled in awe and horror at the extremes they reached, and my own vulnerable helplessness in the face of either. For long years the scale of that vision had oppressed me, yet lured me with memories that tugged at my own innermost core, at the soul that once I’d let shrivel for the success I coveted. Those were memories I’d striven to suppress – never hard, when they were spawned outside the Core, where they found no roots. Yet I knew now why those dreams had tracked my face with tears.


Shown my own weakness, I’d been warned off. That warning I’d tried to heed. Yet now, it seemed, the Spiral had reached out to me, and in no friendly way. Countering it had shown me something new, though – a way I could make use of the Spiral’s possibilities. Summoning a sword was a small way, admittedly; but if I still had the trick of that, there might be other things I could manage. And in a good cause, too; important, in a realm where motives really mattered. I would need help; but that I knew how to find, or thought I did.


What some called Spiral and Core, others, usually from an earlier time, called Wheel and Hub. Well, perhaps I could start that Wheel turning in my direction a little, at last. I raised my arms to the vision, as if to embrace it, turning there above me. I became aware of Dave, silently watching me as if I were a man he had never seen in his life before.


‘Explanations begin here, Dave. They won’t be easy. But if you think I’m insane, just fasten on what you’ve seen today – explain that some other way! But keep a firm grip on it; don’t rationalise, don’t lie to yourself. Don’t just … take a step back. Memories like those, you’ll find they slip away more easily than most. And you’ll need them, Dave; because there may be one way open for our containers, after all!’




‘Listen, tosh!’ Dave waggled a finger in my face. ‘You do not, repeat not, get rid of me that easily.’


I snapped home my seatbelt. ‘I should’ve left you back out in the Far East! Dave, I know you’re the athletic type, but you’re going to have to run real fast to keep up with me now.’


He smirked. ‘Uh-huh.’ He dangled something that jingled in front of me, and whipped it away when I snatched. ‘An athletic pickpocket is what I am. When we were coming down in the lift.’


I thumped the wheel. ‘Listen, you stupid bugger! Give me back those keys! It’s not that I don’t want to take you along!’


Well, I told myself, not entirely. But the truth was, I was a little jealous of the Tavern and the people and all it represented. It was important to me, it represented a whole other side to my life, totally different from the cool crisp world of international commerce, with all its flash trappings. And flasher than Dave they rarely, if ever, came. Much as I liked him, I didn’t want him to become mixed up with the world I’d found. I was afraid, in a way, that he might make it look smaller, shabbier, less glorious. Even if he didn’t actually sneer at it – and he could be pretty good at sneering, when his better nature wasn’t in gear – his very presence, his Isse Miyaki coats and cigarettes from the Burlington Arcade, might leach the warmth and colour out of the Tavern and leave it looking shabby, sordid even. Of course my jeans were Calvin Klein, and it wasn’t exactly a pony-trap I was driving; but that was different, somehow. And there was a more immediate problem.


‘It’s – well, you remember you couldn’t find your way back into those alleys? That’s how hard this place can be to find!’


‘But you said you’d been back there since that first … time out on this Spiral thing.’


‘Yes. But not for years. I didn’t exactly give up trying, but … well, it kept getting harder. For every time I got through there were ten more times I couldn’t pick up the way, just went charging around street after street in the car, on foot, for hours, just trying. It’s a horrible feeling, that. Sometimes you even see it, or what looks like it, in the distance, down a sidestreet or something. And then you back up and go after it, and it’s just some clapped-out old paint store or something … You begin to think you’re mad. Really mad, I mean. Begin to doubt everything.’


‘Ever thought you might be? Okay, okay,’ he spluttered, backing off in alarm. ‘I saw the alleys, I saw the lion or whatever, I saw the dacoits, okay, if you’re crazy I am too, see, here’s the keys, nice keys, see? Only,’ he added as I made a flying grab over the car door and snatched them, ‘only listen to just two little points first, okay?’


‘I’m listening.’


He made great play of mopping his brow with a silk handkerchief. ‘Hey, you’re lovely when you’re angry, anyone ever tell you that? One, you yourself said how this Spiral thing’s come out to you this time. Might do that again, mightn’t it? Could be real useful, like, having someone else along. Two, if we have real trouble getting there, I guarantee you personally I’ll let you drop me on any given street corner and make my own lonely way home, and you can try again. Now, tell me, how can you truly object to that?’


I swung back behind the wheel. ‘Maybe I’ll only get one chance. But …’ I glared at him, standing there radiating cocky poise and confidence in the damp evening. I knew him well enough to see the intelligence behind the poses, but I’d never thought of him as the courageous type. He’d made fun of my taste for rock-climbing and, more recently, fencing and sailing, claiming they were designed to appeal to caveman instincts. His sports were team games like football and basketball, not to mention horizontal jogging. He’d had as good a fright in those back alleys as he’d ever had in all his life; yet here he was, pleading to throw himself in the way of something that almost certainly threatened only me. ‘What the hell. Get in, man. And put your seatbelt on, for once.’


‘I hear and obey, oh deputy managing director of mine. We’re taking enough daredevil risks tonight.’


I accelerated the Morgan smoothly out of the office carpark, turned right to head out towards the ring road, swung the long bonnet mercilessly around the roundabout and into the right lane. Between late afternoon and sunset was the best time, and all this gabbing might have held me up just a bit too long. I leaned on the throttle a little, though I’d have to play it carefully; this car looked and sounded a lot more conspicuous than the dinky sports saloons I used to drive, impossible to tell apart if you missed the plates. It was good to have an open car, though. Even in the traffic the air was cool and fresh, and I welcomed the hint of rain; I could feel my parched skin expanding as it drank up the moisture Bangkok had baked out of it. The traffic cleared, I changed up and put my foot down, turning to grin at Dave. He didn’t look so happy, hunkered down in his seat, hugging his blazer close around his chest with his tie streaming out in front of him in the eddy the windscreen created. I found the cold air stimulating, thrilling even as it took on a first faint sea-tang. For once the lights were with me, and I had no time to look up at the clouds; but out of the corner of my eye I seemed to see a first faint suggestion in the low light, like the memory of a distant landscape among the peaks and gulfs of the air. With a sudden thrill I changed up, sent the car leaping ahead and into the left-hand lane, ready for the turn-off into the devious one-way system that had become the quickest way to the docks. It spat me out into the big roundabout at the bottom of Harbour Walk, and from there into the shadowy mouth of Danube Street. Between its massive walls night had already fallen, but the cracked panes of the upper warehouse windows mirrored the orange and crimson flames of sunset clouds, as if to mimic the gas lamps that had once burned there. A well-remembered thunder of tyres told me the cobbles were still there, as they had been – when?


Three, no, four years since I’d last been here, right enough. Don’t forget the docks, and Danube Street. And ’fore all, the Tavern! So Jyp the Pilot had advised me. And I’d tried. I’d sought the Tavern many times, but rarely reached it. Most often I’d tried at times of stress or pain, at crises in my life. Sometimes I’d made it, then. Sometimes I’d found peace of a sort in the Tavern, food and drink and good company, tales the like of which you never heard; and I had one of my own to tell. I’d begun to believe, then, that it had something to do with my state of mind, that I’d get through when I most needed to.


But there were other times. Then I’d found nothing, not even a locked door. Only the lowering walls of Victorian warehouse and factory or the garbage-strewn vacant lots they left behind; bleak streets of flyblown cafes and moribund shops, or the empty elegance of urban renewal – empty facades restored and prettified, a saccharine mix of disco and gift shop, tapas bar and bistro with straw-wrapped bottles and pleated shades, as colourful, elegant and lifeless as a blown-glass butterfly. Yet those times, most of them, had been every bit as fraught and critical as the times I’d got through – or so they seemed to me, anyhow. Was it just arbitrary, the way out to the Spiral? My instincts told me it wasn’t; and out there I had learned to trust instinct, when all else was chaos. But the rhyme or reason of it was still beyond me.


Now, turning slowly into Tampere Street, I felt a great electricity build up within me. It had hardly changed, the same shredded newspaper whirling down the gutters in the eddying breeze, the same torn polythene sheeting sliding along with a sinister dragging hiss. Dave broke his long silence, demanding, ‘This is your wild romantic haven?’


I was too busy scanning the little alleys and courts. ‘Watch the rooftops,’ I told him, and turned left into a likely-looking sidestreet.


‘So what am I supposed to be looking for?’


‘When you see it, you’ll know.’ Right again, in the general direction of the sea; that felt reasonable. I seemed to know this street, and the deserted factory that brooded over the T-junction ahead; another good sign. Gull cries echoed through the still cool air, giving an edge of harshness and urgency. The long evening shadows lay stretched out like a lazing cat along the sidestreets, as sleek and as enigmatic. Which way to turn? I couldn’t decide. There was nobody behind me, so I slowed to a crawl again and looked around.


‘Nothing much so far,’ said Dave in a bored voice. ‘Dull as ditchwater. They might as well roll up the pavements round here, come evening. No wonder people watch so much TV.’


‘How so?’


‘All these aerials. Look at them. Must be bloody square-eyed, living here.’


I braked hard, and looked up open-mouthed.


‘Hey! Now I know why you made me wear that bloody seatbelt!’ Dave complained. ‘Nearly had me through the windscreen then! And flattened my ciggies!’


‘You always did like Turkish.’ I shot back through the gears again, and sent the car racing across the cobbles for the junction at the end, and around the right-hand corner. Not far ahead another road crossed it, and down the road lay a spiky shadow like some vast web. ‘Dave, you idiot! Do they look like TV aerials, those?’


‘Well – they must be down by the docks … Some kind of radar?’


‘Aerials!’ I laughed aloud, half drunk with the excitement of it, and the ease. I swung the car around that last corner, and sent it roaring away down towards the sea. Now he could see for himself; and as it dawned on him he said nothing, only slumped back in his seat with his jaw sagging, his eyes wide and foolish. And even I, who knew what to expect, found myself slowing the car gradually, till the boards of the great wharves drummed under its tyres, and I braked and pulled up. Together, silently, we stood up in our seats, leaning on the windscreen, staring in sheer wonder at the ancient harbour pool, and a sight that should have slipped away two centuries gone. A fierce joy leapt up in me, knowing it was no delusion, no fantasy I’d carried with me for so long, that mighty forest without leaf or root that lined them, with only tarry rope and ratline for its foliage, the clustering masts of a mighty host of square-rigged ships against a fiery archipelago in the sunset clouds.


A hundred types of hull, so many they were moored in rows, rose and fell and rubbed against rope fenders in the gentle swell, like great sea beasts scratching their flanks in idleness. The swollen curve of a cog lay alongside the sleek shark shape of a clipper, the tall castles of a galleon loomed up over the flat deck of a cutter. For the most part, though, the ships before us were square-riggers of the Georgian era or its likeness, builds of the late 1700s into the middle 1800s, shaped by the last great flowering of the age of sail. Along the hulls of lean privateers rows of gun-ports stared hungrily at rotund merchantmen, and here and there the dark even lines of a heavy warship loured over lesser craft with masterful menace. From out of the Spiral to the ports on the fringes of the Core these ships had come, bearing strange goods whose use one might often only guess at; even the warships were traders, though it might not be honest barter or convoy work that gained them their goods. And to the Spiral they would return, for lingering too long in any one place had its subtle perils. Meanwhile, though, their crews would go in search of recreation; and we would be able to follow.


I grinned at Dave, knowing full well that till then, as I would have, he’d been hedging his bets, postponing judgement, never really believing a word of what I’d told him, no matter what he remembered from Bangkok. ‘Any comments, Mr Oshukwe?’


He shivered, though the breeze was light. All the flip affectation had fallen out of his voice, left it sounding thin and hollow. ‘I didn’t know what to think. Still don’t. I know what I see, but I still don’t say you’re not nuts. It’s just myself I’m not so sure about.’


‘I felt the same way. But isn’t it fantastic? Isn’t it beautiful?’


‘Beautiful? Jesus – was what hit us in Bangkok beautiful?’ He scrubbed the back of a hand across his mouth, ‘I used to think I could just about cope with the world, ride with the punches and all that crap. But if there’s all this just waiting round the wrong corner, what else is there? What could I run into, back home in Kano? Or coming home from the office? How’s anyone to expect it? How’s a man to be ready? I knew you were a pretty strange guy, Steve; but if this just makes you sit back and admire, then you’re a damn sight stranger than I thought.’


I grinned. ‘Thanks for the reference! You get used to it. But not alone. We need some help, and that’s what we’re here to find.’ I was scanning the aged brickwork of the wharfside buildings, where elderly painted signs bleached and peeled at the bite of the salty air. Above the door of the tallest building an ornate red sandstone plaque bore a legend in swirling copperplate, crumbling into unreadability – Paramaribo Wharf.


‘This isn’t one I know. We want the streets behind the Melrose and Danziger Wharves, as I remember; somewhere round there, anyhow. Come along, we’d better find a sign, or somebody to ask.’ Dave left the car with the greatest reluctance, wincing when his feet touched the worn wharf timbers, as if he expected them to melt away and drop him in the greasy-looking water beneath. Well, he was probably the over-imaginative type. I’d been told, and not as a compliment either, that it was because I’d never used my own imagination much that I found it easier to accept the unimaginable.


Maybe so; but as I peered down murky sidestreets where daylight could never have meant much, it wasn’t too hard to feel slightly spooked. There wasn’t anybody around. The ships looked empty, but they’d probably have watchmen on board; I wasn’t going to risk disturbing them, though. Suppose I chose a Wolf ship, or worse? I’d been told there was worse, much worse, though how was a little hard to guess. And now the first euphoria was melting away, I began to wonder if we hadn’t managed to get through just a little too easily. It was rarely wise to trust to appearances, in this weird and shadowy suburb of normality.


Steps divided the wharf from its neighbour, apparently the Callão Wharf, steps that led down to a lower quay where ships’ boats and the like might land; but it was crumbling and slathered in green weed and slime. Beyond them yet another murky alley opened, but not too far down it I was surprised to see a dim glow mirrored in the puddles. Unquestionably lit windows, but not very bright, showing reddish and sullen on the signboard that creaked back and forth like a gibbet above.
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