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Introduction
Multitudes of wise men have speculated on what we may call the human predicament. It seems there can be no resolution to the questions: why are we here? Or, what is life?
A long while ago in the seventh century, these questions were pondered on by an old man in a Northumbrian monastery, an old man we remember as the Venerable Bede.
Picture a winter’s night, a draughty hall, reed lights flickering, a good old man wrapped up against the chill.
And this is what he said:
‘O King, seems to me the present life of men on earth, in comparison with that time which to us is uncertain, is as if when on a winter’s night you sit feasting with your ealdormen, and a simple sparrow should fly into the hall. And, coming in at one door, instantly fly out through another. In that time in which it is indoors it is indeed not touched by the fury of the winter; but yet, this smallest piece of calmness being passed almost in a flash, from winter going into winter again, it is lost to our eyes. Somewhat like this appears the life of man, but of what follows or what went before, we are utterly ignorant.’
I wrote a verse on his declaration –
We are such stuff as birds are made of,
Our lives passed in the Halls of the Unknown.
The ancient Bede speaks truth,
A truth indeed we're wise to be afraid of
Before we find our little Day has flown.
Behind this trio of novels lies something much like the bafflement expressed by Bede. What exactly made the teenage Mary Shelley (Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, as she was then) write her striking novel Frankenstein? What compelled Bram Abraham Stoker (victim as a child of a mysterious illness, personal assistant in adult years to actor Henry Irving and business manager of the Lyceum Theatre) to write the ultimate horror story, Dracula?
And the third writer, H. G. Wells? Wells was a professional writer. He wrote of invading Martians with ‘vast and cold and unsympathetic’ intellects. But what moved him to create the Beast People, beings of our world and yet apart from it?
It remains forever a question of how such matters come about and are born. Perhaps, for these authors, we will never know.
Certainly, these three novels were not written from a great desire of emulation. I was engaged – don’t ask me why – in trying to bring books and stories worth preservation to a new readership. With my staunch friend Harry Harrison, I produced a short-lived critical journal, SF HORIZONS. Perhaps more effectively, Harry and I were also bringing out an annual series of anthologies entitled Best SF on both sides of the Atlantic, which contained visitors such as Fred Hoyle and Franz Kafka.
I ran a two-volume collection of Galactic Empires, while my most ambitious series was published by New English Library, a master science fiction series. That series included writers such as Josef Nesvadba, Frigyes Karinthy, Philip K. Dick, and many others. Each volume carried one of my introductions. I was keeping busy.
Decades later, I have to write this introduction. I am calm, indeed, mild, slouching comfortably at my desk. Pondering the question of how these books came about and were born. What notion was at the heart of the trilogy?
Perhaps the matter is best summarized by Bodenland’s experience in Frankenstein Unbound. He is injured and lost outside Geneva. There had been a storm overnight. Someone has brought him food:
‘It was the smell as much as the taste which convinced me I was still Joe Bodenland, and still destined to struggle on among the living.
‘I was now just impersonally a man, striving against the elements.’
As, of course, many of us have to be and do.
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FOR FRANK
who was sitting at our dining table 
when the spectre arose



Nicht sein kann, was nicht sein darf.
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Introduction
‘I have to get on that train. I’m sure it could be done. It’s no worse than your sky-diving. Leap into the unknown – that’s what we’re all about, darling!’
‘Oh shit,’ she said.
And occasionally that is what a writer asks of his reader: take a leap into the unknown.
Bram Stoker was a man of the theatre, but he also wrote Dracula, a book never to be excelled in horror. I had already written of Frankenstein when, one fine morning on Boars Hill – the place we lived when the children and our cats were young – I realised: here was a pair. Frankenstein and Dracula. So I sat down at my desk and switched on my computer . . .
A lot of weight goes into what one might consider an over-ambitious thriller. Well, I have nothing against these considerations, or against thrillers. And I’m definitely on the side of over-ambition.
As proof of the latter, I went to Chelsea in London to inspect the famous Bram Stoker’s house. But for the purposes of my story, I removed it to my house on Boars Hill, a mile or so outside Oxford. Just to make it creepier.
Just for fun.
Dracula Unbound is a frivolous book in some aspects, but at its core is a serious consideration. For countless centuries, humankind considered Earth to be the centre of the universe: solid, immoveable, and indeed named after its most basic feature, the ground on which we walk. We still have no other, no better, name for it. Earth. (How about Hyperdrome?) 
It was only in the year 1610 A.D. that everything changed. The astronomer Galileo Galilei had a telescope; he developed and improved its lenses and trained it on the great planet Jupiter. There he espied what came to be known as the Medicean stars – ‘four planets never seen from the beginning of the world right up to our day’ – in orbit about Jupiter. These are the bodies we now know as Io, Europa, Callisto, and Ganymede. Each has been visited in its turn by science fiction writers.
From that date on, only the deluded could believe in Earth’s centrality within the universe. Galileo wrote of his amazing discoveries in a book known in English as The Starry Messenger (Sidereus Nuncius). A copy of the book was sent at once to the English king, James the First. More importantly, the celebrated mathematician John Kepler also received a copy, and wrote that he at once accepted these discoveries: ‘Why should I not believe a most learned mathematician?’ he exclaimed.
Later, Kepler wrote The Dream (Somnium). Part of the purpose of his story was to describe what practicing astronomy would be like from the perspective of the Moon, to show the feasibility of a non-geocentric system. Some therefore regard Kepler as the first science fiction writer. 
Galileo was warmly received by the ruling Medicis. But as the world changed about him, his personal world also changed. An account of some of these remarkable events is contained in a book by Dava Sobel, entitled Galileo’s Daughter. (Happily, I resemble Galileo in at least one respect: I too have a loving, brilliant and supportive daughter.) Through his eldest daughter Maria Celeste we learn something of Galileo and of life as it was before the dawn of the Renaissance. As a result of this remarkable period and what followed, we now see ourselves adrift in a solar system which forms just a minor part of the galaxy.
In my story, Van Helsing says of Bram Stoker, ‘He regards himself as discovering the secret of the universe, which of course he is about to reveal. You can never trust a man who thinks he knows the secret of the universe.’
Brian Aldiss
Oxford, 2013
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Dearest Mina,
Soon we’ll be living in a new century. Perhaps there we shall discover ill-defined states of mind, at present unknown. You, who have returned from the dead, will be better able to face them than I.
For my own part, I am better prepared than I was to acknowledge that many people spend periods of their lives in more unusual mental states – not neurotic or psychotic – than science is at present inclined to allow. I also know those nameless psychic states valued by many rebels of society. They are not for me. In the account that follows – in which we both feature – there’s terror, horror, wonder, and something that has no name. A kind of nostalgia for what has never been experienced.
Did all this happen? Was I mad? Did you pass through those dreadful gates at the end of life? I still see, with shut eyes but acute mental vision, those unhallowed things that appeared. And I believe that I would rather be mad than that they should run loose on the world.
Have patience and hope. We still have a long way to go together, dearest.
Your loving Joe



A sale of books was held in the auction rooms of Christie, Manson & Woods, Park Avenue, New York, on 23rd May 1996.
A first edition of Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula was sold for £21,700 to an anonymous buyer. The volume was published in Cr. 8vo. by Constable & Co. of Westminster, in May 1897, bound in yellow boards blocked in red. This copy was in remarkably fine condition.
On the flyleaf was written, in faded Stephens’ ink:
To Joseph Bodenland,
Who gave the mammals their big chance –
And me a title –
Affectionately
This perplexing message was dated Chelsea, May 1897, and signed with a flourish by the author, Bram Stoker.



In the region of the planet enduring permanent twilight stood the Bastion.
All the territory about the Bastion was wrinkled and withered as aged skin. Low ground-hugging plants grew there, some with rudimentary intelligence, capable – like the creatures inhabiting the Bastion – of drinking human blood.
Six men were walking in single file through this dangerous area, progressing towards the dark flanks of the Bastion. The men were shackled to each other by a metal chain clamped to their upper arms. In the heat of the perpetual evening, they were scantily clad. They went barefoot.
They made no haste as they progressed forward, walking with heads and shoulders drooping, their dull gaze fixed on the ground. The stiffness of their movements owed less to the weight of their chains than to a prevailing despair, to which every limb of their bodies testified.
Low above them flew the guardian of this human line. The flier exhibited a degree of majesty as his great wings beat their way slowly through the viscous air. He was as much a creature of custom as the six men below him, his duty being merely to see that they returned to the warrens of the Bastion.
Before their fighting spirit was eroded, these six had often in the past plotted escape. It was rumoured that somewhere ruinous cities still stood, inhabited by tribes of men and women who had managed to hold out against the Fleet Ones as the centuries declined: that somewhere those virtues by which humans had once set great store were still preserved, against the onslaught of night.
But no one incarcerated in the Bastion knew how to reach the legendary cities. Few had stamina enough to endure long journeys overland.
All the six desired at present was to return to their prison. Their shift as cleaners in the Mechanism was over for the day. Soup and rest awaited them. The horror of their situation had long since dulled their senses. In the underground stabling, where humans and animals were indifferently herded together, the myrmidons of the Fleet Ones would bring round their rations. Then they could sleep.
As for the weekly levy of blood to be paid while they slept … even that nightmare had become mere routine.
So they negotiated the path through the bloodthirsty-plants and came with some relief to the stoma gaping at the base of the Bastion, waiting to swallow them. The guardian alighted, tucked away his wings, and directed them through the aperture. Hot and foetid air came up to meet them like a diseased breath.
The concretion into which they disappeared rose high into the saffron-tinted atmosphere, dominating the landscape in which it stood. It resembled a huge anthill. No conceptions of symmetry or elegance of any kind had entered the limited minds of its architects. It had reared itself upwards on a random basis. Its highest central point resembled a rounded tower, reinforcing the impression that the whole structure was a kind of brute phallus which had thrust its way through the body of the planet.
Here and there on the flanks of the Bastion, side features obtruded. Some resembled malformed limbs. Some twisted upwards, or sideways. Some turned down and burrowed again into the ravaged soil, serving as buttresses to the main structure.
The main portions of the Bastion lay below ground, in its unending warrens, stables, and crypts. The structure above ground was blind. Not a window showed. The Fleet Ones were no friends of light.
Yet on higher levels orifices showed, crudely shaped. Much coming and going was in evidence at these vents. Here the Fleet Ones could conveniently launch themselves into flight: as they had done at the beginning of time, so now at its end.
Only the orifice at the top of the pile, larger than all the others, was free of sinister traffic. It was reserved for the Prince of Darkness himself, Lord Dracula. This was his castle. He would launch himself from this great height whenever he was about to go on a mission into the world – as even now he was preparing to do.
As the shift of six began its winding descent into underground levels, to rest in the joyless inanition of slaves, four other men of different calibre were preparing to leave the Mechanism.
These four, in luckier days, had been scientists. Captive, they remained free of shackles, so that they could move without impediment in the building. The genetically non-scientific species who held them in captivity had abducted them from various epochs of past history. They were guarded. But because they were necessary for the maintenance of the Mechanism, their well-being within the Bastion was assured. They merely had to work until they died.
The leader of the quartet came down from the observatory, checking the time on his watch.
This leader, elected by common consent, was a tall man in his late thirties. The Fleet Ones had captured him from the Obsidianal Century. His brilliant mind and indomitable spirit were such that others took courage from him. Someone once claimed that his brain represented the flowering of the sapient Homo sapiens. The plan about to be transformed from theory to action was a product of his thought.
‘We have two minutes to go, friends,’ he said now, as they were closing down their instruments.
The Mechanism – ignorantly so called by the Fleet Ones – was a combined solar observatory and power house. All space observatories had long been destroyed by the deteriorating sun.
It was the power function which was all important. From the platforms of the Mechanism, shelving out like giant fungi, the solar satellites were controlled which drained the energies of the sun. These energies were redirected to meet the needs of the Fleet Ones. And in particular the needs of the Fleet Ones’ single innovatory form of transportation.
The scientists were forced to work for their hated enemies. They ran everything as inefficiently as possible. Because the Mechanism was lighted brilliantly to allow the humans to work, the Fleet Ones would not enter. They posted their guardians outside, continually circling the immense structure.
‘Delay here,’ said the leader, sharply. The four of them were in the foyer, preparing to go off shift and be returned to the Bastion. He glanced again at his watch.
‘According to our predictions, there’s now a minute to go.’
Beyond the glass doors, they could see the familiar tarnished landscape like a furrowed brow. In the distance, failed hills, shattered river beds, all lost in an origami of light and shade. Nearer at hand, the prodigious thrust of the Bastion, circled by leathery fliers. As a sudden stormy wind buffeted them, the fliers resembled dead leaves blowing at autumn’s call. Shunning the light, they had no knowledge of the phenomenon approaching from space.
Just outside the doors, fluttering like a bat, the lead guardian on duty came down to an unsteady landing. He braced himself against the wind.
Lifting a hand to shield his brow, he stared in at the scientists, his red eyes set amid the dark skin and fur of the sharp-fanged visage. He beckoned to them.
They made some pretence of moving towards the doors, heading instead for a metal reception counter.
Thirty seconds to go.
The lower western sky was filled with a sun like an enormous blossom. It was the flower which had already destroyed all the flowers of Earth. Imperfectly round, its crimson heart crackled with stamens of lightning. The solar wind blew its malevolent pollens about the planets. Round it orbiced the four solar stations which were leaching it of its energies, sucking them down into the subterranean storehouses of the Mechanism. On the face of this great helium-burner moved vortices which could swallow worlds. They showed like rashes of a disease, as if they worked at the débridement of an immense bloated organ.
In the midst of this solar turmoil – as those in the observatory had discovered – a magnesium-white eruption flowered.
‘Now,’ cried the leader. The thirty seconds were up.
They flung themselves down on the floor behind the metal barrier, burying their heads in their arms, closing their eyes.
Precisely on the time they had estimated, the shell flash ejected from the sun. It illuminated the world with floods of light and fury. Screaming wind followed it in a shock wave, travelling along down the throat of the system until, many hours later, it punched itself out beyond the heliopause and far into outer space. As it radiated outwards, it licked with its scorching tongue much of the atmosphere from the vulnerable worlds in its path.
Only the four scientists were prepared for the event.
They lay behind their shelter while the world smouldered outside. Their guardian had fallen like a cinder.
They rose cautiously at last. They stood. They stared at each other, stared at the blackened landscape outside, where the Bastion remained intact. Then, according to plan, they headed for the stairs leading to the upper floors.
Their hair sparkled and sang as they moved. Electrostatic action in the tormented air rendered the elevators inoperative.
Oxygen was scarce. Yet they forced themselves on, knowing they must act now, while the Fleet Ones were stunned.
Through waves of heat they climbed, dragging the vitiated air into their lungs. On one landing they collected a wing from a store cupboard, on another landing another wing. Sections of body structure, improvised from dismantled parts of the Mechanism, were also gathered as they climbed. By the time they reached the observatory on the highest level, they needed merely to secure the various parts together and they had a glider large enough to carry a man.
The landscape they surveyed was covered in fast-moving smoke. The pall washed against the two edifices of Bastion and Mechanism like a spring tide.
One detail they did observe. The bloodthirst-plants were cautiously poking their muzzles from the ground again. They were intelligent enough, yet part of nature enough, to sense when the shell flash was coming, and to retreat underground from it. But the men wasted little time in observing the phenomenon.
‘Is the air calm enough for flight?’ a small bearded man asked the leader. ‘Suppose all the cities containing men have just been destroyed by fire?’
‘We’ve no alternative but to try,’ said the leader. ‘This is our one chance. The next shell flash is many lifetimes away.’ Yet he paused before climbing into the glider, as if to hear what his friends had to say at this solemn moment.
The bearded man perhaps regretted his hesitations in the face of the other’s courage.
‘Yes, of course you must go,’ he said. ‘Somehow we have to get word of what is happening here back to the far past. Stoker has to be informed.’
The scientist standing next to him said, in sorrowful disagreement, ‘Yet all the old legends say that Dracula destroyed Stoker.’
The leader answered firmly, addressing them all, with the sense of parting heavy upon them. ‘We have argued the situation through sufficiently. Those old legends may be wrong, for we well understand how history can be changed. Our given three-dimensional space is only one dimension within the universe’s four-dimensional space. Time is a flexible element within it. No particle has a definite path, as the uncertainty principle states. We have been enslaved here at the end of the world in order to help generate the colossal voltages the Fleet Ones require to regiment those paths. I shall seek out the other end of their trail – and there I believe the legendary Stoker is to be found. It is Stoker after all who is one of Earth’s heroes, the stoker – as his name implies – who brought fire with which to burn out a great chance for all mankind.’
‘So he did,’ agreed the others, almost in chorus. And one of them, the youngest, added, ‘After all, this horrendous present, according to the laws of chaos, is a probability only, not an actuality. History can be changed.’
The leader made to step into the glider. Again the bearded man detained him.
‘Just wait till these winds have died. The glider will have a better chance then.’
‘And then the Fleet Ones will be back on the attack. It’s necessary that I go now.’
He looked searchingly into their faces. ‘I know you will suffer for this. My regret is that we were unable to fashion a plane large enough to carry all four of us. Always remember – I shall succeed or die in the attempt.’
‘There are states far worse than death where the Fleet Ones are concerned,’ said the bearded man, mustering a smile. He made to shake the leader’s hand, changed his mind, and embraced him warmly instead.
‘Farewell, Alwyn. God’s grace guide you.’
The leader stepped into the machine.
The others, as prearranged, pushed it to the edge of the drop – and over. The glider fell until its wings bit into the air. It steadied. It began to fly. It circled, it even gained height. It began heading towards the east.
The scientists left behind stood watching until the glider was faint in the murk.
Their voices too went with the wind.
‘Farewell, Alwyn!’



1
State Route 18 runs north from St George, through the Iron Mountains, to the Escalante Desert. One day in 1999, it also ran into a past so distant nobody had ever dared visualize it.
Bernard Clift had worked in this part of Utah before, often assisted by students from Dixie College with a leaning towards palaeontology. This summer, Clift’s instincts had led him to dig on the faulty stretch of rock the students called Old John, after the lumber-built jakes near the site, set up by a forgotten nineteenth-century prospector.
Clift was a thin, spare man, deeply tanned, medium height, his sharp features and penetrating grey eyes famous well beyond the limits of his own profession. There was a tenseness about him today, as if he knew that under his hand lay a discovery that was to bring him even greater fame, and to release on the world new perspectives and new terror.
Over the dig, a spread of blue canvas, of a deeper blue than the Utah sky, had been erected, to shade Clift and his fellow-workers from the sun. Clustered below the brow of rock where they worked were a dozen miscellaneous vehicles – Clift’s trailer, a trailer from Enterprise which served food and drink all day, and the automobiles and campers belonging to students and helpers.
A dirt road led from this encampment into the desert. All was solitude and stillness, apart from the activity centred on Old John. There Clift knelt in his dusty jeans, brushing soil and crumbs of rock from the fossilized wooden lid they had uncovered.
Scattered bones of a dinosaur of the aurischian order had been extracted from the rock, labelled, temporarily identified as belonging to a large theropod, and packed into crates. Now, in a stratum below the dinosaur grave, the new find was revealed.
Several people crowded round the freshly excavated hole in which Clift worked with one assistant. Cautious digging had revealed fossil wood, which slowly emerged in the shape of a coffin. On the lid of the coffin, a sign had been carved:

Overhead, a vulture wheeled, settling on a pinnacle of rock near the dig. It waited.
Clift levered at the ancient lid. Suddenly, it split along the middle and broke. The palaeontologist lifted the shard away. A smell, too ancient to be called the scent of death, drifted out into the hot dry air.
A girl student with the Dixie College insignia on her T-shirt yelped and ran from the group as she saw what lay in the coffin.
Using his brush, Clift swept away a layer of red ochre. His assistant collected fragile remains of dead blossom, placing them reverently in a plastic bag. A skeleton in human form was revealed, lying on its side. Tenderly, Clift uncovered the upper plates of the skull. It was twisted round so that it appeared to stare upwards at the world of light with round ochred eyes.
 
The head offices and laboratories of the thriving Bodenland Corporation were encompassed in bronzed-glass curtain walls, shaped in neo-cubist form and disposed so that they dominated one road approach into Dallas, Texas.
At this hour of the morning the facade reflected the sun into the eyes of anyone approaching the corporation from the airport – as was the case with the imposing lady now disembarking from a government craft in which she had flown from Washington. She was sheathed in a fabric which reflected back something of the lustre from the corporation.
Her name was Elsa Schatzman, three times divorced daughter of Eliah Schatzman. She was First Secretary at the Washington Department of the Environment. She looked as if she wielded power, and did.
Joe Bodenland knew that Elsa Schatzman was in the offing. At present, however, he had little thought for her, being involved in an argument with his life’s companion, Mina Legrand. While they talked, Bodenland’s secretary continued discreetly to work at her desk.
‘First things first, Birdie,’ said Bodenland, with a patience that was calculated to vex Mina.
Mina Legrand was another powerful lady, although the genial lines of her face did not proclaim that fact. She was tall and still graceful, and currently having weight problems, despite an active life. Friends said of her, affectionately, that she put up with a lot of hassle from Joe; still closer friends observed that of late he was putting up with plenty from Mina.
‘Joe, your priorities are all screwed up. You must make time for your family,’ she said.
‘I’ll make time, but first things first,’ he repeated.
‘The first thing is it’s your son’s wedding day,’ Mina said. ‘I warn you, Joe, I’m going to fly down to Gondwana without you. One of these days, I’ll leave you for good, I swear I will.’
Joe played a tune on his desk top with the fingers of his left hand. They were long blunt fingers with wide spade-like nails, ridged and hard. Bodenland himself resembled his fingers. He too was long and blunt, with an element of hardness in him that had enabled him to lead an adventurous life as well as succeeding in the competitive international world of selling scientific research. He set his head towards his right shoulder with a characteristic gesture, as he asked: ‘How long has Larry been engaged to Kylie? Under a year. How long have we been pursuing the idea of inertial disposal? Over five years. Millions of dollars hang on today’s favourable reception of our demonstration by Washington. I just have to be here, Birdie, and that’s that.’
‘Larry will never forgive you. Nor will I.’
‘You will, Mina. So will Larry. Because you two are human. Washington ain’t.’
‘All right, Joe – you have the last word as usual. But you’re in deep trouble as of now.’ With that, Mina turned and marched from the office. The door closed silently behind her; its suction arm prevented it from slamming.
‘I’ll be down there just as soon as I can,’ Bodenland called, having a last-minute twinge of anxiety.
He turned to his secretary, Rose Gladwin, who had sat silently at her desk, eyes down, while this heated conversation was going on.
‘Birth, death, the great spirit of scientific enquiry – which of those is most important to a human being, Rose?’
She looked up with a slight smile.
‘The great spirit of scientific enquiry, Joe,’ she said.
‘You always have the right answer.’
‘I’m just informed that Miss Schatzman is en route from the airport right now.’
‘Let me know as soon as she arrives. I’ll be with Waldgrave.’
He glanced at his watch as he went out, and walked briskly down the corridor, cursing Washington and himself. It annoyed him to think that Larry was getting married at all. Marriage was so old-fashioned, yet now, on the turn of the century, it was coming back into fashion.
Bodenland and his senior research scientist, Waldgrave, were in reception to welcome Miss Schatzman when she arrived with her entourage. She was paraded through the technical floor, where everyone had been instructed to continue working as usual, to the laboratory with the notice in gilt on its glass door, INERTIAL RESEARCH.
Bodenland’s judicious answers in response to her questions indicated that Schatzman had been properly briefed. He liked that, and her slightly plump forties-ish figure in a tailored suit which signalled to him that human nature survived under the official exterior.
Various important figures were gathered in the lab for the demonstration, including a backer from the Bull-Brunswick Bank. Bodenland introduced Schatzman to some of them while technicians made everything finally ready. As she was shaking hands with the Bank, one of Bodenland’s aides came up and spoke softly in Bodenland’s ear.
‘There’s an urgent call for you from Utah, Joe. Bernard Clift, the archaeologist. Says he has an important discovery.’
‘Okay, Mike. Tell Bernard I’ll call him back when possible.’
In the centre of the lab stood a glass cabinet much resembling a shower enclosure. Cables ran into it from computers and other machines, where two assistants stood by a switchboard. The hum of power filled the air, lending extra tension to the meeting.
‘You have all the technical specifications of the inertial disposal principle in our press and video pack, Miss Schatzman,’ Bodenland said. ‘If you have no questions there, we’ll move straight into the demonstration.’
As he spoke, he gave a sign and an assistant in a lab coat dragged forward a black plastic bag large enough to contain a man.
Waldgrave explained, ‘The bag is full of sand, nothing more. It represents a consignment of nuclear or toxic waste.’
The bag was shut in the cabinet, remaining in full view through the glass as computers briefly chattered their calculations.
‘Energy-consumption rates are high at present. This is just a prototype, you appreciate. We hope to lower tolerances in the next part of the programme, when we have the okay from your department,’ Bodenland said. ‘Obviously energy-input is related to mass of substance being disposed of.’
‘And I see you’re using solar energy in part,’ Schatzman said.
‘The corporation has its own satellite, which beams down the energy to our dishes here in Dallas.’
Waldgrave got the nod from his boss. He signalled to the controls technician, who pressed the Transmit pad.
The interior of the cabinet began to glow with a blue-mauve light.
Two large analogue-type clocks with sweep-hands were visible, one inside the cabinet, one on a jury-rig outside, facing the first one. The sweep hand of the clock in the cabinet stopped at 10.16. At the same time, the clock itself began to disappear. So did the black plastic bag. In a moment it was gone. The cabinet appeared to be empty.
A brief burst of applause filled the room. Bodenland appeared noticeably less grim.
The party went to have drinks in a nearby boardroom, all tan leather upholstery and dracaena plants in bronze pots. There was a jubilation in the air which even the formality of the occasion did not kill.
As she sipped a glass of Perrier, Schatzman said, ‘Well, Mr Bodenland, you appear to have invented the long-awaited time machine, no less.’
He looked down into his vodka. So the woman was a fool after all. He had hoped for better. This woman was going to have to present his case before her committee in Washington; if she could reach such a basic misunderstanding after studying all the documentation already sent to her over the computer line, the chances for government approval of his invention were poor.
‘Not a time machine, Ms Schatzman. As we’ve made clear, our new process merely halts time-decay – much as refrigeration, let’s say, slows or halts bacterial action. We found a sink in real time. The bag in the cabinet disappeared because it became suddenly stationary with regard to universal time-decay. It remained – it remains at 10.16 this morning. We are the ones who are travelling forward in time, at the rate of twenty-four hours a day. The bag remains forever where we put it, at 10.16. We can reach back and retrieve it if necessary, though the expenditure of energy increases geometrically as we progress further from entry point.
‘The inertial disposal process is far from being a time-machine. It is almost the reverse.’
Ms Schatzman did not greatly enjoy being talked down to. Perhaps her remark had been intended humorously. ‘The department will need to enquire into what happens to substances isolated in 10.16, or any other time. It would be irresponsible simply to isolate considerable amounts of toxic waste in time with no clear picture of possible consequences.’
‘How long do you estimate such an enquiry might take?’
‘We’re talking about something unprecedented, a disturbance in the natural order.’
‘Er – not if you have an understanding of the science of Chaos.’
She understood she had been snubbed. ‘An enquiry will of course occupy some weeks.’
Bodenland took a generous swig of his vodka and inclined his head in her direction.
‘The disposal of toxic waste represents one of the world’s most pressing problems, Ms Schatzman. No one wants the stuff. Only a decade ago the cost of disposal of nuclear waste as prescribed by US law was $2,500 per tonne. It’s twenty times higher now, and rising. Only last week the death of a whole village through the dumping of an illegally manufactured pesticide, Lindane, was reported in Bulgaria.
‘That’s where we come in. Bodenland Industries have developed a foolproof way of ridding the world of such evils. All we need is your department’s clearance. You must persuade your committee not to stand in the way of progress.’
She pronounced the last word at the same moment as he did. ‘Progress,’ echoing it ironically. ‘“Progress” cannot be achieved at the expense of safety. You’re familiar with that concept. It’s what we call the Frankenstein Syndrome.’ She attempted lightness of tone. ‘You know the Department will do what it can, Mr Bodenland. You also know how thoroughly this new advance will have to be investigated. We have our responsibilities – there are security aspects, too. May I suggest that meanwhile you turn your inventive mind to other matters?’
‘Sure,’ he said, setting his glass down and rising. ‘I’m going to turn my inventive mind to being a late guest at my son’s wedding.’
A jazz band was playing an arrangement of ‘Who’s Sorry Now?’ when Joe Bodenland entered the main reception rooms of the Gondwana Ranch, the home in which he and Mina had lived for a decade. At present it was full of flowers and guests.
Some of the wedding guests were dancing, some drinking, and some no doubt otherwise engaged. The caterers hired for the occasion were bearing savoury and sweet dishes to and fro, while the popping of champagne corks could be heard above the noise of the band.
Bodenland exchanged compliments and good wishes with a number of family friends as he made his way to where Larry Bodenland stood with his bride, receiving congratulations.
Kylie greeting Joe warmly enough, flinging her arms round his neck and kissing him on the mouth. Kylie was a beautiful girl with a round face on which good features were set wide apart, giving her a singularly open appearance. Joe had already discovered that Kylie was no mere innocent. She had – beside the considerable fortune accruing from her father’s transport business – a sharp and enquiring mind. But for the moment it was enough to feel her slender body against his as he revelled in her sunny good looks and wished her all future happiness.
‘Just see that Larry behaves himself,’ he said, giving her an extra hug.
Larry overheard the remark. As he shook his father’s hand, he said, ‘How about behaving yourself, Joe? How come you were late for my wedding? Was that deliberate? We know how irrational you are on the subject of matrimony.’
‘Now don’t you two start in,’ Kylie said. ‘Not today of all days.’ She raised a hand half-way to her throat, as if to indicate the crucifix hanging there. ‘You know my funny religious principles, Joe, and you must honour Larry for respecting them.’
‘Well, bless you both, and I hate myself for missing the ceremony. Don’t blame me – blame the Department of the Environment in Washington, who nailed me to this morning’s appointment.’
‘Family certainly can’t compete with a whole Department of the Environment,’ Larry said, huffily.
‘Joe has to follow his daemon,’ Kylie said, winking at her new father-in-law.
‘What demon’s that?’ asked Larry.
‘Now, Larry – your pop is a technophile of the old school. He’s crazy about machines and you must allow him that.’
‘Just as you’re crazy about religion, if I can put it that way.’
‘Religion still has a place, even in an age of science, and —’
‘Spare us!’ cried Larry. ‘I need another drink. It’s my wedding day.’ As he turned away, his mother came up, smiling in a brittle way at Joe.
‘You missed the ceremony and hit the champagne,’ she said angrily. ‘Larry and Kylie will never forgive you for this.’
‘I’m sorry, Mina.’ He took her hand, looking compassionately into her green eyes. For all his kind of hasty blindness, one of his characteristics, he knew very well what was in her mind at that moment. They had had another son, Larry’s older brother Dick, killed in an automobile crash together with his young wife Molly. Dick had always been his father’s favourite, a brilliant youngster, athletic, and with a deep interest in science, particularly particle physics. Molly too had been clever and high-spirited, a redhead whose body, at the age of twenty-two, had been inextricably merged with her husband’s in the fatal crash. It was Molly, not Dick, who returned to Joe in dreams. Dick had gone beyond recall, leaving no space for his younger brother in his father’s affections.
With the long habit of a couple who have spent years together, Mina understood something of what passed through Joe’s mind. Her mood softened.
She said, ‘Odd how Kylie has the religious impulse, just like Molly.’ It was the first time Molly’s name had passed between them in years. ‘I hope that doesn’t mean …’
‘Molly wasn’t religious. She just had an intense interest in the supernatural.’
‘You’ve forgotten, Joe. Maybe just as well.’ She took his arm. ‘Let’s take a turn outside. It’s not too hot. I’m sorry I flew off the handle earlier. But Larry and Kylie are our only kids now. Let the dead bury the dead.’
As they reached the terrace, he half-turned to her, smiling.
‘That’s kind of a dumb expression, when you think, isn’t it? “Let the dead bury the dead …” What a macabre scene that conjures up! They’d have a problem with the shovels, eh?’
She laughed. The terrace, which overlooked the swimming pool, was roofed over with reinforced glass, the supporting pillars of which were entwined with different colours of bougainvillea. He took Mina’s hand and they began to stroll, happy to get away from the noise indoors.
A phone on the wall rang as Joe and Mina were passing it. She answered by reflex, then passed the receiver to her husband with a wry look. ‘You’re wanted, Joe. The world needs you.’
He stood in the partial shade, gazing at her face, listening to his old friend Bernard Clift speaking slowly to conceal his excitement.
‘Bernie, that can’t be,’ Bodenland said. ‘It’s impossible. You must have got it wrong. You know you’ve got it wrong. Your reputation —’
He listened again, shaking his head, then nodding. Mina watched him with amusement, as his eyes lit up.
‘I’ll be right over,’ he said, finally, ‘and I may bring some of the family along.’
As he hung up, Mina said, ‘Some fresh madness brewing! Whatever it is, Joe, count me out. I want to take part in an air display over Austin tomorrow.’
‘You can freefall any time, Mina. This is terrific. Would you have wanted to have been fishing in Bermuda while the Revolution was going on on the mainland?’
‘It was Bernie Clift?’
‘Clift doesn’t fool around. He’s made a find in Utah.’
He explained that Clift had rung to tell him about the discovery of a human-like skeleton. Clift had subjected fragments of bone to carbon-dating analysis. The remains dated out as 65.5 million years BP, before the present. This checked out with their discovery in late Cretaceous rock. They came from a time over sixty million years before mankind in its most primitive form walked the earth.
‘That doesn’t make any kind of sense,’ Mina said.
‘It’s a revolution in thought. Don’t ask me what it means but this we really have to see. It’s – well, incredible.’ He whistled. ‘Just to prove that Larry and Kylie do mean something to me, we’re going to take them along too.’
He was already moving back into the house. She caught his sleeve impatiently.
‘Joe, easy now. You’re so impetuous. Larry’s off in a couple of hours to honeymoon in Hawaii. They’re not going to want to stop off in Utah, to help us.’
He was looking at his watch.
‘They’ll love it, and so will you. That’s wonderful desert country where Bernie is. Utah’s Dixie, they used to call it. If we move, we can be there by nightfall. And remember, tell no one why we are going. Bernie’s discovery stays under wraps for now. Otherwise the world’s media will be on his back. Okay?’
She laughed, not without a hint of bitterness. ‘Oh, Joe – are you allowing me time to pack?’
He kissed her. ‘Grab your toothbrush. Tell Kylie to shake the confetti out of her hair.’
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As the helicopter spiralled downwards over the Escalante Desert, a light flashed up at it, the setting sun reflected from the windscreen of a parked car. Looking down, Joe Bodenland could see cars and trailers clustered round a square of blue canvas. Four minutes later, they were landing nearby in a whirl of dust.
Joe was first from the copter, giving Mina a hand, followed by Kylie, looking around her rather nervously, with Larry, who had piloted them, last. Bernard Clift was standing there, waiting to greet them.
‘There’s an atmosphere of something here,’ Kylie told him, as they were introduced. ‘You must feel it, Bernie. I can’t explain it. I don’t like it. Oppressive.’
Clift laughed shortly. ‘That’s the Bodenland family, Kylie. You have to get accustomed to them. Now listen, Joe, I’m grateful for your prompt arrival, although frankly I didn’t expect you all to show up. We can find a place for you to sleep.’ He ran a hand through his hair in a self-conscious gesture. ‘This discovery is so important – and top secret. I have shut down our one phone line to Enterprise. The students are forbidden to leave the site, at least without my express permission. No radioing or any form of communication with the outside world. I’ve made them all swear to keep secrecy on this one, until I’m ready.’
‘As a matter of interest, Bernie,’ Bodenland said, ‘how did you get them to swear?’
He laughed. ‘On their mother’s virginity. On whatever they took seriously. Even the Bible.’
‘I’d have thought that custom had worn thin by now,’ Joe said.
‘Not with all of us, Joe,’ said Kylie, laughing.
Clift looked at her approvingly, then said, ‘Well, come and see before the light fades. That’s what you’re here for.’
He spoke jerkily, full of nervous energy.
As they followed him along a narrow track among low sage winding up the mountain, he said, ‘Joe, you’re a rational man and a knowledgeable one, I figured you’d know what to make of this find. If it’s what I think it is, our whole world view is overturned. Humans on the planet sixty million years earlier than any possible previous evidence suggested. A species of man here in North America, long before anything started crawling round Olduvai Gorge …’
‘Couldn’t be a visitor from somewhere else in the universe? There’s just the one grave?’
‘That’s why I’m insisting on secrecy. My findings are bound to be challenged. I’m in for the Spanish Inquisition and I know it. But if we could find a second grave … So I don’t want anyone interfering – at least for a few days.’
Bodenland grunted. ‘Our organization has its own security unit in Dallas … I could get guards out here tomorrow prompt, if you need them. But you must be wrong, Bernie. This can’t be.’
‘No, it’s like the comic strips always said,’ Larry remarked, with a laugh. ‘Cavemen contemporary with the brontosaurus and tyrannosaurus. Must have been some kind of a race memory.’
Ignoring her son’s facetiousness, Mina said, ‘Bernard, hold it. I’m not prepared for this ancient grave of yours. I’m no dimmer than the next guy, but I can’t attach any meaning to sixty-five million years. It’s just a phrase.’
Clift halted their ascent abruptly. ‘Then I’ll show you,’ he said.
Bodenland glanced quickly at his friend’s face. He saw no impatience there, only the love a man might have for the subject that possessed him and gave his life meaning.
Before them, streaked now by the shades of advancing evening, was a broken hillside, eroded so that strata of rock projected like the ruins of some unimaginable building. Sage grew here and there, while the crest was crowned by pine and low-growing cottonwoods.
‘For those who can read, this slope contains the history of the world,’ Clift told Mina. ‘What interests us is this broken line of deposit under the sandstones. That’s what’s called the K/T boundary.’
He pointed to a clayey line that ran under all the shattered sandstone strata like a damp-proof course round a house.
‘That layer of deposit marks a division between the Cretaceous rocks below and the Tertiary rocks above. It represents one of the most mysterious events in all Earth history – the extinction of the dinosaurs. It’s only centimetres thick. Below it lie kilometres of rock which is – as you might say – solidified time, the long millennia of the ages of reptiles. It has been verified beyond doubt that the K/T deposit line was laid down sixty-five million years BP, before present. Our grave lies just below that line.’
‘But there were no humans living then,’ Mina said, as they started walking again, taking a trail to the left.
‘The K/T layer preserves evidence of a worldwide ecological catastrophe. It contains particles of shocked minerals, clues to massive inundations, soot which bears witness to continental-scale firestorms, and so on. Some gigantic impact occurred at that time – scientists guess at a meteorite capable of creating a vast crater, but we don’t really know.
‘What we do know is that some large-scale event ended a majestic era of brilliant and strange living things.
‘Our grave suggests that what perished at the end of the Cretaceous Period – or the Mesozoic Era, which contains all reptilian periods – was not only the dinosaurs but also a human-like race perhaps so thinly distributed that no remains have turned up – till now.’
‘Homo Cliftensis,’ said Kylie.
They halted where the sandstones had been excavated and there were tokens of human activity, with planks, brushes, jackhammers, and a wheelbarrow incongruous nearby. They stood on a bluff overlooking the desert, across which mesas were sending long fingers of shadow. A well of shadow filled the excavation they now contemplated, as it lay like a pool below the ancient crusts of the K/T boundary.
Kylie shivered. But the air was cooling, the sky overhead deepening its blue.
Two students, a man and a woman, were standing guard by the dig. They moved back as the new arrivals appeared. Clift jumped down into the hole and removed a tarpaulin, revealing the ancient grave. The skeleton remained lying on its side, cramped within the coffin for an unimaginable age. The Bodenland family looked down at it without speaking.
‘What’s all the red stuff?’ Kylie asked, in a small voice. ‘Is it bloodstains?’
‘Red ochre,’ Clift said. ‘To bury with red ochre was an old custom. The Neanderthals used it – not that I’m suggesting this is a Neanderthal. There were also flowers in the grave, which we’ve taken for analysis. Of course, there’s more work to be done here. I’m half afraid to touch anything …’
They looked down in silence, prey to formless thought. The light died. The skeleton lay half-buried in ochre, fading into obscurity.
Kylie clung to Larry. ‘Disturbing an ancient grave … I know it’s part of an archaeologist’s job, but … There are superstitions about these things. Don’t you think there’s something – well, evil here?’
He hugged her affectionately. ‘Not evil. Pathetic, maybe. Sure, there’s something disconcerting when the past or the future arrives to disrupt the present. Like the way this chunk of the past has come up to disrupt our wedding day.’ Seeing Kylie’s expression cloud over, he said, ‘Let the dead get on with their thing. I’m taking you to have a drink.’
‘You’ll find a canteen at the bottom of the hill,’ said Clift, but he spoke without looking away from his discovery, crouching there, almost as motionless as the skeleton he had disinterred.
 
The sun plunged down into the desert, a chill came over the world. Kylie Bodenland stood at the door of the trailer they had been loaned, gazing up at the stars. Something in this remote place had woken unsuspected sensibilities in her, and she was trying to puzzle out what it was.
Some way off, students were sitting round a campfire, resurrecting old songs and pretending they were cowboys, in a fit of artificial nostalgia.
City ladies may be fine
But give me that gal of mine …
Larry came up behind Kylie and pulled her into the trailer, kicking the door shut. She tasted the whisky on his lips, and enjoyed it. Her upbringing had taught her that this was wickedness. She liked other wickednesses too, and slid her hand into Larry’s jeans as he embraced her. When she felt his response, she began to slide herself out of her few clothes, until she stood against him in nothing but her little silver chain and crucifix. Larry kissed it, kissed her breasts, and then worked lower.
‘Oh, you beast, you beast,’ she said. ‘Oh …’
She clutched his head, but he got up and lifted her over to the bunk.
Lying together on the bunk later, he muttered almost to himself, ‘Funny how the marriage ceremony annoys Joe. He just couldn’t face it … I had to go through with it to spite him … and to please you, of course.’
‘You shouldn’t spite your father. He’s rather a honey.’
Larry chuckled. ‘Pop a honey? He’s a stubborn-minded old pig. Now I’m adult, I see him in a more favourable light than once I did. Still and all … Grocery’s a dirty word to him. He resents me being in grocery, never mind I’m making a fortune. I’ve got a mind of my own, haven’t I? It may be small but it’s my own. To hell with him – we’re different. Let me fix you a drink.’
As he was getting up and walking naked to his baggage, from which a whisky bottle protruded, Kylie rolled on to her back and said, ‘Well, it’s Hawaii for us tomorrow. It’ll be great for you to get from under Joe’s shadow. He’ll change towards you, you’ll see. He may be an old pig but he’s a good man for all that.’
Larry paused as he was about to pour, and laughed.
‘Lay off about Joe, will you? Let’s forget Joe. For sure he’s forgotten about us already. Bernie Clift has given him something new to think about.’
Only a few metres away, Clift and Bodenland were walking in the desert, talking together in confidential tones.
‘This new daughter-in-law of yours – she is a striking young lady and no mistake. And not happy about what I’m doing, I gather.’
‘The religious and the economic views of mankind are always at odds. Maybe we’re always religious when we’re young. I lost anything like that when my other son died. Now I try to stick to rationality – I hate to think of the millions of people in America who buy into some crackpot religion or other. In the labs, we’ve also come up against time. Not whole millennia of time, like you, but just a few seconds. We’re learning how to make time stand still. As you’d expect, it costs. It sure costs! If only I can get backing from Washington … Bernie, I could be … well, richer than … I can’t tell you …’
Clift interrupted impatiently. ‘Rationality. It means greed, basically … Lack of imagination. I can see Kylie is a girl with imagination, whatever else …’
‘You have taken a fancy to her. I saw that when we met.’
‘Joe, listen, never mind that. I’ve no time for women. And I’ve got a hold here of something more momentous than any of your financial enterprises. This is going to affect everyone, everyone on earth … It will alter our whole concept of ourselves. Hasn’t that sunk in yet?’
He started off towards the dark bulk of the mountain. Bodenland followed. They could hear the one group of students who had not yet turned in arguing among themselves.
‘You’re mad, Bernie. You always were, in a quiet way.’
‘I never sleep,’ said Clift, not looking back.
‘Isn’t that what someone once said about the Church? “It never sleeps.” Sounds like neurosis to me.’
They climbed to the dig. A single electric light burned under the blue canopy, where one of the students sat on watch. Clift exchanged a few words with him.
‘Spooky up here, sir,’ said the student.
Clift grunted. He would have none of that. Bodenland squatted beside him as the palaeontologist removed the tarpaulin.
From down in the camp came a sudden eruption of shouts – male bellows and female voices raised high, then the sound of blows, clear on the thin desert air.
‘Damn,’ said Clift, quietly. ‘They will drink. I’ll be back.’
He left, running down the hill path towards the group of students who had been singing only a few minutes earlier. He called to them in his authoritative voice to think of others who might be sleeping.
Bodenland was alone with the thing in the coffin.
In the frail light, the thing seemed almost to have acquired a layer of skin, skin of an ill order, but rendering it at least a few paces nearer to life than before. Bodenland felt an absurd temptation to speak to the thing. But what would it answer?
Overcoming his reluctance, he thrust his hand down and into the ochre. Although he was aware he might be destroying valuable archaeological evidence, curiosity led him on. The thought had entered his mind that after all Clift might somehow have overstepped the bounds of his madness and faked the evidence of the rocks, that this could be a modern grave he had concealed in the Cretaceous strata at some earlier date – perhaps working alone here the previous year.
Much of Bernard Clift’s fame had sprung from a series of outspoken popular articles in which he had pointed out the scarcity of earlier human remains and their fragmentary nature in all but a few select sites round the world. ‘Is Humanity Ten Million Years Old?’ had been a favourite headline.
Orthodoxy agreed that Homo sapiens could be no more than two million years old. It was impossible to believe that this thing came from sixty-five million years ago. Clift was faking; and if he could convince his pragmatic friend Joe, then he could convince the world’s press.
‘No one fools me,’ Bodenland said, half-aloud. He peered about to make sure that the student guard was looking away, watching the scene below.
Crouching over the coffin, he scraped one shoulder against the rock wall and the stained line that was the K/T boundary.
The ochre was surprisingly warm to the touch, almost as if heated by a living body. Bodenland’s spatulate fingers probed in the dust. He started to scrape a small hole in order to see the rib cage better. It was absurd to believe that this dust had lain undisturbed for all those millennia. The dust was crusty, breaking into crumbs like old cake.
He did not know what he was looking for. He grinned in the darkness. A sticker saying ‘Made in Taiwan’ would do. He’d have to go gently with poor old Clift. Scientists had been known to fake evidence before.
His finger ran gently along the left floating rib, then the one above it. At the next rib, he felt an obstruction.
Grit trickled between his fingers. He could not see what he had hold of. Bone? Tugging gently, he got it loose, and lifted it from the depression. When he held it up to the light bulb, it glittered dimly.
It was not bone. It was metal.
Bodenland rubbed it on his shirt, then held it up again.
It was a silver bullet.
On it was inscribed a pattern – a pattern of ivy or something similar, twining about a cross. He stared at it in disbelief, and an ill feeling ran through him.
Sixty-five million years old?
He heard Clift returning, speaking reassuringly to the guard. Hastily, he smoothed over the marks he had made in the fossil coffin. The bullet he slipped into a pocket.
‘A very traditional fracas,’ Clift said quietly, in his academic way. ‘Two young men quarrelling for the favours of one girl. Sex has proved a rather troublesome method of perpetuating the human race. If one was in charge one might dream up a better way … I advised them both to go to bed with her and then forget it.’
‘They must have loved that suggestion!’
‘They’ll sort it out.’
‘Maybe we should hit the sack too.’
But they stood under the stars, discussing the find. Bodenland endeavoured to hide his scepticism, without great success.
‘Experts are coming in from Chicago and Drumheller tomorrow,’ Clift said. ‘You shall hear what they say. They will understand that the evidence of the strata cannot lie.’
‘Come on, Bernie, sixty-five million years … My mind just won’t take in such a span of time.’
‘In the history of the universe – even of the earth, the solar system – sixty-five point five million years is but yesterday.’
They were walking down the slope, silent. A gulf had opened between them. The students had all gone to bed, whether apart or together. Over the desert a stillness prevailed such as had done before men first entered the continent.
The light came from the west. Bodenland saw it first and motioned to his companion to stand still and observe. As far as could be judged the light was moving fast, and in their direction. It made no noise. It extended itself, until it resembled a comet rushing along over the ground. It was difficult to focus on. The men stood rooted to the spot in astonishment.
‘But the railroad’s miles distant —’ Clift exclaimed trying to keep his voice level.
Whatever the phenomenon was, it was approaching the camp at extreme velocity.
Without wasting words, Bodenland dashed forward, running down the slope, calling to Mina. He saw her light go on immediately in the camper. Satisfied, he swerved and ran towards the trailer his son occupied. Banging on the door, he called Larry’s name.
Hearing the commotion, others woke, other doors opened. Men ran naked out of tents. Clift called out for calm, but cries of amazement drowned his voice. The thing was plunging out of the desert. It seemed ever distant, ever near, as if time itself was suspended to allow it passage.
Bodenland put his arm protectively round Mina’s shoulders when she appeared.
‘Get to some high ground.’ He gave Larry and Kylie similar orders when they came up, dishevelled, but stood firm himself, unable not to watch that impossible progress.
The notion entered his head that it resembled a streamlined flier viewed through thick distorting glass. Still no sound. But the next moment it was on them, plunging through the heart of the little encampment – and all in silence. Screams rose from the Dixie students, who flung themselves to the ground.
Yet it had no impact, seemed to have no substance but light, to be as insubstantial as the luminescence it trailed behind it, which remained floating to the ground and disappeared like dying sparks.
Bodenland watched the ghastly thing go. It plunged right into and through one of the mesas, and finally was swallowed in the distances of the Utah night. It had appeared intent on destruction, yet not a thing in the camp was harmed. It had passed right through Larry’s trailer, yet nothing showed the slightest sign of disarray.
Larry staggered up to his father and offered him a gulp from a silver hip flask.
‘We’ve just seen the original ghost train, Joe,’ he said.
‘I’ll believe anything now,’ said Bodenland, gratefully accepting the flask.
When dawn came, and the desert was transformed from shadow to furnace, the members of the Old John encampment were still discussing the phenomenon of the night. Students of a metaphysical disposition argued that the ghost train – Larry’s description was generally adopted – had no objective reality. It was amazing how many of these young people, scientifically trained, the cream of their year, could believe in a dozen wacky explanations. Nearly all of them, it seemed to Bodenland as he listened and sipped coffee from the canteen, belonged to one kind of religious cult or another. Nearly all espoused explanations that chimed with their own particular set of beliefs.
Larry left the discussion early, dragging Kylie away, though she was clearly inclined to pitch into the debate.
One of the students who had been engaged in the previous night’s scuffle increasingly monopolized the discussion.
‘You guys are all crazy if you think this was some kind of an enemy secret weapon. If there was such a thing, America would have had it first and we’d know about it. Equally, it ain’t some kind of Scientology thing, just to challenge your IQs to figure it out or join the Church. It’s clear what happened. We’re all suddenly stuck here in this desert, forbidden to communicate with our parents or the outside world, and we’re feeling oppressed. Insecure. So what do we do? Why, it’s natural – we get a mass-hallucination. Nothing but nothing happened in Old John last night, except we all freaked out. So forget it. It’ll probably happen again tonight till we all go crazy and get ourselves shipped to the funny farm.’
Bodenland stood up.
‘People don’t go crazy so easily, son. You’re just shooting your mouth off. Why, I want to know, are you so keen to discount what you actually saw and experienced?’
‘Because that thing couldn’t be,’ retorted the student.
‘Wrong. Because you try to fit it in with your partial systems of belief and it won’t fit. That’s because of an error in your beliefs, not your experience. We all saw that fucking thing. It exists. Okay, so we can’t account for it. Not yet. Any more than we can account for the ancient grave up there on the bluff. But scientific enquiry will sort out the truth from the lies – if we are honest in our observations!’
‘So what was that ghost train, then?’ demanded one of the girls. ‘You tell us.’
Bodenland sat down next to Mina again. ‘That’s what I’m saying. I don’t know. But I’m not discounting it on that account. If everything that could not be readily understood was discounted by some crap system of belief, we’d still be back in the Stone Age. As soon as we can talk to the outside world again, I’m getting on to the various nearby research establishments to find who else has observed this so-called ghost train.’
Clift said quietly, ‘I’ve been working this desert fifteen years, Joe, and I never saw such a thing before. Nor did I ever hear of anyone else who did.’
‘Well, we’ll get to the bottom of it.’
‘Just how do you propose to do that, Mr Bodenland?’ asked the girl who had spoken up before. Supportive murmurs came from her friends.
Bodenland grinned.
‘If the train comes again tonight, I’m going to be ready to board it.’
The students set up such a racket, he hardly heard Mina say at his side, ‘Jesus, Joe, you really are madder than they are …’
‘Maybe – but we’ve got a helicopter and they haven’t.’
Towards evening, Mina climbed with Bernard Clift to an eminence above the camp, and looked westwards.
Joe had been away most of the day. After having persuaded Larry and Kylie to stay on a little longer, he had ridden out with them to see if they could track down any signs of the ghost train.
‘What’s out there?’ Mina asked, shielding her eyes from the sun.
‘A few coyotes, the odd madman rejecting this century, preparing to reject the next one. Not much else,’ Clift said. ‘Oh, they’ll probably come across an old track leading to Enterprise City.’
She laughed. ‘Enterprise City! Oh, Joe’ll love the sound of that. He’ll take it as an omen.’
‘Joe doesn’t believe what we’ve got here, does he? That’s why he’s allowing this train thing to distract him, isn’t it?’
Mina continued to stare westwards with shielded eyes.
‘I have a problem with my husband and my son, Bernard. Joe is such an achiever. He can’t help overshadowing Larry. I feel very sorry for Larry. He tried to get out from his father’s shadow, and rejected the whole scientific business. Unfortunately, he moved sideways into groceries, and I can see why that riles Joe. No matter he’s made a financial success, and supplies a whole south-eastern area of the USA. Now marrying into Kylie’s family’s transport system, he’ll be a whole lot more successful. Richer, I should say.’
‘Doesn’t that please Joe?’
She shook her head doubtfully. ‘Whatever else Joe is, he’s not a mercenary man. I guess at present he’s just waiting to see if a nice girl like Kylie can cure Larry of his drinking habits.’
‘As you say, she’s a nice girl right enough. But can she?’
She looked straight at Clift. ‘There’s danger just in trying. Still, there’s danger in everything. I should know. My hobby’s freefall parachuting.’
‘I remember. And I’ve seen the articles on you in the glossies. Sounds like a wonderful hobby.’
She looked at him rather suspiciously, suspecting envy. ‘You get your kicks burrowing into the earth. I like to be way above it, with time and gravity in suspense.’
He pointed down the trail, where three figures on mules could be discerned in a cloud of dust.
‘Your husband’s on his way back. He was telling me he’s also got time in suspense, in his laboratories.’
‘Time isn’t immutable, as the science of chaos proves. Basically Joe’s inertial disposal system is a way of de-stabilizing time. Ten years ago, the principles behind it were scarcely glimpsed. I like that. Basically, I’m on Joe’s side, Bernard, so it’s no good trying to get round me.’
He laughed, but ignored the jibe.
‘If time isn’t immutable, what is it? Being up against millions of years, I should be told.’
‘Time’s like a fog with a wave structure. It’s all to do with strange attractors. I can send you a paper about it. Tamper with the input, who knows what output you’ll get.’
Clift laughed again.
‘Just like life, in fact.’
‘Also subject to chaos.’
They climbed down the hill path to meet Bodenland and his companions, covered in dust after the ride.
‘Oh, that was just wonderful,’ Kylie said, climbing off her mule and giving Mina a hug. ‘The desert is a marvellous place. Now I need a shower.’
‘A shower and a dozen cans of beer,’ supplemented Larry.
‘It was wonderful, but it achieved nothing,’ Bodenland said. ‘However, we have left a pretty trail of flags behind. All I hope is that the ghost train calls again tonight.’
‘What about Larry?’ she asked, when they were alone.
‘He’s off with Kylie tomorrow, whatever happens tonight.’
‘Don’t look so sour, Joe. They are supposed to be on honeymoon, poor kids. Where would you rather be – on a beach in Hawaii, or in this godforsaken stretch of Utah?’
He smiled at her, teasingly but with affection. ‘I’d rather be on that ghost train – and that is where I’m going to be tonight.’
But Bodenland was in for disappointment.
The night brought the stars, sharp as diamonds over the desert, but no ghost train. Bodenland and his group stayed by the mobile canteen, which remained open late to serve them. They drank coffee and talked, waiting, with the helicopter nearby, ever and again looking out into the darkness.
‘No Injuns,’ Kylie said. ‘No John Wayne stagecoach. The train made its appearance and that was it. Hey, Joe, a student was telling me she saw ghostly figures jumping – no, she said floating – off the train and landing somewhere by the dig, so she said. What do you think of that?’
‘Could be the first of later accretions to what will be a legend. Bernie, these students are going to want to bring in the media – or at least the local press. How’re you going to handle that?’
‘I rely on them,’ Clift said. ‘They know how things stand. All the same … Joe, if this thing shows up tonight, I want to be on that helicopter with you.’
‘My god, here it comes,’ Mina screamed, before Bodenland could reply.
And it was there in the darkness, like something boring in from outer space, a traveller, a voyager, an invader: full of speed and luminescence, which seemed to scatter behind it, swerving across the Escalante. Only when it burst through mesas did its lights fade. This time it was well away from the line of flags planted during the day, heading north, and some miles distant from the camp.
Bodenland led the rush for the helicopter. Larry followed and jumped into the pilot’s seat. The others were handed quickly up, Mina with her vidcam, Clift last, pulling himself aboard as the craft lifted.
Larry sent it scudding across ground, barely clearing the camper roofs as it sped up into the night air.
‘Steady,’ Kylie said. ‘This isn’t one of your models, Larry!’
‘Faster,’ yelled Mina. ‘Or we’ll lose it.’
But they didn’t. Fast though the ghost train sped, the chopper cut across ground to it. Before they were overhead, Joe was being winched down, swinging wild as they banked.
The strange luminous object – strangely dull when close, shaped like a phosphorescent slug – was just below them. Bodenland steadied himself, clasped the wire rope, made to stand on the roof as velocities matched – and his foot went through nothingness.
He struggled in the dark, cursing. Nothing of substance was below his boots. Whatever it was, it was as untouchable as it was silent.
Bodenland dangled there, buffeted by the rotors overhead. The enigmatic object tunnelled into the night and disappeared.
The shots of the ghost train in close up were as striking as the experience had been. Figures were revealed – revealed and concealed – sitting like dummies inside what might have been carriages. They were grey, apparently immobile. Confusingly, they were momentarily replaced by glimpses of trees, perhaps of whole forests; but the green flickered by and was gone as soon as seen.
Mina switched the video off.
‘Any questions?’ she asked, flippantly.
Silence fell.
‘Maybe the trees were reflections of something – on the windows, I mean,’ Larry said. ‘Well, no … But trees …’
‘It was like a death train,’ Kylie said. ‘Were those people or corpses? Do you think it could be … No, I don’t know what we saw.’
‘Whatever it was, I have to get back to Dallas tomorrow,’ Joe said. ‘With phantom trains and antediluvian bones, you have a lot of explaining to do to someone, Bernie, my friend.’
Next morning came the parting of the ways at St George airport. Bodenland and Mina were going back to Dallas, Larry and his bride flying on to their Hawaii hotel. As they said their farewells in the reception lounge, Kylie took Bodenland’s hand.
‘Joe, I’ve been thinking about what happened at Old John. You’ve heard of near-death experiences, of course? I believe we underwent a near-death experience. There’s a connection between what we call the ghost train and that sixty-five-million-year-old grave of Bernard Clift’s. Otherwise it’s too much of a coincidence, right?’
‘Mm, that makes sense.’
‘Well, then. The shock of that discovery, the old grave, the feeling of death which prevailed over the whole camp – with vultures drifting around and everything – all that precipitated us into a corporate near-death experience. It took a fairly conventional form for such experiences. A tunnel-like effect, the sense of a journey. The corpses on the train, or whatever they were. Don’t you see, it all fits?’
‘No, I don’t see that anything fits, Kylie, but you’re a darling and interesting girl, and I just hope that Larry takes proper care of you.’
‘Like you take care of me, eh, Pop?’ Larry said. ‘I’ll take care of Kylie – and that’s my affair. You take care of your reputation, eh? Watch that this ancient grave of Bernie’s isn’t just a hoax.’
Bodenland clutched the silver bullet in his pocket and eyed his son coldly, saying nothing. They parted without shaking hands.
No word had come from Washington in Bodenland’s absence. Instead he received a phone call from the Washington Post wanting an angle on governmental procrastination. Summoning his Publicity Liaison Officer, Bodenland had another demonstration arranged.
When a distinguished group of political commentators was gathered in the laboratory, clustering round the inertial disposal cabinet, Bodenland addressed them informally.
‘The principle involved here is new. Novelty in itself takes a while for governmental departments to digest. But we want to get there first. Otherwise, our competitors in Japan and Europe will be there before us, and once more America will have lost out. We used to be the leaders where invention was concerned. My heroes since boyhood have been men like Alexander Graham Bell and Thomas Alva Edison. I’m going to do an Edison now, just to prove how safe our new principle of waste disposal is.’
He glanced at Mina, giving her a smile of reassurance.
‘My wife’s anxious for my safety. I welcome that. Washington has different motivations for delay.’
This time, Bodenland was taking the place of the black plastic bag. He nodded to the technicians and stepped into the cabinet. Waldgrave closed the door on him.
Bodenland watched the two clocks, the one inside the cabinet with him and the one in the laboratory, as the energy field built up round him. The sweep hand of the inside clock slowed and stopped. The blue light intensified rapidly, and he witnessed all movement ceasing in the outside world. The expression on Mina’s face froze, her hand paused halfway to her mouth. Then everything disappeared. It whited out and went in a flash. He stood alone in the middle of a greyish something that had no substance.
Yet he was able to move. He turned round and saw a black plastic bag some way behind him, standing in a timeless limbo. He tried to reach it but could not. He felt the air grow thick.
The stationary clock started to move again. Its rate accelerated. Through the grey fog, outlines of the laboratory with its frozen audience appeared. As the clock in the cabinet caught up with the one outside, everything returned to normal. Waldgrave released him from the cabinet.
The audience clapped, and there were murmurs of relief.
Bodenland wiped his brow with a handkerchief.
‘I became stuck in time, just for five minutes. I represented a container of nuclear waste. Only difference, we would not bring the waste back as Max Waldgrave just brought me back. It would remain at that certain time at which it was disposed of, drifting even further back into the past, like a grave.
‘This cabinet is just a prototype. Given the Department of the Environment’s approval, Bodenland Enterprises will build immense hangars to cope with waste, stow it away in the past by the truckload, and become world monopolists in the new trade.’
‘Could we get the stuff back if we ever wanted to?’ someone asked. ‘I mean, if future ages found what we consider waste to be valuable, worth reclamation.’
‘Sure. Just as I have been brought back to the present time. The point to remember is that at the moment the technology requires enormous amounts of energy. It’s expensive, but security costs. You know we at Bodenland Enterprises are presently tapping solar energy, beamed down from our own satellite by microwave. If and when we get the okay from the DoE, we can afford to research still more efficient methods of beaming in power from space.’
The two men from the Post had been conferring. The senior man said, ‘We certainly appreciate the Edison imitation, Mr Bodenland. But aren’t you being unduly modest – haven’t you just invented the world’s first time machine? Aren’t you applying to the wrong department? Shouldn’t you be approaching the Defence top brass in the Pentagon?’
Laughter followed the question, but Bodenland looked annoyed. ‘I’m against nuclear weapons and, for that matter, I’m enough of a confirmed Green to dislike nuclear power plants. Hence our research into PBSs – power-beam sats. Solar energy, after many decades, is coming into its own at last. It will replace nuclear power in another quarter century, if I have anything to do with it.
‘However, to answer your question – as I have often answered it before – no, I emphatically reject the idea that the inertial principle has anything to do with time travel, at least as we understand time travel since the days of H. G. Wells.
‘What we have here is a form of time-stoppage. Anything – obviously not just toxic wastes – can be processed to stay right where it is, bang on today’s time and date, for ever, while the rest of us continue subject to the clock. That applies even to the DoE.’
As the last media man scooped up a handful of salted almonds and left, Mina turned to Bodenland.
‘You are out of your mind, Joe. Taking unnecessary risks again. You might have been killed.’
‘Come on, it worked on mice.’
‘You should have tried rats.’
He laughed.
‘Birdie, I had an idea while I was in limbo. Something Kylie said stuck in my mind – that the ghost train and the discovery of Bernie Clift’s grave were somehow connected. Suppose it’s a time connection … That train, or whatever it is, must have physical substance. It’s not a ghost. It must obey physical laws, like everything else in the universe. Maybe the connection is a time connection. If we used the inertial principle in a portable form – rigged it up so that it would work from a helicopter —’
‘Oh, shucks!’ she cried, seeing what was in his mind. ‘No, no more funnies, please. You wouldn’t want to be aboard that thing even if you could get in. It’s packed with zombies going God knows where. Joe, I won’t let you.’
He put his hands soothingly on her shoulders. ‘Mina, listen —’
‘How many years have I listened? To what effect? To more stress and strain, to more of your bullshit?’
‘I have to get on that train. I’m sure it could be done. It’s no worse than your sky-diving. Leap into the unknown – that’s what we’re all about, darling.’
‘Oh, shit,’ she said.
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At some time in the past, the cell had been whitewashed in the interests of cleanliness. It was now filthy. Straw, dust, pages of old newspaper, a lump of human ordure, littered the stone-paved floor.
A mouse ran full tilt along one of the walls. Its coat was grey, with longer russet hair over the shoulders. It moved with perfect grace, its small beady eyes fixed on the madman ahead, and more particularly on his open mouth.
Strapped within a straitjacket, the lunatic lay horizontal on the floor. The straitjacket was of canvas, with leather straps securing it, imprisoning the arms of the madman.
He had kicked his semen-stained grey mattress into a corner, to lie stretched out on the stones, his head wedged in another corner.
He was motionless. His eyes gleamed as he kept his gaze on the mouse, never blinking. His chops gaped wide, his tongue curled back. Saliva dripped slowly to the ground.
The mouse had been foraging in one of the holes in the old mattress when the madman fixed it with his gaze. The mouse had remained still, staring back, as if undergoing some internal struggle. Then its limbs had started to twitch and move. It had slewed round, squealing pitifully. Then it began its run towards the open jaws.
There was no holding back. It was committed. Scuttling along with one flank close to the wall, it ran towards the waiting face. With a final leap, it was in the mouth. The madman’s jaws snapped shut.
His eyes bulged. He lay still, body without movement. Only his jaws moved as he chewed. A little blood leaked from his lips to the floor.
With much cracking of tiny bones, he finished his mouthful. Then he licked the pool of blood from the stained stones.
Outside the cell stretched a long corridor, a model of cleanliness compared with the cell in which the madman was imprisoned. At the other end of the corridor, Doctor Kindness had his office, which connected with a small operating room.
The office was furnished with phrenological and anatomical charts. On one of the wood-panelled walls hung a day-to-day calendar for the current year, 1896, with quotations from Carlyle, Martin Tupper, Samuel Smiles, and other notables.
The furniture was heavy. Two armchairs were built like small fortresses, their soiled green leather bulging with horsehair, their mahogany shod with brass studs.
A general air of heaviness, of a place where, in the interests of medicine, oxygen was not allowed to enter, hung about the room. In the black lead grate, a coal fire had died, in despair at the retreat of the last of the oxygen. Only the black meerschaum pipe of the doctor glowed, sucking oxygen from the lungs of this pillar of the asylum. Clouds of smoke ascended from the bowl of the pipe to the ceiling, to hang about the gas brackets looking for release.
In order to make the room less inviting, a row of death masks stood on the heavy marble mantelshelf above the dead fire. The masks depicted various degrees of agony, and were of men and women who, judging by this plaster evidence involuntarily left behind, had found life with all its terrors preferable to what was imminently to come.
The doctor was perfectly at home in this environment. As he sauntered through, smoking, from the operating room, he set a blood-stained bone-saw down among the papers of his desk before turning to his visitor.
Dr Kindness was pale and furrowed, and enveloped almost entirely in a blood-stained white coat. In his prevailing greyness, his only vigorous signs of life were exhibited through his pipe.
His visitor was altogether of a different stamp. His most conspicuous characteristic was a bushy red beard, which flowed low enough over the lapels of a suit of heavy green tweed to make it impossible to tell if he was wearing a tie. He was of outdoor appearance, solid, and with a normally pleasant expression on his broad face. At this moment, what with the smoke and the bone-saw and the oppressive atmosphere of the asylum, he looked more apprehensive than anything else.
‘Well, it’s done,’ said Dr Kindness, removing the pipe for a moment. ‘If you’d like to come and have a look. It’s not a pretty sight.’
‘Sure, sure, I’d be glad …’ But the ginger man rose from his armchair by the dead fire with reluctance, and was aided into the operating room only by Dr Kindness’s pressure behind him.
The reason for Dr Kindness’s heavy generation of smoke-screen was now apparent. The stench in the operating room was pervasive. To breathe it caused an agitation in the heart.
On a large wooden table much like a butcher’s slab lay a naked male body streaked with dirt. The genitals were scabbed, and whole areas of stomach and chest were so mottled with rashes and ulcers they resembled areas of the Moon’s surface.
The doctor had sawn off the top of the skull, revealing the brain. Blood still seeped from the cavity into a sink.
‘Get nearer and have a good look,’ Dr Kindness said. ‘Light’s rather bad in here. It’s not many people who get the chance to see a human brain. Seat of all wisdom and all wickedness … What do you observe?’
The ginger man leaned over and peered into the skull.
Rather faintly, he said, ‘I observe that the poor feller’s good and dead, doctor. I suppose the corpse will get a decent burial?’
‘The asylum will dispose of it.’
‘I also observe that the brain seems to be rather small. Is that so?’
Dr Kindness nodded. ‘Poke about in there if you wish. Here’s a spatula. You’re correct, of course. That’s an effect of tertiary syphilis. The brain shrivels in many cases. Like an orange going bad. GPI follows – General Paralysis of the Insane.’
The doctor smote himself on the chest and, in so doing, awoke a husky cough. When he had recovered, he said, ‘We doctors are fighting one of mankind’s ancient scourges, sir. Satan and his legions now descend on us in modern form, as minuscule protozoa. As you probably know, this disease threatens the very foundations of the British Empire. Indeed, the Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s were passed in order to protect the young men of our army and navy from the prostitutes who spread VD.’
At the mention of prostitutes, the ginger man did a lot of head shaking and tut-tutting. ‘Terrible, terrible it is. And the prostitutes must get it from the men.’
‘The men get it from the prostitutes,’ said Dr Kindness, sternly.
A small silence fell, in which Dr Kindness cleared his throat.
‘And there’s no cure once you’ve contracted it?’ said the ginger man, with a terrified expression.
‘If treated early enough … Otherwise …’ The doctor removed his pipe to utter what was intended to be a laugh. ‘Many of the inmates of this institution die of GPI. Men and women. If you’d like to come back tomorrow, I’ll be able to show you a really excellent corpse of an old woman in her sixties. Mad as a hatter the last eight years.’
‘Thanks, doctor, but I’m busy tomorrow. Sorry to take up so much of your time.’ He thrust his hands deep in his pockets, in an effort to still their trembling.
As he hurried from the bleak building with all its stone wings and stone walls and stony windows, he muttered a verse from Psalm XXVI to himself. ‘Oh shut not up my soul with the sinners: nor my life with the bloodthirsty …’
And as he climbed into his waiting carriage, he said aloud, ‘Holy Lord, but I need a drink. It’s a terrible way for a man to end up.’
Bodenland and Waldgrave were in the construction wing consulting with senior mechanics when a call came through from Bodenland’s secretary, Rose Gladwin, that Bernard Clift wanted to see him urgently.
‘I’ll be there, Rose.’
He could see Clift through a glass door before Clift saw his approach. The younger man still wore the dusty clothes he had had on at Old John in Utah. His whole manner suggested excitement, as he paced back and forth in the waiting room with a springy step, punching the palm of one hand with the fist of the other, and talking to himself with downward gaze as if rehearsing a speech.
‘You’ll wonder what I’m doing in Dallas,’ he began, almost without preamble, as Bodenland went in. ‘I’m on my way to PAA ’99 in Houston. Progress in Advanced Archaeology. We’re still fighting a rump of idiots who think Darwin was the devil. I’ve been scheduled to speak for some months. Well, I’m going to announce that I’ve uncovered a humanoid creature going back some sixty-five million years. I’m in for the Spanish Inquisition, and I know it.’
‘I thought you’d come to inspect our inertial project,’ Bodenland said, smiling.
Clift looked blank. ‘I wanted to see you because I’ve had a rethink about secrecy in the last forty-eight hours. Our security broke down. The students told the tale to a local radio station. I don’t want a garbled message getting about. I have to ask you for some support, Joe – I mean financial. My university won’t fund me on this.’
‘You asked them and they turned you down?’ He saw by Clift’s expression that his guess was correct. ‘They said you were crazy? What makes you think I don’t think you’re crazy? Come and have a coffee, Bernie, and let me talk you out of this.’
Clift shook his head exasperatedly, but allowed himself to be led into the secretary’s room, where he sank into a chair and sipped black coffee.
‘The experts I told you about – both able young men from the archaeological research departments of the museums in Chicago and Drumheller – took a look at the evidence. Of course they’re cautious. They have to make reports. But I think I have won their backing. They will be at Houston, at PAA ’99. Don’t shake your head, Joe. Look at this.’
He jumped up, almost upsetting his cup. From his briefcase he spilled on the table black-and-white photos of the site and the grave, taken from all angles.
‘There’s no way this can be a hoax, Joe.’ He made an agitated movement. ‘It would be to your company’s advantage to associate yourself with this momentous discovery. I’m positive there was a – at least a pseudo-human species contemporaneous with the duck-billed dinosaurs and other giant herbivores and, of course, with major predators such as Tyrannosaurus Rex. I’m going to overturn scientific knowledge just as Lyell and Darwin and others overturned the grip of false religion in the nineteenth century. You realize the amount we know for sure about the Cretaceous is virtually all contained in a lorry-load of old bones? The rest is guesswork. Inspired imagination.’
Bodenland interrupted his eloquence. ‘Look beyond your personal excitement. Suppose you were taken seriously in Houston. Think of the effect on the stock market —’
Clift jumped up, heedlessly upsetting his coffee. ‘I change the world and you worry about the Dow Jones Index? Joe, this isn’t like you! Grasp the new reality.’
‘My shareholders would shoot me if —’
‘Here’s a kind of human with burial customs not unlike ours – flowers in the grave, ochre, even some kind of meaningful symbol on the coffin lid – but below the K/T boundary. Maybe it developed from some offshoot of early dinosaurs. I don’t know, but I tell you that this is – well, it’s greater than the discovery of a new planet, it’s —’
‘Hold it, Bernie,’ said Joe, laughing. ‘I do see that it might be all you say, and more – if it proved to be true. But how could it be true? You want it to be true. But suppose it’s like the Piltdown man, just a hoax. Something some of those brighter students of yours tried on for fun … I can’t possible associate this organization with it at this early stage. We’ve got responsibilities. If you want a few hundred bucks, I’d be glad —’
Clift looked angry. ‘Joe, are you hearing me? I just told you, this is no fucking hoax. How many of the world’s great discoveries have been laughed at on first appearance? Remember how men thought that flying machines were impossible – and continued to do so even after the first flying machine had left the ground? Remember how the great Priestley discovered the role of oxygen in combustion – yet still believed in the old phlogiston theory?’
‘Okay, okay.’ Bodenland raised his hands for peace. ‘Quite contrary to Priestley’s case, in this case popular mythology is entirely on your side. The comic strips and movies have always pretended that mankind and dinosaurs co-existed. You’re just claiming that Fred Flintstone was a real live actual person.’
He saw this remark was not appreciated, and went on hurriedly, ‘Bernie, honestly, I’d be happy if I could swallow all this. Seeing orthodoxies overturned is my kind of meat. But you don’t stand a chance on this one. Go back to the goddamned Escalante, find a second grave in that same stratum. Then I’ll take you seriously.’
‘You will? Okay.’ He paused dramatically and gestured towards the table. ‘Take a look at the photos. You’ve scarcely glanced at them. You’re like the Italian authorities, refusing to look through Galileo’s telescope. You’ve taken it for granted you know what the photos are all about. These are shots of a second grave, Joe. We struck it even when you were leaving to get your plane.’
Bodenland gave his friend one baffled look, then peered at the plates.
The grave much resembled the first, which was why he had hardly bothered to look at the photos. The remains were enclosed in a similar coffin, with the same mysterious sign on the lid. In this case, the lid had been removed with little damage.
The skeleton, sunk in red ochre, lay on its side, in the same position as the first skeleton. Distance shots showed that this grave was no more than fifty metres from the first, still just below the K/T boundary, but deeper into the hill, where the strata curved inward.
‘You observe,’ Clift said, now using his voice of icy calm. ‘The second grave. There are two significant differences compared with our first discovery. In this case, the skeleton is of a female. And she lies with a wooden stake through what was her heart.’
 
‘I’m sure your beautiful young daughter-in-law would tell you that you know nothing about human nature, Joe,’ Clift said, as they walked through the building. ‘I can’t keep this secret. I’m bursting with it. There’s the scientific aspect, and that’s predominant. This is something that is going to cause shock waves. It’ll be hotly contested. I’m in for the Spanish Inquisition and I know it. I also know I can defend my case.
‘But there’s more to it than that. You’ve had plenty of publicity in your time, what with your association with Victor Frankenstein and Mary Shelley and all that. I also want publicity. I want recognition, as every man does, if he’s honest. Publicity will give me the funding I require.
‘Millions of dollars are needed. Millions. The whole Iron Hills area must be torn apart. We’ve got a new civilization to explore – beyond our dreams. Imagine, civilization started here, in the USA, long before apes came out of the African jungles!’
‘Yes, and when this hits the media, you’re going to have the whole universe invading your pitch. You’re not going to be able to work. The site will be ruined. And I won’t be able to chase that phantom train.’
‘That’s where you can help. If your organization will back me, I want you to get an army of security personnel down at Old John straight away.’
‘Do you want a bed for the night? I’ll ring Mina, if she isn’t twenty thousand feet up.’
‘I’ll ring her, Joe, thanks. And Joe – thanks a million. I know you’ll be in the hot seat too. One day, I’ll return this favour.’
They shook hands.
Joe said, ‘Mina will take care of you. I may be a little hard to contact, just for a while.’
‘How’s that?’
‘Never mind. Up guards and at ’em, Bernie. Shake the world! I’m on your side.’
The great green-and-white waves of the Pacific came curling into Hilo Bay, Hawaii. The foam scattered in the sunlight, the water lost its power, crawled up the volcanic sands, sank down again, and miraculously revived, to make another assault on the beaches.
Larry and Kylie came out of the ocean shaking the water from their hair.
‘I just know something is wrong, Larry. Please let’s get back to the hotel,’ she said.
‘Nothing’s wrong, sweetie. Forget your intuitions. It’s something you ate. How can anything be wrong? We’ve only been down on the beach an hour.’
‘I’m sorry, Larry,’ Kylie said, reaching for a towel. ‘I just feel kind of edgy inside. I need to get back to the hotel to see if there’s a message or something. You don’t have to come. I can go on my own.’
‘Oh, shit, I’ll come. You’ll be making me nervous next.’
Back in the Bradford Palace, where they had now been staying for three days, everything was normal. Phoning down from their room to Reception revealed no message. Nothing had happened.
‘I’m sorry, darling,’ Kylie said, nuzzling him. ‘I just had that silly feeling. You want to go back to the beach?’
‘No, I don’t want to go back to the beach. Supposing you get another funny spell directly we’re down there. We could be bouncing back and forth like yo-yos all day. I’m going to drag a six-pack on that balcony and tan. Forget it.’
‘Don’t be like that, Larry. I wish you wouldn’t drink so much.’
He turned and grinned as he headed for the fridge. ‘You got some religious objections or something?’
She stood in the middle of the room, nibbling an index finger. She said nothing to him when he returned, switching on the TV too loud on his way to a cushioned lounger on the balcony of the suite. She looked out past him, through the tall palms, past the busy road and the other hotels and the whole vulgar commercial razzmatazz of Hilo Bay, to where there was the green line of the ocean, beyond the shallows where the swimmers and surfers sported, a line that offered at least the prospect of infinity.
Sadly, she turned away, changed into a loose caftan, and took a copy of Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula over to a side-sofa to read, out of range of the TV screen.
She had marked her place with the wrapper of a Hershey bar.
With a part of her mind, Kylie was aware of a commercial on television for the local Hedge’s Beer. It’s slimming, it’s trimming – get a Hedge against inflation. A news bulletin followed.
Absorbed in her reading, she hardly took it in until Larry yelled from the balcony: ‘Bernie Clift!’
There was Clift’s face on the screen.
Against library pictures of desert, the announcer was speaking. ‘The scientific world – or at least that part of it meeting yesterday at a conference in Houston – was in uproar over a statement made by famous palaeontologist, Bernard Cliff. Cliff claims he has discovered a race of human-like beings who lived millions of years before the Stone Age, in the time of Ally Oop.’
Clift was seen at a microphone, brushing back a lock of hair from his forehead and speaking above a hubbub. ‘On the evidence of a pair of graves in Utah we cannot generalize too freely. But the workmanship of the coffins, which is surprisingly modern in technique, suggests a high degree of culture. Dating methods indicate beyond doubt a date of some 65.5 million years ago. This clearly places the coffins and the bodies they contain back at a period when the tyrannosaur and other giant dinosaurs were still roving the continents.’
The clip ended. Back came the announcer, saying, ‘Later, Cliff revealed that a preliminary analysis of the two fossilized bodies indicates strong shoulder development with much enlarged shoulder blades. Which leads to the hypothesis that Cliff’s new discoveries could possibly have evolved from a flighted species, such as the pterodactyl or pteranodon. As shown in this artist’s impression.’
Over the sketch, his voice continued, ‘A natural wave of scepticism greeted the Utah announcement …’ By this time, Larry and Kylie were arm in arm before the TV set, exclaiming in excitement.
‘Scepticism!’ Larry exclaimed. ‘What else?’
‘… and it’s not from the Bible Belt only that these protests have come. Within the last hour, Professor Danny Hudson of the Smithsonian Institute has issued a challenge to Bernard Cliff to put up or shut up. He is reported as saying he expects the evidence to become available to quote unbiased scientific examination unquote.’
Mina’s face appeared on the screen.
She was in mid-spate. This was evidently an excerpt from a longer interview in Clift’s defence. She had time to say only, ‘They all laughed at Christopher Columbus, remember? Columbus thought the world was round, the idiot.’
She laughed and was faded. The station announcer reappeared.
‘Professor Cliff is unavailable for further comment. That was attractive green-eyed 46-year-old Mina Legrand, close associate and intimate friend of legendary Joe Bodenland, who once claimed he had gone back in time to shake hands with Frankenstein. Bodenland now heads the multi-national Bodenland Enterprises.
‘Our sources report that Bodenland himself is missing. Mina Legrand could not comment, beyond stating Bodenland was interested in the amazing new discovery. Meantime, let’s hope all those Utah critters are well and truly extinct …’
‘Oh God …’ Kylie switched off the power before the commercials popped up, and turned to Larry.
He set down his half-empty glass.
‘You were right all along, sweetie. Something is wrong. My father needs me. We’re going to have to catch the next plane.’
‘Oh, no, Larry. Your father has to look after himself, just as you say he always made you look after yourself. You’re only going to lay yourself open to a snub if you interfere now. He’ll be okay. Joe’ll be okay. Let’s go back to the beach.’
‘Jesus!’ He waved his hands above his head. ‘Who just now wanted to get off the beach? Women – I’ll never understand them. Pack, Kylie. We’re off. Utah. That’s where Joe’ll be. Old John.’
She blocked his way to the bedroom, angry and pugnacious.
‘I’m not going back to Old John. Nor are you. Screw Old John. Think, will you? You are married to me. You are no longer going to live under your father’s shadow. I love the old boy, but he is going to ruin your life if you are weak. Can’t you understand that? Everyone else does.’
‘Weak, am I? We’ll see about that.’ He grabbed her wrist and twisted her round until she sank to the ground. ‘Baby, I’m all action when I get going, and I’m going right now.’
As he ran into the bedroom, Kylie got to her knees and shouted, ‘Buster, if you go you’re gone for good, get that? Your parents have already loused up our honeymoon once. I’m not having it again. Ring your mother if you’re so anxious about your father. But if you leave this hotel, you leave it on your own, and our marriage is a dead duck.’
Striding by her with a hastily packed overnight bag, he stared at her bitterly, and made a threatening gesture.
‘“Goodbye was all he wrote”,’ he said. The suite door slammed behind him.
Kylie walked about the suite for a while. She went into the bedroom and collected up all of her husband’s clothes from the cupboards and elsewhere, stuffing them into his travel case. When she had cleared the room of his belongings, she took the case to the window and flung it out into the gardens below.
She stripped down until she wore nothing but her crucifix, whereupon she took a shower. After that, she sat in her caftan and attempted to read Dracula for a while. But her mind was elsewhere.
When the time came, she put on a cocktail dress in which to go down to dinner. In the Bradford’s outdoor restaurant, she ate a lobster thermidor and drank half a bottle of white Australian wine.
Thus fortified, she went into the ballroom, where a blond-haired young man on vacation from Alaska immediately asked her to dance.
She did dance.
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In the night that enveloped Utah, Larry was half-drunk. ‘This chopper’s easier to fly ’n one of my model planes,’ he called to Bodenland.
Neither Bodenland nor Clift made any response, if they heard.
‘I’ve got a World War Two Boeing I just made,’ Larry shouted. ‘A beauty. Fifteen feet wing-span. You should see it. Goes faster than the real thing!’ He roared with laughter.
Beneath them went the rushing phantom of the ghost train, its eerie luminance shining from the roof as from its sides.
Bodenland lowered himself cautiously, with Bernard Clift just behind, his boots almost touching Bodenland’s helmeted head. When Bodenland gave the Thumbs Up signal, Larry switched on the improvised inertial beam. It shone down, vividly blue, encompassing the two men and the top of the train. From Larry’s careering viewpoint, they disappeared.
‘You’ve gone!’ he yelled to the rushing air. ‘Gone! The invisible men … That’s you and Kylie – both gone!’ The train was getting away from him. Cursing, he tried to kick more power from the labouring engines, but it was not there.
The train pulled away ahead, and he gave up trying. When he switched off the inertial beam, the wire rope was empty. Bodenland and Clift had indeed gone. He wound in the rope.
Larry’s feelings were mixed. He had had no opportunity to say anything about the quarrel with Kylie. His father had been too absorbed in this venture. His arrival had been taken for granted, to Larry’s mixed relief and disappointment. He had found Old John surrounded by vehicles and uniformed personnel from Bodenland Enterprises. The students were gone. Now the site of the two graves more resembled an armed camp than a dig.
Only now, as he headed back alone to the camp and another drink did it occur to Larry that perhaps his mother was feeling the same kind of anger with Joe as Kylie felt for him.
‘Ah, I’ll phone her in the morning, damn her,’ he said. He sensed Joe’s warmth for Kylie, and dreaded his rebuke.
Directly the beam was off them, the outside world disappeared. They clung to the train roof, and edged themselves carefully through an inspection hatch, to drop down into a small compartment.
Neither Bodenland nor Clift had any notions of what to expect. Such vague anticipations as they held were shaped by the fact that they were boarding what they had casually christened a ghost train.
There was no way in which they could have anticipated the horrific scene in which they found themselves. It defied the imagination – that is, the everyday imagination of waking life: yet it some way resembled a nightmare scene out of the writings of Edgar Allan Poe. Something in some horrible way prepared for.
They had lowered themselves into a claustrophobic little den lined with numbers of iron instruments carefully stowed in cabinets behind glass doors. Separately, scarcely a one would have been recognized for what it was by an innocent eye. Ranked together, they presented a meaning it was impossible to mistake. They were torture instruments – torture instruments of a primitive and brutal kind. Saws, presses, screws and spikes bristled behind their panes of glass, which gave back a melancholy reflection of the subdued light.
Most of the compartment was filled by a heavily scarred wooden table. Pressed against the top of the table by a complex system of bars was a naked man. Instinctively, the two men backed away from this terrifying prisoner.
His limbs were distorted by the pressure of the bars cutting into his flesh. The gag in his mouth was kept in place by a metal rod, against which his yellowed and fanglike teeth had closed.
His whole body colour was that of a drowned man. The limbs – where not flattened or swollen – were pallid, almost green, his cheeks and lips a livid white. Beyond the imprisoned wrists curled broken and bloody fingers.
His head had been shaved and was scarred, as by a carelessly wielded open razor. A purple line had been drawn round the equator of his head, above his eyebrows.
Bodenland and Clift took a moment to realize that the prisoner was living still. Dull though his eyes were, he made a stir, the fangs in the flattened mouth clicked as if ravenous against their containing bar, the limbs trembled, one oedematous foot twitched.
Clift started to retch.
‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said. ‘We should never have come.’
Bodenland would say nothing. They edged round the table. The fish gaze of the victim on the table followed them, eyeballs palely bulging.
Twisting an unfamiliar type of latch on the door, they moved out into a corridor. Bodenland covered his eyes and face with a broad hand.
‘I’m sorry I got you into this, Bernie.’
The corridor was even darker than the torture compartment. No sense of movement reached them, though every now and again the corridor swerved, challenging their balance, as if it was rounding a bend at speed.
No windows gave to the outside world. At intervals, glass doors led to compartments set on the left of the corridor as they progressed.
Inside these compartments, dark and dreary, sat immobile figures, their bodies half embedded in moulded seating. The whole ambience was of something antique and underground, such as a long forgotten Egyptian tomb, in which the spirits of the dead were confined. The mouldings of the heavy wooden doors, the elaborate panelling, all suggested another age: yet the tenebrous scene was interspersed by tiny glitters at every doorway, where a panel of indicators kept up a code of information.
The men moved down the corridor, and came to an unoccupied compartment, into which they hastened with some relief. They shut themselves in, but could find no lock for the door.
‘We didn’t come armed,’ Bodenland said, with regret.
When their eyes had adjusted to the dimness, they saw plush mummy-shaped recesses in which to sit. Once seated, they had in front of them a control touch-panel – electronic but clearly of another age, and made from a material fatty in appearance. Bodenland started to fiddle with the controls.
‘Joe – suppose you summon someone …’
‘We can’t just sit around like passengers.’
He began to stab systematically with his middle finger.
A lid shot up like an eyelid on the wall facing them, and a VDU lit. Colours flowed hectically, then a male face snapped into view, a heavy aquiline face that looked as if it had been kept in deep freeze. Seeming to press its nose against the glass screen, it opened its mouth and said, ‘Agents of Group 16, prepare to leave for —— Agents of Group 16.’
‘Where did he say?’ asked Clift.
‘Never heard of the place. How come we can’t see through this window?’ Bodenland ran his hand over a series of pressure plates. The window on his left hand turned transparent. It was barred, but permitted a distorted view of the outside world in tones of grey. With this view, a sense of movement returned; they could see what looked like uncultivated prairie flashing by.
And at the same time, phantasmal figures, looking much attenuated, drifted from the train, to land on a grass mound they were passing.
‘There go the agents of Group 16,’ commented Bodenland. ‘Whoever the hell they are.’
The train then appeared to gather speed again.
More investigation of the control panel brought forth from its socket a small terrestrial globe. A thread-thin trace light revealed what they could only believe was their course, heading north-west. But the continents were subtly changed. Florida had extended itself to enclose the Caribbean. Hudson Bay did not exist. Indications were that the train was now crossing what should have been the waters of Hudson Bay; all that could be seen were forests and undulating savannah lands.
Numerals flashed across the VDU. Clift pointed to them with some excitement. He seemed to have recovered from his shock of fear.
‘Read those figures, Joe. They could be calibrated in millions of years. They certainly aren’t speeds or latitudes.’
‘You think that’s where we are – or when we are? Not simply moving through distance, but some time before Hudson Bay was formed …’
‘Before Hudson Bay … and when the climate was milder … In a forgotten epoch of some early inter-glacial … Is it possible?’
Bodenland said, ‘So we’re travelling on – a time train! Bernard, what wonderful luck!’
Clift looked at him in surprise. ‘Luck? Who knows where we’re heading? More to the point, who controls the train?’
‘We’ll have to control the train, Bernie, old sport, that’s who.’
As he rose, a last group of zombie figures could be seen to leave the train, drifting like gossamer with outspread arms, to land safely among tall grasses and fade into night.
At which point, the train swerved suddenly eastwards, throwing Bodenland back into his seat. The thread indicator also turned eastwards, maintaining latitude. The electronic numbers on the screen diminished rapidly.
‘Well, that’s something,’ Clift said. ‘We’re coming nearer to the present instead of disappearing into the far past. If our theory’s right.’
‘Let’s move. There must be a cab or similar up front.’
As they rose, the aquiline face returned to their VDU.
‘Enemy agents boarded the train at Point 656. They must be terminated. Believed only two in number. They must be terminated. Group 3 also organize death-strikes against their nearest and dearest.’
‘Hell,’ said Clift. ‘You heard that. We have to get off this thing.’
‘You want to jump? I don’t like this either, but our best hope is to try and hijack the train, if that’s possible.’
‘And get ourselves killed?’
‘Let’s hope that won’t be necessary. Come on.’
He opened the door. The corridor appeared empty. After only a moment’s hesitation, he eased himself through the door. Clift followed.
Larry had bought himself a big white cowboy hat in Enterprise, after taking a few drinks in a bar. He drove in his hired car back to the Old John site.
The change in three days, since the news of the strange grave had been given to the world, was dramatic. There was no way in which the Bodenland security force could keep everyone away. As Bodenland had predicted, the world had descended on this quiet south-west corner of Utah. The media were there in force, not only from all over the States but from Europe, Japan, the Soviet Union, and elsewhere. Hustlers, hucksters, and plain sightseers rubbed shoulders. Big mobile diners had rolled in from St George and Cedar City, bars had been set up. It was like a gold rush. Chunks of plain rock were selling fast.
Temporary TV studios had been established, comfort stations, mobile chapels, all kinds of refreshment stalls and marquees. The actual digs were barricaded off and protected by state police.
Larry made his way through the thick traffic, yelling cheerfully to other drivers out of the window as he went. Once he had parked, he fought his way through to the trailer he had hired.
There Kylie was awaiting him, her fair hair capturing the sun.
She threw her arms round him. ‘I’ve been here all day. Where’ve you been?’
‘I was drowning my sorrows in Enterprise.’
‘You got a girl there?’
‘I ain’t that enterprising. Listen, Kylie, forgive me, sweet. I shouldn’t have walked out on you as I did, and I’ve felt bad ever since.’
She was happy to hear him say it.
‘We were both too hasty.’ She stuck her tongue in his mouth.
‘Come on the bed,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you how I feel about you. I’ve had three days here, kicking my heels and feeling bad.’
‘Bed later. I got in this morning with Mina. I flew to Dallas and she flew me here in her plane.’
‘That old Bandierante? It’ll fall to pieces in the air one day.’
‘Come and see her. She’s worried crazy about Joe. You’ll have to tell her – and me – exactly where he is and what happened.’
He made a face, but was in no mood to argue.
The Bandierante was the plane from which Mina Legrand liked to sky-dive. She had left it on an improvised landing field on the edge of the desert, five miles away. She had paid over the odds for a rusty old Chevvy in order to be mobile. They caught up with her in a mess of traffic on what had become Old John’s main street. Mina had climbed out of the car to argue more effectively with a cop trying to control the flow of automobiles, one of which had, perhaps inevitably, broken down.
She turned an angry face to her son.
‘And where have you been? What have you done with your father?’
He explained how Joe and Clift had disappeared in the inertial beam. There was every reason to believe that by that means they had managed to get aboard the train.
‘And where are they now?’ she snapped.
‘Look, lady,’ said the cop, ‘now it’s you holding up the traffic flow.’
‘Oh, shut up!’ she snapped.
‘I been here three days, Mom. Three days and three nights I waited in the desert by our flags,’ Larry said. ‘No sign of anything.’
‘You’re as big an idiot as your father.’
‘Gee, thanks, Mom. I’m not responsible. You’re responsible – you made the news announcement.’
‘When have you ever been responsible! What you think, Kylie?’
Ever tactful, Kylie advised her mother-in-law to take things easy, shower, and maybe do a little sky-diving, since she had her plane. Joe could surely look after himself.
‘Well, I’m just worried crazy,’ Mina said. ‘You’ll find me in the Moonlite Motel in Enterprise if you want me. I can’t face going back to Dallas.’
‘Dallas, anywhere, lady,’ said the cop. ‘Just get moving, will you, please?’
Mina jumped into the driving seat and accelerated sharply, bashing another automobile as she left.
The cop glared at Larry as if he was responsible.
‘Thanks for your help, officer,’ Larry said.
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The institution stood in parkland, remote from the town. It was four storeys tall, all its windows were barred, and many whitewashed in addition. With its acres of slate roof, it presented a flinty and unyielding appearance.
If its front facade had a Piranesi-like grandeur, the rear of the building was meagre, cluttered with laundries, boiler-rooms, stores for coal and clinker, and a concrete exercise yard, like a prison. In contrast was the ruin of an old abbey standing some way behind the asylum. Only the ivy-clad tower, the greater part of a chapel, with apse and nave open to the winds, remained. The once grand structure had been destroyed by cannon-fire at the time of Cromwell. Nowadays, its crypt was occasionally used by the institution as a mortuary, particularly when – as not infrequently happened – an epidemic swept through the wards and cells.
At this time of year, in late summer, the ivy on the ruin was in flower, to be visited by bees, wasps and flies in great profusion. Inside the institution, where the prevailing colour was not green but white and grey, there was but one visitor, a ginger man stylishly dressed, with hat and cane.
This visitor followed Doctor Kindness down a long corridor, the chilly atmosphere and echoing flagstones of which had been expressly designed to emphasize the unyielding nature of the visible world. Dr Kindness smoked, and his visitor followed the smoke trail humbly.
‘It’s good of you to pay us a second visit,’ said Dr Kindness, in a way that suggested he meant the opposite of what he said. ‘Have you a special medical interest in the subject of venereal disease?’
‘Er – faith, no, sir. It’s just that I happen to be in the theatrical profession and am at present engaged in writing a novel, for which I need a little first-hand information. On the unhappy subject of … venereal disease …’
‘You’ve come to the right place.’
‘I hope so indeed.’ He shivered.
The doctor wore his habitual blood-stained coat. His visitor wore hairy green tweeds with a cloak flung over them, and tugged nervously at his beard as they proceeded.
During their progress, a lanky woman in a torn nightshirt rushed out from a door on their right hand. Her grey staring eyes were almost as wide as her open mouth, and she uttered a faint stuttering bird cry as she made what appeared to be a bid for freedom.
Freedom was as strictly forbidden as alcohol or fornication in this institution. Two husky young attendants ran after her, seized hold of her by her arms and emaciated body, and dragged her backwards, still stuttering, into the ward from which she had escaped. The door slammed.
By way of comment, Dr Kindness waved his meerschaum in the general direction of the ceiling, then thrust it back into his mouth and gripped it firmly between his teeth, as if minded to give a bite or two elsewhere.
They came to the end of the corridor. Dr Kindness halted in a military way.
‘You’re sure you want to go through with this?’
‘If it’s not a trouble. “Some put their trust in chariots …” I’ll put my trust in my luck.’ He gave as pleasant a smile as could be. ‘The luck of the Irish.’
‘Please yourself, certainly.’
He stood to one side, and gestured to the ginger man to approach the cell door at which they had arrived.
A foggy glass spyhole the size of a saucer punctuated the heavy panels of the door. The ginger man applied his eye to it and stared inside. ‘For now we see through a glass darkly,’ he muttered.
The cell was bare and of some dimension, perhaps because it occupied the corner of the building. Such light as it enjoyed came from a small window high in an outer wall. The only furnishing of the cell was a mattress rumpled in a corner like a discarded sack.
A madman sat on the mattress, combing his hair thoughtfully with his nails. He was dressed in a calico shirt, trousers, and braces.
‘This fellow is Renfield by name. He has been with us a while. Murdered his baby son and was caught trying to eat its head. Quite a pleasant fellow in some moods. Some education, I suppose. Came down in the world.’
The ginger man removed his eye from the glass to observe the doctor.
‘Syphilitic?’
‘Tertiary stage. Dangerous if roused.’
The ginger man looked down at his shiny boots.
‘Forgive me if I ask you this, doctor, but I was wondering if you felt pity for your patients?’
‘Pity?’ asked the doctor with some surprise, turning the word over in his mind. ‘Pity? No. None. They have brought their punishment on themselves. That’s obvious enough, isn’t it?’
‘Well, now, you say “punishment”.’ A tug at the beard. ‘But suppose a man was genuinely fond of a woman and did not know she had any disease. And suppose he was in error just once, giving in to his passions …’
‘Ah, that’s the crux of the matter,’ said the doctor, removing his pipe to give a ferocious smile. ‘It’s giving in to the passions that’s at the root of the trouble, isn’t it? Let me in turn pose you a question, sir. Do you not believe in Hellfire?’
The ginger man looked down at his boots again, and shook his head.
‘I don’t know. That’s the truth. I don’t know. I certainly fear Hellfire.’
‘Ah. Most of the inhabitants of this mental institution know the answer well enough. Now, if you’re ready to go in —’
The doctor produced a key, turned it in the lock, slid back two large bolts and gestured to the ginger man to enter.
The madman, Renfield, sat motionless on his mattress, giving no sign. A fly, buzzing aimlessly about like a troubled thought, made the only noise. It spiralled down and landed on a stain on the mattress.
The ginger man took up a position with his back against the wall by the door. After the door closed behind him, he sank slowly down, to balance on his heels. He smiled and nodded at Renfield, but said nothing. The madman said nothing and rolled his eyes. The fly rose up and buzzed against the square of window, through which clear sky could be glimpsed.
‘It’s a lovely day outside,’ said the ginger man. ‘How would you like a walk? I could come with you. We’d talk.’
After a long silence, Renfield spoke in a husky voice. ‘Nobody asked you, kind sir, she said. I’m all alone. There once was ten of us. Now no one knows the where or when of us.’
‘It must be very lonely.’
The madman roused himself, though still without observing his visitor direct.
‘I’m not alone. Don’t think it. There’s someone always watching.’ He raised a finger to the level of his head, pointing to the ceiling. Then, as if catching sight of an alien piece of food, he reached forward quickly and bit the finger till it bled.
The ginger man continued to squat and observe.
‘Do you realize what you’re suffering from?’ he asked softly. ‘The name of the ailment, I mean.’
Renfield did not reply. He began to hum. ‘Ummm. Ummm.’
The bluebottle spiralled down again. He had his eye on it all the way. Directly it landed on his shirt, he grabbed it and thrust it into his mouth.
Only then did he turn and smile at his visitor.
‘Life,’ he said conversationally. ‘You can never get enough of it, don’t you find that, kind sir? It’s eat or be eaten, ain’t it?’
 
As they advanced along the corridor, it became darker and smokier. Both Bodenland and Clift decided that their chances of survival were thin.
The dimensions of the corridor altered in an alarming fashion. The way ahead twisted like a serpent. It appeared as if infinity stretched before them – grand and in some way elevating, but nevertheless formidable.
And then suddenly at infinity the air curdled, like milk in a thunderstorm, and an atmospheric whirlpool formed. From that whirlpool emerged a terrifying figure, beating its way towards them.
‘Joe!’ yelled Clift. The sound echoed in their ears.
A great leathery winged thing, its vulpine head plumed like something from a Grünewald painting, thrashed towards them. It had an infinite distance to go, yet it moved infinitely fast, despite the wounded slow-motion flap of its pinions. Its eyes were dead. Its mouth blazed. It had scaly claws, like the feet of a giant bird. In those claws it carried a brutal blunt gun of matt metal. It raised this weapon and began firing at the two men as it progressed.
Phantasm though it seemed, the monster’s bullets were real enough. They came in a hail, screaming as they came. Bodenland dived into a shallow guard’s blister to one side of the passage. Clift fell, kicking, with a bullet in his shoulder.
Hardly conscious of what he was doing, Bodenland scrambled halfway to his feet. The blister contained a wheel, perhaps a brake-wheel, and little else – except an emergency glass panel with something inside he could not see for shadow. A hatchet? Swinging his fist, he shattered the glass. Inside the case was nothing more formidable than a torch.
In those few seconds when death was coming upon him, Bodenland’s brain seized on its final chance to function. From its remotest recesses, from below a conscious level, it threw out a picture – clear and chill as if forged of stained glass in some ancient chapel.
The picture was of a great artery stretching through the body of planetary time. And up that artery to the throat of it where Bodenland crouched swam terrible creatures from the very bowels of existence, ravenous, desperate for a new chance at life, stinking from the oblivion that had shrouded them.
This avenging thing on its pterodactyl wings – so the picture depicted it – was no less mythological than real. Alien, yet immediately recognizable. One of its talons screeched against wood as it slowed in the corridor to turn on him. So monstrous was it, it seemed the train could never contain the wooden beat of its wings. They burned with dark flame.
And it keened on a shrill note, cornering its prey.
Clouds of murk rolled with it as it swerved upon the blister. Bodenland had dropped to one knee. With his left arm raised protectively above his head, he held the torch in his right hand and shone it at the predator.
The beam of light pierced through murk to the red eyes of it. Abruptly, its singing note hit a higher pitch, out of control. It began to smoulder inside wreaths of biscuit wrack. It recoiled. The leather wings, fluttering, banged woodenly against imprisoning walls. The immense veined claws opened convulsively, letting drop its weapon, as faster went the beat of the wings.
Just for a moment, in place of horror, a vision of a fair and beautiful woman appeared – dancing naked, shrieking and writhing as if in sexual abandon – couched on gaudy bolsters. Then – dissolved, faded, gone, leaving only the monster again, to sink smoking to the floor.
A great wing came up, fluttered, then broke, to join the crumble of ashes which strewed themselves like a shawl along the train corridor.
Bodenland switched off the torch. He remained for a moment where he was.
Another moment and he forced himself to rise. He placed a hand over his heart as if to still its beating. Then he went to see his friend.
Clift had dragged himself into a sitting position. Blood oozed from under his shirt.
‘You know what it was?’ he gasped.
‘I know it was most ancient and most foul. Are you okay, Bernard? It seemed to dissolve into a – well, into a woman. An illusion. The perspective and everything. Terrifying.’
‘It was a lamia, a female monster. There’s a literature about it.’
‘Fuck the literature. We’ve got to get out of this corridor. Brace yourself, buddy.’
As he dragged Clift to his feet, the latter gasped with pain. But he stood, clutching his shoulder and managing a grin.
‘God knows where we’ve got ourselves, Joe. Maybe I shouldn’t take the name of the Lord in vain …’
‘We’ve got ourselves into more than we bargained for,’ Bodenland said. Half-supporting his friend, he started down the corridor, which had now regained normal dimensions.
Moving steadily, they made it to the cab in the front of the train.
Bodenland propped Clift in the corridor, and made a sudden rush in, where a man in overalls worked in the greyness.
He sat on a swing stool, handling controls. He was shadowy, his age impossible to tell. And when Bodenland jumped in on him, he swivelled round to exclaim in astonishment, ‘No, no – you’re the man with the bomb!’
This stopped Bodenland in his tracks.
But the driver raised his hands, saying, ‘I’m still afraid – don’t attack me.’ He made no attempt to escape.
‘You know who I am?’ Bodenland asked. But even as he spoke, he heard the sound of someone approaching down the corridor. Dreading another monstrous apparition, he snatched the driver’s gun, which the man made no attempt to draw.
As he did so, Clift looked into the cab.
‘Joe, dozens of them. Second line of defence. The gun, quick!’
He grabbed the gun from Bodenland and at once began firing down the corridor. Bullets from the enemy spanged by. There were cries in the corridor, then silence.
Bodenland went out to see. Whoever the assailants were, they had disappeared. Two dead lay a few yards away. Clift lifted himself on one elbow.
Kneeling down by him, Bodenland asked him gently how it was.
‘The grave —’ Clift said, then could speak no more. Bodenland caught him as his head fell, and hauled him up into a more comfortable position. Blood welled from the palaeontologist’s chest. He looked up into Bodenland’s face, smiled, and then his face contorted into a rictus of pain. He struggled furiously as if about to get up, and then dropped back, lifeless. Bodenland looked down at him, speechless. Tears burst from his eyes and splattered Clift’s cheeks.
He dragged his dead friend into the driver’s cabin.
‘I’ll get you bastards if it’s the last thing I do,’ he said.
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The little Brazilian-made plane, a vintage Bandierante, winged high above the eroded Utah landscape, and released its passenger from a rear door, like some hypothetical bird of prey launching an embryo into the wind.
Mina floated away from the plane, arms outstretched, knees bent, riding the invisible steed of air, controlling it with her pubic bone, steering it with the muscles of her thighs. This was her element, here was her power, to soar above the mist-stricken earth.
No sell-by dates existed up here. It was neutral territory. Even her snug green cover-all she chose to regard as her skin, making her an alien visitor to the planet.
And if there were aliens on other planets in the galaxy, let them stride their own skies. Let them not discover Earth; let them not, she thought, disclose themselves to the peoples of Earth. It was difficult enough to find meaning to life in a non-religious age; how much more difficult if you knew that there were a myriad other planets choked with living creatures like humans, facing the same day-to-day struggles to survive – to what end?
The image came back to her, as it often did when she steered her way through the atmosphere by her pubis, of herself as a small straggly girl, oldest daughter of a poor family in Montana, when she had gone out at her mother’s behest to hang freshly washed sheets on a clothes line. The wind blew, the sheets tugged, she struggled. At a sudden freak gust, a still wet sheet curled itself round her thin body and carried her, half-sailing, down the hill. Was that when she had first yearned for an accidental freedom?
For her, the zing of high altitude could wash away even memories, including more recent ones. The hollowness she felt encroaching on her life could not reach her here. Nor could thoughts of how things were with Joe.
Now the sheets of the wind were snug about her again. She knew no harm. But Utah was coming closer, tan, intricate, neat. There was no putting off for long the demands of gravity, the human condition.
As he laid Clift’s body down in the cab, Bodenland felt utterly detached from his own body. The conscious part of him floated, as a goldfish might watch from its bowl the activities in the room to which it was confined, while his body went about setting his dead friend out straight, pretending that comfort was a matter of reverent attention to a corpse. The death, the apparition which had attacked him, not to mention the horrific novelty of the vehicle in which he was trapped, had brought about the detachment. The shock of fear had temporarily disembodied him.
He straightened in slow motion and turned towards the driver. The driver stood tense against a wall, hands by his side. His riven face, grey and dusty, trained itself watchfully on Bodenland. He made no attempt to attack or escape. Only his eyes were other than passive. Molten zinc, thought Bodenland, a part of his mind reverting to laboratory experiments.
‘You know me? You recognize me?’
‘No, no.’ The man spoke without moving his head. His jaw hung open after uttering the two syllables, revealing long canines in his upper jaw and a white-coated tongue.
‘You said I was the man with the bomb. What did you mean by that?’
‘No, nothing. Please …’
Bodenland saw his right hand come up and grab the man by his throat. When the hand began to shake him, the driver almost rattled. He put his hands up feebly to protect himself. His skin appeared made of some frowsty old material, as if he were a cunningly stitched rag doll.
‘Tell me what this train is we’re on. Where are we? Who are you?’
When he let go of the creature, the driver sank to his knees. Bodenland had done him more damage than he intended.
‘The Undead – the Undead, sir. I won’t harm you …’
‘You sure won’t.’ He bent over the driver, catching a whiff of his carrion breath as the man panted. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘I was an airline pilot in life,’ said the driver faintly. ‘You will become like us. You are travelling on the train of the Undead and our Lord will get you sure enough.’
‘We’ll see about that. Get up and stop this train.’ He wrenched the man to his feet, thrusting him towards the controls. The driver merely stood wretchedly, head bowed.
‘Stop the train. Move, you rat. Where are we? When are we?’
The driver moved. He pulled open his tunic, ripped his shirt in two with sudden strength and turned to face Bodenland.
He pointed to his naked chest. So extreme was its emaciation that rib bones stuck out white as if frosted from their cyanotic covering of skin.
‘Look,’ he said. ‘Get an eyeful of this, you fool. Do you see any heartbeat here?’
In disgust, Bodenland stared at the dead barrel of chest. He caught the man a blow across the side of his face, sending him reeling.
‘You can still feel pain? Fear? You’re human in that, at least. I will break open your chest and wrench out that dead heart unless you stop this train.’
Holding his face, the driver said, ‘The next programmed stop is in what you call 2599 AD, the Silent Empire. I’m unable to alter the programming.’
‘You slowed in Utah.’
‘Utah? Oh, Point 656, yes … That’s a sacred site to the Undead. We had to let agents off the train.’
‘Okay, you can let me off there. That’s where I need to be. How many time trains are there?’
‘One, sir, just this one.’
‘Don’t lie to me.’
‘There’s just one.’ He spoke without emphasis, leaning lightly against the control panels, holding his face, letting the faint illumination turn his body into a seemingly abandoned carcass. ‘This train shuttles back and forth on scheduled time routes. All programmed. I’m not much more than a supervisor. It’s not like piloting an airliner.’
‘There must be other trains.’
‘There’s just the one. To ride time quanta you gobble vast amounts of energy. Solar energy. Very extravagant. Reverse relativism. Trains can’t be seen by the outside world – not unless we’re slowing to let agents off.’
The driver smiled, showing the canines more fully. No humour warmed the smile. The lips simply peeled back in memory of something that might once have amused.
‘The sheep asks the wolf what it does …’
The detached part of Bodenland watched as he attacked the driver and fell to the floor with him. In their struggle, they kicked Clift’s body, making it roll on to its face.
And Bodenland was demanding who had invented this cursed train. The answer was that, as far as the driver knew, the train was the invention of the Fleet Ones.
‘The Fleet Ones, sir, are the Undead – the vampires – who rule the world in its last days. This is their train, sir, you’ve ventured on.’
‘I’m borrowing it, and it’s going to get me back home to 1999. You’re going to show me how.’
The detached viewpoint saw how the creature made to bite Bodenland in the upper arm. But Bodenland took a firm grip of his throat and dragged him to the controls.
‘Start explaining,’ he said.
‘Ummmm ummmm ummmmmmmm. Moon and Mercury, Moon and Mercury, Romance and Remedy … Ummmm.’
The madman Renfield rocked himself in a tight bundle and hummed as if he were full of bluebottles.
The ginger man squatted stolidly in his corner by the cell door, watching, nodding in time with the humming, alert to the fact that Renfield was rocking himself closer. Above them, against the square of window showing blue sky, a spider hung by a thread, well out of the madman’s way.
‘Ummmm, you’re one of us, kind sir, she said, one of the fallen. May I ask, do you believe in God?’
Having uttered the Almighty’s name, he fell into fits of laughter, as if the hallowed syllable contained all the world’s mirth.
‘Yes, I do believe,’ said the ginger man. ‘I think.’
‘Then you believe in Hell and Hellfire.’
‘That I certainly do believe in.’ He smiled wanly, and again the madman laughed.
‘I’m God. I’m God and I’m Hellfire. And where are these items contained? Why – in blood!’ He pronounced the word in savage relish, striking his skull violently as he did so. ‘In blood, in the head, the head, kind sir, the napper. The napper’s full of blood. There are things that peer in here of a night … things which cry and mew for the blood. You see, it’s scientific, kind sir, she said, because … because you need the blood to drown out the thought. You don’t need thought when you’re dead, or silver bells or cock-hole smells or pretty maids all in a row, because when you’re dead you can do anything. You can do anything, kind sir, I assure you. The dead travel fast. Ummmm.’
The ginger man sighed, as if in at least partial agreement with these crazed sentiments.
‘Can you tell me what these things look like which peer in at you at night?’
Renfield had rocked himself very close now.
He put a dirty finger against the wall, as if pointing to something unseen by others.
‘There, you see? They come from dead planets, kind sir. From the Moon and Mercury.’ He ground his teeth so violently that his intention might have been to eat his own face. ‘Ummmm, they’re a disease, wrapped in a plague, masquerading as life. Life – yes, that’s it, life ummmm. And we shall all become like them, us, by and by, if God so wills.’
On the last word, he sprang at the ginger man, screaming, ‘Give me a kiss of life, kind sir, she said!’
But the ginger man was alert, leaped to his feet in time, fended off the madman with his silver-headed cane.
‘Down, dog. Back to your kennel, beast, Caliban, or I’ll call in the warden and have you beaten black and blue.’
The madman retreated only a step and stood there raging or pretending rage, showing teeth, brandishing claws. When the ginger man caught him lightly over the shoulders with his cane, he desisted and crawled on hands and knees back to the far corner, by his mattress. There he sat, looking upward, innocent as a child, one finger stuck deep into his ear.
A rhombus of sunlight crept down the wall, making for the floor as noon approached, slow as time and as steady. The ginger man remained by the door, unmoving, in a less threatening attitude, though he still had his stick ready.
Almost as stealthily as the sunbeam, the madman began to roll on the stone floor. His movements became more exaggerated as he tried to tie himself into knots, groaning at the same time.
The normally genial face of Renfield’s visitor was grave with compassion.
‘Can I help in any way?’ he asked.
‘Why do you seek my company in this fortress?’
‘It’s a fair question, but I cannot deliver you the answer. Tell me if I can help you.’
Renfield stared at him from an upside-down viewpoint.
‘Bring me boxes of spiders to eat. Spiders and sparrows. I need the blood. It’s life, kind sir. Life’s paper. Seven old newspapers make a week in Fleet Street. The Fleet Ones can eat up a week with their little fingers, this little finger on the right.’
He started to scratch a figure with sharp teeth on the wall as he spoke.
‘Talk sense, man,’ said the ginger man, sternly.
‘There soon will come a scientist who will say even stranger things about space and time. We can’t comprehend infinity, yet it’s in our heads.’
‘Together with the blood?’ He laughed impatiently, turning to the door to be released.
As he rapped on the panel, the madman said, ‘Yes, yes, with the blood, with a whole stream of blood. You’ll see. It’s in your eyes, kind sir, she said. A stream of blood stretching beyond the grave, beyond the gravy.’
He made a jump for the distant spider as the door slammed, leaving him alone.
The ginger man walked with the doctor in the bloodstained coat. The doctor accompanied him gravely to the door of the asylum, where a carriage waited. As the ginger man passed over a guinea, he said, with an attempt at casual small talk, ‘So I suppose there’s no cure for dementia praecox, is that so?’
The doctor pulled a serious face, tilted his head to one side, gazed up into the air, and uttered an epigram.
‘I fear a night-time on Venus means a lifetime on Mercury.’
‘You wretches live in the dark,’ Joe Bodenland said. ‘Don’t you hate your own sickness?’
He expected no answer, speaking abstractedly as he finger-tipped the keyboard in the train’s chief control panel. The driver stood by, silent, offering no reply. The information had been squeezed out of him, like paste from a half-empty tube.
‘If you’ve told me right, we should be back in 1999 any minute.’
Bodenland watched the scattering figures in a globe-screen, peering through the half-dark.
As the time train slowed, the grey light lifted to something brighter. The driver screamed with fear, in his first real display of emotion.
‘Save me – I’m photophobic. We’re all photophobic. It would be the end —’
‘Wouldn’t that be a relief? Get under that tarpaulin.’
Even as he indicated the tarpaulin stacked on a rack with fire-fighting equipment, the driver pulled it out and crawled under it, to lie quaking on the floor near Clift’s body.
The light flickered, strengthened. The train jerked to a halt. Generators died. Silence closed in.
Rain pattered softly against the train body. It fell slowly, vertically, filtering down from the canopy of foliage overhead. All round the train stood mighty boles of trees, strong as stone columns.
‘What …’ Pulling down a handle, Bodenland opened the sliding door and stared out.
They had materialized in a swamp. Dark water lay ahead, bubbles rising slowly to its surface. Everywhere was green. The air hummed with winged life like sequins. He stared out in amazement, admiration mingling with his puzzlement.
The rain was no more than a drip, steady, confidential. The moist warm air comforted him. He stood looking out, breathing slowly, returning to his old self.
As he remained there, taking in the mighty forest, he became aware of the breath going in and out at his nostrils. The barrel of his chest was not unmoving; it worked at its own regular speed, drawing the air down into his lungs. This reflex action, which would continue all his days, was a part of the biological pleasure of being alive.
A snake that might have been an anaconda unwound itself from a branch and slid away into the ferns. Still he stared. It looked like the Louisiana swamps, and yet – a dragonfly with a five foot wingspan came dashing at him, its body armoured in iridiscent green. He dashed it away from his face. No, this wasn’t Louisiana.
Gathering his wits, he turned back into the cab. The train gave a lurch sideways.
The LCD co-ordinates had ceased to spin. Bodenland stared at them incredulously, and then checked other readings. They had materialized some 270 million years before his present, in the Carboniferous Age.
The cab rocked under his feet and tilted a few more degrees to one side. Black water lapped over the lip of the door up to his feet. Staring out, he saw that the weight of the train was bearing it rapidly down into the swamp.
‘You,’ he said, shaking the supine driver under his cover. ‘I’m going to pitch you out into that swamp unless you tell me fast how we get out of here.’
‘It’s the secret over-ride. I forgot to tell you about it – I’ll help you all I can, since you were merciful to me …’
‘Okay, you remember now. What do we do?’
The dark water came washing in as the driver said, ‘The override is designed to stop unauthorized persons meddling with the time-controls. Only the space controls responded to your instructions, the rest went into reverse.’
While he was speaking, the train tilted again and Clift’s body slid towards the door.
‘What do we do, apart from drown?’
‘The train is programmed for its next stop and I can’t change that. Best thing is to complete that journey, after which the programme’s finished and the over-ride cuts out. So you just switch on, cancelling the previous co-ordinates you punched in.’
The water was pouring in now, splashing the men. A bejewelled fly swung in and orbited Bodenland’s head.
‘Where’s this pre-programmed journey taking us?’
With an extra surge of water, a warty shape rose from the swamp, steadying itself with a clumsy foot at the doorway. A flat amphibian head looked at them. Two toad eyes stared, as if without sight. A wide mouth cracked open. A goitre in the yellow throat throbbed. The head darted forward as Bodenland instinctively jumped back, clinging to a support.
The lipless frog mouth fastened on Clift’s body. With a leisurely movement, the amphibian withdrew, bearing its meal with it down into the waters of the swamp. It disappeared from view and the black surface closed over it.
Bodenland slammed the sliding door shut and staggered to the keyboard. He punched on the Start pressure-pads, heard the roar of generators, which died as the engine seemed to lift.
The outer world with its majestic colonnades of trees blurred, whited out, faded to grey and down the colour spectrum, until zero-light of time quanta came in. The driver sat up in the dirty water swilling about him and peered haggard-faced from his tarpaulin.
Drained by the excitements of the last few hours, appalled by the loss of his friend, Bodenland watched the numerals juggling with themselves in the oily wells of the display panel. He came to with a start, realizing he might fall asleep.
Making an effort, he got down a length of thin cable and secured the driver with it, before locking the door to the corridor.
He stood over his captive, who began to plead for mercy.
‘You don’t have a great store of courage.’
‘I don’t need courage. You need the courage. I know you have ten thousand adversaries against you.’
Bodenland looked down, contemplating kicking the creature, before overcoming the impulse.
‘Where are we programmed for?’ he asked, thinking that almost anywhere was preferable to the Carboniferous.
‘We have to visit Transylvania,’ said the driver. ‘But the programme is set only as far as London, in year 1896, where we let off a powerful female agent.’
‘Oh yes? And what’s she up to?’
‘She has business at the home of a man living near London, a man by the name of Bram Stoker.’
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She went over to look at the little glass panel of the air-conditioning unit. It was functioning perfectly. Nevertheless, the motel suite felt arid to her, lifeless, airless, after her flight through the sky.
Mina Legrand’s rooms were on the second floor. Her years in Europe prompted her to open a window and let in a breeze, sanitized by the nearby desert. Enterprise sprawled out there, the park and sign of the Moonlite Motel, and, beyond them, the highway, on which were strung one-storey buildings, a store or two, and a used car lot, with a Mexican food joint marking the edge of town. Pick-ups drove by, their occupants preparing to squeeze what they could from the evening. Already dusk was settling in.
Turning from the window, she shucked off her green cover-alls and her underwear and stepped into the shower.
Despite the pleasure of the hot water coursing over her body, gloom settled on her. She hated to be alone. She hated solitude more of late. And perhaps Joe had been absent more of late. Now she would be seeing less of Larry, too. And there were the deaths in the back of her mind, never to disappear. Sky-diving was different; paradoxically, it took her away from loneliness.
She was at that age when wretchedness seeped very easily through the cracks in existence. A friend had suggested she should consult a psychoanalyst. That was not what she wanted. What she wanted was more from Joe, to whom she felt she had given so much.
She discovered she was singing in the shower.
‘Well, what did I do wrong
To make you stay away so long?’
The song had selected itself. To hell with it. She cut it off. Joe had let her down. What she really needed was a passionate affair. Fairly passionate. Men were so tiresome in so many ways. In her experience, they all complained. Except Joe, and that showed his lack of communication …
With similar non-productive thoughts, she climbed from the shower and stood under the infra-red lamp.
Later, in a towelling robe, she made herself a margarita out of the mini-bar, sat down, and began to write a letter to Joe on the Moonlite Motel notepaper. ‘Joe you bastard —’ she began. She sat there, thinking back down the years.
Finishing the drink, she got a second and began to ring around.
She phoned home, got her own voice on the answerphone, slammed off. Rang through to Bodenland Enterprises, spoke to Waldgrave. No one had heard from Joe. Rang Larry’s number. No answer. In boredom, she rang her sister Carrie in Paris, France.
‘We’re in bed, for God’s sake. What do you want?’ came Carrie’s shrill voice, a voice remembered from childhood.
Mina explained.
‘Joe always was crazy,’ Carrie said. ‘Junk him like I told you, Minnie. Take my advice. He’s worth his weight in alimony. This is one more suicidal episode you can do without.’
Hearing from her sister the very words she had just been formulating herself, Mina fell into a rage.
‘I guess I know Joe light years better than you, Carrie, and suicidal he is not. Brave, yes, suicidal, no. He just believes he leads an enchanted life and nothing can harm him.’
‘Try divorce and see what that does.’
‘He was unwanted and rejected as a small kid. He needs me and I’m not prepared to do the dirty on him now. His whole career is dedicated to the pursuit of power and adventure and notoriety – well, it’s an antidote to the early misery he went through. I understand that.’
The distant voice said, ‘Sounds like you have been talking to his shrink.’
Mina looked up, momentarily distracted by something fluttering at the window. It was late for a bird. The dark was closing swiftly in.
‘His new shrink is real good. Joe is basically a depressive, like many famous men in history, Goethe, Luther, Tolstoy, Winston Churchill – I forget who else. He has enormous vitality, and he fends off a basic melancholia with constant activity. I have to live with it, he classifies out as a depressive.’
‘Sounds like you should chuck Joe and marry the shrink. A real smart talker.’
Mina thought of Carrie’s empty-headed woman-chasing husband, Adolphe. She decided to make no comment on that score.
‘One thing Joe has which I have, and I like. A little fantasy-world of mixed omnipotence and powerlessness which is very hard to crack, even for a smart shrink. I have the same component, God help me.’
‘For Pete’s sake, Mina, Adolphe says all American woman are the same. They believe —’
‘Oh, God, sorry, Carrie, I’ve got a bat in my room. I can’t take bats.’
She put the phone down and stood up, suddenly aware of how dark it was in the room. The Moonlite sign flashed outside in puce neon. And the bat hovered inside the window.
Something unnatural in its movements transfixed her. She stood there unmoving as the pallid outline of a man formed in the dusky air. The bat was gone and, in its place, a suave-looking man with black hair brushed back from his forehead, standing immaculate in evening dress.
Fear brushed her, to be followed by a kind of puzzlement. ‘Did I live this moment before? Didn’t I see it in a movie? A dream … ?’
She inhaled deeply, irrationally feeling a wave of kinship with this man, although he breathed no word.
Unconsciously, she had allowed her robe to fall open, revealing her nudity. The stranger’s eyes were fixed upon her – not upon her body, her breasts, the dark bush of hair on her sexual regions, but on her throat.
Could there really be some new thrill, something unheard of and incredible, such as Joe seeks? If so … if so, lead me to it.
This was a different hedonism from the aerial plunge from the womb of the speeding plane.
‘Hi,’ she said.
He smiled, revealing good strong white teeth with emphatic canines.
‘Like a drink?’ she asked. ‘I was just getting stewed all on my ownsome.’
‘Thanks, no,’ he said, advancing. ‘Not alcohol. You have something more precious than alcohol.’
‘I always knew it,’ Mina said.
Lack of motion. Stillness. Silence.
‘More goddamned trees,’ Bodenland exclaimed.
At least there was no swamp this time.
He stepped over the driver, tied and cowering under his tarpaulin,and slid open the door. After a moment, he stepped down on solid earth. Somewhere a bird sang and fell silent.
These were not the trees of the Carboniferous. They were small, hazel and birch and elder, graceful, widely spaced, with the occasional oak and sycamore towering above them. Light filtered through to him almost horizontally, despite heavy green foliage on every side. He guessed it was late summer. 1896, near London, England, according to the driver and the co-ordinates. What was going on in England, 1896? Then he thought, Oh yes, Queen Victoria …
Well, the old Queen had a pretty little wood here. It seemed to represent all the normal things the time train, with its hideous freight, was not. He savoured the clear air with its scent of living things. He listened to the buzz of a bee and was pleased.
Seen from outside, the train when stationary was small, almost inconsiderable, no longer than a railroad boxcar. Its outside was studded and patterned with metal reinforcers; nothing was to be seen of the windows he knew existed inside. Somehow, the whole thing expanded in the relativism of the time quanta and contracted when stationary. He stared at it with admiration and curiosity, saying to himself, ‘I’m going to get this box of tricks back to my own time and figure it all out. There’s power beyond the dreams of avarice here.’
As he stood there in a reverie, it seemed to him that a shrouded female figure drifted like a leaf from the train and disappeared. Immediately, the wood seemed a less friendly place, darker too.
He shivered. Strange anxieties passed through his mind. The isolation in which, through his own reckless actions, he found himself, closed in about him. Although he had always believed himself to have a firm grip on sanity – was not the world of science sanity’s loftiest bastion? – the nightmare events on the train caused him to wonder. Had that creature pinned to the torture-bench been merely a disordered phase of sadistic imagining?
He forced himself to get back into the train and to search it.
It had contracted like a concertina. In no way was it possible to enter any of the compartments, now squeezed shut like closed eyes. He listened for crying but heard nothing. The very stillness was a substance, lowering to the spirits.
‘Shit,’ he said, and stared out into the wood. They had come millions of years to be in this place and he strained his ears as if to listen to the sound of centuries. ‘We’d better find out where the hell we are,’ he said aloud. ‘And I need to eat. Not one bite did I have through the whole Cretaceous …’
He shook himself into action.
Hoisting the driver up by his armpit, he said, ‘You’re coming too, buddy, I may need you.’
The smothered voice said, ‘You will be damned forever for this.’
‘Damned? You mean like doomed to eternal punishment? I don’t believe that crap. I don’t really believe in you either, so move your arse along.’
He helped the creature out of the train.
A path wound uphill, fringed with fern. Beyond, on either side, grew rhododendrons, their dark foliage hastening the approach of night. He peered ahead, alert, full of wonder and excitement. The trees were thinning. A moth fluttered by on a powdery wing and lost itself on the trunk of a birch. A brick-built house showed some way ahead. As he looked a dim light lit in one of its windows, like an eye opening.
Tugging his captive, he emerged from the copse on to the lawn. The lawn was sprinkled with daisies already closing. It led steeply up to the house, which crowned a ridge of higher ground. A row of pines towered behind the roofs and chimneys of the house, which lay at ease on its eminence, overlooking a large ornamental pool, a gazebo and pleasant flowerbeds past which Bodenland now made his way.
A young gardener in waistcoat and shirtsleeves saw him coming, dropped his hoe in astonishment, and ran round the other side of the house. Bodenland halted to give his reluctant captive a pull.
On a terrace which ran the length of the house stood classical statues. The sun was setting, casting long fingers of shadow which reached towards Bodenland. As he paused, another light was lit inside the house.
Uncertain for once, he made towards the back door and took hold of the knocker.
The ginger man was watching and listening again, an opera glass in his right hand. With his left hand, he stroked his short red beard appreciatively, as if it had been a cat.
He stood in the wings of the Lyceum Theatre with the delectable Ellen Terry in costume by his side, gazing on to the lighted stage.
On the stage, before a packed auditorium, Henry Irving was playing the role of Mephistopheles in a performance of Faust. Dressed in black, with a black goatee beard and whitened face, the celebrated actor spread out his cloak like a giant bat’s wings. Back and forth he stalked, menacing a somewhat aghast Faust, and chanting his lines:
So great’s his Christian faith, I cannot grasp
His soul – but I’ll afflict his body with
Lament, and strew him with diverse diseases …
Thunderous applause from the audience, all of whom believed in one way or another that they were in some danger of damnation themselves.
When the play was finished, Irving took his bows before the curtain.
As he made his exit into the wings, he passed the ginger man with a triumphant smirk and headed for his dressing room.
Both Irving and the ginger man were smartly attired in evening dress when they finally left the theatre. The ginger man adjusted his top hat at a rakish angle, careful that some curls sizzled over the brim to the left of his head.
The stagedoor keeper fawned on them as they passed his nook.
‘’Night, Mr Irving. ’Night, Mr Stoker.’
The ginger man pressed a tip into his hand as they passed. Out in the night, haloed by a gas lamp, Irving’s carriage awaited.
‘The club?’ Irving asked.
‘I’ll join you later,’ said the ginger man, on impulse. He turned abruptly down the side alley to the main thoroughfare.
Irving swung himself up into his carriage. ‘The Garrick Club,’ he told his driver.
In the thoroughfare, bustle was still the order of the day, despite the lateness of the hour. Hansoms and other carriages plied back and forth in the street, while the elegant and the shabby formed a press on the pavements. And in doorways and the entrances to dim side-courts were propped those beings who had no advantages in a hard-hearted world, who had failed or been born in failure, men, women, small children. These shadowy persons, keeping their pasty faces in shadow, begged, or proffered for sale tawdry goods – matches, separate cigarettes, flowers stolen from graves – or simply lounged in their niches, awaiting a change of fortune or perhaps a nob to relieve of his wallet.
The ginger man was alert to all these lost creatures of the shadows, eyeing them with interest as he passed. A thin young woman in an old bonnet came forth from a stairway and said something to him. He tilted her head to the light to study her face. She was no more than fourteen.
‘Where are you from, child?’
‘Chiswick, sir. Have a feel, sir, for a penny, bless you, just a feel.’
He laughed, contemptuous of the pleasure offered. Nevertheless, he retreated with her into the shadow of the stairs with only a brief backward look. Ignoring the two children who crouched wordless on the lower steps, the girl hitched up her dress and let him get one hand firm behind her back while with the other he rifled her, feeling powerfully into her body.
‘You like it, sir? Sixpence a quick knee-trembler?’
‘Pah, get back to Chiswick with you, child.’
‘My little brothers, sir – they’re half dead of starvation.’
‘And you’ve the pox.’ He wiped his fingers on her dress, thrust a sixpenny piece into her hand, and marched off, head down in case he was recognized.
Newsboys were shouting. ‘Standard. Three Day Massacre. Read all abart it.’ The ginger man pressed on, taking large strides. He shook off a transvestite who accosted him outside a penny gaff.
Only when he turned off down Glasshouse Street did he pause again, outside the Alhambra music hall, from which sounds of revelry issued. Here several better dressed whores stood, chatting together. They broke off when they saw a toff coming, to assume a businesslike pleasantness.
One of them, recognizing the ginger man, came up and took his arm familiarly. Her face was thickly painted, as if for the stage.
‘Ooh, where are you off to so fast, this early? Haven’t seen you for ages.’ She fluttered her eyelashes and breathed cachou at him.
This was a fleshy woman in her late twenties – no frail thing like the girl Stoker had felt earlier. She was confident and brazen, with large breasts, and tall for a street walker. Her clothes, though cheap, were colourful, and bright earrings hung from the fleshy folds of her ears. She faced him head on, grinning impudently, aware with a whore’s instinct that she looked common and that he liked it that way.
‘What have you been up to, Violet? Behaving yourself?’
‘Course. You know me. I’m set up better now. Got myself a billet round the corner. How about a bit? What you say? We could send out for a plate of mutton or summat.’
‘Are you having your period?’ His voice was low and urgent.
She looked at him and winked. ‘I ain’t forgotten you likes the sight of blood. Come on, you’re in luck. It’s a quid, mind you.’
He pressed up against her. ‘You’re a mercenary bitch, Violet, that you are,’ he said jocularly, allowing the lilt of brogue into his speech. ‘And here’s me thinking you loved me.’
As she led him down the nearest back street, she said, saucily, ‘I’ll love what you got, guv.’ She slid a hand over the front of his trousers.
He knew she would perform better for the promise of a plate of mutton. London whores were always hungry. Hungry or not, he’d have her first. The beef first, then the mutton.
‘Hurry,’ he said, snappishly. ‘Where’s this bleeding billet of yours?’
The knocker was a heavy iron affair with a fox head on it. It descended thunderously on the back door.
‘Eighteen ninety-six,’ said Bodenland aloud, to keep his spirits up. ‘Queen Victoria on the throne … I’m in a dream. Well now – food and rest with any luck, and then it’s back to poor Mina. Can’t even phone her from here.’ He laughed at the thought.
The house loomed over him, unwelcoming at close quarters to a stranger’s approach.
In the sturdy door was set a panel of bull’s eye glass. He became aware that someone was studying him through it. Despite the gathering dusk, he saw it was a woman. Came the sound of bolts being drawn back. A lighted candle appeared, with a hand holding the candlestick and, somewhere above it, a plump and unfriendly woman’s face.
‘Who are you, pray?’ He was surprised to see that as she spoke she held a small crucifix in front of her. Giving her a guarded explanation, he asked for Mr Stoker and inquired if it would be possible to beg a night’s lodging.
‘Where are you from? Who’s that you have with you?’
‘Madam, I am from the United States of America. This is a criminal in my charge. I hope to return him to the USA. Perhaps we might lock him in one of your outhouses for the night.’
‘You actors – all the same! You will not learn to leave poor Mr Stoker alone. He’s not well. He has the doctor to him. Still, I know he would not turn you away. He has a kind heart, like all Irish people. Come in.’
They entered the rear hall, going through into a scullery which contained a large stone sink and a pump with a long curving iron handle. A maid in a mob cap was inefficiently stringing flowers up at the window. The woman, evidently Mrs Stoker, ordered her to get the key to the tool shed.
A male servant was summoned. He and the maid accompanied Bodenland out to a tool shed standing at the end of the terrace to the rear of the house. The male servant had lit a storm lantern. It was already very dark.
The driver was whimpering, and refused food and drink.
‘I shall be gone from here by morning,’ he said. ‘And you’ll have departed from human life.’
‘Sleep well,’ Bodenland said, and slammed the door.
When the back door was closed and the bolts drawn across, the little raw-handed maid picked up her flowers again.
‘What are you doing?’ Bodenland asked curiously.
‘It’s the garlic, sir. Against the critters of the night.’
‘Is that an English custom?’
‘It’s Mr Stoker’s custom, sir. You can ask the cook, Maria.’
Mrs Stoker returned. She was a solid middle-aged lady, impressively dressed in a gown of grey taffeta which reached to the floor. She had over it a small white frilled apron, which she now removed. Her hair was brown, streaked with grey, neatly parcelled into a bun at the back of her head. She was now smiling, all defensiveness gone from her manner.
‘You’ll have to excuse me, Mr Borderland.’
‘It’s Bodenland, ma’am. Originally of German extraction. German and English on my mother’s side.’
‘Mr Bodenland, pardon my hesitation in letting you in. Life is a little difficult at present. Do please come through and meet my husband. We should be happy if you would consent to stay overnight.’
As he uttered his thanks, she led him along a corridor to the front of the house. In a low voice she said, ‘My poor Bram works so hard for Mr Henry Irving – he’s his stage manager, you know, and much else besides. At present he’s also writing a novel, which seems to depress his health. Not a happy subject. I’m not at all sure gloomy novels should be encouraged. My dear father would never allow us girls – I have four sisters, sir – to read novels, except for those of Mrs Craik. Poor Bram is quite low, and believes strange forces beseige the house.’
‘How unfortunate.’
‘Indeed. Happily, I inherited my father’s strong nerves, bless him. He was a hero of the Crimea, don’t you know.’
She showed Bodenland into a large drawing room. His first impression was of a room in a museum, greatly over-furnished with pictures – mainly of a theatrical nature – on the walls, plants in pots on precarious stands, ornate mahogany furniture, antimacassars on over-stuffed chair-backs, books in rows, and heavy drapes at windows. Numerous trophies lay about on side tables. It seemed impossible to find a way through to a thick-set man busy adjusting garlic flowers over the far window.
Better acquaintance with the room enabled Bodenland to appreciate its graceful proportions, its ample space, and its general air of being a comfortable if over-loaded place in which to spend leisure hours.
The man at the window turned, observed that it was almost dark, and came forward smiling, plucking at his ginger beard as if to hide a certain shyness, and put out his hand.
‘Welcome, sir, welcome indeed. I’m Abraham Stoker, known to friend and foe alike as Bram, as in bramble bush. And this is my wife, Florence Stoker, whom you have already met, I see.’
‘I’ve had that pleasure, thank you. My name is Joseph Bodenland, known as Joe, as in jovial.’
‘Ah, then you’re a son of Jupiter – an auspicious star. Are you a military man, Mr Bodenland?’
‘No, by no means.’
‘Both Florence and I are of military stock. That’s why I ask. My grandfather was Thomas Thorley of the 43rd Regiment. Fought against Bonaparte, later took part in the conquest of Burma, 1824. Florence’s father, Lt Colonel James Balcombe, served in India and the Crimea, with great distinction.’
‘I see. Came through all right?’
Florence Stoker asked, to cover her guest’s awkwardness, ‘Is your family prosperous? You Americans are so expert at business, so I hear.’
‘I know your compatriot, Mark Twain,’ Stoker said, turning to give an anxious tug at the curtains. ‘Most amusing chap, I thought. I tried to get him to write us a play.’
Genially taking Bodenland’s elbow, he led him through a maze of tables on which various keepsake albums and other mementoes lay, towards a cheerful log fire.
Over the fireplace hung a large oil, its eroticism not entirely out of keeping with the luxury of the rest of the room. A naked pink woman sat fondling or being fondled by a cupid. Another figure was offering her a honeycomb in one hand and holding a scorpion’s sting in the other. The figure of Time in the background was preparing to draw a curtain over the amorous scene. Bodenland regarded it with some amazement.
‘Like it?’ Stoker asked, catching his glance. ‘Nice piece of classical art. Bronzino’s celebrated “Venus, Cupid, Folly, and Time”. An all-embracing title.’ He laughed and shot a glance at his wife. ‘It’s a copy, of course, but a good one.’
When they had settled down in armchairs, and Mrs Stoker had rung the bell and summoned the maidservant, and the maidservant had adjusted the curtains to everyone’s satisfaction – ‘That girl has no feeling for the symmetry of folds,’ said Mrs Stoker, severely – they lapsed into general conversation over a glass of sherry.
At length Bodenland said, ‘Of course, I know your name best as author of Dracula.’
‘Is that a play you would be speaking of?’
‘A book, Mr Stoker, a novel. It’s world-famous where I come from.’ After a long pause, he added, ‘All about vampires.’
‘What do you know about vampires, may I ask?’ Looking suspicious.
‘A fair deal, I guess. I’m given to believe I have locked one in your garden shed.’
At this news, Stoker pulled again at his beard. He went further and pulled at his lip. Then he got up rapidly up from his chair, wended his way across the room, and peered through the curtains, muttering.
He came back, still muttering, frowning, his broad and rugged face all a-twitch.
‘I shall have to see about that later. Anyhow, you’re mistaken, allow me to say. It does so happen that I am writing a novel at present all about vampires, which I intend to entitle “The Undead” … Hm, all the same, I like the starkness of that as a title: “Dracula” … Hm.’
‘He works too hard, Mr Bodenland,’ said Mrs Stoker. ‘He’s never home till after midnight. He’s back today only because tomorrow is a special day for Mr Irving.’
She rose. ‘Excuse me, sir. I must confer with Maria, our cook. Dinner, at which we hope you will join us, will be ready at eight o’clock prompt.’
When the two men were alone, Stoker leaned forward to poke the fire, saying as he stared into the flames, ‘Tell me, do you have any theories regarding vampires?’
‘I assume they are products of the imagination. As I rather assume you are too.’
Stoker then gave him a hard look, holding out a glowing poker.
‘Is that some sort of joke? I don’t find it funny.’
‘I’m sorry, I apologize. I meant that to be sitting here with you, a famous man, seems to me like wild fantasy.’
‘Wilde? Oscar Wilde? He was once engaged to my Florence. Well, he’s got himself into a real pickle now, to be sure … Let me ask you this. Men are made to feel guilty about the sexual side of their natures. Do you believe that sex and guilt and disease and vampires are all related?’
‘I never thought of it.’
‘I have reason to think of it, good reason.’ These words, spoken with a morbid emphasis, were accompanied by equally emphatic wags of the poker, as though the ginger man was conducting the last bars of a symphony. ‘Let me ask you a riddle. What does the following refer to, if not to planets: “A night on Venus means a lifetime on Mercury”?’
Despite the obvious good nature of his host, Bodenland was beginning to wish he had looked for a simple inn for the night.
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Syphilis, Mr Bodenland, that’s what I’m talking about. VD – the soldier’s term for it. Syphilis, the vampire of our amorous natures, that’s what. “Thou hast proven and visited mine heart in the night season.” That’s what the psalm says, and a ghastly saying it is … Now, perhaps you’d care to have a wash before we go in to dinner.’
This was a moment to be grasped, Bodenland saw, in which to explain how he had arrived, and how his country was more distant than even the imaginative Stoker might guess.
Stoker listened with many a tug of the beard, many a dubious shake of the head, many a ‘Well, I’ll be jiggered!’ many a ‘Saints in heaven!’ At the end, he remained stubbornly unbelieving, saying he had endured many a far-fetched thing acted out on the stage, but nothing like this. He knew of occupants of the wards of the nearby lunatic asylum who believed themselves to be Napoleon, but even there none imagined they came from a future when their mothers were as yet unborn.
‘I come from an age where anything can be believed,’ Bodenland said, half-way between amusement and irritation. ‘You evidently live in an age where nothing can be. Even when you have proof.’
‘What proof do you offer?’
‘Tomorrow, you shall see the vehicle by which I arrived here.’
Nodding rather grimly, Stoker rose from his armchair. ‘Very well then, until that time I shall be forced to play the mistrustful host, who doubts the veracity of his guest, and regards his account as merely a tall story told before dinner.’
‘I hope, sir, that over the soup you may reflect that my sincerity in this matter is some token of my honesty.’
‘… And by the cheese course I’ll have swallowed your every word!’ With an explosion of laughter, Stoker led his guest from the room. His good humour went some way towards smoothing Bodenland’s ruffled feelings. It was only later that he came to realize how human beings came equipped with a defence mechanism which saved them accepting immediately anything which lay beyond their everyday experience; for so it was to prove in his own case.
The dining room was decorated in scarlet, and less elaborately furnished than the drawing room. They sat down to a laden table under a large chandelier, the heat from which Bodenland found uncomfortable. Round the walls of the room, mahogany dressers, sideboards and carving tables gleamed, reflecting the light muzzily.
Everything looked prosperous, safe, snug, repressive. Stoker looked through the curtains and muttered in Bodenland’s ear, ‘I’m worried about that hostage you put in my shed.’ In other respects, he played the role of genial host.
Clutching a decanter of red wine, he ushered his doctor in to the proceedings. Dr Abraham van Helsing was a fussy little man with a sharp bright face and cold bony hands. He wore a velvet suit and smelt of cologne. He laughed and smiled rather much when introduced to Bodenland.
‘And you should be resting, Bram, my friend,’ he said, wagging a finger at Stoker. ‘You should not be embarking on a heavy meal, you understand?’
Bodenland thought there might be some truth in this observation, reluctantly though it was received by his host. Before them were laid a huge cold home-cured ham, a leg of mutton, ptarmigan, and a grand brawn jelly, which trembled slightly in its eagerness to be eaten. A little tablemaid circulated with a tureen of chicken and celery soup.
‘It’s the full moon tonight,’ announced Stoker, tucking his linen napkin under his chin. ‘The lunatics will be restless.’ Turning to Bodenland, he added by way of explanation, ‘The lunatic asylum is next door to us – quite a way through the trees, I’m happy to say. Used to be a priory, in the days before Oliver Cromwell. It’s quite a pretty place, as such places go. I thought I saw someone or something out on the terrace, by the way, but we won’t go into that. Mustn’t spoil our appetites.’
‘You’re like my father – nothing spoils your appetite,’ said Florence Stoker, affectionately, smiling at her husband.
‘I’m big and tough and Irish – and can’t help it.’
‘Nor can you ever take a holiday,’ added van Helsing. ‘You’re too dedicated to work.’
‘And to Henry Irving,’ said Mrs Stoker.
Stoker winked good humouredly over his soup spoon at Bodenland.
‘Well, it was Henry’s Mephistopheles gave me the notion for my Count Dracula. I’m sure I shall have a hit, if I can ever get the damned book finished.’
‘When do you hope to finish?’
Ignoring the question and lowering his voice, Stoker said, ‘It may be because I’m writing this novel that the house is surrounded by eerie forces. Van Helsing doesn’t seem to understand – in fact only the loonies next door seem to understand. Must be going loony myself, shouldn’t be surprised.’
‘You’re sane, we live in a nice scientific world and the soup’s delicious,’ said van Helsing, soothingly. ‘Every single problem in the world will soon be capable of a scientific resolution. Just as the savage populations of the world are being brought into the arms of civilization, so the already civilized world will soon be turned into a utopian meritocracy.’
The conversation became more general. Mrs Stoker spoke of the happily married state of each of her sisters. Servants brought in more food. More wine was poured.
As Bodenland was confronted by huge green blancmanges, plum pies with ornamental pastry crusts, bowls of cream, jellies, and trifles decorated with angelica, Stoker reverted to the subject of asylums, which seemed to prey upon his mind.
‘Many of the poor fellows in the asylum suffer great pain. Dementia and its sores are treated with mercury. It’s agonizing, I hear. It’s a matter of wonder why such suffering should be visited on humanity, Mr Bodenland. Would you care to visit the asylum with me?’
Bodenland shook his head.
‘I’m afraid all that interests me is getting home.’
Stoker leaped from his chair with a sudden impulse and went to peer through the window again.
‘It’s a still night,’ he declared, in the voice of one announcing the worst. ‘It would be ideal for cricket now, if only it was day.’ He laughed.
‘Come and eat your trifle, Bram,’ his wife said, sharply.
Certainly, the night was still. The full moon shone across the woods that choked the valley, to glitter on the massed slate roofs of the asylum. A bell in the small clock tower crowing the institution chimed midnight, spinning out its notes as if about to run down. The cool light glittered on rows of window panes, some of them barred. It sent a dagger of light plunging down through the narrow orifice of Renfield’s skylight to carve a square on the stones close by where he lay on his pallet of straw. During the day he had attacked a male nurse, and was in consequence secured in a strait-jacket, with his arms confined.
He amused himself by alternately grinding his teeth and humming like a fly trapped in a jar.
‘Ummmm. Ummmm. Ummmmmmmm.’
His eyes bulged in their sockets. He stared unblinkingly at the white square on the floor nearby. As minute by minute it slid nearer to him, it changed from rancid milk to pale pink, and then to a heartier colour until it appeared to him as a square pan of blood.
He stretched his neck to drink from it. At that moment, the whole cell was flooded with moonlight, and a great joyous humming sounded as if a thousand hornets were loose.
Crying in triumph, Renfield sprang upward, arms above his head in the attitude of a diver. He was naked as the day he was born. He burst through the skylight and landed gracefully on the icy slopes of the asylum roof, which stretched away into the distance like ski slopes.
As he danced there, a great winged thing circled overhead. He called and whistled to it with a flutelike noise, playing imagined pan pipes. Lower it came, red eyes fixed upon the naked dancer.
‘I know your secrets, little lord, I know. Come down, come down. I know how human blood makes you sick – it makes you sick, yet on it you have to depend, depend, deep end. Jump in the deep end, little lord …’
It circled still, the beat of its wings vibrating in the air, scattering moonlight.
‘Yes, you come from a time when all blood was cool and thick and slow and lizard-flavoured. That time of the great things, I know. They’ve gone and you have only us, little lord. So take my blood at last, slopping in its jug of flesh just for you – and I shall poison you. Ummmm. Ummmm.’
He pirouetted on the rooftree and the great winged thing swooped and took him. It enfolded him lasciviously, biting into him, into the creamy flesh like toffee-apple, as it wrapped him about with the great dry wings, biting, drinking deep with a love more terrible than fury – and then with disgust, as it flew off, vomiting back the blood into his empty face.
Renfield sniggered in his sleep. His eyes remained open and staring like glass buttons on a child’s toy, but he dreamed his terrible dream.
Red curtains closed over the eye of the moon as van Helsing pulled them together after a brief scrutiny of the terrace. The Stokers were leaving the dining room as they had entered, arm-in-arm. Bodenland was following when the doctor tugged at his sleeve and drew him back.
‘Permit me to ask – is there a pretty little Mrs Bodenland back home where you come from?’ He looked down at his nervous hands as he spoke, as if ashamed to pry.
‘I’m married, yes, doctor. That’s one good reason why I am bent on getting home just as soon as I can.’
He made to move on, but the doctor still detained him.
‘You understand why I enquire. I am in charge of Mr Stoker’s health. The conjugal arrangements are not good in this household. As a result – as a direct result —’ He paused, and then went on in a whisper. ‘Mr Stoker has unfortunately contracted a vile disease from what the French call a fille de joie, a woman of the night. You understand?’
Not being fond of the doctor’s fussy little ways, Bodenland made no reply, but stood solid to hear him out.
Van Helsing tapped his temple.
‘His brain’s affected. Or he believes it affected. Which, in the case of brains, amounts to much the same thing. He believes – well, he believes that mankind has become the host for a species of parasite beings, vampires, who come from somewhere distant. I speak scientifically, you understand. From one of the planets, let’s say. He regards this as the secret of the universe, which of course he is about to reveal. You can never trust a man who thinks he knows the secret of the universe.’
‘I’m not so certain about that, doctor. The secret of the universe – provided there is such a thing – is open to enquiry by anyone, by any interested party, just like the secrets of the personality.’
‘What secrets of the personality?’
‘Like why you rub one index finger against the other when you talk … No, wait, doctor, I’m sorry. That was impertinent.’
The doctor had turned on his heel in vexation, but Bodenland charmed him back, to ask what treatment he was giving Stoker for his disease.
‘I treat his sores with mercury ointment. It is painful but efficacious.’
Bodenland scratched his chin.
‘You won’t have heard of penicillin yet awhile, but I could get a hold of some. And in a very few years Salvarsan will become available.’
‘You’re making no sense to me, sir.’
‘You know, Salvarsan? Let’s see, would you have heard of Dr Ehrlich’s “magic bullets” at this date?’
‘Oh.’ The doctor gave a chuckle and nodded. ‘I begin to get your drift. Bram Stoker makes his own magic bullets – to kill off his imaginary vampires, you understand.’
At that juncture, Stoker himself put his head round the dining-room door.
‘There you are. I thought you must have gone into the study. Mr Bodenland, perhaps you’d care to inspect my workshop? I generally spend an hour pottering in there after dinner.’
As they went down a side-passage, Stoker put an arm round Bodenland’s shoulders.
‘You don’t want to pay too much attention to what van Helsing says. He’s a good doctor but —’ He put a finger to his temple, in unconscious imitation of van Helsing’s gesture of a few minutes past. ‘In some respects he has a screw loose.’
On the door before them was a notice saying, Workshop, Keep Out.
‘My private den,’ said Stoker, proudly. As they entered, he drew from an inner pocket a leather case containing large cigars, and proffered it to Bodenland. The latter shook his head vigorously.
He studied Stoker as the ginger man went through the rigmarole of lighting his cigar. The head was large and well-shaped, the ginger hair without grey in it, though a bald patch showed to the rear of the skull. The features were good, although the skin, particularly where it showed above the collar, was coarse and mottled.
Feeling the eyes of his visitor on him, Stoker looked sideways through the smoke.
‘Here’s my den. I must be always doing. I can’t abide nothing to do.’
‘I too.’
‘Life’s too short.’
‘Agreed. I am always ambitious to make something of myself.’
‘That’s it – cut a dash at the least, I say. Needs courage.’
‘Courage, yes, I suppose so. Do you reckon yourself courageous?’
Stoker thought, squeezing his eyes closed. ‘Let’s put it this way. I’m a terrible coward who’s done a lot of brave things. I like cricket. You Yanks don’t play cricket?’
‘No. Business and invention – that’s my line. And a lot of other things. There are so many possibilities in the world.’
‘Do you long to be a hero?’
The question was unexpected. ‘It’s a strange thing to ask. My shrink certainly thinks I long to be a hero … One thing, I have a need for desolate places.’
Giving him a sceptical look, Stoker said, ‘Mm, there’s nothing more desolate than the stage of the Lyceum on a slow Monday night … What does your family think of you?’
The interrogation would have been irritating on other lips. But there was something in Stoker’s manner, sly, teasing, yet sympathetic, to which Bodenland responded warmly, so that he answered with frankness.
‘If they can’t love me they have got to respect me.’
‘I wish to be a hero to others, since I’ll never be one to myself.’ He clapped Bodenland on the shoulder. ‘We have temperamental affinities. I knew it the moment I set eyes on you, even if you come from the end of next century, as you claim. Now have a butcher’s hook at this, as the Cockneys say.’
The workshop was crammed with objects – a man’s version of the ladies’ drawing room. Curved cricket bats, old smooth-bore fowling-pieces, a mounted skeleton of a rat, stuffed animals, model steam engines, masks, theatrical prints, framed items of women’s underwear, a chart of the planets, and a neat array of tools, disposed on shelves above a small lathe. These Bodenland took in slowly as Stoker, full of enthusiasm, began to talk again, lighting a gas mantle as he did so.
‘My Christian belief is that there are dark forces ranged against civilization. As the story of the past unfolds, we see there were millions of years when the Earth was – shall I say unpoliced? Anything could roam at large, the most monstrous things. It’s only in these last two thousand years, since Jesus Christ, that mankind has been able to take over in an active role, keeping the monsters at bay.’ Foreseeing an interruption, he added, ‘They may be actual monsters, or they may materialize from the human brain. Only piety can confront them. We have to war with them continuously. If Jesus were alive today, do you know what I believe he would be?’
‘Er – the Pope?’
‘No, no, nothing like that. A Bengal Lancer.’
After a moment’s silence, Bodenland indicated the work-bench. ‘What are you making here?’
‘Ah, I wanted to show you this. This is part of my fight against the forces of night. Sometimes I wish I could turn the gun on myself. I know there’s evil in me – I’m aware of it. I must ask you about your relationships with the fair sex, so called, some time.’
He held out for examination a cigar-box full of carefully wrought silver bullets, each decorated with a Celtic motif running about the sign of the Cross. He exhibited them with evident pride in their workmanship. An ill feeling overcame Bodenland. The sickly light of the gas mantle seemed to flare yellow and mauve as the room swayed.
‘These are my own manufacture,’ said Stoker and then, catching sight of Bodenland’s face, ‘What’s the matter, old boy? Cigar smoke getting to you?’
Recovering his voice, Bodenland spoke. ‘Mr Stoker, you may be right about dark forces ranged against civilization, and I may have proof of it. What do you make of this?’
He brought forth from his jacket pocket the article he had retrieved from Clift’s ancient grave in the Escalante Desert. In his palm lay a silver bullet, its nose dented, but otherwise identical to the ones in Stoker’s cigar-box.
‘This was found,’ he said, unsteadily, ‘in a grave certified scientifically to be sixty-five point five million years old.’
Stoker was less impressed than Bodenland had expected. He stroked his beard and puffed at his cigar before saying, ‘There’s not that much time in the universe, my friend. Sixty-five point five million years? I have to say I think you’re talking nonsense. Lord Kelvin’s calculations have shown that, according to rigid mathematics, the entire limit of the time the sun is able to emit heat is not greater than twenty-five million years. Admittedly the computations are not exact.’
‘You speak of rigid mathematics. More flexible mathematical systems have been developed, giving us much new understanding of the universe. What once seemed certain has become less certain, more open to subjective interpretation.’
‘That doesn’t sound like progress to me.’
Bodenland considered deeply before speaking again. He then summoned tact to his argument. ‘The remarkable progress of science in your lifetime will be built on by succeeding generations, sir. I should remind you of what you undoubtedly know, that only three generations before yours, at the end of the eighteenth century, claims that the solar system was more than a mere six thousand years old were met with scorn.
‘Time has been expanding ever since. In light of later perspectives, sixty-five million years is no great length of time. We understand better than Lord Kelvin the source of the energies that power the sun.’
‘Possibly you Americans might be mistaken? Do you allow that?’
With a short laugh, Bodenland said, ‘Well, to some extent, certainly. This bullet, for instance, proves how little we have really been able to piece together the evolution of various forms of life in the distant past.’
Turning the bullet over in his palm, Stoker said, ‘I would swear it is one of my manufacture, of course. You’d better tell me about this extraordinary grave, and I’ll strive to take you at your word.’
‘It’s pretty astonishing – though no more so than that I should be here talking to you.’
He ran through the details of Clift’s discovery, explaining how the dating of the skeleton was arrived at.
During this account, Stoker remained impassive, listening and smoking. Only when Bodenland began to describe the coffin in which the skeleton was buried did he become excited. He demanded to know what the sign on the coffin looked like, and thrust a carpenter’s pencil and paper into Bodenland’s hand. Bodenland drew the two fangs with the wings above them.
‘That’s it! That’s it, sure enough – Lord Dracula’s sign,’ said Stoker in triumph. He seized Bodenland’s hand and shook it. ‘You’re a man after my own heart, so you are. At last someone who believes, who has proof! Listen, this house has drawn evil to it, and you brought more evil with this feller in my tool shed, but we can fight it together. We must fight it together. We’ll be heroes, the heroes we dreamed of —’
‘You’re a great man, Mr Stoker, but this battle’s not for me. I don’t belong here. I have to get back home. Though I certainly invite you to see the vehicle I use, parked down in your woodlands.’
‘Listen, stay another day.’ He grabbed Bodenland’s arm lest he escape at that very minute, and breathed smoke like an Irish dragon. ‘Just one more day, because tomorrow’s a special one. Come on, we’ll join that old fool van Helsing and have a glass or two of port and talk filth – if the wife’s not about. Tomorrow, that great actor whom I serve as manager, Henry Irving, bless his cotton socks, is to receive a knighthood from Her Majesty Queen Victoria at Windsor Palace. It’s the first time any actor has been so honoured. Now what do you think of that? Come along too – it’ll do your republican Yankee heart good to witness such a deed. After that you can high-tail it back to Utah or wherever you want. What do you say?’
Bodenland could not help being affected by the enthusiasm of the man.
‘Very well. It’s a deal.’
‘Excellent, excellent. Let’s go and toast ourselves in some port. And I want to hear more about your adventures.’
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Lethargy was a deep snow drift, chill yet at the same time warm, comforting, inviting you down into even more luxurious depths of helplessness, down, to a place before birth, after death.
Mina saw her own death like the snow drift. When she opened her eyes, there were long muslin curtains billowing in the draught from the window. She was too weak to rise. She saw the curtains as her life – the gauzy life that was to be, after the consummation of death.
Dreamily, she recalled remote times, remembered the name of Joe, her Joe. But now there was another lover, the dream lover of legend. He was come again, he was in the chamber, advancing towards the bed.
She tried to rouse herself, to lift her head from the pillow. Her hair spilled about her but there was no strength in her neck. He was bending over her, elegant, powerful, distilling an aroma she drew in through her nostrils like a narcotic. When he opened his red mouth, she found strength enough to open her legs, but his attention was on the flesh of her throat. She felt the lechery of it, breathed deeper, swooned, fidgeted with desire to experience again the bite of those fangs, that sweet evacuation of life.
He in his black garb was something different. The insanity of his fantasy spilled over through their linked alleyways of blood. She saw, felt, lived the secret world of the Undead to which she would soon belong.
It was being transferred, his bridal gift to her —
The great sweltering herbivorous beast dashed from the river bank, sounding alarm to other hadrosaurs grazing nearby. It was a mottled green in coloration, yellow and white on the tender belly, with an elaborate headcomb. It balanced its ponderous body on graceful legs, and gave its melancholy call as it ran. Mina heard herself scream, saw her companions scatter, and white birds sail up in alarm from the Cretaceous marshes.
She took evasive action, running from side to side, yet still hearing the hot breath of pursuit.
‘What’s your name, and where’s Joe gone?’
‘You must forget Joe. You now have an immortal lover.’
Indeed, she heard his footsteps close. Thud thud thud. Screaming, she ran into a gingko grove, thinking to evade the heavier predator that way. Behind her, too near her tail, the wretched sound of branches being snapped like teeth breaking from a bottom jaw.
‘Where did you come from? Tell me who you are, so I can know you.’
‘Beyond your imagining lies the ancient burial site in a once-green land. It was destroyed. Remote ancestors there have been disturbed in their rest.’
‘What’s this to me? Why can I not breathe?’
‘The Living have desecrated those graves, causing a crisis among us, the Undead. You might say a religious crisis.’
She heard the ghost of something too desiccated to call a laugh. It came again, from the sky. It brought a new alarm. For she had left the carnivore behind. She had been driven from the family. Now there was a new threat. As a shadow fell over her, she looked up, craning her neck, her throat. A pteranodon was swooping down upon her, wings closed to speed its dive.
‘Why don’t you take me? Why delay so long? Will I be immortal in your embrace?’
‘You will be immortal in my embrace.’
‘It’s all I ever dream of …’
And as she looked up at those fangs, she fell and sprawled among ferns and it unfolded its spectacular wings —
And with the last of her strength she threw back the bedclothes to expose herself utterly —
And it closed its jaws about her neck —
And as his mouth tasted her flesh and the current flowed —
And as she fought with death —
And Mina began to writhe and moan and come at last —
Through —
‘Yes, Mr Bodenland, that was when we were staying with the duke. And later we were so proud, because the Prince of Wales came backstage and shook Bram’s hand.’
‘It was during the run of The Corsican Brothers.’
‘Edward. HRH. He’s such a dear – and rather a one for the ladies, I’m given to understand.’ Florence Stoker fanned her cheeks with her hand at the thought of it.
‘HRH works hard, and so I suppose he feels entitled to play hard. Do you work hard when you’re – at home?’
‘Some would say, too hard. But a man’s work is one way in which he establishes his identity.’
She sighed. ‘Perhaps that is why we poor ladies have no identity to speak of.’ And she shot a glance at her husband.
Bodenland would have preferred to be alone to think over the implications of the day’s events. He listened with only half an ear to Mrs Stoker’s chatter. They were at the port and cigars stage, sitting about the log fire, under the Bronzino painting, with van Helsing saying little.
Stoker jumped up suddenly, to give his impression of Henry Irving as Mephistopheles.
‘Oh, this is so wicked! Bram, desist!’ cried his wife.
‘Please, sir – your heart,’ said van Helsing. ‘Resume your seat.’
But Stoker would have his way, limping about the hearthrug, at once sinister and comical, reciting in a high chant unlike his own voice:
His faith is great – I cannot touch his soul –
But what I may afflict his body with
That will I do, and stew him in disease …
He interrupted himself with a fit of coughing.
‘What would Henry say? – And him about to be made a knight!’ exclaimed Mrs Stoker.
‘I beg you, to bed at once, sir,’ said van Helsing. ‘It grows late.’
‘No, no, I must continue work on my novel. Must, must. More chapters. Lucy Westenra is in mortal peril –’ And he dashed from the room.
A gloomy silence followed. Van Helsing sat at an escritoire, rather ostentatiously writing something, muttering to himself as he did so. Florence Stoker sat tight-lipped, stabbing at her embroidery until, with a sigh, she abandoned it and rose, to stand by the fire staring at the mantelpiece abstractedly.
‘It’s a fine painting, Mrs Stoker,’ Bodenland said, referring to the Bronzino, to break the silence.
‘It was originally called “An Allegory”,’ she said. ‘Though an allegory of what I fail to see. Something unpleasant to do with … disease, we may suppose.’
The flatness of her tone did not invite response, leaving Bodenland leisure to ponder on the delights and difficulties of family life before, restlessly, she returned to her chair.
Something sought release. She looked at the ceiling to announce, ‘Sometimes he’s shut in his study for hours.’
‘That must make you feel very lonely, Mrs Stoker,’ said Bodenland.
She rose, preparing to retreat for the night, and said, grandly, ‘I can survive anything, Mr Bodenland, except bad taste.’
A few minutes later, van Helsing put away his writing materials. He picked up a candle in a silver candlestick and offered to show Bodenland up to his room.
‘You seem to be rather a romancer, sir,’ he remarked, as he led the way upstairs. ‘Your presence clearly disturbs Mr Stoker.’
‘What if the man’s soul is being destroyed?’
‘Ha ha, I think I may claim to be a man of science. This is 1896, after all, and the “soul” has been pretty well disproved. Men get on famously without souls. We turn left at the top of the stairs.’
‘Well, suppose it was possible to travel through time, to the years ahead, to obtain medicine for Stoker’s condition?’
Another dry laugh. ‘You are a romancer, indeed. Just along here. Most facts of science are known by this date. Winged flight may become possible in a couple of centuries, but travel through space or time – quite impossible. Quite impossible. I’ll stake my reputation on it. Here we are. I’ll leave you the candle. Let’s just see all’s well, and the windows properly fastened.’
Bodenland entered the dark bedroom first, conscious of the fatigue brought on by the events of the last many hours.
The bedroom was warm. A small gas fire burned in the grate. He lit the gas mantle over the mantelpiece from his candle, thinking incredulously as he did so, I’m lighting a real gas mantle …
A woman’s taste was in evidence. There were frills round the curtains and round the wash-stand. Over the bed was a pokerwork text in a wooden Oxford frame: Thou Shalt Not be Afraid for Any Terror by Night. Psalm XCI.
While he was taking in these details, the doctor was checking the window catches and adjusting the chain of garlic across the panes.
On the wall by the door hung a map of the world in Mercator’s projection, framed by the flags of the nations, enlivened by pictures of battleships. The British Empire was coloured in red, and encompassed a quarter of the globe.
Pointing to the map, in the glass of which the gas light was reflected, Bodenland asked, ‘Would you suppose there was once a time when Hudson Bay didn’t exist, doctor?’
Van Helsing looked askance, as if he suspected a trick question.
‘Hudson’s Bay didn’t exist – until it was discovered by an Englishman in the seventeenth century.’
Bidding Bodenland a good night, he left the room, and closed the door quietly behind him.
Slowly removing his jacket, Bodenland tried to take in his present situation. He found the room, large though it was, oppressive. Oil paintings of Highland cattle in ornate gilt frames occupied much of the wall space. On the bedside table stood a carafe of drinking water and a black-bound New Testament. He sat on the bed to remove his shoes, and then lay back, hands linked under his head. He began to think of Mina and of his pretty new daughter-in-law, Kylie. But would he ever be able to control the time train and get back to them?
His eyes closed.
Without any seeming discontinuity, the processes in his mind continued, leading him to leave the house he was in and descend some steps. The steps were outside, leading down a rank hillside fringed by tall cypresses; then they curved, broken and dangerous, into a crypt. The air became moist and heavy. He searched for somewhere to put down a burdensome parcel he was carrying. The underground room seemed enormous. A stained glass window let in a pattern of moonlight which hung like a curtain in the waxy atmosphere.
‘No problem so far,’ he or someone else said, as he seated himself in a chair.
Three maidens in diaphanous robes stood in the moonlight. They beckoned. All were beautiful. The middle one was the most beautiful. The coloured glass threw warm gules on her fair breast.
It was this middle creature who advanced on Bodenland, drawing aside her white robe as she came. Her smile was remote, her gaze unfixed.
He knew her and called her name, ‘Kylie! Come to me.’
He saw – with shut eyes but acute mental vision – the pale and loving woman who had so recently become his daughter-in-law. For those beautiful features, those soft limbs, that sensuous body with its delectable secrets, lust filled Joe’s body.
As he opened his arms to her, she bent eagerly towards him, letting the long dress fall away. He caught her scent, like a forgotten dream.
Now her arms were almost round his neck. He felt them intensely, was filled with rapture, when a pistol shot rang out.
Kylie was gone. The stony structure of the crypt faded.
He was back on the bed, his arms tingling with cramp behind his head. The long-horned cattle stared at him from the walls of the room.
He sat up, sick, cold. Had he heard a real shot?
Rising, he padded over to the window and drew aside a curtain a little way.
Two moons shone over the haunting nineteenth-century landscape, one in a clear night sky, the other its sister, its reflection, in the ornamental pool. The gazebo was a ghostly thing, its Chinese chimes not stirring. On the terrace, the statues stood in their dramatic attitudes, casting their shadows towards the facade of the old house.
Among the statues was a human figure. It was Stoker, his ginger coloration made snowy by the moon.
Breaking the chain of garlic flowers, Bodenland opened the window and leaned out.
‘What’s the matter? I thought I heard a shot.’
Stoker looked up, his features made brutal in the diffused glow.
‘Keep your voice down. You aren’t going to be too bucked with this, Bodenland. I’ve had to perform a soldierly duty. As I was turning in I heard a bit of thumping, armed myself, and came out here to see what the devil was going on.’
‘The driver …’
‘That’s it – your driver. He emerged through the door. Like a ghost. One of the Undead, my boy! I put a silver bullet through him in self-defence. It’s the only thing that stops his kind.’
‘I’ll come down.’
The window next to Bodenland’s was thrown open and van Helsing thrust his head out into the night air. He was wearing a night cap.
‘Now we’re in trouble – real trouble, you understand? What are you going to do with the body? You’ll be charged with murder.’
‘I’ll come down, Bram,’ said Bodenland. It was the first time he had used his host’s Christian name.
‘Better stay where you are. There’s another presence out here.’
‘What?’
Stoker paused before answering, and glanced about.
‘A woman’s presence. I’ll be in soonest, don’t worry. I’ll heave this damned corpse back into the shed. We’ll worry about it in the morning.’
‘Are you frightened?’
‘Heroism, Bodenland, what we were talking about. Get to bed, and sweet dreams. And you, doctor.’
Bodenland withdrew his head and closed the window, but stood looking at the silent terrace. When Stoker disappeared, dragging the corpse, he returned to bed. But hope of sleep had been shattered.
Although he admired Stoker’s courage, he still could not persuade himself to believe in vampires. His experience told him they existed, his intellect denied it. Of course, that paradox played to the advantage of vampires, if they existed. But they did exist – and somehow below the level of human intellect.
He paced about the room, trying to work it out. The human intellect originated in the neocortex, the grey matter of the brain. Below lay deeper layers, much older on an evolutionary scale than the neocortex – layers of brain common to other mammals, the limbic brain, primed by instincts such as aggression and submission and sexual response: the very instincts which propelled the processes of life on the planet.
Suppose there was a type of creature which was subject to different processes. A creature like a vampire, without intellect, and therefore almost safe from human molestation. The human species would undoubtedly kill off all vampires, as they had almost killed off wolves, if they only could believe wholeheartedly in the idea. Once you got the idea, vampires were not particularly hard to kill – to exterminate. Were they? The silver bullet. The shaft of light. The religious symbol. The stake through the heart.
He stood and stared abstractedly at the pokerwork legend: Thou Shalt Not be Afraid for Any Terror by Night … Nevertheless, the human race was afraid, always had been …
Always had been …
Vampires – if they existed – he could not resist adding the saving clause – were older than mankind.
How much older? Really millions and millions of years older, as Clift’s discovery seemed to prove?
Why were they so feared?
They were a disease.
They brought death. Worse than death, the existence of the Undead. If legend was to be believed.
And they preyed on humankind by activating one of the strongest instincts below the neocortical level, the great archetype of sex.
As a flower attracts by its scent.
His dream … The incestuous dream of union with Kylie, dead or alive. Repugnant to his consciousness, evidently delightful to some more primitive layer of sensation …
Of a sudden, he connected the dream with the female presence which, if Stoker was to be believed, walked on the terrace below.
As he thought of it, of that shadowy thing he was wise to dread, a wave of desire came over him.
He fought it back. ‘The pestilence that walketh in darkness …’ Was that how the rest of the psalm went?
To calm himself, he measured his strides about the bedroom, trying again to think of the problem scientifically.
Why else were vampires so feared?
Because they were parasitical. Parasites were always feared.
If they long preceded humans on the scale of existence, then they had once preyed on other living things.
What had they been – he caught himself avoiding the word – what had vampires been before they became parasitical? Before that dreadful need for blood arose?
Many arthropod bloodsuckers existed – bed bugs, fleas, mosquitoes, ticks, all parasitical on man. As the fossil record proved, those creatures were about in the busy world long before mankind. Even before birds and mammals.
All those little plagues to human life were originally innocent suckers of fruit juice and plant juices. But the taste of blood proved addictive and they had become enslaved by parasitism.
Blood was a dangerous beverage. An addiction like any other drug.
And vampire bats …
So what had vampires been, many millions of years ago, before they became enslaved?
It was a short distance from gnawing on a wound to drinking its substance … From swooping down through the air to being called to swoop … From inciting the dread to inciting the lust …
Almost in a fever, he thought he had glimpsed what turned an aerial predator into the pestilence that walketh in darkness. Sick with the sound and smell of the gas jet, Bodenland went to the window and flung back the curtains, letting moonlight enter the fuggy room. Brushing away the strings of white flowers, he threw open the window and took some lungfuls of air.
The moon still floated upside down in the pool.
Of Stoker there was no sign.
The woman stood there on the terrace, tall against the figure of a putti. She looked up at him, eyes agleam with a cold green fire.
His heart turned over. But his intellect remained cool.
Distantly, the clock in the asylum tower chimed one in the morning.
She lifted her arms and flew up to him.
She was in the bedroom, among the domestic things with her dead eyes, walking, gliding, rather. Close to him – and he staring with his hair standing on end.
‘This is no dream, Joe,’ she said. Her voice was deep and masculine.
She brought a chill to the room. In her whiteness, with something sparkling like frost in her hair, and the wan white robe, all shadowy yet bright – why, he thought, it’s more like a fever than a person, frightening, yes, yet no more dangerous than a ghost … Yet he was in a prickle of lust to be touched by her, to enjoy an intimacy no one knew this side of the grave.
His intellect had no part in this encounter.
Her name was Bella, the name spoken like a bell.
‘What do you want of me?’
‘I know what you want of me, Joe.’ Still the voice was thick, as if there was blood just below the throat. And her lips were red.
She began to talk, and he to listen, entranced.
Her people were ancient and had survived much. When oak trees die, they still stand against the storm. Her exact words never came back to him after; he only recalled – trying to recall more – that she gave an impression of the Undead as being nothing outside nature, as being of nature. Of humans as being the exiled things, cut off from the ancient world, unable to throw themselves into the streams of continuity pouring from the distant past into distant futures. She spoke, and it was in images.
For these reasons humanity was doomed. Men had to be slain for the survival of the ancient planet. Yet she, Bella, had it in her power to save him, Joe. To more than save him: to crown him with eternal life, the great stream of life from which his humanity exiled him. She spoke, and he received a picture of glaciers from which pure rivers flowed, down to teeming future oceans, unpolluted by man.
‘What do I have to do?’ His whisper was like the rustle of leaves.
Bella turned the full beam of her regard upon him. The eyes were red like a dog’s or yellow like a cat’s or green like a polar bear’s – after, he could not remember. They pierced into him, confident, without conscience or consciousness.
‘All Fleet Ones need to attend a great conference which our Lord has called. We are summoned, every one. We must go to the region you call Hudson Bay. There we will finally decide mankind’s fate.’
‘You cannot exist without us.’
‘As we existed once, so we shall again. You’re – but a moment.’
Again a kind of telepathic picture of the highest mountains brimming over with glaciers, slow-growing glaciers crowned with snow. And, by their striped flanks, thorn bushes growing, stiff against the wind.
Oh, it was beautiful. He longed for it. Ached.
‘The great Lord Dracula will guide our decisions. All of us will have a voice. Possibly extermination, possibly total enslavement. All of you penned within …’
She named a place. Had she said ‘green land’ or ‘Greenland’?
‘Understand this, Joe. We are much stronger than you can imagine. As we possessed the past, so we are in possession of the far future.’
‘The present? You’re nothing, Bella.’
‘We must have back the time train. You have to surrender it. That is what you have to do, and only that, in order that we become immortal lovers, borne on the storm of ages, like Paolo and Francesca.’
While she said these things and uttered these inhuman promises, she lightly roamed the room, as a tiger might pace.
He watched. She gave no reflection as she passed the mirror on the dressing-table or the glazed map of the British Empire, or any of the pictures which lay behind glass.
He sat on the side of the bed, unable to control his trembling.
‘What does this mean – you possess the future?’
‘No more talk, Joe. Talk’s the human skill. Forget the future when we can together savour the present.’
The dark voice ceased. She unfolded great wings and moved towards him.
Something in her movements woke in Bodenland the promptings of a forgotten dream. All that came back to him was a picture of the thing that had rushed towards him down the corridor of the time train, covering infinite distance with infinite speed. He had time to appreciate the gloomy chamber in which, it seemed, every vertical was ashily outlined by the glare of the gas, caging him into this block of past existence, until the very scent of her, the frisson of her garments, drowned out all other impressions.
She stood by him, over him, as he remained sitting on the side of the bed, arms behind him to prop his torso as he gazed up at her face. The red lips moved and she spoke again.
‘I know of your strength. Eternal life is here if you wish it. Eternal life and eternal love.’
His mouth was almost too dry to speak. He could force no derision into his voice. ‘Forbidden love.’
‘Forbidden by your kind, Joe, not mine.’
And with a great rustle of wings, she embraced him, pressing him into folds of the eiderdown.
Even as his body’s blood flowed thick and heavy with delight, he was also living out a vision. It was antique yet imperishable, like something engraved on stone. It flowed from Bella to him.
Bella’s memory was of what would one day be called Hudson Bay, and a chill part of Canada. Now the clouds rolled back like peeling skin and heat roared like breath. In the fairer climate of seventy million years past, what would be water and ice and drifting floes was all land, bush-speckled savannah or forest. The kneedeep grasses were rich to the teeth of great blundering herbivores – hadrosaurs that grazed by slow-winding rivers, brontosaurs that blundered into the marsh by the rivers.
These and other ornithischians were herded into pens and thorncages by the Fleet Ones, who arrived on wing and foot. They drove their captives, fat with blood and blubber, into the makeshift fields, from which they would be culled.
The savannah fills with their numbers. The beasts lumber and cry. The ground heaves.
The bed heaves. Bodenland cries aloud.
Larry was in an absolute rage. He shook with it. The mortician had said, ‘I don’t think you should take your mother’s death like that, sir. We must show respect for the dead,’ and Larry had brushed the little man aside.
He ran out of the parlour to the sidewalk, cursing and gesticulating. Kylie followed reluctantly, her pretty face pale and drawn.
In the cheerful morning sunlight, the main street of Enterprise was choked with traffic, mainly rubberneckers come to see what was going on at Old John, lured by the news that mankind’s history had been overturned. The cars moved so slowly that both drivers and passengers had plenty of time to watch this man performing on the sidewalk, under the mortician’s sign. Many called insults, thinking they knew a drunk when they saw one.
‘Stop it, Larry, will you?’ Kylie seized his arm. ‘Come on, I’ll drive you back to the motel.’
‘What have I done, Kylie? What have I done? I’m going to hang one on in the nearest bar, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.’
‘No, please … It would be better to pray. Prayer gives you more strength than whisky.’
He appeared not to have heard her.
‘That was my momma lying in there, all white and withered. Stuck in that freezer …’ Tears rolled down his face. ‘Like some little pressed flower she was, her colour all faded …’
‘Larry, darling, I know, I know. It’s terrible. Poor Mina. But getting drunk won’t help it one bit …’
Cajoling, crying herself, Kylie managed to persuade her husband back to the convertible. Wiping her tears, she managed the slow drive to the Moonlite Motel. The management had been insensitive enough to offer them Mina’s old room. No other was available, owing to the unexpected influx of sightseers. They took it. In the hastily cleared room, Kylie found in the waste can a crumpled sheet of notepaper. On it her late mother-in-law had begun a letter. ‘Joe you bastard —’
‘What I fail to understand,’ said Larry, heading straight for the mini-bar, ‘is what this “Premature Ageing” bit means. I don’t trust the Utah doctors – probably bribed by the motel. Hon, go down the corridor and get some ice, will you?’
She stood before him. ‘I love you, Larry, and I need your support. Don’t you see I’m still trembling? But you are like a greedy child. Your parents neglected you, yes, I know, I’ve heard it a million times. So you keep on grabbing, grabbing, just like a baby. You grabbed. Okay, so you want to keep me, so you must stop being a baby and grabbing for these other things.’
‘You ever hear of a baby drinking the old Wild Turkey, hon? I’m never going to get over the death of my mom, because I should have taken better care of her. She loved me. She loved me, Kylie. Something my father never did.’
‘Larry!’ She screamed his name. ‘Please forget about yourself! Worry about what happened to Mina. What the hell are we going to do? All human love has its failings, okay, but Joe does love you, best he knows how. But he’s missing —’
‘I’ll go and get the ice myself, don’t you worry.’ He stood up. ‘You always take Joe’s side. I’m used to that by now, and I’m going to get a drink while you yack, if you must.’
She went over to her suitcase, which lay on the bed. She had opened it without unpacking it. They had checked in only an hour ago and gone straight from the motel to the funeral parlour.
‘I’m yacking no more, husband of mine. I just can’t get through to you. I’ve had enough. I’m off. You quit on me in Hawaii. Now I’m quitting on you in Enterprise, Utah.’
She snapped the suitcase shut. As she made for the door, Larry ran in front of her. Kylie swung the suitcase hard and hit him in the stomach.
Gasping, he made way for her.
When she had gone, Larry walked doubled up to the sofa, making what he could of the pain. After sufficient gasping, he picked up the quart bottle of Wild Turkey he had brought with him in his case. Lifting it high until it gleamed in the light from the window Kylie had opened, he saluted it.
‘Only you and me now, old friend,’ he said.
Later, he staggered out and got himself a hamburger from the Chock Full O’ Nuts next to the Moonlite. Later still, he pulled down the blind at the window to keep out the glare of the sun. Later still, he placed the empty whisky bottle on the window sill and fell into a heavy slumber, snoring with practised ease.
Evening set in. The neon sign blinked outside, registering the minutes. Cars came and went in the parking lot. Larry slept on, uneasy in dream.
It seemed his mother visited him, to stand before him bloodlessly, with red eyes. She cried to him for comfort. She bent over him, her movements, gradual, so as not to startle.
Oh, she whispered, Larry was her dear son – so dear. Now she needed him more than ever.
The evening breeze blew the blind. It flapped inward, striking the empty whisky bottle. It tapped intermittently. The bottle fell to the floor, clattering.
Larry woke in a fright. He sat up, groaning, clutching his head, and looked round the darkened room. ‘Mother?’
He was alone.
 
The glorious summer’s day bathed the facade of Bram Stoker’s residence. A row of newly planted copper beeches shielding the house from the lane gleamed in the early morning sunshine as if they were copper indeed, newly polished by the housemaid.
The carriage, with its two chestnut horses, stood in the drive before the front door. Stoker emerged, resplendent in top hat, chatting happily. He was followed by Joe Bodenland, walking slowly and saying nothing. His face was lifeless and ashen. Stoker helped him into the carriage.
Mrs Stoker was standing by the herbaceous border, talking to Spinks, the young gardener. She too was dressed in all her finery and, after a minute, came over to the carriage and was assisted aboard by James, the driver.
‘Spinks is worried about the blackspot on the roses,’ she said. ‘And so am I.’
The wheels of the carriage crackled over the gravel as they drove off.
‘The blue flowers in the border are pretty, dear. What are they?’
‘Yes, they’re doing better this year. Lobelia syphilitica. Such a funny name.’
When they turned out of the drive and headed down the hill, the spires and towers of London became visible. The great occasion made both Stoker and his wife nervous. They spent the journey primping each other, brushing away imaginary dust from one another’s clothes, and adjusting their hair. They worried about what they would do while the investiture was taking place. Bodenland sat in his place, somewhat shrunken, speaking only when addressed.
The carriage took them to the splendid rail terminal of Paddington Station, built by one of the Queen’s more ingenious subjects, Isambard Kingdom Brunel. The station master came forward and installed Stoker’s party in a first class carriage.
Stoker sat back, tilted his topper at a rakish angle, and lit a large cigar.
At Windsor, bunting decorated the station and a silver band played. They were met by an equerry of the Queen and escorted in style to the palace, over which the Union Jack flew lazily in the sun.
When their brougham rolled into the yard of the Castle, a clock was chiming a quarter hour after eleven. They were in good time for the investiture at twelve noon. A platoon of household guards was on parade, and a band played lively airs. Mrs Stoker clapped her gloved hands in pleasure.
‘Capital chaps,’ agreed Stoker, nodding towards the uniformed bandsmen. ‘Pity your pater isn’t here to see them, Flo.’
Crowds stared in at the gates, while children waved small paper Union Jacks.
They were assisted ceremoniously from the carriage. Their company was escorted to a reception room, where other celebrated names lounged about in nonchalant attitudes and medals, smoking if possible. Irving himself joined them in a few minutes, and Bodenland was introduced.
Henry Irving walked with a long stride, perhaps to make himself look taller than he was. He had the appearance of a great famished wolf. The hair on his magnificent head was liberally streaked with white, long, and raggedly cut, lending something bohemian to his person. He swung his famous brow towards the assembled company to make sure he was recognized, then turned all his attention to Stoker and his companions.
‘I’m friendly with your compatriot, Mark Twain,’ Irving said. ‘I met him when we were doing our recent tour of America. Very amusing man.’
He sat down next to them and drummed his fingers on his top hat.
‘No chance of a drink here, Henry,’ Stoker said.
But coffee was served in porcelain cups which Mrs Stoker greatly admired. She persevered in admiring everything in sight.
In due time, they were shown into a splendid scarlet reception room. The furnishings consisted of stiff-backed chairs at one end and a plain throne on a dais at the other. Apart from this, a few lavishly framed oils of battle scenes hanging on the walls were the only decoration. In an adjoining room, light music was being played by a quartet.
Queen Victoria was escorted into the room at the far end. She seated herself on the throne without ostentation. She was a small dumpy woman, dressed in black with a blue sash running over one shoulder. She dispensed half-a-dozen knighthoods with a ceremonial sword, displaying nothing that could be interpreted as intense interest in the proceedings. As etiquette decreed, she made no conversation with her newly honoured subjects as they rose from their knees.
It was Irving’s turn. He ascended the three shallow steps and knelt before his Queen. She tapped him on both shoulders with the sword.
‘We were much amused, Sir Henry,’ she said, and smiled.
‘Ooh, she smiled,’ Mrs Stoker whispered in her husband’s ear.
He nodded vigorously.
The playing of the national anthem concluded the ceremony.
Afterwards, as they left the Castle with Irving, the talk was all of the Queen’s smile. There was general agreement that it was wonderful, and that she looked extremely well for her age.
Mrs Stoker turned to Bodenland.
‘You’ve had little to say on this truly memorable occasion, sir. What did you make of it all? A fine tale you’ll have to take back to Mrs Borderland. I warrant you have nothing so impressive in America.’
‘That may be so, madam. We have no royalty in our country, being a republic. All this display you see, this great castle – is it not paid for out of the pockets of the average Britisher? And your Queen – I mean no offence, but is it not the English poor who keep her in luxury?’
‘That’s plain silly, Joe,’ said Stoker. ‘The Queen’s a very spartan lady. Eats almost nothing since the Prince Consort died.’
‘Are you telling us America has no poor?’ said Florence.
‘I didn’t say that, Mrs Stoker. Of course we have poor, but the poor have hope. They may – I use an old-fashioned phrase – raise themselves from log cabin to White House. Whereas I doubt if any of the English poor have ever raised themselves to the throne from Whitechapel.’
‘You look unwell, Mr Borderland,’ said Florence, stiffly.
 
The ceremony was followed by a grand luncheon, held in the banqueting rooms off Whitehall, and attended by no less a figure than the Prime Minister, Lord Rosebery.
As usual, Bram Stoker had to stay close to Irving, but he came over to his new friend’s side once, to introduce him to Irving’s leading lady, Ellen Terry. Ellen Terry’s brother Fred, also an actor, was with her, but Bodenland was able to spare no glance for him.
Ellen Terry was simply the most beautiful woman he had ever set eyes on. She wore a saffron silk dress, with hand-woven designs consisting of many-coloured threads and little jewels. The dress went with her striking colouring and eyes that – he could only feel it – looked at him and understood him. Bodenland was so overwhelmed by this sensation, entirely new to him, that he was unable to say anything sensible. He remembered afterwards only a certain manner in which she held her head, as if at once proud and modest. He remembered the way her mouth – that delightful mouth – moved, but not what it said.
Then she turned to speak to someone else. In a phrase Bram Stoker used later, Ellen Terry was like embodied sunshine.
But her amiable brother Fred stayed a moment and pointed out some notables to Bodenland as they assembled round the table.
‘That feller with the green lapels to his jacket is a compatriot of yours, Edwin Abbey. Good artist but, being American, won’t end up in the Abbey.’ He laughed at his own joke, treating the whole affair like a kind of horse-race. ‘See whom he’s shaking hands with? That’s the old war horse, Alma Tadema – he’s pipped Henry at the post, he’s already a knight. Wonderful painter, he entirely redesigned the Roman toga for Henry’s Coriolanus … Ah, now, coming up on the straight – see that lady with the turban and the slightly too grand osprey feathers? That’s none other than Mrs Perugini, daughter of the late lamented Charles Dickens, novelist. The serious-looking gent embracing Bram … that’s one of his best friends, Hall Caine – another novelist, happily still with us.
‘Oh, here’s a treat!’ Fred Terry exclaimed, as a wild-looking man with a great streaming head of hair burst into the room and flung his arms about Irving. ‘It’s the Polish musical genius of the age. Paderewski. They’re chums, as you can tell. Quite a romantic chappie, by all accounts.’ Indeed, when the guests were all seated, and before the commencement of the meal, Paderewski was prevailed upon to position himself at the grand piano and play a minuet of his own composition, attacking the keys with as much spirit as if he did so on behalf of the whole Polish people.
After wild applause, the new knight rose and made a speech, also wildly applauded, after which he gave his famous rendering of ‘The Bells’, the dramatic story of a man haunted by the undetected murder he had committed. Tumultuous applause. Ellen Terry sat between Irving and Lord Rosebery, and smiled like an angel.
Then the banquet began.
Enormous amounts of food were supplied by bustling waiters, bearing with aplomb the loaded dishes in and the emptied dishes out. Wine rose in such a tide in cut-glass goblets that men in their dinner jackets grew apoplectic, with cheeks as scarlet as the Bordeaux.
Slightly awed by the gargantuan consumption, Bodenland picked at his food and sipped at his claret. Florence Stoker, seated next to him, regaled him with tales of the Balcombe family.
Evidently she found him unresponsive.
‘Are you one of those men who regards a woman’s conversation as inconsequential?’ she asked, as a towering confection resembling a Mont Blanc built of sponge, brandy, and icing sugar was set before them.
‘On the contrary, ma’am. I wish it were otherwise.’
He could not stop glancing at Ellen Terry; she altered his whole feeling towards the nineteenth century.
When finally they staggered out into the light of a London day, with dim sunlight slanting through the plane trees, it was to be met by a throng of beggars, importuning for food or money.
Taking Bodenland’s elbow, Stoker steered him through the outstretched hands. Bodenland looked with pity on the cadaverous faces, pale but lit with burning eyes, the rags they wore like cerements. He wondered if Stoker had drawn his picture of the Undead from this melancholy company, which swarmed in its thousands through the underworld of London.
Seeing his interest, Stoker stopped and accosted one small lad, bare of legs and feet, who held out a bony hand to them. Picking a coin from his pocket, Stoker asked the boy what he did for a living.
‘I was a pure-finder, guv, following me father’s trade. But times is hard, owing to competition from over the other side. Spare a copper, guv, bless you.’
He got the copper, and made off fast down a side street.
‘What’s a pure-finder?’ Bodenland asked, as they climbed into their carriage.
‘Pure’s dog shit,’ said Stoker, shielding the word from his wife with his topper. ‘The urchin probably works for the tanners over Bermondsey way. They use the shit for tanning leather. I hear it’s a profitable occupation.’
‘The boy was starving.’
‘You can’t go by looks.’
They returned home in the evening. Lights were already on in the house as James led the horses away to the stable.
A great to-do went on in the hall with the removal of outer garments and the fussing of van Helsing, who was anxious to see that the outing had inflicted no harm on his charge. He managed to circumnavigate Stoker twice by the time the latter entered the drawing room and flung himself down in an armchair under the Bronzino.
Stoker tugged vigorously at the bellrope for wine.
‘What a day, to be sure,’ he said. ‘It’s a day of great honour to the whole of the acting profession, no less. Wouldn’t you agree, Joe?’
Joe had gone over to the window to look at the daylight lingering in the garden.
‘How beautiful Ellen Terry is,’ he said, dreamily.
While the manservant was pouring wine, van Helsing ran over to Stoker’s chair and sank down beside it on one knee, somewhat in the attitude Irving had assumed a few hours previously. He rolled up Stoker’s sleeve and administered an injection from a large silver syringe.
Stoker made a face.
‘It’s my friend here who needs your ministry, Van,’ said Stoker. Getting up, he went over to where Bodenland was standing, looking out towards the woods. As Bodenland turned, Stoker saw the two tell-tale marks at his throat, and understood.
‘Better get some iodine, Van. Mr Bodenland cut himself shaving.’ He led Bodenland over to a comfortable chair and made him sit down. After standing looking compassionately down at him, he snapped his fingers. ‘I know what you need.’
In a minute, after probing in the wine cabinet, he brought forth a wine glass full of a red liquid and gave it to Joe.
‘What’s this? Wine?’
‘Laudanum. Do you a power of good and all.’
‘My god … Well, it is 1896 …’ He sipped it slowly and felt some of the lassitude leave him.
‘You should get out of here at once, Joe. You’re a marked man. I know I’ve helped to delay you, but I see now you should make for home on the morrow, sure as eggs are eggs.’
Bodenland stood up, a little shakily. He took a deep breath.
‘I’m okay, or near enough. Allow me to make you a small speech, since you’ve both been so kind and hospitable. Despite my experiences on the way to England – and I’ve hardly dared tell you of the full strangeness of that journey – I have fought with myself to deny the reality of … of vampires. To be honest, I thought they were a fiction invented for the novel you are about to finish. Even when you talked about them, I kind of reckoned you mad. Now I know you’re not mad.’
‘Heaven be praised! It’s myself that’s always thinking I’m mad, or going that way.’
‘And I’m glad of your reassurance, Mr Bodenland,’ said Florence, getting his name right in gratitude.
‘Thanks. Let me finish my speech. Of course I still worry about my wife, Mina, and my family. I can’t resist the intuition that some dreadful thing may have happened to her. But – hell, Bram, after my experience last night I know it would be cowardice to just up and quit now, and go home as if nothing had happened. I let down my old buddy Bernard Clift. Well, I’m not about to let down my new buddy as well. I’m staying, and we’ll fight this foul thing together.’
To his surprise, Stoker flung his arms about him.
‘You’re a dear feller, sure you are.’ He shook Bodenland’s hand warmly. ‘It’s a brave decision you’ve made.’
Mrs Stoker ran up, casting her embroidery hoop on the carpet, and kissed him on the cheek.
‘I don’t want you getting my husband into trouble, now, but you spoke up like a man – like a soldier. We shall drink a sherry now, to toast you.’
‘And we’ll have a cigar,’ said Stoker. ‘At least, I will.’
This response excited Joe into a less lethargic state.
‘We won’t delay. I may be no Christian, but this is a kind of Christian quest.’ As he spoke, he took a New Testament from a side table and waved it aloft as if in proof. ‘We start tomorrow.’
‘And we prepare tonight,’ said Stoker, through his cigar.
When Stoker was out of the room, his wife came to Bodenland’s side.
‘My dear father was full of wisdom – as befitted a man who was a Lieutenant Colonel and served in the Crimea. One thing he told me was that many impossible things happen. The important thing is to decide which impossible things to believe and which not to.’
‘Sound advice, ma’am.’
‘My father’s advice was always sound. I’m undecided as yet about your impossibilities, but I’d like to ask you, if I may – supposing it were somehow possible to venture into the future, as one ventures into London – would I be able to establish if dear Bram’s latest novel will be a success?’ She laughed, as if thinking it was a silly question for a colonel’s daughter to ask.
‘Bram will call it Dracula, as I advised, whatever it may be called now. It will be a great success, and translated into many languages. Maybe I could ask you a question in return, Mrs Stoker?’
‘By all means.’
‘What do you think your husband’s novel is about?’
‘He assures me he hopes to reassert the proper womanly role of Christian English decency, matronly, angelic …’
‘Sexless?’
‘Please do not be coarse. We do not speak of such things.’ She lifted a hand in delicate reproach.
‘I apologize, ma’am. Most readers regard Dracula as a horror tale, whatever Bram says. His own mother back in Ireland will write and tell him it is more frightening than Mary Shelley’s marvellous Frankenstein. The last time I saw my new daughter-in-law Kylie … well, perhaps the last time bar one, she was reading Bram’s novel. Everyone on the planet – in China, in the Amazon basin – probably knows the name of Dracula. Fame on an almost unprecedented scale, Mrs Stoker.’
‘Well, I’m sorry about that villain Dracula’s fame, though glad about all the rest. Some names, like some bodies, are best buried and forgotten.’
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It was growing dark in the woods below the house. Sunset was overcast. Spinks the gardener, assisted by the two men, was loading Stoker’s home-made bullets and some rifles on the time train.
This remarkable vehicle had been inspected with many a whistle of admiration from Stoker and many a scratch of the head from Spinks. The latter was philosophical.
‘If it works, then it works, sir, and you needn’t worry. My stomach works, but I don’t need to know the whys and wherefores of it.’
‘A sensible approach,’ Stoker agreed. ‘The less you know about your stomach, the better it works, no doubt. Light a storm lantern, Spinks, will you? It’s dark early this evening.’
As the darkness encompassed the three men, as the Earth revolving moved into its own shadow, so the ancient forces of darkness began to emerge. Not being subject to life, they were tireless. While the time train was being loaded, Bella, who had once been alive, was descending some crumbling stairs leading down to a crypt.
She was newly roused from the oblivion which overtook her in the holy hours of daylight. Her hair lay about her shoulders. About her lips was a deadly pallor. Her fragility expressed itself in the lingering way she descended the broken stair. No living man, fearing his own weakness, could have resisted the lure of the ruined madonna.
Yet she herself, the magnet for terror, was also subject to terror. She went to a rendezvous with her Lord.
Some reassurance was to be drawn from the atmosphere of the crypt, which was dark and rank. Her keenly attuned ear caught the drip of moisture, the whisper of a spider in its web, and all the sharp-toothed harmonies of decay. It suited her, too, that the stained glass window to one side allowed in only a barest stain of light, red-tainted from the dregs of sunset.
Tombs stood all about. An open coffin lay nearby, lending its gamey flavour to the air. Bella stood by it, slightly luminous, waiting in absolute stillness.
At a sign of some kind, perhaps a change of pressure in the morbid dampness, she sank to her knees, lifting her white hands up to her breast. Her mouth opened and her pale gums made her teeth look longer and sharper than ever.
In the gloom, very distant, a mighty figure materialized. It remained for an instant at the brink of visibility. Then it began its advance towards the kneeling woman. It had infinite space to cover, but it approached at infinite speed. Suddenly it was close, robed in smouldering darkness. Its face was long, pale, powerful. It had horns, rising on bosses from its thick, coarse hair.
It had no majesty. What it had was brute presence, before which Bella cowered.
She addressed him as Lord and Count, and said that Bodenland would soon be finished as thoroughly as the other grave-defiler, Clift. She would not let him escape. She spoke submissively, in her deep growling voice.
There was no doubting the monster’s power when he stood forth as now, horned and in his true guise. There was no doubting the moral ugliness of his strength – or the note of sorrow in his voice when he made his reply.
‘My bride and daughter, be not too certain. Nothing is ordained. Show confidence, inwardly fear. Bear in mind that the Fleet Ones must always remain the negative side of humanity, their dark obverse. Otherwise we hold no attraction for them.’
‘Our attraction, our darkness, is our strength, Great Lord.’
She might as well not have spoken. His voice ground on, with the light of hell in his mouth as well as in his eyes.
‘For all our strengths, we remain forever slaves to the human imagination. You deal with a man of more than ordinary imaginative power.’
‘I shall conquer, Lord, for I have learned much from you.’
‘Only in the realm of Death where humans cannot go have we total supremacy. Remember that, my daughter and bride.’
‘I do and I will.’
‘Then come to me.’ He was already aroused. With a cry, Bella moved into his arms and gave her corpse-like being to him.
It grew still darker in the woods below the house. Bodenland was inside the time train, stowing away ammunition, general supplies, and Stoker’s cricket bat, which he swore was his lucky mascot; he had knocked up several centuries with it, which was a good omen for travelling through long periods of time.
Examining the old rifles, Bodenland called down to the ginger man to express his doubts about them.
‘But we have proof they’re effective,’ Stoker said, pausing and looking up at his friend. ‘You’re forgetting. It was a bullet from one of these that finished off the vampire in your friend’s ancient grave. They’ll do well. And don’t forget, Joe, these ugly critters have guile but no real savvy – no human intelligence. A madman at the loony-bin told me that.’
Bodenland squatted on his haunches in the entrance to the train.
‘I was trying to think over that very problem in evolutionary terms.’
‘You mean Darwinism?’ Stoker’s broad face was lit by the uncertain light of a storm lantern.
‘Exactly. Listen, Bram, we now know that vampires evolved millions of years ago from some other form of life. They adapted to parasitism. They developed sucking mouth-parts, they developed a kind of hypnotic and semi-telepathic power to attract victims. Those changes had to be at the expense of some other ability. Well, even over millions of years, as they became more or less to resemble Homo sapiens, they did not develop a neocortex.’
‘But they can talk.’
‘They can, but reluctantly, it seems. They have the classic one-track mind. Try them on the rules of baseball. Nix! I believe they also lost an ability. Does it make sense to you to say that their intense sexual power is generated because they are themselves sexually frustrated, having lost the power of reproduction?’
Stoker stared down at the trampled grass under his feet.
‘Spinks,’ he said to the young gardener, who was standing nearby with his arms akimbo, listening, ‘you’d better cut on back to the house. This conversation is not for you.’ When the lad did as he was told, Stoker said, ‘I understand your meaning perfectly, Joe. Vampires can’t get on the job, Dracula himself being an exception. All they do for sex is suck. Not F but S, you could say.’
‘So how do they keep the species going?’
‘That is a problem. If you can’t get it up, the population goes down.’
‘They recruit, don’t they? It’s all in your novel. They recruit humans into the ranks of the Undead. And such ex-humans also face brain-extinction.’
Stoker leaned against the train and looked up through the canopy of leaves to the darkening sky, where a flight of rooks made belated wing overhead.
‘You’re saying there are two strains in the vampire kind, the way it needs blacks and whites to make up humanity. So one strain is ex-humans. What is the other?’
‘Overgrown vampire bats. Or their equivalent back in the Mesozoic. That is, pterodactyls and pteranodons. From devouring carrion, it was a short step to preying on the half-living.’
‘No, no,’ said Stoker vehemently. ‘I’ll not believe it. I’ll not believe that such creatures – brainless – could make this amazing vehicle and travel on it through all the years of time. You can’t explain that, Joe, can you?’
Bodenland laughed as he jumped to the ground.
‘Nope. But I will do …’
‘Let’s get back to the house.’ They trudged uphill through the copse, chatting companionably, agreeing to make a start early the following morning.
As they reached the lawn, with the house in view, van Helsing approached. Seeing that he had a speech ready on his lips, Stoker grinned and held up a hand.
‘Don’t tell me, Van. Joe and I are on a crusade, and nothing is going to stop us.’
‘You are not fit, Mr Stoker, believe me.’
‘Fit or not, I’m going. I arranged it with Irving. We believe the vampires can be stopped, and we’re going to do it. Why not come with us?’
Van Helsing looked appalled.
‘If you indeed are going on this dangerous errand, it is my graven duty to stay here to protect Mrs Stoker.’
Stoker patted him on the arm. ‘That’s right, Van. I applaud your keen sense of duty.’
He sniffed the breeze. ‘I have a feeling that bad things may be abroad again later, Joe – without wishing to scare the doctor here.’
‘“Thou shalt not be afraid for any terror by night …”’
Stoker completed the quotation for him ‘… “Nor for the arrow that flieth by day. For the pestilence that walketh in darkness: nor for the sickness that destroyeth in the noon-day.” Sounds as if the old psalm-writers were regularly plagued by our friends, doesn’t it?’
It was growing darker still in the extensive grounds of the lunatic asylum next door. Dim lights burned in the building, none outside it. The ruin of the old abbey behind the asylum had known no light since Cromwell’s artillery had struck its ancient walls. As for the extensive and neglected grounds, so close to London, yet so near to the archaic, they retained the nature of wilderness everywhere, embracing darkness early, surrendering it late.
In his cell on the north corner of the north wing of the asylum, Renfield was on his knees, praying, counting, humming, reciting nursery rhymes, wagging his head like a pendulum, as the fit took him. Like Bram Stoker, he had scented something on the breeze, and knew ill things were abroad. In a corner of his brain he remembered the big bronze sound of the Salvation Army band playing in the gutter outside the mean room which his family rented; he banged the tune with his fists on the draughty stonework now: ‘The Bells of Hell go Ting-a-ling-a-ling,’ with a clash of the cymbals on the word ‘Hell’; while he, almost naked and the size of a shrimp, cowered with an even tinier brother under the one bed in the room, powerless not to watch his drunken ogre of a father battering his mother to death with a chair leg; and the brass band played on triumphantly outside, drowning her last cries – ‘For you but not for me-a-lee-a-lee’, went his fist now on the grey stone.
On one of the walls of his cell, out of reach, was an electric light, protected from vandalism by a mesh.
A junior warden looked into the cell, saying cheerfully, ‘Lights out, Renfield, old sport. Going to be all right, are we?’
The madman rolled on his back.
‘Please don’t switch the darkness on, Bob. Leave me the light, I beg. Something’s going on in the crypt, worse than slugs and snails and puppydogs’ tails. Leave me the light. Ummm-mm.’
‘Sorry, old cocker, orders is orders, got to put it out. Nine o’clock.’
‘Ruff, ruff, ruff.’ He rolled on the floor, barking. ‘Bob, Bob, there’s a big dog in here, got in with me. Going to eat me. Leave me the light – my last words …’
‘Sorry, me old cock-sparrer, I don’t see no dog.’
He slammed the cell door, switching off the madman’s light from outside the cell.
The wolf arrived immediately.
It appeared from wind-tossed bushes a long way distant, and made straight for Renfield at a good sharp trot. Renfield at once set up a great hullabaloo, and ran to the far corner of the cell. The wolf trotted the faster. Great was the distance, as great its speed.
The cell was awhirl with something like snow as the wolf closed on its prey. At the last minute, it changed shape. It became Count Dracula.
Renfield compressed himself into his corner, again the size of a shrimp, watching powerless, as once he had watched murder.
‘Ummm-mm.’
Count Dracula was brilliantly robed. He had a cow face and horns and a powdery blue complexion. Sometimes Death comes as a clown.
‘You have been talking to a neighbour, Renfield. You know more than is good for you.’
‘I’ll be your slave, master. You know that. Ummmm. Ummmm. I’ll be your slave. Bring blood, fetch. No —’
He was lifted up, twisted, body one way, neck and head the other. Then his body was flung contemptuously against one of the whitewashed walls.
Bob found him in the morning and shed a tear.
‘Poor old bugger. Wouldn’t harm a fly …’
Total darkness and Bodenland in his bedroom with the gas fire hissing. He turned it off and listened. The brief wind had died. The stillness of the unknown British countryside came in to him.
‘How silent is the nineteenth century,’ he said, almost aloud. With gas and increased use of electricity, people had changed, become more active after dark, forgotten the ancient threats it masked. But in all the centuries before that, there had been no defence against sunset. Oil lamp and candle had been frail protection against the predators of night.
He sat in a chair and tried to resolve a problem. He wanted to understand why the Christian symbol of the Cross so terrified vampires – if indeed it did. That idea would have to be tested. Was every vampire similarly terrified?
He set blunt fingertip to blunt fingertip and thought.
Every vampire … All the facts indicated that all vampires were alike, though Dracula and a few lamia, which were possibly not true vampires, possessed greater powers. Otherwise they were as alike as …
As animals, as sheep or other livestock. No real individuality. And human beings had been similarly lacking in individuality when they emerged from the ape. So there had to be a period when individuality – the characteristic that set humanity apart from even the higher mammals – dawned like a light. That light would spell the end of vampiric domination. A horse cannot defend itself from a vampire bat, any more than it can open a gate; a human can.
That great moment of development, the waking of the individual spirit, must be fairly recent.
His thoughts wandered. Bodenland was not much used to considering his inner self, such were the patterns of economic life. Yet he was aware of an inner consciousness, detached from daily happening, which seemed to be regarding him.
But many ancient creeds had held ceremonies which proved men were not then individual, or regarded as individual, but merely an item in the mass. If you could sacrifice a ram or a slave to save your soul, if thousands of captives could be sacrificed to save thousands of souls – as happened in the Aztec culture – then all souls were equal and interchangeable. An individual consciousness had been slow to dawn.
Signs of dawn came in the sixth century BC, with such great men as Confucius, Buddha, and the classical Greek philosophers.
The religions Christ defeated had worshipped things of wood, graven images, without living spirit. Those images could make do with burnt offerings. The solitary introspection of prayer was a new idea. No one went forty days and forty nights in the wilderness for Baal.
Christ embodied what was new and revolutionary – the value of the individual. The idea of individual salvation was consciousness-raising. It had changed the world, or most of it. It was an idea for which the time was ripe – hadn’t other great religions sprung up in the same period? All with the same emphasis?
Originally the ur-vampires had preyed on creatures without individual consciousness. Such was their natural prey. Their dangers hugely increased when they found themselves attacking an unpredictable individual – and the Cross was the symbol of that very danger. The Cross embodied all they most dreaded.
So Bodenland hoped.
He had sat thinking, fortifying his mind, for some while – reluctant to accept completely the very idea of vampires. Yet he found himself accepting many of the tenets of Christianity – a religion he had stoutly derided all his life. It was for that reason he had refused to undergo the marriage ceremony with Mina. Maybe Kylie and Larry had something, after all.
Rising, he paced about the bedroom, preparing himself for what he anticipated would be as great a challenge as he had ever faced. After only slight hesitation, he left the bedroom and crept downstairs. As he let himself out of the back door into the chill of the waiting night, he muffled the click of the lock.
On the terrace, the statues stood frozen. The silence was unbroken, the light dim, for the moon was hidden in cloud. The line of trees bordering the bottom of the garden was as dark as an ancient sea.
As soon as he realized that an extra statue stood guard, Bodenland’s senses became preternaturally alert. The figure was that of a woman, standing in an unnatural position, her head thrown right back to expose her neck and throat. Even before he identified the figure as Bella, he saw that behind it, close, something darker than the night stood there, moving, grunting quietly. He had an impression of fur, but could not tell whether it was man or beast. She – Bella – remained resistless in that embrace.
Whatever it was, it looked up with a flash of yellow slitted eyes and was immediately gone with agility over the low hedging at the edge of the terrace, to be lost to view.
With a lethargic movement, Bella pulled herself erect and her garments in order. She approached Bodenland briskly, showing her white teeth in what could have been a smile.
His body, confronted by the uncanny, went into a kind of paralysis. Here was a loss of individuality indeed! Prepared though he was for the meeting, the instinctive part of his brain took over and he fought to regain control of himself, like a man trying to swim in a deep well.
She was more beautiful than previously, seeming to glow with an inner light. She combined the innocence and waiflike quality of a small girl with the eroticism of a harlot; and these qualities of virginity and depravity seemed complementary rather than in opposition.
She came forward over the flagstones, utterly confident of her powers. Her movement released him. He made as if to give himself to her, promising to surrender the train and assist in the forthcoming attack on humanity in exchange for the bestowal of her love.
‘Do you place no higher price on my love?’ In contradiction to her graceful shape was that deep voice, sometimes harsh, sometimes melodious.
‘With your knowledge of the future, you can say where we might find some ultimate weapon to use against humanity,’ he said.
‘I could discard you whenever I wished.’ It was a statement of fact, said without arrogance.
‘Of course. You can form no attachments. That I understand.’
‘You think so? But I can tell you where an ultimate weapon will be found. The super-fusion bomb is – will be – in the Great Libyan Empire of Tripoli, known as the Silent Empire.’
‘I have heard of the Silent Empire.’
‘It will be defeated by us. Its last defence, the super-bomb, lies in the capital in AD 2599, awaiting release. After that date, human history – that brief thing – ends.’
‘That’s definite?’
‘Even the past is indefinite. After the end of the Silent Empire, all nuclear weapons are finished with. Together with their inventors. But you could live for ever, Joe.’
She radiated a great emotional assault on him, from which even the hideous growling voice could not detract. Joe sank down on one knee, cowed by the sight of the sign emblazoned on her forehead.
In the empathy flashing between them, he caught an image of how he was seen through those alien eyes. He had shrunk to a scuttling mouse, in too-slow flight along a wainscot. About to master him was a great ox of a man – no female, but a monstrous masculine about to strike.
As its face came close, its teeth showed, gleaming clean and fascinating as cobra fangs.
Now was time for him to act. With enormous effort, he pulled the New Testament from his pocket and thrust it up before her eyes, its golden Cross outwards.
Bella hissed like a wild cat and drew back. For an instant, a massive black thing – something torn from the ground – stood there. Then it took wing and was gone, westwards towards the grounds of the asylum, howling as it went.
Bram Stoker emerged from the shadows behind the tool shed, tucking away a revolver with which he had armed himself.
‘Joe, old chum!’
Joe had sunk down on the terrace and was holding his head in his hands. Stoker put a hand on his shoulder.
‘Now you believe. Now you see it works.’
Joe laughed shakily. ‘Thank God I didn’t hold up a copy of your book.’
‘Faith, the bitch would have stood there reading all night, till the first rays of daylight penetrated her.’
‘Don’t talk about penetrating her. I shudder to think what was on my mind.’
‘You wouldn’t get much comfort on the nest there, me lad – it’s fuller of worms than a shroud.’
‘I know it.’ He allowed Stoker to help him up. The two men looked at each other and laughed, clapping each other on the back.
Dr van Helsing emerged from cover, pale and shivering.
‘What a terrible apparition! You’re certain she’s gone, Mr Stoker?’
Stoker looked hastily about, pantomiming terror, and van Helsing retreated a step.
‘Fear not, Van, she’s gone, though I doubt very far. We’re a target for their attentions. You’ve just encountered a lamia, Joe. That’s what Bella was, a lamia, a vampire with special powers. Even the Undead have their lieutenants. And their lieutenant colonels, I suppose. It’s capable of assuming the guise of either sex, male or female.’
‘Which is it?’ asked Bodenland.
‘Neither. Neuter. That’s my guess.’
‘Can we kill it?’
‘Oh, I think we’d better be getting to bed, Mr Bodenland,’ said the doctor. ‘Think of your health – it’s late. The night air—’
‘My health would be much better if the world were rid of such horrors.’ In a sudden burst of nervous irritation, he turned on the doctor.
‘How’s your scientific view of the world now, Dr van Helsing? How well does Bella fit in with your beliefs?’
‘I’ll have to think it over … One is, after all, either dead or not dead – don’t you think?’ He looked helplessly at Bodenland.
Bodenland set his head on one side. ‘There may be many degrees between dead and Undead. Doctor, in my time, I’ve been aqualunging below Antarctic ice two metres thick. There – twenty metres down on the sea bed, in unimaginable cold – things live. Animals. Crawling about, feeding, reproducing. In that most marginal territory, some of them – woodlice, for instance – grow much bigger than their equivalents in temperate zones. That is a continual source of astonishment to me. Maybe these creatures, vampires and lamias and the rest – maybe they live in a zone as yet unexplored, in some Antarctic ice floor of the spirit. They’ve fallen into a metaphysical abyss. If we knew all the facts, we’d probably feel pity for the creature that once was Bella.’
‘Pity? You’re talking nonsense, Joe,’ said Stoker. ‘The pitiless deserve no pity.’
‘Is that what your father-in-law would have said?’
Stoker walked to the edge of the terrace and stared into the night. He motioned Bodenland over, and said, quietly, ‘Look, Joe, we can’t clear off tomorrow in quest of this Silent Empire leaving this horrible thing in the vicinity. I worry about Florence’s safety. The doctor would be as much good as a sick headache in any emergency calling for more drastic action than the insertion of a suppository.’
‘You’ve got stakes and mallets in the tool shed, I saw. I’m for finishing off the horror, count on it – but how do we track it down?’
‘I had occasion to visit the asylum recently. I talked to one of the madmen. Research for the novel and that kind of thing. The asylum’s built in the grounds of a ruined abbey, as I told you, and that abbey has a crypt still surviving, used by the asylum authorities on occasions. For instance, when they get outbreaks of influenza – when half the inmates meet a hasty end. I have my suspicions about that crypt.’
‘Why don’t we go visit it? Now?’
‘Hang on to your Testament. Bella may well have a refuge there – a place to rest in daylight hours. We can cut through the woods.’
‘And your doctor can guard the house while we’re away.’
The decision was taken coolly enough. But first Stoker took hold of Bodenland’s arm and led him back into the warmth of the house. Sitting him down, he went to his drinks cabinet, to emerge with two glasses full of a dark liquid from which fumes rolled.
‘Not laudanum?’ Bodenland said, raising an eyebrow and smiling rather faintly.
‘This is rum,’ Stoker said. ‘What the British Army and Navy drink before going into action. Cheers, me boy! “What we’ve done before, we’ll jolly well do again.”’
It was strong stuff, reeking of fighting spirit.
When they had drained their glasses, they set out for the ruined abbey.
The going, in the darkness with only a storm lantern for illumination, was not easy. They made their way through extensive woods and up a ravine where a stream tumbled, before ascending a slope and coming up to the high brick walls of the asylum.
‘We follow this wall round,’ said Stoker, rather breathlessly. ‘There used to be gates and a carriageway in the old days.’
Bodenland said nothing. For him, these were ‘the old days’.
An owl was calling, as they walked by the wall. Bodenland began to like the expedition, as the rum counteracted the chilling effect of the lamia. He enjoyed the adventure of being back in Victorian England, and was pursuing a fantasy whereby, when this struggle was over, he brought Mina back on the time train to make a documentary of the period. He could also film the earlier San Francisco earthquake if he planned it right. As these dramas were running through his mind, they came upon the wooden gates of which Stoker had spoken.
They were of oak, tall and forbidding and bound with iron. The lantern light did not shine to the top of them. Some miscreant had broken in a panel on one side and they were able to squeeze through into the asylum grounds.
They plunged on through long rough grass, Stoker humming ‘Lilibulero’ under his breath.
Dark in outline against the night sky stood the massive structure of the asylum, refuge for the derelicts of society. Scarcely a light showed to punctuate its unwelcoming solidity. Nearer to hand, a more ragged shape presented itself. So they approached the ruin of the abbey. What was now a mere shell had once been an outpost of learning and reverence in the long abeyance of the Middle Ages. Only bats lived in what had formerly housed a thriving community. In these later days, no refuge was offered here.
Circumnavigating a bramble thicket, the two men neared the ruin. Inevitably, a mood of solemnity enveloped them, engendered by old stones, lost faiths and a sense of the ponderousness of time. Stoker fell silent. No sense of horror could be detected, rather the opposite – only an impression of the sanctity to which this ancient pile had originally been dedicated. Cromwell had gone. The gesture towards a purer life remained.
They skirted holly trees. Here stood a more modern building, itself tumbledown, built within the decaying arms of the old. This was where the founders of the asylum in the previous century – for centuries congregated here – had once accommodated the corpses of those extinguished by various epidemics. A smell of cats was pungent in the nostrils. Stoker, holding the lantern out before him, pushed through nettles to the entrance of the ancient crypt.
‘Here we are. You ready?’
‘Want me to go first?’
‘Joe, it’s my turn. “Into the valley of Death rode the six hundred.”’
The original doors to the crypt had long gone. Later boardings-up had also collapsed. Now the lantern revealed only a piece of swinging board. Bodenland pushed it aside. They eyed each other, faces disembodied in the encircling gloom. Then Stoker took a deep breath and went ahead.
The dark was darker in the old building, the cold colder.
What had been stone flags were grown over by rough grass. Moving forward cautiously, they came on wide and shallow steps and started the descent, conscious that they moved into the maw of the tumbled building. The stone steps, crumbling and dangerous, led downwards, bringing Bodenland an uncomfortable shard of memory. He had been here before … Wasn’t this the forgotten dream?
He would find Kylie at the bottom of the stairs, in the crypt.
So they entered the subterranean chamber.
The crypt was a hollow place, with echoes but without life or even the semblance of it. As Stoker came to stand close by him, Bodenland lifted the lantern above his head to survey the dismal scene. Tombs of long-dead abbots stood among thick pillars supporting the weight of buildings that once existed above. To one side on a damp wall was the stained glass window which had either escaped the ages or had been restored by some dotty early Victorian antiquarian. Nothing stirred except for almost inaudible rats.
‘Nothing,’ Stoker said in a whisper. ‘Let’s go back.’
‘Wait.’
Something had moved beyond the circle of light cast by the lantern. Bodenland crossed the floor to a stone coffin lying on an ancient catafalque. Its lid was slightly out of true with the body of the coffin. Fearing what he might see, he heaved the lid to the floor.
The body of a man lay there, swollen and black, one hand clutching the dress it wore. He recognized it as Bella without a wig. Only for a moment was it a corpse. It awoke. Its eyes blazed up hatred from the place where it had taken refuge. The vampire sign on its forehead smouldered.
With a snarl, it stretched up, talons grasping at Bodenland’s throat. Bodenland jumped back. He snatched up a broken fragment of the coffin lid. Engraved on it was the Holy Cross. He held it out. The creature fell back snarling and steaming, struggling to escape from its confinement.
Stoker thrust a mallet and a wooden stake into Bodenland’s hand.
‘It’s the only way, Joe!’
He groaned. But the creature was rising again. He drove the stake down. With a savage blow of the mallet, he penetrated the thing’s rib cage. It cracked like a rotten plank. The thing shrieked – more in fury than pain – and grasped Bodenland’s wrist with both hands. He was pulled forward. It was bringing up its naked head to bite his upper arm, venom in its mouth.
Bodenland struck again, with his free arm, bashing the mallet against the blunt head of the stake. Black blood welled forth. He struck a third blow and the creature’s shrieks kept time. It doubled back in agony, raising its clawed hands in a parody of prayer. Another lusty blow with the mallet, more blood, gouting from the wound. Sharp teeth bit pallid lips in agony. The hands fell back.
As it died, writhing, a faint treble voice shrilled – ‘Thank you, sweet Jesus!’ Gradually, the distorted countenance transformed itself into the lineaments of peace and was recognizable as Bella again. Momentarily, a placid child face stared up at them. But it aged as the torment left it. An old and withered thing lay there, resting in a shallow bath of blood. Bodenland stood helpless, mallet in hand, long after the disgusting transformation was complete.
He came to himself.
‘Let’s get out of here.’
Stoker said, ‘Your train driver’s in the tool shed. Now there’s this old girl here. That’s two bodies, and how to account for them? The police will be round questioning Flo, and I can’t possibly have that.’ He clutched a pillar to control his shaking.
‘I see what you mean. If we put them on the train tomorrow, we could lose the bodies somewhere in the wilds of time. How do we get this horrible thing back to your place?’
‘We can’t carry Bella as she is. There’ll be a pauper’s coffin in the outbuilding. We’ll use that.’
The outbuilding had a stock of pauper’s coffins, awaiting eventual burial in the asylum cemetery. With trembling hands, they put the remains of the lamia in one of the coffins and screwed the lid down, before carrying the cumbersome burden back with them, beyond the ruins, through the broken gate, across the fields, through the wood, and home.
Surprisingly, Florence Stoker awaited them, bundled into a pink quilted dressing-gown and a night-cap. She asked no questions beyond inquiring if they had carried out their manoeuvre successfully. She was grim and efficient, bolting the door behind them and then, as the men warmed themselves at the kitchen range, preparing a posset. Her movements had a military precision about them.
The hot milk was flavoured with strong ale and various spices. Bodenland and Stoker lodged themselves on the edge of the table to drink the mixture, casting their vision downwards.
The kitchen table had been much scrubbed over the years. The grain of the wood stood out like the coat of a polar bear newly emerged from Arctic water. It resembled what the rough beverage tasted like.
The men did not look at each other. Although they knew well enough they had undergone an horrendous experience, the exact nature of what they had done eluded their memories. Where recollection should have been was only a barrier of oblivion. The entity calling itself Bella had gone, leaving no trace behind.
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The light of dawn was as soft as Joe Bodenland had ever seen it. Stoker’s elegant house sprawling on the crest of its low hill, the pleasant flower gardens, the ornamental pool stocked with fish – all were bathed in a calm that held for him a special period flavour. He was about to say goodbye to the nineteenth century. Although he knew something of the injustices it contained, he had to fight down a poignant feeling of regret. Whatever else the British had done, they had developed an intense regard for nature and its cultivation.
The gardener, Spinks, had elected to accompany Stoker and Bodenland, claiming the former needed someone to look after him. Spinks was a husky young man, brown and shiny, with an eager look in his deep-set eyes. When Stoker had hesitated, warning there might be danger ahead, Spinks had remarked that he would like a spot of adventure. And Stoker had scratched his beard and said, Oh, very well …
Florence accompanied them on the lawn. She had had the maids pack a wicker picnic hamper, and pressed this loaded treasure on her husband before kissing him goodbye. He embraced her warmly.
‘Look after the garden, dear old girl.’
‘I shall work twice as hard while you’re away with Spinks.’
‘I know you will that. You’ll miss him more than you will me.’
‘Come back soon, my darling. And remember what Daddy would have said – “Chin up!”’
On impulse she turned, put her arms round Joe’s neck, and kissed his cheek.
‘I have only myself to blame for Bram’s everlasting restlessness,’ she said in his ear. ‘But some aspects of marriage are not always to a lady’s liking. Look after him – he’s very dear to me.’
‘Of course I’ll look after him, Mrs Stoker.’ He kissed her powdery cheek, liking her for all her prejudices. He thought to himself, They’re a couple of good people, and I’m leading him into danger. There is an element of destructiveness in me, right enough.
The two men set off down the lawn, Spinks following and van Helsing somewhere tagging along. They looked back and waved. Florence stood by the gazebo, using her handkerchief. She waved it in response, like a good soldier’s daughter.
The shadows were still long as the sunlight slanted through the trees to the flanks of the time train. The two coffins, containing the driver and Bella’s remains, were already loaded.
The men were about to get in when van Helsing stepped in front of them.
‘Mr Stoker, may I appeal to you? Stay home. Foreign places are not for you.’
Stoker breathed deep. ‘I appreciate your concern, Van. Just remember the psalmist’s words, “The earth is the Lord’s, and all that therein is”. Look after Florence.’
Van Helsing made as if to argue, then bit his bottom lip and turned away. Bodenland stood and watched him go, unable to grasp why he was moved as the frail figure disappeared among the trees in the direction of the old house.
He thought to himself, My life makes sense to me, good sense. Yet how rarely I take the sense of other lives.
And the copse, which had seemed such a friendly place, took on a different aspect. This was the life of trees, of nature, of the great vegetable world, a world of proliferation without brain or aspiration to brain. It had a presence. Suddenly he felt it – the personality of trees: not so much indifferent as obtuse, enduring. All these pretty little trees contained within them the ambition to be forest giants, and to eclipse all the neighbouring trees. If he stood here long enough, they would rise and suffocate him. They would grow through him if he did not move.
Together with Stoker and Spinks, Bodenland climbed into the cab and slid the door closed. He turned to the controls, conscious of how inexpert he was. When he switched on the main power, the generators roared reassuringly. Somewhere, somehow, immense quantities of future solar power were being consumed.
He set the controls for 2599. Global co-ordinates would take a little more calculating. He bit his lip, still not entirely able to believe what was happening, yet eager to have his experts back home examine this miraculous piece of machinery. Behind him, Stoker spoke in his usual unruffled, genial tones.
‘Faith, the dear old girl’s packed us a bottle of champagne.’ He raised the magnum, swathed in a linen napkin, for Bodenland’s inspection. ‘Let’s the two of us drink to AD 2599.’
‘AD 2599 – and the Silent Empire!’
Silent Empire indeed! Many hours had passed when the train emerged in real time again. They found themselves in a place of blazing heat and light, without movement or sound. No Carboniferous this time – it appeared that Bodenland had got the measure of the controls, only to make the train materialize somewhere that resembled an abstraction.
They contemplated the view without speaking for a while.
‘I didn’t imagine the future was going to look like this, sir,’ said Spinks, with evident disappointment.
‘Bit short of trees and chaps,’ Stoker agreed. ‘Rather a surplus of mangelwurzels, though.’
‘You can’t say it isn’t silent …’
They stared out at a wide expanse of land, supine beneath a sky of cloudless blue. A haze which might have been smog stretched across row after row of a green-leafed vegetable. The vegetable grew in furrows as far as the horizon, and showed no sign of stopping there.
One by one, they climbed from the train and stood on the ground. Nothing moved in the expanse before them. No tree, no shade, could be seen. No bird flew overhead.
Their view of this monotony was obstructed by a building of spectacular dimension. The train had stopped beside it, so closely that they now stood in its shadow, although the sun was almost at its zenith. So tall was the structure they could not get a glimpse of its roof. It appeared to be without architectural feature. No window punctuated the flat grey wall with its glassy surface by which they paused, looking about alertly for signs of life. The wall, the flat land, the featureless sky: together they might have formed a simple diagram in a textbook.
‘The mangelwurzels have taken over the planet,’ said Stoker, as they surveyed the cheerless scene. ‘Mr Darwin didn’t bargain for that.’
‘It’s hot and no mistake,’ said Spinks. He rolled up his sleeves.
Bodenland had the impression that he was searching in his mind like a blind man fumbling in a maze. Still the memory of what happened in the crypt did not return, but he managed to grasp a recollection of Bella’s words to him on the terrace.
‘Is there any chance that this building, whatever it is, houses the super-bomb our friendly neighbourhood lamia spoke of?’
‘Here’s a door or summat,’ Spinks said, pointing. A few metres away was a slight indentation, grey like the wall, which the shadow of the building concealed. They went over to it.
Nothing indicated that it was a door. No handle or lock showed. Stoker put a burly shoulder to it. Nothing budged.
‘There’s a panel here.’ The plate was certainly inconspicuous and no larger than Bodenland’s hand. He placed his hand flat on it. Noiselessly, the door slid away to one side.
They entered the building.
The interior was so dark that they could see nothing until their pupils adjusted from the brilliance outside. Gradually they made out the full extent of it. The roof high above them covered acres of ground. Up there, suspended from metal beams, were gigantic bar-lights, at present switched off. The function of the lights could be to speed plant growth. But much of the ground-space where the men stood was occupied by rows of a plant needing very little light, a kind of fungus shaped like an old-fashioned coolie’s hat, and at least a metre wide at the brim. It was mottled, and not particularly pleasant to their eyes. Bodenland broke a piece off one fungus and sniffed it suspiciously.
‘This appears to be an agricultural factory,’ he said. ‘Maybe it needs no human attention. Isn’t there a machine of some kind working over there?’
They watched. A large boxlike object was emerging from the distant gloom. It drew nearer, working slowly along the ranks of the repulsive fungus. Small fingers waved on the end of a flexible arm.
‘It’s tickling the toadstools, sir,’ said Spinks, laughing, and the sound echoed hollowly. ‘Not what I’d call gardening.’
‘Is this all the future boils down to? What a swindle,’ said Stoker. ‘Give me the good old nineteenth century anytime. I thought we’d be seeing flying automobiles and air balloons at the least.’
‘Not to mention super-bombs. Come on, this is nothing. Let’s have a look out of this other door.’
Much of the light entering the agricultural factory came through a door opposite the one by which they had entered. It stood open. They crossed the floor space to it.
From this second door, the view held more interest. The field of green vegetable still stretched almost endlessly in all directions, but there was also a road, running straight, away from the factory through flat countryside. And in the distance, only a mile or so away, stood a city. Smog covering the field pointed like a finger in that direction. The city itself, semi-obscured though it was by smog, looked like a number of irregularly shaped plastic containers placed on end.
The men gazed at it in some awe.
‘If I fed the correct co-ordinates into the computer, that should be Tripoli, the capital of the Great Libyan – or Silent – Empire.’
‘And this should be 2599, about teatime.’
‘Well, Bram, I’ll go and see, shall I?’
Just inside the door was a glass-fronted office-cum-cloakroom. It differed little from many Bodenland had had installed in his own offices. He entered, and came upon a row of lockers containing work overalls, tin hats, and photochromic face masks. He waggled a mask at Stoker.
‘They have a smog problem in the twenty-sixth century. As bad as the twentieth.’ He climbed into the overalls and put on the helmet, slinging the mask on top of it.
‘What we lack above all is information. The city’s the place. If there is a super-fusion bomb as rumoured, I’ll try to find out where it is. Instead of the Undead using it on humanity, humanity had better use it on them.’
‘Where?’
‘Lots to be figured out before we tackle that one. Keep yourself amused. I’ll be back.’
‘Faith, don’t you know the difference between heroism and insanity?’ He grasped Bodenland’s hand in admiration.
Bodenland gave him a grin as he left. There was nothing else to be done but visit the city.
Tripoli was farther away than he estimated, and the heat greater. It took an hour before he arrived at the low bridge crossing an almost dry canal. In that time, he had encountered no one. Now the outskirts of the city began, and soon he was in a busy thoroughfare.
And there he had to rest, propped up against a blank wall.
It was not that the walk had exhausted him. It was rather that he had fallen prey to black depression. Fighting it silently, he ascribed it to many things, to the melancholy of the scene in which they had arrived, to the forebodings he felt about his wife, to the horrifying encounter with the lamia, to his isolation from the rest of the known world. And finally to an idea that there might be a time-lag effect from travelling through millennia, equivalent to the jet-lag experienced after travel through multiple time-zones, which writers on time-travel had never bothered to mention.
Only much later did he recognize that he had been overcome by a form of depression which attacks many active, inventive, and creative people. He was now among foreigners who could never love him or recognize all he had achieved in life. He hated that hollow sensation, so empty of the power drive from which his energies derived.
He banished it by thrusting forward, dark mask in place to protect against the bitter tang of smog pervading the streets.
Tripoli appeared to be a confusing mixture of Chandigar, Houston, and old Baghdad. He realized he could recognize only the familiar aspects of an urban environment; developments since his time would take longer to sink in. This was the place where all the people had gone. He was jostled as he went forward, without hostility, without consideration. Most of the men – he saw no women – were dressed in Muslim-type clothes and wore anti-pollution helmets of ornate design, unlike his utilitarian model. Wheeled vehicles were absent. There were those who rode on what looked like little more than a rod, travelling less than a metre above the ground. Bodenland was reminded of the old witch’s broomstick.
He allowed himself to be carried along by the crowd. After crossing another bridge, the throng surged into a wide square. Here people were organizing themselves into ranks, and shouting with much fist-waving. Banners were paraded. Police were in evidence, wearing green uniforms and well-armed.
Even as Bodenland realized how conspicuous he was, standing out from the mob in his yellow overalls and basic tin helmet, an officer came up to him threateningly. Bodenland could see almost nothing of his face, shielded by his photochromic mask.
The officer demanded his papers.
Directly Bodenland tried to dive into the crowd, he was grabbed by two more police. A truncheon smashed down on the back of his neck.
The world receded. He was aware of a blur of faces, of shouts, and then the interior of somewhere, and more police. He recovered full consciousness to find himself alone in a small cell. A loud babble all around him told him that Tripoli had a booming prison population.
Staggering to the cell’s one and only bench, he sat down and began gingerly to rub the top of his spine.
Florence Stoker was in her garden early, and thinking about Heaven. She stood by her ornamental pool regarding the reflection of blue sky in the water. Perhaps Earth was just a distorted reflection of somewhere better. The Earth would be a better place if Bram were with her. She prayed for his safety.
She walked calmly on her croquet lawn, surveying the long border that was her especial care, and noted that the delphiniums had suffered some damage during the night.
Van Helsing appeared from nearby bushes and greeted her. She started at his silent arrival.
‘Dr van Helsing, you have a very secretive way of approaching a person. My late father, the lieutenant colonel, would have suspected something of the Pathan in you. Pathans can steal the sheets from under you while you sleep in your bed. Look what’s happened to my best delphiniums. Such a shame!’
‘There’s the culprit.’ The doctor pointed to an immense yellow slug at full stretch, about to conceal itself under a stone. ‘Let me squash the beastly thing for you.’
‘Indeed you will do no such thing. Let it be, doctor. The poor creature has as much right to its brief life as we have to ours. The fault is mine, that I did not get Spinks to sprinkle soot round the plants before he embarked on this adventure of Bram’s.’
She looked back to where the house, with its conservatory and little spire topped by a weathervane, basked in the sun. She thought of Spinks. This afternoon, she would walk down to the village and see his mother. Probably take the old lady a ham and some raspberry preserve.
‘I did my best to persuade Mr Stoker not to go, ma’am,’ van Helsing said, perhaps attempting to mind-read.
She looked down at the slug withdrawing under the stone, leaving a shining trail on the earth. ‘Yes, I know – you’re always doing your best, doctor. I am troubled in spirit, that must be admitted.’
‘Well, then. Be assured there is no “spirit” in the sense you imply, you understand, merely a response to a situation, as with animals. Mr Darwin has proved that we are simply descendants of apes.’
‘As, I suppose, roast beef is a descendant of the cow.’
He coughed. ‘Not precisely. Humans have the gift of intelligence.’
‘As beef has the gift of mustard.’
‘You do not take me seriously, ma’am.’
‘I’m sorry, doctor. Perhaps if I were an ape I would. I do not mean to be impolite, but I believe I know a great deal more about my troubled spirit than does your Mr Darwin. Please leave me with my flowers and my beastly slugs.’
Van Helsing bowed and withdrew. The lady remained alone, pottering in her peaceful garden.
The creature that had been Mina Legrand was in a fury of frustration and confusion.
This is Joe’s doing. It’s some trouble he’s brought on us. I know it. It’s a plague. I burn like a thing from hell, yet I’m cold. Freezing, can’t eat. Where am I? It’s as if – I can’t understand it, as if I was dead. In some way dead. Everything’s grey.
It’s that man’s doing. Yes, when was it? – the motel room. It’s some trouble he’s brought on me. I know it. It’s a plague, a pox. Probably AIDS. What was I thinking about? I can’t eat or drink. I long to drink. Wait …
That terrible … No, surely I did not seduce my own son … Who was I with on that filthy bed? Larry, Kylie? Wicked. And those lumbering monsters. Oh, why can’t I think straight? I can feel my brain decay, run like coffee grounds from nose and ears.
Filth … something’s in the bloodstream. Yes, must be AIDS, vengeance on me for sinning. No, out with it – let me die. I am dying of thirst.
The world – I never dreamed it had this dreadful curse in it.
Where’s this place I’m in? Save me, Joe, save me, damn you, I’m in hell.
Drink I need, anything – blood …
 
She had emerged from her drawer and was staggering about the funeral parlour. It was dark here, lit only by the signs outside and the headlights of passing cars. The shadowy elegant creature at the Moonlite Motel had gone, his duty finished, his disease passed on.
Cursing and crying dry-eyed, the thing that had been Mina staggered against a coffin. The lid slid away, revealing the body of a woman in her sixties, made up and beautified ready for her cremation first thing in the morning. A glass lid protected her from the air.
Mina clung to the handles of the coffin. She stared through the glass at the dead woman, spoke to her cajolingly, threateningly. Spoke to her of love – love eternal. The corpse made no response: all that came back was the serene visage of death, eyes closed, face tanned by the resident beautician. Mortality had left not a tinted hair out of place. To all Mina’s shrieks and whispers no answer came.
You’re just like Larry. You don’t respond. I’ll show you love …
When she managed to claw away the glass lid, it slipped off the counter and shattered to pieces on the floor.
Mina climbed into the coffin. She tore away the corpse’s funeral garment before easing herself down to it. Uttering endearments, she began to gnaw at the throat, just below the make-up line.
The night was a restless one for Larry, too.
At midnight, compassion overcoming instinct, Kylie returned to the motel, to find her husband weeping on the floor in a pool of vomit.
She could make no sense of his ravings at first, and was offended by the mess.
Being a practical and compassionate young lady, she went out to the Chock Full O’ Nuts and bought two chilliburgers and a flask of decaff. With these, and with paracetamol, she ministered to her unhappy husband.
When he was partly restored, Larry gave a shamefaced account of how his mother had entered the room and attempted an obscene act with him. At first Kylie tried not to laugh, but the story was spun out to great length, and the narrator shed tears over his narrative.
‘You know Mina is dead,’ said Kylie. She located the empty Wild Turkey bottle under the sofa, to gaze sternly at him through it. ‘You have to go easy on the liquor, my friend. Booze is not the best way to get yourself through a period of mourning.’
He clutched his head. ‘More coffee, Kylie. You’re kinder than I deserve, but I swear she was here. Oh my god, Pop’s going to blame me for all this when he returns, and honest I’m not responsible …’
She folded her arms and walked to and fro.
‘You’ll have to be responsible for something some time, Larry. You know well that your mother lies in her last sleep in the mortician’s. We identified her, remember? You’ve been suffering hallucinations.’
He stood up shakily. ‘I’ll have myself a shower. Honey, I will give up on the hooch. Promise. But I’ll stake my life my mother … What am I saying? Stake? That’s it – it’s the curse of Clift’s graves. You said there was evil and you were right. Mother has … become a vampire. She’s become a vampire. That’s it – she’s become a vampire.’
Looking frightened, Kylie shook her head and attempted nonchalance.
‘They do not permit vampires in Enterprise City – bad for tourism. Go take that shower.’
‘Okay – and thanks for coming back to me, hon. I really appreciate it. My next model plane I’ll name after you. We’ll go to the funeral parlour in the morning and take a look … you know, at Mina. If there are any telltale signs – stigmata – and I tell you there will be – I am going to ACT. You’ll see I’m not the wimp you think.’
‘Get in that shower, you brute!’ Smiling, she made as if to kick him.
They slept fitfully after that. Next morning saw them sitting in an ice-cream parlour, Trix’s Licks, just off Main Street. Through the plate glass window of the parlour they could survey the mortician’s shop front while gathering courage to go over. Trix herself brought their sundaes over as they sat companionably at the bar. Kylie smiled her thanks, then looked gloomy again.
As is frequently the case with young married couples, both of them had changed their minds overnight.
‘I’m frightened of your drinking, Larry, dear, that’s the truth. But I know you are no alcoholic. You had a bad experience. Why should I try to deny it? Maybe your mother did visit you. That note she left – “Joe you bastard” – doesn’t that show she was in deep trouble of some kind? Maybe she has become a vampire.’
Larry shook his head. ‘I can’t believe in vampires in daylight. It’s that novel you’re reading getting to you.’
She laughed. ‘Now you sound like your father. The Church has a proper sense of the battle of Good against Evil. It’s a very ancient battle. Belief in devils and vampires goes way way back, and has to be well-founded for that reason.’
When he made no response, Kylie watched him, sitting opposite her, elbows on counter, a coloured straw at his pink lip. He was gazing calculatingly across the street at the stained glass in the mortician’s window. Maybe he’s planning to deliver his groceries there, she thought, then hastily retracted the treachery.
But of course the unspoken question was, was their marriage always to be like this? Could she find in herself sufficient depth of character – of love – to stick with Larry Bodenland, to elicit responses that were more than perfunctory? Why was it she was always having to mop up his spew? And to tell him things? And to offer advice? Why couldn’t it be vice versa?
Because when you looked at it coolly, she did not want a mother role. She liked playing the good obedient daughter. Was she not a shade fonder of Joe, bossy though he was, than his son?
‘It’s only your and your father’s rationalism which seeks to deny the supernatural.’ A verbal prod.
Larry shook his head.
‘We live in a scientific age.’
So the clock was stuck at cliche time. ‘Where there is no vision the people perish.’ She had to stand by him, to try to induce vision into him – if not for Larry’s sake, then for her own. You could not live isolated; you had to do something for others. Otherwise she’d be as dead as he was. Poor Larry. Yes, it was already ‘poor Larry’.
What did vampires think about most of the time? Maybe they didn’t think. But what did Larry think about, when you came down to it? Girlie magazines, screwing, Wild Turkey, and 12 x Cheesecake (Fruits of Forest Flavour) To be Stored at 0ºF …
‘I mean,’ he said, turning to her with an effort, ‘if you blot these bad things from your mind, they’ll go away, you see, hon? The way you can persuade yourself you’re not going to get a cold.’
‘Okay. What if the bad things won’t leave your mind? Maybe you should face them – turn and face them, not run from them. You say it’s a scientific age – the age of the gas chamber. Then be scientific and face the facts. Your mother tried to suck your blood, so you told me. And worse than that. Get you in a sexual embrace.’
He wondered gloomily to himself if this was the way their marriage was going to go, with Kylie perpetually trying to get the edge on him. He could not find the strength to defy her this morning, when his head ached.
He shuddered, pressing down a blob of ice-cream in the glass so that the strawberry flavouring rushed up to the top.
‘Don’t remind me. To think my mother …’
‘We have to help her, Larry. If Joe was here he would approve of that.’
‘Right. It’s the curse of Clift’s grave,’ he repeated, reaching out for her hand. ‘We’ll do something between us.’
In a happier mood, they stared out across the street.
A lumber yard stood next to the mortician. ENTERPRISE TIMBERS, proclaimed a large sign. ‘Wood Carved to Your Requirement. Fences, Stakes.’
The bald mortician greeted them when at length they entered the funeral parlour. His hands were fluttery this morning, like doves seeking lodgement in his pale suit. When Kylie showed him a bouquet of flowers she had bought, the man merely nodded, without interest.
‘Your lamented mom is in a casket now. Unhappily, we had a little accident in here last night, overnight. Hooligans, a rough element … The Old John site attracts a number of undesirables from other states … they desecrated the establishment.’
‘What happened exactly?’
The mortician blinked rapidly and the doves fluttered again. ‘A Lounge of Rest is not the proper place for necrophilia, sir.’
‘Convenient, though … May we take a final farewell of mother?’
He managed to smile and nod while seeming to shake his head. ‘We who as yet evade the Old Reaper … we gain spiritually from gazing on the countenance of those who have entered eternal peace …’
He led the young couple into his inner sanctum where the air was dim and sacred and a plastic sign, designed to console the bereaved, said, ‘Sunlight Never Ceases’. Kylie gripped Larry’s hand.
The mortician untied a mauve ribbon and removed the lid of Mina’s casket with a flourish.
Mina lay in the semi-dark, hands folded on chest. Her expression was severe, her mouth red. As the lid came off, her eyelids flickered. She opened her eyes and stared up at them.
Then she spoke. Her voice was thick as if encrusted with mould.
‘Larry, I need you. I’m – not what you think … Come to me.’
The little mortician ran for it. Larry stood fast, staring down at the distorted version of a face he had loved.
‘Mother, you’re dead. Don’t you know that? Dead.’
‘No, no – beyond death – something different. I hope for everlasting life. And for you if you come. And your daddy.’ Her mouth worked, sticky and crimson. The words of promise were belied by her expression of overwhelming avidity.
As he gazed down in revulsion, her hands grasped the side of the casket, white in her endeavour to lever herself up.
‘Not at that price, Mother.’
Kylie had lost her head and was running after the mortician, yelling for a priest to come and administer last rites.
Larry yelled too. ‘I’ll save Daddy from that fate!’ He pulled out the timber stake he had been concealing under his sweat shirt.
Bearing down with his own weight, he drove it between Mina’s ribs.
Her cry was unearthly. She clawed at him in her last agonies as he sank towards her, forcing the stake down into her heart.
At last she was still, and he backed away, his face bloody with lacerations.
‘You see,’ he said aloud. ‘I can do it. I can do it.’
He tucked his mother’s arms tenderly into the casket. Already her face was resuming the lineaments of the woman he had loved so desperately all his life.
Sobs wracked him. ‘God bless you, Mom,’ he said. His tears fell on her lined face.
Walking unsteadily, he found Kylie weeping in the outer office.
‘They sell crucifixes, Larry. I’ll buy one and put it in the casket. Maybe you’d put it in for me.’
‘I did it. She’s at peace now. I dared to do it. It was the right thing, wasn’t it?’
She put her arms round him.
‘You did just great. Now you’ll have to explain it to Joe when he returns – if he ever does.’
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On arrival in this alien Tripoli, Joe Bodenland had fallen foul of his old enemy, depression. Once he was locked in the police cell, this mood fell away. His spirits always improved when faced with a new challenge.
The cell was basic and only doubtfully clean. He could walk four paces one way and three the other. It had no window. In the passage beyond, however, a television screen burned. He could squint at it and see what was going on, although from his oblique angle the three-dimensional effect was distorted. From it he learned something of the desperate situation in which the Silent Empire found itself in this mortal year of 2599.
He was trapped in a future blacker than he could have imagined. A large meteor, of a kind long anticipated by astronomers and others, had struck the northern hemisphere, destroying or throwing into anarchy the old civilizations of Europe and North America. Much dirt and dust had been thrown into the atmosphere, followed by smoke from extensive forest fires. The result had been a severe screening of sunlight, which brought about two years of inclement winter. In the prevailing darkness, the Fleet Ones had seen their chance. With the aid of the time train, they had come from past and future to the attack, and had prevailed over the disorganized nations of humanity.
The Silent Empire was so-called because it had no one to talk to. All other cultures in the northern hemisphere had gone under. Now it too was faced with extinction.
All this, Bodenland quickly gleaned, for the television channel broadcast nothing but political speeches – speeches made in the studio direct to camera, or speeches made in the open, addressed to crowds of thousands of people. Speeches designed to whip up defiance in the Empire’s last stand.
This was certainly enough to occupy Bodenland’s mind. His morale was high. He was unable to conquer the unreasonable hope that either he would be released or that the resourceful Stoker would come to his aid.
However, the hours went by. Food and drink were passed in to him. He ate a hunk of bread, a sliver of goat’s cheese, and a slice of rotting pineapple.
A warder marched along the passage and switched off the television. Joe was there for the night.
By next morning, his mood was much more rebellious. He refused to look at or listen to the television. The cell was situated so that he had no contact with other prisoners. He paced as far as he was able until a warder came with a key, unlocked the door, and marched him down the passage to the check-in desk.
A tall man in grey flowing robes stood there, head enveloped in a dark visored helmet. He beckoned to Bodenland.
Bodenland looked from him to the warder.
‘Out you go,’ said the warder, with a brisk gesture.
‘I’ve not been charged. What the devil was I brought in for?’
The stranger tugged his sleeve and indicated the door.
‘Who the hell are you?’
‘Money buys much here, even freedom. Do you come or do you wish to remain in the prison?’
‘I see your point.’ Without further ado, Joe followed the tall man out of the building. He did not look back.
Once they were outside, he stopped.
‘Don’t think I’m not glad to be out of there, but who are you?’
‘Call me Ali, Mr Bodenland. I represent an official body which welcomes foreigners here – as the Libyans do not. Why should they? These are the last days of the Silent Empire. But you do not have to spend them in a stinking cell. Now, I know a quiet shop nearby where we can have a drink.’ The grey-clad man made him a bow.
There has to be a trade-off, thought Bodenland. Someone’s setting me up.
The quiet shop was at least shady. Entering from the hazy sunlight, Bodenland could see little, and removed his helmet and visor. Under a deep awning, the glassless coffee shop windows looked out towards a grand square. The square was full of activity. Bodenland saw little of it, for his host led the way to a table in the darkest part of the rear room.
As Ali seated himself, he clicked his fingers, and immediately two long-handled brass mugs of coffee were brought on a brass tray, together with two tots of water.
‘You care for something to eat?’
‘Thanks, no.’
They both sat without words. Bodenland waited for the mysterious Ali to speak, alert for danger.
‘Libya is now being attacked. That is why the people are restless. Their time has come. It must have been like this in Byzantium before it finally collapsed after the long erosion. Some defiance, more resignation.’
He was not touching his coffee and continued to wear his visor.
‘The human race will have had a short run for its money. The much vaunted brain, the neocortex, proved not to be a winning number.’
‘You sound cheerful about it, Ali. Isn’t there a super-bomb the Libyans can use on their enemies?’
‘Ah, the F-bomb. Well … It’s well known that the Fleet Ones cannot invent. Their talents are not with technology.’
‘What are their talents? I’ve yet to learn.’
‘You will learn. I’m sure of that.’ Said with a smile, though it was hardly visible in their dark corner. ‘As I was saying, their talents are not with technology. But when they seize on mankind’s destructive weapons, the Fleet Ones can copy them in their own factories and turn the weapons back on their inventors. Their factories are invulnerable, situated as they are in the far future, where the sun grows dark.’
Bodenland played idly with the strap of his helmet, which he had placed on the table.
‘And how can I help you in all this – this tale of defeat or triumph, depending on which side you look at it from?’
‘Let’s talk about the time train, Mr Bodenland.’
‘Ah yes.’ He brought the helmet up and over in a swing of the arm, crashing it down on the other’s head. At the same moment he was up and running. He had caught a flash of canines when Ali smiled.
In the vicinity of the agricultural station, nothing moved. Nothing, that is, except young Spinks.
Spinks was a muscular fellow in his early twenties. His healthy features denoted the outdoor life he led. He walked smartly up and down between the stationary time train and the wall of the enormous building. Bram Stoker sat in the shade of the building with his back to the wall, watching idly.
‘You carry yourself well, Spinks. Ever thought of joining the British Army?’
‘Me, sir? No, sir.’
‘A great pity that, a great pity. Now my father-in-law, James Balcombe, joined the army as a young man and made a good career of it. Would have made a full colonel but for a general who … Well, never mind that. He fought in the Crimean War and got a medal.’
‘My grandpa fought in the Crimean War, sir. He got a wooden leg.’
Stoker was silent a moment.
‘Well, it’s the luck of the draw. I must say, Joe doesn’t seem to be having much luck. We’ve been hanging about here for a month of Sundays. Maybe I’d better go and see what he thinks he’s doing. On the other hand … Have we finished off that roast duck Mrs Stoker packed?’
‘There’s a wing left, sir, and a slice of cucumber.’
‘Better save it, I suppose. Frugal it has to be.’ He rose and stretched. ‘Could be the devils have us in a trap. Always fear the Undead, who envy the living – as well they might. Ireland’s a pretty place, but not if you’re looking up at it from under the sod.’
Continuing with his guard duty, Spinks said, ‘I don’t understand one thing. If the vampires can travel through time on this here train, how come they aren’t aware of what’s going on now? How come they don’t know we’re here?’
Mopping his face, Stoker said, ‘It’s a little hot for such problems, Spinks. But you might consider this. There’s a devil of an amount of time – millions and millions of years of it, according to Mr Bodenland, wrapping the Earth around – more time than even great intellects like yours and mine can grasp, never mind the desiccated soup that vampires have for brains. They’d have an impossible job to survey any particular minute, or year even.’
‘Supposing they happened to be passing in another train?’
The ginger man shook his head. ‘That can’t happen. Our friend who’s travelling with us in his box – once no less than the driver of the train – told Joe that there was only one train, which is in our possession.’ He considered. ‘Though I can’t understand why there should be only one.’
‘I’m afraid I can’t help you there, sir.’
The conversation made them nervous. They agreed, however, that they could not be in a trap, since the vampires would not strike in broad daylight, being photophobic.
The day, however, was becoming uncomfortably hot. They decided to retire into the agricultural station. It was cooler inside.
‘That’s better. How’re the stocks of lemonade and whisky?’
‘Frugal it has to be, sir. Tell you what, take your mind off things, we could play a game of French cricket between us.’
‘Light’s a bit poor in here for cricket, Spinks … Oh, yes, come on, why not? Capital idea. I bags be Hampshire. Go and get the bat and ball out of the train, there’s a good feller.’
 
The pollution was particularly thick outside the Prime Minister’s palace in Tripoli’s main square. All men in the crowd wore elaborate helmets to guard against the poisons, many of them draping their keffiyeh over the helmets. With the cunning of a pick-pocket, Bodenland stole one of the scarves from a stall, and tied it round his own helmet, making himself less conspicuous.
He seemed to have shaken off Ali, though beyond doubt there would be other Undead agents in the crowd, awaiting the final collapse of the Silent Empire.
That time could be only days away at most.
Many of the shops were shuttered. Some carried poignant messages of farewell. Families were leaving, with a few worldly possessions piled on handcarts or donkeys, seeking to escape an inevitable doom. Bodenland searched for a lawyer, but it seemed as if the professional classes had already left Tripoli under cover of darkness. Over the many thousands of citizens who remained, an intense excitement quivered, almost as if the end were invited and – now it was so near – desired. What is most feared is secretly loved.
During the midday prayer, many prostrated themselves in the streets, facing towards a Mecca that had already been extinguished. Afterwards the Prime Minister came out of the Palace, to appear on behalf of the Emperor.
The Prime Minister was a tall solemn man. The crowds called his name and rushed forward, waving, to crush themselves at the barriers which fended common people off from the great building.
He spoke from the steps of the Palace, his amplified voice carrying round the square. Thousands listened, not all of them patiently.
From a gate in the Palace wall, a great black cube was emerging, draped in a Libyan flag. The cube was carried on a metal litter, wheeled, and supported by as many hands as could get near. It was brought out ceremoniously and placed in the square, where a flatbed truck waited.
A great cry went up at the sight of the black cube, a cry at once cheer and wail. For the Prime Minister was making it clear that the cube contained Libya’s super-weapon, the F-bomb, the only one they had been able to manufacture.
Now that the hour of judgement was upon them, they knew not how to strike against the Fleet Ones. The bomb was useless as a defensive weapon. However, he, on behalf of the Emperor and his people, was not going to allow the F-bomb to fall into the hands of their enemies. Was this not correct?
A great roar from the crowd gave him an affirmative answer.
Very well, the weapon was about to be taken to the desert, and detonated a great distance away. No one would be harmed.
While the Prime Minister was speaking, a modest-sized metal suitcase painted red and green was brought out from the cube. Two men, moving with care, strapped it on the waiting truck.
And the Prime Minister said, ‘My people, let us pray for wisdom and the protection of Allah in this hour of grief.’
Whereupon the whole assembly in the square fell upon their knees and touched heads to the ground. And a cry of supplication rose from them.
Of all the thousands of people there, not one was looking. Bodenland jumped into the near side of the cab of the truck and rammed a revolver at the head of the driver.
‘Drive on!’ Bodenland ordered, looking as desperate as he felt.
Eyes bulging, the man drove.
‘Faster,’ said Bodenland.
In a moment they were out of the square and heading out of town.
It looked like nowhere. No scene in the Antarctic could have been more drab. The desert here was not desert proper, the romantic desert of folds, patterns and dunes, where sand builds itself into unending hieroglyphs. This was a flat and stony place, promising none of the interest of a cryptogram. The road itself was only a dust trail through the desolation. Nothing had changed for centuries.
‘We’ve come the wrong way,’ said Bodenland.
They could not turn back into the city. He kept the revolver at the man’s head as he tried to work out what to do. With set expression, the driver drove on.
Bodenland peered ahead through the dusty windscreen, trying to see if something moved through the heat haze ahead. Sticking his head out of the window, he could determine a line drawn across the desert. It wobbled in the heat as if in boiling water. As they neared, it revealed itself to be a fence, stretching across miles of desert.
It was a tall wire fence, and it bisected the landscape. He could make out no beginning or end to either side. Its one feature was a gate set in the middle of it, and to this gate the truck was heading.
A guard post with metal roof stood by the gate, resonant under the power of the sun.
‘Keep going,’ Bodenland yelled, pounding with a fist on the dashboard. ‘Through the gate.’
‘No – no use, please …’ The driver jammed on the brake. They ground to a halt in front of the gate, skidding in a shower of gravel to end broadside on to the guard post. Before the cloud of dust had settled, four Muslim guards dashed from the hut, carbines at the ready, to stand on either side of the truck.
A loudspeaker burst into life.
‘The traitor must surrender. Descend from the cab, traitor.’
The driver, whose face ran with sweat, rolled his eyes in terror.
‘Don’t shoot me, please. I have a family. The game’s up for you.’
The four guards dragged Bodenland struggling from the cab. After all, his revolver was not loaded. He hated carrying a loaded gun.
They frog-marched him into the post to stand before the guard commander.
Inside the hut, a fan did little to disperse the heat. A rack of cots stood at one end, empty at present in the emergency. On the rear wall, behind the guard commander’s desk, hung a cage containing a small captive bird, a finch. The finch was yellow and red; it sat on its perch and sang its heart out, as if it had just discovered paradise.
The commander was very pale, very young, and had grown a top-heavy black moustache to compensate for these defects.
He stood up, puffing out his chest and pointing a finger at his prisoner. ‘You are a spy. You are arrested for stealing the F-bomb. I have the Prime Minister’s authority to execute you. Have you anything to say in your defence?’
Bodenland out-stared him. ‘I certainly have, Captain. You see your little imprisoned bird there? If it were free and had a nest full of chicks, don’t you reckon it would defend its nest if attacked? Even if the attacker was an eagle, the finch would do its best. You Libyans have this super-weapon, so-called, yet you are going to detonate it in the desert! You’re mad. I’m on your side in this war against the Fleet Ones, and I say drop the rotten bomb on them. Don’t waste it, if it’s the last thing you do. Let me go, Captain. I’ll deliver it where it hurts. Don’t horse around. Just give me a compass and let me go free.’
The young captain heard him out politely, nodding as the points were made.
Then he said, ‘I’m afraid you do not share our philosophy. Allah must have his way and we must follow. All else is an offence against God.’
‘You think the Undead give a crap about Allah?’
But the captain had turned to his corporal. ‘Take this man out and shoot him.’
Bodenland made a dive across the desk for the captain’s gun, but the officer stepped hastily back, and two men pinned Bodenland down on the desk.
Wrenching his arms behind his back, they moved him towards the door, with Bodenland fighting every inch of the way. The bird fluttered in fright in its cage.
Another guard came running in from outside, full of excitement.
‘Captain, something coming this way.’
‘Our relief …’
‘No, no, captain, from the west. Come and see.’
This event was evidently so rare that they all ran out into the desert and stared through the fence to the west.
It had come over the horizon. It was blasting in their direction. Difficult to make out what it was; its outline was blurred.
The captain tugged one end of his moustache and looked doubtfully at Bodenland.
Bodenland knew beyond a doubt, and kept his own counsel. It was the time train. Good old Stoker was coming to the rescue, just when needed. The only question was – why and how was it coming from that direction and not from the direction of the city?
The captain’s intuition told him danger was on its way.
‘All back inside,’ he ordered. His manner was calm and commanding; Bodenland admired it. ‘Be prepared to shoot when I give the order.’
Once they were inside the hot little refuge, the door was secured and the men took up positions at the window. The captain himself guarded Bodenland, covering him with a revolver.
‘Give yourself up,’ Bodenland advised. ‘It’s a buddy of mine.’
The outlines of the time train became clearer as it slowed. Losing velocity, it contracted, radiating energy as it did so, and came to a halt half-way through the wire barrier. Dust settled.
No one descended.
‘I’m here, Bram,’ Bodenland shouted.
In response, heavy guns swivelled from the window slits of the train. Their snouts poked towards the guard post.
A metallic amplified voice roared out over the wasteland, demanding the surrender of Bodenland.
He tried to make sense of it. His mind jumped to the obvious conclusion, that Stoker and Spinks had been captured and lost control of the train.
The metallic voice shouted its demands again.
The captain shouted back. ‘I will surrender Bodenland if you guarantee that no harm will come to the rest of us.’
A pause. Outside, heavily shrouded figures climbed from the train and proceeded to unload the F-bomb from the truck.
‘The Undead,’ moaned one of the guards. He threw down his carbine and cowered by the desk.
‘We demand only Bodenland. The rest of you are safe,’ came the voice.
‘It’s a trick, Captain,’ Bodenland said. ‘Those are the Undead, the Fleet Ones. Give me a gun and come out with me. We’ll do what damage we can. Take them by surprise.’
The captain gave him a wry smile. ‘I must have regard for the safety of my men. I’m sorry. Out you go, and good luck.’
‘Okay.’ With heavy heart, he stepped into the sunlight. Four shrouded figures were stowing the F-bomb in its red and green case on to the train. The train loomed over the scene, its guns giving it a kind of pseudo-life as they swivelled to cover him. He walked forward slowly, seeking any advantage, but saw none.
A black-clad figure leaned from the first door of the train and beckoned. Bodenland did not hasten his pace. He climbed aboard, to be greeted by heavy-visored men with guns.
‘Pity you gooks can’t bear the daylight. It’s really nice out there.’
They made no response, bundling him into the first compartment. The F-bomb was already there, lying on the seat.
He could see the guard post, with the pale face of the guard captain watching through the glass. Next second, the train’s guns sounded.
The post was obliterated. The guns pounded until only a blackened crater was left. The noise died away, the smoke rolled across the Libyan desert.
‘Sorry about the little bird,’ Bodenland said.
A tall cadaverous Undead came into the compartment and confronted him.
‘You are to meet Count Dracula immediately.’
‘I’m in no hurry.’
‘Follow me. Bring the bomb. It will not detonate.’
As they went into the corridor, the driver of the train was going forward to his cab. Bodenland called to him – You! Wasn’t it the man he had captured and imprisoned in Stoker’s tool shed, five centuries earlier? Perhaps he was mistaken.
Wait! His mind performed a somersault. The paradoxes of time confronted him. Perhaps his capture and imprisonment of the driver was still to come. In which case, there was certainly hope for him.
The driver gave him a glance, showed no sign of recognition, and disappeared into the shady recesses of the cab. Almost at once, the train started to move.
The corridor began to stretch. Everything became flexible and insecure. It was like being inside a tormented snake. As they progressed towards the rear of the train, it got further and further away, under the stress of relativistic velocities.
He was taken to a large compartment hung with black, and told to await the Count. A guard stood over him. The compartment expanded a little, then settled into stability as the train’s speed steadied.
After a while, shadow and smoke that did not smell like smoke filled the place, and Count Dracula appeared, horned and gigantic, more devil than man. His face was like a painted skull. Bodenland stood up defiantly to face him. It was like facing a ghoul in your worst childhood dream, unreal, but more terrifying than any known reality.
Such was the impact of this creature that Bodenland found it hard to make his intellect function, especially in the first moments of confrontation. He did his best to register the features of this apparition. Later, he was to find it difficult to remember details, as if, like Bella, the unholy Count had the ability, in common with a disease of the brain, to erase engrams and deface memory.
Stoker had spoken of likening Dracula to Henry Irving. That, however, was in fiction. In reality, little resemblance existed between monster and actor. True, Dracula had a large head with streaks of white in his dark hair. The dark hair was swept back and cut long, much as Irving’s had been. And there was a broad brow. But Dracula’s brow was rocky and brutal, a mere base from which two short horns curled. The horns were crusted like a goat’s.
Nor was the head noble. It was brachycephalic, with no curve at its rear, so that its peak fell straight down to the neck. Lower and upper jaws were remarkably pointed; even in respose, Dracula’s strong sharp teeth remained on the verge of showing. Only the lips held colour. Of a mauvish red, they expressed at once luxuriance and cruelty, round which the teeth were glimpsed like fingers clutching a curtain. When the lips curled back in speech, both cheeks wrinkled up to resemble twin perineums.
To conceive of this creature as ever having been human was difficult and – when its powers were at full – near impossible.
When Dracula spoke, it was in the hoarse voice Bodenland remembered well, the voice Bella had used, a shared voice, equipment with which to talk to living human beings. As if that name had been conjured up in the roily air between them, Bella was the word on Dracula’s lips.
‘Bella was sent to you to lure you to the Silent Empire. As we planned, you have delivered the F-bomb to me. We have finished with you now, Joe Bodenland, but we intend you no harm. Did we not send you that beautiful vision in which your young daughter-in-law came to your bedside? You will be granted that vision again if you behave.’
‘I can live without it.’ He found it difficult to speak. Although the atmosphere vibrated with fear, Bodenland controlled his breathing and did not allow himself to be overcome. But this monstrous being was like death itself. To stay long in its presence would be annihilating. But there was a question he had to ask.
‘Supposing you have trapped me, tell me this. You are the Father of Lies and Darkness, the antithesis of science – how is it you have invented this time train?’
‘Your scientific view has blinkered you, Joe Bodenland. You should open your mind to a darkness wider than your petty light. This is a turning point in history, when the human race become mice again, not pretentious creatures who dream of visiting other planets. In consequence, we have been observing this period for a long while, anticipating your arrival in our train. As to that train … a colossal amount of energy is required to alter the flow of time, and dam that great river. To power the train, the sun has had to grow dark. That suits us, as it suits us to borrow science when science can work against religion and God …’
His thick voice choked on the last word. A scent of decay filled Bodenland’s nostrils. He dreaded to think that the train might even now be heading for that dark future, where the Fleet Ones ruled supreme, and nothing but death lived.
‘You did not answer my question about the train.’
The answer rolled back like thunder. ‘Joe Bodenland, you do not require an answer. This train is the instrument by which the Fleet Ones will prevail – as they would have done long since, had we not been so few – we were always so few, a handful a century – and had not Christianity once been so strong. With the time train, we are enabled to congregate across the ages and become strong.’
‘So you invented it, despite your lack of science?’
‘Cease this catechism.’ The mighty figure gave a roar of laughter. ‘We did not invent such a complex instrument. How could we? Man, you have a brain, yet you cannot feel with it how short life is, and how long death. Come, while we have a moment more of travel, I will show you the difference between the living and the Undead.’
This horrifying conversation seemed to turn and tunnel into Bodenland’s mind, as if it were a living worm. Phrases kept spluttering across his synapses like the progeny of worms, robbing him of thought. Darkness wider than your petty light. We have finished with you now. How long death, how short life.
Without will, he followed the august figure into the corridor of the speeding train. All was dim and misty, well suited to the photophobic Undead. Satanic guards who crowded in the corridor lifted their visors to show their death-white faces, their razor-sharp jaws, in relaxation.
He strove to clear his mind. Memory came of Stoker’s perception of the relationship between vampirism and the last stages of venereal disease. The human race become mice again. The sun has had to grow dark. Complex instrument. He could not keep the noises out. Was this not dementia? To be long in the company of this Darkness would be to fall into insanity.
Trying to induce logic back to his brain, he made to speak. All that emerged was the question he had previously asked.
‘Train … How is it? How did you invent the train?’
The thing proceeding before him did not even turn his head. The answer came in its habitual tone of scorn.
‘In your near future, where you came from, your government in Washington will forbid your toxic waste disposal scheme as being too dangerous. Your inertial invention will lapse and be forgotten in the files, Joe Bodenland. Forgotten until we revive it.
‘We simply apply the principle, and for that we employ human slave scientists, millions of years ahead of Now. It’s your principle that governs the existence of this train. That is why we owe you some forbearance. You yourself are the original inventor of time travel. You yourself are the instigator of the triumph of the Undead, Joe Bodenland – over Libya, and over the rest of the living world …’
He was not conscious. Paradoxically, it was the wormlike poison of Lord Dracula’s previous speech which now protected him from the shock of the latest revelation. Yet he sank down into a surf of unknowing, threw up his hands, drowned.
That amazing novel of Bram Stoker’s, which the modest author still regarded as unpublished, unprinted, unbound … It had alerted people to the dangers of vampirism. At the same time, it contained Stoker’s encoded message of personal sorrow, as he fell sick of the disease that had ravaged mankind for centuries. In creating the great vampire novel, Stoker had produced the nineteenth-century masterwork on syphilis.
In so doing, he had intuitively performed a true diagnosis; the two poisons to the blood were indeed linked.
What Stoker could not have known was the extraordinary long lineage of the original vampiric strain, born of a cold-blooded winged predator in the distant greens of the Mesozoic. What nobody could have foreseen was the devious way in which those parasites had managed to infiltrate themselves into a future as distant as their origins. The way by which they had gone was the tunnel bored through the time quanta opened up by Bodenland’s scientific ingenuity.
Joe’s responsibility was too heavy to bear. It dragged him down like a great weight lashed to a sailor struggling in an ocean beyond the reach of aid.
Yet he was conscious.
In a manner of speaking.
A foul creature was sponging his face. The cold water steamed. A mist rose before him. So feelingless was he, he might have been embedded in glass.
The place to which he had been brought was mysteriously familiar. It was a torture cell. Gradually his sense returned.
The air was almost dark. It pressed against his face like an old cushion. Dracula was there, blacker than the dark.
Bodenland fought to regain control over himself.
Why did he recognize the iron torture instruments stowed behind glass doors? And worse …
For most of the space of the compartment was occupied by a heavy wooden table. The scars and cuts on it rendered it as wicked as a butcher’s block.
On the table, pressed against its surface by iron bars, lay a naked man. His body colour was that of a drowned fish, its swollen greys and blues almost luminescent in the dull illumination. He was not drowned. His fanged teeth still worked, as they sought to bite through a metal rod which gagged his mouth.
Staring down at this pitiable sight, Bodenland’s intellect sharpened. This was the compartment by which he and Bernard Clift had first entered the time train. He had seen this poor creature before, tortured and unable to escape his torturers through death.
The imprisoned vampire gave a stifled cry, rolling his eyes to his lord and master, presumably begging for mercy. Dracula paid no attention, beyond lifting a hand to summon an assistant to the table.
Most parts of the prisoner’s body had been mutilated in some way. His head was shaven. Just above his brows a purple line had been painted round the scarred equator of his head.
The dull eyes of the prisoner now turned fearfully to see what the assistant was about to do.
‘This loathsome thing always begs for mercy,’ said Dracula in his cold brutish voice. A muscle worked in his ashen cheek. ‘But mercy is not an available alternative.’
A consuming sickness choked Bodenland’s throat. He managed to ask what crime the prisoner had committed, foreseeing that the same kind of treatment might be in store for him.
From Dracula’s reply it could be deduced that he enjoyed the tale he had to tell: in his words, ‘a tale of what you call superstition triumphing over what you call science’.
The being pinned to the torture table was now one of the Undead. In his lifetime, he had been a scientist and savant – an intellect before which other intellects bowed. His name was then Alwyn. He had been taken from his own century to labour with others of his ilk in the far distant future, where living conditions were more congenial to the Fleet Ones than in earlier days.
‘Alwyn tried to escape from servitude in a flying machine,’ the Dark Lord said. ‘But my powers are such I can fly at greater speeds than such machines. I recaptured Alwyn, and he has been impaled on this table through many millennia. He is without intellect now.’
‘You’re filth,’ Bodenland exclaimed.
‘We have turned him into one of us, Joe Bodenland, as you shall see immediately.’
He lifted a coarse index finger no more than an inch in order to summon an assistant forward to the table.
‘You will be interested to watch this, Joe Bodenland. It will explain much you fail to understand. You will then appreciate the difficulties under which the Undead labour.’ As he spoke, he signalled with another controlled gesture.
His assistant leaned towards the prisoner, who urinated with fright. He tapped with a long-nailed finger at the side of the prisoner’s shaven skull. Two taps, then a third, sharper.
The top of the skull fell cleanly away, opening along the painted purple circle, to lie rocking on the table. Flies issued forth from the cranium, and the victim foamed at the mouth.
Inside the open cranium lay a small doughy brain much resembling a blob of ice cream and not divided into hemispheres.
When this creature was the scientist Alwyn, Dracula explained, his brain had been fully human. The invasion of vampiric blood, with its freights of hostile cells, had caused the neocortex to wither and fall away finally like a sere and yellow leaf.
Alwyn’s identity was then lost. He had ceased to be Homo sapiens.
‘So you are a disease,’ Bodenland said. ‘Nothing more than a disease, a contagion.’
Dracula released a fanged smile into the dark. ‘The thing is human no longer. I doubt he even remembers who he once was or will be, centuries from now. He is, you might say, a diagram.’
Hie deep voice contained the mortuary echo of a chuckle.
‘This is how we are, Joe Bodenland, we to whom you are so antagonistic. This brain you see here is how our brains are. The brain, you note, is similar in structure to a human brain – minus the neocortex, the higher reasoning part.’
‘You mean the part with the conscience.’
‘Animals have no conscience, Joe Bodenland. They nevertheless spare each other. Animals wage no wars, organize no persecutions, run no concentration camps. Nor do we, the Fleet Ones. The neocortex is a new and unwelcome adjunct to the natural world. It is the disease.
‘Before the development of the neocortex – a random mutation only two million years before you were born – many many millions of years passed serenely. In those millions of years lived a great variety of creatures equipped with the old limbic brain only. Now that balance of nature, so much disturbed recently, will be restored.
‘How? Ha, with the aid of the F-bomb. The F-bomb, Joe Bodenland, that crowning achievement of your vaunted neocortex …’
He was at his most terrifying when he laughed. It was a laugh brought about by throwing back the head, tossing the straggling hair, and opening wide the mouth to expose fangs and pallid gums. The sound accompanying this sudden spasm was without relish. All was over in a second, with the cold gaze fixed back on his opponent immediately, in order not to be caught off-guard for more than the briefest duration of time. A limbic laugh, thought Bodenland.
Briefly a vision came to him of those sempiternal centuries of which the brute before him spoke, centuries of fangs and foraging and mindless time, with no one alive to count the rising and setting of the sun.
In the dimness of the stifling compartment, the glazing in the doors of the torture cupboards reflected back what light there was like rows of polished teeth. Pinpoints of light glinted in Dracula’s ever-watchful eyes. The poor victim on the table managed small constrained movements in a moribund t’ai chi. Difficult though it was to see in Dracula’s presence, it was more difficult to think.
Attempting a scientific detachment, Bodenland said, ‘You speak of the neocortex. It represents the highest evolutionary development so far. It achieves a complexity far above that of the old limbic brain. You are failed creatures, by nature as extinct as the massive herbivores on which you originally preyed. You’re fossils, Dracula, compressed between life and death. I’ll exterminate you if I can.’
He spoke more boldly than he felt. With his every fibre he had to resist Dracula’s strong hypnotic spell.
The dark spectre spoke again.
‘Your kind regards my kind as evil. I have been forced to observe your kind over the centuries, since you huddled in caves against the ice. Has ever a day gone by, or a night, in all those centuries, when you have not put someone to death? Women subjected to all kinds of injury, children abused, babies flung over cliffs, slaves beaten, preachers stoned, witches drowned, villages burned, wars fought over nothing … a litany of murder in more various forms than we of the Undead could ever command. Your sins are endless, and committed wilfully. What we do we cannot help.’
Raising his hands to his temples, Bodenland shook his head. The words burned. The worms worked in him.
‘Being evil, you can see only the evil in mankind.’ He choked on the uvula dry at the back of his throat, coughed, and could only say, ‘Before this great victory – what of this victim of yours?’
He indicated the creature pinned to the table.
‘The attendants will stick his skull on again. He’ll survive. After all, he’s one of the Undead. He can’t die. You would call that a paradox.’
Thinking that he would be on this vehicle of damnation again – was it past or future? – he sighed heavily.
‘What of the real paradoxes, the scientific paradoxes of travel through time?’
Dracula put mild thunder into his reply. ‘For you, and even for those without neocortexes, time paradoxes are cancelled out by expenditure of energy, just as energy can cut through the thickest metal. Millions of volts drive this train of yours through time, and they iron out paradoxes flat. Power will achieve anything. As you know.’
Bodenland was silenced.
Dracula began to fade into smoke and cloud. As he disappeared, he spoke again.
‘Now we are well on our way to collecting your story-writing friend.’
In the huge agricultural plant, several box-shaped robots moved among the rows of fungi, tickling and tending them almost in silence. Under the echoing acres of roof, one sound prevailed, the pleasant sound of willow striking leather.
‘Pull up your socks, Spinks, my boy – Hampshire is forging ahead.’
‘I think light’s stopping play, sir,’ gasped the gardener.
The light was certainly dim. Spinks had dropped several catches because of it. His inefficiency encouraged Hampshire, who was hitting out. Spinks’s under-arm lobs proved irresistible.
The next ball came. Stoker struck out mightily. The ball sailed over Spinks’s head and through the open door.
‘A six!’ yelled Stoker, as Spinks disappeared out of the door. ‘Sure, it’s a swine I am to you, my boy, and now I’ll declare.’
He thought to himself as he stood alone in the vast dim building, I must keep young Spinks’s spirits up as much as I can. What a reckless fool I am to have brought him on this expedition. His old mother will have it in for me when we get back. If we get back. Perhaps I should never have trusted this chap from the future. I was flattered just because he knew something about my novel … conned I was. Fool I am. Why didn’t Flo stop me? His meditations were startlingly interrupted.
From the far end of the plant came a glaring light. A massive moving object appeared to hurtle through the far wall, travelling at infinite speed. The light died, somehow inertia was lost, the object slowed and stopped. It was the time train.
Stoker staggered back, flattening himself against the nearest wall, staring at this manifestation with disbelief.
As the train stopped, it ploughed through the rows of cultivated fungus, halting only a few metres from where he stood. It went through its usual sense-defying shrinkage, to end looking no larger than an ordinary railroad carriage. There it waited in the dimness, without lights or motion.
‘I don’t believe my eyes,’ said Stoker. ‘We’ve got you parked safe outside.’ He wanted to call for Spinks, but did not dare. Spinks remained outside the building.
Stoker dropped his cricket bat in astonishment as Joe Bodenland stepped from the train, carrying the F-bomb in its red and green case. He was propelled forward by two of the Fleet Ones, the light levels obviously proving dim enough for them to tolerate. About twenty more Undead emerged – a haggard army.
Stoker picked up his bat again to defend himself.
A gun turned on him immediately.
‘Even the Australians play fairer than that,’ he said. ‘Back to your graves, scum!’ He dropped the bat.
‘Sorry, Bram,’ Bodenland called. ‘We’re caught in Bella’s trap. Take it easy a moment. We have a problem.’
‘So it seems.’
Stoker fell silent as Count Dracula emerged from the train, then clutched his forehead and staggered sideways with a gesture of amazed horror which would have done his master Henry Irving credit. For the first time he was confronting the character he had regarded as merely in his own imagination.
The sinister being was moving in an umbrella of shadow. His very presence seemed to lower the temperature. His cohorts were dwarfed by him. When he spoke in his deep growling voice, Dracula addressed Bodenland and Stoker.
‘You two men of strong opinion shall be spared what you most fear. You shall not join in the ranks of the Undead. Instead, you shall personally have the honour of detonating this F-bomb. Thus you will end the Silent Empire, and have done with human resistance to me for ever.’
He turned to the guards and ordered them to secure Bodenland and Stoker to the front of the train – with the F-bomb.
The two men were roughly gathered together and could put up no effective resistance.
‘Think of something,’ Stoker said urgently.
‘I am. I’m thinking of Mina.’
‘I was thinking of finishing my novel.’
They were silenced by blows. Wire ropes were produced as they were pushed towards the front of the train. Dracula looked haughtily on.
It had taken Spinks a while to find the ball Stoker had hit so brilliantly. The ball had flown through the door, into the field, and beneath the undercarriage of the time train. When at last he discovered it, he returned to the agricultural station – and stopped short when he saw what was going on.
Then, bursting into the station, Spinks switched on the great overhead lights which controlled crop growth. The factory was flooded with their glare. Cries of agony rose from the Fleet Ones. They dropped their weapons to stagger about in disarray.
Bodenland and Bram Stoker stared with stunned amazement at the apparition of a second Bodenland and Stoker rushing in through the door on the opposite side of the factory. They were armed, and ran forward firing silver bullets, faces grim.
Vampires threw up their arms and fell to the ground under the fusillade. Some shattered and crumbled to dust beneath the brilliance pouring down on them.
Dracula, under cover of his attendant shadow, glided back into the shelter of the train.
Almost immediately, the train began to lose clarity, and to shudder into a greater length. Snakelike, it shot forward and disappeared from the building, leaving no trace. Dracula had escaped.
As the train vanished, Bodenland grasped the situation.
He gave a glad cry.
‘Bram, quick! This way!’
He ran with the F-bomb, Bram following, out of the door Spinks had just entered. He slapped the gardener’s shoulder as he passed.
‘Great work, lad.’
The time train stood outside, immobile, now encompassed by the shadow of the immense building. There were the rows of mangelwurzels, the endless field, the endless sky – and their hope for the future.
The men climbed aboard. Stoker slammed the door shut as Bodenland started up the generator. The train began its sickening elongation as he threw the time co-ordinates into reverse – ten minutes backwards in time.
The engines, geared to millions of years, squealed in disbelief, and obeyed.
‘We’ve got the bomb, Joe, why not head home?’
‘We must save ourselves. Paradox, Bram.’
‘Paradox, Joe?’
‘There’s just one time train, remember? The driver told me.’
‘Sorry, no savvy.’
‘One train. The one inside the fungus factory was this one, in another period of its existence.’
‘Where’s it gone?’
‘It’ll return, because I’ll be on it. And here we are – back ten minutes in time. Get those guns and magic bullets.’
They jumped out hastily, loading the guns with Stoker’s silver bullets. Everything looked as it had done ten minutes later. But, as they peered rather anxiously about, they saw the time train speeding from the horizon towards them, and flung themselves flat.
‘I’m on that,’ Bodenland said, through gritted teeth. ‘I’d just experienced a guard post being blown up and had undergone a very nasty conversation with His Majesty himself.’
Stoker rammed a last bullet home and snapped the barrel into place. ‘I’m sure you had a lot to talk about.’
‘He didn’t look much like Henry Irving.’
‘Sir Henry Irving, please.’
‘C’mon, let’s go!’ As he shouted, the speeding train contracted and vanished into the agricultural factory.
He led the way at a run, Stoker close on his heels. They ran round the rear of the building. It was longer than either had bargained for – at least a half-mile round to the door in the far side – and there were huge agricultural implements standing in the way.
After a pause for breath, they stood by the entrance, readying the guns.
Peering round the doorpost, Bodenland waited for the moment when Spinks entered by the far door. As Spinks slammed on the overhead lights, he rushed in, with Stoker just behind him.
There was the train, there were the photophobic Undead, thrown into absolute disarray by the barrage of lights. There were they themselves, Bodenland and Stoker, by the front of the train where they had been dragged, looking very shaken.
‘Fire away!’
They blazed away with the silver bullets, and had the satisfaction of seeing the vampires collapse. Dracula was not in sight, hidden by the bulk of the train. The brief gun battle was hardly over when the train gave a lurch, distended itself, blurred, and disappeared.
They stood there panting in triumph, watching themselves leave the scene, dashing through the other door to travel back ten minutes in time.
Cheering wildly, they walked over to Spinks and embraced him. Spinks looked utterly bemused. ‘What a show! I never seen anything bigger than a rabbit shot.’
‘Cheer up, Spinks. Thou shalt not serve two masters.’
‘Oh, I enjoyed it all, sir. I must say, you really hit ’em for six!’
But Stoker rested his arm on the doorpost and his forehead on his arm. ‘The next time we do this kind of thing, I’m bringing the British Army along too.’
‘I’m going to celebrate our famous victory with a shower,’ Bodenland said. ‘I still stink of that filthy Tripoli prison. Give me five minutes.’
‘I’ll join you,’ Stoker said. ‘Spinks, keep watch, old chap.’
The agricultural factory was equipped with adequate shower facilities. The two men were soon under the hot spray, and singing the Anvil Chorus from Il Trovatore in enthusiastic disharmony.
‘We shall now travel back into the far past and obliterate the first vampire colony at source,’ said Bodenland, as they were drying off in columns of infra-red. ‘We owe Bernard and the rest of humanity that much.’
‘Yes, yes, I couldn’t agree more,’ said Stoker, and then was silent. After a while he said, ‘What is it to be a vampire, Joe? I mean, when you think about it … It’s a total perversion. In the scripture it speaks of Jesus Christ, who desireth not the death of a sinner, but rather that he may turn from his wickedness – and we may presume other people’s wickedness as well – and live. Dracula offers his minions the reverse. Do they live? They die eternally, and are eternally dependent on other species for nourishment. Instead of the light of Heaven, they’re stuck in the night of Earth. It’s not the kind of immortality I’d find desirable at all. It’s Christianity turned upside down.’
‘As you describe them in your book, they are like the embodiment of some appalling ancient disease.’
Stoker scratched some of the hairier parts of his large ginger body. ‘“Their throat is an open sepulchre, with their tongues they have deceived; the poison of asps is under the lips”, as the psalter puts it. Which brings up the question of sex – again …’
He was silent as they were dressing, then burst out, ‘What about the question of sex, Joe? In my eyes, the future has no flavour in it. No savour, no juice. What are the women there like? Would I enjoy ’em if I were free of this disease?’
‘We’re not planning a trip to the future, if that’s what you have in mind.’
‘Oh, I admire women so. I feel myself the equal of any woman alive – except Flo, of course. I told you she was once engaged to Oscar Wilde? I’ve been to bed with many crazy women. They’ve some – some essence … I can’t name it. Like a forgotten dream. That’s why I prefer them. Just as I prefer the lunatics among the poets, Clare, Smart, William Cowper, young Shelley, who was almost confined to a madhouse while still at Eton.’
‘He was as sane as the next man. A poet but a normal man.’
‘Your normal man’s a dark horse.’
Bodenland laughed at that.
Stoker was still pursuing his own line of thought. ‘These poor wretches of vampires don’t have sex, do they? Not as we understand it. Is the future you live in very effete – Listerized, Pasteurized, in a word? I’ve been on the nest, as they say, in dog-fouled archways, in pure-laden courts, in a thousand louse-infested rooms, in every stinking corner of the metropolis. I suppose all that’s gone by the end of the twentieth century …’
‘Bram, as far as London is concerned —’
He was interrupted as Spinks came dashing in.
‘Gents, some of these foreign blokes are approaching. Driving in armoured machines. It’s not the most encouraging of sights.’
They pulled on their boots and had a look through the open door of the factory. The soldiers of the Silent Empire were advancing – on items that looked like motorized skate-boards and, more formidably, in tanks resembling boats, heavily armed.
‘They want their bomb back,’ Bodenland said. ‘Let’s go.’
Spinks was already up in the train. The others ran to it. As Stoker slammed the door of the cab, Bodenland started the engines. The first shells began to fall in the vast field of mangelwurzels, then the Libyan world faded and disappeared from view under their acceleration.
As the time train began to tunnel into the past, Bodenland sighed with relief and turned to look at Stoker. He had sunk down on a stool and was mopping his brow.
‘Now then, Bram, before Dracula strikes again, my vote is that we shoot all the way back to the Mesozoic and visit the great family meeting in the Hudson Bay area which Bella mentioned.’
Stoker shook his head.
‘I’m exhausted. I’m sorry. I believe I’m in need of van Helsing’s ministrations – though I never expected I’d live to hear myself say so.’
Bodenland went over to him. ‘I’m thoughtless, Bram. You’re such an old rogue I forget you’re ill. We’ll make a stop in 1999 – I seem to have the controls to rights now. I’ll just check that Mina and the others are fine, and we’ll pick up some penicillin and get rid of that malady of yours in double quick time.’
‘Excellent.’ He sat with his head down, breathing heavily. Spinks came up with a bottle of brandy, part of Mrs Stoker’s excellent hamper.
After taking a sip or two, Stoker perked up.
‘Rid me of what ails me and I might be able to go gallivanting again. Your wedding tackle tends to atrophy if not put to regular use.’
He laughed rather miserably, and rambled on for some while along these lines. Bodenland grew impatient.
‘Rest for a bit, Bram. Sup some more brandy. I have a duty to discharge.’
He worked his way back carefully through the speeding time train, now extended to its full length. He kept his revolver in his hand, vividly aware of the horror that had pursued him and Clift in this very corridor. Nothing jumped out at him. Although the corridor remained dim as ever, he observed a dull red glow suffusing the distance. It was no more than a suggestion of colour. Speculation implied it might be some kind of doppler effect generated by their progress through time; the rear of the extended train could be many centuries behind the leading carriage.
The train was empty of its previous melancholy occupants, with the exception to which Bodenland came in the torture chamber.
Here were the same glass doors fronting twisted pieces of iron, the same heavy drapes, the same table, scarred by practice of a cruel art, the same suffocating atmosphere of eternal damnation. And the same victim, pinned like a sullied Prometheus to his rock of torture.
Once more there came over Joe Bodenland the sense of having to live through some mislaid dream, a suspicion that throughout the days of his conscious life some semi-autonomous part of his mind had been undergoing dreams altogether darker, more intense, in tune with protolithic existence.
The creature on the slab still wore his skull. As on a magic Easter egg, a coloured band marked where it opened. Stirring under its confining bars, the prisoner contrived to roll its eyes almost into its head in order to survey Bodenland, hesitant on the threshold of the chamber. Its foam-fringed mouth worked against the bit confining it.
Bodenland walked round the table and levelled the gun at the creature’s heart. He fired a magic silver bullet from point-blank range. The detonation filled the compartment with noise. One of the cupboard windows shattered, as if to allow exit to the soul of the prisoner. The hapless creature suffered such a convulsion that one wrist tore free of its iron bondage and gestured upwards. Then it fell. Its poor blue tendons hung like string over the side of the table.
Bodenland instinctively made the sign of the Cross.
‘Amen,’ he whispered. ‘Farewell, Alwyn …’
Peace returned to the tormented features. The body, so long unnaturally imprisoned, began immediately to decay, its limbs to detumesce, to stink and liquefy.
Dracula’s terrible speech in this place, in which he revealed the inevitable attitude of predator to prey, remained vivid in Bodenland’s mind. Once more, he had committed an act of violence in defence of what he saw as right; but where ultimate judgement lay in such matters he did not know. Wearily, he made his way forward, to seek out Stoker’s genial companionship and think of happier matters.
Spinks saluted him as he re-entered the cab. He had produced the still unopened bottle of Moet & Chandon. ‘Wine, women and song, sir – without the women and song.’
‘Spinks, we owe you a great deal,’ Bodenland said. ‘I will have a glass, and you must drink with us, of course.’
Spinks looked doubtfully at his master; but Stoker, who had revived considerably, started to sing in a rich baritone, ‘Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes’.
Relieving Spinks of the champagne, Bodenland joined in the chorus while pouring it into three glasses.
‘Here’s to several pairs of sparkling eyes,’ said Stoker, raising his glass. ‘To our wives – and others!’
‘Which reminds me, Bram. Despite all the horrors we’ve endured, I’ve not forgotten the beauty of your famous Ellen Terry – lovelier than a dream. Tell me about her. You’ve known her long?’
‘Ah, never too long. There’s gaiety in the very air she breathes, like embodied sunlight.’
‘Have you ever … I mean, you’re a lusty fellow, you must have had the temptation …’
He let the sentence hang, seeing Stoker fall into a fury, angrier than Bodenland had known him. ‘You dare suggest such a thing? Ellen’s no whore, you Yankee cad. She’s as pure as the mountain air, every inch of her, that’s what. If I wasn’t so feeble, I’d punch your head in at the very thought.’
‘No offence intended.’ He said no more, not understanding what to make of the violence of Stocker’s denial.
Stoker’s face remained red. ‘Another thing. A man does not drink with his gardener. It demeans both of them. You may go, Spinks.’
Spinks moved out of the cab, looking ashamed, but taking his glass with him.
The atmosphere remained stormy. Bodenland went over to check the controls.
Leaning back and closing his eyes, Stoker said, ‘I should take no offence, Joe. Ellen’s a woman apart. If there was only blackness and disease and death in the world – well, who’d want to live? Thank God for women like Ellen Terry. I hope I go to meet my Maker thinking of her … Not that I’d ever want to shuffle off the old mortal coil while buzzing about in time in this unnatural fashion …’
‘You’ll soon be okay.’
‘… Particularly when I can’t fathom for the life of me how we do all this buzzing about from century to century. What did that hideous monster tell you about electricity wiping out all paradoxes?’
‘That? Oh, it was something he must have picked up and repeated. It’s meaningless. Dracula understands nothing of science. No brain, you see.’
Sighing, Stoker said, ‘There I’m in the same case as Dracula. Can you explain this time business to me?’
Bodenland looked up abstractedly at the roof of the cab.
‘You must understand that when the terms “time” or “space” are used scientifically, they don’t mean what you mean by them. Our science uses the terms to designate an overall structure consisting of the totality of phenomena of whatever kind is under consideration. In this sense, “time” has its own phase space, consisting of all elements and polynomials within the mathematical orbit of its totality. When our laboratories were working on the theory of what became our inertial system, we isolated what’s termed a strange attractor.’
‘Dracula’s a strange attractor.’
‘Here the term’s used in a mathematical sense. Points that are stretched far apart come close in the region of an attractor, so that in our hypothesis we were able to project “sinks” in real time, whereby periodic time simply held steady. Time stopped, if you like to put it that way.’
Emitting another sigh, Stoker held his head and said, ‘I don’t understand all this. Yet I’ve umpired cricket matches without difficulty.’
‘The science of chaos is pretty complex. Anyhow, in our inertial equations we were always aware that our calculations took in only one isolated attractor. In reality, the totality of time consists of innumerable strange attractors. Improved computers in the future would no doubt be able to deal with multitudes of them.
‘I can see that the fractals – oh, a fractal is simply an attractor which contains a complete structure however often you magnify it. A fractal’s like eternity. It’s fractals that contain the secret of time travel. Once you throw away classical mathematics, you get into multi-dimensionality, where one set of “time” elements can be switched from one strange attractor or another to another set. You could have fractal cross-over, so that actual “movement” across even millions of years could be very slight.’
He took another gulp of the champagne. ‘Well, that’s my guess. I’ll work on it when I get home. Of course, to transform theory into physical terms is no easy matter, and it’s clear that massive power expenditure would be required for the resultant prime mover across “time” quanta.’
‘I’m sure it all makes sense – but not to me, Joe,’ Stoker said, tugging at his beard as if to release a few brain cells. ‘So what about “Time like an ever-rolling stream”, as the good old hymn has it, or Time’s famous Arrow? How do they fit in among your fractals?’
‘To be honest, they don’t fit in at all. They’re metaphors for time derived from the old classical mathematics. Meaningless. As obsolete as the concept of the luminiferous aether. Time’s not like that at all. It has flux but no flow – except as experienced by biological entities like you and me. It may itself prove to be a mega-fractal of some complexity.’
‘Heaven preserve us all when that happens!’
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The bronzed facade of the Bodenland Corporation building reflected a rushing mechanized worm which contracted as it stopped in the ornamental garden before the administration wing. Security guards were almost immediately on the scene as alarms sounded. They stepped back respectfully when Joe Bodenland emerged from the cab.
‘Stay right here,’ he told them. ‘Guard this precious vehicle with your lives.’
He turned to coax Bram Stoker from the cab. Stoker was reluctant to appear.
‘I fear your epoch will be too much for me. The very air smells different.’
‘You’ll be famous here, Bram. Dallas is a great place.’
‘Better than Tripoli?’
‘Loads better.’
‘No mangelwurzels?’
‘Not a one.’
Stoker descended from the vehicle, followed by Spinks, clutching the cricket bat for protection. He gazed around, open-mouthed.
‘My hat!’ was all Spinks said.
Stoker walked about on the grass, looking at its neat cut suspiciously. ‘Who scythes this lawn for you, Joe? Wonderful work. Better than even Spinks’s old father could manage in his day … And this is where you live? An enormous mansion – and all built of glass? Incredible! Jolly cold in the winter, though, I’d say. All window and no wall.’
Bodenland checked his watch and began to walk briskly towards the door of the administrative wing. He said, rather absently, ‘You’ll soon get used to it. People themselves are just the same as in your time.’
‘Not if they understand fractals they aren’t, my boy!’
Bodenland took Stoker and Spinks up in the elevator to his suite. Rose Gladwin, his secretary, almost collapsed at the sight of Bodenland.
After all her cries of welcome were finished, Bodenland handed his friends over to her care, giving her strict instructions to see they were taken to the best hotel in Dallas, given a bank account, and looked after. While he was dialling his doctor regarding treatment for Stoker’s illness, Rose Gladwin hurried into the adjoining office to phone Waldgrave.
‘How do I tell Joe about what’s happened to Mina Legrand?’
‘I’ve known him longer than you, Rose. I’ll come and break the news to him.’
‘Max – it’s going to bring him down hard.’
‘I know it.’
Larry was out in the grounds of Gondwana with Kylie, flying one of his model planes. His father appeared in the estate Suzuki. He dropped the radio control and ran to welcome him back home.
But Joe was in a storm of fury and sorrow such as Larry had never encountered before. He fell back before the first wave of it. Why, Bodenland wanted to know, why had Larry not protected his mother? Why was she allowed to die? Kylie clung to him but he pushed her away. Why the violence in the mortician’s? Why, above all, why had Mina become Dracula’s victim?
Under the barrage of questions, Larry commenced his own monologue, timidly at first, then more forcefully. Mina had insisted on being alone. They hadn’t been told she was going sky-diving. They had known nothing of her movements until too late. As for the stake through her heart – that needed courage – that was for her sake – that was for his father’s sake. Everything he did was for his father’s sake. He went into groceries so as not to compete with his father.
‘You drink for my sake, too?’ asked Bodenland.
‘That is unfair and stupid, Joe,’ Kylie said. ‘Larry certainly drinks because of you. Maybe we were not able to protect Mina – but where were you when it came to protecting your woman? Don’t try to shift your guilt.’
It was Joe’s turn to be silent under her eloquence.
Her pretty face was now alight with spirit. She was just as responsible for the stake as Larry. They had to kill the evil thing in Mina to save her immortal soul – in which she at least believed. If evil survives, good perishes.
‘I agree with that, Kylie,’ he said. ‘If evil survives, the good perishes.’
‘And yet with no evil in the world, good has no reason to exist. Which is why the Lord permitted sin to enter the Garden of Eden.’
‘Maybe in the end you’ll convert me to the Christian faith.’
‘No, Joe. I don’t know whether you’re cut out for the Christian faith. It might make you even more difficult than you are.’
It was not a remark he would have taken from many people, but her smile disarmed him. For a moment he thought of Bram Stoker’s description of Ellen Terry as embodied sunshine. Here was another similar case.
‘At least I believe that Mina had an immortal soul.’ He turned to his son and held out his hand. ‘I should not have bawled you out. Forgive me. It was my anguish speaking.’
Then he explained to Larry how he planned to rescue his mother from the dead.
Mina walked in her green cover-alls over to the motel room window and opened it. Dusk was falling. As she gazed out over the car park, the neon sign lit with the words MOONLITE MOTEL.
She turned away, shucked off all her clothes and stepped into the shower.
Afterwards, dressed in a towelling robe, she mixed herself a margarita and tried to write a letter. ‘Joe you bastard —’ it began, and got no further. She mixed herself a second drink and started to phone around. By now, night was setting in over Enterprise. She was phoning her sister in Paris, France, when a bat flew in at the window. ‘Oh, God, sorry, Carrie, I’ve got a bat in my room. I can’t take bats.’
She put the phone down and stood up, watching the flying thing. It changed as she watched, turning into a suave man in evening dress, his hair brushed back and gleaming. Transfixed, she allowed her robe to fall open, revealing her naked body. But his avid gaze was fixed on the whiteness of her throat as he advanced.
‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Like a drink? I was just getting stewed all on my ownsome.’
‘Thanks, no,’ he said. ‘Not alcohol.’
As he was approaching her, the door burst open. Bodenland ran in, holding Kylie’s little gold crucifix before him. He thrust this at the suave man’s eyes. The man screamed with pain, instantly falling back, dwindling, smoking, turning into bat-form again. Bodenland struck at it, slammed the window shut, beat at the creature savagely as it sped trapped about the room. Snatching up a magazine, he knocked the bat into a corner. As it fell, he jumped on it, pounding it underfoot until it spurted blood and died.
Then Bodenland turned to Mina.
After they had embraced and kissed and both shed tears, he took her back in the time train to Dallas, only a few days in the future.
Here was another strange reunion, Mina with Larry and Kylie. Larry squirmed a little as he embraced the mother he had last seen gouting blood in her coffin.
Later still, they were introduced to Stoker and Spinks. Spinks was resplendent in a new bomber jacket. Stoker was under doctor’s orders and receiving treatment.
Stoker’s eyes gleamed when he saw Kylie. He clutched her hand longer than was necessary, and loaded her with such compliments as he deemed suitable for a seductive young lady of the future.
‘It happens I’m reading your novel at present, Mr Stoker – and it terrifies me. I don’t know how you think of such terrible events. Though I suppose we should pity the poor vampires, doomed to such a miserable existence. They’re really one more oppressed minority, aren’t they?’
‘Er, well, my dear young lady, I hadn’t thought of them in that regard. I simply thought of them as a bad lot – a disease, in short.’
‘May I ask if you believe in Heaven and Hell?’
Stoker looked about rather helplessly and said that after all he’d been through he ought to have a ready answer to that question.
Kylie smiled and said, ‘I see you believe that if a thing shouldn’t exist it doesn’t exist, Mr Stoker. That’s why all of us have trouble in believing in the fact of Dracula or the Devil. Yet Dracula must be the invention of an Almighty God along with everything else.’
He pulled at his hairy cheek and said to Bodenland, ‘This pretty daughter-in-law of yours raises questions which never entered my mind. I’ll need a little time to think about the matter. My brain doesn’t seem to work too well in 1999.’
‘How is your hotel?’ asked Mina, coming to the rescue. ‘You must find everything very odd, after what you’ve been used to. We’ve all been turned upside down recently.’ She laughed with some uncertainty, giving Kylie a sidelong look.
‘It’s a pleasant hotel, for sure,’ Stoker said, in answer to Mina’s question. ‘The ice machine is a remarkable invention. But I miss the friendly attentions of servants such as we have at home. One thing I do enjoy is your clever cards instead of money. Abolishing money is the finest idea I ever heard of.’
‘What have you bought?’
Stoker looked cautious. ‘Well, I discovered magazines with pictures of pretty girls divested of every last stitch of clothes. And we took the liberty of buying a nice pair of coffins we saw in Nieman Marcus – a Him and Her – you know, for the remains of Bella and that driver of yours. And we shall have a capital Christian burial of their remains in the cemetery the day after tomorrow.’
‘Fine idea, but there’s no time for that,’ said Bodenland, briskly. ‘You can have your fun later, Bram. This very night we’re leaving again in the time train. You know why, and I think you know where.’
The immensities of the Mesozoic plains. A broken line of hills and cliffs lay to the south. From their skirts the land rolled northwards, to dense forests of deciduous trees. A river had once meandered through the plain, and died, leaving a series of ox-bow lakes. Otherwise, no landmarks stood out. Tall grasses grew, interspersed here and there with clumps of small white daisies.
One particular area of this plain, between two lakes, was becoming crowded with figures. They were dwarfed by the great landscapes which contained them, and by the cumulus clouds piling up on the horizon.
These figures walked like men. They were dressed in black garb, and closely resembled men. Others circled overheard, flying on wide-spread leathery wings. And with these fliers went others who accompanied and in some ways resembled them. But these others had more distinctive reptilian faces, with long cruel mouths filled with sharp teeth.
They were watched with eager fascination by the hidden human viewers on the ground. This was the first time they had seen any prehistoric creatures – except for Joe Bodenland’s untimely excursion to the Carboniferous, when he had lost Clift’s body to the amphibian.
The time train was concealed under low palm trees growing in a depression on the crumbling hills which terminated the great plain. Standing outside it, and watching the gathering ahead of them, were Joe, Mina, Kylie, and Bram. Nearby, Larry was giving Spinks a hand to bury the two coffins, and grumbling at the task.
‘Why don’t we just junk them? There’s nothing sacred about burial in the Cretaceous, even in a Nieman Marcus coffin.’
‘Master Larry,’ said Spinks, gravely, ‘time makes little difference to a corpse. The important thing for all concerned is that they get a proper burial.’
‘What, vampires? That’s rubbish.’
Spinks continued stolidly to dig.
‘They may be vampires, and that’s why I have carved the vampire sign on both coffins, but they’ve paid for their crimes. They were human once, don’t forget, Master Larry. There’s still a right and a wrong, even in this outlandish dump.’
‘Don’t preach to me!’
‘The intention behind preaching, Master Larry, if you excuse me saying so, is to do someone good in the spirit.’
‘God!’ exclaimed Larry. He hurled down his spade, threw up his hands, and walked away. In the event, the coffins were never buried, for Bodenland called everyone over to witness a strange phenomenon.
The sky was changing hue, the cloud layers were congealing. The masses of vapour curdled and writhed as if in pain.
It was evident this peculiarity had been observed by the population on the plain.
Until now, the Undead had been busily driving herds of hadrosaurs and other related genera across the wastes and into pens of thorn. The duck-billed monsters went docilely enough, though their melancholy hoots filtered up even to the distant viewers. The reason for this docility could be discerned; one or two of the lead dinosaurs had been saddled and domesticated and were being used as bellwethers which the rest of the great reptiles followed.
Some of the Undead were already in the pens, feasting on their captives.
Now the feasting was over and the herding ceased. Every being on the plain became immobile, gazing upwards. Stoker crossed himself. ‘Faith, it’s like the Second Coming and all,’ he exclaimed.
‘Don’t forget He hasn’t come the first time yet,’ said Mina, dryly. ‘The Mesozoic wasn’t exactly Jesus territory.’
All six crouched in their place of concealment and peered at the clouds on the distant horizon. They were moving rapidly together, growing darker as they went, while lightning curdled their stomachs. The sky itself grew dim with an ochre light as the cloud mass rose to obscure the sun.
A great pillar of shadow fell across the plain. And the pillar became a ramp, on which was seen the figure of Count Dracula, descending.
Dracula alighted on the plain, took on almost human form, and raised his arms. The hordes on the plain began to converge slowly towards him, obedient to his sign.
‘Okay,’ Bodenland said. ‘Their conference is going to start. I want us to hold a quick conference, too.’
His face was lined and drawn as he looked from one to the other.
‘You’re all very dear to me. I know I’ve been autocratic in the past. The family has its troubles – which I hope to remedy. Now here’s a momentous issue and I want us all to be in on it together —’
Stoker snorted with disgust. ‘Come on, Joe. The Duke of Wellington didn’t write his wife a sonnet on the battlefield at Waterloo.’
‘Just a minute, Bram. There’s more responsibility here than I can shoulder alone. You all have to be a part of this. We hold here an F-bomb, the greatest destructive force we know of, and the possibility exists to drop it on Dracula and his cohorts. We think that will finish him off once and for all. I need your agreement. Do we drop the bomb?’
‘That’s what we’ve come to do,’ said Stoker at once. ‘Let’s get on with it, Joe. This destruction is foretold in the scriptures.’
‘But by so doing, we also become mass killers. We become no better than the other side. I have found before now that if you kill someone you are destined to take their place. What do the rest of you think?’
The two women spoke together. Kylie smiled at her mother-in-law, nodding to her to go ahead. ‘I say you should not drop it, Joe, since you are asking,’ Mina said. ‘For a simple practical reason. The vampires are not going to be destroyed. You told me that they faded out as a reproductive species long before mankind came on the scene – Bernard’s two graves are their only memorial we’ve found —’
‘Well?’ he said, impatiently.
‘Well, suppose the F-bomb won’t work. It’s untested. You drop it, then Dracula knows we are here, and we all get killed.’
‘No, Mina, the F-bomb will work.’
‘You don’t know that, Joe.’
‘I do. We have the proof. Every map of Canada in the modern world depicts that proof. The great circle of Hudson Bay – filled with sea in our time, that’s the ancient F-bomb crater. It’ll work just fine. Kylie, your objection?’
The girl looked levelly at him. ‘Mine is a religious objection, as you might expect. Yet it goes with your hesitation. An evil weapon like your F-bomb cannot destroy evil. It can only propagate it.’
‘Kylie, dear, despite all I’ve been through I still can hardly credit the existence of these malign supernatural beings. My intellect rebels against accepting them! I’d much rather regard them as a disease. But there they are, down there in their thousands, from all times and climes. We would destroy two evils at once – them and the F-bomb. Think again. Larry, how do you feel on this issue?’
Larry gestured dismissively.
‘I’m with you, Joe, all the way.’
Taking a step forward, Spinks said, ‘If I might also have a say in this, Mr Bodenland …’
‘Of course. Make it fast.’
Spinks glanced at his employer, then went ahead. ‘All right. Suppose you don’t drop this bomb. Do we just all go home to our proper centuries? That’s no way to win a war. There’s a time comes to all of us when we are forced to do something we’d rather not, in the hope and prayer that it will bring about a greater good. There’s good wars and bad wars, good causes and bad causes. I say this is a good war in a good cause. Drop the bloody thing and let’s get home.’
He blushed crimson to see that everyone was looking at him.
‘Four against two, ladies,’ said Joe. ‘Want to change your minds?’
‘No,’ said Kylie.
‘Yes,’ said Mina. ‘If the bomb will work, drop it, I say. I wouldn’t want what happened to me to happen to another soul. I don’t – I can’t figure out all the moral niceties, but those things are evil right enough, so, yes, let’s drop it on them right now.’
Without speaking, Bodenland looked at Kylie. She looked back, then looked down.
‘Joe, dear, I know I’m the new member of the family, but I just can’t say yes to this. I was brought up to believe that human beings shouldn’t have power of life and death over others. I stick with that. Besides … Well, look, if I said okay, wouldn’t it be kind of sick for a family to all agree, yes, fine, let’s kill off thousands? A family! Isn’t that sick?’
A growl came from Stoker.
‘What family could ever agree among itself? Little lady, it’s my belief that all of us understand your scruples. But it’s five against one. You’ll go to Heaven, the rest of us will depart for elsewhere. Come on, Joe, Larry – the bomb.’
With a sigh, Bodenland said, ‘You are outvoted, Kylie, my dear. Five to one.’
‘That’s democratic,’ Larry said, going to embrace her, but she turned away.
‘You didn’t support me,’ she said. ‘Don’t you see there’s evil within us?’
‘And also right out there, Kylie,’ he said, pointing to the rolling plain.
They got rapidly down to work.
Pteranodons were still passing overhead on their featherless wings, so everything had to be done under cover of the palms. Mina and Stoker kept watch at either end of the train while Kylie wept inside it. Bodenland and his son squatted on the ground and secured the F-bomb to the underside of his new radio-controlled plane.
‘It’s a replica of a nineteen-forties Flying Fortress, Joe,’ Larry said, enthusiastically. ‘It goes like a bomb.’
‘The F-bomb does not detonate on impact. When you’re ready, I shall turn this red dial.’ He indicated the casing. ‘A contained fission process then begins, and only when the temperature is raised to many thousand degrees is the essential fusion process triggered. The detonation will be several score times the power of any bomb the US can command in the twentieth century, despite its small size.’
‘What I can’t understand,’ said Spinks, who was looking on, ‘is how these vampire creatures all appear as bold as brass in broad daylight. Remember how they all crumbled when I switched on the lights in that there plant factory, and —’
‘No time for these minor puzzles now, Spinks,’ said Bodenland, standing up. Larry lifted the plane, with the red and green bomb wired on underneath it. He shook his head, raised an eyebrow, and looked at his father. Both were thinking the same thing: though the plane had a fifteen-foot wingspan, the bomb was almost too heavy for it.
Then began the next phase of the nightmare. All their psychic energies were focused on the launching of the plane – and Larry had misgivings. He said he would go forward to the very brink of the cliffs, to gain the advantage of the updraught. His father protested it was too dangerous. Nevertheless, he went, running forward, doubled over his plane.
‘Directly it gets airborne, come back, right?’
Larry did not answer.
‘Want me to go with him?’ asked Spinks.
‘No. Get everyone else in the train, Spinks, will you? We have to be away before the strike, or we’re all dead ducks.’
It seemed that everyone was milling about. The great leather lizards still winged grandly overhead like angels from hell, to circle about the distant figure of Count Dracula.
Stoker climbed out of the train toting a bulky pistol.
‘It’s an Edward Very light,’ he said, excitedly. ‘Lights up the whole sky.’
‘We don’t need it. The bomb will light up the whole world. Get inside. Be ready to go as soon as Larry gets back.’
But Stoker was carried away by the excitement of the moment. He began to recite in ringing tones.
‘“For behold, the day cometh that shall burn as an oven. And all the proud, yea, and all that do wickedly, shall be stubble” … !’
Kylie came up behind him and said, ‘And what else will the bomb kill beside the vampires? How about the animals, who are innocent, the trees, the land itself? Perhaps you aren’t so ecologically conscious as we are in 1999.’
‘That’s what the Bible says, my dear. “Ye shall tread down the wicked, for they shall be ashes under the soles of your feet.”’
‘Perhaps you’d like to come inside and sit quietly with me, Mr Stoker. I don’t think it is up to us to use punishments which are devastating enough to belong to a higher power.’
He looked into her normally sunny face, and scratched his beard.
‘You’re a very attractive young lady, for a liberal,’ he said, ‘but I’m not going to miss this bang for anything or anyone.’
Bodenland had gone forward, leaving the shelter of the palms. He was anxious for his son. Larry had disappeared behind low hills. The pteranodons overhead were capable of attacking and killing a man, in Bodenland’s consideration.
Larry had reached a bluff where the ground was crumbling and sandy. He dropped to his knees, out of breath. Just ahead, the cliffs in a flurry of broken rock sloped down to the wide plain. This was as far as he could go, although the concourse of the Undead was still a distance away. He could only hope that his model would fly that far.
He started the engines of the model Flying Fortress. They gave no trouble and caught at once. Just for a moment he paused, unable to bring himself to let go of the plane. Then he launched it. It dropped steadily, caught the updraught from the cliffs, and began slowly to climb, heading straight for the unhallowed congregation.
Larry stood looking, marvelling at the Boeing’s beauty and strength. The bomb glinted below its fuselage. The fission process was already in progress.
The plane was still climbing gradually as it flew. The entire sky was clear of cloud now. He had no trouble following its path, and little need to guide it. Sounds of its engines became faint. Then he saw a flight of three pteranodons moving in towards it, like fighter planes to the attack.
The danger was at once apparent. Dropping the control box, Larry turned and began running back to the time train. The going was rough. He stumbled once, and fell full length. He looked back. One of the flying lizards had caught hold of the plane’s wing. It was about to fall out of the sky.
And at that moment, brightness filled the air above the plain.
Picking himself up, he ran on. His father had come to meet him, and was beckoning him on.
He fell into his father’s arms.
‘Bravely done,’ Joe said. ‘Quick – we’ve only got a minute. We must get away.’
Bram Stoker, who had insisted on firing his Very pistol, jumped into the train before them. The others were already standing there. Still red-eyed, Kylie clung fiercely to Larry as he entered.
Bodenland triggered the door shut behind them and turned to the controls.
The detonation of the F-bomb was an event on an immense scale. It was as if a great door slammed in the depths of Hell. The first fronts of heat and sound to belly out obliterated the plain and all life on it. They were followed by wave after wave of radioactive emission.
The pillar of fire that rose into the stratosphere resembled a solid thing – a massive tree that would forever remain. From its topmost branches wastes grew, spreading layer after layer of dirt round among the new winds born into the upper atmosphere. The sky became dark – and so it would stay for many days, like a filthy lung ceasing to breathe, eclipsing the sun.
The ensuing cold, the devastation of the climate of the northern hemisphere, would have a lasting effect, the death of the Cretaceous dinosaurs, and would be forever graven in Earth’s rocks, to be discovered by scientists millions of centuries later, and christened the K/T boundary.
Of all this havoc, its instigators saw nothing. The time train had elongated itself and disappeared into the recurrent pattern of years.
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It was, in a sense, a family reunion – and spiced, like all such reunions, with memories of what had happened in the past. But this was a family reunion with its own allotted time and place. They were safely back in the Gondwana estate in AD 1999 and the time train was standing, with all the appearance of an ancient monument, where once children, Joe’s grandchildren, had played. The family gathered by the poolside, where Mina was pouring them celebratory drinks.
The train stood in an area they called the Beach. A grey stone wall had isolated the play area from the pool. There, long ago – but how long is long? – Molly and Dick’s orphaned children had played, and had buried a machine, and bees had buzzed in the jasmine.
Joe Bodenland carried these memories in his brain, along with many less pleasant things. Now Molly and Dick’s dear kids were at school. They’d be back. And what governing fantasies would they have in their minds, to help them play out their brief span on the stage of life?
Never travel in time. It was too stern a reminder of the brevity of individual life. It was like swimming out into a dark Pacific ocean, leaving the coast behind, leaving the day, the continental shelf, everything …
He realized that he was getting a little drunk on his – well, how many of Mina’s tall margaritas had gone round as they sat about the swimming pool? And he was content – or as content as he ever could be.
Let Kylie chatter. Any girl who looked that good in a bikini did not have to make too much sense. Let Bram Stoker ramble on, making them laugh with his theatre gossip a century old. Let his darling Mina talk about her next sky-diving festival in the Rockies. Let Larry brag about the way he had bought up a Softways chain, whatever that was, so that he had control of distribution as far as Denver. Let it all go by.
Washington could wait till Monday. This weekend would be passed in a haze. A pretty triumphant haze, by god.
Lazily, he picked up the silver bullet lying on the table by his right hand, where the near-empty glass stood.
‘It’s all over,’ he said. ‘Just return old Bram – and you, young Spinks – to Victorian England, and the whole damned thing’s over and done with.’
Spinks, clad in a pair of trunks bestowed by Larry, was the only one listening to him.
‘Sir, apart from my old mother in the village, I have no attachments, as you might say. No young lady I’m walking out with. I would like to stay and serve you. I could do your gardens. Or I could join the police force, if they use guns.’
‘You’re young. Why not? America’s a land of opportunity.’
‘I didn’t find life all that interesting in 1896, just being a gardener, much though I respect Mr and Mrs Stoker.’ He kept his voice low. ‘I think that the United States in 1999 looks – well, sir, a bit more fun. You see —’
‘Go on, Spinks. Have another drink. Help yourself.’
‘I would like to watch your amazing television and see other inventions. Also – well, Mr Bodenland, I really liked the way we dropped the bomb on those bloody vampires. That was fun, wasn’t it?’
‘Not for them.’
Spinks laughed. ‘I mean for me it was. Remember I asked you how those vampires appeared happy in daylight, whereas in later ages they couldn’t stand it? You didn’t answer, so I worked it out for myself. They were all looking up, weren’t they, when the F-bomb went off what done ’em in? Looking up at the Very light. So that horror of light and disintegration was – inherited. A folk memory. Isn’t that so, don’t you reckon?’
Bodenland sat up in alarm.
‘Jesus, Spinks, you may be right … If so, some of them survived, or no one would inherit anything. You’d better keep quiet about this. Don’t tell the family.’
‘’Course they survived, sir. They came calling soon as you and Mr Clift dug up them two coffins.’
This last remark was overheard by Bram Stoker, who strolled over, a towel draped round his hairy ginger shoulders.
‘Yes, Joe, I meant to ask you. Do your fractals account for the way those two coffins managed to get from Canada to Utah – given they were the same two?’
The family, Mina, Larry, and Kylie, were laughing at something Larry had said. Bodenland glanced approvingly at them, and stood up.
‘Look, guys, it’s all over. I don’t know the answers. Despite science, much remains a mystery. Don’t ask me. Ask some genius from the fiftieth century. I just want to hold my family together on an even keel.’
Stoker patted his shoulder and held it firmly.
‘Joe, you are the best of fellows. But you are never going to rest quiet while you still have proof that Dracula still exists and goes about his rotten business.’
‘Meaning?’
Stoker indicated the time train, standing silent in the Texas sun.
‘Unlike the F-bomb, that train is not an evil weapon. You are yourself its part-inventor, and I regard you as a force for good. But what you need to do, when you have delivered me back to my wife and Irving, is to destroy the train. Eradicate it. Sever that one link between the remote past and the present and future which gave Dracula his chance.’
‘Bram, I can’t do that. I need to get people working on the train, to see if we can duplicate the technology. I can’t destroy it. It’s too precious.’
Stoker shook his head vigorously. ‘You must destroy it. Do not allow your people to work on it. Don’t you understand – forgive my brutal nineteenth-century mind – don’t you understand that if they worked on it, you would then solve all this fractal business I don’t understand, and you would be entirely responsible for travel through time? You’d be another Frankenstein. And you would know that at some point the train would pass into Dracula’s hands. That’s what must never happen.’
Once he was persuaded, Bodenland acted swiftly. He took Bram Stoker safely back into the arms of Florence, and bade them both an affectionate farewell. Aided by Larry and Spinks – who now became part of the Bodenland entourage – he prepared the time train for its final journey through the Escalante Desert.
So it was that, going forward in time, the train met itself travelling in the opposite direction.
Two strange attractors intersected.
All the windows in Enterprise were shattered by this spectacular collision. The plate glass in the mortician’s was shattered and lay scattered over the coffins inside. The train was entirely destroyed and pieces of metal no bigger than confetti were later discovered spread over the Old John site.
‘It was pretty simple to arrange,’ Joe told Mina.
‘No, it was genius,’ Larry said, as his father embarked on a technical explanation. Smiling, Kylie switched on the television as she went over to the other side of the room to unpack her baggage; technical explanation was not for her.
‘And,’ Bodenland concluded, ‘as I learnt from Larry, much can be done by remote control. We soon rigged that up.’
Mina squeezed his hand. ‘The less remote we all are in future, the better.’
‘Right,’ said Larry, laughing, as he broke away to see what Kylie was doing.
Passing the television set, he saw that cable was running an old movie. Bela Lugosi was descending the stairs of that evil castle in the Carpathians, in old Transylvania. Larry switched it off before the others could see what was running.
But as he reached his wife’s side, to put an arm round her waist, she unzipped a side pocket of her baggage, and out tumbled her well-thumbed copy of Stoker’s famous novel, published and bound, and now signed by its author.



Author’s Note
Even the wildest fiction is based in fact.
I have tried not to take too many liberties with Bram Stoker, with his wife Florence, with Ellen Terry and Sir Henry Irving. The following books proved helpful:
Bram Stoker: Personal Reminiscences of Henry Irving. 1907.
Ellen Terry: The Story of My Life. 1908.
Edward Gordon Craig: Ellen Terry and Her Secret Self. N.D.
Richard Ellman: Oscar Wilde. 1987.
H. Chance Newton (‘Carados’): Cues and Curtain Calls. 1927.
And the two biographies of Stoker:
Harry Ludlam: A Biography of Dracula: The Life Story of Bram Stoker. 1962.
Daniel Farson: The Man Who Wrote Dracula: A Biography of Bram Stoker. 1975.
(The latter volume gives details of Stoker’s death from syphilis in 1912.) I trust my story makes clear my admiration for Stoker.
As for Stoker’s wonderful fantasy, it exists in countless printings and editions, of which I have used three:
The old copy which terrified me as a boy, published by Rider & Co. N.D.
The World’s Classics edition, 1983, which contains an interesting Introduction by A. N. Wilson, and
The Annotated Dracula. Introduction, Notes, and Bibliography by Leonard Wolf. Art by Satty. 1975. (Wolf includes a filmography.)
My earlier thoughts on ‘Dracula’ appear in:
The Survey of Modern Fantasy Literature, Volume 1, Edited by Frank N. Magill (Salem Press 1983), and in Brian Aldiss and David Wingrove: Trillion Year Spree. 1986.
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FRANKENSTEIN UNBOUND







BRIAN ALDISS
Frankenstein Unbound
    
    




For Bob and Kathy Morsberger, who appreciate 
what Mary Shelley started



Alas, lost mortal! What with guests like these
Hast thou to do? I tremble for thy sake:
Why doth he gaze on thee, and thou on him?
Ah, he unveils his aspect: on his brow
The thunder-scars are graven: from his eye
Glares forth the immortality of hell …
Byron, Manfred



Make the beaten and the conquered pallid, with brows raised and knit together, and let the skin above the brows be all full of lines of pain; at the sides of the nose show the furrows going in an arch from the nostrils and ending where the eye begins, and show the dilation of the nostrils which is the cause of these lines; and let the teeth be parted after the manner of such as cry in lamentation.
Leonardo da Vinci, Treatise on Painting
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Introduction
I had no hesitation. I was obsessed with the matter of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: its tenderness and brutal remorse, and, beyond all that, its consideration of the difficulties of life that face us. So I got up one morning and eagerly began writing this novel.
In a sense, I was just doing a duty, for I felt that anyone interested in the macabre or the mystical should not fail to read Mary Shelley’s novel. I was determined that my answering novel should embody simple human joys and sorrows: the loss of a mother, the loss of direction, the loss of a feeling for common humanity. But for all that, it should just be a grand little story …
Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein whilst still in her teens – a remarkable feat. We feel in her writing resonances of Caleb Williams, arguably the finest novel written by her father, the political philosopher William Godwin.
When I wrote my history of science fiction (Billion Year Spree), I claimed Frankenstein to be the first British work to which the label science fiction can be logically attached – particularly impressive in a field long dominated by men.
My sensibilities were already telling me that for science fiction to really find acknowledgement as literature it should not simply embrace science, but should attempt to involve that wider world in which we live and move and have our being.
So I embarked on this present book. It was first published by Jonathan Cape in 1973.
My main character, Joe Bodenland, is taken back in time from our present to a period early in the nineteenth century, where Mary Shelley is beginning to write her book in Switzerland. There Bodenland stands, in a realm where Percy Bysshe Shelley and Lord Byron are nearby.
Though Bodenland ultimately has to meet the monster, he fares best when he meets Mary herself. She tells him she is ‘setting up shop as a connoisseur of grave stories’. Her knowledge of science, or some science, is first demonstrated when they discuss the variety of weather conditions. In fact, the weather in 1816 was bizarre – an immense volcanic eruption off an Indonesian island caused ‘the year without summer’ in Europe.
Bodenland encounters the monster near a great unaccountable city (a materialisation of the distant volcanic eruption, perhaps). Such events inevitably echo alarming proceedings in my own life. The novel ends with the same phrase concluding Mary Shelley’s novel.
Mary went on to make a career of writing. Among other things, she wrote six other novels. None of them have the strength of her first, which, we may conjecture, is imbued with the misery of her mother dying just a few days after Mary’s birth.
In Frankenstein Unbound, Bodenland and Mary take a swim together, and then make love. (This is what authors do when they are half in love with a female character. They call it sublimation. Bodenland, c’est moi!) The text declares that the Mary and Bodenland were ‘scarcely less than phantoms to each other’. There’s an admission! But the solid world beyond the lovers was no phantom, and it is there that the rest of my story lies.
Brian Aldiss
Oxford, 2013
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Letter from Joseph Bodenland to his Wife, Mina:
August 20th, 2020
New Houston
My dearest Mina,
I will entrust this to good old mail services, since I learn that CompC, being much more sophisticated, has been entirely disorganized by the recent impact-raids. What has not? The headline on today’s Still is: SPACE/TIME RUPTURED, SCIENTISTS SAY. Let us only hope the crisis will lead to an immediate conclusion of the war, or who knows where we shall all be in six months’ time!
But to more cheerful things. Routine has now become re-established in the house, although we still all miss you sorely (and I most sorely of all). In the silence of the empty rooms at evening, I hear your footfall. But the grandchildren keep the least corner occupied during the day. Nurse Gregory is very good with them.
They were so interesting this morning when they had no idea I was watching. One advantage about being a deposed presidential advisor is that all the former spy-devices may now be used simply for pleasure. I have to admit I am becoming quite a voyeur in my old age; I study the children intensely. It seems to me that, in this world of madness, theirs is the only significant activity.
Neither Tony nor Poll have mentioned their parents since poor Molly and Dick were killed; perhaps their sense of loss is too deep, though there is no sign of that in their play. Who knows? What adult can understand what goes on in a child’s mind? This morning, I suppose, there was some morbidity. But the game was inspired by a slightly older girl, Doreen, who came round here to play. You don’t know Doreen. Her family are refugees, very nice people from the little I have seen of them, who have arrived in Houston since you left for Indonesia.
Doreen came round on her scouter, which she is just about old enough to drive, and the three of them went to the swimming pool area. It was a glorious morning, and they were all in their swimsuits.
Even little Poll can swim now. As you predicted, the dolphin has been a great help, and both Poll and Tony adore her. They call her Smiley.
The children had a swim with Smiley. I watched for a while and then struggled with my memoirs. But I was too anxious to concentrate; Sec. of State Dean Reede is coming to see me this afternoon and frankly I am not looking forward to the meeting. Old enemies are still old enemies, even when one is out of office – and I no longer derive pleasure from being polite!
When I looked in on the children again, they were very busy. They had moved to the sand area – what they call the Beach. You can picture it: the grey stone wall cutting the leisure area off from the ranch is now almost hidden by tall hollyhocks in full bloom. Outside the changing huts are salvia beds, while the jasmines along the colonnade are all in flower and very fragrant, as well as noisy with bees. It is a perfect spot for children in a dreadful time like the present.
The kids were burying Doreen’s scouter! They had their spades and pails out, and were working away with the sand, making a mound over the machine. They were much absorbed. No one seemed to be directing operations. They were working in unison. Only Poll was chattering as usual.
The machine was eventually entirely buried, and they walked solemnly round it to make sure the last gleaming part was covered. After only the briefest discussion, they dashed away to different parts of the area to gather things. I saw their quick brown bodies multiplied on the various screens as I called more and more cameras into action. It looked as if the whole world was tenanted by little lissom savages – an entirely charming illusion!
They came back to the grave time and time again. Sometimes they brought twigs and small branches snapped off the sheltering acacias, more often flower-heads. They called to each other as they ran.
Nurse Gregory had the morning off, so they were playing entirely alone.
You may recall that the cameras and microphones are concealed mainly in the pillars of the colonnade. I was not picking up what the children were saying very well because of the constant buzzing of bees in the jasmine – how many secrets of state were saved by those same insects?! But Doreen was talking about a Feast. What they were doing, she insisted, was a Feast. The others did not question what she said. Rather, they echoed it in excitement.
‘We’ll load on lots of flowers and then it will be a huge, huge Feast,’ I heard Poll say.
I gave up work and sat watching them. I tell you, theirs seemed the only meaningful activity in the crazy warring world. And it was inscrutable to me.
Eventually, they had the grave covered with flowers. Several branches of acacia were embedded on top of the mound, which was otherwise studded with big hollyhock flowers, crimson, mauve, maroon, yellow, orange, with an odd scarlet head of salvia here and there, and a bunch of blue cornflowers that Poll picked. Then round the grave they arranged smaller twigs.
The whole thing was done informally, of course. It looked beautiful.
Doreen got down on her knees and began to pray. She made our two solemn grandchildren do likewise.
‘God bless you, Jesus, on this bright day!’ she said. ‘Make this a good Feast, in Thy name!’
Much else she said which I could not hear. The bees were trying to pollinate the microphones, I do believe. But chiefly they were chanting, ‘Make this a good Feast, in Thy name!’ Then they did a sort of hopping dance about the pretty grave.
You must wonder about this unexpected outbreak of Christianity in our agnostic household. I must say that at first it caused me some regret that I have for so long stifled my own religious feelings in deference to the rationalism of our times – and perhaps partly in deference to you, whose innocent pagan outlook I always admired and hopelessly aspired to. As far as I know, Molly and Dick never taught their children a word of prayer. Perhaps the traditional comforts of religion were exactly what these orphans needed. What if those comforts are illusions? Even the scientists are saying that the fabric of space/time has been ruptured and reality – whatever that may be – is breaking down.
I need not have worried overmuch. The Feast ceremony was basically pagan, the Christian formulae mere frills. For the dance the children did among their plucked flowers was, I’m sure, an instinctual celebration of their own physical health. Round and round the grave they went! Then the dance broke up in rather desultory fashion, and Tony popped his penis out of his trunks and showed it to Doreen. She made some comment, smiling, and that was that. They all ran and jumped into the pool again.
When the gong sounded for lunch and we all assembled on the verandah, Poll insisted on taking me to look at the grave.
‘Grampy, come and see our Feast!’
They live in myth. Under the onslaught of school, intellect will break in – crude robber intellect – and myth will wither and die like the bright flowers on their mysterious grave.
And yet that isn’t true. Isn’t the great overshadowing belief of our time – that ever-increasing production and industrialization bring the greatest happiness for the greatest number all round the globe – a myth to which most people subscribe? But that’s a myth of Intellect, not of Being, if such distinction is permissible.
I’m philosophizing again. One of the reasons they chucked me out of the government!
Dean Reede arrives soon. My just deserts, some would say …
Write soon.
Ever your loving husband, JOE
PS. I enclose a still of the leader in today’s London Times. Despite the measured caution of its tone, there’s much in what it says.
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The Times First Leader, August 20th, 2020:
DEADLY RELATIONSHIPS
Western scientists are now in general although not entire accord – for even in the domain of science opinion is rarely unanimous – that mankind is confronted with the gravest crisis of its existence, a crisis not to survive which is not to survive at all.
Crises which in prospect appear uniquely ominous have a habit of assuming family resemblances in retrospect. We observe that they were critical but not conclusive. To say this is not to be facetious. Professor James Ransome’s comment in San Francisco yesterday brought a sense of proportion to the increasingly alarmist news of the instability of the infrastructure of space – a sense of proportion particularly welcome to that large general public unaware until a fortnight ago that there was such a thing as an infrastructure of space, let alone that nuclear activity might have rendered it unstable. The professor’s remark that the present instability represents, in his words, ‘the great grey ultimate in pollution’ should remind us that the world has survived serious pollution scares for over fifty years.
However, there are sound reasons for regarding our present crisis as nothing less than unique. All three opposed sides in the war, Western, South American and Third World Powers, have been using nuclear weapons of increasing calibre within the orbits of the Earth-Luna system. Nobody has gained anything, unless one includes the doubtful benefit of having destroyed the civilian Moon colonies, but the general feeling has been one of relief that these weapons were used above rather than below the stratosphere.
Such relief, we now see, was premature. We are learning yet another bitter lesson on the indivisibility of Nature. We have long understood that sea and land formed an interrelated unit. Now – far too late, according to Professor Ransome and his associates – we perceive a hitherto undiscerned relationship between our planet and the infrastructure of space which surrounds and supports it. The infrastructure has been destroyed, or at least damaged, to the point at which it malfunctions unpredictably, and we are now faced with the consequences. Both time and space have gone ‘on the blink’, as the saying has it. We can no longer rely even on the sane sequence of temporal progression; tomorrow may prove to be last week, or last century, or the Age of the Pharaohs. The Intellect has made our planet unsafe for intellect. We are suffering from the curse that was Baron Frankenstein’s in Mary Shelley’s novel: by seeking to control too much, we have lost control of ourselves.
Before we go down in madness, the most terrible war in history, largely an irrational war of varying skin-tones, must be brought to an immediate halt. If the plateau of civilization, on to which mankind climbed with such long exertion, now has to be evacuated, let us at least head away into the darkness in good order. We should be able to perceive at last (and that phase ‘at last’ now contains grim overtones) that, as the relationship between space, planets, and time is more intimate and intricate than we had carelessly imagined, so too may be the relationship between black, white, yellow, red, and all the fleshtones in between.
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Letter from Joseph Bodenland to his Wife, Mina:
August 22nd, 2020
New Houston
My dearest Mina,
Where were you yesterday, I wonder? The ranch, with all its freight of human beings – in which category I include those supernatural beings, our grandchildren – spent yesterday and much of the day before in a benighted bit of somewhere that I presume was medieval Europe! It was our first taste of a major Timeslip. (How easily one takes up the protective jargon – a Timeslip sounds no worse than a landslide. But you know what I mean – a fault in the spatial infrastructure.)
Now we are all back here in The Present. That term, ‘The Present’, must be viewed with increasing suspicion as Timeslips increase. But you will understand that I mean the date and hour shown unflinchingly on the calendar-chronometer here in my study. Are we lucky to get back? Could we have remained adrift in time? One of the most terrifying features of this terrifying thing is that so little is understood about it. And in no time at all – I wrote down the phrase unthinkingly – there may be no chance for men of intellect to compare notes.
I can’t think straight. Don’t expect a coherent letter. It is an absolute shock. The supreme shock outside death. Maybe you have experienced it … Of course I am wild with anxiety about you. Come home at once, Mina! Then at least we shall be among the Incas or fleeing Napoleon together! Reality is going to pot. One thing’s for sure – we never had as secure a grasp on reality as we imagine. The only people who can be laughing at present are yesterday’s nutcases, the para-psychologists, the junkies, the E.S.P.-buffs, the reincarnationists, the science-fiction writers, and anyone who never quite believed in the homogeneous flow of time.
Sorry. Let me stick to facts.
The ranch got into a timeslip (there’s more than one: ours does not merit a capital T). Suddenly we were back – wherever it was.
Sec. of State Dean Reede was with me at the time. I believe I told you last letter that he was coming to see me. Of course, he is firmly in the President’s pocket – a Glendale man every inch of him, and as tough as Glendale, as we always knew. He says they will never cease the fight; that all history gives inescapable precedents of how an inferior culture must go down to a superior one. Gives as examples the destruction of Polynesia, the obliteration of the Amazon Indians.
I told him that there was no objective way of judging which side was inferior, which superior: that the Polynesians seemed to have maximized happiness, and that the Indians of the Amazon seemed to be in complete and complex harmony with their environment. That both goals were ones our culture had failed to achieve.
Reede then called me a soft-head, a traitorous liberal (of course I had our conversation played in tape-memory, knowing he would be doing as much). He said that many of the West Powers’ present troubles could be blamed on me, because I pursued such a namby-pamby role while acting as presidential advisor. That I should have known that my minor reforms in police rule, housing, work permits, etc., would lead to black revolt. Historically, reform always led to revolt. Etc.
A thoroughly useless and unpleasant argument, but of course I had to defend myself. And I remain sure that history, if there is to be any, will vindicate me. It will certainly have little good to say for Glendale and his hatchetmen. He even had the gall to instance our private picture gallery as an example of my wrong-headness!
We had got to shouting at each other when the light changed. More than that – the texture of the atmosphere changed. The sky went from its usual washed blue to a dirty grey. There was no shock or jar – nothing like an earth-tremor. But the sensation was so abrupt that both Reede and I ran to the windows.
It was amazing. Cloud was rolling in overhead. Over the plain, coming in fast, was thick mist. In a few moments, it surged over the wall like a sea and burst all over the garden and patio.
And not only that. Ahead, I could see the land stretching as usual, and the low roofs of the old stables. But beyond the roofs, the hills had gone! And to the left, driveway and pampas grass had disappeared. They were replaced by a lumpy piece of country, very green and broken and dotted with green trees – like nowhere in Texas.
‘Holy saints! We’ve been timeslipped!’ Reede said. Dazed though I was, I thought how characteristic of him to speak as if this was some personal thing that had been done to him. No doubt that was exactly how he saw it.
‘I must go to my grandchildren,’ I said.
With shrill shouts, Poll and Tony were already running outside. I caught up with them and held their hands, hoping I might be able to protect them from danger. But there was no danger except that most insidious one, the threat to human sanity. We stood there, staring into the mist. Nurse Gregory came out to join us, taking everything with her usual unflustered calm.
When a few minutes had passed, and we were recovering from our first shock, I stepped forward, towards where the drive had been.
‘I’d stay where I was, if I was you, Joe,’ Reede advised. ‘You don’t know what might be out there.’
I ignored him. The children were straining to go ahead.
There was a clean line where our sand ended. Beyond it was rank grass, growing as high as the children’s knees, and beaded silver with rain. Great shaggy oaks stood everywhere. A path was worn among them.
‘I can see a hut over there, Grampy,’ Tony said, pointing.
It was a poor affair, built of wood. It had wooden slates on the roof. Behind it was an outhouse, also wooden, and a picket fence, with bushes by it. With an increase in unease, I saw that two people, I thought a man and a woman, stood behind the fence, staring in our direction. I pointed them out to the children.
‘Better get back in the house,’ Reede advised. ‘I’m going to phone the police and see what the hell’s happening.’ He disappeared.
‘They won’t hurt us, will they?’ said Tony, staring across at the two strangers.
‘Not unless we threaten them,’ Nurse Gregory said – which I thought was a little optimistic.
‘I should imagine they’re as startled by us as we are by them,’ I said.
Suddenly, the man by the fence turned away and went behind the house. When we next saw him, he was running into the distance, heading uphill. The woman slid out of sight and went into the house.
‘Let’s have a walk round, Grampy, can we?’ Tony said. ‘I’d love to go to the top of that hill and see where the man went. Perhaps there’s a castle over there.’
It seemed a likely suggestion, but I was too uneasy to leave the relative shelter of our house. I recalled that I had an old-fashioned Colt .45 automatic pistol in my desk; yet the idea of carrying it was repugnant to me. The children kept plaguing me to take them forward. Eventually I gave in. The three of us walked together under the trees, leaving Nurse Gregory to stand on the house side of the danger line.
‘Don’t go too far,’ she called. So she had some sensations of fear!
‘No harm will come to us,’ I replied. I figured that would reassure all of us.
Well, no harm came to us, but I was in a constant state of worry. Supposing the house snapped back to 2020, leaving us stuck in whatever benighted neck of the woods we had come across? Or supposing – I’m ashamed to put it on paper now – something dreadful came and attacked us, something we didn’t know about?
And there was a third worry, shadowy but no pleasanter for that. Supposing that what was happening was just a subjective phenomenon, something going on purely inside my own skull? It was hard to believe that we weren’t in a kind of dream.
The kids wanted to go and see if they could see the woman in the wooden house. I made them walk the other way. There was a dog lying inside the picket fence. I had a dread about trying to talk to anyone from – this world, or whatever you should call it.
Poll was the first to see the horseman.
He was riding over the brow of one of the nearby hillocks, accompanied by a man on foot, who held the stirrup with one hand and led a large hound on a leash with the other. They approached slowly, warily, and were still some distance away. All the same, they looked determined; the man on the horse was dressed in tunic and tight trousers, and held a short sword in his hand and wore a curving helmet.
‘Pretend you haven’t seen them, and we’ll walk back to the house,’ I said.
Hypocrite! But for the dear children, I would have gone forward to meet him.
The children came along meekly, Poll putting her small hand in mine. Neither of them looked back. We got to the front door, stood on the step and then looked back.
The horseman and his companion came steadily on. The dog strained at its leash. All three of them kept their eyes fixedly on us. When they reached the line where the grass ended and the Texan ground began, they halted.
The horse was a poor spavined creature. The man on the horse looked rather grand. He had a beard and steady dark eyes. His hair and complexion were dark. His attitude was easy in the saddle and expressed determination. The man by his side – I judged it to be the peasant from the wooden house – was a stocky creature whose bodily gestures suggested disquiet.
‘Who are you? Do you speak English?’ I called.
They just stared back.
‘Are you from New Houston?’ Tony called bravely.
They made no verbal answer. Instead, the man on horseback raised his sword aloft. In greeting or threat? Then he turned the nag around and, almost sadly, I thought, led back the way he had come.
‘I told you they wouldn’t hurt us,’ Nurse Gregory said, giving me a look of relief.
Tony called once, but they did not turn back, and we watched them until both had disappeared over the brow of the little hill.
You will think this thrilling tale ends in an awful anticlimax, my dear, and be glad that it is so. We never saw those men again. We remained in that timeslip for thirty-five hours or thereabouts, but saw no one else approach.
My anxiety was that the horseman had gone to get reinforcements. Perhaps there was a castle nearby, as Tony had immediately assumed. I summoned the three serviles and reprogrammed them to keep watch – fortunately, I had a defence programme to hand. Reede and I reinforced their watch from time to time, especially during the night, when we also floodlit the house and grounds. I should add that our phones to the outside world were non-functioning but of course the nuclear core supplied us with all the power we needed.
During the night, we heard dogs barking and yapping in the hills. Maybe there were jackals as well. That was all.
This morning, we flipped back into The Present as easily and quietly as we had left it. Here we are, as before – except that the area which returned is not entirely the area which went! I rode round in the buggy this morning, after a brief nap, surveying the damage. Nurse Gregory brought the children along and made an outing of it.
You remember what we call the green cottage – the apple store, beyond the garaging. It has gone. In its place, rough green pasture which will soon wilt in our Texan sun. And where the driveway was we have a line of massive oaks and beeches. The robots are working to clear way between them to the road. Luckily, the road gate is still there – it stayed in 2020 all the while, or so we must assume.
I’m getting one of the oaks sawn down and will dispatch it with soil samples to the Historical Ecology Department at the University. Sitgers there might be able to discover something of its original locality from analysis, though he will never have faced a problem like this before. Where did we go? England? Europe? The Balkans? The guy on the horse was Caucasian. What time was it, what century? I presume it was Earth. Or was it some alternate Earth? Did I stand with the kids on some possible Earth where the year was 2020 and the Industrial Revolution never happened? Am I sheer blind cracked to ask such questions?
When does the next timeslip strike?
You must come back, my dear Mina, if you can get here, war or no war. The war must inevitably fall apart if this schism in the fabric of space/time continues. Come back! The children need their grandmother.
At such a time, I must invoke God and say, God knows, I need you!
Your ever-loving husband, JOE
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CompC Cable from Nurse Gregory to Mrs Mina Bodenland:
August 25th, 2020
New Houston
GREATLY REGRET ANNOUNCE DISAPPEARANCE MR JOSEPH BODENLAND DURING BRIEF TIMESLIP DAWN THIS MORNING DURATION TWENTY-FIVE MINUTES STOP POLICE ARE SEARCHING AREA WITH NEGATIVE RESULTS STOP CHILDREN DISTRESSED AND ASKING FOR YOU STOP PLEASE INSTRUCT URGENT AND RETURN NEW HOUSTON URGENT STOP NURSE SHEILA GREGORY CMPC1535 0825 901AA593 C144
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Extract from W. Central Telecable Record of Conversation over open phone between Mrs Mina Bodenland and Nurse Sheila Gregory:
‘I hope to be with you by ten thirty tomorrow morning, your time, if there are no delays in flight schedules as there well may be. Just give me the details of my husband’s disappearance, will you, Nurse?’
‘Sure. The timeslip took place at oh-six-forty this morning. It woke me up and it woke Mr Bodenland up, but the children stayed asleep. I met him in the hall, and he said, “There’s a lake with mountains behind right outside—” I’d already seen it from my bedroom. Snow on the mountains and a road by the lake with a coach being pulled along by two horses.’
‘And my husband went out alone?’
‘He insisted I stay indoors. I went to the living-room and saw him drive the Felder out of the garage. He drove into the new landscape. There was no road, just pasture, and he went very slowly. Then I couldn’t see him any more for a clump of trees – a wood, I guess it was. I was anxious.’
‘Couldn’t you have persuaded him to stay indoors?’
‘He was determined to go, Mrs Bodenland. You see, my guess is that he figgered this timeslip would have the same duration as the last one – a day and a half. Maybe he thought he’d just drive to the lake and find out where it was – it was a much pleasanter looking place than the other dump, where the guy on the horse came to stare at us. I went off to fix myself a coffee and just as I was coming back, I was entering the living room and – wham! – the timeslip ceased, just like that, and everything went back to normal. I ran out and called your husband’s name but it was no good.’
‘Twenty-five minutes, you say?’
‘That was all. I came back inside and phoned the police, and then I cabled you. Tony and Polly were real upset when they woke up. They’ve been crying for you and their Mummy all day, on and off.’
‘Tell them I’m on my way home. And please keep them indoors. You’ve probably heard – organization is breaking down. The world’s going plain crazy. Keep the robots programmed for defence.’



PART TWO
The tape-journal of Joseph Bodenland
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A record must be kept, for the sanity of all concerned. Luckily, old habits die hard, and I had my tape-memory stowed in the car, together with a stack of other junk. I’ll start from the time that darkness came on.
I’d managed to drive over the terrible roads to a village or small town. When I saw buildings coming up, I drove the Felder off the track behind an outcrop of rock, where I hoped it was both safe and unobtrusive for the night. However much of a challenge the town presented, I figured I would cause less stir if I went in on foot than in a four-wheeled horseless vehicle. They did not possess such things here, that was for sure.
All I had to eat was some chocolate Tony had left in the car, washed down by a can of beer in the freeze compartment. My need for a meal and bed overcame my apprehensions.
Although I had kept away from people and villages so far, I knew this was a well inhabited part of the world. I had seen many people in the distance. The scenery was alpine, with broad green valleys surmounted by mountain peaks. More distant were higher peaks, tipped with snow. The bottoms of the valleys contained dashing streams, winding tracks, and picturesque little villages made of pretty wooden houses huddling together. Every village had its church spire; every hour was signalled by a bell chiming in the spires; the sound came clear down the valleys. The mountainsides were strewn with spring flowers. There were cows among the tall grasses – cows with solemn bells about their necks which donged as they moved. Above them, little wooden huts were perched in higher meadows.
It was a beautiful and soothing place. It was just not anything you might encounter in Texas, not if you went back or forward a million years. But it looked mighty like Switzerland.
I know Switzerland well, or did on my own time track.
My years in the American Embassy in Brussels had been well spent. I learnt to speak French and German fluently, and had passed as much leave as I could travelling about Europe. Switzerland had become my favourite country. At one time I had bought a chalet just outside Interlaken.
So I walked into the town. A board on the outskirts gave its name as Sècheron and listed times of Holy Mass. Overhanging balconies, neat piles of kindling wood against every wall. A rich aroma of manure and wood smoke, pungent to my effete nostrils. And a sizeable inn which, with antique lettering, proclaimed itself to be the Hôtel Dejean. The exterior was studded with chamoix horns and antlers of deer.
What gave me a thrill – why, outside the low door, two men were unloading something from a cart; it was the carcass of a bear! I had never seen that before. What was more, I could understand what the men were saying; although their accents were strange, their French was perfectly comprehensible.
As soon as I entered a cheerful low room with oil lamps burning, I was greeted by the host. He asked me a lot of suspicious questions, and eventually I was shown to what must have been the poorest room in his house, over the kitchen, facing a hen-run. It mattered not to me. A servant girl brought me up water, I washed and lay back on the bed to rest before dinner. I slept.
When I woke, it was without any idea of time. The timeslip had upset my circadian rhythms. I knew only that it was dark, and had been for some while. I lay there in a sort of wonderment, listening to a rich world of sound about me. The great wooden chalet creaked and resonated like a galleon in full sail. I could hear the voices of the wood, and human voices, as well as snatches of song and music. Somewhere, cowbells sounded; the animals had been brought in for the night, maybe. And there was that wonderful world of smells! You might say that the thought uppermost in my mind was this: Joe Bodenland, you have escaped the twenty-first century!
My sleep had done something for me. Earlier in the day, I had been close to despair. Driving the Felder, I looked back towards the ranch and found it had disappeared. I had left it only twenty minutes earlier. In complete panic, I turned the car around and drove back to where the house had been. I knew exactly where it stood because one of our pampas bushes was there and, in the middle of it, a coloured ball of Tony’s. Nothing else. The ranch, the children, all had snapped back to their normal time.
Blackest despair – now total euphoria! I was a different man, full of strength and excitement. Something the innkeeper had said when I made apologies for possessing no luggage had begun to tip my mood.
‘General Bonaparte has a lot to answer for. He may be safely out of the way again now, but a lot of decent people have no safety and no homes.’
He had taken me for some kind of refugee from the Napoleonic Wars! They had finished in 1815, with Napoleon’s banishment to St Helena. So the date was some time shortly after that.
You think I could take such knowledge calmly? Mina, will you ever hear these tapes? Don’t you see, as far as I knew, I was the first man ever to be displaced in time, though no doubt the timeslips were now making a regular thing of it. I remembered reading the old nursery classic, Herbert Wells’s The Time Machine, but Wells’s time-traveller had gone ahead in time. How much nicer to go back. The past was safe!
I was back in history! Something had come over me. Rising from the bed, I felt curiously unlike myself. Or rather, I could feel the old cautious Bodenland inside, but it seemed as if a new man, fitted for decision and adventure, had taken control of me. I went downstairs to demand supper.
Men were drinking there by a fire, beneath a cuckoo-clock. There were tables, two empty, two occupied. One of the occupied tables contained a man and woman and child, tucking in to great slabs of meat. At the other occupied table sat a lean-visaged but elegant man in dark clothes, reading a paper by candle-light as he ate.
Ordinarily, I would have chosen an empty table. In my new mood, I went over to the solitary man and said easily, pulling out a chair, ‘May I sit at your table?’
For a moment I thought my accent had not been understood. Then he said, ‘I can’t stop you sitting here,’ and lowered his head to his paper again.
I sat down. The innkeeper’s daughter came across to me, and offered me a choice of trout or venison. I ordered trout with white wine to accompany it. She was back promptly with a chilled wine and bread rolls with crisp brown crust and thick doughy interior, which I broke and ate with covert greed. How heady was my excitement, tasting that historic food!
‘May I offer you a glass of wine?’ I said to my table companion. He had an earthenware jug of water by his side.
He looked up and studied me again. ‘You may offer, sir, and I may refuse. The social contract countenances both actions!’
‘My action may be more mutually beneficial than yours.’
Maybe my answer pleased him. He nodded, and I summoned the girl to bring another wine glass.
My hesitant companion said, ‘May I drink to your health without necessarily wishing to listen to your conversation? You will think me discourteous, but perhaps I may excuse myself by explaining that it is the discourtesy of grief.’
‘I’m sorry to hear that. To hear that you have cause for grief, I mean. Some find distraction welcome at such times.’
‘Distraction? All my life I have been a man who scorned distraction! There’s work to be done in the world – so much to be found out—’ He checked himself abruptly, lifted his glass at me and took a sip from it.
How good that wine tasted, if only because I secretly thought, what a rare old vintage I must be quaffing, laid down no doubt before the Battle of Trafalgar!
I said, ‘I am older than you, sir (how easily that polite “sir” crept in as a mode of address!) – old enough to discover that finding out often leads to less pleasurable states of mind than mere ignorance!’
At that he laughed curtly. ‘That I find an ignorant point of view. I perceive nevertheless that you are a man of culture, and a foreigner. Why do you stay in Sècheron and deny yourself the pleasures of Geneva?’
‘I like the simple life.’
‘I should be in Geneva now … I arrived there too late, after sunset, and found the gates of the city shut, confound it. Otherwise I’d be at my father’s house …’
Again an abrupt halt to his speech. He frowned and stared down at the grain of the table. I longed to ask questions but was wary of revealing my complete lack of local knowledge.
The girl brought me soup and then my trout, the best and freshest I had ever tasted, though the potatoes that accompanied it were not so good. No refrigeration, I thought; not a can to be found throughout the land! A shock went through me. Cultural shock. Temporal shock.
My companion took this opportunity to hide himself in his papers. So I listened to the talk of the travellers about me, hoping for a bit of instant history. But were they talking about the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars? Were they talking about the increasing industrialization of the times? Were they talking about the first steamship crossing the Atlantic? Were they talking about Walter Scott or Lord Byron or Goethe or Metternich? Were they talking about the slave trade or the Congress of Vienna? (All matters which I judged to be vital and contemporary!) Did they spare one word for that valiant new American nation across the Atlantic?
They did not.
They talked about the latest sensation – some wretched murder – and about a woman, a maidservant, who was to be tried for the murder in Geneva the next day! I would have sighed for human nature, had it not been for the excellence of my trout and the wine which accompanied it.
At last, as I set my knife and fork down, I caught the gloomy eye of my table-companion and ventured to say, ‘You will be in Geneva tomorrow in time to see this wretched woman brought to justice, I presume?’
His face took on severe lines, anger glowed in his eyes. Setting his papers down, he said in a low voice, ‘Justice, you say? What do you know of the case that you prejudge this lady’s guilt beforehand? Why should you be so anxious that she should hang? What injury did she ever do you – or any living soul, for that matter?’
‘I must apologize – I see you know the lady personally.’
But he had dropped his eyes and lost interest in me. Shrinking back in his chair, he seemed to become prey to some inner conflict. ‘About her head hangs purest innocence. Deepest guilt lies heavy on the shoulders …’ I did not catch his last words; perhaps he said, ‘… of others’.
I rose, bid him good evening, and went outside to stand in the road and enjoy the scents of darkness and the sight of the moon. Yes, I stood in the middle of the road, and gloried that there was no danger of being knocked down by traffic.
The sound of a running stream invited me over to a bridge. Standing there in shade, I observed the man and woman who had also been eating in the hotel emerge with their child.
He said, ‘I wonder if Justine Moritz will sleep peacefully tonight!’ They both chuckled and passed on down the road.
Justine Moritz! I divined that they spoke of the woman who was on trial for her life in Geneva on the morrow. More! I had heard that name before, and searched my memory to discover its associations. I recalled de Sade’s heroine, Justine, and reflected that he too would be alive now, if now was when I believed it to be. But my new superior self told me that Justine Moritz was somebody else.
As I stood with my hands resting on the stone of the bridge, the door of the hotel was again thrown open. A figure emerged, pulling a cloak about him. It was my melancholy friend. An accordion sounded within the hotel, and I guessed that the distractions of music might have driven him outside.
His movements suggested as much. He paced about with arms folded. Once, he threw them wide in a gesture of protest. He looked in every way a man distraught. Although I felt sorry for him, that prickliness in his manner made me reluctant to reveal myself.
Of a sudden, he made up his mind. He said something aloud – something about a devil, I thought – and then he began striding away as if his life depended on it.
My superior self came to an immediate decision. Normally, I would have returned indoors and gone meekly to bed. Instead, I began to follow my distraught friend at a suitable distance.
The way he went led downhill. The road curved, and I emerged from a copse to confront a splendid panorama. There was the lake – Lake Geneva, Lac Léman, as the Swiss call it – and there, not far distant, lay the spires and roofs of Geneva!
It was a city I had loved in my time. Now, how it was shrunken! The moonlight lent it enchantment, of course, but what a pokey place it looked, lying by the lakeside in the clear night. Romantic behind its walls, yes, but nothing to the great city I had known. In my day – why, Sècheron would have been swallowed up by inner suburbs clustering round the old U.N. building.
But my superior self made nothing of that. We moved down the hill, my quarry and I. There was a village clinging to the lakeside. Somewhere lay the sound of singing – I say lay for the voice seemed to float on the waters as gently as a slight mist.
My friend went on down the winding road for about two miles, finishing at the quayside, where he rapped smartly on a door. I hung about further down the street, hoping not to be seen by the few people who were strolling there. I watched as he engaged a man who led him down to a boat; they climbed in, and the man began to haul away on his oars. The boat slipped through shadow and then could be seen heading across the lake, already slightly obscured by the tenuous mist. Without thinking, I went to the edge of the quay.
At once a man came up to me bearing a dim lantern and said, ‘Are you requiring a ferry to the other side of the lake, good sir?’
Why not? The chase was on. In no time, we had arranged terms. We climbed down to his fishing boat and were pushing off against the stonework. I told him to dowse his lantern and follow the other boat.
‘I expect you are acquainted with the gentleman in the other vessel, sir,’ my oarsman said.
These villagers – of course they would make it their business to know anyone who was rich and whose father lived so near! Here was the chance to have my suspicions confirmed.
‘I know his name,’ I said boldly. ‘But I’m surprised you should!’
‘The family is well-known in these parts, good sir. He is young Victor Frankenstein, his famous father’s son.’
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Frankenstein’s boat moored at the Plainpalais Quay, on the other side of sleeping Geneva. In my day, the area formed part of the centre of that city. It was but a village, and four small sailing boats, sails drooping and oars plying, moved out from a tiny wooden jetty as we moved in.
Telling him to wait, I followed Frankenstein at a distance. Can you imagine what my excitement was? I assume you cannot, for already the feelings I had at the time are inscrutable to me, so imbued was I with an electric sense of occasion. My superior self had taken over – call it the result of time-shock, if you will, but I felt myself in the presence of myth and, by association, accepted myself as mythical! It is a sensation of some power, let me tell you! The mind becomes simple and the will strong.
Frankenstein, the Frankenstein, walked briskly, and I followed briskly. Despite the peace of the early night, lightning was flickering about the horizon. Horizon may be an appropriate word in Texas, but it does no justice to the country beyond Plainpalais, for there the horizon includes Mont Blanc, the highest mountain in the Alps, or in Europe, for that matter. The lightning bathed the peak in intricate figures, which seemed to grow brighter as clouds rolled up and hid the moon. At first, the lightning was silent, almost furtive; then peals of thunder accompanied it.
The thunder helped to camouflage the noise of my steps. We were now climbing fairly steeply into the mountains and silence was impossible if I were not to lose my quarry. He paused at one point on a low hill and cried aloud – perhaps not without a touch of relish for the dramatic, characteristic of his age – ‘William, dearest little brother! Close by this spot wast thou murdered and thy dear innocence cast down!’
He raised his hands. Then he said, more soberly, ‘And the guilt rests with me …’ and lowered his arms to his side.
I should be more particular in my description of this singular man. A side-view of his face was reminiscent of profiles seen on coins and medals, for his features were clear-cut and sharp. And one has to have some distinction to appear on a medal. This clarity, aided by his youth, made him handsome, though there was about the handsomeness something of the coldness of a coin. His features were a little too set. The melancholy that had struck me at first was very much a part of his character.
Rain began to fall in large heavy drops. As I recalled, storms spring up rapidly about the Swiss lakes, appearing to arrive from all corners of the sky at once. The thunder burst with a grand crash above our heads, and the heavens flung down their contents upon us.
Over to the north-west, the dark bulk of the Jura was flickeringly lit. The lake became an intermittent sheet of fire. The heavy clouds that had gathered about the summit of Mont Blanc boiled from within. The world was full of noise, dazzling light, blinding darkness, torrential rain.
All of which served merely to raise Frankenstein’s spirits. He walked more briskly now, still climbing, picking his way fast and carelessly, so that he could keep his face turned up as much as possible to the source of the storm.
He was shouting aloud. Much of what he said was lost in the noise, but once, as we climbed a precipitous path and were no more than four metres apart, I heard him cry aloud the name of William again. ‘William, my dear little angel! This is thy funeral, this thy dirge!’
With similar cries, he staggered out on to more level ground. I was about to break from sheltering rock and follow when I saw him stop aghast and raise one arm involuntarily in a gesture of self-protection.
In that broken place, rocks and shattered boulders lay in a half-circle, ruinous pines growing among them. My immediate thought was that Frankenstein had encounted a bear, and might at any moment come dashing back and discover me. Blunderingly, I moved to my left among the boulders, being careful to keep behind them and not be seen. Then, crouching down, I peered out through the pouring rain and saw such a sight as I will never forget.
Frankenstein was backing away, still holding that defensive gesture. His jaw hung open, and he was near enough for me to see the rain dashing from his face – when lightning showed him at all. Before him, a monstrous shape had emerged from a clump of shattered pines.
It was no bear. In most respects it was human in shape, but gigantic in stature, and there seemed nothing of the human being in the way it suddenly paced forward from the trees. The lightning came again, and a tremendous stroke of thunder. I was staring at Frankenstein’s monster!
As if to increase my terror, there came at that instant a pause in the electric war overhead. Only far away among the trees did a flickering still galvanize the distant Jura. We were cast into impenetrable blackness, with the rain still cascading down and that devilish thing on the loose!
I slipped limply to my knees in extreme terror, still staring ahead, never daring even to blink, though the rain poured down my forehead and over my staring eyeballs.
There was another streak of lightning overhead. Frankenstein had slumped back against a tree-trunk for support, his head lolling back as if he were about to collapse in a faint. His monster, the creature he had created, was striding towards him. Then blackness again.
Then more lightning. The gigantic figure had passed by Frankenstein as if the latter did not exist. But it was coming towards me. I saw that its arms did not swing properly as it walked – but, oh, how fast it walked!
Another great peal of thunder, then more lightning. The abominable thing took a tremendous leap. It was above me on the rocks, and then it sprang into the darkness behind me. For a moment I heard its footsteps in something between a walk and a run, then it was gone. I was left crouching in the rain.
After a while, I pulled myself together and stood up. The storm seemed to be moving over a little. Frankenstein still leaned against the tree, bereft of movement.
During one flash of lightning, I saw a refuge, standing some way behind me. I could take the rain no longer. I was frozen, although the weather had only a half-share in that. As I headed towards shelter, I glanced south, where the broad shoulders of a mountain – its name is Mont Salève – stood against the troubled sky. There I saw the monster again, swarming up the cruel face. It went like a spider, climbing almost perpendicularly. It was superhuman.
I burst into the hut, gasping and shuddering, and stripped off jacket, shirt, and undervest. Between chattering teeth, I was talking to myself.
In the hut were a wooden bed, a stove, a table, and rope. A rough blanket lay neatly folded on the bed. I snatched it up and flung it round me, sitting there shaking.
Gradually, the rain petered out. A wind blew. All was silence, save for the dripping roof outside. The lightning ceased. My trembling ceased. My earlier excitement returned.
I – I – had seen Frankenstein’s monster! There was no mistaking it.
Of its face I had no clear idea. The twenty-first century 4-D representations had prepared me for something horrific; yet my impression was of features more frightening than strictly horrifying. I could not recall the face. The light was so confusing, the monster’s movements so fast, that I had a memory only of an abstraction of sculptured bone. The overall impression had been fully as alarming as anyone could have anticipated. Its creator’s reaction to it had merely added to my alarm.
Putting on my wet clothes, I moved out of the hut.
I had thought the moonlight was diffused through cloud, so general was the dim light. Once I was outside, however, I saw that the sky was almost free of cloud and the moon had set. Dawn was breaking over the world once more.
Victor Frankenstein was still in the clearing where I had last seen him. As if immune to discomfort and pain, he stood in his damp cloak with one foot up on a stone. Resting his weight on his bended knee, he was staring motionless over a precipice towards the lake. What he looked at inwardly, I know not. But his immobility, long maintained, hinted at the heaviness of his thoughts, and lent him something of the awe that attached to his odious creation.
I was about to make quietly down the hillside when he moved. Slowly, he shook his head once or twice, and then began to make the descent. Since daylight was flooding into the world, I was able to stay at a distance and keep him in sight. So we both came down from the mountain. Truth was, I more than once looked back over my shoulder to see if anything was following me.
The gates of Geneva were open. Wagons were going out empty, heading for the forest. I saw a spanking stage emerge and take the road that led to Chamonix, its four horses stepping high. Frankenstein entered between the grey walls, and I ceased to follow him.
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This record so far has been dictated in one long burst. After watching Victor Frankenstein walk towards his father’s house, I came through Geneva and back to Sècheron and my automobile. The Felder was as I had left it; I climbed in and put this account in my portable tape-memory.
My heart-searchings must have no place here. Before getting to the murder trial, I will note two incidents that occurred in Geneva. Two things I wanted above all, and one of them was money, for I knew old systems of currency were in operation throughout the nineteenth century. The second thing I found quickly by looking at a newspaper in a coffee-shop: the day’s date. It was May 23rd, 1816.
I scanned the paper for news. It was disappointingly empty of anything I could comprehend; mainly there was local news, with a great deal of editorializing about the German Constitution. The name of Carl August of Saxe-Weimar figured largely, but I had heard neither of him nor of it. Perhaps I had naively expected headlines of the HUMPHRY DAVY INVENTS MINERS’ SAFETY LAMP,
ROSSINI WRITES FIRST OPERA,
HENRY THOREAU BORN, kind of thing! At least the newspaper’s editorial columns served to remind me that Geneva had become part of Switzerland only in the previous year.
My quest for money also held its disappointments. I had on my wrist – besides my CompC phone, now useless – a new disposable watch, powered by a uranium isotope and worth at least seventy thousand dollars at current going price in U.S.A., 2020. As a unique object in Geneva, 1816, how much greater should its value be! Moreover, the Swiss watchmakers were the best equipped in the world at this time to appreciate its sophistication.
Full of hope, I took the watch in to a smart business in the Rue du Rhône, where it was examined by a stately manager.
‘How do you open it?’ he asked.
‘It won’t open. It is sealed shut.’
‘Then how does one examine the works if something goes wrong?’
‘That is the whole virtue of this particular make of watch. It does not go wrong. It is guaranteed never to go wrong!’
He smiled very charmingly at me.
‘Certainly its defects are very well concealed. So too is the winder!’
‘Ah, but it does not wind. It will go forever – or at least for a century. Then it stops, and one throws it away. It is a disposable watch.’
His smile grew still sweeter. He looked at my clothes, all creased and still damp from the night’s activities. ‘I observe you are a foreigner, m’sieu. I presume this is a foreign watch. From the Netherlands, perhaps?’
‘It’s North Korean,’ I said.
With the tenderest of smiles, he proffered my watch to me in an open palm. ‘Then may I suggest you sell your unstoppable watch back to the North Koreans, m’sieu!’
At two other establishments I had no better luck. But at a fourth I met an inquisitive little man who took greatly to the instrument, examining it under magnifying glasses and listening to its working through a miniature stethoscope.
‘Very ingenious, even if it is powered by a bee who will expire as you leave my premises!’ he said. ‘Where was it made?’
‘It’s the latest thing from North America.’ I was learning caution.
‘Such a timepiece! What is this “N.K.” inscribed on its face?’
‘It stands for New Kentucky.’
‘I have not even seen this metal before. It interests me, and I shall have pleasure taking it apart and examining its secrets.’
‘Those secrets could set you a century ahead of all rival watchmakers.’
We began arguing over prices. In the end, I accepted a derisory sum, and left his shop feeling sore and cheated. Yet, directly I stepped out into the sunshine again, my superior self took over, and I looked at the matter differently. I had good solid francs in my pocket, and what did the watchmaker have? A precision instrument whose chief virtues were useless to anyone in this age. Its undeviating accuracy in recording the passage of time to within one twenty-millionth of a second was a joke in a world that still went largely by the leisurely passage of the sun, where stage-coaches left at dawn, noon, or sunset. That wretched obsession with time which was a hallmark of my own age had not yet set in; there were not even railway timetables to make people conform to the clock.
As for the workings of the watch, there was another item this world was mercifully without: uranium. That element had been a twentieth-century discovery and, within a few years of its first refinement, had been used in new and more powerful weapons of destruction.
Even in the United States of Korea – in my day, one of the foremost manufacturing countries of the world, with the deepest mantle-mines – in 1816, the peoples of the Korean peninsula would be painting exquisite scenes on silk and carving delicate ivory. Between slaying each other by the sword, admittedly, in preparation for more energetic centuries to come …
The more I thought about it, the shedding of my watch became symbolic, and I rejoiced accordingly.
If I was learning about time, I was also learning about my legs. They brought me through the city and back to Sècheron in good order. I had not walked so far for years.
I’m in the automobile now, my last little bastion of the twenty-first century. It is uranium-powered too. I returned to the spot where my home once stood, looked affectionately at Tony’s bright plastic ball in the knot of pampas, and left a plastic message pad beside it with a message for Mina, in case the area does a timeslip again and she happens to be there.
This brings my record up-to-date. I must sleep before relating what happened at the murder trial. I am fit and charged with excitement, beside myself in a strangely literal way. Maybe it is obvious what I shall be compelled to do next.
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Before I describe the trial of Justine Moritz, I must set down what I know about Frankenstein, in the hope of clarifying my mind.
The little I know is little enough. Victor Frankenstein is the eponymous central character of a novel by Mary Shelley. He amalgamated parts of human bodies to create a ‘monster’, which he then brought to life. The monster wreaked destruction on him and his house. Among the general public, the name of creator and created became confused.
I remember reading the novel as a child, when it made a great impression on me, but the deplorable pastiches and plagiarizations put out by the mass media have obliterated my memory of the original details. Although I know that the novel was published in the nineteenth century, the actual date escapes me. The author was Mary Shelley, wife of the Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, but very little of her life comes back to memory. Also, I had the impression that Victor Frankenstein was purely an invented character; however, recent events have somewhat shaken my preconceptions of probability!
From the first moment I set eyes on Frankenstein, at the hotel in Sècheron, I had the impression of a man with a burdensome secret. After selling my watch, I thought further about him, and perceived a link between his past and my future. The aspirations of the society of my day were mirrored in miniature in that watch: the desire that it should never need maintenance, should never run down. Such were Victor Frankenstein’s perfectionist obsessions in relation to human anatomy, when he began his investigations into the nature of life. When he reflected on how age and death laid waste man’s being, and saw a means of interfering with that process, he acted as harbinger to the Age of Science then in its first dawn.
Was that not the whole burden of his song, that nature needed in some way to be put to rights, and that it was man’s job to see it was put to rights? And had not that song passed like a plague virus to every one of his fellow men in succeeding generations? My supremely useless watch, product of endless refinement and research, target of envy for those who did not possess one, was a small example of how his diseased mentality had triumphed. The Conquest of Nature – the loss of man’s inner self!
You see the leaps my mind takes. I lived but one day of the spring in 1816 and I was full of love for it – and of hate for what man had done to change that sturdy and natural order.
Even as I say it, I know my statement to be sentimental and truth to be more complex than that. To regard the people and society of 1816 as ‘better’ than those of my day would be a mistake. For I had already sat through a grave miscarriage of justice.
The trial of Justine Moritz began at eleven. The court was packed. I managed to get a fairly good seat, and it was my fortune to sit next to a man who delighted in explaining the nuances of the case to a foreigner.
He pointed out to me the benches where the Frankenstein family sat. They were noticeable enough. While the rest of the courtroom was filled with excited anticipation, covert but gloating, the faces of the Frankensteins were all gloomy. They could have been members of the House of Atreus.
First came old syndic Alphonse Frankenstein, bent of shoulder, grey of hair; but his gaze, as he looked about the court, was still commanding. As my companion informed me, he had held many important posts in Geneva, and was a counsellor, as his father and grandfather had been before him.
The counsellor was consoled by Elizabeth Lavenza, who sat next to him. I thought she was startlingly beautiful, even in her grief, with her fair hair tucked under a dainty mourning bonnet, and her slim upright figure. She had been adopted as a small child by the counsellor’s wife, now dead – so said my companion, adding that it was well known that she would marry Victor, and so come into a deal of money. She had instigated a series of protracted lawsuits in her own right with authorities in Milan, Vienna and a German city, trying to reclaim a fortune supposedly left her by a defecting father. Maybe news of these extensive litigations, as well as her beauty, drew many pairs of eyes towards where she sat.
Victor sat on her other side. He was pale and composed at first, his features rigidly set. He held his head defiantly lifted, as if he wished no man to see him in dejection; somehow I felt the gesture very characteristic, and was able for the first time to recognize his arrogance.
Next to Victor was his brother Ernest, slender and rather dandyish in his dress although, like the rest of his family, he was in deep mourning. Ernest fidgeted and looked about him, occasionally addressing remarks to his elder brother, which Victor made no noticeable attempt to answer. The two brothers were present in court because of the foul murder of their younger brother, William, who had been found strangled.
‘Poor little lad, only six-and-a-half years old!’, said my companion. ‘They do say he was sexually assaulted, but the family’s trying to keep it hushed up.’
‘If that was so, surely his nurse would not have tampered with him.’
‘Oh, she did it right enough, make no mistake about that! The evidence all points to it. You never know about people nowadays, do you?’
‘Where was the child murdered? At home?’
‘No, no, outside the city, up in the hills, where he was playing with his brother Ernest. Out by Plainpalais, towards Mont Salève.’
Then I understood more fully Frankenstein’s quest in the storm of the previous night! He had been seeking out the spot on which his little brother was strangled – and we had encountered the murderer there.
Waves of cold ran over me, over my flesh and through my body. I thought I was about to faint, and could pay no attention as my companion pointed out the Clervals, a wealthy merchant family, of whom Henry Clerval was a close friend of Victor’s; Duvillard, a rich banker, and his new wife; Louis Manoir; and many other local notables. Victor turned once, to nod to Henry Clerval.
What struck me about the Frankensteins was their youth, the father excepted, of course. Set-faced though he was, Victor was certainly not more than twenty-five, and Elizabeth probably younger, while Ernest was still in his mid-teens.
When Justine Moritz was led into the box, I saw that she also was extremely young. A rather plain girl, but with the radiance of youth on her face, though that radiance was well subdued by her present predicament. She spoke up properly when questioned.
I cannot go into the whole trial; time is too short. Despite excellent character-witnesses, among them Elizabeth, who delivered an impassioned plea on her maid’s behalf, Justine stood condemned by one piece of circumstantial evidence: a locket containing a picture of her late mistress had been found in her belongings – a locket which the child William had been wearing only the day before the murder. The girl could not explain how the locket came to be among her clothes, and it was clear that her protestations of innocence were in vain. The feeling of the court was almost a tangible thing: something vile had happened and someone had to pay for it. Justine was captive: Justine must pay.
Tremors of horror were still racking me. For only I and one other person in that courtroom knew the truth, knew that the hand which had dispatched William had been neither a female hand nor a male one, but the hand of a terrible neuter thing!
My gaze went frequently to the other bearer of that awful secret. Whereas Elizabeth was composed, though pale, Victor became increasingly nervous, rubbing his forehead and his lips with a handkerchief, hiding his eyes in his palms, staring about in a distraught fashion.
Would he rise and declare his knowledge? But what could he say that would find credence here? Nobody else had seen his monster! Such a tale as he would have to tell would be instantly dismissed, the court being in the frame of mind it was. As well might I have risen and said, ‘I will tell you what really happened, for this trial and the real issues involved will one day become the subject of a great novel, and I am a man from two centuries into your future who read that book as a lad …’
Preposterous! But the temptation to intervene grew nevertheless, particularly as I saw things turning against the innocent maidservant.
Victor could bear it no longer. There was a scuffle and he stood up, pushed past brother and friends, and dashed from the courtroom.
Elizabeth stood up, a commanding little figure with one hand half-extended, and watched him go. The proceedings continued.
When all had been said that could be said, the judge made a brief summary, the ballots were cast, and the verdict was solemnly delivered. Justine Moritz was found guilty of the murder of William Frankenstein, and was sentenced to be hanged within the space of two days.
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If the phrase is not inappropriate here, there was no time to be lost. I tied a tarpaulin over the car and paid a farmer with a horse to drag it through the streets of the city and out to the Plainpalais gate. Fortunately, the good citizens of Geneva had enough else to think about at this juncture.
I knew that there was one place, and one place only – and there one person only – to which I might turn for help!
When I had paid the farmer off, I started my car, my remaining outpost of another century, and drove along a road which led close to the lake. Little I cared then who saw me. My superior self was on a quixotic errand!
Quixotic or not, I had no real idea of where I was going. Or rather, I had an idea, but it was of the vaguest. Far more clear in my mind were recurrent pictures of Victor trembling as if with fever; Elizabeth, fair and beautiful and composed; Justine, pleading without effect for her life before a room full of people covertly eager for her blood; and the creature Frankenstein had made – that gigantic figure without a face, striking fear and worse than fear wherever it went. Although I knew it moved rapidly, all I had of it in my memory was a series of still pictures, captured in rain by lightning. It was enemy to the world, yet the world knew nothing of it! What a madman Frankenstein was to have created such a thing, and to hope to keep its existence a secret!
I tried to recall details of Frankenstein’s ghastly history. How would he act if he knew that his career was to be made into fiction, to serve as an object lesson, and a name of opprobrium, to the generations that followed him? Unfortunately, I had not read Mary Shelley’s novel since I was a lad; such recollection of it as I had was obscured by the travesties of it I had watched in 4-D on film, TV, and CircC.
At this juncture, I realized that I had driven close to the point where the boat had landed me the previous evening. I was not far from where the boy William had been murdered. I stopped the car.
There were binoculars in the Felder. Nor had I forgotten the swivel-gun mounted on the roof. The thought that such armament was compulsory for anyone privileged enough to own a private car in my own time reminded me that, Napoleonic Wars apart, I was now in an age where the safety and sanctity of the individual was taken for granted. If you read this, Mina, no doubt you will realize what was in my mind; supernaturally fast Frankenstein’s creation might be, but the swivel-gun would stop him.
Through the binoculars, I traced the path I had taken the night before when following Victor.
As I half-expected, Victor had returned to the scene of his younger brother’s murder. No doubt he had fled straight there from the pressures of the court. I could not see him well; he was mainly hidden behind trees, and motionless. Although I scanned the terrain round about him anxiously, I could discover no sign of the monster.
Locking the car, I began to climb the hill.
So far, I have evaded a central issue. Now it was forced on me. The accidents that had brought me back into the past were real enough. My whole being accepted the fact that I was, at least in some fashion, in Switzerland in the year 1816, in the month of May.
But Frankenstein? He was a fictitious character, a myth, wasn’t he? There was no way that I could understand whereby he could exist. The fact that I was where I was might be highly unlikely; that did not make his being there any more likely. In fact, I had to admit it. I found his existence impossible to explain. Although I was about to confront him, my experience told me that he was – well, I’ve no words for it: on a different plane of reality.
At last I was up on a level with him. The lake was below, the dull tinkle of cowbells came up to me. A peaceful enough spot, yet made profoundly melancholy by reason of its associations. The trees in their light spring foliage held no cheer.
Frankenstein was walking to and fro now, muttering to himself. In my hesitation to step forth lay this question: supposing that this encounter revealed my unreality rather than his …? As I was about to move forward, a whole cloud of doubt precipitated itself upon me. The frail web of human perceptions was laid bare. I stood outside myself and saw myself there, a poor creature whose energies were based on a slender set of assumptions, whose very identity was a chancy affair of chemicals and accidents.
‘Who’s there? Come forth if you still haunt this place, damned being!’
Maybe I had made some inadvertent noise. Victor was confronting me, his face white and drawn. I saw no fear there.
I stood forth.
‘Who are you, and what do you want with me? Are you from the court?’
‘Monsieur Frankenstein, my name is Bodenland, Joseph Bodenland. We met at the hotel yesterday. I apologize for intruding upon you.’
‘No matter, if you have news. Is a verdict out yet?’
‘Yes.’ I had recovered myself by now. ‘Justine has been condemned to death. The verdict was the inevitable one in view of your silence.’
‘What do you know of my affairs? Who sent you here?’
‘I am here on my own account. And I know little of your affairs, except the one crucial thing which nobody else seems to know – the central secret of your life!’
He was still confronting me in a pugnacious attitude, but at this he took a step back.
‘Are you another phantom sent to plague me? A product of my imagination?’
‘You are sick, man! Because of your sickness, an innocent woman is going to die, and your fair Elizabeth is going to be plunged into misery.’
‘Whoever or whatever you are, you speak truth. Unhappy wretch that I am, I left my native fireside and alienated my home to seek strange truths in undiscovered lands. My responsibility is too great, too great!’
‘Then you must yield some of it to others. Go before the syndics of Geneva and declare your error. They will then do their best to right what has gone wrong: at the least, they can set Justine free. It’s useless to come up here and luxuriate in your sins!’
He had been wringing his hands. Now he looked up angrily. ‘Who are you to charge me with that? Luxuriate, you say! What do you know of my inner torment? Rendered all the worse by the high hopes I once had, the desire to wrest from Mother Nature some of her deepest secrets, however dark the passage down which I might tread. What cared I for myself? Truth was everything to me! I wanted to improve the world, to deliver into man’s hands some of those powers which had hitherto been ascribed to a snivelling and fictitious God! I made my bed in charnels and on coffins, that a new Promethean fire might be lit! What man ever achieved what I have achieved? And you speak of my sins!’
‘Why not? Isn’t your ambition itself a sin? You admitted your own guilt, didn’t you?’
His manner became less wild. Almost contemplatively, he said, ‘Since I am an atheist and do not believe in God, I do not believe in sin in the sense you intend the word. Nor do I believe that the zeal of discovery is a cause for shame. But guilt I believe in, Oh yes! I sometimes think that guilt is a permanent condition with me and, possibly, with all men in their secret hearts. Perhaps religions have been invented to try to exorcize that condition. It is guilt, not age or misunderstanding, that withers cheeks and drives friends and lovers apart.
‘Yet why should this condition be? Whence does it come? Is it a modern thing? From now onwards, are all generations to feel guilty? Because man’s powers grow, generation by generation. So much have we achieved, so much more is there to achieve. Must that achievement always carry the maggot of guilt in it?
‘Or perhaps guilt has always been a condition of man, since the early days of the world, before time rolled out like a long slumber across the universe. Perhaps it is to do with the nature of his conception, and with the lustful coming together of man and woman.’
‘Why do you suppose that?’
‘Because that intense pleasure which procreation gives is the moment when human beings shed their humanity and become as the animals, mindless, sniffing, licking, grunting, copulating … My new creation was to be free of all that. No animal origins, no guilt …’
With his hand, he covered his eyes and his brow.
‘You have a singularly repulsive view of humanity,’ I said. ‘Is this perhaps why you will do nothing to save Justine?’
‘I cannot go to the syndics. I cannot!’
‘At least tell the woman whom you love. There must be trust between you!’
‘Tell Elizabeth? I would die of shame! I have not even confided in Henry, and he was a student with me at Ingoldstadt, when I began my experiments! No, what I have done myself, I must undo myself. Leave me now, whoever or whatever you are. I have said things to you, Bodenland, which I have said to no man; see that they repose in you as securely as in a grave. I am discomposed, or I would not speak as I have. I mean to arm myself from this day on – be warned, lest you are tempted to trespass on my confidence. Now, I pray, leave me.’
‘Very well. If you will confide in nobody else, then you know what you must do.’
‘Leave me, I asked you! You know nothing of my problems! – Wait, one commission you could do for me!’
‘Ask me!’
He looked somewhat shame-faced. ‘For good reasons which you may or may not understand, I desire to remain here in the wilderness, away from those to whom I may inadvertently bring catastrophe. Take, I beg you, a word of explanation to Elizabeth Lavenza, my betrothed.’
All his movements were impatient. Without waiting for my assent, he pulled writing materials from his cloak, where I saw he had several notebooks. He ripped a page from one of them. Turning, he leaned against a rock and scribbled a few sentences – with the air of a man signing his own death warrant, I thought.
‘There!’ He folded it. ‘I can trust you to deliver it unread?’
‘Most certainly.’ I hesitated, but he turned away. His mind was already elsewhere.
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I went on foot to the house of the Frankensteins. It was an imposing mansion standing in one of Geneva’s central streets and overlooking the Rhône. When I asked to speak for a moment with Miss Lavenza, a manservant showed me into a living-room and asked me to wait.
To be there! Victor was right to wonder what I was. I no longer knew myself. My identity was becoming more and more tenuous. It would be the way of our century to say that I was suffering from time-shock, no doubt; since our personality is largely built and buttressed by our environment, and the assumptions environment and society force upon us, one has but to tip away that buttress and at once the personality is threatened with dissolution. Now that I actually stood in the house of Victor Frankenstein, I felt myself no more than a character in a fantastic film. It was not a displeasing sensation.
The furniture was light and cheerful. I could hear voices somewhere as I looked around, studying the portraits, examining the marquetry of the chairs and tables, all of which were ranged formally about the walls. A peculiar light seemed shed over everything, by dint of it being that house and no other!
I crossed to the window to look more closely at a portrait of Victor’s mother. Long casement windows were open into a side garden laid with neat, symmetrical paths. I heard a woman’s voice somewhere above me say sharply, ‘Please do not mention the subject again!’
I had no scruples about eavesdropping.
A man’s voice replied, ‘Elizabeth, dearest Elizabeth, you must have thought of these things fully as much as I! I beg you, let us discuss them! Secrecy will be the undoing of the Frankensteins!’
‘Henry, I cannot let you say a word against Victor. Silence must be our policy! You are his dearest friend, and must act accordingly.’
A tantalizing snatch of conversation!
Peeping cautiously, I could see that there was a balcony overlooking the garden. It belonged to a room on the first floor, where possibly Elizabeth had her own sitting-room. That it was she, and talking to Henry Clerval, I now had no doubt.
He said, ‘I’ve told you how secretive Victor was in Ingoldstadt. At first, I thought he was mentally deranged. And then those months of what he chose to call nervous fever … He kept babbling then about some fiend that had taken possession of him. He seemed to get over it, but he behaved in the same alarming manner in court this morning. As an old friend – as more than friend – I beg you not to contemplate marriage with him—’
‘Henry, you must say no more or we shall quarrel! You know Victor and I are to be married. I admit Victor is evasive at times, but we have known one another since early childhood, we are as close as brother and sister—’
She checked what she was saying and then went on in an altered tone. ‘Victor is a scientist. We must respect his moods of abstraction.’ She was going on to add something more, when a cold voice behind me said, ‘What may you be after?’
I turned. It was a bad moment.
Ernest Frankenstein stood there. The anger on his brow made him look uncommonly like a younger version of his brother. He was dressed all in black.
‘I am being kept waiting with a message for Miss Lavenza.’
‘I see you put your waiting to good use. Who are you?’
‘My name, sir, since you inquire so civilly, is Bodenland. I come with word from Mr Victor Frankenstein. He is your brother, is he not?’
‘Didn’t I see you in court this morning?’
‘Whom did you not see in court this morning?’
‘Give me the message. I will deliver it to my cousin.’
I hesitated. ‘I would prefer to deliver it direct.’
As he put out his hand, Elizabeth entered behind him. Perhaps she had heard our voices and used them as an excuse to break away from Henry Clerval.
Her entry gave me the chance to ignore Ernest and present her with Victor’s note myself, which I did. As she read it, I was able to study her.
She was small, delicately made, and yet not fragile. Her hair was the most beautiful thing about her. True, her face was perfect of feature, but I thought I saw a coldness there, a pinched look about the mouth, which a younger man might have missed.
She read the note without changing her expression.
‘Thank you,’ she said. I was dismissed in the phrase. She looked haughtily at me, waiting for me to leave. I gazed at her, thinking that if she had appeared gentler I might have ventured to say something to her on Victor’s behalf. As it was, I nodded and made for the door; she looked the sort of woman who won protracted lawsuits.
I went back to the car.
Whatever the time was, it was later than I wished. I still hoped to aid Justine – or rather to correct the course of justice, feeling, in some vague and entirely unwarrantable way, that I was more civilized than these Genevese, having a two-century evolutionary lead over them!
My diversion with the Frankensteins had gained me nothing. Or perhaps it had. Understanding. I certainly understood more about the explosive nature of Frankenstein’s situation; hell hath no fury like a reformer who wishes to remake the world and finds the world prefers its irredeemable self. And his complex emotional relationship with Elizabeth, which I had but glimpsed, made the situation that much more precarious.
These matters rolled round and round my brain, like a thunderstorm, like clothes in a tumble-drier. As I drove along the edge of the lake eastwards, I was hardly conscious of the beautiful and placid scenery. A steady rain began to fall. Perhaps it prevented me from noting how rapidly the season seemed to have advanced. The trees were now heavy with dark green foliage. The corn was already ripening and the vines in full leaf, with bunches of grapes hanging thickly.
My own world was forgotten. It had been displaced by my new personality, by what I believe I called earlier my superior self. The fact was that all sorts of strange gear-shifts were taking place within my psyche, and I was eaten up by the morbid drama of Frankenstein. Once more I tried to recall what was to happen, as recounted in Mary Shelley’s book, but what little returned was too vague to be of use.
Certainly Frankenstein had gone away to study – to Ingoldstadt, I now knew – and there spent some years researching into the nature of life. Eventually he had built a new being from dismembered corpses, and had re-animated it. How he had overcome all the complex problems of graft-rejection, septicaemia, and so on – not to mention the central problem of bestowing life – was beyond me, although I took it that fortune had favoured his researches. He had then been horrified by what he had done, and had turned against the creature to which he stood as God stood to Adam – that sounded like the baffled reformer again to me! In the end (or in the present future) the creature had overcome him. Or had he overcome it? Anyhow, something dreadful in the way of retribution had occurred, in the nature of things.
In the nature of things? Why should something dreadful come of good intentions?
It seemed an immensely important question, and not only when applied to Frankenstein. Frankenstein was no Faust, exchanging his immortal soul for power. Frankenstein wanted only knowledge – was, if you like, only doing a bit of research. He wanted to put the world to rights. He wanted a few answers to a few riddles.
That made him more like Oedipus than Faust. Oedipus was the world’s first scientist. Then Frankenstein was the first R. & D. man. Oedipus had received a lot of dusty answers to his researches too.
I broke off that silly line of thought and retraced my mental steps.
Whatever previous generations made of it, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein was regarded by the twenty-first century as the first novel of the Scientific Revolution and, incidentally, as the first novel of science-fiction. Her novel had remained relevant over two centuries simply because Frankenstein was the archetype of the scientist whose research, pursued in the sacred name of increasing knowledge, takes on a life of its own and causes untold misery before being brought under control.
How many of the ills of the modern world were not due precisely to Frankenstein’s folly! And that included the most overwhelming problem of all, a world too full of people. That had led to the war, and to untold misery before that, for several generations. And what had caused the overpopulation? Why, basically, those purely benevolent intentions of medical gentlemen who had introduced and applied theories of hygiene, of infection, of vaccination, and of inoculation, thereby managing to reduce the appalling infant mortality rate!
Was there some immutable cosmic law which decreed that man’s good intentions should always thunder back about his head, like slates from a roof?
My dim recollection was that there was discussion of such questions in Mary Shelley’s novel. I needed desperately to get hold of a copy of the book. But when had it first been published? I could not recall. Was it a mid-Victorian novel?
There were some fragments of my education in English Literature which did return to me. And that was why I drove eastwards along Lake Geneva. I thought I had a good idea of where at least one copy of the novel would certainly be.
When I saw the next auberge coming up, I drew in to the side of the road, put on my raincoat, and walked along to it. I should mention that I had bought a few items of clothing that morning, before the trial began. I no longer looked quite such a time-traveller. (For most of the time, I had forgotten, was unable to remember, my previous existence!)
I was ravenously hungry. At the auberge, they set before me a beautiful soup with dumplings in it, followed by a great white sausage on a small alp of potato and onion-rings. This I washed down with lager from a great stein as monumentally carved as the Parthenon.
As I picked my teeth and smiled to myself, I glanced at the newspaper which had been placed, furled on its stick, beside my plate. My smile sank under the horizon. The paper was dated Monday, 26th August, 1816!
But this was May … At first, my mind could not adjust to the missing three months, so that I sat stupidly with the paper in my hands, staring at it. Then I commenced a tremulous search through its pages, almost as if I expected to find details of a timeslip between Geneva and where I now was.
The name of Frankenstein caught my eye. And there next to it stood Justine’s name. I read a short news item in which it was announced that Justine had been hanged the previous Saturday, the 24th, after several postponements of the event. She had been granted absolution of her sins, but had died protesting her innocence to the last. But – in my yesterday, Justine had still been alive. Where had June and July gone? How did August get there?
Losing three months is a far nastier experience than being jolted back two centuries. Centuries are cold impersonal things. Months are things you live with. And three of them had just been whipped from under me. I paid my bill in very thoughtful fashion, and with a trembling hand.
When I stood at the doorway, hesitating to dash into the pouring rain, I could see that the landscape had moved with the date. Two men who had come in to quaff down great glasses of cidre were now returning to their scythes in a field opposite, to join a line of sodden reapers there. The grapes that hung over mine host’s door were turning a dusky shade as the juice ripened in their skins. August was here.
The auberge owner joined me at the door and stared with contempt at the sky. ‘I take it you’re a foreigner, sir? This is the worst summer as we’ve had in these parts for a century, they do say.’
‘Is that so?’
‘Yes, indeed it is. The worst summer in living memory. No doubt but the discharging of all the cannon and musketry at the Field of Waterloo caused an injury to the normal temperament of the sky.’
‘Rain or no rain, I must get on my way. Can you tell me of an English poet staying in these parts?’
He grinned broadly at me.
‘Bless you, sir, I can tell you of two English poets! England must have as many poets as soldiers, so liberally does she scatter them hereabouts. They’re staying not three leagues from this village.’
‘Two of them! Do you know their names?’
‘Why, sir, one’s the great Lord Byron, probably the most famous poet in the world, after Johann Schlitzberger – and a smarter dresser than Johann Schlitzberger he is, as well.’
‘The other English poet?’
‘He’s not famous.’
‘Shelley, is it?’
‘Yes, I believe that’s the name. He’s got a couple of women with him. They’re down along the road by the lake’s edge. You can’t miss them. Ask for the Villa Diodati.’
I thanked him and hurried into the rain. What excitement was leaping inside me!
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The rain had stopped. Cloud lay thick across the lake, hiding the mountain peaks beyond. I stood under trees, surveying the stone walls and vines of the Villa Diodati. My superior self was working out a way to approach and make myself known.
Suppose I introduced myself to Shelley and Byron as a fellow-traveller. How much better if I could have introduced myself as a fellow poet! But in 1816 there were no American poets whose names I could recall. Memory suggested that both Byron and Shelley had a taste for the morbid; no doubt they would enjoy meeting Edgar Allan Poe – yet Poe would be only a child still, somewhere across a very wide Atlantic.
Social niceties were difficult to conduct across two hundred years. The fact that Lord Byron was probably the most famous poet in Europe at this time, even including Johann Schlitzberger, was not going to make things easier.
As I prowled about outside the garden wall, it came on me with a start that a young man was regarding me over the barrel of a pistol. I stopped still in my tracks.
He was a handsome young guy with a head of well-oiled reddish hair. He wore a green jacket, grey trousers, and high calf boots, and had a bold air about him.
‘I’d be obliged if you would cease to point that antique at me!’ I said.
‘Why so? The tourist-shooting season opened today. I’ve bagged three already. You have only to come close enough to my hide and I let fly. I’m one of the best marksmen in Europe, and you are possibly the biggest grouse in Europe.’ But he lowered his pistol and came forward two paces.
‘Thank you. It would be embarrassing to be shot before we were introduced.’
He was still not looking particularly friendly. ‘Then be off into the undergrowth, my feathered friend. It makes me feel more than somewhat persecuted to have items of the British public lurking about my property – particularly when most of them haven’t read two lines of my verse together.’
I noted that he pronounced it in eighteenth-century fashion: ‘m’ verse’.
Taking the binoculars from round my neck, I proffered them, saying, ‘You observe how amateur my lurking was – not only did I not conceal myself, but I did not use my chief lurking weapon. Have you ever seen the like of these, sir?’
He tucked the gun into the top of his trousers. That was a good sign. Then he took the binoculars and peered at me through them.
Clicking his tongue in approval, he swerved to take in the lake.
‘Let’s see if Doctor Polly is up to anything he shouldn’t be with our young Mistress Mary!’
I saw him focus on a boat which lay almost stationary beneath its single sail, fairly close to shore. But I wanted to take him in while his eyes were off me. Being so close to Lord Byron was somewhat like being close to big game – a lion encountered at the foot of Kilimanjaro. Although not a tall man, he had considerable stature. His shoulders were broad, his face handsome; you could see his genius in his eyes and lips. Only his skin, as I inspected him from fairly close quarters, was pallid and blotchy. I saw that there were grey hairs among his auburn locks.
He studied the sailing boat for a while, smiling to himself.
Then he chuckled. ‘Tasso keeps them apart, though their fingers meet on the pillows of his pastoral. The triumph of learning over concupiscence! Polly itches for her, but they continue to construe. Red blood is nothing before a blue stocking!’
I could make out two figures in the boat, one male, one female.
I heard my own voice from a remote distance ask, ‘Do you refer to Mary Shelley, sir?’
Byron looked quizzically at me, holding the glasses out but just beyond my grasp. ‘Mary Shelley? No, sir, I refer to Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin. She is Shelley’s mistress, not his wife. I thought that much was common knowledge. What d’you take ’em for, a pair of Christians? Though neither Shelley nor she are pagans, that’s certain! Even now, Mary improves her mind at the expense of my doctor’s body.’
This news, combined with his presence, caused me some confusion. I could only say, stupidly, ‘I believed Shelley and Mary were married.’
He withdrew the glasses again from my reach. ‘Mrs Shelley is left behind in London – the only proper treatment for wives, apart from the horse-whip. Mind you, our fair student of Tasso may – may succeed …’ He laughed. ‘There is a tide in the affairs of women which, taken at the flood, leads God knows where …’
The topic suddenly lost interest for him. Handing the glasses back to me, he said of them, with a haughty touch, ‘They’re well enough. I just wish they spied out something more entertaining than water and doctors. Well, sir, since I presume you know my name, perhaps you would be obliging enough to tell me yours – and your business here.’
‘My name is Joseph Bodenland, Lord Byron, and I am from Texas, in America, the Lone Star State. As for my business – well, it is of a private nature, and has to do with Mrs – I mean, with Mary Godwin.’
He smiled. ‘I had observed that you were not a damned Englisher. As long as you are not from London, Mr Bodenland, like all the rest of the tedious world – and as long as your business is not with me – and mercifully private, to boot – perhaps you will honour me by joining me in a glass of claret. We can always shoot each other later, if needs be.’
‘I hope not, as long as the rain holds off.’
‘You will find, if you are long here, that, in this terrible spot, Mr Bodenland, the rain holds up, but seldom off. Every day contains more weather than a week in Scotland, and weeks in Scotland can drag on for centuries, believe me! Come!’
As if in support of this statement, rain began to fall heavily. ‘The sky squelches like a grouse-moor! Let’s get in!’ he said, limping rapidly ahead of me.
We went into his villa, I in sheer delight and excitement and, I think, he in some relief at having someone new to talk to. What a spellbinder he was! We sat and drank before a smouldering fire while he conversed. I have tried to convey a pale memory of our meeting, but further than that I cannot go. The range of his talk was beyond me – even when not particularly profound, it was salted with allusions, and the connections he drew between things I had hitherto regarded as unconnected were startling. Then, though he boasted of this and that, it was with an underlying modesty which often spilled over into self-mockery. I was at a temporal disadvantage, for some things to which he made reference were unknown to me.
At least I gathered a few facts, which drifted down like leaves amid the mellow August of his talk. He lived in the Villa Diodati with his doctor, ‘Polly’, the Italian, Polidori, and his retinue. The Shelley menage was established close by – ‘Just a grape’s stamp across the vineyard,’ as he put it – in a property called Campagne Chapuis: the Villa Chapuis, as I was later to hear it called, more grandly. ‘My fellow reprobate and exile’ (that was how he designated Shelley) was established with two young women, Mary Godwin and her half-sister, Claire Claremont. Byron raised both his eyebrow and his glass when referring to Claire Claremont.
Prompted by his remark, I recalled that Byron was now in exile. There had been a scandal in London – but scandals gathered as naturally round Byron as clouds round Mont Blanc. He had left England in disgust.
Beneath his glass lay a sheet of paper, sopping up wine. I thought to myself, if I could only get that back to 2020, how much would it be worth! And I asked him if he found his present abode conducive to the writing of poetry.
‘This is my present abode,’ he said, tapping his head. ‘How much longer I shall stay in it and not go out of it, who knows! There seems to be some poetry rattling about in there, rather as air rattles about in the bowels, but to get it out with a proper report – that’s the trick! The great John Milton, that blind justifier of God to Man, stayed under this very roof once. Look what it did to him – “Paradise Regained”! The greatest error in English letters, always excluding the birth of Southey. But I have news today that Southey is sick. Tell me something that cheered you recently, Mr Bodenland. We don’t have to talk literature, y’know – I’d as leave hear news of America, parts of which still linger in the Carboniferous Age, I understand.’
As I was about to open my mouth like a fish, the outer door swung open and in bounced two hounds, followed by a slender young man shaking raindrops from his head. He scattered drops about from a blue cap he carried, while the dogs sent flurries of water everywhere. In the half-hour I had spent with Lord Byron, I had forgotten that it was again raining steadily.
Byron jumped up with a roar and offered the newcomer a plaid rug on which to dry his hair. The roar made the dogs scatter, barking, and a manservant to appear. The servant banished the dogs and threw logs into the great tiled stove before which we had been sitting.
It was plain how pleased the two men were to see one another. The patter that passed between them spoke of an easy familiarity, and was so fast and allusive that I could hardly follow it.
‘I seem to have a veritable Serpentine in my locks,’ said the newcomer, still shedding water and laughing wildly.
‘Did I not say last night that you were serpent-licked, and Mary agreed? Now you are serpent-locked!’
‘Then forgive me while I discharge my serpentine!’ – he said while towelling vigorously.
‘I’ll do my duty by a yet older form. Um – “Ambo florentes aetatibus, Arcades ambo …”’
‘Capital! And it’s a motto that would serve for us both, Albé, even if our Arcadia is liable to flood!’
Byron had his glass in his hand. In the excitement, the sheet of paper that had lain beneath the glass fluttered to the floor. I picked it up. My action recalled my presence to him. Taking my arm as if in apology for a moment’s neglect, Byron said, ‘My dear Bodenland, you must be acquainted with my fellow reprobate and exile.’ So I was introduced to Percy Bysshe Shelley.
Yes, Byron introduced me to Shelley. From that moment on, my severance with the old modes of reality was complete.
The younger man was immediately all confusion, like a girl. He was habited youthfully, in black jacket and trousers, over which he had a dripping cape. The blue cap he tossed to the floor in order to grasp my hand. He gave me a dazzling smile. Shelley was all electricity where Byron was all beef – if I can say that without implying lack of admiration for Byron. He was taller than Byron, but stooped slightly, whereas Byron’s demeanour was almost soldierly at times. He was spotty, boney, beardless, but absolutely animated.
‘How d’you do, Mr Bodenland, you are in time to listen to a little revision!’ He pulled a paper from his pocket and began to read a poem, assuming a somewhat falsetto voice.
‘Some say that gleams of a remoter world
Visit the soul in sleep – that death’s a slumber,
And that its shapes the busy thoughts outnumber
Of those who wake and live! I look on high—’
Byron clapped his hands to interrupt, ‘Sorry, I disagree with those sentiments! Hark to my immortal answer—
‘When Time, or soon or late, shall bring
The dreamless sleep that lulls the dead—
Then your remoter worlds, old thing,
Will lie extinguished in your head!
‘Forgive my coarse and characteristic interruption! But don’t work the poet business so hard. I don’t need convincing! Either you are a worse poet than I, in which case I’m bored – or you’re better, when I’m jealous!’
‘I compete only with myself, Albé, not with you,’ Shelley said. But he tucked his manuscript away with a good grace. Albé was the nickname they had for Bryon.
‘That game’s too easy for you! You always excel yourself,’ Byron said kindly, as if anxious that he might have hurt Shelley’s feelings. ‘Come on, have some wine, and there’s laudanum on the chimney-piece if you need it. Mr Bodenland was about to tell me of some tremendous thing that cheered him recently!’
Shelley sat close, pushing away the wine, and looked into my face. ‘Is that indeed so? Did you see a ray of sunshine or something like that?’
Glad of the diversion, I said, ‘Someone told me today that the bad weather was caused by all the cannon-balls discharged on the Field of Waterloo last year.’
Shelley burst into laughter. ‘I hope you have something more tremendous than that to tell us.’
Put on my mettle, I told them as simply as I could of how Tony, Poll, and Doreen had made their ‘Feast’, burying their doll (I substituted doll for scouter) and covering the mound with flowers; and how, at the end, as a simple token of courtesy or affection, Tony had presented his penis for Doreen’s pleasure.
Although Shelley smiled only faintly, Byron roared with laughter and said, ‘Let me tell you of an inscription I once saw scrawled on the wall of a low jakes in Chelsea. It said, “The cazzo is our ultimate weapon against humanity”! Though the Italian word was not employed, come to think of it. Can you recall a graffito more charged with knowledge?’
‘And maybe self-hatred, too,’ I ventured, when I saw Shelley was silent.
‘And below it another hand had scribbled a codicil: “And the vagina our last ditch defence”! Your noble savage of the slums is nothing if not a realist, eh, Shelley?’
‘I liked the tale of the Feast,’ Shelley said to me. ‘Perhaps you will tell it to Mary when she comes over, without adding the – unimproving tailpiece.’ His gentle manner of saying it robbed the remark of any reproof it might otherwise have carried.
‘I’ll be delighted to meet her.’
‘She’ll be here in an hour or so, when she has dried off from her boat trip with Polidori. And when she has fed our little William and tucked him into bed.’
That name – little William! – recalled me to more serious things. The sick, chiselled visage of Frankenstein returned before my eyes. I fell silent. The two poets talked together, the dogs slunk back into the room and fought under the window, the fire flickered. The rain fell. The world seemed very small. Only the perspectives of the poets were large: they had a freedom and a joy in speculation – even when the subject of speculation was a gloomy one – which steadied one’s faith in human culture. Yet I could see in Shelley some of Victor’s nervous mannerisms. Shelly looked like a haunted man. Something in the set of his shoulders suggested that his pursuers were not far behind. Byron slouched back solidly in his chair, but Shelley never kept still.
A servant was summoned. The laudanum bottle was brought out. Byron tipped it gently into his brandy. Shelley consented to having a draught in wine. I took another glass of wine myself.
‘Ah, a man can drown in this stuff!’ said Byron, appreciatively sipping.
‘No, no, you need a whole lake to drown properly,’ said Shelley. ‘In this stuff you float!’ He rose and began to dance round the room. The dogs yapped and growled about his heels. He ignored them, but Byron lurched to his feet with a bellow. ‘Get those mankey hounds out of my room!’
As the servant was kicking them out, Mary Godwin entered, and I found myself flushing – partly with the wine, no doubt, but mainly with the agonizing exhilaration of confronting the author of Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus.
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To see her standing there! Although my emotions were engaged, or perhaps because they were engaged, a flash of revelation lit my intellect. I perceived that the orthodox view of Time, as gradually established in the Western world, was a mistaken one.
Even to me then, it was strange that such a perception should dawn at that moment, when dogs were barking, wind was blowing in, everyone was making a hubbub, and Mary Shelley stood before me. But I saw that time was much more like the growth of Mary’s reputation, devious and ambiguous, than it was like the straight line, moving remorselessly forward, which Western thought has forced it to prefigure.
That straightness of Time, that confining straightness, was one with the Western picture of setting the world to rights. Historically, it was easy to see how it had arisen. The introduction of bells into all the steeples of Christendom had been an early factor in regularizing the habits of the people – their first lesson in working to the clock. But the greatest advance in regularity was soon about to descend on the world in which I found myself: the introduction of a complex railway system which depended on exact and uniform timing over whole countries, not on the vagaries of a church steeple or a parson’s watch. That regularization would reinforce the lesson of the factory siren: that to survive, all must be sacrificed to a formal pattern imposed impersonally on the individual.
The lesson of the factory siren would be heard too in the sciences, leading to the horrible clockwork universe of Laplace and his successors. That image of things would dominate men’s notions of space and time for more than a century. Even when nuclear physics brought what might seem less restrictive ideas, those ideas would be refinements on, and not a revolution against, the mechanistic perception of things. Into this straitjacket of thought, Time had been thrust. It had come to the stage in 2020 when anyone who regarded Time as other than something that could be measured precisely by chronometer was shunned as an eccentric.
Yet – in the coarse sensual world over which science never entirely held sway, Time was always regarded as devious. Popular parlance spoke of Time as a medium wherein one had a certain independence of movement quite at variance with scientific dogma. ‘You’re living in the past.’ ‘He’s before his time.’ ‘I’ll knock you into the middle of next week.’ ‘We are years ahead of the competition.’
The poets had always been on the side of the people. For them, and for some neglected novelists, ‘Time would always be a wayward thing, climbing over life like a variegated ivy over some old house. Or like Mary Shelley’s reputation, cherished by few, but always there, diversifying.
She went over to Shelley and gave him a book, telling him that Claire Claremont was sitting by little William – ‘Willmouse’, she called him – and writing letters home. Shelley started to question her about Tasso’s La Gerusalemme Liberata, but Byron called her over to him.
‘You may give me a kiss, dear Mary, since it is soon to be your birthday.’
She did kiss him, but somewhat dutifully. He patted her and said to me, ‘Here you see the advantages of heredity nobly exemplified. This young lady, Mr Bodenland, is the product of the union of two of the great minds of our time, the philosopher, William Godwin, and Mary Wollstonecraft, one of the great philosophical female minds to rank with my friend, Madame de Staël – who lives just across the lake, as you may know. So we have here beauty and wisdom united, to everyone’s great advantage!’
‘Do not let Lord Byron prejudice you against me, sir,’ said Mary, smiling.
She was petite. She was fair and rather birdlike, with brilliant eyes and a small wistful mouth. As with Shelley, she was irresistible when she laughed, for her whole countenance lit up – she gave you her enjoyment. But she was much more still than Shelley, and on the whole very silent, and in her silence was a mournful quality. I could see why Shelley loved her – and why Byron teased her.
One thing struck me about her immediately. She was amazingly young. Later, I saw by a date in a book that she was not yet eighteen. The thought went through my mind, she can’t help me! – It must be years yet before she will come to write her masterpiece.
‘Mr Bodenland can tell you a story about little children and graves,’ Shelley told her. ‘It will make your flesh creep!’
‘I couldn’t tell it again, even for such worthy ends,’ I said to her. ‘It would bore the rest of the company even more than it did the first time.’
‘If you are staying some while, sir, you must tell it me privately,’ Mary said, ‘since I am setting up shop as a connoisseur of grave stories.’
‘Mr Bodenland is a connoisseur of the Swiss weather,’ Byron said. ‘He believes it was the cannon at Waterloo which caused the clouds such haemorrhage!’
Before I could protest at the misrepresentation, Mary said, ‘Oh, no, that’s not so at all – that’s a very unscientific remark, if you don’t mind my saying so, sir! The bad weather universal in the northern hemisphere this year is entirely attributable to a phenomenal volcanic explosion in the southern hemisphere last year! Isn’t that interesting? It proves that winds are distributed all over the globe, and that the whole planet enjoys a circulatory system like—’
‘Mary, dear, you upset my circulatory system when you parade these ideas you pinch from Percy,’ Byron said. ‘Let the weather get into anything but not the claret and the conversation! Now, Shelley, tell me what you were reading when you were skulking in the woods today.’
Shelley put ten long fingers to his chest and then flipped them up at the ceiling. ‘I was not in the woods. I was not on Earth. I had fled the planet entirely. I was with Lucian of Samosata, adventuring on the Moon!’
They began a conversation on the advantages of lunar life; Mary stood meekly beside me, listening. Then she said to me, quietly so as not to disturb the talk, ‘We shall eat mutton tonight – or Lord Byron and Polidori will, for Percy and I avoid meat. You must join us, if you will. I am just going to see if the cook is attending to the vegetables.’ With that she went towards the kitchen.
Mention of Polidori reminds me that the little Italian doctor had entered with Mary. No one had taken any notice of him. Even I forgot to note it. He poured himself some wine and went over to the fire to drink it. Then, evidently annoyed about something, he tramped upstairs to his room.
Now he suddenly reappeared, clad in nothing but a pair of nankeen trousers, rushing down the stairs and levelling a pistol at my head!
‘Ho, ho! A stranger in our midst! Hold, signore, how did you get into Diodati! Fiend or human, speak or I shoot!’
I jumped up in fright and anger. Shelley too leaped to his feet, shrieking, and knocked his chair over, so that Mary came running back into the room.
Only Byron was unmoved. ‘Polly, stop behaving like a demented Tory at Calais! You are the stranger here, the fiend of Diodati. Kindly take yourself back upstairs and shoot yourself very very quietly, depositing your carcass somewhere where it will not annoy us!’
‘It’s a joke, Albé, isn’t it? It’s just my Latin temperament, like your Albanian songs, isn’t it?’ The little doctor looked from one to the other of us, all concern, hoping for support.
‘As you well know, Polly, neither Lord Byron nor I have any sense of humour, being British,’ said Shelley. ‘Kindly desist! You forget how bad my nerves are!’
‘I’m so sorry—’
‘Dematerialize!’ shouted Byron.
As the man fled back upstairs, Byron added, ‘Heavens, but the man is stupid!’
Mary said, ‘Even the stupid hate being made to look foolish!’
The rain having petered out for a while, we all went out to stare at the sunset, about which the two poets made lurid remarks. Claire Claremont arrived, giggling and nuzzling up to Byron when she could in a manner distinctly unlike her half-sister’s. I thought she was a vexing girl, and judged that Byron thought the same; but he was a lot more patient with her than he had been with Polidori.
Nothing pleased me more than to be allowed to take supper with them. They were interested in my opinions but not my circumstances, so that I did not have to invent any tales about my past. Polidori came down to supper and sat next to me without saying anything. He and I were eating heartily when Byron threw down his fork and cried, ‘Oh for the horrors of polite society again! At least they know how to treat meat! This is a mockery of mutton!’
‘Ah,’ said Shelley, looking up from his carrots, ‘Lam-poon!’
‘That’s a very beefy pun for a vegetarian!’ said Bryon, laughing with the rest of us.
‘In a few generations, all mankind will be vegetarian,’ said Shelley, waving a knife through the air. His conversation changed course with his moods. ‘Once it is generally realized that the animals are such close kin to us, then meat-eating will be disdained as too near to cannibalism for comfort. Can you imagine what a civilizing effect that will have on the multitude? A hundred years from now, the march of the physical sciences – oh, Albé, you should have talked to old Erasmus Darwin about that subject! He forsaw the time when steam would invade every domain—’
‘Just as it invaded this mutton?’
‘Steam is the basis of all the present-day improvements. Mind you, it’s only the very beginning of a revolutionary improvement in all things. We who have harnessed steam are now harnessing gas as another powerful servant. And we are merely the precursors of generations who will harness the great life-force of electricity!’
‘Well, that’s pretty good going,’ said Byron. ‘That’s Air, Water, and Fire. What are our enlightened descendants going to do about the fourth element, Earth? Will they find some use for it, other than burying mouldy bodies in it?’
‘The Earth will be free to everyone. Don’t you see? Mary, you explain! With the elements as slaves, then for the first time in history slavery will be abolished. Human servitude will disappear, for servitors in the form of machines, powered by steam and electricity, will take over. And that means that a day of universal socialism will dawn. For the first time, there will be no masters and inferiors. All will be equal!’
Byron laughed and stared down at his boots. ‘I doubt God ever intended that! He gives no sign of it!’
‘It’s not God’s intentions! It’s Man’s intentions! As long as Man’s intentions can be made to be good … It’s Man that has to put Nature right, you know, and not vice versa. We are all responsible for this fabulous world on which we have been born. I see the time coming when the human race will rule as it should rule, as benevolent gardeners, with a great garden in its care. And then perhaps, like the adventurers of Lucian, we can skip to the Moon and cultivate that. And the other planets of the Sun.’
‘Don’t you think mankind will have to change its basic nature a little before that happens, Percy?’ Mary said timidly. Her eyes had rarely left his face, although he was now tramping about the room, gesticulating as he talked.
‘His nature will be changed by the changes he has already set afoot!’ cried Shelley vehemently. ‘The old rotten complacent eighteenth-century order is gone for ever – we are marching towards an age, a realm of science, in which goodness will not be trampled underfoot by despair! Everyone will be a voice to be heard!’
‘What a Babel that will be! Your vision of the future frightens me,’ Byron said. ‘What you predict is very well, and good for the intellectual pulses. What’s more, I’d love you to lecture to my confounded wife in that fashion and tell her that her rotten complacent way of life is over. But I don’t aspire to your Promethean vision of man. I see him as a servile little bugger! You spell him with a capital M, as in Murray; to me he is very lower case. You see despair as something that can be rooted out by machines – some sort of a steam-shovel, perhaps. But to me despair is a permanent part of man, induced by that spectre of three-score years and ten. How can physical science change that unpleasant situation?
‘The natural order of things, with all its makeshift arrangements, I agree, is to be railed at. Youth, for instance, is something that should be awarded after a rather stiff examination to men of experience, not wasted on mere boys. But you would hand over the natural order to be managed by Parliament. Think how much worse that order would be if administered by the Norths and Castlereaghs of tomorrow!’
‘What I’m saying, Albé, is that machines will free all men, all the “mute inglorious Miltons” of Gray’s poem. And then there will not be room at the head of a reformed social system for duds and vipers like North or Castlereagh. Ability will be able to speak unmuffled, honesty will be respected. Youth will not be shackled, because the distortions of the present order will be abolished, utterly abolished!’
His eyes gleamed. He stood over Byron, searching Byron’s face. For all his dilettante airs, I could see that Byron too was absorbed in the theme.
‘Is it possible that machinery will banish oppression?’ he asked. ‘The question is whether machines strengthen the good or the evil in man’s nature. So far, the evidence is not encouraging, and I suspect that new knowledge may lead to new oppression. The French Revolution was intended to remedy the natural order, but it changed very little. It certainly did not stop the corruption of power!’
‘But that is because the French still insist on having a top and bottom to society. Socialism will change all that! Just remember, it is the present order which is unnatural. We are working towards a more natural order, where inequality is done away with. By the time you and I are old men—’
‘I’ll have shot myself before that!’
‘By the time this century is finished – the whole planet, well, little Willmouse will live to see it, let’s hope … There are entirely new powers hovering in the air, condensing in the future, lurking in the minds of man, which can be summoned as Prospero summoned Ariel!’
‘Don’t forget he summoned Caliban, too! What happens if these new powers are seized by those in power already – who, after all, are in the best position to seize them?’
‘But that is why we need a new social order, Albé! Then the new power goes to all alike. What do you say to all this, Mr Bodenland?’
Shelley suddenly swung his luminous face towards me, sat quickly down on a chair, sticking out one leg and resting a hand on his thigh, clearly inviting me to hold the floor awhile.
After all, thought I, I was the best qualified of those present to speak on the subject of the future. And what a pleasure to speak to such receptive minds! I glanced at Mary. She was standing by Shelley, listening intently but saying nothing.
‘In one major respect, I’m sure you’re right,’ I said, addressing myself to Shelley. ‘The new systems of machines now coming in have great power, and it is a power to change the world. In the cotton towns, you can already see that power-looms are creating a new category of human being, the town labourer. As the machines become more complex, so he will become more of an expert. His experience will become centred on machines; eventually, his kind will become adjuncts of the machine. They will be called “a labour force”. In other words, an abstract idea will replace a master-man relationship; but in practice the workings of a labour force may be just as difficult.’
‘But there will be equality – the labour force will control itself.’
‘No. It will not be freed, because it will generate its own bosses from within. Nor will it be freed by the machines. Instead, a culture will become enslaved by the machines. The second generation of machines will be much more complex than the first, for it will include machines capable of repairing and even reproducing the first generation! Not only will human goodness be unable to operate effectively on such a system: it will become increasingly irrelevant to it. Because the machines in their teeming millions, large and small, will have become symbols of class and prosperity, like horses to Red Indian tribes or slaves to Romans. Their acquisition and maintenance will increasingly occupy human affairs. Creator and created become locked in a life-and-death relationship.’
‘I suppose it’s possible … Man may enslave the elements but remain himself a slave.’
‘Nor must you imagine that all innovations will be fruitful. Imagine, for instance, a flying machine which will transport you from London to Geneva.’
‘There is a flying machine in Johnson’s Rasselas.’
‘Would you not think that such a machine would greatly open up commerce and cultural relationships between Switzerland and Britain? But suppose instead that the two countries quarrelled because of some misunderstanding – then flying machines would carry weapons of devastation which could blast the two capitals to the ground!’
‘Precisely the conclusion that Johnson arrived at,’ said Byron.
‘Yes, and as pessimistic with as little reason,’ said Shelley swiftly. ‘Why should Britain and Switzerland fall out?’
‘Because the more they become involved in each other’s affairs, the more reason they have to fall out. You may quarrel with your neighbour; you are unlikely to quarrel with someone else’s neighbour in the next village. And so in other spheres. The greater the complexity of systems, the more danger of something going wrong, and the less chance individual will has of operating on the systems for good. First the systems become impersonal. Then they seem to take on a mind of their own, then they become positively malignant!’
Silence for a moment, while we all gazed meditatively at the floor.
‘Then we are heading for a world full of Frankenstein monsters, Mary!’ exclaimed Byron, slapping his leg. ‘For God’s sake, let’s take another drink, or shoot the dogs, or call in Claire to dance the fandango, rather than indulge ourselves in this misery! Is not the past of the human race gloomy enough for you, without supping upon the imaginary horrors of its future?’
The mention of Frankenstein stopped me in mid-thought. So – was the novel then written? By this slender girl of eighteen!
But the slender girl of eighteen was answering Lord Byron.
‘Milton’s sympathies would be with you, Albé:
‘Let no man seek
Henceforth to be foretold what shall befall
Him or his children …
‘But my feelings are different, if I may state them. They perhaps correspond in some ways to those of our new friend, Mr Bodenland. Our generation must take on the task of thinking about the future, of assuming towards it the responsibility that we assume towards our children. There are changes in the world to which we must not be passive, or we shall be overwhelmed by them, like children by an illness of which they have no comprehension. When knowledge becomes formulated into a science, then it does take on a life of its own, often alien to the human spirit that conceived it.’
‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘And always the pretence that the innovating spirit is so noble and good! Whereas the cellars of creativity are often stuffed with corpses …’
‘Don’t talk to me about corpses!’ cried Shelley, jumping up. ‘Who knows but they may be lined up outside that very wall, waiting to flock in on us!’ He pointed melodramatically, running a finger along in the air ahead of him, peering with burning eyes as if indeed watching an army of the dead, invisible to the rest of us. ‘I know about corpses! As the cycles of the air distribute moisture about the planet, so the legions of the dead march underground to distribute life! Do I sound so optimistic that I’m not always conscious of the short step between swaddling-bands and cerements? Mortality – that’s always the stumbling-block! Your Frankenstein was correct in his basic idea, Mary – he sought first to create a race free from the bounds of ordinary human weakness! Would I had been so created! How I would stalk the world!’
He gave a great shriek and rushed from the room.
Byron pulled a funny face at Mary. ‘Think yourself lucky he don’t eat meat, ma’am, or there’s no knowing what he’d be up to!’
‘Percy’s so ethereal. I fear the world invisible is more visible to him than to the rest of us. I’d better go and calm him down.’
‘Mary, dear, one night when I have made a better meal than I did tonight, I plan to go a little berserk, too, in order to have your solace.’
She smiled. ‘Oh, Claire will look after you, Lord Byron!’
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That night, I slept in Chapuis! Byron would not have me in the larger house, claiming that the dogs would never tolerate my presence without howling all night. Shelley, ever one to aid society’s strays, invited me to his house. So I slept in a little damp attic room which smelt of apples, my head not very far away from the dream-troubled heads of Shelley and his mistress.
Next morning, I was woken by the baby crying. I thought he probably set up a stronger howl than Byron’s dogs!
It was a very ill-ordered household, Mary and Claire looking after it between them in a slapdash way. But I was in a bad mood with myself. I had forgotten my quest on the previous day in the pleasure of the poets’ company. Within twenty-four hours, Justine would be hanged, and I had not said a word to anyone about it.
Then recollection returned to me. I had been involved in another timeslip, and this was a day in late August. The summer months of June and July had been stolen. My time-scales were wrong. Just possibly, Justine still lived in Geneva; but in Chapuis she was now one with Shelley’s dead, marching underground …
As I climbed from my cramped couch, I realized that my hope of helping the girl was also dead.
But there was one thing I could do. I could eradicate Frankenstein’s monster. If I could borrow a copy of Mary’s book, I could map its route, ambush, and kill it!
What would Frankenstein do then? Would he make a second creature? Should I also anticipate that it was my duty to eradicate, not only the monster, but the author of monsters?
I shelved that problem for a later date.
One thing you see I had already accepted. I had accepted the equal reality of Mary Shelley and her creation, Victor Frankenstein, just as I had accepted the equal reality of Victor and his monster. In my position, there was no difficulty in so doing; for they accepted my reality, and I was as much a mythical creature in their world as they would have been in mine.
As Time was more devious than scientific orthodoxy would have us believe, so was reality still open to question, since Time was one of the terms in its equation.
Neither girl took a great deal of interest in me. Trunks were standing about half-packed, Claire was rushing madly about looking for her bonnet, Mary was trying to comfort Willmouse, who was crying loudly and looked, I thought, rather a little shrivelled thing. Occasionally, I caught glimpses of Shelley through the vines, skipping about in a somewhat girlish manner between the two houses and the little landing stage where their boats were moored; there were a collection of rowing boats and a masted boat with a deck which Claire referred to as ‘the schooner’.
The weather was not too bad. A watery sun had come through, and wind was driving the mist away.
‘We’re all going to sail round to Meillerie while it’s fine,’ Claire said. ‘I shall take my lute. Lord Byron so loves to hear me play!’
It was obvious I was in the way. If they went sailing, there would be no chance to speak privately to Mary; in two days the Shelley party was leaving here, making for Geneva and thence to London. I crept back upstairs to my little room and spoke my account of the previous day’s events into my journal.
In my pocket, I felt a folded piece of paper. It was the manuscript of Lord Byron’s poem which I had retrieved from the floor on the previous evening. I smoothed it out and read:
I had a dream that was not quite a dream.
The bright sun was extinguished, and the stars
Did rush eternal through the darkling space,
Trackless and rayless, while the frosted earth
Hung blindly rotting in the moonless air.
Morn came and went, and came, bringing no day,
And men forgot their passions in their dread.
Their habitations – lesser things than light—
Were burnt for beacons; cities were consumed,
So men could see once more each other’s face.
Forests were set on fire …
                            failing …
The meagre by the meagre were devoured,
For all were starving by degrees; but two
Of an immense necropolis survived …
The world was void, the waves were dead, the tides
Were stranded since the moon, their mistress, fled.
One mighty city only …
Darkness became the Universe …
I sat for a long while, clutching the unfinished poem, gazing beyond it. I cannot say what I saw there.
At last I realized that the voices of the Shelley party had faded long since. My room was on the landward side of Chapuis, so in any case I could not have watched the schooner depart. Emptiness filled me. From the depths of my patchy education, I recalled that Shelley had drowned in a storm on a lake. This lake? This day? How urgently I hoped not!
Folding the poem, I laid it on the table. All was silence, except for the creaking tick of a clock. At length I stirred myself. In melancholy mood, I went downstairs. There sat Mary, by the empty grate!
She was perched on the end of a bench. Beside her was a wooden cradle, from which she had taken her baby. She held the child in her arms, having undone the ribbon of her blouse and put a small breast to his mouth. She was rocking him gently as he fed and gazing in abstraction at the far corner of the room.
When she saw me, she smiled and put a finger to her lips, motioning silence. She made no attempt to conceal her appealing expanse of breast. Uncertain about Regency conventions, I was both embarrassed and charmed, but she gestured that I was to stay.
The baby fell asleep at its feed. The nipple popped wetly from its mouth. She tied up her ribbons and laid William gently in the cradle before saying, ‘I think he will sleep now. The poor little mite has the colic, but I have dosed him up with laudanum.’
‘I thought you had sailed on the schooner with the others.’
‘I stayed because little Willmouse is unwell, and he will have trouble enough when we are on our way back to England. I also stayed because I understand you wished to speak with me.’
‘That was very considerate of you!’
‘It was not so much consideration as intuition, for something tells me that you visit me with some strange intelligence.’
‘Mary – if I may call you that – yes, I have indeed some strange intelligence. But I know you are a girl with a great deal of intuition as well as consideration, and what you say makes my difficult task easier …’
I was head and shoulders taller than she, my head knocking against the low rafters. What I could not say was that, as we two stood in the shadowy parlour, I felt considerably within her spell.
The room was almost bare of possessions, apart from their preparations for departure. On the table lay remains of a frugal breakfast; I noticed nothing but bread and tea and some fruit. A German folio lay open at Shelley’s place, with a little duodecimo on it. The subdued light made Mary appear pale. Her hair was fair, so that I thought for a moment of the other woman I had met recently, Elizabeth Lavenza. But Elizabeth’s presence had been chilling; Mary’s presence was of a different quality. Her eyes were grey, her whole expression animated and a little skittish – or so I thought – from the moment she observed me admiring her breast. With me she had none of the shyness she had exhibited in Byron’s company the evening before.
Impulsively, I said, ‘You spoke little during our talk last night. Yet I know you had much to contribute.’
‘It was my place to listen. And I wished to listen. Shelley was not at his best, yet he always talks so beautifully.’
‘Yes. He’s very optimistic about the future.’
‘Perhaps he makes it appear so.’
A silence fell between us. The baby slept by her feet. Large intangible sensations seemed to rise round us. I could hear the clock ticking again, and the tick of my heart.
‘Come and sit by the window with me,’ she said. ‘Tell me what it is you wish to say. Is it something about Shelley? … No, it is something touching on our conversation last night. You don’t know it, but my hair stood on end when you spoke of the future as you did. You conjured up for me the legions of the unborn, and I found them as grisly a sight as the legions of the dead. Although, like Shelley, I am not a believer in the Christian religion – as no intelligent person can be in our day – I do give strong credence to spirits. Until you enlighten me, and perhaps even after that, I shall regard you as some kind of spirit.’
‘That might be the best way to look at it! Maybe I can never convince you that I am other than a spirit, for what I have to tell you is this: that I have come from two hundred years in the future to speak to you – to sit here by this window and talk as we talk now!’
I could not resist letting flattery creep into my tone. Seen in the soft green light of the window, speaking with her serious calm air, Mary Shelley was beautiful to behold. There might be a melancholy here, but there was none of Shelley’s madness, none of Byron’s moodiness. She seemed like a being apart, a very sane but extraordinary young woman, and a slumbering thing in my breast woke and opened to her.
She said, with a half-laugh. ‘You must have documents to prove your claim, to show at whatever unlikely temporal frontier-post you came through on your way here!’
‘Of course I do, and better than documents. But the document that most interests me is your novel: Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus.’
‘About that, you will have to give me more details,’ she said calmly, gazing at my face. ‘How you have heard of my story, I do not know, for it lies unfinished upstairs, although I began it in May. Indeed, I may never complete it, now that we have to move back to England to sort out our difficulties there.’
‘You will finish it! You will! I know as much. For I come from a time when your novel is generally acknowledged as a masterpiece of literature and prophetic insight, a time when Frankenstein is as familiar a name to the literate as Gulliver or Robinson Crusoe is to you!’
Her eyes were sparkling and her cheeks flushed.
‘My story is famous?’
‘It is famous, and your name is honoured.’
She put a hand to her forehead.
‘Mr Bodenland, Joe – let’s go and walk by the water’s edge! I need some physical activity to prove I am not dreaming.’
She was shaking. I took her arm as we passed through the door. She closed it and leaned against it, looking up at me in an unconsciously provocative attitude.
‘Can it really be as you say, that fame – that vicarious life in another’s breath – will be mine in the years to come? And Shelley’s? I’m sure his fame can never die!’
‘Shelley’s fame has always been secure, and his name forever linked with Lord Byron’s.’ I could see that did not particularly please her, so I added, ‘But your fame ranks with Shelley’s. He is regarded as one of the foremost poets of science, and you as the first novelist of science.’
‘Shall I live to write more than one novel, then?’
‘Yes, you will.’
‘And when shall I die? And dear Shelley? Shall we die young?’
‘You will not die before your names are known.’
‘And will we marry? You know he pursues other woman, in his ever-questing way.’ She was fiddling absently with the ribbons at her bosom.
‘You will marry. Your name goes down into the future as Mary Shelley.’
She closed her eyes. Tears welled behind her eyelids and trickled down her cheeks. Her whole frame shook. I put my arms about her, and we remained half-leaning against the sunblistered door.
Of what followed I cannot tell in detail – I dare not put it into words. For we were seized up into a kind of ritual which seemed afterwards to have its formal cadences like a dance. Still crying, she laughed. She clung to me, and then she ran away; she dashed through the flowers in the long grass, she twirled around a tree and sent lizards scuttling, she skipped along a sandy path. She invited me to pursue. I ran after her, caught her hand.
She laughed and cried. ‘I don’t believe it!’ she said.
She began to talk rapturously, pouring out speculations about the future, all mixed in with details of her life – which she claimed was deeply unhappy, under a permanent cloud because her mother had died giving birth to her.
‘But if I am to achieve such merit as wins fame, then my life has not been so unworthy an exchange for hers as I always feared!’
Again she laughed and cried, and I laughed with her. There was a union, a chemical bond, between us, which nature seemed to acknowledge and conspire with, for the wind dropped and the sun blazed forth, and the great hills with their snowy caps shone forth in magnificence. Without conscious intention, I took her in my arms and kissed her.
Her lips were warm and sweet.
She responded before breaking away. Indirectly, she revealed what was in her mind – and mine – by saying, ‘You know why we must return to England so soon after finding this peaceful sanctuary? Because our dear Claire is with child by Byron. That was no marriage of true minds! But today is our own, so let’s keep thought of them out! Come, my messenger, who brings me such reason for deep happiness, we will swim in the lake. You know Shelley cannot swim? I swim here with Byron because I dread to swim alone, and tolerate all his impudent remarks. The water’s deep and cold as a grave here! Do you mind? We will turn our backs to each other, and so be polite while we strip.’
What man would be feeble enough to resist such a suggestion, or to quarrel with such an arrangement? We were at a little secluded cove, with large boulders strewn about, the debris of some long-past hillside. I could see how clear and pure the water was, how full with fish. There were darting birds in the willow tree overhead. Bees buzzed in the clover. And Mary Shelley’s lithe figure was revealed by my side.
She entered the water with a small cry at its chill.
Splashing her limbs to get used to the cold, she turned and looked at me with a hint of mischief, as I stood naked staring at her. Our gaze met and became an eternal thing. That is how I see her now, turning to look over a white shoulder, with the placid expanse of lake about her. I ran forward and dashed myself into the water with a skimming dive.
After our swim, we ran back to the little villa, laughing and clutching our clothes. She found me a towel upstairs. I did not use it, nor she hers. Instead, we lay on the bed together, embracing, mouth to mouth. Time and the great day fluttered round our bodies.
There was a moment later when I found a willow leaf stuck to her still-moist haunches. ‘I shall keep it, since it comes from enchanted ground!’
I set it carefully on the edition of Sophocles by her bed, intending to retrieve it later.
‘Enchanted indeed! You and I are under an enchantment, Joe. We do not exist in the same world! Both of us are spirits, though you kiss my flesh. And we are swallowed up from the world, carried in this room to a glade of an enchanted forest, magnificent and unbounded, where stand groves of pine and walnut and chestnut. Nothing can harm us here. The forests are infinite. They go on to the end of the world and the end of eternity. The sun will never swing away from that casement window, for we have abolished time at a stroke, my dearest spirit! I wonder what it would be like if you were the last man in the world, and I the last woman? Unknown to fame, we would see the whole world turn back into an Eden about us … But I would be afraid you might die. I’m always so fearful, you know. Only your good news banished my cares for a while. I had a child that died. Flesh is so frail – except yours, Joe! And I fear for Shelley. He’s so wild sometimes. You see what a creature of air and light he is, and yet he has his dark side, just like the moon. Oh, my spirit, my other self, make love to me again, if you can! Let your sunlight and my moonlight mingle!’
Ah, Mary, Mary Shelley, how dear you were and are, beyond all women – and yet what was possible then was only possible because we were mere phantoms in the world, or so we saw it, and scarcely less than phantoms to each other. But the solid Swiss world was no phantom, nor would the solar system cease forging steadily through interstellar space: the sun did swing away from our casement, for all that Mary said, for all our forgetting of time, and the baby awoke and cried; so that Mary, giving me a languorous look, dressed herself carelessly and descended the stairs. I remember how her dress lit the stairwell, reflecting on to the wall the sunbeams that fell on it as she descended.
I followed her down. Our movements were like a formal dance, always related to each other. She got William some milk in a ladle from the kitchen. He drank it, she dandled him on her knee; presently his eyes closed and he slept again, so that Mary could return him to his cradle. Then she turned the full beam of her attention on me. Holding each other’s hands, we spoke the name that had united us: Frankenstein.
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This is what she said when I asked her how she came to write the novel.
‘It began as a horror story in the mode of Mrs Radcliffe. One evening in Diodati, Polly – Doctor Polidori, whom you saw at his worst last night – brought us a collection of ghostly tales and read the most gory bits aloud to us. It needs very little provocation to start Shelley off on such topics, or Albé either – he particularly enjoys vampire stories. I do no more than listen to them talking. I can’t decide whether Albé likes me, or merely puts up with me for Shelley’s sake …
‘Polidori decided that we should have a competition, and each write a macabre tale. The three men began on something, although Shelley has little patience with prose. I alone could not start. I suppose I was too shy.
‘Or perhaps I was too ambitious. I was impatient of inventing little frights, like Polidori. What I desired was a grand conception, one which would speak to the mysterious fears of our nature. I have always suffered from nightmares, and at first I thought to press one of them into service, believing that dreams speak from some inner truth, and that in their very unlikelihood lies something more plausible to our inner beings than the most prosaic diurnal life.
‘But I was finally inspired by the talk between the poets. I am certain that you know and revere the name of Dr Erasmus Darwin in your day. His Zoonomia must ever be cherished for its poetic delights as well as its remarkable meditations on the origins of things. Shelley has always acknowledged his debt to the late doctor. He and Byron were discussing Darwin’s experiments and speculations on the future, and on the likely possibility of revivifying corpses by electric shock treatments, provided mortification had not set in. Byron said that a number of small machines would be used to set each vital organ going at the same time: one machine for the brain, another a heart-machine, another a kidney-machine, and so on. And Shelley then said that one big engine with various outlets of varying capacities according to the needs of each organ might be used. So they went on developing the idea, and I retired to my bed with those notions in my head.
‘I had listened to them spellbound, just as I once, as a small girl, hid behind my father’s sofa and heard Samuel Coleridge recite his Ancient Mariner’s Rime. There was a nightmare awaiting me that night!
‘I could see how the notion of raiding charnel houses for the secrets of life had always been present in Shelley’s thought; but these horrid machine speculations were new.
‘I slept. I dreamed – and in that dream Frankenstein was born. I saw the engine powerfully at work, its wires running to a monstrous figure, about which the scientist flitted in nervous excitement. Presently the figure sat up in its bandages. At that, the scientist who had played God was dismayed with his handiwork, as was God with our general ancestor, Adam, though with less reason. He goes away, rejecting the power he has assumed, hoping the creation will fall back into decay. But that night, when he is asleep, the creature enters his chamber and rips back his curtain – so! – so that he wakes up with a start to find its dreadful gaze upon him, and its hand outstretched for his throat!
‘I also started out of my sleep, as you may imagine. Next day, I set myself to writing out my dream, as Horace Walpole did with his dream of Otranto. When I showed my few pages to Shelley, he urged me to develop the story at greater length, and to underline the main idea more powerfully.
‘That I have been doing, at the same time infusing some of my illustrious father’s principles of conduct into the narrative. Indeed, I suppose I owe a great deal to his novel, Caleb Williams, which I have read several times with a daughter’s care. My poor creature, you see, is not like all the other grim shades who have preceeded him. He has an inner life, and his most telling statement of his ills is embodied in a Godwinian phrase, “I am malicious because I am miserable”.
‘Those are some of the effects which prompted me to write. But greater than they is a sort of compulsion which comes on me, so that when I invent I scarcely know what I am inventing. The story seems to possess me. Such power made me uneasy, and that is why I have put the manuscript by for some days.’
She lay back, looking up at the little discoloured ceiling.
‘It is a strange feeling, one on which I have known no author remark. Perhaps it stems from a sensation that I am in some way making a prediction of awful catastrophe, and not just telling a story. If you are from the future, then you must tell me honestly, Joe, if such a catastrophe will take place.’
I hesitated before replying.
‘You do have true presentiments of doom, Mary. In that way, you are ahead of your age: I come from a civilization long hypnotized by the idea of its Nemesis. But to answer your question. The fame of your novel – when you finish it – will rest in part on its power of allegory. That allegory is complex, but seems mainly concerned with the way in which Frankenstein, standing for science in general, wishes to remould the world for the better, and instead leaves it a worse place than he finds it. Man has power to invent, but not to control. In that respect, the tale of your modern Prometheus is prophetic, but not in any personal way.
‘What makes me curious is this. Do you know that there is a real Victor Frankenstein, son of a distinguished Syndic of Geneva?’
She looked very frightened, and clung to me.
‘I can’t bear it if you alarm me! You know my story is an invention; I have told you so! Besides, I set my tale in the last century and not today, because that is a convention which readers like.’
‘Do you know that your characters are alive today, only a few miles down the road in Geneva? You must know, Mary! You must have read the newspapers and seen that the maidservant, Justine, was on trial for murdering – for murdering one of her charges.’
She started to weep, and cry that her life was difficult enough without further complications. I began to comfort her. What started as an innocent embrace grew more intent, as I held her and kissed her lips, soft with crying.
‘Percy accuses me of not being loving enough. Oh, Joe, do you find me so?’
‘Oh, Mary, I had to journey two centuries to find such a lover! There never was a love like ours before! Dearest Mary!’
‘My dearest Joe!’
And so on. Why do I tear my heart by recalling our words then?
In our restlessness, we walked about the house, talking, touching each other.
‘You must not reproach yourself at any time. You know I must go … Just remember me as a spirit who brought you good news you richly deserved, no more!’
‘Oh, much more, very much more! But two centuries … I am dust to you, Joe, no more than mouldering bones …’
‘Never have you been less than a living spirit.’
We took little William with us into the garden. Mary brought out a rough-and-ready picnic on a cloth and we sat under old apple trees on which the apples were already beginning to glow with ripeness. Great moon-daisies were shedding their yellow petals all round us; a mint grew in the grass which made the air extra sweet. But I had to return to the subject of Frankenstein.
‘Something has happened to us, Mary, that enables us to step between worlds. It may not last. That’s why I must go. For while I have it in my power, I must put an end to Frankenstein’s monster. You have told me that your book is not finished. But to track the creature down, I must have advance information. Tell me what happens after the trial of Justine.’
She bit her lip. ‘Why, it is the history of the world. The creature naturally wants a soul-mate. Frankenstein repents some of his harshness and agrees to make one, a female.’
‘No, I don’t remember that in the book. Are you sure?’
‘So I have written. That is as far as I have got.’
‘Is this female made? Where? In Geneva?’
She frowned in concentration.
‘Frankenstein has to go away to make it.’
‘Where does he go?’
‘He has to make a journey, as we must …’
‘What do you mean by that? There is a close link between him and you, isn’t there?’
‘He’s just my character. Of course there’s an affinity … But I don’t know where he goes, only what his intentions are. And of course his creature follows him.’
We sat in silence, watching William play and listening to the sound of insects.
‘You’ve told me nothing about your future. What books are written? Do people still believe in God? Did socialism come in? Is my father’s name still honoured? What do women wear? Has Greece been liberated? What things do people eat?’
‘Human nature is the same. If that changes at all, the change is gradual. We have had wars greater than the wars against Napoleon, fought with more terrible weapons and less mercy, and involving most of the nations of the globe. People are still malicious because they are miserable. Women are still fair and men still love them, but there are fashions in love, as in other things. We hope the human race will continue to exist for millions of years, and grow to more understanding but, in the year 2020, the world seems to be falling apart at the seams.’
And I told her about the timeslips, and how I had found myself back in her time.
‘Take me to see your car. Then perhaps I may believe I am not dreaming!’
She carried William, and I led her, holding her small hand, back to where the automobile was parked. Unlocking it, I made her climb in, showed her the swivel-gun, the maps, and many other things to hand.
She made no apparent effort to take it in. Instead, she stroked the back of the driving seat.
‘This is beautiful material. Is it from some hitherto undiscovered animal, surviving perhaps in the Southern Continent?’
‘No, it is plastic, man-made – one of the many tempting gifts of Frankenstein’s heirs!’
She laughed. ‘You know, Joe, you are my first reader! A pity you don’t remember my book a little better! A pity I do not have a copy bound to present you with! How grandly I would inscribe it … Are you going now?’
I nodded, suddenly almost too full of emotion to speak.
‘Mary, come with me! You are a displaced person, I swear! – Come and be a displaced person with me!’
She held my hand. ‘You know I can’t leave dear Shelley. He means to mend the world, but he needs me to mend his clothes … Do you like me, Joe?’
‘You know it goes beyond that! I worship and respect your character. And your body. And your works. Everything that is Mary Shelley. You are woman and legend – all things!’
‘Except the fictitious character by which I am best known!’
‘It stands greatly to your credit that you warned the world about him.’
We kissed and she climbed out on to the track, clutching Willmouse to her neat breast. She was smiling, although there were tears in her grey eyes.
‘You must say my farewells to Lord Byron and Shelley. I am ashamed that I have abused their hospitality.’
‘Don’t spoil things by being conventional, Joe! We have been phantoms out of Time.’
‘Oh, dearest Mary …’
We smiled mutely and hopelessly at each other, and I started the auto rolling, back in the direction of Geneva.
For a long while, I could see her in the rear-view mirror, standing in the dusty road in her long white dress, holding her child and looking after the Felder. Only when she was out of sight and I had turned a corner did I remember that I had left the little willow leaf from her body lying upstairs on her Sophocles.
She would see it when she climbed up to bed that night.
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Geneva began to seem almost a familiar place to me, with its thriving waterfront, grand avenues, narrow streets, and busy horse traffic.
I had left my automobile behind a farmer’s barn beyond the city walls, and was making my way to Frankenstein’s house. I had resolved that I would make an alliance with him, persuading him not to create a female creature and helping him to hunt down and exterminate the creature already at large in the world.
As if that quest were not macabre enough in itself, I went as if under some sort of malediction. For the date was now early in July. So I had ascertained from newspapers. The harvest I had seen gathered a few kilometres away was back on the stalk.
Even allowing for the probability that Time was no non-stop streamliner, faring ever forward at the same speed every day of creation, some fresh interruption of Nature must have occurred to explain its present serpentine course. Two possibilities came to mind. The first was that the time-shock I had suffered was inducing some highly life-like illusions. The second was, that the grave time-ruptures of my own age, produced by the damage done to space-time, were sending their ripples backwards.
This second possibility was the one I preferred, especially since I saw on reflection that such ripples might produce some of the effects of the first possibility. The time-distortions might cause mental illusions in their own right.
One of those illusions was my persistent sensation that my personality was dissolving. Every act I took which would have been impossible in my own age served to disperse the sheet-anchors that held my personality. Embracing Mary Shelley, enjoying her love and her perfumes, had produced the greatest solvent effect so far. It was a strangely anomic creature who strode up to the door of the house of the Frankensteins and rapped for admittance.
Once more, the manservant was there to show me into the drawing-room. Once more, that room was empty. But only for a moment. Pale Elizabeth came in, imperious and dressed in a satin dress, high-waisted and very decolleté, with Henry Clerval at her side. He was as ruddy as she was pale, his manner as indolent as hers was severe and to-the-point.
Clerval was a round-faced man, pleasant of feature, I thought, but his expression was far from friendly. He made no attempt at any civility, and left Elizabeth to do the talking.
She said, ‘I cannot imagine why you have returned here, Mr Bodenland. Do you have any more messages to bring me from Victor Frankenstein?’
‘Am I so unwelcome, ma’am? I did you a small service once by delivering a letter. Perhaps it is fortunate for my own sake that I have no further letter now.’
‘It is unfortunate for you that you brazenly appear at all.’
‘Why should you say that? I had not intended to trouble you on this occasion. Indeed, I may say it was not my wish to see you at all. I hoped to speak to Victor, or at least have a word with his father.’
‘The Syndic is indisposed. As for Victor – you probably know his whereabouts better than we do!’
‘I have no idea where he is. Isn’t he here?’
Clerval now decided it was his turn to be unpleasant. Coming forward accusingly, he said, ‘Where is Victor, Bodenland? Nobody’s seen him since you delivered that last message. What passed between you on that occasion?’
‘I’m answering no question until you answer a few. Why should you be hostile to me? I’ve done nothing to offend you. I spoke to Victor twice only and had no quarrel with him. You have more reason to wish him harm than I have, isn’t that so?’
At that, Clerval came forward angrily and seized my wrist. I struck his arm down and stood ready to hit him again, harder. We glared at each other.
‘We’ve good reason to have our suspicions of you, Bodenland. You are a foreigner with no settled establishment, you did not pay your hotel bill at Sècheron, and you have a horseless cabriolet that smacks of strange powers!’
‘None of that is your business, Clerval!’
Elizabeth said, urgently, ‘Here they come now, Henry!’
And I had already heard footsteps in the hall.
The door was flung open and two burly men in boots, sturdy breeches, coarse shirts and bicorne hats marched in. One had a pistol in his belt. I doubted not that they were law officers, but did not linger for a second look, being already at the casement windows into the side garden. Clerval I pushed aside.
As I dashed out, Ernest Frankenstein loomed up. They had had the forethought to post him in the garden. He was a slip of a lad. I struck him in the chest and sent him reeling. The delay was enough for Clerval to catch me and seize me from behind. I turned round and caught him a blow in the ribs. He grunted and got an arm round my neck. I brought my heel down on his instep, and then caught his forehead with my knee as he instinctively doubled with pain.
That last was a luxury I should not have allowed myself, for the toughs were on me. They got in each other’s way at the window. Ducking under their grasp, I fell into the garden, staggered up, running already, dodging a flying kick from Ernest, and was away down the path.
They had a long, long garden, with a high wall at the end. There was a trellis against it, which I could climb – but quickly enough?
As I flung myself at it, pounding footsteps were behind me. I hauled myself to the top of the wall, looking back as I prepared to jump.
Ernest was almost at my legs, then one tough, then the second, halting on the path, then Clerval and Elizabeth back by the house. The second tough was aiming his little pistol at me, using both hands to steady his aim – he had had sense enough not to fire when running and waste his one shot. He fired even as I jumped.
I fell into a lane. It was not a very high jump. The ball had hit me in the leg. It was not a bad wound, but entirely enough to make me land badly and wrench my ankle.
Staggering up, I leaned against the wall, panting and gasping, wondering how severely I was hit. With one leg bleeding and one crippled, I had no chance. My pursuers swarmed over into the lane and seized me.
In a short while, limping and protesting, I found myself at the local prison, pushed into a filthy stinking room with some two dozen other malefactors.
How bitterly I thought that night of the happiness I had left that morning! How longingly I recalled that other bed, with Sophocles beside it and Mary in it, as I camped out on unsavoury sacks among the dregs of humanity who were my new companions!
By morning, I was covered in bites from a number of loathsome insects who fed better than I did.
However, I was far from despair. After all, I could not be punished for the death of Victor Frankenstein if he was not dead. Nor was I as isolated as might at first appear. For I knew there were English-speaking visitors in Geneva if I could only establish communication with them; they might be induced to take up my cause. And the Shelley party were near at hand – though the fluctuations of the time scale made it hard to determine whether they would recognize my name if they heard it. And there was the great Lord Byron, a powerful name, a man well known to espouse the cause of freedom. Perhaps word could be got to him.
Meanwhile, my first efforts must be to attract attention to myself and have myself removed from this common Bedlam in which I was shut.
In any case, I needed attention. Though my wound from the officer’s ball was not much worse than a flesh wound, it hurt me and looked bad. My trousers were caked with blood. Accordingly, without ever rising from my sordid bed, I lay and groaned and babbled, and altogether gave a wonderful impression of a man in extremity.
Since I was one of the first to awaken, my noise was far from popular, and I received a few kicks and blows from my neighbours, in their kindly efforts to speed my recovery. Their ministrations only aided my cries. Eventually, I stood up screaming, and then pitched down and rolled over in an attitude which (I hoped) suggested death.
A warden was called. He turned me over with his foot. I moaned. Another officer was called, and I was carried away, with much clanking of keys, eventually to find myself in a small room, where I was dumped in a negligent way on a table.
A doctor came and examined me; I moaned throughout the inspection.
My wound was probed and bandaged, and then the fool of a medico bled me, evidently under the impression that it would calm a supposed fever.
As they carried away a pannier of my blood, I felt almost as bad as I pretended to be. I was then dragged into a solitary cell, locked in and left.
There I stayed for two days. I was given some repulsive food which, by the end of the second day, I trained myself to eat. It gave me a bowel disorder within the hour.
On the third day, I was marched before a prison officer, who perfunctorily asked me my name and address, and if I would confess to where I had concealed the body of Victor Frankenstein. I protested my innocence. He laughed and said, ‘One of our foremost counsellors is hardly likely to have an innocent man imprisoned.’ But he was good enough to allow me some writing materials before I was taken back to my cell, formally charged with murder.



12
Letter from Joseph Bodenland to Mary Godwin:
My dear Mary Godwin,
Your novel found many readers of whom you never knew.
This letter may never find you. But perhaps my compulsion to write in these circumstances is as strong as yours!
Nothing but disaster has attended me since I left your side. My one solace is that I was at your side. That is consolation enough for anything.
My hazy memory of your novel suggests that you were entirely too kind to Victor’s betrothed, Elizabeth, and more than entirely too kind to his friend, Henry Clerval. Between them, they have had me imprisoned, on the charge of having murdered Victor.
My release may come any day, since Victor has but to reappear among the living for the accusation to be proved false on all sides. However, you of all people know how erratic are his movements, moved as he is by guilt and persecution. To misquote you: ‘He is itinerant because he is miserable.’ Can you help me maybe, by discovering his whereabouts, and perhaps persuading him – through a third party if necessary – to return to his home, or to communicate with the prison officials here? He can bear me no malice.
How much time I have had to meditate on what transpired between us. I will pass in silence over my feelings for you, for they can mean little to you at present (though I am in some doubt as to when ‘at present’ is), though I assure you that what briefly flowered between us one morning is a flower that will not perish, however many mornings remain.
What I will write about is the world situation in which I find myself. I bless you that you are an intellectual girl, like your mother, in an age when such spirits are rare; in my age, they are less rare, but perhaps no more effectual because of their greater numbers, and because they operate in a world where the male principal has prevailed, even over the mentalities of many of your sex. (I’d say all this differently in the language of my time! Would you like to hear it? You are an early example of Women’s Lib, baby, just like your Mom. Your cause will grab more power as time passes, boosted by the media, who always go for a new slant on the sex thing. But most of those fighting girls have sold themselves out to the big operators, and work the male kick themselves, clitoris or no clitoris. End quote.)
I had put Victor down – and your poet too, I have to confess – as a liberal do-gooding trouble-maker. This troublesome wish to improve the world! ‘Look where it’s got us!’ – that was the assumption behind all I said at Diodati the other evening.
It was too easy an assumption. I can see that now, locked in this miserable cell with no particular guarantees that anything good is ever likely to happen to me again. When Justine Moritz was in this prison, the world outside had prejudged her before her trial. Perhaps I am being prejudged in the same way, if my name is even mentioned outside.
But who would there be to speak for me, who would take up my case? In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, it will be different, at least in the nations of America, Japan, and Western Europe. That stone curtain will not descend which now shuts off the inmates of prison from the free world outside. Among prison inmates, I do not include debtors – but in the future, governments will not be foolish enough to imprison people merely for debt.
How has this small improvement arisen?
(Of course, I use this particular approach to a general question because I have the subject of prison brought to my notice with a vengeance. But I fancy that if I found myself on the field of Waterloo with a foot missing, or in a dentist’s chair without benefit of anaesthetic – a future form of laudanum – or faced with a work-situation in which my family were slowly being starved and degraded, then my conclusions might reasonably be the same.)
Between your age and mine, Mary, the great mass of people have become less coarse. Beautiful though your age is, many though the intellects that adorn it, and ugly though my age is, cruel many of its leaders, I believe that the period from which I come is to be preferred to yours in this respect. People have been educated to care more, upon the whole. Their consciences have been cultivated.
We no longer lock up the mentally deranged, although they were locked up until well into the twentieth century; certainly we do not allow them to be paraded for the general amusement of our population. The population would no longer be amused. (How I loved you when you said to Lord Byron, ‘Even the stupid hate being made to look foolish!’!)
We no longer hang a man because, in despair for his family, he steals a sheep or a loaf of bread. Indeed we no longer hang men for anything, or kill them by any other method. We long ago ceased to enjoy hanging as a public spectacle. Nor do we imprison children.
Nor do we any longer allow children to become little work-horses for their fathers or for any other man. Child labour was stopped before your century drew to its end. Instead, educational acts were enforced, slowly, step by step, in tune with general opinion on the issue, in accord with the dictum that politics is the art of the possible.
Indeed, the whole emphasis of education has changed. Education, except for the sons of lords, was once directed at fitting a man for a job and, cynics would add, unfitting him for life. Now, with complex machines themselves capable of performing routine jobs, education concentrates to a great extent on equipping young men and women for life, and living better and more creatively. It may have come too late, but it has come.
We no longer allow the old to starve when their usefulness to the community is ended. Pensions for the aged came in at the beginning of the twentieth century. Geriatry is now a subject which is afforded its own ministry in the affairs of government.
We no longer allow the weak or foolish or unfortunate to perish in the gutters of a city slum. Indeed, slums in the old sense have been almost abolished. There is now such a variety of welfare systems as would amaze you and Shelley. If a man loses his job, he receives unemployment benefits. If he falls sick, he receives sickness benefits. There is a public health service which takes care of all illnesses free of charge.
So I could go on. Although in your native country, England, there are in my epoch six times as many people as in 1816, nevertheless, the individual is guaranteed a much better chance to lead a life free from catastrophe and, if catastrophe occurs, a much better chance to be helped to recover.
(Do I make it sound like a paradise, a utopia, a socialist state such as would delight Shelley’s and your father’s hearts? Well, remember that all this equality has only been achieved in one small part of the globe, and then mainly at the expense of the rest of the globe; and that this inequality, once such a national feature, is now such an international feature that it has led to a bitterly destructive war between rich and poor nations; and remember that that inequality is fed by an ever-hardening racial antagonism which enlightened men regard as the tragedy of our age.)
What accounts for these social improvements across the whole field of human affairs, between your age and mine? Answer: the growth of social conscience in the general mass of people.
How was that growth fostered?
The burden of Frankenstein’s song is that man’s concern is to set nature to rights. I believe that when his successors were actively engaged in that process, they often made devastating mistakes. Of late, my generation has perforce had to count up the debit column of all those mistakes, and in so doing has forgotten the benefits.
For the gifts of Frankenstein do not include only material things like the seat coverings which you admired in my automobile – or the automobile itself. They include all the intangible welfare gifts I have enumerated – at what I fear you will think is ‘some length’! One of the direct results of science and technology has been an increase in production, and a ‘spin-off’ or yield of such things as anaesthetics, principles of bacteriology and immunology and hygiene, better understanding of health and illness, the provision of machines to do what women and children were earlier forced to do, cheaper paper, vast presses to permit the masses to read, followed by other mass media, much better conditions in homes and factories and cities – and on and on in a never-ending list.
All these advances have been real, even when dogged by the ills of which I told you. And they have brought a change in the nature of people. I’m talking now about the masses, the great submerged part of every nation. In the western democracies, those masses have never again suffered the dire oppression that they suffered in England until almost the 1850s, when sometimes labouring men, particularly in country districts, might never have a fire in their hearths or taste meat all week, and faced death if they trapped a rabbit on the local lord-of-the-manor’s land. People have been able to become softer since those ill times, thanks to the great abundance for which technology is directly responsible.
If you kick a child all his schooldays, force him to labour sixteen hours a day seven days a week, yank out his teeth with forceps when they ache, bleed him when he is ill, beat him throughout his apprenticeship, starve him when he falls on bad times, and finally let him die in the workhouse when he ages prematurely, then you have educated a man, in the best way possible, to be indifferent. Indifferent to himself and to others.
Between your age and mine, dear Mary, a re-education has taken place. The benefits of a growing scientific spirit have formed an overwhelming force behind that re-education.
Of course, that’s not the end of the story. To have an overwhelming force is one thing, to direct it quite another.
And the chief direction has come in your century – in your heroic century! – from poets and novelists. It is your husband-to-be who declares (or will declare, and of course I may misquote) that poets are mirrors of the tremendous shadows which futurity casts upon the present, and the unacknowledged legislators of the world. He is absolutely right, save in one particular: he should have specifically included novelists with poets.
But in your present, in 1816, novels are not much regarded. Their great day is to come in the next generation, for the novel becomes the great art form of the nineteenth century, from Los Angeles to New York, from London and Edinburgh to Moscow and Budapest. The novel becomes the flower of humanism.
The names of these directors of change in your country alone are still recalled, novelists who seized on the great scientifico-social changes of their day and moulded a more sensitive appreciation of life to respond to it: Disraeli, Mrs Gaskell, the Brontë sisters, Charles Reade, George Meredith, Thomas Hardy, George Eliot, your friend Peacock, many others. And especially the beloved Charles Dickens, who perhaps did more than any man in his century – including the great legislators and engineers – to awaken a new conscience in his fellow men. Dickens and the others are the great novelists – and every other western country can offer rival names, from Jules Verne to Dostoevski and Tolstoi – who truly mirror the tremendous futurities and shape the hearts of people. And you, my dear Mary, respected though your name is – you are insufficiently regarded as the first of that invaluable breed, preceeding them by at least one whole generation!
Thanks to the work of your moral forces, powered by the social change which always and only emerges through technological innovation, the future from which I come is not entirely uninhabitable. On the one hand, the sterility of machine culture and the terrible isolation often felt by people even in overcrowded cities; on the other hand, a taking for granted of many basic rights and freedoms which in your day have not even been thought of.
How I think of them now! My case can attract no eager newsmen. I can call on no congressman to worry on my behalf. I may expect no mass media to crusade, no millions of strangers to become suddenly familiar with my name and anxious for my cause. I’m stuck in a cell with a reeking bucket, and two hundred years to wait before justice can be done, and be seen to be done. Do you wonder I now see the positive side of the technological revolution?!
If you can summon Victor, as Prospero summoned his unhappy servants, or help me in any other way, then I’ll be grateful. But hardly more grateful than I am already, if grateful is an adequate enough word! Meanwhile, I send you these meditations, hoping they may help you to continue your great book.
And with the meditations, less perishable than a willow leaf, My love, JOE BODENLAND
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Some of the grand sidereal events of the universe are more accessible at night. With humanity forced into the undignified retreat of its collective beds, the processes of Earth come into their own. Or so I have found.
Exactly why it should be so, I do not know. Certainly night is a more solemn period than day, when the withdrawal of the sun’s influence enforces a caesura to activity. But I never had any terror of the dark, and was not like Shakespeare’s man, ‘in the night, imagining some fear, How easy is a bush supposed a bear …’ So my theory is that while we are in Earth’s shadow and intended to be dreaming, our minds may be wider open than by day. In other words, some of that subconscious world which has access to us in dreams may seep through under cloak of night, giving us a better apprehension of the dawn of the world, when we were children – or when mankind was in its childhood.
However that may be, I woke before dawn next day and, just by lying alert on my miserable bunk, was able to let my intelligence spread like mist beyond the narrow confines of the prison. My senses took me through the bars that confined me. I was aware of the cold stone outside, the little huddling rooms of the citizens of Geneva, and of the natural features beyond, the great lake and the mountains, whose peaks would already be saluting a day still unperceived in the city. A barnyard cock crowed distantly – that most medieval of sounds.
I knew something was wrong.
Something had woken me. But what?
My senses strained again.
Again the cockerel, its cry a reminder to me – like the little cake that Proust dipped in his tea – that time is a complex thing, stronger than any tide, yet so fragile it can be traversed instantaneously on a familiar sound or smell. Had another timeslip occurred?
There was something wrong! I sat up, huddling my blanket to my chest.
Not so much a sound as a sensation that a whole spectrum of sound was missing. And then I knew! It was snowing!
It was snowing in July!
That was why I held my blanket about me. It was cold whereas the cell had been stiflingly hot when I fell asleep. It was cold that accounted for my sluggishness in detecting what was wrong.
Snow was falling steadily over the prison, over Geneva, in midsummer … I hauled myself up and peered out of the bars.
My view was limited to sight of a wall, a tower over it, and a small patch of sky. But I saw torches moving, less powerful than lighted matches against the first crack of tarnished gold in the eastern sky. And there was the snow, grey against grey.
Then the sound, very distant, of a bugle.
A faint smell of woodsmoke.
And another sound, more alarming. The sound of water. Perhaps always an alarming noise for a man trapped in a small space.
How long I stood there, trembling with cold and a nameless apprehension, I have no idea. I listened to attendant noises coming on gradually – the scuffles and grunts and curses of men near at hand, a more distant din of shod feet moving at the double, shouted commands. And always that sound of water, growing fast. People were running now, in the corridor outside my cell.
Panic communicates itself without words. I threw myself against the cell door and hammered and shouted, crying to be let out. Then the water hit the prison.
It arrived in a great flood, a shock-wave of water that could be felt and heard. A second’s lull, then such a din! Shouts, screams, and the thunder of inundation.
In a moment, a wave must have swept across the prison yard outside. It struck the wall, and a great cascade burst upwards, some of it to come flying through the cell window. The shock started me hammering at my door again. The whole prison was in a confusion of sound, with the echo of slamming doors added to all the rest of the row.
And worse was to come. The water that spurted through my window was a mere splash. More came welling and flooding under the door, so that I suddenly found it all about my ankles. It was icy.
I jumped on to my bunk, still yelling for release. The light filtering in was enough to reveal a darkly gleaming surface of water, turbulent, continually rising. Already it was almost on a level with my straw palliasse.
My cell was on the ground floor – slightly below the level of the ground, in fact, so that the window had afforded me, on occasion, a view of a warder’s waist, belt, keys, and truncheon, as he marched by. Now another wave splashed in. As I looked up, I saw that water was beginning to slop in and trickle down the wall. The yard outside must be flooded to a depth of about three feet. In no time, all prisoners on my level would be drowning – the water outside was already almost above our heads.
Now the din from my fellow prisoners multiplied. I was not the only one who had made this uncomfortable observation.
Splashing through the dark flood, I was again throwing myself at the door when a key turned in its great lock and it opened.
Who set me free – warder or prisoner – I have no idea. But there was someone at least in that dreadful place who had a thought for others besides himself.
The passage was a ghastly limbo between death and life, a place where men fought and screamed in semi-darkness to get out, splashing up to their crutches in fast-moving water. And it was a matter of fighting! To lose your foothold was to be trodden down. A man from a cell ahead of mine, a slight figure, was knocked aside by two more powerful men working together. He went down. The crowd poured on, and over him, and he fell beneath the flood.
When I got to the spot, I groped beneath the water to try and find him and drag him up, but could feel nothing. Strong though my anxiety was to save him, nothing could force me to duck my head voluntarily beneath that stinking spate. Then I found what had happened to him, for there were two unseen steps down. I also missed my footing and went plunging forward, only by luck managing to keep myself upright.
Now the water was chest-high – more than that as we struggled round a corner, to meet a great frothing wave. But a wider corridor joined here, leading to another wing, and then there was a broader flight of steps up, and a rail to grip. It was like climbing a waterfall, but there was a warder at the top, clinging to a railing and yelling to us at the top of his voice to hurry – as if we needed such encouragement.
What a scene in the yard! What filth and terror and tumult! The water was littered with obstacles, and there were painful things below the water to strike oneself on. But the level was lower and the rush of the flood less severe than in more restricted surroundings, so that that insurmountable dread of drowning gradually subsided.
The gates of the prison had been flung open, after which it was up to everyone to save themselves. It was still snowing. At last I was under the shadow of the prison arch, splashing and gasping with other ill-glimpsed men. Then we were out of the prison. I caught a horrifying glimpse of a great sea stretching among the buildings, of people and animals weltering in it, before turning with the rest of the mob in a rush for higher ground.
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Hours later, resting myself and my battered legs in a shallow cave on a hillside, I returned to something like my senses.
Although it would be mad to claim that I felt happy, my first feeling was one of cheer that I had escaped from prison. Presumably, the time would come, after the crisis was over, when the prison authorities would institute a hunt to recover their prisoners. But that time must remain a few days ahead yet, while everywhere lay in the throes of a natural disaster – the nature of which had yet to be determined – and while the snow still fell as thickly as it did. I would prepare myself for flight later, for I was determined not to be caught again; meanwhile, I needed warmth and food.
In my pockets was a disposable butane lighter. There was no trouble in that respect. All I needed was fuel, and I would have a fire going.
I hobbled out onto the hillside. My left knee throbbed from a wound it had received in my escape, but for the moment I ignored it. Visibility was down to a few yards. I stood in a white wilderness, and perceived that to gather wood for burning in such conditions was not easy.
However, I applied myself. Enduring the descent of great slides of snow on to my back and shoulders, I rooted about the bases of small trees. So I gradually amassed armfuls of small twigs, which I carried back to my cave. My search took me further from base with each load. After four loads, I came across footprints in the snow.
Like Robinson Crusoe on his island, I trembled at the sight. The prints were large and made by strongly fortified boots. So thickly was the snow falling that I knew they could only just have been made, probably within the past five minutes. Somebody was close by me on the hillside.
Looking about, I could see nothing. The snow was like glaucoma. An image of a great figure with obscured face and mighty vigour returned unpleasantly to my mind. But I went on grubbing for wood.
I worked my way – somewhat fearfully, I admit – into a gloomy stand of pines, and there found several fallen branches which I was able to drag back to the cave. They would suffice for a respectable blaze.
The fire burnt up without much trouble. The warmth was welcome, although now I was nervous anew, thinking my fire would attract anything lurking near at hand. I was too anxious to go looking for birds or small animals which, I fancied, might be caught half-frozen in the undergrowth. Instead, I crouched near my hissing flames, nursing my leg and keeping one hand close to a sturdy length of branch.
When the marauder came, I glimpsed him through drifting snow and smoke. No sound – the universal white blanket saw to that. Only silence, as I rose in fear, weapon in hand, to confront him. He seemed to me huge and shaggy, with his breath hanging about his face in the chilly air.
Then I was struck from behind. The blow landed on my shoulder. It had been aimed at my head, but I moved at the last second, prompted by some unclassified intuition of survival. I caught a glimpse of my assailant, of his ragged and ferocious face, as he paused before hurling himself at me. In that instant, I brought up my branch, so that he caught it right in the face.
He fell back, but the other man, the one I had seen first, came running forward. I whirled my branch. He was armed with a stout length of post, which came up and broke my blow. Before I could deliver another, he had grasped my wrist and we were fighting face to face, nearly falling into the fire as we did so.
I glimpsed the other man getting up and tried to break and run. But they had me! I was tripped. I curled up and kicked out wildly at their shins, but I was at their mercy now. They hacked me in the ribs and then proceeded to batter me about the head.
The fight – the very life! – went out of me. Sprawled in the snow and dirt, I lost command of my senses. It was not complete unconsciousness; instead, I drifted in a helpless state, unable to move. In some broken and unhappy way, I was aware that the two villains stopped kicking and beating me. I was aware of their voices but not of what they said. Their words came to me only as a series of hoarse gasping noises. And I was aware that they were doing something with my fire. I was even aware that they were leaving, but the interpretation of all their actions only filtered through some while later. It was as if, owing to the punishment I had received, all the close and companionable cells of my brain had been spaced round the frozen world, so that it took half an hour for intelligence to march from one department to the next. My personal space-time was as dislocated as the impersonal one.
At length, I did manage to roll over and sit up. Then, after a further interval, I was able to drag myself into my little cave. I had a flimsy recollection of being afraid of getting drowned; now I had a flimsy suspicion that I might be buried under snow and never rise again to the surface.
It was the cold that forced me to move. I saw then, through the one eye that would open, that my fire was scattered, that only a few wisps of smoke rose here and there. Later, the knowledge filtered through to me that the two ruffians – escaped prisoners like myself, without a doubt – had attacked me solely on account of my fire. To them, it represented infinite riches, well worth committing murder for.
And was it not infinite riches? Unless blindness was setting in, darkness was. I would freeze to death this night unless I had some warmth.
And there was something else. A noise I recognized among the eternal wastes of silence. Recognized? What ancestral thing in me prompted me to know the cry of wolves?
Somehow or other, working on hands and knees, I drew more branches before my little retreat. Somehow or other, I got a flame going again.
There I lay, half-roasted on one side, freezing on the other, in a sort of trance, more abjectly miserable than I can tell. If I died on this hillside, I would not even know where or when the hillside was.
At some point in that dreadful night, the wolves came very close. I feebly pushed more wood on my fire to make a brighter blaze. And at some point I was visited.
I was in no fit state to move a muscle. However, I managed to prise my one good eye open. The fire had died down, though several branches still glowed red. Someone stood carelessly among the embers, as if having his flesh charred was the least of his worries. All I could see were feet and legs, and they looked enormous. The legs were clumsily encased in gaiters.
In a feeble effort at self-preservation, I put up one arm to ward off a blow, but the arm fell down as if it would have nothing to do with such an idea. I could see my hand, lying palm upwards and seemingly a great distance from me. Huge scarred hands thrust something into my hand, a voice spoke to me.
Much later, searching my memory, I thought I had heard it say in deep and melancholy tones, ‘Here, fellow outcast from society, if thou canst survive this night, draw strength from one who did not!’ Or something to that effect – all I recalled incontrovertibly was that old-fashioned construction, ‘if thou canst’ …
Then the great figure was gone, swallowed as soon as it turned, into the drifting dark. So too my senses went, into their own brand of night.
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When I woke, I was not dead. I hauled myself into a sitting position and peered about with my one good eye. The fire was out, or all but, and my limbs felt as lifeless. But I knew I could manage to stagger to my feet and find fresh kindling. I felt a little better, and was aware of hunger pangs in my stomach.
Then it was I thought to look about on the ground near me, recalling that strange visit – had it happened? – in the night. A dead hare lay on the trampled ground, its neck twisted. Someone had brought me food. This was the thing that ‘did not survive the night’.
Someone or something had had compassion on me …
My thought processes were still numb, but I got feebly into action, moving more and more strongly as I sought out wood for a fresh fire. The sight of the flames leaping up did much to hearten me. Swinging my arms, I brought a little circulation back into my aching body. I pressed snow against my bruised face, and managed to melt more snow in my mouth to quench my thirst. Eventually, I was strong enough to concentrate on tearing the hare into pieces, impaling the joints on sticks, and thrusting them into the glowing heat of my fire.
How marvellously good they smelt as they seethed, bubbled and cooked! It was the smell as much as the taste which convinced me that I was still Joe Bodenland, and still destined to struggle on among the living.
The snow stopped falling, but it remained intolerably cold. I decided to strike out while I could, and hope to find help and possibly shelter. It was instinct as much as rational decision – thought was still far beyond me. Indeed, the disintegration of my old personality had taken another long step forward. I was now just impersonally a man, striving against the elements.
Moving with no clear sense of direction, I arrived at last at a wooden hut, set in a clearing in the forest which covered that part of the mountain.
The pure white drifts of snow against the door of the hut convinced me that nobody had been that way recently. After clearing away the snow, I managed to enter the hut.
Inside were a few necessities, a large bearskin, a stove, some kindling wood, a chopper, even a very hard garlic sausage hanging from a beam. Luxury indeed! In one corner hung a crucifix, with a Bible lying below it.
I stayed there for three days, until the snow began to melt, dripping in stealthy drops from my little roof. By that time my body was recovering, my damaged eye was seeing again.
Cleaning myself to the best of my ability, I left the hut and set out downhill, in what I hoped was the direction of Geneva. My attempts to look like a normal human being again were evidently not too successful – at one point in my journey, I came on a man crouching over a small brook from which he was trying to drink. Looking up, he saw me, and at once jumped up and ran crying in terror into the bushes!
Now that my thought-processes were working again, I was eager to discover what dreadful catastrophe had overtaken this part of the world. I could only suppose that the collapse of space-time in my own day was slowly spreading outwards from source, like a bloodstain oozing across an old sheet, threatening many deep-seated continuities. The very idea raised an image of a gradual disruption of the whole fabric of history until, at some stage, the rupture would seriously interfere with the creative processes of Earth themselves. And then, perhaps far back in the dim Permian Age, sufficient harm might be done for the further development of life forms to cease.
No doubt that was too gloomy a picture. Possibly the time-slips in my own day were already dying out. Perhaps the damage here was only minor, a last tremor before the fabric of space-time mended again.
Whatever had happened in space, I had reason to believe that the displacement in time must have been relatively slight. For what had visited me in my weakest hour and provided me with food if not that damned creation of Frankenstein’s? And, if it were so, then the drama of retribution was evidently not yet played out. Surely it was no later than the winter of 1817?
On that I should soon be able to check. Meanwhile, one thing at least appeared certain. If I had encountered Frankenstein’s creation, then the creator himself could not be far away. To him at least I could turn for assistance. He would be obliged to offer me some aid, knowing I had information to help him in his pursuit of the monster.
Accordingly, I would go to see him first. Taking care to avoid certain members of his household …
So the rational mind lays its rational plans. And then I came to a promontory of rock from which I had a view of Geneva, and was shaken.
The city was there, surely enough, but the lake had gone, and so had the Jura beyond it!
Instead of the lake, my gaze rested upon a broken expanse of scrub. Here and there were dotted beggarly trees or thorns and, right in the far distance, something white gleamed – sand or ice; but, for the rest, there was no predominating feature on which an eye could fix. No roads, no villages, not so much as a solitary building, not even an animal. I saw a river-bed, biting deep into the land, but nothing to suggest that a lake had ever been there or that man had ever trod there.
I stood staring for a long while. There must have been another timeslip. But where and when had this unattractive slab of terrain arrived from? So dismal was it that I thought first of Byron’s prophetic poem of the death of light, and then of the lands that lie north of the line of the Arctic Circle. The displacement looked to be of considerable extent, much larger than the chunk of 2020 which had brought me to 1816, or the chunk of some mysterious medieval land which had arrived earlier on my front doorstep. I could see no limit to the desolation ahead.
For a while, I turned over in my mind the notion that these timeslips affected me alone. I was weary, and my brain was not working effectively. Then I realized that almost everyone in what I had once regarded as my own day was probably in a similar predicament, that the shattering effects of the war had probably distributed most of 2020 back and forward throughout history!
The reflection implied that this tract of wild land might have come from my own time, the epicentre of the disturbance, and so might be instrumental in restoring me to my own day!
So I resumed my descent towards a much-changed Geneva.
The gates of Plainpalais, by now familiar, were wide. Beyond them, everything was chaos. It was mid-morning, and the streets were thronged with people and animals.
The flood had caused tremendous havoc, breaking down many buildings. Though it had gone now, its mark was everywhere, not least in a great dirty universal tide-line it had painted, seven feet above ground level. That mark decorated humble dwellings and proud buildings, churches and statues.
Now the streets were dry again. So the flooding had not been from the lake – which hitherto I had assumed to be the case; maybe it had come from the river whose bed, now dried, I had seen from my eminence on the hillside.
This hypothesis was roughly confirmed by what I saw when I came to the quayside, or what had been the quayside when the lake existed. The level of the new arid ground was several feet above that of the land on which Geneva stood. The river, suddenly materializing, would have poured straight down into the streets, flooding everything, including the prison.
Something had already been done to mend its path of devastation. I saw no bodies, although I did not doubt that many people had drowned. But the damaged houses were pathetic to see, and wreckage was still being pulled from alleyways and lanes.
A few coins remained in my pocket. I spent almost all of them on a visit to a barber and on a meal, after which I felt my humanity returning. About my ruined clothes I felt less concern, for I noticed that the flood had made many people shabby.
There was the Frankenstein house! It was too solidly built to have suffered serious damage. All the same, it bore the dirty tidemark along its façade, and the garden had been very much beaten down. All vegetation was dying, after July had felt the breath of January.
Remembering what had happened to me the last time I entered this unhappy house, remembering too that I was an escaped jailbird, whom most of the Frankenstein menage would not hesitate to give back into custody, I decided that the wisest course was to keep the place under observation and wait until I could be sure to speak to Victor. So I settled myself in a small tavern just down the street. From one of its windows, I could see the Frankenstein gate.
The hours passed and there was no sign of my quarry. A servant came out of the side gate and returned later, but that was all. As I waited, doubts crowded into my mind. Perhaps I should have formed a better plan; perhaps I should have made instead for the Villa Diodati, to see if I could secure any friends and allies there. At least it would have given me the prospect of seeing Mary Shelley again. Her presence had never left me – throughout my worst hours, her pleasant entrances solaced my misery. Just to see her again!
I was only a refugee at present. With Victor’s assistance, it might be possible to retrieve my car; I thought also that I could sell him scientific information, and so escape from my destitute condition. Then would be the time to go seeking dear Mary again. So I stuck obstinately to my original plan.
With dusk, I was forced to leave the tavern, and paced up and down the muddy street for warmth. The villa opposite the Frankenstein mansion was deserted. Maybe the family fled after the flood, or maybe they had all been drowned. I climbed into the garden and crouched in the porch, from whence I had a good view of the street.
A dim light came on behind a blind in the Frankenstein mansion. That would be Elizabeth’s room.
I sat looking at that light for almost two hours, by which time I was desperate. I decided to break into the house in whose porch I was sheltering, and search for food and clothes.
Some of the panes in the lower windows had been shattered by flood. Putting my hand in one window, I turned the catch and forced open the window. I climbed on to the sill, paused, jumped in.
I was immediately seized. Some foul glutinous thing got me by the legs and ankles. I staggered and slipped in it, falling against a sofa to which I clung. Gasping, I pulled out my lighter and held it above me to look round the room.
The room was silted up with mud, several inches deep in most places and very deep in one corner. All the furniture had been thrown together, tables and sofas and chairs all in one filthy jumble. Nothing remained as it had been, except for some pictures aslant on the wall. When I got up to walk, glass crunched under my feet.
In the hall lay a body. It was half-hidden by mud, so that I trod on its legs before I realized. I peered down and for a moment believed that I had come on Percy Bysshe Shelley. How to account for this impression, I do not know, although the body belonged to a young man of about Shelley’s age. Perhaps he had been so fascinated by the sight of the advancing waters that he had delayed his escape too long.
I climbed the stairs. Nothing had been disturbed here – although the air of desertion and my timid light lent the place a sinister aspect. I tried to banish the idea of a drowned Shelley by conjuring up the memory of Mary stepping into Lake Geneva and looking back at me over her shoulder; instead came a more ferocious image – that of a gigantic man leaping towards me: not the best picture to help one through these present circumstances.
Standing on the upper landing, I could hear a faint continuous noise. It was the sound of mud and moisture, the kind of sound which conjures up bare seashores with the tide far out and clear skies overhead. Mastering my fears, I began to open doors.
The young man’s room was easy to identify. I went in. The blind was down at the window. An oil lamp stood by the unmade bed. I lit it, turning the wick low.
He had plenty of clothes he would never need again. I cleaned my legs off on his bed covering and selected a pair of rather fancy trousers from his wardrobe. The only shoes which would fit me were a pair of ski-boots. They were dry and strong; I was pleased with them. I also found what I took to be a sporting pistol, with a beautifully engraved silver stock. I pocketed it, although I had no idea of how it worked. More usefully, I found coin and notes on the dressing-table, and pocketed them.
Now I felt ready for anything. I sat back on the bed, trying to decide if I would not confront the Frankenstein household openly. After the catastrophe, they would hardly find it as easy to summon police as they had done before. Thus reasoning, I fell asleep. Such is the soothing effect of property.
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The glistering sound of mud was still in the house when I woke, sitting up angrily, for I had not intended to sleep. The lamp still burned. I turned it as low as possible and looked round the blind at Frankenstein’s house. No light showed there. I had no idea of how long I had slept.
It was time to leave. One lot of housebreaking must be followed by another. I would enter the house opposite, and determine whether Victor was still about or not.
Leaving by a window on the stairs, I was able to avoid the mud that carpeted the ground floor.
At the front gate, I paused. The sound of a horse in harness, of its hoof idly striking a stone! Peering between the uprights of the gate, I saw that the horse stood before Frankenstein’s gate harnessed to a phaeton – or so I believe that type of carriage was called; it was open and had four wheels. It may have been the horse that roused me from my sleep.
I got into the street and stood in the shade, waiting to see what happened. In a moment, two figures appeared dimly by the side of the house. A muttered word or two. One disappeared back into the darkness. The other stepped boldly forward, came through the side gate, and climbed into the phaeton. Dark though it was, I had no doubt but that it was Victor Frankenstein; the darkness surrounding his present movements was so characteristic of him.
Directly he was in, he jerked impatiently at the reins, called to the horse, and they were off! I ran across the road and jumped up, clinging to the side of the phaeton. He reached over for a whip in its cup.
‘Frankenstein! It is I, Bodenland! You remember me? I must speak to you!’
‘You, damn you! I thought it was – well, no matter? What the devil do you want at this hour of night?’
‘I mean you no harm. I have to speak to you.’ I climbed in beside him. In a fury, he lashed the horse on.
‘This is no hour for conversation. I do not wish to be seen here, do you understand me? I will set you down at the West Gate.’
‘You never wish to be seen – that’s part of your guilt! Because of your elusiveness, I was charged with your murder. Did you know that? They shut me in your filthy prison! Did you know that? Did you make any attempt to get me free?’
I had intended to adopt a more conciliatory approach, but his whole manner made me angry.
‘I have my own affairs, Bodenland. Yours mean nothing to me. People murder and get murdered – so they have done since the world began. It’s one of the things that must be altered. But I’m too busy to concern myself with your affairs.’
‘My affairs are yours, Victor. You will have to accept me. I know – I know about the monster that haunts your life!’
He had been driving tremendously. Now he slackened pace and turned the pallid oval of his face towards me.
‘So you hinted when last we met! Don’t think I didn’t hope that you might be buried in the prison for ever, or hanged for the murder of which you were accused. I have miseries enough … My life is doomed. I’ve worked only for the common good, humbly trying to advance knowledge …’
As in our previous meeting, he had switched rapidly from defiance to a defensive self-pity. We had reached the city gate now. I saw the difference the flood had made. The great doors had been wrenched off their hinges, and anyone could come and go at all hours. We bowled through them, and out into open country. Frankenstein had made no effort to set me down. So I had an insight into his feelings. He desperately needed to talk to me, to have me as a confessor if not to gain my active help, but could not see the way to come to terms with me; his need to accept was in conflict with his wish to reject. Recalling what I had glimpsed of his relationships with both Henry Clerval and Elizabeth, it occurred to me that this conflict probably characterized all his friendships. The reflection spurred me to take a less over-riding line with him.
‘Your good intentions do you credit, Victor – and yet you are always in flight!’ There were crates with us in the carriage; he was escaping from home again.
‘I’m in flight against the evil of the world. I cannot take you where I am going. I must put you down.’
‘Please allow me to come. I shall not be shocked, because I already know what you are up to. Can’t you see that I would be better off with you than going to Elizabeth and telling her the truth?’
‘You’re no more than a blackmailer!’
‘My role is not a glamorous one. I am forced into it, as you are forced into yours.’
To that he said nothing. It began to snow lightly again, and we had no protection from it. The horse took a side-track which led uphill. It began to labour, so that Victor spoke encouragingly to it. Together, horse and driver conspired to surmount the hill. All I could do was stay silent.
Finally, we bumped to the top. As we pulled through a grove of bedraggled trees, the horse shied violently and stood up on its hind legs, neighing, between the shafts, so that we were tipped backwards.
‘Curse you!’ cried Frankenstein, striking out with the whip to one side. Then he applied the lash to the horse’s flank, and we were off at speed. ‘Did you see it? Where I am, it is! It haunts me!’
‘I saw nothing!’
‘Inhuman and abhorrent thing! – It was steaming! Even this cold weather cannot quell it. It thrives on anything that man detests.’
Our present track led to a tower. It loomed dimly in the night and snow. Frankenstein jumped down and led the horse, escorting him through the ruins of outer walls until the tower stood above us. I could make out that it was cylindrical. Behind it, a square building had been added, an ugly piece of architecture with only one window, slitted and barred, set close by enormous double doors. On these doors, Frankenstein hammered impatiently, and the echo went rolling away through the night. I found myself looking about for steaming strangers.
The doors opened and a man appeared with a bull’s eye lantern.
We made haste inside, horse, carriage, and all. The man closed and barred and bolted the doors behind us.
‘Give me a hand with these crates, Yet,’ Frankenstein ordered.
The man called Yet was large and solid, built with an ugly, muscular body. His skull, which protruded above a filthy cravat, was so small that the features of his face seemed to more than cover it; he was bald, which added to the grotesque effect. His lips were so thick that they met the end of his nose and so wide that they became lost in his side-whiskers. He said nothing, simply rolling his eyes and dragging Frankenstein’s crates from the phaeton. Then he went to unharness the horse.
‘You can do that later. Bring the crates up at once, will you?’
Frankenstein went ahead and I followed. Then came Yet, with a case balanced on one shoulder. Without needing to be told, I knew I had reached Frankenstein’s secret laboratory!
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We climbed the tower stairs. They were well-lit. The few windows we passed were blocked up, so as to prevent light escaping. The first floor was full of machines, most noticeably a steam-engine with rocking beam. This powered a number of small engines with gleaming copper coils. It was only later, when I had the chance of a closer look, that I realized these smaller machines were generating electricity for the tower. Steam-driven pistons turned horseshoe magnets which rotated inside the coils, to generate alternating current. Although my history was vague on the point, I believed that Victor was – in this development as elsewhere – some decades ahead of his time.
The floor above contained Victor’s living quarters. Here he bid me stay, saying that there was only the laboratory overhead, and that he did not wish me to enter there. While he went ahead to direct Yet, I looked about me.
His quarters were unremarkable. I noted a few handsome items of furniture – a desk and a carved four-poster among a welter of packing-cases and paper. To one side, a kitchen had been improvised, and was partly shielded from the rest of the room with an embroidered curtain, perhaps as a gesture towards the more gentlemanly side of Victor’s life. I took the chance to examine one of the electric lights. It was an arc-lamp with carbon electrodes parallel and vertical, the alternating current of course ensuring that the electrodes would wear down equally. The lamp was enclosed in a frosted glass globe to diffuse the light.
Victor’s books attracted my attention. There were old vellumbound folios of Serapion, Cornelius Agrippa and Paracelsus, and many alchemical works. They were by far outnumbered by recent volumes on chemistry, electricity, galvanism, and natural philosophy. Among Continental names I did not know, such as Waldman and Krempe, I was interested to see British ones, including those of Joseph Priestley, represented by his History of Electricity of 1767; and Erasmus Darwin, by The Botanic Garden, Phytologia, and The Temple of Nature. Many books lay open, carelessly scattered about, so that I could see how Frankenstein had scribbled notes in their margins.
I had picked up a box of letters and was glancing at them, when Frankenstein returned from above and caught me. I said, ‘You have a considerable library here.’
‘My important possessions have been removed to this tower. It is the one place where I can remain private and uninterrupted. You are holding letters from the great Henry Cavendish. Unfortunately, he is dead now, but his knowledge of electricity was great. I wish I had his brain. Why he never troubled to publish his knowledge, I do not know, except that he was an aristocrat, and so perhaps considered it beneath him to publish. We corresponded, and he taught me almost all I know about the conductivity of electricity and its effect on those bodies through which it passes. Cavendish was far ahead of his time.’
I uttered some platitude or other. ‘You seem to be ahead of your time, too.’
He dismissed the remark. ‘I still correspond with Michael Faraday. Do you know that name? He visited me here in Geneva in 1814, with Lord and Lady Davy. Lord Humphry Davy was full of remarkable knowledge. For instance, he taught me how to use nitrous oxide for its effect in combating physical pain. I do so. What other man throughout Europe does the same? Even more vital to the quest I am pursuing—’
He drew himself up. ‘I am riding my hobby horse. Mr Bodenland, what are we to do with you? Let me make it plain I do not want you or need you here. If you have information to sell, be so good as to state your price, that I may be left in privacy. My work must go ahead.’
‘No, that is what must not happen! I am here to warn you that your work must stop. I have certain knowledge that it will lead only to further grief. It has already led to grief, but that is just a beginning.’
His face was pale, his hands were clenched, in the bitter light from the arcs.
‘Who are you to act as my conscience? What is this knowledge of the future you bear?’
‘Do not think of me as your adversary – he already exists on Earth. I wish merely to aid you, and ask your aid. Since I was imprisoned because of you, it is only in common human benevolence that you should help me now. Tell me first, what happened to the world when I was in prison. Tell me what the date is, and tell me what the new lands are where once Lac Léman was.’
‘You don’t even know that much?’ His manner relaxed, as if he felt he could cope with ignorance, if not defiance. ‘This is July still, though you would not judge as much. The temperature dropped as soon as the frigid lands appeared. They surround most of the environs of Geneva. As to what they are, the academics are still arguing about that. They have posted off to Baron Cuvier and Goethe and Dr Buckland and I know not whom else, but to date have received no answer. Indeed, there is a growing suspicion that Paris and Weimar, and a good many other cities, have ceased to exist. The frigid lands, to my way of thinking, provide good support of the Catastrophe Theory of Earth’s evolution. Despite Erasmus Darwin—’
‘This is July of 1816?’
‘Indeed.’
‘And if the lake has gone, what of the lake shores eastward? I mean in particular the Villa Diodati, where the poet Milton once stayed? Has it been swallowed by the frigid lands?’
‘How should I know? It is of no interest to me. Your questions—’
‘Wait! You know of Lord Byron, of course. Do you know of another poet called Percy Shelley?’
‘But naturally! A poet of science like Marcus Aurelius, a follower of Darwin, and a better writer than that verse adventurer, Byron. Let me show you how well I know my Shelley!’ And he began to quote, dramatically gesturing in the manner of his time.
‘“Among the ruined temples there,
Stupendous columns, and wild images
Of more than man, where marble daemons watch
The Zodiac’s brazen mystery, and dead men
Hang their mute thoughts on the mute walls around,
He lingered, poring on memorials
Of the world’s youth—”
‘Gigantic bones, no doubt, of antediluvian animals. How does it go on? …
“And gazed, till meaning on his vacant mind
Flashed like strong inspiration, and he saw
The thrilling secrets of the birth of time.”
‘A poetic echo of my own researches! Is that not fine stuff, Bodenland?’
‘I can see why it appeals to you. Victor Frankenstein, Shelley’s future wife, Mary Godwin, will publish a novel about you, using you as a dire example of the way man becomes isolated from nature when he seeks to control nature. Be warned – desist from your experiments!’
He took my arm and said, in friendly terms, ‘Take care what you say, sir.’ Yet was just climbing through the room on the spiral stair, bearing the last of the packing cases up to the laboratory. ‘There is no need to enlighten my servant as well as me. He will prepare food for us when he comes down, so mind what you say in his presence.’
‘I presume he knows of that – that doppelgänger of yours outside?’
‘He knows there is a daemon in the forest which seeks to destroy me. He knows less of its true nature than you seem to!’
‘Isn’t that terrible shadow over your life enough to make you understand that you should desist from further experiment?’
‘Shelley understood better than you the passionate quest for truth which overrides any other considerations in the heart of those who would open the secrets of nature, whether scientists or poets. My responsibility must be to that truth, not to society, which is corrupt. Moral considerations are the responsibility of others to pontificate on; I can only be concerned with the advancement of knowledge. Did the man who first harnessed the wind in a sail know that his discovery would be perverted into armadas of sailing ships sent out to destroy and conquer? No! How could he foresee that? He had to bestow his new knowledge on mankind; that they might prove unworthy of it is an entirely different question.’
Seeing that Yet returned to the room and went behind the curtain to prepare us the meal Frankenstein had promised, he lowered his voice and continued, ‘I bestow my gift of the secret of life upon mankind. They must make of it what they will. If your argument were to prevail, and to have prevailed, then mankind would still be living in primitive ignorance, habited in the skins of animals, for fear of new things.’
The argument he used was still being used in the time from which I came, give or take a little rodomontade. I was sick to counter it, since I saw a glimmer of enjoyment in his eye; he had said it all before, and liked saying it.
‘Logic will not sway you, I know. You are in the grip of an obsession. It is useless for me to point out that scientific curiosity by itself is as irresponsible as the curiosity of a child. It amounts to meddling, no more. You have to accept responsibility for the fruits of your actions, in the scientific field as elsewhere. You say you have bestowed your gift of the secret of life on mankind, but in fact you have done nothing of the sort. I happen to know that you have created life through some accident – yes, Victor, an accident, for all your deliberate intent, because understanding of flesh, limb, and organ grafts, of immunology, and a dozen other ologies, will not come for several generations. Yours is luck, not knowledge. Besides, how have you bestowed this gift? In the most beggarly way possible! By keeping the pride of achievement entirely to yourself and letting only the foul consequences of your activities out on the community! Your younger brother William strangled, remember, your excellent servant Justine Moritz wrongly hanged for his death, remember? Are these the gifts you so grandly claim to have bestowed on mankind? If mankind knew to whom it should be grateful, don’t you think they would come storming up the hill and burn down your tower with all its foul secrets?’
My speech had touched him! I saw in him again that curious crumbling, a moral crumbling that was evident when he spoke again, almost in a whining tone.
‘Who are you to preach at me? You don’t have my fears, my burdens! Why do you add to my miseries by haunting me and confronting me with my sins?’
At this juncture, Yet appeared and stood stolidly at Frankenstein’s elbow, bearing a tray. Frankenstein took it automatically and dismissed the man with a curt gesture.
As he set plates of cold meat, potato, and onion before us, he said, ‘You don’t know how I am threatened. My creature, my invention, in whom I instilled the gift of life, escaped from my care. In captivity, he would have caused no pain, would have remained ignorant of his lot. In freedom, he managed to hide away in the wilds and educate himself. Education should only be bestowed on the few. Few are they who can manage to live with ideas. My – my monster, if you will, learnt to talk and even learnt to read. He found a leathern portmanteau containing books. Was that my fault?’
He had recovered his composure, and faced up to me with a chill warmth.
‘So it befell that he read Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther and discovered the nature of love. He read Plutarch’s Lives, and discovered the nature of human struggle. And, most unfortunately, he read Milton’s great poem, Paradise Lost, from which he discovered religion. You can imagine how damaging such great books were, casting their spells on a completely untutored mind!’
‘Untutored! How can you claim that? Isn’t your creature’s brain stolen from a corpse that once had life and thought?’
‘Pah, nothing’s left from the previous existence – only the mere lees and dregs of thought, dreams of past time that the creature does not heed, or not half as much as the figments he has derived from Milton! He now has himself cast in the role of Satan, and I in the role of God Almighty. And he demands that I create for him a mate, a gigantic Eve to give him solace.’
‘You must not do it!’
I saw him glance involuntarily upwards, as if in the direction of Heaven or, possibly, the floor above. The latter was more likely; he did not seem to have a great deal of time for God.
‘But what a project!’ he said. ‘To improve on one’s first blundering attempts …’
‘You are mad! Do you want two fiends after you, instead of one? At present, your monster has reason to spare your life. But when you have equipped him with a wife – why, it will be in his interest to kill you!’
He rested his head on his hand with a weary gesture. ‘How can you comprehend the difficulties of my situation? Why am I talking to you like this? The creature has uttered the direst of threats – not against my life, which is of little account, but against Elizabeth’s. “I will be with you on your wedding night!” That was what he said. If he cannot have a wedding, he will not allow mine. If I will not bring his bride to life, then he will rob my bride of her life.’
Something in my throat almost choked me. He had revealed more of his degraded sensibilities than he knew, in thus equating himself with his travesty of life and Elizabeth with some monster yet uncreated.
I stood up. ‘You already have one implacable enemy. In me you will have a second unless you agree that we go tomorrow into the city and lay the entire matter before the syndics. Do you plan to populate the world with monsters?’
‘You’re being too hasty, Bodenland!’
‘Not a moment too hasty! Come, agree! – We go in the morning?’
He sat looking at me, his mouth turned down in a bitter line. Then, abruptly, his gaze lowered, and he began to fiddle with a knife.
‘Let’s eat without quarrelling,’ he said. ‘I’ll decide after the meal. Look, I’ll get us some wine. You’d like to drink some wine.’
His face was shining, maybe from the heat of the lights. He looked more than ever as if stamped out of metal.
There were bottles of red wine on a cabinet, and elegant glasses beside them. Victor snatched up a bottle and two glasses, and took them behind his curtain into the kitchen. ‘I’ll open this bottle,’ he called.
He was some while. When he returned, he carried two brimming glasses.
‘Drink, eat! Though civilization crumbles, let those who are civilized remain so to the end! A toast to you, Bodenland!’ He raised his glass.
I was overcome by a fit of coughing. Could it be – could it possibly be – that he had poisoned or drugged my wine? The idea seemed too melodramatically absurd, until I recalled that all melodrama has its basis in the lurid facts of earlier generations.
‘It’s so hot under your lights,’ I said. ‘Could we not open a window?’
‘Nonsense, it’s snowing outside. Drink up!’
‘But that window over there – I thought I heard a noise at it a moment ago …’
That was more effective. He was up and over to it, peering behind the wooden panel that blocked its panes.
‘Nothing there. We are far enough above the ground … But that fiend is capable of building a ladder …’ This was muttered apprehensively to himself. He came back and sat down, raising his glass again and staring at me intently.
Now I raised my glass with more confidence, for I had switched it for his. We both drank, staring at each other. I could see the nervous tension in him. So compulsively did he watch me empty my glass that he drained his own in compulsive sympathy.
I let my mouth fall open and set my glass down heavily on the table, allowing my head to fall back against the chair and my eyes to close, in the imitation of unconsciousness.
‘Precisely—’ he said. ‘Precisely—’
He struggled to get up from his chair. His glass fell to the floor, and landed on a rug without breaking. Victor would have fallen too, had I not run round the table and caught him as he staggered. His body was completely limp. His heart still beat, and a dew of sweat lay on his forehead.
When I had stretched him out on the floor, I stood over him. Now what should I do?
My position was not the most comfortable one. Below me was Yet and, even if I bluffed my way past him, the monster lurked outside. In any case, now if ever was my chance to ruin Victor’s plans. As Frankenstein’s gaze had recently done, my gaze turned up to the ceiling, beyond which lay the laboratory – with all its gruesome secrets now accessible to me!
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The spiral stair wound upwards, clinging to the rough stone wall of the tower. I hastened up its wormy treads. The door at the top was fortified with extra timbers, and there were newly installed bolts on the door.
I slid back the bolts and pushed the door open.
Beyond was a completely cylindrical room, its beamed ceiling some nine feet high. One arc-lamp burned in the middle of the room, sending a gleam spluttering over the accumulated apparatus of the laboratory. Frankenstein’s lights generated a lot of heat. To keep the temperature low, a skylight in the ceiling had been opened a crack; a few flakes of snow drifted about the room before melting.
My interest – my fascinated, horrified interest – was centred on a great bench to one side of the room. A monstrous form lay on it, covered by sheeting. I could see by its outline that it was at least dimly human.
Of the machines clustering about the bench, I gained no clear idea, except that, by the head, a tank of a red liquid stood above it, dripping its contents down a tube which led under the sheet. And there were other tubes and other wires which crept under there, coupled to other tanks and other machines which quivered and laboured as if they also had some dim expectation of life. They did their work to the accompaniment of siphoning and sucking noises.
A terrible fear was on me. The place smelt of preserving fluid and decay, laced with other stenches. I knew I had to approach that silent figure. I had to wreck it and the equipment sustaining it, but my limbs would not propel me forward.
I looked about the place. On the wall hung beautiful diagrams in the manner of Leonardo da Vinci of the musculature of limbs and the action of levers. There were elegant Calcar skeletons from Vesalius, and diagrams of the nervous system, as well as anatomical charts marked in many colours. On shelves to one side stood retorts containing limbs with the flesh still on them, floating in preserving fluid – human limbs, I supposed, but did not attempt to identify them. And there were preserved sexual organs, male and female, some of them unmistakably animal. And a series of foetuses, beginning to decay in their jars. And what I took for a womb, slowly flaking apart with age. And numerous models in coloured waxes, built to imitate the things in the jars. And other models, of bones and organs, made in wood and various metals.
One whole shelf was devoted to the human skull. Some had been sawn laterally, some vertically, to reveal the complex chambers inside. Some had been part-filled with coloured wax. Others were cosmeticized in a strange way, with banked eyesockets, raised cheekbones, altered brows, modified noses. The effect was of a row of fantastic helmets.
My fear was leaving me, overtaken by curiosity. In particular, I studied for some while a figure chalked on a great blackboard which stood close to the bench bearing the sheeted body.
The chalk figure outlined a human being. There were perfunctory indications of a face; flowing hair, and the more carefully sketched genitals, showed that a female was depicted. Departures from normal human anatomy were marked in red. The diagram represented six extra ribs, thus greatly increasing the lung-cage. The respiratory system had been modified, so that air could be breathed in through the nose, as customary, but out through apertures behind the ears. A magnified detail drew attention to the skin; although I could not understand the symbols appended, it looked as if the idea was that the outer skin should have less sensibility, by the withdrawal of nerves and capilliary blood-vessels from the outer layers of the epidermis – in fact, that a sort of hide should develop over the flesh which would render its owner fairly immune to extremes of temperature. Again, the uro-genital tract had been modified. The vaginal area served purely for purposes of procreation; a sort of vestigial mock-penis was provided on the thigh, from which urine could be expelled. I looked at this detail with some interest, thinking it would probably tell a psychologist a great deal about Victor Frankenstein’s thought processes during this period of his engagement.
Perhaps the most unusual feature of the diagram was that it represented the figure as having a twin backbone. This allowed for great strengthening in a traditionally weak region. The pelvis was also fortified, so that greater musculature was allowed in the legs. I thought of that spectral figure I had seen climbing Mont Salève so rapidly, and began to understand the magnitude of Frankenstein’s accomplishments and ambitions!
Across one side of the laboratory, a noble four-panelled screen embossed with emblematic figures had been drawn. Skirting the bench with its sheeted figure, I went and looked behind it.
This was – what do I call it? A charnel house? A dissecting room? On a slab and piled into a stone sink were torsos of human beings; one or two of them opened and filleted like pigs’ carcasses. And there were legs and knee-sockets and slabs of unidentifiable meat. A slender female torso – headless but with arms – was pinned to the wall; one shoulder had been flayed to reveal a network of muscles.
I looked away at once. It was a gruesome cache of spare parts!
Now I turned to the principal occupant of Frankenstein’s laboratory, to that sheeted figure lying on its bench surrounded by snuffling machines. I told myself that this was merely a self-set problem in human engineering. Small wonder that the monster regarded his creator as God Almighty! Until now, I had looked on the legendary Frankenstein as a sort of piece-meal dabbler in cadavers, a small-time crank who haunted crypts and graves for mismatched eyes and hands. My error was the fault of movie-makers and other horror merchants. My dear Mary had had a truer idea when she called Victor ‘The Modern Prometheus’.
Even so, the error may have started with Mary. For she had in some fashion, through her perceptive and precognitive powers – which in many ways she shared with Shelley – received Frankenstein’s story from the thin air, as far as I could determine. No doubt that story contained many scientific theories which she had had to omit from her tale, being unable to comprehend them. I would have been forced to do the same myself. Only now it was clear to me what an achievement was Victor Frankenstein’s, and how strong in him must be the desire to continue his line of research, whatever its consequences. So I stepped forward boldly and pulled the sheets away from what they concealed.
There lay a great female figure, naked except for the pipes and wires that fed or drained her.
Clutching the sheet, letting a great hollow groan escape me, I staggered back across the room. That face! That face, though the hair had been shaven from its head, leaving the skull bald and patterned with livid scars – that face was the face of Justine Moritz. Her eyes, muzzy with death, seemed to be regarding mine.
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For a space, my heart was almost as still as hers.
Now I saw starkly, for the first time, the villainy and the sheer horror of Frankenstein’s researches. The dead are impersonal, and so perhaps it is of no especial moment that they should be disturbed – or so I might once have argued on Victor’s behalf. But to press into service, as though it were no more than a compendium of useful organs, the body of a servant, a friend – and a friend, at that, who died for a crime attributable to one’s own negligence – well, this moral madness placed him beyond human consideration.
At that moment, the determination came to me to kill Victor Frankenstein as well as his creature.
Yet, while one part of my mind was reaching this decision, while horror and moral indignation were mounting me, another part of my mind was working in an opposite direction.
Despite myself, my regard was still held by the stupendous figure prone before me. The body had been formed from more than one carcass. Skin tones varied, and scars like scarlet ropes ran about the anatomy, so that one was reminded of a butcher’s diagram. I could not help seeing that the amendments sketched on the blackboard had been executed; the modified organs were in place. The legs were far from female. They had too much muscle, too much hair, and were tremendously thick at the thigh. The extra ribs had been added, giving an enormous rib-cage, topped by gigantic if flaccid breasts, powerful enough to suckle a whole brood of infant monsters.
My reaction to all this was not one of horror. For Frankenstein’s researches I felt horror, yes. But confronted with this unbreathing creature surmounted by that frozen but guiltless female face, I felt only pity. It was pity mainly for the weakness of human flesh, for the sad imperfection of us as a species, for our nakedness, our frail hold on life. To be, to remain human was always a struggle, and the struggle always ultimately rewarded by death. True, the religious believed that death was only physical; but I had never allowed my instinctive religious feelings to come to the surface. Until now.
Victor’s plan for this creature’s coming resurrection would be a blasphemy. What had been done, in this inspired cobbling together of corpses, was a blasphemy. And to say as much – to think as much – was to admit religion, to admit that life held more than the grave at the end of it, to admit that there was a spirit which transcended the poor imperfect flesh. Flesh without spirit was obscene. Why else should the notion of Frankenstein’s monster have affronted the imagination of generations if it was not their intuition of God that was affronted?
To report my inner thoughts at such a moment of crisis must be to vex anyone who listens to this tape. Yet I am impelled to go on.
For the conflict of emotions in me caused me to burst into tears. I fell on my knees and wept, and called aloud to God. I buried my face in my hands and cried with helplessness.
Perhaps one detail I have not mentioned led to this unexpected response in me. On the stool by the side of the female stood a jar with flowers in it, crimson and yellow.
There was another turn to the screw of my misery. For at that moment I thought I saw that all my previous beliefs in progress were built on shifting sand. How often, in my past life, I had claimed that one of the great benefits the nineteenth century had conferred on the West had been science’s liberation of thought and feeling from organized religion. Organized religion, indeed! What had we in its place? Organized science! Whereas organized religion was never well organized, and often ran contrary to commercial interests, it had been forced to pay lip service, if not more than that, to the idea that there was a place in the scheme of things for the least among us. But organized science had allied itself with Big Business and Government; it had no interest in the individual – its meat was statistics! It was death to the spirit.
As science had gradually eroded the freedom of time, so it had eroded the freedom of belief. Anything which could not be proven in a laboratory by scientific method – anything, that is to say, which was bigger than science – was ruled out of court. God had long been banished in favour of any number of grotty little sects, clinging to tattered bits of faith; they could be tolerated, since they formed no collective alternative to the consumer society on which organized science depended so heavily.
The Frankenstein mentality had triumphed by my day. Two centuries was all it needed. The head had triumphed over the heart.
Not that I had ever believed in the heart marching ahead alone. That had been as grievous a thing as seeing the head triumph; that had caused the centuries of religious persecutions and wars. But there had been a time, early in the nineteenth century, in Shelley’s day, where the head and the heart had stood a chance of marching forward together. Now it had disappeared, even as Mary’s Diseased Creation myth had prophesied.
Inevitably, I am elaborating after the event in intellectual terms. What I experienced as I fell on my knees was a metaphor – I saw the technological society into which I had been born as a Frankenstein body from which the spirit was missing.
I wept for the mess of the world.
‘Oh, God!’ I cried.
There was a sound above me, and I looked upwards.
A great beautiful face stared down at me. For a moment – then the skylight in the beamed roof was flung up, and Frankenstein’s Adam came leaping down to stand before me in his wrath!
Until this wretched point in my narrative, I believe I have given a fairly good account of myself. I had acted with some courage and endurance – and even intelligence, I hope – in a situation many men would have found hopeless. Yet here I was, snivelling on my hands and knees. And all I could do at this terrible invasion was to rise and stand mutely, with my hands by my sides, staring up at this tremendous being – whom I now saw clearly for the first time.
In his anger, he was beautiful. I use the word beautiful knowing it to be inaccurate, yet not knowing how else to counteract the myth which has circulated for two centuries that Frankenstein’s monster’s face was a hideous conglomeration of second-hand features.
It was not so. Perhaps the lie drew its life from a human longing for those chills of horror which are depraved forms of religious awe. And I must admit that Mary Shelley began the rumour; but she had to make her impression on an untutored audience. I can only declare that the face before me had a terrible beauty.
Of course, terror predominated. It was very far from being a human face. It resembled much more one of the helmet faces painted on the skulls in the rack behind me. Evidently, Frankenstein had been unable to create a face that pleased him. But he had given patient thought to the matter, just as he had to the rest of the alien anatomy; and he had ventured on what I can only call an abstraction of the human face.
The eyes were there, glaring down at me from behind high defensive cheekbones, as if through the slits of a visor. The other features, the mouth, the ears, and especially the nose, had been blurred in some fashion by the surgeon’s knife. The creature that now stared down at me looked like a machine, lathe-turned.
His skull almost knocked against the beams of the ceiling. He bent, seized my wrist, and dragged me towards him as if I were no more than a doll.
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‘You are forbidden by my Creator to be in here!’
Those were the first words the nameless monster spoke to me. They were delivered quietly, in a deep voice – ‘a voice from the grave’ was the association the tone aroused. Quiet though the words were, they carried no reassurance. This powerful being need make no special effort to quell me.
The great hand that held me was a mottled blue, crusted and filthy. From its throat, where a carelessly tied scarf failed to conceal deep scars, to its feet, encased in boots that I imagined I recognized, the monster was a monument to grime. It was encrusted in mud and blood and excrement, so that its great-coat was plastered against its trousers. Snow fell to the floor from it and melted. It still steamed slightly, so damp was it. This indifference to its wretched state was a further cause for alarm.
Shaking me slightly – so that my teeth rattled – it said, ‘This is no place for you, whoever you may be.’
‘You saved my life when I was dying on the hillside.’ The words happened to be the first I could enunciate.
‘My role is not to spare life but to protect my own. Who am I to be merciful? All men are my enemies, and every living hand is turned against me.’
‘You saved my life. You brought me a hare to eat when I was starving to death.’
He – I must cease to refer to him as an it – he let go of me, and I managed to remain standing in his dreadful presence.
‘You – are – grateful – to – me?’
‘You spared my life. I am grateful for that gift, as perhaps you may be.’
He rumbled. ‘I have no life while everyone’s hand is turned against me. As I am without sanctuary, so I am without gratitude. My Creator gave me life, and the profit of it is I know how to curse; he gave me feeling, and the profit of it is I know how to suffer! I am Fallen! Without his love, his aid, I am Fallen.
‘“Why is life given.
To be thus wrested from us? Rather why
Obtruded on us thus? Who, if we knew
What we receive, would either not accept
Life offered, or soon beg to lay it down,
Glad to be so dismissed in peace …”
‘Are not those the words in the great Miltonic book? But, under threat, my Creator has agreed to make me this Eve with whom you interfere, uncovering her nakedness. She will make my misery more tolerable, my slavery only half-slavery, my exile less a banishment. What are you doing in such a place? Why has He allowed you here? What mischief have you done Him?’
‘None, none!’ – fearing he might go downstairs and find Frankenstein in a state he would possibly mistake for lifeless.
He seized my arm again.
‘Nobody is allowed to do Him mischief but me! I am His protector as long as He works on this project! Now, tell me what you have done with Him? Are you the Serpent, to come here like this, filthy and venomous?’
For a moment he turned towards the creature that wore the face of Justine. He stretched out an arm and placed a gnarled hand tenderly on her scarred brow; then he turned back to me.
‘We’ll see what you have done! Nothing can be hidden from me!’
Dragging me, he strode to the door in two strides, and flung it open. I struggled, but he did not even notice. Without a pause, he moved down the stairs. His movements were rapid and inhuman. I had to run with him, dreading what would come next.
Victor Frankenstein still lay senseless on the carpet below. Someone was with him. His servant Yet was bending over him, and had Victor’s head against his knee. He looked up angrily, then yelled with terror, and jumped to his feet. The monster, coming forward, knocked him out of the way with one sweep of an arm as he marched towards the prone figure of his creator. The force of the casual blow was such that Yet was flung back against a bookcase. Books showered about him.
As for me, I was dragged forward at that awful pace, like a toy dog on a lead. The monster bent clumsily over his master, calling to him in that hollow and ghastly voice, like a hound baying.
I saw Yet drag himself up, eyes charged with fear, and make for the door to the lower regions. When he got there, he pulled an enormous bell-mouthed gun – I imagine it was a blunderbuss – from his belt and levelled it at the monster.
Instinctively, I threw myself down. The monster turned. He threw up one arm and gave a great cry as the gun went off.
Noise and smoke filled the room.
Yet went blundering down the stairs.
‘You killed my master! Now you have wounded me!’ cried the monster. With a bound, he was up and giving chase, hurling himself down the stairs. Cries from Yet as he fled.
The noise had its effect on Frankenstein. He groaned and stirred. I saw that he would be coming to in a minute. I dashed the remainder of the wine in his face to revive him, and ran up to the laboratory again.
There was going to be murder before the night was through, and I had to get clear.
I slammed the door shut behind me, but there was no bolt on the inner side. Not that I imagined that any bolt could keep out that terrible avenging creature!
The female still lay there, watery eyes staring at some remote distance from which she waited to be recalled. I crossed behind her, and seized a pair of steps, used to reach the higher shelves. I dragged the steps to the middle of the room, climbed them, swung myself up through the skylight by which the monster had entered.
Supernaturally strong though the monster was, I could not visualize its being able to scale the sheer outside wall of the tower. Therefore it had made itself a ladder. Had not Victor mentioned some such possibility?
It was freezingly cold and entirely dark on the roof, despite the snow everywhere.
Nervously, I moved forward, fumbling round the battlements until I came to a protruding wooden pole. Here was the ladder. Only the terror of being caught by the creature – I could all too clearly imagine myself being hurled from the roof – drove me to climb over into space and feel for the first rung of the ladder. But – there it was, and I began to go down as quickly as possible but with difficulty, for there was almost a metre between rungs.
At length I stood on the ground, up to my ankles in fresh-fallen snow.
First I pulled the great ladder away from the tower, sending it crashing back into the trees. Then I went round to the gate, to listen there, in an agony of apprehension.
Banging noises sounded from within. There was the clang of metal as a bar was withdrawn. A small door in the big gates was flung open. Yet emerged, staggering drunkenly and clutching his shoulder.
By now, my sight had adjusted to the dark. I was hidden behind a tree, but could see his dark barrel-shaped silhouette clearly enough. Behind him, something was fighting to get out of the door. It was the monster. Instinctively, I ducked back a tree or two. Yet stood in the clearing as if undecided. He ambled over to the nearest tree – happily some metres from where I stood hidden, and turned towards the tower.
Then I realized that he was wounded, and could not run; and that he carried a sword in his hand.
The monster still struggled to climb through a door too small for his immense frame. He wrenched at the stout panelling, roaring with fury. With a splintering noise, it fell beneath his pressure. He broke through, and was across the clearing that separated him from Yet in a twinkling.
Yet had time for one blow. Maybe it was a sabre he held. I saw a broad blade flash dimly, heard it strike the sleeve of the monster’s greatcoat. A ferocious growl came from the monster. He gave Yet no time to strike again.
First he flung the man head-first into the snow. Then he sprang savagely on top of him, and grappled him by the throat – as once he must have grappled with little William. And Yet could put up no more resistance than William.
In a moment, the monster rose, lurching slightly, and started to head back for the dark tower. Behind him, Yet lay lifeless in the snow.
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‘You have killed again!’ cried Victor Frankenstein.
He stood in the shattered doorway, confronting his monster, a shadow among shadows. From where I stood, I could see only that sharp-cut face of his, blurred by dark and passion.
The monster stopped before him. ‘Master, why do you misrepresent my every action? I attacked your servant only because I believed he had killed you. Your possessions and your servants are sacred to me, as well you know! Be propitious while I speak – hast thou not made me here thy substitute?’
‘Cease to quote your Miltonic scriptures at me! You dare say thus, Fiend, and yet you threaten the life of my fiancée?’
To this the monster had nothing to say, but stood silent. They remained as they were; in some fashion they were communing, and I could sense from my vantage point the necessity that linked them. Perhaps the monster could never be dominated, yet Frankenstein, being human, could not resist the attempt.
‘You remonstrate with me, you thing of evil, when your hands are still wet with the blood of my brother William. I know you brought about his death, whatever the court said on that score.’
Then the monster spoke in his desolate voice. ‘You must abide by the verdict of the court, for you perforce come within human jurisdiction. It has no such claim on me, being without humanity. I say only this – that perplexed and troubled at my bad success, as was the Tempter, I struck at you through William. He to me was a limb of you, even as I am.’
‘And that filthy deed you put on to another.’
At this, the monster gave a laugh like a whipped blood-hound. ‘I ripped the locket from his sanguined throat and tucked it into the pocket of the maid where she slept. If she was hanged for that, so much for man’s legal institutions!’
‘For that piece of devilry you will be well repaid, never fear!’
The creature growled in its throat. Again they ran out of words. Victor remained in the shattered door. The nameless one waited outside, its outline blurred by the slow ascent of steam from its clothes. Lizards could not have been more still until the creature spoke again, this time with a note of pleading in its voice.
‘Let me enter into the tower, my Creator, and let me see you bring life to the mate I know you have prepared, manlike but different sex, so lovely fair. And then – since you cannot find it in your heart to love me – we will go our separate ways, for ever and ever, never to meet more. You shall go where you will. I will dwell in the frigid lands with my bride, and no man shall ever set eyes on us again!’
Again silence.
Finally, Frankenstein said, ‘Very well, so shall it be, since it cannot be otherwise. I will give life to the female. Then you must go and nevermore afflict my eyesight.’
The great creature fell on its knees in the snow. I saw it reach out its hand towards Frankenstein’s boots.
‘Master, I will feel only gratitude, that I swear! The thoughts that torment me I will forget. I am your slave. How I wish that but once before you banish me we might converse together on fragrant subjects! What a world you might open up to me … yet all we ever speak of together is guilt and death, I know not why. The grave is never far from my meditations, Master, and when the boy died in my clutch – oh, you cannot understand, it was as Adam said, a sight of terror, foul and ugly to behold, horrid to think, how horrible to feel! Speak to me once in loving tones of better things.’
‘Do not fawn! Get up! Stand away! You must come with me into the tower to accomplish this foul work, since Yet is slain – I need your aid stoking the boilers to keep the electricity at full voltage. Enter and be silent.’
Moaning, the creature rose, saying impulsively, ‘When I found you just now, I feared you were killed also, Master.’
‘Confound you, I was not killed but drugged. Maybe it would have been better for me otherwise! That interfering Bodenland was to blame. If you encounter him, Fiend, you may exercise your fiendishness on him without restraint!’
They were now moving inside. I followed to the door and heard the creature’s rebuke by way of reply.
‘The breaking of necks is no pleasure for me. I have my religious beliefs, unlike you inventors rare, unmindful of your Maker, though His spirit taught you! Besides, Bodenland expressed some gratitude to me – the only man ever to do so!’
‘What religious system could ever light a light within your skull!’ said Frankenstein contemptuously, leading the way upstairs, where a shaft of light indicated an open door into the machine room. They climbed through, and the door closed behind them.
For a while I stood by the shattered doorway, wondering what to do. Plenty of timber lay about the building. Maybe I could stack it up and set the place alight, so that they – and that terrible female they were now conspiring to bring to life – would perish in the flames, together with all Frankenstein’s instruments and notes. But how could I get a fire going fast enough to catch them? For they would escape before the fire took hold.
The steam engine began to work faster overhead. Protected by the noise, which surely signified the most hideously active stoking the world had ever seen, I began to search about, even daring to light a flambeau, which was all this ground floor seemed to warrant in the way of illumination.
Plenty of wood and timber lay about, as well as skins of wine and various provisions. To one side stood the phaeton. Beyond that was a stable, with the horse standing there indifferently, uncaring what passed before its eyes as long as it had food. Pushing its head out of the way, I thrust the flambeau into its stall, to see if there might be kerosene or paraffin stored there, or at least a good stack of hay.
An even more welcome sight met my eyes.
There stood my automobile, the Felder, unharmed, almost unscratched!
Amazed, I went into the stable, closing the lower door behind me. The stable was located in the square building adjoining the base of the tower. I saw there was a large door here leading straight outside. My vehicle had been pushed through it.
One of the car doors hung open. I extinguished my torch and climbed in, switching on one of the overhead lights. Everything was in disorder, but I could not see that anything had been taken.
I found a sheet of paper, a certificate which formally handed the vehicle over to the Frankenstein family. It was signed by the Geneva Chief of Police. So Elizabeth had been careful to acquire the car as some compensation for her fiancé’s supposed murder! But what had Victor made of it? He must have towed it here for further investigation. Had he understood it for what it was? Would that explain why he asked me so few questions, took my unlikely presence and knowledge so much for granted? How precious would this car be to him? What new developments in science would he be able to deduce from the features of my automobile and its contents?
Checking the firearms, I found the swivel-gun was intact; a Browning .380 automatic was also present, together with its box of shells. I flung the sporting pistol I had looted on to the back seat, relieved to think I would never have to defend myself with it.
It occurred to me that, only a generation before mine, automobiles had been fuelled by gasoline. Gasoline would have been ideal for a sudden blaze; the sealed nuclear drive was useless in that respect.
Having the car gave me other ideas. A fire would always be an easy thing from which a superhuman creature like the monster could escape. A hail of bullets was quite another matter.
Working as quietly as I could, pausing every now and again to listen, I opened the outer gate wide. This entailed shovelling away a considerable drift of snow. Then I attempted to push the vehicle into the open.
I got my shoulder to it and heaved. It would not budge.
After some exertion, I decided the track was too rutted for me to have a hope. Since I would have to start the engine some time in any case, it might be best to do so now, cloaked by the noise of the steam engine thudding somewhere overhead.
Praise be for the twenty-first century! The Felder started immediately, and I watched the revs climbing on the revcounter until I began to roll forward into the open. What a feeling of power to be back at the wheel again!
Once I was outside, I left the engine running and ran back to close the gate. Then I manoeuvred the auto among the trees, until I set it – according to my estimation – in the perfect position, some way from the main gates of the tower, but having them in view even in the present dismal light. Then I raised the blister, and focused the swivel-gun.
All I had to do was squeeze the button when someone emerged from the tower. It was the best solution. The extraordinary stop-start conversation between Victor and his monster had convinced me of the latter’s supreme dangerousness: given its malevolence, its lying and eloquent tongue was probably as big a threat as its turn of speed.
Time passed. The hours slid slowly down the great entropy slope of the universe.
The snow ceased. A slender moon appeared.
My labouring minutes were occupied with fantasies of the most horrific kind. While the monster stoked, was Victor finding time to perform a facial operation on the female? Or was he … Enough of that. I would have given a good deal to have the stalwart Lord Byron by me, armed with the handgun.
Although visibility improved with moonlight, I was not happy at the improvement. The car might now be noticed from the entrance to the tower, whereas I had set it in shadow. Although it might seem that the advantage was heavily enough with me, ensconced behind a swivel-gun, still there was that memory of improved musculature, of fantastic jumps and fast runs, of irascibility coupled with power. Just suppose that creature eluded my first stream of bullets and got to me before I could kill it …
Chilly though I was, the supposition chilled me more. I jumped out of the car and began to collect up fallen pine branches with which to camouflage the vehicle.
While I was some metres away from it, the ruined door of the tower was flung wide and the monster emerged.
A fleeting recollection, as the dying are supposed to relive past episodes: recollection of my old sane ordered life now lost by two centuries, of my dear wife, my valued friends, even some of my esteemed enemies, and of my little grandchildren. I recalled how sane and healthy they were, and I contrasted them with the fiends with whom I had to deal in 1816!
Dropping the branches, I started what I feared would be a hopeless run back to the Felder. Foolishly, I had not even brought the automatic with me.
I reached the automobile. I scrambled in.
Only then did I turn to see what was happening, and how near my pursuer was.
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Great flat-topped sheets of cloud were moving out of the frigid lands, intermittently obscuring the moon. The scene by the tower was rendered in untrustworthy washes of light.
Frankenstein’s monster stood outside the shattered door. He was not looking at me at all. He stared back in to the dark from which he had emerged. I thought that one of his hands was extended. He took a pace back to the door.
There was a hesitancy in his manner which was entirely strange. Someone took his hand. A figure emerged from the doorway, a figure almost as gigantic as he. It staggered, and he caught its elbow. They stood together, heads almost touching.
He made her walk to and fro. I saw their breath on the frosty air. He was supporting her, an arm about her enormous waist. Her lumbering footsteps kicked up small flurries of snow.
She was weak from post-operative shock, and had to lean against the wall. Her face was turned upwards towards the night sky. Her mouth opened.
He left her, moving with that terrible needless alacrity back into the tower. From my hiding place, I strained to see her more clearly. Moonlight washed over her features, making of her eyes a perfect blank. It no longer looked like Justine. Another life occupied it.
The monster returned, bearing a goblet. He forced her to drink despite her protests. She drank, and he flung the glass down, standing back from her to see what she did.
She came uncertainly forward, step by step, feeling for her balance. She stood, arms extended but bent, and slowly moved her head from side to side. She turned with an automatic movement and began to walk, swaying from side to side at first, but gradually gaining a more regular rhythm.
He dashed about her, solicitous but irascible. At one stage, he joined her, pacing with her, beating time with one hand. Then he stood aside again, still conducting, urging her to move faster. She went to lean against the wall – he made a vehement negative gesture – she staggered forward again.
He began to run about in front of her, to turn, to perform grotesque dance movements that were not without some grace. She came to him hesitantly, and he took both her hands in his. Hesitantly, they began to trip from side to side, facing each other, he always encouraging her, like two lunatic children in a dance.
She had to rest. He supported her, staring up at the tower. She was holding her side and explaining something.
With a human gesture, he cupped his mouth with one hand and called upwards into the night.
‘Frankenstein!’
As that great hollow voice sounded, dogs began barking in a nearby village, and were answered more distantly by wolves up in the hills.
No reply came from the tower.
After a rest, the pair began to dance again. Then he released her and ran about, as slowly as he could. She followed ponderously. Once she fell over, sprawling in the snow. He was upon her instantly, lifting her up with tender clumsy care, holding her scarred head against his cheek.
He urged her to run again. He cantered behind the tower. She followed. She was cautious at first, but her movements were coordinating rapidly. She found she could wave her arms as she ran. He stood back to watch in admiration, hands on tattered knees.
A strange mooing noise broke from them, which roused the dogs again. She was laughing!
Now she gestured to him to follow her. She set off round the tower, with him in playful pursuit. They were as sportive as a pair of shire horses. When she reappeared, her bald head gleaming dully, her arms were extended and she was making the mooing noise again. To keep her moving, he pretended to be unable to catch her.
As he ran, his hair streamed behind that helmet-skull like a plume.
Her actions were less clumsy now, her movements faster. She stopped suddenly. He clasped her about the waist, she pushed him away with a gesture that would have felled a man. There she stood, moving her arms, her wrists, her hands, like a Balinese dancer at practice. She was grotesquely dressed in what I took to be nothing more than the two sheets that had covered her on the bench, clumsily knotted about her vast frame; perhaps because of that, there was something poignant in those androgynous movements parodying grace.
Night brightened sharply, as if the moon had just distangled itself from cloud. I looked up, startled to find how I had forgotten everything but the antics of these two monstrous beings.
Dual moons sailed in the sky.
One moon was the crescent that until now had claimed sole tenancy of the night. The other, an extended hand’s span away from it, was almost full. They peered down on the world like two eyes, one half-closed.
The disintegration of space/time was still taking place! – only this thought came to me not in any orderly way but as a confused recollection of a passage in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar—
And graves have yawned and yielded up their dead;
Fierce fiery warriors fight upon the clouds …
The heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes.
Death was very much on my mind, yet I could not tear my attention away from the cavortings of those two inhuman beings. Almost as if they had been awaiting the signal of an extra moon, they now took their prancings into a more intense phase. They stayed much more closely together, weaving intricate patterns round each other.
Sometimes she stood still, providing a centre for the storm of his movement; sometimes the roles were reversed, and he stood tensely while she whirled about him. Then their mood would change, and they would languorously intertwine and writhe as if to the stately music of a sarabande. They were now deeply into their mating dance, oblivious to all that went on beyond the charmed circle of their courtship. Two moons in one sky were nothing to them.
Again a change of mood. The tempo grew wilder. They danced away from each other, they darted towards each other. Occasionally, one would flick snow at the other – although by now the snow was well trampled over a wide area. As their motions became faster, so they moved in wider and wider gyrations. They were nearing the auto now, plunging towards it, backing away, seeing nothing but each other. I was too hypnotized to move. My plan to use the swivel-gun was gone from my head.
When she came very near, I had a clear view of her face, turned brightly to the moonlight. There I read conflicting things. It was the intent face of female in rut – yet it was also the face of Justine, impersonal with death. If anything, his face was even more horrific, lacking as it did all but a travesty of humanity; despite his animation, it still most resembled a helmet, a metal helmet with visor down, roughly shaped to conform to the outlines of a human face. The helmet had a tight slit across it, representing a smile.
They joined hands, they twirled round and round and round. She broke away, uttering that mooing noise. She began to circle the tower again. Again he followed.
The wolves were howling closer at hand. Their discord provided accompaniment for the chase that now developed between the two beings. She darted round and round the tower, running fast but waving her hands. He kept close behind, not exerting himself. As the pace hotted up, panic entered her movements. She began to run in earnest, he to follow in earnest. I cannot say at what speed they moved, or how many times she circled the base of the tower, running as if her life depended on it. He was calling, making inarticulate noises, grunting and angry.
Finally, when his hand was on her shoulder, she half-turned, slapped his arm away, and made as if to burst inside the tower for sanctuary. He seized her in the doorway.
She screamed, a hoarse tenor noise, and fought. With one great heave of his hand, he ripped her flimsy garments from her.
I saw that her reluctance to be taken had been feigned, or part-feigned. For she stood before him naked and brazen, and began again a slow weaving movement of her limbs, without departing from where she stood. I could see the great livid weals of scars running across the small of her back and down her mighty thighs.
He remained in a half-crouch watching her, the smile of the helmet very narrow now. Then he sprang, bearing her down into the trampled snow only a few paces from Yet’s body.
That narrow smile was pressed to the scars on Justine’s throat. She half-rose at one point, but he bore her down again. She gave her tenor scream, and the wolves answered. A light uneasy wind licked through the bushes.
It was a brief and brutal mating.
Then they lay on the ground like two dead trees.
She rose first, searching out her sheets and knotting them indifferently about her torso. He got up. Gesturing that she was to follow him, he began to march along the path that led down the hill, and was quickly out of sight. She followed. In a moment, she too had disappeared.
I was alone, dry of mouth, sick at heart.
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For a while, I paced up and down in the clearing, consumed by a mixture of emotions. Among them, I have to confess, was lust, reluctantly aroused by that unparalleled mating. A natural if unfortunate association of ideas made me think of Mary and wonder where she was, in this increasingly confused universe. Sanctity and obscenity lie close in the mind.
Along with my self-disgust went anger. For I had meant to slay the monster. There would have been no glory in it; it would just have been a brutal ambush, keeping myself as far out of danger as possible; but I had conceived it my duty to kill the creature – and his maker, too, for the same reason, that both represented a threat to mankind, perhaps even to the natural order. Had compunction stayed my hand, or mere curiosity?
I felt little pride in myself, and knew I would feel still less when I had finished with Victor Frankenstein. He was still on the scene.
Or could it be that his monsters had killed him after he had brought life to the female? No doubt that might have been their intention; certainly Victor had suspected as much. By remaining on his guard, he could have eluded them.
I had not seen him leave the tower; maybe he had slipped out by the back way. It was more likely that he would still be hiding in the tower, in which case I had to seek him out, which meant venturing back into those hateful rooms where machinery had pounded.
My argument with myself had brought me to a standstill in the snow.
The body of Yet sprawled not far away. Wolves lurked in the forest. I saw green eyes among the trees. But I had the automatic in my pocket, and was not afraid of them in the midst of so much that was more alarming.
Cupping my hand, I shouted at the tower, ‘Frankenstein!’
Complete silence. I should have said that the throb of machines had died some while ago, during the early stages of the mating dance. I was about to call again, when there was a movement in the dark beyond the shattered door, and Victor emerged into the clearing.
‘So you are still about, eh, Bodenland? Why don’t you fall silent on your knees before me? I gather you witnessed what I have achieved! I have done something that no other man has done! The power over life and death now belongs to mankind: at last the wearying cycle of the generations has been broken and an entirely new epoch is inaugurated …’
He stood with his arms above his head, unconsciously apeing the stance of an old prophet.
‘Come to your senses, man! You know you have merely succeeded in creating a pair of fiends that will multiply and add to man’s already great miseries. What makes you think they have not left here in all haste for Geneva and your house, where Elizabeth lives?’ It was a cruel idea to stab him with, and he immediately showed its effect.
‘My creature swore to me – swore by the names of God and Milton! – that as soon as his mate was created he would flee with her to the frigid lands, never to return to the haunts of men. He swore that!’
‘What is his oath worth? Haven’t you created a patched thing without an immortal soul? How can it have a conscience?’
I drew my automatic, wondering if I could work myself up to kill him. He seized my other arm, pleadingly. ‘No, don’t shoot, don’t be foolish! How can you slay me, who alone understands these fiends, when you spared the fiends themselves? Listen, I had no alternative but to galvanize the tissues of that female into life – you saw how he threatened me. But there is a sure way how we can rid the world of them both. Let me create a third creature—’
‘You’re crazy!’ Dawn was filtering in now. I could see the frenzy of enthusiasm in his face. A wind stirred.
‘Yes, a third! Another male! Already I have many of the parts. Another male would seek out my first creation in the frigid lands. Jealousy would do the rest … They would fight over the female and kill each other … Put away your pistol, Bodenland, I beg – I beg of you! Look, come inside, come upstairs, let me explain, let me show you my future plans – you are civilized …’
He moved into the tower. My will paralysed, I followed, still holding the automatic before me. There was a roaring in my ears, a desperate sickness overcoming me; my indecision thundered through me like waves.
I was following him up the stairs again, listening to his voice, which babbled on, wavering between sense and nonsense, as he too was seized by fear and fever. The figure of death – all its factors of cruelty, sadness, and hate – was compounded between us. Sickly colours were in the air, whirring about us like moiré patterns.
‘… no purpose in life on this globe – only the endless begetting and dying, too monstrous to be called Purpose – just a phantasmagoria of flesh and flesh remade, of vegetation intervening – humans are just turnips, ploughed back at the end of the winter – the soil, the air, that linkage – like Shelley’s west wind – the leaves could be us – you know, you understand me, Bodenland, “like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing, yellow and black and pale and hectic red, pestilence-stricken multitudes …” Did you ever think it might be life that was the pestilence, the accident of consciousness between the eternal chemistry working in the veins of earth and air? So you can’t – you mustn’t kill me, for a purpose must be found, invented if necessary, a human purpose, human, putting us in control, fighting the itness of the great wheeling world, Bodenland. You see, Bodenland? You’re – you’re an intellectual like me, I know it – I can tell – personalities must not enter into it, please – we have to be above the old considerations, be ruthless, as ruthless as the natural processes governing us. It stands to reason. Look—’
We had mounted somehow to his living-room, transfigured by crisis like creatures in a Fuseli canvas. I was still pointing the automatic at him. He stumbled towards a desk as he was talking, opened a drawer, bent, began to pull something from it—
I fired from close range.
He looked up at me. His face was transformed in some terrible way I could not explain – it no longer looked like his face. He brought a child’s skull out into the light, placed it shakingly on the desk-top.
In a sepulchral and choked voice, he said, ‘Henry will make a suitable husband for—’
A ragged cough broke through his speech. Blood spurted from his mouth. He put a hand to his chest. I made a move forward.
‘A husband for—’
Again the blood.
‘Victor—’ I said.
His eyes closed. He was a small, frail man, young. He collapsed delicately, sinking rather than falling to the floor. His head went against the carpet with a gesture of weariness. Another choking cough, and his legs kicked.
Perched on an ancient folio, the baby’s skull stared at me. Outside, the wolves were howling still.
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When I let the horse go free and set fire to the tower of Frankenstein, it was as much to burn out my crime as to have an end, to Frankenstein’s notes and researches. Yet one of his notebooks I did keep; it was a diary of his progress, and I preserved it in case I ever managed to return to my own time.
Well, we will say it like that. But my original personality had now almost entirely dissolved, and the limbo I was in seemed to me the only time I knew. I did what I did.
Leaving a great column of smoke behind me, I climbed into my automobile and drove to see if the Villa Diodati and the Campagne Chapuis were still in existence on this plane.
They were not. The frigid lands began no more than a stone’s throw from where Mary’s door had stood. It will seem odd to say I was relieved; but there was relief in the discovery, for I felt myself too soiled to approach her again. There had been periods in my earlier life when the apocalyptic nature of some event – say a severe personal humiliation – had caused me to return ever and again to it, obsessively, in memory; not just to recall it, but to be there again, in an eternal return such as Ouspenski postulates, as if some pungently strong emotion could cause time to close back on itself like a fan. But those occasions were nothing to the obsessive return in the toils of which I was now involved. I could not rid myself of Victor’s death, or of the mating dance. The two happened simultaneously, were one linked event, one in violence, one in the annihilation of personality, one in their intolerable disintegrative charge.
Between the blinding voltages of these returns, I attempted to make my brain think. At least the graven image of reality had been destroyed for me, so that I no longer had difficulty in apprehending Frankenstein and his monsters, Byron, Mary Shelley, and the world of 2020 as contiguous. What I had done – so it seemed – was wreck the fatalism of coming events. If Mary Shelley’s novel could be regarded as a possible future, then I had now rendered it impossible by killing Victor.
But Victor was not real. Or rather, in the twenty-first century from which I came (there might be others from which I had not come), he existed only as a fictitious, or, at best, legendary character; whereas Mary Shelley was an historical figure whose remains and portraits could be dwelt on.
In that world, Victor had not reached the point of emerging from possibility to probability. But I had come to an 1816 (and there might be countless other 1816s of which I knew nothing) in which he shared – and his monster shared – an equal reality with Mary and Byron and the rest.
Such thought opened dizzy vistas of complexity. Possibility and time levels seemed as fluid as the clouds which meet and merge eternally in northern skies, forever changing shape and altitude. Yet even the clouds are subject to immutable laws. In the flux of time, there would always be immutable laws. Would character be a constant? I had regarded character as something so evanescent, so malleable; not that I saw a fatalism there, in Mary’s melancholy, in Victor’s anxious scientific drive, in my own curiosity. These were permanent factors, though they might be reinforced by accidental events, the drowning of Shelley, let us say, or a basic lack of sympathy in Elizabeth.
Somewhere, there might be a 2020 in which I existed merely as a character in a novel about Frankenstein and Mary.
I had altered no future, no past, I had merely diffused myself over a number of cloud-patch times.
There was no future, no past. Only the cloud-sky of infinite present states.
Man was prevented from realizing this truth by the limitations of his consciousness. Consciousness had never evolved as an instrument designed to discover truth; it was a tool to hunt down a mate, the next meal.
If I came anywhere near to the truth now, it was only because my consciousness was slipping towards the extreme brink of disintegration.
All this reasoning – if it was that – might in itself be illusion, product of stress, or product merely of the timeslips. Space/ time went on in my skull, just as in the rest of the universe!
I fell into a swooning sleep, drooped over the steering column.
When I woke, Victor was still with me, dying all over again, my hand reaching out as if to save him, as if in ridiculous apology.
Murder! I dared not think of God.
Well, I will try to say no more of this.
Frankenstein had gone. One thing remained for me. I had now to take on his role of monster-killer. Imperfectly though I recalled Mary’s novel, I knew that her Frankenstein had embarked on a pursuit of his creature which had taken them both into those gloomy and ice-bound regions which held so strong a lure for the Romantic imagination.
For two days I drove along the fringes of the frigid lands which followed roughly the shores of the old lake, trying to pick up a trace of the two monsters. Wild and awful though I was, no human being questioned my appearance now. Their lives had been utterly disrupted. Their crops were ruined, their livelihood on the lake had vanished, and the winter promised starvation for all of them.
Extreme though the times were, the two monsters would have remained sufficiently remarkable, prodigies in a time of prodigies.
Towards sunset on the second day, I happened on a hamlet where a small child had been attacked by wolves in her father’s back garden only the evening before.
There was a hostelry called the Silver Stag at which I made my inquiries. The owner said that his stable had been broken into the previous night, after he had gone to bed. He heard his dogs howling in the yard, had lit a lantern and gone down to see what was happening. An enormous man – a foreigner, he suspected – had come rushing from the stable, dragging the two best horses with him. After him came another great foreigner, pulling the donkey. He had tried to intervene and had been swept out of the way. He called to his neighbours for help. By the time they arrived, the two enormous thieves had gone, riding down the road with the innkeeper’s dog, a German shepherd, still snapping at their heels. He took me and showed me how brutally the lock on the stable had been broken, and the adjacent timber shattered. I had seen such damage, such superfluous strength, before.
Close to starvation though the hamlet was, the lure of profit was still working. I paid dearly for some dried wurst and drove away in the direction the innkeeper indicated.
Once into the frigid lands, I paused to sleep and bring this account up to date. On the morrow, I would begin the pursuit.
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Even before the time-broken landscape met my gaze next morning, Victor Frankenstein was there before my eyes as usual, falling as usual behind the old desk, unable as usual to speak Elizabeth’s name for blood.
I climbed out of the car, performed my natural functions, rinsed my face in an icy stream. Nothing could refresh my soul; I was a Jonas Chuzzlewit, a Raskolnikov. I had lied, cheated, committed adultery, looted, thieved, and ultimately murdered; henceforth my only fit company was the two brutes who journeyed somewhere ahead of me, my only fit surroundings the frigid hinterlands of hell which I now entered. I had taken over Victor’s role. Henceforth, there was only the hunt to the death.
Of the first part of that journey, I shall tell briefly.
The country over which I travelled reminded me of the tundra I had seen in parts of Alaska and the Canadian North-West. It was all but featureless, apart from an occasional lonely pine or birch tree. The surface consisted of uneven tussocks of rough grass and little else. The ground was generally marshy, with frequent pools lying amid the grass, from which I guessed that permafrost had formed underground, preventing the water from draining away.
Nor was the sun of sufficient power to draw up the surface moisture. I was in a land where sunshine had little effect.
It would be hard to say that there were tracks in this wilderness. Yet there were indications that men or animals travelled here, and an occasional wooden post had been raised, presumably as a marker. Now and again, a trail emerged.
Although my progress was slow, I knew that the quarry I sought could scarcely move at a faster rate. The going was quite as bad for horses as for automobiles.
Day followed day. Nothing can be said of them.
Then came the day when the nature of the land altered slightly. As I moved slowly forward, I saw the change ahead. It was marked by the land becoming rougher, the clumps of grass coarser and more upstanding, and the dark dull pools more frequent. More bushes stood out.
It was not impossible that another timeslip had been at work here, amalgamating two similar territories which had formerly lain many thousands of miles and maybe many thousands of centuries apart.
A slight incline marked the division between the territories. Here I found a distinct trail, branching two ways. I drove to the top of the incline, stopped, and climbed out to look about me, uncertain whether to take the left track or the right, although imbued with such fatalism that I almost believed I should strike the correct one whatever I did. But something had not been content to leave matters so to chance.
On the left hand track lay the body of an animal. I went across to it and saw it was the carcass of a fine German sheepdog. Its skull had been shattered by a blow. Its muzzle pointed along the trail.
Day followed day as I continued the journey. They were without distinction or differentiation. Not only was the weather icily still; the days themselves were without sunset, for the sun no longer sank below the land. Along the northern horizon, night travelled, its stain remaining there even at noon; but so high was the latitude – or so I had to presume – that the solar orb was never extinguished. Nor did it ever manage to rise far towards zenith. Instead, it undulated round the dismal horizon, never more than a few degrees above its rim. I was in a land where the dews and mists of protracted dawn merged indistinguishably with the damps and veiled splendours of a long-drawn-out sunset.
A mournful beauty infiltrated this period, in which the only persistent qualities were the most amorphous. Banks of mist, towers of cloud, layers of silvery fog, nondescript pools which reflected the curtained sky – these were the durable features of that place. Amid such a phantasmal landscape, small wonder if I saw phantoms: Victor forever clutching at his coat and falling behind the desk with a last dull glance towards me, the monster steaming as it leapt forward. But of living things there was none.
I am almost reluctant to say that change came. Yet it is ultimately the one permanent thing until the death of the universe.
That ineluctable change wrote itself on the envelope of colour and moisture around me so gradually, so tentatively, that it was many hours before I came to accept that there were objects ahead of me, materializing in the veils of mist.
At first they seemed to be merely the tops of tall conifers.
Then I believed that they were masts of ancient sailing ships, lying becalmed on an ocean somewhere within reach.
Then I saw that they were spires of old churches, old cathedrals, old towns, ancient cities.
It was of more immediate concern that I now came on a definite track. Although it was less than a sandy lane, frequently punctuated by pools of water, it gave the landscape purpose, and nothing interested me but purpose; I had become machine-like.
The track – soon it was marked enough to warrant being called a road – ran straight towards the shrouded horizon without touching on any of the old towns. Never did I see the base of one of those towns or cathedrals. Always, their spires floated on the beds of mist which blanketed the land. I recalled the paintings of a German Romantic artist, Caspar David Friedrich, with his embodiments of all that was gloomy and meagre about nature in the north. I could imagine myself in the still world of his art.
The towns I passed distantly held no attraction for me, their crumbling roofs, their Gothic spires, no promise. Other matters possessed me.
Nevertheless, fatigue still played a role in my world. It came to me that my hands were numb from clutching the steering wheel, that my body had stiffened almost immoveably, and that I no longer recollected who I was or had been. I was simply a travelling item, wheeled and inexhaustibly propelled. I had not slept for many days – certainly a week, possibly longer.
I turned down a side-track, striking at random for one of the towns.
Through the mists was the apparition of an ecclesiastical ruin, its gaunt buttresses palely washed in.
I pursued it, and came at last to the mouldering remains of a large abbey. Many stones and arches stood yet, while the entire west wall – its fine triple window a gaping hole – was almost intact, although crowned in ivy and similar parasitic vegetation.
On leaving the car, I saw an old fallen signpost, its arms pointing to places called Greifswald and Peenemünde. Then I realized it was one of a vast pile of decaying signs, all indicating various towns, and left here to rot indifferently. Perhaps the very destinations were no more.
In the shell of the once-noble building, a much humbler dwelling stood, looking for protection and support from the great wall which towered above it. I went towards it through thistle-patches with something like an echo of hope stirring in me, thinking I saw a light burn dimly in one window; it was only the eternal illusory sunset, reflected by glass. I found that the dwelling was deserted, itself a ruin, its walls crumbling, its thatch tumbling down about its upper windows. It seemed I was no longer intended for human company.
The house was tumbledown, and had been occupied by transients before. I did not care. Stiff and weary as I was, I lowered myself down on a couch to sleep, unmindful of how many mortals had done the same before me.
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During that night without darkness, a wind sprang up, causing windows, shutters and doors to creak. The noises may have accounted for the nature of the visions which besieged me, crowding into a brain long deprived of its dreaming times.
Dear Mary was with me again. We were never able even to touch, but at least she was with me. Sometimes she was young and beautiful, and walked in the States with me, leading a sheltered life and meeting few people. Or she was a best-selling novelist, going everywhere, speaking to large gatherings, visiting the premieres of the films made from her novels. Sometimes she was with Shelley.
Sometimes she and I were utterly taken up with a search for Shelley. He was missing, and we moved through the countryside seeking for him. Her little face, looking upwards at mine, was pathetic – and not a face at all, I realized, but merely a limp hand, lying in snow. We were hastening along a boulder-strewn shore, searching for Shelley’s boat. We were in the boat, staring down into limpid water. We were in the water, venturing into submarine caves. We were in a cavern, watching leaves blow before us. ‘Those are the leaves of the Sybil,’ said Mary. Once she was with her mother, a radiantly beautiful woman who smiled mysteriously as she climbed into a railway carriage.
I was with Shelley and Mary in the subordinate role of gardener. They were old now, although I had not aged. Mary was small and frail; she wore a bonnet. Shelley was bent but still amazingly quick in his movements. He had a long beard. He was a cabinet minister. He was my father. He was inventing a plant that would produce sirloin steak. He spoke with the sound of mandolins. He picked Mary up and tucked her into his pocket. He announced publicly that he was going to take over Greece in a week’s time. He sat on a mossy stone and wept, refusing to be comforted. I offered him a bowl of something, but a raven ate it, whatever it was. He flew a kite and climbed swiftly up its string.
Byron was there. He had grown fat and wore a cocked hat. ‘Nothing is against nature,’ he told me, laughing, by way of explanation.
In my dream, I was glad to see Byron. I was asking him to be reasonable about some matter. He was busy being reasonable about something else entirely.
He opened a green door, and in came Mary and Shelley, eating oranges in rather a disgusting way. Shelley showed me a photograph of himself in which he looked skinny. Mary was old again. She introduced me to a young poet friend whose name was Thomas Hardy. He was doing something with some bricks, and told me he had admired the works of Darwin ever since he was a child. I asked him if he did not mean to name another poet. He smiled and said that Mary would understand better because she had been officially presented with – I forget what, something absurd, the Pomeranian flag …
So far, the dreams were flashes of trivial nonsense. I need not recall more. Then they took on a more sombre tone. An old friend escorted me to an enormous pile of rubbish. A woman was sitting in the sunset, cradling a baby. She was enormous. Her clothes appeared to be smoking. She wore a black hat.
The child kept up a squealing cry which its mother seemed not to notice. My friend was explaining that the cry was a certain voice-print of brain damage in the infant. He gave an exact name to the kind of damage, which I failed to hear. I was actively searching through the rubbish.
I found there were many infants in the great heap, all with wakeful eyes. Many had huge malignant pouchy foreheads coming almost to their noses. Maybe they were foetuses; in any case, I appeared to anticipate finding them there.
They were crying. So was Mina. She had changed. Something had wounded her. I thought her hair was on fire. A pig ran past, although we were in a crowded room. A man she knew was pulling a piano apart.
The noise of crying mingled with the sound of wind.
When I roused at last, it was some relief to find myself in that dismal house in the ruins and to some extent at least the master of my waking fate; although, as the nonsense in my brain sank back into its container, out stalked the image of Victor again, his face like a medallion, staggering, falling.
Or sometimes not falling. He was coming back to life. It might be a sign that I was recovering from the first guilt of murder. He no longer invariably collapsed when I shot him.
Choked and digusted, I went back to the car and the endless pursuit.
The wind had blown the mists away. I saw herds of wild ponies on either side. The most striking feature of the landscape newly revealed was a line of mountains, not too far distant. Their peaks strutted above the forsaken cities, capped with snow and slow smouldering cloud. And my road led that way.
Since the way was clear, I accelerated, driving as fast as possible all that day, and the next, and the one after that. As I drew nearer the mountains, and they rose in my vision, the sun began setting regularly behind them; or rather, it would give a more accurate picture to say that, during the hours between sunset and sunrise, the mountains cast a great ragged shadow which swung round and outwards from their base, further and further, until it engulfed my tiny speeding vehicle.
Once I turned to look back in the direction I had come. The cities were still just visible. They all huddled together at one point on the plain – or so it appeared. They remained in sunlight.
At last the road began to climb. No longer did it run straight forward. It turned and coiled in order to find its way among the foothills.
There came a point when the plain had fallen some thousands of feet below and behind me. Here was a plateau and again a division of the road. A winding path lay to the left, a straight one – looking as if it might easily run downhill – leading to the right. By the left fork lay a length of muddy and blood-stained bandage. I turned that way and found myself, a day or two later, driving in valleys among snow-capped peaks.
The sense of repetition that then afflicted me will be familiar to anyone who has driven in mountainous country. The road winds and winds to reach one end of a giant recession into the mountains; then it winds in an opposite direction to reach a point but a short distance from the first as the crow flies. Then the same procedure must be repeated at the next re-entrant … Now this process had to be repeated a hundred times, two hundred, three …
Occasionally, my tired brain assured me it saw Victor running screaming before the vehicle, a hole in his lungs and blood at his throat.
I reached the snowline. Nothing grew here, nothing lived.
Still I drove, thinking my quarry must be near. Surely they could not have rivalled my swiftness over the plain!
I climbed towards a great pass.
Beyond were glaciers, snow, huge boulders, a broken line of further peaks. Despite the heating in the Felder, my bones were aware of an intense cold outside.
The walls of the pass were high eroded cliffs. The road ran under one cliff. To the other side was the first fan-shaped outcrop of a glacier. The glacier became larger as I drove along by its side, so that the road narrowed, trapped between cliff and glacier. Soon it was squeezed almost to nothing, so that I was forced to stop. There was no way to go further. My path was barred by the debris from the glacier.
Although I knew I had to get up the pass, there was nothing for it but to back away. I returned to the point where a moraine of stones and boulders marked the forward edge of the glacier.
At one spot, a way had been cleared among the stones. Something was lying there. Despite the cold, I climbed out to look. The bloodied leg of a horse, apparently wrenched from its socket, lay with its hoof pointing up into the heart of the glacier.
There was nothing for it but to accept this horrid invitation. I drove the vehicle forward on to the ice.
Travelling with caution, I soon discovered that the surface of ice provided no bad road. It was almost free of debris. Possibly it would be more correct to speak of my being on an ice stream rather than a glacier proper; but I am no expert in such matters. All I can say is that it looked increasingly as if I were in some part of Greenland.
The surface had a ripple pattern, rather like barred sand on a shore where the tide had gone out, which gave the tyres something to grip on.
I had increased speed when a crevasse appeared ahead. Braking immediately, I slowed the engine and threw it into reverse. But the automobile went into a skid, and its front wheels slipped over into the gulf.
I had to climb out. The crevasse was not deep, and not a metre wide. Yet I was securely trapped. I could fit an attachment to the vehicle’s nuclear plant which would melt the ice. Or I could try to jack up the front axle. But neither expedient held any guarantee that the Felder would be freed.
Straightening, I looked about helplessly. What a wilderness of rock and ice! Far, far behind and below me, I could catch a glimpse of the plain between two crags. It was marked by little more than a blue-green line. How greatly I had ventured beyond all human contact!
Staring up the ice, in the direction I was planning to go, I saw a familiar figure. Pallid face, black coat, hand at throat as he moved dying over the ice. Victor, eternally returning.
He was calling to me, voice echoing hollowly over the unsympathetic surfaces about us.
I hid my eyes in the palms of my hands, but the voice still called. I looked again.
Two figures were up there, monstrous in outline, partly cancelled by the black-lit clouds that came boiling up from behind them and the peaks in the background. They were waving their clumsy arms above their heads to attract my attention. I could make out that they had with them a string of horses, some with packs on their backs. These were presumably a few of the wild horses I had observed on the plain.
For a moment, I was too much taken aback by their waving to make any gesture in return. Yet I was glad to see them there. They spoke my language. They were living things, or replicas thereof. Belatedly, it occurred to me that my mission was to kill them; by then, I had acknowledged their presence by waving.
Climbing back into the front seat, I raised the blister in the roof and brought up the muzzle of the swivel gun. If I killed them now, I could take over their horses and make my way back to human society. But with the auto so down on the front axle the firing angle was bad. I squinted at them through the telescopic sights and already they were half lost among shattered stones. Evidently satisfied that they had attracted my attention, they were moving on. As much for my own satisfaction as their dismay, I sent half-a-dozen rounds whining over their heads.
They disappeared. Only a pair of black horses remained to be seen. Laying my cheek against the gun, I stared up there where the world seemed to end, too blank of mind to wonder about my predicament. Only gradually did it dawn on me that, though the immense figures had gone with their train, the two horses remained tethered where they were. My quarry had left me a means of following them, of continuing the chase.
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I attempted to hitch the two horses to the front axle and pull the vehicle out of the crevasse; but it would not budge, or moved only to fall back again. So I had to abandon it.
All I took from it were the remains of my food and water, this tape-memory, my sleeping bag, a stove from the camp-locker (last used on a picnic with Poll and Tony, many worlds ago), and the swivel-gun, which I unbolted from its frame. With the swivel-gun went several magazines of ammunition.
This equipment I loaded on to the smaller of the two horses. I dressed myself in as many clothes as I could, and mounted the other horse. We began to pick our way slowly up the glacier, which now became littered with detritus. The Felder was lost behind us; I left it with less regret than I had parted from my watch.
Night fell. Cold streams of air, evenly flowing, breathed on us. Overhead were stars; neither moon was in sight. I looked upwards to identify familiar constellations. Never had so many stars blazed forth – never so unrecognizably. I had been an amateur astronomer; the night sky was no stranger to me; yet I was puzzled. There seemed to be a Pole Star where it should be, and the constellation of Ursa Major, yet with additional stars scattered across it. Yet was not that also Ursa Major and the stars over there; lower down the sky and some degrees away, half-concealed by a shoulder of mountain? We picked our way forward so that more stars came into view …
Yes, I travelled in a dual universe. The rupture of space/time was spreading in a chain reaction. Who knew what galaxies might exist tomorrow night?
It was absurd to imagine that this damage would be allowed to go on. Already, back in the time from which I came, scientists would be working on the problem, producing some daring solution to it which would successfully put a patch on the damage done. As I intended to put a patch on the damage Victor Frankenstein had done.
Then I reflected that these thoughts could hardly be mine. At first, the jettisoning of my vehicle, like the earlier selling of my watch, had been meaningful to me. Now I was thinking like Victor himself. Tiredness was again invading my mind, conjuring up some of the shadows I had had to battle with back in the ruined cottage.
Rather than rest, I climbed off my horse and led the two beasts forward, determined to stay on my feet for the rest of the night.
But the night seemed to go on forever. Possibly winter had now come, and the sun had slipped below the horizon. It was still dark – or at least not light – when finally I reached the end of my climb and the glacier became level.
Sleep and its delusions had infiltrated my mind. Now I was completely awake again.
A great plateau stretched before me, its limits hidden. It was not entirely flat, exhibiting here and there broad depressions or swells, rather like a calm but frozen sea. Only later did I realize that it was almost that. The plateau was formed of ice, a tremendous weight of ice which completely covered the great mountains below, although a few peaks broke the surface here and there in the form of nunataks. Over this great icefield, the nunataks formed the only landmarks, with one staggering exception.
Far away across the icefield was a mighty building.
I halted the animals.
From where I stood, it was hard to grasp the size of that distant structure. It appeared to be round and to consist of little more than an immense outer wall. It was certainly inhabited. From within the walls came a glow of light – almost an atmosphere of light, reddish in colour, and punctuated by intenser beams of brightness moving within the central cloud.
Elsewhere, dull depression reigned. Yet this was no bastion of light. For all its brightness, it too – I attempt no paradox – radiated drabness.
My speculation was that this was the last refuge of humanity. The place was so remote that I could only believe the timeslips to have delivered me at a point many centuries – maybe many thousands or even millions of centuries – into futurity. So that I might be witnessing the last outpost of mankind after the sun had died, when the universe itself was far gone towards the equipoise of its death. I looked at my two mounts, their eyes reflecting the distant glow. They waited indifferently. At least I could rejoin my own kind, however unpropitious the circumstances.
As I moved forward at a better pace, it occurred to me to wonder why the enemy should have led me here to a refuge, rather than onward to destruction. Could it be that they also were intending to enter this place? Or were they waiting somewhere to tear me apart before I reached shelter?
Clouds were boiling across the sky, obscuring the maze of constellations and bringing snow. The blaze from the city (I will call it that for cities have taken many forms in history) was reflected on the clouds. Everything appeared to be getting brighter. It was almost as if the city housed a number of active volcanoes. Sparks were now flying above the ramparts, sending bouquets of multi-coloured flame from one end to the other. The searchlight effect was also more powerful. It was as if some kind of celebration was taking place.
Drawing nearer, I could make out that there were gates set in the immense outer walls. And I saw towers within, obscured rather than illuminated by the flickering blaze. It was difficult to gauge size. I suspected they were enormous buildings. Certainly they were imposing; but dystopian visions of buildings come so close to celestial visions that I hardly knew whether the sight of them filled me with comfort or foreboding.
The horses shook their heads and whinnied. I went cautiously, for we were approaching a nunatak, and I feared ambush. I brought up my automatic in a gloved hand.
By now, I appreciated that we rode over thick ice. Shards of it, and shattered slate and stone, fringed the nunatak like a bleak shore. It was possible that this low and scoured dune marked the top of some once-proud mountain, now all but lost under the ice sheet. In its shelter stood a line of four horses, bridled and hobbled. My quarry had abandoned them, and must be on foot.
There was no sign of the two monsters.
I unloaded the swivel-gun and carried it to the top of the nunatak, sheltering it from the falling snow with my canvas packs. To protect myself from the cold to some extent, I climbed into my sleeping bag before lying down. Then I peered through the telescopic sights and endeavoured to find trace of my quarry.
There they were! Their figures were difficult to discern against the great dark walls ahead. But their outlines were fitfully picked out by the red light, as the moon first shows itself in crescent form. They had reached the city and were about to go in.
A new suspicion came coldly upon me. I had no guarantee that this city was built by human hands. To what human city would these two outcasts go in such a manner? This was a city that would welcome them – that indeed might be heralding them by a tremendous extravagance of light. This was their sort of city. This was a city built and occupied by their own kind. The future might be theirs and not ours.
Speculation. Confirmation or otherwise must come later.
I jammed a magazine into the breech of the gun. Its code told me that one bullet in five was tracer. A gate was opening in the distant city. From beyond it, light poured over the two enormous figures. I began firing as they started to enter.
A bright line of fire plunged across the intervening space. I saw the first bullets strike, and kept on firing, mouth tight, eye jammed to the sight. One of the figures – the woman – seemed to blaze. She spun about. Her arms jerked up in anger. More tracer poured into her. She appeared to break apart as she fell.
He – he also was hit! But he ran away from the light, so that I no longer had a silhouette as target. I had lost him. Then the sight found him again! He was coming! Making full use of that terrible deadly speed, he was racing across the ice towards me, arms and legs plunging in a speed no human could rival. There was a glimpse of that cruel grinning helmet of a face as I wrenched the barrel round for better aim. It stuck.
Cursing, I looked down. One side of my sleeping-bag had caught in the gun’s track. It was a moment’s work to tear it loose, but in that moment he was nearly up to me.
With a strength almost beyond myself, I raised the gun and fired it from my hip. The tracer caught him as he charged up the slope.
Fire burned at his chest. A great bellow of fury broke from him. He fell backwards, tearing at his burning clothes.
Shooting off just one burst of tracer had almost broken my body in two. I had to drop the swivel-gun, collapsing to my knees as I did so.
But fear of the monster drove me on. I saw him roll smoking down the slope of the nunatak, to lie face down among rock and ice shards, flames licking at his foul greatcoat. The horses, in wild dismay, broke their tethers and went galloping away across the plains of ice.
Clutching my automatic, I went slowly down to where the great figure lay. It stirred now, turned over, drew itself into a sitting position. Its face was black. Smoke obscured it.
Even in ruin, the monster still exerted that tremendous paralysis of fascination which had deflected my purpose before. I levelled the gun at him, but did not fire – not even when I saw him gather himself to spring to his feet.
He spoke. ‘In trying to destroy what you cannot understand, you destroy yourself! Only that lack of understanding makes you see a great divide between our natures. When you hate and fear me, you believe it is because of our differences. Oh, no, Bodenland! – It is because of our similarities that you bring such detestation to bear upon me!’
He could not rise. A hollow cough burst from him, and a change took place in that abstract helmet which was his face. The sutures of Frankenstein’s surgery parted, ancient cicatrices opened at every contour; the whole countenance cracked, and I saw slow blood ooze in the apertures. He put a hand up – not to his cheeks, but to his chest, where the greater pain was.
‘We are of different universes!’ I said to him. ‘I am a natural creature, you are a – a horror, unalive! I was born, you were made—’
‘Our universe is the same universe, where pain and retribution rule.’ His words were thick and slow. ‘Our deaths are both a quenching out. As for our births – when I first opened my eyes, I knew I existed – as did you. But who I was, or where, or from what cause, I knew not – no more did you! As for those intervals between birth and destruction, my intentions, however warped, are more lucid to me than yours to you, as I suspect. You know not compassion—’
A spasm of pain possessed him, so that he could not speak.
Again I nerved myself to fire; a rocket flashed into the sky and burst overhead, deflecting me from my purpose. It opened into three great clusters of flame which hung there, silent, before fading. A signal, perhaps; to whom or what I knew not.
Before the lurid light went out, the monster at my feet said, ‘This I will tell you, and through you all men, if you are deemed fit to rejoin your kind: that my death will weigh more heavily upon you than my life. No fury I might possess could be a match for yours. Moreoever, though you seek to bury me, yet will you continuously resurrect me! Once I am unbound, I am unbounded!’
On the word ‘resurrect’, delivered with ferocity, the fallen creature heaved himself to his feet and stood confronting me, fire still creeping at his chest and throat. Although he was below me on the slope, he dominated me.
I fired three times, aiming into that voluminous greatcoat. On the third shot, he went down on to one knee and gave a loud cry, clutching his head. When he looked up again, one side of his face, it appeared to me, had fallen away.
‘There will be no more of you!’ I said. Sudden triumph and calm filled me.
The creature was gone beyond my influence. He saw me no more. But he spoke again before he died.
‘They thought me gone, for I that day was absent, as befell, bound on a voyage uncouth and obscure, far on excursion towards the gates of hell, where …’
A last attempt to rise, then he lost balance and fell forward, lying face down, one arm twisted out sideways with a clumsy gesture, palm upwards. I left him amid ice and thin smoke, to climb back up the nunatak. The monster was finished, and my quest.
Trembling, I set the swivel-gun to rights. If other attackers came for me, they should meet the same reception as the monster before I met my Maker. Or there might be men in the city; I must assume nothing more until more was known. Certainly they were aware of my presence. Since the rocket died overhead, the lights were being extinguished behind the great ramparts, the activity was ending, the displays were being put away. They would know where I was, and what I had done.
So I would wait here until someone or something came for me, biding my time in darkness and distance.
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Introduction
Even if an author writes something as far-fetched as possible, still something of his family influence will remain.
And in the case of this novel, what remains is deliberate.
I am fortunate in having two sons and two daughters. My eldest daughter is very close to me (and indeed lives nearby). When she was still in utero, a drug called thalidomide was being touted, said to alleviate the suffering of morning sickness in pregnant women. Thalidomide was available between 1957 and 1962, after which it was banned.
Fortunately, our doctor did not prescribe the drug for my wife. It emerged that Thalidomide was in fact a teratogen – a substance causing terrible birth defects in children. Had it been prescribed, then my dear daughter would likely have been malformed from birth. All these years later, I rejoice still that she was spared any such deformities.
The dictator in this story is not so lucky. Mortimer Dart, who has inherited the island invented by Mr H.G. Wells, has to wear metal prostheses; he has suffered from the malevolent effects of Thalidomide. And Dart himself behaves much like a teratogen upon the creatures he rules over on his island – the Beast People.
It has always been a struggle to have any novel in the fantasy or science-fiction genres reviewed in newspapers or journals. This novel proved more fortunate than most. The elegant American hardback, which was first published by Simon & Schuster, quotes from four British reviews. Those reviews between them convey much of the kind reception of the book:
‘For a good yarn in an old style - and I do intend a compliment - no need to go further than Brian Aldiss’s descendant of Dr Moreau, the wicked man in the H.G. Wells story who first brought the concept of genetic engineering to the horrified eyes of middle-class Edwardians... But this creaky stuff isn’t really the point of the book: its pleasures are to enjoy the old-fashioned virtue of pace and narration, to be let up and let down by the pulling of the strings, to smell the heat and the rank vegetation of a Pacific island.’
Manchester Guardian



‘A sprightly homage to H.G. Wells’s fable about scientific irresponsibility, first published in 1896 … Aldiss has glossed ‘Frankenstein’ similarly and though he touches nothing he does not adorn, he’s onto an easy winner here, for simply restating this nineties theme in the eighties says a lot about the progress of notions and the notions of progress.’
Sunday Times



What the factual Brian Aldiss would add to these comments is that throughout this story a global war is in progress, emphasising the ready militarism of the West. The Beast People are among its victims.
Brian Aldiss
Oxford, 2013



To sink below the surface of the ocean was to enter a world of sound. Much of the sound originated from organic beings, for ever transmitting their signals and necessities in harmonics which ranged through a scale commensurate with their environment, from shrillest, fastest squeak to deepest grunt. No one ear in that great element could encompass the span of frequencies involved.
Near the surface of the ocean, the sounds were light and many, and the organisms transmitting them similarly multitudinous and small. Lower, where larger fish swam, a deeper note prevailed. Lower still, deeper yet. As the light faded, as pressure increased towards the submerged valleys and hills of the ocean bed, the sounds became infrequent and acquired a lugubrious note in keeping with their surroundings.
Another range of sounds also persisted. It issued from another order of existence entirely: from the inorganic, from the mantle of water which moved ceaselessly over the drowned landscapes of its domain. These throatless cadences had been audible almost since the beginning of time, certainly long before any stirrings of life. Currents, waves, tides, sunken rivers, sunken lakes and seas, all served as restless atmosphere to a world remote from the sentient creatures whose existences were confined to exposed territories outcropping above the planetary waters.
This ocean was of considerable depth. Its dimensions extended for thousands of miles in all directions. It occupied one-third of the surface of the planet, covering an area greater than that of all the exposed lands. A philosophical observer might regard it as the subconscious of the world, contrasting it to the exposed land area, which might – in the light of this rather whimsical notion – be considered as the seat of a fitful conscious.
In the aqueous subconscious of the planet all was as usual, all as it had been for millions of years. On land, away in another element, the teeming individual awarenesses of the dominant species were in more than normal ferment. Their actions were full of sound and fury. They had just launched themselves into a global war which threatened to lay waste much of the land area, besides bringing about their own extinction.
Such military clamour scarcely penetrated the surface of the great ocean. Yet even there – even there, one could search and find contra-indications, symptoms of pain.
Meteors flashing through the night sky from space were once regarded as portents of solemn events. The ocean also had its portents from an alien element. Like a shower of meteoric debris, metal from a disintegrating craft scattered across miles of sea. Slowly the parts sank, turning through the water, reflecting less and less light from above as they fell. They drifted down towards areas of enormous pressure and permanent twilight.
Finally all that remained of the Leda came to rest upon a barren plain near the equator, bedding down in primordial oozes under six thousand metres of ocean.



1
Alone in the Pacific
In times of peace, the crashing of the space-shuttle Leda into the Pacific Ocean would have provided drama enough for most of the world to have heard about it by lunchtime. During the early months of war in 1996 the incident was little noticed, beyond the announcement that an Under-Secretary of State was missing.
It is not my intention to detail that crash here. It forms no part of the dreadful story I have to relate. Suffice it to say that my secretary and I were the only passengers, and that the crew numbered two, James Fan Toy and José Galveston. The shuttle splashed down into the Pacific close to the equator, latitude 2˚ South, longitude 178˚ East. My secretary was killed on impact; in a moment of panic he jumped up just before we struck, and his neck was broken.
The craft floated long enough for Fan Toy, Galveston and me to climb free and jump into an inflatable life raft.
To escape drowning was one thing, to escape the ocean another. The war was far away to the north of us, and we were in a little-frequented sector of ocean. We saw no planes, no ships, no land. Day succeeded day, the awful power of the sun making itself continually felt. We had little shelter and less water, rationing ourselves to a mouthful twice a day. As our life-energies were burned from us, we took to lying under an inflatable plastic canopy, no longer paddling or even keeping watch on the unvarying horizon about us.
On the eighth day, early in the morning before the sun had risen high enough to scorch us, Fan Toy gave a cry and pointed to something floating in the waves. We stood and stared, leaning against each other for support.
How vividly I recall that moment, with the stench of our bodies and the boat’s fabric, the ceaseless motion of the waves, the vast expanse of water! In the water was a dolphin, making slowly towards us.
‘It’s bringing help,’ Fan Toy said. We had sent out a radio call for help as the Leda re-entered Earth’s atmosphere. This might well be a naval dolphin coming to guide us to a nearby submarine – such was the hope raised by sight of the creature.
‘Don’t be too sure he’s on our side,’ Galveston said.
We dipped our hands into the ocean and splashed our blistered faces and eye-sockets to try and see more clearly.
‘Yes, it’s one of our boys,’ Fan Toy said. ‘Take a look at the stars and stripes embedded in its tail.’
I was peering too, and could discern the insignia as he spoke.
‘It’s moving slowly. Could be it’s injured,’ I said.
The creature seemed to be making heavy weather of what was just a light swell; it wallowed from side to side as it headed towards us.
Galveston got a paddle out. ‘I don’t like the look of the beast. Keep off!’ He struck at the dolphin as it came within range.
‘Don’t be a fool,’ Fan Toy said, trying to knock the paddle from Galveston’s hand. The two men struggled feebly together.
My attention was momentarily attracted elsewhere. A school of flying fish – only the second school we had seen since taking to the life raft – passed behind us, clipping the waves as it flew. One of them, slightly adrift from its fellows, landed behind us in the raft.
It was food. As I stooped down to seize it, my glance caught something on the far horizon. I could not say what it was – possibly the mast of a ship, gleaming in the sun. I bent down to snatch at the struggling fish.
As well that I did. In that moment came the explosion. It struck me with a wall of sound and pitched me into the sea.
I surfaced, choking and deafened. The water seethed all round me. The life raft had gone. So had Fan Toy and Galveston. I called their names. Limbs and flesh lay in the ocean about me, trailing tentacles of red which were dispersed among the waters. They had been blown apart, as had dolphin and raft.
The one item still afloat and happily intact was the inflatable canopy. I managed to climb into it, bale out the water with my hands, and achieve a precarious stability. I also managed to retrieve a paddle. Then I lay where I was, in a daze, as slowly my hearing returned: but not my companions.
For whatever reason, I had again been preserved. Triumphantly I told myself – even whispered the words aloud through cracked lips – that my love of God and country would bring me through all perils to victory. I did not doubt that the Leda had been sabotaged by subversive elements in the Moon base, and that the sabotage had been aimed at me. Yet I had survived. And would continue to survive.
Maybe Fan Toy and Galveston had been involved in the treachery, for one can trust no one during a global war. They had been destroyed. I lived.
Now I had a makeshift boat. I was too numb at first to paddle. But a light breeze caught the canopy and bore me along, slowly increasing the distance between me and the carnage. Which was as well. Two sharks began to circle the area. Then another moved in, and another after it. Soon I watched many triangular fins, circling the bloodied area at speed.
There was little doubt as to what had occurred. The dolphin had been naval-trained. It must have been on a suicide mission, loaded with an explosive charge, maybe a nuclear one, and programmed for some particular target. Enemy defences had hit and wounded it. Half senseless, it had swum on, who knew how far. Seeing our raft, it had homed in on us, probably in search of aid. Galveston struck it with his paddle, whereupon the explosive charge had been detonated.
Confirmation of this theory lay in the way we had found the dolphin swimming alone. An ordinary dolphin, when wounded, secures help from its own kind, who will escort it hundreds of miles, if need be, to a safe spot where it can recuperate. Our fellow, loaded with death, had had to travel alone to the last.
It was impossible to stand in my flimsy canopy-boat. I could manage only to sit up and stare about me, searching the horizon for that gleaming thing again. It was nowhere in sight.
My strength began to desert me as hope went. The sun was growing powerful, and I found a flexible bucket and pushed it on my head for protection. Then I slumped back as best I could, unable to paddle since there was nowhere to paddle to.
Seconds, minutes, hours drifted by before I looked up again. Who knows the teeming thoughts that poured through my mind? When I finally broke from my reverie and peered about me an island was in sight.
How beautiful it looked, how superbly more positive, more created, than the miserable element swilling all about me! I stood up in my excitement and capsized my boat immediately. Once I was back in it again, I turned eagerly to see what I could see.
At this distance the land appeared as a large rock with a flat top. On that top an installation of some kind had been built; this was what I had seen as I stopped to pick up the flying fish. Although such an indication of human enterprise filled me with hope, I had reservations from the beginning; the world was so full of automated machinery of various sorts, from missile-detection systems to navigational aids, that evidence of an installation was no proof men would be nearby. Yet even a deserted island was a hundred times more welcome than open sea. To die under a palm tree suddenly seemed like heaven.
The island was still distant. A current was carrying me towards it, and I was content for a while to lie back in exhaustion and be borne onwards. Again my mind wandered, half deliriously; I became involved in complex situations with people I did not know but thought I recognized.
When I shook myself from my lethargy, the sun was low in the west and magnificent layers of cloud were drawing about it to celebrate its descent. The island was considerably nearer; I could make out grey walls of cliff. The installation was lost in late afternoon light.
My drinking water was entirely gone. Exhausted though I was, I seized on the paddle and tried to guide my frail craft towards the island. For a dread filled me that ocean currents might carry me past this refuge in the hours of darkness, and that by morning it would lie far astern. Then I should surely die. My chance was now – or never again.
I was still paddling as night came down. It was glorious and terrible to witness the world’s swift change from day to night; even in my drained condition I was moved by it, and offered a prayer to God.
The breeze which had earlier carried me westwards was reversed with evening. My boat was almost at a standstill. I battled in the darkness as long as I could, collapsing at last in the bottom of my craft, where I slept fitfully, half in a delirium.
I woke before dawn, chilled all through, convinced I was dying. I lay like a broken bundle, cradling my paddle, with my jaw hanging open and my mouth parched, as once more the processes of Earth brought this part of the world into light.
I opened my eyes and lifted my head. Great cliffs loomed close, lit by early sun. They rose steeply from the waves, without a shore. High above the waterline bushes grew, crowning the cliffs. Birds wheeled above them. I stared at the birds in wonder. My canopy was moving slowly westwards again, no more than three hundred metres from the cliffs.
One detail was especially remarkable. Carved into the cliff at a place which appeared totally inaccessible was a gigantic letter.
The letter dominated me. I stared at it, trying to make sense out of it, but to my dazed imagining it seemed to be independent of meaning, to exist only for itself. Its very shape suggested a sturdy bipedal independence. It was a huge letter M.
The cliffs dazzled with reflected light but the M was black. Whoever had sculpted it from the rock had made certain that it was visible from afar by filling its recesses with tar or some black pitchy substance.
Thoughts of a vaguely religious nature filled my mind. I heard my voice from my cracked lips say, ‘In the beginning was the letter.’ I laughed feebly. Then I slumped back into the boat.
When I brought myself to look again, the M stood some way behind, a double black pillar. The nearer cliffs were less steep and in shadow. Trees were more in evidence. I even imagined I might have seen a building among the trees, as my head dropped once more. But the insistence that I should do something rose within me and again I dragged myself up. I splashed head and neck with sea water, although the brine made my lips smart.
The boat was drifting past a south-west-facing cliff wall which lay no more than two hundred metres away. Ordinarily I would have thought nothing of swimming ashore; now, all I could do was cup my hands and call for help; but there was the noise of surf against rocks to compete with, and my throat was choked by drought.
I could see that in less than an hour we should reach the end of the island, to be carried into the open ocean again. The cliffs were becoming less massive. It would be possible to scramble ashore at the westernmost point. When it came level, I would have to fling myself into the water, trusting to God and the remainder of my strength to get me ashore.
As I was preparing for this ordeal, I discovered that I was being observed. Three or four natives stood under tall trees among bushes, watching me. At this distance, I could get no clear view, yet something about them – whether in their faces or their stance – gave an impression of singular bestiality. They stood almost immobile and stared across the waves at me; then they were gone; the bushes moved for a moment and were still.
I turned my attention to the end of the island, which could now be seen to sprout an islet just beyond its shores, leaving a narrow channel between shore and islet. The question seemed to be whether the current which carried me would sweep me clear away from the island or closely round its tip, between island and islet; if the latter was the case, it should not be difficult to get ashore.
As I considered this question, a heavy craft with thundering engine swerved out from behind the island. Spreading a wake of white water behind it, it curved out and headed towards me.
Two men were in the craft. I could get clear glimpses only of the man at the wheel. His face was black and again, as with the watchers on the cliff, I received an impression of brutishness.
The craft he steered was painted a muddy brown. As it bore towards me and swung clumsily abeam, the wash from it swamped my canopy. I found myself struggling in the water. Half-drowned, I heard the curses of the men in the boat; then my wrists were grasped, and my shoulders, and I was heaved unceremoniously into the landing-craft, as I heard one of them call it.
As soon as they had me on deck the boat was in motion again, swerving violently about. I was left to roll on the deck like a freshly landed tunny, coughing and spewing the sea water out of me.
When I had recovered slightly, I heaved myself into a sitting position. I was confronted by as frightful a countenance as I have ever seen in my life. At close quarters, its brutishness was overwhelming, so that I half-believed I was delirious.
Under a floppy leather hat was no brow, simply a great swelling face covered with stubble. The jaw was prognathous, with no chin. A mighty mouth swept back, its corners almost vanishing into the absurd hat, its fleshy lips hardly fleshy enough to conceal large incisors in the lower jaw. Above this formidable mouth was a snout-like nose, wrinkled in a sneer like a hyena’s, and two almost lidless eyes. These eyes regarded me now – fixed themselves on me with a dull red glare. I pulled myself back from them in shock. But still I had to stare into them.
The monster regarded me with the strangest expression, at once aggressive and shrinking, as though it was on the point of either throwing itself upon me or leaping out of my way.
Only for a moment did we stare at each other so closely. Only for a moment was that strange ambiguity of gaze between us. Then the strange black man was struck on the back by his companion, who roared, ‘Get back to the helm, George! None of your tricks!’
Black George leaped back to his station with a frantic scuffle, quite devoid of dignity. He was a big burly fellow, with tremendous shoulders on him, but short in the shank. He was encased in an all-enveloping pair of grey work-overalls.
When I turned my attention to the other man, my first impressions were scarcely more favourable. A fine place I had come to, I thought! This specimen was recognizably Caucasian, and with no visible deformities, but he was also a great hulking brute. His face was fat and pasty; it bore a besotted, sullen expression. His eyes seemed to be the same pasty colour as his skin; they looked directly into mine once, for an instant, then away, in such a furtive manner that I was as disconcerted as by George’s savage stare. He always avoided a direct gaze.
Although everything about him appeared totally unfavourable – apart from the cardinal fact that he had rescued me from the sea – I gained an impression that he was an intelligent, even sensitive, man who was trying to bury some dreadful knowledge within him: and that the effort had brutalized him.
His hair was tawny and uncared for, and he had a straggling yellowy-brown beard. He carried a riot-gun slung over one shoulder and clutched a bottle in his left hand.
When he saw me regarding him he held out the bottle before me, not looking straight at me, and said mockingly, ‘You look as if you could have a use for a drink, hero!’
I said, ‘I need water.’
My voice was a croak. His was thick and had a curious accent. It took a while before I realized English was not his native language.
‘Palm wine for the morning. Fresh vintage. Do you plenty good!’
‘I need water.’
‘Suit yourself. You must wait till we are on the shore.’
George was now swinging the craft in between island and terminal islet, hunched with a kind of careful ferocity over the wheel. I could see a strip of beach beyond. The blond man yelled to George to go more steadily.
‘What is this place?’ I asked.
He looked me over again, torn between pity and contempt, his eyes sliding round me.
‘Welcome to Moreau Island, hero,’ he said. He took another swig at his bottle.
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Some Company Ashore
The landing-craft ran into a narrow channel with rock on the left and island on the right. Open sea ahead indicated that although the island was several kilometres long, it was considerably less in width, at least at this western end. The beach was a slender strip of sand, bracketed in rocks and stones and encroached on by scrub. George brought us swinging broadside on to this strip, hunching himself by the wheel and awaiting further instructions while he eyed me with distrust.
‘Are you fit enough to walk?’ the blond man asked me.
‘I can try,’ I said.
‘You’re going to have to try, hero. This is where you get out! No ambulances here. I’ve got the fishing nets to see to, and that’s trouble enough to do. George here will take you along to HQ. Get that?’
Involuntarily I looked at George with suspicion.
‘He won’t hurt you,’ the blond man said. ‘If you drifted through the minefields OK then you will be safe by George.’
‘What sort of a place am I getting to? Are there other – white men there? I don’t even know your name.’
The blond man looked down at the deck and rubbed his soiled deck shoes against each other
‘You aren’t welcome here, hero, you ought better to face that fact. Moreau Island is not geared exactly to cater to the tourist trade. But we can maybe find a use for you.’
‘My work is elsewhere,’ I said sharply. ‘A lot of people will be looking for me right now. The ASASC shuttle I was in crashed in the Pacific some way from here. My name is Calvert Madle Roberts, and I hold down an important government post. What’s your name? You still haven’t told me.’
‘It’s not any damned business of yours, is it? My name is Hans Maastricht and I’m not ashamed of it. Now, get on shore. I have work to do or I will be into trouble.’
He turned to George, slapping the riot-gun over his shoulder to emphasize his words. ‘You take this man straight to HQ, get that? You go with him to Master. You no stop on the way, you no cause any trouble. OK? You no let other People cause any trouble, savvy?’
George looked at him, then at me, then back to the other man, swinging his head in a confused way.
‘Does he speak English?’ I aked.
‘This is what he savvies best,’ Maastricht said, slapping the riot-gun again. ‘Hurry it up, George. Help this man to HQ. I’ll be back when I’ve checked the fishing nets.’
‘Savvy,’ said George. ‘Hurry it up. Help this man HQ, come back when I check the nets.’
‘You just get him safe to HQ,’ Maastricht said, clouting him across the shoulders.
The hulking fellow jumped down into shallow water and put out a hand to help me. I say hand – it was a black leathery deformed thing he extended to me. There was nothing to do but take it. I had to jump down and fell practically into his arms, leaning for a moment against his barrel-chest. Again I felt in him the same revulsion as struggled in myself. He moved back a pace in one hop, catching me off balance, so that I fell on my hands and knees in the shallow waters.
‘Sort yourselves out!’ Maastricht shouted, with a laugh. Swinging the riot-gun round on its sling, he fired one shot into the air, presumably as a warning, then headed the landing-craft towards where the channel widened.
George watched him go, then turned to me almost timorously. His gaze probed mine; being nearly neckless, he hunched his shoulders to do so, as if he were short-sighted. At the same time he extended that maimed hand to me. I was still on my knees in the water. There was something poignant in the fellow’s gesture. I took his arm and drew myself up.
‘Thank you, George.’
‘Me George. You no call George?’
‘My name is Calvert Roberts – I’m glad of your help.’
‘You got Four Limbs Long. You glad of your help.’ He put his paw to his head as if trying to cope with concepts beyond his ability. ‘You glad me help. You glad George help.’
‘Yes. I’m feeling kind of shaky.’
He gestured towards the open water. ‘You – find in water, yes?’
It was as if he was striving to visualize something that happened long ago.
‘Which way to your HQ, George?’
‘HQ, yes, we go, no trouble. No stop on way, no cause any trouble.’ His voice held a curious clotted quality. We stood on the stony beach, with a fringe of palm trees and scrub to landward, while a comedy of misdirected intentions developed – or it might have been a comedy if I had had the strength to find the situation funny. George did not know whether he should walk before me or behind me or beside me. His shuffling movements suggested that he was reluctant to adopt any of the alternatives.
The surface amiability of our conversation (if it can be dignified by that word) in no way calmed my fear of George. He was monstrous, and his close physical presence remained abhorrent. Something in his posture inspired distrust. That jackal sneer on his face seemed at war all the time with a boarish element in his composition, so that I was in permanent doubt as to whether he was going to turn round and run away or charge at me; and a certain nervous shuffle in his step kept that doubt uppermost in my mind.
‘You lead, I’ll follow, George.’
I thought he was about to dash away into the bushes. I tried again.
‘All right. I’ll go ahead and you can follow me.’
I thought he was about to rush at me.
‘You no drive me?’
‘I want to get to HQ, George. I must have water. There’s no danger, is there?’
He shook his great head to and fro, saying, ‘Danger, yes. No. No stop on way, no cause any trouble. Go with him to Master.’
I began to walk. He darted forward immediately and remained exactly one pace behind, his little piggy eyes glaring into mine whenever I turned my head. Had I not felt so exhausted, I should have been more frightened or more amused than I was.
In my condition and in this company, I was not well equipped to appreciate scenery. It presented, however, an immediate solid impression to me, an impression formidable and silent. Underfoot was that broken marginal territory which marks the division between ocean and land, even on so precarious a wedge of land as this. Just ahead were bleached rocks and the sombre greens of palm and thorn bushes. The ocean was at its eternal stir; the foliage hung silent and waiting, and far from welcoming.
The undergrowth came down close to the water’s edge. I saw a track leading among the trees, and took it.
George had evidently summed me up by now, for he said, ‘He got Four Limbs Long. You got Four Limbs Long.’
‘That’s how it happens to be with mankind,’ I said sharply.
George said, or rather chanted, ‘Four Limbs Long – Wrong Kind of Song!’
‘Where did you get that idea from?’ I asked. But I did not stand and wait for his answer. I set off along the path, and he sprang to follow on my heels, one pace behind. It was a relief to be among trees again, in shade. After all the days in the boat, my walk was uncertain, although I felt strength returning as we proceeded.
My mind was preoccupied with many things, not least with my weakness and the contrasting strength of the moronic brute behind me. I was also puzzled by what Maastricht – whom I took for a Netherlander from his name and his accent – had said: ‘Welcome to Moreau Island.’ The name meant something to me, yet I could not place it at all. Moreau Island? Had some scandal been connected with it?
Despite these preoccupations, I took care to keep alert to my surroundings, for there had been something threatening in Maastricht’s warning to George. What or whom were we likely to meet?
This strip of the island had little to offer, apart from the singular virtue of being terra firma. The rock to our right hand, sculptured as if by water at some earlier period of history, harboured many scuttling things, though probably nothing more exotic than birds and lizards. Bamboos were all about us, growing from cavities in the rock and from the ground, which was littered with stones and large shells. They grew thickly enough to obstruct our passage, though thinly enough for a pattern of sunlight and shadow to be cast where we walked. Occasionally we caught glimpses of the bright sea to our left, through a trellis of leaves.
At one point, I almost tripped over one of the large shells. Kicking it aside, I observed that it was the whitened carapace of a tortoise. We seemed almost to be walking through a tortoise graveyard, so thick did the shells lie; there was never a sign of a live one.
Boulders lay close on either side, some of them as tall as we were. Then we had to thread our way between them, and George came uncomfortably close to my vulnerable neck. Two of these big boulders virtually formed a gateway; beyond them more of George’s uncouth breed of native were lurking.
I saw them among the thickets ahead and halted despite myself.
Turning to George, I said, ‘Why are they in hiding? What’s the matter with them?’
With a crafty look, at once furtive and menacing, George said, ‘Four Limbs Long – Wrong Kind of Song … Four Limbs Short – Right Kind of Sport!’ His feet began a kind of shuffle in the dust. His eyes would not meet mine.
There was no point in trying to make conversation with him. Now that his own kind were close, he looked more dangerous than ever.
‘George, you take me straight to HQ, savvy? You no stop, you no cause trouble, you no let anybody cause trouble, OK? You savvy?’
He began to pant in a doggy way, his tongue hanging out. ‘You no got carbine, Cal—.’ Perhaps he struggled to recall my surname; if so he failed, and his use of my given name carried an unwelcome familiarity.
I was remembering what Maastricht had said: ‘Master got carbine!’
He moved one burly shoulder at me, looking away, mumbling, ‘Yes, savvy Master got carbine …’
‘Come on, then!’ Advancing between the boulders, I called, ‘Stand back ahead. We are in a hurry.’
An amazing array of faces peered out of the bushes at me. They bore a family resemblance to George, although there was great variety in their deformity. Here were snouts that turned up and proboscises that turned down; mouths with no lips, mouths with serrated lips; hairless faces and faces covered almost completely with hair or stubble; eyes that glared with no visible lids, eyes that dreamed under heavy lids like horses’. All these faces were turned suspiciously towards me, noses twitching in my direction, and all managed to avoid my direct gaze by a hair’s breadth.
From some eyes in the deeper shadows, I caught the red or green blank glare of iridescence, as if I were confronted by animals from a ludicrous fairy tale.
Indeed, I recalled series of drawings by artists like Charles Le Brun and Thomas Rowlandson, in which the physiognomies of men and women merged through several transformations into the physiognomies of animals – bulls, lions, leopards, dogs, oxen and pigs. The effect was ludicrous as well as alarming. I moved forward, clapping my hands slowly, and slowly they gave way.
But they were calling to George, who still followed me.
‘Has he not Four Limbs Long?’
‘Is he from the Lab’raty?’
‘Where is the one with the bottle?’
‘Has he a carbine?’
And other things I could not understand, for I was soon to learn that George’s diction was a marvel of distinctness among his friends, and he a creature of genius among morons. He still followed stubbornly behind me, saying, or rather chanting – most of their sentences were in singsong – ‘He find in big water. He Four Limbs Long. He Five Fingers Long – Not Wise or Strong. No stop, no cause trouble. Plenty beat at HQ.’
He chanted. I staggered beside him. They fell back or hopped back, letting us through – but hands with maimed stubs of fingers, hands more like paws or hooves, reached out and touched me as I went by.
Now I caught a strong rank smell, like the whiff of a tiger cage in a zoo. The trees and bushes thinned, the sun beat down more strongly, and we came to the native village.
Near the first houses a rock on my right hand rose in a high wall. Climbers and vines, some brilliantly flowering, hung down the rock face, and among them fell a slender waterfall, splashing from shelf to shelf of the rock. It filled a small pool, where it had been muddied and fouled. But I ran to the rock, and let the blessed stuff fall direct on to my face, my lips, my parched tongue, my throat! Ah, that moment! In truth, the waterfall was not much more than a drip, but Niagara itself could not have been more welcome.
After a while I had to rest dizzily against the rock, letting the water patter on the back of my neck. I could hear the natives stealthily gather about me. But I offered a prayer of thanks for my deliverance before I turned to face them.
Their ungainly bodies were hidden under the same overalls that George wore; many an unseemly bulk was thus concealed from the world. One or two of them wore boots; most went barefoot. Some had made barbaric attempts to decorate themselves with shells or bits of bone in their hair or round their necks. Only later did I realize that these were the females of this wonderfully miscegenous tribe.
Fascinated as I was with them, I believe they were far more fascinated with me.
‘He laps water,’ one said, sidling up and addressing me without meeting my gaze.
‘I drink water, as I guess you must,’ I said. I was torn between curiosity and apprehension, not knowing whether to try to establish communication or make a break for it, but at least this creature who came forward looked as harmless as any of them. George resembled an outré blend of boar and hyena; this creature looked like a kind of dog. He had the fawning aspect of a mongrel which one sometimes notices in human beings even in more favoured parts of the world.
‘What’s your name?’ I asked, pointing at him to get the message home.
He slunk back a pace. ‘The Master’s is the Hand that Maims. The Master’s is the Voice that Names …’
‘What is your name?’
It touched its pouting chest humbly. ‘Your name Bernie. Good man, good boy.’
‘Yes, you’re a good man, Bernie.’ Weakness and a touch of hysteria overcame me. To find a Bernie here in this miserable patch of jungle on some forgotten rock in the Pacific – a Bernie looking so much like a stray pooch – was suddenly funny. Why, I thought, Bernie as in St Bernard! I began helplessly to laugh, collapsing against the rock. I still laughed when I found myself sitting in the mud. When they clustered nearer to me, staring down in a bovine way, I covered my face and laughed and wept.
I scarcely heard the whistle blow.
They heard. ‘The Master Knows! The Master Blows!’ They milled about uneasily. I looked up, afraid of being trampled on. Then one started to run and they all followed, stampeding as if they were a herd of cattle. George stood till last, looking at me with a great puzzlement from under his hat, muttering to himself. Then he too tried to flee.
He was too late. The Master appeared. George sank to the ground, covering his head with a humble slavish gesture. A whip cracked across his shoulders and then the Master passed him and strode towards me.
Climbing slowly to my feet, I stood with my back to the rock. I was tempted to imitate the natives and take to my heels.
The so-called Master was tremendously tall: I reckoned he was at least three metres high, impossibly tall for a human being.
I could see him among the trees and huts, marching along a wide track, and not much more than fifty metres from me. I had a glimpse of tranquil waters behind him, but all my attention was concentrated on him.
He carried a carbine in the alert position, ready to fire. It was aimed at me in a negligent sort of way. His stride was one of immeasurable confidence; there was about it something rigid and mechanical.
His face was concealed beneath a helmet. I could not see his eyes. As he came near, I saw that his arms and legs were of metal and plastic.
‘My God, it’s a robot!’ I said aloud.
Then it came round the corner of the rock and confronted me.
‘Where did you spring from?’ it demanded.
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In the Hands of the Master
One of my reasons for believing in God has been the presence in my life of emotions and understandings unsusceptible to scientific method. I have met otherwise scientific men who believe in telepathy whilst denying God. To me it makes more sense to believe in God than telepathy; telepathy seems to me to be unscientific mumbo-jumbo like astrology (although I have met men working prosaically on the Moon who held an unshakeable belief in astrology), while God can never be unscientific because he is the Prime Mover who contains science along with all the other effects of our universe. Or so I had worked it out, to my temporary satisfaction. God is shifting ground.
Directly I faced the Master, I felt some of those emotions – call them empathic if you will – which I have referred to as being unsusceptible to scientific method. Directly he spoke, I knew that in him, as in his creatures, aggression and fear were mixed. God gave me understanding.
This could not be a robot.
I looked up at it. Once I had got a grip of myself, I saw that the Master, although indeed a fearsome figure, was not as tall as I had estimated in my near-panic. He stood perhaps two and a quarter metres high, which is to say just over a head taller than I.
Beneath his helmet was a pale face which sweated just like mine did.
‘Who are you, and where did you spring from?’ he demanded.
I am trained to understand men, to cut through their poses. I understand tough men, and men who have merely tough façades. Despite the truculence of this man’s voice, I thought I detected uncertainty in it. I moved forward from the rock where I had been leaning.
He shuffled awkwardly in order to remain facing me, at the same time swinging his gun up to aim it at my stomach. Once my attention was thus directed to it, I recognized the gun as a kind issued to Co-Allied Invasion and Occupation Forces. It was a Xiay 25A, cheaply manufactured by our Chinese allies, capable of multiple-role usage, firing ordinary bullets, CS gas bullets, nailbombs, and other similar devices. The robot-like man carried a whip and a revolver in his belt. He was well armed if he was out for a morning walk.
He repeated his question.
I faced him squarely, fighting down my weakness.
‘I’m American, which I believe is more than you can claim. My name is Calvert Madle Roberts, and I am an Under-Secretary of State in the Willson Administration. I was returning from state business when my plane was shot down in the Pacific. Your employees brought me ashore. I have to get in touch with Washington immediately.’
‘My employees? You must mean Maastricht. What the devil was he playing at landing you here? This isn’t a funfair I’m running. Why didn’t he bring you round to the lagoon?’
‘I’ve been nine days adrift. I’m about all in and I need to contact my department soonest, OK? If you’re in charge, I hold you responsible for looking after me.’
He uttered a grunt which might have represented laughter. ‘I am in charge here, that’s for sure … And I can’t very well have you thrown back into the ocean.’
‘That’s big of you. I’ve told you my name. Roberts. What’s your name?’
His lip curled slightly. ‘You call me Master, same as the rest of them do.’ He swung himself about with a violent bodily motion and began striding back the way he had come. I followed.
We made our way along what served as a wretched street for the native village. The natives, having gathered their courage, had returned to peer at us. They uttered apotropaic phrases as their Master went by.
‘His is the Hand that Maims …’
‘His is the Head that Blames …’
‘His is the Whip that Tames …’
Beyond the little ragged village lay the lagoon. The road skirted it, winding past its tranquil green waters to buildings glimpsed through trees. Beyond everything was a steep hill, its grey cliffs looming above the forest. However mean the affairs of men, nature had added a note of grandeur.
It was impossible to keep up with the great mechanical strides of the self-styled Master. I lagged farther and farther behind. There was a gang of natives working on the far side of the lagoon, where I observed a mobile crane; they stopped work to stare at us.
My vision began to waver as I moved uphill. A stockade of tall and rusty metal posts stood here. The top of the stockade was decorated with barbed wire, strand after entangled strand of it. The Master halted at a narrow gate in the wall, stooping awkwardly to unlock it. I heard tumblers click back. He turned a wheel, the gate swung open, and he passed in. As soon as I had followed him, he pushed the gate shut and locked it from the inside.
Weakness overcame me. I fell to one knee.
‘Bella!’ he called, ignoring me.
I rose again, making my way forward as a strange figure came out of a building towards us. It was wearing a dress. It – no, she, Bella – had the short deformed legs common to most of the other islanders. Her skin was a dull pink. Her face was as hideous as George’s and his fellows’, although her eyes were curiously – lambent, I believe the word is. They seemed to glow and had an oriental cast. She would not look directly at me, although she approached readily enough while listening to what the Master was telling her.
To my surprise she came straight up to me and attempted to lift me off my feet. I felt a sort of nervous thrill at her embrace. Then I collapsed.
My senses never entirely left me. I was aware of strange faces about, and of being carried into a shadowy room. Something cool was placed on my forehead. Water was poured into my mouth; I could hardly swallow, and the cup was taken away. Then my eyes were bandaged. I lay without volition as expert hands ran over my body and I was given a thorough examination. These were things that hardly registered at the time, although they came back to me afterwards.
When I finally roused myself, the bandage was off my eyes. I lay naked under a sheet and felt refreshed. As I propped myself up on one elbow, I saw that an ointment to soothe my sunburns had been applied to my chest and face. The woman called Bella sat hunched in one corner of the room. Her eyes flashed greenly at me as she turned her head.
‘You – feel OK now?’
‘I think so.’
‘You like whisky?’
‘Thanks, but I don’t drink.’
‘No drink? You drink water.’
‘I meant that I don’t drink whisky.’
She stared motionlessly at me. She had short dark hair. I wondered if it was a wig. She had a nose that resembled a cat’s muzzle.
‘Thanks for seeing me through, Bella. I was in a bad way. Just reaction.’
‘I tell Master.’ She slunk away, hardly opening the door enough to get through, closing it directly she was through it. Decidedly feline.
The room took on new proportions as soon as she had gone. My body felt extremely light. Well, I said to myself, that’s how it is, here on the Moon. You mustn’t expect reality. Reality here is only one-sixth of what it is on Earth.
Without any sense of effort, I climbed out of bed and found it was easy to stand on my two feet if I stretched out my arms for balance. Being naked made things much easier. I floated over to my one unglazed window. No glass: but of course there were no minerals on the Moon.
‘M for Moon,’ I told myself aloud.
There was music, played close by, music and the strong heat of a tropical day. The music was Haydn’s, that composer who had come to dominate all the others, even Bach and Beethoven, in the last decade. I believed it was his Fifty-Fourth Symphony being played. Haydn and heat …
By some trick of the mind, I remembered who Moreau was.
I was gazing out at an untidy courtyard. Cans of paint were stacked there, sheets of wood, and panels of metal. Maastricht, still clutching his bottle, crossed my line of sight. I had forgotten he was on the Moon.
I heard the Master shouting at him. ‘Why the hell did you dump that politician where you did? It was asking for trouble – this is no funfair! Suppose George had—’
‘I didn’t bother to take him round to the harbour because I was in a haste to get to the fish nets, like you told me,’ Maastricht’s voice replied. I’ve had enough shouting at for one day. George brought him in safely, didn’t he?’
‘I had to go and rescue the man. They were about to tear him apart, just to put you in the picture.’
‘Pfhuh! I don’t believe you. Anyway, what do we do with the guy now he’s here?’
‘You know he can’t be allowed to stay. Hypothesize, man. Suppose he took it into his head to team up with Warren?’
‘Jeez, don’t mention Warren … Let it ride a while, Master. It’s time I had a drink.’
There was more, but strange waves were radiating through my head, bringing darkness. I staggered back to the bed, tucked a hand under the pillow and fell into a deep, troubled sleep. Over and over again, I was half-roused by the terrors of my dreams, in which the recurrent motif was a gigantic letter M, black, carved sometimes from rock, sometimes from flesh. Occasionally I roused to find the woman Bella ministering to me, or clumsily mopping my brow.
Since I was on the Moon, things were pleasant that would otherwise have been unpleasant. In her cat-like fashion Bella pressed herself against me. Her mouth, with its sharp incisors, lay against mine. I enjoy power, and the wielding of it; in any given situation I will manoeuvre until I am in control; but with Bella against me, fawning yet predatory, I relished the weakness in which I floated. Things go like that on Luna.
At last a time came when I sat up and was absolutely clear in my head. My internal clocks told me I had been in a fever for two or more days. Neatly pressed clothes lay by my bed. I climbed out and stood. My shanks looked thinner than before. I tested my balance, and a faint heaving still lingered, a phantom of the days adrift in the boat; but I took command of myself and had no trouble walking across to the window.
There lay Moreau Island, soaking in the unending daily dosage of sun, with the Pacific waiting as always on the horizon, a vat of energy. In the untidy courtyard, a bird swooped. All else was motionless. The Moon had set below my psychic horizon. I returned to the bed and sat down.
A while later Bella slunk into the room.
‘You – are better?’ she asked.
I beckoned her closer. She stayed where she was, one hand on the door. Scrutinizing her, I reassembled the mixed feelings I had towards her during my fever. She wore an ankle-length drab gold dress. It was torn. The tear, and her general demeanour, conveyed an impression of wretchedness; yet there was in her regard, in her hunched shoulder, a defiance which I admired. By the same token she was ugly enough, yet there was an animality about her which had made some kind of appeal to my more carnal instincts.
‘I appreciate your attentions to me while I was sick, Bella,’ I said. ‘Now I have to work. Where’s your shower? I sure can use a shower.’
‘The Master wish to speak to you.’ Maybe she understood, maybe not.
She led me down a short corridor and into another room. Music was playing – Haydn again. I had expected to see the Master towering over me, but he was not there. It was quite a pleasant room, but almost bare of furniture. There was a long window which gave a view over the top of the palisade – almost a seductive view, you might say, if it were not for the sinister nature of the surroundings.
I could see part of a placid lagoon, where the water was almost turquoise and sheltered from the blue Pacific beyond by a spine of land which almost enclosed it. On the curve of the lagoon was a harbour, with a battered landing stage and a boat moored to it. Tall palms leaned across to the water, overshadowing some huts. Behind them was jungle, climbing up a slope, the top of which was lost behind the building in which I stood.
It was such a typical view that I wondered if I had seen it before, perhaps in some previous reincarnation. Then I recalled that this vista embodied one of the favourite early twentieth-century dreams of escape from civilization: the retreat in the South Seas where the steamer came from Europe once a month and the girls wore grass skirts. And I reflected, as I turned away to observe the Master’s room, that I had a great deal for which to be thankful. Like life itself.
On one wall was a 3V screen: I was looking into a vast and ornate chamber, part perhaps of some German palace, in which an orchestra sat giving of their best to the soul of Joseph Haydn. I recognized the channel instantly as World Third; it beamed music out from Chicago for twenty-four hours every day and was available by satellite anywhere, even in this remote spot on the ocean. They could pick it up in Moon Base too. One of the good things that the war had not yet put a stop to.
Then the Master’s voice cut in over the music, the orchestra dimmed, and he said, ‘I’m coming in to speak to you, Roberts. Are you prepared?’
‘Certainly. What now?’
‘You may be surprised.’
‘At that, a side door opened, and someone entered from the next room. Maastricht followed, but I scarcely noticed him.
I was too busy looking at the person who had preceded him.
It was the Master. I recognized the pallid face. He was about thirty-five years old. He was cut down to size since I last saw him swaggering along. He came rapidly forward in a mechanized wheelchair and halted in front of me. I backed away and sat down on a relaxer. He had no legs. A looseflowing garment covered his body.
‘This is where it’s at, Mr Roberts. Now you see me like this, we both know where we stand.’ He was full of old-fashioned slangy phrases from some decade back, and used this one without a hint of humour. ‘In any event, I can’t take prosthetic limbs for very long in this heat. Now, you and I are going to have a little talk while Bella brings you in something to eat.’
Peeled out of his armour, and decked out in that looseflowing garment, the self-styled Master looked weak and female on first impression. But in the pallid face with its sheer cheeks and narrow pale mouth I saw a remorseless quality that would have to be taken into anyone’s account: either respected or circumvented.
As he turned to say something to the Netherlander, who hovered by, I was busy estimating him.
‘Tough luck about your accident,’ I said, indicating the elaborate wheelchair. ‘How come you’re living on an island in the Pacific War Zone? You’re a Britisher, aren’t you, to judge by that accent of yours?’
He regarded me unblinkingly.
‘It does so happen I was born in England. So what? I care no more for England than it ever cared for me. Damn England. I’m stateless – as simple as that. Follow me?’
I let that go unanswered. Bella entered, wheeling a trolley which she set in front of me. The trolley held an assortment of alcoholic drinks which I ignored and some fresh lime juice which I drank avidly. The food was Korean, served straight from deep-freeze lunch trays and very palatable, especially to a man who had had nothing solid in his stomach for days.
‘Do you know something about construction works, Mr Roberts?’ Hans asked.
‘That’s not important,’ the Master told him. ‘Go away and let me speak to Roberts alone. Get back to the harbour. Why are you hanging about here, anyway?’
‘First you want me to paint signs, then you want me to work at the harbour—’
‘Hans, this is no funfair. There’s work to be done. Get down to that harbour when I tell you. You know the scum don’t work well without you.’
‘You think I care?’ Maastricht said, but he backed out all the same, casting black looks at the man in the chair.
When we were alone, the Master said dismissively, ‘I try to run a tight little ship. Now then, Mr Calvert Roberts, we can have a talk, since you are here, however unwelcomely.’
‘Food’s good … after a week and more in an open boat, I tell you, a man is more than glad when Providence delivers him to terra firma, and to water, food and human company – however unfriendly.’
‘Nobody has ever thanked Providence for being on this rock before.’
‘Maybe they should have tried it … I want to discuss what you call this rock with you—’
He shook his head. ‘I want to discuss you. Never mind what you want. First things first. I have my priorities.’
‘Look, friend, you come on pretty heavy. You haven’t even introduced yourself. You don’t own me, remember. I’m not addressing you as “Master” – what’s your name?’
‘“Master” is my name here.’
‘You’ll gain nothing by persisting in that attitude, I promise you. Your presence here, in the middle of a War Zone, is probably against military law, and carries severe penalties.’ I continued to eat while the orchestra continued to play and he wheeled himself fast about the room.
He returned to swerve in front of me, confronting me, and said. ‘If you find it so damned important, my name was Dart. Mortimer Dart – though I’m now as nameless as I am stateless. As I am formless. There is no place for you on this island unless you submit to my authority.’
‘Why not cool it, Mr Dart? I’m not challenging your authority, and I certainly don’t require one slice of your little island. My intention is simply to get back to the States as soon as possible. My presence is required. ASASC – that’s the Allied Space and Aerospace Corps, if you’re out of touch – will be searching this whole area for survivors of the shuttle crash. I must use your radio to get in touch with ASASC HQ in San Diego, to have a message relayed to the President, letting him know I’m functional and pinpointing my present position. You will be compensated for any inconvenience.’
He looked at me over one malformed shoulder, his lips compressed.
‘According to you, you’re an Under-Secretary of State. A buddy of the President’s, eh? Quite a big wheel. Important. It’s not a tale I find likely – you washed up here half-dead. Prove you’re who you claim.’
‘All my papers were lost in the Leda crash. Get on to ASASC, ask them if Under-Secretary Roberts is missing. Or I can raise my own department on confidential wavelength – they’ll be glad to identify me. You can also check the names of the other guys in the crash. I can give them to you. I’m real enough. The news I carry to the President is real enough.’
He regarded me suspiciously. ‘What news?’
I looked at my watch and calculated. The war moved fast, even in its rather phoney opening stages. Military movements which had been secret ten days ago on the Moon would be common knowledge on Earth by now.
‘You follow the events of the war?’
He gestured towards the orchestra without moving his angry eyes from mine. ‘This I prefer. If men kill each other, so what?’
‘Soviet ground, sea and air forces are about to occupy Hokkaido and neighbouring islands of Japan. They will thus command the Sea of Japan and sever sea links between the United States and China. I was returning from a conference on the Moon to decide the future conduct of war in the Japanese theatre; it is essential I report back at once. Too much time has been lost to the enemy already.’
Dart considered this sullenly. Then he spoke in a more conciliatory tone. ‘I saw a bulletin this morning. A tremendous strike against Japanese cities and ports has just started … Give me some details about yourself, just to put me in the picture.’
I clutched my knees. The nightmare, the closing agony of the twentieth century, was unrolling, and here I sat humouring some petty madman … Briefly I gave him a few details. Born on a farm in Connecticut, only son. Ambitious father of German descent, mother Scottish Presbyterian. Both sides of the family affluent. Father’s connections enabled me to go into politics straight from university. A minor post in the Ammader Administration enabled me to go on a mission to Peking when the Russo-Chinese campaign along the Ussuri flared up. Was in Helsinki at the time of the Helsinki Incident marking the start of active Soviet expansionism. Escaped Finland and Europe with certain vital memory discs from NAPA HQ. Given governmental post shortly after, under President Wilson.
To this account Dart listened intently, head on one side. I felt that he was struggling to decide whether or not to believe my story. What I said was convincing and near enough to the truth.
‘You’ve been adventurous. Managed to move round the world, despite all the travel restrictions, East-West, North-South, all that red tape… . Your years have been active, according to you, up to the hilt. Real value for money, if you’re not making it up.’ He sighed. ‘Just for the record, how old are you, Mr Roberts?’
I took care not to let my growing impatience show.
‘I’m thirty-five, getting a bit long in the tooth. Born 24th May, 1961. Married four times, divorced four times. No offspring. Anything else you want to know? I don’t need a passport for Moreau Island, I guess?’
He made another circuit of the room, the machine taking a wide sweep and bringing him back before me with an abrupt halt. Dart’s face was grim, his brow wrinkled with a scowl.
‘We are the same age, Mr Roberts. Born on the same day of the same month. Is that a coincidence, a bad joke or a frame-up of some kind? While you’ve lived your life to the full – cities, women, that stuff – I’ve had to drag myself through existence on crutches, or in this cart, or worse. Some day. Glory for you, humiliation for me …’
‘Glory …’
‘You don’t know the half of it, you four-limbed bastard.’ The words were spoken almost without emphasis; it was just something he habitually thought when confronted by ordinary people. He looked me in the eye as he said it. I dropped my gaze. Dart’s face, under its puffiness, was striking. He had a heavy formidable skull with plenty of jaw and nose, and a pair of deep-set malignant eyes with which to look out at the world. His hair was dark and carelessly but rather elegantly tumbled about his forehead. Maybe he was going to run to fat.
‘As you must have anticipated, I feel uncomfortable, Mr Dart. So our lives have been very different. Don’t imagine mine has not had its problems. Everyone’s has. You don’t need me to explain how mysterious are the ways of God, who communicates through suffering very often.’
‘God!’ he echoed, and made a blasphemous remark. ‘Although not only weak men swear, I consider the trait a sign of weakness. That’s your mother’s Presbyterian upbringing, I suppose …’
It was time to change the subject. The orchestra had embarked on the last movement of Haydn’s symphony, and Bella almost surreptitiously wheeled the food trolley away.
I said to Dart, ‘I consider myself conversant with most islands in the Pacific. Moreau Island I have not heard of. How come? Who gave it its name?’
He countered with another question.
‘Does the name Moreau ring any familiar bells with you?’
I rubbed my chin.
‘So happens, yes. I used to be a great admirer of the scientific romances of H. G. Wells, who wrote First Men in the Moon and The Time Machine. Wells also wrote a novel about a Pacific island, nameless as I recall, on which a Dr Moreau practised some unpleasant experiments on animals of various kinds. Any connection?’
‘You are on Dr Moreau’s island. This is that same island.’
I laughed – a little uneasily, I have to admit.
‘Come on, Dart. Moreau’s is a purely fictitious island. Wells was writing an allegory. I can distinguish between reality and imagination, thanks.’
‘An ignorant boast, Mr Roberts. Wells may have been writing an allegory, but his island was firmly based on a real one – just as the island on which Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe was shipwrecked was based on a real one. You know Robinson Crusoe? Just as there was a real-life equivalent of Crusoe so there was a Moreau. The real Moreau was a gentleman of some distinction at the Edinburgh Academy of Surgery, by name Mr Angus McMoreau. He was a pupil of Thomas Huxley – Wells met him. His life is well documented. Wells did very little to camouflage the real situation, beyond some over-dramatizing. In fact McMoreau brought a lawsuit.’
‘All of which must have been over a century ago.’ Dart evidently harboured some dangerous illusions. I disbelieved all he said, but thought it best to conceal my scepticism.
‘Right, it was over a century ago, right,’ said Dart, laughing sourly. ‘What difference does that make? McMoreau’s experiments are still of relevance to research today. He was probing the borderland between human and animal nature, where the springs of modern man’s behaviour lie. Territorial imperatives, to name but one example I expect you’re au fait with. Questions the scientific world tries to answer today by resort to piddling disciplines like palaeontology and archaeology, McMoreau tried to resolve through surgery. His methods were primitive but his ideas were valid … He was a cute old nut-case and no mistake.
‘After McMoreau’s death, an assistant not mentioned in Wells’s novel carried on his work for several years. Then he passed on as well, and the inhabitants of the island were left on their own to survive as best they could. It can’t have been much of a picnic. As you know they were hybrid stock, but some offspring were born, and they form the basis of the population as you see it today. They can trace their ancestry right back to McMoreau’s times.’
The symphony finished. The orchestra bowed. Dart sat in his chair, staring out towards the lagoon as he finished speaking.
‘In the Second World War, Japanese forces invaded most of the Pacific, including this island. No permanent detachment was based here. Then, after the Japanese surrender, knowledge of the island came into American hands. Its native name is Narorana, by the way. Which means private. A scientific detachment was sent to investigate and—’
He paused. Something in the courtyard outside had caught his eye. He bowled over to the window. I also went to look, so impressed was I by the expression of absolute fury on his face.
Bella alone was to be seen. She stood against the palisade. For a moment I thought she was talking to herself; then it became apparent that she must be speaking to someone on the other side of the fortification.
‘How many times have I told her—’
Dart was moving again, charging through the door and along the corridor. ‘Da Silva! Da Silva!’ he called. His chair had a turn of speed to match his anger. He appeared outside, closely followed by a slender, dark-complexioned man in a lab coat who I guessed was the hastily summoned Da Silva. I saw Dart reach for a whip clamped to the outside of his chair. Then I started running myself.
When I got outside, it was to see him striking the wretched Bella repeatedly across her shoulders. She cowered under the lash but made no attempt to run away until I shouted, whereupon she showed a good turn of speed and ran inside by a farther door.
The man in the white coat grasped my arm without a great deal of conviction and I easily brushed him aside. I grabbed Dart’s whip and flung it to the far end of the compound.
‘You dare interfere – this is my island—’ Dart’s face turned a patchy yellow.
‘They aren’t your people to do what you like with—’
‘They are my people—’
‘You don’t own their souls—’
‘They have no souls, they’re animals—’
‘Animals deserve better than that. You and I are going to quarrel, Dart, unless you keep your temper in check. I can see you feel you have reason to hate the world, and I’m sorry, but I will not stand by and see you—’
‘You fool, I’ll throw you out of here if you speak to me like that! You dare attack me!’
He was far from subdued by my action. His face was a study in malice. Moreover, I had by no means disarmed him by wrenching his whip away. He seemed to be literally well armed. Whatever disaster had struck him, I saw now that he had his arms as well as his legs replaced, though the loose-fitting garment he wore made this hard to discern. Three pairs of arms were clamped on both sides of his chair, making him look somewhat like a plastic-and-metal spider. Some of these six interchangeable appendages ended in very odd hands indeed; at least two of them looked like lethal weapons.
But he mastered his wrath and said, ‘Just be warned. Come back inside; I wish to finish speaking to you. Da Silva, back to the labs.’
His chair bore him speedily back into the room we had left, and I followed.
Dart flipped off the vision on his huge screen. Only music flowed through the room – a quartet by Shostakovich.
‘These people have to be kept under stern control – as you will understand when you have been here a little longer.’ He spoke without looking at me.
I was still angry and would not reply. When Dart spoke again, it was again in a vein of explanation, although the tone of his voice gave no hint of apology.
‘The truth is, Roberts, that I’m vexed to be interrupted in my work by you or anyone else. My researches have gone through three stages. The first stage was merely to duplicate McMoreau’s original experiments, the second – well, never mind that. Suffice it to say, cutting the cackle, that I’m now into the culminating third stage. All the early crudities of approach have been set aside, junked – finished. I’m beyond all that. I’m discovering … I’m discovering the relativity of flesh …
‘The phrase means nothing to you, Roberts. But, believe me, all these years of pain – and pained thought – suffering is nothing unless you learn from it – I am the Einstein of a revolutionary biology …’
He darted a look at me.
‘I’m listening,’ I said.
He laughed. I saw again that dark and troubled thing in him. ‘I know you’re listening, man. Mr Roberts, I want you on my side and don’t know how to get you there. I’m not another Moreau. Not by a long chunk of chalk. You’ve decided already you hate me, haven’t you?’
‘I didn’t take to the way you treated Bella.’
‘Listen, I’m not another Moreau. He was a monster in many ways, a tyrant. I’m a victim. Try and dig that concept. A victim. Look!’
With a quick movement of his chin, he struck at a button on his right shoulder. So far as I had noticed it, I regarded it as a button securing his loose-flowing tunic. It was more than that. There was a sharp snap, a whir of servo-mechanisms, and Dart’s right arm slid off and clamped itself against the side of the chair.
Another brusque chin movement, and he pushed the tunic from his shoulder so that it fell away.
I saw his real arm.
It was not an arm. It was scarcely a hand. Four flexible digits like fingers sprouted from the shoulder joint. He swerved the chair so that I could see the detail, and the puckering of flesh where a shape almost like a hand had formed under the smooth nub of shoulder.
‘On the other side it’s a bit more grotesque. And my phalanges and metatarsal bones grow out of deformed femurs – that’s what I’ve got for legs. And I have a penile deformity.’
His voice as he spoke was throaty and the eyes of this Einstein of a revolutionary biology were bright with moisture.
Although I regarded him stolidly, my face unmoving, I had to fight an unexpected urge to apologize. ‘Why the healthy body should apologize to the defective I do not know. That’s not part of my philosophy.
‘Why are you so anxious to gain my pity?’
He leant sideways. The little fingers pressed a button inside the artificial arm. It moved back into place again, snapping when it was correctly positioned. The tiny sound provoked him to nod to himself almost complacently.
He was in control of himself, as his voice showed when he spoke again. ‘Back in all those crummy years when I was a kid, I used to go on reading jags, Mr Roberts. All sorts of crap I read. Not old H. G. Wells, I don’t mean. Dostoevsky, Nietzsche and a lot more, as well as technical books. A French writer called Gide compares Dostoevsky and Nietzsche. He finds them very alike, and do you know what he puts on about them? He says that Nietzsche was jealous of Jesus Christ, envied him to the point of madness, whereas Dostoevsky was struck with humility and regarded Jesus as a superman. You know what? As those two writers regarded Jesus Christ, so I regarded ordinary human beings – holding both attitudes at the same time. Because I was born monstrous and deformed, Mr Roberts. I was a thalidomide kid. Remember thalidomide?’
I remembered the thalidomide scandal well. The drug had been manufactured as a tranquilliser by a German company and licensed by chemical firms all over the world. The side-effects of the drug had not been properly researched; its teratogenicity had only become apparent when babies were born deformed. When the drug was administered to women in the early stages of pregnancy, it had the power of passing through the placental barrier and malforming the growth of the foetus. From eight to ten thousand children were born defective in various parts of the globe.
What made me recall the case so clearly was that over twenty years ago, when there was a court case in Canada regarding the amount of compensation to be paid one of the thalidomide children, my mother had said to me, ‘Cal, you were born at the time when thalidomide was available all round the world. We are just lucky that the States has sane laws about testing drugs – so that when I went to Doc Harris for a tranquilliser during pregnancy, he prescribed something safe, or otherwise you might have been born without your proper limbs like other babies your age in England and elsewhere.’
I said to Dart, ‘That whole case was a piece of criminal negligence.’ I could but stare at him, ashamed to move my eyes away.
‘My mother was prescribed Distaval, as thalidomide was called in England, and used it for a week only. One week! That week covered the forty-eighth day of her pregnancy. When I was born, I had these severe abnormalities on which you now gaze with such pleasure.
‘If the doctors had had any sense, they would never have let me live.’
‘But you’ve survived …’
‘I’ll leave you to think about what survival means in the circumstances. Life’s not been much of a funfair, Mr Roberts.’
He was gone, skidding away on two wheels. I stood where I was in the centre of the room. I put my hands in my pockets. My brain was refusing to think.
Shostakovich was bringing his affairs to an enigmatic close.
It was not until the next morning that Mortimer Dart appeared again.
By that time, my strength had returned to me and I had gone through a good deal of anxious heart-searching. I had also met Heather Landis.
Dart’s last remark had moved me; he had invited me to look into his life, that life of the same duration as mine (or so he claimed) but made so very different by physical accident. I had one way of understanding the sort of existence – I mean the sort of mental existence – he had led; by considering the uses to which he had put the island. Those uses (though I had only a sketchy notion of them so far) constituted a fairly broad indication of the sort of man with whom I was dealing.
I found myself virtually a prisoner. Although the house contained several rooms, they were mostly locked. The only rooms to which I had access were my room with its attendant bathroom and the main room I have described. I could get into the compound, but that was of little avail since it did not lead to the rest of the house and the outer doors leading to the village were kept locked.
Beyond my captivity, the ocean and the daylight fulfilled their predestined functions without touching me. I felt myself as firmly imprisoned by the Master as if I were held captive in his mind.
Confinement was no new thing to me. Although I considered myself a well-travelled man, I was one of the late twentieth-century versions of that species; I had been all round the world and to the Moon in my official capacity, yet most of that travel had been done behind metal-plating, and most of the destinations had been security-shrouded rooms. Although I had plenty of muscle, my real strength lay in my nerve. I was a good negotiator when called upon – and negotiation calls upon use of the backside.
When dark came down over Moreau Island, extraordinary cries and whoops sounded from the direction of the village. I went into the compound to see what I could see, but the walls were too high for me to observe much more than the chilly blue-white eyes of lights burning above the deserted quayside. As I turned to go inside again, a figure crossed the shadowy room I had just left.
‘Hey!’ I called, and ran in after it. It had been a girl – not Bella.
There was only a desk lamp burning by an instrument panel.
By its light, dimly across the other side of the room I saw a small deformed girl.
‘Who are you?’ I asked.
‘Hi there,’ she said. She turned and switched more lights on.
‘Who are you?’ I asked in a different tone. The girl was small, certainly, but perfectly formed. Her hair was long, dark and curly, and hung about her shoulders; tricks that the shadows played on it had led me to believe for a moment that she was a hunchback. Now I saw that was not so. She was of slender build, and wore a plain loose saffron-coloured tunic and a pair of dark nylon trousers, with sandals on her bare feet. Her most remarkable feature was a pair of enormous dark eyes which regarded me with the surprised gaze of some nocturnal animal, a tarsier or a loris.
‘I’m Heather,’ she said. ‘I work for the Master.’
I moved closer to her. She backed away.
‘I’d prefer it if you’d keep a little distance between the two of us, Mr Calvert Roberts.’ Although wary, her tone was also slightly flirtatious.
‘You American? You’re not one of the natives?’
‘You have a great way of handing out a compliment!’
‘It’s was your accent – look, I don’t want to offend Dart – after all, his boys pulled me out of the drink – but the sooner I get a radio message to San Diego the better. Can you help?’
She put an index finger to her mouth and nibbled at the nail. ‘I hear you’re lucky to be alive. Sorry, passing messages just isn’t my thing.’
‘Then I want to speak to Dart – or Maastricht or Da Silva.’
‘Da Silva lives in the lab. Hans is drunk as usual. You know, if that guy would only make the effort, he could throw off his alcoholic addiction just like that. Fundamentally, he is very nice.’
‘Let me speak to someone else then. I can’t waste any more time.’
She put her arms akimbo and summed me up with her big eyes. There was too much conscious charm in the gesture for my taste. ‘So you were the only one who survived ten days in an open boat. Why do you imagine you alone survived and your friends did not?’
‘They happened to be blown up, else they’d have survived. They were real tough. Look, lady, it’s nice to see you – will you show me to the radio?’
‘Do you think I would have survived in your boat?’
I was growing impatient with the conversation. She – Heather – was prowling about the room now, laying a hand on chair-backs and desks as she passed them. She was very graceful, and I observed the little plump buttocks in her trousers.
I said, ‘I’d guess you’d be better in bed than in an open boat.’
She turned and pulled a superior face, at the same time standing on tiptoe, in a little-girlish gesture. ‘I would have fared very well in that open boat because I have perfect control over myself. Why, I could have done better than you. Elsewhere, too, maybe, but that will never be your concern.’
‘What are you doing here, Heather? What do you want with me?’
‘I brought your supper, since Bella’s nowhere to be found. It’s in your bedroom.’ I thought it was the first time she had answered one of my questions directly. ‘I never met an Under-Secretary of State before. I wanted to speak to you and now I have done.’
As she made for the door into the corridor, I grasped one of her slim wrists. She must have been expecting it. She twisted in such a way that pain sprang up my arm and I let go of her. I caught one mocking glance from her large eyes; then she was gone.
Over my cold Korean meal, I wondered how much I was being manipulated. Someone like Dart would have a powerful compulsion to gain as full a control over his environment as possible; to that end he could have no better setting than a small island. It remained to be seen how much the fey Heather was her own agent or someone Dart controlled. What was her remark about having perfect control over herself?
Although I regarded what I had seen of the events on the island with misgivings, my interest lay elsewhere and my duty was to report back, and then get back, to the centre of things as soon as possible. There was a war on and I was part of it. I went to bed in a moderately bad temper and spent an immoderately bad night.



4
A Quick Swim in the Lagoon
When breakfast came it was Bella who brought it, not Heather. She sidled into my room with a tray and would, I believe, have slunk out without speaking had I not called to her. Her heavy head came over her shoulder and she regarded me with those smouldering feline eyes.
‘Bella, will you tell your Master that I wish to speak to him? I wish to send a message by radio and then I intend to quit his establishment. I will stay in the village until my relief party comes. Tell him that.’
‘You no like this place?’
‘Do you, Bella?’
She considered the question, looking down at the floor. At last, she said, ‘You Four Legs Long but you no like see me get whip last yest’day.’
‘Tell Master what I say, Bella – he won’t whip you.’
‘You no got whip.’
She went. You no got whip: was that her way of commending me, or did she speak contemptuously? Was she telling me to mind my own business? I had no idea.
When the Master came, rolling quickly up in his self-propelled chair, I was awaiting him. I held out a sheet of paper.
‘Here’s a signal to ASASC HQ, informing them that I am alive and stating my whereabouts. I’ll ask you to add grid references for this island. May I remind you that there is a war on, and that it is your duty as a British citizen to assist the Co-Allied cause by beaming this message immediately. Meanwhile, I’ll take up your offer of yesterday and leave these premises. I can stay somewhere down in the village until the relief party comes.’
‘Stay somewhere in the village?’ He looked at me curiously. Then he snatched up the paper with a prosthetic hand and swung his chair about. ‘As you will. You obviously don’t care for my company. Perhaps the company in the village will suit you better.’
I didn’t answer that. I followed him outside.
When we reached the outer gate, he raised the seat of his chair electrically until he was high enough to insert a magnetic key in a lock set well up the gate. Then he spun a wheel, as I had seen him doing on the outside of the compound. The gate rolled open. I was free to go.
‘See you,’ I said, tipping a finger at him.
He sat watching me, still and alert as a toad, as I walked through the gate and out into the sunshine.
The view under the trees was striking. The eye was led under an avenue of foliage towards the glittering waters of the lagoon, with the village nestling modestly among palm trees on the far side. The sound of the ocean pounding against rocks came clearly to me: it was the permanent sound of Moreau Island, and would remain so, long after men had gone. I could not help contrasting my surroundings with the silent and austere landscape of Luna.
But I was preoccupied with thoughts of Mortimer Dart, the Master, and the kind of man he was. I had yet to grasp the situation on the island, and that I determined to do. The whole concept of an island ruled over by one man was an anachronism – something that the United States and China would never tolerate. There were certain matters here I could investigate before the rescue party came to pick me up.
I was not entirely sure that Dart intended to transmit my message. To make certain, I would send a cable from the village. Or so I told myself, making a grave error of judgement.
I started optimistically towards the village. I had gone half a dozen paces when a figure leaped from the bushes. It ran across my path and stopped beside me, panting and laughing.
It was Bernie the dog man, showing his teeth in nothing but an amiable way and pushing his face with its large moist eyes towards mine. He tapped his chest as when we first met and said, ‘Your name Bernie – good boy, good man. Speak only with speech. Never eat filth, no, no!’
‘Hello, Bernie. You still remember me, do you?’
His whole body wriggled with pleasure and he moved as close to me as he could. ‘Ha, many night-times! You Four Limbs Long, well made. Good boy, good man, take out of the big waters all wet. Like fish, yes, good. Use the hands, speak only with speech. Don’t be bad or need Whip any more.’
As I began to move on, he kept pace with me, still talking, giving me watchful sideways glances which reminded me of the hulking George, although there was none of George’s menaces in Bernie’s evasive stare.
‘Are you coming with me to the village, Bernie?’
‘Are you coming with you, Bernie, yes! Good speech, many night-times! Good, Bernie good, good boy – got little hands and arms like Master. I come with you in my body, good. Not need Whip any more, you’ll see. One, two, three, five … Green, yellow, plate. You Bernie, you not Master, you friend, you good boy …’
With such conversation to enlighten us, we came down to the harbour.
When I had passed this way on my arrival on Moreau Island, my exhaustion had been too great for me to take in much of my surroundings. I stood and regarded them now with disappointment. The harbour and the village were poor things; proximity to what I had regarded as a picturesque South Sea island retreat brought nothing but disillusion.
The harbour was constructed of concrete-filled sandbags, the fabric of which had long ago rotted away. A wooden walk stretched a few yards out over the water, but I would not have wanted to trust myself to it. Two battered old landing-craft – one of which had been used in my rescue, I did not doubt – were moored there. The place reeked of neglect.
As for the village! In the noonday light only a row of half a dozen palms, sloping out over the water, lent it a touch of beauty. It was no more than a collection of hovels. Some of the hovels were constructed from natural materials such as palm leaves. Others were built with the cast-offs of Western civilization – ancient jerry cans, corrugated iron, old packing cases, rusting automobiles. All were miserable in the extreme. One or two brutish faces peered out of doorways, not moving in the heat. My expectations about sending cables died at once.
The only sign of activity, or of intelligence, was round on the other side of the lagoon, on the right of where I stood with Bernie. There groups of natives were bending their backs, a concrete mixer was chugging, a mobile crane swung blocks of stone out into the green water.
Sunshine enveloped me. Sweat trickled down my backbone. I stood gazing at the scene, taking in all the parsimonious evidences of mankind set against a natural prodigality. I stared down at the concrete of the quayside beneath my feet. The concrete was laid in prefabricated slabs, many of which had broken at the corners during the process of laying. Cracks ran like lines on an automobile map, creating cartographic sketches of obliterated cities; weeds, forcing their way among the fissures and avenues, represented vegetation surviving in microcosmic Hiroshimas. All directions ultimately led nowhere. The primitive roadway, to my anxious mind, formed a diagram of what was in process; I saw I also had a miniature battle on my hands here. I would have to overcome Dart if I was ever to leave Moreau Island.
I began walking slowly along the edge of the lagoon, oppressed with a thunderous sense of fate which I tried to tell myself was nothing more than the receding tide of my weakness. The chug chug of the concrete-mixer ahead, the swinging arm of the crane, seemed to offer something stable in my uncertain state. As I advanced, I heard my name called. A hand waved from the crane. My pace became more positive in response. The arm of the crane halted in mid-swing, and Maastricht jumped down.
He strolled towards me, bare-chested, riot-gun slung over his right shoulder.
‘You’re jack-of-all trades, I see, Mr Maastricht.’
‘Nobody else to do it if I don’t. Can’t leave it to this gang of brutes to do sensible work.’ He evaded my gaze as he spoke by glancing at the natives he referred to.
‘There must be other – well, white men on the island.’
‘Warren – no, no, there’s no person else, just the Master and me. And Da Silva.’ He ran a hand across his face, as if to wipe out a mistake he had nearly made. ‘I thought you understood the set-up. You’re slow to catch on, you a Yankee politician.’
‘My brain’s been boiling in my skull for too many days, Mr Maastricht.’
‘Call me Hans, for heaven’s sake, man. You stuffy politicians, I don’t know. Come and have a drink.’
‘I don’t drink. I thought I told you. You’re slow to catch on.’
He looked almost straight at me and then grinned. He pulled a crumpled pack of mescahales from his pocket and lit one. ‘Bet you don’t smoke either?’
‘Correct. It’s a vile habit.’
‘You’re not drinking, not smoking – what do you do, Mr Roberts?’
I outstared him, and he dropped his eyes, muttering.
‘I’m not such a bastard as I might appear.’ Then he turned and kicked out with one foot, catching the wretched Bernie on one flank. ‘You, Bernie, what the hell are you doing? Four Limbs Long, Song Gone Wrong, remember. Back to work.’
Bernie departed, yelling and hopping. Behind us, the work crew laboured slowly and clumsily on. I saw George sitting on a slab of stone, eyeing them darkly from under his hat, and gathered that he was the foreman of the gang.
‘Yes, as I was saying, I’m not such a bastard. It’s just that the Master – Dart – I get the custom of calling him Master – he brings out the worst. I used to be a painter, in my good days, bygone.’
‘An artist, eh? Amsterdam’s a good city for artists.’
‘No, no, you misunderstand, no Rembrandt. I paint houses, inside or out. I have three men work under me. Now only animals! Come and see what we doing now here.’
He showed me how they were straightening out the curve of the lagoon at that point by throwing in stone, so as to make a proper mooring for small ships.
‘That little quay you passed was built by the Japanese, way back in the last world war, when I was a little baby. Here the water is much deeper, to make a better berth. You see the fish?’
We stood looking over the edge. The water was a clear green. A million little fish glittered in it, all the way down to sand.
‘Where do you get the blocks of stone? It doesn’t look as if you’ve been blasting the cliff.’
‘No, we don’t blast the cliff.’ He leant in the shadow of the crane, picking up his familiar bottle and taking a swig. ‘See, we have an underground reservoir for fresh water. You get to it from inside the palisade. Much stones. That was all dug out by hand, by the Beast People.’
‘The Beast People!’
‘You see, the secret is to keep them working, Calvert – Mr Roberts. You must keep them working. Now I’m a Marxist, myself, unlike the Master, who’s a Fascist pig, so I know all about the proles. What was I going to be saying? Yes, that’s right. You keep them working. First they dig out the reservoir, take several year, now they build the new quay with the stones.’
‘I’d like to ask you a lot of questions about Dart, Hans. But first of all, can I send a radio message from anywhere here?’
‘Through the Master’s transmitters. No other way, of course.’
‘That’s a little awkward because I have just moved out.’
His expression became very gloomy and worried.
‘That’s bad. However, he is very consistent – no, I mean he is not consistent. I will speak to him for you. You must be inside by nightfall, of course.’
‘How so?’
He looked askance at me. He took another swig from the bottle. He looked at the selection of burly and hairy backs near us, at the little eyes that forever furtively regarded us over hunched shoulders. Then he shrugged expressively.
‘They’re dangerous?’ I asked in a low voice.
He laughed roughly to show how stupid he thought my question – too stupid to answer. Instead he took another drink. ‘You’ll end up a drinking man before you’re here a week, chum. I bet you!’ I could see he was relapsing into the sullen mood in which I had found him on our first meeting.
‘I don’t intend to be here a week,’ I said.
He gave me an odd look, and then heaved himself back into the crane.
I walked on, past the work-group, to the extreme tip of the land, where the lagoon met the ocean. The water of the lagoon was green; the water of the ocean was blue. I saw how sheer the cliffs were, and knew that they went on down into deep waters. There was no Continental shelf here. Anything that fell into the Pacific would keep on falling for a long way.
The air smelt good. I breathed deep, feeling strength return.
I was in a position where I could see the north coast of Moreau Island, curving to either side, since the lagoon lay roughly in the middle of its length. The island was boomerang-shaped. The high cliffs lay to the east of the lagoon; on the west, they were replaced by a broken shoreline. Out to sea was nothing, except for one sizable rock, crowned by a stunted palm, standing about a kilometre off the eastern tip of the island. Nothing else but unbroken horizon, not even a cloud. The Moon never looked quite so empty. And the empty lives about me … ? From that thought, I turned away.
While I sat staring out towards the horizon, beyond which a world war was gathering strength, the doglike Bernie crept up to me again. He panted and grovelled at my feet without daring to speak. So isolated was I that I felt glad to have him there.
‘Good boy, good man,’ I said.
A siren shrilled. For a while, I wondered if an air attack was imminent – the work-gang dropped whatever they were doing and took to their heels, shouting and bellowing as they went. Bernie jumped up and started whining, although he did not leave my side.
The stampede headed round the rim of the lagoon, making for the village. One of the natives fell, to scamper on unhurt. Maastricht jumped down from his crane and called to me.
‘That’s lunchtime. Now is where I switch on the music!’
He went across to a metal locker like a small sentry box which stood near the water, opened it, and pressed a switch. Drumming filled the air.
Amplifiers were dotted here and there over the island. Some were fixed to the lamp standards round the lagoon, with a concentration of them in the village.
A series of jingles burst from the amplifiers, filling the air.
One thing unites us all – that’s Love!
Come on, there, Baby don’t matter the Shape –
Be Beastly now, rock, push and shove,
Wolf, leopard, jackal, with bear, bull and ape!
 
Maastricht came up to me, laughing at the expression of disgust on my face.
‘So we train ’em and keep ’em happy at the same time. Break down that narrow gap between human and animal.’ He launched a kick at Bernie, who was slinking close to me. ‘Get out, you brute! There’s no food here!’
‘Leave him alone! Why should you treat him like that? Bernie, here, come on, good man, stay with me if you want!’
Whimpering, Bernie came back towards me and crept fearfully behind my back, where he remained to make quiet growling curses at the Netherlander.
Maastricht’s face had gone brick-red. He clutched the butt of his riot-gun without unslinging it. ‘Let me warn you, hero! You are just new here! Keep at my good side. That’s what I say – keep at my good side! You are already enough in peril. You do not know the Beast People like I. Why do you think Dart turns you out? Because he hopes they tear you apart, so he then don’t got any problem with you, right?’
‘You degrade these people by brutality, but they don’t look dangerous.’
His anger left him abruptly, and he turned away to avoid my eyes. ‘Only after nightfall do things get dangerous on Moreau Island, hero. If he want you back and locked in by then, it is not for your sake, don’t worry! It is so that these friends of yours don’t go amok with the taste of blood, savvy! Ask Bernie!’
He climbed back into his crane and began to eat his lunch.
The singing continued raucously echoing across island and ocean.
Go ape now, Baby, have yourself a ball –
Get with the loving, forget the Shape,
Groove it on in a laughing fall,
Wolf, leopard, jackal, with bear, bull and ape!
 
I went over to the crane and asked Maastricht, ‘Why give them this muck? Why not Haydn?’
He spluttered with laughter over his bottle. He was tapping one boot to the rhythm.
‘Jesus, but you are an idealist! I forgive you, hero – I was an idealist once. I even went to church. Haydn? Papa Haydn? Why vex them with things they don’t understand? You got to dress up smart for Haydn, right, hero! This is a utopia, not a prison camp.’ He bellowed with laughter and then repeated what was possibly a favourite line. ‘This is a utopia, not a prison camp.’
There was no sense in arguing with him. I folded my arms and leaned against the machine, looking up at the sky, where fulmars sailed.
Maastricht passed me down a coconut still encased in its green husk and said, more reasonably, ‘You understand the Master is content as long as nobody make trouble. His interest is in the similarity of human and animal. Form and attitude determine behaviour – he will tell you if you ask him.’
‘Moreau practised vivisection in Wells’s novel.’ As I spoke, I was watching three seals, or at any rate seal-like creatures, come swimming into the lagoon from the open sea. ‘He tortured human shapes out of leopards and other animals – a peculiarly nineteenth-century occupation, it seemed, until the process was virtually reversed in the concentration camps of the last world war. Dart says he duplicated Moreau’s experiments. Research is too kind a name for it. He is using a scalpel simply as an instrument of torture.’
‘You God-freaks are all the same! You condemn without bothering to find out facts. Pfhah! The Master’s not Moreau. Give him his damned due. Time has moved on since that crude stuff.’
‘Nobody who behaves—’
‘I show you something, hero! Watch this!’ He pointed towards the three seal creatures and then leaned out of the cab, calling to them. Bernie, excited, dashed to the edge of the water, inserted fingers in both cheeks and whistled. The seals turned in our direction.
Maastricht flung a piece of food into the water to hasten their progress, but they moved slowly. As they neared, I saw that their faces were surprisingly human, though obscured by long flowing black hair. Finally they rested against the rocks, shaking water out of their eyes, and calling, ‘Hello, Hans!’ – while at the same time looking warily at me.
Bernie was hopping up and down, trying to communicate with them. ‘Speak only with speech, come out from water, yes. New Four Limbs Long, good, good man. No Bearded One, two, three, five …’
They gave him good-natured glances, but were dismissive, too, having learned how little intelligence he could convey. Their faces were rounded and not unlike seals; their noses were flattened, their skins very dark, and their eyes had an epicanthic fold which made them resemble the Japanese. Their bodies were shaped like human bodies, except that they had four flipper-like appendages instead of arms and legs.
‘Get a close look, hero! What do you think they are?’ Hans shouted.
‘I am looking …’ I could see that the appendages differed on the three creatures; one of them had a vestigial leg. They playfully splashed water at Bernie, then dived and began clumsily to swim across to the village, evidently more hopeful of finding food there.
Maastricht took a large swig on his bottle, choked and said, not precisely looking at me, ‘Those are humans, hero. They are humans, and no scalpel has been near them. And that’s what happened to the Master, just the same thing. That’s what the Master really looks like.’
He drank again, letting liquid run down his chin into his beard. He shook his head.
I sat down in the dusty shade of the crane. Bernie came and sat comfortingly close to me on one side. Maastricht jumped clumsily down from the footplate and squatted on my other side.
‘The Master’s got reason for cutting up nasty now and again, hasn’t he? That’s what your bloody God did to him, see?’
There were many replies to that. Instead I pointed to the three creatures still wallowing their way across the lagoon and said, ‘And what did your Master do to them?’
‘Whatever he did, hero, he had a licence from Above, didn’t he?’ He laughed stupidly and pointed up at the fulmars wheeling overhead. He seemed to pull himself back from the edge of drunkenness and said, with cold sense, ‘You make me drink more than usual, hero, you savvy that? I guess it means I feel guilty. I’m not such a bastard … Look, let me tell you. See, the Master’s interested in the plasticity of flesh – human and animal, and shapes unthought of …’ His voice tailed off. After a while he said, ‘There’s two hours’ siesta. Let’s take a swim, then a sit in the shade and talk. OK?’
We stripped naked and dived into the lagoon. The water felt as beautiful as it looked. I had gone in to humour him, and now rejoiced in the element I had so recently hated. Maastricht never ventured far from the rocks, on which he had left his riot-gun close to the water’s edge for easy access, but I was impelled to swim out to the middle and thence to the mouth of the lagoon. There I floated, treading water, staring across the ocean which had so recently attempted to swallow me up. A sort of anguish rose in me; I thought that ever afterwards I would have a fear of wide expanses of water, as I had never had a fear of limitless space.
While I floated there, the three Seal Men came splashing up to me. They seemed playful, but were unsmiling and wary, and I disliked being surrounded by them so much at first that I caught myself looking round for Hans and his gun.
I saw that one of the three Seal People was a woman. She was the most sportive, leaping up so that I could see her delicate breasts, diving to reveal the cleft and scut of hair between her flipper-feet.
‘Where do you live?’ I asked her.
‘Oh, live, yes – you Four Limbs Long, good, good man.’ She said something laughingly to her companions, who swam about rather soberly. She had strong white teeth. She counted up to ten. ‘Many times, what you like. Green, yellow – speak always with speech. You live with Master.’
‘Yes, I live with Master. Where do you live? Where do you three live?’
‘One, two, three, live, yes, where I live. It’s not a funfair. They two men, me girl. Pretty girl.’
The two men began to beat about in the water. Although the amplifiers were still booming a jingle across the water to us, one of the Seal Men began to sing, clearly and in a good accent:
I’ve a wife and a lover in fair London Town
And tonight she a widow will be, will be, will be …
 
The girl brushed against me and caught me by my hair with the fingers that sprouted from her shoulder. Her face pressed into mine. I put an arm about her, feeling her naked and rubbery little body against me. She pushed, and the others were there pushing. I went under the water, kicking out to escape, but the Seal Girl came with me. Her eyes were open, and her mouth. She was excited. We came plunging up, blowing water, she giggling heartily. She dived again, and I knew I was being examined underwater.
One of the men jerked a shoulder and pointed with a look towards the palm-crowned rock I had observed earlier, standing a kilometre out to sea from the end of Moreau Island.
‘Home,’ he said. ‘Is good fun, home. Catch fish, dive. We go, no trouble, one, two, three, four. Yes, hero?’
‘You live on that rock?’
‘Live, yes, live lock. No trouble. One, two, three, girl. Get with the loving, forget the Shape …’
We were moving forward in the warm water together. It was like talking to dolphins. The girl was laughing in my face; her bright dark eyes, her white teeth, the touch of her body, had an intense impact on me. Suddenly I felt a colder area in the water. Looking down, I saw that we were moving away from the lip of the lagoon, entering the ocean proper. The water hue changed abruptly from green to a deep blue. We were coming over steep gradients, where the neck of the island tumbled down sheer into the unplumbed abyss.
‘No, no further!’ I was afraid. The understanding came that I had been ill and was still not fully in command of myself.
I broke away from the girl and swam back towards the crane, trying not to hear their jeering calls and whistles. The episode had shaken me; in more than one sense I had been on the brink of something unfathomable.
The island closed round me. I swam to the shore, trod water, pulled myself up by where my clothes lay. Bernie was guarding them; he held out his hand, but I pushed him off and lay down to let the sun dry me, shaking.
A few paces away, also prone, Maastricht said, ‘Jesus, I thought you were off then, hero! That might be the one route for escape.’
‘It’s difficult to tell how intelligent these people are. Their mastery of the language doesn’t amount to much.’ I tried to stop my voice trembling.
‘Those Seal People are smart cookies, you understand. They are the only ones who have escaped the Master, apart from – no, the only ones. He has all of their defects. He don’t got arms and legs. One shoulder blade is missed. That’s the thalidomide drug. I knew a Chinese man in Djakarta who had lost both his legs as a child, and he—’
Maastricht launched himself into a complicated anecdote. I had no desire to listen. The understanding that had burst upon me – that I had suffered more than I knew from my long exposure in the ocean, followed by the unnatural shocks of this island – took possession of me with all the force of novelty. I needed to think about it. Still trembling in every limb, I got dressed as quickly as I could.
In his maundering way, Maastricht had reverted to the topic of Dart.
‘See, hero, he had a struggle to manhood, too. But he was lucky. He won by legal suit – no, by lawsuit, he won many compensation from the pharmaceutical company who make the drug. So he could come here and start work. He does not do that old scalpel business like you think. Only drugs, to change the foetus in the womb, savvy? There were all kinds of animals here, left over from Moreau’s time. Also some Japanese fisherman families. Your three swimming friends, they’re triplets born to a Jap girl who took the drug in her second and third month pregnant.’
I got up and walked away. I did not want to talk.
‘It gives something to think about, don’t it, hero?’ Maastricht called.
I made no answer.
‘Don’t think about it, Cal,’ he called. Without looking back, I could imagine him up-ending the bottle in his fleshy mouth.
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A Chance to Think Things Over
In my troubled state of mind I had to keep walking – walking away from Maastricht and his unhappy preoccupations. I needed somewhere to think straight, in peace. I headed eastwards, which soon entailed going uphill. Bernie scampered by my side, making consoling noises. Birds hopped before us into the pale undergrowth.
When I came to consider it, I realized that I knew few details about the administration of the Pacific; the subject lay outside my department; but I felt convinced that the setting up of the United Oceans Consortium in the ’eighties to conserve and control the world hydrosphere precluded anyone from establishing his own private hell as Dart had done. Was the island never visited by UOC patrols? Had the US Navy never investigated?
On a deeper level, I contemplated the political realities that hid behind the fancy labels like the United Oceans Consortium. For the UOC had been established by the United States, China and Japan, together with the several ASEAN states such as Singapore, to contain spreading Soviet domination of Pacific waters. The Soviets, with their reluctant but vital allies in the Middle East, now controlled the Mediterranean (traditional base of sea power), the North Sea and the Atlantic. The war was being fought to a great extent over the last free ocean. That both Chinese and Japanese companies were extracting vital oil from coastal oil fields only accentuated the bitterness of the struggle.
Moreau Island, without US or UOC protection, could provide an ideal supply base for the giant Soviet nuke-subs, situated as it was within strike distance of Australia and not all that far from the important base of Singapore.
As soon as I returned to Washington, I would see that the matter of Moreau Island was thoroughly investigated. And that, I perceived, was precisely what Dart expected me to do. Would he then send my radio message? Or would he attempt to detain me here, either keeping me as a kind of prisoner, or seeing that something far more permanent happened to me, as Maastricht had suggested?
The answer to such questions depended on the extent of Dart’s ruthlessness, and on the extent to which his experiments went beyond the bounds of normal human conduct. My enfeebled state of health had been more pervasive than I had realized until now; it had led me to pretend that very little was the matter – that for instance the wretched ‘village’ was an ordinary village in which facilities for cabling, rooms to let, and so on were available. No one had attempted to mislead me in these matters; I had unknowingly misled myself.
The account I have so far given of myself shows me, I realize, in a poor light. Normally, I can rely on myself to behave with perception, command and decision. Since I had been dragged half-dead into Maastricht’s boat, my actions had been feeble in every way. In particular I had managed to ignore the dreadful realities around me.
I sat on a boulder in the speckled shade and Bernie settled beside me, gazing up at my face. After a moment, he put a hand on my knee and uttered some of his propitiatory nonsence. I stared down at his stunted limbs in pity and horror, forcing myself, now that I was back to my senses, to experience the full realization of what Bernie was. He was a welding of animal and human, the grotesque result of laboratory experiment. Similar specimens inhabited the island, and I walked among them. An intense shaking took my limbs, a belated reaction to the truth. I forced myself to jump up and walk again.
Of course the island might be something more than a private torture chamber. If Dart were brought to trial (that was how my mind worked), he could possibly provide some rationale for his ‘work’. Not that any rationale could serve as moral justification for the misery he was inflicting. But it was important to establish just what he was doing, and what those ‘three stages’ of research were of which he had spoken with some pride.
It was not hard to understand how an intelligent man afflicted by his disabilities might be obsessed with the function of those disabilities and their cause. I knew how erroneous was the popular view of scientists as being ‘detached’, of science as being ‘pure’; scientists, like artists, were often obsessionals, and they could produce the most outstanding work. Dart would have as strong a drive as any man to comprehend the mysteries of genetic structure and programming. If that was what he was working on.
So I arrived at the point where I decided that what he was doing might possibly be of value to the world, and that he must immediately be prevented from doing it. Was there a contradiction there? All knowledge was valuable; only in the wrong hands was it destructive, and Dart’s were decidedly wrong hands.
If my reasoning was correct, then I had to return and face Dart with greater resolution than I had shown. And more than reason would be required there …
So deep in thought was I that I stumbled over a branch half-hidden in the grass and fell full length.
Bernie virtually jumped on me and began patting my hand.
‘My Master, good man, good boy. No trouble, no trouble. Take care! You go down, boy, hero, OK?’
‘I’m OK,’ I said, sitting up. ‘I’m glad of your company, Bernie. Just don’t touch me.’
The glade we were in was littered with rock and the great white shells of dead tortoises. The sun, high over head, beat down among the straggling eucalyptus and bamboo. I sat and rubbed my knee, weary again. The swim had been too much. Whatever terrific events may inform our lives, it always comes to that in the end; we just want to lie down.
Leaning back, I shaded my eyes from the sun and watched Bernie cast himself down beside me. The garish distant music came to my ears, together with the continuous sound of the ocean, which one could never escape. I dozed, half-comfortable.
A scuffling near at hand brought me back to present realities. Bernie was already peering alertly across my chest at a point to the right.
Only three metres from us, with ponderous tread, a giant tortoise was crossing the clearing. Its head craned on its rough neck, tendons stretching with effort as it pulled at a small plant growing there. It stood for a while, munching the green thing until even the stalk was gone, giving us an abstracted look from its dark liquid eyes. Then it marched past, edging aside the relic of a former comrade as it went. Bernie whined but did not pursue.
So one of the original denizens of the island still managed to survive. For how many millions of years had the giant tortoises had their being on this lonely rock? Looking at that seamed face of a successor of the orders of dinosauria, I had felt time close up between us. Maybe they would flourish here long after humanity was finished. Somewhere beyond these horizons, man was getting ready to extinguish himself.
Directly I thought of that, the problems of Moreau Island became small indeed. Yet the connection between what went on here and what went on there did not escape me.
Filled with an unease which at least renewed my energy, I shook Bernie off and rose. Dart was the man I had to deal with.
I went to the gate of the Master’s enclosure, Bernie following. The island lay quiet, enjoying its siesta, though the rock music still played.
‘Dart!’ I called. ‘Dart!’
After a while a mechanical-sounding voice near my ear said, ‘What do you want?’
I looked for the intercom, but it was on the inside of the gate, out of harm’s way. The arrangement was a good one, considering the deep scratches on the metal of gate and posts.
‘Dart, I want you to let me back in. I need to talk to you.’
‘What do you want to talk about, Mr Under-Secretary? God?’
‘I’ll settle for lesser subjects – I’ve been thinking the situation over.’
‘What situation?’
‘There is only one situation on this island, as you know – and you’re in it.’
Silence.
‘And Dart – I want to bring my pal Bernie along.’
Fright showed in the Dog Man’s eyes. He understood more than he could express, just like the rest of us.
The gate swung open.
‘Come on, Bernie! He won’t hurt you! Stay with me.’
What a pitiful, divided look I received.
‘Master, savvy. You speak. You no drive, Four Long Limbs, no trouble. This my bad house, Lab’raty. No like Whip, be good, be good boy.’
He took a step forward and a step back. And another step back.
‘You’d better return to the village, then, Bernie. Thanks for coming along.’
‘Goodbye, good man. One, two, three …’
I entered, and the gate closed behind me.
For the first time I took in the crudity of the construction of the low building. The greatest care had been expended on the front, where the big control room was; there the façade had been given some sort of pebble-dash finish. The rest was roughly done. The walls were of breeze blocks, crudely mortared together, the eaves lacked guttering; and many of the windows were unglazed – the combined effect being one of incompletion if not downright dereliction. One or two tropical creepers, seizing hold of the rough walls, did something to counterbalance the general rawness.
Going through the door into the house, I found Mortimer Dart in the main room, sitting alert in his chair. Again I scrutinized that pale, puffy face, but could read nothing vital. Bella hovered restlessly behind him. Heather was in the far corner of the room, sitting by a luxuriant plant in a bronze tub. She wore the same saffron tunic and dark trousers as she had done on our last meeting; to these she had added a flimsy mauve scarf, which was knotted incongruously round her neck.
I made a small nod in Heather’s direction. It was not returned, unless she smiled slightly. She remained unmoving.
‘A pleasant family gathering,’ I said. The room was air-conditioned. No jingles here; only Hadyn played as usual. I shivered.
‘You have had a good look around my estate, Roberts.’
‘Yes. I’m feeling a touch of fever, I believe. Has Bella any more of that lime juice?’
‘Of course, Bella! Let me feel your pulse.’
I stood there. As he came nearer, the seat of his chair moved upwards until he was high enough to touch my forehead. The hand he brought up ended in variegated fingers; the finger he placed on my forehead was soft and hard at once. I tried to look at it as the metal hand retracted and hung down again over the side of the vehicle. Glancing at a small panel of instruments by his left knee, Dart said, ‘Your pulse is normal. Your temperature is a couple of points above average, but that is only to be expected when you’ve been walking about in the sun and swimming in the lagoon. Sit down.’
I guessed I was meant to appreciate his delicate reminder that he had much of the island under surveillance.
As I sat down, he lowered himself until his eye-level was only slightly above mine, and said, ‘I must have your promise not to disrupt the placid routine of what goes on here. Keep quiet and you are OK. If you upset the Beast People, or poor Hans, or me, or anyone – well, we must take steps. This is not a funfair. You savvy?’
Looking away from him, I asked coldly, ‘Have you sent that radio message yet, Dart?’
‘I need certain guarantees—’
‘Because you will be in deep trouble if you haven’t done so. Let me remind you forcibly that an extensive Search-Rescue is under way right now, seeking out survivors from the Leda over an ever-widening area of ocean.’
Dart said, ‘That was all ten days ago in the middle of a war. They’ll have packed in the search by now. You can’t kid me.’
‘They never give up,’ I said.
Bella came and set a misty glass of lime by my side.
‘How is it,’ Dart asked, ‘that, if this search you speak of took place, we’ve seen no aircraft over the island for more than a week?’
‘That reinforces my point. They have not yet combed this sector. They’ll be around at any time.’
I could see he did not believe me. My discomfort was added to by private knowledge I had. Ordinarily survey satellites high above the stratosphere recorded all land and ocean activity; one of them would have relayed the sinking of the Leda back to base; but I knew that the vital satellite had been disintegrated by the enemy only two days prior to the disaster – the report had come through while I was in conference on the Moon.
Dart began wheeling himself about the room. Bella followed until he gestured her savagely to get out of the way.
‘You have no proof of your identity—’ he began, when the siren started to blow. He glanced at his watch and said, ‘We have a punctual computer, you see. That’s time to get back to work. End of siesta. End also of our talk.’
I put my foot on the footrest of his chair and halted him. ‘Dart, I demand, as Under-Secretary of State, that you or I radio at once to ASASC. Those are my instructions to you, and I must warn you that under the Emergency Powers Act I have the right to commandeer your equipment. If you resist, you can be tried by an emergency court whose powers include pronouncement of the death sentence. What do you say? Yes or no?’
His face seemed to change shape as he hunched up his shoulders in sudden rage. His hands clasped the arms of his chair.
‘The radio transmitter is out of action today,’ he said at last.
‘You’re lying!’
‘I will not be dictated to on my own island.’
‘Stay where you are,’ said a voice from behind.
Turning, I saw the slim white man in the white lab coat. He had a withered, dull face, screwed at this moment into an expression of determined nastiness. He held a strange weapon, something like a long air pistol, which he pointed at me.
‘Da Silva,’ I said, ‘under wartime regulations, you, like your boss, are committing an offence which carries the death penalty. Put that weapon down.’
‘OK, Roberts, or whatever your name is, no more bluff.’
Dart also had a weapon aimed at me. I recognized it as a Browning automatic. It took little deductive power to realize that he would have a signal device on his chair to summon help when needed.
As I stood there, hands half-raised, wondering whether to throw myself on Dart, the other protagonists in the scene were on the move. Bella slunk away, vanishing furtively out of the door like an image of betrayal – though why I expected anything from her I cannot say. In contrast Heather came closer, rising from her chair and approaching almost as noiselessly as Bella retreated. At least she was unarmed, but the look on her face was not attractive. A mute signal passed between her and Dart.
‘You are recovering your strength and getting dangerous,’ he said. ‘We shall have to lock you up. It will give you a chance to think things over.’
‘You have me at a disadvantage, Dart. That’s just temporary as you’ll realize if you consider your actions within the context of the war being waged over the Pacific waters. You have been informed of my role in affairs. Cooperate, or face the consequences.’
Dart kept the weapon levelled at me, smiling thinly. ‘Warfare … the perfect human excuse to exercise power, personal power as well as national. That’s your sort of caper, not mine, Mr Roberts. You think I’m automatically on your side in the struggle, don’t you? You’re wrong. Humanity always kept me at arm’s length, so I don’t have to feel human feelings. I’m excused. OK, savvy?’
‘It’s not a matter of what you feel—’
‘That’ll do, thanks a lot. Da Silva, lock him up.’



6
A Little Striptease
To estimate the size of the building over which Dart’s will prevailed was not easy.
From outside it was almost impossible, for the structure had been sited so that it backed on to the thickly afforested hill which ran up towards the eastern end of the island. In addition it was surrounded by the high stockade.
From inside, locked doors foiled any attempts at exploration. I knew only two corridors, which formed a T, and some of the rooms off them. On one side of the longer corridor were the rooms whose windows faced out from what I suppose served as the front of the building. These rooms consisted of two cell-like bedrooms, in one of which I had been lodged when I first arrived, another small room with a locked door, and the large control room. These rooms faced north-west. On the other side of the corridor were the kitchen, Bella’s room, a generator room (locked), then the side corridor, then a store, a hall with double-doors (locked) to the laboratory area, and a WC. Down the side corridor were more locked doors, Dart’s quarters, Heather’s quarters, toilets and, I suspected, the radio room, as well as another locked door to the labs. I estimated that the T-corridors gave access to less than a third of the total building.
Under surveillance of the two guns, I was taken to a cell next to the generator room and locked in. There was a light in the cell and a vent in the ceiling. I judged from its position in the house that it was entirely surrounded by other rooms, perhaps other cells. It contained a bunk with two blankets and a paperback novel on it, and a slop pail standing in one corner. Nothing else.
Burning with fury and frustration, I marched up and down the tiny room.
A long time passed. Hours uncounted. Then the door was unlocked. Heather came in warily with a tray of food. Da Silva stood behind her, still carrying his air pistol. She put the tray down on the floor and left. The key turned in the lock.
Long after that I fell on the bunk and went to sleep. When I woke the light still glared down into my eyes. I had no idea whether it was night or day.
Never in my life had I been held prisoner. It was impossible to recapture the sustaining rage I had felt when first shut in. I began pacing again, but this time it was to keep anxieties at bay.
Heather returned and took the tray away. I had eaten nothing. She was back fairly soon, with more food and a cup of hot coffee. As soon as she had gone, I squatted down and drank the coffee avidly. I ate the food. I began to pace again.
Long after I had wearied of pacing, and was sitting sprawled on the bunk, there was a thump on the door.
‘Mr Roberts? It’s me, Mortimer Dart, I expect you can hear? I’ve come to say that everything’s OK and that we’re going to let you out. You hear me?’
I remained on the bed. A trick? Were they going to shoot me? What had they to lose?
‘Mr Roberts, are you awake? Don’t try anything. You’re free to go and I don’t want any trouble. We’ve checked on your credentials and you’re genuine. I’m convinced.’
‘You checked with ASASC?’ I asked.
A small silence. Then he said, ‘I was suspicious with good reason. No mention of your being missing on the Co-Allied News. So I couldn’t believe your story. You had no verification, did you? How did I know you weren’t some sort of a subversive?’
‘Dart, did you check with ASASC?’
‘It was on the news this morning, Mr Roberts. You know how they censor things in wartime. They flashed your picture and announced you just died in a Washington hospital. Your funeral is three tomorrow afternoon. That’s interesting, isn’t it?’
So they had given up the search. The cover story was characteristic; the public did not like to hear that politicians went on risky missions. But – did Dart know that? Did he still have doubts about my identity? If he did believe I was a subversive, he would have reason to kill me. On the other hand, if he did now believe that I was who I claimed to be, he would still have good reason for not wanting my return to the States.
‘You hear what I say in there? If I let you out, can I count on your cooperation? No funny business?’
He had not radioed ASASC. That alone was proof I had good reason for mistrust. It was essential that I humoured him, at least until I was as far from this cell as I could get.
‘Let me out,’ I said. ‘Maybe we can watch my funeral on 3V together.’
Relief sounded in his voice as he said, ‘Maybe we can. Quite a giggle. Meanwhile, I have a little trouble on my hands and I might be glad of your help, if you feel so inclined.’
The key turned in the lock. The door opened. He was clad in his amazing prosthetic armour, looking as he had done when I first encountered him, robotlike, his helmet almost brushing the ceiling. Despite myself, I was caught off guard. I sidled cautiously past him into the corridor. Heather was standing there; she flashed me a strained smile.
I looked up at Dart, at a psychological disadvantage after my period of confinement. The time would come when he would regret his treatment of me.
He said coldly, ‘So, how does it feel to be dead and practically buried?’
‘All right, Dart, you know I’m alive because you need my help. I’ll decide about that when I hear what your trouble is. Been whipping Bella again?’
‘It’s Hans,’ Heather said.
‘He’s drunk again,’ Dart said.
‘He’s gone on strike,’ she said quickly.
I looked from one to the other, conscious that I had them momentarily at a small disadvantage.
‘Get your stories straight. What is Maastricht’s trouble?’
‘He thought it was a mistake to lock you up,’ Heather said, with a defiance in her tone which I guessed must be aimed at Dart. ‘So he deliberately hit the bottle.’
Dart said, ‘I have to go out there. The Beasts will not work. I would be grateful if you would come along. Just to show yourself in the village. I think they should be put in the picture and see that you are OK.’
‘Where’s Maastricht?’
‘He’s out there. Come with me, Roberts. We’ll get him back here. There’s no danger.’
‘That’s not the impression I get from you. What time is it?’
‘Three-thirty in the afternoon.’
I had been in the cell for some twenty-five hours.
We moved down the corridor, the Master clomping heavily along, Heather light and tricky beside him. Mad thoughts ran through my brain; the freedom from the cell brought an unexpected agoraphobia. We reached the door at the far end of the corridor and went outside into the compound. I breathed deep of the warm air. It smelt good. It promised freedom.
Heather let us out of the gate and we stood there under the trees, taking in the scene as the dull eternal boom of ocean met us.
My eyes went first to the stretch of open sea. It was empty. And there were no planes in the sky; it too was empty. War gave no sign.
The scene on land was almost as null and void. Across the lagoon I could see a few shadowy figures lying outside their huts. Nobody was stirring. Nearer at hand, the crane stood. In the intense clear light, I could see Maastricht sprawling in the open cab. Outside, leaning against the crane’s tracks, was Maastricht’s hulking friend George, his leather hat tipped over his eyes and his arms folded, looking completely human in that attitude from this distance.
‘It all looks peaceful and harmless,’ I said. ‘Let well alone, Dart. If Hans has had a drop too much, let him sleep it off.’
‘Discipline, Mr Roberts. You in your profession must know the importance of discipline.’
He had a radio-amplifier fitted into the breastplate of his armour. Swivelling out a hand-mike, he spoke into it. ‘Hans, snap out of it! Get cracking. Stir it up, will you? Out, everyone, work, work! The Master’s is the Wrath that Flames. The Master’s is the Whip that Tames.’
There was an immediate stir among the tawdry huts, as the amplified voice went booming across the island. On Maastricht, too, the noise had the desired effect.
I saw Hans stagger to his feet and peer across to where we stood. He rubbed his face, came to the step of the cab and practically fell to the ground. George jumped up in panic to scuttle to his aid – whereupon Maastricht picked himself up, gave his unlucky foreman a blow in the chest and started yelling at him.
With a shrill whistle George went into action. He started running around the crescent of the lagoon at an amazing pace, waving his arms, bellowing. It was an odd sight, partly saddening, partly funny.
What was partly funny developed into a more broadly humorous scene. As George neared the village with all the ostentation of a traction engine, a man came trotting out from the trees in the opposite direction, running along the path I had taken on my arrival here. This newcomer was sturdy and very red, with a fuzz of hair standing out over his brow and a snipey snout. Although he wore a pair of the universal overalls, he had snipped the legs off to reveal his long shanks, as if he was proud to look more human in that respect than most of his fellows. I have called him a man, but he was only manlike. He resembled those foxes in children’s books who dress in men’s clothes for purposes of deception.
He was moving fast. He and George both swerved to avoid each other. But they both swerved in the same direction and so collided just the same. They fell over, rolled about and immediately began to fight.
Maastricht’s drunken laughter echoed across the lagoon.
‘We must break that up!’ said Dart. ‘This is not a funfair.’
He raised his carbine and fired it into the air, twice.
As soon as the fight commenced, the Beast People began rushing towards the action. The shots halted them momentarily. Then their curiosity got the better of them, and they dashed forward again. With a cry of anger, the cyborg started towards them, moving rapidly on his power-assisted legs. I followed more slowly, walking down the shadow-flecked path until I was halfway between the fight and the point on the harbour where Maastricht stood, still laughing inanely.
The arrival of the Master on the scene was sufficient for the Beast People. They broke and ran, jumping among the bushes and huts with no regard for any scratches they might receive. Even George and Foxy broke apart, to stand glaring at each other and breathing heavily.
Both creatures were bleeding freely, as I saw when I got closer. Foxy nursed his left arm. The sleeve was torn away, revealing a long tear in the sandy flesh where George’s teeth had slashed. George had the heavier build and did not seem hurt, although his lower lip was swollen and leaked blood, which he did not attempt to staunch. They held their ground and glared defiance, at Dart as well as each other.
Dart – wisely, I thought – said in calmer tones, ‘OK, back to work everyone! George, get back to the crane. Do what I say, no cause trouble.’ He drew his whip and cracked it.
‘I all kill up boss-man George very soon,’ Foxy said distinctly. He got the whip across his shoulders and fled.
In contrast with the sullen submission I had seen so far, Foxy’s was an exceptional piece of defiance – and couched in exceptionally clear English. Maybe the Master thought so as well; but he contented himself by shouting a threat at Foxy’s retreating back before stomping off towards the crane.
George, muttering darkly to himself, cast about on the ground, picked up his dusty hat, and rammed it on his head. As if in doing so he regained his courage, he went galloping off towards the harbour, overtaking the Master, waving his stubby arms and yowling, much as he had done previously.
I stood in the shade of a tree, watching, certain that there would be trouble between Dart and Maastricht. The latter was too drunk at present; but later he might be a valuable ally against Dart. The two of us would be more than a match for Dart, for all his armament, if we stayed outside the compound. And Maastricht had a riot-gun.
Maastricht stopped laughing as Dart approached and began shouting instead. Dart shouted back. A slanging match developed. I saw Dart stoop and seize Maastricht’s half-empty bottle from where it stood on top of the caterpillar track. He flung it out towards the open sea.
Uttering a few curses, Maastricht climbed awkwardly into the crane and started it up. George set up a loud hullabaloo. The workers were running past where I stood, jostling to get back to their rocks and their cement. Satisfied, Dart turned away. I walked forward.
Maastricht started up the crane. It began to crawl slowly along the harbour edge. He leaned out of the cab, to shout to George, who was furiously conducting the workers. As he did so, he caught my eye, and raised a thumb in a gesture of defiance to the fates. I signalled back. And at that moment the crane tipped forward.
I saw the far track go over the edge of the concrete in a shower of mortar. Slowly the machine canted to one side. Maastricht swore, tugging at a lever. Its engine roared and the track spun. The whole thing slewed over and plunged into the lagoon. There was an almighty splash.
I yelled and broke into a run.
The scene was one of tremendous confusion.
The Beast People milled about on the edge of the water, uttering a medley of cries. Most of them appeared in genuine terror – though here and there I saw furtive gloating at the disaster. Many plunged to the edge of the water, jumping on the rocks and collapsed cement wall without daring to venture into the alien element. One old fellow with a face like a horse fell in; in the scramble to rescue him others joined him in the water. Never was there so much screaming and crying!
And George – he was the most demented! He charged to and fro, hooting madly. Finally he flung himself in the lagoon and was forced to scramble out again at once.
All this was marginal to my attention. My eyes were fixed on the great confusion in the water where the crane had gone down. One corner of the cab and a section of track was above water. Bubbles came billowing up. There was no sign of Maastricht. I kicked my shoes off.
‘Roberts, please – please save him!’
I heard Dart’s words as I dived in.
On my first dive I found Hans. Slicing under the cab, kicking strongly in the muddied water, I came on his naked back and right leg. He was struggling. A great deal of sand and muck had been churned up, but I saw that his arms had in some way been trapped in the entrance of the cab and were wedged from inside. His head was in the cab, the rest of him outside, as though he had almost been flung out as the machine toppled over. I seized and shook his shoulder to let him know that help was on the way before returning to the surface to regain breath.
I went down again through the upper door of the cab, plunging down to him through the clouded water. Diesel oil seeped up past my eyes.
Maastricht’s face was close to mine, full of anguish. His riot-gun and its strap had caught in the grip by the door, trapping his arm as he had tried to jump free. His left arm was still fighting to release himself. It took me only a moment to push the weapon out of the way and let his arm go. I seized him under the armpits and heaved at him.
What I needed was more purchase. For that, I had to get farther through the cab and grasp his torso. Against myself, I was forced up to the surface.
Those dark and alien faces whirled round me. What a racket they made – or else it was the blood hammering in my arteries. Dizzily I gulped air, then plunged for the third time, right down through the cab.
This time I got my arms round Hans and my feet against the caterpillar wheels. I heaved and tugged and slipped. He was still struggling. Still I could not budge him. With my head in the murk and a vague square shadow of light above me, I heaved … and heaved again, unable to understand why he did not now float free. With my lungs bursting, I kicked down further and found that his left leg was pinned between crane and lagoon floor.
When I returned to the world of sunlight, the Master loomed above me on the broken wall.
‘Get him up, you must get him up, Roberts.’
George was up to his hocks in the water, his black gaze devouring me. ‘You fish me out water – please!’ Much later, reviewing the scene, recalling what George said as he crouched there with his great neckless head thrust forward, I asked myself, ‘Just a confusion with pronouns or a genuine identification with the drowning man?’
But the one creature there with real presence of mind was Foxy. He pushed through the mêlée with a length of rope from the building site. He threw one end to me, with a curious glance of triumph and mistrust from his shifty red eyes.
‘Take the other end, Dart,’ I called. Then I dived once more.
It was no problem to tie the rope about Hans’s chest. His eyes still stared, his hair streamed upwards, tendrils of his beard drifted into his open mouth. Slithering in the muck on the floor of the lagoon, I jerked on the rope and kicked out for the surface.
Dart heaved at the rope. The rabble, despite their awe of him, also pulled. It was a ghastly tug-of-war, during which I had visions of Hans floating up with one leg missing. But he never floated up at all.
Twice more I dived to the lagoon floor. His leg and foot were crushed between the crane and one of the slabs of rock thrown in to build the harbour.
At last I pulled myself out of the water.
‘He’s trapped. You’re going to have to move the crane,’ I told Dart. ‘Harness up the two landing-craft with hawsers. If you can shift it a few inches, Hans will come free. Speed it up!’
They did as I suggested. The operation was a shambles. What should have taken ten minutes, not more, took over an hour. Eventually, the crane was got to move, and we hauled poor Hans up. Dart laid about him with the whip while I applied the kiss of life. No response.
We emptied a gallon of water out of his lungs and I tried again. It did not work. Hans Maastricht was dead.
I squatted by his pale body, looking round at those who had known him. I was getting to recognize many individuals; not merely George, giving me his black inscrutable stare, Bernie, pleadingly staying as near as he could, Foxy, sneering over some secret pleasure, but several others – an old grey Swine Woman, a heavy Horse-Hippo with slow tread, a pair of Bull Men, very morose. They had enjoyed the excitement; most of them were beginning to back away, content to leave the sprawled body where it lay.
Dart pointed his whip at the two Bull Men. ‘You two – carry the body to HQ. Pick it up. Quickly!’
They seized Hans’s body by the shoulders, dragging it slowly along without expression beyond an habitual one of grievance, letting the dead man’s heels trail along the ground. Dart strode on ahead. George trotted about beside the Bull Men, patting the body, prodding it, as if unable to believe that life had fled. The rest of the Beast People milled about and started to trail home. Foxy had disappeared.
The body was brought to a small surgery in one corner of the laboratory block. This was the first time I had been here; something of the Bull Men’s unease communicated itself to me. When the corpse was laid on a table, Dart shooed the carriers outside.
‘Come back tomorrow. Tomorrow funeral – bury Hans, savvy? Hans go underground, meet Big Master. Savvy?’
The Bull Men looked gloomily at me. Then they turned and galloped for the exit. Dart locked the gate behind them and we went indoors. I got a towel from my bedroom and dried myself.
When he appeared in the doorway, Dart had shed his armour and was back in his chair.
‘This is a miserable turn of events, to be sure! Well, that’s what life’s all about. Always some fresh misery.’
‘I notice you try to inculcate religion into your people, even if you don’t believe in God yourself!’
‘You can cook without eating the food yourself. You mean that business about “Big Master underground”? We’ll have more of that at the funeral tomorrow – which we’ll hold at three p.m., same time as your fictitious funeral. There’s bloody hypocrisy – but you didn’t object to that, did you?’
‘Hans is unmistakably dead. At least give him a proper burial.’
‘It’s a good chance to rub in the Big Master stuff. It does no harm – it’s designed to keep them in order, to worry them that someone invisible with an even bigger whip than mine might be watching them when I’m not about. Isn’t that how all religions started?’
‘You’re bitter about your country, your name, your religion – I can see you have your reasons but, after all this while, can’t you come to terms with your disabilities? You’ve done well in that respect physically; why cripple yourself spiritually?’
He gave a cold smile. ‘If I believed in your bloody Christian God, then I’d have believed that he made me in his image. Neither you nor I would want a God who looked like that, so that’s all there is to it. Now, give up trying to rile me. Enough’s enough for one day. Come and have a whisky with me, like a man. A sundowner.’
‘A cordial will do for me.’
Bella brought us in two plastic trays of food and we ate together in the control room, with Bella leaning behind Dart’s chair. Looking at her, I shuddered; the mixture of woman and beast in her seemed so complex; in her slinking manner was something seductive, yet her face was terrifyingly ugly under its dark wig.
In the attitude of one making conversation, Dart said, ‘A little drink does a man no harm. It’s a custom that goes with civilization. Too much drink is another matter; you lose control. That was poor Hans’s trouble. His grandmother was a Malay. He drank too much and today it finished him off.’
‘No. He may have drunk too much, but what finished him off was the rotten way the harbour was built. The concrete collapsed.’
‘He was boozed and drove over the side.’
‘Not so! The wall collapsed and the crane tipped over. It wasn’t Hans’s fault. The lousy set-up here on Moreau’s Island killed him.’
‘It was drink, I tell you – I’ve known Hans for years. He had coloured blood in him. I always said booze would kill him.’
I grew angry. ‘What if booze did kill the poor guy? Why did he take to the bottle? Just to blot out the shame of living here with these mutilated creatures, these parodies of human beings.’
Looking down at his plate, Dart said, ‘I knew him best. You don’t understand, Roberts. You’re only a bloody politician. I was fond of Hans. I’m going to miss him … Oh, confound the whole damned rotten human set-up!’ He struck the table with a metal fist. The violence of the gesture soothed him. He looked up at me and said, in a perfectly calm manner, ‘We were on good terms, Hans and me. He had had a rough deal from life, right since he was a kid. This island was a sanctuary for him – for once he wasn’t on the receiving end. So he understood how I felt and I understood how he felt. Now you and I …’
He let the sentence hang there. When I refused to say anything, he started again.
‘You and I – could we ever be on good terms? You’re a man of power, you’ve been around, you are probably on good terms with everyone you meet. You don’t even know what “good terms” means – it’s something you take for granted. I can never have that relationship because of what I am. A thalidomide freak. I have to rule or go under. Does that sound like megalomania to you? Well it’s not. It’s the result of experience, and you don’t buck experience. Not that I’ve any ideas about ruling anything but this little blob in the ocean – that’s all I want. But I don’t know what you’re thinking, do I? For all I know, you’re thinking you ought to wipe me out.’
I looked out of the window.
‘I don’t think in such terms. I can see you are determined to force me into opposition to you, whether you realize it or not, but that’s a result of your paranoia, not my behaviour.’
‘My paranoia! What old cant are handing me? Do you know – have you any idea what paranoia is? It’s a rational reaction to surrounding circumstances. Why shouldn’t you be thinking about wiping me out? There’s a war going on all round the world, which you’re part of and I’m not. Who’s fighting that war, ask yourself! Not freaks like me, Mr Roberts, no, but normals like you! War’s your idea! Wiping out’s your idea.’
He was trembling now, and I could feel anger rising in me.
‘You aren’t exempt from guilt, Dart. Listen to what you’re saying. You’re talking to me as if I were a multitude, not an individual. You know very well war was not my idea, but if you can see me as a force rather than a person, then it’s easier for you to hate me. That’s how wars begin. Your deformities don’t give you any monopoly over right.’
In speaking, I was leaning forward, pointing a finger at him. He seized on the gesture and started shouting before I could finish.
‘I don’t want to hear your crap! Take a look at yourself! You are instinctively aiming a gun at me now, only all you have is a finger. So watch it, because I am armed, remember!’
He brought up the automatic and aimed it at my stomach.
‘Now who’s thinking about wiping out?’ I asked. ‘You’re right, Dart – only when you’ve got that thing in your claw can you be on equal terms with another man. I wonder you dared let poor Maastricht carry a gun.’
Although he continued to point the gun at me, his gaze left mine. He stared down at the floor with little darting glances and began to bite on his lower lip.
When he looked up at me again, he put the automatic back in a clip on the inside of his chair and said, ‘I have a hasty temper, Mr Roberts, and you deliberately tried making me shirty. All I was trying to tell you was that I wanted us to be on good terms. I want you to do something for me. I’ve just remembered that we haven’t got Hans’s riot-gun. Where is it? Down on the bed of the lagoon?’
‘It’s safe there. The Beast People don’t dare enter the water.’
‘You must get that gun for me, my friend. If you don’t, they will.’ He hitched himself up in the chair in agitation. ‘They mustn’t have firearms. Try and imagine the havoc they’d cause.’
‘I’m not going diving again, Dart, that’s final. You saw George and the rest of them. They are afraid of water.’
‘It’s the Seal People, Roberts. The Seal People! They’ll dive down and get the riot-gun. They might give it to the villagers, to Foxy or one of the others. They’re all in league together. We’d have a full-scale uprising on our hands. Will you please go and get that gun – now, before sunset.’
Privately I doubted whether the seals would be able to find the riot-gun, even if they went looking for it. I shook my head, waiting to see if Dart drew his gun on me again. Instead he pressed a button on his chair-arm.
Bella appeared.
‘Fetch Heather here,’ Dart commanded.
He gave me as unpleasant a smile as I had ever seen but remained silent.
In a minute Bella returned with the dark American girl. She walked springily over to Dart’s side and stood there attentively, nibbling an index finger. Bella stood behind me, by the door.
‘Heather is a remarkable young lady, Mr Roberts. My admiration of her is almost unbounded. She is very kind and very beautiful. Heather, my pet, would you kindly remove your clothes so that Mr Roberts can see how beautiful you are? Bella, put a light on.’
Heather was wearing the same costume she had worn earlier. She moved to one side so that she had plenty of room; and then she began to undress. She bent and removed her sandals, placing them together. Smiling remotely at me, she set her head on one side and unknotted the incongruous scarf. She pulled it from her neck and, extending her arm, let the material float to the floor. It was clear that she was expert at provocation. Next she slowly undid the buttons of her saffron tunic, working from collarbone to navel, until the garment opened revealing the flesh beneath it. With delicacy she peeled the tunic from her narrow shoulders, casting it to the floor over the scarf, shaking her hair free as she did so. The movement emphasized the beauty of her breasts, which were not particularly full; she caressed the left one with her hand, running one of the nipples between her fingers.
A furtive movement elsewhere caught my eye. Bella was slinking from the room.
Now Heather walked round the pile of her clothes in a circle, maybe to emphasize the springiness of her breasts. Then she paused, facing us again, and began meditatively to unzip her trousers. She undid a hook at the top and they fell about her knees. She wore nothing underneath them. As she bent to pick the trousers up, I was given a glimpse of perfect buttocks and thighs. When she turned to face us again, her cheeks slightly flushed, the smile slightly more lascivious, the dark hair on her mons veneris was invitingly revealed. She came two steps nearer to me before covering it slyly with both hands. She ran her tongue across her lips, then suddenly threw up her arms and ran to the other end of the room.
‘Thank you, Heather,’ Dart said, his voice thick. ‘You would be happy to spend the night with Mr Roberts if he did me a little favour, wouldn’t you?’
‘It would be a pleasure,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t it, Calvert?’
Dart said, ‘It’s time we were more hospitable to you, Mr Roberts. But first, please, that riot-gun.’
‘You’re up to your old tricks, Dart – you are using us both as your objects. Like I said, no dice. Thanks for the striptease, Heather. You should develop it – and get a better job elsewhere.’
‘Men who attain positions of power frequently do so by suppressing their sexual drive,’ Dart said flatly. He added after a moment, ‘That’s what you call a trade-off …’
Outside darkness had fallen. The ocean, beyond which war lived and thrived, was no longer visible. Only its sound could be heard, like a continuous cannon.



7
The Funeral Was Well Attended
When dawn came I was praying.
I still clung, despairingly perhaps, to a belief in the idea of a God. The conception of a deity who was a judge between good and evil was fundamental to me. In good and evil I did still believe, seeing them at war in society and in individuals every day of my life, and it made sense for me to worship anything that would help fortify the good in their natures. But that was an act of intellect, not faith. Such was my religion.
The expediency of war had blurred many issues, but Mortimer Dart served to remind me that basically I saw human existence as I had when a boy – a battle between good and evil. In the present war the country I loved and served stood for good.
Dart was an instance of how circumstances could mould human nature for the worse. He might have started as pitiably as Frankenstein’s monster; but he had turned himself into a Frankenstein – a victor, not a victim.
He had to be rendered harmless. But the harm he did here was nothing compared with the harm being done in the world beyond the island.
But to remove Dart – and the seductive Heather – like a bad tooth, that would leave the island without control. I foresaw a general bloodbath, with the Beast People slaughtering each other wholesale. It would be best to gain control of the island and then summon help.
My duty was to return to work as soon as possible. But I had duties here too; I could not just seize a landing-craft and set off with a compass into the wide blue yonder.
These meditations made me gloomy but determined, and it was in that mood that I ate breakfast when Bella brought it in.
‘Shall you go to Hans’s funeral, Bella?’
‘Master bury Hans, dig in ground. Hans no more need air, go bury in ground.’
‘It will happen to us all, Bella.’
The blank feline stare came then, and the wrinkled brow under the wig. I thought that if Dart was trying to create animals in the image of men, he should perhaps start from the inside, not the outside. Could Bella ever comprehend that one day she also would no more need air?
She was human enough to lock the door after she left. Maybe Dart was right; any guy who could resist the seductions of Heather should not be trusted …
I sat tight and was released after lunch. The Master had a weakness. He needed me. Da Silva drove up in an antique American army truck from somewhere round the back of the premises and left it in the shade, close to piles of old lumber and gallon cans of paint. In the back of the truck lay a wooden coffin. A branch of hibiscus had been thrown across it. As I stood sunning myself, Heather appeared on the step.
She called out, ‘Hi, how are you this afternoon?’
Walking over to her, I asked where Dart was.
‘You don’t think I’m waiting for Warren, do you? The Master will be along when he’s good and ready.’
‘I’m sorry that he made you strip for me yesterday.’
‘Don’t make me laugh! I enjoyed it, and you did too, or else what kind of a guy are you? There are few enough men to strip for here, that’s for sure. Come on, say you liked it!’
‘You have a gorgeous body, Heather, but the performance demeaned us all. We’re not animals.’
After a small silence, I said, ‘I’ve heard Warren mentioned before. Exactly who is this elusive fellow Warren? Does he live hereabouts?’
‘We’re not supposed to say anything about Warren. Relax, he isn’t here.’ She slid her arm through mine. ‘What’s the matter with you, Calvert? You were making come-hither remarks to me the first time we met.’
I laughed. ‘And you were telling me to keep my distance.’
‘Put your hand down here, between my legs.’ She rubbed against me and I felt myself stirring. Hating myself for it, I moved off.
‘How much provocation do you need?’ she asked, eyes glittering in the sun.
She was stretching out to me again when the Master appeared. He was walking tall, dressed in his prosthetic armour. Certainly he made a formidable sight, slumping across the courtyard, carbine slung across his shoulder, whip tucked into his belt.
‘Mr Roberts, you ready for the burial? I can see Hans is. Climb in beside me. Wait – you drive – it’ll be easier for you than for me. I’ll show you which way to go. Heather, you stay here.’
She was already climbing into the vehicle. ‘Hey, I’m coming with you! I want to see the fun. I like hearing the animals do their thing. You said I could come along.’
‘Sorry, pet. This is an occasion when the animals get a little instruction, and they won’t listen if they’ve got you to goggle at. Besides, I don’t want to leave Bella alone in the house. Down you get.’
Heather looked mutinous for a moment. Then she climbed down.
‘Fuck you, Mort,’ she said.
‘Open up the gate and let us through,’ he said. ‘And don’t be common.’
She did as instructed. I rolled the vehicle forward, and the gate closed behind us.
‘We bury the coffin up the hill,’ Dart said. ‘But first we go round the village and rouse everyone up. Just to put you in the picture, this is a big event on Moreau Island.’
‘Where did you get Heather from, Dart?’
‘Heather’s here voluntarily, believe it or not. She opted for the life. A private plane made a forced landing here at the beginning of the war, fleeing from the invasion of Samoa by the Cubans. She decided this was the refuge she was looking for. It’s as simple as that.’
We took the primitive road to the village and I drew up where Dart instructed me, before the first shacks.
The Beast People were already on the move, even before he stood up in the truck and started shouting at them. It was no longer a shock to see their hideous variety as they shambled forth, dressed in ungainly overalls, the females adorned with bones and shells festooned about their necks or in their hair. The pair of Bull Men came shuffling out, closely tagged by a Cat Woman who slightly resembled Bella. And there was a Swine Woman with hideous visage and plodding gait, and a bushy creature like a bear, and two small Bear Beings, who frisked and were quite appealing, and ape-like people, and many more, bringing themselves out into the light of day at the sound of their Master’s voice.
The stubbly-faced George rushed forward, pushing the others aside with his thick shoulders hunched, snorting as he came. My friend Bernie ran beside him, glancing ever eagerly up at his boar-jackal companion. When he saw me, Bernie ran to my side of the truck, panting his name, panting my name, and then running back to George, totally undecided.
‘This day big holiday, savvy!’ the Master shouted to them. ‘Your friend Hans, he break law, he get bottle, he finished. You people savvy finished. Kaput. All done. Today big funeral. You all come along me, bury Hans in Death Place. Hans with bottle, he go underground, meet Big Master. Come on now, quick time. Obey the Law, follow my car.’
While he was shouting variations on this theme, I saw that ginger Foxy was emerging from among the trees. His shanks were bare, as on the day before, but today he further distinguished himself from the crowd by wearing a long shoddy cape over his lean shoulders. As he slunk forward, keeping warily behind the grey Horse-Hippo, I was reminded again of countless children’s stories in which wolves and foxes, dressed in human clothes, played the villain. None did it better than Foxy, or looked more disreputable.
Dart saw him and called to him, ‘Foxy, you and George get all people to the Death Place, savvy? Follow along my car.’
Dozens of loaded eyes watched as I reversed the truck and drove it slowly back the way we had come. I caught snatches of their furtive talk as they followed me closely. They were curious about me; the legend of my having been dragged out of the sea made them unsure whether I was completely human.
As we moved at funeral pace, a large ape-man took hold of the truck and strode along beside me. Although his body closely resembled a gorilla’s, his face was completely malformed and, with its long snout, resembled a tapir’s as much as anything.
Mortimer Dart glanced at him in approval.
‘That’s Alpha, helping you along. His brother Beta’s just behind. You’re growing used to them now, Roberts, aren’t you? I told you my experiments here have gone through three stages. Alpha and Beta belong to the second stage, which I have now abandoned as just not on. He’s not the result of mere crude vivisection, as in McMoreau’s day. He’s a product of genetic surgery. Of course, he was of McMoreau stock – that’s the reason why we keep the village thriving, for the laboratory. By working on actual genetic material, I was able to alter his entire skull formation.’
‘Don’t expect admiration from me.’
‘It’s quite a trick – it deserves admiration, believe you me. Unfortunately, Alpha has almost no brain, as X-rays show. He just about knows enough to stuff his face with food twice a day. But he was a step in the right direction.’
We had passed the head of the lagoon now, and Dart directed me to drive past the palisade to where the road began sloping upwards to higher ground. I could see how extensive the Master’s headquarters were. The outer wall was so high, and so protected by trees, that we could not make out more than the roofs of the buildings.
I had to keep my eyes on the road, which became more difficult to negotiate as it grew steeper. It was littered with stones and chunks of rock, and soon almost ceased to be a road. Soon we were driving over naked rock, across which frequent fissures ran. The vegetation, having to deal with the same obdurate rock, grew lower as it closed in on us. Alpha, the ape-man, fell behind as he was raked by broad thorny leaves.
‘The next is the sticky bit,’ Dart said. I took a quick glance at him. I could see that the jolting was making him suffer inside his armour.
I engaged four-wheel drive as the rock humped itself, and took the stretch ahead as fast as I could. We bumped over a succession of roots like fossil snakes, swerved to miss a gigantic coconut palm, and then followed the trail as it curved and climbed to the left. The back wheels spun and then we were up on a small plateau in a shower of dirt.
‘Just ahead past that rattan thicket,’ Dart said.
A great bird crashed off through the branches above us as I followed what path there was. When we were through a little grove, I braked, stopped the engine and climbed down. This was the Death Place.
Our burst of speed had set the Beast People some way behind. I left Dart gasping in his seat and went to look round. A patch of ground had been roughly cleared; several slabs of rock stood from the ground, memorials to the dead. Below, scarcely glimpsed through scrub and jungle, was the section of the island I knew. On the other side was the unknown half. It hardly looked inviting. The land rose brokenly, covered in thick vegetation.
Something lay gleaming on the far side of the crude cemetery. I walked among the rocks and pushed through thick feathery grass, growing from pebbles. Things scuttled and slithered under my feet; I kept a watch for snakes but saw only harmless green lizards.
A gigantic metal framework lay among the undergrowth, almost smothered in vegetation. I traced it along as best I could, until a thorny thicket stopped me. I followed it in the opposite direction, but the end went over a precipitous gully where I could not follow, and was lost among low trees. It looked like a gigantic pylon of some kind. I turned back to the truck. Dart switched on a cassette-player and savage music started and a roaring voice sang:
 
Animal or human, cast an eye
On the mystery of Death and Birth –
The shape you’re given the day you’re born
Is lost when we put you under earth.
 
So human or animal, take good care
To speak with speech and obey the Creed –
It’s better to suffer and keep your shape
Than lose it all and be dead indeed.
 
Animal or human or human-like,
The Master watches you and you know why –
For when we put you under earth
You meet the bigger Master in the Sky,
With a bigger Whip and a bigger trip –
That Master in the Sky!
 
‘How do you like it?’ Dart asked, when I reached the truck. ‘I wrote it myself. The tune’s an old English traditional air. It’s the nearest I’ll ever get to a hymn. The beasts like it because the words are simple and the sentiment’s memorable.’
He had recovered, although the sweat glittered on his forehead under the helmet.
‘What’s the pylon-object lying in the undergrowth back there?’
‘It is a pylon. Dates from the ’eighties and the old Omega global navigational system. Cost billions of dollars and was obsolete as soon as erected. The world’s a sideshow, really – don’t even you sometimes feel that?’
‘Frankly, no.’
‘That’s what I like about you, Mr Roberts – you’re always good for a spot of conversation.’
The Beast People were filling the clearing now, shambling up and gathering round the perimeters of the cemetery, glancing at each other meanwhile, unsure of their roles. The effect was stunningly like a human gathering at a burial when, if ever, daily functions catch us unrehearsed for the presence of death. These uncouth and ailing parishioners had most things in common with my own kind, and I felt my mistrust of them diminish.
While the Master supervised four of them in digging a grave with some entrenching tools, courtesy of the US Army, which he had brought along, I took a closer look at the slabs of rock that served as gravestones. They numbered seven. Four of them had names cut, or rather scratched, in their surface; Jimmy Baedermeyer, Chuck Hapgood, Ed Bergetti, Andy Hall. Beneath each name was their year of death – the same year in all cases – below that the letters ‘RIP’, and below that, faintly scratched, the initials ‘HM’. Hans – he had taken the trouble to commemorate the dead. I wondered if the four men had any connection with the private plane which, according to Dart, had brought Heather here.
Dart glanced at the watch plugged into his cyborg arm.
‘Getting on for three o’clock, Mr Roberts. Of course, there’s a difference of time zones, but I like to think that your high-up chums in Washington are holding a funeral for you right now. Full religious rites and all that, faces as long as your sleeve … Which ceremony is the bigger fake, do you reckon?’
‘You told me you cared for Hans.’
He grunted dismissively. ‘Do you think I care for his corpse? Do you think he does? … Wait till this lot get worked up in a bit. You’ll enjoy it. There’s more genuine feeling running here than in Washington, I promise you that.’
I wiped sweat from my forehead. ‘Aren’t you a bit afraid of them?’
After a moment’s silence, during which he stared out at the Beast People, he said, in a more serious tone than he had been using, ‘In a way, I regard them as my kind. None of us belong anywhere but on Moreau’s Island …’
The hole for Maastricht’s coffin was dug with great effort. Even the brawniest of the Beast People was making slow headway. Finally Dart cried, ‘That’ll do! We aren’t trying to strike oil. George, Alpha, help get the coffin off the truck, and go easy with it. If you drop it, you go in the hole yourself.’
I watched him closely. He never kept still, striding mechanically from side to side, flicking the whip, and towering over the meek unkempt heads of the Beast People.
The hole was less than a metre deep. As he passed me, I said, ‘Are you down to the rock? It’s a very shallow grave.’
‘I wouldn’t put it past them to try and dig Hans up once we’re gone, would you?’ he replied. ‘Just to see what really happens when you’re dead.’
The coffin was lowered in and the two surly Bull Men were delegated to shovel back the earth and stones. George pulled his hat from his head with an uncouth parody of reverence.
All this time, the cassette-player in the truck had been grinding out Dart’s hymn; he switched it off now and addressed the congregation.
‘My people, this is a solemn time, when a friend of ours, Hans Maastricht, finally loses his shape. You all know he did wrong and did not obey the Master, which is me. So we bring him here to the Death Place to be taken up by the Big Master Underground and in the Sky, who watches over all of us, me included. His whip is bigger than mine, and his wrath greater, and he’s fast, so watch it. It takes a long while to acquire your shape, but not very long to lose it. That’s what it’s all about.
‘OK, there goes Hans, who did not obey, who took to the bottle …
‘Now, my people, we will say the Creed, and I am watching to see that you all join in. Alpha, George, chuck in the earth …’
Whereupon he led the mourners in a chant which, like what he chose to call his ‘hymn’, was a cross between liturgical chant and acid rock.
Four Limbs Long
Wrong Kind of Song
No cause trouble
 
Four Limbs Short
Right Kind of Sport
No cause trouble
 
Dare not to slay
Do what he say
No cause trouble
 
Speak only speech
Do what he teach
No cause trouble
 
The Master’s is the Head that Blames
The Master’s is the Voice that Names
The Master’s is the Hand that Maims
The Master’s is the Whip that Tames
The Master’s is the Wrath that Flames
 
And so on, much of it with gestures as to the parts of body named. The Beast People responded sullenly at first, looking out of the corners of their eyes to see who was or was not singing. But something like fervour sprang up among them, and they began calling louder and louder, and stamping, until lizards scuttled away among the undergrowth and pigeons fluttered out of the tops of the high palms.
A kind of mob psychology seized them. They started to dance, shouting more and more incoherently, and capering round the grave of their late friend. I saw Dart laughing, his face working as he kept up the chant. He cracked the whip in time to the beat until he was exhausted.
Malformed leg and clumsy body pranced and quivered as a sort of conga line formed and shuffled round the clearing. Many of the rout clapped their hands above their heads like dervishes, chanting as they went. I stepped back to one side of the clearing to let them by.
While many abandoned themselves to grotesque joy, George’s evil little eyes glanced about continuously. Others, too, as the singing rose to a roar, were keeping a furtive lookout. They might have been awaiting a signal.
Even as I realized who was missing from the crowd, I caught a glimpse of him, balanced on a strut of the pylon and half-leaning on the trunk of a tree. Little of him was visible, concealed as he was, but I knew by the sandy head that it was Foxy. He had something in his hands. As I identified the barrel of a riot-gun, he fired.
He must have been holding the gun incorrectly. The impact of the butt – presumably in his chest – knocked him backwards. His long ginger shanks disappeared into the undergrowth as I swung about to see the effect of his shot.
The singing had died with the report. The bullet went on chirping harmlessly among the trees. Everyone stood stock still.
‘Kill! Kill!’ George shouted. Waving his little thick arms above his head, he charged towards the Master. After a moment’s hesitation, the rest of the mob surged forward.
Dart paused only for a moment. The shot had nonplussed him; for once he was at a disadvantage; for once his nerve failed him. He started to run for the truck instead of standing his ground. And the Beast People charged towards him, crying for blood.
Dart reached the truck ahead of the pursuit and threw himself clumsily into the driver’s seat. He started the engine as George flung himself against the door. At the same time, with great dexterity, one of the ape-men swung himself up over the back of the truck, and then on top of the cab. He was flung down into the back again as the truck jerked forward, but immediately reinstated himself.
The truck jerked forward a second time and then stopped. Dart was probably having trouble with his artificial limbs in the confines of the driving seat. The pause allowed several of the mob to throw themselves at the truck. They seemed to swarm over it. At that I ran forward, shouting at them – otherwise I was going to see Dart torn to bits.
Or so I believed. But Dart had his own way of coping with trouble. The muzzle of the carbine came out of the cab window. I saw the flash as it fired. The mob fell back, and the truck was off, bumping towards the trail by which we had come. The ape-man crouched on the cab roof and made to jump on the hood – but a low branch swept him off and he fell, rolling and tumbling in the dust.
George had been hit by Dart’s shot. Blood streamed down his chest by his left armpit. He seized the wound, seized his face, plastered himself with dark blood, ran hooting and crying hither and thither among his companions, adding to their confusion. He was a terrifying sight. Everyone barked or yelled as they dashed about uncontrollably, trampling over the graves.
I had plunged after the truck, but the falling ape-man got in my way. Without waiting Dart accelerated and was gone, bumping furiously down the rough track.
As I turned to hide, my Dog Man, Bernie, came running towards me. He looked as wild as the rest, which made me wonder if he was coming to attack; then the meaning of his frantic gestures penetrated. I swung about.
Foxy stood not a dozen paces from me, levelling the riot-gun at my head. There was no doubt where he had got the weapon from. Crouching, I picked up a shard of rock and flung it, just as the gun went off. For a second I thought I had been hit. My head rang with noise. Foxy’s shot had been decidedly more accurate than his first one, but had missed me. The shock threw me to the ground. Foxy also fell, shouting, so I must have hit him.
Bernie was at my side, yelling – I saw his mouth moving but could not hear. He grasped my arm as I heaved myself up and we ran into the undergrowth. I turned my head and saw some of the others, the Swine Woman among them, starting to head in my direction. That was enough. With Bernie guiding, we plunged through the thick bushes.
In those moments of panic I believed that we were crashing through the undergrowth without plan. As I gathered my wits, however, I saw that Bernie was leading us along a path which wound upwards and avoided the deepest thickets. I ran on behind him, in fear of my life.
The agony of keeping to Bernie’s pace – we were running uphill – at least had the effect of clearing the noise in my ears. I forged on mindlessly, like a hunted animal. When he stopped suddenly, I bumped into him and clung to him.
‘You good boy, good man,’ he said. He pointed forward with a misshapen hand and arm.
We had emerged on a cliff top. Below us a steep shoulder of rock, studded with bushes, rolled down to cliffs proper. Beyond lay the Pacific Ocean, blue, ever-moving, yet seeming from this vantage point almost motionless.
Bernie patted me. ‘Good boy, no go back in water, you. Follow, follow, one at a time, take a little walk, hero – all be safe and no cause trouble, OK?’
‘I can’t climb down that cliff, Bernie, not to save my life.’
He was already scrambling down the rock, clinging to grass and bushes. He looked up and smiled, his tongue half out of his mouth.
Craning forward, I watched him slide on to a ledge some feet below. He beckoned to me. I stood where I was, afraid to follow. What decided me was the confused noise of pursuit in the undergrowth behind me. Clinging to the rock as best I could, I slithered down from handhold to handhold until I was leaning beside Bernie.
He began to move on at once and I followed. The path was now perfectly well defined, and safe enough if one did not look down at the extent of cliff almost below one’s feet. I saw there were round dry pellets where we walked, the droppings of rabbits or hares.
We continued for some way, encountering only two difficult stretches, where fissures in the rock had to be negotiated. When we reached a gnarled tree whose roots were embedded in the hillside, Bernie hauled himself on to it, we scrambled into the branches, and heaved ourselves up to more level ground.
He flung himself flat in the grass, then proceeded cautiously along, following the line of the drop. We crossed a small stream bed in which the merest trickle of water ran, and I recalled that I was parched with thirst. Through the trees growing all about us, the ocean was still visible. Punctuating the sea below us, a large rock crowned with palms came into view. I recognized it as Seal Rock. Bernie and I had reached the highest point of Moreau Island.
Bernie slowed his pace and stretched out a warning hand.
We were confronted by a thorn barrier, threaded with barbed rattans.
I joined him and peered ahead through the screening foliage. Beyond the foliage was an open space with low meagre buildings on its far side.
‘Four Limbs Long Warren – he home there,’ Bernie said. ‘Warren, go see Warren, no shoot, OK?’
When I looked at him he dropped his gaze.
‘OK,’ I said. ‘Go see Warren.’
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An Independent Point of View
Far, far overhead, pilotless B989s were crossing the sky; a faint rumble of their noise came to us. Otherwise it was one of those perfect Pacific days that seem destined to continue for ever. The lusty sun reigned in the sky, a slight breeze moved through the trees. Murmurous sounds of ocean filled the background. An occasional fulmar sailed across the treetops and alighted.
Over the buildings Bernie and I were approaching complete silence lay. Nothing moved. I had kept careful watch as we skirted the thorn barrier, uncertain of our reception, but had seen nothing stir. Although Bernie pushed forward with confidence, my nerves were alert for fresh danger. I’d had enough shooting for one day.
The bungalows did not inspire confidence. All were the same size, all neglected; one of them, draped in creeper, looked derelict. Panes of glass were broken here and there. Aerials and solar panels cluttered the roofs of the two more promising buildings. The complex was dominated by a three-tier lattice structure such as I had seen before elsewhere. It handled beamed power, as well as radio signals, while the global navigational system, linked to orbiting satellites, replaced an older system represented by the pylons rotting in the bushes nearby. This was where Mortimer Dart drew his power supply from.
I halted before an open door in what looked like the main bungalow.
‘Anyone there?’ I called.
Silence and the dull Pacific sound. I called again.
A lean man with white hair appeared round the corner of one of the buildings, an old-fashioned wrench in his hand. He stopped and looked us over from several metres away. He was naked to the waist and of a traditional shape.
‘Hello there, Bernie. Don’t tell me that’s something from Dart’s laboratory you have there with you!’
‘My name’s Calvert Madle Roberts,’ I said. ‘I’m an American.’
‘Well, you’re a long way from the Stars and Stripes here, friend.’ He came forward and said, without proffering his hand, ‘My name’s Jed Warren. I don’t have no nationality or profession.’
I made no comment on that. He had a fine Mid-West accent.
Bernie gave a long, confused account of how we arrived. Jed Warren listened to it all without any indication of impatience or interest. At the end of the recital he said, ‘You sure look like you been pushing your way through some mighty unfriendly territory. Guess you both better come in and wash up, since you’re here. I just hope you don’t bring no trouble with you.’ He cast his gaze meditatively round the clearing, but all was still.
I followed him into the building. Bernie would come no farther than the step. I was able to strip off my overalls and lave my arms and face, which had suffered a thousand scratches, under a cold shower in Warren’s washroom. I stood there with my head up and my mouth open, letting water pour into my parched mouth. After a few minutes of that, I felt decidedly more human. Going outside again, I was pleased to see that Warren had brought Bernie a bowl of water in which the Dog Man soaked himself.
Warren wore an old pair of trousers and plimsolls. His torso was tanned a deep brown. He was so thin that every rib showed like a bar. A straggle of white hair on his chest matched his untidy beard. The hair on his head was long, drawn back and tied with a strip of fabric behind his neck. He was about sixty years old.
‘I take it this ain’t in the nature of a social visit,’ he said.
‘No. As Bernie said, we were lucky to get away with our lives. Foxy managed to get Hans’s riot-gun up from the lagoon.’
‘He’s a troublemaker, is Foxy. Different altogether from Bernie. And George got shot?’
‘A flesh wound only, I’d guess. But George is in a difficult position now that his friend Hans is dead.’
‘Since I ain’t a sociable man, I’m right glad to hear this ain’t a sociable visit, Mr Roberts. I suppose that you’ll be heading straight back for Dart’s place, now that you’re refreshed.’
‘Can I radio the ASASC in San Diego from here?’
‘You can’t do nothing from here, excepting leave. Facilities are kind of limited, as I guess you observed.’
‘Mr Warren, you don’t make a man feel very welcome.’
‘I didn’t shoot you, did I? I’m busy with something, if you must know, and I want to get on with it. Now why don’t you and Bernie head right on back down that trail and see how Mortimer Dart’s getting along?’
‘Are you anxious about Dart? I got the impression you two weren’t on very good terms.’
‘We keep clear of each other, that’s the main thing.’ He stood there unmoving, waiting for us to leave.
‘We go, good boy, yes, no cause trouble,’ Bernie said, casting anxious glances at me.
‘I’ve not come here just to be turned away, Mr Warren. I want refuge. You may like to know that a Search-Rescue party is looking for me even if I don’t get a call through to them. They’ll be here within forty-eight hours, at maximum. I shall then make a full report to the appropriate authorities of what I’ve seen on this island.’
He spat on the ground. ‘Appropriate authorities … Why, if that ain’t one of the phrases I came here to escape from. It makes my hackles stand up, that’s what it does. Appropriate authorities, my left foot …’
‘As you may imagine, Mr Warren, every one of the Beast People will be a living witness to the unholy goings-on here. As you can further imagine, the island will be cleared. You’d better further imagine what could happen to you if you were implicated in the proceedings.
Warren put his arms akimbo, still hefting the wrench, and looked me in the eye. ‘You turn very threatening all of a sudden, Mack, when a man don’t lay on a red carpet for you. That’s the way folk are, I guess, and that’s why I don’t make you welcome. But just you tell me – who do you think these appropriate authorities are as is going to be surprised at what they come across on Moreau Island?’
‘You’re American, Warren, aren’t you? From the Mid-West. Well then, it’s the American government who will be surprised at what they find here. Not to mention the Army, and the Co-Allies. When the media get on to what’s happening here, they’ll blazon it – and your part in it, whatever that part is – all round the civilized globe.’
He swung round unexpectedly and caught Bernie a smart blow on his haunches. ‘Beat it, Bernie! Go home to Master!’
Bernie gave a yelp of pain and started running. When he was some distance away, he turned and looked back. I called to him. But Warren made a stone-throwing motion with his hand, and the Dog Man disappeared into the bush.
Warren turned back to me. ‘Now we’ll talk, Mack.’
‘My name’s Roberts, not Mack, Mr Warren.’
‘Now that creature is out of the way, we’ll talk over what you just said to me. First off we’ll take a speedy look around my pitch. Maybe you’ll learn something, maybe you won’t.’
I would not let my anger show. Instead, I walked with him, believing that I might well see and learn more than he intended me to do.
It was a brief walk. He did no more than take me round the outside of the buildings. He had a sort of glorified junkyard out back, stacked with old oil drums and crates with US naval markings, and piles of metal scrap. Warren evidently fancied himself as an artist, for the rear of one bungalow had been painted with a crude fresco, while other large paintings, executed on board, stood about in the sun. There were also abstract figures built from the metal scrap, elaborate and tall. One of these, unfinished, stood by the back door. More distant was a pool with glass over it: I caught the glint of a fish in the water. We walked past the leading foot of the power lattice and returned to the front of the building.
‘So you see, Mr Roberts, there’s quite a lot of junk around supplied direct by the US Forces. One of their nuclear submarines calls here with fresh supplies every other month. Who do you think built this here power unit? Dart and me with our own bare hands?’ He laughed. ‘Where do you think Dart gets all his finance from for his research? It ain’t from me, I’ll tell you that. It comes out of the long pocket of the American government, that’s where it comes!’
The mind indulges in strange tricks. As soon as Warren began to tell me – no, just before he began to tell me – my mind released the truth to my consciousness. I had known for some while. It was impossible to believe that this island would remain unvisited and unsupervised. Yet I had managed to believe it because it was better than believing that Dart’s unhallowed experiments had the backing of any nation, particularly of the United States.
‘Why should they support Dart?’ I could hardly speak.
Warren laughed. ‘You can’t have seen into his laboratories down there, or you wouldn’t ask such a question. I ain’t going to tell you. But I’ll tell you this much – if you’re aiming to let out word of what goes on on this island to the media, then you’re the one who’s going to be in trouble when the sub calls again. Oh boy, will you be in trouble! One word and you’ll be behind bars for the duration. You’d better see the error of your ways, friend, and pretty soon, because that old sub’ll be calling in a few days.’
I cleared my throat and looked at the scenery for a moment or two, while he stood and looked at me.
‘Mr Warren, I must tell you that I’m desperately appalled by what you tell me. You’re claiming that all that goes on on this island is OK’d – subsidized – by some government department?’
‘That’s what I’m saying.’ He put the wrench down on the step to study me more comfortably. ‘There’s a war on, as you know. What goes on here has been taken over as vital wartime research.’
‘Mr Warren, you seem a decent enough man – do you think the war is sufficient excuse for the cruelty and misery inflicted on the creatures here? Aren’t we supposed to be fighting against just such hellish injury to life and spirit? Are you out of your mind up here?’
To do myself justice, I must say how empty my words sounded even to myself, even in that time of shock. As a trusted servant of my country, I was in a position to know how many projects were subsidized by the taxpayer, and had to be kept secret from him because of their dreadful nature. On a smaller scale the same thing applied in my own governmental department; endless confidential projects were afoot and I knew them only by code name, if at all. In war or peace it makes no difference. I was one of the few people who knew of the dreadful weapons being stockpiled on the Moon, some of them destined for use in the Pacific theatre. Yet one evil never cancelled out another.
He dropped his gaze, saying nothing.
‘Come on, Mr Warren, tell me how you like being a part of this organized torture! You may reckon that I’m in a tricky position. Don’t you think your own position is a whole lot nastier?’
He straightened up angrily, sticking out his bony chest.
‘See here, I’m not a part of anything, so don’t get any wrong ideas. You don’t know my history, any more than I know yours. We’re strangers, and strangers have no right to pry—’
‘Speak to the point. What are you doing here? If what you say is true, then you’re part of the payroll of Moreau Island, aren’t you?’
‘Look, mister, I never had no affection for society in any way. I was born in a big city and, just so soon as I could read the signs, I lit out of there for the country as fast as I could get. I was a drop-out, like so many others back then. A hippie, I was. Only most of my buddies got married or got a job or something and dropped back in again. Me, I stayed out. But they got me when the war came and conscription came in. I was so blamed anti-social in the Navy that they gave me a posting to work for Dart. I quarrelled with him the very first week I was set down on the island, and I’ve lived solitary up here ever since. So you can’t say I’m part of anything that happens down below in his place. Am I now?’
‘You maintain his power supply, you remain on the payroll. You’re implicated all the way.’
He wiped his hand on his mouth. ‘You shouldn’t say those things to me. I hate what goes on, same as you do. Only I seen lives being crushed out of shape everywhere, as long as I been around to see … You better come inside. I need a drink. Maybe you could use one, too.’
‘Thanks. I could. Any fruit juice would be fine.’
‘You’ll have to have what I got, Mr Roberts.’
We went in. Everything went on in one cramped but neat room; Warren lived, slept, ate and cooked there. He brought two beers from an old fridge. We prised open the cans, raised them to each other, and drank. I did not tell him how long it was since I had swallowed beer. It tasted wonderful.
‘I agree that many aspects of human life have always been wretched. Sometimes it seems that the most promising advances of science merely leave us with more problems – just as the lowering of the infant mortality rate landed us with world over-population – but you have thrown your lot in with an experiment which promised nothing but misery from the outset. How can you possibly defend that?’
‘Don’t I keep telling you? I ain’t defending anything. I opted out. Besides, what can one guy on his own possibly do?’
‘I don’t imagine anyone ever heard Jesus say that.’
‘Well, so happens I ain’t Jesus, mister, so let’s leave him out of it! I do the best I can, and that’s enough. I’m keeping out of the war, I ain’t killing no one. If you want my opinion, the world’s gone mad.’
‘You could sabotage Dart’s power supply.’
‘He’d come up here with the Beasts and kill me, and the power would be working again within a week. Drink up, and you better be on your way. I’m sorry I ain’t more hospitable, but you make me feel bad.’
‘It’s not me, it’s your conscience.’
‘No, it ain’t. It’s you and remarks like that one you just uttered. When I’m on my own, I’m perfectly dandy.’
Again silence fell between us. I felt his resentment. My hand holding the beer can trembled. My thoughts were wild and troubled. So contaminated was I that it seemed as if I had lived all my life on Moreau Island, my initiative – despite my efforts – perpetually taken from me, as if I were no more than one of the Beast People. And I said to myself that when I returned to so-called civilization I would have to resign my government post and live privately. Of course there was still the question of returning …
‘Mr Warren, you say a supply submarine calls here every two months. Tell me more about that.’
‘I told you. It calls regular, leaves stores and anything special Dart has ordered. Brings mail. It’s due again in four or five days.’
‘Dart drove off, leaving me to fend for myself. He cannot be sure whether I am dead or alive. Is it possible for you to radio from here?’
‘I got no radio, not even a receiver. All that kind of tackle is down the hill.’
‘Then I want you to let me stay here until the sub comes. I won’t get in your way. I won’t even talk, if you want it that way. Just let me wait in safety for the sub. Dart will think the Beast People killed me and won’t come searching for me.’
‘Nobody on that sub’s likely to agree with your line of talk. They’ll tell you there’s a war on, same as I tell you.’
‘Mr Warren, you aren’t on anyone’s side, are you? You aren’t on Dart’s side, and you certainly aren’t on mine.’
He wiped his lips on the back of his hand before replying.
‘Goddamit, Mr Roberts, I’m on my own side. Dart’ll never rest till he finds what happened to you. All I want is a peaceful life, and a man has to strive hard to get that. You’re just the latest in a long long line of people been interfering with me and trying to make me change my tack. I ain’t having any, so that’s final.’
‘Are you afraid of what might happen to you?’
‘There you go, another of them snide remarks! No, I ain’t afraid. I’m just my own man, that’s all. I believe in nature and beautiful things, which somehow don’t include my fellow men. Besides – let me tell you there’s reason to be afraid here, if you happen to be disposed that way. You come on out the back before you get on your way, and I’ll show you something to make your hair curl!’
This was a surprising break in his increasingly surly mood. I followed him out past the unfinished sculpture, and beyond the power lattice. He picked up a metal strut on the way, looking about as he did so, and saying that he never knew when he was being watched.
‘The Beast People would not attack you unless provoked,’ I said.
He made no answer.
The track narrowed, rising slightly, and we walked through a stand of bamboo, the leaves of which moved continually in a slight breeze. Then we were through them. Confronting us was a stupendous view.
Warren had led me to the extreme eastern tip of Moreau Island. We stood on a shoulder of rock from which we could survey uninterruptedly the eternal ocean, the compass of the horizon, and the great dome of sky overhead. The little topknot of Seal Island was also visible, almost at our feet. The antique noise of ocean pounding on rock dulled in our ears.
Because the afternoon was far advanced, the sun was moving towards the western sky. It flooded the empty world with its radiance, and lit the sails of a ship far out to sea. My heart leaped at the sight: the vessel resembled an old sailing ship – yet that was mainly because the naked ocean allowed little hint of scale. The ship I watched was almost a mile long, its hull sectioned plastic, its sails metal foil. Those sails and their rig were controlled by computers, and the computers were checked out occasionally by a crew of two trade unionists.
I had sailed on one of those beautiful cargo vessels years ago. My third wife’s family owned a shipping line; the voyage had formed part of our honeymoon. That marriage had long been dissolved, and was a thing of the past, like many of my personal friendships.
I became aware of a tension in Warren, and turned to find him staring fixedly at me.
He wet his lips. ‘You ain’t feeling any compulsion to jump, by any chance?’ he asked.
‘To remember, but not to jump.’
He shrugged and looked away from me.
‘Only a month back, one of Dart’s experimental creatures escaped and headed up here same as you done,’ Warren said. ‘Dart and Hans and George and some of the others came up in pursuit with guns and nets. I hid out in the bushes.’
‘What happened to the creature?’
‘Why it ran right to this very spot and then it stopped – ’cause it couldn’t get no farther, could it? It was a cross between an ape and a man. They others closed in on it and – you know what it done? Rather than be captured, it threw itself right off the rock and down into the ocean. If you go out on to this promontory of rock, you’ll see the cliff’s so steep that a man might dive clear from here and end up safe in the ocean, given a bit of luck. Take a look for yourself.’
I worked my way along the narrow promontory, feeling that mixed dread and fascination for heights of which even space travel had never managed to cure me. The rock outcropped. As Warren said, it would be possible to take a leap and fall clear of the cliff into deep water. But that fall was all of a hundred metres; I would not have liked to try it.
‘What happened to the creature that jumped?’
‘Drowned. Hadn’t got no arms to speak of.’
I turned, and he was coming at me with the strut raised, mouth set in a line.
He moved at the crouch, ready to strike. When our eyes met, he paused momentarily.
‘Warren—’ I said. My back was to the precipice.
He jumped at me.
The pause had lost him his best chance of getting rid of me. I had instinctively taken my balance, and I was heavier than he was.
He brought the metal bar down hard, but I took the blow on the left shoulder and, with my right hand, reached out and grasped him round the neck. He tried to kick my left leg away. I grappled him nearer to me until he dropped the bar and began to punch me in the stomach. I’d worked my right hand round his skull, and got my fingertips into the socket of his right eye. He yelled. He got a lucky kick under my kneecap. My leg buckled and I went down, taking him with me.
We lay across the rock, my head hanging over into space. Warren had sprawled on top of me, but I got both hands on his throat and my right leg round one of his.
‘Lay off, you bastard, before we both go over the edge!’
I gave his neck a twist for luck, and then pushed him from me. He sat gasping in the grass, alternately feeling his eye and rubbing his throat. As I stood up, I saw that the metal strut lay behind me, lodged precariously where it had fallen in one of the ridges of the rock. Picking it up, I flung it far out to sea, turning away while it was still twisting in the air towards the water.
‘Get up!’ I said.
‘Don’t throw me over, mister! I didn’t mean you no harm, honest. I must have been crazed in the head …’ He crouched at my feet, one arm half-raised in a protective gesture.
The realization came on me that I was trembling in every limb.
‘Get up,’ I said. ‘I’m not going to harm you.’
He climbed slowly to his feet, watching me all the while. We glared at each other like a pair of hostile cats. I observed that the trembling had hold of him too. His face was deadly pale. We went back to his place without speaking.
At the bungalow, with one hand on the lintel of the door, he paused and looked into my face, his mouth working.
‘You really aren’t intending to finish me off, on account of what I did to you?’
‘All I want is to remain here. I told you. I’ll leave you alone, you leave me alone. I shall wait here until the submarine comes, and then I’ll get aboard it.’
He dropped his gaze.
‘There’s a total war on, Mr Roberts. Nobody aboard that sub’s likely to listen to one word you may say. I respect you as a merciful man, but you’re as mad as the rest of ’em.’
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Revels by Night
That night was calm. The breeze died; an almost full moon shone down on Moreau Island. I slept on a bunk in one of Warren’s outbuildings and was tormented by evil dreams.
I was walking through a thicket of bamboo, in a confusion of light and shade. Suddenly, I came upon George, the Boar-Hyena Man. For a moment, I could hardly make him out; then I saw how blood ran down his face from a wound in his head where the skin had been entirely torn away, leaving an ugly gash amid his thick curly hair. The streams of blood surrounded his deep-set eyes, running in the furrows of his nose and about his mouth. As he breathed, bubbles rose and broke in his nostrils.
Even as this terrible sight transfixed me, George jumped from his place of concealment and threw himself upon me. I awoke groaning, and was unable to calm myself until I dragged myself from the wretched bed and walked round the room.
After that I unbarred the door and stepped cautiously outside. It was too hot in my bungalow – the airconditioning had broken down long ago. I leaned against the brickwork and breathed deep.
To my left the ocean glinted through trees. Its slumbrous roar came clearly through the night air. Overhead, more than one AES moved; some of them contained nuclear weapons, which could be guided to any desired target below. The island – isolated though its sordid dream might appear – was a part of the mainland of world tragedy.
A nightbird called. Otherwise the island was hushed. The world also waited. This early stage of the war was widely recognized as a preliminary pause to gather corporate strength and will, during which appearances suggested peace; while, behind the scenes, enemy governments manoeuvred for strategic positions, allies, total mobilization, and diplomatic formulae that would exonerate them from blame when the storm broke. As yet only local actions had been undertaken; few had died; only tactical nuclear weapons had been used. But no one doubted that devastation on a hitherto unimagined scale was on its way. As yet the birds still sang. But a final time-clock had already started ticking.
Whilst I stood breathing deeply of the night air, the door of Warren’s bungalow opened. I happened to catch sight of the movement by the widening of an angle of shadow, although the hinges were entirely silent. The gleam of a gunbarrel showed before Warren himself stepped forth.
‘Oh, it’s you, is it?’ he said. ‘What’n the hell you think you’re doing strolling around at this time of night? I thought as we had visitors.’
‘I wanted some air. Go back inside.’
‘You set a mighty chancey business in operation, Mr Roberts. Like I told you, they’re going to come looking for you, and then I’m going to be in trouble.’
‘The better I get to know you, Mr Warren, the worse I think of you. On your own admission, you are in your present predicament because of your loathing for your fellow men. You can hardly expect them to have mercy on you.’
He digested that. ‘Then you must be a bigger fool ’n me, because you never heaved me over the cliff when you could have.’
‘I have religious beliefs, which occasionally prevent me from committing murder.’
‘That accounts for your habit of saying things to make me look small. What are you, a Mormon or a Catholic or something? They used to make a lot of trouble where I lived.’ He leaned his rifle against the wall, as if he felt inclined to talk. Why not? I thought, since we were all doomed anyway.
‘My parents were Protestant, though we rarely went to church. We used to sing carols at Christmas. Last century and this, the Christian God has become discredited because he is identified more and more with materialist progress. So I don’t think I pray to him.’
‘Something in what you say. My folk was religious mad, and much good it did them. You got some fancy religion of your own then?’
‘I’ve no patience with all the fakes who have been dragged in from the East to take God’s place, your gurus and maharishis and swamis and the rest – the incense-and-flowers brigade. Nor do I see anything but placebos in the new science-based religions, like scientology or ufolatry. I’m happy not to believe in Dart’s Big Master in the Sky either.’
‘That don’t leave you much.’ He chuckled.
‘Right. This hasn’t been the best-ever century for faith, and some would say hurrah for that. No, I believe in a sort of abstract God, remote and not particularly comforting, whose speciality is continuity rather than succour. The universe is his – I mean it makes more sense to think of a consciousness behind creation than to imagine that it all grew in its complexity out of nothing, like a mushroom out of concrete. But now that the universe is a going concern, my God is aloof from it – maybe he is now powerless to interfere. You could say he was more of an Artist than an Administrator.’
Warren grunted. ‘He sounds a worse drop-out than me. You’d be better off worshipping a little brass Buddha than a God like that!’
‘I agree. Except I don’t believe in brass Buddhas. Oh God, I disbelieve – help thou my disbelief! The only contact my God has with me is that he is manifest in trace elements in our best aspirations. When you aspire to do good in any field, then you are furthest from yourself and so nearest to God. It’s up to you to keep the contact. It’s not up to him.’
Warren listened to what I had to say with close attention. Poor fool, to be taken in by what I said, I thought; of course, he would be a sentimentalist at heart. I realized as I was talking that my belief in God was hollow, I no longer believed in anything.
Only a year or two ago, as the ideological blocs moved towards conflict, I had argued that God was the greatest invention of the human imagination, and merely a positive goal towards which we were all moving, generation by generation. The idea was that we should gradually evolve into a kind of godhead. Even as I expounded this view, I was moved by my own faith and sincerity; besides, it suited eminent Under-Secretaries of State to speak of profound matters. People had listened.
Most of those people were now in uniform or subterranean bunkers.
After a knotty silence Warren said, ‘It ain’t for me to stake my claim that you’re talking nonsense. For one thing, I know that you’re better educated than me, just to hear the way you make with the words. But I guess my view is that mankind somewhere, somehow, gone wrong, and ended up too complicated. I’d agree with the Bible where it says that big cities is sinful – that I do agree with. No doubt but the Bible has a lot of sensible things to say, like “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”. But the only time I get a glimpse of any durn God is when I look around me at the beauties of nature.’
He indicated the silent scene around us, still bathed in moonlight and its stately tranquillity.
I had been aware of light scuffles in the undergrowth while we were talking. Now the vague indication made by Warren’s hand directed my attention to a clump of bushes, dark and indeterminate, which grew under a cluster of palm trees. Had I seen something move?
Warren, too, appeared to have seen or heard something. He stretched out a cautioning hand to me, peering ahead before reaching to grasp his rifle.
Tropical places generally have their share of nocturnal birds which forage in the undergrowth. Their rustling can conjure up all kinds of nervous fears if one has reason to suspect danger. We stood there, together yet separately, listening to the discreet noises. They seemed to come from all sides of us.
He turned back to me, saying in a low voice, ‘Is someone there, do you reckon?’
‘Dart doesn’t travel very easily. He’d come in daylight.’
‘May not be Dart …’
A cloud began to cross the Moon. Immediately a heavy crashing came from the thickets on our right, as if someone or something had decided to take advantage of the temporary dark.
‘They’re there, right enough,’ Warren said. ‘They’ve come for you. This is your doing, confound it all, coming up here talking about God and getting me killed.’
‘We’d better get inside. They may go away by daylight.’
He did not heed me. Instead he ran into the middle of the clearing, raised his gun, and fired two shots. The noise was transfixing. Long after the actual shots had died, the echoes of them went racketing out across the wastes of the Pacific. As the echoes were still hurtling towards infinity, nearer sounds spoke of a big creature crashing away through the bushes in panic.
Warren stood where he was, gun half-raised.
‘Whoever it was, he’s gone,’ I called.
‘He wasn’t alone by any manner of means,’ Warren replied grimly.
Almost as soon as he spoke, an answering shot came from the jungle. I recognized the report as that of a riot-gun. Foxy? Next moment, ill-defined figures rushed into the open from several directions, converging on Warren. I called to him. He raised his rifle and shot one of the charging figures stone dead before the others overwhelmed him.
I saw an oil-painting in the backwoods of Austria once which represented the ultimate in self-betrayal. Two murderers in hunting outfits beckoned a young man into a gloomy forest. It was evident, even from the sickly smile of the youth, that he would never emerge living from that remote spot. But the two murderers had so cozened him that he was about to go with them voluntarily, unable to face the fact of his imminent death, thus deceiving himself as much as they deceived him.
As I ran back into my bungalow, I felt it was an act of self-betrayal. It would have been nobler to have thrown myself into the middle of the clearing and have died attempting to rescue Warren. But an instant of self-preservation hurried me inside and slammed the door behind me.
From the window I was able to get a view of what happened to Warren. His attackers numbered at least ten. Among them I thought I recognized the active Alpha and Beta, the two ape-men, and the grotesque form of the grey Horse-Hippo. Standing to one side, apart from the fray, was Foxy. He held himself like a man; the resemblance was heightened by the confidence with which he now carried his riot-gun.
By some miracle Warren broke free of the pack and ran for the undergrowth. Then he swerved, as if suddenly becoming aware of what he was doing, and doubled back towards the buildings. I saw him running towards me.
One of the monstrously heavy Beast People – a creature that had been lurking undecided out of my line of view – bore into sight, charging at the running figure. Warren saw it, raised his arms, swerved slightly and came on.
The charging creature had its head thrust forward. It cannoned into Warren just as he reached the next building. It made no attempt to pause or even to seize Warren, ploughing on like an express train and crushing the man against the wall. Warren uttered one gasping cry of agony and collapsed. The brute, stunned, fell beside him. Immediately other creatures ran up, throwing themselves on Warren in frenzy.
They began to tear his body apart, to rip his clothes and his limbs away from his body. Only Foxy stood aloof from the scrimmage. He came closer to watch the destruction of the body.
So ghastly were these scenes, enacted in the bright moonlight, that I remained where I was by the window. The realization that their sport would soon be over and that they would then be after me – presumably their original quarry – threw me into a sort of dazed resignation without being able to shift me from the horror of the scene. Only when some small torn thing struck the window and slid down it, three inches from my face, did I pull myself away and think of escape.
The building contained equipment for the solar plant overhead. Against one wall was a metal staircase leading up to the roof and so to the great lattices outside. Since there was no place to hide inside the room, my way lay upwards.
Fortifying the outer door with old packing cases, I climbed the stair. It was difficult to see, and for a while I sweated and struggled under the roof, trying to pull back the bolts of a trapdoor. They gave at last. I pushed open the door and had a refreshing prospect of roofs, dark trees, moon, stars and the lattices of power above me. I saw that night was sick and dawn near; bars of cloud drew across the eastern sky, the pallor of day radiated from behind them. The sun would soon come thundering out of the Pacific. It was an encouraging sign. Foxes prefer to hunt by night.
There was no way of locking the door behind me. I closed it and looked cautiously about. I was on a small platform. Solar panels stood on the roof nearby. A ladder led up from the platform into the girders above. I was safe here only until I was noticed. All I could do was crouch, hoping that the Beast People would go away.
They showed no signs of doing that. Their bloody party with Warren was almost over. While some of the smaller creatures still scrabbled with his torso, the others, as I could hear, were barging about round the buildings. The voice of Foxy came to me: ‘Search out other Four Limbs Long, heroes!’ I hoped that fear of human habitation would keep them out of the bungalows and eventually drive them back to the bush. Alternatively, I hoped that they might all break into Warren’s bungalow, so that I could make good my escape then – the oncoming dawn should provide me with enough light to see my way downhill to Dart’s fortress.
Now they were investigating the buildings. I could hear their thick grunts and voices. I crouched where I was, scarcely daring to breathe, the fate of Warren ever-present in my mind.
They began to hammer on doors – whether mine or Warren’s I could not tell, since the roof obscured my view. Glass shattered. There was a woof of pain. Idiot scampering feet. Yelps and exclamations, thick quarrelsome voices. More sudden smashing – clearly from inside – yells, snatches of mad song. Another crash, insane laughter. ‘The shape you’re given the day you’re born is lost when we push you and the earth …’ Furious shouting, a blow, whimpering.
Then I saw one of the hideous Swine Women trotting across the broken ground, holding a can in one hand and her ripped trousers in the other. She was being pursued by a hairy creature resembling a bear. As she ran, she made a shrill noise – impossible to say if it was from fear or mirth. The bear caught her, and as they fell together her can went flying. Liquor spilled from it.
They had broken into Warren’s place without fear and were at his beer supply. The knowledge gave me fresh heart. As they became drunk they would fight among themselves and forget me.
Relaxing slightly, I stood up to ease my limbs, turning to catch the dawn breeze as I did so. I found myself staring into a pair of eyes only a metre or so from me.
The nearest leg of the power-grid rose beside the bungalow. Clinging to its diagonal spars was one of the ape-men, Alpha or Beta. There was no mistaking that misshapen head, with its baby skull and nose like a tapir’s. It clung to the mast with both hands and held a beer can by the rim of its mouth.
Neither of us moved. I had no weapon. A fresh outbreak of screaming came from below. I let out a yell, flinging out my arms. The ape-man opened his mouth, letting the can drop but catching it economically with one hand. He did not fall as I had hoped. He let out a paralysing answering yell, swarmed through the lattice of the mast and hurled himself at me as George had in my dream.
There was a thin guard rail round the platform. It formed a slight obstacle between him and me. As he landed and clung to it, I thrust my right arm out and caught him a tremendous jolt under the chin with the heel of my open palm. Then I kicked the paw that clutched the guard rail.
He fell back on the roof, roaring. On the margins of my vision I glimpsed the Swine Woman and bear creature stand up, point at me, and scream with rage. It was time to escape. In any case I did not fancy myself in a fight with Alpha or Beta, whichever he was, and he was already picking himself up.
Throwing open the door in the roof, I saw in the pale wash of light below that my room was already invaded. One of the Beast People walked there alone, beer can to mouth, his free hand making airy circles above his head as he staggered silently round the room. I slammed the door. Nothing for it but to jump from the roof.
I went to the edge and peered down. The madmen were about, laughing and running, but this was no time to make any sort of a choice. The ape-man was coming up behind me. I jumped, staggered, and fell to the ground.
As I pulled myself up, the ape-man landed beside me, taking the fall better than I. He wasted time bellowing his discovery, so that I started to run even as the others responded and came up. I went to double round the buildings, away from the sea. My way was blocked.
A vile creature with bloody visage stood there, swaying slightly and waving some sort of weapon in his right hand. He had been eating from it. The unsteady light was sufficient to illumine one of Jed Warren’s forearms.
Others were there, figures out of a hitherto undiscovered representation of the nether world. My heart quailed within me. The ape-man seized me from behind, grasping my shoulder.
I turned to evade his other hand. The Rhino Man who had crushed Warren came bursting up behind and barged him out of the way in crazed eagerness to get at me. It was my chance. I dashed between them and ran for the nearest bushes.
I was in the open. On the extreme margins of my vision – I dared not look to left or right for fear of falling – a gaunt figure rose and aimed a gun at me with a hunter’s deliberation. I dived into the bush as the riot-gun went off. The bullet plunged away harmlessly.
Pulling myself up, I saw that the pursuit was now on. Ill-organized as they were, some of them drunk on Warren’s beer, they could nevertheless hunt me down and destroy me. I was human quarry, by my very shape marked out as one of the enemy. They would tear me apart until that hated shape was no more. They would rend my flesh and eat my tenderest parts.
As I ran through the bush, I could think of only one hope – to catch Foxy unawares and take the riot-gun from him. With the leader disarmed, the rest of the mob would come to heel. My best hope was to climb a tree and wait. But there were no trees here that could possibly be climbed. They were either lofty palms or small thorns and bamboos. To hide in the bush was impossible – these creatures would unhesitatingly smell me out.
Some dreadful being, heavy and insensate, was plunging along in the bush to my left. I stopped for a moment, and he stopped too. Was he pacing me, simply for the pleasure of the hunt?
Sudden hope filled me. ‘Bernie?’ No reply.
‘George?’ No reply. I began to run again, and the hidden thing began to run too. For him, this was a game, and I was game. As in a trance, I plunged through the colourless jungle of dawn, not heeding how I scratched or tore myself in my flight.
Like a clear, clean vision came the thought of that high eastern cliff and the jutting rock from which Warren had tried to push me the day before.
I would jump!
Even if I didn’t survive that terrible fall, at least I would be free of a far worse death. There was no other escape for me, as the shouts and yelps all about me made clear. The pack was closing in.
I bounded through the bush in what I believed to be the direction of the cliff. The creature on my left kept pace with me. Occasionally I saw its monstrous form through the swinging foliage.
Noises sounded ahead – shouting and crashing. Again I swerved, and in a moment arrived at a clearer patch of ground. The ocean glinted ahead. With one sweep of vision I took in a far glimpse of sun – a chip of it merely, only the merest segment of it cutting above the horizon and sending a dazzle across the ocean in the very instant of its rising. Dark cloud piled above it, but that first ray lit me – and lit two of the Beast People plunging up from my right flank.
Only a few metres lay between me and the rock on which I had fought Warren. I knew my one hope of making that leap was to plunge forward without pause or hesitation, or my courage might fail me. I had stepped from spaceships into the gulfs of space, but this was a challenge of a different order.
What finally spurred me was the bestial face of a Swine Man who came bursting out from my left. He it was who paced me, who now moved in with smiling yellow teeth for the kill. Swine he was, but I read vulpine ancestry there as well in the sweep of his fangs and cut of jaw under that piggish snout. He stretched out his arms, and I ran like madness itself for the high cliff.
The Swine Man screamed with fury. Seabirds burst from underfoot. The universe wheeled about my head. I saw the cliff, the supine sea, the jut of rock, saw my death on the rocks beneath, ran even faster.
My courage had fled. But it was too late. I bounded along the jutting rock as if it were a diving board above a pool, shouted with all my strength, jumped. The Swine Man tried to stop too late, fell with a great cry, Lucifer without grace.
As I plummeted, all fear left me. I fell with arms and legs outstretched, performing slow cartwheels in the air. I saw the place I had left, the cliff wall, the expanse of sky, the sea, the creature who fell some distance from me. I fell, and a muddle of thoughts coursed through my brain. I even recalled the old idea that one relives one’s past in such moments before death; yet I could recollect nothing but the terrors of my days adrift at sea and the secrets of Moreau’s researches – even in this extremity I was not free of the island.
By bracing my body and getting control of my limbs, I was able to stop tumbling and plunge down feet first. The drop seemed to last for ever – yet equally the ocean came rushing up to meet me at incredible speed. As I closed with it, I saw that I was free of the rocks. The tumbling creature who kept me company at some distance did not look so lucky.
Just as I hit the waves the sun went down. It was as if I had travelled back in time – on the level of the ocean sunrise was still an instant away. The water was dark. It struck me hard and swallowed me.
Everything became confused. I had not fallen straight. The breath was battered out of me. Beneath the water dark shapes of rock loomed.
I tried to find my way to the surface, became lost, saw red and green streamers of light explode about me, lost consciousness.
Not entirely. One rarely loses all awareness. But my senses became detached, and I could do nothing effectively. Except drown.
Yet I did not drown. The muddle and pain that saturated my being finally receded like a tide. I was aware of people about me, of a thatched roof overhead. Hands were on my naked body. A remote but sensuous pleasure had roused me. I closed my eyes in extreme languor, only opening them again with an effort.
I lay in a rough hut. Two Seal Men lay to one side, smiling and nodding when they saw my eyelids flutter. Over me, her lank hair trailing against my skin, was a Seal Woman. She performed a kind of kiss of life upon me, although her lips were not fixed on my lips. I gave a great cry as realization dawned on me, and all my limbs trembled in a bout of rapture. Then I sank back into a deeper oblivion.
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After the Fall
Of my two-day stay on Seal Rock, I prefer to say as little as possible. Some acts which seemed beautiful and natural and profound at the time of their doing are distasteful in memory. And one person’s pleasure can arouse disgust in another. Perhaps this is particularly so among Western nations, where sexuality is even today regarded more ambivalently than in the East.
Emotions that move us most deeply often undergo metamorphosis after the event.
The name of the Seal Woman was Lorta. There were four Seal Men of roughly her age, over whom she had complete sway. They doted upon Lorta, and it was easy to see why; she gave herself to them with an inexhaustible abandon, with such joy that even I, at the time, felt no shame in accepting her loving. She ruled them completely because they ruled her; she could not resist them because she was irresistible. And such was her bounty that those Seal Men felt no jealousy of each other, or even of me, a stranger. Theirs was a good fortune, and they had the wit to know it.
The names of the Seal Men were Saito, Harioshi, Halo and Yuri. Between our games of love, we swam and played in the ocean. And we conversed – conversation for them was also a game. My comprehension of what they were saying grew fast, and perhaps they spoke more comprehensibly from having to talk to me. I learnt that the Swine Man who had fallen from the cliff top with me had plunged to his death on the rocks. Crabs and sharks had devoured him. Since crab formed a considerable part of the seals’ diet, this was particularly good news to my friends.
I learnt also that it was the Seal Men who had dived in the lagoon and retrieved Maastricht’s riot-gun. They had given it to Foxy in exchange for a gift of berries and stolen canned syrup.
They knew of the submarine. But their time sense was deficient, so that they had no idea of when it might visit Moreau Island again, or of how long it was since it last called. In many respects they were like children, and their charming child-like faces puckered with their laughter as they confessed their ignorance.
No, I betray them by expressing it so. When I was with them, it was otherwise – I am back to my old stiff self again. Of course they knew about the regular visits of the submarine. It was a treat for them, the arrival of that fabulous unfeeling monster out of the ocean depths where they could not go. They used to follow it into the lagoon and sport beside it, making obscene gestures and playing intimately with each other – which made them very popular with the crew.
They did not know when the vessel had last arrived, or when it would come again. Why should they? It had no significance for them. They laughed heartily at the idea that I should wish to climb into and be shut away in the submarine, and would not accept that I was serious when I spoke. As for confessing their ignorance – they were not burdened with our guilts about knowledge or the lack of it.
I say they were like children. What I mean is that they had never accepted the rules that most of us accept. They remained astonished by the world and by their luck in being part of it.
Although they did not have an arm or a well-formed leg or a proper hand between them, the force of their characters, Lorta’s in particular, ensured that they survived in a bubble of happiness. The warm ocean helped; it was their amniotic fluid, and held no harm.
They had a religion of a sort. Maybe it was a deep and complex religion, and I was not with them long enough to understand it. Prig that I was, I tried to explain my religion, as I had with Warren, but I might as well have tried to persuade them to live on dry land. They had a belief in a shark-shaped Spirit of the Deep (perhaps it looked rather like a nuclear submarine), which inspired a pleasurable terror in them.
I must come out with the truth. There was also Satsu.
When Seal People escaped from Dart’s laboratories, they lived along the more hospitable northern coasts of the island, until Dart instigated a hunt and shot one of them, a young woman. Then they took refuge on Seal Rock. Other children were born to them but did not survive; Satsu survived and flourished. She was a normal little Japanese girl, with all limbs intact and full of vivacity.
Satsu was four or five years old – so I estimate, for nobody knew or cared. ‘Year’ was a word without meaning to them; they thought in terms of tide rather than time. She was treated like a little goddess, a queen, a naughty sister, a pet monkey. She sang and played and ran, she could climb trees faster that an ape, she swam better than her parents, she joined with glee in the love-games of the adults. She was as pretty as paint.
There it is. For some a detailed picture of depravity. At first, I was shocked by Satsu’s love-activities, particularly when she was the centre of the group’s attentions. I did not even know that such young children could experience orgasm. But so it was. Their naturalness was such that I quickly became used to everything that went on; my initial resolve to devote my energies to restoring Satsu to a normal environment faded to nothing.
Also, I became the delighted and responsive recipient of this dear child’s attentions. Laughingly her mother and her men encouraged Satsu to join in our raptures. I developed ideas of my own, and took the initiative. The sun and the sea were all part of our involvement.
‘Calvary’ they called me. So I remained on that happy rock, being fed and making love in a variety of ways which I had never dared to imagine before. In that timeless period I lazily watched as the sun rose and travelled its great course through the sky. When it sank towards the west, an immense shadow grew from Moreau Island and swung out across the waters to reach us, but it never quite got that far. When it was within a few metres of our minute shores, the sun would break free of the last westerly rocks of the island, dramatically reappearing, and the long chill shadow fell away on its own coasts, so that sunset was golden and unbroken for us.
In the language I began to learn, the sun, which dominated our every day, was referred to as ‘Lob-Chy’. I did not know whether this was a Japanese word adopted from the language of my friends’ ancestors, or a corruption of the English word ‘love-child’. I hoped it was the latter.
We generally swam near the rock. I swam with them. Although I never entirely cured myself of a dread of the abyss beneath us, I felt secure in their company.
In the complete nudity of my new friends, in their complete lack of reserve, I greatly rejoiced. I was so far seduced as to wonder whether I could not remain for ever on that patch of land; I daydreamed about a time when the rest of the globe destroyed itself, and I swam forth with my friends and lovers to populate the planet with a new sort of human being, whose aggressions were sublimated in total voluptuousness.
Unhappily I remained part of the warring world, and it remained a part of me in a way that was alien to them. I had to go back. I had to deal with Dart and the problem of the submarine. I had to return to the island, and to affairs in Washington.
And it was time for me to leave. There could have been no sybaritic life for the Seal People with me there; I upset the delicate balance of their existence, for I was a large extra mouth to feed, and I could not hunt as they could.
Before I went it occurred to me that there was one gift I could give them. They ate their fish, Crustacea, and seaweeds raw; and I knew that there were occasions after rainstorms when they huddled together cold and miserable. I could teach them how to make fire; with fire they could warm themselves and cook food.
Among their possessions were numerous old Coca-Cola bottles and cans in which they stored the rainwater they collected. Taking one of the bottles to a flat slab of rock on the north of their sanctuary, I broke it and used the base as a crude lense. Focusing on scraps of driftwood and dry kelp cast up in the last storm, I patiently nursed a few sparks into existence. How Satsu chirped with delight as the smoke came up! Blowing carefully, I conjured up a flame. Soon we had a small fire going. I speared a fish on a twig and cooked it on the flame, before giving half to Lorta and half to Satsu. ‘Clever Calvary!’ they said.
They spat it out and made disgusted faces, but I explained that they would soon become used to the taste and prefer it to raw fish. They thanked me cordially. At least the novelty of the fire delighted them.
It was after midday when I set out to swim to the island, which acted as planetary body to the small satellite of Seal Rock. All my friends came with me, including little Satsu, swimming on either side of me. At the mouth of the lagoon, I heaved myself ashore and sat there, hidden from anyone who might be prowling the island, while I waved the others goodbye. They promised to see me again, departing with fond and lascivious gestures.
So I turned and made my way cautiously ashore.
Moreau Island looked as I had last seen it.
No work was being done on the quay. The lagoon lay silent and undisturbed. The crane remained in the shallows where it had fallen. A seabird perching on its exposed superstructure rose up and flew slowly away to sea as I approached. Otherwise I observed no movement. The village of the Beast People lay apparently deserted on the other side of the water.
My reasoning was that Dart would be pleased to see me after the recent troubles; I could pretend to fall in with his wishes, and await the arrival of the submarine. When he went to meet it, I would follow and overpower him, and persuade the submarine commander to carry me back to the States. The commander could easily radio his base and verify my identity. I could then report the situation on Moreau Island to a higher authority and see that those who wished it were restored to civilization.
I walked towards the palisade surrounding Dart’s HQ, alert and watching for possible trouble.
Someone was standing motionless under the trees, just a couple of metres outside the gate. I paused and observed him. It looked like George, the Boar-Hyena Man, but I could not see for the boughs of trees.
Making a wide detour, I approached so that I could have a better view of the figure, making my way eventually along the outside of the fence.
It was George. I could hear the flies buzzing about him.
A tall stake had been driven into the ground. George had been impaled upon it so that he stood up almost as if he were still alive. His face was more dreadful than it had been in my dream. He looked to be staring fixedly across the lagoon, through the cloud of bluebottles which sipped at his flesh.
Sickened I backed away. This crucifixion was more cunning and sadistic than anything the casual brutality of the Beasts could devise. Yet who else would have done it? I could only suppose that Foxy had inspired it. The mystery remained how Dart could have allowed them to do it so close to his fortress.
There had been a change in the balance of power here in the short while I had been away. The very silence of the place emphasized that. It was significant that it was George who had paid the price. His position as Hans’s foreman had put him on untenable middle ground. His enmity with Foxy (so I assumed) had sealed his fate. But how many others had died?
Aware of the possibility of a trap, I retraced my steps along the barricade without calling to anyone inside.
As the terrain grew more broken, my way became more difficult, but I worked towards the back of the enclosure where the laboratories were. Here I stopped. I listened to something moving about on the other side of the palisade.
Why I did not call out, I do not know to this day. It may have been because there was some quality in the movements which made me uneasy – something furtive and at the same time irascible. I stood where I was with a dry mouth, listening as the unknown thing passed unseen within a metre of me.
Standing there as if accursed, I saw a long pole lying nearby. It had a diameter of some fifteen centimetres, and had probably been used for scaffolding when building was in progress – or so I guessed. When the sounds on the other side of the barricade had died away, I went over to the pole and tried to lift it.
It would not move. Only when I levered it from side to side did it budge slightly. It was wedged between loose rock. I kept working, and eventually managed to pull it out. It was three metres long.
With a great deal of effort, I pulled it back to the front of the barricade, as near to George as I cared to get. He was unnaturally still – that was what was frightening about him. Then I let the pole fall forward so that the top of it protruded over the fence. It gave a ramp up which I could climb.
The falling pole started an alarm buzzing somewhere inside the HQ. I heard it buzz on and on without answer. Making as certain as I could that I was not observed, I ran up the pole and dropped over the other side. I flattened myself on the ground of the enclosure and listened. Only the buzzing of the alarm, on unendingly.
As I rose to my feet, Heather came to the window and beckoned to me. My relief at seeing her was great. I had almost begun to believe that everyone on the island was dead.
Heather made frantic gestures and disappeared. Never had she looked so animated. In a moment she was unlocking the house door and letting me in.
Her dark shoulder-length hair looked somewhat dishevelled, but she seemed much as she had done the last time I saw her. She was wearing her tunic outfit and sandals. Catching my glance, she gave me a quick seductive smile, moving her whole body as she did so.
‘Calvert, you can’t know how glad I am to have you back!’ She clung to me. Automatically I put an arm about her, thinking how strange it was to hear ordinary English spoken, to be within four walls, to feel the bite of airconditioning, to hear – yes, a symphony of Joseph Haydn’s was playing quietly throughout the building. Everything was so dry. A picture rose before me of Lorta’s damp, agile, insatiable little body; it denied all that herein was, just as all that herein was denied her body – despite the girl who now clung to me. The moment gave me an insight into Heather; she too was a sensualist, but her sensuality had been devoured by what we called civilization. It came and went entirely under the control of her intellect. I would meet nobody like Lorta again. Nor would I ever attempt to describe her to anyone; she would sound like a whore, a nymphomaniac – whereas the truth was that she was free, uncalculating, the very reverse of this cultured pussy.
‘Where is Dart?’ I asked, disengaging my arm.
Heather stared at me curiously. She put a finger to her mouth, in a gesture I recalled.
‘We thought you were dead for sure. It’s so great to see you – and looking pretty chipper at that. Aren’t you glad to see me at all?’
Automatically I said, ‘Yes, I’m glad to see you.’
She grunted. ‘You’re a formal bastard, aren’t you! Typical politician. Don’t you ever relax and be yourself?’
I laughed. ‘What mixed-up questions you ask! Where’s Dart?’
‘He’s ill.’ Pouting at me.
‘What’s the matter with him?’
‘You’d better come and see him, if you have such a preference for male company.’
Without further words she led me to the corridor I knew, past my cell, through a red door, and along an infinitely richer corridor, with abstract paintings hanging on the walls. The carpet underfoot was worn by parallel tyremarks. At the end of the corridor, Heather motioned me to wait and went into a room whose door stood open. There was a muttered conversation, and then she motioned me into Dart’s presence.
Dart lay on a bed in a room that was a combination of bedroom and surgery. It had no windows. Comsat pictures flitted across one wall. Mortimer Dart was propped up by pillows; he nursed a riot-gun by his side. He would be unable to use the gun; his wheelchair with its cyborg arms stood grotesquely to one side of the bed; a robe covered the puny little extrusions on his shoulders.
He wore a bandage round his head like a turban. It covered his left eye and part of one cheek. I saw deep scratches running down his cheek, neck and chest. His right eye stared at me with an unspeakable wrath in it.
Somewhat shaken, I went to his side and asked what had happened.
His voice was thick, scarcely recognizable.
‘I shall be all right in a day or two. I’m well doped. It’s fever – I caught it by that bloody grave. You must guard this place until I get better now you’re back. They attack at night. They’ll be here again tonight. How did you get into this building?’
I told him, and his hot gaze went to Heather.
‘You were supposed to be keeping watch. They’ll kill us if they break in here. They’ve tasted blood and a bit of power. It’s no joke … A phrase keeps going through my head as I lie here. One of old Nietzsche’s, I shouldn’t be surprised. Power corrupts, but a bit of power corrupts absolutely. That’s what’s got into them. I should have put them down long ago, Bella and all. You and Heather and Da Silva must take it in turns …’
‘What happened to you?’ I asked again.
‘I told you. I got fever up at that Death Place. And the ride shook me up. I relaxed my guard – you can’t trust anyone, Roberts. When I think how the world set itself up against me even in my mother’s womb, I don’t know how I’ve survived so long. One day when I’m better I’ll pull this whole bloody island down into the sea …’ He relapsed into a fit of choking.
I looked inquiringly at Heather. She gave me an eye signal and said to Dart, ‘We’ll go and pull that pole away from the fence now, Master, so that we’ll be safe. And I’ll be back to see you soon. Just lie quiet.’
Out in the corridor, she was clutching me again.
‘It’s fever, Calvert. He’s rambling. I’ve got him doped, but I’m so scared, really. This is a hell of a position to get in.’
‘What happened? Did Bella attack him? Where is she?’
‘I don’t know for sure what happened. It was Bella OK – hey, you don’t imagine I scratch like that, I hope! My guess is that he fell or tripped or something, and she attacked when he was down. I didn’t dare go in. He fired at her and she disappeared.’
‘She’s with the Beast People?’
‘Oh, how I wish she were! No, she’s somewhere right here. She ran through to the laboratories and locked herself in. Cal, you’ll have to go in there and kill her – and anything else you find in there alive.’
I liked the way they all assumed I was on their side.
We unlocked the outer door and went into the compound, where Maastricht’s paint cans still lay around. I could smell George over the palisade.
‘Let me out and I’ll drag the pole in here. Then nobody else can use it.’ I had accepted the idea of siege without question.
‘Can’t you get rid of that grisly object they stuck up out there?’
‘Maybe at some other time.’
‘That stink would make me throw up, if throwing up wasn’t so undignified …’
Considering the circumstances, Heather was cool and efficient. I tried to feel less hostile towards her as I heaved the pole into the enclosure. She stood by the gate and kept watch. I recalled that she was a karate adept and knew that she would be prepared to use her art on the Beast People if the occasion demanded.
In a short time we had the pole stowed against the stockade and the outer door locked again.
As we went inside, glad to be away from the sick-sweet aroma of corruption, I said, ‘Dart left me to die at the cemetery – I’ve been through hell to get back here. You wouldn’t fetch a guy a sandwich, would you?’
She said, ‘I guess I’m worrying too much about Morty. He’ll lose the sight of that left eye, unless he strikes lucky … Sure, I’ll fix you something to eat – you must be hungry. Then maybe you could use a shower and change of clothes. You smell almost as high as George out yonder.’
Yes, a civilized girl, I thought. I’d been away for three nights, and three nights’ survival on Moreau Island was like a century elsewhere; all she said was, ‘I’ll fix you something to eat.’ She was wise not to wish to know what had happened to me.
I wasted no time thinking about her. As soon as I heard her in the kitchen, I was through into the other corridor, trying each door as I came to it. With the second door I was in luck. It was the radio room. I went in, locking the door behind me.
The amount of equipment was imposing. Most of it was familiar. In fact most of it was a standard USCF station, an Mk IV MVFQ 12. It hummed contentedly to itself, its tapes alert to roll when triggered by any incoming signal. Beautiful was what it looked.
Tuning in to the San Diego wavelength, I switched to Send and put out a carrier. Response almost at once. Crisp American voices came up, and a few seconds later I was speaking to Captain Jimmy Hobarts of Naval Search-Rescue. As precisely as I could, I gave him my geographical position and outlined the situation.
‘Sounds like home from home,’ he said. ‘Hang on.’ Silence for ten seconds. ‘We’ll have a Navy chopper over from a Fiji base for you. Should be with you – wait while I get a weather check …’
I could hear the background noises of his office in San Diego before he came up again. ‘Weather in your area is set fine for the next twenty-four hours, though enemy interceptor activity is reported. But we’ll order the chopper to keep low, and she should be with you in, say, seven hours, seven and a half. No, later. Eight hours maximum.’
I looked up at the clock. The time was 16.09. It would be midnight before the helicopter made it.
‘I’ll be waiting,’ I told Hobarts.
‘They’ll have room for five people and a stretcher case, OK?’
‘More than enough.’ I gave him a number to dial in Washington, to alert my department of my continued existence, and he acknowledged.
‘See you.’
Let’s hope you will, I thought, as I switched off. Midnight was still a long way off.
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Another Visitor for the Big Master
I was in command of my own destiny again, as far as that is possible in our complex societies. The war was making changes in everything. Old orders and states might be going down in murk, and new ones rising; but at least radio stations were still manned and helicopters flown. Those were the kinds of things I understood and set store by, although my experience on Seal Island was still too vivid for me to rejoice in them at present.
No matter. Arrangements could be made. Administration could take over from chaos. I was thinking ahead even before I left the radio desk. When the helicopter arrived, Dart, Heather and Satsu would go aboard it with me. Dart needed hospitalization.
I would make a report on conditions on the island directly I returned to Washington. An official inquiry would follow, and a shake-up for whatever department funded the experiments so laxly. Those experiments would be investigated, closed down, and financial support withdrawn, if I had any say in the matter. A skeleton medical administration would be established to see that the Beast People were humanely treated for the rest of their natural existence. It might be as well to suggest sterilization, in order that they should not breed a further generation of unfortunates.
Right. With Dart out of action, that left two problems only to be sorted out before midnight. Those problems centred round Bella and Foxy.
Bella had to be found and assured that no further harm would come to her. As for Foxy, I thought that if I could only reason with him, then he might bring the Beast People under control; perhaps we could make him their legitimate leader – then we might expect no further disruptions of law and order.
There should be no more bloodshed. While talking to Foxy, I also wanted to find out what had happened to poor Bernie. It might be possible to take him to a happier life, if he still survived. I might even be able to find him a light menial job at home, maybe on my father’s farm.
So much I determined to my satisfaction before leaving the radio room.
Heather was outside the door.
All softness had left her. In the lines of her face, the tensions of her body, I saw a lethal determination. She was covering me with a weapon I had seen before – the twin of the one Da Silva had toted a few days earlier. I saw that my moment had come. Truth sprang up, fanged, between us.
Neither of us needed speech. She had caught me in the radio room and was intending to kill me! I was going to stop her, and disarm or kill her.
I jumped at her.
But it was a long jump; in the electric air between us I saw her right arm come up. Without otherwise changing her stance, she fired the weapon at me. It made a noise like ZZlitt, very quietly.
‘It works on compressed air,’ I told myself irrelevantly, while my knees collapsed and I fell forward, trying but unable to clutch at a burning sting which radiated from under my left shoulder to the rest of my body. Heather stood back and watched me go.
All my muscles had gone slack. There was no way I could save myself. I fell like a doomed tree, rolling over to lie face upwards in a crumpled position. Heather stepped over me, looking down with a professional coldness more ghastly than fate.
Heat coursed through my body; I thought I was dying. Yet my brain remained lucid. Detachedly, I decided that I had been hit by a dart containing deadly poison which worked instantly.
Meanwhile I heard Dart calling feebly down the corridor. Heather stooped over me and said, ‘The Master always thought you were an enemy agent. I did not, but it seems that I was wrong. Now I can check.’ She went into the radio room. I had heard what she said, but it was difficult to put the words together and make sense of them.
I lay there while whole landscapes of pain and time came by. Eventually Heather reappeared. She stepped round me and disappeared in the direction of – what was that man’s name? – of Dart’s room.
More landscapes, more eternities. I tried to think of Lorta.
Heather was back, and bending over me. She lifted my head.
‘Cal, I know you can hear me. Listen, you are in the clear. Every message leaving here is automatically recorded, so I’ve been able to play your message back. You’re in the clear. You’re no Soviet Agent, you’re just the goddamned blundering shipwrecked politician you always claimed to be. I’m going to give you something to counteract the anaesthetic that’s gotten into your system, and you’ll be right as rain again in no time.’
The fighting woman was set aside. With nurse-like care, she propped me up against the wall, fetched a hypodermic and injected a clear fluid into my bloodstream. Then she brought me a cup of coffee – real and not synthetic coffee. Time began for me again.
She got me to my feet and half-dragged me to my old bed, where she made me comfortable.
‘You tricked me, Cal, you bastard, asking for a sandwich,’ she said. ‘I was a fool to be so easily conned. It’s worked out OK – you’re in the clear now. The Master was convinced that you were not what you pretended to be. I suppose you know why?’
I didn’t know why, but I was unable to speak, to put my question into words. I could feel the antidote working, stirring me up.
‘Now I’ve got to adjust to you as someone with a lot of pull in Washington,’ she said. ‘It’s funny having Mort in bed in one room here and you in bed in another … It gives me the chance to intercede for him. He really needs more funds and more assistance; the Department is so stingy in that respect. You could put in a good word for us. I know you’re prejudiced against what’s going on here, Cal, but I’ll escort you round the labs, which you haven’t visited yet, and you’ll see how well run they are, despite our difficulties. We need your help, Cal, really …’
She sat on the bed and snuggled against me, looking down sweetly into my eyes.
‘It was the Department sent me here. I have trained with animals. The Department’s idea was that I should be Morty’s personal bodyguard and assistant …’
Her warmth and her pleasant perfume were things I fought against even in my weakness. I also rejected what she said, and croaked in protest.
‘You didn’t know that, Cal, did you?’ She gazed rather wistfully into space. ‘Maybe Morty’s twigged by now. Remember when Islam was on the warpath and at the same time Cuban forces invaded Samoa? A bad time at home. I arrived on Moreau Island in a private plane, courtesy of the Department, letting on I was escaping from Samoa. Morty accepted me and my story. And why not? He knows the whole damned world’s falling apart …’ She sighed.
Silence lay heavy in the room – the roaring I heard was not of the ocean outside the building but of my inner ear, where tides of life were returning. Then she spoke again, her lips close to mine.
‘What I want to put across to you, Cal, is how important Morty is to the war effort. I’m proud to serve, to do something, anything – to feel that at last I, well, it’s hard to put into words, but I guess at last I have a job here which is equal to my capacities. Sure, I get bored at times, because of the isolation, but it isn’t every woman who gets the kind of opportunities I do here. I mean, I’m doing a man’s job – well, more than that …’
She squirmed and settled lower. ‘Give it eight or maybe ten years, and I think we’ll see a woman President of the United States – what’s left of the States, anyway. My boss in the Department feels the way I do.’
She stroked my face.
‘That is one plus you can mark up to the war. I know it’s awful, thousands of people getting slaughtered like cattle all over the globe, but at least attitudes are clear-cut and you can see them as they really are. No pretences. People are either your friends or your enemies, you know what I mean? I mean, either we win or they win, and that simplifies all sorts of issues. It’s like watching an old gangster film, in a way.’
She was lying against me now.
‘You must give us a good report when you get back to Washington, Cal. Otherwise, it could be you in trouble. I mean, it is wartime, and secrets have to be kept. You threatened the Master with death and he didn’t like that … We’re your friends, remember. OK, you don’t exactly go for some of the things that happen here, but far, far worse things go on in the Soviet and Islam blocs, on a far, far larger scale. Moreau Island is just a drop in the ocean. People have to suffer …’
I managed a loud groan.
‘Cal, are you getting any feeling?’
‘What department employs you, Heather?’ At last I got the words out.
She smiled. ‘That was what had the Master puzzled, I guess. You see, we’re funded here by your department – the Department of State. We assumed that if you were who you claimed to be, you’d have known all about Moreau Island all along.’
Life and control were returned to me. Perhaps the shock Heather had given me helped. I persuaded her to go and get me some food and drink and sat on the side of the bed. It was ten minutes after five.
Her revelation would make no difference to what I had to do when I returned to Washington. I would make my report and tender my resignation. Somewhere in the building where I worked, maybe in a safe in an office along my corridor, was a file. It would have a fancy code name. In that file lived Moreau’s other island, a doppelganger of the real island, a tidy little utopia docketed into paragraphs and subheads. It would make dry legal sense. It would be an abstract. And there would be neatly entered figures, with all columns carefully balanced by accountants once a year.
It was that other island I had to destroy. The real island could not exist in its present form without that other shadow island in a file in a safe in my department in Washington.
Carefully I levered myself off the bed and began pacing up and down. When Heather returned with a neat little snack on a tray, I was feeling myself again.
As I finished the meal, we heard a distant crash.
‘That’s Morty,’ Heather said, looking alarmed. ‘He’s trying to get out of bed. I must go and look after him, or he’ll do himself an injury.’
I sat alone for a moment, then rose, left the room and walked quietly along the main corridor. Heather had gone down the side-corridor to Dart’s room. I continued until I came to the door opposite the control room. It served as one of the entrances into the laboratory area.
Although Heather had offered me a conducted tour of the labs, it might be a better idea to have a look on my own. For one thing, I wanted to find out what had happened to Bella. Heather had claimed that Bella was at large in the labs; but the more of Heather’s statements that could be checked against reality the better.
I listened outside the door. I tried the handle. It was locked as expected. In the control room were monitor screens, some of which would show me what was happening in the labs, of that I felt convinced. Before trying them, I called Bella’s name softly at the lab door.
At once there was movement in the room beyond. Someone had been standing in silence listening to me. There was a sound like a snake crossing a bare plank floor. A key clicked in the lock. As the door began to open, I knew it would not be Bella standing there.
What I did see was a thing so fearful, so unlikely, that it might have stepped from the pages of an evil fairy story. I stepped back a pace as it spoke.
‘I do not know who you are,’ it said, ‘but if you are in the Master’s service then I must welcome you in.’
That perfect diction, even and well-turned! How much more acceptable were the shattered vocabularies of the Beast People, reflecting in every distorted syllable their distorted lives.
The creature confronting me was even more of an aberration of the human form than they. It stood under one and a half metres high and was disproportionately thick of body. It had extremely short legs, so that the arms trailed almost to the ground. Its head was distorted into cephalic form, the skull tapering almost to a point at the rear. This cranial abnormality was emphasized by the creature’s lack of hair.
Distorted bone-structure also accounted for the ugliness of the creature’s face, which was inordinately fleshy. Its forehead bulged and came low over the eyes, while the chin curved upward almost concealing the mouth. There was no nose to speak of. I was reminded of drawings of the faces of seven-month foetuses. Yet the overall effect of the creature was of a malignant gnome.
Natural disgust at being confronted by this figure was increased by the curious quality of its skin, which had a dead, greyish colour and the texture almost of scales, so flaky was it. The gnome was encased in sloughed snake-skin.
Because it was forced to look up at me, the impression I got was of a long-drowned face. Even the eyes looked watery and without life.
Yet it moved naturally and easily, standing aside for me to enter the room and even extending a hand to me. The nails of the hand curved protectively right over the tips. I could not take hold of it.
‘Bella,’ I said. ‘I came to see Bella.’
‘Did you, indeed? Bella caused a deal of destruction, I fear, so we had to take care of her. She is dying in the next room. We persuaded her that her life was not worth living, and gave her the wherewithal for suicide. You have no need to worry further.’
‘I must see her. Take me to her quickly.’
As I started forward towards the door the gnome had indicated, he said, ‘You Father People have many impulses.’ So uninflected was his diction that I could not tell whether he spoke in envy or sneeringly.
The room I was in was the first of the laboratory complex, which was full of different rooms and divisions. This anteroom was an office, an array of filing cabinets and a computer terminal being the chief things I noted. What caught the eye was blood everywhere, as if a battle had taken place. In the corner by the far door lay four small gnome bodies, dreadfully mauled.
The next room, a full-blown laboratory with expensive equipment grouped about it and rows of cultures under glass along one side, presented a scene of even greater havoc. I marvelled at how many of the gnome men must be housed here. At least a dozen of them lay sprawled in death about the room. I saw by their wounds that Bella had killed them. They lay in their own blood, the heavy smell of which saturated the air.
Bella herself lay in one of the far corners. Her wig had fallen off and I thought she was dead. Four of the gnomes stood alertly by her, arms hanging by their sides. Two of them were women by their dress. Like the men they lacked hair on their heads. As they turned to inspect me, I observed a slight development of breast tissue beneath their blouses.
They started to ask my name, but I ignored them and went to Bella. As I knelt by her, her head came up angrily off the floor. I jerked back so that she would not bite me. But she recognized me and said, ‘You Four Limbs Long, you no like see me get whip.’ She closed her long eyes.
A broken plastic hypodermic lay by her side. There was blood all over her tunic and her malformed hands.
‘Why didn’t you go to your own people when you had the chance to escape, Bella?’
‘Own people make use death, same I go along Master too long time.’ She started to pant. ‘Bella smell like Master, make trouble.’
I took her head in my arms, and she let me do it. She was no more than a dying animal, yet – such was the will to communicate between us – at this moment she was perhaps more human than she had ever been. Words and thoughts still struggled up in her beast brain.
‘I do good best thing here – try make death Master, make death many bad small peoples here. All kill, best thing. No more trouble, finish get whip.’
‘Yes, yes, Bella. This place is evil. Soon it will be closed down.’
She seemed to misunderstand. ‘Bella all close down, dear thing.’ She choked on that odd endearment, then lifted her head for a moment. ‘Bella go get more trouble from Big Master in Sky now.’
What passion tore me?
‘It’s not like that, Bella! That’s all a lie. There’s no Big Master in the Sky. After death there’s nothing, nothing at all. Silence, Bella – just silence. Just peace. No Big Master.’ No phantom files where you’re an entry in a budget account. Just damn all. That’s the best thing to believe, Bella. No other islands for you to go to.
‘I believe you will find that the animal is defunct,’ one of the gnome women told me. When she touched my shoulder, I moved it away.
Lowering Bella’s head to the floor, I got to my feet and marched past the small people. They were making some sort of ponderous technical comment on the situation, which I did not heed.
Why was I seized by such grief? It cut me like a knife. It was as if I had thrown away my own life. The contemptuous face of my first wife came to mind – I had hit her and she turned away in disdain, with no word – I hurried from that place and went back to my bedroom, where I stood for a while with my head in my arms and my elbows resting against a wall. Her warm animal smell still clung.
I could have wept for the sullied animal innocence of Bella. Instead I reflected with shamed intensity on the evils that had attended my stay on this nightmare slab of rock.
Before my eyes rose an electromagnetic spectrum of earthly torment, in which all that could happen to a man was ranged in order, from Best Event at the light end to Worst Event at the dark. On such a spectrum there was no place for concepts like Good and Evil – I thought of the clichés I had uttered on that subject, and could have laughed. The lightest colour of the spectrum was a completely fulfilled and giving sensuality, the darkest was represented by the nameless things with which I had just come in contact.
How deluded I had been, and secure in my delusions! And I was to blame for much that had happened. While Dart was responsible for his rule, I was also guilty. In a flash of terror, I saw myself back in Washington, turning up the Moreau file, issuing my blanket condemnations – only to find my own rubber-stamp signature on the original authorization …
My arrival on the island had been the signal for a chain of death.
Hans Maastricht. He had managed to drink and work safely enough for years before I came and upset his balance. And from his death, all the others had followed. I had refused to retrieve Hans’s gun from the lagoon. So Foxy had got it, and had injured and eventually killed George. That disruption of Hans’s burial had driven me to seek out Warren, with the aid of Bernie. Of all the victims, Warren was the one for whom I most blamed myself. In that ghastly night during which he died, I believed that the faithful Bernie might also have been killed – and if so he would have been killed because he befriended me … Then there was Bella …
But there my self-recrimination ran its course. Why, I’d be beating myself over the head about my past wives next. It was useless to wallow in guilt. The way of redeeming myself was to act now, to try to fulfil the rest of my plan regarding Foxy before the helicopter came. I saw clearly that I also had to have a first-hand account of the creatures in the lab. Dart should give me that, now.
I looked at my watch. It was 17.51. Plenty of time. It wasn’t even sunset yet.



12
The Frankenstein Process
The Master was propped up in bed, his head and half his face still swathed in bandages.
‘Perhaps you can recall to your mind, Mr Roberts, an earlier little chat we had concerning who was fighting this war. I believe I put it to you then that it was caused by you normals and not us freaks. The affair’s grown so big that we’re all involved. You don’t realize how deeply I am involved – this isn’t a funfair I’m running here, you know.
‘Since we have finally established that you’re the stuffed shirt you always claimed to be – one more pompous politician whose left hand doesn’t know what his right hand is doing – let me tell you that top military and medical men have been flown out here from Co-Allied war teams many a time, to kow-tow to me and pick up a smattering of new gen from me, if they were lucky. Right, Heather?’
She was standing by his bed, looking remotely at a spot on the far wall. She nodded.
‘You see, you think you’re in the swim, Mr Roberts, but you don’t know what the war’s all about.’
‘When you have finished with the generalities,’ I said, ‘you’ll recall that I asked you for some rationale, however sketchy, of those gnome creatures who killed Bella.’
‘Those gnome creatures, as you call them, go down in the books as SRSR, right? They’re the SRSRs, Roberts, and not gnomes, whatever your demented mind may despise them as. Perhaps you’d like me to tell you what the appellation stands for. SRSR stands for Stand-by Replacement Sub-Race. Stand-by Replacement Sub-Race. And that’s exactly what they are. Mark I.
‘I intimated to you earlier on that I am running a complex programme here. The SRSRs are the culmination of one stage of it – it’s as simple as that. They’re what this island’s all about. McMoreau’s crude vivisection techniques were just an amateur beginning. After that came my early experiments in genetic surgery, of which, with regrets, only the two ape-men, Alpha and Beta, currently survive. They represent a deep line of research, towards the goal which I was always aiming for.
‘You see what a pre-natal drug did to me – used randomly with random effect. Since thalidomide a whole new range of drugs has been developed to govern cellular and glandular activity. The difficulty was to test them out on human stock under controlled conditions. There’s a limit to what you can achieve with any number of guineapigs, mice, rats, monkeys, frogs and all the rest. You need human stock, it’s as simple as that.
‘That’s where the Beast People came in handy. Next best thing to humans. I was able to make the progress here, safe on my little island, denied to countries with all sorts of pettifogging anti-vivisection laws.
‘It’s me, and me alone, who has developed these SRSRs, despite a few toffee-nosed biologists and what-nots who drop in from time to time.’ His lips trembled, as if he was overcome by the thought of them. ‘I’ve no clue what you think of me, Mr Roberts, and I don’t much care, but let me tell you that I – me, without hands or feet – have achieved more than Columbus or Genghis Khan. It’s no good me explaining what I’ve done because you wouldn’t understand the terms involved, but basically I have developed drugs of two kinds which operate radically on the foetal structure.
‘One drug (collectivum) alters fundamental epidermal functioning, to give a protective outer covering much like a snake’s scales, which inhibits certain types of radio-activity. The other drug inhibits the stimuli of cullular activity, and alters various basic metabolic rates, especially the entire pleiotypic programme.
‘Using these two drugs in varying combinations on foetuses provided by the Beast People, we have developed – I cut a long story short – the SRSRs, a true sub-race, who have several advantages over the human race.’
‘Advantages?’ I asked.
‘They are immune to certain radiations lethal to us, gestate in only seven months, mature early, bulk less, consume less food, less oxygen. All telling plus-factors in the sort of catastrophe scenario they are designed for.’
Incongruously, while he was talking scenes of rural peace slipped across his wall, accompanying the slow movement of a Haydn symphony. Old whitewashed houses with wooden tiles, slow women with buckets at long-armed wells, decrepit fencing, tremendous meadows fading into mist, old men in old hats, stooks of corn, mountains, streams, oxen dragging decorated carts, reindeer, lime and acacia trees heavy with flower, children running down a lane – these images welled up and died in time to the music.
I said heavily to Dart, ‘What sort of satisfaction do you feel now that your work is finished?’
‘The work’s far from finished, make no mistake. We have the SRSRs – and three of the best specimens are now in the States being studied – but they are not yet perfect. They have to be made to breed true, to reproduce their own kind and not monsters. At first they were infertile, but we’ve licked that one. Now one of the females is with child, and we have high hopes about that. But much has still to be done. Rome wasn’t destroyed in a day, as they say.’
‘Why are you doing this? Why should governments involved in total war countenance such inhuman experiments?’ I asked him. ‘Of what use are your SRSRs – how much do they increase our happiness?’
‘You’re not so smart as I took you for. I thought you would have grasped that, pal. Right, you mention total war – what’s the outcome going to be? The Co-Allies will win in the end, but they’re going to win at a hell of a cost in lives lost. You think I don’t care about such things, but I do. A world of want is going to result – that’s the cost of victory, and that’s where it’s at. The human race will be decimated, air and ground will be radioactive.’
He sat up more positively in bed and clasped his thin chest.
‘But if we can breed up the SRSRs, they can take over the enormous tasks of reconstruction. They are already receiving indoctrination in Co-Allied aims. They will be less vulnerable to radiation than the rest of us, will propagate faster, will consume less supplies because of their smaller bulk. They are, in fact, our survival kit for the future; they may even replace us. And even if the picture isn’t as gloomy as I have painted it, then we’ll find other uses for them. Waste not, want not. The SRSRs would be ideal as crews for spaceships. You may yet see them go out and explore the stars while poor old mankind stays at home – what’s left of it …’
If this monster was to be believed, then I was witnessing the culmination of the Frankenstein process. The first tentative steps that Victor Frankenstein had taken, as recorded by Mary Shelley, towards making one life that stood outside the natural order of creation, had led to this: that a time could be visualized in the near future when the natural order would be entirely supplanted by the unnatural. The arguments of logic, with appeals to progress and the necessity of survival, were employed by Mortimer Dart much as they had been by Frankenstein and, for that matter, by Moreau.
In this spectacle of perverted propagation, I was lost. There was no possible dialogue I could have with a man like Dart.
‘Things have got out of hand,’ Dart said to Heather, groaning. She laid a hand against his cheek in a sympathetic gesture. They exchanged eye signals which I could not interpret. I stood where I was, thinking fast. I was horrified by what I had seen and learned, and I would act as soon as I was in Washington. Dart’s experiments might be valuable to the war effort or they might not. But they were certainly grossly mismanaged; none of the killings need have happened in a properly run organization. Dart was no better at ordering his affairs than Wells’ Moreau had been.
Reflecting on the run-down state of the island and, in particular, on the lack of staff – why was there no American nursing personnel on duty with the SRSRs? – I understood, from long experience of similar projects, that Operation Moreau was being wound down. The fact might not yet have dawned on Dart, but his grand schemes had already received a Thumbs Down back home. He had been superseded. Maybe the old cloning programmes of the ’eighties had been dusted off and given new life; his researches had already been written off. However that might be, I suddenly knew in my bones that Dart was through as far as funding went.
And wouldn’t he be mad when he found out.
It was likely that he would kill the SRSRs. And me too, if I was still around. He might be pathetic; he was also deadly.
Dart and the girl had finished their silent communication. As he struggled into his harness, he looked fixedly at me.
‘Did you take in what I said? You see the sort of things that are going on here, Mr Under-Secretary of State Roberts – big things. Bigger than your bureaucratic mind can encompass. We’re changing the future, I’m changing the future here on Moreau Island. Things aren’t going to be as they have been. There’ll be radical differences. Humans don’t have to stay that same antique shape. Change shape, you get changes in function, thinking … It’s big, all right …’
As he spoke, his face grew uglier, his mouth more set. His eyes evaded mine. He was sweating.
I turned. Heather was there, pointing the gun at me. When someone holds a gun at you, you look first in their eyes, to see if they mean it – and she did – and then at the weapon, to see what sort of mechanism is going to finish you, if it comes to that. She was using the hypodermic gun she had used before. It was a heavy model, obviously well-suited to dropping big brutes like George at a moment’s notice.
‘Sorry, Roberts,’ she said. ‘We have trouble enough. You’re bona fide, we grant you that, but we don’t need you prowling around at this particular time.’
‘We’re shutting you up for a few hours, Mr Roberts,’ Dart said.
I stood by the bed, looking from one to the other. Heather was willing enough to let me have it, but she was nervous about missing. She moved in closer.
‘Tie him up,’ Dart ordered, leaning forward. I heard his harness creak.
That presented her with a problem. She did not want to lay the gun aside. She glanced at a long woven Chinese-type belt that hung behind the door. I jumped at her.
Heather’s impulses were fast. With one continuous movement she dropped the gun on the bed, swung about, and brought the edge of her hand up towards my windpipe. But I was moving too. Her blow hit me harmlessly under the arm, and I struck her glancingly across the temple with my fist.
Almost simultaneously, I dived for the gun.
Dart was wearing his prosthetic arms. A metal and plastic hand grasped my wrist and started to squeeze. I doubled up with the pain – Dart’s prosthetic limbs were motor-assisted. When the pressure relaxed, the gun was back with Heather, and she lashed my wrists expertly together. She had avoided the full force of my blow.
‘Good girl,’ Dart said. ‘Not really hurt, are we? You must get me into the chair and we’ll go and see what has to be done in the lab. Let’s hope Da Silva is managing.’
‘Do we leave Roberts behind?’ Her voice was perfectly calm.
‘Certainly not! He comes with us, where we can keep an eye on him. Roberts, I’m genuinely sorry about this, but you’ve been a bloody pain in the neck if ever I saw one, and we are not going to let you go back to Washington to make trouble.’
‘You dirty little amputee, you’d better let me loose or you’ll be in even deeper trouble. You know that helicopter is on its way, and it certainly won’t leave without me, even if they have to put you in cold storage first!’
As Heather shifted him tenderly off the bed into his wheelchair, he said – looking not at me but at some distant corner of the room – ‘We’re going to put you in cold storage, my friend. I’ll remind you of something you should already know; now you can apply it to the present situation. Hatreds between nations are nothing to interdepartmental hatreds. We’re going to put you in cold storage for the duration!’
He had a digital clock by his bed. ‘Better hurry,’ I said. ‘Your rule here lasts precisely five and three-quarter more hours.’
But he had me worried. I didn’t know what he meant. And I didn’t like the way they walked me out of the room, round the corner, and through the other entrance into that accursed lab.
Da Silva was working with an air of silent complaint, slowly mopping up the bloodstains with an electric floor washer. He had already removed the corpses of the dead SRSRs – I suppose I must call them that – as well as Bella’s corpse.
The surviving SRSRs, male and female, stood about silently, watching him. They made no attempt to escape from the lab; nor did they make any of the half-fawning, half-threatening obeisances at the entrance of the Master that the Beast People would have done. They looked at him somewhat coldly, and one of the women said, with her perfect diction and uninflected voice, ‘Bella didn’t do you as much harm as we were led to believe.’
‘Harm enough,’ he said, patting his turban.
‘The Master will probably be permanently blind in one eye,’ Heather said, addressing herself mainly to the female. ‘He needs loving care.’
‘He will have to make do with you,’ she replied, witheringly.
‘Er – well, we shall survive,’ Dart said. ‘Sorry for all the trouble. This isn’t a funfair, you know.’
The female SRSR said, ‘You have a diminished sense of responsibility if that is all you have to say. Eleven of us have been killed, including 415, who was pregnant, as you are well aware. We have all been frightened. As far as we can establish, it was purely through your carelessness that Bella broke in here. We had already warned you about her potential danger and told you to get rid of her. She was pure animal, without intellect.’
I could see how uncomfortable Dart was under this peremptory tone, and it was Heather who answered up sharply, ‘We hear too many of your complaints, 402. You know how short of staff we are. Why don’t you do something for a change? Why aren’t you helping Da Silva to clear up?’
‘We were not responsible for the mess in the first place.’
‘Through into the Examination Room, the lot of you,’ Dart said. ‘I wish to give you all an examination, besides the normal blood check.’
At this they protested strongly, but they went, and Heather followed behind Dart’s chair, keeping her dark eye on me. When we were all in the Examination Room, which was a glorified surgery extensively equipped, she shut the door behind us.
The gnome she had referred to as 402 looked up at me and said, ‘What’s this human doing here? Is he on the Programme? If so, I don’t recognize him. I desire to be better informed concerning him.’
‘If he was on the Programme, he wouldn’t be tied up,’ Dart said. ‘He is a captive, and we’re keeping our eye on him till the sub arrives later. Then we ship him out of here.’
He put his head down as he spoke; I could not see his facial expression.
‘If he’s not on the Programme, then we are not being examined with him in the room,’ 402 was saying, gazing at me with fishy distaste. ‘It’s written into our Charter, and we haven’t forgotten the fight we had to establish that.’
The argument went on, but I lost track of it. The Master, ruffled by the sharp tongues of his SRSRs, had let slip a word not exactly intended for my ears. The supply submarine!
In the general brouhaha, I had forgotten about the sub and the imminence of its visit. They were planning to put me on it as their captive, and presumably it was due to arrive soon. Since they knew that the helicopter would be here by midnight, could it be they expected the sub before that? It seemed likely. Otherwise, they could have thrown me into that cell again and forgotten about me while attending to more urgent matters.
I was aware that to be delivered captive to the submarine commander would put me out of action for some while. That was what Dart meant by his remark, ‘Hatreds between nations are nothing to interdepartmental hatreds’. Once the US Navy had me (and Dart would get me properly signed for to clear himself with the officer in charge of the Search-Rescue helicopter), they would be reluctant to relinquish me to the State Department; and months of obfuscation could pass before I was cleared. Months or years. Certainly long enough for Dart to lodge other complaints against me and render any move against him invalid.
Once I was on the sub, my cause was lost.
The SRSRs took a firm stand on my presence in the room.
‘Oh, very well, if you insist on being difficult,’ Dart said. ‘Heather, take friend Roberts through to the animal pens at the far end and lock him in there, will you? Leave him tied up.’
‘OK,’ she said. ‘Although I think you give in to these project people far too readily.’
Taking me by the arm in cordial fashion, she led me farther into the lab complex. The lights were off here, but I could see that planning had been on a generous scale. Scathingly though Dart had spoken of experimental animals, like mice and guinea-pigs, there were plenty of them here, sitting in their cages. A monkey chittered at us as we passed, reaching out a hand in appeal.
‘You really are a slave to our crippled friend,’ I said. ‘You work for him, cook for him, strip for him – what else do you do?’
‘The lot,’ she said. ‘I was trained for this job and I take pride in doing it well. And I’ll take pride in kicking you in the balls if you try anything with me again.’ She gave me a hard scowling look.
‘You must get a great buzz out of the SRSRs! You’re going to have to cook and clean for them, and scrape out the bottoms of their cages, now that Bella’s dead.’
‘I hate the little bastards, if you must know. But they happen to be part of my job. As for that submarine – mention of which made you prick up your ears so eagerly – we applied for more staff and guards long ago, and they will be aboard this trip. Worry about yourself, not me. I can look after myself.’
‘And sexy with it,’ I said as she locked me in.
‘A hell of a lot you care about that!’
Heather held up the key for my inspection, slipped it in a pocket of her tunic, and walked off; buttocks jolting.
I was left in a small bare cell, one of six adjoining each other. The cells were constructed of fifty-millimetre thick metal rods. They were veritable cages, with bars front, back and sides, and top and bottom. They had been secured in place by massive bolts bonded into the concrete floor. It was possible for a gaoler to walk round the back of the cages and fill the troughs there provided for water and food. My troughs were empty, although old caked meal still lined one of them.
The smell of the place told me that this was where the Beast People were penned while Dart was working on them.
So much I saw before Heather had reached the other end of the chamber. She closed the door behind her as she left, leaving me in gloom. The only windows were overhead in the roof. I could see blue sky through them and a scrap of foliage. The only artificial light came from a machine glowing and ticking to itself some metres from where I stood.
A kind of despair enters a man’s mind when he finds himself caged. All my muscles locked: my autonomous nervous system was refusing to transmit an impulse to check out the fact that I was in a cage from which I could not escape.
As I stood, gripping the bars, breathing dim foetid air, sounds came to me, music, which at first I could not identify. The music was no louder than a whisper; in sending my hearing out to chase it, rigidity left me. The whisper seemed to tell me that somewhere, if only in theory, happier things existed than the series of degradations I had encountered.
Despite my predicament, that hopeful music brought a kind of enchantment. Then I recognized what it was. It was Haydn, Haydn again, and his confounded Clock Symphony. Not Haydn, but a tape of Haydn projected automatically through the lab complex. No one was listening, not Dart, not Bella, not Heather, not some post-operative ape learning to manipulate a lion’s legs. That civilized fool Haydn had no right to speak to any of us who suffered at the end of this darkening century.
By calling aloud, I tried to din out the insubstantial music. The old Viennese court was dead, and with it all the tidy resolutions contained in its harmonies. On the island it was an obscene anachronism. For a while I was in a frenzy of senseless activity, out of my mind. When I recovered myself, the symphony was still playing, almost subliminally.
I began to seek about for some protruding object on which I could attempt to loosen or cut my bonds; but the cage-makers had taken care of that sort of ambition long ago.
I stood still and thought about praying. But that complex matter was something I would have to sort out with myself later. Right now I was frantic with anger and the need to escape. I tried to rock the cages; they all gave a few millimetres, after having no doubt been rocked in unison by tormented creatures, but the hope of uprooting them was a vain one. I shook the door; it rattled but did not budge. I stood on the wooden shelf-seat; from there I could bang my skull on the bars overhead. There was nothing effective I could achieve.
There was little I could do but stand there and let time pass. With some contortion I could see the dial of my watch. It was 18.35. Maybe five hours before the chopper got here. It would soon be sunset.
Uncharted tracts of time floated by. The air thickened, the light waned. Night was coming. And the submarine.
As I remained there raging, fixing my eyes in useless hope on every object in view – if only I could reach that step-ladder, if only I was nearer that lathe – a shuffling noise caught my attention. I could hear the faint movements of the caged animals at the other end of the room; this was different and closer.
The lab was built of prefabricated metal sections bolted into place. At this end of the lab, which faced towards the south-east of the island, the roof sloped downwards until it met the end wall behind me no more than two metres above the floor. In this sloping section was the skylight through which I could see the leafed extremity of the branch of a tree and the darkening sky. Someone was up on the roof.
In a moment a face appeared at the glass.
I could make out only a blurred outline of a head and a sharp muzzle.
Although the Beast People were no great friends, in this emergency anyone was an ally. Whatever they were about up there, they were against Dart and so on my side. My fear was that, in the gloom of the laboratory, I would not be seen.
Bending backwards, I pulled off one of my shoes and struck at the bars with it repeatedly, making as much noise as I could.
The head withdrew from the window. It was replaced a moment later by two heads. I stopped banging and waggled my leg through the bars at them, relying on the sharpness of their eyes. And in any case, I realized, they might well be looking to see if any of their kind was imprisoned, knowing the cages of old.
They had seen me! One of them – now I was almost sure it was Bernie – raised a pole and drove it down on the glass. The glass shattered and came tinkling down to the floor. It was reinforced, but the pair of them struck at the wire core ferociously and broke it down. I dared not call encouragement lest, finding who it was, they left me there.
The wire mesh fell away. One of the two figures jumped down and landed lightly on all fours, just beyond my cage.
‘Bernie!’ I said. ‘It’s Roberts – your friend, remember me? Good boy, well done!’
‘Good boy, good man, hero, yes. Big stuff! No trouble.’
He sidled up to the bars. I caught the blank red gleam of his eyes in the gathering dark.
‘Get me out of here, Bernie. Open the cage, break it open, find a strong bar if you can.’
He rattled the bars. ‘No key, gone Master. You keep in cage like sad beast.’
‘Get me out! Find a bar, fetch it, good boy!’
He went off vaguely, searching and sniffling. The monkeys started up a great chatter, throwing themselves about their cages, and I was afraid that Heather or Dart would come in. But Bernie returned after a while with a great flat bar with ratchets along one side.
We inserted it between door and doorway, just above the lock, and threw our weight on it. The teeth grated and gripped, the chilled steel seemed to give a little. Over and over, we leant all our weight against it. Gradually, the lock yielded under the combined pressure. One last heave, and it clinked open. I staggered out of the cage.
Bernie spent a while fumbling with his malformed hands at the strap that bound me. Finally it fell to the floor. I clasped his shoulder.
‘Very good boy, my friend,’ I said.
‘You here bad place, my friend hero. Soon Foxy Man take flame, you Foxy Man, he take flame, flame up all Master. Bad place go soon. Lab’raty go Big Sky.’
‘Great! Let’s get out of here,’ I said. ‘The sooner the better.’ Slipping on my shoe, I ran for the step-ladder I had previously glared at with such envy and set it up under the broken window. I went first, climbing out on the roof, helping Bernie up after me.
It was a shock to find that his companion on the roof was one of the ape-men – whether Alpha or Beta, whether the one I had grappled with on Warren’s roof or not, I could not tell, although it struck me that I should try to avoid roofs in future. He came towards me, but a few muttered words of explanation seemed to make him happy enough.
Outside it was less dark than I had imagined. It was just gone seven. I saw how the Beasts had gained access to the roof. A long rope had been tied high in a tree to one side of the buildings; the other end had then been taken round to a tree on the other side, and secured at an equal height. It was then simple enough to climb out along the rope over the high fence and drop down, although they could hardly have carried out the plan if the inhabitants of the HQ had not been otherwise occupied.
Even so it was an ambitious plan. I knew who was behind it before I saw him. There was an impatient yip from the bushes behind us, Bernie answered in kind, and Foxy could be discerned, prowling on the other side of the barrier. I could make out other shapes, other eyes, behind him; the Beast People were gathered in strength. Foxy was carrying a light of some kind.
He called to me. ‘Hey, hero, what you do? You no Beast People. I still got the shoot-gun, I now easy shoot you.’
‘I’m coming down. I’m getting away from the Master. He’s no friend of mine.’
‘You come down fast.’
I was glad to get down. It was easy enough to work my way across the rope and slide down the tree to the ground. Foxy was waiting for me at the bottom. He carried an old army dixie; in it, a little fire of twigs burned.
‘Fire!’
Curiously I stared at him, the creature who had tried to kill me. He looked like a real brigand. He still wore his tattered cloak while on his head was that symbol of authority, George’s old leather hat.
He tapped his prow-shaped chest. ‘Foxy me you no longer more afraid of flame like all Beast People. Me shoot shoot-gun, kill George, kill anybody people, you savvy, hero? Me man same you, use flame, savvy?’
‘I savvy only too well.’
‘Good savvy well. We you Beast People get up burn Master death place Lab’raty down, Master kill with shoot-gun, savvy? We be this place Master, all Master.’
‘You’ll never set fire to this place with that small light. Listen, get a big branch burning well. Climb right to the far end of the HQ. Look down into the compound, savvy? Many paint pots there, belong to dead Hans. Paint burns fast and well. Best idea. Drop the burning branch on paint pots.’
His red gaze bored at mine.
He gave one nod of his head. As he turned away to get the others moving, he said slyly, ‘You savvy I get this flame where from you friends on Seal Rock. Lorta, she give me flame in tin when I give her rum and bully-tin meat. You like Lorta. I savvy.’ Solemnly he tapped his head, then his genitals.
Then he turned to drive the other Beast People forward and get the plan into action. They pressed past me, conspiratorial, no longer nervous of my presence, grotesque of eye and facial form and body, yet no longer one half as alien to me as once they had been. They had moved closer to man. I had moved closer to them.
Standing there in the dark before slipping away, seeing them press past, I recalled how the fable of H. G. Wells, when the beasts on his island had slowly degenerated from the human back to the animal, sounded a note of melancholy. These actual beasts were slowly advancing from the animal to the human; and I could not find it in my heart to think that loss melancholy.
It was now entirely dark. I was at a disadvantage among the trees. Foxy had gone to join the ape-man and Bernie on the roof; I could hear Bernie whimpering his approval of Foxy’s presence – poor Bernie had found a new master to follow. The other animals were advancing stealthily forward along the stockade, keeping pace with those above them. I was free to go; I had interfered enough; what happened now must be played out without intervention from me.
The time was moving towards seven-thirty. In four or five hours, the helicopter from Fiji should be here. And the submarine?
My safest plan was to remain somewhere out of harm’s way. In the dark I could not get very far. I regretted having neither torch nor gun with me. I wondered about Heather. Dart and the saturnine Da Silva must accept whatever fate befell them; for Heather, I could not put away a sneaking sympathy.
I would wait by the mouth of the lagoon. The submarine would arrive there, but I could hide away above it on the eastern side of the mouth, where the cliff began to rise. From there I could also keep a watch towards the HQ.
The Moon, now on the wane, was already shining, although it provided little light. I moved slowly towards the water, half-reluctant to leave the vicinity of the HQ. As I went a flame leaped up somewhere behind me.
Foxy’s simple stratagem was working. The paint was dope- rather than lead-based, and highly inflammable. The flame spread among Maastricht’s old discarded cans, rising and setting fire to the branches of trees standing just inside the compound. A great light spread and continued to grow. The fascination of all fires is such that I turned to watch. I doubted whether the blaze was going to be enough to catch the HQ itself alight.
The brilliance of the flames enabled me to see the figure of Foxy, dancing on the roof. At the same time, savage shouts came to my ears, and a group of Beast People charged at the gate of the compound. They carried a battering ram. It struck the gate with force. They pulled back and struck a second time.
Before they could strike a third time, a new light was turned on the scene.
This was a colder and more powerful light. Roughly circular in shape, it woke somewhere along to my right, in the woods above the village, and slid rapidly along until it transfixed the invaders at the gate. In dismay they stopped still and turned to glare into the searchlight.
Belatedly I dropped flat. The submarine had arrived. The beam was shining from its conning tower. The time was 19.35.
The waters of the lagoon were no more than sixty metres from me. Squinting towards the source of the light, I estimated that the vessel was about as far from the shore. I could hear the voices of the crew. They spoke English. So Dart’s allies had arrived. He was probably in radio contact with them.
Only for a moment were the Beast People transfixed by the light. Then they broke ranks and dashed away in all directions into the darkness.
A machine-gun opened up from the submarine. They had left it a bit too late, but I saw one of the sullen Bull Men hit. He made a leap into the air, fell clumsily, rolled over, and lay there twitching.
Finding myself uncomfortably near the line of fire, I crawled into the undergrowth. It was as well I did, because the searchlight now began swinging from side to side, the machine-gun chattering at random. A heavy goat-shape blundered past me, fell into a bush, and forged on through the undergrowth, croaking in terror. Under this new threat, the Beast People were as much of a menace as they had ever been.
It was best to keep to my plan and make for the cliff by the lagoon mouth. I moved forward again, keeping as low as possible. The firing stopped in a moment, presumably because there were no more moving targets to fire at; but I was too busy looking after myself to keep account of what was going on elsewhere. Now and again I heard the sound of bodies pushing frantically through the undergrowth.
I was gasping as I climbed the last few metres and hauled myself up to a rocky ledge. There I could sprawl, half-concealed by bushes from the action in the centre of the island. For a while, I simply lay like a dog, desperately trying to recover my breath.
When I looked again, I saw how greatly the fire about the HQ had spread. Whole trees were burning like torches. I fancied the HQ itself was now on fire.
The submarine was in clear view; the reflection of the fire in the water threw part of it into silhouette. A dinghy had been launched and was now at the quayside, where a party of twelve marines and an officer were smartly disembarking and forming up. The searchlight, meanwhile, was circling slowly about the surrounding parts of the island. When it came near me I hugged the dirt. Now and again the machine-gun spoke. Some poor creature was screaming away in the bushes.
Thinking I would be safer with a little rock between me and the arena, I waited until the light had gone by again, then climbed hastily to the top of the rock, sprawling at full length and feeling down over the dark side for a possible ledge. Otherwise there would be just a precipitous slope between me and the ocean; the waves were breaking only a metre and a half below me – I could feel their spray on my arm and face.
The nearest thing to a ledge was a buttress of rock, upon the sloping top of which I could crouch for a short spell at least and feel myself safe, whilst being able to watch what went on.
Heaving myself cautiously over the lip of rock, I saw a light out to sea. I was too afraid of falling on to rocks and getting myself drowned to pay attention to it until I was wedged on my pitiable bit of buttress.
Then I saw that Moreau Island had an answering fire on its satellite. The cover on Seal Island was blazing furiously. Through the smoke pall that hung low over the intervening waters, I saw the palms spring suddenly into flame!
My heart went out to Lorta and the laughing men and little Satsu. My imagination only too readily traced a likely cause of the catastrophe. I had given them the gift of fire. They had built their own fires and traded the gift for – Foxy’s phrase came back to me – for rum and bully-tin meat. How eagerly their sportive natures would take to drunkenness! And in that drunken orgy they had set fire to their crude shelter, and had probably perished in the blaze. I gazed and gazed in stricken remorse across the dark water.
Here was another aspect of the process in which I had played a fatal part …
Crouching there in a defeated state, I scarcely took in the shouting coming from the direction of the lagoon. My information inputs were saturated; I needed no more data on the world. Nevertheless, being human, I finally raised my head above the level of the rock against which I crouched and looked in at the violent island once more.
More marines were ashore. One party had marched round to search the native village. Whether inadvertently or according to instructions, they had set it on fire, so that yet another destructive beacon lit the night.
The HQ was now well alight. The senior blaze was also the biggest. Sparks rose high into the tropical air, whirling upwards in a short-lived dance towards the stars. A party of marines was drawn up outside the stockades – well clear, I noted, of the upright George, who remained motionless at his post throughout the proceedings.
The marines were on escort duty, and the reason for their presence had just appeared. In good order Mortimer Dart and his company were leaving the doomed building. The light from the fires was so bright that I could make out individual figures clearly.
First came Heather, escorting the SRSRs. Both she and they walked forward with no sign of panic that I could discern, although this was very likely the first time the sub-race had ever left their laboratory. Heather carried bags or cases in each hand.
Behind her and her flock came Da Silva, pushing a large trolley loaded with metal boxes. No doubt Dart’s precious records and formulae were there. Lastly, following Da Silva, came Dart himself.
It occurred to me to wonder why they had been so long leaving the building – not because they had stopped to release all the helpless experimental animals. Dart must have had a more practical reason – or perhaps it was just that he had at first refused to believe that his citadel was going up in smoke.
At all events he was leaving with a brave show. He had climbed into his cyborg suit, and now began to stump towards the submarine as I had first seen him, a massive robot more than a man.
As the party came forward, a marine was running and gesticulating. The escorts raised their short-snouted rifles.
On the roof of the burning building – a figure, also armed! I knew who it was, even as I marvelled that he had not fled or else perished from the heat. But perhaps the angle of the roof shielded him from the worst of it.
He took careful aim, bemused by the smoke. The marines opened fire on him.
Everyone else started running. Then Foxy fired his shot.
The gigantic robot lurched. He stood still, then twisted sideways, then collapsed.
My glance sped back to the roof. Of Foxy there was no longer any sign. A cloud of smoke obscured everything. It was ten minutes after eight.
A marine officer was shouting through a bull-roarer, his voice audible above the roar of burning.
‘OK, you guys, get to him. Ma’am, will you and your party keep walking this way please. Straight into the dinghy before there’s more trouble. We’ll take care of Dr Dart.’
The marines lifted Dart gently out of his harness: from the giant came forth a small child. It seemed that he might be alive still; I could not tell. He was carried into the boat and to the submarine, which had already devoured Heather and the rest of his party, including his patent invention, the gnome-like sub-race.
The last section of marines was returning smartly from its patrol. One final shot was fired into the shadows. Then those men too were swallowed into the black shape in the lagoon.
No moving figure, however remotely human, was left. The fires blazed on an empty scene. Fire and darkness, fire and darkness – the elements of the human psyche …
A voice near me said, ‘Calvary, you are you yourself, is it?’
As if in a dream, I looked down to seaward, to the figures scrambling over the surges towards me.
‘Lorta, is that you?’
‘My fun Calvary, yes! Who else am I? We swim to see you, all, all here.’
‘Satsu?’
‘Me here, Calvy! Your little sucky Satsu.’
Leaning over, I extended an arm, the others helped the girl up to me. Since it now appeared safe to emerge above my ridge, I guided them over one by one. Even at that hour, they laughed and chuckled, swearing that I tickled them where I had no right to do while others were about. Soon we were huddled together on a safe ridge.
‘Soon I am going to take you all with me to another place,’ I said.
‘That’s so good,’ one of the men said. ‘Is it a better place?’
‘Another place. Not exactly better … More to eat, at least …’ I could say no more.
The submarine was moving. So silent were its motors that we heard nothing but the clip of the waves. It slipped away over the lip of the lagoon into the deep waters, and was gone, and all its dangerous knowledge with it, heading for a world that thought it needed such knowledge.
The fires seemed less brilliant. Certainly the blaze over at the village was almost dead, the other blazes dying.
A figure limped out of the bush and down towards the water’s edge. It wandered near the spot where Maastricht had drowned, many a long day ago. It set up a howl of desolation, like a lost dog.
Holding tightly to Satsu, I looked at my watch.
The time was eight fifty-five.
As usual, it was a matter of waiting. Of sitting tight and waiting.



The light died until the night itself had almost a material quality, like a body of which the still glowing remains of Dart’s headquarters represented a wound. In due time, the sullen crimson of the wound lit the belly of a helicopter.
The machine sank lower. It surveyed the land by infra-red. The downward pressure of wind from its vanes created a pattern on the margins of the sea, driving it in a half-circle until the beaten water resembled a hastily discarded shawl. This illusion vanished as the machine landed and cut its engines. The waves resumed their usual pounding of the rocks.
Some shadowy figures were collected from the beach of Moreau Island, after which the vanes of the machine began once more to turn. The helicopter lifted, and again was caught briefly in the glow of dying fires before it vanished into the night.
On the forsaken island, a solitary figure, part man, part dog, emerged from its place of concealment and scuttled towards the edge of the sea. Time and again it ran into the waves, howling, only to run howling back again, finally to stand in bafflement on the rocks, staring out over the Pacific, as if attempting to resolve a riddle it could barely formulate.
Beneath the surface of the ocean, night and day were less distinct events than on the rest of the planet. The creatures of land were governed by the absence or presence of direct sunlight; below the waves, a different set of factors obtained. On the ocean bed, a permanent twilight reigned but, even on its upper levels, the water permitted its denizens to continue their activities with general indifference to the time of day.
A philosophical observer might see here an analogy with the human brain, between parts labelled, for convenience if not accuracy, conscious and unconscious. The conscious brain is accustomed to a regular series of waking and sleeping states which correspond to light and dark. Matters are less clear-cut in the unconscious; a different set of clocks ticks. The unconscious has its own submarine element, unpunctuated by sun. The difference is between Reason, which invented the twenty-four hour clock, and Instinct, which keeps to its own Great Time. Until humanity comes to an armistice between these yin-yang factors, there is no armistice possible on Earth. The bombs will fall.
The bombs fell. The great ocean contained many peripheral seas, the Guatemala Basin, the Tasman Sea, the Coral Sea, the South China Sea, the Yellow Sea, the Sea of Japan, the Sea of Okhotsk, the Bering Sea. Over all these seas, conflict flared as ideologies clashed and nation warred with nation.
Debris from various combats fell into the ocean, sank, disappeared into oozes far below the surface. Devastatingly effective products of chemical warfare rained down. The ocean absorbed them all. The sea covered a third of the globe; it was in a sense the mother element of the globe; and could survive most of the activities of its brood. But the day would come when it could absorb no more. Then it would die, and the planet with it.
The question was whether humanity’s instinct for survival would impel it to find a way to permanent peace. Otherwise, all would be lost. For the ocean was ultimately no more enduring than Instinct alone, or unaided Reason.
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