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The Saliva Tree

There is neither speech nor language: but their voices are heard among them.

PSALM XIX

‘You know, I’m really much exercised about the Fourth Dimension,’ said the fair-haired young man, with a suitable earnestness in his voice.

‘Um,’ said his companion, staring up at the night sky.

‘It seems very much in evidence these days. Do you not think you catch a glimpse of it in the drawings of Aubrey Beardsley?’

‘Um,’ said his companion.

They stood together on a low rise to the east of the sleepy East Anglian town of Cottersall, watching the stars, shivering a little in the chill February air. They are both young men in their early twenties. The one who is occupied with the Fourth Dimension is called Bruce Fox; he is tall and fair, and works as junior clerk in the Norwich firm of lawyers, Prendergast and Tout. The other, who has so far vouchsafed us only an um or two, although he is to figure largely as the hero of our account, is by name Gregory Rolles. He is tall and dark, with grey eyes set in his handsome and intelligent face. He and Fox have sworn to Think Large, thus distinguishing themselves, at least in their own minds, from all the rest of the occupants of Cottersall in these last years of the nineteenth century.

‘There’s another!’ exclaimed Gregory, breaking at last from the realm of monosyllables. He pointed a gloved finger up at the constellation of Auriga the Charioteer. A meteor streaked across the sky like a runaway flake of the Milky Way, and died in mid-air.

‘Beautiful!’ they said together.

‘It’s funny,’ Fox said, prefacing his words with an oft-used phrase, ‘the stars and men’s minds are so linked together and always have been, even in the centuries of ignorance before Charles Darwin. They always seem to play an ill-defined role in man’s affairs. They help me think large too, don’t they you, Greg?’

‘You know what I think—I think that some of those stars may be occupied. By people, I mean.’ He breathed heavily, overcome by what he was saying. ‘People who—perhaps they are better than us, live in a just society, wonderful people …’

‘I know, Socialists to a man!’ Fox exclaimed. This was one point on which he did not share his friend’s advanced thinking. He had listened to Mr. Tout talking in the office, and thought he knew better than his rich friend how these socialists, of which one heard so much these days, were undermining society. ‘Stars full of socialists!’

‘Better than stars full of Christians! Why, if the stars were full of Christians, no doubt they would already have sent missionaries down here to preach their Gospel.’

‘I wonder if there ever will be planetary journeys as predicted by Nunsowe Greene and Monsieur Jules Verne—’ Fox said, when the appearance of a fresh meteor stopped him in mid-sentence.

Like the last this meteor seemed to come from the general direction of Auriga. It travelled slowly, and it glowed red, and it sailed grandly towards them. They both exclaimed at once, and gripped each other by the arm. The magnificent spark burned in the sky, larger now, so that its red aura appeared to encase a brighter orange glow. It passed overhead (afterwards, they argued whether it had not made a slight noise as it passed), and disappeared below a clump of willow. They knew it had been near. For an instant, the land had shone with its light.

Gregory was the first to break the silence.

‘Bruce, Bruce, did you see that? That was no ordinary fireball!’

‘It was so big! What was it?’

‘Perhaps our heavenly visitor has come at last!’

‘Hey, Greg, it must have landed by your friends’ farm—the Grendon place—mustn’t it?’

‘You’re right! I must pay old Mr. Grendon a visit tomorrow and see if he or his family saw anything of this.’

They talked excitedly, stamping their feet as they exercised their lungs. Their conversation was the conversation of optimistic young men, and included much speculative matter that began ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful if—’, or ‘Just supposing—’. Then they stopped and laughed at their own absurd beliefs.

‘It must be nearly nine o’clock,’ Fox said at last. ‘I didn’t mean to be so late tonight. It’s funny how fast time passes. We’d best be getting back, Greg.’

They had brought no lantern, since the night was both clear and dry. It was but two miles by the track back to the outlying houses of Cottersall. They stepped it out lustily, arm linked in arm in case one of them tripped in cart ruts, for Fox had to be up at five in the morning if he was to bicycle to his work punctually. The little village lay silent, or almost so. In the baker’s house where Gregory lodged, a gaslight burned and a piano could be heard. As they halted smartly at the side door, Fox said slyly, ‘So you’ll be seeing all the Grendon family tomorrow?’

‘It seems probable, unless that red hot planetary ship has already borne them off to a better world.’

‘Tell us true, Greg—you really go to see that pretty Nancy Grendon, don’t you?’

Gregory struck his friend playfully on the shoulder.

‘No need for your jealousy, Bruce! I go to see the father, not the daughter. Though the one is female, the other is progressive and that must interest me more just yet. Nancy has beauty, true, but her father—ah, her father has electricity!’

Laughing, they cheerfully shook hands and parted for the night.

On Grendon’s farm, things were a deal less tranquil, as Gregory was to discover.

Gregory Rolles rose before seven next morning as was his custom. It was while he was lighting his gas mantle, and wishing the baker would install electricity, that a swift train of thought led him to reflect again on the phenomenal thing in the previous night’s sky. Mrs. Fenn, the baker’s wife, who had already lit his fire, brought him up hot water for washing and scalding water for shaving and, later, a mighty tray full of breakfast. Throughout this activity, and indeed while he ate his porridge and chops, Gregory remained abstracted, letting his mind wander luxuriously over all the possibilities that the ‘meteor’ illuminated. He decided that he would ride out to see Mr. Grendon within the hour.

He was lucky in being able, at this stage in his life, to please himself largely as to how his days were spent, for his father was a person of some substance. Edward Rolles had had the fortune, at the time of the Crimean War, to meet Escoffier, and with some help from the great chef had brought onto the market a baking powder, ‘Eugenol’, that, being slightly more palatable and less deleterious to the human system than its rivals, had achieved great commercial success. As a result, Gregory had attended one of the Cambridge colleges.

Now, having gained a degree, he was poised on the verge of a career. But which career? He had acquired—more as a result of his intercourse with other students than with those officially deputed to instruct him—some understanding of the sciences; his essays had been praised and some of his poetry published, so that he inclined towards literature; and an uneasy sense that life for everyone outside the privileged classes contained too large a proportion of misery led him to think seriously of a political career. In Divinity, too, he was well-grounded; but at least the idea of Holy Orders did not tempt him.

While he wrestled with his future, he undertook to live away from home, since his relations with his father were never smooth. By rusticating himself in the heart of East Anglia, he hoped to gather material for a volume tentatively entitled ‘Wanderings with a Socialist Naturalist’, which would assuage all sides of his ambitions. Nancy Grendon, who had a pretty hand with a pencil, might even execute a little emblem for the title page … Perhaps he might be permitted to dedicate it to his author friend, Mr. Herbert George Wells …

He dressed himself warmly, for the morning was cold as well as dull, and went down to the baker’s stables. When he had saddled his mare, Daisy, he swung himself up and set out along a road that the horse knew well.

The sun had been up for something over an hour, yet the sky and the landscape were drab in the extreme. Two sorts of East Anglian landscape met here, trapped by the confused wanderings of the River Oast: the unfarmable heathland and the unfarmable fen. There were few trees, and those stunted, so that the four fine elms that stood on one side of the Grendon farm made a cynosure for miles around.

The land rose slightly towards the farm, the area about the house forming something of a little island amid marshy ground and irregular stretches of water that gave back to the sky its own dun tone. The gate over the little bridge was, as always, open wide; Daisy picked her way through the mud to the stables, where Gregory left her to champ oats contentedly. Cuff and her pup, Lardie, barked loudly about Gregory’s heels as usual, and he patted their heads on his way over to the house.

Nancy came hurrying out to meet him before he got to the front door.

‘We had some excitement last night, Gregory,’ she said. He noted with pleasure she had at last brought herself to use his first name.

‘Something bright and glaring!’ she said. ‘I was retiring, when this noise come and then this light, and I rush to look out through the curtains, and there’s this here great thing like an egg sinking into our pond.’ In her speech, and particularly when she was excited, she carried the lilting accent of Norfolk.

The meteor!’ Gregory exclaimed. ‘Bruce Fox and I were out last night as we were the night before, watching for the lovely Aurigids that arrive every February, when we saw an extra big one. I said then it was coming over very near here.’

‘Why, it almost landed on our house,’ Nancy said. She looked very pleasing this morning, with her lips red, her cheeks shining, and her chestnut curls all astray. As she spoke, her mother appeared in apron and cap, with a wrap hurriedly thrown over her shoulders.

‘Nancy, you come in, standing freezing like that! You ent daft, girl, are you? Hello, Gregory, how be going on? I didn’t reckon as we’d see you today. Come in and warm yourself.’

‘Good-day to you, Mrs. Grendon. I’m hearing about your wonderful meteor of last night.’

‘It was a falling star, according to Bert Neckland. I ent sure what it was, but it certainly stirred up the animals, that I do know.’

‘Can you see anything of it in the pond?’ Gregory asked.

‘Let me show you,’ Nancy said.

Mrs. Grendon returned indoors. She went slowly and grandly, her back very straight and an unaccustomed load before her. Nancy was her only daughter; there was a younger son, Archie, a stubborn lad who had fallen at odds with his father and now was apprenticed to a blacksmith in Norwich; and no other children living. Three infants had not survived the mixture of fogs alternating with bitter east winds that comprised the typical Cottersall winter. But now the farmer’s wife was unexpectedly gravid again, and would bear her husband another baby when the spring came in.

As Nancy led Gregory over to the pond, he saw Grendon with his two labourers working in the West Field, but they did not wave.

‘Was your father not excited by the arrival last night?’

‘That he was—when it happened! He went out with his shot gun, and Bert Neckland with him. But there was nothing to see but bubbles in the pond and steam over it, and this morning he wouldn’t discuss it, and said that work must go on whatever happen.’

They stood beside the pond, a dark and extensive slab of water with rushes on the farther bank and open country beyond. As they looked at its ruffled surface, they stood with the windmill black and bulky on their left hand. It was to this that Nancy now pointed.

Mud had been splashed across the boards high up the sides of the mill; some was to be seen even on the tip of the nearest white sail. Gregory surveyed it all with interest. Nancy, however, was still pursuing her own line of thought.

‘Don’t you reckon Father works too hard, Gregory? When he ent outside doing jobs, he’s in reading his pamphlets and his electricity manuals. He never rests but when he sleeps.’

‘Um. Whatever went into the pond went in with a great smack! There’s no sign of anything there now, is there? Not that you can see an inch below the surface.’

‘You being a friend of his, Mum thought perhaps as you’d say something to him. He don’t go to bed till ever so late—sometimes it’s near midnight, and then he’s up again at three and a half o’clock. Would you speak to him? You know Mother dassent.’

‘Nancy, we ought to see whatever it was that went in the pond. It can’t have dissolved. How deep is the water? Is it very deep?’

‘Oh, you aren’t listening, Gregory Rolles! Bother the old meteor!’

‘This is a matter of science, Nancy. Don’t you see—’

‘Oh, rotten old science, is it? Then I don’t want to hear. I’m cold, standing out here. You can have a good look if you like, but I’m going in before I gets froze. It was only an old stone out of the sky, because I heard Father and Bert Neckland agree to it’.

‘Fat lot Bert Neckland knows about such things!’ he called to her departing back. She had the prettiest ringlets on her neck, but really he didn’t want to get involved with a nineteen-year old farmer’s daughter. It was a pity more girls didn’t believe in Free Love, as did most of his male acquaintances.

He looked down at the dark water. Whatever it was that had arrived last night, it was here, only a few feet from him. He longed to discover what remained of it. Vivid pictures entered his mind: his name in headlines in ‘The Morning Post’, the Royal Society making him an honorary member, his father embracing him and pressing him to return home.

Thoughtfully, he walked over to the barn. Hens ran clucking out of his way as he entered and stood looking up, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dim light. There, as he remembered it, was a little rowing boat. Perhaps in his courting days old Mr. Grendon had taken his prospective wife out for excursions on the Oast in it. Surely it had not been used in years.

He moved the long ladder over to climb and inspect it, and a cat went flying across the rafters in retreat. The inside of the boat was filthy, but two oars lay there, and it seemed intact. The craft had been hitched to its present position by two ropes thrown over a higher beam; it was a simple enough matter to lower it to the ground.

At that point, Gregory had a moment of prudence for other people’s property. He went into the farm and asked Mrs. Grendon if he might embark on the pond with it. That complaisant lady said he might do as he wished, and accordingly he dragged the boat from the barn and launched it in the shallows of the pond. It floated. The boards had dried, and water leaked through a couple of seams, but not nearly enough to deter him. Climbing delicately in among the straw and filth, he pushed off.

From here, the farm, or such of it as he could see, presented a somewhat sinister aspect. The mill loomed above him, dismal and tarred black, only its sails white and creaking in the slight wind. To his other side, the blank-faced end of the barn looked immense and meaningless. Behind it he could see the backs of cowsheds with, beyond them, the raw new brick of the back of Grendon’s machine house, where he made electricity. Between barn and mill, he could see the farmhouse, but the upper storey only, because of the lie of the land. Its decrepit humps of thatch and the tall stack of its chimney gave it a forbidding sir. He mused on the strangeness that overcame one from looking at human works from an angle from which they were never designed to be seen, and wondered if there were similar angles in nature. Presumably there were, for behind him where the pond ended were only ragged willows topping reed beds. It looked as if there should have been something else—a little land at least—but no land showed, only the willows and the watery sky.

Now he was over the approximate centre of the pond. He shipped his oars and peered over the side. There was an agitation in the water, and nothing could be seen, although he imagined much.

As he stared over the one side, the boat unexpectedly tipped to the other. Gregory swung round. The boat listed heavily to the left, so that the oars rolled over that way. He could see nothing. Yet—he heard something. It was a sound much like a hound slowly panting. And whatever made it was about to capsize the boat.

‘What is it?’ he said, as all the skin pricked up his back and skull.

The boat lurched, for all the world as if someone invisible were trying to get into it. Frightened, he grasped the oar, and, without thinking, swept it over that side of the rowing boat.

It struck something solid where there was only air.

Dropping the oar in surprise, he put out his hand. It touched Something yielding. At the same time, his arm was violently struck.

His actions were then entirely governed by instinct. Thought did not enter the matter. He picked up the oar again and smote the thin air with it. It hit something. There was a splash, and the boat righted itself so suddenly he was almost pitched into the water. Even while it still rocked, he was rowing frantically for the shallows, dragging the boat from the water, and running for the safety of the farm-house.

Only at the door did he pause. His reason returned, his heart began gradually to stop stammering its fright. He stood looking at the seamed wood of the porch, trying to evaluate what he had seen and what had actually happened. But what had happened?

Forcing himself to go back to the pond, he stood by the boat and looked across the sullen face of the water. It lay undisturbed, except by surface ripples. He looked at the boat. A quantity of water lay in the bottom of it. He thought, all that happened was that I nearly capsized, and I let my idiot fears run away with me. Shaking his head, he pulled the boat back to the barn.

Gregory, as he often did, stayed to eat lunch at the farm, but he saw nothing of the farmer till milking time.

Joseph Grendon was in his late forties, and a few years senior to his wife. He had a gaunt solemn face and a heavy beard that made him look older than he was. For all his seriousness, he greeted Gregory civilly enough. They stood together in the gathering dusk as the cows swung behind them into their regular stalls. Together they walked into the machine house next door, and Grendon lit the oil burners that started the steam engine into motion that would turn the generator that would supply the vital spark.

‘I smell the future in here,’ Gregory said, smiling. By now, he had forgotten the shock of the morning.

‘The future will have to get on without me. I shall be dead by then.’ The farmer spoke as he walked, putting each word reliably before the next.

‘That is what you always say. You’re wrong—the future is rushing upon us.’

‘You ent far wrong there, Master Gregory, but I won’t have no part of it, I reckon. I’m an old man now. Do you know what I was reading in one of those London papers last night? They do say as how before another half-century is out every house in the country will be supplied with electrical lighting from one big central power house in London. This here old machine won’t be no good then, will it?’

‘It will be the end of the gas industry, that’s for sure. That will cause much unemployment’

‘Well, of course, in remote districts like this here primitive place, you wouldn’t get gas in a dozen centuries. But electrical lighting is easier to conduct from one place to another than gas is. Here she come!’

This last exclamation was directed at a flicker of light in the pilot bulb overhead. They stood there contemplating with satisfaction the wonderful machinery. As steam pressure rose, the great leather belt turned faster and faster, and the flicker in the pilot bulb grew stronger. Although Gregory was used to a home lit by both gas and electricity, he never felt the excitement of it as he did here, out in the wilds, where the nearest incandescent bulb was probably in Norwich, a great part of a day’s journey away.

‘Why did you really decide to have this plant built, Joseph?’

‘Like I told you, it’s safer than lanterns in the sheds and the sties and anywhere with dry straw about the place. My father had a bad fire here when I was a boy that put the wind up me proper … Did I ever tell you as how Bert Neckland’s older brother used to work for me once, till I got this here equipment in? He was a regular Bible-thumper, he was, and do you know what he told me? He said as how this here electrical lighting was too bright and devilish to be God’s work, and in consequence he refused to let it shine on him. So I told him, I said, Well, I ent having you going round with an umbrella up all hours of darkness, and I gave him his wages and I tell him to clear off out if that’s the way he feels.’

‘And he did?’

‘He ent been back here since.’

‘Idiot! All things are possible now. The Steam Age was wonderful in its way, or must have seemed so to the people that lived in it, but in this new Electric Age—anything’s possible. Do you know what I believe, Joseph? I believe that before so very many years are up, we shall have electrical flying machines. Who knows, we may even be able to make them big enough to fly to the moon! Oh, I tell you, I just cannot wait till the New Century. By then, who knows, all men may be united in brotherhood, and then we shall see some progress.’

‘I don’t know. I shall be united in my grave by then.’

‘Nonsense, you can live to be a hundred.’

Now a pale flickering radiance illuminated the room. By contrast, everything outside looked black. Grendon nodded in satisfaction, made some adjustments to the burners, and they went outside.

Free from the bustle of the steam engine, they could hear the noise the cows were making. At milking time, the animals were usually quiet; something had upset them. The farmer ran quickly into the milking shed, with Gregory on his heels.

The new light, radiating from a bulb hanging above the stalls, showed the beasts of restless demeanour and rolling eye. Bert Neckland stood as far away from, the door as possible, grasping his stick and letting his month hang open.

‘What in blazes you staring at, bor?’ Grendon asked.

Neckland slowly shut his mouth.

‘We had a scare,’ he said. ‘Something come in here,’ he said.

‘Did you see what it was?’ Gregory asked.

‘No, there weren’t nothing to see. It was a ghost, that’s what it was. It come right in here and touched the cows. It touched me too. It was a ghost.’

The farmer snorted. ‘A tramp more like. You couldn’t see because the light wasn’t on.’

His man shook his head emphatically. ‘Light weren’t that bad. I tell you, whatever it was, it come right up to me and touched me.’ He stopped, and pointed to the edge of the stall. ‘Look there! See, I weren’t telling you no lie, master. It was a ghost, and there’s its wet hand-print.’

They crowded round and examined the worn and chewed timber at the corner of the partition between two stalls. An indefinite patch of moisture darkened the wood. Gregory’s thoughts went back to his experience on the pond, and again he felt the prickle of unease along his spine. But the farmer said stoutly ‘Nonsense, it’s a bit of cowslime. Now you get on with the milking, Bert, and let’s have no more hossing about, because I want my tea. Where’s Cuff?’

Bert looked defiant.

‘If you don’t believe me, maybe you’ll believe the bitch. She saw whatever it was and went for it. It kicked her over, but she ran it out of here.’

‘I’ll see if I can see her,’ Gregory said.

He ran outside and began calling the bitch. By now it was almost entirely dark. He could see nothing in the wide space of the front yard, and so set off in the other direction, down the path towards the pig sties and the fields, calling Cuff as he went. He paused. Low and savage growls sounded ahead, under the elm trees. It was Cuff. He went slowly forward. At this moment, he cursed that electric light meant lack of lanterns, and wished too that he had a weapon.

‘Who’s there?’ he called.

The farmer came up by his side, let’s charge ’em!’

They ran forward. The trunks of the four great elms were clear against the western sky, with water glinting leadenly behind them. The dog became visible. As Gregory saw Cuff, she sailed into the air, whirled round, and flew at the farmer. He flung up his arms and warded off the body. At the same time, Gregory felt a rush of air as if someone unseen had run past him, and a stale muddy smell filled his nostrils. Staggering, he looked behind him. The wan light from the cowsheds spread across the path between the outhouses and the farmhouse. Beyond the light, more distantly, was the silent countryside behind the grain store. Nothing untoward could be seen.

‘They killed my old Cuff,’ said the farmer.

Gregory knelt down beside him to look at the bitch. There was no mark of injury on her, but she was dead, her fine head lying limp.

‘She knew there was something there,’ Gregory said. ‘She went to attack whatever it was and it got her first. What was it? Whatever in the world was it?’

‘They killed my old Cuff,’ said the farmer again, unhearing. He picked the body up in his arms, turned, and carried it towards the house. Gregory stood where he was, mind and heart equally uneasy.

He jumped violently when a step sounded nearby. It was Bert Neckland.

‘What, did that there ghost kill the old bitch?’ he asked.

‘It killed the bitch certainly, but it was something more terrible than a ghost.’

‘That’s one of them ghosts, bor. I seen plenty in my time. I ent afraid of ghosts, are you?’

‘You looked fairly sick in the cowshed a minute ago.’

The farmhand put his fists on his hips. He was no more than a couple of years older than Gregory, a stocky young man with a spotty complexion and a snub nose that gave him at once an air of comedy and menace. ‘Is that so, Master Gregory? Well, you looks pretty funky standing there now.’

‘I am scared. I don’t mind admitting it. But only because we have something here a lot nastier than any spectre.’

Neckland came a little closer.

‘Then if you are so blooming windy, perhaps you’ll be staying away from the farm in future.’

‘Certainly not.’ He tried to edge back into the light, but the labourer got in his way.

‘If I was you, I should stay away.’ He emphasized his point by digging an elbow into Gregory’s coat. ‘And just remember that Nancy was interested in me long afore you come along, bor.’

‘Oh, that’s it, is it! I think Nancy can decide for herself in whom she is interested, don’t you?’

‘I’m telling you who she’s interested in, see? And mind you don’t forget, see?’ He emphasized the words with another nudge. Gregory pushed his arm away angrily. Neckland shrugged his shoulders and walked off. As he went, he said, ‘You’re going to get worse than ghosts if you keep hanging round here.’

Gregory was shaken. The suppressed violence in the man’s voice suggested that he had been harbouring malice for some time. Unsuspectingly, Gregory had always gone out of his way to be cordial, had regarded the sullenness as mere slow-wittedness and done his socialist best to overcome the barrier between them. He thought of following Neckland and trying to make up with him; but that would look too feeble. Instead, he followed the way the farmer had gone with his dead bitch, and made for the house.

Gregory Rolles was too late back to Cottersall that night to meet his friend Fox. The next night, the weather became exceedingly chilly and Gabriel Woodcock, the oldest inhabitant, was prophesying snow before the winter was out (a not very venturesome prophecy to be fulfilled within forty-eight hours, thus impressing most of the inhabitants of the village, for they took pleasure in being impressed and exclaiming and saying ‘Well I never!’ to each other). The two friends met in ‘The Wayfarer’, where the fires were bigger, though the ale was weaker, than in the ‘Three Poachers’ at the other end of the village.

Seeing to it that nothing dramatic was missed from his account, Gregory related the affairs of the previous day, omitting any reference to Neckland’s pugnacity. Fox listened fascinated, neglecting both his pipe and his ale.

‘So you see how it is, Bruce,’ Gregory concluded. ‘In that deep pond by the mill lurks a vehicle of some sort, the very one we saw in the sky, and in it lives an invisible being of evil intent. You see how I fear for my friends there. Should I tell the police about it, do you think?

‘I’m sure it would not help the Grendons to have old Farrish bumping out there on his penny-farthing,’ Fox said, referring to the local representative of the law. He took a long draw first on the pipe and then on the glass. ‘But I’m not sure you have your conclusions quite right, Greg. Understand, I don’t doubt the facts, amazing though they are. I mean, we were more or less expecting celestial visitants. The world’s recent blossoming with gas and electricity lighting in its cities at night must have been a signal to half the nations of space that we are now civilized down here. But have our visitants done any deliberate harm to anyone?’

‘They nearly drowned me and they killed poor Cuff. I don’t see what you’re getting at. They haven’t begun in a very friendly fashion, have they now?.

‘Think what the situation must seem like to them. Suppose they come from Mars or the Moon—we know their world must be absolutely different from Earth. They may be terrified. And it can hardly be called an unfriendly act to try to get into your rowing boat. The first unfriendly act was yours, when you struck out with the oar.’

Gregory bit his lip. His friend had a point. ‘I was scared.’

‘It may have been because they were scared that they killed Cuff. The dog attacked them, after all, didn’t she? I feel sorry for these creatures, alone in an unfriendly world.’

‘You keep saying “these”! As far as we know, there is only one of them.’

‘My point is this, Greg. You have completely gone back on your previous enlightened attitude. You are all for killing these poor things instead of trying to speak to them. Remember what you were saying about other worlds being full of socialists? Try thinking of these chaps as invisible socialists and see if that doesn’t make them easier to deal with.’

Gregory fell to stroking his chin. Inwardly, he acknowledged that Bruce Fox’s words made a great impression on him. He had allowed panic to prejudice his judgement; as a result, he had behaved as immoderately as a savage in some remote corner of the Empire confronted by his first steam locomotive.

‘I’d better get back to the farm and sort things out as soon as possible,’ he said. ‘If these things really do need help, I’ll help them.’

‘That’s it. But try not to think of them as “things”. Think of them as—as—I know, as The Aurigans.’

‘Aurigans it is. But don’t be so smug, Bruce, If you’d been in that boat—’

‘I know, old friend. I’d have died of fright.’ To this monument of tact, Fox added, ‘Do as you say, go back and sort things out as soon as possible. I’m longing for the next instalment of this mystery. It’s quite the jolliest thing since Sherlock Holmes.’

Gregory Rolles went back to the farm. But the sorting out of which Bruce had spoken took longer than he expected. This was chiefly because the Aurigans seemed to have settled quietly into their new home after the initial day’s troubles.

They came forth no more from the pond, as far as he could discover; at least they caused no more disturbance. The young graduate particularly regretted this since he had taken his friend’s words much to heart, and wanted to prove how enlightened and benevolent he was towards this strange form of life. After some days, he came to believe the Aurigans must have left as unexpectedly as they arrived. Then a minor incident convinced him otherwise; and that same night, in his snug room over the baker’s shop, he described it to his correspondent in Worcester Park, Surrey.

Dear Mr. Wells,

I must apologize for my failure to write earlier, owing to lack of news concerning the Grendon Farm affair.

Only today, the Aurigans showed themselves again!—if indeed ‘showed’ is the right word for invisible creatures.

Nancy Grendon and I were in the orchard feeding the hens. There is still much snow lying about, and everywhere is very white. As the poultry came running to Nancy’s tub, I saw a disturbance further down the orchard—merely some snow dropping from an apple bough, but the movement caught my eye, and I then saw a procession of falling snow proceed towards us from tree to tree. The grass is long there, and I soon noted the stalks being thrust aside by an unknown agency! I directed Nancy’s attention to the phenomenon. The motion in the grass stopped only a few yards from us.

Nancy was startled, but I determined to acquit myself more like a Briton than I had previously. Accordingly, I advanced and said, ‘Who are you? What do you want? We are your friends if you are friendly.’

No answer came. I stepped forward again, and now the grass again fell back, and I could see by the way it was pressed down that the creature must have large feet. By the movement of the grasses, I could see he was running. I cried to him and ran too. He went round the side of the house, and then over the frozen mud in the farmyard I could see no further trace of him. But instinct led me forward, past the barn to the pond.

Surely enough, I then saw the cold, muddy water rise and heave, as if engulfing a body that slid quietly in. Shards of broken ice were thrust aside, and by an outward motion, I could see where the strange being went. In a flurry and a small whirlpool, he was gone, and I have no doubt dived down to the mysterious star vehicle.

These things—people—I know not what to call them—must be aquatic; perhaps they live in the canals of the Red Planet. But imagine, Sir—an invisible mankind! The idea is almost as wonderful and fantastic as something from your novel, ‘The Time Machine’.

Pray give me your comment, and trust in my sanity and accuracy as a reporter!

Yours in friendship,

GREGORY ROLLES.

What he did not tell was the way Nancy had clung to him after, in the warmth of the parlour, and confessed her fear. And he had scorned the idea that these beings could be hostile, and had seen the admiration in her eyes, and had thought that she was, after all, a dashed pretty girl, and perhaps worth braving the wrath of those two very different people for: Edward Rolles, his father, and Bert Neckland, the farm labourer.

At that point Mrs. Grendon came in, and the two young people moved rapidly apart. Mrs. Grendon went more slowly. The new life within her was large now, and she carried herself accordingly. So as not to distress her, they told her nothing of what they had seen. Nor was there time for discussion, for the farmer and his two men came tramping into the kitchen, kicking off their boots and demanding lunch.

It was at lunch a week later, when Gregory was again at the farm, taking with him an article on electricity as a pretext for his visit, that the subject of the stinking dew was first discussed.

Grubby was the first to mention it in Gregory’s hearing. Grubby, with Bert Neckland, formed the whole strength of Joseph Grendon’s labour force; but whereas Neckland was considered couth enough to board in the farmhouse (he had a gaunt room in the attic), Grubby was fit only to sleep in a little flint-and-chalk hut well away from the farm building. His ‘house’, as he dignified the miserable hut, stood below the orchard and near the sties, the occupants of which lulled Grubby to sleep with their snorts.

‘Reckon we ent ever had a dew like that before, Mr. Grendon,’ he said, his manner suggesting to Gregory that he had made this observation already this morning; Grubby never ventured to say anything original.

‘Heavy as an autumn dew,’ said the farmer firmly, as if there had been an argument on that point.

Silence fell, broken only by a general munching and, from Grubby, a particular guzzling, as they all made their way through huge platefuls of stewed rabbit and dumplings.

‘It weren’t no ordinary dew, that I do know,’ Grubby said after a while.

‘It stank of toadstools,’. Neckland said. ‘Or rotten pond water.’

More munching.

‘I have read of freak dews before,’ Gregory told the company. ‘And you hear of freak rains, when frogs fall out of the sky. I’ve even read of hailstones with live frogs and toads embedded in them.’

‘There’s always something beyond belief as you have read of, Master Gregory,’ Neckland said. ‘But we happen to be talking about this here dew that fell right on this here farm this here morning. There weren’t no frogs in it, either.’

‘Well it’s gone now, so I can’t see why you’re worried about it,’ Nancy said.

‘We ent ever had a dew like that before, Miss Nancy,’ Grubby said.

‘I know I had to wash my washing again,’ Mrs. Grendon said. ‘I left it out all night and it stank really foul this morning.’

‘It may be something to do with the pond,’ Gregory said. ‘Some sort of freak of evaporation.’

Neckland snorted. From his position at the top of the table, the farmer halted his shovelling operations to point a fork at Gregory.

‘You may well be right there. Because I tell you what, that there dew only come down on our land and property. A yard the other side of the gate, the road was dry. Bone dry it was.’

‘Right you are there, master,’ Neckland agreed. ‘And while the West Field was dripping with the stuff, I saw for myself that the bracken over the hedge weren’t, wet at all. Ah, it’s a rum go!’

‘Say what you like, we ent ever had a dew like it,’ Grubby said. He appeared to be summing up the feeling of the company.

Leading off the parlour was a smaller room. Although it shared a massive fireplace with the parlour—for the whole house was built round and supported by this central brick stack—fires were rarely lit in the smaller room. This was the Best Room. Here Joseph Grendon occasionally retired to survey—with some severity and discomfort—his accounts. Otherwise the room was scarcely used.

After his meal, Grendon retired belching into the Best Room, and Gregory followed. This was where the farmer kept his modest store of books, his Carlyles, Ainsworths, Ruskins, and Lyttons, together with the copy of ‘The Time Machine’ which Gregory had presented to him at Christmas, complete with a socially-inspired inscription. But the room was chiefly notable for the stuffed animals it contained, some encased in glass.

These animals had evidently been assaulted by a blunder in taxidermy, for they stood in poses that would in life have been beyond them, even supposing them to have been equipped with the extra joints and malformations indicated by their post mortemnal shapes. They numbered among them creatures that bore chance resemblances to owls, dogs, foxes, cats, goats and calves. Only the stuffed fish carried more than a wan likeness to their living counterparts, and they had felt such an autumn after death that all their scales had been shed like leaves.

Gregory looked doubtfully at these monsters in which man’s forming hand was more evident than God’s. There were so many of them that some had overflowed into the parlour; in the Best Room, it was their multitude as well as their deformity that appalled. All the same, seeing how gloomily Grendon scowled over his ledger, Gregory said, thinking to cheer the older man, ‘You should practise some more taxidermy, Joseph.’

‘Ah.’ Without looking up.

‘The hobby would be pleasant for you.’

‘Ah.’ Now he did look up. ‘You’re young and you know only the good side of life. You’re ignorant, Master Gregory, for all your university learning. You don’t know how the qualities get whittled away from a man until by the time he’s my age, there’s only persistence left.’

‘That’s not—’

‘I shall never do another stuffing job. I ent got time! I ent really got time for nothing but this here old farm.’

‘But that’s not true! You—’

‘I say it is true, and I don’t talk idle. I pass the time of day with you; I might even say I like you; but you don’t mean nothing to me.’ He looked straight at Gregory as he spoke, and then slowly lowered his eyes with what might have been sadness. ‘Neither does Marjorie mean nothing to me now, though that was different afore we married. I got this here farm, you see, and I’m the farm and it is me.’

He was stuck for words, and the beady eyes of the specimens ranged about him stared at him unhelpfully.

‘Of course it’s hard work,’ Gregory said.

‘You don’t understand, bor. Nobody do. This here land is no good. It’s barren. Every year, it grows less and less. It ent got no more life than what these here animals have. So that means I am barren too—year by year, I got less substance.’

He stood up suddenly, angry perhaps at himself.

‘You better go home, Master Gregory.’

‘Joe, I’m terribly sorry. I wish I coule help …’

‘I know you mean kindly. You go home while the night’s fine.’ He peered out into the blank yard. ‘Let’s hope we don’t get another stinking dewfall tonight.’

The strange dew did not fall again. As a topic of conversation, it was limited, and even on the farm, where there was little new to talk about, it was forgotten in a few days. The February passed, being neither much worse nor much better than most Februaries, and ended in heavy rainstorms. March came, letting in a chilly spring over the land. The animals on the farm began to bring forth their young.

They brought them forth in amazing numbers, as if to overturn all the farmer’s beliefs in the unproductiveness of his land.

‘I never seen anything like it!’ Grendon said to Gregory. Nor had Gregory seen the taciturn farmer so excited. He took the young man by the arm and marched him into the barn.

There lay Trix, the nannie goat. Against her flank huddled three little brown and white kids, while a fourth stood nearby, wobbling on its spindly legs.

‘Four on ’em! Have you ever heard of a goat throwing off four kids? You better write to the papers in London about this, Gregory! But just you come down to the pigsties.’

The squealing from the sties was louder than usual. As they marched down the path towards them, Gregory looked up at the great elms, their outlines dusted in green, and thought he detected something sinister in the noises, something hysterical that was perhaps matched by an element in Grendon’s own bearing.

The Grendon pigs were mixed breeds, with a preponderance of Large Blacks. They usually gave litters of something like ten piglets. Now there was not a litter without fourteen in it; one enormous black sow had eighteen small pigs jostling about her. The noise was tremendous and, standing looking down on this swarming life, Gregory told himself that he was foolish to imagine anything uncanny in it; he knew so little about farm life.

‘’Course, they ent all going to live,’ the farmer said. ‘The old sows ent got enough dugs to feed that brood. But it’s a record lot! I reckon you ought to write to that there “Norwich Advertiser” about it.’

Grubby lumbered up with two pails of feed, his great round face flushed as if in rapport with all the fecundity about him.

‘Never seen so many pigs,’ he said. ‘You ought to write to that there newspaper in Norwich about it, bor. There ent never been so many pigs.’

Gregory had no chance to talk to Nancy on the subject. She and her mother had driven to town in the trap, for it was market day in Cottersall. After he had eaten with Grendon and the men—Mrs. Grendon had left them a cold lunch—Gregory went by himself to look about the farm, still with a deep and (he told himself) unreasoning sense of disturbance inside him.

A pale sunshine filled the afternoon. It could not penetrate far down into the water of the pond. But as Gregory stood by the horse trough staring at the expanse of water, he saw that it teemed with young tadpoles and frogs. He went closer. What he had regarded as a sheet of rather stagnant water was alive with small swimming things. As he looked, a great beetle surged out of the depths and seized a tadpole. The tadpoles were also providing food for two ducks that,’ with their young, were swimming by the reeds on the far side of the pond. And how many young did the ducks have? An armada of chicks was there, parading in and out of the rushes.

He walked round behind the barn and the cowsheds, where the ground was marshy, and across the bridge at the back of the machine house. The haystacks stood here, and behind them a wild stretch of hedge. As he went, Gregory watched for birds’ nests. In the woodpile was a redstart’s nest, in the marsh a meadow pipit’s, in the hedge nests of sparrows and blackbirds. All were piled high with eggs—far too many eggs.

For a minute, he stood uncertainly, then began to walk slowly back the way he had come. Nancy stood between two of the haystacks. He started in surprise at seeing her. He called her name, but she stood silent with her back to him.

Puzzled, he went forward and touched her on the shoulder. Her head swung round. He saw her long teeth, the yellow curve of bone that had been her nose—but it was a sheep’s head, falling backwards off a stick over which her old cloak had been draped. It lay on the ground by her bonnet, and he stared down at it in dismay, trying to quiet the leap of his heart. And at that moment, Neckland jumped out and caught him by the wrist.

‘Ha, that gave thee a scare, my hearty, didn’t it? I saw ’ee hanging round here. Why don’t you get off out of here and never come back, bor? I warned you before, and I ent going to warn you again, do you hear? You leave Nancy alone, you and your books!’

Gregory wrenched his hand away.

‘You did this, did you, you bloody ignorant lout? What do you think you are playing at there? How do you think Nancy or her mother would like it if they saw what you had done? Suppose I showed this to Farmer Grendon? Are you off your head, Neckland?’

‘Don’t you call me a ignorant lout or I’ll knock off that there block of yours, that I will. I‘m a-giving you a good scare, you cheeky tick, and I’m a-warning you to keep away from here.’

‘I don’t want your warnings, and I refuse to heed them. It’s up to the Grendons whether or not I come here, not you. You keep to your place and I’ll keep to mine. If you try this sort of thing again, we shall come to blows.’

Neckland looked less pugnacious than he had a moment ago. He said, cockily enough, ‘I ent afraid of you.’

‘Then I may give you cause to be,’ Gregory said. Turning on his heel, he walked swiftly away—alert at the same time for an attack from the rear. But Neckland slunk away as silently as he had come.

Crossing the yard, Gregory went over to the stable and saddled Daisy. He swung himself up and rode away without bidding good-bye to anyone.

At one point, he looked over his shoulder. The farm crouched low and dark above the desolate land. Sky predominated over everything. The Earth seemed merely a strip of beach before a great tumbled ocean of air and light and space and things ill-defined; and from that ocean had come … he did not know, nor did he know how to find out, except by waiting and seeing if the strange vessel from the seas of space had brought evil or blessing.

Riding into Cottersall, he went straight to the market place. He saw the Grendon trap, with Nancy’s little pony, Hetty, between the shafts, standing outside the grocer’s shop. Mrs. Grendon and Nancy were just coming out. Jumping to the ground, Gregory led Daisy over to them and bid them good day.

‘We are going to call on my friend Mrs. Edwards and her daughters,’ Mrs. Grendon said.

‘I wondered, Mrs. Grendon, if you’d allow me to speak with Nancy privately, just for ten minutes.’

Mrs. Grendon was well wrapped against the wind; she made a monumental figure as she looked at her daughter and considered.

‘Seeing you talks to her at the farm, I don’t see why you shouldn’t talk to her here, but I don’t want to cause no scandal, Master Gregory, and I’m sure I don’t know where you can go to talk private. I mean, folks are more staid in their ways in Norfolk than they used to be in my young days, and I don’t want any scandal. Can’t it wait till you come to see us at the farm again?’

‘If you would be so kind, Mrs. Grendon, I would be very obliged if I might speak privately with her now. My landlady, Mrs. Fenn, has a little downstairs parlour at the back of the shop, and I know she would let us speak there. It would be quite respectable.’

‘Drat respectable! Let people think what they will, I say.’ All the same, she stood for some time in meditation. Nancy remained by her mother with her eyes on the ground. Gregory looked at her and seemed to see her anew. Under her blue coat, fur-trimmed, she wore her orange-and-brown squared gingham dress: she had a bonnet on her head. Her complexion was pure and blemishless, her skin as firm and delicate as a plum, and her dark eyes were hidden under long lashes. Her lips were steady, pale, and clearly defined, with appealing tucks at each corner. He felt almost like a thief, stealing a sight of her beauty while she was not regarding him.

‘I’m going on to Mrs. Edwards,’ Marjorie Grendon declared at last. ‘I don’t care what you two do so long as you behave—but I shall, mind, if you aren’t with me in a half-hour, Nancy, do you hear?’

‘Yes, mother.’

The baker’s shop was in the next street. Gregory and Nancy walked there in silence. Gregory shut Daisy in the stable and they went together into the parlour through the back door. At this time of day, Mr. Fenn was resting upstairs and his wife looking after the shop, so the little room was empty.

Nancy sat upright in a chair and said, ‘Well, Gregory, what’s all this about? Fancy dragging me off from my mother like that in the middle of town!’

‘Nancy, don’t be cross. I had to see you.’

She pouted. ‘You come out to the old farm often enough and don’t show any particular wish to see me there.’

‘That’s nonsense. I always come to see you—lately in particular. Besides, you’re more interested in Bert Neckland, aren’t you?’

‘Bert Neckland, indeed! Why should I be interested in him? Not that it’s any of your business if I am.’

‘It is my business, Nancy. I love you, Nancy!’

He had not meant to blurt it out in quite that fashion, but now it was out, it was out, and he pressed home his disadvantage by crossing the room, kneeling at her feet, and taking her hands in his.

‘I thought you only came out to the farm to see my father.’

‘It was like that at first, Nancy, but no more.’

‘You’ve got interested in farming now, haven’t you? That’s what you come for now, isn’t it?’

‘Well, I certainly am interested in the farm, but I want to talk about you. Nancy, darling Nancy, say that you like me just a little. Encourage me somewhat.’

‘You are a very fine gentleman, Gregory, and I feel very kind towards you, to be sure, but …’

‘But?’

She gave him the benefit of her downcast eyes again.

‘Your station in life is very different from mine, and besides—well, you don’t do anything.’

He was shocked into silence, With the natural egotism of youth, he had not seriously thought that she could have any firm objection to him; but in her words he suddenly saw the truth of his position, at least as it was revealed to her.

‘Nancy—I—well, it’s true I do not seem to you to be working at present. But I do a lot of reading and studying here, and I write to several important people in the world. And all the time I am coming to a great decision about what my career will be. I do assure you I am no loafer, if that’s what you think.’

‘No, I don’t think that. But Bert says you often spend a convivial evening in that there “Wayfarer”.’

‘Oh, he does, does he? And what business is it of his if I do—or of yours, come to that? What a damned cheek!’

She stood up. ‘If you have nothing left to say but a lot of swearing, I’ll be off to join my mother, if you don’t mind.’

‘Oh, by Jove, I’m making a mess of this!’ He caught her wrist. ‘Listen, my sweet thing. I ask you only this, that you try and look on me favourably. And also that you let me say a word about the farm. Some strange things are happening there, and I seriously don’t like to think of you being there at night. All these young things being born, all these little pigs—it’s uncanny!’

‘I don’t see what’s uncanny no more than my father does. I know how hard he works, and he’s done a good job rearing his animals, that’s all. He’s the best farmer round Cottersall by a long chalk.’

‘Oh, certainly. He’s a wonderful man. But he didn’t put seven or eight eggs into a hedge-sparrow’s nest, did he? He didn’t fill the pond with tadpoles and newts till it looks like a broth, did he? Something strange is happening on your farm this year, Nancy, and I want to protect you if I can.’

The earnestness with which he spoke, coupled perhaps with his proximity and the ardent way he pressed her hand, went a good way toward mollifying Nancy.

‘Dear Gregory, you don’t know anything about farm life, I don’t reckon, for all your books. But you’re very sweet to be concerned.’

‘I shall always be concerned about you, Nancy, you beautiful creature.’

‘You’ll make me blush!’

‘Please do, for then you look even lovelier than usual!’ He put an arm round her. When she looked up at him, he caught her up close to his chest and kissed her fervently.

She gasped and broke away, but not with too great haste.

‘Oh, Gregory! Oh, Gregory! I must go to mother now!’

‘Another kiss first! I can’t let you go until I get another.’

He took it, and stood by the door trembling with excitement as she left. ‘Come and see us again soon,’ she whispered.

‘With dearest pleasure,’ he said. But the next visit held more dread than pleasure.

The big cart was standing in the yard full of squealing piglets when Gregory arrived. The farmer and Neckland were bustling about it. The farmer, shrugging into his overcoat, greeted Gregory cheerfully.

‘I’ve a chance to make a good quick profit on these little chaps. Old sows can’t feed them, but sucking pigs fetches its price in Norwich, so Bert and me are going to drive over to Heigham and put them on the train.’

‘They’re grown since I last saw them!’

‘Ah, they put on over two pounds a day. Bert, we’d better get a net and spread over this lot, or they’ll be diving out. They’re that lively!’

The two men made their way over to the barn, clomping through the mud. Mud squelched behind Gregory. He turned.

In the muck between the stables and the cart, footprints appeared, two parallel tracks. They seemed to imprint themselves with no agency but their own. A cold flow of acute supernatural terror overcame Gregory, so that he could not move. The scene seemed to go grey and palsied as he watched the tracks come towards him.

The carthorse neighed uneasily, the prints reached the cart, the cart creaked, as if something has climbed aboard. The piglets squealed with terror. One dived clear over the wooden sides. Then a terrible silence fell.

Gregory still could not move. Hie heard an unaccountable sucking noise in the cart, but his eyes remained rooted on the muddy tracks. Those impressions were of something other than a man: something with dragging feet that were in outline something like a seal’s flippers. Suddenly he found his voice, ‘Mr. Grendon!’ he cried.

Only as the farmer and Bert came running from the barn with the net did Gregory dare look into the cart.

One last piglet, even as he looked, seemed to be deflating rapidly, like a rubber balloon collapsing. It went limp and lay silent among the other little empty bags of pig skin. The cart creaked. Something splashed heavily off across the farm-yard in the direction of the pond.

Grendon did not see. He had run to the cart and was staring like Gregory in dismay at the deflated corpses. Neckland stared too, and was the first to find his voice.

‘Some sort of disease got ’em all, just like that! Must be one of them there new diseases from the continent of Europe!’

‘It’s no disease,’ Gregory said. He could hardly speak, for his mind had just registered the fact that there were no bones left in or amid the deflated pig bodies. ‘It’s no disease—look, the pig that got away is still alive.’

He pointed to the animal that had jumped from the cart. It had injured its leg in the process, and now lay in the ditch some feet away, panting. The farmer went over to it and lifted it out.

‘It escaped the disease by jumping out,’ Neckland said. ‘Master, we better go and see how the rest of them is down in the sties.’

‘Ah, that we had,’ Grendon said. He handed the pig over to Gregory, his face set. ‘No good taking one alone to market. I’ll get Grubby to unharness the horse. Meanwhile, perhaps you’d be good enough to take this little chap in to Marjorie. At least we can all eat a bit of roast pig for dinner tomorrow.’

‘Mr. Grendon, this is no disease. Have the veterinarian over from Heigham and let him examine these bodies.’

‘Don’t you tell me how to run my farm, young man. I’ve got trouble enough.’

Despite this rebuff, Gregory could not keep away. He had to see Nancy, and he had to see what occurred at the farm. The morning after the horrible thing happened to the pigs, he received a letter from his most admired correspondent, Mr. H. G. Wells, one paragraph of which read: ‘At bottom, I think I am neither optimist nor pessimist. I tend to believe both that we stand on the threshold of an epoch of magnificent progress—certainly such an epoch is within our grasp—and that we may have reached the ‘fin du globe’ prophesied by our gloomier fin de siècle prophets. I am not at all surprised to hear that such a vast issue may be resolving itself on a remote farm neat Cottersall, Norfolk—all unknown to anyone but the two of us. Do not think that I am in other than a state of terror, even when I cannot help exclaiming “What a lark!”’

Too preoccupied to be as excited over such a letter as he would ordinarily have been, Gregory tucked it away in his jacket pocket and went to saddle up Daisy.

Before lunch, he stole a kiss from Nancy, and planted another on her over-heated left cheek as she stood by the vast range in the kitchen. Apart from that, there was little pleasure in the day. Grendon was reassured to find that none of the other piglets had fallen ill of the strange shrinking disease, but he remained alert against the possibility of it striking again. Meanwhile, another miracle had occurred. In the lower pasture, in a tumble-down shed, he had a cow that had given birth to four calves during the night. He did not expect the animal to live, but the calves were well enough, and being fed from a bottle by Nancy.

The farmer’s face was dull, for he had been up all night with the labouring cow, and he sat down thankfully at the head of the table as the roast pig arrived on its platter.

It proved uneatable. In no time, they were all flinging down implements in disgust. The flesh had a bitter taste for which Neckland was the first to account.

‘It’s diseased!’ he growled. ‘This here animal had the disease all the time. We didn’t ought to eat this here meat or we may all be dead ourselves inside of a week.’

They were forced to make a snack on cold salted beef and cheese and pickled onions, none of which Mrs. Grendon could face in her condition. She retreated upstairs in tears at the thought of the failure of her carefully prepared dish, and Nancy ran after her to comfort her.

After the dismal meal, Gregory spoke to Grendon.

‘I have decided I must go to Norwich tomorrow for a few days, Mr. Grendon,’ he said. ‘You are in trouble here, I believe. Is there anything, any business, I can transact for you in the city? Can I find you a veterinary surgeon there?’

Grendon clapped his shoulder. ‘I know you mean well, and I thank ’ee for it, but you don’t seem to realize that veterinaries cost a load of money and aren’t always too helpful when they do come. Just suppose we had some young idiot here who told us all our stock is poisoned and we had to kill it? That would be a right look-out, eh?’

‘Just because Gregory Rolles has plenty of money, he thinks everyone has,’ Neckland sneered.

The farmer turned furiously on him. ‘Who asked you to open your trap, bor? You keep your trap shut when there’s a private conversation going on as don’t concern you at all. Why aren’t you out cleaning down the cowshed, since you ett all that last loaf?’

When Neckland had gone, Grendon said, ‘Bert’s a good lad, but he don’t like you at all. Now you was saying we had trouble here. But a farm is always trouble, Gregory—some years one sort of trouble, some years another. But I ent ever seen such fine growth as this year, and I tell ’ee straight I’m delighted, proper delighted. Some pigs have died, but that ent going to stop me doing my best by all the rest of ’em.’

‘But they will be unmarketable if they all taste like the one today.’

Grendon smote his palm. ‘You’re a real worrier. They may grow out of this bitter taste. And then again, if they don’t, people have to buy them before they can taste them, don’t they? I’m a poor man, Gregory, and when a bit of fortune comes my way, I can’t afford to let it get away. In fact, I tell ’ee this, and even Bert don’t know it yet, but tomorrow or the next day, I got Seeley the builder coming over here to put me up some more wood sheds down by Grubby’s hut, to give the young animals more room.’

‘Good. Then let me do something for you, Joseph, in return for all your kindness to me. Let me bring a vet back from Norwich at my own expense, just to have a look round, nothing more.’

‘Blow me if you aren’t stubborn as they come. I’m telling you, same as my dad used to say, if I finds any person on my land as I didn’t ask here, I’m getting that there gun of mine down and I’m peppering him with buckshot, same as I did with them two old tramps last year. Fair enough, bor?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Then I must go and see to the cow. And stop worrying about what you don’t understand.’

After the farmer had gone, Gregory stood for a long time looking out of the window, waiting for Nancy to come down, worrying over the train of events. But the view was peaceful enough. He was the only person worrying, he reflected. Even the shrewd Mr. H. G. Wells, his correspondent, seemed to take his reports with a pinch of salt—he who of all men in England should sympathetically receive the news of the miraculous when it came to Earth, even if it failed to arrive in the form predicted in his recent novel, ‘The Wonderful Visit’. Be that as it might, he was going to Norwich and the wise uncle who lived there as soon as he could—as soon, in fact, as he had kissed dear Nancy good-bye.

The wise uncle was indeed sympathetic. He was altogether a gentler man than his brother Edward, Gregory’s father. He looked with sympathy at the plan of the farm that Gregory drew, he looked with sympathy at the sketch of the muddy footprint, he listened with sympathy to an account of what happened. And at the end of it all he said, ‘Ghosts!’

When Gregory tried to argue with him, he said firmly, ‘My dear boy, I fear the modern marvels of our age have gone to your head. You know of such engineering structures as the cantilever bridge over the Firth of Forth, and you know as we all do of the colossal tower Eiffel has built in Paris—though if it stands ten years, I’ll eat my hat. Now, no one will deny these things are marvellous, but they are things that rest on the ground. You’re trying to tell me that engineers on this world or some other world might build a machine—a vehicle—that could fly from one heavenly body to another. Well then, I’m telling you that no engineer can do such a thing—and I’m not just saying that, but I’m quoting a law about it. There’s a law about engineers not being able to sail in some sort of damned Eiffel Tower with engines from Mars to Earth, or the Sun to Earth, or whatever you will—a law to be read in your Bible and echoed in the pages of “The Cornhill”. No, my boy, the modern age has gone to your head, but it’s old-fashioned ghosts that have gone to your farm.’

So Gregory walked into the city, and inspected the booksellers, and made several purchases, and never doubted for a moment that his uncle, though infinitely sympathetic, and adroit at slipping one a sovereign on parting, was sadly less wise than he had hitherto seemed: a discovery that seemed to reflect how Gregory had grown up and how times were changing.

But Norwich was a pleasant city and his uncle’s house a comfortable house in which to stay, and he lingered there a week where he had meant to spend only three days at the most.

Consequently, conscience stirred in him when he again approached the Grendon farm along the rough road from Cottersall. He was surprised to see how the countryside had altered since he was last this way. New foliage gleamed everywhere, and even the heath looked a happier place. But as he came to the farm, he saw how overgrown it was. Great ragged elder and towering cow parsley had shot up, so that at first they hid all the buildings. He fancied the farm had been spirited away until, spurring Daisy on, he saw the black mill emerge from behind a clump of nearby growth. The south meadows were deep in rank grass. Even the elms seemed much shaggier than before and loomed threateningly over the house.

As he clattered over the flat wooden bridge and through the open gate into the yard, Gregory noted hugh hairy nettles craning out of the adjoining ditches. Birds fluttered everywhere. Yet the impression he received was one of death rather than life. A great quiet lay over the place, as if it were under a curse that eliminated noise and hope.

He realized this effect was partly because Lardie, the young bitch collie who had taken the place of Cuff, was not running up barking as she generally did with visitors. The yard was deserted. Even the customary fowls had gone. As he led Daisy into the stables, he saw a heavy piebald in the first stall and recognized it as Dr. Crouchorn’s. His anxieties took more definite shape.

Since the stable was now full, he led his mare across to the stone trough by the pond and hitched her there before walking over to the house. The front door was open. Great ragged dandelions grew against the porch. The creeper, hitherto somewhat sparse, pressed into the lower windows. A movement in the rank grass caught his eye and he looked down, drawing back his riding boot. An enormous toad crouched under weed, the head of a still writhing grass snake in his mouth. The toad seemed to eye Gregory fixedly, as if trying to determine whether the man envied it its gluttony. Shuddering in disgust, he hurried into the house.

Three of Trix’s kids, well grown now, stutted about the parlour, nibbling at the carpet and climbing into the massive armchairs, staring at a stuffed caricature of a goat that stood in its glass case by the window. Judging by the chaos in the room, they had been there some while, and had had a game on the table. But they possessed the room alone, and a quick glance into the kitchen revealed nobody there either.

Muffled sounds came from upstairs. The stairs curled round the massive chimneypiece, and were shut from the lower rooms by a latched door. Gregory had never been invited upstairs, but he did not hesitate. Throwing the door open, he started up the dark stairwell, and almost at once ran into a body.

Its softness told him that this was Nancy; she stood in the dark weeping. Even as he caught her and breathed her name, she broke from his grasp and ran from him up the stairs. He could hear the noises more clearly now, and the sound of crying—though at the moment he was not listening. Nancy ran to a door on the landing nearest to the top of the stairs, burst into the room beyond, and closed it. When Gregory tried the latch, he heard the bolt slide to on the other side.

‘Nancy!’ he called. ‘Don’t hide from me! What is it? What’s happening?’

She made no answer. As he stood there baffled against the door, the next door along the passage opened and Doctor Crouchorn emerged, clutching his little black bag. He was a tall, sombre man, with deep lines on his face that inspired such fear into his patients that a remarkable percentage of them did as he bid and recovered. Even here, he wore the top hat that, simply by remaining constantly in position, contributed to the doctor’s fame in the neighbourhood.

‘What’s the trouble, Doctor Crouchorn?’ Gregory asked, as the medical man shut the door behind him and started down the stairs. ‘Has the plague struck this house, or something equally terrible?’

‘Plague, young man, plague? No, it is something much more unnatural than that.’

He stared at Gregory unsmilingly, as if promising himself inwardly not to move a muscle again until Gregory asked the obvious.

‘What did you call for, doctor?’

‘The hour of Mrs. Grendon’s confinement struck during the night,’ he said, still poised on the top step.

A wave of relief swept over Gregory. He had forgotten Nancy’s mother! ‘She’s had her baby? Was it a boy?’

The doctor nodded in slow motion. ‘She bore two boys, young man.’ He hesitated, and then a muscle in his face twitched and he said in a rush, ‘She also bore seven daughters. Nine children! And they all—they all live. It’s impossible. Until I die—’

He could not finish. Tipping his hat, he hurried down the stairs, leaving Gregory to look fixedly at the wallpaper while his mind whirled as if it would convert itself into liquid. Nine children! Nine! It was as if she were no different from an animal in a sty. And the wallpaper pattern took on a diseased and vivid look as if the house itself embodied sickness. The mewling cries from the bedroom seemed also the emblem of something inhuman calling its need.

He stood there in a daze, the sickly infant cries boring into him. From beyond the stone walls that oppressed him, he heard the noise of a horse ridden at hard gallop over the wooden bridge and down the track to Cottersall, dying with distance. From Nancy’s room came no sound. Gregory guessed she had hidden herself from him for shame, and at last stirred himself into moving down the dark and curving stairwell. A stable cat scuttled out from under the bottom stair, a dozen baby tabbies in pursuit. The goats still held possession of the room. The fire was but scattered ashes in the hearth, and had not been tended since the crisis of the night.

‘I bet you’re surprised!’

Gregory swung round. From the kitchen came Grubby, clutching a wedge of bread and meat in his fist. He chewed with his mouth open, grinning at Gregory.

‘Farmer Grendon be a proper ram!’ he exclaimed. ‘Ent no other man in this country could beget himself nine kids at one go!’

‘Where is the farmer?’

‘I say there ent no other man in this here county—’

‘Yes, I heard what you said. Where is the farmer?’

‘Working, I suppose. But I tell ’ee, bor, there ent no other man—’

Leaving Grubby munching and talking, Gregory strode out into the yard. He came on Grendon round the corner of the house. The farmer had a pitchfork full of hay, which he was carrying over his shoulder into the cowsheds. Gregory stood in his way but he pushed past.

‘I want to speak to you, Joseph.’

‘There’s work to be done. Pity you can’t see that.’

‘I want to speak about your wife.’

Grendon made no reply. He worked like a demon, tossing the hay down, turning for more. In any case, it was difficult to talk. The cows and calves, closely confined, seemed to set up a perpetual uneasy noise of lowing and un-cow-like grunts. Gregory followed the farmer round to the hayrick, but the man walked like one possessed. His eyes seemed sunk into his head, his mouth was puckered until his lips were invisible. When Gregory laid a hand on his arm, he shook it off. Stabbing up another great load of hay, he swung back towards the sheds so violently that Gregory had to jump out of his way.

Gregory lost his temper. Following Grendon back into the cowshed, he swung the bottom of the two-part door shut, and bolted it on the outside. When Grendon came back, he did not budge.

‘Joseph, what’s got into you? Why are you suddenly so heartless? Surely your wife needs you by her?’

His eyes had a curious blind look as he turned them at Gregory. He held the pitchfork before him in both hands almost like a weapon as he said, ‘I been with her all night, bor, while she brought forth her increase.’

‘But now—’

‘She got a nursing woman from Dereham Cottages with her now. I been with her all night. Now I got to see to the farm—things keep growing, you know.’

‘They’re growing too much, Joseph. Stop and think—’

‘I’ve no time for talking.’ Dropping the pitchfork, he elbowed Gregory out of the way, unbolted the door, and flung it open. Grasping Gregory firmly by the biceps of one arm, he began to propel him along to the vegetable beds down by South Meadows.

The early lettuce were gigantic here. Everything bristled out of the ground. Recklessly, Grendon ran among the lines of new green, pulling up fists full of young radish, carrots, spring onions, scattering them over his shoulder as fast as he plucked them from the ground.

‘See, Gregory—all bigger than you ever seen ’em, and weeks early! The harvest is going to be a bumper. Look at the fields! Look at the orchard!’ With wide gesture, he swept a hand towards the lines of trees, buried in the mounds of snow-and-pink of their blossom. ‘Whatever happens, we got to take advantage of it. It may not happen another year. Why—it’s like a fairy story!’

He said no more. Turning, he seemed already to have forgotten Gregory. Eyes down at the ground that had suddenly achieved such abundance, he marched back towards the sheds, from whence now came the sound of Neckland washing out milk churns.

The spring sun was warm on Gregory’s back. He told himself that everything looked normal. The farm was flourishing. From beyond the sties came shouts, distantly, and the sounds of men working, where the builder was preparing to erect more sheds. Perhaps, he told himself dully, he was worrying about nothing. Slowly, he walked towards the back of the house. There was nothing he could do here; it was time to return to Cottersall; but first he must see Nancy.

Nancy was in the kitchen. Neckland had brought her in a stoup of fresh milk, and she was supping it wearily from a ladle.

‘Oh, Greg, I’m sorry I ran from you. I was so upset.’ She came to him, still holding the ladle but dangling her arms over his shoulders in a familiar way she had not used before. ‘Poor mother, I fear her mind is unhinged with—with bearing so many children. She’s talking such strange stuff as I never heard before, and I do believe she fancies as she’s a child again.’

‘Is it to be wondered at?’ he said, smoothing her hair with his hand. ‘She’ll be better once she’s recovered from the shock.’

They kissed each other, and after a minute she passed him a ladleful of milk. He drank and then spat it out in disgust.

‘Ugh! What’s got into the milk? Is Neckland trying to poison you or something? Have you tasted it? It’s as bitter as sloes!’

She pulled a puzzled face. ‘I thought it tasted rather strange, but not unpleasant. Here, let me try again.’

‘No, it’s too horrible. Some Sloan’s Liniment must have got mixed in it.’

Despite his warning, she put her lips to the metal spoon and sipped, then shook her head. ‘You’re imagining things, Greg. It does taste a bit different, ’tis true, but there’s nothing wrong with it.’

‘Sweetheart, it’s horrible. I’m going to get your father to taste it, and see what he thinks.’

‘I wouldn’t bother him just now, Greg, if I was you. You know how busy he is, and tired, and attending on mother during the night has put him back in his work. I will mention it to him at dinner—which I must now prepare. Them there goats have made such a muck in here, not to mention that Grubby! You’ll stay to take a bite with us, I hope?’

‘No, Nancy, I’m off now. I have a letter awaiting me that I must answer; it arrived when I was in Norwich.’

She bit her lip and snapped her fingers. ‘There, how terrible awful you’ll think me! I never asked you how you enjoyed yourself in the big city! It must be wonderful to be a man of leisure, never with no work to do nor meals to prepare.’

‘You still hold that against me! Listen, my lovely Nancy, this letter is from a Dr. Hudson-Ward, an old acquaintance of my father’s. He is headmaster of a school in Gloucester, and he wishes me to join the staff there as teacher on most favourable terms. So you see I may not be idle much longer!’

Laughing, she clung to him. ‘That’s wonderful, my darling! What a handsome schoolmaster you will make. But Gloucester—that’s over the other side of the country. I suppose we shan’t be seeing you again once you get there.’

‘Nothing’s settled yet, Nancy.’

‘You’ll be gone in a week and we shan’t never see you again. Once you get to that old school, you will never think of your Nancy no more.’

He cupped her face in his hands. ‘Are you my Nancy? Do you care for me?’

Her eyelashes came over her dark eyes. ‘Greg, things are so muddled here—I mean—yes, I do care, I dread to think I’d not see you again.’

Recalling her saying that, he rode away a quarter of an hour later very content at heart—and entirely neglectful of the dangers to which he left her exposed.

Rain fell lightly as Gregory Rolles made his way that evening to the ‘Wayfarer’ inn. His friend Bruce Fox was already there, ensconced in one of the snug seats by the ingle nook.

On this occasion, Fox was more interested in purveying details of his sister’s forthcoming wedding than in listening to what Gregory had to tell, and since some of his future brother-in-law’s friends soon arrived, and had to buy and be bought libation, the evening became a merry and thoughtless one. And in a short while, the ale having its good effect, Gregory also forgot what he wanted to say and began wholeheartedly to enjoy the company.

Next morning, he awoke with a heavy head and in a dismal state of mind. Mrs. Fenn, clattering round the room lighting his fire, did not improve matters; he could tell from her demeanour that he had come home late and made a noise on the stairs. But the Mrs. Fenns of this world, he reflected irritably, were born to suffer such indignities, and the more regularly the better. He told himself this thought was not in accord with his socialist principles, but they felt as sluggish as his liver this morning.

The day was too wet for him to go out and take exercise. He sat moodily in a chair by the window, delaying an answer to Dr. Hudson-Ward, the headmaster. Lethargically, he turned to a small leather-bound volume on serpents that he had acquired in Norwich a few days earlier. After a while, a passage caught his particular attention:

‘Most serpents of the venomous variety, with the exception of the opisthoglyphs, release their victims from their fangs after striking. The victims die in some cases in but a few seconds, while in other cases the onset of moribundity may be delayed by hours or days. The saliva of some serpents contains not only venom but a special digestive virtue. The deadly Coral Snake of Brazil, though attaining no more than a foot in length, has this virtue in abundance. Accordingly, when it bites an animal or a human being, the victim not only dies in profound agony in a matter of seconds, but his interior parts are then dissolved, so that even the bones become no more than jelly. Then may the little serpent suck all of the victim out as a kind of soup or broth from the original wound in its skin, which latter alone remains intact.’

For a long while, Gregory sat where he was in the window, with the book open in his lap, thinking about the Grendon farm, and about Nancy. He reproached himself for having done so little for his friends there, and gradually resolved on a plan of action the next time he rode out; but his visit was to be delayed for some days: the wet weather had set in with more determination than the end of April and the beginning of May generally allowed.

Despite that, he heard news of Grendon on the second day of rain as he took his supper with the Fenns downstairs. That was market day, and then the baker’s wife said, ‘That there idiot labourer on Joe Grendon’s place is going to get himself locked up if he ent careful. Did you hear about him today, Master Gregory?’

‘What did he do, Mrs. Fenn?’

‘Why, what didn’t he do? Delivered the milk round as usual, so I hear, and nobody wouldn’t buy none, seeing as it has been off for the past I-don’t-know-how-long. So Grubby swore terrible and vowed he had the best milk in town, and took a great sup at the churn to prove it. And then them two Betts boys started throwing stones, and of course that set Grubby off! He caught one of ’em and ducked his head in the milk, and then flung the bucket right smack through his father’s nice glass window. Imagine that! So out come old man Betts and his great big missus, and they lambasts old Grubby with beansticks till he drives off cursing and vowing he’ll never sell nobody good milk no more!’

The baker laughed. ‘That would have been a sight worth seeing of! I reckon they all gone mad out at Joe’s place. Old Seeley the builder come in yesterday morning, and he reckon Joe’s doing better this year than what he ever did, while everyone else round here is having a thin time. According to Seeley, Marjorie Grendon had quins, but you know old Seeley is a bit of a joker. Dr. Crouchorn would have let on if she’d had quins, I reckon.’

‘Doctor Crouchorn was weeping drunk last night, from all accounts.’

‘So I hear. That ent like him, be it?’

‘First time it was ever known, though they do say he liked his bottle when he was a youngster.’

Listening to the gossip as it shuttled back and forth between husband and wife, Gregory found little appetite for his stew. Moodily, he returned to his room and tried to concentrate on a letter to the worthy Dr Hudson-Ward in the county of Gloucestershire. He knew he should take the job, indeed he felt inclined to do so; but first he knew he had to see Nancy safe. The indecision he felt caused him to delay answering the doctor until the next day, when he feebly wrote that he would be glad to accept the post offered at the price offered, but begged to have a week to think about it. When he took the letter down to the post woman in ‘The Three Poachers’, the rain was still falling.

One morning, the rains were suddenly vanished, the blue and wide East Anglian skies were back, and Gregory saddled up Daisy and rode out along the miry track he had so often taken. As he arrived at the farm, Grubby and Neckland were at work in the ditch, unblocking it with shovels. He saluted them and rode in. As he was about to put the mare into the stables, he saw Grendon and Nancy standing on the patch of waste ground under the windowless east side of the house. He went slowly to join them, noting as he walked how dry the ground was here, as if no rain had fallen in a fortnight. But this observation was drowned in shock as he saw the nine little crosses Grendon was sticking into nine freshly-turned mounds of earth.

Nancy stood weeping. They both looked up as Gregory approached, but Grendon went stubbornly on with his task.

‘Oh, Nancy, Joseph, I’m so sorry about this!’ Gregory exclaimed. ‘To think that they’ve all—but where’s the parson? Where’s the parson, Joseph? Why are you burying them, without a proper service or anything?’

‘I told father, but he took no heed!’ Nancy exclaimed.

Grendon had reached the last grave. He seized the last crude wooden cross, lifted it above his head and stabbed it down into the ground as if he would pierce the heart of what lay under it. Only then did he straighten and speak.

‘We don’t need a parson here. I’ve no time to waste with parsons. I have work to do if you ent.’

‘But these are your children, Joseph! What has got into you?’

‘They are part of the farm now, as they always was.’ He turned, rolling his shirt sleeves further up his brawny arms, and strode off in the direction of the ditching activities.

Gregory took Nancy in his arms and looked at her tearstained face. ‘What a time you must have been having these last few days!’

‘I—I thought you’d gone to Gloucester, Greg! Why didn’t you come? Every day I waited for you to come!’

‘It was so wet and flooded.’

‘It’s been lovely weather since you were last here. Look how everything has grown!’

‘It poured with rain every single day in Cottersall.’

‘Well, I never! That explains why there is so much water flowing in the Oast and in the ditches. But we’ve had only a few light showers.’

‘Nancy, tell me, how did these poor little mites die?’

‘I’d rather not say, if you don’t mind.’

‘Why didn’t your father get in Parson Landson? How could he be so lacking in feeling?’

‘Because he didn’t want anyone from the outside world to know. That’s why he’s sent the builders away again. You see—oh, I must tell you, my dear—it’s mother. She has gone completely off her head, completely! It was the evening before last, when she took her first turn outside the back door.’

‘You don’t mean to say she—’

‘Ow, Greg, you’re hurting my arms! She—she crept upstairs when we weren’t noticing and she—she stifled each of the babies in turn, Greg, under the best goose-feather pillow.’

He could feel the colour leaving his cheeks. Solicitously, she led him to the back of the house. They sat together on the orchard railings while he digested the words in silence.

‘How is your mother now, Nancy?’

‘She’s silent. Father had to bar her in her room for safety. Last night she screamed a lot. But this morning she’s quiet.’

He looked dazedly about him. The appearance of everything was speckled, as if the return of his blood to his head had somehow infected it with a rash. The blossom had gone almost entirely from the fruit trees in the orchard and already the embryo apples showed signs of swelling. Nearby, broad beans bowed under enormous pods. Seeing his glance, Nancy dipped into her apron pocket and produced a bunch of shining crimson radishes as big as tangerines.

‘Have one of these. They’re crisp and wet and hot, just as they should be.’

Indifferently, he accepted and bit the tempting globe. At once he had to spit the portion out. There again was that vile bitter flavour!

‘Oh, but they’re lovely!’ Nancy protested.

‘Not even “rather strange” now—simply “lovely”? Nancy, don’t you see, something uncanny and awful is taking place here. I’m sorry, but I can’t see otherwise. You and your father should leave here at once.’

‘Leave here, Greg? Just because you don’t like the taste of these lovely radishes? How can we leave here? Where should we go? See this here house? My granddad died here, and his father before him. It’s our place. We can’t just up and off, not even after this bit of trouble. Try another radish.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Nancy, they taste as if the flavour was intended for creatures with a palate completely different from ours … Oh …’ He stared at her. ‘And perhaps they are. Nancy, I tell you—’

He broke off, sliding from the railing. Neckland had come up from one side, still plastered in mud from his work in the ditch, his collarless shirt flapping open. In his hand, he grasped an ancient and military-looking pistol.

‘I’ll fire this if you come nearer,’ he said. ‘It goes okey, never worry, and it’s loaded, Master Gregory. Now you’re a-going to listen to me!’

‘Bert, put that thing away!’ Nancy exclaimed. She moved forward to him, but Gregory pulled her back and stood before her.

‘Don’t be a bloody idiot, Neckland. Put it away!’

‘I’ll shoot you, bor, I’ll shoot you, I swear, if you mucks about.’ His eyes were glaring, and the look on his dark face left no doubt that he meant what he said. ‘You’re going to swear to me that you’re going to clear off of this farm on that nag of yours and never come back again.’

‘I’m going straight to tell my father, Bert,’ Nancy warned.

The pistol twitched.

‘If you move, Nancy, I warn you I’ll shoot this fine chap of yours in the leg. Besides, your father don’t care about Master Gregory any more—he’s got better things to worry him.’

‘Like finding out what’s happening here? Gregory said. ‘Listen, Neckland, we’re all in trouble. This farm is being run by a group of nasty little monsters. You can’t see them because they’re invisible—’

The gun exploded. As he spoke, Nancy had attempted to run off. Without hesitating, Neckland fired down at Gregory’s knees. Gregory felt the shot pluck his trouser leg and knew himself unharmed. With the knowledge came rage. He flung himself at Neckland and hit him hard over the heart. Falling back, Neckland dropped the pistol and swung his fist wildly. Gregory struck him again. As he did so, the other grabbed him and they began furiously hitting each other. When Gregory broke free, Neckland grappled with him again. There was more pummelling of ribs.

‘Let me go, you swine!’ Gregory shouted. He hooked his foot behind Neckland’s ankle, and they both rolled over onto the grass. At this point, a sort of flood bank had been raised long ago between the house and the low-lying orchard. Down this the two men rolled, fetching up sharply against the stone wall of the kitchen. Neckland got the worst of it, catching his head on the corner, and lay there stunned. Gregory found himself looking at two feet encased in ludicrous stockings. Slowly, he rose to his feet, and confronted Mrs. Grendon at less than a yard’s distance. She was smiling.

He stood there, and gradually straightened his back, looking at her anxiously.

‘So there you are, Jackie, my Jackalums,’ she said. The smile was wider now and less like a smile. ‘I wanted to talk to you. You are the one who knows about the things that walk on the lines, aren’t you?’

‘I don’t understand, Mrs. Grendon.’

‘Don’t call me that there daft old name, sonnie. You know all about the little grey things that aren’t supposed to be there, don’t you?’

‘Oh, those … Suppose I said I did know?’

‘The other naughty children will pretend they don’t know what I mean, but you know, don’t you? You know about the little grey things.’

The sweat stood out on his brow. She had moved nearer. She stood close, staring into his eyes, not touching him; but he was acutely conscious that she could touch him at any moment. From the corner of his eye, he saw Neckland stir and crawl away from the house, but there were other things to occupy him.

‘These little grey things,’ he said. ‘Did you save the nine babies from them?’

‘They grey things wanted to kiss them, you see, but I couldn’t let them. I was clever. I hid them under the goose-feather pillow and now even I can’t find them!’ She began to laugh, making a horrible low whirring sound in her throat.

‘They’re small and grey and wet, aren’t they?’ Gregory said sharply. ‘They’ve got big feet, webbed like frogs, but they’re heavy and short, aren’t they, and they have fangs like a snake, haven’t they?’

She looked doubtful. Then her eye seemed to catch a movement. She looked fixedly to one side. ‘Here come one now, the female one,’ she said.

Gregory turned to look where she did. Nothing was visible. His mouth was dry. ‘How many are there, Mrs. Grendon?’

Then he saw the short grass stir, flatten, and raise near at hand, and let out a cry of alarm. Wrenching off his riding boot, he swung it in an arc, low above the ground. It struck something concealed in thin air. Almost at once, he received a terrific kick in the thigh, and fell backwards. Despite the hurt, fear made him jump up almost at once.

Mrs. Grendon was changing. Her mouth collapsed as if it would run off one corner of her face. Her head sagged to one side. Her shoulders fell. A deep crimson blush momentarily suffused her features, then drained, and as it drained she dwindled like a deflated rubber balloon. Gregory sank to his knees, whimpering, buried his face in his hands and pressed his hands to the grass. Darkness overcame him.

His senses must have left him only for a moment. When he pulled himself up again, the almost empty bag of woman’s clothes was still settling slowly on the ground.

‘Joseph! Joseph!’ he yelled. Nancy had fled. In a distracted mixture of panic and fury, he dragged his boot on again and rushed round the house towards the cowsheds.

Neckland stood half-way between barn and mill, rubbing his skull. In his rattled state, the sight of Gregory apparently in full pursuit made him run away.

‘Neckland!’ Gregory shouted. He ran like mad for the other. Neckland bolted for the mill, jumped inside, tried to pull the door to, lost his nerve, and ran up the wooden stairs. Gregory bellowed after him.

The pursuit took them right up to the top of the mill. Neckland had lost too much wit even to kick over the bolt of the trapdoor. Gregory burst it up and climbed out panting. Thoroughly cowed, Neckland backed towards the opening until he was almost out on the little platform above the sails.

‘You’ll fall out, you idiot,’ Gregory warned. ‘Listen, Neckland, you have no reason to fear me. I want no enmity between us. There’s a bigger enemy we must fight. Look!’

He came towards the low door and looked down at the dark surface of the pond. Neckland grabbed the overhead pulley for security and said nothing.

‘Look down at the pond,’ Gregory said. ‘That’s where the Aurigans live. My God—Bert, look, there one goes!’

The urgency in his voice made the farm hand look down where he pointed. Together, the two men watched as a depression slid over the black water; an overlapping chain of ripples swung back from it. At approximately the middle of the pond, the depression became a commotion. A small whirlpool formed and died, and the ripples began to settle.

‘There’s your ghost, Bert,’ Gregory gasped. ‘That must have been the one that got poor Mrs. Grendon. Now do you believe?’

‘I never heard of a ghost as lived under water,’ Neckland gasped.

‘A ghost never harmed anyone—we’ve already had a sample of what these terrifying things can do. Come on, Bert, shake hands, understand I bear you no hard feelings. Oh, come on, man! I know how you feel about Nancy, but she must be free to make her own choice in life.’

They shook hands and grinned rather foolishly at each other.

‘We better go and tell the farmer what we seen,’ Neckland said. ‘I reckon that thing done what happened to Lardie last evening.’

‘Lardie? What’s happened to her? I thought I hadn’t seen her today.’

‘Same as happened to the little pigs. I found her just inside the barn. Just her coat was left, that’s all. No insides! Like she’d been sucked dry.’

‘Let’s go, Bert.’

It took Gregory twenty minutes to summon the council of war on which he had set his mind. The party gathered in the farmhouse, in the parlour. By this time, Nancy had somewhat recovered from the shock of her mother’s death, and sat in an armchair with a shawl about her shoulders. Her father stood nearby with his arms folded, looking impatient, while Bert Neckland lounged by the door. Only Grubby was not present. He had been told to get on with the ditching.

‘I’m going to have another attempt to convince you all that you are in very grave danger,’ Gregory said. ‘You won’t see it for yourselves, so I—’

He paused. There was a dragging noise on the landing upstairs, a board creaked.

‘Who the devil’s up there?’ Grendon growled. He made towards the stairwell.

‘Don’t go, father!’ Nancy screamed, but her father flung open the door and made his way up. Gregory bit his lip. The Aurigans had never ventured into the house before.

In a moment, Grendon returned with a monstrous piglet in his arms.

‘Keep the confounded animals out of the house, Nancy,’ he said, pushing the creature squealing out of the front door.

The interruption made Gregory realize how his nerves still jangled. He set his back to the sawdust-filled parody of a goat that watched from its case, and spoke quickly.

‘The situation is that we’re all animals together at present. Do you remember that strange meteor that fell out of the sky last winter, Joseph? And do you remember that ill-smelling dew early in the spring. They were not unconnected, and they are connected with all that’s happening now. That meteor was a space machine of some sort, I firmly believe, and it brought in it a kind of life that—that is not so much hostile to terrestrial life as indifferent to its quality. The creatures from that machine—I call them Aurigans—spread the dew over the farm. It was a growth accelerator, a manure or fertilizer, that speeds growth in plants and animals.’

‘So much better for us!’ Grendon said.

‘But it’s not better. The things grow wildly, yes, but the taste is altered to suit the palates of those things out there. You’ve seen what happened. You can’t sell anything. People won’t touch your eggs or milk or meat—they taste too foul.’

‘But that’s a lot of nonsense. We’ll sell in Norwich. Our produce is better than it ever was. We eat it, don’t we?’

‘Yes, Joseph, you eat it. But anyone who eats at your table is doomed. Don’t you understand—you are all “fertilized” just as surely as the pigs and chickens. Your place has been turned into a superfarm, and you are all meat to the Aurigans.’

That set a silence in the room, until Nancy said in a small voice, ‘You don’t believe such a terrible thing.’

‘I suppose these unseen creatures told you all this?’ Grendon said truculently.

‘Judge by the evidence, as I do. Your wife—I must be brutal, Joseph—your wife was eaten, like the dog and the pigs. As everything else will be in time. The Aurigans aren’t even cannibals. They aren’t like us. They don’t care whether we have souls or intelligences, any more than we really care whether the bullocks have.’

‘No one’s going to eat me,’ Neckland said, looking decidedly white about the gills.

‘How can you stop them? They’re invisible, and I think they can strike like snakes. They’re aquatic and I think they may be only two feet tall. How can you protect yourself?’ He turned to the farmer. ‘Joseph, the danger is very great, and not only to us here. At first, they may have offered us no harm while they got the measure of us—otherwise I’d have died in your rowing boat. Now there’s no longer doubt of their hostile intent. I beg you to let me go to Heigham and telephone to the chief of police in Norwich, or at least to the local militia, to get them to come and help us.’

The farmer shook his head slowly, and pointed a finger at Gregory.

‘You soon forgot them talks we had, bor, all about the coming age of socialism and how the powers of the state was going to wither away. Directly we get a bit of trouble, you want to call in the authorities. There’s no harm here a few savage dogs like my old Cuff can’t handle, and I don’t say as I ent going to get a couple of dogs, but you’m a fule if you reckon I’m getting the authorities down here. Fine old socialist you turn out to be!’

‘You have no room to talk about that!’ Gregory exclaimed. ‘Why didn’t you let Grubby come here? If you were a socialist, you’d treat the men as you treat yourself. Instead, you leave him out in the ditch. I wanted him to hear this discussion.’

The farmer leant threateningly across the table at him.

‘Oh, you did, did you? Since when was this your farm? And Grubby can come and go as he likes when it’s his, so put that in your pipe and smoke it, bor! Who do you just think you are?’ He moved closer to Gregory, apparently happy to work off his fears as anger. ‘You’m trying to scare us all off this here little old bit of ground, ent you? Well, the Grendons ent a scaring sort, see! Now I’ll tell you something. See that rifle there on the wall? That be loaded. And if you ent off this farm by midday, that rifle ont be on that wall no more. It’ll be here, bor, right here in my two hands, and I’ll be letting you have it right where you’ll feel it most’

‘You can’t do that, father,’ Nancy said, ‘You know Gregory is a friend of ours.’

‘For God’s sake, Joseph,’ Gregory said, ‘see where your enemy lies. Bert, tell Mr. Grendon what we saw on the pond, go on.’

Neckland was far from keen to be dragged into this argument. He scratched his head, drew a red-and-white spotted kerchief from round his neck to wipe his face, and muttered, ‘We saw a sort of ripple on the water, but I didn’t see nothing really, Master Gregory. I meant, it could have been the wind, couldn’t it?’

‘Now you be warned, Gregory,’ the farmer repeated. ‘You be off my land by noon by the sun, and that mare of yours, or I ont answer for it.’ He marched out into the pale sunshine, and Neckland followed.

Nancy and Gregory stood staring at each other. He took her hands, and they were cold.

‘You believe what I was saying, Nancy?’

‘Is that why the food did at one point taste bad to us, and then soon tasted well enough again?’

‘It can only have been that at that time your systems were not fully adjusted to the poison. Now they are. You’re being fed up, Nancy, just like the livestock—I’m sure of it! I fear for you, darling love, I fear so much. What are we to do? Come back to Cottersall with me! Mrs. Fenn has another fine little drawing-room upstairs that I’m sure she would rent.’

‘Now you’re talking nonsense, Greg! How can I? What would people say? No, you go away for now and let the tempest of father’s wrath abate, and if you could come back tomorrow, you will find he will be milder for sure, because I plan to wait on him tonight and talk to him about you. Why, he’s half daft with grief and doesn’t know what he says.’

‘All right, my darling. But stay inside as much as you can. The Aurigans have not come indoors yet, as far as we know, and it may be safer here. And lock all the doors and put the shutters over the windows before you go to bed. And get your father to take that rifle of his upstairs with him.

The evenings were lengthening with confidence towards summer now, and Bruce Fox arrived home before sunset. As he jumped from his bicycle this evening, he found his friend Gregory impatiently awaiting him.

They went indoors together, and while Fox ate a large tea, Gregory told him what had been happening at the farm that day.

‘You’re in trouble,’ Fox said. ‘Look, tomorrow’s Sunday, I’ll skip church and come out with you. You need help.’

‘Joseph may shoot me. He‘ll be certain to if I bring along a stranger. You can help me tonight by telling me where I can purchase a young dog straight away to protect Nancy.’

‘Nonsense, I’m coming with you. I can’t bear hearing all this at second hand anyhow. We‘ll pick up a pup in any event—the blacksmith has a litter to be rid of. Have you got any plan of action?’

‘Plan? No, not really.’

‘You must have a plan. Grendon doesn’t scare too easily, does he?’

‘I imagine he’s scared well enough. Nancy says he’s scared. He just isn’t imaginative enough to see what he can do but carry on working as hard as possible.’

‘Look, I know these farmers. They won’t believe anything till you rub their noses in it. What we must do is show him an Aurigan.’

‘Oh, splendid, Bruce! And how do you catch one?’

‘You trap one.’

‘Don’t forget they’re invisible—hey, Bruce, yes, by Jove, you’re right! I’ve the very idea! Look, we’ve nothing more to worry about if we can trap one. We can trap the lot, however many there are, and we can kill the little horrors when we have trapped them.’

Fox grinned over the top of a chunk of cherry cake. ‘We’re agreed, I suppose, that these Aurigans aren’t socialist utopians any longer?’

It helped a great deal, Gregory thought, to be able to visualize roughly what the alien life form looked like. The volume on serpents had been a happy find, for not only did it give an idea of how the Aurigans must be able to digest their prey so rapidly—‘a kind of soup or broth’—but presumably it gave a clue to their appearance. To live in a space machine, they would probably be fairly small, and they seemed to be semi-aquatic. It all went to make up a picture of a strange being: skin perhaps scaled like a fish, great flipper feet like a frog, barrel-like diminutive stature, and a tiny head with two great fangs in the jaw. There was no doubt that the invisibility cloaked a really ugly-looking dwarf!

As the macabre image passed through his head, Gregory and Bruce Fox were preparing their trap. Fortunately, Grendon had offered no resistance to their entering the farm; Nancy had evidently spoken to good effect. And he had suffered another shock. Five fowls had been reduced to little but feathers and skin that morning almost before his eyes, and he was as a result sullen and indifferent to what went on. Now he was out in a distant field, working, and the two young men were allowed to carry out their plans unmolested—though not without an occasional anxious glance at the pond—while a worried Nancy looked on from the farmhouse window.

She had with her a sturdy young mongrel dog of eight months, which Gregory and Bruce had brought along, called Gyp. Grendon had obtained two ferocious hounds from a distant neighbour. These wide-mouthed brutes were secured on long running chains that enabled them to patrol from the horse trough by the pond, down the west side of the house, almost to the elms and the bridge leading over to West Field. They barked stridently most of the time and seemed to cause a general unease among the other animals, all of which gave voice restlessly this forenoon.

The dogs would be a difficulty, Nancy had said, for they refused to touch any of the food the farm could provide. It was hoped they would take it when they became hungry enough.

Grendon had planted a great board by the farm gate and on the board had painted a notice telling everyone to keep away.

Armed with pitchforks, the two young men carried flour sacks out from the mill and placed them at strategic positions across the yard as far as the gate. Gregory went to the cowsheds and let out one of the calves there on a length of binder twine under the very teeth of the barking dogs—he only hoped they would prove as hostile to the Aurigans as they seemed to be to human life.

As he was pulling the calf across the yard, Grubby appeared.

‘You’d better stay away from us, Grubby. We’re trying to trap one of the ghosts.’

‘Master, if I catch one, I shall strangle him, straight I will.’

‘A pitchfork is a better weapon. These ghosts are dangerous little beasts at close quarters.’

‘I’m strong, bor, I tell ’ee! I’d strangle un!’

To prove his point, Grubby rolled his striped and tattered sleeve even further up his arm and exposed to Gregory and Fox his enormous biceps. At the same time, he wagged his great heavy head and lolled his tongue out of his mouth, perhaps to demonstrate some of the effects of strangulation.

‘It’s a very fine arm,’ Gregory agreed. ‘But look, Grubby, we have a better idea. We are going to do this ghost to death with pitchforks; if you want to join in, you’d better get a spare one from the stable.’

Grubby looked at him with a sly-shy expression and stroked his throat. ‘I’d be better at strangling, bor. I’ve always wanted to strangle someone.’

‘Why should you want to do that, Grubby?’

The labourer lowered his voice. ‘I always wanted to see how difficult it would be. I’m strong, you see. I got my strength up as a lad doing some of this here strangling—but never men, you know, just cattle.’

Backing away a pace, Gregory said, ‘This time, Grubby, it’s pitchforks for us.’ To settle the issue, he went into the stables, got a pitchfork, and returned to thrust it into Grubby’s hand.

‘Let’s get on with it,’ Fox said.

They were all ready to start. Fox and Grubby crouched down in the ditch on either side of the gate, weapons at the ready. Gregory emptied one of the bags of flour over the yard in a patch just before the gate, so that anyone leaving the farm would have to walk through it. Then he led the calf towards the pond.

The young animal set up an uneasy mooing, and most of the beasts nearby seemed to answer. The chickens and hens scattered about the yard in the pale sunshine as if demented. Gregory felt the sweat trickle down his back, although his skin was cold with the chemistries of suspense. With a slap on its rump, he forced the calf into the water of the pond. It stood there unhappily, until he led it out again and slowly back across the yard, past the mill and the grain store on his right, past Mrs. Grendon’s neglected, flowerbed on his left, towards the gate where his allies waited. And for all his determination not to do so, he could not stop himself looking backwards at the leaden surface of the pond to see if anything followed him. He led the calf through the gate and stopped. No tracks but his and the calf’s showed in the strewn flour.

‘Try it again,’ Fox advised. ‘Perhaps they are taking a nap down there.’

Gregory went through the routine again, and a third and fourth time, on each occasion smoothing the flour after he had been through it. Each time, he saw Nancy watching helplessly from the house. Each time, he felt a little more sick with tension.

Yet when it happened, it took him by surprise. He had got the calf to the gate for a fifth time when Fox’s shout joined the chorus of animal noises. The pond had shown no special ripple, so the Aurigan had come from some dark-purposed prowl of the farm—suddenly, its finned footsteps were marking the flour.

Yelling with excitement, Gregory dropped the rope that led the calf and ducked to one side. Seizing up an opened bag of flour by the gatepost, he flung its contents before the advancing figure.

The bomb of flour exploded all over the Aurigan. Now it was revealed in chalky outline. Despite himself, Gregory found himself screaming in sheer fright as the ghastliness was revealed in whirling white. It was especially the size that frightened: this dread thing, remote from human form, was too big for earthly nature—ten feet high, perhaps twelvel Invincible, and horribly quick, it came rushing at him with unnumbered arms striking out towards him.

Next morning, Dr. Crouchorn and his silk hat appeared at Gregory’s bedside, thanked Mrs. Fenn for some hot water, and dressed Gregory’s leg wound.

‘You got off lightly, considering,’ the old man said. ‘But if you will take a piece of advice from me, Mr. Rolles, you will cease to visit the Grendon farm. It’s an evil place and you’ll come to no good there.’

Gregory nodded. He had told the doctor nothing, except that Grendon had run up and shot him in the leg; which was true enough, but that it omitted most of the story.

‘When will I be up again, Doctor?’

‘Oh, young flesh heals soon enough, or undertakers would be rich men and doctors paupers. A few days should see you right as rain. But I’ll be visiting you again tomorrow, until when you are to stay flat on your back and keep that leg motionless.’

‘I understand.’

The doctor made a ferocious face. ‘You understand, but will you take heed? I’m warning you, If you take one step on that leg, it will turn purple and fall off,’ He nodded slowly and emphatically, and the lines on his face deepened to such a great extent that anyone familiar with the eccentricities of his physiognomy would be inclined to estimate that he was smiling.

‘I suppose I may write a letter, doctor?’

‘I suppose you may, young man.’

Directly Dr. Crouchorn had gone, Gregory took pen and paper and addressed some urgent lines to Nancy. They told her that he loved her very much and could not bear to think of her remaining on the farm; that he could not get to see her for a few days because of his leg wound; and that she must immediately come away on Hetty with a bag full of her things and stay at ‘The Wayfarer’, where there was a capital room for which he would pay. That if she thought anything of him, she must put the simple plan into action this very day, and send him word round from the inn when she was established there.

With some satisfaction, Gregory read this through twice, signed it and added kisses, and summoned Mrs. Fenn with the aid of a small bell she had provided for that purpose.

He told her that the delivery of the letter was a matter of extreme urgency. He would entrust it to Tommy, the baker’s boy, to deliver when his morning round was over, and would give him a shilling for his efforts. Mrs. Fenn was not enthusiastic about this, but with a little flattery was persuaded to speak to Tommy; she left the bedroom clutching both letter and shilling.

At once, Gregory began a letter, this one to Mr. H. G. Wells. It was some while since he had last addressed his correspondent, and so he had to make a somewhat lengthy report; but eventually he came to the events of the previous day.

‘So horrified was I by the sight of the Aurigan (he wrote), that I stood where I was, unable to move, while the flour blew about us. And how can I now convey to you—who are perhaps the most interested person in this vital subject in all the British Isles—what the monster looked like, outlined in white? My impressions were, of course, both brief and indefinite, but the main handicap is that there is nothing on Earth to liken this weird being to!

‘It appeared, I suppose, most like some horrendous goose, but the neck must be imagined as almost as thick as the body—indeed, it was almost all body, or all neck, whichever way you look at it. And on top of this neck was no head but a terrible array of various sorts of arms, a nest of writhing cilia, antennae, and whips, for all the world as if an octopus were entangled with a Portuguese Man-o’-war as big as itself, with a few shrimp and starfish legs thrown in. Does this sound ludicrous? I can only swear to you that as it bore down on me, perhaps twice my own height or more, I found it something almost too terrifying for human eyes to look on—and yet I did not see it, but merely the flour that adhered to it!

‘That repulsive sight would have been the last my eyes ever dwelt on had it not been for Grubby, the simple farmhand I have had occasion to mention before.

‘As I threw the flour, Grubby gave a great cry and rushed forward, dropping the pitchfork. He jumped at the creature as it turned on me. This put out our plan, which was that he and Bruce Fox should pitchfork the creature to death. Instead, he grasped it as high as he possibly might and commenced to squeeze with the full force of his mighty muscles. What a terrifying contest! What a fear-fraught combat!

‘Collecting his wits, Bruce charged forward and attacked with his pitchfork. It was his battle cry that brought me back from my paralysis into action. I ran and seized Grubby’s pitchfork and also charged. That thing had arms for us all! It struck out, and I have no doubt now that several arms held poisoned needle teeth, for I saw one come towards me gaping like a snake’s mouth. Need I stress the danger—particularly when you recall that the effect of the flour cloud was only partial, and there were still invisible arms flailing round us!

‘Our saving was that the Aurigan was cowardly. I saw Bruce jab it hard, and a second later, I rammed my pitchfork right through its foot. At once it had had enough. Grubby fell to the ground as it retreated. It moved at amazing speed, back towards the pool. We were in pursuit! And all the beasts of the barnyard uttered their cries to it.

‘As it launched itself into the water, we both flung our pitchforks at its form. But it swam out strongly and then dived below the surface, leaving only ripples and a scummy trail of flour.

‘We stood staring at the water for an instant, and then with common accord ran back to Grubby. He was dead. He lay face up and was no longer recognizable. The Aurigan must have struck him with its poisoned fangs as soon as he attacked. Grubby’s skin wat stretched tight and glistened oddly. He had turned a dull crimson. All his internal substance had been transformed to liquid by the rapid-working venoms of the Aurigan; he was like a sort of giant man-shaped rotten haggis.

‘There were wound marks across his neck and throat and what had been his face, and from these wounds his substance drained, so that he slowly deflated into his trampled bed of flour and dust. Perhaps the sight of fabled Medusa’s head, that turned men to stone, was no worse than this, for we stood there utterly paralyzed. It was a blast from Farmer Grendon’s rifle that brought us back to life.

‘He had threatened to shoot me. Now, seeing us despoiling his flour stocks and apparently about to make off with a calf, he fired at us. We had no choice but to run for it. Grendon was in no explaining mood. Good Nancy came running out to stop him, but Neckland was charging up too with the pair of savage dogs growling at the end of their chains.

‘Bruce and I had ridden up on my Daisy. I had left her saddled. Bringing her out of the stable at a trot, I heaved Bruce up into the saddle and was about to climb on myself when the gun went off again and I felt a burning pain in my leg. Bruce dragged me into the saddle and we were off—I half unconscious.

‘Here I lie now in bed, and should be about again in a couple of days. Fortunately, the shot did not harm any bones.

‘So you see how the farm is now a place of the damned! Once, I thought it might even become a new Eden, growing the food of the gods for men like gods. Instead—alas! the first meeting between humanity and beings from another world has proved disastrous, and the Eden is become a battleground for a war of worlds. How can our anticipations for the future be anything other than gloomy?

‘Before I close this over-long account, I must answer a query in your letter and pose another to you, more personal than yours to me.

‘First, you question if the Aurigans are entirely invisible and say—if I may quote your letter—“Any alteration in the refractive index of the eye lenses would make vision impossible, but without such alteration the eyes would be visible as glassy globules. And for vision it is also necessary that there should be visual purple behind the retina and an opaque cornea. How then do your Aurigans manage for vision?” The answer must be that they do without eyesight as we know it, for I think they naturally maintain a complete invisibility, How they “see” I know not, but whatever sense they use, it is effective. How they communicate I know not—our fellow made not the slightest sound when I speared his foot!—yet it is apparent they must communicate effectively. Perhaps they tried originally to communicate with us through a mysterious sense we do not possess and, on receiving no answer, assumed us to be as dumb as our dumb animals. If so, what a tragedy!

‘Now to my personal enquiry. I know, sir, that you must grow more busy as you grow more famous; but I feel that what transpires here in this remote corner of East Anglia is of momentous import to the world and the future. Could you not take it upon yourself to pay us a visit here? You would be comfortable at one of our two inns, and the journey here by railway is efficient if tedious—you can easily get a regular waggon from Heigham station here, a distance of only eight miles. You could then view Grendon’s farm for yourself, and perhaps one of these intersteller beings too. I feel you are as much amused as concerned by the accounts you receive from the undersigned, but I swear not one detail is exaggerated. Say you can come!

‘If you need persuasion, reflect on how much delight it will give to:

‘Your sincere admirer and friend,

GREGORY ROLLES.’

Reading this long letter through, scratching out two superfluous adjectives, Gregory lay back in some satisfaction. He had the feeling he was still involved in the struggle although temporarily out of action.

But the late afternoon brought him disquieting news. Tommy the baker’s boy, had gone out as far as the Grendon farm. Then the ugly legends circulating in the village about the place had risen in his mind, and he had stood wondering whether he should go on. An unnatural babble of animal noise came from the farm, mixed with hammering, and when Tommy crept forward and saw the farmer himself looking as black as a puddle and building a great thing like a gibbet in the yard, he had lost his nerve and rushed back the way he came, the letter to Nancy undelivered.

Bruce Fox arrived that evening to see how his friend was, and Gregory tried to persuade him to take the letter. But Fox was able successfully to plead a prior engagement. They talked for a while, mainly running over the horrors of the previous day once more, and then Fox left.

Gregory lay on the bed worrying about Nancy until Mrs. Fenn brought up supper on a tray. At least it was clear now why the Aurigans had not entered the farm-house; they were far too large to do so. She was safe as long as she kept indoors—as far as anyone on that doomed plot was safe.

He fell asleep early that night. In the early hours of the morning, nightmare visited him. He was in a strange city where all the buildings were new and the people wore shining clothes. In one square grew a tree. The Gregory in the dream stood in a special relationship to the tree: he fed it. It was his job to push people who were passing by the tree against its surface. The tree was a saliva tree. Down its smooth bark ran quantities of saliva from red lips like leaves up in the boughs. It grew enormous on the people on which it fed. As they were thrown against it, they passed into the substance of the tree. Some of the saliva splashed on to Gregory. But instead of dissolving him, it caused everything he touched to be dissolved. He put his arms about the girl he loved, and as his mouth went towards hers, her skin peeled away from her face.

He woke weeping desperately and fumbling blindly for the ring of the gas mantle.

Dr. Crouchorn came late next morning and told Gregory he should have at least three more days complete rest for the recovery of the muscles of his leg. Gregory lay there in a state of acute dissatisfaction with himself. Recalling the vile dream, he thought how negligent he had been towards Nancy, the girl he loved. His letter to her still lay undelivered by his betside. After Mrs. Fenn had brought up his dinner, he determined that he must see Nancy for himself. Leaving the food, he pulled himself out of bed and dressed slowly.

The leg was more painful than he had expected, but he got himself downstairs and out to the stable without too much trouble. Daisy seemed pleased to see him. He rubbed her nose and rested his head against her long cheek in sheer pleasure at being with her again.

‘This may be the last time you have to undertake this particular journey, my girl,’ he said.

Saddling her was comparatively easy. Getting into the saddle involved much bodily anguish. But eventually he was comfortable and they turned along the familiar and desolate road to the domain of the Aurigans. His leg was worse than he had bargained for. More than once, he had to get the mare to stop while he let the throbbing subside. He saw he was losing blood plentifully.

As he approached the farm, he observed what the baker’s boy had meant by saying Grendon was building a gibbet. A pole had been set up in the middle of the yard. A cable ran to the top of it and a light was rigged there, so that the expanse of the yard could be illuminated by night.

Another change had taken place. A wooden fence had been built behind the horse trough, cutting off the pond from the farm. But at one point, ominously, a section of it had been broken down and splintered and crushed, as if some monstrous thing had walked through the barrier unheeding.

A ferocious dog was chained just inside the gate, and barking its head off, to the consternation of the poultry. Gregory dare not enter. As he stood pondering the best way to tackle this fresh problem, the door of the farmhouse opened fractionally and Nancy peeped out. He called and signalled frantically to her.

Timidly, she ran across and let him in, dragging the dog back. Gregory hitched Daisy to the gatepost and kissed her cheek, soothed by the feel of her sturdy body in his arms.

‘Where’s your father?’

‘My dearest, your leg, your poor leg! It’s bleeding yet!’

‘Never mind my leg. Where’s your father?’

‘He’s down in South Meadow, I think.’

‘Good! I’m going to speak with him. Nancy, I want you to go indoors and pack some belongings. I’m taking you away with me.’

‘I can’t leave father!’

‘You must. I’m going to tell him now.’ As he limped across the yard, she called fearfully, ‘he has that there gun of his’n with him all the time—do be careful!’

The two dogs on a running chain followed him all the way down the side of the house, nearly choking in their efforts to get at him, their teeth flashing uncomfortably close to his ankles.

Near the elms, he saw that several wild birds lay in the grass. One was still fluttering feebly. He could only assume they had worn themselves out trying to feed their immense and hungry broods. Which was what would happen to the farmer in time, he reflected. He noticed Neckland below Grubby’s little hut, busy sawing wood; the farmer was not with him. On impulse, Gregory turned into the sties.

It was gloomy there. In the gloom, Grendon worked. He dropped his bucket when he say Gregory there, and came forward threateningly.

‘You come back? Why don’t you stay away? Can’t you see the notice by the gate? I don’t want you here no more, bor. I know you mean well, and I intend you no harm, but I’ll kee ’ee, understand, kill ’ee if you ever come here again. I’ve plenty of worries without you to add to them. Now then, get you going!’

Gregory stood his ground.

‘Mr. Grendon, are you as mad as your wife was before she died? Do you understand that you may meet Grubby’s fate at any moment? Do you realize what you are harbouring in your pond?’

‘I ent a fule. But suppose them there things do eat everything, humans included? Suppose this is now their farm? They still got to have someone tend it. So I reckon they ent going to harm me. So long as they sees me work hard, they ent going to harm me.’

‘You’re being fattened, do you understand? For all the hard work you do, you must have put on a stone this last month. Doesn’t that scare you?’

Something of the farmer’s pose broke for a moment. He cast a wild look round. ‘I ent saying I ent scared I’m saying I’m doing what I have to do. We don’t own our lives. Now do me a favour and get out of here.’

Instinctively, Gregory’s glance had followed Grendon’s. For the first time, he say in the dimness the size of the pigs. Their great broad black backs were visible over the top of the sties. They were the size of young oxen.

‘This is a farm of death,’ he said.

‘Death’s always the end of all of us, pig or cow or man alike.’

‘Right-ho, Mr. Grendon, you can think like that if you like. It’s not my way of thinking, nor am. I going to see your dependants suffer from your madness. Mr. Grendon, sir, I wish to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage.’

For the first three days that she was away from her home, Nancy Grendon lay in her room in ‘The Wayfarer’ near to death. It seemed as if all ordinary food poisoned her. But gradually under Doctor Crouchorn’s ministration—terrified perhaps by the rage she suspected he would vent upon her should she fail to get better—she recovered her strength.

‘You look so much better today,’ Gregory said, clasping her hand. ‘You’ll soon be up and about again, once your system is free of all the evil nourishment of the farm.’

‘Greg, dearest, promise me you will not go to the farm again. You have no need to go now I’m not there.’

He cast his eyes down and said, ‘Then you don’t have to get me to promise, do you?’

‘I just want to be sure we neither of us go there again. Father, I feel sure, bears a charmed life. But I—I feel now as if I’m waking from a nightmare!’

‘Don’t think about it! Look, I’ve brought you some flowers!’

He produced a clay pot overloaded with wallflowers with gigantic blooms and gave it to her.

She smiled and said, ‘They’re so large! Greg—they’re—they’re from the farm, aren’t they? They’re unnaturally large.’

‘I thought you’d like a souvenir of the nicer side of your home.’

With all her strength, she hurled the pot across the room. It struck the door and broke. The dark earth scattered over the boards and the flowers lay broken on the floor.

‘You dare bring the curse in here! And, Greg, this means you’ve been back to the farm, doesn’t it, since we come away together?’

He nodded his head, looking defiantly at her. ‘I had to see what was happening.’

‘Please don’t go there again, Greg, please. It’s as if I was now coming to my senses again—but I don’t want it to be as if you was losing yours! Supposing those things followed us here to Cottersall, those Aurigans?’

‘You know, Nancy, I’ve wondered several times why they remain on the farm as they do. You would think that once they found they could so easily defeat human beings, they would attack everyone, or send for more of their own kind and try to invade us. Yet they seem perfectly content to remain in that one small space.’

She smiled. ‘I may not be very clever compared with you, but I tell ’ee the answer to that one. They ent interested in going anywhere. I think there’s just two of them, and they come to our little old world for a holiday in their space machine, same as we might go to Great Yarmouth for a couple of days for our honeymoon. Perhaps they’re on their honeymoon.’

‘On honeymoon! What a ghastly idea!’

‘Well, on holiday then. That was father’s idea—he says as there’s just two of them, treating Earth as a quiet place to stay. People like to eat well when they’re on holiday, don’t they?’

He stared at Nancy aghast.

‘But that’s horrible! You’re trying to make the Aurigans out to be pleasant!’

‘Of course I ent, you silly ha’p’orth! But I expect they seem pleasant to each other.’

‘Well, I prefer to think of them as menaces.’

‘All the more reason for you to keep away from them!’

But to be out of sight was not to be out of mind’s reach. Gregory received another letter from Dr. Hudson-Ward, a kind and encouraging one, but he made no attempt to answer it. He felt he could not bear to take up any work that would remove him from the neighbourhood, although the need to work, in view of his matrimonial plans, was now pressing; the modest allowance his father made him would not support two in any comfort. Yet he could not bring his thought to grapple with such practical problems. It was another letter he looked for, and the horrors of the farm that obsessed him. And the next night, he dreamed of the saliva tree again.

In the evening, he plucked up enough courage to tell Fox and Nancy about it. They met in the little snug at the back of ‘The Wayfarer’s’ public bars, a discreet and private place with red plush on the seats. Nancy was her usual self again, and had been out for a brief walk in the afternoon sunshine.

‘People wanted to give themselves to the saliva tree. And although I didn’t see this for myself, I had the distinct feeling that perhaps they weren’t actually killed so much as changed into something else—something less human maybe. And this time, I saw the tree was made of metal of some kind and was growing bigger and bigger by pumps—you could see through the saliva tree to big armatures and pistons, and out of the branches steam was pouring.’

Fox laughed, a little unsympathetically. ‘Sounds to me like the shape of things to come, when even plants are grown by machinery. Events are preying on your mind, Greg! Listen, my sister is going to Norwich tomorrow, driving in her uncle’s trap. Why don’t the two of you go with her? She’s going to buy some adornments for her bridal gown, so that should interest you, Nancy. Then you could stay with Greg’s uncle for a couple of days. I assure you I will let you know immediately the Aurigans invade Cottersall, so you won’t miss anything.’

Nancy seized Gregory’s arm. ‘Can we please, Gregory, can we? I ent been to Norwich for long enough and it’s a fine city.’

‘It would be a good idea,’ he said doubtfully.

Both of them pressed him until he was forced to yield. He broke up the little party as soon as he decently could, kissed Nancy goodnight, and walked hurriedly back down the street to the baker’s. Of one thing he was certain: if he must leave the district even for a short while, he had to have a look to see what was happening at the farm before he went.

The farm looked in the summer’s dusk as it had never done before. Massive wooden screens nine feet high had been erected and hastily creosoted. They stood about in forlorn fashion, intended to keep the public gaze from the farm, but lending it unmeaning. They stood not only in the yard but at irregular intervals along the boundaries of the land, inappropriately among fruit trees, desolately amid bracken, irrelevantly in swamp. A sound of furious hammering, punctuated by the unwearying animal noises, indicated that more screens were still being built.

But what lent the place its unearthly look was the lighting. The solitary pole supporting electric light now had five companions: one by the gate, one by the pond, one behind the house, one outside the engine house, one down by the pigsties. Their hideous yellow glare reduced the scene to the sort of unlikely picture that might be found and puzzled over in the eternal midnight of an Egyptian tomb.

Gregory was too wise to try and enter by the gate. He hitched Daisy to the low branches of a thorn tree and set off over waste land, entering Grendon’s property by the South Meadow. As he walked stealthily towards the distant outhouses, he could see how the farm land differed from the territory about it. The corn was already so high it seemed in the dark almost to threaten by its ceaseless whisper of movement. The fruits had ripened fast. In the strawberry beds were great strawberries like pears. The marrows lay on their dunghill like bloated bolsters, gleaming from a distant shaft of light. In the orchard, the trees creaked, weighed down by distorted footballs that passed for apples; with a heavy autumnal thud one fell over-ripe to the ground. Everywhere on the farm, there seemed to be slight movement and noise, so much so that Gregory stopped to listen.

A wind was rising. The sails of the old mill shrieked like a gull’s cry as they began to turn. In the engine house, the steam engine pumped out its double unfaltering note as it generated power. The dogs still raged, the animals added their uneasy chorus. He recalled the saliva tree; here as in the dream, it was as if agriculture had become industry, and the impulses of nature swallowed by the new god of Science. In the bark of the trees rose the dark steam of novel and unknown forces.

He talked himself into pressing forward again. He moved carefully through the baffling slices of shadow and illumination created by the screens and lights, and arrived near the back door of the farmhouse. A lantern burnt in the kitchen window. As Gregory hesitated, the crunch of broken glass came from within.

Cautiously, he edged himself past the window and peered in through the doorway. From the parlour, he heard the voice of Grendon. It held a curious muffled tone, as if the man spoke to himself.

‘Lie there! You’re no use to me. This is a trial of strength. Oh God, preserve me, to let me prove myself! Thou has made my land barren till now—now let me harvest it! I don’t know what You’re doing. I didn’t mean to presume, but this here farm is my life. Curse ’em, curse ’em all! They’re all enemies.’ There was more of it; the man was muttering like one drunk. With a horrid fascination, Gregory was drawn forward till he had crossed the kitchen flags and stood on the verge of the larger room. He peered round the half open door until he could see the farmer, standing obscurely in the middle of the room.

A candle stood in the neglected hearth, its flickering flame glassily reflected in the cases of maladroit animals. Evidently the house electricity had been cut to give additional power to the new lights outside.

Grendon’s back was to Gregory. One gaunt and unshaven cheek was lit by candle-light. His back seemed a little bent by the weight of what he imagined his duties, yet looking at that leather-clad back now Gregory experienced a sort of reverence for the independence of the man, and for the mystery that lay under his plainness. He watched as Grendon moved out through the front door, leaving it hanging wide, and passed into the yard, still muttering to himself. He walked round the side of the house and was hidden from view as the sound of his tread was lost amid the renewed barking of dogs.

The tumult did not drown a groan from near at hand. Peering into the shadows, Gregory saw a body lying under the table. It rolled over, crunching broken glass as it did so, and exclaimed in a dazed way. Without being able to see clearly, Gregory knew it was Neckland. He climbed over to the man and propped his head up, kicking away a stuffed fish as he did so.

‘Don’t kill me, bor! I only want to get away from here. I only want to get away.’

‘Bert? It’s Greg here. Bert, are you badly hurt?’

He could see some wounds. The fellow’s shirt had been practically torn from his back, and the flesh on his side and back was cut from where he had rolled in the glass. More serious was a great weal over one shoulder, changing to a deeper colour as Gregory looked at it. A brawl had taken place. Under the table lay another fish, its mouth gaping as if it still died, and the preudo-goat, one button eye of which, had rolled out of its socket. The cases from which they had come lay shattered by the wall.

Wiping his face and speaking in a more rational voice, Neckland said, ‘Gregory? I thought as you was down Cottersall? What you doing here? He’ll kill you proper if he finds you here!’

‘What happened to you, Bert? Can you get up?’

The labourer was again in possession of his faculties. He grabbed Gregory’s forearm and said imploringly. ‘Keep your voice down, for Christ’s sake, or he’ll hear us and come back and settle my hash for once for all! He’s gone clean off his head, says as these pond things are having a holiday here. He nearly knocked my head off my shoulder with that stick of his! Lucky I got a thick head!’

‘What was the quarrel about?’

‘I tell you straight, bor, I have got the wind up proper about this here farm. They things as live in the pond will eat me and suck me up like they done Grubby if I stay here any more. So I run off when Joe Grendon weren’t looking, and I come in here to gather up my traps and my bits and leave here at once. This whole place is evil, a bed of evil, and it ought to be destroyed. Hell can’t be worse than this here farm!’

‘So he caught you in here, did he?’

‘I saw him rush in and I flung that there fish at him, and the goat. But he had me! Now I’m getting out, and I’d advise you to do the same. You must be daft, come back here like you did!’

As he spoke, he pulled himself to his feet and stood, keeping his balance with Gregory’s aid. Grunting, he made his way over the staircase.

‘Bert,’ Gregory said, ‘supposing we rush Grendon and lay him out. We can then get him in the cart and all leave together.’

Neckland turned to stare at him, his face hidden in shadows, nursing his shoulder with one hand.

‘You try it!’ he said, and then he turned and went steadily up the stairs.

Gregory stood where he was, keeping one eye on the window. He had come to the farm without any clear notion in his head, but now that the idea had been formulated, he saw that it was up to him to try and remove Grendon from his farm. He felt obliged to do it; for although he had lost his former regard for Grendon, a sort of fascination for the man held him, and he was incapable of leaving any human being, however perverse, to face alone the alien horrors of the farm. It occurred to him that he might get help from the distant houses, Dereham Cottages, if only the farmer were rendered in one way or another unable to pepper the intruders with shot.

The machine house possessed only one high window, and that was barred. It was built of brick and had a stout door which could be barred and locked from outside. Perhaps it would be possible to lure Grendon into there; outside aid could then be obtained.

Not without apprehension, Gregory went to the open door and peered out into the confused dark. He stared anxiously at the ground for sight of a footstep more sinister than the farmer’s, but there was no indication that the Aurigans were active. He stepped into the yard.

He had not gone two yards before a woman’s screams rang out. The sound seemed to clamp an icy grip about Gregory’s ribs, and into his mind came a picture of poor mad Mrs. Grendon. Then he recognized the voice, in its few shouted words, as Nancy’s. Even before the sound cut off, he began to pelt down the dark side of the house as fast as he could run.

Only later did he realize how he seemed to be running against a great army of animal cries. Loudest was the babel of the pigs; every swine seemed to have some message deep and nervous and indecipherable to deliver to an unknown source; and it was to the sties that Gregory ran, swerving past the giant screens under the high and sickly light.

The noise in the sties was deafening. Every animal was attacking its pen with its sharp hooves. One light swung over the middle pen. With its help, Gregory saw immediately how terrible was the change that had come over the farm since his last visit. The sows had swollen enormously and their great ears clattered against their cheeks like boards. Their hirsute backs curved almost to the rafters of their prison.

Grendon was at the far entrance. In his arms he held the unconscious form of his daughter. A sack of pig feed lay scattered by his feet. He had one pen gate half open and was trying to thrust his way in against the flank of a pig whose mighty shoulder came almost level with his. He turned and stared at Gregory with a face whose blankness was more terrifying than any expression of rage.

There was another presence in the place. A pen gate near to Gregory swung open. The two sows wedged in the narrow sty gave out a terrible falsetto squealing, clearly scenting the presence of an unappeasable hunger. They kicked out blindly, and all the other animals plunged with a sympathetic fear. Struggle was useless. An Aurigan was there; the figure of Death itself, with its unwearying scythe and unaltering smile of bone, was as easily avoided as this poisoned and unseen presence. A rosy flush spread over the back of one of the sows. Almost at once, her great bulk began to collapse; in a moment, her substance had been ingested.

Gregory did not stay to watch the sickening action. He was running forward, for the farmer was again on the move. And now it was clear what he was going to do. He pushed into the end sty and dropped his daughter down into the metal food trough. At once, the sows turned with smacking jaws to deal with this new fodder. His hands free, Grendon moved to a bracket set in the wall. There lay his gun.

Now the uproar in the sties had reached its loudest. The sow whose companion had been so rapidly ingested broke free and burst into the central aisle. For a moment she stood—mercifully, for otherwise Gregory would have been trampled—as if dazed by the possibility of liberty. The place shook and the other swine fought to get to her. Brick crumbled, pen gates buckled. Gregory jumped aside as the second pig lumbered free, and next moment the place was full of grotesque fighting bodies, fighting their way to liberty.

He had reached Grendon, but the stampede caught them even as they confronted each other. A hoof stabbed down on Grendon’s instep. Groaning, he bent forward, and was at once swept underfoot by his creatures. Gregory barely had time to vault into the nearest pen before they thundered by. Nancy was trying pitifully to climb out of the trough as the two beasts to which she had been offered fought to kick their way free. With a ferocious strength—without reason—almost without consciousness—Gregory hauled her up, jumped until he swung up on one of the overhead beams, wrapped a leg round the beam, hung down till he grasped Nancy, pulled her up with him.

They were safe, but the safety was not permanent. Through the din and dust, they could see that the gigantic beasts were wedged tightly in both entrances. In the middle was a sort of battlefield, where the animals fought to reach the opposite end of the building; they were gradually tearing each other to pieces—but the sties too were threatened with demolition.

‘The Aurigan is here somewhere,’ Gregory shouted. ‘We aren’t safe from it by any means.’

‘You were foolish to come here, Greg,’ Nancy said. ‘I found you had gone and I had to follow you. But Father—I don’t think he even recognized me!’

At least, Gregory thought, she had not seen her father trampled underfoot. Involuntarily glancing in that direction, he saw the shotgun that Grendon had never managed to reach still lying across a bracket on the wall. By crawling along a transverse beam, he could reach it easily. Bidding Nancy sit where she was, he wriggled along the beam, only a foot or two above the heaving backs of the swine. At least the gun should afford them some protection: the Aurigan, despite all its ghastly differences from humanity, would hardly be immune to lead.

As he grasped the old-fashioned weapon and pulled it up, Gregory was suddenly filled with an intense desire to kill one of the invisible monsters. In that instant, he recalled an earlier hope he had had of them: that they might be superior beings, beings of wisdom and enlightened power, coming from a better society where higher moral codes directed the activities of its citizens. He had thought that only to such a civilization would the divine gift of travelling through interplanetary space be granted. But perhaps the opposite held true: perhaps such a great objective could be gained only by species ruthless enough to disregard more humane ends. As soon as he thought it, his mind was overpowered with a vast diseased vision of the universe, where such races as dealt in love and kindness and intellect cowered forever on their little globes, while all about them went the slayers of the universe, sailing where they would to satisfy their cruelties and their endless appetites.

He heaved his way back to Nancy above the bloody porcine fray.

She pointed mutely. At the far end, the entrance had crumbled away, and the sows were bursting forth into the night. But one sow fell and turned crimson as it fell, sogging over the floor like a shapeless bag. Another, passing the same spot, suffered the same fate.

Was the Aurigan moved by anger? Had the pigs, in their blind charging, injured it? Gregory raised the gun and aimed. As he did so, he saw a faint hallucinatory column in the air; enough dirt and mud and blood had been thrown up to spot the Aurigan and render him partly visible. Gregory fired.

The recoil nearly knocked him off his perch. He shut his eyes, dazed by the noise, and was dimly aware of Nancy clinging to him, shouting, ‘Oh, you marvellous man, you marvellous man! You hit that old bor right smack on target!’

He opened his eyes and peered through the smoke and dust. The shade that represented the Aurigan was tottering. It fell. It fell among the distorted shapes of the two sows it had killed, and corrupt fluids splattered over the paving. Then it rose again. They saw its progress to the broken door, and then it had done.

For a minute they sat there, staring at each other, triumph and speculation mingling on both their faces. Apart from one badly injured beast, the building was clear of pigs now. Gregory climbed to the floor and helped Nancy down beside him. They skirted the loathsome masses as best they could and staggered into the fresh air.

Up beyond the orchard, strange lights showed in the rear windows of the farmhouse.

‘It’s on fire! Oh, Greg, our poor home is afire! Quick, we must gather what we can! All father’s lovely cases—’

He held her fiercely, bent so that he spoke straight into her face. ‘Bert Neckland did this! He did it! He told me the place ought to be destroyed and that’s what he did.’

‘Let’s go, then—’

‘No, no, Nancy, we must let it burn! listen! There’s a wounded Aurigan loose here somewhere. We didn’t kill him. If those things feel rage, anger, spite, they’ll be set to kill us now—don’t forget there’s more than one of’em! We aren’t going that way if we want to live. Daisy’s just across the meadow here, and she’ll bear us both safe home.’

‘Greg, dearest, this is my home!’ she cried in her despair.

The flames were leaping higher. The kitchen window broke in a shower of glass. He was running with her in the opposite direction, shouting wildly, ‘I’m your home now! ‘I’m your home now!’

Now she was running with him, no longer protesting, and they plunged together through the high rank grass.

When they gained the track and the restive mare, they paused to take breath and look back.

The house was well ablaze now. Clearly nothing could save it. Sparks had carried to the windmill, and one of the sails was ablaze. About the scene, the electric lights shone spectral and pale on the tops of their poles. An occasional running figure of a gigantic animal dived about its own purposes. Suddenly, there was a flash as of lightning and all the electric lights went out. One of the stampeding animals had knocked down a pole; craching into the pond, it short-circuited the system.

‘Let’s get away,’ Gregory said, and he helped Nancy on to the mare. As he climbed up behind her, a roaring sound developed, grew in volume and altered in pitch. Abruptly it died again. A thick cloud of steam billowed above the pond. From it rose the space machine, rising, rising, rising, suddenly a sight to take the heart in awe. It moved up into the soft night sky, was lost for a moment, began dully to glow, was seen to be already tremendously far away.

Desperately, Gregory looked for it, but it had gone, already beyond the frail confines of the terrestrial atmosphere. An awful desolation settled on him, the more awful for being irrational and then he thought, and cried his thought aloud, ‘Perhaps they were only holiday-makers here! Perhaps they enjoyed themselves here, and will tell their friends of this little globe! Perhaps Earth has a future only as a resort for millions of the Aurigan kind!’

The church clock was striking midnight as they passed the first cottages of Cottersall.

‘We’ll go first to the inn,’ Gregory said. ‘I can’t well disturb Mrs. Fenn at this late hour, but your landlord will fetch us food and hot water and see that your cuts are bandaged.’

‘I’m right as rain, love, but I’d be glad of your company.’

‘I warn you, you shall have too much of it from now on!’

The door of the inn was locked, but a light burned inside, and in a moment the landlord himself opened to them, all eager to hear a bit of gossip he could pass on to his customer.

‘So happens as there’s a gentleman up in Number Three wishes to speak with you in the morning,’ he told Gregory. ‘Very nice gentleman came on the night train, only got in here an hour past, off the waggon.’

Gregory made a wry face.

‘My fattier, no doubt.’

‘Oh, no sir. His name is a Mr. Wills or Wells—his signature was a mite difficult to make out.’

‘Wells! Mr. Wells! So he’s come!’ He caught Nancy’s hands, shaking them in his excitement. ‘Nancy, one of the greatest men in England is here! There’s no one more profitable for such a tale as ours! I’m going up to speak with him right away.’

Kissing her lightly on the cheek, he hurried up the stairs and knocked on the door of Number Three.


Danger: Religion!

The four of us must have made a strange group, plodding manfully through nowhere.

Royal Meacher, my brother, led the way. His long arms and bony hands fought the wind for possession of his cloak, the shabby mantle that stayed about him no more certainly than his authority.

Next the breeze from the north plucked at the figure of Turton, our man Turton, poor old Turton, the mutant whose third arm and all but useless third leg combined with his black coat to give him from behind something of the appearance of a beetle. Over his shoulder, Turton carried Candida in an attitude of maximum discomfort.

Candida still dripped. Her hair hung down like frayed ribbon. Her left ear jogged up and down the central seam of Turton’s coat; her right eye seemed to peep sightlessly back at me. Candida is Royal’s fourth wife.

I am Royal’s younger brother, Sheridan. I felt defeated by Candida’s stare. I kept hoping that the jig-jog of Turton’s walk would jog the eye shut; and so I supposed it might have done had her head not been hanging upside down.

We walked towards the north, into the molars of the wind.

The road on which we walked was narrow and absolutely straight. It appeared to lead nowhere, for despite the wind a miasmal mist rose from the damp about us. The road ran along a dyke, the sides of which, being but newly constructed, were of bare earth. This dyke divided a stretch of sea. We had sea on both sides of us.

On our right, the water was appreciably less placid than the water on our left, for it was still the sea proper. On the left, that body of Water had already been cut from its parent by a mole which lay ahead of us. Soon the water on our right would undergo the same fate.

Beyond it, almost as far as our vision extended in that direction, we could see another dyke extending parallel with ours. The sea was being parcelled into squares. In time, as the work of reclamation proceeded, the squares would be drained; the sea would dwindle into puddles; the puddles would become mud; the mud would become soil; the soil would become vegetables; and the vegetables—oh, yes!—the vegetables would be eaten and become flesh; ghosts of future people grew in the two halves of sea, the one with ripples and one with waves.

Treading steadily on in the drips from Candida’s hair and clothes, I looked back over my shoulder.

The vast funeral pyre we had left had shrunk now: the kiln was a tiny black pipe topped by flame. No more did we feel its heat or smell the smell of ignited bodies, but the effluvia lingered in our memories. Royal still spoke of it, rambling in and out of quotation as his habit was, addressing the wind.

‘You note how the parsimonious Dutch reclaim both their land and their dead in one operation. And those grisly corpses, maligned by sea and radiation, will make excellent fertilizer from their ashes. How convenient, how concise! Occam’s razor cuts precious fine, friends: the obscene fag-ends of one chemical reaction go to start another. “Marvellous is the plan by which this best of world’s is wisely planned.” Forty thousand dead Dutchmen should guarantee us a good cabbage crop in five years, eh Turton?’

The bent old man, with Candida’s head nodding idiot agreement, said, ‘Back before the last two wars, they used to grow tulips and flowers here, according to the stoker at the kiln.’

Dark was coming in now, the mist thickening, the sulky captive sea falling motionless as the wind died. Beyond the outline of my brother’s back I could see a light; with gratitude I mouthed its ugly name: Noordoostburg-op-Langedijk.

‘That mouldy towerful of cadavers would seem to be less appropriately applied to tulips than cabbages, Turton,’ Royal said. ‘And what more suitable envoi to the indignity of their deaths? Recollect your Browne: “To be gnawed out of our graves, to have our skulls made drinking bowls, and our bones turned into pipes, to delight and sport our enemies—” how does it go?—“are tragical abominations escaped in burning burials.” Since Browne’s time, we’ve grown a lot more ingenious! Nuclear destruction and incineration need not be the end of our troubles. We can still be spread as mulch for the genus brassica …’

‘Cabbages it was, cabbages or tulips,’ old Turton said vaguely, but Royal was not to be deflected. He talked on as we trudged on. I was not listening. I wanted only to get off this eternal earthwork, safe into civilization and warmth.

When we reached Noordoostburg-op-Langedijk, a mere platform joined by dyke and mole to the distant land, we went into its only café. Turton laid Candida down on a bench. He unbent his beetle back and stretched his arms (but the third never stretched straight) with groans of relief. The café manager came forward hurridly.

‘I regret I cannot introduce you properly to my wife. She is religious and has passed into a coma,’ Royal said, staring the man out.

‘Sir, this lady is not dead?’ the manager asked.

‘Merely religious.’

‘Sir, she is so wet!’ the manager said.

‘A property she shares with the confounded stretch of water into which she fell when the coma overtook her. Will you kindly bring us three soups; my wife, as you see, will not partake.’

Dubiously the manager backed away.

Turton followed him to the counter.

‘You see, the lady’s very susceptible to anything religious. We came over with the party from Edinburgh specially to see the cremation down the road, and Mrs. Meacher was overcome by the sight. Or perhaps it was the smell, I don’t know, or the sound of the bodies bubbling in the incinerator. Anyhow, before anyone could stop her, backwards she went—splash!—and—’

‘Turton!’ Royal called sharply.

‘I was just trying to borrow a towel,’ Turton said.

After that, we ate our soup in silence. A puddle collected under Candida’s clothing.

‘Say something, Sheridan,’ Roy demanded, rapping his spoon on the table at me.

‘I wonder if there were fish in those fields,’ I said.

He made his usual gesture of disgust and turned away. Fortunately I did not have to say anything more, for at that moment the rest of our party came in for soup; the incineration ceremony had finished just after we left; we had left only because of Candida.

Soup and rationed chocolate were all that the café offered. When the party had finished up their bowls, we went outside. I draped Candida over Turton’s shoulder and followed.

The weather was showing its talents. Since the wind had fallen, rain had begun to fall. It fell on the concrete, in the polder, into the sour sea. It fell on to the buzz-jet. We all packed into it, jostling and pushing. Somehow, Royal managed to get in away from the rain first. Turton and I were last aboard, but Turton had been wet already.

This buzz-jet was just a missile left over from the last war and converted. Perhaps it was uncomfortable, yet it could move; we headed north-west across the sea and over northern England, where not a light showed from the stricken lands; in a quarter of an hour the lights of Edinburgh showed blearily through the wet dark.

Our craft was a government one. Private transport of any variety was a thing of the past. Mainly it was fuel shortage that had brought the situation about; but when the last war ended at the beginning of 2041, the government passed laws forbidding the private ownership of transport—not that they were not increasingly eager to hire their own vehicles out as production improved.

At Turnhouse airport we climbed out and made our way with the crowd to a bus shelter. A bus came after a few minutes; it was too full to take us; we waited and caught the next one; it crawled with us into town, while we stood like cattle in a truck.

That sort of thing takes the edge off what otherwise had been a very enjoyable day’s sightseeing. We had had several such excursions to celebrate my demobilization from the army.

Since the war, Edinburgh had become the capital city of Europe, chiefly because the others had been obliterated or made uninhabitable by radiation or the after effects of bacterial warfare. Some of the old Scottish families were proud of this promotion of their city; others felt that this greatness had been thrust upon them; but most of them took advantage of the shining hour by thrusting up rents to astronomical heights. The thousands of refugees, evacuated and displaced people who poured into the city found themselves held to ransom for living space.

When we climbed out of the bus at the city centre, I became separated from the others by the crowd, that cursed anonymous crowd speaking all the tongues of Europe. I brushed off a hand that clutched at my sleeve; it came again, detaining me more forcibly. Irritably, I looked round, and my eyes met the eyes of a square dark man; in that instance, I took in no more detail, beyond saying to myself that his was a great gothic cathedral of a face.

‘You are Sheridan Meacher, fellow of Edinburgh University, Lecturer in History?’ he asked.

I dislike being recognized at bus stops.

‘European History,’ I said.

The expression on his face was not readable; weary triumph, perhaps? He motioned to me to follow him. At that moment, the crowd surged forward, so that he and I were born out of it and into a side street.

‘I want you to come with me,’ he said.

‘I don’t know you. What do you want?’

He wore a black and white uniform. That did not endear him to me. I had seen enough of uniform in those weary war years underground.

‘Mr. Meacher, you are in trouble. I have a room not five minutes away from here; will you please come with me to it and discuss the situation with me? I assure you I will offer you no personal harm, if that is why you hesitate.’

‘What sort of trouble? I know of no trouble?’

‘Let us go and discuss it.’

I could look after myself with this fellow; with that knowledge, I shrugged my shoulders and followed him. We went together down a couple of backstreets, towards the Grass-market, and in at a grimy door. The man with the gothic face preceded me up a winding stair. At one point a door opened, a dim-lit hag’s face peeped out at us, and then the door slammed again, leaving us in the gloom.

He paused on a landing and felt in his pocket. He said, ‘I shouldn’t think a house like this has changed much since Dr. Johnson visited Edinburgh.’ Then in an altered tone, he added, ‘I mean—you did have a Dr. Johnson, Samuel Johnson, didn’t you?’

Not understanding his phrasing—yet I had not taken him for other than an Englishman—I said, ‘Of course I know of Johnson: he visited this city to stay with his friend Boswell in—about 1773, I would say.’

In the dark he sighed with relief. Sliding a key into a lock, he said, ‘Of course, of course, I was just forgetting that the road from London to Edinburgh was open by that date. Forgive me.’

He opened a door, switched on a light and ushered me into his room. I went in a half daze, for his remark had shaken me. What could the man mean? Edinburgh and London had been connected—though often tenuously—for a long time before Johnson’s visit. I was beginning to form ideas about this gothic stranger—and all of them were later proved wrong.

His room was bare and nondescript, a typical lodging room with a combo toilet in one corner, in another a hand generator in case the main electricity supply failed, and a screen standing on the far side of the room with a bed behind it. He went across to the window to draw the curtains before turning to confront me.

‘I should introduce myself, Mr. Meacher. My name is Apostolic Rastell, Captain Apostolic Rastell of the Matrix Investigation Corps.’

I inclined my head and waited; the world was full of sinister-sounding establishments these days, and although I had never heard of the Matrix Investigation Corps, I did not intend to put myself at a disadvantage by saying so. We stood looking at each other, summing one another up. Captain Rastell was a considerable man, untidy perhaps, but prepossessing, strongly built with being bulky, a man perhaps still in his twenties, and with that extraordinary face that looked as if it could have regarded the end of the world undismayed. He smiled and moved behind his screen, to emerge dragging an object like a trunk. This he stood on its end.

The trunk was locked with some sort of a combination lock. Rastell worked it, staring at me somewhat grimly as ho listened to the tumblers click.

‘You had better look at the inside of this before I offer any explanation,’ he said.

He opened the trunk. What I saw there drew me impulsively forward. I took a good look, and a horrible faintness overcame me. I staggered and he caught me, holding me as I recovered.

Inside the trunk was a small chair, a stool with a backrest. It was fringed with various instruments that reminded me vaguely of the drills and other accessories that stand by a dentist’s chair. But it was what lay behind the chair that caught me off guard.

I saw myself reflected from a screen that covered the back of the trunk; the anonymous room was also reflected there, if reflected is the word, its dimensions cramped and twisted, so that it looked as if the figures of Rastell and myself stood on the outside rather than the inside of a cube. The effect was as if I peered into a distorting mirror; but this was no mirror—for I found myself staring distractedly at my own profile!

‘What is it?’

‘You are an intelligent man, Mr. Meacher, and since I am in a hurry I hope that already this sight has suggested to you that there are departments of life which are a mystery to you, and into which you have not peered or cared to peer. There are other earths than this one of yours, Mr. Meacher; I come from such a one, and I invite you to follow me back to it now.’

I backed away without dignity, sitting down on a chair and staring up at him. It would be tedious here, and a little shameful, to recount the terrors, hopes and suppositions that fled through my mind. After a moment, I calmed myself enough to listen to what he was saying. It went something like this:

‘You are not a philosopher, Mr. Meacher, but perhaps you know nevertheless that many men spend large parts of their lives waiting for a challenge; they prepare themselves for it, though they may not guess what it is until the moment comes. I hope you are such a man, for I have neither the time nor the patience for lengthy explanation. In the matrix from which I come, we had a dramatist last century called Jean Paul Sartre; in one of his plays, a man says to another, “Do you mean to say that you would judge the whole of someone’s life by one single action?” and the other asks simply, “Why not?” So I ask you, Mr. Meacher, will you come with me?’

‘Why should I?’

‘You must ask yourself that.’ In the circumstances, what monstrous assumptions behind that remark!

‘You will come? Excellent!’ he said, coming forward and taking my arm. Unthinkingly, I had risen, and he had taken my rising for assent. Perhaps it was.

What is the nature of the authority that one man can have over another? Unprotesting, I allowed myself to be led over to the seat in his—let me use his own term—his portal. He saw me settled there and said, ‘This is nothing that you are unprepared for; you may be astonished, but you are not surprised. It will be news for you, but probably nothing upon which you have not privately speculated, when I tell you that the earth as you know it is merely a three dimensional appearance—an outcrop, a geologist would call it—of a multi-dimensional universe. To comprehend the multi-dimensional universe is beyond man’s power, and perhaps always will be; one impediment being that his senses register each of its dimensions as a three dimensional reality.’

‘Rastell, for Gad’s sake, I don’t know what you are saying!’

‘The violence of your denial persuades me otherwise. Let me put it this way, with an analogy with which you may be familiar. A two dimensional creature lives on a strip of paper. A bubble—that is, a three dimensional object—passes through the paper. How does the two dimensional creature perceive the bubble? First as a point, which expands to a circle that at its maximum is the circumference of the bubble; the bubble is then half-way through the paper; the circle then, begins to contract until—’

‘Yes, yes, I understand all that, but you are trying to imply that this two dimensional creature can climb onto the bubble, which is—’

‘Listen, all that stops the creature climbing onto the bubble is its attitude of mind, its system of logic. Its mind needs a twist through ninety degrees—and so does yours. Join the creature’s strip of paper up at both ends and you get a lively representation of your mind: a closed circle! You can’t perceive the other matrices. But I can make you perceive them. A twist of the paper gives you a mobius strip, and you get a one-sided object. I’m going to give you an injection now, Mr. Meacher, that will have a roughly similar effect on your perceptions, only you will gain a dimension instead of losing it.’

It was crazy! He must somehow have hypnotized me—fascinated me certainly!—to make me go as far as that with him. I jumped up from the chair.

‘Leave me alone, Rastell! I don’t know what you are saying, and I don’t want to. I don’t want any part of it. I was mad to come here and listen to—Rastell!’

His name came from my lips as a shriek. He had put out his hand as if to steady me, and plunged the tip of a small hypodermic into the vein of my left wrist. A warm and prickly sensation began to course up my arm.

As I swung towards him, I brought my right fist up, aiming a blow instinctively at his face. He ducked, putting out a hand to steady me as, carried off balance, I staggered forward.

‘I’d sit down if I were you, Meacher. You have nicomiotine in your veins, and if you are unused to it, any exertion may make you sick. Sit down, man’

My gaze fixed on his face, with its tall lines, and the extraordinarily sensible relationship between its various features. I saw that face, graven on to my sight, as a central point, a cardinal fact, a reference from which the whole universe might be mapped; for the influence of time and event lay in that face, until it in its turn influenced time and event, and in that linkage I saw symbolized the whole wheel of life that governs men. Yes, I knew—even at the time I knew—that already I was gliding under the influence of the drug Rastell had given me. It made no difference. Truth is truth, whether you find it or it finds you.

When I sat down in the seat, it was with a motion that held the same magic dualism. For the act might have seemed a submission to Rastell’s will; yet I knew it was more vitally a demonstration of my will, as inside the universe of my body a part of me called my will had brought into play a thousand minute responses, as blood and tissue co-operated in the act. And at the same time that this dramatic and cosmic act was in process, I was hearing the voice of Rastell, booming at me from a distance.

‘In this matrix of yours, I understand you passed through what is now referred to as the Tobacco Age, when many people—this applied particularly to the first half of last century—were slaves to the tobacco habit. It was the age of the cigarette. Cigarettes were not the romantic objects portrayed by our historical novelists; they were killers, for the nicotine contained in them, though beneficial to the brain in small quantites, is death to the lungs when scattered over them in large quantities. However, before the cigarette finally went out of production towards the end of the sixties—how are you feeling, Meacher?—it won’t take long—before the downfall of the cigarette firms, they developed nicomiotine. Because the firms were in general bad odour, the new drug lay neglected for fifty years; in fact in this matrix of yours it is neglected still, as far as I can ascertain.’

He took my wrist and felt my pulse, which laboured beneath my skin like a man struggling to free himself from imprisonment in a sack. Sunk in a whole ocean of feeling, I said nothing: I could see the benefit of remaining unconscious all one’s life. Then one could be free to pursue the real things.

‘You probably won’t know this, Meacher, but nicotine used to retard the passing of urine. It set in motion a chain of reactions which released a substance called vasopressin from the pituitary gland into the bloodstream; when the vasopressin reached the kidney, the excretion of water taken by the mouth was suppressed. Nicomiotine releases noradrenaline from the hypothalamus and from the tegmentum of the mid-brain, which is the part of the brain that controls consciousness and the functions of the consciousness; at the same time, the drug builds up miodrenaline in the peripheral blood vessels. This results in what we call an “attention transfer”. The result—I’m simplifying here, Meacher, because you probably aren’t taking this in normally—the result is a dislocation of consciousness, necessary to switch over from one matrix to another. The flow of attention is, to revert to my former analogy, given a mobius twist and tagged onto the next matrix.

‘The seat on which you sit is in a circuit which can be tuned to various vibratory levels, each of which corresponds to a matrix. I move this lever here, and you and the portal will slip easily through into the matrix from which I have come. Don’t think of it as going through a barrier; rather, you are avoiding a barrier.

‘The effects of this technique can also be achieved by long mental discipline; it was this that the yogi were unwittingly reaching out for when they—ah, you are sliding through now, Meacher. Don’t be alarmed.’

I was not alarmed. I was standing outside my own shell and seeing that to all of us come moments of calm and detachment; that stillness might be the secret that only a handful of men in any generation stumbles on. And at the same long-drawn moment of time I was aware that my left foot had disintegrated.

No dismay assailed me. For the right foot had disintegrated too, and the wisdom and symmetry of this event merely pleased me. Everything was disintegrating into mist—not that I took it seriously, although for a moment I was frightened by the basilisk stare of my jacket buttons, staring up unwinkingly at me, so that I was reminded of those lines of Rimbaud’s about the coat buttons that are eyes of wild creatures glaring at you from the end of the corridors’. Then buttons and Rimbaud and I were gone into mist!

A feeling of sickness preceded me into Rastell’s matrix.

I sat up shivering in the seat, my head suddenly clear and my body temperature low. The drug had built up to a certain pitch and then abandoned me. It was as if a passionate love affair had been ended by an unexpected desertion, a betraying letter. In my misery, I looked about me and saw a room very like the room I had left. It was the same shape, it had the same doors and windows, with the same prospect out of the window; but the curtains were not drawn, and it was light outside. I fancied the furniture was slightly different, but had not taken in the other room clearly enough to be positive. One thing I was sure of: the other room had not contained a little ugly man dressed in a one-piece denim suit and standing motionless by the door, staring at me.

Disappointment, anger, fear, ran through me. Uncertainty, too. How could I be sure that I had not roused from a long unconsciousness, that this was not a trick of some kind? Where was the wretched Rastell? I got to my feet and ran behind the screen at the other side of the room. Fortunately, there was a basin fitted to the wall. Nausea hit me as soon as I moved. When I had been sick, I felt a little better.

As I emerged shakily from behind the screen, I found Rastell there.

‘You’ll soon feel better,’ he said. ‘The first time’s always the worst. Now we’ll have to get a move on. Can you walk all right? We’ll catch a cab in the street.’

‘Where are we, Rastell? This is still Edinburgh, isn’t it? What’s happened?’

He snapped his fingers impatiently, but answered in a quiet voice.

‘You have left the Edinburgh of AA688, which is how we designate your home matrix. We are now in the Edinburgh of AA541. In many vital respects, it much resembles the matrix you have left. In some ways you will find it identical. Only the workings of chance have brought divergences from what you at first will think of as the norm. As you adjust to inter-matrix living, you’ll realize that the norm does not exist. Let’s move.’

‘I don’t understand what you are saying. Are you saying that I may find my brother and his wife here?’

‘Why not? It’s quite possible that you may find yourself here—here and in a thousand other matrices. It seems to be a property of matter to imitate itself in all matrices and of chance to modify the imitations.’

He said this as if repeating some sort of received idea, walking as he did so to the shabby fellow, who, all this time, had stood patiently unmoving by the door. Despite my confusion, I saw this fellow wore a bracelet over his denims below one knee; from the bracelet radiated four short arms that seemed to bite into his flesh. Rastell produced a key from his pocket and thrust it into a lock in the bracelet. The four arms fell outwards, and hung loosely from their hinges on the bracelet’s rim. The man rubbed his leg and hobbled round the room, restoring his circulation. He kept his eye on both Rastell and me, but especially on me, without looking at either of us directly, and without speaking.

‘Who is this man? What are you doing?’ I asked.

‘He might have tried to escape if I had not locked him still,’ Rastell said. He produced a bottle from under his tunic. ‘They still have whisky in this matrix, Meacher, you’ll be glad to hear; have a good pull—it will help you take control of yourself.’

Gratefully, I drank the warming stuff down from the bottle.

‘I’m in control of myself, Rastell. But this talk of matter imitating itself in all matrices—it’s like a vision of hell. For God’s sake, how many matrices are there?’

‘There is not time to go into all that now. You shall have the answers if you help us. As yet, in any case, we have uncovered more questions than answers. Verification of the existance of the multi-matrix universe was only made some twenty years ago; the Matrix Investigation Corps was only established fifteen years ago, in 2027, the year the Fourth World War broke out in your matrix. In this matrix, the war did not take place.’

‘Rastell, I’m sorry, you must return me to my old world. I want no part of this.’

‘You are a part of it. Dibbs, help Mr. Meacher to the door.’

Dibbs was the voiceless one. He came towards me, keeping his eyes to the ground, but looking nastily alert as he advanced. I backed towards the door. Rastell grabbed my arm and pulled me round, not unkindly.

‘You don’t want to be mauled by a slave. Pull yourself together and let’s get along. I know it’s a shock at first, but you are a man of intelligence; you’ll adjust.’

I knocked his hand away.

‘It’s because I’m a man of intelligence that I reject all this. How many of these matrix worlds are there?’

‘The Corps measures consciousness in dees. Spaced three dees apart from each other lies an infinity of matrices … Yes, an infinity, Meacher, and I see the word does little to reassure you. Only a few dozen worlds are known as yet. Some are so like this that only by a few details—the taste maybe of the whisky, or the name of a Sunday newspaper—do they differ at all; others—we found one, Meacher, where the earth was in an—an improperly created state, just a ball of turbulent rivers of mud, lying under permanent cloud.’

He opened the door as he was speaking, and we went together down the winding stair, and out into the street by a grimy door.

It had been evening when I went into that house, or a house like it. Now it was an iron grey day, with a daylight forged to match the stones of the city. Oh yes, this was Edinburgh all right, unmistakeably Edinburgh, and unmistakeably not the Edinburgh I knew.

The buildings looked the same, though a slight strangeness in the pattern they presented made me think that some of them were altered in ways I did not recollect. The people looked different, and dressed differently.

Gone were the shabby and talkative crowds among which Royal and I had travelled only a short while before. The streets were almost empty, and those that travelled on them were easily observed to fall into two classes. Some men and women there were who travelled the streets with their heads held high, who walked briskly, who smiled and saluted each other; they were well dressed, in what I thought of them as a ‘futuristic’ style, with wide plain collars and short cloaks of what looked like a stiff leather or plastic. Many of the men wore swords.

There was another class of man. They did not greet each other; they moved through the streets with no grace in their carriage, for whether they walked or loped—as many of them did—they kept their heads down and looked about only furtively from under their brows. Like Dibbs, they all wore denims, like him they bore the bracelets below one knee, and like him they bore a yellow disc on their backs, between their shoulder blades.

I had plenty of time to observe these people for Rastell, as he had promised, had got us a cab, and in this we set off in the direction of Waverley Station.

The cab amazed me. It would have held four men at a pinch, and it was worked by manpower. Three denimed men—I was already, I think, referring to them mentally as the slave class—were chained to a seat behind the cab; Dibbs climbed up with them to make a fourth; together they worked away at foot pedals, and that was the way we moved, propelled by four sweating wretches!

In the streets ran several similar cabs, and even sedan chairs, which are well suited to the uneven nature of Edinburgh’s topography. There were also men riding horseback, and the occasional conventional lorry. I saw no buses or private cars. Remembering how the latter class of vehicle had been forbidden in my own matrix, I asked Rastell about it.

‘We happen to have more manpower than we have fuels,’ he said. ‘And unlike your wretchedly proletarian matrix, here most free men have leisure and find no need to hurry everywhere.’

‘You impressed on me the need for hurry.’

‘We are harrying because the balance of this matrix is in a state of crisis. Civilization is threatened, and must be saved. You and others like you from other matrices are being brought here because we need the perspective that an extra-matrical can give. Because your culture is inferior to ours does not mean that your abilities may not be valuable.’

‘Inferior? What do you mean, inferior? You look to be a couple of centuries behind us, with your antiquated sedans and these anachronistic pedal cabs.’

‘You don’t measure progress just by materialist standards, Meacher, I hope?’ Up came his gothic eyebrows as he spoke.

‘Indeed I don’t. I measure it by personal liberty, and from the bare glimpse I have had of your culture—your matrix, you have here nothing better than a slave state.’

‘This is nothing better than a slave state. You are a historian aren’t you, a man capable of judging not simply by the parochial standards of his own time? What race became great without slave labour, including the British Empire? Was not classical Greece a community of slave states? Who but slaves left all the lasting monuments of the world? In any case, you are prejudging. We have here a subject population which is a different thing from slavery.’

‘Is it to the people concerned?’

‘Oh, for Church’s sake, be silent, Meacher! You do nothing but verbalize.’

‘Why invoke the church about it?’

‘Because I am a member of the Church. Take care not to blaspheme, Meacher. During your stay here, you will naturally be subject to our laws, and the Church keeps a firmer hold over its rights than it does in your matrix.’

I fell gloomily silent. We had laboured up onto George IV Bridge. Two of the slaves, working at the furthest extent of their chains, had jumped down from the back of the cab and pushed us over that stretch of the way. Having crossed the bridge, we began to go steeply down by The Mound, braking and freewheeling alternately, though a flywheel removed most of the unpleasant jerkiness from this method of progress. Edinburgh Castle, grandly high on our left, looked unchanged to me, but in the more modern part of the town before us I saw much change, without being able to identify any particular bit of it with certainty; for Royal, Candida and I had not lived very long in Edinburgh.

Whistles sounded ahead. I took no notice, until Rastell stiffened and drew a revolver from his pocket. Ahead, by the steps of the Assembly Hall, a cab had crashed and turned over on to its side. The three slaves attached to it could be seen—we had them in sight just round the bend—wrenching at their chains, trying to detach them from the cab. A passenger had survived the crash. He had his head out of the window and was blowing a whistle.

‘The subs have allowed another crash—this is a favourite spot,’ Rastell said. ‘They get too negligent.’

‘It’s a difficult corner. How can you tell they allowed it to happen?’

Giving me no answer, Rastell half opened the door of our cab and leant out to shout at our slaves.

‘Hey, you subs, stop this cab at once. I want to get out. Dibbs, jump down!’

We squealed to a halt on the slope. When Rastell jumped out, I did the same. The air was cold. I was stiff and uneasy, very aware that I was so far from home that the distance could not be measured in miles. I looked about, and Dibbs and the three peddlers watched me with their eyebrows.

‘Better follow me, Meacher,’ Rastell called. He had begun to run towards the wrecked cab. One of the slaves there had wrenched his chain from its anchorage in the flimsy metal of the cab. Moving forward, he swung the loose end of the chain and brought it across the head of the passenger. The whistling stopped in mid-note. The passenger sagged to one side, and then slid out of our sight into the cab. By that time, the slave had jumped on to the top of the cab and turned to face Rastell. Other whistles began to shrill. A siren wailed.

When the slave on the cab saw that Rastell carried a gun, his expression changed. I saw his look of dismay as he motioned to his fellows who were still captive and jumped down behind the cab. His fellows stood there trembling, no longer trying to get away.

Rastell did not fire. A car came tearing up the hill with sirens wailing and bucked to a halt between Rastell and the upturned cab. Black and white uniformed men jumped out. They wore swords and carried guns. On the roof of the car was a winking sign that read CHURCH POLICE. Rastell hurried over to them. I stayed where I was, half in the shelter of our cab, undecided, not wanting any part of anything. Dibbs and his fellows subs stood where they were, not moving, not speaking.

A crowd was collecting by the steps of the Assembly Hall, a crowd composed of the ruling class. The sub who had broken loose was kicked into the back of the police car. While the others indulged in argument I had time to look at the police car more carefully. It was an old vehicle, driven, I felt sure, by an internal combustion engine, a powerful beast, but without the streamlining that is characteristic of the cars I grew up with. It had a double door set in either side, and another, through which the wretched sub was pushed, at the back. Its windows were narrow, pointed, and grouped into pairs, in the style of windows in the Early English churches; even the windscreen had been divided into six in this way. The whole thing was elaborately painted in white and light blue and yellow. Why not, I thought, when you have plenty of time and slave labour is cheap?

Rastell was returning, though the debate round the steps of the Assembly Hall was still on.

‘Let’s get on,’ Rastell said. He signalled curtly to Dibbs and the subs. We all climbed aboard and resumed our journey. I looked at the crowd about the church police car as we passed it. With a start, I thought I recognized one of the hangers on in the crowd. He looked much like my brother Royal; then I told myself that my nerves were being irresponsible.

‘There’s too much of that sort of incident,’ Rastell said. ‘This trouble flared up all at once a few years ago. They must have a leader.’

‘I’d guess they also had a cause. What will happen to the man who broke free from the cab and coshed the passenger?’

‘That sub?’ He looked at me, his lips curving in a smile not entirely free from malice. ‘He struck a churchgoer. I was not the only witness. He’ll be hanged at the castle next week. What else could we do with him? He’ll be granted last rites.’

The grand stretch of Princess Street, a street fit for any capital, was changed, although many of the buildings were as I knew them. Their rather commercial gaiety had gone. They presented a drab uniformity now. Their windows were unwashed; the goods displayed for sale in the shop windows looked uninviting. I peered eagerly at them as we thudded by at a stiff walking pace. The big car showrooms had gone, the shops were not piled with the gadgets I knew. On the pavements, greater variety was in evidence. Many people were about, looking cheerful as they shopped. Few slaves in sight, and I now observed that among the free some looked far less prosperous than others. Sedans, pedal-cabs, four-wheel bicycles and little electrically powered cars moved busily along. I was sorry when we halted before a large grey building and Rastell signalled me to alight.

‘This is the headquarters of my chapter,’ he said, as we pushed through the doors with Dibbs following.

‘I believe it’s a block of offices in my matrix.’

‘On the contrary, it is the Commission for Nuclear Rearmament. Are you forgetting already how war-oriented your matrix is?’ He relented then, and said in less ironic, tones, ‘However, you’ll probably find us too religious. It’s a matter of viewpoint really.’

The place was bustling. The foyer reminded me of an old-fashioned hotel; its furniture was cumbrous and oddly designed, reminding me of the styles of Elizabeth II’s era, fifty years ago or more, except that everything was so colourless.

Rastell marched over to a noticeboard and scanned it.

‘We have half-an-hour before the next history briefing for extra-matricals. I’ll see you are found a room where you can wash and rest. I have one or two people I ought to see. We’ll meet again, shortly, at the briefing.’

He signalled a passing servant, a girl dressed not in denims but in a curious black and white pantaloon. I felt anxious at leaving Rastell, my one contact with my own matrix. He interpreted my expression, and arched one of his eyebrows.

‘This sub girl will take good care of you, Meacher. Under the dispensation, she will serve you in any way you may require.’

As he disappeared, I thought, not an unlikeable devil, given better circumstances. I followed the sub girl, noting the yellow disc between her shoulder blades. She led me up one flight of stairs and along a corridor, and opened a door for me. When I was inside, she followed, locked the door, and handed me the key. Despite myself, I began to get ideas. In that awful dress, she looked foolish, and her face was pasty, but she was young and with good features.

‘What’s your name?’

She pointed to a button on her dress. On it was the name Ann.

‘You are Ann? Can’t you talk?’

She shook her head. A sensation like cold needles prickled in my chest; it occurred to me that I had not heard a word from Dibbs or from the slaves by the upturned cab. Moving towards her, I touched her chin.

‘Open your mouth, Ann.’

Meekly, she let her jaw hang. No, her tongue was there, as well as several teeth that needed stopping or pulling. The helplessness of the creature overwhelmed me.

‘Why can’t you speak, Ann?’

She closed her jaw and lifted up her chin. On the whiteness of her neck ran an ugly red scar. Uncheckably, the tears sprang to my eyes. I clasped her thin shoulders and let anger burn over me.

‘Is this done to all slaves?’ Shake of head. ‘To some—to most of them?’ Nod. ‘Some sort of punishment?’ Nod. ‘Hurt you?’ Nod. So remote! ‘Are there other men like me, from other matrices, along this corridor?’ Blank look. ‘I mean other strangers from other places like me?’ Nod. ‘Take me to one of them.’

I gave her the key. She unlocked the door and we went into the corridor. At the door of the room next to mine she stopped. Her key fitted that lock, and the door swung open.

A fellow with a thatch of wispy yellow hair and stubble all round a great leg of jaw sat at a table eating. He ate with a spoon, furiously. Though he looked up as I came in, he did not interrupt the ladling of food into his mouth.

‘You’re an extra-matricial?’ I asked. He made noises of assent into his stew.

‘So am I. My name’s Sheridan Meacher. We can’t agree to give these people any help to bolster up their regime. Their entire system is evil, and must be destroyed. I’m trying to get people to help me.’

He put his spoon down. He stood up. He leant over the table.

‘What’s evil about the system here, jack?’

I showed him Ann’s scars, explaining what they were. He laughed.

‘You want to come and have a look at my home matrix,’ he said. ‘Ever since an unsuccessful revolution ten years ago, the Chinese have employed all scholars in chain, gangs. They’re busy making roads across the Cairngorms.’

‘The Chinese? What have they to do with it?’

‘Didn’t they win the third world war in your matrix?’

‘Win it! They didn’t even fight it!’

‘Well, then, you’re just lucky, jack, and if I were you I’d be inclined to keep my trap shut.’

Before I had backed out of his room, he was again spooning stew into his mouth.

In the next room was a little plump man, red in the face and bald of head, who jumped quickly back from his sub girl as I entered.

‘I’m extra-matricial like you,’ I told him, ‘and I don’t like what I have seen here so far. I hope you feel that these people should not be encouraged in any way.’

‘We’ve rather got to make the best of things now we’re here, that’s my feeling,’ he said, coming forward to look at me. ‘What don’t you like about this place?’

‘I’ve only just arrived, but this system of slavery—it alone is enough to convince me that I can’t possibly support the ruling regime. You must feel the same.’

He scratched his bald head.

‘You could have worse than slavery, you know. At least slavery guarantees that a part of the population lives about the level of animals. In the Britain of my matrix—and I expect you have found the same—the standard of living has been declining ever since the beginning of the century, so much so that some people are beginning to whisper that communism may not after all be the solution we—’

‘Communism in Britain? Since when?’

‘You sound so surprised, anyone would have thought I said democracy. After the success of the General Strike of 1929, the first communist government was established under the leadership of Sir Harold Pollitt.’

‘All right, thanks very much. Just tell me this—will you back me in opposing this regime of slavery?’

‘Well, I don’t oppose you in opposing it, comrade, but first I’d want to know a little more—’

I slammed the door on him. I had backed out so hurriedly, I jumped into another man moving rapidly down the corridor. Brought up short, we regarded each other. He was young and dark, about my weight and height, with a high bridge to his nose, and I liked the look of him immediately.

‘You’re an extra-matricial?’

He smiled and held out his hand. When I held out mine, he grasped my elbow instead; so I grasped his elbow.

‘My name is Mark Claud Gale. I’m on an errand of revolt, and you look like a possible conscript. None of these spineless fellows will back me up, but I’m not going to give this government any help—’

‘Ah, count me with you all the way, Mark. Well met! I am Sherry Meacher, and I also am recruiting. If we stick together and defy the regime, others may follow our example, and we will see that we are returned to our own matrix. And then perhaps the slaves—’

The brazen tongue of a bell interrupted me.

‘Time for the historical briefing,’ Mark said. ‘Let’s go and learn what we can, Sherry; the knowledge may be of use to us later. By my shrine, but this is an adventure!’

This aspect of the matter had not struck me before, but to have this dependable ally heartened me immensely, and I felt ready for anything. A heady and pleasurable excitement filled me. I could not wait to get to the briefing, and to hear, to listen, to be assaulted and insulted by a barrage of new facts that—only a day ago!—would have seemed the wildest fantasy.

A pair of dark-clothed church police appeared at the head of the stairs and began ushering us down. The bald man from communist Britain (but for all I knew there were a million communist Britains) tagged on with us, but did not speak. Ann disappeared as we pressed downstairs. Counting heads, I noted there were twenty-two of us. As we filed into a hall at the back of the foyer, we found another thirty-odd people awaiting us; from the variety of clothes they were wearing, it was apparent that they were also extra-matricials.

We sat at long tables on benches, and looked at the head table, which stood on a dais and contained three men, each with a secretary, and church police standing behind them. One of the three men was Rastell; he gave no sign of having noticed me, and I wondered if I should even have occasion to speak to him again.

A bell sounded, and one of the men on the dais, a white haired man of good bearing, rose to his feet.

‘Gentlemen and sinners, you are welcome in this peaceful matrix. We thank you for coming here to offer us help and wisdom. I am the Lieutenant Deacon Administered Bligh, and with me are two members of my committee. Captain Apostolic Rastell is now going to give you a brief history of this matrix, so that you may have a correct perspective. A sub will come round distributing pens and paper to all who wish to make notes.’

Rastell rose, bowed slightly to Bligh and went straight into his talk.

He spoke for almost two hours. From the body of the hall hardly a whisper came. We listened fascinated to the history of a world like ours, and yet so hauntingly unlike. Rastell’s version was heavily trimmed by propaganda, yet the man’s own personality enlivened, even the heaviest passage of dialectic.

A few instances of the strange things Rastell told us must suffice. In this matrix, the concept of nationality has not risen (AA688 Rastell had called it, and I had committed the number to memory), German and Italian nationality had not been achieved until the second half of the nineteenth century, but the other great European countries had achieved unity several centuries earlier. In this matrix in which I now found myself, the kings of England and France had been less successful in their struggle against the feudal lords; one reason for this was. I gathered, that the church had looked less favourably on the concept of earthly kingdoms.

England had only become a united kingdom in 1914, at the time of the French-German war, in which Britain was neutral and the United States of America sold armaments to both sides. In the first world war of 1939, the alignment of power was as I knew it, with a Nazi Germany fighting against Britain and France and, later, America and Russia entering as their allies, while Japan fought on the same side as Germany. Japan, however, had been Christianised. The Americans, having been less attracted to a less heavily industrialised Europe, had turned their attention and their missionaries to Japan earlier than they had done in my matrix.

This led to a crisis in the conduct of the war. American and British scientists developed an atomic bomb. Before using this weapon against the Japanese and German enemy, the forty-fifth president of the United States, Benedict H. Denning, consulted with the Convocation of Churches. The Convocation was a powerful group. It not only forbade the use of such a weapon against nominally Christian countries; it gradually took over jurisdiction of the weapon. The war lasted until 1948, by which time the Church was completely in control of all nuclear power development.

A long and hard war had vitiated both the U.S. and her allies. At the end of the conflict, weak governments fell and a strong church rose as a challenging power. Its rule had spread to other countries, particularly to Europe, which was occupied after the war, not by armed forces but by battalions of churchmen.

Since that date, almost a century ago, mother church had kept the fruits and the secrets of nuclear power under her voluminous skirts. The exhaustion of natural resources had necessitated the employment of subject populations, but there had been no war since 1948. The rule of religion poured out its benefits on to all mankind. What Rastell did not mention were any negative or suppressive results of this rule.

Some of these suppressions were obvious enough. With an autocratic central control and the lack of incentives that wars provide, scientific and technological developments had dropped away. World populations, on the other hand, had risen steeply—Rastell mentioned at one point that, after the amalgamation of the Grand Christian Church of 1979, methods of contraception were universally discouraged. The new populations were born into slavery.

‘We have been able to turn away from materialism because we have a large subject population to perform the menial tasks of the world for us,’ Rastell said. It struck me at the time that this was a neat way of saying that almost every nation without mechanical labour is forced to use slaves.

From what he said, and from what he omitted, it became apparent that almost the only scientific development since the 1960’s was the portals and transmatricial travel. The church had not encouraged space travel. No doubt they would have been shocked to learn of the Battle of Venus in the Fifth World War, in which I had taken part.

When Rastell had finished speaking, a stunned silence lay over the hall. It had grown dusk while he talked; now lights came reluctantly on as we returned to awareness of our own situation. I could see by the faces about me that to many of the extra-matricials, Rastell’s material had been more astonishing than I found it.

What amazed me most was the way the church had departed from what it represented in my matrix. Rather glibly, I decided that it was the possession of nuclear power that had worked the change. Such a possession would have needed strong men to control it, and obviously the strong men had ousted the meek. Another case of absolute power corrupting absolutely. So I said to myself, with the church cast as villain of the piece. Then Administered Bligh rose again, and made me doubt my own reasoning.

‘Now that you have a perspective with which to work,’ he said, ‘we can proceed to place before you the problem with which we are faced. As most of you will know, you were brought here to give us your help. All of you are students of history in some form or other. A meal is going to be served to you right away; afterwards, we shall explain the problem in detail and invite your advice; but now I will put it to you in general terms, so that you can consider it while you eat.

‘We try to instil into our subject population the eternal truth that life in this world is always accompanied by sorrow, alike for those that lead and those that are led, and that they must expect to find their rewards for virtue in the hereafter. But subs do not learn. Several times they have risen against their masters. Now—I will tell you frankly, gentlemen—we are faced with a much more serious revolt. The subs have captured the capital; London is in their hands. The question we are going to ask you with all its ramifications, is this: will leniency or harshness be the most effective way of dealing with them? In giving us your answers, you must bear in mind the parallels with your own times.’

He sat down. Already plates were clattering. Subs of both sexes poured forth from doors at the far end of the hall, bearing food.

The little bald man from communist Britain was sitting next to me.

‘An interesting poser, that,’ he said. ‘Leniency is always striking to the uninformed mind, if it is properly stage-managed.’

‘These people are dogs, spineless hypocrites,’ Mark told him. ‘And you must come from a nasty boot-licking culture if you can seriously give their problem a minute’s thought. Don’t you agree, Sherry?’

He had a merry, honest face. It banished my doubts.

‘It cheers me immensely to hear that they are having trouble in London. There are about fifty extra-matricials here, Mark. Quite a few of them must feel as we do and will refuse to help this regime. Let’s find them and get them together—’

Mark held up his hand.

‘No, Sherry. Listen!’ He leant forward to speak confidentially. Bald Head also leant forward to catch his words. Mark put his palm over the man’s nose and pushed him away.

‘Go and play in the bushes, smoothpate,’ he said. To me he said, ‘Two’s never a crowd. An undisciplined bunch of men is nothing but a pain in the kilt. I know, I’ve had experience. In my own matrix, I’m History Instructor in one of our military schools. I’ve served all over the world—I only got back from legion duty in Kashmir a week before these people caught me. Believe me, these people are used to dealing with slaves, not free men; the two of us can get away with murder.’

‘What are you planning?’ I had a nasty feeling that I had let myself in for more trouble than I had bargained for.

‘First we test their resourcefulness. At the same time we get weapons. Can you fight, Sherry? You look to me like a warrior.’

‘I fought in World War V, on Earth and Venus.’

‘All these world wars! My matrix is completely different—we only have local campaigns. Much more sensible! When we have time, we must talk and talk—and listen, of course. Just now, we must get to the kitchens. Kitchens are always well stocked with weapons, even if these curs are vegetarians.’

He did not wait for my agreement. He had slipped from the bench and was off, bent double so that he could not be seen from the dais. I did the only possible thing. Glad in my heart to be committed, I followed.

Double swing doors of heavy wood led into the kitchens. We barged in. It was a huge place, and gave an impression of darkness rather than dirt, but all the equipment looked to me incredibly old-fashioned.

There was an overseer with a short whip in his hand who saw us at once and came towards us. He had a long raw face and sandy eyebrows—yes, an Edinburgh type, I thought, even as I cast about and noted that there was only one other overseer in the whole place, to watch over the activities of perhaps thirty slaves. A plan formed in my mind.

‘Leave this one to me,’ I told Mark.

As the overseer came up, with a ‘What do you gentlemen want, pray?’ on his lips, I swung up a metal tray from a table at my right hand. The edge of it caught him clean across the bridge of his nose, and he dropped as if dead. Startled, I saw he had a yellow disc between his shoulder blades.

‘I’ll get the other blighter,’ Mark said, clapping my shoulder as he passed.

There were thick-handled mops standing in buckets against one wall. I seized one and ran it through the handles of the doors into the hall. That would settle them for a minute or two. Another pair of swing doors led to a scullery; I fixed them in the same way. One other door led from the kitchen, a wide door that gave onto a courtyard. Pushing a great wooden table, I smashed it against the door and jammed it shut.

Turning, I saw that Mark had settled with his overseer. By now the slaves had grasped that something had happened. They dropped their various tasks and stood gaping at us. Grabbing a butcher’s knife that lay on a bench, I jumped onto the bench and spoke to them.

‘Men, you can be free! It is a man’s right to be free! Arm yourselves and help us fight those who oppress you. You are not alone. If you can help us, others will help you. Now is the time for revenge. Arm yourselves! Fight for your freedom! Fight for your lives!’

I saw Mark turn to me in amazement and horror. Even more surprising to me was the response of the subs. They knotted together in fear, gazing at me as if I was about to kill them. Taken off balance, I waved my arms and shouted. A hammering at the hall doors roused them. Crying, they rushed for it, and began to try and tear away my mop, each impeding the other in their anxiety.

Jumping down among them, I pushed them back. They were flimsy and frightened.

‘I’m trying to help you! Don’t let them in—they’ll kill you. You know they’ll kill you. Barricade the doors with the tables!’

All they did was shrink back. A few uttered a sort of unvocalised cry. Mark roughly grabbed my arm.

‘Sherry, by my shrine you’re crazy! These are slaves! Scum! They are useless to us. They won’t fight—slaves never do unless they have tasted better days. Leave them. Arm yourself and let’s get out of here.’

‘But Mark, the whole idea—’

He shoved a great bunched fist under my jaw, swinging it without touching me in time with his words.

‘The idea is to overturn this church regime. I know where my duty lies—with the free, not with the servile. Forget these slaves! Grab a bigger knife and move.’

‘But we can’t leave these people—’

‘You liberal fool, we can and we will!’ He ran across to a long lead sink and pulled a heavy chopping knife from it, tossing it to me. As I caught it, he bellowed again at me to move. By now, the hammering on the kitchen door had grown in volume. They were seriously alarmed, and would be breaking in in a minute. The slaves cowered in a group nearby, watching Mark and me anxiously. I turned and ran after Mark.

He pointed to a heavy goods lift in one corner. We ran to it.

‘It only leads upstairs.’

‘That’ll do. Get in, and haul.’

We jumped into the cumbrous contraption. It could be manhandled from inside by the ropes that supported it.

‘Hey, stop!’

At the shout, both Mark and I turned. The overseer I had laid out with the tray was staggering towards us.

‘Let me join you,’ he said. ‘I’d sooner die than carry on as I am. I’ll fight on your side.’

‘You’re an overseer. We don’t want you!’ I said.

‘No, wait,’ Mark said. ‘He is a promoted slave, isn’t that right, fellow? They generally have plenty of fight in them because they’ve learnt the difference between better and worse. Climb in, man. You can show us the layout of this place.’

The overseer climbed in beside us, and helped to haul away on the ropes. We creaked up into darkness. As we bent to the task, Mark said, ‘We want church police uniforms as quickly as possible. Then we can walk out of the building with any luck.’

‘Should be easy enough,’ grunted the overseer. ‘Friends, whether we meet death or daylight, my name’s Andy, and I’m glad to be of your company.’

‘We’re Mark and Sherry, and that tray was not delivered in anger.’

‘Man, I’d thought you’d cleft my skull in two pieces. I must work off my sorrow on a churchgoer as soon as possible.

He hadn’t long to wait before he did that. As we emerged onto the ill-lit first floor landing, a portly man in gaiters and some sort of ecclesiastical garb was passing the hatchway. As he turned, saw us, and opened his mouth, I leapt out at him. He gave a shout before I could bring him to the ground, and almost immediately a police officer appeared. I’ll never forget his look of horrified surprise as he rounded the corner and came upon three wild men. He went for his gun far too late. Andy was there, sinking a steel blade through his jacket, through his chest, into his heart. He died with the look of surprise still frozen onto his face.

‘Ah, blood of the bull, neatly done, my noble lads!’ Mark exclaimed. He pulled open a nearby door, and we dragged the two bodies into the room. A wood fire burned in an old-fashioned grate. It looked as if the occupant of the room might be back fairly shortly.

‘We’ve got two good sets of clothing here,’ I said. ‘You two climb into them if they’ll fit. I’ll see what goes on outside. I’m sure you wouldn’t want anyone to catch you with your trousers down.’

The portly man in gaiters was unconscious. Mark gagged him before beginning to strip off his clothes.

Prowling in the corridor, I could hear a din from below. It seemed to be rising from the lift shaft. I knew we were in the thick of trouble, and the knowledge only delighted and excited me. As I got to the head of the stairs, I heard a footstep on them, and knew someone was almost at the top of them, ascending rapidly but quietly. A sort of broom cupboard on wheels stood by me; hurridly I slid behind it, into the shadows, not sure whether I had exposed myself to view or not.

Whoever it was had gained the landing. A sort of fury to attack—based perhaps on fear—overcame me. I heaved the cupboard away from the wall and flung myself out. Falling, the cupboard struck the newcomer, sending him spinning against the wall. I was at his throat before I realized it was Rastell.

‘Mark!’ I called. He appeared almost at once, and we dragged Rastell into our room and shut the door. Mark drew his knife.

‘Don’t kill him, Mark. I know him.’

‘Know him? He’s our enemy, Sherry. Let me skewer him and you can wear his uniform. It’s about your size.’

‘Aye skewer him, or I will,’ Andy said.

‘Leave him alone,’ I said. ‘We’ll strip him and leave him tied up here, but I won’t see him killed.’

‘Well, look sharp,’ said Mark, and he and Andy lowered their knives.

Rastell’s face had turned an ashy shade of white. He made no protest as I pulled off his jacket and trousers. I hated to see him look so craven.

‘Remember what you said, Rastell? “Men spend large parts of their lives awaiting a challenge.” Well, here it is!’

He did not answer a word. As I tugged his garments onto myself, I turned to Mark.

‘What’s the plan?’

‘These people aren’t efficent, or they’d never have failed to post guards over us in the hall. After all, they had no particular reason to think we should be friendly. But they can get mobilised against us more quickly than we can gather a force together against them. So we must leave Edinburgh.’

‘There is a police car outside. We could steal that and join the rebellion in London, if either of you can drive,’ Andy said. He was over by the window, peering out at the back of the building.

‘In my matrix, transport is publicly owned, and I’m no driver,’ I said.

‘In mine, one learns to drive as part of the initiation rites at puberty,’ Mark said. Going to stare down at the car with Andy, he said, ‘Well try it. Hurry up and get those clothes on, Sherry. But we won’t try for London. We must leave Edinburgh the way we came—by the portal machines. The one that brought me here was up on Arthur’s Seat, and there were others beside it. We can drive there straight away. Once we get back to our own worlds—Andy, you can come to mine with me—we can muster aid there, and then reappear in London, armed and properly prepared to fight. My government would welcome the chance.’

I was not sure whether mine would, vitiated as the nation’s resources were after a long thermonuclear war, but in outline the plan was a good one. It was no time for argument. Having buttoned up Rastell’s tunic over my chest, I ripped a length of cord from the blind on the window and tied Rastell to the bars at the back of the cumbersome sofa. As I finished doing this, something creaked in the corridor. We all three turned to the door at once.

‘It’s the lift going down!’ Andy exclaimed. ‘Come on, Sherry, they’re onto us.’

With a whoop, Mark grabbed up a heavy rug that lay before the fire. Burying his hands in it, he seized the fire-basket out of the fireplace and ran with it blazing and smoking out of the room. He flung it, and burning logs, basket, and rug went flying down the lift shaft after the lift. Hardly pausing, he ran to the top of the stairs with us after him. We raced down together.

A half dozen church police, revolvers at the ready, came charging along the lower corridor. We met them at the bottom of the stairs. Before Mark could do anything rash, I gripped his arm and called to the police, pointing wildly back up the stairs as I did so, ‘Quickly, they’re up there—second floor! Cover them while we go and get the hoses!’

Cheering, the police burst past us. The look of delight on Andy’s face! As we ran to a rear exit, we could hear screams from the direction of the kitchen. I wondered if the lift was on fire, or if the slaves were being beaten for failing to stop us.

We broke out into a courtyard, under surveillance from a hundred windows. Although it was dark, several slaves were about, unloading meat from a van, lighting their way with long waxy torches. Nearer to us stood the car we had seen from the upper window; a policeman in the black and white uniform sat at the wheel, holding a paper, but looking uneasily about. As I wrenched open his door, he flung the paper in my face and fumbled for his gun. Yelling like a savage, I threw all my weight on him, knocking him sideways across the seat, springing on top of him. Andy had piled into the back seat. His hands came over to grasp the wretched man round the neck. At the same moment, the gun exploded.

Its noise, breaking only a foot away from my ear, seemed almost enough by itself to kill me, though the bullet tore through the roof. The man was struggling violently under me, but for the present I could do nothing; all fight had gone from me. I lay across the policeman while Andy choked the life out of him.

As they were struggling, Mark had started the car. His hands ran all over the controls as he tested their functions. It bucked as he cursed it, and then moved forward. In a daze I saw what happened next.

Two police officers came dashing out of a doorway slightly ahead. The revolver shot had brought them. They were armed only with swords. Without pausing, they both jumped on to the running board on the near side of the car. Unfortunately some of the narrow windows were open, and so they clung there. One managed to draw his sword, thrusting it in at Andy, who still struggled with my man. He let go and grasped the wrist that held the sword. As if in slow motion, as we slowly rolled forward, I saw the other hanger-on unsheath his sword and bring it through the window, preparing to settle Andy before he settled me. I could do nothing. The concussion of the explosion so near my head still left me dazed. I just slumped there, looking at the well-tended sword blade as it stabbed towards Andy.

Gathering speed, Mark slewed the wheel. We headed for the meat van. Slaves shrieked and scattered. Mark swerved again, missing the other vehicle by inches. A flaring torch splashed over our front windows. Agony distorted the faces of our two hangers on. Their heads twisted, their mouths gaped open, their swords dropped, as they were crushed between the two vehicles and fell away from our sight.

Andy was patting us both on the back and cheering. He produced a small flask of whisky—which he found in the hip pocket of the trousers he had commandeered—and made me take a sizeable swig. My throat burned and I felt better.

The fellow I was half-lying on was unconscious. Together, Andy and I dragged him over into the back seat.

‘This is a crazy car to drive,’ Mark said, but he was doing well. We were clear on to the streets now. There was no sign of alarm here, and Mark was driving slowly, so as not to excite attention. The streets were ill-lit, and little traffic was about. I had no idea of the time, but it could not have been later than eight o’clock, yet hardly a soul could be seen. The slaves, I thought, probably had a curfew; the rest were probably in bed or at prayers.

‘It’ll be wonderful to get another place to live,’ Andy said. ‘And while I think of it, slow down, Mark, and turn right here up Hanover Street. There’s a big government store at the top here. Peace Militant it’s called, that supplies only to officials, I’ve heard. One of the fellows in the kitchen had to work here once on a time. If we can get in there, for sure it’ll be shut, and we can break in and find some of these portals.’

Mark shifted gear, and we growled up hill. Off Princes Street, lights were few and far between. At the top of the road we found the store. It was a great solid granite block with little pinchpenny ecclesiastical windows in which goods darkly lay. A board above a barred door said Peace Militant. Andy groaned.

At that moment I was taking another mouthful of his whisky. I turned to see what was the matter. The man he had half strangled had revived and thrust a knife between his ribs. He was just withdrawing it as I turned. Dim light shone on the blade, and by that same tawdry glow I saw his teeth as he growled and came at me. I was already at him with the bottle.

The heel of it caught him in the eye. Involuntarily, he brought his hand up, and I grasped his wrist and wrenched the knife from his grip. He yelped. My fury was back. Climbing over the seat at him, I bore him down into the darkness, while the knife—his own knife!—sunk down and carried him into a night from which there would never be a dawn.

I found Mark was shaking me.

‘You did a good job, boy, but once is enough. Leave him. Come on, we’ve got to get into the shop quickly before they catch up with us.’

‘He’s killed Andy. Andy’s dead!’

‘I’m sorry about it too. Weeping won’t help it. Andy’s dog’s meat now. Come on Sherry, you’re a real warrior. Let’s move.’

We got out on the pavement. With an elbow, Mark stove in a window, and we climbed through. As simple as that! That terrible feeling of excitement was on me.

We began tramping through the store.

The ground floor yielded nothing, though we separated and searched. We were about to go upstairs when I found a notice board on which was a floor directory. In the light filtering in from outside, I read a line that ran: Basement: Tropical Plants, Gardens, Café, Library, Extra-matricial Equipment. Mark and I took the stairs at a run.

Below ground, we thought it safe enough to switch on a couple of lights. Here was the first evidence that this civilization had some sort of aesthetic sense. Heating was on, and in the warmth basked a tropical garden. Flowering trees and shrubs, a line of banana plants, gaudy hibiscus, rioted here in carefully tended disorder. The centrepiece was a pool on which lilies floated and the lights were reflected back in dark water. Beyond the pool, the café had been arranged with tables and chairs out on a terrace overlooking the pool. Attractive, I thought, and we pushed past the chairs and came to the next department. Here stood a dozen portals, made in several different sizes and models.

We both cheered, dropped our knives, and got to work.

This was something about which we knew nothing. There was much to be learnt before we could return to our own worlds. To my relief, we found that the portals we came across first were primed for immediate sale and contained phials of nicomiotine as well as other drugs. There were manuals of instruction provided, and we sat down to master their contents with what patience we had.

The business of returning to one’s own matrix turned out to be fairly simple. One had a preliminary injection of a fluid with a complicated name which seemed to be a kind of tranquillizer, followed by a jab of nicomiotine in the stated quantity according to one’s size, age, ration, and then sat in the portal seat, the vibratory rate of which could be adjusted to matrix numbers shown on a dial. When the drugs took and the body’s vibratory rate reached the correct pitch the return was effected.

‘These people may have established a loathsome social order, but this invention is something to their credit,’ I said. ‘And if they would only educate and liberate their slaves, I can’t help admiring any matrix that has escaped with no more than one world war.’

‘We’ve had no world wars,’ Mark growled.

‘Then you look at it differently, but for the slaves—’

‘Sherry, you keep talking about these slaves. I’m tired of the subject. By the Phrygian birth, forget all about them. In every matrix there must be conquerors and conquered, dogs and masters. It’s a law of human nature.’

I dropped the instruction manual and stared into his face.

‘What are you saying? We have only done what we have done, fought as we have, for the sake of the poor wretches enslaved here. What else did we fight for?’

He was crouching beside me. His face had set hard. His words fell from his lips like little graven images.

‘I have done nothing for the slaves. What I have done has been against the church.’

‘As far as that goes, I’m pretty startled by its conduct too. In my matrix, the Christian Church is a power for good. Though I don’t belong to it myself—’

‘Death to the Christian Church! It’s the Christian Church I fight against!’ He jumped to his feet. I leapt up too, my own anger woken by his words, and we stood glaring at each other.

‘You’re crazy, Mark. We may not agree with the church, but it has been the established church in Britain now for centuries. To start—’

‘Not in my Britain! It’s not established in my Britain. Christianity is the faith of dogs and underlings where I come from. When Rastell started to tell us his history, he talked about the Roman Empire being established in the East by Constantine the Great, and he said that Constantine, followed by an emperor he called Theodosius, established christianity as the official creed of the Empire. Did it happen that way in your matrix?’

‘Yes, just as Rastell said.’

‘Well, it didn’t happen in mine. I know of this man you call Constantine; we call him Flavius Constantinus. Of Theodosius I have not heard. Constantinus was killed by his father-in-law, Maximian, and never became emperor. Maxentius the Great became emperor after Diocletian.’

I was puzzled now, as well as angry. Gibbon no doubt would have been delighted to hear of this setback for Christianity, but its implications left me baffled.

‘All this was seventeen centuries ago. What has it to do with us?’

‘Everything, my friend—everything. In your matrix and in this one Christianity was imposed on the West by two misguided emperors. In mine is was stamped out, though it still survives among the barbarians and slaves whom we rule in the East, and the True Religion was fostered, and grew.’

‘The True Religion?’

‘By my shrine, Sherry, have you never heard of the soldier’s god? Then bow down before the name of Mithras!’

I saw it then, saw above all my criminal stupidity in thinking that because we seemed to have a common purpose we might have a common past. This man, with whom I had spent the fiercest hour of my life, was an enemy. How much of an enemy, I thought I saw before he did, and there lay my only advantage. He was less clear now about conditions in my matrix than I was about his. I saw that he would go back to his matrix and probably bring back a legion of warriors to tumble the unwarlike regime here. Though I wanted slavery abolished, I did not want that! The thought of inter-matricial war and conquest was horrifying; knowledge of the portals must never get back to his Mithraic world. The conclusion was obvious; I had to kill Mark Claud Gale!

He saw it in my eyes before I reached him. He was quick, Mark! As he stopped to grasp his knife, I kicked it flying and caught his shoulder with my knee. He fell, taking me with him, his fingers digging into my calf. A personal wrestle was what I did not want; he was probably in better condition than I. A weapon was what I wanted. As his right hand came up to grasp me, I planted my free knee on his windpipe and wrenched his arm down hard over it, at the same time pulling myself loose from his grasp. Jumping up, I ran into the artificial garden.

Behind the café were rows of garden tools on display. He hurled a can at me before I reached them. The can struck my shoulder and bounced through the front of the café in a shower of glass. I turned; he was almost on me. I kicked one of the light tables between us and backed off to the racks. Feeling the shaft of one of the tools behind me, I brought it forward, flinging my weight with it as if it were a lance. I had hold of a rake. It struck Mark in the thigh as he jumped aside.

I had time to make another lunge, but he had the other end of the rake. Next moment, we were struggling face against face. He brought his skull down hard against my nose. Pain and fury burst like a volcanic eruption over me. I had him by the throat, jabbing him in the groin with my knee. He hooked a leg round my other leg, jerked it. As I fell, I stamped on his toe. For a moment he doubled in pain and the back of his neck was unprotected. Even as I chopped the side of my hand down on it, I felt the weakness of my blow. I was dizzy from the pain in my nose.

We broke apart. The rake lay between us. Gathering my strength, I turned, brought another tool from the rack behind, and swung it in a circle. He had stopped to grab the rake. Changing his mind, he backed away, and I ran at him with the tool upraised. It was a fool’s move. He ducked and let me have it in the stomach with a swinging left. I broke the shaft over his shoulders and we fell backwards into the ornamental pool.

The water was warm, but the shock of it helped me to keep my senses. It was about three feet deep. I floundered to my feet, beating off slimy lily stalks, still grasping one end of the tool. I was bellowing for breath like a hungry sea lion. Mark took longer to come up. From the way he moved, from the way his left arm hung limp and he clutched his left shoulder, I knew I had broken something useful. He turned away from me and headed for the opposite bank, where banana trees and tall grasses grew.

Compassion rose in me. I had no heart to go on. Had he not been my ally? But in that moment of weakness, he turned and looked at me. I understood that look. We were enemies, and he was going for a weapon with which to kill me. There would be plenty about: pruning knives, shears, blades of all kinds. I could not let him get away.

He dragged himself up onto the bank, using only one arm.

The broken half of the garden tool in my hand was the business end of some sort of edging implement, with a sharp crescent shaped blade. I threw it hard.

He staggered and grasped at the banana tree. He missed. He tried to reach the shaft in his back with his good hand, but failed. He fell back into the pool, disappearing among reeds. There was a good deal of threshing about in the water, but it stopped at last. I climbed out of the pool and headed drunkenly for the portals.

It was useless to ask me how I got through the vanishing routine. I don’t know. Somehow I did all that was necessary, injected myself, tuned the portal. As I sat in the seat, I could hear noises outside, distant and meaningless, and the sound of a door being broken in, and the squeal of whistles. Then the mobius effect overcame me and—I was sprawling on a crowded night club floor with three half-naked dancers shrieking their heads off. I was back home!

To say the authorities were interested is seriously to understate. One thing I could not tell them and it saved a lot of trouble. I could not remember the classification number of the matrix from which I had escaped. There could be no going back there, except by accident. Rastell’s world was safe among a myriad others.

This fortunate bit of ignorance saved me from a severe moral problem. Supposing we could have got back easily to Rastell’s world, had we any right to intervene on behalf of the slaves? In any one world, there’s enough trouble in circulation, without looking for it in others.

Candida says we have moral obligations to all matrices. I say we have a moral obligation not to judge other people’s standards by our own. Royal refuses to believe my whole experience. We are still arguing. It’s a freedom not to be despised.


The Source

Only two of the detachment of Seekers left the human settlement and set off across the desert in the direction they had been advised to take. They were the leader of the whole expedition, Kervis XI, and his year-wife, Ysis, who sat beside him in the front of the crawler.

In the sand about them lay memorials of old time. Occasionally they passed a cultivated patch of ground, where men and women stood silent in ragged grandeur to watch them go by, framed perhaps in the entrance of a glass-less block of flats or an old railway station.

Kervis said, ‘I don’t understand it. I only hope this place Ani-mykey will offer a clue to where we can find mankind’s greatest achievement, as the settlement promised it would.’

Ysis regarded the sessions in the settlement as great nonsense. She said quietly, ‘You have made a mistake, Kervis, haven’t you?’

He did not reply. His flow of thought had become confused over the last months as they spiralled through the unending light years towards Earth, and the confusion had increased since they landed. He had been a hard and crystal-clear man. As he grew woollier, Ysis became more indifferent to him and the crew of the Seeker ship more restless. Unhappy though he was, he welcomed the confusion in a curious way.

‘This is Earth, the Earth,’ he said.

‘It’s primitive, more primitive than I could have imagined.’

‘That’s right,’ he said eagerly. ‘It is, isn’t it?’

‘You can see it is,’ she said contemptuously. ‘It’s a disgusting planet. You can’t tell me this is what we are looking for.’

‘I don’t find it disgusting,’ he said quietly.

‘Stop being so simple, Kervis. From Andromeda to here, we have travelled through stupendous civilizations far more glorious than anything in our own remote galaxy. So wonderful is it, it seems as if science can have no end and man’s achievements no limit. Yet we never found what we were searching for—’

‘We were looking in the wrong place.’

‘No, no, it was there on Playder, on Doruchak, Millibine, on any one of a million planets encrusted with the tall towers of man’s faith. But you did not stay to look. So you are a—well, I won’t say you are a failure, because I believe a man to be a failure only when he pronounces himself one, but you have failed in your main Life Objective: to lead us instinctively to the peak of man’s greatness.’

He said gently, ‘Ysis, you speak above yourself. Do not forget I was trained on Ravensour itself for a hundred years to be a Seeker, and the instilled instinct of which you speak is still with me and my Life Objective is still untarnished. Accordingly, I have led the Seekers to Earth, which may have been the cradle of mankind, and you must hold your tongue.’

‘The cradle of mankind! Who needs to go back to the cradle?’

Kervis made no answer. He was tired, divided against himself. He acknowledged much of what Ysis said; yet there seemed nothing to do but press on with his investigation.

They had arrived at the settlement to experience only crushing disappointment. All the cities of Earth stood in ruins or sprawled into dust; only in the settlements was there a fair degree of order. But it was immediately obvious to them that political and governmental organizations, without which great civilizations cannot survive, were entirely lacking. The buildings were low and modest, hugging the ground with broad eaves; within, men and women could be seen going naked, though outside they wore casual clothing.

Kervis was immensely disturbed to find what he had been taught to regard as only semi-aware behaviour. The people were singing and making music with punctured wooden pipes; they danced together in the evenings in intricate patterns, round stinking wood fires. Even worse, they let their children run free and play with various species of animal which were allowed to foul where they would and go into the dwellings. Throughout the rest of this galaxy, all this was unheard of. It seemed indeed that Earth was an unlikely place on which to go looking for man’s greatest achievement.

Yet it must be said that the people in the settlement had some virtue. They listened quietly enough while the Seekers told them of the wonders of the universe, of the treatments that could make them purely rational creatures, or extend their lifespans for thousands of years, or transfer their intelligences to other minds. And they seemed willing enough to divulge their alarming habits to the recorders of the party. Among these alarming habits was religion.

It was when Ysis and the Senior Seekers found how much attention Kervis paid to the pathetic details of the local religion that they first officially voiced their impatience to him. Bandareich came before him and said ceremonially, ‘O Kervis XI, it was not to occupy our great minds with these trifles that we travelled these last two and a half thousand subjective years. The Machines report to us that on the last occasion when we were expunging our minds of dross, you did not undergo Ablution; we believe that consequently your brain grows tired. We therefore ask you to undergo Ablution or not to stand at the next Election.’

Bandareich’s words had made it plain how seriously his leadership had slipped. Yet Kervis had not undergone Ablution. The truth was, it had been a psychic shock to him to visit the source of his race, and thus of his being. He had continued to listen to the vague rumours of the settlement’s religion. He had become so interested that he had embarked on this expedition to find their place of pilgrimage, Ani-mykey. The declaration of his intentions had caused a serious split in the ranks of Senior Seekers, most of whom were for leaving Earth immediately. Under the guidance of Banareich, they waited now in the settlement, letting Kervis go off with his year-wife in one vehicle across unknown land.

The desert outside the crawler was giving place to semi-scrubland. He saw a small armoured creature scuttle away into thorn, but could not get a clear glimpse of it because the light was poor. In fact the light was extremely bad. Although the sun was shining, its rays seemed to be absorbed by the layers of cloud that piled up evenly from the horizon. The clouds were black and looked as if they would belch forth torrential rain at any moment. As Kervis stared up at them, he saw Ysis’s face from the corner of his eye. She had withered and aged into an old crone.

The truck swerved under his shock. He swung round to see what had happened. Her face was as normal: pale, unlined, lofty of brow, thin of lip, dark of hair. She stared at him curiously.

‘Kervis, are you ill?’

‘I thought—I’m sorry, the light’s so bad.’

‘Switch the searchlight on. Are you tired? Do you wish me to drive? Put it on automatic.’

Muttering to himself, he switched on the searchlight. As he turned to do it, the crone was back there at the corner of his eye. This time, slowly and fearfully, he turned his head; the illusion vanished; Ysis was as usual, and looking at him in challenging and unfriendly fashion.

He shook his head and tried to concentrate on the road. From the half-seen seat next to his, the withered mummy mocked him.

Now trees were closing in on the road. In the distance, they reared against the smudgy sky where hills were. At any moment, the downpour would start, for though the sun still shone, the clouds made a sickly yellow light that seemed to baffle visibility.

The mummy said, ‘A suitable setting for your final hour, Kervis.’

He watched it dissolve into the calm features of Ysis as he turned and asked, ‘What did you say?’

‘I said that the sun will be set before our return. What are you so nervous about?’

‘Nothing. It’s curious country, don’t you think?’

‘It’s vile country,’ she said contemptuously.

His hands shook on the wheel. The track was good through the forest, but it wound in baffling fashion. The trees seemed like smudges on the glass before his eyes and he lost speed. What have I got next to me? he wondered. Has some change come over Ysis, once so loving; or is this some new thing that has taken Ysis’s place; or is my mind collapsing because I have refused the Ablutions? And what do I do? How my mother, the Matriarch, would grieve to see me like this!

The mummy told him: ‘Incest won’t help you.’

Gritting his teeth, he swung round on it and demanded as it turned into Ysis, ‘What did you say then?’

‘I said that it was as still as Hell here.’

‘Oh, you did, did you? And where did you find the concept of Hell?’

‘You forget I had to attend those boring talks with the religious man in the settlement with you.’

Had he nearly trapped her/it there? Hell: the primitive belief in a sub-world devoted to suffering; and some idea the Earthmen had that you had to go into Hell to rise a full man. Well, perhaps this forest was Hell; it was dark enough to be far underground.

‘What’s the matter with you, Kervis? It is still, isn’t it? Why do you challenge every remark I make?’

Anxious, for some obscure reason, not to agree with her, he gestured at the landscape outside. ‘It’s full of animals,’ he said.

As he spoke, he saw to his horror it was true. The sable trees were as blurred as a bad water-colour under the distortion of light. Among them, so that the trees themselves seemed to be alive, moved huge ungainly forms, more primitive than he could imagine. Try as he might, he could not get a clear glimpse of one. It seemed to him there were several varieties. He yanked the searchlight about, sending its yellow tooth biting into the foliage. The foliage heaved and glittered and kept its secrets; only an odd armoured scale or a vanishing hoof or eye could be caught.

‘See those creatures?’ he asked, turned to Ysis.

‘They’re only rodents,’ she said indifferently.

Struck by an idea, he turned away so that the aged crone was back beside him and said, ‘Would you mind repeating what you just said?’

‘I said, ‘You know them, don’t you?’ the crone told him.

He nodded his head slowly, some of the fright leaving him. He found the crone’s answer more reassuring than Ysis’s evasive remark; the crone at least faced him with the truth, awful though it was.

Kervis screwed up his eyes and pressed his forehead, wondering why he had just thought that; for he didn’t know the animals in the forest—did he? He looked again. They were still there, bigger perhaps now, for he fancied that now and again one stood on its hind legs and looked at him over the forest. He nearly drove over the tail of one, but it fortunately flicked out of the way just in time. At least he could not see anyone he knew walking in the forest, which was lucky. He had a suspicion that there might be—but that was silly, for he didn’t know any Twins. At least. Perhaps if he went back …

‘Why have we stopped?’ Ysis asked, as his rolling eye sought her.

‘It’s so hot in here,’ he said. ‘Do you mind if I take my clothes off?’

Impatiently, she reached over and adjusted the air-conditioning, switching the fan on at the same time. ‘Are you ill? Shall I take over the driving?’

‘I must keep control.’

‘You’re losing your grip. Let me into your seat. You can rest. You’re no longer responsible.’

‘No, no, it’s important—I must steer us out of this—’ And as he was talking, her fine flesh was withering and turning brown and her eyes sinking back into her skull and little blotches were were rising through her flesh and her mouth alterering shape, the lips turning a flecked purple, opened to reveal dusty old gums guarded by an odd broken bastion of tooth. And the old crone rocked with laughter and said—

As Ysis: ‘You’re in too much of a state to drive. Let go!’

As Mummy: ‘You’re too young and innocent to drive—let’s go!’

She was right, though he feared her. He dived past her, opening the door as he went, and jumped down to the ground, rolling lightly over and picking himself up off his hands and knees. All round him was the barbarous and moist dark. Though it was strange to him, he thought he recognized something, perhaps a haunting smell.

He walked swiftly along the track, which was so narrow that it could only be traversed on foot. As he went, he realized that he had been mistaken about the forest, that in fact what he had taken for confers were gigantic ferns, their fronds rolling and uncurling as if under the pressure of accelerated growth. It was difficult to catch sight of the gorillas, although he could hear them clearly, but he was not afraid of them. His personal worry was that he should not miss sight of the mountain—the Jungfrau, was it?—that would guide him on his way.

But the thought was parent to the deed, or perhaps vice versa, for the forest of ferns was thinning, and beyond was the white-capped spire of the mountain, his landmark, shining clear in the murk. Ani-mykey must be very close.

It seemed that he had been a long while in the forest. As he stood looking ahead, a string of primitive men emerged from among the giant fronds, carrying amorphous objects; the mist prevented him seeing clearly. Ysis was among them, wearing a dress she had worn at the beginning of their association. He was glad to see that she was not entirely unfriendly to the Earth people, and held out his arms to welcome her.

‘I thought you were lost.’

‘I thought you were!’

He attempted to kiss her lips, but she turned in his arms and pointed ahead. ‘Is that where you are hoping to get?’ she asked.

The ground sloped away steeply before them. In the depression, the spires of a stone building could be seen.

‘That looks like Ani-mykey,’ he said. He took her hand and led her forward—she had lost her own volition.

They climbed down a steep hillside. At the bottom, there flowed a narrow but swift stream, with Ani-mykey standing on the further bank.

‘Now we shall have to undress,’ Kervis said.

As they stood there, absolutely naked and hairless, he recalled how the primitive men had been covered with hair over their bodies. Ysis wanted to take her camera across, but he persuaded her to unstrap it from her wrist and leave it on the bank. Similarly, he unstrapped the chronometer that fed him an injection against sleep every nine hours, and left it on the bank beside the microcamera. They plunged into the stream.

Fortunately, it was not deep, for neither could swim. He took her hand and led her across, the water splashing under her armpits. It was dauntingly cold; they flopped up the far bank in the mud like two sea creatures climbing from the sea.

‘You’d have thought the pilgrims would have built a bridge here for their own convenience,’ Ysis said.

‘The river may be part of the plan.’

‘What plan?’

‘Finding whatever they seek in their religion.’

‘It’s all nonsense to me, and I’m cold.’ As she spoke, she looked up at the building. The spires grew from the ground an round it, ancient and veined with moss. The great walls themselves, punctuated by windows of diamond shape, set high, were stone; and the stone was covered with obscure patterns. Kervis moved nearer to observe the pattern; any small area of it seemed to be intelligible, formed as it was from letters and leaves and the entwined bodies of man and animal; but the structure was so immense that the meaning of the overall pattern—if indeed there was a meaning—was impenetrable.

He began to stride along the walls, which proved to hold bays and towers and recesses, looking for an entrance. Ysis moved reluctantly behind him.

‘Come on!’ he exclaimed, generally dissatisfied with her. ‘Faster!’

‘If you’re looking for a door,’ she said, you’ve just passed one.’

He went back, amazed he could have missed it.

The entrance was set in a square tower, narrow and with a low threshold. The door was of wood, its carvings continuing the riot of carving on the stonework to either side.

Kervis exclaimed in disappointment. ‘This can’t be the main door!’

‘Why do you need the main door? Any door will do if you just want to get in. You do think a lot of yourself if you must have the main door!’

‘You’re mistaken. This is the main door.’

‘But you just said it wasn’t! The whole thing’s a trick, isn’t it? You just want to prove that you’re right.’

‘That’s not so. I wish to better the whole human race. That’s why we’re here, aren’t we?’

‘I don’t know why we’re here. And I’m not coming in there with you.’

‘It’s important that you should come in.’

‘I’m not coming. Sorry.’

‘Suit yourself. It doesn’t matter to me.’

‘Oh? Then why did you say it was important?’

He looked at her searchingly; perhaps she had aged. ‘Did you ever think something might be important to you, Ysis?’ He bowed his head, and made his way into Ani-mykey.

Inside, in the semi-dark, he tripped over a litter of stuff on the floor, and fell among it, squelching as he rolled over. His hands were sticky and slimy, and he saw the modest hall was littered with dead flowers and fruit, presumably offerings brought here by people from the settlements. As he climbed to his feet, he glimpsed robes hanging on one side, and gratefully took one to cover his nakedness. Moving carefully, he walked down the corridor ahead.

The corridor was perfectly plain and austere, only the thick gloom rendering it mysterious. It turned corners and divided more than once before he realized that he was well on the way to getting lost, and that it would be advisable to go back to the beginning if he could and start again. Then he saw something staring at him from the next corner, and dread blotted out thought.

From under lowered horns, eyes could be seen, eyes too full of evil to be other than intelligent, though the form seemed to be that of a beast. It appeared to be waiting. He seemed to discern that its eyes were four. In his ears was a roaring noise like organ music. He could only clutch his gown to him and shiver in it.

He stood there for a long time, and the thing waited patiently for him. Finally it occurred to him that it might be a statue or a model—at least not alive. Very slowly, he approached it. Very slowly, it dissolved into something else.

When he got to it at the corner, he saw that he was looking at nothing at all resembling the terrifying beast he had imagined. From here on, the corridor was elaborately decorated by carving that often stood away from the wall altogether. The horns were the end of an elephant’s tusk, the eyes acorns clustered on a little bush bowing under the elephant’s tread. Yet he still felt his fear as he walked along the new stretch of corridor, ducking and pushing through a forest of carving. The air was laden with ancient fears.

Whereas the carving on the stonework outside had been extremely formalized, approaching abstraction, here it was executed in the severely naturalistic vein. Fierce animals of prey raked the sides of ruminants whose wounds spurted beads of wooden blood; venomous thorn and gossamer creeper intertwined caught wooden pearls of dew between them; shy forest sprites, arrested in mid-motion, held their heads high with an inquiring eye that seemed to blink; scavenger birds leaned forward with ruffled grainy feathers.

In this unyielding forest which knew only simulated life, it was almost impossible to discover the next turn of the corridor, so prolific was the contorted wood. Kervis wished devoutly that he had brought an axe with him, or one of the weapons from the vehicle, but he was empty-handed. The noise still sounded in his ears. He thought it might be music; it was as loud and intimate as the sound of his bloodstream.

He passed the representation of a primitive being carrying a woman over its shoulder. The being was shown as almost noseless and without forehead; so bestial was its wooden glance that he shrank by it. The girl, tumbled carelessly over the brute’s shoulder, had her eyes closed in a faint. Uneasily past them, he came up against a dead end. A jungle of unliving leaves and creepers united to bar his way. He stood there a moment, looking and probing, and then was forced to return past the brute.

The girl’s eyes were open.

As his own mouth hinged open in terror, so did hers, and she let out a piercing scream. Unthinking, taken over by a superior and mindless force, Kervis lashed out with all the force of his body and caught the brute between the eyes with his fist. It blinked and dropped the woman, slowly raising its great oaken arms towards him. Ignoring the pains shooting up his arm, Kervis hit it again.

In a shower of splinters, it fell slowly forward. He ducked out of its grasp. One great paw rasped his shoulder and it hit the floor face down. Where it had stood, a new corridor lay open. Panting, sobbing with fright and hurt, Kervis jumped over the great riven body and ran down the new avenue.

Here the maze was wider and the walls free of all but the most elusive pattern. He leant against the wall, gasping the thick air into his lungs. He lifted his injured wrist and saw the dark hair growing on the backs of his fingers. Beyond surprise, he recalled only that before he had been naked; now there was a light thatch of hair up his arms. Looking at his legs, he saw they too were not hairless as formerly. Opening the gown, his whole body was revealed, patched here and there with wiry hair in the manner of the people’s bodies in the settlement.

The visibility had much improved for him to be able to glimpse such detail. Looking up, he saw that the source of illumination must indeed be bright, and was moving towards him.

By now, he took it for granted that he was in a maze. The light seemed to be several passages away; only intuition told him it was approaching. Some of his former alarm returned, but in the main he felt only an apprehension that he might be somehow unprepared for whatever was coming next. He hurried forward down the corridor, clutching his robe about him.

At the next turn, the corridor divided. Instinctively, he took the left turn, ran through a shadowy arch, found himself in a circular chamber, to which four arches permitted entrance. Exhilaration filled him; he knew he stood at the heart of the place.

The light was coming nearer. From the arch opposite him, a woman appeared, bearing in her hand a lamp that glowed with a living white luminance. She stopped before him and looked at him. Overcome, he went down on his knees.

Afterwards, he was unable to recall what she looked like; he retained only the general idea that her beauty was of a severe and yet exotic kind, and that there was a sort of seriousness about her that seemed as if it might easily melt, either into laughter or erotic welcome. Nor was their conversation any more easy to recall; it always slipped away, though he knew it was the most momentous conversation in which he had participated.

He thought that at first she spoke about strange wild animals being wrenched from their natural habitat and being put to strange work under a yoke. He thought that he in some manner disclaimed all connection with this, and that she then produced a yoke which he did not recognize as such. Either she told him, or he gathered without being told, that a yoke might still be a yoke even when it was not recognizable. She seemed to talk of recognition, and say that millions of years might render things like yokes difficult to recognize without changing their essential natures. Someone—it was as if a third party were speaking for him at times—claimed something about essential natures: that man’s essential nature was not known. But the woman knew it; that was her function. He saw she knew it, and that she was unlike Ysis. He thought he said that he recognized her essential nature. It was enough, whatever was said, to release a great wave of loving trust between them. He thought she or he said that he had come here seeking something, and that it had been found. What happened, what was ‘said’ was on a plane below the vocal one; but he understood, even when afterwards he was not sure if he did, and he had the task of interpreting the experience into words.

When she was gone, he walked dazedly through the nearest arch and out into the open air. He saw that it had rained heavily; the air was fresh, everything gleamed. Ysis was coming towards him. He staggered forward in a faint.

That yoke had been very complex, an intricately manufactured thing, as elaborate in its own way as a city, and that he could not understand. He roused in puzzlement, to find that Ysis had driven him back to the settlement. She was sitting by him, looking doubtful.

‘I thought you would die.’

‘I’m all right.’

‘Bandareich is holding a meeting. I must ask you, Kervis—did you see the thing in the maze?’

‘What thing?’

‘I followed you in after a moment. I had to. But there was a hairy—a man, all hairy, with burning eyes, clad in steel. I ran away.’

After a while he said, ‘I didn’t see him.’ It seemed useless to pursue that subject; she was not like him. He said, heavily, ‘What is the meeting for?’

‘They want to replace you. They say you are finished. They asked me if we found anything, and I had to say no.’

‘I’ll speak to them.’ He rose. He felt curiously well. Ysis was dressed in one of her more elaborate and artificial costumes; he still had on his mud-spattered gown.

‘You can’t go in that,’ she said. ‘You know you’ll lose your chance of winning if you appear like that. You look like an Earthman.’

He took her face between his hands. ‘Do you love me, Ysis?’

‘Darling, you know our year is nearly up, do try and be rational.’

‘Ha!’ He pulled the gown round him and strode out into the open.

Bandareich and five of the Senior Seekers were approaching, their faces telling him much that he had guessed.

They raised hands to him in the traditional greeting, and Bandareich said, ‘Kervis XI, we come to you after a meeting convened according to the articles of Seeking, tabled—’

‘Thank you, Bandareich, I’m satisfied it was all legal. I take it I’ve offended?’

‘You know how you have offended, not only by refusing to undergo Ablution, but by leaving the vehicle of which you had command and by—’

‘I have offended in more ways than you can know, Seniors, so spare me an incomplete list. If you wish to replace me, I am entirely willing to be replaced.’

Ysis had come up beside him. She said, ‘Defend yourself! Your record was blameless until we reached Earth.’

‘Quiet, woman!’ Bandareich exclaimed. But one of his companions, Wolvorta IV, said, ‘She has reason on her side. Kervis, have you anything to say in your defence? Did you find on your excursion any artifact or object that might be ranked among man’s greatest achievements?’

‘Nothing you would recognize as such,’ Kervis said.

The group of Seekers conferred among themselves. A group of Earthmen had come up and stood at a distance in easy attitudes, watching with an amount of leisurely interest.

Bandareich broke from the group and said, ‘Kervis XI, regretfully we must ask for your resignation as leader. You will be returned to home galazy as soon as possible.’

He looked down at his feet in the dusty ground. The blow was none the less heavy for being expected, even wanted; no Kervis before him had suffered such disgrace—but the disgrace was imposed by them and no real part of him.

Looking across at his erstwhile companions, he said, ‘I offer you my resignation.’

‘Accepted,’ they said in unison. Bandareich snapped his fingers. ‘Then we will leave Earth immediately; this idle mission has wasted enough time.’ As he spoke, he thumbed the button set in his metal lapel, and a ghostly cage descended from the sky and materialized before them. A door swung open. They began to move towards it. More cages were descending for men and vehicles, to carry them up to the great celestial city orbiting above the planet.

‘Come along, Kervis,’ Bandareich called. ‘We can’t leave you behind.’

Ysis wept, clung to him in unexpected pain, finally ran to the cage as its door was closing. They made one last gesture to him; he shook his head. He stood alone, the Earthmen coming slowly up to him. The cage door closed; they were impatient to be off, seeking again man’s greatest achievement. The cage vanished.

He stared upwards into the clear sky, wetting his lips, wondering what would become of them all. He sighed. ‘You idiots, you won’t see that you have your hands on it as surely as I do! The greatest human achievement is to fulfil one’s destiny.’

He turned to the ragged Earthmen, nearer now, playing their simple pipes.


The Lonely Habit

People with my sort of interest in life are very isolated. That is, if they’re intelligent enough to feel that kind of thing. My mother always says I’m intelligent. She’s going to be annoyed when she hears I’m arrested for—well, no need to be afraid of the word—for murder.

We’ll have a good laugh about it when I get out of here. That’s one thing I do admire in myself. I may be intelligent, but I still have a sense of humour.

I dress well. Not too modern, to keep me apart from the younger set, but pretty expensive suits and a hat, I always wear a hat. Working for Grant Robinsons, see. They expect it. I’m one of their star representatives, and popular too, you’d say, but I don’t mix with the others. And I would never—well, never do it to one of them. Or to anyone I know or am in any way connected with.

That’s what I mean about intelligence. Some of these—well, some of these murderers, if you must use the word, they don’t think. They do it to anyone. I only do it to strangers.

Quite honestly, I say this quite honestly, I would not think of doing it to anyone I knew, even if I’d only been introduced. My way, it’s much safer, and I think I might claim it is more moral too. In the war, you know, they trained you to kill strangers; you got paid for it, and given medals. Sometimes I think that if I gave myself up and really told them my point of view—I mean really and sincerely from the heart—they would not, well, they’d give me a medal instead. I mean that. I’m not joking.

The first man I ever did it to, that was in the war. It was like a new life opening up for me. Since then, I suppose I’ve never done more than two a year, but how my life has changed! They talk a lot of nonsense about it, all these criminologists, so called. They don’t know. But the bad habits it’s cured me of! I used to sleep so badly, I used to be nervous, used to drink too much, and all sorts of bad habits you mustn’t mention. I read somewhere it weakened your eyes. And a funny thing, after I did that first fellow, I never had asthma again, and it used to trouble me a lot. Mother still sometimes says, ‘Remember how you used to wheeze all night when you was a little chap?’ She’s very affectionate, my mother. We make a good pair.

But this first fellow. It was an East Coast port, I forget the name, not that that matters so much, although I sometimes think I wouldn’t mind going back there, you know, just for sentiment. Of course, I suppose your first—well, your first, you know, victim (there’s a daft word!) is very much like your first love affair, if you go in for that sort of thing.

All the others, however many of them there have been, have never come up to that first one. It’s never been quite the same. I mean, they’ve been lovely and well worth while from my point of view, but not a patch on that first one.

He was a sailor, and he was drunk, and I was in this convenience on the sea front. Terrible night it was, raining like fury, and I was sheltering in there when this chap reels in, quite on his own. I was in my army uniform, rifle, bayonet, and all, and he knocked my rifle over into the muck.

Really I was more scared than annoyed. He was so big, see, well over six foot, and terribly heavy. He asked me if I had a girl friend and of course I said no. So then he came at me—I mean, there wasn’t much room. I thought it was some sort of sexual assault, but afterwards I thought about it over and over, and I came to the conclusion that he was just attacking me. You know these stupid people: they just like to use their fists, given the chance, and I think he was attacking me because he thought I was standing there with a purpose and that I had abnormal ideas. Which of course was not so. Happily I am very very normal.

Obviously I am tremendously brave too, because I was not scared when he came at me, although I had been before. My brain went very clear, and I said to myself, ‘Vern, you can kill this drunk with your bayonet!’

A great and tremendous thrill ran through me as I said it. And when I stuck the bayonet into him, it was as if I had guidance from Above, because I did not hesitate or miss or strike in the wrong place or not hard enough, or anything that anyone else might have done. At that time, I really did think I had received guidance from Above, because I was praying a lot at that period; nowadays, the Almighty and I seem to have lost our old rapport. Well, times change, and we must accept the changes they bring.

He made a loud noise much like a sneeze. His arms went up and he fell all over me, pushing me against the door as if he was embracing me. Again that tremendous thrill of joy went through me. Somehow it has never had the same power since.

I hung on to him, and he kicked and struggled to be fully dead. It was a bit alarming, because I wasn’t sure if he really was a goner, but when he was finally still, I stood there grasping him and wishing he had another kick left in him.

The problem of disposing of him came next. When I pulled myself together and thought, that one was easily solved. All I did was drag him out of the place, through the rain, to the sea wall. I gave him a push; over he went, into the sea. It was still pouring with rain.

This is a funny thing. I saw that he had left a trail of blood all the way to the edge, but I did not like to stop and do anything about it because I hate getting wet; I hated it then and I’m still the same.

Perhaps that may sound careless of me. Perhaps I trusted to Providence. The rain poured down and washed all the stains away, and I never heard anything more about the matter.

For a while I forgot about it myself. Then the war finished, and I went home. Father was dead, no great loss. Mother and me set up together. We’d always been good friends. She used to buy my vest and pants for me. Still does.

I got restless. The memory of the sailor kept returning. Somehow, I wanted to do it again. And I wondered who the sailor had been—it seemed funny I didn’t even know his name. In a book I once read, it talked about people having ‘intellectual curiosity.’ I suppose that’s what I had, intelectual curiosity. Yet I’d heard people say that looking at me I look rather stupid—meaning it in a complimentary way, of course.

To recapture that early thrill, I bought a little bayonet in a junk shop and took to looking into conveniences. I don’t mean the big ones that are so noisy and busy and bright. I like the quaint old Victorian ones, the sleepy ones with drab paint and no attendants and hardly any customers. I am an expert in them. To me, they are beautiful like old trams. Call me sentimental, but that’s how I feel, and a man has a right to express himself. They arouse artistic promptings in me, the real ones do.

It was pure luck I found the one in Seven Dials. Most of the area was demolished, but this fine old convenience has been left, dreaming in a side alley. It is still lit by gas, and a gas-lighter man comes round every evening and lights it. That was the place I chose to—well, to repeat my succes in, if you like.

It wasn’t only a question of art, oh no. In my job, you have to be practical. I found that the inspection cover inside this place would come up easily. A ladder led down to another cover, eight feet below the first one. There were also pipes and things. When you opened this second cover, you were looking right into the main sewer.

It was as good as the seaside!

For my purpose, this unhygienic arrangement could not have been better. I mean, when you’ve done with the—well, with the man’s body, it must be disposed of. I mean, finally disposed of, I mean, or they’ll be round after you, you know, the way they are on the films, like the Gestapo, you know; knocking at your door at midnight. Funny, here I sit in this cell, don’t feel scared. I didn’t do it, really I didn’t.

It’s a very lonely habit, mine. When you’re sensitive, you feel it badly at times. Not that I’m asking for pity. I reckon a lot of these chaps—well, a lot of them was lonely.

So I did it again. It was a little sturdy man this time, said he was some sort of a scout for a theatrical agent or something. Very soft-spoken, didn’t seem to worry about what I was going to do. Most of them are really worried, wow! This scout, he just shed a tear as I let him have it, and did not kick at all.

Some hobbies start in a funny way—casually, if you like. I mean, as I got him down to the lower cover—I threw him down, of course—all the stuff came out of his inner pocket. I gathered it up and stuffed it in my own pocket before slipping him into the sewer, where the water was running fast and rank to bear him away.

Frankly, it was a waste of effort. The glow just wasn’t there. No inspiration and no relief. It just didn’t come off. At the time, I resolved never to do the trick again, in case—you never can be sure, in case they found out.

Once back home with mother, I made an excuse to slip up to my bedroom—naturally, we have separate rooms now—and I looked at what I had in my pocket. It was interesting, a letter from his sister, and two bills from his firm, and a cutting from a newspaper (two years old and very tattered) about a general visiting Russia, and a card about a pigeon race, and a little folder showing all the different shades of a shiny paint you could buy, and a union card, and a photograph of a little girl holding a tricycle and another of the same little girl standing by herself and laughing. I stared at that photograph a lot, wondering what she could be laughing at.

One time, I left it lying about, and Mother found it and had a good look at it.

‘Who’s this then, Vern?’

‘It’s the son of a chap I work with—daughter, I mean. A daughter of a chap I work with.’

‘Nice, isn’t it? What’s her name?’

‘I don’t know her name. Give it here, Mum.’

‘Who’s the chap? Her father, I mean, which is he?’

‘I told you, I work with him.’

‘Is it Walter?’ She had never met Walter, but I suppose I had mentioned his name.

‘No, it’s not Walter. It’s Bert, if you must know, and I met his little girl when I went round to his place, so he thought I’d like a photo of her, because she took to me.’

‘I see. Yet you don’t know her name?’

‘I told you, Mother, I forgot it. You can’t remember everyone’s name, can you? Now give it here.’

She can be very annoying at times. Her and my father used to have terrible rows sometimes, when I was small.

As I said, mine is rather a lonely way of life. I began to dream of those hidden pockets, warm and safe and concealed, each with their secret bits of life. Everywhere I went, I was haunted by pockets. I wished I had emptied all the pockets of that scout—wished it bitterly. You hear people say, ‘Oh, if I could have my time over again’. That’s how I felt, and I began wasting my life with regret.

Another man might have turned into a miserable little thief, but that was not my way of going on. I’ve never stolen a thing in my whole life.

The third fellow was a disappointment. His pockets were almost empty, though he had some race-course winnings on him that I was able to use towards some little luxuries for Mother.

And then I suppose my luck was in, for the next three I did gave me something of the relief I found with my first—well, partner, you might say, to be polite about it. They were all big men. And what they had about them, hidden in their pockets, was very interesting. Do you know, one of those men was carrying with him a neatly folded copy of a boy’s magazine printed twenty years earlier, when he must have been a boy himself. You’d wonder what he wanted that for! And another had a nautical almanac and a copy of a catalogue of things for sale in a Berlin store and a sickly love letter from a woman called Janet.

All these things I kept locked up. I used to turn them over and over and think of them, and wonder about them. Sometimes, when the men were found to be missing, I could learn a little about them from the newspapers. That was fun and gave a great kick. One man was something in the film world. I think that if life had been a bit different, I might have been a—well, a detective, why not? Of course, I am much happier as I am.

So time went on. I got very careful, more careful after each one. I mean, you never know. Someone may always be watching you. I remember how my dad used to peep round doors at me when I was small, and it gave me a start even when I hadn’t done nothing wrong.

Also I got more curious. It was the intellect at work, you see.

Now this brings us up to date, right smack up to date. Today!

See, I mean, it’s been eighteen months since I—well, since I had a partner, as I sometimes think of it. But you get terribly lonely. So I went back to the Seven Dials, and this time I said to myself, ‘Vern, my son, you have been very patient, and as a result, I’ve got a little treat for you with this one.’

Oh, I did it very carefully, watched and watched, and was sure to pick on a type who obviously wasn’t local, but passing through the area, so that there would be nothing to connect him with the Seven Dials.

He was a business man, quiet smart and small, which suited me well. Directly he went in the convenience, I was after him, strolling in very slowly and naturally.

This fellow was in the one and only cubicle with the door open, panting in an unusual way. But I don’t change my mind when it is sort of cold and made up, so I went straight over to him and held my little bayonet so that it pricked his throat. He was much smaller than me, so I knew there wouldn’t be a nasty scene—being fastidious, or squeamish you might say, I hate anything nasty like that.

I said to him, ‘I want to hear about a big secret in your life—something you did that no one knows about! Make it quick, or I’ll do you!’

His face was a vile colour, and he did not seem to be able to talk, though I could see by his clothes he was a superior man, rather like me in a way. I prickled his throat till it bled and told him to hurry up and speak.

Finally he said, ‘Leave me alone, for God’s sake! I’ve just murdered a man!’

Well, that’s what he said. It made me mad in a freezing way. Somehow I thought he was being funny, but before I could do anything, he must have seen the look in my eyes, and he grabbed my wrists and started babbling.

Then he stopped and said, ‘You must-be a friend of Fowler’s! You must have followed me to his flat! Why didn’t I think he might be clever enough for that! Oh God! You’re a friend of Fowler’s aren’t you?’

‘I’ve never heard of him. I’ve nothing to do with your dirty business!’

‘But you knew he was blackmailing me? You must know, or why are you here?’

We stood and stared at each other. I mean, I was really as taken aback by this turn of events as he was. For me this whole thing was meant to be a—well, I mean it was a sort of relaxation, I mean, it really is necessary for me, else I’d probably be flat on my back with asthma and goodness knows what else, and quite unable to lead a normal life, and the last thing I wanted to do was get mixed up with—well, with murder and blackmail and all that.

Just as I had reached the conclusion that I ought to let this one go, he started to draw a gun on me. Directly his hand went down, I knew what he was after—just like in those horrible films that they really should be banned from showing where they go for their guns and shoot those big fellers kak-kak-kak out of their pockets!

So I mean I let him have it, very cold and quick, a very beautiful stroke that only comes with practice.

This time I could not wait for any sentimental nonsense. I opened the inspection cover and dropped him down, and then climbed down after him. It was very distasteful because he was still moving. I took his gun because I wished to examine the beastly thing well before disposing of it. And I slipped my hand into his warm inner pocket. Inside, I found an open envelope containing a strip of film together with some enlargements from the negatives. Those photographs were positively indecent—I mean, really indecent, for they showed a girl, a grown girl, with no clothes on whatsoever. I did not need telling they were something to do with this blackmailer Fowler. They just showed what sort of a mind he had! The world was well rid of him, and this beauty who had tried to shoot me.

In an agony of embarrassment, I slipped those vile things into my pocket to be examined later, opened the other hatch, and tipped our friend into the fast-flowing water. Then I shut down everything, wiped my face on my handkerchief, and walked out into the alley.

Two plainclothes men were waiting for me outside.

I was just so astonished, I could not say a word. They said they wished to question me about the shooting of Edmond Fowler, and before I knew what was what, before I could even telephone Mother, they were taking me away in a police car.

Everyone says the police aren’t what they were. This time, they really have made a big mistake! But I have got a solicitor coming to sort things out for me, and at least I was able to send a message to Mother telling her that I was fine and not to keep lunch waiting for me. I didn’t tell them a thing—I mean, I can still keep my wits about me. I keep on saying I never heard of Edmond Fowler, and that’s all I say. Of course, the little pistol and those revolting photographs are going to be rather difficult to explain.

But I’m innocent—absolutely innocent! You can’t tell me otherwise.


A Pleasure Shared

At seven thirty I rose and went over to the window and drew back the curtains. Outside lay another wintry London day—not nice.

Miss Colgrave was still in the chair where I had left her. I pulled her skirt down. Female flesh looks very unappetising before breakfast. I went through into the kitchen and made myself a cup of tea and poached an egg on the gas ring. While I did so I smoked a cigarette. I always enjoy a cigarette first thing in the morning.

I ate my breakfast in the bedroom, watching Miss Colgrave closely as I did so. At one point I rose to adjust the scarf round her neck, which looked unsightly. Miss Colgrave had not been a very respectable woman; she had paid the price of sin. But it would be a nuisance disposing of her.

First I would have to wrap her in a blanket, as I had done with Miss Robbins. This was also a nuisance, since I was rather short of blankets, and the worst of the winter was yet to come. I thought what a pity it was that the disposal of useless females like Miss Colgrave and Miss Robbins could not be made legal. After all, they were a blot on the community with their dirty habits.

For some while I thought about the blanket, enjoying another smoke as I did so. Then I decided I would go for a walk before doing anything. Miss Colgrave would not run away.

I went out on to the landing, locked my flat door, and proceeded downstairs. On the landing of the first floor, I met Mrs. Meacher, dressed to go out. Mrs. Meacher was a very proper little woman, and she liked me. Although she was young, I must say she was not as nosey as some.

‘Good morning, Mr. Cream,’ she said. ‘Not a very nice morning, is it?’

‘At least it’s not raining, Mrs. Meacher.’

‘No, well there is that to be thankful for. And how’s the sciatica this morning?’

I had sprained my back carrying Miss Robbins down to the coal cellar and it had bothered me.

‘Not too troublesome this morning, Mrs. Meacher. We all have our crosses to bear, as Father used to say. And how’s your rheumatism?’

‘These stairs don’t do it any good you know. I lay awake with it half the night. Still we mustn’t grumble, must we?’

‘Grumbling doesn’t do any good, does it?’

‘You didn’t sleep too well, either, did you, Mr. Cream? I mean I heard you walking about in the early part of the night, and several bumps. I got quite worried.’

Mrs. Meacher was a very respectable young widow, but all women are curious. They do not keep themselves to themselves as men do. It is a fault that ought to be eradicated. However, I was very polite as usual; I explained I had been exercising my sciatica. Something made me add, ‘You don’t have a spare blanket, Mrs. Meacher, that you could lend me?’

She looked a bit doubtful, and fiddled with her hat in the irritating way some women have.

‘I might have one in the bottom of my wardrobe,’ she said. ‘I could spare you that. I’m in a bit of a hurry now. Perhaps you’d care to come in this afternoon for it. We could have a cup of tea together, if you like.’

‘That would be nice Mrs. Meacher.’

‘Yes, it would, I believe in people minding their own business, but it’s nice to be neighbourly, isn’t it, when your neighbours are the right sort.’

‘Those are my sentiments, Mrs. Meacher.’

She adjusted her hat. ‘Half past four, then. I respect a man who doesn’t drink, Mr. Creamr—not like that awful Mr. Lawrence just moved in on the ground floor.

‘Public houses are the inventions of the devil, Mrs. Meacher. Mother told me that, and I’ve never forgotten it. There’s a lot of truth in it.’

She went downstairs, and I followed. I thought perhaps it would be a nice idea to ask her to have a cup of tea with me one afternoon—when I had my room clear, of course.

Mrs. Meacher had bustled out of the front door before I got down into the dark hall. You could only see down there when the electric light was on. The bulb had fused, and our landlord had failed to replace it. He was a hard man who cared only about money—just the kind of man I despise.

‘Cream!’

A door opened, and Lawrence appeared. He was a little fat man who walked about in slippers and shirt sleeves. I never let anybody see me without my jacket on. Careless in dress, careless in morals.

‘Good morning, Mr. Lawrence,’ I said, trying to make him keep his distance.

‘Here, Cream, I want a word with you. That was Flossie Meacher just went out wasn’t it?’

‘No other women live in this establishment to my knowledge.’

‘What about that pusher you had up in your room last night? I saw her!’

To be accused thus of having women up in my room—as if I were some common little seducer!—by this vulgarian made me very angry. But he continued, ‘Come in my room a moment. There’s a thing or two you can help me on.’

‘I am a busy man, Mr. Lawrence.’

‘Not too busy to help a chap, I hope. I know you’re as thick as thieves with Flossie Meacher. You wouldn’t want me to tell her about the pushers you have up in your room, would you?’

In this there was some truth. Though I had no great liking for Mrs. Meacher, I did not wish to be lowered in her estimation. Making the best of a bad job, I stepped into Lawrence’s untidy room.

The room contained an unmade bed, chairs, a table covered with beer and milk bottles, a pile of dirty clothes on the floor, and precious little else. Obviously the man lived in a bohemian way of life I found distasteful; my parents had always brought me up to be tidy in all I did. Lawrence offered me a cigarette.

‘I’ll smoke one of my own, thank you,’ I said. I am a great believer in avoiding unnecessary germs. We both lit up—I condescended to share his match—and he said ‘Flossie Meacher don’t think much of me, does she?’

‘I have no idea of her opinions on the subject.’

‘Oh, yes, you have! I heard her telling you on the landing I was a dirty bastard. I stood here with my door ajar and heard every word you two said.’

‘Mrs. Meacher would not use foul language, Mr. Lawrence.’

‘Come off it, mate. Who do you think you are?’

‘Inspiration came to me at this point; I can think very quickly on occasions. It occurred to me that there would probably be other emergencies after Miss Colgrave, of a similar nature, and here I could turn this meeting to my future advantage.

‘I merely came down, Mr. Lawrence, to ask you if you could lend me a blanket. The nights are growing chilly.’

This disconcerted him. He looked very silly with his mouth open. I never open mine more than I can help, although my teeth are a good deal more attractive than his.

‘I might have a spare blanket,’ he said at last. ‘But I was going to ask you about Flossie Meacher.’

‘I will be pleased to tell you what I know in exchange for a blanket.’

‘So that’s the way it is! You’re a funny cove, Cream, and no mistake … Well then, tell me this: is her husband, old Tom Meacher, dead?’

‘I understand her husband passed away before she came to live in Institute Place.’

‘Did he now? Poor old Tom! How did he peg out?’

‘Mrs. Meacher gave me to understand that her husband passed away due to pneumonia.’

‘I see. I used to know old Tom Meacher. He used to have the occasional pint with me when I was working at Walthamstow. He was a brickie, same as me.’

I thought his coarse disgusting hands looked like a bricklayer’s. I signified I was ready to receive the blanket and go.

‘Not so fast. Here, sit down and have a beer with me, like a civilized man.’

‘Thank you, but to my knowledge civilized men don’t touch beer. Certainly I never drink it.’

‘You’re a real snob, mate, aren’t you?’

‘Nor at all. I will speak to anyone in any walk of life. I just have standards, that’s all.’

‘Standards … Ah well.’ He shrugged his shoulders and went on. ‘Tell me some more about Flossie. She’s a proper martinet, isn’t she?’

‘She observes the decencies, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Comes to the same thing. People who observe the decencies never got any time for anything else. I know she drove old Tom to drink, and then spent her life trying to keep him off it.’

‘Mr. Lawrence, Mrs. Meacher’s private life is entirely her own affair.’

‘Ah, but it’s not, you know. You see, I’m scheming to marry Flossie Meacher.’

Other people’s lives can be so sordid that I really don’t care to hear about them. But this man Lawrence’s announcement surprised me to such an extent that I consented to sit by his table and listen while he told me a rambling tale. Several times I lost the thread of what he was saying, for it really was not particularly interesting.

He opened a bottle of beer for himself, as if he could not think without the nauseating stuff.

‘I daresay you’re wondering, Cream, why I should want to marry a woman I know is a young battleaxe, eh? It’s a funny story, really, I suppose. The years go by and we don’t get no different … I’m the sort of man who needs a harsh woman, Cream. I’ve always been the same …’

I had been more fortunate. I had had a harsh mother to show me what the world was really like. That might have been the difference between this man and me; you could see even in the way we dressed which of us had had proper discipline as a child. I could still recall vividly the agony of having mother clean my nails with the sharp file that dug down into the quick; in fact I think of it most times I bite my nails, even today.

‘I was the youngest of seven kids, Cream. My parents were as kind as could be—never hurt a fly—and my brothers and sisters were kind too. We lived in a place out Dagenham way. Funny thing about their kindness—they never told me what to do, never told me a thing. You won’t believe this, but I grew up in a proper maze, really lost, although there was lots of people all crowded round me all the time …’

Oh, I believe it all right, Mr. Lawrence, because you obviously are lost now. It just shows how breeding will tell. I was my parents’ only child. I had their attention all the time, and as a result I have grown up neat and normal and sensible. Although Mother and Father passed away years ago, I often have the feeling they still watch over me. Well, I don’t have to reproach myself for anything. I’ve grown up as they would wish. In fact I think I may say I’m stronger and just a little more respectable than they were. That was almost the last thing I said to Miss Colgrave, I remember, when I finally got her down into the chair. Disgraceful the way their bowel muscles lose control in those last moments. Father was so particular about such things; many’s the whipping he gave me for wetting my bed; I know he would understand how I felt about Miss Colgrave.

‘It was only when I was twelve anyone took any proper notice of me. Funny how it comes back to you, ain’t it? I can see the broken railings round our back yard now … It was when I was twelve I had my first girl friend. Sally, her name was, Sally Beeves. She was so pretty, she was. Gor, I can see her now! She had a little sister, Peggy. That pair made a dead set at me, Cream. They used to get me in the attic over the old garage her father ran. It’d turn your blood cold, Cream, if I told you all the things those girls did to me! Talk about torture. Why one day, Sally got some rubber tubing …’

Disgusting men like Lawrence can never talk about anything but women. If I took him upstairs and showed him Miss Colgrave, he might think a deal less of their breed.

And now he was telling me horrible things I did not want to hear. I could not keep my own thoughts separate from them. For a moment I thought in my anger how good it would be if the world were rid of Lawrence. But that was not my job; I had enough work on my hands. Besides, being a fastidious man, I heartily dislike scuffles, and Lawrence was probably stronger than me. When selecting my women I always make sure they are physically small and on the weak side, so that we avoid any unseemly struggles. Besides I have my heart to think of.

‘Yes, despite all she did to me, I loved Sally Beeves. You see, she was the first person ever to take real notice of me. The general family kindness wasn’t enough. Honest, you may laugh, but I preferred Sally’s cruelty. And sometimes when she made me cry, she’d kiss me, and then I’d swear to myself I’d marry her when I grew up …’

Marriage. I might have known Lawrence’s tedious tale would get round to that. Frankly, marriage is a subject I prefer to avoid. After Mother’s death I foolishly married that woman Emily; if she had been alive to guide me I am sure I should never have done so.

Yet on the surface Emily seemed respectable enough. She was older than me and had some money of her own. She insisted we went for our honeymoon to Boulogne, which rather put me out, since I dislike travelling abroad where people cannot speak English. We crossed the Channel on the night ferry. We had hardly got into our cabin before she started making advances in a very obvious way I could not ignore.

I was more shocked and disappointed with Emily than I can say. On some pretext or other I got her up on to the boat deck and pushed her over the rail. It was easy and then I felt better.

Of course, later I felt sorry. I remember I suffered from one of my periodic bouts of diarrhoea. But her parents were so sympathetic when they heard of the accident, that I soon got over it.

‘As things turned out, Dad’s business went bust, and we moved, so I never saw Sally again. And somehow after that, well, ordinary girls didn’t have the same appeal. I have found other girls to treat me rough, but not in the same way as dear old Sally Beeves. Funny, isn’t it? I mean I sometimes think I actually prefer being unhappy.

‘Has it ever struck you, Cream, that we never really know ourselves, never mind other people?’

His life was a mess. Mine was so neat and self-contained. I had nothing in common with him, nothing at all. He was on his second bottle of beer already. Suddenly I stopped biting my nails and said, ‘About that blanket, Mr. Lawrence …’

He said, ‘I was getting round to asking you about Flossie upstairs. Don’t you reckon she’d be the type for me, strict and hard? How old would you say she was?’

‘I have never thought to enquire.’

‘Make a guess, man.’

‘About forty.’

‘Ah. Thirty-eight or nine I’d have said. And I’m forty-nine, so that wouldn’t be so bad. Mind you, I like comforts with my miseries—does she strike you as having money, Cream?’

‘She has her own furniture.’

‘Ah. Well old Meacher made a lot of money out of building in the fifties, before he died. Left her quite a tidy sum. I did hear ten thousand pounds mentioned. She must be hanging on to it tight to be living in a dump like this.’

‘Number Fourteen was perfectly respectable till you came here, Mr. Lawrence.’

‘Don’t give me that! Have you ever been and had a sniff down the cellar? No, I don’t suppose you have. It wouldn’t be smart enough for the likes of you. It stinks as if they stored dead ’uns as well as lumber down there. Anyhow, the question is, has anyone else got his eye on our Flossie? And do you think she’d have me?’

‘Since you force me to be honest, I don’t think she’d ever consider you, Mr. Lawrence.’

‘Then maybe you’ve got a surprise coming, Mister Cream. Nothing wrong with me when I’m sober … Anyhow, what I want you to do is put in a good word for me. How about it?’

‘I can’t promise anything.’

‘Go on, I’ll give you a blanket. Two blankets.’

If the man wished to be foolish, I saw no reason why I should discourage him. I said I would do what I could. Eventually I accepted two very poor blankets from him and proceeded upstairs with them.

For an awful moment, I can’t say why, I thought it was my mother in the chair. I had completely forgotten Miss Colgrave as I came in the door. This made me feel very bad, and I decided to go out for a coffee.

It seems a pity that people who do all they can to deserve to be happy should not be happy all the time.

I sat in a small café where I sometimes go, drinking a coffee. I had already decided not to work that day. They did not appreciate my efforts at the warehouse. I would turn up on the next day, and if they made trouble I should simply leave. Money was rather a worry; I hardly had enough for cigarettes. With some surprise I thought over what Lawrence had said about Mrs. Meacher having ten thousand pounds.

A girl came in and sat at the next table to me. She was about my type, so I got talking to her. With these girls, you don’t have to say much and they run on and on; they don’t mind if you don’t listen to them. This one said she was working at a nearby draper’s and that she did photographic modelling in her spare time.

Ha, ha, my girl, I thought, I know your sort! I hate photography and all art, because they all lead to the same thing. If I had my way, I’d burn all the picture galleries in the world. Then we might have less of all this immorality you read about. I’ve heard Father say that painters and authors were minions of the Devil, although he made an exception for some improving writers like Lloyd Douglas and Conan Doyle.

When I found out from this girl that she came to the café at the same time every day, I knew I could get in touch with her when I wished. I told her I was a director of a big blanket-manufacturing firm in the Midlands, and she agreed to pose naked for me if I required it. Then I left the café, after bidding her good morning.

On the occasions when I have disposal troubles on my mind, I often take long rambles round London. This I did now, although it was rather chilly. My stomach was a little upset, so that I was forced to visit various gentlemen’s lavatories on my route. When I read some of the things written in the cubicles, they made me very ashamed and excited.

I watched some old buildings being pulled down. Demolition work always fascinates me, but my pleasure was spoilt by the racial people labouring on the site. These Jamaicans and other people should be sent back to Africa where they belong; there must be plenty of room for them there. Not that I believe in the colour bar; it’s just that there isn’t room for them here. I shouldn’t want a daughter of mine to marry anybody at all racial.

Being able to amuse myself has always been one of my virtues. I’m never lonely, and I don’t depend on other people. Father used to hate me playing with other boys; he said they might teach me dirty language. When I write filthy things on cubicle walls, it’s always to make other boys ashamed. So when I saw by a jeweller’s clock that it was half past four, I remembered I was invited to have tea with Mrs. Meacher, and I directed my footsteps back towards Number Fourteen, Institution Place.

In the hall it was very dark. A slight smell drifted up from the cellar, dampish, mouldy, not unpleasant. Lawrence’s door was ajar, but by the silence I guessed he was out. As I began to ascend the stairs, a voice from above called my name. It was Mrs. Meacher.

When I reached her landing, I observed she was looking distraught.

‘I am afraid I am a little late for our tea party, Mrs. Meacher,’ I said politely.

‘You’ll have to prepare youself for a shock, Mr. Cream. Something awful has happened.’

I dislike awful things happening. They are apt to happen where women are. I said, ‘I’m afraid I have to go out in a minute, Mrs. Meacher.’

She became very wild.

‘You can’t go out. You can’t leave me. Come in here, please! It’s that Mr. Lawrence. He’s dead!’

In her excitement, she had taken hold of my arm and half dragged me into her room.

The place was in a disgraceful state. I saw at once that it was well furnished, even down to having a nice carpet on the floor, and lampshades and pictures and things. But a table and an armchair had been overturned. A tray with a cup and saucer and such lay on the carpet, with lump sugar spilling out in a curve. Some of these lumps were red, sucking up the blood that lay in pools or splashed here and there.

The cause of the blood lay in one corner under the window, bent double with his head hanging over a small work table. It was Lawrence.

Though his face was turned away from me, I recognized him by the pattern of his shirt, and the width of his fat back. The shirt was disfigured with blood. A pair of scissors stuck out of it. I saw at once that these scissors were the weapon used, and congratulated myself on the fact that the scarf I employed during my upsets with Miss Colgrave, Miss Robbins and the others, was so much less messy.

I sat down on an upright chair.

‘Some water, please, Mrs. Meacher. I feel quite faint at the sight of blood. You shouldn’t have brought me in here.’

She fetched me the water. As I was drinking it, she began to talk.

‘It wasn’t deliberate, really it wasn’t. I’m scared of men, I’m scared of men like that! He’s a boozer, just like my husband was, just the same. You never know what they’ll want next. But I never meant to kill him. I got so scared, you see. I could smell the drink on him. He scared me down in the hall and then he followed me up here. I was scared out of my wits, really I was—but it wasn’t deliberate.’

‘I feel better for that,’ I said, putting the glass down. It was a nice clean glass with a leaf pattern cut in it. ‘You’d better tell me what happened, Mrs. Meacher.’

She seemed to make an effort to calm herself, and sat down facing me so that she could not see Lawrence and the scissors.

‘There’s nothing much to tell, not really. Like I say, he followed me upstairs. He’d been drinking. I know the smell of beer all right, and you could tell by the way he acted. I couldn’t get the door shut in time. I had to let him in, he was so insistent. Oh, I got all scared. And then he got down on his knees and—and he—oh, he asked me to marry him.’

‘So you stabbed him with the scissors?’

‘I lost my head. I kicked him and told him to get up. He begged me to kick him again. He seemed to get all excited. When he grabbed my skirt, I knew what he was up to. Drunken, filthy brute! My sewing things were left out on the table. Without realizing what I was doing, I took hold of my big pair of scissors and drove them into his back as he knelt there.’

I noticed with distaste that there were a few splashes of blood on her blouse and skirt.

Her eyes were wide as she added in a whisper, ‘He took such a long time to die, Mr. Cream. I thought he would never have done with blundering and falling round the room. I ran out until I heard he was quite still.’

‘He didn’t actually attack you, Mrs. Meacher?’

‘I’ve told you what he did. He grabbed my skirt. I felt his knuckles on my stockings.’

‘He was touching your skirt in the process of proposing matrimony, I take it.’

‘Mr. Cream, he was drunk!’

I stood up.

‘You realize I must report this to the police at once,’ I said. ‘I can’t go getting myself mixed up in murder.’

She stood up too. She was shorter than me. Her eyes went very narrow.

‘When he was still—moving about, I ran to your room to see if you were in, to get you to come and help me. I knocked and ran straight in, Mr. Cream. I saw that dead woman in that chair. You’d better not go to the police, Mr. Cream! You’d better stay and help me get rid of this body, or someone’s going to hear about that dead woman in that chair.’

With irritation, I recalled that although I had locked my door when I first left my room that morning, I had forgotten to do so later, after leaving Lawrence’s blankets in there, owing to a temporary depression of spirits. It just shows you can’t be too careful. I recalled the way Father used to tease Mother by saying that a woman would always find your secrets out.

‘Well, what do you say to that?’ Mrs. Meacher asked.

‘Naturally I will help you if I can.’

‘The body?’

‘I will help you dispose of the body.’

My stomach began to rumble the way it sometimes does in times of crisis.

‘Excuse me, please,’ I said, beginning to leave the room.

She followed me up instantly, in a very pugnacious manner I did not like at all.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To the toilet, Mrs. Meacher,’ I said with dignity.

It was a disgrace that the whole house had only the one toilet on the ground floor. While there, I had a chance to think things over more calmly. Lawrence would not be the sort of man anyone would want to trace. Who was there to care if he lived or died—except our landlord, who would ask no questions as long as he got his rent? Mrs. Meacher could see to that.

Then we could have a little sort of double funeral. Both Miss Colgrave and Mr. Lawrence could go down into the cellar, behind all that useless wood and junk, to join Miss Robbins, and the Irish girl. It would be nice to have help with the weight down all those wretched stairs. A pleasure shared is a pleasure doubled, as Mother used to say every Sunday when we went to chapel.

Thinking along those lines while I juggled with the chain until the cistern flushed, I had an idea. What Lawrence had said about Mrs. Meacher’s ten thousand pounds returned to my mind. It was a lot of money, and somehow I felt I deserved it.

She was a respectable woman—her reactions to Lawrence proved that. Besides if the worst came to the worst, she was smaller than me. Flossie. Flossie Meacher. Flossie—Cream.

As I proceeded back upstairs, I called out cheerfully, ‘I’m just going to get a blanket. Don’t worry. Leave everything to me Flossie!’


One Role with Relish

They would both have called themselves professional men because, although neither was in a true profession, they certainly did not serve behind counters. They wore suits and coats. And they met in a horridly neutral place like a dentist’s waiting-room, Hector Bottrall with the shadows under his eyes like stains, Stoneward with his hard-hitting sensitivity.

On the waiting-room table were magazines. It so happened that together they put their hands on the same illustrated paper. Their heads swung round, their glances met. This for a moment only; looking quickly away, Bottrall said, ‘You’re welcome,’ and nursed his hand back on his lap. That was all, but it was enough to set Stoneward on the trail.

When Bottrall came out of the dentist’s, smudging blood away over his lip, Stoneward was waiting under the street lamp. He jumped as Stoneward moved forward.

‘Had one out? Nasty, eh? Pain’s something only lower organisms should feel. Come and have a coffee.’

‘Thanks. I’d better be getting back to Penelope—the wife,’ Bottrall said, gripping his overcoat belt, staring down the street.

‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I sometimes forget other people aren’t lonely too. A stranger’s company is worth nothing beside a Penelope’s …’

‘Oh, now wait, mister,’ Bottrall said, again using the handkerchief on his mouth. The thought of making anyone unhappy was unbearable; he began to shake. He stood indecisively, aware of the dark and of the lead iceberg in his jaw. Stoneward drank it all in, murmuring only, ‘I thought back in there … you looked sympathetic.’

So Bottrall, won over by that easy flattery, went uneasily with him to the little café round the corner, where the wide windows steamed and the rough old poetry of urban desolation welcomed them both.

‘Mine was a filling,’ Stoneward said, poking a finger into his mouth, pleased to have got his way with Bottrall.

‘Mine was an extraction.’

They sat there mute under the clinking of thick white cups, Stoneward looking at Bottrall, Bottrall looking away. Bottrall grew very nervous. His face was ugly and crumpled, a deflated balloon where Stoneward’s balloon had been stretched to adhere to every plane of his skull.

‘I recognized you; your photo was in the local paper,’ Stoneward said, omitting all emphasis from his voice.

At once Bottrall was trembling again, grey as dawn as he pulled out a cigarette packet and began to smoke. Stoneward followed the performance eagerly.

‘You were beaten up by some hooligans,’ Stoneward said. ‘They thought you were watching them with their girls. Two of them beat you up properly, didn’t they? They jumped on you and broke nearly every bone in your face, didn’t they? The girls tried to stop them, but they threw you into the canal. It was pure luck you weren’t drowned.’

‘I wasn’t doing anything. I wasn’t watching them with their girls. I was just bird-watching. My hobby’s bird-watching. That was in the paper too; they put that in.’

He stared down into his coffee, frowning at a sea of self-pity. Every time he looked in his shaving mirror, he saw how clever they had been at the hospital; they had made his face look nearly as it had been before—but the difference was all the difference in the world, for the old face had belonged to a man who had not suffered a beating up. He was afraid of his new face.

‘I’ve only just come out of hospital.’

‘Your wife—Penelope—she must be so glad to have you back.’

‘Oh, she is. I—I don’t know what I’d do—what I’d have done—without her …’

‘I thought not,’ Stoneward said, taking in the sudden look of gratitude, catching the rasp of tears in the other’s voice. Into his mind, lusciously, came a horrible teddy-bear-mummy figure with the label ‘Penelope’ round its neck; he wanted badly to ask with what inner qualms whe was accepting the new role Bottrall thrust upon her. But Bottrall would not know that.

‘Do you wish for revenge?’

‘They never caught the men—I couldn’t identify them.’

‘The paper said they were boys.’

‘Big boys.’ Obviously he wanted to change the subject, but did not know how without being impolite.

‘Please don’t think there’s anything abnormal in my curiosity,’ said Stoneward, smiling at his own words because he knew himself so well, ‘but I have a very strong sympathy for you. It would give me great pleasure if we could become intimate friends.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Mr …, but I, well, I don’t go out much. I never did. I—we’re very much stay-at-homes, the wife and I.’

‘Except for the bird-watching, eh? And have you any other pursuits? Are you intellectual?’

‘We go to the theatre sometimes.’ He rolled his eyes round the café—at least they had not blinded him—taking in the wrapped pies and the customer beating a ketchup bottle with the heel of his hand. A cheerfully rowdy group of teenagers pushed through the door, seating themselves with much rattling of chairs. Catching the other’s nervous look, Stoneward began talking again as smoothly as a well-oiled rat trap.

‘What I was meaning by intimate friends was that we might see a lot of each other; I could come round to your house of an evening—you know how I’d like to meet Penelope. And we could unburden ourselves to each other—all our secret fears, all those little secrets we keep even from our wives.’

‘Uh … I don’t think my wife and me have any secrets from each other. I haven’t got any secrets like that. A few business secrets of course.’

‘Of course. And how is business?’

Bottrall took a sip of his shoe-coloured coffee and mopped his lip before replying.

‘I’ve got to get a new secretary. Can’t stand her whistling. She’s always whistling—always the best stuff, mind you, but it gets on my nerves … Look Mr …, I don’t wish to appear rude, but aren’t you a little familiar?’

Swigging all his coffee down at one gulp, Stoneward made a beastly face which showed the under-side of his tongue. He spread his hands wide and stood up.

‘I’m not nasty—just lonely. I felt that you and I—oh, what’s it matter? I’ll leave you to finish your coffee in peace if that’s how you feel about me.’

Bottrall got up. He could hardly understand why he hurried between the round tables to get to the door before Stoneward left. Stoneward had long dapper legs like scissors. Hector Bottrall walked through invisible mud in suedes. He puffed as the teenagers watched him.

‘I didn’t mean to be unfriendly. I’m not like that. I didn’t mean to hurt you,’ Bottrall said, as they went together into the darkness. ‘I don’t know why, but I couldn’t just let you go like that, offended.’

‘You mean that however aware you are, something always comes up from under and throws you—into the arms of your fate rather than your choice.’ Seeing the other’s puckered hopelessness as he tried to frame a sane reply, Stoneward added quickly, ‘Come and have a real drink at my flat round the corner. Just a nightcap.’

‘Well, that’s very kind, but Penelope—’

‘For heaven’s sake, man, you can phone her from my place. Or are you afraid there’s a lover creeping round there when you’re out?’

Hector Bottrall was not happy in Stoneward’s flat. It had no pictures on the walls. Although he wished to phone his wife, he was too shy to do so in Stoneward’s presence. He sat down in a hard chair, his coat bundled round him, conscious that his jaw was aching. Clutching the glass Stoneward had pressed upon him, he stared moodily down into it and thought how deep the whisky looked.

Stoneward sat close by on a desk, dangling his legs, watching.

‘Go on and unburden yourself,’ he said at last. ‘Say whatever you feel like. We must have more in common than a dentist.’

Bottrall made an effort, speaking a little wildly.

‘This secretary of mine who whistles so much. She’s alright, only her whistling gets on my nerves … All the time you know. Even when she’s taking letters—not loud of course …’ He took a drink of whisky.

‘Some people are just born conversationalists!’ Stoneward said bitterly, clicking his legs together like scissor blades.

‘I’m afraid I’m not a very brilliant conversationalist, Mr.…’

‘Stebbings. Gerald Gibson Stebbings. No, you’re right there, and frankly I like you all the more for admitting it.’ He was standing over Bottrall now. ‘But if you’ve no gift of the gab, look at all the other assets you have. You’re likeable—great charm of manner—make friends easily, trusting, courteous, fun to have around … And you dress nicely. And you have a wife who sounds all a wife should be.’

When Bottrall stood up, his glass was empty. He faced Stoneward, staring up at him, silly and puzzled with his cold lower lip thrust forward.

‘You don’t mean all those things?’ he asked. ‘You—are you having a game with me?’

‘You’re a great kidder, Bottrall. And I must say I never saw a man knock back a whisky so fast, except on the films. Let me refill your glass.’

As he filled the glass, pouring gin onto the whisky, he watched his visitor covertly. Bottrall was unhappy. He rotated slowly, dabbing his mouth with a handkerchief.

‘The Gents is first on the right.’

‘Uh … I wasn’t …’ Bottrall smiled weakly, clasping the new glass like a friend’s hand.

‘Do you suppose well ever have a nuclear war?’

‘… It’s too terrible to think about.’

‘How right you are, Mr. Bottrall. What do you think of the political situation?’

‘… I don’t really hold with politics.’

‘A wise man, Mr. Bottrall. And how do you feel on the subject of divorce?’

‘We’re—I’m very happily married. Six years now. My wife was previously divorced, but she doesn’t believe in it. You know what I mean …’

‘That’s good to hear; Penelope won’t let a good thing go, eh? Confidentially, I was married once, but it didn’t work out. My wife was very highly strung. Perhaps you’d like to hear about it?’

They both stood. Bottrall undid his coat and lit himself a cigarette without putting down his glass. He passed the bloody handkerchief over his forehead.

‘I don’t want to seem inquisitive, Mr. Stebbings,’ he said.

Calculating it nicely, Stoneward nodded his head three times in approval of his friend’s excellent discreet temperament. When he enquired about his religious views and learnt that the Bottralls went to church every Christmas, he observed that we did not know why life was to be preferred to death, adding, ‘But it is, and we shall know.’

And his friend, drinking up, said unexpectedly that if those hooligans were ever caught they ought to be unmercifully flogged.

Becoming suddenly crafty, Stoneward pretended he had taken no especial notice of this remark. By a devious route, he crossed to the window, legs going snicker-snee, and peered out. The street was anonymous under the weight of darkness, laid out as if for a cosmic museum, with its just quota of slot machines, concrete lamp standards and lighted sweet shop windows. And a man in an upper room stood in shirt sleeves preparing to play a violin.

Taking heart from it all, Stoneward said, ‘That sounds more like the old Bottrall.’

‘You never knew the old Bottrall,’ said Bottrall, puzzled, looking at his empty glass.

‘No, but I can see fossil remains sticking out of you here and there.’

‘How d’you mean? You’re hard to understand, what you say.’

Walking about nattily, collecting their two glasses, filling them, gnawing his lip, Stoneward discoursed on the art of living. ‘It is an art; of course, you are given your role, but it’s up to you to write your own dialogue and play it with style, not always bunched up in a shoddy overcoat. For god’s sake, man, we’re all up to our ears in the flow of events, but you can learn to swim, can’t you? I mean—I’m sure you’re with me!—buoyancy is all. Drink this and for god’s sake keep your little finger tucked in. This is what I’m trying to tell you: that everyone’s liable to get nervy and fed up. Well, think of them! Just unroll for those near to you the spectacle of yourself; do it with pleasure and humility—a bit of entertainment. Never egotistically, rather as an impersonal study of a man’s life, eh?’

Bottrall’s lips were suddenly purple and spluttery. He flung down the glass he had just drained. Falling into an armchair, it failed to break.

‘You’re mad!’ he said. ‘Why should I listen to you?’

Stoneward had him by the coat, as promptly as a ferret.

‘You’re not real till you’ve explained yourself! Tell me how you tick, unless you want to be hurt again. Think of the smelly canal water, Bottrall, and then let me down along the catwalks of your psychology, if you’ll forgive the phrase. Come on, I want to hear!’

He was scared. Self-pity creased his face. He wanted to cry, but he steeled himself with a pathetic effort. Turning his head from Stoneward, he began to talk.

‘I shouldn’t have come here. It’s just—I hoped. We don’t trust people, Penelope and I. I mean … well, I somehow bored you, even when you said you liked me, didn’t I? That’s why I first began to keep away from people, years ago. Honestly, it’s terrible to know you bore people. You—nothing you do makes any difference. I don’t like boring people. I’m just made that way, though.’

Stoneward had released him, but he went on talking uncontrolledly.

‘You said about secrets. That’s a secret. I share it with Penelope. She doesn’t mind. She doesn’t mind I’m boring. She’s very kind, and she thinks it’s safe. She’s right—being boring is safe, soothing … Well, it’s almost as safe as anything, although it doesn’t save you … you know … from being beaten up by hooligans.’

Suddenly he rushed for the door, falling against it and flinging it open. He made sobbing noises as he padded down the landing, running, escaping, taking his mended face and broken spirit from harm’s way. So he scuttled down the stairs and into the night.

Stoneward made no move to follow. He was still staring into the black hole of his confider’s existence; for minutes on end, it seemed to swallow him. Finally he looked up, becoming aware of his surroundings again. It was cold. In the room across the street, the man in shirt sleeves played his violin.

Stoneward lit himself a cigarette and picked up Bottrall’s unbroken glass from the chair. He performed the actions with quite a brave flourish although there was no one to see him.

Everything seemed to him now much darker than it had been. He sat on the edge of the desk examining himself, gradually growing angry. In all his unhappiness there had been consolations, and the greatest consolation had been to see himself as a man free of illusions. Now he saw that too was an illusion: for he had always claimed that only the intelligent suffer; Bottrall had proved that that was not so.

When he had smoked the cigarette, Stoneward rose, spite making his expression keener. Thumbing viciously through the telephone directory, he found Bottrall’s number, repeating it to himself as he dialled.

After a pause, a woman’s voice said unhelpfully, ‘Hullo.’

‘You must be Penelope. This is an anonymous admirer.’

‘Hullo? Who did you say it was?’ She sounded younger than he had expected.

‘I have some information about your dear husband, Penelope. He will return to you at any minute. I regret to say he has been drinking heavily. He is, in a word, sloshed.’

‘Who is that speaking?’

‘Penelope, if you do not recognize my voice, let me simply call myself, A Wellwisher. Your husband is on his way back to you.’

‘There’s someone at the door now?’

‘I imagine that should be him. I rang only to drop one confidential word in your ear. There is hope for you yet, Penelope. A chance exists that your husband, on his return, will have changed slightly. For the better, I mean. I mean, be less boring. Penelope—’

‘Wait!’ she said. He heard her receiver go down onto a table top; he heard her exclamation, ‘Hector, my dear!’ as cool and clear as an ice cube tinkling down the line. He heard distant snorts and sobs from Bottrall, lurching into the hall.

Diminishing footsteps sounded, and the merging of two voices. The loving wife welcomes the return of the beastly old drunk, Stoneward thought, pressing the earpiece savagely to his ear as if he would burst into that distant world.

He visualized it all. Bottrall seemed to be apologizing incoherently, Penelope to be trying to soothe him. They were still at it as they slowly approached the phone, the slurred voice lamenting, the clear one reassuring. Then they had passed the phone, forgetting to replace the receiver, forgetting everything but their compulsory attitude to each other.

‘No …’ Stoneward whispered. This was what he feared and hated most.

‘Scrap those attitudes!’ he shouted. One man was himself; but between two people came attitudes like walls, never to be pulled down. His life was spent trying to jump these walls or demolish them, for Stoneward still hoped. Recognizing Bottrall in the dentist’s, he had hoped again, for his own sake, for Bottrall’s, for Penelope’s; now the denial of it lay in that faint bumping which told him Bottrall was being helped upstairs to bed, helper and helped relishing their roles.

‘Penelope! Penelope!’ Stoneward cried, but his ex-wife never heard the crackle of her phone. As far as she was concerned that line was dead.

For all Stoneward’s isolation, the hollow sound at his ear told him he was still connected to the past and to the future.


Legends of Smith’s Burst

(Editor’s Note: The following represents an accurate transcription of part of the memoirs of Jamie Lancelot Lowther on the planet referred to here as Glumpalt. Glumpalt is situated in the heart of what is known as the Hybrid Cluster of Smith’s Burst, a small planetary nebula 1.57 light years across, lying in the Alpha arm of the galaxy.

As commonly happens in travellers’ tales, the incidents related here sometimes appear to owe more to the writer’s fancy than his veracity. How truthful this narrative is remains in doubt, and perhaps always will do so. But this much is certain: there was a real shady financier called Lowther who lived in the swashbuckling Tertiary Galactic Era; and there is a planet called Glumpalt, on which the dreaded Black Sun still rises.)

I

A man must suffer many moments of indignity in his life, but see to it that you are never put up for sale as I was.

There I stood, propped up by two shapeless roughs, on an auction platform. I had barely recovered consciousness, while below me a crowd yelled prices. It was a nightmare, for the freaks round me could only have issued from a troubled sleep.

To start with the auctioneer, for he had the biggest head of them all. This head was supported less by his puny body than by four stalks, which had the power of movement like thin legs. The head itself was fantastically covered with hair, through bald patches of which glittered eyes and orifices. He was at once ludicrous and frightening.

All the crowd gathered round this creature were as ugly or as fantastic. None of them had the decency to own one normal head or one ordinary pair of hands. No two were alike, though many were similar. Each one had something fantastic about him: jaws or claws or maws or paws, eyes or antennae or tails.

Surveying this repellent multitude, I knew I was far from sanity and civilization and the law of the galaxy. I guessed at once that I was on one of the benighted planets in Smith’s Burst.

If the crowd did not confirm this supposition, my surroundings did. The town, which I shall describe more fully later, was a ramshackle series of fortresses and villages set on little islands about which lapped a filth-filled lake. The name of this town, I discovered, was Ongustura, although the superstitious rabble was reluctant to name names.

The lake was rimmed round with mountains. These mountains were featureless and unwelcoming. Above them loomed the sky. Cloud obscured most of it, but the part that was clear glittered with many points of light. I knew I was somewhere where the stars lay thickly.

All this I took in before being sold.

‘Let’s have a rope round you, creature, and neither of us will come to harm,’ my purchaser said to me, leading me from the platform. In my bewilderment, I noticed little, but I thought that he seemed a fairly handsome fellow, until later observation showed that what I thought was his head was his posterior; his face was set in what I would have called his belly.

For all that, it was a joy to hear him speak Galingua. The rest of the parley had been in some local tongue which meant nothing to me.

‘Heaven be praised that you are civilized, sir—’

‘Silence, you freakish, two-handed, mother’s dog!’ he growled, interrupting me. ‘Or I’ll have your tongue tied round your wrist.’

The confusion in my mind and about me was such that it took a while to realize that I was in a market square. Among that ugly mob were many who rode and many who were ridden upon, yet between one and the other there was little to choose. My master—I must call him such—climbed onto a thing like a porpoise which talked; I was dragged up behind him, he jerked the rein, and we were off.

‘Mind to right! Mind to the left!’ my master called as we jostled along. We took a street which sloped down into the waters of the lake. The purpoise-thing nosed into it and bore us to another island, getting us considerably wetted in the process. Heaving us along another street, it stopped before a tall dirty wooden building.

We dismounted. My master and the porpoise argued in the local tongue until the former produced some nickel coins as big as a saucer, which the creature slipped into a pocket in his saddle before moving off. I was led into the building.

Gloom and squalor surrounded us. May I be preserved from describing that or any other structure on that foul globe! Its owner had once built one room, covering it with a sloping roof to fend off the rains. When he needed more space, he built another room nearby, connecting them with a covered way. Over the years he had required more and more rooms as he turned his abode into a lodging house. Since no more space was available for him horizontally, he had been forced to build upwards—in the most casual manner possible, for the cell (it was no more) to which my master and I ascended was made of sloping tile underfoot. It had once been the roof of the second-storey room below; nobody had seen fit to alter it.

There we squatted uncomfortably, my master on a pile of rags I avoided for their smell’s sake.

‘Sleep, you execrable example of protoplasm!’ he cried to me, tugging at the rope secured round my neck. ‘Sleep, for in only two dervs you and I set out for Anthropophagi Land. Rest while you can.’

A derv was a fifth part of a day, a day being an awderv (aw meaning five)—but the local day was as uncertain as much else there, and an awderv was simply an arbitrary period of about twenty hours.

It seemed sensible to win the confidence of this creature that bad me in tow. Were he foolish enough to trust me, my chances of escape would be increased.

‘I cannot sleep for looking at you,’ I said. ‘How beautiful you are, with those massive pincers at the end of your four arms, and that exquisite fringe of green hair—or is it moss?—down the front of your legs.’

‘No two are born alike,’ he said complacently, as if repeating an ancient saying.

‘Some are more beautiful than others.’

‘That talk’s punishable as heresy here in Ongustura,’ my master said, lowering his voice. ‘The law states each fellow is as beautiful as his neighbour.’

‘Then you demonstrate the stupidity of the law.’

By this he was pleased. By such touches I won him round to a better mood. He soon told me what I had suspected from his mastery of Galingua, that he was a traveller, a trader, moving from one part of the planet to another. The planet was called Glumpalt; he knew it to be in the infra-galactic nebula called Smith’s Burst on galactic charts; beyond that he was totally ignorant. He had never heard of mattermitters, nor had he ever left this accursed world—nor did he ever wish to.

His name was Thrash Pondo Pons. He was superstitious like all Glumpaltians and as vain as most of them. He looked and smelt bizarre. He had no manners, education, or friends, except such as he acquired by accident—this was representative of his entire heterogeneous race. He had many good points, although these took me longer to discover. He was brave, industrious, resolute, and had a peculiarly sweet resigned attitude towards the blows of fate, which fell as liberally on Glumpalt as elsewhere in the cosmos.

Thrash Pondo Pons was not even remotely human. Many of his characteristics were not human. Yet I got on with him as well as I should have done with a human under similar circumstances.

I did not sleep out the two dervs, nor did he. Towards the end of that time, we rose and made a meal. My first meal on Glumpalt! Realizing I was hungry, I set out to eat as much as I could from the communal trough set before us. Part of the dish was cooked, part raw, part still alive.

Thrash then got his cart ready. It stood behind the lodging house, a complex structure with an iron chassis, the superstructure being wood and canvas. To this, two ‘horses’ were harnessed; one looked something like a caterpillar, one something like an elephant. I was pulled aboard and secured in the back of the cart, and off we started on what was to be a fantastic peregrination.

When we came to water, we embarked onto a sort of barge, which was rowed. It took an hour to get the cart balanced on the barge; we were in constant danger of pitching over into the stinking lake. I cursed a people who seemed too stupid to build bridges.

As we moved among the islands, I had time to observe Ongustura from the back of the cart. With its crazy buildings, it was most like a series of rubbish dumps, for the debris piled up to make houses covered every bit of land. How many people and things lived there could not be computed—but the place swarmed with multi-formed life.

Imagine then the leap my heart took when I sighted, amid one rubble pile, a great clean snout of polished steel pointing up to the clouds! There stood a space ship, its bulk indicating that it was some kind of star freighter.

My immediate predicament had not blinded me to the possibility that I might be stranded for ever on this god-forsaken globe. It was so primitive that I had not dared to hope it would be on any space ship route.

‘Whose is the ship?’ I called to Thrash.

‘TransBurst Traders,’ he replied. ‘I came here to sell them skins and carcasses and haractock. They’ll be off for Acrostic in ten awdervs, the day after the Black Sun sets. It’ll be rising in about a week now.’

Acrostic! That was the name of a planet I knew. It lay towards the edge of Smith’s Burst, beyond the Hybrid Cluster in which Glumpalt belonged. Once on Acrostic, it would be comparatively easy to work one’s way back to civilization. I knew now that all my efforts must be bent on escaping from Thrash and getting onto that ship. It was my only hope.

Yet I stayed quiet, for one of Thrash’s five eyes was upon me.

II

We finally reached the edge of the lake. The cart was trundled ashore and we began to climb a twisting track that led over the mountains.

A leather halter round my neck, a rope found my waist, I walked beside Thrash as we creaked along.

‘Let’s hope Chance will be with us once we cross the pass,’ Thrash muttered. ‘The country is riddled with demons at this time a year. What’s more, we shall pass through the realm of the Ungulph of Quilch. He’s without mercy to those who come from Ongustura, for he and it are traditional enemies. Fortunately you should be some protection to me.’

‘How so?’

‘You have the same peculiar outward form—only one head and four main limbs—as the Ungulph’s youngest daughter.’

On this remark he would not elaborate, growing more withdrawn as we climbed higher. As I stared at him, he grew two shadows.

I found I also had two shadows. Looking up, I saw the clouds had partly cleared. A pair of suns shone there, one a monstrous pink thing like a splodge of custard, the other a more powerful yellow globe. I have been on planets of binary stars before, and always curse the complications they make in the calendar.

Under their heat, we were sweating by the time we reached the pass. Behind us, like a series of grimy sand castles in a pool, lay Ongustura. I could still make out the nose of the TransBurst ship.

Checking to see that I was securely tied, Thrash released his steeds from the shafts of the cart. The three of them went into some sort of magical routine to appease the anger of any local spirits who might be about. They burnt reeking fat, danced, sprinkled powder over themselves and declared that danger lay ahead.

While this mumbo jumbo went on, I had time to observe what never ceased to interest me. On Glumpalt, no distinction is made, or can be made, between homo, animal, fish, reptile, or insect. There is only one great miscellaneous class, the individuals of which may have at one and the same time some of the characteristics of man, horse, crab, toad, and grasshopper. Most individuals could produce by chirps, barks, twitters or twangs one of the many Glumpaltian dialects. The only valid difference between Thrash and his steeds was that they had no sort of manual appendages like hands or claws, whereas he had; they were thus condemned to the life of beasts of burden—but in his conversation with them he ignored this distinction.

They finished their magic. We proceeded.

Few landmarks existed on the way ahead. Steadily we covered the miles. The custard sun set behind a wall of cloud, but the day remained bright.

‘Tell us your history,’ Thrash said. ‘And make it amusing so that I and my friends may laugh aloud to scare the demons who beset our route.’

So I told him my history. He translated it as I spoke into a Glumpaltian tongue for his friends’ enjoyment.

‘I am a financier,’ I said. ‘Rather, I am an entrepreneur for a company of moneylenders who are not recognized by any galactic government. There is a deal of risk in all our transactions, and consequently our rates are high. I myself am frequently involved with the law in trying to save my company from loss.

‘Last week, I had pulled off a considerable deal with the rebel government of Rolf III. I had earned a vacation on New Droxy, and planned to travel there by mattermitter. Being at some disagreement with the authorities, I arranged to be broadcast by an illegal beam.

‘Obviously that beam was not powerful enough. Having to pass through a disturbed region of space like Smith’s Burst, it must have been momentarily broken. And in consequence I materialized here!’

They did not laugh. They stopped the cart.

‘Magic!’ Thrash said. ‘Beastly magic, you symmetrical super-sausage!’

From then on I was watched more closely than ever. Thrash took to wearing a great bow over his shoulder; a quiver of brass-tipped arrows hung at his side. This did not encourage me to make a sudden run for freedom. They never let me from their sight even when I fulfilled my natural functions.

Our progress was not rapid. Stopping at villages meant much delay, for an elaborate ritual had to be undergone before we entered the ramshackle walls. This was to exorcize wayside demons: we had to be purged of their company before those within the villages allowed us to enter. The ceremony sometimes took a whole derv, or four hours. I was liberally daubed with a stinking white substance made from powdered shell which Thrash kept in a silver casket.

In the villages, conditions were miasmic. I soon lost track of the road back to Ongustura, for there were many trails leading everywhere. To keep account of time was also impossible. Glumpalt evidently had an erratic orbit. Though I heard no more about the Black Sun for a while, the pink and yellow suns rose and sank in a manner to me quite unpredictable.

Thrash had some trouble about the route through the lands of the Ungulph of Quilch; he grew increasingly anxious about the road ahead.

On one occasion, the caterpillar-horse was pulling the cart while Thrash rode on the elephant-horse with me behind him. We came to a many-branched tree by the wayside. Raising his claw, Thrash halted us.

‘Do you climb up that tree and say if you see anything in the way of landmarks ahead, shoe-shaped one,’ he ordered, turning to me.

‘Unbind my hands and I will,’ I said.

‘Don’t try to escape or I spit you through on an arrow,’ he warned me, untying my wrists.

Going to the tree, I climbed it until I came to the highest branch that would bear me. Then I stared ahead and began calling loudly and anxiously.

‘Oh Lord Thrash!’ I bellowed. ‘Come back! Don’t ride away from me so fast and leave me in this desolate place! I shall be lost without you! Come back!’

In puzzlement and anger, Thrash called out to me from where he stood below.

‘Are you out of your senses, monster-man? I am standing still here. I have not moved. Come down at once!’

Taking no notice, I still cried out to him not to ride away and leave me, and so I descended the tree. When I got down and faced him, I shook my head and rubbed my eyes, feigning disbelief.

‘But I saw you gallop away on your elephant-horse friend!’ I exclaimed bewilderedly. ‘You disappeared over that hill, I’ll swear!’

‘Rubbish!’ he said. ‘We have never moved from this spot. Climb up again and deliver truly of what you see ahead.’

Obediently I climbed the tree a second time. A second time I cried out.

‘Come back my master! You gallop away so fast! What have I done to deserve such treatment? Oh, come back, come back!’

Ignoring his shouts from below, I slid down the trunk and stood before him on the ground.

‘I never moved,’ he said. ‘What’s this foolishness?’

Then I burst into laughter, seizing one of his claws to show my relief.

‘There’s a glorious illusion, Lord Thrash, You stayed here, yet from the top of this tree I had a perfect picture of you galloping off at full speed over that nearest hill. How wonderfully comic! I beg you climb up, climb up and see if you can’t see something similar. This is a magic tree, set here for the edification of travellers by benevolent spirits. Climb up and laugh your fill!’

The face on his belly broke into a reluctant smile. Obediently he began to climb the tree. Once he was well in the tree, I jumped onto his elephant-horse.

‘I am a great enchanter,’ I snarled into the thing’s ear. ‘Gallop your hardest for the nearest hill or I turn you into a flaming faggot on the instant.’

He set off with a start that nearly threw me and went as if pursued by devils. Turning, I saw Thrash Pondo Pons in the top of the tree. He was pointing at me.

‘This is in truth a magic tree!’ he roared. ‘I swear it looks as if you are galloping off for the nearest hill on my steed. The illusion is complete! Wonderful! Marvellous!’

He shook with laughter, and the tree shook with him. Next moment we were over the brow of the hill.

III

I had got away, but was by no means out of my predicament. In which direction lay Ongustura I knew not. All the food I had would not nourish a cockroach; of the local language I could pronounce only the few simple words, mostly obscenities, that I had picked up from Thrash on the journey. And as if all this were not enough, both the suns were obviously determined to set at once.

My problems were soon complicated further. The elephant-horse put on the burst of speed one might expect from a creature ridden by a great enchanter. Unfortunately I was never a great horseman. An extra fierce jolt and I was flung from the saddle.

Falling in short grass, I sat up in time to see my charger disappear. His flanks had been loaded with paraphernalia; the jolt which dislodged me had also shaken loose a casket of worked silver. It represented my only possession. On opening it, I found it was half filled with the nauseous crushed-shell powder, which was worth having, since without it I could not enter any village.

An evening wind blew chill. I stood up and was aware of a curious sensation. One of my legs was lighter than the other. The ground here was broken, as if by a minor earth fault. Walking to and fro, I discovered that my whole body felt lighter when over this fault line. No doubt this unaccountable shift in weight was responsible for my fall.

Dusk was coming on. Unable to solve the mystery, I took the casket under my arm and stepped forward. After a while, I saw a light ahead, and came to a hamlet inside a wooden compound.

Now was the time to call to those within that a stranger sought shelter, and to begin the absurd magical ritual which would render me fit to enter. But the place was oddly silent. I was cold, in no mood to loiter about. The pink sun was swallowed by the dark hills. Boldly, I pushed through the wooden gate and entered the compound.

The dwellings were the usual motley collection, made of stones or boulders, wood or mud. They huddled about me like so many old cows under blankets. The light I had seen from a distance came from a sort of beacon set in the middle of a ‘street’ to furnish illumination for the hovels nearby.

Nobody stirred. Taking my courage into my hands, for it was growing too cold to be cowardly outdoors, I entered the dwelling into which most light was cast. A foggy atmosphere clogged my throat. Huddled in the room were several Glumpaltians in their usual variety of shapes and sizes. They crouched motionless under rugs or skins, some snoring gently.

I crept into a rear room to seek for food. There I found a barrel containing something very like salted water snails. I was debating with my stomach whether I could ever bring myself to eat them when there came the sound of footsteps in the street. Shrinking into one corner, I saw a fellow enter the house by the door I had used. I say ‘fellow’, but he was in truth more like a crab, with eyes on stalks, and several legs to walk on.

Without hesitation he came through to where I hid, seized the barrel of snails and some other food, and tucked them into the pockets of his mighty coat. It was vexing to see burgled what I had been about to steal, but I made no outcry. If this fellow was one of society’s outcasts, I reasoned that he might be of more use to me than the others; and if he was off to a safe refuge with plenty of food, then I could not do better than follow him.

This I did. The crabman went from hovel to hovel with no care for silence, adding to his load at each stop. Frost crunched beneath his feet. Desperate with cold, I snatched a thick skin off one of the sleepers; he did not stir. Probably he was hibernating.

Completing his rounds, the crabman left the hamlet and set off across country at a good pace. I followed, but discreetly. The risk of discovery was greater now; a bright moon had risen and was racing across the sky, flooding the country with radiance.

We entered a valley, then climbed again. Round a sharp cliff, an extraordinary sight greeted me. A rainbow curtain hung across the path, reaching from the ground to about ten feet high. I was in time to see the crabman scurry through it.

The rainbow was mainly violet, red and blue, the colours subdued but perfectly clear. As I approached, the feeling of lightness again assailed me. It became more and more difficult to plant my feet on the ground or to move forward.

Now I could see that the rainbow sprang from a precipice about ten feet wide. I took a good run and cleared it easily. Landing gently, I was in time to see the crabman vanish into a little house carved in the rock.

‘Stay and have a word with me!’ I cried in Galingua. I did not expect him to understand; I merely wanted to see how he would react. I had a stout stick ready, reckoning I could tip him into the precipice with it if it came to a tussle.

‘I have words for everyone,’ he replied. It was incredible to believe that this mis-shapen crab could speak the galaxy’s tongue. Forgetting my caution, I went to his door, through, which a light shone.

‘Where did you learn Galingua?’ I asked.

He was rummaging about in an antiquated cupboard, and answered without looking at me, as far as I could see.

‘I am the Interpreter. I speak all languages. There is not a tongue talked on Glumpalt I do not know.’

If this were true, I had indeed followed the right fellow.

‘We could be useful to each other,’ I said.

‘I am useful to no one, unless they can teach me a new language,’ he said. Now he turned to survey me. He was massive, but his shell looked fragile enough. I mustered as much confidence as possible and closed the door behind me.

‘How many languages are there on Glumpalt?’ I asked him.

‘Two thousand and thirty two, and I speak them all.’

‘Wrong! There are two thousand and thirty three!’ And I began to address him in the language of Earth. He was amazed. Finally he said, ‘We will eat and discuss this. Come, sit down, Flat-eyes, we are friends.’

We sat on either side of an upturned tub, on top of which he piled edibles. The more he talked, the madder I thought him, particularly as he interrupted his talk often to circle the table and me. He told me that learning languages was about all he could do. He had a freak brain; he could learn a whole new language in a week. On Glumpalt there were many languages, each province speaking a different one. So he had been taken on as interpreter at the court of the Ungulph of Quilch.

Eventually he had fallen out with the Ungulph, who had stolen his name and sent him packing. Now he lived a hermit’s life without a name, known only as the Interpreter.

At the end of this farrago of facts, when I had eaten as much of the beastly food as I could, I rose.

I was trapped! Sticky threads bound me. When I grasped them, they adhered to my hands. I could not break them.

‘You are my prisoner,’ he said. ‘Sit down again. You will remain here for a week, teaching me this dialect you call Earthian. Then I will let you free again.’

From what he then said, I gathered that he was less crab than spider. The threads were spun from his own entrails. When he circled the table he had been secretly imprisoning me.

I did not despair. The thought of the TransBurst Traders’ ship lent me ingenuity.

‘We are within seven awdervs of Ongustura,’ I said. ‘I will happily teach you Earthian if you will take me there.’

‘I will learn in comfort here.’

‘I cannot teach you here. Your name is taken from you; I have had all my prepositions taken from me. I was on my way to collect them from a magician in Ongustura. If you will take me there, I will teach you everything but the prepositions on the journey, and those you shall willingly have when we arrive.’

‘Who is this magician?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘His name is Bywithanfrom.’

‘Hm. I will think of it.’

So saying, he hauled himself up by a self-made thread to the rafters and dropped into a coma. Despite my discomfort, I fell asleep over the tub.

IV

When I woke, a pallid morning had come and the Interpreter was up and about. He released me from my bonds, leaving only one long rope round my waist.

‘We start soon,’ he said. ‘I accept your suggestion. We shall go to Ongustura, there to collect your prepositions and complete my mastery of Earthian.’

While he was preparing, I ventured outside. The rope round my middle allowed me as far as the precipice. Again a feeling of lightness overcame me.

Floating rather than jumping; I launched myself into the gulf. The bottom, muddy and full of stones, offered no explanation for the sensation of weightlessness it gave off. Prodding with a sharp stone, however, I dug into something solid. When I pulled at it, a fragment broke off. It looked like natural chalk.

I dropped it. At once it soared up into the air and headed towards the clouds, moving fast.

Beside myself with excitement, I filled my pockets with the crumbling stuff. Soon I was so light that I would have taken off myself had I not filled other pockets with ordinary heavy stones.

I ran back into the tawdry hut, in my enthusiasm treating the Interpreter as if he were human. Releasing a chunk of the light stuff, I showed him how it shot to the ceiling.

‘It’s anti-gravity material, occuring naturally,’ I exclaimed. ‘You have a fortune at your doorstep, don’t you realize?’

He shook his eyestalks at me in a dreadful way.

‘This material occurs all over Glumpalt in small seams,’ he said. ‘But it is not touched because it is bad magic. You will die if you persist in keeping it.’

I did persist. When we set out on our journey to Ongustura, my pockets were loaded with the stuff. Only a sack full of stones on my back enabled me to walk in the usual way.

Thinking back over that trek, I can laugh now, for we can make as merry over our own past hardships as over our friends’ present ones. It was a mad journey! The way lay along stony tracks and barren hills; we forever slipped down or climbed up the sides of ravines. The Interpreter on his eight legs had an easy journey; I was often dropping with fatigue.

Yet one or other of us was talking all the time. The Interpreter inbibed his languages by a gestalt principle obscure to me; all I had to do was chatter of this and that in my native tongue and he took it in. I cannot say how vexing it is, while ascending a slope of one in three, to have to discourse on, say, the origins of the galactic federation, remembering at the same time to omit all prepositions from one’s sentences. My cleverness imposed a sore task on me.

After his fashion, the Interpreter was no bad companion. Often I said something that touched off a train of thought which he pursued vocally for hours. When on the subject of the creation of Glumpalt, he told me many things I wanted to know.

‘The nebula you call Smith’s Burst,’ he said, ‘was formed by the collision of two clouds of cosmic gas, one of them composed of anti-matter. This little planet condensed out of the resultant mixture. What you call anti-grav material, that chalky stuff, is decayed AM which, when freed from its surroundings, is violently repelled by the material around it.’

‘Now you offer me a scientific explanation for what you previously called magic!’

‘Magic covers the entire cosmic system of functions,’ he replied. ‘Science covers only the small patch of that system we can rationalize.’ He told me how the strange composition of Glumpalt had affected the life developing upon it. The customary sub-divisions of animal life never occurred. AM genes made it possible for a fish-man to produce bird-man progeny. Uncertainties of day and climate did nothing to regularize matters.

This mention of birdmen was the first I had heard of them. A derv later I saw one with my own eyes. By this time, it had begun to snow with a tranquil determination that took the heart out of me. I looked hopelessly up at the thick sky.

Poised a few feet above me was a skinny thing with flapping wings. I saw the wings were of skin, mottled now with gooseflesh and dangling raw pink fingers at their outer edges. The eyes of this creature, like holes scooped in mud, were fixed upon me.

I flung a stone at it.

The flying creature, rattling its obscene pinions, swerved higher through the snow.

The Interpreter tilted up his rump and shot from it a line of that sticky strand I knew so well. It sailed up and curled about the flying thing’s ankle. Of all that I saw on Glumpalt, this incident stands out most vividly in my mind. The birdman lost his equilibrium, toppling backwards with hoarse cries.

The poor creature made a bad landing and stood a few yards from us in the snow, shivering. When we approached, he clucked for mercy in a bizarre tongue.

He was naked except for a helmet strapped to his skull. Untidy fur covered his body from the waist down. He was pigeon-chested. His face resembled a mole’s with bristles sticking from his snout. His skin, including those disgusting wings which hung from his shoulders like two empty scrotums, was blue or yellow. He looked near to death with cold and fright.

The Interpreter questioned him ferociously in the clucking tongue. He knocked the pathetic creature over onto the snow before swivelling an eyeball at me.

‘This is bad, friend biped,’ he said. ‘The Ungulph of Quilch is now engaged in another season of looting. If he finds me, my gravestone will be the crust of a court pie. His men are hereabouts—this creature is one of them. We must take to the nearest village and hide.’

From what I had heard of the Ungulph from Thrash Pondo Pons, I knew he would be unpleasant. I pressed on with the Interpreter, the birdman dragging along behind us, tethered by his ankle and uttering chirps of woe.

The village we arrived at was the most disgusting I had come on. Its inhabitants took their dominant characteristic from the rabbit; they had long ears and lived underground. The two of us underwent the usual purification rites; fortunately I still had with me the silver casket containing purification powder which had been Thrash’s. When we had performed the ritual in the snow, we were allowed to go with stooped shoulders down a passage into the earth.

On eigher side of our way ran tunnels, some only cul-de-sacs and filled with squalling families.

‘This place stinks!’ I gasped. Underfoot was like a midden.

‘It is warm’, replied the Interpreter. I wondered if a sense of smell existed on this benighted planet.

The tunnel we were in seemed to be a main road. It ended in a broad cavern through which ran a river. Along the waterfront were hovels hanging onto the very edge of the water. To one of these we were lead by a rabbitman the Interpreter accosted.

We were shown a foul-smelling cupboard they called a room. Here the rabbitman left us, taking our birdman with him. The latter chirped in protest as he was dragged away.

‘What is happening to the birdman?’ I enquired when we were alone.

‘I have sold him for our night’s board,’ said the Interpreter. ‘Proceed with my Earthian lesson. We were on the subject of religions, but you will have to explain to me again what the Assumption was.’

So I talked. I pictured my poor native words being imprisoned by that incredible brain within which two thousand other languages already lay captive. I saw them lined up like bottles gathering dust in an attic.

When we were called to feed, we descended to a room full of long-eared and variegated creatures, who paid less attention to us than the meal. The food tasted better than anything I had eaten on Glumpalt. It was a yellowy stew, bony and greasy perhaps, but with a savour.

‘Excellent!’ I said at last to my companion. ‘I am grateful to you for so excellent a feed.’

‘Direct your gratitude to the birdman. He has provided.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Only the wings are not edible. And they can be tanned and will make someone an excellent cloak.’

V

To overcome my nausea, I forced the Interpreter to take me outside. We walked up and down. Several local inhabitants were listening to a fellow with long ears and whiskers who stood on a stool to address them. His gestures were violent and excited. I asked the Interpreter what was happening.

‘The talkative one is a politician. He says that if everyone supports him, he will banish short ears from the warren for ever.’

My companion, yawning furiously, dragged me back to our cupboard. Everyone else was going home. Lights were winking out, doors were closing. The underground town was preparing for hibernation.

For some while I slept. Waking with a headache, I lay motionless. A red light filtered through our window. A noise like a pistol shot roused me.

The Interpreter lay close by me. The great shell covering most of his body had split clean across. This was the noise I had heard. As I looked, peering through the red glow, I saw his shell gape wider. Frightened now, I called to him; he did not move.

The two edges of shell were wide apart and still slowly opening. I became belatedly aware of a chorus of shrieks outside. For the first time it occurred to me to wonder what the red glow was.

Thrusting my head out of the window, I saw an alarming spectacle. Sailing down the river came a number of fire rafts, loaded high with burning wood. They lit the cavern. Some of them drifted to the edge of the river where they set fire to the close-packed houses. The screaming increased as the occupants poured out.

Again I turned to the Interpreter; we were in danger. Shaking did not rouse him. His carapace fell off with a clatter. Beneath it I saw a new soft shell, and realized he was shedding the old one, going into a trance while doing it.

Seizing the sticky rope which secured me, I cut it easily on the sharp edge of the old carapace. But why should I run away, when this poor bag of crab flesh was taking me to Ongustura and the TransBurst Traders’ rocket as swiftly as possible? Alone I should be at a loss.

Smoke billowed in through the window.

Glancing out, I saw a fire raft jammed against the river bank only a few yards away and setting light to the next house. I took hold of my companion by two legs, slung him over my shoulder, and hurried from the house.

A mob seethed round the waterfront, dashing that way and this in their alarm. Through the din of their voices one oft-repeated word came to me: ‘Ungulph!’

Now the Ungulph’s soldiers appeared. They had chosen this village for one of their raids. After the fire rafts, rafts loaded with warriors drifted down the underground river. The rabbit people fled shrieking before them. I followed.

The tunnels were full of people, all crushing to escape above ground. One could only press forward and hope to be ejected into the night. I had the Interpreter on my back and panic in my heart. At last the darkness seemed to thin. The crowds fell away ahead. Next moment I was out into the open.

At once, a crushing blow caught me over the shoulders. I fell to my knees. Looking up under the carapace I bore, I saw silhouetted against the night sky two giant soldiers belonging to the Ungulph. Posted at the entrance to the warren-village, they each bore a mighty axe with which they cleft in two all who emerged into the open. I had escaped death only because the Interpreter lay over me and took the blow. I found he was almost cut in half; his new shell had done nothing to protect him.

I was grabbed and flung to one side, onto a pile of bodies being searched for valuables. Beyond the pile, sitting in an open tent, was a swinish fellow in robes. He sat gazing at the trinkets laid before him.

I had no doubt this was the Ungulph of Quilch. His four tusks were capped with gold, and from them hung four little bells that tinkled when he turned his great head. Bristles covered his face. His lower jaw was an immense scoop; he had a yard of under-lip. Long dark robes covered his shaggy body.

Behind him, in the tent, stood a slight figure. It was human! It was, indeed, a beautiful girl with dark, short-cropped hair. If this was the Ungulph’s daughter, I had heard of her; Thrash had spoken of her.

I lay where I was, shocked by the Interpreter’s death as much as anything. When my wits returned, dawn was breaking. The sky along one stretch of the horizon grew suddenly pale; a blazing white sun appeared.

Jumping up, I plunged down the mound of bodies. I ran past the Ungulph’s tent and towards open country. The Ungulph’s men instantly gave chase. Several birdmen took off and flew after me.

Yet I would have escaped but for the abyss!

I pulled up on its very edge. There I stood shuddering, for I had almost plunged in. Before me lay a great gorge thousands of feet deep, its sides so sheer as to be unclimbable. I turned, but my pursuers were upon me and I was hauled struggling before the Ungulph, who came striding up to inspect me.

Knowing it to be useless to ask such a swine for mercy, I took the opposite tack.

‘So, Ungulph, you come before me to ask for deliverance!’ I cried in Galingua, though my voice shook. ‘I planned to lead your men into falling into this great abyss of mine, but repented at the last moment. Let me go free or I will cause my abyss to open still further and swallow you all.’

The Ungulph’s savage face regarded me. Then he turned round and bellowed so that his four bells shook. His daughter timidly answered him. He barked at her; she replied and turned to me.

‘My father, the Ungulph, does not speak Galingua; he asks you to speak in the local court tongue.’

‘I am the great magician Bywithanfrom,’ I declared, ‘I speak in what language I prefer. Who else speaks Galingua here.

‘Only I, sir.’

‘What is your name, fair one?’

‘I am dark, sir, and my name is Chebarbar.’

‘Tell your father my abyss will devour him unless he lets me go.’

When this was translated, the Ungulph gave a bellow of rage. He had four hooves that pawed the ground. Then he rushed forward and seized me by the waist. For a second I hung upside down—then he flung me forward into the abyss.

A dying man sees and knows many things. Among all the terrible details that stood out in my mind, one in particular was clear: as I plunged down, some stones fell too.

My descent slowed, I began to float up again. The AM material and the ballast had lain forgotten in my pockets; as I fell, some of the ballast dropped free, saving my life. Buoyed by the AM material, I rose again, righting myself as I went.

My head appeared over the tip of the drop. A groan came from the ragged crowd. As one man, they fell to the ground, the Ungulph and Chebarbar with them, and grovelled with superstitious awe. This gave me the chance to scramble to safety and weigh my pockets with fresh stones. Then I called Chebarbar.

I helped her to her feet and ordered her father to stand.

‘Tell your father the Ungulph,’ I said, ‘that despite his wickedness I bear him no malice, for he can do me no harm. If he will provide me with a steed I will ride quietly away.’

She repeated this in her own tongue. I was as nervous as a ghost. Still I had to get clear away, and find a guide and interpreter to lead me to Ongustura. While I worried, the Ungulph grunted.

‘My father the Ungulph says he regrets trying to harm so great a magician. He will furnish you with a steed. He will do anything you desire for the benefit of your great magic. He needs protection from his enemies.’

‘He is a wise man,’ I said. I thought rapidly. Chebarbar was hardly as pretty as I had believed at first. She had a snub nose, freckles, and uneven teeth—but I was fortunate that she had a normal face at all. She seemed intelligent and not too disagreeable; her figure was good. I spoke again, producing from my pack the silver powder casket I had taken from Thrash.

‘Tell your father the Ungulph that this casket is powerful magic. The thing it contains is what the most contented man on Glumpalt needs. It is something mightier than the whole universe. It is what will save the Ungulph even if faced with inevitable death. Tell him that he may have this casket and all it contains if I may have you, Chebarbar, in exchange.’

Her voice faltered as she translated this.

By now we had about us a jostling multitude of half-men, in all varied shapes and sizes which made up the Ungulph’s legions. I hated them for the cruel way they had destroyed the warren-village. They made me more determined than ever to get to Ongustura quickly.

Chebarbar turned back and addressed me. She was very pale.

‘My father the Ungulph says that since I am a woman I am of little value to him. He will happily exchange me for the magic casket, if it holds what you say.’

‘It contains just what I say. Tell him to open it only in emergency.’

Already a steed was being brought forward. It was striped like a tiger, though it had the horn of a rhinoceros, and six legs. A ladder was set at its flank. I mounted; pulling Chebarbar up and setting her before me.

When I whacked the creature’s behind with a sort of paddle affixed to the saddle for that purpose, it burst immediately into a gallop—much to my relief. The soldiery fell back to let it through. Bearing away from the abyss, we headed for a track leading towards wooded country. I kept glancing back to see if we were pursued.

‘Why do you look back so often?’ Chebarbar protested. ‘My father the Ungulph will not follow unless you tricked him.’

‘I am afraid he may open the casket. It is empty, Chebarbar.’

‘Then what does it contain that the most contented man on Glumpalt needs?’

‘A contented man needs nothing.’

‘What is in it mightier than the universe?’

‘Nothing is mightier than the universe.’

‘What is in it that will save my father from inevitable death?’

‘Nothing can save a man from inevitable death. And that is what the casket contains—nothing!’

I saw her shoulders were heaving. I regretted that my trick had been played on her father; then I realized she was not crying but laughing. It was the first pleasing laughter I had heard since materializing in Smith’s Burst.

VI

When we had put several kilometres between us and the Ugulph I let the tiger-rhino rest. We stopped by a brook among a clump of trees and climbed down.

‘I must have a drink,’ I said, stooping to do so. One of the trees lifted its root from the brook and squirted me with a jet of water. Chebarbar laughed. She explained that these trees were semi-sentient, and capable of moving at will along a moisture supply. They had used a typical way of defending that supply.

I moved to a free section of the brook; there we drank and held a council of war. We had no food; my time was running out, making it imperative to reach Ongustura without further delay. Chebarbar told me she thought we could be no more than three days march from that city—but confesse she did not know the way there. Her father had an old rivalry with the place, never visiting it except to attack its outskirts.

This news, just when success was almost within my reach, flung me into great depression. I buried my face in my hands and groaned. To my surprise, Chebarbar put an arm round my shoulders.

‘Don’t be unhappy,’ she said. ‘I cannot bear to see a brave man despair. I think I have something which may comfort you.’

Releasing me, she began to untie the cord that confined her breast to her tunic.

‘This is most womanly—’, I began, but she was fishing out a small dagger-shaped talisman which hung by a chain round her neck. She dangled the bauble before me.

‘With this we can summon Squexie Oxin. It will surely help us when it sees this talisman.’

I asked the obvious question and she told me that her father the Ungulph had long ago saved the Squexie Oxin from death. Recognizing it as a useful ally, he had given it a castle in his lands; there it lived in isolation, although it would come forth to aid the Ungulph when summoned by talisman.

‘Squexie Castle is only a short way from here,’ Chebarbar explained. ‘I will take you there, and then the Squexie will take us to Ongustura, protecting us all the way.’

I jumped up ready to be moving. The Ungulph’s daughter added, ‘There are two hindrances to the plan. In the first place, the Squexie must not discover who I am, or it would deliver me forcibly back to my father. But it is hardly likely to find out, since it has never seen me.’

‘And the other snag?’

‘The Squexie only becomes available when the Black Sun rises. Fortunately, by the look of the sky, that will not be long now.’

I squinted upward. The dazzling white sun had already passed its zenith, though I judged it some hours from setting. The yellow and the pink custard suns had risen again without my knowing. Between them, the three suns had driven every cloud from the sky; it was uncomfortably hot. The nearby tree-things ambled along by the brook, squirting water over themselves.

Recalling what Thrash Pondo Pons had said about the TransBurst ship blasting off the day after the Black Sun set, I asked Chebarbar, ‘How long will the Black Sun remain above the horizon? We have to be in Ongustura when it sets, or very shortly after.’

‘It depends,’ she said. ‘The Black Sun’s orbits are so irregular that my father’s astronomers cannot compute them, for it is controlled by a magician in a far country.

‘Tell your father’s astronomers to buy themselves a telescope,’ I growled, climbing up into the saddle.

Chebarbar snuggled up in front of me and we were off, the girl pointing out the way. The landscape became almost pretty. We passed through great plantations of holly—only the profuse crop of berries it bore consisted of bright orange fruit the size of oranges. Indeed, they tasted much like oranges, except for an unpleasant tang about them which Chebarbar said was neon, an inert gas tapped from the air by the plants’ sharp leaves.

While we ate, we heard people approaching. Entering painfully into the holly thicket, we persuaded our steed to lie, and lay down beside him ourselves. Some of the Ungulph’s men appeared; Chebarbar learnt from what they were saying that they searched for her; she clung tightly to me. (Some paragraphs have been deleted here for reasons of decency—Ed.)

At last we picked ourselves up and went on.

Beyond the plantation, the ground rose. Mounting the incline, we found at the top the lip of a shallow crater perhaps half a mile in diameter.

I gazed at it in awe, for it was a dreary but impressive sight. An island stood in the middle of the crater, and on this island stood a castle built, as it seemed, of a random pile of flaking slate. It had no regular shape, no windows, no towers. Its plane surfaces glittered dull as death.

‘That is the castle of the Squexie Oxin,’ Chebarbar said unnecessarily, clinging to my arm.

There was no way of getting to the ghastly castle. The island on which it stood was surrounded with a sort of oily water that filled the crater to its lip. There was no bridge across.

Everything about us was absolutely still, the holly plantation behind, the great bright landscape ahead. It might all have been a weird, meaningless painting, quite without life, but for the waters of the crater. They bubbled and moved like a mindless creature heaving in its sleep. In one place in particular, in a line stretching from rim to island, the liquid milled and tumbled.

Diving in and out of this stuff, flying, then diving again, were strange birds like plucked pelicans. From the eminence on which we stood, we heard their desolate cries.

We stood there in a kind of trance—and so were easily surrounded by the Ungulph’s men, who burst from the holly bushes. Ten of them, miscellaneous-shaped brutes, stood there, waving tentacles, claws, or swords at us. This time I knew I would need more than cunning to save us from death.

I was seized before I could move. My hands were pulled behind my back by a sort of ox-headed insect who stank of fish. Chebarbar was also seized, and a rough paw clapped across her mouth to stop her screams.

Yet the screams went on. The creature who held me drew a great sword and pointed it at my chest. Then he too, as the others were doing, paused to see who screamed. It was one of the Ungulph’s men. His shaking claw went to the horizon beyond the Squexie’s castle.

Into the bright sky there, a great fan of blackness grew. At its edges it was a pallid grey, in the centre it was as dark as midnight in midwinter, Though the three suns still burned in the sky, they had no effect on that segment of night.

The impression this produced on the Ungulph’s men was immediate. They let go of us and turned to run for shelter in the plantation. Chebarbar and I were miraculously free again.

‘The Black Sun’s rising!’ Chebarbar cried, and would also have run away in panic had I not grasped her tightly.

‘Now we can call on the Squexie,’ I said.

In their haste to get away, the soldiers had dropped a sword, a bundle of disgusting food, a primitive lantern, and a cloak of skins. Picking up the cloak, I put it round Chebarbar, who shivered though it was still hot. I thrust the sword through my belt, hung the lantern over my shoulder, and kicked the food away.

The birds in the crater had fallen silent. All was quiet everywhere. That great black fan was spilling over the horizon into the sky.

Over the crater’s oily contents, a thick mist was forming. Colour whirled in it, so that I was reminded of the rainbow curtain that stood before the Interpreter’s house; this made me think that if there were AM material in the crater, it would probably cause that curious disturbance of the waters. Proof of this theory seemed to be that the mist was especially dense over the most turbulent strip. As the sky grew darker, the mist became thicker and brighter.

Now more than half the sky turned ashy grey or else completely black. The three suns still shone: but their power had left them. They were as useless as balloons against the encroaching dark.

Then the Black Sun rose over the horizon!

Just for a moment I saw it clear by the light of the other suns. It was a great sooty ball, crammed with darkness, radiating blackness. A chilly wind swept the land. Though the other three suns still burned in the sky, even they disappeared. Everything turned to night.

Never tell me you have seen a fearful sight until you have stood on Glumpalt and watched the Black Sun rise!

It absorbs all light like blotting paper, and an intense cold prevails. The explanation of this unique phenomenon soon occurred to me. Bearing in mind the mixed origins of Smith’s Burst, it became obvious that this monstrous, impossible sun was merely a ball of original and undiluted anti-matter—and of such strength that even its visible emissions were of reverse polarity.

The darkness which embraced us was complete. Shivering, I pulled the primitive lantern from my shoulder and attempted to light it.

By my side. Chebarbar whimpered in fright.

‘Something touched me!’ she said.

As she spoke, a thing that I at once took to be a wet muzzle pressed against my cheek.

VII

In this narrative, I am content to let events speak for themselves. I relate simply what happened, leaving the reader to fill in for himself what my emotions were at the time. At this moment of terror, when all the elemental horrors in being seemed to crowd in upon me, I will just say without elaboration that I screamed like a wounded horse.

More cold muzzles nudged my flesh, and only after several seconds did I realize that they were nothing but large snow-flakes. Curtailing my screams, I lit my lantern.

It gave forth no light. Only the fact that I burned my finger on it assured me that it was functioning. The AM radiations of the Black Sun had blanketed it out entirely. Though I held it before my eyes until my eyebrows singed, I could see nothing.

Yet a light was visible ahead of us.

Seizing Chebarbar’s hand and the bridle of the tiger-rhino, I ventured cautiously to the lip of that dark crater.

The thick rainbow-coloured mist which spanned the water had frozen solid. Glowing with many hues, it illumined its own way over the waters. No doubt a certain AM content explained its luminosity.

‘Now there is a way to Squexie Oxin,’ Chebarbar murmured. ‘I told you it was available only when the Black Sun rose. Come, I am not afraid.’

For myself, I could not say as much. At any time I would have been loath to visit that frowning castle; at this forbidding midnight, doubly so. Moreover, I hated to trust myself to that fragile bridge. As we stepped onto it, it groaned in protest.

Leaving our steed on the bank with instructions to stay there, we ventured forward. Once we were onto the bridge, it was steady enough, being of the consistency of firm snow. We sank up to our ankles in it but no more.

Thus we came to the island, and to the castle of the Squexie. As we reached it, a slab of it fell Inwards. A piping voice uttered words which Chebarbar translated to me as ‘welcome’. We passed in, Chebarbar swinging her talisman. It was good to get out of the snowstorm; more than that I cannot say.

Inside, a fire burned, giving forth warmth and light. The flames came from a sort of trough, beneath which a pipe ran down through the floor. I guessed that some sort of oil was being burnt—an oil possibly from the crater, containing AM matter, or else it would have been powerless to pierce the Black Sun’s darkness. Before this fire stood the Squexie Oxin.

‘We greet you!’ Chebarbar said, or words to that effect.

She was greeting what I first mistook for a giant Christmas tree. The castle seemed to have only one room and this tree seemed to be the only thing in the room. Regarding it more closely, I saw its shaggy texture resembled a cactus covered with spikes. Even as I looked, it fell apart.

It disintegrated into hundreds of identical logs, each the size of a rolled hearth rug, each covered with the spikes. Most of these logs contented themselves with milling about our feet; one stood on end and sprouted a sort of flower which assumed lips and ears. It conversed with Chebarbar.

While they talked, one of the logs inspected me, rubbing my leg with its spikes. These were fleshy and not particularly sharp. The feeling nauseated me so much that I gave the log a kick. Every log twitched in sympathy; the ones nearest me blossomed forth with mouths and squealed in protest.

So I learnt that the Squexie was a sort of gestalt entity, all its parts serving a greater whole. This did not surprise me. Nothing surprised me. I merely stood feverishly thinking of the comfort of a bunk on a TransBurst ship.

At last Chebarbar finished talking.

‘Well, does this thing help us?’ I demanded.

‘For the sake of the Ungulph of Quilch, the Squexie will take us to Ongustura. It seems to have Very little love of you; you would be advised not to molest it again.’

‘Never mind that! Does it know who you are?’

‘Heaven forbid! It seems rather petulant.’

‘Just keep swinging your talisman; if necessary I’ll swing my sword.’

For reasons of its own, the Squexie would not leave its castle for another derv, when the Black Sun would be higher in the sky. This was not entirely to our disadvantage, since both Chebarbar and I were tired. We were given some warm oily meat to eat, probably pelican from the crater, which I got down with my usual perseverance. Stretching out by the fire—I with misgivings overcome by fatigue—Chebarbar and I fell asleep.

The Squexie roused us when it was ready to go. One minute we were sleeping and the next being bundled out of the castle. We crossed by the frozen bridge, the logs bounding along all round us.

To my surprise and delight, the tiger-rhino still waited at the crater, rim for us. Chebarbar and I climbed onto it with cries of affection; it was like meeting with an old friend again! Also, it solved a severe problem. In this unnatural blackness, the Squexie—obviously composed in part of AM material—could see as easily as we see in a normal day. It needed no light. But we did, and we had none. The way to Ongustura would have been hell had it not been for the tiger-rhino, which seemed to pick its way through the impenetrable black by divine instinct.

Almost at once, another quarrel developed—or rather the Squexie developed it. His high-pitched voice sounded from lips ranging all round us.

‘What’s it blethering about now? Let’s get moving!’ I snapped.

‘The Squexie says it only offered to take two of us to Ongustura—not three. Accordingly, it will not take us at all.’

‘My godly galaxy! Tell him we are not three, nor two, but one. Together we make a creature called a Syllabub, a gestalt beast with magical properties.’

This rubbish was translated to the Squexie, who mercifully swallowed it. We moved on. It seemed a terrible pity to me that such a marvellous creature as the Squexie should in all its multitude of parts be unable to muster the intelligence of a tarsier.

Nevertheless, on our cold and tedious journey, I did manage to extract some information from it. In particular I was interested to learn more about the behaviour of anti-matter. Hitherto I had thought that a violent explosion resulted when it came into contact with ordinary matter. Although the Squexie knew little and cared less about the origins of Smith’s Burst, it too accepted that this was what had happened originally. But it said there was a third force present on Glumpalt called ‘noggox’.

‘Tell it that all matter must have either a positive or negative charge,’ I instructed Chebarbar.

She translated its reply.

‘The Squexie says that between plus numbers and minus numbers lies a point of neutrality called “nought” or “zero”. This point exists also in matter, though it is rare, and it is called “noggox”. It can act as a binding agent between anti- and ordinary matter.’

I fell silent. Chunks of the AM stuff were still in my pocket. I knew I had only to get them and my knowledge back to civilization and I could become rich enough to buy Glumpalt many times over. But what would you do with a dump like Glumpalt?

Such speculations, and two breaks for sleep, when Chebarbar and I huddled close, were almost our only distractions on that journey. I have already mentioned that it was cold and tedious, which leaves little else to be said, for journeys anywhere have this in common, that they are uncomfortable interims between two points.

Let me mention that the snow soon abated, the air becoming dry and crisp. An AM moon spun across the sky, giving some welcome light, and was too quickly gone. It showed us the poverty of the wilderness through which we travelled. Any hamlets we passed were silent, their inhabitants hibernating while the Black Sun shone. That made me realize how grateful to the Squexie I should have been; without his aid, we would have been utterly immobile, with no hope of reaching Ongustura before the rocket left.

Apart from the stray moon, we had one other source of light, though it was only occasional and weak. We journeyed past several plantations of the orange-bearing hollies. The neon they contained had evidently an anti-matter element, which made them shine with a faint, ghostly glow.

As we rode past one such plantation, a javelin struck my boot and glanced off. The tiger-rhino pranced violently, Chebarbar screamed. A mob of ill-shaped villains burst out from the prickles onto us. The Ungulph’s soldiery had caught up with us again!

VIII

Battle was joined!

Without hesitation—I almost said as one man—the Squexie Oxin threw itself on our attackers. For their part, they must have been primed with pre-combat liquor, for their courage was positively foolhardy.

The tiger-rhino reared, I slipped from its back and fell heavily. Alas, I have revealed myself before as a poor horseman. In the melée, I lost sight of Chebarbar. In the circumstances, the best thing I could do was protect myself.

Just a short distance away ran a tiny stream. On its nearer bank stood one tall and ancient tree. Hoping it was a tree-being, such as I had encountered earlier, I ran to it. Surely enough, it lifted a tap-root from the water and squirted me. The liquid was freezing; it stopped me dead in my stride. Yet I was delighted, and climbed swiftly into its branches, getting as high as I dared.

Even as I did so, the battle spread as I had expected, and moved about the base of my tree.

This too was good. My idea was that the tree-being, as a member of a peaceful vegetable species, would resent the excitement about him and move gradually away from the scene, carrying me out of danger unnoticed.

The Squexie, it appeared, was getting the better of things. Its individual logs were difficult to kill, needing to be sliced into two before they were put out of action. Their method of fighting was to tackle a soldier direct, leaping for his eyes and stabbing them. Such a simple manuœvre was effective because of the Squexie’s great numbers.

I could not see that the creature’s gestalt powers assisted it much. A birdman soldier of the Ungulph’s, circling aloft, was doing damage with a sort of harpoon. A log launched himself straight up into the air to attack; all the oher logs flopped a couple of feet off the ground in sympathy. This sort of union, when several hand-to-hand (or I should perhaps say claw-to-spike) fights were going on, seemed a positive disadvantage to the Squexie.

But weight of numbers was telling. And in the middle of a ring of fighing logs, where no soldier could reach her, Chebarbar sat safely on the tiger-rhino. Cheered by all this, I turned my attention from the strange battle to myself.

My tree-being had not moved. Whether because it was ancient and aloof, or because it was old and stupid, it remained where it was, in the thick of the fray.

‘Get on, you brute!’ I called to it. No move did it make. Nor dare I kick it, in case it shook me from its branches.

By now I was frozen from the wetting I had got. A cool breeze stirred, making me shiver uncontrollably. Hoping to warm my hands at least, I unhitched the primitive lantern from my shoulder and lit it. Its glow was so gratifying, or I so near dead, that only after some while did I observe the light to be not only warming but illuminating me!

Amazed, I stared up. Many stars, the luridly complex constellations of Smith’s Burst, shone down on me. Ghostly forms of the distant Glumpaltian landscape were again visible. The Black Sun had set!

Its passing had gone unnoticed, for during the three awdervs of its reign the other suns had also set. Never, now I gazed about, did ordinary night seem so blessed or so bright.

The relief of being rid of that stygian gloom was great—and rudely shattered. Angry shouts below made me look down. I was discovered. Too late, I dowsed my wick; I had already given myself away.

My tree was besieged. Nor was that all. The battle had stopped. Squexie and soldiers stood peaceably side by side, all their belligerence directed at me. A great fire Was being kindled near the plantation. By it I saw the demon king figure of the Ungulph of Quilch himself; the caps of his four tusks sparkled.

Cupping my hands, I shouted down to Chebarbar, asked her what had happened.

‘Alas, we are lost!’ she cried. ‘My father the Ungulph has newly arrived on the scene. He has shown the Squexie his talisman and told that treacherous creature who I am. He says I must be killed for what he calls my desertion. The Squexie has turned against us.’

Though my thoughts raced, I could think of nothing to say-I, who had always hoped his last words would be memorable.

‘Do something!’ she called. ‘In a minute they will have you down from there, and kill us both.’

‘Tell your father, then, that he will have difficulty in getting me out of here since this is my special guardian tree called Fiddlesticks. I can disappear inside it when I wish to. Tell him that I am, however, a great sportsman and will do anything for a game. I will come down and deliver myself to him if he will let me choose my own death according to the whim of fortune.’

She delivered the message to her father. I saw that swinish creature march back and forth indecisively before going to consult with the Squexie. By their looks, and the looks of the assembled soldiery, they were as intrigued by my proposition as I had hoped.

With a gesture, the Ungulph barked something to Chebarbar. Her face turned up towards me, and she said in a trembling voice, ‘He demands to know first how this game of yours will be carried out. I hope you know what you’re going to do, because I don’t.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Tell your father that I will come down out of Fiddlesticks and spin my sword in the air. If it comes down with its point in the earth, he shall kill me personally; if it lands flat, his gallant soldiers shall have the honour of tearing me into little pieces.’

When this was translated, a roar of excitement rose from the watchers. They obviously regarded this fancy with delight. Almost with love, the Ungulph beckoned me to come down. My offer was accepted.

Trembling with cold and tension, I climbed down the tree and landed among the motley rabble. They moved aside for me with some show of respect. When I drew my sword, the mutter swelled in volume and they pressed closer. I cleared myself a circle, taking care that Chebarbar, who was held firmly on her mount, should be near its circumference.

I waved my sword.

‘Here it goes!’ I cried. Watch it!’

Though they did not understand, the exhortation was unnecessary. Every eye followed that glittering blade as it rose, turning over and over; every face was upturned to follow its course. Since I had taken the precaution, before descending the tree, of tying a small chunk of AM material to the weapon, I reckoned the sword would continue to climb for ten seconds and take twice as long to come down. I could use those seconds.

As the eyes turned upward, glued to that fateful weapon, I ran for it.

The wretch holding the tiger-rhino’s bridle scarcely noticed as I snatched it from him. Leaping into the saddle, I applied the paddle hard. Our brave beast shot forward so rapidly that Chebarbar and I were almost thrown off. A moment later, we had broken through the crowd and were away.

And in another moment the whole mob was screaming after us.

IX

Chebarbar and I could only hang on tightly and hope that our steed would increase the lead he had over the rest of the field. We had no idea of direction. We could but hope.

We were lucky. The ground soon turned into an incline up which the six-footed tiger-rhino moved easily. Small rocky hills loomed round us; the way grew so narrow that our pursuers were forced to proceed in single file, to their great confusion.

We trotted through a pass and began to descend. From then on our followers gave up the chase. They camped there, in the heights, so that during the next half-hour of our descent we saw their fires burning above us. The Ungulph’s men and the Squexie together made a formidable body of creatures; gradually more and more points of fire diminished by distance, sprang up, until a half circle glittered like a tiara over our heads.

Although we were safe from pursuit, trouble, my constant companion on Glumpalt, had not forsaken us. Dawn was on its way, and ahead of us through the paling light I discerned a considerable town filling the valley. Chebarbar and I—and the tiger-rhino for that matter—needed nourishment and rest. Since we had no magical power with which to perform the usual absolution ceremony, we should have to get into the town unobserved if we were to get in at all.

Our road was a dusty one. The trees by its side drooped, signalling a drought; a group of tree-beings, perhaps roused by the dawn, stood forlornly squirting dust over themselves. Beyond them we saw a flickering light.

‘Some men are there,’ Chebarbar whispered to me. ‘If we could get into this town with them, we might be safe.’

Halting our steed, I jumped down and went to see what was happening.

Two rogues were there, one much like a shrimp, with giant whiskers sprouting from his sharp face, the other humpbacked and feathery, for all the world like a huge flea. He had five legs, but perhaps one had met with an accident, for this was the only creature I ever saw, even on Glumpalt, with an odd number of pedal extremities. I might have spent some while observing them had I not lost my sense of wonder by this time.

They had a monstrous sort of barrel-bellied push-cart which they were filling from a well. The shrimp-man lowered and raised the bucket while his companion stood guard—presumably against demons—with a flaring torch. Doubtless he thought it a hazardous vigil, for he peered here and there into the gloom so rapidly that he never saw me glide behind the water cart.

The shrimp-man brought up another wooden bucket full of water. As he staggered with it the two paces to the cart, I lobbed one of my diminishing store of AM lumps under it.

This made the bucket jerk upwards. The shrimp-man lost his precious burden, which swung upside down as the stone pressed upwards for release. The two men collided and were promptly soaked with water. Their torch was extinguished.

While they sorted themselves out, I slipped round and popped a piece of that invaluable stone in the flea-man’s pocket. He wore over his curved back a loose blouse which went so low to the ground it ended as a skirt. The pocket was in the skirt piece. As the AM lump sought release, the garment was borne upwards over its wearer’s head.

In his panic, fearing demons, he attacked the nearest creature to hand—his companion. I seized the cart and made off with it, leaving them to fight it out.

Hastily, Chebarbar and I hitched the tiger-rhino to the cart and drove down the wide, dusty road.

To our surprise, there was no barrier across the track such as we had met before at the entrance to towns. Nothing hindered our entry—which was just as well, for angry shouts and a growing cloud of dust behind us told us that the owners of the cart were in pursuit. How soon one acquires a dislike of being chased!

As we rounded a bend, a pear-shaped fellow in an absurd pink sack stepped into our path. I reined the tiger-rhino to avoid bowling him over. With plentiful gesture, he began to accuse us of something. Chebarbar replied sharply.

The full drama of this situation only became apparent to me later, when Chebarbar explained what was said. The man in pink was a policeman. He was asking us what we, two strangers, were doing on the municipal water cart. Water was so scarce that he thought we were stealing it.

Chebarbar told him that we had only borrowed the cart for a derv, and that at present it contained nothing but haractock, which is the nearest Glumpaltian equivalent to gin.

This excuse cut no ice with the pink fellow. Grasping the rail, he came aboard to look for himself. Not knowing what was going on, I was nonplussed and feared the worst. Fortunately Chebarbar had all her wits about her. As the policeman peered into the great barrel behind us, she grabbed his ankles and tipped.

Even as the splash came, she took hold of my wrist and we were running for our lives again.

The town—like every other town on Glumpalt—was a rubbish dump. The only difference here was that the rubbish-houses were separated into islands of rubbish by the untypically wide dust tracks. In the tired light of dawn, we had no trouble in losing ourselves and finding safety.

Chebarbar sold her talisman to a foul old woman at a foul old stall. With the proceeds, we hired ourselves an insanitary cupboard of a room and bought ourselves food.

Eating ravenously—nothing could turn my stomach now—we stared out of our tiny windows. Hills ringed the town; on their heights we could just make out fires and the figures of men. The Ungulph and the Squexie were still there; it looked as if they had the place surrounded and were intending to attack it as they had attacked the warren-village. Not only were we being hunted in the town; we now could not leave it.

Above the hills rose the yellow sun, striking brightly onto the muddle about us. Any hope I might have drawn from it was dashed by my knowledge that this Was the day the TransBurst Traders’ ship would be leaving for Acrostic and other civilized ports. How long before the next one would call, or how far away Ongustura was, I knew not.

‘Don’t be so gloomyl’ Chebarbar cried, taking my hand. ‘Here we are both safe and together.’

Absently, I stroked her hair. I had never told her I came from a distant planet and intended to return there unaccompanied as soon as possible.

‘We are the same shape and colour,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you kiss me?’

The floor moved, the whole building shook. For a moment, I thought these were illusions produced by emotional strain. Then we ran to the window, in time to see a nearby collection of houses collapse into a column of dust. And over the distant heights a puff of smoke hung.

‘My father the Ungulph! He is bombarding the city!’ Chebarbar cried.

‘With artillery? With cannon?’

‘Yes, indeed. He has half a dozen good cannons imported from a distant world.’

‘I never knew there would be such weapons on Glumpalt. Why didn’t you tell me before?’

She looked furious. Her mouth tightened at each corner until I could have sharpened pencils there.

‘I didn’t tell you because you never asked me! You ask me nothing about anything but immediate necessities. Though I have followed you and helped you, you have taken absolutely no interest in me. How do you think I feel, eh?’

By a happy turn of fate, I was spared having to reply, for the building collapsed beneath our feet. Though we had suffered nothing like a direct hit, the house was so haphazardly constructed that the distant shock tumbled it. Chebarbar and I were on the first floor; three upper storeys descended upon us.

It was alarming, but little more dangerous than being bombarded by a pack of cards. The worst part was being half-stifled by dust.

Dizzily, I sat up, stood up, pulled Chebarbar up after me. We climbed from the debris.

A crowd was collecting. As we pushed through it, a roar sounded on our right. I turned. The pink, pear-shaped policeman was bellowing at us. Grabbing Chebarbar’s wrist, I began to run.

We had a good clear start. We ran hard and well. Another building on our left fell slowly as we passed. Glancing back, I saw a mob after us. Enemies were all round. In my bones I felt the end was near.

Pounding through the dust, we rounded another corner.

Bright, light, trebly blessed, the sweet slender snout of an interplanetary freighter pierced the sky ahead. My heart leaped in joy and astonishment.

‘Come on!’ I cried.

The ship stood behind a wall eight feet high. Double gates bearing the legend ‘TransBurst Traders’ were firmly closed. Over them glared a red notice: Blast off Imminent.

The Glumpaltian horde swept round the corner behind us. Wildly emptying all my pockets of stones, I found I had only two sizeable chunks of AM matter left. Tucking them under my armpits, I seized Chebarbar again and with an enormous jump cleared the wall.

Officials—wonderful symmetrical, humanoid officials—came up at once. I explained who I was; I gave them my Galactic Credit Index, which stood high enough to make them welcome me as an unexpectend passenger.

‘Well, you’d better get aboard, sir,’ the Bursar said. ‘Everything’s ready for countdown. We’ve had clearance.’

‘I thought your Glumpaltian-routed freighters only called at Ongustura,’ I remarked.

He stared at me curiously.

‘This is Ongustura,’ he said.

I was flabbergasted.

‘But the islands … the lake …’

‘Oh, didn’t you recognize the place with the tide out? For about a fortnight after the rising of the Black Sun, Ongustura is left high and dry, as you see it at present. Now you’d better get aboard with your lady.’

Chebarbar was sobbing. She clung to my dusty shirt, talking almost incoherently.

‘I cannot come with you, my dearest. The magic of this ship is too powerful for me. If I entered it I should die! You know I love you—yet I cannot, cannot come!’

There was nothing I could say. This was as well, since I had been about to explain tactfully that I was unable to take her. Mutely, I pressed one of the two chunks of AM into her palm; it would help the quick-witted girl to buy her way out of future trouble.

‘Weep not, Chebarbar,’ I said, kissing her nose. ‘Time heals all things.’

Smarting under the cliché, I climbed the freighter’s ramp. The smell of canned air ahead was like perfume. Just before entering the air lock I turned to look back at the weeping Chebarbar.

Without surprise I noticed that her tears were falling upwards towards the tatterdemalion clouds.


The Day of the Doomed King

Through his heavy lids, the church hardly appeared to grow nearer until they were upon it. The summer and the wound at his chest made him dizzy. As he stumbled from his horse, the great daisies in the long grass made it seem to him that he was walking across a starry sky, and his perspectives would not come right.

A priest with a rich mantle thrown over his black frock came hurrying to them. He heard Jovann say to the priest, ‘It is King Vukasan, and he is sore wounded. Make ready a couch for him to rest on.’

He muttered into his horse’s flank, ‘We must get to Sveti Andrej and warn them to arm themselves against the Turk,’ and then the daisies and the sky and dappled shade rippled like a banner, and he had a near view of his silver stirrup before blackness closed upon him.

When he roused again, things were better for him. He lay on a bunk in a cool cell, and his head was clearer. Propping himself on one elbow, he said, ‘Now I am able to go on to my kinsmen at Sveti Andrej.’

Jovann and the old black priest were at his side, smiling with anxiety. ‘My lord king,’ said the priest, ‘you have taken grievous harm, and must stay with us until you have strength for the rest of the journey.’

His mouth was stiff, but he said, ‘Priest, yesterday we fought a battle all daylight long against the scimitared muslim, until the River Babuna flowed with their blood and ours. Courage does not trifle with numbers, that I know, but we had only one blade to every six of theirs, and so in the end every one of my soldiers fell. My cousins at Andrej must be told to make ready to fight, and there are only my general Jovann and I surviving to tell them. Bind me up and let me go on.’

Then Jovann and the priest conferred together, first with Jovann’s moustache at the priest’s furry ear, and then with the priest’s beard at Jovann’s ear. Then Jovann came to his king and knelt by the bed, taking his hand and saying, ‘My lord, though we did not slay the vile muslim, at least we stayed him; he also has his wounds to bind. So the urgency is only in you, and not in the situation. It is the heat of noonday now. Rest, take some soup and rest, and we will go on later. I must have care of you and not forget that you are of the house of Nemanija and your wound bleeds authority.’

So he learnt to be persuaded, and they brought him a thin soup and a trout culled from the nearby lake, and a pot of wine, and then they left him to rest.

He could eat no more than a mouthful of the fish. Though he was not conscious of his wound, he was sick inside with worry, wounded to think that the consuming Turk ate his lands away and was never defeated; his people were brave and terrible in battle; why then did God not allow them to flourish? It was as if a vast tide of time flowed continually against them.

Listlessly, he stared through the opened window by his bed. This room in the priests’ quarters closely overlooked the lake, so that the waters seemed to flow even to the sill. All that punctuated the expanse of his view was a reed bed near at hand; the futher shore was an uncertain line of blue, there merely to emphasize the water. He stared at it a long time until, growing tired of its excessive vacancy, he turned his gaze instead to the view within the room.

Although the cell itself was simple, it contained a number of objects, cloaks and instruments and even a field hoe. These had been hastily concealed, at least to some extent, from the royal view by a screen, interposed between the foot of the bed and the miscellany. Slowly his stare fixed itself on this screen.

It was carved of wood, elaborately, in a manner that he recognized as that of the masters of Debar, for some of their work graced his own stronghold. Intertwined among leaves and vines were large birds swallowing fruit, and boys lying piping, and hogs rolling in flowers, and turrets, and lizards that curled like Turkish scimitars. These little religious foundations, scattered like jewels throughout his kingdom, hid many such treasures, but at this time he took no delight in them.

For a long while, he lay between lake and screen, thinking he must move and speed on to his kinsmen. Many times he thought he had already climbed from his bed before Jovann arrived at the door, staring anxiously at his face and asking, ‘Are you Strong enough, my lord, to take the road again?’

‘Fetch me my sword,’ he said.

So they set forth again, and this time, the path leading upland, they went by a more complicated way. The horses were fresh from their rest but nervous, and started violently at the jays that flashed across their track. Their nervousness conveyed itself to him, and he sweated inside his shirt until its heavy embroidery knocked cold against his ribs. He started against his will to speak of what was in his mind, of things that he knew a king had better keep hidden from even the most faithful of his generals.

‘I fear an evil enchantment upon me,’ he said through his teeth. ‘When the wolves howled as my child-wife died at Bitola of the fever, I thought they cried my name, and now I know they did. There is a mark on me, and the mark is disaster.’

‘Then it is on me as well, and all who love you,’ said Jovann. ‘You are our common wealth, and as surely as the pig-fearing muslim shall slay you, he shall slay all Serbia.’

Then he regretted he had spoken, for it was not in Jovann’s position to answer in such a way, but still the words shuddered from his lips. ‘As our fine clothes cannot hide our nakedness from God, so the trees that make my kingdom fair cannot hide his curse from me. For you know what the legends say, that we south Slavs rode from the East in great numbers when barbaric enemies drove us from the lands of our ancestors. Though our people have for many centuries broken the earth here, and I lie under it numerously, yet it is still not our homeland; and I am afeared, Jovann, afeared lest this land fall all to the dark-visaged muslim and the distant pashas.’

‘Your royal brethren will take arms with us against them, and turn them back so roughly that they never again dare cross the Vardar,’ said Jovann stoutly. But under the thick trees his face seemed to have a green shade that was not of nature; and even as he spoke, he reined his horse and stared anxiously ahead.

On the path where they must ascend, a magpie crouched with a lizard in its gullet. With wings outspread, it beat at the dust and the horses rattled their reins with dislike of the sight. Jovann sucked in a sharp hissing breath, and slid from the saddle, drawing his sword as he moved forward. The black bird flopped dead at his feet, the lizard still protruding from its beak. He made to strike it, but the king cried to him to stay.

‘I never knew a magpie to choke to death before, nor to take a lizard,’ he said. ‘Better not to touch them. We will ride about them.’

So they pricked their horses through the mantle of trees, forcing them along the mountain, and rode with some difficulty until they achieved the plain once more. Here grew the red poppies in their multitudes, millions and millions of them, the hue of dried blood in the distance, of fresh blood underfoot. In the king’s head, there was only this colour, as he tried to understand the meaning of the lizard and the magpie.

With a heavy hand, he pointed across the plain, ‘Jakupica Planina lies there, with snow still on its ridge. When we have forded the Topolka, we can camp by the foot of the hills. By tomorrow night, we will rest ourselves by the stoves of Sveti Andrej and lay our story in sympathetic hands. But first I shall call at a small monastery I know of, Sveti Pantelimon by name, where lives a strange and wise seer who shall explain to me what ails me and my kingdom.’

So they slowly drew near the river in the afternoon heat, and came on a shepherd sitting by a flock of sheep, some white and many black, with half-grown lambs among them. The shepherd was a youth who greeted the king without an excess of respect.

‘My humble home lies there,’ he said, when Jovann spoke sharply to him, and he stretched a finger towards a distant hut perched on a rock. ‘And there waits your enemy the grinning musulman!’ And the finger raised to crags over which a falcon circled. The king and his general looked there, and made out smoke ascending.

‘It is impossible they should be here so soon, my lord. Plainly the boy lies,’ Jovann said in a small voice.

‘There is, alas, more than one force of the enemy on my fertile lands,’ he said and, turning to the boy, asked, ‘If you know the stinking muslim is there, why do you not fight?’ Why do you not join my arms? Have you nothing, even your life, that is precious to you, and that you must defend?’

But the boy was not perturbed, answering straightly, ‘King Vukasan, because you are a king and therefore rich, the laughing musulman wants all from you, and will take all. But I have nothing, being poor, that he could want. Think you these are my sheep? Then my master would laugh to know. Think you my life is my own? Then you have a different creed from mine. No, your enemies in the hill will pass me by and leave me as I am.’

Jovann drew his sword, and the boy retreated a step, but the king said, ‘Leave him, for only baseness comes from the base, and he is right to hold that even the thieving muslim can wish nothing from him. Meanwhile, we have one more reason to press swiftly on towards Sveti Andrej.’

But when they had crossed the broad and shallow stream of the Topolka, they came on wide shingle beds, on which the hooves of the horses could obtain small purchase. The heat rose up from these shingle beds, dazzling their eyes, and nothing grew save an occasional poppy and frail yellow flowers with five wide-spread petals to each blossom. And the shingle crunched and seemed to wish to draw them back to the river. So they were tired when they gained the bank, and the weight of the sun grew heavy on their shoulders. When they reached the first foothill, Jovann, taking as little regard for majesty as the shepherd boy had done, flung himself off his horse and declared he could go no further. They climbed down beneath a tree where a slight breeze stirred, so that the shadows of its branches crawled like vines on the stoney ground. They pulled ripening figs from the tree and ate, and the horses cropped at scanty grass. Heavy blood was in their foreheads; they fell asleep as they sprawled.

He stirred, and the foliage above his head was patterned with fruit like the wooden screen from Debar, and there were greedy birds there, screaming and devouring the fruit. The sun was low over the hills, and he sat up guiltily, crying, ‘Jovann, Jovann, we must go on! Why are we waiting here, my general?’

His compagnion sat up, rubbing his head and saying grumpily, ‘As I will die for you, my lord, when the time comes, so when the time comes must I sleep.’

But they got to their feet then, and the king forced them to go on, though Jovann would have eaten the cold fish, wrapped in leaves, that he had brought with him for their evening fare. Looking back over the plain of poppies, they heard the clank of a sheep bell as the sheep were ushered towards protection for the night, and they saw the lights of the Turk burning on the forehead of the mountain. These sights and sounds were soon hidden from them as they rounded the shoulders of the new hills and as night brought down its gentle wing upon them.

Wrapped safe in shadow, the king let his mind wander from the ride, until he imagined he had no wound and his childwife Simonida was alive again; then said he gently to her, ‘My daughter, you see how the boundaries of our kingdom widen, and how the soldiers and merchants grow as rich as was my grandfather, great Orusan himself. The Bulgars now pay us tribute as far as Bess-Arabia, and the Byzantines are so poor and weak that their cities fall to us every month.’

And he imagined that she smiled and answered, ‘My sweet lord Vukasan, it is good as you say, but let us establish a state that will make the name Serbia sweet even to those it conquers. Let there be not only executions, but laws; not only swords and armies but books and universities, and peace where we can instil peace.’

Then did the king smile and stroke her hair, saying, ‘You know that way shall be my way, even as it would be your way or the way of my father and grandfather. We will bring wise men to speak to the people from distant Hilander, on the Mount called Athos, and there shall be artists and masons summoned from Thessaloniki, who work less rudely than our native craftsmen. And we shall start new arts and works with men from Ragusa and Venezia, and even beyond, from the courts of Europe, and the Pope in Rome shall heed us …’

‘You dream too largely, my sweet lord. It is not good to do so.’ She had often said it.

‘Dreams cannot be too large. Do you know what I dream, my daughter? I dream that one day I may ride into Constantinople and have myself crowned king of Byzantium—Emperor!—while you shall wear no dress but jewels.’

‘Then how your subjects will stare at me!’ she said with a laugh, but the sound came faint and unnatural, more like the clink of a horse’s bridle; and he could not see her for shade, so that Jovann said at his elbow, ‘Steady, my lord, as you go, for the way is rocky here.’

And he answered heavily and confusedly, saying, ‘You are not the companion she was, though I grant you are bolder. What a change has come these last few years! Perhaps you were right in holding I dreamed too largely, for now my dreams are no more and you are gone from me, sweet child of my bed, and all I hear of is the rattle of swords, and for the designing of your jewellery I have exchanged battle plans against the fuming muslim. Ho, then, and hup, or we’ll die before we get to the gates of Constantin’s town!’

The horse plunged under his sharp-digging stirrup, and he returned to his senses, more tired from the mental journey than the actual one.

‘Did I speak to myself then, Jovann?’

‘It is my lord’s privilege,’ said the general.

‘Did I speak aloud, tell me?’

‘My lord, no, on my oath.’ But he knew the man lied to hide his sovereign’s weakness, and bit his lip to keep silence until he had the pleasure of feeling the blood run in the hairs of his beard.

They followed a vague track, not speaking. At last they heard the noise of a bullock-cart creaking and bumping along, and emerged onto the dusty road that would take them to Sveti Andrej. Now that the trees stood further apart, and their eyes were adjusted to the night journey, they could see the shape of the bullock-cart ahead. He was well awake now, and motioned to Jovann to follow. They rode up to the cart and hailed the driver.

Deciding they now had no cause to go further, the two bullocks dragging the cart stopped and cropped grass in the middle of the road. With an oath, Jovann jumped to the ground, his sword again ready in his hand. The driver of the cart sprawled face up to the stars with his throat cut. Rags lay under his outspread arm which they examined after a little, and found them to be a peasant woman’s clothes.

‘This they dare do, so near to home, to kill one of my peasants for the sake of his wife, so near to home, so near to home!’

In a storm of anger and weakness, he felt the tears scald from his eyes, and sat on the bank to weep. Jovann joined him, and put an arm about his shoulders, until he stopped for shame. At that, Jovann thrust a jug into his hands.

‘The man’s rakija, lord. We might as well profit from it, since he no longer can. Drink it, for we have not many hours’ travel left, and then we will eat the fish and pluck some of the cherries that are growing above our heads.’

He was secretly angry that Jovann could speak of these trivial matters when the urgency of the situation was so great. But a sort of fear gripped him; he was unnerved by the way the bullock-cart had arrived so punctually to deliver its message of death, and he needed to feel the heat of the’ rakija as it plunged down his throat. They drank in turns, quaffing out of the jug.

After a while, the bullocks took the cart off down the road again, creaking and bumping every inch of the way. The two men began to laugh. The king sang a fragment of song:

‘How happy are they who dwell in Prilep

Where the birds nest under every eave

And the green tree grows.’

Although he recalled that the Turk now stood at the gates of Prilep, he sang the verse again into the leafy night. He told Jovann stories of the old days to raise his spirits, of how his grandfather Orusan had in his youth leaped across the fissure in the rock on Pelister and would not marry till he found a girl of hot enough breath to do likewise, no, not though five bare-legged maidens lost their life trying; and how he himself had swum underground a vrst in a cold and unknown river in the same region; and of his father’s day-long flight, alone in the hills, with Alisto, the Shiptar prince. And then he thought of his little wife dying in Bitola, and was solemn, and reproached himself. They got to their feet and climbed once more stiffly into their saddles, though Jovann took a great bunch of cherries from the tree as they went, pulling half a branch along with him.

So they rode on through the night, and shivered in their jackets. When dawn leapt over the hills again, they were near to the holy place that the king had mentioned, called Sveti Pantelimon.

He halted his steed by a side track and said, ‘The way is steep here. I will leave the horses here with you and be back in only an hour, after I have consulted the holy man about the future.’

But Jovann protested. ‘My lord, we are but two hours’ travel now from the house of your kinsmen at Sveti Andrej. Let us first carry our ill news to them and set their warlike intentions astir, and then we can return here to your holy man tomorrow, after we have rested.’

But he was set in his course, and said so. ‘Then,’ said the faithful Jovann with a sigh, ‘I will follow after you on foot, leading the horses, that where we may ride we can. Heaven guide you, sweet lord, that you know best.’

‘There is no room for doubt of that,’ he said sharply, though in his own head there was room enough.

Now they climbed amid sharp spurs of rock, on which the first lizards already crawled to sun themselves. Tortoises ambled from their path, and the progress they made was no faster than that of the tortoise, for the track led back and forth about the hillside. The noise grew of a fast mountain stream by which they could guide themselves. When they found it, they saw how it ran deep between two cliffs, and how the path to Sveti Pantelimon followed beside it, as man’s, paths must ever be slave to those of nature.

Here, after a brief discussion, the horses were hobbled and left, and the king and Jovann went forward together, the one behind the other because the path was so narrow. The water rushed by their feet, making unpleasant music. The rocks above overhung dangerously, so that the trees growing slantwise from one side were often trapped in the vines growing from the other. In one place, a great boulder had fallen and wedged itself between two sides above their heads, making a bridge for any who were foolhardy enough to pass that way. At another point, where blue flowers clung to the damp rock, they had to bend double, for the path had been painfully chipped through the rock itself.

It was thus, bent double like cripples at Bitola fair, that they reached the monastery of Sveti Pantelimon. Roses grew by it, otherwise it was a grim place, a tiny church built into the rock on a widening ledge of the rock, with a dwelling hut attached. The modest brick cupola of the church was almost scraped by fingers of rock stabbing from the cliff-face.

The intruders were seen. Only four brothers lived here; three of them hurried out to meet their royal guest, whom they recognized. But it was the fourth the king required to see, and after taking slatko, the traditional dish of Serbian hospitality, he asked to see this priest.

Jovann rose. ‘My lord king, I fear for your safety even here, since we know not that even now the foul-stomached muslim may be riding along this very canyon. I am a soldier. I will guard outside, and give you warning if they come—in a place like this, we might hold off an army.’

‘Guard well, my general,’ said the king, and was prompted to give Jovann his hand.

The holy man he wished to see sat in the bare adjoining room. He seemed, with his wrinkled visage, to represent antiquity rather than old age; but his most notable feature was his left eye which, unlike its brown neighbour, was entirely and featurelessly white. To the king, it appeared that this priest, by name Milos, often saw best with his white eye.

When their courtesies were concluded, the king said, ‘I am here to ask you only one question, and I need from you only one answer.’

‘Often, my lord king Vukasan, there is more than one answer to a question. Question and answer are not simple and complete opposites, as are black and white.’

‘Do not tease me, for I am weary, and the freedom of my kingdom is at stake.’

‘You know I will do what I can.’

‘I believe you are among the wisest men in my lands, and that is why I come to you now. Here is the question. Only a few years ago, in the reign of my father and grandfather, whom we all recall and bless, this our kingdom was expanding, and with it the life of our peoples. Life and knowledge and art and worship were gaining strength every day. Now we see all that we hoped for threatened with ruin, as the red-tipped muslim bites into our lands. So I ask you what will the future be, and how can we influence it for good?’

‘That sounds, my lord king, like two questions, both large; but I will reply to you straightly.’ Milos opened the palm of his hand and stared at it with his white eye. ‘There are as many futures as there are paths in your kingdom, my lord; but just as some paths, if followed to their’ end, will take you to the west and others if followed to their end will take you to the east, so there are futures which represent the two extremes of what may be—the best and the worst, we might say. I can, if you will, show you the best and the worst.’

‘Tell me what you can.’

The priest Milos rose and stared out of his small window, which afforded a view onto the gloomy rock beyond. With his back to the king, he said, ‘First, I will tell you what I see of the good future.

‘I see you only a year from now. You lead a great army to a beleaguered city set under an isolated mountain, as it might be Prilep. There you smite the sacrilegious Turk, and scatter the entrails of his soldiery far over the blossoming plain, so that he does not come again to our Serbian lands. For this great victory, many petty princes turn to your side and swear allegiance to you. The Byzants, being corrupt, offer you their crown. You accept, and rule their domain even as your father hoped you might.’

He turned to look at the king, but the king sat there at the bare table with his head bowed, as if indifferent to the burning tidings the priest bore. The latter, nodding, turned back to contemplate the rock and continued in an even tone as previously.

‘You rule wisely, if without fire, and make a sensible dynastic marriage, securing the succession of the house of Nemanija. The arts and religion flourish as never before in the new kingdom. Many homes of piety and learning and law are established. Now the Slavs come into their inheritance, and go forth to spread their culture to other nations. Long after you are dead, my king, people speak your name with love, even as we speak of your grandfather, Orusan. But the greatness of the nation you founded is beyond your imagining. It spreads right across Europe and the lands of the Russian. Our gentleness and our culture go with it. There are lands across the sea as yet undiscovered; but the day will come when our emissaries will sail there. And the great inventions of the world yet to come will spring from the seed of our Serbian knowledge, and the mind of all mankind be tempered by our civility. It will be a contemplative world, as we are contemplative, and the love in it will be nourished by that contemplation, until it becomes stronger than wickedness.’

He ceased, and the king spoke, though his eyes were fixed on the bare floor. ‘It is a grand vision you have, priest. And … the other, the ill future?’

Milos stared out with his white eye at the rock and said, ‘In the ill future, I see you leading no grand army. I see a series of small battles, with the shrieking Turk winning almost all of them by superior numbers and science. I see you, my lord king, fall face forward down into the Serbian dust, never to rise again. And I see eventually Serbia herself falling, and the other nations that are our neighbours and rivals, all falling to the braying enemy, until he stands hammering at the gates even of Vienna in the European north. So, my lord, I see nigh on six centuries in which our culture is trampled underfoot by the conqueror.’

Silence came into the chilly room, until the king said heavily, ‘And the other lands you spoke of, and overseas, how are they in this ill future?’

‘Perhaps you can imagine, my lord. For those six centuries, lost is the name of Serbia, and the places we know and love are regarded simply as the domain of the ginger-whiskered Turk. Europe grows into a fierce and strifeful nest of warring nations—art they have, but little comtemplation, power but little gentleness. They never know what they lack, naturally. And when Serbia finally manages to free itself from its hated bondage, the centuries have changed it until your name is lost, and the very title King no longer reverenced. And though she may grow to be a modest power in the world, the time when she might have touched the hearts of all men with her essence is long faded, even as are last year’s poppies.’

After he had heard Milos out, the king rose to his feet, though his body trembled. ‘You give me two futures, priest, and even as you said, they differ as does a speckled trout from a bird. Now answer my question and say which of them is to be the real future, and how I can realize the good vision of which you spoke first.’

The priest turned to face him. ‘It is not in my power to tell you which future will happen. No man can do that. All I can do is give you an omen, hoping that you will then take power into your own hands. Seers see, rulers rule.’

‘Give me then an omen!’

‘Think for yourself where the futures divide in the prospects I laid before you.’

He groaned and said, ‘Ah, I know full well where they divide. We do not bring enough men against the devilish muslim at one time. We are as you say a contemplative people, and the floods must lap our doorstep before we take in the rug at the portal.’

‘Suppose it were not a question of being warlike but of being … well, too contemplative.

‘Then Jovann and I must rouse the whole nation to fight. ‘This I will do, priest, this is what I was hastening to Sveti Andrej to do.’

‘But you called here. Was not that a delay?’

‘Priest, I came bleeding from the battle at the River Babuna with all haste.’

‘All?’

He put a weary hand to his forehead and stared at the bare wall. He recalled the long hours of delay at the monastery, the sleep under the trees, the feast of fish and cherries and rakija, and then the diversion here, and he blamed himself deeply for this ineradicable tardiness in his nature, so characteristic of his people also. But there were some more warlike than he, and on them, he saw, the new burden of militarism must rest.

‘Jovann,’ he said. ‘My bold General Jovann stands outside even now, defending us. He will lend metal to the Serbian arm even if I by my nature cannot.’

Milos looked at him with the white eye and said, ‘Then there is your omen. Come now to the window, my lord king.’

By leaning a little way out of the window, it was possible to see the path by the stream below. Jovann lay with his back to a rock; a pink rose between his teeth. All thought of the Turk had plainly left him, for he sat drawing a heart in the dust, and his sword lay some distance from him beneath a bush.

‘As we are contemplative, I fear it will not be a contemplative future,’ Milos said, taking the arm of the king to prevent him swooning.

When the dizziness wore off, King Vukasan shook off the hand that held his. He saw, looking wearily up, that is wat Jovann who squatted by his bed. He lay breathing heavily, conscious of the terrible weight on his chest, trying to measure where his spirit had been. He saw the wooden screen at the bottom of his couch, he regarded the still lake outside his window and he forced a few words through his swollen lips.

‘We should have been in Sveti Andrej today.’

‘My lord, do not fret yourself, there is plenty of time in the world.’

And that, my dear unhastening Jovann, is only the truth, thought he, unable to turn the thought into words; but the fate of the coming centuries has to be decided now, and you should have left me here to die and dream of death, and hurry on with the news that my kinsmen must unite and arm … But he could only look up into the trusting and gentle face of his general and speak no word of all he feared.

Then his focus slipped, and rested momentarily on the carved screen. He saw that among the wilderness of flowers and leaves a bird strained at a lizard, and a bullock-cart traced a path along a vine, and there were little cupolas appearing amid the buds, and shepherd boys and fat sheep, and even a wooden river. Then his head rolled to one side, and he saw instead the vast vacancy of the lake, with the rushes stirring, and the sky reflected in the lake, until it seemed to his labouring mind that all heaven stood just outside the window. He closed his eyes and went to it.

And Jovann moved on tiptoe out to the waiting priests and said ‘A mass must be sung, and the villagers must come at once with flowers and mourn their king as he would have it. And all arrangements must be made properly for the burial of this, our great and loved king. I will stay and arrange it for a day or so before taking the news onto Sveti Andrej. There is plenty of time, and the king would not wish us to spoil things by haste.’

And one of the priests walked along with him along the narrow way, to summon mourners from the nearest village in the beleaguered hills.


Paternal Care

Because it was so hot, the student sprawled for a long while in the shade of a cliff and stared without interest at the landscape. There was not a great deal to see, if one looked at the matter from one point of view, although from another point of view there was much to see, and the much consisted mainly of sky and mountain.

Beyond the great expanse of mountain on which the student was, lay another range of mountains, as thickly wooded as the nearer one was bare. A line of wooden watch towers, perched on stilts, stood along the farther mountains; on the nearer, the only signs of man were a hut and, near at hand, a tap, standing up rather rakishly from the rock at the end of a length of pipe. Since the pipe was close to the student, and in his line of view, he found it worthwhile looking at.

He had used the tap some minutes ago and, after drinking at it, had neglected to turn it off properly, so that a series of droplets flashed from it down to the stoney ground. A pair of sparrows made fluttering trips from a nearby slab of rock and drank the drips as they left the mouth of the tap. A frog crawled from under the slab and hopped slowly under the tap, until the drips splashed from the ground onto its face. The student did not move.

This was as far south as he had ever come, and this was as far south as he could go. The wooden watch towers housed foreign soldiers and stood on alien territory. Tonight, the sparrows might fly across the valley to roost and the frog might hop down into the brook in the valley, but the student could get no further than this hill; his country ended by the brook, and beyond it a different and conflicting ideology ruled.

This thought occupied the student’s mind a good deal as he sat by the rock, but he could make nothing profound of it; after all, he supposed, a country must end somewhere. This desolate place, with only the meagrest of fields scratched at one point on the hillside, seemed as good a place as any for a country to end; in fact, it seemed less to end than to peter out, for on this side of the brook there were no soldiers and no watch towers, as if nobody back in the capital cared about this hill anyway.

A woman was working on the patch of field. The student watched her occasionally, when his gaze drifted off the tap. He was interested to see whether she was young or old, ugly or attractive, but was not going to let such a question disturb his rest: the climb up the hill had been a long one. In any case, the woman was swathed in clothes and wore scarves about her head, so that it was difficult to make out much about her. She worked at the slow pace of the peasant, hammering the clods on her field until they shattered into grey dust. And her labours were constantly interrupted by her child.

At first the student could not see whether the child was a child or a dog. It seemed, to his idle gaze, misshapen; but he was sprawled very low and the heat from the ground made everything near it tremble.

The child came from the hut, which stood only a few metres from the field. It too seemed wrapped about with many clothes, in a way that the student supposed was characteristic of the region, and it was because of the behaviour of the child and its mother that his interest was slowly drawn away from the frog and the birds at the tap.

The child persisted in coming out of the hut, while the mother constantly interrupted her labours to usher or carry it in again. When the child was safe inside once more, the mother would shut the door, but then the child climbed from the single stone window. The mother’s attitude to this behaviour appeared from a distance to be always the same: she went hurriedly to the child when it appeared, and then got it gently and firmly back into the hut. The child sometimes struggled wildly and cried aloud; sometimes it seemed resigned and allowed itself to be removed without protest.

By its very repetition, this scene awoke interest in the student. Commonplace enough in itself, the mother’s concern for her child seemed so overpowering that the student began to puzzle about it. He became at first touched at her diligence, then amused, and finally irritated. Why should she be so persistent about seeing that the child kept within the hut? Since it was old enough to walk, it was old enough to come to no harm in the sun. Why could it not be free to play where it wished?

It was his irritation that moved him. He got slowly to his feet, so that the woman would not notice him, for although she had observed him coming up the hill, he had sat in the shadow of the rock for so long he thought she must have forgotten him. The two sparrows scattered across the hillside, the frog quickly regained his hiding place under the rock, but the mother was just trying to lift the child into her arms, and had her back turned to him.

Further down the hill and considerably nearer the hut was a jagged fin of limestone rock as tall as a man. Embarrassed by his own curiosity, the student doubled up and ran to it, flattening himself against its hot flank.

Now his viewpoint had considerably changed. He saw that the nearer watch towers of the hostile nation were in fact very close, that he was under their surveillance. Sitting in the grim boxes were soldiers in steel helmets—but he saw also that they sprawled there motionless. For a moment, he felt a jolt of terror at the sight, wondering if they had been struck down, perhaps because of the subconscious association of soldiers with death; then it occurred to him, and he smiled with relief, that it was siesta time, and the siesta, like the birds, was able to cross frontiers.

He turned to see what the woman and child were doing. She had just shut it in the hut again—its thin wail came to him—and as she turned to go back to the strip of field she directed a sharp glance at the cliff under which the student had recently been sitting. This covert stare of hers made him, for some reason, feel extremely guilty. He wished to continue on his march, but it was impossible to leave his present position without giving himself away; so he stayed where he was, and presently the child came out again.

Being so much nearer, the student could now see more clearly what was happening. The door of the hut was secured only by a simple latch, which the child could dislodge from the inside with a stick. It stole out now and endeavoured to play in the dirt by the side of the house where it was concealed from its mother’s view. As it squatted there with its stick, he saw the child was a girl. She wore a long and dirty grey dress and was considerably hunch-backed.

The student leant against the rock for a long while, staring across at the deformed child. While he looked, the child grew bolder. It played more widely, uttering little cries to itself. Not understanding the noises it uttered, he thought, ‘God, and it’s half-witted too!’

The child’s mother interrupted her clod-breaking to stare across at the child and then at the cliff under which the student had rested. As he caught her look, and saw her return back to her work without interfering again with the child, he understood her former tiresome vigilance. A wave of discomfort ran through him. She had hidden the child away merely because she had been aware of his presence, and had wished to conceal its deformity from him. He wondered at such sensitivity in a peasant woman and feared for its effect on the child, who would have enough trouble from its deformity without adding to it a sense of shame. The whole business seemed the more pathetic since he now clearly observed that the woman was young and had a face as dark and beautiful as a face in the Byzantine frescoes of his native region.

All his troubled thoughts were banished by the sound of a footfall behind him. He turned. A soldier had leapt across the brook and was rushing up the hillside after him. It was like a picture in a war magazine. The soldier had left his rifle propped against a tree on the other side of the brook, and was now running with an expression of savagery on his face and his hands clenched as if they could not wait to grasp the student’s neck.

No sooner did the student see this awful sight than he took to his heels, running up the hill. He did not pause to argue that he was innocent of any evil thought against the woman: he fled. The soldier shouted and flung his helmet. It caught the student cruelly behind his left knee, on the soft popliteal flesh, so that he tripped and fell, with his hands in the stones and the enemy helmet rolling beside him. But in a flash he was up again, and running hard up the hillside.

Only when he was absolutely out of breath did he stop to look back. The soldier was now some way below him and had stopped the pursuit. Puffing and sweating and swearing to himself, the student sat on the bare hill and rubbed his leg. Small figures down below, the soldier went over to the woman and put his arms about her. The child ran across to them, and hugged one of the soldier’s uniformed calves; he lifted it so that he could embrace it and the woman at the same time. This he did only for a moment. Then he set the child down, cast a glance across at the watch towers, and ran back down the hillside, clutching his helmet. The deformed child stood waving to him long after he had crossed the brook and was among the trees of the further slope.


The Girl and the Robot with Flowers

I dropped it to her casually as we were clearing away the lunch things. ‘I’ve started another story.’

Marion put the coffee cups down on the draining board, hugged me, and said, ‘You clever old thing! When did you do that? When I was out shopping this morning?’

I nodded, smiling at her, feeling good, enjoying hearing her chirp with pleasure and excitement. Marion’s marvellous, she can always be relied on. Does she really feel as delighted as that—after all, she doesn’t care so greatly for science fiction? But I don’t mind; she is full of love, and it may lend her enough empathy to make her feel as sincerely delighted as I do when another story is on the way.

‘I suppose you don’t want to tell me what it’s going to be about?’ she asked.

‘It’s about robots, but more than that I won’t tell you.’

‘Okay. You go and write a bit more while I wash these few things up. We don’t have to leave for another ten minutes, do we?’

We were planning to go and see our friends the Carrs, who live the other side of Oxford. Despite their name, the Carrs haven’t a car, and we had arranged to take them and their two children out for a ride and a picnic in the country, to celebrate the heatwave.

As I went out of the kitchen, the fridge started charging again.

‘There it goes!’ I told Marion grimly. I kicked it, but it continued to growl at me.

‘I never hear it till you remind me,’ she said. I tell you, nothing rattles her! It’s wonderful; it means that she is a great nerve tonic, exciting though I find her.

‘I must get an electrician in to look at it,’ I said. ‘Unless you actually enjoy the noise, that is. It just sits there gobbling electricity like a—’

‘A robot?’ Marion suggested.

‘Yep.’ I ambled into the living room-cum-study. Nikola was lying on the rug under the window in an absurd position, her tummy up to the sunlight. Absently, I went over and tickled her to make her purr. She knew I enjoyed it as much as she did; she was very like Marion in some ways. And at that moment, discontent struck me.

I lit a Van Dyke cigar and walked back into the kitchen. The back door was open; I leant against the post and said, ‘Perhaps for once I will tell you the plot. I don’t know if it’s good enough to bear completing.’

She looked at me. ‘Will my hearing it improve it?’

‘You might have some suggestions to offer.’

Perhaps she was thinking how ill-advised she would be ever to call me in for help when the cooking goes wrong, even if I am a dab hand with the pappadoms. All she said was, ‘It never hurts to talk an idea over.’

‘There was a chap who wrote a tremendous article on the generation of ideas in conversation. A German last century, but I can’t remember who—Von Kleist, I think. Probably I told you. I’d like to read that again some time. He pointed out how odd it is that we can surprise even ourselves in conversation, as we can when writing.’

‘Don’t your robots surprise you?’

‘They’ve been done too often. Perhaps I ought to leave them alone. Maybe Jim Ballard’s right and they are old hat, worked to death.’

‘What’s your idea?’

So I stopped dodging the issue and told her.

This earth-like planet, Iksnivarts, declared war on Earth. Its people are extremely long-lived, so that the long voyage to Earth means nothing to them—eighty years are nothing, a brief interval. To the Earthmen, it’s a lifetime. So the only way they can carry the war back to Iksnivarts is to use robots—beautiful, deadly creatures without many of humanity’s grandeurs and failings. They work off solar batteries, they last almost forever, and they carry miniature computers in their heads that can out-think any protoplasmic being.

An armada of ships loaded with these robots is sent off to attack Iksnivarts. With the fleet goes a factory which is staffed by robots capable of repairing their fellows. And with this fully automated strike force goes a most terrible weapon that is capable of locking all the oxygen in Iksnivarts’ air into the rocks, so that the planetary atmosphere is rendered unbreathable in the course of a few hours.

The inhuman fleet sails. Some twenty years later, an alien fleet arrives in the solar system and gives Earth, Venus, and Mars a good peppering of radioactive dusts, so that just about seventy per cent of humanity is wiped out. But nothing stops the robot fleet, and after eighty years they reach target. The anti-oxygen weapon is appallingly effective. Every alien dies of almost immediate suffocation, and the planet falls to its metallic conquerors. The robots land, radio news of their success back to earth, and spend the next ten years tidily burying corpses.

By the time their message gets back to the solar system, Earth is pulling itself together again after its pasting. Men are tremendously interested in their conquest of the distant world, and plan to send a small ship to see what is going on currently on Iksnivarts; but they feel a certain anxiety about their warlike robots, which now own the planet, and send a human-manned ship carrying two pilots in deep freeze. Unfortunately, this ship goes off course through a technical error, as does a second. But a third gets through, and the two pilots aboard, Graham and Josca, come out of cold storage in time to guide their ship in a long reconnaissance glide through Iksnivarts’s unbreathable atmosphere.

When their photographs are delivered back to Earth—after they have endured another eighty years in deep freeze—they show a world covered with enormous robot cities, and tremendous technological activity going on apace. This looks alarming.

But Earth is reassured. It seems that the war robots they made have turned to peaceful ways. More than one shot through the telescopic lenses shows solitary robots up in the hills and mountains of their planet, picking flowers. One close-up in particular is reproduced in every communication medium and finds its way all round rejoicing Earth. It shows a heavily armed robot, twelve feet high, with its arms laden with flowers. And that was to be the title of my story: ‘Robot with Flowers’.

Marion had finished washing up by this time. We were standing in my little sheltered back garden, idly watching the birds swooping along the roof of the old church that stands behind the garden. Nikola came out and joined us.

‘Is that the end?’ Marion asked.

‘Not quite. There’s an irony to come. This shot of the robot with flowers is misinterpreted—an automated example of the pathetic fallacy, I suppose. The robots have to destroy all flowers, because flowers exhale oxygen, and oxygen is liable to give the robots rust trouble. They’ve not picked up the human trick of appreciating beauty, they’re indulging in the old robot vice of being utilitarian, and in a few years they’ll be coming back to lick the Earthmen on Earth.’

Inside the kitchen, I could hear the fridge charging again. I fought an urge to tell Marion about it; I didn’t want to disturb the sunlight on her face.

She said, ‘That sounds quite a good twist. It sounds as if it ought to make a decent run-of-the-mill story. Not quite you, perhaps.’

‘Somehow, I don’t think I can bring myself to finish it.’

It’s a bit like that Poul Anderson robot story you admired—“Epilogue”, wasn’t it?’

‘Maybe. Every SF story is getting like every other one. It’s also a bit like one of Harry’s in his “War with the Robots” collection.’

‘“Anything that Harry wrote can’t be all bad”,’ she said, quoting a private joke.

‘“Wish I’d written that”,’ I said, adding the punchline. ‘But that isn’t really why I don’t want to finish “Robot With Flowers”. Maybe Fred Pohl or Mike Moorcock would like it enough to publish it, but I feel disappointed with it. Not just because it’s a crib.’

‘You said once that you could always spot a crib because it lacked emotional tone.’

The goldfish were flickering about under the water-lily leaves in my little ornamental pond. Both Nikola and Marion had got interested in them; I said that they were alike. I looked down at them in love and a little exasperation. Her last remark told me she was carrying on the conversation just for my sake—it lacked emotional tone.

‘You were meant to ask why I was disappointed with the idea.’

‘Darling, if we are going to go and collect the Carrs, we ought to be moving. It’s two-forty already.’

‘I’m raring to go.’

‘I won’t be a moment.’ She kissed me as she went by.

Of course she was right, I thought. I had to work it out for myself, otherwise I would never be satisfied. I went and sat by the cat and watched the goldfish. The birds were busy round the church, feeding their young; they could enjoy so few summers.

In a way, what I wanted to say was not the sort of thing I wanted to say to Marion, and for a special reason that was very much part of me. I’d seen many loving summers with several loving girls, and now here was Marion, the sweetest of them all, the one with whom I could be most myself and most freely speak my thoughts; for that very reason, I did not wish to abuse the privilege and needed to keep some reserves in me.

So I was chary about telling her more than I had done. I was chary about telling her that in my present mood of happiness I felt only contempt for my robot story, and would do so however skilfully I wrote it. There was no war in my heart; how could I begin to believe in an inter-planetary war with all its imponderables and impossibilities? When I was lapped about by such a soft and gentle person as Marion, why this wish to traffic in emotionless metal mockeries of human beings?

Further, was not science fiction a product of man’s divided and warring nature? I thought it was, for my own science-fiction novels dealt mainly with dark things, a reflection of the unhappiness that had haunted my own life until Marion entered it. But this too was not a declaration lightly to be made.

The idea of robots gathering flowers, I suddenly thought, was a message from my psyche telling me to reverse the trend of my armed apprehensions, to turn about that line of Shakespeare’s:

And silken dalliance in the wardrobe lies;

Now thrive the armourers …

It was a time for me to bankrupt my fictional armourers and get out the dalliance. My psyche wanted to do away with armoured men—but my fearful ego had to complete the story by making the robots merely prepare for a harsher time to come. All fiction was a similar rationalization of internal battles.

But suppose my time of trouble was over … even suppose it was only temporarily … Ought I not to disarm while I could? Ought I not to offer some thanks to the gods and my patient regular readers by writing a cheerful story while I could, to reach out beyond my fortifications and show them for once a future it might be worth living in?

No, that was too involved to explain. And it made good enough sense for me not to need to explain it.

So I got up and left the cat sprawled by the pond, fishing with an occasional hope under the leaves of the water lily. I walked through the kitchen into the study and started putting essentials into my pockets and taking inessentials out, my mind on the forthcoming picnic. It was a lovely day, warm and almost cloudless. Charles Carr and I would need some cold beer. They were providing the picnic hamper, but I had a sound impulse to make sure of the beer.

As I took four cans out of the fridge, the motor started charging again. Poor old thing, it was getting old. Under ten years old, but you couldn’t expect a machine to last for ever. Only in fiction. You could send an animated machine out on a paper spaceship voyage over paper light years and it would never let you down. The psyche saw to that. Perhaps if you started writing up-beat stories, the psyche would be encouraged by them and start thinking in an up-beat Way, as it had ten years and more ago.

‘Just getting some beer!’ I said, as Marion came back into the room from upstairs. She had changed her dress and put on fresh lipstick. She looked just the sort of girl without which no worthwhile picnic is complete. And I knew she would be good with the Carr kids too.

‘There’s a can opener in the car, I seem to remember,’ she said. ‘And what exactly struck you as so wrong with your story?’

I laughed. ‘Oh, never mind that! It’s just that it seemed so far divorced from real life.’ I picked up the cans and made towards the door, scooping one beer-laden arm about her and reciting ‘“How can I live without thee, how forgo Thy sweet converse and love so dearly joined?” Adam to Eve, me to you.’

‘You’ve been at the beer, my old Adam. Let me get my handbag. How do you mean, divorced from real life? We may not have robots yet, but we have a fridge with a mind of its own.’

‘Exactly. Then why can’t I get the fridge into an SF story, and this wonderful sunlight, and you, instead of just a bunch of artless robots? See that little furry cat outside, trying to scoop up goldfish? She has no idea that today isn’t going to run on forever, that the rest of life isn’t going to be one golden afternoon. We know it won’t be, but wouldn’t it be a change if I could make a story about just this transitory golden afternoon instead of centuries of misery and total lack of oxygen, cats, and sexy females?’

We went outside the front door. I shut it and followed Marion to the car. We were going to be a bit late.

She laughed, knowing by my tone that I was half kidding.

‘Go ahead and put these things into a story,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you can do it. Pile them all in!’

Though she was smiling, it sounded like a challenge.

I put the beer carefully into the back of the car and we drove off down the baking road for our picnic.
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