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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.







1: The Grasshopper’s Child


The girl waited in a drab hallway, a small rucksack on her back, a suitcase at her feet. The suitcase was big, but battered. It had been bright purple, but the colour was faded and stained. She was tall, and naturally slim but right now looking skinny and hollowed-out: she hadn’t been able to sleep, or eat much, since the terrible thing happened. She was turning the pages of an old children’s picture book, called Tales And Fables From Many Lands, a book she’d loved when she was a little girl. She stopped at a picture she remembered well.


The red ant, looking shiny and cross, and wearing an apron, stood in the doorway of its cosy house under a tree-root. It was holding the door just a slice open, and had the middle pair of its six legs folded grumpily. You could see the grasshopper wasn’t going to get in.


The grasshopper wore her tattered wings like rags, and huddled her middle legs around her shivering body. Darts of snow were falling on her fast. Heidi held the book in one hand, pushing back a lock of thick, curly black hair that had escaped from its clip, as she read the words on the opposite page. It had always bothered her that they didn’t match the picture, but Mum said the picture still told the story. In her mind, she could hear Mum’s voice.


The Ants and the Grasshopper


The Ants were spending a fine winter’s day drying grain collected in the summertime. A Grasshopper, perishing with famine, passed by and earnestly begged for a little food. The Ants inquired, ‘Why did you not treasure up food during the summer?’ He replied, ‘I had not leisure enough. I passed the days in singing.’ They then said in derision: ‘If you were foolish enough to sing all the summer, you must dance supperless to bed in the winter.’


Aesop’s Fables Translated by George Fyler Townsend


‘Heidi!’


Virtual Verruca had appeared: a slightly transparent woman in a glossy business suit, with a nipped-in waist, a nipped-in mouth, and an expression that made it clear you weren’t going to get anywhere, whatever it was you wanted.


In ways she looked a lot like the ant in the picture.


Her real name was Verushka, or something like that, she was Heidi’s Placement Manager. Her real body would be back at the Angel Care Company’s office, sitting at a desk in some big building as shiny as that suit. Heidi had never seen it: she’d only been visited by Verruca the Ghost, here at the Indentured Teens Residential Facility.


‘Come on Heidi, get a move on. It’s time to go.’


Heidi closed the book, put it away with the rest of her entire life, and fastened the battered purple suitcase up again. It would be sent on; she wasn’t allowed to take it with her. She took her time, just to annoy Verruca, but she definitely wasn’t going to miss this place.


The journey was long. First the Tube (for Heidi: Verruca took a cab); then a train and then another train. Verruca didn’t speak the whole time: just pointed a virtual finger when Heidi needed directions. The finger triggered a wifi impulse that jerked on Heidi’s tag, so she had to come to heel like a dog. Another taxi was waiting for them outside the lonely country station. Heidi and Virtual Verruca got in. Verruca instantly noticed that the driver had flagged-up the massive penalty fare for a single passenger.


‘Hey. Can’t you see there are two of us?’


‘I see one passenger, one ghost,’ said the driver calmly. ‘Take it or leave it.’


A taxi-driver was obviously God out here in the deepest sticks, where nobody had private cars and the trains and buses were few. He wasn’t impressed by a talking hologram. Verruca soon gave up the fight, but spent the whole drive bitching under her breath to someone back at the office, about dysfunctional yokel grifters, who ought to be in Adult Labour Camp. She looked dysfunctional herself, sitting there muttering and twitching her fingers, with her eyeballs jerking to and fro: like someone dreaming wide-awake.


The taxi took them to an empty car-park, surrounded by bare and dripping trees. It was raining quite hard. ‘The Gardens are the Property of the National Trust,’ said Verruca. ‘Don’t leave the paths.’ She vanished.


Heidi trudged alone, along puddled paths coated in sodden dead leaves, directed by spiteful jolts from her tag, until she reached an ugly, yellowish stone building. It had gingerbread-house pointed windows sticking out of the roof, and a row of twisted chimneys.


At the front steps Verruca materialised again.


‘This is your placement,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’


Heidi couldn’t follow Verruca, who simply walked through the door. She didn’t live in the world of free-roaming mobile avatars. She lived in the miserable, ordinary world that had been left behind. She located an ancient door-knocker, cold in her hand, and dislodged cobwebs to lift it. The tongue fell on metal with a harsh, doomy clang.


The old wreck who opened the door wore a grubby floral dressing gown. Her feet were bare, her grey hair was a bird’s nest, and her breath smelled of alcohol. She didn’t say a word, just turned away and padded off. Heidi’s tag tugged her into a big unfurnished front room. Through the windows she could see the yellowish-stone archway that led to the Gardens, standing alone like the last fragment of a ruined palace.


Virtual Verruca was there, looking disgusted.


‘I need to validate the transaction biometrically,’ she said. ‘It’s very simple.’


‘Put the papers in the post,’ said Old Wreck.


‘You don’t have a scanner? That’s not possible. What happens to your 3D mail?’


‘I never get letters. If I did, I’d get them the old fashioned way.’


Heidi waited, keeping her distance and enjoying Verruca’s angry helplessness, until the Angel Care agent gave up saying she couldn’t possibly hand over Heidi without a biometric signature—and disappeared. Disconcertingly she reappeared almost at once, right in front of Heidi. ‘Do what you’re told,’ hissed the virtual menace. ‘And don’t cause any trouble. Just remember. Deadbeats like you and your mum are very lucky to be alive.’


Heidi’s blood boiled. But she swallowed her spit, ducked her head and nodded. It was disgusting, horrible to say what Verruca had just said. It was against the law. But it was true.


The young girl and the old woman looked at each other.


‘Are you sort of fostering me?’ asked Heidi, cautiously.


‘No, child,’ said Old Wreck. ‘Your daddy’s dead, your mother’s in the bin. You’re a recovered asset, hired out by the loan company to work off your dad’s debts.’


‘You mean I’m a slave,’ said Heidi (instantly forgetting she must not cause trouble).


Old Wreck laughed, like muddy water cackling in a broken drain. ‘Certainly not. That would be unthinkable! You’re my indentured teen. My name is Tallis Maylock: I don’t suppose that brute told you … I’ll show you to your room.’


Before she did the terrible thing, Heidi Ryan had been a teen with adult dependants, exempted from Ag. Camp because Mum and Dad couldn’t manage without her. Her mum had schizophrenia—which, as Immy, their social worker kept telling Heidi, isn’t a disease, it’s a name for a bunch of distressing mental health symptoms. Often Mum was disabled, but otherwise fine. Sometimes she was really ill, and had to stay in hospital for weeks.


Dad’s issues weren’t so obvious. Nobody would know he was a BPD (Borderline Personality Disorder) unless they had to live with him. Basically, Immy said, he was a lovely man and a good dad, but he’d taken too many drugs when he was very young and had nobody to tell him any better, and now he just couldn’t make decisions. Or pay bills. Or generally look after himself, never mind anyone else. But that was okay, because Heidi was in charge.


Or so she thought.


It had been strangely lonely at her Learning Centre after the Agricultural Camps began, and nearly all the teenagers disappeared. Nothing much had changed for Heidi, otherwise. She’d never been able to go out, or have friends much: Mum and Dad took all her attention.


Her life was hard, but happy. Like chewing on a rock, but a rock with deep pockets of sweetness. To have people you love, who love you back, is the best thing in life, and Heidi had that. One day in January she walked home from school in a dream, thinking about a poem. Heidi was always thinking about a poem … This one was about the young trees that had been planted in her street. How they were like children without coats, shivering under the cold grey sky. Like hopeful children, clinging tight to their tiny buds, dreaming of spending their little bits of pocket-money on green leaves—


She dumped her bag and wandered into the kitchen. The back door was swinging open. She shut it, and wiped the smeary doorknob; with a resigned sigh. The house was still full of winter daylight. ‘Mum?’ she yelled, opening fridge and cupboards, checking to see if they’d eaten or otherwise destroyed the food she planned to cook. ‘Dad?’


She could hear a baby crying. The walls of these houses were cardboard, you could often hear everything that was happening with the neighbours. But the crying seemed to come from upstairs, so she went to see what was going on. Either Mum was crying in a weird way, or she somehow had a baby in the house—


‘Mum? Dad?’


She stood in the door to her parents’ bedroom. She saw Dad propped against the side of the bed, legs in drainpipe jeans splayed out. Mum was crouched by the built-in wardrobe, wearing street clothes: Heidi noticed that, because often Mum didn’t get dressed all day. There was blood all over her, and a knife in her hand. There was blood all over Dad, too: it was pooling under him on the floor.


‘Mum?’ whispered Heidi, terror trapped in her throat.


Mum stopped crying. She screamed and screamed, waving the knife. Dad’s eyes were closed. He was lying there bleeding, dying—


Then Heidi did the terrible thing. She called the police.


The scene played over in Heidi’s head, as it had done for days, as she followed the Old Wreck called Tallis through the ugly gingerbread house. There was Dad. There was Mum, all the blood … and then the police, screeching their sirens, busting through the front door and crashing up the stairs. Hands lifting Heidi up. She’d been trying to staunch the blood, she was sure she could still feel a pulse. But they took her from her Dad, they said he was dead, not dying but dead, and she didn’t remember what came next, so the loop started from the beginning again; it just played over again, over and over again.


If I hadn’t called the police. If Immy had answered the phone, before I dialled 999. If the ambulance had got to us first. If I’d got Mum to calm down, and tell me what happened—


I wouldn’t be here. We’d still be okay, somehow—


Days later, in the Angel Care Facility, she’d found a lock of her hair still stiff with his blood and fought them viciously when they tried to wash it out. But she’d had to stop that kind of behaviour, or she’d have ended up in a worse place than this.


‘There’s the House,’ said Old Wreck Tallis, pointing out of a tall, churchy window.


We’re in the house, thought Heidi. They seemed to have climbed hundreds of stairs. She could see nothing but treetops. A lumpy quilt of bare branches, and one towering evergreen.


‘My father burned it down in the Seventies, that’s the Nineteen-seventies. He used to say he’d fancied a romantic ruin in his grounds, and took the simplest route. Drunk, of course. This is the Garden House, which survived. This is your room. Your bathroom has a toilet, it’s along the hall. I hope you don’t say loo. I despise false gentility.’


Heidi shook her head. ‘What am I to do?’


Old Wreck held tight to the front of her dressing gown, and twisted up her face in panic-stricken grimaces. ‘Cook and clean, I suppose,’ she said at last. ‘Aren’t you trained?’


Memories of looking after Mum and Dad stung Heidi’s eyes with tears.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m trained.’


‘Then don’t ask stupid questions. When you’ve unpacked go to the kitchen, it’s in the basement, and do what needs to be done. My brother and I eat in the breakfast room. I expect dinner at seven pm. You do not eat with us. What else do you need to know?’


‘Nothing, not right now.’


‘Good.’


She waited until Tallis’s padding footsteps had faded before she opened the door and dumped her rucksack. The room was cold and musty, but bigger than Heidi’s room at home. There was a single bed, a brown rug, a wheelback chair that had lost the rim of the wheel, and a rickety bookcase without any books; just a pile of old gardening magazines.


This house wasn’t built of cardboard. When she’d struggled with the catch, and got one half of the ivy-fingered window open, the thickness of the wall was like a tunnel. Red velvet curtains, worn to rust in the folds, silently coughed out dust when she touched them.


The mattress was old and stained, but it didn’t smell bad and it wasn’t damp. The sheets, the pillowcases, the duvet cover and the limp old duvet—folded on it in a neat heap—were worn but clean. Heidi made the bed, and went to look for her bathroom.


The passage outside her door was very gloomy. The bathroom had no shower, only a bath on big scaly bird-feet, like Baba Yaga’s cottage in the fairytale. She tried the taps in the tub, and in the pedestal basin under the freckled mirror. Water came out, stone cold.


But the flush toilet flushed, and it didn’t smell.


She didn’t bother to unpack, just plodded down all the hundreds of stairs again.


In the room where Virtual Verruca had argued with the Old Wreck she walked about, looking for the hotspot, but her phone could get no signal. It had run out of charge. On the other side of the front hall—practically wide as a street, but with no carpet, no rugs, just dirty black and white tiles—a glimmer of lamplight peeped from a door that stood slightly open. Heidi was going to knock, but she had such a sense of someone holding their breath in there, waiting for the intruder to retreat, that she decided against it.


There were modern radiators in the hall, giving off an incredibly faint background heat; less than the government minimum. It was warmer than in her bedroom down here, but not by much. Treading softly, as if she might wake something dangerous, she found a small cloakroom in a nook under the stairs, with a new-looking toilet and basin, and a towel on a rail. Hot water in the taps! Further back there was a long room that she guessed must be the ‘breakfast room’, with a huge antique-looking dining table and matching chairs, all very shabby. Side-cupboards along the walls were full of dusty dishes and plates. There was a piano too. Watery glass doors, ranked in a row along the far wall, looked out on a green lawn with high hedges around it.


More stairs, beside the cloakroom, took her down into a dark, dank well. She groped around, found a light switch, and a dim bulb quavered into life, showing her three doors. The first of them she tried led to a utility room, with a washing machine and shelves of stuff: toilet paper, pegs, carpet tacks, cleaning things; sacks of bird-seed. The second led to the kitchen. The third was a grey slab of bare metal, padlocked shut.


‘Creepy,’ muttered Heidi.


The kitchen table was as long as the one in the ‘breakfast room’ and completely heaped with half-empty mugs, dirty plates, mouldering veg, piles of newspaper, random underwear, odd socks … There was a modern fridge-freezer (without much in it); a toaster and a gas hob (that both worked); and a microwave (that worked). An ancient double sink with hot and cold water. No sign of an oven. The room was very cold: the single radiator was turned off. The floor was stone flags, partly covered by grubby rag rugs.


Heidi opened cupboards and found hoards of tinned and packaged food: luxuries she hadn’t seen on a supermarket shelf for years. Stockpilers, she thought. I suppose people get away with it in the country. She couldn’t find matches or candles, oil lamps or wind-ups. That was strange. Didn’t they have power-downs around here? By the back door sat a doorstop in the shape of a battered iron duck, missing most of its paint. Through the half-glass she saw a concrete yard, and sheds. A handmade notice saying KEYS in red marker-pen had been stuck to the wall above a hook, but the keys were missing. Heidi looked at the table and the cluttered counters. It could take her a week to find anything in here.


She went upstairs and invaded the lamplit room.


It was no warmer than the hall, but felt cosier. Old Wreck was hiding in the depths of it perched behind an old desk, her knees up to her ears like a monkey. Books, books and books surrounded her: stuffed on shelves, falling out of stacks; layered on the floor with their pages open. The old woman scowled horribly as she watched Heidi approach.


‘Go away. You’re not to come in here. Never come in here. Dinner at seven, breakfast at eight, lunch at one, and stay out of my sight.’


She scratched her crotch as she glared, as if Heidi the slave was hardly a person, so it didn’t matter what she saw.


‘I need to go for a run to charge my phone,’ said Heidi. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but I can’t find the key to the back door.’


Old Wreck’s scowl slowly morphed into a leer of triumphant cunning—as if Heidi had been planning for weeks to confound her with this puzzle, but Old Wreck had been wise to her game, and had secretly plotted so she could relish the moment of Heidi’s defeat. She held up a ring with one big old monster key on it, and one ordinary latch key.


‘These are your keys. Don’t lose them. They will not be replaced.’


‘Thank you. I won’t.’


‘There’s a bicycle for errands. You will find it in the yard. You must never use the front entrance. You must always use the kitchen door, and you must always keep it locked.’


If I always keep it locked, how do I get out, thought Heidi.


‘Okay.’




2: The Gardens


The concrete yard was walled. It had a solid wooden back gate, which was locked, but the latch key opened it. A track led downhill, into the unknown. Heidi decided to leave that for another time. Instead she found her way to the front of the house, to the stranded stone archway and the National Trust Gardens. The rain had stopped. She jogged the paths she’d plodded, with a strange sense of freedom. It was easy to retrace her steps back to the car park: Verruca’s tag-stabs had fixed the turns in her mind.


Her phone was charged by the time she got there. She still had no signal, but that didn’t matter. There was nobody she wanted to call, not even Immy. No message she wanted to send, no music she wanted to listen to, no game she wanted to play. The main reason why she needed the phone charged was so she could tell the time. And have a torch.


She sat on a stone kerb, looking at the National Trust admission prices board.


Mehilhoc Gardens.


Me-hil-hoc, how were you supposed to pronounce a word like that?


The grey stillness all around, the bare trees glistening with damp, made her feel as if there was nothing else left. As if the world where Dad was dead, and Mum was under guard in hospital, had ceased to exist. She felt like holding her breath forever, so she could stay in this lost dimension, and the terrible thing she’d done could never come back.


She set off jogging again, faster this time because it was really cold. She’d decided she would head for the tall evergreen, and find her way back to the yellow house from there. Dirt-encrusted National Trust signs beckoned as she sped along: promising a Himalayan Valley, a Tea Room, an Azalea Slope, a Rose Arbour, but she didn’t stop until she reached Swan Lake by accident. No ballerinas, just dark water scribbled over with strokes of light, like trembling silver fishes. No swans, no ducks. They’d probably been eaten. A small white building with a domed roof stood on a little island, joined to the shore by a brick causeway. Holding a stitch in her side (she wasn’t used to running) Heidi walked out and read the sign.




The Mysterious Grecian Temple


Restored by the National Trust 1997.





She stepped inside. The dome had an eye of thick glass in its centre that peered down, making a larger, dimmer eye of light in the middle of the floor. All around her in the darkness, tiny pairs of eyes glittered… Animal eyes that seemed to move. Her heart jolted, she thought of rats, a horde of rats, about to jump on her. She grabbed her phone and switched on the torch. The animals were harmless. They were cats.


And they weren’t alive, they were stuffed.


Her eyes had quickly adjusted to the gloom. She switched off the torch to save charge, and walked around peering at the menagerie: a ginger cat, a black cat, a black and white cat; a Siamese, a white one with ginger patches, and a big, fat, fluffy tabby cat. Six stuffed cats on pedestals, posed on moth-eaten cushions. The Siamese look older than the rest. It was threadbare, like a much loved teddy, and one of its blue glass eyes dangled loose.


Weird.


She returned to the shore and headed uphill with the silver-scribbled lake behind her. Near the top of the rise another sign invited her to The Unmissable Blue Walk. She had a stitch again so she walked for a bit, following the pointer to a flat shelf cut into the hill. Once there’d been a turf path, winding between long wavy flowerbeds. Blue might mean bluebells. She kicked, gently, at layers of sodden leaf-litter, hoping to find green shoots: but there was only a kind of matted, brown, tangly moss. The bluebell bulbs must have died of neglect


The tall evergreen had vanished so she headed for the big greenhouses; that she also remembered seeing through the churchy windows on the Old Wreck’s stairs.


They were huge: brick-framed hangars that you could have kept trees inside. They must have been heated, she saw hot water pipes, and cables for electricity, but now it was colder inside than out. Doors sagged on rusted hinges. Green slime groped over glass, dead creepers sprawled through broken panes. Even the weeds that had sprung up had died.


In the smallest house she found a collection of display boards, huddled together in a sad, long-legged herd. They featured old photos, colour and black and white, of Mehilhoc Gardens; some of them very old. The Gardens with horses and carriages. Victorian ladies in massive skirts and tiny hats, beside Swan Lake. The Famous Baroque Fountains, sparkling like crystal fireworks There was a colour photo, quite modern, of The Unmissable Blue Walk: but it had been taken in Autumn, not Spring. Two brilliant streams of blue flowed, under the brilliant autumn leaves of the trees; as if the bright, deep blue of the October sky had poured down to the green turf. ‘Autumn Gentians,’ Heidi read aloud. ‘Sino Ornata.’ Sino, means Chinese, she thought. She’d never seen a gentian, except in a picture. She thought of Switzerland, scattered jewels in fields full of rocks, and imagined floods of them, a dragon’s sapphire treasure of pure, concentrated beautifulness—


An idea coiled into her mind: a faint wishful thought.


But she could see her breath, and it was getting dark.


She made a lentil and vegetable soup, using red lentils from one of the cupboards, masur dahl that needed no soaking; an onion and a few carrots, salvaged from the silt in the vegetable rack. She served it with the end of a loaf that she’d found in a crock, sliced and toasted, rubbed with oil and a little garlic. For dessert there would be preserved apples from a jar, heated up and served with Condensed Milk.


The cold kitchen was very quiet.


While the soup bubbled she set the table in the breakfast room, cleaned a big bowl to serve it from, found a tray, and made a start on sorting out the table. It was lucky she’d charged her phone. The kitchen clock wasn’t working, but when she walked into the ‘breakfast room’ with her tray, on the dot of seven, Old Wreck was sitting there waiting, still in her dressing gown, at one end of the table. At the other end sat another Wreck, a scrawny old guy with mad straggly hair, a bristled chin and missing teeth. Neither of them said a word, to each other or to Heidi, until she brought in the apples, with the Condensed Milk in a little jug.


Old Wreck Tallis picked up the jug and sniffed at it. ‘Cold, and tinned. Can’t you make custard? Proper custard. I won’t tolerate powder.’


‘I didn’t want to finish the milk. And there are no eggs.’


‘No eggs? Nonsense! Why else do we keep hens?’


‘Okay. I’ll make custard next time.’


After she’d cleared out, and done the washing up, she carried on sorting rubbish into the kitchen recycle bins. Old Wreck Tallis came in, and looked at her.


‘Working away. You’re like a little machine, aren’t you.’


What else am I supposed to do? thought Heidi. Watch telly with you and your brother? I don’t think so. I bet you don’t even have a telly. She bit her tongue, and just nodded.


‘The Studio Floor is kept locked. The Bedroom Floor is private. Here are your matches, and candles. Don’t ask me for more of either until the end of the month.’


At 9pm all the lights went out, suddenly and silently.


Heidi climbed the endless stairs by candlelight: unpacked her rucksack at last, and set the broken chair by her bed, so she could put Rock Mouse on it, to have him by her. The Rock Mouse hadn’t looked like a mouse for years. He’d lost his plastic eyes and felt ears, and even his tail, long ago. But at least she wouldn’t be totally alone.


A feeling of lonely adventure had been holding her up like water-wings, since Verruca disappeared. It held her until she’d brushed her teeth and had a cold wash in the Baba Yaga bathroom. As soon as she got under the covers, and blew out her candle, the terrible scene in Mum and Dad’s bedroom got its claws in her again. If I hadn’t called the police. If I’d managed to get hold of Immy, if the ambulance had come sooner—


She saw herself and Immy sitting in A&E, like often before. Each of them holding tight to one of Mum’s hands. The doctors found the pulse that Heidi was sure she had felt, flickering in Dad’s throat. He was very badly hurt, but not dead. Mum would have to go to hospital for months, and Dad was badly hurt. But it was okay.


If only if only …


The rusty curtains didn’t meet. A fang of moonlight clawed Heidi in the face. She couldn’t turn away, or she’d lose the sliver of body-warmth she created in the cold sheets. She just lay there getting clawed, and drifting off into a half-dream, in which Dad was behind that Steel Door in the basement, covered in blood, until she realised she could hear footsteps, padding up the attic stairs. Bare feet, but she didn’t think it was Tallis.


She’d spotted Stubbly Chin’s potential for trouble the moment she laid eyes on him. Or the moment she’d felt his creepy eyes on her—


Dazed with weary misery, she didn’t even feel scared: just disgusted.


The footsteps padded up to her door, and padded down again. They faded into silence.


And Dad was bleeding behind the steel door. She couldn’t go to help him, because she had Mum cuddled up beside her. It was one of Mum’s bad nights. She’d slipped into Heidi’s room so’s not to wake Dad: so now Mum was asleep, and Heidi had to keep still, or the warm, breathing, cuddly body next to her would wake up panicking and crying—


Heidi jerked awake, falling out of her narrow groove of warmth into vicious cold. She couldn’t have been asleep long. The moon hadn’t changed its position. She forced herself out of bed, across the frozen floor, and tried again to close the curtains. It was like pulling on cobwebs. But at least she found out why the room was so incredibly cold. Two leaded panes, in the side of the window that didn’t open, were missing. Icy air was streaming in.


‘Great,’ muttered Heidi. ‘Absolutely great.’


Too exhausted to think about covering the hole she sat on the edge of her bed, groping for her rucksack. Something moved under her hand, something that stank of rotten meat. A blurred shadow slipped down to the floor, and disappeared.


The hairs stood on the back of Heidi’s neck.


Imagining things, she told herself, as she pulled on her only jumper. Then she felt the warm hollow, where the pathetic duvet lay dented, as if someone had just been lying there.


‘NO,’ said Heidi loudly ‘It wasn’t Stubbly Chin. It wasn’t Mum. I was dreaming.’


She grabbed the Rock Mouse, and pulled the sad limp duvet over her head.


Soon her mother, or whatever it was, came back. Heidi lay clutching Rock Mouse, feeling that eerie warm weight, smelling decay, and not daring to stir: not even daring to open her eyes, until the dawn. At least the footsteps didn’t come back.


Keep Your Mouth Shut And Your Head Down


My tongue


Lives in a red room


Behind the teeth,


Behind the teeth,


It watches the world


Through ivory slabs


That are almost walls


Behind the teeth,


Behind the teeth,


Sometimes it frets and paces,


In its red cave


Sometimes it fiercely prances.


Sometimes it escapes, but


It soon comes running home


It knows where it’s safe.


Behind the teeth,


Behind the teeth.




3: The Door in the Wall


In the morning there were four glass bottles of green-top semi-skimmed on the kitchen doorstep, plus a pot of cream with a waxed paper cover; and a vegetable box. Heidi was grateful, but she noted that somebody besides herself had a key to the yard door, and she didn’t like that.


She soon found the hens, clucking and fussing in a tarpaulin-roofed shed. There was also a wood stack and a disused garage that held a disaster of an old bike, sacks of biomass briquettes, a bin of poultry food, and a lot of empty hooch bottles: country vodka. She let the hens out into their run, and collected fourteen eggs from the nesting straw. It was like some insulting, stupid Country-Life quiz. Why do we keep hens, slave? Do you even know? Yes ma’am, Old Wreck. I do. We have hens in town, thanks. She hadn’t been able to keep hens at home. Their garden was too small, and Mum was scared of furry and feathered things. But she’d liked looking after the poultry at her Learning Centre’s Food Farm. The ducks were more fun, but the chickens were okay.


The hen house hadn’t been cleaned recently. She mentally added that chore to her list, and wondered about fires. On the whole, and since her own bedroom wouldn’t get any warmer, she was fine with the stingy radiators. She decided to wait until she was asked. Or ordered. Six of the eggs were warm, the rest were stone cold. She broke the cold ones one by one: in the yard, to avoid stinking the kitchen out. They were all bad. She chucked the mess into a bin marked DIRTY ORGANICS. The other bin was marked NON-RECYCLABLE WASTE.


Which solved another of her puzzles. All she had to do now was find the oven.


The vegetable box wasn’t great, which surprised her. And there was a pat of butter, but no meat at all. In town, everybody was convinced people in the country ate incredibly well. Maybe the Old Wrecks were vegetarians. She found a torn note in the bottom of the box.


Hello Heidi, I’m sorry I couldn’t be around to welcome you. I hope you’re settling in all right. I’ll knock when I deliver again, next week. I’m SO sorry for what’s happened. Call me, any time, day or night, if you’re worried, or if there’s anything you need to know! Love Rose.


How am I supposed to call her, thought Heidi. I don’t know her number.


And how does she know she loves me?


Old Wreck wasn’t so bad. Heidi had no desire to meet some do-good stranger who would pity her, and ask a lot of questions. She needed to be left alone, so she could lick her wounds and think. The note was like a stab from Virtual Verruca’s pointing finger.


She screwed it up and chucked it in the paper recycling.


The kitchen wasn’t too bad when she got down to it, after serving and clearing breakfast, and doing the washing up. The mess was mostly on the surface. Maybe there’d been another slave, who’d been fired for some reason … The worst thing, aside from some prehistoric cat poo under the sink, was slug tracks on the rugs. Heidi hated slugs. Slugs indoors were the most filthy disgusting thing imaginable. She searched for Slug Bait but found none.


Old Wreck Tallis and her nameless brother, Old Wreck Stubble Chin, didn’t say a word at breakfast, or at lunch: which suited Heidi just fine. When she’d done the lunch washing up and planned their dinner, she decided it would be okay to go for another run.


The greenhouses beckoned, with their faint promise: except she wasn’t in the mood for wishful thinking. All she wanted was exercise. She headed for the evergreen, but she took her eyes off it for a moment, and it vanished again. Tricky thing!


Heidi ran on, confident now that she would not get lost.


Trees had fallen in the Himalayan Valley, crashing into a ferny gorge; ripping out huge ragged pads of earth and rock with their splayed feet. One of the Famous Baroque Fountains was a disaster area with a sullen bubbling geyser in the middle; the crystal firework show lost to a black-water swamp, where water lilies struggled like dying octopuses. Heidi picked her way around the mess, holding a stitch and wondering what Baroque was supposed to mean. Horses that were half-way mermaids; going by the fallen chunks of statue. And a naked merman with big sprawling hair; and broken giant seashells.


The Azalea Slope was a straggly jungle. The ruins of the Big House were scattered over a flat grassy plateau, across Swan Lake from the Grecian Temple. They creeped her out. The blackened stumps of walls weren’t old enough to be romantic. They smelled of wet ashes. She ran on, glimpsing shapes of greeny bronze and grey marble in the overgrown bushes: hidden attractions that had lost their signs. Once she thought she saw a dragon, but maybe it was only a weird shaped tree … and finally, she hit the wall.


It was about time to turn back, but she needed to walk off another stitch, so explored the narrow path beside the wall for a bit, ducking branches that dripped cold water onto her neck. It led her to a door: banded in studded iron and enclosed in a deep, arched recess. There was latch with an iron ring. She tried it, just out of curiosity. The latch lifted, the door shifted. Heidi gave it a shove, tearing at ivy shoots, and squeezed through the gap.


Trees pressed close on the other side, spiky holly and bare young oaks. She wondered if her tag would stab her for leaving the Gardens, but nothing happened. Maybe she was still in the Gardens, and this was another attraction, The Spooky Wood. The path went on, so Heidi went on too, picking up speed as it headed steeply downhill, until she came tumbling out onto level ground beside a grey-paved country lane.


She had a stitch again.


There was a briny, unmistakable smell in the air: it lifted her spirits.


To her right the lane grew wider, and a faded, broken white line ran down the middle. Heidi sensed Virtual Verruca’s evil powers in that direction, so she turned left. Soon there was a sign in the winter grass of the verge: MEHILHOC. Then a fingerpost, pointing up an even smaller lane to the Ancient Church of St Mary Of The Harbour; and then she reached the village. Houses, a pub and a shop, all clustered round a harbour where small boats lay lopsided on the mud, on either side a river channel. The tide was out but the sea must be near: breathing its salt air on Heidi; bathing her in happy memories.


The pub was called The Blue Anchor, the shop was called The Fertile Crescent. The river looked harmless, almost jumpable, but there’d been recent floods. Every building had layers of mud and scum tidelines, the highest almost up to the upstairs windows.


Nothing stirred. Heidi had heard of places like this, seaside villages that hadn’t got swept away, but just been abandoned. People got sick of fighting the floods: they walked out and left everything behind. The lane went on, over a stone bridge at the top of the harbour. Heidi followed it and kept on walking, and still there wasn’t a sign of life. Where the houses ran out there was a Rural Learning Centre.


Learning Centres were for everyone, not just kids; especially since the Ag.Camps started up. A Centre was a place where ordinary people, left stranded by the Crisis, could reach out and touch the Futuristic World. Where Heidi came from, usually the old fashioned school buildings had been demolished, and the playing fields dug up for Food Farms. This place looked new, and custom-built, but it was bound to have the same facilities … She ought to get back. Any moment now Virtual Verruca would pop out of the air, accuse her of trying to escape, and drag her off to Indentured Teen Detention. But the Centre drew her, and she couldn’t resist. A scene had flashed into her mind. The Police Inspector was talking to her. He was saying, in his carefully kind, deep and gravelly voice, if you remember anything, anything at all, that you haven’t told us, be sure to call me, any time.


The thought of what she might have said in that interview weighed on Heidi’s mind. She couldn’t remember a thing about it, except for the closing line.


Call me.


She had his number on her phone, she didn’t need to check. She went up the steps and through the Solar Power collecting automatic doors. The Public Access Point stood where she’d expected it, right beside Reception; but now Heidi was shaking. She stared at notices, pulling herself together. Only get one chance, only get one chance. What could she say, that would make an impression? How could she make him listen?


She didn’t hear anyone coming, then suddenly a voice rang out—


‘Hallo! I’m sorry, this will sound weird, but are you Heidi Ryan?’


The woman was young, she had pebble-lensed glasses and a mop of vivid red-dyed hair. She wore street-style dungarees, big earrings, a striped shirt and a man’s jacket.


Heidi nodded, caught off guard. ‘Yes, I am. Er, are you Rose?’


‘No, I’m Tanya. I run the weekly meetings for the Exempt Teens,’ Tanya laughed, ‘Along with many other duties! I’m the Assigned Learning Centre Manager, I do everything. You’ve missed this week’s session, Heidi. I’m sure you couldn’t help it, but it’s always the same time: Wednesdays, 3 p.m. We get together and chat, and talk about your academic work, and Sharing the Care, and so on. They’re a great bunch. I hope you can make it!’


Heidi didn’t bite her tongue in time. It escaped.


‘I don’t know. I’ll have to ask my owners.’


‘Oh—’ Tanya’s eager grin collapsed. ‘Well don’t worry, I can help you with that … Heidi, I am so sorry, so very sorry about what’s happened to you!’


‘Me too,’ said Heidi. ‘Excuse me, I’m late, I have to go now.’


The sky was dark by the time she reached the ridge and looked down on Swan Lake: all the silver fishes had dived into the depths. She headed for those ugly chimneys.


Old Wreck was monkey-crouched behind the desk in the Book Room again, absorbed dabbing at her leaky old eyes with her sleeve, absorbed in her storybook. She didn’t react, even when Heidi stood right in front of her.


‘Excuse me?’


Nothing. Heidi read the top lines of Old Wreck’s page upside down and was startled to see her own name. The book was Heidi, by Johanna Spyri. Old Wreck was reading the chapter with the kittens … She had an oil lamp was far too close, the glowing hot chimney glass actually brushing against tinder-dry old paper pages. Heidi needed a favour, so she kept her hands to herself, cleared her throat loudly and waited some more. Finally she saw the earbud lead, trailing down by Old Wreck’s scraggy throat.


‘EXCUSE ME—’


Old Wreck Tallis jumped like a scalded cat.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Heidi, ‘but I have to tell you. I need to have Wednesday afternoons off.’


The old lady gradually managed to focus. Something clanked in her dressing gown pocket as she tugged out an earbud; releasing a faint wave of song, I don’t have to sell my soul …


Stone Roses, thought Heidi. And homemade vodka.


‘Time off? You’re indentured!’


‘It’s not my idea. There’s an Exempt Teens Meeting in the village, I met the teacher. I don’t want to go, but I think they can make me.’


‘Indentured means indentured, you don’t get holidays. Go away. And switch off the electric light as you leave. You are NOT to switch lights on in here.’


The page of Heidi had grown a crisp black margin. A miniature burst of smoke and flame sprang up: Heidi gasped, grabbed the book and crushed the flame between her fingers.


‘I was ABOUT to do that myself!’ snarled Tallis. ‘Interfering busybody!’


‘I know you were,’ said Heidi, handing Heidi across the desk. ‘I was just quicker.’ She picked up the lamp. ‘I’ll bring you a wind-up. It’s safer around all these books.’


‘I detest electric light. It has no atmosphere. Give me my lamp!’


‘I’ll bring you a wind-up,’ said Heidi. She headed for the door, and then turned back.


‘Why are you still here, little bully? I told you to get out.’


‘There’s one other thing … I go running in the gardens, for exercise. I just wondered. Would it be okay if I did some work out there, as well as in the house?’


Old Wreck pushed back nests of mad grey hair and stared at Heidi with a strange, wondering expression, almost like a kind of smile.


‘Might I have a piece of earth …?’


‘Yeah,’ said Heidi: thinking of the door in the wall, except in this case the door led out of the Garden. ‘Like in The Secret Garden, if you like. I honestly won’t do any harm.’


‘Except that Mary Lennox, we are told, was an ugly, sullen child. Stubborn, seems a shared trait. What do you know about gardening?’


‘Some. Read what it says on the packet. Don’t put things where they won’t thrive, mulch to keep the moisture in. Er, sow seed singly, always give new things a good soaking before you plant, never hold a seedling by the real leaves. Clear away winter debris in the spring—’


Old Wreck stopped her, waving a hand impatiently. ‘Do what you like. You can’t make things worse. And if you want to be a goody-goody, you may go to those meetings, whatever the State calls them. Now GO AWAY AND LEAVE ME ALONE.’


‘Thanks. I’ll serve dinner at seven. Er, by the way, if we can’t get new smoke alarms, where can I find batteries for the old ones? They’ve all had the batteries taken out and—’


‘GET OUT!’ screamed Old Wreck. ‘GET OUT, GET OUT! GET OUT!’


The first book smacked Heidi painfully on the side of the head. Luckily she’d turned out the lamp. She managed to dodge the shower that followed, but Old Wreck’s mad shrieks chased her all the way down to the kitchen.


At seven o’ clock nothing had changed. Old Wreck sat at one end of the table, Stubble Chin at the other, both of them totally silent while the slave served them their dinner.
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