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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.







SEPTEMBER 27th, 1963


IF YOU really want to know how and where it all started, here’s probably as good a point as any; by a small piece of deserted beach on a stretch of the east coast one afternoon in late September.


It was a wild-looking place, with dunes backed by marshes and topped by reeds against a grey sky with a wide grey sea beyond, and the odd rusted coil of barbed wire a leftover of wartime defences. When the wind came in from across the water it would start to bury the coast road in a blanket of drifting sand, and when this got bad enough they’d have to send out an ex-army caterpillar truck to scrape it all down to the tarmac for a distance of two miles or more. After that the road swung inland for a way, and the sand plough would raise its blade and turn around to head for home; the curving scars of its tracks over successive years could be read on the road surface like dinosaur prints, always turning in the same place and always taking out a chunk of the banking because the beast was tough to handle and the man in the saddle could hardly care less. To a small boy watching from the dunes, it all had the air of a ritual of some deep significance.


But then, when you’re around nine years old, doesn’t everything?


In a car on the cleared road heading south, a travelling sales rep named Harry Waterson was wondering what he could do to catch up on the half-day that he’d fallen behind on his schedule. Harry was thirty-seven years old and a vaguely disappointed man. His suit jacket was on a hanger in the back of the car, his knuckles were on the wheel, and when he looked in the mirror he could see a thin slice of the world receding beyond a horizon of Toffee Button cartons. Toting those same cartons across the pavement at eleven o’clock in the morning while some shopkeeper watched from the doorway, he’d feel the world’s eyes upon him; a man dressed for the office in a Burton’s suit and Rayon tie, bearing penny chews and gum.


But the job came with a car. He got a wage topped up with commission. He had a council-owned house and two children that he loved but rarely saw in their waking hours, and a wife who never said it out loud but who still managed to make plain her feeling that he spent his days in freedom, grabbing all the good things of life’s buffet and bringing none of them home. By the standards of the day, he’d done well.


What he’d actually wanted was to become a fighter pilot, but that had been back at school in the last years of the war. No one in those times could fail to be thrilled by the sight of those heroes passing overhead, on their way to a skirmish or returning from one. Even if they’d managed to spin the conflict out until he was old enough, he’d have run into the twin problems of poor maths and even worse eyesight. Nor was he a fighter by nature. Just about every boy in the school had pictured himself growing up to fly a Spitfire, and none of them would. Most got National Service. Harry had gone to work for his uncle.


He’d never seen a dead body before this day. He’d seen spilled blood after a road accident one time and it had surprised him because it hadn’t been red at all, just dark and wet like a flood of black coffee. And then another time before that, aged eight or nine, his mother had sent him on an errand to a dusty second-hand shop in a back street near to home; nobody had answered the bell and so he’d waited for a while, and when still nobody appeared he’d made his way through the stacks of old, grim furniture and hearse-like baby carriages to see if he could find anybody in the back room. There, in cramped living quarters no lighter and no better-furnished than the junk shop out front, he’d come upon an unattended coffin on trestles. It was deeply polished and the handles were bright silver and there was a wreath of black crêpe and lilies on its lid.


Run? For a couple of minutes there, back through the shop and out down the street, he’d been convinced that he was flying after all. That, and the accident, were the closest he’d ever been to looking death in the eye.


Until today.


In fact it almost happened too soon, because he was thinking about other things and was late hitting the brakes when he saw the kid with the bicycle. The boy was standing right out in the middle of the road and looking straight at him, the bike turned sideways like a shield. As the brakes locked-on Harry felt with a deep and blossoming horror that he was going to slide all the way and the kid was going to die. The boy was frowning at him, knowing nothing of the physics of the situation, simply expecting the adult to stop. There were things that a more expert driver might do, but Harry’s only reflex was to stand harder on the brakes, and then harder still as if willpower alone would draw him back from the edge of disaster.


The rear end of the car started to go. The stock on the back seat shifted. Harry could already hear the sound, first the crash into the bike and then a thud like a fist into a side of meat.


But maybe willpower was enough. The car slid to a halt about a yard short of the boy, and the boy rolled his bicycle forward and parked it against the radiator grille. Harry was wondering whether a couple of strong men with crowbars might have a fighting chance of getting his fingers unclenched from around the steering wheel, and whether he himself might ever have the strength to walk unaided again, when the boy beckoned to him and then turned around and set out for the dunes.


Harry took his hands from the wheel. He was actually trembling. He took a deep breath, and felt better.


The boy obviously expected him to follow, and hadn’t even looked back yet. Harry couldn’t drive on because there was a sodding bicycle leaning on the front of his car now, for God’s sake. He opened the door and started to get out, thinking that at the very least he could throw the thing out of the way and leave it at the side of the road. But then the saddle and the handlebars abruptly dropped out of view, and there was a crash as the bike slid down and hit the tarmac.


The boy was almost at the crest of the first line of dunes when the sound reached him. He looked back at Harry, and then beckoned again. And then he went on.


Harry didn’t know what to do. He was in the middle of nowhere with all of his stock in the back of the car. Beside all the usual stuff he had two gross of chocolate Santas and snowmen that he was supposed try talking his regulars into taking early this year, as well as promotional packs and window stickers for a couple of lines that hadn’t been moving too well throughout the summer.


And then he thought, To hell with it, and with a terrific sense of release he slammed the door and set out toward the dunes to follow the boy.


There was a wide path of sorts, railway sleepers buried under the sand. Most of them were submerged but every now and again one would be tilted slightly so that its edges showed through and made an abrupt step. To either side of him was gorse so dense that a stick thrust in would have stayed in place when released. Harry came up onto that first, low line of dunes, and paused to look for the boy; he’d left the wider track and was now following the edge of the brush along the higher ridge ahead.


This path was softer and well-trodden, and harder work. Harry had to stop after a minute to get his breath. He’d left his jacket in the car and was in his shirtsleeves, and the sea-wind cut right through the cotton. About two miles out stood the nearest of the big freight ships, one of an endless procession that waited for pilotage around the head and into the bay, faded by light and distance until it and the others beyond seemed to exist in some other zone of reality. Closer-in, the incoming tide was beginning to cover the stained light and dark bands of the shoreline.


The boy had stopped, too, and was watching him.


Harry raised a hand to signal that he was following, and the boy turned.


They came down between two shallow ridges that were actually buried runs of picket fencing, with just the picket-points showing like the tips of animal bones. Litter and scraps of old newspaper had been caught here as if in the teeth of a rake, and they fluttered in the wind. The boy had slowed, giving Harry a chance to catch up. Harry was beginning to feel uneasy about how this would look, and wondering whether he wasn’t making a big mistake. Even now he was uncomfortable about buying dolls for the girls if they weren’t along with him; a man of his age, and alone, could so easily be taken for a child molester shopping for bait. The further behind they left the road, the less sure of himself he felt. There was nothing out here but sand and rabbit shit and grasses that stung like whips as he pushed through them.


The boy had stopped again, on another rise in the path. They’d almost reached the edge of the incoming sea by now, and this time he was waiting for Harry to reach him.


“What’s the matter?” Harry said as he laboured his way up the final slope, and his voice sounded thin and stripped of authority in the wide open air. “Is somebody hurt?”


“I don’t know,” the boy said, and he turned to look down over the crest of the dune as Harry came up level.


He found himself looking down into a shallow creek. Here a freshwater stream, cut so deep into the dunes that it wasn’t even visible until you stood right over it, ran out into the sea. Its sides had been shored-up with bales of rocks and stones, and some of those bales had been levered open by driftwood so that a spreading fan of pebbles marked the place on the beach where river and ocean met.


Harry sensed the nature of the location. It was a child’s magical spot. Such things existed back then, when children roamed free to claim lonely marshes and derelict buildings as their own. Something in him responded to it, like hearing a forgotten language after so many years. It had isolation and diversity and that essential hint of mystery, like the aura that hangs around shut-down machinery.


Out in the turbulence, a man was weakly trying to scramble out of the surf and onto the shore.


He was face-down in the rising tide. He was wearing a thick blue serge jacket, a fisherman’s jacket, and the weight of it sodden was holding him down. As the spent waves lifted him he’d make an ineffectual grab to stop himself being pulled back in the undertow, but there was no strength in him at all. He was lifted and dragged back, lifted and dragged back, and his hands clawed at the sand and the sand simply ran through his fingers. He was an anonymous hulk, swollen by the sea, and the mammoth effort that must have brought him to the shore had drained him of the energy to complete his salvation.


Harry didn’t even hesitate at the water’s edge. He splashed straight in, oblivious to the soaking and the sudden and penetrating cold, and as he came close the fisherman raised a hand from the water as if in supplication to a saint.


Harry took the man’s hand. Gripped it.


And the hand broke up in his own.


The flesh seemed to dissolve at his touch. The hand slid out as if from a glove, bone-white and slender, leaving Harry with a grasp on … what?


He stopped, knee-deep in the freezing water. He looked in his own hand and saw the mass of shrimps that had been stripped from their human feast, curling and writhing and breaking up and flaking away. The man in the surf was being drawn out again, sucked by the undertow, and his half-consumed hand dropped back into the water. Harry was screaming. He felt as if he’d grabbed a fistful of live maggots. He was shaking them away as he staggered back, and as he stumbled out he saw the drowned man’s body making another bid for the beach, a puppet moving with the action of the sea. It briefly lifted its face as if to grab a breath, and presented a black slit-eyed mask that Harry would never forget even though he would try his best over the years to come.


The boy on the dune had been watching it all. Harry made an effort to get a grip on himself. The boy was pale-faced and serious, and Harry was suddenly intensely aware of how he must look. If every encounter was a snapshot of you in someone else’s eyes, then this had to be one where Harry wanted to be at his best. Inside, he felt about the same age as the boy. But now he’d have to step up and play the adult.


The boy said, “Is he dead?”


“I’m afraid he is,” Harry said. “I’ll have to tell somebody.”


“Aren’t you going to pull him out?”


Harry looked back, even though a part of him didn’t want to. The dead man must have been washed in alongshore to this place of cross-currents, and here he was being held and played around with like unwanted food. Until the tide turned, he’d probably stay here.


Harry said, “I’ve been about as close as I care to get. Come on. What’s your name?”


“Nicky,” the boy said.


They trooped back over the dunes. Harry asked the boy how he’d come to find the body, and then didn’t pay much attention to the story he got in reply; he was breathing harder and harder, and knew that he was only kidding himself if he thought that he wouldn’t have to stop and throw up any moment now. He was also wiping his hand repeatedly on the side of his pants, although he hadn’t even noticed that.


Suddenly he stepped off the path, and dumped his breakfast into the gorse.


The boy waited patiently, without expression or comment.


Someday, Nicky, Harry thought as he stepped back onto the path; he was feeling cold and wrecked and miserable and his wet clothes were making him shiver, and he knew that he was cutting something rather less than a dash here. Someday, when you’re older, I hope you’ll understand. And they started on again, coming down where the sand thinned out over the buried railway sleepers. The boy reached up and took his hand as they covered the last quarter-mile back to the car.


Nothing had changed. Harry could see the great length of his skid drawn clearly on the road. The boy picked up his bicycle and set it upright, and Harry got his jacket and put it on. It had taken some creases when the stock had fallen over against it.


The boy said, “I’m coming with you.”


“There’s no room for you and the bike. Sorry.”


The boy’s sudden eruption of feeling startled him. “He’s mine!” the boy protested, and his expression was one of outrage rather than any common form of anger. “I found him! I didn’t stop you just to let you take him away from me!”


For Harry, it was as if he’d unexpectedly touched something live. He watched the boy for a moment.


And then he said, “There’s a Shell garage with a cafeteria. About a mile inland on the right-hand side. Do you know it?”


The boy nodded.


“Well, that’s where I’m going. You can follow on your bike and meet me there.”


AFTER HE’D made the call, Harry went out onto the forecourt to wait. He could never understand how places like this stayed in business, and he saw plenty of them; this one had the pumps out front and a repair shop with an oil-stained pit around the back, while the main building had been painted white and turned into a country-kitchen kind of a place. There were curtains at the windows, chequered plastic cloths on the tables, new oilcloth on the floor, and only one paying customer behind a newspaper at a corner table. From out in the open, Harry could look in any direction and not see one other building. And the land was flat and mostly drained, so that one look covered quite a lot of distance.


The boy came freewheeling in a couple of minutes later, half-out of the saddle and running the bike down to a halt over the last few yards. He’d made pretty decent time. Harry had been forced to stop once, racked with uncontrollable sobs as the drowned man had come surging up in his imagination once again, his face blackened like inner-tube rubber and blown up tight with something gassy and green; but after what had seemed like an hour (and was actually less than a minute) he’d been able to take out a handkerchief to dry his eyes and blow his nose. He felt strangely purged, and able to go on; it was as if he’d sucked on a wound and spat out poison.


And—could he be mistaken in this? But he didn’t feel anything like as bad as he might have expected.


The boy was flushed from pedalling hard, his eyes bright and his hair in unruly spikes. “Who’s coming?” he said.


“I called the police,” Harry told him, and he resisted the urge to put out a hand and flatten down the boy’s hair as he’d have done with one of his own. “The local man’s coming out. We’ll have to show him where to look.”


“Will there be a police car?”


“I should think there will.”


The boy was fumbling in his saddlebag. “I can show him this,” he said, and after a moment he brought out an Airfix car from among the lead soldiers and the golf balls and the bubblegum cards. It was a Ford, a similar model to Harry’s own, but it had been painted in the livery of a police vehicle.


“Who made that?” Harry said. “You?”


“My dad,” the boy said, and he held it up to the light to check on the interior. “It’s got all the seats in, and everything.”


Something was definitely happening here. As that first flush of awfulness receded, Harry was beginning to feel … well, it was something like the feeling he’d get when things were going his way. There was pity for the poor soul whose bloated corpse was struggling around out there and fattening up the seafood, but also a strange sense of vigour that had crept into his day.


His schedule counted for nothing, now. He couldn’t help thinking of the more interesting times that lay ahead, the stories to be told afterwards, the awe and, yes, the envy of others … and as his eyes met the boy’s over the model car, he realised that the two of them were thinking more or less the same thing.


“Don’t forget to tell them,” the boy warned. “It was me who found him.”


“I won’t forget,” Harry said.


And then he walked over to his own car, which he’d left alongside a sales row of half a dozen museum-pieces with rust around their sills and price tickets in their windscreens. Each screen was a near-perfect mirror of clouds and sky.


When he came back a minute later he said, “Here you go, Nicky,” and he tossed the boy a couple of bags of Toffee Buttons.


“Thanks,” Nicky said as he caught them.


And then the two of them sat together on the garage’s low roadside wall to wait for the police car, and all the excitement that would follow with it, to arrive.




PART ONE


THE FALL OF JOHNNY MAYS


OCTOBER 1986




ONE


THEY’D TOSSED a coin to see whose car they’d use today. This was how they came to be riding in Nick Frazier’s old Granada.


“What do you think of that one, then?” Johnny Mays said, and Nick had to turn and look across the top of the car to see what he meant. Nick was fuelling the Granada, and Johnny had stepped out to loiter against its side on the filling station forecourt. His tie was loosened and his arms were folded. Johnny wore good clothes, but he always looked as if he’d slept in them; he had the air of a lounge lizard perpetually in transit between lounges, rumpled and faintly surprised to find that the world carried on turning through the daylight hours.


Nick followed his look over to the next aisle along, where a woman was unhooking the four-star pump for a waiting Porsche. Nick wondered for a moment which Johnny was talking about, the woman or the car. Knowing Johnny, it could have been either.


“Too classy for you,” Nick said, which would cover it both ways.


“You reckon?”


“I reckon.”


Johnny considered further. Nick’s guess was that the woman was somewhere in her mid-thirties and fighting it too hard, a bleached-blonde with a deep suntan, white trouser suit and white shoes and a little too much gold around her hands. She’d turned to face away from them, perhaps deliberately, but as far as Johnny was concerned this had only improved the view.


He said, “Good lines, but that isn’t class. That’s just town money.”


“Whatever,” Nick said. “You still wouldn’t get your nose past the door.”


Johnny thought it over a little while longer.


And then he said, “Watch me.”


Oh, shit, Nick thought, and cut off the pump. He didn’t want to stay around for this. Johnny was, quote, a mad bastard and Nick could imagine him ambling over to an unexploded bomb and giving it a kick, just to see what would happen. He always seemed to get away with it somehow, but it didn’t always pay to be standing too close when Johnny Mays was on a roll. As Johnny was sticking his hands into his pockets and sauntering over to the next aisle, Nick was making for the forecourt office to settle the bill and pick up a receipt. If anything was going to happen he’d see it from a distance, and in relative safety.


What he actually saw, watching through the teller’s window on the far side of the counter, was nothing much. The woman’s hair was whipped across her face by the wind when she looked up to speak to Johnny. She brushed it away with her free hand. She didn’t smile. He gestured out toward the skyline of tower blocks and dark clouds crowding low; he either had to be saying something about the threat of thundery weather, or else he was asking how she came to be passing through this blighted side of town.


Whatever he was saying, it didn’t seem to be working.


Johnny was sitting in the car when Nick got back to it, seat reclined a few degrees and his head tilted back on the rest.


Nick said, “How’d you get on?”


“She’s a sad case,” Johnny said. “Frigid as a Polar Bear’s crap, no hope for her at all.”


“What did she say to you?”


“Just drive. Pull out onto the street and wait.”


“For what?”


“I’ll tell you as we go.”


So Nick started the Granada, and did as Johnny ordered.


Technically, they were equal partners. But Johnny knew the ground whereas Nick had only been working it for a couple of months, and so tended to make the running. As they emerged from under the shadow of the filling station’s metal awning, the small radio that Johnny had left propped on the dash did a sudden fade-in and came to life. Johnny always boosted a radio from the station sergeant, even for a plainclothes detail when it wasn’t considered necessary. Nick had begun to see him as a spider, in need of some sense of the web to feel secure.


“What now?” Nick said as they pulled in by what had once been a row of shops. Now it was just unpromising-looking wasteland with an Enterprise Zone billboard. The board was set back from the road, where stuff thrown from cars couldn’t reach it so easily.


“Now we wait,” Johnny said.


The Porsche came out about a minute later.


Johnny said, “Warp factor six, Mister Sulu,” and Nick said, “You want me to follow her?” And Johnny turned to him, and gave him an infinitely pained look.


“Yes,” he said, “I want you to follow her. Preferably today. Get right up close, so she’ll see us in the mirror.”


It was a four-lane highway cutting straight through the badlands out of the heart of town, and it wasn’t hard for Nick to find a space in the traffic flow and slide in behind the Porsche. There wasn’t much of any rear window in the sports job, but Nick could see the woman as she glanced at her mirror and then glanced again, quickly, when she realised that the car behind her was something more than just another late-afternoon commuter making an early run for home. Now she was obviously beginning to wonder what they might have in mind.


Nick was curious to know, as well.


The road dropped into a concrete underpass, yellow lights zipping over their heads like tracer bullets, and as the Porsche started to pick up speed Nick matched it and stayed on her tail. This wasn’t a part of town where anyone would care to be stopped and in trouble; extensively bulldozed and worked-over in the ’sixties building boom, it now had the atmosphere of a long-abandoned destination for airships that had never arrived. After about a quarter-mile they came up into a daylight that somehow seemed darker than the tunnel that they’d just left; it was grim enough to have triggered the photo-cells in some of the high overhead floods so that they burned like new stars against an iron-grey sky.


The woman was starting to get worried, now. She was looking for a way out.


Radio reception had ghosted away again as they’d gone below ground, but now as it returned Johnny picked up the radio and called in. There was about a ten-second lag before the dispatcher responded.


“Need some car plate details,” he said. “Name, address and anything outstanding.” And then, holding the radio in plain sight and leaning forward to get a look at the Porsche’s plate, he read off the registration. Nick couldn’t tell for sure whether the woman was getting all of this, but he could sense some of the pressure that she was probably feeling.


“You’re too much,” he said.


Johnny grinned, happily. “I am, aren’t I?” he said, and as he waited for the details to come through he fumbled around in his jacket and brought out the Little Black Book.


It was as Johnny was adding the woman’s address to whatever current list he was keeping in the book’s pages that Nick saw the Porsche suddenly swing over into an exit lane at the last possible moment, no signal or anything. Nick could have stayed with her, but a quick check told him that Johnny’s eyes were off the road. He let the woman go, and Johnny didn’t look up until it was too late for him to object.


He’d achieved what he wanted by now, anyway. Nick’s Granada stayed on the level and the Porsche ran parallel for a way, before starting to rise and move out on an elevated ramp. The turnoff wouldn’t take her home, but it would put some distance between her and this unwelcome attention from a random male. Did she know Johnny was police? Most likely he’d mentioned it. He usually did.


Johnny finished his notebook entry with a flourish, closed it, and then clicked the little ballpoint pen that came with it.


Nick said, “What’s the idea?”


“Just for the record,” Johnny said, and as he stowed the book he smiled pleasantly across the increasing gap between the two vehicles. Nick saw the blonde giving him a brief, cold stare. She might have been a beauty contest winner, once. The ruthless kind. She still had her looks, but now the peroxide and heavy makeup suggested panic at their waning currency.


Then the ramp took her up and beyond their eyeline.


Nick said, “You push it sometimes, Johnny.”


And Johnny said, “You don’t walk away from Johnny Mays until Johnny says it’s okay.”


Nick didn’t bother trying to argue. He knew a lost cause when he saw one. Johnny had worked hard on his ‘mad bastard’ status in the Division, raising it almost to the level of mythology, and Nick had come along too late in the day to think about putting any kind of a dent into it. And while there was no approval for the abuse of licence data, most of the officers that he knew had done it at some time or another. Back when he’d been in uniform, one of the oil companies had run a promotional campaign with car numbers displayed on petrol station forecourts. There was a cash payout for any driver who spotted his own number; some of the boys had done pretty well out of tracking down owners and doing a deal for half of the prize money in return for telling them where to claim, until somebody put in a complaint. Everything had tightened up for a while after that, but there was no way of sealing the system completely.


Johnny was looking at his watch.


“She’d have made us late, anyway,” he said.


THEY PARKED the Granada on an asphalt lot at the foot of a tower block. The lot was neglected although many of the cars on it were pretty new; there were rental garages somewhere around, but most people seemed to prefer to keep their vehicles out in the open. Garages were no more than a convenient shelter for the gangs of small children who could get in and strip a car down to nothing with awesome professionalism, bringing along their own tools for the job. This wasn’t the roughest part of town, but it won hands-down as one of the bleakest. The fourteen-storey towers, seven of them arranged in a prehistoric formation that dominated the skyline without adding to it, had all of the charm and some of the function of vertical prison stacks. The square mile surrounding them was an architect’s sketch of access roads and empty plazas, and pointless grass embankments crossed by unofficial footpaths that had been made with the dogged obstinacy of water refusing to flow uphill. Ground-floor windows were covered by plywood boarding, the boarding was covered by graffiti. Where there were trees, they were young and mostly dead.


“I imagine Beverly Hills looking a lot like this,” Johnny Mays said.


Nick gave a quick check to make sure that their summons documents were in order before they got out of the car. As Nick was locking up after them, Johnny stood by the Granada and stretched and took a deep breath of the air. Whatever might be in his mind, Johnny Mays gave the impression of a man who felt himself to be pretty much on top of it.


He glanced back at the car as they walked away. “You couldn’t find anything older?”


“Couldn’t find anything cheaper,” Nick said.


“That, I can believe.”


They came around by the side of the nearest building, one where the street-level units had been designed to house shops and a doctor’s surgery but had never been anything more than howling spaces of darkness, litter and the stink of urine. There was a white van in the turnaround by the entrance to the block, and although the van carried no markings Johnny immediately said, “Hang about, that’s one of ours.”


They went over, and Johnny made a brief gesture for silence before leaning close to listen at the van’s windowless rear. Nick stuck his hands into his pockets and stamped around as he waited a few yards back. He wasn’t exactly cold, but this wasn’t a place that would ever seem warm. From here he could look out across the estate and see the skyline of the town’s centre way off in the distance, looking like some other and better country and about as reachable.


Johnny was grinning at something he’d heard. He raised a hand, then listened and waited a moment longer to be sure of getting his timing right.


Then he hammered on the doors so hard that the van shook as if in a storm.


A few seconds of this, and then he flung the doors open. The tableau inside was one of utter shock and incomprehension. Half a dozen men sat crammed together, three to either side, their jaws hanging wide and half-loaded revolvers open on their knees. Johnny turned to Nick in the manner of an eager naturalist who’d just lifted a rock to uncover a clutch of blinking specimens underneath, and said, “Look at this bunch. Alert to every danger.” And then he gestured at the guns. “And more tooled-up than Rudolf Nureyev.”


“Fuck off, Johnny Mays,” came a voice from the far end of the van and the man nearest the door, whom Nick immediately took to be the squad’s leader, said, “You trying to get yourself shot?”


“Do me a favour,” Johnny said. “This is the CID. You’ll hit anything as long as it isn’t the target.”


The squad leader was unruffled. He snapped the loaded revolver shut, and stowed it away inside his military-style bomber jacket. He was in his forties, his hair prematurely silvered, and could have been taken for some ordinary middle-aged, middle-management man but for his broken nose. He said, “And what do the Woodentops want?”


“Got a piece of paper for old friend Winston up on floor nine. Non-payment of child support.”


“Well,” the squad leader said, climbing out of the van, “you can get in line for him. We’re on a section twenty-one.”


Section twenty-one, the Firearms Act; possession of firearms by persons previously convicted of crime. Nick said, “What did he do?”


“He was seen standing in front of a mirror in his Y-fronts practising fast draws with a revolver.”


“Knowing our Winston,” one of the others said as he emerged—he was a shorter, thickset man with dark hair that he was beginning to lose, and was the one who’d recognised Johnny—“he probably pulled out the wrong weapon.”


Nick said, “Seen how?”


“By a little old lady on the same floor in the next block.”


Nick looked up at the buildings. They towered like cliff faces, and from here seemed impossibly high; the spaces between them were cold and vast and desolate. “What’s her name?” he said. “Hawkeye?”


“Nah,” the squad leader said as the last man came out of the van. “She has binoculars. You in on this, or do you want to wait in the car while the big boys do their stuff?”


“We’re in,” Johnny said without any hesitation.


The squad leader looked at him and said, “What are you like with a sledge?”


“Poetry in motion,” Johnny said.


So Johnny was handed the sledgehammer, and all of them went into the block together.


There were two lifts, one of them out of order. The foyer was a squalid no-man’s-land and reminded Nick of some neglected launderette. The working lift took an age to arrive and as they were waiting, the youngest-looking of the CID men said, “Nick Frazier, isn’t it?”


“That’s me,” Nick said, and searched his memory for some light to follow the spark of recognition. It came a moment later; the main practice range, at his last qualifying shoot some eighteen months before.


“Still on the marksman list?”


“No. I reckoned three years as an AFO was enough for anybody.”


“Oh, I dunno,” the young man said. “Look at what you’re missing.”


When the lift doors parted it was to catch three giggling urchins in the act of punching every button for every floor to take them back up again; at the sight of eight grim-looking coppers and a sledgehammer they abruptly froze up into silence and walked out stiffly, breaking into a run before they got to the exit doors. Everybody squeezed in except for one officer, who stayed below to watch the stairwell. There was no way of over-riding the lift controls and so they lurched upward one floor at a time, each stop a flash-photograph of a different vinyl-floored hallway with its dash-rendered walls.


Nick was right in front of Johnny, the sledge handle poking him in the back like an inconvenient hard-on. Around the third floor, Johnny leaned forward and said, “You never told me you were a firearms officer.”


“I was,” Nick said. “I dropped out.”


By the time that they reached the ninth, it was as if the car was rising entirely on a crest of tension and energy from those within. Nobody spoke as they came out, and there was almost no sound at all as the team slipped into position with Smith & Wessons drawn. Nick had heard some talk down below of sending in a dog, but the squad leader had obviously decided against waiting around until a handler came available.


After a quick nod from each man, the leader spoke.


“Let’s take him,” he said quietly.


Johnny’s first swing splintered the veneer on a door that looked solid but patently wasn’t; on his second the door burst inward with pieces of the lock and the frame flying everywhere. They went in one at a time, diving through the opening with the speed of a parachute team; Nick, unarmed, was next to the last, and Johnny followed him with the hammer.


The entire storming took a little under twenty seconds.


Internal doors slammed open, and rooms were quickly covered with a barked-out warning of Armed police! The flat was bigger than Nick had expected, and nothing like as rough as the public spaces in the block. A young woman appeared screaming in a doorway and was quickly hustled out; a fast search of the room revealed only a crying child of around three years old. The carpets were remnants, the furniture was rock-bottom cheap, and there wasn’t enough of it to make the place look much like a home; the only bright colour anywhere was in a stack of Fisher-Price toys in the middle of the floor. The young officer who’d recognised Nick bent to lift the child, and the child screamed so hard in surprise and fear that Nick was half-expecting it to be sick over him.


They’d swept through every room like an incoming wave, and their target was nowhere.


“I wouldn’t put it past the stupid sod to have nipped out the window,” the squad leader said to nobody in particular, briefly covering a living room that was dominated by one of the biggest colour TV sets that Nick had ever seen. It was fairly new, probably rented, and Nick didn’t have to see it switched on to know that the picture would be badly-tuned and unbearably lousy. By contrast, the view from the big panoramic windows on two sides of the lounge—it was a corner flat—was nothing less than spectacular.


Two of the team had moved into the kitchen and were checking the cupboards for hiding-places when there was a splintering crash from somewhere back along the hall. It had come from the main bedroom, just off the hallway by the entrance. And the racket didn’t stop there; it got worse. Everybody dived for it like seals after a herring.


Most of the noise was coming from a black male down on the floor of the bedroom; the rest of it was coming from Johnny Mays, standing over him with the sledgehammer raised and roaring, “Give me an excuse! Just give me an excuse!” The man on the floor was screaming and squirming in an energetic fit of terror, obviously convinced that Johnny Mays was the original Wild Thing and that his head was about to lose a lot of its depth for a big increase in hat size. The wall behind them had been half-destroyed, torn edges puckered out as if it had burst to spit forth some oversized seed.


The entire CID team went for Winston, shunting the bed aside to give themselves room to work; they each dropped onto a piece of him and turned him face-down while the squad leader fumbled his handcuffs. Winston didn’t appear to be armed in any way. As Johnny lowered the sledge and moved back, Nick stepped over and around them to take a closer look at the wall.


In fact it wasn’t actually a wall; it was a false front made out of plasterboard, and it had been pulled into an alcove by a couple of makeshift handles from behind. The board had been papered to match the surface around it—not too successfully, judging by the way that Johnny had spotted and split it with a single blow—and, added as a final touch, there was a Michael Jackson poster that now hung in tatters.


“Police brutality,” the man was saying, mostly into the carpet. “I’ll sue.”


“Save it, Winston,” the squad leader said, trying to get in with the cuffs through the scrum of his own men.


“I done nothing wrong this time.”


From somewhere in the scrum came, “How did you spot him, Johnny?”


Johnny said. “I never heard a poster fart, before.”


Nick was now looking into the space behind the ruined board. It made a hiding place around two and a half feet deep by three wide, just about enough room to stand or sit and not much else. A few haphazard supplies had been laid in as if for a siege, including a bucket and a toilet roll; all the signs were of somebody with a little imagination, but not enough. Winston’s record was all juvenile offences and petty theft, nothing that could warrant such a desperado type of a scheme. Nick saw some canned fish, a flashlight, some old holiday brochures and back-copies of Knave; and in the corner behind the magazines, something bundled-up that clanked like tyre irons when he lifted it out.


He threw the bundle onto the bed. The cloth was an old shirt, the contents an unstrung and dismantled crossbow with about half a dozen bolts. Winston, his hands now shackled behind his back, was hauled up onto his feet to face the evidence.


“Nothing illegal in that,” he said, but Nick wasn’t finished yet. The crossbow components had spilled across the cover leaving something heavy in the last fold of the shirt; Nick delicately tugged the material free and laid it back as if undressing a recent wound.


“And I suppose this is for the kid to play with,” he said, and there was a silence as the uncovered handgun seemed to suck in all of the sound and the attention in the room.


Then Winston said, lamely, “That isn’t mine,” but it was pretty obvious, even to him, that this wasn’t his day.


A quick search of the rest of the flat turned up nothing else. To the sound of slamming drawers and falling clothes, the squad’s leader held up the discovered handgun for a closer look before dropping it into an evidence bag. Nick watched over his shoulder. It was an old .38 Webley, probably wartime issue, and it hadn’t been particularly well cared for. In fact it didn’t appear to have been cared for at all, because when the squad leader broke it open and spun the cylinder he said, “There’s dust in here that’s got to be ten years old. And God only knows what it’s been oiled with.”


And Johnny Mays, who was over on the far side of the room thumbing through one of the hideaway magazines, said, “Since there isn’t even a single round of ammo in the place, it all seems pretty pointless.”


“Same point as those dirty books,” the squad leader said. “A trip to Fantasy Island now and again.”


When they took him out, Nick was half-expecting a big crowd to have gathered; but this obviously wasn’t a block where community spirit ruled, because the man’s common-law wife had stacked up no more than half a dozen supporters to back her as she waited out on the landing. The continued squalling of the child on her hip echoed around the space like feeding time in a dolphinarium; the woman was white and the child, Nick could see now, was of mixed race, and he was screaming and screaming inconsolably. Nick wouldn’t have believed that he could have gone any louder, but he managed this at the sight of his daddy being hustled away in the midst of a gang of strangers with his wrists pinned behind him. Someone had jammed the lift on one of the other floors—nobody on the team doubted that it was for their benefit—and so they had to go down by the stairs. The cries of the child, along with some further choice abuse thrown in, followed them all the way to ground level.


The squad leader checked his wristwatch as their prisoner was being helped into the back of the van. Winston was looking so abject that it had taken some of the kick out of the pinch, and the squarely-built officer with the thinning hair was trying to talk about football, basketball, anything that might lighten him up a little.


“I know you mean well,” Nick heard Winston saying to the man, “but I’m really not in the mood.”


“This won’t help, then,” Nick said, and stuffed the summons down the front of Winston’s shirt before stepping back. As the van doors slammed, he was looking down at the end of the paper as if it was something curious that was crawling up his chest.


The squad leader said, “We’ll get this sorted, then we’re going to eat. You two fancy an Indian?”


“Fiercer than a randy cowboy,” Johnny Mays replied.


IT WAS early in the evening, and the Indian restaurant was empty but for the police party around the big table. The atmosphere and decor weren’t so much ethnic as faded Empire; red, and gold, and lots of shadow, and the waiters in black tie and waistcoats as formal as royal footmen at a tiger shoot. They moved around the table setting out dishes in silence, deaf to all the cats’ meat jokes and Gunga Din cracks that passed below them. For the CID men, it was the end of their relief and time to unwind; for Nick and Johnny on plainclothes, this was only a midway break in their shift.


Johnny was milking the sledgehammer incident for all that it was worth. His currency was good in this company; everybody around the table seemed to know him by reputation if nothing more, and they encouraged his narrative. Nick mostly stayed out of it. He smiled as Johnny moved on to a story about scaring the daylights out of a new policewoman in a faked call to the top deck of a darkened bus, but he sensed something that he didn’t much like under the general enthusiasm. Johnny Mays as a circus act, that was fine; but take away the outrageous conduct, and Nick suspected that plain old unremarkable Johnny would have a problem holding the limelight.


Was it the thrill of the mischief, or was it the attention that was Johnny’s drug of choice? Take it away from him and, like all withdrawals, the real pain wouldn’t come from the loss of the narcotic. It would be from those drowned shapes that had lain concealed for so long, surging back up into daylight as the waters receded. Nick wondered what personal demons Johnny would see, if the crunch ever came. He’d now spent two months in Johnny’s company, long enough to glimpse some awesome shadows down below.


He stopped one of the waiters as he was passing.


“Sir?” the waiter said, and Nick pointed to the dish closest to his plate.


“Can you tell me what’s in this one?”


“That’s a house special, sir.”


“But what’s in it?”


“Seafood.”


“Does that mean like in shrimps and stuff?”


“Shrimps and prawns,” the waiter said. “They’re fresh in from the coast every morning. Is anything wrong?”


“Nothing wrong. Thanks,” Nick said and, prompted to recall his own personal demon in the form of a dead sailor’s hand reaching up from the sea, decided that for him the meal was over.


ONE OF the CID men, name of Frank, asked them what the rest of their shift was likely to hold; this was as they were pulling on their coats and ascending the basement steps into an evening that no longer had a scrap of daylight in it. Perhaps the commonest misconception about the plainclothes squad, apart from being mistaken for detectives, was that its officers spent all of their time blagging free drinks and getting laid.


Nick said, “The sergeant wants us down at the swimming baths for the evening session, see if we can warn off a body who can’t hide the bulge in his trunks every time the little girls swim by. Then we get to cruise the fleshpots for kerb-crawling bishops. Then we get the gay clubs. Then we’ve got a couple of late-drinking licence checks and then, if we’re lucky, we might get to go home.”


HOME WAS a location that Nick reached sometime around two the next morning, after a long night that had run about as close to the plan as any of them ever did.


He let himself into a dark and empty flat. There was a scent of perfumed steam as he walked past the bathroom, and it told him that he’d missed her by maybe an hour. He switched on the lights in the kitchen to check the cork noticeboard. She’d left him a note.


It read




Dear Nicky …


Just used the last of the hot water, please call plumber tomorrow unless you can work some magic on the tank. See you on turnaround; shopping on Thursday! Love, Jen





Yawning, he ambled back down the hallway to the airing cupboard and opened the door. The copper tank almost filled the space from side to side, buried in lagging like a fat man on a football terrace in winter. He took a look at the timer box on the wall and saw that the switch had stopped working about five hours before. He gave the plug a whack, blue sparks flew, and the timer started to tick; after that he closed the door, walked into the bedroom opposite and dropped onto his own side of the empty double bed. His eyes were shut before he hit.


In the silence of the flat, the tick of the timer could faintly be heard.


“Magic,” Nick murmured.




TWO


THE FIRST time that Nick had heard Johnny’s name on the Division had been in the operations room, not too long after Nick had transferred in. There was some confusion over the airwaves about the pursuit of a stolen car, and an exasperated mobile officer had cut in to say, “Look, is this an actual chase, or is it another Johnny Mays affair?”


And Nick had thought, Johnny Mays? Could it be the same Johnny Mays?


He’d found out the answer when he’d walked into the squad room on his first day of plainclothes assignment.


The rest of the officer’s meaning had filtered through a little more slowly.


Today was their anniversary as a team, according to Johnny; Nick made it seven weeks and three days, and wondered what Johnny could be talking about. Nick had asked him what he meant. Johnny had smiled and shaken his head and said, “You work it out.”


They were visiting some badly run-down deck-access flats about half a mile out of the centre of town, looking for a teenaged kid named Dean. The kid’s main claim to fame before he’d skipped probation had been the efficient trashing of a red Lancia in the supervised parking lot next to the town’s biggest nightspot. He hadn’t done it alone, but he was the only one who’d been caught; he hadn’t been able to run with his trousers around his knees, on account of what he’d been dumping on the driver’s seat when the parking attendant had shone a torch in through the windscreen. He was nine years old at the time, and beyond prosecution. Since then he’d progressed, mostly to theft and joyriding, and also to more ingenious methods of damage; he’d last been caught in the act of dropping home-made grenades from a motorway bridge onto speeding cars, the grenades consisting of knotted contraceptives filled almost to bursting point with paint stripper. They hit like stones, they exploded like impacted birds, and they left their targets needing nothing less than a complete new spray job. Dean showed a rare and misguided creativity. And yet, Johnny had said, you’d look at him and credit him with the imagination of a slug.


This place was about as bad as they got, Nick thought. Four storeys high, a great bullring of a development like some low-rise Babel. They came into the amphitheatre through one of the brick arches that corresponded more or less to the points of the compass. Johnny parked his treasured Capri well away from the overhang of the open-sided balconies that ran all the way around each level.


The central area had been planned as a garden, but now it was no better than a dustbowl. Nick had known estates like it when he’d been in uniform. They were pretty well impossible to police—the approaches were too visible, and there were too many ways in and out—and they had a distinctly front-line atmosphere about them. Rats would spontaneously begin to eat their young when placed under the same stresses and conditions. This estate was more desolate than crowded—the plan was to get everybody cleared out and resettled by the end of the decade, and then either to bulldoze or sell to a private developer—but the feeling of oppression was the same.


Johnny had been right to be cautious with his car. As they were ascending an open stairwell, Nick glanced out in the same moment that a TV set, power lead trailing behind it like the tail of a kite, was falling past on its way down from one of the upper decks. Johnny said, “What the fuck was that?”


And Nick said, “It could have been a Sony. Went by too fast to be sure.”


The TV tube imploded when it hit the ground three floors below, and after only a moment’s lag it was answered by the first far-off echoes of thunder from somewhere out toward the coast. They went over to the rail, and looked down to where the busted set lay in amongst the split bags of garbage and the rest of the crap that regularly seemed to get tossed out into space around here. Nick could see that already about half a dozen dirty-faced kids had come swarming in to see what was new.


“Must be mad dog weather,” Johnny commented, and they moved on.


Many of the flats on the third level were empty, wooden X’s covering their doors and windows. The one that they were heading for looked hardly better; half of the glass was missing from its entrance door, replaced by a sheet of cardboard pinned on the inside. They knocked and there was no reply, but Johnny moved along to the window and looked in.


“He’s there,” he said after a moment. “Looks like he’s on his own.”


“What do you want to do?”


“We didn’t come all this way for the scenery.”


So then Johnny moved back to the door. He punched out the cardboard and reached through to open it.


They went inside.


Technically they were way out of line—the summons that they carried didn’t give them any of the powers of a warrant—but somewhere like this, it didn’t always pay to let the line seem too clear. Johnny, who’d been here before, led the way through. Nick’s first impression was that of a dimly-lit time warp; the place had been recently decorated and the furniture wasn’t old, but the taste from the wallpaper down reflected everything that had made him wince from about the age of seven.


Dean was in the kitchen.


He was looking nervous and unsure, but not entirely surprised. Nick thought that he seemed a delicate-looking kid. It was nearly four o’clock in the afternoon but he was wearing jeans and a pullover over pyjamas, and a pair of threadbare Pirelli slippers without any socks. In his hand was a picnic glass in a plastic holder containing a fluorescent orange squash.


“Come on, Dean,” Johnny said. “Don’t pretend you weren’t expecting us. Where’s your mother?”


“Out,” Dean said.


“Let’s go for a talk in the car.”


Dean looked around him, uncertain; Johnny took the mug from him and set it down gently by the draining board.


“You won’t need shoes,” he said. “We’re not going far.”


They went in line back to the car, with the boy in the middle. Johnny didn’t say anything to him and Dean didn’t say anything at all, simply went along in complete submission. Some of the small children at ground level saw them go, but nobody else as far as Nick was aware.


“You drive,” Johnny said to Nick, throwing him the keys as they came around by the car. “Dean and I have a few things to talk about.”


The back seat of a Capri had to be the most cramped interview space that Nick had ever seen put to use, but the move had its purpose. Dean was now on Johnny’s ground and under his control, and he knew it. He couldn’t turn away, he couldn’t look for help. He could only listen, and do as he was told.


When Nick was behind the wheel and adjusting the rearview mirror, Johnny leaned forward to speak quietly to him.


“Just drive us around slow,” he said. “You know the docks, at all?”


“I’ve been by there a couple of times.”


“Start by heading out that way. I’ll call the turns as we go.”


It was a two-mile drive, mostly through the part of the town that had already died on its feet; much of it along a road where the tall, gloomy Victorian corner pubs were the only original buildings standing and still in use. Even these were doing little more than waiting out their time, dreaming stone dreams of the days when merchant seamen would pack the bars and no evening was complete until a fight had spilled out into the open somewhere. Nick took it slowly, glancing in the mirror every now and again as Johnny talked to the boy.


Johnny knew what he was doing. Nick only wished he didn’t have to listen.


Johnny kept his tone low, his voice reasonable. He silenced Dean every time he tried to speak, even in response to a question. Johnny stripped him down to nothing. The whole thrust of what he was saying was that the boy was a creature without value, beneath notice, beneath even contempt, that his entire life was an open book with nothing of any worth written there. “I suppose what I’m saying, Dean,” he explained, “is that you’re snot on my shoe just asking to be stepped on. A freak like you should have been drowned at birth. You understanding what I’m getting at, Dean?”
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