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Chapter One

The gale came out of the north-west and struck in the early hours. Across the Isles its progress and approach had been monitored throughout the night as rivers boiled over, monorails and bridges collapsed, roofs disintegrated. In the city canyons, small buildings imploded and storm drains burst while flood alarms blared. Everywhere solar panels were destroyed.

By the time it reached the coast it was at hurricane force. There was no rain left to fall. Under a clear sky it was a dry wind that raced across the low hills, sucking ponds empty, flattening the reeds in the marshes, crushing bushes, felling trees, driving out to sea with a screaming hiss. At the Briease Reserve, between the fen and the shore, windows bellied and buckled with every gust, but the roofs were constructed as they had been for centuries to withstand coastal weather, the tumult of the North Sea, and when daylight came the houses still stood.

The first children who ventured over the dunes to Parizo Beach in the hope of finding sea wrack discovered only what they had lost. The tide was going out, snarling and dragging its way seaward, lunging back to crash sullenly on the barren black shore. The beach had been golden, but in five hours the fearful pressure had scoured away every grain of sand to expose the peat that had lain beneath. Still wet, it glistened oilily under the chill rays of the early sun that crawled across the shore, and the gulls were on it already, strutting, grabbing, seeking what they might devour. The bald beach was empty; the treasure seekers would have to wait for the afternoon tide before anything arrived, the lattermath of the hurricane. The children returned home cold and empty-handed over the sand hills, through the rasping marram grass. The one thing they might have found was as yet no more than a bulge, like a worn cobblestone, scarcely proud of the peat in which it lay embedded. There were to be three more tides before the bulge became a cupola, then a dome and then, as the mumbling sea withdrew, two bony brows emerged from the peat and frowned at the horizon.

Between the first tide and the fourth the children were followed by the adults, who knew enough about coastal fluctuations to take seriously the breathless claims that the beach had disappeared in the night. Before now whole villages had disappeared in the night.

They took the broad view, panning from north to south, from the gaunt causeway of the Chisel to the dim shoulder of the Nox, far down the coast. Today was eerily windless after the night’s turmoil; the tide was on the turn, nibbling fretfully at the shore, sucking at the piles of the landing stage. If anything was to be lost they had expected to lose that, but still it strode out into the sea, relic of a former generation.

They had allowed that the children might be exaggerating, but the acres of sand where as children themselves they had run and played, raised ramparts, sunk basins, cut canals, incised sprawling pictograms that would never be seen except from the empty skies, that sand had gone, as if it had never been. Already they were asking themselves if it had been so golden, so soft, the air so warm.

By the time another tide had risen and fallen the mayor of Briease had come down to the beach with the representative from the Bureau of Aboriginal Affairs. They would have been there sooner but when the weather turned violent they had been caught in the fen between Herigal Staithe and Briease Town, and had spent the night cowering in a turf lodge while the wind bellowed overhead.

They had no business on the beach, beyond the business of being present at a time of calamity, and they did not stay long in the scything wind that blew inshore as the light began to fade. They were not looking for skulls, and even if they had been they would not have noticed the ambiguous hemisphere at their feet. There was still little to see. Nevertheless, during the next twenty-four hours somebody did see it and looked it in the eye, and knew it for what it was and had been.

Amandine Turcat was not looking for skulls when she glanced up the beach and sensed that she was being watched from ground level. The only human figures in the whole length of the landscape were herself and her boss, Philippe de Harnac of the Energy Commission, but the feeling of surveillance had persisted since they moored their launch at the jetty and now she knew why. The two black caverns were five metres away, between her and the first grassy outcrops of the dunes, set in their own little Golgotha and peering over the rim of the peat.

De Harnac had walked so directly towards the skull that he might have been aiming at it and his impetus was such that he almost trod on it, stopping short and skidding on the sable surface of the peat. It was his balletic gyrations that had drawn her attention. He did not seem to understand at first what it was that he was looking at. She identified it immediately.

‘Are we on Oyster territory?’

‘Stop yelling. You don’t say that in their hearing.’

She caught up with him. ‘Are there any about?’

‘With your voice I should think they heard you in Briease. Mind your manners. If they want to be called Aboriginals then that’s what we call them, on their territory.’

‘Are we on it?’

There was no reason why they should not be on it. The Briease Reserve was crossed by rights of way, should anyone be fool enough to try to follow them, but Amandine was new to the work, head filled with warnings about trespass upon Aboriginal reserves and Aboriginal sensibilities. Honour their boundaries and call them Oysters, that was a good start.

The eye sockets continued to gaze impassively.

‘Do you think that’s an Oys – an Aboriginal?’

‘Hard to tell. Everyone’s the same underneath. It must have surfaced after the hurricane and the sea’s washing it out.’

‘No, they’re not – not the same underneath.’ Amandine crouched and examined it. ‘You can tell a lot from the shape of the skull, racial origins—’

‘Which we don’t tell, as you very well know. I suppose you pick up these subversive notions from your brother.’

‘They aren’t notions. There is a difference.’

‘There was once a political movement that measured people’s skulls to determine whether or not they were human. The subhuman ones were exterminated,’ de Harnac said.

‘That’s not what archaeology’s about, you know it’s not.’ Amandine spent much time deflecting de Harnac’s insults. He only teased, but it was a damaging tease. ‘This is peat we’re on, isn’t it? What a shame it’s not a bog burial – a corpse found in a peat moss. They came up so fresh people used to think they were murder victims and called the Politi, but some were – oh, a thousand, two thousand years old.’

‘How can you tell this isn’t one?’ He found her macabre enthusiasm amusing.

Amandine gave the skull a tentative tap with one fingernail. ‘It would be spongy, maybe squashed flat. This is solid bone. Could be recent …’

‘How recent? This place has been under sand for decades.’

‘I don’t know. Anyway, I don’t think there’s any history of finding bog burials in the Briease Moss. It’s not acid peat.’

‘Your brother would know, of course. Would he be interested in this?’

‘Interested? Rémy would give his eye teeth for something like this, a shore burial. And no one’s ever dug up a whole skeleton before, not any kind of body.’

‘Which is precisely why his depraved choice of occupation was banned for so long,’ de Harnac said. ‘Digging up bodies has generally been regarded as an anti-social activity.’

Amandine ignored him and knelt on the peat to stare into the hollows beneath the brow ridges. ‘What’s the procedure? Which authorities have to be informed – do they have to be informed?’

‘Certainly they do. We assume that we’ve found a murder victim and report it to the Politi. They can be the ones who decide what to do next.’

‘Can they do anything – if it’s on a reserve?’

‘Federal Politi can, until it’s established that it’s not a murder victim; which it might be.’

‘It isn’t, though, is it? Or rather, if it is, it must be an ancient death. I think that’s the legal term. Rémy’s always hoping to find an ancient death. Can’t we skip the Politi and go straight to him?’

‘No we can’t. His activities are barely legal at the best of times.’

‘If he could get down here before the Oysters—Aboriginals discover it—’

‘If they haven’t already discovered it. If they do you’ll just have to hope that they also do the decent thing – inform the cops.’

‘Their cops or ours?’

‘If it’s possible murder, ours.’

‘Would they report it?’

‘Why not? You may not care for the way they live but they’re the ones who suffer for it. They’re as law-abiding as the rest of us.’

‘Except for the laws they wangle out of,’ Amandine muttered with the easy intolerance of hearsay. ‘So, whether it’s on the reserve or not, the Politi will have to exhume?’

‘You wouldn’t like to dig it out now and take it with us?’

‘Absolutely not. Everything must be left in situ, properly excavated.’ She seemed prepared to believe that he was offering to hunker down on the peat and grub up the ghastly thing with his bare hands. He would hate to see the brother at work.

‘Call him up.’

‘Rémy?’

‘I’ll call the Politi, you call him. I’m sure he can contrive some way of being in on the exhumation. Didn’t you say he was still excavating the cathedral site?’

‘Not while it’s flooded. I’ll be seeing him this evening. But what if the Oysters find this first?’

‘If they haven’t found it yet, they won’t now. We’re below the high-water mark here and the tide’s coming in. It’ll be dark before it’s on the turn again. Anyway, we don’t know if this is on the reserve. What makes you think it might be?’

‘Well, it might be. You said the town was north of the Parizo wind farm, and the Moss must be on the other side of those sand-hilly things.’

‘Dunes. If the Aboriginals are so fussy about their boundaries they should mark them,’ de Harnac said. ‘What have you been taught about reserves? Roads and monorails run through them, and canals, in the Central Region. If you want you can picnic on Parizo Beach, take guided tours into the Moss. People do.’

‘Picnic here?’

‘Visits to the seaside were once a form of recreation, believe it or not. Remember, till three nights ago, this was all sand.’

At their feet, while they talked, the eye sockets stared beyond them, out to sea. Amandine stooped and patted the smooth bone.

‘If it hadn’t been for the hurricane it would have stayed buried, perhaps for ever.’

‘There is no such thing as for ever on a coast,’ de Harnac said.

It was the hurricane that had flooded the cathedral dig. Trenches were filled to their crumbling lips with thick yellow water; ruts had become channels. The Interpretation Centre, with its optimistic sign, DISCOVER ARCHAEOLOGY, THE LOST SCIENCE, was deserted except for its director and a single member of academic staff. On the elevated boardwalk, where last week those few members of the public who had responded to the invitation to see archaeologists at work had watched Rémy Turcat and his team cut into their past through a layer cake of centuries, there were now only a couple of loitering youths dropping small objects into the water. When power became available to commence pumping and the lode of thirteenth-century detritis turned out to be salted with twenty-third-century artefacts, what confusion there would be, what humiliation.

They had been paid to chuck the stuff in and were supposed to be doing it under cover of night. They did not know why, and night was inconveniently dark at the moment, so they stood in the autumn daylight and in full view of Dr Turcat himself, who was watching them glumly from the doorway of the Interpretation Centre. He imagined them to be Oysters, off the reserve, rootless, purposeless, bored, cultivating obscure grudges; unemployed and unemployable. They had no idea who he was, or that they were meant to be ruining his reputation. He knew. On the far side of the Interpretation Centre stood the faithful band of protesters with their screen banner and its revolving message: BAN ARCHAEOLOGY NOW. EXCAVATION IS AN AFFRONT TO CIVILIZED SOCIETY.

Although the sun was still quite high in the sky it never, at this time of year, rose above the glassy heights that surrounded the site, many of them now glassless and swarmed over by robot glaziers and welders on cradles and cables. The Interpretation Centre had lost its roof and, being low on the list of priorities when it came to repairs, was huddled under a creaking patchwork of rainproofing materials. Since the source of natural light had been the glazed pyramid of the roof, and the power was intermittent, Rémy Turcat appeared a lonely troglodyte in the twilight of his cave, attended by the one member of staff who had arrived for work and, workless, was sweeping away the water which continued to well up from somewhere, flotating floor tiles.

‘This is the ideal time for visitors to look around,’ Turcat said when his sister splashed in followed by her boss, de Harnac. ‘A peep into the past, a glimpse of how we used to live, pre-virus. Somehow the species survived for millennia – amazing, isn’t it?’

‘Not people like us, though,’ Amandine said.

‘I was joking. The virus only wiped records, not civilization. As they say. Some of us think the records were civilization. No, not people like us, more like the Oysters. Have a seat, do. Are you just dropping by or did you want something? A drink? There’s plenty of water. Korda here could rustle up something over a candle.’ The graduate assistant did not even look up from his sweeping.

The seating was a horseshoe of chairs facing the screen wall, which was obdurately blank and streaked with downward-creeping moisture that rippled with every gust beneath the temporary roof. Amandine and de Harnac took the central chairs, adding to the desolation by their resemblance to forlorn enthusiasts at a poorly-attended lecture. Turcat had recently experienced many such. Of the dispiriting numbers who followed the signs to the dig through the labyrinth of tower blocks, the heights, fewer still responded to the invitation to discover the lost science. In the view of the general public it could remain lost. Archaeology, from what they could see of it, was about being dead. Being dead now was as conclusive as it had ever been. Life might be prolonged indefinitely but no one had yet come up with a way to make it infinite.

‘We were at Parizo Beach this morning,’ de Harnac said, wishing that Turcat would sit down with them instead of looming from the middle of the floor as if he were delivering the ill-attended lecture, ‘checking the damage to inshore wind farms.’

‘And how is it?’ Turcat asked courteously, but failing to make any connection between his ruined dig, with its half-demolished Interpretation Centre, and the activities of the Energy Commissioners. They were not proposing to restore his energy.

‘Something extraordinary has happened out there. Do you know the Briease littoral?’

‘Miles of sand.’

‘Wrong. The sand’s gone. The hurricane’s taken the whole beach with it.’

‘Down to the peat, then.’

‘You knew about the peat?’ Amandine’s disappointment was plain. ‘I tried to call you. Why weren’t you receiving?’

‘I tuned out; I’m not taking calls at the moment.’ He gestured towards the trenches: weightier matters concerned him. ‘Two thirds of the Briease Reserve is peat moss, and since what is now the offing was once land under cultivation it’s reasonable to suppose that the peat extends far out undersea. You didn’t come here to tell me that.’

‘No,’ de Harnac said. ‘What we found we have to report to the Politi as a matter of law. It might not occur to them to pass on the information to the Department of Archaeology so we tried to inform you at the same time – by which I mean first. You understand? But as we couldn’t raise you I’ve delayed the report. I’ll have to do it soon, though.’

‘It’s a whole skeleton,’ Amandine said, bouncing up.

‘A whole skeleton? On the beach? Just lying there?’

‘A skull,’ de Harnac said. ‘All that’s exposed is the – the …’ He passed his hands over his head.

‘Cranium?’

‘That’s it, cranium, down to the eye sockets. Presumably the rest of it is in the peat, but that is only a presumption. It could be a formal grave, part of a cemetery. It could be a murder victim, whole or just the skull. For all I know it’s not attached to a body at all, it could be stuck on a pole. We didn’t touch it.’

‘I did,’ Amandine said. ‘It’s not a bog burial. The bone is hard.’

‘Is it on the reserve?’

‘We couldn’t tell,’ de Harnac said, ‘but apparently the Oysters haven’t found it yet. The thing hadn’t been disturbed but the sea’s uncovering it with every tide.’

‘When are you going to the Politi?’

‘Right now. Once I’ve done that and attended to the authentication of discovery I can get on with what I’m meant to be doing, which is inspecting the offshore installations.’

‘You’ll come with us?’ Amandine was watching her brother for some signs of the anticipated excitement. ‘I mean, you won’t be able to do anything here for ages.’

‘Thank you for reminding me. I can watch those oafs out there trying to damage my credibility, but they’ve left it a little late. If they wanted to adulterate the dig they should have done it last week while we were still digging. Not that they want to do any such thing. Someone’s put them up to it.’

Turcat looked out into the thickening dusk. The last flush of sunset was leaving the top storeys of the heights. At ground level they were in near darkness. Only the reflected sparks from a high-rise welder showed where the flooded trenches lay, the wreck of weeks of patient scraping and brushing, a slow, slow race against time. It was the wrong season to begin excavation but he had been given two months before the next height went up, to find relics of what had once spread so prodigiously over many hectares – the cathedral that had stood from 1270 to 2164, almost nine hundred years. Now a commercial tower would be lucky to stand for ten before it was torn down and replaced, and in three weeks the engineers were scheduled to begin sinking the foundations of Mandeville Height, new headquarters of the Parizo Corporation. The trenches would not be pumped out in time nor the digging resume; the Interpretation Centre would not be reroofed but dismantled, its prefabricated walls packed flat for use elsewhere; and by next spring the height would stand where he was standing now, pinning down the past.

In that time perhaps half a dozen new sites might open up briefly as a building came down, initiating a mad scramble each time to find what lay beneath before the engineers moved in. The lost cathedral was lost again, just when he had known he was digging down to the heart of it, the altar, sacred place of the old religion. Meanwhile a skull, perhaps a whole skeleton, lay awaiting him at Parizo Beach, where only the wash of the tides would interrupt his investigations. No new Canute had yet discovered a means of controlling the tide. De Harnac with his wave turbines and barrages could confirm that.

‘No,’ Turcat said. ‘I won’t be able to do anything here. Lock up, Korda.’

They waited while the floor-sweeping assistant went through the formality of sealing the roofless ruin and set off on foot for the Central Plaza, where all municipal buildings were situated, all stricken equally powerless. From their own point of view they could hardly have chosen a better time to report the discovery of a corpse, especially a corpse that promised to be as long dead as the one under Parizo Beach. Criminal elements were taking advantage of the blackouts.

‘You can’t inspect it now,’ de Harnac told the sergeant, in between endorsing declarations.

‘We are equipped with night sights,’ the sergeant said. He had no intention of taking his night sights outside the city perimeter.

‘No doubt, but the thing is under water at the moment – it’s between the tide lines. You should be able to get at it just before midnight; after that, late tomorrow morning,’ de Harnac said, knowing perfectly well which the sergeant would choose: waste man-hours on an all-night jaunt up the coast to investigate a body that was ninety-nine per cent certain to have been centuries underground, or remain in the city to act should a body turn up only minutes dead.

‘We’ll go down tomorrow, leave here at o-eight hundred. You will be required to locate and identify.’

‘Not necessarily,’ de Harnac said. ‘This is Dr Rémy Turcat from the Department of Archaeological Research and Excavation—’

‘Yeah, yeah, the lost science,’ the sergeant murmured, without looking up. He had evidently passed the cathedral site recently. ‘I suppose you want first crack at the Parizo body – if it’s not a recent kill? I know you people are into skeletons.’

‘Dr Turcat’s sister works for me,’ de Harnac said. ‘She was at Parizo Beach this morning. She can locate and identify.’

‘I would appreciate the chance to survey the remains,’ Turcat said formally, ‘and as it’s obvious that all work on the cathedral site will have to be suspended I’d be glad to supervise the removal of the— of Parizo Man.’

He sounded pompous but Korda, the assistant who had accompanied them uninvited and unregarded, knew the pomposity was a damper on his flaring excitement. The Parizo body; Parizo Man; it was a little early to risk giving this anonymous collection of bones a name, but it had a certain ring to it, worthy to stand alonside the ancestors: Neanderthal Man, Cro-Magnon Man, Peking Man, Java Man. How much they had lost, how little they had to build on, starting all over again, almost from scratch, with scarcely anything to go by but books.

But the books were untouched, no virus had attacked them, and as a university department they had access to all of them. Tollund Man, Grauballe Man, Parizo Man, the name linked for ever with that of Rémy Turcat. Merrick Korda might contrive a footnote somewhere.

The sergeant did not greatly care about Parizo Man. ‘Usually these things surface during construction or you people root them out. Then we turn them back over to the university if it’s an ancient death. If you care to come along tomorrow it will save everybody’s time. O-eight hundred. Please arrive at seven thirty at the latest. You’ll have to pick up a local officer at Eavrey Point.’

They filed out.

‘I have a strong suspicion,’ Turcat said, ‘that unless Parizo Man still has raw flesh adhering, the Politi will turn him over to us with indecent haste.’ He was beginning to feel the same lurching, almost nauseous excitement as when he had cornered Professor Ehrhardt after a lecture to show him his first shard, prised out of rubble on a construction site.

A skull, perhaps a whole skeleton. And it’s mine, all mine.

Ehrhardt, for all his years in the faculty, all his achievement in founding a department of archaeology, had never had more than a random litter of bones and fragments to boast of. They had passed many wistful hours with photographic records of early excavations in pyramids, kurgans, barrows: the ship burial at Sutton Hoo, the communal grave at La Chaussée-Tirancourt – that glorious riot of crania, jaws and teeth – the orderly plague cemetery at East Smithfield in London. Together they had drooled over reports and rumours from the mainland about bog burials, entire succulent corpses still with hair, fingerprints, faces. Parizo Man had none of these by the sound of it, but if he were not on Oyster land, inside the reserve, he would be Turcat’s own, no question. If he was on Oyster land then a raid on the beach first thing tomorrow was urgent. The reason that the bog burials remained rumours was that the recovery of human remains was frowned on, especially by the Oysters who still practised interment, and on the whole public opinion in this matter, if in no other, favoured the Oysters. Should the Oysters get to Parizo Man first he would be lost to science for ever.

They departed the building into a night still punctuated with flares and sparks from the welders high above. The wind was strong again; Central Plaza trapped and funnelled it.

‘So you’ll give up on the cathedral,’ de Harnac said, ‘on the chance that our man is worth a look?’

‘It’s giving up on me,’ Turcat said. ‘We had under three weeks left. They’ll never get the water out in time. Once the engineers want to start sinking foundations, then they’ll pump.’

‘It won’t drain?’

‘We’re on clay here. You know, once archaeologists had months to uncover a site, by law. And for centuries no one would have destroyed a cathedral to put up new buildings.’

‘Sacred, were they?’

‘Literally. Anyway, they were owned by the Christian churches, although as far as I can make out it was mainly atheists who paid to keep them standing – in the Isles, at least. One by one places of worship were sold off, converted, pulled down. A few survived as public facilities. The cathedrals were the last to go; they were such works of art, but they did not earn. In the end, no one could afford to keep them standing and when they began to fall they had to be demolished – incidentally releasing valuable areas of real estate.’

‘What do you expect to find when you excavate them?’

‘The past,’ Turcat said. ‘It’s gone, lost. History drowned and we pulled up the ladder behind us. Everything you’ve said proves that.’

‘And what do you do with the past when you’ve found it?’

‘You ought to have come to the Interpretation Centre when it was still open.’

‘It looked more open than usual,’ de Harnac said.

Merrick, who had never supposed that his head of department had any kind of a sense of humour, heard Turcat laugh sadly in the darkness. De Harnac sounded vaguely sorry for Turcat and his little band of delving moles, scratching desperately for what was gone beyond recall. With the future so uncertain, why pursue the past? It was not as if they were going to find any more fossil fuel.

‘We part here, I think,’ de Harnac said, on the edge of the plaza.

‘I’ll walk on with you,’ Turcat said. ‘If I’m going to be out tomorrow I’d better get back to the department now.’

‘Oh, but the theatre!’ Amandine squeaked.

‘Are you going to the theatre?’

‘We are. You’re coming with me, remember? I got the tickets.’

‘Manda, I can’t. You must see how important this is.’

‘I do see. I’m coming with you in the morning, aren’t I? I found it, your Parizo Man. Why do you have to work tonight?’

‘Because I shan’t be here to do it tomorrow. Can’t you find someone else—’ He turned suddenly. ‘What about you, Korda? Wouldn’t you like to go to the theatre?’

Merrick, who was unaccustomed to social chit-chat from his superior, especially chit-chat involving enormously expensive tickets for a live theatrical performance, made a noncommittal noise.

‘Do you have something important to do too?’ Amandine was gallantly swallowing her disappointment. Merrick found the gallantry harder to take than the disappointment.

‘No, of course not. I’ll come with you,’ he said. ‘I’d like to.’

‘It will be wonderful.’ Amandine rallied and glowed. ‘A ballet, at the Ayckbourn – you know, the reconstruction? A friend of mine is dancing.’

‘There you are, then,’ Turcat said heartily and with evident relief, and dived into the darkness behind de Harnac.

The Ayckbourn foyer was crowded when Merrick arrived to meet Amandine. Bereft by the power failures, people who would normally be relaxing indoors in their viewing rooms with their home media had ventured out into the windy darkness, darker than ever they had expected or known, to places of entertainment – videodromes, concert halls, theatres, anything rather than sit at home in the derisive silence. Public buildings were always the first to get their power restored. Merrick’s own apartment block, Admiral Height, was on firefly wattage.

There was no evidence that the Ayckbourn management was trying to conserve energy. The foyer was softly but not dimly lit and light poured through the open doors from the auditorium. The crowds were streaming in eagerly. The show tonight featured a ballet, a lost art that attracted a lot more attention than a lost science.

Merrick had never seen a ballet and had only once or twice visited a theatre. He had never seen anything remotely resembling the interior of the Ayckbourn, a lovingly accurate recreation of a twentieth-century playhouse, although he passed its brick and stucco facade from time to time. He peered in at the imitation of Old England, noted the carpet, a floor covering he particularly disliked – it always made him suspect that it might break out in spores – and waited on the steps for Amandine.

Here she came now, flushed and excited, unlikely sibling to Turcat’s own dry detachment. It had taken a skeleton to excite brother Rémy. She stood barely a metre away, looking all around. Merrick, accustomed to not being recognized, reintroduced himself. She must have seen him a dozen times before, but he was never more than the graduate assistant, on hands and knees in a trench.

‘Oh, there you are,’ Amandine cried as if she had discovered him by herself. ‘I couldn’t get here sooner – so sorry. Let’s find our seats before we have to start climbing over people.’

He followed her through the foyer and into the auditorium; climbing over people? He began to envision a scaffolding to which they would cling, but the auditorium, still showing its ancestry in the old Greek amphitheatres, was raked, with long curving rows of seats. Theirs, predictably, were in the middle of a row and they did have to climb over people. No one minded, shifting amenably; it was all part of the experience.

Amandine was seated next to someone she seemed to know and who looked familiar to Merrick. He had an unnaturally round head with short hair cut in a fringe that made him resemble, did he but know it, the generic medieval villein in department reference works. When he noticed Amandine settling beside him he held out a hand with extravagant enthusiasm.

‘How good to see you again.’ Merrick knew the voice, fluting, self-assured, too matured for the face it came out of. He had visited the dig a couple of times, asking intelligent questions that Turcat had suspected him of composing at length beforehand. He gave no sign of having seen Merrick before and, of course, Merrick told himself viciously, he hasn’t seen me before. I’m the guy in the hole, scratching up dirt.

He stared at the red velvet curtains that hung in front of the proscenium stage while Amandine’s acquaintance yawned informatively in a carrying voice.

‘Have you seen The Sea Witch before? The piece they commissioned to open this place, pastiche of classical nineteenth-century ballet, danced on the point. Live orchestra – authentic early instruments.’

The auditorium darkened; the orchestra, positioned in a kind of gully in front of the stage, began playing; the red curtain went up like an eyelid. Pale lights spread across the silhouettes of rocks and out of the shadows advanced a squat shape, scuttling and creeping like a crab. Did it move on its feet or its hands? Was that probing, hesitant limb an arm or a leg? Where was its head? In the mass of its cramped, warped body a dead-white face looked up suddenly and caught the light. A new note sounded; the creature began to unfold, a knee, an elbow, a flexed arm, and stood upright: a woman.

Merrick assumed it was a woman, thin and arachnid, too many joints. Her limbs articulated at unlikely angles, emphasized by the black bodysuit. He tried to imagine what kind of a skeleton lay beneath; it was a dance of transcendent grace and peculiarly ugly to watch, like the face under its wig of straight pale hair.

‘Is it a mask?’ Merrick whispered.

‘No, it’s make-up. Traditional. It’s a kind of paste. You’ll see the others.’

The others did not appear. The solo went on, mesmerizingly horrible. How could human joints, a human spine, endure such contortions? He saw now what dancing on the point involved: her whole weight was carried on the tips of her toes.

Traditional make-up for a traditional dance-drama, a tradition, Merrick thought as he watched, that might usefully have been allowed to atrophy. The bone-cracking woman was a wicked spirit who haunted the seashore and saved a handsome prince from drowning. In gratitude he invited her back to his palace and she, deeply in love, for even the wicked can love deeply, went along in her finery, seaweed mostly, only to find that the prince, too dimwitted to read the signs, had invited her to his wedding.

Here came the prince in his handsome pink face paint and golden wig, with his pink and gold attendants, who disported themselves in various maritime pursuits, fishing, swimming or possibly surfing – it was hard to tell without any water – while the witch scuttled across the rocks, watching them, until the prince slipped and fell, swooning, drowning, and she sprang into the sea and dragged him out, and kept his friends at bay with gestures, since no one spoke, until he breathed again. Then she danced triumphant, disjointed, avid: He’s mine. He’s mine.

The curtain fell as the prince was borne palace-ward and his lovesick witch danced her passion alone on the beach.

‘It makes all the difference,’ said the man with the round head, as the lights went up for the interval, ‘all the difference in the world, having an Aboriginal dancer.’

‘Who, the witch woman?’ said a voice with penetrating clarity from farther along the row. ‘She’s an Oyster?’

Heads turned, breath was audibly drawn in, and the round-headed man launched into a lecture on Aboriginal sensibilities. Merrick was ready to bet that he too talked about Oysters when no one was listening, like all the tooth-sucking liberals within earshot. Oysters – it just slipped over the tongue. Aboriginal took longer to say and you had to think about it in advance.

In the second act the prince prepared to wed his bride. The scenery was sumptuous, every head was golden, every face was pink, the dancing was fluid and comfortable to watch; these big, well-rounded people did not dance on the point. Into it all irrupted the frenzied convulsed fury of the sea witch, jerking, twitching in thwarted rage, the face immobilized under its plastered maquillage, the body alone conveying jealousy, betrayal, revenge.

The courtiers, naturally, did not notice what was in their midst until she burst into the centre of the nuptials, miming retribution. All shrank in fear. A shimmering guardian-angel character intervened, danced a duel of wills with the sea witch, drove her thence. The party continued.

In Act III the newly-wed princess came down to the sea to bathe and was lured onto the rocks by the sea witch pretending to be some lovable marine creature until those frightful, steel-sprung crab-claw limbs sprang close like a trap, gripped the foolish princess and held her under to drown. Re-enter the guardian angel to engage in another duel of wills that drove the black witch up the rocks, higher and higher, until she cast herself down in a heart-jolting free-fall dive to the floor, dying, dead. Whereupon the princess revived, ascended into the arms of her rosy-fingered prince and everybody danced elaborately and longer than was strictly necessary around the shattered body of the sea witch as it lay broken and twisted, a knee here, an elbow there, head wrenched askew.

When the triumphant royal party had left, the light turned blue. The body twitched, bucked, reassembled itself, and the crab that had advanced on stage at the beginning dragged itself away into the darkness.

The audience, shocked beyond its expectations, rose to its feet, applauding, cheering, and the dancers filed on to bow acknowledgement. Last to appear was the sea witch, on two feet but walking with evident discomfort, like an animal on its hind legs; there was still that suspicion of too many joints.

‘Would you like to meet her?’ Amandine asked. ‘I know her – we could go backstage.’

Round-head, assuming that the invitation included him, declined, saying that he would rather not spoil the magic. Pure Aboriginal art was so rare, he breathed preciously. Merrick was tempted to come up with a similar excuse but his brief from Turcat was to accompany Amandine, so he followed her out, wondering what Turcat himself would have made of the performance. After five years in the department he still had no idea of how the head of it spent his spare time or even of where he went when he left work in the evenings. If he imagined him at all, his mind’s eye saw him alone with a bone upon which he gnawed absent-mindedly, consumed by his work and consuming it.

The Ayckbourn, being the creation of a drama-loving philanthropist and not state sponsorship, reproduced ancient theatre with exhaustive attention to detail. Amandine led the way along narrow passages, down staircases, through tunnels, all lined with doors. There was no room to walk two abreast except at intersections, where they were sure to encounter a dancer flitting between rooms in wrapper and slippers, and everyone had to flatten themselves against the walls and sidle. Most of the dancers had already removed their make-up but their faces retained a greasy sheen and glistened in the wings of the nose.

‘Isn’t there a terrible flood risk?’ Merrick asked, and a woman they were passing made a hasty sign with her fingers, her face pinched with disapproval.

‘Shh. You know how superstitious stage people are,’ Amandine said. Merrick had not known. She knocked on a door with two names on it: RODRIGUEZ, MASON.

Someone called out and they went in. The room was very bare but brilliantly lit by the illuminated mirror that took up one whole wall. Two women in wrappers were sitting at it, their backs to the door, but their faces reflected in the mirror: the princess and the sea witch.

The princess, her head wrapped in a towel, was polishing away her make-up with a cloth. The other was carving at her face with a strigil, removing thick curls of paint.

‘Frida, you were wonderful,’ Amandine cried. ‘And you, Elena.’

Elena Rodriguez turned and smiled. Cleansed of the princess’s pink complexion, her brown face was delicate, small featured, a perfect oval with gently arching brows above dark eyes. As she unwrapped the towel that swathed her head Merrick saw that the rolls and swatches of golden hair were now perched on a wig block to the side of a table. The towel fell away to reveal short charcoal curls.

‘It is so hot in that thing,’ Elena said. ‘You would not believe. Frida is so lucky to be able to wear her own.’

Merrick had assumed that the straight lustreless hair of the sea witch had been a wig but there was no false head at Frida’s end of the table.

The sea witch, who had only raised a hand in greeting, was still carving and scraping. With one swipe of the strigil she sliced off her right cheekbone and began shaving at her jaw. Korda tried not to stare at what was being exposed. Under the paste was not smooth skin but a corrugated strip like the surface of a wheat biscuit. He looked away hastily before Frida Mason should notice that she was being stared at, and joined in the conversation between Amandine and the other dancer, the princess who had nothing to hide beneath her stage face.

But now and again he could not stop his eyes slithering towards the mirror, where more and worse was being laid bare. The pockmarking began below the eye, spreading over the cheek and jaw, down into the pit of the neck, gnawing into the corner of the mouth on the way. Frida, quite unself-consciously, was excavating obstinate morsels of make-up from the scar tissue. With helpless disgust Merrick looked away and saw her feet instead.

The toes were long and knuckly like fingers, the tendons five rigid wires that ran taut into the ankle over knots of callus and bone process. Being over-familiar with the skeleton, having to identify any fragment that he might unearth, he could name every bone in that foot.

‘Nine more performances,’ Elena was saying, ‘then into rehearsal for the next one. Windows – it’s a contemporary piece, by Laken. So farewell to this muck, thank god. We’ll be wearing our own faces.’

‘Are you in that?’ Amandine asked, seeing that Frida was ready to talk. She was, after all, the one they had come to visit.

‘Me? No, I’m only on loan to the company.’ Frida turned round to answer and Merrick noticed that the other side of her face was almost unblemished; firm, handsome, as sharply defined, in a way, as the makeup had made it, and without the make-up, just as white.

‘We can’t do the steps on the point,’ Elena said. ‘No amount of training makes any difference. Frida will be back at the end of the winter season.’

‘Will you come and eat with us?’ Amandine said. Merrick hoped that this would not be part of his escort duties.

‘How could I refuse?’ Elena said. ‘Windows, thank god, goes on at the Outer Limits. Full accommodation laid on, and food. This kind of historical nonsense is all very well for a few days, but, my god, the thing’s been running on and off for weeks. Next time the Ayckbourn’s mentioned I’ll look very hard at my contract. Are you coming with us, Frida?’

‘No, thanks, I’ve got to find a steam room fast.’

‘Won’t you eat first?’

‘If I don’t get warm very quickly I shan’t be able to move at all tomorrow,’ Frida Mason said. There was no complaint in her voice, she was simply stating a fact. She wrapped a cloak around herself and limped out of the room; they heard the halting footsteps recede in the empty echoing corridors.

Elena closed the door cautiously before speaking. ‘A dancer’s life is short but, my god, those people – half-crippled at thirty.’

‘She’s never thirty,’ Amandine said.

‘Oysters age so fast.’ Merrick was beginning to dislike Elena, with her tapered limbs, plump feet, flawless skin. Everyone had flawless skin, but how did Frida Mason feel as she sat side by side with this beauty each evening, covering up her flaws and uncovering them again?

‘What happened to her face?’ he asked. It was the first time he had spoken. They looked at him as if they had forgotten that he was there. Probably they had. It was a Turcat failing.

‘One doesn’t ask,’ Amandine said.

‘I’ve never had the chance,’ Elena added. ‘We’ve been sharing this room for weeks. We get on well. I’m the official female star of the company, but you saw the performance. Everybody knows who the real star is and no one begrudges it. We all suffer for our art, but we don’t go through what she does – which is why she was engaged. Only an Oyster could dance the sea-witch role. All the moves are authentic and completely impossible for anyone else.

‘But we’ve sat beside each other at this mirror for four weeks of rehearsal and two months of performance; we’ve put on our make-up, we’ve danced together, we’ve come back here and taken it off again. I’ve never once found the right moment to ask about her face and she’s never mentioned it. I could have bitten my tongue out when I called the make-up muck just now. It’s not muck to Frida, believe me. And you’ve seen how thick hers has to be. Thicker than mine – and I have to change colour.’

She laughed, and Merrick liked her a little better after all. ‘What do you talk about?’ he said, and wondered how well Amandine, who claimed to know Frida, did in fact know her.

‘Nothing,’ Elena said. ‘Nothing that does not concern the dance, the costume, the make-up. Aside from that we have nothing to say to one another – that is, she has nothing to say to me. Why do you think they call them Oysters?’

On Parizo Beach the tide had risen and fallen, risen, and was on its way out again. As the water receded it left behind a wrack of shells and weed, floating debris of the storm cast up on the sloping peat bed of the beach, around the watcher on the shore. The eye sockets were now half-exposed and into one scuttled a little crab which, fitting neatly, drew in its claws and settled down, and the buried face stared on, up the moonglade.


Chapter Two

The police launch was built for speed, not comfort. Once out of the estuary it bounced from crest to wave crest as if someone were playing ducks and drakes with it.

‘Motion sickness decreases with age,’ the officer from Eavrey Point bawled cheerfully at his passengers, Rémy Turcat, who was vowing that any further trips to Parizo Beach would be made overland, Amandine, too cheerful and eager to care about the discomfort, and Merrick Korda, who had assumed that he would be expected to turn up. Turcat had neither welcomed him nor turned him away; he was expected.

The Nox lay far behind them; the low coastline, spooling out of the horizon, lay to the left, broken only by dunes and, above them, the rotating blades of the turbines on the Parizo Corporation’s wind farm. It was a fine autumn day, bright and mild, even on the water. The beach was deserted. The helmsman steered the launch alongside the wooden stairs of the jetty and cut the engine. The officer sprang out, up the steps, and ran confidently onto dry land. Turcat and his party followed uneasily, disoriented by the sensation after hours on the water that the boards were swaying beneath their feet.

‘Is this where you came ashore?’ the Politi officer asked Amandine. ‘Have you got co-ordinates?’

‘I don’t need them,’ Amandine said. ‘I can see it from here.’

The beach inclined smoothly from the edge of the water to the foot of the dunes. Halfway between the two margins an ochre-brown tump broke the glistening surface. A seagull perched on it.

‘Are we on Oyster territory or not?’ Turcat said.

‘I’d say not, but it’s a close thing. Not that it makes much difference. A body is a body and we have to investigate whether it’s an ancient death or not. Anyway, the Oysters will have other things on their mind, right now. Briease Township must have been flattened the other night.’

‘Hasn’t anyone been to find out?’ Amandine said.

You could have asked your Oyster friend last night, Merrick thought.

‘If they want help they’ll ask for it soon enough,’ the officer said. ‘Then they can complain that it wasn’t offered.’

The seagull screeched and took off. The four of them stood looking down at the skull.

‘He’s coming up,’ Amandine said.

‘He? Could be a woman.’

‘Not with those brow ridges,’ Turcat said. ‘Adult, you can tell by the sutures.’

‘I know that much,’ the officer said pettishly. He took out his scanner and applied it to the skull. Turcat and Merrick watched enviously as its insect proboscis took the minute core sample and read it for comparison with records. The officer moved away as the results came through.

‘No match,’ he said, turning back to them.

‘No match at all?’ Turcat was trying not to sound over-eager.

‘Nothing; which means that either he was born during the Anarchy and managed to evade registration afterwards, or he’s pre-Anarchy, in which case we’d have no records. He’s not listed as a missing person or a criminal, so as far as we are concerned he doesn’t exist. You can have him, Doctor. Ancient death.’

Turcat was looking almost coy. ‘I suppose there’s no chance … I mean, it wouldn’t do any harm, and it would be of enormous assistance to us—’

The officer cut in severely, as to an impertinent child that was pushing its luck. ‘I’m surprised to hear you even suggesting it. DNA records are strictly for forensic purposes and no other. You know why.’

‘I’m sorry. Forget—’

‘You lot always try it on,’ the officer complained. ‘I’ve worked in the city … bones …’ he muttered self-righteously, unstrapping the cutting equipment they had brought with them.

Merrick was responsible for the tools employed in the more delicate investigations that would follow the excavation, and a contour-cloth bag to carry home Parizo Man.

Amandine sidled up to him. ‘Why won’t they let you access DNA records?’

‘In case we use them to trace ancestry, racial origins. Which is what we really want to do, of course. I think it happens on the quiet, on the mainland, but they’re especially strict here.’

In some respects, he added to himself. It did cross his mind that the dates did not conform to his definition of ancient, but it would be foolhardy to argue. Parizo Man was theirs. They were being handed him more or less on a plate.

They marked out a rectangle, well clear of the supposed outline of the grave. ‘On the assumption that the skeleton was buried in a reclining position,’ Turcat said.

‘The angle of the head …’ Merrick ventured.

‘What about the angle of the head?’ Turcat’s own head snapped round. He regarded Korda as little as he did his own shadow: it was always there beneath him; he did not expect it to speak.

‘It looks more as if it was buried sitting up.’

‘Or standing,’ Turcat said, validating Merrick’s suggestion by appropriating it. ‘I don’t know of any island culture that buried its dead in either position – but we dare not cut in too close, we might sever a hand or a foot. It can easily happen.’

‘I do know what I’m at,’ the officer said. ‘I probably disinter more whole bodies than you do, Dr Turcat.’

The surface peat was rock hard. They drilled and sliced before they could dig, but then it came away cleanly as they worked a trench around the perimeter of the supposed grave until the skull was emerging from a plateau two metres long and one wide, and it was safe to work away at the sides to determine where the extremities might lie. All the while they operated the eye sockets watched them dispassionately.

Turcat began with his trowel to cut away carefully at the lower end of the block.

‘What are you looking for?’ the officer said, only mildly curious, anxious to leave. He was not obliged to assist these ghouls.

‘Toes,’ Turcat said.

‘He doesn’t seem to have any. Maybe someone’s had his feet off already.’

‘This body isn’t reclining,’ Turcat said. ‘It may be flexed, in a foetal position, sitting, standing – possibly it’s not there at all. Parizo Man may simply be Parizo Head.’

It was Merrick, trowelling from the other side, who found a kneecap, a little distance from where the chin must be.

‘You were right.’ Turcat looked across at Merrick and had to acknowledge him. ‘He must be sitting, knees drawn up’ – Merrick exposed a second patella – ‘feet together … staring out to sea.’

They all turned and stared out to sea in sympathy.

‘I wonder if he died sitting,’ Amandine said, her eyes big with tears ready to shed for the unknown departed. ‘Waiting for his friends, for a ship that never came.’

‘Depends how long he’s been here,’ Merrick said. ‘He might have been a long way from the coast when he died.’

Turcat’s head came round again to look at him curiously. Three nights ago Parizo Man had been under sand, under sea. In less than three hours he would, if left where he was, be under sea again. However, if he had sat down to wait in the hour of his death, he would not have been sitting on the shore but several kilometres inland, looking out across a stream, a road, a field, resting against a grassy bank perhaps. Had he simply died, been killed and left where he sat, or had he paused to rest at the moment of some cataclysm – a storm, a surge, a lightning strike?

‘Well, what are you going to do with him?’ the officer said. ‘What sort of a procedure do you people have?’

‘If we don’t get him out now we’ll have to wait for the tide to rise and go down again,’ Turcat said. While they had been digging the sea had continued its stealthy return. ‘Look, he’s sitting. We need only a small block round him – a cubic metre, less. Half that. Can’t we undercut and get him out?’

‘Him, yes. Not the peat. Put that lot in the launch and you’ll have us over, the first wave that hits.’

‘But you’ve got lifting gear.’

‘And I’ll use it to lift him out for you. I’m not using it to lift him into the launch.’

‘But what did you think we were going to do?’

‘Shovel him up and take him back in that bag. Isn’t that what it’s for?’

‘Not as such—’

‘I didn’t imagine you were planning to take half the beach with you.’

‘We’ll have to keep the block. We don’t know what we may find in it – might be full of clues, so might the digging. Look, if you can help us get him above the tide line we can manage the rest ourselves. I’ll call back to base and tell them what we’ve got. They can arrange for proper transport. I’ll pay for it myself if I have to.’ He began to walk away.

‘Where are you off to? Help, you said. I’m not wasting Politi time on university work.’

‘He’s calling Professor Ehrhardt,’ Merrick said, taking up a cutter again. Amandine seized a trowel and with one energetic swipe came near to shearing off vital Parizo parts.

Turcat reached the end of his conversation, wheeled and came back.

‘We’ve got about an hour and a half,’ he said, looking at the sea. ‘Professor Ehrhardt’s arranging a boat. If we can get the body out now it ought to be back at the department tonight.’

The officer went out to the launch and returned with the helmsman and the lifting gear. While they erected the windlass Turcat and Merrick slithered into the narrow trenches and reassembled the contour-cloth bag around and under the block of peat. Amandine laboured back and forth between the sea’s edge and the excavation, fetching bucketfuls of water to souse the cloth, which hardened on contact with liquid into a rigid casing around the block. It was an outdated paramedic device for immobilizing fractured limbs, and invaluable for contriving instant containers. Amandine’s bucket had been a fabric bag before she dipped it into the sea.

There was not quite enough cloth to cover the top of the block and the skull, which seemed to ignore their attentions with disdainful eyebrows until Merrick extinguished it in his coat, while the block was lifted from its bed and manoeuvred by the five of them into a sheltered cwm under the dunes. Then the officer and Turcat sat dickering over documentation, one abdicating responsibility, the other assuming it, while the foam crept slowly towards them and the helmsman pointed out that the launch was now riding dangerously close to the level of the jetty.

‘Are you just going to leave him here?’ Amandine’s question cut across the murmured conversation like a gull’s squawk.

‘No one’s likely to steal him,’ the officer said, with some truth, ‘and he’s not going anywhere.’

Turcat was doing a head count: the helmsman, himself, the officer, Amandine—

‘Korda, you can stay with him. We ought to be back within four to six hours. Any problem?’

Merrick shook his head; left on a deserted beach with a skeleton encased in a block of peat for six hours? On Parizo Beach, with the Briease Moss at his back, and Briease Town at its heart, and the population of that town who might have a number of reasons for displeasure should any of them decide to visit the beach? It was highly unlikely, in fact, that a coastal settlement had suffered much damage in the hurricane; no reason at all why beachcombers should not be out in pursuit of their gainful employment. What was he supposed to do if anyone came and challenged him about Parizo Man’s resurrection?

‘No problem.’

Merrick had been putting away the tools. He handed them to Turcat, who handed them back. ‘Improve the shining hour, Korda. The tide’s not up yet, look in the pit.’ He might have been instructing a robot, the kind that cleaned drains.

The party walked out along the jetty and climbed aboard. The engine barked into life and the launch first headed seawards then turned to starboard and sped away south like a dart skimming the surface. When the sound of its passing had died away the beach was silent except for the roll and crash of the sea advancing, advancing, and the cries of sea birds. Only Amandine had turned to wave goodbye.

Six hours alone with the skeleton. Merrick had not wanted to touch it with anyone watching. Turcat would have forbidden it – Parizo Man was his man – but Merrick had worked on enough digs to forecast what had to be done and how. Amandine had been all impatience to uncover the face; the policeman had imagined that the peat could be hacked away by the trowelful. Merrick knew that what lay ahead were hours of scraping, dusting, chipping, an infinitely slow liberation, the painstaking erosion, flake by flake, that would show them what they had saved from the sea. He longed to begin, but Turcat’s last words had been, ‘Look in the pit.’

The pit was barely hip deep and the sea was already closing in around it. He took a trowel and, leaning in, began to scratch at the sides and base. Anything that Parizo Man had had about his person at the hour of his death would, presumably, still be about his person, deeply impacted: perhaps his belongings, perhaps a knife in his ribs; but there might be something else lying about.

He scraped and probed gently, forgetting where he was and only occasionally thinking to glance up at the strange hairy sand hills, the dunes, but he saw no movement save for the shifting in the wind of the marram grass that bound the sand together, birds alighting and leaving. It was at the precise moment when his trowel struck wood that the first trickle of water slithered down the side of the pit.

Don’t hurry, don’t hurry, he told himself, but could not help making more determined strokes with the trowel point. He seemed to have uncovered the edge of a box with – here came another rush of water, more of it this time – a box with a metal plate of some kind fixed to it, deeply corroded. He had freed one corner; the end of it almost filled the base of the pit and it continued underground at the seaward end, longer than it was wide. If only he had more time, but while he thought of time passing, it
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