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  CHRISTOPHER PRIEST


  From the author of A Dream of Wessex and The Space Machine—both very highly praised—comes this collection of five extraordinary stories, each dealing in its different way with the themes of human love and sexuality, of innocence and corruption.


  The innocence of the title story is that of its period: the apparently endless summer of Edwardian England, when two young people, falling in love, become trapped in their moment of greatest happiness. ‘Palely Loitering’ is a story of adolescent infatuation, unrequited in childhood, but revisited in adulthood. In ‘The Negation’, the innocent is a young would-be poet, who meets the one author who has had a profound and lasting influence on his ideas. In contrast to these, there are two uncompromising sexual fables: ‘Whores’ and ‘The Watched’. In the former, a convalescent soldier goes on an hallucinatory quest for sexual satisfaction, while the latter story examines the uncanny and mutually dependant relationship between voyeur and victim.


  This collection of stories, distinct in tone from his novels but complimentary to them, consolidates Christopher Priest’s reputation as one of the most original writers of his generation.
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  Introduction


  I am a very slow writer, and although this is neither an excuse nor a claim, and is actually just a bald statement of fact, it means that anything I write is cluttering my desk and head for so long that it becomes permanently associated with a particular period of my life. For instance, I wrote my scientific romance The Space Machine through much of 1974. I sometimes refer to it as my novel about Watergate, a piece of information which puzzles anyone who hears it, but that is how it seems to me. I have only to see the title written down, and immediately a mental image of Nixon’s perspiring face looms up in the background, like the cowl of a Martian fighting machine.


  In this book of short stories (although “short” is only a term of convenience, in two or three instances), “An Infinite Summer” fits firmly into the context of The Space Machine itself. I wrote the story in the middle, literally, of the novel; somewhere in Chapter 13, to be precise. To prepare for the novel I had to do a certain amount of research, and this involved making several visits to Richmond, where much of the book is set. As it turned out, when I came to write the book I could not find much use for the product of this research, preferring to rely instead on an instinctive or felt response. “An Infinite Summer” was written because there was one strong feeling that would not fit in the novel: the sense that layers of time exist, that places do not change so much as people. Although the story is entirely independent of the novel (and vice versa), the two are complementary.


  Although “An Infinite Summer” is a relatively recent story, the rest in this book are practically brand-new. “Whores” and “The Watched” are, respectively, the prologue and epilogue to my novel A Dream of Wessex…although only in the sense that the writing of them happened to precede and succeed the book in close order.


  “Whores” is a Christmassy story, written to the accompaniment of thoughts about cards I should be sending and presents I should be wrapping. There the resemblance to seasonal good cheer ends, as you will discover, and in retrospect I think I must have eaten too much plum duff.


  I finished A Dream of Wessex in July 1976, and immediately went on holiday to Greece. There I had what might be euphemistically called an unenjoyable time—the weeks following the end of a novel should be recuperative, but not in the usual sense of sin, sun and sea—and I flew home early. I started work on “The Watched” within a week, and wrote it through the last two months of that glorious, drought-ridden summer.


  Both “Whores” and “The Watched” are from a loosely linked cycle of stories I think of as “the Dream Archipelago”. (“The Negation” also fits into the series, although in a slightly different way.) The Dream Archipelago is more an idea than an actual place, but if it has a correlative reality then it would be a kind of fusion of the Channel Islands and Greece, with bits of Harrow-on-the-Hill and St Tropez thrown in for good measure. I should like to issue a small warning here (knowing, as I do, what the stories are about): each story in the Dream Archipelago cycle is entirely self-contained. There is very little in common between each one, except perhaps the words “Dream Archipelago” themselves. Do not, please, make assumptions about one story from reading another; there are very few “links”.


  The most recent story here is “Palely Loitering”. This too is a summery story, and was written soon after I returned from a long and very happy stay in Melbourne, Australia. It was an attempt to think myself back into a European sensibility; visiting Australia is like seeing the past and future simultaneously, and the familiar and unfamiliar at once.


  Although these stories have all enjoyed previous publication, I think of this book as a whole, and as a whole new work. I have revised all the stories here, and placed them in a deliberate order, with a purpose that I hope will become clear on reading. The proper context for these stories is as you find them here, sitting quietly by themselves in a docile row. I like having my stories published in different places on the first outing, but a short story by any writer, when published in a magazine or an anthology, is planted into a soil alien to its roots; like an Englishman alone in Australia. One meets many new people, makes a lot of new friends, learns and benefits by the experience…but it isn’t quite the same as being at home, somehow. In many cases, though, these stories would not have been written without the good work and encouragement of their first editors, and I should like to take this opportunity to thank Peter Weston of Andromeda, Robert Silverberg of New Dimensions, and Edward Ferman of Fantasy & Science Fiction. I wrote “The Negation” for Anticipations, a book I edited myself, so I have only myself to thank…or to blame.


  CHRISTOPHER PRIEST


  An Infinite Summer


  August, 1940.


  There was a war on, but it made no difference to Thomas James Lloyd. The war was an inconvenience and it restricted his freedom, but on the whole it was the least of his preoccupations. Misfortune had brought him to this violent age, and its crises did not concern him. He was apart from it, shadowed by it.


  He stood now on the Thames bridge at Richmond, resting his hands on the parapet and staring south along the river. The sun reflected up from it, and he took his sunglasses from a metal case in his pocket and put them on.


  Night was the only relief from the tableaux of frozen time; during the days the dark glasses approximated the relief.


  It seemed to Thomas Lloyd that it was not long since he had last stood untroubled on this bridge. The memory of the day was clear, itself a moment of frozen time, undiminished. He remembered how he had stood here with his cousin, watching four young men from the town as they manhandled a punt upstream.


  Richmond itself had changed from that time of his youth, but here by the river the view was much as he remembered it. Although there were more buildings along the banks, the meadows below Richmond Hill were untouched, and he could see the riverside walk disappearing around the bend in the river towards Twickenham.


  For the moment the town was quiet. An air-raid alert had been sounded a few minutes before, and although there were still some vehicles moving through the streets, most pedestrians had taken temporary shelter inside shops and offices.


  Lloyd had left them to walk again through the past.


  He was a tall, well-built man, apparently young in years. He had been taken for twenty-five several times by strangers, and Lloyd, a withdrawn, uncommunicative man, had allowed the mistake to go uncorrected. Behind the dark glasses his eyes were still bright with the hopes of youth, but many tiny lines at the corners of his eyes, and a sallowness to his skin, indicated that he was older. Even this, though, lent no clue to the truth. Thomas Lloyd had been born in 1881, and was now approaching sixty.


  He took his watch from his waistcoat pocket, and saw that the time was a little after twelve. He turned to walk towards the pub on the Isleworth road, but then noticed a man standing alone on the path beside the river. Even wearing the sunglasses, which filtered away the more intrusive reminders of past and future, Lloyd could see that it was one of the men he called freezers. This was a young man, rather plump and with prematurely balding hair. He had seen Lloyd, because as Lloyd looked down at him the young man turned ostentatiously away. Lloyd had nothing now to fear from the freezers, but they were always about and their presence never failed to make him uneasy.


  Far away, in the direction of Barnes, Lloyd could hear another air-raid siren droning out its warning.


  June, 1903.


  The world was at peace, and the weather was warm. Thomas James Lloyd, recently down from Cambridge, twenty-one years of age, mustachioed, light of tread, walked gaily through the trees that grew across the side of Richmond Hill.


  It was a Sunday, and there were many people about. Earlier in the day Thomas had attended church with his father and mother and sister, sitting in the pew that was reserved traditionally for the Lloyds of Richmond. The house on the Hill had belonged to the family for more than two hundred years, and William Lloyd, the present head of the family, owned most of the houses on the Sheen side of town as well as administering one of the largest businesses in the whole of Surrey. A family of substance indeed, and Thomas James Lloyd lived in the knowledge that one day the substance would be his by inheritance.


  Worldly matters thus assured, Thomas felt free to divert his attention to activities of a more important nature: namely, Charlotte Carrington and her sister Sarah.


  That one day he would marry one of the two sisters had been an inevitability long acknowledged by both families, although precisely which of the two it would be had been occupying his thoughts for many weeks.


  There was much to choose between the two—or so Thomas himself considered—but if his choice had been free then his mind would have been at rest. Unfortunately for him, it had been made plain by the girls’ parents that it would be Charlotte who would make the better wife for a future industrialist and landowner, and in many ways this was so.


  The difficulty arose because Thomas had fallen impetuously for her younger sister Sarah, a state of affairs of absolutely no moment to Mrs Carrington.


  Charlotte, twenty years of age, was an undeniably handsome girl, and Thomas much enjoyed her company. She appeared to be prepared to accept a proposal of marriage from him, and to be fair she was endowed with much grace and intelligence, but whenever they had been together neither had had much of interest to say to the other. Charlotte was an ambitious and emancipated girl—for so she styled herself—and was constantly reading historical tracts. Her one consuming interest was in touring the various churches of Surrey to take brass-rubbings from the plates there. Thomas, a liberal and understanding young man, was pleased she had found a hobby, but could not own to a sharing of the interest.


  Sarah Carrington was an altogether different proposition. Two years younger than her sister, and thus, by her mother’s estimation, not yet eligible for marriage (or not, at least, until a husband had been found for Charlotte), Sarah was at once a person to be coveted by virtue of her unavailability, and yet also a delightful personality in her own right. When Thomas had first started calling on Charlotte, Sarah was still being finished at school, but by astute questioning of Charlotte and his own sister, Thomas had discovered that Sarah liked to play tennis and croquet, was a keen bicycliste, and was acquainted with all the latest dance-steps. A surreptitious glance into the family’s photographic album had established that she was also astoundingly beautiful. This last aspect of her he had confirmed for himself at their first meeting, and he had promptly fallen in love with her. Since then he had endeavoured to transfer his attentions, and with some success. Twice already he had spoken to her alone; no minor achievement when one considered the enthusiasm with which Mrs Carrington encouraged Thomas always to be with Charlotte. Once he had been left alone with Sarah for a few minutes in the Carringtons’ drawing-room, and on the second occasion he had managed a few words with her during a family picnic. Even on this brief acquaintance, Thomas had become convinced that he would settle for no less a wife than Sarah.


  So it was that on this Sunday, Thomas’s mood was full of light, because by a most agreeable contrivance he had ensured himself at least an hour alone with Sarah.


  The instrument of this contrivance was one Waring Lloyd, a cousin of his. Waring had always seemed to Thomas a most unconscionable oaf, but remembering that Charlotte had once remarked favourably on him (and feeling that each would be eminently suited to the other), Thomas had proposed a riverside stroll for the afternoon. Waring, suitably confided in, would delay Charlotte while they walked, so allowing Thomas and Sarah to go on ahead.


  Thomas was several minutes early for the rendezvous, and paced to and fro good-naturedly while waiting for his cousin. It was cooler by the river, for the trees grew right down to the water’s edge, and several of the ladies walking along the path behind the boathouse had folded their sunshades and were clutching shawls about their shoulders.


  When at last Waring arrived, the two cousins greeted each other amiably—more so than at any time in the recent past—and debated whether they should cross by the ferry, or walk the long way round by the bridge. There was still plenty of time in hand, so they opted for the latter course.


  Thomas reminded Waring of what was to happen during the stroll, and Waring confirmed that he understood. The arrangement suited him; he found Charlotte no less delightful than Sarah, and would doubtless find much to say to the older girl.


  Later, as they crossed Richmond Bridge to the Middlesex side of the river, Thomas paused, resting his hands on the stone parapet. He was watching four young men struggling ineptly with a punt, trying to manoeuvre it against the stream towards the side, while on the bank two older men shouted conflicting instructions.


  August, 1940.


  “You’d better take cover, sir. Just in case.”


  Thomas Lloyd was startled by the voice at his side, and he turned. It was an air-raid warden, an elderly man in a dark uniform. On the shoulder of his jacket, and stencilled on his metal helmet, were the letters A.R.P. In spite of his polite tone of voice, he was looking suspiciously at Lloyd. The part-time work Lloyd had been doing in Richmond paid barely enough for food and lodgings, and what little spare there was usually went on drink; he was still wearing the same clothes as he had five years ago, and they were the worse for wear.


  “Is there going to be a raid?” Lloyd said.


  “Never can tell. Jerry’s still bombing the ports, but he’ll start on the towns any day now.”


  They both glanced towards the sky in the south-east. There, high in the blue, were several curling white vapour-trails, but no other sign of the German bombers everyone so feared.


  “I’ll be safe,” Lloyd said. “I’m going for a walk. I’ll be away from the houses if a raid starts.”


  “That’s all right, sir. If you meet anyone else out there, remind them there’s an alert on.”


  “I’ll do that.”


  The warden nodded to him, then walked slowly towards the town. Lloyd raised his sunglasses for a moment, and watched him.


  A few yards from where they had been standing was one of the freezers’ tableaux: two men and a woman. When he had first noticed this tableau, Lloyd had inspected the people carefully, and judged by their clothes that they must have been frozen at some time in the mid-nineteenth century. This tableau was the oldest he had so far discovered, and as such was of especial interest to him. He had learned that the moment of a tableau’s erosion was unpredictable. Some tableaux lasted for several years, others only a day or two. The fact that this one had survived for at least ninety years indicated just how erratic the rate of erosion was.


  The three frozen people were halted in their walk directly in front of the warden, who hobbled along the pavement towards them. As he reached them he showed no sign of awareness, and in a moment had passed right through them.


  Lloyd lowered his sunglasses, and the image of the three people became vague and ill-defined.


  June, 1903.


  When Waring’s prospects were compared with those of Thomas they seemed modest and unremarkable, but by ordinary standards they were nonetheless considerable. Accordingly, Mrs Carrington (who knew more about the distribution of the Lloyd wealth than anyone outside the immediate family circle) greeted Waring with civility.


  The two young men were offered a glass of cold lemon tea, and then asked for their opinion on some matter concerning an herbaceous border. Thomas, well used to Mrs Carrington’s small talk, couched his reply in a few words, but Waring anxious to please, set forth into a detailed response. He was still speaking knowledgeably about replanting and bedding when the girls appeared. They walked out through the French window and came towards them across the lawn.


  Seen together, it was obvious that the two were sisters, but to Thomas’s eager eye one girl’s beauty easily outshone the other’s. Charlotte’s expression was more earnest, and her bearing more practical. Sarah affected a modesty and timorousness (although Thomas knew it to be just an affection), and her smile when she approached him and shook his hand was enough to convince Thomas that from this moment his life would be an eternity of summer.


  Twenty minutes passed while the four young people and the girls’ mother walked about in the garden. Thomas, at first impatient to put his plan to the test, managed after a few minutes to control himself. He had noticed that both Mrs Carrington and Charlotte were amused by Waring’s conversation, and this was an unexpected bonus. After all, the whole afternoon lay ahead, and these minutes were being well spent!


  At last they were released from their courtesies, and the four set off on their planned stroll.


  The girls each carried a parasol: Charlotte’s was white, Sarah’s was pink. As they went through the grounds towards the riverside walk, the girls’ dresses rustled on the long grass, although Charlotte raised her skirt a little, saying that grass did stain cotton so.


  Approaching the river they heard the sounds of other people: children calling, a girl and a man from the town laughing together, and a rowing-eight striking in unison to the cox’s instructions. As they came to the riverside walk, and the two young men helped the girls over a stile, a mongrel dog leaped out of the water some twenty yards away and shook itself in a cascade of droplets.


  The path was not wide enough for them to walk abreast, and so Thomas and Sarah took the lead. Just once he was able to catch Waring’s eye, and the other gave the slightest of nods.


  A few minutes later, Waring detained Charlotte to show her a swan and some cygnets swimming by the reeds, and Thomas and Sarah walked slowly on ahead.


  By now they were some distance from the town, and meadows lay on either side of the river.


  August, 1940.


  The pub was set a short distance back from the road, with an area in front of it laid with paving-stones. On these, before the war, there had been some circular metal tables where one could drink in the open air, but they had been removed for scrap-iron during the last winter. Apart from this, and the fact that the windows had been criss-crossed with tape as a precaution against blast, there was no outward sign of the war’s austerities.


  Inside, Lloyd ordered a pint of bitter, and took it with him to one of the tables.


  He sipped the drink, then regarded the other occupants of the bar.


  Apart from himself and the barmaid there were four people present. Two men sat morosely together at one table, half-empty glasses of stout before them. Another man sat alone at a table by the door. He had a newspaper in front of him, and he was staring at the crossword.


  The fourth person, who stood against one of the walls, was a freezer. This one, Lloyd noted, was a woman. She, like the men freezers, wore a drab grey overall, and held one of the freeze instruments. This was shaped rather like a modern portable camera, and was carried on a lanyard strung around the neck, but it was much larger than a camera and was approximately cubical in shape. At the front, where on a camera would be a bellows and lens, there was a rectangular strip of white glass, apparently opaque or translucent, and it was through this that the freezing-beam was projected.


  Lloyd, still wearing his dark glasses, could only just see the woman. She did seem to be looking in his direction, but after a few seconds she stepped back through the wall and disappeared from his sight.


  He noticed that the barmaid was watching him, and as soon as she saw him looking at her she spoke to him.


  “D’you think they’re coming this time?”


  “I shouldn’t care to speculate,” Lloyd said, not wishing to be drawn into conversation. He took several mouthfuls of the beer, wanting to finish it and be on his way.


  “These sirens have ruined the trade,” the barmaid said. “One after the other, all day and sometimes in the evenings too. And it’s always a false alarm.”


  “Yes,” Lloyd said.


  She continued for a few more seconds, but then someone called her from the other bar and she went to serve. Lloyd was greatly relieved, for he disliked speaking to people here. He had felt isolated for too long, and had never mastered the modem way with conversation. Quite often he was misunderstood, for it was his way to speak in the more formal manner of his own contemporaries.


  He was regretting having come in for a drink. This would have been a good time to go to the meadows, because while the air-raid alert was on there would be only a few people there. He wanted to be alone whenever he walked by the river.


  He drank the rest of his beer, then stood up and walked towards the door.


  As he did so he noticed for the first time that there was a recent tableau by the door. He did not search for the tableaux, for he found them disturbing, but new ones were nevertheless of interest.


  It seemed that there were two men and a woman sitting at the table; the image of them was indistinct, and so Lloyd took off his sunglasses. At once the brilliance of the tableau surprised him; it had been caught in sunlight, and was so bright that it overshadowed the real man, who still sat regarding his crossword at the far end of the same table.


  One of the two frozen men was younger than the other two people, and he sat slightly apart. He was smoking, for a cigarette lay on the edge of the table, the end overhanging the wooden surface by half an inch. The older man and the woman were together, because they were holding hands and he was bending forward to kiss her wrist. His lips rested on her arm, and his eyes were closed. The woman, still slim and attractive, although apparently well into her forties, was amused by this because she was smiling, but she was not watching her friend. Instead, she was looking across the table at the younger man, who, beer-glass raised to his mouth, was watching the kiss with interest. On the table between them was the man’s untouched glass of bitter, and the woman’s glass of port. The smoke from the young man’s cigarette, grey and curling, was sunlit and motionless in the air, and a piece of ash, falling towards the floor, hovered a few inches above the carpet.


  “Do you want something, mate?” It was the man with the crossword.


  Lloyd put on his sunglasses again in haste, realizing that for the last few seconds he had been seeming to stare at the man.


  “I beg your pardon,” he said, and fell back on the excuse he often used. “I thought for a moment I recognized you.”


  The man peered myopically up at him. “Never seen you before in my life.”


  Lloyd affected a preoccupied nod, and passed on towards the door. For a moment he caught a glimpse again of the three frozen victims. The young man with the beer-glass, watching coolly; the man kissing, bent over so that his upper body was almost horizontal; the woman smiling, glancing towards the young man and enjoying all the attention that was being paid her; the sunlit, sinuous smoke.


  Lloyd went out of the pub, and into the warm sunshine.


  June, 1903.


  “Your mama wishes me to marry your sister,” Thomas said.


  “I know. It is not what Charlotte desires.”


  “Nor I. May I enquire as to your feelings on the matter?”


  “I am in accord, Thomas.”


  They were walking along slowly, a little way apart from each other. Both stared at the gravel of the path as they walked, not meeting the other’s eyes. Sarah was turning her parasol in her fingers, causing the tassels to swirl and tangle. Now they were in the riverside meadows they were almost alone, although Waring and Charlotte were following about two hundred yards behind.


  “Would you say that we were strangers, Sarah?”


  “By what standards do you mean?” She had paused a little before answering.


  “Well, for instance, this is the first occasion on which we have been allowed any degree of intimacy together.”


  “And that by a contrivance,” Sarah said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I saw you signal to your cousin.”


  Thomas felt himself flush, but he considered that in the brightness and warmth of the afternoon it would go unnoticed. On the river the rowing-eight had turned, and were passing them again.


  After a few moments, Sarah said: “I am not avoiding your question, Thomas. I am considering whether or not we are strangers.”


  “Then what do you say?”


  “I think we know each other a little.”


  “I should be glad to see you again, Sarah. Without the need for contrivance, that is.”


  “Charlotte and I will speak to Mama. You have already been much discussed, Thomas, although not as yet with Mama. You need not fear for hurting my sister’s feelings, for although she is fond of you she does not yet feel ready for marriage.”


  Thomas, his pulse racing, felt a rush of confidence within him.


  “And you, Sarah?” he said. “May I continue to court you?”


  She turned away from him then, and stepped through the long grass beside the edge of the path. He saw the long sweep of her skirt, and the shining pink circle of her parasol. Her left hand dangled at her side, brushing lightly against her skirt.


  She said: “I find your advances most welcome, Thomas.”


  Her voice was faint, but the words reached his ears as if she had pronounced them clearly in a silent room.


  Thomas’s response was immediate. He swept his boater from his head, and opened his arms wide.


  “My dearest Sarah,” he cried. “Will you marry me?”


  She turned to face him and for a moment she was still, regarding him seriously. Her parasol rested on her shoulder, no longer turning. Then, seeing that he was in earnest, she smiled, and Thomas saw that she too had a blush of pink colouring her cheeks.


  “Yes, of course I will,” Sarah said.


  Happiness shone in her eyes. She stepped towards him extending her left hand, and Thomas, his straw hat still held high, reached forward with his right hand to take hers.


  Neither Thomas nor Sarah could have seen that in that moment a man had stepped forward from beside the water’s edge, and was levelling at them a small black instrument.


  August, 1940.


  The all-clear had not sounded, but the town seemed to be returning to life. Traffic was crossing Richmond Bridge, and a short distance down the road towards Isleworth a queue was forming outside a grocer’s shop while a delivery-van was parked alongside the kerb. Now that he was at last setting off on his daily walk, Thomas Lloyd felt more at ease with the tableaux, and he took off his glasses for the last time and returned them to their case.


  In the centre of the bridge was the overturning carriage. The driver, a gaunt middle-aged man in green livery and a shiny black top hat, had his left arm raised. In his hand he was holding the whip, and the lash snaked up over the bridge in a graceful curve. His right hand was already releasing the reins, and was reaching out towards the hard road-surface in a desperate attempt to soften the impact of his fall. In the open compartment at the rear was an elderly lady, much powdered and veiled, wearing a black velvet coat. She had been thrown sideways in her seat as the wheel-axle broke, and was holding up her hands in fright. Of the two horses in harness, one was apparently unaware of the accident, and had been frozen in mid-stride. The other, though, had tossed back its head and raised both its forelegs. Its nostrils were flaring, and behind the blinkers its eyes were rolled back.


  As Lloyd crossed the road a red G.P.O. van drove through the tableau, the driver quite unaware of its presence.


  Two of the freezers were waiting at the top of the shallow ramp which led down to the riverside walk, and as Lloyd turned to follow the path towards the distant meadows, the two men walked a short distance behind him.


  June, 1903, to January, 1935.


  The summer’s day, with its two young lovers imprisoned, became a moment extended.


  Thomas James Lloyd, straw hat raised in his left hand, his other hand reaching out. His right knee was slightly bent, as if he were about to kneel, and his face was full of happiness and expectation. A breeze seemed to be ruffling his hair, because three strands stood on end, but these had been dislodged when he removed his hat. A tiny winged insect, which had settled on his lapel, was frozen in its moment of flight, an instinct to escape too late.


  A short distance away stood Sarah Carrington. The sun fell across her face, highlighting the locks of auburn hair that fell from beneath her bonnet. One foot, stepping towards Thomas, showed itself beneath the lace-sewn hem of her skirt, shod in a buttoned boot. Her right hand was lifting a pink parasol away from her shoulder, as if she were about to wave it in joy. She was laughing, and her eyes, soft and brown, gazed with affection at the young man before her.


  Their hands were extended towards each other. Sarah’s left hand was an inch away from his, her fingers already curling in anticipation of clasping him.


  Thomas’s fingers, reaching out, revealed by irregular white patches that until an instant before his fists had been clenched in anxious tension.


  The whole: the long grass moist after a shower a few hours before, the pale brown gravel of the path, the wild flowers that grew in the meadow, the adder that basked not four feet from the couple, the clothes, their skin…all were rendered in colours bleached and saturated with preternatural brilliance.


  August, 1940.


  There was a sound of aircraft engines.


  Although aircraft were unknown in his time, Thomas Lloyd had now grown accustomed to them. He understood that before the war there had been civilian craft—great flying-boats that went to India, Africa, the Far East—but he had never seen any of these, and since the outbreak of war the only ones he had seen were military. Like everyone else of the time he was familiar with the sight of the high, black shapes, and with the curious droning, throbbing sound of the enemy bombers. Each day air-battles were being fought over south-east England; sometimes the bombers got through, sometimes not.


  He glanced up at the sky. While he had been inside the pub, the vapour-trails he had seen earlier had disappeared, but a new pattern of white had appeared, further to the north.


  Lloyd walked down the Middlesex side of the river. Looking directly across the water he saw how the town had grown since his day: on the Surrey side, the trees which once had concealed the houses were mostly gone, and in their place were shops and offices. On this side, where houses had been set back from the river, more had been built close by the bank. Only the wooden boathouse was unchanged from his time, and that was badly in need of a coat of paint.


  He was at the focus of past, present and future: only the boathouse and the river itself were as clearly defined as he. The freezers, from some unknown period of the future, as ethereal to ordinary men as their wishful dreams, moved like shadows through light, stealing sudden moments with their instruments. The tableaux themselves, frozen, isolated, insubstantial, waiting in an eternity of silence for those people of the future generation to see them.


  Encompassing all was a turbulent present, obsessed with war.


  Thomas Lloyd, of neither the past nor the present, saw himself as a product of both, and as a victim of the future.


  Then, from high above the town, there came the sound of an explosion and a roar of engines, and the present impinged on Lloyd’s consciousness. A British fighter-plane banked away towards the south, and a German bomber fell burning towards the ground. After a few seconds, two men escaped from the aircraft, and their parachutes opened.


  January, 1935.


  As if waking from a dream, Thomas experienced a moment of recall and recognition, but in an instant it was gone.


  He saw Sarah before him, reaching towards him; he saw the bright garishness of the heightened colours; he saw the stillness of the frozen day. Sarah’s laugh, her happy face, her acceptance of his proposal; they came from a moment before.


  But they faded as he looked, and he cried out her name. She made no move or reply, stayed immobile, and the light around her darkened.


  Thomas pitched forward, a great weakness overcoming his limbs, and he fell to the ground.


  It was night, and snow lay thickly on the meadows beside the Thames.


  August, 1940.


  Until the moment of its final impact, the bomber fell in virtual silence. Both engines had stopped, although only one was on fire, and flame and smoke poured from the fuselage, leaving a thick black trail across the sky. The ’plane crashed by the bend in the river, and there was a huge explosion.


  Meanwhile, the two German pilots who had escaped from the aircraft drifted down across Richmond Hill, swaying beneath their parachutes.


  Lloyd shaded his eyes with his hand, and watched to see where they would land. One had been carried further by the aircraft before jumping, and he was much nearer, falling slowly towards the river.


  The Civil Defence authorities in the town were evidently alert, because within a few moments of the parachutes appearing, Lloyd heard the sound of police- and fire-bells.


  There was a movement a short distance from Lloyd, and he turned. The two freezers who had been following him had been joined by two others, one of whom was the woman he had seen inside the pub. The freezer who seemed to be the youngest had already raised his device, and was pointing it across the river, but the other three were saying something to him. (Lloyd could see their lips moving, and the expressions on their faces, but as always he could not hear them.) The young man shrugged away the restraining hand of one of the others, and walked down the bank to the edge of the water.


  One of the Germans came down near the edge of Richmond Park, and was lost to sight as he fell beyond the houses built near the crest of the Hill; the other, buoyed up temporarily by a sudden updraught, drifted out across the river, and was now only some fifty feet in the air. Lloyd could see the German aviator pulling on the cords of his parachute, trying desperately to steer himself towards the bank. As air spilled from the white shroud, he fell more quickly.


  The young freezer by the edge of the river was levelling his device, aiming it with the aid of a reflex sight built into the instrument. A moment later, the German’s efforts to save himself from falling into the water were rewarded in a way he could have never anticipated: ten feet above the surface of the river, his knees raised to take the brunt of the impact, one arm clutching the cord above his head, the German was frozen in flight.


  The freezer lowered his instrument, and Lloyd stared across the water at the hapless man suspended in the air.


  January, 1935.


  The transformation of a summer’s day into a winter’s night was the least of the changes that Thomas Lloyd discovered on regaining consciousness. In what had been for him a few seconds he had moved from a world of stability, peace and prosperity to one where dynamic and violent ambitions threatened the whole of Europe. In that same short moment of time, he himself had lost the security of his assured future, and become a pauper. Most traumatically of all, he had never been allowed to take to its fruition the surge of love he had felt for Sarah.


  Night was the only relief from the tableaux, and Sarah was still locked in frozen time.


  He recovered consciousness shortly before dawn, and, not understanding what had happened to him, walked slowly back towards Richmond town. The sun had risen soon after, and as light struck the tableaux that littered the paths and roads, and as it struck the freezers who constantly moved in their half-world of intrusive futurity, Lloyd realized neither that in these lay the cause of his own predicament, nor that his very perception of the images was a result of having been frozen himself.


  In Richmond he was found by a policeman, and was taken to hospital. Here, treated for the pneumonia he had contracted as he lay in the snow, and later for the amnesia that seemed the only explanation for his condition, Thomas Lloyd saw the freezers moving through the wards and corridors. The tableaux were here too: a dying man falling from his bed; a young nurse—dressed in the uniform of fifty years before—frozen as she walked from a ward, a deep frown creasing her brow; a child throwing a ball in the garden by the convalescent wing.


  As he was nursed back to physical health, Lloyd became obsessed with a need to return to the riverside meadows, and before he was fully recovered he discharged himself and went directly there.


  By then the snow had melted, but the weather was still cold and a white frost lay on the ground. Out by the river, where a bank of grass grew thickly by the path, was a frozen moment of summer, and in its midst was Sarah.


  He could see her, but she could not see him; he could take the hand that was rightly his to take, but his fingers would pass through the illusion; he could walk around her, seeming to step through the green summer grasses, and feel the cold of the winter soil penetrating the thin soles of his shoes.


  And as night fell so the moment of the past became invisible, and Thomas was relieved of the agony of seeing her.


  Time passed, but there was never a day when he did not walk along the riverside path, and stand again before the image of Sarah, and reach out to take her hand.


  August, 1940.


  The German parachutist hung above the river, and Lloyd looked again at the freezers. They were apparently still criticizing the youngest for his action, and yet seemed fascinated with his result. It was certainly one of the most dramatic tableaux Lloyd himself had ever seen.


  Now that the man had been frozen it was possible to see that his eyes were tightly closed, and that he was holding his nose with his fingers in anticipation of the plunge. But at the same time it was clear that he had been wounded in the aircraft, because blood was darkly staining his brown flying-jacket. The tableau was at once amusing and poignant, a reminder to Lloyd that however unreal this present might be to him, it was no illusion to the people of the time.


  In a moment, Lloyd understood the particular interest of the freezers in this unfortunate airman, for without warning the pocket of frozen time eroded, and the young German plunged into the river. The parachute billowed and folded in on top of him. As he surfaced he thrashed his arms, trying to free himself of the cords.


  It was not the first time Lloyd had seen a tableau erode, but he had never before seen it happen so soon after freezing. His theory was that the duration of the tableau was dependent on how close the victim was to the freeze-instrument; the airman had been at least fifty yards away. In his own case, he had escaped from the tableau while Sarah had not, and the only explanation he could guess at was that she must have been nearer to the freezer.


  In the centre of the river the German had succeeded in freeing himself of the parachute, and was swimming slowly towards the opposite bank. His descent must have been observed by the authorities, because even before he reached the sloping landing-stage of the boathouse, four policemen had appeared from the direction of the road, and helped him out of the water. He made no attempt to resist them, but lay weakly on the ground, awaiting the arrival of an ambulance.


  Lloyd remembered the only other time he had seen a tableau erode quickly. A freezer had intervened to prevent a traffic-accident: a man stepping carelessly into the path of a car had been frozen in mid-stride. Although the driver of the car had stopped abruptly, and had looked around in amazement for the man he thought he had been about to kill, he evidently assumed that he had imagined the incident, because he eventually drove off again. Only Lloyd, with his ability to see the tableaux, could still see the man: stepping back, arms flailing in terror, seeing too late the oncoming vehicle. Three days later, when Lloyd returned to the place, the tableau had eroded and the man had gone.


  He, like Lloyd, and now like the German aviator, would be moving through a half-world, one where past, present and future co-existed uneasily.


  Lloyd watched the shroud of the parachute drift along the river until at last it sank, and then he turned away to continue his walk to the meadows. As he did so he realized that even more of the freezers had appeared on this side of the river, and were walking behind him, following him.


  As he reached the bend in the river, from which point he always gained his first sight of Sarah, he saw that the bomber had crashed in the meadows. The explosion of its impact had set fire to the grass, and the smoke from this, together with that from the burning wreckage, obscured his view.


  January, 1935, to August, 1940.


  Thomas Lloyd never again left Richmond. He lived inexpensively, found occasional work, tried not to be outstanding in any way.


  What of the past? He discovered that on 22nd June, 1903, his apparent disappearance with Sarah had led to the conclusion that he had absconded with her. His father, William Lloyd, head of the noted Richmond family, had disowned and disinherited him. Colonel and Mrs Carrington had announced a reward for his arrest, but in 1910 they moved away from the area. Thomas also discovered that his cousin Waring had never married Charlotte, and that he had emigrated to Australia. His own parents had died, there was no means of tracing his sister, and the family home had been sold and demolished.


  (On the day he read the files of the local newspaper, he stood with Sarah, overcome with grief.)


  What of the future? It was pervasive, intrusive. It existed on a plane where only those who were frozen and released could sense it. It existed in the form of men who came, for whatever purpose, to freeze the images of their past.


  (On the day he first understood who the shadowy men he called freezers might be, he stood beside Sarah, staring around protectively. That day, as if sensing Lloyd’s realization, one of the freezers had walked along the river-bank, watching the young man and his time-locked sweetheart).


  What of the present? Lloyd neither cared for the present nor shared it with its people. It was alien, violent, frightening…but not in such a way that he felt threatened by it. To him, it was as vague a presence as the other two dimensions. Only the past and its frozen images were real.


  (On the day he first saw a tableau erode, he ran all the way to the meadows, and stood long into the evening, trying ceaselessly for the first sign of substance in Sarah’s outstretched hand.)


  August, 1940.


  Only in the riverside meadows, where the town was distant and the houses were concealed by trees, did Thomas ever feel at one with the present. Here past and present fused, because little had changed since his day. Here he could stand before the image of Sarah, and fancy himself still on that summer’s day in 1903, still the young man with raised straw hat and bended knee. Here too he rarely saw any of the freezers, and the few tableaux in sight could have come from the world he had left (further along the path was an elderly fisherman, time-locked as he pulled a trout from a stream; a boy in a sailor-suit walked sulkily with his nanny; a young servant-girl, dressed in her off-day clothes, dimpled prettily as her beau tickled her chin).


  Today, though, the present had intruded violently. The exploding bomber had scattered fragments of itself across the meadows. Black smoke from the wreckage spread in an oily cloud across the river, and the smouldering grass poured white smoke to drift beside it. Much of the ground had already been blackened by fire.


  Sarah was invisible to him, lost somewhere in the smoke.


  Thomas paused, and took a kerchief from his pocket. He stooped by the river’s edge and soaked it in the water, then, after wringing it out, he held it over his nose and mouth.


  He glanced behind him and saw that there were now eight of the freezers with him. They were paying no attention to him, and walked on while he prepared himself, insensible to the smoke. They passed through the burning grass, and walked towards the main concentration of wreckage. One of the freezers was already making some kind of adjustment to his device.


  A breeze had sprung up in the last few minutes, and it caused the smoke to move away smartly from the fires, staying lower on the ground. As this happened, Thomas saw the image of Sarah above the smoke. He hurried towards her, alarmed by the proximity of the burning aircraft, even as he knew that neither fire, explosion nor smoke could harm her.


  His feet threw up smouldering grasses as he went towards her, and at times the variable wind caused the smoke to swirl about his head. His eyes were watering, and although his wetted kerchief acted as a partial filter against the grass-smoke, when the oily fumes from the aircraft gusted around him he choked and gagged on the acrid vapours.


  At last he decided to wait; Sarah was safe inside her cocoon of frozen time, and there was no conceivable point to his suffocating simply to be with her, when in a few minutes the fire would burn itself out.


  He retreated to the edge of the burning area, rinsed out his kerchief in the river, and sat down to wait.


  The freezers were exploring the wreckage with the greatest interest, apparently drifting through the flames and smoke to enter the deepest parts of the conflagration.


  There came the sound of a bell away to Thomas’s right, and in a moment a fire-tender halted in the narrow lane that ran along the distant edge of the meadows. Several firemen climbed down, and stood looking across the field at the wreckage. At this Thomas’s heart sank, for he realized what was to follow. He had sometimes seen photographs in the newspapers of crashed German ’planes; they were invariably placed under military guard until the pieces could be taken away for examination. If this were to happen here it would deny him access to Sarah for several days.


  For the moment, though, he would still have a chance to be with her. He was too far away to hear what the firemen were saying, but it looked as if no attempt was going to be made to put out the fire. Smoke still poured from the fuselage, but the flames had died down and most of the smoke was coming from the grass. With no houses in the vicinity, and with the wind blowing towards the river, there was little likelihood the fire would spread.


  He stood up again, and walked quickly towards Sarah.


  In a few moments he had reached her, and she stood before him: eyes shining in the sunlight, parasol lifting, arm extending. She was in a sphere of safety; although smoke blew through her, the grasses on which she stood were green and moist and cool. As he had done every day for more than five years, Thomas stood facing her and waited for a sign of the erosion of her tableau. He stepped, as he had frequently done before, into the area of the time-freeze. Here, although his foot appeared to press on the grasses of 1903, a flame curled around his leg and he had to step back quickly.


  Thomas saw some of the freezers coming towards him. They had apparently inspected the wreckage to their satisfaction, and judged none of it worth preserving in a time-freeze. Thomas tried to disregard them, but their sinister silence could not be forgotten easily.


  The smoke poured about him, rich and heady with the smells of burning grass, and he looked again at Sarah. Just as time had frozen about her in that instant, so it had frozen about his love for her. Time had not diminished, it had preserved.


  The freezers were watching them. Thomas saw that the eight vague figures, standing not ten feet away from him, were looking at him with interest. Then, on the far side of the meadow, one of the firemen shouted something at him. He would seem to be standing here alone; no one could see the tableaux, no one knew of the freezers. The fireman walked towards him, waving an arm, telling him to move away. It would take him a minute or more to reach them, and that was time enough for Thomas.


  One of the freezers stepped forward, and in the heart of the smoke Thomas saw the captured summer begin to dim. Smoke curled up around Sarah’s feet, and flame licked through the moist, time-frozen grasses around her ankles. He saw the lace at the bottom of her skirt begin to scorch.


  And her hand, extended towards him, lowered.


  The parasol fell to the ground.


  Sarah’s head drooped forward…but immediately she was conscious, and the step towards him, commenced thirty-seven years before, was concluded.


  “Thomas?” Her voice was clear, untouched.


  He rushed towards her.


  “Thomas! The smoke! What is happening?”


  “Sarah…my love!”


  As she went into his arms he realized that her skirt had taken fire, but he placed his arms around her shoulders and hugged her intimately and tenderly. He could feel her cheek, still warm from the blush of so long ago, nestling against his. Her hair, falling loose beneath her bonnet, lay across his face, and the pressure of her arms around his waist was no less than that of his own.


  Dimly, he saw a grey movement beyond them, and in a moment the noises were stilled and the smoke ceased to swirl. The flame which had taken purchase on the lace of her skirt now died, and the summer sun which warmed them shone lightly in the tableau. Past and future became one, the present faded, life stilled, life forever.


  Whores


  I left the war behind me, and travelled to the tropical northern coast of the continent. Fifty days’ sick-leave lay ahead, and my trouser pocket was heavy on my buttock with the high-denomination back-pay notes. It should have been a time for restful convalescence after the long spell in the military hospital, but I had been discharged too soon and I was still affected by the enemy’s synaesthetic gas I had inhaled. My perception was disturbed.


  As the train clattered through the devastated towns and countryside, I seemed to taste the music of pain, feel the gay dancing colours of sound.


  Waiting in the port for the ferry across to the Dream Archipelago, I tried to understand and rationalize my delusions in the way the medical orderlies had trained me. The brick-built houses, which between my perceptual lapses I saw glowed brown from the local sandstone, became synaesthetic monstrosities: cynical laughter, a deep throbbing sound, and cold to the touch like tempered steel. The fishing-boats in the harbour were less unpleasant to perceive: they were a gentle humming sound, barely audible. The army hostel, where I stayed overnight, was a warren of associative flavours and smells: the corridors tasted to me of coal-dust, the walls were papered with hyacinth, the bed-linen enfolded me like a rancid mouth. I slept poorly, waking several times from vivid dreams. One in particular was a familiar nightmarish companion, and I had experienced it every night since leaving the line: I dreamed I was still with my unit in the trenches, advancing and retreating, setting up a monitoring complex, then dismantling it, repeatedly, endlessly.


  In the morning my synaesthesia seemed to have receded again. In the last few weeks I had sometimes passed a whole day without a relapse, and I was discharged because they claimed they had cured me.


  I left the hostel and walked down to the harbour, soon finding the quay where the ferry berthed. There was an hour and a half to wait, and so I strolled pleasurably through the streets surrounding the harbour, noting that the town was a major centre of the importation of military and civilian supplies. I was allowed into one warehouse, and was shown several stacks of crates containing hallucinogenic grenades and neural dissociation gases.


  The day was hot and sultry, the sky was clouded. I stood with about a hundred other people on the quay, waiting to board the ferry. This was an old, diesel-powered boat, apparently top-heavy, riding high in the water. As I stepped down on to the deck I experienced a wholly natural kind of synaesthetic response: the smell of hot diesel oil, salt-stiff ropes and sun-dried deck planking summoned a strong and nostalgic memory of a childhood voyage along the coast of my own country. The experience of the enemy gas had taught me how to recognize the response, and in moments I was able to recall, in great detail, my thoughts, actions and ambitions of that time.


  There was a delay and an argument when I came to pay my fare. The army money was acceptable, but the banknotes were too high in value. Change had to be found, and the disgruntled ferryman made me wait for it. By the time I was free to explore the ancient boat we were a long way out to sea, and the warring continent I had left was a black outline on the southern horizon.


  *   *   *


  I was returning, at last, to the Dream Archipelago. In the days of mental torment in the military hospital, when food had seemed to shout abuse at me, and light sang discordant melodies for my eyes, and my mouth would only utter pain and hurt, my consolation lay in the Dream Archipelago. I had been there once before, on my way to war, and I urged, and was urged, to return.


  “Visit the island of Salay,” a rehabilitation orderly had said, over and over. “On Salay the food is the most exotic in the world. Or Muriseay. Or Paneron. Do you remember the women of Paneron?”


  (I remembered nothing then, only the agonies of twenty-five years of life, transmuted insanely to colours and smells and pain.)


  I remembered the women of Paneron while I sat on the deck of the ferry, but the thought of them did not attract me. Nor did any woman who was easily accessible. There was a woman sitting near me, a young woman. I had been idly appraising her, and she noticed, and my stare was returned forthrightly. It was a long time since I had had a woman, and she was the first I had noticed. I turned away from her, wanting to choose, not to accept the first woman who stared back at me.


  I was returning at last to the Dream Archipelago, and I knew where I would go. Not to Paneron, although I had been there and sampled the women, nor to Salay, nor to any other of the islands the troops most often visited. I did not count myself above the others, nor was I seeking an esoteric experience for its own sake, but I was walking again on the path of a long-forgotten memory, one which had returned to me by the insane medium of my illness.


  On the island of Winho there was a girl who spoke like musk, who laughed with the texture of spring-water and who loved in deep vermilion.


  It was five years since I had been to Winho. The troop-ship had put in to Winho Town for overnight repairs, and a few of the officers were allowed ashore. That night I had taken a whore, had bid for her against a local man, and with my soldier’s pay had bought her for twice the usual rate. I remembered the hour with her for a time, but since then there had been many whores and I did not think of her much. In my illness, though, I had remembered her again, the memory made more alluring by the associative images of the synaesthesia.


  On Winho, in the Dream Archipelago, I would find that girl. Her name was Slenje, and I wanted her again.


  *   *   *


  But Slenje was dead.


  Winho Town had been occupied by enemy troops for several months when they opened a new front in the Archipelago. It had been liberated with the other islands, but as our troops blasted their way back into Winho, Slenje had died.


  I became obsessed with finding her, and for two days I paced the streets of the town, searching for her and enquiring about her. The answer was always the same: Slenje was dead, was dead.


  On the second day I had another attack of synaesthesia. The white-painted cottages, and the lush vegetation, and the streets of dried mud, became a nightmare of beguiling smells and flavours, terrifying sounds and bizarre textures. I stood for an hour in the central street of the town, convinced that Slenje had been swallowed: the houses ached like decaying teeth, the road was soft and hairy like the surface of a tongue, the tropical flowers and trees were like half-chewed food, and the warm wind that came in from the sea was like fetid breath.


  When the attack was over I drank two large glasses of beer in a local café, then went to the garrison and found an officer of my own rank.


  *   *   *


  “You’ll suffer from it all your life,” the officer said.


  “The synaesthesia?”


  “You ought to be invalided out.”


  “I’m on sick leave now,” I explained.


  We were walking through the courtyard of the castle where the soldiers were garrisoned. It was suffocatingly hot in the sun, for no breath of wind could reach the deep yard. The castle battlements were being patrolled by young soldiers in dark blue uniforms, who paced slowly to and fro, ever alert for a return of the enemy. These guards wore full battle-gear, including the heavy gas-proof hoods that covered their heads and faces.


  “I’m trying to find a woman,” I said.


  “There are plenty in the town.”


  “A particular woman,” I said. “A whore. The locals say she was killed.”


  “Then find another. Or use one of ours. We’ve twenty whores in the garrison. Keep away from the local women.”


  “Disease?” I said.


  “In a sense. They’re off-limits to us. No loss.”


  “Tell me about it.”


  The officer said: “We’re fighting a war. The town is full of enemy infiltrators.”


  I looked at him carefully, noting the bland expression as he said this.


  “That’s official army policy,” I said. “What’s the truth?”


  “No different.”


  We continued to walk around the courtyard, and I decided not to leave until I heard a fuller explanation. The officer talked of his part in the Archipelago campaign, and I listened with simulated interest. He told me that Winho Town had been occupied by enemy troops for nearly two hundred days, and he detailed some of the atrocities they had committed. I listened with real interest.


  “The enemy performed…experiments here,” the officer said. “Not with the synaesthetics, something else. Their laboratories have been dismantled.”


  “By you?”


  “By staff-officers.”


  “And what happened to the women?”


  “The local people have been infiltrated,” the officer said, and although we paced about the sun-hot courtyard for another hour I learned no more. As I left the castle, one of the black-hooded guards on the battlements fainted from the heat.


  *   *   *


  Night was falling when I returned to the town, and many of the people were walking slowly through the streets. Now that my quest to find Slenje was over I was able to see with a new clarity, and observed the town more objectively than before. The tropical evening was still and close, and the breeze had gone, but the oppressive heat could not by itself account for the way people moved about. Everyone I saw walked slowly and painfully, shuffling along as if lamed. The hot night seemed to amplify sounds, but apart from occasional voices, and melancholy music coming from one of the restaurants, the only noise was that of the painful footsteps.


  While I waited in the street, standing in the same spot as before, I reflected that in this stage of my recovery I was no longer frightened of the synaesthesia. It did not seem odd to me that certain kinds of music should be visualized as strands of coloured lights; that I should be capable of imagining the circuitry of the army monitoring equipment in terms of geometric shapes; that words should have palpable textures, such as furry, or metallic; that strangers should exude emotional coloration or hostility without even glancing my way.


  A small boy ran across the street, and darted behind a tree. He stared towards me from behind it. A tiny stranger: he exuded not the nervousness his manner indicated, but curiosity and playfulness.


  At last he came out and walked towards me, staring at the ground.


  “Are you the man who was asking about Slenje?” he said, and scratched his groin.


  “Yes,” I said, and instantly the child ran away. He was the only quick movement in the street.


  A few minutes passed, and I continued to wait. I saw the boy again, running back across the street, zig-zagging through the shuffling people. He ran towards a house, then vanished inside.


  A little while later two girls came slowly down the street, their arms linked. They walked directly to where I stood. Neither of them was Slenje…but then I had not hoped. I believed what I had been told, and knew she was dead.


  One of the girls, with long dark hair, said: “It will cost you fifty.”


  “That’s all right.”


  As she spoke I had caught a glimpse of her teeth. Several of them appeared to be broken, giving her a sinister, demoniac appearance. She was plumper than the other, and her hair seemed unwashed. I looked at the second girl, who was short, with pale brown hair.


  “I’ll take you,” I said to her.


  “It’s still fifty,” said the first girl.


  “I know.”


  The girl with the broken teeth kissed the other on both cheeks, then shuffled away.


  I followed the second girl as she headed down the street towards the tiny harbour.


  I said: “What’s your name?”


  “Does it matter?” It was the first thing she had said to me.


  “No, it doesn’t matter,” I said. “Did you know Slenje?”


  “Of course.”


  We turned into a narrow sidestreet that ran up the face of one of the hills surrounding the harbour. No wheeled vehicles ever used this way, because every so often there were shallow steps. The girl climbed slowly, pausing at each of the steps. She was breathing heavily in the humid air. I offered to take her arm, but she snatched it away from my hand; she was not hostile, though, but proud, because she gave me a quick smile a moment later. As we stopped at the door of an old house, she said: “My name is Elva.”


  She opened the door and stepped inside.


  I was about to follow her when I noticed that a number had been painted on the door: 14. It caught my attention because ever since my illness I had had strong colour-associations with numerals. The number 14 had a firm association with blueness…but this had been painted in white. I found it disconcerting, because as I looked at it the number seemed to change from white to blue, to white again. I knew then that another synaesthetic attack was beginning, and, anticipating the worst, I stepped quickly into the house and closed the door behind me, as if putting the numeral out of my sight would forestall the attack.


  As the girl switched on the light, my mind cleared and the synaesthetic attack faded. I recoiled from the disturbing images of the lapses, but they were now a part of me. I followed the girl up a flight of stairs (she went slowly, placing one foot beside the other on each step), and I remembered Slenje’s vermilion lovemaking. I tried perversely to will the attack to return, as if the distraction of the synaesthesia would add an extra sensation to the act of sex.


  We came to a small bedroom by the top of the stairs which, although close and airless in the heat, was clean and tidy. It was lit by a single light-bulb, which glared harshly against the white-painted walls.


  Elva, the girl, said: “I’d like the fifty now.”


  It was the first time she had faced me as she spoke, and in doing so revealed the inside of her mouth. Like those of the dark-haired girl, Elva’s teeth were broken and jagged. I recoiled mentally from her, this sudden fastidiousness making me uncertain of what I had been expecting. Elva must have noticed my reaction, because she smiled at me with her lips lifted away from her teeth: then I saw that they were not broken by decay or neglect, but that every single tooth, upper and lower, had had a piece broken away from it in a clean line, as if with a surgical instrument.


  I said nothing, remembering that the enemy had occupied the town.


  I reached into my pocket, and took out the money.


  “I only have a hundred,” I said, and slipped one of the notes from the wad, returning the rest to my pocket.


  She took the note.


  “I have change,” she said, and opened a drawer. For a few seconds she searched through it, and while her back was turned I stared appraisingly at her body. In spite of her physical affliction, which gave her the movements of an old woman, she was very young, and I felt pity for her, mingling with the sexual desire which was even now making itself felt.


  At last she turned, and showed me five silver ten-piece coins. She placed them, in a neat pile, on top of the dresser.


  I said to her: “Elva…please keep the money. I must leave.”


  I was shamed by her degraded state, ashamed of my use of her.


  Her only reply was to lean down by the side of the bed, and turn the switch of a power-point. An electric fan whirred round, sending a welcome draught through the stuffy room. As she straightened, the stream of air flattened the fabric of her blouse across her chest, and I saw that behind it her nipples were erect.


  She began to undo the buttons of her blouse.


  “Elva, I cannot stay with you.”


  She paused then to look at me. “You regret your choice?”


  Before I could answer, before I had to answer, we both heard a sudden cry coming from close by. Elva turned away from me at once, and went to a door on the opposite side of the room. She went through, leaving it open behind her.


  I saw that beyond the door there was another room, small and dark, filled with the whining sound of insects, and in it was a tiny bed. A child had fallen from this and lay on the floor, crying. Elva picked up the naked child—it was a little boy, no more than a year old—and held him to her, trying to soothe him. For a few minutes the boy was inconsolable, tears running down his bright pink face, saliva glossing his chin. Elva kissed him.


  I saw that the little boy, in falling from the bed, had landed on his hand, for when Elva took the hand in hers he screamed with pain. Elva kissed the hand.


  She kissed the fingers, and she kissed the palm…and she kissed the tiny, puffy wrist.


  Elva opened her mouth, and some trick of the bright light in the main bedroom made her white chipped teeth shine out momentarily. She brought the little boy’s hand up to her lips, and then took the fingers into her mouth, sucking and working her lips forward until at last the whole hand was inside her mouth. All the while she caressed his arm, making tender, soothing noises in her throat.


  At last the little boy stopped crying, and his eyes closed. She laid him on the bed, drew the covers over him and tucked them under the mattress.


  She came back into the main bedroom, closing the door behind her.


  *   *   *


  Elva took off her clothes, and so I undressed too. We climbed into the bed, and in a while we made love. Elva kissed me passionately as we roused, and I explored her mouth with my tongue, discovering how each of her teeth had been fined to sharp edges. She bit my tongue and lips gently, as she had bitten the hand of the little boy, and there was a great tenderness to her.


  She sobbed when we had finished, lying in the bed with her back towards me, and I stroked her hair and shoulders, thinking I should leave. Our union had been brief, but for me, after months of forced abstinence, memorable. There had not been Slenje’s vermilion passion, for the synaesthetics had let me alone, but Elva had been expert and seemingly affectionate. I lay with my eyes closed, wondering if I should ever return to her.


  From the next room there came a quiet whimpering noise, and Elva left the bed at once and opened the interconnecting door. She peered at the child within, but seemed satisfied and closed the door again. She came back to the bed, where I was already sitting up, preparing to dress.


  “Don’t leave,” she said.


  “I’ve had my time,” I said, my thoughts at variance with my words.


  “You are not here for time,” she said, and pushed me across the bed again.


  She straddled me, kissing my neck and chest, letting her damaged teeth run tiny harmless scratches across my skin.


  I became aroused again, and tried to roll her over on to the bed beside me, but she stayed above me, continuing to kiss and suck my skin.


  And it seemed to me, as her mouth found my rigid organ and took it deep inside, that there was a sudden sense of lemon pleasure, and the liquid, sucking sounds of her mouth became like a hot pool of stagnant voices, endlessly circling…


  I felt a sudden terror of the synaesthetics, knowing that I became unable to tell reality from falsity. I had a vision of Elva’s mouth, lined with tiny knife-blades, closing around me, slicing into me. Her tongue, licking and stroking, had the consistency of mercury. I looked down at her: I saw the bobbing head, hair tangled and strewn across my body, and in my synaesthetic torment I visualized her as some monstrous animal, chewing into my gut.


  It was the most hideous image of woman. Struggling against the madness of my visions, I reached down with my hand and laid it on the back of her neck; her hair fell across my hand, like the shaggy fur of an immense animal, but I stroked her, feeling the shape of her head and neck, concentrating on the reality of her.


  And in a moment I found I could distinguish the reality of my other sensations. She was sucking me with the greatest gentleness; I remembered the hand of the little boy, I remembered the light touch of those teeth as she ran them across my chest.


  I began to love her, in a way, and very soon I reached a climax.


  *   *   *


  I said, when I had dressed: “Take a hundred.”


  “Fifty, we agreed.”


  “Not for that.”


  She was still lying on the bed, face down, and her hair was blowing in the cool stream from the electric fan. I noticed that the skin on the back of her legs had been damaged in some way: there was a pattern of scars high on each thigh, and behind the kneecap.


  I looked at the five silver coins lying on the top of the dresser. “I’ll leave them there anyway. Buy something for the boy.”


  She sat up and came slowly over to me, her pale skin blotched with red from where she had lain. She took the five coins and slipped them determinedly into the breast pocket of my shirt.


  “Fifty.”


  That was the end of it.


  From the next room I heard the sound of her child again, who was waking. He was muttering contentedly to himself. Elva heard him too, because she looked briefly in that direction.


  “You have a husband?” I said, and she nodded. “Where is he?”


  “The whores took him.”


  “Whores?”


  “The enemy. They took him when they left, the bitches.”


  There had been sixteen hundred female troops in Winho Town during the occupation, and every man had been held in captivity. When the town was relieved by our troops, the men had been taken away as the enemy withdrew. Only the very old or very young had been left behind.


  “Is he still alive?” I said, when she had finished speaking.


  “I suppose so…how do I know?”


  She was sitting, naked still, on the edge of the bed. I expected her to cry again, but her eyes were dry.


  “Do you want me to stay?” I said.


  “No…please go.”


  “Shall I come again?”


  “If you want to.”


  The little boy in the next room was beginning to cry. I opened the door, went down the stairs, and a moment later was outside the house.


  *   *   *


  The following day I discovered that a ferry would be calling in the afternoon, and I decided to leave Winho. While I was waiting I walked slowly through the narrow streets of the town, wondering if I would see Elva.


  The day was humid, and I undid the buttons at the front of my shirt to let my skin breathe more easily. It was then I noticed that a tracery of fine scratches had appeared across my chest, and I remembered Elva’s sharpened teeth, delicately teasing at my neck and chest. I touched one of the longer scratches with my finger, but although it was a bright red, and raised like a weal, there was no sensation of pain.


  The town, languid in the heat, seemed to be moist and soft, and the air surrounding me was like the embrace of fur. It was only when I reached the harbour, and stood on the pier waiting for the ferry, that I realized I was suffering yet another synaesthetic attack. It seemed to be a mild one, and I tried to disregard it.


  I paced up and down the pier, trying to feel the real substance of the concrete surface through the rubbery, cushioned texture my sensations lent it. My mouth and throat were sore, tasting synaesthetically scarlet, and my genitals were hurting as if trapped in a vice.


  Glancing down, I saw that several of the scratches had opened, for blood was smearing where my shirt flapped against me.


  At last the ferry arrived, and I went along to its berth with the other passengers. Knowing I should have to pay the fare again, I reached for the wad of notes in my back pocket, but then remembered the difficulty I had had with the high-denomination notes on the outward journey. I still had the five silver coins that Elva had given me, and I reached into the breast pocket of my shirt.


  Something soft and warm wrapped itself about my two searching fingers, and I withdrew them at once.


  I found a hand gripping my fingers!


  It was a small, perfect hand. A child’s hand. It was pink in the bright daylight, severed at the wrist.


  I stepped back, shaking my hand in wild horror.


  The child’s hand gripped me more tightly.


  I let out a cry of fright and swung my arm frantically, trying to throw off the little hand, but when I looked again it was still there. I turned away from the bustle of the other passengers on the quayside, and took hold of it with my free hand and tried to wrench it away. I pulled and pulled, perspiring with horror and tension…but nothing I could do would make it relax its hold. I could see the effect on itself of the grip: a whiteness around the knuckles, and beneath the tiny nails.


  No one on the quayside was taking any notice of me, because there was much movement to and fro of other passengers. I stared round in anguish, feeling I should never be released from the nightmare of the severed hand.


  I made one more attempt to free myself by pulling with my other hand, then, in desperation, I put my trapped fingers on the concrete surface of the quay, and pressed down on top with my boot. I leaned forward, putting as much weight on my hand as I could bear. The child’s hand relaxed a little, and I pulled my fingers away. Suddenly I was free, and I jumped back.


  The child’s hand lay on the quay, still tightly clenched.


  Then the fingers opened, and the hand began to crawl towards me like a bloated pink spider.


  I stepped forward and brought my boot down on it with all my weight. I stamped again, and then again, and again…


  *   *   *


  There was another argument on the boat, and to avoid it I let the ferryman keep the banknote without paying me change. I was in no condition to argue with him: I was shaking convulsively, and the pain I had noticed earlier in my mouth and chest, and in my genitals, was growing worse every minute. When the business of the fare had been settled I went to the back of the boat and sat alone, trembling and frightened. The sea was clean; calm and blue and transparent in the windless heat.


  My shirt was now stained with blood in several places, and I took it off. I felt on the outside of the breast pocket to see if the coins were still there. I could not bring myself to feel inside with my fingers again. At last I held the pocket open upside down above the deck, but nothing fell out.


  As the boat moved out to sea, and the island of Winho became distant behind us, I sat bare-chested in the sun, watching one scratch after another ooze blood down my chest. I dared not try to speak to anyone, for my mouth was an open pit of pain.


  The boat went from one island in the Archipelago to the next, but I did not leave it until nightfall. By then we were at the island of Salay, and I went ashore. That night I slept in the local garrison, having to share a large room with sixteen other officers. My dreams were rich and textured with agony, and lurid colours, and an uncontrollable and unfulfilled sexual desire. In the morning, the sheets of the bed were stiff with the blood from my wounds.


  Palely Loitering


  I


  During the summers of my childhood, the best treat of all was our annual picnic in Flux Channel Park, which lay some fifty miles from home. Because my father was set in his ways, and for him no picnic would be worthy of its name without a joint of freshly roasted cold ham, the first clue we children had was always, therefore, when Cook began her preparations. I made a point every day of slipping down unnoticed to the cellar to count the hams that hung from steel hooks in the ceiling, and as soon as I found one was missing I would hurry to my sisters and share the news. The next day, the house would fill with the rich aroma of ham roasting in cloves, and we three children would enter an elaborate charade: inside we would be brimming over with excitement at the thought of the adventure, but at the same time restraining ourselves to act normally, because Father’s announcement of his plans at breakfast on the chosen day was an important part of the fun.


  We grew up in awe and dread of our father, for he was a distant and strict man. Throughout the winter months, when his work made its greatest demands, we hardly saw him, and all we knew of him were the instructions passed on to us by Mother or the governor. In the summer months he chose to maintain the distance, joining us only for meals, and spending the evenings alone in his study. However, once a year my father would mellow, and for this alone the excursions to the Park would have been cause for joy. He knew the excitement the trip held for us and he played up to it, revealing the instinct of showman and actor.


  Sometimes he would start by pretending to scold or punish us for some imaginary misdemeanour, or would ask Mother a misleading question, such as whether it was that day the servants were taking a holiday, or he would affect absent-mindedness; through all this we would hug our knees under the table, knowing what was to come. Then at last he would utter the magic words “Flux Channel Park”, and, abandoning our charade with glee, we children would squeal with delight and run to Mother, the servants would bustle in and clear away the breakfast, there would be a clatter of dishes and the creak of the wicker hamper from the kitchen…and at long last the crunching of hooves and steel-rimmed wheels would sound on the gravel drive outside, as the taxi-carriage arrived to take us to the station.


  II


  I believe that my parents went to the Park from the year they were married, but my own first clear memory of a picnic is when I was seven years old. We went as a family every year until I was fifteen. For nine summers that I can remember, then, the picnic was the happiest day of the year, fusing in memory into one composite day, each picnic much like all the others, so carefully did Father orchestrate the treat for us. And yet one day stands out from all the others because of a moment of disobedience and mischief, and after that those summery days in Flux Channel Park were never quite the same again.


  It happened when I was ten years old. The day had started like any other picnic-day, and by the time the taxi arrived the servants had gone on ahead to reserve a train-compartment for us. As we clambered into the carriage, Cook ran out of the house to wave us away, and she gave each of us children a freshly peeled carrot to gnaw on. I took mine whole into my mouth, distending my cheeks, and sucking and nibbling at it slowly, mashing it gradually into a juicy pulp. As we rattled down to the station I saw Father glancing at me once or twice, as if to tell me not to make so much noise with my mouth…but it was a holiday from everything, and he said nothing.


  My mother, sitting opposite us in the carriage, issued her usual instructions to my sisters. “Salleen [my elder sister], you’re to keep an eye on Mykle. You know how he runs around.” (I, sucking my carrot, made a face at Salleen, bulging a cheek with the carrot and squinting my eyes.) “And you, Therese, you must stay by me. None of you is to go too close to the Channel.” Her instructions came too soon; the train-ride was of second-order interest, but it came between us and the Park.


  I enjoyed the train, smelling the sooty smoke and watching the steam curl past the compartment window like an attendant white wraith, but my sisters, especially Salleen, were unaccustomed to the motion and felt sick. While Mother fussed over the girls, and summoned the servants from their compartment further down the train, Father and I sat gravely beside each other. When Salleen had been taken away down the train, and Therese had quietened, I started to fidget in my seat, craning my neck to peer forward, seeking that first magical glimpse of the silvery ribbon of the Channel.


  “Father, which bridge shall we cross this time?” And: “Can we cross two bridges today, like last year?”


  Always the same answer: “We shall decide when we arrive. Keep still, Mykle.”


  And so we arrived, tugging at our parents’ hands to hurry them, waiting anxiously by the gate as the entrance-fees were paid. The first dashing run down the sloping green sward of the Park grounds, dodging the trees and jumping high to see along the Channel, shouting disappointment because there were too many people there already, or not enough. Father beamed at us and lit his pipe, flicking back the flaps of his frock-coat and thrusting his thumbs into his waistcoat, then strolled beside Mother as she held his arm. My sisters and I walked or ran, depending on our constitutional state, heading towards the Channel, but slowing when awed by its closeness, not daring to approach. Looking back, we saw Father and Mother waving to us from the shade of the trees, needlessly warning us of the dangers.


  As always, we hurried to the toll-booths for the time-bridges that crossed the Channel, for it was these bridges that were the whole reason for the day’s trip. A line of people was waiting at each booth, moving forward slowly to pay the entrance-fee: families like ourselves with children dancing, young couples holding hands, single men and women glancing speculatively at each other. We counted the people in each queue, eagerly checked the results with each other, then ran back to our parents.


  “Father, there are only twenty-six people at the Tomorrow Bridge!”


  “There’s no one at the Yesterday Bridge!” Salleen, exaggerating as usual.


  “Can we cross into Tomorrow, Mother?”


  “We did that last year.” Salleen, still disgruntled from the train, kicked out feebly at me. “Mykle always wants to go to Tomorrow!”


  “No I don’t. The queue is longer for Yesterday!”


  Mother, soothingly: “We’ll decide after lunch. The queues will be shorter then.”


  Father, watching the servants laying our cloth beneath a dark old cedar tree, said: “Let us walk for a while, my dear. The children can come too. We will have luncheon in an hour or so.”


  Our second exploration of the Park was more orderly, conducted, as it was, under Father’s eye. We walked again to the nearest part of the Channel—it seemed less risky now, with parents there—and followed one of the paths that ran parallel to the bank. We stared at the people on the other side.


  “Father, are they in Yesterday or Tomorrow?”


  “I can’t say, Mykle. It could be either.”


  “They’re nearer to the Yesterday Bridge, stupid!” Salleen, pushing me from behind.


  “That doesn’t mean anything, stupid!” Jabbing back at her with an elbow.


  The sun reflecting from the silvery surface of the flux-fluid (we sometimes called it water, to my father’s despair) made it glitter and sparkle like rippling quicksilver. Mother would not look at it, saying the reflections hurt her eyes, but there was always something dreadful about its presence so that no one could look too long. In the still patches, where the mystifying currents below briefly let the surface settle, we sometimes saw upside-down reflections of the people on the other side.


  Later: we edged around the tolls, where the lines of people were longer than before, and walked further along the bank towards the east.


  Then later: we returned to the shade and the trees, and sat in a demure group while lunch was served. My father carved ham with the precision of the expert chef: one cut down at an angle towards the bone, another horizontally across to the bone, and the wedge of meat so produced taken away on a plate by one of the servants. Then the slow, meticulous carving beneath the notch; one slice after another, each one slightly wider and rounder than the one before.


  As soon as lunch was finished we made our way to the toll-booths, and queued with the other people. There were always fewer people waiting at this time of the afternoon, a fact that surprised us but which our parents took for granted. This day we had chosen the Tomorrow Bridge; whatever the preferences we children expressed, Father always had the last word. It did not, however, prevent Salleen from sulking, nor me from letting her see the joys of victory.


  This particular day was the first time I had been to the Park with any understanding of the Flux Channel and its real purpose. Earlier in the summer, the governor had instructed us in the rudiments of spatio-temporal physics…although that was not the name he gave to it. My sisters had been bored with the subject (it was boys’ stuff, they declared), but to learn how and why the Channel had been built was fascinating to me.


  I had grown up with a general understanding that we lived in a world where our ancestors had built many marvellous things that we no longer used or had need for. This awareness, gleaned from the few other children I knew, was of astonishing and miraculous achievements, and was, as might be expected, wildly inaccurate. I knew as a fact, for instance, that the Flux Channel had been built in a matter of days, that jet-propelled aircraft could circumnavigate the world in a matter of minutes, and that houses and automobiles and railway-trains could be built in a matter of seconds. Of course the truth was quite different, and our education in the scientific age and its history was constantly interesting to me.


  In the case of the Flux Channel, I knew by my tenth birthday that it had taken more than two decades to build, that its construction had cost many human lives, and that it had taxed the resources and intelligence of many different countries.


  Furthermore, the principle on which it worked was well understood today, even though we had no use for it as it was intended.


  We lived in the age of starflight, but by the time I was born mankind had long lost the desire to travel in space.


  The governor had shown us a slowed-down film of the launching of the craft that had flown to the stars: the surface of the Flux Channel undulating as the starship was propelled through its deeps like a huge whale trying to navigate a canal; then the hump of its hull bursting through the surface in a shimmering spray of exploding foam, and the gushing wake sluicing over the banks of the Channel and vanishing instantaneously; then the actual launch, with the starship soaring into the sky, leaving a trail of brilliant droplets in the air behind it.


  All this had taken place in under one-tenth of a second; anyone within twenty-five miles of the launch would have been killed by the shockwave, and it is said that the thunder of the starship’s passage could be heard in every country of the Neuropean Union. Only the automatic high-speed cameras were there to witness the launching. The men and women who crewed the ship—their metabolic functions frozen for most of the flight—would not have felt the strain of such a tremendous acceleration even if they had been conscious; the flux-field distorted time and space, changed the nature of matter. The ship was launched at such a high relative velocity that by the time the technicians had returned to the Flux Channel it would have been outside the Solar System. By the time I was born, seventy years after this, the starship would have been…who knows where?


  Behind it, churning and eddying with temporal mystery, the Flux Channel lay across more than a hundred miles of the land, a scintillating, dazzling ribbon of light, like a slit in the world that looked towards another dimension.


  There were no more starships after the first, and that one had never returned. When the disturbance of the launching had calmed to a degree where the flux-field was no longer a threat to human safety, the stations that tapped the electricity had been built along part of its banks. A few years later, when the flux-field had stabilized completely, an area of the countryside was landscaped to create the Park and the time-bridges were built.


  One of these traversed the Channel at an angle of exactly ninety degrees, and to walk across it was no different from crossing any bridge across any ordinary river.


  One bridge was built slightly obtuse of the right-angle, and to cross it was to climb the temporal gradient of the flux-field; when one emerged on the other side of the Channel, twenty-four hours had elapsed.


  The third bridge was built slightly acute of the right-angle, and to cross to the other side was to walk twenty-four hours into the past. Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow existed on the far side of the Flux Channel, and one could walk at will among them.


  III


  While waiting in line at the toll-booth, we had another argument about Father’s decision to cross into Tomorrow. The Park management had posted a board above the pay-desk, describing the weather conditions on the other side. There was wind, low cloud, sudden showers. My mother said that she did not wish to get wet; Salleen, watching me, quietly repeated that we had been to Tomorrow last year. I stayed quiet, looking across the Channel to the other side.


  (Over there the weather seemed to be as it was here: a high, bright sky, hot sunshine. But what I could see was Today: yesterday’s Tomorrow, tomorrow’s Yesterday, today’s Today.)


  Behind us the queue was thinning as other, less hardy, people drifted away to the other bridges. I was content, because the only one that did not interest me was the Today Bridge, but to rub in my accidental victory I whispered to Salleen that the weather was good on the Yesterday side. She, in no mood for subtle perversity, kicked out at my shins and we squabbled stupidly as my father went to the toll.


  He was an important man; I heard the attendant say: “But you shouldn’t have waited, sir. We are honoured by your visit.” He released the ratchet of the turnstile, and we filed through.


  We entered the covered way of the bridge, a long dark tunnel of wood and metal, lit at intervals by dim incandescent lamps. I ran on ahead, feeling the familiar electric tingle over my body as I moved through the flux-field.


  “Mykle! Stay with us!” My father, calling from behind.


  I slowed obediently, and turned to wait. I saw the rest of the family coming towards me, and the outlines of their bodies were strangely diffused, an effect of the field on all who entered it. As they reached me, and thus came into the zone I was in, their shapes became sharply focused once more.


  I let them pass me, and followed behind. Salleen, walking beside me, kicked out at my ankles.


  “Why did you do that?”


  “Because you’re a little pig!”


  I ignored her. We could see the end of the covered way ahead. It had become dark soon after we started crossing the bridge—a presage of the evening of the day we were leaving—but now daylight shone again, and I saw pale blue morning light, misty shapes of trees. I paused, seeing my parents and sisters silhouetted against the light. Therese, holding Mother’s hand, took no notice of me, but Salleen, whom I secretly loved, strutted proudly behind Father, asserting her independence of me. Perhaps it was because of her, or perhaps it was that morning light shining down from the end of the tunnel, but I stayed still as the rest of the family went on.


  I waved my hands, watching the fingertips blur as they moved across the flux-field, and then I walked on slowly. Because of the blurring my family were now almost invisible. Suddenly I was a little frightened, alone in the flux-field, and I hastened after them. I saw their ghostly shapes move into daylight and out of sight (Salleen glanced back towards me), and I walked faster.


  By the time I had reached the end of the covered way, the day had matured and the light was that of mid-afternoon; low clouds were scudding before a stiff wind. As a squall of rain swept by I sheltered in the bridge, and looked across the Park for the family. I saw them a short distance away, hurrying towards one of the pagoda-shaped shelters the Park authorities had built. Glancing at the sky I saw there was a large patch of blue not far away, and I knew the shower would be a short one. It was not cold, and I did not mind getting wet, but I hesitated before going out into the open. Why I stood there I do not now recall, but I had always had a childish delight in the sensation of the flux-field, and at the place where the covered way ends the bridge is still over a part of the Channel.


  I stood by the edge of the bridge and looked down at the flux-fluid. Seen from directly above it closely resembled water, because it seemed to be clear (although the bottom could not be seen), and did not have the same metallic sheen or quicksilver property it had when viewed from the side. There were bright highlights on the surface, glinting as the fluid stirred, as if there were a film of oil across it.


  My parents had reached the pagoda—whose colourful tiles and paintwork looked odd in this dismal rain—and they were squeezing in with the two girls, as other people made room for them; I could see my father’s tall black hat, bobbing behind the crowd.


  Salleen was looking back at me, perhaps envying my solitary state, and so I stuck out my tongue at her. I was showing off. I went to the edge of the bridge, where there was no guard-rail, and leaned precariously out above the fluid. The flux-field prickled around me. I saw Salleen tugging at Mother’s arm, and Father took a step forward into the rain. I poised myself, and jumped towards the bank, flying above the few inches of the Channel between me and the ground. I heard a roaring in my ears, I was momentarily blinded, and the charge of the flux-field enveloped me like an electric cocoon.


  I landed feet-first on the muddy bank, and looked around me as if nothing untoward had happened.


  IV


  Although I did not realize it at first, in leaping from the bridge and moving up through a part of the flux-field, I had travelled in time. It happened that I landed on a day in the future when the weather was as grey and blustery as on the day I had left, and so my first real awareness, when I looked up, was that the pagoda had suddenly emptied. I stared in horror across the parkland, not believing that my family could have vanished in the blink of an eye.


  I started to run, stumbling and sliding on the slippery ground, and I felt a panicky terror and a dread of being abandoned. All the cockiness in me had gone. I sobbed as I ran, and when I reached the pagoda I was crying aloud, snivelling and wiping my nose and eyes on the sleeve of my jacket.


  I went back to where I had landed, and saw the muddy impressions of my feet on the bank. From there I looked at the bridge, so tantalizingly close, and it was then that I realized what I had done, even though it was a dim understanding.


  Something like my former mood returned then, and a spirit of exploration came over me. After all, it was the first time I had ever been alone in the Park. I started to walk away from the bridge, following a tree-lined path that went along the Channel.


  The day I had arrived in must have been a weekday in winter or early spring, because the trees were bare and there were very few people about. From this side of the Channel I could see that the toll-booths were open, but the only other people in the Park were a long way away.


  For all this, it was still an adventure, and the awful thoughts about where I had arrived, or how I was to return, were put aside.


  I walked a long way, enjoying the freedom of being able to explore this side without my family. When they were present it was as if I could only see what they pointed out, and walk where they chose. Now it was like being in the Park for the first time.


  This pleasure, small and unpositive, soon palled. It was a cold day, and my light summer shoes began to feel sodden and heavy, chafing against my toes. The Park was not at all how I liked it to be. Part of the fun on a normal day was the atmosphere of shared daring, and mixing with people whom you knew did not all come from the same day. Once, my father, in a mood of exceptional capriciousness, had led us to and fro across the Today and Yesterday Bridges, showing us time-slipped images of himself which he had made on a visit to the Park the day before. Visitors to the Park often did such things, and during the holidays, when the big factories were closed, the Park would be full of shouting, laughing voices as carefully prepared practical jokes of this sort were played.


  None of this was going on as I tramped along under the leaden sky; the future was for me as commonplace as a field.


  I began to worry, wondering how I was to get back. I could imagine the wrath of my father, the tears of my mother, the endless jibes I would get from Salleen and Therese. I turned around and walked quickly back towards the bridges, forming a half-hearted plan to cross the Channel repeatedly, using the Tomorrow and Yesterday Bridges in turn, until I was back where I started.


  I was running again, in danger of sobbing, when I saw a young man walking along the bank towards me. I would have paid no attention to him, but for the fact that when we were a short distance apart he sidestepped so that he was in front of me.


  I slowed, regarded him incuriously, and went to walk around him…but much to my surprise he called after me.


  “Mykle! It is Mykle, isn’t it?”


  “How do you know my name?” I said, pausing and looking at him warily.


  “I…was looking for you. You’ve jumped forward in time, and don’t know how to get back.”


  “Yes, but—”


  “I’ll show you how. It’s easy.”


  We were facing each other now, and I was wondering who he was and how he knew me. There was something much too friendly about him. He was very tall and thin, and had the beginnings of a moustache darkening his lip. He seemed adult to me, but when he spoke it was with a hoarse, boyish falsetto.


  I said: “It’s all right, thank you, sir. I can find my own way.”


  “By running across the bridges?”


  “How did you know?”


  “You’ll never manage it, Mykle. When you jumped from the bridge you went a long way into the future. About thirty-two years.”


  “This is…?” I looked around at the Park, disbelieving what he said. “But it feels like—”


  “Just like Tomorrow. But it isn’t. You’ve come a long way. Look over there.” He pointed across the Channel, to the other side. “Do you see those houses? You’ve never seen those before, have you?”


  There was an estate of new houses, built beyond the trees on the Park’s perimeter. True, I hadn’t noticed them before, but it proved nothing. I didn’t find this very interesting, and I began to sidle away from him, wanting to get on with the business of working out how to get back.


  “Thank you, sir. It was nice to meet you.”


  “Don’t call me ‘sir’,” he said, laughing. “You’ve been taught to be polite to strangers, but you must know who I am.”


  “N-no…” Suddenly rather nervous of him, I walked quickly away, but he ran over and caught me by the arm.


  “There’s something I must show you,” he said. “This is very important. Then I’ll get you back to the bridge.”


  “Leave me alone!” I said loudly, quite frightened of him.


  He took no notice of my protests, but walked me along the path beside the Channel. He was looking over my head, across the Channel, and I could not help noticing that whenever we passed a tree or a bush which cut off the view he would pause and look past it before going on. This continued until we were near the time-bridges again, when he came to a halt beside a huge sprawling rhododendron bush.


  “Now,” he said. “I want you to look. But don’t let yourself be seen.”


  Crouching down with him, I peered around the edge of the bush. At first I could not imagine what it was I was supposed to be looking at, and thought it was more houses for my inspection. The estate did, in fact, continue all along the further edge of the Park, just visible beyond the trees.


  “Do you see her?” He pointed, then ducked back. Following the direction, I saw a young woman sitting on a bench on the far side of the Channel.


  “Who is she?” I said, although her small figure did not actually arouse much curiosity in me.


  “The loveliest girl I have ever seen. She’s always there, on that bench. She is waiting for her lover. She sits there every day, her heart filled with anguish and hope.”


  As he said this the young man’s voice broke, as if with emotion, and I glanced up at him. His eyes were moist.


  I peered again around the edge of the bush and looked at the girl, wondering what it was about her that produced this reaction. I could hardly see her, because she was huddled against the wind and had a shawl drawn over her hair. She was sitting to one side, facing towards the Tomorrow Bridge. To me, she was approximately as interesting as the houses, which is not to say very much, but she seemed important to the young man.


  “Is she a friend of yours?” I said, turning back to him.


  “No, not a friend, Mykle. A symbol. A token of the love that is in us all.”


  “What is her name?” I said, not following this interpretation.


  “Estyll. The most beautiful name in the world.”


  Estyll: I had never heard the name before, and I repeated it softly.


  “How do you know this?” I said. “You say you—”


  “Wait, Mykle. She will turn in a moment. You will see her face.”


  His hand was clasping my shoulder, as if we were old friends, and although I was still shy of him it assured me of his good intent. He was sharing something with me, something so important that I was honoured to be included.


  Together we leaned forward again and looked clandestinely at her. By my ear, I heard my friend say her name, so softly that it was almost a whisper. A few moments passed, then, as if the time-vortex above the Channel had swept the word slowly across to her, she raised her head, shrugged back the shawl, and stood up. I was craning my neck to see her, but she turned away. I watched her walk up the slope of the Park grounds, towards the houses beyond the trees.


  “Isn’t she a beauty, Mykle?”


  I was too young to understand him fully, so I said nothing. At that age, my only awareness of the other sex was that my sisters were temperamentally and physically different from me; I had yet to discover more interesting matters. In any event, I had barely caught a glimpse of Estyll’s face.


  The young man was evidently enraptured by the girl, and as we watched her move through the distant trees my attention was half on her, half on him.


  “I should like to be the man she loves,” he said at last.


  “Do you…love her, sir?”


  “Love? What I feel is too noble to be contained in such a word.” He looked down at me, and for an instant I was reminded of the haughty disdain that my father sometimes revealed when I did something stupid. “Love is for lovers, Mykle. I am a romantic, which is a far grander thing to be.”


  I was beginning to find my companion rather pompous and over-bearing, trying to involve me in his passions. I was an argumentative child, though, and could not resist pointing out a contradiction.


  “But you said she was waiting for her lover,” I said.


  “Just a supposition.”


  “I think you are her lover, and won’t admit it.”


  I used the word disparagingly, but it made him look at me thoughtfully. The drizzle was coming down again, a dank veil across the countryside. The young man stepped away suddenly; I think he had grown as tired of my company as I had of his.


  “I was going to show you how to get back,” he said. “Come with me.” He set off towards the bridge, and I went after him. “You’ll have to go back the way you came. You jumped, didn’t you?”


  “That’s right,” I said, puffing a little. It was difficult keeping up with him.


  As we reached the end of the bridge, the young man left the path and walked across the grass to the edge of the Channel. I held back, nervous of going too close again.


  “Ah!” said the young man, peering down at the damp soil. “Look, Mykle…these must be your footprints. This was where you landed.”


  I went forward warily, and stood just behind him.


  “Put your feet in these marks, and jump towards the bridge.”


  Although the metal edge of the bridge was only an arm’s length away from where we were standing, it seemed a formidable jump, especially as the bridge was higher than the bank. I pointed this out.


  “I’ll be behind you,” the young man said. “You won’t slip. Now…look on the bridge. There’s a scratch on the floor. Do you see it? You have to aim at that. Try to land with one foot on either side, and you’ll be back where you started.”


  It all seemed rather unlikely. The part of the bridge he was pointing out was wet with rain, and looked slippery. If I landed badly I would fall; worse, I could slip backwards into the flux-fluid. Although I sensed that my new friend was right—that I could only get back by the way I had come—it did not feel right.


  “Mykle, I know what you’re thinking. But I made that mark. I’ve done it myself. Trust me.”


  I was thinking of my father and his wrath, so at last I stepped forward and put my feet in the squelching impressions I had made as I landed. Rainwater was oozing down the muddy bank towards the flux-fluid, but I noticed that as it dripped down to touch the fluid it suddenly leaped back, just like the droplets of whisky on the side of the glass my father drank in the evenings.


  The young man took a grip on my belt, holding on so that I should not slip down into the Channel.


  “I’ll count to three, then you jump. I’ll give you a shove. Are you ready?”


  “I think so.”


  “You’ll remember Estyll, won’t you?”


  I looked over my shoulder; his face was very close to mine.


  “Yes, I’ll remember her,” I said, not meaning it.


  “Right…brace yourself. It’s quite a hop from here. One…”


  I saw the fluid of the Channel below me and to the side. It was glistening eerily in the grey light.


  “…two…three…”


  I jumped forward at the same instant as the young man gave me a hefty shove from behind. Instantly, I felt the electric crackle of the flux-field, I heard again the loud roaring in my ears, and there was a split-second of impenetrable blackness. My feet touched the edge of the time-bridge, and I tripped, sprawling forward on the floor. I slithered awkwardly against the legs of a man standing just there, and my face fetched up against a pair of shoes polished to a brilliant shine. I looked up.


  There was my father, staring down at me in great surprise. All I can now remember of that frightful moment is his face glaring down at me, topped by his black, curly brimmed, stove-pipe hat. He seemed to be as tall as a mountain.


  V


  My father was not a man who saw the merit of short, sharp punishment, and I lived under the cloud of my misdeed for several weeks.


  I felt that I had done what I had done in all innocence, and that the price I had to pay for it was too high; in our house, however, there was only one kind of justice, and that was Father’s.


  Although I had been in the future for only about an hour of my subjective time, five or six hours had passed for my family, and it was twilight when I returned. This prolonged absence was the main reason for my father’s anger, although if I had jumped thirty-two years, as my companion had informed me, an error of a few hours on the return journey was as nothing.


  I was never called upon to explain myself; my father detested excuses.


  Salleen and Therese were the only ones who asked what had happened, and I gave them a shortened account: I said that after I had jumped into the future, and realized what I had done, I explored the Park on my own and then jumped back. This was enough for them. I said nothing of the youth with the lofty sentiments, nor of the young lady who sat on the bench. (Salleen and Therese were thrilled enough that I had catapulted myself into the distant future, although my safe return did make the end of the story rather dull.)


  Internally, I had mixed feelings about my adventure. I spent a lot of time on my own—part of my punishment was that I could only go into the playroom one evening a week, and had to study more diligently instead—and tried to work out the meaning of what I had seen.


  The girl, Estyll, meant very little to me. She certainly had a place in my memory of that hour in the future, but because she was so fascinating to my companion I remembered her through him, and she became of secondary interest.


  I thought about the young man a great deal. He had gone to such pains to make a friend of me, and to include me in his private thoughts, and yet I remembered him as an intrusive and unwelcome presence. I often thought of his husky voice intoning those grand opinions, and even from the disadvantage of my junior years, his callow figure—all gangly limbs, slicked-back hair and downy moustache—was a comical one. For a long time I wondered who he could be. Although the answer seems obvious in retrospect it was some years before I realized it, and whenever I was out in the town I would keep my eyes open in case we happened to meet.


  My penance came to an end about three months after the picnic. This parole was never formally stated, but understood by all concerned. The occasion was a party our parents allowed us to have for some visiting cousins, and after that my misbehaviour was never again directly mentioned.


  The following summer, when the time came around for another picnic in Flux Channel Park, my father interrupted our excited outpourings to deliver a short speech, reminding us that we must all stay together. This was said to us all, although Father gave me a sharp and meaningful look. It was a small, passing cloud, and it threw no shadow on the day. I was obedient and sensible throughout the picnic…but as we walked through the Park in the gentle heat of the day, I did not forget to look out for my helpful friend, nor for his adored Estyll. I looked, and kept looking, but neither of them was there that day.


  VI


  When I was eleven I was sent to school for the first time. I had spent my formative years in a household where wealth and influence were taken for granted, and where the governor had taken a lenient view of my education. Thrown suddenly into the company of boys from all walks of life, I retreated behind a manner of arrogance and condescension. It took two years to be scorned and beaten out of this, but well before then I had developed a wholehearted loathing for education and all that went with it. I became, in short, a student who did not study, and a pupil whose dislike for his fellows was heartily reciprocated.


  I became an accomplished malingerer, and with the occasional connivance of one of the servants I could readily feign a convincing though unaccountable stomach-ailment, or develop infectious-looking rashes. Sometimes I would simply stay at home; more frequently, I would set off into the countryside on my bicycle and spend the day in pleasant musings.


  On days like this I pursued my own form of education by reading, although this was by choice and not by compulsion. I eagerly read whatever novels and poetry I could lay my hands on: my preference in fiction was for adventure, and in poetry I soon discovered the romantics of the early nineteenth century, and the then much despised desolationists of two hundred years later. The stirring combinations of valour and unrequited love, of moral virtue and nostalgic wistfulness, struck deep into my soul and made more pointed my dislike of the routines of school.


  It was at this time, when my reading was arousing passions that my humdrum existence could not satisfy, that my thoughts turned to the girl called Estyll.


  I needed an object for the stirrings within me. I envied the romantic poets their soulful yearnings, for they, it seemed to me, had at least had the emotional experience with which to focus their desires; the despairing desolationists, lamenting the waste around them, at least had known life. Perhaps I did not rationalize this need quite so neatly at the time, but whenever I was aroused by my reading, it was the image of Estyll that came most readily to mind.


  Remembering what my companion had told me, and with my own sight of that small, huddled figure, I saw her as a lonely, heartbroken waif, squandering her life in a hopeless vigil. That she was unspeakably beautiful, and utterly faithful, went without saying.


  As I grew older, my restlessness advanced. I felt increasingly isolated, not only from the other boys at school, but also from my family. My father’s work was making more demands on him than ever before, and he was unapproachable. My sisters were going their own separate ways: Therese had developed an interest in ponies, Salleen in young men. Nobody had time for me, no one tried to understand.


  One autumn, some three or four years after I started school, I surrendered at last to the stirrings of soul and flesh, and attempted to allay them.


  VII


  I selected the day with care, one when there were several lessons at school where my absence would not be too obvious. I left home at the usual time in the morning, but instead of heading for school I rode to the city, bought a return ticket to the Park at the railway-station, and settled down on the train.


  During the summer there had been the usual family outing to the Park, but it had meant little to me. I had outgrown the immediate future; Tomorrow no longer concerned me.


  I was vested with purpose. When I arrived at the Park on that stolen day I went directly to the Tomorrow Bridge, paid the toll, and set off through the covered way towards the other side. There were more people about than I had expected, but it was quiet enough for what I wanted to do. I waited until I was the only one on the bridge, then went to the end of the covered way and stood by the spot from which I had first jumped. I took a flint from my pocket, and scratched a thin but deep line in the metal surface of the bridge.


  I slipped the flint back in my pocket, then looked appraisingly at the bank below. I had no way of knowing how far to jump, only an instinct and a vague memory of how I had done it before. The temptation was to jump as far as possible, but I managed to suppress it.


  I placed my feet astride the line, took a deep breath…and launched myself towards the bank.


  A dizzying surge of electric tingling, momentary darkness, and I sprawled across the bank.


  Before I took stock of my surroundings I marked the place where I had landed. First I scraped a deep line in the soil and grass with the flint, pointing back towards the mark on the bridge (which was still visible, though less bright), then I tore away several tufts of grass around my feet to make a second mark. Thirdly, I stared intently at the precise place, fixing it in memory, so there would be no possibility of not finding it again.


  When satisfied, I stood up and looked around at this future.


  VIII


  It was a holiday. The Park was crowded with people, all gay in summer clothes. The sun shone down from a cloudless sky, a breeze rippled the ladies’ dresses, and from a distant pagoda a band played stirring marches. It was all so familiar that my first instinct was that my parents and sisters must be somewhere about, and my illicit visit would be discovered. I ducked down against the bank of the Channel, but then I laughed at myself and relaxed; in my painstaking anticipation of this exploit I had considered the possibility of meeting people I knew, and had decided that the chance was too slender to be taken seriously. Anyway, when I looked again at the people passing—who were paying me no attention—I realized that there were subtle differences in their clothes and hair-styles, reminding me that for all the superficial similarities I had indeed travelled to the future.


  I scrambled up to the tree-lined pathway and mingled with the throng, quickly catching the spirit of the day. I must have looked like any other schoolboy, but I felt very special indeed. After all, I had now leaped into the future twice.


  This euphoria aside, I was there with a purpose, and I did not forget it. I looked across to the other bank, searching for a sight of Estyll. She was not by the bench, and I felt a crushing and illogical disappointment, as if she had deliberately betrayed me by not being there. All the frustration of the past months welled up in me, and I could have shouted with the agony of it. But then, miraculously it seemed, I saw her some distance away from the bench, wandering to and fro on the path on her side, glancing occasionally towards the Tomorrow Bridge. I recognized her at once, although I am not sure how; during that other day in the future I had barely seen her, and since then my imagination had run with a free rein, yet the moment I saw her I knew it was she.


  Gone was the shawl, and the arms that had been wrapped for warmth about her body were now folded casually across her chest. She was wearing a light summer frock, coloured in a number of pastel shades, and to my eager eyes it seemed that no lovelier clothes could have been worn by any woman in the world. Her short hair fell prettily about her face, and the way she held her head, and the way she stood, seemed delicate beyond words.


  I watched her for several minutes, transfixed by the sight of her. People continued to mill past me, but for all I was aware of them they might not have been there.


  At last I remembered my purpose, even though just seeing her was an experience whose joys I could not have anticipated. I walked back down the path, past the Tomorrow Bridge, and beyond to the Today Bridge. I hastened across, and let myself through the exit-turnstile on the other side. Still in the same day, I went up the path towards where I had seen Estyll.


  There were fewer people on this side of the Channel, of course, and the path was less crowded. I looked around as I walked, noticing that custom had not changed and that many people were sitting in the shade of the trees, with the remains of picnic meals spread out around them. I did not look too closely at these groups; it was still at the back of my mind that I might see my own family here.


  I passed the line of people waiting at the Tomorrow toll-booth, and saw the path continuing beyond. A short distance away, walking slowly to and fro, was Estyll.


  At the sight of her, now so near to me, I paused.


  I walked on, less confidently than before. She glanced in my direction once, but she looked at me in the same disinterested way as she looked at everybody. I was only a few yards from her, and my heart was pounding and I was trembling. I realized that the little speech I had prepared—the one in which I introduced myself, then revealed myself as witty and mature, then proposed that she take a walk with me—had gone from my mind. She looked so grown-up, so sure of herself.


  Unaware of my concentrated attention on her, she turned away when I was within touching distance of her. I walked on a few more paces, desperately unsure of myself. I turned and faced her.


  For the first time in my life I felt the pangs of uncontrollable love. Until then, the word had had no meaning for me, but as I stood before her I felt for her a love so shocking that I could only flinch away from it. How I must have appeared to her I cannot say: I must have been shaking, I must have been bright with embarrassment. She looked at me with calm grey eyes, and an enquiring expression, as if she detected that I had something of immense importance to say. She was so beautiful! I felt so clumsy!


  Then she smiled, unexpectedly, and I had my cue to say something. Instead, I stared at her, not even thinking of what I could say, but simply immobilized by the unexpected struggle with my emotions: I had thought love was so simple.


  Moments passed, and I could cope with the turbulence no more. I took a step back, and then another. Estyll had continued to smile at me during those long seconds of my wordless stare, and as I moved away her smile broadened and she parted her lips as if to say something. It was too much for me. I turned away, burning with embarrassment, and started to run. After a few steps, I halted and looked back at her. She was still looking at me, still smiling.


  I shouted: “I love you!”


  It seemed to me that everyone in the Park had heard me. I did not wait to see Estyll’s reaction; I ran away. I hurried along the path, then ran up a grassy bank and into the shelter of some trees. I ran and ran, crossing the concourse of the open-air restaurant, crossing a broad lawn, diving into the cover of more trees beyond.


  It was as if the physical effort of running would stop me thinking, because the moment I rested the enormity of what I had done flooded in on me. It seemed that I had done nothing right and everything wrong. I had had a chance to meet her, and I had let it slip through my fingers. Worst of all, I had shouted my love at her, revealing it to the world. To my adolescent mind, it seemed there could have been no grosser mistake.


  I stood under the trees, leaning my forehead against the trunk of an old oak, banging my fist in frustration and fury.


  I was terrified that Estyll would find me, and I never wanted to see her again. At the same time, I wanted her and loved her with a renewed passion…and hoped, but hoped secretly, that she would be searching for me in the Park, and would come to me by my tree and put her arms around me.


  A long time passed, and gradually my turbulent and contradictory emotions subsided.


  I still did not want to see Estyll, so when I walked down to the path I looked carefully ahead to be sure I would not meet her. When I stepped down to the path itself—where people still walked in casual enjoyment, oblivious of the drama—I looked along it towards the bridges, but saw no sign of her. I could not be sure she had left so I hung around, torn between wincing shyness of her and profound devotion.


  At last I decided to risk it, and hurried along the path to the toll-booths. I did not look for her, and I did not see her. I paid the toll at the Today Bridge, and returned to the other side. I located the marks I had made on the bank beside the Tomorrow Bridge, aimed myself at the scratch on the bridge floor, and leaped across towards it.


  I emerged in the day I had left. Once again, my rough-and-ready way of travelling through time did not return me to a moment precisely true to elapsed time, but it was close enough. When I checked my watch against the clock in the toll-booth, I discovered I had been gone for less than a quarter of an hour. Meanwhile, I had been in the future for more than three hours.


  I caught an earlier train home, and idled away the rest of the day on my bicycle in the countryside, reflecting on the passions of man, the glories of young womanhood, and the accursed weaknesses of the will.


  IX


  I should have learned from experience, and never tried to see Estyll again, but there was no quieting the love I felt for her. Thoughts of her dominated every waking moment. It was the memory of her smile that was central: she had been encouraging me, inviting me to say the very things I had wanted to say, and I missed the chance. So, with the obsession renewed and intensified, I returned to the Park, and did so many times.


  Whenever I could safely absent myself from school, and could lay my hands on the necessary cash, I went to the Tomorrow Bridge and leapt across to the future. I was soon able to judge that dangerous leap with a marvellous instinctive skill. Naturally, there were mistakes; once, terrifyingly, I landed in the night, and after that experience I always took a small pocket flashlight with me. On two or three occasions my return jump was inaccurate, and I had to use the time-bridges to find the day I should have been in.


  After a few more of my leaps into the future, I felt sufficiently at home to approach a stranger in the Park and ask him the date. By telling me the year he confirmed that I was exactly twenty-seven years into the future…or, as it had been when I was ten, thirty-two years ahead. The stranger I spoke to was apparently a local man, and by his appearance a man of some substance, and I took him sufficiently into my confidence to point out Estyll to him. I asked him if he knew her, which he said he did, but could only confirm her given name. It was enough for me, because by then it suited my purpose not to know too much about her.


  I made no more attempts to speak to Estyll. Barred from approaching her by my painful shyness I fell back on fantasies, which were much more in keeping with my timid soul. As I grew older, and became more influenced by my favourite poets, it seemed not only more sad and splendid to glorify her from a distance, but appropriate that my role in her life should be passive.


  To compensate for my nervousness about trying to meet her again, I constructed a fiction about her.


  She was passionately in love with a disreputable young man, who had tempted her with elaborate promises and wicked lies. At the very moment she had declared her love for him, he had deserted her by crossing the Tomorrow Bridge into a future from which he had never returned. In spite of his shameful behaviour her love held true, and every day she waited in vain by the Tomorrow Bridge, knowing that one day he would return. I would watch her covertly from the other side of the Channel, knowing that her patience was that of the lovelorn; too proud for tears, too faithful for doubt, she was at ease with the knowledge that her long wait would be its own reward.


  In the present, in my real life, I sometimes dallied with another fiction: that I was her lover, that it was for me she was waiting. This thought excited me, arousing responses of a physical kind that I did not fully understand.


  I went to the Park repeatedly, gladly suffering the punishments at school for my frequent, and badly excused, truancies. So often did I leap across to that future that I soon grew accustomed to seeing other versions of myself, and realized that I had sometimes seen other young men before, who looked suspiciously like me, and who skulked near the trees and bushes beside the Channel and gazed across as wistfully as I. There was one day in particular—a lovely, sunny day, at the height of the holiday season—that I often lighted on, and here there were more than a dozen versions of myself, dispersed among the crowd.


  One day, not long before my sixteenth birthday, I took one of my now customary leaps into the future, and found a cold and windy day, almost deserted. As I walked along the path I saw a child, a small boy, plodding along with his head down against the wind and scuffing at the turf with the toes of his shoes. The sight of him, with his muddy legs and tear-streaked face, reminded me of that very first time I had jumped accidentally to the future, and I stared at him as we approached each other. He looked back at me, and for an instant a shock of recognition went through me like a bolt of electricity. He turned his eyes aside at once, and stumped on by, heading towards the bridges behind me. I stared at him, recalling in vivid detail how I had felt that day, and how I had been fomenting a desperate plan to return to the day I had left, and as I did so I realized—at long last—the identity of the friend I had made that day.


  My head whirling with the recognition, I called after him, hardly believing what was happening.


  “Mykle!” I said, the sound of my own name tasting strange in my mouth. The boy turned to look at me and I said a little uncertainly: “It is Mykle, isn’t it?”


  “How do you know my name?” His stance was truculent and he seemed unwilling to be spoken to.


  “I…was looking for you,” I said, inventing a reason for why I should have recognized him. “You’ve jumped forward in time, and don’t know how to get back.”


  “Yes, but—”


  “I’ll show you how. It’s easy.”


  As we were speaking, a distracting thought came to me: so far I had, quite accidentally, duplicated the conversation of that day. But what if I were to change it consciously? Suppose I said something that my “friend” had not; suppose young Mykle were not to respond in the way I had? The consequences seemed enormous, and I could imagine this boy’s life—my own life—going in a direction entirely different. I saw the dangers of that, and I knew I had to make an effort to repeat the dialogue, and my actions, precisely.


  But just as it had when I tried to speak to Estyll, my mind went blank.


  “…it’s all right, thank you, sir,” the boy was saying. “I can find my own way.”


  “By running across the bridges?” I wasn’t sure if that was what had been said to me before, but I knew that had been my intention.


  “How did you know?”


  I found I could not depend on that distant memory, and so, trusting to the inevitable sweep of destiny, I stopped trying to remember. I said whatever came to mind.


  It was appalling to see myself through my own eyes. I had not imagined that I had been quite such a pathetic-looking child. I had every appearance of being a sullen and difficult boy; there was a stubbornness and a belligerence that I both recognized and disliked. And I knew there was a deeper weakness too: I could remember how I had seen myself, my older self, that is. I recalled my “friend” from this day as callow and immature, and mannered with a loftiness that did not suit his years. That I (as child) had seen myself (as young man) in this light was condemnation of my then lack of percipience. I had learned a lot about myself since going to school, and I was more adult in my outlook than the other boys at school; what is more, since falling in love with Estyll I had taken great care over my appearance and clothes, and whenever I made one of these trips to the future I looked my best.


  However, in spite of the shortcomings I saw in myself-as-boy, I felt sorry for young Mykle, and there was certainly a feeling of great spirit between us. I showed him what I had noticed of the changes in the Park, and then we walked together towards the Tomorrow Bridge. Estyll was there on the other side of the Channel, and I told him what I knew of her. I could not convey what was in my heart, but knowing how important she was to become to him, I wanted him to see her and love her.


  After she had left, I showed him the mark I had made in the surface of the bridge, and after I had persuaded him to make the leap—with several sympathetic thoughts about his imminent reception—I wandered alone in the blustery evening, wondering if Estyll would return. There was no sign of her.


  I waited almost until nightfall, resolving that the years of admiring her from afar had been long enough. Something that young Mykle had said deeply affected me. Allowing him a glimpse of my fiction, I had told him: “She is waiting for her lover.” My younger self had replied: “I think you are her lover, and won’t admit it.”


  I had forgotten saying that. I would not admit it, for it was not strictly true, but I would admit to the wish that it were so.


  Staring across the darkening Channel, I wondered if there were a way of making it come true. The Park was an eerie place in that light, and the temporal stresses of the flux-field seemed to take on a tangible presence. Who knew what tricks could be played by Time? I had already met myself—once, twice, and seen myself many times over—and who was to say that Estyll’s lover could not be me?


  In my younger self I had seen something about my older self that I could not see on my own. Mykle had said it, and I wanted it to be true. I would make myself Estyll’s lover, and I would do it on my next visit to the Park.


  X


  There were larger forces at work than those of romantic destiny, because soon after I made this resolution my life was shaken out of its pleasant intrigues by the sudden death of my father.


  I was shocked by this more profoundly than I could ever have imagined. In the last two or three years I had seen very little of him, and thought about him even less. And yet, from the moment the maid ran into the drawing-room, shrilling that my father had collapsed across the desk in his study, I was stricken with the most awful guilt. It was I who had caused the death! I had been obsessed with myself, with Estyll…if only I had thought more of him, he would not be dead!


  Of course, much of this was hysteria, but in the sad days before the funeral, it seemed less than wholly illogical. My father knew as much about the workings of the flux-field as any man alive, and after my childhood adventure he must have had some inkling that I had not left matters there. The school must have advised him of my frequent absences, and yet he said nothing. It was almost as if he had been deliberately standing by, hoping something might come of it all.


  In the days following his death, a period of emotional transition, it seemed to me that Estyll was inextricably bound up with the tragedy. However much it flew in the face of reason, I could not help feeling that if I had spoken to Estyll, if I had acted rather than hidden, then my father would still be alive.


  I did not have long to dwell on this. When the first shock and grief had barely passed, it became clear that nothing would ever be quite the same again for me. My father had made a will, in which he bequeathed me the responsibility for his family, his work and his fortune.


  I was still legally a child, and one of my uncles took over the administration of the affairs until I reached my majority. This uncle, deeply resentful that none of the fortune had passed to him, made the most of his temporary control over our lives. I was removed from school, and started in my father’s work. The family house was sold, the governor and the other servants were discharged, and my mother was moved to a smaller household in the country. Salleen was quickly married off, and Therese was sent to boarding-school. It was made plain that I should take a wife as soon as possible.


  My love for Estyll—my deepest secret—was thrust away from me by forces I could not resist.


  Until the day my father died, I did not have much conception of what his work involved, except to know that he was one of the most powerful and influential men in the Neuropean Union. This was because he controlled the power-stations which tapped energy from the temporal stresses of the flux-field. On the day I inherited his position I assumed this meant he was fabulously wealthy, but I was soon relieved of this misapprehension; the power-stations were state-controlled, and the so-called fortune comprised a large number of debentures in the enterprise. In real terms these could not be cashed, thus explaining many of the extreme decisions taken by my uncle. Death-duties were considerable, and in fact I was in debt because of them for many years afterwards.


  The work was entirely foreign to me, and I was psychologically and academically unready for it, but because the family was now my responsibility, I applied myself as best I could. For a long time, shaken and confused by the abrupt change in our fortunes, I could do nothing but cope.


  My adolescent adventures in Flux Channel Park became memories as elusive as dreams; it was as if I had become another person.


  (But I had lived with the image of Estyll for so long that nothing could make me forget her. The flame of romanticism that had lighted my youth faded away, but it was never entirely extinguished. In time I lost my obsessive love for Estyll, but I could never forget her wan beauty, her tireless waiting.)


  By the time I was twenty-two I was in command of myself. I had mastered my father’s job; although the position was hereditary, as most employment was hereditary, I discharged my duties well and conscientiously. The electricity generated by the flux-field provided roughly nine-tenths of all the energy consumed in the Neuropean Union, and much of my time was spent in dealing with the multitude of political demands for energy. I travelled widely, to every state in Federal Neurop, and further abroad.


  Of the family: my mother was settling into her long years of widowhood, and the social esteem that naturally followed; both my sisters were married. Of course I too married in the end, succumbing to the social pressures that every man of standing has to endure. When I was twenty-one I was introduced to Dorynne, a cousin of Salleen’s husband, and within a few months we were wed. Dorynne, an intelligent and attractive young woman, proved to be a good wife, and I loved her. When I was twenty-five, she bore our first child: a girl. I needed an heir, for that was the custom of my country, but we rejoiced at her birth. We named her…well, we named her Therese, after my sister, but Dorynne had wanted to call her Estyll, a girl’s name then very popular, and I had to argue against her. I never explained why.


  Two years later my son Carl was born, and my position in society was secure.


  XI


  The years passed, and the glow of adolescent longing for Estyll dimmed still further. Because I was happy with my growing family, and fulfilled by the demands of my work, those strange experiences in Flux Channel Park seemed to be a minor aberration from a life that was solid, conventional and unadventurous. I was no longer romantic in outlook; I saw those noble sentiments as the product of immaturity and inexperience, and such was the change in me that Dorynne sometimes complained I was unimaginative.


  But if the romance of Estyll faded with time, a certain residual curiosity about her did not. I wanted to know: what had become of her? Who was she? Was she as beautiful as I remembered her?


  Setting out these questions has lent them an urgency they did not possess. They were the questions of idle moments, or when something happened to remind me of her. Sometimes, for instance, my work took me along the Flux Channel, and then I would think briefly of her; for a short time a young woman worked in my office, and she had the same name. As I grew older, a year or more would sometimes pass without a thought of Estyll.


  I should probably have gone for the rest of my life with these questions unanswered if it had not been for an event of major world importance. When the news of it came out, it seemed for a time to be the most exciting event of the century, as in some ways it was: the starship that had been launched a hundred years before was returning.


  This news affected every aspect of my work, and at once I was involved in strategic and political planning at the highest level. What it meant was this: the starship could only return to Earth by the same means as it had left. The Flux Channel would have to be reconverted, if only temporarily, to its proper use. The houses in its vicinity would have to be evacuated, the power-tapping stations would have to be disconnected, and the Park and its time-bridges would have to be destroyed.


  For me, the disconnection of the power-stations—with the inevitable result of depriving the Neuropean Union of most of its electricity—created immense problems. Permission had to be sought from other countries to generate electricity from fossil deposits for the months the flux-stations were inoperable, and permission of that sort could only be obtained after intricate political negotiation and bargaining. We had less than a year in which to achieve this.


  But the coming destruction of the Park struck a deeper note in me, as it did in many people. The Park was a much-loved playground, familiar to everyone, and, for many people, ineradicably linked with memories of childhood. For me, it was strongly associated with the idealism of my youth, and with a girl I had loved for a time. If the Park and its bridges were closed, I knew that my questions about Estyll would never be answered.


  I had leapt into a future where the Park was still a playground, where the houses beyond the trees were still occupied. Through all my life I had thought of that future as an imaginary or ideal world, one unattainable except by a dangerous leap from a bridge. But that future was no longer imaginary. I was now forty-two years old. It was thirty-two years since I, as a ten-year-old boy, had leapt thirty-two years into the future.


  Today and Tomorrow co-existed once more in Flux Channel Park.


  If I did not act in the next few weeks, before the Park was closed, I should never see Estyll again. The memory of her flared into flame again, and I felt a deep sense of frustration. I was much too busy to go in search of a boyhood dream.


  I delegated. I relieved two subordinates from work in which they would have been better employed, and told them what I wanted to discover. They were to locate a young woman or girl who lived, possibly alone, possibly not, in one of the houses that bordered the Park.


  The estate consisted of some two hundred houses; in time, my subordinates gave me a list of over a hundred and fifty possible names, and I scanned it anxiously. There were twenty-seven women living on the estate who were called Estyll; it was a popular name.


  I returned one employee to his proper work, but retained the other, a woman named Robyn. I took her partially into my confidence; I said that the girl was a distant relative and that I was anxious to locate her, but for family reasons I had to be discreet. I believed she was frequently to be found in the Park. Within a few days, Robyn confirmed that there was one such girl. She and her mother lived together in one of the houses. The mother was confined to the house by the conventions of mourning (her husband had died within the last two years), and the daughter, Estyll, spent almost every day alone in the Park. Robyn said she had been unable to discover why she went there.


  The date had been fixed when Flux Channel Park would be closed to the public, and it was some eight and a half months ahead. I knew that I would soon be signing the order that would authorize the closure. One day between now and then, if for no other reason, Estyll’s patient waiting would have to end.


  I took Robyn further into my confidence. I instructed her to go to the Park and, by repeated use of the Tomorrow Bridge, go into the future. All she was to report back to me was the date on which Estyll’s vigil ended. Whether Robyn wondered at the glimpses of my obsession she was seeing, I cannot say, but she went without demur and did my work for me. When she returned, she had the date: it was just over six weeks away. That interview with Robyn was fraught with undertones that neither side understood. I did not want to know too much, because with the return of my interest in Estyll had come something of that sense of romantic mystery; Robyn, for her part, clearly had seen something that intrigued her. I found it all most unsettling.


  I rewarded Robyn with a handsome cash bonus, and returned her to her duties. I marked the date in my private diary, then gave my full attention to the demands of my proper work.


  XII


  As the date approached I knew I could not be at the Park. On that day there was to be an energy conference in Geneva, and there was no possibility of my missing it. I made a futile attempt to change the date, but who was I against fifty heads of state? Once more I was tempted to let the great preoccupation of my youth stay forever unresolved, but again I succumbed to it. I could not miss this one last chance.


  I made my travel-arrangements to Geneva with care, and instructed my secretarial staff to reserve me a compartment on the one overnight train which would get me there in time.


  It meant that I should have to visit the Park on the day before the vigil was to end, but by using the Tomorrow Bridge I could still be there to see it.


  At last the day came. I had no one to answer to but myself, and shortly after midday I left my office and had my driver take me to the Park. I left him and the carriage in the yard beyond the gate, and with one glance towards the estate of houses, where I knew Estyll and her mother lived, I went into the Park.


  I had not been in the Park itself since my last visit just before my father died, and knowing that one’s childhood haunts often seem greatly changed when revisited years later I had been expecting to find the place smaller, less grand than I remembered it. But as I walked slowly down the gently sloping sward towards the toll-booths, it seemed that the magnificent trees, and the herbaceous borders, the fountains, the pathways, and all the various kinds of landscaping in the Park gardens were just as I recalled them.


  But the smells! In my adolescent longing I had not responded to those: the sweet bark, the sweeping leaves, the clustered flowers. A man with a mowing-machine clattered past, throwing up a moist green smell, and the shorn grass humped in the mower’s hood like a sleeping furry animal. I watched the man as he reached the edge of the lawn he was cutting, turned the machine, then bent low over it to start it up the incline for his return. I had never pushed a mower, and as if this last day in the Park had restored my childhood, I felt an urge to dash across to him and ask him if I might try my hand.


  I smiled to myself as I walked on: I was a well-known public figure, and in my drape suit and tall silk hat I should certainly have cut a comic sight.


  Then there were the sounds. I heard, as if for the first time (and yet also with a faint and distracting nostalgia), the metallic click of the turnstile ratchets, the sound of the breeze in the pines that surrounded the Park, and the almost continuous soprano of children’s voices. Somewhere, a band was playing marches.


  I saw a family at picnic beneath one of the weeping willows: the servants stood to one side, and the paterfamilias was carving a huge joint of cold beef. I watched them surreptitiously for a moment. It might have been my own family, a generation before; people’s delights did not change.


  So taken was I by all this that I had nearly reached the toll-booths before I remembered Estyll. Another private smile: my younger self would not have been able to understand this lapse. I was feeling more relaxed, welcoming the tranquil surroundings of the Park and remembering the past, but I had grown out of the obsessive associations the place had once had for me.


  I had come to the Park to see Estyll, though, so I went on past the toll-booths until I was on the path that ran beside the Channel. I walked a short way, looking ahead. Soon I saw her, and she was sitting on the bench, staring towards the Tomorrow Bridge.


  It was as if a quarter of a century had been obliterated. All the calm and restful mood went from me as if it had never existed, to be replaced by a ferment of emotions that was the more shocking for being so unexpected.


  I came to a halt, turned away, thinking that if I looked at her any more she would surely notice me.


  The adolescent, the immature, the romantic child…I was still all of these, and the sight of Estyll awakened them as if from a short nap. I felt large and clumsy and ridiculous in my over-formal clothes, as if I were a child wearing a grandparent’s wedding-outfit. Her composure, her youthful beauty, the vital force of her vigil…they were enough to renew all those inadequacies I had felt as a teenager.


  But at the same time there was a second image of her, one which lay above the other like an elusive ghost. I was seeing her as an adult sees a child.


  She was so much younger than I remembered her! She was smaller. She was pretty, yes…but I had seen prettier women. She was dignified, but it was a precocious poise, as if she had been trained in it by a socially conscious parent. And she was young, so very young! My own daughter, Therese, would be the same age now, perhaps slightly older.


  Thus tom, thus acutely conscious of my divided way of seeing her, I stood in confusion and distraction on the pathway, while the families and couples walked gaily past.


  I backed away from her at last, unable to look at her any more. She was wearing clothes I remembered too well from the past: a narrow white skirt tight around her legs, a shiny black belt, and a dark-blue blouse embroidered with flowers across the bodice.


  (I remembered—I remembered so much, too much. I wished she had not been there.)


  She frightened me because of the power she had, the power to awaken and arouse my emotions. I did not know what it was. Everyone has adolescent passions, but how many people have the chance to revisit those passions in maturity?


  It elated me, but also made me deeply melancholic; inside I was dancing with love and joy, but she terrified me; she was so innocently, glowingly young, and I was now so old.


  XIII


  I decided to leave the Park at once…but changed my mind an instant later. I went towards her, then turned yet again and walked away.


  I was thinking of Dorynne, but trying to put her out of my mind; I was thinking of Estyll, obsessed again.


  I walked until I was out of sight of her, then took off my hat and wiped my brow. It was a warm day, but I knew that the sweat was not caused by the weather. I needed to calm myself, wanted somewhere to sit down and think about it…but the Park was for pleasure, and when I went towards the open-air restaurant to buy a glass of beer, the sight of all the heedless merriment was intrusive and unwelcome.


  I stood on the uncut grass, watching the man with the mower, trying to control myself. I had come to the Park to satisfy an old curiosity, not to fall again into the traps of childhood infatuation. It was unthinkable that I should let a young girl of sixteen distract me from my stable life. It had been a mistake, a stupid mistake, to return to the Park.


  But inevitably there was a deeper sense of destiny beneath my attempts to be sensible. I knew, without being able to say why, that Estyll was waiting there at her bench for me, and that we were destined at last to meet.


  Her vigil was due to end tomorrow, and that was just a short distance away. It lay on the far side of the Tomorrow Bridge.


  XIV


  I tried to pay at the toll-booth, but the attendant recognized me at once. He released the ratchet of the turnstile with such a sharp jab of his foot that I thought he might break his ankle. I nodded to him, and passed through into the covered way.


  I walked across briskly, trying to think no more about what I was doing or why. The flux-field prickled about my body.


  I emerged into bright sunlight. The day I had left had been warm and sunny, but here in the next day it was several degrees hotter. I felt stiff and overdressed in my formal clothes, not at all in keeping with the reawakened, desperate hope that was in my breast. Still trying to deny that hope, I retreated into my daytime demeanour, opening the front of my coat and thrusting my thumbs into the slit-pockets of my waistcoat, as I sometimes did when addressing subordinates.


  I walked along the path beside the Channel, looking across for a sight of Estyll on the other side.


  Someone tugged at my arm from behind, and I turned in surprise. There was a young man standing there; he was nearly as tall as me, but his jacket was too tight across his shoulders, and his trousers were a fraction too short, revealing that he was still growing up. He had an obsessive look to him, but when he spoke it was obvious he was from a good family.


  “Sir, may I trouble you with a question?” he said, and at once I realized who he was. The shock of recognition was profound, and had I not been so preoccupied with Estyll I am sure meeting him would have made me speechless. It was so many years since my time-jumping that I had forgotten the jolting sense of recognition and sympathy.


  I controlled myself with great difficulty. Trying not to reveal my knowledge of him, I said: “What do you wish to know?”


  “Would you tell me the date, sir?”


  I started to smile, and glanced away from him for a moment, to straighten my face. His earnest eyes, his protuberant ears, his pallid face and quiffed-up hair!


  “Do you mean today’s date, or do you mean the year?”


  “Well…both actually, sir.”


  I gave him the answer at once, although as soon as I had spoken I realized I had given him today’s date, whereas I had stepped forward one day beyond that. No matter, though: what he, I, was interested in was the year.


  He thanked me politely, and made to step away. Then he paused, looked at me with a guileless stare (which I remembered had been an attempt to take the measure of this forbidding-looking stranger in a frock-coat), and said: “Sir, do you happen to live in these parts?”


  “I do,” I said, knowing what was coming. I had raised a hand to cover my mouth, and was stroking my upper lip.


  “I wonder if you would happen to know the identity of a certain person, often to be seen in this Park?”


  “Who—?” I could not finish the sentence; his eager, pinkening earnestness was extremely comical, and I spluttered an explosive laugh. At once I turned it into a simulated sneeze, and while I made a play with my handkerchief I muttered something about hay-fever. Forcing myself to be serious, I returned my handkerchief to my pocket and straightened my hat. “Who do you mean?”


  “A young lady, of about my own age.”


  Unaware of my amusement he moved past me and went down the bank to where there was a thick cluster of rose-bushes. From behind their cover he looked across at the other side. He made sure I was looking too, then pointed.


  I could not see Estyll at first, because of the crowds, but then saw that she was standing quite near to the queue for the Tomorrow Bridge. She was wearing her dress of pastel colours: the clothes she had been wearing when I first loved her.


  “Do you see her, sir?”


  His question was like a discordant note in a piece of music. I had become perfectly serious again, and just seeing her made me want to fall into reflective silence. The way she held her head, the innocent composure.


  He was waiting for a reply, so I said: “Yes…yes, a local girl.”


  “Do you know her name, sir?”


  “I believe she is called Estyll.”


  An expression of surprised pleasure came over his face, and his flush deepened. “Thank you, sir. Thank you.”


  He backed away from me, but I said: “Wait!” I had a sudden instinct to help him, to cut short those months of agony. “You must go and talk to her, you know. She wants to meet you. You mustn’t be shy of her.”


  He stared at me in horror, then turned and ran into the crowd. Within a few seconds I could see him no more.


  The enormity of what I had done struck me forcibly. Not only had I touched him on his most vulnerable place, forcing him to confront the one matter he had to work out for himself in his own time, but impetuously I had interfered with the smooth progression of events. In my memory of the meeting, the stranger in the silk hat had not given unsolicited advice!


  A few minutes later, as I walked slowly along the path, pondering on this, I saw my younger self again. He saw me and I nodded to him, as an introduction, perhaps, to telling him to ignore what I had said, but he glanced away disinterestedly as if he had never seen me before.


  There was something odd about him: he had changed his clothes, and the new ones fitted better.


  I mused over this for a while, until I realized what must have happened. He was not the same Mykle I had spoken to: he was still myself, but here, on this day, from another day in the past!


  A little later I saw myself again. This time I—he—was wearing the same clothes as before. Was it the youth I had spoken to? Or was it myself from yet another day?


  I was quite distracted by all this, but never so much that I forgot the object of it all. Estyll was there on the other side of the Channel, and while I paced along the pathway I made certain she was never out of my sight. She had waited beside the toll-booth queue for several minutes, but now she had walked back to the main path, and was standing on the grassy bank, staring, as I had seen her do so many times before, towards the Tomorrow Bridge. I could see her much better there: her slight figure, her young beauty.


  I was feeling calmer at last; I no longer saw a double image of her. Meeting myself as a youth, and seeing other versions of myself, had reminded me that Estyll and I, apparently divided by the flux-field, were actually united by it. My presence here was inevitable.


  Today was the last day of her vigil, although she might not know it, and I was here because I was supposed to be here.


  She was waiting, and I was waiting. I could resolve it, I could resolve it now!


  She was looking directly across the Channel, and seemed to be staring deliberately at me, as if the inspiration had struck her in the same instant. Without thinking, I waved my arm at her. Excitement ran through me. I turned quickly, and set off down the path towards the bridges. If I crossed the Today Bridge I should be with her in a matter of a few seconds! It was what I had to do!


  When I reached the place where the Tomorrow Bridge opened on to this side, I looked back across the Channel to make sure of where she was standing.


  But she was no longer waiting! She too was hurrying across the grass, rushing towards the bridges. As she ran she was looking across the Channel, looking at me!


  She reached the crowd of people waiting by the toll-booth, and I saw her pushing past them. I lost sight of her as she went into the booth.


  I stood at my end of the bridge, looking down the ill-lit covered way. Daylight was a bright square two hundred feet away.


  A small figure in a long dress hurried up the steps at the far end, and ran into the wooden tunnel. Estyll came towards me, raising the front of her skirt as she ran. I glimpsed trailing ribbons, white stockings.


  With each step, Estyll moved further into the flux-field. With each frantic, eager step towards me, her figure became less substantial. She was less than a third of the way across before she had blurred and dissolved into nothing.


  I saw her mistake! She was crossing the wrong bridge! When she reached this side—when she stood where I stood now—she would be twenty-four hours too late.


  I stared helplessly down the gloomy covered way, watching as two children slowly materialized before me. They pushed and squabbled, each trying to be the first to emerge into the new day.


  XV


  I acted without further delay. I left the Tomorrow Bridge, and ran back up the slope to the path. The Today Bridge was about fifty yards away, and, clapping a hand on the top of my hat, I ran as fast as I could towards it. I thought only of the extreme urgency of catching Estyll before I lost her. If she realized her mistake and began to search for me, we might be forever crossing and recrossing the Channel on one bridge after another—forever in the same place, but forever separated in time.


  I scrambled on to the end of the Today Bridge, and hurried across. I had to moderate my pace, as the bridge was narrow and several other people were crossing. This bridge, of the three, was the only one with windows to the outside, and as I passed each one I paused to look anxiously at each end of the Tomorrow Bridge, hoping for a glimpse of her.


  At the end of the bridge, I pushed quickly through the exit-turnstile, leaving it rattling and clattering on its ratchet.


  I set off at once towards the Tomorrow Bridge, reaching for the money to pay the toll. In my haste I bumped into someone: it was a woman, and I murmured an apology as I passed, affording her only a momentary glance. We recognized each other in the same instant: it was Robyn, the woman I had sent to the Park. But why was she here now?


  As I reached the toll-booth I looked back at her again. She was staring at me with an expression of intense curiosity, but as soon as she saw me looking she turned away. Was this the conclusion of the vigil she had reported to me on? Is this what she had seen?


  I could not delay. I pushed rudely past the people at the head of the queue, and threw some coins on to the worn brass plate where the tickets were ejected mechanically towards the buyer. The attendant looked up at me, recognized me as I recognized him.


  “Compliments of the Park again, sir,” he said, and slid the coins back to me.


  I had seen him only a few minutes before; yesterday in his life. I scooped up the coins, and returned them to my pocket. The turnstile clicked as I pushed through; I went up the steps, and entered the covered way.


  Far ahead: the glare of daylight of the day I was in. The bare interior of the covered way, with lights at intervals. No people.


  I started to walk, and when I had gone a few paces across the flux-field, the daylight squared in the far end of the tunnel became night. It felt much colder.


  And ahead of me: two small figures, solidifying, or so it seemed, out of the electrical haze of the field. They were standing together under one of the lights, partly blocking the way.


  I went nearer, and saw that one of them was Estyll. The figure with her had his head turned away from me. I paused.


  I had halted where no light fell on me, and although I was only a few feet away from them I would have seemed—as they seemed to me—a ghostly, half-visible apparition. But they were occupied with each other, and did not look towards me.


  I heard him say: “Do you live around here?”


  “In one of the houses by the Park. What about you?”


  “No…I have to come here by train.” The hands held nervously by his side, the fingers curling and uncurling.


  “I’ve often seen you here,” she said. “You stare a lot.”


  “I wondered who you were.”


  There was a silence then, while the youth looked shyly at the floor, apparently thinking of more to say. Estyll glanced beyond him to where I was standing, and for a moment we looked directly into each other’s eyes.


  She said to the young man: “It’s cold here. Shall we go back?”


  “We could go for a walk. Or I could buy you a glass of orange.”


  “I’d rather go for a walk.”


  They turned and walked towards me. She glanced at me again, with a frank stare of hostility; I had been listening in, and she well knew it. The young man was barely aware of my presence. As they passed me he was looking first at her, then nervously at his hands. I saw his too-tight clothes, his quiff of hair combed up, his pink ears and neck, his downy moustache; he walked clumsily, as if he were about to trip over his own feet, and he did not know where to put his hands.


  I loved him, I had loved her.


  I followed them a little way, until light shone in again at the toll-booth end. I saw him stand aside to let her through the turnstile first. Out in the sunshine she danced across the grass, letting the colours of her dress shine out, and then she reached over and took his hand. They walked away together, across the newly cut lawns towards the trees.


  XVI


  I waited until Estyll and I had gone, and then I too went out into the day. I crossed to the other side of the Channel on the Yesterday Bridge, and returned on the Today Bridge.


  It was the day I had arrived in the Park; the day before I was due in Geneva, the day before Estyll and I were finally to meet. Outside in the yard, my driver would be waiting with the carriage.


  Before I left I went for one more walk along the path on this side of the Channel, and headed for the bench where I knew Estyll would be waiting. I saw her through the crowd: she was sitting quietly and watching the people, dressed neatly in her white skirt and dark blue blouse.


  I looked across the Channel. The sunshine was bright and hazy, and there was a light breeze. I saw the promenading holidaymakers on the other side: the bright clothes, the festive hats, the balloons and the children. But not everyone blended with the crowd.


  There was a rhododendron bush beside the Channel, and behind it I could just see the figure of a youth. He was staring across at Estyll. Behind him, walking along deep in thought, was another Mykle. Further along the bank, well away from the bridges, another Mykle sat in long grass overlooking the Channel. I waited, and before long another Mykle appeared. A few minutes later yet another Mykle appeared, and took up position behind one of the trees over there. I did not doubt that there were many more, each oblivious of all the others, each preoccupied with the girl who sat on the bench a few feet from me.


  I wondered which one it was I had spoken to; none of them, perhaps, or all of them?


  I turned towards Estyll at last, and approached her. I went to stand directly in front of her, and removed my hat.


  “Good afternoon, miss,” I said. “Pardon me for speaking to you like this.”


  She looked up at me in sharp surprise; I had interrupted her reverie. She shook her head, but turned on a polite smile for me.


  “Do you happen to know who I am?” I said.


  “Of course, sir. You’re very famous.” She bit her lower lip, as if wishing she had not answered so promptly. “What I meant was—”


  “Yes,” I said. “Do you trust my word?” She frowned then, and it was a consciously pretty gesture; a child borrowing a mannerism from an adult. “It will happen tomorrow,” I said.


  “Sir?”


  “Tomorrow,” I said again, trying to find some subtler way of putting it. “What you’re waiting for…it will happen then.”


  “How do you—?”


  “Never mind that,” I said. I stood erect, running my fingers across the brim of my hat. In spite of everything, she had the uncanny facility of making me nervous and awkward. “I’ll be across there tomorrow,” I said, pointing to the other side of the Channel. “Look out for me. I’ll be wearing these clothes, this hat. You’ll see me wave to you. That’s when it will be.”


  She said nothing to this, but looked steadily at me. I was standing against the light, and she could not have been able to see me properly. But I could see her with the sun on her face, and with light dancing in her hair and her eyes.


  She was so young, so pretty. It was like pain to be near her.


  “Wear your prettiest dress,” I said. “Do you understand?”


  She still did not answer, but I saw her eyes flicker towards the far side of the Channel. There was a pinkness in her cheeks, and I knew I had said too much. I wished I had not spoken to her at all.


  I made a courtly little bow, and replaced my hat.


  “Good-day to you, miss,” I said.


  “Good-day, sir.”


  I nodded to her again, then walked past her and turned on to the lawn behind the bench. I went a short way up the slope, and moved over to the side until I was hidden from Estyll by the trunk of a huge tree.


  I could see that on the far side of the Channel one of the Mykles I had spotted earlier had moved out from his hiding place. He stood on the bank in clear view; he had apparently been watching me as I spoke to Estyll, for now I could see him looking across at me, shading his eyes with his hand.


  I was certain that it was him I had spoken to.


  I could help him no more. If he now crossed the Channel twice, moving forward two days, he could be on the Tomorrow Bridge to meet Estyll as she answered my signal.


  He stared across at me, and I stared back. Then I heard a whoop of joy. He started running.


  He hurried along the bank, and went straight to the Today Bridge. I could almost hear the hollow clumping of his shoes as he ran through the narrow way, and moments later he emerged on this side. He walked, more sedately now, to the queue for the Tomorrow Bridge.


  As he stood in line, he was looking at Estyll. She, staring thoughtfully at the ground, did not notice.


  Mykle reached the toll-booth. As he went to the pay-desk, he looked back at me, and waved. I took off my hat, and waved it. He grinned happily.


  In a few seconds he had disappeared into the covered way, and I knew I would not see him again. He had got it right; he would be there to meet her. I had seen it happen.


  I replaced my hat, and walked away from the Channel, up through the stately trees of the Park, past where the gardener was still pushing his heavy mower against the grass, past where many families were sitting beneath the trees at their picnic luncheons.


  I saw a place beneath a wide old cedar, where I and my parents and sisters had often eaten our meals. A cloth was spread out across the grass, with several dishes set in readiness for the meal. An elderly couple was sitting here, well under the shade of the branches. The lady was sitting stiffly in a folding canvas chair, watching patiently as her husband prepared the meat. He was carving a ham joint, taking slices from beneath the notch with meticulous strokes. Two servants stood in the background, with white linen cloths draped over their forearms.


  Like me, the gentleman was in formal wear. His frock-coat was stiff and perfectly ironed, and his shoes shone as if they had been polished for weeks. On the ground beside him, his silken stove-pipe hat had been laid on a scarf.


  He noticed my uninvited regard, and looked up at me. For a moment our gaze met, and we nodded to each other like the gentlemen we were. I touched the brim of my hat, wished him and the lady good-afternoon. Then I hurried towards the yard outside; I wanted to see Dorynne before I caught the train to Geneva.


  The Negation


  Dik would listen for the train every evening he was not on patrol. Sometimes, when the mountain winds had temporarily stilled, he could hear the rhythmic drumming of the wheels while the train was many miles from the depot, but he always heard the blast of steam as it arrived, and the shriek of its whistle when it left. To Dik it was a melancholy reminder of home, because roads were few in the mountains and he knew he would leave the frontier as he had arrived, on one of those nightly trains.


  He had once written a few lines of verse about the train, in the pretence that he was the same person he had been before conscription, but the writing was bad and he destroyed it soon afterwards. The verse was the only writing he had done while serving in the Border Police, and it was unlikely he would try any more.


  For the last two weeks he had been listening for the train with extra interest, because he knew that Moylita Kaine, the novelist, should be arriving soon. How the train would sound different for her being on it he had not worked out, but in the event her arrival in the isolated village was signalled in another way.


  As he left the canteen one evening, half an hour before the train was due, he noticed that several of the burghers’ limousines were parked in the centre of the village. They were lined up outside the civic hall, their engines running and the hired drivers sitting inside. Dik walked by on the other side of the street, smelling the gasoline fumes and hearing the soft puttering of the muffled exhausts.


  The large double doors of the civic hall opened, and a beam of orange light from within fell across the polished cars and the trodden snow. Dik hunched his shoulders, and walked on towards the constabulary hostel. He heard the burghers leaving the hall, and the car doors slamming; in a moment a slow convoy of vehicles passed him, turning from the village street on to the narrow, unmade track that led towards the station further down the steep valley. It was only then that Dik guessed at the possible meaning of the burghers’ expedition, and when he reached the entrance to the hostel he paused to listen for the train. It was still too early, and with the wind it would be impossible to hear the wheels in the distance.


  He changed quickly out of his uniform, then went alone to the outside balcony on the first floor. No fresh snow had fallen that day, and his frozen footprints from the night before led to the corner of the balcony and lost themselves in a confusion of stamping and shuffling. He followed them and stood in the same corner, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his greatcoat.


  From this position he could see up the narrow street that led to the centre of the village, but most of the buildings were dark and seemed uninhabited; from somewhere came the sound of an accordion band, and men were laughing drunkenly. In the other direction, looking across the sharply angled roofs of the houses on the edge of the village was a panorama, breathtaking by day, across the wintry valley. The night was dark and Dik could only just make out the pine-forest clinging to the frozen scarps that rose on either side. On the northern ridge, three thousand feet above the village, the frontier wall overlooked the valley, but Dik knew without looking that no trace of it could be seen from here.


  He waited, stamping his feet and shivering, until at last he heard a jetting of steam, echoing up through the chill, blustery air of the valley, and he felt again the familiar pang of homesickness.


  Dik went inside at once and joined his friends in the hostel common-room. The talk was boisterous and rowdy: the last few days on patrol had been eventful, and there was much suppressed tension to release. Dik was soon shouting and laughing with the rest. A few minutes later one of the lads by the window let out a shrill whistle, and the others ran to cluster around him. Peering with them through the film of condensation into the street outside, Dik saw the convoy of burghers’ cars returning from the depot, the engines purring, the wheels crunching softly across the compacted snow.


  *   *   *


  Dik had been about to enter college when he was conscripted. He could imagine no one less suited to any kind of military service than himself, and he had taken all the usual steps to try for deferment. It was unlucky for him that his draft-papers arrived more or less coincidentally with the first of the enemy’s air-raids on Jethra, and when, a few weeks later, there was an unsuccessful invasion in the south, the pressures of conscience grew and he signed on with as much good grace as he could muster.


  His intention had been to read Modern Literature at Jethra University, and it had been the writing of Moylita Kaine that had prompted the decision. Although he had been reading fiction and poetry for as long as he could remember, and had written many poems of his own, one book—a novel entitled The Affirmation—had so impressed him that he counted the reading of it as the single most important experience of his life. In many ways a deep and difficult work, the book was little known or discussed. For Dik, the book’s apparent obscurities were among its greatest joys; the novel spoke to him in an intensely clear, wise and passionate voice, its story an elemental conflict between deceit and romantic truth, its resolution profoundly emotional, and its understanding of human nature so perceptive and candid that he could still recall, three years later, the shock of discovery. He had read and re-read the book more times than he could count, he had urged it on his few close friends (though never once allowed his precious copy out of his possession), and tried, as far as was humanly possible, to live his own life within the philosophy of Orfé, the chief protagonist.


  He had, of course, looked for other books by the same author, but had found nothing. He had instinctively assumed the author dead—because of the common assumption that books found in secondhand shops are always by dead authors—but a letter to the publisher had elicited the enthralling information that not only was Moylita Kaine still very much alive, but she (Dik had assumed the author was male!) was presently working on a second novel.


  All this was before the political dispute with the neighbouring countries, and before the fighting broke out along one of the frontiers. As a growing boy, bookish and isolated, Dik had been vaguely aware of the impending war, but his conscription had placed him, literally, in the front line. Since joining the Border Police all his hopes and plans had had to be suspended, but he had kept his much-used copy of The Affirmation with him wherever he went. It was now, like the nightly arrival of the train, a link with his old life and his past, and in another sense a link with his future.


  The fact that a government-sponsored writer had arrived in the village was posted on the notice-board in the common-room, and Dik applied at once for a pass to see her. Much to his surprise, it was granted with only the slightest hesitation.


  “What do you want it for?” the platoon serjeant said.


  “To improve my mind, sir.”


  “No relief from duties, understand.”


  “In my own time, sir.”


  That night Dik slipped the piece of paper into the pages of the novel, choosing as its place the passage describing the momentous first meeting between Orfé and Hilde, the captivating wife of his rival Coschtie. It was one of his favourite scenes in the long book.


  *   *   *


  Dik was sent on patrol again before he could use the pass. There was an exchange of mortar-fire and grenades—six constables from another platoon were killed, and several more were injured—but then the weather closed in and Dik was sent back to the village.


  The streets were blocked by drifting snow, and the blizzard continued for another two days. Dik stayed inside the hostel with the others, watching the grey-black sky and the driven snow. He had grown used to the variable weather in the mountains and no longer saw it as an expression of his own moods. Grey days did not dispirit him, clear days did not cheer him; rather to the contrary, indeed, because he had sufficient experience of the patrols to know that enemy attacks were fewer when the sky was heavy, that a day that began bright with winter sunshine often finished bright with spilled blood. It was curiously exciting to know that Moylita Kaine was somewhere in the village, but also depressing that he could not use his pass to visit her.


  The next day was clearer, and by noon the snow had stopped. Dik was detailed to a shovelling team, and worked alongside the tractors to clear the streets once more. Digging with the others, his arms and back straining with the heavy work, Dik spent most of the time obsessively wondering why the burghers did not lay electric warmways through the village, as they had done along the approaches to the frontier, and on the wall itself. But beneath the snow and ice were the ancient cobbles of the village streets, grating against the metal edge of the spade as Dik laboured on at the futile task.


  Repetitive work induced repetitive thoughts, but it relieved him of some of his bottled-up resentment against the burghers. He knew little of what life must have been like in this village before the frontier was closed, but he detested what he knew of it now. The only civilians were the burghers and their servants, the only distractions those provided by grace of the Police authorities.


  He slept deeply that night, and in the morning, as he set off up the steep warmway to resume patrol-duties, Dik felt the agony of his over-used muscles. The pack on his back, and his rifle and grenade-thrower, and his snow-shoes and ropes, felt as if they had the entire weight of the snow he had shifted.


  The chance to see Moylita Kaine had come and gone, and it would now have to wait until his next spell of leave. Dik was resigned to this with the weary stoicism of the part of him that had become a soldier. He accepted that by the time he came down again from the frontier wall, if he wasn’t killed, injured or captured, she might have finished her work in the village and left on the train.


  *   *   *


  The wall was quiet, and a few days later Dik returned unharmed to the village. He had two days to himself, and the time which normally would be spent in lassitude or tomfoolery in the hostel suddenly had a meaning and purpose.


  The pass the serjeant had given him allowed him access, during daylight hours, to the old saw-mill on the edge of the village; this was presumably where Moylita Kaine was working or living. Dik knew the saw-mill, and during the long hours of patrol he had rehearsed the walk to it in his mind perhaps a score of times. This aside, he did not know what to expect, either of himself or of the writer. He had nothing that he had prepared to say; it would be enough simply to meet her.


  As he left the hostel, Dik made sure his copy of The Affirmation was in his greatcoat pocket. An autograph was the only definite thing he wanted from her.


  At the edge of the village, where the street became a path, Dik was surprised to discover that a warmway had been laid on the ground, cutting a winding black swathe up through the stiff pine-trees towards the mill. White vapour rose from it in the frosty air. He stepped on to it, his feet slipping slightly as the snow and ice he had picked up on his boots melted beneath him.


  As he approached the old mill he saw someone standing by a window high up in the front wall. It was a woman, and when she saw him climbing the warmway she opened the window and leaned out. She was wearing a huge fur hat, with flaps that fell over her ears.


  “What do you want?” she called, looking down at him.


  “I’ve come to see Moylita Kaine. Is she here?”


  “Yes. What do you want her for?”


  “I’ve got a pass,” he said.


  “There’s a door…round there.” The woman withdrew her head and closed the window firmly.


  Dik walked obediently towards the corner she had indicated, leaving the warmway and stepping along a narrow path where the snow had been trodden. It was only as he rounded the corner, and saw a door set into the side of the building, that he realized he had just spoken to Miss Kaine herself!


  It was quite a surprise. While he had not built up a mental picture of the author, and had envisaged her neither young nor old, he suddenly knew that he had not imagined her looking quite like that. The glimpse of her had been of a woman in her early middle age, rather plump and fierce-looking, quite unwriterlike.


  The author of The Affirmation had been, in Dik’s mind, more ethereal, more a romantic notion than an actual person.


  He opened the door and walked into the saw-mill. The old building was unlit and cold, but he could see the angular shapes of the benches and saws, the storage-racks and conveyor-belts. The smell of pinewood and sawdust was in the air: dry and distant, sweet and stale.


  He heard the sound of feet above, and the woman appeared at the top of a flight of wooden stairs built against the wall.


  “Are you Miss Kaine?” Dik said, still hardly believing that it could be her.


  “I left a message at the civic hall,” she said, coming down towards him. “I don’t want to be disturbed today.”


  “Message…? I’m sorry. I’ll come again later.” Dik backed away, reaching behind him for the door-handle.


  “And tell Clerk Tradayn that I’m engaged tonight as well.”


  She was halfway down the stairs, and waiting as Dik fumbled for the door-handle. It seemed to have stuck, so he took his other hand from his pocket to get a better grip. As he did so, his copy of The Affirmation fell to the ground. The pass, still wedged between Orfé and Hilde, slipped from the pages and fluttered away. Dik stooped to pick them up.


  “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I didn’t know—”


  Moylita Kaine came quickly to his side, and took the book from his hand.


  “You’ve got a copy of my novel,” she said. “Why?”


  “Because…I was hoping I might talk to you about it.”


  Holding the book, looking at him thoughtfully, she said: “Have you read this?”


  “Of course I have. It’s—”


  “But the burghers sent you?”


  “No…I came because, well, I thought anyone could see you.”


  “So they tell me,” she said. “I suppose we should go upstairs.”


  “But you aren’t to be disturbed.”


  “I thought you were from the burghers. Come up to where I’m working. I’ll sign this copy for you.”


  She turned and went up the stairs. After a moment, gazing disbelievingly at the back of her trousered legs, Dik followed.


  *   *   *


  The room had once been an office in the saw-mill, and the window looked down the valley and across to the distant snowscape beyond. It was a bare, grubby room, furnished with a desk and a chair, and a tiny one-bar electric radiant heater. It was not much warmer here than it had been downstairs, and Dik understood why Miss Kaine wore her furs as she worked. She went to the desk, moved some papers aside and found a black fountain-pen. As she opened his copy of the book to the title-page, Dik saw that her hands were clad in gloves, with the woollen fingers cut away.


  “Would you like me to dedicate it?”


  “Yes, please,” Dik said. “Whatever you think is best.”


  In spite of the moment, Dik’s attention was not wholly on the signing of his book, because as she spoke he had noticed that in the centre of the desk was a large, old-fashioned typewriter, with a curl of white paper coming out of the roller. He had found her actually writing something!


  “Then what shall I say?” Moylita Kaine said.


  “Just sign it,” Dik said.


  “You wanted me to dedicate it. What’s your name?”


  “Oh…Dik.”


  “With a ‘c’?”


  “No, the usual way.”


  She wrote quickly, then passed the book back to him. The ink was still wet. Her handwriting was very loose and wild, and it looked as if she had written: “To Duk…will evey beet wisl, Moylilo Kine”. He stared at it in joyous incomprehension.


  “Thank you,” he said. “I mean…er, thank you.”


  She went behind the desk and sat down, stretching out her hands towards the fire.


  Dik looked at the paper in the typewriter. “Excuse me, is that a new novel you’re working on?”


  “A novel? I should think not! Not at the moment.”


  “But your publishers said you were writing one.”


  “My publishers told you that? What—?”


  “I wrote to them,” Dik said. “I thought The Affirmation was the best novel I had ever read, and I wanted to find out what else you had written.”


  She was looking at him closely, and Dik felt himself beginning to redden. “You really have read the book, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, I told you.”


  “Did you read it all the way through?”


  “I’ve read it several times. It’s the most important book in the world.”


  Smiling, but not patronizingly, she said: “How old are you, Dik?”


  “Eighteen.”


  “And how old were you when you read the book?”


  “Fifteen, I think.”


  “Did you find some of it rather, well, bizarre?”


  “The love scenes?” Dik said. “I found them exciting.”


  “I didn’t mean those, but…good. Some of the reviewers—”


  “I looked up the reviews. They were stupid.”


  “I wish there were more readers like you.”


  “I wish there were more books like yours!” Dik said, then instantly regretted it. He had vowed to himself that he would be dignified and polite. Miss Kaine was smiling at him again, and this time Dik felt that his enthusiasm had made him deserve it.


  “If that isn’t a novel,” he said, pointing at the page in the typewriter, “do you mind telling me what it is?”


  “What I’m being paid to write while I’m here. A play about the village. But I thought everyone knew what I was doing here.”


  “Yes,” Dik said, trying not to reveal his disappointment. He had seen the leaflet setting out the writer-sponsorship scheme, and knew that writers-in-residence were commissioned to write drama for the communities they visited, but he had had an irrational hope that Moylita Kaine would be somehow above that sort of thing. A play written about the village lacked the same appeal as a novel like The Affirmation. “Are you writing a novel, though?”


  “I started one, but I put it aside. It wouldn’t be published…not until the war is over. There’s no paper for books at the moment. A lot of saw-mills have been closed.”


  He was staring at her, unable to look away. It was difficult to believe that this was Moylita Kaine, someone who had been on or at the back of his mind for three years. Of course she did not look like Moylita Kaine, but she didn’t even talk like her either. He remembered the long philosophical dialogues in the novel, the subtleties of debate and persuasion, the wit and the compassion. The author in person was speaking openly but ordinarily, she was friendly but somehow reserved.


  His first impression of her appearance had been hasty, and partly because of the circumstances. It was her bulky clothes that made her seem plump, because her hands and face were slender and delicate. She was no longer a girl, but neither was she matronly; Dik tried to guess her age, and thought she was probably older than thirty but younger than forty. It was difficult to tell, and he wished she would take off her fur cap so he could see her face properly. A wisp of dark-brown hair fell across her forehead.


  “Is the play what you want to write?” he said, still staring fixedly at her.


  “No, but it’s a way of making a living.”


  “I hope you’re paid well!” And again he flinched inside from his own forthrightness.


  “Not as well as your burghers are being paid for having me here. But I didn’t want to give up writing altogether.” She had turned away from him, pretending to hold her hands nearer the fire. “I have to wait for the war. A fallow period will be good for me in the end.”


  “Do you think the war will be over soon?”


  “No, but I’d make it end tomorrow, if thinking it would do it.” She glanced at him quickly. “Are you a soldier?”


  “A policeman. It’s the same thing, I suppose.”


  “I suppose so too. Why don’t you come and stand here? You’ll be warmer.”


  “I think I should be going back. You must be busy.”


  “No, I’d like you to stay. I want to talk to you.”


  She turned the electric fire slightly, indicating that he should go nearer, so he went to her side of the desk and sat awkwardly on the corner, letting the heat play on his legs. From there he could see some of the words she had been typing, and he looked curiously at them.


  As soon as she noticed this, Moylita Kaine pulled the page from the machine. She laid it face down on the desk.


  Taking it as a rebuke, Dik said: “I didn’t mean to pry.”


  “It isn’t finished yet, Dik.”


  “It’ll be marvellous,” he said, sincerely.


  “Maybe it will, and maybe it won’t. But I don’t want anyone to read it yet. Do you understand?”


  “Of course.”


  “But you might be able to help me,” she said. “Would you?”


  Dik felt an impulse to laugh, so ridiculous and thrilling was the notion that he could offer her anything.


  “I don’t know,” he managed to say. “What do you want?”


  “Tell me about the village. The burghers aren’t interested in me, now they’ve had the grant, and I haven’t been allowed to see anyone else. I have to write a play, but all I can write about is what I see.” She gestured towards the window, with its view of the frozen valley. “Trees and mountains!”


  “Couldn’t you invent something?” Dik said.


  “You sound like Clerk Tradayn!” When she saw his expression she added quickly: “I want to write about things as they really are, Dik. Who lives in the village, for instance? Is there anyone here who isn’t a soldier?”


  Dik thought. “There are the burghers’ wives,” he said. “But they live outside the village. We never see them.”


  “Anyone else?”


  “There are some farmers in the valley, I believe. And the men at the railway-depot.”


  “So it is just soldiers and burghers. I might as well write about trees and mountains.”


  “But I thought you had already started,” Dik said, glancing at the pile of pages beside the typewriter.


  “It’s proceeding,” Moylita Kaine said, explaining nothing. “What about the frontier wall? Do you ever go up there?”


  “On patrol. That’s why we’re here.”


  “Will you describe it to me?”


  “Why?” Dik said.


  “Because I haven’t seen it. The burghers won’t let me go up there.”


  “You couldn’t put it in your play.”


  “Why not? Surely it’s at the heart of this community.”


  “Oh no,” Dik said, very seriously. “It’s along the top of the mountains.” As Moylita Kaine laughed he squirmed with embarrassment, then laughed too. “I see what you mean.”


  “The wall goes right around our country, Dik, but how many ordinary people have ever seen it? It’s what the war is about, and so for anyone writing today it’s an important symbol. And it’s the same here. To understand this community, I have to know about the wall.”


  “It’s just a wall. It’s made of…concrete, I think. It’s high, about twice the height of a man. There’s barbed wire along most of it, and machine-gun posts and towers. The enemy have put up floodlights on the other side.”


  “And it runs along the old frontier?”


  “Exactly,” Dik said. “Right over the peaks of the mountains. It’s very…symbolic,” he added, using her word.


  “Walls always are. What do you do up there?”


  “We make sure nobody gets across. Nothing happens, most of the time. We’ve got warmways laid in the snow, to stop the ground freezing. Every now and then someone on the other side throws grenades or poison gas at us, and if they do we throw some back. Sometimes it doesn’t lead to anything, sometimes it goes on for days.”


  “Is it frightening?”


  “Sometimes. It can be very boring.”


  “What do you think about while you’re there?”


  “The cold, mostly. And wishing I was at home.” She made no response, so Dik went on: “And I sometimes wonder who’s on the other side, and why he’s there. They don’t have burghers…or I think they don’t. I don’t like the burghers, you see,” he said, trying to explain.


  “No one does.” She had been idly fingering her typescript as she listened to him. “Do you know who built the wall, Dik?”


  “They did. The other side.”


  “You know that that’s what they say?” she said. “That we built the wall?”


  “That’s ridiculous. Why should we do that?”


  “It’s what they say. I’ve read some of the literature that’s been smuggled in. They believe we put up the wall to prevent people from fleeing the country. They say that we are living under a dictatorship, and that our freedoms are restricted by the tithe-laws.”


  “Then why are they trying to invade? Why do they bomb our cities?”


  “But, Dik, they say they are defending themselves, because the burghers’ government is trying to impose our system on them!”


  “Then why accuse us of building the wall?”


  “It doesn’t matter who built the wall…don’t you see it shouldn’t be there at all! It’s a symbol, as we agree, but a symbol of stupidity.”


  “Are you on their side?” Dik said, coldly.


  “Of course not. I’m on no one’s side. I just want the killing to end. Didn’t you find this in The Affirmation?”


  Her unexpected mention of the novel took Dik aback; while she was talking about the war she was on a subject about which he knew rather too much. But suddenly to relate the book to it…


  He said: “I don’t remember.”


  “I thought I made it clear. The duplicity of Hilde, and her lies about Coschtie. When Orfé—”


  “I know!” Dik said, seeing at once. “The first time he makes love to her…they are talking. Hilde wants him to be treacherous, to excite her, and Orfé claims she will be the first to betray them.”


  He would have gone on, letting his detailed memory of the book’s plot carry him forward, but Moylita Kaine said: “You really did read it closely. You see what I mean then?”


  “About the wall?”


  “Yes.”


  He shook his head. “I know what happens in the book…but it was written before the war started.”


  “There have always been walls, Dik!”


  Then she began to talk about the novel, leaning over to dangle her fingers before the fire to warm them. She was guarded at first, watching Dik’s response, but as she saw his eager interest, as he revealed that his reading of the novel had been close and intelligent, she talked more freely. She spoke quickly, she made deprecating jokes about herself and her story, her eyes sparkled in the snowy light from the window. Dik was more excited than he could remember; it was like reading the book for the first time again.


  She said there was a wall in the novel, a figurative barrier that lay between Orfé and Hilde. It was the dominant image in the book, if never directly described. It was there from the outset, because of her marriage, but after Coschtie’s death it continued because of the betrayals. As first Orfé and then Hilde tried to draw the other closer, because both found infidelity sexually stimulating, the wall became higher and more impregnable. The labyrinthine involvements of the lesser characters—fulfilling Coschtie’s demands on them in his lifetime, revenging themselves on his memory when he was dead—formed a pattern of moral attitudes. Their influence was divided: some controlled Orfé, some Hilde. Every conspiratorial action further fortified the wall between the two lovers, and made more inevitable the final tragedy. Yet the book was still the affirmation of the title: Moylita Kaine said she intended the novel to make a positive statement. Orfé’s final decision was a declaration of freedom; the wall fell as the book ended. It was too late for Orfé and Hilde, but the wall had nevertheless fallen.


  “Do you see what I was trying to do?” she said.


  Dik shook his head vaguely, still lost in this new insight into the book, but when he realized what he was doing he nodded emphatically.


  She regarded him kindly, and sat back in her chair. “I’m sorry, Dik. You shouldn’t have allowed me to talk so much.”


  “Please…tell me more!”


  “I thought I’d said it all,” she said, laughing.


  It was Dik’s opportunity to ask the questions he had been storing up since his first reading of the book. How she had had the original idea, whether any of the characters were based on real people, how long the book had taken to write, whether she had ever visited the Dream Archipelago where the story was set…


  Moylita Kaine, obviously flattered by his interest, gave replies to them all, but Dik was unable to judge how literally she was answering. She made more jokes, and sometimes was deliberately vague, raising more questions than he could ever ask.


  It was after one such self-effacing joke that Dik suddenly took stock of himself, and realized that his barrage of questions was sounding like an interrogation. He lapsed into awkward silence, staring down at the battered old typewriter she had been using.


  “Am I talking too much?” she said, to his surprise.


  “No! I’m asking too many questions.”


  “Then let me ask some of you.”


  Dik had little enthusiasm for himself, and did not have much to say. He told her about the degree-course he had been offered, but he was uncertain of what might have followed that. He nurtured secret ambitions to write—and probably to write a book like The Affirmation—but he would never reveal that to Moylita Kaine.


  There was only one thing he had left to say to her, and that was something else he would never volunteer, even though he hugged its secret to himself like a beloved animal. The question that would have released it did not seem to be forthcoming, so Dik moved away from the desk-top and stood up.


  “May I come to see you again tomorrow?” he said.


  “If you are able to.”


  “I have another day’s leave. If you’re not too busy.”


  “Dik, the government intends these residences to allow people like you to meet writers. So please come again tomorrow…and bring some of your friends.”


  “No…” Dik said. “Not unless they ask.”


  “Won’t you tell them?”


  “If you’d like me to.”


  “They have been told I’m here, haven’t they?”


  Dik remembered the announcement on the notice-board. “I think so.”


  “You seem to have found out without much difficulty.” She looked suddenly at his copy of The Affirmation, which he had put under his arm again. “As a matter of interest, how did you know I was coming to the village?”


  And just as he thought his secret would have to stay intact, she had come to it.


  “I saw the scheme announced in the Police magazine,” he said. “Your name was there…and I wanted to meet you.”


  He confessed all. The scheme was intended to encourage the arts during the emergency, and in theory was open to any community on or near the front line. Dik, hungering for some contact with the world he had left, had been astonished to see Moylita Kaine’s name listed as a participant. His request to the platoon serjeant must have reached the burghers, because a few weeks later a notice had appeared in the common-room, describing the scheme and asking for nominations. Dik, who sometimes felt he was the only constable who ever looked at the notice-board, had written Moylita Kaine’s name on the form, and, for good measure, had written it in three more times in different hands.


  He did not know it at the time, but an additional grant was paid to the administrators of the communities—in this case, the Council of Burghers—and this unexpected way of obtaining money and prestige was probably what had decided the burghers. Moylita Kaine herself would be of no interest to them, if indeed they had ever heard of her; any writer or artist would be the same as any other.


  She listened to his account, half proud, half shy, in silence and smiling faintly.


  “So it’s you I have to thank,” she said.


  “I’m sure I had very little to do with it,” Dik lied, his face burning again.


  “Good,” Moylita Kaine said. “I shouldn’t like to think that you were responsible for giving me this.”


  She waved her gloved hand to take in the grimy room, the one-bar heater, the frosty view.


  “Are you sorry you came here?” Dik said.


  “I was until today. I’m glad we’ve met. Will you come tomorrow?”


  “Yes, Miss Kaine.”


  “It’s…Mrs Kaine,” she said.


  “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t know—”


  “You had no reason to know. It doesn’t matter.”


  But it did, unexpectedly, to Dik. That night he could hardly sleep for thinking about her, and loving her with a passion that astonished him.


  *   *   *


  A time for reflection, unwelcomely. Dik’s intention had been to return to the saw-mill directly after breakfast, but he was “volunteered” for cookhouse duties by a sharp-featured caporal who waylaid him outside the canteen. Given a morning of tedious chores, Dik retreated into his usual state of inner contemplation, and in the clattering, steamy cookhouse he saw the conversation of the previous day in a new light. Far from the heady euphoria of his night’s dreams, Dik thought more analytically about what Moylita Kaine had said.


  While he was preparing himself for college, Dik had taken to reading literary criticism in the hope of gaining new insights into the literature he enjoyed. One book had made a particular impression on him. In it, the author made out the case that the act of reading a book was just as important and creative an act as writing one. In some respects, the reader’s reaction was the only completely reliable measure of the book. What the reader made of the book became the definitive assessment, whatever the intentions of the author.


  To Dik, who was largely untutored in literature, this approach to reading was of great value. In the case of The Affirmation—a novel not mentioned once in any of the criticism he read—it gave further weight to his belief that it was a truly great novel; it was great because he thought so.


  Putting his conversation with Moylita Kaine into this context, not only were her intentions irrelevant to his enjoyment, but it was arrogant of her to impose them on him by explaining and interpreting.


  The instant Dik thought this he regretted it, because he knew her motives had been kindly. Even to think it was to place himself as her equal, when it was abundantly clear that she was superior to him in every way. Chastened by his own arrogance, Dik resolved to make amends in some way, without revealing why.


  But as he worked on in the kitchens, waiting for his duties to finish with the serving of the midday meal, the thought would not go away.


  In explaining her novel to him, had Moylita Kaine been trying to tell him something?


  *   *   *


  Walking up the warmway to the saw-mill, Dik passed one of the burghers. Automatically, he stepped into the snow at the side and stood with eyes humbly lowered as the man swept past.


  Then: “Where are you going, boy?”


  “To see the writer, sir.”


  “By whose authority?”


  “I have a pass, sir.” He fumbled in his pocket, thanking the stars that he had remembered to take it with him. The burgher examined it closely, as if trying to find the least irregularity. Then he passed it back.


  “Do you know who I am, Constable?”


  “Clerk Tradayn, sir.”


  “Why did you not salute?”


  “I…didn’t see you approaching, sir. I was watching where I placed my feet.”


  There was a long silence, while Dik continued to stare at the ground. The burgher was breathing stiffly, as if seeking some excuse to bar him from the mill. Then at last, without another word, he walked on down towards the village.


  After what Dik deemed a respectful few seconds, during which he mentally thumbed his nose and waggled his fingers at the burgher’s retreating back, he regained the warmway and hurried up to the saw-mill. He let himself in and went up the stairs. Moylita Kaine was sitting at her desk, and as he opened the door she looked up at him with an expression of such anger that he almost fled.


  But she said at once: “Oh, it’s you. Come in, close the door.”


  She went to stand by the window, and Dik saw her hand was clenched tightly, the knuckles white. He assumed that the anger was directed at him—had she somehow sensed his uncharitable thoughts?—but after a moment she said: “Don’t take any notice, Dik. I’ve just had a visit from Tradayn.”


  “Is there something wrong?”


  “No…not at all.” She went to her desk and sat down, but almost at once she stood up again and paced about the room. At last she went back to the desk.


  “Was he ordering you about?” Dik said, with a feeling of kinship.


  “No, not that sort of thing.” She sat forward. “Yesterday you said the burghers were married. All of them?”


  “I…think so. When my troop arrived there was a function at the civic hall for the officers. I saw a lot of women then.”


  “Clerk Tradayn…is he married?”


  “I don’t know.” Suddenly suspecting what might have happened, Dik wanted to hear no more about it. He reached under his weatherproof cape and brought out the object he was carrying.


  “Moylita,” he said with some hesitation, for it was the first time he had used her name, “I’ve brought you a present.”


  She looked up, then took it from him. “Dik, it’s beautiful! Did you carve it?”


  “Yes.” As she turned it in her hand, he went and sat on the edge of the desk, as he had done before. “It’s a special wood. I found it in the forest. It’s easy to carve.”


  “A hand holding a pen,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “It was the way the wood had grown. It looked a bit like that before I started. I’m sorry it’s crude. All I’ve done is smooth it down.”


  “But it’s exactly right! May I really keep it?” When he nodded she stood up, and, leaning across the desk, kissed him on the cheek. “Dik, thank you!”


  He started to mumble about the inadequacy of the gift, simultaneously delighted with her reaction but also remembering his repentant motives, but Moylita moved some of her papers aside and set the wood-carving firmly on the desk in front of her.


  “I shall treasure this,” she said. “Now, since you’ve been very kind, you can have a present too. I was going to give it to you later.”


  “A present for me?” Dik said, stupidly.


  “I wrote something for you last night. Just for you.”


  “What is it?” Dik said, but at the same moment Moylita produced a few sheets of white paper, clipped together in one corner.


  “It’s a story. I wrote it after you left yesterday. It’s not very good, because I wrote it rather quickly, but it happened because of what we talked about.”


  “May I see?”


  She shook her head. “Not yet. I want you to promise me something first: that you won’t read it until I’ve left the village.”


  “Why not?” Dik said, then added with a flash of insight: “Is it about me?”


  “Well, there’s someone in it who is a bit like you. You might recognize one or two things he says.”


  “I don’t mind that?” Dik said eagerly. “I’ll read it now.”


  He held out his hand.


  “No. I want to tell you about it first. If anyone found this, you could get into trouble. You see, the character in the story is someone who’s on the other side…beyond the wall. If the burghers found this, they would wonder what you were doing with it, and where you got it from. Do you still want it?”


  “Of course. I can hide it…our kit is never searched.”


  “All right, then. But there’s another thing. The story isn’t set here, in the mountains. I’ve set it in the south. Do you know where I mean?”


  “Jethra,” Dik said, guessing.


  “No, not even in the south of the country. The southern continent, on the other side of the Midway Sea.”


  “Near the Dream Archipelago!” Dik said, thinking of the novel.


  “That sort of area. I’ve got to warn you, because although it probably sounds innocuous to you, and even rather unlikely, if the burghers saw this they would assume you were a spy.”


  Dik said, not understanding: “Moylita, how can—?”


  “Listen, Dik. There were a lot of rumours in Jethra, just before I came here. I’ve got a few friends who are, well, they don’t agree with the government. They’ve got contacts in other countries, and they believe there are secret negotiations going on with the enemy. The air-raids have been doing a lot of damage. My friends think that the war will be moved to the south, to fight it out where there are no cities.” Dik opened his mouth to say something, but Moylita went on: “I know it sounds stupid; I think so too. But the war is escalating. There are new weapons being made, new gases brought in. It’s no longer just a frontier dispute. And there’s a political motive, too. Since the war began, the burghers have been getting stronger and richer. The war’s in their interests, so long as it doesn’t threaten them.” Moylita paused, and took a deep breath. Dik was silent. “So in the story I’ve written, I assume this will happen, and will happen in the very near future. I’ve set it in the south.”


  “A lot of books have been set there,” Dik said.


  “Yes, but not dealing with the war, with this war. Don’t you see, Dik? The story is about you, someone like you.”


  Moylita fell silent, studying Dik’s face.


  “Do you still want to have the story?” she said.


  “Oh yes,” he said, because not fully understanding what she had told him, it was enough that she had written it for him.


  “Very well, then. Look after it, and don’t read it now. Do you promise?”


  He nodded emphatically, so after another thoughtful look at him Moylita pressed the thin typescript across the desk and scrawled her signature on the top sheet. Then she folded it in two, and passed it over.


  Dik took it, and as if the paper were the skin of a living animal it seemed that every fibre was alive and throbbing with organic electricity. He could feel the typewritten words indented in the paper, and he ran his fingertips along the reverse side, like a blind man feeling for meaning.


  “Moylita, is this story…symbolic?”


  She did not answer straight away, but looked at him with a strange and shrewd expression. Then she said: “Why do you ask?”


  He remembered her talking about the novel the day before; she had made him understand it, when before he had only loved it. He wanted her to explain the story; he might never see her again.


  “Because…because I might not understand!”


  She smiled then, and said: “Don’t worry, Dik. It’s very simple. It’s about a soldier who reads a novel, and later he becomes a poet. Nothing symbolic at all.”


  “What I meant—”


  “I know…because yesterday we were talking about walls.”


  “Is it the frontier wall?”


  “It’s just a wall,” Moylita said. “It’s built of bricks and concrete and it’s just a wall.”


  “And this soldier, this…poet, he climbs it?”


  “Dik, I think you should wait until you’ve read the story. I don’t want you to give it meanings it hasn’t got.”


  “But he does climb the wall, doesn’t he?”


  “How did you know?”


  “Because—”


  Then the door opened without warning, and Clerk Tradayn came quickly into the room. He slammed the door behind him.


  Because of what you said; Dik’s intuition, tailing away.


  *   *   *


  The burgher said: “Mrs Kaine, would you—?” He saw Dik, who had moved back against the wall, and turned at once towards him. “What are you doing here, Constable?”


  “I told you, sir…I have a pass.” He reached into his pocket, groping for it.


  “I’ve seen the pass. What are you doing here, in this room?”


  Moylita said: “He has every right to be here, Tradayn. While I’m writing, the troops—”


  “The Border Police are under the orders of the Council, Mrs Kaine. Passes issued by non-commissioned officers have to be approved by me.”


  “Then you can approve it now. Have you got it there, Dik?”


  While they spoke, Dik had found the slip of paper, and he held it out towards the burgher. He had never heard anyone ever speak back to a burgher, and it was awe-inspiring to see the confidence with which Moylita did it.


  Clerk Tradayn took no notice of him or his pass, but went to the desk and leaned across it, resting his broad, plump hands on the edge.


  “I want to see what you’ve been writing,” he said.


  “You’ve seen the play. I haven’t written any more since yesterday.”


  “You were using the typewriter late into the night.”


  “I was revising what I’ve done.”


  “Let me see.”


  “Have you been spying on me, Tradayn?”


  “Mrs Kaine, so long as you’re at the frontier you are under military law. Let me see what you’ve been writing.”


  She scooped up the loose papers on her desk, and thrust them at him. Meanwhile, Dik, still standing with his back to the wall, could feel her secret typescript hanging conspicuously in his hand. He moved his arm slowly, trying to get the papers under his cape.


  “Not this, Mrs Kaine…the rest of it. What are you holding, Constable?”


  “Just the pass, sir.” He held out his other hand.


  “Give it to me.”


  Dik glanced helplessly at Moylita, but she was staring impassively at the burgher. Reluctantly, Dik held out the pass, but Clerk Tradayn reached behind him and snatched the typescript from his other hand. He moved to the window, and unfolded it in the light.


  “The Negation,” he said. “Is that your title, Mrs Kaine?”


  Moylita’s steady gaze did not flicker.


  The burgher read on, adopting a scornful, mocking voice: “‘It no longer mattered which side had first breached the pact that prohibited the use of sense-gases. They had been in illegal use for so long that they were no longer questioned. Nor did it matter who it was who manufactured and sold the gases. To the ordinary soldier, nothing mattered. Nothing he perceived could be trusted. His sense of vision, touch and sound had been permanently’…”


  The burgher stopped reading aloud, looked sharply at Moylita, then turned back to the typescript. He read quickly down the first page, silently mouthing the words, then flicked it over and read the second. “Have you been reading this, Constable?”


  “No, sir—”


  “The boy has no knowledge of it. I was going to lend it to him…it’s something I wrote several years ago.”


  “Or several hours ago.” Tradayn squinted again at the first page, his small, deep-set eyes moving quickly across the lines. He held out the typescript for Moylita to see. “Is this your signature?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good.” He stuffed the typescript into an inner pocket. “Constable, return to your quarters at once.”


  “Sir, I—”


  “Quarters, Constable!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Dik shuffled hesitantly towards the door, looking back at Moylita. She was watching him now, her eyes steady and calm. He wondered if she was trying to signal some message to him, but if she was it was something so subtle it was lost on him. When he reached the cold air outside he started to walk down the warmway, but halted after a short distance. He listened, but could hear nothing. He hesitated a few seconds longer, then left the warmway and ran across the snowfield towards the nearest trees. Here the snow had drifted deeply, and he jumped down and hid behind the broad trunk of a fir.


  He had only a few minutes to wait. Moylita and the burgher soon appeared, walking down the warmway towards the village. Moylita went first, walking with her head bowed, but she was carrying under her arm the carving Dik had given her.


  *   *   *


  Dik hid in his hostel room for the rest of the day, waiting for the inevitable summons to Clerk Tradayn’s office in the civic hall, but it seemed nothing in life was inevitable, for the summons never arrived. By nightfall, Dik was more in terror of the uncertainty than he would have been of punishment.


  The story he had never read—his story—seemed, for reasons he did not fully understand, as potentially explosive as one of the enemy’s flatcake mines. Moylita had warned him herself, and the burgher’s reaction to it had confirmed it. She would be charged with spying and treason, and she would be imprisoned or exiled or shot.


  The fact that the same might happen to him was of less importance.


  The constant nagging fears and worries sent him into the streets of the village as soon as the evening meal was over. He had eaten virtually nothing, sitting in silence as the other lads shouted and laughed.


  The night was clear, but a strong wind was up, lifting the powdery snow from the roofs and sills and sending it stingingly into his face. Dik walked the length of the main street, hoping for a sight of Moylita or some clue as to where she might be, but the street was empty and dark and the only lights showing came from windows high under the gables. He returned slowly, halting when he came to the civic hall. Here the tall windows showed light, gleaming in horizontal slits through the wooden shutters.


  Hardly thinking what the consequences might be, Dik went to the main doors and walked inside. There was a narrow hallway, cold and brightly lit, and opposite him were two more doors, made of wood and heavy glass, ground-cut with ornate curlicues. A caporal was standing before them.


  “What’s your business, Constable?”


  “I’m looking for Moylita Kaine, sir,” Dik said, with simple truth.


  “There’s no one here. Just the burghers.”


  “Then I’ll see them, sir. Clerk Tradayn summoned me.”


  “The burghers are in Council session. They summoned no one. What’s your name and number, Constable?”


  Dik stared back silently, fearing the caporal’s authority but still compelled by his anxiety about Moylita, and he backed away. He returned to the street, closing his ears and mind to the caporal’s orders, shouted behind him. Dik expected to be followed, but once he had let the main doors swing closed behind him the shouts ceased. Dik ran away, sliding on the icy ground as he reached the corner of the building. He came into the tiny square which lay beyond. This was where the local farmers could petition the burghers during the daytime, and where, before the war, there had been weekly markets. The square was divided up into a number of pens where the tithe-livestock would be kept while the petitions were heard. Dik vaulted over two of these pens, then paused to listen. There was no sound of pursuit.


  He looked up at the shuttered windows of the civic hall, behind which was the Council Chamber. Dik climbed on to one of the pens, and shuffled forward until his hands were resting on the cold brick of the building. He raised himself as high as he could go, and tried to peer through the shutters into the Chamber. The shutters behind the glass were louvred, and all he could see was the ceiling, richly ornamented in plaster mouldings, and delicate, pastel-coloured renderings of religious tableaux.


  Dik could hear the indistinct sound of voices from within and after several unsuccessful attempts to see, he pressed his ear against the glass. At once, he heard the sound of Moylita’s voice, high-pitched and angry. A man said something Dik could not hear, then Moylita shouted: “You know the sense-gases are being used! Why won’t you admit it?” Several voices were raised against her, and she was shouting. A man said: “…we’ve found out who your friends are.” Then Dik heard Moylita shout: “…the men have a right to know!” And: “…drive them mad, it’s illegal!” The chamber was in uproar, and Dik heard a series of loud thuds and the sound of wood falling hollowly against wood. Moylita started to scream.


  Then Dik was found by the caporal. He was dragged down from his precarious place by the window and fell kicking and struggling into the snow. The caporal cuffed him about the head until he stopped, then hauled him away. He was taken to a guardroom by the entrance to the civic hall, where he was given another beating and two platoon sergeants were summoned.


  The sky had clouded over and the wind had risen, and by the time Dik had been dragged through the streets to the hostel, the gale was bearing thick, suffocating snowflakes, piling them up against the walls and posts.


  *   *   *


  Bruised and dispirited, Dik was locked in his room for the rest of the night, and for all the following day.


  He had much on which to ponder, and nearly all of it was concerned with Moylita and the possible fates that he imagined could be delivered to her; they were all awful, and he could barely countenance them. For the rest, he wondered about the little story he had held, unread, for those few moments. All Moylita had told him was that it concerned a soldier who became a poet; from what happened when the burgher read it he imagined that its content was rather greater than that. The few short sentences the burgher had read aloud: sense-gases, distortion of perception. Later, what he had overheard from the Chamber: the right to be told, the illegality, the madness.


  But Moylita had written it exclusively for him. She had not talked about the background, she told him only about the poet. This was the true statement of the story for her, and so it should be for him.


  He had never told her of his own literary aspirations, of the bundles of unpublished verse that lay in a cupboard somewhere at home. Had she somehow guessed?


  She had interpreted her novel for him, perhaps divining that he related his own life to it. Had she been intending him to do the same with the story?


  Dik did not know. Whatever part of him had once been a poet had been beaten out of him by the military training; he could not forget the failure of the verse he had attempted when he arrived in the village. The studious boy who had never had many friends was a long way behind him now, beyond the wall of conscription.


  His precious copy of The Affirmation was safe in his room, and in the late afternoon he had worked out enough of the resentments and angers to feel calm, and he lay on his bed and read a part of it. He selected the passage he always found the most intriguing: the last five chapters. This was the part of the story where Orfé had escaped from the conspiratorial machinations of Emerden and the other minor characters, and was free to go in search of Hilde. Orfé’s quest through the exotic landscape of the Dream Archipelago became a journey of self-exploration, and Hilde became ever more remote.


  Reading the book for the first time since Moylita had talked about it, Dik was suddenly aware of the wall-symbolism, and he cursed his lack of percipience in not seeing it for himself. As Orfé sailed from one island to the next he encountered a multitude of barriers; the author’s images, her dialogues, her choice of words, all reflected the fact that Hilde had retreated behind the wall of Orfé’s own making. Even Moylita Kaine’s choice of locale for the end of the quest—the island of Prachous, which in Archipelagan patois meant “the fenced island”—was appropriate.


  He finished the book with a sense of satisfaction, but his thoughts returned at once to the short story. Moylita had been trying to tell him something with it; did he know enough about it to try to imagine what that could be?


  Affirmation/negation: opposites.


  Orfé failed to climb his wall when he had had the chance, and thereafter it was too late; in the story, the soldier climbed a wall and became a poet. Orfé started the novel as a romantic idler, a dilettante and a sybarite, but because of his failures he became a haunted ascetic, obsessed with purpose and guided by moral principle; in the story…what?


  Dik, still not fully understanding, but trying hard, began to sense what Moylita Kaine wanted of him.


  *   *   *


  On the mountain frontier there was no greater punishment than wall-patrol, and so Dik was not surprised when he was restored to normal duties. By mid-afternoon of the next day he was pacing an allotted sector of the wall, high and remote and lost in cloud. It was bitterly cold: every few minutes he had to chip away the encrusting ice from his goggles, and work the breech-mechanism of his rifle to prevent it jamming.


  While climbing up to the frontier in the morning, Dik had been able to see the saw-mill from the slopes above the village. There had been no lights on that he could see, and the unbroken snowfield around it showed that the warmway had been taken up.


  During his leave certain changes had been made to the defences along the wall. The beginnings of a new floodlight system were evident near some of the guardposts, and immense drums of electric cable had been dumped on the slopes. In addition, several bulbous metal shapes had appeared, half-buried in the snow beside the warmway. Complicated arrangements of pipes and nozzles led from these across the warmway and up to the parapet of the wall; Dik tripped over the pipes several times in the murky light, until he learnt to watch out for them.


  He was allowed a short break at dusk, when he drank a ferociously hot soup in one of the guardposts, but after nightfall he was back in his sector, pacing to and fro in numb misery, trying to count the minutes that remained until relief.


  Night patrols were especially nerve-racking, for he was alone in the hostile alliance of dark and cold and unexplained noises. On this night the enemy had not turned on their floodlights, so he could hardly even see the bulk of the wall looming beside him. All that was clear was the dark strip of the warmway against the white snow, and the sinister, half-buried cisterns.


  He wondered, as he always wondered, where the enemy were and what they were doing or planning on the other side. Was there someone like himself, a few feet away on the other side, stamping to and fro, hoping only for the end of the patrol?


  Here, at the place where two countries met, where two political ideologies clashed, he was physically closer to the enemy than anyone else. And yet the frontier united him with the enemy; the men on the other side obeyed the same sort of orders, suffered the same fears, endured the same hardships, and they, presumably, defended their country to support a system that was as remote from them as the burghers were remote from himself.


  Dik worked the breech-mechanism to free it. There was a pause in the whining of the wind, and in the brief silence Dik heard, from the other side of the wall, someone working a breech-mechanism. It was something often heard at the wall: at once alarming and comforting.


  Dik could feel the weight of Moylita Kaine’s novel in his pocket. He had brought it with him, in defiance of standing orders. After the events of the last two days he felt that carrying it was the least he owed her. He had no idea of what had happened to her. Carrying her book was the only way he knew of enacting her ideas. She talked in symbols, and Dik was prepared to act in symbols.


  He could not act in reality, because he had realized at last what she had been telling him.


  Climb the wall, Dik.


  He glanced up at the bleak, unsymbolic wall beside him. It was known to be booby-trapped. Flatcake mines had been laid by both sides. The trip-wires and scramble-fence were touch-triggered and electrified. A man had only to show his hand above the top of the wall and a fusillade of shots would come from the other side. In the short time the war had been in progress, there were already scores of stories about grenade attacks brought on by nothing more than the sound of sliding snow.


  He walked on, remembering the momentary resentment he had felt about the way Moylita had interpreted her novel for him. This was the same. In her negation of ideals, a man could climb a wall and write verse afterwards; Dik was making his own negation.


  Then he remembered the sound of her voice coming from the Council Chamber. She had taken a risk in writing the story, and she had paid for it. Conscience and the sense of responsibility returned, and Dik thought again about climbing the wall.


  He glanced up at the dark bulk beside him. It was high here, but there were firing-steps further along, where one could climb if necessary.


  He became aware that somewhere around him was a hissing noise, and he halted at once. He crouched down, holding his rifle ready, looking about in the gloom. Then, from a long way away, from the depths of the valley, a shrill, thin sound reached him, distorted by the wind and the distance: the train was in the depot, letting its whistle be heard. Dik stood up again, relieved by the familiarity of the sound.


  He walked on, rattling the bolt of his rifle. On the other side of the wall, someone else did the same.


  And the hissing continued.


  Another hour passed, and the time for the relief-sentry to come had almost arrived, when he saw the figure of one of the constables walking along the warmway towards him. Dik was frozen through, and he stood and waited gratefully for the other to reach him. But as the figure came nearer, Dik saw that he was raising his arms and holding his rifle above his head.


  He halted a short distance from Dik, and said, in a foreign accent: “Please not shoot. I wish surrender.”


  It was a young man of about his own age, the sleeves and legs of his protective clothing ripped and tom by the barbed wire. Dik stared at him in astonishment.


  They were near one of the cisterns, and the hissing of gas was loud above the wind.


  Dik himself could feel the bite of the freezing wind through the gashes in his jacket and trousers, and as a floodlight switched on he saw a smear of blood below his knee. He looked at the young soldier standing amazed before him, and said again, much louder: “Please don’t shoot. I’m surrendering.”


  They were near one of the cisterns, and the hissing of gas was loud above the wind.


  The enemy soldier said: “Here…my gun.”


  Dik said: “Take my rifle.”


  As Dik passed him his, the young man handed his own over, and raised his arms again.


  “Cold,” said the enemy soldier. His goggles had iced over, and Dik could not see his face. “That way,” said Dik pointing towards the distant guardpost, and waving the muzzle of the captured rifle. “This way,” said the young soldier, pointing to the guardpost.


  They walked on slowly in the wind and snow, Dik staring at the back of his enemy’s caped head in admiration and envy.



  The Watched


  I


  Sometimes Jenessa was slow to leave in the mornings, reluctant to return to the frustrations of her job, and when she lingered in his house on these occasions Yvann Ordier had difficulty in concealing his impatience. This morning was one such, and he lurked outside the door of the shower-cubicle while she bathed, fingering the smooth leather case of his binoculars.


  Ordier was alert to Jenessa’s every movement, each variation in sound giving him as clear a picture as there would be if the door were wide open and the plastic curtain held back: the spattering of droplets against the curtain as she raised an arm, the lowering in pitch of the hissing water as she bent to wash a leg, the fat drops plopping soapily on the tiled floor as she stood erect to shampoo her hair. He could visualize her glistening body in every detail, and thinking of their love-making during the night he felt a renewed lust for her.


  He knew he was standing too obviously by the door, too transparently waiting for her, so he put down the binoculars-case and went into the kitchen and heated some coffee. He waited until it had percolated, then left it on the hot plate. Jenessa had still not finished her shower; Ordier paused by the door of the cubicle and knew by the sound of the water that she was rinsing her hair. He could imagine her with her face uptilted towards the spray, her long dark hair plastered flatly back above her ears. She often stood like this for several minutes, letting the water run into her open mouth before dribbling away, coursing down her body; twin streams of droplets would fall from her nipples, a tiny rivulet would snake through her pubic hair, a thin film would gloss her buttocks and thighs.


  Again tom between desire and impatience, Ordier went to his bureau, unlocked it, and took out his scintilla detector.


  He checked the batteries first; they were sound, but he knew they would have to be replaced soon. He made frequent use of the detector because he had discovered by chance a few weeks before that his house had become infested with several of the microscopic scintillas, and since then he had been searching for them every day.


  There was a signal the instant he turned on the detector, and he walked through the house listening for subtle changes in the pitch and volume of the electronic howl. He traced the scintilla to the bedroom, and, by switching in the directional circuit and holding the instrument close to the floor, he found it a few moments later. It was in the carpet, near where Jenessa’s clothes were folded over a chair.


  Ordier parted the tufts of the carpet, and picked up the scintilla with a pair of tweezers. He took it through into his study. This was the third he had discovered this week, and although there was every chance it had been brought into the house on someone’s shoes, it was nevertheless unsettling to find one. He put it on a slide, then peered at it through his microscope. There was no serial number.


  Jenessa had left the shower, and was standing by the door of the study.


  “What are you doing?” she said.


  “Another scintilla,” Ordier said. “In the bedroom.”


  “You’re always finding them. I thought they were supposed to be undetectable.”


  “I’ve got a gadget that locates them.”


  “You never told me.”


  Ordier straightened, and turned to face her. She was naked, with a turban of golden towelling around her hair.


  “I’ve made some coffee,” he said. “Let’s have it on the patio.”


  Jenessa walked away, her legs and back still moist from the shower. Ordier watched her, thinking of another girl, the Qataari girl in the valley, and wishing that his response to Jenessa could be less complicated. In the last few weeks she had become at once more immediate and more distant, because she aroused in him desires that could not be fulfilled by the Qataari girl.


  He turned back to the microscope and pulled the slide gently away. He tipped the scintilla into a quiet-case—a soundproof, lightproof box where twenty or more of the tiny lenses were already kept—then went to the kitchen. He collected the percolator and cups, and went outside to the heat and the rasping of cicadas.


  Jenessa sat in the sunlight of the patio, combing the tangles from her long, fine hair. As the sun played on her, the water dried, and she talked of her plans for the day.


  “There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” she said. “He’s coming to dinner this evening.”


  “Who is he?” Ordier said, disliking any interruption of his routine.


  “A colleague. He’s just arrived from the north.” Jenessa was sitting with the sun bright behind her, outlining her bronzed body. She was at ease when naked; beautiful and sexual and aware of it.


  “What’s he here for?”


  “To try to observe the Qataari. He knows the difficulties, apparently, but he’s been given a research grant. I suppose he should be allowed to spend it.”


  “But why should I have to meet him?”


  Jenessa reached across, took his hand briefly. “You don’t have to…but I’d like him to meet you.”


  Ordier was stirring the sugar in the bowl, watching it heap and swirl like a viscid liquid. Each of the grains was larger than a scintilla, and a hundred of the tiny lenses scattered in the sugar would probably go unnoticed. How many scintillas were left in the dregs of coffee-cups, how many were accidentally swallowed?


  Jenessa lay back across the lounger, and her breasts flattened across her chest. Her nipples were erect and she had raised a leg, knowing that he was admiring her.


  “You like to stare,” she said, giving him a shrewd look from her dark-set eyes, and she turned towards him on her side, so that her large breasts appeared to fill again. “But you don’t like being watched, do you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The scintillas. You’re very quiet whenever you find one.”


  “Am I?” Ordier said, not aware that Jenessa had been noticing. He always tried to make light of them. “There are so many around…all over the island. There’s no evidence anyone’s planting them.”


  “You don’t like finding them, though.”


  “Do you?”


  “I don’t look for them.”


  In common with most of the people who lived on the islands of the Dream Archipelago, Ordier and Jenessa did not speak very often of their past lives. In the islands, past and future were effectively suspended by the Covenant of Neutrality. The future was sealed, as were the islands themselves, for until the conclusion of the war on the southern continent no one was permitted to leave the Archipelago; no one, that is, except the crews of ships and the troops of both combatant sides who constantly passed through. The future of the islands would be determined by the war, and the war was indeterminate; it had continued, without a break, for more than two centuries, and was as entrenched now as it had been fifty years before.


  With a sense of future removed the past became irrelevant, and those who came to the Archipelago, choosing the permanence of neutrality, made a conscious decision to abandon their former lives. Yvann Ordier was one amongst thousands of such émigrés; he had never told Jenessa how he had made his fortune, how he had paid for his passage to the Archipelago. All he had told her was that he had been prodigiously successful in business, enabling him to take an early retirement.


  She, for her part, spoke little of her background, although Ordier realized this was a characteristic of native islanders, rather than a desire to forget a doubtful past. He knew she had been born on the island of Lanna, and that she was an anthropologist attempting, unsuccessfully, to study the refugee Qataari.


  What Ordier did not want to reveal to Jenessa was how he came to possess a scintilla detector.


  He did not want to speak of past nefariousness, nor of his role in the planned proliferation of the scintilla surveillance lenses. A few years before, when he had been more opportunistic to a degree that now alienated him from the memory of his younger self, Ordier had seen the chance to make a great deal of money, and he had taken the chance unscrupulously. At that time, the war on the southern continent had settled into an expensive and attritional impasse, and the enterprises sections of the armed forces had been raising money by unconventional means. One of these was the selling of commercial franchises to some of their hitherto classified equipment; Ordier, with a ruthlessness that shocked him in retrospect, had obtained exploitation rights to the scintillas.


  His formula for success was simple: he sold the scintillas to one side of the market, and the detectors to the other. Once the potential of the miniature transmitters had been recognized, his fortune had been assured. Soon, Ordier was selling more scintillas than the army ordnance factories could produce, and demand continued to rise. Although Ordier’s organization remained the prime distributor of the scintillas and their computerized image-retrieval equipment, unauthorized copies were soon available on the underground market. Within a year of Ordier opening his agency, the saturation distribution of the scintillas meant that no room or building was closed to the eyes and ears of one’s rivals. No one ever found a way of jamming the tiny transmitters; no one ever knew for sure just who was watching and listening.


  For the next three and a half years, Ordier’s personal fortune had been amassed. During the same period, paralleling his rise in wealth, a deeper sense of moral responsibility grew in him. The way of life in the civilized northern continent had been permanently changed: scintillas were used in such profusion that nowhere was entirely free of them. They were in the streets, in the gardens, in the houses. Even in the erstwhile privacy of one’s bed one never knew for sure that a stranger was not listening, watching, recording.


  At last, with the guilt of his participation overwhelming any other motivation, Ordier took himself and his fortune to the permanent exile of the Dream Archipelago, knowing that his departure from the world of eavesdropping commerce would make not the slightest difference to its accelerating growth, but that he wanted no more part in it.


  He chose the island of Tumo more or less at random, and he built his house in the remote eastern part, well away from the populous mountainous region in the west…but even on Tumo there were scintillas. Some were from the armies, in breach of the Covenant, a few were from commercial companies, and some, most numerous, were uncoded and thus untraceable.


  Jenessa was right when she said that he did not like to find scintillas in his house, but those were an intrusion on his own privacy; he gave no thought to the ones scattered over the rest of the island. For the past two years he had tried, with a considerable measure of success, to put the scintillas from his mind.


  His life now was centred on Jenessa, on his house, on his growing collections of books and antiques. Until the beginning of this island summer he had felt reasonably happy, relaxed and coming to terms with his conscience. But at the end of the Tumoit spring, with the first spell of hot weather, he had made a certain discovery, and as a result an obsession had grown within him.


  It was focused on the bizarre, castellated folly that was built on the ridge on the eastern border of his grounds. There, in the sun-warmed granite walls, was his obsession. There was the Qataari girl, the Qataari ritual; there he listened and watched, as hidden from those he observed as the men who decoded the mosaic of images from the ubiquitous scintillas.


  II


  Jenessa lounged in the sun and drank her coffee, and then poured herself a second cup. She yawned and lay back in the sun, her hair dry now and shining in the light. Ordier wondered if she was intending to stay all day, as she sometimes did. He enjoyed their lazy days together, alternating between swimming in the pool, lovemaking and sunbathing…but the previous evening she had been talking of spending the day in Tumo Town, and he was uncertain of her intentions. At last, though, she went into the bedroom to dress, and afterwards they walked together down to her car. There were last words and kisses, and then she drove away.


  Ordier stood idly by the grove of trees on the edge of his grounds, waiting to wave to her as she turned from the track to the main road leading towards Tumo Town. The brisk wind of the evening before had died, and the cloud of white dust thrown up by the wheels hovered behind the car…and long after Jenessa had passed from sight, Ordier stared after her. She sometimes returned unexpectedly.


  When the dust had settled, and his view across to the distant white buildings of the town was interrupted by nothing more than the shimmering of early heat, Ordier turned back to his house and walked up the slope to the main door.


  Once inside the house he made no attempt to conceal the impatience he had been suppressing while Jenessa was there. He hurried to his study and found his binoculars, then went through the house and left by the door which opened on the rough ground behind. A short walk took him to the high stone wall that ran laterally across the ridge, and he unlocked the padlock on the stout wooden gate and let himself through. Beyond was a sandy, sun-whitened courtyard, surrounded on all sides by walls, and already hot in the windless day. Ordier made sure that the gate was locked on the inside, then climbed steadily up the slope towards the angular height of the battlemented folly on the summit of the ridge.


  It was this folly and its walled courtyard that Ordier had first chanced upon, and with the same recklessness of spirit of the madman who had built it three centuries before, he bought it and the land around it after the most cursory of inspections. Only later, when the headiness of the purchase had faded, had he taken a second, calmer look at his new property and realized that the place was completely uninhabitable. So, not without regret, he had hired a local firm of builders, and his house had been put up a short distance away.


  The ridge that marked the eastern boundary of his property ran due north and south for several miles, and for most of its length it was unscalable, except by someone equipped with climbing boots and ropes. It was not so much that it was high—on the side facing Ordier’s house it rose on average about two hundred feet above the plain—but that it was broken and jagged, and the rocks were sharp and friable. In the geophysical past there must have been a tumultuous upheaval, compressing and raising the land along some deep-lying fault, the crust snagging upwards like two sheets of brittle steel rammed against each other’s edge.


  It was on the summit of this ridge that the folly had been built, although at what expense in human life and ingenuity Ordier could not imagine. It balanced on the broken rocks, a daring edifice, and a tribute to the singularity and eccentricity of its architect.


  When Ordier had seen and bought the folly, the valley which lay beyond it had been a wide tract of desert land, muddy and overgrown with rank vegetation, or cracked, barren and dusty, according to the season. But that had been before the coming of the Qataari, and all that that had entailed.


  A flight of steps had been built across the inner wall of the folly, leading eventually to the battlements. Before Ordier had moved into his house, he paid the builders to reinforce most of the steps with steel and concrete, but the last few had been left unrepaired. The battlements could be reached, but only with great difficulty.


  About halfway up, well before the last of the reinforced steps, Ordier reached the fault that had been contrived carefully inside the main wall.


  He glanced back, staring down from his vertiginous perch across the land beneath. There was his house, its evenly tiled roofs glittering in the sunlight; beyond, the untamed stretch of scrubland, and beyond that the buildings of Tumo Town, a sprawling modem settlement built on the ruins of the seaport that had been sacked at the outbreak of the war. In the far distance were the brown and purple heights of the Tumoit Mountains, rich in the mythology of the Dream Archipelago.


  To north and south Ordier could see the splendent silver of the sea. Somewhere to the north, on the horizon, was the island of Muriseay, invisible today because of the haze.


  Ordier turned away from the view, and stepped through into the fault in the wall, squeezing between two overlapping slabs of masonry which, even on close inspection, seemed to be so solidly in place that nothing could lie behind them. But there was a warm, dark space beyond, high enough and wide enough for a man to stand. Ordier wriggled through the gap, and stood inside on the narrow ledge, breathing quickly after his climb.


  The brilliant sunshine outside had dulled his eyes, and the tiny space was a cell of blackness. The only light came from a horizontal crack in the outer wall, a slit of shining sky that seemed, in contrast with the rest, to darken, not lighten, the cell.


  When his breathing had steadied, Ordier stepped forward on to the ledge where he generally stood, feeling with his foot for the slab of rock. Beneath him was the inner cavity of the wall, falling irregularly to the foundations far below. He braced himself with his elbow against the wall as he transferred his weight, and at once a sweet fragrance reached his nostrils. As he brought his second foot on to the slab he glanced down, and saw in the dim light a pale, mottled colouring on the ledge.


  The smell was distinctive: Qataari roses. Ordier remembered the hot southerly wind of the day before—the Naalattan, as it was called on Tumo—and the whirling vortex of light and colour that had risen above the valley floor, as the fragrant petals of the Qataari roses had scattered and circled. Many of the petals had been lifted by the wind as high as his vantage-point here in the cell, and some had seemed to hover within grasping distance of his fingers. He had had to leave his hidden cell to meet Jenessa, and he had not seen the end of the warm blizzard of petals before he left.


  The fragrance of the Qataari rose was known to be narcotic, and the cloying smell released as his feet crushed the petals was sweet in his nose and mouth. Ordier kicked and scuffed at the petals that had been blown on to the shelf, and swept them down into the cavity of the wall.


  At last he leaned forward to the slit that looked outwards into the valley; here too the wind had deposited a few petals, and Ordier brushed them away with his fingers, careful that they fell into the cavity beneath him, and not out into the open air.


  He raised his binoculars to his eyes, and leaned forward until the metal hoods over the object-lenses rested on the stone edge of the horizontal slit. With rising excitement, he stared down at the Qataari in the valley below.


  III


  In the evening, Ordier drove over to Jenessa’s apartment in Tumo Town. He went reluctantly; partly because of the necessity of making civil conversation with strangers—something he was habitually unwilling to do—and partly because he had more than a suspicion that the talk would centre around the Qataari refugees. Jenessa had said that her visitor was a colleague, which meant that he was an anthropologist, and anthropologists only came to Tumo to study the Qataari. Since his discovery in the folly, Ordier found all discussion of the Qataari unbearably unpleasant, as if some private domain was being invaded. For this and other reasons, Ordier had never told Jenessa what he knew.


  The other guests had already arrived when Ordier walked in, and Jenessa introduced them as Jacj and Luovi Parren. His first impression of Parren was unfavourable: he was a short, overweight and intense man, who shook Ordier’s hand with nervous, jerky movements, then turned away at once to continue the conversation with Jenessa that Ordier’s arrival had interrupted. Normally, Ordier would have bridled at the snub, but Jenessa flashed him a soothing look, and anyway he was in no mood to try to like the man.


  He poured himself a drink, and went to sit beside Luovi, Parren’s wife.


  During the aperitifs and meal, the conversation stayed on general subjects, with the islands of the Archipelago the main topic. Parren and his wife had only just arrived from the north, and were anxious to hear what they could about various islands where they might make a home. The only islands they had so far seen were Muriseay—which was where most immigrants arrived—and Tumo.


  Ordier noticed that when he and Jenessa were talking about the other islands they knew, it was Luovi who showed the most interest, and she kept asking how far they were from Tumo.


  “Jacj must be near his work,” she said to Ordier.


  “I think I told you, Yvann,” Jenessa said. “Jacj is here to study the Qataari.”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “I know what you’re thinking, Ordier.” Parren said. “Why should I succeed where others have failed? Let me just say this, that I wouldn’t have left the mainland to pursue something I thought was an insurmountable problem. There are ways that haven’t been tried yet.”


  “We were talking about this before you arrived,” Jenessa said to Ordier. “Jacj believes he can do better than us.”


  “How do you feel about that?” Ordier said.


  Jenessa shrugged, and looked at Jacj and his wife. “I don’t have any personal ambition.”


  “Ambition, Jenessa dear, is the foundation of achievement.” Luovi’s smile across the table, first at Jenessa, then at Ordier, was brittle.


  “For a social anthropologist?” Ordier said.


  “For all scientists. Jacj has taken leave from a brilliant career to study the Qataari. But of course you would know his work already.”


  “Naturally.”


  Ordier was wondering how long it would be before Parren, or his wife, discovered that one never took “leave” to visit the Archipelago. Spitefully, it amused Ordier to think that Luovi probably imagined, in anticipation of her husband’s success, that completed research into the Qataari society would buy them a ticket back to the north, where the brilliant career would be resumed. The islands were full of exiles who had once nurtured similar illusions.


  Ordier was looking covertly at Jenessa, trying to divine how she was taking all this. She had spoken truly when she denied personal ambition, but that was not the whole story.


  Because Jenessa was Archipelago-born she had a sense of nationalism, embracing all the islands, that Ordier himself lacked. She had sometimes talked of the history of the Archipelago, of the distant years when the Covenant of Neutrality had first come into being. A few of the islands had put up resistance to the enforced neutralization; for some years there had been a unity of purpose, but the big northern nations had eventually overcome the resistance. The whole Archipelago was said to be pacified now, but contact between the islands, for most of the ordinary inhabitants, was restricted to the mail the ferries carried, and one never knew for sure just what was happening in the remoter areas of the Archipelago. Occasionally there were rumours of sabotage on one or another of the islands, or of the armies’ rest-camps being attacked, but on the whole everyone was waiting for the war to end.


  Jenessa did have a purpose to her work, although it was not of the same order as Jacj Parren’s aggressive aspiration to fame. Ordier knew that she, and other island-born scientists, saw knowledge as a key to freedom, that when the war was over such knowledge would help liberate the Archipelago. She had no illusions about the immediate worth of her own calling—without access to the culturally dominant societies of the north, whatever research she concluded would be futile—but it was scientific knowledge nonetheless.


  “Where do you fit into all this, Yvann?” Parren was saying. “You’re not an anthropologist, I gather?”


  “That’s correct. I’m retired.”


  “So young?”


  “Not so young as it appears.”


  “Jenessa was telling me you live up by the Qataari valley. I don’t suppose it’s possible to see their camp from there?”


  “You can climb the rocks,” Ordier said. “I’ll take you up there, if you like. But you wouldn’t see anything. The Qataari have guards all along the ridge.”


  “Ah…then I could see the guards!”


  “Of course. But you wouldn’t find it very satisfactory. As soon as they see you, they’ll turn their backs.”


  Parren was lighting a cigar from one of the candles on the table, and he leaned back with a smile and blew smoke into the air. “A response of sorts.”


  “The only one,” Jenessa said. “It’s worthless as an observation, because it’s responsive to the presence of the observer.”


  “But it fits a pattern.”


  “Does it?” Jenessa said. “How are we to know? We should be concerned with what they would do if we weren’t there.”


  “You say that’s impossible to discover,” Parren said.


  “And if we weren’t here at all? If there was no one else on the island?”


  “Now you delve into the realms of fantasy. Anthropology is a pragmatic science, my dear. We are as concerned with the impact of the modern world on isolated societies as we are with the societies themselves. If we must, we intrude on the Qataari and evaluate their response to that. It is a better study than no study.”


  “Do you think we haven’t tried that?” Jenessa said. “There is simply no point. The Qataari wait for us to leave, and wait, and wait…”


  “Just as I said. A response of sorts.”


  “But a meaningless one!” Jenessa said. “It becomes a trial of patience.”


  “Which the Qataari must necessarily win?”


  “Look, Jacj.” Jenessa, visibly irritated now, was leaning forward across the table, and Ordier noticed that strands of her hair were falling across the uneaten dessert on her plate. “When the Qataari were first landed here, about eighteen months ago, a team went into the camp. We were testing exactly the kind of response you’re talking about. We made no secret of our presence, nor of what we wanted. The Qataari simply waited. They sat or stood exactly wherever they were when they noticed us. They did nothing for seventeen days! They didn’t eat, drink, speak. They slept where they were, and if that happened to be in a muddy pool, or on stones, then it made no difference.”


  “What about the children?”


  “Children too…like the adults.”


  “And bodily functions? And what about pregnant women? Did they just sit down and wait for you to leave?”


  “Yes, Jacj. In fact, it was because of two pregnant women that we called off the experiment. We were frightened of what might happen to them. As it turned out, they both had to be taken to hospital. One of them lost her child.”


  “Did they resist being taken away?”


  “Of course not.”


  Luovi said: “But then surely Jacj is right? It is a social response to the outside world.”


  “It’s no response at all!” Jenessa said. “It’s the opposite of a response, it’s the stopping of all activity. I can show you the films we took…the people didn’t even fidget. They simply watched us, and waited for us to leave.”


  “Then they were in some kind of trance?”


  “No, they were waiting!”


  Watching Jenessa’s animated expression, Ordier wondered if he recognized in her some of his own dilemma about the Qataari. She had always claimed that her interest in them was a scientific one, but in every other aspect of her life she was rarely detached from an emotional reaction to people. And the Qataari were special people, not just to anthropologists.


  Of all the races in the world, the Qataari were simultaneously the best and the least known. There was not a nation on the northern continent that did not have an historical or social link with the Qataari. For one country there would be the story of the Qataari warriors who had come to fight for their side in some long-forgotten war; for another, there would be the heritage of public buildings or palaces built by visiting Qataari architects and masons; for yet another, there would be the tales of the Qataari doctors who had come in times of plague.


  Physically, the Qataari were a beautiful people: it was said in Ordier’s own country, for instance, that the model for Edrona—symbol of male potency, wisdom and mystery, captured in a marble sculpture and famous throughout the world—had been a Qataari. Similarly, a Qataari woman, painted by Vaskarreta nine centuries before, embodied sensual beauty and virginal lust; her face, pirated in the cause of commerce, glowed out from the labels of a dozen different types of cosmetic.


  Yet for all the legends and visited history, the civilized world knew almost nothing of the Qataari homeland.


  The Qataari were indigenous to the southern continent, the wild tract of land where the war had been fought for the last two centuries. On the northern coast, the Qataari peninsula pointed a long, cliff-bound finger of land into the Midway Sea, seeming to stretch out to touch the more southerly islands of the Dream Archipelago. The peninsula was joined to the mainland by a narrow, swampy isthmus, and beyond that, where the first mountains rose, there always stood a line of guards…but guards like no other. The Qataari never tried to prevent others entering, but guarded themselves so they always had warning of the presence of outsiders. Few people, in fact, had ever been to the peninsula. The way across land was through dense jungle, and an approach from the sea was difficult because along the entire rocky coastline there was only one small jetty. The Qataari community seemed to be self-sufficient in every way, and their customs, culture and social structure were all but unknown.


  The Qataari were thought to be of unique cultural importance in the world: their society apparently represented an evolutionary link between the civilized nations of the north, the people of the Archipelago and the barbarians and peasants of the south. Several ethnologists had visited the peninsula over the years, but all had been frustrated in their work by the same silent waiting that Jenessa had described.


  Only one aspect of their life had been established, although its details were as much conjecture as knowledge: the Qataari dramatized. Aerial photographs, and the reports of visitors, revealed that there were open-air auditoria by every village, and there were always people gathered there. The speculation was that the Qataari depended on drama as a symbolic means of action: for decision-making, for the resolution of problems, for celebrations. What few pieces of Qataari literature had reached the world’s libraries were baffling to a non-Qataari readership: the prose and verse were impenetrably elliptical, and any character named played a symbolic role, as well as having a seemingly endless list of contracted, familiar or formal names, and appeared to represent a part in a scheme much larger than what could be inferred as the subject-matter. The writing of theses on Qataari literature was a popular activity in northern universities.


  The few Qataari who travelled, who visited the northern continent, spoke obliquely of such matters, seeing themselves as actors in a cultural play. One Qataari, in Ordier’s country a few years before, had been secretly filmed while he was alone; evidently deep within a personal drama, the Qataari remonstrated with himself, declaimed to an imaginary audience, wept and shouted. A few minutes later the same man had been seen at a public reception, and no one present had discerned anything unusual about his behaviour.


  The war had come, inevitably, to the Qataari peninsula. It had begun when one of the two combatant sides had started the construction of a deep-water refuelling base on the northernmost tip of the peninsula. As this was an area hitherto unclaimed by either side, it constituted a breach of whatever neutrality the Qataari had enjoyed until then. The opposing side had invaded the peninsula, and before long a devastating struggle had begun. Soon the Qataari [knew, as the rest of their continent knew, the shattering totality of the war, with its neural dissociation gases, its scintillas, its scatterflames, its acid rains. The villages were flattened, the rose-plantations burned, the people killed in thousands; in a few weeks the Qataari society was destroyed.


  A relief mission was sent from the north, and within a few more weeks the surviving Qataari were evacuated unresisting from their homeland. They had been brought to Tumo—one of the islands nearest to the peninsula—and a refugee-camp had been built for them. They were housed and fed by the Tumoit authorities, but the Qataari, independent as ever, did what they could to close their camp to the outside world. In the first few days huge canvas screens had been put up around the perimeter fence, silent guards stood by all the entrances. Everyone who had entered the camp since—medical teams, agricultural advisers, builders—returned with the same report: the Qataari were waiting.


  It was not polite waiting, it was not impatient waiting. As Jenessa had said, it was a cessation of activity, a long silence.


  Ordier realized that Jacj Parren and Jenessa were still arguing, and that Parren was addressing him:


  “…you say that if we climbed this ridge of yours, we should see guards?”


  “Yes.” Jenessa answered for him.


  “But why are they there? I thought they never left the camp.”


  “They’re growing roses in the valley. The Qataari roses.”


  Parren leaned back in his chair with a grunt of satisfaction. “Then at least they can be studied doing that!”


  Jenessa looked helplessly at Ordier across the table. He stared back at her, trying not to reveal anything with his expression. He was sitting forward with his elbows on the edge of the table, his hands linked in front of his face. He had had a shower before driving to Jenessa’s apartment this evening, but a certain fragrance was still on his skin. He could smell it as he looked back at her, feeling a trace of the pleasant sexual arousal that was induced by the petals of the Qataari rose.


  IV


  Jacj Parren and his wife were staying in an hotel in Tumo Town, and the next morning Jenessa went round to see them. Ordier left with her, and they walked together as far as his car. Their embrace in the street was cool for the benefit of passers-by; it was no reflection of the night they had passed together, which had been more than usually passionate.


  Ordier drove slowly back to his house, more reluctant than he could remember to succumb to the temptations of the cell in the folly wall, but at the same time more intrigued than ever about what he might see.


  The conversation over dinner had done that for him. It had reminded him of the guilty associations with Jenessa, both as a sexual partner and as someone who had a genuine scientific interest in the Qataari, that going to the folly awoke in him.


  At the start he had made the excuse to himself that what he saw was so insignificant, so fragmentary, that it was irrelevant. But his knowledge of the Qataari had grown, and with it the secret…and a tacit bond had been tied: to speak of the Qataari would be to betray a trust he had created in his own mind.


  As he parked the car and walked up to the house, Ordier added further justification to his silence by reminding himself of how much he had disliked Parren and his wife. He knew that prolonged exposure to the seductive laziness of Tumoit life, and to the laxity of the ways of the Archipelago in general, would change Parren in the end, but until then he would be an abrasive influence on Jenessa. She would seek the Qataari more eagerly, renewing her own interest in their affairs.


  The house was stuffy from being closed for the night, and Ordier walked around the rooms, opening the windows, throwing back the shutters. There was a light breeze, and in the garden that he had neglected all summer the overgrown flowers and shrubs were waving gently. He stared at them, trying to make up his mind.


  He knew that the dilemma was one of his own making, and could be resolved by the simple decision never to go up to the folly again; he could ignore the Qataari, could continue with his life as it had been until the beginning of this summer. But the conversation the evening before had heightened his awareness of the Qataari, reminded him of the special curiosities they aroused. It was not for nothing that the romantic and erotic impulses of the great composers, writers and artists had been stimulated by the Qataari, that the legends and daydreams persisted, that the societies of the north had been so thoroughly permeated by the enigma that there was hardly a graffito that did not reflect it, nor a pornographic fiction that did not perpetuate it.


  Voluntary abstention from his obsession was an agony to Ordier. He distracted himself for a time by taking a swim in his pool, and then later by opening one of the chests he had had sent from the mainland and setting the books on shelves in his study, but by midday the curiosity was like a nagging hunger, and he found his binoculars and walked up the ridge to the folly.


  V


  More petals had appeared in the cell in his absence. Ordier brushed them away from the slit with his fingers, then turned his binoculars towards the Qataari camp, which lay on the far side of the shallow valley. On this day, as on all days, the high screens surrounding it were drawn tightly together. The breeze was stirring them, and great slow ripples moved laterally across the canvas blinds. His glasses did not have the necessary magnification, but Ordier nevertheless felt a sense of intrigue, hoping that the wind would momentarily lift the skirt of screens so that he might glimpse what lay behind.


  In front of the camp, spreading across the floor of the valley, was the plantation of Qataari roses: a sea of scarlet and pink and green. So closely were the bushes planted that from this elevation Ordier could see the yellow, clayey soil only at the edge of the plantation.


  He stared for a few minutes, relishing the privilege he was stealing.


  It was the workers in the rose-plantation he had first watched from this cell. Last night, listening to the dinner conversation, he had heard Parren speak of the possibility of seeing the Qataari at work in the roses; remembering his own excitement of discovery, Ordier had for the first and only time felt a trace of sympathy with the man.


  There was a small group of Qataari men standing amongst the roses and talking volubly. After a while, two of them walked away and picked up large panniers. They walked slowly between the rose-bushes, plucking the largest, reddest flowers. They were quite unaware of his silent watching.


  Ordier found this undetected intrusion into the Qataari privacy to be deeply exciting and satisfying.


  The weeks he had been spying on the Qataari had taught him to be systematic, and Ordier looked with the binoculars at each of the rose-pickers in turn. Many of them were women, and it was at these he looked most carefully. There was one woman in particular he was seeking; she had been amongst the rose-pickers the first time he noticed her. He knew her, quite simply, as the one. He had never given her a name, not even a familiar one as shorthand for his recognition of her. She did remind him, in some ways, of Jenessa, but with the abundant opportunities he had had to watch her he now acknowledged that whatever similarities he had once discerned were the product of guilt.


  She was younger than Jenessa, taller, undeniably more beautiful. Where Jenessa was dark in hair and complexion, with an attractive combination of sensuality and intelligence, the Qataari woman, the Qataari girl, had fragility and vulnerability trapped in the body of a sexually mature woman. Sometimes, when she was near the folly, Ordier had seen a captivating expression in her eyes: knowingness and hesitation, invitation and wariness. Her hair was golden, her skin was pale; she had the classic proportions of the Qataari ideal. She was, for Ordier, the embodiment of Vaskarreta’s avenging victim.


  And Jenessa was real, Jenessa was available. The Qataari girl was remote and forbidden, forever inaccessible to him.


  When he had made sure the girl was not in the rose-plantation, Ordier lowered the binoculars and leaned forward until his forehead was pressing against the rough rock slab, placing his eyes as near as possible. He looked down towards the arena the Qataari had built at the foot of the folly wall, and saw her at once.


  She was standing near one of the twelve hollow metal statues that surrounded the levelled area. She was not alone—she was never alone—and the others, although apparently paying little attention to her, were circling her. They were tidying up and preparing the arena: the statues were being cleaned and polished, the gravelly soil of the arena floor was being swept, and handfuls of the Qataari rose-petals were being scattered in all directions.


  The girl was watching this. She was dressed as usual in red: a long, enfolding garment that lay loosely and bulkily on her body like a toga, but which was made up of many different panels of fabric, lying one on top of the other.


  Silently, slowly, Ordier raised the binoculars to his eyes, and focused them on her face. The magnification at once lent him the illusion that he was nearer to her, and, as a consequence, he felt much more exposed to her.


  Seeing her as closely as this, Ordier noticed at once that the garment was tied loosely at the neck, and was slipping down on one side. He could see the curve of her shoulder, and just beneath it the first hint of the rise of her breast; if she moved quickly, or leant forward, the garment would fall away to expose her. He stared at her, transfixed by her unconscious sexuality.


  There was no noticeable signal for the beginning of the ritual; the preparations led imperceptibly to the first movements of the ceremony. The two women scattering the rose-petals turned from casting them across the sandy floor to throwing them over the girl. Twelve of the men, until then apparently still cleaning the statuary, pulled open the hinged backs of each figure and took up their places inside, and the remaining men began to circle the arena as the girl stepped forward to take her place at the centre.


  This much was familiar to Ordier; soon the chanting would begin. Each time he saw this ritual unfold, Ordier was aware that it had been minimally advanced from the time before. Each time there was a renewed sense of the dual possibilities of the girl’s sexual role.


  The chanting began: soft and low, inharmonious. The girl turned slowly where she stood, her garment swinging about her limbs: it slipped lower on her shoulder, and as the panels lifted Ordier saw glimpses of ankle, elbow, stomach, hip, and he knew she was naked beneath it. As she turned she was looking intently at each man in the circle, as if trying to select one.


  More petals were thrown, and as the girl turned in the arena her feet trampled and crushed them. Ordier fancied he could smell them from where he stood, although he knew that the fragrance probably came from the petals he had found in the cell.


  The next stage was also one Ordier had witnessed before. One of the women who had been throwing the petals suddenly tossed aside her basket and stepped directly towards the girl. As she stood before her she raised her hands to her bodice, and pulled aside the cloth to bare her own breasts. She thrust out her chest. The girl responded by raising her hands to her chest, and running them tentatively and exploratively across herself. She had at once the innocence of an adolescent and the sensuality of a woman. No sooner had her hands cupped her breasts through the fabric of the toga than one of the men left the others and ran into the arena. He knocked aside the woman with the bared breasts, and she fell across the ground. He turned, and went back to his place in the circle.


  The woman got to her feet, closed her bodice, and found her basket and threw more petals. A few minutes later the whole incident was repeated when the second woman went forward to the girl.


  Ordier watched this happen seven or eight times, wondering, as he always wondered, where it was to lead. He was impatient for a further development, because apart from his having had the briefest glimpses of the girl’s naked body accidentally revealed on occasions in the past, the ceremony had never proceeded beyond this. He lowered his binoculars and leaned forward again, watching the whole scene.


  He was obsessed with the girl; in his fantasies he imagined that this ceremony took place here, beneath the wall of his folly, for his own exclusive benefit…that the girl was being readied in some mysterious way for him alone. But those were the fantasies of solitude; when he was here, watching the Qataari ritual, he was always aware of his role as secret intruder on their world, an observer as incapable of affecting the proceedings as the girl herself seemed to be.


  Ordier’s passivity, though, went only so far as a lack of direct action; in another way he became deeply involved, because as he watched he always became sexually aroused. He could feel the tightness in his groin, the swelling of physical excitement.


  Suddenly the girl moved, and Ordier’s attention returned. As one of the women went across to her, already pulling at the strings of her bodice, the girl moved to meet her, snatching at one of the long panels of her toga. The woman cried out, and her large, sagging breasts swung into view…and simultaneously the girl tore her own garment at the front, and let the cloth fall from her hands.


  Ordier, looking again through his binoculars, saw an infuriatingly brief glimpse of the nakedness beneath, but then the girl turned away and her voluminous garment swung across her.


  She took two steps, stumbled, and fell forward, lying across the place where the rose-petals lay deepest. At this, one of the men went into the arena, brushed the woman aside and stood over the girl. He prodded her with his foot, then pushed her, turning her over on to her back.


  She appeared to be unconscious. The toga was in disarray, riding up her legs. Where she had tom part of it away a strip of diagonal nudity was revealed. It ran between her breasts, across her stomach, across one hip. Through his binoculars Ordier could see the aureole of one nipple, and a few strands of pubic hair.


  The man stood over her, half crouching, rubbing his hands across his genitals.


  And Ordier watched, surrendering to the exquisite excitement of sexual pleasure. As he came to physical climax, releasing wetly into his trousers, he saw through the shaking lenses of the binoculars that the girl had opened her eyes, and was staring upwards with a dazed, delirious expression. She seemed to be looking directly at him…and Ordier moved back from the crack in the wall, ashamed and embarrassed.


  VI


  Two days later, Jacj and Luovi Parren came to Ordier’s house in the early morning, and after they had shared a token breakfast, the two men set off towards the ridge, leaving Jenessa to entertain Luovi.


  As Ordier had suggested to him the day before, Parren had equipped himself with stout boots and old clothing. They climbed roped together, but even so Parren slipped before they had gone very far. He slithered down the crumbling face of a huge boulder, brought up short as Ordier took his weight on the rope.


  Ordier secured the rope, then scrambled down to him. The portly little man had regained his feet, and was looking ruefully at grazes on his arm and leg, showing through the torn cloth.


  “Do you want to go on?” Ordier said.


  “Of course. It’s not serious.” But the challenge of the climb seemed to have receded, if only temporarily, for he was in no hurry to continue. He looked to the side, where the folly loomed high on the ridge. “That’s your castle, isn’t it?”


  “It’s a folly.”


  “Couldn’t we climb up to the battlements? It looks a lot easier that way.”


  “Easier,” Ordier said, “but actually more dangerous. The steps are reinforced only part of the way. Anyway, you’ll see better from the ridge, I assure you.”


  “So you have been up to the battlements?”


  “Just once, the first time I came here. But I wouldn’t go up there again.” Ordier decided to take a chance: “But you could go alone, if you liked.”


  “No,” Parren said, rubbing his arm. “Let’s do it this way.”


  They struggled on, Ordier leading the way across the brittle slabs of rock. It was an ascent that would have posed no problem to practised rock-climbers, but to two amateurs it was perilous enough. Shortly before they reached the summit, Parren slipped again, and cried out as he fell backwards against a boulder beneath him.


  “You’re making too much noise,” Ordier said, when he saw that the man was unhurt. “Do you want the Qataari to hear us before we reach the top?”


  “You’ve done this before…it’s different for you.”


  “I climbed alone the first time. I didn’t make as much row.”


  “You’re younger than me.”


  The recriminations ceased when Ordier climbed away from him, and resumed his position with the rope. He sat down on a slab and stared at Parren waiting for the climb to continue. The anthropologist continued to sulk for a few more minutes, then seemed to realize that Ordier was doing his best for him. At last he climbed up towards him, and Ordier took in the slack of the rope.


  “We’ll head for that dip there,” Ordier said quietly, pointing up. “It was where I went last time, and if the Qataari haven’t changed their guard-line you’ll find that the guards are some distance away. With any luck, you’ll have several minutes before they spot you.”


  He crawled forward, placing his feet on the best holds he could find, pointing them out mutely to the other man. At last he was lying face-down across a broad slab, just beneath the summit. He waited until Parren was beside him.


  “If you’ll take more advice from me,” Ordier whispered, “don’t use your binoculars at first. Take in the general view, then use your glasses on the nearest objects.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “Once they see us the cry will go up. It radiates outwards from here.”


  Ordier was wondering what had been going on at the arena since the day his watching had aroused him to the point of orgasm. Disturbed by the degree to which he was becoming involved in the ritual, he had kept away for two days, trying again to rid himself of his obsession. But he was failing, and this climb up the ridge was making the failure more certain.


  Parren had his binoculars out, and Ordier took his own from their case.


  “Are you ready?” he said.


  Parren nodded, and they inched forward, peering over the ridge.


  Three Qataari guards stood in the valley immediately beneath their vantage-point, staring patiently up at them.


  Ordier instinctively ducked down again, but in the same instant he heard the Qataari shouting, and knew they had been noticed.


  When he looked again he saw that the warning was rippling outwards. The guards along the valley side of the ridge were turning their backs on Ordier and Parren…and in the rose-plantation, along the banks of the narrow river, on the approaches to the camp, the Qataari were halting in whatever they were doing. They stood erect, waiting and waiting.


  Parren was holding his binoculars awkwardly, trying to see but trying to keep his head down too.


  “You might as well stand up, Parren,” Ordier said. “You’ll see better.”


  Ordier himself sat up and settled himself on the edge of the slab. In a moment, Parren followed. The two men looked across the valley.


  Ordier had no idea what Parren could now hope to see, but he had his own interest in the valley. He scanned the rose-plantation systematically, looking with the powerful glasses from one Qataari to the next. Most of them stood with their backs turned, and from this distance it was difficult to see clearly. There was one female that Ordier lingered on; it might have been the girl, but he was not sure.


  He made certain that Parren was busy with his own observations, then turned his glasses towards the foot of the folly wall. The arena itself could not be seen from here, but two of the hollow statues were just visible. He had had no hope of seeing if a ritual had been in progress, but he wanted to see if there were any people about; apart from one of the guards standing near the folly, though, there was no apparent sign of activity.


  Ordier did not know whether he was relieved or annoyed.


  Their silent observation continued for several more minutes, but then even Parren admitted that there was nothing further to be gained.


  “Would it be worth waiting beneath the ridge for an hour or two?” he said. “I have the time.”


  “The Qataari have more. We might as well go back.”


  “They seemed to be expecting us, Ordier.”


  “I know.” He glanced apologetically at the man. “That’s probably because I came up to this part of the ridge last time. We should have tried somewhere else.”


  “Then we could do that another time.”


  “If you think it’s worth it.”


  They began to make their way down, Ordier taking the lead. The sun was higher now and the morning wind had stilled, and by the time they were halfway down both men were feeling the heat.


  It was Parren who called a halt first, and squatted down in the shade of a huge boulder. Ordier went back up to him, and sat beside him. Below them, deceptively near, Ordier’s house stood like a brightly coloured plastic toy in a field.


  After a while, Parren said: “Jenessa tells me you once worked with scintillas.”


  Ordier looked at him sharply. “Why did she tell you that?”


  “I asked her. Your name was familiar. We both come from the north, after all.”


  “I’ve left all that behind me.”


  “Yes…but not your specialized knowledge.”


  “What do you want to know?” Ordier said resignedly.


  “Everything you can tell me.”


  “Parren, you’ve been misinformed. I’ve retired.”


  “Then that wasn’t a scintilla detector I noticed in your house.”


  “Look, I don’t see why you’re interested.”


  Parren was sitting forward, away from the rock, and his manner had changed.


  “Let’s not prevaricate, Ordier. I need some information from you. I want to know if there is any law in the Archipelago prohibiting the use of scintillas. I want to know if scintillas could be used to observe the Qataari. And lastly, if you think the Qataari would have any way of detecting or jamming scintillas.”


  “Is that all?”


  “Yes.”


  “There’s no law against using them. I can tell you that much. Only the Covenant of Neutrality, but it’s never enforced.”


  “And the rest?” Parren said.


  Ordier sighed. “The scintillas could obviously be used against the Qataari, if you could think of some way of planting them without them knowing.”


  “That’s easy. They can be sown from an aircraft at night.”


  “I see you’ve worked it out. But your last question interests me. Why do you think the Qataari would be able to jam scintillas?”


  “They’ve had plenty of experience of them.”


  “How do you mean?” Ordier said.


  “Both sides were using them during the invasion of the peninsula. The military work on saturation principles…scintillas must have been ankle-deep. A race who so obviously dislike being watched would have realized what they were for.”


  “I was under the impression you thought the Qataari were primitive.”


  Parren said: “Not primitive…decivilized. Their science is a match for anything we’ve got.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “An intelligent guess. But what’s your opinion, Ordier? Do you think they could jam scintillas?”


  “No one else can, so far as I know. But technology is always advancing.”


  “Qataari technology?”


  “I don’t know, Parren.”


  “Look at this.” Parren reached into a pocket, and pulled out a small box. Ordier recognized it at once: it was a scintilla quiet-case, identical to his own. Parren opened the lid, reached inside with a pair of tweezers he took from a mounting in the lid. “Have you seen one of these before?”


  He dropped a scintilla into the palm of Ordier’s hand.


  Ordier, guessing, said: “It hasn’t got a serial-number.”


  “Right. Do you know why?”


  “Do you?”


  “I’ve never encountered it before.”


  “Neither have I,” Ordier said. “Except here on Tumo. My guess is that they’re military.”


  “No, I’ve checked. They’re required by the Yenna Convention to mark them. Both sides abide.”


  “Then a bootleg?”


  “They’re usually marked too. A few of the pirates might leave them blank, but these little devils are all over the place. I’ve seen hundreds since I’ve been on Tumo.”


  “You’ve checked them all?” Ordier said.


  “No, but every one I have checked has been blank.” Parren picked up the scintilla with the tweezers, and returned it to the quiet-case.


  “Then whose are they?”


  “I was hoping you’d tell me, Ordier.”


  “You’ve already revealed that you’re better informed than I am.”


  “Then I’ll tell you what I think. They’re connected with the Qataari.”


  Ordier waited, expecting more to follow, but the other man was looking at him in a significant way as if waiting for a response. He said in the end: “So…?”


  “Someone,” Parren said with ponderous emphasis, “is spying on the Qataari.”


  “With what purpose?”


  “The same as mine.”


  And Ordier heard again the edge to Parren’s voice he had heard at Jenessa’s dinner-party. Personal ambition was strong in the man. For a moment Ordier had felt a guilty suspicion growing in him, that Parren had somehow guessed that he had been spying on the Qataari from the folly, and that he was about to accuse him. But Ordier’s own guilt was as nothing beside Parren’s ambition, which was so bright it blinded him.


  “Then you must clearly join forces with whoever it is, or compete.”


  “I intend to compete.”


  “You have your own scintillas?”


  Ordier had intended his question sarcastically, but Parren said at once: “Yes, a new version. They’re a quarter the size of existing scintillas, and to all intents and purposes are invisible.”


  “Then there’s your answer. You would clearly have the edge.”


  Ordier’s urbane reply gave no clue to his thoughts. He had not known that scintilla technology had advanced so much.


  “That’s not my answer, Ordier. Do you think the Qataari could either detect or jam my scintillas?”


  Ordier smiled grimly. “I’ve told you I don’t know. You’ve seen how sensitive they are to being watched. It’s like a sixth sense. They might or might not have the electronic means of detection, but my guess is that they’d sense your scintillas somehow.”


  “Do you really think so?”


  “Your guess is as good as mine,” Ordier said. “Probably better. Look, I’m thirsty. Why don’t we talk about this back at the house? It’s too hot out here.”


  Parren agreed, reluctantly it seemed to Ordier, and they continued their clumsy descent of the rocks. When they reached the house half an hour later, they found the place empty. Ordier fixed some cold drinks for them both.


  He left Parren on the patio, and went in search of the women.


  A few moments later he saw them in the rough ground behind the house, walking from the direction of the gate in the courtyard wall. He waited impatiently until they reached him.


  “Where have you been?” he said to Jenessa.


  “You were gone so long, I took Luovi to see your folly. The gate was unlocked, so we assumed it would be all right.”


  “You know it’s not safe up there!” Ordier said.


  “What an interesting building it is,” Luovi said to him. “Such eccentric architecture. All those concealed faults in the walls. And what a view there is higher up!”


  She smiled at him patronizingly, then shifted the strap of her large leather bag on her shoulder, and walked past him towards the house. Ordier looked at Jenessa, hoping for some explanatory expression, but she would not meet his eyes.


  VII


  Parren and his wife stayed at the house for the rest of the day. Ordier was a passive listener to most of the conversation, feeling excluded from it. He wished he could involve himself in Jenessa’s work to the same degree that Luovi seemed to be involved with Parren, but whenever he ventured an opinion or an idea into the discussion of the Qataari, he was either ignored or tacitly dismissed. The result was that while Jacj Parren outlined his elaborate scheme—there was an aircraft to be hired, and a place found to erect the scintilla monitoring and decoding equipment—Ordier fell into an introspective mood, and grew increasingly preoccupied with his secret one-sided relationship with the Qataari girl.


  From the summit of the ridge it had been impossible to see whether there was a ritual taking place, and in any event the fact that he and Parren had been noticed would have put an immediate halt to it, but just the sight of the placid, colourful valley had been enough to remind him of the girl, and the ambiguity of the part she took in the ritual.


  And there was the uncertainty of what Jenessa and Luovi had seen or done while they were in the folly.


  Guilt and curiosity, the conflicting motives of the voyeur, were rising in Ordier again.


  Shortly before sunset, Parren suddenly announced that he and Luovi had another appointment in the evening, and Jenessa offered to drive them back to Tumo Town. Ordier, uttering the platitudes of host to departing guests, saw this as a brief chance to satisfy his curiosity. He walked down with the others to Jenessa’s car, and watched as they drove away. The sun was already behind the Tumoit Mountains, and the distant town was glittering with lights.


  When the car was out of sight, Ordier hurried back to the house, collected his binoculars, and set off for the folly.


  As Jenessa had said, the padlock on the gate was open; he must have forgotten to close it the last time he left the folly. As he went through he made sure of locking it, as usual on the inside.


  Twilight on Tumo was short, a combination of the latitude and the western mountain heights, and as Ordier went up the slope towards the folly wall it was difficult to see his way.


  Once inside the hidden cell, Ordier wasted no time and put his eyes directly to the slit. Beyond, the valley was dark under the evening sky. He could see no one about; the alarm that their intrusion had caused seemed to have passed, for those Qataari in the valley during the day were nowhere about. The rose-plantation was deserted, and the blooms moved to and fro in the breeze.


  Unaccountably relieved, Ordier returned to the house. He was washing up the plates and cups when Jenessa returned. She was looking excited and beautiful, and she kissed Ordier when she came in.


  “I’m going to work with Jacj!” she said. “He wants me to advise him. Isn’t that marvellous?”


  “Advise him? How?”


  “On the Qataari. He’ll pay me, and he says that when he returns to the north I can go with him.”


  Ordier nodded, and turned away.


  “Aren’t you pleased for me?”


  “How much is he going to pay you?”


  Jenessa had followed him as he walked out on to the patio, and from the doorway she turned on the coloured lights concealed amongst the grapevines hanging from the overhead trellis.


  “Does it matter how much it is, Yvann?”


  Looking back at her he saw the multi-coloured light on the olive skin of her face, like the reflection from sun on flower-petals. “It’s not the amount that matters,” he said. “It’s what you would have to do to earn it.”


  “Nothing more than I’m doing now. It will double my income, Yvann. You should be pleased! Now I can buy a house for myself.”


  “And what’s this about going north with him? You know you can’t leave the Archipelago.”


  “Jacj has a way.”


  “He has a way with everything, hasn’t he? I suppose his university can interpret the Covenant to suit itself.”


  “Something like that. He hasn’t told me.”


  Ordier turned away irritably, staring out at the still blue water of the pool. Jenessa went across to him.


  “There isn’t anything going on between us,” she said.


  “What do you mean?”


  “You know, Yvann. It’s not sex, or anything.”


  He laughed, suddenly and shortly. “Why on earth do you bring that into it?”


  “You’re behaving as if I’m having an affaire with him. It’s just a job, just the work I’ve always done.”


  “I never said it wasn’t.”


  “I know I’ve spent a lot of time with him and Luovi,” Jenessa said. “I can’t help it. It’s well…”


  “The bloody Qataari. That’s it, isn’t it?”


  “You know it is.”


  She took his arm then, and for several minutes they said nothing. Ordier was angry, and it always took some time for his moods to subside. It was irrational, of course, these things always were. Parren and his wife, since their arrival, had seemed set on changing the placid way of life he enjoyed, guilty conscience and all. The thought of Jenessa going over to them, collaborating with them, was just one more intrusion, and Ordier was incapable of dealing with it any other way than emotionally.


  Later, when they had made some supper and were drinking wine together on the patio, enjoying the warm night, Jenessa said: “Jacj wants you to join his work too.”


  “Me?” Ordier had mellowed as the evening progressed, and his laugh this time was not sardonic. “There’s not much I can do for him.”


  “He says there’s a lot you can do. He wants to rent your folly.”


  “Whatever for?” Ordier said, taken by surprise.


  “It overlooks the Qataari valley. Jacj wants to build an observation-cell in the wall.”


  “Tell him it’s not available,” Ordier said abruptly. “It’s structurally unsound.”


  Jenessa was regarding him with a thoughtful expression.


  “It seemed safe enough to me,” she said. “We climbed right up to the battlements today.”


  “I thought I told you—”


  “What?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Ordier said, sensing another row. He raised the wine-bottle to see how much was left. “Would you like another glass?”


  Jenessa yawned, but she did it in an affected, exaggerated way, as if she too had seen the way the conversation was going, and welcomed the chance to let the subject die.


  “I’m tired,” she said. “Let’s finish the bottle, and go to bed.”


  “You’ll stay the night then?”


  “If I’m invited.”


  “You’re invited,” Ordier said.


  VIII


  Four more days passed. Although Ordier stayed away from the cell in the folly wall, his curiosity about the Qataari girl continued; at the same time he felt a growing sense of ambiguity, compounded by the unwelcome presence of Parren and his wife.


  The morning after these two had visited the house. Ordier had been waiting for Jenessa to leave when a distracting thought came to him. It was what Parren had said to him on the ridge, about the unmarked, unidentified scintillas. He had linked them to the Qataari, and interpreted it to mean that someone else was observing them.


  Ordier, listening to Jenessa in the shower-cubicle, suddenly saw the possibility of an altogether different interpretation.


  It was not that someone else was spying on the Qataari…but that the Qataari themselves were watching.


  With their obsessive desire for privacy, it would clearly be in their interests to be able to watch the movement of the other people on the island. If they had access to scintilla equipment—or had been able to manufacture it themselves somehow—then it would be a logical way of defending themselves from the outside world.


  It was not impossible. The Qataari men and women who had visited the northern nations had revealed a brilliant inductive understanding of science and technology, and after only a few moments of hesitation had been completely at home with such devices as elevators, telephones, automobiles…even computers. Parren had said that Qataari science was sophisticated, and if that were so they might have learned how to duplicate the scintillas that had been poured so indiscriminately over their homeland.


  If the Qataari were watching the people of Tumo, then they were certainly watching Ordier; he remembered the unmarked scintillas he was always finding in his house.


  Later that day, when Jenessa had left, Ordier took his detector and scoured every room of the house. He found another half-dozen of the unmarked scintillas, and put them with the others in the quiet-case. But the detector was fallible; he could never be entirely sure that every single scintilla had been found.


  He spent most of this day in thought, realizing that this conjecture, if it was true, led to the conclusion that the Qataari knew he was spying on them from the folly.


  If this was so, then it would account for something that he had always found naggingly strange: his unshakable conviction that the ritual was staged for his benefit.


  He had always maintained the most scrupulous efforts at silence and secrecy, and in ordinary circumstances he had no reason to suppose that the Qataari knew he was there. But the girl had become a central figure in the ritual he had noticed her in the plantation, and had watched her through his binoculars. The ritual itself invariably started after he went into the cell; he had never once found it in progress. And the ceremony, although staged in a circular arena, was always within his view, the girl was always facing him.


  Until now Ordier had unconsciously attributed all this to simple good fortune, and had not sought a rational explanation. But if the Qataari were watching him, were waiting for him, were staging it for him…


  But all this speculation was denied by one fact: the famous dislike the Qataari had of being watched. They would not allow someone to watch them, far less encourage it by mounting an intriguing ritual for his benefit!


  It was this new understanding, and its attendant enigmas, that kept Ordier away from the folly for four days. In the past he had fantasized that the girl was being prepared for him, that she was a sexual lure, but this had been the stuff of erotic imaginings. To have to confront this as a matter of actual fact was something he was not ready for.


  To do so would be to accept something else that had once been an element in his fantasies: that the girl knew who he was, that the Qataari had selected him.


  So the days passed. Jenessa was busy with Parren’s preparations, and she seemed not to notice Ordier’s abstracted state of mind. He prowled the house by day, sorting through his books and trying to concentrate on domestic matters. By night he slept with Jenessa, as usual, but during their lovemaking, especially in those moments just before reaching climax, Ordier’s thoughts were of the Qataari girl. He imagined her sprawling across the bed of scarlet petals; her garment was torn away, her legs were spread, her mouth was reaching to meet his, her eyes stared submissively at him, her body was warm and soft to the touch.


  She had been offered to him, and Ordier knew that she was his for the taking.


  IX


  On the morning of the fifth day Ordier awoke to a new realization: he had resolved the dilemma.


  As he lay beside the sleeping Jenessa, he knew he accepted the fact that the Qataari had selected him, and he also knew why. He had met several Qataari in the north before he emigrated, and had made no secret to them of his work. They must have identified him here; he had been selected because of the scintillas.


  But more than this: until this waking Ordier had feared the idea, for it implied that he was a prisoner of the Qataari will, but this new understanding actually freed him.


  There was no further reason for his obsessive curiosity. He need never again agonize about missing the ritualized ceremony, because the ritual would not take place until he was there to observe it.


  He need never again return to the claustrophobic cell in the wall, because the Qataari would wait.


  They would wait for his arrival, as they would wait for others’ departure.


  Lying in his bed, staring up at the mirrored ceiling, Ordier realized that the Qataari had liberated him. The girl was being offered to him, and he could accept or refuse according to his whim.


  Then Jenessa, waking beside him, turned over and said: “What’s the time?”


  Ordier looked at the clock, told her the time.


  “I’ve got to hurry this morning.”


  “What’s the rush?”


  “Jacj’s catching the ferry to Muriseay. The aircraft will be ready today.”


  “Aircraft?”


  “To scintillate the Qataari,” Jenessa said. “We’re intending to spray them tonight or tomorrow night.”


  Ordier nodded. He watched Jenessa as she rolled sleepily from the bed, and walked naked to the shower-cubicle. He followed her and waited outside, imagining her voluptuous body as he always did, but for once he was incapable of lustful thoughts. Afterwards he walked with her to the car, watched her drive away. He returned to the house.


  Reminding himself of his new existential state he made some coffee, then took it out on to the patio. The weather was hot again, and the scraping of the cicadas seemed especially loud. A new crate of books had arrived the previous day, and the swimming pool looked clean and cold. He could make it a busy day.


  He wondered if the Qataari were watching him now; if their scintillas lay between the paving-stones, in the branches of the vines, in the soil of the overgrown flower-beds.


  “I’ll never spy on the Qataari again,” he said aloud, into the imagined aural pick-ups.


  “I’ll go to the folly today, and tomorrow, and every day,” he said.


  “I’ll move from this house,” he said. “I’ll rent it to Parren, and I’ll live with Jenessa in the town.”


  “I’ll watch the Qataari,” he said. “I’ll watch them until I have seen everything, until I have taken everything.”


  He left his cushioned recliner and roamed around the patio, gesturing and waving, adopting elaborate postures of deep thought, of sudden decision, of abrupt changes of mind. He played to the invisible audience, remonstrating with himself for his indecision, declaiming his freedom to act at will, declaring with mimed tears his independence and responsibility.


  It was an act, but not an act, for free will liberates the purposeful and restrains the irresolute.


  “Am I interrupting anything?”


  The voice, breaking into his ridiculous charade, startled Ordier, and he turned around in anger and embarrassment. It was Luovi Parren, standing by the door to the lounge. Her large leather bag was slung as usual across her shoulder.


  “The door was open,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind.”


  “What do you want?” It was impossible for Ordier to keep the incivility out of his voice.


  “Well, after my long walk I’d appreciate something to drink.”


  “Have a coffee. I’ll get another cup.”


  Furiously, Ordier went into the kitchen and found a cup. He stood by the sink, resting both hands on the edge and staring into the bowl in mindless rage. He hated being caught off guard.


  Luovi was sitting in the shade, on the steps that led down from the verandah.


  “I thought you’d be with Jacj,” Ordier said, when he had poured her some coffee. He had recovered from the surprise of her unwelcome arrival sufficiently at least to make an effort towards politeness.


  “I didn’t want to see Muriseay again,” Luovi said. “Is Jenessa here?”


  “Isn’t she with Jacj?” Ordier was distracted; he wanted his illusion of free will again.


  “I haven’t seen her. Jacj left two days ago.”


  Ordier frowned, trying to remember what Jenessa had said. She had left the house only half an hour ago, to see the ferry leave, she said; if Luovi had walked from the town they should have passed each other on the road. And didn’t Jenessa say that Parren was catching the ferry this morning?


  “Jacj has gone to charter an aircraft, I take it?”


  “Of course not. The Qataari camp was scintillated three nights ago. Didn’t you hear the engine?”


  “No I didn’t! Did Jenessa know this?”


  “I’m sure she must,” Luovi said, and smiled the same sparse smile he had seen the day she came back from the folly.


  “Then what’s Jacj doing on Muriseay?”


  “Collecting the monitoring equipment. Do you mean Jenessa didn’t tell you any of this?”


  “Jenessa told me—”


  Ordier hesitated, regarding Luovi suspiciously. Her manner was as sweetly polite as that of a suburban gossip breaking news of adultery. She sipped her coffee, apparently waiting for his reply. Ordier turned away, took a breath. It was be a time for instant decision: to believe this woman, or to believe the words and behaviour of Jenessa, who, in the last few days, had done or said nothing that roused the least suspicion.


  As he turned back to face her, Luovi said: “You see, I was hoping I would find Jenessa here, so we could talk things over.”


  Ordier said: “I think you should go, Luovi. I don’t know what you want, or what you’re trying to—”


  “Then you do know more about the Qataari than you’ve said!”


  “What’s that got to do with it?”


  “As far as I know, everything! Isn’t that what the folly was built for in the first place?”


  “The folly? What are you talking about?”


  “Don’t think we don’t know. Ordier. It’s time Jenessa was told.”


  Five days ago, Luovi’s insinuations would have gone straight through Ordier’s defences to his guilty conscience; that was five days ago, though, and since then everything had become more complex.


  “Look, get out of my house! You’re not welcome here!”


  “Very well.” Luovi stood up, and put down her cup with a precise motion. “You’ll take the consequences then?”


  She turned and walked back into the house. Ordier followed, and saw her leave through the main door and walk down the broken terrain of the hillside towards the track. He was confused and angry, trying to put some logic into what had just happened.


  Did Luovi know as much as she seemed to be implying? Had she really come to the house to see Jenessa, or was it just to make a scene? Why? What could her motives conceivably have been? Why should she imply that Jenessa had been lying to him?


  The sun was high, and white light glared down across the dusty countryside. In the distance, Tumo Town was shimmering in the haze.


  Watching Luovi striding angrily away through the heat, her heavy bag banging against her side, Ordier felt a paradoxical sense of courtesy come over him, and he took pity on her. He saw that she had apparently lost her way and was not heading directly towards the track, but was moving across the hillside parallel to the ridge.


  He ran after her.


  “Luovi!” he called, as he caught up with her. “You can’t walk all the way back in this heat. Let me drive you.”


  She glanced at him angrily, and walked on. “I know exactly where I’m going, thank you.”


  She looked towards the ridge, and as Ordier fell back behind her he was aware of the deliberate ambiguity.


  X


  Ordier marched into his house, and slammed the door behind him. He went out to the patio, and sat down on the cushions scattered across the sun-warmed paving-stones. A bird fluttered away from where it had been perched on the grapevine, and Ordier glanced up. The verandah, the patio, the rooms of the house…they all had their undetected scintillas, making his home into a stage for an unseen audience. The uncertainties remained, and Luovi’s brief, unwelcome visit had only added to them.


  He was hot and breathless from running after the woman, so he stripped off his clothes and swam for a few minutes in the pool.


  Afterwards, he paced to and fro on the patio, trying to marshal his thoughts and replace ambiguity with certainty. He was unsuccessful.


  The unmarked scintillas: he had almost convinced himself that they were being planted by the Qataari, but the possibility remained that someone else was responsible.


  Jenessa: according to Luovi she had deceived him, according to his instincts she had not. (Ordier still trusted her, but Luovi had succeeded in placing a doubt in his mind.)


  The trip to Muriseay: Parren had gone to Muriseay (today? or two days ago?) to charter an aircraft, or to collect the monitoring equipment. But according to Luovi the aircraft had already done its work; would this have been carried out before Parren had his decoding equipment ready?


  Luovi: where was she now? Was she returning to the town, or was she somewhere along the ridge?


  Jenessa, again: where was she now? Had she gone to the ferry, was she at her office, or was she returning to his house?


  The folly: how much did Luovi know about his visits to the hidden cell? And what did she mean about the folly, being built for something “in the first place”? Did she know more about it and its past than he did? Why was there an observation cell in the wall, with its clear view across the valley?


  All these were the new doubts, the additional ones for which he had Luovi to thank; the others, the major ones, remained.


  The Qataari: did he watch them, or did they watch him?


  The Qataari girl: was he a free observer of her, hidden and unsuspected, or was he a chosen participant playing a crucial role in the development of the ritual?


  In his perplexity of free will and contradiction, Ordier knew that paradoxically it was the Qataari ritual and the girl that provided the only certainty.


  He was convinced that if he went to the folly and placed his eyes to the crack in the wall, then for whatever reason or combination of reasons, the girl would be there waiting…and the ritual would recommence.


  And he knew that the choice was his: he need never again climb up to the cell in the wall.


  Without further thought, Ordier went into the house, found his binoculars, and started to climb up the slope of the ridge towards the folly.


  He went a short distance, then turned back, pretending to himself that he was exercising his freedom of choice. In fact, he was collecting his scintilla detector, and as soon as he had the instrument under his arm he left the house again and climbed towards the courtyard gate.


  He reached the bottom of the folly wall in a few minutes, then went quickly up the steps to his hidden cell. Before he went inside he put down the detector and used his binoculars to scan the countryside around his house. The track leading towards town was deserted, and there was not even any drifting dust to show that a car might have driven along it in the last few minutes. He searched along the parts of the ridge visible from here, looking for Luovi, but where he had last spoken to her was an area dotted with high, free-standing boulders, and he could see no sign of her.


  In the distance, the town lay in the hot, pellucid air, seeming still and abandoned.


  Ordier stepped back, squeezed between the two projecting slabs, and went through into the cell. At once he was assailed by the sickly pungent fragrance of Qataari roses; it was a smell he associated with the girl, the valley, the ritual, and it seemed subtly illicit, sexually provocative.


  He put his binoculars on the shelf and opened the scintilla detector. He paused before switching it on, frightened of what he might find. If there were scintillas here, inside the cell, then he would know beyond any doubt that the Qataari had been observing him.


  He pulled the antenna to its full height and threw the switch…and at once the loudspeaker gave out a deafening electronic howl that faded almost at once to silence. Ordier, whose hand had leaped back reflexively from the device, touched the directional antenna and shook the instrument, but no further sound came from it. He turned off the switch, wondering what was wrong.


  He took the detector into the sunlight and turned on the switch again. In addition to the audible signal there were several calibrated dials on the side which registered the presence and distance of detected scintillas, but these all stayed at zero. The speaker remained silent. Ordier shook the instrument, but the circuits stayed dead. He let out a noisy breath in exasperation, knowing that the detector had worked the last time he used it.


  When he checked the batteries, Ordier found that they were dead.


  He cursed himself for forgetting, and put the detector on the steps. It was useless, and another uncertainty had appeared. Was his cell seeded with scintillas, or wasn’t it? That sudden burst of electronic noise: was it the dying gasp of the batteries, or had the instrument actually been registering the presence of scintillas in the last microsecond of the batteries’ power?


  He returned to the claustrophobic cell, and picked up his binoculars. Qataari rose-petals lay thickly on the slab where he normally stood, and as he stepped forward to the crack in the wall Ordier saw that more petals lay there, piled so thickly that the aperture was all but blocked. Not caring whether they fell back into his cell, or out into the valley, Ordier brushed them away and shuffled his feet to kick them from the slab. The fragrance rose around him like pollen, and as he breathed it he felt a heady sensation: arousal, excitement, intoxication.


  He tried to remember the first time he had found petals here in the cell. There had been a strong, gusting wind; they could have blown in through the slit by chance. But last night? Had there been a wind? He could not remember.


  Ordier shook his head, trying to think clearly. There had been all the confusions of the morning, then Luovi. The dead batteries. The perfumed petals.


  It seemed, in the suffocating darkness of the cell, that events were being contrived by greater powers to confuse and disorientate him.


  If those powers existed, he knew whose they were.


  As if it were a light seen wanly through a mist, Ordier focused on the knowledge and blundered mentally towards it.


  The Qataari had been watching him all along. He had been selected, he had been placed in this cell, he had been meant to watch. Every movement in this cell, every indrawn breath and muttered word, every voyeuristic intent and response and thought…they had all been monitored by the Qataari. They were decoded and analysed, and tested against their actions, and the Qataari behaved according to their interpretations.


  He had become a scintilla to the Qataari.


  Ordier gripped a piece of rock jutting out from the wall, and tried to steady himself. He could feel himself swaying, as if his thoughts were a palpable force that could dislodge him from the cell. It was madness.


  That first day he had found the cell, the very beginning. He had been concealed, and the Qataari had been unaware of him. He had watched the Qataari, the realization of the nature of his stolen privilege growing in him slowly. He had watched the girl moving through the rose-bushes, plucking the flowers and tossing them into the pannier on her back. She had been one among dozens of others. He had said nothing, except with his thoughts, and the Qataari had not noticed.


  The rest was chance and coincidence…it had to be.


  Reassured, Ordier leaned forward and pressed his forehead against the slab of rock above the slit. He looked downwards, into the circular arena below.


  XI


  It was as if nothing had changed. The Qataari were waiting for him.


  The girl lay back on the carpet of rose-petals, the red toga loose and revealing across her body. There was the same crescent of pale aureole, the same few strands of pubic hair. The man who had kicked her was standing back, looking down at her with his shoulders hunched, and stroking himself at the top of his legs. The others stood around: the two women who had thrown the petals and bared their bodies, and the men who had been chanting.


  The restoration of the scene was so perfect, as if the image of his memory had been photographed and reconstructed so no detail should be omitted, that Ordier felt a shadow of the guilt that had followed his spontaneous ejaculation.


  He raised his binoculars and looked at the girl’s face. Her eyes although half-closed, were looking directly at him. Her expression too was identical: the abandonment of sexual anticipation, or satisfaction. It was as if he was seeing the next frame of a film being inched through a projector-gate. Fighting the feeling of associative guilt, Ordier stared down at the girl, meeting her gaze, marvelling at her beauty and the sensuality in her face.


  He felt a tightness in his crotch, a new tumescence.


  The girl moved suddenly, shaking her head from side to side, and at once the ritual continued.


  Four of the men stepped forward from the circle, picking up long ropes that had been coiled at the base of four of the statues. As they moved towards the girl, the men unravelled the ropes and Ordier saw that the other ends were tied around the bases of the statues. At the same time, the two women found their panniers of rose-petals and came forward with them. The others began a chant.


  In the rose-plantation beyond, the Qataari were moving about their tasks, tending and plucking and watering. Ordier was suddenly aware of them, as if they too had been waiting, as if they too were a part of the ritual.


  The girl was being tied by her wrists and ankles, the ropes knotted tightly and roughly around her limbs: her arms were stretched, her legs were forced wide open. She made no apparent struggle against this, but continued to writhe in the petals in the way she had done from the start, and as her arms and legs were tied her movements changed to a circling of her pelvic girdle, a slow rotation of her head.


  The garment was working loose from her body; for an instant Ordier saw a small breast revealed, the nipple as pink as the petals being thrown across her, but one of the men with the ropes moved across her, and when he stepped back she was covered again.


  Through all this—the tying of the ropes, the throwing of the petals—the solitary man stood before her, working his hand across his genitals, waiting and watching.


  When the last rope was tied the men withdrew, and as they did so the chanting came to a sudden end. All the men, except the one central to the ritual, walked away from the arena, towards the plantation, towards the distant Qataari camp.


  The women showered petals, the man stood erect, the spread-eagled girl writhed helplessly in the hold of the ropes. The flowers were drifting down across her like snow, and soon only her face was uncovered. As the girl pulled against the ropes, Ordier could see the petals heaving with her struggles, could see the ropes flexing and jerking.


  At last her struggles ceased, and she stared upwards again. Looking at her through the binoculars. Ordier saw that in spite of her violent writhing, the girl’s face was at ease and her eyes were wide open. Saliva brightened her cheeks and jaw, and her face had a healthy, ruddy flush to it, as if reflecting the colour of the flowers. Beneath the petals, her chest was rising and falling quickly, as if she was breathless.


  Once more she was seeming to look directly back at Ordier, her expression knowing and seductive.


  The stilling of her body signalled the next development, as if the victim of the ritual was also its director, because no sooner was she staring lasciviously upwards than the man who stood before her bent down. He reached into the heap of petals and took a hold on one of the red panels of the girl’s toga. He tore it away, throwing into the air a cloud of swirling petals. Ordier, looking down, thought he saw a glimpse of the girl’s body revealed beneath, but the petals drifted too densely above her, and the women were throwing more, covering the nakedness so briefly revealed. Another piece of the dress was torn away; more petals flew. Then another piece of fabric, and another. The last one came away with difficulty; this was the piece beneath the girl, and as the man snatched it away the girl’s body bucked against the constraint of the ropes, and bare knees and arms, a naked shoulder, heaved momentarily from the mound of petals.


  Ordier watched as more and more of the petals were poured on top of her, completely covering her; the women no longer threw the petals with their hands, but up-ended their panniers, and let the scarlet flowers fall on her like liquid. As the petals fell, the man knelt beside the girl and shaped and smoothed them over with his hands. He patted them down over her body, heaped them over her arms and legs, pushed them into her mouth.


  Soon it was finished. It seemed to Ordier, from his position above, that the girl lay beneath and at the centre of a smooth lake of petals, laid so that no hint of the shape of her body was revealed. Only her eyes were uncovered.


  The man and the two women stepped out of the arena and walked away, heading for the distant camp.


  Ordier lowered his binoculars, and saw that throughout the plantation the work had stopped. The Qataari were leaving the valley, returning to their homes behind the dark canvas screens of the encampment, and leaving the girl alone in the arena.


  Ordier looked down at her again, using the binoculars. She was staring back at him, and the invitation was explicit. All he could see of her were her eyes, placid and alert and yearning, watching him through the gap the man had left in the covering of roses.


  There was a darkening around her eyes, like the shadows left by grief. As her steady gaze challenged and beckoned him, Ordier, partially drugged by the narcotic fragrance of the roses, saw a familiarity in the girl’s eyes that froze all sense of mystery. That bruising of the skin, that confident stare…


  Ordier gazed back at her for several minutes, and the longer he looked the more convinced he became that he was staring into the eyes of Jenessa.


  XII


  Intoxicated by the roses, sexually aroused by their fragrance, Ordier fell back from the slit in the wall and lurched outside. The brilliance of the sunlight, the heat of its rays, took him by surprise and he staggered on the narrow steps. He regained his balance by resting one hand against the main wall of the folly, then went past his discarded detector and began to walk down the steps towards the ground.


  Halfway down was another narrow ledge, running across the wall as far as the end of the folly, and Ordier walked precariously along this, obsessed with the urgency of his needs. At the end of the ledge he was able to climb down to the top of the wall which surrounded the folly’s courtyard, and once on top of this he could see the rocks and broken boulders of the ridge a short distance below.


  He jumped, landing heavily across the face of a boulder. He grazed a hand and took a knock on one knee, but apart from being slightly winded he was unhurt. He crouched for a few seconds, recovering.


  A stiff breeze was blowing through the valley and along the ridge, and as Ordier’s breathing steadied he felt his head clearing. At the same time, with an indefinable sense of regret, he felt his arousal dying too.


  A moment of the free will he had accorded himself that morning had returned. No longer driven by the enigmatic stimulations of the Qataari ritual, Ordier realized that it was now in his power to abandon the quest.


  He could scramble somehow down the broken slabs of the ridge, and return to his house. He could see Jenessa, who might be there and wondering where he was. He could seek out Luovi, and apologize to her, and try to find an explanation for Jacj’s apparent or actual movements. He could resume the life he had led until this summer, before the day he had found the cell. He could forget the Qataari girl, and all that she meant to him, and never return to the folly.


  So he crouched on the boulder, trying to be clear in his mind.


  But there was something he could not resolve by walking away. It was the certain knowledge that the next time he looked through the crack in the folly wall—whether it was tomorrow, or in a year’s time, or in half a century’s time—he would see a bed of Qataari rose-petals, and staring back at him would be the bruised eyes of a lovely girl, waiting for him and reminding him of Jenessa.


  XIII


  Ordier climbed clumsily down the last overhanging boulder, fell to the scree beneath, and skidded down in a cloud of dust and grit to the sandy floor of the valley.


  He stood up, and the gaunt height of the folly loomed beside and above him.


  He knew there was no one about, because as he had been climbing down the rocks he had had a perfect view to all sides. There were no guards visible along the ridge, no other Qataari anywhere. The breeze blew through the deserted rose-plantation, and far away, on the other side of the valley, the screens around the camp hung heavy and grey.


  The encircling statues of the arena lay ahead of him, and Ordier walked slowly towards them, excited again and apprehensive. As he approached he could see the mound of petals and could smell the heady perfume from them. Here in the shadow of the folly the breeze had little effect, and barely stirred the surface of the mound. Now he was at ground level he saw that the petals had not been smoothed to a flat surface above the girl, but that they lay irregularly and deeply.


  Ordier hesitated when he came to the nearest of the statues. It was, by chance, one of those to which the ropes had been tied, and he saw the rough-fibred rope stretching tautly across to the mound of petals, vanishing into it.


  A reason for his hesitation was a sudden self-consciousness, a need for guidance. If he had interpreted the actions of the Qataari correctly he had been tacitly invited to relinquish his hiding-place, and to enter the ritual. But what was expected of him now?


  Should he walk across to the girl in the petals and introduce himself? Should he stand before her as the man had done? Should he rape her? Should he untie her? He looked around again, helplessly, hoping for some clue as to what to do.


  All these possibilities were open to him, and more, but he was aware again of the way his freedom was created by the actions of others. He was free to act as he wished, and yet whatever he did would have been pre-ordained by the mysterious, omniscient power of the Qataari.


  He was free to go, but if he did it would have been determined that this would be his choice; he was free to throw aside the petals and ravish the girl, for that too had been predetermined.


  So he stood uncertainly by the statue, breathing the dangerous sweetness of the roses, feeling again the rise of sexual desire. At last he stepped forward, but some residual trace of convention made him clear his throat nervously, signalling his presence. There was no reaction from the girl.


  He followed the rope, and stood by the edge of the mound of petals where it became buried. He craned forward, trying to see the place where the gap for the girl’s eyes had been left, but the mound was irregular and he could not make it out. The fragrance of the petals lay heavy; his presence stirred it up like flocculent sediment shaken from the bottom of a bottle of liquid. He breathed it deeply, embracing the dullness of thought it induced, welcoming further surrender to the mysteries of the Qataari. It relaxed him and aroused him, made him sensitive to the sounds of the breeze, to the dry heat of the sun.


  His clothes were feeling stiff and unnatural on him, so he took them off. He saw the pile of scarlet material where the girl’s torn toga had been tossed aside, and he threw his own clothes on top. When he turned back to the pile of petals, he crouched down and took hold of the rope; he pulled on it feeling the tautness, knowing that as he moved it the girl would feel it and know he was there.


  He stepped forward, and the petals stirred around his ankles; the scent thickened, like the vaginal musk of desire.


  But then he hesitated again, suddenly aware of an intrusive sensation, so distinct, so intense, that it was almost like pressure on his skin.


  Somewhere, somebody hidden was watching him.


  XIV


  The realization was so profound that it penetrated the pleasant delirium induced by the rose-perfume, and Ordier stepped back again. He turned around, staring first at the wall of the folly behind him, then across at the plantation of roses.


  It seemed to him that there was a movement somewhere in the bushes, and, distracted from the girl, Ordier walked slowly towards them. They seemed to be looming over him, so near were they. The bushes grew to an unnatural height; they were like small trees and nearly all were taller than him. Convinced that someone was standing concealed behind the plants, Ordier ran towards where he thought he had seen the movement, and plunged into the nearest row of bushes. At once he was halted; the thorns of the branches snagged and tore at his skin, bringing spots and streaks of blood to his chest and arms.


  Here, in the plantation itself, the thick smell of the roses was so concentrated that it felt as if the air itself had been replaced by the sweetness of scent. He could not think or focus his mind. Was there anyone beyond, hiding in the roses, or had he imagined it? Ordier peered forward and to each side, but was unable to see.


  In the distance, just visible across the top of the plantation, were the screens around the Qataari camp.


  Ordier turned away. He stumbled back through the prickly branches of the roses, and returned to the arena.


  The statues faced inwards, staring down at the girl buried beneath the petals.


  A memory, surfacing sluggishly like waterlogged timber through the muddy pool of his mind: the statues, the statues. Earlier in the ritual…why were they there? He remembered, dimly, the men gathered around the girl, the cleaning and polishing of the statues. And later…?


  As the girl walked into the centre of the arena, some of the men…climbed into the hollow statues!


  The ritual had not changed. When he returned to the hidden cell that morning, the Qataari had been positioned exactly as he had last seen them. But he had forgotten the men inside the statues! Were they still there?


  Ordier stood before the one nearest to him, and stared up at it.


  It depicted a man of great physical strength and beauty, holding in one hand a scroll, and in the other a long spear with a phallus for a head. Although the figure was nude from the waist up, its legs were invisible because of a voluminous, loose-fitting garment, shaped brilliantly out of the metal of the statue. The face looked downwards, directly at him and beyond, to where the girl lay inside the petals.


  The eyes…


  There were no eyes. Just two holes, behind which it would be possible for human eyes to hide.


  Ordier stared up, looking at the dark recesses behind the eye-holes, trying to see if anyone was there. The statue gazed back vacantly, implacably.


  Ordier turned away towards the pile of rose-petals, knowing the girl still lay there a few paces away from him. But beyond the petals were other statues, staring down with the same sinister emptiness. Ordier fancied he saw a movement: behind the eyes of one, a head ducking down.


  He stumbled across the arena, tripping on one of the ropes (the petals of the mound rustled and shifted; had he tugged at the girl’s arm?), and lurched up to the suspect statue. He felt his way around to the other side, groping for some kind of handle which would open the hinged back. His fingers closed on a knob shaped like a raised disk, and he pulled at it. The hinges squeaked, the back came open, and Ordier, who had fallen to his knees, looked inside.


  The statue was empty.


  He opened the others, all of them, all around the circle…but each one was empty. He kicked his naked foot against them, he hammered with his fists and slammed the metal doors, and all the statues rang with a hollow reverberation.


  The girl was still there, bound and silent beneath the petals, listening to his noisy and increasingly desperate searches, and Ordier was growing steadily more aware of her mute, uncritical presence. She was waiting for him in the manner of her people, and she was prepared.


  He returned to the mound in the centre of the arena, satisfied, as far as it was possible to be satisfied in this state of narcosis, that he had done all he could. There was no one about, no one watching. He was alone with the girl. But as he stood before her, breathing the sickly fragrance of the roses, he could still feel the pressure of eyes as distinctly as if it were the touch of a hand on the back of his neck.


  XV


  A dim understanding was growing in him. He had always felt an unvoiced need to resist the fragrance of the flowers, dreading what it might do to him, but now Ordier saw that he had to succumb. He gulped in the air and the perfume it carried, holding it in his lungs and feeling his skin tingle, his senses dull. He was aware of the girl, of her presence and sexuality; the bruised eyes, the frail body, her innocence, his excitement. He kneeled down, reached forward with his hands, searched for her in the petals. The scent was suffocating.


  He moved forward on his knees, wading through. The petals swirled about his sides and his elbows like a light, foamy liquid, scarlet-coloured, desire-perfumed. He came to one of the ropes beneath the petals, and followed it with his hand towards the centre. He was near the girl now, and he tugged on the rope repeatedly, feeling it yield, imagining it bringing a hand nearer to him, or spreading her legs marginally wider. He waded forward hurriedly, groping for her.


  There was a deep indentation in the ground beneath him; Ordier, leaning forward to put his weight on one hand, fell instead, and pitched forward into the soft, warm depths of the mound. He shouted as he fell, and several of the petals entered his mouth. He reared up like a non-swimmer who falls in shallow water, showering flowers around him in a pink and scarlet spray, trying to spit the petals from his mouth.


  He felt grit between his teeth, and he reached in with a finger and wiped it around. Several petals clung moistly to his hand. He raised it to look more closely at them, and Ordier saw a sudden glint of reflected light.


  He sank down again on to his knees, and picked up one of the petals at random. He held it before his eyes, squinting at it. There was a tiny gleam of light here too: a glittering, shimmering fragment of metal and glass.


  Ordier picked up a handful of the petals, felt and saw the same glistening presence on every one. He threw them up and let them fall, and as they flickered down, the sun reflected minutely from the scintillas embedded in the petals.


  He closed his eyes. The scent of the petals was overpowering. He staggered forward on his knees, the petals rippling around his waist. Again he reached the depression in the ground beneath the petals, and he fell forward into the flowers, reaching out for the body of the girl. He was in an ecstasy of delirium and desire.


  He floundered and beat his arms, threw up the petals, kicked and struggled against the suffocating weight of the flowers, seeking the girl.


  But the four ropes met in the centre of the arena, and where the girl had been bound there was now a large and tightly drawn knot.


  Exhausted, Ordier fell on his back in the petals, and let the sun play down on him. He could feel the hard lump of the knotted ropes between his shoulder-blades. The metal heads of the encircling statues loomed over him; the sky was brilliant and blue. He reached behind him to grasp the ropes above his head, and spread his legs along the others.


  The wind was rising and petals were blowing, drifting across him, covering his limbs.


  Behind the statues, dominating the arena, was the bulk of the folly. The sun’s light played full upon it, and the granite slabs were white and smoothly faced. In only one place was the perfection of the wall broken: in the centre and about halfway up was a narrow slit of darkness. Ordier stared up at it, seeing behind it two identical glimmers of reflected light. They were circular and cold, like the lenses of binoculars.


  The petals blew across him, covering him, and soon only his eyes were still exposed.
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